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Introduction: The Deleuzean fuscum 
subnigrum 
Graham Jones and Jon Roffe

This method had many advantages; for the painter had a light 
ground for the light portions of his work and a dark ground for the 
shadowed portions. The whole picture was prepared; the artist could 
work with thin colours in the shadows, and had always an internal 
light to give value to his tints.

(Goethe, Theory of Colours, §905)

A major conceptual resource in Deleuze’s philosophy, from the 1960s 
onwards, is Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz’s expressionist theory of the 
monad. While the monad is transformed and modified a great deal – 
first into the intensive individual, and then into the nomad, or at least 
one version of the nomad – it provides Deleuze with a group of related 
concepts that his philosophy would, perhaps, be impossible without.

Deleuze’s various presentations of the inner reality of the monad 
in particular – expressive monadic perception – are marked with a 
genuine passion for what Beckett once called Leibniz’s ‘splendid little 
pictures’,1 a relish for Leibniz’s dramatic, even demented, metaphys-
ics. Here is how he presents this claim of Leibniz’s in The Fold:

Each monad thus expresses the entire world, but obscurely, confus-
edly, since it is finite and the world is infinite. This is why the depth 
[fond] of the monad is so dark. Since the world does not exist 
outside the monads that express it, it is included in each monad 
under the form of perceptions or ‘representatives’, infinitely small 
actual elements. Once again, since the world does not exist outside 
the monads, these are minute perceptions without an object, hal-
lucinatory micro-perceptions. The world exists only in its repre-
sentatives, insofar as they are included in each monad. It is like a 
lapping of waves, a confused noise, a fog or mist, a dance of dust. It 
is a state of death or catalepsy, of sleep or drowsiness, a fainting or 
dizzy spell. It is as if the depth of every monad were constituted by 
an infinity of small folds (inflections) that are ceaselessly being made 
and unmade in all directions, such that the spontaneity of the monad 
is like that of a sleeping person tossing and turning on its bed. The 
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micro-perceptions or representatives of the world are these minute 
folds proliferating in all directions: folds in folds, fold upon folds, 
folds following folds, like one of Hantaï’s paintings or Clérambault’s 
toxic hallucinations. And it is these minute perceptions, which are 
obscure and confused, that make up our macro-perceptions, our 
clear and distinct conscious apperceptions: a conscious perception 
would never appear if it did not integrate an infinite set of minute 
perceptions that destabilize the preceding macro-perception while 
preparing for the following one.2

At a number of moments in The Fold, when describing these dark 
depths of the monad, Deleuze makes use of a striking Latin phrase: 
fuscum subnigrum. The value in maintaining the Latin in translation 
reflects the difficulty of conveying each word separately: fuscum from 
fuscus, ‘dark, swarthy, dusky’; subnigrum, from subniger, ‘blackish, 
dark, almost black’. Deleuze’s extended rendering is to the point: 
‘very dark, in fact almost decorated in black, “fuscum subnigrum”’.3

An illuminating phrase, nevertheless. After cursorily passing over 
it a few times, a careful reader of Deleuze might try to connect it 
back to Leibniz’s own work, to see where it appears and the range 
that Leibniz gives it as a characterisation of the inner life of monads. 
Upon inspecting the footnote that Deleuze himself appends to the 
passage, a first challenge: it refers not to any work of Leibniz’s, but 
to Goethe’s Theory of Colours.

Now, Goethe himself never uses the Latin phrase in his text, speak-
ing in the relevant passages of the ‘dark grounds [dunkle Gründe]’4 
which were ‘probably introduced’ by Tintoretto (to whom Deleuze 
also refers), involving a first layer of colour put on the canvas before 
further work was done. He continues, writing that ‘The ground in 
question was red-brown [rotbraun].’5

From where, then, does Deleuze get this specific term? The problem 
becomes more vexing given the extremely marginal place it holds 
in Leibniz’s work. Its single appearance, to our knowledge, is in a 
summary document called ‘Table de définitions’, likely composed in 
the final years of Leibniz’s life, and assembled from various versions 
and elements by his secretary, Johann Friedrich Hodann. The ‘Table’ 
was not published in Leibniz’s lifetime, and only saw the light of day 
when it was excavated from the massif of Leibniz’s unpublished work 
by the French mathematician, philosopher and economist Auguste 
Couturat, who included it in the collection Opuscules et fragments 
inédits de Leibniz in 1903.

The ‘Table’ begins with definitions of being and existence, the 
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abstract and the concrete, before taking in various shapes, elabo-
rating a detailed but eccentric taxonomy of living things (‘Flowers 
are composed of perfect, imperfect and mixed, where the imperfect 
consist in flowers that only partly form . . .’6) and a number of dif-
ferent groups of ‘Varia’ (one list includes ink, maps, the tuba and 
the sword).7 Under the heading ‘Sensibile Qualities’, Leibniz includes 
subheadings devoted to ‘Taste’, ‘Common Mixed Affections’, 
‘Vegetable Affections’ and ‘Colour’. It is as a member of the latter, a 
list eclectic enough to give Borges some competition, that the phrase 
finally appears. Interlacing Latin and German, Leibniz writes ‘Ex 
albo et nigro mistus, ut cincreus et similes. ita fuscum subnigrum 
est dunckelbraun’:8 ‘The mixture of white and black, cinereous and 
the like makes fuscum subnigrum, which is dark brown.’ The fact 
that Deleuze refers to Couturat’s other published work on Leibniz 
a number of times in The Fold, and once to the Opuscules,9 makes 
it very likely indeed that it is this obscure remark included within a 
strange list of colours that is the source of the phrase.

The contrast between the marginal status of the phrase fuscum 
subnigrum and the central context in which Deleuze deploys it is 
probably clear enough at this point. That Leibniz’s remark and 
Goethe’s discussions also fail to share a common German word for 
the colour in question is the last detail in a strange net of facts that 
surrounds its apparition in The Fold.

We have presented this seemingly arcane investigation here because 
it illustrates in a particularly clear way the major problem confront-
ing anyone wishing to read Deleuze in anything more than a cursory, 
mercenary or instrumental fashion. Though it is indeed possible to 
extract key concepts from Deleuze’s works, to read them with an 
eye to their application and indeed, in some cases, to read them in 
whatever order you like, what can appear to be the solid kernels 
of any future ‘Deleuzism’ quickly show themselves to be nodes in 
complex conceptual, textual and historical structures that are not 
the real content of Deleuze’s thought, but its implicit, problematising 
background. It is because this is the nature of Deleuze’s work that 
expository work of the kind found – we hope – in this volume and its 
precursor are necessary.

*

It has been a decade now since we first began putting together the 
first volume of Deleuze’s Philosophical Lineage. In the introduc-
tion to the previous book we presented an overview of the field 
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loosely labelled ‘Deleuze Studies’ and made several observations and 
criticisms concerning the biases or presuppositions that we saw as 
driving several dominant interpretative tendencies. Moreover, we 
pointed out that, despite a number of attempts to ‘apply’ Deleuze’s 
concepts in a diverse range of fields and contexts, nonetheless much 
work still remained to be done in identifying and understanding 
Deleuze’s sources and influences (of which Volume 1 of Deleuze’s 
Philosophical Lineage was meant to provide an impetus of sorts) 
and that this would require a concerted effort towards translating a 
number of works previously unavailable in English. Well, how much 
difference a decade makes! Recent years have seen the translation of 
several of Simondon’s works, as well as translation of particular texts 
by Tarde, Klossowski and previously unavailable works by Guattari 
(not to mention the Lacan and Badiou industries which continue to 
offer up translations at regular intervals). The last few years have 
also seen the publication of a number of interpretative commentaries 
on Deleuze’s work that mark a significant preparedness to accept 
that there may not, in fact, be one homogeneous ‘Deleuzian’ phi-
losophy (that is, the clichés that have come to stand in place of his 
ideas) and that there are tensions and elisions in his work that allow 
for different – even competing – renderings of, or even trajectories 
derived from, his thought. We will return to this latter situation by 
way of conclusion below.

Indeed, overcoming the related insularity of previous Anglo 
readings of Deleuze’s oeuvre has been one of the biggest impedi-
ments bedevilling the field for a few decades now. The previous 
volume contributed – in its own small way – to encouraging an 
interest in these lesser-known thinkers and their respective ideas and 
approaches. Indeed, since its publication we have seen a plethora of 
articles appear devoted to discussing some of these figures, both as 
regards their impact on Deleuze (as well as other Continental philos-
ophers), and as philosophers in their own right. More importantly, 
recent years have seen the appearance of translations of previously 
unavailable works by a number of these figures (Maimon, Ruyer 
and, of course, Simondon, are three specific examples introduced 
in Volume 1 of Deleuze’s Philosophical Lineage that immediately 
spring to mind), allowing many more commentators to explore (and 
check the relevance and accuracy) of these important works.

It is with these issues in mind that we have prepared this second 
volume on Deleuze’s sources and influences, attempting to push even 
further than previously by selecting this time lesser-known (and even 
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sometimes quite obscure yet still important) figures. This is – at 
least from our point of view – more of an advantage than a dis-
advantage, and what makes this series an attractive and valuable 
contribution to Deleuze scholarship. In doing so, we hope to be 
getting down to the philosophical nitty-gritty that often is ignored in 
discussions of Deleuze’s ideas (particularly when they are ‘applied’ 
in other domains or disciplines). The principal aim of this series is 
to introduce readers to those philosophers and artists that influenced 
the aims and development of Deleuze’s oeuvre. That these influences 
may not already be widely known is irrelevant to their significance 
or the degree of influence they actually exerted. Moreover, whether 
they were overtly referred to in Deleuze’s own work many times or 
but a few times is not necessarily an accurate gauge of their actual 
conceptual significance.

Maldiney and Schelling present two good examples. As Ron Bogue 
demonstrates, Maldiney’s influence should not be underestimated; 
indeed, his notion of rhythm provides a key means by which Deleuze 
can account for how intensity is both ‘translated’ and explicated in 
a punctiform manner into extensity and qualities, on the one hand, 
and the emergence of localised times and spaces that accompany 
the generation of rudimentary points of view (that is, larval selves), 
on the other. Similarly, in the case of Schelling, we find ourselves 
in the presence of a philosopher who – from the point of view of 
a certain orthodox reading of both Deleuze’s work and German 
idealism (given its proximity to Hegel) – might seem to be unrelated 
to Deleuze’s project. But, as Kyla Bruff demonstrates, the two phi-
losophers’ shared debt to Spinoza opens up a rich set of connections 
and questions.

However, all of this being said, and despite the efforts of a decade, 
much still remains to be done: for example, the works of thinkers such 
as Gueroult and Maldiney still need translating into English so as to 
make them available to Deleuzian scholars, but also accessible more 
broadly. Moreover, this ongoing process of excavation and interpre-
tation may well involve in the future returning to and re-examining 
works that many may feel have already been sufficiently dealt with 
and clarified, such as those of Bergson and Plato, for we cannot safely 
make the assumption that the significance of such works for Deleuze 
has already been adequately understood. Furthermore, there remain 
many areas of Deleuze’s work that still require detailed exploration 
– to name but two: his changing relation with psychoanalytic ideas 
over a period of roughly fifteen years, and the largely unnoticed 
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interrelations of his work with some of his contemporaries (such as 
Lyotard, Châtelet, Derrida and Serres, among others).

In the light of these concerns, we hope that this volume will 
open yet new lines of research and encourage those interested in 
Deleuze’s ideas to move beyond the more obvious associations which 
are already well (perhaps even excessively) serviced.

*

We would like to conclude by returning to the thematic of the 
fuscum subnigrum, this time not as a description for the depths of 
the monad in Leibniz, but for the characteristic status of Deleuze’s 
own philosophy.

Reading Deleuze is never straightforward, and this is primarily 
because, as we have been saying, he never works on a blank canvas. 
Unlike his well-known description of a primary destructive work 
as a prelude to creation in Francis Bacon, however, Deleuze’s own 
method of working rarely began with ‘a complete curettage’ (AO 
311), a complete bleaching-out of the past and its legacy of possible 
clichés. Instead, underneath the systematic construction of concepts, 
a plurivalenced background can be discerned – here heavy, there 
light – constituting the field in relation to which the construction can 
take on its own values of light, weight and gravity. As Goethe says, 
the use of a variegated field ‘has many advantages’ for the painter, 
advantages that, however, multiply the difficulties for any attempt at 
reconstructing Deleuze’s philosophical construction.

But it is the dialectical relationship – one that Deleuze insists 
on – between this distinct–obscure dark background and the clear– 
confused foreground that is perhaps the perfect emblem for the rela-
tionship between the obscure network of Deleuze’s influences and 
their integrations in his published works. We have spoken about the 
very real progress that Deleuze scholarship has made in recent years. 
However, this must be balanced not just, as we have said, by the 
realisation that there is much further to go, but by the fact that there 
is a dynamic structural limit that differentially constricts how much 
of Deleuze can be made ‘clear–confused’ from a given point of view. 
For instance, the more weight we give to Maimon in our reading of 
Deleuze, the more obscure the latter’s cinema books might appear; 
similarly, a shift in analytic perspective to, for instance, Jean Wahl’s 
influence on Deleuze might make certain empiricist and pluralist 
features rise to the surface, while those which indicate his early 
attachment to psychoanalysis might fall into the background.
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Beyond this limit though, we are not necessarily reduced to silence. 
After all, there remains the imperative, Deleuze’s imperative: create. 
But, in this volume at least, we and its other authors instead continue 
the midwifery of archaeology and explication, each in our furrows, 
for the benefit, we hope, of the work yet to come.
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