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The human being arrives at the threshold: there he must throw himself 
headlong [vivant] into that which has no foundation and has no head.1

Beheading is impossible. What does this mean? To understand these words 
is to grasp the truth of speaking them despite the fact, or more precisely 
through the fact, that beheading not only happens all the time, but con-
stitutes a kind of happening that appears to continue happening, a phe-
nomenon whose aesthetic structure, via its extreme and perfect fĳinality, 
is ordered toward the perpetual. To say beheading is impossible is to talk 
with the beheaded, to speak like a severed head, with words for which one 
has no voice. It means trying to say about beheading what is impossible 
to say, what only the severed head could say and always does say in some 
secret way to the heads that see it, calling them to consider beheading and 
articulate what it cannot tell. In other words, to say beheading is impos-
sible is to indicate the signifĳicance of beheading as the attempt to speak 
beheading, to voice what beheading is in its most intense actuality, from 
the impossible, real, and thus inevitable perspective of the beheaded.2 This 
is not to ignore or deny that “the deliberate separation of a head from 
its body is exclusively cultural,” that “beheading always signifĳies,” and 
“always signifĳies diffferently within specifĳic codes supplied by culture.”3 
Rather it is to seek the poietic space wherein beheading becomes and 
stays sign, to address beheading as an original signifĳicance, as a mean-
ing that happens in phenomenal proximity to its origin or coming-to-be. 
This will mean, however, playing fast and loose with specifĳic historical 
and cultural contexts, just as the ancient class of monsters to which the 

1 Georges Bataille, “The Obelisk,” in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927–1939, trans. 
Allan Stoekl (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985), 222. “L’être humain arrive 
au seuil: là il est nécessaire de se précipiter vivant dans ci qui n’a plus d’assise ni de tête” 
(Oeuvres Completes, 12 vols. [Paris: Gallimard, 1970–88], 1:13).

2 Cf. the premise of Robert Olen Butler’s Severance: Stories (San Francisco: Chronicle 
Books, 2006), monologues of just-severed heads. 

3 Regina Janes, Losing Our Heads: Beheadings in Literature and Culture (New York: New 
York University Press, 2005), 3, 12.
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Green Knight belongs do with their heads.4 And like the Green Knight, 
who is “Herre þen ani in þe hous by þe hede and more” [higher than any 
in the house by a head or more], so will this reading of beheading, in the 
interest of grasping its impossible logic, necessarily exceed what is cul-
turally demonstrable and so risk inviting its own decapitation—precisely 
the risk that any attempt to understand beheading requires.5 Yet to say 
beheading is impossible is not simply to speak poetically or to use language 
in a manner that makes language embody and represent its object. The 
statement is not merely a witty way of saying what the severed head, as 
the abstraction of all the individual heads that have been, are being, and 
will be severed, says in whatever words do or do not make it through its 
mouth, namely, I am beheaded, therefore I am not (or something like that). 
To say beheading is impossible is also to assert, more practically and pro-
saically, that the signifĳicance of beheading is fundamentally attached to 
the experience of having a head. Beheading virtually beheads its witness. 
Decapitation is a mirroring spectacle wherein one experiences without 
experiencing one’s own decapitation. It is the specular meeting-place or 
bladelike zone of intersection where the one with a head encounters, even 
to the point of touching, the one without. The impossibility of beheading, 
the point beyond which our experience of it at once does and cannot go, 
is a moment when the survival of its witness crosses paths and shares 
place with its victim’s escape, the instant of a specifĳically heady satura-
tion or plenitude of the sensory simultaneity of oneself being here and the 
beheaded being there. Beheading thus holds open experiences of head-
lessness, exposes us to the palpable possibility that our heads are illusory, 
to the reality that head itself is impossible. So beheading’s impossibility 
is also its inevitability, both practically and theoretically. The sense of 
beheading is impossible, its signifĳicatio, is the unseeable thing from which 
beheading is always already present as potentiality (Offf with her head!), 
the something on account of which decapitation becomes discourse and 
the severed head is taken up as a theme.6 As intimated by the universal 

4 See George Lyman Kittredge, A Study of Gawain and the Green Knight (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1916) and Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, “Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight: Indra and Namuci,” Speculum 19 (1944): 104–25. 

5 The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript: Pearl, Cleanness, Patience, Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight, ed. Malcolm Andrew and Ronald Waldron (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1978), line 333.

6 The impossible logic of beheading is brilliantly explored in a scene from Alice in Won-
derland, in which the possibility of beheading the bodiless Cheshire Cat is debated: “The 
executioner’s argument was that you couldn’t cut offf a head unless there was a body to 
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motif of the speaking severed head, already critiqued by Aristotle as 
“impossible,” beheading and speaking share a common ground, a place 
into which speaking of beheading leads.7

The aura of impossibility that surrounds beheading, like the variously 
placed halos of saintly cephalophores, explored in several contributions 
to this volume, is visible within multiple contexts of its medieval repre-
sentation, and especially within the tradition of hagiographical behead-
ings, which forms the most conspicuous arena for the twin thematization 
of beheading and the impossible. In a general and very consistent way, 
this tradition articulates the sense in which beheading’s impossibility is a 
foundational truth for Christianity, a concept built into its incarnational 
theology of salvation. As stated defĳinitively by Paul, head (kephalē) is the 
category or container of the onto-theological principle that structures the 
intersecting relation between the human and the divine: “But I would 
have you know, that the head of every man is Christ; and the head of the 
woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God” (1 Cor 11:3).8 Whether 
Paul meant kephal ē in the sense of “source, origin,” or “ruler, authority,” or 
what seems more likely, a joining of the two, the signifĳicance of this state-
ment is inseparable from the relational role of the head as the principle 
through which each kind of being is ordered toward another that stands 

cut it offf from; that he had never had to do such a thing before, and he wasn’t going to 
begin at his time of life. The King’s argument was that anything that had a head could be 
beheaded, and that you weren’t to talk nonsense. The Queen’s argument was that if some-
thing wasn’t done about it in less than no time, she’d have everybody executed, all round” 
(Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass [New York: Grosset & 
Dunlap, 1931], 91).

7 “So fully was the possibility of such an occurrence accepted in Caria, that one of that 
country was actually brought to trial under the following circumstances. The priest of Zeus 
Hoplosmios had been murdered; but as yet it had not been ascertained who was the assas-
sin; when certain persons asserted that they had heard the murdered man’s head, which 
had been severed from the body, repeat several times the words, ‘Cercidas slew man on 
man.’ [. . .] But it is impossible that any one should utter a word when the windpipe is 
severed and no motion any longer derived from the lung. Moreover, among the Barbarians, 
where heads are chopped offf with great rapidity, nothing of the kind has ever yet occurred” 
(Aristotle, De partibus animalium, trans. William Ogle, vol. 5 of The Works of Aristotle, ed. 
J. A. Smith and W. D. Ross [Oxford: Clarendon, 1912], 3.10). Aristotle’s reasoning situates the 
motif in a conflict between empirical possibility and desire for inaccessible knowledge. It 
silences the severed talking head by drowning the testimony of those who claim to hear it 
in the silence of those who sever heads. 

8 This and subsequent citations from the Bible are from the Douay-Rheims edition: The 
Holy Bible, Translated from the Latin Vulgate (Baltimore: John Murphy, 1914). Latin cita-
tions are from Biblia Sacra, Vulgatae Editionis (Torino: San Paolo, 1995).
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before and above it.9 This relational or dialectical meaning of “head,” with-
out which the other meanings would be senseless (or literally headless), is 
grounded and made possible only by its ending or completion in God as 
the head of heads, the being for whom the relation that makes of itself a 
head is for itself impossible. God is head, but cannot have a head, or, the 
Godhead is headless, or is its own head. What is thus signifĳicant about 
Paul’s capital ordering of beings in this context is the way it latently con-
tains both the concept of beheading and its impossibility. The silent meta-
phoric procedure of the statement is to symbolically decapitate in one 
stroke man, woman, and Christ and primordially replace their heads, as if 
before removal, with Christ, man, and God, respectively. Or, one might say 
that Paul beheads the head itself, rendering it something that is impos-
sible for anyone except God to have/be, a rendering all the more real in 
light of its context, which addresses the living management of heads, i.e. 
haircuts and headcoverings (1 Cor 11:4–15).

These well-worn words from Paul’s head, a head that is reported to have 
spoken upon its severing the name of its real head (“Jesus Christ”), thus 
seem a perfect place to start thinking about the impossibility of behead-
ing, an impossibility that Paul’s vita translates back into his own mouth:

Nero called out: “Offf with his head! [. . .] Then we shall see whether he can 
live forever!” Paul: “So that you may know that I live eternally after the death 
of the body, when my head has been cut offf, I will appear to you alive. Then 
you will be able to realize that Christ is the God of life, not of death.”10

In other words, the impossibility of beheading is the visibility of faith itself, 
“the evidence of things that appear not” (Heb 11:1), the reverse projection 
of the understanding that faith gives (“ut ex invisibilis visibilia fĳierent” 
Heb 11:3), the spectacular production of the invisible by the visible. Or as 
Augustine says, less dramatically, “illius enim capitis membra sumus. Non 
potest hoc corpus decollari” [we are the limbs of that head; this body can-
not be decapitated].11 Perhaps it is not at all impossible, then, that behead-
ing holds an essential relation to sacred experience, a relation intimately 
bound to the impossibility of having a head in the fĳirst place. In the scene 
of Paul’s beheading, this impossibility is given palpable form in the veil 

  9 On the meanings of kephalē, see Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “The Meaning of Kephalē in 
1 Corinthians 1:3,” in According to Paul: Studies in the Theologies of the Apostle (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1993): 80–88. 

10 Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints, trans. William 
Granger Ryan, 2 vols. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 1.353.

11 Augustine, Ennarationes in Psalmos, 88.5, PL 37: 1122.
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(velum) of Plantilla, a disciple of Paul’s whose very name (“little cutting; 
seedling”) suggests the potentiality of the severed. In a gesture that both 
recalls and reverses 1 Corinthians 11, Paul prepares for his beheading by 
taking her veil, saying: “Lend me the veil you are wearing to cover your 
head. I will cover my eyes with it and return it to you afterwards.”12 As both 
the medium of not-seeing and the object of an impossible manipulation, 
the veil holds impossibility in both its subjective and objective senses: 
what one cannot see the possibility of and what one cannot do. In the 
action surrounding the imminent stroke, both of these senses disappear in 
a motion that removes the very content of the boundary between them:

Then he [. . .] tied Plantilla’s veil over his eyes, knelt on the ground on both 
knees, bent his neck, and so was beheaded.[. . .] As the blow fell [in ipso 
ictu], blessed Paul took offf the veil [explicuit velum], caught his own blood 
in it, rolled it up and folded it, and gave it to the woman.”13

The passion of forgoing one’s head perfectly intersects with the action of 
removing its veil. Paul removes the veil as his head is removed, making 
the moment of his beheading both an active passion and a passive action. 
These distinct operations (removing the veil and losing one’s head) are 
not overlapping or merely coincident. Rather, their intersection happens 
only as the manifestation of an essential unitary possibility through which 
Paul loosens the veil. Paul’s beheading is the means whereby he unveils 
himself. The severing of the head is the opening of sight whereby it is 
possible to remove the veil. Anyone can remove the veil before decapita-
tion, in a motion that leaves it in place. But to remove it in the ongoing 
instant that precedes decapitation’s after, in the during where one’s head 
is no longer properly here or there, is the trick (not to be tried at home).14 
This invisible visibility, which the double meaning of explicuit “unfold, 
explain,” makes impossible not to see, explicates the veil, interprets the 
integumentum, revealing it to be the head itself. The head is the veil, a fĳic-
tion whose nature is visible only in its denaturing, a thing that becomes 
itself only in negation, a signifĳicance understood only in being lost.

The hermeneutic drama of Paul’s beheading overexposes a more origi-
nary impossibility forerunning saintly tradition and experience. Like the 

12 de Voragine, Golden Legend, 1.353.
13 de Voragine, Golden Legend, 1.353–4. Latin cited from Jacobus de Voragine, Legenda 

aurea, ed. T. Graesse (Leipzig: Impensis Librariae Arnoldianae, 1850), 384. 
14 Cf. the “genre” of beheading photographs that seemingly desires to “see” the space of 

the head’s falling. Vide <http://beheadedart.com/>.
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ex nihilo, the nothing out of which creation happens, impossibility is con-
spicuously present in the beginning, at the original Christian martyrdom, 
the beheading of John the Baptist. Analogous to the auric dish (discus) 
that the prophet’s head is presented on, the gospel story of John’s behead-
ing encircles the event with impossibility, fĳilling the space around the offf-
stage stroke with the atmosphere of something that could not and did not 
really happen [Fig. 15]. This is especially true of Mark’s account, which 
portrays Herod as authentically conflicted towards John and inwardly 
opposed to his execution, as fĳirst suggested by Herod’s opening statement, 
in which he mistakenly identifĳies the rumored Jesus as John resurrected: 
“John whom I beheaded, he is risen again from the dead” (Mark 6:16).15 
In other words, John’s decapitation is introduced through Herod’s confu-
sion as not having worked, as an impossibility in Herod’s head and in a 
sense the fĳirst of the many adventures of John’s head, whose “continuing 
embodiment of the Baptist’s person denies that Herod’s decapitation of 
him has ‘killed’ him at all.”16 Narratively, this is the fĳirst of several inter-
secting layers of impossibility through which the story passes, leading 
the reader towards the moment of John’s beheading as a simultaneously 
unreachable and forgone conclusion. This intellectual indeterminacy in 
the status of the event reverberates as well in the commentary tradition 
on this line, which is caught up in the conundrum of how to read Herod’s 
intentional meaning. As synthesized by Aquinas in his catena on Mark, 
the sense of the line is fundamentally ambivalent: “[these] words may be 
spoken in two ways, either they may be understood as those of a man 
afffĳirming or doubting.”17 One may say that by beheading John, Herod both 
loses his own head (turns senseless, irrational) and becomes ambicephalic, 
of two minds, a “vir duplex animo” (James 1:8).18 Such a disjunctive state 

15 Matthew’s account begins similarly: “This is John the Baptist: He is risen from the 
dead” (Matthew 14:1). Though Herod’s confusion in both accounts is substantially identi-
cal in its indeterminacy, Matthew and Mark understand the intentionality that grounds it 
diffferently. For Matthew, Herod desired but politically feared to kill John: “And having a 
mind to put him to death, he feared the people: because they esteemed him as a prophet” 
(Matt 14:4). For Mark, the inverse holds. Here Herod “feared John, knowing him to a just 
and holy man” (Mark 6:20), but is socially compelled to behead him: “And the king was 
struck sad. Yet because of his oath, and because of them that were with him at table, he 
would not displease her” (Mark 6:25). 

16 Victoria Spring Reed, “Piety and Virtue: Images of Salome with the Head of John 
the Baptist in the Late Middle Ages and Renaissance” (Ph.D. diss., Rutgers University, 
2002), 110.

17 Thomas Aquinas, Catena aurea: Commentary on the Four Gospels, trans. John Henry 
Newman, 4 vols. (Southhampton: Saint Austin Press, 1997), Mark 6:16.

18 Cf. “versipellis Herodes” (Legenda aurea, 567).
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perfectly manifests the subjective condition of the efffĳicient cause of John’s 
beheading, the rash boon, locus classicus of impossible requests: “I will 
that forthwith thou give me in a dish, the head of John the Baptist. And 
the king was struck sad” (Mark 6:25–6). The impossibility of Salome’s wish 
is furthermore founded in its being the expression of what her mother was 
exactly unable to do: “Herodias [. . .] was desirous to put him to death, and 
could not [non poterat]” (Mark 6: 19). Hovering somewhere between being 
an object of unachievable murderous desire and the subject of a confused 
opinion about miraculous resurrection, the fact of John’s beheading is real 
precisely through an inability to appear so. The what of John’s behead-
ing is absent, the substance of his passion imprisoned, occluded by the 
presence of its that, the post-mortem circulation of his head: “And he 
beheaded him in the prison and brought his head in a dish: and gave it to 
the damsel, and the damsel gave it to her mother” (Mark 6:28).

Accordingly, the prophet’s head phenomenally anticipates another pal-
pable impossibility that it was later interpreted as fĳiguring: the transub-
stantiated Eucharist on a paten (discus). That is, “caput Joannis in disco, 
signifĳicat corpus Christi in altare” [the head of John in a dish signifĳies 
the body of Christ on the altar].19 Like the Host, impossibly transformed 
from bread into Christ’s body, John’s severed head becomes a comparable 
sacred presence precisely through its simultaneously no longer being and 
yet phenomenally remaining wholly what it is, i.e. his head. The logic of 
this equation is perfectly disclosed in Byzantine representations of John 
(reintegrated with haloed, perfected head) presenting his own severed 
head on a paten, paralleling the more common image of John presenting 
the lamb of God within a paten/nimbus, the analogue of his words “Ecce 
agnus Dei” (John 1.:29) respoken during the eucharistic rite.20 Like the dish 
that it inherently transforms into nimbus without alteration, only by being 
placed on it, John’s head becomes itself by aesthetically staying and being 
ontologically emptied of what it is, that is, by becoming a severed head, a 
soulless head that is nevertheless irreplaceably his, and more abstractly, 

19 Pseudo-Jerome, Expositio quatuor evangeliorum, PL 30: 553. Cf. “Caput johannis in 
disco: signat corpus Christi: quo pascimur in sancto altari” [The head of John on a dish sig-
nifĳies the body of Christ by which we are fed at the holy altar] (Breviarum ad usum insignis 
Eccelsie Eboracensis, ed. S. W. Lawley, 2 vols. [Durham: Andrews & Co., 1880–3], “In festo 
decollationis sancti johannis baptiste,” Lectio v, 2.817). On this and related interpretations 
and representations of John the Baptist’s head, see Victoria Spring Reed, “Piety and Virtue,” 
esp. 24–76; Regina Janes, “At the Sign of the Baptist’s Head,” in Losing Our Heads, 97–138. 

20 For an example, see A. A. Barb, “The Round Table and the Holy Grail,” Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtald Institutes 19 (1956), fĳig. 9e.



22 nicola masciandaro

by being something it cannot be, the individuated self-negation of itself, 
something both intimately and infĳinitely separated from what it is.21 This 
conceptual structure is related to the more general tendency within the 
iconography of beheading for impossible capital doublings that partici-
pate in decollation’s impossible self-negating logic: haloed and unhaloed 
bodies, headless or headed, holding haloed and unhaloed heads.

The fĳigural equation of John’s head with the Eucharist, grounded in the 
conceptual medium of the disc, clarifĳies the presence-producing, deeply 
factical aesthetics of beheading, the strong sense in which seeing the sev-
ered head is seeing that someone is beheaded, a that which occupies a 
special phenomenal durability or ontic aura through the intimate identi-
fĳication between person and head, as if the severed head itself emanates 
the psychic immanence of the beheaded person, endlessly bleeding an 
atmosphere of what it is. “L’horrible tête flamboie, saignant toujours” [the 
horrible head flames, bleeding constantly], writes Huysmans on Gustave 
Moreau’s representation of the Baptist’s head in The Apparation.22 So the 
disc is defĳinable as the materialization of this very that, the enframing 
form that poietically constitutes the invisible property of individuated 
actuality, i.e. haecceitas or “thisness.” Each and every thing is of course 
present to us in this sense, in disco as it were—that is what it means to 
see a thing, to be before what is placed and displayed in thingness—but 
beheading produces or brings into presence the more extreme thingness 
of a being, the thingy presence of what is not a “thing” at all. Beheading 
makes a being, a person, tangible and manipulable in an uncanny way. 
The severed head is a fatally displayable object especially proper to that 
ontological seeing whereby what something is withdraws without dimin-
ishment into the fact that it is, into actuality. Such seeing is exemplifĳied 
by the similarly extreme example of eucharistic presence, in which the 
fact that the Host is the body of Christ completely overtakes the bread 
in a manner that does not displace but actually perfects it, permitting 
the paradoxical experience of seeing and tasting God via purely aesthetic, 
free-floating breadiness. According to Aquinas, this happens as a dis-

21 Cf. “The loss of the head is not simply one dismemberment among others in a poten-
tially infĳinite metonymic chain, but rather a symbolic recomposition of bodily fragments 
into a subjectivity gathered up by its very cancellation” (Julia Reinhard Lupton, Afterlives 
of the Saints: Hagiography, Typology, and Reniassance Literature [Stanford: Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 1996], 530). On the Baptist’s head-dish as paten and the possible intersection 
of both with the halo, see Barb, “The Round Table and the Holy Grail,” 46–7. 

22 Joris Karl-Huysmans, A rebours (Paris: Bibliothèque-Charpeniter, 1955), 89. 



 non potest hoc corpus decollari 23

junctive simultaneity of intellectual and corporeal seeing. The intellect 
or spiritual eye (oculus spiritualis), “cuius obiectum est quod quid est” 
[whose object is what a thing is], sees the divine substance while the cor-
poreal sees the bready accidents which miraculously “in hoc sacramento 
manent sine subiecto” [remain in this sacrament without a subject].23 It is 
the simultaneity and interplay of these two kinds of seeing that constitute 
more generally the experience of presence as a true witnessing of being. 
More specifĳically, the eucharistic doctrine demonstrates the withdrawal 
of what something is as the ground for the emergence of its actuality. The 
miraculously remaining subjectless accidents are not peripheral to eucha-
ristic presence but the very means, indeed the miracle proper, the impos-
sible unmaking, whereby seeing the Host is not simply seeing the body of 
Christ, but seeing that it is the body of Christ, and therefore witnessing 
that God is or that one is in the presence of God, which is the content of 
real presence as a fulfĳillment of the original deixis of the ritual, “This is 
my body” (Matt 26.26, my emphasis). In other words, subjectless accidents 
(such as breadless breadiness) are the means of divine presence precisely 
because they signify the absence of substance (bread) and as such provide 
a place for spiritually omnipresent divine being.

In a wholly proportional way, the severed head is a supreme subjectless 
accident that opens into two radically opposite ways of recognizing the 
decapitated person: 1) as immanent transcendent substance, as person in 
the saintly sense, the universally individuated being who is at once there, 
in the highest divine beyond, and here with their body; and 2) as radi-
cal, omnipresent absence, as a substance that is precisely both nowhere 
and entirely there, wholly reduced to its objective material remnant.24 The 
heterodox experience of the Eucharist is thus analogous to the orthodox 
experience of the traitor’s severed head, the political heretic. Rather than 
somehow still containing the person who inhabited it, the severed head 
holds their most intense and most intimate absence, an absence that is 

23 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Opera Omnia, ed. Roberto Busa (Stuttgart-Bad 
Cannstatt: Frommann-Holzboog, 1980), III.76.7, III.77.1.

24 Cf. Peter Brown’s commentary on a devotional moment from the Miracula sancti 
Stephani (PL 41: 847), which also silently suggests a more precise relation between the 
experience of such presence and having a head: “ ‘and she, taking the Kingdom of Heaven 
by storm, pushed her head inside and laid it on the holy relics resting there, drenching 
them with her tears.’ The carefully maintained tension between distance and proximity 
ensured one thing: praesentia, the physical presence of the holy [. . .] [T]he praesentia on 
which such heady enthusiasm focused was the presence of an invisible person” (The Cult 
of the Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1981), 88. 
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always already fĳilled with the impossible, ongoing fact of their beheading, 
expressible as the unspeakable conjunction of two statements: 1) the per-
son is beheaded, this is their head, therefore they are; and 2) the person 
is beheaded, this is their head, therefore they are not. Such shimmering, 
dialetheic facticity (something’s being both actual and not) belongs to the 
severed head in a special degree, more perfectly than to the entire corpse, 
because of the way beheading inherently allegorizes death, displaying the 
separative movement of death, the removal of one of the living from the 
living, as its very form and cause: severing. More specifĳically, beheading 
demonstrates death as belonging to the self, as the self ’s very atmosphere. 
It exposes the essential relation between mortality and being someone. 
As Bataille says, “In the halo of death, and there alone, the self founds 
its empire.”25 Grounded in the inevitable and impossible identifĳication 
of human person and head, beheading is the living allegory or self-
symbol of death itself, the sheerest aesthetic spectacle of its unthinkability 
and therefore a natural space for the living experience of death’s utmost 
possibilities.26

Accordingly, the fĳigural identifĳication of John’s head with God’s body 
suggests the necessity for a deeper phenomenal understanding of the 
relation between decapitation and the martyr’s crown, between the 
beheaded human and the unbeheadable body of God, and ultimately, 
between losing one’s head and the perfection indicated by the halo, elo-
quently traced by Agamben (following Aquinas) as the potentiality at the 
end of possibility:

One can think of the halo [. . .] as a zone in which possibility and reality, 
potentiality and actuality, become indistinguishable. The being that has 
reached its end, that has consumed all of its possibilities thus receives as a 
gift [in dote] a supplemental possibility. [. . .]Its beatitude is that of a poten-
tiality that comes only after the act, of matter that does not remain beneath 
the form, but surrounds it with a halo [la circonda e l’aureola].27

25 Georges Bataille, Inner Experience, trans. Leslie Anne Boldt (Albany: State University 
of New York Press, 1988), 71.

26 Correlatively, Deleuze and Guattari indicate that “face” depends upon the concep-
tual/perceptual removal of the head from the body: “the face is produced only when the 
head ceases to be a part of the body, when it ceases to have a multidimensional polyvocal 
corporeal code—when the body, head included, has been decoded”. A Thousand Plateaus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1987), 170.

27 Giorgio Agamben, The Coming Community, trans. Michael Hardt (Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 2005), 54. Original cited from La communità che viene (Torino: 
Bollati Boringhieri, 2001). Agamben is following Aquinas’s understanding of the halo as a 
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Beautifully fulfĳilling this pattern, the fĳinal miracle recorded in the Leg-
enda aurea (Golden Legend) under the rubric of John’s beheading features 
such supplemental possibility as the impossibility of beheading itself, as a 
negation of possibility that the saint adds to other beheadings. Apparently 
knowing this, Sanctulus, facing the power of “the strongest headsman, of 
whom there was no doubt that with one stroke he could sever the head,” 
calls out “Saint John, get hold of him!” and “instantly the striker’s arm 
became stifff and inflexible, and held the sword heavenward.”28

The beheading of the last prophet and fĳirst martyr operates as the inac-
cessible origin or unitary ground of the innumerable martyric imitations 
of the messianic passion that it precedes. John’s beheading is the non-nar-
rated/unnarratable event whose logic structures the spiritual substance 
of the “souls of them that were beheaded [animas decollatorum] for testi-
mony [testimonium, marturion] of Jesus” (Rev 20:4). Like a post-historical 
projection of the beheaded Baptist, these souls are prophesied by the other 
John to live and reign with Christ in the “fĳirst resurrection” (Rev 20:4–5), 
a meta-proportional thousand-year period forerunning the resurrection 
proper during which “the rest of the dead lived not” (Rev 20:5). Within this 
absolutizing temporal trajectory, John’s beheading is the impossible imi-
tation of the inimitable that makes all other imitations possible, the very 
medium of their mimesis, the cephalic capital that constitutes the potenti-
ality of sacred decollative repetition. John’s severed head seals the relation 
between revelation and sanctity, semiotically ensuring that the defĳinitive 
act of receiving the crown of martyrdom—“Caput decollatus amisit, et 
pretioso nunc lapide coronatus incedit” [The beheaded let go his head, 
and now goes forth crowned with precious stone]—constitutes death as 
testimony, as the revelation of what has already revealed itself and can no 
longer be prophesied.29 Herodias’s fear, read in the Legenda aurea, “that 
the prophet would return to life if his head was buried with his body” is 

surplus to perfection, something that adds to it by adding nothing: “beatitudo includit in se 
omnia bona quae sunt necessaria ad perfectam hominis vitam, quae consistit in perfecta 
hominis operatione; sed quaedam possunt superaddi non quasi necessaria ad perfectam 
operationem, ut sine quibus esse non possit, sed quia his additis est beatitudo clarior” 
[Beatitude includes in itself all the goods necessary for the perfect life of man, which con-
sists in the perfect operation of man. But to these goods may be superadded others, not 
because they are necessary to this perfect operation as if it were not possible without 
them, but because with their addition beatitude is more beautiful]. (Scriptum super Sen-
tentiis, 4.49.5, Opera Omnia).

28 de Voragine, Golden Legend, 2.140.
29 Peter Damian, Sermones ordine mensium servato, Sermo 54, “De sancto fĳidele 

martyre,” PL 144:811. 
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precisely the reverse projection of this potentiality, the negative fĳictional 
reconstitution of what actually happened, namely, that Christian bodies, 
via decapitation, became prophetic, became John.30 John’s beheading is 
Christian martyrdom before itself, not simply avant la lettre but as the 
before that allows the letter to appear later, the happening before happen-
ing that produces what happens afterwards as happening. This suggests 
an essential formal intersection between John’s role as forerunner and the 
“roll” of his head, an intersection that may be called the a-head, indicating 
the specifĳically capital severed position of the praecursor, the inevitably 
decollative condition of the one who runs ahead, who passes the thresh-
old and “throw[s] himself headlong into that which has no foundation 
and has no head.”31 The a-head is the actual potentiality of that which is 
more than itself, the superadditive state of the “propheta [. . .] plus quam 
propheta” [prophet more than prophet].32 John’s decapitation, made all 
the more absolute and ongoing by the permanent separation of his head 
from his body, a body that sufffers the impossible prae-/post-passion of 
a “secundum martirium” [second martyrdom] of burning and scattering, 
is the mode and manifestation of an excessive or saturated identity, the 
being-itself of a being that cannot be contained in an integral body, and 
only barely in one that never ceases burning and bleeding.33 This unceas-
ing severing was realized in the Fires of St. John, which replicated the 
gathering-burning-scattering of the Baptist’s bones, and in the represen-
tational realism that attached itself to his head, which aimed “to present 
it again, as the actual object.” 34 Yet what enables this excess, this presence 
of a potential that at once necessitates and preempts every repetition, 
is exactly its defĳiciency with respect to the model it establishes. John’s 

30 de Voragine, Golden Legend, 2.137.
31 Bataille, “The Obelisk,” 222.
32 Bede, Hymni tredecim, Hymnus VIII: De Nativitate S. Johannis Baptistae, PL 94:627.
33 de Voragine, Legenda aurea, 569.
34 “The most striking characteristic of nearly all the sculpted and painted Johanness-

chüsseln, particularly from the fĳifteenth century on, is their lifelikeness” (Reed, “Piety and 
Virtue,” 44, 46 cited above). “Some people represent this, not knowing that they are doing 
so, when on the feast of the Baptist’s birth they gather bones from here and there and burn 
them” (Golden Legend, 2.135). “Plus populaire encore, la Passio ou Decollatio, célébrée en 
août, remplace des fêtes païennes que le Christianisme, conscient des forces de la tradi-
tion, a su dériver à son profĳit. Les feux allumés sur les hauteurs au solsitice d’été, aprés le 
coucher du soleil, sont devenus les feux de la Saint-Jean” [More popular still, the Passion 
or Decollation, celebrated in August, replaces the pagan festivals that Christianity, aware of 
the forces of tradition, turned to its profĳit. The fĳires lit on the hills at the summer solstice, 
after the setting of the sun, became the fĳires of Saint John]. (Louis Réau, Iconographie de 
l’art chretien, 6 vols. [Gutersloh: Mohn, 1966], 5.434).
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beheading is not an authentic martyrdom, but something less that is para-
doxically more, the superior closeness of a perfectly maintained distance, 
an impossible intimacy with the inimitable, with what has no peer.

For this reason [“For John said to Herod: It is not lawful for thee to have thy 
brother’s wife” (Mark 6:18)] also John the Baptist was beheaded and won 
holy martyrdom. He was not bidden to deny Christ nor was he executed 
for his confession of Christ. But since our Lord Jesus Christ said, “I am the 
truth,” and John was killed for the sake of the truth, therefore he shed his 
blood for Christ.35

The original martyr (witness) is neither a martyr nor not a martyr. He dies 
neither for the sake of what he testifĳies to nor not for the sake of what 
he testifĳies to. The original martyrdom is instead the supreme death of 
the supreme witness in relation to which other martyrs stay original, i.e. 
remain in proximity to their unrepeatable origin. It is the death of one 
who cannot survive his witnessing and the witnessing of one who can-
not not die. John’s identity is a severed identity which becomes the seed 
ensuring that each following death is a witnessing and that each following 
witness must die, the a-martyric ovum holding the Christian meaning of 
martyr. What enables this generation is John’s uncanny intimacy—“There 
was a man sent from God whose name was John” (John 1:6)—with what 
he absolutely cannot be, with what he must say he is not: “I am not the 
Christ” (John 1:20). In a strange and unspeakable way, the martyric mean-
ing of John’s beheading poetically approaches its precise impossibility. It 
becomes the performance of exactly what it can never be, the necessarily 
decapitative murder of the theological traitor, the killing of the one who 
says I am God.

The a-head of John’s beheading, like a predestined arrival of later events, 
is produced more specifĳically in the common exegetical linking of John’s 
decapitation with the planetary waning-waxing dynamic of his testimony, 
“He must [oportet] increase, but I must decrease. He that cometh from 
above, is above all. He that is of the earth, of the earth he is” (John 3:30). 
As Aquinas writes, citing Bede,

[T]he beheading of John the Baptist signifĳies the lessening of that fame, by 
which he was thought to be Christ by the people, as the raising of our Sav-
iour on the cross typifĳies the advance of the faith, in that He Himself, who 
was fĳirst looked upon as a prophet by the multitude, was recognized as the 

35 Bede, The Ecclesiastical History of the English People, trans. Bertram Colgrave (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), 44. 
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Son of God by all the faithful; wherefore John, who was destined to decrease, 
was born when the daylight begins to wax short; but the Lord at that season 
of the year in which the day begins to lengthen.36

Beheading is thus the medium or mechanism of the solstical relation 
between John and Christ, the movement that makes the dying of one the 
becoming of the other. Or as Coomaraswamy synthetically puts it, address-
ing the comparable ego-annihilating signifĳicance of decapitation in Sufĳi 
poetry and its solar meanings in Vedic myth, the “argument [of behead-
ing] is not Cogito ergo sum but Cogito ergo EST.”37 The sense of the neces-
sity of John’s beheading, like the inevitability of this ergo, is expanded in 
its universalizing interpretation as a model for the self-naughting required 
of each individual. So Bede’s homily on John’s beheading, focusing on the 
humility whereby God “humanae superbiae ceruicem frangat” [breaks the 
neck of human pride], develops its capital directionality in a manner that 
moves God into the role of headsman:

Itaque iuxta uocem primi pastoris humiliemur sub potenti manu Dei ut nos 
exaltet in tempore uisitationis humiliemur cum Iohanne ieiunemus et obse-
crationes faciamus assiduas exultemus minui coram hominibus exerceamur 
et defĳiciat paulisper spiritus noster noster utique, id est carnalis et superbus 
qui solebat inflari ut bonae profectibus ante illum crescere et cum illo exal-
tari ualeamus.

Let us become humble beneath the powerful hand of God, so that he may exalt 
us at the time of his visitation [1 Pet. 5:6]; let us become humble with John, 
and fast, and make our entreaties unceasingly; let us exult at decreasing 
in the sight of human beings; let us be tested, and for a short while let our 
spirit fail us—that is, our fleshy and proud [spirit], which tends to be pufffed 
up—so that by advancing in good deeds we may be capable of growing in 
his sight, and of being exalted with him.38

36 Thomas Aquinas, Catena aurea, Mark 6:29, citing Bede. Cf. “Minutus est Joannes 
capite, exaltatus est in cruce Christus: quia illius fama decrevit, istius crevit; unde: Illum 
oportet crescere, me autem minui (Joan. III)” [John is diminished by a head, Christ is raised 
on the cross: for the fame of one declined and of the other grew; whence: He must increase, 
but I must decrease (John 3:30)]. (Glossa Ordinaria, PL 114:135, on Matt 14:10).

37 Coomaraswamy, “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” 119.
38 The Latin text: (Bede, Opera Homilitica, Bedae Venerabilis Opera, CCSL 119a [Turn-

holt: Brepols, 1955], II.23.287–93). The English translation: Bede, Homilies on the Gospels, 
trans. Lawrence T. Martin and David Hurst, 2 vols. (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publica-
tions, 1991). Cf. “Homo minuitur qui ante in se gloriabatur, dummodo peccata confĳitetur, 
et accipit quod ille dat. Cui rei attestatur passio utriusque: Christus in cruce exaltatur, 
Joannes capite minuitur” [A man who once gloried in himself is lessened, provided that 
he confesses his sins and accepts that which he gives. To this the passion of both attest: 
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The signifĳicance of John’s beheading thus begins not only to approach, 
but indeed to fĳigure the very approach of, the always already happen-
ing avenir of an ultimate and unavoidable appointment: the decapitat-
ing encounter with the divine. Beheading is what happens to John when 
the one he announces actually arrives; beheading is itself the happening 
of the arrival of God. Here the impossibility becomes almost ridiculously 
self-evident: the dying of one head is the dawning of the other. John’s 
embodying of the logic of this equation is clearly legible in a benediction 
written by Gregory the Great for the decollation feast: “Et qui pro veritate, 
quae Deus est, caput non est cunctatus amittere, suo interventu ad caput 
nostrum, quod Christus est, vos faciat pervenire” [May he who did not 
hesitate to lose his head for truth, which is God, cause you by his interven-
tion to arrive at our head, which is Christ].39 Decapitation is the absolute 
intervention, the indivisible coming-in-between of the inseparable, the 
spontaneous and unforeseeable severing that joins one to what is impos-
sible to approach. “Severing also,” writes Heidegger, “is still a joining and 
a relating.”40 Decapitation, as a kind of ultimate severing, communicates 
the possibility of an ultimate joining, an experience, like the one Bataille 
describes, beyond the end of experience:

I enter into a dead end. There all possibilities are exhausted; the ‘possible’ 
slips away and the impossible prevails. To face the impossible—exorbitant, 
indubitable—when nothing is possible any longer is in my eyes to have an 
experience of the divine: it is analogous to a torment.41

John the Baptist’s a-head is also evident more originally in the tempo-
ral structure of its biblical account, which is inserted as a digression 
in the midst of the narrative of Jesus’s teaching. This structure is itself 
decapitative, a cut in time that produces the immanence of the messi-
anic present, a grafting that grounds the fĳigural equation of the Baptist’s 
head with Christ’s body. As discussed above, the digression or temporal 
cut coincides with the apparitional blurring, via rumor and Herod’s 

Christ is exalted on the cross, John is lessened by a head]. (Glossa Ordinaria, PL 114:369, 
commenting on Illum oportet crescere).

39 Gregory the Great, Liber sacramentorum, PL 78:136.
40 “[A]uch das Trennen ist noch ein Verbinden und Beziehen.” Martin Heidegger, 

“Logik: Heraklit’s Lehre vom Logos,” in Heraklit, ‘Gesamtausgabe,’ Bd. 55 (Frankfurt am 
Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1970), 337.

41 Georges Bataille, Inner Experience, 33. Cf. “The lightning flashes through my skull [. . .] 
my whole beaten brain seems as beheaded, and rolling on some stunning ground. Oh, 
oh! Yet blindfold, yet will I talk to thee” (Herman Meville, Moby Dick, or, The Whale, ed. 
Charles Feidelson [New York: MacMillan, 1964], chapter 119, Ahab speaking).
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confused conviction, of the distinction between Jesus and John, between 
the digression’s context and its subject. The aesthetic efffect of this sealing 
cut is especially extreme in Matthew’s version, which neither heals nor 
does not heal from the incision. Here the story is a kind of impossible 
temporal Möbius loop that returns the present to itself by staying with the 
past. Starting with a flashback—“For Herod himself had apprehended John 
and bound him [. . .]” (Matt 14:3)—from which it never properly returns, 
the story assumes the character of an irremediable severing that is also a 
seamless joining.42 For rather than continuing from the present moment 
of digression, the gospel restores the present through the past in a man-
ner that fundamentally blurs the distinction between the two within the 
present. As if the narrative structure could not bear a separation of John’s 
head from his body, this temporal splicing connects precisely in the zone 
between John’s severed head and Jesus’ living body: “and she brought it 
[the head] to her mother. And his disciples came and took the body, and 
buried it, and came and told Jesus.” (Matt 14:12–3). Augustine, wrestling 
with the time warp, concludes that the story can only be understood as 
ending before it begins and thus also beginning after it ends.43

The head-spinning temporality of John’s death is an ideal place to begin 
pondering the forms of impossibility that inhabit hagiographic behead-
ings and the meanings of headlessness they hold open. These forms 
and meanings may be understood as rooted in the temporality of John’s 
beheading as the temporality of beheading itself, the sense in which it is 
an event that ends before it begins and begins after it ends. In the context 
of judicial decapitation, this sense is evident in the paradoxical percep-

42 “[A]lthough the account begins as a flashback [. . .] it ends by flowing directly into 
the subsequent narrative as though it were an event in present time.” Stephen Hultgren, 
Narrative Elements in the Double Tradition (New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2002), 65. 

43 “Sequitur ergo Matthaeus, cum dixisset nuntiatum esse Christo quod Joannes occisus 
sit, et ita narrationem contexit: Quod cum audisset [. . .] [Matth. XIV, 13, 14]. “Hoc continuo 
post Joannis passionem factum esse commemorat. Unde post haec, facta sunt illa quae 
primo narrata sunt, quibus motus Herodes dixit, Joannem ego decollavi. Illa enim poste-
riora debent intelligi, quae ad Herodem pertulit fama, ut moveretur, et haesitaret quisnam 
iste esse posset, de quo audiret talia, cum Joannem ipse occidisset” [Matthew continues, 
when the messenger had told Christ that John was killed, and weaves his narrative thus: 
When Jesus heard this . . . [Matt 13:13–4] . . . He relates that this happened immediately after 
the passion of John. Whence it was after this that those things narrated earlier happened, 
the commotion in which Herod says, John I have beheaded [Luke 9:9]. For those things 
ought to be understood as happening later which rumor carried to Herod, so that he was 
moved, and could not fĳigure out who that person could be about which he heard such 
things, since he himself had killed John]. Augustine, De consensus Evangelistarum, 2.25, 
PL 34:1124. 
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tion, via sympathetic imagination, that the beheaded one both inwardly 
relinquishes his head in the moments before decapitation and consciously 
survives through his head in the moments after. Such perception corre-
sponds, respectively, to the stillness required to receive the stroke and to 
the signs of life a severed head may exhibit. These before and after dimen-
sions of beheading durationally stretch the killing stroke and speak to the 
impossibility of decapitation as instant death. Whether they are actually 
perceivable in themselves or are unavoidable specular projections of the 
living head witnessing its own impossible severing (or an intersection of 
the two) does not matter here. What matters is that they are conceptually 
and experientially there, part of the phenomenal structure of decapitation 
and ineradicable elements of its drama. The practice of decapitation may 
historically revolve around the ideal of sudden death by a single stroke, 
what Foucault calls “the zero degree of torture,” but it does so from, and 
all the more so because of, a reality where that is impossible, where noth-
ing happens instantaneously or without accident.44 Seen through this 
adurational ideal, a self-encoding monadical concept of a pure severing, 
beheading forever enacts its own impossibility, succeeds by failing to 
be what it nevertheless is, and thus becomes saturated with the strange 
atmosphere of something that somehow happens without really happen-
ing. Beheading severs the space around it, producing in its before the pres-
ence of something that already has/can never happen and in its after the 
presence of something that did not/never stops happening. The synthesis 
of this duration, grounded in the integrity of the stroke, may thus pro-
duce the idea of a doubling or multiplication of the beheaded’s head, as if 
decapitation would disclose in reality the capital organ that it requires to 
be withstood, another head from whose perspective the previous is relin-
quished. Because the head operates as a corporeal center of experience, 
experiencing beheading calls for another head. Such capital doubling may 
be understood as the extreme efffort of the head to understand behead-
ing, to think it without letting go of itself and/or its self-concept. In other 
words, it is the expressly temporal product of an unavoidable encounter 
between psychic identifĳication with the head and decapitation’s essential 
locative conundrum: do I go with my head or let it go? So Rumi writes: 

44 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan 
(New York: Vintage, 1995), 33. The somewhat slower, butcher-knife method of contempo-
rary Islamic terrorists seems to mark a signifĳicant and perhaps intentional departure from 
this ideal. See Timothy R. Furnish, “Beheading in the Name of Islam,” The Middle East 
Quarterly 12 (2005) <http://www.meforum.org/713/beheading-in-the-name-of-islam>.
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“I lowered my neck and said, ‘Cut offf the head of a prostrator with Dhu 
‘l-Faqār.’/ The more he struck with the sword, the more my head grew, till 
heads a myriad sprouted from my neck.”45

Christian hagiographical accounts of beheading, as discussed by Mark 
Faulkner, Christine Cooper-Rompato, and Asa Simon Mittman in this 
volume, capture and defĳine its paradoxical temporality most generally 
through two motifs occupying its before and after: the easy willingness 
with which martyrs give up their heads and the identifĳication of being 
beheaded with the act of martyrdom itself. The active passivity of decol-
lative self-sacrifĳice, inverting the headsman into an agent of his victim, 
becomes embodied in and identifĳied with the movement of bowing one’s 
head before the blow: “The saints then joyfully hastened forward, one after 
the other bending his neck [cum gaudio captia extendentes] to receive 
the headsman’s deathblow.”46 As in Paul’s beheading, the moment of los-
ing one’s head is often seamlessly integrated into the attitude of prayer: 
“he was beheaded with an ax in the Roman manner, raised his hands to 
heaven, and breathed his last.”47 Being beheaded for the faith thus takes 
on the nature of an impossible auto-decapitation, the achieving of an act 
that exceeds accomplishment. Happening ahead of itself, saintly behead-
ing is a zone of experience where clear distinctions between agent and 
patient are made impossible: “She [Laertia] was beheaded then and there 
by the pagans, and died baptized in her own blood.”48 Ultimately, such 
free and open exposure of the head to severing, a joy running a-head of 
itself, strains towards ecstatic mystical union or an impossible becoming-
divine in which Christ and headsman asymptotically converge. Of this 
St. Agnes’s erotic address to her executioner, a “trucem virum / mucrone 
nudo” [a fĳierce man with a naked sword], offfers a striking example: “I 
rejoice that there comes a man like this [. . .] This lover, this one at last, 
I confess it, pleases me. I shall meet his eager steps half-way and not 
put offf his hot desires.”49 At the moment of her beheading, veneration of 

45 Mystical Poems of Rūmī, trans. A. J. Arberry, 2 vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1968), 139.5–6. Dhu ‘l-Faqār is ‘Alī’s sword. Beheading is a traditional fĳigure for 
mystical union in Sufĳi poetry. Cf. “When thou seest in the pathway a severed head [. . .] / Ask 
of it, ask of it the secrets of the heart: / For of it thou wilt learn of our hidden mystery.” Jalal 
al-Din Rumi, Selected Poems from the Divani Shamzi Tabriz, trans. Reynold A. Nicholson 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), II.5–8.

46 de Voragine, Golden Legend, 2.190.
47 de Voragine, Golden Legend, 1.170.
48 de Voragine, Golden Legend, 2.240.
49 Prudentius, Prudentius, trans. H. J. Thompson, 2 vols. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-

versity Press, 1993), Crowns of Martyrdom, 14.67–76. Cf. the Sufĳi interpretation of Hussein’s 
beheading at Karbala, as sung by the Sabri Brothers: “Pee tay aik ‘La-i-la-ha’ ka piyala / 
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Christ and bowing for decollation perfectly fuse: “she bowed her head and 
humbly worshipped Christ [Christum vertice cernuo / supplex adorat], so 
that her bending neck should be readier to sufffer the impending blow.”50 
The before of martyric decapitation is in these terms the time-folding 
self-possession of desire itself, the actualization of the will as its own 
potentiality, the nearest and dearest renunciation that realizes the sum-
mit of all desire and longing as already achieved.

Just as the before of saintly beheading becomes impossibly saturated 
with the signifĳicance of its after, so its after becomes fĳilled with the pres-
ence of an impossible before, a new beginning that replaces what has hap-
pened with a reality from which it never could have. Twinning the head 
that is sacrifĳiced, the martyr is crowned at the moment of its loss, adorned 
with a specifĳically capital glory: “ ‘Brother, take your sword and strike me!’ 
He did so and took offf her head with a single stroke, and so she received 
[suscepit] the crown of martyrdom.”51 The poetic function of the martyr’s 
crown is to produce what cannot be shown, to bring into presence what 
cannot be pointed to: a spiritual head that is already there to be crowned. 
Such active reception (suscipere, to support, take hold of, catch) is the 
hither side of the passion of losing one’s head, the fĳirst act of “another” 
crowned/crowning head that in so becoming may even catch the fĳirst:

And so [. . .] the milky-white head of Kenelm, a little lad [. . .] is cut offf. He 
himself is said to have caught [excepisse] it straightaway with outstretched 
hands, in order that, just as a lily or a plucked rose gives pleasure, so in the 
sight of the Lord the precious death of His saint may be commended.52

The auric crown thus holds a deeper, essentially decollative meaning, one 
that supercedes the fact of whether or not a martyr is corporeally decapi-
tated.53 The head is the supreme extremity of the embodied person, the 
one member whose severing cannot be survived (whence also behead-
ing’s typical narrative position as the end and very failure of martyric 
torture). In a proportional manner, the crown inversely communicates 

Josh-e-uulfat may suur kata tah tha” [After drinking one cup of “La ilaha” / In the pas-
sion of Love he beheaded himself ]. Sabri Brothers, “Saqi Aur Pila,” Ya Habib (Real World 
Records, 1990), lyrics and translation cited from <http://www.utopiaplanitia.info/qawalli/
saqia-aur-pila-sabri-brothers.html>.

50 Prudentius, Crowns of Martyrdom, 14.85–7.
51 de Voragine, Golden Legend, 1.370.
52 Three Eleventh-Century Anglo-Latin Saints’ Lives, ed. and trans. Rosalind C. Love 

(Oxford: Clarendon, 1996), 61. 
53 Lupton understands this relation through castration: “Both men and women martyrs 

are eunuchs for Christ who, in a frequent turn of phrase, earn the ‘crown of martyrdom’ 
by substituting one head for another.” Afterlives of the Saints, 55. 
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the expressly atemporal glory of eternity as the property or adornment 
of the individual who not only survives the extremity of death but the 
extremity of time, who lives in the present of the hereafter. The frequency 
of hagiographic cephalophoria is therefore intelligible and explicable as 
the statistical product of this intimate temporal relation between behead-
ing and the crown of martyrdom.54 Catching, taking, holding, and/or car-
rying one’s head is homologous to taking/receiving this eternal crown, as 
suggested by representations of the hand-held severed head as sacred in 
itself: “Tunc erigens se sancti viri corpus exanime, apprehendit propriis 
manibus sanctum caput abscissum” [Raising itself, the lifeless body of the 
holy man then grasped with his own hands the sacred severed head].55 
Such hardly expressible action happens neither from the body, nor from 
the head, but from an invisible capital center indicated by their impos-
sible interaction, or rather, from an impossible acapital center, one from 
which the action, integrated and intentional, inevitably flows, but which 
is no longer locatable as center. In the life of St. Denis (the French variant 
of Dionysius), this new impossible center is accentuated and actualized 
by the expressly double presence that precedes his head bearing body: 
“Instantly the body of Saint Dionysius stood up, took his head in his arms, 
and, with an angel and a heavenly light leading the way [praecendente], 
marched two miles, to the place where, by his own choice and by God’s 
providence, he rests in peace.”56 These lights, like binary stars, clearly 
analogous to the imperceptibly interacting wills that determine the desti-
nation, legible but not determined as an angel and Denis’s soul, properly 
speaking neither lead nor follow, but simply and more freely move on 
ahead.

Saintly headlessness is a movement beyond time and a time beyond 
movement, an impossible place where what will happen has already hap-
pened and what has happened has not. Or, in Jean Luc-Marion’s terms, 
beheading is a saturated phenomenon, something unforseeable, unbear-
able, absolute, and unseeable.57 Bede writes of St. Alban’s beheading:

54 “Il est certain que la céphalophorie est le prodige le plus fréquemment rapporté 
dans la literature hagiographique” [It is certain that cephalophoria is the miracle most 
frequently reported in the hagiographic literature]. Henri Moretus Plantin, Les Passions de 
saint Lucien et leurs dérivés céphalophoriques (Namur: Secrétariat des publications, Facul-
tés universitaires, 1953), 53.

55 Odone, De sanctis martyribus Luciano episcopo, Maximiano presbytero, Iuliano dia-
cono, 5.21, Acta Sanctorum Database (ProQuest).

56 Golden Legend, 2.240.
57 See Jean Luc-Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology of Givenness, trans. Jef-

frey L. Kosky (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 199fff. 
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In this place accordingly the most valiant martyr, being beheaded, received 
the crown of life which God hath promised to them that love him. But he 
which set unholy hands upon godly necks was not sufffered to have joy over 
the dead: for his eyes fell unto the ground along with [una cum] the head 
of the blessed martyr.58

But in the thirteenth-century illustrated account by Matthew Paris (Dub-
lin, Trinity College MS. 177, folio 38r), neither eyes nor head hit the ground, 
the former being impossibly caught with one hand by the executioner 
and the latter being impossibly held aloft by a tree branch.59 The inter-
preting image thus gives witness to the auric, supplemental potentiality 
of beheading, its ongoing giving of its inherent impossibility, an impos-
sibility fĳirmly rooted in the everyday ungraspable nature of the head.60 
This impossible place is represented, even more absolutely, and in more 
explicitly temporal terms, on the north transept of the Basilica of St. Denis 
[Fig. 2]. Here the headsman is beginning his stroke while the saint, still 
kneeling to receive the blow, has already removed his head. To perceive 
this place is to perceive the impossibility of the head itself, an itself that is 
only real, and thus false, in its severing, a thing that is true only dialetheti-
cally, in the company of its negation. In medieval Christian terms, seeing 
this place means seeing through a head that understands itself the way 
Rabanus Maurus, following Paul, defĳines it:

Caput vero, quod prima corporis pars est (ut supra diximus) juxta allego-
riam aut Christum signifĳicant, qui est caput corporis Ecclesiae (Eph. V), aut 
divinitatem Saluatoris.

[the head, which as we said above is the fĳirst part of the body, signifĳies in the 
manner of allegory either Christ, who is the head of the body of the Church, 
or the divinity of the Savior.]61

58 Bede, Opera Historica, 2 vols., trans. J. E. King (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1971), 1.43, Ecclesiastical History, 1.7.

59 See Florence McCulloch, “Saints Alban and Amphibalus in the Works of Matthew 
Paris: Dublin, Trinity College MS 177,” Speculum 56 (1981): 761–85, esp. 775. An image of 
the illustration is available at <http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:DublinTrinityColl
egeMSEi40LifeAlbanFol38rMartyrdomAlban.jpg>.

60 For Merleau-Ponty, the head’s elusive character is realized through a specular experi-
ence comparable to the spectacle of decapitation, the seeing of an image that strangely 
points back to a region of oneself that one cannot see: “My visual body is certainly an 
object as far as its parts far removed from my head are concerned, but as we come nearer 
to the eyes, it becomes divorced from objects, and reserves among them a quasi-space to 
which they have no access, and when I try to fĳill this void by recourse to the image in the 
mirror, it refers me back to an original of the body which is not out there among things, 
but in my own province, on this side of all things seen.” Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenom-
enology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith (London: Routledge, 2006), 105. 

61 Rabanus Maurus, De natura rerum, 6.1, PL 111:144.
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So the originary Christian decapitation was interpreted as revealing this 
very allegorical or other meaning of the head: “The body of John is buried, 
while the head is placed on a dish. The human letter is covered, while the 
spirit is honored upon the altar and is received.”62 But this signifĳicance 
also reveals the head to have been a fundamental impossibility, something 
explicable only in regard to what is beyond head altogether, i.e. God, the 
unbeheadable being to whose body John’s severed head becomes equiva-
lent. In Bataille’s acephalous terms, this impossibility equals the impos-
sibility of the self as an “essential illusion” and therefore as something 
whose utmost ecstasy consists entirely in the radical, extreme experience 
of its own impossibility: “THE OBJECT OF ECSTASY IS THE ABSENCE 
OF AN OUTSIDE ANSWER. THE INEXPLICABLE PRESENCE OF MAN IS 
THE ANSWER THE WILL GIVES ITSELF, SUSPENDED IN THE VOID OF 
UNKNOWABLE NIGHT” [Bataille’s capitalization].63 One way or another, 
the severed head keeps speaking to its self-otherness, “producing a dis-
course unlike any other, as a token of the reality perceived only through 
the transcendence of human discourse.”64 Inevitably, the severed head 
stays ahead, bleeding, glowing, calling from within this living dream to 
translate its secret and sever ourselves forever from the folly of separate-
ness. This call is wonderfully repeated in St. Edmund’s passion: “Ubi es? 
ecce, mirabile auditu, caput martyris patria lingua respondebat dicens, 
Heer, Heer, Heer; quod est interpretatum, Hic, Hic, Hic” [Where are you? 
Behold, marvelous to hear, the head of the martyr responded in his native 
language, Heer, Heer, Heer, which is to say, Here, Here, Here].65 Beheading 
is impossible.

62 The First Commentary on Mark: An Annotated Translation, trans. Michael Cahill (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 60.

63 “[I]f I say that in ‘mystical knowledge’ existence is the work of man, I mean that it 
is the daughter of the self and of its essential illusion. Ecstatic vision has nonetheless the 
sense of an inevitable object,” Georges Bataille, Inner Experience, 73; Georges Bataille, The 
Bataille Reader, ed. Fred Botting and Scott Wilson (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), 45, Bataille’s 
capitalization. Cf. “Being is dying by loving,” Meher Baba, Discourses, 6th ed., 3 vols. (San 
Francisco: Sufĳism Reoriented, 1973), I.29.

64 David Williams, Deformed Discourse: The Function of the Monster in Mediaeval Thought 
and Literature (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1996), 303. Williams 
is speaking on behalf of Orpheus, Denis, and other apophatic cephalophores.

65 Abbo of Fleury, Passio Sancti Eadmundi, cited from Corolla Sancti Eadmundi, ed. Lord 
Francis Harvey (London: John Murray, 1907), 566. 
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