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The 16c. and 17c. abounded in hand-printed books of emblems with captions to amuse the wealthy 
readers who could afford them. Wit was required to guess the relationship between the image and 
the text, with the idea that each contained only half of what might be needed, but that the halves 
often required a considerable learning to discover their connection. One such emblem embodied 
an early-modern version of delay with the common saying, “Make haste slowly” (festina lente). 
Unlike the other common depiction of this sentiment, a butterfly shown with a crab, the dolphin 
entwining the anchor was naturally a chiastic fish. It lived in water but needed air to breathe, like 
whales. Its sinuous form allowed it to do an S-curve around the rigid anchor. The French king-to-be 
was called the dolphin, dauphin, according to a similar chiasmus. He was a child among men and 
a man among children, a rule among subjects and  subject to the adults he would soon dominate. 
Like the dolphin, he had to “make haste slowly” in order to preserve the structures of power that 
would eventually serve him but, at the present, were delaying his ascension to the throne. Only a 
fish accustomed to such “negations of negations” could represent this situation. 

The multiple uses and histories of the dolphin complicate any 
attempt to explain why a dolphin, chiastic or otherwise, comes 
to represent the motto festina lente. Dauphiné is also a former 
province in South-Eastern France, independent until 1457. 
Somehow the chiasmus theme creeps into each incarnation, 
particularly the geographic. The province lies at the crossroads 
of mountains, plains, and the sea. Why Count Guigues IV of Al-
bon (c.1095–1142) adopted it for his standard is not known, or 
when the anchor was added on behalf of the motto is unclear. 
The dolphin is indeed a “sliding signifier,” slipping in and out 
of conditions arranged to amuse the “Lady Mondegreen,” the 
phenomenon of homophonic confusion altering the meaning of 
the original (Lady Mondegreen = “laid him on the green”). 

The dolphin-anchor emblem offers the occasion to cite mi-dire, 
“half speech,” and its central role in Lacanian linguistics. Fas-

cinated by the scandalous murder case of the 1930s, when Christine and Lea Pepin, working as 
domestics, murdered their employers. Diagnosed as paranoiacs, the sisters spoke to each other in 
a curious “half speech.” The sisters referred to themselves as “I” rather than “we.” Lacan saw this 
speech in relation to the prophetic speech of the ancient Sibyl and adopted it as his own preferred 
style of communication, admitting that the choice was between being inconsistent but incomplete 
or being complete but inconsistent. He chose the former. The “Gödelian” choice also implied a 
temporality, as with the emblem of festina lente: “What is nice about what I tell you — don’t you 
agree? — is that it’s always the same thing. Not that I repeat myself, that’s not the point. It’s that 
what I said before takes on meaning afterward” (Lacan, On Feminine Sexuality, the Limits of Love 
and Knowledge, XX, 36). As if to confirm this later use of delay, the emblem tradition had already 
adopted this attitude. Emblems were presented along with text, each of which was regarded as 
a puzzle, an enigma that could be solved only by combining them in some clever way. By delay-
ing meaning, a space opens up, a gap between signifier and signified that undermines language’s 
conventionality.

1.05 / Funny Lines in Word and Image

The plight of the human as “the speaking animal” is this: language “says too little” while 
it simultaneously “says too much.” That is, while the subject believes that language falls 
short of his or her full measure of intention to express, language actually at the same 
time reveals an excess of unconscious meaning and potential. It doesn’t take much to 
see that the two margins, the two kinds of dysfunctions, are connected. And, it is pre-
cisely this connection that Freud used to construct the modern idea of the unconscious, 
accessible only through the errors of substitution, insertion, or omission that could be 
detected during psychoanalysis. The position of the analyst and analysand, the structure 
of the examining room as an acoustic “device,” and even the analysand’s confusion of 
the psychoanalysts clinic for his/her own home (so that the analysand, upon approach-
ing the door of the clinic, often reaches into his/her pocket for a latchkey) begins to ex-
plain the series of folds and twists that spatialize language on behalf of its “acousmatic” 
secret margins.

It would be wrong, therefore, to use the practice of emblem books to contrast word and 
image as two separate “logics,” the former narrative and linear, the second as “simul-
taneous and visual,” without mentioning this inner bond. Horace’s dictum of ut pictura 
poiesis, thanks to the function of inflection in Latin, says both that the poem should be 
like the painting and that the painting should be like the poem. Thus, the classical em-
blem books that proliferated from the 1500s through the late 1700s coupled images and 
texts through riddles that considered each as an incomplete key to the other. Riddling 
the relationship was a pastime for educated readers, and the “what am I?” riddle form 
required the reader’s show of wit. Alexander Pope’s “a wit with dunces and a dunce with 
wits” gave away a key strategy in this game. The image contained what the text did not, 
but the lack itself was the ground of the inner idea.

Chiasmus, the x-form of Pope’s funny line, could be considered the signature of Hades, 
in the sense that three x’s are commonly used to open up a portal to the dead, to call 
forth their voice to give advice, offer blessings, etc. Here, the ‘x’ is not a symbol but 
more of a diagram related to the triple bending or folding that is required for this con-
nection. The number 3 in the history of languages is frequently connected with the ulti-
mate, as in the French trés. To do something three times, as in the mathematics of the 
fairy tale, is to do something effectively, even if — or especially if — the first two times 
were completely off track. Aristotle’s idea of tuchē, the kind of human-based chance 
that operates as affordance, opportunity, and coincidence, and the non-human chance 
of “automaton” complete the triangle. First, a mistaken choice; then, a choice that the 
mistake allowed us to see for the first time; finally a shot to the bull’s eye. In his major 
novel, The Master and Margarita (1928-1940), Mikhail Bulgakov plays out Christ’s trip 
to Jerusalem in just such triadic terms, a “wrong turn,” an affordance, then a masterful 
synthetic coincidence of previously contradictory terms. Bulgakov’s Christ is a marvel-
ous analysand whose unconscious becomes evident through his errors and excesses of 
speech, realized quite unexpectedly by Pilot. The interrogation scene would have been 
something that Holbein would have claimed to have already painted. 

Alexander Pope, The Dunciad (1728-1743), Book 4, line 90. Pope praises the effective unconscious of chiasmus 
directly: “The gath’ring number, as it moves along, /Involves a vast involuntary throng, /Who gently drawn, and 
struggling less and less, /Roll in her Vortex, and her pow’r confess.”

Mikhail Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita (written 1928-1940; published in full 1973).


