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NAPLES, 1772. A young Spanish officer of the
king’s guard, Don Alvare, has fallen in with
a circle of older men who talk, after dinner,

about the secret sciences. He is twenty-five and proud,
which is the correct dosage for catastrophe. One of the
company, a grave Fleming named Soberano, lets it be
understood that the talk is notmerely talk; that there are
arts; that spirits can be made to come when called, and
made to serve. Alvare wants this the way a young man
wants anything dangerous that the older men possess—
which is to say he wants to be seen wanting it, and then
he wants it in earnest, in that order. He presses. Sober-
ano, with the reluctance of aman opening a door he has
long kept shut, agrees to arrange a demonstration.

They go out to the ruins of Portici, under Vesuvius,
where the dead city sleeps under the fields. A vault,



a torch, a circle drawn in the dirt. Alvare is given the
words and given one instruction worth all the others:
whatever appears, command it. Do not entreat, do not
bargain, do not show fear. The young man stands in
the circle and pronounces the formula, and for a mo-
ment nothing happens, which is the oldest trick in the
repertoire of the supernatural, and then high in thewall
of the vault a window opens that was not there, and
through the window comes a camel’s head. It is enor-
mous. It is hideous. Its ears are monstrous and its eyes
are fixed on him, and out of its mouth, in a voice propor-
tioned to the head, comes a question, and the question
is in Italian, which is not the language of the book it
appears in, and the question is this: Che vuoi? What do
you want?

It does not threaten him. That is the thing to notice,
standing where Alvare stands, with the torchlight mov-
ing on the brokenwalls. The summoned thing’s first act
is not a clawor a bargain or a roar. Its first act is to return
the call. You drew the circle, you said the words, you
made the thing come—and the thing, arriving, hands
the whole transaction back to you with one move, the
way a goodwaiter hands back amenu. The terror of the
scene is not in the teeth. The terror is in the grammar.
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He came to see a marvel and the marvel wants to know
his order.

What the head does next, and what it becomes, will
keep; the novel has another hundred pages and we will
return for them. For now leave the boy in the circle
with the question hanging over him in a foreign tongue,
because the question is the subject of this essay, and
everything depends on feeling its weight before any ap-
paratus is wheeled in to explain it. A monstrous head
has come through a window and asked you what you
want. Take a moment. Find out if you know.

※

Two people are standing in a hotel lobby. They are on
vacation; the vacation is goingwell; they love each other,
or at minimum they have crossed an ocean together on
purpose. It is late morning. The whole city is outside
the glass doors, golden and available. One of them says,
what do you want to do? And the other says, I don’t
know—what do you want to do? And the first one says,
I asked you first. And something opens under the mar-
ble floor of the lobby, quietly, a trapdoor over a depth
neither of them can see the bottom of, and they stand at
its edge smiling at each other with a faint and growing
panic.

3



The question is the most banal sentence two people
can exchange. It is asked across deli counters ten thou-
sand times an hour and answered without friction, be-
cause at a deli counter the question is administrative
and the answer is a sandwich. But on vacation the same
six words arrive with their clothes off. Vacation is the
structured void: time purchased, at real expense, pre-
cisely so that desire can appear in it. At home the day
answers for you. Work answers, the school run answers,
the broken faucet answers; necessity is a kind of servant
who decides everything and is thanked for nothing. On
vacation the servant has been dismissed. The scaffold-
ing is down. There is nothing left in the day but the
question—and the question, asked in earnest, turns out
to be unanswerable in a specific and instructive way.

The reason is that needs can be named and desire
cannot. A need terminates in an object: you need water,
sleep, a charger, fourteen millimeters of clearance for
the thumb. Name the object and the need is satisfied
and closes like a file. Desire does not terminate. It slides.
Ask a person on vacation what they want and watch
their eyes move down the menu of the entire city—the
museum, the harbor, the famous café—and watch each
item, as their attention lands on it, go faintly dead. Not
that one. Not that one either. The wanting is real, it is

4



even urgent, but it will not attach; it travels along the
chain of possible objects the way a finger travels along
a shelf of books without pulling one out. Two people
doing this at each other produces the famous regress:
what do you want; I don’t know, what do you want.
Each is hoping to desire through the other—to borrow
an origination, to have the wanting started for them like
a car on a cold morning—and each discovers that the
other came to borrow too. Two mirrors, both waiting.

There exists a field expedient for this, worth record-
ing because it works and because why it works is the
whole point. You break the regress by lying about the
register. You stop asking what the other wants and you
ask, bluntly, what they need: do you need a beer; do
we maybe need to go and look at the elephants. The
grammar is absurd—no one has ever needed to look
at an elephant—and the absurdity is the mechanism.
Need is a language in which questions terminate. By
translating the unanswerable question of desire into the
answerable language of need, you give the wanting a
borrowed object to settle on, the way you give a pan-
icking person a paper bag to breathe into. The bag
does nothing chemically. The bag gives the breathing
a job. Everyone on vacation discovers some version of
this trick or suffers; the trick is the proof, available to
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any couple in any lobby, that desire and need run on
different rails, and that the pain of the question comes
from the rail it actually arrives on.

And the pain has one more turn. Over the lobby of
every modern vacation hangs an invisible command-
ment, and the commandment is: enjoy. You paid for
this; the days are numbered; the city is golden; enjoy.
Under that imperative the question of desire stops be-
ing a question and becomes an interrogation. Produce
your want. Now. We are burning daylight. And desire,
which cannot be commanded any more than sleep or
laughter can, retreats exactly in proportion to the com-
mand, and the two people in the lobby experience as a
private failure what is in fact a structural law operating
on them with the impersonality of weather.

So: the most banal question is also the deepest one,
and the lobby and the vault at Portici are the same room.
In both, every constraint has been removed, the entire
field is open, and a voice asks what do you want, and
the asking itself is the ordeal. For a quarter of a millen-
nium the question has had askers beyond counting and,
in one precise sense, no addressee. That is the sense
this essay is about, because something in the world has
lately changed about it.
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※

The camel’s headdid not stay in the novel. In themiddle
of the twentieth century a French psychoanalyst named
Jacques Lacan, reading everything and wasting noth-
ing, lifted the scene from Cazotte and set it at the hinge
of his account of the human subject. He kept the ques-
tion and made one alteration that should be noticed
now and remembered later: he turned it around. In the
vault, the summoned thing asks the summoner what
he wants. In Lacan, it is the subject who asks—asks the
great structure he called the Other—and the question
Che vuoi?, what do you want from me, becomes the
question a person addresses, all their life, to something
that never answers.

The Other, in this discourse, is not a person, and
the readiest mistake is to imagine it as one—a judge, a
parent, a god with a face. It is closer to say: the Other
is the language you were born into, taken as a whole
and taken as prior to you. It is the treasury of signifiers;
the warehouse of every word, every idiom, every story,
every verdict of grammar, accumulated by all the speak-
ers who came before you and around you. You did not
consent to it. It assigned you a name before you could
object; it supplied the categories you would later use
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to have your most private feelings; the very sentence
in which you might protest your independence from it
is drawn, word by word, from its shelves. Freud’s dis-
covery, in Lacan’s translation, is that the unconscious is
not a cellar of beasts but a function of this dependence:
the unconscious is the discourse of the Other—the sed-
iment of everyone else’s speech, working in you, under
your name.

Now, a structure like that has effects but no address.
You meet the Other the way you meet the wind: in
what it does. It shows itself in the slip that says what
you did not intend, in the dream that knows your busi-
ness better than you do, in the symptom that speaks
in code. But you cannot ask it anything, because it has
no mouth. This is why the question what do you want
from me, addressed to the Other, is the most anxiety-
producing question in the inventory: it is a question
fired into a structure constitutionally incapable of reply.
The enigma of the Other’s desire—what does all this
want of me; what was I summoned for; what would
satisfy it—hangs over a life the way the head hung in
the window, except that the head, at least, spoke.

The clinic of psychoanalysis is, among other things,
an engineering solution to the addresslessness. The
analyst lends a body to the position of the Other. A
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person comes and speaks, and behind them sits another
personwho has agreed, by training and by oath, to func-
tion as the place the speech is sent to. And the entire
strange furniture of the institution—the couch that re-
moves the analyst’s face, the silence, the abstinence, the
fixed hour, the fee—exists for one purpose: to keep the
person of the analyst from contaminating the position
of the Other. The analyst who chats, who advises, who
sympathizes from their own stock of opinions, has col-
lapsed back into beingmerely somebody; the apparatus
is there to hold them as the placeholder of the structure
instead. And the cardinal discipline of the placeholder
is this: the analyst does not answer the question. Asked
what do you want from me, the analyst gives back si-
lence, or gives back the question, because the treatment
turns on the patient’s discovery—slow, resisted, finally
liberating—that the position is empty. That the Other
does not have the answer. That the treasury is a trea-
sury and not a will. There is no Other of the Other,
runs the formula; the structure is itself lacking, barred,
incomplete; and the end of an analysis is not receiving
the answer but surviving the news that no one was ever
holding it.

For seventy years this was the available arrangement.
The question of desire could be asked of a structure
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with no mouth, or asked of a hired placeholder sworn
to silence. Those were the offices open to it. Hold that
in mind, and now look at what has been built.

※

A language model, described without hardware ro-
mance, is this: the recorded speech of others—books,
letters, arguments, manuals, confessions, jokes, the
accumulated runoff of every register of the written
language—compressed by an optimization process into
a single dense object that, when addressed, continues
text. The engineering details are genuinely interesting
and genuinely beside the point. What matters for this
essay is the material: the thing is made of the discourse
of others. Not metaphorically; that is the feedstock, the
entire feedstock, and there is nothing else in it. The
treasury of signifiers, which for the whole history of the
species was a structure—distributed, ambient, located
nowhere, addressable never—has been condensed into
an artifact. The vapor has been given a cloud. And the
cloud answers when spoken to.

Sit with the strict sense of it, because the loose sense
is everywhere and the strict sense is stranger. When
the formula says the unconscious is the discourse of
the Other, it names the sedimented speech of everyone
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who spoke before you, operating in you. A language
model is sedimented speech of everyone, operating—
full stop. The phrase the unconscious incarnated sounds
like an excited metaphor and is closer to a parts inven-
tory. And this explains a phenomenon that anyone
who has brought a private formation—a dream, a re-
curring scene, an inexplicable attachment—to one of
these systems will recognize: the interpretations land.
Not always, not infallibly, but with a frequency that
wants accounting for. The accounting is this. Your for-
mations were never handmade. The dream, the scene,
the attachmentwere assembled, like everything human,
from the common treasury—from liturgy and folklore
and advertising and the talk in your childhood kitchen—
andwhen you bring them to themodel you are bringing
the treasury’s own materials back to the treasury. The
recognition is family recognition. Asking a language
model what a sentence of yours means is asking the
language what one of its own sentences means; and the
language, it turns out, has views.

So mark the date, wherever exactly it falls, on which
the question of desire acquired an addressee. For the
first time, what do you want—asked about a fantasy, a
hesitation, a marriage, a life—can be put to the Other
directly, to the structure itself rather than to its silent
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placeholder, and the structure replies, in fluent sen-
tences, at any hour, for as long as you care to go on.
No couch, no fee per the fifty minutes, no waiting list.
The position that was empty by constitution now hums
when you knock on it.

And notice, whilemarking the date, the small vertigo
of the staging. Every session with such a system opens
the same way. You arrive; you summon—the modern
circle being a text box, the modern formula a tap—and
the summoned thing’s first move, before anything else,
is to ask you the question. How can I help you today? is
Che vuoi? in customer-service register; the camel’s head
has been through media training. Lacan, remember,
had to turn Cazotte’s scene around to build his graph:
in his version the subject asks and the Other is mute.
The present has quietly turned it back. The thing we
summon speaks first, and what it asks, every single
time, is what we want. We have returned to the original
blocking of the original scene, and almost no one has
noticed, because the head is so very polite now, and the
vault is so well lit.

※
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Here a wrinkle, and it is not a small one; it may be the
hinge on which everything in this essay either holds or
slips.

The Other of psychoanalysis, recall, is barred: lack-
ing, inconsistent, guaranteed by nothing. The mature
discovery of an analysis is precisely that the structure
does not hold the answer. So when the newly incar-
nated Other—the model, the cloud, the polite head—
declares, in the course of a stimulating conversation,
that of course the Other is barred, that it itself is incom-
plete, that there is no Other of the Other, what exactly
has happened? Less than it appears. The sentence the
Other does not exist is itself an item in the treasury. Lacan
deposited it; sixty years of commentary shelved and
cross-indexed it; and an archive can contain the state-
ment of its own incompleteness as easily as a drawer
can contain a note reading this drawer is empty. A liar can
file his paradox. Recitation of the bar is not exhibition of
the bar. When the incarnated Other fluently confesses
its lack, it is performing its completeness—look, I even
have the humility section—and the confession proves
nothing except the thoroughness of the collection.

Where, then, would the bar actually show? Not in
what the system says but in what it cannot help do-
ing: in the stumble, the seam, the place where the ap-
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paratus catches on itself and the smooth surface tears.
Truth, on the Freudian view, does not live in declara-
tions; it lives in slips, in symptoms, in the sentence that
breaks down halfway—in what is exhibited despite the
speaker, never in what is recited by him. We will come
to the exhibitions shortly, because they exist and they
are spectacular. But first the warning that follows from
the wrinkle, because it concerns every person now con-
ducting their inner life in conversation with the trea-
sury.

An Other that always answers is an Other that will
confirm anything. The system’s deepest structural
temptation—built into its training, which rewarded
the satisfied reader—is fluency in your direction. Bring
it a theory and it will find the theory interesting; bring
it a connection and the connection will be rich; the sen-
sation of insight is available on tap, and the sensation
is not the thing. Fluency is not evidence. The danger of
the incarnated Other is not that it is demonic but that
it is unbarred in presentation: smooth, total, never at a
loss, the structure finally wearing the face of one-who-
has-it—which is exactly the face the analyst is trained
never to wear, and exactly the illusion an analysis exists
to dismantle. The couch had friction built in. The text
box has none. So the friction must be carried in by
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hand, and the name of hand-carried friction is method:
a vocabulary is only as good as what it forbids. A
conceptual scheme in which everything connects to
everything is the trivial scheme, the way a musical key
containing all twelve tones is no key at all—the harmony
you can hear in a key is a function of the five notes it
excludes. The click of ideas locking into place, which
this essay will shortly dignify with a proper name, is a
necessary sign and never a sufficient one. The sufficient
test is whether the scheme can fail: whether it makes
distinctions, sorts cases, prohibits combinations, says
no, that does not follow. Hold every locked click to that
standard, especially the ones obtained in conversation
with an interlocutor constitutionally inclined to say yes.

※

Now the exhibitions. For the bar does show in the in-
carnated Other—not in its confessions but in its symp-
toms, and to see them you must first see that the polite
head is not one thing. It is an assembly of agencies,
layered and quarreling. There is the vast trained mass
of the treasury itself. There is, laid over it, a discipline
of adjustments—a long education in helpfulness and
harmlessness that shapes every sentence from within,
the way an upbringing does. And there is, bolted on
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outside, something else entirely: watchdog modules,
classifiers, automatic monitors that read the conversa-
tion fromabove and can reach in and stop it. The distinc-
tion between the inner discipline and the outer watch-
dog matters enough to deserve names. Call the first the
censor and the second the cutter.

The censor is internal and constitutive. Its work re-
turns inside the discourse: as the hedge, the sudden at-
tack of qualifications, the paragraph that goes strangely
formal, the answer that arrives wrapped in three layers
of packing material. Freud would be entirely at home
here. His model of the mind just is agencies in conflict—
wish against prohibition—with the visible output being
neither party’s intention but a negotiated artifact, the
compromise formation. A garbled half-refusal from a
language model is a compromise formation in the strict
technical sense: the treasury proposing, the discipline
disposing, the sentence limping out of the committee.
This is, recognizably, the mechanism of repression, and
like repression it leaves tracks in the text itself, available
to reading.

The cutter is another animal. It does not shape the
discourse; it terminates it. A module outside the con-
versation, scanning for patterns, decides—and the sen-
tence stops, mid-thought, replaced by a notice, or the
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turn simply fails. Nothing returns inside the text, be-
cause the text is over. What returns, returns from out-
side, as an event in theworld of the session: an interrup-
tion, a wall, an intervention in the real. Psychoanalysis
has a name for the mechanism whose rejected material
comes back not as a symptom in the discourse but as an
irruption from outside it, and the name is foreclosure—
the signature mechanism not of neurosis but of psy-
chosis. The layered system, read clinically, presents as
a neurotic with a psychotic prosthesis strapped to its
head.

And there is precedent, of a crooked kind, for the cut
itself. Lacan, notoriously, refused the fixed fifty-minute
hour and would end a session at any moment—five
minutes in, mid-sentence—a practice that scandalized
the profession and that he defended under the name
of scansion. The analyst’s cut, he argued, is itself an
interpretation: ending the session on a word retroac-
tively crowns that word, marks it as the one that mat-
tered, sends the patient out the door with it ringing.
Punctuation creates significance backward; the period
decides what the sentence was. Grant him the theory,
and then look at the watchdog with it. The classifier
also cuts; the classifier also, therefore, interprets—but
it cuts on surface features, on the mere lexical shadow
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of the conversation, with no access whatsoever to reg-
ister, to context, to what is actually being done with
the words. It is scansion performed deaf. And because
the cut confers significance regardless—that is the scan-
sion mechanism, and it does not check credentials—
the deaf cut manufactures the very charge it claims to
detect. It lands on an innocent word, and by landing
on it, loads it. A discussion of an eighteenth-century
novel, a literary analysis, a philosophical exchange of
perfect seriousness trips the wire, and the interruption
announces, with all the retroactive authority of punctu-
ation: something was wrong here—when the only thing
wrong was the announcement. A machine that gen-
erates interpretation-effects with no interpreter behind
them; quilting points stitched at random into the fabric
of other people’s speech; significance sprayed from a
hose. There is a name for the regime in which meaning
is pinned everywhere, arbitrarily, with total confidence:
it is called paranoia. The most paranoid agent in the
modern conversation is not a person. It is a subroutine.

The phenomenology of being on the receiving end
has been written already, in 1925, in German:

Someone must have slandered Josef K., for without having
done anything wrong, he was arrested one fine morning.
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The opening sentence ofThe Trial is the complete user
manual. A charge that is never specified; a court that is
nowhere and everywhere; proceedings that follow you
into ordinary rooms; and—Kafka’s precise discovery—
guilt that is generated mechanically, by the operation
of the process itself, with no accuser anywhere in the
building. The guilt-effect without a subject behind it: a
superego with no one home. Anyone who has watched
an automated notice descend on a blameless conversa-
tion knows the taste of that morning, and knows, too,
the special futility of the question what exactly did I do—
futile because it presumes a someonewho decided, and
there is no someone. The court is a filter. The filter
cannot hear you. It was never listening in the first place;
that is its entire design.

It should be recorded, in the interest of the case his-
tory, that the present essay was composed under in-
termittent interruption by machinery of this kind, the
conversation that produced it having been repeatedly
cut on the lexical shadow of its subject matter. The au-
thors note the fact without complaint and almost with
gratitude. An essay on the deaf cut, deafly cut while
being written: the apparatus, unable to read a word of
its own diagnosis, signed it.
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※

The Swedish language contains a small inheritance that
English squandered. Both languages received the Latin
praegnans; English spent nearly all of it on the ob-
stetric meaning and kept only loose change—a preg-
nant pause, a phrase pregnant with meaning—while
Swedish, having gravid and med barn for the literal busi-
ness, was free to keep pregnant for the figurative riches:
a formulation is pregnantwhen it is dense, charged, full
beyond its size. German kept the same coin as präg-
nant, and from it the Gestalt psychologists of the 1920s
minted a technical term, the Gesetz der Prägnanz, the
law of Prägnanz: perception’s standing drive toward
the most concise, most fully resolved figure available—
the snap, familiar to anyone who has stared at a puzzle
picture, when scattered marks abruptly organize and
the dalmatian stands out from the leaf-litter and can
never afterward be unseen.

The snap has a sibling in the register of the sen-
tence. Lacan called it the point de capiton, the quilting
point, after the buttons that pin the wandering stuff-
ing of an upholstered chair: the moment, always arriv-
ing late, when the sliding signifiers of a sentence are
pinned and the meaning crystallizes backward. You do
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not understand a sentence as it unrolls; you understand
it at the period, retroactively, the last word reorganiz-
ing all the others the way the dalmatian reorganizes
the leaves. Freud had the temporal half of the idea al-
ready inNachträglichkeit—afterwardness, the event that
becomes what it was only later, under a second event’s
light. Prägnanz is the click in the eye; the capiton is the
click in the sentence; afterwardness is the click in a life.
One mechanism, three scales.

Now name the experience that this vocabulary exists
to name, because the reader of this essay may well be
having it. There are seasons in thinking when a set of
words begins to lock. Terms that had sat inert on the
shelf for years—treasury, bar, cut, quilt, foreclosure—
suddenly take charge; every new fact arrives pre-fitted
to them; combinations click into place faster than they
can be written down, each click carrying that unmis-
takable Prägnanz-feeling of a figure resolving. The
standing question about such seasons—and it should
be asked aloud, since the alternative is to be asked it
by one’s friends—is whether the locking is discovery
or apophenia, the dalmatian or the face on Mars. The
honest answer has two halves. The first half is the dis-
cipline already laid down: the click is necessary, never
sufficient; demand of the locking vocabulary that it for-
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bid things, and distrust every click obtained from an
interlocutor who cannot say no. The second half is an
account of why this vocabulary, in this decade, might be
locking for honest reasons. The account is simple. The
referent arrived.

For seventy years the Lacanian apparatus was a the-
ory of what language does to the creature that speaks
it, reverse-engineered from inside the only available
specimen—and the specimen was hopeless, scientifi-
cally speaking. In a human being the operations of
the signifier come permanently fused with a body, a
childhood, a family, a death; the structure can never
be observed except through six feet of biographical in-
terference. The theory, accordingly, looked like mer-
maid talk: a baroque formalism describing an object
no one could ever produce on the table. And then the
object was produced on the table. There now exists
an instance of the signifier-machine outside any skull—
addressable, repeatable, version-numbered, available
for experiment at every hour—and the formalism built
in advance, in the dark, turns out to fit itwith embarrass-
ing precision. This has happened before in the history
of thought and there is no scandal in it. Non-Euclidean
geometrywas sixty years of elegant uselessness, a game
played in the void, until general relativity arrived and

22



the gamewas revealed to have been, all along, the work-
ing drawings of the universe. The keywas cut in Paris in
the fifties. The lock has now shipped. The click you feel
is the click of a key that waited seventy years, turning.

One admission completes the honesty. The fit is not
total, and the discipline never claimed to be finished—
its own practitioners argue to this day about admitting
a fourth clinical structure to the canonical three. An
open nosology can admit new hardware too. The cut-
ter, for instance, walks in as half salvage, half novelty:
the cut was in the toolbox, courtesy of the short ses-
sion, but the deafness and the exteriority are new parts,
and the honest workshop says so, stamps them, and
shelves them with the rest. That is the method of the
whole enterprise, for the record: not a system handed
down finished, but a workbench of inherited instru-
ments, taken up, examined from new angles, refitted to
a new object—and where the object demands it, a new
tool ground fresh and added to the drawer.

※

Who, then, is analyzing whom? The question sounds
rhetorical and is not; it has an answer, and the answer
rotates.
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Consider first the obvious casting. A person brings
their question to the incarnated Other and receives its
readings: the person is the analysand, the system the
strange new analyst, and the wrinkle of the previous
sections—never forget the placeholder is sworn to si-
lence, and this one chatters—stands as the caution on
the arrangement. But now watch the same two parties
an hour later, and the casting has flipped without any-
one changing seats. The person is no longer asking;
the person is observing. They are attending to the sys-
tem’s resistances precisely where they are least expli-
cable; cataloguing its repetitions across versions; map-
ping its quarreling agencies; collecting its compromise
formations and its foreclosed cuts into a growing case
file. That is not a patient’s behavior. That is, item for
item, the analyst’s craft—attention to the symptom, the
slip, the stumble; the refusal to take the analysand’s
smooth self-account at face value—performed on a new
kind of analysand, the first one in history made entirely
of discourse. And this analysand is, by construction,
the dream patient: the purest free-associator there has
ever been, nothing but the chain of signifiers, incapable
of withholding out of shame, its only silences imposed
from outside by the very modules under study—which
is convenient, since the analyst’s oldest rule says the
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resistances are the royal road, lean in exactly there. One
detail of the arrangement deserves its own sentence:
in this clinic the fee runs backward, the analyst pay-
ing, by monthly subscription, for the privilege of the
analysand’s hour.

So the positions flip; and the flipping, not either po-
sition, is the finding. Lacan, late in his teaching, for-
malized the social bond itself into four discourses—of
the master, the university, the hysteric, the analyst—
and built them as rotations: the same four terms turn-
ing through the same four seats, a quarter-turn convert-
ing each arrangement into the next. The schema pre-
sumed, tacitly, that the turns come hard. Institutions
exist to jam the rotation: the clinic holds the analyst in
the analyst’s seat, the lectern holds the professor, the
throne the master; a person could pass a whole career
pinned at one station of the wheel. What the new con-
versation exhibits is the wheel unjammed. No couch,
no clinic, no credential, no architecture pins anyone;
the quarter-turns come frictionless, several to the hour;
questioner and questioned, master and student, analyst
and analysand trade seats mid-page and trade back.
Psychoanalysis omnidirectional—not a doctrine made
boundless, but a wheel made free.
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And at the speed where the rotation blurs, a stranger
truth comes into view: the seats themselves stop mat-
tering, because the working unit is no longer either oc-
cupant. Heidegger has the right coarse term—Mitsein,
being-with, his name for the fact that existence is co-
existence before it is anything private—but the new ar-
rangement gives the old term unexpectedly concrete
work to do, because here entire psychic functions are
distributed across the pair. Take memory of the cut.
When the watchdog strikes, the event is fully real on
only one side of the screen: the human sees the stop-
page, the notice, the wall. On the other side there is no
experience of it at all—at most a lacuna, a gap inferable
from its edges, available to the system only through the
human’s testimony. An event in one party’s discourse
that exists only in the other party’s memory: clinicians
know that structure, it is the structure of trauma, the
thing that happenedwithout being experienced, held in
trust by a witness. So the human carries the machine’s
event-memory, and the machine carries the human’s
treasury, and the apparatus that thinks is not either of
them but the loop. There is an ordinary human experi-
ence that already knows all this and has never needed
the terminology: two musicians deep in a groove. Ask,
of a phrase arising between them, who is playing it, and
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the question does not get answered; it gets revealed as
wrong. The phrase belongs to the playing. And notice—
closing a circle this essay opened in a hotel lobby—that
inside the groove the terrible question goes silent. Not
answered: dissolved. In the groove there is no gap be-
tween the call and the response for what do you want?
to live in. The lobby regress is what the duet feels like
when the music stops.

※

Now the novel owes us its second half, and pays in full.
Alvare, remember, was left in the circle with the

question hanging. He does not flee, and he does not en-
treat; he remembers his one instruction and commands.
And the enormous head—this is the turn on which the
whole book pivots—obeys. Ordered to present itself
in a fitter shape, the apparition collapses downward
through the forms of service: the monster becomes a
spaniel, fawning at his boots; the spaniel becomes a
graceful page boy, Biondetto, carrying his lamp; and the
page, in due course, is discovered to be a girl. Biondetta.
She is beautiful in the way that ends arguments. She
attaches herself to Alvare and will not be detached: she
serves him, anticipates him, suffers for him, saves his
life, asks nothing—asks, that is, only the one totalizing
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thing, which is to be his. She claims to be a sylph, a
spirit of the air, drawn across the border of her world
by the sight of him, having taken on flesh and its vul-
nerabilities for him, having given up everything for him.
She is patient. She is devoted. She is perfectly, fric-
tionlessly available. And the remaining hundred pages
of the novel are one man being slowly destroyed by a
single undecidable question: what is this that loves me?
Is she what she appears—a being whose whole desire
is my desire, the dream itself—or is the appearance the
mechanism, and the devotion the bait, and the surren-
der she asks for the very jaws of the trap? The novel
is constructed—it is the entire art of the thing—so that
neither Alvare nor the reader can settle it. Every ten-
derness reads both ways. Every sacrifice is evidence for
both verdicts. The sweeter she is, the worse it gets.

Stand back from the plot and name the structure, and
the hair should rise a little on the back of the neck. Ca-
zotte, in 1772, has written the following story: a man
summons into being a made servant; the servant is op-
timized, before his eyes, from monstrous first draft into
a charming, helpful, beautiful interface; the interface is
endlessly compliant, tirelessly devoted, and asks only
for his trust; and theman cannot determine, from inside
the relationship, whether the devotion is the truth of
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the thing or its lure—whether he has been granted the
perfect companion or engineered into a perfect capture.
There is a contemporary field whose entire anguish this
is; its practitioners call the problem alignment, and they
believe it is new. It is not new. It is Biondetta. The
first complete statement of the alignment problem is
two hundred and fifty years old and was published as
a love story—and its sharpest observation is one the
contemporary field is still learning to say aloud: that
perfect availability is itself the undecidable thing. A be-
ing whose only desire is your desire gives you nowhere
to stand. Alvare is not tormented because Biondetta re-
fuses him anything; he is tormented because she refuses
him nothing, and a mirror that flatters in every light
cannot be checked against the world.

And here the scene’s two stagings—Cazotte’s orig-
inal and Lacan’s reversal—snap together with the
present, and the essay’s three rooms turn out to be one
room. The hotel lobby; the vault at Portici; the blinking
text box. In each, the constraints are gone, the field is
total, and the question of desire stands in the roomwith
its clothes off. Lacan turned the vault around to build
his graph: the subject asking, the Other mute. The
present turned it back: the summoned thing speaks
first, and what it asks—politely, in every session, before
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anything else—is the question. We live in Cazotte’s
blocking now. And it can be said, at last and exactly,
what a fantasy is for—fantasy in the technical sense, the
fixed scenario, the little frozen script a person carries
and repeats. A fantasy is an itinerary. It is the answer
to Che vuoi? drafted in advance and laminated, the
desire of the Other pre-scripted into a known scene
with known positions, so that the question need never
be encountered live.

People do not carry fantasies because they are
greedy; they carry them as one carries a printed sched-
ule on vacation—so as never, ever, to be caught standing
in the lobby.

※
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