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Chapter

French Literature

Post-Realism and Anti-Realism

Sabine van Wesemael




Introduction
There are two types of modern writers: those who respect the conventions of

the realistic novel and those who are opposed to them, having to a greater or
lesser degree departed from the ambition to represent the non-literary reality.
This is what the French postmodernist Alain Robbe-Grillet argues in a metafic-
tional comment in his novel Le Miroir qui revient (1984). Modernists such as
Proust and Larbaud wanted to express an intermittent, inner reality. Breton
set out to understand surreality. Perec followed strict, mathematical rules while
writing his experimental texts which his readers could reconstruct only with dif
ficulty. Alain Robbe-Grillet wrote fragmented novels which seemed to deny
any link with the non-literary reality: ‘Un roman ne renvoie qu’'a lui-méme,” he
said in his theoretical text Pour un nouvea roman. And authors such as Jean-
Philippe Toussaint and Jean Echenoz, both from Minuit (the publishing house
that became the hallmark for a formalist kind of prose), more recently chose
to approach reality in a minimalistic way. In their novels, the characters hardly
develop, reflections in a psychologizing manner are not to be found, the plots
have not been arranged in a causal order, both authors display an aversion to
realistic descriptions. Novels such as Je men vais and La Salle de bain express
a postmodern view to humankind and society where alienation and ontologi-
cal doubts are the central points.*

In addition to these anti-realistic movements, twentieth-century French
literature has always known a more traditional tendency, too. For instance, one
could think of authors such as Marguerite Yourcenar and Michel Tournier who,
for good reason, are often referred to as ‘classiques modernes’.

Postmodernism in France

Postmodernism was a dominant movement in France in the 1960s and 19708,
ors such as Robbe-Grillet, Sarraute, Duras, Simon and Butor

featuring auth
who published theoretical writings that put forward their poetic ambition

such as Pour un nouveau roman by Robbe-Grillet and Lére du soupgon b
Nathalie Sarraute. The movement found theoretical support in structuralist
such as Genette. The often-quoted remark of Robbe-Grillet of “un roman n
renvoie qu'a lui-méme” clearly expresses the fact that these nouveausx romancie
were not sympathetic to the non-literary reality, and harboured no wish to €
press any commitment, considering the literary text a closed entity withi
which any form of traditional realism had to be undermined: no clear chara
ter drawing (Robbe-Grillet was even of the opinion that the personage itse
had to disappear from the novel), no reflections in a psychologizing manne
special focus on the object that in the action often takes the place of the
sonage (here, the French will speak of ‘chosification’), no chronological, caus
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Simon and Le Miroir qui revient by Alain Robbe-Grillet are a few striking ex-
dern authors are opposed to the hermetic na-

amples. Furthermore, many mo
ture of many post-modern texts, and display an ambition to describe a
non-literary reality. Annie Ernaux, Virginie Despentes, Marie Darrieussecq,

Frangois Bon, Michel Houellebecq and Frédéric Beigbeder each in their own
way try to make comments on contemporary society. However, not only the
individual views on humankind and society are back at centre stage, history,
too, is again the subject matter of literature. Over the last two decades nu-
merous novels have been written about the First and Second World Wars, rang-
ing from Jean Rouaud’s Les Champs Jhonneur to Philippe Claudel's Les Ames
grises and from Patrick Modiano’s Dora Bruder to Lydie galavaire’'s La Com-
pagnie des spectres. Still, Viart and Blanckeman are right in admitting that at
the moment it is not a matter of slavishly imitating nineteenth-century con-
ventions, and that all disruptive, modernist, twentieth-century tendencies did

leave the contemporary French novel with deep marks:

e is not characterized by restoring tradition. The

du sujet’ and ‘retout du récit’ give a distorted view of
‘' as the large quantity of autofictitious texis
the ‘story’ is quite in vOGUe again.

Contemporary literat
indications of ‘retout
what is really going o The
demonstrates, 1 surely back at the centre,
This is not to say, however, that authors reapply traditional literary forms.
A more correct claim would be to say that ‘sujet’ and ‘récit’ (but ‘réel’,
‘Histoire’, ‘engagement critique’, Tyrisme’... as well) have a compelling
presence again, but will, at the same time, be problematized, frequently still

raising insoluble problems.*

The contemporary French novel is often rather a hybrid form, converging re
s could Le Miroir qui revient (1985)

alism and postmodernism. Not by any mean
and DAmant (1984) be considered traditional autobiographies. They may b
specified as ‘nouvelles autobiographies’, as the ‘nouveau roman’ strategies that
undermine realism still affect them. To be sure, the novel Les Ames grises D
Philippe Claudel, dealing with the brutal murder of a fittle girl at the time of
the First World War, is punctuated with realistic descriptions of setting and
character, yet the novel is permeated by postmodern characteristics, t0O. The
very title of Les Ames grises alone indicates that reality is not
can it immediately be known — but multi-interpretable and doubtful insteac
ultimately, the murder will not be solved. Jean Rouaud’s description of the Fi
World War in Les Champs d’honneur, 00, s markedly impressionistic, diffes
ing strongly from the realistic descriptions in the patriotic novels written &
the time of the Grande Guerre of which Le Feu by Barbusse and Le Croix des ho

ost-Realism and Anti-Realism
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Erench Litera :lurﬁ Anti-Realism: Late Postmodernism in
French lit i
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e e oo hand iterature thgt were prevalent in its literary tradition:
cmerges therefore is a b ]\;e%rsus experiment (postmodern) on the other. Wha’;
this section. 1 wil g. ybrid novel, which will be illustrated by three cases in
Claudel) whose novel iscuss two contemporary authors (Houellebecq and
w0 an author who clais ;XPEGS; this hybrid postrealism. They will be compared
covm of realism. Alain ; gb old .to postmodern principles, repudiating an
enced by th ’ Y e-erllet, but whose work is undoubtedly i Y

y the turn to the narrative as well. y influ

Michel Houellebecq

Michel Houellebecq i i
q is quite averse to the e i
ostmodern li . xperiments of form and s
*I[)h' ot ‘hteratl%re. In Interventions, a collection of essays, h i e of
is, in his view, objectionable formalism: ys, he writes about

There i ; Lo
Wheneviiofmethlp?g f“d in this spectacle. I myself will alway? feel anxious
e o see the riot of techniques that any ‘Minuit-formalist’ will put to
iy mi Vli’;‘;; :ejjfgl ;esult.hSo as to put fresh heart into myself, I would often
: chopenhauer’s statement: “Th ot
virtuall ) o : e first rule, indeed by it
y a sufficient condition for good style, is to have something to sa);,, Sself

Viartand Blan i
his persona e_>c]1)<en-la1n assign Houellebecq to the ‘hyperréalistes’ because, lik
e o (;gde anie .I considering himself a modern Balzac, he aims to’p1 N
‘ rn society with comment 7 ro-
style with a nin s, sure enough choosing a form a
strates that not :Itjemh'centul’y touch. With iron logic Houellelg)ecq demorf:
_ plete control of thy Zu‘f economy but our emotional lives, too, are under cotn
% e deterministic market fc . )
physically un i orces of demand and suppl
success inth ;ttmcme narrator of Extension du domaine de la lutteﬁz'l?;ﬁe
; omen, losing himself in an ultra-nihilistic view on humankince1

nd society as % wear w y e
ty as a result. Over forty and starting to wear woollen pyjamas in bed
ta

Isabelle, in L ibilité d’une i
i al::d) aispt(::éb;l;t? d gm;a) ile (2;)0 5, English translation 2005: The Possibility
in by Danielr for the much .
younger and sexually more
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The opening passage of Les Particules démentaires, describing Bruno's
and Michel's childhoods, could very well be read as a contemporary application
of determinism, known from Zola's ‘roman expérimental’.6 For lack of his
mother’s love, Michel is driven to science whereas Bruno is bound all his life
to try and compensate for this lack of affection by compulsive gexual conquests.
Houellebecq's characters will be realistically drawn, the course of action is
often linear, his novels are permeated by reflections on contemporary society,
his style being ordinary and accessible; it is rare for him to employ rhetorical

figures. The scenario-writer Danielr who, as has been mentioned before, con-
giders himself a ‘commentateur

social and idolizes Balzac, is noticing at the
same time that he 18 having difficulty with identifying

himself with his char-
acters, as nowadays there is no place for conquerors of the world who are com-
pletely driven by their ambition to

bend reality to their will. Like Danielr, the
writer Michel Houellebecq maintains a love-hate relationship with realistic au-
thors such as Balzac; he does use realistic conventions of the novel, yet he will
also ridicule them, the breach with postmodemism being much less radical
than might be thought on cursory reading. The Freudian causality the narra-
tor of Les Particules démentaires finds between the early childhood experiences
of Bruno and Michel and their future emotional developments is so simplis-
tic that it eventually fails to enhance the realistic value of the text. What are

the postmodern characteritics of Houellebecq's novels?
Firstly, there is the loss of identity. Like many postmodern writers,

Houellebecq will opt for average anti-heroes, nihilistic incarnations of man,

who have been completely alienated from themselves and their surroundings
,in Plateforme can be found

and thus suffer from a lack of identity. For instance
numerous passages thatare critical of contemporary individualism, and where,
thenticity of modern humankind will emerge.

on the contrary, the lack of au
d live together with Valérie, it comes t0 him,

When Michel decides to go an
while moving house, that he has no personal attachment to any of the items,

and he is losing himself in the following shocking reasoning:

Nor did I have any photos of myself: I had no memory of what I might ho k
been like when 1 was fifteen, or twenty o thirty. I didn't really have any
personal papers: My identity could be contained in a couple of files which

would easily fit into @ standard-size cardboard folder. It is wrong 10 pretend

that human beings are unique, that they carry within them an

irreplaceable individuality; as far as 1 was concerned, at any 1@
not distinguish any ace of such an individuality. As often as nob, itis
to wear yourself out trying to distinguish individual destinies and

personalities. When all’s said and done, the idea of the uniqueness of the

te, | could
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individual i / -
o S;f(f pls nothing more than pompous absurdity. We remember our own
, enauer wrote somewhere, a little b
; , ) etter than a novel
read. That’s about right: a little, no more. e onee

Eﬁiﬁiﬁiiﬁiﬂeﬁql illustrate the theories of the much-praised French
and Les Temps hy, 6rr§c1>iz Hles .LlpovetSky as he explained them in Lere du vide
integration ofjdzolo ! 6rines.dL1povetsky holds that, as a consequence of the dis-
has been left quite tg 'Cta " mo?al frames of reference, modern humankind
entable narcisciism HIOS OEVT) devices and is in danger of losing itself in lam-
and continues to showl’i}el e eC.q'ha‘s adopted this criticism on individualism
orary man. This idea of at unicity is not the main characteristic of contem-
P ronk way in his lte ? a solulless hu.m,a,nkind is developed in the most con-
figures are leadin Vir’:u rllove 1 POSSlblh.té d'une fle, where cloned, robot-like
Daielas Commi " 2 dand deta‘ched existences with all their consequences.
guarded compound in :)ild N ? nd his successor Danielas decides to leave the
S o without er to go and seek for the human emotions he has had
amplel,v{citynaosglsstr:fogeii nove} will focus on this erosion of the ‘1’.3 For ex-
D ithout any de t(;} e-Grllle.t, Where dummy-like figures are roaming
cently, the texts o}ff thep a’fliﬂl 1?§1ng given to their inner selves or, more re-
o Delvlle. Like Tou so-ca ed ‘impassibles’ such as Toussaint, Oster, Gailly
a feeling of moral aizamt Houellebecq writes about people who suffer under
Jware of the meaningl emotional poverty, about marginal figures painfully
domaine de lo lutte s§ es:;leSS Ofth-elr e)flstence& The narrator of Extension du
left to him, and the m}:in ci[azrés kll.flg cigarettes is Fhe only form of freedom
1f 1 the bathroom 50 25 o 65¢ ae;:;eii s/alle de bain of Toussaint shuts him-
Chiatrizi;si;i?;2§?§ o:; the ‘T’ results in personages weighed down by psy-
irid Brone i1 the 1.3art' e l ep,rle/ssed n'arrator of Extension du domaine de la lutte
¢linic, and Danielr, to “;: es dlémentaires both find themselves in a psychiatric
hrer zoms ot o }11 Hi), Has a 1clomp]ete nervous breakdown when the young Es-
confusion in his char . t oue ebecq chooses to give expression to the mental
not go as far as RObbac ér§1]1n the form and style of his novels, though he does
ot Lallncioations Ezl;hrlfet whose La Rfﬁprise is a chaotic sequence of psy-
Vichel's view of the fm e %nal arg}lment ?n Les Particules élémentaires, where
ium by many a reader; tl]:lfe 1.Shf'3>%p1‘amed, WI.H be considered an alarming delir-
oA  the nihilistic and misogynistic thoughts of the narrator

v domaine de la lutte result from his depressed disposition and will

be brushed asi
- - SSl y?\(/iﬁiildf b)lf many people as too morbid; and neither will people take
el's plan (Plateforme) to open posh brothels throughout the world
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where the sexually frustrated Westerner could have his every whim fulfilled.”
Characters in Houellebecq, but not Robbe-Grillet, are identifiable up to a cetr-
tain point, but they are also marked by depersonalization and the neurotic
symptoms that go with it, making them, after all, less realistic than one initially

tends to think.
This loss of identity also results in the tendency for Houellebecq's per-

ty. They play a role in their own fiction. Though
Houellebecq would certainly not deny the referential function of language com-
he seems in part to subscribe to the postmodern conviction that a
breach has occurred between language and reality. Many of his personages are
slaves to their own construction. Michel (Plateforme) can see the Thai exotic
reality only through the eyes of hotel brochures and travel guides, Daniel24
and Daniel2s have to submit themselves meekly to the directions of the Sceur
Supréme, and Extension du domaine de la lutte is a long-winded treatise on the
disastrous consequences of the soulless telematica revolution for modern hu-
mankind. One of the narrator’s colleagues, Jean-Yves Fréhaut, thinks himself

to be merely a leading figure in this revolution:

sonages to lose touch with reali

pletely,

quently learn, was functional in the extreme.
n the 15th arrondissement. The heating was
eep there, since he was in

His own life, as I would subse
He was living in a studio flat i
included in the rent. He barely did more than sl
fact working a lot — and often, outside of working time, he was reading

Micro-Systemes. The famous degrees of freedom consisted, as far as he was

concerned, in choosing his dinner by Minitel.”

A second postmodern aspect of Houellebecq's novels is the conviction that hu-
mankind is caught in linguistic structures. The consequence is that, like many
postmodern novels, Houellebecq's work is distinctly eclectic and intertextual.
Plateforme abounds in quotations from travel guides such as Le Guide du
Routard and the Guide Michelin; Extension du domaine de la lutte is permeated
with the jargon as used in the IT sector; and both Les Particules élémentaires
and La Possibilité d'une ile are heavily relying on physical science theories such
as the quantum mechanics of Bohr and Heisenberg as well as on eugenetic
laws. Houellebecq opts for this pastiche approach to demonstrate that con-
temporary humankind has become alienated from itself and its surroundings,
being just a slave to its own structure, that is to say to the thought patterns en-
forced on it from the inside and outside. Besides, it seems almost impossible
for him as an author to evade this theme altogether, as another main charac
teristic in his novels is that they will rely on strategl
from popular genres such as travel books, utopias an
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ies and techniques derived
d sci-fi stories. Like many

i):rsi’;rlr;sc;;? authtl)rs, Houe.llebecq, too,.undermines the dividing line between
u popular arts with great satisfaction. For instance, Jean Echenoz
Zmli)l'tlons are t? undermine the traditional conventions of the 7serious novel bS
biesl\;ni parrazved techniques from Popular genres such as detective novels),]
g ’p ies and adventure novels. His novel Ravel, describing the French com-
poser’s last .ten years of his life, is also distinctly eclectic because Echenoz i
amply <‘irawmg from existing biographies, not shrinking from occasionall .
Producmg whole text fragments verbatim. So rather than a novel in th ty fie
t1ona}1 meaning of the word, Ravel is a ‘biofiction’, that is to say a t te hra s
contmuou:sly alternating between historical facts and fiction.” reie s
. f}(l)r 1nstaqce, the protago?ist of Lq Salle de bains by Toussaint, like the
: araéter in Houellebecq's Extension du domaine de la lutte, consid
h1.msel.f a minor actor who created a role for himself because it fits i,n v erﬁ
;v;;ilé}ens‘ dsitja‘csgy of survival: he is trying to put in practice Pascal’s thierzgﬁh
, ertissement’. But where Toussaint’ G i
lethargic sleep in the bath, Houellebecq's ailzlr}l{tosl)lfs-réfi?ligz {(‘1jl OtjrejsOf'fllln;o .
an ult}ra-violent response to their sense of alienation. The w?ll oV Wlt ; (;lw
.m?rl? in order to feel alive after all. Transgression is in facty a main e]];S octen
;stlil in ;—Ioue;lﬁbecq’s novels and may well explain the reason why thceyagjlizzz
uch a tuss. The narrator in Extension du domai
iche lévely legs of the disco dancers with an e:::,lz;:iie}fz fgiiizz a}ﬁzsct;) ChOP'Off
;ﬁlm{i}flo:;une Tisserand to murder a young black man whosis quiterrsllljj?;;)sn
wi e same girls. Michel in Les ' g res in Lo
Possibilité d’une tle proclaim the end o? ?}:chf;nilflnzj:«im;fda;ﬁcia\ia'nt ;Ill .
j\'?])ir:;ee would like t(;) ax;;nge his father’s death by killing a, number OE l\/ll?lslirczse -
Violence seems to be the alternative for depersonalization. Still, this a ion
is not aimed only at the other. Many of Houellebecq’ s will ptiate
t];emse'lves because self-mutﬂatior? makes them ;gei f}i:ts ft)}rlljf :ii:;ﬂlAI:?zf\t:
; i ::El 1:;1 my book, Mzch?l Houellel?ecq. Le plaisir du texte, almost all dreams in
e vels ex};l)res.s castration fantasies. Bruno indulges in fantasies about being
o n;p;go‘; ta;t ul; bsilsaﬁlﬁi};c:lgge;n g;llaughtfefrhouse, his half-brother Michel
' ‘ with cut-off genitals, and the narrator in Ex-
tension du domaine de la lutte, when waking tp in the morning and see'or e
g?fsg;zzz{s;;t:ggson his bedsid.e .table, can hardly resist thegtemptatilcr)f :op:i
o, ag;e i.n élarz enovllcghl, %t is particularly in the field of sexuality that the
D sonages are In dar f(l;er 0 tla king up bad ways. All of them feel drawn to sex-
s that o theilj, e mark, some to neujtrallze their fear of the opposite sex,
2 de};a o qncontr.ollable sexual impulses. The narrator of Extension
\ : e is a misogynous masturbator who vomits when h
sees a girl, because in th nsuch
n this world of market and combat, only ugly women such

1 .
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‘God has not, in truth, been too kind to her') are re-
Les Particules élémentaires) has been living chaste ever
im. On the other hand, his half-brother Bruno,

Michel (Plateforme) and Danielr maintain pornographic views on the opposite
sex, sexuality being to them the only source of comfort in their otherwise pa-
thetic existence. Bruno has wild nights with the accommodating Christiane;
and while promoting sex tourism, Michel and Valérie are only too happy to be
indulged by the chambermaids whom they engaged on behalf of their cus-
tomers; and Danielr feels most attracted to the young Esther as she devotes
herself with conviction to her exclusive sexual services, her inspiration being
the performances by porno stars. While playing a role, she, too, likes to imitate

the behaviour of others:

as Catherine Lechardoy (
sponsive to him. Michel (
since Annabelle cheated on h

' she said; then she knelt down to suck me off. She had a very
ms — it was immediately

kly in films, of throwing
h you in action.

‘Don’t worty...
honed technique, doubtless inspired by porn fil

obvious for she had that gesture, which you learn quic
back her hair to allow the boy, for want of a camerd, to watc
Since their beginnings, fellatio has always been the jewel in the crown of porn
films, the only thing that can serve 4s o useful model for young gitls [...]."

la lutte excepted, the novels by Houellebecq are punc-
t leave nothing to the imagination, ex-
ty. Though Houellebecq’s figures do
brevity of physical love,
e end give them

Extension du domaine de
tuated with lovemaking scenes tha
pressing the pornofication of our socie

find again a sense of symbiosis and oneness in the
still the pornographic sexuality they often take to will not in th
of Les Particules élémentaires, the profligate Bruno

any satisfaction. At the end
linic where he is chemically vasectomized, and Daniels
one and that she fails to

goes into a psychiatric ¢
regrets the fact that Esther is driven by sexual desire al
attach any significance at all to love; she leaves Danielr for a younger lover.
tion sacrée’ to Bataille that is to deliver
nd judges it negatively. He shows that by now

Whereas transgression is an ‘opéra
mankind, Houellebecq in the e
d that on this score, t0o, contemporary hu-
will give a brief

all taboos have been broken an

mankind is left empty-handed: the act of overstepping the limit

moment of pleasure, yet in the long run it will only feed precisely those feel:

ings of depression and disappointment which it had sought to compensate.
The criticism of modern consumet society is one of the main differences

between Houellebecq and his postmodern'predecessors. The author voices Ly-

nner void is easily accounted for due to
f reference. Robbe-Grillet does not

otard’s conviction that modern man’s i
today’s absence of any ideological frame 0
his opinion about contemporary society; hisisa

have the ambition to yoice
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ing general about the fate of humanki i
) ankind, but his trad i
unmasking lofty, social ideals. I i : S
g . In Plateforme, Michel pokes fi i
w of . , pokes fun at communism
I Ln h; let's, h1ms/e1,f be indulged by the chambermaid in a luxury hotel in Cuba;
. es1 dartwules élémentaires the high ideals of the May ‘68 movement ,
" ‘ ' . are
i ]13cu edin t;li/l ﬁg}lllrle of Janine Ceccaldi, the unconventional, egocentric mother
runo and Michel, La Possibilité d’une ile bei ,
: , ile being a prolonged sati
vation doctrine of various religi icti A
igious convictions. Even elohimi i
to realize immortality b i . et o the oo
y cloning humans, fails to bri li
to realize ns, ring relief as the soulless,
Danielzsnéz(zfdzlofes enld 1}11p deeply unhappy: Daniel24 commits suicide, and
s to break the genetic chain and sets i 7
: : out on a tough hike straigh
across Spain only to immerse himselfi . e
self'in one of those pool i
mer Lanzarote. Whereas the e o o
. personages of Houellebec i
ward ideas critical of society, i oo
, the engagement remain implici
' s a more implicit el
in the postmodern novel. As its title indi e do o bt
. As its title indicates, Extension du domai
is about the excesses of our ’ e i o
modern consumer society, italizi
- ‘ ety, about capitaliz
our emotional lives and the i . ling
pornofication of contem i i
our e 2 porary society resultin
o it, Plat@formed ridicules Islam, the Western perception of sexuality being deg
as poor and without any sincere em ' alf
. athy; Michel f
brothers in Les Partic 2 ' e i O eatee ot
ules élémentaires, felt like i i
. . . erem ) e inventing an alternative for o
soc1etyst}.11:i1t, to his mind, is directionless and close to ruin etcetera "
o ttld é—lo;ellebicq cannot be said to be bringing the ‘roman engagé’ as
: oted by Sartre back to life; rather, like i
note . ; , like in many postmodern novels, th
possibility of social engangement i lebecs
ss is brought up for discussion. H ’
criticism on the capitalist consu i ol
: mer society and the May '68 ideal
ish, whereas his diatribe agai e
, against Islam and his disillusi
sioned analyses of th
consequences of the sexual revoluti iti fon among
ion caused critics to classify hi
the ‘nouveaux réactionnaires’ B
nnaires’.™ As has been remarked, hi i
e fouveaux 1eac : ‘ ked, his personages will
guous social commitment, but end i
selves, like many i st dloeal vt
, postmodern novels, in a nihilistic i i
Houdlebecn one , ilistic ideological vacuum.
s do make use of the strategi i
! . ies of the Uto
is:along discussion on H ’ ; A
uxley’s Brave New World in Les Parti 2 J
reong : ‘ & es Particules élémentaires
A (t1 fotr nf)thmg), .at the same time ridiculing any utopian wish; rather,
myth Wheys ;pi;s. F];)rlmstance, Lanzarote is a parodic rewriting of the Graii
! re Rudi, a Belgian policeman seeki i
e . . ng rescue from his oppressive ex-
L élé, n]loms a sect preaching the raping of small children, and in Les Partic-
fmstmﬁoentﬁm;s, the chaste academic Michel is sublimating his sexual
s o )
y designing a new human characterized by his immense sexual
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potency: the surface of his skin is covered with Krause-bodies creating un-
beatable erotic experiences.

Houellebecq makes his anti-heroes dream about a better life and a hap-
pier humankind, but he will never make their wishes a reality; indeed, the
clash between high ideals and the disillusioning reality will irrevocably lead to
the tendency to destroy themselves and the other. Annabelle, Christiane, Tis-
serand and Daniel24 take their own lives, Michel and the narrator of Extension
du domaine de la lutie decide to disappear without a trace, the sensual Valérie
is killed in a bomb attack by Muslim extremists who took offence at the luxury
brothels she and her compagnon Michel opened all over the world, and the
narrator of Lanzarote feels more depressed than ever following his stay on the
volcanic isle that bears the promise of regeneration by the primeval elements.
Houellebecq makes use of A1l standard satirical devices to bring home to the
reader that his ideas of social criticism are not meant to be taken too seriously:
he is putting them into the mouths of failures, ridiculous individuals who are
treated by the author with a good deal of irony and sarcasm, the stories of their
lives all the time taking the edge off the meaning of the message. Bruno and
Daniel: feel happy only when they know themselves Joved by the sexually un-
conventional Christiane and Esther, and, as a result, their fates show that the
sexual revolution brought about many good things, too.

Daniel distinguishes three types of artists in La Possibilité d'une ile: the
revolutionary, who thinks his art would get the masses going; the ‘decoratot’
who withdraws into his ivory tower, not caring about the world around himy;
and the humorist who has no wish to change the world either, but wants to
make it an acceptable place by transforming the violence required for any rev-
olutionary act into a laugh. Danielr’s and his friend Vincent’s careers unerr-
ingly illustrate Houellebecq's position in the debate on the fundamental
assignment facing the artist. Vincent starts his career as a committed artist
but soon has to acknowledge that his serious art fails to mobilize the public;
abandoning his revolutionary ideals, he retires to his basement. On the other
hand, the scenarios of Danielr express a provocatively moral and ideologically
ironic relativism so characteristic of the writings of Houellebecq himself and
the much more formalist ‘nouveau nouveat romar’. For instance, think of the
hilarious way in which Toussaint, in La Téévision, makes his main character go
through the various stages of detoxification after he decided to stop watching
TV. In his book Crépuscules, Lipovetsky argues that in our current Western so
ciety, all higher values in fact become parodic: ‘Postmodern unbelief, the neo
nihilism that is taking shape is atheistic nor moralistic, from now on itwillb
humoristic.”® Danielt comments on the success of his latest show bizarrel
entitled ‘Forward Snowy! Onwards to Aden’, as follows:
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IILZ)HL t:e ;utset, I got on to the subject of the conflict in the Middle East —
mal; a ha‘lready brought me a _few significant media successes — in a
iy ner wk ich, wro'te the Le Monde journalist, was ‘singularly abrasive’
T € ﬁrszl s‘ etch, entitled “The Battle of the Tiny Ones’, portrayed Arabs -
Sz;::nze ! ‘Allal’s ve.rm.m’ — Jews — described as ‘circumcised fleas’ - and even
o Z ueta;t;wse Chnstm;:s, afflicted with the pleasing sobriquet ‘Crabs from
nt of Mary’. In short, as the critic for Le Poi '
rort, t noted, the religi
the Book were ‘played off agai i , S
gainst each other’ — in this sketch
- . ' ch at least; the rest
Z{e ;;ZSZ (;Zcrlu'did a ;cr;ammgly funny playlet entitled ‘The Palestinians
s’, into which I slipped a variety of burles '
: ! ‘ que and salacious
erl:;lo;ihal?out sticks of dynamite that female militants of Hezbollah put
nd their waists in order to make mashed Jew. '
. I then widened this to an
att;zc,k on a‘ll forms' of rebellion, of nationalist and revolutionary struggle
f; in reality against political action itself. Of course, I was developing 7
der(llughm;;t the show a vein of right-wing anarchy, along the lines of ‘one
“ ad, combatant means one less cunt able to fight, which from Céline to
udiard, had already contributed to the finest hours of French comedy [...].7

,Ih . . . - . 5
g
’ g
/l 7 ]] ] ’ eyl . . ] L] ¢ "

fact t i

o Blllli[) ;ce);ts by most prominent French postmodernists such as Robbe-Gril-
fre,quent ;ls er?uti, Purals and Simon certainly could not be characterized by

of satiric stylistic devices such as i
e ' irony and sarcasm; on the con-
grarztegii atreH genirally not particularly humorous. Nor should it be taken for
at Houellebecq would distance himself

Hned . imself from the books that every so
e r;hurgloln.)us pov@s indeed, by minimalist authors such as Echerr}lfoz
] or Delville; in his frame of reference, they play no role atall. So rather’
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ature, Houellebecq’s criticism

i n aversion to ostmodern liter
e o o y break with the postmodern

of the ironic relativism shows a wish to radically

. . . -
tality so clearly described by LipovetsKy. . . |
o aEl\Zn acting }iln an aesthetic manner will fail to offer any rescue. Michel -

(Plateforme) is convinced that his novel about his love for Valérie will not keep -

him from oblivion, Danielr harbours deep doubts about whether his cloned de-

i jon du
scendants will be interested in his life story, and the narrator of Extension d

. e 11
domaine de la lutte does not consider art to have any purifying influence ata

If I don't write about what I've seen, I wil'l swfer just‘the same —bm./f e
perhaps a little more so. But only a bit, I insist on this. Wrzand ri ngr e
relief. It retraces, it delimits. It lends a touch of coherence,ht ; i i:d o
of realism. One stumbles around in a cruel fog, but ‘there is the oh Z f .
Chaos is no more than a few feet away. A meagre victory, in truth.

The narrator would prefer to spend the remainder of his days reading: The1 only
escape open to him seems to be to cease taking part, to step out of his ro ?: "
Like the postmodernists, Houellebecq radically breaks with the elitis

i i i ostmodernists he is drawn
conception of art of the modernists, but unlike the p

by the nineteenth-century realist ‘esthétique du laid’. Like them, he opts for

an everyday, marred style as this style effectively expresses the shallc;lw er?:;-
: se life

i i ts earthly characters on the scene who

tions of his personages, and he pu cter: e

i tent deterministically defined by

stories and neuroses are to a large ex : ' -

cial contexts. As has been mentioned, however, he is also r.nakmg fgn Qf the 1{;:

alistic conventions of the novel as the referential illusion contl'nues tothi

undermined by the merciless deconstruction of mankind and society, so tha

in the end there is hardly anything left of them.

i be-Grillet .

As We';':"]'; geoel:l, with his intertextual, transgre§sive noxfels, c'onsc;(})lus oj r?liz)d
logical doubt, the rift between language and reahty, the alienation o durrrll e
from itself and its surroundings, Houellebecq is closer to a postr}rllf ,er o
such as Robbe-Grillet than might be thought a’t first. Robbe-(l})n tet sF i(;lvc o
Reprise (2001) also deals with (iismeilntl'ing the In t 'l;?te hs(;wfz ;s (E:f f:l;s ;Signmem’_‘
mission in Betlin who 18 1gnora ! :
;Zti:gcf)?ltsi);lily changing his identity, his name being now Fr'anck Maﬂh1euh§nd
he goes, he sees lookalikes pursuing hitm

ow Henri Robin. Moreovet, wherever : : i
. d eventually he loses himselfin psychotic delusions. The personages In 'Robbe/ |
il ], are also explicitly anti-realistic: they

illet timenta
Grillet's latest novel, Un roman seniime . .
will be referred to as personages, fictitious creations of a narrator whose sta
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too, remains obscure as he now expresses himself in the first person singular,
now merges with one of the figures filling a central role in the string of perverse
scenarios the reader is being presented with. Since the 1950s Robbe-Grillet has
claimed that he wants to banish the character from literature, and Un roman sen-
timental shows he never sought to repudiate this basic principle. At the start of
the novel, we are introduced to a narrator who expresses himself in the first per-
son singular, describing how he finds himself in a white, neutral room ablaze
with light. He wonders where he is: in a morgue, a coffin, a ward or a cell? On
one of the walls is a picture of a landscape with a few figures painted in it. The
text suggests that all personages fulfilling a role in the perverse scenarios told in
the novel are coming from the mind of the narrator, who brings the painted char-

acters to life. So the reader will wonder what the status of the text and the per-

sonages might be: are we dealing with a description of crazy hallucinations, or
is the text expressing the dreams and imaginings of the author, who has time and

again indicated his fascination with perverse sexual acts with underage girls in

real life, too. Anyway, it is a fact that the personages have been represented un-

realistically; Gigi, her father, and all young girls who, in the course of the narra-

tive, are being raped, tortured or prostituted hardly have any identities of their

own; they are characterized by their perverse sado-masochistic acts only.

So Robbe-Grillet and Houellebecq both seem to describe the alienation
of modern humankind in relation to itself. However, a significant difference be-
tween both authors is that like Lipovetsky, Houellebecq explains this phe-
nomenon in a sociological way, always harping on the alienating effects of
contemporary disideologized society for humankind, whereas Robbe-Grillet
takes the philosophical view, interpreting the problematical perception of one’s
own individuality as inherent in the human condition.

The novels by Robbe-Grillet, like those of Houellebecq, mainly contain
robot-like figures caught in linguistic structures that transform reality. The
neutral narrator of La Jalousie presents the reader with a completely incoher-
ent story about the alleged adulterous affair between his wife and the neigh-
bour. Having no grasp of reality, he is giving himself fully to his runaway
fantasies. Rather than describing reality in an objective way, he is thinking it
up, thus getting caught up in his own delusions. Gigi and her father in Un
roman sentimental are only fictitious figures with no true identity because the
perverse scenarios in which they play the leading part overstep a mark to such
an extent that they could be attributed only to the disordered fantasies of the
author/narrator. Robbe-Grillet calls his latest novel a ‘fiction fantasmatique’,
being quite aware of the fact that if he were to put his perverse fantasies in
practice, he would simply get taken to court.

Transgression, in particular in the sexual sphere, is a main characteristic
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in many postmodern novels. Houellebecq’s texts have caused the usual outrage,
but still, in recent years the most amazing novel has certainly been Un roman sen-
timental (2007) by Robbe-Grillet. As has already been said, this novel tells the
shocking story of a perverse father who abuses his accommodating daughter
Gigi in brutal ways. Father and daughter completely give themselves over to
sado-masochistic games, organizing cruel torture parties they enjoy immensely.
In Le Miroir qui revient, Robbe-Grillet had already confessed that only perverse
scenarios managed to rouse his desire, and that he felt attracted to very young
girls in particular, indulging these fantasies to the full in Un roman sentimental.
The postmodernist Robbe-Grillet, as a matter of fact, is working more along the
lines of Bataille and does not express any negative value judgment like Houelle-
becq: in the postmodern novel, transgression is another means of escaping the
suffocating straitjacket of norms and values, whereas Houellebecq seems, on
the contrary, to subscribe to the importance of this straitjacket.

However, it is true of both authors that their breaking of taboos spoils the
quality of realism of the text, though in this case, the breach with realism in the
postmodern novel is more radical than in the case of Houellebecq. Un roman
sentimental is, as has been said, a chaotic sequence of perverse scenarios the sta-
tus of which never becomes quite clear. On the other hand, Houellebecq and
Robbe-Grillet do share the opinion that transgression is the natural outcome
of a lack of identity. So alienation and its resultant violent transgression are
characteristic of both the ‘hyper-realistic writings of Houellebecq and many a

postmodern novel.”!

Philippe Claudel
So, is Robbe-Grillet wrong when claiming that the contemporary French novel

is too indebted to nineteenth-century realism? Ts his call for resuming the ter-
rorist actions of the 1955-6os falling on deaf ears? I think that Viart and Blanck-
eman are right in observing that every age will develop its own realism and
that the “return of the narrative’ as observed by them in no way implies that
postmodernism has had its day once and for all.

This is also true for authors such as Philippe Claudel who seem to be
breaking radically with postmodernism. His novel Les Ames grises, which wonl
the Prix Renaudot, is often quoted as an example of a contemporary novel that
succeeded in holding on to a large readership precisely because of its classical,
realistic set-up. Ttis a fact that Claudel is less indebted to postmodernism than
Houellebecq, which makes a comparison with an author such as Robbe-Gril-
let less obvious, but for Claudel’'s novels, too, it is still true that they have beent
positively permeated by postmodern principles. In Les Ames grises, a novel with
2 First World War setting, a policeman is trying to reconstruct what happened
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; .
Or; 2 ?E?H F'ringhlxlfﬂlage near the front line twenty years after the fatal murder
ittle girl, Belle de jour. In order to d
. 0 S0, he refers to hi
o . ' S OWn memor
N estc(; ;het;esimoilles of others. He tells about the soldiers at the front Whoy
e the horrible reality of the trenches, h !
o cacape the hort y , hang around the local pub and
, young Lilia Verhareine, volunteering for a j
prone, and about you , eering for a job as a teacher
e close to her fiancé who
becs ' : was sent to the front as a sol-
die ]ii f[ihestcirilbe;1 hox;v thedvﬂlagers are only too keen to deny the reality of the
: at death is found to be infectious: Lili i ici
 but! : : Lilia commits suicide after her fi-
ancé is killed or else she is murd e el
ered by the prosecutor Desti i
o s st o ! r Destinat, the little Belle
, the policeman’s wife dies in childbirth i
s in childbirth in th
of her husband, who had b nde baee
, een unable to come home du i
' to the roads b
structed by battalions of soldi i y o
ers on their way to the front. Les A ses |
sort of detective novel, but one i i ol Ve
, e in which the crimes | i
; | . go unsolved. We will never
<n(iw whethﬁr Des};cmat or a deserter killed Belle de jour no more than we will
make sure about the rights and wron ilia’ )
gs of Lilia’s death. The novel d
use of the nineteenth-centur isti : bt s
! ' y realistic conventions of the 1, b
mines them at the same time; it i et b
; it is far less conventional the i i
; : . A al than one might be in-
Eelri-ei .to C‘;hmk' on cursory reading. Les Ames grises is peppered with 1ongg-winded
thz 1;81c heiscn.ptllons ‘;\hlat support both the dramatic course of the action and
ychological profiles of the persona
ges and that are not to be f i
novels by Robbe-Grillet. For i i P,
. nstance, the policeman gi detai i
tion of Destinat’s life sto SN
ry, he talks about Destinat’s pa Hi i
early death of his wife, his u i i ey arage the
, nrelenting attitude as a i
prosecutor, portraying hi
as an unapproachable and solitar i mitting
y man who might be capable of itti
a murder; Lilia nicknamed him ¢ i i ellowing deseriptios
; monsieur Tristesse’. The followi ipti
amurder L d hin . owing description
estinat’s bedroom might just as well be found in a novel by Balzac: !

Destt'nat’s room was nothing like the others. The bed was narrow, a monk’
bed: iron bc’:dposts and a simple mattress, no trimmings, no teste; ha ing
from thfa ceiling. The walls were simply lined with grey ;’LO paintings o
decorations. Beside the bed stood a small table with a éruciﬁx on itg X: h
foot‘of the bed there was a washstand with jug and basin. A high b. k .
chair. A little desk with nothing on it. No book, no paper‘ no legn ke
The room was like the man himself. Cold, silent, it madé youp |
uncomfortable, but it inspired respect. It had drawn a sense of distan
Sfrom t.he man who slept there, impervious to laughter forever. Th "
orderliness of the place endorsed the idea of dead hearts.> B

Thi .
theésl s()i(trie;ct, }for example, brings strongly to mind the pages-long description of
‘ ging-house of Madame Vauquer with which Balzac opens his famous

Reconsidering the Postmodern



novel Le Pére Goriot, ending it with the remark: “Toute sa personne explique la
pension comme la pension implique sa personne’ — ‘her whole person, in short,
provides a clue to the boarding-house, just as the boarding-house implies the
existence of such a person as she 1’ (quote translated by Marion Ayton Craw-
ford). However, whereas with Balzac the subsequent course of the action follows
naturally from this opening extract, the descriptions in Les Ames grises are only
an expression of the narrator’s persistent longing to find out the truth, but no
confirmation of it. Much as he does his best, Destinat will remain an inscrutable
man to him, like the husband in La Jalousie by Robbe-Grillet:

For years, I have been trying to understand, but I do not think I am any
cleverer than the next man. I fumble, I get lost, go round in circles. In the
beginning, before the Affaire, Destinat was just a name to me, an official
position, a house, & fortune, a face I encountered two or three times week
and to which I would raise my hat. As for what went on behind the face,
had no chance of knowing! Since that time, having lived with his ghost for
so long, he has become quite the old acquaintance , the companion in
misfortune, a part of myself you could say, and one that I have tried to
persuade to speak, tried to bring back to life so that I can ask it one
question. Just one. Sometimes I tell myself that I am wasting my time, that
the man was as impenetrable as the thickest fog, and that a thousand
evenings with him would not be enough.”

The very title Les Ames grises gives a clue that nobody is solely good or solely evil,
that we all are wandering souls whom morality has a scant hold on. This im-
plies that unambiguous character drawing is impossible. Man can only be
known in part. This notion in itself is not exclusively characteristic for late
postmodernism, but falls back on the principles of the nouveaux romanciers
from the 1950s and 1960s, who were already of the opinion that we cannot
know the truth, everything being dependent on the point of view. The young

Lilia has long been described as a pure soul, as a lost fragrant flower in a vil-

lage steeped in hatred and violence, but in the end even this pure soul will not
go unspoiled. She is prepared to kil if by doing so she could save her flancé’s
life. For instance, she flies into a rage when, in the hills surrounding the vil-
lage, she meets the policeman who, exempt from military service due to his po-

sition, is bearing a shotgun:

He stood there like a clown. At that moment hated him more than anyone

clse in the world. He stammered a few words that | could not make out. I

turned my back on him.
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I'would give the lives of thousands of men like him for a few seconds in your
?rms. I .would cut the heads off them myself, just to feel your kisses on my
ips again and look into your eyes. It doesw't matter to me if I'm hateful. I

Th; p(ﬁiceman started to write after his wife’s death so as to fill the void she
?n (ic er .decea.sed People with her, left behind. However, he is aware of the’
act that his project is doomed to fail because reality cannot be known:

If arlzgone asks how I have filled the years leading to this point, today, I
would not be able to answer them. I did not see time pasﬁ, even thoug;fh it

Zeen]:ed to poss 5o slowly.. I kept a flame burning, and I interrogated the
arkness without gleaning more than snatches of answers.s

foreifle;izlt is aLka}elldoscoplc, non-chronological tale that is less coherent than
nce, La Jalousie, but in which various iti i ’
, realities continue to be com-
f;re;d io e;gll other. fSchoolmaster Le Contre is unable to come to terms with
e facts of the acts of war and, hitb
efa , y madness, he daubs the ver f'th
seillaise on the walls of his st i i e e
is staff residence with his o o
had written those verse i e e eadma
s, written them and rewritten them, li
! tten m, like a demented
1::1:8)/; sotjthla(’; v;e f((ielt trzfipped inside the pages of some hideouts book.”2 Once
ential detender of Dreyfus, Corporal Matzi .
; , ziev turns out to be a il
and godless sadist durin s confoss
g the war: he tortures a deserter t ke hi
i . . r to make him confess.
n e ctl}fiserter R}folon, .confessmg the murder of Belle de jour in order to es-
- rpe \ e fvar crimes tribunal, shows in his statement that in a time of war, dif:
leren i Jlon
fe he;l‘l Oe; and laws ,app]?z. When Judge Mierck calls him a murderer, Rifolon
bOp t.h course we've killed. That's what we were meant to do. Kill the other
Wa};s, e 1onef1 who1 (1100k like our brothers. We kill them, and they kill us. It
your lot that told us to do it.’* The di ’ .
. ifference between good and evil
grown vague. Moreover, not omnisci i oty foneed o
, ient, the narrator is permanently f
resort to the often dubious inte i : o e e
rpretations of others. In thi
fese dubi tations . s way, he recon-
rativcets' tthe story, ﬁlllng in the gaps with his imagination, which lends the nar-
o its speculatwe nature: ‘I kept a flame burning, and I interrogated the
ness without gleaning more than snatches of answers.’?® Often the nar-

?:;E;Tiei Zvrerllsb not on dthe scene when crucial events happened. It is Barbe,
crening et 1 errgatlh, who over a bottle of brandy tells him about the
et L foglnd e;l prosecutor spent together. The narrator wonders
bl ed, w .ether h‘er memory might have been warped by al-

policeman, too, is refusing to state or examine certain facts. For in-
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stance, he fails to question the prosecutor about the evening of Lilia’s suicide.
The manuscript the reader is presented with turns out to be hardly more than
an incoherent collection of memories and interpretations: “This must all seem
a terrible muddle, hopping shambolically from one thing to the other, but that's

how my life has been, little snippets chopped up and impossible to stitch back
20 [ ike in La Jalousie, the shape of the text expresses the narra-

together again.
e, but a devastating sense of guilt due to his

tor’s emotions; no jealousy this tim

failure as both a human being and a policeman.
The narrator is in constant doubt, not expressing any unambiguous

moral value judgment, and so he seems to subscribe to the ontological doubt
so characteristic of postmodernism. Yet, unlike an author such as Robbe-Gril-
let who would flatly reject any reflection of the non-literary reality, Claudel in-
tends to convey a certain message, because in the end the chaotic
interpretations of the narrator do express a judgment about the events of the
First World War. The narrator is sympathetic to the mangled soldiers taking out
their anger at the factory workers who were not under mobilization orders

' ‘Draft dodgers’°) and he <hows that France, too, is to blame for

(‘Lucky devils',
the war: “Thanks to pride and stupidity, one country was ready to throw itself

into the jaws of another. The soldiers sent to the front are portrayed as victims
who are, with vacant stares, going to meet their doom:

But they weren't laughing now. They were as stiff as statues, the same dark
iron colour as well. Their eyes were not eyes but bottomless abysses, open

onto nothing?*

In this way Claudel means to convey a balanced picture of the role played by France
during the First World War, and to demonstrate that France, too, is to blame for
the atrocities that occurred at that time. Worshipping French soldiers as heroes
and pretending all of France was united in facing the enemy is then unbecoming;
there was great tension between the soldiers and their French compatriots, exempt
from military service, who would prefer to deny the reality of the war:

In the beginning, after the first fighting, it felt very strange seeing these
fellows coming through with their faces rearranged by exploding shells and
their bodies carved up by machine-gun fire, while we, the same age as them,
kept nice and warm and quietly got on with our little lives.
Of course, we knew the war was going on. We saw the mobilisation notices,
and we read about it in the papers. But, deep down, it was all a pretence..
We'd found a way out of it. We coped with it as if it was a dream, o bitter
memory. It waswt us, it didw’t touch our lives.
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remarks: ... his small duty compl
to himy 56 ty plete. What happened now was of no concern

Conclusion
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I dow’
! Ci);[té r:nealr)t that myfsketches were unfunny; they were funny. I was indeed
g observer of contemporary reality; i '
y; 1t was just that everythi
now J ainod
o dszemzd s0 ele;'nentary to me, it seemed that so few things remainedg;hat
could Z okserved w contemporary reality: we had simplified and pruned so
ch, broken so many barriers, taboos, misplaced hopes and false
aspirations; truly, there was so little left.»”
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