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THE CONTINUOUS AND THE DISCONTINUOUS

“The continuous and the discontinuous”: I am going to focus my thoughts on 
the personal diary, and goodness knows, I feel as intimidated as when I was a 
teenager assigned an exam question with just fi fteen minutes to produce some-
thing presentable. Zeno comes to my rescue fi rst, with his famous paradox on 
dividing spatial movement ad infi nitum to show that Achilles will never catch 
up with the tortoise—as though movement could be discontinuous!—and 
then Bergson’s refutation of it, and Valéry’s meditation on it in a well-known 
poem, “The Graveyard by the Sea,” or rather in one verse where he invokes 
“Zeno! Zeno! cruel philosopher Zeno!,” whose ending I remember like this, 
obsessed as I am by my subject: “Oh, what a tortoise-shadow to outrun my 
soul, Amiel’s giant stride left standing”—it’s Achilles, of course, not Amiel, but 
how can one help but think of that other paradox, the one that Harry Mathews 
wrote an entire novel about (The Journalist ): the story of a man who spends so 
much time writing about his life that he has no time left to live it. And here I 
am slipping into philosophy—never my strong suit—right through to Deleuze 
and his image-movement analyses, and wondering how the diary, which proj-
ects discontinuous views of life, manages to recapture its movement.

I fi nd all of this intimidating, and when I’m intimidated I hunker down 
and barricade myself in my diary. A diary is a place where you’re not afraid 
to make spelling mistakes or be stupid. Of course, ever since we developed 
the vile habit of publishing diaries, many people put on a suit and tie to write 
about their private lives. But you and I wear our old bedroom slippers and 
don’t give a hoot. So I am going to follow the trail of my thoughts and we’ll 
see where they lead us.

THE PHYSICAL MEDIUM

When I retreat into my diary, the fi rst thing I fi nd that is related to our topic is 
the physical medium. I’ll leave aside the computer (and come back to it later). 
Two major types of media can be used: the notebook and loose-leaf pages—
in other words, the continuous and the discontinuous. There are two schools 
of thought on this: I am a “loose pages” person, and I am in the minority. 

“Continu et discontinu.” Signes de vie. Le pacte autobiographique 2. Paris: Seuil, 2005. 73–90. 
Originally presented in the series “Continu et discontinu,” Villa Gillet, Lyon, 2 Apr. 2003.
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At least 90 per cent of diarists are of the “notebook” variety. I was struck by 
that when I fi rst did a survey on the question fi fteen years ago. I thought I 
was the norm, and instead I found that almost everyone did what I hated do-
ing. How can a person write in a notebook?! It’s the same as with lovemaking 
and other private behaviors: at fi rst you don’t know what other people like, 
and when you fi nd out, they’re unfathomable. I’m exaggerating a little: I do 
understand, since I tried the notebook method with my adolescent diary. I 
was not won over. I can see what other people are looking for: the assurance 
of continuity. No matter how irregular their writing practice, no matter how 
variable the subjects they deal with or the choices they make, they are taking 
out a sort of life insurance: the notebook will scar everything over, linking it all 
up and melting it together. This notebook—sewn, glued, stapled, or bound 
with spiral wires—on which people often write their names, operates at the 
level of the fantasy that Paul Ricoeur calls “narrative identity”: it promises 
some minimal measure of unity. This reminds me of my Zeno again: the dis-
continuous notes written in the notebook will transform the whiteness of the 
notebook, inert when purchased, into a vibrant space of movement, which is 
in essence continuous. 

Two small problems crop up here. First of all, what happens when my 
notebook is fi lled up and falls back into discontinuity, while my life and my 
writing continue? How do you mourn a notebook that, once it is fi nished, 
ceases to be the image of a whole and becomes, so to speak, nothing but a 
“loose notebook” in a series that is once again discontinuous? Some note-
books contain moving good-byes that actually mean au revoir, because peo-
ple make sure to construct a sort of “ultra-notebook” using procedures that 
restore continuity: numbering, which turns each notebook into the page of a 
larger notebook, and standardization; that is, choosing a notebook with the 
same form or a similar one. These gestures, which extend the desire that led 
to its selection beyond a single notebook, speak of something fundamental: 
fear of death. The life insurance I spoke of is not only a guarantee of unity, 
but also of duration. The ideal would be to write in a never-ending note-
book. Since there is no such thing, canny diarists keep a stock of extras on 
hand to make sure they never run out. Although there is no such thing as 
a never-ending notebook at the stationers, something like it exists with the 
computer. I can keep my diary on a single fi le and never face a discontinuity 
in the physical medium, given the size of hard drives. 

I mentioned that there were two small problems. Here is the second one. 
There are notebooks and then there are notebooks. Or rather, there are note-
books and there are datebooks. The notebook is ideal because it does not 
offer—or rather, force on you—a model for writing. The datebook, on the 
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other hand, “formats” the writing space according to the supposed rhythm of 
time. In principle, this is to help you plan the future. But in practice, many 
agendas are used as diaries. When that happens, the contradiction between 
the supposedly continuous and homogeneous tempo of life and the discon-
tinuous and heterogeneous writing of it becomes visible to the naked eye: 
pages left blank, entries of different lengths, either very short or spilling over 
onto the next day. One could well imagine a diarist who made a point of 
recreating on paper an identical image of life’s continuity, forcing himself to 
write each day, without fail, enough text to cover the space available, with the 
last word of the last sentence falling precisely on the lower right corner of each 
page. Such people exist! And there are people who feel ill if they skip one day 
in their diary, and are compelled to fi ll in the blank or get caught up. 

Since I am taking the liberty of going off on tangents unapologetically, 
as I do in my diary, I would like to open a small parenthesis here. First of all, 
I am looking askance at myself: am I being truly rigorous? Am I not confus-
ing continuous/discontinuous with regular/irregular and homogeneous/het-
erogeneous—that is, confusing problems of space with problems of rhythm 
or content? And isn’t it precisely the datebook used as a diary that raises the 
essential problem, the problem of rhythm, which the notebook disguises? 
Couldn’t this tangent be the subject of a second digression? Let us keep it in 
reserve. This last parenthetical remark brings me back to my subject: could 
it be that my satirical treatment of the obsessive diarist springs from my own 
equally bizarre obsession: a passion for loose-leaf pages? Where does it come 
from? From a love of discontinuity. In my adolescent diary, each entry was 
made on a separate page. I never began the next entry in the blank space at 
the end of the previous one. I had read Heraclitus: you never bathe twice in 
the same page. For me the diary was a way of detaching myself from life, and 
I could not spoil the distance this gave me by immediately reconnecting to 
another continuity through a notebook that would bring me face to face, up-
stream, with the weight of the already-written, and downstream, with the im-
mense emptiness of a future of blank pages demanding to be fi lled. 

I didn’t want to escape the slavery of life only to succumb to the slavery 
of the notebook. I wanted just for a while to be—or to feel—free. To start 
from scratch on a blank sheet of paper, and let go of all those connections. 
Of course, that was also an illusion. And of course, it could not last. Once the 
sheet had been duly dated and written on, it went back into the homogeneous 
space of the pile for the year—a pile that I contemplated with satisfaction as 
it grew (whereas a notebook does not change size as it is fi lled with black, un-
less you turn it into a reliquary stuffed with documents that expand it into 
obesity). Even when joined together, however, my entries remained separate: 
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each one retained the trace of the moment in which it was written, on an 
individual medium that had its irregularities. They had separate bedrooms, 
rather than sleeping in the same paper. Their relationship with time was the 
same as for letters, and in fact my diary was modeled on the letter at fi rst: I 
wrote “letter to myself” at the top of each page. What’s strange is that on the 
computer, for the past ten years, my diary-writing behavior has been the in-
verse: I would never dream of opening a fi le for each entry (there would be no 
point, since it’s all the same thing), and I have no qualms about continuing 
to write in one huge fi le (since the previous entries are invisible and there is 
nothing afterwards). But enough about me.

THE RHYTHM

Let’s pick up on the trail left by the form of the datebook. What discontinui-
ties do we move through on the way from the very real continuity of life to 
the partially imaginary continuity of the notebook? Because while the note-
book might be continuous, diary writing certainly is not. It is fragmentary. 
It is made up of a series of “entries” or “notes”: that is the name we give to ev-
erything written under one date. These units, which are separated from one 
another, have their own morphology: date at the top, a beginning, an end, 
and possibly internal divisions (thematic divisions when different topics are 
covered in one entry, or rhetorical divisions when the entry is divided into 
paragraphs). So each entry is a microorganism caught up in a discontinuous 
whole: between two entries, a blank space. One follows another according to 
the order of the calendar and the clock, a continuum by which their discon-
tinuities and irregularities can be gauged. That is one of my current research 
subjects, the link between the explosion of the diary form beginning in the 
late Middle Ages and two major revolutions in measuring and vectorizing 
time: the mechanical clock, invented in the early fourteenth century and 
gradually miniaturized so that from the seventeenth century on, each indi-
vidual could measure his own time; and the annual calendar, which replaced 
the perpetual calendar in 1650 and transformed time into an irreversible and 
dynamic process. So entries are laid out in temporal order, and purport to re-
capture or evoke the continuity of time by coming one after another. 

Of course, that is hardly the case! Let’s take an example and look at what 
happens in an average person’s diary. Certain writers, such as James Joyce, 
Michel Butor, Claude Simon, and Serge Doubrovsky, have constructed im-
mense fi ctions to represent the continuity of one day in a life. But before we 
overwhelm the poor diary with this comparison, we should recall that these 
writers took years to build their models of a single day. And they were so ex-
hausted by the effort that they never built another. It took them countless 
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days to tell about just one day. But the diarist is in the opposite situation: he 
has ten minutes to tell about twenty-four hours and he will have to do the 
same tomorrow, and the day after that, always. 

Granted, the diary would like to be the temporal equivalent of what the 
sorcerer’s mirror is in space, able to concentrate on a thin surface the total 
image of the surrounding reality. To be a sort of “panopticon.” That is what 
it sometimes claims to do: “Dear little diary, I will tell you everything.” But 
that is an illusion. Far from being a sorcerer’s mirror, the diary is a fi lter. Its 
value lies precisely in its selectivity and discontinuities. Of the thirty-six pos-
sible facets of a diary, it will choose just one or two, those facets that represent 
whatever is problematic. Things that are going fi ne or that go without saying 
are left implicit. That’s why a diary is rarely a self-portrait, or if it is taken as 
one, it sometimes seems like a caricature. Let’s say instead that one day is, 
in reality, a continuous, sketchy mass, and the diary is a sculptor who gives 
it form by removing nine-tenths of its material, or a draftsman who draws a 
silhouette in a sketchbook with three pencil strokes. 

This work of sifting—separating the real, digesting it, rejecting most of 
it, and making sense of the rest—is the work of life itself. But the diary takes 
it to the extreme by laying down the results and building these results into a 
series. A small parenthesis and a large piece of news: thirty years ago, when I 
was young, I set out a defi nition of autobiography that was certainly valuable, 
but fairly specifi c and chatty, which fi t into three lines. Now that I’m older, 
with the benefi t of wisdom or laziness, I am proposing a more general and 
economical defi nition of the diary, one that fi ts into three words: a diary is a 
series of dated traces [série de traces datées]. The date is essential. The trace is 
usually writing, but it can be an image, an object, or a relic. An isolated dated 
trace is a memorial rather than a diary: the diary begins when traces in a se-
ries attempt to capture the movement of time rather than to freeze it around a 
source event. All defi nitions are attractive (we like having points of reference) 
and annoying (we hate shackles). So we look for their weak point. And if we 
can’t fi nd one, we make jokes: isn’t the diary a narrative of traced dates? What-
ever. Close parenthesis. 

So the diary’s discontinuities are organized in series and rewoven into 
continuities. Suppose the contents of your day can be divided into 99 cat-
egories. Today you are going to write about things in, let’s say, categories 38 
and 86. Are you going to write about 5, 47, and 79 tomorrow? And about 
something else the day after? That is highly unlikely, luckily for your diary, 
which would lapse into incoherence. The diary has the opposite tendency: it 
is methodical, repetitive, and obsessive. You will write about topics 38 and 86 
again tomorrow. In the tapestry of your life, you follow very specifi c threads, 
and only a small number of them. Just four letters, a, b, c, and d are usually 
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enough to fl ag the contents of a single diary. The diary itself may well be 
a narrative, but fi rst and foremost it is a piece of music, meaning an art of 
repetition and variation. It occurred to me, while reading a month of May 
recorded at Cayla by Eugénie de Guérin, that her diary was a sonata on two 
themes: springtime and death. Or while analyzing one year in the diary of 
the young Catherine Pozzi, I realized that the ostensibly varied entries were 
all answers to one of these questions: “who am I?” (introspection) and “what 
should I be?” (deliberation). 

You are no doubt aware of Benjamin Constant’s apparently strange idea: 
in May 1805, depressed by the death of his friend Madame Talma, he decided 
to keep his diary using numbers—not 1 to 99, but 1 to 17, representing his 
habitual activities or attitudes, which he identifi ed by reading his previous di-
ary. A look at this strange list is enough to tell us that numbers 1 to 4 would 
have suffi ced: physical pleasure, work, and uncertainty about everything else 
(mainly women). The diary’s thematic obsessions are reinforced by the regu-
larity of its forms. By defi nition, writing a diary is free, totally free. But in 
fact, each diarist quickly settles into a small number of forms of language that 
become “molds” for all of his entries, and never deviates from them. Which 
prompts me to nuance the opposition that I set up earlier between the conti-
nuity of the medium—the notebook—and the discontinuity of the fragmen-
tary writing: it is indeed fragmentary, but it is also repetitive and regular.

All of these considerations go toward asking that the diary be studied 
some day as a rhythm. Such a study would have two dimensions: fi rst the 
internal and then the external. The internal dimension would begin with an 
analysis of the diary text itself, to establish its internal morphology (themes 
and forms) and how the links between them are organized: precisely what 
one does in musical analysis when parsing a sonata or a fugue. One would 
use a textual unit of measurement: the quantity of writing, measured in lines 
or pages. The external study would then compare the results with another 
parameter: time, measured in days, weeks, or months. The continuities and 
irregularities of writing would become visible immediately. I remember that, 
for my talk at the exhibition Un journal à soi, I made a diagram of one year 
in Amiel’s massive, regular diary and compared it with the diagram of Cap-
tain Dreyfus’s diary from Devil’s Island, which was a tragic decrescendo. The 
point was to illustrate, using a striking example, that practices are highly vari-
able. I remember preparing a much more detailed, day-by-day representation 
of the unpublished diary of Paul Jamin, an adolescent from the nineteenth 
century, through which I was able to visualize huge, nearly imperceptible 
pockets of silence within the fl ow of the text. The blank space between two 
entries is the same size if the diary stops for a day or a month, and the eye, if 
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it ignores the dates, joins the entries together. I remember the detailed quan-
titative studies I did comparing the rhythm of Anne Frank’s original diary 
with the rhythm of the loose-leaf pages on which she prepared a version for 
publication by regulating and channeling the torrential fl ow of the real diary. 
And since that exhibition was in Lyon, I would like to mention that Charles 
Juliet’s diary has just been subjected to a very interesting “rhythm analysis” 
by Stéphane Roche, a young researcher whose thesis contains a set of “diaro-
grams,” so to speak, that reveal the temperature curve of the diary and its 
development over some thirty years. He was following up on an idea that I 
proposed in Le Moi des demoiselles: perhaps I should patent it and develop it 
as diary analysis software? It could be used to produce a rhythmic typology of 
diaries, just as Michèle Leleu once tried to do with characterology. I’ve been 
held back by my fear of becoming a cyber-Diafoirus of diarismology.

THE ACT

Yes, I am on the wrong track. I must tackle the problem from a different an-
gle. I have focused too much on the diary as a product, whereas it is an act. 
The important thing is not to measure the discontinuities with a ruler, but 
to fi nd out how they are experienced. First I will try to explain how and why 
the diary is a piece of lacework, a sport, an art of improvisation. And I will con-
clude by speaking of two brilliant diarists you may not be familiar with, dia-
rists who invented new ways of grasping the continuities of life through the 
discontinuities of the diary.

The diary is a piece of lacework or a spider web. It is apparently made up 
of more empty space than fi lled space. But for the person who is writing, the 
discrete points of reference that I set down on paper hold an invisible galaxy 
of other memories in suspension around them. Thanks to association of ideas 
and allusions, their shadows and virtual existence linger for a while. Gradually 
they evaporate, like a fl ower losing its scent. This is an astonishing feature of 
the diary that makes it unlike almost any other type of text: no outside reader 
can read it the same way as the author, even though the very purpose of read-
ing it is to discover its private contents. You will never really know what the 
text of my diary means to me. The discontinuous made explicit refers to an 
implicit continuum to which I alone hold the key, and one that does not re-
quire any numbering system. To get close to the truth of another person’s di-
ary, then, one must read a lot of it for a long time. A diary is a dark room that 
you enter from a brightly lit exterior. It is so dark in there that you can’t see a 
thing, but if you stay there for half an hour, you begin to see outlines, silhou-
ettes begin to emerge from the shadows, you begin to make things out. It’s like 
learning a foreign language, with all of its implicit content and connotations.
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Diary writing is a sport. By that I mean that it is not fi rst and foremost 
an art that is developed to give meaning or pleasure to others. Instead, it is 
a performance. Something like skiing or sailing: for your own purposes, you 
use the energy from a natural force that carries you along. Keeping a diary is 
surfi ng on time. Time is not an objective, continuous thing that the diarist 
tries to portray from the outside using tiny discontinuous brushstrokes, as a 
novelist would. He is himself caught up by the movement he is sculpting, 
moving along with it, emphasizing certain lines and directions, transforming 
this inescapable drift into a dance.

Earlier, I caught myself in the act of intellectual vagueness when I con-
fl ated the continuous and the regular, and here I am now in a state of com-
plete metaphorical drunkenness. Oh well. I’ll go for broke and compare the 
diary to musical improvisation, which requires both mastery of a technique 
and immediate acceptance of the unknown. I will have to compose on what-
ever canvas life offers me, often without asking my opinion. We all know 
that people generally look down on the diary form. The diary is said to have 
no form of its own, to be marred from being facile, “the art of non-artists,” 
as Thibaudet said of autobiography. I am doing my utmost to prove the con-
trary: that no art is subject to greater or stricter constraints. This is a type of 
writing for which none of the ordinary working procedures is allowed: the 
diarist can neither compose nor correct. He must say the right thing on the fi rst 
try. People don’t know the future when they write their diaries: you might 
have a set of hypotheses about what will happen tomorrow, and you may 
prepare lines of writing that actuality will choose between, but at the end of 
the day, you are collaborating blindly on a soap opera with an unpredictable 
screenplay. Besides, you are not allowed to make corrections later. When 
the clock strikes midnight, everything must remain just as it is. The diary’s 
value lies in its being the trace of a moment. If I begin fi xing things the next 
day, I do not add value to my diary: I kill it. As with watercolors, you can-
not retouch it later. As soon as you become aware of these constraints, you 
fi nd them exhilarating. Here’s a confession: for twenty years, I thought that 
in the fi eld of truth-based texts, autobiography was the highest form of art. 
I have changed my mind: the diary, when written exactingly, now seems su-
perior to me. But since composing and correcting are a necessary part of build-
ing form, one must learn to do those things in the moment. With computers, 
corrections can be made on the fl y: I only close my entry once it sounds right. 
The practice of keeping a “working journal” made me aware of composition 
procedures that remained open to the future. I learned this while writing a 
journal for publication: the journal that frames Le Moi des demoiselles. I then 
extended this method to my private diaries, to take them to a new level of 
tension and authenticity, in my secret space.
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One last parenthesis: poised at the razor’s edge of the moment, the diarist 
must decide each day whether to continue or discontinue her diary. The verb 
“discontinue” is rarely used now in this transitive way, with a meaning some-
where between suspend, interrupt, and stop, but is also indicative of remorse 
for betraying continuity as a value. Sometimes people do decide to discontin-
ue their diaries, but usually it is something they later realize, sadly, that they 
have done: “Dear Diary, how could I have abandoned you for . . . (a month, 
two years).” In fact, you have done fi ne without it, and it is only when you 
feel the need to write once again that your happy neglect feels like infi delity. 
Why do I say “happy”? Because it is not clear that continuity at any price 
is a value. The diary unifi es the personality, but it can also ossify or rigidify 
it. You become your own pencil pusher. Sometimes you have to stop look-
ing at yourself, forget about yourself, and plunge into the world and the fu-
ture. There are different degrees in how you “discontinue” your diary: mild, 
through neglect; medium, by voluntarily suspending it; strong, by stopping 
forever; and violent, by destroying it. It’s true: many diaries are completely or 
partially destroyed by their authors. This should not necessarily be interpret-
ed as a small suicide. It’s more like pruning the trees at the end of winter to 
prepare for a vigorous spring. Molting. Life needs discontinuity and renewal. 
What’s more, a diary’s discontinuity may be quite relative. Most people who 
like to write have several writing work sites that do not follow the same rou-
tine: their fl ow of energy affects them differently at different times. Your diary 
may dry up as your correspondence burgeons. Or some writers (usually men) 
come back to their diaries in between creative periods. They put themselves 
on standby, waiting for the fl ame of their genius to fl are up again.

So rest assured: there is nothing wrong with stopping your diary. I offer 
this piece of comforting advice because I have often noticed that discontinu-
ity scares people, who usually long for continuity. Continuity with the future: 
I am thinking of the small, quite remarkable gesture made by some diarists 
who, once they have fi nished their daily entry in the evening, plan ahead by 
writing the next day’s date, taking out an option on the future, reaching out 
to it, a magical gesture of conjuring. Continuity with the past: I am think-
ing of two extraordinary works that have not been, and perhaps cannot be, 
imitated. Works that used the diary and its discontinuities to grasp the pro-
found continuity of life. I see that I have not cited many diarists, but my fa-
vorites are here: Benjamin Constant, Eugénie de Guérin, Catherine Pozzi, 
Anne Frank, and Amiel, with his giant stride left standing. Imagine Amiel 
“discontinuing” his diary, stopping one month, like a train in the middle 
of nowhere! Once his diary reached cruising speed, around 1847, he was all 
about continuity: he used sewn notebooks of the same size, numbered, and 
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in particular, he prepared an index so that he could move around in his past. 
So there you have it: the diary creates continuity, not only between today and 
yesterday, but also across the whole span of one’s life. Can it give us access 
to a fundamental permanence? When we plunge into the abyss of the past, is 
there another way to sound its depths besides the reminiscence indicated by 
Proust, and before him Nerval or Chateaubriand? Can voluntary memory, 
mobilized by the diary, be just as effective in this quest as involuntary mem-
ory? My two explorers along these lines are Pierre-Hyacinthe Azaı̈s, whom 
you have probably never heard of, and Claude Mauriac. Here are two quick 
sketches of their extensive work.

Pierre-Hyacinthe Azaı̈s, 1766–1845. Like Rousseau, he was a musician 
(a viola player and composer), a man of letters, a teacher like Rousseau, like 
Rousseau a philosopher and the inventor of a system. Here is his doctrine, 
as summed up in a biographical note: “His doctrine, which he claimed was 
founded on science, holds that the universe is explained by two forces, ex-
pansion and compression, which ultimately give rise to a single principle of 
equilibrium, ‘constantly invariable in a constantly varied movement.’ This 
law of compensation explains both the physical world and individual psy-
chology as well as the history of nations.” We do not know whether it was 
an attempt to test this law on himself, or simply to derive greater pleasure 
from life—it was probably both—but Azaı̈s undertook a monumental Anni-
versary Diary. From 31 December 1810 (he was 44 and had just married) 
until 7 December 1844 (he was 78 and would die two months later), he kept 
a journal every day, virtually without interruption (when he noticed one af-
terwards, he fi lled it in by writing “lacuna/gap”), on loose-leaf pages divided 
into 366 bundles, one for each day of the year, including the thinner bundle 
for February 29, a total of more than 12,000 entries over a period of thirty-
four years. This unpublished diary, which is held in the Tarn Archives, has 
been carefully studied by Michel Baude. Every day, Azaı̈s writes not by pick-
ing up on the day before, as you or I would do, but by picking up on the 
same day from the year before. He does not write merely “in continuation”: 
he fi rst rereads the entry in question to remind himself of what he was doing 
on that date, then compares his situation with how things were a year earlier, 
and enters into a dialogue with the diarist from a year ago. His life is solidly 
moored to the past by 366 ropes that are constantly retightened. He spends 
his time comparing the changes in his health, family, work, and especially his 
social successes. He wants to become a member of the Academy but does not 
get in. The theory of compensations is some consolation: he sees every rebuff 
as improving his chances for posthumous glory. From one year to the next, 
he apostrophizes, consoles, and encourages himself. And little by little, his 
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life takes on the consistency of reinforced concrete—or rather the consistency 
of a tapestry in which the shuttle of writing solidly binds the warp and the 
woof. This composition protocol makes it rather dizzying to read his diary. If 
you want to follow Azaı̈s through the month of October 1824, you have to 
go through 31 fi les. If you want to read the “October” bundle in its current 
order, you have to go back over this man’s life 31 times from the age of 44 to 
78! I am planning to publish part of this text, and am looking for a method. 
The answer probably lies outside the classic space of the book, in the area of 
hypertext. So I will create an Azaı̈s site or CD-ROM full of links, so that each 
person can choose how he wants to make his way through it.

The idea of hypertext is also required for Claude Mauriac, 1914–1996, 
whom I will discuss more briefl y since his work is available in bookstores. 
His diary exists in two forms: the original diary, handwritten in notebooks 
and then typewritten on loose-leaf pages, kept from 1927 (age 13) until his 
death in 1996, for sixty-nine years, in chronological order, and taking up 
three linear meters of shelves in the closets in his home. Then, under the title 
Le Temps immobile (“Motionless Time”), fi fteen volumes published by Gras-
set between 1974 and 1988, followed by a few volumes of Le Temps accompli 
(“Completed Time”) (Claude Mauriac had fi rst thought of titling it Le Temps 
écroulé, or “Collapsed Time”), presenting the labyrinthine arrangement of a 
rereading based on two devices: analogy (looking for everything that appears 
similar or creates echoes across the years, and fi nding all of the hidden consis-
tencies beneath the surface diversity), and arbitrary sampling, or what Claude 
Mauriac called “diving,” in which Mauriac does like Azaı̈s, but with one vari-
ation. Strangely enough, Azaı̈s (as far as I could tell from my partial reading) 
always does a shallow dive, so to speak, into the waters of the preceding year, 
not ten, twenty, or thirty years back (once that was possible). Claude Mau-
riac, however, discovered the idea for Le Temps immobile in 1963, when he 
had thirty-fi ve years of journals behind him, and his sampling is vertiginous. 
I started my own diary at the age of fi fteen, on 11 October 1953, so next fall 
I will be able to look back over fi fty years in my writing and perhaps I will be 
tempted to see whether, through the monstrous chaos and discontinuities of 
a life, I have made a single step forward.

A few words in conclusion.
Throughout this exploration, continuity and discontinuity have often 

seemed to me to be linked to changes in means of communication or mea-
surement. Let us open a media path à la Régis Debray. The rise of the di-
ary in the late Middle Ages as a form of personal expression coincided with 
the rise of paper and the clock. And our current entry into the virtual space 
of information technology and an excess of communication (as opposed to 



186     On Diary

transmission) will no doubt give rise to new conduits in the fi eld of the di-
ary, and will transform it.

Second path: I am struck by the creative resources in this fi eld, even 
though fi ction is banned from it. Extremely easy, extremely diffi cult. Per-
haps, for anyone who takes this challenge seriously, a new frontier?
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