
 
The Old Mole (or the Drudging Fiend) 
 
1)Bataille and Surrealism 
2) The Mole and the Eagle 
3) Metallurgy of the Subject – Dean Kenning’s Drawing 
 
1)Bataille and Surrealism 
 
1929 essay Georges Bataille – ‘The “Old Mole” and the Prefix Sur in the Words 
Surhomme and Surrealist, in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings 1927 - 1939 
 
Written for Bifur magazine but unpublished in Bataille’s lifetime. Written during his 
break with Andre Breton and the official Surrealist movement, while he was editor of 
Documents magazine and prior to the establishment of Acephale (Secret Society) and The 
College of Sociology (an independent college dedicate to the sociology of the sacred) 
 
1929 Breton authored Second Surrealist Manifesto (fist in 1924), excommunicates 
Bataille and colleagues from the movement 
 
 
 



 
 
Dissident Surrealists produce Un Cadavre, a pamphlet criticizing Breton. 
 
Bataille accuses Breton of being a bourgeois Idealist. 
 
Philosophical and political concern with the meaning of MATERIALISM vs IDEALISM 
 
Debate rooted in the philosophical positions of Marx and Hegel  
 
Bataille announces the bankruptcy of bourgeois culture. 
 
Bataille proposes a ‘new form of intellectual activity, not yet castrated and domesticated, 
is linked by the force of things to the uprising of the lower classes against present-day 
work’ 
 
Work is a form of servitude – the human spirit is opposed to all forms of servitude. 
For Bataille philosophy is directly liked to insurrection against all forms of slavery. 
 



Bourgeois subversion, rather than relying on ‘lower forms whose interplay will in the 
end destroy bourgeois prisons’ searches for an authority ABOVE the one that provokes 
the revolt – a HIGHER MORAL AUTHORITY, above the world of facts and common 
class struggle.  
 
Bataille accuses Breton and other bourgeois revolutionaries of suffering from an Icarian 
Complex 
 
In the Greek legend of Icarus is imprisoned with Daedalus his father on island of Crete. 
 
Daedalus (meaning ‘Cunning Worker’) was a master-craftsman who crafted a pair of 
wings for his son. His son flies to close to the sun and the wax melts. Icarus falls to his 
death. 



 
 
Breton announces the ultimate surrealist gesture of shooting at randomly into a crowd. 
Bataille suggests this is Icarian because one cannot fail to be captured and punished for 
such an action 
 
‘Individuals only want to sieze fire from heaven in order to annihilate themselves, 
like mites in the presence of an acetylene torch’ 
 
High and Low  
 
Bas (low) - the base, low, ignoble, as in ‘base behaviour’, low status 
 
Base Materialism, materiality of the base 
 
Base of the pyramid, beneath the pyramid is a labyrinth: its chthonic anti-thesis 
 
Greek - cthonios - under or beneath the earth 
 
The language of high and low, ideal and obscene persists in common language 
 



2) The Mole and the Eagle 
 
A fable (with a moral lesson) 
 
Two types of deities - Olympian or celestial and chthonic, light and dark, day and night 
 
Bataille’s essay starts with quote from Marx - ‘In history as in nature, decay is the 
laboratory of life’ 
 
Marx used the figure of the old mole twice, as a personification of the revolution, on both 
occasions a reference to Shakespeare. 
 
Marx, speech at a dinner celebrating the founding of The People’s Paper, London, 14 
April 1856). 
 
“In the signs that bewilder the middle class, the aristocracy and the poor prophets 
of regression, we do recognise our brave friend Robin Goodfellow, the old mole that 
can work in the earth so fast, that worthy pioneer — the Revolution”  
 
Robin Goodfellow - Puck - personification of earth spirits in English folklore, woodland 
sprite (from Latin ‘Spirit’), Hobgoblin 
 
Robin Goodfellow (1531, first recorded use) associated with the Devil by 19th occultists 
and neo-medievalists 



 

‘Hobgoblins seem to be small, hairy little men who—like their close relative, brownies—
are often found within human dwellings, doing odd jobs around the house while the 
family is lost in sleep. Such chores are typically small deeds, like dusting and ironing. 
Oftentimes, the only compensation necessary in return for these was food’.  
 
According to Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase and Fable (1898): 
 
[Robin Goodfellow is a] "drudging fiend", and merry domestic fairy, famous for 
mischievous pranks and practical jokes. At night-time he will sometimes do little services 
for the family over which he presides. 
 
Second reference: 
 
From Ch 7 of The 18th Brumaire of Louis Boneparte (1852) 
 
‘But the revolution is thoroughgoing. It is still travelling through purgatory. It does 
its work methodically. By December 2, 1851, it had completed half of its 
preparatory work; now it is completing the other half. It first completed the 
parliamentary power in order to be able to overthrow it. Now that it has achieved 
this, it completes the executive power, reduces it to its purest expression, isolates it, 
sets it up against itself as the sole target, in order to concentrate all its forces of 
destruction against it. And when it has accomplished this second half of its 



preliminary work, Europe will leap from its seat and exult: Well burrowed, old 
mole! ‘ 
 
[paraphrase from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Act 1, Scene 5: “Well said, old mole!”]  
 
This is said after Hamlet’s father’s ghost has left the stage. But his voice calls from 
underground urging Hamlet’s companions to swear an oath not mention what they have 
witnessed. “SWEAR” he shouts. 
 

The Eagle – more virile 
 
Nietzsche – fable of the eagle and lamb, from The Geneology of Morals 
The eagle does not consider killing the lamb wrong. It is in its nature to do so. Only the 
lamb moralizes against the actions of the eagle. For Nietzsche this is a fable about the 
source of Christian slave morality. 
 
The eagle has made an alliance with the sun and Imperialism. 
 
‘the unconstrained development of individual authoritarian power, triumphant over all 
obstacles’ 
 
The idea before it reaches the realm of pure abstraction 
 



Revolutionary idealism takes the form of an eagle above eagles, a sur-eagle to strike 
down authoritarian imperialism in the name of utopian enlightenment 
 
Napoleon 
 
In the meantime – “the old mole” revolution hollows out chambers in a decomposed soil 
repugnant to the delicate nose of the utopians…He begins in the bowels of the earth, in 
the materialist bowels of proletarians’. 
 

3) Metallurgy of the Subject – The Current Situation 
 
‘Current economic conditions force the ruling classes to rely upon undeniably less 
ethereal values than in the past…present day capitalism has been unable to invent any 
sublimation for the condition of a banker or a captain of industry. The perfectly clear 
reason is that the category of the sublime, maintained in the development of a strictly 
military imperialism (with, for example, the eagle as its moral emblem) has become 
useless to industrial and commercial development in ordinary times. Above all it has 
become irreconcilable with the practice of capitalist exploitation, which requires level-
headedness, not foolish generosity, aptitude for mathematical speculation, not the spirit of 
adventure. In capitalism power itself is carried to highest abstraction of an idea (bank 
capital), and in order to exist, to attain self-hood, it suffices for the individual to 
participate regularly in this power (the least sensual that has ever existed’. 
 



Fascism and Nationalism Socialism managed to harness the symbolic power of archaic 
myth. 
 
‘By excavating the fetid ditch of bourgeois culture, perhaps we will see open up in 
the depths of the earth immense and even sinister caves where force and human 
liberty will establish themselves, sheltered from the call to order of a heaven that 
today demands the most imbecilic elevation of man’s spirit’. 
 
[John Cussan’s notes from his lecture for Free School 25/02/11] 
 
 
 


