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Roland Barthes' Sollers Ecrivain and the
Problem of the Reception of Philippe Sollers'

L 'écriture percurrente
Alec Gordon

(Ce qui vient vers vous...ne peut étre réduit ou traduit)

Philippe Sollers, Nombres (1968)

'N'oublions pas Sollers’ - 'Let's not forget Sollers'. So Roland Barthes insists at
the outset of 'Dialogue’, the short critical piece devoted to Sollers which appears
first in his Sollers Ecrivain. 'But you never hear about anyone else!', an unnamed
interlocutor immediately replies.!) Barthes' intention in exhorting thus was to
counter the superficial social imagery about Sollers which had been appearing in
the French press in the late 1970s and to reassert against this reductionism the
seemingly obvious fact 'that he's a writer, that he has written and does write'2)

For his part, Barthes had written on a number of occasions about Sollers

between 1965, the year of the publication of Sollers' Drame® up to the

1) 'Dialogue’, in Sollers Ecrivain (Paris : Editions du Seuil, 1979). Translated and
Introduced by Philip Thody as Writer Sollers (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1987/London: Athlone Press, 1987), p. 35. In my opinion the title of the English
translation should be Sollers Writer to capture Barthes' insistence that Sollers is first and

foremost un écrivain.
2) Ibid.
3) Philippe Sollers, Drame (Paris : Editions du Seuil, coll. 'Te/ Quel’, 1965). Barthes



publication of Selfers Ferivain in 1979 al which lime Sollers was continuing Lo
produce his second innovatory lext ol what he called [éeriture pecurrente,
Parachis 4y Earlier in the 19708 Barthes had published twice on Sollers’ (rst lext
ol "éeriture percurrente’, HY Firsl in Critigue he published "‘Sur l'dpmile’ in 1973
and second 'Situarion’ in Tel CQuel in 19749 Five vears previously, on the eve of
the climatic events of May 68, Barthes had written a full-page review in le
Nowvel Observalenr of Sollers’ collection of essays Logigues and his ‘novel’
Nombres ) 1t is interesting to nate that Seflers Forivain did not appear in English
translation until 1987 seven vears after Barthes death and eight years after its
publication in France. During these dates all of Barthes' other works were

translated into English®) The belaled appearance in English of Sellers Fevivain

responded to this work in "Drame, Poéme, Romaen' published in Crivigue, 1965, and
collected in Solfers Ferivain, pp. 40-67, with a briel note by Thody on the concepl of
deriture, pp. 39-40. Drame has been translated into English, along with Barthes essay,
as Event by Bruce Benderson and Ursula Molinario (New York: Red Dust Incorporated,
1987}, Philip Thody, the translator into Cnglish of Soflers Eerfeain, was unaware thal
this American translation was torthoming in 1987 when his tanslation of Sollers
Eorivain appeared,

Philippe Sollers, Parwelis (Paris @ Editions du Seuil, coll. "Tel Quel. 1981). Purudis IT
was published by [iditions Gallimard in 1986,

3 Philippe Sollers, & (Paris ; Fditions du Seuil, coll. ‘Tel Ouel’, 1973}

Reland Barthes, "Sur fdvaude’, Critigue, No. 318, November, 1973 and 'Siuation’. No.
57, 1974, Both of these texts are republished in Weiter Sollers as 'Over the Shoulder',

4

~—

o

6

Rty

pp. 7592 and Sitwation', pp. 93-95.

Roland Barthes, 'Le refus d'hivitape, Le Nowvel Observatewr, No. 181, 30 April. 1968,
This review 1s included in Writer Sollers us 'The Refusal o Inherit, pp. 69-74. Philippe
Sollers, Logigues {Paris : Editions du Seuil, eoll. 'Tel Quel’, 1967y and Nombres (Paris :
liditions du Seuil, eoll. 'Te! Owel’, 1967). For Sollers post festum  views on May 68
see his 'Peintemps rouge’. Preface to Jean Thibadeau, Mai [968 en France {Paris
Editions du Seuil, coll. 'Tel Quel’, 1970), pp. 7-22.

Roland Barthes, New Critical Essays, trans, by Richard Howard {(New York: Hill and
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Wang, 1980) [originally published as Nowvewux essais critigues along with Le Degré

zé&ro de deriture (Paris © Fditions du Seuil, 1972)); Camera Lucida: Reflections on
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was symplomatic, al the tme, of a lag in the reception in the English-speaking
intellectual world o a controversial conlemporary  French writer. In order 1o
account for this symptomatic lag it is uselul to refer 0 a text published in the
wake of May 68 in Fngland by an FEnglish c¢rine mfluenced by French inlgl-
lectval culture, Colin MacCabe. In 1971, in a shart polemical essay entitled,

‘Sitwation’, MacCabe wrote:

In Cngland, we are, to a cerlain exlenl, cul olf; removed (rom the mainstream ol
continental thought. 'T'o pretend that this isolation is a purely accidental, intellectual, one
would be obviously untrue. The fact that we have yet to read Hegel, Husserl and
[leidegger is not merely..ihal cul leading philosophers chose a dillerent philosophical
approach it stems from a different history a different space of development a
different, to use Raymond Williams' term, structure of feeling. The difficulty we have in
wracing ourselves i the lexts oflered here (those of Barthes, Sollers and Kristeva) is nol,
therefore, simply a matter of intellectual stance but reflects a different mode of being.
The interrogation needed to enter these texts is a self-interrogation; a process very

dilferent from the wsual absorpfion of new material. [deas, however, i not the answer

Phatograpfe, trans. by Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang/London Jonathan
Cape, 1982) [originally published as La Chambre claire © note swr la pholographic
(Paris : Lditions Gallimard and Editions du Seuil, 1980Y); The Empire of Signs, trans.
by Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982} [originally published as L'Empire
des signes (Geneva @ Lditions Skira, 1970)): The Fashion Svsiem, trans. by Matthew
Ward and Richard Howard (MNew York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 1983} [originally
published as Sysiéme de la mode (Paris : Editions du Seuil, 1967)); The Grain of the
Volce: Interviews 1962-80, wans, by Linda Coverdale (London: Roulledge & Kegan Paul,
1983} [originally published as Le Grain de lo voix © Enretions [962-80 (Paris
Editions du Seuil, 1981)]; The Respomsibility of Forms: Critical Essavs on Music, Arf
amd  Represenation, irans. by Richard Iloward (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986}
[originally published as L'obvie et l'obtus : Essais critigues {11 (Paris : Tditions du
Seuil, 1982Y); The Rustle of Languoge, trans. by Richard Howard (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1986) [originally published as Le bruissement de la langue © Essais crifigues
IV (Paris : Editions du Seuil, 1984)] and Criticism anrd Truth, trans, by Katrine Pilcher,
Iniroduction by Philip Thody (London: Aihlone Press, 1987) [eriginally published as
Critigue et verivg (Paris : Editions du Seuil, 19663].



w this problem of difference are, because of the relative ease of location, the easiest
way fo start the traverse of the distance between our thought and that of Barthes,

Sollers, Kristeva.%)

Since MacCabe drew atiention to the difTerence in inlelleciual situation belween
FEngland and the ‘'continent, between maodern German philosophy, French
theoretical-modemnist culture and a distinetly Fnglish ‘structure of feeling', the
works of Barthes and Kristeva have become available in English translation in the

form of 'readers'.1” At the end of his essay MacCabe wrote:

The elfort now is ¢ grasp the processes ol the production of sense, o think through
the work of Barthes, Sollers and Kristeva)..as well as that of Foucault and Lacan, the
possibility of a theoretical perspective from which we may begin to question our history,

w read, lel us say, our situalion.!l

Again, a Foucault reader has appeared in English translation.’2) But, in contrast,
the avant-garde critical and fictional writings of Sollers, have experienced neglect
at the hand of British and American publishers, [owever, in 19853 a selection of
Sollers' critical essavs appeared in English translation, in America, with the title

Writing and the Experience of Limiis. This was a translation of L'Horiture et

9 Colin  MacCabe, 'Situation, in Stephen Heath, Colin MacCabe and Christopher
Prendergast (eds}, Signs of the Times (Cambridge: Granta, 1971% p. 11,

10} See Susan Sontag (ed.}, 4 Barthes Reader (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982/London:
Jonathan Cape, 1982) and Toril Mot (ed), The Krisieva Reader (Oxlord: DBasil
Blackwell, 1486).

113 Colin MacCabe, op. cit., p. 15

12) Paul Rabinow (ed.), The Fowcaull Reoder (New York: Random Ilouse, 1984/London:
Penguin: 1986). No reader of Lacan's work has been published in English. The first
English translatien ol his numerous semincrs translated in English was Ecrits, trans. by
Alan Sheridan (New York: W.W Norton & Ceo, 1982} [originally published in I'rench
with the same title by Tdition du Seuil, Paris, 1966]. Nete: the English translator, Alan
Sheridan (under the surname Sheridan-Smith} translated Sollers' Le Porc in 1968, See

note 17 below for publishing details.
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lexpérience des [fimites which had been published in 1971; and this latler
paperback lext was a seleclion ol the essays which had already appeared in
Logigues in 196813 It was Sollers as critic, then, and nol his practice of
avani-garde wriling which had stimulated translation, 1t was surely a sign of the
times at the turn of the 1980s in the English-speaking intellectual world that
critical readings of Sollers' work produced by now famous names in the pantheon
of French post-structuralism as Derrida and Kristeva were translated but not the
works of Sollers which were the objects of their critical attention: in the case of
Derrida, Nombres; in the case of Kristeva, H.14) Note should be made here that
many of the poets/novelists-critics who Inhabited the same Parisian intellectual
miliew as Sollers have also not been sulliciently translated, or notl translated at
all, imo English. To mention here some of the more well known: Marcelin
Pleynet, Maurice Roche, Denis Roche, Jean-Louis Baudry, Jean Thibaudeau and

Jacqueline Risset.15}

13) Philippe Sollers. Writing and the Experience of Limits, ed. by David Hayman, trans, by
Philip Bamard with David Hayman (New York: Columbia Tniversity Press,
L982)original [rench edition: L'Ecriture et experience dex limites (Paris : Editions du
Seuil, coll. "Points', 1971).] The latter is a selection of essavs from Sollers' Logigues.

14y Cf. Jacques Derrida, Dissemination, trans. by Barbara Johnson (Chicago: Chicago

University  Press, 198[/London: Athlone Press, 1981). [Originally published as La
Dissémination (Paris : Cditions du Seuil, 1972).] And lJulia Kristeva, "The Novel as
Polvlogue', in Leon S, Roudiez {ed), Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach o
Literature and Art, trans. by Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine and Leon S. Roudies (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1980/Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981), pp. 139-209,
[Originally published in Palvlogue {Paris : Editions do Seuil, 1977) and before that in
Te! Quel, no. 57, spring 1974.]

Marcelin Plevnet's criticel work, Systeme de /o peinture has been translated into English

'JI

as Puinting ax Sysiem by Sima Godlrey (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1984)
[originally published in I'rench as Spreime de la peinture (Paris @ Editions du Seuil,
coll. 'Tel Quel, 1984)]. Works by Plevnet and Jean-Louis Baudry which appeared in
Tel Quel are included in Patrick (lrench and Roland-Francoise Lack (eds) recently
published The Tel Quel Reader (London and New York: Routledge, 1998). See also



For Philip Thody, the translator of Writer Sollers, 'Il s easy lo see why
Sollers Eerivain is lhe last ol Barlhes' works to appear in English translation.
None of the works by Sollers which it discusses have so [ar been translated into
English'.16} Al the time ol the publication of the English translation ol Solfers
Ferivain in 1987 only one work of Sollers was listed in both American and
British Books in Print as then being currently available: The Park le Porc,
Sallers' second novel, was published in 1961 and translated into English in 1968.17)
Was this early work of Sollers, published when he was only twenty-five vears
old, translated into English because it had won the Priv Méficis in France and
thus afforded Sollers some celebrity at a young apge? After the publication in
English  translation of Le Pare by John Calder and Marion Boyars, the
enterprising publishing duo who commissioned it parted company but, still, both
have developed prestigious lisls of foreign authors in English translation. Sollers,
however, is not included on either of their lists. In this connection mention
should be made that Sollers was even omitted from Calder's The Nowveaun Roman

Reaeer which appeared in 1986.18) Although in his ‘Introduction’ to this Reader,

the ‘Interview with Marcelin Pleynet' in Parallax. Vol, 4, No. 1, pp. 13-22 and, in the
same issue, Stephen Bann, 'Marcelin Pleynet and the System of Painting, pp. 55-72.
Compact by Maurice Roche has been franslated by Mark Polizzati as Compact (Ilinols
University Press: Dalkey Archive Publishers, 1988). For Jacqueline Risset The
Transiarion Begins (Series d'Ecritvre, no. 103 (New York: Buming Deck Books, 1996).
[ have translated some ol the poetry of Jacqueline Rissew: cl. Seven Passages From the
Life of a Woman, Heretic 1 (London, 1977) [originally published in French as Sept
passages de la vie dune femme, Tel Ouel and then in book form by Flammarion,
Paris, coll. 'théatre poésie’, 1985] and The Smafl Mark on the Stomach: @ Poems of
Mnemosyne and En Vovage, Heretic 2 (London, 1982) [originally published in Tef
Quel, No. 90, Winter 1981, pp. 09-73].

16) Philip Thody, 'Introduction’ Writer Soflers, op. cit, p. 18.

17) Philippe Sollers, The Park, trans by Alan Sheridan-Smith (London: Calder and Boyars.
1568/ New York: Red Dust, 1969) [originally published as Le Parc (Paris : FEditions du
Seuil, 19617).
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enlitled "The Post-Modern Siluatior!, Calder mentions Sollers and Yel Quel in
passing, when discussing the political involvement of French writers, and although
Sollers' Logigues is ciled under a briel’ list of 'General Criticism' in the Bib-
lography, Calder and his fellow edilor John Fletcher obviously did not consider
Sollers an important enough representative of the French nowveau roman to be
included in their Reader along with the pantheon of Nathalie Sarraute, Claude
Simon, Marguerite Duras, Alain Robbe-Grillet, Claude Mauriac, Robert Pinget,
Michel Butor and Jean Ricardou,

The absence of Sollers from this (note ‘'the’) nowvean roman reader is
interesting when compared to his inclusion in Stephen Heath's The Nowveau
Roman which had been published [ourteen years belore The Nowveauw Romon
Reader came oul.!? In this critical work, which includes studies of Suarraute,
Robbe-Grillet and Simon, Sollers is treated as developing beyond the respective
approaches of this celebrated triumvirate of nowveaux romanciers towards the
project of a 'materialist ('realist) practice of writing'. Given the title of Calder's
'Introduction’, 'The Post-Modem Situation’, it might have been expected that
Sollers would have been considered a representative exceprion at least to the
approaches of Sarraute, Robbe-Grillet and Simon. Unwittingly, but still signifi-
cantly, Calder and Fletcher might have considered Sollers as unrepresentative of
lhe French mowveay roman precisely because, unacknowledged by them, he has
theorized various cases ol literary exceptions and that his point of view is, so (o
speak, 1% applicable (o himsel 29

At the time of the publication, then, of the English translation of Sollers

18) lehn Fletcher and John Calder (eds), The Nowveau Roman Reader {(London: John
Calder, 1986/New York: Riverrun Press, 1984).

19) Siephen 1leath, The Nowveaw Roman: A Sty in the Practice of Writing (London: Clek
Books, 1972/Philadephia: Temple Lniversity Press, 1972), Chapter 3, ‘Philippe Sollers'.

200 CI. Philippe Sollers, Théoric des exceptions (Paris @ Editions Gallimard, coll. 'Tel Ouef,
1485



Ecrivain (1987) there was a delinite irony which characterized the absence in
English translation of Sollers' avant-garde fexts. In essence it is this: his (two
early works which had been translated inwo English - 'The Challenge' ('Le Défi')
and A Strange Solitude (Une cwrdeuse soliude)®!) - were oul of print {aparl [rom
The Park) and, significantly, Sollers had explicitly disowned both of them.22) In
contrast, his later experimental texts, which Sollers himself considers best re-
present his activity as a romoncier', have not been translated. At the moment of
the appearance of the English translation of Soffers Forivain the early novels of
Sollers continued to be issued in France. Une curiguse solifude was republished
by Editions du Seuil in 1985 in their ‘peinis' collection with the advertising blurb
that 'This is the first novel of Philippe Sollers which we know straightaway
placed its author in the [irst rank of his generation’. The same publisher had also
also earlier reissued Le Parc in the same 'poims’ collection in January 1981
emphasizing that it had been translated into six languages. Tt is another irony of
the translation reception of the works of Sollers that, whereas le Parc, the
existenice of which Sollers places a question mark against, had been translated,
Sollers Ferivain, which deals with all the post-Le Parc novels' (but which does
not mention this early novel once), had by 1987 only been tanslated into one
language - [talian.23) This was in 197¢ within only a few months of the appear-
ance of Sollers Ecrivain in March in France. Bul the rapid production of this

translation only Llypilies the speedy reception in ltaly, of Sollers' work [rom

21y Philippe Sollers, The Challenge, trans. by Jean Stewart in Pamela Lyvon f{ed.), French
Short Stories I (Ilarmendsworth: Penguin, 1966), pp. 215-65 [originally published as
'Le D&, Ecrire 4 {Paris : [ditions du Seuil. 1957), pp. 3-29]. And 4 Strange
Solitude, trans, by Richard Howard (New York: Grove Press, 195%London: Ewvre &
Spouiswood, 1961) [originally published as Une curiense selitude (Paris : Editions du
Seuil, 1938}].

221 Cf. Sollers inferview with Jean-Louis de Rambure in Le Monde, 29 November 1979,

23) Roland Barthes, Solfers scrittore: La dissidenza delfa scrittura (Milano @ Sugarco, 1979).
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Dirame onwards24)

The lact that Sollers rejected the fictional works he had written belore Drame
(1963} is revealing when considering the reception of his oewwvre in Brilain and
Amegrica. For example, the biegraphical nole on Sollers which appears in French
Short Stories 1 (1966) refers to Drame as 'the latest “New New Novel™ 25 The
editor, Pamela Lyon, even went so far as to Tump le Perc and Drame together
when she wrote: 'Perhaps, inevitably, Sollers came under the influence of the
“nouvess romar” and both Le Parc and Drame..show a marked change of style.26)
[n an anthology of eight short stories Sollers' 'Le D&fi" (for which he had been
awarded the Prix Fénéon de lo liltdrature in 1957) is placed last according to
the criterion that this selection ol shorl stories is arranged according to their
approximate order of difficully2” Thus 'La Plage’ ('The Beach'), by Robbe
Grillet, is placed first and the subsequent slories show, according to the editor, a
wide range of novelistic writing ranging ‘from the stylized wit of Queneau to the
beautifully written ambiguities of Sollers'.28)

Two years afier the publication of French Short Stories 1 the editor of another

anthology, French Writing Today, Simon Watson Taylor, stated in his biographical

24) Philippe Sollers, Dramma, trans by, lacqueline Risset (Turino: Einaudi, 19721 Numeri,
trans, by E. Filippini (Turino: Einaud, 1973Y%; Paradisio, trans, by G. Ernesti and F.
Saba {Milano: Spiralli, 1981); Sul metericfismo, (rans, by P. A, Rovawi {Milane:
Feltrinelli, 1974) [originally published as Swr fe mafcrialisme: de afomisme & la
divlectigue  révolutionnaive (Parls © Editions du Sevil, 1974).); Visione a New FYork:
Conversazione con David Hayman (Milano @ Spirali, 1981). [originally published as
Visions & New York . Entretiens David Hayman (Paris :© Bemard Grasset, 1981).]

25) Pamela Lyon (ed.), French Short Stories I, op. cil,, p. 274,

26) Ibid.

27y The other seven authors, apart from Sollers, represented in this anthology mid-1960s
anthology ol medem Trench shorl slories in the order ol appearance of their work are
Alain Robbe-Grillet, Marcel Avmé, Jean Ferry, Henri Thomas, Marcel Jouhandeau,
Raymond Quencau and Pierre Gascar,

24) Pamela Lyon, 'Introduction’, French Short Siories 1, op. cit., p. 9.



nole on Sollers that he had disowned both 'Le D& and Une curiewse solifude. 2
The vear of the publication ol (his anthology, 1968, saw the publication of
Sollers' Logigues and Nombres. Both texts, critical and [iclive respeclively, an-
nounced a break with the dominant literary ideology of realism  and  both
confirned Sollers' distance from the zmnveaw roman at precisely the moment
when his reputation in France as a difficult writer and iconoclastic young critic
was being confirmed3® In this connection, and with hindsight, a noticeable
feature of Sollers' career can be discerned. 'Le D&, which Sollers eventually
came to disown, was considered the most difficult of the short stories antholo-
gized in French Short Stories ! by it's editor. In comparison how much more
difficult to read and make crilical sense ol are Sollers' exls [fom Drome
onwards. Especially, except for non-virluosi readers ol French, Sollers' lexts of
l'éeriture percurrente, H and Paradis, are mexorably unreadable; and even for the
reader fluent in French unacquainted with Sollers' theoretical aesthetics these texts
no doubt appear as defiantly unreadable if not pretentious nonsense. If A and
Paradis were available in English translation the same confused and perplexed
response would no doubt be provoked on the part of the educated monolingual

English readerd The perplexing factor regarding Sollers' practice of {'éeriture

29) Simon Watson Taylor {ed.), French Wrifing Today (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968/New
York: Grove Press, 1969), p. 351. This anthelogy centains Background' by Sollers, pp.
250-55 [originally published as 'Background in L'7mtermédiore (Paris @ Editions du
Seuil, coll, "Tef Quel’, 1963), pp. 137-47].

307 For an early study in English of the reception of Sollers' work up to the early 1970s

see the doctoral swdy by Roland Champagne, The Texts wund Reuders of Sollers'
Creative Works from 1937-1973 (Ohio State University, 1974).

31) Only one 3pp extracl lrom Peradis has been published in English translation, CI. Carl
Lovitt's translation in Triguarferdy 38, January 1977, pp. 101-6. This short extract from
Paradis was reprinted in Tel Quel, No. 7, Summer 1977, pp. 7-10 and in David
[layman and Elliot Anderson (eds), fn the Wuke of the Wake (Madisom University ol

Wisconsin Press, 1978) pp. 101-6. Recently it has been anthologized in Patrick ffrench



Roland Barthes' Solfers Eerivein and the Problem of the Receplion of ~ 65

percurrente 18 lhis then: in the early 1980s, when he reverled 1o the wriling of
seemingly realis' novels Femmes (1983) and Portrait du jouwer (1984), al the
same time he continued o compose his on-going Paradis?2) Now il is nol
surprising that  Femimes has been translated inlo Fnglish given both ils acces-
sihility to readers accustomed to the conventions of the realist novel and its
interest in feminist themes,33) The translatability factor here certainly tums upon
the amenability of Sollers' novelistic writing in Femumes to recuperation by the
dominant literarv ideology of realism, The fact that Sollers was engaged in a
double practice of nowvelistic writing is not, as it may easily seem, a sign of
ideological duplicity. Rather this double textual strategy expresses a  singular
(ictional praxis of challenging the novel [orm by way ol exploiting it whilst
going beyond it. The dilference of Sollers' project [rom orthodox novelislic
praclice resides in ils deconstruction or metamorphic  exploifation ol the con-
ventions which regulate realistic discourse: apparently real characters, with proper
names, involved in more or less complex human relationships, living a story,
which has a plot, in identifiable situations, societies, which have determinable
histories, It is in the extreme semantically indeterminate form of his ['doritire
percurrente, however, that the undecidable character of Sollers' practice of writing
can be witnessed. llere is a lengthy extract from Foradis to illustrate the

argument.

and Roland-Trangois Lack (eds), The Tel Quel Reader (London and New York:
Routledge, 1998), pp. 23841, Lovitt's translation is of the extract of Paradis which
appeared in Tel Qwel, WNo. 62, Summer 1975, pp. 3-6. Similarly, only 2 short extract
from Scller's /A has appeared in English translation. CIL Inez Tlege's translation in The
[owa Review, Vol 3, No. 4, Fall 1974, pp. 102-5.

Philippe Sollers, Femmes (Paris : Editions Gullimard, 1983) and Portrait du jouwer
(Paris : Editions Gallimard, 1984). Paradis /7 was published by Editions Gallimard in
1986,

Philippe Sollers, Women, wans. by DBarbara DBray (New York: Columbia Universily
Press, 1990).

.
R

33)



that it sunder flounder your death coma grossly inverted placenta cancer aurcola from
where i sit i see them drip drop by drop bazeoka siphoned typhoon i'm back on the
wack bascule mask crackled states from lorbears' portraits galleries pupils starred waxed
flash foundation of aspiration trumpet pup passing on the quotient tidbit idiot famishing
flashflood chromos of men somel bellows smith whalebone spit nestrils bit jawbones
velvel it's the stale of quarantine (orlilied with lever they [eel pulrid inside blacked-out
whence this green slime slick and clotted disrupted duct blowgun of farts for the roast
in reality is roasted on void it sounds the vesicle and lover to make sure we're there
quick a wink al this masked androgyn ball incubus succubus patched up settings they
enter under their limbold lighting scarves of fog sashes of smog pleats of pus tlabbied
lamella fuzzy medusa look at this flood of lymph in globules narine sockets pinched
upper lip in stfl poul possessing some say the ullimate extract of sperm boiled n ovule
leucarrrhea wastes tlowering basic wetting forever forgotten manna mob viscerated crust
and crunch now they're packed tails plaited rats from plugged holes lead-couated molten
shirt well then in the beginning was the wallz absurd gay harmonious java samba or
bossa nova but god was jealous and especially his shegod and she took soldering dildo
and he swallowed he bromide potion and they froze cakes in the ice screaming and
since then sutured vagina hulbed divining rod they speak fraught with sex as il sex
submitted to thought and that's that our lives faint away odars scunds colors and touch
glycines havens of hazeltrees sap autumn winter shores of summer embrace me better
ves Lhere lower now lower still cherry lips hay hair in the cellar rustle of willows in
the silo winds winnnewing pillows of wheat come tomorrow morm to my room wake
me i want to be awakened by vou or else sweliering days meeting in the shelter look
her hyping on the leaves orangetrees laurelirees lemontrees whal can it mean o her my
hot turgid cock what is it hangs her up these each she's done smearing it on her lips
her breasts she's never done filling up her mouth there aspirating the base balls figs
tongue Nickering length and breadih tell me when it comes make il come [rom even

further down from the base of your bones3d)

34) CI. The beginning of the extract [rom Paredis translated by Carl R. Lovilt referred fo

~

in note 29 above. ‘The Irench original reads as [ollows:

clest ¢a croulez sombrez votre mort coma grossé 4 lenvers placenta cancer aurcole
dol je osuls je les vols chwlergowite a gowlte bozooke Hphor siphoné flol de
nowvean  fenfilade  masque & bascule regards craguelds des porfroits dancéires
galeries prunelies lucur civde emioilte fond dlaspiration pompe & wompe trans-
missions o quoliert créfin au freiin affomant forrent chromos  dhommeys  cheval

souffiter forge baleine bave naseoux mors habines velowrs c'est I'&at guearaniaine
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For the reader unacquainted with Sollers' Paradis (and H) some guidance (tom

Sollers himsell regarding the nature ol his ['écriture percurrente will be helpful.

T speak of percurrent writing: that which is capable of retelling under the form of
redoubled utlerance whal is said al every moment. Diversion, integraled aphorism,
effaced publicity, automatism, cut-up, routines, nursery rhymes, epiphanies, sequences-
hinges in several disjunctive or contradictory space, reversed metrical fables, injected

ellipses, rhetoric as far as the eye can see, saturated numberless stories.?3)

alfumé de figvre il se semieal pourvis dedany covierdes d'or ce grouwillis vert @roif
et calllé fube révolte sarbacane en pet car le rot en réalitc se ritit de vide {f
sonde la vésicule et le fole powr sovoir si l'on est bien 14 vire un clin d'ocil sur ce
bal masgué dandrogyaes incubes succubes décors rapéicds iy entrent dany Tewr
&olairage limbigue dcharpes de brume foulards de brouillard plis de pus lamelles
Hasqudes flous méduses regovdez ce flor de hmphe en globules wnavines orbires
pincdes lévre supdricur en moue rossurée possédamt paral-il Uextrail wliime  de
sperme bowille en owde lewcorrhde pertes fluewrs  Monches  mowiifure de base
tovjours oublide manne tourbe crofiton visedrd ef crauntch les viola tastés quenes
lress@es rals de frous en butoir plombé fondy merde or dunc au commencement
Sait las valse absurde gale harmonicuse fava samba ou bosse nova mals diew fur
Jalowx et surtow sa diewe et elle priv son gode & souder et I avalo sa potion
bromure ef Uy se figérent ghleux dans la glace ef dupuis vagin suturé zizi ampoulé
ifs parlent en Glamt sexds comme si le sexe se lalssait penser et viold wnos vies
s'evanouissent odeurs sons couleurs e tonchers glyeines coing de noiseliers séve
alomne  hiver bords d'@é embrasse-mot micux owl 13 plus bas non plus Iévres
cerises foin cheveux dans la cave froissement d'osier au grenier wapis plancher viens
demain matin dans ma chambre reveille-moi je veux @re réveillé par tol ou encore
soirs dorage rendez-vous ou garage tiens ol couchés sur les fewifles  orungers
lauriers cifronnicrs qu'est-ce gue ¢u peut Gtre powr olle ma gqucue durcie chaude
quiest-ce qui peur locerocher 1a chague fois elle w'en finit pas de s'en barboniller
les joues les seins elle w'en finit pas d'y Aloguer sa bowche asplirant le ford couilles
Sfigues frévillant da langue longuer ef larguer dis-moi quand ¢u viemt fais-le venir
encore de plis loin depuis ton fond d'os

33) Philippe Sollers, 'Dewx inferventions aux Erats-Unis', Tel Quel, No. 09, spring 1977, p. &



As thus characlerized by Sollers himsell what is this 1 il is not a verilable
polymorphously  perverse postmodern  gallumaulry! perhaps only comparable with
Joyee's incomparable poplymorphous paranomasia in Firnegons Wake.

"Percurrent’ writing, which Sollers it used in composing H (1973) and which
he confinued to develop in Paradis (1981} and Paradis 1T (1986), is not a
‘technique’ of writing as such but rather a radically different approach to the
production and on-going reflexive and reflective interpretation of fictive sense.
The dynamic of 'éeriture percurrente is, for Sollers, one in which 'the eye gives
way to what the ear remembers’36) Thus initintion into ['derifure percurrente
requires a special kind of mimetic identificatory reading. The use of the intel-
leciual imagination asked for, Sollers stales, is o that 'One must mime the [light
of ideas in order lo make the ideas [lee belore (hought'37) Hence ihe reader who
is able o surrender (o this mode of reading will realize that léeriture percurrente
is no mechanical process. That is it cannot be reduced to automatism, collage or
cutting-up as if the textual material pre-exists the process of textual production.
For Sollers the form of léoriture percwrrente is characterized by two simple
principles; the absence of all ‘visible' punctuation and a rigorously repetitive
metric with rhymes, First and foremost Sollers wants to foreground and emphasize
the somnd of his 'percurrent’ language thercby producing what he refers to as a
cerlain kind of [ictional 'body’, whilst al Lhe same Ume ejecling everything
apparently corporeal. The clinical consequence of this gesture is Lo be carried ouwl
by bodily sex m ils forbidden dimension. For Sollers this sexual délire s

transgressive in the following way:

36) Vers la notion de Paradis', Tel QOuef, No. 68, Winter 1976, p. 102, Republished in
Theorie des exceptions, op. cit, p. 196, In a footnote Sollers writes: "Courfe & fravers
ooper omnes civitales percurrll oralio mea..(lu crointe se glissamt tous les coewrs)' [o
run across: through all communities runs my discourse (fear penetrates all hearts')]. See
also 'Very lu notion de Paradis (2Y, Tel Quel, No. 75, Spring 1978, pp. 92-99,

37) Ihid.



Roland Barthes' Solfers Eerivain and the Problem of the Receplion of ~ 69

it is a matter of sezing through the bodies the way in which these bodies prevent
themselves from seeing themselves as bodies, the way in which they squat on their
bedy-hampered thinking, the ferrible irony which swamps them in their sex, to which
they cling as to the principle of mystification. Which is not to say more than that
bedily sex forbids it to the bodv which clings to its sex: men one side, women on the
other. There they are, they Lhink they can see one another, each on his or her side
they hate one another mortally, they call life, thought, history, palitics, events, love, the
cireulation of this death in death3®

Thus from the tremulous sexual human body to a planetary optic Sollers does
not so much mix languages in Paradis; instead he 'gestures' {mimes/mimics) with
them. Ilis aim is to catalvze, to elicit, to provoke the thought which shows up
the dissimulatory nature of all thought insofar as it is thought i Zevguege. Thus,
[or Sollers, we, the living, speak to disguise our thought bul our thought
disguises us even as we speak. For Sollers all human communicalion, then,
involves power, secrecy, a 'whirlwind of hilarily and horror' and, i’ we appreciale
the comedy in human intercourse through language, the salutary insight that we
are subject in our experience to the endless transition of sensation which thought,
through language, endeavours to catch but which it can never do so once and for
all with certainty. Thus there is a tendentiousness in Sollers' practice of I'écriture
perewrrente in Paradis which concentrates on the continual passage of fragments
of experience which are never ever experienced as such. Rather, to repeat, they
have 0 be — can only be — mimed or mimicked. For Sollers, his 'paradise’ is
lragic precisely because il is comic according (o the paradoxical Sadean lormula
that 'everything is paradise in this hell’.

It is another irony of Sollers' project of I'éeriture percurrenre that the guotation
which he used as the epigraph for Te Déf’, taken from André Breton's Nadio,

can help to throw light on the dilemma the uninitiateded reader has to negotiate

38) Ihid.



when trying 10 make sense ol this apparently unreadable (because) unclassifiable
mode ol avanl-garde writing. The guotation teads, in (ranslation: "Il is by an
extreme power of deliance that cerluin very rare beings, who have everything to
expect and evervthing 1o lear rom one another, can always recognize sach ather39)
Perhaps, then, it is only a certain kind of defiant reader who is able to ‘enter' the
Sollersian text? And, to stafe the obvious, such a reader is not one who rejects
or says no' to Sollers' ['deriture percurrente because of ifs seeming difficulty. The
defiant reader is rather one who reads Sollers in a different siweiion and with a
different attitude from the reader who expects an immediate ideological
recognition effect on encountering any fictional text - including even a difficult
one. The deliant reader is patently nol a reactive teader; thal is, the half=knowing
one who resents being laced with a seemingly obscure endless stream ol writing
with no punctuation. The deliant reader i one who does nol succumb  to
resentment when confronted with experimental avant-garde writing, Indeed, the
defiant teader is the reader who goes against the reaction and reductionism of the
ideology of reading which, again, is based on the expectation of a more or less
immediate recagnition effect. The defiant reader resists the latter expectation and
is able to engage in a transaction with the Sollersian text which is composed
from a situation of writing which defies the comprehension of the reactive reader.
The Sollersian texl, comprising as i1 does an open and plural intertextual [ield,
invites a mode ol appropriation quite different [fom the imaginary one which
characlerizes the convenlional mode ol entry 1o the nineleenth- century classical
realist text and its experimental progeny in the twentieth century. Sollers, thus, in

Rarthes' phrase, 'refuses to inherit' 40 Sollers characterizes this refusal like this:

39} André Breton, Nadjo (Paris ; Fditions Gallimard, 1928), p, 201, note 1.
40) Reland Barthes, “I'he Refusal to Inherit, in Writer Soffers, op. cit, pp. 09-74.
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| only know what | know because | write. A writer is someone who sometimes
suceeeds in putting himself in the impoessible situation of undoing all family ties. This
undoing of (amily lies is only experience consuming the [undamental beliel in the

possibility of incest.

The undoing of all family ties, which also includes the dissolution of all imaginary
groupings and. thus, of identifications, introduces the writer..to a radical solitude of
language, a sexval solitude...the two solitudes being equivalent and irreducibled!

For Barthes, Sollers refusal to inherit the past of French classical and realist
writing 'is an act of denial, aimed at casting off the nawral right of the old
texts, It renders out of date the concepts of subject, reality, expression de-
scripifon,  siory, meaning, according to which these texts were constructed and
read' 42) Sollers denmial has two main aspects: the rejection ol the readaebility ol
the inherited selective tradition of French literature and the dismissal ol repre-
serntation as \he raison d'étre of lilerary writing. To understand the Sollersian
text, then, demands that the reader appreach it from a social position, marked by
a radical solitude of language, which is commensurate with but irreducible to
Sollers' changing positions as a writer, This is the stance indesd of Barthes
vis-g-vis the work of Sollers throughout his Soflers Ferivain, For Barthes, as
Sollers' avowed compagron de roufe, is adamant; the writer in contemporary
society 18 abandoned by both the old social classes and is unknown by new ones.
Hence he is more and more alone. In 'Diglogue’ (the last shorl piece which
Barthes devoled 1o Sollers bul which is published first in Soffers Eorivain

Barthes says:

.the writer is alone, abandoned..His fall is all the more serious since he lives today in
a society in which solitude dwself, in itself, i considered a fault. We accept

particularisms, bul not singularites; types bul not individuals.#3)

41y Philippe Sollers, Ve sais powrguol Je jowis'. Tel Quel, No. 90, Winter 1981, p. 7.
42) Reland Barthes. "The Refusal to [nherit, op. cit, p. 71.



For Barthes (he interpretation and judgement of Sollers’ work is [raught with
dilficulties and risks, the very evalualive enlerprise itsell” being a lestimony o the
necessily o change the norms of criticism in and through the actual process ol
critical writing. Barthes holds 1o this position because he was well aware that
there is no constituted critical metalanguage waiting to be put to use on Sollers'
texts. Faced with the puzzle and challenge of the Sollersian text the critic needs
to dissent from the traditional norms and expectations of criticism. It is surely not
a coincidence in this connection to note that the Italian translation of Sollers
Eerivain has the subtitle o dissidenza della scritwra’ (see note 22 above),

At the end of his ‘Introduction’ to the translation of Sollers’ L'Ecriture ef
lexpérience dey limites the American critic David Hayman writes that 'Sollers,
like Derrida, like Barthes, amd even Krisleva, lo say nothing ol Stephen Heaih
wriling on Sollers, is wrling frough his subject lowards facels ol his own
project. The reader is now free to tum back to the ariginals for a post-Sollersian
reading, a logic-al one'#) Similarly, Barthes in Soflers [irivain is writing

through his subject, Sollers, and the Sollersian texts post-Drame, towards his own

43) Reland Barthes, 'Dialogue’, in Weiter Solfers, op. cit, p. 37

44) David Hayman, 'Infroduction’ to Hriting and the Experience of Limits, op. cit. p.
xxviil. UHayman has also written on Sollers # in ‘Nodality or Plot Displaced: The
Dynamics of Sollers' H, in Sub-Stance, No. 43, Vol. XIII, No. 2, 1984, pp. 54-63,
Hayman has also conducted substantial inferviews with Sollers. See 'An [nferview with
Philippe Sollers', The lowa Review, Yol 5, No. 4, Tall, 1974, pp. 25-34. 'This inlerview
was reprinted in TeiQuarrerly 38, Winter, 1977, pp. 34-72 and in David Hayman and
Elliot Anderson (eds), In the Wuke of the Wake, op. cil, p. 122-41. This interview has
also been (ranslated into l'rench by Philippe Mikriamos with the title ‘I'lashback:
Premier entreticyd (1973) and appear as chapter VI in the lengthy interviews Hayman
conducted with Sollers published in Fisions 4 New Fork, op. cif. For another interview
with Sollers in Lnglish see Shushi Kao, 'Paradise Lost? An Interview with Philippe
Sollers’, in Sub-Stance, No. 30, Vol X, No. 1, 1981, pp. 31-530. See an interview
which  Sollers gave with Catherine [rancblin on  the subject ol twenlieth-century
painting in Flash Art, No. 129, Summer 1986, pp. 04-3.
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project as crlic gua being Soller's compagnon de roufe™) Bul the dillerence

between the reader reading Hayman's (ranslation of L'Eeriture et lexpdrience des

fimites und (he same reader faced with the English translation ol Sollers Frivain,

is thal, in the case of the lalter, s/he is not 'ree’ to wm © a reading ol Sollers'

avant-garde texts from Drame onwards because these works are still not available

in English translation. There is a major problem here regarding the reception of

Sollers' work in the English-speaking world. The problem is that since the texts

of I'deriture percurrente - H (1973), Paradis (1981} and Paradis 1T (1986) - Sollers

has continued to add substantially to his oenvret®) only one of which works has

45) For studies of Barthes in English published up to the appearance in English translation

16

sty

of Soflers Ecrivain see Philip Thody, Roland Barther: A Conservative  Estimate
(Chicago: Chicago Universily Press, 1977);, George R. Wasserman, Roland Barthes
(Boston: ‘T'wayne Publishers, 1981); Annette Lavers, Roland Barthes. Siructuralism and
After (London: Methuen, 1982/Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982%
Jonathan Culler, Barthes (London: Tontana, 1983); and 1. G. Merquior, From Progue
to Farls: A Critigue of Structwralisi and Post-Strucfuralist Thought (London:  Verso,
1986), Chapter 4.

Works of Sollers not already mentioned either in the main text or in loolnotes above
are: Portrait du jowewr (Paris : Tditions Gallimard, coll. ‘fofio, 1987Y; Le Coeur absolu
(Paris : Editions Gallimard, 1987); Les Swprises de Fragonard (Parls : Editions Gallimard,
1987y Ley Folie Frarcaises (Paris : Editions Gallimard, coll 'Blanche’, 1988y Les
Ambassadenrs (Paris: La Difference, coll. 'Hors  collection, 1989%  Rodin:  dessins
érotigues, en coll ; avec A Kirili (Paris : Editions Gallimard); Les Folies francaises
(Paris @ Lditions Gallimard, 1988); De Kooning, vite, 2 vols  (Paris : La Dillérence);
Le Lys d'or (Paris : Tiditions Gallimard, 1989); Careers de mat {(Paris : Plen, coll,
"Carneis', 1989) Sude contre L'Eive supréme (Paris © Qual Voliaire, 1989 and 1992);
Face aux tendbres © Chronigue de la folie de Williom Siyron {Paris @ Gallimard, 1990):
(Photos licencieuses dv la Belle Epogque (Paris : Tditions Gallimard, 1990 La Fée a
Verise (Paris; Bditions Gallimard, coll, "Blunche’, 1991); Tmprovisafions (Paris: Editions
Gallimard, coll. Yoli', 1991); Louis Cane . Catalogue raisonnd de fo sculpture VI
(Paris : La Différence, coll. 'Hors coflection’, 1991); Le Rire de Rome : emtretions avec
Frams e Haes (Paris : Editions Gallimard, coll. Lilnfind, 1992); Le Secrer (Parls
Editions Gallimard, 1993Y; lLa Guerre de gofw (Paris @ Editions Gallimard coll.



been translated ino English, Le Fée & Veniset?) Nol surprisingly, as with

Fenmymes, this work was undoubledly selected [or translation because il exploils

realist literary discourse and therelore is readable and so a translation would for

no other reason than (this find an audience.

Also in recent vears Sollers has received a higher prefile in the FEnglish-

speaking intellectual world on account of a number of studies which have been

published on the history of Tel Quel through to ['kfini8) Since the turn of the

47

48)

"Blanche', 1994% Le Secret (Paris : [ditions Gallimard, coll. fofic’, 1995); Cesor &
Venise (Paris : Edmions du Regard, 1995%; Lo cavolicr du Louwvre : Vivant Denon
(Paris : Editions Plon, 1995}, Le paradis de Cézamne (Paris : Editions Gallimard, coll.
"WArt et Ucerivain’, 1993);, Les passions de Francis Bacon (Paris : [ditions Gallimard,
coll. 'Mownographies, 1996), Pleasso, le hdros (Paris : Cercle d'Art, coll. 'Repéres
contemporain, 1996), Sade conire I'éire supréme précéde de Sade duns le fempy (Paris
¢ [ditions Gallimard, coll. 'Blanche’, 1996); Studio (Paris : Editions Gallimard, coll.
"Beaws papievs’, 1997y, Casanova 'admirable (Paris ; Editions Plon, 1999); L'onrnde du
Tigre  jowrnal de Penede 1988 (Paris : Cditions du Seuil, 1999, Le dessing de Murcel
Proust (Paris @ Stock, 19991, Un Amouwr Americain (Paris © Mille et Une Muit, coll. "L
petite collection’,1999Y Passion five {Paris : Editions Gallimard, coll. 'Blanche’, 2000);
La Divine Comddie {Paris @ Desclee de Brouwer, 2000%, lFranciy Ponge (Paris
Seghers, coll. 'Poctes dawjourdbui’, 2001), Eloge de Liafini (Paris : Lditions
Gallimard, coll. "Blanche', 2001), Etoile des Amarts {Paris : Fditions Gallimard, coll.
'Blanche!, 2002); Liberté au XTI sigcle (Paris @ Editions Gallimard, coll. ‘fadio!, 2002);
and Le Divire Comddie (Paris ; Editions Gallimard, coll. 'Blanche’, 2002}

Philippe Sollers, Warreaw in Venice: 4 Novel, trans. by Alberto Muanguel (New York:
Charles Scribner's and Sons, 1994).

Articles in journals on el Quels Mary Ann Caws, 'Tel Quel Text and Revolution',
Digeritics, Spring 1973, pp. 2-8 Veronica Forrest-Thomson, 'Mecessary Artilice: Form
and Theory in the Poelry ol Tef Quel', Language wul Sivle, Vol 6, No. 1, pp. 3-26:
Leon 8. Roudiez, 'Twelve Points from Tel Quel’, L'Esprit créarenr, Vol XTIV, No. 4,
Winter 1974, pp. 291-30G3; Robert Helner, 'The Tel Que/ [deology: Material Praclice
upon  Material Practice’, Sub-Sfaace, No. ¥, Winter 1974, pp. 127-38; Lawrence
Kritzman, 'The Changing Political Ideology of 7ol QOwel French Chvilizarion', Vol. 3,
1978, pp. 405-21. Stephen Bann, The Career ol Tel Owel: Tel Owel becomes L'nfirnd',

Comperetive Criticism, Vol 4, No. 1, 1984, pp. 327-39; Danielle Marx-Scouras, "The
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1970s 1he academic lilerature on Sollers in English has also increased 4% Bul an

44

Dissident Politics of Tel Quel’, L'Esprit créwewr, Vol XXVII, No. 2, Summer 1987,
pp. 101-8; See alse the Ph.D siludy by Danielle Marx-Scouras, Toward a 'New
Culture”: I Politechrico, Tel Quel and Cultural Remewa! (Columbia University, 1981).
Parallax: a jowrnal of mewadiscursive theory ond cultwral pracrices devoted a whole
issue o Tef Quel/L'lnfini: . Vol 4, No. 1 'The avant-garde and alter: lrom Te/ Quel
to Mafing, January 1998, [n this issue see, especially, Philippe  Sollers, 'On Tl Quel’,
pp. 2-6; Julia Kristeva, 'The Samurais fel gquels’, pp. 7-11; Philippe Forest, 'From Tel
Qued 1o Plnfind’, pp. 73-82; Patrick ffrench, "Terror or ITow o have Relations with Tel
Quel’, pp. 83-7. Books on Tel Quel: Niile Kauppi, The Making of an Avant-Garde: Tel
Quel (Berlin and New York: Mouoton de Gruyter, 1994); Patrick Ffrench, The Time of
Theory: A History of Tel Quel [1960-1983] (Oxlord: Clarendon Press, 1993); Danielle
Marx-Scouras, The Cultural Politics of Tel (el Literature and the Left in the Wake
of Engogement {University Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press,
1996). Reader: Pawick (Trench and Reland-TFrangois Lack (eds), The Tel Chiel Revder
op. cit.

Reference should be made again here to the chapfer on Sollers in Stephen Heuth's 7he
Nowveaw Romenr, op. cil. and the essays in lranslalion by Derrida on Nombres and
Kristeva on H (see note 14 above). Sollers was been freated as a significant writer in
twentieth-century  French literature by Leon S. Roudiez in his French Fiction Today
(New Brunswick: Ruotgers University Press, 1972}, Chapter 14, bul also in Chapier 15
on Jean Ricardou.. Roudiez has also discussed Scllers in relation to Tef Quel in
Twelve Points from Tel Quel’, op. cit. Sollers' Nombres is considered by Roland A.
Champagne in his 'Un Declenchement: The Revolutionary Implications ol Philippe
Sollers' Nombres for Logocentric Western Culture’, Swb-Stance, No. 7, Fall 1973, pp.
[GL-11. See also Champagne's doctoral dissertation on the reception of Sollers’ works
up 1o the early 19705 (already relerred 10 in nole 28 above): The Texts and Readers
of Philippe Sollers Creative Works from [957-1973 (Ohio State University  1974).
Champagne published an essay derived (rom his docloral study entitled 'The Evelving
Art of Literary Criticisin: Reading the Texts ol Philippe Sollers from 1957-1973 in
Philip Grant {ed.), Fresch Literary Criticism (South Carolina, 1978), pp. 187-96.
Aneiher doctoral stdy on Sellers from the end ol the 1970s is Katherine Kurk's
Consummation of the Text: A Study of Philipne Sollers (University of Kentucky, 1979).
See also Betty MceGraw, 'Philippe Sollers and the Scene of Writing', American Journal
of Semiotics, Vol I, Ne. 2, 1984, pp. 97-107. Pewrodis was considered by Tilary
Clark in her Ph.D. study The idea of o Fictiona! Encvclopaedia: Finnegans Watke,



English translation of Philippe Forest's critical study m French of Sollers has yel
lo zppear (duly updated) in English.3® Even with this higher intellectual profile
the monolingual English-speaking reader of Soflers Ferivain is still confined o a
pre-Sollersion reading. The logic of ths situalion for the reader who does not
know French sufficiently to engage with Sollers' avani-garde texts is that Seller
Ferivain has the status of a pre-text, that is a text of criticism which assumes
the reader is acquainted with the fictional texts, their author, and the conditions
of production and reception which the critical text is about, But, as the reader is
not, then the critical text takes on a life of its own at the same time that it
invites the reader to engage with its object-texts. This was the case with Stephen
Heath's pioneering study ol the mowvea roman al the beginning of the 1970s,
which has been symplomalically characterized then as a ‘pre-lexi in Frenglais'.

Mention of Heath's book on the mowvean roman relums us (o the moment

Paradis, The Canfos (University of Brilish Columhbia, 1983). Malcolm Charles Pollard,
The Navels of Philippe Sollers: Narrarive and the Visual (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi.
1994). More rtecently see Pollard's 'Philippe  Sollers: contract and  counter-contract’,
Parallax, Vol 4, No. 1, 1998, pp. 35-46.

Philippe Forest, Philippe Soflers (Paris : Lditions du Sevil, coll. 'Les Contemporains’,

w

1992). Forest's study concludes with a briet chapter on La Féte a Venise, pp. 329-37.
l'orest has also published a major study ol the history of Tel Quel: Hisioire de Tel
Ouel 1960-82 (Paris : Editions du Seuil, 199%). See alsa Nina Zivancevie, Recherche
Philippe Sollers (Paris : Blandin Neol, 1992); Catherine Clement, Philippe Sollers:
Biographic (Paris : Juillard, 1995). Pascal Louvtier, Philippe Soffers : mode d'emploi
(Paris : [ditions du Racher, coll. 'Licrarre’, 1996; and Gérard Cortanze, Philippe
Sollers : Veériies and legendes (Paris: Editions du Chéne, 2000). In German see Becke
Dummer, Von der Narration Zue Descripiion:  Generative  Texthonsfilufion bet Jean
Ricardou, Claude Simon wund Philippe Sollers (Gruner, B.R. Publishing Co, 1988);
Beale Sprenger. Nevavanigardistiche Theorienbildung i Ilalien wnd  Frorkreich: Das
Lranzipatorische Liferatureconcept von Ldoardo Sanguineti  und Phitippe Sollers; lana
Hammerman, Formen des Erzhalens in der Prosa der Gegenwart: Am Beispiel von
Philippe  Sollers, Robert Pingel wnd  Clowde  Simon and  Brigite  Chardin,  Solfers,

Moravia.



Roland Barthes' Solfers Eerivain and the Problem of the Reception of ~ 77

when Colin MacCabe (a compagnon de route of Heath at the time at Cambridge
University} wrole his 'Situation’ text in which, lo tepeal, he emphasized that, 'The
interrogation needed Lo enter these texts (those of Barthes, Sollers and Kristeva)
is a sell-interrogation’ 31 This s also what Hayman means when he speaks of lhe
critic "writing #rough his subject towards facets of his own project. It is also
and crucially what Barthes' means by ingisting on Sollers being a writer in
the affirmative association 'Sollers Writer' — that is one who practices this form
of self-interrogation and writing through his elected topics towards composing,
decomposing and recomposing his own writetly identity. L'éeriiure percurrenie is
the practice of writerly selfinterrogation at the limits of virtual writerly expe-
rience. As Barthes was able (o identily, the solitude involved in this percurrent
practice ol writing is [ar removed [rom the lazy consumption ol socially reduclive
images of Sollers cireulaling in the mass media. This is why, Barlhes exhorted in
the late [980s wis--vis Sollers, ‘..a time comes when social images must be
called back to order'32) This reordering of the socially reductive images of
Sollers is again necessary in the face of the devasating critical striptease job
carried out on Sollers in the public sphere by the late Pierre Bourdieu, himself
the erstwhile controversial doyen of French sociology.

In a deliberate exposure of Sollers published in Liberation in January 1995
entitled 'Sollers fel que!’ Bourdieu accuses Sollers ol being a pseudo-wriler who
has only produced the simulacrum ol literature worth the name 33 For Bourdieu,
Sollers bears a lalse air of cullure and, being a latler-day Tarlulle-like ligure

without scruples, only mimes the gestures of great writers. Far from Sollers'

51y Colin MacCabe, 'Sitvation’, op. cit.

52) Roland Barthes, Writer Soffers, op. cil., p. 37.

33) Plerre Bourdieu, 'Sollers tel quel’, Liberation, 27 January 1995 republished in Contre-
Jewx: Propas powr servir 2 la résisiance comre l'invasion néo~fibérale (Paris : Tditons
LIBRLE-RAISONS D'AGIR, 199¥), pp. 18-20.



refusal 1o inherit the past of French classical, romantic, realist and even iwenlieth-
cenlury avant-garde literature being given lhe slalus of the ullimale lransgressive
acl, Bourdieu accuses him of prostituling (wo centuries ol struggle for  the
automomy  of serous lerature. In promulgating a cull of ransgression Sollers,
Bourdieu says, has cynically reduced literary libertinage to its erotic dimension.
Bourdieu's Sollers is really only a laughable media star who has compromised a
truly radical political critique of the society of the spectacle. The image of
Sollers, a vedette of the Parisian literary and media scenes, seems to be  captured
in what Philip Roth says about him in a review of the English translation of

Femmes:

Anybody out for a good time should vead Philippe Sellers. He's the sort of intellectual
clown we don'l breed in America — urbane, bestial, candid, eflervescent, an irrepressible
ejaculator of farcical wisdom, a master of good-natured malice, a kind of happy, lively,
benign, Celine., (cf. the back cover of the dust-jacket)

But, contrary to Roth's rather ingratiating and mischievous image of Sollers,
Bourdieu insists that he is the victim of all the illusions and disillusions of the
French intellectual scene and political life. The reality of Sollers' presenting
himsell” as an exception, lor Bourdiew, is that he is only the most banal example
ol lhe slalstically average because 'he is the ideallvpe incarnation ol the indi-
vidual and collective history of the ambitions ol a whole generation ol wrilers'33)
whao have sold out in one way or other to the system. Sollers' originality for
Rourdieu still thinks Sollers has one is to have made himself into the theo-
retician of the virtue of the denial of intellectual treason,

In defence of Sollers it can be said that Bourdieu's acid delegitimation of
Sollers i1s an outright caricature because he fails to deal, at all, with Sollers

writings. Against Bourdieu's superficial imagism in a Parisian left-wing daily there

54) Ihid.
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is Barthes' asserlion — which again needs reasserted — ol 'Sollers Writer'. It is
surprising that such a master ol ideology-critique as Bourdieu commits himsell
the ideological fallacy of dealing in images al the expense of conceding any
apparent meaningful dimension to Sollers’ praclice as a creative writer and crilic.
Bourdieu's act of critical ressentiment directed against Sollers bears out the view
that 'Despised or admired, Sollers is...a target for those who contest his image for
want of having read his works'5% Indirectly Sollers offers his own defence when
he says that 'a good biography requires, at the same time, distance and precision’,38)
Likewise any practice of criticism which has integrity requires knowledge of text
and context, the writer and his works. [n the case of Sollers this means Sollers
gra écvivain-scripreur; hat is Sollers the wriler, 'Sollers Eerivain' indeed, who is
produced in and through the practice of writing. Bourdieu's scomnlul atlitude
towards Sollers can be countered noling whal Adomo said aboul the undialectical

trait of all cultural practices cut off from the experience of their object:

Topological thinking, which know the place of every phenomenon and the essence of
none, is secretly related to the paranoic system of delusions which is cut off from
experience ol the ohject...No theory, not even that which is true, is sale [rom perversion
into delusion once it has rencunced a spontaneous relation to the object. Dialectics must
guard against this no less than against enthrallment in the cultural object.. The dialectical

critic must both participate in culture and not participate 7!

There are implications of this understanding [or the translalor of Sollers” works.

To his credit Philip Thody is aware ol the key problem which the translator

35) Gregory Park, 'Le point de vue de Philippe Sollers’, hupy/www.mveale.org/areglran/

Sollers3.htinl '"Mdprise  ou admird, Sollers..est une cible powr ceux qui lwi contestent
son image, a defaut de savolr lire ses livies',

56) Philippe Sollers quoled in Gregory Park, ihid: '"Une bowne biogrpahic necévsite § lu
Jols de la distance et de la pricision!

57) Theodor W. Adomo, 'Culiural Criteism', in Prisms, twans. by Samuel and Shierry

Weber (London: Neville Spearman, 1967), p. 31.



laces when approaching the texts of Sollers - and indeed of the French intel-
lectuals who were associated with Tef (el The lranslator confronts a dilemma, a
stark choice: either Lo produce a semanric lranslalion which allempts to reproduce
the sense and synlax (or apparent non-sense and deviant synlax) of the source
text n the target text or sthe endeavours to render a commmumicarive translation of
the source text placing the emphasis in the translation on the readability of the
final target text8) Thody understands that with a semantic (that is more or less
literal} translation 'the English version tends to present the uninitiated reader with
a text that is almost as difficult as the original French'5% The danger of the
alternative for Thody is that the translator, in aiming to produce a text which
says whal s/he thinks the French means, traduces the meaning ol the original for
lhe sake of the communicative clarity of the English translation. There is no rule
of thumb solution to this dilemma. The aclual practice of translation involves a
complex negotiation between semanfic detail and precision and communicative
clarity and intelligibility, between placing the emphasis on the meaning of the
source text or the readability of the target translation. What is certain, for Thody,
is that Tt would - and this is the problem..be misleading to translate Barthes into
ordinary language. For this would presuppose that you can separate the thing said
from the way of saying; and this is an ['dea which the whole of Barthes'

thinking about literature...sought 1o reject’.6”) Aware of the dilTicullies involved in

38) On this distinction see Peler Newmark, Approaches fo Translation (Oxlord: Pergamon
Press, Language and leaching Methodology Series, 1981), especially 'Communicative
and Semantic Translation (I); Thought, Speech and Translation; and 'Communicative
and Semantic Translation {II)', pp. 38-36. 57-61 and 62-79 respectively. See also his A
Texthook of Translation (New York: Prentice Hall, 198%8), Chapter 5 and passini.

Philip Thody, ‘lntroduciion’ 1o Wriaer Sollers, op. cil, p. 3 Thody's lengthy

wn
=

"Introduction' to his translation of Sollers Ecrivain greatly aids the reader unacquainted
with the avant-garde texts of Sollers which Barthes engages with in this work. (Note:
Thedy's 'Introduction’ s 30 pp with 2 pp of noles; the six essays of Barthes make up
a total of 64 pp.)
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producing a felicitous rendering, which is bolh cognizanl of the meamng of
Sollers Ferivain and sensitive 1o the need to communicate Barthes' ideas in as
clear readable English as possible, Thody's modus viverndi is 1o have endeavoured
lo produce, as he puls i, a ‘crealive tension’ belween the (wo approaches. His
preference, though, is fowards the communicative pole of the translation spectrum.

The aim of this paper has been to consider the question why is it that Sollers
Ecrivain took so long to appear in English translation after Barthes' death in
March 19807 A second question implicated in the first is why is that, still,
Sollers' texts of [deriture percurrent have not been tanslated into English? My
purpose, in answering these two questions, has been threefold: {17 to offer a
critical response Lo Sollers' avant-garde writings: {2} 1o consider the mode of
reading pertinent (o engaging wilth Sollers’ radical apparently non-expressive lexls
ol 'percurrent writing’; and (3) also o give allention o the problems involved in

translating them,

60) Ihid, p. 29.
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