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Abstract

The focus of this thesis i s  a comparison of spatial representation in a 

selection of francophone n o v e ls  o f the late nineteenth and late twentieth  

centuries w ith particular em p h asis on the representation of spaces considered  

to have such special significance in Western culture that thev can be called 

"mythic spaces." In general th ese are spaces w hich  are considered to stand in 

oppostion to the social space o f  lived experience. A lthough  the novels of both  

periods share a sense of fin de siecle pessim ism , the thesis show s how the 

representation of these spaces, the island, the desert, America, Jerusalem and  

the natural world, is influenced, by the sense of tim e and space current in the 

particular era in w hich the n o v e ls  were w ritten. The late nineteenth century  

novels o f Jules Verne and Pierre Loti express a sen se  of shrinking space w hich  

is the result of the age of Im perialism . Those w ritten in the late twentieth- 

century, including novels by M ichel Tournier, Jacques Poulin, J.M.G Le C lezio  

and Yves Berger, are influenced by the globalization of society and the 

hegem ony of W estern cu lture. W hereas the novels o f the nineteenth century  

concentrate on geographically locatable space, those of the twentieth portray 

the same places as spaces o f th e imagination created b y  language. The thesis 

speculates on the im plications regarding the status o f m yth in Western 

culture suggested  by this transition from the representation of space as 

geographical to the recognition of space as textual area.

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



University of Alberta

Faculty of Graduate Studies and Research

The undersigned certify that they have read, and recommend to the Faculty of 
Graduate Studies and Research for acceptance, a thesis entitled Mythic Space 
in the Western World. A study of spatial representation in French novels of the 
fin(s) de sidcle submitted by Audrey O'Brien in partial fulfilment of the requirements 
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in French lanauaae. literatures and linauistics.

Dr P Demers

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



DEDICATION

For James.

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I w ould like to express mv sincere thanks to the follow ing people: 
co-supervisors Dr Don Bruce and Dr Paul Dube for their guidance, 
and encouragem ent throughout this project, Dr Lynn Penrod for the 
many helpful suggestions and corrections, Dr Anthony Purdy for 
providing part o f the initial inspiration for the project, and Dr Robert 
W ilcocks for his thoughtful appraisal o f it.
I w ish  also to thank my family and friends, Renate Peters, Anna Street, 
and Marianne Krajicek w hose kindness and encouragem ent 
w ere of great assistance in the com pletion of this project.

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



CONTENTS

Page.

Introduction.......................................................................................................................1

Chapter 1. Island Utopias and D ystop ias.............................................................18

Chapter 2. The Desert and the Q uest for the H oly Land..................................71

Chapter 3. M etam orphoses o f the American Dream ........................................ 129

Chapter 4. The Natural Paradise...............................................................................180

Conclusion.........................................................................................................................207

Bibliography..................................................................................................................... 210

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



1
Introduction.

The m ain  focus of this study is the representation in contemporary 

francophone literature of "mythic spaces", that is to say those spaces which in  

western im agination  are imbued w ith such  historical, cultural and spiritual 

significance that each of them, the island, the desert, Jerusalem, America, the 

garden, m ight be said  to constitute the object o f a discourse in itself. H ow ever, 

in order to estab lish  a point of reference, a w a y  of seeing how  these  

representations are typical of our era and how  they compare to those of other 

times, the representation of these sam e spaces in novels of the late 

nineteenth century w ill also be exam ined, i Since these "mythic spaces" have 

been represented in w estern literature for m any centuries, it m ight be argued  

that the choice of tw o such distinct eras is quite arbitrary and that therefore 

no valid  com parison  m ay be reasonably draw n between them. There does  

exist, how ever, a relationship betw een  the tw o periods which m akes such  

com parison both  interesting and w orth w h ile . A s the twentieth century ends  

and a new  m illen iu m  begins, it seem s natural to reflect upon the ending of 

the previous century w hen the term "fin de siecle" came into being. Eugen  

Weber poin ts to the many sim ilarities b etw een  nineteenth century "fin de 

siecle" French society  and our ow n  era, noting that the two periods have in 

common a sen se  o f social malaise am idst grow ing prosperity resulting in a 

"discrepancy b etw een  material progress and spiritual dejection.... so  much 

w as going right ev en  in France, as the nineteenth century ended; so much

1 The novels I have chosen as representative of the preoccupation with mythic space are: Le 
Ddsert and Jerusalem by Pierre Loti, L7le mysterieuse, L7le a helice, Les cinq cents millions de la 
Begum and Le testament d'un excentrlque by Jules Veme, Vendredi ou leslimbesdu Pacifique 
by Michei Toumier, Ddsert and L’Etoile errante by J.M.G Le CI§zio, Le fou d'Amdrique, Les matins 
du nouveau monde, Immobile dans le courant du fieuve and Le monde aprds la pluie by Yves 
Berger and Les Grandes Mardesand Volkswagen Blues by Jacques Poulin. All these authors, 
whether European or North American, participate in the cultural mythology of the West and all can 
be seen as “myth seekers.”
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2
w as being said to m ake one think that all was going wrong." 2 Weber 

mentions the apprehension felt in the late nineteenth centurv about 

"pollution, crow ding, noise, nerves and drugs; threats to the environment, to 

peace, to security...., the noxious effects of press, publicity and advertising, the 

decline of public and private standards" (5-6) all of which, allow ing for 

changes in term inology, are present day preoccupations. Concerns about 

decadence and degeneration are common to both eras.

The two eras can be compared not only from the perspective of fin de 

siecle thinking, but from  that of modernity versus postm odernity as w ell. For 

most social critics and historians, a reflection on postm odernity cannot occur 

w ithout establishing its  relationship to modernity. Accordingly^ w e shall refer, 

throughout the chapters which follow, to w orks by David Harvey, Krishan 

Kumar, Fredric Jam eson and Jean Baudrillard in an attempt to establish the 

connotations of the terms modernity and postm odernity, even though an 

exact definition rem ains elusive. Yet despite the lack of a precise definition, it 

is possible to see in the novels which w ill be the object of this study how  

spatial representation in  literature is related to other cultural and social 

phenomena of the tw o eras in question. This study w ill examine how  the 

representation o f particular spaces is linked to the thinking of an era.3 Is 

postmodernity, as D ick H ebdige would have it, " modernity w ithout the 

hopes and dreams w hich  made modernity bearable"?4

2 Eugen Weber, France, Fin de siecle (Harvard UP, 1986) 2.
3 This expression is problematic in the case of postmodernism. Fredric Jameson se e s  
postmodern theory as “the effort to take the temperature of the age without instruments and in a 
situation in which we are not even sure there is so coherent a thing as an “age”, or Zeitgeist or 
“system" or “current situation” any longer."
Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism orthe Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke UP, 
1991) xi.
4 D.Hebdige, Hiding in the Light: On Images and Things (London and New York: Routledge, 
1988) 195.
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3
The w orks under consideration here have been chosen because of the 

particular spatial representations contained in them. The se lectio n  of novels 

by Pierre Loti, Jules Verne, Michel Tournier, J.M.G Le C lezio, Yves Berger and 

Jacques Poulin, which w e shall exam ine in detail, all portray sp a ces  which are 

significant in w estern cultural m ythology. The existence o f th ese  mythic 

spaces in the novels of the late nineteenth century, an era o f m aterialism  and 

faith in scientific progress, and those o f our ow n tim e, an era seem ingly  

preoccupied w ith  technological and econom ic concerns, in d ica te  that myth  

continues to p lay  a role in m aterialistic cultures. For Fredric J~ameson one of 

the characteristics of the postmodern era is in fact its sense o f lo s s , its nostalgia  

for myth: "W hat is mourned for is the memory o f deep  m em ory; w hat is  

enacted is  a nostalgia for nostalgia, for grand, older, extinct q u estion s of origin  

and te lo s /y5 C ould it be that m yth disappeared from our cultujre as the role of 

religion and o f  the "grand narratives" declined in im portance-? D oes its 

continued representation reflect that nostalgia of w h ich  Jam eson  speaks? Or 

does m yth persist only in fragmented form, in artifacts (d ream  catchers and 

the like) so ld  in  thousands to tourists or in  various books and guides to N ew  

Age spirituality? Is m yth along w ith  the rest of contem porary life trapped in 

the realm of the virtual? These are questions considered by rr*any writers of 

the late tw entieth  century.

Before continuing, it is important to establish first of alL just w hat w e  

mean by  the vagu e term "myth." Ety m o logically m yth is a stony. In the many 

cultures o f the w orld  there are m yths (or stories) w h ich  explailn natural 

phenomena. Thus m yth is traditionally associated w ith  natur«. Ancient 

myths relate m an's origin, his place in the world and his relationsh ip  to the

5 Jameson 156.
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4
rest of creation.& As hum ans have progressively distanced themselves from  

the natural world, one w ou ld  expect to find, in  w hat is called the post­

industrial or postm odern society, that the im portance o f  myth has 

dim inished: "Postm odernism  is what you  have w h en  the m odernization  

process is com plete and nature is gone for good." 7 Nature is not, of course, 

"gone for good", rather our perception o f w h at constitutes "nature" has 

changed. Certainly the desire for som e kind o f relationship w ith  it persists 

and finds expression in art and literature.

Myth is not confined exclusively to the realm  of nature. There exist 

urban m yths as w ell and, as Roland Barthes has show n, French bourgeois 

society has its ow n collection o f m yths. For Barthes, "le m ythe est une 

parole." 8 This means that anything w hich can be talked about is subject to 

mythification, the process by  w hich  a concept is  perceived as "natural" rather 

than historical and therefore no longer open to question. For Barthes m yth  

(in its French bourgeois m anifestation) is a negative, anti-revolutionary force: 

"Car la fin m eme des m ythes, c'est d'im m obiliser le monde." 9 Although the 

desire to im m obilize the w orld  is expressed in m any of the novels we shall 

examine in this study, for the authors in question  m yth is a liberating force 

rather than a negative one. The m ythic spaces represent oppositional spaces 

and, as such, are indicative o f a desire to transcend, or at least to enrich, the 

materialistic living conditions of (post)m odernity.

The traditional sacred places of w estern culture ( such as islands,

6 A widely accepted definition of myth is that given by Mircea Eliade: “Le mythe raconte une 
histdre sacree; il relate un dvenement qui a eu lieu dans le temps primordial, le temps fabuleux 
d es commencements.” Pierre Brunei, dir., Dictionnaire des mytheslittSraires (Editions du Rocher,
1988) 8
7 Jameson ix.
8 Roland Barthes, Mythologies (Paris: Seuil, 1957) 193.
9 Barthes 243.
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5
deserts, gardens and holy cities) continue to be represented in contemporary 

writing. W hat I w ish  to exam ine here is the evolution of the representation  

of these m ythic spaces in order to see to what extent the representation of 

space reflects the ideology of an era, to w hat extent it expresses the sense o f  

being at a particular time and place. If, as David Harvey states, our sense of  

living in a postm odern era is linked to the w ay in which w e  perceive time 

and space, 1° it seem s logical to assum e that the representation of these 

categories in literature should  tell us som ething about the w ay humans relate 

to the world they inhabit.

There is  clearly a strong link betw een the spaces in question and the 

notion of utopia, w hich, as Krishan Kumar points out, is a W estern cultural 

phenomenon: "Although ideas such  as Golden Age, Paradise, the Land o f  

Cockaygne and the M illennium  are to be found in many cultures, only in the 

W est do w e find utopia and a utopian  tradition. Utopia, in short, has 

temporal and spatial as w ell as conceptual boundaries." u  Utopias (like 

m ythic spaces) are by nature static, since they represent an ideal w hich cannot 

be im proved upon. H ow ever the concept of utopia is far from static.

Northrop Frye in his essay, "Varieties of Literary Utopias", show s how the 

concept of utopia changes according to social conditions at different periods in  

history. Frye notes that "The great classical utopias derived their form from  

city states, exactly locatable in space," whereas in our age of globalization  

utopias "are thought of as w orld  states , taking up all the available space." H e

10 “While simultaneity in the shifting dimensions of time and space is no proof of necessary or 
causal connection, strong a priori grounds can be adduced for the proposition that there is som e  
kind of necessary relation between the rise of postmodernist cultural forms, the emergence of 
more flexible modes of capital accumulation, and a new round of ‘time-space compression' in the 
organization of capitalism.” David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodemity (Oxford: Blackwell,
1989) vii.
11 Krishan Kumar, Utopianism (Minneapolis: U Minnesota Press, 1991) 33.
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6
adds "N ew  utopias w ould have to derive their form from the shifting and

dissolving m ovem ent of society ."12

What Frye says of utopia is also applicable to the "mythic spaces"

with which this study concerns itself. It was thought for m any centuries, for

instance, that the Garden of Eden, w as "exactly locatable in space."I3 There

has not alw ays been such a firm distinction drawn between "mythic" and

"real" space as in our ow n  era. As more and more territories w ere drawn into

the w eb of colonizing nations, less space was available to excite the

imagination of explorers and writers. By the late nineteenth century the

consolidation of colonial territories by great European pow ers had brought

about a sense o f globalization, of shrinking space. The age of exploration w as

apparently over and the w hole world had been discovered, m apped and made

available for exploitation. Stephen Kern discusses the perception of

hom ogenization in time and space w hich occurred towards the end of the

nineteenth century. The introduction of standard time w as one significant

factor in the hom ogenizing process.14 Another w as the com pletion  of the

colonizing m ovem ent by W estern powers:

Western historians began to ponder the concept of 
"empty space" as their nations discovered that none 
was left. In America the census of 1890 declared that 
the frontier w as closed, and by the end of the century  
the dom inant world powers had finished taking the 
vast "open" spaces of Africa and A sia .1 5

The loss of new  frontiers in the real world did not dim inish the desire to

12 Northrop Frve, “Varieties of Literary Utopias”, The Stubborn Structure (London: Methuen, 
1970) 133-4.
13 Indeed Columbus believed he had located Paradise in the New World. “Pour Colomb lui-m&me 
dans se s  Merits, le Nouveau Monde est la Jerusalem c6leste ou le Paradis terrestre enfin 
reconquis.” Dictionnaire des mythes 409.
14 Stephen Kem, The Culture of Time and Space (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1983) 11.
15 Kem 164.
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7
experience the new and unknown. Exoticist w ritings are, as Chris Bongie 

dem onstrates, a reaction against the hom ogenization o f the world w hich  w as  

the result o f  m odernization. 16 What is expressed in the later w ritings of 

Verne and Loti is the im possib ility  of fulfilling the exoticist desire for an 

"elsewhere":

The in itial optim ism  of the exoticist project g ives  
w ay, in the last decades of the century, to a pessim istic 
vision  in w hich  the exotic com es to seem  less a space 
of p ossib ility  than one of im possibility’. This critical 
transform ation of the exotic im aginary, w hich w e begin  
to see at w ork  in writers like Verne and Loti, is coterm inous 
w7ith the phase of acute geopolitical expansion  initiated 
by the European nation-states during the last decades of 
the n ineteenth century and com m only referred to as the 
N ew  Im perialism . 17

In spite of the doubts cast upon the existence of an exotic "elsewhere"  

som ew here in  the w orld , the novels of Verne and Loti still g ive a sen se  of  

"real" space, that is to say  that Loti's desert and Verne's islands and ideal 

com m unities are, like the great classical utopias, "exactly locatable in space."  

They exist w ith in  the m odern industrialized w orld  b ut form an enclave of 

oppositional space, function ing much like the variou s American u topian  

com m unities w hich  form ed in the nineteenth century, such as New7 

Harm ony , Brook Farm  or the socialist com m unity o f Kaw7eah in  

C alifornia.is In the n ovels  it is this oppositional q uality  which g ives va lu e to 

mythic space and tim e, for m ythic time exists beyond history and m ythic

16 Chris Bongie, Exotic Memories. Literature. Colonialism, and the Fin de Siecle (Stanford UP, 
1991).
V  Bongie 1 7 - 18 .
18 There is a vast amount of writing on the subject of utopia. Since the topic is too extensive to be 
dealt with here I have referred to a small selection of works on utopia for the purpose of this 
study.Two books by Krishan Kumar, Utopia and anti-utopia in modem times and Utopianism 
present a detailed study of utopian thinking. Ivan Doig’s  Utopian America: Dreams and Realities 
provides an interesting account of a variety of American utopian communities.
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8
space provides a haven from the v icissitu d es of everyday life. Like their real 

life counterparts these nineteenth century literary utopias prove to be 

unsustainable: Verne's mysterious island sinks beneath the waves and Loti's 

quest for Jerusalem  w ill be an im m ense d isillusionm ent.

It seem s possible to see in all these novels the desire for utopia or for a 

mythic state o f harmony which coexists w ith  the notion of its im possibility. 

The modern scientific, industrial w orld  is very present in the novels of 

Verne, as the colonized  world is in Loti's novels. The spatial representations 

in their w orks su g g est a desire for evasion. The notion of desire w ou ld  seem  

to be w hat m ost strongly links mythic space and utopia. Ruth Levitas in The 

Concept of Utopia points out that "Utopia is the expression of the desire for a 

better w ay of being," adding that a lthough the defin ition of utopia according 

to form, function and content changes over time, "whatever w e think of 

particular utopias, w e learn a lot about the experience o f living under any set 

of conditions by  reflecting upon the desires w hich  those conditions generate 

and yet leave unfulfilled. For that is the space w hich  utopia occupies." 19

These late nineteenth-century novels are influenced by the ideologies  

of the era in w hich  they were written. C olonialism , belief in scientific 

progress and exoticism  are the currents w h ich  help  form the spatial 

representations. Verne's island in L'tle mysterieuse  is a utopian com m unity  

built by the scientific achievements of its inhabitants, destroyed by the powers 

of nature and reconstructed in Iowa. L'tle a helice is a technological utopia 

which founders because human moral developm ent lags behind its scientific 

knowledge. Loti's Desert and Jerusalem ,  in spite o f portraying a spiritual 

quest, resem ble in many w ays the earlier exotic novels in w hich fin de siecle

19 Ruth Levitas, The Concept of Utopia (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse UP, 1990) 8.
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9
ennui drives the author/ narrator to seek out faraway places and new  

experiences in a modern w orld  which is devoid  of interest. Thus w e see the 

late nineteenth-century preoccupation ivith scientific progress, colonization, 

and reaction against these, shaping the literary representation of spaces  

w'hich have for centuries held an im portant place in W estern im agination.

Sim ilarly the latter decades of the tw entieth century have g iv en  a 

different form  to these spaces, reflecting a different set of preoccupations. Frye 

m entions the ''shifting and d isso lv in g  m ovem ent of society that is  gradually  

replacing the fixed locations o f life". David H arvey characterizes our ow n  era 

as one in  w h ich  w e  have becom e an  individualistic society o f transients w ith  

a nostalgia for com m on v a lu es.20 Transience is certainly a condition  of our 

existence. W e live increasingly in an age of impermanence, o f nom adism .

The tw entieth  century has seen  a vast increase in  the number of refugees due  

to large scale human conflict. In W estern, post-industrial society, m ovem ent 

has becom e commonplace as there has been a shift to temporary w7ork. This 

transience finds expression in  m any novels of our era (including those to be 

studied here) in which characters tend not to be rooted in a society or a 

com m unity but wander the globe. It w ould  seem  that the notion o f quest, a 

feature of earlier novels and of m yth itself has been replaced by perpetual 

m otion.

W e are not merely transient, according to Harvey, but individualistic  

as well. A lon g  w ith  the rise of hum anism  and capitalism , a sense of 

ind ividualism  has accom panied the destiny of m odern man ever since the 

Renaissance. This phenom enon has reached extrem e proportions in the 

twentieth century. This is reflected in  the novel. Krishan Kumar attributes

20 Harvey 288.
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the decline in tw entieth century literary utopias to a change in the novel:

The great panoramic social novel of the nineteenth  
century, the ''realist'' novel of Balzac, Dickens and T olstoy  
w hich aim ed to encom pass the w h ole  of society w ith in  its 
covers is no more. The novel has retreated to private w orlds. 
Like contemporary science fiction, it is more interested  in  
the ''inner space'' of the mind and in the em otions than in 
the outer world of society and politics. Psychology or even  
psychoanalysis, not sociology, is the master passion. 21

The fact that w e live in a "psychological” age has transformed the w a v  w e  

relate to the myths o f Western culture. By "psychological" I refer to our 

extreme preoccupation w ith the individual.22 The mythic spaces are, in the 

novels of Tournier, Le Clezio, Berger and Poulin chosen for this s tu d y , just as 

much spaces of the m ind as of the outside w orld . Characters seek not a 

utopian com m unity or ideal space in the w orld  itself (and if they do, 

disillusionm ent a lw ays results) but rather a m ental harmony, a sen se  of 

meaning and a reconciliation betw een their o w n  consciousness and  the world  

they inhabit. The characters in all these novels are solitary, su ffering from  

alienation to the extent that they som etim es doubt their ow n  existence. They 

are also, in relation to the space they inhabit, evanescent. W hereas, in  the 

novels of Verne and Loti characters have a firm sense of their o w n  being and 

order their space by their gaze, in the tw entieth century novels the characters 

have little substance, particularly Le C lezio's desert nomads, w ho often  appear 

as shimmering apparitions. This has doubtless much to do w ith  the fact that 

life in our times is perm eated w ith  the flickering images of cinem a and  

television. Identity has been replaced by a preoccupation w ith  im age as the 

media assum e an im portant role in social life. We have seen also great

21 Kumar, Utopia and anti-utopia 421 -422.
22 The sense of isolation which accompanies extreme individualism is one of the them es of Jean 
Baudriilard’s  L'illusion de la tin (Paris: Galilee, 1992).
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changes in the perception o f hum an identity as the very notion of a fixed  

identity  has been challenged, w ith  the result that humans are not on ly  less 

sure o f their place in the w orld , but have come to doubt their very existence, 

just as they have come to b elieve in the im possib ility  of representing the real 

w orld  in a literary text. 23 The greatest challenge o f all to our sense o f identity  

and place in the world com es surely  from the rapid increase in the use of  

com puter technology, w hich  has created a new (virtual) space and n ew  form  

of Im perialism . "M&re perdue sur le World W ide Web", a chapter heading in 

R egine R obin's L'immense fatigue des pierres24 expresses the danger w hich  

lurks in cyberspace: here identity  has no m eaning, for identities or 

personalities can be formed, m odified  or totally changed at w ill in a w orld  

d evo id  of corporeal existence.

A nother major change in  our era has taken place in the relationship  

b etw een  hum ans and the natural w orld . N o longer is it a question o f man 

d om inating  nature or even  o f carving out for h im self a small space in  the 

natural w orld , but rather a q uestion  of human b eings m aking a desperate  

attem pt to salvage w hat little nature is left. This sen se  that nature has been  

sw ep t aw ay  from beneath our feet accentuates the notions of im perm anence  

and transience which find exp ression  in the novel. Baudrillard states that our 

preoccupation w ith ecology is  born o f the fact that there is no nature left. We

23 The problematic of language can be seen  as a continuation of the crisis of representation 
which cam e about in the mid nineteenth-century as a result of political,economic and social 
changes. David Harvey stresses the relationship between the internationalism of money power 
resulting in the unification of European space, political upheaval and cultural representations: “All 
of these shifts created a crisis of representation. Neither literature nor art could avoid the question 
of internationalism, synchrony, insecure temporality, and the tension within the dominant 
measure of value between the financial system and its monetary or commodity base."
Harvey makes reference to Barthes' affirmation that “classical writing disintegrated, and the whole 
of literature, from Flaubert to the present day, became the problematics of language.”
The Condition of Postmodemity 262-263.
24 R6gine Robin, L’immense fatigue des pierres ( Montreal: XYZ, 1996).
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enact legislation, whether it be to protect human rights or those of the natural 

world, only w h en  these have vanished from existence.25

We need to return now' to the notion of myth w hich is the focus of this 

study. W hat role does myth, and more specifically "mythic space", hold in the 

latter decades of the twentieth century? If the island, the desert, Jerusalem, 

America, the garden, the promised land continue to be represented in the 

literature of our era, it must be because they still hold a special place in our 

imagination. I w ill argue that these spaces still function as spaces of 

opposition as they did in the nineteenth century, but that their role has 

altered in that they now  represent a w ay of recuperating w h at w e  feel has 

been lost from  the world, mainly a sense of harmony w ith  nature, a sense of 

the meaning o f life (which it was alw ays the purpose of m yth to explain), a 

sense of our o w n  identity. We accept the fact that there is no return to the 

garden, no real space left in which to create a utopian com m unity  

(particularly since the dem ise of the master narratives of socialism  and 

communism), but our desire for these spaces remains. M ythic space can still 

be created in the imagination and as text where it exists as an "elsewhere" 

apart from the w orld o f rampant consum erism  in which hum an beings exist 

as image. The novels o f Berger, Le Clezio, Tournier and Poulin  echo the 

preoccupations of the critics of consumer society such as Jean Baudrillard and  

G uy Debord. W e see an evolution in thought from the novels o f the 1960s 

and 1970s, w h ich  are influenced by the critique of consumer society and the 

rapidly increasing m ove from the "soci^te du spectacle", to the world of 

virtual reality or the hyperreal, in which, as Baudrillard tells us, a centrifugal 

force casts us further and further adrift from reality, from m eaning. 26 M yth

25 These notions are explored in L'illusion dela fin.
26 Baudrillard, L'illusion 12.

Reproduced w ith permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



13
may be the last straw at which to grasp.

The notion of recuperation, of sa lvaging fragments, occurs in most of 

the novels in question here. M ythic space occurs in fragmentary form and the 

search for it is more a mental process than a physical quest. W hat these late 

twentieth-century novels express is that post-industrial, consum er society' is 

inescapable since the process of globalization is now  com plete. It is no longer 

possible to enter a mythic space or time existing outside of this society, but it is 

possible, through imagination and w riting, to enrich the sou lless world of 

high technology w ith  a dose of spirituality. This attem pt at rem ythification  

can be seen as a late twentieth-century m anifestation of exoticism . In several 

of the novels w e  shall examine, this rem ythification is brought about by the 

rehabilitation of colonized people and places. 27 Tournier's Vendredi 

(Vendredi ou les limbes du Pacifique), Le Clezio's Lalla (D esert) and the 

numerous A m erindians w ho appear in the novels o f Yves Berger in spite of, 

or maybe because o f their m arginalization from the W estern w orld, have the 

power to bring to it a sense of the m ystery of the natural w orld  and a sense of 

a time and space existing outside history and m odern life. The reforging of 

links to the natural world and access to m ythic time and space is also a means 

of achieving a sense of personal identity.

A s w e look at the literary representations of five m ythic spaces, w e  

shall see how' they have become internalised over the course o f a century and 

how' they echo the preoccupations o f the society and time in w hich  they w'ere 

written. The m ain focus w'ill be on  spatial representation, but other themes 

closely linked to this w ill also be explored: time, the quest for identity and 

language itself.

27 Since the novelists in question, with the exception of Jacques Poulin, are European (and all 
are white males!) one might see this as yet another form of Western appropriation. -
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In the first chapter, w hich deals w ith  the mythic space of the island, w e  

shall consider four novels - two by Jules Verne, L"ile mysterieuse and L"ile a 

helice, one by M ichel Tournier, Vendredi ou les limbes du Pacifique and one  

by Jacques Poulin, Les grandes marees. L'ile mysterieuse portrays an island  

utopia created by hum an mastery over nature, and L'ile a helice presents a 

scientific utopia w hich  is  destroyed by the failings of human nature. Both 

these islands are represented as defined spaces, geographically locatable. The 

island in M ichel Tournier's Vendredi seem s far less "real" and is at first 

representative of hum an isolation and later, after the w hole capitalist w orld  

w hich Robinson has set up there is (literally) exploded, the island space 

becom es inextricably intertw ined w ith  R obinson's sense of being. A lthough  

the island in Jacques P oulin 's Grandes Marees  is a real space, linked to the 

m odern w orld, it also functions far more as a  sym bolic space of consciousness, 

where the m ain character struggles to find  a definitive translation of w ords  

and of his life.

Chapter Tw o deals w ith  the desert and the quest for Jerusalem. I have  

placed these tw o spaces together because they are linked in the works of Loti, 

since Le desert and Jerusalem  form the first tw o volum es in the trilogy  

describing Loti's spiritual quest. The sam e spaces provide the framework of Le 

Clezio's Desert and L'etoile errante. Loti, the traveller, is seeking out the last 

remnants of spirituality in a secular, dem yth ified  w orld. The reader of these  

"rdcits de voyage" is left w ith  an im pression  of landscapes frozen in time and  

space. 2S Le C lezio's w riting, on the other hand, strives to bring to life spaces

28 Chris Bongie se e s  this writing technique of Loti’s  a s  a response to the failure of the exoticist 
project: “What begins to emerge ....as a compensation forthe impossibility of disengaging the 
subject of exoticism from its colonial mire is what we might call a “travelogic” approach to the world - 
a fixation upon the merely picturesque and incidental that neglects, without contesting, its own 
attachment to the (hi)story of colonialism." (104).
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which have lost their spiritual sign ificance in the postmodern w orld. They  

are portrayed less as real space than as facets of human consciousness and as 

language. W hereas the city of Jerusalem  itself has been defeated by m odernity, 

the evocation of Jerusalem still has the pow er to lend hope to hum an beings 

in the m ost desperate of situations.

The them e of Chapter Three is the representation of America as the 

prom ised land. America has lon g  been  considered the promised land in a 

physical sense, at least since C olum bus proclaimed he had located Eden there. 

In the European imagination, A m erica has for centuries offered the prom ise  

of a new  beginning, a w ide open space w here society m ight start afresh, 

having rid itself of old world corruption. It has often been seen as the future 

of Europe. The European attitude tow ards Am erica has long been a m ixture 

of adm iration (for America's dem ocratic institutions e s p e c ia l ly 29 ) and  

hostility tow ards its materialism, p h ilistin ism  and its tendency tow ards global 

dom ination. In tw o novels of Y ves Berger, Le Fou d'Amerique and Les 

matins du nouveau monde, the m y th  of Am erica is resurrected as the author 

attem pts to rewrite history in the hope of averting the destruction of the 

Am erindian cultures and his o w n  inevitable dem ise by stopping the course of 

time itself. This hopeless quest is sim ilar in som e w ays to that of the 

protagonists in Jacques Poulin's Volkswagen Blues w ho pursue fragm ents of 

the American dream  in a trip across the continent w hich is really a qu est for a 

sense of identity, a quest w hich can never be fulfilled. In all of the tw entieth- 

century novels w e  shall study, m yth ic  space and personal fulfilm ent are 

inextricably intertwined.

W ith the failure of A m erica (as dem onstrated m ost forcefully in the

29 As we see  in the writings of Tocqueville and Bourget.
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novels o f Berger) as m ythic space, the only recourse for the seekers of the 

prom ised land is a return to nature. Thus in chapter Four w e shall see how  

traditional reverence for the garden as lost paradise in Western literature 

becom es transformed from  an earthly paradise shaped by modern man in the 

nineteenth centurv into a desire for reintegration w ith nature in our ow n  era 

w hich  is marked by the ecology m ovement. W ith globalization com plete, 

w h at is left of the natural w orld  has become the equivalent of the garden. We 

m ight say  that the garden has increased in physical size as nature is perceived  

to have dim inished. For this reason w e attem pt to enclose and protect nature 

(for the benefit of future generations) in national parks and then, 

paradoxically, destroy it by  excess tourism. The later novels of Yves Berger, 

Immobile dans le courant du fleuveemd Le monde apres la plaie are largely  

concerned w ith  the sa lvag in g  of remnants o f the natural world in order to 

save the human from total disintegration, as w e ll as w ith a personal qu est for 

sa lvation . As in  the n ovels  concerning Am erica, Berger's nature novels 

reveal the same ob session  w ith  the passage of time.

In conclusion it  is im portant to consider the notion of the time and  

space o f postm odernity. W e shall examine h ow  the notions expressed by  

social critics such as Jean Baudrillard concerning the hyperreal, the eternal 

present of postm odernity and the end of history relate to the representation of  

tim e and space in the n ovels in question. There are certainly parallels to be 

d raw n betw een the expression  o f tim e/space in  the novels and Baudrillard's 

idea o f a  late twentieth-century society which has stepped out of history and is 

m oving  ceaselessly in space, a society trapped in  an eternal present w hich, 

because it cannot contem plate a future, entertains itself by recreating
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moments of the p a s t .3 0  There is indeed a sense in the n ovels  w e w ill study of 

postm odernity being "modernity w ith out the hopes and d ream s which made 

modernity bearable/'

30 See Baudrillard’s  L'illusiondela fin.
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Chapter 1.

Island Utopias and D ystop ias.

The topos o f the island in W estern literature can be seen as part o f a 

long cultural heritage, an archetypal sym bol present in the m ythologies  

w hich  have m ost in fluenced  Western culture. A s such, it can have positive  

or negative connotations. Northrop Frye sees the island as a neutral archetype 

w h ose significance changes according to context.* In both Greek and Celtic 

m ythology the island is associated w ith  paradise, realm of the b lessed  or 

hom e o f the gods, and this aspect has lived  on  in Western cultural tradition  

w ith  the result that the notion  of the island as spiritual centre or refuge has 

becom e alm ost a com m onplace in our literature and our thought: "La 

recherche de Tile deserte ou  de Tile inconnue ou  de Tile riche en surprises est  

un des themes fondam entaux de la litterature, des reves, des desirs." 2 In the 

Christian tradition as w ell, the island is a place of special significance. 

Throughout the ages grou p s of people have chosen islands as places of 

spiritual retreat. R elig ious com m unities such  as that on H oly Island off the 

Northum berland coast w ere able to flourish  for centuries undisturbed thanks 

to the seclusion of islan d  life. With the grow in g  secularisation of W estern  

society, the island continued  to hold its place in  the imagination as a space of  

retreat from everyday existence. The im age o f  the island paradise d evoid  of 

spiritual connotations continues to exist in  contemporary culture as travel 

agents throughout the W estern w orld ad vertise exotic island vacations as a

1 “It is of course only the general comic or tragic context that determines the interpretation of any 
symbol: this is obvious with relatively neutral archetypes like the island , which may be Prospero's 
island or Circe's." Northrop Frye, “ The Archetypes of Literature.” In Myth and Uterature ( Lincoln: 
U of Nebraska Press, 1966) 97.
2 Dictionnaire des symboles 419.
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m eans of escape from w ork and worry.

The island, however, in both reality and imagination, is an

am bivalent space having both positive and negative qualities. It can be

paradise, but also prison. It can be a place of retreat where one is free from

hostility, but also a place w here one is trapped w ith  nowhere to flee when an

enem y or natural disaster strikes. Thus the island becom es a place of tension.

This tension forms the base of island novels such  as Golding's Lord of the

Flies or J.G Ballard's Rushing to Paradise, novels in  which a potential

paradise degenerates into a realm of chaos and violence. In this respect the

island resembles the ship in that it is a m icrocosm , a small self-sufficient

w orld  w hich has the possib ility  of becoming a utopia, but which is also never

free from the possibility o f disaster. It w ould seem  that islanders and mariners

experience the fragility o f hum an existence more acutely than their

continental counterparts. Stories of island experiences w ould  seem  to have

m uch in common, fo llow in g  a narrative pattern w hich  corresponds to a form

of initiation rite for the protagonist. According to Michael Seidel:

[....] any island story, whether H om er's, Shakespeare's 
or Defoe's, bu ilds on a narrative pattern of separation, 
displacem ent, and resubstantiation so  important to W estern  
Literature. The appeal of island stories has alw ays to do 
w ith the reserves of individual resourcefulness under the 
most difficult circumstances. (37)

The space of the island is linked in Western im agination to the narratives 

w hich  have the quality of myth. 3

T h e space of the island has also established itself in language as a 

sym bol o f the human condition  as illustrated in the cliche "no man is an

3 In his excellent study of Crusoe figures Jean-Paul Eng6libert discusses the symbolism of the 
island and its association with the myth of creation: “LTIe d6serte, territoire vierge, bquivaut 
symboliquement k I’Eden: la solitude insulaire autorise d es scenarios de recreation des origines." 
La postdritd de Robinson Crusod. Un mythe littkraire de la modemitk (Geneve: Droz, 1997) 28- 
29.
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island." 4 Pascal a ls o  used the image of the desert island to express the sense of 

existential anguish  aoid human so litu d e brought about by m an's discovery of 

his place in the vastm ess of the u n i v e r s e . T h e  topos of the desert island is 

akin to the in d iv id u a l mind and undergoes the same tensions. Retreat into 

oneself brings the p ossib ility  of peace but one is always threatened both from 

w ithout and w ithin .

The p u b lica tion  of Defoe's Robinson Crusoe in 1719 w a s the beginning  

of a literary myth6 w h ic h  added a further dim ension to the topos of the 

desert island, that o f  the survival o f the shipw recked sailor, w h o  in his 

dreadful solitude to lls  to recreate the civ ilisation  from w hich  he has been 

separated. In W es term culture the figure o f Robinson Crusoe (epitom e of 

m odern man) cam e t o  sym bolise the trium ph o f the hum an sp ir it (or more 

accurately that o f W estern  "civilised" m an) over solitude and over w ild  

nature. Since the appearance of the first Robinson the character has continued  

to haunt W estern literature in m any different guises: there are female 

Robinsons, also ch ildren , solitary R obinsons and groups of the same.? As 

Michel Tournier very^ aptly expresses it, " Bien de tous les hom m es, Robinson 

est Tun des elem ents: constitutifs de Tame de l'homme occidental. "8 Tournier

4 These words were originally spoken by John Donne in a sermon. Donne. Meditation XVII
5 “En voyant I'aveuglement et la misere de l'homme, en regardant tout I’univers muet et l’homme 
sanslumiSre abandonn§ lui-meme, et comme egaredans ce recoin de I’univers sans savoirqui 
I'y a mis, ce qu'il y est venn faire, ce  qu'il deviendra en mourant, incapable de toute connaissance, 
j’entre en effroi comme urt homme qu'on aurait porte endormi dans une Tie ddserte et effroyable, 
et qui s'<§veillerait sans connaTtre et sans moyen d ’en sortir.” Pascal, Pensdes (Paris: Larousse, 
1987)198
6 “Le mythe Iitt6raire ... esri un r<§cit fermement structure, symboliquement surd6termin6, 
d ’inspiration m6taphysique (voire sacr6e) reprenant le syntagme de base d’un ou plusieurs textes 
fondateurs.” Engdlibert 13 .
7 There are many well known examples in European literature such as Wyss’s  Swiss Family 
Robinson (1812), Giraudoux's Suzanne etle  Pacifique (1921), Golding's Lord of the Flies (1954) 
and Coetzee’s  Foe (198&).
8 Michel Tournier, Le vent joarac/ef (Paris: Gallimard, 1977) 221.
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suggests that in W estern culture w e have interiorised the R obinson Crusoe

figure, seeing in his solitary struggle to survive by im posing order on the

chaos of nature an analogy w ith the life of modern man. The m ythic status of

the character is confirmed by the fact that Robinson is far better know n than

his author. Indeed it som etim es seem s forgotten that he is a fictional

character. Many stu d ies have been done on the figure of R obinson Crusoe in

W estern culture, w hich  w ould  tend to confirm  the importance of this

character in our im agination. Ian W att stresses the importance o f Defoe's

Crusoe as the first representation of homo econom icus in E nglish  literature. 9

In a more recent study, Robinson et Robinsonnades, M arie-H elene Cabrol-

W eber begins by asking the question:

Pourquoi le theme de Robinson et de la robinsonnade  
plait-il encore alors qu'on se rapproche du troisiem e  
milkmaire? ....Cette fascination est-elle due a un reve 
inaccessible ou chaque ind ividu  projette sa conception  
d'une v ie  et d'une societe ideales ou a un cauchem ar 
angoissant ou l'homme reconnait la solitude qui L'habite 
face a ses sem blables et face au mystere du m onde?l°

Cabrol-Weber sees a parallel between the experiences of D efoe's Crusoe and 

the rites of passage as described in other fictional texts and anthropological 

accounts. She notes that "Robinson renait e t  cette renaissance lu i permet de se 

transformer." n  The transformation of the central character is an important 

narrative feature in later adaptations of the Crusoe myth. It is possib le to see a 

relationship between the direction w hich this transformation takes and the 

time period in which the Crusoe story w as written. Jean-Paul Engelibert 

dem onstrates convincingly the influence o f culture and ideology on  the

9 Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel (London: Hogarth Press, 1987)
10 Marie-H6lene Cabrol-Weber, Robinson et Robinsonnade (Toulouse: EUS, 1993) 7.
11 Cabrol-Weber 21.
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representation of the Crusoe figure:

Si Robinson Crusoe m anifestait la foi de I'age 
classique e t des Lumieres en Ie sujet de la pensee, 
les robinsonnades de la secon d e moitie du XXe 
siecle signent la perte de confiance en un je dont 
1'identite dev ien t sujette au doute, dont la perm anence 
n'est p lus evidente, dont I'unite meme est problem atique. 12

It w o u ld  seem  that different generations of writers have used the 

Robinson C rusoe character to explore w h at it means to be hum an in a certain 

time and place: the various Robinsons reflect the preoccupations of the era 

and society  in w hich they w ere created or call into question the values of that 

society. T his is ev ident in the novels w h ich  w e  shall exam ine in  this chapter. 

The island  in Verne's L'tle mysterieuse (1874) is transformed, b y  the 

industriousness o f the five "shipwrecked" men and the application  of 

scientific principles, into a space resem bling a nineteenth century American 

utopic com m unity . Verne's later novel, L'tle a helice (1895), w ritten at a time 

w hen the author had begun  to doubt the value of unlim ited scientific  

progress, expresses the dangers inherent in  the creation of a technologically  

advanced island utopia. In Tournier's Vendredi ou les limbes du Pacifique 

(1967), w h ich  reflects the anti-m aterialist, anti-capitalist sentim ents of 

European and N orth Am erican protest m ovem ents of the 1960s, Crusoe's 

capitalist society is subverted b y  the actions of Vendredi and becom es a 

natural paradise. The protagonist of Jacques Poulin's Les Grandes Marees is 

very m uch  a postm odern Crusoe trying, unsuccessfully, to find meaning and 

happiness in consum er society.

In Robinson et Robinsonnades, th e  author explores the variations in 

representation of the R obinson character (from  the eighteenth to the

12 Eng6libert 239.
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twentieth century) by exam ining the different treatment of time, space, 

relationship to nature, activities undertaken and the place of religion. These 

categories (with the exception of the last) also provide a useful framework for 

the focus of this study , particularly those of time and space. We shall examine 

the form which the island and its inhabitants assum e in the different periods 

in question in order to see how it is that the mythic space of the island can 

function as both an oppositional space to the society which the protagonists 

have left and yet at the same time be a re-creation of that same society. We 

shall explore also possib le reasons for the continuing existence of this topos in 

both European and N orth American fiction up to the present time. 13 How  

does the mythic space of the island function in these novels? H ow  has our 

relationship to m yths evolved, as collective consciousness and sense of place 

in the hierarchy have been eroded by increasing em phasis on the individual? 

If w e assume, as Ian W att affirms, that the novel as such came into being 

when the ordinary individual became worthy o f attention, w e  assum e also a 

relationship betw een sense of being and a particular form of representation. 

The solid, recognisable individual of the realist novel has g iven  w ay to the 

evanescent, problem atic postmodern subject. But novels continue to deal 

w ith the ways in w h ich  this subject relates to the world im plying a particular 

perception of time and place. Points of reference, one of w hich is myth, are 

not abolished, but perceived in a different light. What Paul Socken suggests of 

Quebec literature applies equally to that of much contemporary European

13 Jean-Paul Engelibert d iscusses the persistance of the Crusoe myth in Western culture:
"Que devient la robinsonnade quand les conditions sociales, historiques, idSologiques de son 
Emergence et de son 6panouissement ontdisparu? II semble que les r66critures de Robinson 
Cruso6, depuis William Golding, manifestent l'impossibilit§ de poursuivre le mythe de Robinson et 
en meme temps celle de le d6passer. II semble qu'eiles reconnaissent l'impossibilit6 de perp6tuer 
un mythe littSraire dont le sen s auralt disparu de notre horizon de pens6e, mais que parall6lement 
elles signalent (’impossibility de s ’en d6faire.” 21

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



24
writing w hich has personalised  and in teriorised  former mythic m odels:

L'homme m oderne existe a u  n iveau  interieur 
et non cosm ique: les m vth es d o iven t done 
s'adresser a lui d'une fa<;on nouvelle  et personnelle.
C'est non seu lem ent la nature e t  la forme de la quete 
qui ont change mais aussi le  resultat. Toute solution, 
toute reponse ne seront q u e provisoires, hesitantes et 
in d iv id u elles. w

It is equally possible that if  m yths exist a t  all in contemporary society they do  

so only as cliches, em ptied  of their form er significance, just as hum an  

existence is increasingly turned in on itse lf  and aw ay from the natural 

environm ent which m yth s originally so u g h t  to interpret. Jean Baudrillard  

sees consumer society as b ein g  a myth u n to  itself. " Si la soci^te de 

consom m ation ne produit p lu s de m ythe, c'est qu'elle est a elle-m em e son  

propre mythe." 15 The denunciation of consum erism , then, becom es part of 

that myth. 16 The q u estion  arises as to w h y  traditional mythic form s continue  

to exist in the cultural production  of a so c ie ty  w hich  w ould  seem  to have  

m ade a break w ith  its original myths. If, a s  M ircea Eliade affirms: " Le m ythe 

raconte une histoire sacree: il relate un even em en t qui a eu lieu dans le 

tem ps primordial, le tem p s fabuleux d e s  com m encem ents"!7- how is it  that 

on the one hand w e refuse, in general, to accept the old myths (the sacred) as 

part of our lives as w e presum e pre-m odern peoples to have done, and y et  

continue to incorporate these m yths into art, literature and entertainm ent? Is 

it because of som e pow er intrinsic to the m yth s them selves or because they  

have become a part o f our language gam es? H ow  has our relationship to

14 Paul Socken, “Le mythe au Qu§bec a I’epoque moderne” in Mythes dans la littarature 
d ’expression frangaise. Metka Zupancic (ed).(Les Editions du Nordir, 1994) 56.
15 Jean Baudrillard, La socidtd de consommation (Paris: Denoel, 1970) 311.
16 Ibid. 316.
17 Mircea Eliade. Aspects du mythe. (Paris: Gallimard, 1963) 102.
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m yth changed? A possible answ er lies in a quotation em bedded in the text of

Poulin's Le Yieax Chagrin. The narrator is reading from a commentary bv

Paul H azard on The Thousand and One Nights in w hich  the author describes

the influence o f that book on western taste:

alors les sultanes, les visirs, les derviches, les 
medecins grecs, les esclaves noirs, rem placerent
la fee Carabosse et la fee Aurore [.......... ]
alors une m ode succeda a une autre: m ais ce qui 
ne changea pas, ce fut I'exigence humaine, qui veu t  
des contes apres des contes, des reves apres d es reves, 
eternellem ent. is

Perhaps our survival, like that of Scheherazade, depends on  our ability to 

keep on telling stories whether they be in the form of oral folk  tales or 

spectacular Disney versions. But what is specifically postm odern in the telling  

of tales and m yths in contem porary literature is the constant reminder that 

they are just tales. W riting focuses on the process of telling rather than on  

w hat is being told.

The Robinson Crusoe story has been told and retold many tim es 

since D efoe created the character in the early eighteenth century. 19 Crusoe, 

alone on  his island, has achieved the status of m ythic figure in Western 

literature. This figure, how ever, is not static. In the novels w hich we shall 

exam ine, the representation of the character and his relationship to the island  

space he inhabits are very  m uch a reflection of the sense o f time and space 

prevalent at the time o f w riting of the novel. If w e accept D avid  Harvey's 

prem ise that changes in cultural practices are linked to the w a y  in which w e  

experience time and space, the study of the representation of these two aspects 

in the n ovels in question here provides a useful analytical framew'ork for

18 Jacques Poulin, Le vieuxchagrin (Montreal: Lem6ac, 1989) 66.
19 To be more precise, of the many adventures of Robinson Crusoe which form the content of 
Defoe’s  novel, only the island episode has been the subject of numerous rewritings.
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interpreting the evolution  of both the island topos and the Robinson Crusoe 

myth. As Bakhtin has show n in his d evelop m ent of the notion o f  the 

chronotope, time and space are intrinsically linked. Actions are formed in a 

specific context and all contexts are shaped bv the kind of time and space that 

operate w ithin them. 20 The context of Verne's L'lle mysterieuse is that of an 

era of faith in scientific progress, but it is possib le to see other currents at 

work.

L'tle mi/sterieuse.

In this rew riting of the Crusoe story, five men in a balloon, escaping  

from captivity during the American C ivil War, find them selves cast onto an 

uninhabited island. Thus, like the original Robinson Crusoe, they are 

rem oved from historical time and social space to a place outside their normal 

sphere of reference. The beautiful island on  w hich  they land contains all the 

necessities of life (food, water, the m eans to bu ild  shelter) and has the 

potential to becom e a paradise. Rather than settling into a b lissfu l island  

existence, Verne's five Crusoes, like their fam ous predecessor, set about 

"colonizing" the island. They recreate the w h ole  of western civilization  in an 

astonishingly short tim e, bringing the island into the linear time o f  

modernity. H ow ever, in  this novel as in Verne's other works both linear 

time and cyclical tim e are represented, the time o f  scientific progress and the 

time of myth in the form  of cosmic time. A s the five men progress in the 

creation of an ever more com plex civilization , geological forces are at work  

w hich w ill bring about the destruction o f the island in which that civilization  

has been constructed. Thus there is a m ovem ent from chaos to cosm os and

20 Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, Mikhail Bakhtin. Creation of a Prosaics (Stanford UP. 
1990) 367.
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back to chaos. 21 The m yth o f  eternal recurrence w ould  seem  to 

counterbalance the onward m ovem ent of progress. Verne weaves into his 

novel a sense of different sca les  of time: the vastness o f geological time 

contrasts w ith the lim ited tim e of human progress. There are numerous 

references throughout the n ovel to cataclysmic geological processes such as 

the sinking of continents and  the cooling of the earth. Cyrus Smith declares to 

his companions w ith the u tm ost assurance that, "quelle qu'en soit la cause, 

notre globe se refroidira un jour." (276) There is how ever no need to indulge  

in apocalyptic despair since "la prevoyante nature" is busy constructing new  

lands nearer the equator w h ere migrants from the frozen northern and 

southern continents w ill fin d  refuge. Cyrus Sm ith echoes the preoccupation  

w ith the second theory of therm o-dynam ics and notion of entropy prevalent 

in the mid-nineteenth century. A s J.A.V C happie has show n, these theories 

made the span of human existence seem far more insignificant, as did the 

growing interest in paleontology'. 22 H ow ever, in spite of the references to 

cosmic time in L'tle mys ter lease  , the human organisation of time on the 

island occupies a more im portant place.

W hen the five castaw ays initially find them selves on the island  

they, like other Robinson figures, use the organisation of time as a means of 

protecting them selves from chaos. They keep a careful calendar w ith  the 

result that the time of the c iv ilization  they have left, w ith  its working days 

and holidays, is faithfully preserved. The attention paid to Sundays and 

religious holidays, as Cabrol-W eber notes, "ressem ble plus a un hommage

21 Mircea Eliade uses these terms: “tout territoire occupy dans le but d’y habiter ou de I’utiliser 
comme ‘espace vital’ est prealablement transform^ de ‘chaos’ en ‘cosm o’; c'est-ct-dire que par 
I’effet du rituel, il lui est conf6r§ une ‘forme’, qui le fait aussi devenir r6el.” Le Mythe de I'Sterne! 
retour (Paris: Gallimard, 1969) 168.
22 Chappie 58.
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supplem entaire a ieurs capacites de calcul qu'a leur piete." (156) The colonists 

rebuild their c iv iliza tion  from scratch, a lw a v s w ith  an eye to the future, 

planning to m ake the island an A m erican colony, but the line o f progress is 

interrupted by the eruption of the volcano and ensuing annih ilation  of the 

entire island. The tim e of scientific progress is (apparently) obliterated by 

cyclical, m ythic tim e. The utopic com m unity  o f Lincoln island is, how ever, 

reconstructed in A m erica, in the state of Iowa: "La fut fondee une vaste  

colonie a laquelle ils  donnerent le nom  d e  1'ile disparue dans les  profondeurs 

du Pacifique." (865) In this reconstruction w e  see the trium ph o f hum an time, 

that is to say, the tim e of scientific progress, o f civilization b u ild ing , over the 

destruction w rou gh t by cosmic time. Just as old  continents d isappear and new  

ones form, so  the islan d  community is en gu lfed  and then rebuilt elsw here.

The island in  this novel functions as a m icrocosm  and the island's  

lifespan represents not only a belief in the rise and fall and rise again  of 

Western civ ilization , b ut also a faith in the creation of a new  and better 

world, should  the o ld  one succomb to entropy. Cyrus Smith appears as tire 

incarnation o f this faith and optim ism  w h en  he declares: "Peut-etre, alors, 

notre spheroide se reposera-t-il, se refera-t-il dans la mort pour ressusciter un 

jour dans d es con d ition s superieures!" (277) A lthough Smith does add  that 

such matters are G od's secret, the w ords o f the engineer w ould  seem  to carry 

more w eigh t than the w ord of God, at least in  Pencroff's estim ation, for the 

sailor asserts that for him, Cyrus Sm ith's w ord s are prophecies. Scientific  

discourse is  foregrounded here as throughout the novel. References to G od  

are made m ore as a matter of form than o f belief. These R obinson Crusoe  

figures, unlike D efoe's  Crusoe, trust to the w onders of scientific k n ow led ge  

rather than to d iv in e  providence in the process of the colonization o f the
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space of the island which thev undertake.

Space is a vital com ponent of the various rewritings of the Robinson

Crusoe story. The representation of the space o f the island, like that of island

time, tends to reflect certain preoccupations of the era to which the novels

belong. In L'Ue mysterieuse the island w ou ld  seem  to exist as a space in the

real w orld w h ose exact location can be p inpointed thanks to the scientific

know ledge o f the m ulti-talented Cyrus Sm ith. The five men stranded on the

island regularly make references to their country of origin, America, and

consider the possib ility  of claim ing the island for their country. "Nous ferons

de cette lie une petite Amerique" declares Pencroff. (123) This desire is

evident in  the g iv ing of the nam e T ile  Lincoln" to the island. The baptising

of a rem ote forested region "the Far West" is further indication that the

island space is seen as a micro- America. U nlike the later novel L'Ue a Helice ,

in this one Am erica (or rather the states o f the Union) is seen as having a

positive value, being the sym bol of liberty' and progress. The men, w ho see

them selves not as castaw ays but as colonists, set about mapping the island

and classifying the astonishing variety of species found there. It is in the

description o f the exploration of the island that w e  see the connection

betw een m apping and appropriation:

L'ile se developpait sous leurs regards comme un plan 
en relief avec ses teintes diverses, vertes pour les forets, 
jaunes pour les sables, bleues pour les eaux. Ils la saisissaient 
dans tout son ensemble. (121)

The island is perceived as a map. Having appropriated it in their sight they 

w ill go  on to make the maximum use of its resources: "II n'y avait plus ...qu'a 

explorer le sol au triple point de vue de ses ressources minerales, vegetales et 

animates." (122-3)
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Michel Serres w rites of this "appropriation par les savants" of 

territories already claimed bv explorers. 23 Historically the work of the 

scientists and cartographers strengthened the hold of the W est on its new  

lands. A lthough the m ain thrust of the European colonial m ovem ent w as  

past by the 1870's, the work of consolidation continued. In L'tle mysterieuse 

there is tire expression of delight in the discovering and charting of new  

territories and previously unknow n plants and anim als, but underlying this, 

as w e have seen, is the ever present threat o f cataclysm  and com plete 

annihilation. This novel is, on the one hand, a hym n of praise to the 

nineteenth century bourgeois va lu es o f w ork and application of knowledge: 

"Ainsi done tout reussissait, grace a 1'activite de ces hom m es courageux et 

intelligents. La Providence faisaient beaucoup pour eux sans doute, mais 

fiddles au grand pr£cepte ils s'aidaient d'abord et le ciel leur venait ensuite en 

aide." (100) On the other hand it contains a w arning that the works of nature 

are still more pow erful and sublim e than those of man: "Quel spectacle que 

ce com bat entre i'eau et le feu! Q uelle plum e pourrait decrire cette scene 

d'une m erveilleuse horreur et quel pinceau la pourrait peindre?" (236) In 

sp ite o f the exact pinpointing of the island's position, the characters as w ell as 

the reader question the sense of reality. W hen Pencroff asks Cyrus Smith 

"croyez-vous qu'il y  ait des iles a naufrages?" (423) it is  because this island 

seem s sim ply too good  to be true. It is  the microcosm of a continent complete 

w ith  everything required for the sustain ing of a very com fortable lifestyle. 

Besides the natural bounties of the island, the colonists are supplied  w ith  a 

variety of equipm ent in a chest w ashed on  shore. In this chest are tools, 

firearms, a sextant, a com pass, a  thermometer, an atlas, an encyclopedia of

23 Michel Serres, Jouvences sur Jules Verne ( Paris: Editions de Minuit.1974) 12.
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natural science and a supp ly  of paper. Thus the colonists are equipped to 

confirm more accurately the position of the island, to chart and m easure and 

to record their findings. They are now enabled to consolidate their position as 

a colonial power. The m ysterious island, w hich  has already been studied and 

interpreted by Cyrus Smith, w ill be even more scientifically examined thanks 

to the new  instrum ents and m ore o f its m ystery w ill be revealed. Culture 

triumphs over w ild nature in  this island space.

In I'Ue mysterieuse the d isposition  and use of space illustrate a clear 

separation o f nature and civilization . In this novel the figure of Ayrton, 

another Robinson Crusoe rescued from the island o f Tabor, sym bolises the 

return to an animal state w h ich  threatens civilized  man who liv es  alone in a 

natural environment: ''...un sauvage, dans toute Thorrible acceptation du  

mot, et d'autant plus epouvantable qu'il sem blait etre tombe au dernier degre 

de I'abrutissement." (176) The five colonists retain their status as civilized  

beings by dw elling in an enclosed space (Granite H ouse) which is made to 

resemble as much as possib le the interior of a  bourgeois residence. W ithin  

that space the hierarchy o f  the society from w hich the colonists com e is 

strictly adhered to, w ith C yrus Smith at the head because of his superior 

intelligence and technical ab ility  and Nab, the black servant confined largely 

to the area of domestic duty. 24 There is absolutely no question of their living  

a "primitive" life style in harm ony w ith  nature; instead the com plex  

structures of the western w orld  are reproduced on the island. Order is 

im posed on nature as m uch a s  possible and a  refuge is established w ith in

24 Verne’s  representations of former slaves or their descendants reveals the author’s  particular 
form of racism. In L7/e mysterieuse Nab’s  devotion to his master is equalled only by that of Smith’s  
dog, Top. In Le testament d ’un excentrique the black servant Tommy wants his employer to buy 
him rather than employ him, so that he cannot be dismissed and will be able to serve his masterfor 
the rest of his life! It Is as if, in Verne’s  Imagination, the notion of emancipation for non-whites Is 
unthinkable, as it would disrupt the social harmony.
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which the five  colonists are protected from their environm ent. In many w ays

the spatial representation o f I'lle mysterieuse recalls that of Defoe's novel. As

Michael S eid el points out:

If island space is in m anv w ays the map of Crusoe's mind  
there are two sorts of spatial metaphors in the narrative that 
translate into psychological states. One is expansive and 
aggrandizing - C rusoe opening up the island, increasing his 
store and storage, exploring new territory. The other is protective  
and enclosing - Crusoe closing off things, secreting, hiding, 
cam ouflaging. O n  the one hand he cu ltivates and landscapes, 
and on the other he d iv id es his store into ever smaller 
com ponents w ith in  caves, circles o f stakes w ith in  circles of 
stakes. 25

The colonists in Verne's n ovel experience space in these tw o w ays, exploring, 

m apping and increasing their k n ow ledge of the island as w ell as provid ing  

for them selves a secure, en closed  space in which to live. H ow ever it is the 

enclosing o f  space which is predom inant, for the island is, after all, being  

enlosed in the colonial w eb. The w ork of the five colon ists is to explore, 

cultivate, m ap and record. The principal function of language in L'tle 

mysterieuse  is that of recording. The reporter, G ideon Spillett, dutifully  

records all the details of the flora and fauna of the island, as well as the 

achievem ents o f the five inhabitants. This inform ation is  then sent (by 

albatros!) to the outside w orld . This desire to record and to communicate 

one's find ings can be seen as a w ish  to render the w orld intelligible by 

classifying and  cataloguing. Verne makes explicit the an<dogy betw een the 

world and the book (that is to say, the world is readable) in the exchange 

between C yrus Smith and the mariner Pencroff. W hen the latter remarks; 

“quel gros livre on ferait avec tout ce qu'on sait", Sm ith rem inds him  that the 

vast quantity of still unknow n facts w ou ld  make a m uch bigger book. (168)

25 Michael Seidel, Robinson Crusoe. Island Myths and the Novel (Boston: Twayne, 1991) 55-56.
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The w orld /book  analogy brings to mind "world book" which in fact describes 

Verne's project in w riting the Voyages extraordinaires. According to Michel 

Serres:

Le grand imperialisme fin de siecle se reflete, chez 
Verne et ailleurs, dans cette mainmise du savoir sur  
I'univers. Alors, la terre cycle, I'espace courbe pour 
les deplacem ents, est identiquem ent, le lieu de 
I'encyclopedie. 26

In spite of the fact that the five men in L'Ue mysterieuse are

participating in the process of colonization which is a m ovem ent of

expansion, the representation of time and space in this novel is far more

suggestive of the opposite motion, that of enclosing. The m easuring o f days

and years brings the island experience w ithin  the enclosure of the calendar.

The domestication of the island encloses its physical space w ith in  w alls and

fences, as the m apping of the island and cataloguing of its flora and fauna

enclose it w ithin the sphere of the known. The destruction and

reconstruction of the island community also suggest circularity. A s Roland

Barthes affirms, "1'imagination du voyage correspond chez Verne a une

exploration de la cloture." For Barthes L'Ue mysterieuse is an expression of

the childlike desire o f the French bourgeois for security and enclosure:

L'archetvpe de ce reve est ce roman presque parfait:
L'ile mysterieuse, ou l'hom m e enfant reinvente le 
monde, Temp lit, Tenclot, s'y enferme, et couronne 
cet effort encyclopedique par la posture bourgeoise 
de I'appropriation: pantoufles, pipe et coin du feu, 
pendant que dehors la tem pete, c'est-a-dire Tinfini, 
fait rage inutilement. 27

This enclosing of the island space has the effect of disenchanting the

26 Serres 12.
27 Barthes 80.
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island w hich becomes less and less m ysterious as the novel progresses. 2S 

Indeed all the factors w hich su ggest the mystery o f the island or the hand of 

Providence prove to have a hum an cause. Captain M emo lurking in the 

subterranean depths in his fantastic subm arine, the N autilus, has been  

watching and helping the colonists throughout their adventure, p laying the 

role of a benevolent god. The key to the m ystery o f the island is found, not in  

the presence of som e divinity, as the sailor Pencroff had anticipated, but in yet 

another enclosed space, that o f  the N autilus, "la caverne adorable". 29 

This process of disenchantm ent of the w orld  w a s  the inevitable 

outcome o f the colonisation process which brought far corners of the globe  

into the circle o f W estern European m odernity and deprived  Europeans of an  

"elsewhere" in w hich the exotic im agination m ight travel. By the 1890s 

Verne w as far less enchanted w ith  the modern w orld  an d  the w onders of 

science. H is faith in continual progress had w aned , as had his enthusiasm  for 

America. This is reflected in the novel L'tle a helice published  in 1895, w hich  

depicts an artificial floating island "paradise."

L'tle a. helice.

L'tle a helice is se t in an unspecified future time w hen the 

United States has annexed Canada and Central A m erica. Its influence has 

spread throughout the w orld thanks to its superior industrial power. (4) The 

Far W est has been stripped o f all its association w ith  w ild  adventure. One of

28 Verne’s  five Crusoes resemble Defoe’s  in this respect, but are more extreme in their 
colonisation efforts due to their superior technical 'Knowledge. Jean-Paul Engelibert notes that 
Crusoe is perceived as the epitome of modem man because of this process of colonising and 
industrialising his surroundings: “Le mythe de Robinson serait moderne au sens ou il 
accompagnerait la pens6e des LumiAres et porterait les ideologies d e  I’expansion industrielle et 
coloniale e td e  Emancipation d es hommes & la faveurdu “d6senchantement du monde” que Max 
Weber reconnaissait dans le d6veloppement du capitalisme.” Eng6!ibert 20.
29 Barthes 82.
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the main characters, Yvernes, declares that "la piece n'est pas d igne du decor!"

(15) referring to the discrepancy between the majesty of the Californian

landscape w ith  its tow ering sequoias and the lack of opportunity for

adventure to be found there. Yvernes is one o f a group of four French

musicians, "le quatuor concertant" on their w a y  to San Francisco to perform.

They are unw ittingly lured aboard Standard Island, a floating island built by

C alistus Munbar to fulfil the dream of A m erican millionaires.

A state of eternal present seems to have been reached in this floating

utopia. All m ovem ent and sense of time is circular in this novel. The man-

m ade island fo llow s a circular route. There is no projection into the future,

just the round of d a ily  and weekly events. This novel belongs to the era of the

end of exploration. Michel Serres sees this as a characteristic of all Verne's

Voyages extraordinaires:

Les Voyages extraordinaires m arquent ainsi la fin de Fage 
des voyages, le moment ou 1 'ensem ble des passages est 
forclos. La Terre est finie. Boule dans le filet des routes 
com binees, dans un system e ou le reseau des forces est en 
place. 30

A lthough Vile a helice is similar them atically to Vile mysterieuse (a 

group of men find them selves on an island again st their choosing and  

w itness the destruction of the same due to natural forces) there are striking 

differences betw een the two. There is in the former the sam e sense of 

disappointm ent w ith  the modern world as expressed in the novels of Loti of 

the sam e period. "Jules Verne ne se distingue pas, en ce sens, de I'esprit "fin 

de siecle" de ses contemporains [....] 1'esthetique est la marque pour lui d'une 

decadence sociale e t d'un Crepuscule des D ieux."3i The "castaways" are no

30 Serres 11.
31 Jean Perrot, “La politique des 6l6ments dans I’oeuvre de Jules Verne.” Modemitds de Jules 
Veme , (PUF, 1988) 46.
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longer colonists but tourists. (Y'erne uses both the terms "touristes" and 

"excursionnistes.") The island itself is not a natural space but a m an-m ade 

object created for Am erican m illionaires w h o  have found no place on earth  

to satisfy  their desire for com fort. The island is a result of "cette idee 

am ericam ecaniquem ent pratique de creer d e toutes pieces une lie artificielle  

qui serait le dernier mot d e  I'industrie moderne". (49) O n Standard Island, as 

befits the name, all is perfectly ordered. Streets and houses are arranged 

according to a plan. Parks are inserted in appropriate places. There are no 

dangers, no poverty and no crime, precisely because the poor are excluded  

from M illiard city, w here the island's inhabitants live. Advanced technology  

enables the population to live very com fortably. The role of electricity, the 

harnessing of energy is stressed  in this novel, not surprising given  the tim e of 

its com position  not long after the establishm ent of the W isconsin hydro­

electric plant in 1882.

It is possible to see in the description o f Standard Island sim ilarities to 

the description of postm odern com m unities w hich  exist todajr, for exam ple  

that of Irvine, Orange C ounty as described by D ean MacCannell in Empty 

M eeting Grounds. 32 In  Irvine ( where cars d isp lay  bumper stickers declaring  

"Another day in Paradise7'), the dw ellings are built according to a rigid code - 

all earth tones, no garish colours. There is no housing available near the 

university cam pus because "students m ight rem ain in Irvine for longer than  

they are in school potentially g iving the place a shabby, leftist character." 33 

M acCannell sees such com m unities as Irvine as being built on the m odel o f  

corporate headquarters:

If indeed the postm odern ideal is  to get every thought and
action onto a  balance sheet, to extend commercial values

32 Dean MacCannell, Empty Meeting Grounds ( London and New York: Routledge, 1992)
33 MacCannell 81-82.
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into every space and human relationship, the central problem  
of postm odernity w ill be to create ersatz 'communities' to 
manufacture and even to sell a 'sense' of community, leaving 
no free grounds for the formation of relations outside the 
corporation. 34

In the lines quoted above are many parallels w ith  Verne's vision of the

future as expressed in L'Ue a helice. It w ould  seem  that the m ovem ent w e see

as postm odern w as well under w ay in  the 1890's. Jean Chesneaux points out

som e of the sim ilarities betw een the two periods. For example, Standard

Island is a sub-system  functioning independently o f the spatial, natural and

social environm ent much like our autom ated anim al rearing system s or the

financial sector of Hong Kong. It is a place where everything can be bought

and sold including musical talent (the protagonists of Verne's novel who

have been brought to the island by underhand m eans are offered fabulous

sum s of m oney in com pensation for their performances). There is no

industry. Prosperity is not dependent on the exploitation of nature: "Les

figures dom inantes ne sont p lus des ingenieurs dem iurges et createurs a la

Cyrus Smith, mais des banquiers parasites." 35 Chesneaux stresses the

contrast betw een I'Re mysterieuse and I'Ue a helice:

C'est une anti-lie M ysterieuse, une inversion majeure du 
projet id^ologique des Voyages extraordinaires. C'est une 
society fondle sur le  loisir et non plus sur le travail, et qui 
a done renonce com pletem ent k l'h^ritage saint-sim onien. 36

He likens Verne's negativity to that expressed in the novels of J.G Ballard. In 

both I'lle a Helice and Concrete Island there is the "derealisation" of space.

We see in I'lle mysterieuse and I'lle a helice tw o different and 

opposing attitudes towards Am erican society, the first admiring, the second

34 ibid. 89
35 Jean Chesneaux, “Jules Veme et la modernity: des Voyages extraordinaires k nos ann§es 
quatre-vingts” in Modemitks de Jules Veme (PUF, 1988) 57.
36 ibid.
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critical. In the years betw een 1874 and 1895, the publication dates o f the 

novels, m odernity had progressed at a rate w hich  gave rise to som e  

consternation.

Standard Island, just like any present-day cruise-ship, navigates the

Pacific Ocean on  a p rev iou sly  determ ined route in order that the inhabitants

may alw ays be in a  pleasant climate. Just like any present-day tourist the

violin ist Pinchinat is  hoping to see som e "couleur locale" in the form of

cannibals, but he is  gravely  disappointed, for the "civilizing" process of

colonialism  has w ip e d  ou t such prim itive practices:

O cou leur locale, s'ecrie le  prem ier v io lon , q u elle  m ain  
t'a gratte sur la palette moderne!
Oui! Le tem ps, la civilisation, le progres, qui e st une loi 
de nature, Pont a peu pres effacee, cette couleur. (105)

For much of the journey Pinchinat lam ents his lo st illu sion s. The exotic

"elsewhere" has b een  erased from the w orld , d u e to globalization . We learn

that many in d igen ou s peoples have been  w ip ed  out by leprosy, "maladie

d'im portation chinoise."  (105) Thus the m ingling  o f peop les due to European

colonialism  is responsib le for the erasing from the w orld  o f the original and

the natural. N o th in g  rem ains uncontam inated.

In both  these novels by V erne there are m any lists of flora and

fauna, but w hereas in  I'lle mysterieuse  the classification of species is done

w ith som e exuberance and thrill o f d iscovery, particularly by Harcourt, the

world portrayed in I'lle a helice is a w orld  already catalogued to the point of

being tedious. The author ironises this aspect by m aking Frascolin, the

practical member o f  the quartet, the "Larousse" of the group. The library of

Standard Island is ab le  to supp ly  all the facts and figures on  the places visited

and Frascolin d e lig h ts  in  imparting th is inform ation to the rest o f  the group.
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The author's insertion o f pedantic language into the text is also a means of 

subjecting the modern w orld to irony, as when the quartet having escaped a 

heavy show er of rain arrive at their destination not m erely dry but in a state 

of "siccite parfaite." (14)

The treatment o f  language in L'tle a helice evok es a w orld in which all 

d iscovery has been com pleted and nothing new  ex ists. Unlike the colonists of 

the earlier novel w ho transpose a new world into w riting, here the four 

travellers have becom e tourists w ho find that all the places they visit have 

already been written about. They are merely verifying for them selves the 

descriptions provided. O n Standard Island there is a bew ildering mass of 

inform ation. N ew spapers and reviews are brought to the island in large 

quantity. We are told, however, that the librarian is one of the least busy of 

the island's em ployees (81-82) im plying that there is little dem and for books. 

The art o f reading is further trivialised by the existence of recorded books 

w hich save one the trouble of reading (82), and even ed ib le reading material: 

"Elies [ces feuilles] n'ont d'autre but que de distraire un instant, en s'adressant 

a Tesprit....et m§me a restom ac." (83) When w e consider the amount of 

tedious description and enumeration in  this novel as w ell as the use of 

overly refined language, w e  are left with a sense that language, like the space 

of Standard Island itself, has been cut loose from its m oorings and become 

disconnected from the world. Language, like space and time, is entrapped in 

an enclosed  location. Local papers, printed on the island, circulate local news. 

Reading material from the outside world is consum ed on the island, both 

literally (the edible books) and metaphorically. We see  a relationship between  

this circularity of language and space and the cyclical nature o f time in the 

fo llow in g  com parison m ade by Michel Serres:
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Par le m odele spatial ou geographique, par Ie modele du 
savoir et de I'encyclopedie, par le m odele du  temps et 
de I'histoire, on sa is it  la structure circulaire, close, fermee 
de ce cycle de cvcles. Jules Verne a ecrit un ensemble de 
dictionnaires. Or, qu'est-ce qu'un dictionnaire, sinon un 
ensem ble d'elem ents clos par l'operation de la definition. 37

The closed circuit w ith in  w hich  life on Standard Island m oves m eans

that nothing really new or exciting can happen. A disaster is required to urge

the narrative forward. This d isaster (carefully prepared for by the rivalry

betw een the tw o founding fam ilies) occurs w hen  the rival factions g ive

contradictory orders to the engine room, thereby causing the island to spin:

"Cependant, avec le m ouvem ent qui s'accentue, Standard Island pivote sur

son centre. Le pare, la cam pagne decrivent des cercles concentriques, et les

points du  littoral situes a la circonference se deplacent avec une vitesse d e  dix

a douze m illes a I'heure." (335) The four m usicians are prisoners o f this

"immense table tournante qui n'a m em e pas le don d e  ddvoiler l'avenir."

(336) Here the form of the circle is no longer a sym bol o f safety and security,

but one o f imprisonment, w h ich  can only be broken w h en  the island sp lits

apart. A cyclone subsequently adds to the destruction. The Jeremiah of the

group, Sebastien Zorn, has been  predicting this all along, saying that such a

creation as Standard Island g o es  beyond "les lim ites assignees a l'homm e par

le Createur."(93) (We are rem inded of a passenger on the Titanic w ho

expressed the opinion that declaring a ship to be unsinkable w as to fly in the

face of God.) Zorn's is the vo ice o f doom  predicting an apocalyptic ending to

this m icrocosm  of modern society . The possible recreation of Standard Island

is considered negatively. The book closes w ith  a warning:

O n ne saurait trop le repeter, cr£er une ile  artificielle, 
une ile qui se deplace a la surface des m ers, n'est-ce pas

37 Serres 15-16.
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depasser les lim ites assignees au genie humain, 
et n'est-il pas defendu a l'homme, qai ne dispose 
ni des vents ni des flots, d'usurper si temerairement 
sur le Createur? (363)

This stands in contrast to the g low ing account o f the recreation o f the utopic 

Lincoln Island com m unity in Iowa described at the end of I'lle mysterieuse  

where, "sous la main inteiligente de I'ingenieur et de ses com pagnons, tout

prospera tous furent heureux, unis dans le present comme ils I'avaient ete

dans le passe." (865)

The failure of Standard Island su ggests  the im possibility of creating 

paradise by artificial means. All the w ealth  and technical expertise of its 

creators can do nothing to combat basic human failings or the 

disenchantm ent of the modern w orld w h ich  the Robinson Crusoes of 

Verne's novels inhabit. The island space in Verne's novels is a m icrocosm  of 

the world in w hich it is situated. The island space in Michel Tournier's 

Vendredi ou les limbes du Pacifique (1967), on  the other hand, is an 

oppositional space, for in this rewriting of the myth: "la quete de l'ailleurs est 

une conquete, celle de la Iiberte qui, hors de la societe et contre elle, se 

construit dans la solitude et la jouissance de la pensee pure." 3S

Vendredi on les limbes du Pacifique.

The first part of Tournier's novel fo llow s closely the narrative pattern  

o f the original Crusoe story telling of the shipwreck, the initial despair of the 

solitary Robinson Crusoe follow ed by the domestication of the island. In the 

second part of the novel the character leaves the time of modernity- and 

progress and accedes to a state of blissful eternal present.

38 Eng6libert 109.
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Once he has recovered from the initial trauma of being stranded,

Tournier's Robinson finds that he has lost track of time and is "reduit a vivre

sur un ilot du tem ps, com m e sur une lie  dans I'espace." (45) H e m akes a

determined effort to conquer both tim e and space. He finds a m eans of

conquering time by the use of his w ater clock:

II ava it le sentim ent orgu eiileu x  que le tem ps ne 
g lissa it p lus malgre lui d an s un abime obscur, m ais 
qu'il se  trouvait desorm ais regularise, mattrise, bref 
dom estique lu i aussi, com m e toute Tile allait le 
devenir. (67)

This feeling of m astery over time g iv es  Robinson the pow er to susp en d  tim e 

itself by stopping the clock. (93) This, how ever, is not w ith ou t danger. W hen  

he is overcom e by the sense of his inexistence in the depths o f  the cavern, it is 

the image of the stop p ed  clock w hich  com es to his m ind (106) and upon  

resurfacing one of h is first acts is to restart it. (119) The state of inexistence  

experienced in the cavern is too m uch like the oblivion o f the m ud hole  

w hich he has m ade such  an effort to overcom e. Robinson notes this 

resemblance in his logbook: "Certes le souvenir de la so u ille  me donne des  

inquietudes: la grotte a une indiscutable parente avec elle." (110) It is 

Vendredi, w ho liv es  h im self in 'T instant present" (190), w h o  sh ow s  

Robinson the w ay to a much more satisfactory state of tim elessness. The 

explosion caused b y  V endredi and the destruction of R obinson's  

painstakingly created civilisation bring about a new sense o f time. "Le tem ps 

s'est fige au m om ent oii la clepsydre vo la it en eclats. D es lors n'est-ce pas dans 

1'eternitd que nous som m es installes, V endredi et moi?" (219) The kind of 

tim elessness achieved b y  Robinson and Vendredi is not like the ob liv ion  

(w hich is a kind o f  h id in g  from time) o f  the mudhole or cavern, b u t is  instead
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a utopic state o f  eternal youth. It is for this reason that Robinson refuses to

leave Speranza w hen the opportunity' is offered in the form of a passage

home on the VVhitebird, the first ship  to approach the island since Robinson's

arrival there. H e rejects the "tourbillon du temps, degradant et mortel" which

seem s to em anate from the ship's crew . (235) This time which he despises

falls heavily on  his shoulders w hen he discovers that Vendredi has deserted

him. (250) The thought of having to reconstruct his former island existence in

order to conquer his solitude fills him  w ith  despair:

Q uelle  ddrision! En verite il n'y avait p lus d'alternative 
qu'entre le temps et Teternite. L'eternel re tour, enfant 
batard de Tun et de 1'autre, n'etait qu'une vesanie. II n'y 
a v a it  qu'un seul sa lut pour lui: retrouver le chem in de  
ces lim bes intem porelles et peuplees d'innocents ou  il 
s'etait eleve par etapes e t dont la visite du W h iteb ird  
I'avait fait choir. (251)

But having once experienced the b liss o f intemporality, Robinson feels too 

old and tired to battle w ith time once more. He prefers another form of 

tim elessness, that of death, to solitude on the island. It would seem  that 

earthly paradise requires the presence of the couple in order to preserve its 

spatial and tem poral harmony. The island w ithout his com panion has lost all 

meaning for R obinson. Fortunately for Robinson the absent Vendredi is 

replaced by the cabin boy who, attracted by Robinson's kindness towards him, 

has deserted ship  by taking the sm all boat in which Vendredi came to the 

vessel. Thus harm ony is restored. "L'eternite en reprenant possession  de lui, 

effaga ce laps d e  tem ps sinistre et derisoire."(254) The ending of the novel is a 

scene of transfiguration as the rays of the rising sun appear to g iv e  Robinson 

"une armure d e  jeunesse inalterable." (254)

There is a sense of circularity in this novel, but one very
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different from that expressed in Verne's novels. 39 W hereas in Verne the 

circular m ovem ent of the narrative im plies endless destruction and 

reconstruction, circularity in Vendredi is sym bolic of perfection and access to 

mythic time. Robinson has fulfilled the prediction of the tarot cards which  

opens the novels and has achieved "la Cite solaire." (13) It is interesting to 

note that according to Captain Van D eyssel, the reader o f the tarot, the zenith  

of hum an perfection is an im age of circularity, the snake biting its tail: " Un 

serpent se mordant la queue est la figure de cette erotique close sur elle- 

meme, sans perte ni bavure. C'est le zenith de la perfection humaine, 

infinim ent difficile a conquerir." (12) It does seem  that, at the end of the 

novel, Robinson's island experience has a llow ed  him to leave the time of 

m odernity for that of m yth. "D'un Robinson qui d'abord m esure, ordonne, 

dom estique le temps, le roman fait un heros "solaire" en veloppe par 

l'dternite, vivant le present euphorique d'une jeunesse eternelle." 40 

At the end o f his article on the Robinsons o f D efoe and 

Tournier, Anthony Purdy asks w hat distance has been covered in the time 

betw een the two periods in which these Robinsonnades w ere written: "It is

the difference betw een the capitalist spirit [...... ] and w hat m ight be called the

new  primitivism . [....... ] It is the distance betw een econom ic individualism  and

sym bolic reciprocity, betw een the profane and the sacred. It is, finally, the 

distance between 1719 and 1967."4i Tournier's Robinson belongs very much 

to an age of transgression (or at least the desire to transgress) which expressed

39 Jean-Paul Engelibert s e e s  the existence of the myth of eternal recurrence in this novel in a 
Nietzschean perspective: “ L’etemel retour auquel parvient Robinson n’a de sens que dans la 
perspective nietzsch^enne de I'amorfatiqu'U ouvre; un amour du destin qui permet au heros 
d’accepter et d'assumer pleinement son existence, de la faire colncider enfin avec son essence  
et de se  rendre libre.” 120-121.
40 EngSlibert 110.
41 “From Defoe’s  Crusoe to Tournier’s  Vendredi." Canadian Review of Comparative Literature. 
June 1984. 216-235 p. 235
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itself in Europe and North America in various protest m ovem ents against 

capitalist, materialist, technological society. Robinson's transgression, as we 

have seen , takes the form of a shift to a mythic time which exists outside the 

tim e of the linear progress characteristic of m odern capitalist society.

Sim ilarly the island space of Tournier's Robinson, once he has discovered  

"Tautre lie'', com es to resemble a mythic space far more than a geographical 

place.

In Vendredi the geographical location o f the island can be surm ised by

R obinson but its exact location is not known. Tournier's Robinson, unlike the

five castaw ays in L"ile mysteriense, has the sense of existing in lim bo, "aux

confins d e  la  vie, dans un lieu suspendu entre ciel et enfers." (130) H e is the

antithesis of Verne's Crusoes, since the em phasis of this novel is on the

solitude o f  the m ain character. In le Vent Paraclet M ichel Tournier w ith

custom ary irony com pares Verne's five castaw ays in L'tle m ysterieuse  to

m agicians perform ing stupendous feats:

...rien dans les mains, rien dans les poches!
Sur quoi nous assistons a un festival etourdissant 
d'inventions, de trouvailles, de stratag&mes. On fait 
du feu, on cuit des briques, on extrait du minerai, on  
forge de 1'acier. 42

W hereas th e goal o f Verne's five Crusoes is to outdo Defoe's castaway' in their 

subjugation  of the island to human needs thanks to their advanced scientific 

k n ow led ge, Tournier's re-writing of the Robinson Crusoe m yth changes the 

focus com pletely . A s Cabrol-Weber points out, Tournier situates his story 

one hundred years later than that of Defoe, thereby placing it in the context of 

an era o f co lon ial expansion characterised byr a morality of accum ulation. 43 

H is aim  is  to subvert this m ode of thought by introducing into the Robinson

42 Michel Tournier, Le vent paraclet (Paris: Gallimard, 1977)220.
43 Cabrol-Weber 147.
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Crusoe story for the first tim e an alternative perspective, that o f Friday, and

thus adapting the legend to the thinking of the time of the novel's creation.

"L'idee que Robinson eut d e son cote quelque chose a apprendre de Vendredi

ne pouvait effleurer personne avant I'ere de I'ethnographie." 44

Som e of the them es im plicit in Verne's novel are m ade exp licit in

V en d red i.  The island assum es a feminine form both on the map m ade by

R obinson and in his life, becom ing at different tim es mother and lover. This

attitude is im plicit in L'ile mysterieuse, for exam ple, in the phrase "cette ile

qu'ils avaient fecondee." (858) Like Verne's five castaways Tournier's

Robinson seeks to retain a sense of his hum anity by writing and by building a

house, but Tournier's R obinson is fully aware of the sym bolic significance of

the dw elling: "Peu a peu  cette m aison devint pour lui comme une sorte de

m usee de 1'humain ou il n'entrait pas sans eprouver le sentim ent

d'accom plir un acte solennel."  (66)

Robinson proceeds to outdo even Verne's castaways in h is w ork  of

m easuring, classification and subjugation of nature:

Je veux, j'exige que tout autour de m oi 
soit dorenavant m esure, prouve, certifie 
mathem atique, rationnel. II faudra proceder 
a 1'arpentage de l'ile [....] Je voudrais que chaque 
plante fut etiquetee, chaque oiseau bague. [...]
Je n'aurai de cesse que cette ile opaque, impenetrable 
[...] ne so it m etam orphosee en une construction  
abstraite, transparent^, intelligible jusqu'a I'os. (67)

Robinson undertakes the H erculean task of transforming the island in an

44 Ibid. 227. Although Tournier's novel is the only version of the Crusoe story to validate Friday's 
perspective, this could be seen  as simply a transformation of the idea of the “bon sauvage”, that is 
to say, another Western appropriation of the figure of the native. In spite of Vendredi’s  important 
role in Tournier’s  novel, the story nevertheless focuses on Crusoe himself. “L’Araucan est une 
pure nature: il ne represents pas, malgr6 la mention de son appartenance ethnique, une culture 
autre; il incame bien plutfit I’accord intime et primordial avec le cosmos que suppose la 
m6taphysique nietzsch6enne.” Eng6libert 123.
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effort to im pose order on chaos. The space of the island is analagous to 

Robinson's mind. Creating an area of civilization out of w ild  nature is a 

victory sim ilar to that of his m ental triumph over "la tentation de la souille."  

(117) The result of Robinson's frenetic activity is the recreation of a 

civilization  which is rendered totally absurd and m eaningless because of his 

solitude as he becomes the governor of an island w ith no subjects. He faces 

the d ilem m a of modern man: the transcendance of nature and dom ination by  

the hum an leads to the creation of "une enorme machine tournant a vide"  

(140), a metaphor which evok es Verne's Standard Island and im plies in both  

cases im m inent disaster.

The image of the castaw ay on  the island retains its power of evocation  

in three centuries of literature because it stands as a sym bol of human 

solitude, expressing the same existential anguish felt by Pascal's man w aking  

alone on  the "ile deserte et effroyable" and that of many later generations of 

thinkers, right up to the rootless postm odern subject. Tournier sees this 

solitude as "la plaie la plus pernicieuse de l'homme occidental 

contem porain." 45 He uses the analogy of the glass cage to express this 

condition: "11 faut briser la cage de verre." 46 This is reminiscent of 

Baudrillard's work of the sam e era, Le Miroir de la production (1973), in  

w hich he talks about the necessity o f  breaking the mirror o f production in 

order to bring about a society based on symbolic rather than economic 

exchange: "Et si on veut trouver un au-dela de la valeur (ce qui est en effet la 

seule perspective revolutionnaire), alors il faut briser le miroir de la 

production, ou vient se  reflechir toute la m etaphysique occidentale."4" In

45 Le vent paraclet 221-222.
46 ibid. 225.
47 Jean Baudrillard, Le miroirde la production (Paris: Galilee, 1985) 46.
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Vendredi the break does in fact occur w hen  Vendredi brings about the 

explosion in the cave and the total destruction of the civilization Robinson  

has built, thus opening the way for a new  life, a new w ay of relating to the 

island. Thanks to Vendredi's exam ple, Robinson learns to do aw ay w ith  the 

world of w ork and live in com plete harm ony w ith  nature in an eternal 

present. W hen finally, after more than tw enty-eight years, the opportunity to 

leave the island com es, Robinson d ecid es not to relinquish his b lissfu l 

existence.

The rehabilitation of V endredi, the desire for som e kind of 

"authentic7' relationship w ith  the w orld , and the opposition to a society  of  

production and consum ption expressed  in this novel can be seen as belonging  

to the particular w orldview  w h ich  culm inated in the explosive happenings of 

1968 in France and sim ilar m ovem ents throughout Europe and N orth  

America. Follow ing 1968, there cam e for m any of the writers and intellectuals 

w ho had hoped for change, a sen se  of profound disillusionm ent, a feeling  

that capitalist, consum er society w ith  its pow ers of recuperation w ou ld  alw ays  

triumph since no oppositional m ovem ents could exist. Indeed by the 19707s it 

w ould seem  that faith in mass m ovem ents had evaporated, that Guy  

Debord's pessim istic predictions concerning the absorption of society into the 

domain of the "spectacle" had b een  realised. 48 The W estern ind iv idual w as 

left high, dry and isolated on a des-ert island o f his (/her) ow n creation.

The Robinson Crusoe m yth is rewritten in novels of the postm odern  

era as an expression of the isolation  of the individual in late capitalist society. 

One such novel is J.G Ballard's Concrete Island in w hich the protagonist

48 “Le spectacle est I’idSologie par excellence, parce qu’il expose et manifesto dans sa  plenitude 
I’essence de tout syst6me id6ologique: I’appauvrissement, I’asservissement et la negation de la 
vie r6elle. Le spectacle est materiellement I ’expression de la s6paration et de l’6loignement entre 
I’homme et I’homme." Guy Debord, La Socr6t6du Spectacle (Paris. GaUimardi, 1992 (1967))164.
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Maitland is stranded on a grassy  area at the intersection o f three motorways 

near London after a car accident caused by his ow n  carelessness. Although he 

is surrounded by "civilization” and only feet aw ay from passing vehicles, his 

isolation is the same as that o f the literary Robinsons w ho precede him. All 

attem pts to escape are futile. N o-one w ill stop to help th is man who 

resembles a  tramp. Indeed h is changed appearance seem s to render him  

insubstantial as speeding m otorists alm ost run him over. Once the outer 

shell, the appearance of the w ealth y  architect, has been rem oved, it is as if 

Maitland had fallen off the ed ge  o f the world. Thus m arginalized in the 

extreme, M aitland com es to associate him self more and more closely w ith  the 

island and finally, like Tournier's Robinson, w hen the p ossib ility  of rescue 

occurs, he too opts to stay on  the island and asks that his presence there not be 

revealed to the rest o f the w orld , thereby making physical his previous 

psychological alienation.

M aitland has chosen, not so  much to live, as to w a it for death, am ongst 

the decaying wrecks of autom obiles. In the words of Jean-Paul Engelibert: 

"Dans un univers d iegetique voud a l'entropie, le sujet ne sem ble avoir 

d'autre avenir possible que la mort." 49 The island in this novel cannot 

function as oppositional space, as does Tournier's island representation, 

because it is a microcosm o f society  from which there is no escape: "La fuite 

est im possible, car la societe a laquelle le ou les heros tentent d'echapper est 

hegem onique, supprim e I'alterite, resorbe les lies dans un continent qui ne 

connait p lu s d'exterieur." 50

Like Concrete Island , Jacques Poulin's novel Les Grandes Marees 

(1978), represents an island space w hich is a social m icrocosm . The

49 EngSlibert 273.
50 I bid.337.
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protagonist, who is attem pting to rem ove him self from society, suffers the 

invasion of the outside world.

Les Grandes Marees.

The protagonist of Poulin's novel is a translator known only by his 

code name o f 'T ed d y  Bear". W hen the novel begins Teddjr is living alone on 

an island in  the St Lawrence River. Unlike the characters of Verne and 

Tournier, this "pseudo-Robinson" 51 living on his desert island in the heart 

of Quebec has chosen his place o f residence. Teddy is a castaway in a social, 

rather than physical, sense. He is a postm odern Robinson Crusoe in that he is 

living the ritualized form  of a m yth in a w orld  where desert islands no longer 

exist. A n ironical relationship to the Crusoe story is established in the 

reproduction in the text of the notice to shipw recked sailors which is posted  

on the door of the "M aison du Sud": Q uand vou s reprendrez votre chem in, 

ayez la charite de laisser ce lieu dans un etat pareil a celui ou vous Tavez 

ddcouvert, pour que d'autres voyageurs en cas de detresse puissent y  trouver, 

par la gr&ce de Dieu, un sem blable reconfort." (19)

In m any w ays Poulin's novel is the antithesis of Tournier's. The 

translator suffers not from solitude but from an excess of com pany. W hereas 

Tournier's Robinson overcom es the boundaries of time and space by  

integrating him self into the life o f the island, time for Teddy brings about 

gradual deterioration. He is haunted throughout the novel by this sense of 

aging and of the space around him  grow ing sm aller. "Le roman Les Grandes 

Marees est un im m ense chronotope decoupe en sept parties d'egale duree 

reelle (Tintervalle entre chaque grande mar£e) ou  l'espace insulaire est

S'1 Pierre Nepveu, L’ecologie du r6el (Montreal: Boreal, 1988) 171.
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progressivem ent et irreductiblem ent re d u it ." 5 2  This sense of shrinking space

is brought about bv the fact that each high tide brings a new inhabitant to the

island. The narrative is recounted in episodes. There is no sense of

progression, no transformation of the island space.

There are different senses of time in this text. One of these is mythical

time. The opening sentence of the novel, "Au commencement, il etait seul

dans l'ile", awakes in the reader who has inherited centuries of Western

culture two expectations - an account of creation and a version of the

Robinson Crusoe story, for, as J-C Vareille remarks:

1'image ed ifie a elie seule une m ythologie spontanee, 
qui rejoint I'autre, la grande m ythologie culturelle, en 
vertu de ce que d'aucuns appellent les contraintes de la 
chaine des signifiants. 53

The few lines o f text w hich  follow  this opening sentence, however, serve to 

alter our expectations. A s Paul Socken indicates, Les Grandes Marees is an 

ironic version of the Bible story. This mythical tim e has been inserted into 

our ow n era. We learn that in fact the narrator is in radio contact with the 

boss (referred to only as "le patron" throughout the novel) who brings in 

provisions by helicopter every Saturday. This island, unlike the one on which  

Defoe's Crusoe found him self, is one linked bv m odern means of  

communication to the rest of the world. We soon learn as w ell that the 

island, although uninhabited except for Teddy, is situated in the Saint 

Lawrence and, therefore, very close to civilization. Unlike earlier Robinsons, 

Teddy's relationship to the island is not the m an/ nature conflict typical of 

modernity: he belongs to the postmodern era in that he takes his

52 Jean Levasseur, “Du manuscrit a redition princeps; Ihistoire d’une grande mar§e chez 
Jacques Poulin: la figure du patron," Studies in Canadian Literature 17.1 (1992): 53
53 j - c  Vareille, “Pens6e mythique et Venture contemporaine. Le mythe en question?" In Pierre 
Brunei (ed.), Mythes et littdrature (Paris: Presses de l’Universit6 Paris-Sorbonne, 1994) 89-92
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surroundings at face value and does not seek to dom inate the island or to

make it intelligible, by exploring and m apping it as earlier Crusoe figures do.

Teddy is content to live in the habitable spaces of the island. Unlike the five

men in L'ile mysterieuse or Tournier's Robinson, he is not at all preoccupied

w ith the sp ace of the island on w hich he lives. On this island no m ystery

lurks in caverns beneath the surface w aiting to be solved . Exploration is

undertaken on ly  in a psychological sense, that is to say the preoccupation

w ith h appiness or Teddy's quest to find, "le sens de la v ie  et le sens d u

travail." (95) It seem s p ossib le to v iew  Les Grandes Nlarees as an illustration

of Frederic Jam eson's d efin ition  o f the postm odern as a w orld in w hich

"nature is g o n e  for good." 54

In Les Grandes Marees w e  find the "more fully  human world" to

which Jam eson alludes. W e m ight say that man-made spaces are sign ifican t

in the novel - the two houses, the cabin, the tennis court and the path, since

alm ost all the action in the novel takes place in these areas. But, in sp ite  of all

this, the op en in g  sentence continues to echo throughout the text. The

cultural m y th  cannot be com pletely  dem olished nor deconstructed. It seem s

possible that this novel contains the "Utopian im pulses" to w hich Frederic

Jameson refers, im pulses born of a sense of loss:

W hat is m ourned for is the m em ory of deep  memory; 
w hat is enacted is a nostalgia for nostalgia, for the grand  
older extinct q uestions of origin and telos. 55

The sense o f nostalgia for deep  memory (or myth) is explored in ironical

fashion in th is  novel, in w h ich  the characters spend tim e searching for w hat

they know  is unattainable - happiness and definitive meaning. A t one point

in the novel Teddy's seeks the m eaning (definition) o f "happy" in the Petit

54 Jameson ix.
55 Ibid. 155.
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Robert and finds him self trapped in the circularity of the dictionary. (91)

On the island, Teddy seem s cut off from the past and future. The

past, in the form of m em ories relating to his brother Theo, surfaces only in

fragmentary form. M ostly Teddy lives in the time of daily life w ith  its cyclical

motion. He is very m uch a creature of the contemporary world, w orried

about m eeting w eek ly  deadlines. U nlike the Robinson of Tournier, Teddy

cannot stop the clock and seems destined  to live in this cycle forever. But the

cycle is also one of w ind ing  down. B etw een the scene in w hich Marie and

Teddy are confronted by the silent, im m obile man holding the g u n  on the

island of Ruaux (63) and the final scene of the book where Teddy returns to

this sam e point (2 0 1 ), the translator has undergone a process of deterioration.

H is body has been invaded by a form o f paralysis and he has been

progressively m arginalized as new inhabitants have come to the i s l a n d .5^

There w ould  seem  to be in Les Grandes Marees a sense of the

im possibility of escaping from the circle of tim e ( just as the search for

definitive meaning leads the character from w ord to w ord w ith in  the closed

space of the dictionary.) In another o f Poulin's novels, Le Vieux Chagrin

(1989), this cyclical nature of experience (and of writing) is expressed. The

protagonist, a writer like m ost of Poulin's m ain characters, is m aking an

analogy between the process of w aiting and a journey:

Quand vou s comme nee z a ecrire une histoire, vous etes  
com m e un voyageur qui a  vu  de tres loin un chateau. Dans 
Tespoir de 1'atteindre, v o u s  su ivez  un petit chem in qui
descend au flanc d'une colline [........] a bout de force , vous
arrivez enfin devant le chateau. En r^alite ce n'est pas un

56 Pierre Nepveu in L'dcologie du rdel see s  this degeneration as being an expression of the 
“catastrophisme “ of the 1970’s, due in large part to the energy crisis of that time: “Chez Poulin, le 
catastrophisme est actif comme entropie, comme perte radicals d’6nergie, provoquant des 
tentatives de regulation: I’6n6rgie n’est pas £clat6e mais confront6e au d6sordre, mesur§e au 
moyen de gestes, de postures, mais elle se  degrade malgr£ tout devant les forces de 
dissolution." 160
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chateau, ni un manoir, ni m §me une villa: c'est p lut6 t une 
v ie ille  maison delabree et, curieusem ent, elle ressem ble 
beaucoup a celle ou vous a v ez  passe votre enfance. (62)

Just at Teddy is confined to circularity in time, also the island confines 

him in space. Beneath the obvious banality of the descriptions lies a dream­

like (nightm arish) sense of space sim ilar to that in Ballard's Concrete Island. 

“Teddy Bear sa it et a toujours su qu'il n 'y a pas d'autre lieu pour lui que ce 

Paradis terrestre equivoque dont il sera chasse a coup sur, d'autre temps que 

ce tem ps artificiellem ent arrete qui des qu'il se remettra en m ouvem ent le 

pr£cipitera vers sa  perte." 57 in  spite o f its proximity to Q uebec City, Teddy is 

trapped on the island. He cannot leave. Provisions and p eop le  are brought to 

him. The "patron", as w e learn, w ill not allowr the existence o f a boat on the 

island because it is dangerous (39) and unlike Marie, the island's second  

inhabitant, T eddy is not a good sw im m er. Later in the text, another character, 

an author, expresses his frustration at finding himself trapped in the space 

between forest and ocean rather than in the earthly paradise he had 

anticipated:

Finalem ent, c'est tout petit, continue-t-il. Si on  
tient com pte du fait que I'interieur de l'ile est 
presque aussi impenetrable que la jungle de 
1'Amazonie, on peut dire que c'est grand com m e  
m a main! Et il n'y a meme pas de bateau! (116)

Although on the surface Teddy seem s content with, or at least unquestioning  

of, his situation, the negative side of the earthly paradise is further 

em phasised by h is dream  of Alcatraz. (140)55 The island seem s to function as 

a postm odern sim ulation of Crusoe's desert island on w hich  T eddy lives out

57 Gilles Marcotte, “Histoires de Zouaves”. Etudes frangaises 21:3 (1985-6 Winter) 7-17.
58 This possibility of paradise or prison is a feature of other island novels. In both Golding’s  Lord of 
the Flies and Ballard's Rushing to Paradise a potentially idyllic space becom es a place of 
nightmarish existence.
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(physically) his psychological alienation. It is, in fact, a recreation of the work

space from w hich he had sought to escape as w e clearly see in the description

of the newspaper office:

Le bureau du traducteur se trouvait au milieu d'une 
vaste salle d iv isee en ilots de verdure par un agencem ent 
de plantes exotiques et de c lo iso n s am ovibles. (13)

Teddy's situation at w ork resembles that in  w hich  many present-day workers

find themselves: so litude but no privacy. H is  life on the island w ill becom e a

re-creation of this sam e situation. Teddy h a s been labelled "socio-affectif" in

his place of work and the boss, w hose v o ice  is "empreinte d'un grand souci

d'efficacite" (13), has decided to remedy the situation by installing him  on an

island in the Saint Lawrence of which he is  the ow ner. Right from the

beginning of the novel, concern for T eddy's happiness is expressed also as a

desire for him to be more efficient. M oving to the island brings about little

change in the life of th is "socio-affectif" s in ce  "sans le faire expres, le

traducteur reprit peu a peu  dans l'ile les habitudes qui avaient ete siennes

pendant qu'il etait h. 1'emploi du Soleil." (17) He settles quite happily into a

daily routine not questioning this existence at all.

A nearly im penetrable forest occupies the entire centre of the island. 

Teddy expresses no desire to explore this ox even  to speculate on w hat it 

m ight contain. He s im p ly  accepts the ex istence of this unknowable centre and 

lives on the margin o f  the island. M ovem ent is lim ited to restricted space: the 

tw o houses, the tennis court in the centre an d  the single path which  

connecting these spaces. Teddy's m ovem ent am ong these is akin to the 

trajectory of a tennis ball.

All sense of d w ellin g  seem s tem porary in this novel, in keeping w ith  

the postmodern ethos of transience. Characters arrive by helicopter carrying

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



56
a minimal am ount of luggage. Characters w ith  books and sleep ing bags 

regularly drift in  and out o f Poulin's novels, which form a w hole, the sam e 

themes and characters reappearing in the different novels. H ow ever, 

transient though the people w ho arrive on the island may seem  at first, they 

are, it w ould  appear, unable to leave. Tete Heureuse, w ife o f le patron, packs 

her bags every w eek  but a lw ays decides to stay. As more people arrive, Teddy's 

space becom es ever sm aller until the im pression of d im in ish ing space 

becomes a fundam ental part o f T eddy's life and fundam ental to the 

organization o f the novel. H is existence is analogous to the space he occupies. 

Lamenting his lack of m em ory he declares: "La seule im pression  d'ensem ble 

qui me reste c'est que j'ai rapetisse, que la v ie  a rapetisse autour de moi et que 

j'ai rapetisse avec elle." (85) It is Teddy's personal space on the island which  

has shrunk as it has been taken over by the other arrivals. "La degradation de 

respace influence Teddy d'une autre faqion: en le durcissant, en Ie rendant 

engourdi et fro id." 59 T eddy's response to the invasion of his island space by 

the outside w orld  is sim ilar to the reaction o f the individual to postm odern  

time-space com pression w hich  D avid  H arvey describes: "The first line of 

defence is to w ith draw  into a kind o f shell-shocked, blase, or exhausted  

silence and to b o w  dow n before the overw helm ing sense o f how  vast, 

intractable, and outside an y  ind iv idual or even  collective control everything  

is." 60 But also  it seem s there is som ething "cosmic" in T eddy's affirmation, 

especially if w e  consider the end ing o f the novel which in v o lv es the notion  

of petrification. The sense o f  shrinking in conjunction w ith  the metaphor of 

petrification evok es the death  of a star, the densifying of matter.

59 Pierre H6bert, “ Jacques Poulin: de la representation de I’espace & I’espace de la 
representation”, Etudes frangaises 2 1 :3 (1985-86): 50
60 Harvey 350.
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Teddy's experience in his island space can be read as an ironical, 

personalized version o f a myth. The island is a postm odern garden of Eden 

from w hich Teddy w ill eventually  be expelled. After the initial brief period 

of solitude on the island, Teddy is given a fem ale com panion. Marie's 

appearance is sudden and unexpected by Teddy. She is flown in  by helicopter 

and descends by m eans o f a rope ladder. N o explanation is g iven  for her 

presence on the island. Very little reference is made to her past life. She is 

indeed like a new creation, placed on the island by "le patron" to keep Teddy 

company. (24) A t first M arie's arrival brings about a state of stability  and 

happiness:

Parce que s i tu veux, dit-il, on va laisser 
l'ile exactem ent comme elle est. O n ne changera 
rien du tout. On ne coupera pas un arbre et on ne 
plantera rien du tout. (60)

It is at this point that the island most resembles an id}'llic space, but already 

the deterioration has begun. Teddy's right hand is becoming "engourdie et 

froide" (60). A s the space of the island is altered by the arrival o f more 

inhabitants so Teddy experiences deterioration in both mind and body, losing 

his ability to write, to p lay tennis, and even to think. Finally h is inability to 

function as part of the group  leads the others to push  him be\^ond the margin 

and off the island. U nlike the Robinsons of D efoe and Tournier, Teddy suffers 

from an invasion of his so litu d e by other ind ividuals who are supposed ly  

sent to make him happy. These individuals w ou ld  seem  to function like 

objects in consum er society , proliferating to the point of overw helm ing the 

subject for w hose use they are supposedly intended. As Yves Thom as notes, 

"ce qui frappe chez Poulin, c'est que par I'exercice d'un attrait sign ifie  pour les

61 Paul Socken interprets Poulin’s  work in the light of creation myths, seeing the idea of creation 
at the heart of all his novels. Socken 15.
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objets industriels, il est parvenu a en designer les effets chez ses personnages - 

legeret£, neutrality, tranquille insignifiance." 62 This "tranquille 

insignifiance" is apparent in Teddy's relationship to his surroundings.

There is in this novel an em phasis on surface, w hat m ight be called a 

reluctance, on the part of the protagonist certainly, to penetrate the depths - of 

himself, o f m eaning, of others. He lim its him self to w hat is perceptible. 

Ginette M ichaud identifies this em phasis on perceptibility as one of the 

postm odern characteristics of Poulin's novels (" gout pour ce qui est visible, 

audible, perceptible, am our pour les situations concretes et les petites 

com plications de la v ie , degout pour les abstractions, les grandes idees, la 

reactualisation d e genres anciens - contes, allegories, fables, retour a des 

schemas narratifs m ythiques.") 63 W oven into the text of the novel are 

several anecdotes or stories w hich em phasise the notion o f surface. These 

suggest the p ossib ility  o f a meaning, an explanation or resolution of conflict 

w ithout any such  resolution ever m aterialising. We m ight say  there is mythic 

form w ithout m ythic content.

One such story told by Marie to Teddy is that of "le grand  

Onychoteutis." "C'est l'histoire d'un com bat heroique et lygendaire qui se 

deroule dans les profondeurs de la mer." (178-9) As is usually the case, Teddy 

quickly recognises h im self in Marie's stories ( "le cachalot n'a pas de nom , 

c'est un cachalot solitaire" 179). This story relates to his refusal to enter into 

open conflict w ith  the other inhabitants o f the island. (174) Teddy assumes his 

role and participates in the story for aw hile. He refuses, however, to allow the

62 Yves Thomas, “La part des labels et des marchandises dans Les Grandes Marges." Voix et 
Images1989 15:1 (43) 43-50
Paul Socken also points out the emphasis on objects: “People don’t have names, but animals and 
things do.” 53.
^G inette Michaud, “R6cits postmodemes?”, Etudes frangaises29.1 (1985-6) .70.
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story to reach a point o f resolution and rejects the mythic combat aw aiting

him in the depths. He opts instead for the surface:

Ecoute, dit-il, c'est mieux que je te le d ise  tout de suite: 
il n'y aura pas de bataille. Le v ieu x  cachalot a decide de 
remonter vers la lumiere et 1'air pur. C 'est comme 5a.
Tout ce qu'il souhaite, c'est de revoir le tapis lumineux et 
le soleil sur les vagues. (183)

These last lines echo ones spoken earlier by T eddy in response to Marie's 

series of questions aim ed at finding out w h at is important in his life: "H y  a 

une chose que j'aime bien. C'est quand, dans les yeux des gens, parfois, on  

voit passer quelque chose. Une sorte d'eclair qui brille, une sorte de chaleur."  

(176) The m eaning of life like that of w ords is a fleeting, momentary thing  

and Teddy is quite happy to accept it as such.

This notion of the fleeting and insubstantial is echoed in various other 

anecdotes. The im age of sm oke functions a s  a leitm otiv in the novel, evoking  

the fragility of human existence. The passage from Bradbury quoted by  Marie: 

"je vis com m e une fum^e dans un puits"(48) is  echoed in the quotation from  

the letters of Van G ogh to his brother Theo: "Tel a un grand foyer dans son  

ame et personne ne v ien t jamais s'y chauffer, et les passants n'en apercoivent 

qu'un petit peu  de fum £e en haut par la chem inee, et puis s'en vont leur 

chemin." (84) Then there is the story o f the herm it o f l'ile Saint-Barnabd 

whose existence is signalled  only by the sm oke com ing from his chim ney  

until: "Au bout de quarante ans, quelqu'un dans le village remarqua, un beau 

jour, qu'on ne voyait p lus de fum^e sortir d e  la cheminee." (95) This last story 

is inspired by a word in  the dictionary w hich  caught Marie's eye, the w ord  

"ethereal", defined as "au-dessus des choses de ce monde." (93) These im ages  

reflect T eddy's relationship to the island space, w hich  in turn sym bolises his 

place in society. Teddy's presence on the island is not deep-rooted. He has no
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relationship to the land itself, but drifts like sm oke across its surface. His 

presence there is barely noticeable or is of little consequence. Sm oke is merely 

su ggestive  of fire or o f  life, in the w ay that w ords are su ggestive  of lived  

experience. Teddy and Marie com municate b y  story-telling or by the 

appropriation of another's words to express feelings, experience and  

relationships.

Teddy's relationship to Theo is expressed by reference to the letters of 

Van G ogh to his brother of the same name. (83) 64 It is as if life is lived  

vicariously  on the island . N o authentic experience or hum an relationship is 

possible. The quest for m eaning or happiness is transposed to the level of 

language. A s in all Poulin's work the act of w riting is all im portant.

The act of w riting itself is com pared to the insubstantial or to the 

prom ise o f a m eaning w hich  is end lessly  deferred. We see this in the story  

told to Marie b y  the w riter who has com e to stay  on the island. She in turn 

tells it to Teddy. The m an at the beginning o f the story is another Teddy  

figure: "C'est un hom m e qui marche sur la greve....Il a la tete v id e et il ne sait 

pas du tout ou il va. II est tout seul."(120) The discovery of a chest em bedded  

in the sand stirs in him  im ages of treasure (another island association) but, in 

spite of the m any p ossib ilities (of m eaning), the chest contains on ly  " du linge 

m oisi, des vieux vetem ents de femme" and that, according to the writer, is 

"I'histoire de I'ecriture." Any quest for m eaning is fruitless. (122) This notion 

of the fleeting, the insubstantial w ith no underlying m eaning places les 

Grandes Marees w ith in  the category of the postm odern novel, w hich  

expresses the sense of ephem erality and fragm entation experienced in  the

64 Sherry Simon points out that this conscious repetition of a narrative is a feature of the 
postmodern novel: “CondamnS toujours a venir “apres”, le r§cit postmodeme dit souvent la 
conscience de r§p6ter et de reprendre une histoire d6ja racont6e." Sherry Simon, Le Traficdes 
langues (Quebec: Boreal, 1994) 75.
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latter decades of the twentieth centurv. 65

Teddy's response to the sense of living an existence w hich  is without

underlying meaning is to act according to a ritualized behaviour pattern,

m oving am ongst people and objects which, for him, have the sam e status.

In Les Grandes Marees there occurs an effacing of difference betw een people

and objects. Teddy, for instance, holds his tennis racket "de la m em e fa^on

qu'il eu t serr£ la main de quelqu'un." (21) Tennis is an important ritual in his

life, central to which is "the Prince." Our expectations of som e important

ritual upon reading that "au m ilieu de l'ile le Prince 1'attendait" (22) are

disappointed when w e learn that the object in question is a com puterized

machine for throwing tennis balls. In the postm odern w orld o f this island all

activity is in a sense ritualized. Pierre N epveu expresses the idea of a

postm odern expression of ritual:

La forme post-m oderne du rituel consiste justem ent 
en un rapport ironique et pseudonym ique a la culture.
Le recyclage est inscrit dans la nature m§me du cycle 
rituel com m e resurgence, rememoration, citation. C e  
recyclage n'est pas la redecouverte d'une verite ancienne 
et perdue, m ais plutot une strategic qui fait ressurgir le 
connu sur le m ode de la surprise, le proche sur le m ode  
du lointain. 66

This ironic relationship to ritual is apparent in Teddy's elaborate 

preparations for his gam e of tennis in the chapter designated as "Le 

ceremonial." (9) In this postm odern island space mythic form is preserved,

65 David Harvey attributes this sen se  of the fleeting and insubstantial to the intense time-space 
compression which occurred in the 1960’s to  the 1980’s. Acceleration of production, exchange 
and consumption along with the transition to less material monetary forms had its impact on 
culture: “ The first major consequence [of the speed-up in the turnover times of capital] has been 
to accentuate volatility and ephemerality of fashions, products, production techniques, labour 
processes, Ideas and ideologies, values and established practices. The sen se  that ‘all that Is solid 
melts into air’ has rarely been more pervasive (which probably accounts for the volume of writing 
on that theme in recent years.)’’ The Condition of Postmodemity 285-286.
6® Nepveu 170.
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although mythic content is absent.

Unlike former Robinsons, Teddy has no need to interact w ith  the 

natural environm ent in order to survive, for he lives in a world o f consum er 

products, labelled goods su p p lied  for his use, the origins of w hich are not his 

concern. H is interaction w ith  these objects is portrayed as a ritual, for 

example, the breakfast scene com m on to many Poulin  novels in w hich the 

same food is eaten at the sam e tim e every day. W hereas in previous 

Robinson stories the m aking o f bread had significance in that this complex 

process w as for the protagonist an  affirmation of his humanity, or of his 

civilized  being, in Poulin's n o v e l the much quoted episode of the m aking of 

the Graham tart becomes but a parody. Again the activity is ritualized as 

Teddy fo llow s step by step the recipe, show ing a  desire for precision which  

am ounts to fanaticism. The process is accom panied by imaginary 

conversation w ith  Teddy's brother Theo, the adventurer of the fam ily, and 

antithesis of Teddy. This excessive  attention to banal activity has the effect of 

making the everyday seem  strange or hyperreal. W e have "le connu sur le 

mode de la surpise", as N epveu  says. This effect is sim ilar to that achieved by  

Tournier in V en dred i  w hen  Robinson's stockpiling goes to such absurd  

extremes. It w ould  seem  that in both  these novels objects are foregrounded. Is 

it possib le then that ritual is a postm odern w ay o f im posing order on chaos? 

The dom ination of nature w hich  formed an essential part of the m odern  

w orldview  has been replaced by ritual, since "the modernization process is 

com plete and nature is gone for good."  In the postm odern space o f  Poulin's 

island the struggle to im pose order on the environm ent has been transposed  

to a struggle w ith  language.

In Les Grandes Marees, a s  in other Poulin novels, language is a central
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theme. 67 Therefore it is  not surprising to see the dictionary occupying the

place once held by the Bible. Just as Defoe's Robinson Crusoe relied on  the

Bible for guidance and inspiration, so Teddy turns to the dictionary to guide

him when he needs to im pose som e kind of order on  the words "qui

tourbiilonnent dans sa  tete". In Les Grandes Marees the im position o f order

has evolved from m a n / nature conflict to one of m ean in g / language. A s

earlier Robinson figures strove to bring order or c iv ilization  to the chaos of

the island world so as to render it intelligible, so T eddy struggles

unsuccessfully to find an  exact translation, to m ake w ord s give up som e

definitive m eaning. For Teddy, in his solitary state, dictionaries replace the

friends he lacks: "Le Petit Robert, le gros Harrap's, le Grand Larousse, le petit

Littre, le gros W e b s te r  remplagaient les amis quTl n'avait pas." (17).

W ebster's dictionary is a  particular favourite. In the description of it w e  note

analogies to Teddy and his situation on the island:

Le gros W ebster recevait un traitem ent de faveur: 
a cause d e son  poids et de sa taille , il avait l'dpine 
dorsale assez  fragile et Teddy le m ettait tout seul et 
grand ouvert sur une table, avec une lam pe au-dessus; 
c'est lu i-m em e qui se deplagait lorsqu'il avait besoin  
de lui. (17)

Teddy w ith  his translator's mania for precision and for finding the exact 

expression required, functions rather like a d ictionary himself. Later in the 

text the quest for happiness is reduced to a search in the dictionary and is, of 

course, continually deferred. (91-92) The notion o f circularity in Les Grandes 

Marees is that of the v ic iou s circle, in contrast to the m ovem ent o f enclosing  

in Verne's island n ovels and the idea of eternal recurrence in Tournier's 

Vendredi. The chapter entitled "Cercle vicieux" sum s up Teddy's island  

existence, "distractions - difficultds de traduction - m al de dos -

67 Most of Poulin’s  protagonists are writers.
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distractions."(7S) Thus the space of the island represents entrapm ent in the 

viciou s circle. Teddy moves in endless circles seeking to define his existence.

If defin itions are im possible to find, so  are meanings, particularly "le sens de 

la vie et le sens du travail" (95) the q u est for which (though not seriously 

undertaken) runs throughout the novel. Teddy's reply to Marie's question  

regarding these, "Je n'ai rien trouve d u  tout", pronounced w ith  such a pitiful 

air that Marie laughs - is the only p ossib le reponse to such em ptiness.

C onversational exchanges b etw een  characters also have a ritual quality.

Marie tries to convey to Teddy truths about him self and his situation by

means of story-telling. Just as it is im p ossib le  to find a defin itive meaning of a

concept by looking in the dictionary, so  the inhabitants of the island find it

im possib le to com m unicate through d ia logue, but rather drift from word to

w ord b y  association and m isunderstanding as illustrated in  the comic

exchange b etw een  the professor (h im self very much a cartoon character given

to uttering cliches about Quebec) and the author (struggling to write "le grand

roman de I'Amerique" but unable to g e t  beyond the first sentence):

-V ous avez de la chance, m es am is, d'habiter un pays
oil tout est a faire Et quel pays! Ces forets vierges,
ces grandes etendues sauvages, ce fleuve superbe...
-Fuck! rouspeta VA uteur.
-Comment? Des phoques? V ous dites qu'il y  en  a dans le 
fleuve? (98)

There is greater understanding w ith ou t w ords as in the "conversation  

muette" w hich takes place between T eddy and Marie. (73) A s  Paul Socken 

points out, there is portrayed in the novel the notion of the failure of 

language: "Language is seen to be inadequate, debased, and the object of 

ridicule.... Com m unication through lan gu age proves futile." 68 There is no 

real com m unication, on ly the ritual o f language.

68 Socken 54.
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Perhaps the greatest ritual activity of all is work. In earlier Robinson 

Crusoe stories w ork is a means of survival, but also a w av of remaining 

human. We have seen  how the value of industriousness is exalted in L'ile 

mysterieuse  and then subverted in Vendredi.  In Les Grandes Marees Teddy is 

certainly hard w orking. Like any contem porary em ployee, he worries about 

the performance of his task and m eeting deadlines. All this, however, is 

reduced to absurdity* w hen it is revealed that the translations of comic strips 

he has been so assid u ou sly  w orking on  are not being published at all and that 

he has, in fact, been replaced at the new spaper by a computer ("un cerveau 

electronique") w hich  can translate at super speed. The boss has placed Teddy 

on the island in order to get him out o f  the w ay. (73) This transformation of 

work into abstract, purposeless activity recalls Baudrillard's affirmation in Le 

Miroir de la production that, in order to sustain  itself, contemporary 

(consumer) society no longer requires that everyone produce but that 

everyon e participate: "Car le system e n'a p lus besoin de la productivity de 

tous, il a besoin  que tout le monde joue le jeu." 69 Teddy refuses this 

participation and is eventually expelled from the island. There is a sense in 

this novel of progressive removal from  reality or from a meaning or purpose. 

This loss of m eaning is perhaps inherent in any alienating modern society 

where work becom es increasingly disconnected from basic survival. Teddy 

differs from earlier Robinsons in that for him  survival on the island means 

doing his job of translating comic strips. By virtue of being a translator Teddy 

is already one step removed from the language. H is isolation is intensified by 

his lack of com m unication and detachm ent from the other inhabitants, all of 

which makes it im possible for the space of the island to realize its potential as

69 Le miroir de la production 148.
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an idyllic place.

The man alone on  the island in Les Grandes Marees links to earlier 

literary representations o f the sam e topos in a significant w ay in that the 

island is associated w ith  the quest for happiness. (In many mythological 

system s the island is inaccessible to all but a chosen few and represents both  

earthly and spiritual happiness.) Early on  in the novel, w e  note an 

association between happiness and ritual established in the exchange o f w ord s  

between Teddy and the boss:

....le patron lui p osa  la question rituelle:
-Etes-vous heureux dans Tile?
-Tres heureux, d it Teddy.
- Vous etes sur? insista-t-il.
Teddy fit s ign e  que oui. II y  avait une grande 
sollicitude dans les yeux du patron. (1 0 )

Thus the boss is seen as a god-like figure w ho drops dow n to earth in his 

helicopter from time to tim e in  order to check u p  on the world he has created. 

His role recalls that o f N em o in Verne's L'ile m ysterieuse  except that, in 

postm odern  fashion, his preoccupation is w ith  the personal happiness of his 

subjects rather than their intellectual advancem ent. W hereas Nem o w a s  a 

hero (quasi-m ythic ) figure because of his k now ledge of science and 

engineering, the boss in Les Grandes Marees o w es  his status to his superior  

performance in the w orld of finance. He is "le poete de la finance" (54), an  

im plication that talent and creativity leading to success in the com mercial 

world entitles one to superior status. Indeed, the island world represented in 

this novel is very m uch a space in consumer society  and so it is not at all 

surprising that the novel expresses aspects of the sam e 'mal de siecle' 

examined by Jean Baudrillard and Guy Debord. Baudrillard and Debord refer 

to the sense of unease arising from the w orld o f  spectacle and sim ulation
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w hich w e have now  inhabited for the past three decades. 70 It m ust be noted, 

however, that Teddy, certainly at the beginning of the novel, sh ow s no trace 

of "mal de siecle"  having what m ay be seen  as a natural rapport w ith the 

objects w h ich  surround him. "Le rapport de Teddy aux m arques d e commerce 

et aux produits de consom m ation n'est pas un d'alienation, plutot 

m aniem ent d 'u n  code, d'une langue dont on n'oublie pas la fonction  

essen tieliem en t pragm atique." 71

Jean Baudrillard sees the contem porary preoccupation w ith  individual 

happiness a s  being a facet o f consum er society .72 it is indeed possib le to draw  

several an a log ies betw een Baudrillard's La Societe de consommation (1970) 

and Poulin's n ovel. The former stresses the fundamental role o f happiness in 

consumer society: "c'est la reference absolue de la societe de consom m ation: 

c'est proprem ent l'equivalent du  salut."  73 In the vision of society  which  

Baudrillard criticizes happiness is obligatory and members o f society m ust be 

continually increasing their happiness by consum ing more products . Those 

w ho are content w ith  w hat they have run the risk of being accused of a-social 

behaviour. (113) This is indeed the fate o f Teddy in les Grandes Marees.

Because he is  generally unresponsive to the stock of happiness w hich the boss  

forces upon h im  by  w ay  of sending additional inhabitants to the island, Teddy  

him self is fin a lly  rejected, having been  declared "en dehors de la marge"

(198), and exp elled  from the island.

70 For Guy Debord contemporary society is one where the individual, like Poulin’s translator, 
experiences extreme alienation in a world where there can be no interaction with the 
environment, for everything is image: “Le spectateurne se  sent chez lui nulle part, carle  
spectacle est partout.” Debord 16.
71 Nepveu 173.
72 The pursuit of individual happiness is not, of course, an invention of the postmodern era. It is 
the legitimation of this pursuit, its valorisation above all other concerns which seem  peculiarly 
postmodern.
73 La Soci6t6 d e  consommation 59.
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The people brought onto the island by the boss's helicopter, w ith  the

exception of Marie w h o does use her real name, are presented as tvpes (the

Professor, the Writer, the Ordinary Man) w hose role is to improve Teddy's

life, to make him happier. It seems w e have here an example of w hat

Baudrillard calls "la m ystique de la sollicitude" (252), som ething w hich  occurs

in a society where hum an relationships have broken dow n and have been

replaced by sim ulations:

La perte de la relation hum aine (spontanee, reciproque, 
sym bolique) est le fait fondam ental de nos societds. C'est 
sur cette base qu'on assiste a la reinjection system atique de 
relation humaine - sous forme de signes - dans le circuit 
social. 74

The Writer, the Professsor, the Ordinary Man, the Social Animator and the 

Doctor can be seen as signs which are representative of a concern for Teddy^s 

w ell-being. But these signs, as do the objects of consumer society, take on a life 

of their ow n and overw helm  the person w h ose happiness they are supposed  

to bring about. This is because the "immense system e de sollicitude'" is itself 

also a system  of production: "production de com munication, de relation  

humaine, de services. II produit de la sociabilite." 75 The result of such a 

system  is to achieve the opposite of w hat it claims: "Destine a produire de la 

sollicitude, il est voud a produire et a reproduire sim ultanem ent de la 

distance, de la non-communication, de I'opacite et de I'atrocite." 76 N on­

communication is evident, as w e have seen, in the conversations of the 

inhabitants of the island, this " monde congu com m e un Global V illage  

McLuhanien, peupl£ de spdcialistes de plus en plus specialises qui ne 

parviennent plus a s'entendre et a se traduire en cette nouvelle tour de Babel"

74 Ibid. 255.
75 La Socidtd de consommation 257.
76 Ibid.

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



69
in the words of G inette Michaud. 77

According to Baudrillard, the fatigue from w hich  em ployees

suffer is a form of resistance to the system . W e can see Teddy's progressive

"petrification" in this w ay. As the island is invaded by more inhabitants

Teddy finds h im self unable to w ork on his translations because his

concentration is disturbed, and unable to p lay tennis because his right hand is

becoming "engourdie," w hich is to say  that he is unable to perform  the two

main rituals w hich make up his life. T eddy is  experiencing the effects of

entropy as a gradual loss of energy. The island space is shrinking around him,

forcing him to w ith draw  into h im self and slow ly  wither aw ay. U nlike

Verne's five island colonists w ho w itn ess a  dramatic destruction of their

island, Teddy's island is taken from him  by the banality of consum er society.

Edged towards the coast o f the island by the other inhabitants, T eddy is forced

to take to the water and sw im  tow ards the neighboring island. Reaching the

shore he is confronted by the figure of the old  man:

L'homme qui se tenait a I'oree du bois, etait v ieu x  
et tres maigre. II portait un fusil sur la hanche. II 
avait d es lunettes. II ne faisait aucun m ouvem ent.

Le traducteur reussit a s'approcher du v ie il 
hom me. Quand il fut tout pres, il se mit debout et 
lui toucha doucem ent le v isage. Le vieux n'etait pas 
vivant: il avait la peau dure comme la pierre. (2 0 1 )

This enigmatic description closes the novel. It is as if Teddy is facing a future 

image of himself, a petrified figure, va in ly  attempting to w ard off newcom ers 

to the island. H is life on the island, so Poulin  seems to suggest, w ill repeat 

itself. The island space cannot represent an escape from postm odern society,

since it is a m icrocosm  of that very society. Individuals may in d u lge in the

illusion of living a  separate existence in the "elsewhere" of island  space, but

77 Michaud 68.
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in fact each island is a sm all replica of the all-encom passing contemporary 

w orld . 75

In all of the novels w e  have studied here the island represents an 

enclosed  space in which can be observed the relationship of characters to their 

environm ent. Whether the island functions as paradise or prison, utopia or 

d ystop ia  depends fundam entally on the w ay in w hich  the characters relate to 

space, which in turn is determ ined by their particular w orldview . The five  

co lon ists  in L'lle mysterieuse se t about the dom ination of the virgin island  

wdth great enthusiasm  creating a modern utopia. The m usicians aboard the  

floating island in L'lle a helice discover the d ystop ia  inherent in m odernity. 

Tournier's Robinson finds a w a y  to leave the space and time of modernity 

and succeeds in re-enchanting the island space, albeit through a process o f  

self-dehum anization. Finally, Poulin's protagonist in Les Grandes Marees 

experiences the dystopia of island space as consum er society crowds in on  

him .

In these novels, w ith  the exception of V en dred i,  the island is 

represented as a potential m ythic space, but one w hich  cannot stand ou tsid e  

the social w orld of its time. O nly Tournier's Robinson achieves a total 

transformation of his relationship to the island space and is thus able to m ake 

it truly a mythic space, a genuine "elsewhere."

We shall turn now  from the enclosed space of the island to the 

vastn ess of the desert, w hich  also functions in W estern literature as a 

potential space of opposition to modern or postm odern life.

78 Jean-Paul Eng6libert sees the sam e impossibility of evasion trom society expressed in Ballard’s  
Concrete Island and Paul Theroux’s  Mosquito Coast (1981): “la fuite est impossible, car la soci6t6 
k laquelle le ou les h6ros tentent d ’6chapper est h6g6monique, supprime I’alt§rit6, r6sorbe le s  
Ties dans un continent qui ne connatt plus d’ext6rieur.” Eng§libert 337.
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Chapter 2.

The Desert and the Q uest for the H oly  Land.

Like the islands studied in the last chapter, the desert also has potential 

as a mythic space in that it is the antithesis o f modern, industrialized society. 

Deserts, like the v irg in  islands of the R obinson Crusoe legacy, are considered 

in Western im agination  as em pty space largely untouched by  hum an  

civilization. Thus the desert provides an oppositional space to the modern 

world. In another respect it is the op p osite  of the island, since it is seen as 

lim itless in contrast to the enclosed space o f the island.

Since Biblical tim es the desert has held a prom inent p lace in Western 

culture and is  therefore a space rich in sym bolism . Through its representation 

in the book of Exodus  it is associated not only w ith  the trials and tribulations 

of exile, but also w ith  spiritual revelation. In W estern im agination  the desert 

lies at the threshold o f the prom ised land. Throughout the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries the boundless space and dazzling light of the desert have 

exerted their fascination on num erous w riters and artists, m anv of whom  

have sought there an antidote to the stresses of urban liv ing. 1

This chapter w ill explore the top os of the desert and the qu est for the 

prom ised land in a selection  of late nineteenth- and late twentieth-century  

novels, w ith the aim  of determ ining h ow  the representation o f the desert 

topos is influenced by the era of its creation. The works of the w riters in 

question here, Pierre Loti and Jean-M arie G ustave Le Clezio, incorporate the 

discourses of the late nineteenth- and tw entieth-century respectively. It is

1 One such author is Gustave Flaubert whose Voyage en Egypte portrays desert landscapes 
which are both real and mythical. As Pierre-Marc d e Biasi writes in his introduction to the 1991 
edition of Voyage, “L'Orient imaginairede I’enfance e td e  l’adolescence...part h la rencontrede 
(’Orient r<§el qui va devenir sa  vraie patrie pendant plus d’une ann§e.” Gustave Flaubert, Voyage 
en Egypte (Paris: Grasset, 1991) 21.
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possible, if som ew hat lim iting, to see their work in terms of colonial and 

post-colonial writing. It w as the process of colonialization which allow ed Loti 

to travel to "exotic" lands thereb}' furnishing material for his novels.

Whether seeking exotic experience or, as in the case of Le Desert and 

Jerusalem, spiritual experience, Loti is engaged in the pursuit of "elsewhere 

values lost with the m odernization of European society." 2 The novels o f Le 

Clezio, on the other hand, reflect the opposite trend by representing the 

Western world, in particular the large cities of France, through the eyes o f a 

colonial subject. What the tw o w riters have in common, o f course, is the fact 

that they both represent the space of the desert and its inhabitants from a 

European perspective. The representation of the desert topos by two European 

authors writing largely for a European reading public show s above all changes 

in European thinking over the course of a century.

Pierre Loti's Le Desert.

The account of Pierre Loti's spiritual quest w hich took him across the 

Sinai Desert to Jerusalem and G alilee is told in the novels of the H oly Land 

Trilogy, Le Desert, Jerusalem and La Galilee , although "novel" seem s scarcely 

an accurate generic term for these wx>rks which are a mix of travelogue 

descriptions and Loti's pessim istic m usings on the vanity of all things and the 

em ptiness of "modern" life in particular. We shall focus here on the first two 

books of the trilogy in w hich a sense of disenchantment is all pervasive as w e  

follow the author across the Sinai D esert and into the m ost holy places of 

Jerusalem, where Loti finds w hat he has expected to find all along: a spiritual 

vacuum  beneath the trappings of tourism.

2 Bongie 5.

Reproduced w ith permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



73
We shall then com pare Loti's sense of d isenchantm ent w ith his 

time to that o f another author, J. M. G Le Clezio, w hose novels express a 

sim ilar d isillusionm ent w ith  the industrialized, technological world of the 

late tw entieth century. In the w orks of both these authors, the space of the 

desert occupies a prom inent place as does the quest for Jerusalem. H ow ever, 

the representation of these spaces reflects two very d ifferent ideologies. In 

m any w a y s perhaps the w ork  o f Le C lezio is an attem pt to re-enchant the 

em pty w orld  w hich so troubles Loti. Accepting the m odernization process as 

com plete, Le C lezio creates in his novels the sense of a m yth ic "elsewhere"  

w hich exists as mental space and can be accessed through language.

W e shall pay particular attention here to the notions of time, space and  

language in order to stu d y  the sim ilarities and differences w hich exist in the 

fin  de s iec le  thinking of tw o  centuries. The notion of shrinking space is 

com m on to both the late n ineteenth and twentieth centuries. Loti's journey 

to the H oly  Land took place in  the 1890's, a time w h en  the process of 

colonization by the European p ow ers w as w ell under w a y , leaving little 

territory unexplored. D uring the sam e period the A m erican W est w as closed  

to further colonization and so, as Stephen Kern points out, there w as a feeling  

in W estern society that no "em pty space" was left anyw here in the world.3  

Sim ilarly our ow n globalized  society  lives with a sense o f shrinking space and  

overcrow ding. Many of the once far aw ay, exotic areas of the world have now  

becom e com m onplace tourist destinations. Rapid advances in transportation  

system s have made m ost p laces easily  accessible. H ow ever it is not only in a 

physical sense that the w orld  has shrunk. The advance of capitalism  w ith  its 

globalizing tendencies has today draw n almost all aspects o f life into its

3 Kern 139.
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economic n eb , creating the impression that there is no place left to go beyond 

its boundaries. For both Loti and Le Clezio, the desert is thus the antithesis of 

the modern world, a place outside both the time and space of m odernitv. 

Edward Said sees this notion of a place outside the time and space of the 

W estern world as a fundam antal elem ent of Orientalism, w hich "denudes 

the humanity of another culture, people, or geographical region. But 

Orientalism has taken a step further than that: it view s the Orient as 

som ething w hose existence is not only d isp layed  but has remained fixed in 

tim e and place for the W est." 4 Although both Loti and Le Clezio portray the 

space of the desert as the antithesis of m odernity, they relate to this space in 

very different way's. Loti's perspective is very' much that of the European 

colonizing subject, w hereas Le Clezio adopts w hat w e m ight see as an 

"ecological" attitude, whereby the human subject is fully integrated into its 

space of existence. 5

Similarly', there is a change in the sen se of time from one century's end 

to the next. The sen se of ending is com m on to f in  de siecle sensibility as is 

apocalyptic thinking. This may take the form, as is the case in the w riting of 

Jules Verne, of an im pending cataclysm or, as in the decadent thinking  

current in late nineteenth- century Europe, o f  a process of degeneration. In 

our own time, w e feel threatened by ecological disaster. 6 Both Loti and Le 

Clezio express a nostalgia for what is past and can never be recuperated, but

4 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Random House, 1979.) 308.
5 Jean Onimus em phasises the “ecological" aspect of Le Clezio’s work inspired by the many 
journeys undertaken by the author into areas of the world where “primitive" forms of existence can 
still be found.
In Le Clezio’s L'inconnu surla terre there is explicit reference to this perspective: “Je voudrais qu’il 
n’y ait pas de difference entre les elements et les hommes, entre la terre, le ciel, la mer et les 
hommes."
Jean Onimus, Pour lire Le CI6zio (Paris: PUF, 1994) 116.
6 Eugen Weber draws parallels between ecological discourse and millennial thought in his book 
Apocalypses (Toronto:Random House, 1999).
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what is m ost striking in Loti's w riting is the sense of frozen time. In the work 

of Le Clezio, there is a much m ore dynamic sense of time, a m ingling of past 

and present and  an attem pt to create through w riting a sense of som e mythic 

tim elessness.

In 1894 Loti's writing turns aw ay from the representation of the exotic

in the form of sensual experience and takes a "travelogic" approach. 7 Le

Desert recounts a journey across the Sinai Desert undertaken by the

author/ narrator, a journey w h ich  is a spiritual quest for the traveller who

follows in the footsteps of M oses. H is account of the journey takes the form of

a journal in w h ich  the precise dates and quotations from Exodus, which are

used as chapter headings, mark the stages of his itinerary. This process of

record keeping and m apping links Loti's writing to the colonial era in which

he was w riting, m aps and accurate records being the tools of appropriation.

But, in Le Desert, w hat Loti is m apping above all are h is ow n  mental

processes as he accom plishes h is fruitless spiritual quest, w hich  he w ill refer

to in the second part of the trilogy, Jerusalem, as "mon pelerinage sans foi."

(21) The them e of this novel is n ot the desert itself , b u t its effect upon the

writer. A s Todorov says:

La v ie  de Loti s'oriente vers un seul but: constituer  
une collection d e sensations, ou m ieux d 'im pressions [...] 
le  p ays stranger est bien la, qui provoque ['apparition du 
livre; mais il n'entre pas dans le livre lui-m em e: on n'a 
affaire qu'a I'effet, qu'a  I'impression, qu'a la reaction 
subjective. S

Loti gathered sensations as m aterial for his waiting in the sam e w ay  that he 

recreated the O rient in his h ou se in Rochefort. Both the hom e and the text 

function as a stage  decor in w h ich  Loti is the principal actor. The

7 Bongie 104.
8 Tzvetan Todorov, Nous et les autres (Paris: Seuil, 1989) 342-343.
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textualisation of this collection of im pressions results in a narrative which  

resembles the modern tourist's photograph album  in which m om ents in 

time and sections of space are frozen by the eye of the camera. Thus space is 

detached from lived experience.

Though Loti's pretext for the journey through the desert is the 

undertaking of a spiritual quest 9 the reader of Le Desert has often the 

impression that the journey to the Holy Land is more the acting out of a 

spiritual fantasy  for which the space of the desert provides an appropriate 

decor, just as in earlier novels far away places furnished the background for 

exotic/ erotic adventures. It is, therefore, not surprising that there is little 

political com ment in Loti's novels. W hen the author does lam ent the effects 

of colonization, it is not out of sympathy for colonized peoples, but rather out 

of a dread of losing the last remaining space untouched by m odernity. In his 

article "Economies of scale", which exam ines, among other th ings, the 

relationship between colonialism  and exoticism , Anthony Purdy states: "If 

Loti, as a fervent anti-modernist, objects to certain effects of colonialism , it is 

on grounds that are neither political nor moral but purely aesthetic: in a 

word, colonialism  is bad only when it spoils the illusion, w h en  it a llow s the 

w orld to intrude upon the archaic, exotic picture that Loti so carefully  

constructs around himself." to One of Loti's major objections to colonialism  

and modernity is the banalising, leveling effect of these m ovem ents which  

threaten to make all the places of the w orld resemble one another. Loti 

expresses his apprehension towards modern, W estern society in Madame

9 Loti states the reason for his journey as follows: “pour essayer de voir encore, sous 
I’envahissement des hommes et des choses de ce  siecle sans foi, la sainte Jerusalem, j'ai voulu y 
venir par les vieilles routes abandonnees et preparer mon esprit dans le long recueillement des 
solitudes.” (27)
10 Anthony Purdy, “Economies of Scale: the world as picture,” Literature and Money (Amsterdam 
Rodopi, 1993) 211.

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



7 7
Chr y saf i t heme ,w here he predicts that,

II v ien d ra  un tem ps ou la terre sera bien ennuyeuse  
a habiter, quand on I'aura rendue pareille d 'un  bout 
a I'autre, et qu'on ne pourra m em e plus essayer de  
voyager pour se distraire un peu. n

This com plaint m ight w ell have been uttered by present-day tourists, 

dissatisfied  w ith  the tim e and space in w h ich  they live, d ep loring the fact that 

globalization has d ep rived  travellers o f an "elsewhere" to w h ich  escape is still 

possib le, but not considering the fact that they are a prime contributor to the 

situation  in w hich  th ey  find them selves. Kristin Ross has observed that in 

m any w ays certain w riters of the last three decades of the n ineteenth century  

anticipate the m odern tourist, finding them selves in the p osition  of "the 

solitary explorer, w h o , seeking virgin territory, uncharted w orlds, suddenly  

notices he has brought his w hole w orld a long w ith him." 12  Loti is indeed  

travelling w ith a q u an tity  of preconceptions under the cloud  of a fin de siecle 

sense of ennui w h ich  drains the life and colour from all he observes. Alec 

H argreaves sees the "ideological luggage" w hich accom panied Loti on all his 

journeys as "an o b sessio n  w ith  death, together w ith  a counterbalancing  

nostalgia  for ch ildhood."  13 This obsession  influences the spatia l 

representation in Le Desert, in w hich the landscape is portrayed as lifeless and 

em pty. The narrator is  forced to recognize that the ideal he is seeking in this 

place is irretrievably lost. Thus the spiritual quest takes on the appearance of 

an em pty ritual. The w orld  then becom es a stage upon w h ich  Loti is the so le  

actor. "L'auteur s'est declare le seu l sujet a bord." 14

There are several scenes in Le Desert w hich indicate Loti's sense

11 Madame Chrysantheme (Paris: Calmann-L6vy) 7.
12 Kristin Ross, The Emergence of Social Space (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota Press, 1988) 95.
13 Alec Hargreaves, The Colonial Experience in French Fiction (London: MacMillan, 1981) 24.
14 Todorov 355.
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of role playing. He is often both spectator and actor in the theatre of the desert. 

Suzanne Lafont verv aptly describes him as "le metteur en scene de lui- 

mSme." 15 From the outset of the journey he adopts Arab dress, not only  

because this is more practical for the clim atic conditions but also because: "on 

doit a autrui de ne pas promener dans son tableau de desert la tache ridicule 

d'un costum e anglais." (31) Later, in the crypt of the burning bush, the author 

and his com panions dress in oriental costum e ou t of consideration for the 

artists w h o decorated the crypt. They reject "les vetem ents de notre siecle 

m esquin et impie" in order not to appear "profanateurs envers les artistes 

enfantins et splendides d'autrefois." (65) Here, as in the later novel Jerusalem, 

w e are aware of the polarisation of Loti's thinking. The past, the Biblical past 

or the author's ow n childhood, contains all that is good whereas the present 

is mean, shabby, and small-m inded. Arab dress for Loti is associated w ith  a 

superior past. In Jerusalem, he expresses adm iration for figures who evoke  

for him characters from the Bible. In this respect, his writing imitates that of 

Chateaubriand w hose Itineraire de Paris a Jerusalem (1811) 16 is a long lament 

for a textual world, one which exists only in the Bible and written accounts of 

the Crusades. Compared to this lost w orld o f text, the lived experience of place 

is an enorm ous disappointm ent.

For Loti, aesthetic preoccupations tend to dom inate spiritual ones even  

in the m ost holy of shrines. In this respect h is account is far more that of a 

tourist than of a pilgrim. The spiritual quest seem s forgotten in the pleasure 

of describing the sacred objects which surround him. Self-awareness is rarely 

absent from his writing, to the extent that he expresses regret at the lack of an

15 Suzanne Lafont. Suprimescliches de Loti (Toulouse: PU du Murail, 1993) 8.
This is a very appropriate image given that the writer, Julien Viaud, became one of his own 
characters by choosing to use the name of Loti.
16 Ren6 de Chateaubriand, Itineraire de Parish Jerusalem (Paris: Gamier-Flammarion, 1968).
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audience: "N ous nous d ison s meme que nos costum es, dont les couleurs 

s'avivent les unes par les autres, doivent faire bien sur le fond des vieilles  

chaux blanches et les rouges granits. Mais personne n'est la pour nous voir." 

(62) Loti is never able to lose him self in the contem plation of the places he 

visits. The m ost he can do to escape the modern society w hich he so despises  

(or affects to despise) is to constitute him self as figure in a painting or as actor 

on stage: "L'Orient est le theatre ideal de sa representation [...] sa possibility 

d'etre exotique a lu i-m em e."  I" Unlike Le Clezio, as w e shall see later, Loti 

separates hum an subject and space. Space in Loti's novels is an em pty  

container, m uch like the theatre, in w hich hum an activity  unfolds.

Since the author's ow n  im pressions form  the m ain subject matter of 

the text, any other hum an presence is relegated to part o f the decor. The desert 

as described by Loti is an em pty, lifeless place: "Et tout de suite, autour de 

nous, c'etait 1'infini, v id e, le desert au crepuscule, balaye par un grand vent 

froid; le desert d'une teinte neutre et morte, se  deroulait sou s un ciel plus 

sombre que lui, qui aux confins de 1'horizon circulaire, sem blait le rejoindre 

et 1'ecraser." (30) There are few  plants or anim als in this desolate place and the 

inhabitants of the desert, the Bedouins w ho accom pany the author on his 

journey are, in general, treated w ith contempt, since they tend to spoil the 

decor, being "dom estiques, serviles, premiere deception  de mon voyage." (28) 

They are m om entarily redeem ed, however, w h en  a certain light em bellishes  

them, thus im proving the picture somewhat: "Et la lum iere virginale de sept 

heures epand sa  m agnificence sur cette scene prim itive, glorifie ces hom m es 

en haillons im m ondes, ennoblit Ieurs grands gestes et les drape comme des  

dieux." (87) (The w ord "immonde" establishes itself in Loti's vocabulary as a

17 Lafont 165-166.
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cliche befitting nom ads and later the Jews of Jerusalem.) Thus the Bedouins 

form a living tableau on which the su n  casts a spotlight.

In an earlier scene there is a sem blance o f  pi tv for these people, but 

never once does Loti step dow n from his position of superiority. A t the 

monastery of M ount Sinai' famished Bedouins, to whom  access to this place is 

denied, aw ait the customary distribution of bread at the foot of the walls, 

w hilst the Europeans watch from the ramparts- In the account of this scene 

the narrator is preoccupied, not w ith  the spectacle before him, but with  

him self as spectacle: "Nous devons leur sem blex des princes d es  Mille et une 

nuits, nous prom enant en vetem ents de soie dans le soleil d 'en haut." (6 8 ) In  

this w ay, the narrator marks the distance betw een him self (the observer) and  

the inhabitants of the country and also  places them  along w ith  him self in the 

context of a book, The Thousand and One N igh ts .

Very rarely do w e have in Le Desert any sense of a real place w ith real 

inhabitants, for Loti's observations are entirely coloured by his readings and 

his preconceptions: "His conceptual framework, preoccupations and value 

system  w ere intensely personal, but they ow ed virtually nothing to non- 

European cultures. They remain substantially  the same throughout a literary 

career spanning nearly half a century, conditioning the literary presentation  

of his travels w ithout in turn being m odified b y  the places he visits." is  

O bviously, in the scene just described, the adm iring glance of the desert 

nomads is a projection of European se lf adm iration. In Le Desert, where sigh t  

is the dom inant sense, the inhabitants are for the m ost part as silent as the 

place in w hich they dwell, for the author/ narrator permits no voice other 

than his ow n  to express w hat it m eans to exist in  this space. W here nomad

18 Hargreaves 80.
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voices are heard they are described as "clamour" or "hurlements" (83-84) and 

so the native p op u lations of the desert space assum e the status of the camels 

and other anim als w hich  they tend. In Loti's representation of these people 

they are not perceived as a cultural entity w ith  a history of their ow n, but 

rather as pieces in a stage set.

Loti's novel ap tly  illustrates Edward Said's affirmation that the Orient

is represented in W estern thought (Orientalism ) as being fixed in time and

space. 19 H ow ever, th is imm obility w h ich  constitu tes a negative attitude for

Said, is a positive quality  for Loti. In an earlier novel, Aziyade,  the author

expresses the idea o f im m obility as paradise, an  end to the vicissitudes o f life

w hich  torm ent him:

Qui m e portera, moi, dans un paradis quelconque? 
quelque part ailleurs que dans ce vieux monde qui 
me fatigu e et m'ennuie, quelque part ou rien ne 
changera p lus, quelque part ou je ne serai pas 
perpetuellem ent s^pare de ce q u e j'aim e ou de ce 
que j'ai aim e. 20

Jacques Hure sees this world-weariness as an attitude belonging to the fin de 

siecle, a "desir de rejoindre un espace epargne par les risques de l'entropie."2 i 

Loti's w riting freezes the desert in time and space in reaction to a sense that 

the time and space o f m odernity are progressing at a vertiginous rate and that 

the onward m ovem ent of time brings only  degeneration. For Alain Q uella- 

Vileger this is typical o f the author's reaction to the w hole colonial 

movement: "Regresser par plaisir dans les ages recul^s, s'engloutir a souhait 

en des mondes figes hors du temps, c'est vou lo ir oublier que l'An 1889 est

19 Op. cit. 4.
20 a  ziyade (Paris: Gamier-Flammarion, 1989) 148-149.
21 Jacques Hur6, “Une Venture fin de siecle, Pierre Loti & Is ta n b u lFin de si dele. Terme- 
dvolution - revolution? (Toulouse: PU du Mirail, 1989) 303.
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deja celui d'un futur condam nable, celui de la colonisation rampante." 22 [n

Loti's representation the space of the desert resembles a still-life painting or

rather an exhib ition  of such  paintings which the traveller observes as he

m oves across the desert. In his book Colonizing Egypt, T im othy Mitchell

show s how  this w ay  of seeing  the w orld as an exhibition is very much a

feature of nineteenth- century colonialism . According to M itchell, in the

m etaphysics o f capitalist m odernity, the world is experienced as an

ontological distinction b etw een  physical reality and its representation (the

w orld-as-exhibition). Like v isitors to an exhibition, travellers in the Orient

acted as spectators seeking the significance of w hat they w ere seeing:

Hence the European v isitors to the M iddle East[....] 
tamed into scholars, so ld iers and tourists, as docile 
and as curious as the m illions w h o visited  the exhibition, 
take up their deliberate posture towards its towns and its 
life, and implore the spirits of significance to speak. 23

The idea of im ploring the sp irits  of significance to speak seem s particularly 

apt in the case of Loti, w h ose  journey across the desert and pilgrim age to 

Jerusalem is in  fact a search for m eaning, that m eaning w hich  is absent (for 

Loti) from the m odern w orld . The em ptiness of the desert mirrors the 

psychological v o id  experienced by Loti, w hose quest fails to bring him to the 

desired m ythic space. This absence of meaning permeates the text o f Le Desert, 

reducing landscape to empty' decor.

The fact o f representing space as a painting, w hich Loti does frequently, 

gives the text a static, abstract quality' and all sense of real space is evacuated

22 Alain Quella-Villager, La politique mdditdrraneenne de la France. 1870-1923 (Paris: Le 
Harmattan, 1991) 34. Although Quella-Villager is referring here to Loti’s  Au Maroc, the quotation 
applies equally well to the Holy Land trilogy.
^Timothy Mitchell, Colonizing Egypt {Berkeley: U California Press, 1991) 62.
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from it. 24 Many of his descriptions use the techniques of painting and 

photograph}'. Suzanne Lafont stresses this point in her book on the cliches 

used by Loti:

C'est bien en effet I'impression d'une oeuvre encombree 
de cliches qui domine pour le lecteur d'aujourd'hui. A 
l'epoque de Loti, les avis etaient partages sur son style, 
mais si Lon parlait a son propos de cliches, c'etait le plus 
souvent par metaphore photographique, pour souligner 
l'exactitude de ses notations. 25

It is the author's quest for exactness in describing the space of the desert which

transforms this very space into a collection of abstract forms or areas of

colour. Consider Loti's description of the g u lf of Akabah:

L'ensemble des choses est rose, m ais il est comme barre 
en son m ilieu par une longue bande infinie, presque 
noire a force d'etre intensement bleue, et qu'il faudrait 
peindre avec du  bleu de Prusse pur legerem ent zgbre de 
vert emeraude. Cette bande, c'est la mer, l'invraisemblable 
mer d'Akabah; elle coupe le desert en  deux, crlament...
(112-113)

The artist's eye transforms space into form and colour. It is interesting to note 

that reality is called into question here, for it is the sea of Akabah itself which  

is "invraisemblable." The landscape w ou ld  seem  to exist solely for the 

purpose of providing material for the artist in  the same way that the desert 

exists to provide Loti w ith  sensations. W e see Loti the aesthete at w ork here 

transforming space into the "merely picturesque." 26 i n  such representation 

space is deprived of its association w ith  political, cultural and historical 

reality. Thus it is dissociated from the modern, colonial world. In that sense

24 As Elwood Hartman reminds us Loti was an artist/illustrator as well as a writer. Elwood Hartman. 
Three Nineteenth Century French Writer/Artists and the Mahgreb (Tubingen: Gunter Narr Veriag, 
1994)
25 Lafont 8.
26 Bongie 104.
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the space of the desert constitutes the "elsewhere" sought by Loti, but it is a

lifeless "elsewhere."

If Le Desert  and Jerusalem leave the reader with an im pression  of utter

lifelessness, it is largely because of Loti's concentration on geological

formations and archictectural forms: the rocks o f the desert and the stones of

Jerusalem form a sign ificant part of the subject matter of the texts. Pierre Citti

compares notions of space in the late nineteenth and early tw entieth  century,

noting that space for Loti and  H uysm ans constitues the "non-moi":

A  Parriere-plan, il [1'espace] est indistinct e t met en 
valeur la solitude d u  m oi. Mais au prem ier plan, il 
est anorm alem ent, m onstrueusem ent im m obile  
et mort. 27

Citti sees in these "decadent" authors a hostility'' towards space:

Q ue l'horreur du v id e  rejoigne la terreur d'etre 
en seveli v if est caracteristique d'une representation  
irrem ediablem ent h ostile  de 1'espace et du  m ilieu, le 
moi passif, hesitant entre la peur d'etre precipite ou 
d'etre emmure. 2S

This sense of horror is d ep icted  in many of Loti's descriptions o f rock

form ations in Le Desert as in  the follow ing p assage in which the author and

his com panions set up cam p on  a w inter evening:

Par m ille metres d 'a ltitu d e environ, nous cam pons, au  
crepuscule d'hiver, entre des roches de cauchemar. C'est 
a 1'ouverture d'une v a llee  large, sorte de plaine, muree de  
partout comme avec d es amas de m onstres morts. (55)

The above quotation bears ou t Citti's affirmation, suggesting  the "terreur 

d'etre enseveli vif." Later in the text, the narrator falls prey to the opposite  

sensation as the desert's vast, open space causes a sense of disquietude:

27 Pierre Citti. Contre la decadence. Histoire de / ’imagination frangaise dans le roman 1890-1914 
(Paris: PUF, 1987) 267.
28 ibid. 270.
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L'homme des m aisons de pierre, qui s'est forme 
au fond de nous-m em es par des atavism es si longs, 
s'angoisse vaguem ent de n'avoir pas de toit, pas de  
murs, et de savoir qu'il n'y en a nulle part alentour, 
dans ce desert assombri dont I'etendue fait peur (55)

The adverb ''vaguement'' in the quotation above has the effect of

dim inishing the force of the em otion expressed (anguish). Such

understatement occurs frequently in Le Desert. It is as if the author were

struggling unsuccessfully to find m eaning in the landscapes he depicts, a

m eaning w hich a lw ays eludes him. There are certain incongruities noticeable

in Loti's descriptions: rock formations are, on the one hand, depicted as

belonging to som e pre-human era, but y e t described in architectural terms.

The follow ing passage deserves quoting at length as it is illustrative of several

of Loti's preoccupations:

Finies, les cendres d'hier. Maintenant, ce sont des 
granits roses, des m ondes de granits roses que traversent 
9a et la , com m e de geantes marbrures, des filons de  
granits bleus. N ous chem inons dans une penom bre et 
dans un silence de sanctuaire, suivant des couloirs 
naturels, qui son t comme des nefs d'eglise agrandies au  
dela de toute proportion humaine, jusqu'au vertige et 
jusqu'a Tepouvante. Dans ces defiles, qui ont dh s'ouvrir  
lors des premieres convulsions de la terre, les siecles sans  
nombre ont cr£4 un sol exquis, en dmiettant les cim es, en 
nivelant ensuite tous les debris [...] On dirait des rivieres  
de sable, unies et tranquilles dans lesquelles viennent  
plonger et mourir tous les piliers, tous les contreforts 
soutenant les m onstrueuses m urailles debout. - II faut de  
tels lieux, que ni l'homme ni la nature verte n'ont jam ais 
touches, pour nous faire encore un peu concevoir, a nous 
tres petits et pr^occupes de choses de plus en plus petites, 
ce qu'ont du etre les formations de mondes, les horreurs 
m agnifiques d e ces enfantem ents-la. (102-103)

G eology and paleontology were very much nineteenth-century
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preoccupations. M uch debate existed over the age of the earth. The result of 

this w as a change in hum an consciousness. As Stephen Kern puts it: "The 

history of man came to appear increasingly as a parenthesis of infinitesim al 

brevity." 29 This is the feeling Loti evokes in his contem plation of these rocks 

which have known "des siecles sans nombre." W e see in the above extract 

several o f Loti's favorite cliches - "vertige" and "epouvante" for exam ple.

Here the author is attem pting to capture the sense of the vastness of space and 

time beyond human d im en sion s. A lthough a fearful prospect in one sense, 

the contem plation of th is vastness gives a sense of the sublim e which  

contrasts w ith  the "choses d e  plus en p lus petites" w ith  w hich the m odern  

w orld is preoccupied. W hereas Jules Verne, in L'lle rnysterieiise, exults in the 

representation of geological forces and the w onders o f the cosmos (and in 

man's ability to study and understand these), Loti evokes the same forces in a 

m oralising tone, in order to show  how far man has fallen since the great 

upheaval of the w orld 's formation. In Verne's novel creation and destruction  

occur in a  cycle. In Le Desert  on ly  the m om ent of creation is sublim e, then  

follow s the dow nw ard spiral o f history, culm inating in the sm all-m indedness  

of the m odern age. In this description Loti is attem pting to evoke a sen se  of 

the cataclysm ic origins of the world and thus return to som e mythic space and 

time existing beyond the lim its of every day experience. This is the goal o f his 

spiritual quest, but the result is what Suzanne Lafont refers to as "cadres v ides  

qui ne font ecrin a den ."  30

In another passage Loti reduces the landscape to pure form - "c6 nes 

superposes". A lthough he is observing "des form ations geologiques, jam ais 

derangees par les hom m es", he notes that "on dirait qu'une main a pris soin

29 Kem 38.
30 Lafont 27.
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de les trier, de les grouper, par aspects a peu pres sem blables.” Again the 

architectural is brought in to describe the natural: "comme des debris de cites 

fossiles." The m ost surprising commentary comes at the end of this particular 

paragraph:

Et on reste confondu devant la recherche et I'inutilite 
de ces formes des choses, - tandis que tout cela defile  
dans le meme silence de mort, sous la m em e implacable 
lumiere, avec toujours ces parcelles brillantes de mica, 
dont le desert est paillete ici comme un m anteau de 
parade.  (40-41)

This is som ew hat of a reversal of the notion of the sub lim e and fearsome 

rock formations described earlier. The w ords "defile" and "parade" im ply  

that these formations are presenting them selves (for judgem ent) before the 

gaze of the observer. N ot only is the uselessness of the rock formations 

evoked, but also from Loti's perspective these rocks are seen  as filing past the 

observer w ho is immobile. Such a description is su ggestive  of colonial 

subjects under inspection by a commander. This m ight exp la in  som ew hat the 

rigidity of Loti's descriptions and the sense of lifelessness w hich  pervades his 

landscapes. They are ordered by the colonial gaze and thus frozen into 

patterns. 31 The author is then disappointed that the spirits o f significance 

refuse to speak. W e shall see later in Jerusalem that the inhabitants of that 

place, like the rock formations of the desert, are also m ade to march before the 

observer.

In both Le Desert and JerusaleinLoti  expresses a sense of

31 This notion of the colonial gaze is explored in Timothy Mitchell’s  Colonizing Egypt. Mitchell 
equates the process of colonization with the reorganizing of space and the act of enframing. The 
space colonized is then regarded a s  an exhibition from which the observer stands apart: T he  
more the exhibit drew in and encircled the visitor, the more the gaze was set apart from it.” (8) Like 
the colonizers of whom Mitchell writes, Loti positions himself as observer and In his writing he 
orders the space he sees.
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disappointm ent w hich arises from the fact that the spiritual (mythical) places

of this world on ly  have p ow er w hen seen  from a distance. The reality of the

modern w orld defeats his hopes of transcendance as soon  as the distant object

is brought into close-up. The optim istic sentence which en d s the first novel -

"Demain matin, au jour leve, nous m onterons vers Jerusalem !....” (207) is

negated on the opening p age of the second  - "Jerusalem!.... Oh! 1'eclat

mourant de ce nom!.... [...] je veux sim plem ent essayer de noter les aspects

actuels de sa desolation  et de ses ru ines.” (21) The nostalgia for the mythic

space remains, a lthough  the author accepts the reality'- o f its disappearance

from his w orld  and contents h im self w ith  lamenting its p assin g . M odernity

and Imperialism  exclude the p ossib ility  of the exotic and the spiritual. In the

case of M ount Sinai, Loti's lam ent is rather reminiscent o f  that of the

contemporary tourist w h o a lw ays feels he has arrived too late and m issed an

"authentic” experience:

Helas! C om m e elle  est s ilencieuse, sinistre et froide 
cette apparition  de la m ontagne tres sainte, d on t le nom  
seul, a d istance, flam boyait encore pour nous. Les temps 
sont trop lo in tains sans doute, trop revolus a jam ais, ou 
I'Eternel y  descend it dans des nuees de feu, au son  terrible 
des cors; fin i tout cela, elle  est v id e a present com m e le ciel 
et com m e n os m odernes ames; elle  ne renferm e p lu s que 
de vains sim ulacres glaces, auxquels les fils d es  hom mes 
auront b ientot cesse de croire. (56-57)

Loti's lament, his affirm ation that m en w ill soon  have ceased  believing even  

in the remnants of relig ion  ("vains sim ulacres glaces”), brings to mind  

Fredric Jameson's statem ent regarding the sense of loss and nostalgia for 

m yth of the postm odern era. 32 For Loti, at least, the questions of origin and 

telos were already extinct by the 1890s. For Loti the ending o f the century

32 Op. cit. 156.
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sign a ls  the final dem ise of spirituality. Le Desert is haunted by a feeling of  

death and em ptiness in a disenchanted world. The nostalgia for origin and 

telos is a very personal one for the author as w ell as one lived bv modern 

m an in general. He can never recapture w hat is lost, that is to say the 

childhood paradise. No matter how many jouneys he undertakes, the quest 

a lw a y s proves futile and glim pses of the past or projections into the future 

w ill a lw ays seem  superior to the experience of the present. Todorov 

com m ents on  Loti's quest for lost sensations: "Les sensations s'em oussent, les  

im pressions ne marquent plus: alors pour les ranimer, on part en voyage, 

m em e s i ce qu'on trouve n'est souvent qu'une pale copie de ce dont on avait  

reve." 33

Loti's journey is a journey in tim e as w ell as in  space. We have seen  

that space in  Le Desert is represented largely by means of petrified 

descriptions. There is also a sense of time being frozen. In fact what Loti is 

seek in g  on his quest across the desert to Jerusalem and in the Islamic w orld  is 

tim elessness; an antidote to the rushing pace of m odernity which is rapidly  

engu lfing  the w hole world. The ideal mythic space w hich he seeks is one in 

w h ich  time has ceased. He seeks to reintegrate the lost w orld of purity w hich  

existed  before human history w here the air is "irrespire, vierge comme avant 

les creations." (36) For Loti, tim e in the desert stands still and seems at 

different m om ents in the text to be either the time before the existence o f  

hum anity or the time after its dem ise. There are several instances in Le 

Desert w here the author d elights in experiencing the sensation of having  

step p ed  outside the time of hum an history and of having surpassed "ces 

leurres 6 phem eres, les forets, les verdures ou les herbages" in order to arrive

33 Todorov 343.
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at "la splendeur de la rnatiere presque eternelle, affranchie de tout 1'instable

de la vie; la splendeur geologique d'avant les creations." (4b) 34 Once more we

observe a note of caution on the part o f the author in the use of the word

"presque" which indicates an ever present sense of the possible degeneration

of even the most solid  matter. This sam e obsession  with degeneration and

decadence surfaces in a later scene at Akabah. Mo evidence of hum an

presence is to be seen in this tim eless, enchanted place bathed in Edenic light.

A m idst this "splendeur d'apotheose" the author's gaze is draw n to the rotting

carcass of a camel, a rem inder of the inescapability o f death. (127)

In this text, Loti attem pts to g ive a sense of the vast dim ensions of

time. The description of rock formations leads to reflection on  the long and

laborious work of nature:

Pendant des m illenaires et des m illenaires, 
les p lu ies, les effritements, les eboulem ents, 
ont du travailler la  avec d'infinies lenteurs, 
mettant a nu les filons les plus durs, detruisant 
les veines p lus tendres, creusant, sculptant, emiettant, 
avec des intentions d'art et de sym etrie, pour creer 
ce sim ulacre de v ille  effrayante et surhum aine, 
dans laquelle nous avons deja fait v in g t lieues 
sans en prevoir la fin. (90)

In the above passage Loti seeks to express the m agnitude of time and space

w hilst preserving a sense of the human in the im age of natural forces

sculpting and creating.

For Loti the attraction of the desert resides in its im m obility in time. 

This im m obility is a quality  which he believed the Islamic w orld in general

34 in this respect Loti differs very much from Verne. Although both authors evoke the grandeur of 
the natural world in relation to which man is very small indeed, Verne’s depiction of nature focuses 
on its changing aspects, on the cycle of destruction and recreation. Loti’s  depiction of the natural 
world concentrates on the static and unchanging. Verne’s  novels anticipate future cataclysmic 
natural changes, whereas Loti’s  writing (at least in this trilogy) dwells more on the origins of the 
earth.
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possessed. As is the case with many authors of both earlier centuries and our 

own, Loti makes no attem pt to portray Islamic culture and its people as actual 

living entities. Instead he focuses on w hat Islam represents fo r  him, taking 

delight in his o w n  presence in this space where, at one m om ent, he feels like 

a ghost standing in the m oonlight in the em pty, silent g u lf  o f Akabah: 

"I'immobilite de I'lslam et la paix de la mort sont epandues partout.... Et il y a 

un charme tres indicible a se tenir la, m uets et blancs com m e des fantomes, a 

la belle lune d'Arabie; sous les palmiers noirs, devant la m er desolee qui n'a 

ni port, ni pecheurs, ni navires." (123) This description is som ew h at  

rem iniscent of the experience of the tim e-traveller in H. G W ells' The Time 

Machine (1895), w ho travels into the future only to be confronted by an 

empty, silent w orld of rock formations. 35 Loti's travelogue and W ells' 

science fiction novel, written within a year o f each other, share a similar view  

of time and space. For Loti, looking back in time, and for W ells, anticipating 

the future, the w orld is a empty', inhuman place.

As Suzanne Lafont indicates, Loti's evocation of tim e and space in Le 

Desert bears little relation to lived experience: "Les reperes spatiaux du 

voyage sont les lieux-dits de la Bible; les reperes tem porels renvoient a un 

temps regressif, m ythique, livresque; la clim atologie m em e est un pastiche de 

la Genese." (151) The journey across the desert is as m uch a  journey in time as 

in space, a quest for a mythical past w hich modernity'" ("notre siecle mesquin  

et impie" 65) has destroyed. He consistently values the past above the present, 

because the past is closer to the lost world of spirituality' for w hich he yearns. 

However, Loti, the decadent and aesthete, seem s often to accept w illingly  

theatrical substitutions for that lost world.

35 h.G Wells, The Time Machine (New York: Random House, 1931)
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Such is the case in the crypt o f the burning bush w here the author, 

dressed  in oriental costum e, is show n various precious relics and he imagines 

that the monk w ho acts as guide "doit etre en tout sem blable aux illumines 

des ep oq u es prem ieres” and that the light w h ich  enters "a Lair d'etre quelque 

lueur d es jours anciens.” (6 6 )

The sam e substitu tion  of role-playing for spiritual m eaning occurs in 

the next bok of the trilogy, Jerusalem. Loti continues his quest for mythic time 

and space in the H oly C ity w hich, he discovers, has been unable to resist the 

in v a sio n  o f  m odernity.

Jerusalem.

A s  w e  have already seen, holy places for Loti have pow er over the 

im agination  only from a distance. That is to sa y  that the pow er is contained in 

the nam e itself. The lived  experience of space p roves a lw ays to be a great 

d isappointm ent w hich serves on ly  to confirm h is b e liefs  about the baseness 

and sm all-m indedness of the m odern age in w h ich  he has tire m isfortune to 

live. A t  first sight, Bethlehem  holds the prom ise of a  sought- after spiritual 

place: "Oh! Bethleem! H y  a encore une telle m agie autour de ce nom, que nos 

yeux se  voilent.... [...] je pleure en regardant Tapparition soudaine; regardee du 

fond d e  notre ravin som bre, elle  est, sur ces m ontagnes aux apparences de 

nuages, attirante la-haut com m e une supreme patrie..."  (38) It is the naming 

of the place (notre gu ide nous I'indique de son  lent geste  arabe, en disant: 

"Bethleem !...”) which g iv es  rise to this evocation, but reality, as w e saw  

earlier in  the case of M ount Sinai, cannot live up to the name: "Plus rien de 

l'im pression  premiere b ien  entendu: elle n'etait pas terrestre et s'en  est allde a 

jam ais...C ependant Bethleem  dem eure encore, a u  m oins dans certain  

quartiers, une ville de v ie il O rient a laquelle s'in teressent nos y eu x .” (40) The
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only relationship between subject and space w hich occurs here is through the

gaze. This im plies a very superficial, "touristic" attitude. For Loti any attempt

to explore w hat lies beyond the surface of the gaze results in extreme

disappointm ent. Entering Christ's birthplace ("la grotte de la nativite") brings

total d isillu sionm ent:

Ce nom de Bethleem, qui rayonnait, il v ien t de tomber 
pitoyablem ent a nos pieds, et c'est fini; dans un froid 
mortel, tout s'effondre [...] Oh! pourquoi som m es-nous  
venus; pourquoi n'etre pas partis tout de suite, retournes 
vers le desert, ce matin, quand du fond des vallees d'en bas, 
Bethleem  encore m ysterieuse et douce nous est apparue? (42)

For Loti, it seem s, a place only holds the possib ility  of fulfilling desire w hen it 

is still sh ines in the distance, lying either before (Bethlehem) or behind (the 

desert) the observer. Indeed the w ord  "rayonner" occurs frequently in Le 

Desert and Jerusalem.  The end of the quest is continually deferred. The only  

acceptable tim e and space is that w hich lies betw een the departure and the 

arrival.

M uch o f  the disillusionm ent expressed b y  Loti stem s from his search 

for a space w hich  exists solely on a mythical level. Like Chateaubriand, Loti 

carries w ith  him  an image of Jerusalem constructed from the Bible and 

accounts of the Crusades. Modern Jerusalem w ill a lw ays be inferior to this 

image. There are several instances in the novel where Loti steadfastly turns 

his back on m odernity, refusing to see it as a facet of the H oly Land. For him, 

only the biblical Jerusalem is authentic. He is delighted at catching a glim pse  

of "un coin d e 1'antique Jerusalem", adding: " Tensemble en parait mill^naire, 

abandonnd et mort; mais c'est bien Jerusalem, la Jerusalem qu'on a vue sur 

les ven^rables tableaux et images d'autrefois; au sortir de Thorrible banlieue
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neuve, ou fument d es tuyaux d'usine, on croirait une v ision  sainte..." (52)

Later in the text, w h e n  modern buildings intrude upon  the author's gaze, he

quickly d ism isses th em  w ith  the phrase "auxquelles, du reste, nous tournons

le dos." (84) Thus Loti attem pts to erase from the picture anything w hich

clashes w ith  his v is io n , but, unfortunately for him , m odernity is not so  easily

dism issed, p a r t i c u la r ly  w hen it m anifests itself in the form of tourism. Loti's

indignation seem s q u ite  comical at times and is very  rem iniscent of that o f

the present-day tou rist w ho cannot bear the thought o f other tourists

crow ding his space. T h is is especially apparent in the description of Jericho at

dusk. The sound of a  b ed ou in  flute is heard, then the call of a hyena. The

tranquil atm osphere is  destroyed by a group of G erm an tourists:

M aintenant, voici me me un refrain inattendu des 
estam inets de Berlin qui eclate tout a coup, comme 
en d isson an ce ironique, au m ilieu de ces bruits legers 
et im m u ab les des vieux soirs de Judde: d es touristes 
allem ands, qui sont la depuis le coucher du soleil, 
cam pes so u s  des tentes des agences; une bande de 
"Cooks", ven u s pour voir et profaner ce petit desert 
a leur portee. (1 2 1 )

This is one of the m an y  instances in this text w here va lu e  is placed on w h a t is 

old and unchanging (v ieu x , imm uable), as op p osed  to the continual 

m ovem ent and change of m odernity. We note, too, that the German tourists  

merit only "ce petit d eser t a leur portee" not the grandeur of the one Loti has  

crossed.

M odernity for L oti m eans decay and degeneration. 36 He laments the  

passing of ancient t im e s  w hen Solom on's gardens flourished: "Fini et 

andanti, tout cela; non seu lem en t les palais ont d isparu  avec les tem ples et les

36 Lot’s  writing participates in the discourse of decadence prevalent at the end of the nineteenth 
century. In France poittcians, writers and thinkers expressed a belief in the physical and moral 
degeneration of the population as well as the deterioration of the environment. “Doom loomed 
more clearly in fin de si6cle France than almost anywhere e lse .” Weber 3.
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eglises; mais au ssi les dattiers, les beaux arbres rares ont fait place aux 

broussailles sauvages..."  (119) C ivilization has reverted to w ilderness. In Loti's 

text, people and places are subject to the sam e fall from grace. Particularly 

noticable are the negative epithets attached to the Jewish population  of 

Jerusalem and the Christian pilgrim s, m any of whom are poor, old, and sick. 

The latter are described at one point as "vom is par le petit chem in de fer de la 

cote; pour la plupart deplaisants et vulgaires."  (144) The w ord s "immonde" or 

"immondices" are regularly applied to the Jews and their quarter (150-151), 

also "opprobre" - sham e for having k illed  Christ: "II y a un sign e particulier 

inscrit sur ces fronts, il y a un sceau d'opprobre dont toute cette race est 

marquee." (106) Loti's blatant anti-sem itism  has often been attributed to the 

age in w hich he lived, but it seem s a lso  that his own sense o f  colonial 

superiority (and protestant upbringing) lead him to despise these poor and 

w retched populations w hilst he expresses an admiration for the Arabs whose 

costum e, bearing, and buildings seem  to him far superior. This superiority, to 

Loti's w ay of thinking, stems from the static nature of Islam. The Islamic 

w orld  is portrayed as being free from the decay which haunts the Jewish and 

Christian w orld . 37 He is relieved to leave the Jewish quarter: "c'est un  

soulagem ent d e revoir, au lieu des tetes basses, les belles attitudes arabes, au 

lieu des robes etriquees, les am ples draperies nobles." (108) W e note once 

again  that sm allness or tightness (etriquees) is expressed as a negative quality 

in Loti's w riting. People and places are subject to the same com parison, as we 

see in the case o f the Mosque of Omar w hich stands out in contrast to the 

H oty Sepulchre:

A utant cette place du Saint Sepulchre constam m ent

37 Alain Quella-Villager discusses Loti’s belief in the regeneration of the West through through 
Orient: “II [Loti] est tr6s attache a I’id6e romantique d’une regeneration de I’Europe par I’Asie ou 
I’Orient, celui-ci devenant un lieu de liberation.” 24.
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ouverte a tous, est etroite, ecrasee et sombre, autant il 
v  a d'espace, du vide, et de silence, la-bas autour de la 
m osquee bleue. (160)

In Jerusalem ,this m osque is alw ays represented as a space of peace and 

tranquillity am idst the turm oil of Jewish and Christian Jerusalem. It is as 

though time did not flow  here, w hereas in the Christian and Jewish quarters 

the inexorable march o f tim e and hum an history is ever present to the senses. 

Interestingly, for Loti, hum an history is best told not through w ord s but in 

the stones of buildings.

Just as Loti concentrated on the rocks of the desert for many o f his 

descriptions in the earlier novel, here the em phasis is on stones - those of the 

m any ancient build ings w hich  make up Jerusalem. The rocks o f the desert 

evoked  a time before tire hum an era w hile the stones of Jerusalem represent 

layer upon layer of hum an history, most of w hich has crumbled and decayed. 

The w ord  "entassement" occurs frequently, as at the approach to the tomb of 

A braham :

N ous frolons en  chem in de m onstrueuses 
pierres de soubassem ent qui doivent etre 
contem poraines des rois hebreux. A  cette tombee 
de jour, on  sent les choses d'ici com m e impregnates 
d'incalculables m yriades de morts; on prend 
conscience, sou s une forme presque angoissee, 
de l'entassem ent des ages sur cette ville, qui fut 
m elee aux evdnem ents de 1'h istoire sainte depuis  
les origines legendaires d'Israel." (31)

This accum ulation g iv es a sense of claustrophobia, of being buried alive, even  

though the feeling of angu ish  is attenuated b y  the use of the w ord "presque."  

The m ention of these layers of history in stone suggests m ost strongly the 

im possib ility  of the author finding what he seeks: the authentic past. "Que de 

revelations sur les tem ps passes pourraient donner les fouilles dans ce vieux
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sol, si tout cela n'etait si forme, impenetrable, hostile." (31) The biblical past is

forever locked away from observation and exploration: "les souterrains

impendtrables renferment les authentiques tombeaux d'Abraham, de Sarah,

d'lsaac et de Jacob." (30) Again it seem s that the spirits of significance will not

speak for Loti, being, this time, too deeply buried. The author does indeed

seem  destined to remain always on the surface of the space he visits, unlike

his contemporary', Jules Verne, in w hose works the topos of the cavern and

its exploration is a common occurrence. Although both authors were

undoutedly influenced by the scientific discoveries and technological

advancements of the age in which they lived, they d isp lay very different

reactions to these. Whereas Verne delighted in the new  discoveries,

incorporating them into every novel (yet adding a few  dire warnings against

hubris), Loti, show ing no scientific curiosity, expresses a total rejection of

modernity, seeing in the rocks of the desert and the places of the Holy Land,

not a fertile ground for geological or architectural exploration, but only decay

and death. Both authors express the notion of the rise and fall of civilizations.

In Verne's work, as we have seen, the image of eternal recurrence is used to

express this notion, whereas in the works of Loti, there is more of a sense of a

fall from grace and a spiralling dow nw ards towards utter oblivion. This is

apparent in the description of the area surrounding the M osque of Omar

where the remains of many civilizations can be seen in the architectural

features. There are constructions from the time of Solom on and of Herod,

also evidence of the damage done to these during the Crusades. Time has

brought decay to everything:

Le temps niveleur a jete sur le tout son uniforme 
couleur de vieille terre cuite rouge&tre, ses  plantes 
de murailles, son mdme ddlabrement, sa  m eme 
poussiere. L'ensemble emmSld, fait de pieces et de
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morceaux, form idable encore dans sa  vieillesse  
m illenaire, raconte le neant hum ain, 1'effondrem ent des 
civ ilisations et des races, repand une tristesse infinie sur le 
petit desert de cette esplanade oil s'isole la-bas le beau  
palais bleu surm onte de sa coupole et de son croissant, la 
belle et l'incom parable m osquee d'Omar. (6 6 )

A gain  we see how, for Loti, Islam (represented here by the m osque) is able to 

w ithstand the ravages o f time w hich b eset the other m onum ents.

An im age w hich  sum s up Loti's im pression  of Jerusalem is that of the 

"musee de debris." The build ing next to the m osque is "comme un musee de 

debris de tous les tem ps." (67) Parts of the ancient ramparts of Jerusalem  

uncovered by archeological exploration fail to inspire the author w ith  any 

sen se of awe: "Toutes ces choses m assives et frustrees [...] font Teffet de ces 

debris morts qui g isent dans les m usees, - sauf qu'elles sont restees en place." 

(92) Again w e see the resem blance betw een Loti's text and the lam ent of many 

late twentieth-century tourists for w hom  the w h ole  world has becom e a 

gigantic m u s e u m .3 S  Concentration upon objects (and the objectification of 

people), the transform ation of sacred things into artefacts, renders them  

lifeless. This utter life lessn ess haunts Loti's text. Suzanne Lafont sees this as 

the main theme of his work: "Car ainsi se presente la thdm atique lotienne: la 

m om ification conserve la v ie  dans son travail d e mort; au contraire la mise 

au jour des m om ies ne ram ene que des cadavres."  (147)

We m ight see Loti's text itself as a collection  of debris; descriptions of 

the remains of b u ild ings or of the faces of the sick  and aging pilgrim s.

38 Dean MacCannell’s  Empty Meeting Grounds (op. cit.) and Primitive Art in Civilized Places by 
Sally Price, (Chicago: UP, 1989), contain interesting discussion of the idea of the transformation 
of the world to suit the demands of Western tourists. This is much the sam e notion as Timothy 
Mitchell's “world as exhibition” in the nineteenth century colonial period. In both the modem and 
postmodern eras, so it appears, the ordering of space from a European perspective (or gaze) is a 
form of Western domination, which results In the perception that meaning has been evacuated 
from the world.
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Underlying this collection is the eternal longing for the authentic, the 

spiritual: "Quand la foi est eteinte dans nos ames modernes, c'est encore vers 

cette veneration si humaine des lieux et des souvenirs, que les incrovants 

comme m oi sont ramenes par le dechirant regret du Sauveur perdu." (62)

The authentic w ill surface only occasionally in frag men tan' form and w ill 

quickly b e dissipated by the present: " Des instants de com prehension du lieu 

oil nous som m es - et alors d'em otion profonde, - mais tout cela furtif, 

trouble, em porte par le bruit, par le vent, par le voisinage des locom otives et 

des agences. (50)

The im pression left on the reader by this text is in fact one of 

fragm entation and confusion. Loti frequently uses the w ord "Babel" to 

express his im pression of Jerusalem with its m ultitude of languages and cults 

and the superposition of structures from many epochs. A t the H oly Sepulchre 

there is chaos and confusion: "Aucun plan d'ensemble, dans le fouillis des 

eglises et des chapelles qui se pressent autour de ce kiosque tres saint." 

C onsequently, "tous les autels, de toutes les confessions differentes, sont 

tellem ent m eles ici qu'il en resulte de continuels deplacem ents de pretres et 

de corteges." (59) The holy shrines of Jerusalem are thus seen  as arenas of 

com petition w ith  the faithful from m any different cults jostling each other to 

find a space in which to w orship. Loti hopes to escape this confusion and to 

indulge in a true spiritual experience by spending a night praying in the 

garden of Gethsemani. Just as he donned Arab dress in order to participate 

more fully in the experience of the desert, Loti w ill act out the role of Christ 

in Gethsem ani in his search for a true spiritual experience. Ritual form is 

substituted for spiritual m eaning, but can never provide access to the mythic 

space sought by Loti.
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As w e  have seen  in Le Desert, Loti tends to relate to the space in which 

he is travelling by usin g  it as a stage on w hich  he is the principal actor. His 

first attempt to experience Gethsemani is thwarted. Instead o f the hoped for 

silence in this place "dont le nom seul, a distance, avait Ie grand charme 

profond", he finds the funeral o f the R ussian orthodox archbishop taking 

place and reacts contem ptuously to the crow ds w itnessing the event: "cet 

enterrement pom peux, ces gens quelconques attroupes la pour un spectacle." 

(98) Later, he reproaches the Franciscan m onks w ho take care o f the garden  

w ith  having transform ed it into "quelque chose de m esquin et de vulgaire."  

(100) As usual, Loti is objecting to the fact that reality fails to correspond to the 

picture he carries in  h is imagination. H is v is it  to G ethsem ani at night is first

of all disrupted by a  group of Jewish people w ho have the effrontery to be

returning from a burial along the path Loti is taking. They are treated w ith  his 

usual contempt and custom ary cliche: "On sait que chez eux c'est l'usage, a 

n'importe quel m om ent du jour ou de la nuit, d e faire disparaitre tout de 

suite, comme chose i m m o n d e ,  les cadavres a peine froids." (154) Perhaps Loti 

finds this so  objectionable because he h im self revels in the dead , mumm ified  

remains of the places through which he travels. Finally the author is able to 

enter the garden w here he w ill assum e the role of Christ and attem pt to re­

enact the night of prayer. Again, sight is the dom inant sense in this quest for 

the ultimate spiritual experience as Loti looks around, im agining w hat Christ 

w ould  have seen on  that night. The outcom e of this experience is no surprise 

either to the author or the reader, having been prepared throughout the text:

J'attends je ne sais quoi d'indefini que je n'espere pas,
- et rien  ne vient a moi, et je reste le coeur fermd [...]
J'attends, et les instants passent, et c'est l'evanouissem ent 
des derniers espoirs confus, c'est Ie neant des n^ants ou  
je m e sen s tomber. (156)
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In short, the author has found exactly w hat he had expected to find beneath  

the accumulated layers of history and the Babel of language and religions - 

nothing. At this point the narration returns to the travelogue mode w ith  a 

banal incident which occurs at the gate of Jerusalem concluding the chapter. 

Loti having accepted that there is no significance, no centre, decides, 

apparently, that one may just as well make the m ost of being a tourist. A s  

Suzanne Lafont says, w hat Loti accomplishes in  his texts is "raconter 

l'eternelle dissipation du  se n s /'  (148) The juxtaposition of travelogue and  

m editation tend to negate the value of the latter or rather to em phasize Loti's 

role-playing. Loti is a character in his ow n books. The spiritual and the exotic  

have for him the same value.

A s a tourist Loti never abandons his sense of his ow n superiority. A s in 

Le Desert, people and objects parade past the author for inspection: 'T ou t cela 

se deroule sous nos yeux en  un immense tableau d'abandon et de 

melancolie." (84) This superiority is particularly apparent in the scene w h ich  

takes place in the Greek O rthodox church w here the author and his 

com panions are allow ed to v iew  precious religious artefacts. These are 

brought before him as if he w ere some great lord: " C'est la devant le m aitre- 

autel, au milieu de ce ddcor archaique et superbe, que des pretres au beau  

visage encadre d'un capuchon noir et d'une barbe noire, nous apportent une h 

une les pieces du Tresor."(147) This is very sim ilar to the episode of the 

"crypte du Buisson ardent" in Le Desert m entioned earlier. In both these 

episodes the religious artefacts are deprived of any spiritual significance 

because they are presented as objects of consum er society offered for 

consum ption by tourists. Loti is, in a sense, attem pting to purchase a spiritual
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experience, by  contem plating these objects. H e cannot help but be a participant 

in the m odern age which he so d esp ises.

In Jerusa lem  Loti behaves as a  tourist w hilst trying staunchly to turn  

his back on m odernity. He va lu es sigh ts and sounds - a pastoral scene or a  

form of dress - which m ost c lo se ly  correspond to the mythical Jerusalem  

w hich exists in  his mind. He v a lu es ab ove all "la vie b iblique dans toute sa  

splendeur e t sa grandeur." (25) Such m om ents, however, are rare, for m ost of 

this text is d evoted  to recording the d ecay  and degeneration w h ich  has taken  

place in Jerusalem.

In Jerusalem there are m om ents w h en  the author is trapped b etw een  

an unretrievable past and a totally  un inspiring future. The past is  frozen into  

the ruins, m onum ents and tom bs of Jerusalem . Modernity is seen  as an ice  

age:

[Les ruines] Tem oins d es ages de foi a jamais m orts 
elles sem blent attendre q u elq u e reveil qui ram enerait 
vers la terre sainte les  p eu p les et les armees , m ais ces 
tem ps-la sont revolus pou r toujours et les regards d es  
hom m es se portent a present vers les contrees d e 1'Occident 
et du Nord, ou les ages nouveaux s'annoncent effroyables 
et g lacis. (37)

This sentim ent is echoed later in  the text in a personal reflection by Loti w h en  

he bem oans the fact that he cannot return to being a believer nor can he 

accept w illin g ly  the fading of relig ion . H e cannot "marcher avec les 

m ultitudes qui dedaignent le C hrist o u  I'oublient" and so he is constrained to 

live in limbo, searching for Christ am ong the dead. (93) In fact, the w hole text 

is haunted by death and decay, n otab ly  in the descriptions of the tombs o f the 

valley  of Jehoshaphat (75) and the Jordan river w hose waters are described as 

"jaunes et lim oneuses." (117) The fam ou s biblical river has been  reduced in
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stature: "II n'est p lus aujourd'hui qu'un pauvre fleuve quelconque du desert;

ses bords se sont depeuples de leurs villes et de leurs palais; des tristesses et

des silences infinis son t descendus sur Iui comme sur toute cette Palestine a

I'abandon." (118) In this respect, Loti's text reflects the decadent thought of the

fin de siecle, a spiritual malaise existing in an era of economic grow th and

improving social conditions. In both Le Desert and Jerusalem there is an

atmosphere oiG d t terddm m eru n g;  past glories are gone forever, ruined by

contact w ith  the m asses. Nowhere is  this made more clear than in the image

of Christ shrinking over the centuries - "rapetisse pour avoir passe pendant

des siecles a travers tant de cerveaux humains." (130) Loti longs for the

grandeur of the original, the authentic. H istory is perceived in a negative

lig h t for it is the layers of history w hich blur the original. Loti, w ho sees

himself as "triste m oi com posite qu'ont produit les generations et les siecles"

(142), expresses a longing for som e pure, w hole yet mythical past. H e would

like to find a spiritual centre in both his composite self and in the layers of

history and Babel o f tongues that make up Jerusalem, but he m ust be content

w ith  recovering fleeting fragments o f faith:

Et d'ailleurs, je benis m em e cet instant court ou  
j'ai presque reconquis en lui I'esperance ineffable 
et profonde, en attendant que Ie neant me r£apparaisse 
plus noir, demain. (169)

And so Jerusalem en d s on a note of com plete disenchantment. The spiritual 

quest has failed, just as the author expected it would. Modernity is inescapable 

even in Jerusalem and the only solution for Loti is the retreat into his own  

personal m useum -like home in Rochefort where he can live in the manner 

of Des Esseintes surrounded by artefacts.

The representation of time and space in Loti's Holy Land trilogy
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suggests that mvth had indeed gone for good as the nineteenth century w as 

drawing to a close. Loti tells us that myth and spirituality belong to a by-gone 

age and can no longer be experienced. O nly artefacts and ruins are left to 

remind us of their existence.

We shall turn now  to the w riting of a twentieth century "mvth- 

seeker", Jean-Marie Gustave Le C lezio. Le Clezio, w ho has travelled  

extensively to many of the remote corners of the world, can be seen  as a 

postm odern exoticist, seeking an "elsew here” am ongst prim itive cultures. 

The author explains his attraction to such cultures as a desire to live am ongst 

the last free men. 39 Like Tournier, Le Clezio attem pts to integrate into his 

writing a non-W estern w orldview , w hich contradicts the notion  of time as 

linear progress and space as a container for human action. In Tournier's 

Vendredi and La goutte d'or (1986), as in the two novels by Le Clezio's which  

w e shall exam ine here, Desert (1980) and L'etoile errante (1992), the 

introduction of an alternative w orld v iew  enriches the m aterialistic existence  

of Western society. The two authors evoke a sense of m ythic time and space, 

which, although lost from the m odern world, can be recuperated by the 

imagination. W e shall turn now  to Le Clezio's Desert and L'etoile errante in 

order to see how  the space of the desert and that of Jerusalem  function in 

these particular late twentieth century novels. 40

39 Pierre Lhoste, Conversations avec J.M. G Le Clezio (Paris: Mercurede France, 1971) 109.
40 Although Loti and Le Clezio. in their desert representations, are not depicting the same 
geographical area ( Le Desert is set in the SinaT, Desert in the Sahara) it can be argued that the 
space of the desert is as much an imaginary space as a physical one in European imagination. 
What we are interested in here is the functioning of the desert as mythic space. Le CI6zio shares 
with Loti a preference for desert landscape, a s  we see  in the following extract from Conversations: 
“Je n’aime pas tenement la v6g6tation. J’aime ce  qui montre la presence d’un cataclysms ancien, 
les traces d’une vengeance ancienne, quelque chose qui montre que la terre a 6te comme la lune 
ou qu’elle va I’etre, quelque chose qui montre que la vie n’est pas 6temelle et que la Terre peut 
devenir squelette.” Lhoste 83.
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Desert

In many w a y s Desert,  is the antithesis of Loti's Le Desert. Unlike Loti,

Le Clezio uses the representation of desert space in order to re-enchant the

w orld-41 This desire for re-enchantment arises from a sense of the failure of

m odernity to fu lfill hum an needs and expectations. The unprecedented

slaughter during the w ars of the twentieth century and the possibility of

nuclear holocaust discredited, in the m inds o f  many, the idea that rational,

scientific thought led  to human progress. Technological advances came to be

view ed  w ith  greater suspicion. The latter decades o f the twentieth century

saw  an increase in w h at m ight be called "irrational" currents o f thought.

Religious fundam entalism  flourished. There w as renewed interest in

aboriginal cultures and spirituality, and greater credence given to the

paranormal. In the last few  decades the W estern w orldview  has been

influenced by  "ecological" thinking, that is to say, not merely environmental

concerns, but also a  neo-romantic desire for renew ed harmony w ith the

natural world. Luc Ferry sees, in the ecological preoccupations of the

postm odern era, a desire for a return to pre-m odern times:

Q se  pourrait bien en effet que la separation de l'homme 
et de la  nature par laquelle Thum anism e moderne fut 
conduit a attribuer au premier seu l la qualite de personne 
m orale et juridique n'ait ete qu 'une parenthese, en train de 
se refermer. 42

Le Clezio's w riting in  general and Desert in particular share several features 

of this "ecological" m ode of thought: the hum an characters are fleeting, 

evanescent, not cultural or psychological b ein gs. The integration of the 

human and the environm ent is all im portant. The space of the desert is not a

41 This expression is used by Jean Onimus, who writes: “ Dans son parti-pris de rSenchanterle 
monde, de sacraiiser la nature Le Clezio attache volontiers une conscience aux choses.” 109.
42 Luc Ferry, Le nouvel ordre 6cologique, (Paris: Grasset, 1992) 20.
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container for human action, but rather a p riv ileged  space with w hich

characters interact. Jean O nim us stresses this ecological perspective of Le

Clezio's work as an aspect o f postm odernism :

Hair le m oderne est devenu le propre d u  postmoderne!
On en arrive a desirer ne plus etre hom me, a fuir I'homme, 
a se refugier dans l'anim alite ou  I'on retrouve, croit-on, 
je ne sais quelle totalite perdue. (152)

Like Ferry, O nim us sees here the negative aspects o f the ecological

m ovement: its antihum anism  and consequent abdication of moral

responsibility. O nim us points ou t also the im p ossib ility  of attaining this lost

harmony, which, he im plies, never existed. H e stresses the im possib ility  o f Le

C lezio's attempt to transcend culture and to reintegrate man and nature:

M ais justem ent, il est im possible a un hom m e de 
s'attarder a contem pler un chaos d e  details en refusant 
de voir les ensem bles [...] sans im pliquer, par la meme, 
quelque parti pris philosophique: so it une m ise en  
question de sens, [...] so it un plaisir d e com muniquer 
avec tout ce qui existe [...] so it en fin  une "fuite" de nature 
m ystique. 43

All of these aspects m entioned in the quotation above apply to Le C lezio's 

works in general. Le ClSzio's "parti-pris philosophique" does indeed involve  

a questioning of m eaning and a desire for com m unication on a m ystic level. 

Desert, too, expresses the problem atic of m eaning on a thematic and narrative 

level. Characters and text lead a nom adic existence w hich  never quite  

achieves resolution. 44 Certain passages of the novel describe the kind of

43 Onimus 199-200.
44 in his article on Le CISzio as a modem exotic Bruno Thibault stresses this nomadic characteristic 
in relation to Uvre des fuites: “II est clair que le voyage de Hogan differe du voyage romantique. II 
s ’agit non d’un peierinage dont le but et les Stapes sont connus et marquSs d’avance, mais d ’une 
fuite, d’une dSrive, d’une errance sans terme.” “ Le Uvre des fuites de J.M.G Le CISzio et le 
problSme du roman exotique moderne,’’ The French Review s5 (February 1992) 429. This 
applies equally to DSsert in which characters wander constantly throughout the novel with no 
precise destination. Thibault’s  remark concerning the journey whose goal and stages are mapped 
out in advance could describe Loti’s  journey through the desert to Jerusalem.
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m ystical or sham anistic experience associated w ith so-called primitive

cultures. W e know , of course, from  Le Clezio's writings and interviews given

by him, of the importance he places on such cultures. Ha'i in which Le Clezio

declares “je su is  un Indien", w a s w ritten after the author's stay with the

Indians of Panama. Jean-Xavier Ridon explores the influence of this culture

on Le C lezio's perception of language:

Le Clezio exprime le desir de retrouver une ecriture 
qui puisse reintroduire l'etre humain dans l'univers 
dont il est separe; ce  qu'il dit trouver chez les Indiens.
Car pour ceux-ci le m onde n'est pas un spectacle, la 
marge de I'observation n'existe pas. (63)

Le C lezio  has often reiterated his desire to restore through writing the 

harmony destroyed  by centuries o f progress, to break dow n the barrier 

between signifier and signified, and thus to make language “real" in the sam e  

w ay that m usic or birdsong is. In an earlier work, L'Inconnu sur la terre, he 

expresses this notion of the pow er of language to restore lost harmony: “Les 

m ots ne veu len t pas detruire ce qu'il y  a devant nos yeux. Ils repondent aux 

autres mots, aux vrais mots originels, qui sont dits par la voix du monde." 

(113) He also expresses the idea that, in  modern, urbanized existence, 

language has been deformed, and  has become a barrier to any real 

understanding o f the world. In this respect it resembles the city, for both city  

and language "dressent un ecran devant le monde."(158) 45 In Desert Le 

Clezio attem pts to evoke, poetically, the sense of the desert, to make the space

45 in this respect Le a § z io ’s  thought resembles that of Baudrillard who also laments that words 
have lost their power of evocation in a world dominated by market values: “ie systdme a r6ussi, 
lentement mais inexorablement, ct neutraliser la puissance symbdique de la parole." Le miroirde 
la production 154. Another social critic, theologian Jacques Ellul, writes also of the devaluation of 
the word in a world where image reigns supreme. La parole humilide (Paris: Seuil, 1981) 
expresses the desire to reunite word and meaning through writing. Le CI6zio, Baudrillard and Ellul 
are all “myth-seekers" of the twentieth century who express the same nostalgia for harmony, 
wholeness and meaning, all of which have been evacuated from the modem Western world. All 
express the possibility of an alternative existence accessible through language.
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of the text correspond to the "real" space of the desert. It is, as the author w ell

realizes, an im possibility to recreate in language the real exp erien ce of space,-16

but the result is a very beautiful text w hich  often has a h au n tin g , hypnotic

quality, as in the fo llow ing quotation w hich  occurs near thie end of the novel,

evoking the lim itless space and shim m ering light of the d esert:

Devant eux, la terre tres plate s'etendait co m m e  
la mer, scintiilante de sel. Elle ondoyait, elle careait 
ses cites blanches aux murs m agnifiques, aux coupoles  
qui eclataient com m e des bu lles. Le soleil brtiliait leurs 
visages et leurs mains, la lum iere creusait sora vertige, 
quand les om bres des hom m es sont pareilles a  des puits 
sans fond. (410)

In Desert, just as in Loti's Le Desert, the time and s p a c e  of the desert

function in opposition to the time and space of m odernity, for each author is,

in h is ow n w ay, anti-m odern. Le Clezio, however, w ou ld  s e e m  to be seek ing a

com prom ise w ith  the inevitability of m odernity and not, a s  Jean-Yves

D ebreuille suggests, m erely lamenting paradise lost:

Le reve saharien est, com m e tous les reves d e  Le C lezio, 
un reve regressif: il ne deploie les suites dans le tem ps 
que pour m ieux comprendre I'experience p rem iere, celle  
precisement dont la purete a ete brisde par ce <qui lui a  succede.
Le m ythe ne se construit pas com m e une solu-tion, m ais 
comme un regret. 47

In the author's representation of the categories of tim e and sp a c e  w e  shall see

how  the text itself su ggests a com prom ise between tw o w o r ld s , the m odern

w orld  of the city and the natural w orld of the desert.

In Desert, past and present are m ingled  through the in terw eaving of

tw o stories: that of Nour, a young desert nom ad, w hich ta k « s  place betw een

46 This desire to express the experience of the real is reminiscent of the d iscourse of deep  
ecologists. Such a desire is a s  paradoxical as Aldo Leopold’s  exhortation t o  “think like a 
mountain.” A Sand County Almanac (New York: Random House 1970) 13^7.
47 Jean-Yves Debreuille, “Nature etcit6dans Ddsert," Elena Real et Dolores Jimenez (eds.) J.M.G 
Le Cldzio. Actes du colloque international. University de Valencia (1992) “107.
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1909 and 1912 during the final conquest of Morocco and that of Lalla, which, 

although no precise dates are given, apparentlv takes place in our ow n time. 

In the course o f the text the relationship betw een the tw o is established as it 

transpires that Lalla is a descendant of Nour's people, "les hommes bleus", 

the last o f the desert warriors. Through Lalla's m ystical experiences w ith  the 

person, or rather the perceived presence of that person w hom  she names Es 

Ser (the secret), the past is able to infiltrate the present.

The text evokes a sense of mythic tim elessness through the use o f

circular narrative. This is  the case in both of the stories. The opening and

closing sentences of N our's tale (which open and close the novel itself)

consigns this episode in Saharan history to the realm  o f dream:

Ds sont apparus, com m e dans un r£ve, au som m et 
de la dune, a  dem i caches par la brume de sable que 
leurs p ieds soulevaient. (7)
[ 1
Toum es vers le desert, ils faisaient leur priere sans 
paroles. Ils s'en allaient, comme dans un reve, ils 
disparaissent. (411)

It m ight be possible to construe this ending as expressive of defeat or

resignation, (Le Clezio's "reve regressif" as Jean-Yves Debreuille calls it), but

the w h o le  novel, as w ell as Le C lezio's other works, affirms the value o f  the

dream  w orld  w hich has the pow er to influence the w orld  of lived experience.

The fact that the experiences o f Nour and the nom adic warriors are felt by

Lalla confirm s their continued presence. This transm ission of experience

m akes Le C lezio's desert representation the antithesis o f  Loti's v ision  of a

dead, sou l-less world.

Lalla's tale also is enclosed in a circular narrative, beginning and 

ending o n  the dunes at the desert's edge. Again the possib ility  of dream  is
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evoked as Lalla returns from her stay in Marseilles: "c'est comme si rien ne

s'etait passe. C 'est comme si la jeune femme n'avait pas cesse de dormir."

(389) The expressions "peut-etre" and"comme si" proliferate throughout this

novel. W e have the im pression o f a text as shifting as the desert sand. A gnes

Clavareau sees  the use of "com m e si" as a link between tw o worlds: "le 'hie et

nunc' que v it  la jeune fille et so n  passe imaginaire d'enfant du desert, dont la

cosmicitd envah it son etre interieur jusqu'au vertige." 48 Contrary to

Clavareau's assertion that the "comme si" appears only in  Lalla's story, the

expression d oes in fact appear in Nour's tale (though not to the same extent)

and functions in the sam e w ay , sign ifying a shift from the lived  material

world to a  cosm ic level, as in the scene describing the gathering of the

nomads for prayer: "La lum iere des braseros et la lueur blanche de la lune

eclairaient leurs corps vacillants, comme si des eclairs sautaient sans cesse au

milieu des nuages de poussiere." (65)

Thus the "comme si" w h ich  returns Lalla from M arseilles to the dunes

evokes a sen se of changing d im ensions. This return involves a new

beginning as w ell, since it is here on the dunes that Lalla g iv es  birth to her

daughter in m uch the same cirum stances as those in w hich  she herself w a s

born to her mother, Hawa. This birth suggests the possib ility  of a new

beginning. Lalla's story is left open-ended as, having g iven  birth to her

daughter, she w aits patiently under the fig tree on the dunes for the

inevitable arrival of som eone from the Citd:

un jeune gar<jon pecheur de crabes, une v ie ille  
a la chasse au b o is  mort, ou bien une petite fille  
qui aim e sim p lem ent se  promener sur les dunes  
pour regarder les  oiseaux de mer. Ici, il finit toujours 
par venir quelqu'un, et l'ombre du figuier est bien

48 Agnds Clavarareau, “Lecture mythique de D6sertde J.M.G Le CI§zio,” Georges Cesbron (ed.) 
MytFie-Rita-Symbole (Angers: P resses universitares d’Angers, 1985) 398.
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douce et fraiche. (396)

We see here circularity operating on both a thematic and formal level: After 

her city experience in France, Lalla has returned to the verv fig-tree beneath 

which she listened to stories of the wonders of the citv told bv' Naman the 

fisherman. A lso the text itself has come back to its starting point, ready to 

begin the story again. The effect of this circular narration is to create a sense of 

m ythic tim elessness existing alongside the tim e of modernity.

In Desert, two forms of tim elessness are evoked: the accelerated pace of

the modern w orld alters the concept of time, as w e see in the ep isode where

Nour w itnesses the battle of Agadir in 1912: "Est-ce que le temps existe quand

quelques m inutes suffisent pour tuer m ille hom m es, mille chevaux?" (408)

Yet there is also the sense of tim elessness w hich is  a feature of nomadic desert

life. The ceaseless w anderings of Nour's people cause them to lose all notion

of time. They cannot know  if they have been on the m ove for days, months

or years. Human tim e is m eaningless in the desert:

C'etait un pays hors du temps, loin  de I'histoire des 
hommes, peut-etre, un pays ou p lus rien ne pouvait 
apparaitre ou mourir, comme s'il etait deja sdpare 
des autres pays, au sommet de l'existence terrestre. (11)

This description of the desert suggests the sam e sense of a place lying outside 

of time w hich exists in  Loti's work. In Loti's novels, however, the 

tim elessness which he identifies as a feature of the desert and of the Islamic 

world, is portrayed as the tim elessness of the cem etery where time has run 

dow n and stopped, w hereas Le Clezio's desert seem s much more a living  

entity, a space of freedom. In this respect Le C lezio's representation of time 

recalls some of Mircea Eliade's ideas on m yth ica l  as opposed to historical 

time. According to Eliade "archaic" or "traditional" peoples, w h ilst living
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w ith  a sen se  of historical time, are able to gain access through their m yths and 

rituals to prim ordial time, that is the time of the god s, the time o f  origin. This 

prim ordial time exists a longside historical tim e and, in Eliade's thinking, it 

can be accessib le also to modern man through art and literature. Eliade sees in 

m odern art a "manifestation o f the human need to overcom e a tim e that has 

becom e unreal in order to recover or make available a time that is fresh, 

w hole and  m eaningfu l."49 In Desert and Etoile errante both historical and 

m ythical tim e are represented, the narrative m ovin g  between the tw o. Le 

Clezio, like Eliade, sees w riting as a  means of access to that prim ordial tim e  

w hich has the power to revitalize human existence and to satisfy the 

"nostalgia for a lost m ystical solidarity w ith  nature [which] still haunts 

W estern m an." 50

In the tim elessness o f the desert characters lead a  nomadic existence. 

U nderlying this existence is the quest for the ideal, m ythic space. W hereas 

Loti's sp iritual quest follow s a linear path to a specific goal, Le C lezio's desert 

inhabitants wander in search of a place w hich is m ore imaginary than real. 

N om ad ism  is a feature o f both Desert and Etoile errante both on the level o f  

content an d  of narrative structure. These novels deal w ith  two nom adic  

peoples, the tribes of the Sahara and the d ispersed Jew ish people, both of 

w hom  fall v ictim  to persecution because there is no space which they can call 

their ow n . These people are excluded from territory and are condem ned to an 

existence o f continual displacem ent because of a reallocation of space by the 

forces o f m odernity (war, colonialism , urbanization). The narrative too is 

nom adic in  that it passes in Desert from Nour's story to that of Lalla, from  the 

turn of the century to recent tim es. In Etoile errante, the narrative passes in

49 Quoted in Wesley A. Kort, Modem Hction and Human Time (Tampa: Florida UP. 1985) 69.
50 Mircea Eliade, “Cultural Fashions and History of Religions.” Quoted in Kort 68.
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Esther's storv from third to first person and also to the voice of Nejma, the 

young Palestinian girl forced bv the w ar to live in a refugee camp. However, 

the w andering of narrative and content is not aim less. In both novels the 

quest for som e form of prom ised land underlies the nomadic existence.

The nom adic tribes in Desert find them selves victim s of one of the

unfortunate conditions of m odernity, that of shrinking space. European

armies are encroaching on the space o f the desert, driving the nomadic tribes

from their traditional lands: "Les horizons se referm ent sur le peuple de

Smara, ils enserrent les derniers nom ades." (358) Le Clezio introduces into

this novel tw o different concepts of space. European notions of ownership

(the enclosing of space) are contrasted w ith  the nom ad philosophy (lim itless

space): "La terre qu'ils defendaient ne leur appartenait pas, ni a personne,

parce qu'elle etait seulem ent l'espace libre de leur regard, un don de Dieu.

(357) Since Europeans first began colonizing the w orld  these two philosophies

have come into conflict causing extrem e suffering to colonized peoples for

many of w h om  the concept of land ow nership d id  not exist. The free space of

the desert continues to shrink for N our's people as they are caught betw een

the arm ies and the sea:

Les soldats des Chretiens avaient lentem ent referme 
leur mur sur les hom m es libres du ddsert [...] Que 
voulaient-ils, ces etrangers? Ils vou la ien t la terre 
tout entiere, ils n'auraient de cesse qu 'ils ne l'aient 
devoree toute, cela 6tait stir. (399)

Desert resem bles much of the ecological and post-colonial discourse of the

second part of the twentieth century in that the nom adic relationship to the

land is considered far superior to that o f the European colonizers. The

nomads are represented as an unobtrusive presence on the earth's surface,

whereas the European forces destroy the space w h ich  they occupy.
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Throughout Nour's storv is a sense o f the inevitable defeat of the desert 

warriors and their sheikh  bv the invincible forces of m odernity. H owever,«< j

total annihilation is avoided  by the intervention of the m ythic in the person

of the spiritual leader of the "guerriers bleus," sheikh Ma el A inine. After

his death and burial, the desert sands quickly erase all physical trace of the

revered sheikh: "peut-etre que le grand cheikh etait retourne vers son vrai

dom aine, perdu dans le sable du desert, em porte par le vent." (404) N our

senses the presence (le regard) of the sheikh in  the same w ay  that Lalla w ill

later feel the gaze of Es Ser:

Peut-etre qu 'il dem andait aux hom m es de le rejoindre, 
la ou il etait, mele a la terre grise, disperse dans le  vent,
devenu poussiere N our s'endorm ait, emporte par le
regard immortel, sans bouger, sans rever. (405)

In Desert it is clear that there can by no physical resistance to the European

invaders and to the m odernization of the desert space w hich inevitab ly

follow s, but resistance is possible on a m ental and spiritual level. The

incorporation o f the sheikh's body into the desert sands and its dispersal by

the w ind  sym bolise the integration of the nom adic people w ith  the desert

space. This relationship o f human and space constitutes a form of resistance.

The space of opposition  to modernity is not the real space of the desert but

rather the desert as m ythical space.

The mythic quality7- of the desert is enhanced in Desert b y  the presence 

w ith in  the desert space of a promised land. This im age of the prom ised land, 

in the form of a  holy city, occurs in both Desert and Jerusalem. In Desert the 

far aw ay cities of North Africa and Europe w hich the old fisherm an N am an  

describes to Lalla (95-96) resemble the idealized  descriptions o f Jerusalem  in 

Etoile errante, (150-151,333) and like Jerusalem, the city of Taroudant, w hich
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functions as promised land for Nour's people, is also represented as a mirage: 

"Irreelle, comme susp en d u e dans la lumiere du so leil, la v ille  semblait 

attendre les hommes du desert.” (234-5) The dep iction  of these cities evokes a 

sense of unfolding space as the eye of the im agination is directed towards the 

tantalizing possibility o f  the prom ised land. In N am an's description the cities 

on the other side of the sea are, "des villes b lanches...avec toutes ces allees de  

palm iers, ces jardins q u i von t jusqu'en haut des coilines....ces avenues si 

longues qu'on n'en aper^oit pas la fin." (95-96)

A s in Loti's Le Desert and Jerusalem, these w onderfu l cities hold 

prom ise only from a distance. N one of these p laces fu lfills the dream of 

prom ised land and in Lalla's case the city of M arseilles proves to be an alm ost 

diabolic inversion of the heavenly city described b y  N am an the fisherman. 

Lalla's aim less w andering in  M arseilles echoes the m ovem ents of the desert 

nom ads in Nour's story. The Hartani, child o f the desert, has in the city a 

counterpart in another kind of nomad, Radicz, the you n g  beggar of gypsy  

origin, w hom  Lalla befriends. The sense of shrinking space w hich affects 

N our and his people in  the desert is echoed in Lalla's experience in 

M arseilles, where she m oves w ith in  the space o f the city as in a nightmarish  

labyrinth and is assailed by the horrible sensation o f  being sw ep t into a dark 

funnel:

Lalla descend  jusqu'au bout de l'avenue, puis elle  
remonte une autre avenue, une autre encore. II y  a 
toujours les lum ieres, et le bruit d es  hom m es et de 
leurs m oteurs rugit sans cesse. A lors, tout d 'un coup, 
la peur revient, l'angoisse, com me si tous les bruits de 
pneus et d e pas tragaient de grands cercles concentriques 
sur les bords d'un gigantesque entonnoir. (291)

The labyrinthine space o f  the city is the antithesis o f the vast, open desert
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space.

Lalla's existence m oves betw een  two poles, the desert and the city.

These tw o  poles are in turn represented by two characters, the Hartani and

Radicz. The polarization of space is particularly stressed in this novel. The

space and light of the desert and the m otif of flight which runs throughout

are contrasted w ith  the black, foreboding build ings of the city, and w ith  the

sense of fear w hich Lalla feels as  she has the im pression of being draw n into a

black hole. The city has its o w n  form  of nom adism  in the transient

p op u lation  am ongst w hom  Lalla m ust keep m oving "pour ne pas tomber,

pour ne pas etre pietinee par les autres." (290) In her job as cleaner in one of

the shabby hotels in a poor neighborhood of M arseilles she encounters,

briefly, m em bers of the transient population  of Marseilles, m ainly

im m igrants w h ose  very existence seem s uncertain: "parce qu'ils ne laissent

pas de trace de leur passage, com m e s'ils n'etaient que des ombres, des

fantom es." (301) These p eop le function as the double of the evanescent desert

nom ads in N our's story; b u t w hereas desert nom adism  is synonym ous w ith  a

life o f liberty, nom adism  in the city is represented as an anguished  wandering

or flee in g  from  the ever present threat of annihilation. This contrast is

perhaps m ost apparent in tw o death  scenes. Death in the city is a form  of

zom bification w hich com es at the end of a  life o f exploitation for the North

A frican im m igrant workers:

Ils creusent d es  trous dans la terre caillouteuse 
ils brisent leurs m ains et leur tete, rendus fous par 
les marteaux pneum atiques. Ils ont faim, ils ont peur, 
ils sont glaces par la solitude et par le vide. Et quand ils  
s'arretent, il y  a  la mort qui m onte autour d'eux [....] les  
croque-morts aux yeux mechants les effacent, les 
dteignent, font disparaitre leur corps, remplacent leur  
visage par un m asque de cire, leurs mains par des gants  
qui sortent de leurs habits v ides. (307)
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This description 51 contrasts with the death scene of the sheikh in Desert 

where Ma el Ai'nine described as "couche dans son manteau blanc, si leger 

qu'il sem ble flotter au-dessus de la terre" (381) and who, after death, becomes 

"disperse dans le vent." (404)

Lalla m ust find a compromise betw een  the city and the desert, betw een  

modernity and m yth, for she cannot exist so le ly  in either sphere, as her 

attempt to flee w ith  the Hartani show s. The Hartani is a pure child of nature, 

a som ew hat m ythical creature. We note that the Hartani does not age. H e is 

illiterate (as is Lalla). H e is also mute but has a deep understanding of the 

natural w orld  w h ich  he is able to com m unicate to Lalla w ithout the use of 

words. A s several critics have observed, in the w orks of Le Clezio, 

com m unication w ith ou t words is valued above language. 52 The Hartani is 

able to live in the desert, something w hich  Lalla is not physically capable of 

doing. Fleeing m odernity (in the form of the m an in the grey suit w ho wants 

to "buy" her for a w ife  w ith  his useless gifts), she attempts to go w ith the 

Hartani to the "centre" of the desert. The section  entitled "Le Bonheur," ends 

w ith  a m om ent of cosm ic happiness as the tw o lie together beneath the stars: 

"Ils ne voient p lu s la terre a present. Les d eu x  enfants serres Fun contre 

Tautre voyagent en  plein  ciel." (207) H ow ever this state of paradise cannot be 

sustained and Lalla, dying of heat and thirst, is recuperated by the Red Cross

51 This description is reminiscent of an episode in Toumier’s  La goutte d'orin which the Berber 
immigrant, Idriss, is being used as model fora series of mannequins. His body and face are 
engulfed in liquid plastic. Michel Toumier, La goutte d ’or (Paris: Gallimard 1986) 187. Like the 
immigrant workers in Le Cl Ezio's novel, Idriss has no status as a real person in French society. In La 
goutte d ’or also the space of the desert functions as oppositional space to the oppressive city life 
of Paris.
52 “Le Clbzio travaille la matiere verbale pour en degager une musique et faire en sorte que son 
langage devienne sembiable aux langages que murmurent I'eau et le vent, les insectes et les  
olseaux." Yves-Alain Favre, “Le CI6zio: pobte de la lumibre,” J.M.GLe CI6zio. Actesdu Colloque 
international 303.
Jacqueline Michel explores the privileged place of silence in Le CI6zio’s work in Unemise en rdcit 
du silence (Paris: Corti, 1986).
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and sent to the opposite pole, the city7, Marseilles. Lalla is  equally incapable of

adapting to city life, a life w hich fills her w ith angu ish  and a sense of the void,

in spite of her success and rise to fame as a m odel. She survives thanks to a

mystical force w hich grow s w ith in  her mind as the ch ild  of the Hartani is

growing in her body. This force is "le regard" which has been transmitted

from the "guerrier bleu", Es Ser, through Nour, to the Hartani and to Lalla.

"Le regard" in Le Clezio's novels is much more than the sense of sight. It is a

powerful, liberating force, w hich  enables those blessed, w ith  it to transcend the

world of their daily  existence and to see the w orld from  a totally different

perspective. In Lalla's case the gaze can dem olish the city7 which holds its

inhabitants prisoner:

II n'y a plus ces v illes sans espoir, ces v ille s  d'abimes,
 ou les rues sont d es pieges, ou les m aisons sont des
tom bes Maintenant, autour de Lalla H a w a , il y  a une
etendue sans fin de poussiere et de pierres blanches, une 
etendue vivante de sable et de sel, et les v agu es des dunes.
C 'est comme autrefois, au bout du sentier a chevres, lh oil 
tout semblait s'arreter, comme si on eta it au bout de la 
terre, au pied du ciel, au seuil du vent. C 'est comme 
quand elle a senti pour la premiere fois le  regard d'Es Ser. (334)

Lalla, like m ost o f Le Clezio's characters, has no autonom y. She is a  m edium  

through w h om  the gaze of Es Ser operates, bringing to the city the space o f the 

desert. 53 In. this w ay a com prom ise is effected b etw een  the space of the desert 

and that of the city, between m ythic space and the sp ace o f modernity. A t the 

end of the novel, Lalla's return to the dunes at the d esert's edge, y et close to 

the bidonville can be seen as a form  of compromise. In this w ay Nour's story

53 Again there is a striking resemblance between Desert and La goutte d ’or. In the latter novel 
also, the space of the desert serves a s  oppositional space to the oppressive space of the city. 
Idriss rediscovers the desert through the study of calligraphy and is  thus able to gain access to “le 
temps d§mersur§ oCi il avait v6cu.” (199) This repossession of the desert through writing permits 
him to escape from, “la mis§redu pass6,1'angoisse de I'avenir et la tyranniedes autres hommes.” 
(202)

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



119
is incorporated into hers. T he mythical, unattainable past w av of life can 

coexist w ith  the inevitability of m odernity. The compromise betw een  the tw o  

o p en s the w avs to new  future possibilities. This is suggested by the open- 

ended w ay in which the novel closes.

This integration of real and m ythic space is a feature of m any of Le 

C lezio's novels, including Etoile errante, w h ich  recounts the exod u s of Jewish  

people from Europe in the aftermath of the Second World War. Le Cl^zio has 

a particular interest in displaced peoples (desert nomads, Jews), for these 

people have a relationship to the space of the w orld w hich mirrors the 

author's propensity for endless travel.

Etoile errante.

Etoile errante (1992), like Desert, proposes an integration o f m ythic and 

real space. This novel, one of w hose major them es is the quest for Jerusalem, 

integrates both m yth and p olitica l/h istorica l reality. W hereas Jerusalem  in 

Loti's w ork is represented as having spiritual significance only in the long ago  

past (that is to say  existing only as unattainable desire), Jerusalem for the 

characters in Le C lezio's novel exists both  as m yth and reality. Jerusalem plays 

a vital role in their quest for a space and identity of their own. This novel 

depicts the plight of the m ultitudes o f d isp laced  and persecuted peoples  

w andering the w orld in  search of a hom e after the Second W orld War. Many 

of Le C lezio's novels represent the cond ition  of nom adism  (often an enforced  

nom adism ) w hich has becom e a feature o f  contemporary life, particularly  

since the Second W orld War, as populations have been forced through war or 

econom ic conditions to uproot them selves and move on. It is a lso  possib le to 

see nom adism  as existing in the W estern w orld  in peace - time, since w e are
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very much, in David H arvey's w ords, "a society o f transients w ith a nostalgia 

for com m on values." 54 U nderlying nom adism , be it physical or textual, as in 

the case of Poulin's translator (Les Grandes M aries ), is a lw ays the quest for a 

place to rest from w andering, a quest for m eaning. In Etoile errante, Esther 

and her people are seek ing a time and space o f their ow n. Often in the novel 

they are caught in a lim bo w here turning back is an im possibility and the road 

ahead is blocked. It is at such  m oments that the pow er of m yth and language 

com es into play.

O ne such lim bo is Festiona, the Italian v illage  w here Esther and her

m other stay, after having fled  France and com e through the m ountain passes

into Italy. Even the church clock has stopped at four o'clock and an

atm osphere of stillness an d  silence exists throughout the place:

A  Festiona il nty avait pas d e  tem ps, pas de 
m o u v em e n t, il nty avait que les m aisons  
grises aux toits de lauzes ou  trainait la fumee, 
les jardins silencieux, la brume d u  m atin que le 
soleil faisait fondre, et qui revenait l'apres-m idi, 
qui envah issait la grande vallee. (119)

Later, as Esther and her m other w ait for the train to take them to the coast

w here they w ill board a boat for Israel, tim e once more seem s to have

stop p ed , condem ning Esther and her com patriots to the traditional role of the

w andering Jew for w h om  im m obility  and rest are im possible:

Peut-etre qu 'il faudra passer toute la nuit sur les 
quais a attendre, m ais quelle importance? Le tem ps 
a cess£ d'exister pour nous. N ou s voyageons, nous 
som m es dehors depu is si longtem ps, dans un monde 
ou il nty a p lu s de temps. (143)

For those seeking a hom eland, constantly on the m ove, tim e has become 

m eaningless, since they are excluded from the history and daily  life of the

54 Harvey 288.
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countries w hich they have inhabited up to this point and m ust spend their

lives w andering or w aiting. "Je hais les vovages, je hais le temps" declares

Esther, in a m oment of w eariness and despair; but here as in several places in

the course of the novel she fin d s comfort in the thought of Jerusalem: "C'est

la vie avant la destruction qui est Jerusalem." (154) Jerusalem represents

another form of tim elessness, a positive form, that is, a return to the place of

origin of the Jewish people, a reintegration into m ythic time. It is most often

through language - prayers sa id  in Hebrew or w ords from  G enesis - that

Esther is able to gain access to Jerusalem's tim elessness, for the Hebrew

language, "la langue qu'avaient parle Adam et Eve au paradis," (197) links

Esther to the origins of her people. In a detention centre, w aiting for

perm ission to leave France, Esther listens to the voices and prayers of the

older m en (since she has grow n  up in a communist fam ily w ithout religion,

prayer is a new  experience for her) and discovers the pow er of w ords over

time and space:

Maintenant il m e sem blait que la distance qui nous 
separait de la grande v ille sainte n'existait p lus, comme 
si cette meme lune qui glissait dans le ciel eclairait 
Jerusalem, les m aisons, les jardin d'oliviers, les d6m.es 
et les minarets. Le tem ps non plus n'existait plus. C'etait 
le meme ciel qu'autrefois, quand Moise attendait dans la 
m aison de Pharaon, ou  quand Abraham revait com ment
avaient £td faits le so leil et la lune [....... ] Ici, dans cette prison
de 1'Arsenal, je sava is que nous etions une par tie de ce 
temps-l&, et cela m e faisait frissonner de peur et m e faisait 
battre le coeur, com m e quand j'ecoutais les paroles du livre. (189)

Here Esther, w h ilst living the reality of Europe in the 1940s, is able to live also

in the time of her ancestors. This not only serves to make her life as refugee

more bearable (as in Eliade's notion of the benefit of prim ordial time to

modern man) but also enables her to establish an identity. The process of
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identity acquisition is another o f the novel's them es. A t the beginning of the 

book Esther is know n as H elene, but gradually  reassum es her Jewish identity. 

H owever, Jerusalem  can never be fully attained. In this respect, Le Clezio's 

representation of Jerusalem  does bear som e resem blance to Loti's in that it is a 

place w hich shines from  a distance. Its im age is more attractive than its 

reality. But, w hereas for Loti the disappointm ent of the actual Jerusalem  

overshadow s any p ossib ility  o f finding the hoped-for spiritual experience, for 

the characters in Etoile errante, the m yth o f Jerusalem  never loses its power.

Esther and the fleeing Jewish peop le find com fort in the m yth of

Jerusalem m uch m ore so  than in its reality. A s in  Desert there is the sense of

shrinking space as the characters are forced to flee from country to country

and often find th em selves in confined spaces, as w hen  Esther and her mother

spend time in a s in g le  room  in  Festiona or h id in g  in Uncle Sim on Ruben's

sm all Paris apartm ent. The Jew ish people em igrating from France are

concealed beneath the deck of the boat taking them  to Israel. In som e

instances, space shrinks until it disappears com pletely, its occupants suffering

the same fate. N ow h ere is this more poignantly expressed than in  the episode

w here a group of Jew ish  refugees is captured by the N azis at Borgo San

Dalm azzo. They b elieve  they have finally reached safety after crossing to Italy

from France and are thinking o f the prom ised land:

Ils parlaient de leur terre, d 'une ferme, d'une vallee.
Us parlaient de la  ville de lumi&re, etincelante avec  
ses ddm es et ses  minarets, la ou  se trouvait la fondation  
du p eu p le  juif. Peut-etre qu'il revaient qu'ils etaient d£ja 
arrives, et que les d6m es et les tours de Valdieri etaient 
aux portes de Jerusalem. (124)

They are never to see  Jerusalem, however, for they find them selves caught 

betw een the Germ an so ld iers in front of them  and the m ountains behind
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them. T hey are herded into the confined, vvindowless space of one of the

station bu ild ings: "On n'etait p lus nulle part." (127) Space has shrunk around

them to such  an extent that they are left in limbo, so o n  to be annihilated. We

are told that "le train s'etait ebranle pour ce voyage sans but" (127). Then

follow s a list o f  cities on the route North until "tous ces noms et tous ces

visages [—1 s'effaqaient, comme s'ils  avaient ete soeurs et freres arraches de la

memoire d'Esther." (127) A s in Desert, in  this novel people are saved  from

total annihilation by being integrated into another life, in this case that of

Esther. Like Lalla, Esther is a m edium  through w h om  the thoughts and

feeling of others can be transmitted. This is evident in the episode w hich

takes place after Esther's arrival in Israel. As M ount Carmel exerts a

fascination over Esther she feels com m union (through the sense o f sight)

w ith  those w h ose  lives have been lost:

Esther ne le voyait pas avec ses yeux, m ais avec les 
yeux de tous ceux qui en avaient reve, tou s ceux dont 
les yeux s'etaient eteints sur cette esperance, les yeux des 
enfants perdus dans la vallee de la Stura, em menes dans 
les w agons sans fenetres. (301)

Both Lalla and Esther, at certain moments, are g iv en  the power of seeing w ith

the eyes o f others. Analogous to the power of the g a ze  is that of the w ord. In

Etoile errante prayers and holy w ords enable Esther to attain a sense of

com m unication w ithout words, similar to that w hich  exists betw een Lalla

and the H artani. For Le Clezio w ordless com m unication permits a  profound

and m eaningful relationship betw een the hum an and  the natural world. This

relationship has been severed by  the corruption of language. 55 The pow er of

the w ord is  revealed to Esther w hen she first v isits the synagogue. The

55 Le CISzio has often expressed this idea in interviews and in his writings. For example in 
L'inconnu sur la terre he writes: “Par le langage, I’homme s ’est fait le plus solitaire d es  Stres du 
monde, puisqu’il s ’est excludu silence.” (38)
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Hebrew language is foreign to Esther w h ose family has so far chosen not to

fo llow  the Jew ish faith and so, on the level o f com m unication, the words

spoken  are m eaningless, but, nonetheless, they give rise to Esther's first

m ystic experience:

Elle cherchait a lire sur leurs levres les m ots  
etranges, dans cette langue si belle, qui parlait 
au fond d'elle-m em e, com m e si les sy llabes  
reveilla ient des souvenirs. Le vertige m ontait 
en  elle dans cette grotte pleine de mystere [...]
Esther p ou vait franchir le  tem ps et les m ontagnes  
com m e I'oiseau noir que lu i m ontrait so n  pere, 
jusque de l'autre cote des mers, la oil naissait 
la lum iere, jusqu'h Eretzrael. (81-82)

The w ords of the H ebrew  prayer enable Esther to have access to a past which  

she has not personally lived, the past of her people. They enable her to 

transcend both tim e and space. Here, as in Desert, the m otif of flight evokes  

both  liberty and pow er. In several other instances in this text there is 

expressed the notion o f w ords enabling the em igrants to reach Jerusalem  

despite the physical and political obstacles w hich  stand in the w ay. In Le 

C lezio's novels the gaze and language function in a w a y  that is the opposite of 

their role in Loti's Le Desert and Jerusalem. In Loti's tw o novels the gaze, in 

an attem pt to im pose m eaning, orders the landscape into forms and patterns 

w hich  language depicts as lifeless. In Le C lezio's w riting the gaze does not 

em anate from the subject, but acts through the subject, integrating the latter 

into the surrounding space and permitting the subject to participate in mythic 

tim e.

In Etoile errante the mythical Jerusalem, evoked through the pow er of 

w ords, does not resem ble the real city. Just like the heavenly cities portrayed 

in Desert, Jerusalem a lso  has a dark side. Jerusalem, as first seen by Esther and
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her mother Elizabeth, is far from radiant. It lies beneath a dark, threatening 

cloud: "Une grande fumee noire montait du centre, s'elargissait formant un 

nuage menagant ou commengait la nuit." (213) This is reminiscent o f N our's  

experience in Desert, w hen he stands outside the w alls of Taroudant. This 

city, last hope of refuge, assum es a threatening aspect: "Comme si ce n'etaient 

pas des hommes qui vivaient la , mais des esprits surnaturels." (237) A  

similar im age appears also in Etoile errante in the part of the text devoted to 

Nejma's story where the devastation caused by  the Arab/ Jewish conflict 

evokes apocalyptic scenes: "Quand tous seraient morts et que le sable du  

desert aurait recouvert leurs os, les Djenoune reviendraient dans leur palais 

sur le jardin du paradis." (271)

What is im plied in  these im ages of ideal cities being occupied by  

evil spirits, is that paradise is inaccessible and that the nomadism m ust 

continue until a resolution can be found. Som etim es it seems that no 

resolution is possible. In Etoile errante, it is Nejma, the young Palestinian girl 

w ho, displaced from her hom e by the arrival o f the Jewish people seeking  

their promised land, is condem ned to perpetual wandering, thus assum ing  

the role of the wanderer traditionally attributed to the Jew. Her story ends  

w ith  these words: "Le soleil brillait pour tous. La route n'avait pas de fin." 

(284) Although Nejma's story ends here and w e  do not encounter her again  

in the text, she is not obliterated from the novel, since Esther considers her as 

a double. The two stories, that of Esther and that of Nejma, are inextricably 

linked (as are those of Nour and Lalla in Desert). Esther feels that she w ill not 

be complete until she finds again Nejma w hom  she met only once "sur la 

route de Silo£, pres de Jerusalem, n£e d'un nuage de poussiere, disparue dans 

un autre nuage de poussiere, tandis que les cam ions nous em menaient vers
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la v ille sainte." (307) During the fleeting moment of their m eeting, an

im portant exchange takes p lace as each girl w rites her nam e in the notebook

carried by Nejm a (a notebook carried for the purpose of keeping account of

the sufferings of her people). T his notebook, sym bolising the pow er of

language over tim e and space, holds a prominent place in Esther's thought as

she im agines the longed-for m eetin g  w ith  Nejma, her alter ego: "N ous

echangerions nos cahiers pour abolir le temps, pour eteindre les souffrances

et la brhlure des morts." (308)

It is in Esther's story w h ere a state of resolution is reached, though in

Le C lezio's n ovels no reso lu tion  is ever definite since his n o v e ls  are open-

ended, looking towards a future that m ust a lw ays be uncertain. Esther has to

com e to terms w ith  the past in. order to find her place in the w orld: "J'ai peu

de tem ps. Si je ne trouve pas o il est le mal, j'aurai perdu m a v ie  et ma verite.

Je continuerai a etre errante." (326) This involves a return to France and a

reliving of her father's death in  order that she can lay to rest the sense of

w aiting for him  to appear w h ich  has accom panied her throughout much of

her life. The return also in v o lv es  a  reflection on the significance of the

Jerusalem m yth. In Nice, Esther finds herself once more in lim bo in the aptly

named H otel Soledad (solitude): "H m e sem ble que je su is n'im porte ou,

partout, nu lle part." (322-3) She is surrounded by  disasters w hich , in her

m ind, are connected - her m other is dying, forest fires are raging around Nice,

Beirut is  burning. (324) A t the place where her father w as k illed  b y  the S.S.

Esther is  rem inded of his description s of Jerusalem:

C'etait comme £a qu'il parlait de Jerusalem, de la  v ille  
lum iere, com m e d 'u n  nuage ou un mirage au -d essu s de  
la terre nouvelle. O u  est cette ville? Existe-t-elle vraiment? (333)

Esther com es to the realization that the Jerusalem her father so  m uch wanted
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to see w as not the real city, but a place o f the imagination. Esther herself, by

reliving the scene of her father's death, has found the mythic Jerusalem:

M aintenant il me sem ble que la v ille  de lumiere,
Jerusalem, celle que m on pere voulait voir, c'etait 
la-haut, sur cette pente d'herbes, tous ces domes 
celestes, et les minarets qui relient le monde terrestre 
aux nuages. (335)

This final im age of Jerusalem  in the novel suggests an integration of real and 

mythic space. Esther has found Jerusalem, not in war-torn Israel, but on the 

mountain slopes of her childhood, in the place where her father died. The 

novel closes on an im age of Esther scattering her mother's ashes over the 

ocean and feeling, at last, a great sense of peace as she contemplates the future. 

(340) As in Desert, th e  circular narrative of Etoile errante produces a sense of 

resolution, but not a sense of closure, for it im plies a multitude of possib le  

directions in Esther's future.

A critique of m odernity underlies the w ritings of Loti and Le C lezio  

which w e have exam ined here. Both authors express the desire for an 

"elsewhere," a space beyond the reach of the civilization of their time. Both 

turn towards the East, to the desert and Jerusalem, and also towards the past 

in their search. In Loti's world, only Islam  is able to provide the tim eless 

alternative to m odern life which is so unbearable to him. It is the Islamic 

world w hich offers the greatest peace and tranquillity, not the death and decay 

which is Jerusalem. Le Clezio evokes the desert and Jerusalem in his novels, 

not so much as real places, but as m ythic space which have the power to 

enrich the industrialised, urbanised w orld  o f the late twentieth century. Just 

as Tournier's VencLredi is a rewriting o f  the Robinson Crusoe story w hich
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privileges the prim itive w orldview , so  Le Clezio's Desert and Etoile errante 

are rew ritings of tw o maor ep isodes in European history, the colonization of 

North Africa and the exodus of the Jewish people from Europe, which  

privilege a spiritual, non-m aterialistic v iew  of the world. In the post-colonial 

w orld o f Le Clezio there is an acceptance of the disappearance of m yth from 

the lived, material w orld, but an attem pt to recover it in im agination and 

text.

The continuing presence of the desert and Jerusalem in texts of the late 

twentieth-century indicate that these places still hold power as mythic space 

in the W estern im agination. In European thought and w riting they constitute 

one pole of attraction. The other is the W est, the potential paradise of 

America to w hich w e  shall proceed in the follow ing chapter.
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Chapter 3.

M etamorphoses of the Ameri- can Dream.

Since the discovery o f th e  N ew  World in the fifteenth century the

American continent has held th e  status of m ythic space in  the European

imagination. Like Jerusalem i t  is real but imaginary at the sam e time and like

the holy city', America also sta .nds as a place of hope and salvation  in

opposition to European space, l

Various studies of Frentch representations of A m erica during the

centuries since the discovery o f  the N ew  W orld show  a m ultip licity  of

European perceptions ranging; from great adm iration to outright hostility. 2

America transcends its geograp h ica l boundaries to becom e, in the European

imagination, mydhic space fluoctuating between prom ised land and evil

empire depending on the p o lit ic a l clim ate in  Europe and on the predjudices

of individual authors. Accordnng to Kornel Huvos:

L'image du N o u v e a u  M onde dans la litterature 
fran^aise demeuivera, a travers les siecles un m irage 
americain, em inesm m ent subjectif, projection  
d'aspirations, d'esspoirs, d'angoisses et d'aversions, 
d'utopies politiquieset de visions ph ilosophiques sur 
l'ecran de la r^alLte d'outre-Atlantique: idealisee par 
une nostalgique ad m iration  ou blamde au caprice des

1 For Naim Kattan the American adve*nture is an extension of the desire, often expressed in 
Western culture, for Jerusalem and thae promised land: “L’aventure americaine m’est apparue alors 
comme une tentative consciente, d6lii ber6e de concr6tiser une parabole biblique. L’appel au 
depart, I'attente, le desert, I’exil et I’inwestissement d’une terre promise. Terre promise qui se  
r§duit a une terre de promesse, une pi-romesse repoussSe a plus tard, remise, jamais tenue.” La 
mSmoire et la promesse (Montreal: HfWIH.1978) 8.
2 European perceptions of America arre reflected in the changing attitudes towards Christopher 
Columbus, who is the symbol of Amerrica in European thought Jean-Paul Duvids observes: 
“Colomb peu a peu, perd son identity. II devient tour a tour le symbole, voire mAme I’aliagorie, de 
I’audace de I’aventure humaine, de l’e«xpansion du chrisfanisme et plus rdcemmentde la 
mauvaise conscience du colonialismea europ6en. Les images portent a la fois la marque 
esthatique et la marque id6ologique cde leur temps."
Jean-Paul Duvids, “La d6couverte d ’uan nouveau monde. Images d’une invention. Invention 
d’une image," in Jean-Louis Aug6 (dir~.), image du Nouveau Monde en France (Paris: Editions de 
la Martinfere, 1995) 80.
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rancunes et d es prejuges, L'Amerique se verra 
tantot representer com m e u n  Eldorado de beatitude 
arcadique, tantdt affubler d e  la peau de bouc em issaire 
responsable d es  infortunes du vieux continent. (17-18)3

H uvos exam ines French attitudes from the early part of the century to the

1960s show ing how  different authors, (M aritain, Duhamel, Sartre and D e

Beauvoir) project a p ositive  or negative im age of America according to the

climate in Europe at the tim e in w hich they w ere writing and to their o w n

individual v ision  of the w orld . A constant in European representations of

America, w hether favorable or otherw ise, is a fascination w ith  the vast space

of the continent. This fascination has endured to the present day, as w e  shall

see in the novels of Yves Berger. In the n ovels  w hich  w e shall study here,

whether w ritten  in the n ineteenth or tw entieth  century, Am erica provides

both hope and d isillusionm ent. The space of Am erica offers the prom ise of a

new  beginning, a better society , but A m erica also epitom izes the pow er of

m oney and the forces of m odernization w h ich  enclose the w orld  and

elim inate all alternative space.

America has an im portant role in the novels of Jules Verne. A s Jean 

Chesneaux points out, tw enty-three of Verne's sixty-four novels take place 

w holly  or in part in the U nited  Sates: "Les Etats-Unis, pour lui, se trouvaient 

com me a la frontiere entre les  m ondes connus et les mondes inconnus.... 

C'etait les Etats-Unis qui se  rapprochaient le m ieux du m odele de 

d^veloppem ent dont il revait pour 1'humanite." 4 A s w e have seen in the 

case of L'tle mysterieiise the ideal Am erican for Verne is the practical m an of  

science w ho can transform the forces o f nature into energy for hum an  

consum ption. A lthough V erne never lo st h is adm iration for scientific

3 Komel Huvos. Cinq miragesam&icains (Paris: Didier, 1972)
4 Chesneaux, Jules Veme: une lecture politique 136.
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discoveries, 5 the grow ing m aterialism  of Western society and the em phasis 

on financial pow er Led to a d isillu sion m en t w ith the Am erican m odel. L'ile a 

helice, as w e have seen, expresses this scepticism  towards Am erican society of 

the 1890s. Sim ilarly in  the two novels wre shall examine here, Les cinq cent 

millions de la Begum (1879) and Le testament d'un excentrique (1899), Verne 

expresses, along w ith  a fascination for the space and scientific prow ess of 

America, a sceptical attitude towards a land where m oney reigns supreme.

Les cinq cents millions de la Begum.

A lth ough  Les cinq cents millions is set in the U nited States, the novel

contains no recognizable features o f  the American landscape. The function of

the state of Oregon, as depicted by Verne, is to provide an em pty space, a

theatre for the transposition of the Franco-Prussian conflict to Am erican soil:

Les lieux et les tem ps sont changes. II y  a cinq annees 
que l'h£ritage de la B£gum  est aux mains d e ses deux  
heritiers, et la scene est transportee m aintenant aux 
Etats-Unis, au sud de L'Oregon, a dix lieues du littoral 
du Pacifique. La s'6tend un  district vague encore, mal 
delim ite entre les deux puissances limitrophes, et qui 
forme com m e une sorte de su isse  americaine. (59)

The expression “su isse  americaine" w h ich  Verne also u ses in Le testament 

d'un excentrique su ggests an extreme Eurocentric attitude, denying the 

specificity' of Am erican space and culture. America, as represented here, is an 

imaginary place, ideal for the founding of France-Ville, a m odel city, “com me 

les Saint-Sim oniens et les autres courants du socialism e utopique avaient 

reve d'en fonder, en  Afrique ou en Am erique." 6

5 in a letterto Marie Belloc written in 1894 Veme declares: “ J’estime q u ej’ai de la chance d’etre 
n6 dans une p6riode de d6couvertes remarquables, et peut-£tre plus encore d’inventions 
merveilleuses." Quoted in Daniel Compare, Jules Veme. Parcours d ’une oeuvre (Amiens: 
Encrage, 1996) 47.
6 Jean Chesneaux, Jules Veme: une lecture politique (Paris: Maspero, 1982) 62.
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Unlike the com m unity o f L"ile mysterieuse, France-Ville w ill not be

carved out from the natural w orld, but w ill be built, at great speed, thanks to

the huge fortune inherited by D r Sarrasin. The Doctor's projections for his

model city resemble the European v ision  of America itself. It w ill be a city of

health and w ell-being in which w ill be w elcom ed honest and hard-working

families from overcrowded countries. There w ill be a place also for those

fleeing persecution. The latter w ill bring to France-Ville their intelligence and

moral wealth. (37) The w elcom e w ill not, however, be extended to all

potential immigrants. Later in the novel, after the building of the city by

Chinese laborers under the direction o f European engineers, the former are

denied access to France-Ville:

Le produit des travaux etait depose toutes les 
semaines, en presence des deldgues, a la grande 
Banque de San Francisco, et chaque coolie devait 
s'engager, en le touchant, a ne plus revenir. Precaution  
indispensable pour se debarrasser d'une population  
jaune qui n'aurait p as m anque de modifier d'une 
maniere assez fScheuse le type et le genie de la cite 
nouvelle. Les fondateurs s'etant d'ailleurs reserve le 
droit d'accorder ou de refuser le permis de sdjour, 
l'application de la m esure a dte relativement aisee. (147)

From a present-day perspective the above quotation reads as an  ironical 

comment on American attitudes tow ards immigrants, but can equally w ell be 

read as another instance of Verne's racism. W hat is necessary to the survival 

of France-Ville, as to that of the actual American utopic com m unities of the 

nineteenth century, is hom ogeneity, hence the expulsion of im m igrants 

whose presence brings difference.

In the lengthy description of France-Ville (150-159) the picture w hich  

emerges is not that of a w onderful, utopic com munity, but rather that of a
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d u ll American suburb. A strict build ing code and num erous other regulations

ensure that France-Ville com plies w ith  Dr Sarrasin's precepts of hygiene: 
Chaque m aison sera isolee dans un lo t de terrain 
plante d'arbres, de gazon  et de fleurs. Elle sera 
affectee a une seu le  fam iile. Aucune m aison  n'aura 
p lu s de deux etages; Fair et la lumiere ne doivent pas 
etre accapares par les uns au detrim ent d es autres. (150)

N ot onlv is France-Ville governed  by strict codes relating to health and  

hygiene, but a lso  its population m ust conform to a w ork  ethic. W e learn that 

only productive citizens are a llo w ed  residence. "Les existences o isives n'y  

seront pas tolerees." (153) A s Jean Chesneaux points out, the description of 

France-Ville's dystop ian  rival, Stahlstadt, is much m ore pow erful than that of 

France-Ville. 7 A  fu lly  realized utopia leaves little for the im agination to 

explore.

The banality of this u top ia  stem s perhaps from  Verne's 

disillusionm ent w ith  Am erica at the time of w riting. A lthough the sp ace  of 

America still exerts a certain fascination, it cannot be a truly m ythic space  

because it is controlled by m oney. M oney is the foundation of both France- 

V ille and Stahlstadt. The ev il Flerr Schultze, w ho s its  like a minotaur at the 

centre of his labyrinthine city, is destroyed by his o w n  science, but Stahlstadt 

itself succum bs to econom ic forces in the "Babel m oderne" of the San 

Francisco Stock Exchange. The recuperation of Stahlstadt by the forces o f good  

at the end of the novel seem s a s  banal as the description of utopian France- 

Ville: "On croit trop en ce m onde qu'il n'y a que profit a tirer de 

l'aneantissem ent d'une force rivale...il faut au contraire sauver de cet 

im m ense naufrage tout ce qui p eu t servir au bien de l'humanite." (234) The 

"naufrage" is not som e great cataclysm , as in the earlier novels, but financial

7 Juies Veme: Une lecture politique 62.

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



134
ruin. The phrase "tout ce qui peut servir au bien de I'humanite" suggests, bv 

its vagueness, that the author is at a  loss as to w hat direction the good of 

humanity m ight take in a world w here all seem s draw n into the web of 

capitalist society . Verne's view  of Am erica as vastness o f space dominated bv 

financial forces is expressed with greater ironv in Le testament d'un 

excentrique (1899), a novel which often seem s to prefigure late twentieth- 

century representations of America, such as Baudrillard's Amerique  w ith its 

em phasis on  perpetual motion.

Le testament d'un excentrique.

In Le testament a weathy eccentric leaves a w ill stating that his vast 

fortune w ill be left to the winner o f a board game. The participants have been 

chosen by draw ing names from a list of the inhabitants of Chicago. The extent 

of W illiam J. H ypperbone's eccentricity becom es apparent w h en  w e learn that 

the board on w h ich  the participants are to play is the entire United States of 

America, the various states forming the squares of the board. The 

m illionaire's law yer w ill throw the dice w hich determ ine where the players 

w ill move. This trivialisation of the space of America, its reduction to a 

children's board gam e, reflects Verne's greater d isillusionm ent w ith that 

country at the end  of the century. "L'espace politique am^ricain est desormais 

desarticuie, eclate en  fragments epars - signe tres net de sa  delegitim ation  

ideologique aux yeux de Jules Verne." 8

A lth ough  Le testament contains many descriptions w hich testify to 

Verne's adm iration for the grand-scale natural beauties o f Am erica such as 

the m ighty M ississipp i, Yellowstone National Park or the tow ering

8 Jean Chesneaux. “Jules Veme et la modemit§” in Modemitds de Jules Veme 62.
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m ountains of Colorado, the main em phasis in the novel is on the speed with  

w hich the continent can be crossed thanks to its network of railways: "A cette 

epoque, le reseau des vo ies ferres sillonnait la surface entiere du territoire et 

en com binant les horaires et les graphiques, on pouvait voyager tres 

rapidement." (I 86) This is m odern America in w hich no place is inaccessible. 

Even the m ost remote corners of the continent have been brought w ithin  the 

web of the railway system , so  that any traveller w h o is capable of coordinating 

num erous railway tim etables can cross the country in a few  days.

Le testament often reads like a series of tourist brochures imparting a

w ealth of geographical and historical details about the places through which

the participants travel. M ost of the players them selves, however, are

oblivious to these sights, since they are too fully engaged in the pursuit of the

H ypperbone fortune to notice the wonders around them. References to this

ob liv iou sn ess are frequent throughout the novel. Tom Crabbe, the boxer,

travelling to Tennessee " ne s'inquietait guere d'observer le pays qu'il

traversait." (1 120) W e are told that the disagreeable Mr and Mrs Titbury could

have v isited  the m ost beautiful and interesting areas of Maine - M ount

Khatadin or the birthplace of Longfellow in Portland - had they not been so

preoccupied w ith  w inning the game:

Mais, de dem ander ces deplacem ents a deux m ollusques 
arraches de leur banc natal, et transportes a neuf cent 
m iiles de la, c'eut ete peine inutile. Non! ils ne quitteraient 
Calais ni un jour, ni une heure. Ils resteraient en tete-a-tete, 
supputant leurs chances, m audissant d'instinct leurs 
partenaires, apres avoir regie cent fois ddja l'emploi de leur 
nouvelle fortune, s i le hasard les rendait trois cents fois 
m illionnaires. (I 141)

In spite of a century, or alm ost, which separates Le testament from the 

w ritings of Berger and Baudrillard, the three European authors express the
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same notion, that is to say , Americans, obsessed by money, are unworthy of 

America. It would seem  that on ly  Europeans are able to appreciate the 

beauties o f this vast space. Even the character types admired by Verne, the 

artist and the reporter, cannot free them selves from the power of money'. 

Although Max Real, the artist, and Harris T. Kvmbale, the reporter, agree to 

participate in the gam e for the sake of seeing and portraying America, not for 

the love of money, they'- cannot help being draw n into the financial w eb  as 

more and more Am ericans bet on  the outcom e of the match. At N iagara  

Kymbale is warned against w astin g  time: "Vous appartenez a ceux qui ont 

pari6 pour vous." (I 159) Sim ilarly Max Real is deprived  of the full enjoym ent 

of Yellowstone: "Mais p ou va it-il oublier qu'en lu i l'artiste se doublait d 'un  

partenaire, qu'il ne s'appartenait pas." (H 10) These Americans are far 

removed from the independant, capable in d iv idu als of Verne's earlier 

n o v els. In an America covered byr a web of railroads, an America w hich  

epitom izes economic m odernity, there is no use for a Cyrus Smith. Nature  

has been conquered and d iv id ed  into scenic areas for tourist consum ption.

The w hole space of A m erica can be covered in  a few  days by individuals on  a 

quest, not for utopia, but for m oney.

A lthough  Le testament reveals Verne's d isappointm ent w ith A m erica, 

the representation of the space o f America in the novel still expresses a sen se  

of aw e at the vast d im ensions o f the continent and w onder at the technology  

(the railways) which a llow  m ovem ent w ith in  this space.

This em phasis on A m erica as a space w hich  a llow s unlimited 

m ovem ent is apparent a lso  in the works of the late twentieth century w ith  

which this chapter is concerned. We shall look at the significance of A m erica  

in the postm odern era in  tw o French novels, Yves Berger's Le Fou
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d'Amerique  (1976) and Les M atins du Nouveau Monde (19S7) as w ell as the 

representation o f America in one Q uebec novel, Jacques Poulin's Volkswagen 

Blues (1984). A s w ell as these novels w e  shall consider the m ythic  

representation o f  America in Jean Baudrillard's essay, A m e r iq u e .  In the 

w orks in question , America can be seen  to function as m ythic space in much 

the sam e w a y  as do the island, the desert or Jerusalem in that it stands in 

opposition to the space and tim e of Europe and assum es a tim eless quality. 

America, just as m uch as the desert, is a  space of quest and nom adism . The 

quest w hich takes place in the space o f America, particularly in  the novels of 

the tw entieth  century, is much m ore a q u est for meaning than the search for 

an ideal place.

W hat is noticeably absent in  the novels studied here is the 

representation o f  Am erican peop l e .  In this respect they express a colonialist 

attitude to Am erica, that is to say A m erica exists to gratify the desires of those 

w ho travel w ith in  it. The w riters o f  our ow n  era, who are intent on  

''discovering A m erica" in a very personal w ay, choose to ignore the 

contem porary reality  of America and its social and political institutions in 

order to p riv ilege the notions of space and time over the p sychology or 

material presence o f America's population . This can be seen as part o f the 

m yth of Am erica, or w e  m ight sa y  that America, like the other m ythic spaces 

w e have stud ied , form s the object o f a discourse in the European im agination. 

W ithin this d iscourse can be found certain topoi w hich recur in  varying  

degrees in the w orks to be d iscussed  in this chapter: America is  an area of 

boundless space w aiting  to be d iscovered , a place w hich holds out the 

possib ility  of the prom ised land and a  n ew  beginning. Unlike Europe,

Am erica is a space w hich invites m ovem ent. The prom ise of A m erica can be
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found only through a nom adic existence, w h ich  usually involves m ovem ent

towards the West. These topoi have existed in w ritings on America for many

centuries, but the late twentieth century has a particular w ay of expressing

them. As Naim  Kattan savs:

La prom esse s'est metamorphosee en promesses. On n'a pas 
construit des temples et des chateaux mais des autoroutes 
pour partir, pour chercher dans le m ouvem ent incessant 
un oubli, une consolation. 9

Kattan captures here the sense of America expressed by both Yves Berger and

Jacques Poulin, w hich is that the great Am erican dream, the m yth of

America, has been fragm ented and scattered. Characters w ho still search for

this dream m ust undertake a meandering qu est w hich w ill lead them

through museums, historic sites and texts, w here history has been preserved,

in order to attem pt som e reconstitution of the m yth as consolation for their

loss of the original.

In the "American" novels of both Poulin and Berger, the 

reconstruction of the m yth involves the incorporation of A m erindian  

characters or history. This feature can be seen as a late twentieth century 

rousseauistic neo-rom anticism , a belief that a resurrection of prim itive  

cultures might counteract the damage done to the earth by rampant 

technological progress. 10 However, in these novels, as in those of Le Clezio, 

wre find the notion of a past that is irretrievably lost, that may be conjured up 

by the power of w ords from time to time to provide an alternative v ision  to

9 Kattan 56.
10 David Harvey points out the illusory nature of the supposedly superior environmental practices 
of indigenous peoples: “Much contemporary ‘ecologically conscious’ rhetoric pays far too much
attention to what indigenous groups say without looking at what they do  Indigenous or
precapitalist practices are not... necessarily superior or inferior to our own just because such 
groups possess discourses that avow respect for nature rather than the modem ‘Promethean’ 
attitude of domination or mastery.” Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference 189.
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the tim e and space of contem porary life, but a vision  w hich remains 

pow erless nonetheless to alter the course of history or even to stop the 

degeneration o f  the hum an b ody and its inevitable dem ise. This idea of 

degeneration and decline is a preoccupation in m any of Poulin's novels, and 

it am ounts to a veritable ob session  in the w riting of Berger. The notion of 

degeneration m ay be a sym p tom  of fin de siecle sensib ility  at the end of the 

tw entieth century as it w a s  at the end of the nineteenth or, on the other hand, 

it m ay be linked to the age and experience of the writers in question. A ll the 

authors to be d iscussed  here - Baudrillard, Berger, Poulin - are no longer 

young. Perhaps it is the fact that they have lived through the traumatic 

events and dashed  hopes o f the tw entieth century, seeing youthful ideals 

van ish  and th e corporate m entality trium ph, w hich  leads them to represent 

the m yth of A m erica as unattainable desire or, in the case of Baudrillard, as 

the ultim ate fake.

The param eters for the exploration o f the m ythic space o f America in  

the tw entieth century, as in previous chapters w ill be time, space and 

language. In a ll these w ritings, the space and time of America stand in 

opposition  to those of Europe or Quebec. For Berger and Poulin the vast space 

of Am erica perm its a q u est w hich  in vo lves m ovem ent back in time as the 

history of A m erica is explored and reinterpreted. For Baudrillard America is 

the "utopie r^alisee" in the eternal present of the hyperreal. He also equates it 

w ith  pre-modern, prim itive society. In all of these works it is possible to 

detect a notion  of Am erica w hich  has persisted for m any centuries, that is, 

Am erica as a land where n ew  beginnings are possible. It is surprising perhaps 

that such a dream  persists in the cynical postm odern age and even  more 

surprising that for many w riters, the dream  continues even though the
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experience of American reality contradicts it. n  Although hopes o f real 

renewal prove false, the myth of America persists in language, in w ords and 

names w h ich  retain the power to evoke a time and space outside of 

contemporary existence.

For Yves Berger especially, Am erica is an almost m agical land for 

which the author professes a profound adm iration in spite of its many faults. 

In the trilogy consisting of Le Sud (1962), Le Fou d'Amerique (1976) and Les 

Matins du Nouveau Monde (1987), the narrator's “love affair" w ith  and the 

personal d iscovery o f America are described. The influence of the American  

myth is so  strong that it permeates even  the later “ecological" novels,

Immobile dans le courant du fleuve (1994) and Le monde apres la pluie (1997) 

which w ill be studied in  the next chapter concerning the natural paradise. It is 

indeed d ifficu lt w hen  discussing the w orks o f Berger to separate the im age of 

America from  that of the natural paradise, for the two are closely  intertwined, 

as they have in fact been in the w ritings o f W estern society ever since 

Columbus expressed the belief that he had discovered the site o f the Garden 

of Eden at the m outh o f the Orinoco River. 12 W e shall begin, how ever, w ith

11 Another striking example of this is Michel Toumier’s  Journal de Voyage au Canada (Paris: 
Laffont, 1984) - for Europeans Canada can be encompassed within the idea of America - which 
juxtaposes the reality of a journey across the continent undertaken in 1972 and the Canada of the 
imagination. Toumier states in his preface:

Comme tous les enfants d’autrefois, je n’avais pas besoin de la revolution 6cologique 
pour aimer passionnement le Canada. Plus encore que rarbre, le lac, la neige et une 
faune admirable, c ’etait pourmoi la terre d'un certain commencement, ou 
recommencement. Paradis terrestre, oui, mais non parsesfleurs et s e s  fruits, non parun 
climat mol et d6licieux. Paradis terrestre parce que premidre terre habit6e par le premier 
homme. Le trappeur dans sa cabane de rondins avec son fusil, s e s  p ieges et sa  poele k 
frire, subvenant seul k tous ses  besoins, durement, dangereusement, tel 6t ait I'Adam 
originel, patient, ing<§nieux et athl6tique que nous vouiions tous etre - plut6t que celui de 
la Bible d§ja encombrS d’un p6re autoritaire. (9)

In spite of the fact that the author encounters more of the banality of urban life than raw nature he 
still writes at the end of “la r6ussite de notre d§couverte du Canada." (174) It is apparent that for 
Toumier, a s  well as for the authors we shall study here, the reality of America (or Canada) is less 
important than its power of evocation.
12 Dictionnaire des mylhes littkraires 409.
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a study of Le Fou d'Amerique  in w hich the love affair w ith  Am erica is 

explicitly expressed as w ell as the im possibility of America as paradise.

Le Fou d'Amerique.

"En 1945 j'allais sur m es dix ans et rien ne me distinguant des autres 

rien ne donnait a penser que je vivrais extra-ordinairem ent, quand le m al 

d'am our fondit sur m oi." (11) These opening lines of Le Fou d'Amerique 

reflect the autobiographical nature of the novel as w ell as its central them e, 

the obsession  w ith  A m erica w hich  haunts the author/narrator. The novel is, 

as M ichel G ueldry says: "une autobiographic intellectuelle et sentim entale"!3 

in w hich  the narrator, a  doctor, has the opportunity to v isit the United States 

and to get to know  the object o f his desire (not nam ed as such until several 

pages into the novel) "en chair et en os" (17) rather than through books and  

photographs. The equation  of Am erica w ith  the fem ale object of desire is 

m aintained throughout the novel. The map of Am erica is seen  as a fem inine  

form by the narrator: "Je Lai trouvee femme dans les cartes, avec tes grandes  

surfaces de ventre..." (22). Early in the novel he m eets Luronne (evoking  

i'Huronne), a history professor o f mixed French and Am erican parentage 

w ho w ill serve as g u id e  and initiator in the narrator's personal d iscovery of 

America, an exploration w hich  more often takes place in the m ind rather 

than in the space o f the continent and occurs in the form of visions inspired  

by Luronne's narration. Incursions into the real space of America form  

interludes in the narration and for the m ost part serve to illustrate the lo ss  of 

the m ythic Am erica w h ich  the narrator is hoping to see recreated via  

L u ron n e's w ords. The narrator is met w ith  the sigh t of death and decay w hen

13 Gueldry, Michel. “Yves Berger: de la qu§te po6tique ct la disparition du roman.” The French 
Review. 68:4, March 1995 615.
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he seeks out the fabulous flora and fauna of America which has lived in his 

imagination since childhood. The trees of the virgin forest are dying (56) as 

are the birds in the Louisiana sanctuary (146).

For the narrator of Le Fou d'Amerique, as for many of his compatriots, 

the appeal of the American continent lies in the vastness of its space in 

com parison to the restrictiveness of France: "oil com me la mouche 

prisonni&re d'une piece, je me heurte aux murs des A lpes et des Pyrenees." 

(12) It is, however, im possible for the narrator to make contact w ith the space 

of America, since there alw ays exists a screen betw een the observer and ther v

space; a screen formed by the vast quantity of images, texts, photographs, films 

w hich  inhabit the m ind and w hich alter the perspective of the observer.

W hen confronted w ith  America itself (which cannot o f course exist as an 

entity, but only as places visited), the narrator is invariably disappointed by 

the experience. In all the descriptions of the journeys undertaken to different 

parts of the country, there is a pervasive sense of loss, death, and 

environm ental destruction.

From the very outset of the stay in America, this disappointm ent is

evident. Having landed in N ew  York the narrator w ishes to v isit Brooklyn, a

nam e for him evocative of Am erindian heritage. A ll m agical correspondence

b etw een  the place and the name has vanished:

De plus sages - de plus courts - diront que pas n'etait 
besoin d'arpenter Brooklyn pour connaitre que rien 
ne subsiste de la piste indienne quatre siecles plus 
t6t et en fait de piste ou de ses restes je me suis retrouve 
avec les seuls mots qui la disent, que quelqu'un avait 
prononces il y a longtem ps et qu'on avait repris, apres 
lui, pour que levent les visions et pour l'enfievrem ent 
de la tete. (24)

There is here the sam e nostalgia for meaning, the sam e desire to reunite
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word and w orld , which w e find in  the w ritings of Le Clezio. The place itself 

has lost its m ythic quality but its nam e retains the power to ev o k e  im ages of a 

lost era. S im ilarly, a Manhattan b o a t tour contains the same g lim p se  of myth  

and reality: Ellis Island which, as the narrator reflects, has represented the 

entrance to the prom ised land for generations of imm igrants appears from  

the deck of the tour boat as "une m asse quelconque de briques rouges novee  

dans la verd u re/' (30) There is in  these lines an acceptance of the  

disappearance of the American m y th  sough t by the narrator, as  if  he d id  not 

really expect to find traces of it o n  the boat tour where he is a tourist am ong  

other tourists. Later episodes, w h ere  the narrator disp lays less detachm ent, 

lead to a sen se  of despair at the d iscrepancy betw een im agination and reality.

It is w h en  the narrator is activ e ly  searching for the m yth  that it proves 

to be m ost e lu sive . What he and Luronne are attem pting to d o  is to discover  

America, to g o  back to its origins: " O n essayait de surprendre, en  train d e se 

faire, au m om ent ou elle opere, I'am ericanisation en quelque sorte sur le vif." 

(46-47) W hen the search is undertaken  in m useum s and ga lleries it m eets  

w ith som e success. The study of p a in tin gs by unknow n artists g iv e s  the 

narrator the feeling of approaching his goal: "En quelque sorte sa n s les 

hommes, e lle  venait a nous sans tache, issu e de personne, sans la  tare, sans le 

peche, une A m erique des or ig in es d u  m onde." (47) H owever, a  lon g  

anticipated journey to the ancient forest fills him  w ith  despair a s  he finds 

there, not the w ild  and w on d erfu l place experienced in his read ings of the 

books of Jack London and James O liver  Curwood, but "la nature m alade et 

cuite." (60) A s  he struggles to co m e to terms w ith  the gap b etw een  reality and 

im agination, he finds the failure is  one o f language: "je com pris que je ne 

savais p lus dire la foret am dricaine, a present que je l'avais vu e alors que
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naguere encore apres 1'avoir Iue, je I'evoquais d'abondance." (60) The actual 

experience of the space of America leaves the narrator w ith  a sense of 

em ptiness. The m ythic America he is seek ing pales in com parison to the 

America of which he has read. The textual space is, for him, far more valid  

than the real one, as if the "real"America w ere but a shadow  o f  the ideal 

America existing in the narrator's m ind. Throughout the n o v e l precedence is 

given to the visions evoked by language as if to say that only through words 

can any discovery o f Am erica be made.

The ep isode of the forest sign ifies the aw akening o f an ecological 

conscience w ith in  the narrator, (an antidote to the despair experienced at the 

degeneration of the ancient forest) and an awareness of nature's need for 

revenge for the devastation  caused by  centuries of human exploitation. This 

empathy for suffering nature - "faites qu'on eprouve encore la resistance, la 

presence, la  vie, vo ire les maladies de tout ce que I'on fauche, tue, abat, hache, 

deterrre et scie, a Tordinaire" (63) - is a  means of entering another mythic 

realm, that of the lost natural paradise, w hich  is closelv associated in the 

works of Berger w ith  the lost paradise of A m e r ic a .* 4

Ironically for the narrator, w h ose quest for the m ythic America 

is an attem pt to transcend mortality (his ow n  and that of the m any lost tribes) 

he is confronted in all his travels by im ages o f death. The first such experience 

is in the forest w ith  its sick ly vegetation and hovering buzzards. This 

experience is repeated in the bird cem etery in Louisiana w here thousands of 

birds gather along the banks of the A tchfalaya to die, watched avid ly  by the 

w aiting vultures, w hich  for the narrator s y m b o l i z e  his o w n  m ortality ever

14 This ecological thinking recalls Baudrillard’s  affirmation that only a malevolent ecology is capable 
of counteracting the destruction wrought by twentieth century technological advance. I'lllusion 
de la fin (Paris: Galilee, 1992) 116.
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present in his thoughts: "Pourquoi faut-il qu 'il v  ait toujours des oiseaux de 

proie sur m on bonheur, m es aventures en A m erique, les charognards de 

Louisiane apres les busards de Connecticut?" (144) Once again reality has 

failed to correspond to the image. In the vast quantity' of books on  the flora 

and fauna of America read by the narrator and  Luronne, the w onderful 

draw ings of A udubon sh o w  birds vibrantly a liv e  w hereas in lived  experience 

they are dying. The m yth  of America is being eroded in the narrator's mind: 

"J'avais perdu les oiseaux, apres la foret, toute une partie de m on grand livre  

d'im ages arrachee, en A m erique meme, restait Colom b." (146) In spite of the 

w eight o f evidence brought against him by all the anti-colonialists and post­

colonialists of the tw entieth  century, C olum bus still shines like a beacon of  

hope in the mind of the narrator, a hope that som ehow  the course of history' 

can be diverted.

Just as the Louisiana expedition ended  in d isappointm ent and  

im ages of death, so the next expedition on board a raft dow n the Colorado 

river leads to an aw areness of the ecological devastation  w hich has occured in 

our century. A s alw ays the narrator undertakes not just a journey in space, 

but a journey back through time as w ell as he contem plates rock form ations 

"evocateurs du  m onde pr6-coiom bien que je porte en moi" (226), form ations 

w hich he envies for their longevity: " cette souffrance en moi de connaitre 

que je n'atteindrais pas ffit-ce a la m oitie de ces pierres." (228) The majesty and  

grandeur of the Colorado is, however, pow erless against the march of hum an  

progress, as the two travellers discover upon learning that cities and factories 

have appropriated the w aters of this great river w hich "dans le sable et la 

boue, meurt par m anque d'eau." (229) To m ake m atters worse this death o f  a 

great river is stripped o f tragedy by the derisory use to which its w aters have
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been put. The narrator lists the trivial objects which need electricity' supplied  

by the river: "les petits assassins du grand Colorado, le climatiseur, le sechoir 

a cheveux, la television, la radio, la guitare electrique, le fer a repasser...."

(230) 15 A s w ith  all the incursions into the space of America, doubt is cast 

upon the possib ility  of ever finding the my'thic Am erica w hich the narrator 

has carried in  his mind since ch ildhood .

If reality is filled w ith  disillusionm ent, the only resort is 

language. Am erica can only be discovered , or recovered, by  means of 

narration. In fact, most of Le fou d'Amerique  is devoted to Luronne's story' of  

America w h ich  she recounts over a period of several m onths, interspersed  

w ith the occasional journeys across the continent w hich w e have studied  

above. This narration is presented as a  ritual, preceded b y  "purification 

ceremonies." First the narrator breaks all ties w ith France, divorcing his w ife  

and deciding to stay definitively in Am erica. Then, w ith  Luronne, he v isits  

places w ith  Indian names w hich see m  to him especially significant. 

Throughout this episode there is a sen se  of the narrator p laying a game as he 

prepares for the ritual telling of A m erica, during w hich the choice of the 

correct w ords w ith  which to begin  is a ll important: "Les mots qui sont a 

I'origine? J'imaginais des cerem onies pour nous les rendre favorables. A  la 

reflexion, il apparaissait que tout, d'evidence, tournait autour des mots." (86- 

87) The purpose of this ritualized narration is to stop the passage of time, an 

obsession w h ich  runs throughout Berger's work. 16 The quest for America, as  

for any other mythic space, is a search, for a place where the law s which  

govern the w orld  of lived experience are suspended, a shelter from the

15 Berger’s  words echo Loti’s  lament concerning the time in which he lived, "notre si£cle mesquin 
et impie.”
16 This obsession is one of the main themes of Immobile dans te courant du fleuve.
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ravages of time and the vicissitudes of modern life. The narrator o f Le Fou

d'Ameriijue w ish es above all to unravel time, to go back to an era (which he

often refers to as the Neolithic) in order to alter history from  its evil course.

The narrator's personal fear of death is  closely  intertw ined w ith  the notion of

the history of the w orld . He feels that if only he can find w here history w ent

w rong and change its course, he h im self w ill be able to liv e  eternally. The

discovery of A m erica through language offers just such a possibility:

Puisque les mots qui d isen t L'Amerique so n t pour m oi toujours 
neufsi Jamais encore entendus. Puisque, dans la nuit, ce sont 
des phares qui projettent, eclairent les p lus b elles im ages du  
m onde, ou  je suis bien, ou  je doute que je m ourrai. (76)

This project of Berger's narrator is rem iniscent o f an observation  by Jean

Baudrillard on our state of mind at the approach of the m illenium .

Baudrillard asks:

Som m es-nous voues, dans le vain espoir d e  ne pas 
perseverer dans la destruction  actuelle... a la  m elancolie 
retrospective de tout revivre pour tout corriger, de tout 
revivre pour I'elucider... Som m es-nous tenus de citer to us 
les evenem ents passes a comparaitre, de tout reconstruire 
en term es de proces? Un delire de proces s 'est em pare de 
nous ces tem ps derniers, en  m eme tem ps q u 'un  delire de 
responsabilite, justem ent quand celle-ci d ev ien t de p lu s en 
plus insaisissable. 1”

Baudrillard v iew s  the contem porary era as one o f retrospection, and  

indeed there is little evidence in our W estern culture of an  optim istic attitude 

towards the future. A s 1999 drew  to a close there w as m uch d iscussion  in the 

m edia of im pending disaster w hich  m ight take the form  o f ecological 

catastrophe or the dreaded Y2K bug. This anxiety is accom panied by nostalgia  

for w hat is perceived as a more w h olesom e past. Paradoxically postm odern  

culture uses all the technical prow ess o f the postm odern era to reconstruct 

17 L ’iilusion  25 .
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pieces of this past for hum an consum ption. Recreations of frontier tow ns and 

ghost tow ns can be found in  many places of North America. M eticulously 

detailed representations of various epochs o f hum an and pre-human history  

are disp layed in W estern m useum s, is

Berger is attem pting a sim ilar reconstruction, in words, in Le Fou 

d 'A m eriq u e .  The greatest part of the novel is devoted  to Luronne's narration 

of American history, particularly the history o f the Amerindian tribes w h ose  

life on the American continent remained largely unchanged in the centuries 

betw een the crossing o f the ice bridge over w hat is now the Bering Strait and 

the arrival of the Europeans in  the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

A lthough the narrator listen ing to Luronne's story experiences in his m ind  

"visions" of the people and events being described by Luronne, the reader has 

m uch more the im pression of watching an UMAX film  than participating in a 

sham anistic experience. This effect is due to the abundance of detail and the 

use of erudite language and statistics. (We learn, for instance, that the Paleo- 

Indians crossed the isthm us in the year 38,000 BC (91)). This use of language is 

very deliberate on the part o f the author and serves to create a distance 

betw een the narration and its reception, just as there is a distance betw een the 

mythic past of America to w hich  the narrator aspires and the present o f lived  

experience which carries a lw ays a sense of loss. Such is the case of the W est, 

sym bolic of new life in a prom ised land:

Go West! C'est ce que je dis a Luronne et je lui raconte

18 For Umberto Eco, such representations are a peculiarly American obsession: There is a 
constant in the average American imagination and taste, for which the past must be preserved and 
celebrated in full-scale authentic copy; a philosophy of immortality as duplication. It dominates the 
relation with the self, with the past, not infrequently with the present, always with History and, 
even, with the European tradition." Travels in Hyperreality (San Diego and New York: Harcourt 
Brace, 1986) 6. Eco’s essay was first published in 1976. In the years which have passed since 
then, the obsession with exact replicas seem s just as much a European obsession as an 
American one, if we are to judge by the proliferation of historical reconstructions available to 
tourists throughout Western Europe.
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que, enfant, j'aimais les A nciens parce qu'ils plagaient 
le paradis terrestre a Touest, au dela des Gorgones et 
des lies Fortunees. Puis je m'assombris a penser 
qu'il n'y a plus d'ouest aujourd'hui, plus de terres 
a d£couvrir, plus d'espoir, a m oins que Luronne.... (152)

Here, as often throughout the novel, the narrator expresses resignation, an

acceptance that the settled, industrialized contemporary world has lost its

m ythic space and yet, as the suspension  points in the above quotation

indicate, he still holds onto the faint hope that Luronne's narration can

som ehow  stop the w orld  in its tracks and change the course of history,

thereby preventing the destruction caused by European colonization. H e

hopes that the hero of his boyhood, Christopher Columbus, m ight not, by his

obsession  w ith  finding gold , bring ev il into this new w orld w hich  seem ed at

first so much like paradise. (166) A ll depends on  Luronne's narration:

O ui, et si on  ne fait rien, si 1'Histoire va de ce m auvais pas, 
sur cette m auvaise lancee, si Luronne ne la ddtourne pas, 
toute l'histoire des rapports entre les peuples, les hom m es 
est la, des 1492, dont on  peut souffrir, mourir encore aussi 
bien en 1976. (171)

Such a hope is, of course, as the narrator is w ell aware, doom ed to 

disappointm ent. The last idyllic im age of America w ith  w hich Luronne ends 

her story is the joyful arrival of L ew is and Clark at the mouth of the 

Colum bia and the declaration: "U A m erique est decouverte." (314) She w ishes 

to end her story on this note of achievem ent. The move towards the W est is 

established in the narrator's im agination, as in that of W estern civilization, as 

a quest for the prom ised land, a land that Lew is and Clark have now  reached. 

The narrator refuses, how ever, to en d  on this note of gladness, know ing it to 

be false, and questions Luronne w h o  sim ply dism isses the w hole story of 

America w ith the w ords: "il n'y a p lu s d'inconnu en Amerique" and adding,
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to remind the narrator that this has been, after all, just a tale told by a history 

professor: " d'ailleurs, je n'ai pas etudid plus loin que Lewis et Clark." (314)

The spok en  w ord s of a story (or w ritten words of a novel) mav evoke 

pow erful im ages but are pow erless to bring about a  change in history. The 

narrator finds som e intervals of solace in books, such as in the one containing  

the draw ings o f A udubon but realizes that " on ne peut rien avec des oiseaux  

contre d es  hom m es et I'Histoire, apres cet intermede, reprend le cours de ses 

forfaits." (316) The myth of Am erica of which the narrator catches glim pses in 

books cannot b e  found in Am erica lived and experienced, for the lived  

America is that of colonists and their descendants, w hereas the narrator's 

(and Berger's) ideal America is that of w ild  nature and the Am erindians w ho  

w ere a part o f that nature before the arrival of the Europeans. The narrator's 

visit to a n  Indian reservation confirm s the disappearance of the long  

cherished m yth, for the Indian v illage appears banal w ith  its signs advertising  

hot d ogs and so ft drinks, and, w orst of all, its souvenir shop w ith its soulless  

objects: "Et ces objets petits, m iniaturises n'dtaient pas insignifiants et 

lam entables par leur taille, m ais parce qu'on sentait, avec l'absence totale 

d'am e e t d u  G rand Esprit, la fa^on et le froid des m achines dont l'Indien, qui 

meurt d ep u is  cinq siecles acheve de mourir." (274) W hat the narrator is 

experiencing here is that "nostalgia for nostalgia, for the grand older extinct 

questions of orig in  and telos" w hich  Fredric Jameson sees as sym ptom atic of 

the postm odern  condition. 19 After the failure to find the m yth of America in 

w hat he expected  to be its last hum an refuge, the Indian reservation, the 

narrator turns tow ards the rem aining fragments of nature: "Le r§ve s'etait 

r^fugid la, dans les sum acs-vinaigriers et les plaines a gigueres, noires,

19 Jameson 156.
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malingres, criant m isere. Tout ce q u i restart de la foret d'Amerique." (274-5)

This indicates the direction which w ill  be taken in two of Berger's later

novels, La pierre et le saguaro (1990) and L'Attrapeur d'ombres (1992),

both of w hich are constructed around the theme of the w ild  landscapes of the

American W est. M ichel Gueldry exp lores this transition from history to

nature in Berger's work:

II d o it trouver une autre incarnation de la perfection, 
une realite vraim ent im m uable, c'est-a-dire, non plus  
THistoire, avec ses paradis contingents, m ais la Nature 
elle-m em e, americaine de tout temps, avant et apres to us 
les avatars humains .... les descriptions s'elargissent en 
v iso n s cosm iques ou la  nostalgie de TEden est remplacee 
par la  celebration d es ages geologiques, et ou  Thumain est 
totalem ent eclipse par le  vegetal et le mineral. 20

The failure of Luronne's narration to change history represents a 

failure of Am erica itself to live up to its promise. W hen the narrator says: 

"Pourquoi et com m ent elle avait echoue, alors que je l'aim e tant?" (318), he is 

speaking as m uch of the country as o f Luronne. The N ew  W orld has 

repeated the errors of the old. The retelling of the story has changed nothing 

leaving the narrator at the end of the novel w ith  an even greater sense of loss  

- "les Indiens ravages, les grands anim aux abattus, la foret d'Am erique 

deracinee." (318) H is only recourse is to return to France "seul a jamais car 

desorm ais je n'aurais plus besoin d e  personne." (321)

This breaking free from Luronne and from Am erica as historical 

narration indicates the direction w h ich  w ill be taken in the next volum e of 

the trilogy, Les M atins du Nouveau Monde, in which the narrator, a young

20  Gueldry 621. This turning away from human history towards towards pre-human remains is 
perceived by Baudrillard as a facet of postmodern culture which wishes to preserve all traces of 
the past: “Si la modernity avait d6j&suscit61’exploration anthropologique, la postmodemit6, elle, a 
suscite un veritable engouement n6o- et pal6olithique. L’extraction des vestiges est devenue 
une entreprise industrielle. L’illusiorT\0&.
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boy living in A vignon  during the German occupation, uses fragments of the 

m yth of America as a shield  and refuge from the fears and deprivations 

which fill his daily life. 21

Les Matins du Nouveau Monde.

In this novel w e m eet again many of the characters and scenes from Le

Fou d'Am erique: Christopher Colum bus, the Amerindians, the ancient

forest. The reader has the impression of w itn essing  the resurrection of people

and places doom ed to failure or destruction in  the earlier novel. For example,

Christopher Colum bus, w h o failed to change history in Le Fou, departs from

his historical role in Les Matins and is the subject of a special privileged

relationship w ith  the narrator. As befits the closing declaration of Le Fou ,

"desormais je n'aurais p lus besoin de personne" (321), there w ill be no

intermediary in  this novel, the narrator interacting directly w ith the

characters in Am erican history and fiction w hich  he most admires,

Christopher Colum bus being the first of these. In the opening scene of the

novel, the possibility of America as prom ised land is established. The young

narrator informs Colum bus, who has paid him  a v isit before leaving on his

great voyage, of the importance of his discovery, explaining that the land

w hich the explorer w ill reach is not the lon g  sought after Indies, but in fact an

entirely new  world:

Grand Amiral, vous avez refait le monde, vous
mais c'est en le d^couvrant apres vous, grace
a vous et au celebret que vous accordez a tous les 
fous d'Am erique, cette hum anite qui reve depuis 
des siecles - et il m'arrive de penser qu'elle en revait 
dans le tem ps d'avant le tem ps - d 'un  paradis perdu

21 Since Les matins du nouveau monde is based on Yves Berger’s  own childhood memories 
there is no clear distinction between narrator and author.
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mais retrouve en  A m erique devenue terre promise. (15)

As in Le Fou, America's function in this novel is that of mythic space, the 

potential prom ised land. Once aga in  the narrator is turning for hope and 

consolation to a promised land w hich  he know s to have failed its prom ise. 

Throughout the novel there is em phasis on w h at has failed, w hat has been  

lost. Various American topoi, all potential paradises, figure in the narrator's 

consciousness as havens from the reality o f lived  experience. A s the German  

army m oves into the "zone libre'" and the narrator suffers the loss, by death  

or forced absence, of all but one o f  the m em bers of h is family, he lives more 

and more in  a textual world, seek in g  in his m other's collection o f books 

images of America which m ight act as a buffer against disaster and death. 

Fictional American characters becom e "la grande armee litanique et 

americaine qui attend toujours aux avant-postes de m on esprit, le penetrant 

par effractions, glissades ou  pour I'amour que je leur porte et pour le besoin  

que j'ai d'eux" (25). Political reality  and im agination m eet in the hope that 

this w onderful mythic country w h ich  the boy d iscovers through texts w ill 

come to the rescue of France. "Q uand done les A m ericains viendront-ils nous  

liberer?" (224) However, the m yth  is privileged over the actual political 

situation, since references to the w ar going on  in Europe are few compared to 

the num erous visions of A m erica  constructed from  the books of Fenimore 

Cooper, peopled by characters from  Uncle Toni's Cabin and Gone with the 

W in d . The narrator chooses the textual w orld  over the real one, situating  

himself inside each text, as w h en  enraptured b y  M argaret Mitchell's Gone 

zoith the W ind  he makes h im self at home in Tara w here he w ishes to stop  

time by rereading the sam e pages:

Seulement relire et revivre et je reviens dans le livre
en arri&re, les pages me portant, ram enant dans un
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m ouvem ent de flux e t de reflux qui est peut-etre ia 
lenteur, la douceur d u  m onde que le paradis a choisies.
Rester la, ne pas franchir les bornes, qui sont les pages 
du  livre et une geographie, du paradis en Georgie _
Autant en emporte le ven t  incomparable, que j'aime 
tant depuis si longtem ps, depuis ma premiere lecture 
de lui, ou je retourne toujours et que je redecouvre, a 
chaque fois, le m em e d an s son eternite paradisiaque et 
sudiste. ( I l l )

The above quotation expresses the ob session  which underlies a ll of Berger's 

work - putting an end to the p assage o f time. A s w e have seen in Le fou 

d 'A m er iq u e  the narrator holds o u t the hope that America w ill be a tim eless 

space, a place where the course of h istory can be halted and death indefinitely  

postponed. In Les Matins , how ever, there is a much greater consciousness of 

language and text as if to say that paradise can exist only in language and that 

the ideal place exists only in the p ages o f a book. The narrator is very aware of 

the im portance of language and the fact that his visions of m ythic America 

are word constructions.

Each one of these carefully constructed visions in the boy's mind ends

in dem ise, (an indication perhaps that his ow n country cannot survive.) The

South, ("terre de naissance et d e renaissance permanentes"109) w hich  he had

been hoping against all odds, w o u ld  b e  victorious in the C ivil War, is

defeated; the Am erindians are forced into insignificance; the rich flora and

fauna of the American continent are threatened with extinction: "I'lndien en

deuil, la foret en deuil, Toiseau endeuill^, le monde en danger." (60) As the

narrator progresses through the story  o f  Gone with the Wind  the powerful

image of Am erica is destroyed:

Puis j'ai regards se d^chirer la toile du paradis et 
Autant en emporte le ven t  devenir, apr&s la 
chronique du bonheur en  Georgie, la chronique 
du malheur et de la d£cheance du Sud, Scarlett se
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mettre aux affaires, reussir, choisir de collaborer avec 
I'ennemi qui, chez elle comme chez nous en A vignon, 
avait surgi d 'u n  Nord barbare et je me rappelle m'etre 
dit que c'etait peut-etre la le d estin  du  N ouveau Monde 
que de mal tourner, c'est-a-dire tourner a la ressemblance 
de l'Ancien, ou  le paradis n'existe p lu s depuis longtemps. (113- 
114)

To the reader this identification of the Republican cause w ith  Hitler's arm ies 

is shocking. A s Michel G ueldry points out, Berger tends to avoid the issue of 

slavery on w hich the econom y of the south is founded.22 In the author's 

mythic world, however, the identification is quite logical, for both the 

Republicans and the G erm an forces come from the North, " ou, apprends-je, 

pullulent les usines, les com m erces, les ban q u es/' (64) They ow e their victory  

to superior technology, to the machine culture w h ich  Berger, in all his w orks  

(the Am erica trilogy as w ell as the later ecological novels), represents as the 

antithesis of paradise. A gain  America has failed to live up to its promise. This  

failure is  due to human nature which cannot avo id  the Fall and can be 

attributed also to the inexorable progress of tim e. Tim e destroys every  

paradise constructed by the narrator.

The realization, brought about by the reading o f Gone with the Wind, 

that change is inevitable and that time cannot be halted, marks a transition in  

the life of the young narrator: "Conscient que le livre change, je me rappelle 

soudain  cette phrase, au debut, sur la cadence des jours anciens qui est perdue 

et je sens, emu, le tem ps qui passe, pour la prem iere fois de ma v ie /' (114) 

Time is a crucial elem ent in this as in all o f  Berger's novels through

22 Gueldry, ‘Trois romanciers frangaiset I'AmSrique ou comment, I'oubliant, I’on se  forge une 
c»me,” Revue Francophone VIII :1 40. In the novel itself most references to slavery occur in the 
context of the narrator’s  reading of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Certainly there is pity expressed for the 
plight of the slaves, but more important to the narrator is their function as part of the American 
myth which protects him from reality: The slaves are part of “ ...la grande arm6e litanlque et 
am6ricaine.” (25)
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which runs a nostalgia for a distant past. The young narrator compares 

himself to the last of the Mohicans, haunted by a longing for a mystical past to 

which later in life he is able to g ive a name, the neolithic: "nostalgic du 

neolithique, qui com prim e mon regret du temps passe et ma tristesse du 

temps qui passe." (37) The word "neolithic" represents for him both time and 

space: "le neolithique est partout loin des concentrations humaines, des 

amassements d'objets, dans un hameau, un lieu-dit, un ecart...et dans tout ce 

qui est au bord, jamais au coeur ou au m ilieu ."(37) Thus the neolithic is an 

oppositional time and space, separate from the people and objects of lived 

experience. A long w ith  the nostalgia for this space and tim e runs the 

realization that it is unattainable, at least in the actual w orld, in the America 

of lived experience, as is attested by  the narrator's insistence upon loss - of 

Amerindian peoples, of the passenger pigeon, of the great herd of bison on 

the prairies, o f the South. The defeat of the South in the American Civil War 

is a significant loss in the mind of the narrator, who equates the Confederate 

army w ith the defeated French. There are numerous passages in the novel 

where it seem s as if the span of time separating the American Civil War from 

the war in Europe has been abolished and the two events are unfolding  

sim ultaneously. The narrator, reflecting on the fate of those w ho oppose the 

conqueror makes this observation: "Moi, dont l'oreille traine de l'Histoire qui 

se fait a l'Histoire qui s'est faite: saboteurs, franc-tireurs la-bas, resistants, 

maquisards ici, meme combat la-bas et ici? Et je r^ponds oui. " (83) In the 

mind of the you n g narrator both history past and history in the making are 

filled with the sam e danger and death. He is just as pow erless to change the 

fate of his ow n country as he is to alter the course of the w ords of the history 

book which w ill inevitably tell of the dow nfall of the "paradisiaque jardin du
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S u d ."  (102)

A lthough time an d  space are fleeting in Berger's fictional w orld , where  

America itself is a sp ace  of nostalgic im agin ing (''je pleure l'Am erique, ou  je 

n'irai pas" 137) they ca n  be captured in language. There are many passages in 

this novel, beautifully written, which express the notion of language as a 

m edium  enabling the narrator to catch up w ith  time. Once the boy narrator 

has experienced the lo ss  of the various A m erican  paradises w hich  he had 

m entally constructed from  his readings, he turns to individual w ord s found  

in dictionaries and the atlas which evoke the presence of America: "com m e si 

le temps me pressait e t  que je voulusse le rattraper dans cette course ou  avec 

Christophe Colom b au  com m encem ent de l'A m erique et de ma v ie , j'accuse 

un retard de plus de quatre siecles." (152) W ords have the pow er to  

accom plish w hat the narrator has been seek in g  all along, the abolition  of 

time:

J'etais sen sib le  de meme aux m erveilles de la langue  
premiere e t les mots indiens ou  deform es de l'indien  
maries a l'anglais, je les aim ais aussi, mots de sang pur 
et m ots m etis, et souvent, la sed u ction  qu'ils exer^aient 
sur m oi e ta it si grande, le m onde d 'im ages ou ils me 
projetaient si vaste, le tourbillon en  m oi de leur vie tel, 
qu'euss£-je trouvd le m oyen d e  m e glisser en eux, fht-ce
un tout p e tit  peu, fut-ce par un  coin de m o i,  alors je
fusse alle a  leur monde a eux, je fu sse  ne en eux et 
peut-Stre eusse-je, hom m e-m ot, gagn e leur eternity de  
dictionnaire. (155-156)

The narrator, b y  means of his im aginations and the pow erfu l effect of 

the w ords he reads, travels in time, through centuries of Am erican history, 

and in space, over the entire American continent. He adopts various gu ises  

according to his reading, becom ing V iking, explorer and a m ultitude of other 

figures: "Je revetais tour a tour, suivant les jours, l'occasion d'un livre e t le
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hasard du passage que je lisais.-.l'habit de I'exploreur, du coureur des bois, du  

trappeur, du commergant..." (153) He is both propelled by w ords (since it is the 

power of place names w hich  set him off on his journey), and compelled to 

seek them out: "Alors quelle ardeur apportais-je, aiguillonn^ par les 

decouvertes superbes, au pourchas des mots et, com m e un faucon sa proie, je 

les fongais, je les daguai puis je les liais." (155)

The im age of the peregrine falcon is a very significant one which  

occurs at intervals throughout Les h'latins and also in L'Attrapeur d'ombres.

23 It is an im age which links the notion of the d iscovery of the vast continent 

of America to the power of language, g iving new life to the w orn cliche of the 

''flight of the imagination." The South is " le grand reve agrarien, svlvestre et 

bucolique que mon im agination parcourt de ses ailes peregrines." ( I l l )  The 

image is pow erfully  exploited at the end of the novel where it becomes a 

means of vanquishing time and space through language. The narrator's first 

glim pse of the American arm y of liberation takes the form of a tank leading 

the colum n w hich  bears the nam e "Peregrine Falcon". This name launches 

the narrator on an im aginary flight over the continent w hich  takes him  

w estwards to the Pacific and back in time so that he sees the great ocean 

through the eyes of the great Spanish explorer Vasco N unez de Balboa, the 

first European to see the Pacific ocean. A lthough at the end of the novel the 

falcon itself disappears into the distance across the ocean, the final note is one 

of the fu lfilm ent of the Am erican dream, that is to say of the very 

personalized American dream  o f Yves Berger. From the im age of the falcon 

disappearing in the distance, the text returns to the tank at the head of the

23 “De toutes les images qui me font une vie int<§rieure, le faucon pdlerin celle peut-§tre que 
j’aime le plus. Celle dont j’ai le plus besoin en Europe. Un jour, voici longtemps, mon esprit happa 
I'oiseau, qui depuis lors, ne c e s s e d e  m'habiter.” (11-12) L’Attrapeur d'ombres. Paris: Grasset, 
1992.
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c o lu m n 2 4  :

Et je me su is  dit que je les avals tellement suivis, 
p oursu iv is en Amerique, les Am ericains, que j'avais 
du, sans le savoir, les depasser un jour, de sorte qu'ils 
m 'avaient rejoint, eux, a un m om ent de m a longue, 
inepuisab le quete, a un m om ent de mon eternelle 
course, et je pressentais que I'Amerique, de toute ma vie, 
jamais ne me lacherait. (273)

Thus w e are left w ith  the impression of a quest having been fulfilled, o f the 

narrator having indeed  found the prom ised land, a land sum m ed up in one 

word, '"Amerique." Am erica in this n ovel, as in Le Fou, is most certainly not 

a place, but a personalized mythic space created from language, w hich permits 

the narrator (and reader) to transcend tim e, at least momentarily. Berger's 

America is a paradise constructed of fragm ents of history, of language and  

imagination, perhaps the only one p ossib le  in the late twentieth century.

In the tw o w orks (travelogues rather than novels) w hich fo llow  Les 

matins , Berger continues the quest for Am erica as m ythic space by creating a 

literary space w hich is alm ost devoid  of hum an presence. In La pierre et le 

saguaro only tw o Am ericans are w orthy of m ention (because of their affinity  

w ith  nature):

II n'y a pas beaucoup d'hum anite dans La pierre 
et le saguaro. Sans doute parce que de I'Amerique 
septentrionale je n'aime que la pierre, le saguaro, 
les Indiens morts. (Georgia O'Keeffe, peut-etre 
I'eusse-je aim ee vivante.) J'ajoute, mais on le sait: 
le ciel, la pluie, 1'herbe, les etoiles, Santa Fe, le 
roadrunner...tout ce qui releve du celeste, du sideral, 
du ligneux, du mineral et de l'animal. II n'y a meme pas

24 Michel Gueldry points out the significance of this image in the transition from history to nature in 
Berger's later works: “Cette transposition du milieu humain (le charde la Deuxi6me Guerre) au 
monde nature! Q’oiseau), et I’abolition de toute distance entre lui-m£me et les formes animales et 
v6g6tales, rSsultent sans douted'une intuition longuement mCirie: la Nature ignore l'Histoire. Pour 
effacer le tr6pas des Indiens et du Sud, il faut tout simplement revenir aux origines 
antSdiluviennes." 622.
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d'humanite du tout dans La pierre et le saguaro, 
ou j'avais pense placer longuem ent Edward Abbey. (PS 107)

As w e have seen , Berger's Am erica throughout his work, has alw ays been

more of a land o f the im agination, formed from historical and fictional texts,

than a land based on any social or political reality. He states this clearly in La

pierre et le saguaro: "Les m ots et les im ages des livres, ajoutes aux images des

westerns, ont decoupe, dans le N ouveau Monde septentrional, le pays de ma

vie interieure." (10)

For Berger, America has been, since childhood, synonym ous w ith  the

possibility o f paradise, if not w ith  its realization. In his v isits to the United

States, m ainly to the W est he finds glim pses of that ideal world, as seen in the

follow ing extract from L'Attrapeur d'ombres:

Y ellow stone donne a im a g e r 2 5  ce que notre m onde aurait 
pu  et aurait dft etre: un autre monde et le vrai Nouveau  
M onde, que le N ou veau  M onde n'est pas, oil, faute de 
l'esperer ailleurs, je le cherche, dans l'illusion littdraire de 
le trouver, quelquefois, et dans l'illusion lyrique de le rendre, 
quelque fois. U n  vrai N ouveau  Monde et, des lors, on aurait 
ete moins preoccupe de decouvrir I'Amerique qu'elle eut ete 
partout dans la synonym ie (la presque synonym ie) que nous 
etablissons entre elle  et le paradis. ( 122)

It is clear in the above quotation that Berger is seeking in America a source of 

images to be incorporated into his w riting and, above all, im ages which w ill 

enable him to fulfil his dream  o f creating a more perfect w orld. Thus he 

privileges certain places w hich function in his work as pow erful symbols. In 

La pierre and L'Attrapeur the author turns aw ay from American history and 

fiction, w h ich  influence his earlier novels, towards the natural, non-human 

world. A s M ichel Gueldry points out:

25 “Voici quelque temps que je propose de substituer h imaginer (bien us6, bien vague...) imager, 
c ’est-S-dire voir en images, les cr6er: il suffit d'appuyer surl'image un peu floue & sa naissance, un 
peu faible, mal d6gag6e du placenta c6r§bral.” (AO 16)
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Ce passage d'une perspective essentiellem ent historique 
a une approche poetique, puis a une conception purem ent 
religieuse, com m ande toute I'econom ie de I'oeuvre et aboutit 
a remplacer I'Amerique hum aine, trop hum aine par d es  
elem ents naturels a la fois tem porels et universels transcendant 
I'Amerique, et m em e le m onde hum ain par leur indifference  
a Thistoire e t au tem ps.26

In the tw o travelogues Berger chooses to focus upon the natural 

w onders of America. The desert, rock form ations, sequoia, cacti are privileged  

because they outlast the hum an. Berger as in  all h is novels is seek in g  in 

A m erica tim elessness, eternity, an antidote to corruption and death. H e is 

m ore easily able to establish  a relationship w ith  natural form ations than w ith  

hum an beings, finding the greatest pleasure in  the sight of drifting clouds, 

tow ering redwoods or the play of sunlight o n  the sparse grass of the desert: 

"Et m oi, tout au bonheur de 1'herbe dans la lumiere." (PS 38). He grieves far 

m ore for lost animal species - "je serre contre m oi les ombres des especes  

m assacrees, a jamais eteintes" (A 0123) - than for human suffering. A s in the 

n ovels of the American trilogy the only hum ans revered are the 

A m erindians w ho have a harm onious relationship  w ith  nature: "Les 

Indiens, peu nombreux et p ied leger, ne troublent pas et ne defont pas I'ordre 

naturel." (PS72) Berger him self, as w e shall see in his ecological novels, 

som etim es takes an ironic stance tow ards the cult of the native, w h ich  has 

becom e one of the cliches o f ecological d iscourse, but yet his adm iration for 

these peoples is in no w a y  dim inished and throughout his w ork he seeks to 

resurrect, through language, the beauty of the relationship betw een native 

p eop les and the land.27

26 “Trois romanciers fran?ais” 48.
27 This is reflected in the author’s  fascination with Indian names and their power of evocation: “Par 
Sequoyah je suis venu aux sequoias. Mon indianit6 me com pose un ciel int6rieurou brillent, 
inalt6rables, les 6toiles qui ont noms Tecumseh, Chief Joseph, Crazy Horse..." (AO 19-20)
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The rest of the Am erican people, as far as the author is concerned, are

scarcely w orth m entioning since he crosses the Atlantic to see Americans, not

Am ericans, whom , in any case, one cannot avoid since they have extended

their presence throughout the w orld. (A 073-74) He reproaches white

Am ericans w ith  having corrupted the native peoples bv rem oving them

from  their natural environm ent:

Tout se  p asse  com m e si les Blancs avaient contamind 
les Indiens. Jadis, le bison, le poisson, la plante, la  
racine, le fruit et la prairie, la foret, la course, la marche 
faisaient les Indiens tels que les peintres des Indiens nous 
les ont reveles: grands et minces et agiles. Aujourd'hui 
lourds et lents et obeses. Q uelquefois, je me d is que, Blancs 
et Rouges confondus, c'est tout un peuple d'Am ericains qui 
insulte I'Amerique. (AO 75)

This last quotation is rem iniscent of Pierre Loti's observations concerning the 

Bedouins o f the desert w h o disappointed him by their failure to conform to 

his preconceived im age of them. By adopting this very negative attitude 

towards A m erica in the flesh, Berger is stating his resignation to the loss of 

his ideal w orld  and, at the sam e time, his determination to carry on seeking it 

in im ages and recreating it in words. W hat is important is to hold on to the 

belief that such  an ideal w orld  existed before the proliferation of human 

beings and their technology destroyed it.

It is ironic that w h at has so long been thought of as the N ew  World 

becom es in the w ritings of Berger a storehouse of the past, a source of 

historical and literary fragm ents w hich are used as material in the 

construction of a m ythic space. In spite o f the acknowledgem ent of the 

historical failure of A m erica as prom ised land, the quest for this ideal is

28 The author has travelled to North America more than one hundred times.

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



163
never abandoned. 29 Indeed the space of America for Berger, as for many

writers before him, sym bolises the quest for an ideal place. W hat the vastness

of America provides is a renewal of hope and, above all, a rejuvenation of

language. This is clearly expressed bv the author in La pierre et le saguaro:

Je ne pars jamais pour les Etats-Unis (le voyage  
americain, ainsi que j'aime a dire) que je ne me 
livre h. Toperation qui consiste a plonger "immensite"  
et "a perte de vue" dans une espece de tension fervente 
a quoi j'oblige mon esprit. Le ciel americain. L'espace
americain. Les nuages d'A m erique L'eau fremissante
de la  fievre me gagne et, apres un temps d'incubation, je 
vo is  "immensite" et "a perte de vue" dans une sorte de 
jeunesse, de premier m atin du monde. Ces m ots desormais 
laves, nettoyes, decapes du  tem ps (de I'habitude et de I'usure). 
Chacun d'eux aigu com m e une lame tremp^e. (12-13)

For Berger, as for Le Cl6zio, the re-enchantment of the w orld  depends on 

language, or m ore specifically, on re-establishing the connection between  

w ord and concept. For Berger, Am erica provides the m ost fertile ground for 

this re-enchantment. H is "voyage americain" is a quest, not so  much for an 

ideal place, as for an ideal language.

This topos of the American quest figures as a major theme in another 

novel of the late tw entieth  century, Volkswagen Blues b y  Jacques Poulin 

(1984). A lthough, because of its plain, understated language, Poulin's novel 

seem s m uch m ore anchored in the daily  routine of contem porary life in 

com parison to the lyrical flights of im agination which form  a large part of 

Berger's novels, Volkswagen Blues is also a quest for a m ythic America.

Volkswagen Blues.

Like the novels of Berger, Poulin's Volkswagen Blues uses the space of

29 it is in fact pursued, as we shall see  in the next chapter, in the creation of the “New New World” 
in the novel Immobile dans le Courantdu Fleuve (1994)
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Am erica as an essential com ponent of the narrative w h ilst ignoring m uch of

its political and social reality. It is necessary at this point to define w hat is

meant by "America”. Since w e  are comparing here a novel from France and

one from Quebec, the space o f A m erica in the two novels does not exactly

coincide. For Berger, writing from  a European perspective, Canada is part of

that "im m ensite" which so ap p ea ls to the claustrophobic European bounded

by the frontiers of a sm all country. For Poulin, "America" means the U nited

States, a space which stands in contrast to the security o f the w alled  city o f

Q u e b e c .3 0  For both authors A m erica is synonym ous w ith  m ovem ent and

quest for the prom ised land. T he m ost striking sim ilarity between the tw o

novels is the preoccupation w ith  the history of Am erica and the use o f textual

fragm ents in the rewriting of that history w ithin the novel. In this respect

these tw o authors are typical o f  the late twentieth century trend tow ards

rewriting history to include hitherto ignored perspectives, such as that o f the

A m erindian peoples. Both authors em phasize the fact that this history is

com posed only of textual fragm ents, suggesting the im possibility of ever

forming a  com plete picture. There is a significant passage in Volkswagen

Blues w h ich  illustrates the im portance of these historical fragments. Jack is

reflecting on the power of the great American Dream:

II pr^tendait que, d ep u is  Ie com m encem ent du monde, 
les gens 6taient m alheureux parce qu'ils n'arrivaient pas 
a retrouver le paradis terrestre. Ils avaient garde dans leur 
tete I'image d'un p ays ideal et ils le cherchaient par tout.
Et lorsqu'ils ava ien t trouve I'Amerique, pour eux c'etait 
le vieux reve qui se  realisait et ils allaient etre libres et 
heureux....

A vec le tem p s, le "Grand Reve de I'Amerique" 
s'etait brise en m iettes comme tous les reves, mais il

30 Although Quebec city occupies only a  small part of Volkswagen Blues it features more 
prominently in other novels by Poulin, particularly in his first one, Mon Cheval pourun royaume. 
(1967)
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renaissait de tem ps a autre com m e un feu qui couvait 
sous la cendre. Cela s'etait produit au L9e siecle lorsque  
les gen s etaient alles dans l'O uest. Et parfois, en traversant 
I'Amerique, les vovageurs retrouvaient des parcelles du 
vieux reve qui avaient ete eparpillees ici et la, dans les  
m usees, dans les grottes et les canyons, dans les pares 
nationaux com me ceux d e Y ellow stone et de Yosem ite, 
dans les deserts et sur les p lages comme celles de la 
C alifornie et de I'Oregon. (101)

Much of the novel is in fact com posed  of these "parcelles du vieux  

reve" both on a historical and a personal level. The protagonists, the writer 

Jack W aterman (w ho belongs to the category of "gens malheureux") and the 

yo u n g  m etis w om an, Pitsem ine, know n as la Grande Sauterelle, travel 

together from the G aspe peninsula to San Francisco in search of their ow n  

personalized version  o f the American dream . Jack is on a quest to find his 

brother Theo, w hom  he sees as a m issing  part of himself - "la partie de moi- 

m em e qui a oublie de vivre" (137), that is to say, the adventurous nom ad  

w h o stands in contrast to the sedentary Q uebec writer. Pitsem ine, because of 

her m etis heritage w hich  prevents her integration into either w h ite  or 

Am erindian society, is searching for a sen se  of unified identity. "Se 

reconcilier avec elle-m em e" is the purpose of her quest. (81) Their journey 

takes them along the w aterw ays fo llow ed  by French explorers and routes 

taken by pioneers on  the long and arduous journey towards the W est, in  

particular the O regon Trail. The various m useum s they v isit en route, as w ell 

as the books they read, provide glim pses of the life of the travellers w h o  have 

preceded them. This reliance on fragm ents of text and inform ation gleaned  

from  m useum  reconstructions of significant episodes of pioneer life lends to 

the w hole venture (and of course to the novel itself) a postm odern sense of
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"ungraspabilitv." 31

Both the quest of the pioneers and the search for Theo progress by 

means of signs. The ruts of w agon w h eels on the trail, grave markers, names 

carved on rock indicate the passage of the pioneers. Police records, an 

inscription in a visitor's book, vague recollections of those w ho have met 

Theo provide clues which lead Jack across the continent. A ll of these signs are 

accepted w ith  no attempt made to interpret them. Mo com plete picture of 

pioneer life em erges and certainly no depiction of the arrival of the pioneers 

at their destination. Similarly there is little speculation as to w hy Theo m ight 

have been pursuing this particular journey. One sign  sim p ly  leads to another. 

Jack and la Grande Sauterelle are so  far removed in tim e from the original 

events (the quest for the promised land, Theo's journey W est fifteen years 

earlier) that it is not possible to reach any core of truth or coherent 

explanation about either one. This im plies something about the status of 

myth in the contemporary era w here w e  live with the im possib ility  of 

grasping in totality* what has been so long absent from our w orld that it is 

questionable whether any foundation for the myth ever existed  at all, but 

nevertheless there remains the persistent desire for myth, w hich  results in a 

form of gam e playing, hunting fragments.

This can best be illustrated b}' looking at one of the fragments of myth  

that recurs at intervals throughout the novel in the form of a m otif which is 

closely linked to the myth of America: the search for gold . Theo's postcard 

which sparks Jack's quest to find his m issing brother had remained for fifteen

31 Ginette Michaud outlines the aspects of Volkswagen Blues which coincide with the general 
consensus as to what constitutes the postmodern novel: “ un gout marqu6 pour tout ce  qui est 
visible, audible et perceptible, mieux, un veritable amour pour les situations dites “concretes” ... 
un certain dSgout pour les abstractions, les “grandes id6es” et les speculations th6oriques; la 
reactualisation de genres “anciens” (conte, all6gorie, fable etc); le retour a d es sh§mas narratifs 
mythiques.... “R6cits postmodemes?” Etudes trangedses 21,3 68-9
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years between the pages of a book called The Golden Dream. (14) As they are

travelling a lon g  the highw av, Jack tells his com panion the story of Eldorado

and how the leg en d  of this w onderful countrv o f gold is based on an illusion

created by the light. (29) The two com panions experience their ow n  version of

this legend w h e n  they v is it  the Royal Bank Plaza building in Toronto, the

glass panels of w hich  contain gold  dust:

A u  m ilieu des edifices m ornes et gris, il pointait
s e s  deux triangles dores vers le ciel La lumiere
paraissa it venir de l'interieur, elle etait vive et 
ch aleureuse com m e du  m iel et ils ne pouvaient 
p a s  s'empecher de penser a l'Or des Incas et a la 
leg en d e  de YEldorado. C'etait com m e si tous les 
rev es  etaient encore possib les. Et pour Jack, dans 
le p lus grand secret de son  coeur, c'etait comme s i 
to u s  les h£ros du  passe etaient encore des h£ros. (79)

There is here am acceptance of illu sion  accom panied by delight in it. During  

the course of th e  journey, w hich  has involved alternative perspectives on  

history" and leg en d , the hero figures of Jack's youth, and by im plication his 

brother Theo, h a v e  been revealed as far less than perfect. N evertheless, Jack 

holds on to th e  possib ility  of heroism . This possibility, like the glim m er of 

light which recreates for a m om ent a w onderful myth, is as m uch as w e can 

hope for in the contem porary w orld.

A ll  the quests undertaken in this novel are marked by the sense 

of an elusive g o a l, just as elu sive as any attem pt by the reader to get to the 

bottom of the m ultilayered  structure of this deceptively sim ple story. The 

topos of the m ovem en t towards the W est and the quest for an ideal world  

occur in d ifferen t forms throughout the novel. There are the pioneers  

seeking a better life in "le pays ideal"; Jack's brother Theo seeking adventure 

and eventually joining m embers of the "beat" generation in  San Francisco;
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the hippies seeking "une nouvelle conception de la vie et des rapports entre

les gens"(278); the old  vagabond who thinks he is Ernest H em ingway m aking

his w ay towards his ow n  personal paradise on the Oregon coast and, of

course, Jack and la Grande Sauterelle following vague clues in search of

Theo. In the case of a ll these m ovem ents the endpoint remains vague, as the

em phasis is on the m ovem ent itself. The elusive nature of the search for

Theo influences the w ay  in w hich  the other quests are seen, as, for exam ple,

in Jack's version of the p ioneers heading West:

Ce qu'ils cherchent ce n'est pas 1'a venture, c'est... 
en fait, ils ne le savent pas exactement. Ils ont 
entendu dire que, dans TOuest, il y  avait des terres 
tres vastes et tres fertiles; ils ont decide d'y aller, c'est 
tout. Us p en sent qu'ils vont trouver une v ie meilleure 
la-bas, sur les bords du Pacifique. Ce qu'ils cherchent au 
fond, c'est le bonheur. (179-180)

As show n  in the above quotation, Jack finds it im possib le to formulate a clear 

picture of the paradise tow ards w hich the pioneers are heading. The goals are 

vague - "une m eilleure vie", "le bonheur"- but these are surely the goals of 

m ost human beings in any period of history and describe in the sim plest of 

terms the promised land. Jack's attempts to describe Theo are also vague, 

since he is no longer able to d istinguish  between the real attributes of his 

brother and the im aginary ones - " la silhouette de son  frere grandissait et 

prenait place dans une galdrie imaginaire ou se trouvait une etrange 

collection de personnages." (217) Significantly Jack has not thought to bring  

along a photograph of his brother.

A t the end of the novel, in foggy San Francisco, the quest for Theo 

com es to an end. This brother, w ho has been g iv en  hero status throughout 

the narrative, is now  paralyzed , inarticulate and does not recognize Jack. H e is
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one o f the m any people for whom the journey W est w as more of an accident 

than a p o sitiv e  undertaking, people w h o  "avaient ete em portes par le courant 

et etaient ven u s echouer sur les bords d u  Pacifique." (279) This failure of the 

quest, how ever, does not cause great d istress to Jack, who is able to dism iss the 

w hole ep iso d e  by the realization: "Peut-etre que j'aimais seulem ent l'image 

que je m 'etais faite de lui." (289)

Sim ilarly, the other exam ples o f m ovem ent toward the W est are left 

w ith out resolution . There remain no traces of the hippie m ovem ent in San 

Francisco. W here h ippies once gathered there are now  stores and restaurants. 

"Jack declara que les commer^ants etaient les gens les plus stables au monde." 

(278) W e learn that the old  vagabond, upon  reaching his ow n  little paradise 

in O regon, heads for California then m akes his w ay back towards the East. 

A gain there is the sense that all these characters are involved in a game. In 

this respect Poulin's characters resemble the players in Verne's Le testament 

d'un excentrique as they m ove from space to space across the game-board of 

Am erica. U nlike the pioneers, for w h om  the goal of their journey was the 

m ost im portant aspect and who were sustained  during the arduous trek by 

thoughts o f  a better life to come, the late tw entieth century characters are 

caught in  the flow  o f the m ovem ent tow ards the W est, the path of which has 

been traced b y  m any generations of people seeking the American dream.

This sen se  of drifting however, d o es  not, in Volkswagen Blues, have 

the negative connotation w hich w e u su a lly  g ive to that word. Here it is as if 

the author is expressing the idea that ceaseless m ovem ent has, after all, 

becom e a condition  of contemporary existence and may as w ell be enjoyed. 

This is apparent in  the quotation from D aniel Boone which is spoken by la 

Grande Sauterelle as she says goodbye to Jack at the end of the novel: "Je me
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sens parfois comme une feuille sur un torrent. Elle peut tournover, 

tourbillonner et se retourner, mais elle va toujours vers l'avant." (289) In this 

respect the novel reflects a feeling common in late twentieth century society, 

that the postmodern era is one of a journey w ith out a specific goal but that 

the journey itself is considered valuable. As G illes Marcotte states: “On 

comprend que ce n'etait pas, en verite, pour Theo que Jack avait entrepris le 

voyage. C'etait pour le voyage.“32 For G illes Marcotte this lack o f completion 

expresses Poulin's basic intention in the novel: “Ce qui devait ou aurait pu 

etre, dans une tout autre perspective, a la su ite de Theo, une histoire de la 

penetration du continent americain, devient une collection discontinue  

d'histoires, de visites, de rencontres - chacune plus importante que le sens 

general de l'entreprise."

This em phasis on fragmentation in V olkszuagen Blues im plies the 

im possibility of ever finding a unified m eaning. Just as the translator in 

Poulin's Les Grandes bAarees searches w ithout success for definitive  

translations, so the characters in this novel are never able to reach the end 

point of their quest. In Volkswagen Blues there is no sense of fulfillm ent or 

com pletion, but throughout the novel the characters behave as if there were. 

In this respect the novel bears a ressemblance to the works of Yves Berger, all 

of w hich are haunted by the impossible quest to stop time and the recognition 

of this im possibility.

Both Poulin and Berger, in very different tones, express in their 

work som ething about the status of myth in the late twentieth century. There 

is the recognition that an ideal place - utopia or promised land- existing in 

space and time, w hich seem ed in the nineteenth century realizable, is

32 Gilles Marcotte. “Histoiresde zouaves." Etudes frantpaises 21:3 7.
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unattainable in tlhe postmodern w orld  where all has been  explored, 

discovered and r earranged for consum ption bv tourists. H owever, the desire 

for myth, the d e s ir e  for som e ideal place which functions as a refuge from the 

trials of d aily  life , is very much part of the human psyche. Berger's som ew hat 

heavy lyricism  arid  Poulin's light ironical tone both express this desire. Le 

Fou and Les Mat Jus as well as Volksxoagen Blues are structured around the 

notion of the q u e s t  for the unattainable which expresses itself as a nom adic 

narrative form  vwandering through the space of A m erica and pausing at 

different m om entts of American history. Simon Harel sees  the quest in  

V oiks lea gen Blue's as having a com m em orative function: "La quete est 

parcours, d ep lacem en t, fuite en avant, obliteration du passe, mais aussi retour 

obsessionel vers les traces d'une prem iere occupation humaine." 33 It is a 

tribute to former seekers of the prom ised land.

Volksxvageai Blues contains m any references to potential prom ised  

lands w hich  m is se d  fulfillm ent due to the course of h istory  - America before 

the arrival o f the Europeans, Am erica as French territory, the West, the 

hippie co m m u n itie s  and finally the im age of Theo w h ich  is inextricably 

linked to the parsadise of childhood. U nderlying all o f these is the notion of 

writing itself. Thse episode of the im aginary ideal w riter sh ow s another 

potential, b u t unattainable paradise, one in w hich  the characters know exactly  

where they are g o in g  and take the author w ith  them into  "un N ouveau  

Monde." (50) For Jack the actual process of w riting is a laborious process, a 

daily grind, sim il.ar, perhaps, to the s lo w  and painful progress towards an  

undefined goal undertaken by the pioneers on the O regon Trail.

These p o ten tia l promised lands are all spaces w h ich  have been lost in

33 Simon Harel, Le vcDleurde parcours (Montreal: Les Editions du Pr6ambule, 1989) 169.
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the real world and are now  accessible onlv in fragmented form through text 

or story telling. The tw o m aps in the Gaspe m useum  suggest the existence of 

an earlier, more w onderfu l America than that through which the 

protagonists travel, gu id ed  by road maps. The map of former French 

territories is "incrovable et tres em ouvant a regarder" and equally  

"impressionnante" is the one show ing pre-C olum bian America. (20) Jack's 

stories of his childhood contain not onlv idealized  images of Theo as hero but 

also im ply Jack's nosta lg ia  for the existence o f a w orld in which heroes 

retained their status, unlike that of the late tw entieth  century w here history is 

subject to scrutiny and all heroes become suspect. "Don't talk to m e about 

heroes!" declares Jack just before the end of h is  quest to find his brother. (279) 

M ost im portant in the search for fragm ents of the American dream  

and for the structure of the novel itself are books. This is one of the aspects of 

Volkswagen Blues w hich  makes it very m uch a postmodern novel. Like m ost 

of Poulin's novels, this is a book about books and about the process of w riting. 

Texts provide the im petus for the quest around w hich the novel is structured. 

From Theo's postcard found in a copy of 77ie Golden Dream (14) to the 

photograph of Theo m arked "unidentified man" in the book Beat Angels  

(265), textual clues indicate traces of the m issing  brother and m ove the 

narrative through its series of episodes to its inconclusive end.

The novel is a quest across the space o f Am erica and also across time, 

follow ing tracks which are so faint as to be barely perceptible, as if to 

em phasise the fact that the real Theo, and also  the America of the Am erican  

Dream, have been so overlayered by representations and interpretations that 

the very existence of the original becomes questionable. As in the w ork  of 

Baudrillard there is the sense that not only has reality been banished from
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the world, but that, in the age of the hyperreal, the very concept of reality is

lost. One m etaphor of this rem oval bv stages from reality is provided in the

image of the Oregon Trail. The book w hich guides Jack and la Grande

Sauterelle on their quest towards the W est is The Oregon Trail Revisited, not

a history book, but one w hich tells tourists where to find specific landmarks

and traces o f the pioneers many of w hich are scarcely v isib le. (200)

A nother important text is Jack Kerouac's On the Road w hich  moves

the quest from  the Oregon Trail to California, from the nineteenth century to

the tw entieth . Jack remembers a significant quotation from Kerouac's preface:

La route a rem place Tancien "trail" des pionniers 
de la marche vers TOuest; elle est le lieu m ystique  
qui rattache I'Americain a son  continent, a ses  
compatriotes. (258)

One of the m ain spatial com ponents of Volkswagen Bines is the highway, the 

"lieu m ystique" which perm its a tw entieth century version o f the discovery 

of Am erica, just as the railw ay d id  in the nineteenth century. Unlike the old 

pioneer trails w hich led to a new  land and, in the minds of hopeful travellers, 

to a better life, the modern system  of highw ays is a network w hich  encourages 

perpetual m otion, a feature of Am erican life which, as w e shall see later, Jean 

Baudrillard em phasises in his A m e r iq u e .  M ost of the spaces in Poulin's 

novel are areas of transience - cam pgrounds, hostels, hotels and of course, the 

V olksw agen  itself, which has covered more m iles than its occupants, having 

travelled in Europe, Eastern Canada and Florida, before being bought by Jack.

It w ill continue its travels w ith  la Grande Sauterellle after Jack returns to 

Quebec, participating in the sense o f perpetual motion w hich  is so  important 

in this novel. The V olksw agen is sym bolic also of the importance of language 

in this novel. A m ongst the graffiti inside the vehicle is the inscription "Die
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Sprache is das Haus des Seins,” suggesting that the quest w ill find resolution,

not in a place, but in language. The w anderings of the V olksw agen represent

"le nom adism e d'une ecriture en cours d'invention." 34

The em phasis on highways, w aterw ays and places of temporary

residence through which characters drift like leaves in the current creates in

the novel the sense of America as the space m ost representative o f the

postm odern human condition, a space w here individuals m ove w ith in  a

network w h ose totality' thev cannot perceive, seeking an unattainable

"elsewhere." A s Naim  Kattan says: "Aussi l'O uest americain a-t-il toujours

ete Tailleurs': ce lieu toujours eloigne que Ton n'atteint pas m ais q n i est

toujours le but reve et la terre d'une quete q u i ne doit jamais finir." 35

The America represented in Volksioagen Blues is certainly not the

earthly paradise which generations of m vth-seekers have hoped to attain. It is,

instead, a country founded on violence, a place where heroic dream s, as Jack

finds out, are proved illusory. It is, nonetheless, a space which a llow s the

quest for a personal paradise. As Paul Socken indicates:

The model of re-capturing the ideal creation is 
not found in historical figures o f the past, nor in 
history itself. Volkswagen Blues suggests that the 
spirit that animates the pioneers' desire is still alive  
in spite of its repeated failures, but it is to be most 
fruitfully explored within the ind ividual. 36

W hat the space of America provides, in  the novels of Berger and 

Poulin, is a space which permits the exploration of the self in relation to the 

world. America is seen as a model for hum anity and, particularly for the 

future of Europe. Krishan Kumar expresses the notion of America as an

34 Harel 167.
35 Kattan 116.
36 Socken 65.
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encapsulation of the postm odern  world:

W ith the grow th  of an electronically mediated  
reality the hyper real is becom ing the condition  
of the w h o le  o f the modern w orld . But postm odernists 
are particularly drawn to Am erica as the capital, as it 
w ere, of hvperrealitv, the m odel o f our future (once again).
Just as earlier theories of m odernity read the w hole world  
through key m odernist cities such as Paris and N ew  York, 
so current theories of post-modernity'’ read the 
contem porary w orld  through A m erican cities such as 
Las V egas and Los A ngeles. 37

The hyperreality" of A m erica is explored by Jean Baudrillard, the "postm odern

Tocqueville." 33

Jean Baudrillard^ Am erique .(1986)

For Jean Baudrillard Am erica is a m ythic space,39 a place endow ed  

w ith  that m ythic quality par excellence - tim elessness. In Americjue 

Baudrillard im plies that A m erica and Europe do not occupy the sam e time 

and space, since the former stands outside of history, specifically outside of 

the nineteenth-century th in k in g  which continues to dom inate France. 

America has features of both  the premodern and the postm odern w orld. O n  

the one hand it is a prim itive society: "Au fond les Etats-Unis, avec leur 

espace, leur raffinem ent technologique, leur bonne conscience brutale, y  

compris dans les espaces qu 'ils ouvrent a la sim ulation, sont la seule societe 

primit ive actuelle " (21), and on the other hand it is "une utopie realisee"

37 Kumar 124.
33 Baudrillard is appropriately referred to as such by Jean-Philippe Mathy. E x trem e-O cc id en t. 
F rench In tellectuals a n d  A m erica  (Chicago: Universiy of Chicago Press, 1993) 234.
39 Mario Klarer points out that Baudrillard’s  A m drique  “ stands at the end of a long tradition of 
French evaluations of America: “With Baudrillard - more than 150 years afterToqueville’s  
D e m o cra cy  In A m erica  (1835) - America again turned into a fictional space onto which French 
avant-garde theories or ideologies tried to inscribe themselves.” Mario Klarer, “Jean Baudrillard’s  
A m erica: Deconstruction of America and America as Deconstruction,” A m erikastu d ien  - A m erican  
S tu d ie s .  1991 36:2 227.

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



176
(195). Jean Philippe Mathy in Extreme Occident, a study of the relationship of

twentieth centurv European writers to America, detects in several writers,

including Um berto Eco and Baudrillard, this particular European attitude

towards America:

The tw o versions of Am erican tim elessness, prehistory 
and posthistorv, are often grounded as it w ere in descriptions 
of the physical space of America. In the case of the N ew  World 
as prehistory, the references are usually to the natural space 
and scope of the continent, w h ile  the exam ples used to 
illustrate the posthistorical character of the United States are 
draw n from artificially constructed sites such as Disneyland  
or the Getty M useum.

The southw estern deserts are often used by European 
travelers as the paradigmatic sites of America as prehistory. 
(176-177)40

The space o f  the desert figures prom inently in Amerique,  as it does in 

the works of m any European writers w ho have travelled in America, for it is 

the desert w hich best represents for the European traveller that imm ensity  

which dwarfs the human, and in which, time and space coordinates cease to 

have meaning. "For Baudrillard, Am erican culture having stepped out of 

history, stands ou tsid e time. The tim eless spatialitv o f contemporary America 

finds its m ost pow erful sym bol in the desolation of the great southwestern  

desert." 41 W hat is m ost striking in Baudrillard's account of America, 

however, is the w a y  in w hich the representation of the desert, w hilst evoking  

vastness and em ptiness, departs from the traditional sym bolism  (the desert as 

the antithesis of culture, of the human) and becom es incorporated into the 

author's vision o f  America as the realm o f the hyperreal. "Le deroulem ent du  

desert est infinim ent proche de I'eternite de la pellicule." (7) There are several

40 Mathy, Jean-Philippe. ExtrSme-Occident. French Intellectuals and America. U Chicago Press, 
1993.
41 Mathy 229.
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references in  L'Amerique to America as film . Baudrillard states clearly his

intention of ignoring Am erican political and social reality in his search for a

particular im age of America:

J'ai cherche I'Amerique siderale, celle de la liberte 
vaine et absolue des freeways, jamais celle du social 
et de la culture - celle de la v itesse  desertique, des 
m otels et des surfaces m inerales, jamais I'Amerique 
profonde d es m oeurs et des m entalites. J'ai cherche 
dans la v itesse du scenario, dans le reflexe indifferent 
de la television, dans le film  d es jours et des nuits a 
travers un espace vide, dans la  succession  m erveilleusem ent 
sans affect des signes, des im ages, des visages, des acteurs 
rituels de la route, ce qui est le p lu s  proche de I'univers 
nucleaire e t enucl^e qui est v irtuellem ent le n6tre jusque 
dans les chaum ieres europeennes. (10)

Baudrillard is seeking to portray Am erica as an im age of the postm odern  

condition. Thus it becom es in his text a place w hich  has no depth, a space  

w here a transient society circulates endlessly . "La circulation pure" of 

America stands in contrast to "la m elancolie d es analyses europeennes." (55) 

A bove all it is a place w here m etaphysical interpretation is irrelevant. The 

w hole of Am erica is, for Baudrillard, a g igantic simulacrum. Americans 

them selves are simulacra, unaw are ot their condition . (58) This notion of 

Am erican ob liv iousness is rem iniscent o f a passage in Berger's L'Attrapeur 

d'ombres in which he states that Am ericans sim pty do not see them selves or 

each other, each being encased in his solitude. This v iew  of Americans is part 

and parcel o f the American m yth. Baudrillard adopts, w ith deliberate irony, 

the perspective of the anthropologist observing a society from outside. Thus 

his Am erica cannot be interpreted as travelogue or sociological docum ent, 

although the text contains elem ents of both. T he reader best gains a sense of 

Baudrillard's America (and the postm odern condition) in the recurring
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motifs w hich run throughout the work.

There are many references to the motion of traffic on  the freeways. 

Baudrillard expresses his fascination w ith the fluidity of the freeway system: 

"On raconte m em e que des families v circulent perpetuellem ent en mobil- 

home sans jamais en sortir." (106) The sign "M ust exit" am ounts to an order 

of expulsion from paradise. (107) America is a space of perpetual m otion w ith  

no sense of destination. People circulate in the same w av that m oney does:

"En Amerique, vou s etes fou a lier si au lieu de croire h 1'argent et a sa fluidity 

m erveilleuse, vou s pretendez le porter sur vou s en especes." (122) 

Baudrillard's perception of postmodern society here bears ou t D avid  H arvey's 

argum ent that the notion of postm odernitv is born of the m ove to 

immaterial forms of money and accelerated circulation of capital. There is no 

escape from the perpetual motion: "Toute cette societe ici, y  com pris sa  part 

active et productive, tout le monde court devant soi parce qu'on a perdu la 

formule pour s'arreter." (41)

This idea of American society as one of constant m otion, and ceaseless 

activity is not specifically a postmodern vision . Tocqueville, Bourget and 

other nineteenth-century European writers experienced the sam e sensation  

during their stay in America. In the works o f these nineteenth-century 

writers, however, the activity had an underlying purpose - the building of 

cities and fortunes - whereas in Baudrillard's Amerique,  the constant m otion  

has no meaning or purpose. For the American, "circuler est son  em pioi 

naturel." (187)

This ceaseless motion eliminates social contact. The American  

individual, as described by Baudrillard, lives in solitude. The solitary jogger 

or the intellectual at his word-processor are typical figures: "Partout la m€me
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blanche so litu d e, partout la m em e refraction narcissique, qu'elle s'adresse au 

corps ou aux facultes m entales." (69) The child in school is also locked into  

the sam e circular solitude: "V ovez l'enfant et son  com puter a l'ecole: vo u s  

crovez qu'on Ta rendu interactif, qu'on l'a ouvert sur le monde? On a tout 

juste reussi a creer un circuit integre enfant-machine." (72-73)

In Baudrillard's v is io n  A m erica is both repulsive and fascinating; 

repulsive because the poor h ave no place in this "utopie realisde": "V ive le 

Quatrieme M onde, celui auquel on dit: T'utopie est realisee, que ceux qui n'y 

ont pas part disparaissent," (222) but fascinating because it offers relief from  

the European preoccupation w ith  transcendance and the quest for m eaning. 

One can lo se  oneself in the en d less circulation: "la valse d es sim ulacres e t  d es  

images ici e s t  telle que, com m e pour les elem ents du reve vous d evez en  

accepter la succession  m £m e in in teilig ib le, vous d evez faire de ce 

m ouvem ent le fait irresistible e t fondam ental." (134) Baudrillard's A m erica is 

indeed a m ythic space, resem bling that of a nightm are or a dream.

W e have seen in the d ifferent representations of Am erica stud ied  in 

this chapter a progression tow ards irreality. A lthough Am erica never lo ses its 

appeal as potential prom ised land, even  in  the late tw entieth century, th ose  

who seek  such  a place find them selves caught in the perpetual m otion w hich  

has overtaken, not only A m erica, but the w hole o f the postm odern w orld . If 

the ideal m ythic space cannot be located in America, w e m ight infer that it 

cannot ex ist at all. H ow ever, since the hum an im agination, so  it seem s, never  

loses the desire for an ideal p lace, the exhaustion of geographical possib ilities  

does not deter us from the q u est. W e m ay have run out of space, but there 

remains the possib ility  of g o in g  back in t ime  to a better w orld, that o f the 

natural paradise.
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The N atural Paradise.

180

The particular m ythic space w ith  w hich  this chapter is concerned is  

that o f the natural paradise, w hich has rem ained present in the W estern  

im agination for centuries, evo lv in g  from the Garden to the ecological 

utopia .1 W e are rem inded o f Northrop Frye's affirm ation that utopia has 

shifted from an area locatable in space and that, if utopia can be thought o f at 

all, it is as an expression o f ''the shifting and d isso lv in g  movement of society  

that is gradually replacing the fixed locations of life." (133-4) We have seen  in  

the earlier chapters that, like the utopias of w h ich  Frye speaks, the m ythic 

spaces o f the nineteenth century were represented as being real spaces w h ich  

m ight be found by m aking a journey (as in the travel accounts of Loti) or b}̂  

accident (as in Verne's novels). Those sam e spaces in  the later decades of the 

tw entieth century (as portrayed in the novels o f Le Clezio for example) are no 

longer separate from the w orld  of everyday life but are much more mental 

spaces w hich  serve to reenchant the lives o f those w ho suffer the oppressive  

effects o f our highly urbanized, industrialized, technological and violent 

society.

In the pages that fo llo w  I w ish  to d iscu ss how  changes in our 

perception of nature reflect our attitude tow ards m yth and our sense of 

identity and our relationship to the w orld in  w h ich  ŵ e live.2 We shall

1 The concept of “nature” like that of “environment” is problematic. These are commonly used  
terms which defy definition. David Harvey discusses the complexity of these notions: ‘That a 
single word should be used in such a multitude of ways testifies to its fundamental incoherence as 
a unitary concept." (117) J u s tic e , N a tu re  & th e G e o g ra p h y  o f  D ifference.
2 Two interesting books on the historical evolution of the idea of nature are T h e S o c ia l C rea tion  of 
N a tu re b y  Neil Evemden (Baltimore: John Hopkins UP, 1992) and Max Oelschlager’s  T h e Id e a  o f  
W ildern ess. From  P reh is to ry  to  th e  A g e  o f E c o lo g y  (Yale UP, 1991). The latter explores the 
human need for the existence of wild nature.
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explore the w ay  in which nature is represented as m ythic space, Garden or 

ecological paradise, and particularly the transition from a m odern to a 

postm odern perception of nature, seeking to establish links betw een the 

notion of the postm odern condition as expressed by D avid  H arvey in The  

Condition of  Postmodernity  and the rise of ecological thinking.

H arvey affirms (and our experience confirms) that in the twentieth

century w e  have becom e a society of transients living w ith  the sense that all

is ephem eral and fragm ented, that there is no centre, no transcendance and

even no clear sense of the self, that language cannot express reality and, if all

this is so, w e cannot be sure of the existence of any reality. In the course of the

twentieth century it w o u ld  appear that w e have becom e increasingly

individual rather than social beings, especially since the dem ise of the last

great social utopia, com m unism . In discourses of the late tw entieth  century

there is more em phasis o n  ind iv idual developm ent (as sh ow n  in our

obsession w ith  perfect, healthy bodies and the proliferation of ''self-help"

books) than w ith  social projects aim ed at creating a better w orld  for all. The

ideal of social progress w hich  w as one of the driving force of industrial

m odernity seem s to have fragm ented into areas o f ind iv idual developm ent.

Richard N ew bold  A dam s in  The Eighth Day charts the recent developm ents

in W estern Culture:

The nineteenth century vision of how  to make the w orld  
a better place in w hich to live w as called 'progress'. It w as 
a coal-fueled ideology for a vast colonial expansion and it 
w as crushingly discredited by W orld War I and the inter war 
era of stagnation and depression. D evelopm ent is the successor 
to the v ision  of progress that accom panied the petroleum - 
fueled spread of industrialism  in the post-W orld War H 
nationalizing. If the illusion of progress w a s dashed by the 
First W orld War, the 'developm ent' illu sion  began  to crack 
and fragment, on  the one hand, w ith  increasing poverty,
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social m ovem ents and revolts, m ilitarv interventions and  
regional w ars, and, on the other hand, environm ental 
pollution and degradation. 3

If w e  have indeed lost faith in the ideas of progress  and dez'elopni e n t 

this m igh t explain the turning inw ards (individualism ) w hich has becom e  

prevalent in contem porary society. A lth ou gh  the m vth of social progress mav 

have vanished , the desire for myth itse lf  is eternally human. In the late 

tw entieth  century the search for m yth has shifted  from social to personal, 

mental space.

T h is shift can be seen  in our changing relationship w ith  nature. A s  

in d iv idu alism  has progressed, so has ou r  separation from the natural w orld . 

Possibly w e  should see this the other w a y  round, that is, the decreasing role of 

nature in  our lives, due to urbanization, industrialization and, most recently  

the in vasion  of every aspect of life by com puter technology, has resulted in  a 

tendency of the human being to turn inw ards. W e have a tendency to live, 

physically , in enclosed spaces and , m entally , isolated in the space of the 

im agination  or the virtual w orld of cyberspace. This interposition of 

technology betw een the hum an and the m aterial world, for som e a great 

advance, for others a science-fiction nightm are, is a distinctive feature o f  late  

tw entieth  century culture.

W hat the previous chapters w o u ld  seem  to point to, however, is that it 

really is n ot possible to consider postm odernity  as a distinct cultural 

m ovem ent, since it is indeed  the "cultural logic of late capitalism" of w hich  

Jameson speaks, and, as such, represents a continuation of, not a rupture 

with, M odernity. In the spatial representations of the late nineteenth and late 

tw entieth  century novels w ith  w hich w e  are concerned here, it is p ossib le to

3 Richard Newbdd Adams,The Eighth Day (Austin: U Texas Press, 1988) 234.
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trace this continuity, even though our sense o f b ein g  and our relationship to 

the w orld  w e  inhabit mav have changed dram atically in the space of a 

century. A sen se of loss and a nostalgia for the "real” pervade novels of both  

periods. This loss is born of the separation of hum an beings from the physical 

world, that is  to say, our relationship w ith  the w orld  w e inhabit has becom e 

increasingly abstract. Tools, m achines, and all m anner o f electronic gadgets 

have over the centuries (probably since the d iscovery of fire and much later, 

agriculture ) reduced our involvem ent w ith  the natural w orld . Industry and  

technology have for centuries been build ing barricades betw een man and  

environm ent, as is evident in m echanized agricultural practices, or the ever  

more com plex m eans of buying and trading good s. In alm ost every aspect of 

our d aily  lives m achines serve as interm ediaries b etw een  us and the physical 

world perform ing many of our daily  activities. O ur leap into cyberspace, or 

virtual reality, is just the logical extension of th is  m ovem ent aw ay from the 

natural, physical w orld.

Our decreasing involvem ent w ith  the natural w orld  has altered our

perception o f nature.4 Settlement, agriculture and  urbanisation have had an

enorm ous im pact on the w ay  the natural environm ent is perceived. The

rapidly increasing spread of urban settlem ent and  consequent d im inish ing of

w ilderness areas throughout the tw entieth  century has led to the perception

that nature is  on the brink of extinction. N eil Everden argues that the

dom ination o f nature has occurred on  both a p h ysica l and conceptual level:

Through our conceptual dom estication  of nature, w e  
extingu ish  w ild  otherness even in  the im agination. A s  
a consequence w e are effectively alone, and m ust build

4 There has been much discussion about the difficulty of defining the concept of “naure”. 
According to Raymond Williams the idea of nature “contains, though often unnoticed, an 
extraordinary amount of human history... both complicated and changing, as other ideas and 
experiences change.” Quoted in Justice, Nature & the Geography of Difference 117.
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our w orld  so lely  o f human artifacts. The more w e come 
to dw ell in an explained w orld , a world of uniform ity and 
regularity, a world w ithout the possibility of miracles, the 
less w e are able to encounter anything but ourselves. (116)

The ecology m ovem ent w hich  gathered m om entum  over the last decades of 

the twentieth century contained the "possib ility  of miracles" in that it did  

attem pt to rekindle a sense o f wonder at the existence of the non-hum an  

natural world. This sen se  became dulled by the proliferation of 

environm ental d iscourse and the notion of sustainable growth. "The w ild  

other disappears the instant it is dem ystified and saved as a m anaged  

resource." 5 A t the beginning of the tw enty-first century w e are no closer to 

so lv in g  our environm ental problem s than w e  w ere three decades ago. We 

seem  to have shifted to the realm of virtual ecology. By this expression I 

m ean to suggest that our concern for the environm ent leads not to action but 

to a mass of debate about our condition and the illusion that material 

problems may be so lved  by an exchange of w ord s. For example there is still 

m uch discussion concerning the 1997 Kyoto sum m it and the percentage of 

toxic em issions allow able. We are so caught u p  in the figures that w e  tend to 

forget that nothing has actually been accom plished. We shall explore this 

notion of virtual eco logy  later in this chapter, w ith  reference to the last tw o  

novels of Yves Berger, Immobile dans le courant du fleuve and Le monde 

apres la pluie, in order to see how the m ythic space of the natural paradise is 

represented in a w orld  w here nature is perceived as being on the brink of  

extinction.

The ecology m ovem ent can be seen  as a facet of the late tw entieth  

century social condition (the condition of postm odernity) and also  as a

5 Evemden 131.
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counter-cultural m ovem ent towards the sam e. The eco logv  m ovem ent's 

critique of technology and desire for a harm onious relationship w ith  nature 

su ggest a neo-romantic oppositional attitude, whereas the tendencv to see 

human beings as an integral part of a larger network situates ecological 

thinking w ith in  the postm odernist v iew  o f a globalized society .

The French philosopher Luc Ferry sees in the eco logy  m ovement, or 

more specifically, in the notion of deep eco logy  °, an extreme critique of 

m odernity and the idea o f progress. It is a desire to erase the effects of 

m odernity and hum anism , a desire to g iv e  to nature the sam e rights as 

human beings, the aim  of w hich is to m ake the postm odern w orld  resemble 

the premodern: "D'un point de vue philosophique, c'est b ien  toute la 

tradition d e Thum anism e heritee des doctrines du contrat socia l et des droits 

de l'hom m e qu'il s'agit de deconstruire si Ton veut faire apparaitre le statut 

juridique des ties et d es forets." (138)7 Ferry does also point o u t that this 

defence of the rights o f nature is a logical sequence to the form ulation of the 

rights o f oppressed peoples, wom en, the foetus, etc, su g g estin g  that the 

ecology m ovem ent does not represent a  rupture w ith  all other social trends, 

but rather dem ocracy taken to absurd lengths. Before go in g  o n  to examine 

postm odern ecological v iew s  of nature, I w ou ld  like to return to a 

consideration of one of the novels d iscussed  in the first chapter, L'lle 

mysterieuse,  in order to reexamine the question  of m odernity versus  

postm odernity from the perspective of the human relationship to nature. In 

m any w a y s V ern e's  representation of the natural paradise is the opposite of

6 Norwegian philosopher Ame N aess first used this term in order to distinguish between two 
forms of ecological thinking, shallow ecology or environmentalism which is preoccupied with 
conservation of nature in the interest of humans and deep ecology which is biocentric and, taken 
to extremes, would advocate actively reducing the human population in the interests of nature.
7 Luc Ferry. Le nouvei ordre dcologique. Paris: Grasset, 1992.
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Berger's, but yet it is also p ossib le to find sim ilarities between the two.

L'tle mysterieuse.

A s w e  have seen in Chapter 1, L"ile mysterieuse,  published in 1874,

represents w hat is usually thought of as the M odernist v iew  of nature, that is

to say, nature existing for the use of and exploitation by human beings. The

five "naufrages d e I'air" w ho com e by chance to the m ysterious island are

portrayed as superior versions o f  Robinson Crusoe. Starting from scratch,

they rebuild on  the island the w h o le  of W estern industrial civilisation,

m aking the island into a later nineteenth- century paradise, that is to say , an

ideal place founded on the n otion  o f scientific achievem ent and progress. A s

Sim one Vierne says:

Le chef, done, recom m ence tous les gestes  primitifs de 
l'hum anite, m ais avec les atouts que donnent les 
connaissances de la  science moderne, a insi appliquee 
dans une situation  tout a fait pre-industrielle. Situation  
etonnante, oil le Paradis est paradisiaque seulem ent grace 
a ce que l'hom m e a  fini par construire patiem m ent, d ep u is  
qu'il en  a ete chassd. (302)s

Men of science such  as the engineer Cyrus Sm ith and Captain N em o w ith  his 

advanced technological k n ow led ge are portrayed as dem i-gods in this novel. 

Their role is  to advance hum an progress. Nature exists to supply raw  

materials w hich  m ay be converted into energy necessary for this 

advancem ent. "L'ingenieur ava it confiance, parce qu'il se sentait capable  

d'arracher a cette nature sauvage tout ce qui serait necessaire a la v ie  de ses  

com pagnons et a la sienne." (131)

The opposition  of nature and culture is strictly m aintained. 

There is no attem pt by the five m en to adapt to the environm ent o f the

8 Simone Vieme. Jules Veme. Poitiers: Editions Baliand, 1986
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island. Instead the island is transformed to m eet their requirements. These 

characters are portrayed as civilized hum an beings who, even if they wished, 

could  not adopt a prim itive life style, for they belong to an era in w hich the 

prim itive has been firm ly rejected. Hence, they are unable to light a fire bv 

rubbing together two sticks, but must instead use glass to m agnify the sun's 

rays. Instead of m aking clothes from anim al skins or sim ple spinning and 

w eaving, they produce cloth by an industrial felt-making process. The 

industrialization  of the island takes place at such  dizzying speed  that after 

on ly  one year: "C'etaient de veritables colons, m unis d'armes, d'outils, 

d'instrum ents qui avaien t su  transformer a leur profit les anim aux, les 

plantes et les m ineraux de Tile, c'est-a-dire les trois regnes de la nature/' (413) 

The triumph o f culture over nature is clearly illustrated in  the 

recuperation of the castaw ay Ayrton, w h o , forced to live alone on the 

neighboring island o f Tabor, has reverted to a condition of bestiality and has 

becom e "un sauvage dan s toute I'horrible acception du mot." (503) In this 

novel raw nature, w h eth er mineral, vegetab le, animal or human, is never 

allow ed  to exist for its o w n  sake, but m ust a lw ays be converted or civilized. In 

this respect L'ile mysterieuse  presents a v ie w  of nature which is the opposite  

of late twentieth century ecological d iscourse and there are passages in  

Verne's novel w hich, read from the perspective of our ow n time, are alm ost 

com ic. One such passage is the seal hunt (an environm entalist's nightm are) 

w hich, like the killing and exploitation o f all species on the island, is 

undertaken w ith  great joy by the five colonists. The sealskin is  needed to 

m ake bellow s for the forge which the m en have built. "Des soufflets d e forge! 

s'ecria Pencroff. Eh bien, vo ila  des phoques qui ont de la chance!" (195)

In contrast to our present day perception o f nature, that of a fragile
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w orld constantly threatened by human encroachment, nature in Verne's 

novel is abundant and flourishing.9 In spite of the fact that the five colonists 

them selves mention, at various points in the novel, the "too good to be true" 

quality of the island, nature is depicted in this novel as being material, 

palpable and inexhaustable if not indestructible. A lthough the island is 

destroyed by volcanic eruption, the ideal com m unity created by the five men 

is reconstructed w ith  equal success in a different space in Iowa. 10 The ending  

of the novel expresses the sam e optim ism  prevalent throughout. In spite of 

the vicissitudes of nature, the law  of eternal return w ill alw ays allow the 

rebirth o f the w orld and continued progress. As Cyrus Smith explains, the 

cooling of the earth's interior may lead to dramatic climatic changes and to 

the destruction of continents, but resurrection w ill follow: "Peut-etre, alors 

notre spheroide se reposera-t-il, se refera-t-il dans la m ort pour ressusciter un  

jour dans d es  conditions sup£rieures!" (277) Verne incorporates into this 

novel, as into many of his works, the linear time of hum an progress along  

w ith  the cyclical time of nature. Beneath the changes w rought by civilization  

lies an im m utable reality, according to Cyrus Smith at least: "Les hommes si 

savants qu 'ils puissent etre ne pourront jamais changer quoi que ce soit a 

I'ordre cosm og raphique etabli par Dieu meme." (775-776) A lthough the 

m ention o f G od seem s som ew hat out of place in this novel where the man of 

science appears to fill the role of supreme being, Sm ith's affirmation does fit 

the logic o f the novel, since even the great genius N em o m ust succumb to 

death in the end and the carefully constructed civilization  of the colonists

9 This sen se of the infinite abundance of nature is in contrast to the late nineteenth century 
concern with the erosion of the natural world due to urbanization. In North America evidence of 
this concern is seen  in the creation of Yellowstone National Park in 1872.
10 As discussed at the beginning of the previous chapter, for Veme, the great virtue of America is 
that it can provide space for utopian projects.
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sinks beneath the w aves.

The existence o f  the cosm ic order alongside the exaltation o f human 

progress brings to m ind Baudelaire's description of Modernity as the 

conjoining of th e  ephem eral and the fleeting w ith  the eternal and the 

im m u ta b le .il In L'ile mysterieuse  scientific progress which constantly  

changes the environm ent is seen  as non-threatening because the underlying  

cosmic order p rovid es a sense o f security. A s w e  have seen in chapter one, 

Verne's later n o v e ls  express less op tim ism  in  this respect.

H ow ever fantastic and unlikely  the natural paradise of the m ysterious 

island is, Verne is  careful to establish an "effet de reel" by situating the island  

carefully in historical tim e and geographical space and devoting long passages  

of the novel to th e description o f  the anim al, vegetable and m ineral w ealth  of 

the island: this narrative technique grants nature a very real presence.

The next n ovel w e shall stu d y  is in m any w ays the opposite of L'ile 

mysterieuse  and reflects one particular attitude towards nature of our own  

time, that is environm ental discourse, w h ich  sees the world as a  fragile 

ecosystem  threatened by human exploitation  to the extent that survival of all 

species is in jeopardy.

Immobile dans le courant du fleuve.

In spite o f the obvious differences in the attitude tow ards nature 

expressed in L'ile mysterieuse  and I m m o b i l e ,there are w ays in  w hich  Verne's 

novel is not, in essen ce, radically different from  that of Berger sin ce both 

portray the relationship  between man and nature as an abstract one. In both  

novels the n otion  o f living in  close harm ony w ith  the natural w orld  is far

11 See David Harvey’s  The Condition of Postmodemity. p10
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from  the m inds of the characters, for they are conditioned bv the society to 

w hich  they belong - Verne's colonists to the industrialized w orld  of the 

nineteenth century and Berger's O regon to the late tw entieth century in 

w hich  the natural w orld has been d esp o iled  to the extent that it has more or 

less ceased to exist in the lives of those w ho inhabit it. In both novels the 

charting of space and nam ing of species plays an important role, but the sense  

of tim e is very different, for Berger's novel expresses the idea that time is 

running out for the earth. W e have had our last chance and no 

reconstruction w ill occur after the final catastrophe.

In the study o f the representation o f natural paradise it is useful to bear 

in m ind Luc Ferry's affirm ation that: "La nature est le fait d es hom m es et 

...par consequent, toute eth ique norm ative est en quelque fa^on hum aniste et 

anthropocentriste." 12 Ferry is refuting the notion of an "objective"  

representation of nature and pointing ou t the paradox in A ldo Leopold's 

exhortation to "think lik e  a  m ountain." The representation of nature in the 

novels studied tells us not so  m uch about the state o f the natural world but 

says m uch about the hum an condition in  a particular time and space.

A s w e  saw  in the previous chapter, in  the w ork of Berger there is a 

logical transition from A m erica as paradise to the paradise o f the natural 

w orld , since it is the nature o f A m erica w hich Berger values, rather than its 

culture. He com pensates for the loss o f faith in the land of A m erica by 

turning attention to its natural features. (La pierre et le sagiiaro, L'attrapeur 

d'ombres)

If, as Berger su ggests, Am erica can no longer function in the W estern  

im agination as m ythic space, w e  m ight ask ourselves the question: "Where to

12 Ferry 244.
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now?" It is not possible to go anv farther W est or to discover new space in an 

age in w hich w e  perceive all space to have been conquered and assim ilated  

into the vast g lobal econom ic network, leaving no "outside" to w hich escape 

m ight be possib le. For H vthloday in  Thom as More's Utopia, the island of 

Utopia w as the next step in the exploration o f the N ew  World and thus an 

extension of that w orld . "Utopia w as therefore no more than an extra 

voyage's distance aw ay from the Am erican lands already described w ith  such  

excitem ent b y  every returning m ariner."!3 For several centuries Am erica  

held in the W estern im agination the status o f promised land, a  place where 

utopia m ight be realized. Indeed several attem pts were made to create real life 

utopias. A t the daw n o f a new century it is the opinion of m any that not only  

has America failed  in its promise, but also  the very notion of utopia has 

become obsolete. A n "utopie realis^e" to use Baudrillard's expression cannot 

exist, at least not in "real" space, but w riters such as Baudrillard and Umberto 

Eco w ould  seem  to su ggest that w e live in a society' of sim ulated utopias, of 

w hich D isneyland  is the prime exam ple. 14 This w ould im ply that w e  have 

given up hope o f striving by political m eans to create an ideal society (since 

w e have com e to the end of history, lo st faith in the notion of progress and  

are condem ned to live in an eternal present o f rampant consum erism .) 15 

It is perhaps appropriate at this point to attempt som e  

description of the characteristics of late tw entieth century society, before

13 Kumar, Krishan, U top ian ism  ( Minneapolis: U Minnesota Press, 1991) 49.
14 Umberto Eco in T ra ve ls  in H yperreality  mentions this notion as does Baudrillard in Am&rique. 
Krishan Kumar comments on these texts in From  P ost-in du stria l to P o s t-m o d e m  s o c ie ty .  Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1995.
15 “ A tormenting thought: as of a certain point, history was no longer real. Without noticing It, all 
mankind suddenly left reality’; everything happening since then was supposedly not true; but we 
supposedly didn’t notice. Our task would now be to find that point, and as long as we didn’t have 
it, we would be forced to abide in our present destruction." Elias Cannetti. Epigraph to the 
opening chapter of Baudrillard’s  L'illusion d e l a f i n  11.
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proceeding to a study of Berger's novel, in order to see how Berger's thinking 

coincides w ith  the prevalent im ages and expressions of our age.

One im age w hich comes to m ind is that of the centrifugal society .

Baudrillard has frequent recourse to this m otif w hen describing A m erica and

also W estern societies in general, "qui s'em ploient a accelerer tous Ies corps,

tous les m essages, tous les processus dans tous les sens." 16 The result is a loss

of reference points, a loss of the sense of history and continuity and above all

a  loss of m eaning:

Chaque fait, politique, historique, culturel, est 
dote d'une energie cinetique qu i l'arrache a 
son  propre espace et le propulse dans un hyperespace  
ou il perd tout son sens, puisqu'il n'en reviendra 
jamais. Inutile de recourir a la science-fiction: nous  
avon s d es maintenant, ici e t maintenant, avec notre 
inform atique, nos circuits et nos r^seaux, cet 
accel£rateur de particules qui a definitivem ent brise  
l'orbite referentielle d es choses. 17

Gerard M erm et also uses the im age o f  the centrifuge in Francosopie ,  his 

account of contem porary French society, in the sense that the latter operates 

by excluding "ceux qui ne parviennent pas a se maintenir dans le courant."!8 

Both these w riters evoke a society w h ich  is w ithout a sense o f com m unity, 

w ithout centre. Paradoxically, in  this g lobalized  world m uch attention is 

given to in d iv id u a l performance w h ich  has the unfortunate effect of  

plunging in d iv id u a ls  into a perm anent state of restlessness and  insecurity as 

they strive to achieve arbitrary "goals" or to "compete" as if w e  w ere all 

involved in som e vast, complex and totally  incom prehensible gam e, cast 

adrift into virtual reality, having lost sigh t o f the very concept of "meaning"

16 Ibid. 12.
17 Ibid.
16 Quoted in Baker, Bleuz6 et ai (eds),CollageMc-Graw-Hill, 1996)53.
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or "reference." The stress on individual performance is perhaps the ultim ate  

form of alienation born of capitalism, since, as Baudrillard affirms, it leads to 

"la realisation inconditionnelle de I'etre hum ain com me program m e." 19 

A s the tw entieth century is drawing to a close and the traditional 

utopias or mythic spaces of western cultures are no longer viable, the 

quotation from Frye's "Varieties of Literary Utopias", which served as our  

starting point seem s particularly apt. Frve stresses that, since utopia is a lw ays a 

reflection on the society  to w hich  it stands in  opposition, m odern u top ias  

m ust "derive their form  from a uniform pattern of civilization spread over  

the w h ole  globe" and "be rooted in the body as w ell as in the m ind, in the 

unconscious as w ell as in the conscious, the forests and deserts as w e ll as in  

highw ays and build ings."  (133-4) One such utopia, w hich can exist on ly  

globally , is that of the return to a harmony w ith  nature, which in the later 

decades of the tw entieth  century has taken the form  of environm entalism .

Various counter-cultural m ovem ents have arisen during the  

course of the last few  decades in response to post-industrial capitalism . One 

such  m ovem ent is the eco logy  m ovem ent w h ich  has m anifested itse lf  in  

various forms. In the 1960s this m ovem ent expressed itself in neo-rom antic 

term s as a "search for authenticity" or a "return to nature/grass-roots" in  

response to a grow ing dissatisfaction w ith  an  increasingly technological 

society  m otivated by production and econom ic progress. Michel Tournier's 

Vendredi  belongs to this era. We m ight say that Robinson on his island  

"drops out/7 of capitalist society, dispensing w ith  all w ordly goods and, by the 

end of the novel, ach iev in g  ultim ate harm ony w ith  his environm ent 

through a process akin  to hum an photosynthesis as he absorbs the sun 's

19 L ’illusion 144.
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energy.

The natural paradise created by Yves Berger in his novel Immobile 

dans le courant du fleuve (1994) a lm ost thirty years after Tournier's Vendredi 

is a very different place, indicative o f the evolution o f ecological thinking 

during the last three decades. Berger's novel m oves betw een  the w orld  of  

dream  or illu sion  and that o f contem porary reality'. The references to current 

events - the Swift-Tuttle comet, Tchechnya, the seal hunt, fam ine in Somalia 

- set the novel very definitely in  the 1990s. Indeed n ew s clip p in gs are an 

essential com ponent o f the novel, b u t on  the other hand the story m oves 

into a d ifferent dom ain as w e fo llow  Oregon, the m ain character, and his 

horse A ppaloosa, into a previously  unknow n land. This land is not show n  

on any m aps or survey records. It is  situated, as w e are told in the opening  

lines of the novel, in the northern hem isphere, betw een  the Arctic circle and 

the tropic o f cancer at a latitude of 408 degrees 40' and a longitude of 243 

degrees 60' - very  precise but im possib le coordinates. This juxtaposition of 

precision and im possib ility  is very  m uch a feature o f this novel. This is 

apparent in the descriptions of the m any varieties of flora and fauna whose  

coexistence a ll in  one place is a total im possibility, unless, of course, that space 

happens to b e a  sim ulated space such  as biosphere 2 or a virtual space. 

Throughout the novel, the more precise the descriptions of flora and fauna, 

the more sp ecies  O regon (who sees h im self as com pleting the w ork of 

Linnaeus) catalogues, the more unreal this country seem s to be. The space 

w hich O regon discovers is a blend o f utopia and the lost paradise. It is a 

paradise in that the land he d iscovers is a place of great natural beauty and  

gentle clim ate w h ich  fosters and nurtures an abundance of life forms. M ost 

im portantly it  is, O regon feels, a p lace that has until this m om ent know n no
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human presence: "Ils etaient, la jument le premier equide et lui le premier 

homme a marcher dans le Pays. Les prem iers aussi a decouvrir une memoire 

animale oil les hom m es n'existaient p as.” (35) This passage is reminiscent of 

the experience of Robinson Crusoe on his island: the anim als look upon him  

w ith o u t fear because they have never seen such a creature. This country 

apparently has no dangerous anim als or threat of any kind and, most 

importantly for O regon who is seeking an escape from the inevitability of 

death, time runs m ore slow ly  here than in the world beyond so there is 

alw ays hope that it m ight stop altogether. A ll of these factors suggest a 

Garden of Eden, b u t on  the other hand this is a place in w hich  Oregon aims to 

construct a w hole n ew  society (a possib le utopia), a place w here the ills of both  

the old w orld and the new world can be rectified. This w ill be the 'N ouveau  

N ouveau m onde' since the N ew  W orld has failed to fulfil its utopian  

promise.

A lthough the N ouveau N ou veau  m onde may be utopian, it is not 

strictly correct to refer to it as utopian society, since Oregon is the sole human 

inhabitant (at least until the arrival o f Faustine, an Eve figure w ho w ill bring 

about the dow nfall o f Oregon and his land). It is perhaps the only utopia 

possible in the late twentieth century, a period characterized by the dem ise of 

political m ovem ents and their replacem ent by extreme individualism . We 

live in an age in w hich, as Krishan Kumar says, "psychology, or even  

psychoanalysis, not sociology, is the master passion."20 O regon's country is his 

ow n  individual creation, an environm ental paradise for endangered species.

Both this n ovel and Le Monde apres la pluie,(1997) situate Yves Berger 

w ith in  the realm o f environmental thinking. We m ight say  that, for Berger,

20 Krishan Kumar, Utopia and Anti-Utopia in Modem Times (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987) 421.
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utopia has shifted from the N orth  American continent (Le Fou d'Amerique,  

Les matins du nouveau monde)  to the realm of nature. Before trving to 

situate this novel ( I mmo b i l e )  w ith in  any particular framework or m ode of 

thought w e  need to con sid er the various m anifestations and evolu tion  of the 

ecology m ovem ent over the last few  decades. In the 1960s it w as perhaps still 

thought possib le for hum ans to "return” to nature as it w as thought possib le  

for op pressed  peoples to sh ak e off the remnants o f  colonialism  and achieve  

the state o f "freedom and independence."  These w ere the utopias o f the time. 

In our age of cynicism , of perform ance and ind iv idualism  such ideals no 

longer have currencv. The e c o lo g y  m ovem ent has evolved: one aspect o f it is 

"deep ecology" which is in essen ce  anti-hum anist and prom otes the idea of  

nature as a subject, having in trinsic value and legal rights. Taken to its 

logical conclusion deep eco lo g y  w o u ld  condem n hum an beings as the 

ultim ate ev il and strive for their eradication from the planet. (Such thinking  

has provided a w ealth o f m aterial for science fiction.)

The ecological th inking w ith  w hich  w e live da ily  has little to do w ith  

deep ecology, but m ight rather be classified as "virtual ecology." This kind of 

ecology, because of the p o w er  of capitalism  to recuperate and use for its ow n  

ends, every  counter-cultural m ovem ent, allow s us not only the priv ilege of  

consum ing "green" products, but a lso  that of w itn essing  (the not very  

inspiring spectacle) o f govern m en t leaders from d eveloped  nations gathering  

to d iscuss and argue over th e  acceptable percentage of toxic em issions and  

green h ou se gasses w hich m ig h t be released into the atm osphere. This is the 

kind of behaviour w hich led  D avid  Suzuki to remark recently that: 

"Environm entally speaking, N orth  America is in a car going 100 kilom etres 

an hour heading straight for a brick w all, and everyone is arguing about
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where they w ant to s it .” 21 Baudrillard also expresses the idea that ecologv has 

m oved to the realm  of the virtual : ”11 n'y a rien contre cette regie implacable 

qui veut que le v irtuel produise le reel com m e dechet. A ucune ecologie n'v 

peut rien, aucune ecologie benevole. II faudrait une ecologie m alefique." 22  

Baudrillard su g g e sts  also that our constant talking about the necessity of 

preserving the natural w orld  is on m uch the sam e level as that of human 

rights - w e only  seek  to protect by law that w hich no longer exists. This is 

consistent w ith  Fredric Jameson's affirm ation that "Postm odernism  is what 

you  have w h en  the m odernization process is  com plete and nature is gone for 

good."

In I m m o b i l e  dans le courant du fleuve  Y ves Berger expresses an ironic 

stance tow ards the discourse of virtual ecology, but at the sam e tim e a sincere 

love of the natural w orld. It is evident from  the outset that O regon w ill not 

attempt to liv e  a "natural" existence in this new  and w onderfu l w orld  w hich  

he calls sim p ly  "le Pays". Unlike Tournier's Robinson w h ose contact w ith his 

environm ent is  o f  a very material (physical)nature Oregon's relationship to 

his new found country operates far more on  the level of language than of 

physical contact. There is no in teraction  w ith  the land itself. O regon is a 

creature of the late 20th century: he has acquired the right to th is m arvellous 

place through som e bureaucratic w rangling. For a large sum  o f m oney, he has 

sold  a piece of m eteorite w hich he ow ned  and this enables him  to m ove to 

the Land and to pay a helicopter com pany to fly  in all the su p p lies  he needs 

for building, as w e ll as huge quantities of paintings, books, new spapers and  

the mail. O regon resem bles Teddy of Les grandes marees. Both men, seeking  

a personal paradise, are nevertheless dependant on the ou tsid e w orld  for

21 Equinox 104 April/May 1999 5.
22 L'illusion 116.
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their survival. In O regon's case there is no m ention of food or other basic 

necessities and certainlv the notion of living an austere existence on the land 

is far from his mind, since he is, above all, a collector.

The main purpose o f the Land is to provide a space of conservation for 

endangered species w hich  he hopes to collect, and an opportunity for the 

regeneration of the w orld  by applying to various geographical features of this 

N ew  N ew  World, the nam es of places where tragedies have occured in the 

old and new worlds. There is an obvious analogy here w ith  the nam ing of 

American settlem ents by  pioneers. He w ishes to recreate here the w orld as it 

w as in its pristine state, before the evils of pollution  and the abom inations of 

history:

11 se d isait qu'il allait, la, dans le Pays, prendre une 
revanche qui ne serait pas seu lem ent la sienne, m ais  
celle de la condition hum aine tout enti&re, rachetee, 
recom posee .... revanche qui serait aussi, a egalite, 
celle de la  planete, qu'il rendrait a son integrity, dans le 
tem ps d'avant les fleuves souilles....revanche encore 
pour l'H istoire, deconsid£rde, lourde en crimes et 
forfaits... revanche, enfin, pour le langage, dont il ne 
doutait pas qu'il allait, accordee aux choses, r£gner par 
la grace de ses mots les plus beaux. (30)

In this desire to right all the w rongs of history, Oregon's N ew  N ew  

W orld reminds us very m uch of the castles and m useum s o f w ealthy  

American collectors as described by Umberto Eco in 1975 in Travels in 

hyperreality : 'T he id eo logy  proclaimed by Forest Lawn is the sam e as that of 

the G etty M useum  .... It is the ideology of preservation, in the N ew  W orld, of 

the treasures that the folly  and negligence of the Old World are causing to 

disappear into the void." 23 Oregon has taken it upon him self to be

23 Eco 38.
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responsible for the salvation o f  the w hole p lanet by starting a w hole new  

world, just as the narrator in Le Fou d'Amerique  w ished  to alter the course of 

American history by means o f  narration. In the above quotation the reference 

to the reuniting of language an d  w hat it nam es is reminiscent of several 

passages in the novels of Le C l£zio. Indeed Berger and Le Clezio have much  

in com m on from the perspective of ecology and language. Both authors 

express a  belief in the pow er o f  language and a desire to attain unity o f  

language and world, but also the im possibility o f this desire. O nly in language  

can a m ythic space exist. This is  suggested  by the quotations w hich the author  

chooses as epigraphs for the n o v e l .24

Initially Oregon seem s to  assum e the role of A dam  in the garden of  

Eden, being the sole custod ian  w ith  the pow er to nam e all species. For an  

Adam of the 1990s nam ing con sists of checking in various nature guides, 

identifying plants and an im als and recording their presence. In fact O regon  

sees h im self not really as A dam , but rather as Linnaeus, his task being one of 

classification. He spends long periods of tim e cataloguing the contents o f the 

Land and deciding w hich endangered species m igh t be added to those w hich  

exist there already.

The principal aim  of th is  collection is the overcom ing of time and 

death, the m ain reason for th e  existence of m ythic space in  the human  

im agination. The discovery of the Land stem s from  O regon's sudden  

consciousness of his ow n  inevitab le death: "O regon re^ut la revelation de sa  

mort le jour de ses trente ans."' (75) Stricken by th is idea and totally unable to

24 “Comme si le langage nous venait d ’un pays magique ou ia chose, la pensee, le mot ne fissent 
qu’un.”
(Jean Paulhan, Lettres & Ungaretti.)
“II 6tait un fils de roi qui avait beaucoup de livres... II pouvait s'informer de tout peuple et de tout 
pays, mais ou s e  trouvait le jardin du paradis.. il n'y avait pas un mot l^-dessus.” (Andersen.
Contes merveilleuses et tantastiques.)
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deal w ith the absurdity of the hum an condition, he takes to his bed and lapses 

into a drug-induced torpor. A turning poin t occurs in his life thanks to a 

particularly pow erfu l hallucination w h ich  leads to the creation of 'TO regon  

du dedans", the interior interlocutor w h om  w e have already encountered in 

Les matins du nouveau monde. It is th is second O regon w ho g ives back life 

to the first:

Une fois - le tournant de sa  v ie  de m alade - ses  hallucinations 
l'arracherent k lui, le placerent hors de lui, a cdte de lui, et si 
fort et si ressem blant son  double qu'il le crut lu i et se vit, lui, 
l'autre, la silhouette qui s en  allait em portant sa  mort, dont 
elle  le delivrait. (80)

Oregon b elieves that this double, having thrown aw ay h is death, "comme on  

v id e le seau d'un malade" (81), reintegrated his being and w ill henceforth 

form a part of his person.

Since O regon has vanquished h is o w n  personal death, he hopes to

accom plish that sam e feat on behalf of the planet. N ot on ly  does he w ish  to

m ake the Land an ecological paradise, b y  collecting endangered species from

around the w orld , but he also devotes m uch of his tim e to stu d yin g  the

origins of the universe in order to determ ine the exact point at w hich the

degeneration set in. There is an ob v iou s analogy here w ith  the retelling of

American h istory in  the earlier novels, the same illu sion  that if only the

crucial m om ent can be discovered, then the mistakes can b e rectified and

paradise regained. In Berger's novels the recounting o f a narrative, whether it

be that of Am erica or the planet, leads to  the possibility of reconstruction:

O regon £ut-il eu le  pouvoir de recommencer le m onde (mais 
ou dans le temps et dans l'espace?), il refaisait le socle, ddplissait 
les  roches, changeait de sed im ents de couverture, indurait les 
nouveaux. Alors un autre univers qui sur d es bases solides, 
assurait l'6ternit£ a tout et, peut-etre, a tous. (165)
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LJnlike Verne's co lon ists in their island paradise, O regon's presence, for

m ost of the novel, has no effect w hatsoever on the Land itself, for he is living

a virtual existence, interacting only w ith  language, believing, for instance,

that it is possib le to save a region ravaged by war or natural disaster, sim ply by

giv ing the nam e of the affected region to an area of his Land. Berger's ironical

stance to the w hole question  of conservation is show n in  his description of

Oregon's d ilem m a as he debates the possib ility of rescuing endangered

specim ens o f the human race, decid ing finally that the enterprise is too risky

since it w o u ld  inevitably lead to overpopulation. "Oregon venait de fermer le

Pays a I'immigration." (194)

O regon's faith in the pow er of language to transform the world w ill

prove to be unsustainable. The identification of O regon w ith  the Paiut

prophet, W ovoka, su g g ests  both an adm iration for such  faith in  the pow er of

w ords and the w istful k now ledge that the w ords are indeed powerless to stop

events. In 1890 W ovoka, fly ing  in the face of all evidence, predicted the defeat

of the w hite man, the return of the bison, the renewal o f the prairie and the

resurrection of the A m erindian peoples. "Wovoka, c'^tait lu i Oregon dans un

autre siecle et dans 1'accablement d'une sale Histoire." (169) Oregon feels he

has a greater chance o f success than W ovoka, because of the Land and its

w onderful pow er of regeneration. Unfortunately for O regon, his dream w ill

prove to be just as elusive as that of his predecessor and in the end, his

country, like W ovoka's Am erica, w ill be unable to w ithstand the intrusion of

the outside world:

Dans le p lein  jour a present, il les vit. M ille fois plus 
nombreux que la veille  au soir, ils m ontaient vers le 
Pays, dans le Pays, toute une armee, toute une humanite 
qu'il savait d'asociaux, d e  marginaux, de declasses.... 
tous les m alheureux du  monde enfantfe par l'Ancien
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M onde et qui, un siecle apres qu'ils avaient deferle sur 
le N ouveau , subm ergaient, par d'autres pistes de Santa 
Fe et de I'Oregon, le N ou veau  Nouveau. (219)

Oregon's w onderful m ythic space can on ly be sustained in w ords. By naming 

areas of his land "Washita" or "Tchechnya" he hoped to redress the wrongs 

suffered in these places in the past, but his country is an illusion  which  

crum bles under the w eigh t of real hum an beings seeking refuge. Oregon's 

failure expresses a scepticism  towards m ovem ents such as environm entalism  

w hich seek  to restore the w orld to its pristine state (which m ost probably 

never existed) and also a sadness at the collapse of yet another potential 

paradise.

A lthough  Immobile is similar in many ways to the earlier novels of 

the American trilogy, expressing the sam e preoccupation w ith  time and 

history, it ends on a  m uch more pessim istic tone: Oregon, aware that his Land 

is now lost to him, shoots his beloved A ppaloosa to save her from the 

dreariness of the ou tsid e world and it is suggested that he him self w ill soon 

follow  her. (219- 220) W hereas each of the earlier novels, in spite of the 

failure o f the prom ised land, ended on  a  soaring note of optim ism  (the image 

o f America w ith  its pow er to provide an interior world capable of 

overcom ing tim e and death) Immobile seem s to fade aw ay at the end. Oregon 

is left to "sa vie, sa mort, ses reves". (220) This same pessim ism  is expressed in 

Berger's later novel Le monde apres la pluie.

Le monde apres la pluie.

The novel opens on an apocalyptic scene of total environm ental 

catastrophe. There are no details o f w h en  disaster struck or w hat exactly 

happened. Space and time have been obliterated. All landmarks, all points of
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reference have d isappeared . T he world is covered in grev m ud and bathed in 

a half light. The sun  rem ains in the sam e place in the skv. The lo ss  o f  

temporal and spatial points o f  reference has a drastic effect on  language. 

Meaning has a lso been  obliterated from the w orld . Arcadi, the m ain character 

of the novel says "Je n'ai pas le langage pour dire ce que, avant la catastrophe, 

j'aurais tenu pour in im aginab le...les m ots me m anquent et la syntaxe."  (49) 

H e is reduced to repeating the phrases: "pas possible" and "il s 'e st passd 

quelque chose." W e are never to find out exactly w h at happened, but there is 

m uch d iscussion  in the course of the novel as to w h y  this th ing happened: 

the earth had sim p ly  taken en ou gh  abuse from humans and d ecid ed  to react.

O nly eigh t p eop le rem ain in this total w asteland. First A rcadi is alone 

in this grey w orld . Then com es Aube, sole survivor of her fam ily . These 

nam es evidently su g g e st a return to paradise or at least a new  beginning, but, 

like the representations o f potential paradise in  Berger's other novels, this 

one also w ill fail. The tw o  m o st intriguing characters in the n ovel are the 

Crow Indian, M ocassin  (originally  nam ed Tw o M oons) and a m an w ho  

resem bles Louis A rm strong so  closely that he seem s to be a clone. A m  on my 

w ay, as Arcadi decides to call him, plays an im aginary trum pet and m ops his 

brow  w ith  an im aginary handkerchief. (53) In typical Yves Berger fashion w e  

have m inutely detailed , precise description of these characters w h ose  

existence is totally absurd. T hey can be seen  as simulacra, for b oth  are accurate 

representations of peop le w h o  no longer exist, that is, the dead  trum pet player 

and the authentic A m erindian . A lthough M ocassin, as w e find  ou t in  the 

course of the novel, is a  g en u in e  Crow Indian, his authenticity has been  

buried beneath layers o f sim ulation . A t the tim e o f the catastrophe he w as  

performing w ith  the N e w  W ild  W est Show  dressed  in full cerem onial gear,
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com plete w ith  scalps and d iverse trophies. M ocassin arrives like an

apparition from Arcadi's childhood:

Arcadi se connaissait depuis toujours les Indiens 
en lui, depu is une enfance qui les avait nourris 
de ses reves et a ses reves d'enfant ils avaient 
survecu, puissants, immortels, fortifies par les 
livres, les echanges." (66)

Four other characters join the band of survivors: "les rases", two belligerent 

and physically  repulsive young men, and A nne and M ichel, a brother and his 

blind sister.

In th is total w asteland som e unifying force is required to keep this 

eclectic group  of survivors alive. That force w ill be Arcadi's conviction that 

their sa lvation  lies in the W est. Earlier in the n ovel Arcadi and Aube have 

w itnessed  the fleeing of all species of anim als heading in one particular 

direction. This direction Arcadi assum es to b e  the W est. (26)

The w h ole  journey W est has the q uality  of an hallucination. We are 

frequently reminded of the loss of reference poin ts and w hen Arcadi and  

M ocassin seek  for references in their past lives, the im ages which surface in 

their m inds are all from books or film, never from  lived  experience. 

C onsequently their actions and speech are determ ined b y  w hat w as said and  

done in Dances vrith Wolves or Jeremiah Johnson. Extracts from Christopher 

Colum bus' log  come to Arcadi's mind w hen he needs to bolster his ow n  

confidence and that of his com panions. M ocassin often  strives to resemble an  

Indian from  a Fenimore Cooper novel. Thus text and film  provide reference 

and language in  this em pty w orld . And w h en  M ocassin  has a dream vision  

w hich w ill gu ide and save the starving group, it  is a v isio n  postmodern sty le  

w hich leads the starving group to a canyon, at the bottom  of which are
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American trucks full of canned food, "les cam ions de la liberation et du reve 

americain." (139) Arcadi feels that these could have been parachuted from his 

childhood. (141) 25 Canned goods do seem, after all, an appropriate food 

source (or manna from heaven) in a w orld where nature has been totally 

destroyed.

W hen finally signs of life begin  to show  - first blades of grass, then a

variety of flora and fauna including passenger p igeons - Arcadi is convinced

they are going back in time to the N eolithic Age, the time w h en  all started to

go wrong. (198) A s in Le fou d'Amerique  and Immobile the salvation of the

w orld depends on  finding the m om ent w hen evil began. Arcadi is sure that

the earth can be saved  if only N eolith ic people can be warned of the dangers

of civilization: "N ous allons inflechir son cours [le N eolithique], empecher

I'extinction d es especes et la fin du monde." (216)

N aturally such a quest is bound to fail. The survivors are lost on the

journey. Anne, M ichel, les rases and A m  On m y W ay sim ply  disappear

during the night. A ube dies of a p lague-like illness and M ocassin (whom

Arcadi had w anted  to reinstate in his natural habitat - the neolithic) dies of

the w ound he had sustained at the tim e of the catastrophe. H is remains are

dealt w ith as prescribed in the film  Jeremiah Johnson. (232)

O nly A rcadi remains and w h en  he does fulfil his dream  of finding the

Neolithic people they shoot him w ith  an arrow before he has a chance to

speak. There is, near the end of the novel, an attem pted conversation

between the d yin g  Arcadi and his killer, which expresses both the possibility

to save the w orld  inherent in language and its failure to do so:

Com m e s'ils se com p ren aien t, le v ivan t et le mort 
egalem ent passionnes, com m e s'ils  attendaient que

25 Berger frequently integrates into his novels autobiographical details, many of which, as is the 
ca se  of the American trucks, have the quality of a hallucination.
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les mots se rencontrent et a la fa?on d es silex qu'on  
frotte, fassent jaillir la lum iere , m ais il est trop tot
ou trop tard pour que I'evenem ent se produise. (247-8)

The im age which closes the novel is of a sto ry  told to Arcadi by M ocassin, that

of souls rising to heaven dispersed bv the w in d :

Two M oons lu i avait raconte, u n e fois, a propos 
des ames qu'il pensait avoir v u e s  monter dans 
le ciel bleu, la-bas, loin la-bas, s i  loin, loin  pour 
toujours du  cote de Shoshone, d an s le W yom ing, 
et qu'un coup de vent avait d isp ersees. (248)

This final im age can be seen  as a sum m ary o-f the plot of the novel. The 

survivors m aking their w ay  towards paradise are, like the souls, quietly  

dispersed. This image also encapsulates the author's vision in the novels w e  

have stu d ied  here, all of w hich  represent the quest for an elusive paradise.

The natural paradises portrayed in Immobile and Le monde apres la pluie are 

unattainable in any real sense. Oregon's eco log ica l reserve and Arcadi's 

N eolithic age are sustained by the v ision  o f th e  tw o characters. W hen  

"reality" intrudes upon the vision  in the form  o f m ass im m igration as in 

Immobile, or an hostile arrow as in Le monde, the illusion is shattered and 

the fragm ents dispersed. The paradises portrayed by Berger are personal 

spaces, w hich , unlike the utopia of L'ile mysterieuse,  cannot be reconstructed. 

The deaths of Oregon and Arcadi bring the v is io n  to an end.
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C onclus ion .

W hat em erges from the stu d y  of the novels w e have considered in the 

preceding chapters is a sen se that myth continues to play an important role in 

W estern culture, how ever technologically advanced a society  may be. There 

are places in the W estern w orld  such as the island, the desert, Jerusalem and 

Am erica w hich  are real and m ythical at the same time, that is to say  their 

cultural or spiritual sign ificance transcends their historical, geographical or 

political reality. The continued representation of a physical place in art, 

literature or popular culture transforms it into a space of the im agination  

endow ed w ith  mythical qualities, so that the very nam e of the place, 

"Jerusalem” or "Am erica” for instance, has the pow er to evoke an im age 

w hich m ay be far rem oved from  the com plex reality of the place itself. 

Sim ilarly, through centuries of representation, the hum an im agination has 

endow ed  the natural w orld  w ith  m ythic qualities, transform ing the 

unknow able entities am on gst w hich  w e live into spaces w hich speak to the 

human m ind. It is this m ythical aspect w hich is foregrounded in the spatial 

representations in the w orks w e  have considered in this study.

The novels of both the late nineteenth and late tw entieth  century 

w hich w e  have exam ined portray characters w ho are "m yth-seekers"  

searching for, or d w elling  in, a place w hich lies beyond the boundaries of 

everyday experience and w h ich  often functions in op p osition  to the social 

space w ith in  which the characters normally live. A lthough  m ythic space is, by  

definition, a tim eless dom ain , w here people are freed from  the historical, 

political and social constraints o f lived experience, the representation of such  

spaces cannot free itself from  the historical and cultural background to w hich  

the n ovels  belong. In the n ovels o f both the nineteenth and twentieth
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centuries the representation of anv particular mvthic space sh ow s evidence of 

the influence of the social and political preoccupations o f the era in which the 

novel w as w ritten .

In the nine tee nth-centurv w orks of Verne and Loti, the representation 

of mythic space takes the form of an exotic "elsewhere,” a space far from 

European civilization . Verne's novels are situated in areas outside the known  

world, as in L'lle mysterieuse, or in Am erica, which for Verne lay at the 

boundary betw een  the known and unknow n. These spaces provide the 

terrain for am azing adventures and also ground for the exploration of 

science's w ondrous possibilities. A s w e  have seen, how ever, in Verne's later 

novels, the author evokes the d ystop ian  possibilites inherent in scientific 

achievement. The doubts and fears of fin de siecle sen sib ility  influence spatial 

representation in the later novels. In L'lle ci helice, Les cinq cents millions de 

la Begum and Le Testament d'un excentrique Verne exp resses the notion 

that scientific progress may have created a world w hich threatens to engulf its 

human inhabitants in a system  they cannot control, a w orld  w hich  tends, 

instead, to control them. No space, how ever far rem oved from European 

civilization it m ay be, can escape m odernity, for all the m arvellous places 

portrayed are draw n into the financial w eb  of capitalism . The w orld of natural 

wonders and infinite possibilities portrayed in L'lle mysterieuse  gives w ay to 

a world in w hich  m oney is the prime force.

Sim ilarly Loti's travelogues are an account of his attem pt to find and 

represent a space beyond the confines of European industrialized  society. His 

spiritual quest for Jerusalem is just as much a search for an exotic "elsewhere” 

as are the erotic adventures of his earlier novels. His q u est for a  spiritual 

alternative to m odern life proves to be fruitless for he finds on ly  images of
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death and decay in the desert, and the reality of Jerusalem in no w av  

corresponds to his mental image of the H oly City. In the modern world of the 

late nineteenth century, even Jerusalem  is accessible to the vulgar m asses, for 

the expanding netw ork of transportation system s has brought much of the 

world w ith in  reach. The mythic ap p ea l of these spaces is lost w hen thev can 

no longer be considered as standing apart from the rest of the w orld. Le Desert 

and Jerusalem express Loti's nostalgia for a world which the forces of 

modernity have banished forever.

The spatial representations in  th e  novels of Verne and Loti bear out 

Kern's affirm ation that, at the end o f th e  nineteenth century, the W estern  

perception o f the w orld  w as one of shrinking space and that Imperialism  and 

modernity had m ade the world a m ore hom ogeneous place. The scientific  

discoveries and advances of the n ineteenth  century had g iven  greater 

momentum to the forces of secu larization . The works of Verne and Loti, in 

different w ays, express the sense of th e  resulting disenchantm ent of the 

world. The later w orks of Verne sh ow  a  sceptical attitude towards 

scientifically created utopias, and offer the vision  of a w orld in which there is 

little left to d iscover. Loti's w riting is in fused  w ith  a sense of em ptiness, since 

the world he describes has been reduced  to pure form. The spiritual meaning 

which he seeks has been evacuated from  it. Thus the works of both these 

authors can be seen  as an expression o f  that fin de siecle pessim ism  w hich  

felt the w orld w as falling into decay and  that time and space were near 

exhaustion.

Such disenchantm ent is perh ap s the result of the narrative perspective 

in the w riting o f Loti and Verne. The narrative voice of Le Desert and 

Jerusalem is that o f an observer seek in g  a mythic space w hich is
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geographically Iocatable, a space w hich lies outside the area of W estern  

civilization. Such a q u est is doom ed to failure in the m odern, colonized  

world where W estern civilization  has hegem ony. In the later novels of 

Verne which w e  have exam ined the narrative voice is, in essence, that o f a 

French observer look ing at America, an Am erica which w as once believed  to 

have mythic potential, b u t has failed to live up to its prom ise. In Llie  a helice 

the floating island is portrayed through the ey es  of the four French m usicians, 

w ho are unw illing passengers on the vesse l. Their sceptical g a ze  reveals the 

faults inherent in this technological utopia. The main p erspective in Les cinq 

cents millions de la Begum  is that o f Marcel, the young, in te lligen t A lsatian  

w ho infiltrates Stahlstadt in order to reveal the evils of th is advanced  

technological society. The narrator of Le testament d'un excentrique is 

situated as an observer o f the boardgame w hich  covers the space of the United  

States. In all of these n ovels by Verne the narrator is in a superior position, 

observing the happenings in  a w orld w hich  seem s at first a  p lace o f w onder, 

but then falls prey to hum an failing.

In the novels o f the late tw entieth  century w hich  w e have exam ined, 

the m ythic space loses its geographical defin ition  and becom es m uch more a 

space of the mind. In these novels there is  no quest for a p lace w hich  lies 

outside the boundaries of W estern civ ilization , for the characters accept 

(explicitly or im plicitly) the fact of g lobalization  and realize that W estern  

civilization  is inescapable. There are, how ever, many sim ilarities b etw een  the 

novels of the tw o eras.

The spatial representation in the n ovels of Le C lezio, Poulin , Berger 

and Tournier su ggests that the postm odern era shares m any o f  the 

preoccupations of the late nineteenth century including a sim ilar sense o f fin
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de siecle m alaise. The sense of shrinking space and the degeneration of the 

earth is  even  more acute in the tw entieth centurv than in the nineteenth.

This g iv es  rise to a nostalgia for a more "natural” w av of life which m ight 

counteract the increasingly urbanized existence led bv the majority of 

W estern populations. In the novels w e have exam ined, however, there is 

recognition o f the fact that any return to nature or to an idyllic past is an 

im p ossib ility  since the postm odern, technological w orld  has exerted its 

influence over all available space. Thus the m yth-seekers in the novels o f the 

late tw entieth  century direct their quest aw ay from the exterior world tow ards  

the space o f the imagination.

M yth in  our ow n era has becom e personalized. It is the affair of the 

ind ividual rather than the co llectiv ity . Utopia no longer seem s to be a valid  

concept. The writers w e  have stu d ied  do not attem pt to locate the exotic 

"elsew here” in the real space of the globe, but rather portray mythic space as 

belonging in  the realm of the im agination, w hich has the power to transform  

the w orld  of everyday experience. M ythic space is created out of language in 

order to re-enchant the w orld  and indeed the desire for a mythic space can be 

equated w ith  the desire to g ive new' life to language, w'hich is seen to have  

been degraded . In the novels of Berger, Le Clezio and Poulin the quest for a 

mythic space amounts to a search for meaning and authenticity in a w'orld 

w hich is perceived as being artificial and em pty of m eaning. This same sen se  

of em ptiness and futile activity haunts Baudrillard's description of America. 

Just as Loti sought for spiritual m eaning in his quest for Jerusalem, the 

characters in the novels of Poulin, Berger and Le C lezio are seeking out 

m ythic space in the hope o f bringing meaning to their existence as 

in d iv id u a ls .
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The desire for the mythic elsew here in the late twentieth-century 

novels w e have exam ined suggests a d iscontent with the world of lived  

experience. Most o f the characters in these novels are ill at ease in their 

environment. The novels, as w ell as Baudrillard's essay on America, are in 

large part a critique o f that environment. Tournier's Robinson finds joy in 

existence only after the total destruction of the capitalist economy he had put 

in place on the island- Poulin's Les Gratides Marees can best be read as a 

critique of consum er society of the 1970s. Le C lezio in Desert and Jerusalem  

expresses also the notion that the m odern, industrialized world is an evil 

place in w hich hum ans are forced to live as exiles. A ll of Berger's novels  

express nostalgia for a lost ideal world, m odelled  on pre-Columbian America, 

w hich has been irrevocabty destroyed by  our advanced civilization. 

U nderlying Baudrillard's som etim es p layfu l description of hyperreal Am erica 

is the critique of a utopic society which rejects the poor, a society in w hich  

lonely ind iv iduals circulate in perpetual m otion.

It is possib le to read into these novels a totally pessim istic attitude 

towards the w orld . N ot only is there a strong critique of Western capitalist 

society in all o f them, b ut also m ost of the m ythic spaces constructed in  

opposition to that society appear to be unsustainable if w e consider the 

endings of the novels w hich  express either am biguity or a sense of failure. 

Berger's natural paradises fade out of existence at the end of Immobile and Le 

monde apres la pluie. Similarly Le C lezio's Desert ends w ith the gradual 

disappearance of the evanescent nomad figures. O f all the twentieth-century 

novels w e have exam ined, only in Tournier's Vendredi is the m ythic space 

sustainable. This is  achieved by Robinson's total refusal to live in the time 

and space of his ow n  century. He accedes to a mythic existence by a process of
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dehum anization. C om prom ise w ith  the world o f  his contem poraries w ould  

lead to destruction of the island space.

If, however, these authors seem  to be rejecting the social space which  

they inhabit in search o f an e lu siv e  mvthic "elsew here", it is not m erely out 

of a sense of Romantic nostalgia for som e ideal past, for these authors (w ith  

the exception of Tournier) all recognize and accept the inevitability of the 

m odern (or postm odern) w orld . W e m ight see a ll these authors as being, in 

fact, em inently postm odern in that they construct m ythic spaces from the 

very fabric of contem porary society . Berger's A m erica is carefully constructed  

from textual fragm ents. The notion  of resem blance to the "real thing" is 

irrelevant in the m ind of the narrator, since the im portance of this m ythic 

A m erica lies in its p ow er over the im agination. S im ilarly  the natural 

paradises of Immobile dans le courant du fleuve  and Le monde apres la pluie 

are not im itations of the garden of Eden, but co llages m ade from text and 

film . They are creations o f the ind ividual mind. It is  strongly suggested  in 

Immobile that O regon's ecological paradise is an  hallucination. The neolithic 

w orld  to which the band of survivors is heading in  Le monde apres la pluie is 

a creation of the im agination. It is represented m ore as a v ision  than a real 

place and it is clear in  the text that this vision is form ed from fragments of 

reading and film w hich  Arcadi remembers from th e tim e before the great 

disaster. In Poulin's Volkswagen Blues the m yth o f  Am erica is also built from  

fragm ents. Extracts from books, tourist sites and m u seu m  reconstructions 

contribute to the form ation of this myth. S im ilarly in Les Grandes Marees 

Teddy's island existence is filled w ith  tire objects o f  consum er society* and is in 

fact inextricably linked to that society  being ow n ed  and controlled by "le 

patron."
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A lthough  Le Clezio d o es  not use the material o f the postm odern w orld  

in the sam e w ay as Poulin or Berger, his work resem bles theirs in that the 

mvthic spaces he creates have importance in the n ovels  as individual v ision s  

rather than geographical spaces. The desert and Jerusalem  are represented, 

not as spatial entities, but rather as shim m ering v is io n s  w hich  appear to Lalla 

and Esther in fragmented form. These fragments o f history, that of the desert 

nom ads or of the Jewish peop le, have the power to enrich the lives of those 

oppressed by the modern w orld .

E ven if the mythic spaces represented in these twentieth-century 

novels prove to be fleeting and unsustainable in the face of contemporary 

society, their existence is nevertheless testim ony to the pow er of the 

im agination and of language. In all these novels the representation of m ythic 

space is an attem pt to re-enchant the world through the use of language. Le 

Clezio's poetic imagery, Berger's lyrical prose, Poulin 's delicately understated 

m usings and Tournier's pow erfu l w riting express the notion that m vthic 

space continues to exist in language. Even if our m aterialistic, technological 

society has succeeded in d estroyin g  our sense of w onder at the physical w orld, 

language still has the pow er to evoke in the hum an im agination a sense of 

mythic space.
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