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The work of Georges Bataille has invariably
inspired a variety of comments, which have clari‐
fied not only the thought of the author of Madame
Edwarda (1941),  but  also  various  aspects  of  the
modern and postmodern world. After the time of
his  veneration by  the  milieu  of  Tel  Quel  in  the
1970s, there came a moment of ethical question‐
ing of his writings (in the studies of Maurice Blan‐
chot and Jean-Luc Nancy),  of the analysis of his
political  position  (by  Francis  Marmande,  Jean-
Michel Besnier,  and Jean-Michel Heimonet),  and
of his mysticism (by Peter T. Connor and Andrew
Hussey).[1]  More recently,  scholars,  such as  Syl‐
vain Santi,  have highlighted some aspects of his
work that were previously neglected, and others,
including  Christophe  Halsberghe,  have  empha‐
sized  his  impact  on  the  episteme  of  a  whole
modernity.[2] In addition,  one needs to mention
Denis Hollier's essays, which were of crucial im‐
portance, in particular for Bataille's reception in
the United States.[3] The study of Jeremy Biles on
the Bataillean monstrosity is situated at the cross‐
ing of these various approaches. 

The author divides his  work into five chap‐
ters, which are preceded by an introduction and
followed by a conclusion. The book starts with the
evocation of the acéphale figure, a monster with‐
out a head, which was used as an emblem of a se‐
cret society and was also the name of a journal
that Bataille founded. It  leads Biles to introduce
what  he  thinks  is  the  main  theme  in  Bataille's
work, namely, the "conjunction of the monstrous
and the sacred" (p. 3). The author specifies right
away  that  Bataille  was  fascinated  by  the  "left-
hand" sacred, the "obscure and formless--not tran‐
scendent,  pure,  and  beneficent,  but  dangerous,
filthy, and morbid" (p. 3). This idea frames all re‐
flections contained in this work, where Biles pro‐
ceeds  by  a  kind  of  "comparative  analysis"  of
Bataille, juxtaposing him with his great predeces‐
sors and contemporaries. As he acknowledges in
the introduction, Biles tries to "show how Bataille
deploys  writing,  philosophy,  and  art  to  portray
and produce monstrosity in himself and his audi‐
ence, thereby inciting a sense of the sacred in the
modern world" (p. 4). 



In chapter 1, Biles starts with the famous pho‐
tograph "Death by a Thousand Cuts" and its im‐
pact on Bataillean sensitivity. Next, he moves to a
comparison of Bataille's thought to that of Hegel
who Bataille knew through Alexandre Kojève's in‐
terpretative work. However, even if Bataille took
up certain ideas of Hegel and Kojève, he moved
away from their intellectual position because he
rejected  the  Hegelian  categories  of  satisfaction
and synthesis, and instead revealed his leaning to‐
ward  the  category  of  contradiction,  or  "mainte‐
nance of antinomies" (p.  24).  According to Biles,
these  are  the  concepts  of  sacred  and  sacrifice,
which  made  it  possible  for  Bataille  to  have  ex‐
ceeded the Hegelian dialectic  of  the master and
the slave. 

Next,  Biles  turns  to  an  analysis  of  complex
connections between Bataille and Nietzsche. The
author brilliantly shows that this relation was far
from being a simple recovery and actualization.
Instead,  Bataille  proceeded  by  "misinterpreting"
Nietzsche;  to  Nietzsche's  ascending  vitality,  he
preferred the contrary movement of the fall. Ac‐
cording to Biles, Bataille, thus, built a kind of "left-
hand" Nietzsche,  even of  "sousnietzsche,"  which
he  opposed  to  the  Nietzschean  interpretations
made by both fascism and existentialism (p. 59). 

The subject of chapter 3 is Bataille's "extrem‐
ist surrealism"; Biles attempts to clarify the back‐
ground of the conflict between Bataille and André
Breton. The author shows with perspicacity how
surrealism  tried  to  escape  from  reality  and  its
contradictions,  whereas  for  Bataille  the  artistic
and existential essence consisted in the espousal
of all that was abject, savage, and formless. This
part of the book concludes with a reflection on the
figure of the labyrinth in Bataille's writings.  For
Bataille, this figure constituted one of the manifes‐
tations of the "left-hand sacred," which pointed to‐
ward the approximation of death.  It  evoked the
figure of Saint Lazarus who was very important
for Bataille because Lazarus embodied the inter‐
mediate state between life and death. 

This analysis opens a way for Biles to move to
a chapter devoted to the relation between Bataille
and Simone Weil. As is well-known, Weil was the
prototype of the character of Lazare in Bataille's
novel Blue of Noon (1957). Biles brings closer the
two  thinkers  insofar  as  their  attitudes  toward
Christianity  led  to  a  kind  of  hyperchristianism;
seeing in Christ the "accursed share" and in the
experiment  of  death--the  heart  of  human  exis‐
tence. By that, Bataille once again revealed his op‐
position to surrealism, which removed Thanatos
from its theories and practices. 

In  the  final  chapter,  perhaps  the  most  bril‐
liant of all, Biles carries out the analysis of an ap‐
parently  trivial  detail,  the  figure  of  "hands"  in
Bataille  and  Hans  Bellmer,  to  depict  a  complex
image  of  the  monstrous  esthetics  of  the  two
artists.  The reader also  finds a  summary of  the
history  of  the  "hand"  in  Western  philosophy,
which has always privileged the right and produc‐
tive hand, just as in a penetrating interpretation
of Bellmer's doll. Lastly, Biles establishes a paral‐
lel between Bataille's eye and Bellmer's hand, the
two leading to a confusion of seeing and tactility,
or rather of blindness and mutilation. 

All  in  all,  among recent  studies  on Bataille,
Biles's  book is  the one that  perhaps approaches
best Bataille's thought while proposing new inter‐
pretations of his work. Indeed, readers who are
not  familiar  with  Bataille's  work  will  be  rather
well introduced to its main aspects. At the same
time, specialized readers will find in Biles's book
reformulations  and  reinterpretations  that  will
likely become pivotal in Bataillean studies. How‐
ever, the dual objective of the book to introduce
Bataille to a new audience and to ambitiously en‐
gage with his existing readership also becomes a
trap, and Biles has not been entirely successful in
escaping  it.  Consequently,  parts  of  the  text  that
are devoted to the presentation, for example, of
the  bases  of  Hegel's,  Nietzsche's,  and  Bataille's
philosophy sometimes seem superfluous. It is also
a shortcoming of this book that its author has not
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sufficiently  utilized  existing  bibliography:  refer‐
ences to studies by Gilles Mayné or Lina Franco,
as well as a major work by Georges Didi-Huber‐
man could  have  further  enriched  this  excellent
work.[4] 
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