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Sects and Language

In the unlikely setting of the Plaza Hotel's ornate
second-floor ballrooms, an international contingent
of “intellectuals and artists” recently convened to
consider the topic “Sex and Language.”

BY CRAIG OWENS

OMan does mot exist.™ =My sex s
French.” “There i3 no sexuality
withimil parricide.”™ These pro-

nouncemenis—by  Bermard-Henri  Lavy,
Philippe Sollers and Armando Verdiglione
respectively—are gnly a sample of the rhe
torical rodomontade that wai “Sex and
Language.” a thres-day, three-ring confler-
ence slaged lasi monmth in the unlikely ser-
ting of the Plaza Hoiel's arnaie second-foor
ballrooms. Under the auspices of something
called the International Freodian Maove-
menl. aver 130 “inlellectuals and artisis”
convensd 0 consider such topics as “Psy-
choanalysis of the Sward,™ “Word of Wom-
an and Word of Man in Kibbutz" “Cancer,
=ex and Langeage.” " The Disappearance of
1he Body.” and “Frigid Enpvenenr ™ Pierre

Daix interpreied the “Sexual Symbolism in
Picasso's Figurative Language™; Achille
Bonito Oliva intfoduced us yet again 1o the
wark of the paimers of the [1aliam “Trans:
avanigarde”, Adain Kirili exposed “The
Wanton Truth of Sculpiure.” Trisha Brown,
Carolee Schreemann and Hannabh Wilke
pEflosmed: lannes Xenakis and Lukas Foss
plaved Lapes of their music; Willlam Bur-
rovghs. John Crorno, Kenward Elmslie and
Walier Abish read texts and poems. Ad
night, films by Robert Aliman, Anatole
Daumoni amnd Alsin Fobbe-Grillet wers
screemed.

This was the fifih such conference than
the Intermational Freudian Movement has
sponsored. and i1 was reporedly the most
clabsrate. Since 1974 the Movemen: Bas
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been rehearsing in Milan, perfecting its ver-
sinn of ke imtellectual conference as thesart
cal event. The participation of artisis and
&1 critics, as well as a substantial ari-world
contingent in the awdience, comtributed Lo
he conference’s distinctly carnivalesque
profile. Yet in the end theater praved na
substitute [or idezs: as ope observer re-
marked publicly al the conclusion, “Trop de
confetti, peu de substance™ (Toa much con-
feitd, toa litthe sabstance),

The ane ciear theme 1o emerge from the
sessigns was thal sex, understood a5 a bie-
logical function, is o be distinguished from
sexuality, understood as @ symbalic activity
Separated from procreation, 63 becomes &
form of sacrifice, of waste, an expenditafe
withoul return, & squandering of resources
This view is less dependent on Freud’s hype-
thesis of the sexiaal origin of the nearoses
than on Georges Bataille’s notion of fg
dépense—discharge, prodigality, useless sx-
penditure—derived from the Amencin In-
dian potlatch riteal. While the distincuian
berween sex apd sexualbivy is both valid and
imporiant, here it was often presented in
such rhetorically inflated propositiens as
“Seypality is ungenital™” and “Procreation 15
nothing but an hysterical fantasy.” Such
gversiatements were-neither challenged Gor
defended. As New York Times reporter Ed
Rothstein observed during the ostensible
debate with which the cedference <on-
cluded, mest of the walk focused on the con-
ference itsell, rather than i1s subject.

But in facl the confercnce war 105 oW
subject, and in this respeel mare guesiions
were raised than answered. Why, for exam-
ple, did mere than half of the annoanced
speakers fail 1o materialize? (The majarily
ol the scheduled “heavies"—John Ashbery,
Harasld Bloam. John Searls and Emmanuel
e Rai Ladurie among them——wife consprl-
ucui in iheir absence.) Why, given Lhe
Movement’s  “international”  orientation.
were there only a handful of French ana-
fysrs, and endless ltalians? Why wers 3ov-
eral impartant centributors 1o the study of
the relation of sex and language—Julia
Kristews. Michel Foucault and Leo Bersani,
for example—never associzted with the con-
ference? Why, when an open cxchange
among practitioners of vardus disciplines
was pramised, were the contributions of art-

ists, composers and flmmakers treated as
diverting interludes and never discussed for-
mally by any of the participants? Why were
round-table discussions of such lopics ai
“The Terrorism against Sexwality” and
“The Imtelleciual and Sexn™ condugied as a
series of monologues, with debate or ex-
change among speakers discouraged. and
questions from the foor proscribed wnl ihe
conference’s conclusion? And why, when
guestions were Anally permingd, were they
without exceptian left unanswersd?
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t the end of three grucling days of
polemics, tirades and much Biblical
exegesis, in Freach, llalian, Russian
and English. an audsence of roughly 1,000
assembled in the Plazs’s Barogque room for a
promised “debate™ on the congress; they
appeared neither stimulated nor enlight-
emed. bul sudpicious and openly hostile
Released an last from silence, a8 mutinous
erew hurled angry questons at an ad hoc
panel, convened presumably to respond 19
the many rumers thas by then were circulat-
ing—rumars concerning the conference’s
funding. its organizers’ political affiliations,
as =il as their ulierior matives. "By whan
criteria.” ome . troubled observer asked.
“would vou judge the success of the confer-
ence? If it's 1o perplex people. there are
cheaper ways,™
From the wery beginning, Lhe purpose of
the conference had been obscure. What was
clear was that its erganizers were spending
an enormous sum ORIl SSlimMales TANgE
from a conservative 5140000 o over a
quarter af a miilion paid 1o the Plaza alone.
What was the souree of their Tunds, and
what did they hope 10 recsive in reiwrn?
{The participatrcn of the Bapco de Roma,
listed as an official sponsor. Teeled rumors
thai the conlerence was a front for myster-
1ous financial transactions ) Mot only had
1he Movement rented ope of Mew York's
sl costly venues, it alwo engaged the sef-
vices af the high-powered P-R firm Riader
and Finn, A heavy advertzang campaign
began in February with an ad in the Sunday
New Vork Timer enterlamment s£Clion. in-
viting the *general public™ 1o rush thelr $40
subscription fees ta Milas in whe MOTniRE
muail

During a pre-conference press bricfing,
which concluded with the uncorking of end-
less battles of Maet. @ handful of imelleciual
celebrities, ingluding Sellers and Robbe-
Grillet, were trotted oul to provide the hors
d'oeusres. They delivered enticing tidbits af
their presentations 1o film crews, photogra-
phers and correspondents from four conti-
nents. According fo the Mew York Times,
the “ovement iiself was covering the ex-
penses of #0 Ewropean journalisis. The oon-
ference was apparently being staged Tor the
media. what the Movement laid out in lire it
obviously bopes to recoup in publiciy. But
o what purpose will thar publicity be
used !

Siuamt Schpeiderman, & student of the
promineni French analyst Jacques Lacan
and the anly practicing Lecanian analyst in
the Lnited States, was 1he lone participant
publicly to raise the crucial guestion: W hat
do Evropean tntellectuals think they're do-
ing when they come 10 America? What da
thes hope 1o achieve ! Schnerderman spoke
on a panel devoted to “The Plague in Mew
York.” based on Freod's offhand remarck 1o
Jurg 85 they arrived in Mew York in 190%:
“They don’t know that we're bringing them
the plague” (referring presumably o his
concept of the uncomscious. which has
indeed spread like an epidemic throsgh the
human sciences). We heard & great deal
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about ike plague during the conferenmce; it
was, in Tact, a lestmotil.

he main carreers were Lévy, Sollers
and Verdiglione. threz imperiows fig-
wres who domanzted the conference.
Any anabvsis of its purpose is inseparable
from an analysis of 1hesr motives. We must
therefore examing ihe docior rather tham
the patient. the diagnosis rather than the
disz=ase, 33 Thomas Szasz proposed n his
paper “Sexuality and Rhetorsc™—a genu-
inely amusifg ver barbed account of the
pamsage of masturbation from pathogenic
condition (in 1%th- and 20th-century medi-
eine tn general, and Freud in particular) to
therapeutic insirument (in CORLEMPITATy
therapy in general, and Masters and John-
son in particular).

Sallers and Verdiglione were the firsi 10
speak at the press conlerence, &1 the first
marRiRg s session, as well as at 1he final “de-
bate™: they have, it seems, bocome insepara-

The purpose of the congress
was obscure; buf il is

clear that an enormous sum
was spent on il—estimates

range from $140,008) to
over a guarter of a million.

ble. Lévy did not arrive until the confer-
ence’s final dav, but he was abviously it
star attraction, &1 33, he o the mosn pramd-
nent of that group of young Fremch pop
heraes whio call themsslves the mpuveaur
phifosophkes, and clatm o be secking an
ethical aliernative outside of palitics. Hav-
ing risem o public attention by playing 19
the media rather than passing throogh Lhe
customnary academic channels. Lévy has
mansuvered his way one Lire magazine's
list of the ten “most influential™ bwng
French writers. His best-selling books advo-
cate a wholesale rejection of politics and a
return to monothetsm as the only effective
weapan against neo-Fascism. This position
is not peculiar 1o Lévy, and it is rapidly
gaining ground throughout Eurape.

For “Sex znd Language™ Lewy deliversd
a (literally} ralmedic exegesis of the first
chapter of Genesis. constructed according to
his favorite rhetorical strategy—which & 10
cleim thar something “does noi emisi”
Since, i Levy's reading, Gensgis tells us
that worer does not exist. then “there can
be no relation between the sexes” (which s
also a Lacanian postulate). and “the only
love thar exisis is love of the Father™—
which sounds like a deferse af, rather than
Fgainsg, fascism.

Sallers it pot a new philosopher—ar any
kind of philesopher—but in recent years he
appears to have aligned himselfl with the
mouvesux philosophes. Prncipal editor of

the influenuial journal Tel Quel, he is per-
haps the most accuraie barometer of Eure-
pean intelleciual fashion. Having Hired
with the French Communist pariy, then
with Magism, and then having publicly sup-
parted Giscard in the 1978 legislative clex-
tions, Sollers—who, wntil the recent tars af
events, coukd be seen dining at Lhe Elvsés
Palace——represents the gradual dr:puli:m-
zation of the French intelligentsia and their
alliance with existing structures of power,
Az Sollers has lamented, “We los1 & grean
deal of time raping problems about world
revolution . . . and with interminable de-
bates on soctalbm ™ —which he now defines
as “umiuccesslal capualism.”

Sollers has besn affiliated with the Inies-
natiopal Frevdian Movement from 18 i6-
ceprion, which brings us o the iMpresarns
himself, the lG-vear-old psychoanalyss re-
gpansible for “Sex and Language™—
Armando Yerdighione. Like Lévy and Sal-
lers, Verdiglione is fascimaed by power;
since, in our society, power 18 institutional
and not individual, in 1973 he founded the
Movement, [ram which he is vimually indis-
tinguishable. Armando Verdiglions (5 the
International Frewdian Movement.

Based in Milan, the Maovement is curiauos-
Iy reminiscent of Sun Yung Moon's Unifica-
tion church, with semingrios—yes, semi-
naries—in ten lialian towns. Like Moon.
Verdiglhone has se1 out o “unify” idealogi-
cally diverse groups about a central body of
dogma—in this case, Freudian theory, He
has artracied 3 surprisingly large number of
young [talian followers, whom be insiructs
in ihe principles of psychoanalysis, Many of
these “born-again™ Freudians were highly
visiblz during the New York conference,
chairing panels, accosling journalisss. wan-
dering the hatel’s hallwavs—which caused
several members of 1he awdiznce to refer o
them a3 Verdiglione's “spies.” The Verdi-
glionies were also selling the Movement's
publications; in addivion to several series of
books_ the Movemnen publishes a monthly
“international journal of culture,” Spirali—
which resembles an intellectual Readers”
Digesi—and 1he more specialized journals
Vel {psvchoanalysis), Clinica (paychialry),
Nomingzione (logic) and Couse of Trurh
{lawi—all of which list Verdiglione as edi-
wr-in-chief, {(Many af Verdiglione’s em-
plovess arz also currently his analysands:
can psvchoanalysis be used as an effective
imstrument of indoctrinatban®)

LUntil recently, the Movement had re-
mained a primarily local, i.e halian, phe-
pomenon. Buil now Verdiglione has em-
barked of & campaign 1o fulfll the interna-
tional destiny promised by its title. The con-
guest of France has already begun. Earlier
this vear. Spirali began f0 appear inoa
French- as well as an linlian-language edi-
ton; Verdiglione has staged conferences at
Paris's Beaubourg Center and appeared on
French ielevision to promote his book, The
Plagure |what else?), which appeared simul-
taneously in Fremch and halian “Sex and
Language"™ repredenis the opening of Yerdi-
glione’s American campaign. Later this
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wexr, Spirall i 10 appear in an Amencan
edition as well; plans have already bsen
announced for a second Mew York confers
ence, four years hence.

lsiming thar “'Western culture has
Cmuunde:r:dand Freud.” Yerdighane
has casy himsell in the sole of princi-
pal defender of samething he calls the “cul-
lufe @l Frewd.”™ In thas, he & clearly oul 1o
displace Lacam as the world's preeminent
pavchoamalytic theoretician, (The time
oould not be more propitioes. for last year
Lacan dossoived his Ecole Frewdiemne d¢
Parii and has apparently ceased his theoret-
ical acuivity; as the French put it “La¢an s¢
(£ 1] P
Verdiglione, whose awn writings betray
an obsession with the Freudian theme of
paericide. explicitly deniss any deba 1o La-
can: in Verdiglonese, “Lacan pever wis anc
s mod voday & paint of reference. ... I 1

read him it happens along this experience |
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consider as a reading of Freud.” Yetu the
wopic af the Mew York conference would
have besn inconceivahble wathout Lacan’s
emphasis on Lhe linguistic aspects of Freud's
thaught: Lacan’s most lucid and most often
quoted formulation is that “The uncon-
scious 18 seructered like & language.” Verdi-
glione has also sobtly altered Lacan™s plea
For a “retarn 10 Freud.” speaking instead of
the "return of Freud.” as if he were promis-
ing a full-scale resurtection.

Yet Vesrdighone's varsous publishing ven:
tores, as well as the conferences he stages
mare and mare frequently, testify 10 broader
ambitions: specifically. o manmipubate e
apparaius through which the intelleciual s
threaded in our society. In a paper on “The
Mew York REendervous,” which appeared in
the May Spirali, he observes that “in Italy,
the gap is growing desper between polini-
ciand and culigred man.” and that "the las;
forty vears hawve been deterrminani in the
European eitablishment of @ distinction be-

I Eibers. 1,

tween poweer, privilege of the Right, and cul-
ture, prerogative of the Left,” Yerdiglione
kas set owl 10 redress this imbalanée; the
first s12p is 10 dissociale himselll lrom podi-
tics: *It therefore soems necessary for Euw-
rape 1o abandon the ideclopical-locused de-
bates and polemics aff the sixties, 10 empha.
wire the effectuality of a discourse Intellec-
sl is the style [sic].”

Which may be translated: replace Marx
withh Frewd, politkcs with psvehoanalysss
Scarning Marcuse's attempt to synthesize
the 1o, Yerdiglione —wombd  erec
psvchoanalysis as rhe masier discipline of
ealiural analyss. I is no longer the opera-
tive science of the unconscious, a8 in Freud,
bul of culiure ai large. and all aspecis of
human epdesvor—political. esonomic, M-
cial, esthetic—are 1o ke reimierpreisd as
funcisons of the wnpconsceous. Verdiglione
claims to have relocated the Freudian wn-
consciaus “within culmure” Some view thiz
a5 his ceniral theoretrcal SoniFIDELion Ve
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Art v America

both the wnoomicious and psychoanalysis
havwe thereby boal their specificity.

b masiive rejection of politics and
relredl 100 the piyche is not specific to
LE& Lé"-"_-'-S-D.II.-th-"-":nﬂ.iElinnz Lrinmii=
rate: they have, however, been banking on it
as “1he wave of the futere.” (i1 was indeed
iromic. then, that the canferemnce was held
exactly one week before the recent Socialist
victary in France: determined 1o maintain
their distance from popular opinion, Euro-
pean imtellectoals have sieadily gravitated
12 the right a5 the eleciorate has moved to
the keft.) Conservatism manifesis wsell o~
dav throughoui European incelleciual life.
nowhere more conspicucusly than in the
rhetoric which proclaims & supposed fenaps-
sance of artistic practice in Evrope. Thus, i1
was eniirely approprince thar the an erite
Achille Bonito Oliva—the principal adva-
cate of the [talian neo-Expressiontsis Chia,
Ciechi, Clemente, Paladino and Nicola De
Maria—shounld bave panmicipated in “Sex
and Language™ althocgh he had little 10
jay abautl either sobject. In his 1&x15s om
1hese panters, recently issued in a trilingual
edition, The [Mralian Trars-gvanrgards,
Oliva praises them precisely far having
akbandoned what ke considers to be the
hopeless poditical engagement of "&0s artists
and for having rediscavered art’s true es-
sence, which he defines as “the continuous
digging inside the subsisnce of painting "
{This is not ihe place for an extended anal-
¥iis of the politics of current Ialian—and
German=—art practice and 1heary, whick 1
reserve for a subsequent artlele. )

One af the mesi disrerbing corallaries of
Yerduglione's position=and it proveded ke
sublext af “Sex and Language™—is & beliefl
ihat politics can be reduced to sexuality and
explained im exclusively sexual terms, Diue-
ing 1he conference | learned that the Move-
ment plans v hold a similar me2ling in
Warsaw in the near flutore; the recent crisis
in Poland must delight Verdiglione, whe will
doubtless exploit it as signifying the failure
of Marxism. The subject of the Warsaw
congress? Sexuality, of course. When |
asked one member of the Movemen) wheth-
er focusing on sexuality wasn't sidestepping
the economic questions 1h&1 haunt Palsh
politics, he responded with astonishment:
"But the question of politics & the question
of sexuality.” This is one of the Movement's
articles of faith.

han finks Verdiglione, Sollers and
Lévy. then. is their preccoupation
with power, which manifesis itself

i their rejection of the Lef and the centriss
impuise that motivaies their thought. Power
is the central theme of Léve's boaks: in Bar-
varism with @ fumar Face (1977, English
transtation 1979, Harper & Row: halian
translavian. 1977, edited by Armando Ver-
diglione) ke proposes the recentering of all
philosophs abaoe the guesian of poeer. Sig-
nificantly, the aaly discipline thar escapes
Lévy's sweeping rejection of the lasi 100
vears of Western thought is psychoanalysis;

Jdye taer Mt

Crpdfarher, toa” Armado Verdiglion:s
Sclal rid pha erdigliome

Conservatism is manifest
today throughout European
intellectual life, nowbere
maore conspricuously than in
the rhetoric proclaiming a
rebirth of artistic practice.

“Freudianism.” he writes, “¢an be seen az a
political recourss, 8 means of escaping from
the appearances of “lefiist’ thought."” This,
he rejects Marx and Engels's acsaunt of the
econamic basis of power, accaunting for it
ims1ead by an appeal to Frewd's wopalogy aof
mental functions; Power, he claims, comes
into being like the super-sgo,

The question of power, sspecially im its
rekation 1o sexuality. is not, howewver, specif-
ic to these thres men: it is also addressed by
the recent writings of Miche! Foocauh. Fou-
caunlt’s analvsis of power has nothing to da
with Lévy's; whereas Lévy is fascinated by
power. Foucault atiemps to anmask it In
the il volume of his projecied siz-volume
series on “The Hiswory of Sexualiny,” he
fotuses on sexuality as @ specifically discur-
sive apparsius, engendered and regulated
by power; thus, the Mew York conference
gccupied terfitory already marked off by
Foucault. How significant. then, that AMORE
the many names dropped doring the ses.
stons. Foucault's was never mentioned

This neghect was Bl surprsing, however,
for by locating Freud and psychoanalysis in
terms of a hropder historical development,



Foucault represents the adversary position.
This s how he describes his thesis, io an
nterview aboal The BT 1o Keow:

In 1he nincbeenil century, an abmolutely funda-
menial phenamenan made ifa appearance 1he
inter-weaving. ithe [nifcation of Ewa gieal 1&azh-
maalogies of power: one which fabricated seauality
and the other whick segregated madmes. |
There came indo being a vasi techealegy of the
prische, which became & characesistic feature off
ghe neneresnih and twenieeth centwries; it al onse
nizrmed 2 into the realiny kidden behind ratianal

combciouiness amd 1he senpe bo Be decoded from
madmsis, Lhelr common comtesl, and hesos than

which mads it possible 19 adop 1he wams modal
ities for dealing winh bogk,

Thus, Foucault traces the gemcalogy ol the
cancepl of sexuality, specifically of its iden-
tifization as the origin and end of all human
activity. He does this in order 1o prepare 1he
wiy for semething else: in the same inter-
wigw, he remarks, [We] belicve that we are
‘liberating” curseives when we “decode” all
peasure in terms of sex shorn at last of dis-
guise, whereas ope showld aim insizad at a
desexopalization, at a generzl ecopomy af
pleasure not based on sexuzl norms.”
Similar positions did, in fact, emerge dur-
ing the conference, althoogh they were nev-
er expleitly linked with Foucault. Thas,
Philippe Mémo, a Lacamian analyit ssis-
ciated with the nowvesus philosophes bia
clearly idealogically distinet from them,
spoke, 0 his “Twa Readings of the Song af
Songs.” of “le dewvair de jouir™—roughly,
the obligation w come. He called for a
deconstruction of the “emprise du sexg™—
1he ascendancy of sex—and |15 1endency 1o
displace other values. Stuar Schneiderman
also 1ouched an this question in his paper on
“Love,” remarking that "ope of mankind’s
greatest accomplishments is 10 have turned
iex inta a problem,” and idemifving lam-
puage as 2 horrer (o instinctual fulfillment.
But it was Thomas Szasz, ridiculing the new
“digease” iavenied by Masiers and Johnian.
"masiurbatory  Sexual inadeguacy”—ihe
inabilitv 10 achieve orgasm by masturba-
tiom—wha did 1the most damage 1o 1he pro-
ceedings. Sexual behavior is sexual behav-
ior, he seserted, and 1o assign clinically ther-
ap=utic or culiurally Uberaving vahaes 1o it is
“upwarihy of the human ineliest.”

here were 8 number of other note-
warthy presentathons which siood out-
svide the aversll polemical wome af the
conferences Alan Bass's elucidavion of the
prifnting mefaphor in Freed's preseniation
of his theary of transference; Alain Cohen's
revelation of the sirategic importance of
*The Secre1” in Frewd's 1exis; Roberl Ri-
card's positing of “The Counter-Subpect.”
(Since papers were presented dimulianeous-
Iy in thres rooms, 11 was impossable 10 hear
them all; howewer, 1 was reporied 1hat Jean
Ellensiein’s “Stare and Sexwality” and
Jean-Toussain: [esanti’s “The Body of Ide-
al Objecis™ were also provocative and
wiirthwhile.] However. these consributiomns
tended to pet bost 10 the shuffle.
The participation of these speakers raises
B Tl e
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the erucial question of collabaration. When
I asked anc participant why he and so many
others bad accepled Verdiglione's invita-
tion, he responded, “'We're perfectly willing
to be exploited by him, as long as we can
exploit bim ia return.” Certainly the canfer-
ence provided many speakers with an other-
wise unavailable awdience and enprece-
dented degree of public attention. (It alsa
provided European paribeipants with round-
trip tickes 1o Mew York—no small entice-
ment.} Ye1 their appearances, while they
may not signily approval. fnevertheless lent
credibility 1o an otherwise suspicious opera-
tion—a credibility Yerdiglions can anly bor-
ro, since his own wrilings possess nome
The question of complicity s especially
crudial in the case of artisis. whose works

are frequently exploited for purposes dia-
metrically opposed 1o those for which they
were made. While painters, sculpiors and
photographers may have difficulty in cop-
trolling the expropriation of their works.
perfarmance artists do not. Althaugh Trisha
Brown's selo Accumulation plus Waier Mo-
ror arnd Furthermore—Iin which she per-
forms three dapces while reciting two
texti-—remains @ tour de foree, even when
presented as a lunchtime divertissement at
the Plaza, one wonders whether Brown is
aware of the ultimate purpoes of the event ta
which she lear prestige. Verdiglione knows
that his conquest of Americs depends upon
the participation of American ariss and
intelleciuals. who do noi, however, meed
Verdiglions, O



