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FOREWORD

Gérard Genette puts it well: the object of poetics is not the (literary) text but
its textual transcendence, its textual links with other texts. One basic aspect
of that transcendence pertains to the palimpsestuous nature of texts (for
once, adjective is not Genette’s; it was coined by Philippe Lejeune). Any text
is a hypertext, grafting itself onto a hypotext, an eatlier text that it imitates
or transforms; any writing is rewriting; and literature is always in the second
degree. Now though all literary texts are hypertextual, some are more
hypertextual than others, more massively and explicitly palimpsestuous.
It is that massive and explicit hypertextuality that Genette—who has in-
vestigated other aspects of textual transcendence in Introduction a larchitexte
and in Sexils—explores in Palimpsests with splendid erudition, rigor, and
verve. Relying on a sumptuous corpus, which draws on famous and not
so famous works from classical and French literature but also from other
major literatures (Ariosto and Calvino, Fielding and Joyce, O’Neill and
Barth, Heine and Thomas Mann), Genette studies the fundamental types of
textual imitation (pastiche, caricature, forgery) and transformation (parody,
travesty, transposition), their distinctive traits, their mixtures, their thrust.
Genette’s exploration constitutes a wonderful example of what he calls
“open structuralism.” Rather than insisting on the “text itself,” its closure,
the relations within it that make it what it is, he focuses on relations
between texts, the ways they reread and rewrite one another, the “per-
petual transfusion or transtextual perfusion” of literature. But Genette’s
exploration is open in other respects too. If he uses structural (relational)
criteria to characterize different kinds of hypertextuality, he does not ignore
functional ones: parody, travesty, and transposition all result from textual
transformation, whereas pastiche, caricature, and forgery result from imi-
tation; but both parody and pastiche are ludic, travesty and caricature are
satiric, transposition and forgery are serious. If he favors a synchronic



mode of presentation, he does not slight diachrony (pondering the birth,
evolution, mutation, or death of hypertextual forms). If he works as a
poetician, he also works as a critic: his pages on Giraudoux’s Suganne et le
Pacifique, for example, are dazzling. Indeed, the fact that his enterprise is
scientific does not prevent him from evaluating. There are no real villains
in Palimpsests (even Dreiser and Zola don’t come close), but there are quite
a few heroes—Thomas Mann, Giraudoux, Marivaux, Borges and Calvino,
Proust—and Genette makes it clear that he prefers massively rather than
modestly hypertextual works. After all, as he says, the former more readily
evoke two texts for the price of one.

To be sure, I can read Palimpsests without having read Palimpsestes (I expect
many readers will). I can also read Vendreds, on Les limbes du Pacifigue without
knowing Robinson Crasoe and without suspecting that Tourniet’s novel is
a rewriting of Defoe’s. I can understand Joyce’s Ulysses without Homet’s
help (even if the title would be baffling). But though I could decipher Mozs
d’Henres, Gousses, Rames without reference to its hypotext, I would probably
not enjoy it very much. In fact, in all four cases, I would better appreciate
the text—its craft, its form, its force—if I had access to its model (in the
case of Channa Newman and Claude Doubinsky’s translation, I admire,
among many other things, the cleverness and the heroism). A result of
bricolage—of making something new with something old—the massively
hypertextual work shows how literary discourse plays with other discourses
(sometimes very seriously), how it uses them in surprising fashion, how it
reads them in unforeseen ways.

There is another, more general, sense in which Genette’s exploration
is open. As a technically interesting study it does not merely answer many
questions (on the nature of parody as opposed to pastiche, on the difference
between parodic and nonparodic transposition, on the major manifesta-
tions of the latter); it also raises many others and suggests a number of
research programs: why, for example, do some traditions favor certain kinds
of hypertext? and to what extent can hypertextual categories be fruitfully
applied to the nonverbal arts? Through his answers and questions Genette
underlines the degree to which literature is made not so much or not
only with good sentiments and bad ones, imagination, wit, and style but
also and even more so with literature. This is, no doubt, one reason to
know the canon. Furthermore, Genette points to the specificity of literary
discourse as an aesthetic practice; it does not spring from direct imitation.
To paint a faithful copy of a Vermeer, a Rembrandt, a Velasquez represents



a certain kind of artistic achievement. To produce a word-for-word copy
of “The Raven,” “The Purloined Letter,” or even A /a recherche du temps
perdn, howevet, may be admirable but (unless one is Pierre Menard) not an
achievement in any literary sense.

Above all, perhaps, Genette’s exploration is open because its domain
includes the possible as well as the extant, the real and the virtual, what
is and what can be. In Mimolggigues Genette played the Cratylian game,
and in Nowuvean disconrs du récit he would envisage externally focalized
metahomodiegetic narratives. In Palimpsests he demonstrates the fertilizing
powers of hypertextual operations and the inexhaustibility of literature by
rewriting the first stanza of Valery’s “Le cimetiere marin” in alexandrines,
proposing a retelling of Madame Bovary from the point of view of the pro-
tagonist’s daughter, and considering a rewriting of Proust’s “Combray” in
the singulative rather than iterative mode. Genette’s example is contagious.
His many suggestions have, for example, inspired me to create a version of
Oedipus in which the hero kills his mother and marries his father, as well as
to write plot summaries in dialogue form for the “Guide to the Twentieth
Century Novel in French” that I am preparing. (Here is a first sketch for
A la recherche du temps perdn: “—Marcel? —I think that’s what his name is.
—The one who’s always going to bed early? —Yes. He wants to become a
writer. —And? —It’s taking him a very long time!”)

Genette’s work on hypertextuality is classic: it teaches and entertains; it
accounts for existing forms and invites new ones; it is most illuminating
and very much fun.

Gerald Prince
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TRANSLATORS' PREFACE

In translating Gérard Genette’s Palimpsestes, our goal has been to bring to the
English-language reader not only the book’s content but its tone. Indeed,
Genette’s mode of communication—friendly, sometimes self-deprecatory,
and often humorous—is part and parcel of what is being communicated
and contributes largely to making the reading (and translating) of this book
such a rewarding experience.

Translations of cited passages are ours unless otherwise indicated. Where
it has been necessary to retain their original language in the text, the
translations that follow appear in braces, as do our occasional comments
and interpolations; hence, square brackets and parentheses are Genette’s.

We have taken the liberty of adding to Genette’s notes brief explanatory
and source information where we felt that such clarifications would facili-
tate the reader’s task. In the few instances when Genette’s text has appeared
to us to bear on textual operations that could be appraised and appreciated
only in French, we have decided (with his permission) to summarize the
substance of his argument and to relegate his illustrative quotations to an
Appendix. In most of those cases, readers with a working knowledge of
French will find their understanding of the quoted excerpts supported by
partial or complete translations.

We would like to thank Elan Fessler, Marianne Paclisanu, and Rebecca
Taksel for their invaluable help and support. Our gratitude goes also to all
readers and editors associated with the University of Nebraska Press for
their patience and competent counsel.

Channa Newman and Claude Doubinsky
o

This translation is dedicated to the memory of my father.
—Claude Doubinsky
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The subject of this study is what I once called, for lack of a better term,
paratextuality.! 1 have since thought better of it—or perhaps worse (that re-
mains to be seen)}—and have used “paratextuality” to designate something
altogether different. It has become clear that this entire imprudent project
must be taken up anew.

Let us resume then. The subject of poetics, as I was saying more o less, is
not the text considered in its singularity (that is more approptiately the task
of criticism), but rather the architext or, if one prefers, the architextuality of
the text (much as one would speak of “the literariness of literature”). By
architextuality I mean the entire set of general or transcendent categories—
types of discourse, modes of enunciation, literary genres—from which
emerges each singular text.2 Today I prefer to say, more sweepingly, that
the subject of poetics is transtextuality, or the textual transcendence of the
text, which I have already defined roughly as “all that sets the text in a rela-
tionship, whether obvious or concealed, with other texts.” Transtextuality
then goes beyond, and at the same time subsumes, architextuality, along
with some other types of transtextual relationships. Only one of these will
be of direct concern to us here, although I must first list them all, if for
no other reason than to chart and clear the field, and to draw a (new) list,
which in turn may well prove to be neither exhaustive nor definitive. The
trouble with “research” is that by dint of searching one often discovers . . .
what one did not seek to find.

At the time of writing (13 October 1981), I am inclined to recognize
five types of transtextual relationships. I shall list them more or less in the
order of increasing abstraction, implication, and comprehensiveness. The
first type was explored some years ago by Julia Kristeva, under the name of
intertextuality, and that term obviously provides us with our terminological
paradigm.3 For my part I define it, no doubt in a more restrictive sense, as a
relationship of copresence between two texts or among several texts: that



is to say, eidetically and typically as the actual presence of one text within
another. In its most explicit and literal form, it is the traditional practice
of guoting (with quotation marks, with or without specific references).4 In
another less explicit and canonical form, it is the practice of plagiarism (in
Lautréamont, for instance), which is an undeclared but still literal borrow-
ing. Again, in still less explicit and less literal guise, it is the practice of allusion:
that is, an enunciation whose full meaning presupposes the perception of
a relationship between it and another text, to which it necessarily refers by
some inflections that would otherwise remain unintelligible. Thus, when
Mme des Loges challenges Vincent Voiture at a game of proverbs with
“Celui-ci ne vaut rien, percez-nous-en d’un autre” {This one is worth
nothing, broach us another}, the verb percer (for proposer) is justified
and understood only through the fact that Voiture was the son of a wine
merchant.> In a2 more academic vein, when Nicholas Boileau writes to
Louis XIV

Au récit que pour toi je suis prét d’entreprendre,
Je crois voir les rochers accourir pour m’entendre

{As I make ready to tell this tale to you,
Methinks I see rocks come rushing to hear me},

these mobile and attentive rocks will probably seem absurd to those un-
familiar with the legends of Orpheus and Amphion.s This implicit (some-
times entirely hypothetical) presence of the intertext has been for the past
few years the chosen field of study of Michael Riffaterre. His definition
of intertextuality is, in principle, much broader than mine is here; and
it seems to extend to everything that I call transtextuality. “The inter-
text,” writes Riffaterre, for example, “is the perception, by the reader,
of the relationship between a work and others that have either preceded
or followed it.” Riffaterre goes as far as equating intertextuality (as I do
transtextuality) with literariness itself: “Intertextualityis . . . the mechanism
specific to literary reading. It alone, in fact, produces significance, while
linear reading, common to literary and nonliterary texts, produces only
meaning,”? Riffaterre’s broad definition, however, is accompanied by a de
facto restriction, because the relationships he examines always concern
semantic-semiotic microstructures, observed at the level of a sentence,
a fragment, or a short, generally poetic, text. The intertextual “trace”
according to Riffaterre is therefore more akin (like the allusion) to the



limited figure (to the pictorial detail) than to the work considered as a
structural whole. This total field of relevant relationships is what I plan to
examine here. Harold Bloom’s inquiry into the mechanism of influence,
although conducted from an entirely different perspective, engages the
same type of interference, which is more intertextual than hypertextual.8
The second type is the generally less explicit and more distant relationship
that binds the text propetly speaking, taken within the totality of the literary
work, to what can be called its paratext: a title, a subtitle, intertitles; prefaces,
postfaces, notices, forewords, etc.; marginal, infrapaginal, terminal notes;
epigraphs; illustrations; blurbs, book covers, dust jackets, and many other
kinds of secondary signals, whether allographic or autographic.? These
provide the text with a (variable) setting and sometimes a commentary,
official or not, which even the putists among readers, those least inclined
to external erudition, cannot always disregard as easily as they would like and
as they claim to do. I do not wish to embark here upon a study, still to come
perhaps, of this range of relationships. We shall nevertheless encounter it
on numerous occasions, for this is probably one of the privileged fields
of operation of the pragmatic dimension of the work—i.e., of its impact
upon the reader—more particularly, the field of what is now often called,
thanks to Philippe Lejeune’s studies on autobiography, the generic contract
(ot pact).10 I shall simply recall as an example (in anticipation of a chapter
to come) the case of James Joyce’s Ulysses. We know that at the time of its
prepublication in installment form, this novel was provided with chapter
headings evoking the relationship of each of its chapters to an episode
from the Odyssey: “Sirens,” “Nausicaa,” “Penelope,” etc. When it appeared
as a volume, Joyce removed those headings, even though they carried
“capital” meaning. Are these subtitles—which, though eliminated, were
not forgotten by the critics—a part of the text of Ulsses or not? This
perplexing question, which I dedicate to the proponents of the closure of
the text, is typically of a paratextual nature. In this respect, the “foretext” of
the various rough drafts, outlines, and projects of a work can also function as
a paratext. For example, the final meeting of Lucien and Mme de Chasteleur
is not strictly speaking in the text of Lucien Leuwen; it is only attested by
a plan for a conclusion, abandoned with the rest of the manuscript by
Stendhal. Should we take that into account in our appreciation of the
story and of the personality of the characters? And speaking more radically
still, should we 7e4ad a posthumous text in which there is no indication of
whether, or how, the author, had he lived, would have published it? One



work may also occasionally form the paratext of another: upon seeing on
the last page of Jean Giono’s Bonbeur fon (1957) that the return of Angelo
to Pauline is compromised, should or should not the reader remember
Mort d'un personnage (1947), where one encounters Pauline’s and Angelo’s
son and grandson? Knowledge of this detail eliminates in advance that
knowing uncertainty. Paratextuality, as one can see, is first and foremost a
treasure trove of questions without answers.

The third type of textual transcendence, which I call wezatextuality, is the
relationship most often labeled “commentary.”11 It unites a given text to
another, of which it speaks without necessarily citing it (without summon-
ing it), in fact sometimes even without naming it. Thus does Hegel, in 7be
Phenomenology of the Mind, allusively and almost silently evoke Denis Diderot’s
Neveu de Ramean. This is the critical relationship par excellence. Extensive
studies (meta-metatexts) of certain critical metatexts have naturally been
conducted, but I am not sure that the very fact and status of the metatextual
relationship have yet been considered with all the attention they deserve.
That may be about to change.12

The fifth type (yes, I know), the most abstract and most implicit of all, is
architextuality, as defined above. It involves a relationship that is completely
silent, articulated at most only by a paratextual mention, which can be titular
(as in Poems, Essays, The Romance of the Rose, etc.) or most often subtitular
(as when the indication 4 Novel, ot A Story, ot Poems is appended to the title
on the cover), but which remains in any case of a purely taxonomic nature.
When this relationship is unarticulated, it may be because of a refusal to
underscore the obvious of, conversely, an intent to reject or elude any kind
of classification. In all cases, however, the text itself is not supposed to
know, and consequently not meant to declare, its generic quality: the novel
does not identify itself explicitly as a novel, nor the poem as a poem. Even
less—since genre is only one aspect of the architext—does verse declare
itself as vetse, prose as prose, narrative as narrative, etc. One might even
say that determining the generic status of the text is not the business of
the text but that of the reader, or the critic, or the public. Those may well
choose to reject the status claimed for the text by the paratext: thus, it is
frequently argued that a given “tragedy” by Pierre Corneille is not a true
tragedy, or that 7he Romance of the Rose is not a romance. But the fact that this
relationship should be implicit and open to dicussion (e.g:, to which genre
does The Divine Comedy belong?), ot subject to historical fluctuations (long
narrative poems such as epics are hardly perceived today as pertaining to
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“poetry,” whose definition has been progressively narrowed down to that
of lyrical poetry), in no way diminishes its significance; generic perception
is known to guide and determine to a considerable degree the readers’
expectations, and thus their reception of the work.

I have deliberately postponed the mention of the fourth type of trans-
textuality because it, and it alone, will be of direct concern to us here. It is
therefore this fourth type that I now rebaptize hypertextuality. By hypertextu-
ality I mean any relationship uniting a text B (which I shall call the hyperzext)
to an earlier text A (I shall, of course, call it the Aypotext), upon which it
is grafted in a manner that is not that of commentary.!3 The use of the
metaphoric “grafted” and of the negative determination underscores the
provisional status of this definition. To view things differently, let us posit
the general notion of a text in the second degree (for such a transitory use,
shall forgo the attempt to find a prefix that would simultaneously subsume
the pyper- and the meta-): i.e., a text derived from another preexistent text.
This derivation can be of a desctiptive or intellectual kind, where a metatext
(for example, a given page from Aristotle’s Poetics) “speaks” about a second
text (Oedipus Rex). It may yet be of another kind such as text B not speaking
of text A at all but being unable to exist, as such, without A, from which
it originates through a process I shall provisionally call #ransformation, and
which it consequently evokes more or less perceptibly without necessarily
speaking of it or citing it. The Aeneid and Ulysses are no doubt, to varying
degrees and certainly on different grounds, two hypertexts (among others)
of the same hypotext: the Odyssey, of course. These examples demonstrate
that the hypertext is more frequently considered a “propetly literary” work
than is the metatext—one simple reason being that having generally derived
from a work of fiction (narrative or dramatic), it remains a work of fiction,
and as such it falls automatically, in the eyes of the public, into the field of
literature. This status, however, is not essential to it, and we shall probably
find some exceptions to the rule.

I have chosen these two examples for yet another, more peremptory
reason. If a common feature of the Aeneid and Ulysses is that they do
not derive from the Odyssey as a given page of the Poetics derives from
Oedipus Rex (i.e., by commenting on it) but by a transformative process,
what distinguishes these two works from each other is the fact that the
transformation is of a different type in each case. The transformation that
leads from the Odyssey to Ulysses can be described (very roughly) as a simple
or direct transformation, one which consists in transposing the action of



the Odyssey to twentieth-century Dublin. The transformation that leads
from the same Odyssey to the Aenesd is more complex and indirect. Despite
appearances (and the greater historical proximity), this transformation is
less direct because Virgil does not transpose the action of the Odyssey
from Ogygia to Carthage and from Ithaca to Latium. Instead, he tells
an entirely different story: the adventures of Aeneas, not those of Ulysses.
He does so by drawing inspiration from the generic—i.e., at once formal
and thematic—model established by Homer in the Odyssey (and in fact also
in the //iad): that is, following the hallowed formula, by /witating Homer.14
Imitation, too, is no doubt a transformation, but one that involves a more
complex process: it requires, to put it in roughshod manner, a previously
constituted model of generic competence (let us call it an epic model) drawn
from that singular performance that is known as the Odyssey (and perhaps
a few others), one that is capable of generating an indefinite number of
mimetic petrformances. This model, then, introduces between the imitated
text and the imitative one a supplementary stage and a mediation that are
not to be found in the simple or direct type of transformation. In order to
transform a text, a simple and mechanical gesture might suffice (an extreme
example would consist in tearing off a few pages—a case of reductive
transformation). But in order to imitate a text, it is inevitably necessatry
to acquire at least a partial mastery of it, a mastery of that specific quality
which one has chosen to imitate. It goes without saying, for example, that
Virgil leaves out of his mimetic gesture what in Homer’s work is inseparable
from the Greek language.

It could quite properly be objected that my second example is no more
complex than the first, and that in order to have their respective works
conform to the Odyssey, Joyce and Virgil each simply retain from that
work different characteristic features. Joyce extracts from it a pattern of
actions and relationships, which he treats altogether in a different style.
Vitgil appropriates a certain style, which he applies to a different ac-
tion. To put it more bluntly, Joyce tells the story of Ulysses in a manner
other than Homer’s, and Virgil tells the story of Aeneas in the man-
ner of Homer—a pair of symmetrical and inverse transformations. This
schematic opposition—saying the same thing differently / saying another
thing similarly—is serviceable enough here (though it does scant jus-
tice to the partial analogy between the actions of Ulysses and Aeneas),
and we shall find it useful on many other occasions. But we shall also
see that it is not universally pertinent and, especially, that it obscures

6



the difference in the level of complexity that separates these two types
of operation.

In order to express this difference better, I must—paradoxically—draw
upon some more elementary examples. Let us take a minimal literary (or
paraliterary) text such as the proverb Le femps est un grand maitre {Time is
a great master}. To transform it, I need only modify in whichever way
any one of its components. If, by eliminating one letter, I write Le temps
est un gran maitre, then the “correct” text is transformed, in a purely formal
manner, into a text thatis “incorrect” (spelling error). If, by substituting one
letter for another, I write, as does Balzac in the words of Mistigris, Le temps
est un grand maigre {Time is a great faster (maigre = lean)}, this substitution
of a letter produces a word substitution and creates a new meaning—and
so forth.15> But to imitate this proverb is an entirely different matter; it
presupposes that I should identify in this statement a certain manner (that
of a provetb) with such characteristics as brevity, peremptory affirmation,
and metaphoricity, and then express in this manner (in this style) another
idea, whether commonly held or not—for example, that one needs time for
everything, whence the new proverb Paris n'a pas ét¢ biti en un jour {Paris was
not built in one day}.1¢ I hope it can now be seen with greater clarity why
and in what way this second operation is more complex and more mediate
than the first one. I have to rest my case for the time being, since I cannot
here further pursue the analysis of these processes. We shall encounter
them again in due course.

2

What I call hypertext, then, is any text derived from a previous text either
through simple transformation, which I shall simply call from now on #rans-
formation, or through indirect transformation, which I shall label zmitation.
Before we embark upon a closer examination of these, two clarifications
or warnings are probably in order.

First of all, one must not view the five types of transtextuality as separate
and absolute categories without any reciprocal contact or overlapping. On
the contrary, their relatonships to one another are numerous and often
crucial. For example, generic architextuality is, historically, almost always
constituted by way of imitation (Virgil imitates Homer, Mateo Aleman’s
Gugman imitates the anonymous Lazarillo), hence by way of hypertextuality.



The architextual appurtenance of a given work is frequently announced by
way of paratextual clues. These in themselves often initiate 2 metatext (“this
book is a novel”), and the paratext, whether prefatory or other, contains
many more forms of commentary. The hypertext, too, often acts as a com-
mentary: a travesty such as Paul Scarron’s Uirgile fravesti is in its way a critique
of the Aexeid, and Marcel Proust says (and demonstrates) that a pastiche
is “criticism in action.” The critical metatext can be conceived of, but is
hardly ever practiced, without the often considerable use of a quotational
intertext as support. The hypertext tends to avoid this practice, but not
entirely, for it makes use of textual allusions (Scarron sometimes invokes
Vitgil) or of paratextual ones (the title Ulysses). Above all, hypertextuality,
as a category of works, is in itself a generic or, more precisely, transgeneric
architext: I mean a category of texts which wholly encompasses certain
canonical (though minor) genres such as pastiche, parody, travesty, and
which also touches upon other genres—probably all genres. Like all generic
categories, hypertextuality is most often revealed by means of a paratextual
sign that has contractual force: Virgile travesti is an explicit contract which,
at the very least, alerts the reader to the probable existence of a relationship
between this novel and the Odyssey, and so on.

The second clarification concerns an objection which, I suppose, must
have occurred to the reader when I described hypertextuality as being
itself a category of texts. If one views transtextuality in general not as a
classification of texts (a notion that makes no sense, since there are no texts
without textual transcendence) but rather as an aspect of textuality, and no
doubt a fortiori of literariness, as Riffaterre would rightly put it, then one
should also consider its diverse components (intertextuality, paratextuality,
etc.) not as categories of texts but rather as aspects of textuality.

That is precisely how I understand it, though without the exclusion
it entails. The various forms of transtextuality are indeed aspects of any
textuality, but they ate also potentially, and to varying degrees, textual
categories: every text may be cited and thus become a quotation, but citation
is a specific literary practice that quite obviously transcends each one of
its performances and has its own general characteristics; any utterance
may be assigned a paratextual function, but a preface is a genre (and I
would claim the same for ##ls); criticism (metatext) is obviously a genre;
ptobably only the architext is not a class, since it is, I dare say, the very
basis of literary “classness” {classéité}. To be sure, some texts are much
more inherently, more pointedly architextual than others, and as I have said



elsewhere, the mere distinguishing among works more or less endowed with
architextuality (more or less classifiable) is the first step toward architextual
categorization.

What of hypertextuality? It too is obviously to some degree a universal
feature of literarity: there is no literary work that does not evoke (to some
extent and according to how it is read) some other literary work, and in
that sense all works are hypertextual. But like George Orwell’s “equals,”
some works are more so than others (or more visibly, massively, and
explicitly so than others): Virgile travesti, shall we say, is more hypertextual
than Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Confessions. The less massive and explicit
the hypertextuality of a given work, the more does its analysis depend
on constitutive judgement: that is, on the reader’s interpretive decision.
I could decide that Rousseau’s Confessions is an up-to-date remake of the
Confessions of Saint Augustine and that its title is the contractual index
thereof, after which there will be no dearth of confirming details—a simple
matter of critical ingenuity. I can also trace in just about any work the
local, fugitive, and partial echoes of any other work, be it anterior or
ulterior. The effect of such an attitude would be to subsume the whole
of universal literature under the field of hypertextuality, which would make
the study of it somewhat unmanageable; but above all, this attitude would
invest the hermeneutic activity of the reader—or archireader—with an
authority and a significance that I cannot sanction. Having long been at
odds with textual hermeneutics—and quite happily so—I do not intend at
this late stage to embrace hypertextual hermeneutics. I view the relationship
between the text and its reader as one that is more socialized, more
openly contractual, and pertaining to a conscious and organized pragmatics.
With some exceptions, I will therefore deal here with the sunnier side of
hypertextuality: that in which the shift from hypotext to hypertext is both
massive (an entire work B deriving from an entire work A) and more or less
officially stated. At first I even contemplated limiting the inquiry to those
genres that are officially (minus the word, of course) hypertextual, such
as parody, travesty, pastiche. For reasons that will soon become evident,
however, I was persuaded not to follow this course, having been convinced
that such restrictions are in fact impractical. It will be necessary to go
quite a bit further, beginning with these manifest practices and going
on to those that are less official—so unofficial, in fact, that they cannot
be designated by any accepted term and will require newly coined ones.
Leaving aside, then, any local and/or optional hypertextuality (which to



my mind pertains rather to intertextuality), we ate left, as Jules Laforgue
more or less put it, with “assez d’infini sur la planche” {more infinity than
we can handle}.

3

Parody: Today this term is the site of a perhaps inevitable confusion, one
that apparently wasn’t born yesterday. At the origin of its use, or very near
its origin, once again, is Aristotle’s Poetics.

Aristotle, who defined poetry as a representation in verse of human
actions, immediately opposed two types of actions, distinguished by the
level of their moral and/or social dignity as high and low, and by two modes
of representation as narrative and dramatic.! The intersection of these two
oppositions determines a four-part grid that constitutes the Aristotelian
system of poetic genres properly speaking: high action in the dramatic
mode—tragedy; high action in the narrative mode—the epic; low action
in the dramatic mode—comedy. As for low action in the narrative mode,
that 1s illustrated only by allusive references to works that are more or less
directly designated under the term parodia. Since Aristotle has not developed
this part, or perhaps his development of it has not survived, and since the
texts he cites in this context have themselves not survived, we are reduced
to conjectures as to what seems to constitute, in principle or in structure,
the uncharted territory of his Poetics, and these conjectures do not entirely
converge.

First, the etymology: ode, that is the chant; para, “along,” “beside.” Paro-
dein, whence parodia, would (therefore?) mean singing beside: that is, singing
off key; or singing in another voice—in counterpoint; or again, singing in
another key—deforming, therefore, or #ransposing a melody. Applied to an
epic text, this meaning could lead to several hypotheses. The most literal
supposes that the rhapsodist simply modifies the traditional delivery and /or
its musical accompaniment. It has been argued that such was the innovation
introduced sometime between the eighth and the fourth century B.c. by
a certain Hegemon of Thasos, whom we shall encounter again.2 If this
accurately describes the first parodies, it follows that they did not touch
the text itself (which obviously did not prevent them from affecting it in
one way or another), and it goes without saying that written tradition was
unable to preserve any of them. A more general approach would have the
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speaker—this time impinging upon the text itself—divert the text toward
another object, investing it with a new meaning at the cost of only a few
minor (minimal) changes. Let it be noted that this interpretation, which
will come up again, corresponds to one of the current acceptations of the
French term parodie and to a transtextual practice that 1s sl vigorously in
effect. On a broader scale still, the #ransposition of an epic text could consist
of a stylistic modification that would, for example, transfer it from its noble
register to a more familiar, even vulgar one. This is the practice that was to
be illustrated in the seventeenth century by the butlesque travesties of the
Enéide travestie type. But the tradition mentioned above did not bequeath us
any ancient work, whether whole or mutilated, that may have been known
to Aristotle and that would illustrate any of these forms.

Which are the works invoked by Aristotle? From Hegemon of Thasos,
mentioned alteady—the only author to whom he explicitly links the genre
he baptized parodia—nothing remains, but the mere fact that Aristotle
thinks of and describes, albeit minimally, one or several of his “works”
shows that his procedure could not have been reduced simply to his manner
of reciting the epic (another account attributes to him also a Gigantomachia
of “parodic” inspiration, but that would be rather a dramatic parody,
which automatically puts it out of the field scanned by Aristotle). From
Nicochares, Aristotle apparently mentions (the text is not certain) a Dezliad,
which would be (from deilos, “coward”) an [liad of cowardice (given the
meaning already traditionally assigned to the suffix 7ad, Deiliad is in itself
an oxymoron) and therefore a sort of anti-epic: that’s good enough but still
rather vague. From Homer himself Aristotle cites a Margstes, which would
be “to comedies what the //iad and the Odyssey are to tragedies”; from this
proportional formula I draw the idea of a four-square grid, which seems
to me, regardless of what (other than the Margites) one places in the fourth
squate, to be logically sound and even inevitable. Aristotle, however, defines
the comic subject—and he confirms it precisely with respect to Hegemon’s
“parodies” and the Deiliad—through the representation of characters who
are “inferior” to the average. If used mechanically, this definition would
sharpen the hypothetical characterization of these vanished texts and lead
toward a third form of “parody” of the epic, which much later and, as we
shall see, even a bit too late will be named the “mock-heroic poem™: it
consists of treating in an epic (noble) style a lowly and laughable subject,
such as the story of a cowardly soldier. Indeed—and in the absence of
Hegemon’s works, the Deiliad, and the Margites—all the surviving Greek
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parodic texts, no doubt dating from a later period, illustrate this third
form, from the several fragments cited by Atheneus of Naucratis? to the
apparently complete text of the Batrachomyomachia,long attributed to Homer
and embodying to perfection the mock-heroic genre.

Now these three forms of “parody”—those suggested by the term
parodia and that induced by the texts preserved by tradition—are completely
distinct and not easily reducible. They share a certain mockery of the epic
(or potentially of any other noble or merely serious genre, provided—this
restriction is imposed by the Aristotelian scheme—its mode of represen-
tation is narrative), the mockery being obtained by separating the letter of
the work—the text, the style—from its spirit: namely, its heroic content.
But one results from the application of a noble text, modified or not, to
another subject, generally vulgar; another, from the transposition of a noble
text into a vulgar style; the third, from the application of a noble style—
the style of the epic in general or of the Homeric epic; indeed, if such
specification has a meaning, of a single work by Homer (the //iad)—to a
vulgar or nonheroic subject. In the first case, the “parodist” diverts a text
from its original purpose by modifying it only to the degree required; in the
second case, he transposes it completely into a different style while leaving
its subject as intact as this stylistic transformation allows; in the third, he
borrows its style in order to compose in that style another text treating
another, preferably antithetical subject. The Greek and the Latin parodia
covers etymologically the first meaning and, in a somewhat more figurative
sense, the second, as well as empirically (it seems) the third. French (among
other languages) was to inherit this confusion and add to the muddle over
the centuries.

4

The birth of parody? On page 8 of Octave Delepierre’s Essai sur la parodie
we find this note, which sets us dreaming: “When the rhapsodists who
sang the verses of the [/iad and the Odyssey found that these tales did not
fulfill either the expectation or the curiosity of the listeners, they would
refresh them—by way of an interlude—with little poems composed pretty
much of the same verses that had been recited, but whose meaning was
distorted so as to express something else, fit to entertain the audience.
They called that ‘to parody, from para and ode, counterchant.”! One would
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love to know how and from what source the amiable scholar drew this
capital bit of information—if he didn’t make it up. Since he mentions
on the same page Richelet’s dictionary, we turn to Richelet (1759, s.v.
parodie), just in case. He too refers to the public recitations of the bards,
and adds, “However, since these recitals were flagging and did not fulfill
the expectations and curiosity of the audience, one tended to add, in
order to refresh the listeners, by way of an interlude, actors who recited
short poems made up of the same verses that had been recited, but
whose meaning was distorted to express something else fit to entertain
the audience.” Such was then Delepierre’s “source,” hidden but resurgent,
as 1s often the case, soon after having vanished. Since Richelet invokes
in the same context, though seemingly in reference to something else,
the authority of the Abbé Sallier, let us check what he has to say. Sallier
quotes—only to reject it—an opinion, widespread according to him, which
attributes to Homer himself the invention of parody, “when he used—as
he occasionally did—the same verses in order to express different things.
These repetitions no more deserve to be called parody than those literary
diversions called centones, whose art consists of composing a work made
up entirely of lines taken from Homer, Virgil, or some other famous
poet.” We shall return to this opinion, which Sallier rejects perhaps too
hastily. “There would be,” he goes on to say, “perhaps more reason to
believe that when the singers who went from town to town reciting various
portions of Homert’s poetry had recited some of them, there appeared in
the crowd some jesters who wished to amuse the listeners by ridiculing
what had just been heard. I wouldn’t presume to insist too firmly upon
this conjecture, regardless of how plausible it appears to me, nor present it
as a notion that one is compelled to accept.”2 Sallier cites no authority to
support a “conjecture” that he refrains from appropriating while letting it
appear as his own. It so happens, however, that Sallier, as well as Richelet,
refers us to the Poetics of Julius Caesar Scaliger. Let us hear what Scaliger
has to say:

Quemadmodum satura ex tragoedia, mimus e comedia, sic parodia
de rhapsodia nata est . . . quum enim rhapsodi intermitterent recita-
tionem lusus gratia prodibant qui ad animi remissionem omnia illa
ptiora inverterent. Hos iccirco parodous nominarunt, quia praeter rem
seriam propositam alia ridicula subinferrent. Est igitur parodia rhap-
sodia inversa mutatis vocibus ad ridicula retrahens.
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{Just as satire was born of tragedy, and mime of comedy, so parody
derives from rhapsody. In fact, when the rhapsodists interrupted their
recitations, entertainers would appear, and in an attempt to refresh
the audience would invert everything that had been heard. They
were therefore called parodists, since they surreptitiously introduced,
alongside the serious subject, other, comic ones. Parody then is an
inverted rhapsody, one which through verbal modifications brings
the mind back to comic subjects.}3

This text, the obvious source of all the preceding texts, is not too clear,
and my translation may even be forcing the meaning a bit here and there.
At least it seems to credit the idea of an original parody conforming to
the etymology of parodia, which Scaliger does not fail to invoke: a more
or less literary reprise of an epic text inverted to obtain a comic effect.
In the tenth century the Byzantine encyclopedist Suidas had asserted
more crudely that parody consists—I quote Richelet’s translation, which
somewhat accentuates its bluntness—“in composing a comedy from the
verses of a tragedy” (Greek text: houtd legetai hotan ek tragidias meténekhthé ho
logos eis kimédian; literally, ““is said when the text of a tragedy is inverted into
comedy”).# By transposing from the dramatic to the narrative, Scaliget’s
description does present parody as a comic tale composed from the lines
of an epic, with the indispensable verbal modifications. Thus, the birth
of parody as the “daughter of rhapsody” (or perhaps of tragedy) would
have come about within the very locus of epic recitation (or dramatic
representation) and of its text, preserved but turned inside out like a glove.
It would be nice, again, to retrace the course of time, past Scaliger, then
Suidas, and from tradition to tradition (from plagiarism to plagiarism), to
arrive at some original document. But neither Scaliger nor Suidas refers to
any such document, and the thread apparently stops there, with that purely
theoretical hypothesis which was perhaps suggested to Scaliger by the
symmetry of the relationship (itself obscure) between tragedy and satyric
drama. The birth of parody, like so many others, is lost in the mists of time.

But let us get back to that opinion “of a few (?) scholars,” an opinion
discounted by the Abbé Sallier. After all, it is quite true that Homer, literally
ot not, repeats himself often, and that these recurrent formulas are not
always applied to the same subject. The nature of formulaic style, the
trademark of epic diction and the mainstay of epic recitation, consists
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not only in these stock epithets—“light-footed Achilles,” “Ulysses of a
thousand ruses”—invariably affixed to the name of this or that hero, but
also in those roving stereotypes, hemistichs, hexameters, groups of verses,
which the bard shamelessly reuses in circumstances that are at times similar
and at times quite different. Antoine Houdar de la Motte was very bored
with what he called the /fiad’s “refrains”—“the earth shook horribly with
the clanging of his weapons,” “he was hurled into the dark abode of Hades,”
etc.—and was indignant that Agamemnon should have given the same
speech in book 2 in order to test the morale of his troops and in book 9
in order to incite them seriously to flee.> Such uses may well pass for self-
quotations, and since the same text is found to apply to a different subject
(intention), one must surely recognize in it the very principle of parody.
Probably not the function, because in these repetitions the bard does not
in fact intend to make us laugh, but were he to succeed in doing so without
having intended it, could one not say that he had involuntarily acted as
a parodist? In truth the epic style, by its formulaic stereotypicality, isn’t
simply a designated target for jocular imitation and parodic reversal; it is
constantly liable, indeed exposed, to involuntary self-parody and pastiche.
Pastiche and parody are inscribed in the very text of the epic, which gives
Scaliger’s formula a stronger meaning than he probably intended: as a
daughter of rhapsody, parody is always already present and alive in the
maternal womb; and rhapsody, nourished constantly and reciprocally by
its own offspring, is, like Guillaume Apollinaire’s autumn crocuses, the
daughter of her daughter. Parody is the daughter of rhapsody and vice
versa. Here, then, is a deeper mystery for us to pore over, one that is in any
case much more important than that of the Trinity: parody is the reverse of
rhapsody, and everyone remembers what Ferdinand de Saussure said about
the relationship between recfo and verso. Similarly, of course, the comic is
only the tragic seen from behind.

5

The wotd parody is hardly used either in the poetics of the classical age or
even in the quarrel of the two butlesques (to which we shall return). Neither
Scarron and his followers, up to and including Pierre Marivaux, nor Boileau,
not, I believe, Alessandro Tassoni or Alexander Pope considered their
burlesque and neobutlesque works to be parodies—and even Chapelain
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décoiffé, which we will consider as the canonic example of the genre taken
in its strictest definition, is titled more evasively comedy.

Ovetlooked by poetics, the term has found refuge in rhetoric. In his
treatise Des tropes (1729), César Chesneau Dumarsais examined it as a
figure “with adapted meaning,” citing and paraphrasing Robertson’s Greek
Thesanrus, which defines parody as “a poem composed as an imitation of
another poem,” where one “distorts in a mocking manner verses that were
composed by someone else with a different goal in mind. One has the
freedom,” adds Dumarsais,

to add or to delete what is necessary for the proposed design; but one
must preserve as many of the words as is necessary to call to mind
the original work from which the words are borrowed. The idea of
the original work and its application to a less serious subject present
a surprising contrast for the imagination, and that is precisely how
the parodic joke works. Corneille said, in setious tones, speaking of
Chimene’s father:

Ses rides sur son front ont gravé ses exploits.
{The wrinkles on his forehead have graven his deeds.}

Racine parodied this line in Les Plaideurs: 1" Intimé, speaking about his father
who was a sergeant, says amusingly:

Il gagnait en un jour plus qu’un autre en six mois,
Ses rides sur son front gravaient tous ses exploits.

{Earned more a day than we in half a year:
On his lined brow his deeds were graven clear.}!

In Corneille, deeds means “memorable actions, military actions,” and in Les
Plaidenrs, deeds represents the acts or procedures that are performed by
sergeants. It is said that the great Corneille was offended by young Racine’s
joke.

The most tigorous form of parody, or minimal parody, consists, then,
of taking up a familiar text literally and giving it a new meaning, while
playing, if possible and as needed, on the words, as does Racine here
with the word deeds, a perfect example of an intertextual pun. The most
elegant parody, since it is the most economical, is then merely a quote
deflected from its meaning or simply from its context, or demoted from
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its dignified status. Moliere does that petfectly by having Arnolphe speak

this line from Sertorius:

Je suis maitre, je patle; allez, obéissez.
{I am the master, I speak; go, and obey.}2

But distortion is indispensable, even though Michel Butor was justified
in saying, albeit from a different perspective, that every quotation is already
parodic, and even though Jorge Luis Borges succeeded in demonstrating
with the imaginary example of Pierre Menard that the mere displacement
of context turns even the most literal rewriting into a creation.> Witnessing
a suicide by dagger, a pedantic observer might quote Théophile de Viau:

Le voila donc, ce fer qui du sang de son maitre
S’est souillé lachement. Il en rougit, le traitre.

{There it is then, this iron blade, which in its master’s blood
Did in cowardice sully itself. See it turn crimson, the traitot.}

This quotation would be more or less out of place, but it is not really, or
perceptibly, parodic. If I were to take up these same two lines in reference
to the iron in a horseshoe, or better still a clothes or a soldering iron, that
would be the start of a pathetic but real parody, thanks to the play on the
word fer {iron}. When Cyrano, in the #rade des neg {nose tirade}, applies to
himself the famous paraphrase, he obviously has good grounds to call this
application a parody—which he does as follows:

Enfin, parodiant Pyrame en un sanglot:
Le voila donc, ce nez qui des traits de son maitre
A détruit ’harmonie. Il en rougit, le traitre.

{Last, to parody Pyramus in a sob:
Here is the nose that of its master’s face
Destroyed the harmony. See it turn crimson, the traitor. } 4

As the exiguousness of these examples demonstrates, the parodist rarely
has the possibility of pursuing this game very far. Parody in this strict
sense is therefore visited most frequently upon brief texts, such as verses
removed from their context, historical pronouncements, or proverbs: thus
Victor Hugo, who in one of the Contemplations distorted Caesar’s heroic
Veni, vidi, vici into a metaphysical Veni, vids, vixi {1 came, I saw, I lived}; or
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Balzac, who through his characters indulged in verbal play with proverbs
in the manner I have just described (“Le temps est un grand maigre”;
“Paris n’a pas été bati en un jour,” etc.); or again Dumas, who wrote on
the notebook of an attractive woman the (superb) bilingual madrigal 774
or not to be.

This reduced dimension and the often extra- or paraliterary intent clearly
explain why parody has been appropriated by rhetoric: it has been consid-
ered a figure, an incidental ornament of discourse (whether literary or not),
rather than a genre, a category of works. Still, one could point to a classical
and even canonical example (Dumarsais mentions it in the chapter cited
above) of strict parody extending over several pages. In Chapelain décoiffe,
Boileau, Racine, and one or two others had some fun around 1664 by
adapting four scenes from the first act of Le¢ Cid to the subject of a
trivial literary quarrel. The favor that the king had granted to Don Diego
here becomes a pension given to Chapelain and contested by his rival La
Serre, who provokes him and pulls off his wig; Chapelain asks his disciple
Cassagne to avenge him by writing a poem against La Serre. The parodic
text follows the parodied text as closely as possible, by allowing itself to
make only the few transpositions required by the change in the subject. As
an illustration, here are the first four lines from the Chapelain—-Don Diego
monologue, which (I hope) will not fail to bring to mind four other lines:

O rage, o désespoir! O perruque ma mie!
N’as-tu donc tant duré que pour tant d’infamie?
N’as-tu trompé I'espoir de tant de perruquiers
Que pour voir en un jour flétrir tant de lauriers?

{Oh rage! oh despair! oh thou my datling wig!

Hast thou thus long endured but to suffer such shame?
Hast thou deceived all the wigmakers” hopes

But to see in one day so many laurels wilt?}5

The authors of Chapelain décoiffé were wise to stop after five scenes, but a bit
more perseverance in the laborious joke would have garnered us a comedy
in five acts that would have fully earned it the title of “Parody of the Cid.”’¢
The “Notice to the Reader’ defines rather well the purely transtextual merit
(interest) of this type of performance by recognizing that “the beauty of
this piece wholly consists in the relation it has with that other (& Cid).”’
One could, of course, read Chapelain décogffé without knowing Le Cid; but
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one cannot perceive and appreciate the function of the one without having
the other work in mind or in hand. This regusrement for reading forms a
part of the definition of the genre and—as a consequence, but a more
restraining consequence than is the case with other genres—a part of the
perceptibility and therefore of the existence of the work. We shall return
to this point.

6

The strict form we have been discussing—that which most conforms to
the etymology of parodia—is the only one that Dumarsais could include
as parody. But this rigor, perhaps already rather unusual, was not to be
imitated. In his discourse on parody, cited already {chapter 4}, the Abbé
Sallier identifies five kinds of parody, which consist either of changing
one single word in a line (we have already noted a few examples of this);
or of changing a single letter in a word (as illustrated by veni vid: vixi);
or of subverting, without any textual modification, the intended meaning
of a quotation (this is pretty much the case in the “deeds” of L’Intimé);
or of composing (this is the last and according to Sallier “the pincipal
type of parody”) an entire work based upon “a complete piece or upon
a considerable segment of a known poetic work, deflected to another
subject and to another meaning by changing several expressions” (such
is the case of the Chapelain décoiffé ). These first four types are only as many
variants—differing in the degree of the transformation (purely semantic,
in one letter, one word, or several words)—of parody strictly speaking
as defined by Dumarsais. The fifth one, however, (which Sallier places as
number four, apparently without noticing how different it is from the four
other kinds) consists of “composing verses in the taste and style of certain
authors of low repute. Among these we find the lines of Vincent Voiture
and of Jean-Frangois Sarrasin, who imitated the work of the poet Louis de
Neufgermain. That also is the case of M. Despréaux’s (Boileau’s) quatrain in
which he imitates the harshness of the lines from Jean Chapelain’s La Pacelle:

Maudit soit 'auteur dur dont I'apre et rude verve,
Son cerveau tenaillant, rima malgré Minerve

Et, de son lourd marteau martelant le bon sens,
A fait de méchants vers douze fois douze cents.
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{Cursed be the harsh author whose rough rude verve,
Racking his own brains, thymed in spite of Minerva

And, heavily hammering home the merest common sense,
Composed of wretched verses twelve times twelve hundred.}

This last type of parody is clearly (for us) the satirical pastiche: that is, a
stylistic imitation aiming to critique (“authors of low repute”) or ridicule,
an aim which, in Boileau’s example, is enunciated in the very style that it
targets (cacophony) but remains for the most part implicit, leaving the reader
to infer the parody from the caricatural features of the imitation.

Pastiche thus enters, or reenters, the picture, among the types of parody.
The Abbé Sallier is quite aware of having included here, at one stroke,
the entire mock-heroic genre, since he wonders on the following page
whether “the little poem about the battle between the rats and the frogs”
could well be, as some claim, “the oldest parody known to us.” And if he
refuses to adopt this view, it is not because the Batrachomyomachia does not
give “a correct notion of this sort of work,” but rather because its date is
uncertain. It may not be the most ancient, but for him it is a parody of the
kind that “imitates the taste and the style of certain authors of low repute”;
it is known that in neoclassical times the “reputation” of Homer’s “taste”
and “style” was on the wane, though lip service continued to be paid to
his genius.

This definition of parody, which integrates the satirical pastiche (whether
mock-heroic or other) and thus goes back to classical antiquity’s implicit
definition, will be transmitted faithfully throughout the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, and often in the same terms, borrowed more or
less literally from Sallier. One finds it in the Encyclopédie (1765), in the
Dictionnaire universel of the Jesuits of Trévoux (1771 edition), in Jean Frangois
Marmontel’s Essais de littérature (1787), in Delepierre’s Essai (1870), and
again in the preface to the anthology Les Poétes parodistes edited by Paul
Madieres in 1912. Pierre Larousse (1875) and Emile Littré (1877) seem
to be the only ones reluctant to accept such an integration, which they
acknowledge only in its broad or figurative sense.

The extensive character of this definition is accompanied, and apparently
consolidated, by an interesting exclusion: that of burlesque travesty. None
of these essays or articles mentions the work UVirgile travesti in reference
to parody, but they always mention Chapelain décoiffé, the Batrachomyomachia,
or Le Lutrin. The Encyclopédie, which talks of “dressing up the serious in

20



burlesque garb,” immediately specifies the procedure as follows: “This is
done by pretending to preserve as much as possible the same rhymes,
the same words, and the same cadences,” which of course excludes all
of the Scarronian devices. The definition later asserts that “parody and
burlesque are two very different genres”, and that “1/zrgile travesti is nothing
less than a parody of the Aeneid.” Madiéres’s anthology, which covers
three centuries, essentially deals with parodies of the type of Chapelain
décoiffé, with some pastiches—all from the nineteenth century and all at the
expense of a perfect target: Victor Hugo—as well as two or three excerpts
from dramatic parodies such as Dominique’s Agnés de Chaillot (based on
Houdar de la Motte’s Inés de Castro) or Félix-Auguste Duvert and Augustin-
Théodore de Lauzanne’s Harnali (from Hugo’s Hernani, of course). These
are hybrid or indecisive performances (we shall encounter them again),
falling somewhere between strict parody and satirical pastiche, which they
blend or use alternately, or even forget at times as they freely forge ahead,
but never to the advantage of burlesque travesty.

This practically unanimous exclusion! is explained and justified by Dele-
pierre, who invokes the authority of P. de Montespin, the author of a lost
Traité des belles lettres (Avignon, 1747): “Itis the essence,” says he, “of parody
always to substitute « new subject for the one that is being parodied: serious
subjects are replaced with light and playful ones, while using as much as
possible the parodied author’s expressions” (Marmontel in the same vein
speaks of “substituting a trivial ac#ion for a heroic action”). This substitution
of subject or action is according to Delepierre the condition required of all
parodies, and one that distinguishes it absolutely from burlesque travesty:
“The Virgile travesti and the Henriade travestie are not parodies, because the
subjects have not been changed. What is done is simply to have the same
characters speak in a trivial and low language, which constitutes the genre
of the butlesque.” Whatever liberties Scarron takes with their conduct,
feelings, or speeches, Dido and Aeneas remain in his work the queen of
Carthage and the Trojan prince in charge of their great destiny, and that
constant excludes the travesty from the field of parody. Such is also the
opinion of Victor Fournel, in the study “The Burlesque in France,” which he
places at the beginning of his edition of 17rgile travesti (18 58): “Parody, which
could often and in many aspects be confused with burlesque, nevertheless
differs from it in this, that when it is complete it also changes the conditions
of the characters in the works that it travesties. That is not done by the
burlesque, which finds a new soutce of comedy in the perpetual antithesis
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between the rank of the heroes and their speech. The primary concern
of the parodist who is contending with the work of Virgil would be to
take away everyone’s title, crown, and scepter. Aeneas, for example, would
have become a sentimental traveling salesman with not much on the ball,
and Dido a sympathetic innkeeper, and the conquest of Italy would have
become some grotesque squabble over some object associated with these
new characters.”

Thus, burlesque travesty modifies the style without modifying the subject;
“parody,” conversely, modifies the subject without altering the style, and that
is done in two possible ways: either by preserving the noble text in order
to apply it, as literally as possible, to a vulgar subject, real and topical
(that is strict parody, such as Chapelain décoiffé); or by creating by means
of a stylistic imitation a new noble text to be applied to a vulgar subject
(that is the mock-heroic pastiche, such as Le Lutrin). Strict parody and
the mock-heroic pastiche thus share, despite their wholly distinct textual
practices (adapting a text, imitating a style), the process of introducing a
lowly subject without tampering with the nobility of the style, which they
etther preserve with the text or restore by way of the pastiche. These two
practices together, by sharing this feature, stand in opposition to butlesque
travesty; thus it is that they can be placed together under the common term
of parody, which is at the same time denied to travesty. A simple chart can
illustrate this (classical) state of the vulgate.

subject noble vulgar
style
noble NOBLE GENRES PARODIES
(epic, tragedy) (parody proper, mock-

heroic pastiche)
vulgar BURLESQUE COMIC GENRES
TRAVESTY (comedy, comic

narrative)

This functional relationship between parody and mock-heroic pastiche
is well illustrated in the latter’s constant recourse to the former: the Batra-
chomyomachia systematically lifts warlike phrases from the //7ad and applies
them to its battling vermin; and when the clockmaker’s wife in Le Lutrin
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calls to her husband in order to distract him from his nightly expedition,
her speech becomes studded, quite naturally, as we shall see, with distorted
borrowings from canonical exhortations in similar situations.

The nineteenth century saw a rapid change in this semantic field as
butlesque travesty made its way among the acceptations of parody and
pastiche, imported from Italy during the eighteenth century, came to mean
the brute fact of stylistic imitation (whatever its function), while the practice
of strict parody tended to disappear from literary consciousness.? In 1875,
Pierre Larousse illustrated his definition of parodie via the Chapelain décoiffe.
The Larousse du XXe siécle (1928) replaces this work without warning with
Virgile travesti: “Parody: a butlesque travesty of a poem, of a serious work;
Scarron did a parody of the Aeneid” (i.e., precisely what Fournel, its editor,
had denied seventy years before). Today, the Larousse classique of 1957 and
the Petit Robert of 1967 are clear witnesses to this new vulgate. Here is the
Larousse: “The burlesque travesty of a work of serious literature: parody
of the Aeneid. In a wider sense, every burlesque or itonic imitation.” The
Robert: “Butlesque imitation (of a serious work). Scarron’s Virgile travesti is
a parody of the Aeneid. Figurative sense: a grotesque counterfeit.” In both
instances, burlesque travesty is presented as the proper meaning of parody,
the satirical or comic pastiche as its extended or figurative meaning, while
expressions such as “burlesque imitation” and “grotesque counterfeit” blur
the boundaries between the two practices. To be sure, the purpose—both
professional and traditional—of these dictionary entries is to clear the
lexical field. In everyday usage, however, the term parody has come to call
forth spontaneously (and exclusively) the idea of satiric pastiche, and thus
to overlap with caricature, as is the case in expressions as common as “a
parody of justice” and “a parody of the western,” or in the Goncourt
brothers’ transparent reference to the Bois de Vincennes as “a parody of a
forest.”2 The examples would in fact be countless. To make a long story
short, I shall be content to point out that scholarly studies tend to apply the
term parody constantly (or almost constantly) to satirical pastiche, and to
discriminate constantly (or almost constantly) between parody and pastiche
by defining parody as an imitation that is more heavily loaded with satirical
or caricatural effect.3 In 1977 a volume of satirical pastiches appeared
in France under the title Parodies.* The absence of strict parody and of
butlesque travesty from this field stems clearly from a cultural waning of
these practices, which today are supplanted by that of stylistic imitation,
despite the persistence and even the proliferation of parodic practice in
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short forms such as titles and slogans (I shall return to these), and despite
some popular vestiges of the travesty. When these forms are reintroduced
into the semantic field by an effort either of critical inquiry or of historical
revival, a more comprehensive picture emerges which regroups under the
term parody the three forms whose function is satirical (strict parody,
travesty, caricatural imitation), leaving pure pastiche alone in its category,
understood « contrario as an imitation without satirical function. Thus it is
readily said that Proust’s pastiches are pure, and those by Paul Reboux and
Charles Muller are parodies, or parodic pastiches.

This commonly accepted distribution responds, consciously or uncon-
sciously, to a functional criterion, since parody inevitably connotes satire
and irony, and pastiche, by contrast, appears as a more neutral and a more
technical term.5 This distribution can be crudely charted.¢

Sfunction satirical: “parodies” non-satirical

genres PARODY TRAVESTY SATIRICAL PASTICHE
PROPER PASTICHE

7

To conclude this attempt at what Paul Valéry called “the clearing up of
the verbal situation,” it would perhaps be of use to define precisely one
last time, and to settle as plainly as possible, the terminological debate that
concerns us here, which we should not allow to encumber us any further.

The word parody is currently the site of a rather onerous confusion,
because it is called upon to designate at times playful distortion, at times
the burlesque transpositon of a text, and on other occasions the satirical
imitation of a style. The main reason for this confusion is obviously the
functional convergence of the three formulas, each of which produces a
comic effect, generally at the expense of the text or style being “parodied.”
This is so in strict parody because its letter is playfully applied to an
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object that distorts and debases it; in the travesty because its content is
degraded through a system of downgrading transformations, both stylistic
and thematic; and in the satirical pastiche because its manner is ridiculed
via a process of exaggerations and stylistic magnifications. This functional
convergence, however, obscures a much more significant structural diffet-
ence between the transtextual modes: strict parody and travesty proceed
through a transformation of the text, and satirical pastiche (like every
pastiche) through an imitation of style. Since the term parody is, in the
current terminological system, implicitly and therefore confusedly invested
with two structurally discordant meanings, it would be useful pethaps to
reform the entire system.

I propose therefore to (re)baptize as parody the distortion of a text by
means of a minimal transformation of the Chapelain décoiffé type; travesty
will designate the stylistic transformation whose function is to debase, a la
Virgile travesti; caricature! (but no longer, as previously, parody) will designate
the satirical pastiche, of which Paul Reboux and Charles Muller’s anthology
A la maniére de. . . offers canonical examples and of which the mock-
heroic pastiche is merely a variety;2 and pastiche plain and simple would
refer to the imitation of a style without any satirical intent, a type illustrated
by at least some pages of Proust’s “L’Affaire Lemoine.” And finally, I
adopt the general term #ansformation to subsume the first two gentres, which
differ primarily in the degree of distortion inflicted upon the hypotext, and
the term 7zmitation to subsume the two last genres, which differ only in
their function and the degree of their stylistic aggravation. Hence a new
distribution, one that is no longer functional but rather structural, since its
criterion for separating and grouping the genres is the type of relationship
(transformation or imitation) that they create between the hypertext and
its hypotext.

relation transformation imitation

genres PARODY TRAVESTY CARICATURE PASTICHE

One chart can thus recapitulate the opposition between the two forms
of divisions, which evidently still share the objects to be distributed: namely
the four canonical hypertextual genres.
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current (functional) distribution
Sunction satirical (“parody”) non-satirical
(“pastiche”)
genres PARODY | TRAVESTY | CARICATURE PASTICHE
relation transformation imitation
structural distribution

In proposing this taxonomic and terminological reform, I hold no real
hopes forits future. Experience has repeatedly shown thatif there is nothing
easier than to introduce a neologism into common practice, there is nothing
more difficult than to extirpate from it a set term or acceptation, an ingrown
habit. I am therefore claiming not to censure the abuse of the word parody
(since, in effect, this is what we are dealing with) but only to point it out
and—Dbecause it is impossible to clear up this lexical area effectively—at
least provide its users with a conceptual tool enabling them to check and
focus with greater swiftness and accuracy what it is they are (probably)
thinking about when they (haphazardly) utter the word parody.

Neither do I claim to substitute the structural criterion entirely for the
functional one. I simply mean to bring it out into the open, if only to
make room, for example, for a form of hypertextuality whose literary
significance cannot be reduced to that of the pastiche or of canonical
parody, and which I shall for now call serious parody. The yoking here of
these two terms—which in ordinary usage would form an oxymoron—
is deliberate, intended to indicate that certain generic formulas cannot
be accounted for within a purely functional definition. If one were to
define parody solely by its burlesque function, one would leave out such
works as Laforgue’s Hamlet, Jean Giraudoux’s Electre, Thomas Mann’s Doctor
Faustus, Joyce’s Ulysses, Michel Tourniet’s Friday—all of which are linked to
their text of reference by the same type of relationship (all other things
being equal) that exists between Virgile travesti and the Aeneid. Functional
differences notwithstanding, we have here, if not an identity, at least a
continuity of process which must be acknowledged and which (as stated
above) proscribes reliance on canonical formulas alone.

But, as the reader has probably noted already, the “structural” division
that I propose retains a common trait with the traditional categorization:
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inside each major relational category there is a distinction between parody
and travesty on the one hand, and between caricature and pastiche on
the other. The latter distinction is based quite clearly upon a functional
criterion, which is always the opposition between satirical and nonsatirical.
The former may be motivated by a purely formal criterion, which is the
difference between a semantic transformation (parody) and a stylistic trans-
position (travesty); but it also includes a functional aspect, since travesty is
undeniably more satirical or more aggressive vis-a-vis its hypotext than is
parody. Parody does not actually subject the hypotext to a degrading stylistic
treatment but only takes it as a model or template for the construction of
a new text which, once produced, is no longer concerned with the model.
My classification, then, is structural only as regards the distinction be-
tween major types of hypertextual relationships, and it becomes functional
once more as regards the distinction between concrete practices. It would
therefore be better to make this duality official, and to render it in a chart
with two headings, one structural and the other functional, in a manner
somewhat akin to Aristotle’s (implicit) chart of genres, with its modal and
thematic headings.

Junction non-satirical satirical
relation
transformation PARODY TRAVESTY
imitation PASTICHE CARICATURE

If the functional classification must be adopted or retrieved, however,
even partially, then it seems to me that a correction is in order. The
distinction between the satirical and the nonsatirical is obviously too pat, for
there are no doubt several ways of not being satirical, and frequent exposure
to hypertextual practices shows that in this field one must distinguish at least
two kinds. One (to which belong the practices of the pastiche and parody)
aims at a sort of pure amusement or pleasing exercise with no aggressive
or mocking intention; I shall label it the /«dic mode of the hypertext. But
there is still another practice, to which I have just alluded by citing as an
example Thomas Mann’s Doctor Fanstss, which we must now name (for lack
of a better technical term) its serions mode. This third functional category
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obviously forces us to extend our chart on the right to make room for a
third column, one for serious transformations and imitations. These two
vast categories have never been considered in themselves, and as a result
they have no name. I therefore propose the neutral and extensive term
transposition to designate serious transformations.? For serious imitations we
may borrow from ancient usage a term that is more or less synonymous with
pastiche ot with gpocrypha but is also more neutral than its competitors. That
term is _forgery. Now we have an even more complete and temporatily more
definitive diagram, which could at least serve as a map for the exploration
of the territory of hypertextual practices.*

mood | . ! :
. layful ! satirical ! serious
relation pray ! '
) [}
PARODY + TRAVESTY 1 TRANSPOSITION
1 i
' ]
transformation (Chapelain (Virgile +  (Doctor Faustus)
. ” ! . 1
décoiffé) ! travests) :
| :
3 ]
PASTICHE | CARICATURE FORGERY
1 1
1 1
imitation (“L'Affaire | (A la maniére |  (Posthomerica)
Lemoine”) de...) :
1 ]

In order to illustrate the six major categories, I have indicated in paren-
theses, as an example, the title of a work representative of each category.
The choices are inevitably arbitrary and even unfair, since specific works
are always, and happily so, much more complex than the species to which
they are affixed.

What follows is, in a sense, a long commentary on this chart, a com-
mentary whose primary effect will be, I hope, not to justify the chart
but rather to blur, dissolve, and eventually erase it. Before I begin this
follow-up, I must also briefly discuss two aspects of the chart. I have
replaced function with mood, finding it more flexible and less brutal. Still,
it would be rather naive to imagine that it is possible to draw a clear
boundary between these great diatheses in the sociopsychological operation
of the hypertext. I have therefore used dotted vertical lines to account
for the possible nuances between pastiche and caricature, travesty and
transposition, and so on. Furthermore, there is an insuperable difficulty
inherent in the diagrammatic representation: it suggests that the satirical
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occupies a fundamentally intermediate position separating inevitably and
as if naturally, the playful from the serious. This certainly is not the case,
and many works in fact straddle the boundary between the serious and
the playful, a boundary impossible to illustrate here. (One need only think
of Giraudoux, for an example). But reversing the columns of the satirical
and the playful would result in the opposite kind of misrepresentation.
One should rather imagine a circular system similar to the one planned by
Goethe for his Dichtarten, where each mood would have a point of contact
with the two others, but in this case the crossing with the category of
relationships becomes in turn impossible to chart in the two-dimensional
space of the Gutenberg galaxy. Besides, I do not doubt that the tripartition
of the moods would be too crude (a bit like the separation of the three
“fundamental” colors, blue, yellow, and red), and one could easily refine
it by introducing three more gradations into the spectrum. Between the
playful and the satirical, I would readily place the 7ronic; that is often the
mood of Thomas Mann’s hypertexts, such as Doctor Faustus, Lotte in Weimar,
and above all Joseph and His Brothers. Between the satirical and the serious
divisions, I see the polemical; that is the spirit in which Miguel de Unamuno
transposes Don Quixote in his violently anti-Cervantian book 7he Life of Don
Quixote, and that is also the spirit of Henry Fielding’s anti- Pamela, which he
titles Shamela. Between the playful and the serious I would add the humorous;
this, as I have already said, is the dominant mood of some of Giraudoux’s
transpositions, such as Efpénor. (But Thomas Mann oscillates too constantly
between irony and humor: hence a new gradation, a new blurring, for so it
goes with great literary works.) Thus we would tentatively come up with a
kind of rose window.

humorous

serious

polemical
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In the previous chart, however, I consider the distinction between the
two types of relationships (imitation and transformation) as much more
clear-cut: hence the unbroken boundary line separating them. Needless to
say, this in no way excludes the possibility of mixed practices. The same
hypertext may simultaneously transform a hypotext and imitate another.
Travesty certainly consists of transforming a noble text by imitating, to that
effect, the lax style of another text, namely vulgar speech. (One may even
at once transform and imitate the same text; it is a borderline case with
which we shall deal in due course.) But, as Blaise Pascal more or less put
it, that Archimedes should have been both a prince and a geometrician is
no reason to confuse nobility with geometry. Or, to belabor the obvious
in the manner of M. de La Palice, a prerequisite to doing two things at the
same time is that the two things not be the same.

The announced elaboration will consist, therefore, in examining more
closely each one of the squares of our chart, in refining the discriminations,
and in illustrating them with the help of selected examples.6 These will be
chosen for either their paradigmatic or, conversely, their paradoxical and
exceptional character, or simply for their own interest, in full knowledge
that the latter may encourage annoying digressions or welcome diversions.
Here again, then, we shall have a more or less regulated alternation between
criticism and poetics. In terms of the checkerboard (one should perhaps say
hopscotch) drawn by our chart, we shall proceed roughly as follows. First
we shall finish off the partially explored square of classical and modern
parody (chapters 8 to 11), and move on to travesty in its burlesque and
modern forms (chapters 12 and 13). Pastiche and caricature—forms that
are often hard to distinguish—will occupy us in chapters 14 to 26, along with
two complex practices that include pretty much all of these at once: mixed
parody and the antinovel. Then we will look at some typical performances
of forgery and, more specifically, of continuation (chapters 27 to 39). Finally
(40 to 80), we shall discuss the practice of transposition, by far the richest
in technical operations and in literary applications. Then it will be time to
conclude and to put away our tools, for nights are chilly in this season.
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For the reasons cited above, and with the one noted exception of Chapelain
décoiff, literary parody gravitates to short texts (and, it goes without saying,
to texts that are sufficiently well known for the effect to be noticeable).
Madieres’s anthology contains, among many others, two parodies of “La
Cigale et la fourmi” {“The Grasshopper and the Ant”}, a privileged target,
since it is most readily recognized.! Here is Charles-Auguste La Fare’s
version, “On a Mistress Abandoned by M. de Langeron™:

La cigale ayant baisé

Tout I’été
Se trouva bien désolée
Quand Langeron I'eut quittée:
Pas le moindre pauvre amant
Pour soulager son tourment.
Elle alla crier famine

Chez la Grignan sa voisine . . .

{The Grasshopper having screwed
All Summer

Felt quite disconsolate

Once Langeron had left her:

Not the merest, paltriest lover in sight

To allay her torment.

Off she went to cry for help
To /a Grignan, her neighbor.}

We need not indefinitely glean this unrewarding field, with its labored rather
than gratifying output. I prefer to evoke a more recent and rather pretty
paraphrase of the lyrics of the “Temps des Cerises,’2 improvised in 1973
by Michel Butor:

Quand nous chanterons
Le temps des surprises,
Et gai labyrinthe

Et sabbat moqueur
Vibreront en fétes.

Les peuples auront
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La victoire en téte
Et les amoureux
Des lits dans les fleurs.

{When we shall sing

The time of surprises,
The gay labyrinth

And the mocking sabbath
Shall vibrate into feasts.
Nations will have

Victory in mind

And lovers will have

Beds in the flowers.}3

And point out the more curious case of the famous sonnet by Félix Arvers,
which inspired at least two faitly clever parodies. These have the added
merit of preserving the rhymes of the original poem. The first, called “A
I'envers,” reverses the theme of secret love to that of public misfortune. The
second claims to be the reply (vainly hoped fot) from the woman to whom
it is dedicated. {See the Arvers text and its parodies in the Appendix.}

The practice of responding by using identical thymes is a genre attested in
classical Arabic poetry, and also in the Chinese poetry of the Sung period
under the term #’u-ysin or ho-ysin, which designates the very process of
taking up the same rhymes.

Even in T’ang times, Po Chii-i and Yiian Chen had composed poems
to each other’s rhymes, and during the Sung it became very popular
for men, as an expression of friendship, to “follow the rhymes” of
each other’s poems. This practice of composing more than one poem
with the same rhyme words is known as #eb-ysin, or “repetition of
thymes.” Wang An-shih, struck with admiration for a poem on snow
by his political rival Su Tung-p’o, wrote his own poems to the same
rhymes, employing the same rhymes again and again until he had
written as many as six poems on Su’s original set of rhymes. The term
tieh-ysin is also used when one uses the rhymes from one’s own poems
to compose a2 new poem. When Su Tung-p’o was confined to the
Imperial Censorate Prison and was under investigation on charges of
treason, he wrote a poem expressing his resignation at the thought
of death. . . . Contrary to his expectation, he was freed, and wrote
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a poem expressing his joy in which he employed the same rhyme
words.*

One finds a very exacting form of this type of constraint in Jean-Luc
Nancy’s “Jeune Carpe,” a poem in alexandrine verses whose number of
lines and choice of rhymes (but not of the thyme words) at the beginning
and at the end of each section are—as the title suggests—those of Paul
Valéry’s “Jeune Parque.”’s But one could also recall, in an entirely different
register that I shall not attempt to qualify, that “Ode au Maréchal” {Pétain}
by Paul Claudel, which became, in the nick of time and with only minor
textual changes, an “Ode au Général” {de Gaulle}.

The parodic distortion of proverbs (I have borrowed one or two examples
from Balzac) is a type of joke probably as old and as popular as the proverb
itself. Mistigris from Un Début dans la vie is probably the principal source
of these in the Comédie humaine (examples: “Pas d’argent, pas de suif” {No
money, no tallow}; “Les petits poissons font les grandes rivieres” {Little
fishes make big rivers}; “L’ennui naquit un jour de 'université¢” {Boredom
was once born from the University}; “On a vu des rois épousseter des
bergeres” {Kings have been known to dust shepherdesses}.c But one
can find examples in other works as well—such as lusions perdues, La
Rabonillense, Ursule Mironet—in the guise of artsy puns, as is the case here,
or an uneducated character’s involuntary howlers. Balzac prized this genre
and established for himself an entite repertory to be used as needed,
which the Surrealists delighted in.” All of us have practiced these in our
youth. A few none too glorious achievements pop to mind: “Qui trop
embrasse manque le train” {He who embraces too much misses the train};
“Partir, c’est crever un pneu” {To leave is to puncture a tire}.8 Jacques
Prévert, who is more sophisticated, proposes a simple spoonerism {on
“Partir, c’est mourir un peu”}: “Martyr, c’est pourrir un peu” {Martyrdom
means to rot a little}. As is often the case, parody here remains close to
plain punning,

Within a less playful or less gratuitous order, it is possible to observe—
from Beaumarchais to the present—an interesting series grafted upon the
provetb “Tant va la cruche a I'eau qu’a la fin elle se casse” {So often
does the jug go to the well that in the end it breaks}. The one who
started it all is Bazile, who in the Barber of Seville demonstrated his talent at
this game.
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BAZILE: And then, as the proverb says, what is fit to take . . .
BARTHOLO: I get it, is good . . .

BAZILE: To keep.

BARTHOLO (surprised): Ah! ah!

BAZILE: Yes, I have reworked a few little proverbs with similar vatia-
tions . . .

In the Marriage of Figaro we encounter the same feature.

BAZILE: Watch out young man, watch out! The father is not pleased;
the daughter has been slapped; she’s not studying with you: Chérubin!
Chérubin! you are causing her grief! So often does the jug go to the
well . ..

FIGARO: Ah, here goes our imbecile with his old proverbs! Well, big
bore, what does the wisdom of ages say? So often does the jug go to
the well thatin theend . . .

BAZILE: It fills up.

FIGARO (as he is leaving): Not so dumb, after all, not so dumb!?

In both cases one notes the identical effect of suspense followed by a
letdown. The same proverb subliminally informs the famous first line of
the first Surrealist Manifesto: “So strong is the belief in life, in what is
most fragile in life—rea/ life, I mean—that in the end this belief is lost.”10
Closer to us, and closer to the popular model because of his use of puns,
Raymond Queneau is also more sophisticated in the effects he gains from
them: “Tant va I'autruche a eau qu’a la fin elle se palme” {So long goes
the ostrich to the water that in the end it grows flippers}. And finally(?),
Georges Perros: “Tant va la vache a lait qu’a la fin elle se mange” {So long
goes the cow to milk that in the end it gets eaten}.!!

The most systematic and lavish use of this process is to be found, no
doubt, in the Cent cinguante-deux: proverbes mis au gosit du jour (1925) by Paul
Eluard and Benjamin Péret.12 These are essentially “Surrealistic” parodies,
meaning that the principle of transformation is guided by arbitrariness
or psychic automatism. It is left to chance and the surrounding semantic
influence to confer some sense (or some fascinating strangeness) upon
the obtained variant. With very few exceptions, the operating principle is
that of substitution, here and there obtained through phonic inversions
(“La métrite adoucit les flirts” {Metritis chastens petting}; “A quelque rose
chasseur est bon” {A hunter is always good to some rose}), but more
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often without any formal motivation.!3 Sometimes it is a substitution of
one word (“Quand la raison n’est pas la, les souris dansent” {When reason
is gone, the mice dance}; “A chaque jour suffit sa tente” {Sufficient unto
the day is the tent thereof}).1* On one occasion it is a substitution of
three words (“Qui couche avec le pape doit avoir de longs pieds” {He
who sleeps with the Pope must have long feet}).!5 But almost always—
given the binary structure of the genre—it is a substitution of two words:
“Orfevre, pas plus haut que le gazon” {Goldsmith, no higher than the
lawn}; “Les curés ont toujours peur” {Priests are always afraid}; “Il faut
battre sa mére pendant qu’elle est jeune” {One must beat one’s mother
while she is young}; “Il n’y a pas de cheveux sans rides” {There is no hair
without wrinkles}, etc.16

In all these examples the hypotext is easily spotted under its fanciful
disguise. Occasionally, however, depending no doubt on the reader’s com-
petence, it escapes detection. The parodic effect is then lost, and what
remains is the proverbial turn, the gnomic imprint. The Eluardian statement
is then read as a whimsical pastiche of a proverb, imparting the proverb’s
peremptory tone to some preposterous observation. This, at least, is how I
see the operation of these examples: “Dieu calme le corail” {God soothes
the coral}; “Nul ne nage dans la futaie” {No one swims in the grove}—as
well as the best-known, the ever present emblem of poetic “impertinence”:
“Les éléphants sont contagieux” {Elephants are contagious}.

Every distinctive, well-known, brief utterance is a natural and easy prey to
parody. The most typical and frequent case is no doubt that of titles.

We all know that titles of literary or other works do not form an amor-
phous, arbitrary, timeless, or insignificant category of utterances. The vast
majority of them—and the same goes for character names—are subject
to at least two fundamental determinations: genre and period. A certain
reciprocity between these two is implicit, since there are in fact period gen-
res. Titles, like the names of animals, become an index: part pedigree, part
birth certificate. For over a century the first-name title (Adolphe, Dominique,
Geneviéve) connoted the récit, a short psychological narrative a /a frangaise;
the Rougon-Macgnart, the Thibanlt, the Jalna series can only be family sagas,
etc. The third determining factor, which obviously is the author’s personal
invention, often operates only as a variant on a model or within a framework
imposed by usage: John Galsworthy’s Forsyte Saga / Georges Duhamel’s
Chronique des Pasquier.

35



These external determinations proceed either (as in the first case) from
a “logical” bent or (in all the other cases) through imitation. It took the
inventor of the picaresque novel no great effort of imagination to give
his biographical narrative the name of its hero. Lagarillo de Tormes is thus
a self-explanatory, purely denotative title, but in later titles this pattern
was to function as a generic index: Gugman de Alfarache, Moll Flanders,
Gil Blas all connote the picaresque genre by virtue of their reference to
a titular tradition at least as much as by the fact that they denote the
specific autobiography of a fictitious hero.!” There is therefore in a title an
element of transtextual allusion—in variable doses, of course—which is
the beginning of a generic “contract.”

The most conspicuous and most effective form of allusion is the parodic
distortion. This form is particularly suited to contemporary journalistic
production, which is always eager for headlines and always on the lookout
for “striking” formulations.

The two lifesavers here are the pun and the parodic allusion—often
inseparable, the former being in essence a specific instance of the latter.
Puns (these few examples are culled at random from memories and chance
encounters) can turn Leni Riefenstahl’s Les Dieusc du stade {The gods of the
stadium} into Les Jeux du stade {The games of the stadium} or Les Adienx
au stade {Farewells to the stadium}; Charlie Chaplin’s La Ruée vers lor {The
Gold Rush} might become La Ruée vers l'art {The art rush}—the title of an
article dealing with the art market; Le Masque et la plume {The mask and the
pen, a cultural program on French radio}, changed into Le Casque et la plume
{The helmet and the pen}, becomes a title referring to a writer’s visit to
some military facility. Some time ago, Edgar Morin discussed the ideas of
the group called Socialisme ou Barbarie {Socialism or barbarianism}, ideas
that were expounded by yours truly; his all too inevitable title was Solécismes
ou barbarismes {Solecisms or barbarisms} (in Arguments, 1965), to which
the answer might have been an equally inevitable So/ipsisme ou borborygmes
{Solipsism or borborygmus}, a lost parody that must have since resurfaced
someplace.

With or without punning (“Apocalypse Mao”), parodic distortion is
readily attracted to titles, as I have indicated, or to typical and easily
recognizable clichés whose structure lends itself to practically infinite reuse.
I have picked out a few examples at random, giving only their bare bones

here and leaving it to my readers to identify the source and supply the
Is Not What It

original tenor: Waiting for s Once wpon a Time

b
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Used to Be; Some of My Best s The Discrete Charms of the ; The
with a Human Face; X, Y,Z, and the Others, etc.
This kind of allusion is not reserved for standard journalistic titlemaking,

On the contrary, intensive use is made of it in critical metadiscourse, where
there is a constant temptation to mimic the titles and the formulas typical
of the author concerned. A study of Immanuel Kant might easily be titled
Critigue of Kant;, a discourse on Diderot, Diderot the Fatalist and His Masters or
The Paradoxes of Denis the Fatalist; on Balzac, Splendors and Miseries of Honoré de
Balzac; on Flaubert, The Iemptation of Saint Gustave, on Proust, Remembrance
of Marcel Proust, Pronst in Love; on Ponge, Siding with Words ot Francis Ponge in
His Various States.'® Worse examples could be found; let everyone confess
to his or her own sins—if sins they be. The effect can even extend beyond
the field of titles to be applied to opening lines: “For a long time I have been
fascinated by the description of decanters plunged into the Vivonne.” In
all these cases the parody is motivated, quite understandably, by the effect
of contagion, which often affects the critical metatext.!® This is but one of its
forms, the other being, naturally, the pastiche, intentional or not.

Another field for such exercises, one that is very characteristic of our
modern culture, is the advertising catchword. To deal with it would require a
goo-page thesis. I will cite only this recent gem, grafted onto the official (and
unwittingly prophetic) slogan “We Have No Oil in France, but We’ve Got
Ideas.” A brand of black-currant liqueur (Cassis) has thought of featuring
its characteristic bottle on a poster surrounded by several glasses of Kir
made with white wine, red wine, champagne, etc., and captioned with the
amusingly chauvinistic statement: “In France We Have Cassis and We Have
Ideas.” In anticipation of the day when we also run out of ideas, I am storing
this consoling version in the cooler: “In France We’ve Got No Oil and No
Ideas, but We’ve Got Cassis.”

But it is also true that every brief, peremptory, and nonargumentative
statement—proverb, maxim, aphorism, slogan—inevitably invites an
equally peremptory and equally dogmatic refutation. Those who limit
themselves to affirmation must expect to be summarily contradicted. This
pure negation is a minimal transformation, and thus a form of parody,
whose function and mood may vary according to the various contexts and
situations.

In the twenty-fifth of his Philosophical Letters, Voltaire was in earnest, I
think, in attempting to refute Pascal. Quite naturally, in the process of doing
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so, he managed to turn around word for word some of Pascal’s “thoughts.”
Thus, the statement “If there exists a God, one must love only Him, and
not his creatures” calls forth this one: “One should love, and very warmly at
that, all creatures; each one should love his country, his wife, his father, his
children; and so much is it true that we should love them that God makes
us love them despite ourselves.” The observation “The foolish project of
Montaigne’s to do a portrait of himself!” becomes “The charming project
of Montaigne’s to depict himself naively as he has done! For he has depicted
human nature, and the sorry project that Nicole, Malebranche, and Pascal
had to decry Montaigne!” As we can see, however, Voltaire still feels a need
for some succinct (though effective) argument. That is precisely where the
seriousness of his purpose lies; after all, Voltaire has undertaken to “defend
humankind” against this “sublime misanthrope.” The case may indeed need
some pleading.

In a mode somewhat less loaded with polemic intent, Lautréamont
subjects some aphorisms of the same Pascal, and of one or two others,
to diverse and constantly negative operations.?? Some are metatheses:
“Familiarity is the apprenticeship of the mind” becomes “Reserve is the
apprenticeship of the mind.” Reversed metaphors: “Cleopatra’s nose, etc.,”
becomes “If Cleopatra’s morals had been less short, the face of the earth
would have changed. Her nose would not have become shorter for it.””2!
Double negatives—that is, negative transformations in the proper sense of
the term, which leave the meaning intact: “One despises great plans when
one feels incapable of achieving great successes” becomes “One respects
great plans when one feels capable of achieving great successes.” Pure and
simple negation: “Great thoughts come from reason”; “Man is an oaktree,
nature has none that is more robust”; “Nothing has been said. We have
come too soon, now that men have been living for over seven thousand
years,” etc.22 None of this is of great consequence, either as play or as satire,
but the material may not have warranted more.

The most successful example of this gente is perhaps Reboux and
Muller’s pastiche of La Rochefoucauld.?? This pastiche consists of a let-
ter by the author of the Maxims, from beyond the grave, to protest the
posthumous edition of his work prepared by Claude Barbin, an edition
in which he claims that the opposite of what he had written has been
systematically printed. His true thoughts were, for example, these: “It is a
sign of great wisdom to wish to be wise all alone”; “There are delicious

9, <

marriages, but there are no good ones”; “A fool always has character enough
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to be good.”2¢ And why not? In psychology, every maxim (the present one
included) is exactly as valid as its opposite, and this little exercise is a fairly
good demonstration of the reversibility of this sort of profundity. Such
was, I hope, the satirical aim of the two pastiche writers. Or perhaps they
simply wished to indicate that in this matter, where the front equals the
back, the best pastiche is indeed, for once, parody. But I have saved until
last this anti-Lamartinian aphorism spoken by Paris in 7iger at the Gates,
Giraudoux’s play about the Trojan War. It is a truly minimal refutation, a
model of economy, of efficiency, perhaps even of wisdom: “Un seul étre
vous manque et tout est repeuplé” {One sole being is missing and the
world is repeopled} .25

9

Among the modern manifestations of parody, or textual transformation
with playful intent, the most remarkable, and no doubt most conforming
to its definition, is provided by the practice that can be described, by way
of a synecdoche, as Oulipian—even though not all of its manifestations are
the work of the official members of the Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle,
or Oulipo, created in November 1960 by Raymond Queneau, Frangois Le
Lionnais, and a few others.! Some of these playful operations, such as the
anagram of the palindrome, in fact predate the Oulipo by several centuries.
Still, the group has given these practices new luster and has integrated them
into a (somewhat) systematic ensemble which (at times) makes it possible
to situate them and to define them more rigorously.

The Oulipeme (a text produced by the Oulipo) or the Oulipism (a text
written, even if pre-Oulipo, in the style of an Onlipeme—subtle distinctions
are of no importance here, and we may simply take the Oulipeme to be a
particular instance or an empirical specification of the Ouljpism, which is
the real theoretic object of our inquiry) does not always proceed from a
transformation. A lipogram (a text written by entirely avoiding a certain
letter or letters of the alphabet) such as La Disparition by Georges Pérec (a
lipogram “in ¢”: that is, without the letter ¢) does not transform any previous
text; it was written simply (and, I think, rather directly) according to this
formal constraint; it is therefore an autonomons Onlspeme. But any text can be
rewritten as a lipogram (or a lipogram can be rewritten in accordance with
any other type of lipogrammatic restriction; La Disparition, for example, by
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precluding the use of the vowel 4, could yield, among others, this new and
more literal title: 7.’E/ision). That would obviously constitute a lipogrammatic
transformation, ot a transformational lipogram.

I shall therefore consider only one aspect of this Oulipic activity: namely,
its transformational aspect. That is, after all, its principal feature in a
sense, especially if one takes into account the Oulipisms that consist first
of an ad hoc textual production, followed by systematic transformation.
The palindrome obviously falls within this category, or the holorhyme
{a wholly rhyming (homophonic) couplet} (one could also, though with
greater difficulty, assign a holorhyme or a palindrome—obtained through
transformation—to a previous text that had not programmed or even
anticipated it).

Lipogrammatic transformation (or “translation”) is exemplified by Gia-
como Casanova rewriting for Mme Vestris an entire role by eliminating the
phoneme 7, because she could not pronounce it propetly. “Les procédés de
cet homme m’outragent et me désesperent, je dois penser a m’en défaire”
thus becomes “Cet homme a des fagons qui m’offensent et me désolent,
il faut que je m’en défasse {The manners of this man give me outrage
and despair, I must contrive to rid myself of him”; “This man has ways
that offend me and make me desolate, I must find means to shed him”},
and so on.2 Pérec lipogrammatizes without an ¢ Charles Baudelaire’s poem
“Les Chats” (which has been subjected to worse kinds of treatment), and
in a most audacious gamble he also lipogrammatizes Arthur Rimbaud’s
“Voyelles”: “A noir (un blanc), I roux, U safran, O azur: / Nous saurons
au jour dit ta vocalisation,” etc. {A black (one blank), I russet, U saffron,
O azure: / On the appointed day we shall know your vocalization}.3 The
rule of the game (which justifies here the use of the official, or indigenous,
term “translation”) obviously consists in remaining as close as possible to
the (meaning of the) initial text while at the same time applying the formal
prescription: whence the effect of an awkwardly synonymic paraphrase,
with an inevitable series of slight, more or less coherent displacements of
meaning. Chance is no stranger to the endeavor.

Chance plays an even greater role in the homaphonic transformation (ot
“translation”—Iéonce Nadirpher here proposes the portmanteau word
traducson, which consists of giving an approximate phonic equivalent of a
text by using other words, from the same language or from another.)* The
Oulipian archetype of interlinguistic homophonic transformation (from
English into French) is this exclamation by Frangois Le Lionnais in front
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of the primates in the Jardin des Plantes, quite clearly inspired by a line from
Keats: “Un singe de beauté est un jouet pour ’hiver” { A monkey of beauty
is a toy for the winter}.> An example of an intralinguistic (French-French)
homophonic transformation is offered in this “transphonation” by Leon
Robel of Stéphane Mallarmé’s “Tombeau d’Edgar Poe™:

Quelque ennui meéne en vain le Termite et le Singe
L’appeau est un suicide avec ’anglais venu
Sans socle, époux vanté donne a voir Paques aux nues

{Some boredom vainly drives the Termite and the Monkey
The decoy is a suicide that came with English
Without a pedestal, the vaunted spouse shows Easter to the clouds} .6

The procedure generates utterances that are presumably devoid of meaning
(the term “translation” is therefore misused here), but the effect of irre-
sistible semantic pressure (as one speaks of atmospheric pressure) conjures
up some glimmers of meaning, which one can attempt to assign (in the
first degree) to some autonomous reference (Le Lionnais in the Jardin des
Plantes) or (at one remove) partially reconcile with the initial hypotext (here,
for example, “avec I'anglais venu” or “sans socle”). The classic example of
this genre is Mots d’Henres, Gousses, Rames by “Luis d’Antin van Rooten,”
who presents as a volume of hermetic French poems (with English glosses
on the obscurities) a series of French transphonations of nursery rhymes

(“Mother Goose Rhymes”):

Un petit d’un petit
S’étonne aux Halles
Un petit d’un petit
Ah! degrés te fallent

thus transposes, as you have probably guessed already, to

Humpty Dumpty
Sat on a wall
Humpty Dumpty
Had a great fall.

But several generations of French schoolchildren had already indulged in
unwitting transphonations into Latin, with “Quiscam angelum lettorum?”;
into Greek, with “Ouk elabon polin? Elpis, ephe, kaka, ousa, alla gar apasi”;
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into French, for the English “Thank you very much,” with “Saint-Cloud
Ménilmuche.””

The same inevitable expulsion of the initial meaning (and the same and
equally inevitable semantic reinvestments), despite the radically different
procedure, occurs in the operation labeled § + 7, which one could rename
in (slightly) more orthodox fashion a /exical transfer. It consists of selecting a
dictionary and then systematically replacing each substantive in a given text
with the one located in the seventh position behind it in that dictionary (the
traditional form of § + 7) or, more generally, displacing each “nongrammat-
ical” word with the one found in an agreed-upon position either behind or
before it. This is the generalized formula: M * #. Thus Gérard de Nerval’s
“El Desdichado,” subjected to M + 7 (with the help of the Petit Larousse
illustré of 1952), brings the following result: “Je suis le tenu, le vibrant,
Pinconsolable / Le priodonte d’Aramits a la tourmaline abonnée,” etc. {I
am the kept one, the vibrant, the disconsolate one, / The giant armadillo
from Aramits with the subscribed tourmaline, etc.}, a version clearly short
on prosody.? But a functional M + 7 (meaning, I think, that one cheats
enough on the formula to preserve the original rhythm and rhyme) yields
the following by Raymond Queneau:

Je suis le tensoriel, le vieux, I'inconsommé

Le printemps d’Arabie a la tombe abonnie,

Ma simple étole est morte et mon lynx consterné
Pose le solen noué de la mélanénie.

{I am the tensorial one, the old, the unconsumed one,
The Arabian Spring with the improved tomb,

My simple stole is dead and my appalled lynx

Lays down the knotted razor clam of melanenia.}

Having been drilled in this fashion, the reader will have no trouble rec-
ognizing the hypotext, or uncovering the transformational formula, of
two performances by Nadirpher on fables of La Fontaine: “La Cigale et la
Fourmi,” and “ Le Corbeau et le Renard.” {See these texts in the Appendix. }

Among other “mechanical operations” (Jean Lescure’s formula) with
similar effect, we find the transformation by internal “lexical permutations.”
For example, Rimbaud’s “Bateau ivre”” becomes

Comme je descendais les haleurs impassibles,
Je ne me sentis plus guidé par les fleuves:
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Des cibles criardes les avaient pris pour Peaux-Rouges,
Les ayant cloués nus aux couleurs de poteaux.

{As I descended the impassive haulers,

I no longer felt guided by the rivers:

Screaming targets had taken them for redskins,
And nailed them naked to the colors of stakes.}?

Whence the possibility for an author of improvising texts of “combinational
literature” whose permutational potential is calculated and indicated in
advance: thus G. P. Harsdorffer’s “proteic” poems in the seventeenth cen-
tury (a distich composed of eleven monosyllables can generate 39,917,800
different distichs); or Queneau’s ten sonnets which, since each line of
each poem is permutable with its equivalent in all the other poems, are
susceptible of 10'%—i.e., one hundred thousand billion {100 trillion} com-
binations.10 Antonymy is another possibility: i.e., a systematic substitution
of each semantic word by its opposite (in fact, by one of its possible oppo-
sites). Valéry had inaugurated this procedure by proposing the following
“negative” version of one of Pascal’s thoughts: “Le vacarme intermittent
des petits coins ou nous vivons me rassure” {The intermittent din of the
cosy corners we live in reassures me}.!! Marcel Bénabou antonymized
Mallarmé’s poem “L’Azur” {Azure} into “La Gueule” {Gules}, on the
model of a heraldic opposition:

De la gueule éphémere la gravité soucieuse
Allege, laide insolemment comme Pépine,
Le prosateur fécond qui bénit sa torpeur
Au sein d’une oasis fertile de Bonheurs.

{Of the ephemeral gules the anxious gravity,

As haughtily ugly as the thornbush,

Soothes the prolific prose writer who blesses his own torpor
Within an oasis abounding in Felicities. } 12

Bénabou carefully (and correctly) differentiates this practice from adverse
patody in the manner of Lautréamont, mentioned eatlier on,!3 or in the
manner of Reboux and Muller: “It is not a matter here of laying bare the
absurdity of a maxim by formulating the maxim that contradicts it.. . .
It is each word in and of itself which is ‘treated’ here. Thus the potential
character of this procedure is safeguarded: it preserves the possibility of

43



obtaining perfectly unexpected sequences.” The word “potential” evidently
means fortuitous here, and this feature is of importance to us. Through
“discreet’—i.e., minimal—transformations, Georges Pérec subjects Paul
Verlaine’s “Gaspard Hauser” to a series of fifteen variations, some of
which are barely perceptible but none of which is insignificant. With due
precautions taken to ward off misprints and accidental faulty transcriptions,
one could imagine producing an edition of Proust’s Recherche adorned with
one such minimal variation; to make the reading easier, the variation might
bear on the first line alone {“Longtemps, je me suis couché de bonne
heure”: For a long time I would go to bed early}. A sportsmanlike version
would read Longtemps je me suis douché de bonne heure {For a long time, I would
shower early}; a nosographic version, Longtemps je me suis monché de bonne henre
{For a long time, I would blow my nose eatly}; a sexological version, and
one that would probably be more accurately biographical, Longtemps je me
suis touché de bonne heure {For a long time, I would touch myself early}. This
would surely be a costly publishing operation, but such subversive practices
are addressed, by definition, to wealthy audiences; lovers of literature who
are less well off can be content with scratching out words by hand.

All these manipulations (I am speaking of Oulipian ones) resort to a
“mechanical” principle (others could be invented) in order to draw from
their hypotext (which Pérec named fexte-souche {root-text}) a text that is
lexically entirely different. Two other types, which operate in contrasting
ways, limit themselves, always according to a conventional and mechanical
procedure, to reducing or to amplifying the original text. Examples of
reduction are offered by the “haiku” drawn by Queneau from poems by
Mallarmé. Queneau retains only the ending of each line:

Leur onyx?
Lampadophore!
Le Phénix?
Amphore.

{Their onyx?
A lamp-bearer!

The Phoenix?
An amphora.}14

One could also retain only the beginnings and ends of lines, as Tristan
Deréme had already done with Joachin Du Bellay: “Heureux qui fit un
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beau voyage / Heureux qui conquit la Toison” {Happy the man who went
on a beautiful voyage / Happy the man who conquered the Fleece}.!5 Or,
as Frangois Le Lionnais proposes and does, one could keep nothing but
the poem’s “borders” or frame: first and last lines, first and last words in
each line. It seems to me that the lingering effect of such operations is to
suggest that the preserved elements suffice unto themselves and produce
a satisfying meaning, one often little removed from the overall meaning
of the original, and that all the rest was therefore useless padding. Such is
indeed the implication of Queneau’s proposed title La Redondance che Phane
Armié. A subtle satiric connotation is blended here with the playful function,
deliberately or not. By this token, the initiator of this procedure would have
to have been André Gide, who in his Anthologie de la poésie frangaise excized
the repetitive sections of a Charles Péguy poem and replaced them with
insolent dots. Many other works could also do, for better or for worse,
with this sort of trimming. I myself would propose the following forced
haikuization of the Recherche: “Longtemps je me suis couché dans le Temps”
{For a long time I would go to bed in Time}. The economical character
of this transformation would, perhaps, sufficiently compensate for the
wasteful publication evoked above, and the two versions could even be
sold in the same case.

The inverse procedure, mechanical amplification, consists in substitut-
ing for each word of the initial text its lexical definition, taken from a
specific, agreed-upon dictionary, and to continue with each word for a
predetermined number of turns: definitional transformation is the name of
the game. “A six-word line (the cat has drunk the milk) processed in this
manner would yield a text which is nearly 180 words long by the third
treatment.” “El Desdichado” {see note 8} begins its expansion thus: “Je
suis celui qui est plongé dans les ténebres, celui qui a perdu sa femme
et n’a pas contracté de nouveau mariage, celui qui n’est pas consolé” {I
am he who is plunged in darkness, he who has lost his wife and has not
contracted a new marriage, he who is not consoled}. With each successive
manipulation, and especially if one resorts to definitions of the derivative or
figurative senses of the words, the meaning of the definitional statements
can be seen to drift gradually away from the initial meaning. One can even
obtain, through a judicious choice of derivations, several entirely different
statements, each of which evokes the style of a particular author: from “le
presbytere [qui] n’a rien perdu de son charme” {the presbytery that has lost
none of its charm}, etc.,!¢ Bénabou and Pérec derive, through divergent
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substitutions, some acceptable pastiches of the Marquis de Sade, Henri
Lefebvre, Philippe Sollers, and Jean Lecanuet.!” Definitional amplification
is obviously only a specific instance of amplification per se, an exercise
much in vogue during the neoclassical period, just as haikuization is only
a specific form of reduction. But with regard to play, the advantage of
this particularity lies, once again, in the “mechanical” character of the
procedure selected, and therefore in the unpredictable character of the
results obtained.

So far I have described only operations that bear upon a single hypotext,
although it could be said that the use of a given dictionary for lexical
transfers and definitional transformations already mobilizes something
akin to a second text as a transforming or interpreting agent. The operation
can from the outset, however, take on two or more texts, mixed in such a way
as to engender a specific new text from each. One could use, as does Pérec,
the traditional term contamination to designate these blending techniques and
divide them (very roughly) into additive and substitutive contaminations.
The most traditional (pre-Oulipian) form of additive contamination is the
cento, which consists in taking from here and there a line of poetry in order
to constitute a whole poem that should be as coherent as possible. Le
Lionnais renames this form of contamination enchainement {concatenation}
and offers several new illustrations of it, such as

Avez-vous vu dans Barcelone
Deux grands boeufs blancs tachés de roux?

{Have you seen in Barcelona
‘Two large white oxen with red-brown spots?} 18

As a correction to another of his performances, I would beg to submit
the following couplet as being vaguely emblematic of our Zeitgeist:

Un sot trouve toujours un plus sot qui 'admire,
Et s’il n’en reste qu’un, je serai celui-la.

{A fool always meets a greater fool who admires him,
And should but one be left, I shall be he.}1?

Nadirpher offers a very economical version of the cento: namely, the
contamination of proverbs, such as “Pierre qui roule n’a pas d’oreille” {A
rolling stone has no ears} (the added advantage here is that the formula au-
tomatically activates a complementary contamination; in this case, naturally,

46



“Ventre affamé n’amasse pas mousse” {A hungry stomach gathers no
moss}); or the contamination of incipits, such as this one, which derives
simultaneously from Louis-René Des Foréts’s Le Bavard (“Je me regarde
souvent dans la glace” {I often look at myself in the mirror}) and from
one that will be easily recognizable: “Longtemps je me suis couché dans la
glace” {For a long time, I would lie down in ice}.20

The cento is actually already substitutive in a sense, since it replaces
an authentic sequence with an exogenous one. But this adjective can be
reserved for a more intimate kind of mix, which Le Lionnais felicitously
names chimera. Thus (I am deliberately simplifying the description), one
would borrow from text A its grammatical structure and from text B its
lexical substance. If I were to submit

Le corbeau ayant chanté
Tout Iété

Se trouva honteux et confus

Quand le renard fut repu

{The crow having sung
All Summer long
Felt shame and confusion

When the fox had had his fill}

you would not fail to identify the two fables contaminated here, although
their commingling is much more complex than that in a cento and involves
some reciprocal adaptations.?! In the sequence of variations already cited
in reference to Verlaine’s “Gaspard Hauser,” Pérec proposes this easily
detectable (and delectable) “Nervalian contamination™:

Je suis venu, calme et ténébreux,
Riche de mes seuls yeux veufs,
Vers les hommes inconsolés:

Ils ne m’ont pas trouvé Prince.

{I have come, calm and somber,

With my widowed eyes as my sole wealth,
Toward the disconsolate men:

They did not call me Prince.}22

The pleasure derived from all these contaminations, whether additive or
substitutive, obviously stems from the ambiguity of the combination, which
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is simultaneously nonsensical and whimsically pertinent. Their minimal
forms could no doubt be exploited to interesting effect. I shall venture
this random incipit conflating Racine and Moliere (Jupiter in disguise is,
of course, the character addressing Alcmena): “Oui, c’est Amphitryon,
c’est ton roi qui t'éveille” {Yes, ’tis Amphitryon, ’tis thy king awakening
thee}. Or this mixture, emblematic of the modern novel’s possibilities and
impossibilities: “Longtemps je suis sorti a cinq heures” {For a long time I
went out at five}.2

We may now have gained a clearer view of the ways in which the
transformational Oulipism is a production that conforms more rigorously
than any other (and, specifically, more than all current forms of parody)
to the formula playful transformation.2* What guarantees clarity of focus here
is the purely “mechanical” character of the transforming principle, and
therefore the fortuitous character of the result. Chance is at the helm; no
semantic intention is at work, nothing “tendentious” or premeditated. In
classical (and modern) parody the “game” consists of diverting a text from
its initial meaning toward another application that is known in advance,
and to which it must be carefully adapted. We do know that there are
different kinds of games. Parody is a game of skill; the Oulipism, like
roulette, is a game of chance. But because the transformation of a text
always produces another text, and therefore another meaning, this chancy
recreation (as the Oulipo subtitle admits {see note 1}) cannot fail to turn
into a re-creation. It banks on doing so, in fact, confident as it is from the
start in the outcome of its manipulations and convinced, in Frangois Le
Lionnais’s statement—itself parodic—that “la poésie est un art simple et
tout d’exécution” {poetry is a simple art, consisting in mere execution}.
This confidence in the “poetic” (semantic) productivity of chance clearly
belongs to the Surrealist tradition, and Oulipism is a variant of the cadavre
exquis {exquisite corpse}. Confidence in may sound naive; awareness of may
seem less so, l hope. The great merit—perhaps the only one—of Surrealism
is to have revealed, through its own experiments, that a throw of the dice
will never abolish meaning,
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Jean Tardieu’s sketch Un mot pour un antre {One word for another}, which
in the 1950s livened up parties on the Left Bank in Paris, may be considered
a transformational para-Oulipeme and described as one of the (umpteen)
possible lexical transformations of an imaginary sketch from the turn of
the century.! A lexical transformation without a unique formal rule—that
is how it differs from the strict Oulipeme. The terms are substituted in
a capricious manner, either by homophony (Salsifis {Salsify} for Ca suffit
{That’s enough}; C’est tronc, sourcil bien {It’s trunk, good eyebrow} for Clest
bon, merci bien {OK, many thanks}; Eb bien ma quille, pourguor serpeg-vous la?
{Now then, my skittle, why are you mowing here?} for Eb bien ma fille,
pourguoi restez-vous la? {Now then, my girl, why are you standing here?};
Vous avez le pot pour frire {You have a pot to fry} instead of Vous aveg le mot
pour rire {You are lots of fun (always quick with a funny word)}; Je #’a‘ pas
eu une minette a moi {1 haven’t had a chick to myself} instead of #ne minute
d mo: {a minute to myself}, etc.), or by metaphor (“a lemon-sole” for “an
empty purse”; a “grand concert crocodile” for “a grand concert piano”;
“my pittance” for “my wife”), or by a substitution of stereotypes (Cher
Comte [pointing at his top hat|, posez donc votre candidature! {Dear Count,
do deposit your application!}). But most often, transformations occur in
a very arbitrary fashion, and the underlying motivation—i.e., the semantic
relationship between the absent word and its substitute—baffles us: basoche
{colloquial form of “law school} for cuisine {kitchen}; barder {to bard}
for entrer {to enter}; douille {socket} for porte {door}, etc.

“Semantic relationship” was evidently the wrong phrase to use, because
the presumed relationship may be formal, as in sourcil for merci, even if
I do not so perceive it. The fact nevertheless remains—and a significant
one it is—that every substitution whose operative principle escapes us (it
may indeed have none, if the author has allowed pure chance to prevail)
leaves us open to only one hypothesis: that of a semantic and preferably
metaphorical relationship, present in the author’s mind and hidden from us,
simply because the analogical relationship, ever a good sport, is the most
readily available, indeed the most promiscuous of all. Anything may, in one
way or another, resemble anything else, like the baby in its carriage who, to
well-meaning folks, always resembles its mommy, even if she happens to be
the nurse. Hence the uncertain status of some of the substitutions: “Chinese
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lantern” for “lover’; “zebu’ for “husband”; “crabs” for “children.” There
may, as they say, be something to it . . .

Given the rather banal, or conventional, and in any case uttetly predictable
character of the play’s conversation (small talk in a sitcom situation between
a man, his wife, and his mistress), and the explanatory accompaniment of
gestures and stage business, most exchanges are easy to understand, and
as I have just demonstrated above, the reader or spectator replaces them
mentally—most often without hesitation and with little risk of error—with
the “normal” statement that the author undoubtedly had in mind before
transforming it into the nonsensical one he now offers. The meaning of
other sentences remains less assured in some specifics; nonetheless, their
global function is undiminished. For instance: “My three young crabs had
one lemonade after another. All through the beginning of the privateer, I
did nothing but nestle mills, run to the diver or the footstool, I spent whole
wells watching over their carbide, giving them pincers and monsoons.”
Lemonade is obviously (some sort of) infectious disease, the ¢7abs are clearly
the children, carbide is tever, diver and footstoo/ are the doctor and pharmacist
or vice versa, nestle mills, pincers, and monsoons remain indeterminate, but the
doling out of maternal care is easily identified in this accumulation ad
libitum. In his foreword, Tardieu himself draws from this expetiment the
lesson “that we often speak to say nothing; that if, by chance, we do have
something to say, we are able to say it in a thousand different ways, . . .
that in human exchange, very often the gestures, intonations, and facial
expressions tell much more than the actual words spoken; and also that
words do not have, in and of themselves, any other meanings than those
we are pleased to assign to them. Because if we together decide that the
dog’s cry will be called neighing, and the horse’s barking, then overnight we
will hear dogs neigh and horses bark.” One recognizes here, almost literally,
Hermogenes’ thesis as articulated by Socrates at the opening of the Cratylus,
or rather, and for good reason, articulated even better than it had been by
Socrates, and as Hermogenes himself should articulate it. “If we together
decide”—that, after all, is linguistic convention understood as a social fact,
and not as an individual’s whim (“If 7 call horse what we call man and man
what we call horse . . .””). The demonstration enacted on stage by Un mot
pour un antre, however, is more radical: namely, that “words” are not the
be-all and end-all of language, and that ordinary communication, whether
“significant” or not, generates around us the circulation of redundant bits of
information, which are cross-checked and which complement each other

5O



in such a way that the #hingamajig and the whatchamacallit designate with
sufficient clarity what we hastily decide they should designate.

Just as Michel Leiris’s Glossaire views itself as a Cratylian illustration, so is
Un mot pour un autre a Hermogenistic fable. I would say the same regarding
the entire body of Oulipian practices and the experimental writings of
the Surrealists. In the “privileged” (meaning common) situation of Tardieu’s
playlet, the formula is obviously and precisely as follows: any which word will
do the trick—that is, the very trick of supplying the specific meaning that
one expects from a word placed in that slot. In the much less determined
situation (for lack of pragmatic context) of Surrealistic and Oulipian texts,
the formula is still the same but taken in a less demanding sense: any which
word will do the trick—that is, any trick, unpredictable but assured. Since
language is a convention, one word is as good as another, and every sentence
makes sense. With the bonus, here, of the pleasure or the amusement
provided by the substitution. For if Fiel/ mon lampion! {Galll my lantern!}
quite obviously means Cie/ mon amant! {Heavens! my lover!}, it says so in an
unexpected way, and it is this surprise, and the drollness of the relationship,
that causes laughter.

But there may be a problem with considering as a hypertext a text whose
hypotext is purely hypothetical. As obvious as the “French” translation
of Tardieu’s dialogue is to us (to varying degrees), it remains nevertheless
a translation after the fact, like those proposed by classical rhetoricians
for the examples they deemed to be “figurative”; and mon lampion for
mon amant is nothing other than a trope, whether determinate (metaphor?
metonymy? etc.) or not. The translation is provided by us; it is not presented
or guaranteed by the author as the preliminary hypotext to his text.

The weakness of this objection will not, I hope, go unnoticed. It amounts
to granting decisive force to the author’s “guarantee,” as if he could not
in cases of this kind either delude Aimse/f (which is indeed hardly likely)
or delude #s, a hypothesis which, unlike the other, always remains an open
possibility. We will have no truck here with a hypotext provided by way
of supplement, like the libretto included in the box of an opera recording;
the hypotext is contained within the text, whence we induce it, which
means in this specific case that the hypertext induces its own hypotext.
We have come very close to one of the borderlines of hypertextuality, but
we still remain this side of it. In order to see why cleatly, it suffices, I
think, to compare the situation of Un mot pour un auntre to that, for example,
of an autonomous lipogram such as La Disparition. Of all the readers of
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this novel—however strange and “belabored” (not without cause) they
may feel its text to be—none is in a position to infer from it another,
nonlipogrammatic? text that would be the hypotext of La Disparition,
although it is not unthinkable that Pérec should actually first have written
a “normal” version of it. All that the text invites the reader to do, not
explicitly but rather structurally, is to infer the lipogrammatic restriction:
that is, to perceive in it the absence of the ¢ (a test that some critics are said
to have failed). In this sense, La Disparition is not for us a hypertext.3 Un mot
pour un autre, on the other hand, is a hypertext because—or perhaps it would
be more correct and more prudent to say Zo the degree that—its very texture
transparently imposes or suggests its hypotext. As a result, one can say that
it illustrates, singly or not, an exceptional class (in the administrative sense
of the term, meaning eminent and privileged) of hypertexts: the class of
hypertexts whose hypotext exists nowhere but in themselves, or hypertexts
with a built-in—i.e., implicit—hypotext. Their economic and theoretical
superiority is obvious. The perception of their hypertextuality does not
depend on information that is more or less extraneous or secondary, as
does that which alerts us to the fact that Chapelain décoiffé is a parody of
Le Cid, or that Ulysses has something in common with the Odyssey—which
after all is not disclosed by a mere reading of these texts, at least not for a
reader who is unaware of their “sources.”

For there are in fact several degrees of hypertextual relations, among
which we number at least these four:

—Allographic hypertexts (or, which amounts to the same thing, hy-
pertexts with an allographic hypotext), such as Chapelain décoiffé or Doctor
Faustus.4 These are the most numerous and the most obvious—in fact, the
most canonical.

—Autographic hypertexts with an autonomous hypotext, like our hypo-
thetical delipogrammatized version of La Disparition by Pérec himself, or
the second Zentation de saint Antoine as a correction of the first, etc.

—Autographic hypertexts with an ad hoc hypotext. That is clearly what
occurs in the palindrome, the holorthyme couplet, the spoonerism, texts
with a programed permutation like the Cent mille milliards de poémes, etc.
Here the “original” version was manifestly contrived in order to make the
second version possible, unless a lucky turn of fate happened to provide
the two versions together;

—Finally, hypertexts with an implicit hypotext, of which Un mot poar
un autre may be the only example, unless one means to read as such
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every figurative text within which one detects a previous literal hypotext.
This boundary is the most fickle of all. It varies with varying petiods and
aesthetic attitudes. Today, we generally do not indulge in such exercises,
though classical rhetoric deemed them legitimate, taking it for granted
(and confirmed in this by scholastic practice) that the poet first wrote a
literal text, such as:

Depuis que je vous vois j"abandonne la chasse
{Ever since I have seen you I have abandoned hunting},
which he later dressed up with a figurative hypertext, for example:

Mon arc, mon javelot, mon char, tout m’importune;
Je ne me souviens plus des legons de Neptune;

Mes seuls gémissements font retentir les bois,

Et mes coursiers oisifs ont oublié ma voix.

{My bow, my javelin, my chariot, all importune me;
I no longer remember the lessons of Neptune;

My wailings alone fill up the woods,

And my idle steeds have forgotten my voice.}

Thus speaks Hippolyte to Aricie in the second act of Racine’s Phédre. The
preceding prosaic “hypotext” is found, as is known, in Nicolas Pradon’s
Hippolyte. But one could read it, following the example of Nicolas Ruwet,
as itself a paraphrase or a periphrasis of the more literal utterance / love yox,
which would in turn be liable to a “reductive” interpretation such as / would
like to sleep with you. Or we could decipher all this riffaterriano more—in the light
of the intertext provided by the dictionary, s.v. hunting or guiver, etc. Whether
ancient or modern, rhetorical or semiotic, interpretive criticism is always a
great producer of hypotexts, or “hypograms,” or imaginary or hypothetical
“matrices,” because in its eyes one word always stands for another.5 It is up to
us to refrain from following it too far along this verdant but slippery path.

11

If one is to define Oulipism as the transformation of a text for purely playful
purposes, one may hesitate to assign the label to Michel Butor’s 6 810 000 /itres
d’ean par seconde—or more precisely to the treatment that he applies in this
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work to a famous page from Chateaubriand, for that treatment quite clearly
reaches beyond mere play.! The kind of extension involved, however, unlike
that found in classical parody, is not a more or less tendentious semantic
manipulation but rather a sort of aesthetic transcendence. What I mean is
that the playfulness remains intact, but that instead of procuring a simple
amusement it comes with its own beauty (if I may be forgiven such an
obsolete term).

Remember that in this stereophonic étude devoted to Niagara Falls,
Butor weaves into the voice of the reader reciting from Chateaubriand’s
text a series of other, contemporary voices: those of an announcer-emcee,
of tourists, of newlyweds on their honeymoon, of old couples on a pil-
grimage, etc. The text thus undergoes a first semantic transformation of
purely contextual origin, stemming from this incongruous, unexpected
environment, which conveys a pretty good idea of the metamorphosis
undergone by the site in the course of some two centuties: “It goes without
saying, says the Announcer, that the spectacle has much changed.” A second
transformation is provided by Chateaubriand himself, who reworked this
description of the Falls, first inserted into the 1797 edition of the Essas
sur les révolutions, in order to include it in the epilogue to Atala (1801).2
Butor first presents it in its initial form (pp. 5—8), then slips in more and
more repeated borrowings from the 1801 version, beginning with p. 31:
carcasses; p. 100: pines, wild walnut trees; p. 80, the entire last sentence;
and concluding, pp. 260—67, with the entire text of this version. As a result,
the book, which opens with a presentation of the “celebrated description”
of 1797, closes with “This is the description of the falls that Frangois-René
de Chateaubriand published on 2 April 1801, in his novel, A¢ala, or The Loves
of Two Savages in the Wilderness,” as if the main function of Butor’s text had
been to guide its reader gradually from one version to the next.

But that celebrated self-transformation immediately suggests and au-
thorizes a series of others. “I somehow felt the need to ask permission”
from Chateaubriand, says Butor, “to use his text . . . notas a quotation, but
as primary material [that certainly is the definition of every hypertextual
practice]. Fortunately for me, there were two versions of this description.
It was a text that had two forms; consequently, it was a text with play
already built into it.” Butor’s transformational practice is based upon that
of Chateaubriand (which we shall consider for its own sake later on), as if
to prolong it. But whereas Chateaubriand, in 1801, brought to his text a
certain number of suppressions and substitutions, Butor’s intervention is
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limited first to the gradual shift that I have already mentioned, the wording
being clearly provided by Chateaubriand himself; next to two or three
specific substitutions motivated by a switch from day to night, whence
solerl —> clair de lune and nappe de neige —> de sute, then de sueurs, then de braise
{sunlight — moonshine; sheet of snow, of soot, of sweat, of embers}
(“There are moments,” Butor comments, “nighttime, for example, where
a certain number of colors, of expressions, of adjectives were much too
brilliant. I changed them to obtain a nocturnal vision”); finally, and most
significantly, to a series of anamorphoses induced by repetitions, ellipses,
and permutations that sweep the text into a kind of swirling brew:

I have subjected this classical text to a certain number of treatments.
I have set it into motion by making up canons, as if the same text were
recited twice, by two different readers, with a slight delay between
them. Words from the second reading will be interpolated into words
from the first reading, thus forming a third text. The text appears to
be superimposed upon itself. . . . The shock of two words which, in
Chateaubriand’s text, are separated by numerous lines, yields new and
increasingly strange and fantastic images.>

Itis difficult to illustrate this very accurate account through selections from
the text, because the essence of hypertextual activity here lies in the stealthy
and relentless continuity and progress of the transformation. The following
bits are quoted almost at random (from pp. 214—16) and naturally preserve
only the Announcer’s voice {voix} (or way {voix}):

Between two falls descend in spirals, jut out in the moonlight swept
along by the air current and glisten, eagles of snow. An island hollow
underneath adorns the scene which hangs with all its trees. . . . Then
unrolls in a sheet of phantoms. . . . In a vast cylinder. . . . Cut into
forms and becomes rounded. . . . Over the chaos of the waves, the
pines, the wild walnut trees, the rocks. . . . The mass of the river which
hurls itself southward. . . . Like the smoke of a vast forest fire, the
mass of the river. . . . Above the trees, over the chaos of the waves,
which hurls itself southward, which rises, becomes rounded.

This shred of Surrealistic prose both is and, via Butor, is not Chateaubriand,
just as a “Diabelli vatiation” both is and, via Beethoven, is not Antonio
Diabelli. It is a page from Chateaubriand that is—I shall not avoid this
unavoidable contamination—swept along, rolled along, dislocated by its
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own cataract, and whose recomposed debtis spurts out again into the sun
(for instance) in swirls of foam. Butor, in his commentary, carefully eludes
this metonymic metaphor but only, I believe, the better to impress it upon
us. Besides, did not Chateaubriand himself say in his Mémoires d’outre-tombe
(8.8), “Niagara erases all”? He who erases must indeed rewrite, and this
rewriting is apparently 6 810 ooo litres d'eau par seconde. Not one drop more,
or less.

12

Burlesque travesty, as it appeared at the onset of the seventeenth century
in Italy with Giambattista Lalli’s Eneide travestita (163 3)—which is still an
almost serious paraphrase of Virgil—and, fifteen years or so later, with
Scarron’s Virgile travests, is a “parodic” practice that seems to have been
unknown in classical antiquity and the Middle Ages. It is one of the
authentic innovations of the baroque age. It was, however, merely a flash
fire, as quickly extinguished as it was lit.

One may consider as forerunners or adumbrations of the genre certain
burlesque texts that are less strictly hypertextual, or whose hypotext is itself
less canonical or more nebulous: for example, Poggio Bracciolini’s Scherno
degli dei (1618); the “banquet of the gods” (in prose) from Charles Sorel’s
Berger exctravagant (1627), where the guests of Olympus indulge in all kinds of
ribald actions and racy talk, the whole episode being sprinkled with amusing
anachronisms (Fate wears glasses, Charon wants to become a boatman on
the Seine, etc.). Among these forerunners one could also count Scarron’s
Typhon, on la Gigantomachie: Poéme burlesque (1644), inspired by Noel Conti’s
Mytholggie, where we encounter giants bowling and breaking the windows
on Olympus, and where a belch from Typhon cracks like lightning and
sends the gods fleeing, etc. These free forms of the burlesque were to
reappear later in some of Jacques Offenbach’s operettas.

The canonical form of burlesque travesty is the rewriting in octosyllables
and in the vulgar style, of an epic text, and more specifically, of a canto from
the Aeneid. In 1648 Scarron published the first followed by the second
book of his Virgile travesti, and by books 3 and 4 in 1649. Its success
was instantaneous and immediately unleashed a wave of imitators, which
might have been expected, especially at a time when success was valued
over originality—or rather, I should say, when the road to success did not
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necessarily involve a display of originality. The surprising fact was this: in
1649, Antoine Furetiere published Les Amours d'Enée et de Didon, a travesty
of book 4 of the Aeneid; one signing himself only M.C.P.D. published
L’Enfer burlesque, a travesty of the sixth book; and Dufresnoy, 1.’Enéide en vers
burlesques, which tackled book 2, already travestied a year before by Scarron.
In 1650, while Scarron, who was either exhausted or had lost interest, was
content with publishing book s, Barciet published La Guerre &’Enée en Italie
appropriée a 1.’Histoire du temps en vers burlesques—which in one fell swoop
took care of the last six books—and Georges de Brébeuf, 1.’Enéide enjouce
(in fact, book 7). In 1651 Scarron published his book 6, and in 1652, as he
brought out his books 7 and 8 (unfinished), Petitjean issued still another
Virgile goguenard (please note and admire the paradigmatic variation of the
titles), ou Le XIIe livre de ' Enéide travestie, puisque travesti il y a.! So there we
are, then: six travesties of the A4enezd within five years, not counting those
of Scarron, which were the initial example for France. During this same
period of the burlesque’s great vogue, only four took on a work other than
the Aeneid: Ovide bouffon, ou Les Métamorphoses burlesques by Richer (1649);
L’Art daimer travesti (1) en vers burlesques by D.L.B.M. (1650); Assouci’s Ovide
en belle humenr (1650); and L’ Odyssée en vers burlesques (books 1 and 2) by Picou
(1650), who left it at that for the Odyssey and tackled the //iad (book 1) until
1657, when the battle was over. The shooting was strikingly convergent:
of sixteen burlesque travesties (including Lalli’s), eight are on Virgil, three
on Ovid, and two on Homer. The idea that would immediately occur to
us—applying the type of treatment that Scarron inflicted upon the Aeneid
to another epic, or better still perhaps to another serious non-epic work—
came late and, as it were, reluctantly. Even taking into account the fact
that neoclassical culture—primarily a Latinizing one—relegated Homer to
a place far behind Virgil, we are still faced with 2 movement, or a rather an
inertia, that is intriguing. All of these travestied .4eneids seem to have had as
their function to compete as doggedly as possible with one another on the
burlesque market. Scarron was to be imitated not on a different territory
but on his very own, as if Lalli, by parodying the Aeneid, had inaugurated
a genre, the travesty, which could number only one species: the travesty of
the Aeneid.

What we have here, then, is a genre in the narrowest sense of the word,
confined to its specific material and within its historical limits (1633—57,
but for France, chiefly 1648—52). Perhaps “fashion” would be a better
word than genre. But one must never be in too great a hurry to pronounce
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fashions dead; they may always resurface a few decades later, by virtue
of their quaint, outdated charm, and go through a revival or a nostalgia
kick of their own. Such was to be the case with the butlesque: Marivaux
revived it in 1714 with his Homeére travesti, which appears to be the only
complete performance of its kind, since it is a travesty in twelve books of
the twenty-four cantos of the /fiad.2

But more important still, butlesque travesty, which is only one of the
possible expressions of the butlesque spirit, is also—and symmetrically—
only one of the possible forms of travesty in general, the principle of which
can be renewed indefinitely at any period, with only the trouble of updating
it. In this larger sense, travesty is not tied to any given age. Born, or better
yet, fortuitously inwvented in 1633 or 1648, it has remained since then one of
the inexhaustible resources of hypertextual writing. For genres, no doubt,
are like volcanos in that their first eruption can sometimes be dated but
never their last; they may be long dormant but perhaps never definitively
extinguished. We shall therefore have to consider several postbutlesque—
i.e., modern—manifestations of travesty.

Butrlesque travesty rewrites a noble text by preserving its “action,” meaning
its fundamental content and movement (in rhetorical terms, its invention
and disposition), but impressing on it an entirely different elocution, or
“style,” in the classical sense of the term—closer to what we have been
calling, since Roland Barthes’s Writing Degree Zero, an écriture, a mode of
writing, for we are dealing here with a generic style. Take the .4eneid, for
instance: to “travesty’ it, in the burlesque sense, means first to transcribe its
heroic Latin hexameters (whose French equivalent would be alexandrines)
into “short verse” or “burlesque verse”’—namely, into octosyllables (this
practice was de rigueur until and including Marivaux). Next, it means
transposing the consistently noble (gravis) style of its narrative and of the
characters’ speeches into a familiar, indeed, vulgar style. In addition (and
the second trait is inconceivable without this third one), it means substi-
tuting the Virgilian thematic details with other, more familiar details, both
more vulgar and more modern; here is where the well-known practice of
anachronism comes in (its fortune has extended far beyond the boundaries
of the genre). It also means embellishing Virgil’s text with amplifications or
additions, to the point of treating it as a mere script to be developed by the
parodist. “Unfortunate Dido,” writes Virgil at the conclusion of book 1,
“prolonged into the night and varied her conversation with Aeneas and
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drank long draughts of love. She had so many queries about Priam and
Hector! And what weapons did the son of Aurora bear? And how were
Diomedes’ horses? And great Achilles, how was he?” And here is what
becomes of these five lines of Virgil’s in Scarron’s version:

Cependant la Didon se pique
De son hote de plus en plus:
Par de longs discours superflus
Elle le retient aupres d’elle.

Elle se brile a la chandelle.
L’autre, avec toute sa raison,
Sent aussi quelque échauffaison,
Et monsieur, ainsi que madame,
A bien du désordre dans I'ame.
Elle lui fait cent questions

Sur Priam, sur les actions
D’Hector, tant que dura le siege.
Si dame Hélene avait du liege,
De quel fard elle se servait,
Combien de dents Hécube avait,
Si Paris était un bel homme,

Si cette malheureuse pomme
Qui ce pauvre prince a perdu
Etait reinette ou capendu,

Si Memnon, le fils de I’Aurore,
Etait de la couleur d’un Maure,
Qui fut son cruel assassin,

S’ils moururent tous du farcin
Les bons chevaux de Diomede,
Qu’elle y savait un bon remede,
Si, voyant son Patroclus mort,
Achille s’affligea bien fort,

S’il fut mis a mort par cautelle.

{Dido the while was more and more
Taken in with her guest:

With long idle speeches

She kept him next to her.

She burnt her fingers at the candle.
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The other, with all his reason,

Also felt his blood grow warm,
And the gentleman, as well as the lady,
Were quite disordered in their souls.
She asked him a hundred questions
On Priam, on the deeds

Of Hector while the siege lasted.
Did Lady Helen wear cork soles?
What makeup did she use?

How many teeth had Hecuba?

Was Paris a handsome fellow?

Wias that wretched apple

Which doomed the poor Prince

A pippin or crab apple?

Was Memnon, the son of Aurora,
The color of a Moor?

Who was his cruel murderer?

Did Diomedes’ good horses

All die of the farcy?

She knew a good remedy for it;
Seeing his Patroclus dead,

Did Achilles grieve a great deal?
Was he tricked into dying?}

This single example suffices, I think, to illustrate the first four devices of
Scarronian travesty. The fifth and, to my mind, the last consists of intrusive
asides by the parodist, who is visibly having a good time clowning at the
expense of the Virgilian action, or even of his own diction (the following

deals with the great construction works in Carthage):

Enfin la 'on taille et ’'on rogne,
La l'on charpente, 1a 'on cogne,
La je ne sais plus ce qu’on fait.
J’ai peur d’avoir fait un portrait
Assez long pour pouvoir déplaire,
Mais je ne saurais plus qu’y faire,
Et si j’allais tout effacer

Ce serait a recommencer

6o



{Lastly, here is hewing and there is paring,
Here is framing, and there hammering,
And there I forget what is being done.

I fear my description

Is long enough to displease,

But it is now past mending,

And if I were to erase all

I should only have to start again.}

The sum total of the amplifications and commentaries results in a very
noticeable swelling of the text. From Virgil’s 5,760 lines, Scarron generates
20,796 octosyllables. If one considers that an octosyllable roughly equals
half a hexameter, and if one integrates the (small) constant coefficient of
mechanical expansion entailed by the switch from Latin to French, the
approximate ratio of the increase is 2 to 1.

In terms of textual economy, such quantitative lengthening is perhaps
(only) the price to be paid for an effect that remains the point of qualitative
convergence of all burlesque procedures (including the adoption of the
tripping rhythm of the octosyllabic line): namely, the effect of familiariza-
tion. For the lower-middle-class public of Virgile travesti, no matter how
cultivated, the text of the Aeneid remains doubly removed by its epic
grandeur and its historic distance. Its transposition into the “vulgar” style
of the period—the notion of “style” brings with it here as elsewhere a whole
array of thematic trappings—contributes to bringing it closer to its audience
and to taming it, regardless of how playful or even conventional (I will come
back to this) the mode of this transposition may be. Burlesque trivialization
in this sense is nothing more than one process of familiarization among
many others, and one whose operation can be observed at diverse periods.
Slang translations of La Fontaine’s Fables, for example, constituted one of
its most popular and well-received forms. In all cases, travesty functions not
only as any kind of transstylistic diversion based on what Charles Perrault
called the disconvenance {impropriety} between style and subject but also as
an exercise in translation (the French might use the scholastic but more
precise term version). For what travesty does is transcribe a text from its
distant original tongue into a nearer idiom, one that is more familiar in all
the senses of that word. The effect of travesty is the opposite of alienation;
it naturalizes and assimilates the parodied text, in the (metaphorically) legal
sense of these terms. It brings it #p 7o date.
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But like any updating, this one can be only momentary and short-lived.
After a few decades the travesty loses its topicality and thus its effectiveness.
In turn, it finds its way into historic distance, and unlike the original text,
which continues to hold its own and to perpetuate itself by virtue of its very
distance, the travesty becomes outdated precisely for having wished itself
to be, and for having indeed been, in the taste and the manner of a specific
moment in time. Travesty is by nature a perishable commodity, unfit to
survive its age and ceaselessly in need of being modernized: i.e., replaced
by another, more topical #pdate. The ephemeral vogue of butlesque in the
seventeenth century is a clear illustration of this condition; not surprisingly,
the majority of those texts fell almost at once into irrevocable oblivion.
More surprising is the fact that several fragments of 1irgile travest: are still
vaguely readable today, though for reasons and in a fashion far removed
from the work’s original purpose. Scarron’s familiarity has become for us
yet another form of exoticism. The topical jokes and allusions escape us; the
Virgilian references are rarely of any help to us and often go undetected,;
its rowdy impropriety has evaporated along with the proprieties that it
purported to flout. Its sole flavor today (its only justification) is that not
of indecorousness but—less palpable and therefore more appealing—of
quaint Incongruity.

Since travesty is a stylistic transposition, and for that reason a rewriting in
the strictest sense of the word, one of the crucial issues is to know who, the
original poet or the transposer, will be inscribed within the text as having
authority over the narrative discourse and its commentary. With Scarron
and his direct imitators in the seventeenth century, the burlesque narrator
evicts the epic poet completely. In Virgile travesti, when the characters are
not speaking, the “I”” designates exclusively Scarron, never Virgil. The initial
Arma virumgue cano is displaced without further ado by the following:

Je, qui chantai jadis Typhon

D’un style qu’on trouva bouffon,

Je chante cet homme pieux

Qui vint, chargé de tous ses dieux . . .

{1, who once sang of Typhon

In a style they named buffoon,

I sing that pious man

Who came, laden with all his gods . . . }
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This “I” unequivocally designates the author by referring to one of his
previous works, as he is also designated elsewhere by a precise allusion to
his physical condition: “moi, cul-de-jatte follet” {I, a crazy legless cripple}.

Virgil is thus deprived of the use he had made of the first person (an
exemplarily discreet one, following Aristotelian rules). Conversely, he finds
himself frequently cited as a source not of the narrative, to be sure, but of the
narratot’s information, the narrator here taking up the common medieval
practice of a narration presented explicitly as secondary and leaning on an
earlier narration: “Here the tale tells us that . . .”” Cervantes was still playing
with this convention when referring here and there to the mythic Cid
Hamet ben Engeli. For Scarron, who indeed finds himself in the position
of a narrator once removed, the procedure for once coincides with a real
situation: I, Scarron, am telling you for the second time and in my own
manner what Virgil is telling—and I reading—in the Aeneid. Thus the
authority of the a#thor, in the etymological sense (not the author of Virgle
travest; but rather its “source” and its guarantor), is often invoked, at times
as an indisputable source,

This is not a lie
For I who speak to you, I, Scarron,
Have it from Master Maro,

and at times (more frequently) with a hint of feigned incredulity:

If Virgil is an author to be believed,
At this point Virgil says
(Since he says so he must be believed),

or even “Here I may be lying, I fear, But Maro writes that...” In one
instance he pays his respects (not without heavy-handed insistence) to
Virgil’s silence regarding what happened (maybe) between Dido and Aeneas
in the grotto:

Outre que ma plume est discrete,
Virgile, qui n’est pas un fat,

Sur un endroit si délicat

A passé vite sans décrire

Chose ou ’'on put trouver a dire.
C’est pourquoi je n’en dirai rien,
Mais je crois que tout alla bien.
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{Besides the fact that my pen is discreet,
Virgil, who is no fool,

Over such delicate circumstances
Passed lightly without describing

Any untoward thing;

Therefore I shall say no more,

But do believe that all went well.}

On another occasion, the “true” reasons for Aeneas’s departure are laid

open to conjecture:

En cet endroit, maitre Maron

N’a point approfondi ’affaire
Tellement qu’il se peut bien faire
Que maitre Enéas était saoul
D’avoir toujours femme a son cou
Et pliait volontiers bagage.

{Here Master Maro

Did not delve into the matter
Hence it may well be the case
That Master Aeneas had a surfeit
Of that woman ever at his neck
And willingly did pack his bags.}

It even happens, indeed more than once, that Scarron openly diverges from
the Virgilian version (“Those are crocodile tears, Whatever Sir Virgil may
say”’; “Maro says that he was horrified, But I believe this to be an error”)
or criticizes it from a fellow professional’s viewpoint:

Messire Maron le compare

A la gomme jaune qui luit

Sur la branche qui la prodhuit,
La comparaison est faiblette,
N’en déplaise a si grand pocte:
11 devait, en sujet pareil,
Mettre lune, étoile ou soleil.

{Sir Maro compares it
To the the yellow gum that glows
On the branch that produces it.
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The simile is weak,

If the great poet will forgive me:

He should, for such a noble topic,

Have used the moon, the stars, or the sun.}

Such discrepancies are pointed out here only for the fun of it, however,
since travesty most often operates without ostentation. And the speeches
attributed to the characters, in particular the long metadiegetic narrative
spoken by Aeneas in books 2 and 3 (where by definition the burlesque poet
cannot intervene in his own name), contain just as many transpositions
and even anachonisms: young Trojan women dance the saraband and the
pavane around the sacred horse; Aeneas compares Ajax to Lord Fairfax
(for the rhyme); he holds melon seeds from a gentleman from Touraine;
he speaks about Corbeil or the French crown prince; and when his spouse
disappears during the flight of his small group, his father Anchises easily
convinces him that she may have “stayed behind to mend her garter” (this
is the most famous invention in 7rgile travesti). Dido for her part quotes
Pierre de Ronsard, and Juno quotes Pierre Corneille.

This status of dual utterance, in which the poet-author Virgil and the
poet-speaker (narrator and commentator) Scarron, who follows him pretty
faithfully, remain absolutely separate, is not, as we have seen, completely
unprecedented. But here it connotes a situation specific to burlesque trav-
esty, which, leaving aside any comic intent, is poised halfway between that
of pure translation—where the original enunciation is faithfully maintained
without intervention on the translator’s part, except for possible marginal
notes—and that of critical commentary. And Scarron, as we have noted,
often arrogates to himself the privileges of a commentator. One can,
however, conceive of a more discreet type of travesty—which does not
necessarily mean a more restrained one—in which the burlesque narrator
would remove himself completely from his narrative, just as Aristotle
had already advised the epic poet to do. That is the type illustrated by
Marivaux’s Homeére travesti. Marivaux flattered himself, and rightfully, for
having “avoided narratives” more successfully than his predecessor and for
having allowed his characters to converse, thus effecting “the disappearance
of the poet so that the reader’s imagination is carried, so to speak, into the
Greek and Trojan armies, believing the leaders and the soldiers to be living
through the very movement that I endeavored to give them.”3 Thus it is
that his work does away both with traces of butlesque enunciation and with
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references to the epic source. This epic source was, in any case, not much
present in Marivaux’s mind, since he based his travesty on Houdar de la
Motte’s “translation” of it, a rather free and much abridged adaptation.
The absence of commentary is somewhat compensated for by the am-
plification of the dialogues, where Marivaux most readily gives free rein to
his farcical verve. But the general ratio of augmentation is clearly weaker
here than in Scarron: against 4,308 alexandrines in La Motte, representing
5 1,696 syllables, Marivaux lines up 10,232 octosyllables representing 81,856
syllables—i.e., a ratio of 10 to 16, whereas Scarron had gone roughly
from 10 to 20. Whatever the case may be, by doing without facetious
commentary or digression, with Marivaux travesty forsakes one of its
most effective humorous resources. Grafted upon La Motte’s classicizing
correction of the lliad, Homeére travesti is intended—Ilike Le Latrin, though
from an entirely different angle—as a sort of classicizing correction of the
butlesque. In Marivaux, as in Boileau, the result is not quite convincing;
the freewheeling gusto and farcical fantasy suffer here and there from this
effort at codification. Burlesque inspiration and classical discipline are not
good bedfellows. Scarron’s deregulated or, more precisely, nonregulated
verve was much better suited to the demands of a genre that was born
with him, reached with him its (juvenile) acme, and, most wisely, chose to
disappear by throwing in the sponge in the very middle of the eighth round.

13

With the notable exception of Homeére travesti, burlesque in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries abandoned epic targets for other serious works.!
It moved on to the stage, where we shall encounter it soon, because this
specific mode of expression takes on a more complex form there, a form
that exceeds the limits of the genre. Henri Meilhac and Ludovic Halévy’s
libretti for two Offenbach operettas seem to me to be more faithful to
the spirit of travesty: Orphée anx enfers (1858), and especially La Belle FHéléne
(1864). The latter can be described as a score teeming with musical pastiches
(Gluck, Rossini, Meyerbeer, Halévy, Verdi, and others) and composed upon
an essentially burlesque or neobutlesque libretto. As in Tjphon or Le Banguet
des dieux, the hypotext here is more nebulous than in Scarronian travesty
because it concerns the episode of Helen’s abduction, which Homer has
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not treated and the post-Homeric versions of which have been lost and
handed down to us only through later versions that are themselves very
hypertextual (Ovid, Colouthos). The role of travesty there consists chiefly
in 2 modernization by way of anachronisms: the court of Sparta is a sort
of farcical Compiegne {Napoleon III’s court}, where courtiers play at
charades, exchange puns, and compose verses, where dinner is served
at seven o’clock, where Venus’s grand priest sings Tyrolian songs, and
where Agamemnon invites travelers to Cythera to step into a carriage.
The familiarization is decorous enough, even timid when compared with
Scarronian bawdry. The most sustained effort at modernization involves
the character of Helen, and far transcends the playful-satiric mode of
travesty; we shall encounter it again in another context.

After the seriousness of the Romantics, this Victorian neoburlesque
joined up again with the playful culturalism of the neoclassical age (by
a familiar and sometimes cavalier manner of courting tradition), but it was
also paving the way—via Jules Lemaitre and Giraudoux—for several new
tracks of modern hypertextuality. This same historical context applied, as
we shall see, to the pastiche, and Proust was right on target when he named
Meilhac and Halévy’s jokes as the source of the “Guermantes wit.” That
wit, both casual and learned, is very characteristic of the turn of the century,
and we shall find two illustrations of it, new modern reincarnations of the
Scarronian travesty, in Georges Fourest and Alfred Jarry.

The Carnaval des chefs-d’oenvre by Georges Fourest—the title can stand as a
generic index: a carnival automatically involves a parade of travesties—is a
sequence of seven little poems in the margins of seven great works.2 One
of these “To the Venus of Milo,” is off limits for us; the remaining six bear
upon two tragedies of Corneille and four tragedies of Racine.

“Pheédre,” “Andromaque,” and “Bérénice” are most faithful to the Scar-
ronian tradition, both in their form (octosyllables, here grouped into alter-
nating quatrains) and in the basic procedure of anachronistic vulgarization.
“Horace,” in the same spirit, stands out because of its shorter meter (three
lines of six syllables, one of four). Unlike the model, but in keeping with the
attention span of modern audiences, the transposition here operates not
through amplification but through a reduction: four pages at the most.
“Phedre” is summarized in two scenes and an epilogue. The heroine
dispatches Theseus’s funeral oration in four lines:
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Sans doute, un marron sur la trogne
Lui fit passer le goat du pain.
Requiescat! il fut ivrogne,

Coureur et poseur de lapin.

{No doubt a punch in the mug

Snuffed out his appetite for good.
Requiescat! He was a drunkard,

A skirt-chaser and he never showed up.}

She immediately offers Hippolyte a roll in the hay. The Amazon’s son
evokes the precedent of Mrs. Potiphar and rebuffs her advances. This
brings upon him a quatrain in pure red-light-district style:

Eh, va donc, puceau, phenomene!
Va donc, chatré, va donc, salop,
Va dong, lopaille 2 Théramene!
Eh, va donc t’amuser, Charlot!

{Go then, you virgin nincompoop!
Go, you bastard without balls,

Go, you Theramene’s pansy boy!
Go fry an egg, you clown.}

Thereupon comes Theseus’s return and Phaedra’s false denunciation:

Plus de vingt fois, sous la chemise,
Le salop m’a pincé le cul

Et, passant la blague permise,
Volontiers vous eut fait cocu.

{More than twenty times, under my shirt,
The bastard pinched my ass

And, crossing the limits of a permissible joke,
Gladly would have cuckolded you.}

Whence the father’s curse and the well-known denouement. In “Andro-
magque,” Pyrrhus makes his request wearing a tuxedo and white gloves,
boasts of his qualities and his wealth—al/ in real estate and 3 percent bonds—
and proposes a visit to the notary. The inconsolable widow gives him the
brushoff by quoting Ubu; Pyrrhus threatens revenge on the “kid,” and for
the sequel the parodist sends the reader back to Racine’s text. “Bérénice,”
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on the model of Ovid’s Heroides, consists essentially of a sanctimonious
letter from Titus, which invokes not the raison d’état but rather ambient
anti-Semitism:

Hélas! vous étes youpine
Et yai peur de Monsieur Drumont

{Alas, you are a kike

And I am afraid of Monsieur Drumont.}3

Let Bérénice then take a pullman back to where she came from, reading the
Itinéraire de Paris a_Jérnsalem, {Chateaubriand, 1811};let her buy a car or take
up golf or polo. “Horace” lingers on the superabundance of brothers and
sisters-in-law and on a celebrated rhyme word in the subjunctive impetfect.4

“Iphigénie” and “Le Cid,” two sonnets in alexandrines, engage in a more
complex intertextual relationship, involving an obvious pastiche of the
lyrical-visual imagery of the Parnasse poets:

Les vents sont morts: partout le calme et la torpeur
Et les vaisseaux des Grecs dorment sur leur caréne . . .

{The winds are dead: everywhere reign calm and torpor,
And the Greek ships slumber upon their keels . . . }

or:

Le soir tombe. Invoquant les deux saints Paul et Pierre,
Chimene, en voiles noirs, s’accoude au mirador

Et ses yeux dont les pleurs ont briilé la paupiere
Regardent, sans rien voir, mourir le soleil d’or.

{Evening is closing in. Invoking both saints Paul and Peter,
Chimene, clad in black veils, leans her elbows on the mirador
And her eyes, with eyelids burnt by tears

Look sightless at the dying golden sun.}

The grand style of such evocations is always shattered, however, by a
discordant, farcical comedown (Agamemnon slits his daughter’s throat,
braying, “That should bring the barometer down!”) or by some subtler
mode of impropriety:

Dieu! soupire a part soi la plaintive Chimene,
Qu’il est joli gargon I'assassin de Papal
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{Lord, the plaintive Chimene mutters under her breath,
What a handsome guy is my Daddy’s killer!}

That, of course, is the famous line on whose merit alone Georges Fourest
gained his small share of posterity. It illustrates rather cleatly, better than
the usual forced contrasts and with a certain grace uncommon in these
parts, the spirit of travesty: the entire Cornelian “conflict” reduced to a
single playful yet touching antithesis.

In 1649, smack in the middle of the butlesque melee, the announced
publication of Passion de Notre Seigneur en vers burlesques {Our Lord’s Passion
in burlesque verse} stitred a certain commotion. It turned out to be a very
pious work, not a farcical one at all, whose anonymous author or editor had
thus titled it (possibly with an eye on the publicity effect) simply because it
was written in octosyllabic verse.

It was a false alarm. Yet everything that is inscribed in the structures
ends up being inscribed also in the facts (“Everything that can be,” says
Georges de Buffon, “is”). One could perhaps say in a different register
that one must avoid tempting the devil. On 11 April 1903, Alfred Jarry
published in the Canard Sanvage his famous “Passion considérée comme
course de cote” {Our Lord’s Passion considered as a bicycle hill climb}.5
It is a perfect example of a sacrilegious travesty, a subgenre that must have
been for centuries one of the stock humorous outlets for seminarians.

The supporting text, it must be said, is itself already pluritextual, since it is
to be found concurrently in Matthew 27, Mark 15, Luke 23, and John 19. In
truth, these do not go into much detail over the march to Golgotha; three
agree that the cross was carried by Simon of Cyrene; Luke alone indicates
that Simon was charged with bearing the cross “after Jesus”—that is, in
midcourse. All in all, the travestied text is less close to the Gospel than to
the later apocryphal narrative illustrated by the Stations of the Cross in our
churches.

The principle of the transposition, which is clearly indicated in the title,
is simple and highly efficient. It is inspired by a very topical event—the
heroic beginnings of the sport of cycling—and by an evident analogy, no
doubt already resorted to in the other direction: the “Calvary” inflicted
upon the bicycle racers by the mountain passes of the Alps and Pyrenees is
one of the oldest clichés in the rhetoric of sports, where such stereotypes

abound.
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The ascent to Golgotha is thus described (and received by the reader) asa
climber’s exploit, and this structural analogy, once formulated, determines
a series of partial equivalences. The Via Dolorosa becomes a road with
fourteen bends; Barrabas, who is freed, opts out of the race; Pilate becomes
a starter and timekeeper; the cross becomes a bicycle whose tires are almost
immediately punctured by a perfidious scattering of thorns; Jesus, much
like the cycling champions, has to carry it on his back and continue the
race on foot until Simon—who is now a coach—intervenes. Matthew is
a sports editor, Mary is in the stands, the demimondaines of Israel wave
their handkerchiefs, and Veronica, oddly, forgets hers and instead putters
with a Kodak. Jesus keeps tumbling down at every bend in the road, on the
greasy pavement, on the streetcar tracks (a sadistic contamination between
the mountain stages of the race and the enfer du Nord {the “hell” of the
bumpy paved roads of northern France}. He will not reach the summit
because, following a “deplorable accident” at the twelfth bend, he must
continue the race “as an aviator . . . but that is another story.” This new
sports metaphor does indeed foreshadow another period transposition,
echoed in Apollinaire:

C’est le Christ qui monte au ciel mieux que les aviateurs
11 détient le record du monde pour la hauteur.

{Christ it is who soars into the sky more expertly than the aviators
He holds the world record for height.}6

The shift from one text to another clearly demonstrates how the same
travesty may be turned, depending on context and tone, into either a derisive
buffoonery or a subtly ambiguous glorification. Parodic incongruity is a
bifid weapon, a form in search of a function. Scarronian burlesque, it has
often been observed, paid indirect and perhaps involuntary homage to
Virgil’s text. The sophomoric seminary jokes perpetuate faith by poking
fun at liturgy. It is not too hard to imagine—if the thing has not been done
already—some Jesuit co-opting Jarry’s profanation for the purpose of a
spiritual exercise.

One of the “top ten” in the Hit Parade of the 1976 heat wave was not
a song. It was a spoken sketch titled “The Grasshopper and the Ant”
by the ephemeral Pierre Péchin. It was an authentic travesty—and to my
knowledge the last one to date.
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As the epic had been the favorite target of the learned (written) travesty,
the fable is one of the most favored targets of popular (oral) travesty, for
two obvious reasons: its brevity and its notoriety. Scarron offered to a
cultivated audience a paraphrase (in familiar style) of noble texts engraved
in everyone’s memory. Today’s humorists must take on classical texts still
known to the general public, such as La Fontaine’s fables or the first scenes
from Le Cid, and impose upon them a more brutal transposition still: a
transposition into slang, for example, which was done by Yves Deniaud, 1
believe, in the 1930s and 1940s, or into pied-noir {the lingo of French settlers
in North Africa}, which was done by Edmond Brua (mentioned eatrlier).
None of these procedures can be rendered faithfully in writing, since the
accent plays a significant role.

In Péchin, the accent is nearly everything. His parodic instrument is
the language spoken by immigrant workers from the Maghreb, which is
marked more by the phonic influence of Arabic than by lexical idioms.
The fable is first translated into popular French, then interpreted with
the appropriate accent. Like all stylistic transpositions, however, this one
also affects the thematic texture: the little worms and the bucolic seeds
hoarded by the ant are not familiar to the bidonvilles {the immigrant ghettos};
they become cans of Kit-e-Kat brand couscous; the consequences of the
grasshopper’s carefree summer idleness are compounded by the purchase
of popular motorcars; its begging for “just a little dough” is rebuked by
“Scram, you slut!”

The most drastic transformation, however, applies to the punch line: that
is, to the denouement and to the morality. One must remember here that
La Fontaine himself, who, like most fabulists, did no more than rewrite in
his own register one or two previous versions—the fable (and I shall return
to this) being almost entirely a hypertextual genre and “parodic” in its very
principle, since it attributes, as does the Batrachomyomachia, human speech
and behavior to animals—La Fontaine allowed himself a rather daring turn
for a beginner (the reader is reminded that “La Cigale et la fourmi” is the
first fable in the first volume). In Aesop the moral had been formulated
with a flat, heavyhanded dignity: “This fable shows that in each endeavor
one must guard against negligence, if one wishes to avoid pain and danger.”
La Fontaine eliminates the moral, or subsumes it in the disdainful refusal of
the thrifty ant—which clearly signifies that the moral is self-evident and that
the reader can be trusted to supply it. Péchin goes much further, offering a
different conclusion and a different moral: the snubbed grasshopper, after
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wandering about the countryside without finding anything to eat, starves
to death, as one might have expected; the ant, however, exhausted by its
work ethic and overfed, dies also, upon its pile of hoarded food, from an
inevitable heart attack. The moral: “Ti boff’, ti boff”’ pas, ti créves quand
meéme” {You stuff yourself, you don’t, you croak anyhow}.

This moral does not exactly contradict tradition (the ironic theme of
the fateful precaution has been canonical since Oedipus), since negligence
is also punished. What it conveys is the more modern theme—modern,
I should say, in its generalized pessimism—of the eg#a/ harm inherent
in foresight and its opposite, in bohemian insouciance and workaholic
industriousness. The implications of the ancient aeguo pulsat pede’ have
shifted here from the heartening to the disheartening, couched as they
are in the fashionable tones of scoffing nihilism.

A justified nihilism maybe? This question fortunately does not fall within
our jurisdicion—nor within that of the fable as a genre, since like the
proverb it easily accommodates contradictory “truths.” What matters here,
and to me, is the ingenuity of the punch line as a frustrated expectation,
a gratifying disappointment—whereby the fable shows that any fable can
illustrate any moral, and that in all things we must consider not /& faim

but /z fin8

14

Grammar and rhetoric, perhaps also poetics, have for centuries shared a
curious notion for which they have merely one word, and that word was
proposed relatively recently—in French—by the last neoclassical rhetori-
cian and does not demonstrate any great terminological inventiveness. It is
not a technical term of Greek derivation and specialized use, like metaphor
or syllepsis. It is an ordinary word, of Latin origin, whose accepted meaning
extends far beyond the restricted one that will be assigned to it here. The
(naive) vastness of its connotative charge will immediately be gauged: the
word in question is imitation.

Imitation, according to Pierre Fontanier, is a figure that “consists of
imitating a turn of phrase, a sentence construction, from another language;
or a turn of phrase, a sentence construction, that is no longer in use. In the
first case, it is called Hellenism, Latinism, Hebraism, Anglicism, etc., depending
on whether it comes from the Greek, Latin, Hebrew, or English, etc. In the
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second case, it may be called by the name of the author who provided the
model for it. Thus we give the name Marotism to any affected imitation of
Clément Marot’s style.”’t

This definition, as can be seen, appears to target a purely syntactic
phenomenon. The linguistic object imitated in zwitation is a turn of phrase, a
construction. Fontanier does not say “a turn or a construction.” For him the
two terms are equivalent; a turn is a construction: i.e., a way of arranging
words in a sentence. That is in principle what is imitated in the figure called
imitation—that, and nothing more.

In Fontanier, imitation belongs with “figures of construction through
revolution.” Figures of construction are unlike other types of figures in that
they affect only “the assemblage and arrangement of words in speech.”

Now there are only three ways of affecting the order of words in a
sentence (I am deliberately reversing Fontanier’s order). One consists either
of suppressing certain words, whence the figures of construction obtained
by “implication,” such as the elljpsis or the geugma; or of adding other
words, whence figures of construction through “exuberance,” such as the
apposition or the pleonasm; or of modifying the word order itself by placing
first what should be last and vice versa, whence figures of construction
through “revolution”: namely, inversion or hyperbaton, “an arrangement that
is reversed or inverted relative to the order of succession of the ideas in
the analysis of meaning” (example: “D’une robe a longs plis balayer le
barreau” {With a long-pleated robe sweeping the bar}. Enallage consists
of “an exchange of a tense, a number, or a person for another tense, etc.”
(example: “I dre dishonored” for a more literal: “I am going to die . . 7). It
is difficult to see how these substitutions of tenses, numbers, or persons
affect “the place and rank” of the words in the sentence. It would appear
that construction is too narrow a term and revolution too blunt to describe
such figures. But here comes the third and last kind: it is our zmstation,
which infringes on the ordo of a language so as to imitate that of another
language or a more ancient state of the same. In Jacques Delille, the insertion
of the main verb between the antecedent and the relative clause is an
example of Latinism: “And the veil is raised which covered nature” (this
is evidently a specific case of inversion). An example of Hebraism is to be
found in superlatives obtained through repetition (and as such pertaining
to “exuberance”): song of songs, century of centuries, vanity of vanities, etc. Finally,
“one wotd about Marotism. What characterizes it is the suppression of
the articles, pronouns, and certain particles” (we are dealing here with
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“implication”), “and in addition, those locutions, those obsolescent and
so very naive forms of our language.” Marotism is clearly a special case—
but one that was privileged and canonical during the entire neoclassical
era, to the point of pervading it through and through—of what we call
today archaism; simple lexical archaisms may be involved here, such as #
confabulate for “to chat” (found in Voltaire, where Fontanier identifies it
rather hypothetically as a Marotism, on the basis of its oldish and colloquial
mien). These three types of imitation are not the only ones. Alongside
the Latinisms and the Hebraisms there are Hellenisms, Anglicisms, and
so on. Alongside the Marotisms one can identify and record Ronsardisms,
Rabelaisisms, etc. Imitation is thus not a homogeneous class of figures:
it displays on the same level imitations of turns from one language to
another, from one state of (the same) language to another, from one
author to another; above all—and that despite Fontanier’s proclaimed
intentions—it regroups figures which in their formal operation are not
only figurcs of construction strictly speaking but of syntax in the broad
sense, of morphology, or even (most of all) of vocabulary. And if some
day an author were to borrow from another author (in order to imitate
his style), or from another language (in order to imitate its “genius”), a
“figure of speech” or a “figure of thought” or even a characteristic trope,
these borrowings too would constitute imitations. Examples: the stock
epithet and the extended comparison, which are authentic Homerisms.
Despite Fontanier’s attempt to find a place for it in his system of figures,
somewhere between inversion and enallage, imitation includes in fact all
the figures produced within a state of language or style and imitating
another state of language or style. It is distinguished from other figures
not, as these are distinguished among themselves, by its formal procedure
but simply by its function, which consists of imitating, in one way or
another, a language or a style. In short, imitation is not a figure but
rather the mimetic function accorded to any figure, provided only it lends
itself to the process. This very special property deserves a very special
consideration.

It is remarkable that the class called imstation should be established here
through the regrouping and federation of a series of linguistic or stylistic
facts that have been hitherto identified separately as so many distinct
figures: Latinism, Hebraism, Marotism, etc. There is certainly a feature
common to these several figures, or at least to the terms used to designate
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them, but this common feature is not exactly a word; it is a kind of shifty
and insistent morpheme: namely, the suffix -zs».

A curious usage attaches to this Greek suffix in our modern Indo-
European languages. In the ideological register, and when it can be paired
with a definite article that sets it up as a unique and indivisible entity,
it serves to coin the name of a doctrine or a movement, formed upon
its author or its real or supposed originator or its salient characteristic
trait: Plato — Platonism, Romance — Romanticism, Reform — Reformism.
In the linguistic and stylistic domain, and when preceded by an indefinite
article that connotes its divisible and countable character, it designates any
typical feature (of a language, a period, an author, etc.), inasmuch as this
feature 1s marked and identified, and capable of being reproduced, imitated,
transferred, and in some way exported into another idiom, wherein it
will unfailingly—and, to the trained ear, always perceptibly—preserve the
stamp of its origin. An Anglicism surely is a feature of the English language;
a Marotism is a feature of Marot’s style. Let us observe, however, that
Anglicism is not appropriate to every kind of feature characteristic of the
English language, nor is Marotism applicable to every kind of characteristic
of Marot’s style; rather, it is applicable more essentially to those features
that seek to emigrate and whose behavior betrays them to the immigration
authorities. Strictly speaking, an Anglicism is identified only as it comes
into contact with another language, at the moment it steps out of the
English language, and a Marotism when it wanders out of Marot’s work.
In English, 2 realize means quite simply “to become aware of,” and an
adjective may quite commonly modify a verb. These traits deserve to be
described as Anglicisms only when an English-speaking person makes
bold to transpose them into a language where such usage is not (yet)
accepted—into French, for example, or when French speakers themselves
begin to transpose them: réaliser (for s'apercevoir) ot acheteg frangais {buy
French} are, in French, Anglicisms. Confabuler is not a Marotism in Marot,
where it is perhaps not to be found; it becomes one when it pops up in
Voltaire. A barbarian who is speaking his native tongue does not commit
any barbarisms, he is simply speaking Median or Phoenician. He bar-
barizes when he attempts to speak Greek and betrays his origin in the
turns of phrase characteristic of the “genius” of his mother tongue. An
inhabitant of Soles “solecizes” constantly because he speaks the Greek
dialect spoken in that Asian colony and deemed incorrect in Athens. It
follows all the more evidently that native Greeks commit barbarisms and
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solecisms when they disfigure their idiom by speaking like the Medes or
the Solecians.

Fontanier resorted to this suffix -i» several times in order to name
figures used to forge a sort of simulacram (imitation) of another figure
or of an entirely different linguistic feature: allegorism is an “imitation of
allegory”; paradexism (or oxymoron: dark light) is a purely verbal paradox, a
simple “artifice of language.” Epithetism (crimson-faced dawn) “has much
in common with epithets,” since it is merely “an epithet composed” of
several words, whereas the epithet strictly speaking contains only one; it
can therefore be called epithetism, a term that “appears to be quite suitable,
since it means what that figure in fact is: namely, an imitation of an epithet,
or a species of very particular epithet.’ Likewise, enthymemism is a semblance of
“enthymeme”; dialogism, a fictitious dialogue, etc. One of the terms used
by Fontanier in regard to epithetism seems very significant to me: “a species
{espéce} of very particular epithet.” In fact, species is rather ambiguous here,
as the term Aind would also be in the same context, and even more so
the term sorz. The French language has for a long time played on such
ambiguity: all these words are used to designate either subclasses (“the
whale is a species of mammal”), or else approximations or even misleading
appearances: “the whale is a species of huge fish.” Each one of these figures
in -ism belongs to some extent, but not entirely, to the class of figures to
which it is attached. The suffix -is» is here the equivalent of the prefix
psendo-2 A paradoxism is a pseudoparadox; it is and is not a paradox; it
belongs to that very particular, if not special, species of paradoxes that
are not really paradoxes. Similatly, a barbarism smacks of the barbarian
without being barbarian; an Anglicism imitates English without being
English, Marotism apes Marot without really being Marot. For imitation
is not borrowing: “long drink” in English is an expression like any other;
in French it is a simple borrowing from English, like a quote from one
language to another; Anglicism begins when, with a view to avoiding the
accursed franglais, one replaces “long drink” (I have seen this) with /ongue
boisson. (This is how a language detetiorates.3 A Queneau-type coinage like
longuedringue would have enriched it more, as “riding-coat” did in the past
when it changed into redingote.) Similatly, confabulate will be a much better
Marotism for not being the quotation of a wotd actually used by Marot but
rather an old word placed there in order to write in the style of Marot—Dbest
of all if Marot himself never employed that word at all. Proust congratulated
himself for having introduced in his pastiche of Ernest Renan the adjective
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aberrant, rarely used at the time, which he found to be “extremely Renan-
like,” in spite of the fact that Renan himself probably never used it—or
rather, for that very reason: “If I had found it in his work, my satisfaction
in having invented it would have been diminished.”* This Renanism, all the
more satisfying—and more consonant with the norms of the genre—for
not being a mere Renaneme, is a good illustration of the role played by
invention, to use Proust’s own word, in pastiche.5

The reason is that unlike parody—which operates by diverting the letter
of the text to another purpose, and therefore makes a point of sticking to
the letter as closely as possible—the pastiche, whose function is to imitate
the letter, prides itself upon paying it the least possible literal allegiance. It
can never condescend to direct quotations or borrowings.

Here is an exception that provides us with a subtle confirmation: a short
phrase may pass literally from the model text to its pastiche provided
that it has already reached, in its original text, the iterative state of a
stereotype of, as current usage aptly puts it, of a stylistic #z. For example,
if on one occasion I read in Balzac “Lady Stanhope, that blue-stocking
of the desert,” I shall not grant myself the facile option, in a pastiche, of
simply reproducing this hapax, this unique Balzacian performance, this
mere Balgaceme.5 A pastiche is not a cento; it must proceed from an effort
at imitation: that is, at re-creation. But lo and behold, I happen to notice
that in Balzac this expression belongs to a group of statements of the
same type: “Bianchon, the Ambroise Paré of the nineteenth century”;
“César Birotteau, that Napoleon of the perfume trade” (I am quoting at
random). From the accretion of such similar occurrences I draw a model
of competence, the formula x, #hat y of g, which is indeed Balzacism propetly
speaking, the category of idiomatic locutions that are to be found, scattered
and diversified, all over the Balzacian text. Then, upon this iterative model
I contrive a new and singular formulation that I may legitimately consider
as (and insert within) a pastiche of Balzac: “M. de Talleyrand, that Roger
Bacon of social nature” (Proust). On the other hand, Balzac repetitively
writes (among other expressions of the same type, similarly intended to
introduce an explanatory backward glance), “ Voici pourguoi” {Here is why}.
The original repetition suffices to make of this single locution an iterative
stereotype and, as such, open to imitation. Through its multiplicity of
occurrence, voici pourguoi is no longer a mere Balgaceme but is already a
Balzacism: a recurrent formula, a category of Balzacian statements whose
only (negligible) peculiarity is that it constitutes a class (a subclass) whose
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individual members are all identical. The same holds true—evidently and
eminently—for the recurrent phrases that cause us to describe the epic
style as “formulaic.” Each Homeric formula—rosy-fingered Dawn; swift-footed
Achilles—alteady forms a class of multiple occurrences whose use by
another author, whether epic or not, is no longer a quotation from Homer,
or a borrowing from Homer, but rather a true Homerism—the definition
of a formulaic style being precisely that nearly all its idioms are iterative. 1
am therefore in the position simply to insert swift-footed Achilles in a pastiche
of Homer, and voici pourguoi in a pastiche of Balzac (Proust does not do
it, but he uses a variant that rings like a literal and recurrent Balzaceme:
“In order to understand the drama to follow, and which the scene we
have just described can serve to introduce, a few words of explanation
are needed”).

“What I tell you three times is true,” claims a character in Lewis Carroll’s
Hunting of the Snark. What I said once belongs to me and it can be parted
from me only by being given over through a voluntary or involuntary
transaction, officially acknowledged by a pair of quotation marks. What I
have said twice or more ceases to belong to me; it now characterizes me and
may be parted from me through a simple transfer of imitation; by repeating
myself, I am already imitating myself, and on that point one can imitate me
by repeating me. What I say twice is no longer my truth but a truth about
me, which belongs to everyone. The same rule applies in painting, where
it goes without saying that a copy, be it ever so perfect, is not a pastiche; if
a painter himself has painted the same painting several times (it happens),
nothing distinguishes a pastiche any more from the mere copy of one of
these repetitive versions, or replicas.

Such is the paradox of the idiolect: de facto use cancels de jure ownership.
It even jeopardizes the possibility of subsequent use, because, as we know,
an imitated trait is immediately branded in advance, becomes vaguely (or
all too specifically) ridiculous, verging upon self-caricature. Pushing things
to the limit, we could say that the pastiche is not only, as Proust said,
cathartic for its author; it is also sterilizing for its victim, who is condemned
to rehash stereotypes endlessly or to abandon them altogether, and thus
become someone else. This limit, happily or not, is never reached, and
furthermore, I imagine that a sort of protective censorship—I dare not say
“healthy censorship”—prevents the model from ever recognizing himself
completely in the image that is presented to him.
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Imitation, then, is to figures (to rhetoric) what pastiche is to genres (to po-
etics). Imitation, in the thetorical sense, is the elementary figure of pastiche.
Pastiche—and, more generally, imitation as a generic practice—is a texture
of imitations.

But smutation (the term) is at one and the same time a good and a bad
thing, given its lack of technical specificity and—which amounts to the
same thing—its fallacious transparency. To cap this family of -isms, one
could wish for a more specialized term that would better connote its
“science” and whose ending would echo, and rhyme with, all the others.
Such a term does exist but unfortunately has been made unavailable by
usage, which has assigned to it an entirely different function: that term
is mimologism. 1t designates, as the reader may know, every kind of word,
group of wotds, phrase, or discourse processed to imitate not another
idiom but the object of which it speaks. It is somewhat late in the day
to retrieve it. Curiously, another one is proposed by our language, which
commonly designates something like the reverse of imitation, which is
also its object: the term is idiom. An idiom is an expression pertaining to
a specific language or a linguistic state, which may obviously be an indi-
vidual style: an idiolect (#d7os precisely means “individual” or “particular”).
“There are also,” said Rameau’s nephew, “idioms of trade” {Diderot}.
Let us put it more flatly: there are also idioms of authors, or even of
a single work, since the style of the same author may vary perceptibly
from one work to another. But every idiolect, as such, is a collection
of idioms. And every idiom is nothing other than a linguistic trait of-
fered for imitation and, I dare say, just begging to be imitated. There
are no Anglicisms in English, but every Anglicism in French (or in any
other language) responds to an English idiom. When I do a pastiche of
an author, I drop my own idioms as much as is possible in order to
imitate those of my model, which are such only because I am able to
imitate them, but stop being such the moment they are imitated, only
to become . . . what? Marotisms if I am Marotizing, Flaubertisms if I
am Flaubertizing, or Proustisms if I am Proustifying. Still missing is the
overriding general term which in the mirror of language would provide
the idiom with its inverted reflection. Xenism or xenotism (from xenos,
“stranger”) is a little too restricted to the field of relationships between
languages; it could serve to designate all the translinguistic replications
(Anglicisms, Gallicisms, etc.), but it is not suited for other types of imita-
tion; exotism would replace it rather advantageously, come to think of it;
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archaism alteady regroups, naturally, all winks at the past within the same
specific language. But how about the rest? And how about the process as
a whole?

Dare 1 propose mimetism, which, like mimologism only more economically,
says pretty clearly what it means? True enough, the root forms here a rather
pitiful pleonasm with the suffix. The most algebraic but least practical
solution, perhaps, would be to lexicalize the suffix itself, since it is a trait
common to all its specific applications: all those translinguistic replications,
all those transplanted idioms, would simply and summarily become Zss.
But this is perhaps too much to ask (i.e., too little: “less is more”). We must
be content with mimetism. 1 shall therefore designate by that term, upstream
of the distinction between the modes of pastiche, caricature, and forgery,
every particular instance of imitation; and (while I am at it) I shall call every
imitative text, or arrangement of mimetisms, a mimotext.

15

I have described travesty as an exercise in version; conversely, pastiche, and
more generally the mimotext, would be an exercise in zhéme.! Ideally, it
would consist of taking a text written in familiar style in order to translate
it into a “foreign” style: i.e., a more distant one. I mean “ideally” in terms
of the symmetry of genres, and there is no reason why this should not
turn out to be the case: the imitator could indeed have a text in a familiar
style at his disposal, by him or by someone else, which he would then
translate into a another style. In actual fact, that is generally not the case:
the author of a pastiche most often has at his disposal a simple scenario—
in other words, a “subject,” invented or not—which he rewrites directly
in the style of his model; ideally, the stage of the original text should be
optional and empirically suppressed, as with the able Latinist of bygone
days who, having quickly outgrown the fhéme stage, wrote Latin poems
directly. One must, however, go one step further: the stage involving the
invented or supplied subject is not itself indispensable, for a good imitator
is capable of practicing the style of the model without even assigning to
himself in advance any topic to be treated. As Proust says regarding his own
pastiches, by reading an author one soon makes out “the tune under the
words,” and “when one catches the tune, the words (other words, naturally)
quickly emerge.”’2 The tune generates the lyrics, just as Valéry claimed that
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the rhythm of decasyllabic verse had generated within him the lines of
“Cimetiere marin.”

This dissymmetry is a good enough illustration of the structural differ-
ence between transformation and imitation. The parodist or the travesty
writer gets hold of a text and transforms it according to this or that
formal constraint or semantic intention, or transposes it uniformly and
as if mechanically into another style. The pastiche writer gets hold of a
style—an object that is a bit less easily, or less immediately, to be seized—
and this style dictates the text. In other words, the parodist of travesty writer
essentially deals with a text, and with a style only peripherally. Conversely,
the imitator essentially deals with style, and with text only incidentally; the
target is a style and the thematic motifs that it involves (the concept of style
must be understood here in its broadest sense: it is a manner, on both the
thematic and the formal level). The text he is elaborating or improvising
on that pattern is for him only a means of actualization—and possibly of
derision. The essence of a mimotext, its specific, necessary, and sufficient
trait, is the imitation of style. We are dealing with a pastiche (or caricature,
or forgery) when the operations of its text exhibit the imitation of a style.

Thus, and to cite a canonical example once again, the author of a mock-
heroic poem such as Le Lutrin does not imitate any epic in particular—
unlike Chapelain décoiffé, which specifically parodies several scenes from Le
Cid—but rather it imitates the classical epic style in general. Le Lutrin
imitates an epic in the sense that Boileau, having identified within the
epic corpus (say, Homer plus Virgil, not forgetting that Virgil was already
imitating Homer) a given number of stylistic traits and recurrent thematic
motifs (for example, single fights, melees, divine interventions, exchanges
of invectives, invocations to the Muse, descriptions of weapons, extended
comparisons, stock epithets), has gathered all these characteristic features,
these “epicemes,” into a sort of ideal type upon which he attempts to model
the writing of his own poem, while inventing as much as possible his own
“epicisms’: other adjectives, other compatisons, invocations, invectives,
interventions, single fights, and melees that are meant to resemble as much
as possible those in the epic text. In short, he is aiming for likeness, to the
extent allowed by the difference in subjects and the difference in languages,
and without making the job too easy for himself by resorting to literal
borrowings. The pastiche, here, imitates not a text but a style.

One must go still a little further, however. The pastiche in general does
not imitate a text, for one simple reason, which I will first formulate in a
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deliberately provocative manner by stating that i is impossible to imitate a texs,
or—which comes to the same—that one can imitate only a style: that is to say,
a genre. For imitation, in literature as elsewhere, always presupposes—as I
announced in the first chapter and as we have just glimpsed in connection
with Le Lautrin—the preliminary elaboration (conscious and deliberate or
not; youthful imitations most often result from passive contagion) of a
model of competence, every act of imitation of which will be a unique
performance, since the essence of competence is, here and elsewhere, the
ability to generate an unlimited number of correct petformances. “I have set
my internal metronome to his thythm,” says Proust, speaking of his pastiche
of Renan, “and I could have written ten volumes in this vein.”3 Between
the imitated corpus (I deliberately use this pedantic but neutral term, which
does not choose between the singularity of fex7 and the multiplicity of genre),
whatever its length and its principle of constitution (of selection), and the
imitative text itself, a matrix of imitation is inevitably interposed, which is
the model of competence or, if one prefers, the idiolect of the imitated
corpus destined also to become that of the mimotext. The imitated corpus
can be a genre in the habitual sense of the term, as is the mock-heroic; it
can be the product of one era or of one school such as eighteenth-century,
baroque, or Symbolist style; it can be the entire opus of an individual writer,
as when Proust produces, without any additional specification, a pastiche
of Michelet or of Saint-Simon; it can be a single text whose author’s style
changes according to the work, whether for genetic reasons (the notion
of a pastiche “of Virgil,” for example, would signify little, or nothing very
precise, since the style of the Aenezd is not that of the Bucolics or that of the
Georgics, as the medieval grammarians well knew) or for reasons of personal
development (the style of Hérodias is not that of Education sentimentale, whose
style is not that of Madame Bovary). This observation, however, in no way
contradicts the principle, bluntly stated above, that only a genre can be
imitated. For to imitate a particular text in its particularity first means that
one should establish that text’s idiolect—i.e., identify its specific stylistic
and thematic features—and then generalige them: that s, constitute themas a
matrix of imitation, or a network of mimetisms, which can serve indefinitely.
No matter how individual and specific the corpus of extraction, an idiolect,
by definition, is not a word {parol}, a discourse, a message but rather
a language {/angue}: i.e., a code wherein the specificities of the message
have been made fit for generalization. I can therefore now present my
principle in what is perhaps a more acceptable and more accurate form: it
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is impossible to imitate a text directly; it can be imitated only indirectly, by
practicing its style in another text.

This situation, let us note in passing, is specific to literature and music;
in the visual arts, direct imitation does exist: copies are routinely done in art
academies and in museums. To imitate directly—i.e., to copy—a painting or
apiece of sculpture means an attempt to reproduce it as faithfully as possible
by one’s own means, and the difficulty and technical value of the exercise are
obvious. To imitate directly—i.e., to copy—a poem or a piece of music is a
purely mechanical task, at the disposal of anyone who knows how to write or
to place notes on the staff, and without any literary or musical significance.
This difference in value denotes a difference in status between these two
types of art or, otherwise stated, a specificity of status proper to the types of
works that are texts (literary or musical)—in short, a specificity of the text
which only a phenomenological aesthetics can describe: namely, I think, a
comparative analysis of the types of ideality proper to different arts. Let us
content ourselves here with noting this difference and conclude that direct
imitation in literature or music, unlike what occurs in the visual arts, does not
constitute a significant performance at all. Here, to reproduce is nothing,
and imitating supposes a more complex operation, the completion of which
raises imitation above mere reproduction: it becomes a new production—
that of another text in the same style, of another message in the same code.
The visual arts, too, are familiar with this standard of imitation, which they
were first to name pastiche; it is, of course, artistically (if not technically)
more difficult and more convincing to produce a false Vermeer than a
perfect copy of the View of Delft. Because of the specifics of their own
ideality, music and literature alone are ignorant of the lower degree of
direct imitation, which in their case signifies nothing,

To imitate a text directly is therefore impossible becanse it is too easy, hence
insignificant. It can be imitated only indirectly, by using its idiolect to write
another text; that idiolect cannot itself be identified except in treating the
text as a model—that s, as a genre. That is the reason why there can be only
a pastiche of genre, and why imitations of an individual work, a specific
author, a school, an era, a genre are structurally identical operations—and
why parody and travesty, which do not go through that stage at all, can be
defined in no circumstance as imitations but rather as transformations—
limited or systematic—imposed upon texts. A parody or a travesty always
takes on one (or several) individual text(s), never a genre. The notion, so
commonly found, of a “parody of genre” is a pure chimera, unless one sees
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it explicitly or implicitly as a parody in the sense of satirical imitation. One
can parody only particular texts; one can imitate only a genre (a corpus,
no matter how narrow, that is treated as a genre)—for the simple reason,
which has been clear to all from the start, that 20 imitate is to generalize.

16

Up to now I have used the general term mimotext to designate the various
modes of stylistic imitation that did not need to be differentiated in these
very general considerations. I have used the term somewhat recklessly
or perhaps, on the contrary, without running too much of a risk. Now
we must return to it, and we must also acknowledge that the distinction
between those modes is not easily made, or more precisely, that it is easy
to make at the level of notions and functions but not at all easy at the
level of textual manifestations. In other words, the theoretical distinction
between pastiche, caricature, and forgery is clear, but the specific mode of
a given mimetic performance often remains indeterminate, except when
determined externally through context or paratext.

Let us begin with what is clear and actually self-evident: the pastiche is an
imitation in playful mode whose primary function is pure entertainment;
caricature is an imitation in satiric mode whose primary function is derision;
forgery is an imitation in a serious mode whose dominant function is the
pursuit or the extension of a preexisting literary achievement.

Perhaps unlike what happens with transformations, this distinction
brings forth quite a legitimate objection, at least on the face of it: it is
that each imitation is inevitably satirical (elicits laughter at the expense of
its model) for reasons that lead straight back to the Bergsonian definition of
laughter.! There would therefore be only one possible mode for imitation—
the satirical mode. This theoretical objection can be countered with a
theoretical and a practical argument. The first is that even if an imitation, to
the extent that it is (and it evidently is) a “mechanization of life,” did have an
inevitable comic effect, still nothing would guarantee that this comic effect
would inevitably have to be directed against the model of that imitation.
If we follow Bergsonian logic, the victim a priori could just as well—and
perhaps even better—be the imitator himself, in that he would behave in
a mechanical manner or a manner prescribed by that of his model. But
perhaps there need not be a victim; imitation in itself elicits laughter, like
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a pun, that is at no one’s expense, and the victimization of the model by
the comic response would depend on some other factor. This would leave
imitation with the choice between at least two modes, the playful (ot purely
comical or gratuitous) and the satiric (or tendentious and comical).

The second and purely practical answer reestablishes ipso facto the third
mode: it is simply the fact that a nonidentified imitation—a common
enough occurrence—does not necessarily provoke laughter. This hypoth-
esis concerns in fact two types of situations: the first is one where the
model of a pastiche or a caricature is for some reason left anonymous by
the imitator and is not identified by the reader. Suppose that I should write
a pastiche of Marivaux, that I submit it to you without apptising you of the
fact, and that for lack of sufficient cultural competence you fail to recognize
any model in it. Unless my pastiche is iz #tse/f comical or ridiculous (this
qualification is important), you have no reason to laugh at it, and no wise
man, they say, laughs without reason. Such a situation is in actual fact rather
rare (though we shall encounter at least one example), because pastiche
writers (who are legitimately concerned with producing their effect) most
often forestall it by giving their audience due warning, This could be termed
the pastiche contract. We will encounter it, and it could be spelled out by the
compact formula #his is a text where x imitates y. The forewarned reader, who
is surely worth two, will not fail to detect the likeness in the imitation and
will therefore find it amusing—such at least is the imitator’s gamble. The
second case of nonidentification is the one where the imitative text itself is
not identified as such and therefore passes for an authentic text, belonging
to its true author or to its model. For example, a reader of Giono’s .Angelo
would recognize no Beylisme in it (no Stendhalian mimetism) and would read
it without qualification like any other work by Giono. Or again, an eminent
Rimbaud specialist would read the fake La Chasse spirituelle {see chapter 27}
as an authentic unpublished text by Rimbaud which has been discovered at
last (a fantastic conjecture). This second variant of the second situation is
the well-known /Jterary fake or apocryphal text; here, obviously, the imitator
is the only one to laugh—with his friends and accomplices, if there be
any—at the expense of everyone and especially of self-proclaimed experts.
It proves at least that an imitation, good or bad, may in fact not produce
in the audience any comical effect whatsoever. And if its author laughs (up
his sleeve) at the incompetence of his readers and at the success of his
ruse, he has nevertheless produced a setious imitation for consumption, an
imitation that functions in this particular case as an unpublished Rimbaud
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text: that is to say, as an item to be added to the Rimbaud corpus. This is
proof—if such be needed—that serious imitation is not a purely theoretical
hypothesis and that therefore imitation does function in the three modes:
playful, satirical, and serious.

This is an easy demonstration but one which for the moment bears
only upon situations: that is, upon networks of production and reception
which encompass the model, the imitator, the mimetic text, and the reader
(ot readers), and where pragmatic indices can induce—regardless of the
mimotext itself, and at times deceptively (as is the case with the apocryphal
text)—wodal effects that the text could not produce by itself and that do not
correspond to identifiable and typical hypertextual features. This is where
the demonstration becomes a bit more slippery.

The simplest, purest, or perhaps the most neutral mimetic s¢aze is without
doubt that of forgery. It can be defined as the state of a text resembling
as much as possible those of the imitated corpus, without anything in it
that draws attention to the mimetic process itself or to the mimetic text,
whose resemblance must be as transparent as possible without designating
itself as resemblance—that is, as an imitation. The exemplary pragmatic
situation here is obviously that of the serious apocryphal text (of which,
as we shall see, the scandal of the Chasse spirituelle is not in fact the purest
example): that is, of a2 mimotext whose challenge would be to pass for an
authentic text in the eyes of a reader of absolute and infallible competence.
This requirement obviously carries with it some negative rules, such as
the absence of anachronisms, and a positive rule that one may crudely
formulate in the following manner: to contain the same stylistic traits as
the original, no more and no less, and in the same proportion as in the
original (but with the effect of a fresh performance and in principle without
literal borrowings). I believe that no forgery abides by this rule, but none
probably sets out to break it deliberately.

In relation to this transparent and unsuspected state of imitation, which is
the ideal state for forgery, the ideal state common to pastiche and caricature
can be defined as the state of an imitation perceptible as such. The essential
condition of this mimetic perceptibility seems to be what is superficially
described—perhaps not without exaggeration—as exaggeration. Everyone
knows intuitively that a comic imitation always “exaggerates” the char-
acteristic traits of its model. To designate this procedure, the Russian
Formalists used a more technical but still somewhat crude and certainly
ambiguous term: styligation.2 The most appropriate and accurate term might
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be saturation: the recurrence of a stylistic or thematic feature characteristic of
an author, such as the Homeric epithet. The average quantifiable frequency
of this trait might be (I am suggesting an arbitrary number) one appearance
per page; the typical saturation of a pastiche or caricatural exaggeration
would consist of using something like two, five, or ten times more. Proust
evokes and effectively illustrates this state of saturation (although in relation
to a more complex situation) in a page devoted to his childhood readings
of Le Capitaine Fracasse. The following sentence is first attributed literally to
Théophile Gautier: “Laughter is not by nature cruel: it distinguishes man
from the lower animals, and it is thus that it is shown in the Odyssey of
Homer, the Grecian poet, as being an attribute of the happy and immortal
gods, who take their fill of Olympian laughter through the long leisures
of eternity.” Proust at once corrects himself in a footnote: “In point of
fact, this passage does not occur, or not in this form, in Le Capitaine
Fracasse. Instead of “—it is thus that it is shown in the Odyssey of Homer, the
Grecian poet—he says, more simply, ‘according to Homer.” But because
the expressions ‘it is shown in Homer,” ‘it is shown in the Odyssey, which
do occur elsewhere in the book, gave me an identical quality of delight, I
have taken the liberty, in order to make the example more striking, . . .
of running all these beauties into one.”3 For brevity’s sake let us call
this feature archaism. Proust in a pseudoquotation saturates a sentence
with archaisms which in Gautier’s text are far more dispersed (much less
frequent), and that is what turns this pseudoquotation into a pastiche or
a caricature.

I have not yet differentiated between these two states, but only grouped
them and contrasted them with the state of forgery. Such a distinction may
not be possible; the same mimotext might after all produce, depending on
the pragmatic situations and contexts in which it occurs, either the comic
effect of the pastiche or the satiric effect of the caricature. But it might also
be the case that caricature is characterized (sometimes in the most clear-cut
cases) by an additional degree of exaggeration, inducing a sort of tilting
into the absurd. For example, Proust constructs the Balzacian model X,
that Y of Z into this intentionally exaggerated petformance: “The lady of
the house, that Carmelite of worldly success.” But I sense the objection:
this is after all nothing but an oxymoron like any other, and in matters
of extravagance or enormity, Balzacian reality often surpasses any fiction.
Thus, on the first page of La Muse du département, we have “The Vistula, that
Loire of the North.”
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The specifically textual distinction between pastiche and caricature thus
remains very risky or subjective. Vulgar pastiche-makers (all of whom end
up in fact producing caricatures) like to stuff their imitations with additional
comical and satirical effects: puns,* anachronisms, clever allusions to the
person and work of the model’s author, parodic plays on the names of
characters, etc.—all of which are nonessential to the caricatural purpose but
act as functional indices or signs. But above all, caricatural practice is almost
always accompanied by a commentary destined to dot the /’s (paratextual
prefaces, notes, interviews, etc.). The nonsatirical pastiche, on the other
hand, does the same in the contrary direction, or at least abstains from any
negative marginal appraisal. The nature of the opposition between these
two practices is thus essentially pragmatic (related to situation rather than
to performance), metatextual, and ideological. We are going to examine
these ideologies, or indigenous theories, in detail, beginning with that
of caricature, which seems to me to be the most ancient or the most
traditional—and which remains today the most widely practiced.

17

In the neoclassical period, imitation, whether playful or satiric, bore no
generic name. The term pastiche appeared in France at the end of the
eighteenth century in the terminology of painting, It was a transfer of
the Italian word pasticcio; the term literally meant “paste” and designated
first a mixture of diverse imitations, then a particular imitation. In 1767
Diderot, though he practiced it himself, spoke of its literary equivalent
only in hypothetical terms, as of a potential genre.! Marmontel noted
this new acceptance and cited as an example a page—to which we shall
return later—written by Jean de La Bruyeére in the style of Montaigne.2
The nineteenth-century Larousse picks up Marmontel’s reference to La
Bruyere. In conformity with the already established dogma, it separates
a serious pastiche from a satirical or demonstrative one, which, when it
pushes the caricature too far, deserves rather to be called parody.

Whether satirical or not, the imitation of a style presupposes an awareness
of it. We know that during the neoclassical period the stylistic and thematic
features of a genre were more cleatly recognized than the individual fea-
tures, which are not clearly mapped out anywhere in the poetic canon. The
imitation of generic styles is no doubt as old as the genres themselves, and
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we have seen that the mock-heroic poem, a typically neoclassical product,
consists of satirical imitation of the “epic style”’—whatever is meant by that.

The poetic consciousness of neoclassicism, practically as soon as it
perceived a given stylistic feature, interpreted or converted it—and thereby
absorbed it—into a timeless genetic characteristic. “Marotism” is clearly
a feature of Marot’s style, but in neoclassical terms it would be truer to
say that Marot is simply the inventor of Marotism, which is henceforth at
the disposal of everyone, within the repertoire of rhetorical figures such
as the metaphor or hypallage. Boileau produced his famous imitation of
his favorite target because Chapelain typically embodied a general stylistic
feature that happens to be a flaw and is named cacgphony. The caticature here
is thus simultaneously satirical and reductive; it remains so in the famous
letter to the Duke of Vivonne, in which Boileau imitates in succession
the styles of Guez de Balzac and of Voiture.3 His imitation of Guez de
Balzac illustrates a (negative) feature, the grandiloquent hyperbole, and
that of Voiture the opposite: the understatement that resorts to asteism.
The first, “who did not know how to speak simply or to step down
from his heights,”
said nothing at all” (that was to be Talleyrand’s principle: “Everything
that is exaggerated is insignificant”). The second, “while pretending to say
nothing, says all that need be said” (this is the implicit superiority of the
understatement, and anticipates Ludwig Mies Van Der Rohe’s future motto:
“Less 1s more”). Whether “good” or “bad,” then, for Boileau an author
is apparently always—at least as an object of imitation—not a complex
literary entity but rather the typical incarnation of a general feature. Typical
and exclusive: not only do Chapelain, Balzac, and Voiture practice eidetically

comments Boileau, “for wanting to say too much,

a universal trait; it all seems as if this practice exhaustively defined and
subsumed their style.

The same, but with an added twist, applies in the eighteenth century to
Crébillon’s caricature of Marivaux, which he assigns to the mole Moustache
in his novel L'Ecumoire (1734).* The following is an excerpt:

“These manners seem peculiar to you, and you are in error. Suppose
that a woman—from among those that are called virtuous among
you—should keep you waiting one full month. That is a long time to
wait. Well! At the end of your martyrdom, what else does she give you
but that which another, less infatuated with modesty, gives you from
the very first? For you see, it comes down to the same after all: the
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end of love is in its effect. Through the studied rebuttals of a woman,
her defeat is ever intended; be she hasty, be she wary, at last she comes
around; but fancy’s anticipation has been too eager; prod desire as
you will, it is now but reluctantly roused: and when it happens to be
roused, the pleasure to which it beckons from too far afield either
fails to come in time or no longer cares to come at all. Virtue is but a
dallying wench, ever seeking to waste your time, and when she thinks
to have cast love out . . .”

“Would you mind repeating what you have just been saying?”
Tanzai interrupted. “The devil if I have understood a single syllable
of it. What language is it that you are speaking?”

“That of Trifle Island,” the mole replied.

“If you could speak mine to me, you would indeed cause me
pleasure,” he retorted. “Why! how do you ever understand yourself?”

“I guess at myself,” the mole replied.

So doI. But Crébillon’s own appraisal was conceivably more finely shaded
or more ambiguous, as is perhaps indicated by the complimentary response
of the other listener, Princess Néadarné:

I’ know of nothing so charming as to be able to speak two hours where
others could not contrive to entertain you for one minute. Never mind
that one should repeat himself, provided he can give a novel turn to
what he has already said. Besides, that admirable mode of expressing
oneself, which you call cant, is dazzling and sets one musing: happy he
who can bring that tasteful elegance into his conversation! Zounds!
Why should we be reduced to using none but the same terms, without
daring to sever those that are wont to walk together? Why should
it be forbidden to acquaint with each other words that have never
met, or who presume that they are ill-suited to each other? Is there
not something exquisitely gratifying in their very surprise at finding
themselves together! And were it come to pass that, under the spell
of this surprise which amuses you, they should turn into beauty what
you perceive as a flaw, would you not find yourself singularly amazed?
Must a prejudice . . .

That argumentitself is evidently again an imitation of Marivaux, as Tanzai
notes immediately: “You amaze me singularly yourself, and I admire the
speed with which you have been able to acquire this bad taste.” Whatever
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the case may be, Tanzai illustrates perfectly the critical attitude typical
of caricature: he views Moustache’s style as a foreign language (“What
language are you speaking?”).5 And that language, he will later say, is a
dull jargon, a verbiage where nothing can be understood and which dwells
“for two hours upon reason and wit without providing either . . . and I
know of nothing more ridiculous than being witty out of place.” This
style is a #pe whose inventor may well have been Marivaux, but in much
the same way as Marot had been the inventor years before of the art of
“Marotizing”: those convoluted discourses—“flies’ eggs,” Voltaire was to
call them, “weighed in cobweb scales”—are a manner, a manner both
thematic (with its sentimental subtleties) and stylistic (with its neologisms,
oxymorons, substantivated adjectives, abstractions), one that would also,
and most significantly, end up as 2 noun based upon the name of its
inventor—~AMarivaudage, naturally.

The satirical procedure that consists in describing an imitated style as an
artificial language will become one of the #gpo;, if not one of the hackneyed
recipes, of the caricatural metatext. In Un prince de la bohéme (1840), Nathan
the journalist comes up with a caricature of Sainte-Beuve which, unlike
Crébillon’s mole, he does not fail to relate to his model.6

“All this, if you will permit me to make use of the phraseology
employed by M. Sainte-Beuve for his biographies of obscurities—
all this, I repeat, is the playful and sprightly yet already somewhat
decadent side of a strong race. It smacks rather of the Parc-aux-Cerfs
than of the Hotel de Rambouillet. It is a race of the strong rather than
of the sweet; I incline to lay a little debauchery to its charge, and more
than I should wish in brilliant and generous natures; it is gallantry
after the fashion of the Maréchal de Richelieu, high spirits and frolic
carried rather too far; perhaps we may see in it the outrances of another
age, the Eighteenth Century pushed to extremes; it harks back to the
Musketeers; it is an exploit stolen from Champcenetz; nay, such light-
hearted inconstancy takes us back to the festooned and ornate period
of the old court of the Valois. In an age as moral as the present, we
are bound to regard audacity of this kind sternly; still, at the same
time that ‘cornet of sugar-plums’ may serve to warn young girls of
the perils of lingering where fancies, more charming than chastened,
come thickly from the first; on the rosy flowery unguarded slopes,
where trespasses ripen into errors full of equivocal effervescence,
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into too palpitating issues. The anecdote puts La Palférine’s genius
before you in all its vivacity and completeness. He realizes Pascal’s
entre-denx (middle-space), he comprehends the whole scale between
tenderness and pitilessness, and, like Epaminondas, he is equally great
in extremes. And not merely so, his epigram stamps the epoch; the
acconchesr is a modern innovation. All the refinements of modern
civilization are summed up in the phrase. It is monumental.”

“Look here, my dear Nathan, what farrago of nonsense is this?”
asked the marquise in bewilderment.

“Madame la Marquise,” treturned Nathan, “you do not know the
value of these ‘precious’ phrases; I am talking Sainte-Beuve, the new
kind of French. I resume.” . . .

“This, still following on Monsieur Sainte-Beuve’s tracks, recalls
the raffinés (lit.: keen), the fine-edged raillery of the best days of the
monarchy. In this speech you discern an untrammeled but drifting
life; a gayety of imagination that deserts us when our first youth is
past. The prime of the blossom is over, but there remains the dry
compact seed with the germs of life in it, ready against the coming
winter. Do you not see that these things are symptoms of something
unsatisfied, of an unrest impossible to analyze, still less to describe,
yet not incomprehensibe; a something ready to break out if occasion
calls into flying, unleaping flame? It is the accidia of the cloister; a trace
of sourness, of ferment engendered by the enforced stagnation of
youthful energies, a vague, obscure melancholy.”

“That will do,” said the marquise; “you are giving me a mental
shower-bath.”

“It is the early afternoon languor. If a man has nothing to do, he
will sooner get into mischief than do nothing at all; this invariably
happens in France. Youth at the present day has two sides to it; the
studious or unappreciated, and the ardent or impassioned.”

“That will do!” repeated Mme de Rochefide, with an authoritative
gesture. “You are setting my nerves on edge.” .

“Assuredly (to avail ourselves yet further of Sainte-Beuve’s Baby-
lonish dialect), this far outpasses the raillery of Sterne’s ‘Sentimental
Journey’; it might be Scarron without his grossness. Nay, I do not
know but that Moliere in his lighter mood would not have said of it,
as of Cyrano de Bergerac’s best—‘This is mine.” Richelieu himself was
not more complete when he wrote to the princess waiting for him in
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the Palais Royal—‘Stay there, my queen, to charm the scullion lads.
At the same time, Charles Edward’s humor is less biting. I am not
sure that this kind of wit was known among the Greeks and Romans.
Plato, possibly, upon a closer inspection, approaches it, but from the
austere and musical side—"

“No more of that jargon,” the marquise broke in, “in print it may
be endurable; but to have it grating upon my ears is a punishment
which I do not in the least deserve.”””

One notes in passing, in the mouth of the marquise or of Nathan himself,
expressions that seem literally lifted from Tanzai’s speech: jargon, farrago,
Babylonish dialect, grating wpon my ears, setting my nerves on edge, and above all,
“I am talking Sainte-Benve, a new kind of French.”” We shall encounter this
discourse again, in its most recent and coarsest form, but first I must
introduce here a historical clarification.

Whether they deal with Boileau, Crébillon, Diderot, or Balzac (I could
have cited two or three others whom we will come upon in a different reg-
ister), the caricatures with which we have just dealt are exercises performed
by amatenrs who indulge in imitation in passing, in their correspondence
or through the words of their fictional characters. Until the end of the
nineteenth century, this marginal status was to remain the lot of caricature
and the pastiche, which had not yet become canonical genres capable of
giving rise to autonomous publications, produced by quasi-professional
specialists. It is not my purpose here to provide a survey of the genre, but it
seems to me that this sort of professionalization began during the Second
Empire, when the glory of Hugo—a prime target by virtue of his poetic
idiosyncrasies and monumental visibility—generated an unprecedented
wave of imitations: in the same year, 1865, appeared the three volumes
by Edouard Delprat, Charles Monselet, and André Gill.8 The spirit of the
time, which, as we know, was illustrated by Offenbach’s operettas, must
also have played its part. But the trend, once launched, could no longer
be checked: at the end of the century we find various pastiches that Jules
Lemaitre slipped into his literary column, and at the outset of this century
(starting in 1907) we have the series by Paul Reboux and Chatles Muller, 4 /a
maniérede . . . , whose success no doubt decided Proust to write and publish
his “Affaire Lemoine” (1908). The same fashion prevailed in England with
Max Beerbohm’s various collections.? Since then, France must have seen
the publication, every four or five years or so, of at least one volume of
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more or less satirical pastiches; their targets are either illustrious classics
or current celebrities, whose periodic renewal accounts for the the genre’s
enduring commercial success.10

Le Roland Barthes sans peine {Roland Barthes made easy}, by Michel-Antoine
Burnier and Patrick Rambaud, offers a certain number of formal features
that do not conform to, or are an innovation in, the history of the satirical
pastiche.!! They are at the service of an “idea” which, on the other hand,
is a rather sound illustration of the dominant ideology of the genre.

To begin with, it is the first time, to my knowledge, that a collection
of pastiches is devoted entirely to one author: hence, several spoofs of
the same writer, all of which are a heavy remake of the caricature already
contained in Burnier and Rambaud’s volume Parodies.’2 We thus have a
double infringement of an implicit rule concerning the genre: ne bis in idem,
one single performance must suffice; it is as vulgar to repeat a pastiche as
it is to repeat a joke. On the other hand, and this too is probably the only
example of such a practice, an authentic page (“L’écorché” {The flayed
one}, from Fragments d'un discours amonrenx) was introduced in the midst
of the imitations, with the obvious intention of “proving” that reality lives
up to fiction and that no caricature can surpass this particular model. An
implicit question was addressed to the reader: “Did you recognize this
page as authentic, or as one that is less exaggerated than the others?”
Perhaps also a trap was being set for the victim, were he to charge the
satirists with plagiarism—a charge that would have redounded to their
profit by providing a source of publicity. Finally, and this feature is the
most important for us, the mimetic performance here is preceded by a
record of the development of the stylistic competence upon which it is
based. This account of the Barthesian idiolect takes the form of a school
handbook: exercises and lessons for a speedy learning of that idiolect.
The first lessons, via the “direct method,” involve pastiche sentences or,
less frequently, authentic sentences accompanied by their “French” trans-
lation (version), and gradual zhéme exercises: incomplete sentences to be
completed, etc. The rest consists of a “description” of the prominent
features of the idiolect: vocabulary, pronunciation, characteristic turns
of phrase, methods of combination and padding. The majority of these
analyses, it must be noted, again refer to forged examples: unlike Proust,
who included in his pastiches of Balzac or Flaubet analyses of authen-
tic texts by these authors, Burnier and Rambaud made things easy for
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themselves by basing their caricature upon a stylistic analysis—of the
caricature itself.

The satirical theme that dominates this description is clear and, besides,
is displayed at the outset in the title: zbe Roland Barthes (in the French title)
signifies here a language (like #be Sainte-Beuve in Balzac or #he Mativaudage
in Crébillon)3>—or, at the very least, a dialect that is derived from the
French, progressively moves away from it, and is characterized by gra-
tuitous redundancy and complication in the expression of ideas that are
in themselves quite banal: “dressed-up truisms.” This polemical theme is
what I call the ideology of caricature: caricatured style is always presented
as a form of mannerism. But why as a “language”? Why /. Marivaux, /%
Sainte-Beuve? % Roland Barthes? This designation may pass for a simple
hyperbole: the targeted style is so marked, so deviant, so idiosyncratic that
it is as far from ordinary language as a foreign language would be. But in
fact it always points to a more specific and more negative characteristic:
not only the idiom’s originality but also its preciosity. “Could you not say the
same thing in (good) French?”—that is, in the honest language that classical
thetoricians called “simple and common” expression? The implicit answer
to that question—rhetorical in itself—is always affirmative.14 The same
thing can be said in simple language; therefore, you are writing a uselessly
complicated language (that is the polemical definition of preciosity and
of neology). “A simple proposition must always be made complicated”—
this is one of the generative rules of the Roland Barthes, according to
Burnier and Rambaud. Whence the translation exercises intended to show
how a simple truism can be “dressed” into pretentious gibberish, and
vice versa.

Undetlying the practice and the tradition of caricature is a stylistic zor,
an idea of “good style,” which is the (simple) notion that good style
means simple style. This generally implicit notion is found in its most
(which is not to say best) articulated form in Paul Reboux—not in his
pastiches themselves, which fortunately abstained from explanations, but
(since explanation never fails to come) in his later preface to the volume by
Georges-Armand Masson, A la fagon de . . . , a preface that is intended as a
poetics of the genre. The first “condition” established (and self-evident) as
necessary to the success of caricatute is that the pastiched author be famous
(to be recognizable, one must be known); the second condition is that
the author “be imitable: that is possess bold characteristics, mannerisms,
specialities.” This, too, is self-evident: in order to imitate a style, one must
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be dealing with a style, a specific manner of writing, But here is how Reboux
clarifies his notion of “speciality” and, above all, of its opposite:

Itis possible to mock the fiery humanitarianism of an Octave Mirbeau,
the nostalgia of a Pierre Loti, the good-naturedness of a J. H. Fabre,
the Art Nouveau style of a Henry Bataille, the fastidiousness of
André Lenotre, the hermeticism of Stéphane Mallarmé, the verbosity
of this or that politician, the bourgeois smugness of this or that
moralist [we note in passing that thematic traits here have taken
over from those that are “purely” stylistic] . . . but it is impossible
to do a successful pastiche of Anatole France’s diamond style, or the
crystal-clear Voltaire, the blameless Guy de Maupassant, the inimitable
Moliere. . . . Mockery of such writers would fall flat, slide off them
like water drops from the surface of a waterproof plumage.

The reference to Moliere, Voltaire, Maupassant, and France makes it clear
that the inimitable here is desctibed and illustrated (well or pootly) as
representing the sizple style, a sort of zero-degree or blank writing, language
itself in its basic purity. This, the caricaturist is neither able nor willing to
tackle. Caricature, then, implies an ideal of style as inseparable from itself
(since it defines its own notion of the “conditions” of its very practice).

A book like that [Reboux no doubt means to say “a book like #is™] is
an aesthetic necessity. It clears up the literary hotizon. It serves as a
warning to those dimwitted enough to be taken in by those who are
sly enough to mask their impotence behind a systematic obscurity. It
promotes sharp thinking, clear speech, the art of representing what is
round as round and not square, of evoking nature not through vague
and elusive analogies but through images that cast themselves into
terse phrases. It makes us understand, by mocking the fatheads and
the knaves, that one does not write solely for oneself, for the fun of
it, to express emotions one has felt. One must write to make oneself
understood, to communicate to others what one has experienced. It
demonstrates the risks of wandering from the paths of balance and
good sense.

End of message. Do not believe this to be an ad hoc apocryphal forgery
of mine, or a borrowing from some undetling’s speech at a prize-awarding
ceremony; this credo of the pastiche writer really bears Paul Reboux’s signature.
Jean Milly, who quotes it in his critical introduction to Proust’s pastiches,
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hastens to add, quite appropriately, that such a manifesto is at the opposite
extreme from Proust’s philosophy of style—as expressed, for example, in
his pastiches. This diametrical opposition gives a faitly accurate measure
of the full distance separating the spirit of caricature from that of the
pastiche—at least as it is illustrated by Proust. By him alone, perhaps (along
with the Joyce of the “Oxen of the Sun” chapter in Ulysses)—Dbut as Ion
would say, “He is in himself quite enough.”

18

We know that the satirical mode of imitation was known to the Ancients
first by the Greek and then by the Latin term parodia, even if only as the
mock-heroic poem, which we shall encounter presently. Satirical also are
those scenes from Aristophanes’ Frogs in which Aeschylus and Euripides
hurl spoofs at each other.! The function of Eumolpus’s poem on civil war
in Petronius’s Sayricon is more difficult to assess; I see it rather as a purely
playful—or even serious—imitation of Lucan’s manner.

Plato could also have been the inventor of pastiche in its purest form.
He was capable as none other after him, perhaps, until Balzac, Dickens,
and Proust, of individualizing (even if only through literary imitations) his
characters’ speech. Consider, among others, the example of the Symposium,
where Phaedrus expresses himself in the manner of Lysias, Pausanias in
the manner of Isocrates, Agathon in the manner of Gorgias (plus two
lines improvised in his own poetic style), and Aristophanes, Alcibiades,
and naturally Plato himself in very different and strongly characteristic
styles. Of coutse, there is also the Phaedrus with Lysias’s speech, which for
twenty-four centuries no one has managed to identify definitively as either
an apocryphal statement or a long quotation.

Whatever the case may be, it is a kind of homage. This traditional term,
which Claude Debussy was to use as a title for a (quite free but fervent)
pastiche of Jean-Philippe Rameau, aptly designates the nonsatirical mode
of imitation, which can hardly remain neutral and offers no other choice
except that between mockery and admiring reference—unless the two are
mingled in an ambiguous mode, which appears to me the most specific
effect of the pastiche when it succeeds in escaping the aggressive vulgarity
of caricature. I found another example, on the fringes of neoclassicism, by
La Bruyere.
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I dislike a man to whom I cannot make the first approach, nor
greet before he greets me, without lowering myself in his eyes and
contributing towards his own good opinion of himself. Montaigne
would have said: “I like to have elbow-room: and to be courteous
and affable as I choose, without remorse or consequences. I cannot
strive against my own bent, nor go against the grain of my nature,
which inclines me towards the man I happen to meet. When he is
my equal, and is not hostile to me, I forestall his welcome, I inquire
as to his health and state of mind, I offer my setvices without much
haggling over details or standing upon ceremony. I cannot like the
man who, through the knowledge I have of his habits and his way of
behaving, deprives me of that ease and freedom. How am I constantly
to remember, when I see such a man in the distance, to wear a solemn
and self-important air, so as to let him know that I think myself as
good or better than he? and to that end, to remind myself of my
own good qualities and his bad ones, and make compatisons between
them. This is too hard a task for me, and I am not capable of such
strict and sudden attention; and even if I had achieved it on a first
occasion, I should probably weaken and fail on a second attempt; I
cannot force and constrain myself to be proud, for any man’s sake.”2

I see nothing in that very faithful imitation that can be imputed to satire,
and the chapter “On the Works of the Mind” contains nothing that would
corroborate such a reading, But La Bruyere’s neoclassical readers were
not inclined to see it that way; for them, it was evident that an agreeable
imitation must—indeed, co#ld not but—take on the “flaws” of a given
style. Marmontel, who cites this page in his Eléments de kittérature (1787),
s.v. “Pastiche,” follows it up with a typical commentary: “Here we have
unquestionably Montaigne’s language, but diffuse and endlessly circling
around the same idea. What is difficult to imitate is the copiousness, the
vivacity, the energy, the taut, vigorous, and swift stroke, the unexpected
and appropriate metaphor, and above all the marrow and the substance.
At times, Montaigne’s discourse is casual and long-winded: that is what La
Bruyere imitated, the flaw”” In other words, La Bruyere could imitate in
Montaigne—just like Boileau in Chapelain or Crébillon in Marivaux—only
the characteristic defect, in this case proix:ty.

I mentioned Debussy’s Hommage a Ramean. We know that Maurice Ravel
in turn wrote a piece in the same spirit (for what concerns us here), which
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he titled Zombean de Conperin, in the manner of Mallarmé’s commemorative
poems. In chapter 11 of Gustave Flaubert’s Par les champs et par les gréves, we
find a veritable 7ombean de Chateanbriand, which is again a tribute in the form
of a pastiche. Flaubert and Maxime Du Camp, passing through Saint-Malo,
set out one evening for the little island of the Grand-Bé, which already
(1847) harbored the future tomb “in three pieces, one for the base, one for
the slab, one for the cross.” Then follow these two imitations, separated by
a transitional sentence:

Chateaubriand will rest beneath it, with his head turned towards the
sea; in this grave, built on a rock, his immortality will be like his life—
deserted and surrounded by tempests. The centuries and the breakers
will murmur a long time around his great memory; the breakers will
dash against his tomb during storms, or on summer mornings, when
the white sails unfold and the swallow artives from across the seas; they
will bring him the melancholy voluptuousness of far-away horizons
and the caressing touch of the sea-breeze. And while time passes and
the waves of his native strand swing back and forth between his cradle
and his grave, the great heart of René, grown cold, will slowly crumble
to dust to the eternal rhythm of this never-ceasing music.

We walked around the tomb and touched it, and looked at it as if it
contained its future host, and sat down beside it on the ground.

The sky was pink, the sea was calm, and there was a lull in the breeze.
Not a ripple broke the motionless surface of ocean on which the
sudden sun shed its golden light. Blue near the coast and mingled with
the evening mist, the sea was scarlet everywhere else and deepened
into a dark red line on the horizon. The sun had no rays left; they
had fallen from its face and drowned their brilliancy in the water, on
which they seemed to float. The red disc set slowly, robbing the sky of
the pink tinge it had diffused over it, and while both the sun and the
delicate color were wearing away, the pale blue shades of night crept
over the heavens. Soon the sun touched the ocean and sank into it
to the middle. For a moment it appeared cut in two by the horizon;
the upper half remained firm, while the under one vacillated and
lengthened; then it finally disappeared; and when the reflection died
away from the place where the fiery ball had gone down, it seemed as
if a sudden gloom had spread over the sea.
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Proust’s mimetic production is obviously more considerable than these
few erratic performances.# One can hardly expect to find there a uniform
attitude regarding authors as diverse—and as diversely close to him—as
Sainte-Beuve, Balzac, Renan, Chateaubriand, Michelet, Régnier, Goncourt,
Saint-Simon, and Flaubert. The mode of his pastiches goes from the most
satirical to the most admiring. But it is very characteristic that none of
these authors elicited in Proust either a condemnation or a critique of
their stylistic peculiarities. What comes closest to that is the reproach of
mendacious and “artificial cleverness” which he levels at Sainte-Beuve’s
writing; still, this censure is amply compensated for by another, more
ambiguous appraisal, when he speaks of having truly “debauched” himself
by “indulging in the delicious but shoddy music of Sainte-Beuve’s florid
conversational style”> And even here, allowances must be made for a
more general antagonism, the true reasons for which are extrastylistic:
the “Sainte-Beuve” of “L’Affaire Lemoine” does not fail to focus chiefly
on the pettiness and futility of his critical judgments. Stylistically, the most
marked feature of this pastiche is dissonance, the discrepant association of
terms, particularly noticeable in doublets such as these: Flaubert is admired
for “his impulse and his predilection”; Stendhal for his “clear and fruitful”
views; and Chaix d’Est-Ange for the “impetus and the salt, the timeliness
and the colloquium”—those “deliberately false” notes, as Vetlaine would
put it, are evidently responsible for making of Sainte-Beuve’s idiom a
“delicious shoddy music.” The pastiche of Balzac targets primarily the
vulgar snobbishness and conceitedness of an author who is ever ready to
swoon in ecstasy before the superiority of “high society” (“the impregnable

bE 11

poise of high society women,” “the immobility so special to the servant

population of the Faubourg Saint-Germain,
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the knowing glance, the true
privilege of those who had long enjoyed the intimacy of Madame”) and to
“exclaim in admiration for the witticisms of his characters, that is to say for
himself”: “That was spoken in a tone so perfidiously enigmatic that Paul
Morand, one of our most impertinent diplomatic secretaries, murmured:
‘He is better than we are’ The Baron, knowing he had been found out,
felt chills down his spine. Mme Firmiani sweated in her slippers, one of
the masterpieces of Polish industry”’® Proust also takes aim at Balzac’s
insipid forays into onomastic speculations, which foreshadow some of the
lucubrations of “modern” criticism: “Werner! Doesn’t that name strangely
evoke the Middle Ages to you? Just hearing it, can you not see Doctor
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Faust, bent over his crucibles, with or without Gretchen? Doesn’t it imply
the idea of the philosopher’s stone? Werner! Julius! Werner! Change two
letters and you have Werther. Werther is by Goethe.” Renan stands out,
naturally, for his effusive and sanctimonious style, the “endless effusion of
a choir boy” But the most outstanding (most saturated) satirical feature
is of an ideological order, the howlers occasioned by Renan’s philological
hypercriticism (or skepticism): “The dull collection of improbable tales
bearing the title Comeédie humaine by Balzac may not be the work of one man
or of one age. However its still formless style, its ideas characterized by
old-fashioned absolutism, allow us to date its publication two centuries, at
least, before Voltaire. . . . In the cento of disparate poems called Chansons des
rues et des bois, commonly attributed to Victor Hugo, although it is probably
the work of a later author . . . The Comtesse de Noailles, if she is indeed the
author of the poems attributed to her. . . .”” Chateaubriand is pinned down
for his self-conceit under the guise of preterition: “When the vain clamor
attached to my name will have ceased . . . the vain clamor of my glory. . . .7

This completes the list, it seems to me, at least for “L’Affaire Lemoine,”
of the mostly satirical pastiches. The Régnier is more admiring, its most
saturated mannerism being his knack for contrasting qualifications: “More
picturesque than comfortable,” “more propitious to daydreaming than
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inducive to sleep,” “amusing without ceasing to be perilous.” Its last page,
devoted to a drop of nasal mucus that had fallen, like a symbolic deco-
ration, on the lapel of the forger’s jacket, strongly resembles a Proustian
“metaphor”: “Only a single juicy mass, convulsive, transparent, and hard-
ened, could be distinguished; and in the ephemeral glitter with which it
decorated Lemoine’s jacket, it seemed to have affixed there the prestige
of 2 momentary diamond, still hot, as it were, from the furnace, and
of which that still unstable, corrosive and vital jelly that it remained for
another moment, seemed at the same time, by virtue of its deceptive and
fascinating beauty, to proffer both the mockery and the emblem.”8 Of the
two Goncourt pastiches, the one in “Lemoine” and especially the one in Ze
Temps retrouvé, Proust himself declared after the fact that they were examples
of a “favorable critique, all in all,” of the Goncourt brothers’ famous écriture
artiste {“artistic writing”}.> However, the three texts that come closest to
the ideal of the pastiche-as-homage are without doubt those on Michelet,
Saint-Simon, and Flaubert.1% {For Genette’s examples of Proust’s pastiches
of Goncourt, Michelet, and Saint-Simon, see the Appendix.} Of the last
on this list, I have a little more to say.
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In Proust’s “L’Affaire Lemoine” series, the pastiche of Flaubert holds a
special place, a place not entirely due to its being “successful,” which after
all is a matter of personal appreciation. Its privileged position is due to
the fact that we have available a parallel, if later, text that clarifies and
comments upon this one. These two texts, furthermore (and, accessorily,
two or three others that are complementary and corroborative), together
make up a “Flaubert by Proust,” which we must take in both possible
senses of this formula: Flaubert as read by Proust, Flaubert as written by
Proust (not including a third, perhaps the most important: Flaubert as read
by us through Proust, or by way of Proust, as one goes to the Guermantes
by way of Méséglise—“it’s the prettiest way”). These two performances
are inseparable. I separate them therefore for the purposes of analysis,
beginning with what is, in the visible chronology of the texts, the end: that
is to say, exactly with what Proust himself calls analysis, the “synthesis”—a
little as we might speak today of a “synthetic fabric’—being precisely the
pastiche. The double equivalence is proposed in the case of the Goncourt
pastiches: “About that style, I would have too much to say if I were to
analyze it. By means of synthesis I have also done my critique of it—a
favorable critique all in all—in my Pastiches et mélanges, and especially in one
of the volumes yet to appear of the Recherche du temps perdn, in which my
hero, finding himself at Tansonville once again, reads a pseudomanuscript
of Goncourt’s in which the various characters of my novel are appraised.”

Again, apropos of Flaubert,

When I set about producing my own, rather detestable, parody of
Flaubert, I did not stop to ask myself whether the “tune” ringing in
my ears owed its peculiar quality to a recurrent series of imperfects
or of present participles. If I had bothered about that, I should never
have got the thing on paper at all. But now, as I hastily jot down these
few comments on the characteristics of Flaubert’s style, I am operating
a reverse process. The human mind can never be satisfied unless it
can manage to achieve a clear analysis of what, at the moment of
composition, it produced unconsciously, or can recreate in vital terms
what, till then, it has been merely analysing,
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Finally, in a letter to Ramon Fernandez (1919), “I had first wanted to
have these pastiches appear along with parallel critical studies on the same
authors, the studies thus stating in an analytic fashion what the pastiches
did instinctively, and vice versa.”t

“Analysis” here is thus a critical description of an author’s style, and
“synthesis” is the active imitation of it—“criticism in action” he calls it
elsewhere: “I was too lazy to write literary criticism, or rather because
I found it amusing to write literary criticism ‘in action.””2 Descriptive
criticism would appear to be less amusing, more tiring, and in any case
more time-consuming to write (and/or to read?) than imitative criticism.
From a purely quantitative standpoint, this assertion is debatable, since a
pastiche, once it has established its model of competence, can be prolonged
indefinitely, and Proust in fact sometimes let himself go in that way: the
Renan of “L’Affaire Lemoine” covers seven pages; the Goncourt of the
Temps retronvé, eight; and the Saint-Simon, whose prolixity is clearly germane
to the model, is twenty pages long, “to be continued.” Conversely, Proust
would have been quite capable of describing in one sentence, not necessarily
one of his longer ones at that, the style of Renan, or Sainte-Beuve, or Saint-
Simon. But above all, pastiche does not totally dispense with criticism,
since it presupposes the task, however unconscious, of the formation of
the model of competence: i.e., the stylistic idiolect to be “imitated,” which,
once acquired, is quite simply to be practiced. I doubt if that is ever entirely
unconscious, and if it were, I don’t know whether it would be less tiring
and more gratifying. There is an advantage, perhaps, in being able to do
something else “on the conscious level” at the same time. One is spared in
any event the task of writing a critical analysis. “The style of the Goncourts?
Sorry, no time, here’s a pastiche.” And we know that toward the end Proust
was, not without reason, a little nervous about his deadline.

Flaubert, then, is granted special treatment in Proust’s critical article
from 1920.3 Its pretext is another article, one that appeared in 1919 in the
NRF {Nouvelle Revue Frangaise}, in which Albert Thibaudet declared, among
other things, that “Flaubert is not a natural-born great writer, . . . full verbal
powers wete not given to him as part of his nature.” This is little more than
a paraphrase of an assessment by the interested party himself, written when
he was twenty-five: “But as for becoming a master myself, never; I am sure
of it. I have immense deficiencies: I have no inborn gift, to begin with, and
I lack perseverance in my work.”4 Not much is left, but what follows gives
the lie to this lasciamo ogni speranga. Thibaudet’s comment: “Perseverance
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can be acquired, but innate talent cannot.”’s But the debate is about innate
talent, and Proust means to Zake a stand for the defense (or believes he
does): this plea is entered in “Sur le style de Flaubert,” which appeared
in the ~NRF in January 1920, and which we may consider and treat as an a
posteriori justificatory commentary on the 1908 pastiche, and incidentally
on that of 1893—95, “Mondanité et mélomanie de Bouvard et Pécuchet,”
reprinted in Les Plaisirs et les jours.

I am not entirely sure, as I have already said, that the pastiche form (in
general) is a purely “stylistic” affair in the usual sense of the term. There is
no law against imitating also the “content,” the actual theme, of the model;
see the immortal pseudo-Tolstoy (“Rédemption”) by Reboux and Muller, in
which Ivan Labibine converts and takes in prostitutes, with the predictable
result that we know.6 But it is the common idea that is faulty; style is form
in general and therefore, as was said earlier, the form of the expression
and the content. In Tolstoy, for example, there is a certain conception of
charity. Or, to drift away from this ribald example, with Dostoyevsky it is
a certain obsession with crime; or, with Stendhal, the link between the life
of the spirit and high places; with Thomas Hardy, geometric vision; with
Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly, “a hidden reality revealed by some material trace.”
I have borrowed these new examples, of course, from Proust, or at least
from “Marcel,” who mentions them before Albertine. These are thematic
examples if ever there were any, but what does Marcel (twice) call these
characteristic and recurring motifs? “Sentence-types.” It would be hard to
find a better way to express the unity of content and expression than this,
and it is this unity, unique to each writer (to each artist), that Proust calls
style. The example of Stendhal (and Dostoyevsky) is found again in the
preface to Paul Morand’s Zendres Stocks, with a commentary that confirms
this usage: from a traditional viewpoint, one might judge that an author who
could write, “She wrote him a letter that went on forever,” must be lacking
in style, “but if one considers #he great unconscions bony structure which nnderlay
the conscions and deliberate development of his thonght as being a part of his style,
then style Stendhal most certainly had.”? And it would be hard to imagine
an “in the style of Stendhal” signed by Proust which would not succeed in
evoking in one way or another the “voluptuous disinterestedness” provided
by elevated places. And so on and so forth, mutatis mutandis.

But Flaubert, once again, proves the exception. The only mention made
by Proust of a particularly Flaubertian thematic scheme is the following:
in the same sense that all Dostoyevsky’s novels could be entitled Crime and
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Punishment, “all of Flaubert’s, and especially Madame Bovary, could be called
L’Education sentimentale”” It’s a bit thin, and not easily applicable to Salammbi
ot to Bouvard et Pécuchet. Proust was well able (it wasn’t very difficult) to
illustrate in his pastiche published in Les Plaisirs et les jours, the central theme
of the latter work: that is, the encyclopedic compulsion of the self-taught.
But “Mondanité et mélomanie” is not only a pastiche; since its heroes are
the same as those in the model novel, this (double) passage seems rather like
an unpublished, apocryphal (double) chapter of the unfinished novel itself.
What we really have here is a (partial) continuation. The pseudo-Flaubert
of “L’Affaire Lemoine,” in the trial scene, has nothing of a Flaubertian
theme about it except perhaps in the last part, concerning the dreams of
wealth and escape of those in attendance, which bring to mind the similar
dreams of Emma or Frédéric. But even this corresponds to none of the
traits explicitly noted by Proust.

The “style of Flaubert,” as Proust analyzes it in his article and practices
it in his pastiches, is for once a purely “formal” notion in the current (i.e.,
limited) sense of the term. (I shall not, for all that, reduce it to being purely
technical, for we shall see that style, even in this limited sense, remains for
Proust a question “not of technique, but of vision.”) Individual style is
rather strictly meant here as a singularity of writing, a singular manner of
writing that expresses in principle a singular manner of seeing, Let it be
remembered that Flaubert himself defined style as (among other things)
“an absolute manner of seeing things.” The adjective is most ambiguous here
and could evoke a universalizing aesthetic of the neoclassical type: in its
context (the “book about nothing”), it expresses rather the self-sufficiency
of form and the insignificance of the “subject.” Flaubert grants the artist,
moreovet, the specific gift of “seeing everything in a manner different to that of
other men” {voir fout d’une manicre différente a celle des autres hommes}.
Except for the grammatical lapse, that sentence might have been written
by Proust. For him, the great artist is the man capable of an original vision
and capable too of imposing that vision (little by little) upon his public:

And, lo and behold, the wotld around us (which was not created
once and for all, but is created afresh as often as an original artist is
born) appears to us entirely different from the old world, but perfectly
clear. Women pass in the street, different from those we formerly saw,
because they are Renoirs, those Renoirs we persistently refused to
see as women. The carriages, too, are Renoirs, and the water, and the
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sky; we feel tempted to go for a walk in the forest which is identical
with the one which when we first saw it looked like anything in the
wotld except a forest, like for instance a tapestry of innumerable hues
but lacking precisely the hues peculiar to forests. Such is the new and
perishable universe which has just been created. It will last until the
next geological catastrophe is precipitated by a new painter or writer
of original talent.®

For him, then, the great writer can be recognized also by the singularity
of his style, writing, and vision, and it is this value placed upon singularity that
sets his aesthetic in opposition to that of almost all of his companions
in pastiche. Despite all the deference he owes him, Proust rebels against
a pronouncement of Anatole France, who had also just declared that
“all singularity in style must be rejected”: “Should I ever have the joy
of meeting once again Monsieur France, .. .I should ask him how he
can believe in the unity of style, since [please observe the conjunction]
all sensibilities are singular. Nay, the beauty of style is an infallible sign
that thought is rising to new heights, that it has discovered and averred
necessary connections between objects which their chance condition had
kept asunder.”® Necessary connections, abolition of chance—here we are
at the heart of Proust’s personal aesthetic. But what we must consider at
this moment is the surreptitious and therefore highly revealing shift from
singularity to beanty. For Proust, the two terms are equivalent in this case. For
“we want no canon of any sort. The truth . . . is that from time to time there
appears a new and original writer. . . . This new writer is usually rather
exhausting to read and difficult to understand because he unifies things
through new relationships. . . . Now, it is with original writers as it is with
original painters. When Renoir began to paint, people did not recognize
the things he displayed,” and so on.1° (The rest is almost literally identical
with the page on Renoir in Guermantes, quoted above.) The singularity of
a “new” artist, whether his name be Renoir or Morand, is always in the
new relationships between things that he is able to make—not things, but
their relationships. Let us note in passing that this is the very formula
of Georges Braque which is often cited by Roman Jakobson, and the
watchword of “structuralism.” (Proust a structuralist>—don’t quote me
on this.) These new relationships are somehow the foundation and the
guarantee of authenticity (and #herefore, very obviously, of the aesthetic value)
of any original style. “I have no sympathy,” Proust responds to a journalist’s

107



inquiry, “for writers whose concern is originality of form. . . . One should
be concerned only with the impression or the idea to be conveyed. . . .
A most strenuous effort at submission to reality is required, if one is to
succeed in transferring the seemingly simplest impression from the sphere
of the invisible to the different one of the concrete, wherein the ineffable
crystallizes into clear formulas.”!! Here is the necessary counterweight
to the valuation of stylistic singularity which we have just discussed. A
prerequisite, however, is that this singularity should not proceed from a
simple technical artifice but flow from an authentic singularity of vision.
Unless “originality of form™ simply cannot exist without the gold standard
of an original vision, which should, from the start, guarantee us against
any stylistic inflation. Is this optimistic hypothesis, then, that of Proust
himself who, after all, did not write “style must be” but “style is a question
not of technique,” etc.? Yes, but “question” leaves open—the question, to
which I find in his work no explicit theoretical answer. On the other hand,
I remember that he described as “artificial” the cleverness of Sainte-Beuve.
The adjective is, in our present context, unequivocal and final. Here we are
in some difficulty. Will the Flaubert case help us get out of it? In any event,
it is time we returned to it.

What holds Proust’s attention about Flaubert (and mobilizes his mimetic
impulse) is not, then, this or that thematic motif, as had been the case for
Stendhal or Dostoyevsky, but merely a singular manner of writing, linked
(ot not) to a singular vision. In what does this manner consist?

Let us look first, in order to eliminate it, at that in which it does #oz
consist. We have beconte familiar with Proust’s statement: “It isn’t that I
prefer above all others Flaubert’s books, or even Flaubert’s style” (let us
note here that “or even”; Proust does prefer Flaubert’s sty to his books,
which serves to confirm, had we need of confirmation, his indifference to
Flaubert’s themes). “For reasons too lengthy to consider here, I believe that
metaphor alone can give a kind of eternity to style, and there is perhaps,
in all of Flaubert, no single instance of a beautiful metaphor. Worse, his
images are generally so weak that they scarcely ever rise above the level of
those that even his most insignificant characters could invent.”” An example:
“Sometimes your words come back to me like a far-off echo, like the sound
of a bell carried by the wind.” The “metaphor” here is Frédéric’s, but
Proust adds that Flaubert, speaking in his own voice, never comes up with
anything much better. What is it that he finds wrong with this comparison?
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Its “weakness”—i.e., no doubt its banality—but more specifically, I think,
its arbitrariness, its mediocre or approximate appropriateness, the fact that
some other, similar image might have done just as well. These are what
he calls elsewhere images “that are not quite inevitable. Now, all images
that are merely approximate do not count. Water boils at 100 degrees. At
98, at 99 degrees, the phenomenon does not occur. Better, then, to do
without images.”12 The infallible sign of such an inadequacy is that merest
hint of a fumbling hesitation: the doublet ( far-off echo / sound of a bell ).
There is, for every circumstance, one “inevitable” image (that is to say, of
course, a necessary one, imposed not by the beaten path of stereotype but
by “submission to reality” and faithfulness to the impression), and a great
many that are not. The fact that a writer proposes two or three choices
is in itself a proof that none of them fits: “This is a reproach that might
be leveled at Péguy . . . to try ten ways of saying the same thing, when
there is only one.” Hence the satirical abundance of double comparisons in
the “Lemoine” pastiche: “His sentences went on without interruption, like
water over falls, like a ribbon unwinding. Sometimes the monotony of his
speech was such that it could no longer be distinguished from silence, like a
bell whose vibration persists, like an echo trailing off” [here imitation gives
way to an almost literal quotation]; “the thin fabric of her blouse fluttered
like grass at the edge of a fountain ever ready to rise, like the plumage of a
pigeon about to fly away.”

One might well ask how Proust recognizes (in someone else’s work) a
metaphor that is inevitable. No answer to that question,; it is possible that he
was never satisfied with anyone’s except his own. In any case, nowhere, to
my knowledge, does he cite an example of one taken from someone else’s
work. As for his own practice, the criterion might be simply that a good
metaphor is the one that imposes itself without effort or contest, stamped
with that seal, always decisive for Proust, of being involuntary. That, at least,
is the prevailing theory. But I have my own pet notions on the matter,
which I have fondled elsewhere.!3 Just a word will do, since the topic is
of no primary concern to us here: a “good” metaphor is one imposed by
the context and the situation, be it a diegetic metaphor or a metonymic
one. Don't say, of the bell tower at Combray, that it appears to be covered
with shells. The sea is too far away; we are in Beauce. Say, therefore, that it
resembles an ear of grain.

Flaubert’s merit is thus not to be found in his metaphors, “but after
all, metaphor isn’t all of style.” Let us look elsewhere. Here is a highly
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positive appreciation, though in the last resort an inoperative one because
not specific enough. It is again found in the preface to Tendres Stocks:

In other centuries (earlier than the nineteenth), it seems that there
was always a certain distance between an object and the most elevated
minds that discoursed upon it. But with Flaubert, for example, the
intelligence, which in his case was not perhaps of the highest, seeks
to become the shuddering of a steamboat, the colors of the foam,
the islet in the bay. Then comes a moment when intelligence (even
the middling intelligence of Flaubert) is no longer to be found; all we
have before us is the boat “running into bales of timber that began
to undulate in the swirling waves.” That undulation is intelligence
transformed, incorporated into the material. Itis also able to penetrate
the heather, the beeches, the silence and light of the underbrush. This
transformation of energy, in which the thinker disappears and things
themselves are dragged right in front of us, is this not the writet’s first
effort toward a style?14

Intelligence incorporated into the material—that is possibly a definition
of a “beautiful style,” and the examples he chooses show that Proust is
thinking of the very performances of Flaubert that he has already cited
in his atticle: the second page of L'Education; Rosanette and Frédéric’s or
Emma and Rodolphe’s walks in the forest; certain sentences from Salammb,
which we will consider later. But the definition remains metaphorical, and
the metaphor itself characterizes only the effect. It says nothing about the
means. Then too, this effect signals only “the writer’s first effort toward
style,” a necessary but not sufficient condition. Finally, and above all,
Flaubert is only one example among others of a success common to modern
styles. Incorporation of the intelligence is thus not specific to Flaubertian
style. This modern quality has something to do, it would seem to me,
with what Proust elsewhere desctibes as a substantial homogeneity of style:
“In Flaubert’s style, now, all the elements of reality are rendered down into
one unanimous substance, into vast, unvaryingly polished surfaces. No flaw
remains in it. It has been rubbed into looking-glass smoothness. Everything
is shown there, but only in reflection, and without affecting its uniform sub-
stance. Everything at variance with it has been made over and absorbed.”
Flaubert is contrasted here with Balzac, who lacks this homogeneity and
therefore also lacks style itself: “Style is so largely a record of the transformation
imposed on reality by the writer’s mind [yet another Proustian definition of
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style, the most efficient one, perhaps] that Balzac’s style, properly speaking,
does not exist.’15 But he is again only one example among others, and
we know that despite the privilege he grants to modernity, Proust at least
once granted this merit to La Fontaine and Moliere: “a sort of melding, a
transparent unity . . . with not a single word that is left out or that remains
resistant to this assimilation. . . . I suppose this is what is called the Polish
of the Masters.”’1¢ Intelligence incorporated into the material, substantive
homogeneity of vision and style—these are the polish of the masters i
general, not the special touch of Flaubert, whose specificity remains to be

described.

In truth, it is I who have been circling around the point for several pages,
not out of a perverse taste for suspense but the better to proceed by stages
through the levels of quality (what Flaubert does not have, what he shares
with all the other “masters,” what he alone has) and to set this Flaubertian
specificity more precisely in opposition to that which, according to Proust,
it is not. Proust himself does not go about it halfheartedly. Here is the
second sentence of his reply to Thibaudet {in “Sur le style de Flaubert”}:
“I was amazed, I confess, to see treated as one hardly gifted for literature
a man who, by his entirely novel and personal use of the past definite,
the past indefinite, the present participle, certain pronouns and certain
prepositions, has renewed our vision of things almost as much as Kant,
with his Categories, renewed our theories of Knowledge and of the Reality
of the outside world.”” The (necessary?) image of the Kantian revolution
had appeared as early as the 1910 sketch {see note 16}, with the stylistic
equivalent, or perhaps instrument, of the Flaubertian revolution already
clearly designated: i.e., grammar and syntax. “As he took such pains with
syntax, it is there that he placed his originality. He is a grammatical genius.”
I shall come back to this, of course, but first I wish to underline my
own uncertainty, as I was just hesitating above between stylistic eq#zvalent
and nstrument. Here it is Proust himself who hesitates: “The revolution in
vision, in the representation of the wotld which proceeds from—or is expressed
by—syntax” (emphasis added). This is not a minor point. It is no less
than a matter of knowing whether Flaubert’s stylistic originality expresses
an original vision or whether it ¢reates one. This question, obviously, is
related to the one we left earlier in suspense: is originality of style always
(and, for example, in Flaubert) founded upon and guaranteed by originality
of vision? Surely the former is identified with the latter by displacing it;



this much we know. But we must first bring to light, or clarify, Flaubert’s
specificity as Proust outlines it. Nothing in it, then, but syntax. There is
nothing admirable about the images, nothing special about the vocabulary
(Thibaudet is a little more inspired on this point), nothing of substance, in
sum; it is a type of originality that is purely formal, or relational. What exactly
does it consist in?

The passage quoted above enumerates almost exhaustively the points
of application of this grammatical originality: tenses of verbs, pronouns,
prepositions. Let us add (following Proust’s own analysis, of course), ad-
verbs and the conjunction “and.” About adverbs, Proust specifies that in
a Flaubert sentence they have “only a rhythmic value,” which explains
their often unexpected placement, ugly and heavy, “as if to wall up those
compact sentences, to plug up the smallest holes™: “Your horses, perbaps,
are spirited.” Often they appear at the end of the sentence, even at the
end of the work: “A lamp shaped like a dove burned above continuonsly’;
“as it was very heavy,” etc. But this observation seems to have come late,
since I find no application of it in the pastiche. Flaubert’s use of “and”
is well known, and Thibaudet similarly devotes several attentive pages to
it. This conjunction “does not at all serve the purpose in Flaubert’s work
that is assigned to it by grammat,” says Proust. “It marks a pause in the
rhythmic pace and divides a picture.” That is why it almost always comes
in when least expected. “Wherever we would use ‘and,” Flaubert leaves it
out. That is the model and pattern of so many admirable sentences: “The
Celts longed for three crude rocks, under a rainy sky, in a bay filled with
islets’ (it may be ‘strewn’ instead of ‘filled’; I’'m quoting from memory).”
(It is neither “strewn” nor “filled” but more modestly “full of”’; however,
it is not merely “in” but “in the hollow of” a bay.) This asyndetic effect
is one of the Flaubertisms most often used by Proust. Thus we have in
his Bouvard et Pécuchet, “Besides, he is always in a carriage, dresses without
grace, habitually wears a pince-nez,” and “Every artist is a flatterer, at
odds with his family, never wears a top hat, speaks a special jargon.” In
“Lemoine”: “He was old, with a clownish face, a garment too tight for
his corpulence, pretensions to wit,” and “He had begun on an emphatic
note, spoke for two hours, seemed dyspeptic.” (The imitation may seem
heavy and ironic, but many sentences of this “cut” can be found in the real
Bouvard, and also in a less satirical context in Un Coeur simple. For example,
“As he managed ‘Madame’s’ properties, he shut himself up with her for
hours in ‘Monsieur’s’ study, and was always afraid of being compromised,



had boundless respect for the magistracy, had pretensions to Latin.”) “On
the other hand, in those places where no one would think of using one,
there Flaubert uses ‘and.’” This Flaubertian “and” often comes at the
beginning of the sentence, after a period or semicolon; he “almost never
finishes an enumeration” but “always starts a second sentence.” It is “like
an indication that a new part of the picture is about to begin, that the ebbing
wave is gathering strength again.” Example: “The Place du Carrousel had
a peaceful look. The Hotel de Nantes stood there, still solitary; and the
houses behind,” etc. A mimetic application: “He was old, with a clownish
face, a garment too tight for his corpulence, pretensions to wit; and his
identical sideburns imparted something decorative and vulgar to his whole
personality.” “He was terrible for Lemoine, but the elegance of the formulas
softened the harshness of the indictment. A»d his sentences followed one
another without interruption,” etc. This “and,” which Thibaudet calls the
“and” of movement, passage, or disjunction, contaminated ad nauseam
the Naturalist Koine, and especially in Zola, where the context assigns it
a completely different function.!” Thibaudet—more sensitive to Flaubert’s
lasting innovations than to his truly individual idiosyncrasies, and always
tending, as a true Bergsonian, to value movement and to see it where it is
least to be found—considers that “and” as a characteristic “motor scheme.”
It can become so, and does become so in Zola, carried away as he is by
an irresistible flood of oratory. In Flaubert, who sought always to suppress
every sort of movement, it creates, as Proust says, a pause and a plateau.
The elision and counterusage of “and” constitute two complementary
rhythmic effects that work together (and most often contiguously) toward a
very particular structuring of the sentence. But one cannot correctly assess
that structure without taking into account at least two other elements, the
use of tenses and the use of prepositions. These too are well known but
should be considered here from another angle. We know that Flaubert
uses and abuses the imperfect (his “eternal imperfect,” says Proust), calling
upon it sometimes as a durative, sometimes as an iterative, sometimes as a
vehicle for the free indirect style, and very often in an ambiguous mixture
of all of the above. And he brings the present in too, just as he pleases,
when it is not expected, using it also for (just barely) indirect discourse, or
as witness to an ongoing condition, and often as the mark of a personal
observation, even as the reminder of an earlier documentary version, as
perhaps in this passage from Un Coeur simple: “When the weather was fine,
they set off early for the Gefosses farm. The courtyard 75 sloping, the house
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in the middle; and the sea, in the distance, /oks like a gray patch.” But what
is important from the perspective of the Proustian analysis and imitation is
the effect produced, in sentences of unusual structure, by the heterogeneity
of tenses and by their disorderly, almost comical, collisions: “For a hundred
francs a year, she cooked and kept house, sewed, washed, ironed, knew how
to harness a horse, fatten the fowls, churn the butter, and remained {resta}
faithful to her mistress” (Un Coenr simple). The break here is double: between
the imperfects and the preterite of resta, but also in the interposition of the
infinitives governed by &new how {savait }—everything for a hundred francs,
whence a sort of syllepsis, or semantico-temporal zeugma, verging upon the
non sequitur. A similar effect occurs in the pastiche: “Already the jokesters
were beginning to heckle from one bench to the other, and the women,
watching their husbands, were stifling their laughter in their handkerchiefs,
when a silence fe//, the president appeared to concentrate on falling asleep,
Werner’s lawyer was stating his case. He had begun on an emphatic note, spoke
for two hours, seemed dyspeptic.” Ot, “And they ended #p seeing only two
bunches of purple flowers, descending as far as the swift waters which they
almost #ouch, in the harsh light of a sunless afternoon, along a reddish wall
that was crumbling” The use of prepositions often serves to relay or sustain
this effect. Proust describes it simply as “rhythmic,” as we have seen, and
does not comment further upon it. But his quotations, even or especially
when they are false, give a good indication of what is at stake: “The Celts
longed for three crude rocks, #nder a rainy sky, in a gulf filled with islets.” Or,
“Julien’s father and mother lived in a manor house ## the middle of the woods,
on the side of a hill.” “The variety of the prepositions,” Proust points out,
“adds to the beauty of these ternary sentences.” Although that “variety”
might well stem, on Flaubert’s part, from a somewhat schoolboyish fear
of repetition, their effect remains, and I should wish to call it an effect of
dislocation: like the verb tenses, these circumstantial complements (but also,
as we shall see, object complements) undergo a process of dissimilation, and
the sentence, sliding or rather zigzagging from one to the other, wiggles
gracelessly, letting its angles stick out like a dislocated puppet: “The awning
had been spread and big cushions promptly brought to them. Herodias
sank down there and began to cry, turning her back to him. Then she
passed her hand over her eyes and said she did not want to think of it any
more; she was happy as she was; and she reminded him of their talks there
in the atrium, the meetings at the baths, their walks along the Sacred Way,
and evenings in the great villas, by murmuring fountains, under arches of
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flowers, with the Roman Campagna before them.”!8 Here is the (superb)
Proustian imitation: “They saw themselves with her, in the countryside,
#ntil the end of their days, /nside a house all of white wood, #pon the dreary
bank of a great river. They would have known the cry of the petrel, the
coming of the fog, the rocking of the ships, the gathering of the clouds,
and would have stayed for hours with her body on their laps, watching the
rising tide and the rattle of moorings, from their terrace, in a wicker chair,
#nder a blue-striped tent, besween metal balls.”

Pronouns: We are obviously dealing with those anaphoric shifts that
refer to a noun which was not the subject of the preceding sentence—an
infringement of pure grammar but also, literally, of the logical articulation of
sentences, resulting again in an effect of dislocation. Proust enjoys seeing
Flaubert enjoy an analogous trick in Montesquieu: “He was terrible in
anger; it made him cruel” And he notes in turn, in L’Education, “There
came up another, nearer, on the opposite bank. Trees crowned #.” And he
undertakes to outdo him: “A woman removed her hat. A parrot topped .
Two young men expressed surprise at the sight ¢f 2~ The benefit of such
turns of phrase is, according to Proust, that by allowing a flying arch to
surge up from the heart of one clause and not touch ground again until the
middle of the next clause, they ensure a tight, hermetic continuity of style.
Perhaps more specifically, such shifts of subjects and objects contribute to
a particularity he notes in his 1910 draft: in Flaubert “things behave like
people”; they “exist not as props to a story, but in the full reality of their
apparition; they are generally the subject of the sentence, for the character
does not intervene and is subjected to the vision.” Conversely, “when the
represented object is human, since he is apprehended as an object, what
appears of him is described as simply appearing, and not as if produced by
will. . . . When there is an action, of which another writer would bring out
the different phrases [si, for phases>—a most revealing slip] of the motive
that undetlies them, we are given instead a general picture whose different
parts seem to harbor no more specific intention than if a sunset were being
described.”

Here then is the “revolution” that began with L'Education: “What until
Flaubert was action becomes impression. Things have as much life in them as
people, for it is the mind which, after the fact, assigns external causes to
every visual phenomenon, but in the first impression that reaches us this
cause is not implied” (emphasis added). This Flaubertian impressionism,
which Proust, ten lines later, prefers to call “subjectivism” (the term is
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more congenial-—and makes Flaubert more congenial—to him), is what
we might also call, in just as Proustian a fashion, the “Dostoyevsky side” of
Flaubert, thereby paraphrasing Marcel speaking about Madame de Sévigné:
“What I meant was that Mme de Sévigné, like Elstir, like Dostoyevsky,
instead of presenting things in their logical sequence, thatis to say beginning
with the cause, shows us first of all the effect, the illusion that strikes us.”’1?
The reference to Elstir is no doubt a sufficient indication of the aesthetic
and philosophical significance of this theme. For Sévigné, another page in
the Recherche confirms and illustrates this trait:

Mme de Sévigné is a great artist of the same school as a painter whom I
was to meet at Balbec, where his influence on my way of seeing things
was immense. I realised at Balbec that it was in the same way as he
that she presented things to her readers, in the order of our perception
of them, instead of first explaining them in relation to their several
causes. But already that afternoon in the railway carriage, on rereading
that letter in which the moonlight appears—*“I could not resist the
temptation: I put on all my bonnets and cloaks, though there is no
need of them, I walk along this mall, where the air is as sweet as that
of my chamber; I find a thousand phantasms, monks white and black,
nuns grey and white, linen cast here and there on the ground, men
enshrouded upright like tree-trunks“—I was enraptured by what, a
little later, I should have described (for does not she draw landscapes
in the same way as he draws characters?) as the Dostoyevsky side of
Madame de Sévigné’s Letters.20

The Dostoyevsky side is the primacy of the impression, even of the first
illusion, and it is clearly thus that Proust interpreted, whether rightly or
wrongly, that enigmatic phrase from the preface to Louis Bouilhet’s Der-
niéres chansons, which he so loved to quote (incompletely): Flaubert says
of that writer that “the accidents of the world appear to him completely
transposed, as if for use in describing an illusion.” Proust quotes this in
reference to the “nascent madness” of Nerval, his “excessive subjectivism,
a greater importance, as it were, attached to a dream, to a memory, to the
personal quality of a sensation, than to what this sensation signifies that
is common to all, perceptible to all, i.e., reality” And he adds that this
disposition “to consider reality only ‘for use in describing an illusion’ [note
the co-optation of the Flaubertian formula] and to create, out of illusions
that are valued enough to be described, a sort of reality . . . is in truth zhe
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artistic disposition.” This is once again of more than marginal significance,
being obviously an indirect definition of the Proustian aesthetic itself, to
which Flaubert is here annexed and assimilated, together with Nerval,
Dostoyevsky, Sévigné, and a few others. But this (#be) artistic disposition is
achieved by each through means appropriate to each alone: Sévigné through
phantasms, Elstir and Proust himself through metaphors, Flaubert through
(I am finally coming to the densest formula, which just about says it all)
“the immutable singularities of a distorting syntax.””2!

Such, essentially, is the singularity of Flaubert’s style, or perhaps the illusion
of it, an illusion that Proust “found valuable enough to describe” and
pleasurable enough to use.22 Proust himself, lest he betray his own doctrine,
would have to recognize, and even to argue, that this is indeed a “distorting”
vision, as is the whole of his vision and the vision of every artist. Only non-
artists have a “correct” vision, but that correctness is sterile. Only artistic
distortion is fruitful because it is revealing for the non-artists themselves:
“And now, look!” And now, read Flaubert through a Proustian lens, or,
what comes to the same, read Flaubertt as if you were reading—why not?—
a pastiche of Flaubert by Proust. You will certainly find it to be a success
in that genre, especially starting with L’Education. Proust’s Flaubert is late
Flaubert, the last Flaubert, the “old (though not very old) Flaubert,” just as
there is an old Titian, an old Hals (an old Elstir), at the moment when the
artist rids himself of his superficial talents, “renounces his innate ‘virtuosity’
and ‘facility’ in order to create, for a new vision, expressions that seek
little by little to adapt themselves to it.”” Proust is therefore not so much in
disagreement as he thinks he is with Thibaudet, who also believes Flaubert’s
stylistic maturity to be late-blooming, coming at that moment when the art
of “trimming” that he learned from Montesquieu or La Bruyere happily suc-
ceeded in subverting a natural talent that was—as a perusal of his youthful
works amply confirms—essentially “oratorical.” Such an accomplishment,
which is in fact a labotious and painful deconstruction, can happen only late
in a career. “Since these grammatical singularities in fact translated a new
vision, what effort must have been required to fix the shape of that vision,
to bring it from the unconscious into the conscious, to incorporate it finally
into the various parts of his discourse!”’23 A late, and perhaps necessarily
rather rare, accomplishment, even in the last works. It is striking to note how
Proust’s Flaubert consists in fact of a corpus of a few privileged pages—the
beginning of L'Education and some scraps of Salammbi, of the Trois contes,
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and of Boavard, of course, in which he steeped himself very early for his
juvenile pastiche (but which he quotes nowhere else), and almost always
the same quotations. It all seems as if he based his Flaubert on two or
three characteristic sentences, learned by heart and vaguely rewritten by an
egotistical memory—I mean a memory that was “artistic” in its own right,
and thus at the exclusive service of his art. All in all, and thanks to a bit
of help from another genius, this particular Flaubert may well be the best
Flaubert we have.

To be perfectly precise, Proust, it seems to me, has put his finger with truly
surgical precision on what is most specific to Flaubert. These Flaubertisms
are found in his work in relatively small but increasing and, above all,
decisive quantities; they set the tone, and we know that it takes only
two or three original dissonances to transfigure a score which without
them would be simply correct. I am not sure, on the other hand, that in
his interpretation Proust does not give in a little to the unavoidable and
unconscious temptation to pull Flaubert in his own direction and to turn
him illegitimately, along with Nerval, Dostoyevsky, and others, into one of
his own precursors. He seems to me more prudent, and more “subjected
to the reality” of Flaubert, when he simply evokes a change “in the aspect
of things and beings, like that effected by a lamp which has been shifted, or
by one’s arrival in a new house, or by the old house if it is almost empty and
one is in the middle of moving, It is this kind of sadness, arising from the
breaking of habits and the unreality of the setting, that Flaubert’s style calls
forth.”24 The “distorting” effect of Flaubertian syntax depends perhaps
exclusively (and whatever its modalities, which are so many “breakings of
the habits” of grammar) upon an unusual degree of visibility and density
of the grammatical aspect of discourse—a discourse that was thereby
inevitably and, as it wete, mechanically weighted down, trammeled, and, as
André Malraux and Jean Prévost both noted, “paralyzed” and “petrified”;
and Flaubert often spoke of himself as being physically numb and stiff.25

There remains a point, which I have not forgotten: does this “distorting
syntax” franslate a new vision, as Proust wrote in 1920, or conversely,
following the hypothesis he still left open in 1910, does this vision flow ou? of
this syntax? It seems to me that over time Proust increasingly tended to lean
his aesthetic upon a “metaphysics,” and that his final position was the most
expressionistic: Flaubert’s syntax, in his view, was therefore not “distorting”
but indeed distorted by a singular vision that had gradually become more
insistent, leaving an ever stronger imprint upon his discourse.
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I find it useless (though very convenient) to add that such an issue,
perhaps a decisive one for Proust, seems to me rather frivolous. The
“Flaubertian vision,” when all is said and done, matters little to us, unless it
is taken as a metaphor to designate his style; and in his use of the very term
“vision,” Proust may very conspicuously be begging the question. If such
a vision did exist, it exists no more, and Proust himself indicates that he
finds it almost nowhere in the correspondence. He speaks of those writers
“whose /iterary reality (a form that fascinates them, like Flaubert) is so private
that it cannot apply to their conversation or their correspondence.”26 This
is perhaps a clear enough indication that “literary reality” is purely literary
and can express itself only in the specific act of writing, But no matter: is
there anyone left to speculate today upon El Greco’s impaired sight, or to
wonder whether Beethoven’s final audacities had to do with his deafness?
Let’s leave it at that for Flaubert, and let us refrain, above all, from invoking
his all too famous, all too mysterious “ilness.”” What counts is that he
became, in his later works—and we perceive this better since Proust drew
our attention to it, even if ours differs from his own—a kind of Cézanne
of writing, in whose work the “real” begins to go to pieces, or rather to
become seriously blocked, and who, as Proust first put it, renews “oxr vision
of things.” The first Impressionist novelist? Despite the dates, and given
some of his very sharp angles, I would say instead the first (and the last?)
Cubist writer.

Proust, we know, justified his own mimetic practice by what he called the
“purgative, exorcising virtue of the pastiche. When we have just finished
reading a book, not only do we wish we could continue to live with the
characters . . . but our own inner voice, also, which has been disciplined
during the entire time of our reading to follow the thythm of a Balzac or
a Flaubert, would like to continue to speak like them. We must let it do so
for a moment, must let the pedal prolong the sound; that is, we must do
a deliberate pastiche, so that afterward we can become original once again
and not do an involuntary pastiche for the rest of our lives.”?” But this
justification itself finds an explanation in that exceptional mimetic capacity,
that porousness to contamination by others, which so struck all Proust’s
friends (and, in a different way, all his enemies), and which we know to
have found expression in the characterizations of his novels. He had a
mostly congenial attitude toward his targets, and this point is important
in understanding the dominant tonality of his pastiches, a specific mixture
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(with a variable dosage) of admiration and irony. This nuance seems to me to
be close enough to the mixture of affection and irony that marks Proust’s
friendships, a mixture that is translated by the attitude commonly called
teasing. The Proustian pastiche is neither purely satiric nor purely admiring,
and what governs it is propetly the irreducible ambiguity of teasing, in
which mockery is a way of loving and irony (understand who must) only a
byway of tenderness.

But the most profound indication is surely the passage from Contre Sainte-
Benve in which Proust relates his gift for imitation to that sensitivity to
analogies which is the very basis of his aesthetic (and his philosophy): “I
think that the boy in me who has fun (doing pastiches) must be the same
one who has a finely tuned ear for hearing, between two impressions, two
ideas, a very subtle harmony that not everyone can hear.’28 A4 fundamental
statement: the mimetic capacity and the “demon of analogy” are but one and
the same, an aptitude for perceiving and producing resemblances. Pastiche
for Proust, then, is not an incidental practice, a purely stylistic catharsis, ora
simple prenovelistic exercise. It is, along with reminiscence and metaphor,
one of the privileged—and, in truth, necessary—modes of his relationship
to the world and to art.

20

Every travesty, as we have seen, includes an element (a facet) of pastiche,
since it transposes a text from its original style into another style which
the writer of travesty must in fact borrow in order to practice the form.
In Uirgile travesti Scarron translates the Aeneid into a “vulgar” French that
is no more “natural” to him than the Virgilizing French of Le Lutrin is
to Boileau, and is just as conventional, from what we can tell. His text is
therefore both a travesty of the .4eneid and a pastiche of the conventional
speech mode called “vulgar French.” Even if he were to operate in a style
that was the most spontaneously his own, the very fact of his using it for
the purpose (and as a means) of transposition would make it inevitably
less “natural”’ less transparent, less immediate. In order to apply it to the
action of the Aeneid, he would constantly have to be reconstituting his own
idiolect, practicing his own style in a mode of se/f-pastiche—which would
leave marks on the style itself.
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I would like to be able to say, for the sake of symmetry, that every
pastiche reciprocally includes an aspect of travesty. But that is not the
case at all. An isolated mimotext produces no effect of transformation,
because it does not transpose any preexisting text, known—or even, for
that matter, unknown—to us, into the style of its model, and this situation
is by far the most common. On the other hand, in the (very exceptional)
case in which a series of pastiches is composed as a suite of variations on a
single theme, like “L’Affaire Lemoine” (with the exception of the pseudo-
Sainte-Beuve, which comments metastylistically on the pseudo-Balzac), any
one of them can serve as a transposition of any of the others. But to be
accurate, “L’Affaire Lemoine” does not exactly illustate this situation, for
even though its different chapters all refer to the same subject, it cannot
be said that they all tell the same story; each one selects from the little
news item the detail or the point of view that suits it, and these segments
therefore cannot be entirely superimposed and seen as concurrent.

Another imperfect approach is a curious performance by Reboux and
Muller.

Everyone knows Maupassant’s “The Necklace.” The two pasticheurs imag-
ine that Maupassant died before he was able to write this tale, only the
scenario of which has been found among his papers. His four friends,
Dickens, Edmond de Goncourt, Zola, and Alphonse Daudet (grouped in
the first edition under the collective—and incorrect—Iabel of the “Natu-
ralist School”), divide the task of writing it out among themselves. Whence
a series of four pastiches, which are not concurrent and have no transfor-
mational relationship with one another. But each one of them, presented as
the realization of a segment of Maupassant’s sketch for the tale, is in fact a
transcription in the style of the fictive author of a segment of the tale actually
written by Maupassant. Each of the pastiches is therefore both a caricature
and, incidentally but deliberately on the part of Reboux and Mullet, a trav-
esty. The alerted reader need only refer to the original text (which of course
is not included in the collection) to compare Maupassant successively with
his rewriting by “Dickens” (first part: Mme Loisel, invited to a ball, borrows
a necklace from her friend Mme Forestier), by “Goncourt” (second part:
the ball), by “Zola” (the necklace is lost; ten years of privation in order to
pay her back), and finally by “Daudet” (final revelation: the necklace was
paste). The last part includes besides, as a bonus, what we can’t be sure
should or should not be interpreted as a “Daudetism,” a happy ending,
which Maupassant’s text authorizes but does not carry out or even indicate:
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Mme Forestier makes restitution to her friend of the difference in value
between the two necklaces, an “involuntary savings account” that will allow
her a comfortable retitement in a villa on the banks of the Seine, which she
will of course name “the Necklace.”

This coexistence of the text of one author with transcriptions in the style
of one or more others is, to my knowledge, unique. It has the secondary
effect of placing the original text in the position of a theme on which the
four pastiches are so many variations—except that each does its variation
on a different segment rather than competing with the others by dealing
with the whole text. This means, for the reader, the following inevitable
illusion: compared to its pastiche variation, each segment of Maupassant’s
text seems by contrast to be of a perfect stylistic neutrality, a norm, a
retrospective zero-degree of writing, one that is of course entirely relative,
as if Maupassant himself hadn’t any stylistic traits and as if it weren’t possible
to write an “in the manner of Maupassant.” That was in fact, as we know,
the opinion of Paul Reboux—whence, perhaps, this quadruple travesty,
this masked ball organized entirely in Maupassant’s honor, the better to
exalt @ contrario his perfection. But what can the confrontation between an
authentic original and four caricatures really demonstrate?

By way of counterexample, and to continue with a pointless challenge
of my own, I can imagine a noble exercise for some idle and reverential
Pierre Menard: (1) forget the text of “The Necklace”; (2) absorb the style
of Maupassant from all of his other work; (3) thus armed, taking Reboux
and Muller’s four forged transcriptions as points of departure, reconstitute
the original.

A more rigorous example is given us in Queneau’s Exercises in style, made
up of variations on a single theme.! The version entitled “Récit” can fairly
be considered (although the author in no way presents it as such, and
although it was certainly not written first) as the closest possible state to a
hypothetical zero-degree (exposition of the theme) of stylistic variation—
or variation of something else, for the series presents some states (“Trans-
lation,” “Lipogram,” “Homophonic,” etc.) that pertain to a completely
different type of textual transformation, as we have seen in reference to
other Oulipo productions.2 We must also point out that the “styles™ that
Queneau considers ate never, as in the canonical pastiche, the idiolects of
authors but rather general types: genres (“Official letter,” “Blutb,” “Cross-
examination”), levels of usage (“Noble,” “Cockney”), grammatical options

122



(“Present,” “Past”)—even though “Exclamations” (“Goodness! Twelve
o’clock! time for the bus!”) inevitably evokes Louis-Ferdinand Céline, and
“Past Indefinite” (“I got into the Porte Champerret bus. There were a lot
of people in it, young, old, women, soldiers. I paid for my ticket and then
looked around me.”) suggests the Albert Camus of 7ke Stranger in a way
that is perhaps not entirely accidental or purely grammatical, given such a
sentence as “It wasn’t very interesting” or “I had a seat and I wasn’t thinking
about anything,” which connote a typical Meursault-like apathy.

The zero-degree “Récit”’—“One day about midday in the Parc Monceau
district, on the back platform of a more or less full S bus (now No. 84), I
observed a person with a very long neck who was wearing a felt hat which
had a plaited cord round it instead of a ribbon. This individual,” etc.—in
no way implements the (highly improbable) notion of what Queneau’s own
“natural style” might be. It would not be difficult, however, to add to the
series a fairly presentable “In the manner of Raymond Queneau,” a self-
pastiche that could be based, for greater safety (and effectiveness), on his
most notorious and most cleatly defined style, that of Zagie dans le métro.
As a matter of fact, we already have it, under the title “Unexpected.” It is,
perhaps not accidentally, the ninety-ninth and final variation:

They were sitting around a café table when Albert joined them. René,
Robert, Adolphe, George, and Théodore were there.

“How’s everything?” asked Robert amicably.

“All right,” said Albert. He called the waiter.

“I’ll have a picon,” he said.

The preface that Queneau wrote for the 1979 illustrated edition (of which
I observe that “Récit” was chosen to appear on the cover, a confirmation
pethaps of its a posteriori status as the thematic exposition) perfectly
defines, by reference to its musical model—the variation, of course—the
formal principle that governs the composition of Exercises in Style:

In an interview with Jacques Bens, Michel Leiris remembers that
“sometime in the ’30’s we (M.L. and I) went together to the Salle
Pleyel to attend a concert where “The Art of the Fugue’ was played. I
remember that we were enthralled by it and that we said, as we were
leaving, that it would be very interesting to do something along the
same lines on the literary plane, thinking about Bach’s work not in
terms of counterpoint and fugue but in terms of building a work by
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means of variations proliferating almost infinitely around a very slim
theme.” I was actually and very consciously thinking of Bach—and
very specifically of that session at the Salle Pleyel—when I wrote
Exercices de style.

In the mind of its creator, this work is thus indeed a series of variations
(stylistic and otherwise) on a single theme (an original but deliberately
neutral or innocuous one), which is transformed by each of its variations,
whether according to a mechanical principle of manipulation of the Oulipo
type or by being rewritten in a defined style.3 In this second aspect, the work
clearly pertains to both parody and pastiche, since each variation parodies
the theme by means of a pastiche of a new style. As much can be said of
Carelman’s pictorial variations in the illustrated edition: the same scene is
executed in the style of a child’s drawing, of a postage stamp, of Persian,
Japanese, Flemish art, etc. I shall call this procedure of stylistic variation
transstylization, and we shall encounter it in other manifestations of a less
expressly (or less deliberately) playful nature.

We have been discussing several examples of pastiches as transstylistic
variations. In the sphere of multiple imitation, we can also think up the
hypothesis, not at all far-fetched, of a pastiche in the second (or third, or
fourth) degree, a pastiche by A of B pastiching C (etc.). That is a bit like
what Diderot was doing when attempting to “out-Mativaux” Crébillon. I
once tried my hand at 2 Bossuet by Proust by Queneau, in which the three
levels, not counting the fourth, were fairly recognizable, but I can’t seem
to find it, and I haven’t the time to re-create it. Anyone among you could
give it a try; it’s no big deal.

21

Self-pastiche, which I have already mentioned once or twice, is a bit of a
phantom notion, used frequently in its capacity as a2 metaphor or hyper-
bole but corresponding to almost no actual practice. Whenever an author
accentuates his idiolect by multiplying or exaggerating its characteristic
traits, we are often tempted to tax him with—ot, more precisely, pretend
to suspect him of—having engaged in an ironic self-pastiche or, to use
the more current term, “self-parody.”! The suspicion is fictitious in that
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it imputes an intentional character to the practice (“My word, he’s doing
it on purpose!”), but the real criticism it conveys is leveled at a kind of
unintentional self-caricature, an unconscious or careless aggravation of the
idiolect’s characteristics, due to fatigue or complacency.

Involuntary self-pastiche is by definition only an effect, not a delib-
erate practice. Self-pastiche as a genre can consist only of intentional
self-imitations. A very rare practice, as I have said, perhaps because it
presupposes an uncommon capacity for self-awareness and for stylistic
objectivation. It requires a writer gifted with both a high degree of stylistic
individuality and a great aptitude for imitation.

The other writer who best answers those prerequisites (the other French
writer, thatis; a third case, non-French, would be that of Joyce, a more tricky
one because his writing is mote polymorphous; a fourth would be that of
Nabokov) is certainly Proust—who else>—who not surprisingly offers us
the rare example of a conscious, intentional self-pastiche. Not, as we might
expect, on the occasion offered by the series “L’Affaire Lemoine™: in 1908
his published work was still too scanty and his reputation too limited to
justify or excuse such a typically narcissistic gesture; possibly the most
characteristic traits of his style were not yet fully formed or fixed. It is only
in La Prisonniére {The Captive}, thus in a late segment of his work (written
during the war), that Proust allows himself this ambiguous pleasure. Even
here, the auto-pastiche, in a significant effect of dramatic presentation,
is introduced under the guise of an allo-pastiche: i.e., a pastiche pure and
simple. I am referring to Albertine’s speech about ice cream, already dear to
critics for less formal reasons, a speech that the narrator gives as an example
of the influence of his own style on that of his companion.2 Albertine has
taken up the linguistic tics of her friend; she is aware of having done so but
is unable to stop herself. The result is a fictive, unintentional pastiche of
Marcel by Albertine, which amounts to a disguised, real, intentional pastiche
by Proust of himself. Disguised: I think the concealment was necessary, and
maybe even indispensable, to provide Proust with the alibi required for the
production of a self-pastiche. It is unavoidably ridiculous and practically
impossible to speak or write “in the style of oneself,” supposing (I shall
return to this point) that this hypothesis means anything at all. On the
other hand, it is entitely conceivable that in a novel with such strong
characterizations as the Recherche, one character might imitate another. One
can easily imagine Swann or Oriane, for example, producing a caricature of
Charlus or Norpois. In the pastiche of Marcel by Albertine, the situation is
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complicated—and made more piquant—by the fact that the subject of the
pastiche is also the narrator and consequently the author himself.

This “consequently” is a bit hasty. The narrator may well, as a speaking
character (“Marcel”), have an oral style very different from his writing style
(the latter being, or rather constituting, not by logical necessity but by simple
fact, the style of the author Marcel Proust). Such is in fact preciselv the
case—although Marcel-the-character is not heard speaking often or for
very long; but it is clearly specified that Albertine has been talking for
some time not as her friend speaks but as he would be writing if he wrote
and undoubtedly will write when he writes: “And then she answered me
in words . . . akin to those which, she maintained, were due entirely to
my influence, to living continually in my company, words which, however,
I should never have uttered, as though I had been somehow forbidden
by an unknown authority ever to decorate my conversation with literary
forms . . . images so ‘bookish,” which seemed to me to be reserved for
another, more sacred use, of which I was still in ignorance.”? Albertine
thus violates a rule of proper behavior that was part of the spirit of
Combray (eatlier on, the narrator’s grandmother had reproached Legrandin
for speaking a little too much “like a book™) and also the spirit of Swann-
Guermantes, which demands conversation that is witty but unaffected
(in the same passage, a little further on: “I thought that this was a little
too well expressed”). More seriously, she violates a taboo and commits a
sacrilege by prostituting in oral discourse some of the “forms” reserved
for the “sacred” usage of literature, more specifically of the Book to come.
These forms Marcel calls “images,” then a little later on “comparisons,”’
then “extended images.” Almost the entire speech, in fact, like so many
“poetic” passages in the Recherche, rests on a drawn-out, developed, and
varied comparison between cups of ice cream and monuments (columns,
obelisks) or snowy mountains that the sweet-toothed young lady promises
to cause to melt away or crumble into avalanches; we even encounter the
inevitable metonymic metaphor: the ice cream confections of the Ritz will
be—the Vendome column!

This Proustian self-pastiche, placed here in the mouth of Albertine, is
not absolutely convincing, diegetically speaking, since Albertine is imitating
orally a written style she has never had occasion to set eyes on, the style that
the fictive Marcel is destined to practice later in his yet-to-be-written work,
well after Albertine’s death. It is manifestly, if discreetly, satirical, because
of the invasive nature of a procedure reduced here to mere virtuosity and
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deprived of its aesthetic, indeed its metaphysical, function, which was to be
assigned to it by the manifesto in Le Temps retrouvé {Time Regained}. For the
criticism with which Marcel surrounds and attacks this purple passage is not
limited to its being out of place in conversation. He finds in it, in every sense,
a “somewhat facile charm,” “a poetry less strange, less personal than that of
Céleste Albaret, for example.” Such formulations suggest that despite the
immense power he attributed to “metaphor,”’ Proust sensed that there was
often something mawkish, and also a little derivative, in his most spectacular
or demonstrative petformances. And it is this single stylistic trait, the most
exposed—i.e., the most perceptible and most vulnerable—that he subjects
to Albertine’s reductive imitation. Pastiche here, therefore, plays its (self-)
critical role not by a wholesale exaggeration of the writer’s traits but by
isolating a single trait, thus deptiving it of its structural function in relation
to the total work and thereby reducing it to a mere procedare. A reduction
petfectly in keeping with classical caricature, metaphor here becomes what
it is, Proustism par excellence. Crébillon, Balzac, Burnier and Rambaud,
and others would no doubt say that what Albertine is speaking is no longer
French but “Marcel Proust.” That, by the way, is called Proustifying.

{Genette then quotes another famous self-pastiche, Verlaine’s “A lamaniére
de Paul Verlaine,” included in Parallelement. He points out that Verlaine
imitates his own thematic as well as stylistic features in a spirit of indulgence,
despite the obligatory self-ironic stance; the resulting poem reads like
a wry postscript to his “Art poétique.”” See the Appendix for Verlaine’s
text. }

These two examples of stated self-pastiche (Queneau’s is not) are a good
illustration of the difficulty, not to say the impossibility, of the genre, while
being exceptions that overcome those hindrances: literally, “to write in
the style of oneself” signifies nothing or, more accurately, nothing that
is exceptional and therefore notable. What is notable is of course to write
differently. Verlaine’s self-pastiche is obviously very emphatically “in his
own style,” a deliberately caricatural self-pastiche. This doesn’t necessarily
mean that it is more caricatural than other poems by the same Verlaine in
which the self-caricature might not be deliberate. Taken together with the
confirmation of the title, however, it suffices to mark this text and therefore
to mark it off from the rest of Verlaine’s work. On the other hand, a merely
conforming or faithful or look-alike self-pastiche (not caricatural and not
satiric) is indistinguishable from any other passage by the same author. Its
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existence is therefore reduced to its declaration, to the (self-)mimetic pact
inherent in the title (se/f-pastiche or any other variant). We see here that the
impossibility of the genre is entirely one with its too great and, I dare say,
too absolute facility of production: to produce a faithful self-pastiche, an
author has only to take any page, already written—to be safe—with no
mimetic intention whatsoever, and title it se/f-pastiche. In a (subtle) sense, the
self-pastiche in La Prisonniére is an illustration of this borderline hypothesis:
by placing a fairly typical sample of his written style in Albertine’s mouth,
and by thus depriving it of any aesthetic or other function that he would
have assigned to it in his work, Proust turns it into an index of gratuitous
virtuosity and therefore invests it with a caricatural value and a satiric
function, without having to modify a single word. This metamorphosis at the
lowest possible cost (indeed, at no cost at all) seems to us particularly
effective because it bears on a2 work whose structural economy (the finality
of the total work and the function, within that overall finality, of a particular
stylistic trait: “metaphot™) is explicit. But the same would no doubt hold
true for any author worthy of that name: Every anthology functions more
or less as a collection of pastiches (and this is especially the case with
the Proust anthology once put together by Ramon Fernandez), so that if
a faithful self-pastiche can very easily (all too easily) exist at the original
stage of writing, it cannot persist as such in its real existence—that is, once
it is read—Dbut turns inevitably into self-caricature. Although it is not in
principle absolutely meant as such, self-pastiche, even more than pastiche,
thus fatefully tends toward caricature. One can imitate (oneself) without
forcing (oneself), but it paradoxically requires a greater effort, both on the
author’s and on the reader’s part.

22

It is tempting to apply to pastiche and caricature, more perhaps than
to any other genre, a criterion inspired by that which Philippe Lejeune
applies to autobiography. According to this theory, a text can function as a
pastiche only when both author and audience enter a “pastiche contract,”
sealed by the coappearance somewhere, in some form, of the name of
the pastichenr and the subject of the pastiche: here, X is imitating Y. This
is in fact the most canonical and most frequent occurrence, as illustrated
by the collections of Proust, of Reboux and Muller, of Max Beerbohm,
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etc. Every other situation falls into the category either of apocrypha (the
Batrachomyomachia attributed to Homer, the poems of “Ossian” forged by
James Macpherson, the Chasse spirituelle, etc.) or of a nondeclared imitation
(whether unconscious, or embarrassed, or felt to be so natural as not to
require an avowal) of an undesignated master, an exercise common to
beginning authors.! The earliest poems of Mallarmé, which bear the clear
stamp of the “influence” of the Fleurs du mal, are nevertheless not pastiches
of Baudelaire.

The border is not, however, so neat or easy to draw. I can very well
produce a pastiche and call it such but without revealing the model, leaving
the identification of it to the reader: this would be a riddle pastiche.
That is pretty much what Verlaine does in A lz maniére de plusienrs, whose
uncertainties have more to do with the imprecision, the carelessness, or the
mimetic clumsiness of the pastichenr than with the anonymity of those
being pastiched. The contract here is less specific but no less present
in the following form, which is not even a minimal one: Here, s0 and so
is imitating someone (the minimal form would perhaps be, Here someone is
imitating someone else, ot simply, This is a pastiche). A contract badly fulfilled
or deliberately broken (7his, which claims to be a pastiche, is perbaps not really
one) is something else altogether: bad pastiches with explicit and maximal
contracts are still accepted as pastiches. Or again, with André Maurois’s
Cité de Chelsea, the parodic allusiveness of the title functions virtually as
a designation of the model and therefore implicitly as a declaration of
pastiche. A simple presumption, certainly, but one that the Proustifying
aspect of the text suffices to confirm: two dubious but converging indices
have to serve as a certain index in this case.2 But to go further, the “Oxen
of the Sun” chapter of Ulysses contains a seties of pastiches of the history
of English literature that anyone would recognize as such, though Joyce did
not think fit to declare them officially as such within the very text of Ulysses.
It is true that, contrary to those of Verlaine, the stylistic characterization
of each of these pastiches is so strong that it suffices, at least for the
sophisticated Anglophone reader, to qualify the nature of the whole—
especially given that the series, arranged in chronological order according
to the models, begins with a sort of canticle whose archaism serves as an
entry signal, and ends with a page of modern slang that signals the exit.
Here, the mimetic faithfulness of the pastiches, and therefore the evident
identity of the models, compensates for the implicitness of the imitation
itself and serves as a Zacit pact.
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When the model is not an individual author but a collective entity (a
group or a school, a period, a genre), the contract is generally more
difficult to stipulate and perhaps also to conjecture in the absence of a
stipulation. Boileau, as we shall see, searched (or hesitated) for a quarter
of a century before finding an adequate formula for Le Lutrin: a mock-
heroic poem. The publisher’s announcement and the prologue to the first
ten of Balzac’s Contes drolatigues dot all the #’s and cross all the #s, and
Queneau was probably well advised in his Exercises in style to use titles
such as “Blurb,” “Official Letter,” or even “Sonnet.”” Things get even more
complicated when the pastiche of a group is, in addition, attributed to a
single fictitious author who is supposed to synthesize the individuals who
constitute the group or, if you prefer, to embody the group’s spirit. Such is
the slippery situation that is so marvelously illustrated by Les Délziquescences:
Poémes décadents d'Adoré Floupette.

The presence at the beginning of a work of the name of a fictitious author
substituted for or added to that of the real author (or to his pseudonym,
as in the case of the trio Ducasse-Lautréamont-Maldoror) is a specific
editorial practice that is not necesssarily linked to pastiche but can at times
be combined with it. If a fictitious author coexists with the real author,
he can function as a conventional and transparent agent, who dissolves
either into an aborted pseudonym—as in the Sainte-Beuve’s L7, poésies,
et pensées de Joseph Delorme, in which “Joseph Delorme” no more exists
than does “Henry Brulard” in Stendhal’s autobiography or the “Monsieur
L——, traveling salesman in the iron trade,” of his Mémoires d'un touriste—
or into a fictitious character, as in Valery Larbaud’s Jou#rnal de Barnabooth.
Sometimes he hesitates between these two states of evanescence, as is the
case of Gide’s André Walter, whose ghostlike existence, in my memory,
is entirely subsumed by a prolonged hesitation of this nature. But he can
also, if the real author so desires, be condensed into an autonomous literary
personality, provided with his own thematic material and/or style. Such is
the case, for example, of Cecil Saint-Laurent, a heteronym used for a kind
of production different from those signed by the author, or rather by the
actual individual, with what I think is his real name (although it might be just
another pseudonym), Jacques Laurent. The more recent case of Emile Ajar,
a heteronym of Romain Gary (who used several others and whose “Gary”
was also a pseudonym), is entirely similar except for one detail (which has
nothing to do with the text): the fact that a straw man, Paul Pavlowitch,
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was entrusted with the task of assuming and “embodying” the personality
of Ajar until Gary’s death—mainly because Romain Gary, unlike Jacques
Laurent, wanted to keep his double identity a secret. In all these cases (and
innumerable similar ones) the text endorsed by the heteronym constitutes
a sort of imaginary pastiche, a text attributed to a fictitious author, just like the
speeches or writings attributed by Proust, for example, to fictitious writers
such as Bergotte and Legrandin in the Recherche.

The imaginary pastiche; having no real model, is in all rigor not a
true pastiche; its author fabricates an idiolect hitherto unknown, one that
does not come from a preexisting text and thus does not mediate any
transtextual relationship. In actual fact, just as the imaginary languages of
Swift and Rabelais and on down to those of our science fiction novels
are never anything but deformations or contaminations of real languages,
these imaginary styles are usually only variations on existing styles: Proust
describes Bergotte’s style more than he produces it, but Legrandin is a
turn-of-the-century prose writer very much in the manner of Renan, and
the anonymous “new writer”” of the Cd# des Guermantes {The Guermantes
Way} is strongly reminiscent of Giraudoux, and for good reason.3 The
“Bustos Domecq” of Borges and Adolfo Bioy Casares is a pastiche of a
genre (avant-garde literary criticism), and the three (principal) heteronymic
instances of Fernando Pessoa differentiate themselves by moving out (from
a hypothetical and rather elusive center, supposedly Pessoa “himself”) in
three directions, which are defined by three preexisting poetic traditions:
for “Alberto Cairo,” it is that of bucolic poetry, with a simple, monotonous
diction (Virgil’s stylis humilis); for “Ricardo Reis,” a fin-de-siecle neocultism,
hermetic and contrived; for “Alvaro de Campo,” a grand lyricism, mod-
ernistic and cosmic, explicitly inspired by Walt Whitman. Profound as the
dissociation among these three aspects of Pessoa’s poetic persona may be,
their thematic-stylistic characterization is inevitably predicated upon real
external references and thus involves a kind of pastiche. A literary (or any
artistic) individuality can hardly be both completely heterogeneous and
completely original and “authentic”—unless it is in the very fact of its
splintering into fragments, a splintering that at the same time transcends
and, as it wete, gathers in its own splinters, in the sense that Pablo Picasso is
himself only &y way of the succession of styles that he successively appro-
priates from Lautrec, Braque, Ingres, etc; or Igor Stravinsky is Stravinsky
by way of his experiments in impressionism, polytonality, neoclassicism,
and his tardy conversion to the discipline of serial composition. The same
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situation obtains in the imaginary apocrypha of the 7héitre de Clara Gazul,
in which Prosper Mérimée instills Hispanic references into the literary
personality of his supposedly Iberian playwright, or in the novels signed
“Vernon Sullivan,” in which Boris Vian is greatly inspired by American
thrillers. As for Macpherson’s “Ossian” (who may in fact have existed),
he condenses an entire Gaelic tradition as faithfully as possible, adroitly
mixing with the authentic “period” material what antique dealers aptly call
“imitation period style””: that is to say, a “replica.” But let us return to our
Floupette, who is something like the Ossian of French symbolism.

The Déliguescences (that is the title), Poémes décadents d’Adoré Floupette (the
subtitle), was printed in May 1884 in an edition of 110 copies; itimmediately
achieved great success and was reprinted with a “biography” of its “author”
by “Marius Tapora, second-class pharmacist.” It was in fact the work of
two literary fantasists, Henri Beauclair and Gabriel Vicaire. Since it was not
signed by the authors and did not refer to a model author but was attributed
to a fictitious author, this collection apparently fits no known pastiche-
reading contract. It might be described as an imaginary apocrypha, like
Mérimée’s 7héitre de Clara Gagul. But the subtitle, “poémes décadents,”
suffices to orient the reader toward an existing group, even though the des-
ignation “decadent poets” was not yet in general use in the spring of 1885.

{Genette discusses this collection of pastiches as a spoof aimed at the
Symbolist poets’ themes (languor, morbidity, disgust with living, a mixture
of mysticism and sensuality) and at their style (rare words, typical neolo-
gisms, deliberately dissonant prosaisms, tortuous syntax, uneven meter).
The caricature is so mild, however, that its satiric or playful intention is not
apparent at first; the poems could almost be taken as “involuntary imitation
by a diligent disciple of better-than-average talent.”}

What is there in all of this that resolves the ambiguity and comes down
in favor of a satiric pastiche? Certainly the parodic winks, and the factitious
biography that appears with the publication of the second edition. But
there is still a final, or rather a prime, detail: the name Adoré Floupette
itself, too laughable to be real (ot, if real, to be retained), suffices by itself
to indicate the mocking intention; it functions as a minimal indication, an
exemplary economical form of the contract. We don’t pay enough attention
to the effects of patronymics and pseudonyms. Jules Farigoule did well to
rechristen himself Jules Romains. And how much of its (illegitimate) poetic
prestige does the work of Saint-John Perse owe to that splendiferous name?
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Batrachomyomachia, or the Battle of the Frogs and Mice, was for a long time
attributed to Homer, but today it is believed to date from no earlier than
the sixth century B.c. and, in its final form, to bear traces of revisions made
in the Alexandrian period. We can surmise that if it had been known to
Aristotle, he would have mentioned it among the other parodiai, but the
silence of the Poetics in that regard cannot be taken as absolute proof of its
later composition.

Whatever the date of its production, the Batrachomyomachia, by reason
of its dialect, meter, style, and motifs, belongs squarely to the Homerizing
tradition that lasted at least to the third century A.p., a tradition that turned
the entire ancient Greek epic genre, from the Aethigpis to Quintus of
Smyrna, into a vast pastiche of Homer (more particularly, of the //iad).
It is a specific mix of the Ionian and the Aeolian, with dactylic hexameters,
a formulaic style, noble speeches, crude invectives, scrambles and duels,
divine interventions, etc. But in this instance, the characteristic formulas
of epic themes and diction are applied to a subject that is “low,” since
it concerns animals, and animals devoid of any prestige. Psycharpax the
mouse meets Physignate the frog, who invites him to visit his dwelling and
carries him on his back across a pond. Frightened by a water snake, the frog
forgets about his passenger and plunges to the bottom of the pond. The
mouse, before perishing by drowning, calls upon his fellow mice to avenge
him. The mice convene and take up arms, declaring war on the frogs. Seeing
the two armies ready to clash, Zeus summons the gods, who refuse to take
sides and decide to attend the battle as simple spectators. Exploits and
massacres continue until the arrival of the young mouse Meridarpax, the
invincible hero capable of destroying the entire race of frogs by himself. To
avoid this annihilation, Zeus hutls his thunderbolt, then sends to the rescue
a squadron of crayfish whose murderous pincers put the mouse army to
flight. The war ends at daybreak.

Not the least merit of this work is its brevity (293 lines), a quality that
the burlesque and neobutlesque poets of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries did not always have the wisdom to emulate. This epy/lion is cleatly
a caricature of the //iad, whose procedures we see here applied i# anima vils.
The offensive Trojans are the frogs; the Greeks in search of vengeance are
the mice, with Achilles as Meridarpax. The two armies improvise makeshift
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equipment that mimics the glorious Homeric weaponry: for the mice, boots
made of bean pods, breastplates of straw thatch strapped on with cat skin,
shields of the lids of lamps, spears of needles, helmets of walnut shells; for
the more rustic frogs, mallow-leaf leggings, beet-leaf breastplates, cabbage-
leaf shields, rush spears, shell helmets. Athena refuses to support the mice
because they gnaw her draperies and drink her lamp oil; she likewise refuses
to help the frogs because their nocturnal racket keeps her awake. Wounds
sustained in battle are described according to ritual formulas: Lichenor is
fighting in the front ranks when “the spear, piercing his belly, reaches his
liver; he falls backward, and the dust sullies his sweet head. Troglodyte
then wounds Pelion and buries in his breast his enormous spear. He falls
in the mud, black Death takes him, and his soul flies from his body. . . .
Artophagus strikes Polyphone in the belly; she falls and her soul abandons
her body. . . . Hydrocharis kills the king Pternophagus with a rock she
throws at his head. His brains run out of his nostrils; the ground is soaked
with his blood. Lichopinax kills the valiant Borborocetes with a blow of his
lance and shadows cover his eyes.” Here, only the proper names derogate
from Homeric grandeur and remind us of the humble condition of the pro-
tagonists: Lichenor the licker, Troglodyte who lives in a hole in the ground,
Pelion who lives in the mud, Artophagus the bread eater, Polyphone the
noisy one, Hydrocharis who thrives in water, Pternophagus the ham eater,
Leichospinax the plate licker, Borborocetes who sleeps in the mud, etc. The
mock-heroic contrast is obtained at minimum cost and produces maximum
effect. Neither Tassoni nor Boileau nor Pope will achieve such efficiency or
such elegance, which they sacrifice to punning, amplification, digression,
annexed satires, and marginal polemics. The genre, possibly still close here
to its birth, is nevertheless at its zenith. Its possibilities are accomplished,
and perhaps exhausted, in its first and perhaps its last masterpiece.!

This genre, then, is what will (much) later come to be called the mock-
heroic poem, which is a particular kind of pastiche, or rather of caricature
(because its stylistic traits are both exaggerated and depreciated by an
“inappropriate” application and are thus doubly satirized). Some of the
works cited by Aristotle under the heading parodia undoubtedly also belong
to this group: Margites, the Deiliad, etc. It is, by all accounts, a much more
ancient genre than the burlesque travesty that was to be its dearest enemy
in the seventeenth century. Born in post-Homeric antiquity, it was given its
second chance in the neoclassical period, then awaited its third, which may
have come today.
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La Secchia Rapita (1615—17), by the Italian Alessandro Tassoni, is the first
modern example of the genre. It tells in epic form the story of a little
imaginary war that broke out between Bologna and Modena because of
the theft of a pail (shades of Helen’s abduction). Boileau mentions it along
with the Batrachomyomachia as the generic model for Le Lutrin, which likewise
recounts in the Homeric-Virgilian style already discussed a quarrel between
the cantor and the treasurer of the Sainte-Chapelle.2 But here, as in the case
of Tassoni, the imitation seeks only (and is only able) to retain translinguistic
elements: that is, elements that are independent of the original language
(Greek or Latin) and are susceptible to transposition into another language.
The Homeric dialectal traits, for example, have no equivalent in Boileau’s
work, nor does the dactylic hexameter. Hence the “epic style” is reduced
to a certain number of canonic “figures” and thematic motifs. There are
stock epithets (“the broad-bellied jug,” “the prudent Gilotin”) and extended

comparisons:

Have you not seen a bull by gad-fly stung,

When his tormented pride lownc’d, kick’t, and flung?
The vexed air, with echoes frighted rings!

Whilst he exhales his rage in bellowings!

So storm’d the prelate . . .3

These adorn a discourse whose undifferentiated “nobility” is that of French
classicism in general. The motifs include premonitory dreams, divine inter-
ventions (by Discord, Fame, Sloth, Night, Squabble, Pity), and of course
armed combat, represented here by a famous battle whose weapons are
books borrowed from publisher Barbin’s stall. To these properly mimetic
elements are added some congruently modified borrowings that introduce
a touch of parody into the pastiche: “The feuds I sing, and that fierce
prelate . . .”’; “But the three champions, full of wine and bravery . . .” etc.
The most successful of these paraphrases surely is the speech in the second
canto by the watchmaker to her husband, whom she wants to dissuade from
his nocturnal expedition. This speech is very cleatly taken from Dido’s
reproachful exhortation to Aeneas, and from a few others.*

Dissembling traitor! Could not faith once plighted,
Nor those embraces wherein we delighted,

Nort thy poor wench ready to run a madding,

Cool thy hot cod-piece, but thou must be gadding? . . .
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Ah! whither goest my John? dost fly thy Nancy?

Can our delightful nights forsake thy fancy?

What! can’st with dry eyes view my tears still dropping? . . .
If my soft heart easy to thy desires

Hath always met with equal flame thy fires;

And if, to gratify thy itch, (my honey),

I stood not on th’ nice points of matrimony;

If in my arms, thou, thou hast had sole part,

Speak not that wounding, killing word, Depart.

But the line between imitation and transformation is very hard to draw
in this instance. The opening (“Of feuds I sing, and . . .”), the syllepsis
of the physical and the moral, the tender pleas of an abandoned lover
are also recurrent stylistic and thematic #gpo7 in the epic and para-epic
tradition (Catullus, Ovid); they are thus “epicisms,” the borrowing—i.e.,
repetition—of which is tantamount to mimetism.

Le Lutrin carries the subtitle of “heroic poem” or “mock-heroic poem,”
according to the various editions. In fact, all the early editions say “heroic”;
the second designation does not appear until 1701. From an author who
is so strict about genre, such a hesitation or indication of ambivalence is in
no small measure surprising.

It is more surprising still when we consider that with this poem Boileau
has given us not only a canonic illustration of the genre but also, in his
1674 “Notice to the Reader,” its first official description: “It is a new sort
of burlesque, which I have invented in our language. Whereas in other
burlesques Dido and Aeneas spoke like fishwives and porters, in this one a
married couple of watchmakers speak like Dido and Aeneas. Although I do
not know whether my poem will have the requisite qualities to satisfy the
reader, I dare to believe that it will afford at least the pleasure of novelty,
since I do not believe a work of its kind has yet appeared in our language.”
The butlesque travesty, illustrated by 17rgile travest, treated a noble subject
in base style; Le Lutrin, like the Batrachomyomachia, does the opposite, treating
a base subject in noble style. Even Boileau’s adversaries accepted it on his
terms, ready to use them against his poem. Thus we have Jean Desmarets
de Saint-Sorlin:

The poet believed he would create an altogether new and altogether
marvelous poem if he treated a ridiculous subject in grand verse.
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We have often heard him say that others had made “the Heroic
ridiculous,” whereas he had made “the Ridiculous heroic.”” But he
has grievously erred himself, in breaking Horace’s rule never to treat
a comic matter in tragic verse. The fault of not having treated his
subject in comic and burlesque style, as he should have, was somewhat
mitigated when he recited it by his tone of voice, which had something
of the ridiculous in it. But the printed work, deprived of the effects
of recitation, appeared extravagant, when one could read as coming
from a watchmaker the words Virgil had given to Dido, which are
entirely unsuited to a watchmaker.

Almost twenty years later, Charles Perrault defined the artistry of Le Lautrin
as a “reverse burlesque” and clarified his thinking as follows: burlesque,
“which is a species of ridicule, consists in the incongruity between the idea
the author conveys of something and the right idea of it, just as reason
consists in the congruence between those two ideas. Now, this incongruity
can be achieved in two ways, one by speaking basely of the most elevated
things, and the other by speaking grandly of the basest things.” The first
sort of incongruity is that of Virgle travesti, which clothes “the greatest
and noblest things in common, trivial expressions.” The second is that
of Le Lutrin, which, by taking the opposite tack, speaks “about the most
common, most abject things in terms that are pompous and grand.” Up
to this point, Perrault is merely paraphrasing Boileau, perhaps stressing a
little the abjectness of the subject matter. But here is where (de)valuation
comes into play:

In the old burlesque [continues the Abbé, a biased arbiter in this
dialogue between a President who upholds the Ancients and a Cheva-
lier who is championing the Moderns], the ridiculous is without,
and the serious is within. In this new burlesque, which Monsieur
le Chevalier calls a reverse burlesque, the ridiculous is within and the
serious without. . . . The burlesque of V7rgile travesti is a princess in
villager’s clothing; and the burlesque of Le Lutrin is a villager dressed
up as a princess. And, just as a princess is more charming wearing
ribbons than a village girl wearing a crown, so grave and serious
matters hidden under common and playful expressions give more
pleasure than trivial and vulgar things concealed by pompous and
brilliant expressions. When Dido speaks like a shopkeeper, I gain
more joy when I perceive her sorrow, her despair, and her queenliness
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through the joking manner in which they are conveyed, because the
focus of attention is something that deserves it, than I do when I hear
a shopkeeper speaking like Dido, because at bottom this shopkeeper
is only mouthing impertinences that do not deserve our attention and
leave a flat and unpleasant aftertaste.

This devaluation reveals after the fact, and by way of a reversal, the valuation
implied in the terms of Boileau. For him, it was implicitly more meritorious
or more successful to ennoble as he had done the speech of a shopkeeper
than to vulgarize (as Scarron had done) the discourse of a princess; he was
thus asserting the superiority of a (new) dignifying burlesque over an (old)
degrading one. Perrault ignores this restorative effect of the form and gives
as essential the “focus of attention”—that is, the content alone—beyond
the trivialities of the expression. But Boileau’s point of view was ultimately
to prevail in neoclassical opinion until well into the nineteenth century,
and it can be found in 1888, stated explicitly this time, by the Academician
Louis-Simon Auger:

The mock-heroic poem is a parody of the epic. There are two sorts
of parodies. One attacks characters who, by reason of their grandeur,
belong to the muse of tragedy or the epic poem, and it takes a malicious
pleasure in degrading them. . ..The other parody takes its actors
from a lower order and makes an innocent game of enhancing, by the
nobility and gravity of the expression, that which is bourgeois and
laughable in their demeanor and speech. . . . Such is the difference
between the butlesque and the mock-heroic. The superiority of the
second genre is universally perceived, and the reason must be easy
to explain. . . . Butlesque . . . purposely sullies what is intrinsically
noble; it sees as its obligation and its glory to spoil what is beautiful,
when it should be making it even more beautiful. . . . The mock-
heroic, on the other hand, works from base models, and through the
grandeur of its manner, the dignity of its costume, the elegance of its
drapery, it ornaments their forms without concealing them, enhances
their porportions without distorting them, fulfills all the conditions
of pictorial and poetic imitation.”

In brief, everyone, depending upon which of the two genres he favors,
decrees as proper the nobler aspect of each—either the form, because it
transfigures the content, or the content, because the form is just cheap
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finery or vain ornamentation—and reveals thereby the common frame
of reference in two antithetical evaluations. (A frame of reference, by the
way, that is entirely superficial, conventional, and rhetorical: the point is
to co-opt an agreed-upon value for the sake of argument, whether or not
one adheres to it.) But setting aside this peripheral and unresolved quarrel,
the two parties agree upon a (double) definition that will survive into the
twentieth century.

Everything is thus apparently in place by 1674 except for the term “mock-
heroic,” which neither Boileau nor his adversaries nor anyone else, it seems,
is thinking to apply as yet to Le Lautrin or to either of its two predecessors.
Desmarets, who, not without cause, finds an air of “satire” in everything
that comes from Boileau’s pen, takes objection only to the “specious title
heroic poem.” This criticism is said to have prompted Boileau to change it,
but if that is so, the effect was delayed, since in 1683 and again in 1694 the
specious lzbel was retained and disappeared only, as I said, in 1701.

The delay may have been due to a terminological deficiency. Aware of
the inadequacy of “heroic” but reluctant to designate simply as “burlesque”
a poem whose method was the opposite of what that adjective inevitably
suggested, Boileau may have held back from making any change until such
time as he finally came up with the correct designation, which had no
previous existence, since tradition had not yet attributed a generic term
(except petrhaps, very sporadically, parodia) to works like the Batrachomy-
omachia and La Secchia rapita. But the composite term “mock-heroic” is
not Boileau’s invention. It comes apparently from Girard Saint-Amant,
who first used it in 1640 for his Passage de Gibraltar: Caprice héroi-comique.
“Caprice” was borrowed from Tassoni, who had called La Secchia rapita
a capriccio spropositato, fatto per burlare i poeti moderni. In his preface, Saint-
Amant paid explicit homage to that poem, in which he discerned “the
heroic admirably merging with the burlesque.” (Here is also to be found,
if only in passing, one of the first occurrences in French of that adjective
“burlesque,” which is of Italian origin—>buriare. Saint- Amant does not give
it any really technical connotation but uses it as a simple equivalent of

3

“comic.”) “Mock-heroic” (Héroi-comigue) does seem to have been forged
by him; he was to use it again later for an epistle, then an ode, then
another caprice, L.’A/bion (1644). But for him, the term designates simply a
mixture of heroic and comic, or more precisely the “incongruity” between

one kind of subject and another kind of style, without specifying what
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Perrault was to call the “manner,” or distributive pattern: La Secchia rapita,
he mentions, has a vulgar subject treated in heroic style, yet his own two
“mock-heroic caprices” deal with a heroic subject (war) in a farcical style.
This is the “manner” that Scarron was to take up again in 1644, in his
Tjphon. Meanwhile, that same Scarron had published Recuei! de quelgues vers
burlesques (1643), and the term owes him the specific meaning we attach
to it: i.e., that of an almost complete identification with the practice of
travesty. “Mock-heroic” disappears in the wake of this storm (the term
comédie héroigue, invented by Corneille in 1650 for Don Sanche d'Aragon and
used again for 7ite et Bérénice and Pulchérie, designates a completely different
mixture, a nontragic subject in a noble setting) and has become halflost, half
confiscated by the meaning given it by Saint-Amant, which made it simply
a synonym for “burlesque.” This state of affairs might explain Boileau’s
hesitation to revive it for another usage.

But there is no doubt another reason, clearly revealed in the 1674 “Notice
to the Reader,” even if the anecdote was made up. As Racine maintained
in the case of tragedy, Boileau believed that a heroic poem could take
for its subject some action “of little substance” (preface to Britannicus),
which the poet’s “invention” could “sustain and extend.” In the course of
a conversation someone jokingly challenges him to write a heroic poem
about a petty ecclesiastical quarrel. He rises to the challenge and writes Le
Lutrin, thinking not to imitate Tassoni and “reverse the butlesque” but to
attempt the feat of writing an epic on a bourgeois and therefore trifling
theme. Along the way, he realizes the actual nature of his work—as is
proved by the reference to his predecessors in book 4—and, according to
the perhaps significant expression he uses in the “Notice to the Reader,”
he “bethinks himself”” of the new burlesque (new in French) which he is in
the process of illustrating. But he is not yet ready to repudiate his original
purpose, and it is to that purpose that the subtitle heroic poem continues to
pay its “specious” homage.

A tardy appellation, then, since this “new burlesque” genre is much older
than the Scarron burlesque, almost posthumous in part, since the now
christened genre does not seem to have much of a future in its canonic
form. That future is limited, after all, to Pope’s Rape of the Lock (1712—14),
the last fruit to bloom on a dying branch, which in English is called a
mock epic, or mock heroic poem. At least it has a happy ending with this
stolen lock: a rococo-style war is finished off (finishing off the genre as
well) by a playful apotheosis; Belinda’s lock of hair rises to the heavens and,
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like Berenice’s hair in Callimachus, becomes a new star. A fitting exit for a
comet of a genre.

But a false exit, perhaps, and that is as it should be. It is easy to observe the
birth of a genre. Itis trickier, as I’ve said before, to pronounce it dead. There
is always the possibility of a revival, an avatar. One cannot imagine anyone
today wanting to do 2 mock-heroic pastiche in its literal—i.e., academic—
Homeric form. The last frankly playful traces of it are perhaps found in the
apostrophes of Proust’s Bloch, inspired by Leconte de Lisle’s unwittingly
caricatural translations: “Saint-Loup of the bronze helmet, take a little of
this duck, its thighs heavy with fat, upon which the illustrious sacrificer
of fowls has spread many libations of red wine”; or in an exercise like
Queneau’s “Nobl: At the hour when the rosy fingers of dawn start to
crack, I climbed, rapid as a tongue of flame, into a bus, mighty of stature
and with cow-like eyes, of the S line of sinuous course.” But in a broader
sense, any text in which a noble or serious or scholarly or academic style
is applied to a reputedly low or trivial subject brings back to life in its
own way the mock-heroic incongruity—in the same Exercses in Style, for
example, in the “Official Letter” (“I beg to advise you of the following facts
of which I happened to be the equally impartial and horrified witness”),
“Philosophic” (“Great cities alone . . .””), “Apostrophe,” or “Sonnet.” More
generally, Queneau’s humor, both in verse and prose, is known to delight
abundantly in these simulacra of mock gravity.

Less farcical and of a glossier sort of humor is Pierre Klossowski’s
application to erotic objects and situations of a pseudojudicial vocabulary
(Roberte’s fleece opens upon her #trumsit and releases her guidest; Victor
installs her on his sedrontra), or of a pseudoscholastic or more generally
high-flown phraseology. This tradition, as we know, goes back at least to
Sade, who established for a long time to come the titual of that obligatory
“incongruity” that makes for the erotic “grand style.”

But we also have, in Alain Robbe-Grillet, the contrast between the (appat-
ent) insignificance of objects and the pseudoscientific precision with which
they are described. And common to Klossowski and Robbe-Grillet—and
thus by extension to a whole body of modern writing—we have that
conspicuous glaze of cool, affected gravity applied to all things, whether
idle or disturbing.

This tendency can easily degenerate into policelike rigidity. There was
already, in André Breton, a readiness, over the slightest slip, to strap on
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his buskins or lace on his boots (the practice of automatic writing, a tissue
of clichés, may have had something to do with this), and this avant-garde
puffery has left its mark. But here, we are far astray from the mock-heroic,
whose comic aspect, stale as it is today, was at least intentional.

As may have been noted, in neither the burlesque nor the mock-heroic
does the classical doxa take into account the hypertextual dimension: that is
to say, the fact that the burlesque travesty transposes a text and the mock-
heroic poem pastiches a genre. It is true that butlesque is not necessarily
reducible to travesty; it requires only that a noble subject be treated in
vulgar style. But it is also true that it attained its fullest expression, and
its (ephemeral) success, only in the form of travesty, which is a secondary
but decisive specification (the detail that changes everything). The noble
“subject” is borrowed from a celebrated text, and the travesty consists
in transposing it into vulgar style. This transposition affords the reader a
supplementary pleasure, which comes from identifying at every moment
beneath the travesty the text that is being travestied. Symmetrically, the
mock-heroic might be content with simply treating a vulgar subject in a
nondescript, vaguely noble style. But it accomplishes its potential vis comica
(as it apparently did from the start) only when it takes aim at one noble
style in particular, one that we can enjoy identifying and seeing lampooned.

There are, in sum, two levels of accomplishment: a level of stylistic
practice, which defines the burlesque and the mock-heroic and which
consists of an incongruity, in one direction or the other; and a level of
textual practice, which defines the butlesque as #ravesty and the mock-heroic
as pastiche and which consists, in the first case, of applying the principle of
burlesque incongruity to a specific text and, in the second case, of applying
mock-heroic incongruity to a specific style—i.e., to the style of a genre or
a work (the f/iad, for example, in the Batrachomyomachia) that is regarded as
a genre.

Of this textual practice the critical vulgate takes no account. It is limited
to identifying an “incongruity” between style and subject, which allows it to
set the two burlesques in opposition as two rigorously antithetical genres
(what would later be called two symmetrical variants of the epic parody)
without noticing that this surface symmetry masks a profound dissymmetry
between the actual practices: more specifically, between parody, which
deforms a text, and pastiche, which “imitates,” borrows, a style—and all
that goes with it.
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The classical system, which was very sensitive (and very attentive) to the
distinction between subjects and styles, had identified three very clearly
defined types of playful or satiric transgression (of that distinction). The
types themselves were sharply distinguished, whatever possibilities might
exist for bringing them together or allowing them to interfere with each
other:

—parody, which consisted of applying, as literally as possible, a noble text
to a (real) vulgar action very different from the action in the original but
analogous enough to make the application possible;

—burlesque travesty, which consisted of transcribing into vulgar style a
noble text while keeping its action and the original names and qualities of
its characters, so that the stylistic incongruity or discordance arose from
the very disparity between the nobility retained in the social situations (with
kings, princes, heroes, etc.) and the vulgarity of the narrative, the speeches,
and the thematic details;

—the mock-heroic poem, which consisted of treating a vulgar subject in a
noble style and using the heroic style in general: that is, without specific
reference to any particular noble text.

The last two types were considered to be strict opposites by reason of
the patent symmetry of their discordance. The first did not really have the
status of a genre, given the normally exiguous nature of its performance,
but had rather the status of a figure: i.e., a particular verbal practice that might
be found in a (“poetic”) literary text, though it could not constitute a work
in its own right. As such it was more relevant to rhetoric than to poetics.
Chapelain décoiffé, the most extensive example of the type, was called simply 2
“comedy.” Calling it a parody would have seemed as incongruous as calling
this or that poem a metaphor or a2 metonymy. But if we consider it not
from the point of view of its hypotext but rather from that of its subject,
we could look at it as a special case or, rather, a borderline case of the
mock-heroic pastiche: the case of a pastiche of the noble style becoming
particularized to the point of (almost) literally coinciding with a specific
noble text, thus passing from imitation to (misappropriated) citation.

This critical apparatus was still applicable, if not actively applied, when
Marivaux wrote his Homeére travesti, which conforms strictly to the criteria
of the butlesque travesty, whatever innovations Marivaux claims to have
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introduced. His 7é/maque travests, on the other hand (besides the fact that
it is written in prose and that it takes on a modern text whose generic
status is itself in question, without taking into account another trait to
which we shall return), was to transgress these criteria on at least one
decisive point: his characters are not Telemachus, Mentor, and Calypso
made to speak and behave in a vulgar manner, but young Brideron, his
uncle Phocion, and the lady Mélicerte, whose adventures are to a certain
extent homologous to those of Fénelon’s characters but on a lower social
scale. This situation is one that belongs no longer to travesty but to
a genre apparently unknown in the classical canon, despite its having
appeared in the late seventeenth century. It was officially baptized parody,
although its manner and method can in no way be confused with those
of Chapelain décoiffé and although, again in contrast to classical parody, its
action is entirely invented. It established itself essentially in the theater, its
destiny thus linked to that of the popular troupes, especially the Italians. Its
development, wrote Gustave Lanson, was “subordinated to the vicissitudes
of the existence of the Italian Comedy and the fairs. It made its appearance
during the waning years of the old Italian comedy, disappeared with it
(in 1697), then revived with it (in 1716) and became part of its regular
fare; it had two periods of splendor, from 1725 to 1745 and from 1752
to 176271 These “parodies” evidently derive from a burlesque transfer
on the Italian stage of noble plays (tragedies or operas) that had been
successes on the French stage. Thus Philippe Quinault’s Phaéton generated
an Arlequin Phaéton as eatly as 1692, its title providing a clear enough idea
of its governing principle.

Lanson was at no pains to observe that their authors “applied Scarron’s
methods to these countetfeits of literary works” but concluded a bit hastily
that “parody is, by definition, the dramatic form of the butlesque genre.”
Contemporary audiences, and some early nineteenth-century critics, had
a more accurate judgment: Houdar de la Motte, who was one of the
genre’s most famous victims, observed, “The art of these travesties is quite
simple. It consists of keeping the action and articulation of the play, while
simply changing the social rank of the characters. Herod will be a police
constable, Marianne the daughter of a sergeant, etc. Once this precaution
has been taken, the lines of the play are appropriated, with occasional
burlesque words and ridiculous circumstances mixed in.”2 This “change
in the social rank of the characters” is a prerequisite that is completely
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foreign to the “burlesque genre”—i.e., Scarronian travesty—referred to by
Lanson. And if we keep in mind the neoclassical criteria for noble subjects,
the point can certainly not be taken lightly. Victor Fournel, introducing
the text of Virgile travesti in 1858, is careful, as we have seen, to draw a
distinction between burlesque travesty on the one hand and, on the other
hand, parody as illustrated by Chapelain décoiffé and especially (for him)
by the dramatic parodies of the eighteenth century. This definitive page
deserves to be quoted again; I shall now do so, not without noting in
passing (we shall have to keep it in mind) that his definition of parody can
be applied just as well, mutatis mutandis, to Mourning Becomes Electra or Dr.
Faustus or Ulysses:

Parody, which is often confused in many particulars with burlesque,
differs from it completely in that, when it is complete, it changes the
social condition of the characters in the travestied work, and so does
something that burlesque does not do, which uncovers a new source
of comedy in this constant antithesis between the heroes’ rank and
their words. The first thing a parodist of Virgil had to do was to strip
each character of his title, his scepter, and his crown; he would turn
Aeneas, for example (may scholars forgive the layman, and lay down
these awkward and gratuitous suppositions to his inexperience), into
a sentimental fool of a traveling salesman, Dido into a considerate
innkeeper, and the conquest of Italy into a grotesque battle for some
objective commensurate with these new characters.3

The most famous dramatic parody of the eighteenth century is Agnés
de Chaillot, a parody by Dominique of Houdar de la Motte’s /nés de Castro
(1723). Itillustrates this new procedure perfectly: King Alfonso of Portugal
becomes the bailiff of Chaillot; his son, Prince Don Pedro, hero of the
war against the Moors, becomes “Pierrot the Kid,” who has just won the
musket-shooting prize; and the lady-in-waiting Ines becomes Agnes the
servant gitl. (Playing with the names of the characters seems to be one
of the constants of the genre: in a parody of The Trojan Women Astyanax
becomes Castagnette.) Instead of compromising the relations between two
countries, the love affair of the hero and heroine threatens only to put
the bailiff of Chaillot at odds with the Gonesse villagers. The essential
elements of the plot—King Alfonso’s being torn between the demands of
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state and his paternal affection, Don Pedro’s rebellion, his condemnation
to death, and his final reconciliation—endure a series of degradations,
down to Ines’s death by poisoning, transformed here into a colic of which
she is cured by Pierrot in time for the happy ending required by the
comic ethos.

This displacement of the point of transformation completely alters the
nature of the incongruity relationship. According to Boileau’s universally
received definition, the source of comedy is that in butlesque, kings and
princes are made to speak like villagers, and in the mock-heroic genre,
villagers (or bourgeois) are made to speak in the epic style. In the new
parody, kings and princesses become villagers; this being the case, the parodist
has a choice: make them literally declaim the exact speeches of the tragedy
being parodied, which comes back to the method of Chapelain décoiffé;
make them use an unspecified noble style of speech, as in the mock-
heroic pastiche; or make them speak village-style, which brings us back
to the burlesque travesty but without the effect of discordance, since the
characters have already been brought down in rank. The first solution,
which is, properly speaking, parodic, is as usual difficult to maintain for
the entire length of a play. The second is a little too lacking in vis comica
for a popular entertainment. The third lacks it completely because it lacks
any discordance. In this glaring confusion, Dominique chooses not to
choose. He mixes in a little of each and keeps most often to a vague,
and fatally insipid, middle ground: he retains the Alexandrian verse of
tragedy; lowers the style to the level of the characters’ circumstances but
does not descend to the level of burlesque vulgarity; and slips in here
and there, as the action warrants, a few quotations from the original that
clash much less, and therefore amuse much less, than the borrowings from
Corneille in Chapelain décoiffé, for the very reason that they are a little too
suitable to the actions taking place. We must suppose that the skill of the
actors and the freshness of a still-current model sufficed for the length of
one season to make a success of an entertainment that in itself is really
rather dull.

These different systems of normal or transgressive relationships between
subject and style are clearly laid out, I hope, in the following table, in which
Dido represents the noble character; the lady watchmaker of Le Lutrin,
the low character; and Dondon, the innkeeper imagined by Fournel, the
heroine of one of those parodies which, because of their complex and
indecisive form, I would like to rename mixed parodies.
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