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5 
UNKNOWN PLEASURES 

Orgasms and epistemology 

Introduction: Tiresias, the seer 

Tiresias, the blind prophet of Thebes, appears at several points in Lacan’s 
work. Sometimes it is in reference to his general powers of divination, or in 
relation to the story of Oedipus in which he plays a leading role (see Lacan, 
2007). Most often, it is in connection with a curious episode recounted in 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, in which he is called upon to settle an argument 
between Jupiter and Juno over who enjoys sex more: men or women.1 

Tiresias pays a heavy price for getting involved. The following is the 
account of this episode given by Lacan in his tenth seminar: 

Tiresias, the seer, who ought to be the patron of psychoanalysts, was 
blinded by an act of vengeance of the supreme goddess, Juno, the jealous 
one – and, as Ovid explains very well to us in the third book of the 
Metamorphoses, from verse 316 to verse 338, if Tiresias offended Juno, it is 
because he is consulted for a joke – the Gods do not always measure the 
consequences of their acts – by Jupiter who for once was having a relaxed 
relationship with his wife and teasing her about the fact that undoubtedly 
‘the pleasure that you experience is greater’ –  he is the one who is 
speaking – ‘than that experienced by the man’. But then he says: ‘But, by 
the way, what am I thinking of? Tiresias was a woman for seven years ….’ 
This is why he can testify before Jupiter and Juno. Whatever might 

be the consequences he must testify to the truth and corroborate what 
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Jupiter says: It is women who enjoy (jouissent). Their jouissance is 
greater, whether it is a quarter or a tenth more than that of the man – there 
are more precise versions. 

(Lacan, 2014, p. 169) 

Jupiter makes his claim that women experience greater sexual pleasure than 
men and, understandably, falls into a dispute with his wife. Tiresias is called 
upon as an expert witness because he was changed into a woman for seven 
years after striking a pair of copulating snakes on Mount Cyllene. He confirms 
Jupiter’s suspicion. Then, Ovid says, if rumours are to be believed, Juno was 
‘more indignant than she had any right to be, more so than the case 
demanded’ (Metamorphoses, III, 333–335), and she condemns Tiresias to 
eternal blindness. Jupiter, by way of consolation, grants Tiresias the power 
to see into the future. 
Tiresias is ‘consulted for a joke’, but the joke turns sour. Besides his more 

famous prophetic abilities, Tiresias’ transexual knowledge has an element of 
bathos, but the episode is too provocative to be dismissed as merely a comic 
fable. Lacan returns to it throughout his seminars, going so far as to say that 
Tiresias should be the ‘patron saint of psychoanalysts’. Because of his insight? 
This seems an ambitious comparison. Perhaps it is because of the anger he 
inspires. Like psychoanalysis generally, he can’t win once he begins to 
speculate about gendered pleasure. 
The female orgasm is central to the controversies of psychoanalysis. 

Freud’s (1905) positing of a superior vaginal (as oppose to clitoral) orgasm is 
presented as evidence of how little he understood the ‘dark continent’ of 
female sexuality (see Koedt, 1970). More than just anatomical wrongheaded
ness, it betrays fantasies, male fantasies about women. As does Jupiter – and 
this is surely part of the reason for Juno’s anger. Juno herself doesn’t speak 
in response to Tiresias, but she is clearly peeved, ‘More indignant than she 
had any right to be’. In no version is it suggested exactly why she should 
react this way – Ovid, in time-honoured fashion, implies the reaction is 
excessive and irrational – but it is the start of an indignation that will 
reverberate down the millennia, felt when men use supposed authority to 
pronounce on female experience (even when, as here, it is men collabor
ating on a fantasy of a female pleasure that renders their own inadequate). 
While the question of Juno’s anger is made explicit, the issue of why Jupiter 
was speculating in the first place is passed over. This chapter asks that question, 
via an examination of the myth’s recurrence in Lacan’s thoughts about the 
epistemological quest of psychoanalysis. When it comes to other people’s 
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pleasure, the desire to know is entwined with the desire to possess; a theory 
can be a fantasy also, and a fantasy can be a provocative weapon. But 
fantasizing about someone else’s pleasure complicates oppositions – subject 
and object, male and female – and, as this phenomenon assumes greater 
prominence in Lacan’s theory, it allows him to restructure psychoanalytic 
models of gender and sexuality. 
These psychological themes are strikingly present in the Ovidian source 

for the myth. Alongside a further interrogation of psychoanalysis, this chapter 
explores the astonishing way in which Ovid communicates questions and 
ideas through his presentation and sequencing of tales. Lacan himself ties his 
interest in Tiresias to the Ovidian context explicitly on several occasions.2 

The Ovidian source is important because Ovid is also concerned with a 
relationship between gender, fantasy, transgression and anger. The tale of 
Tiresias’ ill-judged judgment feeds in and out of adjacent myths, usually 
involving forbidden sights, experiences or knowledge, most often associated 
with the feminine. After Cadmus has founded Thebes, we read the story of 
one of his grandsons, Actaeon. Actaeon trespasses on the goddess Diana 
bathing. She turns him into a stag, and he is torn apart by his own hounds. 
In the next tale, Semele demands to experience her lover, Jupiter, in all his 
divine potency (‘show yourself to me as you appear to Juno’, Metamorphoses, III,  
293–295) and is consequently burned to ashes (‘her mortal frame could not 
endure the exaltation’, III, 310–312). Jupiter and Juno’s debate over sexual 
pleasure follows; Tiresias is called upon. As proof of his powers, we are 
given the story of Narcissus, forbidden to know himself (advice from Tiresias 
in prophet mode). Book III ends by recounting the death of Pentheus; 
Pentheus spies on the female followers of Bacchus (Dionysus) as they 
practise their secret rites, but he is discovered and, like Actaeon, torn apart 
(this time by maenads, followers of Dionysus). As I explore the role that 
several of these tales play in psychoanalysis, it is also an opportunity to 
consider the motivations behind Ovid’s uniquely influential poetry. 

Whose jouissance is it anyway? 

Lacan knows that this myth of Jupiter, Juno and Tiresias touches upon a 
foundational problem for psychoanalysis. It appears again in his ‘Guiding 
remarks for a convention on female sexuality’: a provocative, potentially 
patronizing scenario, the male analyst making this address to the convention. 
Tread carefully, one might think. Lacan doesn’t. In a section entitled ‘The 
darkness cast upon the vaginal organ’, Lacan (2007) describes what seems 
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to him a prohibition regarding the understanding of female sexual pleasure. 
In fact, so difficult is this issue that, he declares, ‘a convention on female 
sexuality is not about to cause to weigh upon us the threat of Tiresias’ fate’: 

The apperception of a prohibition … may serve us as a prelude. 
Is it confirmed by the fact that our discipline – which, justifying its 

field in terms of sexuality, seemed to promise to bring the whole secret 
of sexuality to light – has left what is recognized about feminine 
jouissance at the exact point at which a hardly zealous physiology threw 
in the towel? 
The rather trivial opposition between clitoral jouissance and vaginal 

satisfaction has been so greatly reinforced by the theory that it has 
worried many subjects, and the theory has even taken up this worry 
as  a theme, if not  as  a demand  – though we cannot say, for all that, 
that the opposition between them has been elucidated any more 
correctly. 
This is true because the nature of vaginal orgasm has kept its 

obscurity inviolate. 
(p. 612) 

Lacan identifies Freud’s opposing of clitoral and vaginal orgasm as a source 
of anxieties: anxiety about the ‘wrong’ and ‘right’ sorts of pleasure, as well 
as anxiety about the patriarchal assumptions of psychoanalysis itself. This is 
true even if he dismisses the opposition itself as ‘rather trivial’. There is 
something more going on beneath the surface here, Lacan suggests. And 
psychoanalysis is not the only field to find itself on a quest, pursuing the 
inviolate ‘nature of vaginal orgasm’, coming up against a ‘prohibition’ 
apparently inherent to it. When Lacan refers to a ‘hardly zealous physiology’ 
pursuing its own investigations, he has in mind William Masters and 
Virginia Johnson (1966), pioneers of research into sexual response in the 
late 1950s and 1960s. He mentions them by name, along with the inadequacy 
of their approach, in Seminar XVII (1991): 

These studies by a certain Masters and Johnson are not, frankly, lacking 
in interest. Nevertheless, when … on the basis of certain quotations, I 
see it appear there that the greater orgasm, which is apparently the 
woman’s orgasm, emanates from the total personality, I do wonder 
how a movie camera that takes images in colour, placed inside an 
appendage representing the penis, recording from the inside what takes 
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place on the lining of what, on its being inserted, surrounds it, is capable 
of grasping the said total personality. 

(pp. 71–72) 

In Lacan’s account, the narrowly empirical methodology of Masters and 
Johnson misses the point. A camera will not capture the ‘totality’ they have 
identified with female orgasm. It is a totality he refers to as jouissance, and 
the impossibility of ‘capturing’ it, in language, in thought, will become part 
of its identity. It will also be one of several components that means it 
exacerbates psychoanalysis’s fraught relationship with feminine sexuality. 
Jouissance is a French term for enjoyment, with connotations of orgasm. It 

proves valuable for Lacan as a term to describe an excess of pleasure, one 
that is almost unbearable. By tradition, jouissance is left untranslated in his 
work, lending it a mystique for the English reader, but masking some other 
associations in the original French (Forrester, 1990). Grammatical nuances 
push the concept into the realm of abstraction: jouissance is always used in 
the singular, accompanied by the definite article (Gallop, 1984; Macey, 
1988). There is an ambiguity in the phrase la jouissance de la femme, connoting 
both female orgasm and enjoyment of women. There is also an element of 
legality in the term: it is used in the sense of ‘to enjoy possession’.3 But it was 
not originally so strictly gendered (Macey, 1988; Miller, 1999). It first 
appears in the seminar of March 5, 1958, simply as ‘a notion … that has 
always been implied in our reflections on desire but that deserves to be 
distinguished from it’ (Braunstein, 2003, p. 102). By ‘Subversion of the 
Subject’ (1960), it more clearly has connotations of orgasm, but Lacan soon 
identifies it with all extremities of sensation, including pain. It lies beyond 
the pleasure principle. And, at the same time, it is beyond speech and 
thought. It is in these later formulations that it is most identified with the 
feminine. 
Hence Lacan’s provocative claim, repeated on several occasions: if we do 

not understand jouissance it is because women themselves fail to speak of it. 
In his ‘Guiding remarks for a convention’, he complains: ‘Representatives of 
the fairer sex, however loud their voices among analysts, do not seem to 
have given their all to remove the seal of secrecy’ (2007, p. 613). What’s 
more, in Lacan’s most damning kind of assessment, they have instead con
fined themselves ‘to metaphors whose loftiness in the ideal signifies nothing 
preferable to what the hoi polloi give us by way of a less intentional poetry’ 
(p. 613).4 They mask the mystery with clichés, including those pertaining 
to vaginal orgasm introduced by Freud. 
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It is in Seminar XX that Lacan (1998) pursues the reason for this at 
greatest length. Having complained that women analysts ‘haven’t con
tributed one iota to the question of feminine sexuality’, he adds: ‘There 
must be an internal reason for that, related to the structure of the apparatus 
of jouissance’ (pp. 57–58). Lacan’s play on ‘apparatus’ is bawdy, but his point 
is precisely that neither the anatomical speculations of Freud or Masters and 
Johnson will locate the ‘structure’ of jouissance: it is necessarily beyond the 
limited, finite pleasures of language, beyond the symbolic order. As such, 
won’t speak becomes can’t speak. 

The plausibility of what I am claiming here – namely, that woman 
knows nothing of this jouissance – is underscored by the fact that in all 
the time people have been begging them, begging them on their hands 
and knees – I spoke last time of women analysts – to try to tell us, not 
a word! We’ve never been able to get anything out of them. So we 
call this jouissance by whatever name we come up with, ‘vaginal’ …  

(p. 75) 

As in the case of Jupiter and Juno, we see a relationship between an idea of 
immense pleasure and the silence imposed on those supposed to experience 
it. In Seminar XX, Lacan conflates the silence and the immensity to derive a 
jouissance that is profoundly mystical. But the result is still, inevitably, anger 
on the part of those who have been dispossessed of their own orgasm. This 
arises famously when Lacan draws on the example of two female Christian 
mystics apparently rendered oblivious by their own bliss, Hadewijch of 
Antwerp and Saint Teresa: 

For the Hadewijch in question, it’s like for Saint Teresa – you need 
but go to Rome and see the statue by Bernini to immediately under
stand that she’s coming. There’s no doubt about it. What is she getting 
off on? It is clear that the essential testimony of the mystics consists in 
saying that they experience it, but know nothing about it. 

(p. 76)5 

Lacan is not the first to light upon Teresa as exemplary of mystical feminine 
ecstasy, and on Bernini’s statue,  The Ecstasy of St Teresa (1645–52), in parti
cular. Joseph Breuer had dubbed Teresa ‘the patron saint of hysteria’ in 
Studies in Hysteria (Macey, 1988, p. 205). And she had been popular with 
the surrealists, a photograph of Bernini’s statue appearing in Dali’s 1933 
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photo montage, The Phenomenon of Ecstasy. It is this image that graces the 
cover of the illustrated edition of Bataille’s L’Erotisme in 1965. Teresa is an 
icon of convulsive beauty, of religio-erotic transgression. But, as Luce Irigaray 
(1985) points out, in one of the most famous criticisms of Lacan, she is 
defined by a statue made by a man and shaped by ‘the phallic gaze’ (p. 47). 
It is a male fantasy. 
Tom Hayes explores the provocative nature of fantasy in ‘A Jouissance 

Beyond the Phallus: Juno, Saint Teresa, Bernini, Lacan’ (1999). The source 
of Juno’s anger is not difficult to figure out, he says: Juno did not want to 
acknowledge that she experienced greater pleasure in lovemaking because 
to do so would require her to ‘validate’ her husband’s fantasy, ‘to 
acknowledge that the picture she knew Jupiter had in his mind of her in a 
state of uncontrolled self-shattering ecstasy was accurate’ (p. 331). There are 
two interrelated forms of ‘self-shattering’ in the myth, two losses of autonomy: 
one in which she is lost to pleasure itself, the other to someone else’s fantasy 
of that pleasure – a violation of the imagination.6 But this violation, and the 
shame it causes, is a curious phenomenon, one rich with complex inter-
subjectivity. The disordering of subject and other it implies will become 
central to the effects (and theoretical value) of jouissance. It is worth looking 
closer at the Ethics seminar, because it is here that Lacan expands the concept’s 
potential, and does so with several references to Ovid’s myths. 
It is in Seminar VII, on  The Ethics of Psychoanalysis (2008), that jouissance 

becomes ‘impossible’ or, at least, forbidden, identified with the primal, 
forbidden object, situated in the real, beyond what might be symbolized 
(see Miller, 1999). Lacan takes Beyond the Pleasure Principle to what he presents 
as a natural conclusion. Noting that the ‘pleasure’ of the pleasure principle 
depends upon moderation, he situates ‘beyond’ it any excess of sensation – 
pain or pleasure – that we find unendurable. It is confrontation with this 
excess that our moderate, pleasure-seeking consciousness defends against. 
He then identifies this excessive pleasure within us with Das Ding – the 
beyond of the signified, the unimaginable ‘thing-in-itself’. 
This odd imposition is a phenomenon that Miller describes using the 

term extimacy: the sense that pleasure can be experienced as a foreign pre
sence within us, and a threatening one. At its extreme it is intrusive, and 
experienced as other. In Seminar VII, Lacan turns to another Ovidian myth 
to illustrate his point: the tale of Apollo and Daphne. Normally, he argues, 
when we are faced with an invasion of excess stimulation, the flight instinct 
intervenes. We flee it. This is the neurological model Freud presents in 
Project for a Scientific Psychology (1895). Pain in this account, Lacan (2008) 
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points out, only ‘derives from the fact that the motor reaction, the flight 
reaction, is impossible … it opens precisely onto that limit where a living 
being has no possibility of escape’ (pp. 72–73). And there is no escape 
because the stimulation comes from within. Lacan turns to Daphne as an 
example: ‘Isn’t something of this suggested by the insight of the poets 
in that myth of Daphne transformed into a tree under the pressure of a pain 
from which she cannot flee?’ (p. 73). 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses is again mined for images of confinement, extremity 

of emotion and, most significantly, an element of paradox. Yet Lacan’s 
account of the myth is not an entirely fair one. In Ovid’s version, it is clearly 
the lustful Apollo himself that she cannot flee. Being unable to outrun the 
god, Daphne prays to her father, Peneus, begging for her beauty to be taken 
away (I, 518–557). Peneus transforms her into a laurel tree. It is the very 
first metamorphosis after Ovid’s account of creation and introduces a theme 
that will define the poem: the sexual desire of gods for humans. 
Lacan’s morally dubious misreading supports a dangerous blurring of 

lines. It belongs in a long line of male ideas about female will that is itself 
revealing. The idea that Daphne’s excitation comes from within has echoes 
of a tradition at its height in the middle ages, whereby Ovid’s tales are 
upturned to serve Christian morals. In this tradition, the cruel edges of 
Ovid’s own poetry are reborn as a highly charged misogyny. Chaste female 
victims of rape become symbols of lust.7 Meanwhile, the amorous pursuits 
of the classical gods become the divine love of the Christian God, and 
assault is read as annunciation. It is a travesty of Ovid’s pagan poem yet 
draws on carefully crafted ambivalence within the Metamorphoses itself. 
The final response of Daphne, now Laurel, inclining her new-made 
branches and seeming, finally, to submit to Apollo’s appeals is a powerful 
example in itself (‘the laurel tree inclined her newmade branches, and 
seemed to nod her leafy top, as if it were a head, in consent’ (I, 566–7). 
Seemed to who, we might ask? Indeed, the whole tale is unsettled by 
Daphne’s impassioned commitment to chastity in the first place: long 
before Apollo appears, she is blushing at the thought of marriage, ‘as if it 
were some crime’ (I, 484). 
Metamorphosis, in Ovid’s poem, is always into the realm of speechlessness. 

Its victims lose control over expression. Instead, at the inexpressible limit of 
their experiences, they are frozen as symbols subject to others’ readings; their 
interiority, at the moment of its greatest intensity, can only be revealed outside 
(like a blush, but on a larger scale). As we’ve seen, jouissance becomes 
increasingly associated with a failure of speech that arises simultaneously 
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with exposure to others’ readings (partners, prophets, psychoanalysts): silence 
and shame belong together, it seems. 
There is plenty that is ugly and unjust about this. But a consideration of 

the phenomenon of dispossession can lead to more than just misogyny. 
And, as we’ve glimpsed, fantasy can complicate received ideas about gender 
as well as reinforcing them. In the following section, I explore this further 
via a figure whose own Ovidian erotica had a profound influence on Lacan: 
Pierre Klossowski. 

Klossowski with Actaeon: ‘the itch to be seen’ 

Klossowski was born in 1905, brother of the artist Balthus, and central to 
the Parisian intellectual scene of the 1950s and 1960s in his own right. A 
writer, translator and artist, he wrote full-length volumes on Sade and 
Nietzsche, five novels of his own, and translated works by Virgil, Heidegger, 
Kafka, Nietzsche and Walter Benjamin. He collaborated with Bataille on 
the review Acéphale in the late 1930s, part of a close-knit circle that included 
Lacan. His influence on Lacan is deep but, in the words of Mikkel 
Borch-Jacobsen (1991), ‘encrypted’ (p. 279). 
The Ovidian myth that bridges their work is that of Actaeon and Diana, 

the episode directly preceding the dispute between Jupiter and Juno in 
Book III of the Metamorphoses and echoing its themes. Both men’s interest 
in the myth appears to have been stimulated by the publication of the first 
French translation of Giordano Bruno’s Heroic Frenzies (De gl’ Heroici Fuori) 
in 1954, a Neoplatonic treatise, dating from 1585, containing an extended 
allegorical revisioning of Actaeon (Bruno is referred to specifically by Lacan 
in ‘The Freudian thing’).8,9 In 1956, Klossowski published Le bain de Diane 
(1998), an erotic novella based on the Actaeon myth, written in a distinctive 
poetic-philosophical style, exploring guilt, voyeurism, exhibitionism and 
desire. But, before turning to Klossowski’s novella, it is worth recognizing 
the psychological and ethical complexity of the myth as told by Ovid. 
Actaeon’s tale is the gateway through which we enter the sexual and 

epistemological transgressions of Book III of the Metamorphoses, for which 
Tiresias’s odd judgment serves as a fulcrum. In Ovid’s version of the myth, 
Actaeon is out hunting when he stumbles upon Diana bathing in a secluded 
grotto. Her nymphs try to cover her but are too short. Instead, she splashes 
water into Actaeon’s face and declares, furiously: ‘Now you may say that I 
have been seen by you with my clothes off – if you can say it’ (III, 192–193). 
Actaeon is transformed into a stag, and his hunting dogs, not recognizing 
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him, tear him apart. As in the Juno episode, Ovid explicitly problematizes 
this conclusion, acknowledging the debate provoked by Diana’s action: 
‘When the story was told, opinions were divided: some thought that the 
goddess had been too cruel, others praised her, and declared her act in 
keeping with her strict chastity. Both sides could justify their views’ 
(III, 253–255). 
Klossowski’s (1998) novella explores this double-edged, self-conscious 

chastity, its relationship to both cruelty and seduction. His starting point 
inverts Ovid’s own and shifts the entire tale onto the ground of fantasy: 
‘Diana, invisible, observes Actaeon in the thicket from which he imagines 
he can spy on her …’ (pp. 32–33). From this – the desire inflaming the 
mind of a mortal – Diana experiences ‘the desire to see her own body’ (p. 33). 
But for this she has to adopt physical form. This is supplied by an inter
mediary daemon, which ‘becomes the fantasy of Actaeon and the mirror of 
Diana’ (p. 51). From being a feminine deity expressing herself in the ‘singleness 
of a closed nature, sufficient unto herself, finding in chastity the fullness of 
her essence’ (p. 12), she is transformed. 

When Diana holds [Actaeon] in her gaze …. She understands the trick 
of this mediation that so exposes her, that introduces in her the itch to be 
seen … and while the defilement of a mortal man’s gaze succeeds in 
molding her nakedness to the now visible contours that she can no longer 
disavow, she savors the wicked breach opened in this body’s closed being.  

(p. 60) 

Desire defeats our self-coherence: Diana, subject to the emotions of a body 
inside of which she knows she is desired, exposes herself to the shame of 
offering unutterable charms …. Diana blushes in Actaeon’s eyes, blushes in 
her chastity (p. 61). 
Klossowski plays with the tension between blushing and chastity. Chastity 

is private, enclosed, self-sufficient. The blush is a public betrayal of interiority. 
This is true to Ovid’s account: we are given no physical description of Diana 
(perhaps prompting Klossowski’s invisible deity), but we know she blushes, 
‘red as the clouds which flash beneath the sun’s slant rays, red as the rosy 
dawn were the cheeks of Diana as she stood there in view without her 
robes’ (Metamorphoses, III, 183–185). It arises out of shame. But the logic of 
a shame that can arise from someone else’s actions is odd, unless we read it 
as an indication that we are already split, possessed internally by the other’s 
enjoyment, divided by jouissance (see Copjec, 2006). 
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We have already witnessed the conjunction of chastity and blush in the 
case of Daphne. Chastity is dangerously paradoxical. It acknowledges the 
very desires it forswears and achieves a seduction by its prohibition. This 
complexity is felt in the story of Callisto, one of Diana’s attendant nymphs, 
who is seduced by Jupiter. When she becomes visibly pregnant, she is 
exposed and cast out by Diana herself. Moralizing interpretations of the 
Metamorphoses such as the Ovide Moralisé take this judgment further and 
determine that Callisto’s very chastity was only for show. Throughout the 
Metamorphoses, Jupiter pursues chaste mortal women, until this installs a 
tension deep within the luxuriant pastoral setting itself. Pastoral in Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses becomes associated with violation, and sight with lust. 
Eventually it, too, seems morally ambivalent, artful, never more clearly 
than with regards to Diana’s bathing pool: buried in the depths of a ‘lush 
valley … by a murmuring spring’, a woodland cave ‘which no hand of man 
had ever wrought: but nature by her own devices had imitated art … had 
carved a natural arch from the living stone’ (III, 155–165). Even nature, it 
seems, can be accused of complicity, of seeking attention, the accusation 
hinging on whether it’s meant to be seen and who it thinks might be 
looking.10 

Desire is desire of the other (Lacan, 1977). This describes a desire for 
reciprocation, to be desired by the other, but also the extent to which our 
very desires are borrowed, thereby echoing the other’s desire. It suggests a 
logic that turns identity inside out, and installs within us someone else’s 
fantasy. Jouissance is the means by which this inversion is carried out. The 
joint interest of Lacan and Klossowski in this phenomenon – the pro
blematizing of self, and autonomy, by pleasure – finds another outlet when 
they turn to a figure who foregrounds the issue in stark terms: the Marquis 
de Sade. 
The first Klossowskian text to assist Lacan in his exploration of jouissance 

and the Other is his study of the Marquis de Sade, Sade, mon prochain 
(1947). Borch-Jacobsen cites developments in Lacan’s seventh seminar – on 
Sade, courtly love and the Gnostic tradition – as all directly inspired by this 
work, but it is in his paper ‘Kant with Sade’ that Lacan (2007) makes an 
explicit acknowledgment of his contemporary: ‘We are now finally 
enjoined to examine Sade, My Neighbor, the invocation of which we owe to 
the perspicacity of Pierre Klossowski’ (p. 666).11 And it is in this paper that 
Lacan’s thoughts on a self-splitting jouissance crystallize. It hinges on the 
historical conjunction of Immanuel Kant and the Marquis de Sade. Sade 
published Philosophy in the Bedroom (1795) seven years after Kant’s Critique of 
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Practical Reason (1788), and Lacan sets out to demonstrate that Sade’s work 
‘completes’ Kant’s philosophy. 
Kant’s ethical philosophy centres on the Categorical Imperative: act only 

according to that maxim whereby you can, at the same time, will that it 
should become a universal law.12 Freud himself, in ‘The economic problem 
of masochism’ (1924), had identified the Categorical Imperative as ‘the 
direct heir of the Oedipus complex’ in its installation of guilt, of a means of 
self-surveillance: the formulation of what Freud came to term the superego 
(p. 167).13 This sometimes ‘harsh, cruel’ superego retains the parents’ 
strength, severity and inclination ‘to supervise and to punish’ as the original 
libidinous relationship to parents becomes desexualized. 
For Lacan (2007), Sade dramatizes the jouissance lurking behind the 

superego’s severity as it polices us from within. Diana’s chastity, we’ve seen, 
is threatened by ‘a wicked breach in the body’s closed being’: so, in a 
similar breaching of boundaries, jouissance instates itself ‘at the most inmost 
core of the subject’, whom it then provokes by offending their sense of 
modesty (p. 651). The word Lacan uses for modesty is pudeur, which can 
also refer to chastity (and has its etymological roots in the Latin pudor, 
shame). The ambivalent, blushing Daphne, subject to Apollo’s uninvited 
attentions, reflects this self-division. Our modesty can only be offended 
when the other’s will, their jouissance, has crossed into us. We sense the law 
within us by means of jouissance, but both jouissance and the law that 
regulates it separate us from ourselves. 
In ‘Kant with Sade’, Lacan finds a medical term to express the same 

collapsing of oppositions: ‘For modesty is an amboceptor with respect to the 
circumstances of being … the one’s immodesty by itself violating the other’s 
modesty’ (p. 651). An amboceptor (from the Latin ambo, meaning ‘both’) is  a  
receptor on the surface of a cell with two groups of atoms, allowing it to 
unite the immunizing body with the ‘complement’. Lacan (2014) uses the 
same biological metaphor in Seminar X (the year of ‘Kant with Sade’) in the 
course of his extended obstetric meditations: It is the placenta that makes a 
parasite of the child inside the body of the mother, a privileging of ‘elements 
that we could qualify as amboceptors’. The imagery of amboceptors helps 
Lacan underline ‘that it is as necessary to articulate the relationship of the 
maternal subject to the breast as that of the suckling to the breast’ (p. 215). 
An intersubjective drama, involving the mother’s desire as much as her 
milk, is found at the very start of infantile development. The purpose of 
Lacan’s references to amboceptors is to indicate that the subjective relationship 
of desire is always, necessarily, two-way. 
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This accounts for the slipperiness of Lacan’s grammar. De (in le désir de 
l’Autre) can function as subjective genitive (the other’s desire) or objective 
genitive (a desire for the other) and is intentionally designed by Lacan to 
suggest both. Bruce Fink describes De as the most difficult word to translate 
in the Écrits, and Lacan’s use as highly unusual (see Lacan, 2007). Obviously, 
the same applies to la jouissance de l’Autre:  is it the  jouissance the other has or the 
subject’s jouissance of the other? Grammar reflects the inherently reciprocal 
nature of possession. 
Sadomasochistic scenarios highlight the curious pact involved in desire. 

Alongside Sade, an invaluable text for Lacan is Freud’s own study of sado
masochistic fantasies, ‘“A child is being beaten”: a contribution to the study 
of the origin of sexual perversions’ (1919). The essay explores a fantasy 
Freud reports as common among patients: the beating of a child. As Freud’s 
title indicates, and Lacan (1991) points out, it is a fantasy ‘made up of a 
proposition’ (‘a child is being beaten’) (p. 65). And what is striking in the 
essay is the degree to which the subject fantasizing has a shifting, ambiguous 
position in relation to the fantasy itself: the obsession develops through 
phases, from a voyeuristic scenario in which the beating is observed, to a 
sadistic one, to a masochistic one in which the patient is receiving the 
beating, to one in which they do not personally appear in it at all. The 
subject is secondary, circulating the proposition itself, changing roles.14 

If this proposition has the effect of being sustained by a subject, it’s 
undoubtedly a subject, as Freud immediately analyses, divided by 
jouissance …. The ‘You are beating me’ is this half of the subject whose 
formula constitutes his liaison with jouissance. He receives, to be sure, 
his own message in inverted form – here this means his own jouissance 
in the form of the Other’s jouissance. 

(p. 65) 

What is truly Other for the subject is jouissance; thus, in the words of Jacques-
Alain Miller (1994), ‘it is in relation to jouissance that the Other is really Other’ 
(p. 79). And, as Miller observes, the very difficulty of defining the ‘Other’ is 
because it stands for every field in which the subject is defined (see Miller, 
1999); it evolves from being synonymous with the symbolic order, with 
language and the law, to representing a force at once more abstract and 
more personal (like a god) (Miller, 1994). An Other defined by jouissance 
allows Lacan to distinguish the ‘big A’, God of the philosophers, repository 
of knowledge, and barred A, God of Abraham, a God with desire. 
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The Actaeon myth can be seen as a competition over the role of Other, 
one made pointed by Diana’s own status as a god. The asymmetry of goddess 
and mortal is highlighted by Klossowski. Hence Diana’s anger is in part at 
Actaeon’s reversal of roles: a mortal spying on a goddess. The amboceptive 
nature of sight gives it power; it imposes roles and can reverse them. But 
Diana’s divine status is part of Klossowski’s defence of Actaeon. Klossowski, 
drawing on Augustine’s response to Greek myth, uses Diana’s divinity to 
turn the tables on her, on this story that turns the tables on voyeuristic 
males. Klossowski (1998) cites Augustine’s mock indignation: ‘So the gods 
are permitted to join in union with mortal women, and men are forbidden 
to possess goddesses? What a harsh, indeed incredible condition!’ (p. 12). 
Klossowski, apparently Actaeon’s defence counsel, questions why Diana is 
visible in the first place. He calls upon Augustine as an expert witness, partly 
due to their shared concern with the pagan gods’ perversions. For Augustine, 
the Greek gods are shameless egotists and exhibitionists. ‘These gods bear 
witness to a contradictory exigency: they want to be worshipped in their 
most immoral, most shameful behaviour. These gods take pleasure in their own 
shame’ (p. 82). To him, ‘it is no surprise that the gods themselves intro
duced stage shows to the world of men’ (p. 33). Augustine cites the Roman 
tradition whereby it was the gods who ordered the institution of stage 
shows in Rome, having been called upon for mercy during the ravages of the 
plague. ‘The plague subsided, but then a new, almost incurable plague began 
to rage: the corruption of morals by the theatre’ (p. 82).15 ‘Thus did the gods 
teach men to contemplate themselves in the spectacle,’ Klossowski writes, 
‘just as the gods contemplate themselves in the imaginations of men’ (p. 33). 
This voyeuristic scenario helps Lacan develop the other into the Other, 

the abstract gaze explored in chapter 4 above. The few critics who have 
sought the influence of Klossowski’s Le bain de Diane in Lacan’s work tend 
to concentrate on explicit references to Actaeon in Seminar XI and ‘The 
Freudian thing’ (written up the year Le bain de Diane was published, from a 
paper delivered in 1955). But, such is the nature of this encrypted relationship, 
much of Klossowski’s influence arises elsewhere in Seminar XI where Lacan 
explores the voyeur’s gaze. Klossowski’s presence shadows Lacan’s explicit 
reference point: Sartre’s discussion of an ‘Actaeon Complex’ in L’être et le 
néant [Being and Nothingness] (1943). The passage highlights the value of the 
Actaeon myth to Lacan, but also helps us clarify one of the most carelessly 
used aspects of Lacanian theory: the gaze. 
In his discussion of the gaze as the ‘underside of consciousness’, the 

implicit, God-like vision necessary for existence to cohere, Lacan (1977, 
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p. 83) refers to Sartre’s phenomenological exploration of shame. In what 
Lacan describes as ‘one of the most brilliant passages’ of Being and Nothingness, 
Sartre describes a man caught spying at a keyhole, transformed suddenly 
from gazer to gazed-at, subject to object. As such, ‘the gaze that surprises 
me and reduces me to shame, since this is the feeling he regards as the most 
dominant’ describes more than just the vision of another human being. The 
gaze ‘is not a seen gaze, but a gaze imagined by me in the field of the 
Other’ (p. 84). Lacan points out that Sartre ‘does not refer to the organ of 
sight but to rustling leaves, suddenly heard while out hunting, to a footstep 
heard in a corridor’ (p. 84). Indeed, Sartre’s recognition that the gaze relates 
to more than the literal presence of someone’s eyes receives Lacan’s praise as 
early as Seminar I: it i s ‘ magisterial’, ‘essential reading for an analyst’ (1988, 
p. 215). For the man at the keyhole, the gaze ‘surprises him in the function 
of voyeur, disturbs him, overwhelms him and reduces him to a feeling of 
shame’ (1977, p. 84). The voyeur had thought he was the one wielding vision 
as power, but there is always another gaze (an Other gaze) exposing us as 
subjects of desire, not objectivity (marked by lack, not plenitude). ‘I see only 
from one point, but in my existence I am looked at from all sides’ (p. 72). 
Miller (1999) notes, with understatement, that the big Other carries some 

of the characteristics that philosophers and theologians have ascribed to God. 
In Seminar X, Lacan (2014) outlines ‘the correlation between this omnipotence 
and something which is, as I might say all seeingness’: ‘the God that 
everybody or almost everybody in our cultural arena, I mean in the God 
that everybody believes in without believing in him, namely this universal 
eye that is brought to bear on all our actions’ (pp. 284–285). 
The psychological necessity of faith in this universal eye provides Lacan 

with a logic of perversions. On some level, the voyeur and the exhibitionist 
know that God’s gaze is lacking – and seek to mend this absence in their 
own way. In Miller’s (1989)16 account of Lacan’s theory, the voyeur 

brings in the gaze itself to obstruct the hole in the Other – he brings in 
the gaze to make the Other whole; the voyeur needs to make the 
Other exist to be an instrument of his [or her] jouissance. 

Once again, an interplay of roles is predicated on the idea of jouissance in the 
other. We don’t need other humans with whom to form amboceptive rela
tionships; God will do. Voyeurs enjoy on behalf of the gods. The reverse of 
this voyeurism is exhibitionism. The classicist N. J. Richardson (1974) 
records a common folk belief amongst the ancient Greeks that indecent 
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exposure may amuse and please a god. The gods are always watching, with 
various possible demands implied: that we behave, seduce, entertain. There 
is the idea of tragedy as the ‘show for Dionysus’ and the tradition, noted by 
Augustine, that all theatre might be for the amusement of the gods. And 
God’s sight, of course, is not a purely pagan concern. It is not long after 
the Judaeo-Christian story of creation that God is peeping into Eden, 
disappointed with what he finds. 
Genesis is different to the Metamorphoses, however. Judeo-Christianity is 

defined by a gaze that judges rather than lusts. The effect is to provoke both 
guilt and shame: ‘They eat of the tree of knowledge and cover themselves 
with fig leaves, before trying to hide themselves when they hear the voice 
of God, fearful because they were naked’ (Genesis 3: 7–11). As in Sartre’s 
example, it is a sound that announces a gaze; this establishes its threatening 
omniscience, the impossibility of restricting it to a particular individual and 
therefore a fixed point. We ought to be more struck by this shame than we 
are, Russell Grigg (2005) suggests: ‘One can understand that guilt and 
remorse follow from Adam and Eve’s transgression in Paradise, but the reason 
for the appearance of shame is less obvious.’ It is not simply explained by 
the sudden introduction of sin and lust into the world. Shame is not guilt. 
Grigg points out the very different tenor of their antonyms: guilt/guiltless, 
shame/shameless. 
It is Miller (2006), again, who draws from Lacan’s theory a means of distin

guishing the terms according to their relation to the Other: ‘Guilt is the effect 
on the subject of an Other that judges, thus of an Other that contains the 
values that the subject has supposedly transgressed.’ Shame is related ‘to an 
Other prior to the Other that judges, that it is a primordial Other, not one 
that judges but instead one that only sees or lets be seen’ (p. 15). Shame is a 
‘primary affect’. This is why nudity, while shameful, can be solved simply by 
covering up. On the down side, in so far as it ‘is independent of anything of 
the order of misdeed, harm, or transgression that might give rise to it’ (p. 15), 
control can easily slip from our grasp. Someone’s gaze can make us ashamed 
in a way it can’t make us guilty. 
Ovid suggests that Actaeon is not guilty of any wrongdoing: ‘calm 

reflection will show that destiny was to blame for Actaeon’s misfortunes, not 
any guilt on his own part,’ Ovid writes, ‘for there is nothing sinful in losing 
one’s way’ (Metamorphosis, III, 142). Twice he states that there is no crime 
(scelus). Actaeon has wandered unwittingly into the scene. But Diana’s 
shame does not depend on his intent, and so this excuse would prove 
unpersuasive. Fittingly, Actaeon’s punishment imposes shame on him: once 
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transformed into a stag, he has too much shame (pudor) to return home to 
the royal palace. Indeed, in another inversion of the appropriate hierarchy 
of sight, he becomes subject to the hungry gaze of his own hounds, much 
as Diana has been subject to Actaeon’s unintentionally impudent gaze. Even 
hunting dogs can serve as the Other by whom we are judged. 
So we’ve seen some of the ways in which jouissance confuses distinctions 

of subject and other generally, and male and female specifically. It grounds 
the fundamentally amboceptive nature of our selfhood, reinforced, at the 
deepest level, by the gaze. Indeed, this gaze is such a primary, constitutive 
element of consciousness that the issue moves from the realm of gender to 
that of the gods. But gender is not shaken off so easily. For all the slip
periness of subjectivity, and reciprocity of desire, we maintain gendered 
identity. Or at least try. Which leads us back to the question of what 
exactly it is we’re ashamed about when seen naked. 

Shame and castration: veiling absence 

There is one more possible clue to the puzzle of Diana’s anger. In an 
apocryphal variant of the Actaeon myth, recorded by the second-century 
Assyrian writer Lucian, a spiteful Juno suggests that Diana turned him into a 
stag because she was worried he would spread an unfavourable judgment on 
her looks. It is true that it is Actaeon’s speech – identified by Miller with 
judgment – that Diana first mocks him for losing. I mention this pre
dictable, misogynist spin on the tale because it is actually most true to 
Lacan’s own theory: shame veils and reveals a will to exhibit, but it is a will 
to exhibit what is not there. 
Bice Benvenuto (1994) makes a further distinction, this time between 

shame and embarrassment. Benvenuto notes Freud’s use of both terms (Scham 
and Verlegenheit) in his analysis of dreams of appearing naked. These, Freud 
claims, mask exhibitionist desires. Benvenuto suggests we distinguish shame 
and embarrassment accordingly: embarrassment is ‘the conscious feeling of 
having been found out by the other, whereas shame is the encounter of the 
subject with the veil which covers and points out his/her nakedness as well 
as his/her will to exhibit’ (p. 132). 
A veil becomes central to visual depictions of the Actaeon myth: a piece 

of fabric, a curtain of some kind, usually red, drawn back by the hunter to 
‘reveal’ Diana, is a visual trope repeated across innumerable depictions.17 It 
is a symbol of discovery and transgression, but so inadequate one might 
wonder what it was doing there in the first place. 
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The veil is also a constant presence in Lacan’s seminars and lectures. ‘If 
one wants to deceive a man, what one presents to him is the painting of a 
veil, that is to say, something that incites him to ask what is behind it’ 
(1977, p. 112).18 The veil tantalizes but, here, it tantalizes to distract from 
an absence. Six years after Seminar XI, Lacan will elaborate on this image: 
‘What is the love of truth? The love of truth is the love of this weakness 
whose veil we have lifted, it’s the love of what truth hides, which is called 
castration’ (1991, p. 58). 
Behind the veil is a threatening lack, and it is Truth’s job to disguise it. As 

ever in Lacan’s thinking, sexuality is bound up with epistemology. Lacan’s 
use of the veil stands in conscious opposition to a well-established tradition 
of sexual allegory, that of truth as a woman in need of hunting down and 
stripping. This informs the tradition from which Giordano Bruno’s neo-
Platonic account emerges: Actaeon as a hunter in pursuit of truth. The 
broad sense of Bruno’s allegory survives in Sartre’s (1943) own, brief deli
neation of the ‘Actaeon Complex’, by which ‘one pulls off the veils of 
nature’; research ‘always involves the idea of a nudity that one exposes by 
putting aside the obstacles that cover it, as Actaeon pushes aside the branches 
the better to see Diana at her bath’ (p. 667; see also Bowie, 1988). Here, 
nakedness equals truth. It is in this sense that Peter Brooks sees the Actaeon 
myth as relating to Freud’s conjecture in his Three Essays on the Theory of 
Infantile Sexuality (1905), that the ‘desire to know’ (der Wisstrieb) develops 
from the ‘urge to see’ (der Schautrieb) (see Brooks, 1993). 
Sight has been a central metaphor for the search for truth since Ancient 

Greece. But, as is clear here, there is a gendering at work, of truth and he 
who hunts her.19 This gendered tradition even weaves together the myth of 
Actaeon and differing traditions as to Tiresias’ blindness. Callimachus, in his 
Bath of Pallas, describes Tiresias coming to a fountain with unbearable thirst; 
he sees Athena naked and is blinded (Heath, 1993). While this provides an 
alternative to the story of Juno blinding him, the classicist Eric Csapo 
(1997), in a structural analysis, sees the tales as equivalent: in each version, 
Tiresias learns sexual secrets and is punished with symbolic castration. 
Lacan’s theory suggests that castration may be what he finds in the first 

place: the sense of lack that persists when the last veil is lifted. For Lacan, 
sexual and epistemological investigations are indeed foundational, but arrive 
at a threatening absence. And this is in line with Freud’s work. In his essay 
on Leonardo da Vinci, Freud (1910) suggests that the investigatory gaze 
becomes fixated on the quest for a body that has no real existence: the 
phallic woman. The child begins to display an intense desire to look, a 
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desire to see other people’s genitals, and the mother’s most of all. But this 
instinct turns to disgust and horror upon discovering that she doesn’t have 
the expected male organ. Lacan, to put his entire theory in a nutshell, 
simply renders this castration general: no one possesses the phallus, in so far 
as it is a fantasy, as we shall see in the next section.20 

Lacan (2007) does appropriate Giordano Bruno’s Neoplatonic Actaeon in 
‘The Freudian thing’, Actaeon representing the intellect intent on capturing 
divine wisdom, but Lacan’s hunter arrives at anything but the ‘emblematic 
abode of truth’ that we might expect, in spite of the ‘damp shade’ and its 
naked occupant (p. 343). ‘For truth proves to be complex in essence, 
humble in its office and alien to reality … rather inhuman, Diana perhaps’ 
(p 362). This is Diana as a cold fantasy, a refusal, one that reaches for the 
veil and so preserves our desire. 
The well-established identification of scopophilia with patriarchal power 

contributes to confusion regarding Lacan’s own theory of the gaze.21 

Lacan’s gaze is rarely an instrument of Foucauldian oppression, rather he 
emphasizes its failure. The true consequence of drawing back the veil is that 
the veil is promptly restored, for it keeps desire in place. And it is not just 
women who have to veil themselves. As Benvenuto (1994) puts it, both 
men and women have to get dressed to disguise their lack. Shame is concerned 
with ‘an acknowledged cover-up’. The cover-up concerns the absence of 
an object of desire in reality (it can be contrasted with the logic of perversion, 
which displaces desire onto an object that can be found).22 This is the 
burden of that ultimate veil: the phallus. 

A phallus amongst the Bacchae 

The phallus is not a fantasy, if what is understood by that is an imaginary 
effect. Nor is it as such an object (part, internal, good, bad, etc. …) in so far 
as this term tends to accentuate the reality involved in a relationship. It is 
even less the organ, penis or clitoris, which it symbolizes. And it is not 
incidental that Freud took his reference for it from the simulacrum which it 
represented for the Ancients. 

For the phallus is a signifier, a signifier whose function in the intra
subjective economy of analysis might lift the veil from that which it served 
in the mysteries. 

Jacques Lacan (2007, p. 579) 

In Lacan’s paper, ‘The signification of the phallus’, we are introduced to the 
phallus in the context of ritual, specifically ‘the mysteries’, ancient religious 
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cults that required initiation into secret doctrines. If the phallus is not a 
fantasy in any conventional sense, nor an organ, these rituals might help us 
understand its odd status. The festivals of Dionysus involved huge model 
phalloi carried in procession by the god’s worshippers.23 In Greek mythology, 
these worshippers were known as maenads (or Bacchae/Bacchantes in 
Roman mythology, after Bacchus, the Roman name for Dionysus); their 
name literally translates as ‘raving ones’. Lacan makes a point of associating 
his concept of the phallus with these cult rituals. His language suggests that 
they are in some way necessary for understanding the concept itself – and 
even that a reinterpretation of the mysteries might be a consequence of his 
theory. But why? 
To understand their presence here, we need to turn to Klossowski again. 

Borch-Jacobsen (1991) describes it as striking that the concept of the phallus, 
while present in Lacan’s 1938 encyclopedia article on Family Complexes, 
was ‘almost completely eclipsed’ (p. 279) in his work until the appearance 
of Klossowski’s Le bain de Diane (1998) in 1956. Following publication of 
Le bain de Diane, Lacan delivers his seminar of 1955/6 on the psychoses 
where the concept of the phallus returns in force. It then takes a central 
place in the following two seminars (‘The object relation’ and ‘Formation 
of the unconscious’). And Lacan scatters several clues to its Klossowskian 
inheritance. One is his use of the term ‘simulacrum’. This is a favourite 
term of Klossowski’s; see the chapter ‘Simulacra and the theatrical nature of 
gods and goddesses’ in Sacred and Mythic Origins of Certain Practices of the 
Women of Rome (published as part of Le bain de Diane, pp. 123–125). John 
Taylor (2009) discusses the centrality of the concept to Klossowski’s oeuvre. 
Klossowski claimed to ‘fabricate simulacra’. Taylor notes that while the word 
simulacrum is restricted by English usage to ‘a representation’, an  ‘imitation’ or 
‘a superficial likeness’, contemporary French maintains traces of more 
concrete Latin meanings: ‘statue (of a pagan god)’, and  ‘phantom’.24 

So the French and Latin terms convey something subtly different from the 
English, with its sense of cold artifice or copy. They describe something more 
pagan and more ghostly. When Lacan (2007) borrows the term, he elides 
simulacrum and signifier: the signifier becomes a veil for the absent object: 

The phallus can only play its role as veiled, that is, as in itself the sign of 
the latency with which everything signifiable is struck as soon as it is 
raised (aufgehoben) to the function of signifier. 
The phallus is the signifier of this Aufhebung itself which it inaugurates 

(initiates) by its own disappearance. This is why the demon of Aidos 
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(Scham/shame) in the ancient mysteries rises up exactly at the moment 
when the phallus is unveiled (cf the famous painting of the Villa of 
Pompeii). 

(p. 581) 

Like all signifiers, the phallus involves a simultaneous process of appearance 
and disappearance: the symbol marks the absence of the thing itself. Lacan 
asserts that the phallus holds pride of place as the ‘empty signifier’ signifying 
the very difference by which meaning can happen: not division between the 
sexes but a more primary division between the One and the not-one. As the 
‘empty signifier’ it also represents the impossibility of coinciding with what 
it is meant to signify: a signifier of signification’s inherent failure (see Barnard, 
2005). And ancient worship supports this privileged place in Lacan’s theory. 
‘The demon of Aidos/shame (p. 210)’ is rightly heard by Borch-Jacobsen 
(1991) as a distinctly Klossowskian note.25 We have encountered both 
daemons and shame in Klossowski’s version of the Actaeon myth: shame as 
the paradoxical need to hide what is not there. There is also a large dose of 
Hegel here: Aufgehoben is used by Hegel to describe the interaction of thesis 
and antithesis, with a range of sometimes paradoxical connotations: super
seded, raised up, abolished, reversed, sublated – most of all, preserved by 
alteration: by moving into fantasy. The signifier of the phallus preserves the 
fantasy of the phallus. It allows us to maintain our belief in it. Hence 
Lacan’s swerve to a curiously specific reference, ‘the famous painting of 
the Villa of Pompeii’. This, in fact, is the direct source for the image of 
shame at unveiling, as Lacan himself notes. The Villa of Pompeii is a well-
preserved ruin of a Roman villa half a kilometre north of Pompeii, and its 
‘painting’ is part of a room of frescos depicting what appears to be an 
initiation ritual, the initiation of a young woman into the cult of Dionysus. 
The frescoes depict a series of interlinked scenes, a woman on a throne, a 
scroll being read, a lyre played – followed by the initiate’s apparent panic at 
something, her whipping by a winged female figure, and the appearance of 
a gowned figure with a thyrsus, long stalks with a pine cone on top 
connected to the fertility phalloi of the Greek cults. 
One explanation for the room of frescoes is that rituals were carried out 

here in secret. The mysteries, imported from Greek cults, gained huge 
popularity in Rome, eventually being banned in 186 BC as they were seen 
to be incompatible with the austerity of Rome’s own customs. The practice 
went underground, preserved for women. The frescoes in the Villa of 
Mysteries present the smoke and mirrors of ritual, the conscious 
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manipulation of veils that belongs to a mystery cult (including the veil of 
secrecy itself). If they represent an initiation, Lacan suggests, it is an initia
tion into a fantasy – a fantasy of what the opposite sex might symbolize. 
They provide a quieter version of the Bacchic frenzy but no less centred on 
a phallic symbol. 
Recent scholarship has questioned the extent to which these frenzied 

maenads reflect historical reality or are themselves a fantasy.26 Given the 
concerns of this chapter, the fantasy element itself is thought-provoking. An 
interesting modern parallel to Bacchic frenzy is analysed by Linda Williams 
(1990) in her seminal study of pornography, Hard Core, felicitously subtitled 
Power, Pleasure and the ‘Frenzy of the Visible.’ Williams discusses pornography’s 
reinforcement of the phallic signifier by way of its performance of feminine 
pleasure. It reduces women to maenads, dispossessed by ecstasy. But there is 
a twist. Given that the majority of the audience for the films themselves is 
male, the male gaze is focused, at least in part, on the phallus. The viewer 
joins the performers in this ritual of worship. In a Lacanian analysis of porno
graphy, Mark Bracher (1993) asks whether porn allows men clandestine 
expression of non-phallic desires and jouissances, bypassing normative repres
sion. It is a psychological insight to which Ovid, Freud and Lacan are alert, as 
they are alert to its threatening nature. 
Ovid concludes Book III of the Metamorphoses with the story of Pentheus 

(Actaeon’s cousin), rendered most vividly in Euripides’ The Bacchae. The play 
weaves together all the themes under discussion here: sight, gender transgres
sion, epistemological transgression, jouissance, desire and anger. It has long 
been recognized as exceptionally concerned with the hunger to see and to 
know, bound to gendered mystery, with a sustained emphasis on the visual 
(see Winnington-Ingram, 1948). In it, the women of Thebes have fled to 
the wild to worship Dionysus in Bacchic revelry. Pentheus, the king’s son 
(and grandson of the founder Cadmus), refuses to worship this new god. 
He has many of the women arrested. Looking for Dionysus himself, he 
comes across Tiresias and Cadmus in Bacchic garb. It turns out that even 
they have become followers. Eventually, Pentheus decides to disguise 
himself in order to watch the rituals. Dionysus, in disguise, helps Pentheus 
dress as a woman. Pentheus goes to the sacred grove and is able to see the 
forbidden sights of the ritual, but he is discovered. The Bacchantes, crazed, 
tear him limb from limb, chief among them his own mother.27 

As the only surviving tragedy with Dionysus, god of tragedy, as its subject 
the Bacchae has a particularly intimate relation to the genre itself (see Arva
nitakis, 2007). The origins of tragedy have been traced to the Dionysiac 
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satyr chorus and associated hymns in honour of the god since the writings 
of Herodotus and Aristotle. The association is supported by the god’s asso
ciation with invasive passions. Traditionally, Dionysus was identified with a 
pre-rational state before Reason or Mind (Nous) imposed order. Homer 
refers to Dionysus as mainomenos, the mad god (Iliad, 4, 130–140). He was 
Lysios, the loosener (Arvanitakis, 2007). The most extreme manifestation of 
this side of the god’s character involves the actual tearing apart of the 
human body, a constant theme in myths related to Dionysus. His mother is 
Semele, the mortal consumed in the flames of Zeus’ passion, burned up in 
the most vivid mythical representation of jouissance. Dionysus is born of this 
ecstasy, and tragedy is concerned with its dangerous proximity. Klossowski 
(1998) discovers it throughout Thebes: ‘Semele, Agave [mother of Pentheus] 
and Actaeon were all troubled by the same passion: ecstasy’ (p. 25). The root 
meaning of the term in Greek is ‘standing outside of’ or ‘standing apart 
from’ something. Heidegger plays with this term in Being and Time. And, of 
course, it is echoed in Lacanian extimacy. It is an inherited illness of Cadmus’ 
troubled line, men and women possessed, with the gods in their blood. 
Dodds (1960), in an influential reading of the tragedy informed by the 
psychoanalysis of his time, sees resistance to Dionysus as resistance to ‘the 
elemental in one’s own nature’ (p. xiv), moving the emphasis from myth to 
individual psychology. 
But, as Euripides’ play makes clear, it is both more and less than ‘elemental’; 

it is a form of pleasure with specific, entrenched gender associations. It is the 
female Bacchae, Dionysus’ female followers, who make a ritual of ecstasy.28 

Tragedy, likewise, is not just concerned with ‘madness’ or ‘possession’ but 
with the dangers of the feminine in particular. Edith Hall (1997) has studied 
the prominent role of women in Athenian tragedy, a curious phenomenon 
given their exclusion from public life.29 Female tragic choruses in the sur
viving plays outnumber male choruses by 21–10. Hall provides two possible 
explanations: one is that this is connected to women’s prominent role in 
Ancient Greek religion, especially funerary lamentation and sacrifices, 
thereby becoming associated with death and killing. The second explanation 
involves the Dionysiac origin of tragedy, an ancestry that remains evident in 
the frequent references to Bacchic frenzy in relation to the killing of family 
members, in addition to the threatening motif by which the departure of 
women from the household gives rise to its destruction. ‘Moreover, women 
were regarded as more susceptible to invasive passions than men, especially 
the invasion of eros and daemonic possession’ (Padel, 1983, p. 161). And 
the daemons that possess them are female too. Ruth Padel (1992), in In and 
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Out of the Mind, notes that inner violence in Greek culture is generally 
personified as female: the personifications of madness, Ate and Lyssa, are 
both feminine, both daemonic. Finally, Froma Zeitlin (1990) makes the 
connection between Dionysus, frenzied loss of control and cultural notions 
of feminine sexuality: 

The fact that women are far more closely connected to his rites, his 
orgia, leads me to speculate that these Dionysiac gestures reflect more 
closely a cultural notion of female orgasmic activity. These symptoms, 
we might say, diffuse over the entire body as a form of wild kinetic 
agitation or an intense trance-like state and include the two divergent 
extremes of feelings of fusion and fragmentation. 

(p. 148) 

We are back at the exceptionalism of the female orgasm, and at the jouissance 
we have seen described, an experience of both inexpressible totality and 
fragmentation. Tragedy confirms the association of this sexual-mystical state 
with violence: female pleasure is not just a mystery, but a threat. Its victims 
tend to be men. The description of Pentheus torn apart by the maenads in a 
grotesque take on ritual sparagmos, the tearing apart of a sacrificial victim, is 
amongst the most graphically violent in Greek literature. Dionysus himself as 
a child was torn to pieces by the Titans at the command of Juno. According 
to some myths, Orpheus died when he was dismembered by maenads furious 
at him for not honouring Dionysus, or, in Ovid’s account, because he 
transferred his erotic attention to young boys. 
It is this threatening side of the Bacchae that inspires Lacan’s first published 

classical reference. It occurs in the conclusion to an article that he wrote for 
the Surrealist journal Minotaure in 1933 on the Papin sisters, who he describes 
as ‘castrating Bacchantes’.30 The sisters, Christine and Lea Papin, were maids 
who had killed and mutilated their employer’s wife and daughter. The case 
had fascinated commentators of the day, read mostly through the lens of 
class war; it inspired, at least in part, Sartre’s Le Mur (1939), Simone de 
Beauvoir’s La force de l’âge (1960) and the play The Maids by Jean Genet 
(1947). Lacan, as ever, goes against the grain. The art dealer Daniel-Henry 
Kahnweiler (Ricci, 2012), in a tantalizing glimpse of the times, describes 
Picasso returning from visiting Lacan, angry that the analyst thought 
the Papin sisters were insane rather than revolutionaries. But, for Lacan, 
psychosis is more than a dismissive label. It is understandable that he turns 
his attention to the case when people are encroaching on his territory, the 
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psychoses; and when the case is so rich with timeless symbolism as well as 
reflections of its time. 
Lacan moves the debate regarding the sisters’ motives away from the 

political and sociological readings that had been popular to one that casts 
the event as a ritual: ‘the drama unfolded rapidly … each of them seized an 
opponent, tore out her eyes, while she was still alive … and battered her to 
death’ (Crichton and Cordess, 1995, p. 567). Having stripped and mutilated 
the bodies, the sisters ‘then washed the instruments of these horrifying rites, 
cleaned themselves down and lay together in the same bed’, concluding 
‘their bloody orgy’ (p. 567). As if these were not enough classical echoes, in 
the course of a further crisis, Christine attempted to tear out her own eyes. 
Lacan refers to emotions evoked by the ‘symbolism of the crime’, the aspect 
of Oedipal riddle. 

They had to try to solve the enigma of sex with nothing but the help of their closed 
world …. One must have listened attentively to the strange declarations of 
such patients to know the madness that their restricted conscience erects 
on the riddle of the phallus and around female castration. 

(p. 572) 

‘One must have listened’ – ie. this demands the interpretation of an analyst. 
Already, three years before his first analytic presentation, and 25 years 
before delivering ‘The signification of the phallus’, Lacan is working with a 
cluster of associated ideas, circling the riddle of gender. 
Lacan makes his Bacchic reference explicit at the end of the paper, portraying 

the twins as a failed mystery cult: 

They tore out their [victims’] eyes, like castrating Bacchantes. It is the 
sacrilegious curiosity, which has troubled man since the beginning of 
time, which inspired them when they tore their victims to pieces, 
when they hunted in their gaping wounds for what Christine in her 
innocence was later to call before the judge ‘the mystery of life’. 

(p. 573) 

The modern-day Bacchantes manifest an epistemological desire, looking for 
truth, the true phallus, finding nothing. While Lacan’s interest in Bacchic 
imagery evolves from the grand guignol of the Papin sisters, already it is 
bound to both a quest for knowledge and the threat of female desire 
experienced as violence. 
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The threat of female jouissance inspires Lacan to recast the prohibitive 
law instilled within us by the mythical, primal father. He turns to the version 
of the myth delivered by Freud in Moses and Monotheism (1939), a revised 
version of the horde myth in which it is the youngest son who elevates the 
(murdered) primal father to divine proportions in the face of matriarchy.31 

With this in mind, Lacan develops the concept of a symbolic Father (Nom 
du Père) whose task is to pin down the symbolic order and fit potentially 
threatening (potentially feminine) pleasure to it so that it does not 
overwhelm us. 
It is the ‘dominance of the woman as mother’ that initially establishes 

female desire as threatening: ‘The mother’s desire is not something that is 
bearable just like that, that you are indifferent to. It will always wreak havoc’ 
(Lacan, 1991, p. 78). This threatening maternal jouissance, and  the  paternal  
law it necessitates, underwrite an asymmetry. We elevate the father, writes 
Vehaeghe (2006), ‘to combat a danger we locate in the woman/mother, a 
danger that, in one way or another, always has to do with jouissance and our 
fear of becoming its victim’ (p. 43). This is the logic of the prohibition that 
defines male desire. For men ‘the means of jouissance are open on the 
principle that he has renounced this closed, foreign jouissance, renounced the 
mother’ (Lacan, 1991, p. 78). 
Yet if this jouissance was foreign in any absolute sense, there would be no 

need to renounce it. Clearly, it is fundamental. A man’s very masculinity is 
only established ‘through being what he renounces by way of jouissance’; 
‘Henceforth the male is and is not what he is with respect to jouissance’ 
(p. 78). It is foreign in the sense of being extimate. The fear of contamina
tion unsettles gender demarcation as it underlines it. This is precisely the 
aspect of psychology that gives The Bacchae its unsettling power. Pentheus is 
fascinated by the all-female rituals surrounding the worship of Dionysus and 
seeks to know them; to achieve this, Dionysus dresses him as a woman. 
This is the focus of Froma Zeitlin (1990) in ‘Playing the other’: she argues 
that transvestism in Dionysus’ cult and symbolic gender inversions in Greek 
ritual generally explain the role of women as the ‘other’ of the masculine 
identity defined in Greek tragedy. But they also attest to the effort involved 
in sustaining that opposition. 

If the Dionysiac tends in the myths to destroy men more often than 
women, and if the male approach to the god, as in the case of Pentheus, 
may be made through feminine disguise, then we might understand 
better how the other side of male sexual desire may also entail a fear of 
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contamination with the feminine that will transform the male into 
a maenad. 

(p. 148) 

The ritual simulacrum of the phallus can be seen as a lightning rod for these 
anxieties, a pact of fantasy by which our roles in relationship to jouissance are 
assigned. It underlies what Lacan (2007) describes as mascarade: It is  mascarade 
‘that the presence of the Other liberates in the sexual role’ (p. 616), the 
means by which we manipulate the veil and play the Other. This is a realm 
opened up by the absence of innate sexuation in Lacanian theory. Certainly, 
as critics have long noted, the phallus and castration are not gender-neutral 
symbols.32 But Lacan argues against essentialist models of gender. Having 
asserted that castration ‘presupposes the subjectivity of the Other as the 
locus of its law’, ie. places the burden on fantasy, he concludes ‘the differ
ence between the sexes [altérité] is denatured by this alienation’ (p. 616). 
Mascarade holds it together; Jouissance is the glue, the substance with which 
these intermediary fantasies operate (a sense of this is felt in Lacan’s 
formulation of the pseudo-physical lamella: attaching to things, turning 
itself inside out, etc.). It is the circulation of maenadic jouissance around the 
phalloi that allows the symbol to signify. This gives the Bacchic context in 
which Lacan (2007) presents the phallus its importance. The phallus only 
exists in the Other’s fantasy, as a locus for their desire. Benvenuto (1994) 
presents beauty itself as the feminine version of this mascarade: ‘beauty is the 
feminine phallus – as well as the dress of feminine modesty’ (p. 87). Beauty 
is the phallus as veil behind which the feminine hides its lack. And, having 
seen the function of the veil of chastity, we can conclude that the phallus 
and modesty itself perform equivalent functions. 
Masochism is another veil that has been confused with the truth, another 

fantasy that serves to conceal an enduring impasse. Perceptible ‘in the male 
myth of her alleged masochism’ is ‘a trace of the unbroached realm of 
woman’s jouissance’ (p. 86), Lacan (1990) writes in Television. It is not just a 
male concept but a male myth, with the function we’ve seen myth serve of 
providing a resolution for the irresolvable. For Lacan, a theory centred on 
jouissance allows us to correct lazy psychoanalytic concepts of innate female 
passivity and masochism. 

The supposed value … of feminine masochism, as it is called, should be 
subjected, parenthetically, to serious scrutiny. It belongs to a dialogue that 
may be defined, in many respects, as a masculine phantasy. There is 
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every reason to believe that to sustain this phantasy would be an act of 
complicity on our part. 

(p. 193) 

In the ‘Guiding remarks for a convention’, Lacan (2007) refers to Freud’s 
own caution regarding binary models of gender: ‘Do we recall Freud’s oft-
repeated advice not to reduce the supplement of the feminine with respect 
to the masculine to the complement of the passive with respect to the 
active?’ (p. 615). The reference is to Freud’s ‘Instincts and their vicissitudes’ 
(1915), in which Freud emphasizes that every drive is, by definition, active. 
The paper is a key point of reference for Lacan in his reformulation of the Trieb 
but also, as here, reforming lazy assumptions about masculine and feminine 
psychology. In Seminar XI’s chapter, ‘From love to the libido’, this fantasy 
of complimentary pairs is part of the means by which our ‘traditional’ poles 
of sexuation and their attendant fantasies provide succour in response to the 
underlying impossible (real) division, that resulting from the subject’s entry  
into mortal existence as conveyed by the lamella myth. Lacan (1977) promises 
that ‘scattered throughout’ Freud’s work we find his assertion ‘that the polar 
reference activity/passivity is there in order to name, to cover, to metaphorize 
that which remains unfathomable in sexual difference’ (p. 192). 
Hence, ‘to sustain this phantasy would be an act of complicity on our part’ 

(p. 193). Complicity by analysts because, even though ‘there is a certain amount 
of consent on the part of women’ to this fantasy, this ‘means nothing’ – or, at 
least, does not mean it is more than a fantasy.  The veil of fantasy appears again:  

It is quite striking to see that the representatives of this sex in the ana
lytic circle are particularly disposed to maintain the fundamental belief 
in feminine masochism. It may be that there is a veil here, concerning 
the interests of the sex, that should not be lifted too quickly. 

(p. 193) 

Lacan’s final argument gives with one hand and takes away with the other. 
Women, here, are still robbed of speech, dispossessed of their own sexuality, 
but in the cause of avoiding easy answers. Against the supposedly ‘funda
mental’ nature of masochism, Lacan (2007) locates the roots of the fantasy 
in ‘male invention’: ‘Can we rely on what masochistic perversion owes to 
male invention and conclude that female masochism is a fantasy of male 
desire?’ (again, de – fantasy of male desire – places the fantasy beyond any 
one subject) (p. 615). It is a somewhat suspect claim but, again, true to 
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aspects of Freud’s own struggles passed over in seeking to make his theory fit 
cultural commonplaces. In his essay ‘Rape, seduction, psychoanalysis’, John  
Forrester (1990) notes that critics who see Freud imposing masochistic desire on 
women are misunderstanding Freud, ‘whose discussion of feminine masochism 
is entirely based, as he, perhaps ironically, notes, on work with male patients’ 
(p. 65). These masochistic fantasies, Freud (1924) writes, ‘place the subject in a 
characteristically female situation; they signify, that is, being castrated (i.e. ‘the 
wish to have a passive (feminine) sexual relation with the father’), or copulated 
with, or giving birth to a baby’ (p. 162). The most significant evidence in this 
respect is provided by the diary of President Schreber. Schreber’s psychosis  
involved fantasies that God was turning him into a woman so as to enjoy him 
sexually. He becomes, in Lacan’s (1991) reading, a tool of God’s jouissance. As  
Eric Laurent (2007) describes, Schreber’s text could be seen as a lengthy 
consideration of ‘the enigma of the jouissance of God’: 

What is enigmatic for Schreber is that God or the Other should enjoy 
his passive being and that he should support this …. He experiences 
himself as an isolated subject, One, in relation with a jouissance full to 
the point of becoming the point of jouissance of the universe. 

(p. 124) 

We are moving back towards that aspect of jouissance which makes it ineffable. 
We are back to the One, the mystical jouissance of divine totality, a fantasy that 
is as religious as it is sexual. We’ve considered the differences between being 
loved by Zeus and by a Christian God, but clearly divine lust is not entirely 
limited to pagans. In their ecstasies, Christian mystics – Teresa, Hadewijch – 
revive the Dionysiac. Indeed, the Christian God, via the Dionysiac Christ, 
makes possible again a divine-erotic encounter lost in the more urbane, less 
reverential Roman era (one in which the mystical Dionysus becomes trans
formed into the drunken Bacchus). Christianity appropriates the mystical and, 
with it, the possibility of this encounter and fusion with God (Benvenuto, 
1994, pp. 16–17). But this allows the return of an anxiety. Ascribing jouissance 
to the other sex was a way of disavowing it, accepting gender limits. Now we 
are confronted, once again, with human limits. With not being gods. 

Insufficient pleasures 

Ovid derives humour from having his gods behave like humans. Yet the 
tantalizing fantasy of their power remains, the power to have what you 
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want and enjoy it. Lacan (2014) returns to the myth of Apollo and Daphne 
in the seminar on Anxiety, three years after employing it in the Ethics. 
Again, he presents himself as concerned with something apparently ‘hidden’ 
in Ovid’s poem, but this time he gives an entirely different interpretation of 
metamorphosis. Now metamorphosis demonstrates the satisfaction of the 
gods: ‘the relationship of the god is very different from ours to the object of 
his desire …. Apollo is not castrated either before or afterwards’; in fact, 
‘After the transformation the laurel is not Daphne but Apollo. What’s specific 
to a god is that, once satisfied, he transforms himself into the object of his 
desire, even if he must thereby be petrified therein’ (p. 307). 
This is metamorphosis as complete satisfaction, a plenitude to set beside 

mortal lack (‘Apollo is not castrated either before or afterwards’).33 Lacan 
develops ideas from Seminar VIII, in which he contrasts the love of gods 
with human love, in which we can only ever have the object of our desire 
in fantasy: ‘Nothing is further from the trembling one feels in one’s being 
when in love than a god’s desire’, Lacan (2015) writes. ‘You have to see 
what happens when they take it into their heads to love a mortal woman, 
for example. Nothing will stop them until the mortal, out of desperation, 
turns into a laurel or a frog’ (p. 161). 
Anxiety, it turns out, centres on not being able to enjoy like a god. But 

this is based on a belief that we should. This sense of pressure becomes a 
striking aspect of Lacan’s thoughts on man and gods from Seminar X onwards. 
It is a pressure only enhanced by the Judeo-Christian God (see Harari, 2001). 

God commands me to jouir, to enjoy – it’s in the text …. Recall the 
difference that lies between Aristotle’s universal mover God, the God 
of the sovereign good God, Plato’s delusional conception, and the God 
of the Jews, who’s a God one speaks to, a God who asks something of 
you, and who, in Ecclesiastes, gives you the order Jouis – which really 
crowns it all. 
To jouir on order is all the same something about which each of us 

can sense that, if there’s a wellspring, an origin, of anxiety, then it must 
be found somewhere there. To the imperative Jouis, I can only reply 
one thing, which is J’ouis, I hear, but naturally I don’t jouir so easily for 
all that. 

(pp. 79–80) 

The biblical source Lacan refers to is Ecclesiastes 8: 15: ‘So I commend the 
enjoyment of life, because there is nothing better for a person under the sun 
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than to eat and drink and be glad.’ The God of the Israelites is puzzling: less 
easily satisfied than Zeus, more complex than an abstract Platonic Good. 
Yahweh has given us the world, and this imposes obligations, one of which 
is to enjoy it (in Seminar XX Lacan will ascribe this imperative to the super-ego 
itself – ‘The superego is the imperative of jouissance – Enjoy!’ (1998, p. 3)). 
It in this way that the godlike Other creates a sense of anxiety. Anxiety is 
bound to a deficiency of jouissance and to this Other who enjoys themselves 
fully. This dual sense of inadequacy before the gods is heard in Television: 
this time, Lacan (1990) turns to Dante’s Beatrice experiencing her own 
paroxysms of ecstasy, eyelids fluttering … 

and there emerges that Other whom we can identify only through her 
jouissance: her whom he, Dante, cannot satisfy, because from her, he 
can have only this look, only this object, but of whom he tells us that 
God fulfils her utterly; it is precisely by receiving the assurance of that 
from her own mouth that he arouses us. 
To which something in us replies: annoyance [ennui]. A word from 

which … I’ve composed the term: ‘oneyance’ [unien]. By which I 
designate the identification of the Other with the One. I would say: 
the mystical One. 

(p. 23) 

The One as complete, offering complete satisfaction, is a provocation. It is a 
satisfaction we cannot deliver or receive, even if our own myths and fantasies 
portray it. It is here that Lacan turns to an old favourite: ‘the mystical One 
whose crude equivalent is given to us through its comical other – 
Aristophanes … presenting the beast-with-two-backs’ (p. 23). It is a bitter 
degradation of the mystical One, aligning it with Aristophanes’ ‘clowning’ 
and Iago’s venomous depiction of sex. Later in the same volume, Lacan again 
turns his sights on myths of post-coital ‘fusion’. Here, counter to all romantic 
myth, orgasm is identified with division rather than unification: 

Orgasm is in itself anxiety, to the extent that forever, by dint of a 
central fault, desire is separated from fulfilment. 
Let no one offer as an objection those moments of peace, of fusion 

of the couple, in which each can view him or herself truly happy with the 
other … It was in order to demonstrate this to you that I commented at 
length on Ovid’s fable based on the myth of Tiresias. 

(p. 86) 
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Tiresias is now identified with a fundamental frustration, and orgasm with 
an impossible totality. Tiresias’s knowledge of bliss, therefore, points 
towards an experience that never arrives. But we keep trying, and this is the 
burden of the dialectic Lacan sets up between the finite individual and the 
infinite Other associated with jouissance. It is productive in its own way. 
First, it produces psychoanalysis, thanks to the figure of the hysteric and a 
clinical focus on sexually dysfunctional female patients that Freud inherited 
from the famed neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot. The mysterious, disrupted 
workings of these neurotic women propped up Freud’s medical-intellectual 
quest. Macey (1988) puts it succinctly: ‘Psychoanalysis and hysteria are 
historically and epistemologically inseparable …. The riddle of femininity is 
therefore not simply coeval with psychoanalysis; it is a constituent element 
thereof, and the entire edifice of psychoanalysis rests upon a question it 
cannot answer’ (p. 200). 
And must not answer? As Lacan (2007) says to the convention: if this 

state of affairs betrays an impasse in their investigations, ‘the least one can 
nevertheless expect from psychoanalysts, meeting at a convention, is that 
they not forget that their method was born of a similar impasse’ (p. 613). 
Indeed, psychoanalysis should distinguish itself by holding on to the diffi
culty, the paradox, unlike all those other commentators who believe they 
have solved them. The impasse of gender keeps the veil in place. In Seminar 
XVII, having begun by pointing out how few species rely on any form of 
sexual reproduction in order to demonstrate ‘how little it is part of nature’s 
intentions that [sex] form a whole, a sphere’, Lacan (1991) concedes that 
one thing is certain: ‘If for man it works out more or less okay, it’s due to a 
trick that makes it possible, by first of all making it insoluble’ (p. 34). So long 
as it is insoluble, the veil remains in place. The animation of desire is the 
crowning achievement in itself, and no desire is more effective at maintaining 
the play of veils than the desire for knowledge. 
It is telling that much of this line of thought originates in Seminar XVII, 

one of the most explicitly political seminars, in which psychoanalysis, as an 
institution, is in question. To the students who query its authority, and have 
reservations about the institution of Lacan himself, now a 68-year-old 
legend, Lacan (1991) demonstrates that no one has the means of pulling 
apart psychoanalysis as he does. It is here that he introduces his contention 
that it is the discourse of the hysteric herself which provokes the emergence 
of psychoanalytic discourse: ‘What hysterics ultimately want one to know is 
that language runs off the rails concerning the magnitude of what she as 
woman is capable of revealing concerning jouissance’ (p. 34). 
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The hysteric fabricates ‘a man as best she can, a man who would be 
animated by the desire to know’ (p. 36). A man who is willing to take on 
the challenge of Tiresias. It is a fantasy that underlies the analytic experi
ence. Lacan is fully aware of how psychoanalysis is involved in the masked 
drama. The knowledge it implies is seductive; it offers the patient an 
amboceptive relationship with the subject-supposed-to-know. Ultimately, 
the universality of this occurrence undermines the attribution of gender 
roles. ‘In saying “she” we are making the hysteric a woman, but this is not 
her privilege alone. Many men get themselves analysed who, by this fact 
alone, are obliged to pass through the hysteric’s discourse’ (p. 33). Indeed, 
by 1970, Socrates himself has become a hysteric – the greatest hysteric of 
all – his protestations of ignorance provoking in others the desire for 
knowledge. 
The confrontation of the finite individual with the infinite promise of 

jouissance does not just produce psychoanalysis, but all philosophy. The 
subtitle of Seminar XX, Encore, is  ‘The limits of love and knowledge’. The 
message of the seminar, put simply, is that we want it encore because there is 
a limit to how much we will ever fulfil our dreams of love and knowledge, 
dreams defined by a fantasy of totality and completion that is necessarily 
infinite. The pre-Socratics once again come to Lacan’s aid. Parmenides had 
asserted that ‘where there is being, infinity is required’, and Lacan weaves 
this philosophy into his own theory that ‘this requirement of the One … 
stems from the Other’ (Lacan, 1998, p. 10).34 This infinitude is now where 
we find the mystical jouissance (the godlike orgasm), and therefore why it 
cannot be expressed. It would take a totality of language: ‘Saying it all is 
literally impossible: words fail’ – even if it is through this very impossibility 
‘that the truth holds onto the real’ (1990, p. 7). Again, the model is that of 
repetition around an inexpressible trauma, this time the trauma of impos
sible truth/jouissance. Impasses are where we hold on. Truth is ineffable but 
knowledge continues its labour of achieving it, driven by its very deficiency 
of jouissance. This is the engine of philosophy: 

What I am calling the hysteria of this discourse stems precisely from the 
fact that if this historical machine, which is in fact only the progress of 
the schools and nothing more, ever did culminate in absolute knowledge, 
it would only be to mark the annulment, the failure, the disappearance 
at the conclusion of the only thing that motivates the function of 
knowledge – its dialectic with jouissance. 

(Lacan, 1991, p. 36) 



196 Unknown pleasures 

The figure of Tiresias has led Lacan from enquiries regarding a specifically 
feminine pleasure to speculations regarding the deficiency of human experi
ence, to a consideration of the provocative stand-off of psychoanalysis itself. 
Lacan is profoundly aware of the discomfiting power dynamics on which his 
discipline is built: patients seeking answers that analysts don’t possess, seeking 
attention, authority, desire; analysts colluding in this by assuming a position 
of knowledge; men fantasizing about women’s sexuality, installing myth 
and mystery in place of conceptual deadlock; both women and men taking 
the fantasies imposed on them and using them as a mask. Lacan sets out to 
disturb psychoanalytic complacencies, and to unsettle assumptions about 
gender in particular. The genders need mystery to keep themselves discrete, he 
argues, a mystery preserved through interdictions. Yet, if this is not the repu
tation that sticks, it is due to Lacan’s own, stubborn adherence to the poles of 
masculine and feminine in his terminology. The non-negotiable centrality 
of the phallus means he will never escape the bind in which Tiresias finds 
himself. In his last, unpublished seminar, Lacan describes our self-definition 
according to the phallus as an ‘initiation’ and psychoanalysis as an ‘anti
initiation’. But he also states: ‘It is necessary that in the absence of initiation 
one is either man or woman … as a third sex cannot subsist in the presence 
of the other two’ (in Benvenuto, 1994, p. 150). The transsexual Tiresias 
may be patron saint of psychoanalysis, but he remains a fantasy. 

Notes 

1	 The episode is mentioned in Seminar X (1962–3), Seminar XIII (1965–6), L’Étourdit 
(1973), Seminar XV (1967–8), Seminar XIX (1971–2). 

2	 Seminar X (2014) is where Lacan makes most obvious his proximity to the Ovidian 
source for Tiresias, although in Seminar XIII (1965–6) he again says ‘read the myth 
of Tiresias’ and refers to ‘twenty verses of Ovid’: ‘Read the myth of Tiresias, 
there are here twenty verses of Ovid that I put in my first report, that of Rome, 
because it is an essential point and one that I tried to get across again since, when 
people were speaking about feminine sexuality in Amsterdam’ (p. 258 1/6/1966, 
XX). In Seminar X, Lacan (2014) also mentions T. S. Eliot’s reference to Tiresias in 
The Wasteland: ‘this text regarding which Mr. T. S. Eliot in a note to The Wasteland 
underlines what he calls the very great anthropological interest’ (p. 169). In his 
footnotes to The Wasteland, Eliot describes Tiresias as ‘the most important personage 
in the poem, uniting all the rest …. What Tiresias sees, in fact, is the substance of 
the poem.’ 

3	 See Lacan (1998), where he discusses the concept of ‘usufruct’, the juridical sense of 
‘the right to enjoy’, in the process playing with the fact that he is now teaching in a 
faculty of law. 

4	 The comment is sandwiched between references to Lou Andreas-Salomé and 
Melanie Klein. Elsewhere, Helene Deutsch and Karen Horney come in for Lacan’s 
(1973) criticism. 



Unknown pleasures 197 

5	 The ecstasy of Christian Teresa connects to classical myth: ‘The earliest example I 
have seen of the pose Bernini chose for Teresa is an ancient Roman cameo of a 
hermaphrodite. Lavin suggests Bernini had seen Corregio’s Danae. Perhaps he had 
also seen Titian’s Farnese nude or his Rape of Europa’ (Hayes, 1999, p. 332). 

6 The literary theorist Leo Bersani (1987), exploring the relationship between sex and 
a fragmentation of self, renders jouissance itself as ‘shattering’. 

7 Io and Syrinx, Callisto, Proserpine, even Procne and Philomela receive this treat
ment (see Dimmick, 1992). 

8	 See Bowie (1988) and Logan (2002). Logan also notes Actaeon in Dali’s Echo and 
Narcissus (1937) and Coctaeu’s Testament of Orpheus (1949); there are also powerful 
Renaissance precedents in Boccaccio’s The Hunt of Diana (1334) and Petrarch’s 
versions (see Canzoniere 23 and 52). 

9	 In ‘The Freudian thing’ it is Freud himself who is cast as Actaeon, ‘according to the 
signification Giordano Bruno drew from his myth in the Heroic Frenzies … 
[Actaeon as] the prey of the dogs of his own thoughts’ (Lacan, 2007 p. 343); Borch-
Jacobsen (1991) claims: ‘it would not be hard to show that Lacan’s “prosopoeia” 
consciously takes up [Klossowski’s] writing strategy’ (p. 260). 

10	 See Heath (1993, pp. 55 and 64) and also Hinds (2002) who describes ‘a char
acteristic tension in the landscapes of the Metamorphoses between the beautiful 
setting and the sufferings which befall most of the characters who inhabit or 
enter it’ (p. 130). 

11 The text was to have served as preface to Philosophy in the Bedroom. It appeared in 
Critique (Lacan, 1963) as a review of the edition for which it was intended. The first 
to read Kant and Sade together were Horkheimer and Adorno in Dialectic of 
Enlightenment (1947). 

Lacan’s only other explicit mention of Klossowski is in Seminar IX (1961–2) in 
relation to the theory of fantasy: ‘I would have no trouble reminding you that on 
other paths, the works and then the reflections on the works by himself of Pierre 
Klossowski converge with this path of research into phantasy as we have elaborated 
it this year’ (p. 310). 

12	 This is its first formulation (Kant, 1993). 
13	 See Freud (1923a) on identifying the super-ego with the father: ‘the source of the 

general character of harshness and cruelty exhibited by the ideal – its dictatorial 
“Thou shalt”’ (pp. 54–55). 

14	 A similar phenomenon is described in ‘Hysterical phantasies, bisexuality and the 
question of bad faith’ (Freud, 1908). 

15	 See also Augustine’s Confessions. Book III of Metamorphoses is self-consciously theatrical. 
Ovid forges connections to the theatre in a number of ways, placing the reader in 
the position of a theatrical spectator with intense visual description. Also, his 
allusions to Sophocles and Euripides themselves make Book III theatrical, as does 
‘the tree-girt plain’ where Pentheus encounters the Bacchic orgies, explicitly 
configured as a site for spectatorship from every side. In a grisly twist, the story of 
Actaeon was apparently popular in the Roman gladiatorial circus and would be 
acted out with real deaths (Hinds, 2002). 

16	 From ‘Jacques-Alain Miller’s perversion’, an online account of Miller’s paper delivered 
at the Paris/New York Psychoanalytic Workshop, 2 April 1989, transcribed by Josefina 
Ayerza (www.lacan.com/frameI1.htm). 

17	 As well as in Titian’s Death of Actaeon (1652), it occurs in works by Charles Joseph 
Natoire, Breughel, van Balen, Vernoese, Joseph Heintz. 

18	 Lacan connects this to the tale of Zeuxis and Parrhasios: in a contest, Zeuxis makes 
artificial grapes so realistic they attract the birds, then Parrhasios paints a veil on the 
wall so realistic that Zeuxis asks what is behind it. 

http://www.lacan.com
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19	 See Brooks (1993) on psychoanalysis’s repetition of the phallic gaze implicit in 
philosophy; Irigaray (1985) notes and deplores that Freud’s scenarios of sexual difference 
are invariably visual: little boy looking at female genitals. 

20 As well as having real and symbolic roles (Lacan, 1994). 
21 See Laura Mulvey’s seminal essay, ‘Visual pleasure and narrative cinema’ (1975), on 

this active/passive dichotomy of male gaze and female object. 
22 See Freud’s (1923b) introduction of Verleugnung (disavowal) on refusal to recognize 

the absent penis. 
23	 See Cole (1993), Csapo (1997) and Easterling (1997). Freud (1910) himself draws 

on Bacchic tradition, referring to Richard Payne Knight’s A Discourse on the Worship 
of Priapus (1786): In early days, ‘the genitals were the pride and hope of human 
beings. The existence of phallic cults are seen as evidence of the child’s obsession 
with genitals’ (p. 97); see also Armstrong (2005). 

24	 ‘[Klossowski’s] intimacy with Latin, and with Latin literature, cannot be over
emphasized …. Klossowski’s style disorients readers unaware of this linguistic 
background (which includes, moreover, his consorting with liturgical and biblical 
Latin during his World War II years spent as a Dominican novitiate)’ (Taylor, 2009, 
p. 245). 

25	 Lacan will refer to this demon of Aidos/shame two years later in his seminar on 
transference. Shame, again, is associated with the lure of something projected 
behind a veil: this time the veil is Socrates himself, and it is Alcibiades imagining his 
object of desire to be concealed within the philosopher. Shame arises alongside 
Alcibiades’ failure to discover it. See Lacan (2015, p. 176). 

26	 For a comprehensive assessment, see Dillon (2002). 
27	 Pentheus’ fate is linked to Actaeon’s by both Euripides and Ovid: in a 

failed attempt to avoid his own death by dismemberment, Pentheus calls out: 
‘Help me, aunt Autonoe, let the ghost of your Actaeon move you to pity me!’ 
(Metamorphoses, III, 720). 

28	 Dodds (1951) insists that the Bacchants were not mere revelers – the corresponding 
verb bakkheuein is not to have a good time, but to share in a particular religious rite 
and (or) have a particular religious experience – the experience of communion with 
a god which transformed a human being into a bakkhos or a bakkhe. The three Attic 
tragedians associate Bacchic madness with the plots and the tragic characters of the 
majority of their extant plays (see Schlesier, 1993). 

29	 ‘In the second century AD, the satirist Lucian remarked that “there are more females 
than males in these plays” (De Saltione 28); a character in a novel of similar date also 
comments on the large number of plots which women have contributed to the 
stage (Achilles Tatius, Leucippe and Clitophon 1.8). Only one extant tragedy, 
Sophocles’ Philoctetes, contains no women’ (Hall, 1997, pp. 105–106). 

30	 Borch-Jacobsen (1991) describes Lacan writing on the Papin sisters while discovering 
psychoanalysis under treatment by Rudolf Loewenstein. 

31	 See Armstrong (2005) on Freud’s ambivalence towards maternal power. 
32	 In Gender Trouble (1990), Judith Butler explores Freud’s and Lacan’s discussions of 

the symbolic phallus by pointing out the connection between the phallus and the 
penis. She writes, ‘The law requires conformity to its own notion of “nature.” It 
gains its legitimacy through the binary and asymmetrical naturalization of bodies in 
which the phallus, though clearly not identical to the penis, deploys the penis as its 
naturalized instrument and sign’ (p. 135). In Bodies that Matter (1993), she further 
explores the possibilities for the phallus in her discussion of the lesbian phallus. If, as 
she notes, Freud enumerates a set of analogies and substitutions that rhetorically 
affirm the fundamental transferability of the phallus from the penis elsewhere, then 
any number of other things might come to stand in for the phallus. 
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33	 Additionally, Vernant (Vernant and Vidal-Naquet, 1981) notes that amongst the 
gods incest is not forbidden. 

34	 Lacan’s Parmenides is largely the figure of Plato’s dialogue,  Parmenides. These concerns 
loom large in Ou pire (1971–2) and Y a de l’Un, a brief summary of which was 
first published in Scilicet in 1975. Dolar (2004) notes an early reference to 
Parmenides in the ‘Presentation on psychical causality’ (1946); there is also one in 
Seminar II. In the midst of clarifying the big Other, Lacan mentions Parmenides, 
‘where the question of the one and the other was addressed in the most vigorous 
and single-minded way’ (p. 236). 
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