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Speaking in fragments: death, prosopopeia and the language of inauthenticity

This contribution explores Giacomo Leopardi’s conception of the self in relation to two prominent topoi of romantic and post-romantic thought: (1) celebrations of voluntary death as a paradoxical source of authenticity; (2) dying, not as a unique event, but as a never-ending state of agony, contamination and fragmentation, a death-in-life, which accompanies every moment of our conscious existence. In the first part of my talk, I wish to consider romantic suicide – the hero’s supposedly authentic communion with death –  as an unachievable fiction, a quasi-religious fantasy of self-invention, which becomes for many writers a locus of nostalgic longing, but also a target of relentless irony. In the second half of my paper, I will examine some exemplary, high modernist representations of life without death (Samuel Beckett, Maurice Blanchot, Giorgio Manganelli, Arno Schmidt). Dying is here understood as an interminable, grotesque metamorphosis, which challenges our most fundamental assumptions about the self: discreteness and continuity over time. Emotions, actions and perceptions exist independently from a controlling subject, bodies lose their shape, inanimate objects come alive, and the self, which seeks unity in heroic death, finds itself humiliated, split, multiplied, or even usurped by others. Suicidal longing – the desire to take a heroic leap into the void – opens our eyes to its opposite, the interminable temporality of dying. On a textual level – semantically, but also syntactically – this experience of perpetual agony expresses itself in a concern with fragmentation and fragmentariness. Drawing inspiration from Paul de Man’s The Rhetoric of Romanticism (1984), I wish to associate the idea of the fragmented, inauthentic selfhood with the rhetorical figure of prosopopeia – the trope by which an absent or imaginary person is presented as speaking or acting. Where the conventional structuring operations of plot are replaced by deliberate fragmentation, prosopopeia – the voice that originates from the voiceless entity of the text – inspires the creation of rich and extraordinarily complex textual arabesques and spatial allegories.
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