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SUMMARY

Since the nouveau roman became established, some fifteen

years ago, as the dominant literary movement in France, Claude
Simon has emerged as the most considerable writer of that
group, although he has not attracted the critical interest
devoted to Michel Butor, Alain Robbe-Grillet, and Nathalie
Sarraute, This thesis is a general chronological essay on
Simon's development, from his earliest published work,

Le Tricheur (1945), to Les Corps Conducteurs (1971). The

first chapter of the thesis groups together Simon's early

writings, which are heavily derivative, owing much to the
example of the American novel in general. Subsequent chapters
take each novel since 1957 in turn, and show that Simon, if
still giving signs of his indebtedness to William Faulkner,
soon begins to establish his independence as an artist of
considerable stature. The distinctly autobiographical novels

of the 1960s are succeeded by texts which, like Orion Aveugle,

are the culmination of Simon's long-standing belief in art for
art's sake, and are concerned above all to display pictorially
the artist's apprehension of the world.

Throughout the thesis, attention is paid to basic and
recurrent themes, time and death in particular, but the aim
is to see how language itself emerges as the principal theme
of Simon's writing, both in relation to the characters them-
selves, and to the novelist who is their creator. Simon is
constantly preoccupied with the limitations of traditional
novel form; his evolution, particularly since 1957, is that
of a writer trying to circumvent the obstacle of linear prose
in order to achieve a spatial representation of consciousness,
where memory, perception, and imagination interact incessantly.
Simon's novels are based on sensorial rather than intellectual
constructions, and this tendency becomes more strongly defined
the longer his career goes on.

A constant feature of his work is the attention paid to
artistic representations of one kind or another, and to paintings
in particular; the title of this thesis is based on Simon's

remarks concerning Poussin's Paysage avec Orion Aveugle, the

central figure of which is seen by Simon as an apt metaphor



for the empirical way in which he approaches the task of
writing, treating each book as a discovery in itself: the
artist as Orion does not use words for a didactic or infor-

mative purpose, but explores the synthetic and pictorial

potential of language.
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Although Claude Simon is generally considered as one

of those luminaries of the nouveau roman who came to sudden

prominence in France in the late 1950s, it has to be remem-
bered that his career as a writer spans a period of some
thirty years. ’ Born in 1913, Simon had finished his first
novel, Le Tricheur, in 1941, but publication was deferred
until after the war, in ‘I9l+5.‘l Simon went on to complete

a book of essays and souvenirs, La Corde Raide, and two

further novels by the time that Les Gommes, Alain Robbe-
Grillet's first literary venture, sparked off the flurry of
critical reaction which contributed so much to the growth
and consolidation of France's latest 'movement'. Only in
1957, however, when Le Vent was published by Minuit, did
Simon begin to find favour with a wider public. Since i
that date he has emerged as the most considerable writer %

of the nouveau roman group with whom, despite his consider-

able independence of spirit, he is most often associated,
and as one of the most important French novelists of the
post-war period.

When he began writing in the 1940s, Simon's tendency
was toward a consciously but artificially modernistic
approach; his first novel owes much to the example of the
American novelists in particular. Each of his early books

differs quite significantly from the others, La Corde Raide

standing on its own as a strange and brash source-book for

many of the obsessions found in Simon's more mature work.

The editions used throughout this thesis are as follows:
Le Tricheur, Paris, Editions de Minuit, 1945; La Corde
Raide, Minuit, 1947; Gulliver, Paris, Editions Calmann-
Levy, 1952; Le Sacre du Printemps, Calmann-L%vy, 1954 ;
Le Vent (1957), L'Herbe (1958), La Route des Flandres
(1960), Le Palace (1962), Histoire (1967), La Bataille
de Pharsale Z19€9), and Les Corps Conducteurs i19715,
all in Editions de Minuit; Femmes, Paris, Editions
Maeght, 1966; Orion Aveugle, Geneva, Skira, 1970.




A turning-point is reached in 1957 with Le Vent where, in a
powerful and moving novel, Simon devotes himself to the themes
of death, dissolution, and time, and to an attempt to resusci-
tate the past through artistic reconstruction, Only with
this work does Simon become a genuine novelist of memory; the
search for the appropriate form now begins to take precedence
over the story-telling aspect of his writing. As his pre-
occupation with form and technique develops, so Simon begins
to take his place in the twentieth-century tradition of the
novel.

The evolution of the novel in the twentieth century has
not made it any easier to define this most variable of literary
forms; indeed, it seems that the term has expanded to include
any literary production not clearly recognizable as poetry or
as drama. Broadly speaking, the growing complexity of the
novel's structure and capacity may be traced back, in Simon's
own country, to Flaubert and his constant concern with formal

perfection, to Edouard Dujardin, whose Les Lauriers sont coupés

(1887) was later to inspire the experiments of Joyce, and of
course to Proust, his masterly orchestration of themes, and
his exploration of the world of memory and imagination: Proust
has always figured prominently in Simon's approach to writing.
Three major European figures «= James Joyce, Virginia
Woolf, and Franz Kafka e= also contributed to the transfor-
mation of the novel. The publication in 1922 of Ulysses,
which did so much to liberate the novel from the limitations
of conventional structure and style, still rivals the appear-

ance of A la recherche du temps perdu as the decisive literary

event of this century. Virginia Woolf introduced into the
novel the element of 'poetry', with the expansion of moments
of pure insight and a vibrant prose style, while Kafka's
relentlessly tragic masterpieces announced the key themes,
the estrangement of the individual in the midst of a sense-
lessly hostile experience.

A generation of Americans took up the challenge next.
The history of the novel in the 1920s and 1930s is largely a



catalogue of ‘the successes of Steinbeck, Fitzgerald, Dos
Passos, Hemingway, and Faulkner, a fact which is acknow-
ledged in the title of Claude-Edmonde Magny's book, L'Age

du roman americain (Paris, 1948). As far as the subsequent

development of the novel in France is concerned, the last-
named of these American writers has proved the most important;
the establishment of Faulkner's reputation was due in large
part to the volume of enthusiastic criticism devoted to his
work by French reviews and journals, and to the regular
translations of M.-E. Coindreau in particular, which began

in 1934 with Tandis que j'agonise (As I Lay Dying) and cover

all the major works. Claude Simon has been amongst the most
receptive readers of Faulkner, to whom a number of references
must be made when the Frenchman's style and technique, and a
number of his early themes, are discussed; Faulkner's ornate
and often difficult prose played a definite part in the
forging of Simon's own style at a transitional stage in his
career.2

The 'new novelists' have not been slow to acknowledge the
debt they owe to these major figures. Contrary to the opinion

of that critic who described the nouveau roman as 'une plate

et triste machine congue pour aboutir a la destruction totale
de la littérature',3 they all — and Simon more than any —
claim only to be making their own contribution to the develop-
ment of the novel form: their work is not a break with the
past, but a continuation of it. One recurrent criticism
levelled at these writers has been the 'absence of man' from
their books, but in Simon's case this cannot apply; novels

such as La Route des Flandres and Histoire bear witness to his

While a number of reviewers have touched on this aspect,

a systematic and sustained examination of Faulkner and

his influence on Simon is made by Alastair Duncan in his
article 'Claude Simon and William Faulkner', to be pub-
lished in a forthcoming number of Forum for Modern Language
Studies. I am most grateful to Mr Duncan for allowing

me to read the typescript of his article.

/-

p
Kleber Haed{hs, Paradoxe sur le roman (Paris, Grasset, / ©
196""), P.1l+7¢




concern with a number of fundamental human problems, to
which novelists have traditionally applied themselves. In
the main, Simon's characters are dominated by their fear of
death; his novels show men attempting to cheat time, yet
brought constantly face to face with the evidence of their

mortality. Unlike other writers of the nouveau roman, he

has not been reluctant to incorporate into his works those
major events which marked his generation. The conflict in
Spain, the French military disaster of 1940: Simon was per-
sonally involved in both of these, and they recur throughout
his writings, at least until the turning-point reached in

1969 with La Bataille de Pharsale, since which time Simon

has turned with increasing rigour to the problems of purely

artistic composition which govern such a text as Orion Aveugle.

While there is a thematic basis to Simon's work which

distinguishes him from other nouveaux romanciers, the key to

his success as a serious artist lies in his resolution of the
problem of form posed by each successive novel since Le Vent.
Simon refers quite frequently to Joseph Conrad's preface to
'The Nigger of the "Narcissus"',L+ aligning himself firmly
with the artist's objectives as Conrad sees them:

All art . . . appeals primarily to the senses, and the
artistic aim when expressing itself in written words
must also make its appeal through the senses, if its
high desire is to reach the secret spring of responsive
emotions. It must strenuously aspire to the plasticity
of sculpture, to the colour of painting, and to the
magic suggestiveness of music -— which is the art of
arts. And it is only through complete, unswerving
devotion to the perfect blending of form and substance;
it is only through an unremitting never-discouraged care
for the shape and ring of sentences that an approach can
be made to plasticity, to colour, and that the light of

See for example Andre Bourin, 'Techniciens du roman:
Claude Simon', Nouvelles Litteraires, 29 decembre 1960,
p.4; Madeleine Chapsal, 'Entretien avec Claude Simon',
L'Express, 10 novembre 1960, pp.30-1; Claude Simon,
'Contre un roman utilitaire', Le Monde, 8 mars 1967,
PeVe




magic suggestiveness may be brought to play for an
evanescent instant over the common-place surface of
words: of the old, old words, worn thin, defaced by
ages of careless usage.

There could scarcely be a more assiduous craftsman than Simon:
the uninterrupted rhythm of L'Herbe, the tripartite structure

of La Route des Flandres, the sensitive language of Histoire,

all demonstrate his single-minded pursuit of new forms for the
novel, in accordance with his reverence for words. In this
respect, and more intensively perhaps than any of his contem-
poraries, Simon is putting into practice the intention voiced
by the doyen of theorists on the nouveau roman, Alain Robbe-
Grillet:

Il n est pas question . . . d'etablir une theorle, un
moule prealable pour y couler les livres futurs.

Chaque romancier, chaque roman, doit inventer sa propre
forme. Aucune recette ne peut remplacer cette re-
flexion contlnuelle. Le livre cree pour lu1 seul ses
propres regles. Encore le mouvement de l'ecrlture
d01t il souvent condulre a les mettre en perll en

echec peut-etre, et a les-faire éclater. Loin de
respecter des formes-immuables, chaque nouveau llvre
tend a constltuer ses lois de fonctionnement en meme
temps qu' a produlre leur destructlon. Une fois l'oeuvre
acheveel la reflexion critique de l'ecrlvaln lui servira
encore a prendre ses distances par rapport a elle, ali-
mentant-aussitot de nouvelles recherches, um nouveau
depart.5

As he has turned away from the conscious elaboration of pre-
conceived themes to explore the creative resources of language
itself, the stimulus provided by the actual process of writing
has become increasingly important to Simon's method.

Strange as it may seem, therefore, to juxtapose, in the
title of this thesis, the name of a post-war French novelist
with a quotation from an English poet of the Romantic period,
Claude Simon and John Keats find common ground in their ad-
miration for Nicolas Poussin, the supreme French Classical

artist of the seventeenth century. The line taken from the

> Pour un nouveau roman (Paris, Collection 'Idées',
1964), pp.12-13.




second book of Endymion (1817) seems to have been inspired
by Keats's recollection of the very painting which occupies
a central position in one of Simon's most recent works.

Poussin's Paysage avec Orion Aveugle (1658) is only one of

several artistic representations around which Simon weaves

the dense text of his Orion Aveugle (1970), but it is of

fundamental importance to his conception of the novel:

C'est un tableau que j'ai toujours beaucoup aimé, son
titre complet c'est 'Orion aveugle se dlrlgeant vers
la lumieére du soleil levant'. Et j al trouve que
c'est une image — comment dire, ;e n'aime pas le mot
symbollque — mais enfln qui representait assez bien
ma démarche quand J ‘ecris. Comme Je 1tai dlt dans
la petite preface d'Orion Aveugle, j'avance a tatons,
sans savoir exactement ou je vais, vers un but que je
ne distingue meme pas tres bien moi-meme et que pro-
bablement on n'atteint jamais, puisqu'un llvre est
toujours, d'une fagon ou d'une autre, une deceptlon.

The relevance of the Orion figure begins to emerge from the
double nature of the search involved in Simon's best writing.
While the narrator seeks to establish his own identity in a
hopelessly fragmented world, a crowded composite of memory,
perception, and imagination, the writer goes in pursuit of
that world through his inventive encounter with language,

his artistic material.

From novel to novel, a certain element of continuity is
introduced by this desire to create a coherent pattern. In
Le Vent the narrator seeks to understand an episode from the
recent yet inexplicable pastgdwhile the central character of
L'Herbe is puzzled by the past's tendency to shape the present
and to dictate her own actions; in each case the search for
such knowledge produces a new kind of self-awareness. In
the three novels which follow L'Herbe, a narrator more and
more closely identifiable with the author struggles with the
welter of impressions and recollections defying organization

in his consciousness. The nature of the search itself is

Quoted in Gerhard D8rr, 'Biographie oder Bildersprache?
Claude Simon Uber sein neuestes Werk Les Corps Conduc-
teurs', Die neueren Sprachen, Heft 5 (Mai 1972), pp.294-6.




modified again in the third of these novels, Histoire, as

the intensification of sensorial associations is allied to

the purely descriptive and generative capabilities of language
in general. Although the novels of 1969 and after display a
greater semblance of surface order, they are more than ever
evocative of the dazzling multiplicity of the artist's appre-

hension of the world: Orion Aveugle may be taken as the cul-

mination of Simon's development, which his subsequent writing
has confirmed rather than altered.

As he has continually reappraised his work and his approach
to writing, there is an equivalent variety in the forms of
Simon's novels. For this reason, and in view of the highly
complex internal patterns of each book, the treatment of
themes and techniques under certain headings, with constant
cross-references from one novel to another, seemed likely to
involve a great deal of repetition and a certain lack of
clarity. The method adopted is therefore that od discussing
the novels in chronological order, while attempting to relate
each step in Simon's career to those that have gone before.
Although such outstanding criticism as that of Jean Ricardou
must be taken into account7 — it is particularly rewarding

where La Bataille de Pharsale is concerned — this thesis is

a general essay which does not follow the quasi-scientific
approach of linguistic or semiological analysis, but prefers
to consider Simon in that novelistic tradition outlined in
Joseph Frank's brilliant essay, 'Spatial Form in Modern
Literature';8 working against time, the writer seeks to
achieve the artistic arrangement of the elements of his novel
in spatial patterns rather than in strict temporal sequence.
While the main problem is to weigh Simon's methods and success

in overcoming the 'obstacle' of language, it is also essential

Problemes du nouveau roman (Paris, 1967); Pour une
theorie du nouveau roman (Paris, 1971).

In The Widening Gyre: Crisis and Mastery in Modern
Literature (New Brunswick, 1963), pp.3-62.




to examine a number of basic and recurrent themes, and to
realize that in the later works language itself has become

the dominant theme: in other words, to see how Simon gradually
solves the problem so succinctly formulated by A.A. Mendilow:

Language « . « is a medium consisting of consecutive
units constituting a forward-moving linear form of
expression that is subject to the three characteris-
tics of time — transience, sequence and irreversibi-
lity. How can the novelist working in such a medium
convey an impression of simultaneity, of backward and
forward movement, of immobility? How can he communi-
cate immediacy, and the sense of the flow of living,
and duration in all its modes??

The chronological approach makes possible a detailed examination
of each stage along the way to what is an artistic achievement

of the highest order.

% Dime and the Novel (London, 1952), p.32.




Chapter I: Prolegomena to Le Vent:
Early Writings 1945-54



Je suis tellement différent de
ce que j'étais il y a vingt'ans
qu'il me semble faire des de-
couvertes sur un autre.
Stendhal

By 1954, when Le Sacre du Printemps was published,

Simon was already a writer of no little experience. His
early novels deserve attention, not only because they afford
a helpful introduction to his later work, but also because
their relative failure does not conceal signs of genuine
artistry. Moreover, it is in the reasons for their failure
that the sources of later success may be discovered: Le Vent
will contain no drastic change in the stuff, only in the
manner, of Simon's writing. If these early books are too
overtly thematic, if they tend to lapse into arid and often
wordy philosophy, they nevertheless reveal some of their
author's more positive characteristics: the power to create
atmosphere, the ability to work from the particular to the
universal, and an insight into the essential ambivalence of

people and their actions. As far as technique is concerned,

Simon, from the outset, is not content to adopt a rectilinear

time-scheme; jumbled chronology, extensive use of flashbacks,

constant variation in the point of view — all are indicative

of his refusal of straightforward narration. The early

works do not, however, approach the strength and vitality of

10

Simon's best writing, because he has not yet liberated himself

from the shackles of convention, and is still concerned to

work out recognizable plots. These books, more traditionally

fictive than reconstructive, more consistently narrative than

exploratory, are very much the work of a talented author in

search of the appropriate literary mode.

As its title suggests, Le Tricheur is based largely upon

the conception of life as a protracted game of fortune. In

describing its central character's attitude to gambling, Ludo-

vic Janvier says: 'Il voit tout de suite en lui la forme la
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plus expressive de la croyance, donc de la soumission, au
hasard'.1 Louis, a distinctly anti-heroic figure, attempts
to circumvent the workings of a haphazard existence by per-
forming some meaningful individual action as the authentic
expression of his will:

Je pense que tot ou tard, il faudra faire la preuve
que l'on a ete, que l'on est, autre chose qu'une suite
de loteries...
(Le Tricheur, p.41)

But the development of the novel reveals the shallowness of

his attitudes and leaves him with an almost tragic awareness

of failure. In order to point up the inevitability of Louis's
defeat and disillusionment, Simon employs an extended retour

en arriéneeinvolving characters of an earlier generation who,
in their temperament and their relationship with each other,
can readily be compared with Louis and his girlfriend Belle.
The situation of the girl's parents, Gauthier and Catherine,
anticipates that in which the younger couple will eventually
find themselves. Louis is close to Gauthier in his professed
refusal to abdicate control over his life; finding a convenient
excuse in the so-called bad luck of a troublesome war wound,
Gauthier is constantly planning some great work, but his
projects somehow fail to mature:

I1 avalt toujours 1l'intention de falre tant de choses
que ¢ etalt probablement la quantlte meme de ces projets
accumulés qui etait devenue tellement embarrassante que
l'on .ne faisait jamais rien et que l'habitude se prenait
peu a peu de se laisser aller et de ne plus rien attendre,
de n’esperer seulement que le hasard veuille bien ne pas
envoyer de catastrophe!

(61)

The peculiarly masculine penchant (the contrast here is
with Catherine, whose words those were, and with Belle) for
fruitless meditation on the problems of living, is nowhere
better illustrated than in the section of Le Tricheur dealing
with Gauthier's own point of view (pp.81-127), where Simon's

use of style indirect libre effectively conveys the tenuous

reasoning with which the failed artist justifies his attitudes:

1 Une Parole Exigeante: le nouveau roman (Paris, 1964),

p0920
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On ne pouvait pourtant pas se transformer en forgat

pour gagner sa Vie. S8i les choses avaient, par le

plus miraculeux des hasards, une raison d'ftre - ce

qui, a premlere vue, n'apparaissait pas pre01sement

comme - une ev1dence, bien loin de la — si 501-meme on

avait une raison d'etre, cen etalt tout de meme pas

pour le seul et unique but de s ‘echiner jour apres 30url

une simple addition, une suite inutile de peines-jusqu'a

la mort. .
(81)

Gauthier is obsessed not only with self-justification, but
also with a bitter sense of his own impermanence, which
emerges from his thoughts as he cycles home one evening:

I1 fallait que, cette fichue mecanlque aux rouages
encore plus usés que ceux du v1eux velo, continuat
as 'agiter sans repos jusqu' a 1'epulsement total,
jusqu'au jour ou tous les organes, arrives a la
limite de leur resistance s 1mmoblllsera1ent pour
toujours. Alors il cesserait d'etre. I1 cesserait
d'etre et la riviere et ces pierres et ces arbres et
ces collines contlnueralent d'exister. Seul, lui

ne serait plus la, il dlsparaltralt de l'univers
palpitant sans que rien y soit change.

(93)
This is the central truth which all of Simon's characters
have eventually to recognize. With typical self-indulgence,
Gauthier seeks to avoid it by seeing himself like Empedocles,
as a being of superior insight, so making a virtue of his
failure.

If her husband uses the war as an excuse for his in-
adequacy, Catherine too looks to a kind of confused fatality
to explain her own impoverished circumstances. She is a
martyr to her guilt over a brief wartime infidelity:

C'etait comme si une sorte de fatalite malfalsante
s'acharnait sur elle, s'obstinait sans replt et sans
treve depuis cette nuit dont la honte lui avalt fait
tout accepter depuis, comme si tout ce qui etait venu
par la suite avait ete une vengeance du destin, une
punition qu'elle avait supportee sans espérer rien
d'autre sinon que 1le chatiment ne devint pire encore.

(69)
In the case of Catherine and Gauthier, this is a convenient
philosophy for people seeking to eradicate their awareness of
insignificance and failure. Their willingness to invoke
destiny as the cause and justification of their particular

form of suffering is less an explanation than an abdication,
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The themes of failure and resignation are equally
important to the developing relationship between Louis and
Belle. Each in his own way, they are determined to escape
from the stifling conformity of the lives led by their elders.
Seeing in the pari mutuel a ready-made opportunity to earn
money out of nothing, Belle allows her enthusiasm to blind
her to the role of pure chance in her schemes:

Pourtant aprés on aurait fait ce qu'on aurait voulu,
on aurait eu-assez d'argent pour prendre le train pour
Paris et meme pour s'acheter... S'il avait voulu
m'écouter, on aurait pu par exemple jouer cing cents
francs. L'oncle Jacques a dit qu'il pourrait faire
dans les quatre-vingt-dix francs gagnant.

(12)

While Belle sees money as the key to material comfort, Louis
will not let himself become a victim without a say in the
organization of his own affairs., As in the case of the
girl's parents, this basic difference translates itself as

a repeated verbal fencing, and even as a certain hostility
in their physical relationship. Yet despite their ability
to appreciate each other's shortcomings, Louis and Belle are
forced in the end to admit that they form a mutually inter-
dependent couple.

Belle, no less than her mother, is mistrustful of the
masculine love of fine words and profound thought; she sees
Louis's inadequacies as very similar to those of her father.
Language as gloss over reality will become a more important
theme in Simon's later novels. Even in the first section
of the novel, Louis cannot bring himself to abandon Belle
and, like Gauthier, contrives to justify his irresolute be-
haviour in his own mind. As Janvier has pointed out,2 the
pattern of this first section.thus anticipates Louis's move-
ments on the night of his eventual decisive actionj; leaving
Belle alone and unaware of what he is about to do, he never-
theless returns, as if by instinct, after he has acted. As
the girl is quick to realize, his greatest need is the basic

consolation of her company:

Une Parole Exigeante, pp.92-3.
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Je crois qu'ils sont tous comme ¢a, je pense que c'est
un besoin qu'ils eprouvent de faire les guignols avec
des mots, comme Louis. 'Est-ce que tu peux seulement

comprendre quelque chose?! Comprendre quoi? Leurs
profondes pensees et ensuite il est comme un enfant,
apres, couché contre moi comme un enfant. C'est peut-
etre pour cacher ¢a et nous faire croire je ne sais
quoi qu'alors ils inventent toutes ces histoires, Oh
c'est bien malin, oui! mais il faudrait vraiment etre
trop bete, comme maman..

(150)
Given this perspicacity, it is ironic that, rather than face
having to make her own way, Belle is eventually content to
stay with Louis, even after he has lapsed into an unimagina-
tive routines: she is trapped in the very situation she was
determined to avoid.

Louis's real problem seems to be that he craves attention,
while fearing the consequences, for his independence, of any
sincere human commitment. He is characterized by a remark-
able degree of lucidity in his self-analysis:

Ainsi ma pensée toujours ramenée vers elle. Elle
ou Philippe, accaparants, quand donc me reprendrai-je
contre les voleurs? Moi poursuivi de reves, aux mains
qui se referment sur le v1de, mains bernees incapables
d'atteindre ce qui n gst qu'une tache de soleil sur un
mur. Leurre. Se resoudre donc a poursuivre d'in-
saisissables ombres jusqu' Beee .

(52)

Once again, it is highly ironic that when Louis does commit
his important action, it comes about as the result of a
chance encounter, and as the climax of a sequence of events
beyond his control.

The ultimate expression of Louis's desire to rebel is
in fact his decision to murder a priest who tries to befriend
him. John Sturrock has made a brief but interesting com-
parison between Louis and Meursault, the hero of Camus's
L'Etranger, which was written almost at the same time as
3

Simon's novel, The difference between the two characters,

3 The French New Novel (London, 1969), p.70.
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However, is that Meursault's crime remains an inexplicable
absurdity, because he has accepted alienation before the
novel begins. In Louis's case, following the rigours of

his education in a religious school, and his sarcasms about

a naval career like his father's (pp.41, 46), his gesture has
the double significance of violently refusing organized dogma
as a useful force in the structure of society, and of con-
demning the 'uniform' smothering the individual who has chosen
to wear it. But Louis flinches from the reality of his act,
which is accomplished in the most cowardly manner: this, for
him, is the true absurdity. So far from being the violent
culmination of his attitudes, this murder is a grotesque

acte gratuit which changes nothing in Louis's life. Finally

the act leaves character and reader alike with a sense of
futility. In a different way from Gauthier, but no less
forcibly, Louis is made aware of transience and insignificance,
and the intimations of mortality in the novel's ending are
emphasized by the durable splendour of nature.

In this first novel, in fact, it is made clear that in
Simon's eyes the principal source of human anguish is the
awareness of the effects of time. A tension is set up
between human, mechanically regulated time, and the very
different time-scale of nature:

Temps, Succession des temps, ecoulement impossible
a arreter, Teuctacteuctacteuctac, balance courte a
travers 1'etern1te grlse, lentes nuees qui se dis-
solvent et se desagregent dans l'infini... (43)
3

Louis himself is keenly aware of this contrast, but the
character in this novel who has the most highly-developed
sense of passing time is Gauthier. Troubled by an intense
feeling of the present constantly becoming the past, the
older man continually looks over his shoulder:

C'etait ainsi que les choses vous suivaient. Meme
quand 11 avait des nuages. Avec cette immobile
et perseverante tenacite d'ombre fluide, comme si
l'air qui se souvient gardait intacte les paroles,
encore v1vantes du son des v01x qul les ont portees.
Les voix eteintes continuent a tralner, lourdes de
l'obscure pesanteur du passe.»

(82-3)
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His weakness lies precisely in his readiness to let this
sense of the past stifle all initiative.

Gauthier's wife also allows past events to dictate
the course of her life. Simon words his descriptions of
this couple in such a way that they become applicable to
the human condition in general, revealing the relativity
of time to the human spirit, which emerges most forcefully
with regard to the sexual act and its interpretation as an
attempt to deny time. This supposedly most intimate of
moments is often one of profound tragedy, because of its
implications of escapism and delusion: escape from the
feeling of solitary insignificance, and a desired suspension
of clock time and its reminders of finitude. In Le Tricheur
this theme is quite explicit, as Catherine and Gauthier
share a few brief hours together in wartime:

ces jours hatlfs febrllement dlsputes a la mort dans
la chambre ou, couchés cote a cote, Gauthier et
Catherine ecoutalent passer dans la nuit d' aout les
minutes comptees et se raccourcir le temps vertigi-
neux. Cote a cote, silencieux, les yeux ouverts
dans le noir,-le rectangle de la fenetre empli du
bleu epals de la nuit, et cette presence traglque du
temps qui ne leur appartenait plus et de 1'ineluctable
domination qui pesait sur eux de tout le poids de
1'univers hostile. Tous les deux ecrasés au fond de
1'illusoire refuge de cette chambre et de ce lit.

(95)
As Simon's novels repeatedly show, the human spirit clings
to these shared moments of respite. How disappointing,
then, that when Gauthier returns from the front, time should
slow down again to the point of mere stagnation, with the
couple at loggerheads over their conflicting attitudes to
the demands of life.

If time is an important force governing the lives of
the parents, it is no less powerful where Louis and Belle
are concerned. The girl thinks she must succeed where
her mother had failed:

Il y a quelquefois des chances, mais il faut savoir

les prendre, il faut savoir oser les choses au moment

ou on peut, sans .ga on ne fait jamais rien, et on
n'arrive jamais a rien.

(163)
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Ironically enough, the opportunity which presented itself
in the shape of Louis turns out no less frustrating than
her previous way of life; her existence is as banal and
colourless as the next person's. Louis it is who says:

On peut arreter les aiguilles d'une montre avec le
doigt, on peut aussi detendre le ressort pour ne
plus entendre le bruit de ses pieds. Mais pas 1le
soleil.

(240)
This urge to kill time is recognizably Faulknerian in deri-
vation, bringing to mind the Quentin episode of The Sound

and the Fury, though falling far short of that novel's

powerfully sustained evocation of despair. It also under-
lines the references in Le Tricheur to Joshua:

Josue arretant le soleil.

, (227)
Il est maintenant pose un peu au- -dessus de l'horizon,
deJa presque arrive au terme de sa course 1nf1ex1b1e,
1nexorable, rapprochant 1'heure OUe.s Je pense a
Josue arretant le sole11 le fixant de son index
pointé comme une fleche, un clou le crucifiant au
mur du ciel,

(238)

Similar references will recur in Histoire and La Bataille

de Pharsale, demonstrating how basic this understanding of
the problems of time is in Simon's writing; here it is used
to bring Louis steadily closer to the reality of action.

In the last analysis, the most admirable quality shown
by the 'cheat' is his honesty in admitting defeat:

Quand le jour se levera je sais ce qu'il eclalrera,
pareil a hier, parell a tous les jours, si loin que
je resarde au dela des- toits, tout autour, devant et
derriere, ces murs.

Et de nouveau je respire une seconde fois, mais
redresse, mon corps tout droit, s'emplissant de
silence et de tenebres, comme si ga ne deyvait jamais
finir, comme si ¢a ne devait jamais plus etre que cet
illusoire et apaisant afflux.

(250)
The key word is illusoire; the calm of night is no more
definitive an escape for Louis than it had been for Gauthier
and Catherine, This point has been succinctly made by
Ludovic Janvier:

Parti d une morale de la 1uc1d1te que son attitude
et son echec final font apparaltre passablement
abstraite, l'anti-heros de ce premier recit aboutit
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donc a 1'echec consenti. De la nostalgie de l'histoire
a faire, il en arrive au classique constat individualiste
de l'histoire subie. On v01t aussitot pourquoi cet
ouvrage est capital pour apprec1er l'oeuvre tout entiere:
c'est ,qu 'il y sera toujours questlon de cet individu
problemathue que, 1le flux des evenements finit par en-
trainer avec Il.ul.l‘L

The problem of understanding one's experience in a rapidly
and constantly changing reality is one of the themes which
inform the whole body of the novel in the twentieth century.
If it appears only in a muted form in Le Tricheur, this is
principally because Simon is only just beginning the search
for the appropriate way of representing what is essentially

a chaotic experience.

The most obvious technical feature of this first novel
is its refusal to present events in a straightforward
chronological sequence, Simon prefers to adopt the system
of recounting incidents from different points of view, with
the concomitant repetition and addition of detail. In the
first section, for instance, the mental worlds of both Louis
and Belle are alternately laid open to the reader by the
combination of several narrative techniques. Here, Belle
is thinking back to something said by her uncle:

Elle fit une grimace de degout et se detourna.
Si seulement j'avais pu savoir ou l'oncle Jacques a
cache l'argent, pensa-t-elle. Il a compte les
billets sur la table. I1 y en avait pour vingt-
cing mille francs.

'Et dimanche prochain j'en aurai le triplel
Je ne suis tout de meme pas si bete pour me laisser
rouler jusqu' a la fin du monde par toutes ces fri-
pouil}es de jeckeys avec toutes leurs combines,
malgre qu'ils se croient si malins!

Il pouvait parler. Pour toutes les fois qu'il
avait perdu. Mais ou est-ce qu'il a bien pu les mettre?

(11)

These underlinings help to show how the narrative tense

changes with the technique, from the straightforward Past

Historic to the Perfect of reported conversation, and then

Une Parole Exigeante, p.91.




to the direct transcription of another character's remembered
words, to the Imperfect and Pluperfect of what amounts to

style indirect libre, and lastly to the Perfect necessitated

by the rendering of Belle's thoughts immediately, as in an
interior monologue. This combination is used effectively
again in the account of Louis's perambulations prior to his
action, as well as in describing Gauthier's thoughts during
his night-time journey home. Once Catherine's point of
view has been presented (pp.59-80), it is followed by that
of her husband (pp.81-127), before the third chapter resumes
the interest in the younger couple, Belle's reminiscences
leading to a constant oscillation between past and present.
The two time-schemes are allowed to interchange in-
cessantly, the one opening up new perspectives upon the
other, and dream-like sequences of introspection alternate
with passages of straightforward narrative. Thus the plot
of Le Tricheur is never allowed to become rectilinear, but
builds up in loops to the climax of Louis's cheating. A
good example of this circular movement is that the final
scene of the novel is prefigured some seventy pages before
it actually takes place. Ephraim Rosenblaum, a salesman
who lives in the same hotel as the young couple, sees Louis
lean dangerously far out over his balcony, and thinks he is
about to witness a suicide; the pages which follow (from p.
182 on) build up to the revelation of the circumstances
which have caused Louis to do this, and which Ephraim, for
his part, can have no way of understanding. The final fifty
pages are related by Louis in a first person narrative,
taking a point of view in time after he has committed the
murder and come to terms with its failure; this technique

. . ’ 4
bears an obvious resemblance to the sustained Passe Compose

employed by Camus in L'Etranger.

Overall, however, the impression is that Simon has
perhaps been too keen to establish his own modernity by
doing away with strict chronology and building up an in-
complete picture of events. This as yet tentative technique
comes nowhere near the fascinating power of such later novels

as La Route des Flandres, although it does prove the writer's

19



20

anxiety to experiment. It is helpful to remember what
another French novelist wrote, in an article for an American
journal in 1946:

These American authors have taught us that what we
thought were immutable laws in the art of the novel
were only a group of postulates which one might shift
about without danger. Faulkner has taught us that

the necessity of relating a story in chronological
order was only a postulate and that one may use any
order in telling the story as long as that order allows
an author to evaluate the situations, the atmosphere,
and the characters.

The echoes, thematic and technical, of Faulkner, and of the
clipped narrative prose of a Hemingway, in this first novel,
are as yet indicative of the kind of relationship existing
between pupil and master; moreover, Simon weds these American
techniques to a peculiarly French type of introspection in
the consciousness of his central character. But the novel
is at least strong enough to presage the more authentically
experimental and successful departures of the later Simon.
For at a very few points in Le Tricheur, there are
indications of those elements which are of major importance
in Simon's mature writing. The value of language as an
instrument of communication is called into question:

Les gens reclamaient une expllcatlon raisonnable
aux choses, tout dlsposes a les admettre pourvu
qu'elles soient deJa du passe avant meme que, de
naitre et que ce soit, avec des mots, un agreable
bruit mort qui resonne familieérement a leurs
oreilles, accompagne de l'odeur rassurante et
inoffensive des cadavres.

(108)
But brief passages also suggest the multiplicity of language,
anticipating Simon's later word-games:

Fleche d'Orient. Or riant, tapis, coupoles,
parfums. Oui! par exemple l'avant-port de Beyrouth
et toutes les fumees puantes que le vent nous ra-
battait dessus!

(38)

Jean-Paul Sartre, 'American novelists in French eyes',
Atlantic Monthly, 178, No.2 (August 1946), pp.114-18.
This article, translated by Evelyn de Solis, appears
in English, and the original has proved impossible to
locate.




Simon is at his best when describing sensorial impressions:

Bouteille vide: un 'cadavre!, Par leurs bouches
offertes aux levres, leur desalterante ardeur re-
pandue murmurante dans sa chevelure touffue au-dessus
des plis odorants de son epaule ronde.,

(104)

In a more overt manner than in later novels, Simon also
demonstrates the facility of transfer from one sensorial
experience to another, particularly when the play of light
is being evoked:

Le pont de fer eclata en fracas sous le train.
La lumiere et tout le paysage eclaterent comme une
avalanche de verre brlse par les poutrelles entre-
croisees, La lumlere hachee, decoupee en triangles
aigus frappait a grand bruit contre la vitre du
compartiment.

(154)
In order to communicate the force of such impressions, the
controlled syntax of such passages will be deliberately
sabotaged in later writing.

It is also interesting that a failed artist should be
one of the principal characters of Le Tricheur; the one
positive feature of Gauthier is that he introduces two in-
sights which anticipate much of Histoire and La Bataille

de Pharsale in particular:
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I1 pouvait entendre leurs piétinements invisibles,
sulvant la route autour de lui, et sentir la pou5513re
soulevee par leurs jambes multiples. Quelque chose
comme le bas du tableau de la bataille de San-Remo,
d'Ucello, un pletlnement serre de jambes rouges, vertes
ou blanches, melées aux lourdes pattes des chevaux
parcourant les plaines autrefois sonores de leurs galops.

(93)

Less clearly perhaps than in Simon's best writing, art is

seen as the crystallization of essential moments of experience,

and the tangible presence of the past weighs heavily upon
the character concerned. Simon's preference for Poussin
also makes itself felt:

Dans certalnes esquisses au lavis de Pou551n, on devine

ce souffle d'epouvante parmi les membres brises des
divinites d'airain abattues sur les dalles, et la
terreur des personnages se couvrant la tete de leurs
manteaux, fuyant en tous sens comme des possedes au
long des murs des villes pestlferees, Jonchees de



cadavres aux bouches ouvertes sur des crls etelnts,
dans un poudr01ement aveuglant de lumiere d°' orage,
déchirant leurs vetements mouillés de sueur.

(124)
Gauthier, then, is a useful spokesman for a novelist who
has never concealed his disappointment at having failed to
become a painter: 'La peinture — c'est ce que j'aime le
plus au monde. Je suis un peintre raté'.6 Simon's best
novels abound in references to paintings and other works of
art which appear as the encapsulation of human emotions or
obsessions. Le Tricheur is an interesting, sometimes rich
novel, with some acute observation of human foibles, and
several admirable passages of description which bear witness
to the talent of its creator. Although three more books
soon followed, that talent was not to approach its fullest

expression until some twelve years later.

Not until 1952 d4id the second novel, Gulliver, appear,
although Simon did publish a collection of essays and

souvenirs, La Corde Raide, only two years after Le Tricheur.

Despite containing, in germ at least, many of the situations
to which Simon will return with greater profit in the later

novels, La Corde Raide remains on the whole an aggressively

assertive book whose tone eventually antagonizes the reader,

its very brashness forming a parallel to the wilful modernism

of the fictional work which preceded it. Only in those
passages dealing with death and solitude, or with life as
refracted through art, is there anything approximating to
Simon's best writing. As John Sturrock has suggested,7
it is in Cezanne's 'implicit mode of communication' that

Simon finds something to admire, saying of the artist:

6 Quoted in Bettina L. Knapp, 'Interview avec Claude
Simon', Kentucky Romance Quarterly, 1969, No.2
(1970), pp.179-90, (p.180).

7

The French New Novel, p.l46.
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Il pouvait sentir quelque chose qul ne ressemblalt
a rien de ce que l'on avait deJa peint, ecrlt ou
dit. Quelque chose qui, si l'en parvenait a le
saisirees Du monde l'image se faisait et se de-
faisait sous l'incessant passage des nuages, des
saisons, se defaisant et se reconstituant sans
treve « . o I1 y avait, chez Poussin, un commence-
ment de cela, une rumeur, comme les echos sans fin
d'une secrete et multlple resonance, avec le mar-
tellement multlplle des pas, les voix que se re-
jettent les murs, les branches contrariées dans le
ciel, un monde cadence, ordonne.

(121-2)
References to other painters — Delacroix, JIngres, Renoir,
Picasso — show the force of this concern with art, which

is not enough, however, to rescue La Corde Raide from

mediocrity.

Perhaps in response to adverse criticism of these two
books, Gulliver is without question the most limitedly
traditionalist of Simon's novels. Essentially, however,
the main themes are unchanged: life is seen as a sequence
of defeats or illusory triumphs, its prime motive self-
interest inspired by a feeling of individual insignificance.
Much is done to expose the vanity of philosophy, and to
establish general patterns of hostility between characters.
As in the first novel, there is a distinct absence of
meaningful communication; each of the characters is immured
in solitude, and even the best intentions are confounded.

Again as in Le Tricheur, there is a dichotomy between
the human time lived by the characters of Gulliver, and the
universal time of nature which outlasts their frenetic
activity. This is brought out both on the local and the
more general levels; while there are reminders of the back-
ground of the Second World War — the periodic eruption of
chaos -~ in which the action is set, there are also moments
at which the individuals feel that time and events are in
fact passing them by:

On entendait la course ployante des rafales dans
les hautes branches. On pouvait entendre le passage
du temps formidablement vite.

(76)



Le vent s'effilochait en longs écheveaux,
longues bandes stridentes, horizontalement tendus
dans une fuite vertigineuse.

(77)
Effroyablement vite, irrattrapable, le temps passait,
s'engloutissait avec le vent redoublant dans la nuit
sans fond au dela des branches gemlssantes.

(79)
Such flashes of poetic prose are intended to highlight
human ephemerality, as opposed to the durability of the
natural world:

Dehors c'etait la nuit, la campagne couleur de
cendres sous la lumieére 1ente de la lune, flgee dans
l'attente sans impatience des recommencements.,

(175)
Almost without exception, the characters in the novel become
aware of this transient condition, until what they do is
often simply the expression of their desire to extirpate
feelings of smallness, or at least to achieve a temporary
reprieve.,

No less than the anti-hero of the first novel, the
protagonists of Gulliver come to see themselves as the
puppets of a blind system of chance, for which the card-
game is an effective symbol. Some of them will be dealt
with more harshly than others, but what seems important
is the extent to which they are hapless victims, rather
than the arbiters of their own existence. In each case
'le hasard' is the name given by the losers to what Simon
calls the rich indifference of life, 'sa magnificence in-
soucieuse, meurtriere et prodigue' (p.16). Significantly
enough, the central characters of the novel, Max Verdier
and Eliane de Chavannes, meet in a gaming-club, where
Verdier realizes that his life has been changed:

percevant dans son dos le silence tendu ponctué

par les monotones annonces des croupiers, le
silencieux ceréemonial du mystere ardent, 51nlstre,
qui agglutlnalt les dos autour des tables eclairees
d'ou s'elevaient par intervalles les voix pronongant
les- formules rituelles et fatidiques

(275)

What is true of the casino can also be applied to life as

ol
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a whole; the player is attracted, as by a magnet, to the
wheel, or the card-table, despotic symbol of a haphazard
fate to which he has a treacherously ambiguous attitude,
depending upon his good or bad fortune.

Other characters in Gulliver feel the effects of a
drastic change of fortunes: the grandmother of the de
Chavannes family, seeing in the giant twin grandsons, Jo
and Loulou, and their criminal activities, the final
evidence of a fall from nobility; Bert, the reporter, whose
dreams of love and celebrity evaporate in the light of hard
facts; and most of all the old Jew Herzog, once in a post
of academic prominence in Paris, and now victim of the
twins' crass and inhumane profiteering, as they sell him
information about his daughter, captured by the Nazis.,

In this character Simon gathers most of his power to portray
solitude and suffering; in the midst of one of Herzog's
awkward gestures of friendship, reality catches up with him:

Quelque chose d'1ncomprehen51ble et de 101nta1n, le
son venant de partout et de nulle part a travers les
epalsseurs mortes du 511ence ou l'on entendait comme
un murmure de bulles creveea, la lente asonle des
fleurs dans la senteur pourrie de leur seve se re-
pandant, s'infiltrant lentement par les flssures de
la terre, exhalant parmi les visqueuses decomp051tlons
la plainte monotone des pleurs et des sanglots., In-
consciemment, il s'appuya de 1'epau1e contre le mur.
Incapable de bouger il pergut alors distinctement le
bruit tlmlde, tenace, de la souffrance, comme une
vieille mecanlque rouillée et familieére occupee a
grlncer sans espoir de cessation sur-son axe mar-
tyrlse, quelque part dans la profondeur obscure du
monde, dans la perspectlve infinie des Jours, des
siecles passes et a venir, patiente, acharnee, vigi-
lante. .

(112-13)

This virtuoso passage announces one of the main character-
istics of the later Simon: his ability to evoke the presence
of death in the midst of life, and to portray suffering on
a universal scale, as will be the case particularly in

La Route des Flandres. It is fitting that Gulliver should

end on the note of Herzog's continued alienation from the
very people with whom, out of the profound humanity of his

own suffering, he tries to sympathize. In this novel,
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intolerance is not diminished even by death and mutual
sorrow; the old and stereotyped hostilities persist.

But in several respects — his humanity, his intelligent
sensitivity, his paradoxical habit of creating disorder and
provoking animosity —— Herzog is the forerunner of Antoine
Montés, the enigmatic hero of Le Vent. Herzog it is who ‘
provides one of the central insights of Gulliver, summarizing
a profoundly Faulknerian theme which Simon has adopted as
his own: the polar antithesis between man and woman, both
in physical and emotional make-up:

'Aussi on ne devrait jamais avoir de filles. Ou bien
il les faudrait imputrescibles. Mais elles sont
justement faites de tout ce qui pourrit: je ne dis pas
les corps, mais les voix, les regards... L'essence
des , gargons, des hommes, elle est pour ainsi dire
mlnerale, vous savez: les tranqullles 01met1eres avec
leurs milliers de croix ou les noms des conqaerants
apalses s effacent lentement, s'effritent dans la me-
moire sans idee de soulllure. Mais ces fragiles
existences faites d'emprunts a ce qu'il y a de plus
corruptible, comme les parfums, les murmures, les

SevVeSees '
. (62)

The reader is reminded of Light in August and the initiation

of Joe Christmas into the nature of woman, by way of a more
intimate physical knowledge, for which Faulkner finds the
symbol of the cracked urn, the marble image of beauty with
a vital flaw:

He reached the woods and entered, among the hard trunks,
the branchshadowed guiet, hardfeeling, hardsmelling,
invisible. In the notseeing and the hardknowing as
though in a cave he seemed to see a diminishing row of
suavely shaped urns in moonlight, blanched. And not
one was perfect. Each one was cracked and from each
crack there issued something liquid, deathcoloured,

and foul. He touched a tree, leaning his propped

arms againsg it, seeing the ranked and moonlit urns.

He vomited.

The difference between the two situations is that Herzog

London, 1960 (first published 1933), pp.177-8.
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speaks from the anguish of an elderly man and father, while
Christmas is a youth coming face to face for the first time
with the hard facts of life.

The significance of Gulliver's title is that each of
the major characters is hampered by his own impotence. Max
finally commits suicide, the twins  achieve nothing, for all
their physical superiority, Eliane leaves with Tom as an
escape rather than as anything more positive; and certainly
Bert is not a man apart, despite his pretensions as a writer
and his ludicrously pompous adoption of the pseudonym Fouquier-
Tinville. Each of the characters is a Gulliver in the sense
that the volatile life of the mind and the emotions is tied
by the limited endurance of the body, and that each of them
is basically helpless. Already there had been a hint of
this in Simon's first novel:

’Il ne pouvait pas bouger., Son corps etait lourd,
cloue par terre, immense, Gulliver,
(Le Tricheur, p.16)

On the level of the characters and their relationships in
Gulliver, nothing positive emerges. The last words of the
book, 'Sale juif! dit-elle. Sale cochon de Juif!' (p.381)
provide an effective ending, not only because they summarize
the blind prejudice from which Herzog suffers, but also because
they synthesize the basic theme that Simon has been discussing:
the absence of humanity, and the isolation of individuals

in an enduringly hostile community. Though never falling

into the category of a novelist of the absurd, Simon, in

this novel as in his first, portrays people trying and failing
to make some sense of their lives. In the end the plot is
left unfinished, and any note of hope is counterbalanced by

realistic acceptance of the unchanging in human nature,

Some of the stylistic features of Le Tricheur reappear
in Gulliver. Again Simon uses the technique of incomplete
revelation, suggesting a particular event as already past
before he describes the circumstances leading up to it.
Deliberate confusion is created by the adoption of the multiple
point of view, examining events as they appear to various

characters in turn, while the use of protracted flashbacks
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again provides a wealth of background information and does
away with strict chronology. Professor John Fletcher has
summed up Simon's second novel:

The principal interest of Gulliver is the style,
which marks a clear departure from that of the two
previous books published in the nineteen-forties.,

For the first time, in fact, Claude Simon adopts one

of Flaubert's devices and begins to make extensive use
of the present participle instead of the more usual
present indicative in narrative passages, and of what
one might call the 'dramatic colon' -- that is, the
abrupt pause in the middle of a period, usually at a
colon, to pull the reader up short and rivet his atten-
tion on what follows. On the whole, however, his style
still remains close to that based on the American novel
and used by many other French novelists in the early
nineteen-fifties: drab, brutal and deliberately non-
interpretative, with a strong tincture of slang.9

Gulliver sees Simon marking time rather than making any real
progress, but on the other hand, while passages of dialogue
do at times exasperate with their clipped jargon, the language
of the novel seems on occasion to be getting away from the
'drabness' of the Americans.

This difference emerges most clearly, as it did in
Le Tricheur, in two types of situation. Firstly, when
Simon is describing nature, a vibrant kind of poetry is
introduced; in such passages Simon juxtaposes human ordure
with the splendour of nature, in a way which anticipates
the magnificent language of Le Vent, though lacking the full
tragic force of that novel:

Au dehors il faisait une matinee radleuse, en-
soleille. A travers les v1tres du cafe on pouvait
voir les ombres des malsons se decoupant sur les
fagades de 1'autre coté de la rue avec une netteté
ebloulssante, et au-dessus l'azur sans un nuage,
comme lave, comme si le ciel, 1°' alr, avaient la
transparence cassante du verre, etaient peints avec
ces couleurs de faience lumineuses et glacees,

9 New Directions in Literature (London, 1968), p.117.
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nettoyes de tous les miasmes, de toutes les sallssures,
par le vent qui emportait horlzontalement les fumees
blanches au-dessus des cheminées.

(339)
A real sense of exhilaration comes out of such a passage, a
feeling of liberation while the painter's eye revels in the
colours of the natural world; in all respects it is a welcome
breath of fresh air in the novel, and one of its successful
features.

Secondly, there are some points where Simon is suggesting
the latent chaos beneath the surface of human activity, in
which case the language becomes tense and highly atmospheric.
A major contributory factor is the writer's repeated use of
adjectival paradox, later one of his favourite devices. It
is used to describe the giant twins in a moment of deflation:

De nouveau ils se turent et de nouveau il les sentit
tous les deux, guettant, sournois, dociles et meurtriers.

(180)
It appears again to capture the strange impression made by a
woman crying: 'le bruit grelottant et dompté des sanglots or-
gueilleux' (212); and it caricatures the inbred viciousness
of people knowing that they are at a disadvantage:

Dans 1la penombre du couloir 1le visage camard se dis-
tendait decouvrant les dents carriées dans un sourire
de compllclte servile et meurtriere.

. (354)

Such intelligent use of what amounts to oxymoron makes for
a telling economy of style, particularly well suited to
recording those fleeting glimpses of the forces at variance
within the human character; it is also symptomatic of Simon's
anxiety to counteract the limitations of language.

Another effective means to convey the particular im-
pression made by a character is to turn to the world of
art, which Simon does in describing Bert:

le visage . « . dans la lumiere avare semblait sortir
tout droit, yeux enfonces, nez en coupe-vent d'une de
ces peintures de Daumier: un de ces comedlens au menton
bleu, encore jeune mais usé, au facies sculpte par les
quinquets de la rampe en avant du fond obscur et pous-
siereux des decors, g la fois desole et sarcastique,
capable d'incarner, selon les besoins, des personnages
aussi divers que le Cid, Sganarelle ou Tartufe.

(71)
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As in Le Tricheur, it is in purely descriptive passages
that Simon is most at ease:

Sur l'epalsseur de la nuit la fenetre du premier
etage plaqua soudain un rectang}e citron pale, devint
le centre d'un monde insoupgenne aux flbres multiples
se ramlflant en un reseau de branches melees, encore
mouillées et luisantes. Puls, tout rentra dans l'ordre
et les choses un moment bousculees par la nappe laltense
se mirent d'accord, organiseérent un nouveau mystere, un
nouveau silence., .

(209)
At times, however, the language of Gulliver breaks down
into a disappointing verbosity. Often this makes the
writing too obtrusively thematic:

Il fait trop noir maintenant pour distinguer les
caracteres qui se confondent, ne forment plus que
deux rectangles grlsatres portant en eux, comme ces
figures d'idoles au regard introuvable, le redoutable
verdict de toute parole et de tout 1an$age depuis que
cette folie et cette malediction qui pesent sur 1'homme
le forcent a inventer des 51gnes dans lesquels il en-
ferme pour toujours les ephemeres balbutiements de ses
angoisses et de ses terreurs.,-

(255)
While it is clear that Simon takes a dim view of literature
as a didactic or informative medium, his attitude will be
much more forcefully communicated in the mocking pastiche

of La Bataille de Pharsale, for example, than in these fine

phrases. With its patiently long descriptions of stereo-
type, and its accumulation of background detail, Gulliver,
which the novelist himself has called an 'excellente et
fertile erreur'10 in the sense that it proved his inability
to compose a traditional novel, is too artificially con-
trived in plot, too deliberately 'Balzacian' to be a

successful, or even a truly Simonian work,

The section of Le Sacre du Printemps headed '10, 11

et 12 decembre 1936' is possibly Simon's most accomplished

piece of writing before Le Vent, and certainly the most

0
1 'Réponses a quelques questions ecrites de Ludovic

Janvier', Entretiens, No.31 (1972), pp.15-29, (p.17).



atmospheric. It sees the real beginnings of his concern
with the major events of a lifetime, those cataclysmic
occurrences like war and revolution, which take the writing
on to a universal rather than a narrowly individual scale.
This section also marks Simon's successful attempts to
describe, for the first time, the frustrations involved in
examining the past from the vantage-point of the present.
Simon emphasizes the fallibility of memory, at the same
time trying to capture the essence of those moments that
stand out as meaningful insights into the realities of life.
But it is only after the event that these moments of
heightened understanding can be grasped and evaluated, and
in Simon's novels hindsight is usually the source of self-
disparagement rather than self-congratulation. This will
be an essential aspect of such novels as Histoire, par-
ticularly in the dialogues between uncle and nephew, two
characters who are to some extent prefigured by the step-

father and stepson in Le Sacre du Printemps.

The three days from 1936 give an account of the step-
father's activities on the fringe of the Spanish Civil War;
they are also intended as a parallel, on a far more dramatic
level, for the three days — also 10, 11, and 12 December ——
of his stepson's transition from the adolescent to the adult
world, sixteen years later, which are related in the novel's
first, second, and final sections. Bernard, the younger
man, rebels against the stepfather's constant cynicism, the
reasons for which are withheld, in familiar Simonian fashion,

until the third section of lLe Sacre du Printemps. As the

episode unfolds, it becomes clear that the older man has
acquired his knowledge of human nature by experiencing
violence at a much more intense pitch than anything his
stepson eventually has to encounter. Ludovic Janvier

has given an accurate summing-up of the importance of this
mature character, and his place in the context of Simon's
work:

2 ’ . . I3
La vraie resignation, qui est devenue une sagesse,
igtervient pour la premiere fois avec ce type de
revolutionnaire-amateur vieilli du Sacre du Printemps.

31



Nous 1le ,voyons revenu de tout espoir, il a atteint
ce degre de scepticisme ou, rlen ne signifiant plus
rien, ce que nous sommes prets a condamner au nom
de la morale ne tem01gne que betement de 1l 'impuis-
sance de l'homme: il sera toujours 'refait' par la
'Vie',

This is another way of stating that 'impuissance devant le
destin' which the novel's epigraph, taken from Trotsky,
advances as the tragic in life. The tension between action
and contemplation, which stems from this very powerlessness,
is given terse expression here, anticipating the later con-

frontations in such novels as Le Palace or La Route des

Flandres. Each of the two men undergoes a ritual initiation
into the basic truths of life, and they differ only in the
degree of cynicism which their disillusionment induces.

An essential feature of the Spanish episode is that it
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brings together enthusiastic amateur and hardened professional.

As it becomes obvious that the first revolutionary ardour
has cooled, a protracted struggle dissolves the important
community of spirit, allowing individual ambitions and
motives to re-establish themselves. The little group
which Simon describes reflects this disintegration: Suner,
still a passionate fighter for the cause, despises Ceccaldi,
while each in his own way is the antithesis of the young
Frenchman, there only as a well-meaning outsider, who is
not prepared for what he finds in the company of such men:

Ce n'etait pas cela. Mais entre les mots et ce
qu'ils recouvraient, il venait de decouvrir quelque
chose qui le laissait perplexe, demunl, en proie a
un inexprimable malaise, s'interrogeant maintenant
en face de ce vide, ce trou d'ombre d'ou s'exhalait
l'haleine fade, glacee, 1nsoutenable, de l'incerti-
tude, de ce qui se fiche eperdument et des mots et
des principese.

(150)
There is an unbridgeable gulf between his reading and his
theorizing, idealistic though it may be, and the actual

involvement in revolutionary action. Here is one of the

n Une Parole Exigeante, p.101.




essential themes of Simon, which will reappear much more

forcefully in Histoire and La Bataille de Pharsale: the

conviction that experience always confounds preconceived
notions, and that theories and principles are remorselessly
destroyed by the realities of action. For the young
Frenchman, it soon appears that all his good motives count
for nothing:

moi qui n'avais jamais eu faim ne savais ni hair ni
aimer si je pouvais me dissoudre dans la nuit le temps
1l'oubli mals tout homme est obllge de tricher avec
lui-méme dés 1'instant qu'il agit putain en dehors
du rlen pour rien, le seul mot tricherie 1mp11quant
1'idee de jeu et celui de jeu de gratulte, alors qu'il
s'agissait de tout le contraire et moi m! 'accrochant
m'agrippant au ventre du sommeil demasque la putain
refusant 1l'argent de l'imposture...

(189)

He has merely been playing an idealist's role, and the mask
is stripped from him by people who are not acting out their
theories but fighting for their lives; this lesson will also
be learned by the student-narrator of Le Palace.

This Spanish episode, concerned with gun-running,
political intrigue, and death, is considerably different
from the story of Bernard's own activities, yet the two
men react alike to what is fundamentally the same lesson.
Bernard too begins to understand the ruthlessness of life
and its organization on the basis of exchange and violent
confrontation. When he tries to sell a ring for the young
woman, Edith, not knowing that she needs the money for an
abortion, he sets in motion a chain of events which escape
his control; his eyes are opened, like his stepfather's,
to the three realities on which life is based: commerce,
sex, and the fear of {death. At one point he finds himself
in a bar trying to enlist the help of a former school friend,
and, observing the group involved in pseudo-political dis-
cussion, he finds a very apt metaphor:

On dirait des marchands. Ou plutot un marchand, et
autour de lui, instinctivement reconcilies, instinc-
tivement solidaires, 1rr1tes, agre551fs, peureux,

ceux auxquels il chercheralt a refiler quelque chose
dont ils ne voudraient a aucun prix, s efforgant tous
de deviner, deceler 1la ruse, tellement surs, tellement

s
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persuadées par avance d'etre finalement roules qu'ils
suspectent la moindre, la plus anodine de ses paroles,
suspecteraient sans doute leurs propres paroles si
par hasard ils les entendaient prononcees par sa
bouche, et pour un peu se suspecteraient eux-memes,
eux, leur sens, leur raison et leur esprit, comme ces
insectes affoles tournoyant eblouls et fascines,
autour de la flamme ou ils se pre01p1teront.

) (82)

What is supposedly a friendly meeting to draw up a plan of
concerted action becomes instead a miniature of life in
commercial terms, each camp determined not to cede to the
interests of the other. There is an element of inevitability
about it, reinforcing the conviction that this, in Simon's
fictional world, is one of the durable traits of human nature.

Similerly, a truly climactic moment for the naive
Bernard, who thinks of Edith in terms of purity and vir-
ginity, arrives at the end of the first part of the novel,
when he has to face the truth as exposed in the girl's
brutally realistic question:

'Oul. enceinte, en~-ceinte. Et alors, espéce de
cretin! Qu'est-ce que vous vous figurez que j'ai
entre les jambes?'

(136)

His dealings with minor criminals, unscrupulous traders,
and even his own brother, whose help he would have to pay
for, leave Bernard aware of the full force of money as the
basis of men's lives:

il fut sur le point a! eclater de rire songeant tout
a coup a la bague, a J051e, a Edith, a son frere, a
l'argent, , songeant qu'aucun homme ni aucune femme, -
aucune creature humaine sur la surface de la terre
ne peut faire que de sa naissance a sa mort elle ne
depende de lui, bien que son premier souci soit de le
nier, meme si elle feint de le mepriser, meme si elle
le hait, parce qu'elle ne peut pas plus s'en passer
que de l'air qu'elle respire — la seule chose au
monde que l'on puisse avoir sans payer — et encore.
(221)

This is only one aspect of his increasing knowledge of the
individual's subjection to a larger pattern, confirmed by
his brief sexual involvement with the unprincipled Josie,
girlfriend of a minor underworld figure. This is not the

random coupling of two adolescents, but a form of initiation



into a ritual as old as humanity. In the girl, Bernard
sees reflected his own predicament, and the evidence of
his full involvement in life:

scrutant au- dessous de lui le petit visage a ce
moment debarrasse, lave de tout artifice, enfantin,
naif, (et l'1nstant d'avant ralant sanglotant, fou,
dans cet au- dela du plaisir qu1 est comme le reflet
fidele et symetrlque de ce qu'avec acharnement celui-
ci s'efforce de nier: solitude, souffrance et mort,
l'ancestrale terreur apprise en meme temps que la
connalssance de leur destin par tout esprit et toute
chair, herlsses, glapissants et solitaires). )
(120

With honesty, if somewhat overtly, this passage describes

the ferocious clinging to moments of intimacy such as this —
a symptom of man's cheating, an act of the body attempting

to cancel out an inherited state of mind. Bernard is no
different from other men, and the events in the novel set

out to destroy his youthful illusions and to draw him into
the real world.

The accident which terminated Edith's pregnancy is a
triumph, against the youth's arrangements, for what Simon
calls 'le luxuriant, anarchique et impétueux desordre de
la vie' (p.241). The novel's final confrontation takes
place in the hospital where Bernard and his stepfather
wait for news of Edith; in an institution where death is
a commonplace, the younger man is taught the tragic realities
of life by one of Simon's 'Wise 01d Men',12 who knows that
everything a man undertakes to do is simply a 'protestation
contre sa condition' (p.263). Bernard learns that he is
not free, but the object of an irresistible process whose

only certainty is its conclusion.

A crucial aspect of Le Sacre du Printemps is the atten-

tion it pays to the consternating divorce between language

12 This phrase is used by John Sturrock in The French

New Novel, p.83.
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and reality, which is of some importance in two respects.
It causes a breakdown of communications generating in-
tolerance and hostility among the characters, and it helps
frustrate the individual in the attempt to express either
his immediate feelings, or his memory of experiences and
sensations which are now part of history. While Bernard's
allegiance, as a student of mathematics, to the magic of
signs is revealed as chimerical, it is the older man who

is more keenly aware of the frustration:

De nouveau la voix resta suspendue, mais cette fois
pas pour attendre quelque chose du dehors: seulement
pour permettre a ce dont elle n'etait que l'instrument,
1'imparfaite,, rugueuse et approx1mat1ve traductrice,
de compter, de remonter, s 'enfoncer dans le cours ou
plutot la masse accumulee du temps.

(259)

What is new in Le Sacre du Printemps is the growing concern

with time as a problematical sense of the past which becomes
an enigma for the intelligent individual, who feels the
weight of the past as an accumulation of experience to be
examined and organized from the viewpoint of the present.
The stepfather is conscious that the Spanish episode is

now full of gaps and uncertainties which he is unable to
complete from the distance of sixteen years in time:
'souvenir confus, douteux' (p.201). But even the recent
past is subject to confusion, as Bernard discovers for
himself. This novel approaches the later ones in pointing
out the inadequacy of perception, which then magnifies the
role of memory as the instrument for evaluating experience,
leading only to frustrations because of the imperfections

13

of memory itself. For the first time a truly Simonian

metaphor appears:

Pere. Un mot. Souvenlr dans ce broulllard, cette
irreelle perspective da' ou (etait-ce moi?) la mem01re
doutant d'elle-meme ramene, moi et pas m moi en meme
temps, des fragments de-vitres cassees a travers les-
quelles je peux prendre conscience ou plutot ranimer

13 For an interesting discussion of the interrelation-
ship of perception and memory in Simon's later works,
see Sturrock, op. cit., pp.58ff.
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un monde a 1l'echelle de 1'enfant que je sais moi
dans la melancollque lumlere, le melancollque,
pou551ereux, amer parfum des choses qui furent.

(31-2)
Nostalgia for the past is increased by the incapacity to
recapture anything but the most fragmentary knowledge of
it; many of the most striking passages in Simon's later
novels will appear as the delineation or even the reani-
mation of static scenes.
A favourite phrase of the later Simon also crops up

with some regularity in Le Sacre du Printemps: the plus

tard which translates a failure to make sense of reality
in the moment of its being experienced, and the reliance
on memory to provide insight only when the experience is
irrevocably past. In the end Bernard looks back, from
the calm of the hospital, to the last few bewildering days:

Au long d'une perspective deformee comme par une de
ces glaces aux reflets grotesques des parcs d'attrac-
tions, les quarante dernieres heures qu'il venait de
vivre lui apparaissaient en une sorte de raccourci ou
les acteurs succe551fs « o o surgissaient 1l'un apres
l'autre comme portes par un tapis roulant, gesticulant
en une parodie outree de leur propre personnage (mais
pas volontalre, pas forcee: 51mplement comme dans
ces films ou 1'operateur facetieux a change brusque-
ment le rythme des 1mages, par le 51mple effet de
l'acceleratlon, de la pre01p1tatlon echevelée des
mouvements: comiques, pitoyables et risibles marlon-
nettes vues a travers cette compression, ce telesco-
page du temps ou nos actions, des plus futiles aux
plus graves, n'ap araissent pPlus que sous la forme
d'une agitation desordonnee, absurde et hilarante),
grossissaient vertigineusement, et s evanoulssalent.

(226)
The emphasis here is on the essential deformation which
results when the past is subjected to such scrutiny, an
aspect which will be vital to the conception of Le Vent.
Memory's bringing the past into the present again serves
only to highlight the near-buffoonery of Bernard's actions,
and to make possible g lucid and damaging self-appraisal.,
It is the older man who refers to the processes of

memory in terms evocative of fluidity:
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remontant le cours figé du temps ou il pouvait se
voir, les regarder de nouveau agir-et se mouvoir
comme des nageurs, comme ces plongeurs aux gestes
ralentis par l'epalsseur, la densitée de la matiere
transparente, se rappelant cette nuit.

, (201)

Et il pouvait plonger dans ce temps gelatineux,
transparent, remontant cette chose sans dimensions
ni perspective.
(202)

Memory abolishes order and perspective, bringing on to the
same plane events which may be widely separated in actual
time; the effort to restore chronology is like floundering

in a vast reservoir, but it is one of the habitual activities
of the intelligent mind with which the Simonian narrator is
always endowed.

With Le Sacre du Printemps, rather than with Gulliver,

an authentic style begins to develop, in which there are
several important characteristics. Here are the beginnings
of the grande phrase that characterizes not only Le Vent

but all the later novels until La Bataille de Pharsale;

for example, in the massively long description of the

commercial quarter (pp.93-5), where detail follows detail

to build up a depressingly immediate picture, and in the
first section of the novel, narrated often in the form of
Bernard's interior monologue and containing several sentences
of unusual length (e.g. pp.48-9), sometimes completely free
of punctuation. This is again the case in the third section,
with its transcription of the stream of consciousness of the
stepfather; at one stage, as he falls asleep (p.189), his
thoughts merge into one another and finally run down into
unconsciousness, a technique that will reappear in more

striking form in La Route des Flandres and in Histoire.

As Professor Fletcher has suggested,14 the present
participle begins to impose itself as the instrument for

describing action, particularly as it is remembered —

1

New Directions in Literature, p.119.
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that is, as seen happening again in the mind of the person
remembering, a point made by Brian Fitch in his seminal
article on Simon's use of this device:

Chaque partlclpe present evoque un mouvement dont la

duree n est pas 1nd1quee. Ce mouvement se trouve
donc isolée de son contexte temporel e o o On dirait
ue le temps s'est arrete, %gant l'action en pleine

evolution sous forme d'image.
This technique may therefore be interpreted as an antecedent
of Simon's use of art works as a form of perpetuation of
action:

se detachant alors de la Qorte, s'avangant vers lui,
se penchant, lui parlant a, voix basse cependant qu'il
me jette des regards embetes, et je la vois tendre la
main derrlere la table, et lui de plus en plus em-
barrasse, me regardant de nouveau, bredouillant, et

a la fin se dec1dant me montrant « +

. (38)

The present participle is used to bring different time-
schemes together as if the narrator were participating
again in the action so described. One more feature of
this developing style is the recurrent use of phrases such
as 'Il pouvait l'imaginer', or 'C'etait comme s'il pouvait
le voir', which are an extension of Simon's exploitation
of the present participle to create an effect of immediacy.

Once again, however, it is in occasional passages of .
description, particularly of light or rain, that Simon is
most impressive:

Au dehors, les fagades des 1mmeub1es, les toits
de zinc mouilles, commenceérent a se dessiner dans une
lumiere grlsatre, incertaine, qui presque au581tot
cessa de cr01tre, se figea d une fagon 1rremed1able,
a la limite du jour et des tenebres, et ne changea
plus. Il avait cesse de pleuv01r mais toute la
ville semblalt encore ruisseler, degorger lentement
comme une eponge distendue son trop~plein d'eau, sous

15

'Participe present et procédés narratifs chez Claude
Simon', Revue des Lettres Modernes, Nos.94-99 (1964),
pp.199-216.  See also Sturrock, op. cit., pp.101-2.




1e ciel bas, les nuages se trainant au ras des chemi-
nees, menagant a tout instant de crever de nouveau.

(89)
More often than not, light is associated with time, thus
reminding the young man of its rapid passage or, paradox-
ically, lengthening his days and tending to make of them
what Gauthier had called 'une suite inutile de peines'
(Le Tricheur, p.80). The calm neutrality of nature serves
again as ironic contrast to the frenetic life of men.
In describing the almost incessant rain which accompanies

the action of Le Sacre du Printemps, Simon demonstrates the

ability to assimilate this natural phenomenon to his con-
ception of time, anticipating the brilliant metaphor of

La Route des Flandres. Even to Bernard its qualities are

unmistakable:

Il pleut toujours. Dans 1'auréole du reverbere je
peux la voir, grise, impalpable, 1n1assable, striant
de fines vergetures la tache de lumlere, mais invi-
sible dans le noir humide troué de reflets, et c'est
comme si d'ici ., . je pouvais entendre s ‘ecouler
avec la pluie le 511ence patient, les multiples,
soyeux, imperceptibles rulssellements, les lentes
processions des gouttes le long des cheneaux, des
auvents, des branches noires, luisantes et nues.

(36)
Acquiring almost a Proustian cadence, Simon's language is
used to give the natural symbol an important thematic
function which will remain in much of his work.

In Le Sacre du Printemps these qualities begin to

combine and stand out from the pure story-telling elements,
as the essence of the coming Simon. The novelist himself
has acknowledged the importance of this book in his develop-

ment:

C'est sans doute Le Sacre du Printemps qui fait
l'axe, le pivot autour duquel tout tourne, devment
autre, cesse apparemment de ressembler a ce qui pre-
cede. Vous savez, cette mutation, c'est la maladie.
J'al vecu durant cing mois allonge. Avec pour seul
tpeatre une fenetre. Quoi? Que faire? Voir (ex-~
perience de voyeur), regarder avidement. Et se sou-

Lo



Y

16

venir. La vue, la lenteur et la memoire...
This admission helps to explain the brilliantly detailed
descriptions which fill the pages of subsequent novels,
and the impassioned attention to what is often a highly
personal individual 'history' rather than to the contrived
adventures of a more completely fictional character.
Simon's best writing does in fact stem from an extraordina-
rily retentive memory, inspiring descriptions of a most

revealing and evocative kind.

By 1954, then, the thematic basis of Simon's oeuvre
is established, His picture of the human condition, with
its evocations of pointless cruelty, its relentless exposure
of self-delusion, is a bleak and fairly comfortless one.
In their overriding fear of time and death, men find the
spur to all their actions, but the crucial problem is the
individual's inability to impose his will upon events, and
his eventual submission to a broader set of circumstances
in which basic tensions recur unchanged. Where these early
novels fall down is in their attempt to put into cut-and-
dried terms a vision of life as consistently perplexing in
its ambiguity. Simon fails, in fact, to live up to the

precept laid down in La Corde Raide:

Tout etre qu1 s exprlme, ne fait que donner une
forme a 1°' 1nformu1e, eclairer un peu de ce brouillard
sans langage, sans mots et sans vocabulaire dont il
donne une traduction, un aspect visible et communi-
cable. C'est tout ce qu'il peut faire, cela et pas
autre chose. Du fait qu'en outre, il se preoccupe
du resultat de ces paroles, ce ne sera plus cette
parcelle de verite decouverte a travers lui qu 'il ex-
primera, parce qu'il cherchera- a la rendre attrayante
en la travestissant, 1' alterant-et la deformant a
l'aide d'un fatras de raisons laborleuses, de ruses
et d artifices qu'il suppose, a votre gout ou a votre
portee et capables de vous seduire. .

(70)

Quoted in Hubert Juin, 'Les secrets d'un romancier',
Lettres Francaises, 12 octobre 1960, pp.1, 4.
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Simon also fails to support his own heavy-handed irony
about 'philosophical' novels, expressed in the stepfather's
attack on such works (see p.57: surely this is directed
against Camus and La Peste?), and the impact of his more
accomplished pages is therefore diminished.

But there is a discernible shift of emphasis in the
last novel of this early'phase, as Simon moves towards that
preoccupation with memory which typifies his best writing.
The clue to the success of the later novels lies in the

subtitle to Le Vent-— tentative de restitution d'un re-

table barogque - which indicates Simon's concern with the

purely artistic possibilities of the novel., By adopting

a style which epitomizes bewilderment, by presenting, not

a narrative, but a collection of vivid scenes, Simon begins
to find the appropriate expression for his vision of the
'impetuous disorder' of life. At the same time, he turns
his attention definitively toward the past, and the fasci-
nation it exerts over the individual who seeks in it the
explanation of an experience defying understanding. The
development of his work from now on will be dictated by his
search for the situations which convey that fascination,
particularly as embodied in works of artistic representation,
and by his exploration of the possibilities of language to

organize and give satisfying shape to a complex reality.



Chapter II1: Chaos and the Semblance of Order:
Le Vent 1957
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Far off events, transformed by
memory, acquire a burnished
brilliance. because they are seen
in isolation, divorced from the
details of before and after, the
fibres and wrappings of time.
Lawrence Durrell

The peculiar impact of Simon's fourth novel derives
mainly from the originality of its comnception, which is
dependent upon the exploitation of compromise and the
statement of ambiguity. Its enigmatic central character,
one of the most curiously appealing in modern French
writing, is shaken out of his innocent complacency by an
experience of chaos which threatens to destroy him; tragedy
arises when his rigorously ordered outlook is confronted
with the anarchy of life and an excess of suffering. New
importance is also attached to the dichotomy between 'truth!
and 'fiction', directly related to Simon's developing atti-
tude to time. From the vantage-point of the present an
attempt is made, through the work of memory, to reconstruct
an episode from the past. Once the memory reveals itself
inadequate to the task, the imagination is brought into
play; the novel's narrator openly and repeatedly admits the
subjective tenuousness of the narrative he is creating.

It is not truthful, in the sense of establishing an unequi-
vocal record of events and characters, but a largely imagi=-
native reconstruction whose purpose is to grope toward a
better understanding of them.

The superiority of Le Vent over the early writings
is achieved by a deliberate compromise between tradition
and modernity: Simon has constructed a novel which oscillates

between the poles of order and disorder,1 avoiding the

Compare the heading of Vivian Mercier's chapter on Simon,
'Order and Disorder, Memory and Desire', in The New
Novel from Queneau to Pinget (New York, 1971), pp.266-31k.




drabness of factual statement while preventing the threat-
ened breakdown into mere confusion. Le Vent seeks to
elaborate a prose style which will do justice to the exu-
berant disorder of life. If, at one level, the novel is
like a detective story, there is never any possibility of
bringing a recognizable plot to its logical conclusion, as
Robbe-Grillet does so ingeniously in Les Gommes, for in-
stance; this is the first of Simon's novels to display the
quality of open-endedness which characterizes all of his
subsequent work. Le Vent is therefore important as one
of the pivots on which the oeuvre as a whole turns: here
Simon begins to explore more profoundly the twin themes of
time and memory, and to examine the resources of reconstruc-
tive prose as the medium in which to convey his vision of

the past as an a-temporal sequence of highly-coloured scenes.

One method of imposing order on the confused events
surrounding the central character, Montés, and an indication
of Simon's growing concern with works of art, not necessar-
ily as idealization, but basically as crystallization of
human experience, is to disengage the principal one of two
analogies expressing the duality of people's reactions to
him, and the ambiguity of his own character. While there
is a comparison with Spanish tragi-comedy, this is used to
suggest the more lunatic aspects of Montes's character,
and to underline the surprising difficulties which arise
when he undertakes some essentially simple business: the
settlement of his father's estate in the town in Southern
France which his mother had left before Montes was even
born:

tout cela . . . ressemblant assez a une de ces piéces
al espagnole, un de ces trucs de Calderon ou de Lope
de Vega une de ces comedles-drames a multlples jour-
nees repartles dans, ou plutot exhumees, emergeant
sporadlquement hors d'un temps vague, d'une incertaine
duree trouee d'eplsodes burlesques ou macaroniques.
(112)

This is also an apt reminder that the time-scheme of Le Vent

is dictated by the chronology of memory; the vivid scenes of
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which the novel is made up create a fluid movement backwards
and forwards within the period of six months that Montes
spent in the town. '

But the tragic tenor of Le Vent is better expressed by
the allegory of sainthood implicit in the novel's subtitle,

tentative de restitution d'un retable baroque; it pays

sustained tribute to the patience and endless sympathy of

the man at the centre of the novel. The fundamental inter-

pretation of Montes's story as a form of 'trial by existence'

provides a pointef to one of Simon's most important inten-
tions, the one which ties Le Vent to the mainstream of

traditional fiction: at one level, this tragic novel is to
be read as a meditation upon the nature and possibility of
sainthood in the modern world. In this way, it may ulti-
mately sound like an intense statement of despair, evoking
the paradox that sainthood precipitates the evil latent in

the world, and building a powerful case against the innocent

optimism of its central character. Here then is the absolute

truthfulness of Simon's novel; for Montes's simplistic atti-
tude it substitutes a new awareness of life as the accumu-
lation of suffering, which has enabled at least one critic
to establish a comparison between Le Vent and the Bible:

Le drame qu1 se joue dans ce decor antique est
une sorte ad' allegorle de la misere humalne, une re-
presentatlon symbollque d'une humanite souffrante et
coupable. Le theme qui ressort entre tous est celui
de 1'injustice et-du triomphe du mal o o o

Mais si, dans le monde que cree Claude Simon, le
mal triomphe ce n'est au profit de personne. Il n'est
jamais non plus, question de punir les coupables. La
distinction entre innocence et culpablllte s'efface
dans la vision cosmique de cet auteur, pour qui tout le
monde est victime.

By presenting his novel as an allegory of sainthood, Simon

Laurent Lesage, 'Claude Simon et l'Ecclésiaste',

Revue des Lettres Modernes, Nos.94-99 (1964), pp.217-23,

(pe221).
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is able to elaborate one of its basic themes; as Montés
pursues his goals, not only does chaos confront order;
but good is opposed to evil, 'cette inseluble, oiseuse
énigme du bien et du mal' (p.11), two notions which are
blurred by conventionality and dictated, to some extent,
by the feeling for social propriety which the innocent
Montes disregards., If the central character of Le Vent
tends to resemble the enigmatic Prince Myshkin of Dos-
toievski's The Idiot, it is the mark both of Simon's ad-
miration for the Russian writer, and also of his desire
to work from the particular to the universal, and so to
avoid the narrowness of scope which, overall, is one of
the chief shortcomings of the earlier novels.3

In order to bring out the allegorical connotations
of the story, various minor clues are included, as well
as the subtitle, to establish parallels between Montes
and such an exemplary figure as a saint, or even as ’
Christ. At one point a reference is made to his age,
which is put at around thirty-five (p.15), not signifi-
cantly far removed from the thirty-three at which the life
of Christ ended. More positively, perhaps, there is the
Christian name of Antoine, also that of one of the most
celebrated of saints; this in turn must be taken in con-
junction with a deliberate statement made about Montes by
the narrator of Le Vent: ]

Plus tard il devait me decrire cette perlode de sa
vie ou (apres s'etre vu brutalement — comme si tous
les evenements 1l'assaillaient avec la v1olence de ce
pays, de ce vent, de cette lumieére a la fois demesu-
res et agressifs — heriter d'ume 1mportantepropriete,
expose aux tentatlons de 1 argent puis de la chair,
puis attaque, v1olente, a demi- etrangle, puis, alors
qu'il pensait avoir enfin trouve une retraite, un

Simon has expressed his admiration for Russian llte-
rature on several occasions; see for example Andre
Bourin, 'Technlclens du roman: Claude Simon', Nou-
velles Litteraires, 29 decembre 1960, p.h.
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semblant de tranquillite, Epie, EValue, et, sans qu'il
alt seulement eu le temps de comprendre comment four-
re dans une histoire louche), . « . il se falsalt 1'ef-
fet . . . d'etre une sorte de mythe.

(82)

Clearly, then, there is in Simon's novel his own version of
the 'Tentation de Saint Antoine', not only because of the
temptations put in Montes's way, but also in the evocation
of his constant persecution and suffering. Even the natural
elements, it will be seen, are against Montes, and stand as
Simon's equivalent -- wind and dust in particular -- for the
desert faced by the Christign martyr. The violent heat,
light, and wind of this Southern community must approximate
to a desert for Montés, brought up in the cooler greenery

of a Northern climate. The wind effectively hinders his
movements around the town, as he cycles out to his property,
for example:

(restant entre chaque effort, elan coupe,'a peu pras
immobile, en equlllbre sur la route balayee par le-
vent qui le repoussait avec, de part et a' autre — le
vent et lui — la meme volontalra,oplnlatrete, comme
si l'ouragan faisait aussi partie de cette tacite
conguratlon qui semblait l'avoir accue}lll ici, our-
die a la fois par les hommes et les elements pour le
rejeter, le refouler, le renvoyer la d'ou il venait)

(26)
In Montés and the wind, two obstinate forces clash, one of
which has to bend or eventually to break; by the end of
the novel, and inevitably, it is the cruel anarchy of life,
as symbolized by the furious persistence of the wind, that
triumphs over Montés and finally destroys his illusions.
The wind is a constant presence at each of the stages in
the development of Montes's sainthood and in the eventual
denial of it. ]

There are, however, still more direct suggestions that
Montes is to be seen as the central figure in an allegory
of sainthood, and that Le Vent seeks to emulate the pattern
of a retable by deploying a number of critical episodes
from the life of its central character, divorced from the
rigorous logic of temporal sequence. The first, and perhaps

the most important of these, appears at the beginning of the
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novel's third chapter, where Montes is juxtaposed with a
representation of the Christ figure rounding off one of
Simon's panoramic descriptions of the town:

ses egllses flottant la quille en l'air, ombreuses,
froides, profondes, emportant leur nuit trouee 4' or,
leur acre parfum de cierges clignotant, leurs mur-
mures psalmodies, leurs vierges p01gnardees, debout
dans leurs somptueuses robes de douleur, tordant
leurs doigts charges de diamants, levant leurs'yeux
aux pleurs de dlamants vers leur fils supplicie, aux
pieds polis par les levres des amoureuses et des en-
fants, les reins ceints de dentelle 1mmaculee, nu,
noir, et juif. Et lui (Montes) assis 1a « . .

- (k2-3)

Echoes of this crucial passage recur at points throughout
the novel, and reinforce the allegory in which Montes is
the principal participant. ’

The most deliberate enlargement upon this initial
description is the involvement of Montes with his own
'amoureuses', and with children. One of the first things
he does on his arrival is to make contact with the children
of the town, whom he photographs and entertains for hours
on end. Constant emphasis is laid on the childlike
qualities of Montes himself: his strange naivete and his
innocence, an unchanging air of astonishment and fascination
at the variety of the world around him, a total lack of
interest in the down-to-earth dealings of business and ad-
ministration. One of the principal links between him and
Rose, the chambermaid in his cheap hotel, is in fact his
affection for her children, and in particular for Thérésa,
the elder of the two girls. A deliberate parallel is set
up between them by calling the child's eyes 'deux charbons'
(p.47), thus likening them to the'regard charbonneux' (p.61,
p.202), which is a major contribution to the enigmatic appeal
of Montes. Precisely because he seems more innocent even
than a éhild, Montes is misunderstood and consequently
resented by the adults of the town.

After the death of Rose, the compulsory separation of
Montes from her orphaned children is the final blow for a

man who at all times has been happy for his own 'Suffer
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little children' to ensure his continuing contact with the
childhood world. What is perhaps even more important for
the allegory is the climax of this strange and often moving
kinship. When Montés, accused of interfering in the life
of Rose and her Gitan husband Jep, a minor criminal, is
knocked out by the latter, he is left to explain to Thérésa,
trying to gloss over the incident she has witnessed. As
he does so, the girl makes a gesture which brings the story
of Montes firmly into line with the notion of sainthood as
Simon has suggested it:

'Ce n'est rien, Il n'a pas voulu... Enfin c'est-a-
dire il a voulu... Enfin c'etait pour rire u01...-
il...', puis se talsant, reculant cherchant a degager
sa main sur 1aquelle l'enfant s etalt penchee, puis
sentant ses levres, leur contact bref, comme une brulure
sur le dos de-sa main, tandis qu'elle le lachalt, se
detournait et partait en courant.

(125)

The intention in describing this action is to create an
unmistakable comparison with the kisses placed on the feet
of the statue with which Montes was juxtaposed; the instinct-
ive gesture of the child captures the sympathy and under-
standing existing between her and Montés, the child in
spirit. The central character of Le Vent is, in a sense,
even more defenceless than a child, because he has no real
forewarning of the adult world; he is quite unique in re-
taining, for as long as he does, his childlike naiveté,
which makes his eventual awakening to reality all the more
tragic in its suddenness and brutality.

If Montes actively seeks the company of children, to
the point where all his free time is taken up with them,
he is not directly responsible for the attentions paid to
him by several female characters, those 'amoureuses' who
introduce the second element of the allegory. On a visit
to the property, Montes is subjected to an attempt at
seduction by the steward's daughter, whose parents hope to
make an advantageous marriage for her. Montés, however,

is unmoved by the display:
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Peut-etre ne la v1t-11 meme pas, elle, ses seins,
son visage pelnturlure, ses yeux faits, ou plutot

ne vit-il pas ce qu ‘elle etait, se contenta-t-il

de penser que c 'etait une de ces filles de la cam-
pagne qui ne savent pas mettre leur rouge, ou que

la coutume, 1c1, voulait que ce fussent les meres
qui servent a table jusqu' a ce que les fllles soient
assez grandes pour s'hablller de noir a leur tour

et prendre place a cotée du feu de braises.

(32)
Nothing comes of this meeﬁing except an unexpected decision
from Montes — to keep the property — which provokes a
violent fit of pique from the girl's father, and a protrac-
ted lawssuit: once this manoeuvre has prowed abortive. It
is his utter innocence, then, that preserves Montes from
this first temptation; he really does not know that a trap
has been set for him, and so avoids it unconsciously.

This in itself is proof of the ambiguity of the man's nature,
since he is able to talk knowingly to the narrator of the
novel about the relationships between men and women, and to
provoke a surprised reaction: 'Eh, dis-je. Vous m'avez
l'air d'en savoir plus long la-dessus qu'on ne... — Oh,
ce n'est pas bien difficile a imaginer' (p.133).

Less easy to account for is the fascination which
compels the two other 'amoureuses', Cecile and Rose, to
confide in him as intimately as they do. Cécile, the
daughter of a wealthy bourgeois family distantly related
to Montés, seems to have nothing in common with this poor
and bizarre individual, and no apparent reason exists for
her visiting his shabby hotel; but the man's total lack
of hypocrisy has appealed to her as a completely new ex-
perience which makes her forget the ingratiating mission
on which her father has sent her. He becomes a confidant
to whom Cécile wishes to reveal her true self — expressed
in her antagonism toward her sister Héléne, her repudiation
of the family's system of values — which emerges from the
sarcasms directed at social conventions and the demands of
a false propriety. But, because Montes is unaccustomed
to such company, they talk almost entifely at cross-pur-

poses. Cecile fails to realize the ironic aptness of her
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remark: 'Naturellement g¢ga doit vous paraitre des histoires
d'un autre monde!' (pp.65-6); the machinations over his in-
heritance, to which she refers, do in fact belong to a
world foreign to Montes.

The greatest problem he faces, however, is not Cécile,
but his relationship with Rose. Perhaps the most vital
scene in the book is 'cet étrange et nocturne duo d'amour'
(p.101) shared by Montés and the chambermaid, where Rose is
seen confiding in Montés and testing his remarkable capacity
for sympathy; she tries and fails to shock him out of his
calmness and tolerance because she is being faced, not by a
hypocritical fagade, but by Monteés as he really is. Their
conversation, reconstituted in terms which emphasize its
importance for the novel as a whole, expresses the basic
ambiguity of Montes's nature as it appears to other people:
on the one hand, he is an embarrassed and confused ‘'idiot';
on the other, a man of astonishing patience and insight.
But Rose catches Montes unawares when she flings an accusa-
tory question at him:’

'Pour quoi vous prenez-vous, dit-elle. Pour un saint?'
I1 n'y avait plus trace de faiblesse dans la voix.
Pas exactement de 1l'hostilité. Pas de sympathle non
plus. Malntenant il pouvalt la sentir qui le devisa-
geait tandis qu'en p;01e a une sorte d'affolement, le
visage brulant, 11 begayait de plus belle, essayalt de
relever la tete, déecouvrait dans la penombre le reflet
brillant des deux yeux, rebaissait aussitot Ja tete, et
’
finalement renongait, se taisait, restalt la, irreme-
diablement perdu, regardant stupidement a ses ?1eds
les ombres noires des branches faiblement remuee?. )
101

These words stop Montés short and force him to reconsider

his attitudes, precisely because they imply a presumptuous-
ness of which he has not been conscious. Sainthood is not
a condition to which he has wilfully aspired, despite that

excessive humility which causes him to forgive sarcasm and
violence. The conversation with Rose begins to bring home
to him the need to rethink his life in the light of a new,

increasingly distressing experience.

The challenge is reiterated soon afterwards by his other

'lover', Cecile. Again the confusing duality of his nature
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leads her to ask what kind of game he is playing: 'C'est
un numéro de cirque?' (p.150), before the more injurious
question provokes an angry reaction:

'Un saint non pas un pourquoi qu'est-ce que ga s1gn1-
fie pourquoi est-ce que vous aussi' (pour la deuxieéme
fois en moins de quarante-huit heures, une bouche de

femme, Jmais cette fois celle d'une jeune fille, et a'a
peu pres quinze ans plus jeune que ltautre « « . lui

langant avec le meme accent de colere, d'exasperatlon,
exactement les memes mots) Je ne me prends pour rien
a la fin vous commencez tous a m'em...'.

(152-3)
Made a second time, the accusation hurts Montes because he
cannot understand it. Nor have Cécile and Rose understood
that what they interpret as a self-conscious pose is in fact
the real character of the man; his attitudes are intolerable
to people who do not share his belief in goodness and in
order, Because he really is as he seems to be, the eventual
outcome of his stery gains in tragic impact.

There is also the question of his confidence in the
Established Church, which makes him see such implied posturing
as a form of sacrilege; this comes out most forcefully inmn
his confrontation with another key figure who willl play Judas
to Monteés's Christ, as the allegory progresses. For there
is in fact one character whose company Montes dislikes, and
with whom he is more than usually ill at ease: the young
commercial traveller Maurice, who forces his friendship upon
Montes, and quickly adopts an important role in the drama.
With his nervous volubility, he has nothing at all in common
with the central character:

Et Montes le regardant toujours, un peu recule sur sa
chaise, - eprouvant me dit-il, comme un vague malaise,
quelque chose d'indefinissable au 'il cherchalt vaine-
ment a preclser sans parvenir a rien decouvrlr der-
riere-le jeune visage triangulaire, pale, pas anti-
pathlque, pas sympathique non plus e« o o puis il (Mon-
tes) comprit, pensant: 'Mais ce n'est que le boniment.
I1 doit avoir quelque chose qu'il va essayer de me
vendre...'.

(70)
As events develop, it becomes clear that this is a case of
unlike poles attracting; the representative of good is drawn

into contact with the agent of evil, Maurice acting as catalyst
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in the drama involving Montés, Rose, and the Gitan.

Maurice first arouses Montes's curiosity and concern
about Rose's present difficulties, caused by her husband's
criminal activities; then he becomes increasingly familiar
with Montés, intruding upon his privacy and even spying upon
him, Soon, Monteés penetrates to the truth behind the ver-
bose and suave manners:

Pensant encore avec une espece de surprise, presque de
gene2 avec presque une envie de detourner charitablement
la tete autant par’pudeur que par dlscretlon, comme s'il
etait tem01n malgre lui d'un spectacle qui n tetait pas
fait pour etre vu: 'I1 est malheureux. I1 souffre.
Mais de quoi?'

(136)

Eventually it is the narrator who pinpoints the reason,
blaming the 'soif eperdue de considération' (p.139) that
spurs Maurice's efforts to impress. In this respect the
placid Montes is a challenge to him, but not until, almost
in desperation, Maurice attacks the subject of religion, does
he even begin to achieve his aim, The mention of atheism
disturbs Montes's confident assumptions:

Et cette fois, au-dessous de lui, Montes avait sur-

saute, relevait la tete, le cons1dera1t de ses yeux

ahuris, tristes, comme quelqu'un de reveille en sur-

saut . . ., disant: 'Quoi? . . . Vous voulez dire que

c'est simplement s » « Un fait? Une croyance? Rlen QUeoss!

mais ne pouvant meme pas finir, se taisant, tres rouge, 1l'air
malheureux. .

(139-40)
At this point, sensing a temporary advantage, Maurice commits

himself to his role as agent provocateur by revealing his

knowledge of Montes's attempts to intervene in Rose's affairs.
Even then, Montes refuses to abandon his notion that he is
himself at fault for reacting in an exaggerated way to the
salesman's insulting remarks about Rose.

At their next confrontation, Maurice's plea for some
consideration turns into blackmail over an intercepted note
from Cécile. and over Montes's rart in looking after jewels
stolen by the Gitan (pp.157ff.). But by now things have
become too much for the central character:

'Peut-etre, dans un autre moment, me dit-il encore,
aurais-je marché, aurais-je dlscute, ou tout au moins



essayé de ruser, mais ga paraissait tellement bete:

que mMoi... qu elle... Alors j'ai dit: 'Flchez le camp!
et maintenant il etait debout, l'air plus embete gue
menagant quoiqu'il essayat encore de craner en agitant
cette feuille d'agenda, disant: 'Peut-etre gque si son
paternel apprenait...', et j'ai dit encore: 'Fichez-moi
le camp! « . « Fichez-moi tout de suite le camp, vous

m'entendez? Fichez-moi tout de suite le camp d'ici!...'

(159)

This then is the equivalent in Le Vent of the cry 'Get thee
behind me!', as Montes tries finally to dismiss the agent
of evil recognized in the whining Maurice. Essentially,
their meeting has been that of irreconcilable opposites,
from which disaster had to result, and in the last analysis
neither has any lasting effect upon the other. Montes in
fact regrets the departure of Maurice, as the removal of one
more familiar if odious element in a world which seems to be
crumbling about him. Playing the part of Judas, Maurice
has precipitated suffering, but is eventually forgiven by
the extraordinary Montés, who more than ever can be seen as
the central figure in an allegory combining the temptations
of Saint Anthony with the implacable persecution of Christ.

For he suffers, as well as physical violence, a kind of
death resulting from his tenacious faith in the ultimate
triumph of good. As evil and disorder gain momentum, he
seeks a state of suspension and passivity approximating to
death. This fact is deliberately stated by the narrator
as he develops his mental picture of Montes taking refuge
in his room: 'le 1lit de pensionnaire (presque mortuaire: le
drap a peine dérangé, a peine souleve par le corps, tiré,
plat, jusqu'aux aisselles)' (p.172). Here is the culmi-
nation of an attitude hinted .at in Montes's use of his
camera, 'l'appareil qui pendait sur sa poitrine comme, sem~
blait-il, une sorte de troisieme oeil, un organe supplémen-
taire' (p.23). Photography, as Montes practises it, is a
means whereby to impose order: ’

Jjusqu' a ce que le monde hasardeux et compllque cesse
de tournoyer sans treve et sans bruit, s'organise,
s'ordonne et s'immobilise enfin,

(148)

55
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It represents his personal struggle to become, in Eliot's
phrase, 'the still point of the turning world', until the
events in the novel destroy his fixed views and force him
to admit the triumph of disorder. Montes goes on from
his climactic experience of death and disillusionment -
the discovery that Rose has been killed by the Gitan, who
thinks she has betrayed him to the police — to undergo a
rebirth into a world seen through new eyes:

franchissant lg¢ seuil sans s, arreter, quoiqu' a ce
moment il pergut avec nettete quelque chose qui se
cassalt en lui, ou plutot dit-il plus tard, comme
une deconnectlon, une rupture (le cordon, pensai—je)
o« « o clignant des yeux non pour se proteger de la
lumieére . . . mais pour essayer de briser, d'ecailler
la mince pellicule qui lui semblait recouvrir son
v1sage, comme une couche de cire le sepa;ant de l'air
exterleur devenu pour lui un milieu, un, element
etranger ou il n'aurait encore jamais penetre au-
paravant.

(189)

Montes, at thirty~five, has been given new life, but this
'resurrection', made possible by his contact with Rose, is
the beginning of a much more tragic involvement in human
experience. Now that he has seen with his own eyes the
violence and futility of death, the whole edifice of his
beliefs crumbles, and he is no longer able simply to turn
his back on the presence of suffering in the world. He
rejects a priest's injunctions to seek consolation in
prayer, no longer an adequate outlet for his personal
SOrrow,

At this vital moment Montes is juxtaposed for the
second time with a representation of sainthood, in the
form of a statue in a small lateral chapel where he hides
from the insistent priest. What he sees is a cheap and
tawdry figure:

quelque chose de funebre, de fastueux, de sordide,
et lui, la, toujours- 1mmob11e sur sa chaise, plus
que jamais image de la desolatlon, mals sans larme,
regardant d'un oeil froid, sec, le décor sale et
pompeux comme, me dit-il, s }1 voyalt pour la pre-
miere fois, n'avait jamais penetre de sa vie dans
un-endroit semblable.

(195)
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Experience has shattered all Montes's received ideas, not
least those on religion. If the accepted channels of
religion are inadequate as the expression of suffering,

he, as the representative of sainthood, is only too con-
vincing, epitomizing a goodness and humility which is
tragically out of place in the world of human affairs, and
may even be the source of harm, as the narrator suggests
(p.235). In this novel, even the allegory of sainthood
plays its part in embodying the threat of disorder. As
Ludovic Janvier says, Le Vent is 'le livre le plus touchant

de tous',

Essential to Montes's tragic situation, and one of the
great strengths of Le Vent by comparison with the preceding
novels, is Simon's success in developing and sustaining the
theme of time, which lies at the very core of his intentions
as a novelist. Time is here assimilated to the twin themes
of nature and suffering, to make it the dominant force in
the book, discussed not only for its effects upon humanity,
but also in relation to history and the concern to recon-
struct a comprehensible picture of time past: in other words,
as a force of dissolution against which the writer in the
reconstructive mode conducts a despairing rearguard action.

Initially, a tension is established between human time,
in the sense of constant and anguished clock-watching, and
the unhurried but no less inexorable time-scheme of nature,
which offers an ironic contrast to the frenzy of human action.
Thus one of the levels at which Simon's novel functions is
that of nature poetry, a major factor in the thematic struc-

5

ture of Le Vent and the source of a vibrant prose style.

Une Parole Exigeante, p.102.

This is proof of Simon's debt to Faulkner; see for
example Michael Millgate, The Achievement of William
Faulkner (London, 1966), p.62: 'Faulkner also appears
to be fascinated with the symbolic possibilities . . .
of natural phenomena’'.




For Montes in the early part of his stay, nature is a con-
stant source of pleasure. An element of continuity is
introduced into the narrative by the recurrence of the
regular movements of nature, as seen through the eyes of

the sensitive central character. But with the accele-
ration of events, the whole of nature involves itself in

a conspiracy whose aim is to swamp the bewildered individual:

Le soleil bas, jaune foncé, glissait presque horizon-
tal dans la chambre, projetait sur le mur la tache
marbree Jvirant lentement du citron au chrome, puis du
chrome a 1°' orange, tandis qu'elle se deplagalt insen-~
31blement et du dehors (tintement des brocs des femmes
a la fontalne, appels, et un murmure las, multiple,
epulse) parvenaient 1e§ brults du soir. Comme une
exhalaison du jour fane, revolu. Puis un fremisse-
mgn} un long cri de soie dechlree fendant 1l'air, se
repetant, et Montes pensant: 'DeJa. Les hirondelles.
Elles sont dega...' Et maintenant la barre du soleil
comme du bronze en fusion glissant semblait-il de plus
en plus vite, au point qu'il pouvait pres ue suivre sa
lente derive, la lente terrifiante, et irremediable de-
rive du temps.

(85)

Between spring and autumn, Montes's defeat is under-
lined by the continued presence of the wind, the agent of
chaos. If there is a close resemblance between Simon, at
this stage of his career, and Faulkner, it is surely ex~
pressed by the 'sound and the fury' of which the wind is
the symbol, Montés, like Benjy in The Sound and the Fury,

is considered an idiot, by some people; in his clinging to
an established order he shows the same childish fear as is
apparent in Benjy's simple-minded attitude:

Ben's voice roared, Queenie moved again, her
feet began to clop-clop steadily again, and at once
Ben hushed. Luster looked quickly back over his
shoulder, then he drove on. The broken flower
drooped over Ben's fist and his eyes were empty and
blue and serene again as cornice and fagade flowed
smoothly once more from left to right; post and tree,
window and doorway, and signboard, each in its ordered
place.

London, collected edition, 1966, p.321.
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The longing for an accustomed way of seeing the world is a
link between Faulkner's idiot and the innocent Montes who,
childlike in spirit, does not have the mind of an infant;
but the dramatic events of Le Vent are just as clearly in-
tended to evoke disorder, and to render untenable Montes's
position of childlike simplicity. Because he is an in-
telligent and sensitive man, he is able to experience the
full tragic weight of a new involvement in life. That he
is no fool, is shown by his hesitant formulation of a theory
applicable both to human life and in particular to the re-
silience of nature:

'Mais je ne me rappelle plus... Si: mutations. Voila,
Est-ce que ce n'est pas seulement quelque chose comme-
¢a, et rien d'autre. Vous savez: des cellules ou. je
ne sals quoi qui s'accrochent d'une certaine fagon, se
desagregeant tombant en pouSS1ere, en mlettes‘ pour
s'agglutiner de nouveau d'une autre fagon, et a peine
y a-t-il une legere modification, un de ces trucs
microscopiques en moins ou en plus, mais c'est toujours
la meme chose puisque ga vit. Alors?'

(234)

This reiterates the novel's basic theme of confrontation
between human ephemerality and natural duration; in other
words, an understanding of the finality of death and of
the insignificance of individuals inspires a tragic nostal-
gia in the face of nature.7
Two extremely poetic passages summarize the importance
of the natural phenomenon from which the novel takes its
title: one relates to the theme of time and the irremediable,
the other to death as privileged release from chaos. Montés,
lying in the coffin-like stillness of his room, is drawn back
into the world of action on becoming aware again of the wind:

Et seulement, au dehors, de nouveau, le vent oublle,
tenace, les sporadlques et soyeux bruissements frolant
les murs comme la course d'un voleur chaussé .d' espad~-
rilles, s'enfuyant le long des murs comme le temps

7
see Sturrock, op. cit., p.74.
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meme fuyant, filant 1rremed1ab1ement le sang s! ecou-
lant d'une blessure par ou le corps se vide, la vie,
dans un lent desesp01r.

(172)
Simon's sensitivity to language is evident in the series of
onomatopoeic and alliterative sounds in this passage, as the
wind denies Montes respite and drives him from his would-be
sanctuary. But not until the final paragraph of the novel
does it become clear to what extent Montés, the exemplary
figure, longs for an escape from the senseless violence of
the wind. Here, as the narrator reveals his understanding
of the strange central character, the full tragic impact of
Le Vent is released in language which is uniquely moving:

Dans peu de temps, 11 seralt de nouveau 1nsta}l§
et nous en aurions Jjusqu 'a 1'ete prochain. Bientot
il soufflerait de nouveau-en tempete sur la plaine,
finissant d'arracher les dernleres feuilles rouges
des vignes, achevant de depoulller les arbres courbes
sous lui, force dechalnee, sans but, condamnee a s'e-
puiser sans fin, sans espoir de fin, gemlssant la nuit
en une longue plainte, comme si elle se lamentalt
env1a1t aux hommes endormis, aux creatures passageres
et perlssables leur p0851b111te d'oubli, de paixi-le
pr1V1lege de mourir.

. (241)

With the promised continuity of the wind, the novel closes
on an affirmation of relative order in the regular rhythms
of nature, so rounding off the themes of durability and
impermanence.,

At this stage in his career, Simon is clearly preoccupied,
in a fairly traditional sense, with the melodic possibilities
of language. The final paragraph of Le Vent is strongly
reminiscent of the closing lines of Dubliners:

A few light taps upon the pane made him turn to

the window. It had begun to snow again. He watched
sleepily the flakes, silver and dark, falling obliquely
against the lamplight. The time had come for him to
set out on his journey westward. Yes, the newspapers
were right: snow was general all over Ireland. It was
falling on every part of the dark central plain, on the
treeless hills, falling so ftly upon the Bog of Allen and,
farther westward, softly falling into the dark mutinous
Shannon waves. It was falling, too, upon every part of
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the lonely churchyard on the hill where Michael Furey
lay buried. It lay thickly drifted on the crooked
crosses and headstones, on the spears of the little
gate, on the barren thorns. His soul swooned slowly
as he heard the snow falling faintly through the uni-
verse and faintly falling, like the descent of their
last end, upon all the living and the dead.

Like Joyce, and no less effectively, Simon exploits the

resources of prose as a poetic medium in alliance with the
power of a natural symbol. Both writers are sensitive to
rhythm: Simon with his sequence of participles, finissant,

achevant, condamnée, g%missant, and the subsequent allite-

ration; and Joyce with the highly mannered repetition of
on . . .00 . . « on, and of the sibilant 'f' and 's' sounds:

soul swooned slowly « « o falling faintly . . . faintly

falling. Simon's use of language in this way is unique

amongst the writers of the nouveau roman, underlining his

position as a novelist who combines tradition and modernity
with impressive results. The wind in Simon's novel is a
telling device, for two reasons; it synthesizes the book's
profoundest themes and releases their tragic potential in
its ending, and it is an invaluable element in the novel's
form, a unifying motif in a narrative which might otherwise

remain disjointed.

Simon's attitude to time is of vital importance where
the structure of Le Vent is concerned; its basis is the
dynamic process of imaginative reconstruction, governed by
the fallibility of memory. Le Vent combines the elaboration
of a fiction with consciously tentative efforts at revival
of past events, For the first time in Simon, the manner
of the telling is as important as the tale itself. As has
been suggested, this crucial shift of emphasis is made clear

immediately by the intriguing subtitle:

James Joyce, Dubliners (Harmondsworth, Penguin Books

edition, 1956), p.220.



Plot yields to pattern, time to space, when Claude
Simon subtitles Le Vent as 'Tentative de restitution
d'un retable baroque',Y

While the symbol of the retable itself points to the alle-
gorical content of the novel, the other elements in the
subtitle are interesting in themselves. By the term
baroque is expressed the convoluted and proliferating

style and syntax of the novel, while the notion of resto-
ration indicates that this will be a piecemeal investigation
of an episode from the past:

Simon sees the novelist's art as being akin to that
of a restorer of old pictures; different solvents

and cleansing agents gradually remove the dirt and
varnish to reveal in all their splendour the original
forms and colours the painter created on his canvas,
and similarly the novelist must work on the raw mate-
rial of memory, dissolving away the hard surface
coating of laziness and routine to reveal the lively,
vivid and remarkably ﬁgarp images that lie perfectly
preserved underneath.

Most revealing of all is the admission implicit in the word
tentative: this is no definitive account, but a searching
attempt to put together the extant fragments of an enigma
which cannot finally be resolved.

Superficially, Le Vent contains all the ingredients of
a detective story — theft, murder, investigation — so that
the narrator might be seen as an amateur detective trying to
find his own solution by gathering evidence from a number of
key witnesses. From the outset, however, he realizes that
his inquiry is doomed to failure, because the past survives
only as an amalgam of several highly subjective flashes of

memory. That he is only groping towards a revelation of
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3 Maurice Z. .Shroder, 'The nouveau roman and the tradition
of the novel', Romanic Review, 57, No.3 (October 1966),
Pp.200-14,

10

John Fletcher, New Directions in Literature, p.120.
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the truth, is freely admitted in the frequent use of such
phrases as 'Et je cherchais a l'imaginer', A further be-
trayal of his intentions comes in his admission that his
imagination is not simply helping but superseding memory
and imposing possibly false patterns on the past:

Et au fur et a mesure qu'il me racontait la scéne il
me semblait maintenant la vivre mieux qgue 1u1—meme,
ou du m01ns pouvoir en reconstltuer un schema sinon
conforme a ce qui avait reellement ete, en tout cas
a notre incorrigible besoin de raison. 8)
(13

He is creating rather than re-telling, doing the work of a
writer of fiction rather than that of an historian, and he
can never be fully satisfied with the results:

Simon demonstrates to the reader how memory and imagi-
nation work together, and how tempting it is for the
narrator to substitute himself for his subject, indeed
how it is almost impossible for him not to do so.

The result of this technique is to allow Monteés'
experiences to retain their anarchic independence.,
Both his and the narrator's attempts to reconstitute
the perpetual flux of perception and disentangle the
complex web of thought and emotion which accompanies
it are rendered absurd by the passage of time: it is
always too late.

A major encouragement to this work of imagination is the
narrator's galling failure to obtain a comprehensive account
of events from the man most closely involved in them.

Life for Montes has undergone a dramatic chgnge, from
calm succession to rapid fluctuation; thus the narrator's
account has to be an achronological reconstruction of an
already disjointed narrative:

Et autour de lui, ces silhouettes floues, entr! apergues,
1ncomp1etes « « o se dessinant vaguement dans une duree
elle-meme floue, incertaine, car il n y avait aucun lien
dans son recit entre les differents eplsodes ou plutot
tableaux qu'il evoquait, comme [dans ces reves ou l'on
asse subitement d'un endroit a l'autre, d'une situation
a l'autre sans transition.
. (82-3)

M Anthony Cheal Pugh, 'Claude Simon: the narrator and his

double', 20th Century Studies, No.6 (December 1971), pp.
30-40,




The narrator is intelligent enough to appreciate that he
may well be straining the interpretation of banal and in-
triﬁsically uninteresting episodes, given the way in which
Montes recalls them:

'Seulement voyant, enregistrant sans en prendre tout
a fait conscience, de sorte que le recit qu'il m'en
fit fut sans doute lui-meme faux, art1f1c1el, comme
est condamne a 1l'etre tout rec1t des evenements falt
apres coup, de par le fait meme qu' a etre racontes
les- evenements, les detalls, les menus faits, prennent
un aspect solennel, important, que rien ne leur con-
fére sur le moment.

: (49)

This in its turn gives rise to one of the ambiguities of
Le Vent, since it deliberately undermines the allegorical
foundations of the novel; Simon gives with one hand and
takes away with the other. The narrator himself is the
first to admit the dubious quality of the story, and to
remind the reader that what is being presented is at best
a number of possible explanations with a varying degree of
plausibility, precisely because of their dynamic transfor-
mation in the remembering imagination. Montés is content
to register impressions; only the most intensé, and hence
the least explicable, remain with him, and are communicated
to the narrator, who is then left to produce an acceptable
compromise between imagination and fact. Around the
skeletal framework of his knowledge, direct or indirect,
he creates an infra-reality composed of the tenuous affirm-
ations of eye-witnesses and his own fictions. As the
chronicler of history, he falls victim to the human in-
capacity to grasp reality in a vanishing present. His
narrative is therefore a defeated effort to reconstitute
an episode from the irretrievable past.

The narrator is then a kind of novelistic fifth-
columnist, destroying the work of restoration even as it
takes place. The paradox of this novel, and the point at

which it joins forces with the emergent nouveau roman, is

that its creator is most sceptical about his own creation.

He succeeds, in the last analysis, in clouding not only

6l



65

his own narrative, but the whole fabric of the past, in
impenetrable ambiguity. This in turn is a Faulknerian
procedure:

Nous trouvons ici une forme chére au 'nouveau roman' —
et avant lui a Faulkner: le reeit en gestation. De
meme, la substitution constante de la vision imagina-
tive a la pure transcrlptlon des renselgnements re-
cueillis a pour consequence que le re01t au lieu de
faire 51enne 1 ordlnalre pretentlon des romans

coller a la reallte, rappelle sans cesse sa nature
fictive.

The point made by Simon in Le Vent is, of course, that what
we are content to call reality is in fact just such a fiction
as his novel sets out to be. This obsession with the de-
forming and fictive nature of any attempt to rediscover the
past, even on the most personal level, will subtend Simon's
work from now on. In Le Vent he has adopted a Faulknerian
prose style which anticipates the emergence of language
itself as the major theme of all his research; the style
is the subject, designed to represent the shifting reality
which is a composite of perception, memory, and imagination,
and therefore a highly if fascinatingly disordered world.13
The style of Le Vent is the attempt to bring a semblance
of order into that chaos. Nothing is allowed to be clear-
cut, since that would be a falsification of the material;
Simon uses the notion of baroque to translate the purely
fragile stability introduced into the narrative. The first
indication of this ornateness is the spiralling development

of the novel's plot, if such it can be called, designed to

12 Jean-Luc Seylaz, 'Du Vent a La Route des Flandres:

la conquete d'une forme romanesque', Revue des Lettres
Modernes, Nos.94-99 (1964), pp.225-40, (p.226).

13

For a discussion of Faulkner's style as 'rhetorical
patterns, prose movements, or syntactical continuities’',
see Karl E. Zink, 'William Faulkner: Form as Experience',
South Atlantic Quarterly, 53 (1954), pp.384-403,
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evoke the baroque images of tourbillon and colonne torse

and their implications of whirling unrest. Simon adopts

a system of working from effect to cause; frequently an
event is announced in the ending of one chapter and more
fully described at a later point; thus the narrative is
ceaselessly turning back upon itself, and chronology is
systematically defied. Not until the seventh chapter,

for example, is it explained what connection the narrator
had with Montes, nor how he came to be involved with the
man, Similarly, in the blackmail episode, events are re-
counted in reverse order: the arrival of Maurice robbed of
Cecile's note, and only afterwards the account of his brush
with the elder sister (pp.169-70). At all times the story
is subject to the most extreme disorder:

Car, me dit-il, ce fut a1n51 que cela se passa, en
tout cas ce fut cela qu'il vecut, lui: cette in-
coherence, cette juxtaposition brutale, apparemment
absurde, de sensatlons, de visages, de paroles,
d'actes. Comme un recit, des phrases dont la syn-
taxe, l'agencement ordonne —— substantif, verbe,
complement — seraient absents PRI alors, par la
magie de quelques lignes tronquees, 1ncompletes, la
vie reprend sa superbe et altiere 1ndependance, re-
devient ce foisonnement desord@nne, sans commencement
ni fin, ni ordre.

(174-5)
While giving an almost precise description of his own novel,
Simon also anticipates a vital passage from a much later
book:

l'oeil non pas voit mais bien plutot se souv1ent non
de la fatidique succession (ou suite, ou enumeration)
de parties . . . dans leur ordre monotone, majis d'une
comblnalson, d'un ombreux et ful rant enchevetrement
de lumleres et de lignes ou les elements eclates,

dlssoc1es se regroupent selon le foisonnant et rigou-
reux desordre de la memoire

(Histoire, p.273)

The new importance of Le Vent is the repeated desire to
cooperate with this very disorder, which will be confirmed
in subsequent novels, where this anarchy is seen as the

very essence of life. Free rein is granted to the play

of memory and imagination, and the unpredictable turns taken
as they dredge fresh details from the encroaching silt of

time,
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Approximative order is even better exemplified in the
construction of Simon's sentences, not the instruments for
establishing definitions, but a means to translate the
writer's preoccupation with the uncertainty of knowledge.
Often syntactical labyrinths spreading over several pages,
delving deeper and deeper into the complexity of experience;
they seek to circumscribe a reality which ultimately escapes.
Instead of offering incontestable fact, they ornament and
obscure their material, and in so doing prove themselves
well attuned to Simon's new purpose of displaying the ambi-
guity of subjective impressions. The syntactical structure
of Simon's prose in Le Vent signifies the conflict of order
and disorder, spinning a complex web of language in which
the vital moments of the narrative are caught.

What seems at first a straightforward sentence will
suddenly develop into an exacting succession of additions
and elaborations. For example, the opening sentence of
the eleventh chapter might simply have read: 'Lorsqu'il
pénétra, ou plutSt fit irruption dans la chambre de Montés,
il avait visiblement bu' (see p.160). But such directness
is quite contrary to Simon's aims. The sentence is expanded
to cover a full page; once the action is mentioned, an
extended parenthetical description tries to capture the
impression it created. This necessitates two extra
sentences, themselves of unusual length, containing their
own subordinate clauses and parenthetical interpolations,
as well as an inordinate number of commas and colons. In
a deliberate confusing of the order, details of movement
and gesture are added to the picture being transcribed,
until the syntax arrives at the point of sheer anarchy.

At this stage of his career, Simon, like Faulkner, is the
most baroque of prose stylists. As Montes is caught in
the 'tourbillons baveux du reflux' (p.153), Simon releases
his prose from the uneasy constraints imposed in the
earlier writings, maintaining a stability constantly liable
to dispersal; the anarchical but rhythmically constructed

periods represent the troubled composite of a rich mental



reality. As John Sturrock says:

Simon sees the Baroque as the aesthetic expression
of minds obsessed with transience. It is in the Ba-
roque that we are made acutely conscious of the insta-
bility of forms, which aggear to be forever on the
point of disintegration.

Paradoxically, Simon's prose begins to acquire an extra
dimension as its actusl narrative capabilities are eroded

by the provision of incremental detail; the style is then
symbolic of approximation to an ornate but evanescent reality.
If ever one or two sentences are allowed to communicate simple
facts, they are immediately succeeded by long periods whose
emphasis is on tenuousness and fragmentation; the novel's
purpose is not to dominate but to embody disorder.

As an additional element in this prose style, Simon
begins in Le Vent that extravagant use of adjective and
adverb which is a hallmark of his later work. This is
nowhere more obvious than in passages which express the
experience of time:

et alors Montés ayant tout a coup la sensation que le
temps se mettait a couler terriblement vite, comme si
quelque chose venait brutalement d'ouvrir une vanne
déesormais impossible a refermer, entendant le bruisse-
mgnt liquide, puissant, du temps se pre01p1tant, ir-
reversible, impossible a end1 er, se ruant avec un
fracas de desastre et d’irremediable . . . .

(72)
Here Simon combines the ringing words of a Faulkner with a
rhythmic flow and sensitivity which bring him closer to
Joyce:

In long lassoes from the Cock lake the water
flowed full, covering greengoldenly lagoons of sand,
rising, flowing. My ashplant will float away. I
shall wait. No, they will pass on, passing chafing
against the low rocks, swirling, passing. Better
get this job over quick. Listen: a fourworded wave-
speech: seesoo, hrss, rsseeiss, o0oo0s. Vehement
breath of waters amid seasnakes, rearing horses, rocks.

4 The French New Novel, p.52.
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In cups of rocks it slops: flop, slop, slap: bounded
in barrels. And, spent, its speech ceases. It
flows purling, widgly flowing, floating foampool,
flower unfurling.1

As Histoire will show, Simon finds in the Irish writer a
deep and productive sensitivity to language and its multi-
plicity, which in Le Vent is confined to those passages

where the sheer musicality of prose is exploited.

In a revealing passage from 'Spatial Form in Modern
Literature', Joseph Frank comments on an essential feature
of the Proustian novel:

Proust gives us what might be called pure views of

his characters — views of them 'motionless in a
moment of vision' in various phases of their lives —
and allows the sensibility of the reader to fuse

these views into a unity. Each view must be apprehen-
ded by the reader as a unit; and Proust's purpose is
achieved only when these units of meaning are referred
to each other reflexively in a moment of time. As
with Joyce and the modern poets, spatial form is also
the structura% scaffolding of Proust's labyrinthine
masterpiece.1

Transposed to a smaller scale, it is this conception of
spatial form which produces Simon's most successful pages
in Le Vent. The term tableaux is used at one point by

his narrator, to describe the dislocated nature of Montes's
narrative and the high points of his experience: 'les
differents episodes ou plutSt tableaux qu'il év0quait'
(p.83). This dislocation is important to the structure

of Simon's novel, because it demands a pattern of stasis
and movement, essential to the writer's purpose of throwing
into relief a certain number of dramatic moments. At this
point Simon's method is not only Proustian, but once again

comes close to a fundamental Faulknerian technique:

15

Ulysses (Harmondsworth, Penguin Books edition,

1969), p.55.

16 The Widening Gyre, p.25.
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The tableau vivant is a description of human
action, sometimes concise and impressionistic, some=
times extended like a conceit. It is an actual
stoppage, a freezing of time and motion in order
that a certain quality of the human experience may
be held and contemplated — made 'ponderable', as
Faulkner puts it frequently. This might almost be
called a hallmark of Faulkner's prose, for his habit
of delineating static scenes accounts for much of the
tapestry-like richness of description in Absalom
Absalom! and As I Lay Dying and 'The Bear ', 17

Simon adapts this device so skilfully to his own purpose
that a number of crucial scenes in Le Vent stand out quite
sharply from the surrounding and deliberate confusion,
Chief amongst these, apart from the allegorical passages,
are descriptions of certain moments of head-on conflict
between characters; not necessarily related in the strict
chronological order of their happening, these moments are
another indication that the pattern of Le Vent is conceived
spatially, rather than as a temporal structure. They are
rare moments of stasis which have left an indelible imprint
on the mind of Montés, so that their dramatic importance
communicates itself with equal force to the narrator.
More often than not, they have a direct bearing on the
illustration of tensions in society, and their permanent
relevance to the human condition; once again, Simon takes
his place in a traditional mainstream of fiction, to the
extent that his novel includes a certain amount of social
comment.

But it is also interesting, from the artistic point
of view, that Simon later traces this technique back to
another French writer, Gustave Flaubert:

On connait la fameuse definition de Stendhal et que
les romanciers traditionnels ont fait leur: un roman

17 Karl E. Zink, 'Flux and the frozen moment: the
imagery of stasis in Faulkner's prose', PMLA,

71, No.3 (June 1956), pp.285-301, (p.291).



71

c'est un miroir promene le long d'un chemin. Pour

moi ce n'est pas ¢a du tout. C'est plutot au con-
traire une tres grande glace fixe ou se reflete en

meme temps tout ce que l'on a a dire. Parce que

si l'on essaie un peu de voir ¢e qul Se passe en nous
lorsque le passe nous revient a la mem01re, on slaper-
¢oit que ce sont un tas de choses, d'associations, qui
ressurgissent toutes melees, en un instant. I1y a a
ce sujet dans Madame Bovary, une, petlte phrase d'une
1mportance capitale, et qui a pre51de a tout un aspect
de 1l'eévolution du roman contemporalp. - C'est celle-ci:
'Tout ce qu'il y avalt en elle de reminiscences, d'images,
de combinaisons, s echappalent a la fois, d'un seul coup
(comme les mille pleces d'un feu d' artlflce) Elle
apergut nettement et par tableaux detaches, son pere,
Leon, le cabinet de Lheureux; leur chambre 1a—bas, un
autre paysage, des flgures 1nconnuesa' Comme vous le
voyez il introduit la pour la premlere fois dans 1le
roman les notions de- 51mu1tane1te et de glscontlnulte.
'‘a la fois' et 'par tableaux detaches'.

The purely pictorial value of such detached scenes becomes
stronger in Simon's later work, but in Le Vent they often
have a precise and fairly traditional thematic function.

One of these important moments in Le Vent arrives when
Montes describes to the narrator one particular scene which
stands out clearly in his memory. It relates to the Gitan
Jep and his activities as a third-rate boxer, which include
a sordid training session at which Monteés was present:

Puis il y fut — un autre repere dans ce temps
flou, un autre decor « « o n'osant-pas entrer, re-
gardant entre les tetes d'un groupe agglutlne dans
la nuit tombante a la porte d'une sorte de remlse
les deux silhouettes qui sautlllalent dans 1'eclai-
rage cru . . o Bt il me decr1v1t la scene: ce local
gui servait aussi de garage a velos, encombre de
calsses, de cartons vides, a-demi occupe par un
enorme amoncellement de gravats, et contre un mur
deux ou trois de ces grands chassis sur lesquels on
colle les affiches des films au-dessus de la porte
d'entree . . . et les ombres noires de la petite
foule des spectateurs se decoupant sur les murs « . .
et il me dit que ¢ 'etait comme s'il pouvait sentir
cette sueur, celle des deux hommes comme celle en-
fermee dans les vetements des spectateurs, cette sueur

18 Bettina L. Knapp, 'Interview avec Claude Simon',
pp.184-5,
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triste, morne, refroidie, qui etait comme 1'odeur du
local lul—meme, du ciment brut, des affiches v1olentes
et dechlrees, et au bout de la petite rue (c' etalt en
plein dans le centre) on pouvait voir les lumieres
501nt111antes, les magasins, les voitures, les-gens,
mais la c'etait le silence et la sueur: seulement cette
vingtaine de types dans leurs vetements imprégnés de
sueur qui regardaient sans rien dire les rigoles couler
le long des membres nus et bruns du gitan. )
(85-7

The picture is introduced dramatically: Puis il y fut; and

it is described in terms of almost theatrical stasis, with

the group caught as if in stage lighting and exposed to a
detailed examination which picks out the poverty and sharply-
defined squalor of the scene. Essentially the point of this
tableau is to dramatize the degradation into which the Gitan,
once a champion, has fallen; Jep's role in the novel is partly
that of victim of poverty. In his own way, relegated to

the backstreets, Jep is something of a pariah, cast out in

a more fundamentally vicious manner than the central character;
his inferiority pertains to a particular social caste rather
than to any eccentricity of character.

This vital scene helps to situate the Gitan in a social
context of decisive relevance to another tableau, which is
crucial to the dramatic exposition of certain tensions
underpinning the novel. When the Gitan is challenged by
the wealthy bourgeoise, Héléne, the scene derives its strength
from the combination of two themes: the opposition of social
classes, and the clash of the sexes, which is portrayed in
terms of aggression familiar in Simon even at this early
stage. The tableau describes Heleéne's discovery of the
Gitan one night in her maid's bedroom:

'Ainsi ils etaient en train de falre ga. Elle a un
amant. Et sous mon propre toit, a quelques metres

de mes enfants, et avec un de ces gitans...' -Non
qu'elle ait reconnu, jidentifié la race de celui qui

se tient devant elle, qu'elle ne regarde pas en tant

qu 'homme, meme pas en tant que personne humaine . .
mais parce que pour elle un gitan c'est seulement un
terme generlque pour de51gner tous ceux qui sont
capables de s'introduire nuitamment dans des poulaillers



ou chez des gens pour y rafler l'argenterie ou coucher
avec la bonne, ou les deux a la fois. Et non pas

meme 1nd1gnee ou furieuse, encore moins scandalisee . .
tellement ce genre de choses va pour elle de soi, fait
partie des eventualites auxquelles on doit s'attendre,
les bonnes, comme toutes les personnes au-dessous d'une
certaine condition sociale, etant naturellement pares-
seuses, voleuses et vicieuses.

(114-15)
This social stigmatization dictates the initial development
of the scene, as Helene is joined by her outraged husband
in confronting their two inferiors caught in the sexual act.
Héléne, however, is protected by her certain knowledge that
she is facing, in the figure of the Gitan, both a social
and a sexual inferior. It is the element of direct con-
flict, not only between rich and poor, but also between
male and female, that lends this nocturnal scene its own
particular tension and provides one of the novel's most
telling tableaux. It is given an almost plastic clarity:

face a face, comme deux de ces statuettes negres a la
preclse et sauvage obscenlte, violentes, barbares;
elle comme une de ces deesses archaiques de 1la fécon-
dlte, lui avec ce membre indomptable, orgueilleux,
triomphant.

(116-17)
The inferior members of each couple — husband and maid —
fade into the background as these two face each other;
because each is virtually naked, the scene has a harsh
physical immediacy which brings it down to the most basic
level of meaning. Woman faces man in a meeting of body
and will, each of them being the archetypal representative
of their respective sexes as well as of two irreconcilable
social castes,

Clearly, the essential moments of the allegory of
sainthood — Montes being struck by the Gitan, or being
kissed by the child, or especially in his confrontations
with Cecile and with Rose — are also conceived as static
pictures, which is precisely the relevance of the retable
analogy:

La pelnture a une grande superiorlte sur l'ecrlture.
la simultaneite. Vous voyez un retable: il repre-
sente diverses scenes de la vie d'un personnage que

73



vous pouvez embrasser d un coup d'oeil. Il me
plairait de parvenir a m 'expliquer ainsi.

This effort toward spatial representation is nowhere better
demonstrated than in the following passage, concerning the
discovery by Montés of Rose's dead body:

Lorsque J tai franchl cette porte, lorsque Je 1'ai
vue — c'est-a-dire 1le drap: les deux corps etaient
par terre et ils avalent arrache un des draps du
lit et l'avaient jete dessus, et je n'avais pas
besoin de soulever un 001n pour sav01r ce qu'il y
avalt en dessous —, a ce moment-la, tout ce que
j'ai ete capable de penser g¢'a etet Elle est morte.
Bon. Tres bien. Elle a de la chance.

(174)

Assis 1a dans le temps aboli a cote de Rose morte . .
. (1863 my underlining)

Le Vent is constructed around sudden moments of intense
feeling at which time stops, and an essential human ex-
perience is communicated. It is also the Proustian role
of memory to retrieve such scenes from time, to revive them
in the remembering consciousness:

(car ce ne fut que par bribes qu'il me raconta tout
cela, et peu a peu, et non pas a propremfnt parler
sous la forme d'un récit mais quand la memoire de
tel ou tel détail lui revenait, sans que l'on sut
jamais exactement pourquoi — si tant est que 1l'on
sache jamais exactement ce qui fait ressurgir, in-
tolerable et furieux, non pas le souvenir tougours
range quelque part dans ce fourre-tout de la mem01re,
mais, abolissant le temps, la sensatlon elle-meme,
chair et matlere, jalouse, imperieuse, obsedante)
(175; my underlining)

The ‘'abolition' of time, an essential element in Simon's
subsequent writing, is foreshadowed by his efforts in
Le Vent to circumvent the obstacle of linear narration,

and to communicate the immediacy and clarity of memory.

19

This remark by Simon is included in an article from
the Tribune de Lausanne, 'Claude Simon: "Je cherche
a suivre au mieux la demarche claudicante de mon
esprit"' (20 octobre 1959), which appears without
signature or page reference in the dossiers de
presse kept by Editions de Minuit.
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As a novel which weds a number of traditional themes
to experimental techniques, Le Vent is almost unique

amongst the éreations of the nouveau roman; certainly it

is the most tragic in tenor, rivalled in this respect only

by two other Simon books, Histoire and La Route des Flandres.

But it is not only thanks to its powerful human themes that
Le Vent stands in the forefront of Simon's achievement; the
novel also pays tribute to his developing greatness as a
writer of distinguished prose. Proustian in inspiration,
often close to Faulkner in style and conception, Simon
nevertheless begins to establish his own identity as an
artist exploring the rich resources of memory, imagination,
and language. Le Vent, perhaps the most important trans-
itional stage in Simon's career, is not only a compromise
between tradition and originality; at one and the same time,
it is both simple and complex — which is the hallmark of

a true work of art.



Chapter III: The Presence of the Past:
L'Herbe 1958



The business of the novelist is
not to relate great events, but
to make small ones interesting.

Arthur Schopenhauer

After the complex story of Antoine Montés, L'Herbe
evinces a definite narrowing of focus; from the broad, if
fragmented, canvas of Le Vent, the reader comes to the more
claustrophobic world where an old woman lies dying, while a
younger woman reflects on the meaning and the bizarre fasci-
nation of this death. L'Herbe does not offer a tentative
reconstruction of a public fait divers, but the examination
of a lucid consciousness obsessed by the real presence of
the past, not only in the person of the dying Marie, but
also in the assorted debris of the possessions handed down
by her to Louise, the narrator of the novel. One of the
problems in L'Herbe is in fact to locate the narrative centre
of the text, since it alternates between a form of interior
monologue, but highly organized, and a third-person narration
which is something less than objective.. In one of the many
debates engendered in the late 1950s by critical reactions

to the emergent nouveau roman, Simon made an interesting

comparison between his own attitude to the novel, and that
of a more traditional writer:

Lorsque au contralre je me pose la meme question:
'Que peut et doit etre le roman?', je cherche —

et en ce qui me concerne c '‘est par tatonnement —

a savoir quelle forme domt avoir le roman que je
vais ou suis en train d'ecrire pour satisfaire a

ce seul but: exprimer avec le plus d'exactltude
possible la mlnuscule parcelle de verite que je
cr01s avoir observe, exactement comme un scientifique
redlgeant un rapport se pose la question: quelle
forme (composition et style) doit etre celle de mon
rapport pour...

Pour moi (et je crois youv01r dire pour certains
d'entre nous), il y a, au depart, les faits, les
11eux, les choses, les impressions ou les sensatlons,
qu'il 1mporte de soigneusement observer et decrire.
Peut-etre en jaillira-t-il ensuite des idees et une
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signification, mais cela est une autre affaire.1
This is an early indication of Simon's empirical approach
to the task of writing novels, and the mention of this
tatonnement points the way to later identification with
the figure of Orion., L'Herbe is interesting above all
for its combination of the Simonian theme of history with
a remarkably Faulknerian atmosphere of death and decay,
while at the same time beginning to display that fasci-
nation with language which emerges as the major theme of

Simon's great novels of the 1960s.

The principal theme of L'Herbe is that of death.
This novel illustrates the human tragedy which Simon had
so clearly suggested in Gulliver: the simple fact that the
mind is ultimately prisoner of the body, and that death is
the triumph of matter over mind. The one is rigorously
bound by time; the other is only temporarily free to move
to and fro within time, through the exercise of memory and
imagination, The novel is comnstructed in part around the
oppositions between the spiritual, or mental, and the
material, which is most clearly demonstrated in the grotesque
figure of Pierre, and in the tension between him and his
son Georges. The stress on the theme of death also ex-
plains the novelist's strange choice of 'heroine', since it
can be argued that the central character of L'Herbe is the
old woman who lies dying, and who establishes a strange
communication with Louise, wife of Georges. The younger
woman comes to appreciate the nature of this old aunt as
an actual incarnation of the historical process, not in
its usual grandiose meaning, but as represented in the most

apparently insignificant existence.

ontgd in Anne Villelaur, 'Le roman est en train de
reflechir sur lui-meme', Lettres Francaises, 18 mars

1959, pp.1, 4-5.
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Given this basic theme, Simon elaborates a system of
contrasts between the attitudes to death and time held by
the various characters of his novel. The most obvious of
these opposes Marie and the hideous Sabine, her sister-in-
law, and in every sense her opposite. From the beginning,
Louise emphasiges the fearless manner in which Marie faces
death, which is an extension of her acceptance of time, in
keeping with the impression left by the 0ld woman's room:

Rien que cet entetant et sans doute 1mag1na1re parfum
de fralcheur, de v1rg1n1te et de temps accumule.
Non, pas perdu: vaincu, ou plutot surmonte, apprl-
voise: non plus cet ennemi heredltalre, omnlpresent
et omnlpotent et que l'on regarde, terrlfle, s'avan-
cer et s'eécouler avec cette impitoyable lenteur,
mais un vieux compagnon de route, familier, peut-
etre, aussi, craint et hai autrefois, mais il y a si
longtemps de cela que le souvenir des craintes et des
terreurs ressemble a celui de nos panlques enfantines
qui maintenant ne tirent plus de nous qu'un sourire;..
(12

In a lifetime of renunciation and self-effacement, Marie has
learned to accept the passage of time and to consider death
simply as the natural culmination of life. In contrast to
Sabine, she is an entirely natural person, her appearance
and dress quite uncluttered and free of all artificiality.
With the peasant's sense of economy and necessity, she has
acquired the habit of wearing dresses until they can be worn
no more., Not so Sabine:

avec ses cheveux rouges, son visage fane et peint,
sa chair vulnerable, semblable, dans l'ample, dia-
phane et suave vetement de nuit, a quelqug person-
nage d'Opera, quelque vieille cantatrice echevelee,
endiamantée, folle et demi-nue incarnant on ne sait
quelle pathetique protestation, quel pathethue et
1negal combat perdu d'avance . . . perdu contre le

rempe: (168)

Sabine's grotesque attempts to maintain the illusion of
youth oppose her diametrically to her sister-in-law.
Obsessed by the thought of her husband's infidelity — a
ludicrous fear in view of Pierre's age and condition —
and by her own sexual fantasies, Sabine muses on the dry
virginity of Marie, her apparent sexlessness; but most of

all she is baffled by the consistent independence of spirit
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shown by the older woman. This perplexity comes out most
clearly in the one dialogue which takes place between the
two women, in which the differences between them are in-
surmountable:

« « « la propre soeur de l'homme que j'ai épousé il
y & quarante ans et je ne vous connais pas

Allons donc

Qui etes-vous

Vous le savez vous venez de le dire la soeur de
l'homme que vous avez epousé Marie-Arthemise-Léonie
Thomas

Et vous avez

Quatre-vingt-un ans

Quatre fois vingt ans quatre fois 1! age de 1'amour
et sans amour

Non pas sans amour

Et vous allez bientot mourir

Je le sais « o« &

Et yous ne croyez a rien
Pas de reponse -

Et vous n'avez pas peur

Peur de quoi

Et vous ne regrettez rien

Regretter quoi

(64-5)
It is the refusal of metaphysical consolation which most
distinguishes Marie; her acceptance of 1life on its own
terms, clearly also those to which Simon subscribes, is
unthinkable for Sabine:

'Je deteste la mort, l'idee de la mort, je ne peux
pas supporter...’'

(175)
Throughout the novel, the one is played against the other
in Simon's orchestration of the twin themes of time and
death.

Ironically enough, it is Sabine who complains of her
own martyrdom, when Marie has the only legitimate claim to
that condition. At one point Pierre, the 'philosopher' of
the piece, sums up the character of his elder sister:

Nous aurons au moins apprls cela: que si endurer
l'Histoire (pas s'y resigner: 1l'endurer), c'est la
falre, alors la terne existence d! une vieille dame,
c'est 1'Histoire elle-meme, la matiére meme de
1'Histoire.'

(36)
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Just as no-one sees the grass grow, so it is unimaginable
that the frugal being of Marie should represent the process
of history; 'history', here, is not the recollection of the
universal experience of war and revolution, Flanders and
Barcelona, as in Simon's next two novels, but the personal
and inescapable progression through life toward,death.2

It is fitting that Simon should bring these two irrecon-
cilable o0ld women together, at the end of L'Herbe, in a
passage which seems to encapsulate the novel's essential
themes:

et dans la maison, 1nv151bles, les deux vieilles femmes,
la-bas, en traln de mourir, n'en flnlssant pas de mou-
rir, 1l'une etendue, 51len019use, deJa reduite a rlgn,
avec cette tete deJa momifiee, ce corps soulevant a
peine le drap . . .-et l'autre agonisant debout,

droite, paree, pelnte de la tete aux pieds « « o+ S€
mourant lentement sous ses fards, ses robes extrava-
gantes, ses teintures, et, sur sa tete, cette cheve~
lure semblable & un permanent incendie, un permanent
coucher de soleil.

(257)
The thematic axis of the novel is supplied by this regular
opposition of the two old women, the one carefully balanced
in every aspect, moral, spiritual, and physical, against
the other, finally and typically rounded off in the shared
experience of death. Sabine tries and fails to maintain
the presence of the past in the shape of her jewellery —
the ornaments of her youth — her make-up, and her wardrobe;
Marie herself is, in a strange way, the presence of the
past in that she maintains the same bearing throughout her
life, preserving her dignity even to the moment of her death.
She is an exemplary figure, but one who serves only to
heighten the mortal anguish of Sabine. Perhaps it is this
lesson of mortality which inspired one critic to say of
L'Herbe:

On pourra llre, plus tard, cet extraordinaire ora-
torio, ce poeme de la condition humaine et de 1l'his-

Compare the title of a review of Richard Howard's
translation of L'Herbe in the Times Literary Supple-
ment: 'Life into Death'. (15 September 1961, p.609).
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. . R ~
toire universelle, comme une oraison funebre de
Bossuet.” .

This may not yet be as convincing a novel as La Route des

Flandres, but it does demonstrate Simon's skill in evoking
the weakness of humanity, which is most obvious in the
attitudes to time and death.

Yet it is not enough to accentuate the theme of death
on its own, because Simon's achievement is to have balanced
themes in his novel, so that life is constantly juxtaposed
with the presence of death. There is no more striking
proof of this than in the frequent descriptions of nature,
which present some of Simon's finest atmospheric writing,
and in which there is a regular equilibrium between the
forces of dissolution and those of renewal — or permanence.
The first page of the novel gives the immediate setting in
time and place: the September countryside, very apt for
Simon's purpose because it is a paradoxical moment of time.
Autumn is the period of fruitfulness, but it is also the
threshold of barrenness: it is life hiding death, a glorious
prelude to decay.

The presence of death in the house is frequently paralleled
by word-pictures of the autumnal landscape around it, and the
bizarre perfume of Marie with the smells of the fruit outside:

et toujours l'assourdissant tapage des moineaux et,
s:exhalant avec la chaleur du jour, de la terre chauf-
fee, montant avec l'air, depyis le bas de la colline,
l'odeur sure des poires tombees, des poires en train
de pourrir par milliers sur le sol tiede. (84)

At other moments in the novel the majesty of nature is held
up in ironic contrast to the petty conflicts of humanity.
Louise listens to the old couple, Pierre and Sabine, as they
squabble in the house, and then to the sound of rain outside:

un simple bruit, monotone, navrant, parmi le chuinte-
ment monotone de la pluie, maintenant, elle aussi,

3

Olivier de Magny, 'L'Herbe par Claude Simon', Lettres
Nouvelles, 6® annte, No.66 (decembre 1958), pp.76L4-5.
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etale en quelque sorte, installée, paisible! multi-
pliant, semblalt—ll la vaste nuit: tout pres, dis-
tinct, 1° gcoulement des cheneaux, des gouttleres,
puis, immediatement derrlere, le jardin ruisselant
de larmes, de pleurs, les-branches, les feuilles
ruisselantes, l'herbe rulsselante, et plus 101n en-
core, tout autour, les pres les b01s, la vallee,
les collines invisibles noyees dans l'indistincte et
palslble rumeur de l'eau, comme si la nuit tout en-
tlere, le monde tout entier se llqueflalent lentement
dans les tenebres humides, se dlssolvalent s'englou-
tissaient, se defaisaient peu a peu, 1nsen51blement
sous les mllllers et les mllllers de gouttes inde-
nombrables, tranquilles, acharnees, en train de le
detremper, de l'user, de le grignoter, entourant la
maison de ce murmure formidable et majestueux au-
devant duquel ou plutot au sein duquel la voix de la
v1e111e femme semblait poursuivre dans le vide quel-
ue eternelle et 1napa1sable plainte, comme une litanie,
a la fois desolee, acharnée et languide. (196-7)

Besides being a superb piece of description in its own right,
this passage is essential to the understanding of Simon's
themes and his attitude to the novel as displayed in L'Herbe.,
For all the human merit of Marie, and her acceptance of time,
her quiet resignation, much attention is paid to the garrulous
Sabine, precisely because her dependence on speech is exemp-
lary of the human condition as Simon sees it —— an attempt

to fill what is in essence a tragic vacuum between the two
decisive moments of birth and death.

If Sabine talks incessantly, this is only one mani-
festation of her reluctance to admit the gratuitousness of
her existence. In this respect she is refusing her condi-
tion: and it is surely of the greatest significance that
Simon uses this very phrase in speaking of the importance
of language itself in the lives of men:

c'est-a-dire le sav01r, la science, ce que renferment
les livres, revo}te donc (puisque incarnant cette in-
satiable et incredule soif de connaitre et de dominer
qui est l'expression pr 1l'homme du refus de sa condition)

(231)
Everything in L'Herbe is touched by the force of dissolution
or dispersal, and it is against this that the artist has to
work, just as the characters themselves try to guarantee the

survival of what is valuable to them. For some, this ends



in abject failure, for others, in a form of mitigated triumph,
and this is made obvious in the contrast netween the couples
formed by Pierre and Georges and by Marie and Sabine.

Pierre is the son of an illiterate peasant. A purveyor
of words -— a teacher at University level — he would have
liked to see Georges follow in his footsteps. But he knows
that this has been made impossible by Georges's revolt against
the intellectual life:

'e e e parce que je voudrais n'avoir jemais lu un livre,
jamais touche un livre de ma vie, ne meme pas savoir
qu'il existe quelque chose .qui s'appelle des livres,

et meme, si poss:.blet ne meme .pas sav01y, c'est-a-dire
avoir apprls, c'est-a-dire m'etre laissé apprendre,
avoir ete assez idiot pour croire ceux qui m 'ont ap-
pris que des caracteéres allgnes sur du papier blanc
pouvalent signifier-quelque chose d'autre que des carac-
teres sur du papier blanc, c ‘est-a-dire tres exactement
rien, sinon une distraction, un passe-temps, et surtout
un sujet d'orgueil pour des types comme lui.

(152)
Georges's own tragedy is in the frustrating failure of his
attempts to grow pears, to be a man of the earth: he is
defeated by the premature falling of the fruit from the
trees, and reminded constantly of his failure by the omni-
present odour of the rotting fruit on the ground. Yet he
has the satisfaction of having thwarted his father's desire
to see himself, as it were, given further life in the shape
of his son. Pierre's tragedy is this revolt on the part
of Georges, but also the horrible reminder of his own
materiality given to him by his obesity, symbol of his im-
prisonment in time. Ludovic Janvier has expressed admirably
the comparison between this novel and Le Vent, where the
theme of time is concerned:

Plus quotidien, plus humble dans son processus, moins
facilement lisible, le temps de, L'Herbe nous paraltra
peut-etre plus vrai. Une difference essentielle:
dans Le Vent, ce temps-element violent poussait le
'‘héros' a l'actlon. Ici, c'est une force, acceptee.
Le tempsy c'est le lent vieillissement irreversible
qul 'colle' au reel, que les choses expriment. Ce
n'est plus le temps du vent et des horloges, c'est

le temps du corps et de la terre. I1 est pesamment
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incarne, il n'y a plus d'espoir: le voila qui nous est
devenu consubstantiel. -

Time, however, is accepted in L'Herbe only by Marie, and to
a lesser extent, by Louise, whose mentor she becomes. For
Pierre, there is the lugubrious imprisonment within his own
encroaching immobility. Here surely is a true 'Gulliver':

(toujours mure dans son ecrasante prison de chair, et
aucun muscle de son v1sage ne bougeant, sauf ceux de
la mastication, ¢ 'est-a-dire que, paradoxalement, tan-
dis que son corps s'active, s'affaire, absorbe tout
entier, aveugle, vorace, par l'action de manger, il
semble etre prlve de vie, n retre qu'un poids de matlére
morte, 1' aglllte, le mouvement, la foudroyante mobilitée
de ce quelque chose aux foudroyants allers et retours,
aux foudroyantes accelérations et aux foudroyants ra-
lentissements, se tenant tout entier concentre dans le
regard immobile, fixe, pesant et morne sous la pauplere
aux lourds replis)

(146-7)

The man of intellect, for whose benefit Marie and her sister
led a life of renunciation, is slowly absorbed by matter as
time goes by, and is left only with the partial consolation
of his vigilance and presence of mind.. As much as Sabine,
he is victim of time, and his son's turning his back does
no more than confirm this defeat,

The only way in which he can claim to have achieved
this prolongation of the self is in the mere fact of having
a son: and this points to the role of the sexual act in
Simon, as a pretended buttress against the effect of passing
time:

Procreation is shown to be an attempt at preserving
order, because it is clearly intended as controlling,
at any rate in part, the future.”

The sex act is also a denial of the brevity of individual

life:

b Une Parole Exigeante, pp.97-8.

> John Sturrock, The French New Novel, p.78.
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(sgmblable, a381m11aple a une cougte gort, un brusque
aneantissement: en realite une breve eclipse de cette
lancinante conscience . . .) .

(144-5)
But where Georges is concerned, it is only the matter that
survives, not the spirit of his father; moreover, it is
surely meaningful that Georges is also described as being
thin to the point of emaciation, and so again the complete
antithesis of his father, although passing time may wreak
the same frightening change in him, Like make-up and the
consolations of alcohol, where Sabine is concerned, the
intellectual life and the establishment of parenthood are
no guarantee for Pierre against eventual oblivion. No-one
actually sees the flesh grow on the old man, but this is as
sure a mark of 'history' as the lengthening of the grass
referred to in Simon's epigraph and in his actual title.
As Dr Sturrock has suggested, Simon carries this account of
man's attempts to defeat time into the realm of history on
the broader scale by including descriptions of eighteenth-

century clocks in L'Herbe, symbolic objects par excellence

for a novelist so concerned with time and its effect on the
mind:
The historical pattern that he alludes to in . .« &
L'Herbe, by showing the clock itself to be the
product of a doomed and frivolous age, shortly to
be followed by the stern rectilinear morality of
the French Revolution, is the same one as appears
in Le Palace. The final flowerings of a desperate
aesthetic like the rococo must inevitably lead, so
it would seem, to a total revolt against the human
condition; after which the whole cycle can start all
over again.

If this remark tends to exaggerate the sense of historical
perspective afforded by Simon's novel, it remains true that
human artefacts and human artifice are equally incapable of
prolonging individual life, and this is perhaps the bleakest

truth to emerge from L'Herbe, as from other Simon novels.

6 The French New Novel, p«.55.
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But there is some consolation to be found in the fact
that against the failure of the Georges~Pierre heritage is
set the more successful relationship between Louise and the
dying Marie. On three occasions any real link between them
is denied. By Louise's lover:

Mais elle ne t'est rien.,
Non, dit Louise.
Elle ne't:est rien.
Non', repeta-t-elle docilement. Mais elle continuait
a regarder devant elle guelque chose qu'il ne pouvait
pas voir.

(9)

Right from the beginning, there is 'something' about Marie
which fascinates Louise: presenting this already established
situation, the novel goes on to examine the reasons for this
strange kinshipe. Later, the family doctor questions Louise
in his turn:

'Aprés tout, elle n'est riem pour vous.,
Non. -
Clest seulement la tante de Georges, pas la votre.
Au fait, ou est-il?'
(82)

Blood relations are not all that matters whefe Marie is
concerned, and alfhough she is visited on her death-bed

by several of her kin, it is to Louise that she leaves her
little store of private possessions,. Finally it is the
young woman herself who tries to deny any communication or
connection between them:

elle se tient immobile malntenant sortie, echappee
au rale, luttant, la colere, la revolte, luttant
contre 1l'amere saveur des larmes, repetant Non non,
repetant Elle ne m'est rien elle ne peut pas elle
n'a pas le droit . . .

(125)
But the validity of this denial is destroyed by Louise's
inability to leave Georges and the family home, even once
Marie is dead. She cannot carry out her resolution to
run away with another man; the notebooks and jewellery
given to her by Marie become the objective correlative of
a strange force of continuity holding her to the house and
to her past. Paradoxically, it is the seemingly character-
less Marie who finds in Louise an intelligent and sensitive

'inheritor', while the successful Pierre is left only with
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the son who wants nothing to do with him.

Although this presence of the past is most tangible
in the shape of the notebooks, it is hinted at much earlier
in the novel, when the young woman refers to a ring given
her by her husband's aunt:

Quand je partirai, je lui (je leur: a2 lui et a sa
meére) rendrai tous leurs bijoux . . + mais, celle-la,
je dirai 'Je la garde'. Parce que c'est elle qui me,
1'a donnece. Tu comprends? Elle ne m'a rlen demande
et elle m'a donné cette ,bague, elle m'a aimee, et
simplement parce que j tetais la femme de Georges.

(13)
This first indication of Louise's attachment is confirmed
much later, when she recalls being given the box containing
Marie's notebooks and other belongings.

More than anything else, it is the notebooks which
impress Louise, seeming to sum up in so few words the whole
of an eighty-four-year long existence. Here is to be found
the very centre of Simon's novel: the fascination with lan-
guage and its paradoxes which is the major theme of his
subsequent work. So impressive is his own manipulation
of language, as for instance in the descriptions of the
nocturnal landscape, that it is only with something of a
shock that the reader understands that Simon is in ‘fact
beginning to subject language to a very searching exami-
nation, an exploration of its potential, although this is
still done with reference to the theme of dissolution and
dispersal, and in the light of a very marked reaction to
human anguish which is practically expunged from later

novels such as Orion Aveugle itself. Or rather, the

profoundly human relevance of Simon's attitude to language
is made explicit in L'Herbe, remains fairly overt in the
major novels of the following decade, and is then alluded
to only in the important preface to the descriptive prose

of Orion Aveugle. From the moment that Louise becomes

their owner, the language of the notebooks fascinates her
and, when all is said and done, it is language that occupies
the stage in the novel itself. The terms in which it is

mentioned are an indispensable guide to the novelist's own



89

attitude toward the medium in which he is working.
First of all it appears that language falsifies ex-

perience. This is a vital theme of Histoire and La Bataille

de Pharsale, but it occurs clearly in this novel, written
ten years earlier:

- « . sans doute parce que le propre, de la realitée
est de nous paraltre 1rréelle, 1ncoherente, du fait
qu'elle se presente comme un perpetuel defi a la
logique, au bon sens, du moins tels que nous-avons
Prls l'habitude de les voir regner dans les livres —
a cause de la fagon dont sont ordonnes les mots,
symboles graphiques ou sonores de choses, de senti-
ments, de passions désordonnees ~—~, si bien que
naturellement il nous arrlve parfois de nous demander
laquelle de ces deux realites est la vraie.

(99-100)
This is an extension of the struggle between order and dis-
order which characterigzed Le Vent, and which is now a part,
and an integral part, of any Simon text: how curious that
such a virtuoso should be concerned to display in his novels
his feeling of the inadequacy of language itself, which is
the acknowledged gulf between words and the ineffable:

Il y a chez Claude Simon un sens aigu de la tragedle
bien connue de tous les createurs qui utlllsent le
langage comme outll de creatlon ou de re-creatlon.
1'eécrivain se debat contre la reallte qui le penetre
ar tous les pores et qui tend a l'etouffer, et son
ecriture n'est qu'une tentative pour surnager et
domlner. Mais des le moment ou il surnage et domine,
11 ne penetre plus. le reel lui- echappe, il s 'en
separe- et 1a n'est pas la moindre dlfflculte des
tentatlves du nouveau roman qui voudrait preclsement
penetrer et rendre compte de tout, en prenant ses
distances avec tout considere exclu51vement en tant
qu obget.7

This dichotomy between language and experience, it should be
said in passing, brings Simon quite definitely into line
with Faulkner as the American writer expresses himself in

that superb novel, As I Lay Dying. It is surely no coin-

cidence that it is also a woman, in Faulkner's book, who

7

Charles Camproux, 'La langue et le style des ecrivains:
Claude Simon, L'Herbe', Lettres Francaises, 7 mai 1959,
p.9.




refers to the frustrating evanescence of the verbosity with
which the human mind claims mastery of the world:

And so when Cora Tull would tell me I was not a
true mother, I would think how words go straight up
in a thin line, quick and harmless, and how terribly
doing goes along the earth, clinging to it, so that
after a while the two lines are too far apart for the
same person to straddle from one to the other; and that
sin and love and fear are just sounds that people who
never sinned nor loved nor feared have for what they
never had and cannot have until they forget the words.

Language is not a revelation, but a cloaking of reality,

and as such it is profoundly mistrusted by Simon. It is
also deeply mistrusted by Marie, and for this reason she
eschews words in her notebook, reduces them to a bare mini-
mum, and concentrates instead on the financial ciphers which
are a true reflection of her intimate experiences. This
prefigures Simon's attention to matters commercial, in
novels such as Histoire, and serves to undermine even further
the value of language as a durable medium in which to per-
petuate experience. That Louise herself is a very appro-
priate mouthpiece for her creator, is proved by the words
she speaks to her puzzled lover, questioning the human urge
to verbalize:

« + « Ce minimum de cohérence qu'il est obligatoire
de donner a ses paroles pour se faire comprendre,
c'est-a-dire, en y reflechissant, pour ne pas se
faire eomprendre, parce que ¢ est tout de meme assez
comique et meme completement absurde d'etre obllgg,
de se croire obllge de s exprimer d'une fagon cohe-
rente quand ce que 1l'on eprouve est 1ncoherent ainsi
moi, par exemple . .« .

(207)
Aware of the inaccuracy of language, she tries nevertheless
to shape her experience and her feelings in the attempt to
exteriorize, and so perhaps to understand — like Georges in

La Route des Flandres. This too is an aspect of Simon's

own intentions, and one way of interpreting the symbolic

London, 1958 edition (first published 1935), p.162.

90



canvas in which Orion may well be said to represent the
artist stumbling toward the light, the sudden illumination
of his experience in the artistic form which he discovers
through language. In so far as her own speech is an
attempt to fill the vacuum of her present incomprehension
of experience, Louise is an exemplary Simonian narrator.
Her monologue is to be understood as a parallel for that
controlled verbosity through which the novel comes into
being.

Much is done, in L'Herbe, to undermine language, not
only through the reservations of the central character by
whose consciousness the narrative is partly formed. There
are several references to the sheer ephemerality of lan-
guage, which will again recur frequently in the four novels
of the 1960s. These references highlight the difficulty
of the task facing a novelist working with such reservations
in mind. In the space of a few pages at the centre of the
novel, three allusions to the evanescence of words are made
in quick succession. The first is in the context of Sabine's
voluble speech at the dinner-table:

la bouche ouverte, donc, comme si, elle aussi, cher-
chait a avaler quelque chose (peut-etre simplement
1! alr, rien que l'air invisible qui avait servi de
vehicule aux paroles, les paroles invisibles qui

1! avalent traverse sans y laisser de traces . .
pret a resservir de nouveau, subtil, redoutable,
enigmatique et transparent messager, la pensee —_—
les mots — n'ayant pas be501n, comme sur le papier,
d'y prendre forme, de se materialiser au moyen de
lignes, de signes apparents et durables.

(137)
This points directly to the difference between Sabine and
Marie, in that the one leaves nothing behind her, while
the other leaves the notebooks which are language, in a
sense, materialized, and as such a tangible reminder of
the presence of the past. This is paralleled in a minor
way by the comical scattering of Sabine's impressive
collection of jewellery (see pp.133-4), while the few bits
and pieces belonging to Marie, and that one ring in parti-

cular, are jealously preserved by Louise.
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The second reference to language relates to books
themselves, and further establishes the paradox against
which Simon is working. It comes in a reflection about
the hands of Pierre, which are as 'material' as can be:

de sorte qu 11 ne peut meme pas savoir comment elle
est faite en reallte, si elle ressemble a1l autre,
cette peau blanche et lisse qui n a Jamals - ou
alors depuis si longtemps —-—touche, ete au contact
d'autre chose que des llvres, c est—a-dlre quelque
chose d'aussi depourvu de realite et-de consistance
que l'air, la lumiere.

. (147)

Again this underlines the tragedy of Pierre's failure to
leave behind him any evidence of the presence of the past,
and again it will find a counter-balance in the notebooks
of Marie, and by extension in the novel L'Herbe itself.

The final reference occurs in the midst of the tense
conversation between Georges and Louise, which in itself
shows two aspects of language as Simon sees it. One of
these is the strange aggressiveness which can be conveyed
by speech:

Puis de nouveau le dialogue, les deux voix alternees,
pas melangées maintenant, mais en quelque sorte face
a face, l'espece d'aller et retour, comme un echange

de coups.
(160)

la voix de Georges la frappant cette fois par le cote.

(161)
Words are used as weapons and not as a means of communication.
But words are also as inconsistent as smoke — another area
where the themes of L'Herbe come close to those of Faulkner:

Tilting a little down the hill, as our house does,
a breeze draws through the hall all the time, up-
slanting. A feather dropped near the front door
will rise and brush along the ceiling, slanting
backward, until it reaches the down-turning current
at the back door: so with voices. As you enter
the hall, they sound as though §hey were speaking
out of the air about your head.

9 As I Lay Dying, p.16.

92



93

Each of these writers is intensely concerned with language
and its potential as a durably illuminating artistic medium.
Simon seems to divest language of all substance when, in
the same dialogue between Georges and Louise, he makes this
direct comparison:

la fumée se detachant de ses levres, les paroles se
detachant de ses 1evres, restant comme la fumée un
instant suspendues-au-devant de ses 1evres, une

boule grise roulant sur elle-meme, les sons prononces,
les mots roulant les uns sur les autres, c'est- a-dire
montrant leurs diverses faces, leurs diverses combi-
naisons = ce pourquoi l'on dit sans doute 'tourner et
retourner des paroles' —-—, puis (les mots, 1l'assemb-
lage de mots) s'effilochant, se desagregeant se dis-
solvant dans l'air nocturne.

(156-7)
This passage is absolutely central to Simon's approach to
the process of writing at this stage of his career. It
shows the basic immateriality of language, which he is fond
of reiterating, but at the same time it hints at the rich
potential of words in their variety of shapes and possible
meanings, a potential which will be exploited to increasing

effect in the ensuing novels., Tourner et retourner des

paroles: this is the method used by the artist as Orion in
elaborating his own assemblage of language. If L'Herbe is
less striking than the later novels, it is perhaps because
Simon is here at pains to express, by comparisons and con-
trasts, the paradoxical character of language, rather than
to demonstrate it in practice in the convincing fashion of

Histoire, La Batajlle de Pharsale, or Orion Aveugle.

This reservation about L'Herbe must however be mitigated
by an acknowledgement of the skill and tenacity used by
Simon to express the capacities of language. As the epi-
graph to the novel suggests, this cannot be dissociated from
the theme of history; that is to say, language can be taken
as a medium in which to counteract the effect of passing
time, and so to ensure the survival of the past. In order
to appreciate how Simon works rdund to this goal, it is
essential to examine the appearance in his novel of those

objects or representations whose material presence seems to
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act as a buttress against time, and of which the ultimate
example, in the novelist's terms, is language:

Louise's narrative is intensely concerned with time,
with its accumulation, its relation to myth, its
timelessness; i% is, in effect, an attempt to re-
create History.

It will be seen that this narrative is one tentative means
of illumination and preservation, amongst several others
in the novel,

Perhaps the most obvious link with the past, apart
from the older characters themselves, is supplied by
photographs, which are from now on a recurrent point of
interest for Simon's narrators. Even for Gauthier, in
Simon's first novel, photography implied a poignant stasis:

Il fallait que le momentane se perpetuat. Cette
succession de momentanés qui n ex1sta1t que dans la
persPectlve glauque de glaces pou551ereuses des
passes additionnes. De 1la 1'amertume des photo-
graphies d'autrefois et leur puissante saveur, leurs
personnages morts aplatis dans leur immobilite
gracieuse, souriant quand meme.

(Le Tricheur, p.100)

Photographs offer the irrefutable and shocking evidence of
the passing of time, in the contrast between a distant 'then'
and the immediate 'now'; in the enormity of this disparity
they achieve their own kind of spectral irreality, almost

as striking as that of language itself. This fact is
brought home to Louise in her scrutinization of a photo-
graph which falls out of one of the notebooks:

pensant: 'A peu prés dix, douze ans, donc elle...',
puis sursautant, regardant plus attentivement en-
core, pensant 'Mais ce n'est pas possible, ile..
Mais ce n'est pas Georges, c'est... c'est...', re-
tournant brusquement la photo, lisant alors, moulee
dans la meme ecriture consciencieuse et penchee, la
date, 'Aout 1896', regardant de nouveau la tete
ronde du gamin sagement assis « . . tandis qu'im-

10 Morton P. Levitt, 'Disillusionment and Epiphany:

the Novels of Claude Simon', Critique: Studies in
Modern Fiction, 12, No.1 (1970), pp.43-71, (p.52).




possibles a apparenter, a réunir, les deux images se
superposaient maintenantt: l'enfant sage aux genoux
noueux, au petit visage studleux un peu triste, et
le vieil homme, envahi, ecrase, etouffe par le mon-
strueux poids de sa propre chair.

(225-6)
This depressing proof of materiality, of passing time, is
directly related to the contrasts of character within the
novel, when it is set against another photograph showing
Marie, also many years previous to her present situation:

elle (Marle) regardant 1l'objectif en face, avec ce
visage dega a peu pres semblable a ce qu 11 devait
etre par la suite as aussi rlde, bien sur, mais
reconnalssable, deja 'fait', pour a1n31 dire, parvenu
a ce stade ou les transformations ultérieures ne
seront plus que de simples surcharges (alors que rien
dans la suave porcelaine de Saxe ou dans le flllforme
professeur a barbiche et pince-nez ne pernet, meme a
un regard attentif, de reconnaitre l'homme-montagne-
et la femme aux robes, au maquillage multicolores que
les quarante années suivantes vont fagonner par de
profonds changements de leur structure meme ) (71)
7

These photographs have a dual function in the novel. Not
only do they offer damning evidence of time, further con-

trasts between Marie and her contemporaries, more acquain-
tanceship with the past, but also they serve as a means of

leading in to the tableaux vivants of which L'Herbe, like

Le Vent, is largely composed.

For this is the principal means that Simon has, in
1958, of achieving illumination: through the creation of
a number of word-pictures which, in their own suspended
animation, frame and objectify the experience of one of the
central characters. Simon still has need of a representa-
tive in the novel, even though that representative displays
attitudes and a sensibility which are closely identifiable
with those of the artist. It is Louise who expresses the
groping movement toward illumination which is later adopted
by the artist himself, after the quasi-total effacement of
an intermediary persona:

Si l'on veut, ce, telle' est fréquemment un 'je'
degulse° il represente le personnage tel gqu'il
existe non pas vu du dehors, mais a l'lnterleur
de sa propre conscience ou memoire. Malgre les
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apparences, nous sommes donc aux antipodes du roman
traditionnel. A quoi il faut ajouter l'amblgulte
voulue du point de vue, pulsqu 'on peut relever

nombre de passages ou ce ‘elle' est (ou semble etre)
une troisieme personne vue du dehors, ou 1l'on est
veritablement dans l'ordre du recit. Le roman oscille
donc entre le style narratif traditionnel et la trans-
cription d'un contenu de conscience.

The contents of that consciousness are, as already suggested,
made up in large part of a series of tableaux representing
the high points of remembered, or sometimes imagined, ex-
perience. No clearer proof of this could be found than

the fact that Simon used one such 'scene' from L'Herbe —

the moment at which Louise and Sabine are, as it were, face
to face although separated by a communicating wall — as

the basis for a play, La Séparation, performed at the Theatre
de Lutdce in 1963.°

Although she admits the frailty of language, Louise
shares with the novelist the need to expend words in the
search to encapsulate that experience, even if it is only
in this unstable form. Language is to serve as the support
of her memory of certain scenes:

l'autre scene que Louise pourra auss1 revoir par la
suite, appartenant peut-etre aussi a ce domaine du
latent de 1' 1nexpr1me, ou — la limite, la ligne de
demarcatlon entre le formule et 1°' 1nformu1e consis-
tant seulement en cette poreuse, gr0551ere et fragile
barriere des mots — peut-etre pas.

(151)
L'Herbe is, to a lesser extent than the later novels, a
book about language. The story-telling element of Le Vent
has been excised, to leave only the barest of pretexts for
an examination of the life-giving potential of words. The

tableau vivant is an example of their preservative power:

n Jean-Luc Seylaz, 'Du Vent a La Route des Flandres:

la conquete d'une forme romanesque', pP.231.

12 The play was given an unfavourable review by Jacques

Lemarchand in the Figaro thteralre, 23 mars 1963,
p.20,




Et elle pourra se voir penetrant dans la salle a
manger, la scene, le tableau: Sabine et le gros-
homme deaa assis « o+ &

(128; my underlining)

(1a scene — on l'avait plus tard decrite a Louise —
s'etant deroulée ainsi: des personnages, un groupe de
personnages paisiblement assis sous le grand marron-
nier, comme dans un de ces tableaux impressionnistes .
(29-30; my underlinings)

This is the reason for the numerous 'Donc' and 'Et ceci:' in
the novel; it is not so much a continuous narrative as a
series of word~pictures designed to transcribe faithfully
those seminal images which remain within the remembering
and highly imaginative, interrogative consciousness, In
this context, it is interesting to note that, in the special
number of the periodical Entretiens (No.31, 1972) devoted to
him, Simon presented a photographic reproduction of just
such a scene (between p.119 and p.121). As Louise pieces
together the life story of Marie, vivid pictures come to
her mind, of points in time which, as in Le Vent, do not
conform to the rigours of chronology. What is so inter-
esting about Simon is this ceaseless struggle to circumvent
the obstacle that narrative prose represents for a writer
trying to capture the feel of memory, and its constant
interrelationship with perception and imagination.

Once again this is a factor appreciated by Louise on
overhearing one of the crucial episodes in her narrative:

Elle se tint immobile, retenant sa resplratlon,
ecoutant alterner, se repondre les deux voix in-
visibles, etouffees mais distinctes — comme si
elles lui parvenaient non pas 51mplement assour-
dies par 1' 1nterp051tlon d'une mince epalsseur de
briques mais de tres loin dans l'espace ou le temps,
ce recul leur conferant une sorte d'existence
propre, les decantant les depoulllant de tout ce
qu1 dans la reallte (le contact direct avec la
reallte) vient gener notre pgrceptlon, celle-ci,
sollicitée alors de tous cotes, 8 eparplllant se
dispersant alors de tous cotes, s eparplllant se
dispersant.

(168-9)

The terms used here are a direct antecedent to the manner

of Simon's expression in the preface to Orion Aveugle,
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vaunting the power of language against the forces of disper-
sal, to which, in this earlier novel, he makes frequent
references. This, it may be said, is one of the major
changes in Simon's development: he eventually refines out
of his novels all explicit allusions to the difficulty of
the task facing language, and unburdens his text of the
enormous number of analogies and paradigms included in the
earlier works. For the time being, in L'Herbe, it is the
duty of language to fix on paper a record, however incom-
plete, of one woman's experience, and of her growing aware-
ness of the implications of a very personal form of history.
Perhaps the suggestion is that language, rather than being
an instrument of discovery, is an instrument of survival
pure and simple, 'slithering about in a frantic attempt
to keep its footing in a mental reality; its justification
is as an incantation'.13
But the contradictory materiality of language shares
the focus of attention in L'Herbe, so continuing Simon's
principle of equilibrium between opposing forces. The
novel is to be seen in its own right as a barrier, how-
ever porous, of words against decomposition, as symbolized
in the form of Marie's notebooks. In very revealing terms,
these books — the accumulated transcript of history ——
occupy Louise's mind as if they were an edifice constructed
to represent time itself. Their dates are like so many
pieces of arithmetical masonry:

comme une sorte de mur aux elements magonnes ou
plutot assembles, aaustes sans la moindre fissure,
le molndre interstice, quelque chose qui faisait
penser a ces vestiges d'antiques constructions
pelasglgues ou romaines, et qui semblent non pas
avoir resiste au temps mais etre en quelque sorte
le temps lul-meme, les encres avec, leSquelles
avalent ete traces les chiffres presentant d 'une
année a 1'autre d' imperceptibles dlfferences,
comme wune patine progre881ve, la base du mur etant
paradoxalement constituee par les millésimes les
plus recents e o« o les derniers chiffres traces

1> John Sturrock, The French New Novel, p.88.




d' une écriture tremblee, difficile, comme ecrasee,
fléechissant sous le poids formidable du tout.
(119-20)

Despite the apparent insignificance of their contents, the
notebooks acquire meaning through the manner of their pre-
sentation as the materialization, in language, of history,
offering the presence of the past just as surely as do the
ruins with which history is so readily associated. This
paradox of the perdurability of language is completed, not
where Marie is concerned, but in relation to Sabine, by
Simon's incorporation of a description of language which
again remains prominent in the later novels. This is of
relevance to the theme of history, in that it demonstrates
the enduring traits of humanity which transcend and outlast
the individual, and are most easily accessible in the form
of wordse. Sabine's preoccupation with sex is seen as one
manifestation of a general tic of humanity throughout time:

quelque chose pour etre ecrit — ou decrit — en
latin, a 1l'aide de ces mots latlns, non pas Crus,
1mpud1ques, mais, semble~t-il, spec1alement congus
et forges pour le bronze, les pierres magonnees
des arcs, de triomphe, des aqueducs, des monuments,
les rangees de mots elles—memes comme magonnees,
elles-memes semblables a d'indestructibles mu-
railles destinees a durer plus longtemps que le
temps meme, ayvec la compacte succession de leurs
lettres talllees en forme de coins, de cubes, de
poutres, serrees, agustees sans ponctuatlon, ma-
Jjuscule, ni le moindre interstice, a la fagon de
ces murs construits sans mortier.

(129-30)
Surely it is not stretching a point to discern in these
words an almost exact description of a Simon novel? Less

overtly but no less significantly than in La Bataille de

Pharsale, the author is pointing in a thinly-disguised way

to his own method of composition, his own art poetigue.

Simon deliberately tries to align serried ranks of words
against time; this passage restates almost word for word
the passage already quoted in respect of the notebooks.

It may be claimed that the absence of mortar is a parallel
for the lack of punctuation and logical articulation in

Simon's writing, thus creating an assemblage of language
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which is a striking anticipation of his subsequent develop-

ment, as described in Orion Aveugle and in Simon's essay,
14

'La fiction mot a mot'.

In other words, L'Herbe marks the beginnings of that
creative submission to language which is the hallmark of
the artist as Orion. After the break with tradition in
Le Vent, this novel too brings about a change of direction
for Simon:

La description nait au sein de la descrlptlon, le
mouvement, d'un autre mouvement. Mille ec1051ons
sourdes de mots font la phrase. Pourtant, a me-
sure que la 1ecture se prolonge, le lecteur a le
sentiment d'une metamorphose. C'est vrai que le
livre bascule. Le lang?ge de l'histoire devient
1'histoire d'un langage.

Not the arid history of philologists, as practised by Pierre,
but a vital account of language at grips with the fluidity

of time, is what is presented in Louise's narrative. There
is a marvellous tension in L'Herbe, between language as a
series of derisory symbols, and language as monument — as

the mark of a partial triumph of mind over matter, Strange-
ly enough, it is the unacademic Marie who assures the presence
of the past by leaving just such a monument behind her:

cette formidable et ecrasante pyramlde que l'orguell
du plus orguellleux des pharaons lui-meme eut ete
impuissant a concevoir et qu'elle — la vieille femme
malntenant en traln de mourir, sinon deJa morte —
s'etait élevee a elle—meme et, en quelque sorte, a
son insu . . . & cette pyramlde, ce monument —
c'est-a-dire le contenu de la boite.

(213)
Foremost amongst the contents of the box are the notebooks,

a stimulus to the mind and language of Louise herself, as

14 In Nouveau Roman: hier, aujourd'hui (Publications du
Centre Culturel de Cerisy-la-Salle, 50: Paris, 1972),
toII, pp.73—97.

15

Thls statement appears in a general review article by
Andre Dalmas, 'L'Enfer de Melville', Tribune des
Nations, 7 novembre 1958, which is included without
page reference in the dossiers de presse at Editions
de Minuit.
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well as being material evidence of the durability of lan-
guage itself. Just as the writing of Marie helps to
provide a memory of her life, so too Louise is trying,
through words, to elaborate a record of this crucial period
in her life:

non comme une tranche de temps preclsg, mesurable et
llmltee, mais sous l'aspect d'une duree vague, hachu-
ree, faite d'une succession, d'une alternance . de
trous, de sombre et de clairs: la chambre close, 1'e-
clatante lumiére du dehors, l'exuberante et folle
vegetation de- septembre, la penombre, le visage momi-
fie, la gloire, la paix des jours declinants — se
voyant, pouvant voir la robe claire courant sur 1l'ecran
de la mem01re, la tache lumineuse suivie par le pinceau
du projecteur devalant la verte colline ou peut-etre
pas courant.

(125)

As this passage shows, Simon is well aware that language
cannot exactly emulate an historical monument, precisely
because language for him is intended to represent the
shortcomings of memory and perception, and so to be suscept-
ible to imprecision and approximation. Hence the plethora
of adjectives and alternative similes in his writing. As
a kind of collage of different forms of language, it is a
model of fragmentation rather than a fixed mass such as a
building.

This is made clear in an important passage late in the
novel, when one of the notebooks is described:

imprimé en bleu sur fond vert, représentant un
faisceau de licteur romain au centre de deux dra-
peaux entrecroises dont les plis retombaient sur
un cartouche encadrant le mot Gloria en caracteres
eux au551 d'inscription romalne e o« o le tout,-les
flasques etendards 1nc11nes, la hache, les verges
assemblées et la couronne cesarienne, comme d'em-
phatiques et clinquants symboles. ( )
220

All that remains of a lifetime is this derisory remnant,
and the power of language is undermined by Simon's deter-
mination to balance the strength of words against the
ironic debris that Louise finds in the carefully-preserved
box given her by Marie.

On the other hand, it is precisely that debris which
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occasions the interrogatory monologue through which the
novel itself comes into being, and the powerful impact

of L'Herbe bears eloquent testimony to what language can
doe. The word cartouche deserves closer attention in that
last passage, for it takes up an echo from much nearer the
opening of the novelj; this concerns the description of a
cat — 'the cruel, blank, objectifying face of matter', as
one critic has called it16—- and its hesitation between
movement and motionlessness, which is a curious source of
torment for Louise:

se tenant dans cette posture semblable a une foud-

royante condensation de la vitesse (exaetement comme

une cartouche de dynamite renferme un million de fois

son volume de bruit et de destruction) (18)
1

At this point one comes across the importance of the act of

reading, which is so fundamental to the nouveau roman in

its attempt to abolish the distance between the writer and
his reader. As an object in its own right, L'Herbe may be
taken as an artefact such as a pyramid: the material re-
presentation of accumulated time and obsession, like the

book which Léon Delmont, in Butor's La Modification, offers
9

to the reader at the end of his journey between Paris and
Rome. But, just like the cartridge to which Simon refers,
the book will also release a dynamic sense of movement and
life once it is read; obvious as this may appear, it is a
basic tenet of the nouveau roman that each reading of the
text is a minor act of creation which will bring a new and
possibly unforeseen kind of illumination to the assemblage
of words which the writer has offered; these terms of 'ex-
Plosion' and 'expansion' are much favoured by Simon.

A recent article alluded, in passing, to this aspect
of L'Herbe:

16

John K. Simon, 'Perception and metaphor in the "New
Novel": Notes on Robbe-Grillet, Claude Simon and
Butor', Tri-Quarterly, 4 (1965), pp.153-82, {p.166).




La phrase fait, comme la cartouche de dynamite, ex-
ploser s1multanement la syntaxe et la chronologie.
Elle mime, en la synta;e, 1la fluldlte de la mort im-
perceptiblement affirmee, refusee, ralentie et le
dynamisme §estuel sensoriel et centralisateur de
l'instant.

Like Le Palace or La Route des Flandres, L'Herbe uses a

baroque technique of establishing a basic chronology —

the ten days it takes Marie to die —— but blurring the

linear development of this foundation by creating a fluid-
ity in the text, which is like a living organism in itself,
becoming fuller and richer as it develops. The ultimate
truth is that this plenitude is as gratuitous as the parallel
sumptuousness of the natural landscape so often described

in the novel; the self-procreating character of language is,
for the novelist, as cyclical as the movement of the seasons,
and the text of the book has perhaps no more 'meaning' than
the wild grass outside the house.

Yet there, in the last analysis, lies the basic signi-
ficance of L'Herbe, which its epigraph indicated. No-one
sees the grass grow, but it does; no-one sees people change,
but they do; no-one sees time pass, but it does. All that
language can achieve is an approximation to the imprison-
ment of time within the printed page. Surely this is the
point of Simon's striking phrase, 'Louise tournant des
épaisseurs de temps' (p.123), where a book is explicitly
stated to be the materialization of time. This is also
the triumph of L'Herbe, then: to represent in its pages,
its composition, its style, the presence of the past: ruins
and fragments, but an artistic monument nonetheless. To
make of the figment of the mind an artefact whose materiality
will outlast that mind: this is the implied aim of the artist,
which is exposed, demonstrated, and achieved in L'Herbe, the

first of Simon's novels dedicated to the examination of

17 Pierre Caminade, 'Déjeuner avec l'herbe', Entretiens,

No.31 (1972), pp.117-19.
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language from within. It is a novel about and despite
its own limitations.
Perhaps it is useful to conclude with a remark on the

element of tentativeness in this novel., Unlike Le Vent,

it does not piece together the bric-a-brac of a whole town-
ship's impressions of a bewildering sequence of events,

It prefers to look closely at one simple human incident as
it is experienced in the mind and sensibility of an intelli-
gent woman. But at the same time it introduces the exter-
nalized viewpoint of a third-person narrative, and this is
proof of Simon's determined experimentation with technigue
in the re~presentation of a peculiar vision of reality.
Central to that vision is a distinctive conception of time
as dissolution, and so Simon is much concerned with tempo
and time-scheme in his novel. What the artist as Orion
eventually does is to abolish all differentiation in time

by reassembling the data of perception, imagination, and

memory, within a constant present tense; meanwhile, what

Simon does in L'Herbe, as in Le Vent and other novels, is
to exploit the present participle in the creation of his

tableaux, and as a bulwark against time.

Another important element in the technical conspiracy
against time is punctuation, as has been suggested with
regard to a passage already quoted. Simon relies, in
this novel, not on that artificial and supposedly logical
order which punctuation traditionally creates, but on the
infinitely more strained half-logic deriving from the con-
tiguity of images and scenes within fhe mind. The aban-
donment of punctuation is the removal of those artificial
barriers between disparate areas of time finding their own
relationship within the sensorial and affective perspective
of memory. This is to say that, although the actual appear-
ance of a Simon text seems to change drastically with the

austere sentence'structure of Orion Aveugle, this is simply

a different method of presenting a vision which remains
basically unaltered and which is apparent, at least inter-
mittently, in L'Herbe.
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To take one example, it is a similarity of gesture
that occasionally effects a transition in the text of the
novel. At one point, Louise is involved in a slight phy-
sical struggle with her lover:

’ 4
essayant de se degager, de s'echapper, et lui
rattrapant, reunissant de nouveau les poignets
qu'il aurait pu tenir dans une seule de ses mains,
disant: 'Allons', et elle: 'Tu me fais mal, je
t'en prie, tu...', tous les deux luttant mainte-
nant: Louise pouvant, lui semblait-il, les voir . . &

(239)
Almost imperceptibly a movement takes place whereby, from
being a participant in an action, Louise becomes the ob-
server of a similar action in which she is not involved,
and it is this abolition of temporal distance or logic
which characterizes Simon's developing approach to the
limjtations of novelistic form, In fact the struggle
which Louise seems to recall is first described thirty-
three pages earlier in the novel:

Et le vieil homme: Allons, donne-moi

Et elle: Je te defends .

Et lui: Allons

Et elle: Tu me fais mal, Pierre, je t'en supplie « .

(206)

But such clear-cut moments of transition are rare in L'Herbe,
and the change in time is usually explicitly signalled by
the intervention of third-person narrative to indicate the
progression, or return, from one day to another in the ten
of Marie's dying, and in the greater period of time covered
by Louise's imaginative use of memory. This will be less
obvious in Simon's next novel, where the sensorial world
comes into its own and so permits the abolition of a tradi-
tional time-scheme.

With L'Herbe the most memorable passages are still the
expressive descriptions of fluidity which will recur in

La Route des Flandres, though more closely reflected in the

sinuosities of the text of that novel. Simon is content to
demonstrate the arbitrary character of his text in L'Herbe
by concluding with a description of the ineluctable dis-

solution of consciousness:



laissant de nouveau place au silence, a la paix
nocturne ou claqualent encore, de plus-en plus
espacees, les dernieres gouttes, puis, quoiqu'il
n'y eut pas un souffle, tout un arbre sans doute
comme s 'ebrouant, frissonnant, toutes ses feuilles.
déversant une brusque et ultlme pluie, puis quel-
ques gouttes encore, groupees, puis, un long moment
apres, une autre — puis plus rien.

(262)
Like its predecessor, Le Vent, this novel is remarkable
most of all for the quality of its word-pictures, not only
as pure description, but also as the expressive vehicles
of a number of traditional fhemes: death, time, and the
anguish of impermanence. But L'Herbe is a transitional
stage between Le Vent and Simon's novels of the 1960s in
its tentative efforts to do away with temporal perspective,
and it is a compelling book in its own right, an interesting
stage on Simon's progress toward becoming the artist as Orion,
so powerfully assured in the later novels, where it is not
s0 much the presence of the past that concerns him, as the

timeless present of a self-sufficient work of art.
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Chapter 1V: The Assassination of Time:
La Route des IFFlandres 1960




L'echec du Savoir est la 1acune
par ou surgit entieére la Litte-
rature.

Serge Doubrovsky

Although there is a gap of only two years between
L'Herbe and the publication of Simon's sixth novel, he

has admitted that La Route des Flandres is in fact the

fruit of twenty years' reflection:

J'ai medite ce roman pendant vingt ans, mais je
craignais de verser dans l'her01que ou dans le
pitoyable. Et puis, je ne trouvais pas le moyen
de le composer comme je 1le souhaltals. Enfin, je
m'y suis mis et j'ai d'‘'abord travaille huit mois
dans le noir. Ce livre, je ne le voyals pas.

Je ne voyais apparaltre que des emotlons 51mu1-
tanees_dans mon esprit; tout se presentalt en meme
temps.

It is immediately clear that the major problem faced by
the novelist was that of transposing the simultaneity of
memory into the linear medium of prose composition. In
his solution of this formidable problem Simon provides
conclusive evidence of his growing stature as an artist,
which is perhaps corroborated by the international acclaim

given to this novel. Just as Le Vent had seemed to oscil-

late between the extremes of chaos and order, so in La Route

des Flandres there is a discernible pattern whereby, at

every level of the book's meaning, apparent failure is
superseded by triumph, or by consolation of some kind.

The essentially tragic tenor of the novel is in part
redeemed by the majesty of the artistic process through
which Simon sustains the tragic vision, within the intensely
poetic structure of a ceaselessly inventive prose. This
is to say that the novelist is moving closer to that ex-

Ploratory position represented by the Orion figure, even

’ 3 (3 3 .
Andre Bourin, 'Techniciens du roman: Claude Simon'.
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though his point of departure was a preconceived vision

of the novel which had to be followed by the mise en mots

itself. Here for the first time Simon begins to realize
the synthetic potential of language as a poetic medium,
capable of shaping recalled and imagined moments of time
into the timeless pattern of a work of art. 'Poetic',

in this sense, is taken as an indication of the novelist's
desire to remove the linear time-element from his novel,
in the manner of the modern poets, as described by Joseph
Frank: '

Aesthetic form in modern poetry . . . is based
on a space-logic that demands a complete reorientation
in the reader's attitude toward language. Since the
primary reference of any word-group is to something
inside the poem itself, language in modern poetry is
really reflexive. The meaning-relationship is com-
pleted only by the simultaneous perception in space
of word-groups that have no comprehensible relation
to each other when read consecutively in time. In-
stead of the instinctive and immediate reference of
words and word-groups to the objects or events they
symbolize and the construction of meaning from the
sequence of these references, modern poetry asks its
readers to suspend the process of individual reference
temporarily until the entire pattern of internal refer-
ences can be apprehended as a unity.2

The assassination of time is not achieved by the central
character of Simon's novel, in the real sphere of human
relationships, but in terms of the novel itself, in the
transcending of that reality by artistic reconstruction:

La Route des Flandres embodies, twenty years on, what had

Seemed an unutterable experience.

The tension between failure and triumph is suggested
first of all in relation to the theme of time, which domi-
nates the novel from beginning to end. More strongly than
in any of his previous novels, Simon evokes the overwhelm-

ingly destructive force of time in human affairs. This

2
The Widening Gyre, p.13.
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he achieves by making explicit reference to the state of
war and the intense sensation of time's rapidity which war
produces. At one point an anguished question is formulated:

(as-tu remarque comme tout cela va vite, cette esPece
d'accéleration du temps, d'extraordlnalre rapidite-
avec laquelle la guerre produit des phenomenes -_—
rouille, souillure, ruines, corrosion des eorps —
qu1 demandent en temps ordinaire des mois ou des an-
nees pour s'accomplir?)

(205)

As Jean Ricardou has demonstrated, in an essay of character-
istic density,3 this destructiveness operates on a number of
levels, from the personal to the universal, and effectively
abolishes communication of any kind, so that the novel is
to be seen as a complex representation of ruin. The soldiers
wandering along the Flanders road lose all sense of time and
direction, but the strength of the human dependence on a
knowledge of time is shown when, after the central incident
of the novel, relating the massacre of the cavalry squadron
to which the central character, Georges, had belonged, he
begins quite absurdly (p.161) to wonder what time it can be.

At other intense moments the same preoccupation is in
evidence, whether in relation to the battle or to subsequent
sexual experience:

gherchant a me rappeler depuis combien de temps nous
etions dans ce train un jour et une nuit ou une nuit
un jour et une nuit mais cela n'avait aucun sens le
temps n'existe pas Quelle heure est-il dis-je . . &

(20)
Tu crois qu'il est quatre heures du matin
(278)
je dis Quelle heure peut-il etre?
. (293)
quelle heure pouvait-il etre?
(296)

One paradoxical aspect of La Route des Flandres is that the

language of the novel is closely concerned with time, while

'Un ordre dans la debacle', Critique, No.163 (decembre
1960), pp.1011-24; reprinted in his Problemes du nou-
veau roman (Parls, 1967), pp.44=55. .
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the relativity of time is so forcefully proclaimed: it is
important to appreciate the change, in that first quotation,
from Imperfect to Present tense, implying that time is not
done away with in time of war alone. For the soldiers in
the Flanders campaign there was no sense in asking the time,
because they had no possibility of changing their situation;
for the central character, looking at his postwar sexual affair
with Corinne, widow of his former commanding officer, time

is equally 'irremediable'; for the novelist writing in the
reconstructive mode, there is no such sense of time, since

it is 'assassinated' by the power of instinctive or sensorial
recall, which will be seen as one of the triumphs of the
book.

The initial impact, however, is one of chaos, the total
absence of order and meaning, which is reinforced signifi-
cantly by the closing lines, in which the parallel between
warfare and time is made explicit:

la guerre pour ainsi dire etale pour ainsi dire
paisible autour de ,nous, le canon sporadique frappant
dans les vergers deserts avec un bruit sourd monumen=-
tal et creux comme une porte en train de battre agltee
par le vent dans une maison vide, le paysage tout en-
tier 1nhab1te vide sous le c1el immobile, le monde
arrete flge s'effritant se deplautant s ecroulant peu
a peu par morceaux comme une batisse abandonnee, inuti-
lisable, livree a l'1ncoherent, nonchalant, imperson-
nel et destructeur travail du temps.

(314)

Warfare, then, is to be understood as an exaggeration of
the basic instability and impermanence of human artefacts;
it merely precipitates their disappearance, and it serves
as an apt metaphor of Simon's conception of time. The
play on words whereby war is called paisible is his way of
underlining the continuity of disorder, as in the final
lines of both Le Vent and L'Herbe.

What of humanity itself? If there is an obvious
failure to create objects which will last, or stand the
test of time, there is a certain kind of triumph in the
fact that, although individuals merely come and go, there

are nevertheless some fundamental traits of human nature
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which remain constant. These are not destroyed but rein-
forced by the passage of time. This triumph is diminished,
however, by the realization that the enduring preoccupations
of humanity are primarily negative, and that foremost amongst
these is warfare itself, as Simon has already suggested in

La Corde Raide, where a very pertinent comparison is made:

Sous un certain angle, la guerre c'est un peu
comme les courses de chevaux: cing minutes de tension
violente pour beaucoup d'emmerdement et de fatigues
(51 vous n'etes pas professionnel et que les rites —
elegances, parades, saluts - ne vous pa581onnent
pas). La guerre m 1nteressa1t parce que c'est le
seul endroit ou 1l'on puisse blen voir certaines
choses, et aussi parce que je voulais essayer de com-
prendre cette occupation si importante et pour ainsi
dire essentielle en ce sens qu'elle rentre dans les
trois ou quatre besoins fondamentaux, comme coucher
avec des femmes, manger, parler, procreer, pour les-
quels les hommes sont faits et dont ils ne peuvent
se passer.

(54)

While there are numerous references to horses in La Route

des Flandres, whether in Flanders itself or at French race-

courses which Georges calls to mind, the novel is also a
convincing demonstration of the central character's incom-
prehension of his experience,

Where the notion of the eternel retour is concerned,

the figure of de Reixach, captain of Georges's cavalry
squadron and a distant relative of his family, plays an
important part in the novel; he contributes to the
assassination of time by seeming to incarnate history.

The mere sight or thought of him, especially as spoken of
by his mother — the Sabine who was such a grotesque figure
in L'Herbe — is enough to summon up in Georges's mind a
picture of the whéle de Reixach lineage:

Se dessinant donc ainsi, a travers 1'exasperant
bavardage d'une femme, et-sans meme que Georges

ait eu besoin de les rencontrer, les de Reixach,

la famille de Reixach, puis de Reixach lul-meme,
tout seul, avec, se pressant derriere lui, cette
cohorte d'ancetres, de fantomes entoures de lée-
gendes, de racontars d'alcoves, de coups de pisto-
lets, d'actes notaries et de cliquetis 4° epees.

(58)

A considerable achievement in La Route des Flandres is the
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abolition, by the controlled use of language to evoke re-
semblances and to blur distinctions, of the gulf in time
which separates the de Reixach in Flanders from his eight-
eenth-century ancestor. Both are military commanders;
both are eventually suggested to have committed suicide
because of disasters which occurred simultaneously in
public and in private life; both seem to have been unable
to reconcile their ordered view of life, learnt from books
or military academy, with a brusque and uncontrolled ex-
perience of chaos. The complexity of the novel arises

in part from the skill with which Simon interweaves the
'legends' of these two men, thereby underlining the things
which are unchanging in the human condition.

The principal resemblance between the two, as Georges
remembers the one and imagines the other, is in their atti-
tude to death, enigmatic and incredible as that attitude
may seem, Taking their military training or their 'philo-
sophy' to extremes, they face death as the only possible
response to their experiences in the field. A passage
near the end of the novel shows the ease with which the
narrator's attention (be it that of Georges, or of the
third-person narrator who also contributes to the novel)
can move from one level of time to the other in thinking of
these de Reixachs:

voila Qourqu01 nous avancions aristocratiquement
cavalierement a une majestueuse allure de tortue
lui continuant-comme si de rien n'etait a parler
avec ce petit lleutenant « o« o Mmagnifique cible
pour ces Espagnols 1mpenetrables absolument re-
belles allergiques il faut croire aux larmoyantes
homeélies sur la fraternité universelle la deesse
Ralson la Vertu et qui 1'attendaient embusques
derriere les chenes-lleges ou les oliviers je me
demande quelle odeur quelle haleine avait alors
la mort.

v

(312)

The two de Reixachs come together in msintaining the semblance
of dignity and propriety in the face of crumbling values.

This is true not only of their military experiences, but also
where their private lives are concerned: the 'suicide' is in

each case the culmination of knowledge of marital infidelity,
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and in both cases the third party concerned is an inferior:
the ancestor's groom, or the twentieth-century commander's
ex-jockey Iglésia. On the more intimate level of Georges's
own family background, then, there is the element of eternel
retour at work, which has the effect of compressing history
and bringing one time-level on to the same plane as another.

In a more general sense, though, it is the cyclical
return of warfare, the experience of Everyman, which does
much to abolish the perspective in time, and to make some-
thing universally relevant out of Georges's own feelings
about the war. The notion of warfare as fatality is frequent-
ly suggested:

la voix de la vieille femme qul continuait a faire
entendre ses lamentations rythmees, monotones, comme
une declamation emphatique, sans fin, comme ces
pleureuses de 1' anthulte, comme si tout cela (ces
cris, cette violence, cette 1ncomprehen51ble et in-
controlable exp1051on de fureur, de passion) ne se
passait pas al' equue des fusils, des bottes de
caoutchouc, des rustines et des costumes de confec-
tion mais tres loin dans le temps, ou de tous les
temps, ou en-dehors du temps, la pluie tombant tou-
jours et peut-etre depuls toujours, les noyers les
arbres du verger s egouttant sans fin . . .

(63-4; my underlining)

In passages such as this Simon achieves that telescoping of
temporal perspective which characterizes novels like Histoire

and La Bataille de Pharsale in particular, and this he does

by focussing the attention on the essential gesture, the

essential sound, the essential passion in any given situation.
These situations are not necessarily wide apart in linear

time, although this is the case with the evocation of warfare;

there are also many occasions on which a transition in time

is accomplished mainly through the linking image of the horse.

One critic has in fact described La Route des Flandres as:

une sorte de labyrinthe de situations, ou certaines

donnees da 1°' unlvers ‘civil!' — celui du-turf - se
trouvent transposees sans etre fondamentalement alte-

rees dans 1' univers militaire, comme si, alors que changent
dramatiquement les condltlons de la vie des hommes

dans le passage de la vie a la guerre, le flux intime
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. ’ -
de leur conscience etait le gage de la permanence
de leur immersion dans le temps.

The astonishing fluidity of this novel owes much to the
similarity of settings, attitudes, and people between the
Flanders road and the pre-war scenes, imagined or remembered
by Georges, where de Reixach and his entourage enjoy watching
and participating in race-meetings. Georges describes de
Reixach, riding in front of him just before the fatal ambush:

cessant alors pour de bon de regarder cet endroit ou
il n'y avait rien, redressant la tete et reprenant
avec ce petit sous-lieutenant sa paisible conversation
du genre de celles que peuvent tenir deux cavaliers
chevauchant de compagnie (au manege ou dans la car-
riere) et ou il devait sans doute etre question de
chevaux, de-camarades de promotion, de chasse ou de
coursese. Et il me semblait y etre, voir cela . « .
(19; my underlining)

At such moments the description switches from one geograph-
ical location and from one point in time to another, in a
manner which is sign-posted by the novelist, which will not
always be the case in later novels. Again the impression is
that these transitional phrases lead into a passage which
describes a scene witnessed and held in the mind's eye.

Often the point of transition is the inflexible attitude
of de Reixach himself, always and everywhere the same:

il saisissait son porte-monnaie, l'extirpait et comptait

les pleces dans la maln de la femme aussi paisiblement

que s'il avait regle une orangeade ou une de ces bois-

sons chic au bar d'un quelconque pesage a Deauville ou

Vichy...' Et de nouveau il me semblait veir cela . .
(22; my underlining)

Even within the context of a description of a racecourse,

however, the principle of the eternel retour is introduced

again in order to effect the telescoping of time, as an
evocation of changelessness. Georges describes, for example,

the group of horses seen in the distance in the early stages
of a race:

Raymond Jean, 'Des romanc1ers et des pur-sang',
Cahiers du Sud, 48° année, No.359 (fevrier-mars
1961), pp.137-9.




apparition, groupe medleval chatoyant au loin (et
non pas seulement la—bas, au bout du tournant, mais
comme s avangant pour ainsi dlre du fond des ages,
sur les pralrles des batallles eclatantes ou, dans
l'espace d'un etincelant apres-mldl, d'une eharge,
d'une galopade, se perdaient-ou se gagnaient des
royaumes et la main des princesses)

(153-4)
It is obvious that, despite the destructive force of time in
relation to material objects — either buildings or human
bodies =—— there is an undercurrent of continuity in the in-
tangible realm of the human character. The ultimate proof
of this is that Georges can make an implicit comparison be-
tween his experience on the Filanders road and a moment from
the very distant past; at several points he uses the epithet

apocalyptique and so brings his own time into close contact

with the biblical evocation of the world's end. He and the
other survivors of the murderous attack on the squadron be-
come, in a sense, the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, lost
in the midst of the Flanders disaster and waiting passively
for the finish. The pessimism of the novel seems in part
to lie in this atmosphere of doom, and in the fact that the
affirmation of constancy in human nature throughout the
historical process is tempered by the violence which remains
fundamental in mankind. The failure of men to construct
anything to outlast time is matched only by the triumph of
their own inherent savagery.

So much, then, for time as synonymous with the accumu-
lation of history. There is a second, more personal area
of triumph and failure where the theme of time is concerned.
The assassination of time is attempted by Georges on an in-

dividual and basically physical level; La Route des Flandres

is an intensely erotic novel in which the sexual act plays a

paradoxical role.5 This, of course, is explicitly stated

Hence Jean Ricardou's reference to 'l' étrange équi—
voque du titre, ce filigrane: la Route des Flancs!,
Problemes du nouveau roman, pPe53.
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in Simon's choice of epigraph for the third and final section
of his book:

La volupté, c'est 1l'etreinte d'un corps de mort par
deux etres v1vants. Le 'cadavre' dans ce cas, c'est
le temps assassine pour un temps et rendu consubstan-
tiel au toucher.

(Malcolm de Chazal; 253)

As can be said of so many characters in Simon, Georges in-
volves himself, with Corinne, the widow of de Reixach, in
an attempt to deny reality through the sexual act. The
principal features of that reality are the awareness of
solitude, and the feeling of imprisonment within time and
within the materiality of the body. It then becomes the
unavowed aim of the sexual act to defeat this condition, by
arriving at a shared suspension of time.

The final section of La Route des Flandres relates the

failure of this subterfuge. Georges achieves only the
illusion of success, even at the moment of most intense

sensual abandon:

comme si notre vie tout entiere s'etait précipitée
avec un bruit de cataracte vers et hors de nos
ventres s arrachant 5 extlrpant de nous de moi de
ma solitude se liberant s elangant au dehors se
repandant jaillissant sans fin nous inondant 1'un
ltautre sans fin comme s'il n'y avait pas de fin
comme s'il ne devait plus jamais y avoir de fin
(mais ce n'etait pas vrai: un instant seulement,
ivres croyant gue ¢ retait toujours, mais un instant
seulement en realite comme quand on reve que 1l'on
croit qu'il se passe des tas de choses et guand on
rouvre les yeux l'aiguille a a peine change de place)

(265)
As a recent essay by Serge Doubrovsky has indicated,
Georges experiences disappointment in his relationship
with Corinne bécause he is a victim of the human illusion
that the shared ecstasy of the sex act can bring release

from the temporal continuum which is his prison; he has

'Notes sur la genese d'une ecriture', Entretiens,
No.31 (1972), pp.51-64. M. Doubrovsky poses the
telling question, 'Un desastre? Mais lequel?
C'est qu'il y en a tellement!' (p.60).

117



118

failed to understand his principal reason for seeking out
the woman herself. That reason is found in his search to
elucidate an enigma which has haunted him for six years,
since the apparent suicide of de Reixach on the Flanders
road. He hopes to gain from contact with Corinne in the
flesh some real knowledge or insight into his past, but he
eventually achieves an understanding of the impossible
nature of his undertaking. Not only does sexual union
fail to give lasting relief from what Simon sees as the
human condition of solitary confinement, it also fails in
its more narrowly pragmatic function as the key to the
mysteries obsessing Georges's memory.7
This failure is confirmed in the intermittent passages
describing Georges and Corinne together during the night
which they spend in a hotel room, when it is clear that
Georges periodically 'abandons' the woman in order to re-

appraise the contents of his memory:

gouttes se poursuivant le long des branches luisantes
se rattrapant se rejoignant se detachant tombant avec
les dernieres feuilles les derniers vestiges de 1l'ete
des jours- a jamais abolls qu'on ne retrouve ne retrouve
jamais qu'avais-je cherche en elle espere poursuivi jusque
sur son corps dans son corps des mots des sons .+ .« .
elle dit A quoi penses-tu? je dis A toi, elle dit de
nouveau Non Dis-moi a quoi tu penses, je dis A toi tu
le sais bien, je posai 1la maln sur elle juste au milieu
c'etait comme du duvet de legeres plumes d'oiseau un
oiseau dans la main mais aussi un buisson proverbe
anglais elle dit Pourquoi fermes-tu les yeux.

(274-5)
Ironically, in the moment of intimate physical contact with
the woman, Georges is unable to focus his attention upon
her; she is a presence more evanescent than those scenes
from the realm of memory and imagination which he is con-

stantly reliving. The material presence of the woman

See also Stephen Heath, The Nouveau Roman (London, 1972),
Pp.164-5, for an intense discussion, based on linguistic
theory, of the Georges-Corinne relationship.
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provokes the mental absence of the man, and on the level

of personal relationships the sexual act culminates in
defeat for the central character of the novel. An American
commentator has emphasized this central notion of defeat:

Georges cannot know; therefore, he questions.
In this he is unlike the heroes of Robbe-Grillet —
who cannot know but who believe that they do — or
those of Butor — who likewise seek answers but who
are destroyed by their search. He is unlike them
also in the complexity of his search, reflected in
the many layers and prisms of his narrative.
The Flanders Road is the most challenging of Simon's
works, the most demanding of contemporary novels and
one of the most moving. It offers in Georges a
metaphor for modern man, a searcher after meaning in
a world without meaning, an idealist made tragic and
ennobled by his very failure. His search elevates
Georges above the commonplace, imbues him with a
sense of tragedy: he seeks but cannot find, recog-
nizes that his search must fail, but continues to lige,
rejecting all that he has found hateful and inhuman.

While this comment may overstate the case for Georges as
an idealist, the stress on defeat is relevant enough. Yet
while it is justifiable to evoke the disillusionment of the
central character, it is also essential not to miss the
positive aspect of this sexual contact. If his knowledge
of Corinne does not bring ultimate insight into the meaning
of the past for Georges, she does at least inspire and
direct, albeit unwittingly, the work of his memory and his
imagination, and calls up scenes from that past which can
then be subjected to the anxious reinvestigation implicit
in virtually every one of Simon's descriptions.

This is to say that Georges's failure on the physical
level is counteracted in some measure by his triumph in
the realm of the imagined, which has important repercussions
for the further triumph of the novel itself as a finished
work of art. For it is precisely this intense physical

experience with Corinne that illuminates memory in Georges.

Morton P, Levitt, 'Disillusionment and Epiphany:
the Novels of Claude Simon', p.59.
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From the erotic centre of the novel there opens up a whole
web of cross-references in space and in time, based on what
the novelist himself has called 'une architecture purement

sensorielle'.9 At various points throughout La Route des

Flandres it is the senses of the central character, stimu-
lated by the gestures, words, and simple presence of the
woman, which establish an almost electrical contact with
the accumulated sense-data of his past. Here, then, is a
more significant aspect of the assassination of time: events
widely scattered in linear time are brought into close
proximity thanks to the images recreated in the mind of
Georges during his erotic confrontation with Corinne.

The distance in time may be abolished by the simple
physical sensation of coldness:

ils ne nous permettaient de nous lever que lorsque
le jour etalt franchement la et en attendant nous
restlons a grelotter tremblant de tous nos membres
etr01tement encastrées enlaces je roulai sur elle
1l'ecrasant de mon poids.

(262)
or by the resonance of a particular sound:

sa tete roulant furieusement a droite et a gauche
sur l'oreiller parmi la tache-sombre de ses, cheveux
faisant Non Non Non Non, ils avaient enferme un fou
dans la porcherie de la ferme en haut du pre qui
leur servait de corps de garde, devenu fou dans un
bombardement parfois il se mettait a crier sans fin
sans but.

(264)
and in sounds other than the human voice:

au bout d'un moment elle alluma, je fermai vivement
les yeux tout etait marron puis marron rouge je les
gardai fermes j'entendis l'eau couler argentine em-
portant dlssolvant e « « (je pouvais l'entendre ar-
gentine glacee et noire dans la nuit sur le toit de
la grange degorgeant des chéneaux . « . )

(265)
50 that there is a ceaseless movement to and fro in time

and place; from the present of Georges's night with Corinne

9

Quoted in Claude Sarraute, 'Avec La Route des Flandres
Claude Simon affirme sa manlere' Le Monde, & octobre
1960, p.9.. -
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to moments of his experience either as soldier or as prisoner
during the war, and to prewar scenes such as the racecourses
frequented by the de Reixach family. The narrative is con-
trolled by the receptivity of the remembering consciousness
to a variety of sensory stimuli.

In the pages dealing with the couple, Georges and
Corinne, Simon again achieves the most striking effect of
transition in time and place, sometimes within the space
of a few words of the text, and this especially in relation
to the twin themes of sex and violence. This conjunction
in aggression is arrived at by way of the notions of dis-
solution and apocalypse. Georges's feeling of liberation
from the constraints of normal experience, in the climax of
the sexual act, is most strikingly expressed in terms of
fluidity:

morts elle et moi assourdis par le vacarme de notre

sang se ruant refluant en grondant dans nos membres

se, prec1p1tant a travers les ramifications compli-

quees de nos arteres comme comment appelle-t-on cela

mascaret je crois toutes les rivieres se mettant a

couler en sens inverse remontant vers leurs sources,
comme si nous avions un instant eté vides.

(264-5)
Emptied on the physical level, Georges is then prepared for
the flood of memories and images which fill his mental being;
foremost amongst these is the obsessive reliving of the
liquid nightmare of Flanders:

on aurait dit que dans l obscurite la nature les
arbres la terre entlere etalt en traln de se dis-

soudre noyee diluee llqueflee grlgnotee par ce lent
deluge.

(265-6)
More significant than this, however, is the manner in which
Simon describes the central incident of the novel, the ambush
in which de Reixach's squadron is almost annihilated.
For it is surely no coincidence that the scene is evoked
through the vocabulary of fluidity, flux and reflux, as
Georges remembers seeing the cavalrymen in front of him:

des sortes d'animaux aquatiques flottant sur le ventre
propulses par d'invisibles pieds palmes 5llssant lente~-
ment 1l'un apres l'autre « . . la moitie a peu pres de




l'escadron se trouvant engagee lorsqu'ils refluerent
vers le carrefour c'est-a-dire comme un accordeen
comme sous la pression d'un invisible piston les re-
poussant, les derniers continuant toujours a avancer
alors que la tete de la colonne semblait pour ainsi
dire se retracter le bruit ne parvenant qu'ensuite de
sorte qu'il se passa un moment (peut- etre une fraction
de seconde mais apparemment plus) pendant lequel dans
le silence total il y eut seulement ceci « . .

(155-6)
The image of the flood tide turning back upon itself is

common to the two experiences, martial and erotic; in the
term mascaret there is an anagram of the similar-sounding
massacré, so that the two are brought close together across
the gap in time and despite the pages which separate them
in the novel itself. In the paroxysm of chaotic action
there is also that illusory suspension of time which was
evident in the description of the sexual paroxysm as well.

La Route des Flandres is indebted, for much of its struc~

tural plasticity, to the heightened awareness achieved by
its central character when, paradoxically, he seems to be
at the very threshold of oblivion.

It is interesting, therefore, to note the underlining
of this resemblance between the two experiences, through the
use of a particular term at two different and important
moments in the time-scheme of memory. The first relates
to the miserable conditions encountered in Flanders:

toute la connaissance du monde gue nous pouvions
avoir c etalt ce froid cette eau qui malntenant
nous penetralent de toutes parts, ce meme ruls—
sellement obstineé multiple omnlpresent qui se me-
langeait semblait ne faire qu'un avec l'apocalyp-
tique le multiple pletlnement des sabots sur la
route . . .

(277)
The second returns to the couple in the aftermath of inter-
course in a French hotel room:

tandis que respirant péniblement j'essayais de dégager
une de mes Jambes prises sous le poids de nos membres
emmeles nous etlons comme une seule bete apocalyptique

122

a plusieurs tetes plusieurs membres gisant dans le noir . . .

(293)
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In the second passage, a further transition is effected,
taking Georges back to the suffocating conditions in a rail-
way wagon full of prisoners of warj; there too he had felt

as if on the point of expiring. Whether in the restricted
feeling of one couple, or of a group of men, or in the picture
of a tragic landscape, the desperate sensation of the world's
imminent end permits the assassination of time as the text of
the novel moves constantly from one scene to another. Thus

La Route des Flandres is first and foremost a superb illustra-

tion of the vital force of the erotic as a stimulus to memory,
to imaginative recall, a force fundamental to Simon's major
works,

Beyond the common imagery of dissolution, the most remark-
able area of contact between the erotic and the warlike is the
display of aggression, again a familiar element in Simon's
fictional world. Once more, this omnipresent theme provides
a link between levels of time and destroys the temporal per-
spective of the novel. Allusion is made to the bizarre
hostility of the sexual act, as Georges attempts to imagine
the furtive coupling of Corinne and the jockey Iglésia‘

cette simple suite de gestes, de paroles, de scenes
insignifiantes, et, au centre, sans preambule, eet
assaut, ce corps a corps urgent, rapide, sauvage.

(51)
In this way the sexual encounter is established on the same
vicious footing as the 'normal' physical confrontation of
enemies on the field of battle, a theme which Simon will

exploit more systematically in La Bataille de Pharsale.

On another occasion it is Georges himself who is involved

in the encounter:

Je la heurtai le crl heurtant sa gorge etrangle elle
parvint pourtant a dire:

Non

Je dis de nouveau Tu ne crois pas que je t'aime,
la heurtant de nouveau mes reins mon ventre la heur-
tant la frappant de nouveau tout au fond d'elle sa
gorge s étranglant un moment elle fut incapable de
parler mais a la fin elle reussit a dire une seconde
fois: .

Non

et moi: Tu ne crois pas que je t'aime Vraiment
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Tu ne crois pas que je t'aime Alors est-ce que je
t'aime maintenant Est-ce que je t'aime dis? la heur-
tant chaque fois plus fort.

(263-14)
An essential factor here is the notion of language as coer-
cion: in a curious way the failure of Georges to persuade
Corinne parallels the failure of language to force the past
to reveal itself to him in a more comprehensible light. The
woman is easy to penetrate in a strictly physical sense; but
the de Reixach enigma, like the man himself, remains quite

impenetrable (p.58).

There is also the paradox that Georges suffers, in this
moment of sexual combat, a paroxystic sensation such as he
never undergoes on the field of battle as an actively ag-
gressive soldier. This notion of paroxysm, whether in its
military or sexual context, produces startling examples of
the assassination of time within the novel, the memory of
the central character projecting one area of sensory experience
on to the same plane as another. Professor Fletcher has
summarized the importance of the erotic in much of Simon's
writing:

L'univers v1sceral f01sonnant, organique de Claude

Simon est hante, en definitive, par cette constata—

tion tragique, que l'homme, emprisonne dans la duree,

sujet aux incoherents delabrements du temps, a tet
1llu801re et apaisant afflux' dont parle Le Trlcheur,
tente desesperement mais flnalement en valn, de s'en
delivrer par le truchement du depassement erothue.

Mais il lui reste une lueur d'esp01r, la creatlon

artistique: peinture et priapisme, érotisme et ecri-

ture . . . ne font qu'un dans cette oeuvre baroque et
splendide. A1 1nstar de Samuel Beckett, peut- etre

Claude Slmon a-t-il reussi a arracher du néant ou est

voue tout élan humain, 1l'unique consolation qui nous

demeure possible: la contemplatlon de l'oeuvre d'art
qui consacre notre irremediable et ineluctable faillite.

10

If the sexual act, for Georges, fails as the conjuration of

solitude and as the means to further knowledge or understanding,

10 o L. . .
'Erotisme et creation, ou la mort en sursis', Entretiens,

No.31 (1972), pp.131-40 (p.140).



it is nevertheless constructive in stimulating the work of
memory and imagination through which the text itself will
ultimately be produced.

Memory and imagination are the twin sources of all
Simon's major novels, and here again there is evidence of
the process by which apparent failure is countered by ulti-
mate triumph, albeit limited. The failure stems from the
knowledge that the memory is inadequate, and that there is
a preponderance of the imaginative, or fictive, in any re-
construction of the past. This is the main reason why

La Route des Flandres is so strongly reminiscent of Absalom,

Absalom!. The 'contamination progressive du reel par 1l'ima-
ginaire’11 is the root of 'fiction' in one sense of the word;
'fiction' may be synonymous with 'untruth' because there is
no hope of a total recall of the past, except in those privi-
leged moments retrieved by sensorial memory. Fiction is
necessarily created by the fragmentation of perception and
memory, which is why Simon's provisional title for this

novel was in fact 'Description fragmentaire d'un désastre'.
The fiction within the novel is of course represented by

the de Reixach enigma, this being the term which Georges
himself uses.

He makes ceaseless efforts to piece together the frag-

ments of knowledge at his disposal, from the whispered secrets

propagated by his own mother ( 'a travers l'exaspérant bavar-
dage d'une femme' (p.58)) to the few hesitant facts supplied
by Iglésia, to his own first-hand experience. But it is
inevitable that his picture will remain incomplete, because
Georges is, in symbolic terms, '‘derriere sa haie, derriere

le temps' (p.49). He faces a double obstacle because in
1940 he was already looking back, and in 1946 he is, as it
were, looking back upon that memory; he is twice removed from
the truth:

Jean-Luc Seylaz, 'Du Vent a La Route des Flandres',
p0237. -
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(il ne dormait pas, se: tenalt parfaitement immobile,
et non pas une grange a present, non pas la lourde

et poussiereuse senteur du foin desseche, de 1'ete
aboli, mais cette impalpable, nostalglque et tenace
exhalaison du temps lul-meme, des années mortes . . .
et lui se rappelant)

(4k2-3)
So far distanced in time from the events which continue to
fascinate him, he cannot hope to elucidate the enigma of
de Reixach's apparent suicide. A1l he achieves is the
formulation of an anguished and familiarly Simonian question:

pensant qu apres tout elle avait peut- -etre raison et
que ce ne seralt pas de cette fagon c'est-a-dire avec
elle ou plutot a travers elle que j'y arriverai (mais
comment savoir?) peut -etre était-ce aussi vain, aussi
depourvu de sens de realité que d'aligner des pattes
de mouche sur des feuilles de papier et de le chercher
dans des mots, peut-etre avaient-ils raison tous deux,
lui qui disait que j'inventais brodais sur rien et
pourtant on en voyait aussi dans les journaux.

(295)

Georges admits his own twofold failure, on the verbal and -
physical levels, to resolve, not only one mystery, but two:
the apparent suicide of de Reixach, and the incidental but
problematical network of sexual and aggressive relationships
amongst the group of peasants encountered in Flanders. He
and his fellow-soldier Blum spend most of their time in
captivity going over and over these two enigmas, Georges
concentrating on the figure of Corinne as a possible solution
to the question of de Reixach's death. The tragic paradox
is that when he is actually with her, she appears almost
more diaphanous than the image which he had created; she is
incapable of giving body to his obsessions. It is also
essential to recognize the nature of the imaginative recon-
struction undertaken by Georges and Blum, since this in turn
will be of importance in relation to the value of Simon's
Own conscious intentions as an artist.

If Georges cannot arrive at the truth, why then does he
continue to sift through the debris of his experience? One
reason is that his mental activity is strictly obsessive, which

is Wwhy one critic has called La Route des Flandres:
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un essai de reconstltutlon d'une fresgue fantastique,
atrocement reelle et incroyablement revee, oeuvre
etrange et magnifique d'un artiste en proie aux mul-
tiples obsessions de son imagination et de sa méemoire.

If, at the time of his imprisonment, Georges had actively
tried to conjure up a picture of Corinne, tried to find
answers to his questions, he is more passive, and more re-
signed in outlook, when he turns his mind back upon his war-
time experiences. He is less an agent of research than a
medium, a receptive consciousness in which the images of the
past can live again, however briefly and incompletely. This
notion of receptivity is the second reason for his search: it
is an instinctive activity born out of those sudden moments
when, as has been suggested in talking of the themes of sex
and warfare, time is abolished by the coinciding of two
sensorial experiences from different points on the linear
time~scale.

Georges does not necessarily try to bring these moments —
a Simonian kind of epiphany, or, in Proustian terms, his
equivalent of 'un peu de temps a l'etat pur' — into being,
but seizes on them as and when they present themselves.
The past rushes in upon the present so that the man is taken
out of his immediate experience and transposed to a remembered
and re-imagined moment of his own personal history; this is
the counterpart, in his consciousness, of that 'phénoméne
d'osmose' (p.26) mentioned in another descriptive passage
of the novel, and it serves to emphasize the underlying
fluidity which is the guiding principle of La Route des
Flandres, both on the thematic and the technical levels.

At one point, for example, Corinne is remonstrating with

Georges for having tried to make use of her:

12
This remark comes from a review by Georges Anex,

'La Route des Flandres', in the Gazette de Lausanne,
14 janvier 1961, included without page reference in
the dossiers de presse at Editions de Minuit.
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elle essaya de se dégager je dis Qu'est-ce que tu as
Qu est-ce qui te prend? elle essayait toujours de se
degager et de se lever, elle pleurait, elle dit encore
une fois Des dessins comme en font 1ies soldats, des
propos de soldats, je les écoutais continuer a se dis-
puter dans le soir.

(276)

So easy is this movement in time that the transition is made
almost imperceptibly; scarcely has Corinne mentioned soldiers'
talk than Georges is listening to soldiers talking again, as
though there were no interval whatsoever. Thus the sensual
focus of the book is also the productive centre of an intri-
cate sensorial complex, and gives the novel an intensely
oneiric quality, not unlike that suspension in time suggested
by Lawrence Durrell when he speaks of a novel 'set free to

13

dream’'. In the darkened room shared with Corinne, Georges
finds himself at the centre of an obsessive reverie upon his
past and the sum of unanswered questions still facing him, a
reverie in which he enjoys only the elusive and illusive
triumph of imagination and its displacement in time, always
coming back to the immediate context of the room itself, his
symbolic point of departure: 'the whole of La Route des

Flandres is brought to mind by the act of love', 1

In order to appreciate fully the complexities of this
novel, it is impossible to delay any longer an examination
of Simon's technical achievements in writing it. Once again
the tension between failure and triumph is the key to a proper
understanding of those achievements, both in the composition
of the novel and in the language through which it comes into
being, Simon experiments with form in an attempt to defeat
the limitations of the novel as a linear prose medium, and
at the same time he exploits the inventive nature of language
itself as a further element in the creative act of writing.

This is to say that in La Route des Flandres Simon is working

13 The Alexandria Quartet (London, Faber and Faber, 1968),

P.67.

John Sturrock, The French New Novel, p.76.
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more consciously than ever before toward an appraisal of
prose fiction's potential as the artistic structure within
which to describe experience: already the analogy with Orion
is firmly established.
As far as the thematic framework of the novel is concerned,

Simon has again used the principle of the eternel retour, this

time as it figures in artistic representations, to underline

his intentions and to stress the relevance of the human situ-
ations described in his novel; this is part and parcel of his
technique for eliminating the traditional time-scheme from the
book. Mention has already been made of the Four Horsemen of
the Apocalypse as a point of comparison for the Flanders ex-

perience, but there are a number of mythological and literary

allusions in La Route des Flandres whose purpose is to demon-

strate the unchanging in humanity. It should not come as a
surprise to find that one of the most effective mythological
allusions is of direct relevaence to the novel's sexual theme:

qulttant mon cou son autre bras semblait ramper le long
d' elle—meme comme un animal comme un col de cygne in-
vertebré se faufilant le long de la hanche de Leda (ou
quel autre oiseau symbolique de 1l'impudique de l'or-
gueilleuse oui le paon sur le rideau de filet retombe
sa queue chamarree d' yeux se balangant oscillant mys-
terieux)

(262-3)

This image, bringing together the hotel encounter and the
enigmatic memory of sexual intrigue from a Flanders village,
involves an awareness of metamorphosis which is further re-
lated to another borrowing from antiquity and which will
reappear frequently in Simon's subsequent novels:

j'etais un chien . . . j'étais cet ane de la'légende

grecque raidi comme un ane idole d'or enfoncee dans sa

delicate et tendre chair un membre d'ane je pouvais le

voir allant et venant. (292)
Time is once more abolished through these literally 'classic'
situations which highlight the essential postures and move-
ments of human bodies, especially in the animalistic frenzy
of the sexual act. It can be said that what was relevant

Bany centuries ago, when Apuleius wrote his Metamorphoses,

1s no less relevant in the moment of Georges's own twentieth-
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century experience.

As Joseph Frank says, in speaking of Ulysses, any mytho-
logical allusion is, almost by definition, a statement of
changelessness:

The chief source of meaning is the sense of ironic

dissimilarity and yet of profound human continuity

between the modern protagonists and their long-dead
(or only imaginary) exemplars.1

This is why further references are made, for example, to the
mythological figure of the Centaur, who epitomizes the novel's
hovering between the human and the animal domains, and is

also of relevance where the theme of language is concerned.

The name of Vulcan also appears (p.129) in ironic reference

to the sexual scandals of the Flanders village through which
the cavalrymen pass; and the mythic proportions of the violence
of Flanders are captured by another allusion:

nous n 'etions pas dans la boue de l'automne nous

n etlons nulle part mille ans ou deux mille ans

plus tot ou plus tard en plein dans la folie le

meurtre les Atrides, chevauchant a _travers le temps . . .
(1225 my underlining)

Here is an explicit statement of the annihilation of time
due to the basic changelessness of humanity. Certain semi-

nal scenes of La Route des Flandres are again quite deliberate

tableaux vivants whose static sharpness brings out this strain

of continuity; they immobilize the essential moments at which
humanity is revealed for what it is.

Not only mythology, but also the literary heritage is
adduced to reinforce this conviction that, although individuals
change, the body of human beings remains the same; by referring
to literary archetypes, the characters in the novel point up
the general applicability of the situations encountered.
Because of the apparent foolhardiness of de Reixach, with
his rigid application of preconceived and often irrelevant

principles, the blind devotion to duty on the part of his

1
> The Widening Gyre, p.58.




lieutenant, what better point of comparison than Cervantes?

Mais il n'y avait pas de tribunes, pas de public
legant pour nous regarder: je pouvais toujours les
voir devant nous se'511hoyettant en sombre (formes
donquichottesques decharnees . . . )

(25)

je pouvais malntenant le voir de dos avec ce petit
sous-lieutenant a coté de lui marchant tranquillement .

(166)
And in a novel where the theme of jealousy is strong, it is
not surprising to find an allusion to the play which seems
to crystallize the nature and force of jealous emotions:

Apres tout tu ne 1l'as jamais vu qu en peinture et en
buste, avec son fusil de chasse a deux coups sur 1°' e-
paule, comme 1'autre Othello baneal de village.

(282)

Some of the brief flashes of comedy in La Route des Flandres

stem from ironic contrasts such as these between the jealous
Moor and the outraged peasant met in a Flanders village, but
as well as providing light relief they have the important
function of refocussing the attention on characteristic and
basic human experience.

A comic twist is given to the theme of conflict between
the sexes through the use of a literary allusion. In de-
scribing the eighteenth-century de Reixach and his sexual
disasters, Blum uses a seventeenth-century reference:

le corps tiede et palpable de cette Agnés e o o cet
Arnolphe philanthrope, jacobin et guerreyeur renon-
¢ant definitivement a perfectionner 1' espece humaine.,

(195-6)
If there is a hint of farce in his situation, allowing the

analogy with Moliere's L'Ecole des Femmes, there is never-

theless an overriding tone of pathos: the man's breakdown

is caused by the gulf which he experiences between his
Rousseauesque theories, and the events which overwhelm him

in the real world. In fact the comic and heroic aspects

of warfare are brought very close together with a reference
to legendary or literary horses, proving again how fundamen-
tal is equine imagery in the fluidity of the narrative trans-
itions and in the evocation of continuity. When Georges

S5ees again the dead horse lying beside the road he muses on
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the fate that has befallen it and all its equine ancestors:

non plus viande boucanece et puante mais transmuee,
assimilée par la terre profonde qui cache en elle
sous sa chevelure d'herbe et de feuilles les osse-
ments des defuntes Rossinantes et des defunts Buce-
phales.

(242)
The steeds of the great warrior Alexander, of the ludicrous
adventurer Don Quixote, and of some nameless French soldier
are all brought together by this common experience of death
and the reversion to the original state of mattér, so that
literary and mythological allusions can be seen to function

with reference to the theme of the eternel retour: death

remains a constant, both on the individual and the universal
planes. By strewing such allusions throughout his text,
Simon is lifting the events and scenes described out of a
restricted temporal framework and wilfully destroying the
illusion of linear progression.

Such allusions also help to provide landmarks within so
fragmented and fluid a text, as well as pointing up its the-
matic impact. Simon has also used another artistic repre-
sentation, the de Reixach family portrait, as an element of
similarity between the two leading military men of that name,
and particularly as a link between two time-schemes, through
the common denominator of suicide:

ce Portralt ou le temps — la degradatlon -— avalt
remedie par la suite (comme un correcteur facetleux,

ou, plutot scrupuleux) a 1l'oubli — ou plutot 1°' !im-
prev151on -— du peintre, posant (et de 1la manlere

meme dont s'y etait prise la balle, c 'est-a-dire en
falsant sauter un morceau du front, de sorte que ce

n' ‘etait as une rectification par addltlon, comme

eut procede un second peintre charge plus tard de la
correction, mais en ouvrant aussi un trou dans le vi-
sage - ou la couche de couleur qui imitait ce visage —
de fagon a ce qu apparut ce qu'il y avait au-dessous),
posant la-cette tache rouge et sanglante comme une salls-
sure qui-semblait un dementi tragique a tout le reste.

(80-1)
The portrait is one of the few concrete objects that Georges
has seen which are pertinent to the de Reixach legend, and
é€ven then it is enigmatic in the extreme; it serves only to

Spur the effort of imagination, precisely because it does not
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tell the whole truth about the eighteenth-century personage,
any more than the snatches of gossip and the sight of Corinne
or de Reixach give Georges a full understanding of their
background. The portrait acts as a leitmotiv in the move-
ment of Georges's remembering imagination, inspiring him to
envisage other eighteenth-century scenes so graphically that
they stand out with the sharpness of detail that one might
expect from a painted representation:

comme s'ils avaient revgtu, chaussé, coiffe quelque
1mag1na1re et inexistant personnage, les regardant
de ce meme oeil sec, glace, effrayant, tandis qu'il
continuait toujours a grelotter, impassible, et se
reculant pour juger de l'effet, et a la fin renver-
sant sans doute la chaise d'un revers de main, puis-
que sur la gravure elle gisait par terre et les vete-
ments...'

Et Blum: 'La gravure? Alors il y en a bien une!
Tu m'avais dit que...'

Et Georges: 'Mais non. I1 n'y en a pas. Ou as-
tu pris ga?'

(214)

If memory is able to pick out similarities between an imme-
diate experience and a situation immobilized in a work of
art, the imagination is no less capable of projecting a

vivid picture of events that may well never have taken place,
and of giving them the authenticity that such a work of art

seems to enjoy. In La Route des Flandres, 'un tableau & la

Dufy d'abord et un Direr ensuite',16 Simon has made full and
astonishing use of this two-way process. His novel abounds
in graphic delineations of 'frozen moments' which either
imagination or memory creates.

This may still be seen as a triumph on the thematic
level, since time is assassinated only through the constant
nature of man, and in any case that nature is cause only for
pessimism, Reverting to the thornier technical problems of

La Route des Flandres, it is important to evaluate Simon's

16

Gennie Luccioni, 'La Route des Flandres', Esprit, 29
(1961), pp.187-90.




134

success in circumventing the obstacle of linear form in
order to transcribe a vision which is essentially spatial,
like that of a painter. Here again it is the question of
time which is capital to the artist's undertaking, as Simon
himself has freely admitted:

Ces bribes de souvenir, pourquoi chercher a les classer
en un ordre chronologique? Je ne me soucie pas de ce
que l'on Pourralt appeler 1la perspective du temps . . .
Dans 1la mem01re tout se situe sur le meme plan: le dia-
logue, l'emotlon, la vision coexistent. Ce que j'ai
voulu c'est forger une structure qui convienne a cette
vision des choses, qui me permette de presenter les

uns apres les autres des eléments qui dans la realite

se superposent, de retrouver une architecture purement
sensorielle. C'est cela qui me semble le plus naturel,
le plus difficile aussi. Les peintres ont bien de la
chance. I1 suffit au passant d'un instant pour prendre
conscience des difféerents elements d'une toile. Je
voudrais amener le lecteur a confondre son temps avec

le mien. .

Simon's task is to distribute within the linear framework
of a novel, components which are really those of a canvas:

Le livre est fait dans une vue qui le donne, non pas
perspectivement, eg dans l'avenement du concept, mais
comme un paysage. .

He tries to deploy in time the spatial elements of a painting
in order to form a harmonious whole, conforming to a pictorial
logic rather than to the demands of traditional chronology.
This Simon has done, to a certain extent, in abolishing the
distance in time which separates any given event in the text
from the ones coming immediately before or after, effecting
startling transitions in time by using the 'harmonics' which
are provided by similarities of gesture, sound, colour — as
in the liberal use of the term fauve more as a colour than as

& quality of character, especially in the evocation of those

1
7 Claude Sarraute, 'Avec La Route des Flandres Claude

Simon affirme sa maniere'.

18

Maurlce Merleau-Ponty, 'Cing notes sur Claude Simon',
Mediations 4 (hiver 1961), pp.5-9; reprinted in Entre-
tiens, No.31 (1972), pp.41-6 (p.44).
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racecourse scenes, 'des scénes, de fugitifs tableaux prin-
taniers ou estivaux' (p.48), which really do give the im-
pression of being descriptions of painted scenes by a
Dufy — and it is worth recalling that Dufy is best known
as a fauviste, one of a school of painters dedicated to an

19

'exaltation de la couleur pure'. In La Route des Flandres

the simple coincidence in coloration of a spring day may well
cause the text to switch from Flanders to France and back
again.

But it is perhaps the suggestion of superimposition
which points to Simon's main stratagem, one which he has
borrowed from music. In this novel Simon has conducted

an experiment which he will repeat in La Bataille de Phar-

sale, by incorporating in the first part of the text a state-
ment of the themes which will be developed in the rest of the
book. After the manner of a musical composition, the main

body of La Route des Flandres is an approfondissement of the

preoccupations introduced in the first fifteen pages of the
novel: the suicide, the relationship with Corinne, the
Flanders debacle, the quest undertaken by Georges, all are
announced in the opening sequence. Furthermore, although
music is a time-art, it is fortunate in being able to use
the technique of counterpoint to show a number of themes
evolving simultaneously:

Sensory impression is the writer's nearest attempt at
recording pure sensations and images. It marks the
transposition of musical and poetical effects into
fiction. Although the writer of internal analysis
may employ metaphor, . . . he usually stops there.

The user of sensory impression, on the other hand,
will generally go so far as to rebuild the entire tex-
ture of _his work on an analogy with either music or
poetry.

19

Jean Leymarie, Le Fauvisme (Geneva, 1959), p.13.

20 .
Melvin Friedman, Stream of Consciousness: A Study in

Literary Method (New Haven, 1955), p.b.




This, then, is what Simon has done in La Route des Flandres:

he has adopted for narrative prose a principle of music, so
that his novel becomes, in a way, a rhythmic exercise related
to the polyphonic art of the fugue. In order to realize
this, it is necessary only to pick out the three strands of

'narrative' in La Route des Flandres, each of which is broad-

ly similar to the others, and offers a point of comparison
and interrelationship with them.

The twentieth-century de Reixach's difficulties with
his wife and others, is paralleled not only by the affairs
of his predecessor in the eighteenth century, but also by
the strange goings-on in the Flanders village where Georges
and his companions make a stop. This offers a minor version
of the three-sided figure representing human jealousy, serving
as a reflection of the two other affairs involving the de
Reixach family. It also has the virtue of being a part of
the first-hand experience of Georges and his companions;
their efforts and failures to piece together the fragments
of this other puzzle are an echo of their attempts to work
out the intricacies of their captain's background. This
parallel line of development is firmly introduced near the
beginning of the novel, to recur throughout:

il lui semblait toujours la voir, la ou elle s'etait
tenue l'instant d'avant, ou plutot la sentir, la per-
cev01r comme une sorte d emprelnte persistante, ir-
reelle, laissee moins sur sa retine (il l'avait si peu,
si mal vue) que, pour ainsi dire, en lui-meme: une
chose tlede, blanche comme le lait qu 'elle venait de
tirer au-moment ou 1ls etalent arrlves, une sorte
d'apparition non pas eclairee par cette lamge mais
luminescente, comme si sa peau etait elle-meme la
source de la lumlere, comme si toute cette intermi-
nable chevauchee nocturne n avalt eu d'autre raison,
d'autre but que la decouverte a la fin de cette chair
diaphane modelée dans 1! epalsseur de la nuit: non pas

une femme mais 1'idee meme, le symbole de toute femme . ..

(1)
Like the eighteenth-century woman, this peasant-girl is a
figure who seems to surge out of the darkness of the past
as the focal point of one of the tableaux created in the

mind of Georges, in the same kind of dramatic lighting:
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cette femme a moitie nue entrevue dans l'entrebaillement

de la porte,-le sein et le visage eclaires d en dessous
par une bougie, si bien qu'elle ressemble a une de ces
Marianne de platre des salles 4 eécole ou de mairie ou
la pou551ere « o o s'accumule en couches grises sur
toutes les saillies, inversant ainsi le relief ou plu-
tot la lumiere o . .

(189)

Both of these are parallels for Georges's own encounter with

Corinne, a captivating physical presence in a darkened hotel

room, intermittently 1lit by one lamp, and where she too offers
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Georges, in a metaphorical sense, 'le lait de 1l'oubli' (p.261).

Each of them is a representative of womanhood whose primary
function is to tantalize and ultimately to evade Georges.
The peasant girl's background is remarkably similar to
the network of circumstances woven around the de Reixach
family, especially in that this woman seems first of all a
provocation to the instinctive sexual reaction of the male:

Georges disant: 'Mais je 1l'ai assez vue pour savoir
qu'elle est comme du lait. Cette lampe suffisait.
Bon sang, c 'etait exactement comme du lait . . o'

(61)
Secondly, she has the capacity to provoke violence:

'Si j'ai bien compris ce boiteux champion de tir au
fusil a des peines de coeur?' , . : I1 (je veux dire
l'adjoint ce type qui ce matin arme d'un parapluie
de sa seule frousse et du rempart d'un officier est
alle narguer defier l'autre arme lui d'un fusil)
couchait avec sa propre soeur qui etait la femme de
ce boiteux c'est bien g¢a?

(127)
Since Georges is also a distant relative of de Reixach,
there is also the further parallel of implied incest to
bring the strands of this counterpoint together. All

through the novel the three time-levels interlock and merge,

but there is no more obvious instance than when Corinne talks

of herself as a symbol of womanhood in the same way as Georges

has spoken of the village girl:

tu ferais mieux de dire quoi, il me semble que ce
n'est pas dlfflClle a deviner il me semble qu'il
n'est pas tres diffieile de se figurer a quoi
peuvent renser pendant clnq ans un tas d'hommes
prives de femmes, a peu pres guelque chose dans le
genre de ce qu 'on voit dessine sur les murs des
cabines telephoniques ou des toilettes des cafes
Jje pense que c'est normal je pense que c'est la
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chose 1la plus naturelle mais dans ces sortes de dess1ns
on ne represente jamais les figures 52 s ‘arrete en gene-
ral au cou quand g¢a arrive jusque la quand celui qul
s'est serv1 du crayon ou du clou pour gratter le platre
s'est donne la peine de dessiner autre chose.

(96)

Corinne too is a symbol, a sketchy figure whose essence is

not in her own identity but in the sexual role, as the focal
point of male attention. It is only because Georges is a
typically intelligent Simonian narrator that she is able to
function also as the stimulus for many of his searching looks
at the past. The strain of sexual attraction is the main
melodic line of the novel, on which there are three variations
relating to three widely-distanced levels of time: the point

of La Route des Flandres is to compose a timeless scheme out

of these three narrative threads.

Indeed the figure three is very important to the novel
as a whole, There are three illlustrations of the eternal
triangle, the novel is divided into three sections, and the
problem of linearity was solved when Simon hit upon the idea
of a triple movement as the basic principle of composition:

Ce n'est que plus tard que sa composition m 'est ap-
parue en songeant a la forme de 1' as de trefle qu'on
ne peut dessiner d’un seul trait qu'en passant trois
fois par le meme point. Ce point, dans La Route des
Flandres, c'est le cheval mort vers lequel, dans leur
errance, les cavaliers reviennent trois fois de suite.

The dead horse appears in each of the novel's three sections
and is used to emphasize the acceleration of time in warfare,
as Georges is astonished at the rapidity with which the animal
reverts to the state of inanimate matter:

dega a moitie absorbe semblait-il par la terre, comme
si eelle-ci avait deja sournoisement commence a re-
prendre possession de-ce qui etait issu d'elle-. . .

(27)

un cheval, ou plutot ce qui avalt ete un cheval . . .

et retournait maintenant, ou etait dega retourne a la
terre originelle sans apparemment avoir eu be501n de
passer Jpar le stade intermediaire de la putrefactlon,
c'est-a-dire par une sorte de transmutation ou de trans-
substanciation accélerée . . .

(105)

21
Andre Bourin, 'Techniciens du roman: Claude Simon'.
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mais plus de mouches maintenant, comme si elles—memes

l'avaient abandonne, comme s 11 n'y avait plus rien a

en tirer, comme s'il etait dega — mais ce n'etait pas
possible, pensa Georges, pas en un jour — . .,

“(242)
The central actions narrated taske place in the one day of
aimless wandering in the Flanders countryside, and the re-
current description of the dead horse situates the surface
time-scheme of the book; but the intervening pages are the
product of memory and imagination repeatedly rediscovering
this focal image as the mind of the protagonist comes back
ineluctably to the extant and obsessive moments of his ex-
perience.

It is a curious accident that the most dramatic of all
these moments should occur at the exact centre of the text:
the narrative seems to work slowly inwards toward the de-
scription of the ambush which wiped out the cavalry squadron
(pp.155ff.), and then outwards again to embrace the whole
spectrum of Georges's experience. This is a feature on
which the novelist himself has recently provided another
interesting comment:

Ainsi dans La Route des Flandres, redoublant la
comp051t10n en forme de trefle . . . s'organise

un jeu des eléments autour-d'un point central.

le roman s'ouvre et se ferme sur la chevauchee
mortelle de Reixach sur la route, le centre exact
du livre etant occupe par l'eplsode de 1l'aneantis-
sement de l'escadron surprls par une embuscade,
eplsode lui-meme 'cadre' par le debut et la fin de
la course d'obstacles que dispute et perd Reixach
(s'aneantissant a1n51, ou se perdant aux yeux de
Corinne). Divers eplsodes, differents themes
(comme celui des paysans du cantonnement) appa-
ralssent et reapparalssent de part et d'autre de
1'element central, l'ensemble se presentant en
somme un peu comme cesS coupes de terrains au centre
desquels se trouve un puits arte31en et dont les
differentes couches superposees (sableuses, argi-
leuses, etc.) decrivant une courbe sous-jacente,
ltougours presentes, donc, en profondeur, Efleurent
a la surface de part et d'autre du pults.

The core of the novel is supplied by the account of the one

22 N
'La fiction mot a mot', pp.92-3.



first-hand experience which has most marked Georges's con-
sciousness, and the narrative gains in intensity for Simon's
abandoning of linear prose in favour of an exploratory
structure designed to mirror as faithfully as possible the
fluid movement of memory, the appearance and reappearance

of seminal images within the non-linear memory. Simon

has also referred to the structure of the book as being

based on the figure eight;23

not only does this convey the
convergence of the narrative threads at a central point,

but it may also be said to mirror the movement of Georges's
thoughts from the present through the central point of Co-
rinne to the past, from Flanders through the central image
of the horse to the prewar or even more distant past, and so
on, But in order to examine Simon's triumph in creating
what is essentially a timeless work of art, it is now vital
to study aspects of the poetic language through which that
triumph is achieved — but once again, only after the threat

of failure even on this most important level.

La Route des Flandres, like most of Simon's best work,
is in large part a novel about lénguage. Where language
fails is, first of all, in its role as an instrument of
communication between individuals. On the Flanders road
the feeling of dissolution is carried even into the realm
of language, which breaks down on occasion and merely rein-

forces chaos:

aux prises avec un groupe d'hommes gesticulant, s' e-
chauffant, s affrontant les v01x se melant en une sorte
de choeur 1ncoherent desordonne, de babelesque criaille-
rie, comme sous le p01ds d'une maledlctlon, une parodie
de ce langage qui, avec 1l'inflexible perfidie des

choses creees ou asservies par 1l'homme, se retournent
contre lui et se vengent avec d'autant plus de trait-
rise et d'efficacite qu'elles semblent apparemment
remplir docilement leur fonction: obstacle majeur,

23

See for example Bettina L. Knapp, 'Interview avec
Claude Simon', p.187.
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donc, & toute communication, toute compréhension, les
voix mentant alors, comme si la simple modulation des
sons se revelant impuissante elles n'avaient plus d'es-
poir que dans leur force, s'elevant jusqu'au cri, s'ef-
forgant 1l'une 1l'autre de dominer, de se surpasser.

. (59-60)

Considered in these terms, language is not so much a valuable
link between men as one more instrument of aggression, where
volume replaces meaning and nothing is achieved. Although

La Route des Flandres is diametrically opposed, in intention

and conception, to such a play as La Cantatrice Chauve, Simon

does at least share with Ionesco this tendency to reveal the
savagely uncommunicative force of language, and to remove
from language its thin veneer of order and of 'meaning': both
men are working, paradoxically, with the medium which they
undermine. The soldiers themselves find it impossible to
make sense of their conversation, to the point where this
absence of communication becomes a fatality in itself and

an atmosphere of resignation is created:

Ils continuerent a se disputer, leurs voix meme pas
hargneuses, -avec quelque chose de dolent plutat, em-
preintes de cette sorte d'apathie propre aux paysans
et aux soldats.

(68-9)

It is not only the uneducated who experience this failure;
Blum and Georges, intelligent men both, become exasperated
at their inability to arrive, through discussion, at an
elucidation of the de Reixach enigma. This frustration

is evident when they appear to be talking at cross-purposes:

et Georges: 'Mais non!' . . .,

et Georges: 'Mais non. Tu melanges tout . . .'

et Blum: 'Bon sang! Mais qu'est-ce qu'il y a alors? . .
et Georges: 'Oh bon Bieu! . . .°

(194-7)
They are intelligent enough to be sceptical of the possibi-
lities of the word, whether spoken or captured on the printed
page, This is where Georges's own background is relevant,
because of his fraught relationship with his father, the gross
Professorial figure familiar from L'Herbe:

Aiming for himself as subject, Georges undertakes
a8 pursuit of identity; pursuit against language . . .
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which is grasped as a pursuit against his father —
normalien, agrege teacher, writer, in short, re-
presentative and guardian of the word.?

The main point of contention between father and son
is their attitude to language as an intellectual, expressive
system., Georges would much rather be a farmer, actively
participating in the process of natural creativity, than a
purveyor of words like his father; this was shown quite
clearly in L'Herbe, based on a period of time after Georges's
return from active service. His revolt is made clear at

certain moments in La Route des Flandres, and almost from

the beginning:

rien n'est pire que le silence quand et Georges alors
en colere disant: 'Mais bien sur! 'y et son pére re-
gardant toujours sans le voir le boqueteau de trembles

e o +» et disant: 'Qu'est-ce que tu as?' et lui: 'Rien

je n'ai rien Je n'ai surtout pas envie d'aligner en-
core des mots et des mots et encore des mots Est-ce

qu a la fin tu n'en as pas assez toi aussi?' et son
pere: 'De quoi?' et lui: 'Des discours D'enfiler des . .
puis se taisant.

(35-6)
What begins to emerge from the novel is a change of attitude
in Georges as his own circumstances are altered. At one
stage, remembering the period of captivity in Germany, he
recalls mentioning to Blum a note he has had from his father:

c}nq lignes sur les insipides lamentations qu'elle
repand tout au long de ces lettres aux llgnes heu-
reusement limitees que nous sommes autorisés a re-
cevoir, pour ajouter au concert ses propres lamenta-
tions en me faisant part de son desesp01r a la _nou-
velle du bombardement de Leipzig et de sa paralt-ll
irremplagable blbllotheque o o 0!

(223)

In the misery of prisoner-of-war camp Georges has little
Patience with these bleatings over the loss of some books.
What, after all, is the use of a library? What good are

books, when food and clothes and other essentials are missing?

24
Stephen Heath, The Nouveau Roman, p.163.
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Georges still seems scornful of his father's attitude to
words, just as he had been before leaving home:

Parce que tout ce qu'il a a sa dlsp051t10n c'est
seulement cela cette pesante obstlnee et super-
stitieuse credullte ~— ou plutot croyance =— en
1'absolue preemlnence du savoir appris par pro-
curatlon, de ce qul est ecrlt de ces mots que son
pere a lul ui n'etait qu'un paysan n'a jamais pu
reussir a dechiffrer, leur pretant les chargeant

donc d'une sorte de pouvoir mysterleux, magique o o o'

(36)
But almost without realizing it he himself has come round
to a position of dependence on language.

Even though words are the most evanescent of human
products ('chaque fois qu'ils ouvraient la bouche il s'en
%chappait un petit jet de buee grise qui s'effagait presque
aussitot' (pp.65-6)), and despite his sarcasms about Blum's
theories regarding de Reixach, Georges, in the camp, begins
to rely on language in the same way that his less inquisitive
compatriots turn to songs, cards, and trading, in the attempt
to gloss over the wretched reality of their surroundings.
There is a very revealing passage in which, from the point
of view of a man looking back on his experience, Georges
can appreciate the significance of those conversations with
the little Jew:

ils essayalent de se transporter par procuratlon

(c est-a-dire au moyen de leur imagination, c'est-

a-dire en rassemblant et comblnant tout ce qu'ils

pouvaient trouver dans leur memoire en fait de con-
naissances vues, ntendues ou lues, de fagon — la,

au milieu des ralls moullles et luisants, des wagens

noirs, des pins detrempes et noirs, dans 1a froide

et blafarde journeée d'un hiver saxon — a faire

surgir les images chatoyantes et lumineuses au moyen

de 1' ephemere, l'incantatoire magie du langage, des

mots 1nventes dans 1l'espoir de rendre comestible —
comme ces pates vaguement sucrees sous lesquelles

on dissimule aux enfants les medicaments amers —-

l'lnnommable realite) dans cet unlvers futile, mys-

terieux et violent dans lequel, a defaut de leur

corps, se mouvalent leur esprlt' quelque chose peut-
etre sans plus de realité qu'un songe . . .
(184)

This is one of the most important passages in Simon, which

Prefigures, through the use of the terms rassemblant and

combinant, his later and frequent references to the technique
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of literary collage which is so important in his later work.
It is also a pointer to the image of the cave, which will
appear in Le Palace as an evocation of the dreamlike quality
of experience and of the accounts we try to give of that
experience. Language is a means of escape, a mental refuge
from bleak physical reality. Procuration and magie are the
terms Georges used in ironizing his father's submission to
language, but the son too falls victim to this attitude.
Exactly the same truth applies when he is side by side
with Corinne; although he is not speaking directly to the
woman, his monologue is an attempt nevertheless to resusci-
tate the past through the use of language, which is no doubt
why his evocation of that past is endowed with such oneiric
quality. Is it not supremely ironic that, remembering
Georges's refutation of language, Blum should be able to
stop him in full flight with the amused exclamation: 'Mais
tu parles comme un livre! Et Georges relevant la tgte, le
regardant un moment, perplexe, interdit' (p.222)2 Such is
the force of his curiosity that he cannot prevent himself
from trying to arrive at a more profound understanding of
his experience, and the one recourse he has is language,
the attempt to explain his dilemma to those around him,
It is a short step to the level of the novelist himself,
and his attitudes to the artistic medium in which he works.,
For this is the difference between Georges, the central
character, the focal point of the novel's human themes, and
Claude Simon the novelist: where the one tries and fails to
use language as a moyen, a system of expression in a world
of chaos, the novelist triumphs by giving language its head,
by tapping the resources.df language as a ggiézigg in which
to give plastic shape to his own apprehension of chaos.25

There is no satisfying plot, no linear development toward

25

\
See Jean Ricardou, Problemes du nouveau roman, p.18,
for his succinct distinction between 'informateurs'
’ .
and 'ecrivains'.




145

a conclusion in La Route des Flandres, no answers to any of

the questions raised. Instead, and magnificently, there is
a harmonious and pictorial representation of one man's con-
sciousness transcribed into the structure of a poetic language
evolving in time and eventually falling prey to time in the
sense that the novel has to end, and does so on an affirmation
of the power of time. It is the paradoxical productivity of
the novel's language which must finally be investigated.

Even at this level Simon is realistic enough to admit
the shortcomings of language; he is, after all, giving only
a fragmentary description, and to underline this fact he
refers to some papers found by Georges in the loft of his
old house. In terms which are deliberately echoing the field
of battle, the littered countryside through which Georges
rides in Flanders, these old documents are described in this
way :

sillage de debrls surnageants, morceaux, parchemlns
semblables a des fragments 4 epiderme tels qu'en les
touchant il-lui semblait toucher au meme moment —
un peu raccornis, un peu desseches comme ces mains
tavelees des vieillards, legeres, fragiles et im-
materlelles, pretes, semble-t-il, a se briser et
tomber en cendres lorsqu' on les SalSlt mais néan-
m01ns vivantes — par dela les annees, le temps sup-
grlme, comme l'eplderme meme des ambitions, des reves,
des vanites, des futiles et 1mperlssables passions)
(54-5; my underliping)

This is a succinct, evocative statement of the success and
failure of the book itself, which may be incomplete but
still achieves an almost plastic, living representation of
a period in time, and of the impressions left upon a parti-
cularly receptive and retentive consciousness, so that reality
is not subjugated but re-presented as an inchoate mass.

One of the documents helps also to bridge the gap in
time by reflecting the human/equine ambiguity of certain
situations in the novel. This is to say that the page
transcribed from Italian is a kind of mise en abyme for the

novel itself:

tout dans la femme Centaure est gratieux, e dellcat
et tout méerite D'etre regarde avec une attention par-
ticuliere le noeud et la jointure ou la partie umaine
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finit avec la partie cheval est certainement admirable
1'oeil distingue 1la dellcattefse de la blanche carna-
tion dans la femme de la netteté du pelage eclatant
dans la bette d'un bay clair mais on confond ensuite
en voulant determiner les Confins.

(55-6)

Apart from the obvious comparison with the terms in which
Corinne herself is described, this passage reflects several
aspects of the language of the novel, not least of which is
the capacity of words to be distorted, whether in print or
in the way they are mishandled in the human mouth:

'Reichac vingt dieux t'as pas encore compris: chac
l'ixe comme ch-che et le ch a la fin comme k Mince
alors jte jure gulla qu'est-ee qu'il peut etre cloche
¢a fait au moins dix fois que je le lui explique « o .'

(46)
The non-academic parlance of Iglésia is followed by the
disjointed lyrics of the prisoners' songs:

Granper. Granper.
Vouzou blle vo! trel! che! vall
Granper! Granper!
: : (121)

and by the idiosyncrasies of local dialect:

elle me remplit encore une fois a ras bord ce petit
cone qui tenalt lieu de verre de-comment appellent-
ils ¢a du genlevre je crois la-bas ils disent g' nievr.

(125)
and finally by many instances of military slang, especially
as used by Iglesia:

'Si ces corniauds arretalent seulement un peu leur
bastringue on pourrait peut-etre arriver a roupiller!'

(136)
Not only does language have to try to evoke fragmentation,
it is also itself susceptible to deformation, and has
apparently no stability.
But language is superbly resourceful, and one of Simon's

main allies in 'La Route des Flandres is the use of metaphor,

the figure of speech which by definition allows a transfer
to take place not only from one area of meaning to another,
by the movement from the literal to the figurative, but also
from one level of time to another. This is what Ricardou
calls, in Problemes du nouveau roman, by the apt name of
'metaphore structurelle' (p.48). By the liberal use of

this technique Simon frees the text from the constraints of
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time and makes possible a fluid transfer from one area to
another within the remembering consciousness. As the
Italian passage suggested, the main metaphorical system in

La Route des Flandres is that which blurs the frontiers

between the human and the equine. The abolition of dis-
tance between one event and another is accomplished in part
by the contiguity of images, most succinctly expressed in
the concision of metaphor.26 Georges and Blum exchange
comic propositions in which men and horses are brought to-
gether around the theme of sex:

c'etait son travail et il s'en acquittait avec cette
scrupuleuse application dont il avait fait preuve
depuis cing ans qu'il montait pour lui, et pas
seulement ses chevaux racontait-on, grimpasnt sautant
aussi sa, mais que ne racontait-on pas sur lui sur eux.

(47-8)
At some moments there is deliberate playing with lgnguage
around the central theme of sexual metamorphosis:

'Ou plutat d!' étalons, dit Blum, parce que dans une
famille pareille je suppose que c'est comme ga qu'il
faut les appeler, non? Est-ce que 1 l'armee n'a pas
par la-bas un centre d'elevage repute, un haras?
Est-ce que ce n'est pas ce qu 'on appelle les Tarbais,
avec les diverses varietés . . . — Bon, bon, dit
Georges, va pour etalons, il e« ¢ ¢ — .+ . . pur-sangs,
demi-sangs, entiers, hongres . . . — Bon, dit Georges,
mais lui c'est pur-sang . . .

(54)

As is the case when the villagers are talked of as goats
(pp.127-8), this use of metaphor serves not only as a comic
device but also as a means to eliminate temporal distance
from situation to situation. It is scarcely necessary to
say how close is the metaphorical relationship between the
erotic positions taken up by Georges and Corinne, and the
postures of the hordemen on the Flanders road; it has already
been said, in referring to the Apuleius legend, that Georges
makes clear the association between himself and the animal
kingdom.

26

See also Raymond Jean, 'Les signes de l'éros',
Entretiens, No.31 (1972), pp.121-9 (pp.121-6 in
particular); and Jean Ricardou, Problemes du
nouveau roman, pp.51-2. .
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The other metaphoric strain in La Route des Flandres

is the familiar rapprochement of the earth with the principle
of womanhood, which produces some of the most astonishing
pages of the novel, in the facility of transfer from one
situation — Georges hiding in a ditch in Flanders — to
another: Georges pursuing the sexual experience with Corinne.
This is anticipated early in the novel with the phrase 'cette
bouche herbue' (p.%41), in the close interplay of fosse and
sillon (pp.256-7), and in the fact that Corinne is said to
become the 'dure et pourpre chair de cette terre' (p.247);
Georges is the ass, the dog, and so forth; the woman is a
bird, a ditch, a mould, constantly open to the man. Al-
though she remains distant from Georges, even when he is
beside her, the paradox brought out by the use of metaphor

is this almost tangible reality of the woman as he thinks
about her:

c'est-a-dire la couleur, ce rouge acide, peut-etre
simplement parce qu'elle etait quelque chose a quoi
pensalt non son esprit, mais ses levres, sa beuche,
peut- etre a cause de son nom, parce que 'Corinne’

faisait pemser a 'corail!'?

(235)

et sirop, et orgeat, des mots aussi pour elle, pour

cela « .
(49)
Clearly it is essential to narrow the focus still further
in order to concentrate,on the power of individual words
to contain different meanings and to allow a transfer in
time: this is the fundamentally poetic character of language
in La Route des Flandres.

Simon has exploited the multiple semantic content of
single words on several occasions in his novel:

J e101gna1 le m1r01r, mon ou plutot ce v1sage de
méduse basculant s'envolant comme asplre par le
fond ombreux . . .

(43)
When, a few lines later, the dishevelled appearance of his
hair is described, this brings together the image of the
monster Medusa and the aquatic creature, which must also

be taken along with the previously implied sexual overtone:
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faisant penser a ces organismes marins et carnivores
e - 3 .
aveugles mais pourvus de levres, de cils: l'orifice
de cette matrice le creuset originel . . .

(&42)
This points the way to a whole series in which Simon exploits
the polysemantic words such as raide; de Reixach is 'stiff'
in refusing to relax his military bearing (p.60), a dead
body is stiff in the posture of death, and of course there is
the sexual connotation whereby Georges is 'raidi comme un
ane' (p.292); even the neck of a horse is 'raide comme un
mat " (p.157), so that an immense variety of situations can
be seen to come together within the reductive structure of
words. This is possibly most evident where the term gland
is concerned:

je m'ecartai le retirai completement pouvant le voir
au-dessous de moi sorti d'elle luisant mince a la base
puis renfle comme un fuseau un poisson . . . avec au
bout cette espece de tete, d'ogive ou lutot comme une
sorte de bonnet avec sa fente en haut a la fois bouche
muette et oeil furieux et mort aux bords rosis comme
ceux de ces animaux poissons . . . on dlt gland a cause
de la peau qui le recouvre a m01t1e, c'etait alors de
nouveau l'automne mais en um an nous avions appris a
nous depoulller.

(290-1)

After an explicit series of similes, it is the word gland
which again acts as a point of transition taking the mind

of the central character away from this immediate sexual
experience and back to the time when acorns were on the
ground in an autumn spent in captivity. This is under-
lined by Georges's likening himself to a tree in the excite-
ment of sexual passion: 'l'arbre sortant de moi etait en-
fonce' (p.292), and in the play on the word pissenlit:

Je boufferals les pissenlits par la ra01ne bouffant
1a ou elle pisse suant nos corps emperles exhalant
cette acre et forte odeur de racine, de mandragore,
j'avais lu que les naufrages les ermites se nour-
rissaient de racines de glands et a un moment elle
le prit d'abord entre ses levres puis tout entier
dans sa bouche comme un enfant goulu ¢ ‘etait comme
si nous nous buvions 1l'un 1l'autre.

(259)

So aware is Simon of the suggestive power of language

that he uses similar terms in yet another circumstance, quite
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different from these, and seemingly unrelated, where words
found at other points in the novel all come together in one

concentrated passage:

guatre demi-sang tarbais produits de croisement connu
sous l'appellation d'anglo-arabe deux 4' entre eux en-
tiers celui du capltalne hongre 1le quatrleme (monte
par le simple cavalier) etant en fait une- jument . . .
celui du capltalng bai-brun . . . celui du sous-lieu-
tenant alezan dore la jument montee par le simple ca-
valier baie « « o celui de 1l'ordonnance bai-clair . . .
et le cheval de main . . . alezan ou plutot rouguin
ou plutot rose lie=- de-v1n, mouchete de gris la queue
d'un gris Jaunatre legerement ondulee, llste en tete,
descendant jusqu'aux naseaux et la levre superleure
d'un blanc rose, le cheval eétant alors dit 'buvant
dans son blanc' . . .

(301)

Here is a dense network of echoes: the human-animal metamor-
phosis, the passage from the Italian text, the colours, and
finally the sexual connotations of 'drinking' — for Georges
too talks of 'le lait de 1l'oubli' (p.261) and of the 'bouts
rose-the' (p.261) of Corinne's breasts. ~The effect of these
echoes is to help destroy temporal perspective through the
elaboration of a vast system of cross-references. If the
novelist has only a limited stock of words to choose from,
nevertheless he can capitalize on their polyvalency in order
to release the text which he is creating.

Another 'poetic' aspect of language is the simple value
of harmonious sounds, which can be onomatopoeic:

le bruit, le martellement monotone et multiple des
sabots + . .

(30)

leurs noms gutturaux et rﬁpeux Arhmed ben Abdahalla
ou Bouhabda ou Abderhamane . . .

(260)
or suggestive of movement:

les chevaux aux noms dansants — Carpasta, Milady,

Zeida, Naharo, Romance, Primarosa, Riskoli, Carpaccio,

WildRisk, Samarkand, Chichibu . .« . (23)
23

Or purely alliterative:

la meéme houri la méme haletante hoquetante haque?ée y
296

while at other times there is a more conscious illustration of
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the power of words to create mental images. This is often
introduced or emphasized by phrases such as 'comme on dit',
or 'pour ainsi dire', when the novelist is deliberately
pointing to the suggestive richness of language:

. ’ . N . .
Les chiens ont mange la boue, je n'avais jamais entendu
l'expression, il me semblait voir les chiens . . .

(9)

il n'aurait pas donné un coup d'éperon pas donne sa
place pour un boulet de canon c'est le cas de le dire
il y a comme ¢a des expressions qui tombent a pic « .«

(15)

les haies ici etaient faites d'aubeplne ou de charme:
Je crois petites feuilles gaufrees ou plutot tuyau-
tees comme on dit . . .

(90)

le fldele jockey ou plutot etalon dont 1'infidele
Agnes avait fourbl, ou plutot qui avait, comme-on dit,
fait reluire la jeune . . .

(197)
As with metaphor, the point of all these examples is to
suggest the paradoxical adaptability of language. If it
is not a valid system of communication, it is nonetheless
a creative and in that sense a poetic structure within which
to explore experience, to describe and attempt to evaluate
the fluidity of the space-time continuum where the complex
web of obsession, memory, and imagination evolves. In this
novel Simon has included an actual demonstration of the
theory of artistic lenguage which he will expound more pre-

cisely in the preface to Orion Aveugle: words are semantic

storehouses within which the multiple paths of one man's
experience of the world coincide and cross-fertilize one
another, If language is reductive in the sense of failing
to cope adequately with reality, it is productive in its
composition of an artistic and thus timelessly relevant re-

Presentation of that reality.

This, then, is Simon's triumph in La Route des Flandres,

and it emerges even when Georges questions himself so anxious-
ly as the narrative approaches its conclusion. Language

1s powerless to name:
























































































































