5 There I was, alone in the apartment where she
2 8 had died, looking at these pictures of my
mother, one by one, under the lamp, gradually
moving back in time with her, looking for the truth of the
face I had loved. And I found it.

The photograph was very old. The corners were
blunted from having been pasted into an album, the sepia
print had faded, and the picture just managed to show two
children standing together at the end of a little wooden
bridge in a glassed-in conservatory, what was called a
Winter Garden in those days. My mother was five at the
time (1898), her brother seven. He was leaning against
the bridge railing, along which he had extended one arm;
she, shorter than he, was standing a little back, facing the
camera; you could tell that the photographer had said,
“Step forward a little so we can see you”; she was holding
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one finger in the other hand, as children often do, in an
awkward gesture. The brother and sister, united, as I
knew, by the discord of their parents, who were soon to
divorce, had posed side by side, alone, under the palms of
the Winter Garden (it was the house where my mother
was born, in Chenneviéres-sur-Marne).

I studied the little girl and at last rediscovered my
mother. The distinctness of her face, the naive attitude of
her hands, the place she had docilely taken without either
showing or hiding herself, and finally her expression,
which distinguished her, like Good from Evil, from the
hysterical little girl, from the simpering doll who plays at
being a grownup—all this constituted the figure of a sov-
ereign innocence (if you will take this word according to
its etymology, which is: “I do no harm”), all this had
transformed the photographic pose into that untenable
paradox which she had nonetheless maintained all her
life: the assertion of a gentleness. In this little girl’s image
I saw the kindness which had formed her being immedi-
ately and forever, without her having inherited it from
anyone; how could this kindness have proceeded from the
imperfect parents who had loved her so badly—in short:
from a family? Her kindness was specifically out-of-play,
it belonged to no system, or at least it was located at the
limits of a morality (evangelical, for instance); I could
not define it better than by this feature (among others) :
that during the whole of our life together, she never made
a single “observation.” This extreme and particular cir-
cumstance, so abstract in relation to an image, was none-
theless present in the face revealed in the photograph I
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had just discovered. “Not a just image, just an image,”
Godard says. But my grief wanted a just image, an image
which would be both justice and accuracy—justesse: just
an image, but a just image. Such, for me, was the Winter
Garden Photograph.

For once, photography gave me a sentiment as certain
as remembrance, just as Proust experienced it one day
when, leaning over to take off his boots, there suddenly
‘came to him his grandmother’s true face, “whose living
reality I was experiencing for the first time, in an involun-
tary and complete memory.” The unknown photographer
of Chenneviéres-sur-Marne had been the mediator of a
truth, as much as Nadar making of his mother (or of his
wife—no one knows for certain) one of the loveliest pho-
tographs in the world; he had produced a supererogatory
photograph which contained more than what the tech-
nical being of photography can reasonably offer. Or again
(for I am trying to express this truth) this Winter Garden
Photograph was for me like the last music Schumann
wrote before collapsing, that first Gesang der Friihe which
accords with both my mother’s being and my grief at her
death; I could not express this accord except by an infinite
series of adjectives, which I omit, convinced however that
this photograph collected all the possible predicates from
which my mother’s being was constituted and whose sup-
pression or partial alteration, conversely, had sent me
back to these photographs of her which had left me so
unsatisfied. These same photographs, which phenomenol-
ogy would call “ordinary” objects, were merely analogi-
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cal, provoking only her identity, not her truth; but the
Winter Garden Photograph was indeed essential, it
achieved for me, utopically, the impossible science of the
unique being.

Nor could I omit this from my reflection: that
I had discovered this photograph by moving
back through Time. The Greeks entered into

Death backward: what they had before them was their
past. In the same way I worked back through a life, not

my own, but the life of someone I love. Starting from her
latest image, taken the summer before her death (so tired,
so noble, sitting in front of the door of our house, sur-
rounded by my friends), I arrived, traversing three-
quarters of a century, at the image of a child: I stare
intensely at the Sovereign Good of childhood, of the
mother, of the mother-as-child. Of course I was then los-
ing her twice over, in her final fatigue and in her first
photograph, for me the last; but it was also at this moment
that everything turned around and I discovered her as
into herself . . . (... eternity changes her, to complete
Mallarmé’s verse).

This movement of the Photograph (of the order of pho-
tographs) I have experienced in reality. At the end of her
life, shortly before the moment when I looked through her
pictures and discovered the Winter Garden Photograph,
my mother was weak, very weak. I lived in her weakness
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