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Introduction

Il semble que plus la précision de ta perception
augmente, plus la certitude de tes interprétations
diminue.

La pluie vient. Tu ne sors plus de la maison, a peine
de ta chambre. Tu lis a voix haute, tout le jour, en
suivant du doigt les lignes du texte, comme les
enfants, comme les vieillards, jusqu’a ce que les mots
perdent leur sens, que la phrase la plus simple
devienne bancale, chaotique. Le soir vient. Tu
n’allumes pas la lumiére et tu restes immobile, assis a
la petite table pres de la fenétre, le livre entre les
mains, ne lisant plus.

— Un homme qui dort.

J’essayais d’envisager, le plus calmement possible,
toutes les hypotheses que suggérait cette lettre. Etait-
elle I’aboutissement d’une longue et patiente
recherche, d’une enquéte qui, peu a peu, s’était
resserrée autour de moi? [...] Je lisais et relisais la
lettre, j’essayais d’y découvrir chaque fois un indice
supplémentaire, mais je n’y trouvais que des raisons
de m’intriguer d’avantage.

— Wou le souvenir d'enfance.

Derriére la forme il n’y a souvent que maladie.
— Raymond Queneau, computer
generated aphorism.

[L]e secret de la lecture, s’il est quelque part, est dans

la rébellion, non dans 1’allégeance!
— Marcel Bénabou, Jette ce livre avant
qu'il soit trop tard.
The prolific body of work which Georges Perec produced in a
remarkably short period of time is notoriously heterogeneous (from 1965, the
date of publication of his first novel, Les Choses, until his death in 1982, his
published work includes some nine novels, two plays, two collections of
poetry as well as many unclassifiable prose works of greater and lesser
length). Apart from any perceived ‘difficulty’ (and Perec was one of the most
readable of the ‘serious’ writers of the period) it would seem that it was this
stubborn versatility — or wilful unpredictability — which was responsible for
his lack of public success during his writing life. It is true that Les Choses
was a surprise best-seller, winning the Prix Renaudot in 1965. It is also true,

however, that he effectively annulled this success by following the sombre



sociological — to limit ourselves to surface descriptions — Les Choses with
the frivolous Queneauesque Quel petit vélo a guidon chromé au fond de la
cour?; and that this was in turn followed by the oppressive Katkaesque Un
homme qui dort; and that this was followed by the eccentric detective-style
novel La Disparition; and so on, until a bewildered public could once again
recognise something of Perec’s ‘style’ in the apparently ﬁqére classically
realist La Vie mode d’'emploi, his career being bookended with success when
this latter won the Prix Médicis in 1978.

Ironically, since Perec’s death, it has been this very diversity which has,
in large part, contributed to his being considered one of the great French
writers of the latter part of the twentieth century. It is also true, however, that
those who praise this diversity also search for a certain uniformity: amongst
Perecian critics, there is a tendency to look for a unifying factor, something
that would group Perec’s output into one coherent euvre. Warren Motte, for
example, one of the first Anglophones to write on Perec, comments that “the
extreme heterogeneity of his writings makes the search for the constant far
more problematic than it might otherwise be in a more homogeneous body of
work™ (Motte, 1984, pl11) — the difficulty of the quest does not seemingly
invalidate it. This constant has long since been found: it is what is known as
contrainte formelle, formal constraint. For, irrespective of their individual
methodologies, all Perecians agree that it is the use of formal constraint
running through Perec’s work which unifies it, turns it into the work of one
man rather than some “machine a produire des textes” (PC, p9), as Perec
once jokingly referred to himself. And, indeed, this fact would seem to be
indisputable: Perec’s first novel to be written sous contrainte was La
Disparition; subsequent to this, all of his novels, his two collections of
poetry and numerous shorter prose works were equally produced by his
reliance on constraint. What, therefore, is this contrainte formelle which no
reading of Perec can ignore? Let us make some preliminary points before
coming to the more precise meaning of the term as employed by Perec (to a
certain extent, the following discussion presupposes an acceptance of the
Oulipian definition of constraint as the distinction we are about to make

between constraint and convention relies as much on the meanings the



Oulipians give to these words as on their everyday meanings — we will

discuss the Oulipo in more detail below).

Constraint, firstly, should not be confused with convention, as it is in the
following passage: “We went with a divining-rod through the art of the past
and the 'p‘resent. We showed only that art which lies untouched by the
constraint of convention [...] and does not walk with the crutches of
custom.” (Franz Marc, foreword to the 2" edition of the Blaue Reiter, quoted
in Pierce, 1976, p3). In its generally accepted meaning, convention refers to a
rule or set of rules agreed by the community at large and (as the Oulipians
would have it) imposed on an individual from the outside (OED: General
agreement or consent, deliberate or implicit, as constituting the origin and
foundation of any custom, institution, opinion, etc., or as embodied in any
accepted usage, standard of behaviour, method of artistic treatment, or the
like). This is particularly evident in the case of social, political, moral or
religious conventions. It is equally true in the case of literature, with one
added twist: what is initially invention soon becomes convention. That is to
say that, for example, the sonnet, the three unities of classical theatre or the
narrative norms of realist fiction were all initially innovative when first used.
However, as time passed, they assumed a restrictive or normative role; in
time, they solidified and public opinion and good sense would not admit of a
period when they did not exist. When this happens, these immutable laws are
imposed on writers who, if they wish for their work to be considered ‘good’,
must obey them — they are not chosen by individual writers but are externally
decreed... until such time as a subsequent generation rejects them, inventing
a new form which in turn becomes a convention. This, at least, is the
meaning given to convention by all new artistic movements as, in order to
justify their existence, they must qualify existing artistic practice as
irrelevant (OED: Accepted usage become artificial and formal, and felt to be
repressive of the natural in conduct or art; conventionalism). In short (and,
again, largely from an Oulipian viewpoint), convention differs from
constraint in two ways: it is externally imposed and it is a historical
phenomenon, literary conventions often reflecting the social conventions of a

given period. It could also be argued that there is no means of clearly



demarcating the meaning of convention from constraint: on the one hand, the
choice of the term constraint is an unfortunate one as it gives rise to a certain
confusion; on the other hand, it could be said that the semantic charge
Oulipians give to constraint is designed to undermine the notion of
convention from within.

All art forms are of course, to a certain degree, subject to their own
peculiar conventions. What is particularly interesting about literature is the
fact that it is subject to two conventions: the first is evidently literary, these
are the structural conventions mentioned above; the second is linguistic,
since language itself is a set of rules and, if we wish to be understood, we
must follow them. For, as Ferdinand de Saussure remarked: “La langue ne
peut [...] étre assimilée a un contrat pur et simple, et ¢’est justement de ce
coOté que le signe linguistique est particulierement intéressant a étudier; car si
I’on veut démontrer que la loi admise dans une collectivité est une chose que
I’on subit, et non une regle librement consentie, c’est bien la langue qui en
offre la preuve la plus éclatante.” (Saussure, 1972, pl104). This can be
expanded to the realm of literature as, though there is no grammar of
literature in the strict sense that there is a grammar of language, there is
nonetheless an ill-defined system which permits judgements to be
formulated: while a sentence can be grammatically correct or incorrect,
literature can be either good or bad. Most often, when formulated by
literature as an institution (as in the case of normative journalistic criticism),
this judgement is based on the work’s adherence to or deviation from
convention. We will see that, in Perec’s hands, constraint undermines rather
than reinforces the structural and linguistic conventions which the literary
institution is founded on.

We have so far been implicitly defining constraint negatively in relation
to convention and it is now time to examine it positively. It might therefore
be helpful to examine the dictionary definitions of the terms which make up
the expression contrainte formelle. The following have been taken from Le

Petit Robert:

contrainte n. f. « XII%; de contraindre



1 ¢ Violence exercée contre qqn; entrave a la liberté d’action.
2 ¢ Regle obligatoire.
O Géne, retenue; le fait de se contraindre.
3 & Littér. Etat de celui a qui I’on fait violence.
44 Dr. Acte de poursuite, mandement destiné a permettre a
I’administration de recourir aux voies d’exécution contre un débiteur.
5S¢ Phys., géophys. Ensemble des forces qui, appliquées a un corps,
tendent a le déformer.

formel, elle adj. * v. 1270; lat. formalis, de forma — forme

1 ¢ Dont la précision et la netteté excluent toute méprise, toute équivoque.
2 ¢ Qui concerne uniquement la forme.

0 Qui considere la forme, 1’apparence plus que la matiere, le contenu.
3¢ Philos. Qui concerne la forme, qui possede une existence actuelle,
effective.

4 ¢ Log.,, math. Qui concerne la forme, 1’ensemble des relations entre

¢léments.
Bearing in mind the meaning of the expression as understood in Oulipian
practice and lifting the second meaning of both contrainte and formel(le), we
are now in a position to define contrainte formelle as “une regle obligatoire
qui considere la forme, I’apparence plus que la matiere, le contenu.” (Though
we have not evoked the multiple meanings of each term simply to show that
we are capable of using a dictionary: in fact, the plurality of complex
meanings which this apparently simple concept holds will be of importance
to us as we attempt to ‘unfetter’ the notion of constraint. We will return to
this throughout the thesis). However, it was implied above that constraint, in
that it differs from convention, is not imposed from the outside. We therefore
need to make the following amendment to our working definition: contrainte
formelle is “une régle — imposée par I’individu qui la subit — qui consideére la
forme, 1’apparence plus que la matiere, le contenu.”

Thus far, we have considered contrainte formelle independently of any
reference to the specific case presented by Perec. Where then did he take the
term from and can the above definition be applied to his version of
constraint? In a modern context, the expression is not the sole property of
Perec nor, indeed, is it his invention. It is rather the property, as it were, of
the Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle (Oulipo), a group co-founded by

Raymond Queneau and Francgois le Lionnais in 1960 and which survives to



the present day. The aim of the group is to invent and resurrect formal tools
which can be used for the production of literary texts. Aesthetically, the
Oulipo considers that the more rigid the tool (constraint), the greater the
value of the text it produces. Though this, of course, represents an ideal
situation: care is taken to distinguish the constraint from the text it produces
and é éonstraint with a high aesthetic value may produce a text with a low
aesthetic value (there is even a debate within the Oulipo as to whether the
constraint is actually a work of art in itself or whether it is merely the
‘scaffolding” which is used in the creation of a work of art). In any case,
Perec joined the Oulipo in 1967 and henceforth his work was marked by
their conception of formal constraint.

Unfortunately, in none of their collective writings did the Oulipo see fit
to define what constraint is (though it is clear that, to them at least, it stands
in opposition to convention), preferring simply to present a list of constraints
followed by short texts produced by said constraints. Indeed, the definition
we provided above is rather heuristic, based as it is on an observation of
Oulipian practice and not theory. Nor, though he frequently made use of the
expression, did Perec ever provide a definition of contrainte formelle.
Perhaps the closest which any Oulipian has come to a definition is the
following text by Jacques Roubaud (currently the ‘senior’ Oulipian, though
by no means their leader): “Les contraintes sont présentées de maniere
explicite, systématique et peuvent étre écrites dans le langage de la logique
mathématique. Les textes Oulipiens sont alors des conséquences littéraires
de ces axiomes, selon des regles de déduction (seulement partiellement
formalisées, elles, bien entendu) qui en font ’analogue des chaines de
théorémes, corollaires et scholies, dont se batit un texte mathématique”
(Roubaud, 1995, p211, author’s emphasis). This passage maintains the
distinction between the constraint and the text it produces, though it makes
clear that the text actually is directly produced by the constraint.

Perhaps some examples of simple constraints will clarify these various
definitions (the ‘simple’ refers to the formulation of the constraint, not
necessarily to its execution); let us look at a structural (narrative) and a
linguistic constraint, as we implied above that these are the most common

literary forms of constraint. As an example of a narrative constraint, consider



the three characters A, B, C and the three objects x, y, z. The constraint
dictates that, in the story to be told, each character must possess each of the
objects in turn (assuming, of course, that the same object cannot
simultaneously be possessed by two characters). An Oulipian will ‘solve’ the

constraint before considering the story; the answer being as follows:

Chronology
A y 7
B Z X
C X ¥y

So when A has x, B has y and C has z; when A has y, B has z and C has x;
when A has z, B has x and C has y. It is clear that the constraint pertains only
to the form and, the form being fixed, it is up to the writer to invent a content
which will justify it: his story should make the constraint seem ‘natural’,
though it is in no way determined by the constraint. Equally, even though the
constraint is present at every level of the text, it is not the text. An example
of a linguistic constraint would be /la contrainte dite du prisonnier: in this
fictitious situation, a prisoner must attempt to fit as much text as possible
onto his limited supply of paper. He therefore eschews all letters with
ascenders and descenders in order not to waste space: see, for example, a text
by an apprentice Oulipian in a recent issue of the Magazine Littéraire
devoted to the Oulipo: “moisir, moisir, moisir: vois nos mois sans amour
nous n’avons vu ni nos meres ni nos sceurs...” (Magazine Littéraire, no. 398,
p27). Once again, the content of the text is not affected by the constraint,
simply the form.

If one maintains the standard form and content distinction, then it can be
stated, as above, that formal constraint, as its name indicates, affects only the
form and not the content. However, it is our opinion that the use of
contrainte formelle, while not abolishing said distinction, nonetheless
renders it problematic. In this situation, it might be more appropriate to speak
of texte rather than of sens, as this former goes some way to blurring the

form/content dichotomy. In the following quotation then, the word ‘sens’ has



been excised and ‘texte’ has been grafted into its place, a grafting which later
pages will have to justify: “La production [du texte] est soumise a certaines
contraintes: cela veut dire que les contraintes ne limitent pas [le texte], mais
au contraire [le] constituent; [le texte] ne peut naitre la ou liberté est totale ou
nulle: le régime [du texte] est celui d’une liberté surveillée. A vrai dire, plus
on entre profondément dans une structure sémantique, plus il a'p;-)arait que
c’est le front des contraintes, et non celui des libertés qui définit le mieux
cette structure.” (Barthes, 1967, p168). This provides a subtle alternative to
the Oulipian view that the constraint and the text it produces are distinct: in
the present case, constraint constitutes the text, and is therefore caught up in
the textual shifts which occur in the reading process, constraint evolces with

the text.

In reading Oulipian texts in general, and Perec’s work in particular, it
would seem therefore that the ‘constraint effect’ cannot be ignored. This
expression i1s a paraphrase of Michael Riffaterre’s ‘automatism effect’, a
phrase by which he means that, when reading the Surrealists’ automatic
writings, one sees the automatism before one sees the text, and that the
automatism produces a type of text which is sui generis (Riffaterre, 1974,
p224). That Perecian critics almost always read his work in light of his use of
constraint testifies to the powerful attraction of the ‘constraint effect’ —
justifiable if one considers that it is the use of constraint which makes his
work unique. It is also understandable given that Perec — unlike Raymond
Roussel, who only revealed his procédé in a posthumous pirouette —
frequently commented on his use of constraint; indeed, he seems to have
been loathe to discuss any other aspect of his work. As Warren Motte
comments, “[a]pparemment, Perec souhaitait que ses lecteurs prennent
conscience du procédé, et tenait a focaliser leur attention sur cet aspect de
son écriture” (‘Jeux Mortels’, in Etudes Littéraires, vol. 23, no. 1-2, 1990,
p43).

Even when the mechanisms of a particular constraint remain hidden in
the text, Perec always seemed to wish for the ‘constraint effect’ to be lisible,
either by incorporating meta-textual allusions to it in the work it generated or

simply by explaining himseltf in interviews. Constraint is therefore all



pervasive and Warren Motte, again, referring both to the heterogeneity
mentioned above and the consistent use and visibility of constraint, writes
that “[b]y the same token, Perec’s writings appear to resist interpretation
through the use of most pre-elaborated critical schemes™ (Motte, 1984, p16).
How then have Perecian critics read constraint, and have they managed to
find new interpretative tools to measure up to this new form of writing?

In short, two particular critical methodologies dominate, to the virtual
exclusion of any others, the secondary literature devoted to Perec. Such is, in
any case, our claim, though it is a claim reinforced by the comments of a
leading Perecian, Eric Beaumatin. Commenting precisely on the approaches
normally taken, Beaumatin refers to the “I’insistante ardeur que mettent les
perecquiens en leurs débats a gloser et tenter de résoudre ces contradictions
entre positions biographistes et, pour aller vite, structuralistes” (Eric
Beaumatin, ‘L’homme et I’ceuvre, ou comment s’en sortir’, in CGP4, 1990,
pl12). He goes on to add that the first of these two trends, the biographical
reading of Perec’s work, can in part be explained by friendship (a good
number of Perecians seem to have known the writer) and that the second of
the two trends, the Structuralist reading of his work, can in part be explained
by the intellectual fashion of the time. The biographical reading attempts to
answer the ‘why’ of constraint: it attempts to determine what it was in
Perec’s psychological make-up, which events from his past led him to rely so
heavily — some would say compulsively — on constraint as a creative tool.
The Structuralist reading of his work attempts to unearth the constrictive
mechanisms at work in Perec’s texts — those texts for which the constraints
have not been completely explicated by Perec — before attempting to create a
broader signification from these archaeological remains.

An analysis of both these methodologies will be undertaken in the thesis
proper, so we will limit ourselves now to some brief comments as to why
they, while no doubt a necessary point of departure in the field of Perecian
criticism, need to be re-evaluated and perhaps jettisoned. In our opinion, the
biographical reading is the more flawed of the two methodologies for, in a
time of textual experimentation and the so-called ‘death of the author’, it
reintroduces the writer’s private life as an object for scrutiny. That Perecian

critics speak of a ‘textual Perec’ in an attempt to make this methodology



appear more contemporary in no way alters the fact the they are attempting
to explain the work by the life. This is all the more offensive as the use of
constraint is a highly literary technique and entails a good deal of reflection
on the nature of literature itself — to annul it with some psychological
compulsion is unfortunate. The Structuralist methodology is more respectful
of the work’s littérarité but, somewhat paradoxically, is rendered less
effective than is usual by the work’s already highly formalistic nature. What
we mean by this is that, when applied to more ‘traditional’ texts, a formalist
or Structuralist mode of criticism can throw up many hitherto hidden ‘deep’
or ‘universal’ structures and can be a useful means of providing alternatives
to humanist readings of literature. However, when applied to a body of work
which is itself highly formalist, which has its own deep ‘individual’
structures (individual, because each constraint is unique, there is no universal
constraint), then Structuralism can quickly become redundant. Having
catalogued, classified and explicated the internal logic of the constraints
present in a given text, there is little else for a formalist critic to do (and, as
Perec’s texts constantly encourage the reader to look for the constraints they
contain, it cannot be said to constitute an iconoclastic methodology, as is
occasionally claimed on its behalf). Formalist readings of Perec are therefore
rapidly obliged to take a step beyond formalism — unusually, this step is
generally in the direction of a biographical reading, and is the so-called

resolution of the contradictions mentioned above by Beaumatin.

While it 1s undoubtedly necessary to move ‘beyond’ formalism (though
building on the initial work of the formalist Perecians), it is equally
necessary to avoid falling into the biographical trap. In our opinion, the
obvious methodology to adopt in order to achieve this is Jacques Derrida’s
deconstruction. This 1s because, as Derrida has often remarked,
deconstruction makes use of structuralist tools, while simultaneously moving
beyond Structuralism’s static and spatial mode of analysis. See, for example,
his comments in a 1982 interview: “Déconstruire, c’est un geste a la fois
structuraliste et anti-structuraliste: on démontre une édification, un artefact,
pour en faire apparaitre les structures, les nervures ou le squelette, comme

vous disiez, mais aussi simultanément, la précarité ruineuse d’une structure
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formelle qui n’expliquait rien, n’étant ni un centre, ni un principe, ni une
force.” (Derrida, 1992, p88). (It is important to note that the move ‘beyond’
formalism is only possible because of the success ot formalist readings; it is
equally important to note that this step beyond into the ‘post’ of post-
structuralism i1s more a slight shift in emphasis than a radical break.)
Deconstruction will allow us to retain the emphasis on constraint as a
constant presence in Perec’s work, but will also allow us to treat it as plural,
that is to say, it will allow us to avoid reading constraint as a unifying factor
(as we will see, biographical readings of constraint reduce constraint to one
meaning which in turn becomes the central ‘truth’ of Perec’s work in its
entirety). It will also allow us to move beyond the ‘archaeology of constraint’
and consider it in more general, abstract terms (formalist readings of
constraint treat it as an empirical object which underpins the text proper,
whereas we see it as a process at work within the text).

One would think, given the period in which Perec was writing, that a
Derridean reading of his work would long since have been undertaken. This,
however, is not the case. To the best of our knowledge, no Perecian (and
certainly no French Perecian) has attempted to apply Derrida’s theories to
Perec’s work. It is true that one leading Perecian, Bernard Magné, has
written an article entitled ‘Ecriture et déconstruction dans les textes de
Georges Perec’ (Magné, 1989, pp231-238) — écriture and déconstruction
being two key Derridean terms. And yet, in the article itself, no reference
whatsoever is made to Derrida and the term déconstruction is not used with
the force which he gives it, but is simply used as a synonym for the
dismantling of a text which any literary critic indulges in, the breaking down
of the text into its constituent parts before glossing each part in turn (another
article by the same author uses the term in the same sense, implying that this
restricted use is no accident — see ‘La cantatrice et le papillon’ (Magné, 1989,
p201)). It is true that there is one Perecian, Jacques-Denis Bertharion, who
makes a fleeting reference to Derrida: however, when he does so, it is to, of
all things, reinforce his own biographical reading of Perec — he abuses the
presence/absence economy in Derrida’s term différance in order to assimilate
it to Perec’s nostalgia for the past (in ‘Des Lieux aux non-lieux: de la rue

Vilin a Ellis Island’ (cab5, pp51-72)). The nostalgia for a lost presence which
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Derrida speaks of is a nostalgia inherent in Western thought itself and cannot
be compared to the nostalgia which any individual might feel. Moreover, in
the same article, Bertharion provides the following summary of Derrida’s
take on the linguistic sign: “Le signe représente le présent en son absence. Il
en tient lieu” (ibid, p55) — it seems to us that this is erroneous as, if Derrida
can be said to maintain that the sign ‘represents’ at all (which is debateable),
then it represents the impossibility of presence, not simply its absence.

This almost complete lack of reference to Derrida i1s extremely
surprising given that Derridean readings of just about every author and
literary period have now been undertaken. It is all the more surprising given
that Perec was a contemporary of Derrida and that most of his work was
produced in the period when Structuralism was on the decline and post-
Structuralism on the rise. Critics of writers contemporary to and similar to
Perec have not been slow to use Derrida’s ideas in their work. Take, for
example, the case of Italo Calvino, who was also a member of the Oulipo
and who was therefore a practitioner of constraint. Some of his critics read
his work in the light of Derrida and other post-structuralists (see Cannon,
1981, chapter 3, pp49-64), while others have explicitly compared Calvino to
Derrida: “Calvino, like Derrida, cautions us to reject the primacy of the
signified [...] and to subvert the logocentric theory of the sign” (Weiss,
1993, p127; see also his reference to “the poststructuralist Calvino, who, like
Derrida, felt that no text is stable...” (ibid, p134)).

Our own approach to Perec will be somewhere between these two poles:
it will attempt to show that there are similarities between Perec’s work and
that of other post-Structuralists, especially Derrida; and it will also attempt a
quasi-Derridean reading of Perec, something which could be undertaken
regardless of whether there are empirical similarities or not. A reference to
what is known as ‘theoretical fiction” will perhaps clarify this: Mark Currie,
in his Postmodern Narrative Theory, makes a distinction between two types
of theoretical fiction: on the one hand, there is a sort of novel of ideas, in
which the form is rather classical but the ideas representative of Theory or
post-Structuralism (an example of this might be Julia Kristeva’s Les
Samurais); on the other hand, there is the type of novel which actually

performs Theory (an example of this might be Philippe Soller’s novels
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Drame and Nombres) — see Currie, 1998, ppS51-70. Perec’s work, for all its
relentless theoretical and linguistic experimentation, retains a certain
classical narrative form; and, for all its classical narrative form, it is also
highly performative of post-Structuralist theory. Indeed, we might well adopt
as our own Jo Ann Cannon’s description of her approach to Calvino, whose
work “reflects the changing perception in fiction which is documented in
recent literary theory. In the course of my analysis, I have attempted to
situate Calvino in the context of certain critical schools or methodologies,
without privileging either the fictional or the critical discourse” (Cannon,
1981, p13). In short, we will simultaneously undertake a theoretical reading
of Perec’s fiction gua fiction and also read his fiction as though it were

Theory.

The thesis is divided into three sections, each of which will employ a
different methodology, the one described above only coming into play in the
third section. This plurality is intended to allow us examine constraint — and
interpretation itself — from as many angles as possible and also aims to
respect the already referred to heterogeneity of Perec’s writing. Before
providing an overview of each chapter, let us first say a word on our corpus.
Of Perec’s texts written under constraint, we will leave aside the poetry and
drama, focussing instead on his prose a contraintes: namely the novels La
Disparition, Les Revenentes, La Vie mode d’emploi, Un cabinet d’amateur
and 53 Jours along with shorter pieces to be discussed as the occasion arises.
We will also refer to novels which were not written under constraint as and
when necessary (that is, to the extent that they help clarify the notion of
constraint), notably Un homme qui dort, as well as Perec’s autobiography, W
ou le souvenir d’enfance. In addition to his prose fiction, we will additionally
refer to Perec’s non-fiction throughout the thesis: chiefly articles and
interviews — again, largely to the extent that they throw light on constraint. If
we refer frequently to interviews given by Perec, it is because he enters into
theoretical discussions regarding constraint more willingly in conversation
than in articles composed silently; it is not to be assumed that we are
privileging the masterful presence of the author’s voice over the more

ambiguous nature of his texts.
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The first section of the thesis, comprising just one chapter, will be solely
concerned with Perec’s non-fiction. It will aim to trace the evolution of his
thought, at once examining its own internal logic and also relating it to the
dominant intellectual models of the time. It is therefore an historically
orientated chapter, moving from the Marxism of the post-war years to the
post-structuralism of the 1970s. The reason for employing this quite
traditional methodology is that, almost by definition, Perec’s non-fiction
deals more explicitly with ‘ideas’ than does his fiction — we will therefore be
concerned with showing as clearly as possible the links between Perec’s
thought and that of other post-structuralists. This will allow us to proceed
more allusively in later chapters.

The second section, comprising chapters two and three, will combine
two related concerns: we will not only critically examine the biographical
and structuralist methodologies almost exclusively employed by Perecians,
but will also attempt to determine to what extent Perec’s texts have
contributed to this limited vision by setting up — explicitly or implicitly — the
parameters in which they are to be read. Just as his non-fiction openly
engages with the critical schools of the time, so his fiction — less openly —
seems to favour certain types of critical discourse. This it does in two ways:
firstly, by relying on characters who are interpreters and who therefore
assume certain methodologies, be it in an informed manner or otherwise;
secondly, by using more subtle rhetorical and structural techniques to guide
interpretation surreptitiously along certain paths — as it happens, the two
most frequently travelled by Perecians. Chapter Two will therefore examine
the origins of the structuralist readings of Perec’s work, while Chapter Three
will examine the origins of the biographical readings of his work. In both
chapters, the aim will be to show that while Perec’s work often seems to
‘publicly’ endorse both methodologies, it later recants — though this takes
place in ‘private’. We will equally examine both methodologies on their own
terms — that is to say that we will not undertake a Derridean critique of either
(though we will indicate briefly where he does so).

The third section, comprising chapters four to six, will take the
conclusions of sections one and two as its point of departure and allow itself

indulge in three quasi-Derridean readings of Perec’s work, each addressing
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an aspect ot contrainte formelle (though not strictly following on logically
from one another, the three readings are nonetheless related). Though
Derrida will be the central critical figure in this section, each chapter will
equally place a certain emphasis on another leading post-structuralist: Michel
Foucault, Jacques Lacan and Jean Baudrillard respectively. Chapter Four will
examine the origins of constraint in Perec’s output, asking whether constraint
can be said to have a simple origin or whether its logic was not always
already at work in the text. It will also examine the deformative force of
language in general — and constrained language in particular — and will
consider the consequences of this for the classical notion of representation.
Chapter Five will move on from the origins and consider constraint in full
flight, examining the manner in which the transgressive force of constraint
upsets convention (particularly linguistic convention and the convention
which maintains that two subjects can bind themselves in a contract). Finally,
Chapter Six will reverse the question asked by Chapter Four, wondering
whether constraint can be said to exist at all as opposed to when it can be
said to come into existence. This it will do by expanding the Oulipian notion
of the clinamen until it destroys that which it is meant to protect.

And now, let us start teasing out the consequences of the following
observation of Derrida’s: “Pas plus qu’un autre, le texte [perecquien] n’est
fait d’une piece. Tout en respectant sa cohérence sans défaut, on peut en
décomposer les strates, montrer qu’il s'interprete Ilui-méme: chaque
proposition est une interprétation soumise a une décision interprétative.”

(ED, p381, author’s italics, ‘hegelien” having been replaced by ‘perecquien’).
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Section One

La possibilité d’explication...?



Chapter One

A portrait of the artist as a sometime critic

Les explications, faute d’autre chose.
— La femme (Emmanuelle Riva)
in Hiroshima mon amour.

— Ca veut dire que tu n’as jamais été un écrivain
communiste?
— Non, ¢a veut dire que j’ai été un €crivain. Il
n’y a pas d’écrivains communistes. Quelqu’un a
dit: expérimentalement le fait d’étre communiste
semble avoir tué le fait d’étre écrivain.
— Interview de Marguerite Duras in Cahiers du
Cinéma, no. 312/313.

[O]n devrait, chaque semestre, et pourquoi pas a
la méme ¢époque que les collections des
couturiers [...], organiser une présentation de
concepts, et la grande presse en rendrait
fidelement compte: Ce printemps, la tendance
générale sera encore structuraliste. Retour
remarqué des mini-concepts. Tres joli flou
psychanalytique en Sorbonne. Rue d’Ulm, un
tout jeune concepteur proposa un cogito
éclectique qui saura certainement plaire. ..

— Georges Perec, ‘Les idées du jour’.

Before he became a writer of fiction (or certainly before he was
published as such), Georges Perec wrote and published several pieces of
criticism. The first consisted of a series of simple comptes rendus in the
Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, published in 1955, when Perec was not yet

twenty.! He next went on to publish a series of polemical articles in the

' These reviews are, for the most part, not of interest to us as they do not reveal an embryonic
aesthetic, but rather reproduce the clichés of journalistic criticism (credibility of narrative,
skill with which characters are ‘drawn’, etc.). Consider the normative: “On aimerait mieux
que ’auteur suivit la simple chronologie de ‘I’affaire’ et nous en déployat la succession, sans
chercher a nous égarer” (Review of Les Bijoutiers du Clair de Lune by Albert Vidalie,
Nouvelle N.R.F., no. 25, January 1955, p145).

Of more interest is the review of Jean-Pierre Richard’s Littérature et sensation
(Nouvelle N.R.F., no. 28, April 1955, pp715-716) in which Perec discusses the possibility of
adéquation between man and the world. His belief that this state of grace can be attained
resurfaces in a later, more personal piece (see Cinéma Verité (Pour) below).

The other piece of interest is the review of La Cible by Henri Thomas (Nouvelle
N.R.F., no. 35, November 1955, pp967-968). This review is essentially favourable, despite
the fact that “Henri Thomas ne raconte aucune histoire™ (ibid., p967), approval which is all
the more curious given Perec’s later condemnation of the non-narrative, non-linear



‘independent’ left-wing review Partisans (published by Frangois Maspéro,
independently of the Parti Communiste Fran¢ais (PCF)). With the
publication in 1965 of Les Choses, Perec’s critical output becomes more
sporadic, but remains nonetheless an important thread, running parallel to
(and occasionally intersecting with) his fiction. This second ‘post-Choses’
phase of his critical writing is characterised by his involvement with the
Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle (Oulipo) which he joined (or rather, was
co-opted by) in March 1967 and with the reviews Cause Commune (founded
in the fallout of May ‘68) and Change (founded by Jean-Pierre Faye, after his
excommunication from Tel Quel, and by Perec’s Oulipian colleague, Jacques
Roubaud). Perec’s association with the Oulipo would inform almost all of his
subsequent fiction and it is equally indicative of this later non-fictional
period that it is the Oulipo’s non-polemical, non-political style which has
most influence, his involvement with Cause Commune and Change
representing in no way an allegiance to their ideals (rather, he uses them
primarily as a forum to publish work — fiction — in progress and other overtly
subjective pieces).

Flawed and banal as Perec’s criticism sometimes is (it would be
farfetched to claim that his theoretical texts are as important as his fiction, in
this respect he is no Blanchot or Ricardou — not least because of the fact that
he elaborated no system or, indeed, ‘non-system’, taking rather a decidedly
heuristic approach to his criticism), it is nonetheless important to note that,
initially at least, he saw himself as, and wanted to be seen as, a Critic. In this
respect, and in the limited optic of a study on Perec, it is necessary to take
these texts seriously, to the extent that they represent the development of a
personal aesthetic and establish certain parameters within which
interpretation is deemed possible.” This chapter, therefore, proposes to

analyse Perec’s non-fiction with a view to foregrounding his passage from

experiments of the Nouveau Roman, and of his inclusion of Henri Thomas in this movement
(see Nouveau Roman (Contre) below).

21t is no accident that Perec’s criticism has received little or no critical attention. The notable
exception is David Bellos who, in his admirably exhaustive biography of Perec, touches on
practically everything which Perec committed to paper. The ever-growing legion of French



social realist to aporetical scrivener (Melville’s Bartleby the Scrivener was
one of Perec’s favourite works). An evolution which, to anticipate slightly, is
not irrelevant for Section Three below which will examine the manner in
which his fiction reflects the concerns of the following generation of literary
theorists, not those of the post-war Marxists he had previously identified

with.

Dogmatic realism (La ligne générale)

The immediate context in which Perec came to write his first proper
texts is the post-war domination of French intellectual life by the PCF and,
consequently, by orthodox Marxist thought. Despite this singular domination
it is, however, an era both of warring factions within the PCF and of disputes
between the official Communist literary review (Les Lettres frangaises run
by Aragon) and rival left-wing publications.3 It was into this culture of
dogmatism and dissent that Perec and a group of friends planned to launch
their own review, to be called La Ligne générale in reference to the work of
the filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein. Unfortunately, the group’s grandiose aims
(according to Claude Burgelin, they intended to “(re)fonder 1’esthétique
marxiste” (LG, p8, introduction)) were never realised, as the review was
never published (despite being a /’écart of the PCF, the group nonetheless
decided that they would not publish should the PCF not give its approval —
which it obviously did not). The group’s discussions and debates were not

entirely wasted however, as several articles ultimately resulted from them,

Perecians concentrate on his fiction (the restricted nature of their approach will be
considered in Section Two).

3 For an overview of the state of the PCF at the time see Une Histoire du PCF by Danielle
Tartakowsky, chapters 7-9; for an overview of the PCF’s relationship with French
intellectuals see Le Réveil des somnambules by Jeannine Verdés-Leroux, chapters 4, 7 and 8;
for a succinct overview of the plethora of reviews and magazines published at the time, see
The Time of Theory by Patrick Ffrench, pp38-42 (this latter is equally interesting for the fact
that it chronicles the group Tel Quel, one of the few to refuse politics in the early 60s —
though they were later to embrace Maoism).



being eventually published in various other left-wing reviews.! It is these

texts which we will now analyse.’

Cinéma vérité (Pour)

Given the group’s admiration for Eisenstein, it is appropriate that the
first programmatic text published, ‘La perpétuelle reconquéte’ (LG, ppl41-
164, originally published in 1960), should deal with Alain Resnais’s
Hiroshima mon amour which, it is declared, is “essentiellement, un film de
montage” (LG, p151).° Aside from its reference to Eisensteinian montage
(and implicit assimilation of Hiroshima mon amour into an Eisensteinian,
and therefore social realist, aesthetic),7 this sentence is significant for its
“essentiellement’” which opens up the very Platonic, non-Marxist question of
the essence.® See the opening sentence of the article: “Qu’est-ce qui est

essentiel dans Hiroshima mon amour?” (LG, p141). This clearly sets out that

* On the history of Perec’s flirtation with communism in general and of his role in La ligne
generale, see Georges Perec. A life in words by David Bellos, chapters 26-27. See also
Claude Burgelin’s introduction to L.G. Une aventure des années soixante, the posthumous
re-publication of the most ‘important’ texts actually published during this period.
To assert, however, as Eric Beaumatin does, that Perec was communist as a result of being
Jewish is to ignore the historical context entirely. (‘La biographie hypothalamique selon
David Bellos: English gossip or french [sic] cancans?’, cab3, p93). We will return to this in
Chapter Three below.
% Although some of these texts were collaborative efforts (LG, ppl183-184), Perec is
acknowledged as being the driving force behind both the project for the review and the
articles themselves. As such, the aesthetic presented is, toutes proportions gardées, largely
his own: the texts “belong as a whole to the collected works of Georges Perec” (Bellos,
1995, p275).
° Another formative text from this period, the unfinished ‘Défense de Klee’ (dated the 19" of
August 1959, published in the Cahiers Georges Perec, no. 6, ppl6-26), mentions favourably
the “‘ordre épique” (CGP6, p25) of The Battleship Potemkin. This text deals with similar
concerns to ‘La perpétuelle reconquéte’, applied to the field of painting. It is only from 1962
onwards that Perec turns his attention to literature (although, in ‘Défense de Klee’, he does
criticise Beckett in passing, while praising Robert Antelme’s L ‘espéce humaine (CGP6, pp20
& 24)).
7 Social realism became the official Party line from the Writers” Congress of 1934 onwards.
81t is as if the authors, at this stage, do not realise the significance of the term essence. This
is rectified in a later article, 1962’s ‘Engagement ou crise du langage’ (written by Perec
alone), where Maurice Blanchot is taken to task for his ‘metaphysical’ concern with the
essence of literature, “I’étre méme de la littérature” (LG, p78). It is claimed that he sees
language as a means ‘‘de donner acces a un monde autre, supérieur, transcendant” (LG, p78).
What is of interest here is not that this is a serious misunderstanding of Blanchot’s
thought (which it is: while Blanchot uses the term essence, he does so only to fracture it from
within, making a singular essence impossible, moving ‘beyond’ metaphysics (Blanchot,
1955, pp38-48)), but the manner in which it misunderstands it: it permits Perec to negatively
define himself as anti-metaphysical, anti-essential, etc. In a word: materialist (in Marx’s
sense of the word).
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it 1s the article’s intent to determine the essence of the film. Indeed, after a
lengthy paraphrase, the question is answered, the essence of the film (and of
art, for the article constantly moves beyond the ‘particular’ of the film to
broader considerations) is declared to be an attempt “de comprendre le
monde, de comprendre ce qu’implique aujourd’hui la participation de
I’homme a I’Histoire” (LG, p142). Rather confusingly, the immutability of
the essence is assimilated to the notion of movement implied in the Marxist
conception of History.”

This ‘understanding the world’ takes the form of a dialectical process
(which dares not speak its name),'” more Hegelian than Marxist (more
Hegelian than the Hegelian Marx), as it entails the sublimation of one of the
terms into a higher pair, in a movement towards totality: Hiroshima mon
amour 1s “le parcours d’une conscience; d’une sensibilité éparse a une
lucidité cohérente, d’une réalité partiale et discontinue a une totalité
reconquise au-dela du mythe” (LG, pl42).ll This transcendental search (au-
dela du...) for the “totalité retrouvée” (LG, pl147) or “vision totale” (LG,
pl50) is best expressed by the following: “au-dela de Nevers renaitra
Hiroshima, au-dela d’Hiroshima naitra la lucidité; au-dela de la lucidité,
commencera la participation a I’Histoire” (LG, p145). This clearly illustrates
that each dialectical opposition is resolved (sublimated) into a higher one, the
final term being History. More precisely, a participation in the movement of
History which can have only one inexorable outcome: the foundation of a

Socialist state.'” To this end, it is the function of Art to serve an ideological

? Although this movement is not infinite: for Marx, feudalism is replaced by capitalism,
which is (to be) replaced by socialism, at which stage the proletariat as a class will “have
swept away the conditions for the existence of class antagonism [...], and will thereby have
abolished its own supremacy as a class” (Engels & Marx, 1967, p105). We will thereby
attain the ‘end of history’, the dialectic of class struggle being resolved.

' The dialectic is only actually named as such in 1962’s ‘Le Nouveau Roman et le refus du
réel” (LG, p35) and in the last article of this series, 1964’s ‘Wozzeck ou la méthode de
I’apocalypse’ (LG, ppl165-181): “Cette dialectique entre deux systémes...” (LG, p176). We
will return to this below.

" Incidentally, the term “conscience” occurs twenty-two times in the course of the article,
once proudly standing alone as a sentence unto itself: “La conscience.” (LG, p146).

"2 Just after the *...participation a 1'Histoire”, we read the following exhortation: “prendre
conscience de ce que certaines conditions déterminent toujours des phénomenes identiques”
(LG, pl145), which reflects an implicitly Marxist view of History, although neither Marx nor
the other principal communist theorists are referred to explicitly in the course of the articles.
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master, as art must help us understand this process (it must possess a
“volonté¢ d’explication” which will lead to an ““¢lucidation totale” (LG,
pl164)), must make us see its inevitability and, ultimately, bring this situation
about: “Oui, il s’agit bien d’apprendre a changer le monde: Hiroshima mon
amour est un film pré-révolutionnaire” (LG, pl64) — we know the
significance of the expression ‘revolutionary art’ for Social Realism. So ends
‘La perpétuelle reconquéte’, its ideology abundantly clear. However, between
the article’s opening and closing remarks analysed here, lies an aesthetic
(thematic and structural) analysis of the film, which we will now examine.

The discussion of the film is caught in a tension (awkward but not
necessarily contradictory) between an application of the authors’ ideological
principles and a very classical, almost Arnoldian, concept of ‘good art’." The
question is whether the latter is made to serve the former, or whether the two
can coexist independently of each other. Let us first consider the requisites of
‘good art’.

Perhaps the most abiding cliché regarding art is that it should depict
universal concerns in a portrait of the singular. Here, Hiroshima mon amour
is “d’abord un film subjectif”’ (LG, p151), but “la prise de conscience de la
femme correspond a un passage du particulier au général” (LG, p151)."* The
‘general’ referred to here is the Hegelian notion of totality discussed above.
In order to attain this universality, the film must be technically perfect, it can
be complex but it must remain coherent: “il faut qu’entre tous les éléments
qui composent le film, les images, le texte, la musique, existe une adéquation
parfaite” (LG, pl51, emphasis mine)."”” This “nécessité intérieure” (LG,

pl51), this proper construction becomes an almost ethical concern, as the

"3 Perec’s guru of this period was not Marx but Georges Lukacs, and he was equally caught
in this dilemma. In his Essays on realism he introduces the idea of political and artistic
‘correctness’ (Lukacs, 1980, pp24-26). Not to be confused with its contemporary meaning,
this correctness entails being faithful to Party policy on the one hand, and combining this
with artistic skill on the other, being a ‘good’ writer (subtle characterisation, colourful
narrative, realistic dialogue, etc.) — see the link with note 1 above.

4 See also the article ‘Pour une littérature réaliste’, where literature is determined as an
oscillation between the particular and the general, with a view to explaining the latter by the
former (LG, pp53-54).

'’ See Chapter Five below for a critique of adéquation.



authors move beyond purely technical considerations:'® “Ce qui nous semble
plus important, c’est la possibilité d’explication de I’ceuvre: sa nécessité, sa
cohérence absolue. Il n’est pas un seul plan, un seul travelling, une seule
séquence dont nous ne pouvons comprendre et expliquer qu’il est nécessaire
et suffisant.” (LG, ppl57-158, authors’ emphasis). This rather startling
assertion moves beyond the notion of structure, reintroducing the authors’
hidden ideology: despite the complex nature of the processes at work in the
film (which, let us not forget, the authors deem necessary) it is ultimately and
quite literally reduced to one meaning: “Jamais le sens d’une image n’est
ambigu” (LG, pl158) and “‘une signification et une seule” (LG, p159). This
one meaning, and a corresponding belief in Truth, is of course the revelation
of the true outcome of History.

This ideological reading maintains the classic distinction between the

fond and the forme, another criterion for ‘good art’; only to make the latter

subservient to the former.'’

The technical mastery (“cette intelligence
absolue du langage cinématographique...””) must express the content
(““...n"est que le corollaire technique d’une autre intelligence: celle de notre
monde” (LG, p158)). This is perfection, the form expressing the content,
indissoluble from it: “le montage non-linéaire [...] rend compte du
cheminement de la mémoire” (LG, pl61). In the article ‘Wozzeck’, the
classical singular-universal and form-content dichotomies are assimilated
into a “dialectique au sein de 1’'univers scénique” (LG, p179) which is more
explicit than the proto-dialectic evident in ‘La perpétuelle reconquéte’: “Ce
mouvement qui détruit totalement 1’univers tonal traditionnel, mais qui
I’integre dans un systeme plus vaste...” (LG, pl172). In doing this, an
aesthetic concern is replaced with a political-historical one, the work of art
being constantly mapped onto the world, in the belief that art can be

revolutionary ‘in the world’ (“Toujours considérer ’art comme un rapport

établi entre I’homme et le monde” (CGP6, p18)).

' “Good construction’ is not to be confused with a recourse to convention, which is
condemned elsewhere (LG, p162).

'7 Repeating the necessity outlined in ‘Défense de Klee’: “distinguer plutot [...] entre le
formalisme et ‘I’ceuvre a contenu’” (CGP6, p17).
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This, therefore, is Perec’s position in 1960, elaborated with respect to a
film. In 1962 and 1963, he turned his attention to literature, writing four
articles on the state of post-war French literary trends, ‘Le Nouveau Roman
et le refus du réel’, ‘Pour une littérature réaliste’, ‘Engagement ou crise du
langage’ and ‘Robert Antelme ou la vérit¢ de la littérature’ (all initially
published in Partisans, reprinted in LG). His contention is that this period is
“I’histoire de deux grands échecs: celle de la littérature ‘engagée’, d’une part,
celle du Nouveau Roman, d’autre part” (LG, pp47-48). We will therefore
examine his critique of these two ‘schools’, before analysing what his claim

that “une nouvelle littérature est a naitre” (LG, p49) actually entails.'®
Engagement (Contre)

Sartre, in his favour, is credited by Perec with being the first to realise, in
the wake of the Second World War, that classical bourgeois ideology no
longer permitted a “‘saisie réelle du monde” (LG, p27) — while Camus is
credited as being the first to attempt to take account of this stylistically (LG,
p27). Certain of Sartre’s ideas are conceded as being ‘“‘solide” (LG, p83),
particularly those which entail a critique of the bourgeoisie and of the writer
become a bourgeois ‘homme de lettres’ (his Présentation des ‘Temps
Modernes’ is quoted from favourably at length (LG, pp79-80)). However,
sympathetic as Perec is to Sartre’s politics, he feels that the artistic solutions
which Sartre proposes are inherently flawed (which is what permits Perec to
state that, while /a littérature de I’engagement may have dominated the field
between 1945 and 1950 (LG, p71), it has no more relevance at all by 1953
(LG, p48)).

In a word, the principal failing of the roman engagé is its naiveté
regarding the achievement of its aims, rather than the aims in themselves:
“Les rapports de la littérature et de la révolution n’ont jamais été simples. Le

tort de la littérature ‘engagée’ est d’avoir cru qu’ils 1’étaient” (LG, p49). On a

" The ‘Hussards’ (Blondin, Nimier, Nourrissier) are mentioned in passing as constituting a
third, intermediary group between Sartre and the Nouveau Roman (LG, p67), but they are
not taken seriously enough by Perec to warrant a discussion.
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political level, this results in a preachy, didactic style (LG, p50) and a belief
in the power of a simple appeal to “bons sentiments” to convince the reader
(LG, pp28 & 44). On a literary level, it results in a reliance on convention
(LG, p28) — already criticised in ‘La perpétuelle reconquéte’ — which
produces a “falsification humaniste du roman traditionnel” (LG, p73). More
seriously, Sartre’s roman de situation with its lack of internal narrator and
supposed reportage style, which aimed to “rend[re] a I’événement sa brutale
fraicheur” (Sartre, 1948, p273) is instead felt to portray a static vision of the
world. This is brought about by Sartre’s utopian aspiration for an “absence
totale de médiation” between the “auteur idéal” and the “lecteur idéal” (LG,
p83) and his corresponding belief in a perfectly limpid language. Parodying
Sartre’s “brutale fraicheur”, Perec writes that “Le réalisme n’a jamais été la
brutale restitution du réel” (LG, p84)."” What is somewhat curious is that
Perec feels that it is literature which loses most in this situation, not politics.
La littérature de |'engagement is disrespectful to the work as it refuses to see
that to be ‘revolutionary’, a work must also be ‘complex’. Art is therefore
reintroduced through the back door as a value in itself, not as something
which is in the service of an ideology, a concept which comes to the fore in
Perec’s later writings.

The final complaint which Perec makes against Sartre is that, in his
position of dominance of the intellectual landscape, he set up a false
dichotomy: “dans la perspective sartrienne, la notion d’engagement épuise
celle de la littérature, le seul fait de refuser I’engagement conditionne toute la
littérature” (LG, p69). In doing so, he determined that the only alternative to
committed literature was a certain esthétisme, thus paving the way for the

Nouveau Roman.

1 As with Blanchot above, what matters is not the misinterpretation of Sartre but the reason
for this misinterpretation. Sartre’s vision of literature is much more dynamic and ambiguous
than Perec gives him credit for, but it is equally necessary for Perec that he portray Sartre as
a naive idealist in order to give the impression that his own ‘dynamic’ vision is original. Of
particular significance is the fact that, in the selection of phrases which he quotes from
pp271-276 of Qu'est-ce que la littérature?, he omits the following: “il nous fallait enfin
laisser partout des doutes, des attentes, de 1’inachevé et réduire le lecteur a faire lui-méme
des conjectures” (Sartre, 1948, p271) — this obviously undermines the paternalism which
Perec sees in Sartre; see also Sartre’s very Marxist emphasis on /istoricité during the
preceding pages.



Nouveau Roman (Contre)

Comment ne pas sourire devant les
accusations de ‘décadence’, de ‘gratuité’,
de ‘formalisme’, appliquées au hasard par
les plus zélés des révolutionnaires a tout
ce qui compte pour nous dans [art
contemporain? Comment ne pas craindre
de nous trouver nous-mémes un jour

prisonniers du méme filet?
— Alain Robbe-Grillet, Pour un nouveau
roman.

As in his discussion of Sartre, Perec opens with what he considers to be

the apparently positive aspects of the Nouveau Roman.*’

There are two,
“I’un, critique, qui visait a détruire un ordre littéraire jugé inadéquat; 1’autre,
apparemment positif, qui tendait a ¢élaborer les bases d’une description
nouvelle de la réalit¢” (LG, p29). As he is opposed to both la littérature de
I'assouvissement and la littérature de ['engagement,”’ Perec evidently
favours the first of these: “Le ‘Nouveau Roman’ entend, a juste titre,
combattre ce triomphe de la convention” (LG, p3l).22 This it does by
refusing any “cadre de compréhension” (LG, p30), that is to say any remnants
of the previous century’s conventions. According to Perec, this entails
abolishing psychology (which has not evolved since Balzac’s ‘characters’),
linear time (which is too simplistic) and the omniscient narrator (“‘[qui]

implique une saisie mystifiante du monde” (LG, p32)). These three points are

basically a summary of Robbe-Grillet’s articles ‘Une voie pour le roman

2 When Perec discusses the Nouveau Roman, he refers principally to Robbe-Grillet’s
theoretical works. As ‘chef de 1’école’ (an appellation constantly denounced by Robbe-
Grillet), he functions as shorthand for the movement. However, the following writers are
named (and criticised, either implicitly or explicitly) in the course of the three articles in
question here: Janine Aeply, Roland Barthes (named not as a novelist, but as a nefarious
influence on the novelists in question), Samuel Beckett, Maurice Blanchot, Michel Butor,
Jean Cau, Jean-Pierre Faye, Louis-René des Foréts, Roger Judrin, Robert Mathy, Claude
Ollier, Jean Paulhan, Robert Pinget, Jean Ricardou, Marc Saporta, Nathalie Sarraute (‘“pour
Nathalie Sarraute, le réalisme c’est décrire ce que 1’on croit étre la réalit¢” (LG, p64,
author’s emphasis)), Claude Simon, Philippe Sollers, Jean Thibaudeau, Henri Thomas.

2! “Toute la littérature de 1’assouvissement se définit aujourd’hui par une obédience
scrupuleuse et bornée a une réalité¢ dépourvue de tout contenu” (LG, p30). In this respect, he
echoes Robbe-Grillet’s condemnation of “la tradition frangaise” (Robbe-Grillet, 1963, p26).
22 The inverted commas which deny the Nouveau Roman its seriousness (or even its
existence) disappear in the next article — a note of resignation perhaps?
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futur’ (1956) and ‘Sur quelques notions périmées’ (1957), a distillation of
their most accessible concerns.”

However, Perec’s critique of the Nouveau Roman begins with the view
that the “apparemment positif” element has not in fact been realised. The
new description which the new novelists aimed for is purely a myth — their
techniques only result in a new form of convention (LG, pp29 & 33) which,
moreover, involves a reliance on the mystifying power of the irrational (“le
remplacement d’une convention rationnelle par une autre convention destinée
a accentuer ’incohérence de la réalité” (LG, p43; see also LG, p33). This
results in a sterile formalism (LG, p40) and in the use of “artifices” (LG, p42)
— Claude Simon is criticised for his typographical experiments and for the
‘hypocrisy’ of the fact that he ‘works’ his manuscripts with different
coloured pencils.”* In this respect, despite the fact that the Nouveau Roman
believes itself to be revolutionary (LG, p72), it is actually profoundly
reactionary (“I’idéologie profondément réactionnaire qui sous-tend les
théories esthétiques du ‘Nouveau Roman™ (LG, p35) and “il se veut
démystifiant, désaliénant. Mais son aspect réactionnaire fondamentale ne
tarde pas a apparaitre” (LG, p48)).”

Moving beyond simple assertion, we must ask of what this reactionary
ideology is composed. For Perec, it is revealed most clearly in Robbe-
Grillet’s Heideggerian statement that “le monde n’est ni signifiant ni absurde.
Il est, tout simplement” (Robbe-Grillet, 1963, p18, author’s emphasis). Perec
refers to this particular statement, before adding “Mais c’est ce ‘est’ qui ne

signifie rien” (LG, p58). This étre-la is reactionary because it implies a static

2 See Robbe-Grillet, 1963, ppl5-24 & 25-44.

2 See also, in ‘Défense de Klee’, the criticism of Miro’s “trucs” (CGP, no. 6, pl6). Does
Perec really believe that art is not artifice, but natural and organic? He seems to at this time,
but witness his own formal experiments a few years later. Barthes, who as we will see is to
become Perec’s ‘guiding light’, was to claim in 1966’s ‘L’analyse structurale des récits’ that
it was the desire to hide the codes of art in order to make it seem ‘natural’ which was
bourgeois, not the codes themselves (Barthes, 1985, p200).

% It is not only the Nouveau Roman which is reactionary, the insult is also applied to
science-fiction in general with its Rousseauist style nostalgia for “la vie [...] hygiénique et
saine des premiers pionniers du continent américain” (LG, pl27). This implicit anti-
Americanism is somewhat out of character — Perec adored American musical comedies, for
example, ironically one of the prime examples of an art whose function is to assouvir le
grand public.
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world, a world which cannot be changed, it is a “monde clos, hors du temps,
de histoire” (LG, p42; see also pp33-35, 41-42, 48, 58 & 112).%° Despite the
approval given to the Nouveau Roman by the political left, this is felt by
Perec to reveal a bourgeois world view: “Il accomplit vraiment trop bien ce
que la bourgeoisie en attend: figer le monde™ (LG, p42). Even more serious is
the fact that the Nouveau Roman does not simply passively perpetuate
bourgeois myths but, by virtue of the fact that its world is “en somme, un
monde non dialectique” (LG, p35), ultimately justifies “les contradictions
inhérentes a la société capitaliste occidentale” (LG, p39). By this Perec
means that while the Nouveau Roman claims to have unearthed certain
contradictions, its “complaisance dans I’angoisse” (LG, p63) and absolute
lack of a “volonté de conquéte” (LG, pS57) actually serves to reinforce
capitalist domination: “Il est plus facile de décréter la non-signifiance du
monde que d’assumer et de dépasser les contradictions qu’il implique.
Refusant toute perspective — et d’abord celle d’'un monde socialiste — le
‘Nouveau Roman’ se complait dans ’angoisse et le chaos™ (LG, pp41-42).”’
Not the “propédeutique nécessaire” (LG, p40) to the Revolution which the
left initially thought, it is rather an insidious affirmation of bourgeois values.
To make matters worse, the Nouveau Roman’s primacy is unassailable and
the only development in the literary field is the formation of the group Tel
Quel, which represents a further step in the formalist decadence born of a
bourgeois society (LG, p74). Is there therefore no way out of the formalist
impasse which French Letters are wallowing in? Perec would claim

otherwise.

% This static étre-la also results in an alienated individual, isolated from the course of
History. In this respect, see Perec’s analysis of Italo Svevo’s La Conscience de Zeno (LG,
pp54-56) which, with its claim that Zeno’s acts are constantly related to the historical context
in which the book is set, can be seen as a ‘recuperation’ of the novel from Robbe-Grillet’s
1954 analysis of it which stressed the alienated nature of Zeno’s conscience (Robbe-Grillet,
1963, pp77-81).
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Verité, Réalité et Révolution (Pour)

Having examined the failings of Sartre’s commitment and the Nouveau
Roman’s formalism, Perec proposes a third path for the novel which is, in
many ways, a sort of middle ground between the two “grands échecs”: on the
one hand, literature must move beyond the committed/non-committed
dichotomy (LG, p74). More specifically, it must realise that it always is
fundamentally committed, that it has no choice (LG, p44). Once it does this,
it will abandon the simplistic didacticism of an appeal to bons sentiments and
will instead realise that this inescapable commitment entails writing in a
manner which respects the ‘complexity’ of the world, in a way which will
reveal the underlying processes at work in Man’s relation to the everyday
world and to History: “L’engagement, aujourd’hui, c’est le respect total de la
complexité du monde, la volonté acharnée d’étre lucide, de comprendre et
d’expliquer” (LG, pp44-45) — although it is not entirely clear how this
volonté d'explication differs from Sartre’s. In this respect, Perec appropriates
one aspect of engagement while discarding that aspect of it which disrespects
the complexity of the artistic process, which would subjugate art to ideology
(a tension at work in Perec’s writing which will eventually result in the
complete abandonment of engagement and social realism in favour of
écriture).28

On the other hand, with regard to the Nouveau Roman, he retains the
contention that a new manner of describing the world needs to be found — a
“nouveau réalisme” (LG, p65) — while maintaining, as seen, that the Nouveau
Roman failed to deliver on its promise. The principal inspiration for this
middle ground — a mixture of (artistic) dynamism accompanied by/in the

service of a political ideology (the Party) — is the work of Georges Lukacs,

7 Elsewhere, he attacks Blanchot’s ‘neutrality’ when he remarks that /’écriture blanche is
“I’apanage des gens qui ne veulent pas se salir les mains” (Letter to Jacques Lederer,
October 1959, in Cher, tres cher, admirable et charmant ami, p498).

** This ‘third path’ analysed here with respect to literature is not radically different from the
propositions put forward regarding cinema in ‘La perpétuelle reconquéte’. The specificity of
each medium is ignored in favour of an abstract ‘Art’, a necessary consequence of the
subjugation of the artistic process to a pre-elaborated ideology.



particularly his La Signification présente du réalisme critique, which
appeared in French in 1960.” Indeed, in his analysis of ‘La vision du monde
sous-jacente a I’avant-garde littéraire’ (Lukacs, 1960, pp25-85), he prefigures
everything which Perec has to say on the subject of the Nouveau Roman,
such as the notion of /’Homme presented in complete isolation and the
reactionary, un-historical nature of the étre-la (Lukacs, 1960, pp31-33, 53 &
63). He also maintains the distinction between content and form, equally
adopted by Perec (Lukacs, 1960, p59).

When it comes to proposing an alternative, Perec also follows Lukacs
closely. Somewhat curiously, Perec’s proposals are much closer to the
publisher’s blurb on the back cover of La Signification présente du réalisme
critique, than to any passage from within the book itself: “Lukacs [sic]
souligne 1’opposition profonde entre deux types d’esprits: ceux qui croient a
la raison et ceux qui s’abondonnent aux prestiges de I’irrationalisme; ceux
qui croient a I’action effective de I’homme dans I’histoire, et ceux que le
désespoir et 1I’angoisse condamnent au fatalisme. C’est a cette ‘ligne de
clivage’ que correspond la coupure entre ‘réalisme’ et ‘anti-réalisme’.” What
is of interest is not the accuracy or otherwise of this summary, but the fact
that Perec seems to have relied more on its succinctness and accessibility
than on the necessarily more complex and ambiguous analyses of the text
proper.”’

In positing his positive response, Perec admits that “[n]ous ne savons pas

tres bien ce qu’est la littérature révolutionnaire. Nous ne savons méme pas

?’ See Burgelin’s admission regarding the importance of Lukécs in his presentation (LG,
pl5). In fact, Lukacs is the only literary theorist who is quoted favourably in the articles
under consideration here (LG, pp39, 58 & 60).

3 This is the first instance of a certain dilettantism on Perec’s part when it comes to works
which relate to literature but which are not actually fiction. Of particular relevance for us
here is the fact that the quotation from ‘Karl Marx’ which closes Les Choses has been shown
to come, not directly from Marx, but rather from ‘‘a retranslation into French of a Russian
translation” (Bellos, 1995, p306), which is quite different from the original. It is only natural,
therefore, that Perec’s ‘Marxism’ be misguided.

See David Bellos also on Perec’s “rudimentary” knowledge of Saussure, ‘Perec et
Saussure. A propos de La Vie mode d’emploi’ (in Parcours Perec, pp91-95). Or Jacques
Lecarme on the fact that Freud is ‘quoted’ in La Vie mode d’emploi through the intermediary
of third-party popularisers such as Marthe Robert and Octave Mannoni (‘Perec et Freud ou le
mode d’emploi’, CGP4, ppl21-141). While this obviously undermines the seriousness of



s’il est possible, aujourd’hui, de rapprocher ces deux mots: littérature,
révolution” (LG, p48). This doubt is of course feigned, revolutionary art is
indeed possible. The prerequisite for achieving it is to belong to the Party or,
if one is not a paid-up card-carrier, to at least accept the principles of
Socialism (this is a Perecian ‘advance’ on Lukacs who only felt that the artist
should not refuse Socialism outright): “il est impossible dans la société qui
est la notre [...] de créer une ceuvre réaliste sans accepter explicitement le
socialisme™ (LG, p59)’' — this despite the fact that Perec was never a member
of the PCF.

The above quotation implicitly implies that it is true realism which is
revolutionary. Every generation (including the various avant-gardes) claims
realism as its own, Perec wishes to reclaim the term from the ‘false’ realism
of Robbe-Grillet and Co.*> More than an aesthetic of the literary object,
realism is rather for Perec localisable prior to the act of literary creation: “Le
réalisme est, d’abord, la volonté de maitriser le réel, de le comprendre et de
I’expliquer” (LG, p53).>> While this results in an art which is necessarily
complex in its rendering of the movement of the world (LG, pp56 & 62),
there is never any doubt in Perec’s mind that ‘true’ realism (i.e. which shows
us the ‘truth’) is possible. Consider the following remarkable display of
optimism: “le réalisme a toujours été et est encore possible. Il n’est d’époque,
il n’est de conditions, il n’est de crises dont on ne puisse prendre conscience;
il n’est d’anarchie qu’on ne puisse ordonner; il n’est de situations qu’on ne
puisse maitriser” (LG, p64).** This mastery of the world results in a very

classic notion of truth as unveiling (LG, p51: “dévoilement”; see also pl111),

Perec as Critic, it can be put to use as a creative strategy in fiction (see Marcel Bénabou,
‘Vraie et fausse érudition chez Perec’, in Parcours Perec, pp41-47), Perec’s real vocation.

31 While it is necessary to embrace Socialism in order to create a realist work, such an act is
no guarantee that the work will actually turn out as such (LG, p60). Again, the insidious
independence of the work, of Art, silently undermines the proclaimed ideal: “il serait vain de
croire que cette connaissance toute théorique puisse lui [the writer] étre d’un quelconque
secours dans la création d’une ceuvre” (LG, p60).

*? While Perec bemoans the fact that Robbe-Grillet is in no way a realist, Philippe Sollers, on
the other hand, considers him to be foo realist (in ‘Sept propositions sur Alain Robbe-
Grillet’, Tel Quel, no. 2, Summer 1960, pp49-53), thus establishing his own interpretation of
the term.

1t is also “la volonté de faire apparaitre dans la fiction romanesque la possibilité et la
nécessité d’une transformation de la société¢” (LG, p59).

* Or: “Nous pouvons dominer le monde” (LG, pl13).
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in a beliet in the adequacy of language to its task which is not dissimilar to
the aspiration towards limpidity which Perec criticises in Sartre.”” Art

ultimately becomes a tool, as in this final totalising statement:

Moyen de connaissance, moyen de prise de possession du monde, la littérature
devient ainsi I'une des armes les plus adéquates qui, a long terme, permettent de lutter
contre les mythes que sécréte notre société, permettent de poser les probléemes,
d’élucider les contradictions, de rendre évidente et nécessaire la transformation
radicale de notre monde. Toute littérature réaliste est révolutionnaire, toute littérature
révolutionnaire est réaliste. (LG, p52)

The notion of ‘realism’ is therefore liberated from the conventions which
have progressively encrusted it since the nineteenth century, rendering it the
supreme example of the bourgeois aesthetic.

Such is the revolutionary aspiration of literature. Perec goes on to
provide us with a concrete example, Robert Antelme’s L 'Espece humaine.
Interestingly, this is less a work of fiction (literature) than a témoignage. It is
as though the goals which Perec set for literature are unattainable, as it what
he really aspires towards is a form of reportage which would move beyond a
straightforward journalistic style and flirt with literary techniques while
remaining aloof from their decadence. His theory therefore collapses under
its own impossibilities — the impossibility of developing a praxis which

would reflect this theory will be seen below.

Evolution (Les Choses)

Perec published no more critical pieces in the period which immediately
followed the above outbursts (with the exception of ‘Wozzeck’ in 1964,
which really belongs to the main body of articles from 1962). What next
emerges from Perec’s mansarde is actually his first novel, Les Choses: Une
histoire des années soixante. Published in 1965, it is the fruit of nearly five

years work, spanning Perec’s ‘formative’ period, and roughly contemporary

35 At this time, Perec reveals a very naive view of language, practically denying the
arbitrariness of the sign, in favour of the perfect correspondance between signifier and
signified, necessary if literature is to reveal the truth: “Nulle damnation ne pese sur le
vocabulaire” (LG, p85). It would seem that this particular phrase is later parodied by Perec
himself when he titled the prologue of La Disparition “*Ou I’on saura plus tard qu’ici
s’inaugurait la Damnation” (DIS, p11), the Damnation in question relating to the fact that La
Disparition is written in a castrated language, indicating his having moved beyond of a
straightforward representation of the world through language (see Chapter 4 below).
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to the articles discussed above.’® As such, one would expect it to consist of a
fictional representation of the ideas expressed in those articles. However, this
1s not the case. Les Choses marks the beginning of an epistemological shift or
break in Perec’s work, not because it is fiction and the preceding writings
were theoretical — such a distinction is meaningless (means less all the time)
— but because the very possibility of Truth is put into question (remember
that Perec previously conceived fiction as an unveiling of the Truth).”” This
shift is not presented didactically in Les Choses, for to do so would be to
remain within the previous logic, but is rather allusively present, almost
despite itself. We can equate this to the eruption of écriture (a term Perec
would soon appropriate) into an apparently closed system, a dominated
logos. Adumbrated in Les Choses, the break is irrevocably developed, put
into practice, in the interviews which Perec gave in the wake of the surprise
success of Les Choses (Prix Renaudot), at a moment when the authorial
discourse had the possibility of affirming itself in its mastery, of reiterating to
a larger audience the ideas expounded previously in marginal journals.
Finally, in two texts dating from 1967, a more refined theoretical version of
Perec’s new aesthetic is presented. It is this evolution/rupture which we will

now analyse in more detail.

Il n’est d’explosion qu’un livre

As the focus of this chapter is Perec’s non-fiction, it is not our intention
to embark on an in-depth analysis of Les Choses. It is nonetheless necessary
to indicate briefly the manner in which it diverges from the theory which
preceded it. The tension between the two tendencies becomes immediately
apparent when we examine the four principal sources (as acknowledged by

Perec) of Les Choses. Speaking in 1967, at Warwick,”® Perec identified the

3 See the table in Bellos, 1995, p304 for an overview of the various versions of Les Choses.
7' We will use the notion of ‘epistemological break’ disingenuously for the present as it has a
certain strategic function in a chapter largely devoted to establishing a historical perspective
for Perec’s work. However, we are aware that, particularly since the work of Derrida, the
notion of the coupure with its implications of an absolute origin is suspect. We will return to
this and problematize it in Chapter 4 below.

¥ “Pouvoirs et limites du romancier frangais contemporain’, in Parcours Perec: Colloque de
Londres. Lyon, Presses Universitaires de Lyon, 1990, pp31-40. While this text contains the
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following four authors: on the one hand, Robert Antelme and Paul Nizan; on
the other, Gustave Flaubert and Roland Barthes (although Barthes could also
be placed on the other side of the divide). To a certain extent, this recalls
Perec’s distinction between form and content, while simultaneously
undermining it — he now considers it to be a “fausse contradiction™ (PLRF,
p37. See also cab2, p72.).

On the side of ‘content” we have Antelme, whose importance we have
seen for Perec. We also find Nizan, whose novel La Conspiration is
generally regarded as the one genuine example of French Socialist Realism —
“il raconte I’histoire de jeunes gens qui ont le méme age que les personnages
des Choses et qui essaient de faire la révolution et qui, évidemment, n’y
arrivent pas” (PLRF, p35). (As mentioned, we could also include the
‘political’ or ‘sociological’ Barthes — the Barthes of Mythologies; not to
mention the magazine Madame Express, which Perec also cites as reference
material).”” These then, are the expected references for a young writer whose
aim 1s to write a ‘total work of art’ which would function as a critique of
bourgeois society. More surprisingly, on the side of ‘form’, we find Flaubert,
the writer who, perhaps more than any other, was hailed as a precursor by the
Nouveaux Romanciers, was championed for his dedication to style, to the
process of writing. He was also to a certain extent a realist in the ‘classic’
sense: his work is a critique of society. However, it is to the former aspect
that Perec appeals, not the second. He says that he used Flaubert in three
ways: firstly, by borrowing certain scenes from L ’Education Sentimentale;
secondly, by inserting thirty quotations from L 'Education Sentimentale into
Les Choses; thirdly, by emulating Flaubert’s ternary sentence structure.®

This shifts the focus from the ideological to the aesthetic, annexing Perec to

clearest, most schematic presentation of his sources, Perec had already named the above in
various interviews given in 1965 after he had won the Prix Renaudot (republished in Le
Cabinet d’amateur, no. 2, Autumn 1993. See pp59, 67 & 68. For the sake of readability we
will simply refer to the page number in cab2, while the original publication references will be
found in the bibliography. Treating them as un undifferentiated block can be justified by the
fact that all the interviews appear within approximately a week of each other, and were most
likely conducted on the same day — mention of same decor, Perec is described in the same
clothes, etc.).

*” Suggested at by the phrase “Une mythologie de la mode™ (cab2, p58)



the ‘avant-garde’ as a practitioner of littérature citationnelle, ot a certain
montage without didactic motivations."' (Equally, while the reference to
Barthes is primarily to his ‘sociological’ texts, it also necessarily opens up
his work on écriture, particularly in Le Degré zéro de |’écriture (we will
return to this below).42

On the level of the vocabulary employed in Les Choses, certain key
words from the articles evidently resurface: lucidit¢é (LC, pp2l & 70);
monde/image statique (LC, p24); ['H/histoire (LC, pp26, 69 & 72); réalité
(LC, p36); comprehension (LC, p36); bourgeois (LC, p45S); art/film total
(LC, p54); conscience (LC, pp70 & 72). There is even a paraphrase of
Marx’s famous sound-bite: “La fortune devenait leur opium” (LC, p89).
While the pre-Choses project is therefore carried on to a certain extent, it is
also parodied through the use of occasionally heavy-handed irony: of the two
somewhat supertficial characters, he writes “Rien de ce qui était humain ne
leur fut étranger” (LC, p31) - this in relation to their work as
“psychosociologues”, that is, as the conductors of consumer orientated
opinion polls. Meanwhile, instead of being integrated into the course of
History (with the possibility of effectuating changes), they are alienated from
it: “L’histoire, la encore, avait choisi pour eux” (LC, p26) — they participate,
for example, in demonstrations against the Algerian war, but do so a

contreceeur and even fearfully, although they are ‘genuinely’ left wing.*

“ PLRF, p36. Again, this is the clearest exposition of the role played by Flaubert in Les
Choses, although it is also acknowledged in the Renaudot interviews (see cab2, pp64 & 68).
! As an example of the emerging primacy of the aesthetic over the ideological, see “Je ne
crois pas que I’on puisse ramener mon livre a la seule sociologie; s’il est vrai que je ne me
suis pas préoccupé de problémes romanesques, j’ai eu tout de méme affaire a des problemes
littéraires et méme seulement a ceux-ci: mon livre, d’un certain point de vue, n’est rien
d’autre qu’un travail sur les adjectifs et qualificatifs” (cab2, p64). It is this certain point de
vue (obsession with language) which will eventually dominate (which already dominates)
despite a contrary opinion expressed shortly afterwards: “j’essayais de décrire [re. Les
Choses] un phénomene de civilisation plutot que de faire une ceuvre littéraire” (in ‘Georges
Perec, pas sociologue mais documentaliste’, Le Figaro, 28 février 1966, p14).

2 See Andrea Borsari, ‘Entre oubli et mémoire. Georges Perec et les choses.” (cab3, pp57-
74) for an interesting discussion of ‘objects’ in Les Choses and ‘L’esprit des choses’ in light
of Barthes and Baudrillard.

* The reference to Algeria is, incidentally, due less to a political agenda than decadent
literary motivations — it is actually one of the scenes (description of the 1848 revolution)
lifted from Flaubert. The war in Algeria receives greater treatment in Quel petit vélo a
guidon chromé au fond de la cour.



They are more passively caught up in the politics of the period than proactive
‘revolutionaries’.

More fundamentally, Les Choses deviates from its ‘template’ through
the fact that while the characters remain blocked, the narrative remains
irreducibly open. By this we mean that Perec had previously considered that
the ‘truth’ of literature was to show the reader (by presenting him with a
character who learns and evolves and who is integrated into the social
process) the complexity of the world which is revealed in a coherent (that is,
closed) narrative. In short, the characters should evolve, while the narrative
should be neatly wrapped up. In Les Choses, the situation is reversed, leading
to the expression Nouveau Nouveau Roman being used in relation to it.
There is little or no psychology of the characters, they are shadows, present
only in their names.** Most importantly, they do not evolve in any manner
over the course of the novel, they do not learn (are not ‘lucid’). Despite the
phrase “Ils changeaient, ils devenaient autres” (LC, p33) — which is actually
an ironic expression as it merely refers to their appearance being subject to
the transient permanence of fashion — they remain obstinate in their stasis:
the second section of the novel ends with: “Ils étaient a bout de course, au
terme de cette trajectoire ambigué qui avait été leur vie pendant six ans, au
terme de cette quéte indécise qui ne les avait menés nulle part, qui ne leur
avait rien appris” (LC, p132, emphasis mine).*> So much for the “prise de
conscience” valorised in ‘La perpétuelle reconquéte’. Conversely, the
ambiguity of the trajectory (and thence of the narrative) is easily determined
(or at least the existence of ambiguity is easily determined, to determine
ambiguity itself would be to annul it through clarification). If we examine the
novel’s brief epilogue, we will see that it opens in the conditional before
shifting to the future tense which indicates that the ‘events’ depicted within

are virtual, are yet to take place, and might actually turn out differently (if at

* This is partly due to the fact that Perec believes that “[1]e bonheur contemporain n’est pas
une valeur intérieure” (cab2, p66).
* See “Ce ‘devenir’ [of the characters] n’existe pas dans mon livre” (cab2, p70).
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all).% More importantly, and as a direct consequence of the characters not
having ‘learned their lesson’, as it were, it is impossible to decide whether
the ending — Jérome and Sylvie leaving Paris to take up a permanent position
in Bordeaux — is ‘happy’ or ‘sad’, as witnessed by the oscillation of the final
sentences: “‘les assiettes ¢paisses ¢cussonnées sembleront le prélude d’un
festin somptueux. Mais le repas qu’on leur servira sera franchement insipide”
(LC, pl143). Alternatively, the epilogue can be read as installing a certain
circularity (again rooted to the characters’ blindness, but assuming literary
value through the role of the circle in modernity as a disruption of linear
narrative): they had previously left Paris for Tunisia (LC, p107 passim), and
may only be continuing this trend of desperate departures.*’ In any case, the
fundamental ambiguity of literature has replaced the closure of ideology: “Si
j’avais été un moraliste, par exemple, je pense que j’aurais ou bien trouvé
une solution pour ces personnages, ou bien condamné fermement leur

attitude” (PLRF, p39).

Viva voce

In the previous section, reference was made to the interviews given to
the press after Les Choses had won the Prix Renaudot to the extent that they
constituted an explicit commentary on Les Choses, as instances of an author
establishing parameters within which interpretation of his work is valid. It is
now necessary to examine them independently of this restricted optic, in
order to determine the broader questions which they raise. We can say that
they represent not so much the proposal of new directions, as the withdrawal
of previous claims, again continuing the progression from ideology to

écriture.

* On the other hand, this future tense also indicates a certain fatality, reinforcing the blind
passivity of the characters, their lack on conscience.
7 See also: “La fin n’est ni positive ni négative; on débouche sur I’ambiguité: ¢’est a la fois,
dans mon esprit, un happy-end et la fin la plus triste que I’on puisse imaginer, ¢’est une fin
logique” (cab2, p67). Immediately after, in response to the suggestion by the interviewer that
the whole book is ambiguous, not simply the dénouement: *‘C’est vrai. Je ne renie pas cette
ambiguité” (cab2, p67).

Incidentally, the reference to the fin logique perhaps indicates a new found awareness
of the specificity of une logique de la fiction, irreconcilable with the notion of expressing
unaltered a preconceived theory/ideology (une idée toute faite) in fiction.



Before we deal with écriture, we need to mention that a certain
humanism makes its presence felt as well, which is in one sense a move on
from the anti-humanism of Marxism, but which falls short of the ‘formalist’
ecriture. Taking its cue from Barthes’s demystifying project in Mythologies,
Les Choses also aims to unveil the ‘myths’ of its time. However, in Les
Choses, this project is not turned towards the elaboration of a nascent
semiology nor, indeed, towards a moribund morality (“Ceux qui se sont
imagin¢ que je condamnais la société de consommation n’ont vraiment rien
compris a mon livre” (cab2, p66; see also ppS9 & 67)). Rather, like some
benign sage, Perec demystifies the trappings of consumer society, not to
enable us to transcend it, but rather that we might find happiness within it.
Les Choses is therefore not a pre-revolutionary critique of society, but a
guide, not for the proletariat, but for Man, indicating the possibility of
happiness independent of political causes: “Il y a, aujourd’hui, une espece de
bonheur possible a I'intérieur du monde de la consommation, bonheur d’un
restaurant, bonheur d’une moquette, bonheur d’un fauteuil, d’un
Chesterfield... Ce sont des choses concretes, pas imaginaires” (cab2, p70;
see also le bonheur de la modernité // le bonheur dans la modernite, cab2,
p72). If happiness is “I’utilisation des choses sans problemes” (cab2, p59),
then the function of Les Choses is to instruct Man in how to appreciate
objects, the benefits of capitalism. In its insistence on real, concrete objects
over imaginary, abstract concepts, this statement also inaugurates a curious
anti-intellectualism which can be discerned in the writings of Perec the
intellectual from hereon.*®

Regarding the withdrawal of previous claims, this primarily relates to
Perec’s unfavourable comments on Robbe-Grillet in the Partisans articles.

While he does not claim that they share similar concerns, he now seems to

* This anti-intellectualism is largely directed at the intellectual institution. For example, in
his ‘billet d’humeur’ entitled ‘Les idées du jour’, he attacks the intellectual ‘fashions’ of the
period (showing, in passing, a working knowledge of Foucault, Lacan and Levi-Strauss, or at
least of their ‘catch-phrases’) for their mystifying power (cab3, p42). In ‘Ecriture et mass-
media’, he prefers to use Snoopy over Marshall McLuhan as a figure with the intellectual
authority to settle an argument.



feel that any differences result from their respective praxes, not from
conflicting ideologies:

Q: [Votre] fagon d’envisager la littérature n’a finalement rien de commun avec
Robbe-Grillet [...]?

A: Peu importe. Robbe-Grillet s’en tient a une description de surface; il utilise des
mots trés neutres, ce que Barthes appelle un /angage transitif, ou bien alors des mots
chargés psychanalytiquement [...]. J’ai voulu, au contraire, que mes mots soient
‘injectés’ de sens, chargés de résonances. Moquette, par exemple: pour moi c¢’est un
mot qui véhicule tout un systéme de valeurs. (cab2, p68)

This statement is repeated in two other interviews (see cab2, pp64 & 71),
each time insisting on the technical distinction between Robbe-Grillet’s
langage transitif/dénoté (and each time accompanied by a reference to
Barthes) and Perec’s own ‘charged’ language.*” What is significant is not the
inevitable persisting differences but the calm, almost academic nature of the
distinction when compared to the stridency of the previous polemic.”
Equally important is the emergence of Barthes as Perec’s obligatory
reference, replacing Lukacs. (Incidentally, while Barthes used Robbe-Grillet
to elaborate his notion of langage dénoté, Perec uses Barthes to develop his

langage charge: the above discussion of the nature of the word mogquette is

Finally, he constantly undermines the idea that a writer must be influenced/inspired by

‘serious’ sources such as Hegel and Wittgenstein or that a novel should ‘apply’ philosophical
and scientific theories (see ‘Entretien Perec/Jean-Marie Le Sidaner’, p7).
i Curiously, in the two other occurrences of this reference, Perec claims that Barthes
specifically calls Robbe-Grillet’s language transitif and dénoté (rather than Perec simply
applying Barthes’s notion of langage transitif to Robbe-Grillet himself): this is simply not so
— in Barthes’s articles on Robbe-Grillet (collected in Essais critiques) he uses the expression
‘superficial description’ amongst others, but neither of the terms attributed to him by Perec.

He does, however, in his article on Marthe Robert’s Kafka, use the term intransitif to
describe /a Littérature as conceived by Kafka. This is significant in that Perec later refers to
Marthe Robert’s book in terms practically identical to those used by Barthes in his review of
it (see Barthes, 1964, pp143-147 & EMM, p37). Another example of Perec producing a
muddled argument because of not verifying his sources or of not reading Barthes closely
enough? The confusion arises because Barthes uses the term transitif in its linguistic
acceptance and in its philosophical one — which produces an implicit value judgement. Used
linguistically (“‘passage direct du sujet a 1’objet”), it could be applied favourably to Robbe-
Grillet’s descriptive technique. However, used philosophically (“Qui modifie, agit sur autre
chose que I’agent” — Petit Robert), it designates an outmoded, ‘bourgeois’ conception of
writing (see the article ‘Ecrivains et écrivants’, in Barthes, 1964, pp152-159) — écriture, on
the other hand, is fundamentally intransitive, literary language undermining the possibility of
action.

0 This calmness is maintained by Perec from now on. See, for example, his complete
absence of reaction when the ‘descriptive space’ of Especes d’espaces is compared to that of
the Nouveau Roman (‘Entretien GP/Ewa Pawlikowska’, p72).
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very close to Barthes’s definition of /e mythe as meta-language, as a signifier

grafted onto an already existing sign (Barthes, 1957, pp187-188)).”"

°' At this point, we need to indicate the supreme importance which Perec’s relationship with
Barthes will assume, to the extent that we can say that Barthes becomes the critical reference
for Perec (much later, in 1979, Perec still comprehends his own writing in Barthesian terms —
see ‘En dialogue avec I’époque’, pp46 & 49). The term ‘relationship’ indicates more an
intellectual empathy than any actual friendship, although we know that they did know each
other: Perec attended Barthes’s seminars on rhetoric and showed an early draft of Les Choses
to him, to which Barthes replied encouragingly (Bellos, 1995, pp146, 287-289, 293 & 299).

More interesting is the manner in which the evolution of Perec’s critical methodology
roughly mirrors that of Barthes, Perec perhaps relying on his reading of Barthes to introduce
him to the intellectual trends of the period (another suggestion of a certain dilettantism on
Perec’s part). Thus, as Barthes moves through his ‘Marxist’ phase (essays on Brecht) so does
Perec (who refers abundantly to the name ‘Brecht’ without any in-depth discussion); as
Barthes evolves his structuralist semiology and analysis of literature, Perec ‘applies’ it (Les
Choses reflecting Mythologies (not to mention the series of ‘billets d’humeur’ written in Arts
et Loisirs in late 1966 under the rubric ‘L’esprit des choses’, which, aside from attempting to
cash in on the success of Les Choses, reflect the original Mythologies articles in their
analysis of contemporary cultural phenomena (all reprinted in cab3, pp39-56)); Quel petit
vélo a guidon chromé au fond de la cour? reflecting ‘L’ancienne rhétorique. Aide-mémoire’;
Un homme qui dort as an exploration of “les lieux rhétoriques de I’indifférence” (PLRF,
p37); not to mention Perec’s description of the lipogram as “‘le degré zéro de la contrainte”
(Oulipo, 1973, p92)); finally, as Barthes develops his own idiosyncratic ‘post-structuralism’,
so, it would seem, does Perec — this last claim will be analysed throughout Section Three
(see also the reference to S/Z quoted below: S/Z is frequently held up as the point at which
Barthes ‘turns’ from structuralism to textuality).

Those who are psychoanalytically inclined might be tempted to see this proximity as an
attempt on Perec’s part to oust Robbe-Grillet from the couple vedette Robbe-Grillet/Barthes.
This would explain the vitriol of Perec’s early attack on Robbe-Grillet, which is later
tempered by the approval of Barthes (father/lover?), as the casual “Les Choses sont I’histoire
de la pauvreté inextricablement liée a 1’image de la richesse, comme me 1’a écrit Roland
Barthes” dropped into an interview indicates (cab2, p68, English translation of letter quoted
in Bellos, 1995, pp298-299) — interestingly, there is absolutely no critical distance between
Perec and Barthe’s comment: what Barthes says is. Alternatively, we could postulate a
vouloir-étre-Barthes, as evidenced by the sometimes obsequious imitation and sycophantic
comments. The dream entitled ‘S/Z’ in BO (dream no. 21) is revelatory in this respect: Perec
marvels at the mastery and evidence of Barthes’s analysis, so evident in fact that it is
surprising that nobody thought of it before — “I’on s’étonne qu’il ait fallu attendre Roland
Barthes”. What is more, when he turns the book around and reads from the end, Perec
realises that the epigraph to one of the chapters refers favourably to La Disparition. Here it is
as if Perec is replacing Balzac instead of Robbe-Grillet in his desire for proximity to Barthes
(we know that Balzac’s short-story Sarrasine is reprinted at the end of S/Z, here ousted by La
Disparition).
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Littérature ou Ecriture?

On doit savoir ce que c¢'est que
I’écriture pour pouvoir se demander, en
sachant de quoi I’on parle et de quoi i/
est question, ou et quand commence
I’écriture. Qu’est-ce que I’écriture? A
quoi se reconnait-elle?

- Jacques Derrida, De la
grammatologie.

Throughout the early articles, Perec uses the term Literature
unproblematically, indicating that his concerns were other than
defining/questioning the specific nature of the writing process. Continuing
the analysis of his evolution in this latter direction, it is now necessary to
examine his progression from the use of the term Literature to the use of the
term écriture. This occurs in two texts, both dating from 1967 and both
already referred to, ‘Pouvoirs et limites du romancier frangais contemporain’
and ‘Ecriture et mass-media’ (the new-found commitment to the term
écriture is evident in the title of this article where, paradoxically, the term
literature might have been more appropriate, dealing as it does with the
relationship between the literary ‘institution’ and that of the media — he
discusses les beaux-arts, les belles-lettres in relation to the media, but never
la littérature, always [’écriture).

Perec, of course, did not invent the modern usage of the term écriture
himself. By the time he comes to employ it in 1967, it had already been in
use for over ten years, beginning with Barthes’s Le degré zéro de 'écriture.
Barthes, as is well known, distinguished between langue, style and écriture.
The first two “sont le produit naturel du Temps et de la personne biologique”
(Barthes, 1972, pl14), they are therefore ‘blind forces’ beyond the choice of
an individual writer. Ecriture, on the other hand, represents “la morale de la
forme” (Barthes, 1972, pl5), it is the result of a choice, of the writer’s
reflection on the nature of language. In this early definition, écriture retains
traces of Sartre’s engagement: “1’écriture est un acte de solidarité historique
[...], elle est le rapport entre la création et la société” (Barthes, 1972, p14).
This aspect of écriture, while not retracted, is soon abandoned in favour of a

more radical proposition: “I’écriture n’est nullement un instrument de
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communication” (Barthes, 1972, p18). This results in the proposal of the
degré zéro of the title (itself partly an historical phenomenon), the écriture
blanche of Camus and Blanchot which represents the dissolution of the
bourgeois conscience and which is an attempt to “dépasser la Littérature”
(Barthes, 1972, p56). The ensuing absence of style and division between
language and communication (the world) is evidence of the unsettling nature
of this concept, of its radical difference from littérature. Barthes’s écriture is
explored further throughout the Essais critiques, these and Le degré zéro de
[’écriture presumably having been read by Perec by 1967.

A further development in the history of the term écriture occurred with
the work of Jacques Derrida, which began appearing from the mid- 1960s
onwards (as examples, see 1965’s ‘La parole soufflée’ or 1966’s ‘Freud et la
scene de I’écriture’ (both initially published in 7e/ Quel, and reprinted in ED,
pp253-292 & 293-340) or De la grammatologie, the first version of which
appeared in Critique, Winter 1965-Spring 1966). Derrida’s concept of
écriture (or archi-écriture) in which writing is expanded to become the non-
originary origin of the world, deconstructing the Western metaphysics of
presence and, through his claim that every signifier refers always to another
signifier, never a signified, bearing the differential trace which differs/defers
it from itself as well as from the other, ‘producing’ the notion of il n'y a que
du texte. This became almost instantly (in)famous and, while Perec does not
refer specifically (that is, by name) to Derrida until several years later, there
is evidence in some of his comments in the 1967 texts that he had read
Derrida, or was at least familiar with the contemporary debate surrounding

L)
him.

52 Although Perec only refers to Derrida by name once in his work, and then only in a text
dated March 1972, the passage in which he is referred to is not insignificant: “En me
penchant par cette fenétre, je vois tout un lot de livres présentés de telle sorte qu’ils ont I’air
de ne former qu’un seul ouvrage emboité dans un cartonnage dont le dos porte une large
tache noire. Les livres forment un ensemble qui me donne I’impression d’étre homogene. Le
théme central en serait une école contemporaine au nom médiéval - le Gay Sgavoir ou la
Sainte Sapience - et le nom est calligraghié trés soigneusement au crayon noir. On retrouve,
péle-méle, dans cet ensemble de gros ouvrages de Derrida [...] et il me semble que ce sont
précisément ces livres que je cherche depuis si longtemps. Le prix demandé par le libraire est
extrémement modique, compte tenu de la valeur et de la rareté des ouvrages™ (BO, dream no.
112, ‘Les Livres’). Aside from demonstrating Perec’s admiration for Derrida (the va/eur and
the rareté referring as much to the intrinsic value of the writing as of the tomes), the dream
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The above, then, constitutes a very brief summary of the history of the
term écriture, in the work of two of the intellectual ‘stars’ of the time. We
must now examine Perec’s appropriation of it. Again, it is not our contention
that he adds anything particularly new to the topic (as he equally did not to
Marxist criticism, or to criticism of Sartre and Robbe-Grillet), rather it is
simply a question of showing that his intellectual allegiances have radically
changed by this date.

At their most basic level, these two texts represent Perec reflecting on
his career to date: in ‘Pouvoirs et limites du romancier frangais
contemporain’ he provides two significant alternative (significantly
alternative) titles: “Comment je suis devenu écrivain apres avoir été
romancier” and/or “Comment je suis passé du roman a I"écriture™. ™ They
also represent a new optimism for the future of French letters, despite the fact
that this “ouverture” (repeated three times in ‘Pouvoirs et limites du
romancier frangais contemporain’; see also his aim to “esquisser une
structure ouverte de I’ceuvre littéraire”(EMM, p9)) is not in the direction of
Social Realism (“une nouvelle image de la littérature frangaise, du roman
francais contemporain [...] qui est tout a fait différente de ce que I’on a
connu jusqu’a il y a [...] quatre, cinq ans’’ — that is to say he implies a rupture
in French literature in general immediately after the period during which the
Partisans articles were written, the implication being that Perec himself is
subject to this broader epistemological shift (PLRF, p32)), but represents

rather the irruption of /e discontinu into literature: “Les modeles du

logic of the text also reflects Derridean theory to an extent: the indivisibility of the Book is
problematised in favour of the text or trace as the book covers merge into one another.

The only other clear reference to Derrida occurs two years later in Especes d’espaces:
“Je suscite des blancs, des espaces (sauts dans le sens: discontinuités, passages, transitions)”
(EE, p19, author’s emphasis). This sentence is accompanied by an *“‘J’écris dans la marge”,
which actually appears as an annotation, in the margin of the text, echoing both the title of
Derrida’s Marges de la philosophie and the typographical layout of the essay ‘Tympan’
which opens that book.

Despite the rarity of the references, we can nonetheless discern an openness to
Derrida’s freeplay, which is not irrelevant to Perec’s own conception of the ludic (a certain
“pouvoir de liberté et de jeu” (EMM, pl0)) as practised in his fiction. We will return to this
throughout Section Three below.

% PLRF, p32. Or in other words: “A 1'époque ot j’ai commencé a écrire [...] il n’y avait pas
d’écriture. Le probléeme de I'écriture ne se posait pas. Le probléme qui se posait était un
probleme de contenu, un probléeme idéologique” (PLRF, p32).
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discontinu multiplient les pouvoirs de I’écriture” (EMM, p9). This new
Barthesian fragmentation is also to be found, according to Perec, in the wo<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>