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VILEM FLUSSER Bibliophagus,

I am writing this paper under extreme conditions. I must concentrate

upon each single word, so that it articulate my own thought and wish, and

not the thought armiwish of some alien power. However I feel I must attempt
such almost superhuman effort. He who reads this, (and it is my fervent

hope that sommbody will read this), will come to share my desperate urgency
to relate the experience I am having. To relate this experience is, I be-
lieve, the only hope left for our survivel as human beings.

The best way to begin this report is to write down, in very simple terms
and without reference to scientific zoological methods, how it all happened.
Ever since a child I was fascinated by ants. It was an ambivalent fascinat-
ion. They attracted me by their individually chaotic and collectively or-
derly behavior and by the immense activity and vitality they display. And
they repulsed me by their anatomy which I always projected into the size of
the humen body. I mnever tired in observing the columns they form, the wa§
they organize traffic, their distribution of labor, and the complex archit-
ecture of their hills in which they keep those repulsive creatures whteh are
their young ones, Bult what absorbed my attention most was their method of
communicating with each other: the rapid and nervous rhythmical touching of
antennae. This was Truly mysterious fto me: not what they communicate to
each other, but how they do it. I must have decided very early to dedicate
my life to their study.

My childish intuition of the mystery of ants was more than confirmed
by what I learned later about them. It seems that they represent a branch
of evolution which points to a direction totally different from the one poir
ed at by the primates. As if life had had a choice between two methods of
conguering matter by spirit. One through the development of an intermal
skeleton, the other through the development of an external armour. The ad-
vantage of the first method is that it can result in very big organisms,
with very big brains and therefore a great choice of decisions, (spirit).
The advantage of the second method is that it can result in organisms with
brains that are absolutely much smaller, but very much bigger in relation ¢
the size of their bodies. Relatively speaking therefore insects are more
spiritual than vertebrata, but they cannot take full advantage of this fact
in their struggle with vertebentes'for the dominion of the Earth, because of
their relative smallness. Therefore, upto the moment of‘my writing this,
the struggle was undecided, although, of course, mankind always assumed, ra-
ther naively, to be governing the world, .

But this is not the end of the matter. In several genera of in-
sects, and especially in Hymenoptera, life seems to have suceeded in making
a jump of quantity into quality through wheih the smallness of the insect
body was overcome dialectically. Through this jump the individual organism
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becomes an organ of a super—~body: the ant-hill or the bee-hive. This is not
the first time life performed such a dump: it did the same when it jumped
- from protozoa to multicellular organisms and thus changed individual cells
into synchronized parts of a greater order. The ant is to its ant-hill §h$
a cell is to its body. If we want to compare ourselves to ants as far as
size is concerned, we must not compasre ourselves with an individual ant, but
with an ent-hill, Which means that communication between ants is not like
communication between men, and more like the metabolism within the human bo-
dy. But, of course, such & comparison is not valid. The ant-hill is an or-
der of a higher level than is the organisation of a body. Therefore the pro
cesses that go on within it are more spiritual than are the processes going—
on within a body. (But in saying this I am not quite sure whether it is rea.
1y me who is speaking). -

When I began studying ant behavior at the Zoological Department of my
University, I concentrated, as a matter of course, on inter-ant communicat{cz
And the following phenomenon impressed me more than others: ants make balls
of specific food-stuff, chew them, put them in the mouth of other ants who
again chew them and hand them on to the next ant, until the ball has passed
from mouth to mouth through the entire ant-hill. It seems that the ball and
the saliva transmits specific information which thus becomes available to the
ant-hill., The ant-hill this becomes & collective memory that stores such in-
formation. But there is even more to it, From the experiencé I am going to
relate I became convinced that in the species "Bibliophagus" such chemically
transmitted information penetrates genetic information. That means that a
Bibliophagus tribe is a collective memory which stores and accumulates such
inforgation from generation to generation. '

I must now say & few words about Bibliophagus., It is a rare species

of Hymenoptera, and its position within Hymenoptera is quite uncertain. I%
also poses a philogenetical problem., It is found exclusively in libraries,
and feeds on the pages of o0ld bocks. No specimen has so far been found in
nature. If must therefore be supposed that the species originated after the
invention of writing, possibly as 2 mutatien of the common red ant, It is
however anatomically very different from ants in that it poasesses enormous
antennae, twenty times the length of its body. It uses its antennae in ant-
like fashioﬁ: but also for scanning the page it is feeding on in =z way that
must be called "reading", and it sometimes rolls itself within its antennae
so that they form a sort of coccoon around it. Although it is known that
Bibliophagi live in tribes not unsimilar to ant-hills, no such tribe has beer
found go far. Stories that these tribes are located in top secret archives
of various Foreign Ministeries must be discounted as fantastic.

I came to concentrate my studies on Bibliophagus for the follow-
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ing reason: one day, while consulting some text books on ancient zoology in

the University'library, I happened to notice a beautiful 18th century Bibhke.
I reached for it, opened it haphazerd on the page of Genesis where the crea-
tion of Man is related. There I found a Bibliophagus scanning the page witl
his antennae. As this is a rather rare event I stopped to observe it. But
s¢o did the Biblicphagus. He stopped scanning the page and stretched his an
tennae in the direction of my finger. Very carefully I extended my fingef—
to allow him to feel it. The tips of the antennae began exploring my finge:
tip, but, all of a sudden, they changed their motion. They began, very slﬁr
iy at first, but in a rapidly accelerating rhythm, a very curious sort of )
drumming. I must now try to describe, as cooly as I can, the tremendous anrs
uncanny effect this had on me.

It was as if, all of a sudden, my whole being were concentrated on ti!
tip of my finger. My whole body was paralyzed as if in a trance, but I did
notice sweat running down my forhead. What I clearly felt, however, was Eh:
something was penetrating my body through my finger tip, something which,feo:
the lack of a better term, I shall call a "message". The "message'" was a
rhythm and my whole body bégan to vibrate with it. I had never before expe-
rienced such rhythm, although it reminded me, when & tried to analyze it la
er, of the rhythm of some of Sophecles' plays, and, simultaneocusly, of an
Evening Raga. However, although my whole body vibrated in sympathy with the
rhythm, I clearly felt that it was my brain that echoed centrally the vibra-
tion emmitted by Bibliophagus., I became a sort of drum wpith my brain in ti
drum's center. It was a highly pleasurable, even orgastic exXperience of an
intensity I had never before suspected, but at the same time T had a feelimy
of unmistakeable depravity and degradation,

I succeeded somehow to break the charm and withdrew my finger. Bi-
bliophagus immediately stopped his beating, and stretched his antennae in a
veortical position. I took the small microscope I always carry with me for
field studies, and placed it in a way to scrutinize Bibliophagus. While I
was focussing the microscope I could not escape the feeling that the Bitlio
phagus was collaborating in my effort to observe him, He put himself in the
best possible position, moved to a place on the page where the lighting was
better, and displayed one after another of his anatomical features for me t«
study them in detail. I took out my writing pad, made some sketches and an-
notations, and thus, without having become conscious of it, had assumed the
attitude of secientific observation. At one point, when, after having writt-
en down some details of the Biblicphagus' thorax, 1 returned my glance to 1l
microscope, I found the Bible page empty. Bibliophagus had disappeared,and
I could not find him either within the Bible nor on the table. ‘ :

This experience had &eft me eXhausted, but with a fervent wish to

renew it. Although I told myself that I wanted to do it again out of secie:
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tific curiosity, and that I had decided to do my paper for PhD or Bibliopha-

gus, I knew that there was much more to my desire. But 21l my efforts 4o
find "my" Bibliophagus again, ("mine" is & fagon de parler, because Biblio-
phagi, like all Hymenoptera, lack individuality and every individual ecan
stand for any other}, all these efforts proved to be in vain, as much as I
went through the library book shelves. But one night at my home, while resac
ing Bergson's "Creative Evolution®, (I have always been interested in philo:
sophy and I feel every zoologist should be}, there was "y"Bibliophagus asg
if waiting for me. I shall not describe the experience that followed, nor
the many subseguent ones, because they all fall within the same pattern.
But what I must relate 14 the unmistakeable fact that I ecould never deliber
ately find Bibliophagus. When I did find him, it was by what I first con-_
sidered to be chance, but later found out to be the result of the subject
of the books I was reading, Bibliophagus could be found, in the first stag
of my experience, only in books of vitalistic philosophy, in the second sia
in books on cybernetics, in the third on theory of communiecation, and in th
last and present one in books on theology. Thus, after having descovered
pattern, I followed Bibliophagus' choice of subjects for my reading. But th:
is 211 changed now and dces no longer matter.

My "dialogues" with Biblicophagus changed slowly, but perceptibly, as
far as their impset on me was concerned., Without ever losing their initial
libidinous and aesthetic dimensions, (they remained always a sort of iove
making and a sort of tactile concert), they gained a new dimension, which I
might best call the intellectual "understanding" of the message Bibliophagu
was emmitting. Not as if I wgere learning to "read"his signs like some cod
his drumming had nothing to do with Morse. But as if my intellect were con
nected with his intellect, and as if I were learning to "read" his thoughts
in some sort of para-psychological, (although neurologically perfectly ex-
plainable), fashion. I "grasped" his thoughts so to speak immediatgly and
directly. But their meaning was so strange to me, and I had such difficul-
ty to absorb them, that I came to suspect that the drumming of his antennae
on my finger tip was a too primitive method to relay the message. There—
fore I decided to try and improve on it, Although I do not know, of course
whether it was I or he or us who decided to do so.

Under some pretext which is of no interest to be reported I convinec-
ed a collegwe of mine from the Aratomy Department to perform a secret skull
trepanation on me. Through a small cpening in my skull he implanted a cap-
sule in my brain which contains Bibliophagus. He now lives within my brain
and we are in the closest of intellectual contacts. He can now beat his
thoughts directly into my gray matter. The aesthetic and libidinous exXper-—
ience I am now having has become almost anbearably strong, but we have foun
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a method to ;gtion their frequency, so that I can enjoy long moments of
relaxation. It is in one such pause that I am writing this paper. But
what has radically improved through the operation is the c¢learness of my
reception of his message, I shall now try to relate it.

The species "Bibliophagus" is the most recent and most advanced in
life evolution, And it lives in eclose symbiosis with the species "Homo
Sapiens®, It feeds on human books, reads them, (all of them), and stores
ghe information contained in them within its genetic information. There—
for Homo Sapiens is for Bibliophagus its crgan for food Providing and for
collection of information, and Bibliophagus is for Homo Sapiens its collec-
tive memory. But this is merely a first primitive stage of symbiotic col-
laboration. Evolution is about to make =z new "big leap forward", and I
was chosen to be the instrument of it. It has now become both necessary
and possible to synchronize the two species better. This has become necas
sary, because there is a growing and dangerous discrepancy between the wa;
men and bibliophagus organize information into nodels for practical applic
ation. And it has become possible, because we now dispose of the technieal
means to connect individua of the two species to form one single system.
Again, while writing this, I do not know which of the two of us is Speking.
Because I know, somewhere deepf down, that what I Just said amounts to the
transformation of men into tools of Bibliophagus.

The discrepancy between human and Bibliophagus mentality is due to
a defect in the human brain, which is, after all, a relatively primitive
organ, if compared to the brain of Bibliophagus. This defect leads humans
to meke judgements of value. Although, of course, humans do have a formal
capacity and therefore know that judgements of value sre grammatical errors
they are physiologically unable to free themselves from them, It is their
"original sinv, (this constant distinguishing between good and evil), and
they know it. But it does not help them. They remain desperately commit-
ted to some "cmuses". But the Bibliophagus brain is free of that Primitive
defect, and therefore operates more smoothly. Or the other hand, the Bi-
bliophagus body is too small to effectlively translate this cperation ito
practice. If Bibliophagus brain and human body are connected, entirely new
possibilities for the conquering of matter by sdrit are open.

ThévSPecific human malformation toward ethics will lead, if un-
checked by Bibliophagus, to the extintion of the human species, because i%
is responsible for wars which have nowbecome destructive. Because it is
committed to good and evil mankind is about to destroy itself, and conseguer
ly aliso Bibliophagusl But this catasprophe will be avoided through intimate
symbiosis of thetwo species, and in its stead an undreamed of era of happig

€S8 both for men and Bibliovhagus is dawning. Every man will have his Bi-
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bliophagus i? his brain, and every Bibliophagus his man to live in. Rver

man will have the beautiful and enriching aesthetic and libidinous experi-
ence I am having, and he will have also moments for the gathering of scie:
tific information. And every Bibliophagus will have the possibility tb o;
ganize this information inte models, according to which mankind will be )
able to change the world into place fit for men and Bibliophagi to live
in., An era of peace, beauty, pleasure, lmowledge and creative work with-
out parallel will have been inaugurated. The eveolution of life will have
achieved a new level. .
No doubt: this is Bibliophagus speaking through me. 4nd the most
terrible thing is that I cannot deny that he is right in what he is say-
ing. Can I not deny kt, because he has taken so violent a possession of
me? Or is it my human ethical defect that revolts against the truth of
his message? And why does he allow me to utter these doubts,.why does Ee
not stop me writing this paper? @Gn the reader of this paper, (which I
am hoping for), help me? Or can he at least help himself? 0 God help me



