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Bellmer’s Anagrammar of Perversion

Oshii Mamoru’s Ghost in the Shell 2: Innocence (2004, Inosensu) traces a mur-
der investigation conducted by two Public Security Section 9 detectives, Ba-
tou and Togusa. Hadaly 2052 gynoids—sophisticated robot dolls produced by 
the Locus Solus company—have murdered a series of men. Batou and Togusa 
eventually learn that a Locus Solus inspector tampered with the dolls’ inbuilt 
ethics code (i.e. the Three Laws of Robotics forbidding robots to harm hu-
mans, to disobey the latter’s commands, and to do violence to themselves). 
The gynoids embarked on their killing spree, hoping to call attention to the 
tragic fate of scores of young girls who had been kidnapped and handed over 
to Locus Solus for the purpose of “ghost dubbing”—the copying of a human 
being’s “ghost” (consciousness, mind, soul) onto a gynoid’s memory hard 
disk in order to render her more human-like and thus more desirable.1

Inosensu affords an animated museum of technological and artificial life 
forms—dolls, robots, automata, and cyborgs. But the Hadaly 2052 gynoids 
play the central role. Oshii drew inspiration for the gynoids’ design from the 
Doll photographs of surrealist artist Hans Bellmer and from the exquisite 
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prepubescent girl dolls of Yoshida Ryō. He also curated the exhibition “Dolls 
of Innocence” for the Tokyo Museum of Contemporary Art (February–March 
2004), which focused on Bellmer’s art and the Japanese art of ball-jointed 
dolls (kyūtai kansetsu ningyō).2

This essay has two main objectives. On the one hand, I will look at the 
writings of Hans Bellmer (1902–1975) to show how he offers not only a theo-
retical articulation specific to his work but also a general theory of perver-
sion. On the other hand, I will show how Inosensu offers both an homage to, 
and a subversion of the German artist’s vision of modern perversion. In this 
first part, I will examine the anagrammar of perversion that Bellmer articu-
lated in The Doll (1963, Die Puppe) and other essays.3 In subsequent parts, I 
will consider Inosensu’s remediation of Bellmer’s conception of perversion, 
which allows the anime to produce an aesthetically and conceptually distinc-
tive approach to perversion.

The Dolls

Between 1933 and 1935, in Berlin, Bellmer created two life-size mannequins 
of young girls that he called Dolls or “artificial girls.” The first Doll consisted 
of an armature of wood and metal; a torso, a head and a hand made of flax 
fiber coated with plaster; and of a pair of legs joined to the pelvis by wooden 
ball joints. The second Doll was mounted around a large, round wooden ball 
representing the stomach, which in turn was topped by a double pelvis whose 
curved base allowed for the insertion of ball joints for the legs. Called the 
Center of the Doll or the Torso, this piece permitted greater freedom of com-
bination, permutation, or reconfiguration of body parts than did the first 
Doll. These body parts included two identical pairs of legs, two arms, a torso 
endowed with several breasts, and the head of the first Doll. Round wooden 
ball joints joined the various segments of the second Doll’s body. 

Bellmer produced two series of photographs of the two Dolls. Comprising 
about thirty photographs, the first series documented various scenarios, in 
which the first Doll is captured in poses evoking seduction, deprivation, viola-
tion, or sadistic punishment. The second series of photographs consisted of 
roughly one hundred negatives showing variations or rearrangements of the 
body of the second Doll. The second series developed a sense of narrative po-
tential, with a melodramatic aura reminiscent of cheap crime movies. The sin-
ister, enigmatic, or uncanny atmosphere of the pictures was greatly enhanced 
by aniline coloring evoking hand-colored postcards from the beginning of the 
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century and by the severely truncated, multiplied, or doubled body of the Doll.
A selection of ten photographs from the series documenting Bellmer’s 

first Doll appeared in 1934 in a little book entitled Die Puppe (The Doll). 
Bellmer wrote a short poetic text to accompany the pictures, “Erinnerungen 
zum Thema Puppe” (Memories of the doll theme), and provided a diagram of 
the miniature panorama to be inserted into the Doll’s belly. A French transla-
tion of Die Puppe, La Poupée, was published in Paris by GLM in 1936. Bellmer 
also supervised and designed the French edition, including a two-page spread 
with eighteen pictures of the first Doll, which had appeared in the surrealist 
journal Minotaure (no. 6, December 1935). These publications paved the way 
for the French surrealists’ fascinated reception of Bellmer’s work. 

The photos of the second Doll aroused greater enthusiasm among 
Bellmer’s surrealist friends. The poet Paul Éluard wrote a series of prose 
poems based on Bellmer’s second Doll, published in Messages in June 1939. 
Bellmer proposed twenty-four photographs to go with his friend’s poems, 
with the title Les jeux de la poupée (The games of the doll) for their projected 
book. France’s declaration of war on Nazi Germany on September 3, 1939, 
interrupted the publication of The Games of the Doll, but Edition Premières 
(Heinz Berggruen) finally published it in 1949. This edition of The Games 
of the Doll included fourteen poems by Éluard, fifteen hand-colored photo-
graphs of the second Doll, and a preface by Bellmer entitled “La jointure à 
boule” (The ball joint).

In the 1930s, Bellmer also produced a substantial body of drawings, wa-
tercolors, gouaches, and collages, as well as object-sculptures such as La mi­
traillette en état de grāce (Machine gunneress in a state of grace, 1937/1961). 
The motifs of the articulated doll, of the mannequin, of the double, and of 
young girls at play are equally prominent in these works. Rose ouverte la nuit 
(Rose open at night, 1934) shows a young girl tearing the skin from her torso 
to examine her ribcage and entrails.

In the 1940s and 1950s, Bellmer experimented with surrealist techniques 
such as décalcomanie, and with pornographic pictures of his lover Nora Mi-
trani. His art lingered on the “cephalopod”—monstrous female creatures 
consisting of a pair of legs topped by a head, or of two or more heads fitted 
on or within a serpentine body. He played with variations of déshabillage (dis-
robing, unclothing) in which a female figure peeled back her skin to reveal 
the innards (sometimes inhabited by another figure, sometimes penetrated 
by a huge, erect penis in a savage act of rape). Bellmer also created a series 
of “bondage photographs” of his lover and collaborator Unica Zürn, herself a 
remarkable writer, poet, and visual artist. 
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Another project that begins to materialize in the late 1940s would absorb 
Bellmer’s creative energy until the end of his life: illustrations of, and graphic 
works inspired by, notorious texts of modern erotic literature, including the 
Marquis de Sade’s La Philosophie dans le boudoir (1795, Philosophy in the bed­
room,), Les cent vingt journees de Sodome (1785, One Hundred Twenty Days of 
Sodom, published 1904, 1931–35), and Justine ou Les malheurs de la vertu (1791, 
Justine or Good Conduct Well Chastised); Georges Bataille’s Histoire de l’oeil 
(1928, Story of the Eye) and Madame Edwarda (1937/1941); and Pauline Réage’s 
Histoire d’O (1954, Story of O).4

Among Bellmer’s obsessive explorations of sexual desire—the disturb-
ing truncation and mutilation of the female body; the reductive and clichéd 
envisioning of the female figure as prostitute, as emasculating monster, or 
as sexually precocious and depraved young girl (especially in his photos and 
graphic works); the infantile, intrauterine fantasies and the explicitly porno-
graphic images proliferating in the artist’s late work, there is no doubt that his 
two articulated Dolls are highly significant. The Dolls were the point of depar-
ture for a life-long journey into erotic art. To understand Bellmer’s vision, we 
need first to consider his theories of eroticism, the unconscious, and the body, 
which he formulated in particular in the three texts compiled in The Doll. 

Little Anatomy of Bellmerian Desire

The essays included in The Doll aim to uncover the unconscious principle of 
sexual desire. They also seek to elucidate the mechanisms, forms, and trans-
formations of the human capacity for expression, above all of imagination 
and artistic creation. Bellmer describes the former endeavor in terms of mak-
ing visible the “anatomy of desire,” and the latter in terms of investigating 
the “anatomy of the image.” These two types of “anatomy” are not rigorous: 
they are nearly identical, because both reveal the effects of what Bellmer calls 
the “physical unconscious.” The physical unconscious represents the totality 
of the continual unconscious transformations of physical sensations aiming 
at countering or circumventing repression and taboo.

The physical unconscious’s ceaseless production of virtual images and 
projections corresponding to repressed or forbidden desires and fantasies 
has two main consequences: on the one hand, the ego splits into opposed 
aspects, “an ego that experiences arousal and an ego that produces arousal”; 
on the other hand, the individual’s body image is constantly altered, and new 
body images are created. A bodily center of arousal eventually merges with its 
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virtual double to produce a new body image, and likewise the ego that experi-
ences arousal and the ego that produces arousal are synthesized into a new, 
superior form of consciousness, a third ego that will be responsible for “its 
self-maintenance and its (new) reality.” 5

The above reflections are developed mainly in “Little Anatomy of the 
Physical Unconscious,” the most ambitious chapter in The Doll. “The Ball-
Joint” speculates mainly on the “principle of the universal joint,” also called 
the “principle of the focal point.” For Bellmer, the Cardan joint best dem-
onstrates this principle whereby an “arrangement of rings which, swiveling 
crossways, supports an object at their centre in a constant state of equilib-
rium, undisturbed by outside oscillations” serves to “couple two shafts that 
both transmit a force, and that are set at an obtuse and variable angle to one 
another in space.” 6 The Cardan joint (which Bellmer equates with the univer-
sal joint and the ball joint) belongs to the realm of the marvelous because 
it allows two opposed principles—concentricity and eccentricity—to coex-
ist simultaneously, the one implicated within the other. In other words, the 
artist claims, the inside-out perspective and the outside-in perspective are 
reversible. The same type of interchangeability or reversibility applies to the 
individual and the nonindividual, the ego/self and the universe. 

“The Ball-Joint” goes on to suggest that the (second) articulated Doll 
(also based on the “principle of the universal joint”) is a “poetic stimulator” 
that not only allows concentric and eccentric motion, individual perspective 
and cosmic-universal perspective to coexist, reinforce, and merge in one an-
other, but also participates in the creation of a third, “higher reality”—an 
“amalgam of subjective reality and objective reality.” 7

In “Little Anatomy of the Physical Unconscious,” Bellmer takes to specu-
lative extremes the principles of doubling of the body image, of reversibility 
of the doubles, and of the interaction and fusion of opposite laws/realities/
notions as premises for the emergence of a third, “higher” (i.e., marvelous, 
irrational, nonsensical, poetic) reality, which makes the “theoretically scan-
dalous” object into a “poetic stimulator.” The notion of extroversion, or the 
fantasy of the body’s turning inside out, is thus defined as the “wish to see 
and scandalously expose the inside.” Moreover, for Bellmer, extroversion ex-
presses the reversibility of the sexes. In his desire to identify completely with 
the beloved woman and to possess her utterly both in the flesh and in the 
imagination, the loving male subject becomes obsessed with her image to the 
point of “exchang(ing) the male Self with the female Other in order to sod-
omise the Self in the Other.” Bellmer thus adds an axiom on the interchange-
ability of the masculine and feminine body images (or masculine and feminine 
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principles), and on their potential fusion in the perfect image of the hermaph-
rodite: “Masculine and feminine images are interchangeable, and both the one 
and the other tend towards their amalgam, the hermaphrodite.” 8

This often-quoted axiom seems to anticipate Lacan’s notion of the inter-
changeability of the subject’s masculine and feminine positions with respect 
to the phallus as dominant signifier, and Bellmer’s insistence on an analogy 
between the language of the body (as seen in the body image) and language in 
general seems to prefigure Lacan’s famous dictum “the unconscious is struc-
tured like a language.” Anagrams, palindromes, puns, jokes, reversed writing, 
and other language games, Bellmer asserts confidently, are the outcome of 
the same unconscious desires and mechanisms (repression, condensation, 
displacement of the libido). They are created through much the same rules 
and principles—permutation, transference, multiplication, division, revers-
ibility, analogy, dissembly, and reassembly—as the body image and other 
types of bodily expression. To the extent that human language and the hu-
man body are produced and undone by desire, and to the extent that each is 
metamorphic, never identical to itself, language and the body are equivalent 
and function as doubles or mirror reflections of one another. For Bellmer, 
the specular relation between language and body results in poetic anagrams; 
language and body are anagrammatic (de)constructions, each one the flipside 
of the other.

The sentence is comparable to a body that appears to invite you to disarticu-
late it, so that its true contents may be recomposed through an endless 
series of anagrams.

The body is comparable to a sentence that appears to invite you to  
disarticulate it, so that its true contents may be recomposed through an 
endless series of anagrams.9

The anagram is the most productive and unpredictable figure (as method or 
process) for rendering the “true contents” or unconscious of language, the 
body, art, and thus for rendering the (image of) woman. The image of woman 
is thus apt to be “disarticulated and recomposed.” Not only can the woman-
image be subjected to continual permutations and transformations “through 
an endless series of anagrams,” but also she herself becomes an anagrammatic 
construction. As such, the woman not only fulfills her destiny, or “experimental 
calling,” as the infinitely pliant, manipulable, and recomposable object of male 
desire but also appears as the living anagram, the magical formula capable of 
revealing the marvelous, irrational, “true contents” of art or the unconscious.
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Only once woman has reached the peak of her experimental calling, is ame-
nable to permutations and algebraic promises, and is willing to submit to 
transsubstantial whims, only once she is ductile, shrinkable and equipped 
with an epidermis and joints that are equal to the obvious inconvenience in-
volved in post-hoc assembly or disassembly, only then will we finally be able 
to clarify the anatomy of desire.10

The essays included in The Doll, then, provide both a theory of and a criti-
cal commentary on Bellmer’s work. The relevance of these essays for reading 
of the Doll photographs is evident: the two Dolls are “poetic stimulators,” 
provocative objects that stimulate the 
imagination and arouse the senses, evok-
ing unexpected, shocking, or scandal-
ous associations. They are also uncanny 
objects hovering uncertainly “between 
the poles of the animate and the inani-
mate,” quite literally “mobile, passive, 
and incomplete thing(s) that can be per-
sonified,” assemblages of wood, plaster, 
and compacted tissue paper that do not 
have a life and mind of their own but 
“live solely through the thoughts projected onto” them, and whose “dollish-
ness contain[s] the desire and intensity sought in it by the imagination.” 11 
Bellmer’s writings offer an accurate description and theorizing of the articu-
lated Doll’s double function, on the one hand as powerful fetish enabling the 
gratification of the viewer’s secret desires and fantasies, and on the other 
hand as magical poetic object that seems at once to embody the marvelous, 
the surreal, and the uncanny, and to stimulate the production of artworks 
that probe these dimensions.

Bellmer’s Doll photographs testify to the articulated Doll’s function as 
plastic anagram, as an experimental object by means of which one can test 
the anagrammatic nature of the body and language alike: the intrinsic combina-
torial materiality of both the bodily unconscious and the linguistic uncon-
scious allows them to reinvent themselves through constant dislocations, 
permutations, and recombinations, and to produce new poetic images, unex-
pected new meanings. The many photographs of the second Doll show rear-
rangements or variations of its centerpiece (a round belly ball joint with two  
attached pelvises): a red-tinted Doll consisting of two opposing, identical 
pairs of legs wearing a school girl’s white socks and black shiny shoes, leaning 
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against a tree in an ambiguous posture (Figure 1); a monstrous assemblage 
consisting of the same two pairs of legs topped by a torso with multiple 
breasts, a head, and an arm; the same aberrant torso with four breasts and a 
sightless young girl’s half-bald head, sitting precariously on the margin of a 
sink; the arrangement of two pairs of girl’s legs lying in a twisted position on 
a bare wooden floor, with one pair of legs pressed akimbo against a wall and 

a mirror. Such images can surely be inter-
preted, as Thérèse Lichtenstein, Malcolm 
Green, and others have noted, as records of 
anagrammatic permutations in which the 
Doll is presented as the result of a process 
of taking apart, shuffling, and recomposing 
the mannequin to produce a new entity. 
The pictures of the first and second Doll 
clearly corroborate Bellmer’s assertion that 
the body and the sentence/language are 
interchangeable anagrammatic construc-
tions, each appearing “to invite you to dis-
articulate it so that its true contents may 
be recomposed through an endless series 
of anagrams.” 12

If I linger on the continuity between 
Bellmer’s art and writings, it is to highlight 
the challenge it poses to the tendency of 
scholarship on Bellmer to psychoanalyze 
the artist and his art. It is certainly legiti-
mate to see Bellmer’s Doll photographs as 
dramatic mises-en-scène of sadism, maso

chism, castration anxiety, fetishism, or of a “negative” Oedipal complex 
manifesting itself as a desire for revenge against the father, or of a penchant 
for transvestism, or womb envy. One can also discern a critique of official 
Nazi art and of Nazi mass culture that reinscribes, however unwittingly, the 
authoritarian patriarchal values it abhors. Nevertheless, I wish to signal the 
importance of Bellmer’s essays for an informed, carefully contextualized 
reading of his works.13 I have two goals in doing so: First, I propose to show 
that Bellmer’s theory of the physical unconscious may also be regarded as a 
theory of the anagram and of the anagrammar of the unconscious, which 
both responds to and rewrites the Freudian theory of the anagrammatic na-
ture of the unconscious. Second, I shall argue that Bellmer’s theory of the 

Figure 1. Cover of Sue Taylor, Hans Bellmer: The 
Anatomy of Anxiety (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT 
Press, 2000). Details of the cover image: Hans 
Bellmer, “Jointure à boule (Ball Joint),” 1936, mixed 
media (52 × 45.5 × 7cm).
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anagrammatic unconscious is doubled by—or is the flipside of—a metaphys-
ics of perversion that ground a poetics and aesthetics of perversion.

Freud’s Anagrammars of the Unconscious 
and Bellmer’s Metaphysics of Perversion

In “The Ball-Joint,” Bellmer writes that the Doll is a “poetic stimulator” whose 
“subjective reality” may enter into various combinations with the “objective 
reality” of the world—a tree, a chair, the steps in the house, a forest—in 
order to form an amalgam “of a far higher reality because it is simultane-
ously subjective and objective.” 14 This amalgam can itself function as a “po-
etic stimulator” by generating poetic 
images—the basic material of art. 
This is precisely Bellmer’s method in 
his photographs of the second Doll, 
which appears propped up against a 
tree, seated on a chair, strewn in bits 
and pieces along a flight of steps, or 
barely holding together as an assem-
blage of body parts that seems to 
have grown uncannily out of broken 
chair (Figure 2).

The “Ball-Joint” essay mentions 
other methods to induce the Doll 
to transcend its condition as a “mo-
bile, passive, and incomplete thing” 
and to assume its function as poetic 
stimulator: “dismantlement, per-
mutation, fusion, the cross-section 
. . . coloring, substitution.” 15 In his 
experiments with the second Doll, 
Bellmer gives precedence to permu-
tation—the operation of exchanging or substituting one object (or set of 
objects) for another object (or set), producing new combinations. Through 
permutation the Doll becomes a living, mutable thing, an object capable of 
generating an enormous number of combinations that seem to promise expo-
nential growth and proliferation of desire, creativity, and the imagination, an 
overproduction of alternative fantasies. This surplus of possible Dolls, of new 

Figure 2. Cover of Peter Webb with Robert Short, Death, 
Desire, and the Doll: The Life and Art of Hans Bellmer 
(London: Solar Books, 2006). Originally published under 
the title Hans Bellmer (London: Quartet Books, 1985). 
Details of the cover image: “The Second Doll” (Paris:  
Editions Filipacchi, 1983).
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ways of manipulating and reinventing the fetish or the other, also implies an 
indefinite deferral of gratification, a suspension of desire in a limbo of con-
stant arousal and expectations. “Throughout my combinations of doll parts or 
combinations of more or less complete sections of the ‘Doll,’” writes Bellmer, 
“I have found some that had no meaning, which do not provoke the feeling 
of the ‘probable’ or the ‘desired’—and that communicated absolutely noth-
ing. On the other hand I have found some that arouse me in an incomparable 
way.” 16 Such pleasurable-painful deferral of fulfillment is the very condition 
for and structure of perversion.

By the mid-1950s, the concept of permutation had become for Bellmer 
synonymous with the anagram, and the body itself seemed to have meta-
morphosed into—or rather to have finally revealed its nature as—linguis-
tic material, a language or arrangement of sentences allowing for indefinite 
disassembly and reassembly, a curious anagrammatic invention allowing for 
rebus-like play: “The body is comparable to a sentence that appears to invite 
you to disarticulate it, so that its true contents may be recomposed through 
an endless series of anagrams.”

By 1967, the permutational drive in Bellmer’s works seems to have taken 
the next step: now completely reversible, language and the body seem to 
have divested themselves of everything but their combinatorial libido, shin-
ing forth as pure anagrams—indeed as pure anagrammars: “The sentence is 
comparable to a body that appears to invite you to disarticulate it, so that its 
true contents may be recomposed through an endless series of anagrams.” In 
other words, it took Bellmer some thirty years to fully articulate a theory—
the theory of the anagrammar of the unconscious—that he had already made 
manifest in his experiments with the second Doll. It took the artist three de-
cades to realize the possibilities opened in his experiments with the first and 
second Doll. What is particularly intriguing about Bellmer’s psychoanalytic 
theory of the anagrammar of the (physical) unconscious is not only that it 
completes (and rewrites) the anagrammatic theory implicit in Freud, but also 
that it takes the form of a poetics, aesthetics and metaphysics of perversion. 
What is Freud’s contribution to a psychoanalytic theory of the anagram, and 
what is Bellmer’s interpretation of this contribution? 

In a recent stimulating article, Andrea Bachner contends that a consis-
tent, systematic engagement with the concepts, theories, and poetics of the 
anagram in psychoanalysis—what she calls “anagrammatizing psychoanaly-
sis”—opens up fascinating new perspectives on psychoanalysis. Starting 
from a more inclusive notion of the anagram—one that designates simulta-
neously “a process (consisting) in a disassembling and reassembling of parts 
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of the same basic material,” and “a meeting place of different sign systems 
. . . (which) does not have to consist of only one of these systems . . . (and) 
which makes the combinatorial character of sign systems visible”—Bachner 
traces the (re)articulations, displacements, and implicit theorizations of this 
process and figure in Freud, Lacan, and Lyotard.17 Of particular interest for 
my purposes here is Bachner’s discussion of the “anagrammars of the uncon-
scious” in Freud.

Bachner argues that, in important Freudian texts such as The Interpreta­
tion of Dreams (1900, Die Traumdeutung), Jokes and Their Relation to the Uncon­
scious (1905, Der Witz und seine Beziehung zum Unbewußten), Civilization and 
its Discontents (1930, Das Unbehagen in der Kultur), and Introduction to Psy­
choanalysis (1917, Vorlesungen zur Einfürung in die Psychanalyse), we find con-
ceptualizations of the processes underlying dreamwork, jokes, and slips of 
the tongue—displacement, condensation, and secondary revision—in terms 
of permutational, combinatorial operations displaying strong anagrammatic 
traits. The two main processes at work in the unconscious, namely, displace-
ment (Verschiebung) and condensation (Verdichtung), as well as the process of 
transposing signs from one system into another, are also conceived in terms 
of anagrammatic permutation and recombination. The implication, in Bach-
ner’s opinion, is that the Freudian grammar of the unconscious is actually an 
anagrammar. This insight allows a two-fold rearticulation of Freudian theory: 
First, the psyche should be seen as an agon between the destructive, dissipat-
ing forces of Thanatos and the binding, combinatorial forces of Eros, or as 
what Freud described as “a battlefield for the struggle of opposite tenden-
cies” (ein Kampf- und Tummelplatz entgegengesetzter Tendenzen). Second, the 
psychic topography theorized by Freud would have to be reframed in terms 
of different constraints put upon the processes of disassembling and reas-
sembling that take place in each of the three systems of the mind—the un-
conscious, the preconscious, and the conscious.

Bachner’s first point above invites us to rethink the dynamics of pleasure 
and repression. While pleasure is inherent in both Thanatos and Eros, the 
two forces cannot exist independently; each is fully implicated in the other. 
As such, the libido and the death drive are “both fulfilled and cancelled out in 
their mutual game.” Her second point suggests that the boundaries between 
the unconscious, the preconscious, and the conscious are very fluid, yet rein-
forces the importance of language in each of these zones.18

Bellmer was aware that his thinking on the anagram was indebted to 
an anagrammatic theory that had remained a latent possibility in Freud. 
He refers to Freud in “The Ball-Joint,” in “Little Anatomy of the Physical 
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Unconscious,” and in his letters. His axiomatic enunciation of various theo-
retical propositions in “Little Anatomy” recalls Freud. And finally, in his cor-
respondence and recorded conversations, he makes clear that his theory of 
the anagrammatic unconscious constituted a contribution to psychoanalysis, 
and in particular to Freudian theory.19 

Bellmer’s theory of the anagrammatic (physical) unconscious, then, un-
covers and realizes the underlying anagrammar in Freud’s thinking about the 
unconscious, the libido, and the death drive. He deploys a series of strate-
gies. For instance, he uses Freud’s reflections on the capacity of dreamwork 
to unite opposite elements, and on the tendency in certain primitive lan-
guages to use only one word or term for designating opposite qualities or 
activities, in the service of what he calls the principle of the synthesis of op-
posites in a “third, higher reality.” Moreover, he deploys the concept of the 
body image—borrowed from Freudian psychologists Paul Schilder and Jean 
Lhermitte—reading it in terms of symbolic, combinatorial image production 
that also illuminates the anagrammatic nature of the unconscious. He also 
resorts to citations, illustrations, and demonstrations culled from such dis-
parate fields as mechanics, topology, astronomy, hysteria, and mediumship, 
which he masterfully condenses in the figure of the Doll as living anagram 
of male desire.20 What distinguishes Bellmer’s theory of the anagram(mar) 
of the physical unconscious from Freud’s implicit anagrammar of the psyche 
is Bellmer’s insistence on the anagram as figure, expression, and constitu-
tive process of the unconscious, body, language, and art. Bellmer envisions 
this anagrammar as poetics or aesthetics—as his ample use of photographs, 
drawings, and anagram poems attests.21 Moreover, the Bellmerian theory of 
the anagram(matic unconscious) is doubled by a metaphysics of perversion 
whose formulation is as blatant and explicit as it is deftly camouflaged.

Many commentators have discussed the photographs of the first and 
second Doll found in The Doll in terms of perversions such as sadism, mas-
ochism, and fetishism. They have called attention to the stereotyped, sen-
sationalist representation of victimized, depraved, or criminal female char-
acters in German popular culture from the late nineteenth century to the 
Weimar Republic (e.g., cheap serial novels and Schundfilme or “junk films”); 
and to the aesthetics of the doll, the automaton, and the marionette both in 
avant-garde art and in interwar European mass culture. It is easy to see, in 
the closing paragraphs of “Memories of the Doll Theme,” a dramatization of 
sadistic fantasies of revenge against young girls whom the artist had secretly 
admired and desired in his childhood and adolescence.22 But rather than read 
Bellmer’s art as an expression of his perversion or that of German culture,  
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I would like to call attention to his highly 
original theory of an anagrammar of per­
version, which begins with an emphasis 
on the splitting of the ego in “The Images 
of the Self,” the first chapter of “Little 
Anatomy.”

Bellmer refers to a “spirit of contra-
diction in the organism that entertains 
fairly irrational intentions and (that) 
has a penchant for the absurd, if not ex-
actly the scandalous,” 23 which is also a 
fine description of the disavowals characteristic of perversion. And his ideas 
about the splitting of the ego resonate with Sartre’s theorization of “a new 
synthesis of the Other,” and with Joan Copjec’s conceptualization of “the 
splitting of consciousness” found in perversion. Such splitting results from 
the subject’s attempt to unite or reconcile opposite, incompatible tendencies 
such as “an ego that experiences arousal and an ego that produces arousal” in 
a “new form of the ego,” a “third reality,” or a new body image. 

In Being and Nothingness, Sartre assesses the disavowal at work in sadism: 
the pervert/sadist attempts to conjoin or unite opposite notions of desire 
and the law, gaze and vision, conscious and unconscious within a new synthe-
sis of the Other. He attempts to force the Other to be both “an actual person 
and a transcendent condition of possibility.” What arouses the sadist’s desire 
is not so much the scene of torture he stages or the sight of his victim’s pain 
and suffering but rather the victim’s free decision “to identify with the tor-
tured flesh.” 24 For the pervert/sadist there is no contradiction, no conflict 
between his desire, the law as absolute authority, and the representative of 
the law: for instance, for Sade there was no gap, no antinomy whatsoever be-
tween his mother-in-law, Madame de Montreuil, and the law as state institu-
tion. To Sade, Madame de Montreuil represented the law itself: infallible and 
contingent, endowed with absolute authority, and grotesque. Forged in the 
furnace of disavowal, the Other of the pervert is thus “arbitrary, relative, and 
yet absolute in its power.” 25

In her illuminating discussion of perversion in Imagine There Is No Woman, 
Joan Copjec argues that the pervert’s splitting of consciousness occurs as a 
result of his inability to subjectivize his perverse, transgressive acts, which 
he perceives as the absolute command or injunction of the Other or of the 
law. Another factor in the pervert’s splitting of consciousness is his renuncia-
tion or disavowal of pleasure in order to assume it as a duty that he has been 
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contracted to fulfill. Jouissance becomes a service performed by the pervert 
on behalf of the Other. Freud’s comments on fetishism suggest that there 
is considerable hostility in the fetishist’s worship of the fetish: the Chinese 
male’s reverence for the woman whose feet were bound and mutilated for his 
pleasure seems to disguise a special kind of gratitude, as if he were thanking 
the woman for having submitted to torture. Copjec turns to Lacan’s inter-
vention in the debate on perversion in “Kant with Sade.” She concludes that 
in sadism it may be the other way round: the victim thanks or is expected 
to thank the torturer for torturing her. Or perhaps “the pervert reveres the 
Other precisely by torturing him/(her).” 26 

Copjec cautions us that acts of transgression in perversion cannot be 
confused with the ethical action of the Kantian moral subject. The pervert 
can afford to be indifferent toward the laws and institutions of his society 
because his hatred has been transposed onto (or has materialized in) the 
social ideological apparatus, or the big Other, which appears (as Freud noted) 
to hate on his behalf. If the Kantian subject’s indifference stems from a struc-
tural “out-of-jointness” with or revolt against his or her world, the categori-
cal moral imperative that forces him or her to abandon this stance and take 
radical ethical action on behalf of his suffering fellow men and women has 
nothing to do with the pervert’s (fantasized) ineluctable law. Ultimately 
then, to understand perversion, one has to stop thinking of sexuality as “a 
relation between a subject and an other, or object-choice deemed to be ei-
ther correct or incorrect, normal or deviant.” Perversion, like neurosis and 
psychosis, should be conceived in terms of a psychic structure encompass-
ing various types of relations, including one’s relation to the big Other or 
the totality of laws and institutions governing the social world. As psychical 
structures, the notions of neurosis, psychosis, and perversion reveal more 
affinities with Heidegger’s notion of Existentialen, or formal conditions for 
the possibility of being-in-the-world, than with late-nineteenth-century psy-
chology’s concept of clinical “pathologies,” which Freudian theory inherited. 
Copjec stresses that the philosophical significance of perversion lies less in 
the superficial similarities that can be detected between its structural defi-
ance and the disjunction between the modern subject and its world than in 
the way it illuminates a peculiarly rigid, obsessional type of being-in-the-
world, a specific kind of fantasmatic social and libidinal relations.27

Bellmer’s initial description of the formation of a new body image 
through the ego’s simultaneous division into and reunification of opposite 
responses to desire and other external stimuli seems to anticipate Sartre’s 
and Copjec’s conceptualization of the pervert’s splitting of consciousness 
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as a characteristic form of disavowal. And, in subsequent chapters of “Little 
Anatomy,” Bellmer presents a more ambitious articulation of these issues, 
which culminates in a full-fledged theory of perversion. His description of 
the woman, quoted below, as living fetish, as a permutational, pliant, and 
submissive body that seems endlessly de- and recomposable in accordance 
with the male lover’s/pervert’s desires and fantasies, appears as a shorthand 
for—indeed, as a miniature dictionary of—perversion’s odd behaviors and 
being-in-the-world as envisioned by Copjec and other theorists. The woman 
here is posited both as a victim and as an absolute, merciless Other com-
manding the lover to mistreat her. While the perverse male lover seems, in 
this instance at least, to disavow “the physical act of love” in favor of the 
imagination’s unbearable suspense and deferrals, he clearly sees the woman 
as what Copjec (in the wake of Sartre’s theorization of the Sadean libertine / 
the Sadist) has described as both “an actual person and a transcendent condi-
tion of possibility.” 

Only once woman has reached the peak of her experimental calling, is  
amenable to permutations and algebraic promises, and is willing to submit 
to transsubstantial whims, only once she is ductile, shrinkable and equipped 
with an epidermis and joints that are equal to the obvious inconveniences 
involved in post-hoc assembly and disassembly, only then will we finally be 
able to clarify the anatomy of desire. And far more precisely than permitted 
by the physical act of love—a practice by which everyone deciphers the real-
ity of the imagined, but whose documentation persists in being restricted 
to subjective evidence. The living, three-dimensional object suggests its 
possible metamorphoses, though without actually undergoing them; they 
would in any case remain beyond the powers of photography.28

In Bellmer’s subsequent elaboration of the male pervert’s desire in “Little 
Anatomy,” the woman is no longer a mere “living, three-dimensional (fetish) 
object” but the living material for actual bondage with iron wire, various tor-
ments, and even (a possible) murder. Still obeying the woman’s / the law’s 
/ the absolute Other’s (imagined) commands, the pervert-criminal’s trans-
gression now openly and unabashedly attempts to force a convergence be-
tween “his elementary certainties, the geometrical and algebraic habits of his 
thoughts” (note the implacable, obsessive certainty and mathematical regu-
larity of the pervert’s desire) and “the image of the woman,” while at the same 
time endeavoring to effectuate an equally forced fusion of the natural and the 
artificial, desire and the law, reality and fantasy in his very transgressive act 
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(or through the tortured flesh of the woman). Once again the woman is envi-
sioned as suffering body, as “transcendent condition of possibility,” as well as 
immanent presence (the woman is compared to Diana of Ephesus, the very 
signifier for the fertility of nature and/or the female).

In order to establish objective proofs we shall have to resort to the crafts-
man, turned criminal by his most humanly sensitive and beautiful passion: 
the wall between woman and her image must be demolished.

According to a certain photographic image that has remained an unfad-
ing memory, a man had haphazardly bound his victim’s thighs, shoulders, 
chest, back, and belly with strong iron wire in order to deform her. Tightly 
crisscrossed, it produced swollen cushions of flesh, irregular . . . triangles . . . 
creating hitherto unseen multiplications of breasts in indescribable places.

Notes: the statue of Diana of Ephesus was a black cone bristling with 
breasts. Le Nōtre, the practical fusion of the natural with the imagined: just 
as the gardener forces the box tree to exist as a cone, sphere, or cube, so will 
man force his elementary certainties, the geometrical and algebraic habits 
of his thoughts, upon the image of a woman.29

The “arbitrary, relative, and yet absolutely powerful Other” that causes a 
splitting of consciousness in the pervert in the sense that the latter perceives 
his/her transgressive activity as the Other’s will or command is conceived in 
“Little Anatomy of the Physical Unconscious or the Anatomy of the Image” in 
at least three ways: as a You (or Thou), a rather ambiguous notion that may 
designate the Other tout court, the external world or the environment, as well 
as a sense of transcendence; as woman in general, as well as the male sub-
ject’s/pervert’s ideal victim-partner; and finally as the universe itself. The You 
(das Du in the original German text) is described in the third chapter of “Little 
Anatomy of the Physical Unconscious” as “a feature of the outside world, an 
already existing image that is ready to assume the role of a virtual focus of 
arousal,” and which can be anything: a tree, a stone, any object in which a 
perceptual image and a memory image can merge, producing the phenome-
non of perception. The image resulting from “this marriage of perception and 
imagination,” argues Bellmer, has two major characteristics: a special inten-
sity, “which probably ensues from the . . . violence involved in establishing the 
equivalence of two merely similar, perhaps dissimilar, or even extremely different 
images,” and the fact that it assumes the role of a “doppelganger . . . that saves 
me from contorting my own self, for it does so in my stead.” 30 This account of per-
version presents an almost literal description of the violence involved in the 
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transgressive act, which forces two 
“dissimilar, or even extremely dif-
ferent” (read “opposite”) notions 
to coalesce, and which projects 
onto the outside world or its rep-
resentative the pervert’s hatred or 
ressentiment, or an external Other, 
this Other being the one that 
“does the contorting . . . in (my)/
his stead,” or “hates on (my)/his 
behalf.” As if this description were 
not explicit enough, the text adds 
that the experience of adhering si-
multaneously to two conflicting (or “very dissimilar”) ideas, of forcing them 
to merge, and of transferring one’s hatred onto an external Other who “hates 
on our behalf” is very similar to dreamwork insofar as both the processes of 
dreamwork and the transgressions of perversion are triggered by “prohibi-
tion” and also because both dreams and perversion may involve “sadism, or 
at the very least aggressiveness!” 31

As for the woman as (the pervert’s) Other, she is conceived, as we saw 
above, as an experimental object, a substitute for the anagrammatic Doll, 
who like the Doll is “born of division, subtraction and multiplication, but 
also of the interchangeability that mathematicians call ‘permutation’” and 
thus may be reduced to the “impossible formula . . . of a synthetic Eve . . . 
(or) the woman with no heart.” She is also the one who inexorably forces 
the man to “exchange (his) male Self with the female Other in order to sod-
omise his Self in the Other.” 32 As an absolute Other who has no existence, no 
raison d’être outside the realm of the male pervert’s sadistic, obscene fanta-
sies, the Bellmerian woman is thus accorded a double “privilege.” On the one 
hand she embodies the act and principle of sodomy as the very essence of 
perversion—that infamous principle of non(re)production, of total lack of 
exchange or market value, which Klossowski regarded as the epitome of the 
Sadean ideal of transgression, and which he described as a “geste spécifique 
de contre-généralité” (a specific gesture of countergenerality or counterpro-
ductivity), and as an “act of useless jouissance.” 33 On the other hand she is 
destined to introduce the principle of the reversibility of the sexes, and of 
their potential fusion in the concept of the hermaphrodite, into the system 
of representation: “Masculine and feminine images are interchangeable, and 
both the one and the other tend towards their amalgam, the hermaphrodite.” 

the Bellmerian woman is thus 

accorded a double “privilege.” 

On the one hand she embodies the 

act and principle of sodomy as 

the very essence of perversion. 

On the other hand she is 

destined to introduce the 

principle of the reversibility of 

the sexes, and of their potential 

fusion in the concept of the 

hermaphrodite, into the system 

of representation.



3 0 2   l i v i a  m o n n e t

Often regarded as a monstrous aberration of or contradiction in the laws of 
nature, the figure of the hermaphrodite also epitomizes, in the Bellmerian 
system, the disavowal of sexual difference characteristic of perversion.34

The third important figuration of the absolute Other of perversion in 
“Little Anatomy of the Physical Unconscious” is none other than the universe 
itself. In a striking passage at the end of the essay, Bellmer describes a kind 
of epiphany during which the ego and the universe, or the individual and the 
nonindividual, become interchangeable and merge into one another. The no-
tion of the “super-rational” articulated in this passage is paradoxical: at once 
thoroughly materialistic, ironic, and grounded, and at the same time aspir-
ing for transcendence. It presupposes an ego or self that is simultaneously 
indistinguishable from the universe, and that can function as an autonomous 
singularity. Never identical to itself, this self is an anagram, a process of con-
stant fragmentation, displacement, and recombination. What is perverse 
in the Bellmerian conception of the anagrammatic body or experimental  
being is precisely the simultaneous acknowledgment and disavowal of the 
voracious, infinite metamorphosis of desire, which not only mocks the ego’s 
claim to integrity but at the same time imagines itself as the origin and the 
very law of creation itself.

For a brief instant the individual and non-individual become interchange-
able and the terror of the ego’s mortal limitations in time and space is ex-
tinguished. The void ceases to be when everything a person is not is added 
to him; only then does he appear to be “himself.” He appears to exist in the 
universe with all of his most singular data yet simultaneously be indepen-
dent of himself. It is in such heightened moments of resolution that a thrill 
of fearless horror is transformed into an intensified feeling for life, into an 
illusion: the sense that one is participating, beyond the span between birth 
and death, in the existence of a tree, in the YOU, in the fate of inevitable 
chance, yet remains Self, as an echo—on the other side.

It may be hoped that such considerations will free the question of the 
“super-rational” from speculative confusion. This unknown can now be 
placed at the focal point of human behavior for the purpose of passionate 
and unceasing elucidation; it has become experimental.35

The Bellmerian desire to control, not only the woman and the ego but also the 
(un)making of the world or of the universe itself, is clearly enabled by perver-
sion. In all the essays we have examined, and in particular in “Little Anat-
omy of the Physical Unconscious,” Bellmer strives to articulate a theory, or 
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anagrammar, of perversion that can function simultaneously as a metaphys-
ics, an aesthetics, or poetics, and even as a “science” of the latter.36 (“Science” 
refers here to the artist’s mobilizing of mathematics, psychology, alchemy, 
physics, psychoanalysis, and criminal anthropology to conceptualize the ana-
grammatic theory he envisioned.37) The “metaphysical” bent is especially ap-
parent in passages such as the one quoted above on the merger of the self/ego 
and the universe. What we see in 
such passages is an unequivocal 
expression of the pervert’s world 
without others, which Deleuze 
has conceptualized as a vision in 
which the structure-Other, or the 
primary structure of the a priori 
Other that makes the world pos-
sible, is missing. In this perverse 
world, argues Deleuze in The Logic 
of Sense, the category of the neces-
sary has replaced that of the pos-
sible, and the “others” inhabiting 
it are no longer perceived by the 
pervert as real others or as concrete terms actualizing the structure-Other, 
but as bodies-victims, as accomplices-doubles, and as accomplices-elements. 
It is a world in which the cause of desire is separated from its objects, sexual 
difference is disavowed, and the pervert feels free to direct his desire at the 
sun, the sky, the sea, or the entire universe. The perverse structure ruling the 
pervert’s world is one in which an “Other-cide” or an “altrucide”—the murder 
of the Other and the possible—is inherent.38

The subject or self that becomes indistinguishable from the universe in 
the conclusion of “Little Anatomy of the Physical Unconscious” is that of a 
pervert living in a world without others: the figures of the doll, of the woman-
as-living-anagram, of the willing victim whose body was tightly bound with 
iron wire by the “craftsman turned criminal by his beautiful passion,” or of 
the female cephalopod, consisting merely of a head and a pair of legs, func-
tion as accomplices-doubles, or as bodies-victims, rather than as real others. 
The pervert’s merger with the universe is conceived as an “illusion” in which 
the world’s elements—“a tree, the YOU, the fate of inevitable chance”— 
appear as shadow doubles or as what Deleuze calls “liberated accomplices-
elements,” and in which the (pervert’s) self also seems doubled “as an echo—
on the other side.” The “super-rational unknown” animating the Bellmerian 
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pervert’s world-without-others is a perverse structure—what Bellmer called 
the “principe de perversion” (principle or law of perversion). 

Bellmer’s theory or anagrammar of perversion, then, is consistent with 
his career-long experiment with transgressive eroticism, perverse fantasies, 
pornography, and visions of death. The artist appears to have succeeded, as 
he stated late in his life, in engineering a “direct contact” between his work 
and the “principle of perversion.” 39 The creativity and imagination that were 
liberated by this privileged “contact,” however, ultimately proved very lim-
ited, producing an often inspired, yet violently misogynistic, pornographic, 
and oppressive art of “illusion” and “useless jouissance,” rather than produc-
ing the radical “revolution” envisioned by Bretonian surrealism.40

Inosensu’s stylish, postcyberpunk-noirish aesthetic is considerably 
broader in scope and more radical in its politics and effects than the Bellme-
rian “experimental” paradigm of the principe de perversion. Yet it owes a great 
deal to Bellmer. 
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