
 Introduction 1

Introduction

The poet and boxer Arthur Cravan, a fleeting figure on the periphery of 
early twentieth-century European avant-gardism, frequently invoked 
as a proto-Dadaist, is an insubstantial phenomenon. His recurrent 
invocation in early twentieth-century art history is founded on diffuse 
documentation, evidence and testimonies, compounded by distant 
speculation, which conjure the strident cultural antagonist assum-
ing heroic proportion in fabled modernity. His presence advances as 
an exemplar for later twentieth-century actionism and performative 
intervention, achieving status as legend in the absence of body, and as 
cult in the absence of intellect. And there are many versions of Cravan 
which serve many ends, the most widely recognised and popularly 
held summed up in the veteran Dadaist Hans Richter’s chronicling of 
that movement, that, ‘as an artist and as a human being … [Cravan 
illustrated] one tendency in Dada taken to its extreme: final noth-
ingness, suicide’.1 What this book proposes to recover are the many 
versions of Cravan that can be documented in working towards a 
consistent reading of the historical singularity, confluent with a crea-
tive reading that tests history even in the nihilist extreme. Moderated 
by philosophical delineation of an idea of Cravan, this will be an exer-
cise to lean and loaf against the recovery, and what follows will first 
orient itself towards Richter’s version of the protagonist and its many 
derivatives. Any move towards the apotheosis of nihilism, for instance, 
will require recovery of Cravan in a manner that participates in the 
construction and affirmation of the narrative of ‘final  nothingness’  
– to read through multiply contingent becoming-fictions of the life 
from what little remains, in attempting some knowledge of it – and to 
proceed on the assumption that, ultimately, we may find that there is 
some sense and continuing relevance for us today in the change and 
revolutionary transformations encountered in the legend of Arthur 
Cravan.
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2 Eduardo Arroyo, ‘Arthur Cravan avant et après le combat avec  
Jack Johnson’, 1993.
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What do we invest when legend is casually invoked? If what is 
 suggested is that Cravan is the hero of legend, then the use of the word 
‘legend’ requires some address. I take ‘legend’ to mean that which 
history has not verified, but which is now presented as  historical – 
fiction presented as truth – which means that Cravan immediately 
complicates the formulation, because any ‘truth’ given to us in the 
shape of his singularity is itself not true. Arthur Cravan was a con-
struct: his real name was Fabian Lloyd, and ‘Arthur Cravan’ his own 
invention. In a very precise sense, his presence art-historically is a 
fiction but, crucially, presented as historically verifiable. There is a 
metaphorical existence to be invoked early on in the fact of the fic-
tion, and we might rightly say that what is named ‘Cravan’ has by now 
most certainly become the subject of legend, or has been ‘legendised’ 
through the romanticising prism of ‘poet and boxer’ and under such 
eulogising headlines declaring his self-immolation. But as the syuzhet 
of legendising proceeds, the verifiable fabula of life recede in cultural 
visibility, compressed in a secondary function, and legend advances. 
So I declare Richter’s account at the outset, as a ‘control’ fiction for all 
that follows:

Anti-art took on a new complexion with the emergence of the writer and 
amateur boxer Arthur Cravan.
 In 1912, he published in Paris the periodical Maintenant in which, 
with great aplomb, he dragged through the mire everything that was 
good, pure and of good report, especially his friend Robert Delaunay. 
Cravan was greatly admired, because he succeeded in tearing bourgeois 
existence apart at the seams. He carried out to the letter all the deeds 
of anarchy he promised in his writings. He claimed to have committed 
a perfect burglary in a Swiss jeweller’s shop. At the height of the war he 
travelled on forged passports across the length and breadth of Europe, 
the USA, Canada and Mexico.
 …
 He attacked everybody and everything. He handed out the deadliest 
insults as calmly as someone else might pass round chocolates. As he did 
this with the utmost elegance, he became the darling of Paris overnight; 
the darling, that is of all those who would have liked to settle their own 
personal accounts as elegantly, directly and coolly as he settled his.
 He challenged the world heavyweight champion, the boxer Jack 
Johnson, to a fight in Madrid on the 23rd April 1916 (he was knocked out 
in the first round). Lecturing to an invited audience of society ladies, he 
took off nearly all his clothes before he could be handcuffed and taken 
away by the police. The insults he hurled, mostly when drunk, at press 
and public, strangers as well as friends, were immoderate but brilliantly 
phrased.
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 In the end he left the Mexican coast in a little boat to sail across the 
shark-infested Caribbean. He never reappeared. His wife, the poetess and 
painter Mina Loy, who had just borne him a daughter, waited in vain for 
him to rejoin her in Buenos Aires. When he did not come, she looked for 
him in all the mouldering prisons of Central America. No trace of him was 
ever found.
 …
 An athlete himself, he was totally without fear, and always on the 
offensive with no thought of the consequences. Because he lived wholly 
according to his nature, wholly without constraint, and paid the full price, 
which is death, he became a nihilist hero in an age already long beset by 
nihilism.2

This is arresting. As an account, it captures the dramatically fleeting 
image of the proto-Dadaist, setting the bar of nihilism in the age of heroic 
modernity. It contains confusions, errors, exaggerations and untruths, 
most certainly (the residue of which persists even in the documenting 
of Cravan a hundred years on), but Richter’s presentation to a wider 
Dada audience condenses what we would broadly term ‘biography’ into 
its few brief paragraphs. Richter’s version, first roundly presented in 
Dada-Kunst und Antikunst (1964), is a somewhat speculative expan-
sion (repeating the original errors) of Roger Shattuck’s earlier outline of 
Cravan in The Banquet Years (1955), which itself uncritically validated 
the error-strewn assertions that gained currency out of André Breton’s 
appropriation of Cravan for the Paris Dada legacy and into Surrealism 
some decades earlier.3 Breton had written in 1932, for instance:

During the war, [Cravan] gave several riotous ‘lectures’ in New York, in 
the course of which, for example, he undressed on stage until the hall was 
completely evacuated by the police … At around the same time, in Spain, 
he challenged the black boxer Ben Johnson [sic], the world champion … 
he was a curious man whose legend may well last. He disappeared a few 
years ago, trying to cross the Gulf of Mexico single-handed, on a stormy 
day, in a very frail boat.4

An error practically on every point; now, in the decades since Richter, 
it is only in the most recent period that any non-speculative advance on 
Cravan has been made in presentation of material that amounts to more 
than the repetition of closed accounts (which would at once repeat and 
vary (within limits) the unaddressed vagaries of the primary sources). 
Recent research and scholarly thought have inched the subject in the 
right direction, but the ether which so much of what we ‘know’ occupies 
makes any progress contingent, and inevitably complicates whatever 
attempt we might make at establishing significance for the conduct, 
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activities and creative output of an individual who, in any other con-
text, might more happily be called a bullshitter and a freeloader.

Whatever the proffered epithet, there is a critical sense in which fictions 
are routinely mobilised to validate the present, giving rise to an inevitable 
compromise out of perpetually drifting truths, half-truths and untruths. 
In such terms, Cravan has been casually distorted and presented as what 
he patently was not, which problematises any use to which Cravan might 
now be put in pursuit of what is more broadly termed ‘cultural criticism’. 
If cultural and art-historical studies hold that Cravan has any continu-
ing relevance, then the positions given currency in this book intend to 
demonstrate precisely why he might be held thus. His cultural platforms, 
for example, consistently revise familiar mappings and scenes frequently 
unobserved precisely because they are familiar; and familiarity itself 
belies the possibility that, from the little remaining evidence, there is the  
possibility of a conceptual engagement with Cravan that far exceeds 
the physical persona. The elements of historical recovery constituting 
the book’s syuzhet, that is the fabula consistently organised into the nar-
rative of the nihilist hero, will primarily be designed to temper the often 
irresistible tendency to conjure Cravan as an anarchic model for Dada 
or as an exemplary suicide for Surrealism. Just as we do not know what 
a body can do, similarly I suggest the poet-boxer. We do not even know 
what Cravan can do, and, in responding to theoretically lateral routes 
from schizoanalysis through Deleuze to Nietzsche, for instance, a con-
ceptual context manifests that will propose how Cravan might properly 
be read via his actions to pose remarkable and indeed infinite potentiali-
ties. It is in the excess of such potentialities that the permanence of and 
any current sense for Cravan – his relevance today in debating Existenz 
Kunst, actionism or performativity – are to be located.

The performative dimension of Cravan’s activities establishes a 
direct connection to more contemporary aspects of art practice in 
embrace of the challenge to boundaries set by traditional art criticism 
– with the resulting reassessment of how sense and meaning are con-
structed in and out of the production and interpretation of art. In the 
process, this book’s descriptive recovery will pose the object (Cravan) 
to test cultural formations, and to observe what might be glimpsed 
beyond their perceived limits. So Cravan will jockey as a cultural agent 
who employed performance in its dynamic expedience, potentially to 
advance new models for the interpretation of art in its wake. As such, 
the metaphorical constitution and construction of Cravan – then as now 
– is to be presented in embodiment of the process of critical engage-
ment through continuation of the open performativity of avant-gardism 
and, importantly, its intricate circuitry of signification. Any connections 
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we make from what can be ascertained, in the meantime, are inevitably 
 contingent: we might be drawn, for instance, to such an obscure fact 
as that at the moment Cravan was born to Nellie Lloyd in the west of 
Switzerland, the stateless and independent Friedrich Nietzsche was 
writing in the east of that uniquely neutral country, in Sils-Maria, where 
he concluded in preliminary thoughts on the genealogy of morals how 
‘[t]he will to truth requires a critique – let us thus define our own task 
– the value of truth must for once be experimentally called into ques-
tion’.5 Well, it is no more than good fortune that this physical proximity 
between colic freeloader and catatonic philosopher can be established 
– I will have recourse to the obvious point that Cravan was no philoso-
pher, though arguably on more than one occasion he constituted philo-
sophical positions – in order further to expand on the becoming-legend 
of Cravan, presaged in the legendising that famously and necessarily 
occurred in the early reception of Nietzsche as philosopher.

Let us briefly consider the case of Nietzsche (and its points of connec-
tion, for example, with Schopenhauer or Wagner). Instructive observa-
tion is to be made for the purpose of the present exercise regarding 
Cravan when we admit that failure objectively to reconstruct the facts 
of the thinker’s life meant that he became a legend in the process of 
his soaring logic being mythologically reconstructed. It is correct to 
say that Nietzsche’s works give us that which is ‘concrete’ in his life 
but, through mythological reconstruction, the works are mediated into 
the legend of the philosopher. Among the early studies of Nietzsche is 
Ernst Bertram’s Nietzsche: Versuch einer Mythologie (1918), in which 
Bertram anticipates the body’s evasion of historical containment and 
rational correspondence:

Legend is in truth what a word expresses in its baldest sense: it is not 
something written but rather something to be read anew time and again, 
which only comes into being through being read differently over and over 
again.6

Without the single overarching reading that excludes all others, the 
thinker becomes a symbol, exemplary as the striving and impassioned, 
proud and lonely truth-finder, and it is the legend of the body that comes 
to educate before the corpus of the works. Nietzsche, as we know, 
had made the corresponding move to legendise another thinker in his 
own early essay ‘Schopenhauer als Erzieher’ (1874), a text that barely 
engages the great depressive’s philosophy but which fully commits to 
Schopenhauer’s demonstration through action that a ‘love of truth is 
something fearsome and mighty’.7 And it is this legend that educates in 
its deference to an uncompromising pursuit of truth. The legendising of 
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Arthur Cravan charts a recognisably similar passage, to judge by the few 
contemporary or near-contemporary commentaries on the poet-boxer 
delivered from the early twentieth century. Prized among these are the 
more intimate passages written by the poet Mina Loy, who would marry 
Cravan in 1918 and whose writing touches her husband’s emotional life 
in a way that no other writing does. While the majority of accounts by 
others respond only to the public behaviour, a psychological dimension 
is glimpsed in Loy’s writings (inevitably processed by the writer herself) 
posing a parallel to the legendising of Nietzsche that is provocative to 
say the least. As the Nietzsche legend became defined, the instrumen-
tal role of his sister Elisabeth Förster-Nietzsche in its consolidation 
after his mental collapse and death in 1900 is properly recognised – she 
who promoted herself as uniquely blessed of insight to understand and 
interpret her brother (and Förster-Nietzsche appears to have followed 
suit in the preservation of Richard Wagner’s heritage at Bayreuth by 
Cosima Wagner, after the great composer’s death in 1883). If we choose 
to draw the parallel, however, the differences in comparison may be 
little more than cosmetic. Quite emphatically, whatever her devotion, 
Förster-Nietzsche ‘seems to have had no notion of what Nietzsche stood 
for, or of what philosophy is, or of what is meant by intellectual integ-
rity’.8 Mina Loy too was a receptive and devoted respondent to Arthur 
Cravan, though she did not overtly advance herself as her lost husband’s 
living representative after 1918. Yet she configured his persona into 
her thoughts on psycho-democracy, for instance, conceiving of ‘com-
pound existence’ and ‘collective personality’,9 and likewise did carry 
the Cravan cult for the almost fifty years that she outlived his disappear-
ance. It is fair to say that in the present context of legendising, Loy’s 
broader deliberation on the belief that ‘Cravan’s truth was his œuvre’10 
has eventually played no less a part in consolidating Cravan’s legend 
than did Förster-Nietzsche’s in the case of Nietzsche’s.

Already, in these opening passages, repeated invocations of ‘truth’ 
conflict as easily as they resolve on the matter – both in the will to truth 
and in its critique – along now with the suggestion of a third rendering of 
truth in form that is itself not true. For Loy, the real memory of Cravan 
would elide from myth to legend. She retrospectively code-named him 
‘Colossus’ in her prose and poetry – ‘I had magnified his being into 
such proportions that all comparisons vanished’11 – for his physical if 
not mythical imposition, as a figure who strode an imagined remotely 
distant past. Then myth becomes legend as this literary ‘Colossus’ is 
the body we now read in the form of the fiction ‘Cravan’, striding into 
the present: ‘His appearance alone created a kind of awe. This Cravan 
… was over six feet tall; his extremely heavy body, that was admirably 
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proportioned, according to its own exceptional measures, bore an olym-
pian head of striking regularity.’12 Now, in the broadest cultural sweep, 
we are familiar enough with the blight of transference of public interest 
from the works to the persons who produce the works – van Gogh’s ear 
notoriously dominates retrospection of his art, as we all know, just as 
Picasso’s women or Pollock’s drinking have been invoked to dominate 
theirs – but the confusion for this study may ultimately posit Cravan not 
as the producer of any works, but rather as being himself the work (or 
even himself the readymade), by which convolution the centrality of 
the work is restored. The point is to be made, in the meantime, that the 
prior transference of interest is rarely, if ever, to the real (and whatever 
the ‘real’ is assumes its own contingency), but rather consistently to the 
representation of the person who has produced the work.

There are varied instructive examples to turn to in this regard. 
Schopenhauer’s case is one, for instance, where the bulk of the graft 
in presenting his ‘teacher’ to the world fell to Julius Frauenstädt, 
who, typically, confined his interest to those facts that could be put 
to use in advancing his particular case.13 Hollingdale’s assessment of 
Frauenstädt’s contribution is concise and pointed: ‘What he was writing 
was not biography … what he was writing was legend.’14 The idea of 
truth, in terms of the ‘real’ person, is then dispersed in legend, receding 
from view as well as from practical descriptive recovery just as, in the 
legendising of Frauenstädt, ‘the real Schopenhauer so quickly vanished 
behind the legend of the solitary knight errant of truth’.15 The critical 
complication is that the legend can and will easily persist in the absence 
of any ‘truth’ – in the absence of the philosophy (in Schopenhauer’s 
case) or in the absence of Cravan (in Cravan’s case) – and we are again 
minded of the absent philosophy in Nietzsche’s essay on Schopenhauer 
as educator.16 Through first doubt and then denial of the philosophy in 
the latter instance, the philosophy finally became expedient for Nietzsche 
precisely because he had come to consider that the greater value of 
Schopenhauer was to be found in his exemplarity as a type of vital and 
vigorous philosopher contra the harmless and sterile rather than virile 
academic philosophers of the day. ‘Niemandem war er untertan!’, wrote 
Nietzsche: he, Schopenhauer, was subject to no one.17 Thus similarly the 
encounter with Cravan in the form of his resistance; it is my proposition 
that any descriptive recovery for present interest be applied as a practi-
cal recovery. What was (or was not) achieved by the poet-boxer in print, 
in the boxing ring or on the boulevard is by now largely expedited in 
engaging the nihilist hero; and it continues to be the case that swathes 
in the documenting of Cravan, both before and certainly after 1918, have 
given up the writing of biography to make way for legend.
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On truth and lie

Our first encounter of Cravan, then, is with the legend. And, however 
they may be constituted, types emerge in the encounter as being central 
to the processing and functioning of legend. Types, we can suggest, pose 
perspectives; the body provides a locus for perspectives, which can in 
subsequent analysis prove to be in competition or even conflict with 
one another, yet hence the insistence that Nietzsche, for one, places 
on the body.18 We will find that the body of Arthur Cravan, legendised 
as it has been, offers a plurality of types (logger, card sharper, painter, 
critic, poet, forger, dandy, chauffeur, orange picker, conférencier, thief, 
sailor, profesor, boxer …) as well as a plurality of named perspectives 
(Lloyd, Rubidini, Cooper, Lowitska, Lénod, Cravan, Holland, Miradique, 
Napier, Bombardier Wells, Hope, Archinard, Hayes …), and its over-
whelming plurality makes it at once as vaporous as a body can be. 
We might look to Cravan as the moderator of pluralities, for example, 
directeur Cravan as he billed himself in the literary review Maintenant 
(1912–15), and look to him also as truth in the sense that we would 
conventionally invoke to refer to a stable, single perspective upon the 
world. But Cravan also constitutes himself somehow as metaphor, by 
virtue of the way in which he conspires to present us with new ways 
of perceiving the literal terms or subjects that he introduces. That is to 
say, Cravan gives us the image of Cravan in order to represent the truth 
of what is literal in our experience, and does so through the creation of 
a perspective on the world (‘Cravan’) that has no literal existence in the 
world, and the structure of which can ultimately only consistently be 
read in terms of its being a multiplicity.

My suggestion is an idea of Cravan as both truth and metaphor – and 
metaphor, as emerges from a study of Nietzsche, is what ‘truth’ is. I make 
this suggestion deliberately in order to pursue and develop a critique of 
the constitution of whatever ‘truth’ might here apply via Nietzsche’s 
redefining of the relation between it and metaphor. Foundational for 
the philosopher’s thought – notwithstanding his occasional processing 
of the concealment of the true world of forms (which, in Plato’s ideal-
ist metaphysics, is reality) behind representation – is the Nietzschean 
thesis that the very construction of the world in all its reality happens 
through representation. There is no practical distinction to be drawn 
separating reality and representation (or appearance) for Nietzsche, as 
each is an aspect mutually defining the other. Though Nietzsche’s pri-
mary interest may well have been in the type of philosopher embodied 
in the Schopenhauer example, there are clearly aspects of the latter’s 
philosophical discipline feeding into Nietzsche’s own: specifically, the 
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10 The fictions of Arthur Cravan

way in which the perceptual activity of the body was understood by 
Schopenhauer already to be part of what we want to know of the world, 
rendering intimacy and immediacy in perceptual connection and situat-
ing the body thus as ‘the starting-point of the subject’s knowledge’.19 
This is to remove through the notion of ‘will’ any distinction between 
subjective experience and objective reality.20 The body’s perception of 
that which it encounters is at the same time apprehension of the thing-
in-itself,21 an equation of mind and reality – in Schopenhauer’s words, 
‘[t]he action of the body is nothing but the act of will objectified, i.e., 
translated into perception’.22

Now, though the body of Cravan has never been found, what we will 
respond to in its fragmentary recovery is what the body might be – in 
all its plurality – to pose theoretical fictions against the declared fiction 
of biography. For what follows in this book, theoretical expansions will 
take place against the recovered fragments. There may be a suggested 
resolution for the former separateness of mind and reality, for instance, 
but there will remain the complexity of accounting for the binarism 
encountered in our experiences: the binaries of one and other, of sub-
ject and object, of identity and difference. Schopenhauer and Nietzsche 
each address this variously in their philosophical writings as force, 
dynamism and tension, accommodating the emergence of two states 
from one. Perhaps the most resonant theoretical model is to be found 
in Nietzsche’s sustained interplay of the two principles of order and 
chaos represented by the restraint and intoxication of the Greek gods 
Apollo and Dionysus;23 this is a binary given as a stationary polarity,24 
where one state functions as generative and constitutive of the other 
in a contest immanent to the self, governed by the Apollonian principle 
and condensed in the image of the rearing, birthing centaur of Greek 
mythology (Cravan, in considered reflection, once actually described 
himself as a ‘centaur’). A given perspective achieves definition and 
functions through another, which suggests a state fundamentally dif-
ferent from one of coexistence. It suggests rather a state of continual 
bringing forth; and striking resonance is observed for the plurality of 
Cravan in the description of Nietzsche himself as he who ‘did not prac-
tise the one discipline alongside the other, but practised the one by 
practising the other’.25 The boxer brings forth the poet, I will suggest, 
in exemplifying the ‘centauric’ birthing proposed as the release of ‘an 
infinitely consequential artistic and philosophical double-natured elo-
quence’;26 and, as Cravan brings forth his many others, a remarkable if 
not radical tetra-linguistic eloquence is released upon his unsuspecting 
audience. It is a self-assured eloquence performed in Cravan’s notori-
ous ‘undressing’ (not quite the ‘wild striptease’ still described in some 
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current scholarship)27 at the Grand Central Palace in 1917, for example, 
resisting the demands of expectation in the very action of the body that 
‘has long since left his imagined audience behind … [and is] no longer 
concerned with whether his actual audience will understand him’.28

The irrational man

Thus begins our reading of the nihilism that distinguishes so much of 
Nietzsche’s thought and work, properly defining nihilism as the denial 
and rejection of received orthodoxies that would rest on ultimate and 
absolute truths. Desiring the virility of an intoxicating chaos above 
the sterility of rational restraint and order, Nietzsche’s appeal is mark-
edly not to a hedonistic letting-go of all control, but to a responsive 
and responsible interplay between the polarities of order and chaos. 
From the latter emerge new coordinates to understand truth and order 
according to terms that we set out ourselves. New coordinates are 
regenerative, subject always to attentive revision. They are not, there-
fore, degenerative to the extent that general concepts delude them-
selves with belief in a recoverable original state: ‘A word becomes 
a concept insofar as it simultaneously has to fit countless more or 
less similar cases – which means, purely and simply, cases that are 
never equal and thus altogether unequal.’29 And a word (constitutent of 
language), in becoming a concept, is thrice removed from reality as we 
remind ourselves that ‘concepts are only metaphors of metaphors’.30 
The claim is to the difference and distinction of the individual, ‘an X 
which remains inaccessible and indefinable for us’,31 which is what we 
encounter and transform through sensory perception (thus generat-
ing metaphor) in our experiences. The rejection, precisely, is of our 
self-delusion in stable essences, in impenetrable truths and in unified 
selves.

Nietzsche’s claim reaches back to a pre-Socratic state in order to 
project forwards, beyond the benign belief that rational knowledge is 
the fundament that explains and allows us to understand the phenom-
enal world. The pre-Socratic, Nietzsche suggests, is prototypical of the 
expression of ‘an exalted happiness … a playing with seriousness’ in his 
beautifying of the world,32 manifesting for the philosopher the type that 
he will oppose to the rational man: so the irrational man, described by 
Sarah Kofman in her study Nietzsche et la métaphore (1972):

the joyous hero, freed from neediness since he considers only a life dis-
guised as appearance and beauty to be real. This human type, thanks 
to art, is happy, lives more than the other in the acceptance of joy and 
suffering, through love of life.33
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What is signalled is encounter of the inaccessible and indefinable X 
through joyous experience – forestalling the formulaic happiness that 
goes with virtue (the latter relegated by Nietzsche in terms of its being 
no greater than some idiosyncratic nobility of soul) – and describes 
a type exemplified as equally unimpeded by causal motive as by the 
idea of a goal.34 And, crucially, attached to this type is a principle of 
innocence read by Kofman as the irrational man’s ‘suffering’ arising 
from the lack of ‘memory’ of he who ‘does not learn any lessons from 
experience’;35 or by Nietzsche in his Die Philosophie im tragischen 
Zeitalter der Griechen (1873), as an innocence of ‘play as artists and 
children engage in it … coming-to-be and passing away, structuring and 
destroying, without any moral additive’.36 To the qualities of Kofman’s 
irrational man, then, accrues Nietzsche’s extra-morality.

At a critical level, I here signal the intention to position Cravan in 
deliberate proximity to this sense deduced from Kofman’s irrational 
man or Nietzsche’s innocent player. The Cravan fiction is charted 
from early years and elides into subject categories that are frequently 
described for us elsewhere. Consider Cravan’s often cited intellectual 
recoil from moral conformity, mirroring the physical recoil that led him 
‘to arrive sooner or later in some forbidden spot – so intuitively did he 
separate himself from the accepted places’.37 We read such discarding 
of morality as a discarding of interpretations of the world that might be 
imposed by others, interpretations that are the very foundations for the 
metaphors that pervade, and efficient precisely because we so easily 
allow ourselves to forget that they are metaphors in the first instance: 
‘only by forgetting that he himself is an artistically creating subject 
… does man live with any repose, security, and consistency’.38 This, 
for Nietzsche, is the security of repose deep inside the herd, in among 
those ‘most reasonable people’ routinely at the receiving end of political 
appeals to the ‘common good’ (more Machiavelli’s concordia discors 
(‘asocial sociability’) than Cicero’s concordia ordinum, it should be 
said; and, as Thomas Aquinas long ago recognised, what is good for the 
politician is only bonum secundum quid, or ‘good with reservations’); 
the potential gain is that which would strike fear in the heart of those 
much lauded ‘reasonable’ people, that if ‘but for an instant he [the 
weak man] could escape from the prison walls of this faith, his “self 
consciousness” would be immediately destroyed’.39

What metaphors pose, however, is doubly complex in the proposi-
tion that their ‘untruth’ assumes a greater ‘truth’ than what is ordinarily 
given as truth: ‘there is … no real knowing apart from metaphor’.40 The 
point that Nietzsche makes here is well rehearsed, and has arguably 
found currency for as long as poetry has found breath. Metaphors offer 
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possibilities of release from the constraint (and, so, from the desired 
security of the herd) pertaining within these walls of self-consciousness 
and the unique perspective of this consciousness, and crucially offer 
the possibility of means beyond ‘[t]he most accustomed metaphors, the 
usual ones, [which] now pass for truths and as standards for measuring 
the rare ones’.41 Metaphors are the means by which metaphors can 
overcome themselves, and among the ‘rare ones’ are those metaphors, 
or metaphorical worlds, that exceed and escape all confines:

the world of dreams, lies, etc. … [that struggle with] the ordinary usual 
view of things … the rule struggles against the exception, the regular 
against the unaccustomed: hence the higher esteem for everyday reality 
than for the dream world.42

The preservation of order in the interest of its own perpetuation is 
locked into this struggle with the rare and unaccustomed precisely 
because it is metaphor passing for truth that allows us to look away 
from the dream (the lie) and its consequences, and indeed to assume 
to banish what is rare and to preserve the ordinary. But now, says 
Nietzsche, ‘what is rare and unaccustomed is more attractive: the lie is 
felt as a stimulus. Poetry.’43

What then of poetry, and of poets, those deliberate conjurors of 
metaphors? We are always, I think, mindful of Plato’s urging the expul-
sion of poets from the city-state for what he believed was their crime of 
yielding dissimulating, deleterious and ultimately degenerating effects. 
Greater than the harmless copies produced by visual artists, who are 
able to reproduce everything because they never penetrate ‘beneath 
the superficial appearance of anything’,44 the dramatic poets contract 
a suspension of disbelief in the copies that they produce, the very 
malaise of which is the resulting disregard for any distinction between 
harmless and what (for Plato) become ‘dangerous’ copies. Kofman 
breaks down Plato’s issue quite concisely, describing how ‘the liar who 
uses designations suited to make the unreal seem real’ is excluded 
by society because of the threat he poses in deliberate misuse and 
abuse of strict conventions, and ‘he becomes dangerous because man 
wants truth only in order to escape the regrettable consequences of 
lying’.45 ‘Truth’ is here understood as that which Nietzsche observed 
is arrived at only through blissful unconsciousness and forgetfulness 
of the original lie. The desired expulsion of poets from the beautiful 
and utopic city of Kallipolis, meanwhile, finds an elegant parallel under 
modernity with the very real ejection of Arthur Cravan from the capital 
of the German Empire, Berlin, by the city police in 1907 (ostensibly for 
the bizarre crime of wearing a loud shirt in a built-up area: ‘Sie sind zu 
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auffallend’)46 – Cravan who, during the formative period of 1905–7, had 
started soberly to write poetry,47 ‘dangerous’ precisely in his flight from 
‘the regrettable consequences of lying’.

What proved so problematic for Plato is what Nietzsche, by the 
reversal of Plato, eventually embraced as the task of a future philoso-
phy that would move beyond itself, nullifying any sense of origin or 
foundation of being, and thereby acknowledging the immanence of 
becoming. If Nietzsche’s reading found that Plato’s fundament of life 
had been cleansed of the political, then he subsequently found the 
antidote to Plato in Thucydides’ determined and unconditional will 
to resist self-delusion, for individuals ‘not to fool themselves and to 
see reason in reality – not in “reason”, still less in “morality” ’.48 In 
his own thought, Nietzsche locates ‘reality’ in the city-state, and the 
experiencing of reality becomes prerequisite to the possibility of the 
experiencing of politics; instead of problems being resolved philosophi-
cally (in thought), it is in reality and in life that the solution is to be 
found; as previously with metaphor, so now with philosophy, which 
becomes the means by which the discipline overcomes itself. The spe-
cific reading that Nietzsche applies renders the ‘reality’ of Plato and 
the ancient Greeks as ‘myth’ abstracted from reality, and abstractions 
function as the potential carriers of any and every meaning (and so 
literally they mean nothing). The myth of Nietzsche as an abstraction 
means nothing, then, as he recognised himself that ‘[w]hoever thought 
he had understood something of me, had made up something out of 
me after his own image’49 (and, predictably, attempts at appropriating 
Nietzsche continue to this day; I am resignedly guilty of the same as I 
write). My opening premise, then, is that we are likely to find ourselves 
always making up something out of Cravan after our image of the 
cultural subversive; when our illusions are discerned, however, and if 
we reject our reliance on restraint to the exclusion of intoxication, then 
the experiencing and bearing of reality – even through the writing of 
panegyric – re-enters in our taking of chaos upon ourselves.
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