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YOU MUST MAKE YOUR DEATH PUBLIC
A COLLECTION OF TEXTS AND MEDIA ON 
THE WORK OF CHRIS KRAUS 
  
This book assembles all the talks and media 
presented at Aliens & Anorexia: A Chris Kraus 
Symposium, which took place in March 2013 at 
the Royal College of Art, London.

Since her first book, I Love Dick, published in 1997, 
writer and film-maker Chris Kraus has authored 
a further six books ranging from fiction to art 
criticism to political commentary, via continental 
philosophy, feminism, critical and queer theory.

This collection begins to engage with questions 
Kraus’ work raises: where, if at all, is the line 
between ‘life’ as private and ‘practice’ as public? 
How, if the body is always performing one or 
other of these, can they be delineated? Can 
this map onto the relations between other ever 
blurring not-quite-binaries: artwork and critic, 
subject and object, masochist and sadist, unknown 
and known, embodied and disembodied, fiction 
and criticism?

You Must Make Your Death Public features essays 
and media by Travis Jeppesen, Helen Stuhr-
Rommereim, Hestia Peppé, Samira Ariadad, Beth 
Rose Caird, Jesse Dayan, Karolin Meunier, Linda 
Stupart, Lodovico Pignatti Morano, Trine Riel, 
Rachal Bradley, David Morris, Jonathan Lahey 
Dronsfield and Chris Kraus.
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To view the video go to: https://vimeo.com/115904199

Stills from Real Estate ‘n’ Cars by Rachal Bradley
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Kraus Uncut: On Semiotext(e), Disclosure and Not-Knowing

and such a part of my life, I accept to consider the question. 
(Laughs.) I am ready to answer if I agree. As far as my personal 
life is uninteresting, it is not worthwhile making a secret 
of it. (Laughs.) By the same token, it may not be worthwhile 
publicising it.3

John Rajchman – also part of the early Semiotext(e) collective 
as a grad student and co-organiser of Schizo-Culture – 
notes that ‘it is remarkable how much of what is known of 
Foucault’s philosophy comes from his interviews.’4 In the 
quoted conversation we also learn that Foucault enjoys club 
sandwiches and ice cream – he compares these pleasures to 
one of his ‘best memories’ of being hit by a car on a sunny 
day – he prefers drugs to wine, he has a white apartment... 
we don’t learn much, which is all to the good. Talking about 
the personal requires a certain level of abstraction, through 
its relation to other narratives, structures, ideas and things 
in order to become interesting: an ‘I’ thoroughly embedded 
in a mess of social and cultural forces.

So Kraus’ proposal of herself as a case study is the 
point – she provides the material, which is the closest that 
happens to be to hand, but in this sense the books are not 
about her at all. In this way, her work with Semiotext(e) as 
writer and editor – also continues to expand and complicate 
the ongoing concerns of the press. It has been suggested as 
a putting-into-practice some of the ideas of the thinkers 
Semiotext(e) began publishing during the ’70s and ’80s, but 
also fundamentally in terms of her role as editor – again, the 
body as a lever – this time onto the way that Semiotext(e) 
actually developed.
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Disclosure

...it is very hard to ‘explain oneself’ – in an interview, a dialogue, a 
conversation. Most of the time, when someone asks me a question, even 
one which relates to me, I see that, strictly, I have nothing to say
– Gilles Deleuze, Dialogues, 1977

The interview is a format that Semiotext(e) has returned to 
throughout its history, from its earliest publications – the 
very first instance of what we now know as ‘French theory’, 
according to Lotringer, was a set of interviews republished 
in one of the earliest Semiotext(e) collections in 1976 or so.

So this kind of disclosure via interview was a formative 
part of the press for several important reasons. And Kraus’ 
work has altered the trajectory of this – for one thing 
where these disclosures spoke to a sense of spontaneity, 
of live thought and dialogue, Native Agents revealed what 
was missing from that dialogue. This shift might also be 
understood as a kind of blurring of textual or theoretical 
concerns into embodied experience, a kind of thinking 
through doing.

It’s worth adding that the press took a further turn in 
the 2000s when Hedi El Kholti joined as co-editor, expanding 
an existing line in queer writing old and new, from Tony 
Duvert to Abdellah Taïa, and setting up the in-house ’zine 
Animal Shelter. And so Semiotext(e) is best understood as a 
collision of these various sets of personalities and interests, 
an ongoing project.

The Native Agents series of books was set up in the late 
’80s. Kraus has said that Native Agents began as an attempt to 
articulate ‘a very public female “I” [...] the same public “I” that 
gets expressed in these other French theories.’5 To Michelle 
Tea, also a Native Agents author, she explains further,
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All the books but one are female, and all of them were written 
in the first person […] They were hypernarratives, adventure 
tales involving travel, petty crime, drug dealing, media witch 
hunts against lesbians, prostitution as lived and told by comic 
antiheroes. This, finally was something new and radical. The 
female ‘I’, which had been so sanctimoniously portrayed in 
female memoir, became a much more public ‘I’: one that could 
be just as contradictorily fucked-up as all the guys.6

(N.B. This is taken from a news publication, The San Francisco 
Bay Guardian, but if you look at the punctuation here again, 
the speakers blur together.) So in terms of Semiotext(e)’s 
history, the series was a deliberate response to them 
‘missing’ feminism during the ’70s and ’80s, in favour of 
books by white European males; but rather than engaging 
in an exercise of self-critique, Kraus took a pragmatic 
approach, to redress the balance and move forward beyond 
that critique. Given that what we know as ‘French theory’ 
was invented in the USA, it also makes perfect sense 
that Semiotext(e) would begin to publish home-grown 
equivalents – and just as the philosophy didn’t look like 
philosophy, the fiction didn’t look like fiction.

A problem perhaps with universalising the personal 
(particularly now, as opposed to the 1970s, or even the 
1990s) is that the subjective voice is so commonplace: any 
kind of oppositional ‘I’ will be in danger of dovetailing neatly 
with the mainstream. Except this seems exactly the point – 
which would fit with the general strategy of Semiotext(e) 
– that, rather than adopting a position of critical distance, 
the books engage directly with, against, and through the 
popular ‘I’. Better to push it to its limits, to merge with and 
complicate this ‘I’ from within.
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Anti-confessions

We already heard in Karolin’s and Jesse and Beth’s talks how 
Kraus’ work runs counter to the confessional, the ultimate 
disciplinary form of writing. This is following Foucault’s 
History of Sexuality in which he describes how confession 
was used during the Catholic Reformation to control 
sexual behaviours within a community. This also occurs, 
incidentally, in Fanny Howe’s 2000 novel Indivisible, another 
Native Agents text. The word ‘disclosure’ is better, because 
it has more of a blankness about it – confession seems tied 
up with therapy, guilt, or catharsis. But there is lots of 
overlap, and ‘confessional’ selves are nonetheless real and 
important in all kinds of ways for all kinds of reasons.

Even so I would like to suggest that Kraus’ work is better 
described as anti-confessional. To explain what I mean, I 
want to tell a short story about the late life breakdown of 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau.

With his Confessions, Rousseau shaped what we know as 
modern autobiography; it is one of the first extended non-
religious explications of a personal subjectivity in western 
literature. And Rousseau’s discovery of self coincides with 
his discovery of the imaginary, of fiction: ‘it is from my 
earliest reading that I date the unbroken consciousness of 
my own existence [...] I became the character whose life 
I was reading.’7 Confessions is credited with locating the 
paradoxes between private and public selves, Rousseau 
moves between strata of high and low society at the 
same time as marking himself off from the social body 
and affirming his own separation. Sincerity was crucial 
to Rousseau’s project, as it is for Kraus and Semiotext(e); 
public disclosure as a means to bring the reader closer. 
At the same time Kraus’ Native Agents ‘I’ would be better 
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situated at the opposite end of these contradictions. Just as 
Rousseau is retreating inwards from a culture of the public/
professional self, they are pushing back outwards from a 
culture of entrenched individualism, trying, as Kraus and 
Lotringer have put it, to ‘see what they can do with this 
fucked up American subjectivity, and get out of it, and look 
at the world.’8

But Rousseau never finished the Confessions. He was 
disappointed by their reception and withdrew to work 
on a different project, Rousseau, Judge of Jean-Jacques, also 
known as the Dialogues. This text was written over a four-
year period of isolation: Rousseau trusted even his closest 
friends so little that he chose not to show it to anyone – 
finally he tries to leave it anonymously on the altar at Notre 
Dame cathedral, but finds his way in blocked. He says it is a 
sign that even the heavens were against him.9

So unlike the first person Confessions, the Dialogues is 
more psychologically fragmented – in a preface Foucault 
actually described it as the anti-Confessions – it features 
several characters, all versions of Rousseau discussing and 
arguing amongst each other, in defence of the real life 
author’s reputation. This book has mostly been ignored by 
critics, except to point out just how crazy Rousseau became.

But the Dialogues are also perhaps the logical conclusion 
of Rousseau’s Confessions. His ‘retreat inwards’ ends up 
in isolation, paranoia and surface, but also an ‘I’ that is 
opaquely dispersed across several bodies. If, as Carol 
Lazzaro-Weis writes of Italian feminist authors, the 
confessional mode allows ‘an analysis of their own myths 
of wholeness and integrity’,10 the anti-confessional might 
allow anti-mythical selves to be produced. And if the 
confession displays how identity is social, communal, or 
political, the anti-confession – as exhibited in Kraus’ work – 
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is a means to dissolve and redistribute identity across these 
social, communal, or political bodies.

It’s almost too perfect that during the writing of the 
Dialogues Rousseau took refuge in Britain with David Hume. 
They quickly fell out, with Rousseau accusing Hume of 
being part of the conspiracy against him. But in his Treatise 
Hume reaches an equally radical conclusion – turning 
inward in search of his most intimate self, he comes up 
empty handed – he finds ‘nothing but a bundle or collection 
of different perceptions, which succeed each other with 
an inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux and 
movement.’11

So to finish I’ll come back to that Terrorists in Love script 
again – ‘So asshole, you tell me what to do. We reject all 
frames of reference because they don’t fit us and they’re 
limiting but then we don’t know how to talk. Not knowing 
how to translate this into art is what saves us.’ And so one 
way Kraus’ work and Semiotext(e) collide is as a response to 
an exclusive language, an attempt to destroy a stable ‘I’ that 
doesn’t make sense – reacting to frames of reference that 
don’t fit by producing new ones, without knowing exactly 
how.

And then there’s this passage from Clarice Lispector’s 
book The Apple in the Dark – in some ways totally unrelated 
but somehow a perfect fit. Where ‘non-identity’ and ‘not 
knowing’ are by-products of a deeper understanding, why 
bother to translate into some more superficial version, a 
compromised language. She writes via a character who is 
‘on strike from being a person’:

He was constructing a dream – which was the only way in 
which truth could come to him and he could make it live. 
Was it indispensable, then, to understand perfectly what was 
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happening to him? If we understand it deeply, do we also have 
to understand it superficially? If we recognise our own taking 
on shape through its slow movement – just as one recognizes 
a place where he has been only once before – is it necessary to 
translate it into words that compromise us?12

Footnotes
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reading Kraus’ I Love Dick distractedly uninterested in what it 
might be saying about schizophrenics i pictured the kind of 
blog i might make – two columns – were it philosophy and its 
other its outside philosophy outside of itself where the outside 
shows something about the inside that the inside is blind to – 
“’and who are you?’ Brion Gysin’s question, asked to ridicule the 
authenticity of authorship” [232] re-claimed me – as it happens 
I had just been looking at Gysin’s The Third Mind and found 
easily the relevant passage – “Poets have no words ‘of their 
very own.’ Writers don’t own their words. Since when do words 
belong to anybody. ‘Your very own words,’ indeed! And who are 
you?” – no sooner does he say this than orders “CUT THE TEXT 
INTO THREE COLUMNS” – picking up Kraus’ book two weeks 
later i see that i have earmarked an earlier page – “Gysin and 
William Burroughs recorded their experiments in time-travel 
via an awareness of coincidence” [222] – and outlined there 
is another three columned imperative – record what you are 
doing thinking reading – again I ‘self-helped’ the book The Third 
Mind and read that this second three column way is Burroughs’ 
and not quite as Kraus tells it – the first column is not so much 
what you’re doing as what happened – and whilst the second is 
thinking it is also memory “activated by my encounters” – such 
are the only two mentions of Gysin and Burroughs in I Love Dick 
– two sets of three columns – one a principle for disorganising 
already written texts – the other a method for organising 
the writing of texts – both occurring in sections of the novel 
devoted to discussions of schizophrenia –





i knew finally that she had realised i 
did not love her from how she fell on to 
the bed – it was as if she were aligning 
herself on a stranger’s couch fighting 
to keep herself as straight as possible 
to spite the pain which would double 
her up were she now in my arms on 
our rose of lovers – I looked at her face 
– she appeared feverish – I would later 
hear that she was hallucinating just 
then and in her words to a face behind 
her face – I had taken away her power 
to love – in displacing her face from 
itself I had stripped her of what was 
least her own for its being once mine 
– mine to gaze at to wander and to 
touch – and in touching to give back 
to her in the form of my love – not 
her own for she could no more dictate 
her face than she could renounce 
the words she used to lay claim to 
the truth of her own appearance 
beyond her face – since even that 
renunciation would be uttered in 
the name of the same truth – words 
she used in discovering them in sex 
together – words to acknowledge that 
her face was not hers but mine – an 
acknowledgement that was nothing 
but love in its dispossession – and now 
she had lost that face which was least 
her own – it had disintegrated had 
particled and now she was having to 
live with the swirl of that face behind 
her face – and if at that moment she 
knew she was not anywhere if she 
was aware that she had nowhere to 
be then it was because her face was 
no longer recognised as least of all 
hers to own and precisely in virtue 
of that hers to have given as an act 
without action every day to her 
lover – her face was now no longer 
to come but one which had passed –





what sense does it make to say ‘know your 
face’? to know your own face in order to 
disown it to throw it off your head not out 
of the hole in your head but your face off 
your head for out of the head implies a hole 
in the head and that hole in the head would 
be part of the face and thus to throw the 
face out of a hole in the face is to throw the 
face back onto itself in the form of a mask 
disclosed in the hand – then out of a hole 
in the back of the head a segment cut from 
the back of the head out of which to draw 
the face – but then the others might look in 
and the one thing I could not do would be 
to see that looking in – I’d miss witness – 
the spectacle would not be mine to witness 
– Deleuze & Guattari argue that in order to 
desubjectify the self one must know one’s 
face as a stage on the way to disorganising 
it and setting free one’s faciality traits from 
the codes it inherits or has imposed upon 
it. But one can no more set the traits of 
one’s own face free than one can wilfully 
seal them to a fixed landscape of surety and 
contentment. One’s face is one’s ownmost 
yet it is not one’s own. Not one’s own in the 
sense that it is already ahead of one before 
one gains a sense of knowing that one’s 
face is one’s own. One’s face is at once both 
immanent and transcendent: immanent to 
oneself and transcendent to whatever self 
might be gained by having a face. Immanent 
to oneself in being none but my own. Yet 
absolutely exterior, absolutely exterior to 
none but me. For it is not exterior to my 
lover, she who touches it and in touching 
it gains herself in me. Transcendent in that 
one’s face is one’s own in dispossessing me 
and only me of the facility to organise it. 
And thereby do I gain the power to speak: 
language. Language is the only possible 
way in which we can ‘set free’ the traits of 
the face. For words are the making sense, 
indeed the sense, of one’s face. A face 
behind the face in the sense that we can 
with words thrown ahead, further ahead 
than the face throws itself, a sense of what 
is beyond one as one’s self. And if art can 
do this it is not because it is faceless, it 
is because it is able to organise the face 
and disorganise the face by separating 
the face from the principle of ownership.
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To listen go to: https://soundcloud.com/mute-magazine/
ck-audacity-kraus-rca-mp3

Recorded at the Royal College of Art London, 13 March 2013.

Cover image of Aliens & Anorexia, 2013 edition
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