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Postmodern and Early Modern Confessions: Derrida's Parergon and Calderon de la
Barca's Literary Frames
The parergon, as employed by Jacques Derrida in his text (1978?) The Truth in Painting,
is both the frame of a painting and a part of the artwork that is commonly disregarded but
influences and manipulates its interpretation. In Circumfession (1989), Derrida employs a type of
marginal writing that reflects a continued interest in the conveying power of frames and borders.
He declares his broken covenant with Judaism and surreptitiously introduces a circumambulatory
discourse of confession. This essay examines the way in which this Derridean parergon is present
in painterly, textual, and theological intonations in two of Pedro Calderon de la Barca's plays: El
pintor de su deshonra (c. 1646), and El socorro general (1644). Derrida's marginal discourse,
although extensively examined in the context of Western philosophy and theology, has not
been thoroughly elucidated alongside other writings that contain similar features, like the drama
of Calderon. As one of the most significant Spanish Baroque playwrights, Calderon focuses
on intricate dilemmas with philosophical depth that reflect the preoccupations of seventeenth
century skepticism. Calderon approaches these themes obliquely and he introduces a complex
theological discourse that greatly reflects Derrida's own system of confessionary and marginal
writing. Derrida and Calderon use painterly, textual, and theological frames in a fluid manner in
order to demonstrate the ineffectiveness of dominant philosophical systems and societal
constructions in both the postmodern and early modem eras. Ultimately, Derrida can be seen as an
inheritor of the skepticism demonstrated by Calderon in the early modem period.
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Purpose
This project will investigate the relationship between Jacques Derrida's writings on religion
and a number of works by one of Spain's most renowned playwrights, Pedro Calderon de la
Barca. Derrida portrayed his problematic relationship with Judaism in a number of his texts. His
discourse, although extensively examined in the context of Western philosophy and theology,
has not been greatly elucidated alongside other authors that reflect similar preoccupations with
religion. As one of the most significant Spanish Baroque playwrights, Calderon introduced
complex theological concepts in his writing that greatly reflect Derrida's sentiments on
confession. Calderon's corpus shows the author's familiarity with painting theory. Calderon used
painting as a type of discourse in both his dramas or comedias, and his sacramental plays or
autos. I want to examine how painting, as portrayed in Calderon's works, functions as a
confessional discourse that mimics Derrida's writings and its further epistemological
implications in both the Early Modern and Postmodern eras.
Background and Significance
The parergon, as employed by Jacques Derrida in his 1987 text The Truth in Painting, is both
the frame of a painting and a paii of the aiiwork that is commonly disregarded but influences and
manipulates its interpretation. In Circumfession (1989), Derrida employs a type of marginal
writing that reflects a continued interest in the conveying power of frames and borders. He
declares his broken covenant with Judaism and surreptitiously introduces a circumambulatory
discourse of confession. This thesis will examine the way in which the Derridean parergon is

