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ABSTRACT 
The text offers an interpretation of Jacques Derrida’s ‘Che cos’è la poesia?’. It compares the author’s definition of the poematic 
with Roman Jakobson’s poetic function of language in order to highlight how both take distance from poetry as a literary genre, 
albeit with radically different conclusions. While Jakobson’s poetic function, with its focus on the message, clarifies the difference 
between signs and objects, Derrida’s poematic entangles form and content to an extent that makes the two impossible to take apart. 
Therefore, poetic language may be the only way to convey Derrida’s concept of poematic, metaphorically embodied by the 
hedgehog curling up in the middle of the autoroute as a suicidal act of self-defence. Indeed, according to his description, 
understanding through translation into one or any languages (i.e. into prose or from French into other languages) would be fatal 
for the poematic itself, like a car running over the animal. The poematic cannot be understood or explained, it can only be learned 
by heart and addressed through poetic language. 
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“But the poem you are talking about, you are getting 
off the track, it has never been named thus, so 
arbitrarily. -- you just said it. Which had to be 
demonstrated.” (Derrida, 1991, p. 237)  

In 1988 Jacques Derrida was asked to write a response 
to the question Che cos’è la poesia? - translated from 
Italian: ‘what is poetry?’; literally, ‘what thing is 
poetry?’ (Derrida, 1991, p. 221) for the Italian poetry 
journal Poesia. Since the original version was issued, 
his text has been translated in many different 
languages, yet it has always been published bilingual, 
with its French original next to it (Briggs, 2008, p. 
154). In the text, Derrida transforms the question of 
‘poetry’ into a discussion of the ‘poematic,’ a concept 
he coins to designate an experience –rather than a 
genre– which might be related to poetic texts, but not 
necessarily so. The poematic is metaphorically 
embodied by a hedgehog which, sensing danger on the 
road, curls itself up to prepare its spikes, thereby 
exposing itself to the accident. Similarly, the 
experience of the poematic is described as an accident; 
it is a singular moment of distress which could happen 
anywhere and at any time. It is like a secret –or prayer– 

which is confided specifically to you, the single 
designated addressee. The poematic is not done or 
written, but it rather “lets itself be done” (Derrida, 
1991, p. 233). 

Derrida sets out in ‘Che cos’è la poesia?’ to 
tackle the issue of defining poetry –a task which the 
literary scholar and deconstruction specialist Timothy 
Clark (1993) called “as clumsy as it is unavoidable” 
(p. 43)– in a rather unconventional way. Indeed, Clark 
argued that “the whole text is a performance of the 
impossibility to answer the question that sets it off” (p. 
43). By building on Clark’s statement, I am going to 
explore how Derrida’s ‘Che cos’è la poesia?’ attempts 
to demonstrate the impossibility of answering this 
question in an explanatory way. The question ‘What 
is…?’ in itself calls for a definition, that is for 
understanding,  which, according to Derrida’s own 
discussion of the poematic, would require the 
hypothetical answer to be translated “into any and all 
languages” (Derrida, 1991, p. 225): into prose. This 
translation would be the death of the poematic, 
embodied by a hedgehog which gets hit by a car. The 
tension depicted and enacted by the text –between the 
desire to translate (necessary to understand the 
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poematic) and the fatal effect that such an action would 
have– creates a sort of love-death relationship which 
theoretically frees the experience-poematic from ‘Che 
cos’è la poesia?’ and any other written or spoken text. 
Although the poematic –according to Derrida’s 
definition– is not essentially tied to any text, the 
demonstration of the arbitrariness of any definition of 
poetry may need a specific one. To analyse how 
Derrida works around ‘Che cos’è la poesia?,’ I will 
compare Derrida’s poematic with Roman Jakobson’s 
“poetic function of language.” By pointing out the 
similarities and radical differences in the two 
approaches, I will argue that while Jakobson’s poetic 
function has an explanatory result, Derrida’s poematic 
attempts to further entangle form and content. This 
process makes a translation of Derrida’s text into prose 
–or any other language– a step which is as necessary 
as fatal for the experience of the poematic. In the end, 
the attempt to translate ‘Che cos’è la poesia?’ may 
represent in itself the love-death tension which is 
characteristic of the poematic. 

A comparison of Derrida’s poematic with 
Jakobson’s poetic function of language highlights a 
few similarities and fundamental differences. 
Jakobson (1990) conceptualised six different functions 
of language corresponding to the six factors present in 
any speech event (e.g. the ‘emotive function’ 
corresponds to the ‘addresser’). In particular, he calls 
the “set (Einstellung) towards the MESSAGE as 
such, … the POETIC function of language” (p. 76; 
caps and italics in original). The poetic function should 
not be confused with poetry as a text or literary genre. 
Indeed, similarly to all the six functions, the poetic 
function is part of any speech event, yet in a more or 
less prominent way. Therefore, any attempt to reduce 
poetry to the poetic function or vice versa would be a 
“delusive oversimplification” (p. 76), being one a 
literary genre and the other a particular process –
function– of any speech event.  

Similarly, Derrida also detaches his inquiry 
from poetry as a genre. Instead, he explores the notion 
of a “poematic experience” (Derrida, 1991, p. 231). 
This is described as a “voyage” (p. 225) which “can 
reflect language or speak poetry” (p. 235) but it is not 
necessarily tied to it or to its “multiple and ceaselessly 
evolving literary institution” (Clark, 1993, p. 44). 
Arguably, both the poetic function and the poematic 

experience deal with what the poetic does, rather than 
what it is. They both recount what I would call an 
‘inward movement’: a particular care for the textual 
form, content and overall qualities. Jakobson’s poetic 
function focusses on the message itself: it is the chosen 
sequence of units in a sentence that determines 
equivalences in terms of meaning, not the other way 
around. Thereby, the inward movement characteristic 
of the poetic function gives a clearer understanding of 
how the message works: “by promoting the palpability 
of signs, [this function] deepens the fundamental 
dichotomy of signs and objects” (Jakobson, 1990, p. 
76). In a sort of self-inspecting exercise, the poetic 
function lets us understand more of its (linguistic) way 
of working. Similarly, Derrida’s poematic also moves 
inwardly. It “can roll itself up” (Derrida, 1991, p. 235) 
like a hedgehog which curls itself up in the middle of 
the road.  

However, in the case of the poematic, this 
movement is “still in order to turn its pointed signs 
toward the outside” (Derrida, 1991, p. 235), which are 
not necessarily bound to language. The poematic is a 
“thing beyond languages, even if it sometimes happens 
that it recalls itself in language” (p. 229). Most 
importantly, instead of bringing clarity by explaining, 
by positing an ‘essence’ like in Jakobson’s distinction 
between signs and objects, the poematic “is more 
threatened than ever in its retreat: it thinks it is 
defending itself, and it loses itself”. In this movement, 
the poematic has no clear entry point for 
understanding: it is “elliptical by vocation” (p. 225). 
The poematic experience is characterised by 
accidental eventfulness, it is not understandable –
cognitively– but it can only be ‘learned by heart’. It is 
a “passion of the singular mark” (p. 235), an 
experience of distress whose explanation/translation 
into prose –the latter being for Derrida a requirement 
for the former– would kill it. The explanation of the 
poematic is thus a fatal catastrophe, something which 
it must be protected from. Therefore, the text –whose 
aim would be exactly to provide a definition– puts you 
on guard against it with a spectacular and climatic 
“prophecy”, which is “translate me, watch, keep me 
yet for a while, get going, save yourself, let’s get off 
the autoroute” (p. 231). The ‘What is…?’ question –
and, I suggest, Jakobson’s poetic function, which I 
described as self-identifying– “salute the birth of 
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prose” (p. 237) and the death of the poematic. When 
approaching the poematic, the tension between the 
desire for understanding and the fact that this would be 
fatal for the poematic –I have called it a love-death 
tension– compels a radically different approach from 
the canonical ‘What is…?’ question.  

Derrida’s text itself may offer a way to 
circumnavigate the problem. For example, according 
to Clark (1993), Derrida’s text “enacts the poetic by 
the attempt to be itself poetic” (p. 45). However, this 
quote calls for an important remark. Following 
Derrida’s argument, the first ‘poetic’ in Clark’s quote 
(the poetic which is enacted) cannot mean the same as 
the second (the one which the text attempts to be), no 
matter how entangled the two definitions may appear 
at first. In fact, Derrida (1991) writes “I never write 
any [poem]. A poem, I never sign(s) it” (p. 237; my 
emphases). Which means that the poematic –in the 
quote simply called ‘poem’ but later specified as 
poematic (p. 233)– is not done or written; no poiesis is 
involved (p. 233). The poematic is an accident, it is 
received by a specific addressee like a benediction; it 
is confided like a secret (p. 223). Therefore, the second 
‘poetic’ in Clark’s quote cannot refer to the writing of 
a text in itself, no matter how conventionally ‘poetic’ 
–because of word-choice, rhyme, metrics, etc.– its text 
might read. I will structure the remainder of the essay 
around a remark on the form, followed by one on the 
content, to conclude that their entanglement 
constitutes the strategy that Derrida adopts to define 
the poematic, that is to answer the question ‘What is 
poetry?’, without ever explaining it: without reference 
to poetry as a text, literary genre or institution.  

On the level of the form of the text, the 
conventionally poetic qualities of ‘Che cos’è la 
poesia?’ are often highlighted in the context of 
translation. Briggs (2008), for example, states that 
“like a poem, the formal qualities of the text – its 
economy, its attentiveness to the material and 
sonorous qualities of words – resist translation” (p. 
154) and the fact that ‘Che cos’è la poesia?’ has always 
been published next to the French original testifies it. 
In this case, the translation cannot “stand in” (p. 153) 
for the original, but it allows the reader –equipped with 
a minimum knowledge or curiosity– to read one 
against the other. For example, Kamuf (1991), the 
most famous English translator of Derrida’s text, notes 

in the side of her translation that “throughout the 
[French] text, the str-sound is stressed” (p. 223), a 
sound which is mostly lost in the English version e.g. 
hérisson (French) or istrice (Italian), becomes 
‘hedgehog’ in English. Additionally, the reading of 
both the English and the Italian translations allowed 
me a comparison which shed light on particular 
terminology, especially when (gendered) pronouns 
were involved. For example, when Kamuf translates 
“Tu aimes – garder cela dans sa forme singulière” (p. 
228) into “You love – keep that in its singular form” 
(p. 229), she notes that Derrida should be referring to 
the ambivalence of ‘you’ as both a singular and plural 
pronoun. However, in the Italian translation, “Ami – 
conservarlo nella sua forma singolare” (Ferraris, 1990, 
p. 241), the verb conservarlo, which means ‘to keep 
that’ in the infinitive tense, probably refers to the 
poematic/hedgehog and not to ‘You keep’, like in 
Kamuf’s interpretation. According to this alternative 
reading, the passage would rather look like ‘You love 
–keeping it in its singular form…’ Conservarlo does 
not completely exclude Kamuf’s reading. However, if 
her interpretation was to prefer, it rather should have 
been translated as conservalo, which is ‘keep that’ in 
the imperative tense, to underline its reference to Ami 
as a verb in the second person singular. To my 
understanding, both readings would be possible in the 
French version. This complexity questions the 
feasibility and essentially the purpose of translation: is 
it feasible/desirable for translation to be a ‘copy’ of the 
original? Untranslatability, Briggs (2008) suggests, 
may even be a “constitutive value” (p. 155) of 
Derrida’s text. This quality would characterise it as 
poetry, especially when it is defined, with Robert 
Frost, as “that which is lost in translation” (as cited in 
Briggs, 2008, p. 155). On this point, Briggs remarks 
that the status of being ‘untranslatable’ can be acquired 
only as a consequence of translation: a poem cannot be 
untranslatable if an attempt has never been done at its 
translation (pp. 155-156). This tension between the 
necessity and the impossibility of translation creates 
yet another point of distress within Derrida’s text, a 
quality which it may share with poetry as a genre. 
However, in contrast to most poetry, Derrida uses this 
strategy to answer the question of what poetry is, or 
rather, to demonstrate how this question may not be 
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tackled – not answered – in other ways than by the 
poetic form itself. 

The situation is likewise complicated on the 
level of the content. Derrida uses the hedgehog as the 
main metaphor to describe the experience of the 
poematic. His hedgehog is “vulnerable and dangerous, 
calculating and ill-adapted” (Briggs, 2008). Its curling 
up on the road is a tension between love and death 
which is formally expressed by chains of opposites: 
“between life and death, at nightfall or at daybreak 
distracted apocalypse, proper and common, public and 
secret” (p. 237). In this way, not only does Derrida 
combine apparently irreconcilable qualities, but he 
also plays with the expectations of a hypothetical 
reader who was looking for a definition: an answer to 
the question ‘What is…?’. Such a reader is actually 
included by Derrida in the text with the fictional 
objection: “-- But the problem you are talking about, 
you are getting off track, it has never been named thus, 
or so arbitrarily” (p. 237). To which Derrida replies “– 
you just said it. Which had to be demonstrated”. This 
quote highlights the performative aspect of the text 
which was already announced by Clark. Not only is the 
text written in a dialogic form, but it also enacts –and 
thus demonstrates– the posticipation of meaning 
which makes a definition of poetry impossible. An 
attempt to define poetry by explanation –by answering 
the question ‘What is…?’– would constantly shift the 
meaning of poetry in such a way that it would never 
make it coincide with ‘poetry’: any definition would 
be arbitrary. In sum, in this text/performance Derrida 
describes a supposedly specific experience, but he is 
both arrogantly unclear about how that could be 
understood –by using ‘poetic’ language entangled with 
contradictory content– and he denies it as a feasible 
definition by having a ‘common man’ –the fictional 
addressee– doubting his whole story: “you are getting 
off track, it has never be named thus, or so arbitrarily” 
(p. 237). 

Bringing this argument further, Derrida is not 
just suggesting and then denying the reader anything 
which might look like a definition, but, most 
importantly, he is setting aside any definition which 
would build on traditional ways of describing poetry. 
For example, he deliberately avoids canonical 
references such as “poet” or “reading” (Clark, 1993, p. 
68). Moreover –and most importantly– he announces 

that “in order to respond in two words [to the question 
of what poetry is] … you will have had to … set fire 
to the library of poetics” (Derrida, 1991, p. 233) 
because the gift of the poem cites nothing, it has no 
title, its histrionics are over, it comes along … cutting 
all ties with discursive and especially literary poetry. 
In the ashes of this genealogy. Not the phoenix, not the 
eagle, but the hèrisson, very lowly … close to earth (p. 
235; my emphases).   

As it was anticipated when distinguishing 
between poetry as a literary text and the poematic, 
Derrida deliberately plays with the knowledge and 
tradition of poetry criticism. 

This point finally brings me to the heart of 
the question. The poematic is not easily identifiable 
poetry. Instead, “in two words” (p. 223), it is: “1. The 
economy of memory” (p. 225) and “2. The heart”. In 
this distinction, Derrida plays with the meaning of 
‘learning by heart’ in French (apprendre par coeur, 
similar to English and Arabic), imparare a memoria in 
Italian and auswending lernen in German. The various 
translations may highlight different aspects of the 
same exercise (e.g. the interiority/intimacy of the heart 
vs. the exteriority/detachedness of memory). 
However, according to Derrida, these aspects are all 
‘rolled up’ into each other (p. 227). The poematic 
experience “precedes cognition,” it is a “benediction 
before knowledge”: “the memory of the “by heart” is 
confided like a prayer … to a certain exteriority of the 
automaton, to the laws of mnemotechnics” (p. 231). 
Here the tension rises: learning by heart is actually a 
dream, the dream “of letting your heart be traversed by 
dictated dictation. In a single trait – and that’s the 
impossible”. It is as if you could, for a moment, 
stabilise the bond between signified and signifier, stop 
the continuous posticipation of meaning – the as to get 
to a pure union of the two, in other words, to “writing 
in (it)self” (p. 229) . This temporary elision of the 
‘différance’ between signified and signifier would be 
“an event whose intangible singularity no longer 
separates the ideality”: “the absolute non-absolute” 
(pp. 229-230) of an “absolutely unique form” (p. 229). 
However, contrarily to Jakobson’s poetic function, as 
soon as you start analysing or writing about it, the 
poematic vanishes in its translation into prose.  

Metaphorically, as stated by Heisenberg’s 
uncertainty principle, you cannot simultaneously 
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know the position and the momentum of a particle, no 
matter how good your instruments are. Similarly, 
following Derrida’s thought, you cannot have poetry 
(or know what it does) and know what it is at the same 
time. As soon as you start explaining it, you lose it. 
The singularity of the poematic can be experienced 
and preserved only by ‘learning by heart’. Its practice 
of “radical contradiction” (Clark, 1993, p. 46) resists 
“philosophical conceptualisation.” It cannot be 
defined and explained in general categories or with 
reference to canonical poetry, let alone by inductive 
analysis of its instances by far: “it is never 
inconceivable that, at any point, a new poem may 
arrive whose effect is precisely to discredit any general 
poetics already in existence” (p. 45). 

As both Clark (1993) and Kamuf (1991) 
highlight, Derrida actively blurs the boundaries 
between what he is writing about (the poematic) and 
what he –or his writing– may be doing, that is writing 
with certain attention for poetic features or being itself 
poetic (p. 45). This fact further intertwines his idea of 
the poematic experience with his text, whose “formal 

qualities” (Briggs, 2008, p. 154) show careful 
linguistic design. Form and content of ‘Che cos’è la 
poesia?’ construct each other in a way that makes them 
hardly separable. Therefore, pulling apart the often 
cryptic, highly metaphoric language from the accident 
of the hedgehog may not do justice to either of them. 
This fact makes translation –into other or any 
language– as much desired (or even necessary) as it is 
hard: a real experience of distress. For this reason, an 
approach like Jakobson’s –with its clarifying, 
explanatory effect– would not give access to Derrida’s 
poematic. Like a subatomic particle, this would be 
knocked away as soon as you tried to study it. In the 
end, a ‘poetic’ approach –which aims at collapsing 
what poetry is and what it does– could be the only way 
to actually answer the question of what poetry is in 
Derrida’s own terms: a hedgehog on the autoroute, 
something that teaches us the heart, sometimes related 
to a piece of literature, but not necessarily so. Derrida’s 
‘Che cos’è la poesia?’ performs the arbitrariness of 
any definition of poetry.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE 

Because of the linguistic proficiency required by the text discussed here, I need to disclose that I mainly worked on the 
English translation of the text (English is the language of my higher education), I could compare it with the Italian one (my 
mother tongue) and I could only superficially use the French original (my skills are limited to a few language courses and a 
basic understanding of most Romance languages). The text does not lend itself to a clear and definitive argument and I 
question mine most of the time too. Therefore, I highly recommend the reading of the original text before venturing in any 
speculation, including the one below. 
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