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ABSTRACT from 

E X I L E A N D T H E P O E T 

A study of the theme of e x i l e i n the p o e t r y of 

S A I N T - J O H N P E R S E 

by 

John Roger Graham L i t t l e 

A gainst a background of the g e o g r a p h i c a l removes i n A l e x i s 

Leger's l i f e , s o l i t u d e and i t s v a r i a t i o n s are t r a c e d through 

the work of h i s a l t e r ego, Saint-John Perse. E x i l e i s seen 

as a constant i n the human c o n d i t i o n of which a r t i s t s have 

become i n c r e a s i n g l y aware since the I n d u s t r i a l R e v o l u t i o n . 

Beyond r e f e r e n c e , through sympathy, t o other l i t e r a r y and 

h i s t o r i c a l e x i l e s , Perse expresses the concept through images, 

examples of which ( s a l t , t r e e s , the sea-shore e t c . ) are s t u d i e d 

i n d e t a i l t o show how they become the ' o b j e c t i v e c o r r e l a t i v e s ' 

of the theme s a f e g u a r d i n g the poet a g a i n s t a b s t r a c t i o n . The 

d i a l e c t i c of e x i l e shows p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the image of the 

t h r e s h o l d , expressed i n v a r i o u s s p a t i a l and temporal terms, 

which i s seen as fundamental t o both Perse's mode of t h i n k i n g 



and h i s p o e t i c , the very precariousness of the here and now 

h e i g h t e n i n g awareness. An encyclopaedic vocabulary and v e r b a l 

a m b i g u i t i e s b o t h r e f l e c t t h i s p r eoccupation i n t h e i r d i f f e r e n t 

ways. E x i l e i s the gap r i c h l y f i l l e d by Perse's t w o f o l d 

a t t e n t i o n : t o the w o r l d around him and t o the language through 

which he communicates h i s experiences. A study of the w e a l t h 

of h i s o b s e r v a t i o n and p o e t i c techniques t h e r e f o r e d e r i v e s 

d i r e c t l y from the theme and, by showing the p o s i t i v e p o l e , 

d e f i n e s i t by c o n t r a s t . Thus v a r i o u s paradoxes, bo t h b i o ­

g r a p h i c a l and p o e t i c , are r e s o l v e d through the key images of 

e x i l e used by the poet as mediator- S t a t i c i t y i s compensated 

°y dynamism; d e p r i v a t i o n by enthusiasm. E x i l e precedes 

e x h i l a r a t i o n . 

Appendices i n c l u d e e a r l y a r t i c l e s by Perse not p r e v i o u s l y 

r e p r i n t e d or mentioned i n b i b l i o g r a p h i e s , and a l i s t i n g by 

c a t e g o r y , w i t h d e f i n i t i o n s , of h i s r a r e and t e c h n i c a l terms. 



E X I L E A N D T H E P O E T 

A study o f the theme o f e x i l e i n the p o e t r y of 

S A I N T - J O H N P E R S E 

by 

John Soger Graham L i t t l e 

The copyright of this thesis rests with the author. 
No quotation from it should be published without 
his prior written consent and information derived 

from it should be acknowledged. 

Thesis submitted f o r the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

i n the U n i v e r s i t y of Durham, 1969* 



The present study has l e f t me many debts. 
While c o u n t l e s s f r i e n d s and c o l l e a g u e s , even 
the poet h i m s e l f , have s u f f e r e d o c c a s i o n a l 
i n t e r r o g a t i o n s , two have borne them c o n s t a n t l y 
and w i t h exemplary p a t i e n c e , and o f f e r e d p r o ­
f o u n d l y c o n s t r u c t i v e advice and encouragement. 
I n naming them, my debts are not discharged: 
Louis A l l e n , my s u p e r v i s o r , and Pat, my w i f e . 



CONTENTS 

S 1 INTRODUCTION 1 

§ 2 BACKGROUND TO EXILE 10 

The concept of e x i l e 1 1 ; Paradoxes 17* 

§ 3 EXILE THROUGH LITERATURE 22 

The q u e s t i o n of i n f l u e n c e s 23; B i b l i c a l 
echoes i n E x i l 27, Echoes o f the Argo-
n a u t i c a 3^+; The use of sources V?j The 
p r e d i s p o s i t i o n t o e x i l e 32; The r o l e o f 
language 59* 

§ k SOLITUDE 63 

D i s t i n c t i o n between s o l i t u d e and l o n e l i ­
ness 6^f; between pure f a t s and c i t y 
grease i n Images a Crusoe 69; Perse's 
v o l o n t e de s o l i t u d e 73; S o l i t u d e i n 
Eloges 78; Leger's career t o 1922 8 l ; 
o o l i t u d e i n the Chinese poems 88; The 
image o f s a l t i n the e a r l y poems 95; 
Leger's career t o 19^0 1 0 1 . 

3 EXILE 10/f 
Perse's r e a c t i o n t o e x i l e 105; as seen 
i n the E x i l t e t r a l o g y 109; Leger i n Wash­
i n g t o n 120; The dynamism of Vents 123; 
The w e a l t h of s o l i t u d e i n Amers 128; The 
image of s a l t i n the l a t e r poems 1 3 1 ; 
J.-'ost-war biography 136; The t a b l e s t u r n e d 
on e x i l e 138. 

li 6 MOVEMENT ikl 

D i s t a n c i a t i o n i n the A n t i l l e a n poems 1^-2; 
The nomadic epic Anabase 1^5; The images 



o f grass and t r e e c o n t r a s t e d 1^7; The en­
fo r c e d h a l t o f E x i l 152; L i n e a r movement 
i n Vents 15^; Complex movement p a t t e r n s 
i n Amers 158; Towards the s p i r i t u a l l6k. 

$ 7 THE THRESHOLD 168 

The a t t r i b u t e s of the t h r e s h o l d 169; 
Gambling 173; The t h r e s h o l d i n the e a r l y 
poems 175i The l i n k w i t h e x i l e 176; 
Images i n E x i l 177; The t h r e s h o l d i n Vents 
l 8 7 ; The sea-shore as t h r e s h o l d 1 9 1 ; i n 
Amers 192; The metaphysical t h r e s h o l d i n 
Chronique 198; 'In-between' s t a t e s i n the 
e a r l y poems 200; A n a l y s i s o f an image o f 
the t h r e s h o l d 2 0 1 ; Images o f am b i g u i t y 
206; The p o s i t i v e s y n t h e s i s 209; Thresholds 
of time 21A-; R e s o l u t i o n of the d i a l e c t i c 
219. 

§ 8 LIMITS 220 

The double f u n c t i o n of l i m i t s 2 2 1 ; Images 
of the b r i n k 222; A t t e n t e and a t t e n t i o n 
22k\ Richness of o b s e r v a t i o n and expre s s i o n 
f i l l the gap of e x i l e 229» 

S 9 TOl/ARDS A POETIC 232 

Perse's care f o r language 233; Concrete 
and a b s t r a c t 235; The sources of language 
237; V/ords and a c t i o n 239; Double f u n c t i o n 
o f language 2^0; Poet as mediator 2kk; 
Language a t the s e r v i c e of men 248; The 
p h y s i c a l q u a l i t i e s of words 250; C l a s s i c a l 
r o o t s 2 5 1 ; Perse's view o f French and E n g l i s h 
253; Language and being 256. 

§ 10 LANGUAGE AS IMAGERY 259 

C o n c r e t i s a t i o n of language through meta­
phor 260; A n a l y s i s of examples from e a r l y 
poems 2 6 l ; " L ' a b e i l l e du langage" 2 7 1 ; 
Examples from Amers 282. 



2 11 POETIC TECHNIQUES 289 

P r e c i s i o n 290; A n a l y s i s of an image 2 9 1 ; 
"Poesie de l a r e a l i t e " 294; Perse's p o s i ­
t i v e stance 295; "homme p a r l a n t dans l ' e -
quivoque" 296; Examples o f a m b i g u i t y 297; 
S i m p l i c i t y and abstruseness 299; A study 
of t e x t u r e 303; Perse's c r e a t i v e method 
308. 

§ 12 CONCLUSION 311 

APPENDICES 

A Map showing the " I l e t a F e u i l l e " 326 

B Leger's a r t i c l e s i n the Pau-Gazette 328 

C "Le r e p r e s e n t a n t du m i d i " 360 

D A l i s t of r a r e and t e c h n i c a l terms i n Perse 364 

B i b l i o g r a p h y 400 

Index 



J. R. G. L i t t l e , " E x i l e and the Poet: A study of the theme of 
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§ 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Les maitres-mots du poete, 
. . . i l f a u t l e s f a i r e 
sonner avec l e u r s p l u s 
l o i n t a i n e s harmoniques. 

M i k e l Dufrenne 
(Le Poetique, p. 7 ^ ) • 
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.kloges E x i l . Two t i t l e s c r u c i a l i n the p o e t r y of 

Saint-John Perse. 1 Two themes e q u a l l y c r u c i a l t o an under­

s t a n d i n g of h i s work. "The theme of p r a i s e , which i n S a i n t -

John Perse's p o e t r y has always a l t e r n a t e d w i t h the theme of 

w e l t e r of p r a i s e sung i n Amers, however, owes much of i t s 

p o s i t i v e n a t u r e and u n r e m i t t i n g power t o the n e g a t i v e pole of 

p o l i t i c a l e x i l e which had preceded i t . The same p a t t e r n i s 

a l s o t r u e of the e a r l i e r Eloges, f i l l i n g the gap of a l e s s 

w e l l documented and i n some ways l e s s comprehensible sense of 

e x i l e , t h a t of the poet's c h i l d h o o d i n the West I n d i e s . 

What f o l l o w s i s not a psycho-analysis of the man but 

r a t h e r an a n a l y s i s of the poems. Apart from p o i n t s o f 

r e f e r e n c e , the s u b j e c t i s Saint-John Perse and not A l e x i s 

Unless otherwise s p e c i f i e d , r e f e r e n c e i s made t o Perse, 
Qeuvre p o e t i q u e , e d i t i o n revue et c o r r i g e e , 2 v o l s . ( P a r i s 
1 9 6 0 ) , which c o n t a i n s the b u l k of Perse's p o e t r y t o date. 
Both f o r ease of r e f e r e n c e t o other e d i t i o n s , however, and t o 
a v o i d the p r o l i f e r a t i o n of f o o t n o t e s , q u o t a t i o n s i n t h i s study 
from the poems w i l l be f o l l o w e d i n the t e x t by the t i t l e , w i t h 
s e c t i o n and canto as a p p r o p r i a t e . 

e x i l e , has become more pronounced i n h i s l a t e r works." The 

C. A. Hackett, Anthology of Modern French Poe t r y , " I n t r o ­
d u c t i o n t o the second e d i t i o n " (Oxford 1 9 6 4 ) , pp. 1 - l i . 
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Leger- I t hopes t o show t h a t e x i l e i s the "commun denomi-

nateur t h e m a t i q u e ' ^ n e c e s s a r i l y preceding t h a t o f p r a i s e and 

i n consequence more fundamental t o an understanding o f Perse's 

p o e t r y . Being p o e t r y , the concept o f e x i l e i s presented 

mostly through concrete imagery, and the v a r i o u s connected 

images w i l l be s t u d i e d i n due course. The p r i n c i p a l "modu-
2 

l a t i o n " of the theme, the c e n t r a l image most f u l l y and most 

c o n s i s t e n t l y expressing i n i t s v a r i o u s m a n i f e s t a t i o n s the 

n o t i o n of e x i l e , w i l l be shown t o be the t h r e s h o l d . As such, 

i t c l e a r l y does not correspond t o a r e c o g n i s a b l e Freudian or 

Jungian complex, nor may one a s s o c i a t e Perse's h i g h l y conscious 

a r t w i t h the p r i m i t i v e i n d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n of Levy-Bruhl's 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n mystique. I t i s c l o s e r t o Bachelard. 
Le theme personnel s'ecarte du complexe en v e r t u 

de sa s p e c i f i c i t e meme. I I se s i t u e en dega du voca-
b u l a i r e u n i v e r s e l des p u l s i o n s et des complexes, t e l 
que l e s f r e u d i e n s l ' o n t patiemrnent c o n s t i t u e . I I 
d e f i n i t une couche d i f f e r e n t e de s i g n i f i c a t i o n s i m p l i -
c i t e s , couche plu s p e r s o n n e l l e , dosee d'une i n f i n i t e 
de s t r u c t u r e s e t de nuances. 

Jean-Paul Weber, Domaines thematiques ( P a r i s 1 9 6 3 ) , p. 27 . 
2 
"ilous entendons par mo d u l a t i o n , t o u t analogon du theme, 

en d'autres termes, l e theme symbolise" ( i b i d . , p. 9 ) • 
3 
I d . , Genese de 1 ' oeuvre poetique ( P a r i s 1960), p. 13 . 
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The r a m i f i c a t i o n s around the image of the t h r e s h o l d as e x i l e , 

w i t h a l l i t s i n s e c u r i t y , i t s "in-between" t w i l i g h t c o n n o t a t i o n s , 

s t r o n g l y support the idea t h a t Perse d i s p l a y s a s t r o n g mytho-

poeic sense.^ His communion w i t h n a t u r a l phenomena, p r i m i t i v e 

i n the best sense, f i n d s a h i g h l y s o p h i s t i c a t e d and a r t i c u l a t e 

v o i c e i n h i s p o e t r y . 

The poet's p o s i t i o n as mediator between fundamentals and 

h i s reader i s i n i t s e l f s t r e n g t h i n h i s s o l i t u d e . 

E c r i r e , c'est e n t r e r dans 1 ' a f f i r m a t i o n de l a 
s o l i t u d e ou menace l a f a s c i n a t i o n . C'est se l i v r e r 
au r i s q u e de l'absence de temps, ou regne l e recommence­
ment e t e r n e l . ^ 

For the knowledge of the r e c u r r e n c e s , the rhythms 
and seasons of l i f e - - a knowledge almost e s s e n t i a l t o the 
a t t i t u d e s of courage and patience i n m i s f o r t u n e and of 
temperance i n p r o s p e r i t y - - w e depend upon p a r t i c i p a t i o n 
i n a moral and p s y c h o l o g i c a l t r a d i t i o n conveyed through 
the great images of t r a g i c p o e t r y and myth.-^ 

G a b r i e l Bounoure r i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t i a t e s t h i s , i n h i s 
term l e sacre, from the mere t r a p p i n g s of mythology when he 
w r i t e s of Perse: "Le sacre e s t p a r t o u t dans c e t t e ceuvre, mais 
t o u t l a i c i s e , et t o u t en poesie. Pas de my t h o l o g i e , pas de 
s u r n a t u r e l . " ("Saint-John Perse et l'ambiguxte p o e t i q u e , " 
Cahiers de l a P l e i a d e , X, ete-automne 1950, 108). ( T h i s very 
i m p o r t a n t volume w i l l h e n c e f o r t h be designated CP, X.) The 
obsolete d e f i n i t i o n of "mythology" i n the SPED i s a l s o f r u i t ­
f u l l y c a s t i g a t e d by Kathleen Raine, Defending Ancient Springs 
(Oxford 1 9 6 8 ) , § 7 "On the m y t h o l o g i c a l , " pp. 123-138. 

2 
Maurice Blanchot, L'Espace l i t t e r a i r e ( P a r i s 1 9 5 5 ) , P» 24. 

3 
Maud Bodkin, A r c h e t y p a l P a t t e r n s i n Poetry (London 1 9 3 4 ) , 

p. 85 . Cf Mircea E l i a d e , Le Mythe de l ' e t e r n e l r e t o u r ( P a r i s 
1 9 4 9 ) . 



5 

I t i s remarkable t h a t i n the t h r e s h o l d , Perse has c h o s e n — o r 

perhaps i n s t i n c t i v e l y homed o n — a n image conveying ideas both 

of e x i l e and of m e d i a t i o n . The poet's i n e v i t a b l e s o l i t u d e 

as a p r e r e q u i s i t e of h i s f u n c t i o n t h e r e f o r e supports the 

p a r t i c u l a r poignancy of p o l i t i c a l e x i l e i n A l e x i s Leger's 

l i f e , and v a l i d a t e s a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l r e f e r e n c e s f o r a wide 

audience. 

I t has been s a i d t h a t " l a poesie est des t i n e e a l ' e l o g e , 

non au d e n i g r e m e n t . P e r s e ' s d e s i r e t o c a l l h i s poems 

Eloges ("Ce t i t r e est s i beau que j e n'en vo u d r a i s jamais 

d ' a u t r e , s i j e p u b l i a i s un volume—ou p l u s i e u r s " ) t a l l i e s 

f u l l y w i t h such a view of p o e t r y as w e l l as w i t h t he p a r t i c u l a r 

content of h i s own w r i t i n g s . " ^ W i th t h i s view and i t s r e a l i s ­

a t i o n , "un choix fondamental . . . de denombrer t o u t ce q u i 

Roger C a i l l o i s , A r t poetique ( P a r i s 1 9 5 8 ) , p. 118. 

Q u o t e d i n Andre Gide, "Don d'un a r b r e , " CP, X, 26 . 

•̂ Cf "Je voudrais e t r e ne dans un temps ou n ' a v o i r a 
chante r , poete, que, simplement en l e s denombrant, t o u t e s 
l e s choses. -- Mon a d m i r a t i o n *e s e r a i t posee successivement 
sur chacune e t sa louange l ' e u t demontree; e'en eut ete l a 
r a i s o n s u f f i s a n t e . " Andre Gide, Les N o u r r i t u r e s t e r r e s t r e s 
i n Romans ( B i b l i o t h e q u e de l a P l e i a d e ) , p . 2 2 5 • 
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e x i s t e au monde de s i n g u l i e r , de p r e c i e u x e t d 1 i r r e m p l a c j a b l e , " 

i s connected Perse's l i n g u i s t i c i n t e r e s t . The w e a l t h of h i s 

vocabulary i s matched by the sheer prowess of many of h i s 
2 

techniques. Both are undoubtedly evidence o f a sense o f 

c r e a t i o n by the Word s i m i l a r t o t h a t expressed i n the B i b l e 

o r , t o quote an example c l o s e r t o Perse, by C l a u d e l : 
A i n s i quand t u p a r i e s , 6 poete, dans une enumeration 

d e l e c t a b l e 
P r o f e r a n t de chaque chose l e nom, 
Comme un pere t u l ' a p p e l l e s mysterieusement dans son 

p r i n c i p e , et selon que j a d i s 
Tu p a r t i c i p e s a sa c r e a t i o n , t u cooperes a son 

e x i s t e n c e ! ^ 

Some of the s a c e r d o t a l q u a l i t i e s assumed by l a t e n i n e t e e n t h 

c e n t u r y poets have thus remained w i t h Perse, though t y p i c a l l y 

he t r a c e s such assumptions back t o t h e i r o r i g i n s i n o t h e r 

c h a r i s m a t i c f i g u r e s l i k e the shaman, but he f o r h i s p a r t i s 

n e i t h e r e x c l u s i v e nor o r a c u l a r . What he r e t a i n s i s r a t h e r a 

h i e r a t i c sense of order and a ceremonious use o f language. 

C a i l l o i s , op. c i t . , p. 53« 

See C a i l l o i s , Poetique de St.-John Perse ( P a r i s 1954), 
passim, and § 11 below. 

•^Cinq Grandes Odes: "Les Muses" i n Oeuvre poetique ( B i b l . 
de l a P l e i a d e ) , p. 230. Cf "Appelant t o u t e chose, j e r e c i t a i 
q u ' e l l e e t a i t grande, appelant t o u t e b e t e, q u ' e l l e e t a i t b e l l e 
e t bonne." Perse, "Pour f e t e r une enfance," I I . 
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I f he i s the medium he i s i n command of h i s m a t e r i a l as f a r 

as i t i s humanly p o s s i b l e . " L ' e c r i t u r e mediumnique""^" where 

human c o n t r o l i s l o s t may be a p o w e r f u l image of i n s p i r a t i o n , 

but i n s p i r a t i o n ( l i k e s i n c e r i t y ) i s no guarantee o f a good 
2 

poem. M a r i t a i n ' s h i g h estimate of Perse i s based on a 

r a d i c a l misconception o f h i s poetry."^ S i m i l a r l y h i s d i s t a n c e 

from s u r r e a l i s m - - u n s p e c i f i e d by Breton when he c a l l e d Perse a 

Perse, Oiseaux ( P a r i s 1963), p. 2k. 

2 
_ " L ' i n s p i r a t i o n a e l l e seule ne s u f f i r a i t pas a f a i r e un 

/grand poete/." ( C l a u d e l , " I n t r o d u c t i o n a un poeme sur Dante" 
i n Qeuvres en prose ( B i b l . de l a P l e i a d e ) , p. k2Z). Cf M i k e l 
Dufrenne, Le Poetique ( P a r i s 1963), p. 116: " S i 1 ' i n s p i r a t i o n 
ne g a r a n t i t r i e n et pas meme sa propre a u t h e n t i c i t y , c'est que 
par elle^meme e l l e n'est r i e n ou p l u t o t ne f a i t r i e n . " S i m i ­
l a r l y " / s i n c e r i t y / i s a s i n e qua non t h a t a t the same time 
guarantees n o t h i n g . " ( S t r a v i n s k y , Conversations w i t h I g o r 
S t r a v i n s k y (London 1959), p. 107). Cf Roger C a i l l o i s , Voca-
b u l a i r e e s t h e t i q u e ( P a r i s 19^6), p. kl: " I I est i m p o s s i b l e de 
d e c i d e r s i un e c r i v a i n est s i n c e r e ou non. J'ose, pour ma 
p a r t , m'en r e j o u i r . Car, a supposer q u ' i l l e s o i t , son aeuvre 
n'en t i r e r a i t aucun avantage." 

^See h i s C r e a t i v e I n t u i t i o n i n A r t and Poetry (London 195^)> 
pp. 77-78 where Perse i s l i s t e d among those who have allowed 
"the pure, f r e e , and immediate passage i n t o the work, of the 
c r e a t i v e i n t u i t i o n born i n the depths o f the s o u l . " Again, 
pp. 261-262, one reads: "With Saint-John Perse . . . the 
i n t e l l e c t u a l i t y o f the word i s t r e a s u r e d o n l y as a r i c h e r and 
more pungent v e h i c l e of the subconscious rush o f p o e t i c know­
ledge ." 
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" s u r r e a l i s t e a d i s t a n c e " - - i s immense. I n him t h e r e i s 

n e i t h e r narrow p a r t i s a n s h i p nor g r a t u i t y . Considerable space 

w i l l t h e r e f o r e be given i n t h i s study t o c e r t a i n aspects of 

Perse's use of language: i f i n the l a s t a n a l y s i s i t i n d i c a t e s 

f u l l n e s s r a t h e r than p o v e r t y , the gap between the poles i s a l l 

the w i d e r , and the n e g a t i v e pole more i m p o r t a n t , by i m p l i c a t i o n . 

As w i t h winds c o n s t a n t l y s h i f t i n g t o f i l l areas o f low 

p r e s s u r e , so much of Perse 1s sense of e x i l e i s expressed i n 

movement. This and the n a t u r e o f s o l i t u d e seen through h i s 

work combine t o form the concept of e x i l e . As such i t may 

sound very d r y , but when r e l a t e d t o the poet's biography, o f 
2 

which the g e n e r a l l i n e s are w e l l known, the i n t e g r i t y o f the 

p o e t r y appears as a f a i t h f u l r e f l e c t i o n o f the p r o b i t y o f the 

man. The q u a l i t i e s of courage and independence d e a r l y won 

by Leger o n l y emphasise a c e r t a i n d i s t a n c e i n those human 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s where t r u s t and respect are l a c k i n g . Hence the 

recurrence o f c e r t a i n words i n d e s c r i b i n g him: hauteur, decon-

V i a n i f e s t e du s u r r e a l i s m e (192k) i n Manifestes du s u r r e a -
l i s m e ( P a r i s 1962), p. kl. 

Or r e a d i l y a v a i l a b l e : see e.g. Jacques Char p i e r , S a i n t -
John Perse ( P a r i s 1962), pp. 25-58. 
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c e r t a n t , e t c . But hence too h i s remarkable understanding of 

men w i t h a s i m i l a r grandeur d'ame. 

His q u a l i t i e s as man and poet are perhaps not those i n 

vogue. He has been c a l l e d an " u n t i m e l y poet.""'" But i f h i s 

work has more a f f i n i t y w i t h a p o l l o n i a n than w i t h d i o n y s i a c 

p o e t r y , the u n d e r c u r r e n t of e x i l e i s very much, though not 

e x c l u s i v e l y , a t h i n g o f our times. A b r i e f a n a l y s i s of the 

i n c r e a s i n g consciousness of e x i l e and s e n s i t i v i t y t o i t w i l l 

h e l p t o s i t u a t e both the man and the poet i n r e l a t i o n t o the 

present study of the theme of e x i l e i n h i s work. 

* * * 

A r t h u r J. Knodel, Saint-John Perse (Edinburgh 1966), 
p. 168. 



§ 2 

BACKGROUND TO EXILE 

Ce monde est l a p a t r i e de 
l'ame; e l l e d o i t apprendre 
a r e c o n n a i t r e sa p a t r i e dans 
l e l i e u meme de son e x i l . 

Simone W e i l 
(Sur l a s c i e n c e , p. 242). 
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E x i l e i s not a new phenomenon, nor are the ideas o f 

s o l i t u d e , t r a n s i e n c e and i n s e c u r i t y p roducts o f the t w e n t i e t h 

c e n t u r y . There i s an " e t e r n i t e de l ' e x i l dans l a c o n d i t i o n 

humaine"^" o f which Perse i s f u l l y aware. Yet i t seems t h a t 

s i n c e the I n d u s t r i a l R e v o l u t i o n t h e r e has been an increase i n 

the i n t e n s i t y of a t h i n k i n g man's awareness of the c o n d i t i o n . 

One might w e l l f i n d m a t e r i a l f o r comparisons w i t h Perse 

i n s t u d i e s of poets from Alcaeus t o du B e l l a y , from L i Po t o 

Dante, from Ovid t o Jouve. But t h e r e i s some danger i n 

a c c e p t i n g the n o t i o n o f e x i l e as an u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d u n i v e r s a l . 

The Old Testament E x i l e , f o r i n s t a n c e , does not share the meta­

p h y s i c a l overtones o f the Greek t r a d i t i o n which g r a d u a l l y 
2 

s o p h i s t i c a t e d the J u d a e o - C h r i s t i a n view. A group e x i l e , 

e s p e c i a l l y one showing such fundamental s o l i d a r i t y , cannot 

share the q u a l i t i e s of i n d i v i d u a l e x i l e . What i s more, Yahweh 

was " w i t h " the I s r a e l i t e s i n Babylon: the s t a t e and i t s 

Perse, quoted by P i e r r e Mazars, "Une journee a l a v i l l a 
'Les Vigneaux'," Le F i g a r o l i t t e r a i r e , 5 Nov. 1960, 5. 

^"Ce q u ' i l s / l e s Grece^/ ont eu intensement, c'est l e 
sentiment de l ' e x i l , l e sentiment que l'ame est e x i l e e dans l e 
monde- C'est de chez eux q u ' i l est passe dans l e c h r i s t i a n i s m e . " 
Simone W e i l , Sur l a science ( P a r i s 1966), p. 24-1. 
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s p i r i t u a l l e a der had simply s h i f t e d ground under e x t e r n a l 

pressure. Such an e x i l e may t h e r e f o r e be termed merely 

" g e o g r a p h i c a l " . With the P l a t o n i c i d e a , r e t a i n e d e s s e n t i a l l y 

by S t o i c s and Gnostics a l i k e , t h a t we are on l y " s t r a n g e r s and 

s o j o u r n e r s " i n t h i s w o r l d , an i m p o r t a n t e x t r a element i s i n t r o ­

duced. We are a l l e x i l e s on e a r t h , and are conscious of the 

f a c t t o a g r e a t e r or l e s s e r degree a c c o r d i n g t o our p a r t i c u l a r 

s e n s i b i l i t i e s . P a r a d o x i c a l l y t h i s may t h e r e f o r e mean t h a t 

when an i n d i v i d u a l i s deprived of s t a t e and l a r e s f o r whatever 

immediate p o l i t i c a l reasons, he may draw some c o n s o l a t i o n from 

the metaphysical or s p i r i t u a l e x i l e which he shares w i t h a l l 

men. 

The p o s i t i o n i s f u r t h e r complicated by h y p e r s e n s i t i v i t y 

and by a s u b t l e combination of pressures c o n s p i r i n g t o g i v e an 

i n d i v i d u a l a sense of s o l i t u d e or o f being pursued a l t h o u g h no 

ge o g r a p h i c a l move occurs. The sense of e x i l e i s no l e s s r e a l . 

The i n c r e a s i n g p r i v i l e g e s , and corresponding burdens, a l l o t t e d 

t o the i n d i v i d u a l w i t h the development of the I n d u s t r i a l Revo­

l u t i o n m o d i f i e d the r e l a t i o n s h i p between a man and the s t a t e . 

More than a n y t h i n g e l s e , i t i s the sense of a l i e n a t i o n t h a t 

i n c r e a s e d , w i t h a c o l l a t e r a l i n c r e a se i n s c h i z o i d symptoms. 
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Whatever a c r i t i c ' s p o i n t o f view when s u r v e y i n g t h e ge n e r a l 

t r e n d s i n l i t e r a t u r e , t h e r e i s remarkable agreement on the 

p e r i o d when fundamental a t t i t u d e s changed: the end o f the 

e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y . W ith Rousseau and Romanticism came a 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n on the s o l i t a r y i n d i v i d u a l , and Goethe's Werther 

i s a prime example of the Romantic "outsider"."** The r e v o l u t i o n 

was not o f course o n l y i n d u s t r i a l : i t was a l s o s c i e n t i f i c and 

p o l i t i c a l , and each f i e l d has i n t e n s i f i e d i t s e v o l u t i o n s i n c e . 

Whether i t i s progress or mere change, and whether r e a l or 

simp l y apparent i n e i t h e r case ma t t e r s l i t t l e : the e f f e c t i s 

the same. "C'est que l a d i s s o c i a t i o n semble s ' a c c r o i t r e e n t r e 

1' ceuvre poetique et l ' a c t i v i t e d'une s o c i e t e soumise aux s e r ­

v i t u d e s m a t e r i e l l e s . E c a r t accepte, non recherche par l e 

poete."^ 

K a r l Jaspers p o s i t s the end o f the e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y as 

the terminus a quo f o r s c h i z o p h r e n i a i n modern s o c i e t y . ^ 

Before t h a t , n ot s c h i z o p h r e n i a , a personal m a t t e r , but h y s t e r i a , 

Perse mentions Werther i n "Des v i l l e s sur t r o i s modes," 
Pan ( h o n t p e l l i e r ) , No. k, j u i l l e t - a o u t 1908, 189. 

2 — _ 
Perse, Poesie ( P a r i s 1 9 6 l ) , unpaginated /p. 1 / . 

^ S t r i n d b e r g et Van Gogh, Swedenborg, H o l d e r l i n , t r . H. 
Naef ( P a r i s 1953); see esp. l a s t §, pp. 271-276. 
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a group r e a c t i o n , had been the order o f the day. He w r i t e s 

of "une a f f i n i t e p a r t i c u l i e r e e n t r e l ' h y s t e r i e e t l ' e s p r i t 

regnant avant i e X V I I I e s i e c l e , a f f i n i t e q u i e x i s t e r a i t e n t r e 

l a s c h i z o p h r e n i e et l 1 e s p r i t de n o t r e t e m p s . I n l i t e r a t u r e , 

t h i s d i v i s i o n may be seen as "deux courants de sens i n v e r s e : 

d'une p a r t , une t e n t a t i v e d ' a d a p t a t i o n au r e e l p o s i t i f , a 

l ' u n i v e r s "mecanique" de n o t r e temps; d 1 a u t r e p a r t , un d e s i r 
2 

de s'enfermer dans i 1 e n c e i n t e du moi, dans l ' u n i v e r s du r e v e . " 

Jung's d i v i s i o n i n t o types i s expressive more o f a d i f f e r e n t 

j a r g o n a p p l i e d t o a d i f f e r e n t view of the problem than o f an 

a p p r e c i a b l e change i n the n a t u r e of the problem i t s e l f . The 

l i n k between e x t r a v e r s i o n and h y s t e r i a and t h a t between i n t r o ­

v e r s i o n and s c h i z o p h r e n i a i s c l e a r l y made by Caudwell: 
Jung's d i v i s i o n o f p s y c h o l o g i c a l types i n t o e x t r a -

v e r t e d and i n t r o v e r t e d i s based on the assumption t h a t 
e x t r a v e r t e d t y p e s , when m e n t a l l y d i s t u r b e d , tend t o 
h y s t e r i c and manic-depressive s t a t e s , w h i l e i n t r o v e r t e d 
types are more l i k e l y t o s u f f e r from the psychasthenic 
neuroses and s c h i z o p h r e n i a . 5 

Jaspers, op. c i t . , p. 2?2. 

^Marcel Raymond, De Baudelaire au s u r r e a l i s m e , e d i t i o n 
n o u v e l l e revue e t remaniee ( P a r i s 1952) •> P* 221. 

"^Christopher Caudwell, I l l u s i o n and R e a l i t y (new edn., 
London 1946), p. 223-
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Expressing a communist's view o f the c a p i t a l i s t middle classes 

boosted by the I n d u s t r i a l R e v o l u t i o n , he adds: "Psychasthenic 

n e u r o s i s i s a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c bourgeois disease."''" 

Through the a r t i s t ' s c a p a c i t y t o express and so t o 

c r y s t a l l i s e what h i s human s e n s i t i v i t i e s p e r c e i v e and experience, 

t h i s mal du s i e c l e has been very f u l l y recorded. Some, a 

Rousseau or a Lamartine, p a i d c o n s i d e r a b l e a t t e n t i o n t o i t , 

but i t i n e v i t a b l y permeates every form o f exp r e s s i o n . L i v i n g 

f u l l y i n the present i n v o l v e s by d e f i n i t i o n being haunted by 

the Z e i t g e i s t . But i f the f i r s t stage o f the r e a c t i o n was 

maudlin and s e l f - p i t y i n g , a more p o s i t i v e and v i r i l e p e r i o d 

f o l l o w e d . With Baudelaire came a c l e a r e r r e c o g n i t i o n of the 

dilemma of man i n an urban c i v i l i s a t i o n , and w h i l e he made some 

defence a g a i n s t i t s encroachment he made i n r e t u r n a c o n t r i b u t i o n 

t o i t s r i c h n e s s . At the same t i m e , however, appeared a profound 

and i r r e c o n c i l a b l e a m b i g u i t y i n the very c o n d i t i o n o f the a r t i s t . 

Les annees s i t u e e s a l e n t o u r 185O amenent l a c o n j o n c t i o n 
de t r o i s grands f a i t s h i s t o r i q u e s nouveaux: l e r e n v e r s e -
ment de l a demographie europeenne; l a s u b s t i t u t i o n de 
l ' i n d u s t r i e m e t a l l u r g i q u e a l ' i n d u s t r i e t e x t i l e , c ' e s t - a - d i r e 

Caudwell, op. c i t . , p. 230« 
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l a naissance du c a p i t a l i s m e moderne; l a secession 
(consommee par l e s journees de j u i n 48) de l a s o c i e t e 
f r a n g a i s e en t r o i s classes ennemies, c ' e s t - a - d i r e l a 
r u i n e d e f i n i t i v e des i l l u s i o n s du l i b e r a l i s m e . Ces 
conjonctures j e t t e n t l a b o u r g e o i s i e dans une s i t u a t i o n 
h i s t o r i q u e n o u v e l l e . J u s q u ' a l o r s , c ' e t a i t l ' i d e o l o g i e 
bourgeoise q u i donnait elle-meme l a mesure de 1'universe!, 
l e r e m p l i s s a n t sans c o n t e s t a t i o n ; l ' e c r i v a i n bourgeois, 
s e u l juge du malheur des a u t r e s hommes, n'ayant en face 
de l u i aucun a u t r u i pour l e r e g a r d e r , n ' e t a i t pas d e c h i r e 
e n t r e sa c o n d i t i o n s o c i a l e e t sa v o c a t i o n i n t e l l e c t u e l l e . 
Dorenavant, c e t t e meme i d e o l o g i e n ' a p p a r a i t p l u s que 
comme une i d e o l o g i e parmi d'autres p o s s i b l e s ; l ' u n i v e r s e l 
l u i echappe, e l l e ne peut se depasser qu'en se condamnant; 
l ' e c r i v a i n devient l a p r o i e d'une a m b i g u i t e , puisque sa 
conscience ne recouvre p l u s exactement s a ^ c o n d i t i o n . 
A i n s i naxt un t r a g i q u e de l a L i t t e r a t u r e . 

The fundamental f r a g m e n t a t i o n of a r t had begun i n earnest. 

The p r i v a t e worlds of e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n i n l i t e r a t u r e , and 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n p o e t r y , i n the l a t t e r p a r t of the n i n e t e e n t h 

c e n t u r y went t o extremes of non-communication through l i t e r a t u r e , 
2 

an i n s o l u b l e paradox, or t o v a r i a t i o n s of d i d a c t i c i s m . The 

f a i l u r e , on h i s own terms, of Mallarme, the r e d u c t i o n t o s i l e n c e 

of Rimbaud, are expressive of a search i n t o the s o l i t a r y 

recesses of a h y p e r s e n s i t i v e i n d i v i d u a l . The poet as h i g h -

Roland Barthes, Le Degre zero de l ' e c r i t u r e ( P a r i s 1964), 
p. 53-

2 
See C a i l l o i s , Babel ( P a r i s 19^8), passim, and Louis A l l e n , 

"The Contempt of L i t e r a t u r e , " Lssays i n C r i t i c i s m , V, 1955i 229-
241. 
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p r i e s t , the poet as g e o g r a p h i c a l or s o c i a l e x i l e , the poet as 

dru g - a d d i c t and so on may have e x t r a o r d i n a r y p e r c e p t i o n s , may 

be e x p l o r e r or e s c a p i s t , but u l t i m a t e l y i t must be ad m i t t e d 

t h a t these a t t r i b u t e s i n themselves are t o t a l l y i r r e l e v a n t t o 

l i t e r a t u r e . L i k e i n t e g r i t y and s i n c e r i t y , they are a guarantee 

o f n o t h i n g . Poetry c o n s i s t s of words, and a s p i r e s , i n however 

concentrated a manner, t o communication. So the poet's g r e a t e s t 

e f f o r t s w i l l , a t be s t , be d i r e c t e d towards f i n d i n g a language 

a p p r o p r i a t e i n a l l r e s p e c t s t o the communication of h i s exper­

i e n c e s , however complex. Whether 1 1 e x i l or l e royaume i s 

dominant, n e i t h e r can be expressed t o the e x c l u s i o n of the o t h e r : 

b o t h elements must be present i n some measure f o r a t r u e p i c t u r e 

t o emerge."^" The n e g a t i v i t y of e x i l e must be balanced by the 

work o f the poet. 

I n d i s c u s s i n g the theme of e x i l e i n Saint-John Perse, t h e r e 

are v a r i o u s paradoxes t o be r e s o l v e d . Some o f them have a l r e a d y 

"'"So Camus attempts t o balance the n o t i o n of the etranger 
a g a i n s t , f o r example, the l y r i c a l "mediterraneanism" of the 
end of L'Homme r e v o l t e , i "La Pensee de m i d i " ( i n E ssais, B i b l . 
de l a P l e i a d e , pp. 700-709). 
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been considered, and t h e i r r e s o l u t i o n w i l l be f u l l y i l l u s t r a t e d 

i n the course of the present study. Perse h i m s e l f has i n h i s 

p o e t r y achieved a remarkable s y n t h e s i s i n h i s view o f the w o r l d 

w h i l e r e m a i n i n g a l e r t t o d e t a i l s . His detachment and l i n g u i s t i c 

powers have combined t o enable him t o a s s i m i l a t e the complex 

concepts o f e x i l e a t v a r i o u s l e v e l s and express order where 

chaos i s the us u a l view. As fundamentally as i n mythology, 

h i s a r t i s aimed a t "the a d a p t a t i o n o f man's emotions t o the 

n e c e s s i t i e s o f s o c i a l co-operation."""" His p o e t r y i s h i g h l y 

c i v i l i s e d and i n t u r n a c i v i l i s i n g f o r c e - But t h i s very f a c t 

poses a f u r t h e r paradox. 

To a l l appearances, A l e x i s Leger i s not and has never been 

an " o u t s i d e r " . On the c o n t r a r y , i f ever t h e r e seemed t o be an 

e s t a b l i s h e d f i g u r e , w i t h c o n s e r v a t i v e views i n good measure, i t 

i s he. Born of a w e l l - t o - d o f a m i l y o f c o l o n i a l landowners, he 

enjoyed a l i b e r a l e d u c a t i o n , chose and succeeded b r i l l i a n t l y i n 

a h i g h l y r e s p e c t a b l e p r o f e s s i o n , the d i p l o m a t i c s e r v i c e , and, 

a f t e r some understandable c o n f u s i o n i n time o f war, s e t t l e d 

among h i s t r o p h i e s i n elegant residences i n Washington and on 

Caudwell, op. c i t . , p. 36 
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the French R i v i e r a . I t seems perverse t o see e x i l e as a theme 

c e n t r a l t o such a man's w r i t i n g s . 

Reversing the medal, not o n l y do si g n s o f d i s s e n t become 

apparent i n Leger's a f f i l i a t i o n s and p o l i c i e s d u r i n g h i s p e r i o d 

of office,"'" b u t , more r e l e v a n t t o our purpose, greatness i s seen 

t o i m p l y s o l i t u d e . The image o f the Pri n c e i s common i n Perse*s 

p o e t r y : he understands the l e a d e r ' s burdens and e s s e n t i a l 

s o l i t u d e - But he i s not a k i n g , and the d i s t i n c t i o n may be 

i n f e r r e d from the memorable phrase u t t e r e d on the t h r e s h o l d o f 

e x i l e : " J ' h a b i t e r a i mon nom" ( E x i l , V I ) . I t i s a t one and the 

same time a r e c o g n i t i o n o f d e s t i t u t i o n and a proud c l a i m t o 

p o s t e r i t y . But at l e a s t he has a name, even two, whereas a 
2 

dethroned k i n g has none. He i s a person, not a f u n c t i o n , but 

•**For an account o f h i s d i p l o m a t i c c a r e e r , see E. R. Cameron, 
" A l e x i s Saint-Leger Leger" i n The Diplomats: F i g h t e r s f o r Lost 
Causes, 1919-1959 ( P r i n c e t o n 1955), pp. 578-405. 

2 
Cf the u t t e r l o s s o f i d e n t i t y c e n t r a l t o Shakespeare's 

Richard I I which c r y s t a l l i s e s i n Act IV, i , 255 f f : 

" I have no name, no t i t l e -
No, not t h a t name was gi v e n me a t the f o n t — 
But ' t i s usurped. Alack the heavy day, 
That I have worn so many w i n t e r s o u t , 
And know not now what name t o c a l l m y s elf!" 

Perse !s customs d e c l a r a t i o n and Oscar W i l d e ' s — " N o t h i n g but my 
g e n i u s " — a r e poles a p a r t . 
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comprehends the s o l i t u d e of k i n g s . 

Even h i s child h o o d i n an i s l a n d demi-paradise had l e f t 

him conscious of h i s s e p a r a t i o n from the w o r l d , a f e e l i n g 

heightened by the f a c t t h a t t o reach even P o i n t e - a - P i t r e meant 

c r o s s i n g water, and heightened f u r t h e r by the wretchedness of 

the town i t s e l f when one a r r i v e d , so d i f f e r e n t from the t a l e s 
2 

t o l d of the c i t i e s xn the mother-country. Saymg t h i s does 

not preclude a f u l l enjoyment o f immediate s u r r o u n d i n g s . But 

each g e o g r a p h i c a l remove, from Guadeloupe t o France, France t o 

China, l a t e r t o the U. S. A., inc r e a s e d the sense o f s e p a r a t i o n 

because of l i v e d experiences, w h i l e a t the same time i n c r e a s i n g 

c o r r e s p o n d i n g l y the o p p o r t u n i t y t o make a summa of those same 

experiences. The co n t e x t of Perse's l i f e cannot f u l l y e x p l a i n , 

however, an a t t i t u d e which must be p a r t i a l l y i n n a t e . A man of 

^Cf "Ce n'est pas l a p e r t e de l e u r s biens q u i accable l e s 
r e f u g i e s , mais c e l l e de l e u r i d e n t i t e . " (Ghi^a Ionescu, " I n t r o ­
d u c t i o n a un e s s a i sur 1 ' i n f l u e n c e des e x i l e s p o l i t i q u e s au 
A'Aeme s i e c l e " i n Salvador de Madariaga: L i b e r amicorum (Bruges 
1966), p. 5^0. 

^ i i . Leger r e a d i l y confirmed these ideas about h i s i s l a n d 
u p b r i n g i n g a t our meeting i n August 1966. To l o c a t e the i s l a n d 
of S a i n t - L e g e r - l e s - F e u i l l e s ( o f which S a i l l e t ( p . 13^) doubted 
the existence), a map showing the " I l e t a F e u i l l e " b e l o n g i n g t o 
the Leger f a m i l y w i l l be found a t Appendix A below. 
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honour and d i s c r e t i o n , Perse i s g e n e r a l l y recognised as being 

i n s c r u t a b l e , and he enjoys the enigmas of i n s c r u t a b i l i t y . He 

keeps h i s d i s t a n c e t o keep h i s l i b e r t y : "La p o l i t e s s e n ' e s t - e l l e 

pas encore l a m e i l l e u r e formule de l i b e r t e ?"''" 

Some c l o s e r examination o f the idea of s o l i t u d e seen 

thro u g h the poems a g a i n s t a more d e t a i l e d background of aspects 

of the poet's l i f e i s now i n ord e r . A study o f the major 

i n g r e d i e n t s o f e x i l e , displacement and s o l i t u d e , p h y s i c a l and 

me t a p h y s i c a l , w i l l r e v e a l i m p o r t a n t image p a t t e r n s and suggest 

o u t s t a n d i n g s e n s i t i v i t y t o man's present c o n d i t i o n and t o an 

expression of i t through language. F i r s t l y , however, one 

needs t o see c e r t a i n echoes of other l i t e r a r y e x i l e s and see 

Perse's " e l e c t i v e a f f i n i t i e s " i n t h i s f i e l d . 

* * * 

Perse, "Fragments d'une l e t t r e p r i v e e de Saint-John Perse 
a A r c h i b a l d MacLeish (19^2)", CP, X, ete-automne 1950, 155-
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Un homme s'en v i n t r i r e 
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des B i b i i o t h e c a i r e s . 
Perse (Vents, I , k) 
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A w r i t e r feeds on othe r w r i t e r s ' work, though d e c r e a s i n g l y 

shows i t as he e s t a b l i s h e s h i s own s t y l e and gains m a t u r i t y as 

both person and a r t i s t . Perse's mature work appears u n u s u a l l y 

f r e e of l i t e r a r y r e f e r e n c e s , however ' l i t e r a r y ' ( w i t h "the 

l i m i t a t i o n s , and the v i r t u e s , which t h a t word implies""*") h i s 

approach t o p o e t r y . Yet t h e r e i s l i t t l e doubt t h a t i n the 

l a t e r , l o n ger poems, Perse feeds a t times on h i m s e l f . Phrases, 

concepts and rhythmic cadences from e a r l i e r poems are taken up 

f o r expansion, c o n c i s i o n , e l u c i d a t i o n or m o d i f i c a t i o n . The 

p r i n c i p a l study of i n f l u e n c e s , the d e l i g h t of the s o u r c i e r s , 

a study not o n l y u n f l a t t e r i n g but t o t a l l y i r r e l e v a n t from the 
2 

poet's p o i n t of view, i s l a r g e l y r e s t r i c t e d t o the e a r l y poems. 

C e r t a i n aspects of the i n f l u e n c e e x e r t e d on Perse by 

Baudelaire (and t h e r e f o r e Poe), i i a l l a r m e , Rimbaud, Laforgue 

(and so ./hitman), C l a u d e l , V a l e r y , Jammes, Gide, Fargue, 

Larbaud and so f o r t h , as w e l l a s by Father Diiss, have been 

d e a l t w i t h i n more or l e s s d e t a i l , and no attempt t o i n v e s t i g a t e 

" S i a c k e t t , Anthology..., p. 291-

2 
For a neat and w i t t y c a s t i g a t i o n of i n f l u e n c e s , see G. 

Day Lewis, The Po e t i c Image (London 19^7)i P« 15* For another 
r e l a t i n g d i r e c t l y t o Perse, see A r t h u r Knodel, Saint-John Perse 
(Edinburgh 1966), p. 11. 
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t h e i r i n f l u e n c e w i l l be made here;- Note has also been taken 

of the i n f l u e n c e of w r i t e r s of c l a s s i c a l a n t i q u i t y , and w i l d 

suggestions made t h a t Leger read Chinese, a n c i e n t liebrew and 

Egyptian t e x t s i n the o r i g i n a l , as w e l l the Greek and L a t i n 

w i t h which he i s c e r t a i n l y f •. : L;: .r. I f none of the proposed 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s throws l i g h t on l e r s e ' s meaning or p o e t i c ruethod, 

and -ew o f them so f a r have, the t e r i l e • 

And the s e p a r a t i o n of i n f l u e n c e from a f f i n i t y and from chance 

s i n i l a r i t y i s o f t e n c o n j e c t u r a l . Even the c a r e f u l t r a c i n g 

of a source , w i t h a l e n g t h y e x p o s i t i o n of the h y p o t h e t i c a l 

processes which took place between the 'source' and i t s 

' r o d u c t ' , o f t e n leaves one w i t h the d i s a p p o i n t e d q u e s t i o n : 

" J t a l o r s ?. . ." 

One i s t h e r e f o r e thrown back on the p o e t r y , and t h i s i s 

as i t should be. I t i s not t h a t Perse n e c e s s a r i l y owes l e s s 

t o o t h e r w r i t e r s , but t h a t he has a s s i m i l a t e d t h e i r i n f l u e n c e 

luore c o m p l e t e l y , and achieved a more o r i g i n a l s y n t h e s i s . The 

remarkable achievement of the Images a Crusoe, f o r example, 

"''ouch, f o r i n s t a n c e , as i s o f f e r e d r e g a r d i n g the i n f l u e n c e 
of B a u delaire's "Une Charogne" on Eloges, X I I I , by k e c h t h i l d 
Cranston, "La Reverie vers l'enfance dans l'oeuvre d ' A p o l l i n a i r e , 
i-'erse e t Char," unpubl. t h e s i s , Univ. of C a l i f o r n i a , Berkeley 
1966 ( r e i . 66-829^), pp. 88-91-
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w r i t t e n when Leger was seventeen years o l d , i s t h a t they 

p r e f i g u r e the l a t e r poems both t h e m a t i c a l l y and s t y l i s t i c a l l y 

t o an e x t r a o r d i n a r y degree, and even beside them s c a r c e l y seem 

t o be j u v e n i l i a . 

The whole of Images a Crusoe i s a l r e a d y a poem of 
e x i l e , the e x i l e s u f f e r e d by a boy who had t o leave 
behind a shimmering t r o p i c a l paradise and a c c l i m a t i z e 
h i m s e l f t o the p r o v i n c i a l towns of southwest France. 
This same theme, s t r i p p e d of every l i t e r a r y d e v i c e , i s 
developed even more p o i g n a n t l y i n Pour f e t e r une enfance, 
composed i n 1908."'" 

The l i t e r a r y d e v i c e , the one f e a t u r e which r e a l l y d i s t i n g u i s h e s 

I a -cs a Crusoe from the mature opus, i s the use of Robinson 

Crusoe as a persona w i t h whom Perse i d e n t i f i e s h i m s e l f t o a v o i d 

the d i r e c t l y a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l . The device w i l l l a t e r be 

t r a n s f e r r e d t o men of a c t i o n who also have t o w r e s t l e w i t h the 

problems of l e a d e r s h i p and s o l i t u d e but are drawn from r e a l 

l i f e , and w i t h whom the poet w i l l always be present i n the 

poems as a separate c h a r a c t e r . More o f t e n than n o t , t h e n , 

r e f e r e n c e i s made t o h i s t o r i c a l people r a t h e r than f i c t i o n a l 

c h a r a c t e r s , a c t i o n , f o r Perse, speaking louder than words. 

I f , l i k e -Jabur, i t i s someone " q u i vet l a robe du poete e n t r e 

deux grandes a c t i o n s v i r i l e s " ( E x i l , V I ) , so nich the b e t t e r . 

Knodel, p. 19• 
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But a l i s t o f t r a v e l l e r s , conquerors and e x i l e s found i n the 

work o f Perse shows a very h i g h p r o p o r t i o n of f a c t a g a i n s t 

f i c t i o n : Assuerus, Baber, Cambyse, Cesar, Colomb, Cortez, 

Crusoe, Drake, Jason, Nufiez de Balboa e t c . , alpha b e t i c a l l y . " ' " 

A l i s t o f c h a r a c t e r s suggested p e r i p h r a s t i c a l l y would give a 

s i m i l a r r e s u l t . 

One o f the ways i n which Perse's pre o c c u p a t i o n w i t h the 

n o t i o n of e x i l e may be seen i s t h e r e f o r e through h i s a t t e n t i o n 

t o o t h e r w r i t i n g s on the s u b j e c t , but i t cannot be c a l l e d a 

major aspect. The p e r s i s t e n c e o f t h i s a t t e n t i o n nonetheless 

suggests t h a t the poet f e e l s , c o n s c i o u s l y or o t h e r w i s e , an 

a f f i n i t y w i t h o t h e r e x i l e s or w r i t e r s about e x i l e . Except 

i n one p a r t i c u l a r case, t o be argued below, where an i n f l u e n c e 

on the p r e s e n t a t i o n o f the E x i l t e t r a l o g y i s p e r c e p t i b l e , any 

a n a l o g i e s stem from a f f i n i t y or chance s i m i l a r i t y r a t h e r than 

d i r e c t i n f l u e n c e . 

The i n t e r e s t Perse shows i n the nat u r e of s o l i t u d e and 

nomadism as a constant i n Is. c o n d i t i o n humaine ^ay be seen as 

the p r i n c i p a l u n d e r c u r r e n t of l i t e r a r y r e f e r e n c e s through h i s 

^"Established from my Word Index o f the complete p o e t r y 
and prose o f Saint-John Perse (2nd impr. w i t h supplement, 
Southampton 1967)-
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work, which however r a r e are not e n t i r e l y n e g l i g i b l e . They 

are nonetheless i n t e g r a t e d i n t o h i s poems w i t h i n c r e a s i n g 

s u b t l e t y , so t h a t never a g a i n , a f t e r Images a Crusoe, does one 

see a l i t e r a r y f i g u r e o v e r t l y woven i n t o the f a b r i c of a poem. 

And yet by t r a c i n g the p a t t e r n of r e f e r e n c e s i n E x i l , f o r 

example, h i n t i n g a t Jason and hoses, as c l e a r a p a r a l l e l t o 

the poet's own circumstances may be discovered as t h a t o f f e r e d 

by Crusoe. I t i s one way among many of p r e s e n t i n g a g e n e r a l 

human problem i n terms of the p a r t i c u l a r . A study of c e r t a i n 

l i t e r a r y r e f e r e n c e s i n the E x i l t e t r a l o g y may consequently serve 

as an example of Perse's mature usage, a d m i t t e d l y fragmentary 

and o f t e n h y p o t h e t i c a l , of other i n s t a n c e s of e x i l e t o p a r a l l e l 

h i s own, and niay i n d i c a t e a t the same time the l i m i t e d way i n 

which such a study can help towards an understanding of the 

work. 

Bosquet r e s t r i c t s the p o s s i b i l i t y of a b i b l i c a l i n f l u e n c e 

t o a g e n e r a l t o n a l echo: 

Son education c a t h o l i q u e l u i a certainement ouvert 
1 a c c c s de l a B i b l e , e t quelque chose du ton b i b l i q u e 
a pu l u i demeurer f a m i l i e r . Dans l e L i v r e de 1 1Exode, 
notamment, des r e c i t s comrne c e l u i du passage de l a Her 
Rouge, par l e u r s v e r t u s epiques et par r e p e t i t i o n de 
c e r t a i n s mots, se developpent selon un mode q u i n'est 



28 

pas sans r a p p e l e r c e l u i du poete... Haic . . . i l ne 
peut e t r e q u e s t i o n que du ton.~*~ 

The b i b l i c a l aspect of the v c r s e t s i n Perse i s acknowledged, 

but r e f e r e n c e t o the B i b l e i s by no means as o v e r t and d i r e c t 

as one might expect a f t e r r e a d i n g the v e r s e t s o f C l a u d e l , f o r 

whom Perse fs g r e a t a d m i r a t i o n i s w e l l known. N e v e r t h e l e s s , 

a s m a l l number of passing and seemingly unimportant r e f e r e n c e s 

t o b i b l i c a l s i t u a t i o n s or t o a l l i e d r e l i g i o u s r i t u a l , placed 

so as not t o i n t e r r u p t the f l o w o f the poem and so d i s t r a c t 

a t t e n t i o n from the c e n t r a l idea of " l ' e t e r n i t e de I 1 e x i l dans 
2 

l a c o n d i t i o n numaine," f i n a l l y appear t o add a t h r e a d o f 

imagery t o the complex mesh o f the t e t r a l o g y ' s s t r u c t u r e . 

The i d e a o f wandering and d e p r i v a t i o n c onjured up i n Dxodus 

for : .s the f i r s t p a r a l l e l p a t t e r n t o be considered. 
* 

I n E x i l , I I I , a comparison of " c e t t e grande chose sourde" 

i s made t o "un denombrement de peuples en exode- 1' Given the 

poet's statement t h a t the poem "n'est pas une image de l a 

^"Alain bosquet, Saint-John Perse ( e d i t i o n revue et auguentee, 
P a r i s 196*f) , p. 111. 

2 
Perse, quoted by i i a z a r s , "Une jo u r n e e . . 
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Resistance,""'* one may l e g i t i m a t e l y s e t aside (though not 

e n t i r e l y f o r g e t ) the idea o f the exode bef o r e the German 

advance i n June 19^0. The Book of Mumbers takes i t s very 

name from the census taken among the I s r a e l i t e s i n t h e i r 

f l i g h t from Egypt. Two s i g n i f i c a n t r e f e r e n c e s t o t h i s occur 

i n Neiges: i n canto I I , the snow i s s a i d t o be " p l u s f i n e 

qu'au de s e r t l a g r a i n e de c o r i a n d r e , " and i n canto IV we read: 

" t a n t d'azymes aux l e v r e s de 1 * e r r a n t . " I n Exodus 16, 31? 

manna i s d e s c r i b e d as f o l l o w s : " E l l e r e s s e m b l a i t a de l a g r a i n e 
2 

de c o r i a n d r e ; e l l e e t a i t blanche..." There i s no need t o 

u n d e r l i n e the connection o f manna w i t h the f l i g h t from Egypt, 

and azymes are the unleavened loaves used i n the Passover: 

On mangera des pains sans l e v a i n pendant l e s sept 
j o u r s ; on ne v e r r a p o i n t chez t o i de pain l e v e , et on 
ne v e r r a p o i n t chez t o i de l e v a i n , dans t o u t e l'etendue 
de t o n pays. ,^ * 

C^xodus 13, 7) 

God's chosen people were e n j o i n e d t o remember the escape from 

c a p t i v i t y under the Pharaohs, and Perse i s perhaps a s k i n g us, 

however i n d i r e c t l y , t o do l i k e w i s e . Indeed t h i s i s not the 

"'"Perse, quoted by Mazars. 
2 
A l l b i b l i c a l r e f e r e n c e s i n French are t o the t r a n s l a t i o n 

by Louis Segond ( n o u v e l l e e d i t i o n revue, P a r i s 1963)* 
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f i r s t time t h a t the poet has had the b i b l i c a l exodus i n mind 

i f the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n which Hurciaux suggests f o r the f o l l o w i n g 

l i n e s from Anabase, V I I I , i s c o r r e c t : 

Nos compagnons ces hautes trombes en voyage, 
clepsydres en marche sur l a t e r r e , 

et l e s averses s o l e n n e l l e s , d'une substance 
m e r v e i l l e u s e , t i s s e e s de poudres et d ' i n s e c t e s , q u i 
s u i v a i e n t nos peuples dans l e s s a b l e s . . . l 

Once these p o i n t s of r e f e r e n c e are e s t a b l i s h e d , other 

words and phrases assume an added s i g n i f i c a n c e . The plagues 

of Egypt are o b l i q u e l y echoed i n " l e s p e s t i l e n c e s de 1 ' e s p r i t " 

( E x i l , I I ) and l a t e r i n " l a f i n des grandes epidemies" ( E x i l , 

V I ) . The word f o r plague i n French t r a n s l a t i o n s o f the B i b l e 

however i s p l a i e , which occurs i n the opening s e c t i o n : "L'ete 

de sypse a i g u i s e ses f e r s de lance dans nos p l a i e s . " But the 

sense would have t o be s t r e t c h e d too f a r f o r one t o read more 

than 'wound' i n t o such a c o n t e x t , even i f one considers t h a t 

the o.rrow-heads of the gypsu: ; summer could r e c a l l Moses' r o d , 

and the next l i n e r e f e r t o h i s choice of the desert and freedom 

as opposed t o subservience i n ^gypt: " J ' e l i s un l i e u f l a p r a n t 

1 ,-- -7 
" I I / r e r s e / p e i n t en une seule i^age l a manne n o u m c i e r e 

e t l a colonne de nuees q u i precedaienl; MoT.se." ( C h r i s t i a n 
Murciaux, Saint-John Perse ( P a r i s 1960), p. 103, and see a l s o 
p. 17.) 

http://MoT.se
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e t n u l comme l ' o s s u a i r e des sai s o n s . " Moses' rod might more 

a p p r o p r i a t e l y be r e c a l l e d i n P l u i e s , V I , when the leader i s 

l e f t t o h i s l o n e l i n e s s : 

Un lomme a t t e i n t de t e l l e s o l i t u d e , q u ' i l a i l l e 
e t q u ' i l suspende aux s a n c t u a i r e s l e masque e t l e baton 
de commandement! 

Such an a s s i m i l a t i o n of Hoses t o the f i g u r e of the Leader, 

Saint-John Perse's a l t e r ego, would t a l l y w i t h s i m i l a r c h a r a c t e r s 

i n o ther poems, n o t a b l y w i t h the r r i n c e i n La G l o i r e des Rois 

and Anabase, and would c l e a r l y not be out of pl a c e . C e r t a i n 

o t h e r d e t a i l s serve t o support the n o t i o n w i t h o u t r e d u c i n g i t 

t o t r i t e n e s s . At the very end of the l o n g l i s t o f those whom 

Perse honours as n I r i n c e s de l ' e x i l " i n E x i l , V I , comes " c e l u i 

a q u i l ' o n montre, en t r e s haut l i e u , de grandes p i e r r e s 

l u s t r e e s par l ' i n s i s t a n c e de l a flamme..." I n a p o s i t i o n of 

such importance, i n t r o d u c e d by a s e r i e s of re f e r e n c e s t o gre a t 

books and the c a l c u l a t i o n o f r e l i g i o u s f e s t i v a l d ates, t h i s 

phrase, i f taken as an a l l u s i o n t o Hoses on Mount S i n a i , 

p r o v i d e s a c u l m i n a t i n g p o i n t f o r the p a t t e r n here suggested. 

L ' B t e r n e l d i t a Moise: Honte vers moi sur l a 
montagne, e t r e s t e l a ; j e t e donnerai des t a b l e s de 
p i e r r e , l a l o i e t l e s ordonnances que j ' a i e c r i t e s 
pour l e u r i n s t r u c t i o n . . . . L'aspect de l a g l o i r e 
de l ' E t e r n e l e t a i t conrae un feu devorant sur l e sommet 
de l a montagne. (Exodus 2*f, 12 & 1?) 
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One of the i n s t r u c t i o n s r e c e i v e d by Hoses on t h i s occasion 

concerned the b u i l d i n g of the t a b e r n a c l e a l t a r : 

Tu f e r a s l ' a u t e l de bois d'acacia; . . . Tu f e r a s , 
aux quatre c o i n s , des cornes q u i s o r t i r o n t de l ' a u t e l ; 
et t u l e c o u v r i r a s d ' a i r a i n . ,T, . 

(Exodus 27, 1-3) 

I n Exodus 30, 3 5 the m e t a l l i c c o v e r i n g i s no lon g e r brass, but 

g o l d , and i t becomes c l e a r t h a t "the horns of the a l t a r " have 

a s p e c i a l sacred q u a l i t y . S a c r i f i c e s made on them have a 

p a r t i c u l a r s i g n i f i c a n c e , as i s evidenced by the o f f e r i n g 

requested as an atonement f o r s i n i n Exodus 29, 10-14 and 

30, 10. The meaning of the sentence i n E x i l , I I , "D'autres 

s a i s i s s e n t dans l e s temples l a corne p e i n t e des a u t e l s , " w i l l 

be d e a l t w i t h when oth e r b i b l i c a l r e f e r e n c e s are considered. 

S u f f i c e i t t o say t h a t t h i s image evokes the i s o l a t i o n and 

courage of the h o s e s - f i g u r e who i s p a r t l y a s s i m i l a t e d i n t o the 

poet h i m s e l f . I n the c l o s i n g s e c t i o n of the Foeme a l ' E t r a n g e r e , 

i t i s t i e poet who presents h i m s e l f f i n a l l y as the p o t e n t i a l 

l e a d e r and l i b e r a t o r : 
pour d e l i v r e r a fond d'abime l e peuple de vos lampes, 

. . . j e m'en v a i s , 6 me/noire! a mon pas d'homme l i b r e , 
sans horde n i t r i b u , parmi l e chant des s a b l i e r s . . . 

The s i t u a t i o n , and e s p e c i a l l y the resonances of the c l o s i n g 

word, s a b l i e r s , cannot h e l p r e c a l l the poet, or Iloses, s t a n d i n g 
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on the s h i f t i n g sands o f e x i l e , knowing t h a t the o n l y way t o 

le a d i s t o stand u t t e r l y a l o n e , " d e p o u i l l e sur l e s sables /de/ 

t o u t e allegeance humaine." 

Comme l e C a v a l i e r , l a corde au poing, a 1'entree 
du d e s e r t , 

J'epie au c i r q u e l e p l u s vaste 1'elancement des 
signes l e s p l u s f a s t e s . 

Et l e matin pour nous mene son d o i g t d'augure p a r u i 
de s a i n t e s e c r i t u r e s . . N 

One i s reminded o f Pharaoh's horsemen chasing the I s r a e l i t e s 

who were l e d by the p i l l a r o f f i r e or c l o u d ; 

Les Egyptiens l e s p o u r s u i v i r e n t ; e t tous l e s chevaux 
de Pharaon, ses chars et ses c a v a l i e r s , e n t r e r e n t apres 
eux au m i l i e u de l a mer. A l a v e i l l e du m a t i n , l ' E t e r n e l , 
de l a colonne de fe u e t de nuee, regarda l e camp des 
Egyptiens... ( K x o d u s 14, Z^-Zk) 

Once c l e a r of the Egypt i a n s , and having advanced i n t o the 

parched wastes w i t h o u t hope o f t u r n i n g back, the I s r a e l i t e s 
1 murmured'. To s a t i s f y t h e i r hunger, they were e^iven carina, 

w h i t e as c o r i a n d e r seed; but t l i e y s a t i s f i e d t h e i r r i t u a l 

r e quirements by s e t t i n g up the golden c a l f w h i l e Hoses was 

c o l l e c t i n g t h e t a b l e t s o f stone- "Et l a t r u i e d'or a bout 

de s t e l e sur l e s places d e s e r t e s " ( P l u i e s , V I I I ) perhaps 

a l l u d e s t o t h i s event; a t l e a s t t h e r e i s a very s t r o n g echo. 

Other words might be evoked t o add weight and f u l l n e s s t o the 
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p a r a l l e l i s m : the a l l i a n c e s "covenants' which " a s s i s t a i e n t l e s 

grandes castes de p r e t r i s e " ( E x i l , I I ) r e c a l l the covenant 

made i n i t i a l l y w i t h IToah, but a l s o the one made w i t h Hoses on 

Mount S i n a i : " S i vous gardez mon a l l i a n c e , vous m'appartiendrez 

e n t r e tous l e s peuples" (Exodus, 19 1 3)» The comi landments 

p r e s c r i b e d on t h a t occasion f i n d a v e r b a l echo i n the l i n e 

a l r e a d y quoted: " l e baton de commandement." T h e i r t r a n s m i s s i o n 

was accompanied by thunder and l i g h t n i n g , f a v o u r i t e images w i t h 

Perse. 

La montagne de S i n a i e t a i t t o u t e en fumee, parce que 
l ' E t e r n e l y e t a i t descendu au m i l i e u du f e u ; c e t t e fumee 
s ' e l e v a i t comme l a fumee d'une f o u r n a i s e , e t t o u t e l a 
montagne t r e m b l a i t avec v i o l e n c e . ,^ -, ̂  -,o\ 

(Exodus 19, l o ) 

T h i s r e c a l l s the l i n e i n E x i l , I : " L " e s p r i t du di e u fumant 

deserte sa couche d'amiante." The p r i n c i p a l image i s c l e a r l y 

t h a t o f a heat-haze, but Perse's p o e t r y a l l o w s of m u l t i p l e 

though not u n r e s t r i c t e d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s and a s s o c i a t i o n s 

c o n f i r m i n g and a m p l i f y i n g the c e n t r a l image. 
* 

T h i s b e i n g the case, we may t u r n t o the p a r a l l e l i s m t o 

See konique Parent, "Le theme de l'orage dans E x i l de 
Saint-John Perse" i n Actas do IX Congresso i n t e r n a c i o n a l de 
l i n g u i s t i c a romanica (Lisbao 1939) * I I , 2C9-21;4. 
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be found i n c l a s s i c a l as opposed t o J u d a e o - C h r i s t i a n mythology 

and see how the f i e l d of r e f e r e n c e broadens i n another d i r e c t i o n . 

Just as the b i b l i c a l exodus i n no way pretends t o e x p l a i n the 

t e t r a l o g y , but i l l u s t r a t e s the c e n t r a l concept, so Jason does 

not h o l d the key t o a complete understanding of the poems, but 

adds a f u r t h e r element t o the complex image structure."*" 

The one unequivocal e v o c a t i o n of the voyage of the Argo 

occurs i n Nciges, I I I , w i t h the mention of l'Oiseau du Phase. 

However awry e a r l y Greek m y t h o l o g i c a l geography may have been 

the names of Jason and Medea are i r r e v o c a b l y l i n k e d w i t h the 

R i v e r Phasis. I t was a t Phasis t h a t A p h r o d i t e sent the 

b e w i t c h i n g wryneck down t o Medea t o keep her love f o r Jason 

b u r n i n g , a c c o r d i n g t o Pindar's f o u r t h P y t h i a n Qde. Perse i s 

known t o have been acquainted w i t h t h i s work bo t h from the f a c t 

t h a t he presented h i s copy of the r a r e iSlk Oxford e d i t i o n t o 
2 

Claudel when they met i n Hamburg i n 1912, from the t r a n s l a t i o n s 

" K A concise account of the Jason-; ,edea s t o r y w i l l be found 
i n Robert Graves, The Greek myths (harmondsworth 1960) , 1^8-
157» I'̂ y study of the p a r a l l e l i s m w i t h the A r g o n a u t i c a appeared 
under the t i t l e "Elements of the Jason-Kedea myth i n h x i l by 
Saint-John Perse" i n hLR, L X I , 1966, 422-425-

2See Perse, "Silence pour C l a u d e l , " WRF sept 1955, 387-391 
and Charpier, p. J>8. 
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o f Pindar which Perse i s known t o have made but l e f t u npublished, 
2 

and from t h e mention made i n Oiseaux, 12. The wryneck was 

spread-eagled on a wheel, or a f i r e w h e e l , and i t s close a s s o c i ­

a t i o n w i t h the reward of a golden b a l l which leaves a f i e r y 

t r a i l l i k e a meteor when thrown i n the a i r , and w i t h which 

A p h r o d i t e b r i b e d Eros, may. have prompted the l i n e a t the b e g i n n i n g 

of E x i l : " L ' a s t r e roue v i f sur l a p i e r r e du s e u i l . " I n view of 

the poet's d e n i a l t h a t the poem a l l u d e s t o the French Resistance 

movement, the idea t h a t t h i s s t a r broken on the wheel i s r e ­

s t r i c t e d t o the swastika o f H i t l e r ' s Germany may be dis r e g a r d e d 

f o r the moment. The e f f e c t o f the image i s t w o f o l d : the e l e ­

ment of t o r t u r e i s apparent, but the a s s o c i a t i o n o f f i r e and 

lov e u n d e r l i n e s the importance o f the t h r e s h o l d , mentioned 

eleven times i n the t e t r a l o g y . I t l i e s a t the c r i t i c a l p o i n t 

between two w o r l d s : 
Le s e u i l est a l a f o i s l a borne, l a f r o n t i e r e q u i 

d i s t i n g u e e t oppose deux mondes, e t l e l i e u paradoxal ou 
ces mondes communiquent.3 

See Bosquet, p. 105, and E. Nou l e t , Le Ton dans l a poesie 
de Saint-John Perse ( B r u x e l l e s 1969)• 

2 
Oiseaux, p. 32. 

Mircea E l i a d e , Le Sacre e t l e profane ( P a r i s 1965), p. 2k. 
See <, 7 below f o r a ge n e r a l d i s c u s s i o n of the image. 
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Here these worlds are s p e c i f i c a l l y the Old World ivhich has been 

and the New World where the Host o f f e r s r e f u g e . The image 

s i m i l a r l y leads both ways. 

" C o n s t e l l a t i o n s l a b i l e s " and "l'hyade p l u v i e u s e " ( E x i l , 

I V) are other a s t r o n o m i c a l terms used i n the poem. The l a t t e r 

p r o v i d e s an i n t r o d u c t i o n t o the idea o f r a i n from which the 

second poem w i l l be expanded, but i t i s the former which i s of 

p a r t i c u l a r importance f o r the present theme, s i n c e , i f l a b i l e 

i s taken not o n l y i n i t s obvious a s t r o n o m i c a l sense but a l s o i n 

r e l a t i o n t o the r o t a t i o n of the z o d i a c a l wheel, one notes the 

connection t r a d i t i o n a l l y made between the Argo's voyage and 

the signs o f the zodiac: among o t h e r s , the Ram of P h r i x u s , 

the B u l l s of Aeetes, the D i o s c u r i as the Heavenly Twins, i^edea 

as V i r g i n , and the Serpent as Scorpion. 

The wryneck's h a b i t s have f u r t h e r i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r the 

woems. I t h i s s e s , f o r i n s t a n c e , l i k e a snake, as w e l l as 

t w i s t i n g i t s neck i n s n a k e - l i k e f a s h i o n , and E x i l comes f u l l 

c i r c l e when we read: "aux sables de l ' e x i l s i f f l e n t l e s hautes 

passions lovees sous l e f o u e t de 1 ' e c l a i r . . . " Medea's charming 

o f the dra. ;on which guarded the Golden Fleece on i t s oak i s 

r e c a l l e d , and a p s y l l a , or snake-charmer, i s s a i d i n I : l u i e s , I I , 
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t o be the Idea dancing a t the opening o f the poet's sentences 

guarding a g a i n s t the impatience of the poem. The Idea i s 

e s s e n t i a l l y t h a t of u s i n g the legend of the Golden Fleece as 

a basic p a t t e r n r e s t r a i n i n g the poet from some indulgence or 

excess by which he might otherwise be tempted. When i n e x i l e , 

Iiedea i s s a i d t o have v i s i t e d the "marrubians i n Li b y a and taught 

them her a r t , and the name P s y l l i i s given t o a people l i v i n g 

near the coast of Libya--v/here the Argonauts were stranded a t 

one stage of t h e i r j o u r n e y - - o f f which l i e s the quicksand o f 

S y r t i s major. Although used i n J x i l , I I , as a common noun, 

the s y r t e s are where t h i s "grand poeme ne de r i e n " i s assembled. 

The comparison of the sky t o a Sahel, the "oiseau de "varbarie" 

and "ma course de Kumide" are f u r t h e r r e f e r e n c e s t o the same 

r e g i o n . 

Another g e o g r a p h i c a l i n d i c a t i o n , g i v e n i n the f i r s t p a r t 

o f .:<.:.. i, i s T a u r i s . I h h i l e one may immediately, and reasonably, 

t h i n k t h a t some r e f e r e n c e t o the I p h i g e n i a - C r e s t e s s t o r y i s 

i m p l i e d , i t should a l s o be noted t h a t some accounts have the 

Ar-.onauts f o l l o w the n o r t h e r n coast of the .Clack Sea on t h e i r 

homeward j o u r n e y . That they were f o l l o w i n g the Amber Route 

may have prompted the a l l u s i o n t o " l ' a i l e f o s s i l e p r i s e au 
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piege des grandes vepres d'ambre jaune," e s p e c i a l l y as i t 

follows s t r a i g h t on from " l e pur n a u t i l e des eaux l i b r e s , l e 

pur mobile de nos songes" ( E x i l , I V ) . The n a u t i l u s (Greek 

VOCXJTCXOS ' s a i l o r ' ) i s also known, i n French as i n English, 

under i t s other name of 'Argonaut'. This then i s the pure 

motive of the poet's dream. 

Certain other elements i n the f i r s t poem occur i n the 

Jason t a l e while not being r e s t r i c t e d to i t . The p r o p i t i a t i o n 

r i t e which may be taken as an extension of the image of the 

heat haze above a beach exposed to the f i e r c e glare of the sun 

i n " 1 ' e s p r i t du dieu fumant deserte sa couche d'amiante" may 

be applied to tal e s besides that of Jason and his men. 

S i m i l a r l y the sei z i n g of the a l t a r ' s horns may be seen as a 

r i t u a l task, and therefore assimilated to the labours of 

Heracles—or of Kilhvr/ch, f o r th a t m a t t e r — a s w e l l as to Jason's 

grasping of the b u l l s ' horns to yoke them together as part of 

hi s ordeal. The main image, g i v i n g a clue to the p r i n c i p a l 

meaning of the l i n e , probably l i e s elsewhere, and w i l l be 

dealt w i t h i n d e t a i l l a t e r i n t h i s chapter. The Sirens are 

met w i t h on more voyages than t h i s , yet "l'ossuaire des saisons" 

( I ) r e c a l l s the bone-heaps these bird-women l e f t a f t e r b e g u i l i n g 
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unwary s a i l o r s . And are not bird-women, t h i s time Harpies, 

r e f e r r e d to i n one of the most opaque passages of ^ x i l V : 

Tant de hauteur n'epuisera l a r i v e accore de ton 
s e u i l , 6 Saisisseur de glaives a l'aurore, 

0 i-ianieur d'aisles par leurs angles, et Nourrisseur 
des f i l l e s les plus aigres sous l a plume de f e r ! 

( I l l ) 

While the f u l l sense of these versets remains obscure, episodes 

of the Jason story c l a r i f y them to some extent. The Argonauts 

swore to Apollo of the Dawn never to desert one another i n case 

of danger. Apollo, as Sun-god, grasps the sunbeams at dawn, 

j u s t as one may seize the blade of a sword to swear f a i t h by 

i t . The handling of eagles could be a t t r i b u t e d to the Sons 

of Boreas, the North Vlind , who chased the Harpies from Phineus 1 

wretched home, and the feeding e i t h e r to that same episode or 

to the v i 3 i t of the Argonauts to the Amazons, the Guerrieres 

of Pluies, I I I . But these elements seem t a n g e n t i a l , and a 

s a t i s f a c t o r y s o l u t i o n appears to l i e elsewhere. 

"La plume de f e r " nonetheless brings to mind another 

moment of the Argonauts' voyage. As they reached the i s l a n d 

of Ares, the war-god's b i r d s flocked overhead, a t t a c k i n g them 

w i t h pointed brazen feathers; but t h i s c l e a r l y does not explain 



kl 

the r e s t of the image. The r e l a t i o n of "Tant de hauteur 

The idea of m e t a l l i c feathers, sometimes being used f o r 
attack, occurs i n many l i t e r a t u r e s , and some references have 
a f f i n i t i e s elsewhere i n Perse. I n one of the Vedic 
f o r example, Ar.nl, as a sparrow-hawk w i t h golden wings, l e t s 
f a l l a feather producing the plant which gives soma (see Goblet 
d ' A l v i e l l a , La I'iigration des symboles, p. 163) • I n the Koran, 
the Ababil birds mentioned i n Oiseaux, 12, h u r l l e t h a l stones, 
each marked w i t h i t s v i c t i m ' s name, against the army of Abraha 
at t a c k i n g Mecca (Surah 105, "The Elephant"). But i t should 
also be noted that Mongol horsemen and shamans, i n both of whom 
Perse shows considerable i n t e r e s t , wear something resembling 
" l a plume de f e r . " :,Pour I 1 a c t i o n , / l e s cavaliers mongols/ se 
revetaient d'une cuirasse f a i t e de lamelles et d'e c a i l l e s de 
f e r , rappelant curieusement l e plumage metallique d'oiseau porte 
par les shamans l o r s de leurs v a t i c i n a t i o n s " (i-iaurice Percheron, 
Genghis Khan, p. 1^-8) . A d i f f e r e n t l i g h t i s thrown on the 
sense however by a sentence i n Pour Dante: "jiCt l ' a i l e acerbe 
de son genie nous f r o l e r a encore de sa plume de f e r - . . " .,Then 
compared w i t h the phrase "des f i l l e s les plus aigres sous l a 
plume de f e r , " i t w i l l be seen that the concepts cancel out 
to leave the equation of f i l l e s w i t h genie. This could w e l l 
be another p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n of the poetic .use. The m i l i t a r y 
image-pattera suggests the war being waged between the poet 
and t h i s Amazon Muse, which r e c a l l s the imagery of i n s p i r a t i o n 
i n Pluies, I I I : there, the "Guerrieres" are "casquees de plume 
et haut-troussees." The l i n k which Jean-Pierre Richard makes 
(Onze etudes•.. , pp. kZ-h-k) between maigreur and masculinity 
applies by extension to "nos f i l l e s / q u i / s'aiguisent sous l e 
casque" (Vents, IV, 5) (where the verb s'aiguiser j o i n s aigre 
both p.. : c ; . and through the Greek root o t K j j o s ) . The g i r l s 
are both slender, l i k e the I'rince i n Amitie du Prince, aigre 

* , , i — .....—-• ——- ' "— 
echoing maigre, and ready f o r a c t i o n , "les ins L I^.M t r i c e s ardentes 
et court-vetues de 1'action" (Vents, I , 6 ) . The " a i g l e s " may 
then be taken to be not birds but Roman legionary standards 
(the reading suggested by Philippe Vandecasteele, "L'Giseau...," 
p. 2k), and " f i l l e s " may be understood as swords, i n l i n e w i t h 
the ghrase about a g i r l which Perse quoted from Cervantes to 
Pierre Guerre ("Dans une haute maison de ner•.." p. 3 5 3 ) : 

http://Ar.nl
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n'epuisera l a r i v e accore de ton s e u i l " to the other elements 

of the image i s d i f f i c u l t to fathom. I t may be that we are 

looking f o r too much complexity, and that the "answer" i s much 

oimpler: j u s t as the sun holds i t s beams l i k e swords, i t shines 

on eagles' wings, beak and claws, and so may be said to master 

them, and also provides nourishment f o r even the s u r l i e s t and 

most ferocious g i r l s . But the gratuitous nature of t h i s i s 

so u n t y p i c a l of Perse that the problem must f o r the time being 

remain unsolved. 

The i n t r o d u c t i o n of the Sibyls i n t o the poem ampl i f i e s 

these references. I n t h e i r green grottoes, which are here 

i d e n t i f i e d \j±th a bedchamber as i s the cave i n the Jason story 

--and i t may be r e c a l l e d t h a t Dido and Aeneas also shared one 
2 

of these "grottes n u p t i a l e s " --the S i b y l l i n e jJooks are counted 

among "de sainbes e c r i t u r e s . " I n the l a s t poem of the t e t r a l o g y 

the Sibyls enter again, when a whole nation of them i s whistled 

up by the e x i l e d Medea-figure of the Poeme a l'Etrangere. 

U n t i l t h i s f i n a l poem, s p e c i f i c reference to the Jason adventure 

" E l l e e t a i t comme l a lame d'une epee sans garde n i poignee, 
dont on ne s a i t p.vxr od l a prendre." 

^For a f u r t h e r suggestion see below 7, Pp. 201-206. 
2 
Aeneid, IV, 165 f f . Argonautica, I I , 910. 
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i s r e s t r i c t e d to the Phasian B i r d . Yet the appendages of 

maythology are by no means la c k i n g . The Sibyls are obliquely 

r e f e r r e d to as "Vierges prophetiques," and c e r t a i n r i t u a l s , 

e s p e c i a l l y those concerned w i t h ruin-naking, are d e t a i l e d . 

The idea that storms are caused by combing the hair i s twice 

brought forward i n Pluies and the importance of the colour 

black i n sympathy w i t h the black rain-clouds to be found i n 
2 

the mention of the "vierge noire' 1 and " l a bete n o i r e . " 

I n the f i r s t part of i.eiges i s the splendidly evocative 

i.. a, e : 

l'aube muette dans sa plume, comme une grande chouette 
fabuleuse en proie aux so u f f l e s de 1' e s p r i t , e n f l a i t son 
corps de dahlia blanc. 

Besides being a superb v i s u a l image, i f one thinks of Medea as 

the " s o u f f l e s de 1 ' e s p r i t " which are haunting the poet throughout, 

t h i s brings to mind that 'owl' i n Greek i s Glauke ( jjXotu^/'Kos) , 

and that t h i s name was given to King Creon's daughter who 

suffered such a p a i n f u l death at Medea's hands. Another echo 

"*"3ir James Frazer, The Golden Bough, I I I , Taboo and the 
P e r i l s of the Soul, p. 271* 

2Frazer, I , The Magic A r t , Vol. I , p. 247 f f . 



of the Argonauts' adventures i s : 

Zt du cote des eaux premieres me retournant avec 
le j o u r , comme le voyageur, a l a neomenie, dont l a 
conduite est i n c e r t a i n e et l a demarche est aberrante... 

(rleiges, IV) 

Lynceus, wandering through the Libyan desert, sees Heracles 

on the horizon only to lose s i g h t of him immediately: 
As f o r Heracles, Lynceus thought he saw a l o n e l y 

f i g u r e on the verge of that vast land, as a man, when 
the month begins, sees or thinks he sees the new moon 
through the clouds. 

Just as i n the myth the emphasis s h i f t s from Jason to 

liedea, so the poet e x t e r i o r i s e s his own f e e l i n g s more and more, 

and f i n a l l y t r a n s f e r s them to the Strangere. A p a r a l l e l i s m 

i s evident between the poet and Jason: both were obliged to 

leave t h e i r mothers, and t r y to console them at t h e i r departure 

both s u f f e r only a semi-voluntary e x i l e , g l o r y and the gods 

prompting Jason, circumstances f o r c i n g Perse to do what was 

nonetheless inherent i n h i s nature, namely to t r a v e l and 

"chanter l ' a i l l e u r s . " As the myth becomes more personal when 

^ i p o l l o n i u s Rhodius, IV, lV?7 f f - ( t r . E. V. Kieu, p. 187) 
V i r g i l borrows the image f o r Aeneas discovering Dido i n the 
underworld (Aeneid V I , k^J-k^k): "... qualem primo qui surgere 
mense/ Aut videt aut vidisse putat per nubile lunam." 

2 Me i c e s , I I I and /ipollonius Rhodius, I , 295 f f -



liedea h e r s e l f s u f f e r s e x i l e , a f t e r p e r s o n a l i t i e s had counted 

f o r much less on the actual voyage of the Argonauts, so a 

p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n i s presented f o r the f i r s t time i n B x i l i n 

the character of the fo r e i g n woman. Medea : :ay be p a r t i a l l y 

i d e n t i f i e d w i t h the Etrangere. This may have been the reason 

f o r the t r a n s f e r of the I'oeme a 1'Etrangere from second to 

l a s t p o s i t i o n i n the t e t r a l o g y , and would c e r t a i n l y lend the 

poems a u n i t y which otherwise might have seemed somewhat 

str a i n e d . 

* 

So, as w i t h the Book of Exodus, there would appear to be 

too many echoes of "cestuy-la qui conquit l a t o i s o n , " as another 

e x i l e wrote, f o r the t a l e of the Golden Fleece to be disregarded 

as an influence on the imagery and o v e r a l l form of S x i l • Both 

themes p e r s i s t side by side to broaden the impact of the poems, 

and support Perse's claim f o r the u n i v e r s a l i t y of t h e i r 

s i g n i f i c a n c e . A study of the sentence i n E x i l , I I , "D'autres 

saisissent dans les temples l a corne peinte des a u t e l s , " w i l l 

show not only how the two themes may overlap, but also how a 

correct reading may on occasion be obtained by reference to 

sources and influences. 
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hention has already been made of the idea of a r i t u a l 

task which has become p r o v e r b i a l : s e i z i n g the b u l l by the 

horns. Professor Parent has selected an i s o l a t e d reference 

i n the Psalms ( l l 8 , 27) and concluded: 
Ce geste de s u p p l i c a t i o n est peut-etre en rapport 

avec l a s i t u a t i o n tra^ique du monde: mais pour sa p a r t , 
lie poete/ l e refuse. 

Neither i n t h i s Psalm, however, nor i n Exodus or L e v i t i c u s 

where the horns of the a l t a r are mentioned f i f t e e n times, i s 

there any question of s e i z i n g hold of them. But i n the f i r s t 

Book of Kings, Adonijah and Joab are said i n turn to catch hold 

on the horns of the a l t a r , and the p r i n c i p a l motivation i n 

e i t h e r case i s fear: 

Adonija eut peur de Salomon; i l se leva aussi, 
s 1 en a l i a , et s a i s i t les cornes de l ' a u t e l - On v i n t 
d i r e a Salomon: V o i c i , Adonija a peur du r o i Salomon, 
et i l a s a i s i les cornes de l ' a u t e l , en disant: Que 
le r o i Salomon me jure aujourd'hui q u ' i l ne f e r a point 
mourir son s e r v i t e u r par l'epeel Tr. n 

* * ( I Kings 1, 50-51) 
And l a t e r : 

Et Joab se r e f u g i a vers l a tente de l ' E t e r n e l , et 
s a i s i t les cornes de l ' a u t e l - /_. .,. ~ ~ Q\ 

( I Kin;:s 2, 2o) 

The meaning deduced by reference to secular sources i s 

honique Parent, Saint-John Perse et quelques devanciers 
(,-aris 1960) , p. 217. 



quite d i f f e r e n t , but i s perhaps worth presenting i n some 

d e t a i l since the comparison w i l l show the value of reference 

to the Jible—beyond a mere to n a l e c h o — f o r what would appear 

to be the most reasonable i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . The L a t i n tag 

usque ad aras, meaning 'to the l a s t extremity,' was p a r t i c u l a r l y 

used i n reference to taking an oath: 

Usque ad aras amicus. Your f r i e n d even to the 
horns of the a l t a r - - i . e . through t h i c k and t h i n . I n 
swearing, the ancient Romans held the horns of the a l t a r , 
and one who did so i n testimony of f r i e n d s h i p could not 
break his oath without c a l l i n g on himself the vengeance 
of the angry gods."'" 

Cicero, i n his i :ro Balbo 5, 12, mentions i t as a Greek custom-, 

i t was c l e a r l y a widespread p r a c t i c e , t e s t i f i e d i n w r i t e r s as 

diverse as Vlautus (Rudens, V, 2) and V i r g i l (Aeneid, X I I , 2 0 1 ) . 

The phrase has been retained i n French, according to both L i t t r e 

and Robert who give i d e n t i c a l d e f i n i t i o n s , w i t h a considerably 

changed meaning: 

mrd jusqu'aux a u t e l s : ami a tout f a i r e , excepte 
a a g i r contre l a r e l i g i o n , contre l a conscience. 

I n the context of the poem, i t i s evident that an evocation 

of fear w i l l make very good sense. The d i r e c t contrast of 

the i n t e r i o r of the temple w i t h the open seascape of the 

^~E. Brewer, Dictionary of Phrase and Fable (London n.d.), 
a r t . horns 



f o l l o w i n g l i n e : "Ma g l o i r e est sur les sables!" points to the 

e f f e c t of fear on others, and at the same time proclaims the 

poet's freedom from fear, from being enclosed or r e s t r i c t e d i n 

any sense, and also perhaps from allegiance to the orthodox 

gods. 

The Bible has c l e a r l y given r i s e to other phrases i n the 

work, or else provides an echo which cannot be ignored. I n 

the Old Testament, f o r instance, one knows of the "machoire 

d'ane" ( E x i l , I I ) w i t h which Samson performed such feats of 

strength (Judges 15 i 15-17); of other "denombrements de peuples 

en exode" ( E x i l , I I I ) such as when the e x i l e d Jews r e t u r n from 

Babylon to r e b u i l d Jerusalem (Ezra 7 and Nehernial! 2 ) ; and of 

s i m i l a r invocations to humble the mighty that one finds i n 

Pluies, V I I , i n the Book of Job 12, 15-2^-: 

I I /Dieu7 r e t i e n t les eaux et tout se desseche; 
I I l e s lache, et l a t e r r e en est devastee. 
I I possede l a force et l a prudence; . . . 
I I trouble l a raison des juges. . . . 
I I f a i t tomber les puissants. . . . 
I I ote l a parole a ceux qui ont de 1'assurance; . . . 
I I verse l e rnepris sur les grands; 
I I relache l a ceinture des f o r t s . . . . 
I I enleve 1 ' i n t e l l i g e n c e aux chefs des peuples, 
I I les f a i t e r r e r dans les deserts sans chemin.^ 

1Cf Lao Tzu, Tao te ching, §m XIX & XX: 
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These and s i m i l a r a t t r i b u t e s are those which the Rains are 

conjured to wash away: they are invoked as a power quite as 

great as God was f o r Job."*" The New Testament i s r e c a l l e d by 

mention of the "changeurs" ( E x i l , VI) echoing the money-changers 

of matthew 21, 12 and Hark 11, 15; by the " p i e r r e roulee sur 

l a bouche des p u i t s " (l-'luies, V) reminding one of the stone 

over Christ's tomb; and by "Moi, je p o r t a i s l'eponge et l e 

f i e l aux blessures d'un v i e i l arbre charge des chaines de l a 

t e r r e " ( P l u i e s , VI) which i s a graphic d e s c r i p t i o n of the sponge 

and g a l l offered Christ on the cross immediately before his 

death (matthew 27, 48; Mark 15, 36 and John 19, 2 9 ) , hut i n t o 

which one may read a number of far-reaching i m p l i c a t i o n s . 

These are by no means a l l the references to the Bible i n the 

t e t r a l o g y , nor have any of the evocations of r e l i g i o u s r i t u a l 

been d e t a i l e d . For e s s e n t i a l l y the movement of i n t e r e s t should 

be away from the p a r t i c u l a r source reference to the general 

i n t e n t i o n and e f f e c t of the poems. 

Exterminate the sage, discard the wise, 
And the people w i l l b e n e f i t a hundredfold; 
Exterminate benevolence, discard r e c t i t u d e , 
And the people w i l l again be f i l i a l ; 
Exterminate in g e n u i t y , discard p r o f i t , 
And there w i l l be no more thieves and bandits. 

Exterminate l e a r n i n g and there w i l l no longer be worries, 
( t r - D. C. Lau, Harmondsworth 1963, PP« 75-76). 

"'"See also F. J. Carmody, "Saint-John Perse and several 
v̂.-; i O^HT-OOOM Gomp. L i t . Studies, 1965, I I , 139-143* 



50 

There i s no need, then, to r e s t r i c t understanding to a 

single myth, f o r the basic urge to create a.myth--whether by 

a subtle interchange of cultures or b y a .jore spontaneous 

creative process—seems u n i v e r s a l , and i t i s perhaps i n t h i s 

way that S x i l ...My be claimed as "un poeme de I ' e t e r n i t e de 

l ' e x i l dans l a condition humaine-" C a i l l o i s , w r i t i n g as an 

anthropologist rather than l i t e r a r y c r i t i c , d e t a i l s what he 

terms "les devoirs de 1 ' e x i l e " as expressed i n yet another 

community, but which are e s s e n t i a l l y ideas u n r e s t r i c t e d by t r i b a l 

or p o l i t i c a l boundaries.^" I f there appear to be more references 

to the Bible and c l a s s i c a l w r i t i n g s than to other mythologies, 

i t i s because they are the b i r t h r i g h t of our p a r t i c u l a r 

community, and so more f a m i l i a r both to ourselves and to the 

poet. One's choice of "sources" tends i n e v i t a b l y to r e f l e c t 

one's own l i m i t a t i o n s rather than reveal much about the poet, 

and i s bound, w i t h however good a w i l l , to be a r b i t r a r y . 

Such a heritage must nonetheless be integrated i n t o the 

pattern of immediate circumstances, and i n t h i s case t h i s means 

the United States and e x i l e f o r a man of the twe n t i e t h century. 

C a i l l o i s , L'Homme et l e sacre ( j r a r i s 1939), p. 
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This aspect i s perhaps the one dealt w i t h most f u l l y so f a r 

by c r i t i c s , who have added successive explanations of Perse's 

references to his host country. C a i l l o i s r i g h t l y i n s i s t s 

that however broad the poet's net, his catch I s one which 

a c t u a l l y e x i s t s or existed at some time and i n some place."'" 

A number of c r i t i c s have i n t h e i r t u r n added to the l i s t of 

actual things explained i n t h e i r prosaic colours. S i m i l a r l y 

i t has been shown t h a t , n a t u r a l l y enough, Perse often has his 

own immediate circumstances i n mind. But such raw materials 

do not i n themselves "explain" the poems: they only add to 

one's respect f o r the i n t e g r i t y and scope of the poet as a 

w r i t e r and as a man, and perhaps deepen one's appreciation 

once the d e t a i l s of the references have been f u l l y assimilated 

and h a l f f o r g o t t e n . Bachelard wisely wrote: " I I ne faut pas 

t r o p v i t e s'adresser aux constructions de l a raison pour 
2 

comprendre un genie l i t t e r a i r e o r i g i n a l . " And Perse himself 

( l i k e Ezra Pound w i t h his view of "Kulchur") denigrates the 

sort of acquired c u l t u r e obtained from book-learning i n favour 

"'"Caillois, Poetique. . . , pp. 137-152, 191-198. 

Eachelard, Psychanalyse du feu (Paris 1 9 ^ 9 ) , p. 173* 
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of a l i v e d and l i v i n g awareness: 

iion h o s t i l i t e envers l a c u l t u r e releve . . . de 
1 1homeopathie: je c r o i s qu'elle d o i t etre portee au 
point extreme ou, d'elle-meme, e l l e se recuse, e t , 
ingrate a elle-merae, s'annule-^ 

* 

I t would consequently appear to be i n accordance w i t h 

the poet's wishes that a t t e n t i o n be s h i f t e d from the question 

of l i t e r a r y sources and influences to other aspects of poetic 

cr e a t i o n . I n the case of Saint-John Perse, there seems to be, 

as has already been suggested, a p r e d i s p o s i t i o n towards the 

s t a t e , both physical and psychological, of e x i l e . I t i s 

therefore i n t e r e s t i n g to f i n d as the f i r s t of three epigraphs 

appended to the f i r s t poem published by Perse, "Des V i l l e s sur 
2 

t r o i s modes," the f o l l o w i n g words from the De T r i n i t a t e of 

I l i l a r i u s : "Quies inops v i t a e i p s i u s e x s i l i u m . . . " S a i l l e t 

provides the completed quotation and a t r a n s l a t i o n to which 

i t a l i c s have been added to i n d i c a t e the words selected by 

Perse: 

"'"Perse, "Fragments d'une l e t t r e privec a Archibald 
x.acLeish ( 1 9 ^ 2 ) , " CP, I , 155. 

2 
i n Pan ( H o n t p e l l i e r ) No. 4, j u i l l e t - a o u t 1908, 189-

191 (signed "Saintleger Leger"). 
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... l e repos ( l a quietude) depourvu-de-res.sources 
apparai.t-a-1 1 i n t e l l i g e n c e comme une sorte d ' e x i l de l a 
vie elle-meme...1 

I n the e a r l i e s t poem to remain included i n the Oeuvre poetique, 

the Images a Crusoe, the " V i e i l homme remis entre les hommes" 

speaks of "un e x i l lurnineux" and of " l a sueur des seves en 

e x i l . " Finding himself at long l a s t among hi s countrymen 

again, he cannot help f e e l i n g a stranger to a l l the a c t i v i t y 

of the town. 

Hepris par l a vie urbaine, i l a pourtant plus d'une 
raison de se r e j o u i r , car l a j o i e est l a plus grande 
richesse q u ' i l a rapportee de son p e r i p l e : 

2 

... J o i e ! o j o i e deliee dans les hauteurs du c i e l i . . . 

Some of the maxims to be found i n De Foe's Robinson Crusoe 

seem s i n g u l a r l y relevant to the a t t i t u d e Perse was to take 

when he himself suffered e x i l e , and no doubt influenced his 

ways of thought from his adolescence onwards: 

Laurice S a i l l e t , Saint-John Perse, pocte de g l o i r e , 
(Paris 1 9 5 2 ) , p. l 8 l . 

2 
Bosquet, Saint-John Perse, p. 19* 

3 
See cj 27 f o r Crusoe's departure from his i s l a n d ; 0 t 29-

30 f o r his b r i e f stay i n England. I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note 
tha t Crusoe's t r a v e l s are f a r from over at t h i s stage, due to 
what De Foe c a l l s "the native propensity to rambling." 
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He t o l d me that g r i e f was the most senseless 
i n s i g n i f i c a n t passion i n the world, f o r that i t regarded 
only things past, which were generally impossible to be 
r e c a l l e d , or to be remedied, but had no view of things 
to come, and had no share i n anything that looked l i k e 
deliverance, but rather added to the a f f l i c t i o n than 
proposed a remedy. , R 

E x i l e and the desire t o t r a v e l are two sides of the same 

..iedal- This i s p l a i n l y seen by Perse when he v/rites of Crusoe 

Le regard f i x e au lar g e , t u attendais I 1 i n s t a n t du 
depart, le lever du grand vent q ui te d e s c e l l e r a i t d'un 
C C a'^* (Images a Crusoe, "Le l i v r e " ) 

I t i s s i m i l a r l y clear i n the next published poem, Pour f e t e r 

u:io enfance, where we read of "une mer . . . hantee d ' i n v i s i b l e 

departs.' 1 But despite "hat we might c a l l the "geographical 

double-take" i n these e a r l y works, they are e s s e n t i a l l y s t a t i c 

evocations when compared w i t h the development of movement seen 

i n c r e a s i n g l y i n La Gloire des Rois, Anabase, Vents and Araers. 

* n A r i t i e du Prince, where the poet i s addressed as "Voyageur," 

the urge t o wander i s recognised as a "tourment de 1 ' e s p r i t : " 
La guerre, l a negoce, les reglements de dettes 

r e l i g i e u s e s sont d'ordinaire l a cause des deplacements 
l o i n t a i n s : t o i t u te p l a i s aux longs deplaceiients sans 
cause. Je connais ce t o u r i e n t de 1'e s p r i t . Je 
t'enseignerai l a source de ton mal. * {TTT\ 

Anabase explores the nature and r e s u l t s i f t h i s malaise: the 
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" t o u r m e n t de 1 ' e s p r i t " i s a l s o a " g o u t de I'ame," and t h e 

e s s e n t i a l s o l i t u d e o f t h e man w i t h such a m e t y p h y s i c a l and 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l l e a n i n g i s f u l l y u n d e r l i n e d . "Chemins du monde, 

l ' u n vous s u i t " (Anab- . ise, V I I I ) . There i s no q u e s t i o n o f 

s e t t l i n g f o r such a man: p l e a s u r e s a r e g r e a t and r e a l b u t 

t r a n s i t o r y : "mais p a r - d e s s u s l e s a c t i o n s des homines s u r l a 

t e r r e , beaucoup de s i g n e s en voyage..." (Anabase, I X ) . A t 

no t i u e i s t h e wandered f r e e o f h i s t h o u g h t s o f g o i n g f u r t h e r : 

T e r r e a r a b l e du s o n g e I " o i l p a r l e de b a t i r ? — J ' a i 
vu l a t e r r e d i s t r i b u t e en de v a s t e s espaces e t i/ia pensee 
n ' e s t p o i n t d . i s t r a i t e du n a v i s c a t e u r . . , s 

( i b i d * / 

The theme becomes more o b v i o u s s t i l l i n t h e immense movement 

o f t h e two g r e a t e p i c s , V e n t s and ;:-:ers, t h e f i r s t o f w h i c h 

C l a u d e l c a t e g o r i s e d as "une p o e s i e n o u r r i e r l ' e s p a c e e t a 

q u i i l f a u t de l ' e s p a c e p o u r d e v e l o p p e r . T h e second has 

r e c e i v e d handsome t r e a t m e n t a t t h e hands o f P r o f e s s o r Henry 

on t h i s v e r y theme. 

The 1 t e t r a l o g y s t a n d s a t t h e c r o s s r o a d s between t h e 

poems d e a l i n g w i t h t h e l e a d e r - f i g u r e , t h e P r i n c e , and t h e l a t e r 

1 C l a u d e l , "Un poeme de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e : V e n t s " , CP, X, 58. 

A l b e r t a e n r y , "Amers" de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e : Une p o e s i e du 
mouvement (i.'euchatel 1963) •> p a s s i m . 
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poems where movement s t a n d s as a f o r c e i n i t s own r i ^ h t . I t 

has t h e added i n t e r e s t o f r e f l e c t i n g a p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e o f 

c a p i t a l i m p o r t a n c e i n t h e l i f e o f t h e p o e t - - a n d n o t w i t h o u t 

i t s i m p o r t a n c e i n t h e h i s t o r y o f w o r l d a f f a i r s - - o n e w h i c h 

c o i n c i d e d s t r a n g e l y w i t h a c e r t a i n p r e d i s p o s i t i o n t o be e l c e -

where. P i e r r e Guerre sees t h e s w i n g o f emphasis o v e r t h e y e a r s 

i n t h e f o l l o w i n g t e r . i s : 

A v a n t l e s poe.'es d ' e x i l , c ' e s t une e r r a n c e nee de 
l a l a s s i t u d e du p o u v o i r ou d'une v o c a t i o n n a t u r e l l e . 
. . . E t dans l e s p l u s r e c e n t s poemes, c e t t e e r r a n c e 
s ' e l a r g i t en un v a s t e mouveroent, a l a mesure de ceux de 
l a n a t u r e e t de l ' h i s t o i r e : 

S'en a l l e r ! S'en a l l e r ! P a r o l e de v i v a n t 

The same c r i t i c can even speak o f Per s e ' s "nomadisme f r e n e t i q u e . 

Cf 2 x i l , L o u i s - M a r c e l Raymond w r i t e s some l i n e s w h i c h s t a n d a t 

t h e v e r y r o o t o f t h e p r e s e n t s t u d y : 

Ce poeme s y m b o l i s a i t l ' e x i l d'un e t r e de r a c e 
s u p e r i e u r e , l ' e x i l du P o e t e , q u i r e s t e r a t o u j o u r s 1 ' E x i l e 
p a r e x c e l l e n c e . 

S a i n t - J o h n Perse a v o u l u s e u l e m e n t r a p p e l e r que de 
t o u s l e s e x i l e s p a r l e monde, l e p o e t e l ' e s t l e p l u s 
t o t a l e m e n t e t l e p l u s absolument.-^ 

E l s e w h e r e Raymond makes t h e g e n e r a l c l a i m : " L ' e x i l e s t l e 

P i e r r e G u e r r e , S a i n t - J o h n Perse e t l'homsie ( P a r i s 1955)? 
p. h2. 

2 

I b i d . , p. 6k. 

5 " H u m a n i t y de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , " CP, X, 126, 129. 
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c l i m a t r e e l de l a p o e s i e . " I t i s perhaps t h e e x t r a 

s e n s i t i v i t y w h i c h a p o e t i s r i g h t l y o r w r o n g l y supposed t o 

possess t h a t makes him ;;iore c o n s c i o u s o f e x i l e and so i n c r e a s e 

b o t h t h e s u f f e r i n g i n v o l v e d and a c o r r e s p o n d i n g c a p a c i t y f o r 

p o e t r y . 3 u t i t i s p e r h a p s t h i s v e r y s e n s i t i v i t y t h a t s h o u l d 

make us l o o k f u r t h e r s t i l l f o r t h e aim o f t h i s d e s i r e t o t r a v e l 

and i t s a s s o c i a t e d p r e d i s p o s i t i o n t o t h e s t a t e o f e x i l e . 

* 

P i e r r e - J e a n Jouve s u g g e s t e d t h a t Perse has " l e s e n t i m e n t 
2 

d ' e t r e a t o u t e s choses un e t r a n g e r , " and s t a t e s more p r e c i s e l y 

where he c o n s i d e r s t h e r o o t o f t h e f e e l i n g t o l i e : 

En son p r e m i e r a s p e c t , E x i l m a n i f e s t e l a s o l i t u d e 
e t r a n g e r e en dehors d'une g u e r r e , d'une c a t a s t r o p h e du 
ter.:ps. Dans l e s p l a n s l e s p l u s l o i n t a i n s , c ' e s t l a 
s o l i t u d e comme s u r g i s s e m e n t i n t i m e , e t l e g o u f f r e de l a 
p e r d i t i o n du r , i o i - - q u i n ' e s t n i absence m y s t i q u e , n i 
f r u s t r a t i o n e r o t i q u e , n i m a c e r a t i o n de r n e l a n c o l i e , r i a l s 
p e r d i t i o n m e t a p h y s i q u e p u r e . ( I t a l i c s a d d e d ) . 

The l a s t t h r e e words a r e o f p a r t i c u l a r i m p o r t a n c e , t h r o w i n g 

t h e emphasis away f r o m t h e im m e d i a t e c o n c r e t e xvorld o f m i g r a t i o n s 

''"Louis-Kareel Raymond, " L e c t u r e de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , " 
L ' A c t i o n u n i v e r s i t a i r e ( M o n t r e a l ) , Apr- 19̂ -8, 21. 

2 J o u v e , " i ; x i l , " CP, X, 57-
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and e x i l e s i n t o t h e m e t a p h y s i c a l r e a l m o f a b a s i c y e a r n i n g t o 

c r e a t e b u t n o t t o s t a g n a t e , t o b u i l d b u t n o t t o d e v e l o p a 

s e r v i l e and c o m f o r t a b l e a t t i t u d e o r a t t a c h m e n t t o one's 

s u r r o u n d i n g s . C l a u d e l ' s a r t i c l e on V e nts ends w i t h t h i s 

s e a r c h i n g q u e s t i o n : 

D i e u e s t un mot que S a i n t - J o h n Perse e v i t e , c l i r a i - j e 
r e l i g i e u s e m e n t ? e t que pour un empire i l ne l a i s s e r a i t 
pas s o r t i r de l e s l e v r e s . Et c e p e n d a n t , c o n d u i t p a r l e 
s o l e i l au r e b o u r s de ce s o u f f l e t a n t o t v i o l e n t , e t t a n t o t 
p e r f i d e , e t t a n t o t r n e d i t a t i f , q u ' a l l a i t - i l c h e r c h e r au 
d e l a de t o u t e b a r r i e r e , q u ' a l l a i t - i l demander aux 
r e s e r v o i r s de 1 1 Incommensurable ?^ 

Perse's l e t t e r t h a n k i n g C l a u d e l f o r t h i s a r t i c l e i s most 

r e v e a l i n g , and c o n f i r m s t h e m e t a p h y s i c a l a s p e c t o f t h e 

a t t r a c t i o n f o r him o f 1 ' a i l l e u r s : 

V o t r e g e s t e a remue beaucoup de choses en m o i . 
K a i s p l u s h a u t que t o u t ce b i e n f a i t l i t t e r a i r e , j e pense 
a t o u t ce que j e d o i s moralement a v o t r e caeur d'arai. 
Zt ou p o u r r a i s - j e a i e u x en t r o u v e r l a inesure que dans l a 
pensee :ie;\c q u i g u i d e v o t r e c o n c l u s i o n ? O u i , j ' a t t e n d a i s 
c e t t e c o n c l u s i o n . E l l e ne va pas p l u s l o i n que mon 
a t t e n t e , e t n'a r i e n en elle-rneme q u i p u i s s e r i e n h e u r t e r 
en n o i . " n e r c i du mot " r e l i g i e u s e m e n t " que vous avez su 
i n s e r e r l a . I I n ' e s t que t r o p v r a i que j e d o i v e , 
s c r u p u l e u s e m e n t , m ' i n t e r d i r e de mesuser d'un mot marque 
a u j o u r d ' h u i d ' a c c e p t i o n c o n f e s s i o n n e l l e t a n t que l e s 
n o t i o n s m e t a p h y s i a u e s d ' a b s o l u , d ' e t e r n i t e ou d ' i n f i n i 
ne p e u v e n t r e j o i n d r e p o u r moi l a n o t i o n m o r a l e e t 
p e r s o n n e l l e q u i e s t a l a base des r e l i g i o n s r e v e l e e s . 

C l a u d e l , "Un poeme..." CP, X, 67-
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La r e c h e r c h e , en t o u t e chose, du " d i v i n , " q u i a e t e l a 
t e n s i o n s e c r e t e de t o u t e ma v i e p a i e n n e , e t c e t t e 
i n t o l e r a n c e , en t o u t e chose, de l a l i m i t e humaine q u i 
c o n t i n u e de c r o i t r e en moi comme un c a n c e r , ne s a u r a i e n t 
m ' h a b i l i t e r a r i e n de p l u s qu'a mon a s p i r a t i o n . Vous 
s e u l , sans d o u t e , p o u v i e z s a i s i r , dans mon poeme, l a 
p o r t e e de c e t t e "Her au-dessus de l a mer" q u i t e n d t o u j o u r s 
p l u s l o i n ma l i g n e d ' h o r i z o n . ^ ( I t a l i c s a d d e d ) . 

* 

There i s no doubt t h a t i n c e r t a i n c i r c u m s t a n c e s and i n 

a l i m i t e d way a l l u s i o n t o o t h e r w r i t i n g s can t h r o w l i g h t on 

Perse's work. By r e f e r e n c e and i n f e r e n c e he a l s o shows h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r sympathy w i t h t h o s e l i t e r a r y f i g u r e s whom he f e e l s 

t o have s h a r e d h i s sense o f e x i l e . But t o a t t e m p t t o see h i s 

p o e t r y s o l e l y i n terras o f l i t e r a r y a n t e c e d e n t s w o u l d be t o l i m i t 

an a p p r e c i a t i o n o f Perse's own c o n t r i b u t i o n , even when one sees 

how t h o r o u g h l y a s s i m i l a t e d and t r a n f o r m e d t h o s e s o u r c e s a r e . 

I t i s t e n d e n t i o u s and r e s t r i c t i v e t o see any one f a c e t o f a 

diamond w i t h o u t r e l a t i n g i t b o t h t o t h e o t h e r f a c e t s and, i t 

; l i g h t be added, t o t h e c a r b o n o f w h i c h i t i s composed. Any 

L e t t e r d a t e d 7 J a n . 195^ i n C l a u d e l , Oeuvres en p r o s e , 
pp. l^f82-83. As C l a u d e l ' s l e t t e r s t o Perse were m o s t l y l o s t , 
i - I . L e ger i s n o t p r e p a r e d a t t h i s s t a g e t o a l l o w h i s o t h e r l e t t e r s , 
k e p t a t C l a u d e l ' s house i n P a r i s , t o be c o n s u l t e d . The same i s 
t r u e o f t h e c o r r e s p o n d e n c e w i t h Gide h e l d i n t h e Fonds Doucet 
o f t h e 3 i b l i o t h e q u e S t e . - G e n e v i e v e . 
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r e s t r i c t i o n o f t h e b r e a d t h o f s i g n i f i c a n c e i n t h e t e t r a l o g y , 

w h e t h e r t o t h e im m e d i a t e p o l i t i c a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f a t r a n s ­

a t l a n t i c e x i l e , t o t h e e x p l o r a t i o n o f t h e h o s t c o u n t r y by t h e 

p o e t , or t o t h e p r i v a t e a n g u i s h o f a son must n e c e s s a r i l y 

f a l s i f y t h e t r u e t o t a l p i c t u r e - No a p p r e c i a t i o n can p o s s i b l y 

r e m a i n a t a c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f " l e v e l s o f meaning" i n a s e t o f 

poems where t h e complex t e x t u r e s o f b o t h language and im a g e r y 

i n t e r p l a y so c l o s e l y . The p r i v a t e , t h e p o l i t i c a l , t h e geo­

g r a p h i c , t h e i s t o r i c a l , t h e m y t h o l o g i c a l and t h e s p i r i t u a l 

c a n n o t be u n t w i n e d , and any a t t e m p t i s b o t h a b o r t i v e and p r e ­

j u d i c i a l . The " c o m p l e t e c o n s o r t d a n c i n g t o g e t h e r " seems t o 

demand b o t h an awareness o f t h e f a c t s and an i m m e d i a t e f o r g e t t i n g 

o f t h e f a c t s i n t h e i n t e r e s t o f t h e p o e t r y as a v a l u e i n i t s e l f . 

As vague a t e r m as " p o e t r y as a v a l u e i n i t s e l f " however, 

b e n d i n g t o a l l t h e s u b j e c t i v e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s i m a g i n a b l e , i s 

u n s a t i s f a c t o r y u n l e s s q u a l i f i e d by a c l o s e s t u d y o f t h e words 

arm"! methods used by Perse t o t r a n s l a t e t h e r e a l w o r l d i n t o 

p o e t r y . U l t i m a t e l y t h e vmords on t h e p r i n t e d page must s t a n d 

a l o n e or n o t a t a l l . Not f o r Perse t h e would-be " e x p l a n a t o r y " 

n o t e s o f an E l i o t , n o r t h e n a r c i s s i s t i c c u l t o f t h e man b e h i n d 

t h e w o r d s , where m i s p l a c e d v a n i t y t a k e s t h e p l a c e o f a j u s t 
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p r i d e - Perse has a v o i d e d t h e h a l l o f m i r r o r s i n w h i c h so 

many w r i t e r s have e n j o y e d d i s t o r t i n g t h e i r f e a t u r e s . H i s 

a s s u m p t i o n o f a pseudonym c o u l d be, i n d e e d has been c o n s i d e r e d 

as a f o r m b o t h o f escapism and o f n a r c i s s i s m . The p o e t ' s 

answer i s c l e a r : 

Je peux vous d i r e que mon pseudonyrne a e t e c h o i s i 
unique-Rent pour me p e r m e t t r e un d e d o u b l e n e n t de ma 
p e r s o n n a l i t e , un dedoublement que j e c r o i s i n d i s p e n s a b l e 
p o u r un p o e t e q u i e s t engage en nieme temps dans une 
a c t i v i t e publique--*-

I n t h i s c l e a r - h e a d e d o r g a n i s a t i o n o f h i s own l i f e , he r e f l e c t s 

t h e sense o f p r e c i s i o n so e v i d e n t i n h i s p o e t r y . 

I n a l l r e s p e c t s , t h e gateway t o t h e a b s t r a c t i s t h e c o n c r e t e , 

t o t h e m e t a p h y s i c a l t h e p h y s i c a l , t o t h e p o s s i b l e t h e a c t u a l , 

and t h e c o n c r e t e , t h e p h y s i c a l , t h e a c t u a l a c q u i r e i n consequence 

paramount i m p o r t a n c e i n Perse's p o e t r y . "Le r e e l s i n g u l i e r se 
2 

p r e s e n t e comme un a u - d e l a de 1 ' i m a g i n a b l e -" The p o e t h i m s e l f 

has made a c r u c i a l s t a t e m e n t i n t h i s r e s p e c t , one t o be borne 

i n mind t h r o u g h o u t t h i s s t u d y and w h i c h l a r g e l y d e f i n e s h i s 

v e r y c o n c e p t o f p o e t r y : 

"4iew Y o r k Times, 27 Oct. 1960, p. l 8 , q u o t e d i n Jacques 
C o u r r e n t , " A u t o u r d'un pseudonyme: S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , " V i e e t 
l a n g a g e , No. 110, mai 196l, 278-9. 

^ B a c h e l a r d , L'Eau e t l e s r e v e s ( P a r i s 196^), p. 139 
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Le p o e t e a p a r f a i t e m e n t l e d r o i t , e t meme l e d e v o i r , 
d 1 a l l e r e x i o l o r e r l e s don.iai.nes l e s p l u s o b s c u r s , u a i s p l u s 
i l va l o i n dans c e t t e d i r e c t i o n , p l u s i l d o i t u s e r de 
moyens d ' e x p r e s s i o n c o n c r e t s . A u s s i l o i n q u ' i l p e n e t r e 
dans l ' a u - d e l a i r r a t i o n n e l ou m y s t i q u e , i l e s t t e n u de 
s ' e x p r i m e r par des moyens r e e l s , i-ieme t i r e s de sa v i e 
e x p e r i m e n t a l e . Gardez v o t r e e m p r i s e au s o l e t b a t i s s e z 
avec t o u t c e l a une oeuvre h o r s du temps, h o r s du l i e u , 
e d i f i e e dans c e t t e r e c r e a t i o n . 

The n o t i o n o f e x i l e i n t h e poems s h o u l d t h e r e f o r e be seen 

t h r o u g h t h e images and a g a i n s t a b a c k g r o u n d o f t h e p o e t ' s own 

e x p e r i e n c e s . 

'•fc 4» 

P e r s e , q u o t e d by K a z a r s , "Une j o u r n e e . . . " 

http://don.iai.nes


SOLITUDE 

Numquam minus solum esse 
quam cum s o l u s e s s e t . . . 

C i c e r o 
(De r e p u b l i c a , I , 17) 
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J u s t as t h e r e i s l i t t l e need i n Perse's case t o l o o k f o r 

l i t e r a r y s o u r c e s f o r h i s w o r k , so one s h o u l d n o t presume, as 

Jacques R i v i e r e d i d when f i r s t m e e t i n g Leger i n Bordeaux,"^" 

t h a t h i s f a r o u c h e a l o o f n e s s was a pose- The young s t u d e n t 

a l r e a d y had a v o l o n t e de s o l i t u d e w h i c h was n e v e r t o d e s e r t 

him. He had a l r e a d y begun t h e l o n g d i a l o g u e o f a man by 

h i m s e l f w h i c h was t o c o n t i n u e between q u o t a t i o n marks i n so 

many o f h i s poems. Hannah A r e n d t , i n a p e n e t r a t i n g a n a l y s i s 

o f s o l i t u d e , d e c l a r e s : " A l l t h i n k i n g , s t r i c t l y s p e a k i n g , i s 
2 

done i n s o l i t u d e and i s a d i a l o g u e between me and m y s e l f . " 

" I I e t a i t l a dans un f a u t e u i l , s i l e n c i e u x , r e f u s a n t un 
s o u r i r e aux f i n e s s e s de F r i z e a u , d'un mutisme presque i n s o l e n t . 
. . . I I m ' i r r i t e . " (Quoted i n Honneur..., p. 603). 

2 
The O r i g i n s o f T o t a l i t a r i a n i s m (London 1958), p. V76. 

Cf "Je s u i s s e u l , done nous sommes q u a t r e , " Gaston B a c h e l a r d , 
La P o e t i q u e de l a r e v e r i e ( P a r i s 1960), p. 70. Durand's 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f B a c h e l a r d ' s r e m a r k i s e q u a l l y a p p o s i t e : 
"Ce que r e v e l e I ' a m b i g u i t e meme du symbole e t c e l l e de l a 
pensee q u i p r o j e t t e des s i g n i f i a n t s , c ' e s t que nous ne sommes 
j a m a i s s e u l s . L'immanence de n o t r e r e v e r i e s u s c i t e comme une 
a n i m a t i o n d i a l o g u e e de l'ame s o l i t a i r e : 1'anima se l e v e a l o r s 
f a c e a 1'animus, e t l a c o n s c i e n c e r e v a n t e d e v i e n t c o u p l e , 
d e v i e n t e t r e i n t e d'images, d i a l o g u e p a r f a i t e m e n t a c c o r d e . 
C e t t e o u v e r t u r e , c e t t e a m p l i f i c a t i o n i n t e r i e u r e de l a c o n s c i e n c e 
r e v a n t e , l u i i n t e r d i t 1 ' a l i e n a t i o n comme l e s o l i p s i s m e - La 
d i a l e c t i q u e i n t e r i e u r e a l a r e v e r i e d i a l o g u e e r e e q u i l i b r e sans 
cesse son h u m a n i t e , e t comme p a r une s o r t e de p i l o t a g e a u t o -
m a t i q u e , ramene sans cesse l a c o n n a i s s a n c e a l a p r o b l e m a t i q u e 
de l a c o n d i t i o n humaine." ( G i l b e r t Durand, L ' I m a g i n a t i o n 
s y m b o l i q u e ( P a r i s 196*0, pp. 76-77). 
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T h i s t w o - i n - o n e p r o c e s s r e q u i r e s t h e u n i t y o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n , 

a s i n g l e v o i c e , f o r c o m p l e t i o n and consummation. S o l i t u d e 

t h e r e b y becomes a p o s i t i v e and c r e a t i v e s t a t e . 

Le drame p r o f o n d de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , comme c e l u i 
de 1'Homme, c ' e s t l a s o l i t u d e . S o l i t u d e par i n c l i n a t i o n 
— h a u t e u r e t i n a c c o u t u m a n c e — s o l i t u d e du c h e f , e x t r a n e i t e 
du v o y a g e u r , s o l i t u d e arnere de 1 ' e x i l e e t du nomade. 

Cependant l a s o l i t u d e e s t un e t a t dans l e q u e l l'homme 
s ' i n t e r r o g e , se r e v i s e e t se f o r t i f i e , ou i l t r o u v e des 
r a i s o n s n o u v e l l e s e t un r e g a i n de q u a l i t e . P a radoxalement 
p r e s q u e , l a s o l i t u d e e s t c r e a t r i c e 

L o n e l i n e s s i s q u i t e d i f f e r e n t : i t i s n e g a t i v e and non­

p r o d u c t i v e , V e r l a i n e ' s " l a s o l i t u d e ou s'ecceure l e cceur." 
2 

" L o n e l y i s n o t t h e same as b e i n g a l o n e . " P r o f e s s o r A r e n d t 
p a r a p h r a s e s t h e i d e a s o f E p i c t e t u s on t h e d i f f e r e n c e t h u s : 

The l o n e l y man (eremos) f i n d s h i m s e l f s u r r o u n d e d 
by o t h e r s w i t h whom he c a nnot e s t a b l i s h c o n t a c t o r t o 
whose h o s t i l i t y he i s exposed. The s o l i t a r y man, on 
t h e c o n t r a r y , i s a l o n e and t h e r e f o r e "can be t o g e t h e r 
w i t h h i m s e l f " s i n c e men have t h e c a p a c i t y o f " t a l k i n g 
w i t h t h e m s e l v e s . " I n s o l i t u d e , i n o t h e r w o r d s , I am 
"by m y s e l f , " t o g e t h e r w i t h my s e l f , and t h e r e f o r e t w o -
i n - o n e , whereas i n l o n e l i n e s s I am a c t u a l l y one, 

P i e r r e G u e r r e , S.-J. Perse e t l'homme ( P a r i s 1955)? P-
kh. R o b e r t Graves e n v i s a g e s o n l y t h e f i r s t s t a g e o f a complex 
p r o c e s s when he w r i t e s " S o l i t u d e s o b e r s o n l y . " ("To Walk on 
H i l l s " i n Poems s e l e c t e d by h i m s e l f ( i l a r m o n d s w o r t h 196l), p. 
10k.) 

R. D. L a i n g , The D i v i d e d S e l f (Harmondsworth 1965), p. 
122. 
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d e s e r t e d by a l l o t h e r s . 

The f a i l u r e t o communicate by a l o n e l y p e r s o n c l e a r l y has 

l i t t l e t o do w i t h t h e R o m a n t i c s ' " b l i s s o f s o l i t u d e . " 

L a m a r t i n e h i m s e l f r e c o g n i s e d t h e d u a l i t y i n h e r e n t i n i s o l a t i o n 

i n t h e o p e n i n g l i n e s o f h i s m e d i t a t i o n on "La S o l i t u d e : " 

Heureux q u i . . . 
E f f a c e , encore v i v a n t , ses t r a c e s s u r l a t e r r e , 
Et dans l a s o l i t u d e e n f i n e n s e v e l i , 
Se n o u r r i t d'esperance e t s'abreuve d ' o u b l i ! 

The p o l e s o f hope and o b l i v i o n a r e b l e a k , however, b e s i d e 

Perse's a p p r o a c h , w h i c h S a i l l e t sees as "ces deux s o l i t u d e s , 

. . . l ' i s o l e m e n t v o u l u de l ' a u t e u r e t 1 ' i s o l a t i o n n a t u r e l l e 
2 

de sa v e i n e l y r i q u e . " I f one i n t e r p r e t s " b o u r g e o i s " as 

" f a l s e " or " b a d " — q u i t e l e g i t i m a t e i n t h e c o m m u n i s t i c j a r g o n 

o f t h e 1930s when i t was w r i t t e n — t h i s n o t i o n f r o m C a u d w e l l ' s 

I l l u s i o n and R e a l i t y i s seen t o l i n k s o c i a l and a r t i s t i c 

s t e r i l i t y i n l o n e l i n e s s : 
The b o u r g e o i s p o e t . . . f i n d s t h e l o n e l i n e s s w h i c h 

i s t h e c o n d i t i o n o f h i s freedom u n e n d u r a b l e and c o e r c i v e . 

^"Arendt, op. c i t . , p. V76, and see E p i c t e t u s , D i s s e r t a t i o n e s 
Book I I I , § 13. 

2 
M a u r i c e S a i l l e t , S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , p o e t e de g l o i r e ( P a r i s 

1952), p. 15-
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He f i n d s more and more o f h i s e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e e a r t h 
and t h e u n i v e r s e u n f r i e n d l y and a r e s t r a i n t on h i s 
fr e e d o m . He e j e c t s e v e r y t h i n g s o c i a l f r o m h i s s o u l , 
and f i n d s t h a t i t d e f l a t e s , l e a v i n g him p e t t y , empty 
and i n s e c u r e . ̂  

The i m m e d i a t e c o n t r a s t o f t h i s w i t h t h e r i c h n e s s o f Perse's 

s o l i t u d e i s s t r i k i n g . 

Because an a r t i s t ' s s o l i t u d e p r e s u p p o s e s c r e a t i v e 

c o m m u n i c a t i o n , i t presupposes an a u d i e n c e . Goethe's i d e a 

t h a t "we escape t h e w o r l d t h r o u g h a r t , and a r t i s a l s o o ur 
2 

l i n k w i t h i t " has been echoed by C a u d w e l l ' s v i e w o f " t h a t 

p a r a d o x o f a r t " as "man w i t h d r a w i n g f r o m h i s f e l l o w s i n t o t h e 

w o r l d o f a r t , o n l y t o e n t e r more c l o s e l y i n t o communion w i t h 

h u m a n i t y . " ^ Perse says much t h e same (and o f c o u r s e i t can 

be a p p l i e d by i m p l i c a t i o n t o h i m s e l f ) o f Leon-Paul F a r g u e : 

"Sa p a r t de s o l i t u d e humaine f u t moins un f a i t d ' i n s u l a r i t e 

I l l u s i o n and R e a l i t y (New edn.London 19^6), p. 6 l . 
2 
Quoted by C. Day L e w i s , The P o e t i c Image (London 19^7)» 

p. Ikk. 

Op. c i t . , p. 28. The i d e a i s o f c o u r s e n o t s p e c i f i c a l l y 
communist, b u t i t i s nonetheless s u r p r i s i n g t o f i n d Roger Garaudy, 
t h e s e c r e t a r y o f t h e F r e n c h communist p a r t y , a p p l y i n g a m a r x i s t 
a t t i t u d e t o a c r i t i c i s m o f Perse's w o r k and by no means s t i n t i n g 
h i s p r a i s e . See D'un r e a l i s m e sans r i v a g e s ( P a r i s 1963), pp. 
117-1^9. 
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que de communaute." Other p e o p l e a r e " r e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e 

s e l f w i t h whom I l e a d t h e d i a l o g u e o f t h o u g h t . " W i t h some 

p e o p l e i t may be supposed t h a t t h i s i n c a r n a t i o n o f s o c i e t y 

i n t h e s e l f p r o v i d e s an adequate f o i l f o r t h e t h o u g h t - p r o c e s s e s . 

I n o t h e r s t h e f u l l i d e n t i t y o f t h e s e l f i s o n l y r e s t o r e d by 

renewed c o n t a c t w i t h t h e i r f e l l o w - m e n , " c o m p a n i o n s h i p . . . 

saves them f r o m t h e d i a l o g u e o f t h o u g h t i n w h i c h one r e m a i n s 

a l w a y s e q u i v o c a l . " 3 I f t h i s d i a l o g u e p r e s u p p o s e s c o m m u n i c a t i o n 

t h r o u g h s o c i e t y , a p r e r e q u i s i t e f o r i t s e x i s t e n c e and c o n t i n u a n c e 

i s a f o r m o f s e c l u s i o n f r o m s o c i e t y , s o l i t u d e . Y e t i f t h e 

c y c l e i s n o t c o m p l e t e d , s o l i t u d e assumes i t s u n f u l f i l l e d f o r m , 

l o n e l i n e s s . "So t h e n e g a t i v e c u l t i s i n one sense a means i n 

v i e w o f an end: i t i s a c o n d i t i o n o f ac c e s s t o t h e p o s i t i v e 

c u l t . " Durkheim's b a s i c c l a s s i f i c a t i o n o f f o r m s o f a b s t i n e n c e 

and r e n u n c i a t i o n h o l d s t r u e as a d i a l e c t i c a l movement f o r t h e 

s o l i t u d e o f t h e a r t i s t . The n a t u r e o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n and 

P e r s e , "Leon-Paul F a r g u e , p o e t e " i n Leon- P a u l F a r g u e , 
P o e s i e s ( P a r i s 196^), P« 2?. 

A r e n d t , op. c i t . , p. ky6. 

3 I b i d . 

E m i l e Durkheim ( t r . J . S w a i n ) , The E l e m e n t a r y Forms o f 
t h e R e l i g i o u s L i f e (London 196^), p. 309-
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and c o m p a n i o n s h i p i s n o n e t h e l e s s g o i n g t o d i f f e r f r o m p e r s o n 

t o p e r s o n , and--because t h e r e i s a l w a y s a s u b t l e s h u t t l i n g 

between s o l i t u d e and l o n e l i n e s s — f r o m moment t o moment. 

From Perse's e a r l i e s t e x t a n t poems a f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h 

s o l i t u d e i s e v i d e n t , and a sympathy e x p r e s s e d f o r t h e l o n e l y 

man. A p r e c i s e d i s t i n c t i o n i s drawn between t h e two m a j o r 

t y p e s o f i s o l a t i o n i n Images a Crusoe: n o s t a l g i a - - " n o n d'un 

passe mais d'un a i l l e u r s " ( as Perse was l a t e r t o say o f 

L a r b a u d ) ^ — n o s t a l g i a f o r h i s i s l a n d home s u g g e s t s a h a n k e r i n g 

f o r t h e f r u i t f u l s o l i t u d e . Crusoe i n London and Leger i n 

Bordeaux were f e l t by t h e young p o e t t o s h a r e t h e s t e r i l i t y 

o f l o n e l i n e s s sensed most p o i g n a n t l y i n t h e c i t y . And t h i s 

sense was h e i g h t e n e d by t h e sheer c o n t r a s t o f t h e memory. 

"L'ame r o b i n s o n n e s q u e " - - t o use L a f o r g u e ' s e l o q u e n t i f i n e l e g a n t 

t e r m - - d e p i c t e d i n Images a Crusoe i s w r i t i n g i t s a u t o b i o g r a p h y . 

Through t h e c h o i c e o f a c o m p l e t e l y p a r a l l e l s e t o f c i r c u m s t a n c e s 

and r e a c t i o n s t o them i n t h e p e r s o n a o f Crusoe, Perse b a r e l y 

h i d e s h i s own f e e l i n g s as he dreams o f h i s n a t i v e i s l a n d , 

"Message pour V a l e r y L a r b a u d " i n C a h i e r s de l a P l e i a d e , 
X I I I , automne 1951-printemps 1952, l ^ f -
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l o o k i n g m e t a p h o r i c a l l y back f r o m Bordeaux a c r o s s some t h r e e 

t h o u s a n d m i l e s o f open sea. The p i c t u r e s , l i k e m a g i c - l a n t e r n 

s l i d e s , come t o l i f e f o r t h e s p e c t a t o r . A f t e r an i n t r o d u c t o r y 

poem s e t t i n g t h e scene, s h o w i n g Defoe's c h a r a c t e r a t t h e c l o s e 

o f t h e book, as i t were i n a p o s t s c r i p t , t h e bare w a l l i n f r o n t 

o f him becomes t h e s c r e e n f o r h i s p r o j e c t i o n s and f o r t h o s e o f 

t h e p o e t . "Ce Robinson v o i t s u r l ' e c r a n de l a s o l i t u d e . " ^ " 

At t h e end o f t h e c l o s i n g poem, s t i l l s t a r i n g a t " l e pan de 

mur d'en f a c e , " t h e o l d man back among men a d m i t s f a i l u r e i n 

t r y i n g t o r e c a p t u r e " 1 ' e b l o u i s s e m e n t p e r d u " and t u r n s b l a n k l y 

t o h i s B i b l e , h i s f o c u s b l u r r i n g as he s t a r e s i n t o t h e d i s t a n c e 

w a i t i n g f o r r e v e l a t i o n s and a new d e p a r t u r e . 

U n d e r p i n n i n g t h e a n t i t h e s i s between t h e p a r a d i s e l o s t 

and t h e c i t y , each poem opposes t h e two. "Les C l o c h e s " h i n g e s 

i t s d i p t y c h on t h e words "0 D e p o u i l l e ! " "Le Mur" shows Crusoe 

l e a n i n g a g a i n s t t h e g r e a s y w i n g o f h i s a r m c h a i r w a t c h i n g t h e 

w a l l f o r images o f h i s p a s t t o a p p e a r , and so i n t r o d u c e s an 

i m p o r t a n t image p a t t e r n i n t o t h e poems. The g r e a s y c h a i r -

c o v e r i n g i n v a d e s even h i s mouth w i t h i t s s o u r i m p u r i t y : " l e 

P a u l V a l e r y , " H i s t o i r e s b r i s e e s : R o b i n s o n " i n Oeuvres 
( B i b l i o t h e q u e de l a P l e i a d e ) , I I , zl-l6. 
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gout des g r a i s s e s et des sauces i n f e c t e t e s gencives." These 

are not the pure f a t s and o i l s e i t h e r o f Crusoe's or o f the 

poet's island."'" There i s n o t h i n g impure or i n s i p i d about 

them i n h i s r e c o l l e c t i o n : 

... C'est l a sueur des seves en e x i l , l e s u i n t araer 
des p l a n t e s a s i l i q u e s , l ' a c r e i n s i n u a t i o n des mangliers 
charnus et l ' a c i d e bonheur d'une substance n o i r e dans 
l e s gousses. ,..r T,, rf* ° ("Le n u r " ; 

The p o s i t i v e d e l i g h t , negated by the c i t y , belongs t o the days 

bef o r e s o l i t u d e had s u f f e r e d a sea change and veered t o 

l o n e l i n e s s : f a t and grease can be s p l e n d i d u n t i l debased by 

the town: 

l e coco . . . 
detourne du d a l o t 
l a splendeur des eaux pourpres lamees de g r a i s s e s 

et d ' u r i n e s , ou trame l e savon comrne de l a t o i l e 
d'araignee. ,._ V T T T . 

(rjloges , X I I I ; 

The Queen i n the " R e c i t a t i o n a l ' e l o g e d'une Reine," which a l s o 

dates from 1908, i s a "Reine p a r f a i t e m e n t grasse," i s the "Haut 

a s i l e des g r a i s s e s vers q u i cheminent l e s d e s i r s / d'un peuple 

de g u e r r i e r s muets a v a l e u r s de s a l i v e . " Both through her 

p o s i t i o n as Queen and as a r c h e t y p a l woman, h i g h l y charged w i t h 

J e an-Pierre R i c h a r d , i n Qnze etudes sur l a poesie moderne, 
p. 32 f f , i n d i c a t e s the images of v i s c o s i t y i n Perse's e a r l y 
work, but concludes t h a t the poet s u f f e r s from a "nausee du 
g r a s " ( p . *f2) and f a i l s t o d i f f e r e n t i a t e between n a t u r a l o i l s 
and c i t y grease. 
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s e n s u a l i t y , her p o l i t i c a l and sensual f u n c t i o n s o v e r l a p p i n g , 

she holds a l o o f : "Ha Necessaire! e t Seule!..." Her very 

s o l i t u d e i s a guarantee of the p u r i t y of her f a t . 

Hgain i n "La V i l l e " o i l i n e s s found i n the c i t y i s equated 

w i t h sweat and f i l t h ; the p u r i t y i s gone: 

G r a i s s e s I 
Odeur des horarnes presses, comme d'un a b a t t o i r f a d e ! 

a i g r e s corps des femmes sous l e s jupes ! 
0 V i l l e sur l e c i e l ! 
G raisses! h a l e i n e s r e p r i s e s , e t l a fumee d'un peuple 

t r e s suspect — car t o u t e v i l l e c e i n t 1'ordure. 

-- La V i l l e par l e f l e u v e coule a l a mer comme un 
abces... 

H sudden s w i t c h t o the i s l a n d evokes as suddenly the i d e a of 

c r e a t i v e s o l i t u d e , a p p l i e d t h i s time t o the s t a r s : " l e s i l e n c e 

L i u l t i p l i e r a 1'exclamation l e s a s t r e s s o l i t a i r e s . " And again 

the f a t t y substances are r e s t o r e d t o t h e i r p u r i t y and p o s i t i v e 

v a l u e : 

Tout e s t s a l e , t o u t est visqueux e t l o u r d comme l a 
v i e des plasmes. 

L'oiseau se berce dans sa plume sous un reve h u i l e u x ; 

L ' i l e s'endort au c i r q u e des eaux va s t e s , lavee des 
courants chauds e t des l a i t a n c e s grasses, dans l a 
f r e q u e n t a t i o n des vases somptueuses. ("La v i l l e " ) 

"Vendredi" again i n d i c a t e s the debasement of o i l s : "pres de 

1'homme t a c i t u r n e , " near Crusoe s i l e n t i n h i s i s l a n d s o l i t u d e , 

Man F r i d a y s t i l l had the bloom on h i s s k i n which negroes l o s e 
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when they d e s e r t the t r o p i c a l sun. Now h i s moral r e c t i t u d e 

has a l s o gone: 

Tu b o i s 1 1 h u i l e des lampes e t voles au garde-ranger; 
t u c o n v o i t e s l e s jupes de l a c u i s i n i e r e q u i est grasse 
et q u i sent l e poisson. ( I t a l i c s added). 

Debasement and d e r e l i c t i o n are seen through Crusoe's p a r r o t 

s u f f e r i n g s a d l y from p s i t t a c o s i s , the g o a t s k i n p a r a s o l 

g a t h e r i n g dust i n the a t t i c , the bow which s p l i t s along i t s 

l e n g t h f o r l a c k of atmospheric h u m i d i t y , and the seed which 

f a i l s t o germinate. The o r i g i n a l v e r s i o n of "La Graine" had 

drawn a s p e c i f i c moral. The f i r s t t e x t reads: 

Dans un pot t u l ' a s e n f o u i e , l a g r a i n e de gambeau 
demeuree a t o n h a b i t de chevre. -- E l l e n'est pas 
" s o r t i e . " 

A i n s i p o u r r i t l e germe de t a d e r n i e r e v i s i o n 
enf o u i e . 

Even the B i b l e t o which Crusoe f i n a l l y t u r n s , as he had done 

so o f t e n d u r i n g h i s " e x i l lumineux," p r o v i d e s no c o n s o l a t i o n . 

... Ne me l a i s s e r e z - v o u s que c e t t e c o n f u s i o n du 
s o i r -- apres que vous m'ayez, un s i l o n g j o u r , n o u r r i 
du s e l de v o t r e s o l i t u d e , 

temoin de vos s i l e n c e s , de v o t r e ombre et de vos 
grands e c l a t s de v o i x ? /,,T T . ,,s ° ("Le Lxvre") 

I n an image which would no doubt appeal t o Perse, 

"*"NRF, aout 1909, 28. 
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B a u d e l a i r e , who had a "sentiment de s o l i t u d e , des /_son/ 

enfance, • . . sentiment de des t i n e e e t e r n e l l e m e n t s o l i t a i r e , " 

w r o t e : 

Grand d e l i c e que c e l u i de noyer son regard dans 
l'immensite du c i e l e t de l a merI S o l i t u d e , s i l e n c e , 
incomparable chastete de l ' a z u r ! une p e t i t e v o i l e 
f r i s s o n n a n t e a l ' h o r i z o n , e t q u i par sa p e t i t e s s e e t 
son isolement i m i t e mon i r r e m e d i a b l e e x i s t e n c e , melodie 

P 

monotone de l a houle - . . 

The e s s e n t i a l d i f f e r e n c e between the two poets i s t h a t w h i l e 

Baudelaire had a landsman's v i s i o n o f the sea, l o o k i n g out a t 

an image o f h i s s o l i t u d e , Perse, an expert yachtsman, l i v e s 

h i s s o l i t u d e , making a l a n d f a l l o n l y when he wishes. " L i k e 

a 'wave o f absence' throughout the e n t i r e p o e t i c work o f 

Saint-John Perse runs an a f f i r m a t i o n of v o l u n t a r y s o l i t u d e . "^ 

This means t h a t escapism i s reduced t o a minimum, and t h a t 

h i s l i f e i s conducted—and o r c h e s t r a t e d — a c c o r d i n g t o h i s own 

w i l l . "La v o l o n t e a u s s i e s t une s o l i t u d e . " 

Mon coeur mis a nu, X I I , i n Qeuvres completes ( 3 i b l . de 
l a P l e i a d e ) , p. 1210. 

p 
Le " C o n f i t e o r " de 1 ' a r t i s t e , i b i d . , p. 28^+. 

^Eugenia V a s s y l k i v s k y , "The Main Themes of Saint-John 
Perse," unpublished t h e s i s , Columbia Univ., 196*f ( r e f . 6*f-
9911), p. 131. 

A l b e r t Camus, Carnets ( P a r i s 1962), p. 235. 
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Perse's very s t r i c t o r d e r i n g o f h i s own l i f e , e v i d e n t 

from an e a r l y age, i n d i c a t e s an i r o n w i l l - p o w e r — a s w e l l as 

i t s h a l f - b r o t h e r w i l f u l n e s s - - w a n t i n g t o master the data o f 

the human c o n d i t i o n . C e r t a i n passages i n h i s l e t t e r s t o 

Valery Larbaud now housed a t Vichy make Leger's o r g a n i s a t i o n 

of h i s own l i f e abundantly c l e a r - One, d a t i n g p r o b a b l y from 

June or J u l y 1910 and sent from Pau, t e l l s how he had devoted 

two years o f h i s l i f e t o making a complete recovery a f t e r a 

s e r i o u s i l l n e s s , presumably caused by the i n c i d e n t recorded 

by C h a r p i e r : "Echappe de peu a une mort s o l i t a i r e en v o u l a n t 

t r a v e r s e r a l a nage un l a c de fflontagne ( l a c d 1 nistaens). 

Another r e g r e t s the i n e v i t a b l e l a c k o f c o n t r o l over c e r t a i n 
2 

areas o f h i s l i f e , and a t h i r d , w r i t t e n a f t e r h i s success i n 
the <^uai d'Orsay examination, expresses s a t i s f a c t i o n t h a t h i s 

3 
"raise de v o l o n t e " had been rewarded. I f the s o l i t u d e i s 

w i l l e d , however, so i s the attempt t o communicate. 

Saint-John Perse, p. 32 
2 D a t e d Pau, 17 octobre 1911. 

^Dated P a r i s , 29 Mai XIV. The t h r e e l e t t e r s r e f e r r e d t o 
here are numbers S 28, S k and S 13 r e s p e c t i v e l y i n the Vichy 
c o l l e c t i o n , housed a t the 3 i b l i o t h e q u e m u n i c i p a l e . M. Leger 
does not wish any p a r t o f them t o be reproduced a t t h i s stage. 
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I f , f o r normal s o c i a l purposes, the e f f o r t of communication 

stemming from our s o l i t u d e proves adequate, i t i s no l e s s t r u e 

t h a t s o l i t u d e i s an i n t e g r a l p a r t of our b e i n g , and t h a t 

e x pression can take forms o t h e r than p o e t r y or everyday speech. 

... I'jan i s e s s e n t i a l l y a s o l i t a r y b e i n g . He i s 
a l s o o f course an e s s e n t i a l l y s o c i a l being. The l i f e 
t h a t we know could not be conceived w i t h o u t r e l a t i o n s 
w i t h o t h e r s , mediated though they must be. The m e d i a t i o n 
i s so u n o b t r u s i v e t h a t we are not u s u a l l y aware of i t and 
only s o p h i s t i c a t e d people r e f l e c t upon i t . We can 
t h e r e f o r e have extremely close and i n t i m a t e r e l a t i o n s h i p s , 
and the s o l i t a r y aspect of human experience i s thus not 
always o b t r u s i v e . But i t i s never absent. Nothing can 
e l i m i n a t e i t , f o r i t i s an e s s e n t i a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f 
f i n i t e experience as such. This i s what u l t i m a t e l y l i e s 
behind such expressions as "the f l i g h t of the alone t o 
the Alone" or the o f t - q u o t e d , and r a r e l y understood, 
d e f i n i t i o n of r e l i g i o n as "what a man does w i t h h i s 
s o l i t u d e . " 

Aloneness i n t h i s sense i s apt t o be made o b t r u s i v e 
by l o n e l i n e s s i n the o r d i n a r y sense. When r e l a t i o n s w i t h 
others are s l i g h t or have been cut o f f , a person i s thrown 
much on h i s own resources and apt t o be d r i v e n i n on 
h i n s e l f . He becomes i n t h i s way more conscious a l s o o f 
the s p e c i a l inwardness which c h a r a c t e r i s e s a l l f i n i t e 
experience as such and which i s made more e x p l i c i t f o r us 
i n some s i t u a t i o n s , very o f t e n the s i t u a t i o n s which 
impress on us a l s o the i r r e v o c a b l e c h a r a c t e r of e x t e r n a l 
events and those f e a t u r e s of our environment which most 
r e s i s t moulding t o our own d e s i r e s . Realism and proper 
s u b j e c t i v i t y go t o g e t h e r more o f t e n , and more n a t u r a l l y , 
than i s u s u a l l y appreciated-^" 

H. D. Lewis 
S a l v a t i o n " i n The 

, "The Idea of C r e a t i o n and Concepts of 
Saviour God (Manchester 196j), pp. 107 -108. 
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The Importance of t h i s concept, and p a r t i c u l a r l y t h a t expressed 

i n the c l o s i n g sentence, f o r a study of Perse cannot be 

o v e r s t r e s s e d . Realism, i n the poet's terms " l e monde e n t i e r 

des choses," goes hand i n hand w i t h a "proper s u b j e c t i v i t y - " 

This i s t r u l y r e l i g i o u s , "what a man does w i t h h i s s o l i t u d e , " 

o u t s i d e the s e c t a r i a n or d o c t r i n a i r e bounds of any p a r t i c u l a r 

denomination. The l e t t e r Perse wrote t o Claudel t h a n k i n g him 

f o r h i s a r t i c l e on Vents"*" shows t h a t he i s w e l l aware of the 

d i s t i n c t i o n , and embraces the broader term w h i l e r e j e c t i n g i t s 

r e s t r i c t e d a p p l i c a t i o n . 

The very r e c o g n i t i o n o f the m e t y p h y s i c a l presents a 

f u r t h e r mode of i s o l a t i o n . "Higher consciousness, or knowledge 

going beyond what we are conscious o f a t the moment, i s the 

e q u i v a l e n t o f being a l l alone i n the w o r l d . The l o n e l i n e s s 

expresses the c o n f l i c t between the bearer or symbol o f h i g h e r 
2 

consciousness and h i s s u r r o u n d i n g s . " But as Perse i s a poet 

not a m y s t i c , and keeps a b s t r a c t i o n s a t bay d e s p i t e the 

"^in C l a u d e l , Oeuvres en prose ( B i b l . de l a P l e i a d e ) , pp. 
1482-83, and see above p. 58. 

2 
C. G. Jung, "The S p e c i a l Phenomenology of the C h i l d 

Archetype" i n Jung and K e r e n y i , I n t r o d u c t i o n t o a Science o f 
Mythology (London 1951), P- 122. 
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t e m p t a t i o n s , i t would be as w e l l t o r e t u r n t o an a n a l y s i s 

of h i s p r e s e n t a t i o n of the idea of s o l i t u d e through c h a r a c t e r , 

s i t u a t i o n , and image. The p a t t e r n t r a c e d i n the s o l i t a r y 

f i g u r e s presented, whether Conqueror, Leader, Stranger, 

E x p l o r e r or A r t i s t , shows c l e a r l y a g a i n s t the vast expanses 

o f d e s e r t , sea or sky- The a t t r a c t i o n s o f u n w o r l d l y 

a s c e t i c i s m are curbed and brought s q u a r e l y back i n t o the 

concrete w o r l d o f image and p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n . M e t a p hysical 

s p e c u l a t i o n s are r e i n e d i n and the r e a l experience used t o 

express t h e i r f a s c i n a t i o n . 

Et a c e l u i q u i chevauchait en Quest, une i n v i n c i b l e 
main renverse l e c o l de sa monture, e t l u i remet l a t e t e 
en E s t . " Q u ' a l l a i s - t u d e s e r t e r l a ? . . . " 

(Vents, IV, 3) 
* 

I f the c y c l e of Images a Crusoe presents b o t h l o n e l i n e s s 

and s o l i t u d e s i d e by s i d e , Eloges, p i c t u r i n g o n l y " l a c o r b e i l l e 

a n t i l l a i s e , " understandably concentrates on the l a t t e r - I n 

the p o s i t i v e w o r l d of the poet's c h i l d h o o d , s o l i t u d e assumes 

a q u a l i t y o f d i g n i f i e d s e l f - r e l i a n c e side by side w i t h one 

o f human adventure. The f i r s t aspect, s t a t i c , i s seen 

th r o u g h the v i r t u e s o f s i l e n c e and a l o o f n e s s , the second, 

dynamic, through the d e s i r e t o e x p l o r e , here simpl y t o t r a v e l , 
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suggested by images o f harbour and sea. Crusoe had been 

d e p i c t e d as "l'homme t a c i t u r n e ; " the p l a n t e r o f " E c r i t sur 

l a p o r t e " lias h i s daughter b r i n g "de l'eau pure pour r i n c e r 

mes dents de s i l e n c i e u x . " Fusing the human animals w i t h 

o t h e r beasts, each s h a r i n g the ot h e r ' s q u a l i t i e s , the poet 

r e c a l l s , i n Pour f e t e r une enfance, t h a t " a l o r s , de se 

n o u r r i r comme nous de r a c i n e s , de grandes betes t a c i t u r n e s 

s 1 e n n o b l i s s a i e n t . " I n l i n a g e s a Crusoe, again t o p o i n t the 

c o n t r a s t , s i l e n c e was a t t r i b u t e d o n l y t o l i f e on the i s l a n d : 

the town's b u s t l e , i n d e s t r o y i n g s i l e n c e , a l s o t u r n e d s o l i t u d e 

i n t o l o n e l i n e s s . 

Crusoe i -- ce s o i r pres de t o n i l e . . . l e s i l e n c e 
i - i u l t i p l i e r a 1 1 exclamation des a s t r e s s o l i t a i r e s . 

("La V i l l e " ) 

Addressing h i s God, Robinson Crusoe remembers t h a t he 

had been " n o u r r i du s e l de v o t r e s o l i t u d e , / temoin de vos 

s i l e n c e s . " The importance of the image o f s a l t l i n k e d w i t h 

the n o t i o n of s o l i t u d e i s t o be taken t o i t s f u l l e x t e n t i n 

Anabase. The ambivalence of s a l t , b i t t e r but necessary f o r 

l i f e , i s presented i n the e - r l y poems as the constant s h u t t l i n g 

between i s o l a t i o n and communion s i m i l a r t o the e q u i v o c a l p o s i t i o n 

o f the Orphan God as seen by K e r e n y i , who recognises "the 
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s o l i t a r i n e s s of the c h i l d - g o d , and the f a c t t h a t he i s 

ne v e r t h e l e s s a t home i n the p r i m e v a l world.""'" 

The s t a t i c and dynamic elements of s o l i t u d e are combined 

i n the man evoked i n Eloges, I I I : 

Sois un homme aux yeux calmes q u i r i t , 
s i l e n c i e u x q u i r i t sous l ' a i l e calme du s o u r c i l , 

p e r f e c t i o n du v o l . 

The slow-moving d i g n i t y of l i f e i n the Caribbean, l i k e w i s e 

seen i n the opening s e c t i o n of Pour f e t e r une enfance, i s 

here taken through an e x q u i s i t e s e r i e s of t r a n s i t i o n s from 

s t i l l n e s s t o movement. The eyebrows a r c h i n g over calm eyes 

and a smile b r i n g t o mind the a r c h i n g curve of a se a - b i r d ' s 

wing. I n time and space the t r a v e l l e r ' s yarns i n v i t e the 

c h i l d t o t r a v e l : 

i l f a i t r e t o u r aux choses q u ' i l a vues, empruntant 
l e s chemins de l a mer f r a u d u l e u s e - . . e t du bord immobile 
du c i l 

i l nous a f a i t p l u s d'une promesse d ' i l e s , 
comme c e l u i q u i a d i t a un p l u s jeune: "Tu ve r r a s ! : ' 

(Eloges, I I I ) 

The h i g h l y p e r c e p t i v e envoi serves t o l i n k such a man w i t h 

another champion of s i l e n c e and adventure t o whom Perse w i l l 

r e t u r n i n l a t e r poems e i t h e r i n d i f f e r e n t guises as leader 

o r , as here, as the ship's c a p t a i n : 

"̂C. K e r e n y i , "The Orphan God" i n Jung and K e r e n y i , op• 
c i t . , p. 39* 
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.^t c'est l u i q u i s'entend avec l e m a i t r e du n a v i r e . 

* 

Here, as f o r i n s t a n c e i n Slopes, IX, one see the immense 

a t t r a c t i o n of s a i l i n g f o r a man w i t h a p r o p e n s i t y f o r s o l i t u d e . 

I t i s an e x h i l a r a t i o n e q u a l l e d on land o n l y perhaps by horse-

r i d i n g , another of Perse's great j o y s , and had he belonged t o 

a s l i g h t l y l a t e r g e n e r a t i o n or had a t e c h n i c a l u p b r i n g i n g he 

would no doubt have taken up g l i d i n g , t h e i r a e r i a l e q u i v a l e n t . 

A l l t h r e e combine s o l i t u d e and movement, s e l f - r e l i a n c e and 

r e l a x a t i o n ( t h e r e s u l t a n t f o r c e s being g r e a t e r than the 

p h y s i c a l e f f o r t r e q u i r e d , t h i s movement being mediated by 

mechanical motive power of v a r i o u s k i n d s ) . He can s c a r c e l y 

have f a i l e d t o be e x c i t e d by the e a r l y years of a v i a t i o n , i n 

which h i s hone town Pau plaved such an i m p o r t a n t p a r t . Side 

by s i d e w i t h some of h i s own a r t i c l e s on the town's a r t i s t i c 

a c t i v i t i e s on the f r o n t page of the Pau-Gazette ca;ae news of 

the men on t h e i r flying-machines,"'" men l i k e the b r i g h t b r o t h e r s 

and B l e r i o t whose names loom l a r g e i n the h i s t o r y of a v i a t i o n 

and who made t h e i r t r i a l f l i g h t s over the landes o u t s i d e the 

^6ee e.g. Pau-Gazette, 28 mars 1909? a few months before 
B l e r i o t ' s channel c r o s s i n g . A l l Perse's Pau-Gazette a r t i c l e s 
may be found i n Appendix B below. 
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town. According t o Charpier, Leger made w i l b u r . r i g h t ' s 

acquaintance a f t e r g r e e t i n g h i s experiments e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y -

Perhaps the e a r l y machines lacked the ease and grace o f 

s a i l i n g or r i d i n g , the calm which i s the keynote of the 

remembered i s l a n d : 

I I f a i t s i calme e t puis s i t i e d e , 
i l f a i t s i c o n t i n u e l a u s s i . 

(Eloges, V) 

The " s o l i t u d e s molles du m a t i n , " the " s o l i t u d e s v e r t e s du 

m a t i n , " are those o f peace and p a r a d i s e , o f aisance and 

douceur. 
* 

The r a d i c a l d i f f e r e n c e between these values and those 

of the c i t y , p r o v i d i n g the t e n s i o n o f Images a Crusoe, i s 

t a c k l e d and i n p a r t r e s o l v e d d u r i n g a decade which has 

a p p a r e n t l y l e f t no poems i n Perse's p u b l i s h e d works, the 

years 1911-21. There i s o f course no reason t o suppose t h a t 

Perse stopped w r i t i n g p o e t r y d u r i n g the gaps i n p u b l i c a t i o n . 

On the c o n t r a r y , c e r t a i n scraps of evidence i n d i c a t e t h a t o n l y 

h i s s c r u p l e s prevented him from a l l o w i n g the p u b l i c a t i o n o f 

Op. c i t . , p. JM' 
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s e v e r a l works. A f t e r a spate of l i t e r a r y a c t i v i t y producing 

a l l the poems which f i g u r e i n the 1911 volume of Eloges which 

Gide had p r i n t e d t o atone f o r the many e r r o r s of the o r i g i n a l 
2 

NRF p u b l i c a t i o n i n review, t h e r e i s s i l e n c e u n t i l the 

appearance of the f i r s t Chanson of Anabase i n the NRF o f 

A p r i l 1922. A new wave o f p u b l i c a t i o n ensued, g i v i n g the 

new poems of La G l o i r e des Rois and Anabase, f o l l o w e d by a 

f u r t h e r break, imposed by Perse, a f t e r 1925* No r e p r i n t i n g 

o f these poems was allowed u n t i l 19^5, a l t h o u g h the new 

sequence of E x i l made i t s appearance from 19̂ -2 onwards. 

Perse*s conscious o r d e r i n g of h i s l i f e , and a s t e r n sense of 

duty and honour, e x p l a i n both p e r i o d s of r e t i c e n c e . The 

f i r s t f o l l o w e d the completion of h i s law s t u d i e s a t Bordeaux 

and c o i n c i d e s w i t h the e f f o r t s he was o b l i g e d t o make a g a i n s t 

c o n s i d e r a b l e odds, p a r t i c u l a r l y f i n a n c i a l , t o achieve h i s 

a m b i t i o n t o e n t e r the d i p l o m a t i c corps, and w i t h h i s e a r l y 

years i n the f o r e i g n s e r v i c e . 

e.g. the l e t t e r from Andre Gide of 1913 r e p r i n t e d i n 
Honneur•.•, p. 6 l l : "La j o i e que m'apporte h i e r s o i r v o t r e 
l e t t r e , c'est de m'annoncer de nouveaux poemes." 

2 
The 1911 volume i n c l u d e s Pour f e t e r une enfance, " E c r i t 

sur l a p o r t e , " R e c i t a t i o n a l ' e l o g e d'une Reine and n i n e t e e n 
Eloges, the t h i r d o f which i s t o become the " H i s t o i r e du Regent 
i n the Qeuvre poet i q u e . 
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Encouraged by Claudel, he decided on a career o n l y a f t e r 

l o n g c o n s u l t a t i o n and h e a r t - s e a r c h i n g . Although s t i l l 

f r e q u e n t i n g l i t e r a r y m i l i e u x on both sides of the Channel, 

and corresponding w i t h l i t e r a r y f r i e n d s , he set h i s s i g h t s 

on passing the "concours des A f f a i r e s e t r a n g e r e s " i n A p r i l 

1914. His t r a v e l s i n Spain, Germany and England were prompted 

by h i s requirement t o study i n t e r n a t i o n a l a f f a i r s , but he 

c l e a r l y l e t no o p p o r t u n i t y s l i p o f p u r s u i n g h i s many oth e r 

"amateur" i n t e r e s t s : o r n i t h o l o g y , botany, s a i l i n g , r i d i n g , 

p o e t r y and so on. U n l i k e l y as i t may seem w i t h a person o f 

so a l e r t and i n t e r e s t e d a d i s p o s i t i o n , Perse was a t times 

bored and depressed by the approaching c o m p e t i t i v e examination, 

as he confessed t o Larbaud i n a l e t t e r o f 28 November, 1913-"'" 

Once i n s t a l l e d a t the Quai d'Orsay, p o l i t i c a l events can have 

l e f t l i t t l e time f o r w r i t i n g and even f o r m a i n t a i n i n g f r i e n d ­

s h i p s : l e a r n i n g a new job i s always t i m e - and energy-consuming, 

and Perse wanted, as i n e v e r y t h i n g , t o do the job t h o r o u g h l y . 

The outbreak o f war i n August 1914 saw him at t a c h e d t o 

Delcasse's m i n i s t r y on press r e l a t i o n s , moved w i t h the 

government t o Bordeaux and then back t o P a r i s . At Bordeaux, 

Claudel handed him the newly-completed manuscript o f Le Pain 

"'"he speaks o f h i s " t r i s t e s s e de g o u j a t " and wanting t o 
slough h i s ennui ( l e t t e r S 12 i n the Vichy c o l l e c t i o n ) . 
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dur which Perse t o l d the present w r i t e r prompted h i s own 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l drama, l o s t when h i s f l a t was ransacked by the 

Gestapo i n 19̂ -0. Of the oth e r papers l o s t a t t h a t t i m e , 

t h e r e were f i v e completed poems and a m e d i t a t i o n besides the 

p l a y , but l i t t l e i s known o f them. Some poems are mentioned 

i n a l e t t e r t o Larbaud dated 13 October 1923,^" but the r e f e r e n c e 

i s perhaps t o Aruitie du Pri n c e and the "Chanson du ±r e s o i . i p t i f , " 

almost c e r t a i n l y w r i t t e n i n China a l o n g w i t h Anabase, and 

i n c l u d e d i n La G l o i r e des Rois. The t h i r d i n e d i t mentioned 

i n the l e t t e r i s more p r o b l e m a t i c a l and may be one o f the l o s t 

poems. But many more manuscripts were l o s t i f Perse's own 

account of meeting h i s l i t e r a r y f r i e n d s on r e t u r n i n g from the 

Far East has been c o r r e c t l y r e p o r t e d by P i e r r e l i a z a r s : 

J ' a i o u v e r t une c a n t i n e p l e i n e de m c a i u s c r i t s . 
A l o r s Larbaud, avec son gros visage concupiscent, a 
p r i s l e s manuscrits a p l e i n e s mains en s ' e c r i a n t : 
"v/hat a grasp l " ^ 

The impression given i n the i n t e r v i e w w i t h ilazars t h a t 

L e t t e r S 17. Perse w r i t e s o f th r e e unpublished poems 
he proposes t o present w i t h the f i r s t e d i t i o n of Anabase, 
s p e c i f y i n g h i s requirements of l a r g e format and "une b e l l e e t 
p l e i n e i t a l i q u e . " 

2 
P r o f e s s o r Knodel's account o f the i n c i d e n t (Saint-John 

Perse, p. 38), a p p a r e n t l y a u t h e n t i c a t e d by M. Leger, d i f f e r s 
i n some d e t a i l s . 
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Perse was averse t o p u b l i c a t i o n of any s o r t i s d i s p e l l e d by 

the correspondence w i t h Larbaud: he would o n l y a l l o w 

p u b l i c a t i o n on h i s own terms. There i s no reason, however, 

t o doubt the poet's word t h a t i t was h i s p u b l i c o f f i c e which 

gave him such s c r u p l e s about appearing i n p r i n t as a poet, 

and which made him decide t o take a pseudonym. Where the 

pen-name came from i s obscure and un i m p o r t a n t ; Perse has 

kept s i l e n t on the matter o t h e r than t o i n d i c a t e the n e c e s s i t y 

o f dedoublement, and i t would be merely perverse t o f o l l o w an 

u n l i t t r a i l . Whether the c h r i s t i a n name d e r i v e d from a 

Caribbean i s l a n d or some Anglo-Saxon w r i t e r seems as i m m a t e r i a l 

as whether the surname was chosen f o r i t s echo of P e r s i a , 

Persius or both. What i s i m p o r t a n t i s t h a t the name pro v i d e d 
2 

y e t another mask f o r the poet, y e t another w i l l e d s o l i t u d e . 

I f the a t t r i b u t i o n t o Perse of "Le 'representant du M i d i ' 1 

(Le Feu, No. 91, nov. 1912, 1210-12, reproduced as Appendix C 
below, pp. 36O-363) i s c o r r e c t , and he was prepared, before h i s 
e n t r y i n t o p u b l i c s e r v i c e , t o bandy words w i t h Jean A i c a r d , wei 
i s added t o h i s argument. 

Courrent ("Autour d'un pseudonyme..." l o c . c i t . ) invokes 
the n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y t r a v e l w r i t e r Percy Saint-John. Renato 
P o g g i o l i proposes S a i n t John the B a p t i s t and P e r s i u s , a "voice 
i n the w i l d e r n e s s " and a random ' f a v o u r i t e author' (Yale French 
S t u d i e s , I , 2, 19^8, 5)« For the present study of a man 'by 
h i m s e l f the L a t i n per se could be invoked w i t h as much p o i n t . 
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His very choice of a career was i n i t s e l f a r e c o g n i t i o n 

i n p r a c t i c a l terms of a d e s i r e f o r s o l i t u d e , the k i n d o f 

s o l i t u d e which i m p l i e s a deep involvement i n human a f f a i r s 

w i t h o u t i m p i n g i n g on the i n d i v i d u a l ' s l i b e r t y . Diplomacy 

i s an extended form of p o l i t e n e s s , a v i r t u e on which Perse 

s e t s c o n s i d e r a b l e s t o r e . The f i x e d formulae of p o l i t e n e s s , 

o f diplomacy and of a l l forms o f c e r e u o n i a l p r o v i d e the most 

s a t i s f a c t o r y forms of r e l a t i o n s h i p between people and peoples 

who f o r one reason or another stop s h o r t of f r i e n d s h i p or 

l o v e , where a more i n t i m a t e c o n t r i b u t i o n i s demanded. Perse's 

attachment t o h i e r a t i c a l and h i e r a r c h i c a l ceremony, matched 

by the s t a t e l y splendour o f h i s rhythms, i n d i c a t e d a:iong o t h e r 

t h i n g s t h a t he places a h i g h value on h i s complete freedom of 

a c t i o n i n p r i v a t e l i f e - His d i p l o m a t i c career i n China had 

a f f o r d e d him b o t h the p r i v a c y and the adventure. From h i s 

p o e t i c r e c o r d of the experience, i n the Chanson du P r e s o m p t i f , 

A n i t i e du Prince and p r i n c i p a l l y i n Anc.o -x^e , can be seen the 

development of Perse's view of s o l i t u d e , and the s t r e s s 

s h i f t i n g from the s t a t i c t o the dynamic t o produce the q u a l i t y 

o f s t i l l n e s s - i n - m o v e m e n t . 
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The Chanson du Presomptif f i r s t appeared i n the w i n t e r 

192̂ - issue of Commerce al o n g w i t h Perse's a d a p t a t i o n of T. S. 

E l i o t ' s "The Hollow Men." I t t h e r e f o r e postdated by a couple 

of years the appearance of the p a r e n t h e s i s i n g Chansons from 

Anabase, and Ami t i e du Prince and the c e n t r a l s e c t i o n s of 

Anabase by a few months. But being the s h o r t e s t of the 

group i t may u s e f u l l y be t r e a t e d b r i e f l y b efore the o t h e r s . 

L i k e the two Chansons from Anabase, i t has t h r e e stanzas 

of some h a l f a dozen l i n e s each. U n l i k e the o t h e r Chansons, 

however, i t has a f r e e - v e r s e r a t h e r than a prose p r e s e n t a t i o n , 

r e m i n i s c e n t of the e a r l i e r poems r a t h e r than h e r a l d i n g the 

l a t e r s t y l e . Yet d e s p i t e i t s b r e v i t y i t has a w e a l t h of 

suggestion through imagery which was t o demand expansion i n t o 

a l a r g e r work. One senses the s o l i t u d e of the Heir-Presumptive 

w i t h o u t i t s being made e x p l i c i t . By m e n t i o n i n g t h e i r presence, 

he a s s o c i a t e s w i t h the t h i n k e r , or dreamer, the s a i l o r and the 

r i d e r : 

j i t I'un p a r l e a. ma d r o i t e dans l e b r u i t de son ame, 
et l ' a u t r e monte l e s vaisseaux, 

l e C a v a l i e r s'appuie de sa lance pour b o i r e . 

The t e m p t a t i o n of b o t h dreaming and the sea of unseen departures 

i s p r e s e n t : "l'homme marche dans l e s songes e t s'achemine vers 

l a mer." The f i n a l stanza b r i l l i a n t l y e f f e c t s the c o n j u n c t i o n 
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o f the f a m i l i a r w i t h the t a s t e f o r departure- The Heir c a l l s 

h i s dogs t o him, dismisses as of l i t t l e value " l a maison 

chargee d'honneurs," and ends: "tous l e s chemins du monde 

nous mangent dans l a main!" Adventure i s f a m i l i a r i s e d 

through a s i n g l e s u b s t i t u t i o n : the e a r l i e r l i n e , "Chiens, 

ho! mes chi e n s , nous vous s i f f I o n s . . . , " p r o v i d e s the image 

o f an animal e a t i n g out of h i s hand. The s w i t c h from chiens 

t o chemins r e v e a l s a v e r b a l and n o t i o n a l awareness which i s 

the h a l l m a r k of Perse's mature s t y l e . S a i l l e t speaks w e l l 

o f "ce don de poesie, q u i se confond avec sa v o c a t i o n de 

s o l i t u d e . "̂ ~ 

* 

What A m i t i e du P r i n c e adds i s stamina, the f i r s t r e a l 

i n d i c a t i o n of the p o e t i c stamina which increases s t e a d i l y 
2 

from Anabase t o Amers. The Prince's f u n c t i o n , l i k e the 

Queen's i n R e c i t a t i o n a l ' e l o g e d'une Peine, i s s i m p l y t o 

be p r e s e n t ; again the s o l i t u d e of g r e a t men may take a s t a t i c 

or dynamic form. 
Tu peux te t a i r e parmi nous, s i c'est l a t o n 

humeur; ou decider encore que t u vas s e u l , s i c'est 
l a t o n humeur: on ne t e demande que d'etre l a ! 

( I ) 

"*"Saint-John Perse..., p. 21. 
2 
Anabase was i n f a c t w r i t t e n consxderably before A m i t i e 

du Prince a c c o r d i n g t o the poet (see Knodel, p. I85, n. 2). 
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The n o t i o n t h a t a f u l l e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g between two s o l i t a r y 

men, the r o e t and the P r i n c e , can be cemented i n s i l e n c e i s 

e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e d i n an otherwise strange oxymoron: " J ' a i 

des presents pour l u i e t p l u s d'un mot s i l e n c i e u x . " The 

l e t t e r r e c e i v e d by the poet, "ami du Prince t a c i t u r n e , " 

c o n t a i n s the l i n e : "i'lais d'une race a l 1 a u t r e l a r o u t e est 

longue; et j ' a i moi-meme a f f a i r e a i l l e u r s " ( I I I ) . Yet even 

i f h i s d u t i e s c a l l him elsewhere, the Prince i s always p r e s e n t : 

the f u n c t i o n i s separable from the person t o give c o n t i n u i t y . 

I t i s a k i n d o f g e o g r a p h i c a l e q u i v a l e n t t o "The King i s dead; 

l o n g l i v e the King!" "The Prince i s absent; here stands the 

P r i n c e ! " His government i s through h i s own a c q u i s i t i o n o f 

wisdom, o f s t i l l n e s s as a p o s i t i v e v a l u e , r a t h e r than through 

f o r c e or t y r a n n y . ^ The poem juxtaposes a ge n e r a l concept o f 

East and West i n a c o n f r o n t a t i o n which i s a l l t o the honour 

of the former -

* 

I f A m i t i e du Pri n c e r e p r e s e n t s the meeting of western 

"'"For a d i s c u s s i o n o f s t i l l n e s s see V a s s y l k i v s k y , passim, 
and Fung Yu-Lan, The S p i r i t o f Chinese Philosophy (London 19^7), 
e.g. p. 183: "Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu, t o g e t h e r w i t h the o r i g i n a l 
Liuddhists, a l l made s t i l l n e s s t h e i r g u i d i n g p r i n c i p l e . " 
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poet w i t h e a s t e r n sage, Anabase t r a c e s t h e i r j ourney t o g e t h e r . 

I t f o l l o w s an a r c h e t y p a l r e b i r t h p a t t e r n e a s i l y understood 

across n a t i o n a l f r o n t i e r s and through the v i c i s s i t u d e s of 

t r a n s l a t i o n . ^ Despite i t s d i f f i c u l t i e s , perhaps g r e a t e r 

from the l i n g u i s t i c p o i n t of view and from i t s o r i e n t a l s e t t i n g 

than those of Perse's o t h e r poems, i t has a t t r a c t e d more 

c r i t i c a l a t t e n t i o n than most and i s s t i l l o f t e n considered 
2 

h i s c e n t r a l work. E l i o t ' s t r a n s l a t i o n of 1930 drew admirers 
3 

i n i t i a l l y because i t was E l i o t and entered h i s canon. Kathleen 
Raine has spoken of the i n f l u e n c e of the t r a n s l a t i o n on the 

k 

poets and c r i t i c s of the 1930s. Works l i k e Auden's The 

Orators and F. T. Prince's poem about Chaka, the w a r r i o r 

See i i i r c e a E l i a d e , Le Mythe de l ' e t e r n e l r e t o u r ( P a r i s 
19^9), passim, and Maud Bodkin, A r c h e t y p a l P a t t e r n s . . . i n 
which a number of works are seen i n these terms. 

2 
See e.g. F. J. Carmody, "Saint-John Perse and s e v e r a l 

o r i e n t a l sources," Comparative L i t e r a t u r e S t u d i e s , I I , 2, 1963? 
125-

3 
For a f u l l e r assessment of E l i o t ' s t r a n s l a t i o n , see my 

"T. S. E l i o t and Saint-John Perse," A r l i n g t o n Q u a r t e r l y 
( f o r t h c o m i n g ) . 

"St.-John Perse: Poet of the M a r v e l l o u s , " Encounter, 
Oct. 196?» P' 31 ( r e p r i n t e d i n Defending Ancient S p r i n g s , 
Oxford 1968). 

^(London 1932), see esp. pp. 20-23, 30-3^-
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c h i e f who formed the Zulu n a t i o n , show a c l e a r i n f l u e n c e 

o f Perse's concept and d i c t i o n as t r a n s c r i b e d by E l i o t . 

Perhaps i t i s more i m p o r t a n t t h e r e f o r e w i t h Anabase than 

w i t h any o f the other poems t o prune the a c c r e t i o n s and see 

one's way c l e a r t o the t e x t i t s e l f . For present purposes, 

Perse's own r e p o r t e d statement about the work w i l l be taken 

as a p o i n t o f de p a r t u r e : 

Anabase a pour o b j e t l e poeme de l a s o l i t u d e dans 
1 ' a c t i o n . Aussi b i e n 1 ' a c t i o n parmi l e s hommes que 
1'action de 1 ' e s p r i t envers a u t r u i comme envers soi-meme. 

S o l i t u d e , complete w i t h exclamation mark t o s t r e s s i t s 

s i g n i f i c a n c e , occurs as a word f o u r times w i t h i n as many pages 

i n p a r t s IV and V of the poem: 

(a) ... S o l i t u d e ! l'ceuf b l e u que pond un grand oiseau 
de mer, e t l e s baies au matin t o u t encombrees de c i t r o n s 
d'or! -- C ' e t a i t h i e r ! 1'oiseau s'en f u t ! 

(b) S o l i t u d e ! ,nos p a r t i s a n s e x t r a v a g a n t s nous v a n t a i e n t 
nos fagons, mais nos pensees d e j a campaient sous 
d'autres murs. 

"Chaka" i n The Doors o f Stone (London 1963), pp. V? f f -
The s e c t i o n headings themselves are i n d i c a t i v e : I - The King 
watches a t n i g h t ; I I - He compares o l d customs w i t h those of 
h i s kingdom; I I I - How f e s t i v a l s were c e l e b r a t e d ; IV - He 
bathes i n the morning; V - The people r e s t a f t e r conquests. 
The poem dates from the 1930s. 

2 Quoted by Hazars, "Une j o u r n e e . . . " 
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( c ) S o l i t u d e ! . . . Des compagnies d ' e t o i l e s passent au 
bord du monde, s'annexant aux c u i s i n e s un a s t r e doniestique. 

(d) " S o l i t u d e ! Je n ' a i d i t a personne d ' a t t e n d r e . . . 
Je in'en i r a i par l a quand j e v o u d r a i . . . " Et l ' E t r a n g e r 
t o u t h a b i l l e 

de ses pensees n o u v e l l e s se f a i t encore des p a r t i s a n s 
dans l e s voies du s i l e n c e . 

I n ( a ) , the s o l i t a r y s e a-bird's blue egg i s c o n t r a s t e d 

w i t h the p i l e s of golden lemons l i t t e r i n g the bay, an image 

no doubt of the sun's r e f l e c t i o n on the sea. The c o n t r a s t 

i s both of number and c o l o u r , and i s heightened by the very 

s i m i l a r i t y of shape. The f r a g i l i t y o f the egg, deserted by 

i t s parent i s s i m i l a r l y u n d e r l i n e d by i t s having t o fend f o r 

i t s e l f a g a i n s t the host o f lemons, a g a i n s t , t h a t i s , the 

i n v a s i o n of s u n l i g h t . I t i s an observed image of s o l i t u d e 

and precariousness,- a statement s t a n d i n g f o r i t s e l f and not 

n e c e s s a r i l y f o r a n y t h i n g beyond i t s e l f . I f t h e r e should l u r k 

an idea of the cosmogonic myths which take a p r i m e v a l eg^ as 

t h e i r s t a r t i n g - p o i n t , " ' " i t i s an e x t e n s i o n of the image perhaps 

l e g i t i m a t e i n the circumstances but by no means e s s e n t i a l t o 

i t . Verset (b) i n v o l v e s the n o t i o n of departure and so i s 

See i. i r c e a E l i a d e , P a t t e r n s i n Comparative R e l i g i o n 
(London 1958, t r . R. Sheed) , pp. ii-13-/4l6.' 
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dynamic where the egg was s t a t i c . But the d e s i r e t o move 

on i s prompted by escapism and i s consequently n e g a t i v e l y 

m o t i v a t e d : the s a t i s f a c t i o n expressed by "nos p a r t i s a n s 

e x t r a v a g a n t s " i s t o be avoided j u s t as the Heir-Presumptive 

had shunned honours. I n ( c ) , b a t t a l i o n s o f s t a r s make a new 

r e c r u i t of the k i t c h e n lamp, or put more p r o s a i c a l l y the one 

l i g h t v i s i b l e i n the camp a t n i g h t seems to take i t s place 

alongside the s t a r s . B a u d e l a i r e , i n ''Paysage", had juxtaposed 

domestic and c e l e s t i a l l i g h t s i n a s i m i l a r l y s t r i k i n g way: 

I I e s t doux, a t r a v e r s l e s brumes, de v o i r n a i t r e 
L ' e t o i l e dans l ' a z u r , l a lampe a l a fenetre."*" 

What he had not done was t o s t r e s s the s o l i t a r y n a t u r e o f the 

lone " r e c r u i t " i n the sky's army. I n Perse, the onlooker 

i d e n t i f i e s h i m s e l f w i t h the man-made l i g h t and moves w i t h i t 

i n t o a s p i r i t u a l realm. W i t h t h i s v i s i o n behind him, the 

Stranger i n (d) wins more genuine p a r t i s a n s t o the cause of 

s o l i t u d e . R e s t a t i n g h i s fundamental r i g h t t o s o l i t u d e and 

t o go wherever he wishes, f u l l y c l a d i n h i s new thoughts he 

f o l l o w s the ways of s i l e n c e . His ideas are imposed not by 

f o r c e but by example, the best--and s i l e n t — v e r s i o n o f p e r s u a s i o n . 

10euvres completes, p. l^k. Cf "L'homme n'est qu'une 
lampe, e l l e / i . e . l a s o l i t u d e / en f a i t une e t o i l e . " ( V i c t o r 
Hugo, "Magnitudo p a r v i " i n Les Contemplations, I I I , 30). 
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S o l i t u d e and s i l e n c e t h e r e f o r e combine i n a f u r t h e r m i g r a t i o n : 

the s t a t i c and dynamic forms go hand i n hand. " A c t i o n " i n 

the poet's sense i s both p h y s i c a l and s p i r i t u a l , and so 

performed by both Leader and St r a n g e r , but i t i s one word, 

i n s e p a r a b l e i n t o c a r t e s i a n body and s o u l or mind and passions, 

j u s t as the Prince and the Poet are one man. 

Anabase i s "place sous 1 * i n v o c a t i o n du s e l , " ^ " and the 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n o f s a l t i s h i g h e r i n t h i s poem than i n any other -

The image enjoys a m u l t i p l i c i t y of aspects shared by a l l Perse*s 

c e n t r a l images, and the substance seems t o c r y s t a l l i s e around 

i t s e l f the p r i n c i p a l themes of the poem, as i f t o i l l u s t r a t e 

by i t s very n a t u r e and uses t he p o e t i c c o n c r e t i o n o f t h a t 

s h u t t l i n g d ualism a l r e a d y i n s o l i t u d e . Opposites are not 

m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e , but embraced and accepted. There i s , 

as i t were, i n chemical terms, a suspension o f s a l t r a t h e r 

than a s o l u t i o n o f i t . J ust as i n Pour f e t e r une enfance, 

I I I , l i g h t and shade had been "plus pres d ' e t r e une meme 

chose," so "Je s a i s qu'aux chutes des grands f l e u v e s se nouent 

d'etranges a l l i a n c e s , e n t r e l e c i e l e t l ' e a u " (Neiges, I I ) . 

S a i l l e t , pp. 62-63 
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Independence i s r e t a i n e d by each element w i t h i n t h i s f r u i t f u l 

c o u p l i n g : i t i s a t r u e marriage. "Jamais chez aucun poete 

l'harmonie u n i v e r s e l l e ne s'est trouvee s i n a t u r e l l e m e n t j u s t e ; 

jamais e l l e n'a moins dependu de quelque premier desaccord-

The constant give and take i s not t h e r e f o r e t o be seen as a 

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d d i s c o r d i a concors, as S a i l l e t recognises when 

w r i t i n g o f the r o l e o f s a l t i n Anabase: " I I nous semble a s s i s t e r 

a l a s p i r i t u a l i s a t i o n de l a m a t i e r e , ou a l a m i n e r a l i s a t i o n de 
2 

1 * e s p r i t • " As the double movement i s p e r p e t u a l , b e i n g s e l f -

g e n e r a t i n g , atrophy i s impos s i b l e -

As i n Amers, s a l t i n the e a r l y poems i s normally a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h the sea, and i s sometimes mixed w i t h an a l k a l i n e substance. 

J u s t as i n "Le Mur" i n Images a Crusoe we f i n d " l ' a i r l a i t e u x 

e n r i c h i du s e l des a l i z e s , " so i n Amers do we have " l ' a c i d e 

avec l e l a i t mele, l e s e l avec l e sang- t r e s v i f , " (Strophe, IX, 

2 - 1 ) , where s a l t i s seen as a l i f e - g i v i n g p r i n c i p l e . The 

v i r t u e s o f s a l t , w i t h i t s s p e c i a l ambivalence between d i s t a s t e 

and n e c e s s i t y , between p r e s e r v a t i o n and v i v i f i c a t i o n , are a l l 

Georges P o u l e t , "Saint-John Perse," etudes sur l e temps 
humain, I I I : Le P o i n t de depart ( P a r i s 196^-) , p. 163* 

S a i l l e t , p. 63* 
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evoked i n Anabase. S a l t , "the substance t h a t i s i n d i s p e n s a b l e 

t o human metabolism, t h a t lends savor t o food and d r i n k , t h a t 

awakens t h i r s t - - t h r o u g h o u t the poem i t i s the symbol o f the 

pure s t i m u l u s t h a t i s the mainspring of action.""'" The 

opening s e c t i o n leaves no doubt as t o i t s importance. 

I n i t the word s e l occurs no l e s s than s i x t i m e s . "L'idee 

pure comme un s e l t i e n t ses assises dans l e j o u r . " The open 

dialogue i s seen as a c o u r t s e s s i o n , w i t h a l l i t s overtones 

of s u o t l e p r e s e n t a t i o n and defence l e a d i n g t o a f u l l y considered 

and j u s t c o n c l u s i o n . " h a i t r e du g r a i n , m a i t r e du s e l , e t l a 

chose p u b l i q u e sur de j u s t e s balances!" Corn and s a l t combine 

f o r the common weal, the res p u b l i c a o n l y e n j o y i n g an e q u i l i b r i u m 

because o f the care taken over such basic p r o d u c t s . The 

saunier takes h i s honourable place i n the l i s t of " t o u t e s 

s o r t e s d'homines dans l e u r s voies e t faeons" ( X ) . From 

pe r s o n a l knowledge, Perse r e a l i s e d the importance of s a l t . 

D i r e c t experience i n the de s e r t s of Mongolia was added t o 

what he must have known of the h i s t o r y of the Caribbean, 

chequered as i t was by wars i n which i s l a n d s were se i z e d f o r 

Knodel, "Towards an und e r s t a n d i n g of Anabase," PkLA, 
LXXIX, June 196k, 333. 
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l i t t l e o t h e r than t h e i r s a l t deposits."'" I n d e s e r t s where, 

being e x c e s s i v e l y hot and d r y , men have t o r e p l a c e the body 

s a l t l o s t through p e r s p i r a t i o n , food i s h e a v i l y s a l t e d and 

s a l t i s sometimes taken by mouth w i t h o u t i t having the b i t t e r 

e f f e c t on the p a l a t e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h i t i n more temperate 

c l i m a t e s . The piquancy i s reserved f o r the mind: 

Au d e l i c e du s e l sont t o u t e s lances de 1 ' e s p r i t . . . 
J ' a v i v e r a i du s e l l e s bouches mortes du d e s i r ; 

(Anabase, I ) 

I n these p a r a l l e l sentences of f o u r t e e n s y l l a b l e s each, w i t h 

the cesura a f t e r the s i x t h a t s e l , the a p p e t i t e f o r s a l t and 

i t s r e v i v i f y i n g e f f e c t on b o t h body and mind i s l i n k e d w i t h 

the more g e n e r a l n o t i o n o f appetency i n the word d e s i r , which 

i s t o r e c e i v e f u l l e r t r e a t m e n t and expansion i n Amers. 

Addressing the "homines, gens de poussiere e t de t o u t e s 

faeons," Perse w r i t e s : 

6 chercheurs, o t r o u v e u r s de r a i s o n s pour s'en 

Curucao was taken by the Dutch f o r i t s s a l t - p a n s as v / e l l 
as i t s use as a t r a d i n g base, and the vast s a l t resources o f 
the mainland l a k e Araya i n Venezuela brought i t the b e l l i g e r e n t 
a t t e n t i o n s o f the Dutch and Spanish i n t u r n . See J. H. Parry 
and P. M. Sherlock, A Short H i s t o r y of the "./est I n d i e s (London 
1965), PP. *t6-Jf7, 51. 
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a l l e r a i l l e u r s , 
vous ne t r a f i q u e z pas d'un s e l p l u s f o r t quand 

. . . l e s tambours de l ' e x i l e v e i l l e n t aux f r o n t i e r e s 
l ' e t e r n i t e q u i b a i l i e sur l e s sa b l e s . 

S a l t here stands f o r the ambiguous a t t r a c t i o n o f s o l i t u d e and 

e x i l e : removal from one place t o another cannot d i m i n i s h an 

i n g r a i n e d sense of s o l i t u d e . A c l e a r d i s t i n c t i o n i s drawn 

between g e o g r a p h i c a l deplacement and the mental s t a t e o f e x i l e 

i n h e r e n t i n man. The s a l t - c a r a v a n s i n the de s e r t perform a 

v i t a l f u n c t i o n , but t h e i r m i g r a t i o n s would not s a t i s f y the 

Etranger. The poet's mind i s wandering l e s s on a g e o g r a p h i c a l 

than on a s p i r i t u a l plane. Yet concrete r e a l i t y demands our 

a t t e n t i o n ; the everyday t u r n s p h i l o s o p h y i n t o p o e t r y : 

Mathematiques suspendues aux banquises du s e l 1 

Commerce makes i t s demands on a p r a c t i c a l l e v e l besides being 

a "commerce de l'ame." The scale s are out again f o r the 

purchase o f s a l t i n f a i r t r a d e . But the f l o e s o f s a l t , l i k e 

i c e - f l o e s , conceal seven-eighths o f t h e i r whole s e l v e s : the 

w h i t e heaps which the caravans have brought have i m p l i c a t i o n s 

i n b o t h l i f e and p o e t r y f a r i n excess o f t h e i r apparent 

substance.^ 

^~7or a d i f f e r e n t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the image o f s a l t i n 
Perse, see Richard, Qnze etudec,. .. , pp. 5^-57* 
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Perse, l i k e h i s own Crusoe, i s s t i l l " n o u r r i du s e l de 

v o t r e s o l i t u d e . " S a l t i s the concrete image of the a b s t r a c t 

n o t i o n , s h a r i n g a l l i t s p o l y v a l e n t v i r t u e s . The poet can 

consequently remain t r u e t o what he sees as h i s t a s k , namely 

t o explore the obscure and the a b s t r a c t but t o express h i s 

f i n d i n g s and experiences i n concrete terms. That he should 

choose a common m i n e r a l not g e n e r a l l y or t r a d i t i o n a l l y honoured 

by p o e t r y but nonetheless v i t a l f o r e x i s t e n c e i s t y p i c a l of 

h i s r e f u s a l t o l i m i t h i s p o e t r y t o l i t e r a t u r e . The poignancy 

of i s o l a t i o n i s a gap which Perse f i l l s r i c h l y and l a v i s h l y , 

h i s very p r a i s e being p a r t i a l l y m o t i v a t e d through h i s n a t u r a l 

abhorrence of a vacuum. The n o s t a l g i a of Eloges produces 

j u s t such a p o s i t i v e c r e a t i o n from n e g a t i v e m o t i v a t i o n . I n 

Anabase the balance was someMiat redressed: the career, and 

the s o l i t u d e , were chosen, so t h a t the poem was f r e e t o de a l 

w i t h a g r e a t human theme r a t h e r than s i m p l y sin?; Asia's p r a i s e s . 

I n E x i l , w i t h the coincidence of an enforced e x i l e and a 

l i f e t i m e ' s experience of s o l i t u d e , t h e r e i s a r e t u r n t o the 

fundamental approach of the Bordeaux poems, but w i t h the added 

technique and experience of twenty very i m p o r t a n t years. 
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Those years do not belong i n any d i r e c t way t o Perse's 

p o e t r y , a l t h o u g h t h e i r lesson was n e c e s s a r i l y a s s i m i l a t e d . 

S p e c u l a t i o n about the l o s t manuscripts i s c l e a r l y p o i n t l e s s , 

but the d i p l o m a t i c i n t e r e s t s of A l e x i s Leger show through i n 

the w r i t i n g s of h i s a l t e r ego i n A m i t i e du Prince and Anabase. 

The d e t a i l s of h i s d i p l o m a t i c career as seen i n the e n t r y i n 

the Annuaire d i p l o m a t i q u e have been r e p r i n t e d o f t e n enough 

f o r h i s speedy r i s e t o h i g h o f f i c e t o be w e l l known."'" 

Judgements on h i s career p r a i s e h i s i n t e g r i t y and firmness 

i n the face o f f r e q u e n t governmental changes and the growing 
2 

menace beyond the Rhine. I f h i s values seem i n c r e a s i n g l y 

o l d - f a s h i o n e d and h i s f a i t h i n other people's honour u n r e a l i s t i c 

or i l l - f o u n d e d , i t i s a l l t o h i s c r e d i t . Memoirs of the 

p e r i o d are f i e r c e l y p a r t i s a n . Leger h i m s e l f warns a g a i n s t 
3 

the o p i n i o n s expressed by Paul Reynaud, the M i n i s t e r f o r 

Foreign A f f a i r s who er i n e e r e d h i s removal from the Ouai 

d'Orsay i n May 19^0: 

See e.g. Honneur..., pp. 681-682. 
2 
See e.g. E. R. Cameron, op. c i t . 
i n e.g. La France a sauve 1'Europe (see e.g. I I , 98, 131)• 

See a l s o H e n r i Hoppenot's independent and d e c i s i v e r e f u t a t i o n 
o f the charge t h a t Legcr burned the M i n i s t r y a r c h i v e s , r e p r i n t e d 
i n Honneur..., pp. 769-771-
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Je d o i s vous raettre en garde contre l e s p r e s e n t a t i o n s 
tendancieuses de cet au t e u r , dont j e c o n t e s t e , en 
p a r t i c u l i e r , t o u t e s l e s ob s e r v a t i o n s a mon s u j e t : 
a l l e g a t i o n s sans fondement, n i vraisemblance, r e l e v a n t 
moins du sou c i h i s t o r i q u e que de l a passion p o l i t i q u e 
ou de l ' a n i m o s i t e p e r s o n n e l l e . 

The r e a c t i o n i s remarkably measured (and r e s t r i c t e d i n 

any case t o a p r i v a t e l e t t e r ) i n view of the change du t o u t 

au t o u t brought about i n Leger's l i f e . One t h i n g i s c l e a r : 

a f t e r occupying w i t h d i s t i n c t i o n p o s i t i o n s of h i g h r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , 

e n t a i l i n g t h a t same "quant a s o i " which F r i z e a u had noted a t 
2 

Bordeaux, Leger bore d i s m i s s a l w i t h n o b i l i t y . His l e t t e r 

t o Edouard H e r r i o t , p r e s i d e n t of the ̂ ssemblee n a t i o n a l e , 

w r i t t e n from Arcachon a mere t e n days a f t e r h i s disgrace shows 

h i s outraged honour s m a r t i n g through the d i g n i t y and s i n c e r i t y 

o f h i s account of the episode."^ L i k e the Chinese P r e s i d e n t 

L i ' s daughters of whom he had w r i t t e n so amusingly i n 1917, 

he r e a c t e d w i t h a " s t i f f upper l i p " : "Les f i l l e s de I-irae L i 

P o s t s c r i p t t o l e t t e r from Leger t o Dr. K.-J. K u l l e r dated 
15 Sept. 1955i r e p r i n t e d i n Honneur..., p. 726. 

2 
L e t t e r t o Cl a u d e l , Bordeaux, l e 10 mai 1911, r e p r i n t e d 

i n Konneur.•., p. 6o8. 
L e t t e r t o H e r r i o t , r e p r i n t e d i n Honneur..., pp. 713-71^« 
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se t u r e n t , s ' a t t a c h a n t a montrer dans l e u r m a i n t i e n l ' e g a l i t e 

d'ame q u i s i e d aux grands de ce monde dans 1 ' i n f o r t u n e . " ^ 

Leaving h i s f a m i l y a t Arcachon, Leger escaped c l a n d e s t i n e l y 

t o England, t r a n s f e r r i n g from a French f i s h i n g v e s s e l t o an 

E n g l i s h warship o f f the oreton coast. He stayed o n l y a matt e r 

of t h r e e weeks a t Denham House, the home of h i s B r i t i s h o p p o s ite 

number, Lord V a n s i t t a r t , who had s i m i l a r l y r e c e i v e d harsh 

treatment a t the hands of p o l i t i c i a n s . No d i r e c t c o n t a c t 

was made w i t h De G a u l l e , d e s p i t e Leger's support f o r Resistance 

groups abroad, since the n o t i o n of a s e l f - s t y l e d "government" 

which e x i s t e d o n l y through the good o f f i c e s of the B r i t i s h 

government was repugnant t o him. He s a i l e d f o r America from 

Glasgow on the same s h i p t h a t c a r r i e d B r i t a i n ' s b u l l i o n r eserves 
2 

i n t o safe keeping, the ''Lonarch of Bermuda." A man who had 

l o n g sought s o l i t u d e i r o n i c a l l y more than achieved h i s aim. 

"The nomad i s now a ref u g e e . " "A l ' e x i l de Crusoe, a l a 

s o l i t u d e du Conquerant, l e s evenements s u b s t i t u e n t , maintenant, 

un e x i l e t une s o l i t u d e r e e l s . " 

^Leger t o Alexandre Conty, r e p r i n t e d i n Honneur..., p. 690. 
2 
P r e v i o u s l y unpublished b i o g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l s i n t h i s 

paragraph were o f f e r e d me v e r b a l l y by M. Leger-
3 
P o g g i o l i , op. c i t . , p. 20. 

^ , 
C h a r p i e r , p. 121. 



§ 5 

EXILE 

What g r i e f i s g r e a t e r than 
t o leave behind the f r o n t i e r 
of your home-land ? 

E u r i p i d e s 
( E l e c t r a , 11. 13Hf-15) 
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E x i l e i n v o l v e s compulsion. Only i n i t s more g e n e r a l 

usage i s i t considered v o l u n t a r y , and o n l y by a f u r t h e r 

e x t e n s i o n of meaning can the word cover the v a r i o u s n o t i o n s 

of s o l i t u d e which have a l r e a d y been discussed. The i s o l a t i o n 

may be the same, but the m o t i v a t i o n i s d i f f e r e n t , and so puts 

a d i f f e r e n t complexion on a t t i t u d e s t o i t . The more agreeabl 

aspects o f s o l i t u d e are undercut by the knowledge t h a t i t i s 

no longer the r e s u l t of v o l i t i o n but an imposed s t a t e . And 

yet of course, i n Perse's case, one may reasonably l o o k a t 

h i s a t t i t u d e s and p o s i t i o n b efore 19^0 and see i n them the 

s c h o o l i n g f o r p o l i t i c a l e x i l e , a l o n g and w i l l e d p r e p a r a t i o n 

f o r h i s summary d i s m i s s a l from o f f i c e . Wot b e l i e v i n g on 

f o r e s i g h t , one may l o o k t o h i s s o l i t a r y n a t u r e , t o a p r e d i s ­

p o s i t i o n t o s e p a r a t i o n from h i s fellow-men, f o r the reasons 

u n d e r l y i n g the outward calm and d i g n i t y he showed i n t h a t 

f a t e f u l month of hay. 

Circumstances f o r c e d upon the poet a r e v i s i o n of h i s 

approach t o s o l i t u d e . N e i t h e r h i s b i r t h i n a colony f a r 

from m e t r o p o l i t a n France, nor h i s subsequent removal t o Europe 

nor again h i s journeys i n China had been as i r r e v o c a b l e as h i s 

e x i l e t o the U n i t e d S t a t e s . The sense of d i s t a n c i a t i o n bred 

i n him from being born i n Guadeloupe was soured by s e p a r a t i o n 
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from h i s work and f a m i l y . Other poets of the time had 

perhaps more choice over where they should spend the war, 

but whether l i k e Aragon, Char or E l u a r d they remained i n the 

t h i c k of t h i n g s , or l i k e Jouve or S u p e r v i e l l e f e l t they could 

make a g r e a t e r c o n t r i b u t i o n from o u t s i d e France, the circum­

stances e l i c i t e d some remarkable p o e t r y . 

Une grande poesie f r a n g a i s e , de 19^0 a 19V? » s'est 
e c r i t e en dehors de l a France. Pierre-Jean Jouve en 
Suisse, Saint-John Perse en Amerique b e n e f i c i a i e n t de 
1'eloignement necessaire pour mieux entendre chanter en 
eux l a chose f r a n g a i s e , et l a f i x e r , dans l e m e i l l e u r e t 
l e p l u s pur, l e p l u s immuable de son i n c o r r u p t i b l e 
essence. 

Thibaudet's comments on the e f f e c t of the French R e v o l u t i o n 

i n t h i s r e s p e c t apply e q u a l l y w e l l t o t h a t of the Nazi 

oc c u p a t i o n : 

Les e l i t e s emigrees v i v e n t tragiquement. E l l e s 
sont c o n t r a i n t e s a une v i e hasardeuse, s o l i t a i r e , h u m i l i e e 
E l l e s sont amenees par l ' e x i l et l'epreuve a r e v i s e r l e u r s 
v a l e u r s , e t a en c o n n a i t r e ou a en creer d'autres. Les 
dieux q u ' e l l e s ont emportes prennent c o n t a c t et f o n t 
a l l i a n c e avec l e s dieux e t r a n g e r s . . . . I I y a l e s 
emigres q u i perdent l e u r pays et ceux q u i en decouvrent 
d'autres. I I y a l e s emigres q u i n'ont p l u s de s o c i e t e 
et ceux q u i s'en f o n t une n o u v e l l e , i l y a l e s emigres 
q u i n'ont pas de ^eunesse et ceux q u i creent une jeunesse. 

L o u i s - k a r c e l Raymond, "Lecture de J a i n t - J o h n 
L ' A c t i o n u n i v e r s i t a i r e ( M o n t r e a l ) , a v r i l 19^8, 21. 

Perse," 
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T r o i s dissonances, q u i p r o d u i s e n t chacune l e u r e t i n c e l l e 
de v i e l i t t e r a i r e . 

L'emigre q u i perd son pays, q u i n'a p l u s de s o c i e t e , 
q u i n'a p l u s de jeunesse, represente au b i l a n l e p a s s i f , 
l a n e g a t i o n , l a d e f i c i e n c e . L ' e m i g r a t i o n est m o r t e l l e 
aux f a i b l e s . ^ -

I t i s p e r f e c t l y c l e a r t h a t Perse belongs t o the a c t i v e , 

p o s i t i v e category. 

As w i t h s o l i t u d e , the i d e a of e x i l e i s by no means new 

t o Perse. Aspects of h i s i n t e r e s t i n the l i t e r a t u r e of e x i l e 

have a l r e a d y been discussed, showing t h a t books are o n l y a 

p a r t of h i s w o r l d , and tend t o be mere p o i n t s of r e f e r e n c e i n 

the expression of l i v e d experiences. The poems w r i t t e n a f t e r 

19̂ -0 show h i s r e c o n c i l i a t i o n w i t h and r e s o l u t i o n of t h a t 

necessary paradox, the a c t of w r i t i n g . "Words are a l s o 
2 

a c t i o n s , and a c t i o n s are a k i n d o f words." Poetry f o r Perse 

i s c l e a r l y an a c t , and as such c o u n t e r a c t s the n e g a t i v i t y of 

e x i l e . 
Being f o r c e d t o uproot o n e s e l f b r i n g s about a corresponding 

A l b e r t Thibaudet, H i s t o i r e de l a l i t t e r a t u r e f r a n g a i s e 
de 1789 a nos j o u r s ( B r u x e l l e s 19^6), pp. 9-10. 

2 
Ralph Waldo Emerson, "The Poet" i n Essays and o t h e r 

W r i t i n g s (London 1907), p. 232. 
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decrease i n the a c t i v e d e s i r e t o move on. Hence i n the E x i l 

t e t r a l o g y we f i n d the poet t a k i n g s t o c k of h i s p o s i t i o n , 

summoning up the courage t o face i t , but having l i t t l e d e s i r e 

t o " f a r e f o r w a r d . " This c o n t r a s t s on the one hand w i t h the 

e a r l y poems which had been a s t o c k - t a k i n g but not by any means 

a f i n a l r e c k o n i n g , and w i t h the Chinese poems where the 

ascending movement was a l l - i m p o r t a n t , g e o g r a p h i c a l l y but a l s o 

s p i r i t u a l l y . ^ The poet, " s e u l a f a i r e l e compte, du haut de 

c e t t e chambre d'angle" (Neiges, I V ) , has only smouldering and 

smoking ashes a t the b e g i n n i n g of h i s e x i l e : "Et, sur t o u t e s 

greves de ce monde, 1 ' e s p r i t du dieu fumant deserte sa couche 

d'amiante" ( E x i l , I ) , but he reverses the s i t u a t i o n by sheer 

s t r e n g t h of c h a r a c t e r and the act of p o e t r y : "Et soudain t o u t 

m'est f o r c e e t presence, ou fume encore l e theme du neant" 

( E x i l , I I I ) . I n other terms, i n an image r e m i n i s c e n t o f the 

phoenix r i s i n g from the ashes, but no doubt a l l u d i n g t o some 

American b i r d which changes i t s plumage i n w i n t e r , we f i n d 

"un oiseau de cendre rose, q u i f u t de b r a i s e t o u t l ' e t e , 

i l l u m i n e soudain l e s c r y p t e s de l ' h i v e r " (Neiges, I I I ) . 

"*"The q u e s t i o n o f movement w i l l be d e a l t w i t h more f u l l y 
i n the next chapter. 

2 Given Perse's knowledge and fondness of Audubon, the 
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" S ' a b o l i r pour r e n a i t r e : t e l l e est l a demarche du Poete." 

The E x i l t e t r a l o g y shows the g r a d u a l coming t o terms 

w i t h e x i l e , or r a t h e r the conversion of an enforced l o n e l i n e s s 

i n t o an acceptable and v i a b l e s o l i t u d e , . / i t h an accompanying 

a s s e r t i o n o f the p o s i t i v e value o f the u l t i m a t e i n uselessness 

(•judged by p r a c t i c a l standards) which p o e t r y seems t o be-

The whole very p a i n f u l and p r i v a t e process i s exposed t o view 

i n t h e f o u r poems. They are consequently not o n l y the most 

i n t i m a t e o f a l l Perse's w r i t i n g s but a l s o i n many ways the 

r i c h e s t and most r e v e a l i n g , since they d e p i c t h i s r e a c t i o n 

t o the n a d i r and stand i n r e l a t i o n t o h i s work r a t h e r as a 

p h i l o s o p h e r ' s t a b u l a rasa approach t o method before the 

r e f e r e n c e may w e l l be to the o n l y b i r d to f i g u r e i n The B i r d s 
o f America vklch i s red and grey ("cendre r o s e , " " b r a i s e " ) i n 
summer and whose re d p a r t s t u r n w h i t e i n w i n t e r , namely the Red 
Phalarope (Phalaropus f u l i c a r i u s , or i n Audubon's t e r m i n o l o g y 
i/ho.laropus p l a t y r h y n c h u s ) »~~ P l a t e 2^5 shows both s t a t e s . 
(For r e p r o d u c t i o n s , see the edn. by Wm. Vogt, New York, 7th 
p r i n t i n g 1965)• 

" C h r i s t i a n K u r c i a u x , oaint-John Perse ( P a r i s 1960) , p. kj>. 

"De t o u t e s ces v a l e u r s /de l ' e s p r i t 7 > en e s t - i l de p l u s 
luxueuse que l a poesie, appreciee a sa p a r f a i t e ' i n u t i l i t e ' ?" 
(Perse, opeech a c c e p t i n g Ai/urd of m e r i t medal f o r p o e t r y from 
the American Academy of A r t s and L e t t e r s , reproduced i n 
Honneur... , p. 6^5)• 
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c o n s t r u c t i o n o f p o s i t i v e statements. I n t h i s r e s p e c t , the 

American poems from E x i l t o Vents are e x c e p t i o n a l i n Perse 1s 

canon: e x i l e i t s e l f p r o v i d e s , i n f a c t imposes, a n e g a t i v e 

terr.i. U h i l e a l l the other mature poems are immediately seen 

adding p o s i t i v e t o p o s i t i v e , having no s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d d i a l e c t i c 

s i n c e no n e g a t i v e pole e x i s t s , E x i l s t a r t s from zero. I t i s 

s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t even here t h e r e i s no minus q u a n t i t y : the 

poem opens b r a v e l y on a note s u g g e s t i n g l i m i t l e s s p o s s i b i l i t i e s : 

"Portes ouvertes sur l e s s a b l e s . " Only when the reader 

c o n t i n u e s , o n l y when he l e a r n s the c o n t e x t , does the b l a n k 

page before the poem begins r e v e a l i t s e l f as the n e g a t i v e 

moment o f e x i l e when the poet abandoned a l l thought or hope 

of w r i t i n g p o e t r y . 

The r e s u l t a n t sympathy f o r those i n f l i c t e d w i t h s o l i t u d e , 

and f o r t h e i r d e s i r e t o renounce o f f i c e , i s deepened: 

Un homme a t t e i n t de t e l l e s o l i t u d e , q u ' i l a i l l e 
e t q u ' i l suspende aux sanctuaires l e masque et l e baton 
de commandement. . i r T \ 

(Plui.es , V I ; 

The l e a d e r - f i g u r e of the preceding poems, l i k e the poet, has 

been dismissed. The r e a c t i o n mingles d i g n i t y w i t h dismay, 

and recourse i s made t o permanent s p i r i t u a l values beyond the 

v i c i s s i t u d e s o f h i s t o r y : 

http://Plui.es
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I I n'est d ' h i s t o i r e que de l'ame, i l n'est 
d'aisance que de l'ame. ( ^ ' x i l V) 

The years 19^-0-^1 consequently r e p r e s e n t the lowest o f the 

ebbs i n the p o e t ' s — a n d F r a n c e * s — f o r t u n e s , and Perse shows 

the h i g h e s t q u a l i t i e s of man, of s o u l , and o f p o e t r y i n 

d e p i c t i n g the new search f o r values and expressing thorn i n 

terms o f w i d e l y comprehensible images drawn from n a t u r e . 

J ' a i fonde sur l'abime et l'embrun et l a fumee 
des sables. ,„ ., T T>. 

( E x i l , I I ) 

The p r i n c i p a l image of the f i r s t poem of the t e t r a l o g y , 

the sea-shore, w i t h a l l i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s , w i l l be d e a l t w i t h 

a t l e n g t h i n a l a t e r c h a p t e r . ^ For the moment i t i s enough 

t o see the heroism behind the c l o s i n g l i n e : 

Et c'est l ' h e u r e , o Po^te, de d e c l i n e r ton nom, 
t a naissance, et t a rcxce... ,^ ._ , T-r-r\ 

( i i i X i l , V I I ; 

The poet has reached a b e g i n n i n g , a c c e p t i n g a f o o t i n g i n h i s 

adopted c o u n t r y . The w o r l d of anguish behind the simple a c t 

o f s t a t i n g one's name, date of b i r t h and n a t i o n a l i t y f o r some 

o f f i c i a l document i s f u l l y e x p l o r e d before t h i s d e c i s i v e ending. 

"̂See ris 7, "The t h r e s h o l d . " 
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"Un t e l o r g u e i l ne va pas a t o u t l e monde. Beaucoup 

d ' h u m i l i t e l e prepare.""^ The oth e r poems of the t e t r a l o g y 

s t a r t w i t h the advantage o f t h i s d e t e r m i n a t i o n behind them. 

The next i n date, Poeme a l'x^trangere (19^+2), stands 

under the s i g n of the A l i e n R e g i s t r a t i o n Act i n the terms of 

which the Spanish woman, l i k e the poet, would have t o r e p o r t 

t o the A l i e n s ' Bureau a t r e g u l a r i n t e r v a l s a f t e r making the 
. . . 2 
i n i t i a l statement of name, date of b i r t h and n a t i o n a l i t y . 

L i k e him--"J 1 h a b i t e r a i mon nom" ( E x i l , V I ) — s - i e i s l i v i n g out 

of a s u i t c a s e , "chaussee de crepe ou d'amarante e n t r e vos 

hautes malles i n e c l o s e s ; " l i k e him, she has n o t h i n g t o d e c l a r e . 

Seeing her, t h e r e f o r e , i n a s t a t e much l i k e h i s own so s h o r t l y 

b e f o r e , the poet i s moved by the deepest sympathy. I n p o e t i c 

terms, she p r o v i d e s a c h a r a c t e r through whom he can e x t e r n a l i s e 

h i s own f e e l i n g s , a l e s s p a i n f u l way of p r e s e n t i n g f u r t h e r 

C a i l l o i s , A r t p o e t i q u e , p. 76. 
2 
"That a c t , passed i n 19^0, r e q u i r e d a l l f o r e i g n e r s . . . 

t o r e g i s t e r and r e p o r t p e r i o d i c a l l y concerning t h e i r whereabouts 
and a c t i v i t i e s . " (Knodel, Saint-John Perse, p. 71)• 

^Cf the f o l l o w i n g c o n v e r s a t i o n from B. Traven ( t h e pseudonym 
of another war e x i l e ) , The Death Ship: "You ought t o have some 
papers t o show who you a r e , " s a i d the policeman. " I don't need 
any papers," s a i d the s a i l o r , " I know who I am." (Quoted i n 
Encounter, 170, Nov. 1967, p. 52). 
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aspects of h i s own case. This "homme t r e s s e u l " ( I I I ) has 

a profound empathy w i t h her sadness, and shares her wanderings 

across the Washington scene. 

The t e m p t a t i o n of sadness, f o r which death had been the 

th r e a t e n e d p e n a l t y i n Anabase, I I I , i s here at i t s g r e a t e s t : 

Sur l e tambour v o i l e des lampes a m i d i , nous 
aenerons encore p l u s d'un d e u i l , chantant l ' h i e r , chantant 
l ' a i l l e u r s , chantant l e mal a sa naissance 

et l a splendeur de v i v r e q u i s ' e x i l e a p e r t e d'hommes 
c e t t e annee. ( I l l ) 

N o s t a l g i a f o r time past and f o r elsewhere, where " l a splendeur 

de v i v r e " could be enjoyed, i s made more poignant by the p o i n t e d 

use o f " s ' e x i l e r " and the r e j u v e n a t i o n of the f i x e d phrase a 

p e r t e de vue as "a p e r t e d'hommes." Not on l y does one imagine 

p e e r i n g over crowds of nameless fa c e s , but a l s o t h a t every man 

l o s t i n the war i n Europe r e p r e s e n t s a deep pe r s o n a l l o s s f o r 

the poet, and so reduces the p o s s i b i l i t y of r e c a l l i n g l o s t 

happiness. The poet's answer t o the t e m p t a t i o n of sadness 

i s t o use h i s r e c o l l e c t i o n s as m a t e r i a l f o r p o e t r y : 

Perse does not i d e n t i f y h i m s e l f e n t i r e l y w i t h her as 
he had w i t h the persona o f Crusoe, but sympathises deeply w i t h 
someone i n a s i m i l a r s i t u a t i o n t o h i m s e l f . The poet i s present 
i n the poem d i s t i n c t from h i s c h a r a c t e r , a l t h o u g h t h i s dramatis 
persona n e c e s s a r i l y s p r i n g s d i r e c t l y from him. I n Images a 
Crusoe the poet i s not presented d i s t i n c t from h i s c h a r a c t e r -
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j e m'en v a i s , 6 memoire! a mon pas d'homme l i b r e , 
sans horde n i t r i b u , parmi l e chant des s a b l i e r s , e t , 
l e f r o n t nu, l a u r e d ' a b e i l l e s de phosphore, . . . j e 
f l a t t e encore en songe, de l a main, parmi t a n t d'etres 
i n v i s i b l e s , 

ma chienne d 1Europe q u i f u t blanche e t , p l u s que 
moi, poete. ( I l l ) 

"Le passage est d e s t i n e a i l l u s t r e r l'autonomie et l a puissance 

du poete.""'" A s s e r t i n g h i s independence, the poet t u r n s w i t h 

modest i n d i r e c t n e s s t o the n o t i o n of p o e t r y which g i v e s him 

h i s s t r e n g t h . 

P l u i e s , w r i t t e n i n Savannah, Georgia, i n 19^3? w h i l e 
2 

s t a y i n g w i t h the B i d d i e s , fuses i n i t s c e n t r a l image of a 

t o r r e n t i a l r a i n - s t o r m the negative and p o s i t i v e elements 

presented i n d i f f e r e n t ways i n E x i l and Poeme a l ' E t r a n g e r e . 

The r a i n s a n n i h i l a t e and fecundate: " P l u i e s s ' a s s i m i l e a un 

au t r e phenomene a double sens: c e l u i de l a renaissance feconde 

e t c e l u i des l e s s i v e s d e s t i n e e s a p u r i f i e r l a memoire; l a 

p l u i e d e v i e n t a i n s i un f a c t e u r d'avenir assure, a l o r s merne 
3 

q u ' e l l e est un f a c t e u r d ' o u b l i . " The rhythm gathers 

C a i l l o i s , Poetique..., p. 105, and see pp. 105-110 f o r 
a f u l l a n a l y s i s of the passage. 

2 
See C h a r l t o n Ogburn, "Comment f u t e c r i t P l u i e s " i n 

lionneur.. . , pp. 273-279« 
3 
A l a i n Bosquet, "Saint-John Perse ou l a r h e t o r i q u e 

r e d e m p t r i c e " i n Verbe e t v e r t i g e ( P a r i s 19&1) , p. 136. 
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momentum us the v e r s e t s l e n g t h e n t o culminate i n the c e n t r a l 

apostrophe t o the r a i n s of canto V I I . With the passing of 

the storm--and w i t h the passing of the judgement, the "sentences 

d'orage" o f E x i l , V, by the c o u r t session which forms a f u r t h e r 

p a r t of the poem's image a r m a t u r e — t h e poet i s r e f r e s h e d and 

ready f o r another poem. 

C'est l a f r a i c h e u r courant aux c r e t e s du langage, 
l'ecume encore aux l e v r e s du poeme, 

j i t l'homme encore de t o u t e s p a r t s presse d'idees 
n o u v e l l e s , q u i cede au soulevement des grandes houles 
de l ' e s p r i t : 

"Le beau chant, l e beau chant que v o i l a sur l a 
d i s s i p a t i o n des eaux!. .." / n , . • t ^ - ^ - r T ^ * (F l u x e s , V I I I ; 

The s e c t i o n concludes w i t h t h i s t r i u m p h a n t l y p a r a d o x i c a l 

statement: " e t mon poeme, 6 P l u i e s ! q u i ne f u t pas e c r i t ! " 

The 1953 and e a r l i e r e d i t i o n s had read " q u i ne sera pas e c r i t i " 

The change of tense was r e q u i r e d t o show t h a t Perse had not 

sim p l y decided a f t e r a l l never t o w r i t e the poem i n q u e s t i o n : 

he wants t o remove any a m b i g u i t y about what he means, which i s 

t h a t he never had any i n t e n t i o n o f w r i t i n g a poem f o r the sake 

of w r i t i n g a poem. What i n t e r e s t s him i s r a t h e r the n e c e s s a r i l y 

ambiguous, even p a r a d o x i c a l c r e a t i v e process which, l i k e the 

r a i n s , must l i q u i d a t e the dross of memory: "Lavez, l a v e z , 6 

P l u i e o ! l e s hautes t a b l e s de memoire" ( V I I ) . 

The d i a l e c t i c imposed by e x i l e i s present even i n t h i s 
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poem where the r e l e n t l e s s rhythm of expanding v e r s e t s i n 

groups of t h r e e seems t o i n d i c a t e a r e t u r n t o the a d d i t i v e 

technique o f Anabase• But t h e r e i s a n o t a b l e development 

away from the p r i v a t e emotional involvement of E x i l and from 

the use of a cha r a c t e r i n Poeme a. l ' E t r a n g e r e . Here an image 

based on o b s e r v a t i o n of a n a t u r a l phenomenon pro v i d e s the 

s k e l e t o n of the poem. Such an extended use of what had been 

l i m i t e d t o i n d i v i d u a l images or patteihs of imagery on a 

r e l a t i v e l y s m a l l scale t r i g g e r s o f f , a f t e r P l u i e s , a s e r i e s 

of i n c r e a s i n g l y l o n g poems--rieiges, Vents, . - i n t e r s — u s i n g an 

elemental phenomenon as t h e i r thematic s u b s t r u c t u r e . 

The a m b i g u i t y observed i n r a i n , as a c l e a n s i n g and an 

e n r i c h i n g f o r c e , gives way t o t h a t of snow, c o l d and i s o l a t i n g , 

but g e n t l e . The poet, s t i l l very much alone, c e l e b r a t e s h i s 

s i l e n c e and absence by a tender address t o h i s mother. The 

s u r r o u n d i n g snow emphasises the poet's i s o l a t i o n : "Seul a 

f a i r e l e compte, du haut de c e t t e chambre d'angle qu'environne 

un Ocean de neiges" ( I V ) . The tender i n t i m a c y f e l t i n f i l i a l 

a f f e c t i o n i s expressed more f u l l y and f r e e l y than any s i m i l a r 

r e l a t i o n s h i p t o date. His f a m i l y had been c u r s o r i l y mentioned, 

but he had not i n d u l g e d i n more than passing or c r y p t i c 
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evocations of h i s r e l a t i v e s . I n t h i s r e s p e c t , Neiges paves 

the way f o r the c l o s e l y d e t a i l e d r e l a t i o n s h i p e x p l o r e d i n 

' E t r o i t s sont l e s vaisseaux" (Amers, Strophe, I X ) . I t i s an 

examination of p u r i t y of c h a r a c t e r i n terms of the p u r i t y of 

the snow and the p u r i t y o f language. The "pur langage sans 

o f f i c e " ("dxi1, I V ) , the "langage sans p a r o l e s dont vous avez 

1'usage" (Neiges, I I I ) i s found upstream, where the snows 

f i r s t melt i n t o the r i v e r of human h i s t o r y . 

Yet t h e r e i s l i t t l e p l a y on the p o t e n t i a l a m b i g u i t y of 

snow: gentleness c a r r i e s the day- The n e g a t i v e pole o f 

e x i l e i s nonetheless c l e a r l y opposed by the p o s i t i v e pole the 

poet's mother r e p r e s e n t s . The son would not share her r e l i g i o u s 

p r a c t i c e s , but t h i s i s not t o say he has no deep r e l i g i o u s 

c o n v i c t i o n . His ode t o absence, the p l a s t i c e q u i v a l e n t t o 

s i l e n c e , has, on the c o n t r a r y , those q u a l i t i e s of r e s i g n a t i o n 

^nd r e s o l u t i o n , f a i t h , hope and c h a r i t y which p r o c l a i m the 

t r u l y r e l i g i o u s man. "La poetique de l a neige est i n d i c a t r i c e 

^Although no mention appears t o be made of h i s s u r v i v i n g 
s i s t e r s , Perse mentions h i s mother (Pour f e t e r une enfance, IV; 
Eloges, V I I I and XV), f a t h e r (Pour f e t e r une enfance, V I ) , 
dead s i s t e r ( i b i d . , I I ) , and " l e s Oncles" ( i b i d . , V I ) . 



118 

d'une r e l i g i o n . " Embracing both poles of the d i a l e c t i c , 

he can l o o k forward w i t h a reasoned hope towards a l i f e among 

men. The basis of t h a t l i f e i s s p i r i t u a l l y f i r m , however 

changeable man's f o r t u n e s . Perse, i n h i s own way, r.iakes a 

wager f o r what Pascal termed "une e t e r n i t e de v i e et de 

bonheur:" 

l a ou l e s neiges encore sont gueables, nous 
passerons ce s o i r une ame non gueable... Et au dela. 
sont l e s grands l e s t i s s e s du son;;e, et t o u t ce b i e n 
f o n g i b l e ou l ' e t r e engage sa f o r t u n e . . . 

(Neiges, IV) 

Such a preoccupation w i t h the s p i r i t u a l and met a p h y s i c a l 

i s not r a r e i n i-erse, but r a r e l y does i t enjoy such open and 

extended expression. Sparked o f f here by thoughts of h i s 

mother's worship and the v i r g i n p u r i t y o f the " p l a i n - c h a n t des 

neiges," i t a l l o w s a c u r r e n t o f r e l i g i o u s language and imagery 

through the poem which adds t o i t s l i t u r g i c a l q u a l i t i e s . Set 

i n "un l i e u de grace et de m e r c i , " t h i s ode t o s i l e n c e d e p i c t s 

a new ascension, t h a t o f the New York skyscrapers a p p a r e n t l y 

r i s i n g behind m o t i o n l e s s snow-flakes f a l l i n g . The o p t i c a l 

i l l u s i o n p r o v i d e s a r e a l experience, hov;ever i l l u s o r y the 

"'"Gilbert Durand, "Psychanalyse de l a neige," hercure de 
France, aout 1953j P« 62^. 
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f a c t . The snow, l i k e death, l i k e e x i l e , l i k e God f o r some, 

r e n d e r s a l l t h i n g s e q u a l , but l i k e P e r s e i t i g n o r e s denominational 

l i m i t s : " I I n e i g e , hors c h r e t i e n t e " ( I I ) . I f the poet, 

r e f e r r i n g to "neige p l u s f i n e qu'au d e s e r t l a g r a i n e de c o r i a n d r e , " 

a l l o w s h i m s e l f a b i b l i c a l echo, i t s u g g e s t s l i t e r a r y and not 

d o c t r i n a l a s s e n t . Yet he d e r i v e s some measure of b e n e f i t from 

h i s mother's p i e t y : 

E t C e l l e a q u i j e pense e n t r e t o u t e s femmes de raa 
r a c e , du fond de son grand age l e v e a son Dieu s a f a c e 
de douceur- E t c ' e s t un pur l i g n a g e qui t i e n t s a grace 
en moi. 

Her p r a y e r s a r e f o l l o w e d by Ave Maria echoing around: 

et cornme un grand Ave de grace s u r nos pas, l a 
grande r o s e r a i e blanche de t o u t e s n e i g e s a l a ronde... 

( I V ) 

The word r o s e r a i e i n v i t e s t r a n s l a t i o n as ' r o s a r y , ' s i n c e the 

E n g l i s h word ncans both rose-garden, the t r u e sense of the 

F r e n c h , and beads, the meaning c l e a r l y i m p l i e d by both i t s 

context and sound, and a l l the more potent f o r i t s absence."*" 

T h i s and a number of other f e a t u r e s remind one f o r c i b l y 
of 1-iallarme : e.g. snow, w h i t e n e s s , s i l e n c e , absence. P e r s e ' s 
"pur d e l i c e sans g r a p h i e " echoes Mallarme's "pur d e l i c e sans 
c h e i i i n " ("Autre e v e n t a i l " ) , and "Desormais c e t t e page ou p l u s 
r i e n ne s ' i n s c r i t , " " l e v i d e p a p i e r que l a b l a n c h e u r defend" 
( ' ^ r i s e m a r i n e " ) . 
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Mention i s made i n Neiges, I I I , of churches underground because 

of the war, of a d e v o t i o n a l Book of Hours datin;; from the 

millenni u m , of c r y p t s and c r o s s e s , of p l a i n - s o n g and t h o r n s , 

and of the d i v i n e bee of which more w i l l be s a i d l a t e r . 

The p u r i t y of the e v o c a t i o n of the poet's mother i n occupied 

F r a n c e pervades the whole poem, and l e n d s i t a g r a c e f u l and 

peaceable q u a l i t y s u g g e s t i n g the poet has found c o n s o l a t i o n 

f o r e x i l e i n s p i r i t u a l v a l u e s . 

* 

"A l o n e l y p l a c e i s r e a l l y the only c o n c e i v a b l e n a t u r a l 
2 

h a b i t a t f o r Saini;-John P e r s e . " "Rejoignant l'Amerique par 

l e Canada, i l debarquera a New York, l e Ik j u i l l e t 19^-0, pour 

y a_;;orendre b i e n t o t l e s mesures dont i l e s t , un des p r e m i e r s , 

frappe par l e gouvernement de Vich y : d e n a t i o n a l i s a t i o n , 

c o n f i s c a t i o n de b i e n s , r a d i a t i o n de l'Or d r e n a t i o n a l , e t c . . . " 
k 

News of t h i s f u r t h e r i n d i g n i t y reached bi,:i i n October. I n 

See below, £ 10, pp. 271-281. 

Knodel, S a i n t - J o h n Per;-;e , p. 75• 

Raymond, "Humanite de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e " i n Honneur..., p. 113» 

C h a r p i e r , S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , p. ko. 
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F e b r u a r y 19^1, be moved to Washington D. C. , and s e t t l e d t h e r e . 

H i s f r i e n d I g o r S t r a v i n s k y s a i d : " I admire him f o r the way he 

has continued to l i v e , w i t h a l l h i s l a u r e l s , i n t h a t l o n e l i e s t 

of c i t i e s . 1 1 " * " To s a t i s f y both h i s immediate m a t e r i a l needs 

and h i s r e f u s a l to a c c e p t any form of payment from a f o r e i g n 

government, he agreed to take a post as l i t e r a r y a d v i s e r a t 

the L i b r a r y of Congress. Such monies as he r e c e i v e d were 

d e r i v e d from p r i v a t e s o u r c e s and t h e i r use determined by the 

l i b r a r y ' s d i r e c t o r , A r c h i b a l d I i a c L e i s h . During the war 

p e r i o d spent by Perse a t the L i b r a r y of Congress, he compiled 

a b i b l i o g r a p h y g i v i n g A S e l e c t i o n of Works f o r an Understanding 

of World A f f a i r s s i n c e 191̂ -- At the same time he e s t a b l i s h e d 

or r e - e s t a b l i s h e d f r i e n d s h i p s i n d i p l o m a t i c , R e s i s t a n c e , 

s c i e n t i f i c and l i t e r a r y c i r c l e s . 

F a r more important i s the e f f e c t of e x i l e on P e r s e ' s work, 

and p a r t i c u l a r l y , f o r the p r e s e n t purposes, the change of 

a t t i t u d e towards s o l i t u d e i n h i s p o e t r y . From being the 

p r i v i l e g e or p r e r o g a t i v e of the world's l e a d e r s i t becomes an 

I g o r S t r a v i n s k y and Robert C r a f t , D ialogues and a D i a r y 
(liew York 1963), p. 75 (quoted by Knodel, p. 75) • 
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i n t e g r a l p a r t of everyone's l i f e . The f o r e i g n woman, l i k e 

the poet's mother, i s gi v e n the d i f f i c u l t honour of s o l i t u d e . 

T h e i r s t a t u s i s thereby r a i s e d i n n o b i l i t y to rank them w i t h 

the l e a d e r s and P r i n c e s of e a r l i e r poems, but s o l i t u d e i s a l s o 

d emocratised. Never a g a i n does the s i n g l e l e a d e r - f i g u r e 

appear w i t h the prominence he had enjoyed i n Anabase or A m i t i e 

du P r i n c e . " E x i l e , and the ex p e r i e n c e of wartime s u f f e r i n g , 

i s a l e v e l l e r . I n t h i s r e s p e c t E x i l marks the end of the 

a u t o c r a t i c poems. Humbler people a r e allowed to p l a y the 

m a j o r r o l e s , r e p l a c i n g the ki n g s and queens of a n c i e n t drama 

w i t h the more everyday heroes a p p r o p r i a t e to our age. A f t e r 

the P r i n c e , the p i l o t ; a f t e r the Queen, the f o r e i g n woman. ' 

And y e t , d e s p i t e the g r e a t e r f a m i l i a r i t y , the e s s e n t i a l tone 

remains unchanged. Respect i s consequently accorded these 

new c h a r a c t e r s as i f they were P r i n c e s - - a n d indeed they a r e 

" p r i n c e s de l ' e x i l , " the more remarkable f o r b e i n g more 

o r d i n a r y . 

"La s o l i t u d e de 1 1 ceuvre-- 1' oeuvre d ' a r t , l'aeuvre 

l i t t e r a i r e - - n o u s decouvre une s o l i t u d e p l u s e s s e n t i e l l e . 

E l l e e x c l u t l ' i s o l e m e n t c o m p l a i s a n t de 1 ' i n d i v i d u a l i s m e , e l l e 

i g n o r e l a r e c h e r c h e de l a difference.""'" P e r s e f i n d s what 

l i a u r i c e B l a n c h o t , L 1 .Jo • ce l i t t e r a i r e ( P a r i s 1955) 5 P« 11-
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B l a n c h o t terms " l a s o l i t u d e e s s e n t i e l l e " i n ^ x i l : h i s noble 

rea,ction to the c i r c u m s t a n c e s of e x i l e makes him t r a n s c e n d 

any charges of being a poseur which could have been l e v e l l e d 

e a r l i e r . Having now no d i p l o m a t i c f a c e to m a i n t a i n , the poet 

was a l l o w e d f r e e r e i n . A r e f u s a l to indul g e t r e l u c r a t i v e 

p r o p o s a l s made by p u b l i s h e r s f o r h i s memoirs l e f t him f r e e , 

a s S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , to w r i t e poetry. The gr a d u a l r e c o n c i l i a t i o n 

w i t h e x i l e , matched by i n c r e a s i n g m a t e r i a l s e c u r i t y , made 

w r i t i n g more c o n g e n i a l as an g u i s h was r e p l a c e d by memories of 

i t . T.."hen, a f t e r the l i b e r a t i o n of France i n , h i s f u l l 

r i g h t s were r e s t o r e d and h i s s t a t u s as "Ambassadeur en 

d i s p o n i b i l i t e " r e g a i n e d , he chose not to l e a v e h i s adopted 

country. Through the p r o c e s s e s seen i n the E x i l t e t r a l o g y , 

he had turned the t a b l e s on e x i l e , mastered an enforc e d 

s o l i t u d e and gained a g r e a t a f f e c t i o n f o r the immensely v a r i e d 

and v i t a l l a n d which had given him a home. 

His homage to the Uni t e d S t a t e s i s p a i d i n Vents. 

Chez des e x i l e s q u i n ' o u b l i e n t pas l e u r p a y s — e t 
ceux q u i l ' o u b l i e n t sont p e r d u s - - l e coeur e s t s i 
i r r e s i s t i b l e m e n t tourne v e r s l a p a t r i e malheureuse q u ' i l 
j a peu de r e s s o u r c e s a f f e c t i v e s pour l ' a m i t i e a l ' e g a r d 
du pays qu'on h a b i t e . C e t t e a m i t i e ne peut pas vraiment 
germer e t pousser dans l e u r coeur s ' i l s ne se font pas 
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une s o r t e de v i o l e n c e . Mais c e t t e v i o l e n c e e s t une 
o b l i g a t i o n . 1 

P e r s e does not s h i r k t h i s o b l i g a t i o n - The fundamental 

d i a l e c t i c of e x i l e i s g i v e n the image of the winds, mighty 

f o r c e s f i l l i n g the gap, b r i n g i n g both d e s t r u c t i o n and r e f r e s h ­

ment, both the dishevelment of e s t a b l i s h e d i d e a s and the 

b r e a t h of i n s p i r a t i o n . 

I I semble que l e v i d e immense, en t r o u v a n t soudain 
une a c t i o n , devienne une image p a r t i c u l i e r e m e n t n e t t e 
de l a c o l e r e cosmique. . . . Avec l ' a i r v i o l e n t nous 
pourrons s a i s i r l a f u r i e e l e m e n t a i r e , c e l l e q u i e s t t o u t 
mouvement e t r i e n que mouvement. . . . L a c o l e r e fonde 
l ' e t r e dynamique. L a c o l e r e e s t l ' a c t e commencant. 
S i prudente que s o i t une a c t i o n , e l l e d o i t d'abord 
f r a n c h i r un p e t i t s e u i l de c o l e r e . ^ 

I f one s e e s P e r s e ' s e x i l e i n ->achelard's terms as the moment 

of anger, however w e l l c o n c e a l e d by s e l f - c o n t r o l , then the 

r e t u r n from the r e l a t i v e s t a t i c i t y of J x i l to the dynamism of 

Vents and Amers makes s e n s e . Movement i s equated w i t h 

l i v i n g , and e x i l e r e p r e s e n t e d an a t t a c k on movement. 

S i v i v r e e s t t e l , qu'on s'en s a i s i s s e I Ah! qu'on 
en pousse a s a l i m i t e , 

D'une s e u l e e t meme t r a i t e dans l e vent, d'une s e u l e 
et meme vague s u r s a c o u r s e , 

Le mouvement !. . . . T T, , N 

(Vents, IV, 1) 

"'"Simone W e i l , L'Enracinement ( P a r i s 19^9) 5 P- 178. 
2 
B a c h e l a r d , L ' A i r e t leg, songes, pp. 256-258. 
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A t i m e l y reminder: flCe n ' e s t pas un gargon de v i n g t a n s , 

i v r e d'aventure e t d'inconnu, q u i e c r i t c e s l i g n e s : c ' e s t en 

somme, o u i , un v i e i l homme d e j a , de s o i x a n t e ans, avec un grand 

p a s s e d e r r i c r e l u i dfhomme du monde, de diplomate e t d'homme 

politique.""^" The re a s o n s f o r movement have changed. The 

"displacements sans cause" ( A m i t i e du P r i n c e , I I I ) of a younger 

man have known the en f o r c e d h a l t of e x i l e , when q u e s t i o n i n g 

the "mouvement des choses de ce monde" (Ve n t s , I I , k) had time 

to f:o deeper-

••• C ' e t a i t h i e r . L e s v e n t s se t u r e n t . --
N ' e s t - i l r i e n que d'humain? , T T , . x 

(Vents, I V , 1; 
These t h r e e c l i p p e d s e n t e n c e s a p p e a r i n g a t the opening of the 

2 
f i n a l canto of Vents summarise the argument. Movement has 

come to mean more than i t had f o r the e a r l i e r P e r s e , f o r whom, 

as f o r B a u d e l a i r e , " l e s v r a i s voyageurs sont c e u x - l a q u i 

p a r t e n t / Pour p a r t i r " ("Le Voyage"). I t i s "un p r i n c i p e amer 

e t f o r t " ( I V , k) w i t h which the wind i s i n t o x i c a t e d , and which 

i n t u r n i n t o x i c a t e s "1'homme dans l e v e n t n ( I , 6 ) . Beyond 

bein& a means of d i s o r d e r , of v i o l e n c e and d e s t r u c t i o n , the 

^ P a u l C l a u d e l , "Un poerne de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e : V e n t s " i n 
Qeuvres en prose ( B i b l . de l a P l e i a d e ) , p. 62^. 

2 
Cf a s i m i l a r e f f e c t i n Anaoa:-sc, V I I : " L o i s e r r a n t e s . 

E t nous-memes. (Couleur d ' liommes.) " 
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wind i s a p r i n c i p l e of order, an image to r e p l a c e w i t h i t s 

f r e s h immediacy the t i r e d a c c r e t i o n s around orthodox r e l i g i o u s 

symbols, the whole s t a l e h i s t o r y of men who r e f u s e to s t a n d 

i n the open a i r and f a c e the wind: 

A q u e l l e s f e t e s du Printemps v e r t nous f a u d r a - t - i l 
l a v e r ce doigt s o u i l l e aux poudres des a r c h i v e s - - d a n s 
c e t t e pruine de v i e i l l e s s e , dans tout ce f a r d de R e i n e s 
mortes, de flaraines—comme aux gisements des v i l l e s 
s a i n t e s de p o t e r i e blanche, mortes de trop de lune e t 
d ' a t t r i t i o n ? 

Hai qu'on m'evente tout ce l o e s s i Ha! qu'on m'evente 
tout ce l e u r r e i S e c h e r e s s e e t s u p e r c h e r i e d ' a u t e l s . . . 

( I , k) 

E t s i un homme aupres de nous v i e n t a manquer a son 
v i s a g e de v i v a n t , qu'on l u i t i e n n e de f o r c e l a fa c e dans 
l e v e n t ! ( ^ g ) 

A sense of m i s s i o n u n i t e s the poet w i t h h i s fellow-men: "Qu'on 

se l e v e de p a r t o u t avec nous" ( I , 6); "Que n u l ne songe, que 

n u l ne songe a d e s e r t e r l e s hommes de s a r a c e ! " ( I V , 4). He 

i s t h e i r l e a d e r , s h a r i n g h i s d i s c o v e r i e s , communicating h i s 

enthusiasm, 

Car c ' e s t de 1'homme q u ' i l s ' a g i t , e t de son 
renouement. 

Que l e Poete se f a s s e entendre, e t q u ' i l d i r i g e 
l e jugement! ( I l l , k) 

The n a t u r e of h i s s o l i t u d e has t h e r e f o r e changed a g a i n . 

By purging h i m s e l f of resentment, and l e a r n i n g to a c c e p t and 
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l o v e h i s new homeland, the poet has l e a r n e d to use h i s 

s o l i t u d e . Opening h i s ey e s , indeed a l l h i s s e n s e s , to the 

American e x p e r i e n c e , he r e c o r d s the g r a d u a l compensation of 

e x i l e through the c e n t r a l image of wind f i l l i n g a r e a s of 

n e g a t i v e p r e s s u r e . I n consequence t h e r e i s a new b l e n d i n g 

of a s p e c t s of s o l i t u d e seen e a r l i e r - There i s a f o r e i g n e r 

t a k i n g s t o c k of a s t r a n g e l a n d , a poet working out h i s own 

s a l v a t i o n through poetry, a l e a d e r communicating h i s sense of 

excitement, and a t h i n k e r r e c o g n i s i n g t h a t s o l i t u d e i s not 

s e l f - i n d u l g e n c e or p h y s i c a l i s o l a t i o n but something reached 

through communion w i t h men and one's own mind. 

L e t t i n g h i s i d e a s t r a v e l westward a c r o s s the breadth of 

the c o n t i n e n t towards and a c r o s s the P a c i f i c Ocean, Perse 

d e p i c t s h i s new concept of the s o l i t a r y . The words s o l i t a i r e 

and s o l i t u d e occur i n Vents only i n t h i s passage, which l e a d s 

to a twofold c o n c l u s i o n , f i r s t l y t h a t P e r s e i s so f u l l y 

a s s i m i l a t e d i n t o the American community t h a t he no longer f e e l s 

a l o n e , and se c o n d l y t h a t he i s aware more f u l l y than before of 

a new a r e a of i n e x p r e s s i b l e m e t a p h y s i c a l s o l i t u d e , s e t i n t o 

r e l i e f by the thought of death. G e o g r a p h i c a l i s o l a t i o n may 

be complete, but the s h e e r nothingness c o n c e i v a b l e sub s p e c i e 

a e t e r n i t a t i s can only be suggested through p o e t r y , t h a t i s , 

through imagery: 
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... P l u s l o i n , p l u s l o i n , ou sont l e s p r e m i e r e s 
i l e s s o l i t a i r e s — l e s l i e s rondes e t b a s s e s , baguees d'un 
i n f i n i d'espace, comme des a s t r e s - -

... E t au d e l a , l e s purs r e c i f s , e t de p l u s haute 
s o l i t u d e — 

... E t au d e l a , e t au d e l a , q u ' e s t - i l r i e n d ' a u t r c 
que toi-meme--qu' e s t - i l r i e n d'autre que d 'humain ?. .. 
. . . E t l 1homme s e u l comme un gnomon s u r l a t a b l e des 
eaux... E t l e s c a p s u l e s de l a mort e c l a t e n t dans s a 
bouche... 

... E t l'hormie en mer v i e n t a raourir- S ' a r r e t e 
un s o i r de r a p p o r t e r s a c o u r s e . C a p s u l e s encore du 
neant dans l a bouche de I'homme-.. ^ 

F u l l e r s p e c u l a t i o n on the nat u r e of the n o t h i n g n e s s beyond 

death i s w i t h h e l d u n t i l l a t e r poems, and p a r t i c u l a r l y u n t i l 

Chronique when the dimension of time--chronos--coj es i n t o i t s 

own. 

A f u l l u n d e r s t a n d i n g of what s o l i t u d e has f a t a l l y come 

to mean f o r i J e r s e may be gleaned from Amers. Here man i s 

comple t e l y i n t e g r a t e d i n t o the world around him, i n t o the 

community, and h i s s p e c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h woman ex p l o r e d 

i n the c l o s e s t d e t a i l . Yet s o l i t u d e not only e x i s t s i n man's 

h e a r t as a c o n s t a n t , s o l i t u d e is_ man's h e a r t : "Au coeur de 

I'homme, s o l i t u d e " ( S t r o p h e , IX, 2 - 2) i s c l o s e l y echoed on 

two o c c a s i o n s by "... S o l i t u d e , 6 coeur d ThommeI" ( i b i d . , 
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5 - 2 and 6 - 1). The u l t i m a t e s p i r i t u a l s o l i t u d e i s 

a p p r e c i a t e d , " l a s o l i t u d e e s s e n t i e l l e " which the poet attempts 

to express--aud i n some ways cannot h e l p e x p r e s s i n g — t h r o u g h 

h i s work. 

Because the n i n t h s e c t i o n of the: Strophe, " E t r o i t s sont 

l e s v a i s s e a u x , " combines a d e t a i l e d account of a s e x u a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p , a s e a r c h i n g e x p l o r a t i o n i n t o the nat u r e of l o v e 

and the c u l m i n a t i o n of P e r s e ' s study of h i m s e l f as a s o l i t a r y , 

i t s t a n d s a p a r t from the r e s t of the e p i c . I n some r e s p e c t s 

i t i s a p a r a d o x i c a l p a r e n t h e s i s , s e t t i n g the v a l u e s of s o l i t u d e 

not only a g a i n s t the community a c t i v i t i e s seen i n the homage 

p a i d to the s e a but a l s o a g a i n s t the v e r y p o s s i b i l i t y of l o v i n g 

a s i n g l e other person. P a r t of t h i s approach must stem from 

the poet's age a t the time of w r i t i n g , p a r t from a fundamentally 

h i e r a r c h i c a l a t t i t u d e i n which woman p l a y s second f i d d l e to 

man's s o l o , and p a r t from an i n g r a i n e d s e l f - r e l i a n c e and 

independence bred from s h e e r c i r c u m s t a n c e s and a profound 

vol o n t e de s o l i t u d e . But i t means t h a t even i n the i n t i m a t e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p shown i n " E t r o i t s sont l e s v a i s s e a u x " the man 

wanders away i n dream from the woman a t h i s s i d e . However 

much she rebukes him f o r i t , he cannot h e l p h i m s e l f somewhat 
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u n c h a r i t a b l y imagining her i n c a p a b l e of such f l i g h t s : 

... S o l i t u d e , 6 cceur d1homme! C e l l e q u i s'endort 
a mon epaule gauche s a i t - e l l e du songe tout l'abime ? 
S o l i t u d e e t ten e b r e s au grand mid i de l'ho/nme • • • 

(Stro p h e , I X , 5 - 2 ) 

Yet P e r s e h i m s e l f r e c o g n i s e s the ki n d of sympathy one s h o u l d 

have f o r a woman faced w i t h such a man: 

Comment aimer, d 1amour de femme aimer, c e l u i pour 
q u i n u l ne peut r i e n V . , r _ N 

( i b i d . , 6 - 1 ) 

The n a t u r e of her s o l i t u d e i s d i f f e r e n t , as i s the n a t u r e 

of her l o v e . L e f t to h e r s e l f , she i s al l o w e d a sense o n l y of 

f e a r : 

o r , a i c r a i n t e , e t t u n'es l a . L'epouse e s t s e u l e 
e t menacee, l'amante bafouee. . • . L'epouse d e s e r t e e 
s e r a - t - e l l e a u s s i t r a h i e ? . . . \ 

( x b i d . ) 

The man f e e l s r e s p o n s i b l e f o r the woman, and t h i s o n l y adds 

to h i s i s o l a t i o n : 

Je v e i l l e s e u l , e t j ' a i s o u c i : p o r t e u r de femme 
et du m i e l de l a femme. .„ ^ _\ 

( i b i d . , 5 - 2 ) 

Her r e b u f f extends throughout s e c t i o n I X , 6 - 1, and g i v e s 

the measure of P e r s e * s s e n s i t i v i t y to another p o i n t of view, 

s i n c e the rebuke i s aimed a t j u s t those q u a l i t i e s which he 

v a l u e s and c u l t i v a t e s , and which he r e c o g n i s e s a s i n t r a n s i g e n c e 

when seen through someone e l s e ' s e y e s : 
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Ne me s o i s pas un Maitre dur par l e s i l e n c e e t 
par l ' a b s e n c e . 0 f a c e aimante, l o i n du s e u i l . . . 

( i b i d . , 6 - 1 ) 

Whether t e n a c i t y or stubbornness depends on the p o i n t of view. 

The i n c r e a s e d r e c o g n i t i o n of fundamentals brought about 

by e x i l e means t h a t the image of s a l t broadens and deepens i n 

i m p l i c a t i o n . As i n Anabase, s a l t i s f r e q u e n t l y r e f e r r e d to 

i n Amers. I t s a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h the s e a and i t s b a s i c 

importance to l i f e form a f u r t h e r i m a g e - l i n k between the s e a 

and l o v e . Beinr.; b i t t e r , i t i s i t s e l f amer, so completing a 

l i n g u i s t i c b r i d g e between mer and amour of some co m p l e x i t y . 

As a l i f e - p r i n c i p l e , i t p l a y s an important r o l e i n the b a s i c 

imagery of the poem, p r o v i d i n g a c o n c r e t e p a r a l l e l to the more 

a b s t r a c t n o t i o n s on man's r e l a t i o n s w i t h man, with woman, and 

w i t h h i m s e l f . 

I t i s i n s t r u c t i v e to see the e x t e n t of the importance 

a t t a c h e d to s a l t by Jung."'" H i s r e s e a r c h e s show t h a t " i n 
2 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l alchemy, s a l t i s a cosm.i c p r i n c i p l e , " and t h i s 

i s a l s o t r u e f o r P e r s e . "The most o u t s t a n d i n g p r o p e r t i e s of 

"**C. G. Jung, The C o l l e c t e d Works, V o l . 1^: Mysterium 
c o n i u n c t i o n i s (London 1963), see esp. pp. 183-198, 238-252. 

2 i b i d . , p. 188 
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s a l t a r e b i t t e r n e s s and wisdom,"^ f e a t u r e s s a l i e n t a g a i n i n 

P e r s e ' s imagery. "At the d i s s o l u t i o n of l i v i n g bodies i t i s 

the ' l a s t r e s i d u e of c u r r u p t i o n , ' but i t i s the 'prime agent 
2 

i n g e n e r a t i o n ' . " F i n a l l y , " s a l t becomes an analogue of 
3 

God," an analogue e x p r e s s i n g a r e l i g i o u s concept by means of 

a u b i q u i t o u s substance f r e e of any n a r r o w l y r e l i g i o u s 

c o n n o t a t i o n s . 

I n the p r o c e s s of r e a c h i n g such views of s a l t as an image 

of a l i f e - p r i n c i p l e , P e r s e n e i t h e r r e j e c t s the view of s a l t 

h e l d a t the t i n e of w r i t i n g Anabase nor r e s t r i c t s the v a r i e t y 

of p o s s i b l e a p p l i c a t i o n s of the image. I f s a l t , as a v i t a l 

r equirement, i m p l i e s appetency, appetency i t s e l f must, f o r the 

poet, be seen i n c o n c r e t e terms. Thus the d e s i r e and need 

f o r s a l t g i v e s r i s e to the f o l l o w i n g l i n e i n E x i l , where the 

immediate v i s u a l image i s of a c l e a r sky as v a s t and y e l l o w 

as a d e s e r t c r o s s e d by a camel-caravan: 
Le c i e l e s t un S a h e l ou va l ' a z a l a i e en quete de 

s e l gemme. {^±1^ y ) 

The image of the d e s e r t , although the western Sahara i s 

1 2 3 Jung, op. c i t . , p. 2kG. i b i d . , p. 251. i b i d . , p. 
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s p e c i f i e d , cannot f a i l to r e c a l l Anabase, where a p a r a l l e l 

passage h e l p s an u n derstanding of the l i n e . There i s the 

same y e l l o w sky, the same s u g g e s t i o n of hump-like h i l l s moving 

i n p r o c e s s i o n , the same n o t i o n of a d i s t a n t q u e s t : 

Chamelles douces sous l a t o n t e , cousues de mauves 
c i c a t r i c e s , que l e s c o l l i n e s s'acheminent sous l e s donnees 
du c i e l a g r a i r e - - q u 1 e l l e s cheminent en s i l e n c e s u r l e s 
i n c a n d e s c e n c e s p a l e s de l a p l a i n e ; e t s ' a g e n o u i l l e n t a 
l a f i n , dans l a fumee des songes, l a ou l e s peuples 
s ' a b o l i s s e n t aux poudres mortes de l a t e r r e . 

(Anabase, V I I ) 

Other r e f e r e n c e s to s a l t i n d i c a t e P e r s e ' s awareness of 

s a l s a p i e n t i a e . Apart from the w i t r e f e r r e d to i n " l e s e l 

de l ' a t t i c i s m e " ( P l u i e s , V I I ) , 1 s a l t and wisdom are l i n k e d i n 

the f o l l o w i n g l i n e : 

oagesse de l'ecume, 6 p e s t i l e n c e s de 1 ' e s p r i t dans 
l a c r e p i t a t i o n du s e l e t l e l a i t de cliaux v i v e ! 

( E x i l , I I ) 
2 

The s e a l a s h i n g the r e e f i s an image of the mind's a c t i v i t y , 

" S e l a t t i q u e , r a i l l e r i e d e l i c a t e et f i n e , " P e t i t L a r o u s s e , 
a r t . a t t i q u e . 

p 
A r e e f i s suggested by a s s o c i a t i o n : c f "Un p o l y p i e r h a t i f 

monte a s e a noces de c o r a i l dans t o u t ce l a i t d'eau v i v e " 
( P l u i e s , I ) , where the echo of " l e l a i t de chaux vive" i s q u i t e 
c l e a r - Both l a i t de chaux and chaux v i v e s e p a r a t e l y mean 
' q u i c k l i m e ' . By p u t t i n g the word chaux i n t o r e l i e f i n t h i s 
way, P e r s e i s r e v i v i f y i n g a f i x e d e x p r e s s i o n , reminding the 
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and knowledge comes only through some measure of c r u e l t y or 

s u f f e r i n g , an i d e a r a t i f i e d by the f o l l o w i n g l i n e : "Une s c i e n c e 

m'echoit aux s e v i c e s de l'ame..." ( I I ) . The mind's s c o u r g i n g s 

s h u t t l e from the a u r a l and a c i d of s p u t t e r i n g s a l t to the v i s u a l 

and a l k a l i n e of whitewash, so a l l o w i n g a c e r t a i n knowledge and 

wisdom. The p r e c i o u s item of knowledge the poet's s u f f e r i n g 

and i n s i g h t have won him i s the v e r y b a s i s of h i s poem, i t s 

hidden s t r e n g t h : 

0 Prodigue sous l e s e l e t l'ecume de J u i n ! garde 
v i v a n t e parmi nous l a f o r c e o c c u l t e de ton chant I 

( E x i l , V I I ) 

He has " s u r l a langue encore, comme un s e l , ce ferment du 

v i e u x monde" ( E x i l , V I I ) . I t i s h i s c r o s s , and j u s t as the 

gypsum summer sharpens i t s arrowheads i n h i s wounds i n the 

opening canto, so s a l t i s rubbed i n them by the " c i l i c e du 

s e l " which he wears i n canto IV. A s i m i l a r l i n k between s a l t , 

v i o l e n c e and the mind i s made i n another l i n e , where the winds 

encourage " l e s v i r u l e n c e s de 1 ' e s p r i t aux abords des s a l i n e s " 

( V e n t s , I , 3). 

a t t e n t i v e r e a d e r t h a t c o r a l has a lime base d e r i v i n g from 
l i v i n g organisms. Over the white r e e f the s e a i s churned i n t o 
foam--milk, l e l a i t de chaux v i v e , 'the m i l k of l i v i n g l i m e ' 
as w e l l as b eing a q u i c k l i m e wash. 
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•Salt i s a l s o used i n a p u r e l y d e s c r i p t i v e way, however, 

o f t e n t o suggest a t e x t u r e f o r a s p e c i f i e d c o l o u r , but i t i s 

then used, no doubt, as s a l t s of substances other than sodium. 

Keiges, I , provides the f i r s t example: " l e s e l g r i s de l'aube." 

Others f o l l o w : " l ' a r b r e J u n i p e r a i g u i s e sa flaji'me de s e l n o i r " 

(Vents, I I , 2 ) , and the s a l t of the sea takes on v a r i o u s c o l o u r s 

" l e s s e l s d'or du l a r g e " (Amers, Strophe, I , 1 ) , " l e s e l v i o l e t 

de mer" ( i b i d . , ' I I I ) . These are extended t o other phenomena, 

a t times l e s s t a n g i b l e : " s e l n o i r du presage" ( i b i d . , V I ) , 

"nos f r o n t s sont pares du s e l rouge des v i v a n t s " ( i b i d . , IX, 

6 - 1 ) , "son ame de s e l v e r t " ( i b i d . , 6 - 2 ) , " c l a r t e s d'iode 

e t de s e l n o i r du songe mediateur" ( i b i d . , Choeur, 2 ) . Such 

a l i s t i n i t s e l f shows the i r c r e a s e d p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h the 

s p i r i t u a l , and w i t h s a l t as an image of a l i f e - p r i n c i p l e . 

Beyond the l i n e s t h a t may be read l i t e r a l l y or as a 

metaphor of t h i s v i t a l source, such as " t u as goute l e s e l 

aux paumes de l'Amant" (Amers, Strophe, L A , 5 - 2 ) , one f i n d s 

d i r e c t r e f e r e n c e s t o the fundamental q u a l i t i e s of s a l t as a 

cosmic p r i n c i p l e : 

Et comme l e s e l est dans l e b l e , l a mer en t o i dans 
son - ^ r i n c i p e . 2 _ 2 ) 

Et ma l i - v r e est salee du s e l de t a naissance, e t 
t o n corps est s a l e du s e l de ma naissance. 

( i b i d . , 5 - 1 ) 
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Yet the p r a c t i c a l l e v e l of n e c e s s i t y i s never f o r g o t t e n , so 

t h a t f a r from becoming a mere a b s t r a c t symbol, s a l t remains 

a substance t o be f e t c h e d and c a r r i e d , and the necessary 

reserves are l a i d i n f o r w i n t e r : "Les h a i t r e s de maison se 

f o u r n i s s e n t en s e l " (Amers, Strophe, IX, 7)« And we f i n d 

" l e b o u v i e r p o r t e u r de s e l parmi ses betes o r i e n t e e s " ( i b i d . , 

Choeur, 3) dreaming, among many o t h e r s whose s p e c i a l i s e d 

occupations f a s c i n a t e the poet, of a sea whose m u l t i p l e 

q u a l i t i e s i n c l u d e s a l i n i t y . The d i a l e c t i c i n h e r e n t i n the 

ambivalent nature of s a l t suggests t h a t i t i s one "modulation" 

o f the e x i l e theme. 

* 

Perse's increased m a t e r i a l s t a b i l i t y a f t e r the war and 

i n c r e a s i n g c i r c l e of f r i e n d s allowed him b o t h g r e a t e r peace 

of mind and a d d i t i o n a l p o s s i b i l i t i e s t o t r a v e l around the 

U n i t e d S t a t e s . As o f t e n as n o t , he went s a i l i n g or i n p u r s u i t 

o f some r a r e animal or p l a n t . A t a s t e f o r the unusual never 

deserted him, nor indeed a deep i n t e r e s t i n w o r l d a f f a i r s . 

I f he counted men o f l e t t e r s among h i s f r i e n d s , lie numbered 

more s c i e n t i s t s and d i p l o m a t s , eschewing as ever, since the 

b e g i n n i n g o f h i s own d i p l o m a t i c career, "des m a n i f e s t a t i o n s 
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t e m p o r e l l e s de l ' e c r i v a i n . I I ne f a u t pas s u b s t i t u e r l ' a c t i o n 

l i t t e r a i r e S l a c r e a t i o n poetique."^" 

A c o n t r a c t w i t h the B o l i i n g e n Foundation assured Perse of 

a c e r t a i n inco.ne, and i n 19^9 s p e c i a l permission was granted 

hi:., by Congress t o remain a r e s i d e n t i n the U. A. as a 

French c i t i z e n - I n 1950 > the American Academy awarded hini 

i t s medal f o r p o e t r y , the f i r s t time the Award o f M e r i t had 
2 

been bestowed upon a f o r e i g n e r - The p u b l i c a t i o n of Amers 

i n 1957 c o i n c i d e d w i t h h i s f i r s t r e t u r n t o France since 19^0, 

t h i s time t o take possession o f a c o l o n i a l s t y l e house over­

l o o k i n g the sea on the Giens p e n i n s u l a o f f e r e d h.Ui by a 5;roup 

of American l i t e r a r y f r i e n d s and admirers- A year l a t e r , a t 

the age of 70, he ma r r i e d i n Washington,^ and has since spent 

the summer months at Giens and the w i n t e r i n the American 

c a p i t a l - L i t e r a r y honours, accepted o n l y when he considered 

Perse, quoted by I l a z a r s , "Une j o u r n e e . • . " 
2See CP, X, 157* 

•̂ Me had known Dorothy R u s s e l l , nee I - i i l b u r n , s i n c e a t l e a s t 
19^91 s i n c e she had made I n d i a n i n k sketches o f him a t t h a t 
time (see Charpier, p. 287)• 

N?he w i n t e r 1968-69 was the f i r s t spent a t Oiens. 
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h i s honour as a Frenchman r a t h e r than as a l i t t e r a t e u r t o be 

at s t a k e , were heaped u'pon him. A d o c t o r a t e h o n o r i s causa 

at Yale i n 1959 was c l o s e l y f o l l o w e d by the French Grand P r i x 

n a t i o n a l des l e t t r e s and the Grand P r i x i n t e r n a t i o n a l de poesie 

at the Knokke Biermale. The c u l m i n a t i o n was the Nobel P r i z e 

i n 1960 a f t e r the p u b l i c a t i o n of Chronique. 

Saint-John Perse has continued t o l i v e a f u l l and 

remarkably a c t i v e l i f e , i n c l u d i n g w r i t i n g a c o n s i d e r a b l e body 

of p o e t r y . Oiseaux, a " m e d i t a t i o n p o e t i q u e " w r i t t e n i n p a r t 

a t l e a s t i n response t o Georges Braque's s e r i e s of p a i n t e d 

b i r d s , f i r s t appeared i n 1962, and the seventh centenary speech 

Pour Dante i n 1965- A number of o t h e r works remain un p u b l i s h e d , 

and are o f t e n o n l y i n d r a f t form. Some i n e d i t s are l i k e l y t o 

appear i n the volume of h i s works t o appear i n the B i b l i o t h e q u e 

de l a Pleiade on which M. Leger i s w o r k i n g a t p r e s e n t . 

* 

Nous avons marche seuls sur l e s r o u t e s l o i n t a i n e s ; 
et l e s mers nous p o r t a i e n t q u i nous f u r e n t e t r a n g e r e s . 

(Chronique, 3) 

The r e t r o s p e c t i v e view suggests a s t r o n g sense of g e o g r a p h i c a l 

s o l i t u d e . But t h a t i s f a r from being the whole s t o r y : 

L'etage est l e p l u s v a s t e , et l e s i t e s i haut que 
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l a mer est p a r t o u t — m e r d 1outremer et d'outresonge et 
n o u r r i c e d'eaux meres. , n. . C\ 

ICnronique, b) 

Exile t h r u s t s e l f - r e l i a n c e on Saint-John Perse. The mental 

processes i t s t i m u l a t e d l e d t o an occept i o n a l awareness of 

man's fundamental s o l i t u d e , o f " l ' e t e r n i t e de l ' e x i l dans l a 

c o n d i t i o n humaine," a s o l i t u d e which could generate pessimism 

or misanthropy but which d i d n e i t h e r i n Perse's case. l i i s 

p u r s u i t o f happiness as a value i n i t s e l f shows i n h i s answer 

t o the q u e s t i o n "Pourquoi ecrivez-vous ?": "Pour mieux v i v r e , 

e t p l u s loi n ! " " ' " The c l e a r i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t any such 

c r e a t i v e a c t i v i t y f o s t e r s an i n t e r e s t which a l e r t s t he senses 

t o n a t u r a l phenomena, whether p h y s i c a l or p s y c h o l o g i c a l . A l l 

appetencies are t h e r e f o r e v a l i d . I n Amers e s p e c i a l l y , d e s i r e 

shows i n d i f f e r e n t forms. The sheer w i l l t o l i v e t o the f u l l 

redeems the n e g a t i v i t y of e x i l e : 
St q u ' i l y eut en nous un t e l d e s i r de v i v r e a cet 

acces, n'est-ce p o i n t l a , 6 d i e u x ! ce q u i nous q u a l i f i a i t ? 
(Amers, I n v o c a t i o n , 6) 

D e s i r e , seen i n v a r i o u s guises i n c l u d i n g as beasts o f 

prey, i s v i o l e n t t o be v a l u a b l e . The sexual a p p e t i t e equals 

"^Perse , quoted by Mazars . 
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the c r a v i n g f o r s a l t , and the d e s i r e t o journe y onward i s as 

s t r o n g as s p i r i t u a l l o n g i n g . The phrase nMer majeure du 

d e s i r " (Strophe, I I ) summarises the c e n t r a l images o f the poem 

i n t h i s x - u r t i c u l a r , and a s e r i e s o f p a r a l l e l phrases show the 

importance o f d e s i r e , a fundamental d r i v i n g f o r c e which, l i k e 

the Rains and the Winds, c r e a t e s d i s o r d e r f o r the u l t i m a t e 

achievement o f order: 

Enseigne-nous, Puissance I l e vers majeur du pl u s 
grand o r d r e , . . . l e mode majeur enseigne-nous. 

( i b i d . , I I I ) 
Et au-dela s'ouvre l a Her e t r a n g e r e , au s o r t i r des 

d e t r o i t s , q u i n'est p l u s mer de ta c h e r o n , mais s e u i l 
majeur du p l u s grand Orbe e t s e u i l i n s i g n e du p l u s grand 
Age, ou l e p i l o t e e s t congedie. ( Chceur 3) 

D e s i r e , the p i l o t , guides the poet through the experiences 

encountered on the odyssey from e x i l e , and h i s p a t i e n t Penelope 

helps him r e t u r n t o h i s b i r t h r i g h t . Open t o him now are the 

w o r l d beyond space and the e t e r n i t y beyond time- There i s not 

the s l i g h t e s t - paradox i n the s t r i k i n g c r y i n p a r t V I o f the 

Strophe: 

S o l i t u d e , 6 f o i s o n I 

* * * 



§ 6 

MOVEMENT 

Magicien de 1' i n s e c u r i t e , 
l e poete n'a que des 
s a t i s f a c t i o n s a d o p t i v e s . 

Rene Char 
("Partage f o r m e l " i n 
Seuls demeurent). 
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I f one o f the i n g r e d i e n t s of e x i l e i s s o l i t u d e , the 

o t h e r i s movement."'' The idea o f t r a v e l l i n g i s j o i n e d by 

images of t h i n g s which move, not only horses and s h i p s , 

but r a i n s , winds and seas. To them are added ideas based 

on the e a r t h ' s movement through time and space, and man's 

c a p a c i t y t o imagine beyond the immediate p r e s e n t . The 

i n c r e a s i n g c o m p l e x i t y of the images of movement through 

Perse's p o e t r y matches the p a t t e r n seen i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h 

o t h e r images, namely development from the concrete through 
2 

m u l t i p l e r a m i f i c a t i o n s towards the m e t a p h y s i c a l . 

The v i s c o s i t y noted i n Images a Crusoe suggests very 

The concept i s d e a l t w i t h a t l e n g t h by A l b e r t Henry 
i n " u e r s " de oaint-John Perse: Une poesie du mouvement 
(Neucnatel 1963). i V I I I , pp. 117-137, t r a c e s v a r i o u s 
aspects of movement through Perse's p o e t i c o u t p u t , but the 
order f o r study i s t h a t of the Qeuvre poetique r a t h e r than 
t h a t of composition or f i r s t p u b l i c a t i o n . This f a l s i f i e s 
the p i c t u r e , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n respect of the poems of La 
G l o i r e des Rois. 

No study of Perse's rhythms, another aspect of movement, 
i s envisaged here. Some gene r a l and d e t a i l e d work has been 
done, n o t a b l y by honque Parent, Saint-John Perse et quelques 
de v a n c i e r s : Etudes sur l e poeme en prose ( P a r i s 1960), pp. 
165-243; id_. "Le rythme dans Chronique de Saint-John Perse," 
urochure-programme du Centre de p b i l o l o g i e roraane de I ' U n i -
v e r s i t e de Strasbourg"^ f a s c . o , 1 9 6 l , pp. 1C9-117; Roger 
C a i l l o i s , Poetique «.., passim; E. N o u l e t , " L ' o c t o s y l l a b e 
dans i t a e r s " i n Honneur. . . , pp. 316-326. 
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p r e c i s e l y the l a c k o f dynamism behind Crusoe's f e e l i n g s a t 

bei n g "remis e n t r e l e s hommes." Apart from the n o s t a l g i a 

f o r a p a r a d i s a l i s l a n d , t h e r e i s o n l y the r a t h e r n e g a t i v e 

d e s i r e t o escape, the w i s h f u l t h i n k i n g i n d u l g e d by dreams. 

The o r i g i n a l v e r s i o n o f the s e r i e s o f poems ends w i t h a 

c l e a r echo o f the c l o s i n g l i n e o f Baudelaire's "Le Voyage": 

t u a t t e n d a i s 1 ' i n s t a n t du d e p a r t , l e l e v e r du 
grand vent q u i t e d e s c e l l e r a i t d'un coup, et q u i t e 
c h a r r i e r a i t sans saute, comme un typhon, d i v i s a n t l e s 
nuees devant l a s o i f de t e s yeux, ^ 

jusqu'au g o u f f r e e f f r o y a b l e ou l ' o n plonge! 

The next i n date o f the p u b l i s h e d poems, "Des V i l l e s sur 

t r o i s modes," 1906, presents a s i m i l a r s i t u a t i o n but through 

a p i r a t e ' s eyes. Of the t h r e e towns p o r t r a y e d , w i t h 

b r i l l i a n t touches c h a r a c t e r i s i n g each by synecdoche, o n l y 

the t h i r d i s f a r away, and on l y the t h i r d i s r e a l l y a l i v e : 

Je s a i s l e p o r t l o i n t a i n oi l e s o l e i l b r u t a l 
F a i t j a i l l i r de son l i t une mer de m e t a l . 

S o n o r i t e du c i e l etaye de vo l c a n s , 
Tumulte des parfums dans l ' e t e r n e l b alan, ^ 
0 g l o i r e sur l e s eaux, lumineuses cadences! 

NPJ?\ aout 1909, p. 29 (dated 1904 as i n c o l l e c t e d 
e d i t i o n . ) 

2Pan ( M o n t p e l l i e r ) , No. k, j u i l l e t - a o u t 1908, p. 191. 
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The p i r a t e ' s v i o l e n c e and l u s t f i n d an a p p r o p r i a t e home, 

however temporary, i n t h i s p o r t q u i t e c l e a r l y modelled on 

r e c o l l e c t i o n s o f P o i n t e - a - P i t r e . The oth e r towns suggest 

Pau and Bordeaux, the f i r s t so g e n t e e l a r e s o r t t h a t 

l a c'est un grand h e u r t 
S i l a Servante l a i s s e c h o i r 1' a r c ; e n t e r i e - . . 

the second, 

La g r a n d ' v i l l e come une bete sur l e dos. 

Et pu i s l e s Tribunaux, 1'Hospice e t l e s P r i s o n s ; 
Et l e s Theatres c l o s , l e s J a r d i n s dans l e s g r i l l e s ! 

N e i t h e r s a t i s f i e s the young Leger, y e t the swashbuckling 

p i c t u r e o f the i s l a n d s i s so d i f f e r e n t from t h a t p a i n t e d i n 

Pour f e t e r une enfance and Eloges t h a t i t too was c l e a r l y 

u n s a t i s f a c t o r y . Perhaps t h i s and the poem's o v e r t attachment 

t o the a l e x a n d r i n e l e d t o i t s e x c l u s i o n from the c o l l e c t e d 

works. 

.in e x i l e from the A n t i l l e s , where he had had h i s own 

horse and boat from the age of e i g h t , Leger made c a p i t a l 

from the sheer d i s t a n c e i n two ways. One was the p r a i s e 

of the t r o p i c ; - 1 paradise he had l e f t behind, the oth e r the 

comparison between south-western France and Guadeloupe. 

N e i t h e r , however, as i s e v i d e n t from the very n a t u r e of the 
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a t t i t u d e s , can p l a y more than a l i m i t e d p a r t i n the 

development of the idea of movement i n h i s p o e t r y . Again 

t h e r e are two o u t l e t s , the f i r s t , s u r f a c e t r a v e l over a 

l i m i t e d area, such as i n a s m a l l yacht or on horseback, and 

the second dreams about faraway places. When those dreams 

begin t o be r e a l i s e d , when the young diplomat moves t o China, 

the f i r s t major development i n the theme occurs. The second 

u p r o o t i n g , t h i s time a t a mature age when the i m p l i c a t i o n s 

c o u l d be grasped, allowed a profounder sense of d i s t a n c i a t i o n . 

The immense deser t spaces of China p r o v i d e d a v i s u a l image t o 

e x p l o r e . 

ntiabase shows a f u l l awareness of the p o e t i c p o s s i b i l i t i e s 

i n h e r e n t i n the n o t i o n o f movement through space, and one can 

o n l y r e g r e t the l a c k of poems showing the t r a n s i t i o n from 

those evoking the s t a t i c c r a d l i n g o f " l a c o r b e i l l e a n t i l l a i s e " 

t o the dynamism of Perse's f i r s t l a r g e scale work. I t i s a 

study o f man's fund a m e n t a l l y nomadic and q u e s t i n g s p i r i t seen 

i n terms of a w e a l t h of concrete images which by p a r t i c u l a r i s i n g 

remove b a n a l i t y from the g e n e r a l i s e d statement of i n t e n t . 

Perse i s r e p o r t e d as s a y i n g : 

Anabase a pour o b j e t l e poeme de l a s o l i t u d e dans 
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1 ' a c t i o n . Aussi b i e n 1 ' a c t i o n parmi l e s hommes que 
l ' a c t i o n de l ' e s p r i t envers a u t r u i comme envers soi-meme. 
J ' a i voulu rassembler l a synthase, non pas passive raais 
a c t i v e de l a ressource humaine. 'Mais on ne t r a i t e pas 
de themes psychologiques par des rnoyens a b s t r a i t s . I I 
a f a l l u " i l l u s t r e r " : c'est l e poeme l e p l u s charge de 
c o n c r e t . 

2 

The c o m p l e x i t y of "the l o n e l i n e s s o f a man of a c t i o n " i s 

reduced by Professor Parent t o the f o l l o w i n g f o r m u l a : " I I 

s ' a g i t en r e a l i t e d'un merne theme p o l y v a l e n t , c e l u i de 
l ' a v e n t u r e , dont l e sens est a l a f o i s c o n c r e t , s p i r i t u e l e t 

3 
h i s t o r i q u e . " The f i r s t two elements are obvious enough; 
the l a s t r e q u i r e s some e x p l a n a t i o n and m o d i f i c a t i o n . The 

k 

term " h i s t o r i c a l s i m u l t a n e i t y " seems the most a p p r o p r i a t e , 

since " l ' h i s t o i r e est a s s o i f f e e de p r e c i s i o n s et on s'est 

e f f o r c e sans succes de l o c a l i s e r dans l e temps et dans l'espace 
5 

l ' u n i v e r s d e c r i t par l e poete." Any attempt t o see anabase 

as a poem of movement' or development through h i s t o r y seems 

Quoted by P i e r r e Mazars, "Une j o u r n e e . . . " 
2 
Knodel, "Towards an understanding of Anabase" , PrlL-ri., 

79, June 1964, p. 329. 
3 
Parent, Saint-John Perse..., p. 205-
4 
Knodel, i b i d . , p. 330. 

5 
Rene G i r a r d , " L ' h i s t o i r e dans l'oeuvre de Saint-John 

Perse" i n Honneur••., p. 549' 
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doomed t o f r u s t r a t i o n through l a c k of evidence."^" Of the 

po l y v a l e n c y of the theme t h e r e can however be no doubt. 

Ratner than repeat what c r i t i c s have s a i d on movement 
2 

m Anabase which i s summarised i n the poem i t s e l f by the 

phrases 
Chemins du monde, l ' u n vous s u i t . A u t o r i t e 

sur tous l e s signes de l a t e r r e . 
0 Voyageur dans l e vent jaune, gout de l'ame!... 

(canto V I I I ) 

a s i n g l e image so f a r u n n o t i c e d as a p a t t e r n i n t h i s c o n t e x t 

w i l l be t r a c e d through the poem. The idea o f grass i s q u i t e 

opposed i n Perse's botany t o the idea o f a t r e e . Bachelard 

noted the p o s s i b i l i t y of such an o p p o s i t i o n : 
La v i e i m a g i n a i r e vecue en sympathie avec l e 

v e g e t a l r e c l a m e r a i t t o u t un l i v r e . Les themes 
generaux curieusement d i a l e c t i q u e en s e r a i e n t l a 
p r a i r i e e t l a f o r e t , l'herbe e t l ' a r b r e etc.--' ( i t a l i c s 
added). 

Knodel, i b i d . , pp. 3>kl~3k2. and n. 2J>. 

2 
Professor Knodel's a r t i c l e g i ves the f u l l e s t account. 

The o n l y v a r i a n t approach appears t o be t h a t of Rene Hicha, 
"Au s u j e t du mouvement dans 1'Anabase" i n Honneur..., pp. 
246-249, where the poem i s discussed i n cinematographic 
terms. 

^ L ' A i r et l e s songes ( P a r i s 1943), P« 231-
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The seed-heads o f grasses are shaken by the wind ("comme l e 

s o u f f l e meme de 1 ' e s p r i t , " P l u i e s , I V ) , and the seeds c a r r i e d 

towards some unknown d e s t i n a t i o n . The f i x i t y of a t r e e 

m i l i t a t e s i m a g i n a t i v e l y a g a i n s t such a m i g r a t o r y power. 

However much Bachelard may a s c r i b e dynamic q u a l i t i e s t o the 

r o o t , ^ and i m a g i n a t i v e f l i g h t s t o the branches,^ or an 

a n t h r o p o l o g i s t study the v a r i o u s r a m i f i c a t i o n s of the cosmic 

t r e e , Perse sees the t r e e as a h a l t , a r e s p i t e . I n the 

contex t o f a d e s e r t , such a view o f the t r e e as an oasis i s 

Cf Aime Cesaire: "Ma poesie e s t c e l l e d'un deracine e t 
d'un homme q u i veut reprendre r a c i n e . Et l ' A r b r e . . . est 
l e symbole de ce q u i a des r a c i n e s . " (Quoted i n L i l y a n Kes-
t e l o o t , Aime Cesaire , P a r i s 1963 , P- 5>*0 • The c r i t i c adds: 
"C'est l ' a n t i t h e s e d i a l e c t i q u e du voyage, de l ' e x i l . " Cf 
a l s o S u p e r v i e l l e 1 s t r e e s , c o n t r a s t e d w i t h the pampas, and 
c a l l e d "Princes de 1 ' i m m o b i l i t e " ("Arbres dans l a n u i t e t l e 
j o u r " i n Choix de poemes, P a r i s 19^7, P- 265)• Perse's own 
Pour f e t e r une enfance opens on the word "Palmes...!" which 
remains a c r a d l i n g l e i t m o t i f throughout the poem which ends 
"sous l e s a r b r e s a plumes." Cf Mallarme's l i n k i n g of the 
id e a of c r a d l i n g and the word "Palmes!" in'Don du poeme"-

2 
La Terre e t l e s r e v e r i e s du repos ( P a r i s 19^+S) , pp. 

290-^22. 
^ L ' A i r e t l e s songes, pp. 231-255-
k 
See e.g. Mircea E l i a d e , T r a i t e d ' h i s t o i r e des r e l i g i o n s , 

Images e t symboles, e t c . 
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q u i t e comprehensible, but the r a m i f i c a t i o n s go beyond Anabase. 

The image o f the banyan t r e e i n P l u i e s , f o r i n s t a n c e , s p r i n g s 

t o mind as a graphic image not only of t o r r e n t i a l r a i n , " ^ but 

of massive i m m o b i l i t y : "Le banyan de l a p l u i e prend ses 

assises sur l a V i l l e - " 

I n the opening Chanson of Anabase, " I I n a i s s a i t un 
2 

p o u l a i n sous l e s f e u i l l e s de bronze." To t h i s s t a t i c scene 

comes the Stranger, "Et nous p a r l e d'une herbe. Ah! t a n t de 

s o u f f l e s aux p r o v i n c e s ! " The t r e e and grass are a l r e a d y 

p o s i t e d as images of f i x i t y and movement. The t r e e reappears 

a t i n t e r v a l s t o suggest a h a l t on the westward march, and i n 

the f i n a l Chanson, f u l l o f doves, i t shades the horseman as 

he communes w i t h the t r e e and peers i n t o the dawn. The 

A popular expression s i m i l a r l y t r a n s l a t e s r a i n w a t e r 
i n t o wooden s h a f t s : " I I p l e u t des h a l l e b a r d e s . " 

2 
For a d i s c u s s i o n of the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the bronze 

leaves see Knodel, "Towards an und e r s t a n d i n g . . . " , p. 331 and 
.Bernard Weinberg, "Saint-John Perse's Anabase," Chicago Review, 
15, 3, - i n t e r - S p r i n g 1962, pp. 79-^0. Cf al s o Vents, IV, 7: 
"Et un a u t r e a r b re de haut rang . . . /.ivec sa f e u i l l e magnetique 
. . ." W. B. Yeats makes s p e c i f i c r e f e r e n c e t o a metal t r e e 
i n both " S a i l i n g t o Byzantium" and "Byzantium", and notes: " I 
have read somewhere t h a t i n the Emperor's palace a t Byzantium 
was a t r e e made of gold and s i l v e r , and a r t i f i c i a l b i r d s t h a t 
sang" ( C o l l e c t e d Poems (London 1 9 6 l ) , p. 532.) 
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t r a v e l l i n g undertaken d u r i n g the course of the poem suggests 

t h a t the self-same t r e e i s not always meant, but o n l y one 

h a l t on the journey occurs a t a s p e c i f i e d p l a c e , when the 

caravan moves "jusqu'au l i e u d i t de l ' A r b r e Sec" ( V I I I ) . 

The place o f the Dry Tree, the modern Sabzawar i n the Khorasan, 

was a h a l t on Marco Polo's journey,"'" and the t r e e i t s e l f was 

considered of such s i g n i f i c a n c e t h a t i t was festooned w i t h 
2 

f e t i s h e s . But such h a l t s o n l y serve t o emphasise the 

p e r s i s t e n c e o f the movement: "Que m'a donne ce monde que ce 

mouvement d'herbes ? " ( V I I I ) . The t r e e , t o be given i t s due 

importance, stands alone, a f i x e d p o i n t i n the d e s e r t which 

l i e s beyond the c i v i l i s a t i o n r epresented by the grasses. 

Those grasses, d u l y c u l t i v a t e d , are the s t a p l e of c i v i l i s a t i o n , 

See § X X I I of the T r a v e l s , and the l e n g t h y note 2 i n 
The Book of Ser i-iarco Polo the Venetian concerning the kingdoms 
and marvels o f the East, ed. S i r Henry Yule, 3rd edn. r e v i s e d 
H e n r i G o r d i e r ( L o n d o n 1903), pp« 127-139? and see map f a c i n g 
p. 1. 

2 
See i b i d . , p. 13^, and c f Vents, I , 1: "ce grand a r b r e 

de magie sous sa p o u i l l e r i e d ' h i v e r , v a i n de son l o t d'icones, 
de f e t i c h e s , / B e r g a n t d e p o u i l l e s e t s p e c t r e s de l o c u s t e s . " 

3 
Cf A m i t i e du P r i n c e , IV: "Et i l se f a i t un mouvement a 

l a cime de l ' h e r b e . " 
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b a r l e y and wheat. So, i n canto V I I , the d e s e r t i s shown as 

a p l a c e where no such seed has p e n e t r a t e d : "Pas une g r a i n e 

pure dans l e s barbes du v e n t . " S o c i e t y i s shown by c o n t r a s t 

a t h a r v e s t - t i m e , w i t h the " i i a i t r e du g r a i n " s u p e r v i s i n g , f o r 

the g e n e r a l good, " l e s s p e c u l a t i o n s au s o u f f l e des moissons 

e t l a v e n t i l a t i o n d'herbages a bout de f o u r c h e s , s u r l e s t o i t s " 

( X ) . "A l a raoisson des orges, l'homme s o r t " ( I I I ) . The 

important t h i n g , however, i s t h a t " l a t e r r e en s e s g r a i n e s 

a i l e e s , comme un poete en s e s propos, voyage..." ( V ) . The 

temptation which the S t o r y - t e l l e r r e p r e s e n t s i s c o n s i d e r a b l e : 

he t a k e s h i s p l a c e a t the foot of the t u r p e n t i n e - t r e e , and two 

men a r e seen c o n v e r s i n g beneath another t r e e . The t e m p t a t i o n 

of the t r e e , the temptation to s e t t l e - a n d be s a t i s f i e d w i t h 

what one has, i s v e r y g r e a t , 

mais p a r - d e s s u s l e s a c t i o n s des honhies s u r l a t e r r e , 
beaucoup de s i g n e s en voyage, beaucoup de g r a i n e s en 
voyage, et sous l'azyme du beau temps, dans un grand 
s o u f f l e de l a t e r r e , toute l a plume des moissons!... (X) 

A g r i c u l t u r e may d e f i n e a s o c i e t y and suggest a s e t t l e d 

way of l i f e , but the wind, "ce s o u f f l e d ' a u t r e s r i v e s . . . 

p o r t a n t au d e l a l e s semences du temps," has a way w i t h s e e d s , 

and e s p e c i a l l y w i t h those of the poet's i m a g i n a t i o n : " T e r r e 

a r a b l e du songe ! Qui p a r l e de b a t i r ? " ( X ) . So beyond the 
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a s s o c i a t i o n of g r a s s e s w i t h men moving i n t o a c t i o n l i e s the 

s u g g e s t i o n of g r e a t e r dynamic f o r c e s u n l e a s h e d . I n Vents 

the i d e a i s made p e r f e c t l y e x p l i c i t : 

Murmurantes l e s g r e v e s , parmi i ' h e r b e g r a i n a n t e , 
e t tout ce grand mouvement des hommes v e r s 1 ' a c t i o n . 

E t s u r 1'empire immense des v i v a n t s , parmi l ' h e r b e 
des s a b l e s , c e t a u t r e mouvement p l u s v a s t e que n o t r e 
S s e ! ( V e n t s , I , 6) 

The E x i l t e t r a l o g y s t a n d s i n r e l a t i o n to both Anabase 

and Vents as a t r e e does to P e r s e ' s g r a s s . The four poems 

r e p r e s e n t an enforced h a l t . There i s a d i s t i n c t r e d u c t i o n 

i n the v o c a b u l a r y of movement, and such as t h e r e i s r e l a t e s 

a s o f t e n as not to a s p i r a t i o n s r a t h e r than r e a l i t y . " * " The 

poet i s l e f t "chantant l ' h i e r , chantant l ' a i l l e u r s " (Poeme 

a l ' E t r a n g e r e , I ) , and can only t h i n k of " c e l u i q u i demele 

en songe b i e n d ' a u t r e s l o i s de transhumance et de d e r i v a t i o n " 

" F u l l d e t a i l s may be gathered from r;iy Word Inde: but 
the f o l l o w i n g t a b l e of occ u r r e n c e i s i n d i c a t i v e as a sample: 

Anabase E x i l t e t r a l o g y Vents 

mouvement 
route 
voyage 

er 
eur 

2 
5 

7 

0 
2 

1 

15 
16 

7 
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( E x i l , V I ) a t a double remove of dreaming. Movement i s 

r e s t r i c t e d to phenomena seen or imagined by the poet: he 

h i m s e l f s t a y s s t i l l . Thus i n E x i l , I I , the s e a " r o u l e son 

b r u i t de c r a n e s s u r l e s g r e v e s ; " i n Poeme a l ' S t r a n g e r e , 

Washington r e v o l v e s around both the f o r e i g n woman and the 

e x i l e d poet; i n P l u i e s , "nous r e c o n d u i r o n s aux p o r t e s de l a 

V i l l e / L e s hautes P l u i e s en marche sous l ' A v r i l " ( V I I I ) ; and 

i n Neiges the i m m o b i l i t y caused by the coming of the snow i s 

broken only by e x c u r s i o n s i n the poet's mind. The poet i s 

at the s t i l l p o i n t of the t u r n i n g world, caught i n the v o r t e x 

of e x i l e . The s i m i l a r i t y w i t h the s i t u a t i o n i n the e a r l y 

poems may be seen by r e f e r r i n g to Pour f e t e r une enfance, I I , 

where the b l a c k s o r c e r e r h e l d f o r t h i n the s e r v a n t s ' q u a r t e r s 

and c r y s t a l l i s e d the i s l a n d e r s ' image of the world: "Le monde 

e s t comme une pirogue q u i , tournant e t to u r n a n t , ne s a i t p l u s 

. s i l e vent v o u l a i t r i r e ou p l e u r e r . . . " 

The c i r c u l a r e x p e r i e n c e of both ^loges and E x i l throws 

o f f t a n g e n t i a l f o r c e s which f i n d e x p r e s s i o n i n the e s s e n t i a l l y 

l i n e a r movement of Anabase and Vents. T h i s i s not to deny 

t h a t both Anabase and Vents come f u l l c i r c l e , but r a t h e r to 

see t h e i r c i r c u l a r i t y a t a cosmic l e v e l . The r e l a t i v e 

freedom enjoyed by Perse a t the time of t h e i r composition 
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a l l o w e d him the expansion they embody-

Vents e p i t o m i s e s l i n e a r g e o g r a p h i c a l movement. C u r r e n t s 

of a i r i n t u r n symbolise currents of l i f e , a c l e a r image of 

appetency. They blow above the "chaussee des hommes," i t s e l f 

an image of man i n motion, f i r s t used i n P l u i e s , V I I I , but 

repeated along w i t h " l a r oute des hommes" as a l e i t m o t i f i n 

Vents. I n f i n i t e l y more powerful than men, the winds a r e a 

cons t a n t example of the i r r e s i s t i b l e f o r c e of movement, and a 

reminder too of man's f r a g i l i t y : 

C ' e t a i e n t de t r e s grands v e n t s s u r t o u t e s f a c e s de 
ce monde 

Qui n ' a v a i e n t garde n i mesure, e t nous l a i s s a i e n t , 
hommes de p a i l l e , 

En l ' a n de p a i l l e s u r l e u r e r r e . . . 
( V e n t s , I , 1) 

Egging man on, and y e t making man aware of h i s l i m i t a t i o n s , 

the winds, a n a t u r a l phenomenon, thus perform the b a s i c f u n c t i o n 

of the s u p e r n a t u r a l . The drought i n man's s o u l makes him s t r a w 

i n the wind. The poet goes through the C i t y g a t e s " v e r s l e s 

p a i l l e s , parmi l a c h a i r t a v e l e e des femmes en p l e i n a i r , " 

E t l e s femmes e t a i e n t grandes, au gout de s e i g l e s 
et d'agrumes et de froment moule a l 1 i m a g e de l e u r c o r p s . 

E t nous vous derob i o n s , 6 f i l l e s , a l a s o r t i e des 
s a l l e s , ce mouvement encore du s o i r dans vos c h e v e l u r e s 
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l i b r e s tout ce parfum d'essence et de s e c h e r e s s e , 
v o t r e a u r a , comme une f u l g u r a t i o n d ' a i l l e u r s . . . 

( V e n t s , I I , 1) 

The g r a s s , the wheat and rye of c i v i l i s a t i o n a r e as dry as 

the c r a c k l e of a comb through h a i r , a s t h a t of d i s t a n t summer 

l i g h t n i n g . I t i s consequently l e f t to the happy few to 

respond to the wind's u r g i n g s , to the s o u l ' s i t c h i n g , and to 

t r y and make sense and order from the chaos of hollow men 

" f a i t s de p a i l l e " s c a t t e r e d by " l e s o u f f l e du vent parmi 

l ' h e r b e s t e r i l e : " " ^ 

I r r i t a b l e l a c h a i r ou l e p r u r i t de l'ame nous t i e n t 
encore r e b e l l e s i 

E t c ' e s t un temps de haute f o r t u n e , l o r s q u e l e s 
grands a v e n t u r i e r s de l'ame s o l l i c i t a i t l e pas s u r l a 
chaussee des hommes, 

I n t e r r o g e a n t l a t e r r e e n t i e r e s u r son a i r e , pour 
c o n n a i t r e l e sens de ce t r e s grand d e s o r d r e . 

( V e n t s , I I I , 5) 

l-.ovement a t a p h y s i c a l l e v e l i s important, but on a m e t a p h y s i c a l 

plane i n f i n i t e l y more so. Only the " s o u f f l e de 1 ' e s p r i t " can 

i n s p i r e the body to work to i t s utmost c a p a c i t y and h e l p i t 

f u l f i l i t s d e s i r e s , and i n so doing s t r e t c h t h a t c a p a c i t y and 

those d e s i r e s so t h a t they a r e never r e a l i s e d . 

The p h r a s e s a r e from P e r s e ' s a d a p t a t i o n of the opening 
s e c t i o n of T. o. E l i o t ' s "The hollow Men," i n Commerce, h i v e r 
192^f, unpaginated. 
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Les r e v e n d i c a t i o n s de l'ame s u r l a c h a i r sont 
extremes. Q u ' e l l e s nous t i e n n e n t en h a l e i n e ! E t 
qu'un mouvement t r e s f o r t nous porte a nos l i m i t e s , 
e t au d e l a de nos l i m i t e s ! 

( V e n t s , I , 6) 

Such a c a p a c i t y i n man makes him l e s s unworthy of 

a t t e n t i o n , and the r e a l i s a t i o n of t h i s a l l o w s the poet to 

s i n g of man without moderating h i s p r a i s e . Man's ver y s e l f -

s u f f i c i e n c y , born of an awareness of the wind, breeds a new 

humanism: 

E t l'homme encore f a i t son ombre s u r l a chaussee 
des hommes, 

E t l a fumee de l'homme e s t s u r l e s t o i t s , l e 
mouvement des hommes s u r l a r o u t e , 

E t l a s a i s o n de l'homme s u r nos l e v r e s comme un 
theme nouveau... 

( V e n t s , I V , 2) 

Yet the poet i s th e r e to guide the e x p l o r a t i o n , assuming the 

f u n c t i o n s of the wind. He pursues " s u r l e s r o u t e s meconnues 

l ' e s s a i m des songes v r a i s ou faux," and a s s e r t s h i s " c r i de 

v i v a n t s u r l a chaussee des hommes:" 
E t nos poemes encore s'en i r o n t s u r l a route des 

hommes, p o r t a n t semence et f r u i t dans l a l i g n e e des 
hommes d'un a u t r e age --

Une r a c e n o u v e l l e parmi l e s hommes de ma r a c e , une 
r a c e n o u v e l l e parmi l e s f i l l e s de ma r a c e , et nion c r i 
de v i v a n t s u r l a chaussee des hommes, de proche en proche, 
e t d'homme en homme, 

Jusqu'aux r i v e s l o i n t a i n e s ou d e s e r t e l a mort!... 
( I V , 6) 
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The Poet's embodiment of the wind i s made c l e a r , a s so o f t e n 

i n P e r s e , by the s u b s t i t u t i o n of words w i t h i n a p a i r of 

p a r a l l e l rhythmic p h r a s e s . J u s t as E x i l , f o r i n s t a n c e , opens 

on two o c t o s y l l a b l e s a l l o w i n g us to equate the i d e a of e x i l e 

w i t h i t s corresponding image of the sands, so i n Vents, when 

two phrases some number of pages a p a r t a r e j u x t a p o s e d , the 

c o n c r e t i o n of the a b s t r a c t becomes c l e a r : " E t l e Poete a u s s i 

e s t avec nous, su r l a chaussee des hommes de son temps" ( I I I , 

6): "Avec vous, et l e Vent avec nous, s u r l a chaussee des 

hommes de ma r a c e ! " ( I V , 5). The f a c t t h a t the f i r s t sentence 

i s r e p e a t e d i n fragmented form and the second opens a canto 

only s e r v e s to a s s i s t the memory and h e i g h t e n the echo. 

The a s s o c i a t i o n between the poet's work and the wind i s 

an obvious f e a t u r e of the poem, j u s t as poet, poem and s e a 

ar e to be fused i n Amers, and Perse f r e q u e n t l y s u g g e s t s the 

rhythmic p a r a l l e l i s m : 

E t c ' e s t d'un meme mouvement a t o u t de mouvement 
l i e , que mon poeme encore dans l e vent, de v i l l a en v i l l e 
et f l e u v e en f l e u v e , c o u r t aux p l u s v a s t e s h o u l e s de l a 
t e r r e , epouses e l l e s - ^ e a o s et f i l l e s d ' a u t r e s h o u l e s . . . 

(V e n t s , I I , 1) 

But i f the poet i s i n the van,;uard, the host of n a t u r a l 

phenomena i s moving w i t h him "au mouvement des choses de ce 
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monde" ( I I , k). There a r e " m i g r a t i o n s d ' i n s e c t e s s u r l e s 

mers" ( I , 3), "m i g r a t i o n s d'oiseaux . . . par l e t r a v e r s du 

S i e c l e " ( I I , 5) and "m i g r a t i o n s de cra b e s s u r l a t e r r e " ( I I , 

k). Winter i s the co l o u r of " v i e i l l e s m i g r a t i o n s c e l e s t e s , 

e t de p e l l e t e r i e s e r r a n t e s " ( I I , 2); man i s seen caught up 

almost d e s p i t e h i m s e l f i n the u n i v e r s a l m i g r a t i o n : "L'homme 

p a i s s e son ombre sur l e s v e r s a n t s de grande transhumance!..." 

( I I , 6). To l i v e f u l l y i s to ac c e p t the o f f e r proposed by 

the wind, embracing i t s dynamism p a r t l y f o r i t s own sake and 

p a r t l y f o r what i t may l e a d t o : 

S i v i v r e e s t t e l , qu'on s'en s a i s i s s e ! Ah! qu'on 
en pousse a s a l i m i t e , 

D'une s e u l e e t meme t r a i t e dans l e vent, d'une s e u l e 
et meme vague sur s a course, 

Le mouvement!... ^ 

"S 1 i n m o b i l i s e r , c ' e s t rnourir.""'" 

Mankind i s not endowed w i t h unbounded t o l e r a n c e or an 

i n f a l l i b l e sense of j u s t i c e . P e r s e ' s sympathies l i e l e s s 

w i t h the crowd than w i t h the o u t c a s t , w i t h the "gens de p e r i l 

e t gens d ' e x i l , e t tous bannis du songe des humains s u r l e s 

''"Gaston B a c h e l a r d , La D i a l e c t i q u e de l a duree ( P a r i s 1965) , 
p. 2, c h a r a c t e r i s i n g flergson's i d e a of c o n t i n u i t y . 



159 

chemins de l a p l u s v a s t e mer" ( V e n t s , I I I , 2). He h i m s e l f 

had known t h a t s e a - r o u t e , and uses the s e a as the c e n t r a l i s i n g 

image of Amers. By i t s n a t u r e , the s e a cannot e x p r e s s the 

same l i n e a r motion as the wind. "Par comparaison a Vents, 

Amers e s t un monde moins c e n t r i f u g e , moins en expansion, p l u s 

ferme et p l u s c e n t r e , p l u s a p a i s e et meme s e r e i n , on o s e r a i t 

d i r e p l u s c l a s s i q u e . " " ^ The i n c r e a s e d s e r e n i t y stems p a r t i a l l y 

from p r i v a t e c i r c u m s t a n c e s , p a r t i a l l y from the v e r y n a t u r e of 

the image used. I t s storms a r e not shown i n C o n r a d - l i k e 

d e t a i l ; i t i s seen r a t h e r as a n a t u r a l c o n s t a n t , neighbour 

toyman on l a n d . I t s t i d e s a r e t r a c e d , and some of i t s moods; 

i t s r o c k i n g s w e l l i s seen and f e l t . I t i s a l i f e p r i n c i p l e 

w i t h which some are i n the c l o s e s t sympathy, f o r i n s t a n c e 

" c e l u i dans l e sommeil, dont l e s o u f f l e e s t r e l i e au s o u f f l e 

de l a mer, et au renversement de l a maree, v o i c i q u ' i l se 

r e t o u r n e s u r s a couche comme un v a i s s e a u change d'amures..." 

( E x i l , V I ) . 3ut Amers i s not a poem w r i t t e n s i m p l y f o r 

f e l l o w - s a i l o r s . "Les r e f e r e n c e s t e r r e s t r e s abondent, et 

a c c u s e n t l e mouvement; on ne peut entendre c r o x t r e l a mer 
2 

qu'a s e s c o n f i n s de mer." I t i s the i n t i m a t e and v a r i e d 

Henry, "Amers"..., p. 155* 2 I b i d . , p. 55* 
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e f f e c t of the s e a on man, the u l t i m a t e p o e t i c a l i n t e r i o r i s a t i o n 

of the s e a ' s movement w i t h i n man, which i n t e r e s t s P e r c e . The 

s h o r e - l i n e , where men and s e a meet, consequently assumes a 

p o s i t i o n of the g r e a t e s t importance. There i s "un p l u s l a r g e 

mouvement de choses a l e u r r i v e " (Amers, Strophe, I , ^ f ) . 

Although c a t e g o r i s a t i o n d i s t o r t s , one may say t h a t t h e r e 

a r e four k i n d s of movement, a p a r t from the rhythms of " l e t e x t e 

meme . . . et son mouvement de mer," ( i b i d . , Chaeur, to 

be s t u d i e d i n Amers. The f i r s t i s the simple r o c k i n g motion 

of the s e a governed by moon and weather; the second the 

e v o c a t i o n of t r a v e l a c r o s s the s e a ; the t h i r d the human and 

t e r r e s t r i a l p r o c e s s i o n down to the s e a i n i t s honour; and 

the f o u r t h , the l e a s t t a n g i b l e , the image of the s e a i t s e l f 

moving through space and time. The f i r s t t h r e e a s p e c t s have 
2 

a l r e a d y found t h e i r commentators. The f i r s t i s c l o s e l y 

C f : "Le rythme du f l u x rnarin r e p r e s e n t e l e rythme 
l i n g u i s t i q u e , " (Monique r a r e n t , "Le rythme dans Chronique 
de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , " p. 116). Although no a n a l y s i s i s 
being o f f e r e d of P e r s e ' s rhythms, a d i s c u s s i o n of the s e a 
a s an image of language and v i c e v e r s a w i l l be found i n § 10. 

2 
Notably by Henry, op. c i t . For the v o c a b u l a r y of 

movement see esp. pp. 68-dO, and f o r i t s imagery pp. 8l-9^+-
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l i n k e d to v i t a l rhythms of b r e a t h , h e a r t b e a t and s e x , • s o 

a l l o w i n g extended s i m i l e s such as the love d i a l o g u e of 

" E t r o i t s sont l e s v a i s s e a u x . " The second i s no newcomer to 

P e r s e ' s work: the theme of Anabase i s re-echoed: "0 Voyageur 

su r l e s eaux n o i r e s en quete de s a n c t u a i r e s , a l l e z e t g r a n d i s s e z , 

p l u t o t que de b a t i r " (Amers, Strophe , V I ) . M i g r a t i o n s c o n t i n u e , 

of Kings ( i b i d . , I V ) and wings ( i b i d . , I X , k - 1 and 6- - 2) , 

of " s a b l e s v e r s l a mer" ( i b i d . , 3 - 2) and bees a c r o s s the s e a 

( i b i d . , 6 - 2 ) . The y e a r s of s u f f e r i n g a r e over: " E n f u i e l a 

pe i n e , m i g r a t r i c e ! E t j'aime, e t t u es l a " ( i b i d . , 5 - ! ) • 

The t h i r d , the homage p a i d to the s e a by those r e c o g n i s i n g i t s 

q u a s i - d i v i n e power and s e e k i n g i t s r e v i t a l i s i n g f o r c e , forms 

the armature of the poem. I t i s the l a s t , the l e a t c l e a r , the 

l e a s t n o t i c e d , which c l a i m s our a t t e n t i o n . 

The s e a , "avec . . . s e s v i e u x Ilomades en e x i l " ( I n v o c a t i o n , 

6), i s i t s e l f nomadic. By the end of the poem, P e r s e can a s k 

of the s e a : " E s t - c e t o i , riomade, q u i nous p a s s e r a s ce s o i r aux 

r i v e s du r e e l ?"(Choeur, 5)« Although the overtones a r e meta­

p h y s i c a l , the poet c l e a r l y i m p l i e s a q u i t e p h y s i c a l p r o g r e s s i o n 

of the s e a , as i s e v i d e n t from the f i r s t r e f e r e n c e i n the poem 

to 

La Mer mouvante et qui chemine au g l i s s e m e n t de s e s 
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grands muscles e r r a n t s , l a Mer gluante au g l i s s e m e n t de 
p l e v r e , e t toute a son a f f l u x de mer, s'en v i n t a nous 
s u r s e s anneaux de python n o i r , 

T r e s grande chose en marche v e r s l e s o i r e t v e r s 
l a t r a n s g r e s s i o n d i v i n e . . . ,. r >. 

( I n v o c a t i o n , o; 

" T r a n s g r e s s i o n " r e t a i n s i t s f u l l L a t i n sense of cross-movement, 

as P r o f e s s o r Henry makes c l e a r i n the f o l l o w i n g comment: "c e s 

themes ( = l a r e a l i t e , l e s p u i s s a n c e s de v i e , l'homme dans son 

e t e r n i t e a g i s s a n t e , l a s o l i t u d e , l a l i b e r t e , 1'amour, l a 

louange, l a c r e a t i o n de l'ce u v r e , l a mer...) sont e s s e n t i e l l e m e n t 

c i n e t i s m e s : i l s sont m a t e r i a l i s e s , mais meme souvent en c o u r s , 

en metamorphose, en transgression.""'" M a t e r i a l i s e d , c e r t a i n l y , 

through an image as dynamic as they. Whereas e a r l i e r poems 

had e x p r e s s e d movement i n terms of t r a v e l a c r o s s l a n d and s e a , 

Amers goes one s t e p f u r t h e r and shows the sea i t s e l f a s a 

t r a v e l l e r : "Qui s a i t nos r o u t e s ? . . . Heureux l e s egares s u r 

mer! i t de l a Mer a u s s i qu'on d i s e : heureuse 1 1egaree !..-" 

( S t r ophe, I X , 6 - 2 ) . I n a c l e a r echo of a H e r a c l i t a n fragment, 

Op. c i t . , p. 51-

H e r a c l i t u s , fragment 12 i n H. D i e l s (ed. W. F r a n z ) , Die 
Fragmente der V o r s o c r a t i k e r ( B e r l i n 193^-5^)• "Upon those 
t h a t s t e p i n t o the same r i v e r d i f f e r e n t and d i f f e r e n t w a t e r s 
flow" ( t r . G. S. K i r k and J . E. Raven, The P r e s o c r a t i c P h i l o ­
s ophers (Cambridge 1962), p. 196.) A French t r a n s l a t o r g i v e s 
"On ne peut pas se ba i g n e r deux f o i s dans l e meme f l e u v e " ( J . 
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P e r s e i s q u i t e s p e c i f i c : 

M'es-tu l e f l e u v e , m'es-tu l a mer? ou b i e n l e 
f l e u v e dans l a mer? M'es-tu l a mer elle-meme voyageuse, 
ou n u l , l e meme, se melant, ne s ' e s t j a m a i s deux f o i s 
m S l e ? - " (Strophe, IA, 5 - 2 ) 

The l o v e d one i s c e r t a i n l y a t r a v e l l e r ("... 0 Voyageuse 

j u s q u ' a moi hors de t a n u i t de femme", i b i d . ) , but the element 

from which she appears to proceed, a Venus r i s i n g from the 

wa t e r s , i s a cosiuic t r a v e l l e r too. And because s h e e r movement 

i s a l i f e p r i n c i p l e w i t h P e r s e , the s e a i s a s t r o n g h o l d a g a i n s t 

death. 

0 Mer l e v e e contre l a mort! Q u ' i l e s t d'amour 
en marche par l e monde a l a r e n c o n t r e de t a horde ! Une 
s e u l e vague s u r son e r i c ! . . . , . -r,r i -, \ 

(Strophe, I X , 4 - 1 ) 
I t i s a "Mer d ' a i l l e u r s e t de t o u j o u r s , " a s e a e n t i c i n g man 

Brun, H e r a c l i t e ( P a r i s 1965), p. 136). Of Amers, P e r s e wrote: 
"Je m'etonne grandement de v o i r des c r i t i q u e s f a v o r a b l e s 
a p p r e c i e r l e poeme comme une c r i s t a l l i s a t i o n , a l o r s que l a 
po e s i e pour moi e s t avant tout mouvement—dans s a n a i s s a n c e 
comme s a c r o i s s a n c e e t son elargJLSsement f i n a l . L a p h i l o s o p h i e 
meme du "poete" me semble pouvoir se ramener, e s s e n t i e l l e m e n t , 
au v i e u x "rheisme" e l e m e n t a i r e de l a pensee antique--comme c e l l e , 
en O c c i d e n t , de nos i ^ r e - S o c r a t i q u e s . E t s a metrique a u s s i , 
qu'on l u i impute a r h e t o r i q u e , ne tend encore qu'au mouvement 
et a l a f r e q u e n t a t i o n du mouvement, dans t o u t e s s e s r e s s o u r c e s 
v i v a n t e s , l e s p l u s i m p r e v i s i b l e s . D'ou 1'importance en t o u t , 
pour l e poete, de l a Mer." (Quoted i n C a i l l o i s , P o e t i q u e . . . , 
pp. l 8 0 - l 8 l . ) For another important statement about the poem, 
see "La Thematique d'Amers." 
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g e o g r a p h i c a l l y and h i s t o r i c a l l y through space and time to 

f o l l o w i t s example. Not " l a t e r r e promise" but "6 Mer 

promise!" 

pour l a s c a n s i o n d'oeuvres f u t u r e s , de t r e s grandes 
oeuvres a v e n i r , dans l e u r p u l s a t i o n n o u v e l l e et l e u r 
i n c i t a t i o n d ' a i l l e u r s . / ~ , . - r - r - r \ 

(Strophe, I I I ; 

The unknown a t t r a c t s through the known. Whatever f a s c i n a t i o n 

the v i s i b l e s e a may have, and whatever fundamental e f f e c t on 

the concept and rhythms of h i s po e t r y , P e r s e p r a i s e s the s e a 

f o r b eing " l ' e r r a n t e sans r e t o u r , e t mer d'aveugle m i g r a t i o n " 

(Choeur, k ) . The "gout de l'ame t r e s f o r a i n e " has a s p i r i t u a l 

a f t e r t a s t e . 
* 

Chronique e x p l o r e s t h a t a f t e r t a s t e and r e i t e r a t e s the 

human q u e s t i o n , posed i n Amers, about death. I t s r e l a t i v e 

b r e v i t y as a poem means t h a t the i n t r i c a t e c o m plexity of k i n d s 

of movement p e r c e p t i b l e i n Amers g i v e s w;.,y to a more s i n g l e -

minded d i s c u s s i o n of movement through time. I t c o n t i n u e s a t 

the same time P e r s e ' s e x p l o r a t i o n of l a d i s t a n c e i n t e r i e u r e . 

I t s terms a r e , l i k e those of the l a t e r m e d i t a t i o n p o e t i q u e , 

Oiseaux,^ a e r i a l r a t h e r than t e r r e s t r i a l or maritime, as 

"*Tor a study of movement i n Oiseaux see V a n d e c a s t e e l e , 
" L ' O i s e a u . . . " , pp. 51-82. 
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t r a d i t i o n a l l y b e f i t s a more m e t a p h y s i c a l s p e c u l a t i o n . " E t 

ce n ' e s t p o i n t de meme mer que revons ce s o i r " (Chronique, 

I ) . C o n t i n u i n g along l i f e ' s " r o u t e s sans bornes," the poet 

f a c e s "ce grand vent d ' a i l l e u r s a n o t r e e n c o n t r e " ( i b i d . , 2). 

Reminiscences about the past--"Nous avons marche s e u l s s u r 

l e s r o u t e s l o i n t a i n e s " ( 3 ) — e v o k e p a s t j o u r n e y s , but "n'y 

a - t - i l pas pour nous l e ton d'une modulation n o u v e l l e ?" 

( V e n t s , I , 6): e v e r y t h i n g i s t r a n s p o s e d i n t o a h i g h e r key. 

As opposed to the s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d "reglements de transhumance" 

(Arners, Strophe, I , l ) of e a r l i e r poems, t h e r e a r e "de p l u s 

hautes transhumances" (Chronique, l ) , " l a transhumance du 

c i e l s u r t e r r e " ( i b i d . , 7)» Beyond the highways and roads 

of t h i s world, "notre r o u t e tend p l u s l o i n " (2), l i k e the 

b i r d s "se f r a y a n t route d ' e t e r n i t e " of Oiseaux, 10. "La 

mort e s t au h u b l o t , mais notre route n ' e s t p o i n t l a " (Chronique, 

6). The wind i s a " b r i s e d ' a i l l e u r s " (6) and the " t r e s grand 

s o u f f l e voyageur" (5) a b r e a t h of the s p i r i t . The s e a i s a 

"mer d'outremer et d'outresonge" (6), and the shore where the 

poet seems to s t a n d , as a t the c l o s e of Amers, i s t h a t other 

s h o r e , "comme l ' o u t r e p a s du songe" (.uners, Choeur, 3) • L i k e 

h i s b i r d s , the poet " n a v i g u a i t avant l e songe, et s a reponse 

e s t : ' P a s s e r o u t r e ! . . . ' " (Oiseaux, 9)« 
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Beyond " l e mouvement des choses de ce monde," P e r s e i s 

on the b r i n k of the i n e f f a b l e . Death h o l d s no t e r r o r f o r 

him. 

S i f f l e p l u s bas, b r i s e d 1 a l l i a n c e , a l a v e i l l e e 
des hommes de grand age. Notre g r i e f n ' e s t p l u s de 
mort. La t e r r e donne son s e l . Le s o i r nous d i t un 
mot de Guebre. L 1 e s p r i t des eaux r a s e l e s o l comrne 
mouette au d e s e r t . E t 1 * i n e f f a b l e e s t s u r son a i l e 
a hauteur de nos tempes. I I n ' e s t p l u s mot pour nous 
que nous n'ayons c r e e . . . 

(Chronique , 6) 

The poet has made h i s mark, h i s g e s t u r e of permanence. To 

move i s to l i v e : " L ' i n e r t i e s e u l e e s t menagante.' 1^ 

Where t h e r e i s a beyond c o u n t e r b a l a n c e d by such an 

a p p r e c i a t i o n of n a t u r a l phenomena, the t h i n l i n e between the 

two i s of p a r t i c u l a r importance. whether a t a s i m p l e homely 

l e v e l , where a doorstep marks the t h r e s h o l d to broader and 

f r e e r movement, or a t a t e r r e s t r i a l l e v e l , a t the s e a - s h o r e , 

or a g a i n a t a s p i r i t u a l l e v e l where body meets s o u l , t h e r e i s 

a p o i n t of i n t e r p e n e t r a t i o n as w e l l a s of s e p a r a t i o n . As 

the p o i n t of h e s i t a t i o n i t c r y s t a l l i s e s a l l n o t i o n s of movement, 

and so a l l n o t i o n s of e x i l e . 

Ce q u i s e n s i b i l i s e a un t e l p o i n t l e s e u i l dans 

P e r s e , P o e s i e , /p. . 
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c e t t e p o e s i e , c ' e s t probablement con ambi;;uite e t son 
double v i s a g e : c a r i l e s t a l a f o i s tourne v e r s l e 
dedans et l e dehors... S ' i l forme d'abord l ' e s p a c e 
de l ' a c c u e i l , s ' i l donne a c c e s a l a c h a l e u r d'une 
i n t i m i t e r e c l u s e , i l peut a u s s i , en un renversernent de 
son s i r n e moral, p r e s e n t e r c e t t e meme i n t i m i t e a l ' a p p e l 
du grand vide e x t e r i e u r , l a l i v r e r a t o u t e s l e s t e n t a t i o n s 
de l 1 h o r i z o n . F r o n t i e r e aigue et l i g n e de passage, q u i 
peut evidemment se f r a n c h i r dans l e s deux s e n s . . . 

J e a n - P i e r r e R i c h a r d , " S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e " i n Onze etudes 
s u r l a p o e s i e moderne ( P a r i s 1964), p. k8. 



THE THRESHOLD 

Quasi sacrae sunt f o r e s . 
Porphyry 

(De a n t r o nympharum § 27) 
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There seems l i t t l e need t o speak a t l e n g t h about the 

importance of the t h r e s h o l d i n any community, however p r i m i t i v e 

or s o p h i s t i c a t e d . We recognise i n everyday l i f e the p a r t i c u l a r 

ambivalence of i t s n a t u r e , p r o v i d i n g a p o i n t o f s e p a r a t i o n from 

the o u t s i d e w o r l d which l i e s beyond our possession and immediate 

c o n t r o l and, a t the same t i m e , our means of access t o t h a t w orld. 

A l t e r n a t i v e l y , l o o k i n g from the o u t s i d e , r e s p e c t i s shown f o r 

the p r i v a t e l a r e s and penates, and so p o l i t e custom r e q u i r e s 

the v i s i t o r t o request access by some form of g r e e t i n g or 

i n d i c a t i o n o f h i s presence. The s p e c i a l a t t r i b u t e s o f the 

t h r e s h o l d have g i v e n r i s e a t d i f f e r e n t times t o d i f f e r e n t 

r i t u a l s . The Old Testament pr o v i d e s a number of examples, 

many of them v i o l e n t , but o t h e r s s i m p l y i n d i c a t i n g the r e s p e c t 

shown t o t h e t h r e s h o l d . 

And when they arose e a r l y on the morrow morning, 
behold, Dagon was f a l l e n upon h i s face t o the ground 
befo r e the a r k o f the Lord; and the head of Dagon and 
both the palms of h i s hands were cut o f f upon the 
t h r e s h o l d ; o n l y the stump o f Dagon was l e f t t o him. 

Therefore n e i t h e r the p r i e s t s of Dagon, nor any 
t h a t come i n t o Dagon's house, t r e a d on the t h r e s h o l d o f 
Dagon t o t h i s day. ( I S a m u e l 5 ? ^ 

The v i o l e n c e done t o t h i s pagan god of the P h i l i s t i n e s f i n d s 

an echo i n Perse's view of the sea, the p r i m a l untaiaeable 

element which pervades h i s work: 
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Mer de Baal e t de Dagon—face premiere de nos songes. 

(Amers, Choeur, l ) 

And the sea's constant l a s h i n g o f the e a r t h ' s shores i n d i c a t e s 

a cosmic e q u i v a l e n t t o the image o f the t h r e s h o l d r e c u r r i n g 

throughout Perse's p o e t r y : the sea-shore i t s e l f . 

A more peaceable b i b l i c a l r e f e r e n c e i s one i n s t a n c e among 

many t h a t could be evoked o f a ceremony t a k i n g place on the 

t h r e s h o l d : 

And the p r i n c e s h a l l e n t e r by the way o f the porch 
of t h a t gate w i t h o u t , and s h a l l stand by the post o f the 
gat e , and the p r i e s t s s h a l l prepare h i s b u r n t o f f e r i n g 
and h i s peace o f f e r i n g s , and he s h a l l worship a t the 
t h r e s h o l d o f the gate: then he s h a l l go f o r t h ; but the 
gate s h a l l not be shut u n t i l the evening. 

( E z e k i e l 46, 2) 

Both tone and t o p i c remind one s t r a n g e l y o f Perse's w r i t i n g i n 

A m i t i e du Pri n c e or Anabase• The poet's o b s e r v a t i o n and 

r e a d i n g have l e d him t o see the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the t h r e s h o l d , 

and t o r e s t o r e the p r i m i t i v e meaning t o some o f today's empty 

mimes: c a r r y i n g the b r i d e over the t h r e s h o l d , " f i r s t - f o o t i n g " 

and the l i k e . 

I f one a p p l i e s the f o l l o w i n g o b s e r v a t i o n by Mircea E l i a d e 

n o t o n l y t o the t h r e s h o l d o f a church but a l s o , as he suggests, 

t o any domestic t h r e s h o l d by v i r t u e o f the s p e c i a l n a t u r e o f 
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one's home, the p a r a d o x i c a l q u a l i t i e s p e c u l i a r t o the t h r e s h o l d 

become c l e a r : 

Pour mettre en evidence l a non-homogeneite de l'espace, 
t e l l e q u ' e l l e est vecue par l'homme r e l i g i e u x , on peut 
f a i r e appel a un exemple b a n a l : une e g l i s e , dans une v i l l e 
moderne. Pour l e c r o y a n t , c e t t e e g l i s e p a r t i c i p e a un 
a u t r e espace que l a rue ou e l l e se t r o u v e . La p o r t e q u i 
s'ouvre vers l ' i n t e r i e u r de 1 ' e g l i s e marque une s o l u t i o n 
de c o n t i n u i t e . Le s e u i l q u i separe l e s deux espaces 
i n d i q u e en meme temps l a d i s t a n c e e n t r e l e s deux modes 
d ' e t r e , profane e t r e l i g i e u x . Le s e u i l est a l a f o i s l a 
borne, l a f r o n t i e r e q u i d i s t i n g u e et oppose deux mondes, 
et l e l i e u paradoxal ou ces mondes communiquent, ou peut 
s ' e f f e c t u e r l e passage du monde profane au monde sacre. 

Une f o n c t i o n r i t u e l l e analogue est devolue au s e u i l 
des h a b i t a t i o n s humaines, et c'est pourquoi i l j o u i t d'une 
t e l l e c o n s i d e r a t i o n . 

A f t e r l i s t i n g a number of r i t e s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the 

t h r e s h o l d , E l i a d e summarises n e a t l y the nature of the ambivalence: 

Le s e u i l , l a p o r t e montrent d'une fagon immediate e t 
concrete l a s o l u t i o n de c o n t i n u i t e de l'espace; d'ou 
l e u r grande importance r e l i g i e u s e , car i l s sont t o u t 
ensemble l e s symboles e t l e s v e h i c u l e s du passage.^ 

The p o e t i c e x t e n s i o n s , a p a r t from language i t s e l f considered 

as me d i a t o r , which may be taken from the concrete f a c t s are 

perhaps i n d i c a t e d by the a t t r i b u t e s heaped on the Roman "God 

E l i a d e , Le Sacre e t l e profane, pp. 2k-25» 
2 
I b i d . , p. 25. Contrast Jean Paulhan: " I I n'y a pas l a 

moindre s o l u t i o n de c o n t i n u i t e dans ses poemes" ("Enigmes de 
Perse" I , NRF, 20, Nov- 1962, 773). 



172 

of Gods," namely Janus. S t a r t i n g a s a sun-god, h i s p o s i t i o n 

was g r a d u a l l y usurped by J u p i t e r , but he was l e f t to open and 

c l o s e the day, h o l d i n g i t s keys a s w e l l a s those of heaven and 

of a l l doors and g a t e s on e a r t h . From t h e r e to b e i n g the god 

of a l l b eginnings and a l l d e p a r t u r e s was an easy s t e p , and so 

Janus b i f r o n s , l o o k i n g both ways from any t h r e s h o l d w i t h 

a p p r o p r i a t e ambivalence, became a l s o a god of w e l l s , r i v e r s 

and harbours."^" The god whose two f a c e s a r e known e s s e n t i a l l y 

from a w e a l t h of Roman c o i n s had a s h i s symbol on the obverse 

s i d e the same as Perse would have emblazoned on C y b e l e ' s g a t e s 
2 

or n a i l e d t o the L o v e r s ' door: a s h i p . 

With the mention of one f u r t h e r , c e n t r a l word which 

c h a r a c t e r i s e s two-headed J a n u s , namely u n c e r t a i n t y , the major 

a s p e c t s of P e r s e f s use of the image of the t h r e s h o l d have been 

For Janus, see The Oxford C l a s s i c a l D i c t i o n a r y , a r t . 
Janus, and J . M. Robertson, C h r i s t i a n i t y and Mythology (2nd 
edn. r e v i s e d and expanded, London 1936), pp. 3^9-352. Gaston 
B a c h e l a r d ' s view of s a l t i s remarkably a p p o s i t e h e r e : " C ' e s t 
une p u i s s a n c e i n s i d i e u s e q u i t r a v a i l l e aux c o n f i n s de l a t e r r e 
e t de l ' e a u . Le s e l se d i s s o u t e t se c r i s t a l l i s e , i l e s t un 
Janus m a t e r i e l " (La T e r r e et l e s r e v e r i e s de l a v o l o n t e , p. 262). 

2 
See Amers, Strophe, I X , 7: " I I e s t temps, 6 C i t e s , 

d ' armorier d'une nef l e s p o r t e s de C y b e l e . " And a g a i n : 
"Aux p o r t e s c l o s e s des amants c l o u e z l 1 i m a g e du N a v i r e ! " 
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a n t i c i p a t e d . One recognises w i t h Bachelard "1 * importance 

du r o l e de l f h e s i t a t i o n imposee par l a r e f l e x i o n au s e u i l 
p 

des a c t i o n s . " As w i t h o t h e r themes, t h i s moves from the 

immediate and p h y s i c a l through h i g h l y - c h a r g e d e x t e n s i o n s t o 

take on, f i n a l l y , m e taphysical a s s o c i a t i o n s w h i l e s t i l l 

r e m a ining f i r m l y r o o t e d i n the concrete. From doorstep t o 

sea-shore, and from sea-shore t o the t h r e s h o l d o f e t e r n i t y 

i n space and time are n a t u r a l and understandable p r o g r e s s i o n s . 
* 

Before d e a l i n g w i t h Perse*s c e n t r a l images a t t a c h e d t o 

and d e r i v i n g from the t h r e s h o l d , a r e l a t i v e l y minor one, 

i n t r o d u c e d memorably i n A m i t i e du P r i n c e , w i l l serve t o l i n k 

the image w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r form of u n c e r t a i n t y : gambling. 

I f "un coup de des jamais n ' a b o l i r a l e hasard" f o r Mallarme, 

n e i t h e r can i t f o r Perse: 

I n the case o f Raymond Roussel, the u n c e r t a i n t y and 
a m b i g u i t y connected w i t h the t h r e s h o l d became p a t h o l o g i c a l , 
a c c o r d i n g t o M i c h e l F o u c a u l t , Raymond Roussel ( P a r i s 1963)• 
But c f Rayner Heppenstall's measured r e a c t i o n i n Roussel 
(London 1966) , e.g. "That Roussel's death t o o k place on the 
a c t u a l t h r e s h o l d o f a loc k e d door has too much dazzled M. 
Foucault w i t h i t s m e t a p h o r i c a l and symbolic p o s s i b i l i t i e s . " 

2 Bachelard, La D i a l e c t i q u e de l a duree ( P a r i s 1963), p. 72. 
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Non p o i n t s t e r i l e sur son s e u i l , mais p l u t o t 
f l e u r i s s a n t en bons mots, et sachant r i r e d'un bon mot, 

a s s i s , de bon c o n s e i l aux je u x du s e u i l , g r a t t a n t 
sagesse et bonhomie sous l e mouchoir de t e t e ( e t son 
t o u r v i e n t de secouer l e de, l ' o s s e l e t ou l e s b i l l e s ) : 

t e l sur son s e u i l j e l ' a i s u r p r i s , a l a tombee du 
j o u r , e n t r e l e s hauts c r a c h o i r s de c u i v r e . 

( A m i t i e du P r i n c e , I V) 

I f t he Pri n c e can enjoy a game o f chance, the occupation i s 

worthy o f f i g u r i n g i n the f i r s t of Perse's g r e a t enumerations, 

i n Anabase, X: " / c e l u i 7 q u i joue aux des, aux o s s e l e t s , au 

j e u des g o b e l e t s " can stand i n a l l honour beside the l a t t e r - d a y 

Pythagorean " q u i a deploye sur l e s o l ses t a b l e s a c a l c u l . " 

S i m i l a r l y whole lands can be played f o r , and chance be recognised 

as a u n i v e r s a l f o r c e . Perse w r i t e s o f the sea as a "p r o v i n c e 

d'herbe f o l l e e t q u i f u t jouee aux des..." (Amers, I n v o c a t i o n , 1 ) . 

From a s t a r t i n g - p o i n t i n the p a r t i c u l a r and immediate, the 

image has broadened out and become depersonalised a t a u n i v e r s a l 

l e v e l . 

Cf Johan Hui z i n g a : "Le j e u est une a c t i o n ou une a c t i v i t e 
v o l o n t a i r e . . . accompagnee d'un sentiment de t e n s i o n et de 
j o i e , e t d'une conscience d ' " e t r e autrement" que /dans ( ? V l a 
" v i e c o u r a n t e " . " (Homo Ludens, P a r i s 1951, pp. 57-58). Cf 
a l s o Roger C a i l l o i s , Les Jeux et l e s hommes ( P a r i s 195$), p. 19: 
"Dans tous l e s cas, l e domaine du j e u est a i n s i un u n i v e r s 
r e s e r v e , c l o s , p r o t e g e : un espace pur." See a l s o i b i d . , pp. 
3^-38 on the category Alea. 
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From the poems of the e a r l y 1920s onwards the importance 

o f the t h r e s h o l d i s recognised. I n the opening s e c t i o n o f 

Anabase comes a c l e a r c r y : "Au s e u i l des t e n t e s t o u t e g l o i r e ! " 

echoed l a t e r by "Et v o i c i que des Rois sont a s s i s a ma p o r t e . " 

And j u s t as the young beke 1s uncles had t e t h e r e d t h e i r horses 

a t the door o f the f a m i l y house i n Guadeloupe (rec o r d e d i n 

Pour f e t e r une enfance, V I ) , so now we hear o f " l e g u e r r i e r 

l i c e n c i e q u i a p l a n t e sa lance sur son s e u i l pour a t t a c h e r un 

s i n g e . . . " (Anabase, X ) . But the p o i n t i n g o f the image does 

not remain s i m p l y a t t h i s l e v e l o f r e c o g n i t i o n o f the t h r e s h o l d ' s 

importance, w i t h both the Prince i n A m i t i e du P r i n c e and the 

o l d man i n the Chanson du Presomptif s i t t i n g on the t h r e s h o l d , 

i n h a l f - l i g h t . I t s breadth i s h i n t e d a t not o n l y i n the phrase 

"au s e u i l d'un grand pays" (Anabase, IX, used t w i c e again i n 

Vents, I I , 2) but a l s o more i m p o r t a n t l y i n canto V I : 

— A i n s i p a r f o i s nos s e u i l s presses d'un s i n g u l i e r 
d e s t i n e t , sur l e s pas p r e c i p i t e s du j o u r , de ce cote du 
monde, l e p l u s v a s t e , ou l e p o u v o i r s ' e x i l e chaque s o i r , 
t o u t un veuvage de l a u r i e r s ! ^ -

The "veuvage de l a u r i e r s " seems t o r e f e r t o the t a l e i n 
Ovid's Metamorphoses (Bk. I ) where Daphne, escaping A p o l l o ' s 
amorous advances, i s transformed i n t o a l a u r e l t r e e . The same 
work (Bk. 10) may a l s o throw l i g h t on an e a r l i e r passage i n 
Anabase: "'... F r u i t de l a femme, 6 Sabeenne!...' T r a h i s s a n t 
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The s i n g u l a r f a t e t r e a d i n g on these t h r e s h o l d s i s expressed 

here w i t h a c l a r i t y which h i n d s i g h t c a l l s prophecy, l i n k e d as 

i t i s w i t h the n o t i o n t h a t each evening, power goes i n t o e x i l e , 

an a r c h e t y p a l image o f the sun's d a i l y disappearance, but a l s o 

su g g e s t i n g t h a t f o r men t o o , " l ' e x i l n'est p o i n t d ' h i e r " ( E x i l , 

I I ) . 

The next p u b l i s h e d poem, E x i l , l i n k s the image o f the 

t h r e s h o l d i n s e p a r a b l y w i t h the idea o f e x i l e . Given the data 

o f the image, i t i s h a r d l y s u r p r i s i n g t h a t i t r e c e i v e s i t s 

f u l l e s t e xpression when the diplomat i s thrown from power, and 

the poet stands alone on the u n c e r t a i n shore o f a completely 

New World. 

l'ame l a moins sobre et souleve des pures p e s t i l e n c e s de l a 
n u i t , / j e m ' e l e v e r a i dans mes pensees c o n t r e l ' a c t i v i t e du 
songe" ( V ) . A f t e r an in c e s t u o u s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h her f a t h e r , 
Myrrha f l e e s t o Sabaea, where she g i v e s b i r t h t b Adonis. I t 
p r o v i d e s a more s a t i s f a c t o r y r e a d i n g t h a t r e f e r e n c e e i t h e r t o 
the Sabaeans a t Haran i n the Middle Ages, t o the Queen of Sheba, 
or t o the Caribbean Saba where Perse wrote h i s o b i t u a r y n o t i c e 
f o r C l a u d e l , "Silence pour C l a u d e l , " and reminds one t h a t Saba, 
a p o i n t , l i k e the Arbre Sec, on Marco Polo's r o u t e , i s i n J a b a l 
(Anabase, I I I ) and i s t r a d i t i o n a l l y connected w i t h the j o u r n e y 
o f the Magi (see e.g. Psalms 72, 10, I s a i a h 60, 6) because o f 
i t s myrrh, d e r i v e d , a c c o r d i n g t o Ovid, from the t r e e i n t o which 
Myrrha was t r a n s m o g r i f i e d . Could T. S. E l i o t have made t h i s 
c o n nection i n the poem which shows the s t r o n g e s t d i r e c t i n f l u e n c e 
o f h i s work on Anabase ? 
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Portes ouvertes sur l e s s a b l e s , p o r t e s ouvertes sur 
1 * e x i l , 

Les c l e s aux gens du phare, e t l ' a s t r e roue v i f sur 
l a p i e r r e du s e u i l : 

Mon n o t e , l a i s s e z - m o i v o t r e maison de v e r r e dans l e s 
s a b l e s . . . ( E x i l , I ) 

The Roman t r a d i t i o n was t o close the gates o f the Temple o f 

Janus i n time of peace and open them i n time of war-"̂ " I n 

19^1» when E x i l was w r i t t e n , w i t h the second w o r l d war i n f u l l 

d e v a s t a t i n g swing, i t i s q u i t e a p p r o p r i a t e t h a t the l i g h t h o u s e 

doors on Long Beach I s l a n d should remain f i r m l y open. F u l l y 

a p p r o p r i a t e too i s the i n t i m a t e a s s o c i a t i o n through imagery o f 

e x i l e and the beach, i n d i c a t e d from the very b e g i n n i n g by the 

complete p a r a l l e l i s m of the two o c t o s y l l a b l e s o f the opening 

l i n e , w i t h the simple s u b s t i t u t i o n o f " l ' e x i l " f o r " l e s s a b l e s . " 

The l i g h t h o u s e keys are w i t h the keepers and the s t a r , we are 

t o l d , i s broken on the wheel on the t h r e s h o l d stone. 

This m u l t i p l e image has e l i c i t e d a number of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , 

S a i l l e t a t t a c h e d i t s p e c i f i c a l l y t o the immediate circumstances 

o f war and saw o n l y the Nazi s w a s t i k a : "L'ennemi est nomine de 

facon t r a n s p a r e n t e au debut du poeme: ' l ' a s t r e roue v i f sur l a 

"̂See C. E. Robinson, A H i s t o r y o f Rome (London 1959), pp. 
*f0, 2kJ>, 29^> and the Larousse Encyclopaedia of Mythology 
(London 1 9 6 l ) , p. 215. 
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p i e r r e du s e u i l 1 designe non sans magnificence l a c r o i x gammee 

q u i regne d'un bout a 1'autre du pays.""'' Professor Parent, 

j u s t i f i a b l y wary of a c r i t i c who claims t o see the meaning o f 

one o f Perse's complex images "de fagon t r a n s p a r e n t e , " adds a 

f e a s i b l e e x t e n s i o n . 

Un commentateur y v o i t l a c r o i x gammee, l e s branches 
b r i s e e s pouvant e t r e a s s i m i l e e s aux membres d'une v i c t i m e 
du s u p p l i c e de l a roue; l a c r o i x gammee est un symbole 
s o l a i r e . Mais a l o r s , de q u e l l e p o r t e s ' a g i t - i l ? Le 
meme commentateur pense q u ' i l s ' a g i t des abords de l a 
France. Cela n'est pas i m p o s s i b l e , mais nous e l o i g n e du 
sens l e p l u s obvie: l e s p o r t e s sont a u s s i c e l l e s de l a 
maison des sables. D'autre p a r t c e t t e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 
n ' e s t - e l l e pas t r o p e t r o i t e ? Je v e r r a i s p l u t o t dans cet 
a s t r e s u p p l i c i e e t b r i s e , d'abord 1'image concrete d'une 
tache de s o l e i l sur l e s e u i l , car l a v i s i o n du sang 
s'impose a nous a t r a v e r s 1'expression "roue v i f , " p u i s 
dans c e t t e image, j e t r o u v e r a i s l e symbole de l a g l o i r e 
de l a France, p e u t - e t r e a u s s i c e l l e du poete, d e t r u i t e , 
broyee. C'est f i n a l e m e n t l e signe de l a guerre e t de l a 
d e s t r u c t i o n q u ' e l l e e n t r a x n e . ^ 

Without w i s h i n g t o take sides i n the b i c k e r i n g which S a i l l e t and 

Paulhan i n d u l g e d i n on the s u b j e c t , i t i s a t l e a s t i n t e r e s t i n g 

t o note t h a t t he l a t t e r w r o t e : " I I e s t c e r t a i n que: L ' a s t r e roue 

v i f sur l a p i e r r e du s e u i l e t l a d e r n i e r e p a l p i t a t i o n s o l a i r e 

sur l e s e u i l s o l i t a i r e ne co n t i e n n e n t pas l a moindre a l l u s i o n 

S a i l l e t , Saint-John Perse..., p. 84. 

Parent, Saint-John Perse..., p. 216. 
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a l a c r o i x gammee." A study o f the image i n c o n t e x t w i l l 

perhaps l e a d t o a j u s t assessment o f i t s f u n c t i o n and meaning 

i n t he poem, and c o n f i r m a t i o n t h a t some of Prof e s s o r Parent's 

suggestions are the most v a l u a b l e . 

The f i r s t i m p o r t a n t f e a t u r e i s the t i m e - s e t t i n g : t h e r e i s 

a c l e a r s u g g e s t i o n , as i s s p e c i f i e d l a t e r i n the poem,':that 

"c'est un peu apres m i d i , a l'heure de grande v i d u i t e " ( V I ) . 

Whereas i n e a r l i e r poems the t h r e s h o l d had been a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h shadow, w i t h t h a t h a l f - l i g h t which suggests the ambivalence 

o f dawn or dusk, on the t h r e s h o l d between day and n i g h t , here 

the f i e r c e midday sun puts -jphe poem, l i k e Anabase, under the 

s i g n o f Leo, i n J u l y and August. I n E x i l , we stand a t the 

"partage de m i d i . " On the t h r e s h o l d o f a new co u n t r y and o f 

a new l i f e , the poet exposes h i m s e l f a t the p i v o t a l p o i n t o f 

the day t o the sun's t w o f o l d e f f e c t : i t s d e s t r u c t i v e power 

and i t s l i f e - g i v i n g f o r c e . I t i s understandable t h a t Perse's 

^ e e S a i l l e t , pp. l 8 > l 8 7 and CP, X, l88 f o r Paulhan's 
remarks. The second o f the Paulhan q u o t a t i o n s does not occur 
i n Perse's p u b l i s h e d work. I t i s o f course p o s s i b l e t h a t i t 
f e a t u r e s i n a p r i v a t e l e t t e r from the poet, o r , l e s s p r o b a b l y 
s t i l l , i s from a d r a f t o f the poem which came i n t o Paulhan's 
hands. I t i s more l i k e l y t o be the s o r t o f h y b r i d f o r m a t i o n 
a l a maniere de Perse such as C a i l l o i s c r e a t e d on the word 
" e x p l i c a t i o n " ( P o e t i q u e . . . , p. 206). 
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f e e l i n g s should be r e f l e c t e d i n the s e a r i n g , w h i t e - h o t images 

o f the summer sun's rays sharpening t h e i r arrowheads i n h i s 

wounds, and o f the heat-haze r i s i n g i n v i s i b l y , y e t d i s t o r t i n g 

the v i s i o n , from the asbestos beach. The p a r t i c u l a r c h a r a c t e r ­

i s t i c o f asbestos i s t h a t i t i s h e a t - r e s i s t a n t , and the Greek 

r o o t o f the French word,©y*COCVTO*, means i n c o r r u p t i b l e , 

u n d e f i l e d or pure. I t i s not im p o s s i b l e t h a t Perse knew 

Aeschylus' r e f e r e n c e t o the sea as sim p l y y\ o t ^ \ e * . ' t h e 

pure' (Persae, 578): i t would t a l l y w i t h the idea o f mo i s t u r e 

e v a p o r a t i n g from the sea's edge t h a t p r o v i d e s the immediate 

v i s u a l source o f the image. C e r t a i n l y the whole n o t i o n o f 

p u r i t y i s o f c e n t r a l importance f o r Perse. The p u r i t y o f the 

beach i s i t s nakedness, chosen by the poet as a place t h a t 

chimes w i t h h i s l o n g i n g f o r s o l i t u d e t o r e f l e c t on the events 

which have brought him t o the New World and a l l the w e l t e r o f 

emotions h i s * u p r o o t i n g has evoked. 

The s p r i n g o f 19^1 was a dark moment f o r France and 
f o r most o f the r e s t o f Europe, and Leger's s t a t e o f mind 
seems t o have been p a r t i c u l a r l y d i s t r e s s e d a t t h a t t i m e . 
F e e l i n g the need f o r complete i s o l a t i o n , he accepted t h e 
o f f e r o f F r a n c i s and Kat h e r i n e B i d d l e t o spend some time 
a t a beach-house o f t h e i r s on Long Beach I s l a n d . 

Knodel, Saint-John Perse, p. 6l. 
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F r a n c i s B i d d l e , the U n i t e d S t a t e s A t t o r n e y General, and h i s 

w i f e also, r e c e i v e d the d e d i c a t i o n o f P l u i e s , but f o r the moment 

we must r e t u r n , w i t h the c i r c u m s t a n t i a l d e t a i l s now sketched i n , 

t o the image o f " l ' a s t r e roue v i f sur l a p i e r r e du s e u i l . " 

There seem t o be no good reasons f o r denying a connection w i t h 

the s w a s t i k a , but again no good reason f o r r e s t r i c t i n g i t s 

s i g n i f i c a n c e t o the emblem o f H i t l e r ' s Germany, since t h e r e i s 

no p e j o r a t i v e v o v e r t o n e i n the c o n t e x t . The swa s t i k a has, a f t e r 

a l l , a h i s t o r y going back t o the remotest t i m e s , and i s e s s e n t i a l l y 

a sun-symbol. "Les images l e p l u s frequemment associees a l a 

c r o i x gammee sont l e s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s du s o l e i l e t des d i v i n i t e s 

s o l a i r e s . A v a r i a n t on t h a t most p r i m i t i v e o f symbols, the 

cr o s s , i t serves t o i n d i c a t e r o t a t o r y motion by i t s crooked 

arms: 

Dans l ' o r d r e des f i g u r e s c r u c i f o r m e s , l a s p i r a l e a 
pour correspondant l e s w a s t i k a , symbole des p l u s r i c h e s 
que d'innombrables c i v i l i s a t i o n s ont adopte comme embleme 
majeur. Le swastika symbolise l'axe v e r t i c a l d'un manege 
a quatre b r a s , dont l e mouvement de r o t a t i o n est exprime 
par l e r e t o u r de chacun des b r a s * ^ 

Goblet d ' A l v i e l l a , La M i g r a t i o n des symboles ( P a r i s 1891), 
p. 72. § 2 o f t h i s work p r o v i d e s ample evidence o f the d i s t r i ­
b u t i o n and importance o f the s w a s t i k a , ending on a note f i l l e d 
f o r us w i t h b i t t e r i r o n y : "La c r o i x gammee . . . a completement 
d i s p a r u de l a symbolique e t meme du f o l k l o r e a r y en." 

2 
Gerard de Champeaux & Dom Sebastien S t e r c k x , Le Monde des 

symboles (La P i e r r e - q u i - v i r e , Yonne 1966), p. 25* 
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As a form o f c o n j u n c t i o n between square and c i r c l e , i t conse­

q u e n t l y f i n d s expression i n most s o c i e t i e s , however p r i m i t i v e , 

and as the mandala forms a v i t a l symbol i n Jung's c o l l e c t i v e 

unconscious."'" Here an element of t o r t u r e i s suggested i n 

b r i n g i n g the sun t o p r e s i d e as a d i v i n i t y over the t h r e s h o l d : 

the poet's p r i v a t e s i t u a t i o n i s thrown on t o a u n i v e r s a l and 

cosmic l e v e l . To r e s t r i c t the meaning of the image t o any 

one aspect or l e v e l would be not o n l y t o do i t l e s s than j u s t i c e 

but a l s o t o miss the very nature o f a m b i g u i t y which i s c e n t r a l 

t o the poet's work. I t i s n a t u r a l t h a t the t h r e s h o l d should 

appear a t the very h e a r t o f t h i s a m b i g u i t y , and n a t u r a l too 

t h a t the t h r e s h o l d should extend from the doorstep o f Perse's 

r e t r e a t t o the beach i t s e l f , s t a n d i n g a t t h e - t h r e s h o l d between 

l a n d and sea, h o l d i n g the balance between 3000 m i l e s of A t l a n t i c 

Ocean s e p a r a t i n g him from France and h i s f a m i l y , and the 3000 

m i l e s o f h i s adopted c o n t i n e n t . The poet, b i f r o n s , and i n more 

ways than one " b i l i n g u e " i s a t the v i t a l f u l c r u m - p o i n t , and t h e 

p r e c i s i o n and power of h i s e v o c a t i o n can be shown by f u r t h e r 

r e f e r e n c e t o t h i s b r i e f but i n t e n s e opening s e c t i o n o f E x i l . 

"̂See Jung, "Concerning Mandala Symbolism" i n C o l l e c t e d 
Works, 9» Part 1 (London 1959) and F r i e d a Fordham, An I n t r o ­
d u c t i o n t o Jung's Psychology (Harmondsworth 1966), pp. 65 f f . 
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L'Ete de gypse aiguise ses f e r s de lance dans nos 
p l a i e s . 

The heat of summer, white l i k e gypsum, t w i s t s the t i p s of i t s 

shafts of burning s u n l i g h t i n the e x i l e ' s wounds. The image 

i s a m p l i f i e d , without undergoing m o d i f i c a t i o n , i n the f o l l o w i n g 

l i n e s : 

J ' e l i s un l i e u f l a g r a n t et nul comme I'ossuaire des 
saisons, 

Et, sur toutes greves de ce monde, 1'esprit du dieu 
fumant deserte sa couche d'amiante. 

The barren, burning beach i s a place of the poet's own e l e c t i o n , 

and stretches before him l i k e a bone-heap of passing years. 

The r a t t l i n g of pebbles on the beach i s l a t e r given a f u r t h e r 

l i n k w i t h bones: "Et l a mer a l a ronde roule son b r u i t de crane 

sur les greves" ( I I ) . Colour i s v i r t u a l l y absent: white, or 

at most a touch of pale yellow, a l t e r n a t e s w i t h complete t r a n s ­

parency- The negation of colour i t s e l f r e f l e c t s the state of 

e x i l e , the f r a g i l e world of glass at the c r i t i c a l translucent 

point of juncture between earth and sea, expressed w i t h b r i l l i a n t 

p r e c i s i o n l a t e r i n the poem i n the image of " l e pur n a u t i l e des 

eaux l i b r e s " ( I V ) . The t h i n s k i r t of the n a u t i l u s mollusc i s 

as transparent as the edge of the sea washing the shore. I n 

the l i n e s from canto I , then, every aspect of the p i c t u r e i s 
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r i g h t : the de l i c a t e balance between two worlds, the colourless 

sta t e of the e x i l e , the insecure sand on which he may t r y t o 

b u i l d h i s f u t u r e , the exact poetic t r a n s c r i p t i o n of observed 

phenomena. One's responses are f u l l y s a t i s f i e d , but f o r the 

i n t e l l e c t at least there are f u r t h e r rewards. 

One of the n a t u r a l forms i n which gypsum occurs i s known 

as 'sw a l l o w - t a i l ' or 'arrow-head' gypsum, and i n French gypse 

f e r de lance. Two rhomboid c r y s t a l s are joined to suggest the 

shape, and whereas gypsum i n i t s powdered form i s white (as 

alabaster or pl a s t e r of Paris) , t h i s c r y s t a l l i n e made i s 

yellowish."*" The use of gypsum as an epit h e t f o r summer i s 

consequently more than j u s t i f i e d : even the colour i s no longer, 

by i m p l i c a t i o n , the white of alabaster but the yellowish t i n g e 

of arrow-head gypsum, and no longer matt but gleaming. A 

s l i g h t excursion out of the a l l too often closed world of 

l i t e r a t u r e , i n which Perse has refused to be imprisoned—Mon 
2 

nom n'appartient pas aux l e t t r e s — r e v e a l s something of h i s 

^"C'est l a macle de deux c r i s t a u x l e n t i c u l a i r e s qui produit 
l a v a r i e t e connue sous l e nom de f e r de lance; sa couleur est 
jaunatre" (Grand Larousse Encyclopedique, a r t . gypse). 

2 
Perse, " L e t t r e sur Jacques R i v i e r e , " NRF, 139, a v r i l 1925, ^55-
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breadth and depth of i n t e r e s t i n the world around him and the 

exactness of both his observation and n o t a t i o n i n t h i s superb 

t r a n s f e r r e d epithet."'" 

The word s e u i l recurs eight times i n E x i l alone. Leaving 

aside the occurrences of the word which have maritime connections, 

one f i n d s a close l i n k w i t h a shadowy but f o r c e f u l g i r l who 

reappears at d i f f e r e n t moments through the poem. Seen as a 

wandering courtesan haunting the poet's dreams and standing 

e n t i c i n g l y on the threshold, she comes to represent Poetry 

i t s e l f , a Romantic Muse f i g u r e who could say to Perse what 

Musset's v i s i o n said i n the "Nuit de decembre:" "Ami, je suis 

l a s o l i t u d e . " MacLeish in d i c a t e s the same i n t e r p r e t a t i o n : 

C e r t a i n l y when /Perse/ came to Washington, poetry 
was the l a s t t h i n g i n hi s mind. When, cautiously, I 
spoke to him at tha t time of the opportunity f o r h i s own 
work which the L i b r a r y could o f f e r , I was t o l d , almost 
harshly, t h a t there could be no thought, no p o s s i b i l i t y , 
of poetry again. But a l l t h i s i s explained, f o r those 
who have ears to hear, i n E x i l : "Que voulez-vous encore 
de moi, 6 s o u f f l e o r i g i n e l ? Et vous, que pensez-vous 
encore t i r e r de ma levre vivante..." There i s a small, 

Bachelard includes i n h i s "herbier mineralogique" t h i s 
very macle, though making a d i f f e r e n t association: "Sans doute, 
un beau gypse en f e r de lance nous f a i t songer a une f e u i l l e 
de l a s a g i t t a i r e " (La Terre et les reveries de l a volonte, p. 
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naked house on the long New Jersey beaches, faci n g east 
across the whole A t l a n t i c , where, i f I do not misread 
the poem, Perse faced not only his e x i l e from h i s country, 
but the demand upon him—the ancient and often silenced 
demand--of that one companion of hi s journey whom, of a l l 
companions, he could not leave behind. 

A continuation of the sentence quoted here from E x i l , I I I , w i l l 

show c l e a r l y how the insistence and persistence of poetry i s 

per s o n i f i e d : 

Et vous, que pensez-vous encore t i r e r de ma levre 
vivante, 

0 force errante sur mon s e u i l , 6 Mendiante dans nos 
voies et sur les traces du Prodigue ? 

The b e g g a r - g i r l w i l l allow the e x i l e no r e s p i t e , no time f o r 

self-commiseration or indulgence i n silence- He has t r i e d t o 

dismiss her, but she comes again and again i n the night to 

remind him of the almost sacred d u t y — t h a t i s , the i r r e s i s t i b l e 

u r g e — o f a poet to w r i t e : 

Et q u i done avant l'aube erre aux confins du monde 
avec ce c r i pour moi ? Quelle grande f i l l e repudiee s'en 

f u t au s i f f l e m e n t de l ' a i l e v i s i t e r d'autres s e u i l s ? . . . 
Partout-errante f u t son nom de courtisane chez l e s 

pre t r e s , aux grott e s vertes des S i b y l l e s , et l e matin sur 
notre s e u i l sut effacer l e s traces de pieds nus, parmi de 
saintes e c r i t u r e s . . . (IV) 

On the threshold of h i s temporary refuge, at the threshold of 

Archibald MacLeish, "Le Temps de l a louange," CP, X, 
117-118. 
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day, the poet l i e s i n wait on the threshold of poetry "pour 

l'echeance d'un mot pur" ( I V ) . Any doubt that t h i s courtesan 

i s the poet's Muse i s d i s p e l l e d when the f o l l o w i n g l i n e s , again 

from canto IV, are stood p a r a l l e l : 

Et l'epouse nocturne avant l'aurore reconduite... 
Et les poemes de l a n u i t avant l'aurore repudies. 

Her name, "Partout-errante" (IV) f i n d s a f u r t h e r echo i n the 

f i n a l section of the poem: 

... T a i s - t o i , f a i b l e s s e , et t o i , parfum d'epouse dans 
l a n u i t comme l'amande meme de l a n u i t . 

Partout errante sur les greves, partout errante sur 
les mers, t a i s - t o i , douceur, et t o i , presence greee d'ailes 
a hauteur de ma s e l l e . 

Je reprendrai ma course de Numide, longeant l a mer 
i n a l i e n a b l e . . . 

Applying faiblesse and douceur to his mother, mentioned e a r l i e r 

i n t h i s canto and l a t e r the dedicatee of that most poignant of 

the poems of e x i l e , Neiges, the second t o i i n e i t h e r case i s 

addressed to the Muse who shares h i s e x i l e . Any anger of g r i e f 

f e l t at the outset, expressed i n the image of the sun t o r t u r e d 

on the threshold, has been exorcised, and p r i n c i p a l l y through 

the very act of w r i t i n g . So a fresh s t a r t can be made, "et 

l a consigne est de laver l a p i e r r e de vos s e u i l s . . . " ( V I I ) . 

* 

I t seems improbable th a t the image of the threshold could 
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assume r i c h e r connotations, and yet, apart from i t s appearance 

as a t h i n g i n i t s e l f , i t s s i g n i f i c a n c e i s extended i n t o the 

realm of the metaphysical, l i n k e d c l o s e l y i n t h i s sense w i t h 

the i n c r e a s i n g l y i n s i s t e n t image of the sea-shore which under­

standably f i n d s i t s f u l l e s t expression i n Amers. I n Vents, 

apart from i t s mention i n the same terms as i n Anabase ("Au 

s e u i l d'un grand pays sans t i t r e n i devise, au s e u i l d'un grand 

pays de bronze v e r t . . . " Vents, I I , 2 ) , the i m p l i c a t i o n s are 

always associated w i t h the metaphysical, however much the image 

remains rooted i n concrete r e a l i t y . Introduced, s i g n i f i c a n t l y , 

by the mention of shamans ( s p e l t i n the Anglo-Saxon way, w i t h an 

i n i t i a l s, to designate perhaps the American Indian rather than 

the Asian medicine-men, though t h i s s p e l l i n g i s a v a r i a n t form 

i n French, and nearer the Sanskrit r o o t ) , we read of the winds 

smelling of f i r e s on i n v i s i b l e thresholds. 
Les vallees mortes, a grands c r i s , s ' e v e i l l e n t dans 

les gorges, s ' e v e i l l e n t et fument a nouveau sur l e u r s l i t s 
de shamans I 

Les vents sentent l e s feux sur d * i n v i s i b l e s s e u i l s . 
( I I , 5) 

Besides the idea of v a l l e y s awakening, suggesting dawn, there 

are f u r t h e r echoes here o£ that p a r t i c u l a r "in-between" s t a t e 

of things we have already seen associated w i t h the threshold. 

The dust r i s i n g from dried-up valleys i s equated w i t h the heat-
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haze r i s i n g from the beach i n E x i l , I , and the notion of 

d i v i n i t y echoed i n those e c s t a t i c mediators between men and 

gods, the shamans. But here the thresholds are i n v i s i b l e : 

geographically, they are d i s t a n t , but they are also gateways 

t o a v i s i o n a r y , metaphysical world which i s not a v a i l a b l e to 

human s i g h t . Whŝ t the shamans do f o r others, the threshold 

does f o r Perse. Later references i n Vents i n d i c a t e t h i s as the 

meaning the poet i s d r i v i n g a t . 

Et l'ausculteur du Prince d e f a i l l e sur son oule--
comme l e v i s i o n n a i r e au s e u i l de sa v i s i o n . ( u i " 2) 

And again, a f t e r a splendid passage to which we s h a l l have to 

r e t u r n about the poet's own p o s i t i o n and f u n c t i o n : 

Tu te reveleras, c h i f f r e perdu!... Que t r o p d'attente 
n ' a i l l e enerver 

L'usage de notre oule! n u l l e impurete s o u i l l e r l e 
s e u i l de l a v i s i o n ! . . . ( I l l 6) 

These are s t i l l , necessarily and understandably, l i n k e d w i t h 

the poet. Indeed the poem continues: "Et l e Poete encore est 

avec nous, parmi l e s horames de son temps, habite de son rnal..." 

But the language has become more abstract than before, and the 

poet has time to speculate beyond the immediate requirements 

of everyday existence. Where these speculations take place, 

and where Perse makes poetry both of them and of the r e a l i t i e s 
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of h i s environment i s again the threshold, i n i t s guise as 

the beach: "Lieu du propos: toutes greves de ce monde" ( I I I , 

6). The choice of t h i s place of ambiguity par excellence 

could not be stated more emphatically, and i n Amers the theme 

i s t o recur so i n s i s t e n t l y that no doubt can remain as to i t s 

importance. The poet, "l'homme parlant dans 1•equivoque," 

recognises the fundamental d u a l i t y of human nature, but rather 

than separating o f f the two components, allows the whole to 

stand i n ambiguity. 

I t would be wrong, however, to suggest th a t Perse 

should be viewed as a philosopher rather than as a poet. The 

c l a r i t y of the threshold image throughout Perse's work acts as 

a c o r r e c t i v e to any such tendency, with v,the d i a l e c t i c presented 

i n concrete terms, but i t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to see Bachelard, 

philosopher of poetry, dwelling on what he c a l l s " l a d i a l e c t i q u e 

du dehors et du dedans" and s t a t i n g that "l'homme est l ' e t r e 

e ntr' ouvert. ""*" With h i s comments on the door we come f u l l 

c i r c l e and echo the notations of anthropologists: 

Bachelard, La Poetique de l'espace (Paris 196*0 , pp. 191-
20? (see esp. pp. 200-201). 



191 

Pourquoi ne pas s e n t i r que dans l a porte est incarne 
un p e t i t dieu du s e u i l ? F a u t - i l a l l e r jusqu'a un l o i n t a i n 
passe, un passe qui n'est pas l e notre, pour s a c r a l i s e r l e 
s e u i l ?1 

With a sure poetic i n s t i n c t , Perse focuses a t t e n t i o n through 

the image of the threshold on an ex p l o r a t i o n of the fundamental 

d i a l e c t i c of the human co n d i t i o n . 

* 

The various aspects of the threshold, from the doorstep t o 

the shore, and from there to the threshold of the other world, 

receive i n Amers t h e i r f u l l e s t and clearest expression. The 

i n t r i c a t e i n t e r a c t i o n of the various aspects i n E x i l i s under­

standably teased out i n the l a t e r epic, and the metaphysical 

facet i s developed more f u l l y . 

Perse's long-standing love of the sea shows throughout h i s 

work. I n the e a r l i e s t of h i s published poems, Images a Crusoe, 

dating from 190A-, the o r i g i n a l version of part of the opening 

poem, l a t e r c a l l e d "Les Cloches," runs: 

Tu pleurals de songer aux b r i s a n t s sous l a lune; 
aux sonorites du c i e l vide; aux musiques etranges qui 
naissent et s'assourdissent dans l e temple clos des 

Bachelard, i b i d . , p. 200. 
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o r e i l l e s s o l i t a i r e s , 
semblables aux cercles enchaines que sont l e s ondes 

d'une conque, ou a 1 ' a m p l i f i c a t i o n de clameurs sous l a mer. 

At some time between 1911 and 1925 amendments were made to the 

t e x t , one of which can only serve to underline the importance 

of the threshold image: the phrase "aux sonorites du c i e l v ide" 

makes way, i n the d e f i n i t i v e e d i t i o n , f o r "aux s i f f l e m e n t s de 

r i v e s plus l o i n t a i n e s . " 

The c h i l d ' s early acquaintance with the sea and ships 

developed i n t o a love of s a i l i n g and swimming, w i t h a l l t h e i r 

associations of s p a t i a l s o l i t u d e and sensuous well-being, such 

as the young men experience when bathing naked before t h e i r 

Queen i n the R e c i t a t i o n a l'eloge d'une Reine. Perse has 

contrived t o have a pied a t e r r e overlooking the sea at most 

times during his l i f e , so that the very doorstep of h i s house 

coincides as i t were w i t h the edge of the sea. The same i s 

true of the l o v e r s ' house i n Amers: "La p i e r r e du s e u i l est au 

t r a v e r s du s e u i l , et l a mer au-dela de l a p i e r r e du s e u i l " 

(Strophe, IX, 5 - ! ) • The sea i s immediately beyond the 

^NRF, aout 1909» 22; changed i n o r i g i n a l e d i t i o n (Paris 
1911): "dans l e temple c l o s " reads "sous l e temps c l o s " . See 
also Michel Dassonville, "Discret appendice a l a Poetique de 
St.-John Perse," Revue des&sciences humaines, 1131 janv.-mars 
196*f, 86. 
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threshold-stone, so close i n f a c t that s a l t spray lands on i t 

and around i t : "L'ondee de mer est sur l e carrelage et sur l a 

p i e r r e du s e u i l " ( i b i d . ) . The l o v e r s ' weapons l i n k beach and 

doorstep c l o s e l y by trembling beneath them both: "Tressaillement 

d'armes sous les sables et sous l a p i e r r e du s e u i l . . . " ( i b i d . , 

6 - 1). The whole drama of l o v i n g i s played out on the 

threshold, which becomes at times a synecdoche f o r the house 

i t s e l f . The loved one expresses her f e a r s : "0 face aimante, 

l o i n du s e u i l . . . Ou combats-tu s i l o i n que je n'y sois ?" ( i b i d . ) . 

And the lover r e p l i e s w i t h meagre comfort: "... Amies! j ' a i 

t a n t reve de mer sur tous nos l i t s d'amants! et s i longtemps 

l ' I n t r u s e a sur nos s e u i l s t r a i n e sa robe d'etrangere" ( i b i d . , 

6 - 2 ) . Salvation c l e a r l y l i e s w i t h the sea: "Et t o i , t u 

nous assisteras contre l a n u i t des homines, lave splendide a 

notre s e u i l , 6 Mer ouverte au t r i p l e drame" (Choeur, 2 ) . The 

I n t r u d e r i s the sea and poetry, breaking i n on the t r i p l e human 

drama of b i r t h , copulation and death. Clearly the i n v i t a t i o n 

t o look beyond the immediate l i m i t a t i o n s of the human c o n d i t i o n 

i s accepted; the conjunction of the physical and the s p i r i t u a l 

i s both stated and explored: "La p i e r r e du s e u i l se couvre 

d'arborescences pales, de presages" (Strophe, IX, 5 - 1 ) . I t 

i s love i t s e l f , desire and passion, which i s the maieutic force 
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c r e a t i n g the very need i n man to look f o r something beyond: 

"0 passion, voie royale . . . ! Desir, desir . . . 0 t o i q u i 

f a i s c r i e r au l o i n l e sable sur d * i n v i s i b l e s s e u i l s " (Strophe, 

IX, k - 2). And 1 ove i t s e l f i s seen as sharing the ambiguous 

q u a l i t i e s associated w i t h the threshold: the poet l i n k s Eros 

and Janus i n his benediction to d i s p e l any doubt: "Bonne course 

a vos pas, d i v i n i t e s du s e u i l et de l'alcove" (Strophe, V). 

Even t h i s , however, i s not r e s t r i c t e d to a s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d 

image r e l a t i o n s h i p . The cosmic overtones of love-making are 

expressed, and t h i s i s i n c r e a s i n g l y the case as the poem 

progresses, so that the elemental q u a l i t i e s of a creation myth 

are made apparent. Land and sea couple at t h e i r point of 

junc t u r e , at the "region critique.""'" Perse i s r e s t a t i n g one 

of the basic myths, and f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h almost any creation 

myth on the part of the reader w i l l e l i c i t echoes i n the poet's 

work. He himself mentions i n his poetry Ea, Cain and Baal, 

a l l of them connected w i t h various Middle Eastern cr e a t i o n myths 

i n which water or slime i s the o r i g i n a l chaotic element from 

which Order was created. 

''"Paul Valery, " I n s p i r a t i o n s mediterraneennes: Nage" i n 
Oeuvres (Bibliotheque de l a Pleiade), I , 1091. 
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Blessure ouverte au flanc t e r r e s t r e pour 1 ' i n t r u s i o n 
sacree, dechirement de notre n u i t et resplendissement de 
1 ' a u t r e — p i e r r e du s e u i l lavee d'amour et l i e u t e r r i b l e 
de l a desecration! f n, -,\ 

(Choeur, 3) 

On the threshold of the unknown, one's frequent recourse i s 

t o the s o r t of basic t a l e of one's ancestors t h a t c r e a t i o n 

myths represent: "Au s e u i l d'un s i grand Ordre ou l'Aveugle 

o f f i c i e , nous nous sommes v o i l e l a face du songe de nos peres" 

(Strophe, I V ) . Order, w i t h a c a p i t a l , i s of prime importance 

f o r Perse who i s himself consciously c r e a t i n g order of a high 

degree out of the disparate data the world presents. Hence 

the importance of the cry: "Seuil de l a connaissance! avant-

s e u i l de 1'eclat!..." ( i b i d . , I I ) . 

The e c l a t , a c e n t r a l word i n Perse's vocabulary, i s a 

symbol of the quasi-divine i n s i g h t or i n t u i t i o n , l y i n g somewhere 

beyond the mere knowledge of things and f a c t s , which opens the 

door f o r him to understanding and so to poetry, the sublimation 

of data. A greater sense of order i s implied than i s t r a d i t i o n ­

a l l y the case w i t h i n s p i r a t i o n , however- "Nous franchissons 

e n f i n l e v e r t r o y a l du S e u i l ; et f a i s a n t plus que de rever, 

nous te foulons, fable d i v i n e ! . . . " (Choeur, 2). The d i v i n e 

fable i s trodden underfoot because Perse has managed to r e - t e l l 
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i t s t a r t i n g from purely human and m a t e r i a l data. His mythology 

i s as i n t e n s e l y anthropomorphic as tha t of the Greeks, w i t h the 

di f f e r e n c e t h a t the objects with which toe s t a r t s r e t a i n t h e i r 

complete i n d i v i d u a l i t y and honour as o b j e c t s . 1 The question 

posed by the P a t r i c i a n women, echoing so many s i m i l a r questions 
2 

throughout Perse's work, "Ou v i n t l a chose a nous manquer, et 

l e s e u i l quel e s t - i l que nous n'avons foule ?" (Strophe, I V ) , i s 

to receive an answer to i t s second part at le a s t i n the course 

of the poem. Taken quit e l i t e r a l l y , w i t h " l a chose" i n i t s 

generic and general sense of 'things', the poem also attempts 

an answer to the f i r s t p a r t , and to discover at what point 

"things f a l l apart." 

That poin t i s the threshold, where one stands, l i k e the 

sea, "au s e u i l d'une autre Immensite..." (Choaur , k). To a 

I n t h i s Perse a n t i c i p a t e s the t h e o r e t i c i a n s of the nouveau 
roman: "Si j e d i s : 'Le monde c'est l'homme,' j ' o b t i e n d r a i toujours 
1'absolution; tandis que s i j e d i s : 'les choses sont l e s choses, 
et l'homme n'est que l'homme,' j e suis a u s s i t o t reconnu coupable 
de crime contre l'humanite." (Alain Robbe-Grillet, Pour un 
nouveau roman (Paris 1963), p. V?). 

2 
Cf "Sinon l'enfance qu'y a v a i t - i l a l o r s q u ' i l n'y a p l u s ? " 

(Pour f e t e r une enfance, I I I ) ; "Que m'a donne ce monde que ce 
mouvement d'herbes ?" (Anabase, V I I I ) ; "Mais qu'est-ce l a , .oh, 
qu-est-ce en toutes choses qui soudain f a i t defaut ?" ( E x i l , V); 
"Et qu'est-ce l a qui m'est r a v i ?" (Vents, I I , 5) » etc. 
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f u r t h e r question, e s s e n t i a l l y r h e t o r i c a l , the answer implied 

i s s i m i l a r : "Est-ce t o i , fumee du s e u i l , qui de toi-meme montes 

en nous comme 1'esprit sacre du v i n ?" (Choeur, 2). This i s an 

echo of "cette grande chose sourde par l e monde et qui s'accrolt 

soudain comme une e b r i e t e " from E x i l , I I I . " I I faut etre 

toujours i v r e , " perhaps, but Perse i s more Apollonian, wishing 

to give coherence and st r u c t u r e to h i s heady v i s i o n . And yet 

beyond the p o s s i b i l i t y of order comes a point where a metaphysical 

fervour which can only be ca l l e d Dionysiac overcomes him: 

Et au-dela s'ouvre l a Mer etrangere, au s o r t i r des 
d e t r o i t s , qui n'est plus mer de tacheron, mais s e u i l 
majeur du plus grand Orbe et s e u i l insigne du plus grand 
Age, oil l e p i l o t e est congedie—Mer ouverture du monde 
d ' i n t e r d i t , sur 1'autre face de nos songesI ah, comme 
l'outrepas du songe, et l e songe meme qu'on n'osa!... 

(Choeur, 3) 

A l l the elements have been scrupulously prepared i n the course 

of the poem: the fisherman has approached and passed through 

s t r a i t s reminiscent of the Symplegades, and the p i l o t , associated 

w i t h the l o v e r , has played h i s p a r t . The image of the f a r 

side of the dream s t a r t e d w i t h the face of the loved one f o r ­

bidden t o the lover l i k e the f a r side of s a t e l l i t e moons ( f o r 

the poem dates from a decade before the f i r s t photographs of 

our moon's f a r s i d e ) : f o r man on earth, only a h a l f can be 
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known at any one time whether of faces or moons, but the poet 

somehow manages to t u r n the spheres and see the forbidden face: 

"Aux c l a r t e s d'iode et de s e l n o i r du songe mediateur, . . . l a 

face, soudain, du monde revele dont nous ne l i r o n s plus 1*avers" 

( Choeur, 2 ) . Once the l i g h t i s seen, there i s no t u r n i n g back. 1 

* 

Chronique continues the metaphysical speculation on the 

"mer d'outremer et d'outresonge," and i t i s scarcely s u r p r i s i n g 

to f i n d the threshold image re t a i n e d : 

Une autre mer au l o i n s'eleve: . . . t r e s haut s e u i l 
en flamme a 1*horizon des hommes de toujours. 

This almost apocalyptic v i s i o n , reminiscent i n some aspects of 

c e r t a i n s u r r e a l i s t p a i n t i n g s , i s true t o the mystical expressions 

which speculation on death provokes. "Nous vivons d•outre«*mort, 
2 

et de mort meme vivrons-nous." I f f l i g h t s of t h i s s o r t or 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n s i n t o the things of t h i s world and the nature of 

human r e l a t i o n s h i p s , i n c l u d i n g that,:most c e n t r a l , of man w i t h 

"̂ Cf Bachelard fs discussion of "l'envers de l a face" i n 
L'Air et l e s songes, pp. 16-17• 

2 
Cf St. John of the Cross, "Coplas del alma que pena por 

ver a Dios." 
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himself, were not so f i r m l y rooted i n such a m a t e r i a l object 

as a doorstep, not only would proportion and human relevance 

be l o s t or tend to be l o s t , but there would also be a danger 

of l o s i n g the poetry. Perse guards scrupulously against 

a b s t r a c t i o n . The threshold allows him to range i n t o the 

supremely f a s c i n a t i n g world of ambiguity, and use i t as a 

springboard, sublimating the image i n t o the realms of t h i s 

world and the other, the un i v e r s a l and the metaphysical. 

What must also be cle a r , however, i s that there i s no 

neat one-to-one r e l a t i o n s h i p between a p a r t i c u l a r poem and a 

p a r t i c u l a r theme: as we have already seen, the threshold i s 

not r e s t r i c t e d to E x i l , and the sea-shore stretches w e l l beyond 

Amers. This i s not to deny development. However much one 

may see seeds of Perse's s t y l e and imagery i n the e a r l i e s t 

published work, and see the same f o r c e f u l guiding hand behind 

a l l the poems, a development i s s i m i l a r l y clear. Again i t i s 

a gradual move away from the s p e c i f i c preoccupation w i t h the 

phy s i c a l , through broader connotations of the m a t e r i a l image, 

towards a gesture of speculation on the metyphysical. I t i s 

a s h i f t i n emphasis rather than of subject, which remains 

e s s e n t i a l l y grounded i n t h i s world. 

* 
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Early suggestions of an i n t e r e s t i n the in-between states 

on which Perse was to b u i l d so much o f f e r only i n retrospect a 

basis f o r wider a p p l i c a t i o n . Reading Eloges, f o r example, the 

immediate rea c t i o n i s to the physical and sensual q u a l i t i e s : 

Des enfants courent aux rivages! des chevaux courent 
aux rivages! et l e nageur 

a une jambe en eau tiede mais 1'autre pese dans un 
courant f r a i s . (XVI) 

The plenitude of land and s o l i t u d e of the sea are posited 

e x p l i c i t l y , without the poet delving i n t o the nature and 

im p l i c a t i o n s of t h e i r point of meeting. 

... Or ces eaux calmes sont de l a i t 
et t o u t ce qui s'epanche aux solitudes molles du 

matin. 
Le pont lave, avant l e j o u r , d'une eau p a r e i l l e en 

songe au melange de l'aube, f a i t une b e l l e r e l a t i o n du 
c i e l . ( y ) 

Such halcyon expanses of p u r i t y stand i n opposition t o the 

"vegetales ferveurs" of the poet's t r o p i c a l i s l a n d home. 

Les crabes ont devore tout un arbre a f r u i t s mous. 
Un autre est p l e i n de c i c a t r i c e s , ses f l e u r s poussaient, 
succulentes, au tronc. Et un autre, on ne peut l e toucher 
de l a main, comme on prend a temoin, sans q u ' i l pleuve 
a u s s i t o t de ces mouches, couleurs!... (IV) 

The b r i l l i a n t colours i n both l i g h t and shade r e f l e c t e d the 

c h i l d ' s clear-cut ideas, brought up w i t h a sure sense of 

hierarchy and p r o p r i e t y i n a l l things: "Et tout n ' e t a i t que 
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regnes et confins de lueurs" (Pour f e t e r une enfance, I I I & I V ) . 

One sees a poetic p a r a l l e l to the b r i g h t , often unshaded colours 

i n the t r o p i c a l canvasses of Gauguin (whose work Perse c e r t a i n l y 

knew from 1905 since h i s f r i e n d at Bordeaux, Gabriel Frizeau, 

then owned the great canvas "D'ou venons-nous? Qui sommes-nous? 

Ou allons-nous ?" of 1898), or i n those of the Douahier Rousseau. 

But there i s also a s i m i l a r i t y i n t h e i r sense of two-dimensional 

m a s s — t h e i r expanses of green, blue or ochre. 

The idea of the door i s s i m i l a r l y not expanded or f u l l y 

developed u n t i l l a t e r work. I f the c h i l d has an i n s t i n c t i v e 

l i k i n g f o r the doorstep (and how often c h i l d r e n seem to concen­

t r a t e t h e i r a c t i v i t i e s at t h i s point midway between safety and 

adventure)—"Et 1'enfant veut qu'on l e peigne srur l e pas de l a 

porte" (Eloges, X V I I ) — i t i s E x i l t h a t brings us face t o face 

w i t h i t s f u l l poetic s i g n i f i c a n c e . I t i s E x i l too, as we have 

seen, tha t s p e c i f i e s and elaborates upon the conjunction of 

threshold and beach. One passage, purposely l e f t aside from 

the e a r l i e r discussion, can now serve to i n d i c a t e , through i t s 

very complexity, the l i n k s between the various aspects of the 

image. 

... Plus haute, chaque n u i t , cette clameur muette 
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sur mon s e u i l , plus haute, chaque n u i t , cette levee de 
siecl e s sous l ' e c a i l l e , 

Et, sur toutes greves de ce monde, un lambe plus 
farouche a n o u r r i r de mon e t r e ! . . . 

Tant de hauteur n'epuisera l a r i v e accore de ton 
s e u i l , 6 Saisisseur de glaives a l'aurore, 

0 Manieur d'aigles par leurs angles, et Nourrisseur 
des f i l l e s l es plus aigres sous l a plume de f e r ! 

( E x i l , I I I ) 

Certain elements of these very involved l i n e s have already 

been discussed."'" The s i l e n t clamour i s e s s e n t i a l l y the 

i n s i s t e n t demand of the Muse. The stanzas w i t h i n quotation 

marks i n t h i s canto ( i n c l u d i n g the above passage) are a l l the 

voice of "mon f r e r e l e poete." Much of the imagery i s drawn 

from w r i t i n g poetry: the repeated "clameur" evokes i n t u r n 

"un gonflement de levres sur l a naissance des grands L i v r e s , " 

"une seule et longue phrase sans cesure a jamais i n i n t e l l i g i b l e , " 

"les stances de l ' e x i l " and here "un xambe plus farouche a 

n o u r r i r de mon e t r e . " The e x i l e ' s i n t r o d u c t o r y words are, 

quite l o g i c a l l y , the clue to the threshold/beach image of the 

passage: "Et soudain to u t m'est force et presence, ou fume 

encore l e theme du neant." 

One i s immediately reminded of the data of the poem, of 

the barren beach and the nothingness from which the poem i s 

See above, pp. ̂ 0-^2. 
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composed, w i t h the f u l l support of verbal echoes i n both "fumee" 

and "neant": 

J ' e l i s un l i e u f l a g r a n t et nu l comme l'ossuaire des 
saisons, 

Et, sur toutes greves de ce monde, 1'esprit du dieu 
fumant deserte sa couche d'amiante-

Ma g l o i r e est sur les sables I ma g l o i r e est sur le s 
sables!... Et ce n'est point e r r e r , 6 Peregrin, 

Que de convoiter l ' a i r e l a plus nue pour assembler 
aux syrtes de l ' e x i l un grand poeme ne de r i e n , un grand 
poeme f a i t de r i e n . . . 

J ' ai fonde sur l'abime et l'embrun et l a fumee des 
sables. ( I I ) 

No doubt can remain that i t i s on the sh o r e — t h e t h r e s h o l d — o f 

the New World, though e s s e n t i a l l y on any shore i n the world, 

th a t Perse can construct h i s poem out of the very quicksand 

ambivalence of the s i t e . 

The second p a i r of versets of the passage under consideration 

presents f u r t h e r d i f f i c u l t i e s . The clamour i s said to r i s e 

higher each n i g h t , and so to get louder, but i t s r e l a t i o n to 

what fol l o w s i s d i f f i c u l t to fathom. What can be affirmed 

w i t h a f a i r degree of assurance i s tha t the "Saisisseur . . . 

Manieur . . . et Nourrisseur" i s the sun. Apart from the 

v i s u a l e f f e c t of the sun's rays at dawn and t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l 

designation as swords—the word shafts i n English i s a p a r a l l e l 
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example of what Emerson c a l l e d " f o s s i l p o e t r y " — a phrase from 

Amers dispels a l l doubt: "avant l'aurore et les glaives du 

j o u r " (Strophe, IX, 6 - 1 ) . S a i l l e t guessed th a t the subsequent 

phrase derived from Perse's reading of the Egyptian Book of the 

Dead, but the poet denied knowledge of i t . 1 Others have drawn 

l e g i t i m a t e a t t e n t i o n to the i n t e r p l a y of sound i n the words 

" a i g l e s , " "angles" and "aigres," but Perse i s not a poet to 

play emptily with sounds f o r t h e i r own sake. 

The eagle i s t r a d i t i o n a l l y associated w i t h the sun, and 

the Manieur may be assimilated w i t h the Saisisseur by t h e i r 

f u n c t i o n . From t h i s a circus image i s revealed, and continues 

i n the Nourrisseur. So, w i t h the double meaning of both cirque 

and arene i n mind, an e a r l i e r l i n e i s perhaps r e c a l l e d — " J ' e p i e 

au cirque l e plus vaste l'elancement des signes les plus f a s t e s " 

( I I ) — a n d a l a t e r one p r e f i g u r e d — " e t sur 1'arene sans violence, 

l ' e x i l et ses cles pures" (V). An analysis of such m a t e r i a l 

necessarily gives an unfortunate impression of ingenious 

contrivance. The poet, w i t h t h i s major theme of " l a r i v e 

accore de ton s e u i l " i n mind as a springboard f o r the imagery, 

S a i l l e t , Saint-John Perse..., p. 108. 
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would have made the analogies and necessary c r o s s - f e r t i l i s a t i o n 

without the s l i g h t e s t d i f f i c u l t y . Apollo, the Sun-god, i s 

seen as the ring-master of dawn: "Toute chose a n a i t r e s ' h o r r i p i l e 

a 1*orient du monde, toute chose naissante exulte aux premiers 

feux du j o u r ! 1 1 ( I I I ) . C a i l l o i s has shown'* how the second h a l f 

of t h i s verset develops the f i r s t t o give a splendid sense of 

day breaking, and f o r Perse the word o r i e n t r e t a i n s i t s f u l l 

L a t i n force t o emphasise the sun's r i s i n g . But the c e n t r a l 

issue of the meaning of hauteur has s t i l l t o be tackled. 

One should consider what the eye sees. From sea-level, 

the poet looks eastwards over the A t l a n t i c towards the r i s i n g 

sun. Behind him l i e the dunes, before him the sharply l i t 

l i n e of the horizon. Thinking of an image i n Pl u i e s , I , " l a 

reponse des hautes dunes a l'etagement des mers," which r e c a l l s 

Rimbaud's "et l'on t i r a l e s barques vers l a mer etagee la-haut 

comme sur l e s gravures,"^* we are reminded th a t the h o r i z o n t a l 

expanses of the sea are t r a n s l a t e d i n p a i n t i n g on to a v e r t i c a l 

plane. The sea becomes v e r t i c a l on the human r e t i n a : 

Rimbaud, "Apres l e deluge" i n Les I l l u m i n a t i o n s , Qeuvres 
completes (Bibliotheque de l a Pleiade), p. 175• Rimbaud also 
uses the word o r i e n t s t r o n g l y i n "Mystique" ( i b i d . , p. 195)• 
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Retine ouverte au plus grand cirque; et l'ame 
avide de son risque... V o i c i l a chose vaste en Ouest, 
et sa fraicheur d'abime sur nos faces. 

This l i n e from Chronique, 6, has the poet facing no longer 

east but west, but the echo i s nonetheless clear- Once the 

v e r t i c a l i t y of the sea can be established, the d i f f i c u l t y i s 

a l l but resolved: the horizon i s an immense doorstep f o r the 

sun, and the poet's Muse can never hope to compete w i t h the 

height of an u t t e r l y cosmic threshold or express f u l l y the 

sun and everything under i t . H istory and a r t merely lap 

against the doorstep of such t o t a l powers as the sun and the 

sea. And yet the Muse s t i l l i n s i s t s : "Tu ne te t a i r a s p o i n t , 

clameur! que je n'aie depouille sur l e s sables toute allegeance 

humaine" ( E x i l , I I I ) . While the poet i s a l i v e , the voice of 

poetry w i l l not be silenced. The impulse towards the d e i f i c a t i o n 

of poetry, a l u r e f o r any w r i t e r , i s both a danger—which Perse*s 

detractors have seized on 1—and a motivation f o r supreme a r t i s t r y . 

Both E x i l and Amers are played out at the edge of the sea, 

and both derive much of t h e i r c e n t r a l imagery from the f a c t . 

But i n most of the other poems too the c r i t i c a l shore i s 

^See e.g. Michel Maxence, "Saint-John Perse ou l a t e n t a t i o n 
de l a deraesure," Tel Quel, 4, hiver 196l, 57-6^-
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mentioned or i t s equivalent proposed. I f i t s t a r t s e s s e n t i a l l y 

as an expression of l a poesie des departs w i t h which Perse was 

to sympathise so much i n the form given i t by Valery Larbaud, 

i t d i d not remain at that stage. The nomadic nature of man's 

s p i r i t means that we are always i n a state of e x i l e , and none 

more so than the man who uses h i s f a c u l t i e s to the f u l l , since 

he i s more f u l l y receptive to the preoent and also more acutely 

aware of h i s u n f u l f i l l e d p o t e n t i a l . 

Vents, although b a s i c a l l y set i n l a n d l i k e Anabase, shows 

that Perse remains perpetually aware of the sea-shore's importance. 

" I c i l a greve et l a suture" (IV, 2), f o r example, i s clipped 

and f o r c e f u l . The mighty forces of the winds "disposaient, 

sur toutes greves, des grands desastres i n t e l l e c t u e l s " ( I , 3)« 

But i t i s a corresponding i n l a n d image, that of slopes down 

e i t h e r side of a c e n t r a l watershed, which takes over the 

ambiguous p o s i t i o n of the sea-shore. We have "tous les 

versants o f f e r t s au vent qui passe" ( I I , 2), and "les etagements 

gradues de ce versant du monde" (IV, 2) which support a passage 

fre q u e n t l y quoted as a guide to Perse's poetic: 

-- Textes recus en langage c l a i r ! versions donnees 
sur deux versants! 

0 Poete, 6 b i l i n g u e , entre toutes choses bisaigues, 
et toi-meme l i t i g e entre toutes choses litigieuses—homme 
a s s a i l l i du dieu! homme parlant dans 1'equivoque !... 

( I I , 6) 
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The poet's own p o s i t i o n i s c l e a r l y a l l i e d to t h a t of the 

special intercourse of land and sea, or of any equivalent image 

evoking ambiguity, i n s e c u r i t y and at the same time c r e a t i v i t y , 

poetry being born of the conjunction of such forces, i n themselves 

nothing, but being sublimated through the a r t of words. The 

r e f r a i n from Pluies pinpoints the r e l a t i o n s h i p : "l'ecume aux 

levres du poeme." ("Et ne l ' a i - j e pas d i t ? l e s e c r i t u r e s aussi 

evolueront. -- Lieu du propos: toutes greves de ce monde," 

Vents, I I I , 6). He as poet i s creat i v e mediator- I t i s 

understandable that one of a poet's main preoccupations should 

be w i t h the nature of poetry and of words, and w i t h the mystery 

of c r e a t i o n . Perse's concern l i e s almost constantly j u s t below 

the surface. For cre a t i n g order i s man's highest f u n c t i o n , 

i n h is eyes, and at l e a s t a worthy occupation not only f o r the 

poet but f o r any human being. 

In consequence our i n v e s t i g a t i o n w i l l a utomatically t u r n 

to t h i s c e n t r a l question, but f o r the moment we must r e t u r n t o 

"les t r e s longuesplages renouvelees." I t i s clear t h a t the 

beach does not have the same value i n E x i l as i n Amers. The 

sense of deprivation and nudity a f t e r s u f f e r i n g p o l i t i c a l e x i l e 

i s reversed i n the richness of love. And yet w i t h the foregoing 
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argument i n mind, i t can be seen how the point of maximum 

precariousness may become that of greatest f u l f i l m e n t . "The 

a r i s t o c r a t of the present age i s a deracine. 

* 

The beach i n E x i l i s a place f o r s t r i p p i n g , both p h y s i c a l l y 

and s p i r i t u a l l y : 

Comme c e l u i qui se devet a l a vue de l a mer, . . . 
Les Mains plus nues qu'a ma naissance et l a levre 

plus l i b r e , . . . 
Me v o i c i r e s t i t u e a ma r i v e natale... I I n'est 

d ' h i s t o i r e que de l'ame, i l n'est d'aisance que de l'ame. 
(V) 

E x i l e has as i t s key words p u r i t y , n u l l i t y and nudity, and as 

i t s p i v o t a l image the deserted beach. There i s , however, the 

resourcefulness of the experienced man, " l e grain seme sur l a 

cote deserte pour l e voyage de r e t o u r . . . " (Amers, Strophe, IX, 

5 - 2 ) . With a sure sense of hierarchy the poet w r i t e s : "Oil 

vont les sables a l e u r chant s'en vont les Princes de l ' e x i l " 

( E x i l , I I ) - And he turns the tables on e x i l e by the s e l f -

i n f l i c t e d command: "Honore, 6 Prince, ton e x i l ! " ( E x i l , I I I ) . 

I f there are high passions on the sands of e x i l e , then the 

poet must express them. While one can sympathise w i t h the 

Hr. H. Auden, "A Song of L i f e ' s Power to Renew," The New 
York Times Book Review, 27 July 1958, 1. 
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poet having "no thought, no p o s s i b i l i t y , of poetry again" at 

the moment of c r i s i s , i t i s evident that h i s very i n t e g r i t y 

demanded i t of him once a m a t e r i a l and psychological r e a d j u s t ­

ment had taken place. E x i l describes the very b i r t h of t h i s 

new awareness, b u i l d i n g poetry afresh on t h a t paradoxically 

surest of foundations--sand. "Je reprendrai ma course de 

Numide, longeant l a mer i n a l i e n a b l e " ( E x i l , V I I ) . 

The extension of t h i s newly found p o s i t i v e aspect of the 

sea-shore as the threshold to new v i s t a s of plenitude can w e l l 

be seen by reference to Amers. The m u l t i p l i c i t y of connotation 

i n the t i t l e i t s e l f suggests t h a t of the poem: apart from the 

"Seamarks" of the t r a n s l a t e d t i t l e , there are echoes of b i t t e r 

g a l l , of "amour" (sometimes s p e l t amer i n mediaeval French), 

and of "mer" i t s e l f . From the poem, w i t h i t s c e n t r a l imagery 

r e v o l v i n g around the sea and love, the t i t l e could be a crossing 

of mer w i t h amour. I t i s t y p i c a l of Perse that an a c t u a l word 

w i t h even wider associations, and j u s t as appropriate, should 

have been used. But l u r k i n g also i s what Milosz c a l l e d "l'amer 

amour de 1'autre monde-" 

I f i n Perse parts of the body are applied to the shore 

(and i n the word cote both meanings coincide f o r another example 
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of " f o s s i l poetry" w a i t i n g to be unearthed), so the procedure 

can allow parts of the body to be designated i n terms of the 

shore. Not only, t h e r e f o r e , do we read "Etrange, 1'homme, 

sans rivage, pres de l a femme, r i v e r a i n e " (Amers, Strophe, IX, 

2 - 2 ) , but also "Tu sens les dunes immortelles et toutes r i v e s 

i n d i v i s e s ou tremble l e songe, pavot pale" ( i b i d . , 3 - 2 ) , and 

again "Et sur l a greve de mon corps, 1'homme ne de mer s'est 

allonge" ( i b i d . , 2 - 1). The union of sea and land i s mirrored 

i n t h a t of the l o v e r s , and again the image plays midwife to 

the metaphysical issue: "0 gout de l'ame t r e s f o r a i n e , nous 

d i r a s - t u l a r i v e que t u suis ?" ( i b i d . , 5 - 2 ) . The word 

foraine i s less connected here w i t h i t s o r i g i n s at the f o i r e 

than w i t h i t s use i n the expression rade f o r a i n e , or w i t h i t s 

L a t i n root foranus ' f o r e i g n 1 . The soul had e a r l i e r been 

associated w i t h the sea when i n E x i l , V I I , the poet's mother 

i s addressed: "6 t o i plus prompte a t r e s s a i l l i r sur 1'autre 

r i v e de son ame," but there the other shore of h i s soul was 

as much the sheer memory of the France and family he had had 

to leave. 

I n Amers the very opening of the Invocation throws us 

s t r a i g h t away on to other shores: "Et vous, Mers, q u i l i s i e z 
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dans de plus vastes songes . . . " The sense of b r i n g i n g to 

the brink—sometimes implying d i s a s t e r , sometimes f r u i t i o n — 

i s expressed i n "Ah! qu'un plus large mouvement des choses a 

l e u r r i v e , de toutes choses a l e u r r i v e et comme en d'autres 

mains, nous a l i e n a t e n f i n 1'antique Magicienne" (Amers, Strophe, 

I , * f ) . This constantly repeated notion of being on the verge 

of some marvellous discovery, whether of a rare plant or b i r d 

or of some mystical i n s i g h t , provides intense excitement, and 

captivates by i t s immense enthusiasm f o r l i f e i n a l l i t s forms. 

But one can understand that i t can be wearing, and sympathise 

w i t h the loved one's despairing question: 

Qui done es-tu, Maitre nouveau? Vers quoi tendu, 
ou je n'ai part ? et sur quel bord de l'ame te dressant ? 
• • • 

Comment aimer, d1amour de femme aimer, c e l u i pour 
qui n u l ne peut r i e n ? 

( i b i d . , IX, 6 - 1) 

The march of e a r t h l y phenomena down to the s e a — C i t i e s , 

Tragediennes, P a t r i c i a n women, i n f a c t "toute chose," on the 

earth's "incessante avancee de sa levre d ' a r g i l e " (Chronique, 

7 ) - - i s an act of homage performed not only "au bord des Grandes 

Eaux" but also "a l a l i m i t e de l'humain" i n every sense. And 

a c e r t a i n question mark s t i l l of necessity remains at the end 

of the poem: 
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Quelles f i l l e s noires et sanglantes vont sur l e s 
sables v i o l e n t s longeant l'effacement des choses? 

(Dedicace) 

Hence the necessary ambivalence of a c l o s i n g l i n e : 

— Nous qui mourrons peut-etre un jour disons 1*homme 
immortel au foyer de 1*instant* ( i b i d , ) 

On the threshold of e t e r n i t y , " l e doute s'eleve sur l a r e a l i t e 

des choses" (Anabase, I I I ) . Yet again there i s a s o r t of 

double-take on the r e l a t i o n s h i p between things and the sea: 

i f things pay homage or lemming-like disappear i n t o the primeval 

element, i t i s the sea, "elle-meme voyageuse," which allows 

things t o be appreciated f o r what they are: 

6 Mer pleniere c o n c i l i e e , 
Est-ce t o i , Nomade, qui nous passeras ce s o i r aux 

r i v e s du r e e l ? _ c\ 
(Choeur, 5) 

The sea i s i n i t s t u r n the threshold t o t h a t s o r t of "super-

r e a l i t y " i n which things play t h e i r p a r t , both as themselves 

and as images of metaphysical counterparts: 
Et au-dela s'ouvre l a Mer etrangere, . . . s e u i l 

majeur du plus grand Orbe et s e u i l insigne du plus grand 
A * e ' ( i b i d . , 5) 

Both s p a t i a l and temporal concepts are included i n a s o r t 

of "pan-time" partaking of both immensity and e t e r n i t y . Like 

Braque's painted b i r d s , a l l phenomena "emplissent l'espace 
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poetique de l'homme, portes d'un t r a i t r e e l jusqu'aux abords 

du s u r r e e l " (Oiseaux, 12). The t h i n g i t s e l f , "prise en son 

v i f et dans son t o u t , " i s respected f o r what i t i s . The 

maieutic of threshold and beach sharpens s e n s i t i v i t y so as to 

allow an o v e r - a l l appreciation of i t s s i g n i f i c a n c e . Only an 

attachment to concrete phenomena can permit any e x p l o r a t i o n of 

mystery and abs t r a c t i o n . 

* 

Not only i n space, but also i n time does Perse show a 

p r e d i l e c t i o n f o r the threshold of day and n i g h t , and again 

these are gradually assembled i n t o a broader conception of 

man standing on the verge of e t e r n i t y . Any mystical tendency 

which t h i s might suggest i s , as i n other f i e l d s , subordinate 

t o the physical bases of the idea. The mention of dawn or 

dusk comes so fre q u e n t l y t o 1 Perse's pen tha t elaboration seems 

scarcely necessary. What i s true of the s p a t i a l images i s 

also true of the temporal. 

Addressing the sea, Perse w r i t e s : "Tu vas, t u vas, 

1'Immense et Vaine, et f a i s l a roue au s e u i l d'une autre 

Immensite" (Amers, Choeur, A-).1 Fusing the two dimensions, 

The l i n e r e c a l l s " l ' a s t r e roue v i f sur l a p i e r r e du 
s e u i l " ( E x i l , I ) . 
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" l e s tambours de l ' e x i l e v e i l l e n t aux f r o n t i e r e s / l ' e t e r n i t e 

qui b a i l i e sur l e s s a b l e s " (Anabase, I ) . L a t e r , i n Oiseaux, 

10, Braque's birds act as mediators for the human being to 

s t r e t c h h i s whole being to i t s f u l l e s t extent, to f u l f i l 

himself as completely aspossible i n both space and time. And 

they f l y i n between sea and sky at the hie et nunc which i s 

Perse's key to i n f i n i t y , and the only one, i n h i s view, with 

which i t i s humanly possible to open the doors of perception: 

A mi-hauteur entre c i e l et mer, entre un amont et 
un a v a l d'eternite, i l s sont nos mediateurs, et tendent 
de tout l ' e t r e a l'etendue de l'etre...-*-

Jean-Pierre Richard, Onze etudes..., pp. 61-62, recognises 
the importance of 1 1 i n s t a n t i n Perse's work. He does not, 
however, connect i t with the idea of the threshold. 

The notion of the threshold, both s p a t i a l and temporal, 
has a l s o been studied i n r e l a t i o n to J u l i e n Green by Janine 
C a r r e l , L'Experience du s e u i l dans l'oeuvre de J u l i e n Green 
(Zurich 1968), where c e r t a i n observations are pertinent to the 
present study. "Pour qui se s i t u e au s e u i l i l y a done un 
mouvement de va-et-vient, un dynamisme perpetuel de l a vie 
s p i r i t u e l l e . " (p. 67). "Le moment p a r f a i t est l e point supreme 
de ce qu'on peut appeler l ' i t i n e r a i r e du s e u i l ; e'est l a 
qu'effectivement 1'experience du s e u i l a l i e u dans toute sa 
plenitude, et que l e personnage, l o i n de g l i s s e r simplement dans 
l'au-dela sans se rendre compte du moment p r e c i s ou ee changement 
a l i e u , prend au cont r a i r e une conscience aigue du moment qui 
l u i f a i t q u i t t e r l a t e r r e et qui constitue l e point median entre 
ces deux mondes avec l'un ou 1'autre desquels chaque personnage 
greenien est au fond toujours f a m i l i e r . Puisque dans ce moment 
i l s ' e st l i b e r e des attaches de l a t e r r e , i l a deja l'impression 
de f l o t t e r au-dessus de l a t e r r e , d'etre non plus seulement dans 
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Dawn and dusk are not, however, the only fulcrum points 

of the fourth dimension. Noon and midnight are a l s o s p r i n g ­

boards to something greater, and are frequently evoked i n 

Perse's work. On three occasions a hyphen i s added to mi-nuit 

to s t r e s s i t s o r i g i n s as mid-point of the night. A broader 

time-scale may be seen by a v a i l i n g oneself of the s p e c i a l 

q u a l i t i e s of noon: 

a midi . . • I'homme c l o t ses paupieres et r a f r a i c h i t 
sa nuque dans l e s ages, , U T T ^ n ° (Anabase, V I I ) 

d'autres ont vu t a face de midi, ou l u i t soudain l a 
majeste t e r r i b l e de l'Ancetre. ,. „. , _„* 

(Amers, Strophe, IV; 

From the beginning, Breton and Aragon had s a i d of Eloges: 

"Cherchez Monsieur S a i n t l e g e r Leger dans Noon."*** 

un l i e u intermediaire, mais dans 1'element s p i r i t u e l meme. • • 
On peut d i r e que ce bonheur qui se revele comme etant un v e r i ­
table bonheur d i v i n et s u r n a t u r e l , accompagne toujours l e moment 
exceptionnel, et plus encore, i l peut l e constituer; l e per-
sonnage e s t comme immobilise, (1'immobility f a i t toujours essen-
tiell e r a e n t p a r t i e du moment p a r f a i t ) i l est r a v i , etant dans une 
v e r i t a b l e extase, eloigne de sa vie h a b i t u e l l e . " (p. 73) • The 
ov e r t l y C h r i s t i a n context and paramount s p i r i t u a l content of 
Green's preoccupations should not of course be t r a n s f e r r e d to 
Perse, but of both w r i t e r s can i t be s a i d that " l e moment du 
s e u i l se transcende lui-meme; d'un moment d'entre-deux i l se 
transforme en un moment d'au-dela." (p. 75) • 

^Andre Breton & Louis Aragon, "Treize etudes," SIC, 29, ° 
mai 1918 (unpaginated). 
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Reference i s not r e s t r i c t e d , however, to extension i n 

time alone: the t h i r d and fourth dimensions i n t e r l o c k so much 

i n Perse that he can fuse h i s t o r y and geography and write of 

" l a maturation, soudain, d'un autre monde au p l e i n midi de 

notre n u i t . . . " (Vents, I I I , 5 ) i and of the "Solitude et tenebres 

au grand midi de l'homme" (Amers, Strophe, IX, 5 - 2 ) , and so 

speak of the poet " a t t e n t i f a sa l u c i d i t e , jaloux de son a u t o r i t e , 

et tenant c l a i r au vent l e p l e i n midi de sa v i s i o n " (Vents, I I I , 

6 ) . Here, as elsewhere, from humble o r i g i n s , "everyday" i n 

a l l the senses of the word, the poet builds h i s more a b s t r a c t 

notions on a sure and r e a d i l y a c c e s s i b l e b a s i s . 

Corresponding to the four main points of the day--dawn, 

noon, dusk and midnight—which are a l l temporal thresholds i n 

Perse's world, are t h e i r equivalent seasons i n the course of 

the year: the s o l s t i c e s and equinoxes. Again l i n k s are 

forged with broader connotations, with the doorstep i t s e l f , 

with love, and with the i n t o x i c a t i o n of c r e a t i o n : 

Mer innocence du S o l s t i c e , Mer insouciance de 
l ' a c c u e i l . 

Mer innocence du S o l s t i c e , 6 Mer comme l e vin des 
^°"*"S* (Amers, Choeur, 2 & 3) 

Comme au temps d'equinoxe, dans l e s jumenteries, 
quand i l est recommande aux gardiens de juments de prendre 
femmes au pays... /,r , T 1, ,_N r J (Vents, IV, 5) 



218 

What becomes c l e a r from an i n v e s t i g a t i o n of such examples 

i s that, although capable of crossing " l e gue d'une quatrieme 

dimension" (Oiseaux, 5) through the medium and mediation of 

poetry, i t s e l f a threshold, Perse i s f a r more a t t r a c t e d to 

s p a t i a l than to temporal extension. Beyond " l e s sagaies de 

Midi / q u i / vibrent aux portes de l a j o i e " (Amers, Invocation, I ) 

l i e s for Perse a l l the movement of geography and h i s t o r y , and 

the continuous s p i r i t u a l paradox which E l i o t expressed i n East 

Coker: "We must be s t i l l and s t i l l moving." So, with a l l the 

c r e a t i v e overtones (both sexual and poetic, which again overlap 

so much), the f i n a l Dedicace of Amers concentrates on noon: 

Midi, son peuple, -ses l o i s f o r t e s 
Midi, ses forges, son grand ordre 

Midi, sa foudre, ses presages. 

The moment of noon opens out i n a widening gyre to suggest the 

immensity that man can reach through the present alone. A 

temporal awareness i s by no means absent, therefore, however 

f u l l y integrated with the s p a t i a l . Perse's words to Henri 

Hoppenot, "La vie n'est que l a d i l a t a t i o n d'une seule journee,"^" 

suggest the i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p he senses between the two 

"*"Quoted i n Henri Hoppenot, "D1 A l e x i s Leger a Saint-John 
Perse," Le Figaro l i t t e r a i r e , 5 nov. 1960, 1. 
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dimensions. 

The v i r t u e , then, of threshold, beach, dawn, noon and so 

fo r t h i s a precariousness that heightens awareness. I n i t s e l f 

each threshold remains unchanged, stated unequivocally as v a l i d 

for i t s own sake. But l i k e a c a t a l y s t i n a chemical r e a c t i o n , 

i t must be present for the r e a c t i o n to take place. Perse 

stands i n the honourable l i n e of poetic alchemists. Sublimation 

occurs without denying or denaturing the area of space or time 

which l i e s to e i t h e r side of the threshold, yet with a very 

complete exploration of both the contents and l i m i t s of e i t h e r 

d i r e c t i o n . The d i a l e c t i c i s a form of dualism i n which both 

elements are p o s i t i v e . According to Mazars, Perse s a i d : 

"Chacun de nos e c r i v a i n s est precede du signe + ou du signe - ." 

Perse's sign would be a plus i n bold type. His quest for 

order leads him from the precarious here and now into u n i v e r s a l 

h i s t o r y and geography, but a l s o into that s p i r i t u a l i n f i n i t y 

which alone can suggest a sense and pattern i n existence. 

"Lorsque l e s philosophes eux-memes desertent l e s e u i l meta-

physique, i l advient au poete de r e l e v e r l a l e metaphysicien.""^ 

The threshold i s a fi n e and c e n t r a l example of the a p p l i c a t i o n 

to h i s poetry of P e r s e f s doctrine that any exploration of the 

unknown must be expressed by the poet i n concrete images. 

* * * 

^"Perse, Poesie, /p. 37» 



§ 8 

LIMITS 

Le but de l a poesie n'est 
pas, comme d i t Baudelaire, 
de plonger_"au fond de 
l ' I n f i n i /sic_7 pour trouver 
du nouveau," mais au fond 
du d e f i n i pour y trouver de 
1'inepuisable. 

Paul Claudel 
(Introduction a un poeme 
sur Dante). 
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Bounds are for beating, or for breaking. Perse shows an 

unusual degree of i n t e r e s t both i n exploring every d e t a i l within 

the l i m i t s of man's world, i n s t r e t c h i n g things to t h e i r l i m i t s , 

and i n standing at those l i m i t s to see what might l i e beyond. 

Confines i n t h e i r turn become thresholds to the unknown. And 

again the geographical concept i s extended from the p h y s i c a l 

to the metaphysical with many v a r i a t i o n s and r a m i f i c a t i o n s on 

the way-

A f r u i t f u l i n t e r a c t i o n occurs between the apparently 

d e f i n i t e notion of a l i m i t and the associated, more ambiguous 

idea of something both p e r i p h e r a l and standing at the edge of 

the unknown. The p a r t i c u l a r f a s c i n a t i o n t h i s has exercised 

over poets since Baudelaire plunged "au fond de l'Inconnu pour 

trouver du nouveau" s c a r c e l y needs underlining. But Perse 

r e j e c t s out of hand the need for a r t i f i c i a l stimulants, finding 

observation of the r e a l world stimulus enough and i n many ways 

more v a l i d i n i t s presentation of rare phenomena. In him, the 

rare replaces the a r t i f i c i a l l y induced. His sense of delight 

and wonder i s s a t i s f i e d by the marvels of nature and man's 

f i n e s t exploits—sometimes normal, sometimes f r e a k i s h — a n d 

would not be increased by taking drugs. 
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Homme i n f e s t e du songe, homme gagne par 1'infection 
d i v i n e , 

Non point de ceux qui cherchent l ' e b r i e t e dans l e s 
vapeurs de chanvre, comme un Scythe, 

Ni 1*intoxication de quelque plante solanee--belladone 
ou jusquiame, 

De ceux qui p r i s e n t l a graine ronde d'Ologhi mangee 
par 1'homme d'Amazonie, 

Yaghe, l i a n e du pauvre, qui f a i t s u r g i r l'envers des 
choses--ou l a plante P i - l u , 

Mais a t t e n t i f a sa l u c i d i t e , jaloux de son a u t o r i t e , 
et tenant c l a i r au vent l e p l e i n midi de sa v i s i o n . 

(Vents, I I I , 6) 

As f a r as i t i s i n man's power to do so, Perse wants to r e t a i n 

c o n t r o l . But that very "as f a r a s " holds a f a s c i n a t i o n for 

him, and we must follow him to the f r o n t i e r s and peer beyond 

before returning to the r i c h and varied world which the poet 

describes so f u l l y . 

Understandably one of the c e n t r a l images of the edge of 

the earth, with the poet looking further, i s that of a headland 

or c l i f f - t o p towering over the sea. "Nous nous sommes avancees 

jusqu'aux corniches blanches sur l a mer" (Amers, Strophe, I V ) . 

I n the Chanson du Presomptif, the b r i e f and r e l a t i v e l y e a r l y 

poem which a n t i c i p a t e s and i l l u s t r a t e s s u c c i n c t l y both the 

manner and themes of l a t e r poems, "1'homme marche dans l e s 

songes et s'achemine vers l a mer/ et l a fumee s'eleve au bout 

des promontoires." The l i s t of Princes of E x i l e includes 
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C e l u i qui peint l'amer au front des plus hauts caps 
. . . ; c e l u i qui prend logement, pour l a saison des 
p l u i e s , avec l e s gens de pilotage et de bornage—chez l e 
gardien d'un temple mort a bout de peninsule. 

( E x i l , VI) 

In both Anabase and Amers, r i d e r s s t e e r t h e i r horses to the 

edge of the c l i f f or follow the poet's "course de Numide, 

longeant l a mer i n a l i e n a b l e " ( E x i l , V I I ) : 
Les c a v a l i e r s au f i l des caps, a s s a i l l i s d'aigles 

lumineuses et nourrissant a bout de lances des catastrophes 
pures du beau temps, publiaient sur l e s mers une ardente 
chronique. (Anabase, VI) 

A i n s i , l e s C a v a l i e r s en armes, a bout de Continents, 
font au bord des f a l a i s e s l e tour des peninsules. 

(Amers, Dedicace) 

E a r l i e r i n Amers the same movement had been i n t i m a t e l y connected 

with the idea of e x i l e , when Perse w r i t e s of " l e s routes en 

corniche que s u i t l a migration des Rois" (Strophe, I V ) . The 

image i s both more s p e c i f i c and much r i c h e r i n depicting the 

temptations of e x i l e i n the following v e r s e t s from Vents: 
Des caps ultimes de l ' e x i l — u n homme encore dans l e 

vent tenant c o n s e i l avec l u i - m e m e — j ' e l e v e r a i une derniere 
f o i s l a main. 

Demain, ce continent largue... et d e r r i e r e nous 
encore tout ce s i l l a g e d'ans et d'heures, toute cette l i e 
d'orages v i e i l l i s s a n t s . 

The poet himself sings "un chant du large pour qui v e i l l e " 
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( P l u i e s , V I ) , and i s himself seen "comme guetteur penche sur 

l e bord des f a l a i s e s " (Amers, Strophe, IX, 6 - 1 ) . The 

as s o c i a t i o n with the lea d e r - f i g u r e , and so by extension with 

the poet himself, comes p r e c i s e l y i n t h i s idea of watching. 

Waiting a l e r t l y has i n Perse a p o s i t i v e , a c t i v e value, attente 

implying attention; "L'attention extreme est ce qui constitue 

dans 1"homme l a f a c u l t e c r e a t r i c e . " 

Prince f l a i r e d ' a b e i l l e s sur sa chaise d'un bois 
v i o l e t t r e s odorant, i l v e i l l e . Et c'est l a sa fonction. 
Et i l n'en a point d*autre parmi nous. 

(Amitie du Prince, I I ) 

Attente i s attention and attentiveness rather than merely 

k i c k i n g one's heels: 
Le regard f i x e au lar g e , tu attendais 1'instant du 

depart, l e lever du grand vent qui te d e s c e l l e r a i t d'un 
coup, comme un typhon, divisant, l e s nuees devant 1'attente 
de tes yeux. (Images a Crusoe: "Le L i v r e " ) 

Louee l ' a t t e n t e sous nos c i l s ! /. , , r N 

(Anabase, V; 
Et l a douceur est dans l ' a t t e n t e , non dans l e s o u f f l e 

n i l e chant. ~ , . l r T v 
(Amers, Strophe, VI) 

Through a b r i l l i a n t piece of word-play, reminiscent of techniques 
2 

used by Mallarme, Perse a l s o l i n k s watching with wonderment by 

oimone Weil, La Pesanteur et l a grace ( P a r i s 1948), p. 155. 

Cf e.g. Mallarme's "Rememoration des Beiges" i n F e u i l l e t s 
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the j u x t a p o s i t i o n , i n the following passage, of v e i l l e and 

emerveillement: 

Nous frequenterons ce s o i r l e s e l antique du drame, l a 
mer qui change de d i a l e c t e a toutes portes des Empires, 
et cette mer a u s s i qui v e i l l e a d'autres portes, c e l l e - l a 
meme en nous qui v e i l l e et dans 1'emerveillement nous 
t i e n t * (Amers, Strophe, IV) 

The s y l l a b l e v e i l l e i s found i n conjunction with attente on 

other occasions: 

La t e r r e , tout attente en ses barbes d'insectes, 
l a t e r r e enfante des me r v e i l l e s !... /. , i r T T x 

(Anabase, V I I ; 
F i n i l e songe ou s'emerveille 1'attente du Songeur-

(Vents, I , 6) 

A sense of wonder overbalances into dream or r e v e r i e when 

watch i s kept "a l a l i m i t e de l a t e r r e " (Amers, Choeur, 3)> and 

p r e c i s e l y the same thing happens "a l a l i m i t e de l ' i n f i m e " 

(Vents, I , k), "aux l i m i t e s de l a perception" ( i b i d . , I I I , 6 ) , 

d 1 album, Oeuvres completes ( B i b l . de l a P l e i a d e ) , p. 60, where 
" p l i selon p l i " i s echoed by " m u l t i p l i a n t " and r e c a l l s C a i l l o i s ' s 
understandable mistake over " e x p l i c a t i o n s " (Poetique..., p. 206). 
Perse uses the technique elsewhere, e.g. r i s and i r r i t a b l e i n 
Eloges, IX: "... Et moi qui vous p a r l a i s , j e ne s a i s r i e n , n i 
d'aussi f o r t , n i d'aussi nu/ qu'en t r a v e r s du bateau, c i l i e e de 
r i s et nous longeant, notre l i m i t e , / l a grand'voile i r r i t a b l e 
couleur de cerveau." And again " l e s vases et l e s evasements" 
(Vents, I I , 4 ) . 



226 

"a l a l i m i t e s p e c t r a l e du v o l " (Qiseaux, 7) and "a l a l i m i t e 

de l a f e l i c i t e " ( i b i d . , 8 ) . From e a r l y days, the point, often 

purely conventional, where one thing ends and another begins 

had fascinated the observant c h i l d : 

Aux l i s i e r e s l e f r u i t 
pouvait choir 
sans que l a j o i e p o u r r i t au rebord de nos l e v r e s . 

(Pour f e t e r une enfance, I I I ) 

I n t h i s case the boy picks up the f r u i t f a l l e n at the edge of 

the f o r e s t , but the sensual and sensuous delight i s not lessened 

as teeth s i n k into a f l e s h which shares the same texture with 

the l i p s ' own f l e s h i n e s s , and so can s c a r c e l y be d i f f e r e n t i a t e d 

from them. S i m i l a r l y the q u a l i t y of t r o p i c a l sunlight evoked 

by the young poet suggests a world where adult d e f i n i t i o n s , 

both p h y s i c a l and l i n g u i s t i c , were not yet accepted by the c h i l d : 

Et tout n ' e t a i t que regnes et confins de l u e u r s . 
Et 1'ombre et l a lumiere a l o r s etaient plus pres d'etre 
une meme chose... \ 

(ibxd.; 

As t h i s verset introduces the idea of the w i n d f a l l f r u i t , the 

confusion of textures i s underscored, and i t i s s c a r c e l y 

s u r p r i s i n g that i n such a u n i f i e d and harmonious world " I I y/ 

a v a i t plus d'ordre." 
Sc a r c e l y s u r p r i s i n g e i t h e r , therefore, that having once 
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recognised such harmony Perse should wish i n l a t e r l i f e to 

see conventional categorisations done away with. He would 

l i k e to see the earth cleansed of many accepted guide-lines 

and cut and dried conventions ( P l u i e s , V I I ) , and cleared of 

many comforting landmarks. Let the winds s c a t t e r , he says, 

B a l i s e s et corps-morts, bornes m i l l i a i r e s et s t e l e s 
v o t i v e s , l e s casemates aux f r o n t i e r e s et l e s lanternes 
aux r e c i f s ; . . . l e s tables d'orientation du geographe 
et l e cartouche de 1•explorateur; l'amas de p i e r r e s 
p l a t e s du caravanier et du geodesien; . . . l a p i e r r e 
levee du sectateur et l e c a i r n du landlord... 

(Vents, I , 3) 

By, and only by ridding the earth of such a l i m i t i n g framework 

which makes men think small, can he hope to s t r e t c h h i s being 

to the l i m i t of h i s capacity- By concentrating on d e t a i l we 

become myopic: Perse wants us to be able to f l e x our i r i s e s 

more f r e e l y , as the bird does, "de 1'extreme myopie a 1'extreme 

pres b y t i e " (Oiseaux, k). He has wr i t large both to s t r e t c h 

himself and h i s reader to the utmost and to be free to encompass 

things both great and small. 

The nomadic s e t t l e r s of Anabase declare: 

Pour nous qui etions l a , nous produisimes aux f r o n t i e r e s 
des accidents e x t r a o r d i n a i r e s , et nous portant dans nos 
action s a l a l i m i t e de nos forces, notre j o i e parmi vous 
fut une t r e s grande j o i e . Mrn 
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The delight i s i n t e n s i f i e d by the d i f f i c u l t y of the task 

achieved. The s p i r i t i s the d r i v i n g force behind the body's 

a c t i o n s : 

Les revendications de l'ame sur l a chair sont 
extremes. Qu'elles nous tiennent en h a l e i n e ! Et qu'un 
mouvement t r e s fort nous porte a nos l i m i t e s , et au dela 
de nos l i m i t e s ! 

Enlevements de c l o t u r e s , de bornes... 

(Vents, I , 6) 

The winds which are the breath of the s p i r i t can speak i n 

s i m i l a r terms: "Nos revendications furent extremes, a l a 

f r o n t i e r e de l'humain" ( i b i d - ) . 

k d i s t i n c t i o n i s drawn quite c l e a r l y between interim points 

of reference (bornes i n the sense of milestones) and the utmost 

l i m i t s of human experience i n a l l d i r e c t i o n s (bornes i n the 

sense of f r o n t i e r s ) . The former are to be swept away, the 

l a t t e r i n d i c a t e a further cosmic threshold to the unknown, a 

challenge to man. By keeping these alone i n view, Perse b u i l d s 

up enormous momentum. I t i s as i f by sheer speed and energy 

he w i l l be c a r r i e d beyond them. In Vents, the v i t a l question 

i s posed, and i t proves r h e t o r i c a l : "Mais quoi! n ' e s t - i l r i e n 

d'autre, n ' e s t - i l r i e n d'autre que d'humain ?" ( I V , 1 ) . And yet 

at the same time even the poet, obliged to r e l a t e a l l experience 

to man, i s reduced to s i l e n c e : "0 f r o n t i e r e , 6 mutisme!" (Vents, 
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IV, 1 ) . And s i l e n c e for a poet i s death. "Et l e s capsules 

de l a mort eclatent dans l a bouche" (Vents, IV, 2) echoes "Et 

l e s capsules encore du neant dans notre bouche de v i v a n t s " 

( i b i d . , IV, 1 ) . L i f e has to fin d an answer to "l'emphase 

immense de l a mort," and the answer proposed i s movement: 

S i v i v r e est t e l , qu'on s'en s a i s i s s e ! Ah! qu'on 
en pousse a sa l i m i t e , 

D'une seule et meme t r a i t e dans l e vent, d'une seule 
et meme vague sur sa course, 

Le mouvementI... /., . , N 
(.ibid.; 

Perse's a t t i t u d e to e x i l e i s exactly s i m i l a r - I t i s a 

form of nothingness or death, and with the rhythms of language 

he f i l l s the gap created by l o s s and p r i v a t i o n , and the value 

of sheer movement i s almost as great as the a c t u a l m a t e r i a l he 

uses for the task. The claim i s that i t i s not a mere sub­

s t i t u t e for l i v i n g , but l i f e i t s e l f l i v e d more r i c h l y for being 

more keenly sensed. The value of movement, and so the value 

of l i f e , stems d i r e c t l y from an appreciation and recognition 

of the value of the threshold. I t holds the key to a l l man's 

explorations. 

From Perse's attempts at breaking bounds, we must now 

turn to h i s beating the bounds, to an exploration, that i s , 
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of Perse's breadth of i n t e r e s t within the world's f r o n t i e r s , 

of the p r e c i s i o n and wealth of h i s observation of n a t u r a l 

phenomena. For t h i s i s the material with which he f i l l s the 

negative pressures of e x i l e . "Le theme de l a louange e q u i l i b r e 

a l o r s c e l u i du neant."^ 

At Appendix D w i l l be found a l i s t of rare and t e c h n i c a l 
2 

terms used by Perse. The attempt to c l a s s i f y h i s more extreme 

range of vocabulary serves to in d i c a t e where h i s i n t e r e s t s l i e 

and a l s o to show h i s t o t a l attachment to things which a c t u a l l y 

e x i s t . The problems of c l a s s i c a t i o n are complicated by the 

fa c t that metaphor implies c r o s s - f e r t i l i s a t i o n of such c a t e g o r i e s . 

Some attempt to counteract t h i s i n e v i t a b l e separation i s made i n 

Chapter 10 below. The l i s t not only i l l u s t r a t e s those f i e l d s 

i n which Perse shows a p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t , but al s o r e v e a l s 

whole areas which f a i l to a t t r a c t him. I n the f i r s t category, 

judging by the sheer number of rare and t e c h n i c a l words, occur 

a l l forms of plant and animal l i f e , with a s p e c i a l emphasis on 

bi r d s , t r e e s and flowers. Then terms associated with s h i p s , 

C a i l l o i s , Poetique..., p. 133* 

See below, pp. 36^.399. 
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and h i s t o r y and law a l s o p l a y a prominent p a r t . But such 

i n t e r e s t s have l o n g been noted by c r i t i c s : the l i s t serves 

t o r a t i f y t he impress i o n . By demonstrating the p r e c i s e areas 

of meaning o f Perse's r a r e r words, however, i t i s p o s s i b l e t o 

s p e c i f y those i n which he takes no s p e c i a l i n t e r e s t . Immed­

i a t e l y n o t i c e a b l e t h e r e f o r e i s the l a c k o f t e c h n o l o g i c a l or 

mechanical vocabulary. Manufactured goods p l a y a t i n y r o l e 

i n Perse's language. Human i n s t i t u t i o n s on the o t h e r h a n d — 

p h i l o s o p h y , law, mathematics and the v a r i o u s a r t s — a c c o u n t f o r 

a h i g h p r o p o r t i o n o f the r a r e terms l e f t a f t e r s e t t i n g aside 

the main group devoted t o n a t u r a l phenomena. A f t e r honouring 

n a t u r e , Perse's honours t h a t aspect o f man which c r e a t e s o r d e r . 

The p o e t i c t h e o r y governing Perse's use o f language and 

the a p p l i c a t i o n of h i s e x t e n s i v e vocabulary t o p a r t i c u l a r p o e t i c 

usage now needs f u r t h e r i n v e s t i g a t i o n . 

* * * 



§ 9 

TOWARDS A POETIC 

Le Mot poetique ne peut 
jamais e t r e faux parce q u ' i l 
est t o t a l ; i l b r i l l e d'une 
l i b e r t e i n f i n i e e t s'apprete 
a rayonner vers m i l l e r a p p o r t s 
i n c e r t a i n s e t p o s s i b l e s . 

Roland Barthes 
(Le Degre zero de l ' e c r i t u r e . 

p. W . 
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To a reader c o n s i d e r i n g any page of Perse's p o e t r y , the 

scrupulous p r e c i s i o n and care o f the language w i l l be apparent. 

The f o l l o w i n g t h r e e chapters are i n t e n d e d p a r t l y t o analyse 

t h a t p r e c i s i o n and p a r t l y t o assemble the s c a t t e r e d t e x t s 

which show the poet's passion f o r words, f i r s t i n t h e o r y then 

i n p r a c t i c e , b o t h f o r t h e i r w e a l t h o f c o n n o t a t i o n and f o r 

t h e i r p h y s i c a l q u a l i t i e s . 

I f h i s vocabulary i s r i c h , i f he i s deemed a " d i f f i c u l t " 

p o et, i t i s due i n co n s i d e r a b l e measure t o the exactness which 

he b r i n g s t o h i s a r t . To e n r i c h the a c t i v e movement of h i s 

poems, he embraces, as has j u s t been shown, words from the 

obscurest r e g i o n s o f human experience and endeavour- A close 

attachment t o the naming o f a c t u a l t h i n g s presents a problem 

t o the reader who has not shared, even a t second hand, the 

poet's experience. 

Perse does not w i l f u l l y r e t r e a t i n t o o b s c u r i t y f o r i t s 

own sake."*" The obscure i s worth e x p l o r i n g , u l t i m a t e l y perhaps 

the t h i n g most worth e x p l o r i n g , but the p r e s e n t a t i o n of one's 

^For a d i s t i n c t i o n between " d i f f i c u l t " and "obscure" i n 
t h i s r e s p e c t , see Knodel, Saint-John Perse, pp. 7-8. 
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f i n d i n g s must i n a l l h o n e s t y — a n d i n r e c o g n i t i o n o f a dut y 

towards one's f e l l o w human b e i n g s — r e m a i n as c l e a r as words 

w i l l a l l o w . Perse f r e q u e n t l y p r a i s e s h i s l i t e r a r y f r i e n d s 

and h i s f a v o u r i t e a uthors f o r such i n t e g r i t y — i n d e e d t he 

q u a l i t y seems t o be a ba s i c i m p e r a t i v e f o r any o f Perse's 

chosen a f f i n i t i e s : 

Fargue f u t t o u j o u r s de ceux pour q u i l a poesie 
entend t r a i t e r l 'obscur par l e c l a i r , e t non l e c l a i r 
par l ' o b s c u r . Sous c e t t e reserve f o r m e l l e , l a 
f r e q u e n t a t i o n de l'obs c u r l u i demeure l e g i t i m e . ^ " 

Of Andre Gide he w r i t e s : 

La langue elle-meme e s t son premier s o u c i . Et 
c'est de p r o p r i e t e d'abord q u ' i l s ' a g i t : de c e t t e 
p r o p r i e t e du mot, a defaut de l a q u e l l e i l n'est p o i n t 
d ' " a p p r o p r i a t i o n " i n t e l l e c t u e l l e , n i meme de p e r t i n e n c e 
humaine. 

I n r e c o g n i s i n g such q u a l i t i e s i n o t h e r w r i t e r s , he i s o f 

course o b l i q u e l y drawing a t t e n t i o n t o these same v i r t u e s i n 

h i s own w r i t i n g . Beyond the H e r a c l i t e a n r e f e r e n c e , one senses 

the a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l f o r c e o f " l i s m'ont appele l'Obscur e t 

Perse, "Leon-Paul Fargue, poete" i n Leon-Paul Fargue, 
Poesies ( P a r i s I963), p. 20. 

2 
I d . , "Face aux l e t t r e s f r a n g a i s e s , 1909," NRF, nov 1951, 

75-76. 
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j ' h a b i t a i s 1 ' e c l a t " (Amers, Strophe, I I ) . His statement o f 

the poet's p o s i t i o n i s unambiguous, a l t h o u g h the p o s i t i o n 

i t s e l f i s by nature a m b i v a l e n t : 

Le poete a p a r f a i t e m e n t l e d r o i t , e t meme l e d e v o i r , 
d ' a l l e r e x p l o r e r l e s domaines l e s p l u s obscurs, mais 
p l u s i l va l o i n dans c e t t e d i r e c t i o n , p l u s i l d o i t user 
de moyens d'expression c o n c r e t s . . . . Gardez v o t r e 
emprise au s o l e t b a t i s s e z avec t o u t c e l a une oeuvre 
hors du temps, hors du l i e u , e d i f i e e dans c e t t e r e c r e a - ^ 
t i o n . Je pretends que ma langue e s t p r e c i s e e t c l a i r e . . . 

T h is very i m p o r t a n t statement f i n d s echoes elsewhere. Dante 

i s p r a i s e d f o r f o l l o w i n g the poet's maxim: "Aussi l o i n q u ' i l 

penetre dans l ' a u - d e l a i r r a t i o n n e l ou mystique, i l e s t tenu de 

s'exprimer par des moyens r e e l s , meme t i r e s de sa v i e e x p e r i -
2 

mentale." 
Parce que l ' a v e n t u r e s p i r i t u e l l e du heros f u t d'abord 

c e l l e du poete, l'oeuvre vecue du grand Toscan demeure 
f i d e l e a l a v i e meme; e t t r a i t a n t , v i v e , d'absolu sans 
d e s e r t e r 1'empire du r e e l , gardant r a c i n e dans l e c o n c r e t , 
et dans l'humain, e t jusque dans l e q u o t i d i e n , e l l e echappe, 
r e c i t , aux p i r e s m e f a i t s de l ' a b s t r a c t i o n . ^ 

The i d e a i s a p p l i e d t o modern p o e t r y i n g e n e r a l i n the Nobel 

P r i z e speech: 

Perse, i n Mazars, "Une jo u r n e e . . . " 
2 I b i d . 

•^Perse, Pour Dante, p. 11. 
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L ' o b s c u r i t e qu'on l u i reproche ne t i e n t pas a sa 
nature p r o p r e , q u i est d ' e c l a i r e r , mais a l a n u i t meme 
q u ' e l l e e x p l o r e , e t q u ' e l l e se d o i t d 1 e x p l o r e r : c e l l e 
de l'ame elle-meme e t du mystere ou baigne l ' e t r e 
humain.^ 

Jus t as a b s t r a c t i o n s are grasped through concrete images, so 

language f i n d s i t s balance between s c i e n t i f i c prose and the 

v e r b a l s e l f - w o r s h i p o f " l a poesie pure" i n i l l u s t r a t i n g the 

w o r l d anew w i t h the poet's p e r s o n a l stamp. But j u s t as 

a b s t r a c t i o n i s t o be avoided a t a l l c o s t s , so are p r i v a t e 

r e f e r e n c e s , u s i n g " p r i v a t e " i n the sense d i s t i n g u i s h e d from 
2 

" p e r s o n a l " by Day Lewis. The a p p l i c a t i o n o f t h i s i d e a t o 
Perse's own work i s expressed i n h i s l e t t e r t o C a i l l o i s : 

Mon aeuvre, t o u t e n t i e r e de r e c r e a t i o n , a t o u j o u r s 
evolue hors du l i e u e t du temps: a u s s i a t t e n t i v e e t 
memorable q u ' e l l e s o i t pour moi dans ses i n c a r n a t i o n s , 
e l l e entend echapper a t o u t e r e f e r e n c e h i s t o r i q u e a u s s i 
b i e n que geographique; a u s s i vecue q u ' e l l e s o i t p o u r 
moi c o n t r e 1 ' a b s t r a c t i o n , e l l e entend echapper a t o u t e 
i n c i d e n c e p e r s o n n e l l e . ^ 

I n t h i s way, the poet has been able t o say t o the present 

"h?erse, Poesie, [y. kj, 
2 
See The P o e t i c Image (London 1?A7), P- 116. For such 

p r i v a t e a l l u s i o n s as occur i n Perse's work, see Knodel, Saint-
John Perse, pp. l 8 0 - l 8 l . 

•x I n C a i l l o i s , Poetique..., p. 180. 
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w r i t e r t h a t " i l n'y a aucun exotisme dans Eloges, aucun 

o r i e n t a l i s m e dans Anabase." Each poem r e p r e s e n t s an episode 

i n the r e a l l i f e o f A l e x i s Leger, and the language i s a p p r o p r i a t e 

i n e i t h e r case, but works away from the p e r s o n a l towards the 

u n i v e r s a l . 

C a i l l o i s ' s study o f Perse's language shows t h a t p r e c i s i o n 

i n the use o f words i n v o l v e s not o n l y what may be termed a 

g e o g r a p h i c a l e x a c t i t u d e , l i m i t i n g and d e f i n i n g a word i n i t s 

present s t a t e , but a l s o a h i s t o r i c a l p u r i f i c a t i o n , p r u n i n g 

away semantic branches t o r e v e a l the o r i g i n a l r o o t meaning. 

With t h i s process i s a s s o c i a t e d the idea i n Perse o f the 

o r i g i n a l b r e a t h , o f the pure source: "0 f r a i c h e u r , 6 f r a i c h e u r 

r e t r o u v e e parmi l e s sources du langage!..." (Vents, I V , 5)-

The source o f language i s equated w i t h the source o f l i f e , and 

most e s p e c i a l l y t h e r e f o r e w i t h Perse w i t h the source o f move­

ment. The f i n a l canto o f Neiges i s a l y r i c a l i n v i t a t i o n t o 

share the poet's d e l i g h t i n language and t o e x p l o r e those 

sources w i t h him: 

e t remontant l e s f l e u v e s vers l e u r source, e n t r e 
l e s v e r t e s apparences, i l s sont gagnes soudain de cet 
e c l a t severe ou t o u t e langue perd ses armes. . . . 
V o i c i que j ' a i dessein d ' e r r e r parmi l e s p l u s v i e i l l e s 
couches du langage, parmi l e s p l u s hautes tranches 
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phonetiques: jusqu'a des langues t r e s l o i n t a i n e s , 
jusqu'a des langues t r e s e n t i e r e s e t t r e s parcimonieuses, 

comme ces langues d r a v i d i e n n e s q u i n'eurent pas de 
mots d i s t i n c t s pour " h i e r " e t pour "demain"... Venez e t 
nous s u i v e z , q u i n'avons mots a d i r e : nous remontons ce 
pur d e l i c e sans graphie ou c o u r t l 1 a n t i q u e phrase humaine; 
nous nous mouvons parmi de c l a i r e s e l i s i o n s , des r e s i d u s 
d'anciens p r e f i x e s ayant perdu l e u r i n i t i a l e , e t devancant 
l e s beaux t r a v a u x de l i n g u i s t i q u e , nous nous f r a y o n s nos 
voie s n o u v e l l e s jusqu'a ces l o c u t i o n s i n o u i e s , ou I n s p i ­
r a t i o n r e c u l e au d e l a des v o y e l l e s e t l a modulation du 
s o u f f l e se propage, au gre de t e l l e s l a b i a l e s mi-sonores, 
en quete de pures f i n a l e s v o c a l i q u e s . (Neiges I V) 

I n the Ursprache, Perse r e d i s c o v e r s t he s p r i n g s o f language as 

an i n t e g r a l p a r t o f l i f e . At no l e v e l can p o e t r y be d i s s o c i a t e d 

from a c t i o n . 

I n h i s t r i b u t e t o Fargue, Perse w r i t e s o f "ce l i e u t r e s 

s u r , e t t r e s suspect, ou l'homme e t l e langage confondus s o n t , 

comme dans un s e u l acte e t dans une meme p a r o l e , d'un meme 

s o u f f l e proferes.""*" The echo of E x i l , I I I , i s c l e a r : 

Toujours i l y eut c e t t e clameur, t o u j o u r s i l y eut 
c e t t e grandeur, 

Cette chose e r r a n t e par l e monde, c e t t e haute t r a n s e 
par l e monde, e t sur t o u t e s greves de ce monde, du meme 
s o u f f l e p r o f e r e e , l a meme vague p r o f e r a n t 

Une seule e t longue phrase sans cesure a jamais 
i n i n t e l l i g i b l e . 

~̂ "Loc. c i t . , p. 8. 
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The word i s an a c t , and p o e t r y b o t h a c t and a c t i o n (pace 

S a r t r e ) : "Et que l a poesie elle-meme est a c t i o n , c*est ce 

que tend a confesser l a s o l i t u d e du p r o s c r i t . " " L 

Et l e Vent avec nous comme M a i t r e du chant: 
, fJe h a t e r a i l a seve de vos a c t e s . Je menerai 

vos oeuvres a m a t u r a t i o n . " /T_ , C N 
(Vents, I V , 5) 

2 
"Le songe e s t a c t i o n , e t l * a c t i o n n o v a t r i c e . ' 1 The r e s t r i c t i v e 

d i s t i n c t i o n between s c i e n t i f i c r e f e r e n t i a l or d e n o t a t i v e language 

and p o e t i c emotive or c o n n o t a t i v e language i s m a g i s t e r i a l l y d i s ­

carded. Perse would f i n d i t nonsense t o c o n s i d e r , as Bachelard 

does i n an e x t r a o r d i n a r y a b e r r a t i o n , t h a t " l a v e r i f i c a t i o n f a i t 

m o u r i r l e s images. 1 1^ The d i a l e c t i c between data and language 

i s r e c i p r o c a l , s e l f - g e n e r a t i n g : "Le mouvement, c r e a t e u r du 

langage, e t du langage lui-meme t i r a n t sa f o r c e n o u v e l l e , de l a 
If 

v i e t i r e une ceuvre r e l i e e au s o u f f l e o r i g i n e l . " 

Perse, Pour Dante, p. 15* For S a r t r e ' s view see "Qu1 

est-ce que l a l i t t e r a t u r e " i n S i t u a t i o n s I I ( P a r i s 19^8). 
2 
Perse, i b i d . , p. 17-

^Bachelard, La Poetique de l'espace, p. 90. Cf Etienne 
S o u r i a u , La Correspondance des a r t s ( P a r i s 19^7)i PP« 119-120. 

Perse, "Leon-Paul Fargue, poete," l o c . c i t . , p. 23. 
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The word i s g i v e n , as i t were, independent e x i s t e n c e as 

a m a t e r i a l o b j e c t , as w e l l as being a p h y s i c a l q u a n t i t y r e l a t e d 

t o sense, and thereby t o human a c t i v i t y . Words f o r Perse, as 

we have seen, are not merely "signes n i pa r u r e s " (Amers, Chosur, 

k), and he t h e r e f o r e r e f u s e s S a r t r e ' s l i m i t i n g d i s t i n c t i o n 

between words f o r a poet and words f o r a speaker: 

Le poete s'est r e t i r e d'un s e u l coup du langage-
i n s t r u m e n t ; i l a c h o i s i une f o i s pour t o u t e s 1 ' a t t i t u d e 
poetique q u i considere l e s mots comme des choses e t non 
comme des signes. Car l ' a m b i g u i t e du signe i m p l i q u e 
qu'on puisse a son gre l e t r a v e r s e r comme une v i t r e e t 
p o u r s u i v r e a t r a v e r s l u i l a chose s i g n i f i e e ou t o u r n e r 
son r e g a r d vers &a r e a l i t e e t l e co n s i d e r e r comme o b j e t . 
L'homme q u i p a r l e est au d e l a des mots, pres de 1 ' o b j e t ; 
l e poete e s t en deca.^ 

Perse uses the double f u n c t i o n o f language, not language which 

evokes a t the expense o f language which d e s i g n a t e s , nor v i c e 

versa. He o f t e n p r a i s e s the k i n d o f language which S a r t r e 

denies a poet. Perse i s c l e a r about the meaninglessness f o r 

him o f such a d i s t i n c t i o n and r e s t r i c t i o n : f o r him t h e r e i s 

a close correspondence between the means and the o b j e c t o f 

e v o c a t i o n , between c r e a t i v i t y and c r e a t i o n . 

I I n'est p l u s mot pour nous que nous n'ayons cree. 
(Chronique, 6) 

S a r t r e , op. c i t . , p. 6k. 
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Une langue n o u v e l l e de t o u t e s p a r t s o f f e r t e ! une 
f r a i c h e u r d'haleine par l e monde 

Comme l e s o u f f l e meme de 1 ' e s p r i t , comme l a chose 
meme p r o f e r e e . (POuies, IV) 

Et l e poete a u s s i est avec nous, sur l a chaussee 
des hommes de son temps, 

A l l a n t l e t r a i n de n o t r e temps, a l l a n t l e t r a i n de 
ce grand vent. 

Son occupation parmi nous: mise en c l a i r des 
messages. Et l a reponse en l u i donnee par i l l u m i n a t i o n 
du cceur. 

Non p o i n t l ' e c r i t , mais l a chose meme. P r i s e en 
son v i f e t dans son t o u t . 

Conservation non des co p i e s , mais des o r i g i n a u x . 

(Vents, I I I , 6) 

While words should not impede or d i s t o r t our view and under­

s t a n d i n g of the w o r l d , they nonetheless p r o v i d e a t the same 

time one o f the r i c h e s t means o f approaching i t and c r y s t a l l i s i n g 

the s u b t l e t i e s o f our experience w i t h i t . A double (and n e a r l y 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y d o u b l e ) f o c a l l e n g t h i s r e q u i r e d . 
Esclave e t m a i t r e de 1'image, i l ^Fargue/ s u t a u s s i 

des mots l e pouvoir c r e a t e u r . Et i l aima l e s mots a 
l ' e g a l des o b j e t s , dans l e u r s t r u c t u r e propre e t dans 
l e u r substance p r o p r e : dans l e u r r e l i e f et l e u r saveur 
e t l e u r resonance p r o p r e , parmi t o u t l e mystere de l e u r 
i n c a r n a t i o n — l e s mots p o r t e s a l e u r i n c l i n a t i o n premiere 
e t l e u r s a f f i n i t e s s e c r e t e s , par l e u r ainesse e t l e u r 
jeunesse et l e u r elan v i t a l — l e s mots pour l e u r f r a n c h i s e 
e t s u r p r i s e p a r f o i s de l e u r d u p l i c i t e . 

F a i s a n t p l u s que s i g n i f i e r ou de s i g n e r , i l s se d o i v e n t 
a u s s i d ' e t r e , d'animer e t d ' a g i r , c ' e s t - a - d i r e de c r e e r , 
e t p a r - l a meme d ' i n c a r n e r , d ' i n t e g r e r , de r e p r e s e n t e r l a 
chose meme q u ' i l s evoquent, e t que, s ' a p p r o p r i a n t , i l s 
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tendent a devenir- E c r i r e , c ' e s t , par l e mot, essen-
t i e l l e m e n t " p a r t i c i p e r " . Et l a p a r o l e p o e t i q u e , con­
sonance m u l t i p l e , n ' e s t - e l l e pas a u s s i s o c i e t e ?^ 

The ide a l i n k e d w i t h " l a poesie pure" t h a t "a poem should 

not mean/ But be" i s not enough: i t must bot h mean and be. 

Perse r e j e c t s such a l i m i t a t i o n as r o u n d l y as he r e j e c t s a 

p u r e l y f a c t u a l c a t a l o g u i n g of phenomena. The heightened 

p e r c e p t i o n of the poet a l l o w s the i n t e r p l a y o f sound and sense 

t o transcend the realms of f a c t . He takes over where s c i e n t i s t 
3 

and p h i l o s o p h e r g i v e up. But Perse eschews the c r y p t i c 

aphorisms o f a Char which leave so much out as w e l l as the 

l e x i c o g r a p h i c p r e c i s i o n o f a Ponge which puts so much i n . 

For him, language i s " l e mouvement meme de l ' e t r e , " an a l t e r ­

n a t i n g c u r r e n t between the w o r l d and the word: 
Par l a pensee analogique ou symbolique, par 1 ' i l l u ­

m i n a t i o n l o i n t a i n e de 1'image m e d i a t r i c e , et par l e j e u 

Perse, "Leon-Paul Fargue, poete," l o c . c i t . , pp. 2^25. 
Cf "Un langage s t r i c t e s t f a c t e u r de v e r i t e , de l i b e r t e . . . 
L ' e x a c t i t u d e du langage, l a s o l i d i t e de l ' o r d r e s o c i a l vont de 
p a i r - " C a i l l o i s , Babel, p. 66; see a l s o pp. 110-119. 

2 
A r c h i b a l d MacLeish, "Ars P o e t i c a " i n C o l l e c t e d Poems 

1917-1952, quoted by M a r i t a i n , C r e a t i v e I n t u i t i o n i n A r t and 
P o e t r y , p. 260. 

"̂ See Perse, Poesie, /p. 3,7» 
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de ses correspondances, sur m i l l e chaines de r e a c t i o n 
et d f a s s o c i a t i o n s e t r a n g e r e s , par l a grace e n f i n d'un 
langage ou se transmet l e mouvement meme de l ' E t r e , l e 
poete s ' i n v e s t i t d'une s u r r e j a l i t e q u i ne peut e t r e 
c e l l e de l a s c i e n c e . ^ 

D e c i s i v e e n t r e t o u t e s f u t l a l'urgence du langage: 
puissance a c t i v e , a n i m a t r i c e , i n i t i a t r i c e e t c r e a t r i c e . . . 
De c e t t e montee d'abime ou commande l e d e s i r , i n s i s t a n c e 
d i v i n e , l'oeuvre t i r e , d u r a b l e , sa v o c a t i o n premiere e t 
sa f a t a l i t e . A l a f o i s c r e a t u r e e t c r e a t r i c e d'une 
langue, e l l e garde, r e b e l l e , c o n t r e t o u t e p r i s e d ' i n t e l l e c t , 
sa l i a i s o n v i v a n t e avec l e mouvement meme de l ' e t r e , sa 
f o r t u n e . ^ 

C l e a r l y f o r such h i g h purposes, i t i s v i t a l t h a t words 

should not become debased, t h a t the w r i t t e n word should not 

obscure " l a chose meme", t h a t the n i c e t i e s o f s o c i a l i n t e r c o u r s e 

do not hamper, nor the wordy n o t h i n g s o f outdated modes o f 

w r i t i n g o b s t r u c t the f r e e growth and a p p r e c i a t i o n o f language. 

So the r a i n s , invoked t o cleanse the w o r l d , are a l s o c a l l e d 

upon t o p u r i f y the word: 

Toute p i e r r e lavee des signes de v o i r i e . . . nous 
t e l i r o n s e n f i n , t e r r e abluee des encres du c o p i s t e . 

Lavez, lavez . . . l a s o u i l l u r e du langage sur l e s 

Perse, Poesie, /pp. 2-3/. 

I d . , Pour Dante, p. 12. 
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l e v r e s p u b l i q u e s . . . . 
0 P l u i e s ! lavez au coeur de l'homme l e s p l u s beaux 

d i t s de l'homme: l e s p l u s b e l l e s sentences, l e s p l u s 
b e l l e s sequences; l e s phrases l e s mieux f a i t e s , l e s 
pages l e s mieux nees. Lavez, lavez . . . l e u r s grands 
bonheurs d'expression. ( P l u i e s , V I - V I I ) 

Only once f r e e d of a s l a v e r y t o the agreeable and foreseeable 

i n language can we hope t o r e c a p t u r e " l a f r a x c h e u r courant aux 

c r e t e s du langage, l'ecume encore aux l e v r e s du poeme" ( P l u i e s , 

V I I I ) , and read the " t e x t e s regus en langage c l a i r " (Vents, I I , 

6 ) . A med i a t o r , w i t h the image as h i s t o o l o f m e d i a t i o n , the 

poet holds the balance between w o r l d and word. Echoing Perse's 

"0 Poete, 6 b i l i n g u e , e n t r e t o u t e s choses b i s a i g u e s . . . , " Bache-

l a r d w r i t e s : "Le v r a i poete e s t b i l i n g u e , i l ne confond pas l e 
2 

langage de l a s i g n i f i c a t i o n e t l e langage p o e t i q u e . " Not 
on l y does Perse not confuse them, he uses them b o t h s i m u l t a n e o u s l y . 

The two p o s s i b l e senses of t h i s l i n e h e l p d e f i n e the 
l i m i t s of Perse's view o f language. On the one hand " l e s 
l e v r e s p u b l i q u e s " may be taken t o r e f e r t o p u b l i c speakers, 
w i t h t h e i r p r o p e n s i t y t o p r e s c r i p t i v e t u r g i d i t y , and on the 
ot h e r t o the gen e r a l p u b l i c , w i t h i t s tendency t o "bad language," 
b o t h a n t i - n o r m a t i v e ("ungrammatical") and debased by oaths e t c . 
While showing a deep attachment t o the c l a s s i c a l r o o t s o f French, 
Perse r e j e c t s the excessive conservatism of the Academie as 
r o u n d l y as he deplores a g e n e r a l i n s e n s i t i v i t y t o our l i n g u i s t i c 
h e r i t a g e . For both reduce i t s value as the most complete means 
of communication a t man's d i s p o s a l . This i s the p u r i t y Perse 
s t r i v e s b o t h t o r e t a i n and t o enhance: i t i s not s t a t i c . 

2 Bachelard, La Poetique de l a r e v e r i e , p. 160. 
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For no Romantic n o t i o n o f i n s p i r a t i o n i n f e s t s Perse's 

w r i t i n g s : i f h i s t e x t s are a t times "recus", l i k e V a l e r y ' s 

o c c a s i o n a l "vers donne", a h i g h l y conscious o r g a n i s i n g c a p a c i t y 

i s nonetheless brought i n t o p l a y - A f i r m , t r u l y c l a s s i c a l 

c o n t r o l i s apparent i n a l l Perse's mature poems (and how many 

have produced such mature j u v e n i l i a ? ) . One could say o f Perse 

what he w r i t e s o f Cla u d e l : "C'est 1 ' i n t u i t i o n en elle-meme q u ' i l 

semble suspecter, comme un r i s q u e d'equivoque ou d ' i m p r e c i s i o n 

--de c e t t e i m p r e c i s i o n q u ' i l h a i t dans l a pensee, a u t a n t que 

1 ' i m p r o p r i a t e J d a n s l e langage. ""*" 

En v a i n vous me frappez d'un son melodieux 
S i l e terme e s t impropre. 

Boileau's i d e a i s rephrased. The n o t i o n o f conscious command 

amply a p p l i c a b l e t o Perse i s seen by him i n othe r w r i t e r s . 

Fargue's work shows "1'harmonieuse c o n t i n u i t y d'une langue ou 
2 

1*exigence l a p l u s c l a s s i q u e s'exerce encore a 1 ' i n v i s i b i l i t e . " 
E q u a l l y a p p r o p r i a t e t o Perse i s what he w r i t e s o f Larbaud: 

I I f u t homme de langage, respectueux de l ' e c r i t e t 
de t o u t ce q u ' i l consacre de l a personne humaine, de 

•'•Perse, "Silence pour C l a u d e l , " NRF, sept. 1955, 289. 
2 
I d . , "Leon-Paul Fargue, poete," l o c . c i t . , p. 20. 
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l ' a v e n t u r e humaine elle-meme. I I a c r u au b i e n f a i t , 
a l a puissance o c c u l t e du langage, et l e langage f u t 
pour l u i d'eminente s o u v e r a i n e t e , e t a n t pour l u i 1 * i n ­
stance l a p l u s haute e t l a p l u s haute c o l l u s i o n , 1 * i n t e r ­
cession supreme et l a supreme m e d i a t i o n . I I a tenu sa 
f o i j u r e e dans l a p a r o l e e t dans l ' e c r i t , engage l a t o u t 
son honneur e t t o u t son b i e n - A l a p a r o l e i n s t i g a t r i c e , 
i n i t i a t r i c e e t c r e a t r i c e , a l a p a r o l e r e v e l a t r i c e a u t a n t 
q u * e d u c a t r i c e , i l demandait a s s i s t a n c e et l i b e r a t i o n . * * -

Here, t h e n , i s a r e a l care f o r language, and a deep 

sympathy f o r o t h e r s who care: by naming them, he honours the 

man " q u i prend s o u c i des a c c i d e n t s de phonetique, de 1 * a l t e r a t i o n 

des signes e t des grandes eros i o n s de langage, . • . c e l u i q u i 

donne l ' h i e r a r c h i e aux grands o f f i c e s du langage" ( E x i l , V I ) , 

" l ' a n n a l i s t e , sous l a lampe, p r e t a n t l ' o r e i l l e a l a rumeur 

l o i n t a i n e des peuples et de langues i m m o r t e l l e s . . . " (Amers, 

Choeur, 3), and " l e s v i e u x n a t u r a l i s t e s f r a n c a i s , dans l e u r 

langue t r e s sure et t r e s r e v e r e n c i e u s e " (Oiseaux, 2). He 

quotes Larbaud as s a y i n g : "Eh q u o i ! l a "recherche v e r b a l e " 

n 1 e s t - e l l e pas l a c o n d i t i o n meme de l ' a r t d ' e c r i r e ?"^ For 

l i t e r a t u r e t o r e f l e c t l i f e most f u l l y and most f a i t h f u l l y , 

a t t e n t i o n must a l s o be focussed on the medium. "Ce s i e c l e 

c o u r t a de s i n g u l i e r e s d e f e c t i o n s l i t t e r a i r e s , ou l'oeuvre 

1 P e r s e , "Larbaud ou 1*honneur l i t t e r a i r e , " NRF, se p t . 1957, 
399. 

2 I b i d . , 390. 
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elle-meme e s t eludee, l ' a r t en lui-meme s u s p e c t e , l a langue 

bafouee."*' Only r e c e n t l y , a p a r t from some lone wolves of 
. . 2 

c r i t i c i s m , has t h e r e been a r e t u r n to the a d m i s s i o n t h a t 

" l e s e u l engagement p o s s i b l e , pour l ' e c r i v a i n , c ' e s t l a l i t t e -

r a t u r e . " ^ According to P e r s e , Larbaud would have laughed 
Zf 

h e a r t i l y a t the mere mention of " l i t t e r a t u r e engagee". Once 
a g a i n the p r a i s e meted out to the c r e a t o r of Barnabooth i s 

a p p l i c a b l e to h i m s e l f : 

Cher e t l i b r e Larbaud, egalement e l o i g n e de l ' a l e -
x a ndrinisme l i t t e r a i r e e t des n o v a t i o n s sans f r u i t ; des 
e n t r e p r i s e s de l a b o r a t o i r e s a n s terme n i s y n t h e s e et des 
v i o l e n c e s n i h i l i s t e s que r i e n n ' i l l u s t r e n i n ' a t t e s t e — 
soyez a u j o u r d ' h u i honore pour v o t r e p r o b i t e t r e s grande 
e t l a s i m p l i c i t e de v o t r e m a i n t i e n devant 1' oeuvre l i t ­
t e r a i r e .5 

P e r s e , "Message pour V a l e r y Larbaud," C a h i e r s de l a P l e i a d e , 
X I I I , automne 1951-printemps 1952, 13-

^E.g. C a i l l o i s : see B a b e l , L e s Impostures de l a p o e s i e , A r t 
p o e t i q u e , e t c . 

^ A l a i n R o b b e - G r i l l e t , Pour un nouveau roman ( P a r i s 1963)1 p« 
120, 

Zf 
P e r s e , "Message pour V a l e r y Larbaud," l o c . c i t . , 13» 

^Ibid« For a measure of the mutual esteem between P e r s e 
and Larbaud, see A. C o n n e l l , " S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e and V a l e r y L a r ­
baud," F r e n c h Review, Oct. 196?» 11-22. I t i s s t r a n g e t h a t 
R o b b e - G r i l l e t should be l a b e l l e d "new" when he w r i t e s : " L ' a r t 
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A t t e n t i o n to language i s a t the s e r v i c e of communication. 

Evoki n g A r i s t o t l e and the i n t e r p l a y of being and p o e t r y , P e r s e 

w r i t e s : 

P o e s i e , s c i e n c e de l ' e t r e ! Car toute poetique e s t 
une o n t o l o g i e . E t s u r ce double mouvement, d'un a r r a c h e -
ment premier, p u i s d'un r e t o u r , a l ' e t r e , pour l a r e i n t e ­
g r a t i o n de 1'unite perdue, l a p h i l o s o p h i e grecque du 
S t a g i r i t e a v a i t d e j a t e n t e toute une metaphysique de 
mouvement. 

D'ou 1'exigence, en a r t , d'une oeuvre r e e l l e e t 
p l e i n e , q u i ne c r a i g n e pas l a n o t i o n d 1 " aeuvre", e t 
d' aeuvre "aeuvree", dans s a t o t a l i t e , i m p l i q u a n t d'autant 
p l u s d 1 a s s i s t a n c e du s o u f f l e , e t de f o r c e organique, 
d ' e l e v a t i o n de ton e t de v i s i o n , a u - d e l a de l ' e c r i t , pour 
l a conduite f i n a l e du theme a s a l i b r e echeance. 

T e l l e e s t 1 ' o b l i g a t i o n f i l i a l e du poete e n v e r s l a 
l a n g u e - - c r e a t r i c e . . . ̂  

I t i s a commitment to both language and l i f e , not u s i n g one 

a s a s t i c k to beat the o t h e r , nor, to use V a l e r y ' s image 

borrowed by S a r t r e , l e t t i n g language d i s a p p e a r l i k e a s h e e t 

of g l a s s i n f r o n t of i t s s u b j e c t . The g l a s s i s v a l u e d f o r 

a l l i t s p r o p e r t i e s . The double movement seen here by P e r s e 

pour l ' a r t n'a pas bonne p r e s s e : c e l a f a i t penser au j e u , 
aux j o n g l e r i e s , au d i l e t t a n t i s m e . Mais l a n e c e s s i t e a quoi 
1*aeuvre d ' a r t se r e c o n n a i t n'a r i e n a v o i r avec l ' u t i l i t e . 
C ' e s t une n e c e s s i t e tout i n t e r i e u r e . " (Op. c i t . , pp. k2-kj>) • 

"^Perse, Pour Dante, p. 13. 
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r e g a r d i n g language-- f lce double mauvement, d'un arrachement 

premier, p u i s d'un r e t o u r . . . pour l a r e i n t e g r a t i o n de 

1'unite p e r d u e " — i s p r e c i s e l y t h a t we have t r a c e d r e g a r d i n g 

P e r s e * s whole l i f e and works i n the course of the p r e s e n t s t u d y 

I n e x i l e , the poet d e c l a r e s h i m s e l f c o n t e n t , "me composant 

un pur langage sans o f f i c e " ( E x i l , I V ) . But the word r e f i n e d 

to i t s pure s t a t e i s e l u s i v e . " I I e s t i m p o s s i b l e de d e t a c h e r 

l e langage de s a d e s t i n a t i o n fondamentale, q u i e s t d'exprimer 

quelque chose. A u s s i , jusque dans l e s r e u s s i t e s l e s p l u s ex-

q u i s e s de l ' a r t d ' e c r i r e , . • • e s t - i l s a l u t a i r e de ne pas 

o u b l i e r que l e langage r e m p l i t un o f f i c e b a n a l . H e n c e the 

h o p e l e s s n e s s of the f o l l o w i n g g e s t u r e : 

S e r v a n t e s , vous s e r v i e z , e t v a i n e s , vous t e n d i e z 
vos t o i l e s f r a i c h e s pour 1'echeance d'un mot pur, 

Sur des p l a i n t e s de p l u v i e r s s'en f u t l'aube p l a i n ­
t i v e , s'en f u t l'hyade p l u v i e u s e a l a r e c h e r c h e du mot 
p U r - ( E x i l , I V ) 

B i b l e i n hand, Crusoe had sensed the same d i f f i c u l t y : 

E t q u e l l e p l a i n t e a l o r s s u r l a bouche de l ' a t r e 
• . . remuait dans ton coeur 1'obscure n a i s s a n c e du 
langage . (Images a Crusoe: "Le L i v r e " ) 

^ a i l l o i s , B a b e l, pp. 174-175-
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The horsemen i n the d e s e r t i n Anabase a s k t h e m s e l v e s : 

Leverons-nous l e fouet s u r l e s mots hongres du 
bonheur ? 

I l l o g i c a l , a p p a r e n t l y , but f o r P e r s e words have s u b s t a n c e 

enough to provoke such an a c t i o n : the Word was made f l e s h . 

The p h y s i c a l q u a l i t i e s of words as w e l l as t h e i r r e f e r ­

e n t i a l a s p e c t must t h e r e f o r e be r e c o g n i s e d by a poet before 

any transcendence beyond d a t a i s p o s s i b l e - On s e v e r a l 

o c c a s i o n s , P e r s e s e e s language as a weapon, a v e r y p h y s i c a l l y 

r e a l i s e d t o o l which one must know how to use. The boomerang 

shape, or i n t h i s case the s l i n g shape of the c i r c u m f l e x a c c e n t 

i s summoned i n t o s e r v i c e a g a i n s t the G o l i a t h of i n e f f a b i l i t y : 

Ne pesez pas l e s hommes de ma r a c e . . • • L ' a b e i l l e 
du langage e s t s u r l e u r f r o n t . 

E t s u r l a l o u r d e phrase humaine, p e t r i e de t a n t 
d'idiomes, i l s sont s e u l s a manier l a fronde de 1'accent. 

( V e n t s , I V , k) 

Winter i s d e s c r i b e d " c r e a n t s e s mots de f e r " and a f t e r f o r g i n g 

i t s i r o n words asked to s h a r e t h e i r s e c r e t power: " E n s e i g n e -

nous l e mot de f e r " ( V e n t s , I I , 2). Words a r e a s s o l i d and 

s u b s t a n t i a l a s i r o n , and the i r o n f e a t h e r s a d o r n i n g the " f i l l e s 

l e s p l u s a i g r e s " of E x i l , I I I , a r e q u i l l s , perhaps, drawn from 

the wing of g e n i u s when c o n s i d e r e d i n the l i g h t of t h i s s e n t e n c e 
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w r i t t e n some twenty y e a r s l a t e r : " E t l ' a i l e a c e rbe du genie 

nous f r o l e r a encore de s a plume de f e r I t i s tempting 

to p l a y on the word "tempered 1 1 when r e a d i n g P e r s e f s l e t t e r to 
2 

George Huppert s a y i n g t h a t words shou l d be "bien-temperes", 

but s i n c e P e r s e then speaks of Bach, the temptation must be 

r e s i s t e d , d e s p i t e the poet's knowledge of E n g l i s h . 

Only p u r i t y and a l l e g i a n c e to p u r i t y i n language, then, 

a l l o w s the maximum c o n t a c t w i t h the world as w e l l a s the 

a p p a r e n t l y p a r a d o x i c a l e x p l o r a t i o n of the unknown and the 

i n e f f a b l e . For P e r s e , one of the p r i n c i p a l approaches to 

p u r i t y , and the subsequent r e v a l o r i s a t i o n o f jaded words, i s 

through the c l a s s i c a l Greek and L a t i n r o o t s of the F r e n c h 

language. H i s knowledge of both languages i s c o n s i d e r a b l e : 

e a r l y i n h i s c a r e e r he t r a n s l a t e d , but d i d not p u b l i s h , P i n d a r ' s 

V i c t o r y Odes,^ and even i n h i s o l d age he d e l i g h t s i n r e a d i n g 

some L a t i n almost ev e r y day. He c o n s i d e r s i t a s t h e r a p e u t i c 

P e r s e , Pour Dante, p. l 8 . Cf " l a plume savante au s c a n -
dale de l ' a i l e ! . . . " (Anabase, Chanson I ) , and f o r a f u l l e r d i s ­
c u s s i o n of the l i n e see above, pp. "TO-42, 201-206. 

2 
I n L i v r e s de F r a n c e ( B i b l i o ) , j a n . 1959? o. 

^A f a c s i m i l e of the opening of the f i r s t P y t h i a n Ode i n 
P e r s e 1 s hand w i l l be found i n E. Noulet, Le Ton dans l a p o e s i e 
de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e ( B r u s s e l s 1969)» f a c i n g p. 10. 
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a s swimming, which u n t i l r e c e n t l y was a l s o a d a i l y e x e r c i s e 

except i n the most inc l e m e n t weather. C a i l l o i s ' s P o e tique 

de St.-John Per s e p r o v i d e s ample evidence of P e r s e ' s s t r o n g 

e t y m o l o g i c a l sense,and as w i t h the q u e s t i o n of e x a c t i t u d e one 

can only hope to add f u r t h e r examples to support the c o n c l u s i o n s 

he r e a c h e s . L e t one s t a n d f o r many. P e r s e has e n l a r g e d w i t h 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c p r e c i s i o n on one of the most opaque passages of 

E x i l to which r e f e r e n c e has a l r e a d y been made: " l e s f i l l e s l e s 

p l u s a i g r e s " ( E x i l , I I I ) : 

" A i g r e " e s t i c i p r i s , t r e s concretement, au s e n s 
f i g u r a t i f e t presque l i n e a i r e d'une s u g g e s t i o n d'ordre 
p l a s t i q u e , e t non moral: dans l e s e n s , purement v i s u e l , 
d ' " a c e r e " , d'aigu, d'anguleux ( a r r o w y ) , comme l e s p r o f i l s 
d ' a i l e s coudees des a i g l e s evoques a n t e r i e u r e m e n t . . . . 
Vous devez certainement r e t o u r n e r a 1'image physique 

A r e t u r n from the a b s t r a c t sense of the word to i t s more 

c o n c r e t e , p h y s i c a l o r i g i n s i s almost i n v a r i a b l y the movement 

Pe r s e i n v i t e s . I n t h i s case i t i s a r e t u r n to the o r i g i n a l 

Greek sense « K p o s , ' p o i n t e d 1 . Often, i n h i s prose w r i t i n g s , 

one f i n d s such p h r a s e s a s "au sens a n c i e n du mot" and "dans 

l ' a c c e p t i o n l a t i n e du mot." 

^From a l e t t e r to the p r e s e n t w r i t e r dated Washington, 
Dec. 15, 1965. 
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The poet c o u n t e r a c t s the development of Fre n c h towards 

a b s t r a c t i o n by t h i s method, but t h a t i s not to say t h a t the 

refinement of the Fre n c h language i s r e g r e t t e d by P e r s e . On 

the c o n t r a r y , i t a l l o w s him scope f o r s u b t l e i n t e r p l a y between 

many an a b s t r a c t word and i t s more c o n c r e t e etymon. Indeed, 

he has some h a r s h - - i f somewhat c o n t r a d i c t o r y - - t h i n g s to say 

about E n g l i s h i n comparison.^ He r e p o r t s the f o l l o w i n g d i s ­

c u s s i o n w i t h Gide on the s u b j e c t : 

I I me d i t tout l ' a t t r a i t que commencait d ' e x e r c e r 
s u r l u i 1'etude approfondie de l a langue a n g l a i s e . J e 
l u i denoncai, pour ma p a r t , l ' o p a c i t e d'une langue a u s s i 
c o n c r e t e , l a r i c h e s s e e x c e s s i v e de son v o c a b u l a i r e e t s a 
complaisance a v o u l o i r r e i n c a r n e r l a chose elle-meme, 
comme dans l ' e c r i t u r e ideographique, au l i e u que l e 
f r a n g a i s , langue p l u s a b s t r a i t e , e t q u i c h e r c h a i t a 
s i g n i f i e r b i e n p l u s qu'a f i g u r e r , n'engageait l e s i g n e 
f i d u c i a i r e du mot que comme v a l e u r d'echange monetaire. 
L * a n g l a i s , pour moi, en e t a i t encore au t r o c . ^ 

Onomatopoeia should be used w i t h d i s c r e t i o n c e r t a i n l y , but i t 

i s obtuse to see E n g l i s h a s e n j o y i n g l i t t l e other than " t r a n s -
3 

p a r e n t " words. The i d e n t i t y of a word w i t h the o b j e c t i t 

Cf Knodel, S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , pp. 90, 98. 

P e r s e , "Face aux l e t t r e s f r a n g a i s e s , 1909," l o c . c i t . , 8. 

^On the q u e s t i o n of m o t i v a t i o n of onomatopoeias and t r a n s ­
p a r e n t words i n French see S. Ullmann, P r e c i s de semantique 
f r a n g a i s e (Berne 1952), pp. 102-131. An i n s t r u c t i v e c o n t r a s t 
w i t h German and comparison w i t h E n g l i s h i s made on pp. 130-131. 
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d e s i g n a t e s should never go so f a r a s to attempt to be e n t i r e . 

Such an i d e a has been amply s a t i r i s e d by S w i f t i n the scheme 

put forward by the P r o f e s s o r s of the Sch o o l of Languages a t 

the Grand Academy of Lagado whereby Things r e p l a c e Words, and 

we meet "Sages almost s i n k i n g under the Weight of t h e i r P a c k s . ""̂  

T h i s too i n i t s absurd way r e p r e s e n t s a l o s s of p u r i t y -

While b e l i e v i n g P e r s e ' s view of E n g l i s h to be inadequate 

and u n s u b t l e , one must admit t h a t no poet could be more f a i t h f u l 

to h i s own language,<even to the p o i n t of chauvinism, and what 

h i g h e r p r a i s e could a poet r e c e i v e ? C o n t r a s t i n g h i s mother-

tongue w i t h E n g l i s h , he r e v e a l s i t s p e c u l i a r r i c h e s : 

De l a langue f r a n g a i s e , au c o n t r a i r e , on s a i t 1*ex­
treme economie de moyens, e t qu'au terme d'une longue 
e v o l u t i o n v e r s l ' a b s t r a i t , e l l e a c c e p t e a u j o u r d ' h u i comme 
une f a v e u r l e b e n e f i c e de son appauvrissement m a t e r i e l , 
pousse p a r f o i s j u s q u ' a l ' a m b i g u l t e ou l a p o l y v a l e n c e , pour 
une f o n c t i o n d'echanges e t de mutations l o i n t a i n e s ou l e s 
mots, s i m p l e s s i g n e s , s ' e n t r e m e t t e n t f i c t i v e m e n t comme l a 
monnaie d i t e f i d u c i a i r e . ^ 

The p r o v i s o i s e x p r e s s e d through the same image by C a i l l o i s : 

/ L * i n t e l l i g e n c e / d e s i r e , a t r a v e r s l e s mots, a t t e i n d r e 

G u l l i v e r ' s T r a v e l s , Bk. I l l , § 5. 

"Une l e t t r e . . . a Mr- George Huppert," l o c . c i t . , 8. 
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des e v i d e n c e s , c ' e s t - a - d i r e toucher l e metal i n c o n t e s t a b l e 
q u i g a r a n t i t c e t t e abondance de papier-monnaie. 

F i d e l i t y to one's language i s perhaps the most meaningful form 

of p a t r i o t i s m , and c e r t a i n l y i s f o r a poet. 

Meme s i j e n ' e t a i s pas un animal e s s e n t i e l l e m e n t 
f r a n g a i s , une a r g i l e e s s e n t i e l l e m e n t f r a n g a i s e ( e t mon 
d e r n i e r s o u f f l e , comme l e premier, s e r a chimiquement 
f r a n g a i s ) , l a langue f r a n g a i s e s e r a i t encore pour moi 
l e s e u l refuge i m a g i n a b l e , l ' a s i l e e t l ' a n t r e par ex­
c e l l e n c e , l e s e u l l i e u geometrique ou j e p u i s s e me t e n i r 
en ce monde pour y r i e n comprendre, y r i e n v o u l o i r ou 
reno n c e r - ^ 

P e r s e ' s most r e c e n t l y p u b l i s h e d t e x t of any l e n g t h , Pour 

Dante, i s a l s o one of the most r e v e l a t o r y f o r the p r e s e n t study-

A c r o s s seven c e n t u r i e s , the p r a i s e which P e r s e o f f e r s Dante i s 

e s s e n t i a l l y f o r h i s powers of language: 

Nous te s a l u o n s , Poete, homme de t e r r e l a t i n e , c e l u i 
a q u i i l f u t donne d'eduquer une langue, e t par l a langue, 
c r e a t r i c e , de f o r g e r l'ame d'un peuple. 

. . . E t nous, p o e t e s , hommes de p a r o l e , nous i n v o -
quons d'un grand poete l a p a r o l e donnee, fet nous l u i de-
mandons r a i s o n . Q u ' i l porte encore dans l e s i e c l e l e 
sc a n d a l e du poete, e t par l a grace du. langage, 1 ' a l t e r ­
c a t i o n supreme de 1'homme au p l u s haut l i e u de l ' e t r e , 
s a p a r o l e ! ^ 

1 C a i l l o i s , B a b e l , p. 19^. 
2 
P e r s e , "Fragments d'une l e t t r e p r i v e e de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e 

a A r c h i b a l d MacLeish (1942)," CP, X, 156. 
3 Pour Dante, p. 10. 
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The poet i s endowed w i t h the h i g h e s t p o s s i b l e f u n c t i o n , t h a t 

of l e a d i n g people to l i v e more f u l l y (and so l i v i n g more f u l l y 

h i m s e l f ) by e x p r e s s i n g the k e r n e l of being which he has the 

p r i v i l e g e of s e e i n g more f u l l y than most: 

I I n ' e s t p o i n t , sans l e poete, d ' a s p i r a t i o n p l e n i e r e , 
n i de r e s t i t u t i o n , du s o u f f l e - R e s p i r e r avec l e monde 
demeure s a f o n c t i o n propre e t m e d i a t r i c e . E t t e l l e e s t 
b i e n l a primaute s e c r e t e du poete. I I e s t , au sens 
premier du mot, 1 1 " e x - i s t a n t " par e x c e l l e n c e , se s i t u a n t 
au p l u s p r e s du p r i n c i p e de l'etre.-'-

The n o t i o n of the O r a c l e i s not f a r away: 

Dans l ' e r e p l e n i e r e du langage s ' i n t e g r e l a duree 
d'une p a r o l e d'homme. E t l'homme de langage s'avance 
encore parmi nous. I I couvre du r e g a r d l e temps des 
morts e t des v i v a n t s . A l f e m p i r e du passe i l j o i n t 
1'empire du f u t u r , ou co u r t son ombre proph e t i q u e . . . 
Car i l y a, dans l a v i s i o n du poete, a son i n s u , quelque 
chose t o u j o t i r s de f a t i d i q u e q u i co u r t au l o i n r e j o i n d r e 
une a u t r e i n f i n i t u d e : c e l l e de l ' E t r e , son l i e u v r a i . 2 

Language alone i s t h e r e to keep the O r a c l e i n check, to be 

man's guarantee: 

Honneur a Dante d ' l t a l i e ! premier d'Europe e t 
d'Occident a fonder l'homme en p o e s i e , e t l a p a r o l e , en 
l'homme, du poete comme une c a u t i o n d'humanite.^ 

P e r s e , Pour Dante, p. 16. 

2 I b i d . , p. 17. 

3 I b i d . , p. 18. 
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The a f f i n i t y w i t h P e r s e i s s t r o n g l y f e l t : once a g a i n , a s i s 

almost i n e v i t a b l e i n a c r i t i c who i s h i m s e l f a c r e a t i v e w r i t e r , 

Dante i s p r a i s e d f o r q u a l i t i e s one f i n d s i n l a r g e measure i n 

Per s e himself."'' Beyond the f a c t t h a t both were diplomats and 

both p o l i t i c a l e x i l e s , however, l i e s the c r u c i a l f a c t t h a t they 

were both hommes de langage: 

P o e s i e , heure des grands, r o u t e d ' e x i l e t d 1 a l l i a n c e , 
l e v a i n des peuples f o r t s e t l e v e r d ' a s t r e s chez l e s 
humbles; p o e s i e , grandeur v r a i e , p u i s s a n c e s e c r e t e chez 
l e s hommes, e t , de tous l e s p o u v o i r s , l e s e u l p e u t - e t r e 
qu i ne corrompe p o i n t l e coeur de 1'homme fa c e aux hommes... 

Only complete p u r i t y and i n t e g r i t y of language can match such 

h i g h i d e a l s . The i l l u s t r a t i o n of P e r s e ' s c a r e f o r language 

i s a l l h i s w r i t t e n work; the t h e o r i e s suggested i n h i s prose 

w r i t i n g s a r e put i n t o p r a c t i c e and r e a l i s e d by h i s p o e t r y , a 

l i v i n g w i t n e s s both to the i n t e g r i t y of the language and to 

t h a t of the man. 

E t Dante, f a n a t i q u e du langage, n ' a - t - i l pas p l a c e 
dans son E n f e r , non. l o i n des blasphemateurs, un e c r i v a i n 
coupable d'impiete envers s a langue m a t e r n e l l e ?3 

P e r s e even r e f e r s to the c o i n c i d e n c e of t h e i r horoscopes 
(p. 19)• The " b i p o l a r i t y " a t t r i b u t e d to Gemini ( s e e L o u i s Mac-
Neice, A s t r o l o g y (London 1964), p. 85) corresponds, whatever 
one's a t t i t u d e to a s t r o l o g y , to the b a s i c b i n a r y ambivalence seen 
i n e v e r y a s p e c t of P e r s e ' s work. 

Pour Dante, p. 20. I b i d . , p. 13* 
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What i s fundamentally important f o r P e r s e , then, i s t h a t 

the f u l l q u a l i t i e s of language should be r e s p e c t e d not f o r a 

s t e r i l e p l a y i n g w i t h words f o r t h e i r own s a k e , not f o r " l a 

p o e s i e pure," not a s an end, but a s a means to pushing back 

the f r o n t i e r s of man's understanding and enjoyment of l i f e . 

A p u r i t y of language combined w i t h a r e s p e c t f o r i t s p h y s i c a l 

q u a l i t i e s on the one s i d e and a b r o a d l y based f a s c i n a t i o n f o r 

n a t u r a l phenomena on the o t h e r p r o v i d e P e r s e w i t h a remarkably 

sound p l a t f o r m to observe, e x p l o r e , and e x p r e s s something of 

the mystery of man. "Le d e l i c e encore du mieux dire""*" i s 
2 

"pour mieux v i v r e , e t p l u s l o i n . " 
F i d e l e a son o f f i c e , q u i e s t l'approfondissement 

meme du mystere de l'homme, l a p o e s i e moderne s fengage 
dans une e n t r e p r i s e dont l a p o u r s u i t e i n t e r e s s e l a p l e i n e 
i n t e g r a t i o n de l'homme. I I n ' e s t r i e n de pythique dans 
une t e l l e p o e s i e . Rien non p l u s de purement e s t h e t i q u e . 
. . . Se r e f u s a n t a d i s s o c i e r l ' a r t de l a v i e , n i de 
1'amour l a c o n n a i s s a n c e , e l l e e s t a c t i o n , e l l e e s t p a s s i o n , 
e l l e e s t p u i s s a n c e , e t n o v a t i o n t o u j o u r s q u i deplace l e s 
bornes.5 

* * * 

^Amers , I n v o c a t i o n , *f. 
2 
P e r s e , i n Mazars, "Une j o u r n e e . . . " 

"^Perse, P o e s i e , /p. ~bj• Cf h i s s c o r n of the a e s t h e t e i n 
V e n t s , I V , 5 : f , H y a u r a t o u j o u r s a s s e z de l a i t pour l e s g e n c i v e s 
de l ' e s t h e t e et l e s bulbes du n a r c i s s e . " 



§ 10 

LANGUAGE AS IMAGERY 

L i n g u i s t a sum; n i h i l 
l i n g u i s t i c i a me 
alienu m puto. 

Roman Jakobson 
( E s s a i s de l i n g u i s t i q u e 

g e n e r a l e , p. 27) 
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There are two obvious ways i n which Pers e r e v e a l s h i s 

attachment to language. The f i r s t shows i n h i s t e c h n i c a l 

mastery and h i s s e n s i t i v i t y to p h i l o l o g y , the second i n h i s 

e x t e n s i v e use of language i t s e l f as an image. Not only i s 

language l i k e n e d to t h i n g s ; t h i n g s a r e a l s o l i k e n e d t o 

language. The v a r i o u s m a n i f e s t a t i o n s of language become 

images i n t h e i r own r i g h t , so c r e a t i n g the c u r i o u s s i t u a t i o n 

i n which the t o o l becomes an i n t e g r a l p a r t of the f i n i s h e d 

product. 

Because of the c o n j u n c t i o n of an a b s t r a c t l i n g u i s t i c 

element and the c o n c r e t e element w i t h which i t i s a s s o c i a t e d , 

the t o t a l e f f e c t depends on the a t t r a c t i o n of each element f o r 

the o t h e r . More o f t e n than not, the r e s u l t i s to c o n c r e t i s e 
* 

language by the a s s o c i a t i o n or metaphor. A s i m p l e example 

w i l l s e r v e to make t h i s c l e a r e r - P e r s e mentions i n E x i l , V I , 

" l e Depot des Phares, ou g i s e n t l e s f a b l e s , l e s l a n t e r n e s . " 

The l i n k i n g of items l y i n g t o g e t h e r makes the l a n t e r n s somehow 

l e s s r e a l , but the major effea't i s to make the t e m p t a t i o n to 

t r a n s l a t e f a b l e s as 'yarns' almost i r r e s i s t i b l e , so m a t e r i a l 

do the s a i l o r s ' t a l e s seem to have become. S i m i l a r l y , when 

a d d r e s s i n g the E t r a n g e r , P e r s e a s s i m i l a t e s i n t o terms drawn 



261 

from f i n a n c e the n o t i o n of the f o r e i g n language he s p e a k s : 

tu ne f r a n c h i r a s p o i n t l e s e u i l des L l o y d s , ou t a 
p a r o l e n'a point cours e t ton or e s t sans t i t r e . . . ^ 

( E x i l , V I ) 

Through the p a r a l l e l i s m of p h r a s i n g , p a r o l e i s g i v e n the v a l u e 

of o r . By the simple i n s e r t i o n of a word a p p a r e n t l y out of 

c o n t e x t , Perse both a r r e s t s our a t t e n t i o n and i n d i c a t e s the 

importance he a t t a c h e s to language. So the P r i n c e i s " v e t u 

de s e s s e n t e n c e s " ( A m i t i e du P r i n c e , I ) ; horsemen wonder: 

"leverons-nous l e fouet s u r l e s mots hongres du bonheur ?" 

(Anabase, V I I I ) . 

Working from t h i s p r i n c i p l e , one f i n d s both condensed and 

extended examples, r e v e a l i n g P e r s e ' s d e l i g h t i n language and 

keenness of o b s e r v a t i o n . Even i n the e a r l y poems the i n t e r e s t 

i s p r e s e n t , i f muted. I n E l o g e s , V, the swabbing of the deck 

before dawn l e a v e s a f i l m of water m i r r o r i n g the sky, and so 

g i v i n g an account of i t : 

Le pont l a v e , avant l e j o u r , d'une eau p a r e i l l e en 
songe au melange de l'aube, f a i t une b e l l e r e l a t i o n du 
c i e l . 

"hror language as ' f i d u c i a r y ' c u r r e n c y i n P e r s e ' s p r o s e , 
see above pp. 253-255* 
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For Crusoe, " l e s i l e n c e m u l t i p l i e r a 1 1 e x c l a m a t i o n des a s t r e s 

s o l i t a i r e s " (Images a Crusoe: "La V i l l e " ) , showing a l i n k 

between language and outer space which i s to bear f u r t h e r f r u i t . 

From the most s o p h i s t i c a t e d forms of l i n g u i s t i c arrangements 

i n poetry to the mere shape of a l e t t e r on a page, words a r e 

g r i s t to the m i l l of imagery. 

E t r o i t e l a mesure, e t r o i t e l a c e s u r e , q u i rompt en 
son m i l i e u l e corps de femme comme l e metre a n t i q u e . 

T h i s needs no e x p l a n a t i o n , but the f o l l o w i n g complex image 

i n c l u d e s an assumption of f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h u n c i a l s c r i p t and 

a p u r e l y v i s u a l r e a c t i o n to i l l u m i n a t e d c a p i t a l s : 

Au pur v e l i n r a y e d'une amorce d i v i n e , vous nous 
d i r e z , 6 P l u i e s ! q u e l l e langue n o u v e l l e s o l l i c i t a i t pour 
vous l a grande o n c i a l e de feu v e r t . / - r , , . T, r\ 

Here the s i m i l a r i t y of shape between the Water-Turkey or Snake-

b i r d ' s neck and the f l o u r i s h added to a w r i t t e n word i s e v i d e n t . 

The dimensions of time and space f i n d echoes i n l i n g u i s t i c 

imagery a p p r o p r i a t e to t h e i r importance. The opening s e c t i o n 

of V e n t s , f o r example, ends w i t h two i l l u m i n a t i n g paragraphs i n 

(Amers, Strophe, I X , 3 - 2 ) 

( P l u i e s , I V ) 

Another v i s u a l image i s f a r s i m p l e r : 

l ' O i s e a u Anhinga . . 
surde paraphe de son c o l ? 

. a p p o s e r a - t - i l ce s o i r l ' a b -
( V e n t s , I I , k) 
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t h i s connection- After l i n k i n g a h i s t o r i c a l notion with the 

image of a tr e e , both the past century and the wintry tree 

hollow and r a t t l i n g before the high winds, Perse r e t a i n s the 

tree and switches the h i s t o r i c a l notion to the genealogical 

tree of language. This s h i f t i s prepared very subtly, the 

word desinence meaning s p e c i f i c a l l y a f l e x i o n a l ending: 

Car tout un s i e c l e s ' e b r u i t a i t dans l a secheresse 
de l a p a i l l e , parmi d'etranges desinences • • • 

Comme un grand arbre t r e s s a i l l a n t dans ses c r e c e l l e s 
de bois mort. . . • 

Et ne v o i l a - t - i l pas deja toute ma page elle-meme 
bruissante, 

Comme ce grand arbre de magie sous sa p o u i l l e r i e 
d'hiver: vain de son l o t d'icones, de f e t i c h e s , 

Bercant depouilles et spectres de lo c u s t e s ; leguant, 
l i a n t au vent du c i e l f i l i a l e s d ' a i l e s et d'essaims, l a i s 
et r e l a i s du plus haut verbe — 

Hal t r e s grand arbre du langage peuple d 1 o r a c l e s , de 
maximes et murmurant murmure d'aveugle-ne dans l e s quin-
conces du s a v o i r . . . ,„ T , N 

(Vents, I , 1; 

The very word l a i s i s b r i l l i a n t l y chosen and placed- As the 

p l u r a l of l a i i t may be seen as the poetic form dating from 

the Middle Ages. As a singular i t means the same as baliveau, 

a staddle, or s i n g l e tree chosen to be l e f t standing when the 

undergrowth and other saplings are cleared from around i t . To 

t r a n s l a t e l a i s et r e l a i s as 'tide-marks 1 as Chisholm does"'" 

"S^inds (New York, 2nd edn., 1961), p. 7 
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betrays a strange i n s e n s i t i v i t y to the image-structure, which 

here brings the ideas of tree and language d e f t l y together i n 

a s i n g l e word. 

Space suggests another extended s i m i l e i n Oiseaux, 8. 

The c l o s i n g l i n e of the preceding s e c t i o n seems to t r i g g e r off 

the p a r a l l e l : 

C'est une poesie d*action qui s ' e s t engagee l a . 

Poetry and action combine i n the b i r d , the pure epitome of 

both; the phrase i n part 13 , , fLaconisme de I ' a i l e l " expresses 

the r e l a t i o n most s u c c i n c t l y - After a f u l l d e s c r i p t i o n of 

the perfect muscular adaptation for f l i g h t and of the functioning 

of the b i r d ' s dynamics, Perse n a t u r a l l y turns to the bi r d as 

poetry. The de s c r i p t i o n does not share the density of texture 

of the poems (Oiseaux being a meditation poetique and not a 

fu l l y - f l e d g e d poem), but the point i s made a l l the more l u c i d l y : , 

Dans l a maturite d'un texte immense en voie toujours 
de formation, i l s ont muri comme des f r u i t s , ou mieux 
comme des mots: a meme l a seve et l a substance o r i g i n e l l e . 
Et bien s o n t - i l s comme des mots sous l e u r charge magique: 
noyaux de force et d*action, foyers d ' e c l a i r s et d 1emissions, 
portant au l o i n l 1 i n i t i a t i v e et l a premonition. 

(Oiseaux, 8) 

Perse*s a t t i t u d e to language here shows a recognition of 

the power of ambiguity i n an i n d i v i d u a l word, a h i s t o r i c a l sense 
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of l i n g u i s t i c development, and an understanding of the wide­

spread power of words. The apparently casual ou mieux i n the 

above passage introduces the c e n t r a l s i m i l e of the s e c t i o n . 

Sur la.page blanche aux marges i n f i n i e s , l'espace 
q u ' i l s mesurent n'est plus qu'incantation. l i s sont, 
comme dans l e metre, quantites s y l l a b i q u e s . E t procedant, 
comme l e s mots, de l o i n t a i n e ascendance, i l s perdent, 
comme l e s mots, leu r sens a l a l i m i t e de l a f e l i c i t e . 

Space i s a t e x t , a Mallarmean blank page with i n f i n i t e margins, 

and the "fowl that may f l y above the earth i n the open firmament 

of heaven" of the Genesis account of crea t i o n imprint themselves 

upon i t . I n the beginning, too, was the Word, but the l i n k 

between bi r d and word i s by no means r e s t r i c t e d to C h r i s t i a n 

t e x t s . The dove descends i n other forms to other i n t e r m e d i a r i e s : 

A l'aventure poetique i l s eurent part j a d i s , avec 
l'augure et l ' a r u s p i c e . Et l e s v o i c i , vocables a s u j e t t i s 
au meme enchainement, pour l ' e x e r c i c e au l o i n d'une d i v i ­
nation nouvelle... Au s o i r d'antiques c i v i l i s a t i o n s , c'est 
un oiseau de bois, l e s bras en cro i x s a i s i s par 1 ' o f f i c i a n t , 
qui t i e n t l e r o l e du sc r i b e dans l ' e c r i t u r e mediumnique, 
comme aux mains du so u r c i e r ou du geomancien. 

(Oiseaux, 8) 

Words, l i k e b i r d s , are media for d i v i n a t i o n . Where the e f f i g y 

of a bir d once played i t s part i n pr i m i t i v e r i t u a l , we now use 

words. And the suggestion that words are m a t e r i a l i s e d remains. 

A thing may be so p h i s t i c a t e d into a verbal formula, but that 

formula i n turn becomes an object i n i t s e l f . But a form of 
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mediation between man and the unknown i s necessary, and so 

language has a basic and u n i v e r s a l function. 

Oiseaux, nes d'une i n f l e x i o n premiere pour l a plus 
longue intonation... l i s sont, comme l e s mots, portes du 
rythme u n i v e r s e l ; i l s s ' i n s c r i v e n t d'eux-memes, et comme 
d ' a f f i n i t e , dans l a plus large strophe errante que l'on 
a i t jamais vu se derouler au monde. / r s . Qs 

(Oiseaux, o) 

The immensity of space moving through the immensity of 

time i s r e g u l a r l y seen by Perse i n terms of language. I t i s 

almost as i f he used the metaphor of language when at a l o s s 

for a comparison with the vast elements and forces of t h i s 

world. For him language i s i n i t s e l f a cosmic force i n terms 

of which land, sea and s t a r s become more comprehensible-

Pour l ' o i s e a u . . . quel p r i v i l e g e deja, sur l a page 
du c i e l , d'etre a soi-meme l ' a r c et l a fleche du v o l ! l e 
theme et l e propos! (Oiseaux, 5) 

And not only for the b i r d , since the page of the sky, open for 

a l l to read, changes i t s mood as often as a n a r r a t i v e . 

Les c o n s t e l l a t i o n s l a b i l e s . . . changent de vocable 
pour l e s hommes d ' e x i l . ( E x i l IV) 

At night the s t a r s seem to run a paper-chase across the sky, 

and the poet standing alone sees them as Princes d i s t r i b u t i n g 

l e a f l e t s l i k e a meteor-shower s c a t t e r i n g i t s p a r t i c l e s : 
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Que j ' a i l l e s e u l avec l e s s o u f f l e s de l a n u i t , parod­
i e s Princes pamphletaires, parmi l e s chutes de B i e l i d e s ! . • . 

(Anabase, V) 

The very approach of night may a l s o be seen i n terms of language; 

day e l i d e s into night, a cosmic lapsus: 

s o i r de grand erg, et t r e s grand orbe, ou l e s premieres 
e l i s i o n s du jour nous furent t e l l e s que d e f a i l l a n c e s du 
l a n e a g e - (Chronique, 1) 

B v day, the sky*s moods are s i m i l a r l y recorded: 

ton c i e l e st p a r e i l a l a colere poetique, 

(Vents, I I , 3) 

and again, reducing from s i m i l e to metaphor: 

Syntaxe de 1 ' e c l a i r ! 6 pur langage de l ' e x i l ! 

( E x i l , V I I ) 

The gaze i s borne on wings arching l i k e eyelashes into the vast 

unknown: 
. P e t r e l s , nos c i l s , au creux de l a v i s i o n d'orage, 

epelez-vous l e t t r e nouvelle dans l e s grands textes epars 
ou fume l ' i n d i c i b l e ? (Vents, IV, if) 

P e t r e l s are se a - b i r d s , and Perse a man of the sea, but 

land enjoys s i m i l a r treatment i n h i s language of language. 

But again, land i s seen as continents, as vast spaces between 

oceans, and man stands gazing over i t s expanses, " i n t e r p r e t a n t 

l a f e u i l l e noire et l e s arborescences du s i l e n c e dans l e plus 
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vastes s y l l a b a i r e s . " Before him, he sees 

Toute l a t e r r e nubile et f o r t e , au pas de l'Etranger, 
ouvrant sa fable de grandeur aux songes et f a s t e s d'un 
autre age, 

Et l a t e r r e a longs t r a i t s , sur ses plus longues 
l a i s s e s , courant, de mer en mer, a de plus hautes e c r i -
t u r e s , dans l e deroulement l o i n t a i n des plus beaux textes 
de ce monde.^" /,r , T T n \ 

CVents, I I , 1; 

The s t a r t i n g - p o i n t of the extensive d i s c u s s i o n of the Ursprache 

i n Neiges, IV, i s the t e r r e s t r i a l phenomenon of a sea of snow. 

A complex s e r i e s of ideas combine to suggest the need to fin d 

the source of r i v e r s formed from melting snows, the source of 

l i f e and that of language: those who are prepared to search, 

"remontant l e s fleuves vers leur source, . . . sont gagnes 

soudain de cet e c l a t severe ou toute langue perd ses armes." 

The verbs of the following sentence would normally apply to a 

r i v e r ; here they are t r a n s f e r r e d to aspects of language to 

continue the image: 
remontons ce pur d e l i c e sans graphie ou court 

1'antique phrase humaine. 
Such a transference i s not i n i t s e l f unusual; i t i s , a f t e r a l l , 

part of a poet's stock-in-trade. But what i s l e s s usual i s the 

The P e t i t Larousse gives three senses of l a i s s e which are 
imbricated here: (a) l e a s h , (b) shore uncovered at ebb-tide, 
(c) strophe of a chanson de geste. 
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l i n g u i s t i c imagery involved and the extension i t assumes. 

On another occasion other features of winter are evoked 

as the wind wanders "sur toute cette grande chronique d'armes 

par l a - b a s / Et ces grandes proses h i v e r n a l e s " (Vents, I I , 2 ) . 

Winter's chroniques and proses are created from i t s mots de 

f e r , an i n d i c a t i o n of the season's and of language's p h y s i c a l 

force: 

Hiver, h i v e r , . . . 
Enseigne-nous l e mot de f e r , et l e s i l e n c e du s a v o i r -

( i b i d . ) 

Speech, here, i s i r o n , and s i l e n c e golden. 

The margins of the earth and sea a t t r a c t Perse's a t t e n t i o n 

l i k e w i s e i n t h i s as i n so many other r e s p e c t s . "La c r e p i t a t i o n 

du s e l " of E x i l , I I , i s echoed and enlarged upon i n the following 

l i n e from Amers: 

Tu es 1'exclamation du s e l et l a d i v i n a t i o n du s e l , 
lorsque l a mer au l o i n s 'est r e t i r e e sur ses tables 
poreuses. , T V * 

(Strophe, IX, 3 - 2 ; 

The miniature explosions and sputterings as the tide ebbs from 

the shore are not a language but e j a c u l a t i o n s suggestive of 

language. On the beach again, "parmi l e s sables t r e s mobiles," 

other feet tread on c l o s e l y observed stones: 
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E t de l a paume du p i e d nu s u r c e s m a c e r a t i o n s n o c t u r n e s 
. . • nous s u i v o n s l a ce pur langage modele: r e l i e f 
d'empreintes meningees, proeminences s a i n t e s aux l o b e s 
de l ' e n f a n c e embryonnaire... a . , , , T x 

J CAmers, St r o p h e , V I ; 

What l i e s to seaward ? S h i p s s a i l i n g from s h e l t e r e d water 

out to s e a a r e "tout un propos de t o i l e s v i v e s adonnees au 

d e l i c e du l a r g e " (Anabase, V I ) . One s e e s , " s u r l a haute page 

tendue du c i e l et de l a mer, ces longs c o n v o i s de n e f s sous 

v o i l e s q u i doublent soudain l a p o i n t e des Caps" (Amers, Strophe, 

I I I ) . The wind f i l l s t h e i r s a i l s , accompanied by the "chant 

des hautes n a r r a t i o n s du l a r g e " ( V e n t s , I , 3) • The poet i n 

e x i l e watches from the s h o r e , and s e e s " l a f r a i c h e u r courant 

aux c r e t e s du langage, I'ecume encore aux l e v r e s du poeme" 

( P l u i e s , V I I I ) . Out to s e a too go m i g r a t i n g b i r d s and i n s e c t s , 

and two passages i n Vents d e p i c t s c a t t e r i n g pages a s l i v i n g 

c r e a t u r e s . F i r s t l y , the poet evokes " l a V i l l e basse v e r s l a 

mer dans un emoi de f e u i l l e s b l a n c h e s : l i b e l l e s e t mouettes 

de meme v o l " ( V e n t s , I , 6)."^" Secondly, P e r s e shows pages 

s c a t t e r i n g through the f o r c e s of h i s t o r y a s w e l l as those of 

To g i v e due c r e d i t , Hugh Chisholm s u c c e s s f u l l y r e t a i n s 
here the ambiguity of the F r e n c h by w r i t i n g of "a f l u t t e r of 
white l e a v e s : l e a f l e t s and sea-mews i n the same f l i g h t " (op. 
c i t . , p. 35) • 
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the wind when he evokes 

Ces vols d'insectes par nuees qui s'en a l l a i e n t se 
perdre au large comme des morceaux de textes s a i n t s , comme 
des lambeaux de propheties errantes et des r e c i t a t i o n s de 
genealogistes, de psalmistes... (Vents I I 4) 

Such a l i n e showing the migrating swarm of fragmented manuscripts 

may reasonably introduce the study of a highly o r i g i n a l connection 

i n Perse between language and the bee.^" 

The image of the bee, i t s habits and a t t r i b u t e s , r e c u r s 

i n Perse*s poetry, and often i t presents a puzzle which can 

i n part be solved by seeing the h i s t o r y of the image i n h i s 

w r i t i n g s . The poet's highly i n d i v i d u a l approach to symbol 

and image n e c e s s a r i l y creates problems of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and 

at times r i s k s c l o s i n g the poetry to the reader i n an apparently 

pr i v a t e world- As t h i s i s not w i l f u l obscurantism, some 

threads of imagery are at hand to help us through the l a b y r i n t h 

of language. 

I f one assembles the various references i n Perse's work 

For an argument suggesting that communication between bees 
i s the c l o s e s t approximation to human language i n the animal 
world, see Charles F. Hockett, A Course i n Modern L i n g u i s t i c s 
(New York 1958) , pp. 570-580. 
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to the bee, a p a t t e r n emerges showing t h a t beyond t h e i n s e c t 

s t a n d i n g s i m p l y f o r i t s e l f , i t i s a s s o c i a t e d i n the poet's 

mind w i t h p u r p o s e f u l m i g r a t i o n on the one hand and s a g a c i t y 

and language as f u n c t i o n s of human i n t e l l i g e n c e on the o t h e r . 

The f i r s t of these i s a n a t u r a l e x t e n s i o n of the bee's h a b i t 

of swarming; the second d e r i v e s from i t s remarkable o r g a n i s ­

a t i o n w i t h i n the h i v e , the s t r i c t l y ordered h i e r a r c h y of i t s 

s o c i e t y , and the c r e a t i v e n a t u r e of i t s p r i n c i p a l a c t i v i t i e s . " 1 " 

P e r s e ' s use of the bee as an image owes l i t t l e d i r e c t l y 

to the l i t e r a t u r e on the s u b j e c t . H i s r e a d i n g o n l y s e r v e s t o 

support h i s powers of o b s e r v a t i o n which he u s e s i n t h i s case 

to e x p r e s s h i s f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h language. Reference i s f i r s t 

The g r e a t e r c r e d i t g i v e n to the bee r a t h e r than, s a y , to 
the a n t , i s u l t i m a t e l y f o r t u i t o u s : honey was the sugar of the 
a n c i e n t s , the ambrosia of the gods i n the lan d of Mount Hymettus, 
and so brought the bee community i n t o the a n t h r o p o c e n t r i c scheme. 
Among o t h e r s , A r i s t o t l e ( H i s t o r i a animalium, De p a r t i b u s animalium 
and De ge n e r a t i o n e a n i m a l i u m ) , V i r g i l ( G e o r g i c a , I V ) , and P l i n y 
the E l d e r ( H i s t o r i a n a t u r a l i s , esp. Bk. X I I ) , wrote a t c o n s i d e r a b l e 
l e n g t h and i n c o n s i d e r a b l e d e t a i l of bees and t h e i r h a b i t s . Where 
t h e i r o b s e r v a t i o n s were l e s s than s c i e n t i f i c (and so to be s u p p l e ­
mented by more r e c e n t s t u d i e s , s t a r t i n g w i t h M a e t e r l i n c k ' s L a Vi e 
des a b e i l l e s and K a r l von F r i s c h ' s c l a s s i c ) , they a l l o w e d the 
bee an a r e a of mythology which i t enjoyed a c r o s s much of the 
world, e.g. the H i t t i t e myth of T e l e p i n u s ( s e e S. H. Hooke, 
Middle E a s t e r n Mythology (Harmondsworth 1963) , PP« 100-101; the 
bee-god B e y l a i n S c a n d i n a v i a n mythology ( s e e H. R. E l l i s Davidson, 
Gods and Myths of Northern Europe (Harmondsworth 1964) , p. 108; 
the Koran, Surah 16, "The Bee" e t c . 



273 

made to bees i n Amitie du Prince, and they are immediately 

associated with the Prince's o r i e n t a l wisdom: 

T e l sous l e signe de son front, l e s o i l s hantes 
d'ombrages immortels et l a barbe poudree d'un po l l e n de 
sagesse, Prince f l a i r e d ' a b e i l l e s sur sa chaise d'un bois 
v i o l e t t r e s odorant, i l v e i l l e . ( I I ) 

Swarming bees seek a shady place to s e t t l e , and the Prince, 

who provides the cool of a tr e e ' s shade to t r a v e l l e r s ( i b i d . , 

I I I ) , has the ombrages immortels which a t t r a c t the bees. They 

are a l s o present for a reason made v a l i d by the poetry alone. 

The Prince's greying beard i s dusted with the pollen of wisdom. 

The l i n k i s continued i n a l a t e r l i n e : 

E t comme c e l u i , sur son chemin, qui trouve un arbre 
a ruches a d r o i t a l a propriete du miel, j e r e c u e i l l e r a i 
l e f r u i t de t a sagesse. ( IV) 

So, towards the end of the poem, the reader i s completely open 

to the suggested a s s o c i a t i o n between bees emerging i n the 

evening and the baring of foreheads behind which dreams w i l l be 

dreamed and thoughts given shape. 

Les a b e i l l e s quittent l e s cavernes a l a recherche des 
plus hauts arbres dans l a lumiere. Nos fronts sont mis a 
decouvert. ( IV) 

I t would be wrong to attempt to force each reference to 

the bee int o a s i n g l e mould. Each preoccupation w i t h i n the 
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texture of a poem's t o t a l imagery w i l l have i t s emphasis s h i f t e d 

or p a r t i c u l a r developments made because of i t s context. Despite 

the continuity of thought and s t y l e from poem to poem, each poem 

i s c l e a r l y conceived as a separate e n t i t y and the imagery i s put 

at the s e r v i c e of the meaning. So i f Amitie du Prince i s the 

expression of a confrontation of a western man with an archetypal 

and proverbial eastern leader, where the bee i s linked with 

sagacity, Anabase has the i n s e c t serve other ends. 

Je s a i s . . . l e s essaims du s i l e n c e aux ruches de 
lumiere. ( V I I ) 

The general sense of space, with s i l e n c e and the yellow l i g h t 

that pervades the poem, i s enhanced i n two ways. F i r s t l y , 

j u s t as the cr i q u e t s a midi ( I I ) heighten by contrast the 

e f f e c t of s i l e n c e , so here does the swarm of bees. Secondly, 

the coupling of the a u r a l with the v i s u a l has i t s synaesthesia 

extended i n t o movement by the migration of the bees which i s 

suggested- The pure quest undertaken by the leader and the 

poet i s shared by the bees. 

An a d d i t i o n a l note of purity i s implied by the woman 

offered to the Stranger by way of h o s p i t a l i t y . 

Ouvre ma bouche dans l a lumiere, a i n s i qu'un l i e u 
de miel entre l e s roches, et s i l'on trouve faute en moi, 
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que j e s o i s congediee. (Anabase, IX) 

This i s not merely the offer of a dental inspection which one 

might normally reserve for an animal. I t also serves to l i n k 

the mouth with the wild hive, and so language with the bee. 

Such a connection i s to be made more e x p l i c i t i n l a t e r poems, 

with v a r i a t i o n s on the theme of the honeyed tongue. "Le miel 

de l'euphuisme" ( P l u i e s , V I I ) i s c e r t a i n l y the most d i r e c t and 

commonplace, but the banal notion takes on the r i c h e s t extensions 

through Perse's expansive technique. 

In the E x i l tetralogy, for instance, occur echoes of 

e a r l i e r usage and new a p p l i c a t i o n s . The poet himself, h i s 

brow wreathed i n i n s p i r a t i o n reminiscent of the Prince's wisdom, 

has " l e front nu, laure d ' a b e i l l e s de phosphore" (Poeme a l ' E -

trangere, I I I ) . " * " He stands ready to unleash h i s words l i k e 

bees, making the surrounding s i l e n c e meaningful: i n e x i l e he 

has found "un l i e u de grace et de merci ou l i c e n c i e r l'essaim 

des grandes odes du s i l e n c e " (Neiges, I ) . And to underline the 

The reference i s to the Washington f i r e f l i e s : the word 
" a b e i l l e " i s used rather than " l u c i o l e " for i t s s p e c i a l connot­
a t i o n s , and p a r t i c u l a r l y here for the echo of Amitie du Prince. 
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f a c t t h a t n e i t h e r e x i l e nor war da t e s from y e s t e r d a y , a g a i n 

he u s e s the image of the swarm: 

E t c e t t e h i s t o i r e n ' e s t pas n o u v e l l e que l e Vieux 
Monde essaime a tous l e s s i e c l e s , comme un rouge p o l l e n . 

(Poeme a l ' E t r a n g e r e , I I I ) 

S m a l l wonder then i f a t t h i s stage i t i s c o n s i d e r e d q u i t e 

l e g i t i m a t e to c a l l the bee d i v i n e : 

E t q u i done vous menera, dans ce p l u s grand veuvage, 
a vos E g l i s e s s o u t e r r a i n e s ou l a lampe e s t f r u g a l e , e t 
l ' a b e i l l e , d i v i n e ? • . T T T \ 

(Neiges, I I I ) 
There seems to be no need to read t h i s s p e c i f i c a l l y a s Candlemas, 

2 

as a symbol of the r e s u r r e c t i o n of C h r i s t , or to r e c a l l the 

bee-gods of a n c i e n t mythologies. Without any d i s r e s p e c t , t h i s 

i s the word made f l e s h . I t can of course have v a r i o u s mani­

f e s t a t i o n s , and the image, once e s t a b l i s h e d , a l l o w s P e r s e to 

w r i t e " D r e s s e z , d r e s s e z . . • l e s h a u t s r u c h e r s de 1 'imposture" 

( P l u i e s , V ) , or of " l 1 e c l a i r de p a r t o u t essaimant s e s p r e s a g e s " 

(Amers, Strophe, I X , k - 2 ) . ^ 

See P a r e n t , S a i n t - J o h n Perse...,pp. 231-232. 

2 S e e Knodel, "Neiges," PMLA, LXX, 1, 1953, 1^-

^Although the l a t t e r example i s a r g u a b l y not connected w i t h 
bees, the c o n j u n c t i o n of the swarm w i t h p r e s a g e s s u g g e s t s i t i s . 
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Vents serves both to confirm the a s s o c i a t i o n of the bee 

with language and to reintroduce a f t e r the r e l a t i v e l y s t a t i c 

E x i l t etralogy the idea of migration. E a r l y i n the poem the 

l i n k i s r e c a l l e d when the winds " e v e i l l a i e n t pour nous . . . 

comme nymphes en nymphose parmi l e s r i t e s d'abeillage . . . l e s 

e c r i t u r e s nouvelles" ( I , J>). But nothing could be more d i r e c t 

than the following phrase, reminding us now of both the Prince 

and the poet i n e a r l i e r works: " l ' a b e i l l e du langage e s t sur 

leu r f r o n t " (IV, k). The notion expands i n t o the following 

comparison made with the Voyageur: "comme au rucher de sa parole, 

parmi l e peuple de ses mots, l'homme de langage aux p r i s e s avec 

l'embuche de son dieu" ( I I , k). The poet, the homme de langage, 

i s both worker and t r a v e l l e r , l i k e the bee, and creates from raw 

materials i n the highly developed and s o p h i s t i c a t e d organisation 

of the hive of words. For the bee, i f not for man, the production 

of honey i s a mere function, complex but n a t u r a l . So poetry for 

the poet. And j u s t as the Queen leaves the hive to migrate to 

form a new community, so once a poem i s completed, the poet must 

move on to the next. I f the honey i s appreciated, so much the 

better, but t h i s remains i r r e l e v a n t to i t s production. The 

poet constantly seeks " l e monde ou f r a y a i t une a b e i l l e nouvelle" 
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(Vents, IV, 6 ) , and greets "l'heure . . . ou sur l e s routes 

meconnues l'essaim des songes v r a i s ou faux s'en va encore" 

(IV, k). 

A number of other references i n Vents r e c a l l the l i n k of 

the bee with migration: 

/ l e s grandes forces du vent/ s'annexaient en cours 
de route . . . l ' a b e i l l e sauvage du desert et l e s migra­
tions d'insectes sur l e s mers. ^ ^) 

Des essaims passent en s i f f l a n t , a f f r a n c h i s de l a 
ruche. k ) 

The winds themselves, symbolic of both cleansing and c r e a t i o n , 

share the bee's migratory urge: " l e s vents tiedes essaiment" 

( I I , 3 ) - :Even the theme of Amers i s a n t i c i p a t e d by the mention 

of " l a teneur a son comble des grands essaims sauvages de 1'amour" 

( I , 7 ) . 

The great epic of love and the sea pursues the pattern as 

before, though n a t u r a l l y the context e n l i s t s other notions to 

l i n k the image with the sea. Thus the immensity of the ocean 

puts man's e f f o r t s i n t o t h e i r due perspective, and we read of 

" l e s essaims fugaces de 1 ' e s p r i t sur l a continuite des eaux" 

(Amers, Strophe, V). Just as the image was appropriated by 

the winds, so i t i s by the sea, "pressant, haussant l'essaim 



279 

des j e unes vagues" (Amers, Strophe, I X , 6 - 2 ) , and a g a i n 

"Nous . . . te p a r a s i t e r o n s , ruche des d ieux, 6 m i l l e e t m i l l e 

chambres de l'ecume ou se consume l e d e l i t " ( i b i d * , Choeur, 2) 

But the main themes are c o n t i n u e d . F i r s t t h a t of m i g r a t i o n : 

( A i n s i j ' a i vu un j o u r , e n t r e l e s i l e s , l ' a r d e n t e 
m i g r a t i o n d ' a b e i l l e s , e t q u i c r o i s a i t l a route du n a v i r e , 
a t t a c h e r un i n s t a n t a l a haute mature l ' e s s a i m farouche 
d'une ame t r e s nombreuse, en quete de son l i e u . . . ) 

( i b i d . , S trophe, I X , 6 - 2 ) 

and s e c o n d l y , w i t h i n a page, t h a t of i n t e l l e c t u a l a c t i v i t y : 

pour nous, 6 f a c e t r e s prodigue, 1'immense ruche du 
f u t u r , p l u s r i c h e d 1 a l v e o l e s que l e s f a l a i s e s t r o u e e s 
d ' i d o l e s du D e s e r t . \ 

One r e f e r e n c e i n Amers r e f l e c t s a l i t e r a r y s o u r c e among 

the c l a s s i c s , though so thoroughly a s s i m i l a t e d as to escape 

n o t i c e : 

0 mon amour au gout de mer, que d ' a u t r e s p a i s s e n t 
l o i n de mer l'eglogue des v a l l o n s c l o s — menthes, m e l i s s 
e t m e l i l o t , t i e d e u r s d ' a l y s s e e t d 'origan — e t l ' u n y 
p a r l e d ' a b e i l l a g e e t 1'autre y t r a i t e d'agnelage, e t l a 
b r e b i s f e u t r e e b a i s e l a t e r r e au bas des murs de p o l l e n 
n ° i r " ( i b i d . , Strophe, I X , 2 - 2 ) 

Shepherds and bee-keepers have t h e i r i n l a n d o c c u p a t i o n s , v e r y 

Cf "pentes a m e l i s s e s " (Anabase, I I ) . 
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d i f f e r e n t from those of a man of the s e a , as d i f f e r e n t , one 

might s a y , a s V i r g i l ' s G e o r g i c s from the Aeneid. The l a t t e r 

p a r t of the t h i r d Georgic i s devoted to the r e a r i n g of sheep 

and the f o u r t h of course to bee-keeping. I s i t then mere 

c o i n c i d e n c e to f i n d here the word eglogue, the t i t l e of another 

of V i r g i l ' s works ? P e r s e may w e l l s a y , w i t h V a l e r y , " Kien 

pour moi dans l e s G e o r g i q u e s , a n d c l a i m the s e a as h i s element, 

but a book i s not r e j e c t e d without i t s f i r s t b e i n g r e a d . So 

the d e t a i l e d naming of p l a n t s i n c l u d e s two which, w h i l e f u l l y 

s a t i s f y i n g the demands of a l l i t e r a t i o n , a l s o s u p p l y e x c e l l e n t 

n e c t a r : m e l i s s e et m e l i l o t . The f i r s t , m e l i s s a balm, i s 

suggested by V i r g i l a s a means to a t t r a c t a swarm to a shady 
2 

p l a c e near water. The second, m e l i l o t or sweet c l o v e r , heads 

the l i s t of "des p l a n t e s dont l e s organes f o u r n i s s e n t aux 

a b e i l l e s des sues p a r t i c u l i e r e m e n t r i c h e s en s u b s t a n c e s propres 

"'"Paul V a l e r y , " I n s p i r a t i o n s m e d i t e r r a n e e n n e s " i n Oeuvres 
( B i b l . de l a P l e i a d e ) , I , 1090. 

2 
G e o r g i c a , I V , 62-66: 

Hue t u adsperge s a p o r e s , 
t r i t a m e l i s p h y l l a e t c e r i n t h a e i g n o b i l e gramen, 

i p s a e c o n s i d e n t m e d i c a t i s s e d i b u s , i p s a e 
i n t i m a more suo s e s e i n cunabula condent. 

( I t a l i c s added). 
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a donner de l a c i r e . " Yet such e l u c i d a t i o n seems u n n e c e s s a r y 

i n a passage which i s both m e l l i f l u o u s and moving. 

" L ' a b e i l l e du langage" i s a r e c u r r e n t image, then, w i t h 

numerous a p p l i c a t i o n s i n P e r s e ' s work. I t does not occur 

o f t e n , and y e t by g r a d u a l a c c r e t i o n of meaning assumes the 

q u a l i t i e s of r i c h n e s s and com p l e x i t y p e c u l i a r to P e r s e . He 

may perhaps be pardoned f o r a t t r i b u t i n g the i n s p i r a t i o n of the 

bee to the French language a l o n e . A poet's mother-tongue can 

brook no r i v a l s : 

— E t vous, hommes du nombre e t de l a masse, ne pesez 
pas l e s hommes de ma r a c e . l i s ont vecu p l u s haut que 
vous dans l e s abimes de l'opprobre. 

l i s sont l ' e p i n e a v o t r e c h a i r ; l a p o i n t e meme au 
g l a i v e de 1 ' e s p r i t . L ' a b e i l l e du langage e s t s u r l e u r 
f r o n t , 

E t s u r l a lourde phrase humaine, p e t r i e de t a n t 
d'idiomes, i l s sont s e u l s a manier l a fronde de 1'accent. 

( V e n t s , I V , k) 

As C l a u d e l wrote, " l ' a b e i l l e . . . a l e sentiment . . . de 
2 

1 1hexagone." 

"̂H. G o e l z e r ( e d . ) , Lee Georgiques ( P a r i s 19^6), p« 132. 

P a u l C l a u d e l , "La Messe l a - b a s " i n Oeuvre poetique ( B i b l . 
de l a P l e i a d e ) , p. 524. 
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P e r s e ' s deep f e e l i n g f o r h i s mother-tongue made e x i l e 

t h a t much harder to bear. Between the n o r t h American c o n t i n e n t 

and the hexagon of France l i e some t h r e e thousand m i l e s of ocean 

which f o r many rea s o n s would draw and hold h i s a t t e n t i o n s . I n 

s p i t e of the s e p a r a t i o n , he p e r s i s t e d i n h i s view of the world 

and i t s h i s t o r y as a u n i t y , and a t the opening of E x i l , I I I , 

he d e s c r i b e s the wave of p o e t i c i n s p i r a t i o n running a c r o s s the 

world both g e o g r a p h i c a l l y and h i s t o r i c a l l y . However t r i t e the 

phrase "wave of i n s p i r a t i o n " may be, P e r s e e n s u r e s i t s r e s c u e 

from b a n a l i t y by complex a d d i t i o n s to the image p a t t e r n and by 

h i s use of words. 

... Toujours i l y eut c e t t e clameur . . . 

At the o u t s e t one i s unsure of the sense and i m p l i c a t i o n s , but 

the s e a r e g r a d u a l l y r e v e a l e d by a s s o c i a t i o n i n t u r n w i t h : 

C e t t e grande chose sourde par l e monde . . . 
Cet t e chose e r r a n t e par l e monde . . . 
l a meme vague . . . 
ce t r e s haut r e s s a c au comble de l ' a c c e s . . . 
l a meme p l a i n t e sans mesure . . . 

The l i n k i s w i t h h e l d but u l t i m a t e l y q u i t e c l e a r . The mutations 

which the r e s t of the imagery undergoes, weaving a d e v e l o p i n g 

p a t t e r n upon t h i s loom of s e a and language, t r a c e a h i s t o r y of 
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movement and c r e a t i o n from s u g g e s t i o n s of Old Testament times 

and Rome to the g u l l sweeping a c r o s s the poet's f i e l d of v i s i o n , 

c e n t r a l i s i n g and c r y s t a l l i s i n g the image. 

The l i n k between the s e a and the imagery of language t a k e s 

on i t s f u l l e s t e x t e n s i o n i n Amers• I f a l r e a d y i n Vents P e r s e 

can w r i t e t h a t the s e a "m'est a l l i a n c e e t gr a c e , e t c i r c o n l o c u t i o n " 

( I V , 2 ) , t h i s s e a which surrounds him wi t h i t s language under­

s t a n d a b l y speaks more c l e a r l y and s u b t l y i n the lo n g e r poem i n 

p r a i s e of the s e a . 

The image l a s t s from the ver y f i r s t paragraph of Amers to 

the end of the Chorus. Indeed, by exte n d i n g the image to t h a t 

of the drama which i s so important to the poem, i t l a s t s from 

the f i r s t page to the v e r y l a s t l i n e of a l l . From the s t a r t 

we see 

L a Mer en f e t e s u r s e s marches comme une ode de 
p i e r r e : . . . l a Mer elle-meme no t r e v e i l l e , comme une 
promulgation d i v i n e . /_ ,. x N 

( I n v o c a t i o n , I ) 

The s e a ' s a s s o c i a t i o n a t i t s edges w i t h rocky s h o r e s l e n d s i t 

the l a p i d a r y q u a l i t y of a f i n e l y c h i s e l l e d ode, the ode which 

i s the poem Amers i t s e l f . As a p i e c e of c e r e m o n i a l c o n c e i v e d 

i n the Greek fashion,"*" i t assumes the q u a l i t i e s of s a c r e d r i t u a l . 

1See P e r s e , "Les themes d'Amers," NRF, a v r i l 1959, 73^-736. 
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A f t e r the d i v i n e promulgation has been r e a d , and co n s e q u e n t l y 

the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the s e a , the poem, and the r i t u a l 

e s t a b l i s h e d , P e r s e i s f r e e to i n d u l g e i n such a p a s s i n g r e f e r ­

ence as the f o l l o w i n g , where the very a t t e n t i o n to d e t a i l 

i n d i c a t e s the completeness of the l i n k between s e a and language 

L a Mer! . . . dans 1 * e b u l l i t i o n s a c r e e de s e s 
v o y e l l e s . ,r . - . v " { I n v o c a t i o n , y) 

I t i s perhaps going too f a r to see i n e b u l l i t i o n , as w e l l a s 

i t s root word b u l l e ('bubble') the homonym b u l l e ( ' b u l l 1 , of 

the p a p a l v a r i e t y ) , but the cont e x t (and e s p e c i a l l y the word 

s a c r e e ) n o n e t h e l e s s i n v i t e s the i d e a , which although p h i l o -

l o g i c a l l y unwarranted i s p o e t i c a l l y j u s t i f i a b l e . 

The s e a s h o r t l y r e t u r n s as language a f t e r a few pages: 

Par grands soulevements d'humeur e t grandes i n t u ­
mescences du langage, par grands r e l i e f s d'images e t 
v e r s a n t s d'ombres lumineuses, courant a s e s s p l e n d e u r s 
m a s s i v e s d'un t r e s beau s t y l e p e r i o d i q u e , . . . 

La Mer mouvante e t q u i chemine au g l i s s e m e n t de s e s 
grands muscles e r r a n t s . . . ( i b i d 6) 

The p h y s i c a l f o r c e of language i s seen, i t s m u s c u l a r i t y and 

even v i o l e n c e noted, a g a i n i n a l l t h i n g s l i k e the s e a . The 

"Mer v i v a n t e du p l u s grand t e x t e " ( S t r o p h e , 3 ) , now f u l l y 

e s t a b l i s h e d as an image i n the poem, may be used to e x p r e s s 

the same d i a l o g u e w i t h i n s p i r a t i o n which f i g u r e d i n E x i l , I I I , 
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The Tragediennes invoke f o r the poet as w e l l as f o r them s e l v e s 

the g r e a t s e a - s w e l l s t y l e of p o e t r y t h a t P e r s e has made h i s own 

Ah! qu'un grand s t y l e encore nous s u r p r e n n e , en nos 
annees d f u s u r e , q u i nous vienne de mer e t de p l u s l o i n 
nous v i e n n e , . . . e t qu'un p l u s l a r g e s o u f f l e en nous s e 
l e v e , q u i nous s o i t comme l a mer elle-meme e t son grand 
s o u f f l e d ' e t r a n g e r e ! , . „. . T T T \ 

e (Amers, Strophe, I I I ; 

The s e a i s an exemplar f o r the poet, t e a c h i n g him order and 

movement, rhythm and p a t i e n c e . 
De p l u s grand metre a nos f r o n t i e r e s , i l n'en e s t 

p o i n t qu'on sache. Enseigne-nous, P u i s s a n c e ! l e v e r s 
majeur du p l u s grand o r d r e , d i s - n o u s l e ton du p l u s grand 
a r t , Mer exemplaire du p l u s grand t e x t e ! l e mode majeur 
enseigne-nous, e t l a mesure e n f i n nous s o i t donnee • . •!.. 
Au mouvement des eaux p r i n c i e r e s , q u i re n o u e r a pour nous 
l a grande phrase p r i s e au peuple ? ( i b i d ) 

The s e a has long been an i n s p i r a t i o n f o r poet s , but i t has not 

before been p r e s e n t e d a s an example of language i n t h i s way. 

A f t e r a passage t r a n s p a r e n t l y evoking the poet h i m s e l f — 

"nous v i e n d r a - t - i l de mer ou b i e n des l i e s ?" — a n o t h e r s p l e n d i d 

c o n j u n c t i o n of s e a and language i s p r e s e n t e d : 

T e x t u e l l e , l a Mer 
S'ouvre n o u v e l l e s u r s e s grands l i v r e s de p i e r r e . 

( i b i d . ) 

One r e c a l l s the "ode de p i e r r e " of the opening page, and notes 

the l a p i d a r y form the s e a assumes as i t i m p r i n t s i t s e l f on the 
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r o c k s . The i n t e r n a l rhymes of t h i s sentence support the 

rhythmic i d e a of waves l a p p i n g on the s h o r e , c u r l i n g over l i k e 

t u r n i n g pages. Here, as e v e r , P e r s e * s i n t e r e s t i s w i t h the 

c r e a t i o n of the t e x t and i t s d e v e l o p m e n t — t h e s e a — r a t h e r than 

w i t h the book p r o d u c e d — t h e r o c k . H i s contempt f o r books as 

dead museums^" c o n t r a s t s s h a r p l y w i t h h i s p a s s i o n f o r l i n g u i s t i c 

c r e a t i v i t y as w e l l as b eing oddly a t v a r i a n c e w i t h h i s concern 

f o r the m a t e r i a l p r e s e n t a t i o n of h i s t e x t s . 

The l i v i n g language of the s e a "change de d i a l e c t e a t o u t e s 

p o r t e s des E m p i r e s " (Strophe, I V ) , a h i g h l y e x p r e s s i v e way of 

i n d i c a t i n g the ocean's .changing f a c e . But beneath the d i v e r s i t y 

l i e s the u n i t y — " u n i t e r e c o u v r e e sous l a d i v e r s i t e " ( O i s e a u x , k) 

— a u n i t y shown c l e a r l y i n the f o l l o w i n g passage where the image 

of woven c l o t h undergoes s e v e r a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s before a p p e a r i n g 

f i n a l l y as a trame--both 'weft' and ' p l o t ' - - f o r the s e a ' s r i t u a l 

u t t e r i n g s : 

... Innombrable 1'image, et l e metre, prodigue. 

See Vents, I , k and A r t h u r J . Knodel, "Notes on an I l l u s ­
t r i o u s B i b l i o p h o b e : S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , " Coranto, J o u r n a l of the 
F r i e n d s of the L i b r a r i e s , U n i v e r s i t y of Southern C a l i f o r n i a , I V , 
1, F a l l 1966, 3-15. 
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Le R e c i t a n t f a i t f a c e encore a l'etendue des Eaux. 
I I v o i t , immensement, l a Mer aux m i l l e f r o n c e s 

Comme l a tunique i n f i n i m e n t p l i s s e e du d i e u aux mains 
des f i l l e s de s a n c t u a i r e s , 

Ou, s u r l e s pentes d'herbe pauvre, aux mains des 
f i l l e s de pecheurs, 1'ample f i l e t de mer de l a communaute. 

E t m a i l l e a m a i l l e se r e p e t e 1'immense trame prosodique 
— l a Mer elle-meme, s u r s a page, comme un r e c i t a t i f s a c r e . 

(Choear, 3) 

The modulations from the p u c k e r i n g of the s e a ' s f a c e to t h a t of 

a c e r e m o n i a l robe, to t h a t of a f i s h i n g - n e t b e i n g untangled and 

mended and so back to the s e a w i t h i t s ceremonious network of 

waves a r e both i n t r i c a t e and simple to f o l l o w . 

G r e a t e r complexity i s to be found i n the f i n a l metaphor i n 

t h i s c a t e g o r y o c c u r r i n g i n Amers. Language i t s e l f c o n t a i n s 

u n s a t i s f a c t o r y elements: the n o t i o n t h a t words can be a b a r r i e r 

to communication as w e l l , p a r a d o x i c a l l y , as be i n g our p r i n c i p a l 

and s u b t l e s t means of communication i s f a m i l i a r . U l t i m a t e l y , 

P e r s e p r a i s e s "non p o i n t l ' e c r i t , mais l a chose meme, p r i s e en 

son v i f e t dans son t o u t " ( V e n t s , I I I , 6 ) . So towards the end 

of the Chorus of Amers, poet, language and s e a become u t t e r l y 

bound up t o g e t h e r , so com p l e t e l y f u s e d as to defy d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n . 

The words have become the o b j e c t s they d e s i g n a t e , and the poet 

i s i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e from h i s t e x t and from the s e a i n which he 

and i t a r e bathed. 
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Nous t'invoquons e n f i n toi-meme, hors de l a st r o p h e 
du Poete. Q u ' i l n'y a i t p l u s pour nous, e n t r e l a f o u l e 
e t t o i , l f e c l a t i n s o u t e n a b l e du langage: 

"... Ah! nous a v i o n s des mots pour t o i e t nous n' a v i o n s 
a s s e z de mots, 

E t v o i c i que 1'amour nous confond a l ' o b j e t meme de 
ces mots, 

E t mots pour nous i l s ne sont p l u s , n ' e t a n t p l u s 
s i g n e s n i p a r u r e s , 

Mais l a chose meme q u ' i l s f i g u r e n t e t l a chose meme 
q u ' i l s p a r a i e n t ; 

Ou mieux, t e r e c i t a n t toi-meme, l e r e c i t , v o i c i que 
nous t e devenons toi-meme, l e r e c i t , 

E t toi-meme sommes-nous, q u i nous e t a i s 1 ' I n c o n c i l i a b l e 
l e t e x t e meme e t s a substance e t son mouvement de mer, 

E t l a grande robe prosodique dont nous nous r e v e t o n s . . . 
(Choeur, k) 



§ 11 

POETIC TECHNIQUES 

Le genie poetique supreme 
. . . e s t une c e r t a i n e 
Grace d ' a t t e n t i o n . 

P a u l C l a u d e l 
( I n t r o d u c t i o n a un poeme 
s u r D a n t e ) . 
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A p a s s i o n f o r language i s , or sh o u l d be, a p a s s i o n f o r 

any poet. But i t i s the p a r t i c u l a r a p p l i c a t i o n of t h a t 

p a s s i o n to words i n p r a c t i c e t h a t n e c e s s a r i l y i n t e r e s t s the 

r e a d e r or the c r i t i c : f o r the a b s t r a c t to have meaning i t 

must be c o n c r e t i s e d . The poet's a t t e n t i o n to imagery i n ­

v o l v e s a t b e s t an a t t e n t i o n to the c o n n o t a t i o n s and ambivalences 

of words as w e l l as to t h e i r h i s t o r y and e x a c t meaning. 

I n the course of the p r e s e n t s t u d y , examples of P e r s e ' s 

imagery and p r e c i s i o n have been a n a l y s e d i n i l l u s t r a t i o n of 

other p r e o c c u p a t i o n s . They have s e r v e d an end i n much the 

same way as they s e r v e a d i f f e r e n t end i n the c o n t e x t of the 

poetr y i t s e l f . We murder to d i s s e c t . Y e t the p r o c e s s i s 

e s s e n t i a l to d i s t i n g u i s h P e r s e from those who have taken the 

l i b e r t y of the v e r s l i b r e as l i c e n c e . "Only a bad poet c o u l d 

welcome f r e e v e r s e as a l i b e r a t i o n from form.""'" I n P e r s e , 

a t t e n t i o n to d e t a i l i n a l l f i e l d s s t a n d s a t the s e r v i c e of the 

t o t a l o r g a n i s a t i o n of the poem. 

Examples to i n d i c a t e a r e a s of such a t t e n t i o n w i l l be con-

i T . S. E l i o t , "The Music of P o e t r y " i n On P o e t r y and Poets 
(London 1957), p. 37. 
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c e n t r a t e d here on one poem, E x i l , which s t a n d s a t the c r o s s ­

roads of P e r s e * s output and has p a r t i c u l a r s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r 

t h i s study- Any other poem, indeed any page of any of the 

poems, would o f f e r s i m i l a r rewards to s c r u t i n y . The c o n j u n c ­

t i o n of p r e c i s e s c i e n t i f i c o b s e r v a t i o n and c o n t r o l l e d t r a n s ­

f e r e n c e of e p i t h e t seen i n the l i n e " L ' E t e de gypse a i g u i s e 

s e s f e r s de l a n c e dans nos p l a i e s " ( E x i l , I ) has a l r e a d y been 

analysed."*" A s i m i l a r example of s e p a r a t i n g the elements of 

the composite name of a n a t u r a l s u b s t a n c e o c c u r s l a t e r i n the 

poem: 

A i n s i va toute c h a i r au c i l i c e du s e l , l e f r u i t de 
cendre de nos v e i l l e s , l a r o s e n a i n e de vos s a b l e s , e t 
l'epouse nocturne avant l ' a u r o r e r e c o n d u i t e . 

( E x i l , I V ) 

The fo u r opening words a r e more than an a l l u s i o n to the 

t i t l e V a l e r y Larbaud used f o r h i s t r a n s l a t i o n of Samuel B u t l e r ' s 

The Way of a l l F l e s h . They i n t r o d u c e a l i s t e x e m p l i f y i n g by 

synecdoche " l e monde e n t i e r des ch o s e s " which i n the n a t u r a l 

course of eve n t s a r e d e s t i n e d to s u f f e r . The m o r t i f i c a t i o n 

of the h a i r - s h i r t i s i n c r e a s e d by hav i n g s a l t rubbed i n to 

See above, pp. 183-185. 
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make the wounds smart. The f l e s h of the f r u i t consumed w h i l e 

watching and w a i t i n g (perhaps f o r the end of e x i l e or the 

r e t u r n of the p r o d i g a l a s i n canto V I I ) i s n o t h i n g but a s h ; 

the s t u n t e d r o s e on the beach knows the m o r t i f i c a t i o n of un-

f u l f i l m e n t ; the f l e s h of the c o u r t e s a n — p o e t i c i n s p i r a t i o n ^ 

— w e met e a r l i e r i n the s e c t i o n has the b i t t e r t a s t e of t r a n s ­

i e n c e about i t . There i s a w i l l to s u f f e r , a k i n d of masochism, 

a temptation to martyrdom t h a t must be purged. Yet one c o r r e c t l y 

e x p e c t s "toute c h a i r " to be c h a r a c t e r i s e d by a n i m a l , v e g e t a b l e 

and m i n e r a l . "La r o s e naine de vos s a b l e s " must t h e r e f o r e be 

taken not l i t e r a l l y a s a dwarf r o s e s t r u g g l i n g f o r s u r v i v a l on 

the beach, although t h i s makes v e r y good s e n s e , but a s a r e f e r e n c e 
2 

to the d e s e r t r o s e , the " r o s e des s a b l e s . " I t i s , l i k e arrow­

head gypsum, a "made de c r i s t a u x l e n t i c u l a i r e s de gypse,"^ 

which may l e a d one to c o n j e c t u r e t h a t P e r s e had r e a d some work 

A f t e r a v e r s e t , the p a r a l l e l " e x p l a n a t o r y " l i n e i s g i v e n : 
" E t l e s poemes de l a n u i t avant l ' a u r o r e r e p u d i e s . " 

2 
"Rose des s a b l e s ou r o s e des d e s e r t s , a gglomeration de 

c r i s t a u x de gypse, jaune ou r o s e , qu'on r e n c o n t r e dans c e r t a i n s 
d e s e r t s . " ( P e t i t L a r o u s s e , a r t . R o s e ) . M o n t herlant's L a Rose 
de s a b l e was not p u b l i s h e d u n t i l 1951' The photograph ( o v e r l e a f ) 
of a sample i n my p o s s e s s i o n w i l l show more g r a p h i c a l l y than 
words the f o r m a t i o n ' s remarkable resemblance to a r o s e . 

Grand L a r o u s s e E n c y c l o p e d i q u e , a r t . Rose. 



293 

of p e t r o l o g y p r i o r to w r i t i n g E x i l and been s t r u c k by the 

n a t u r a l forms of gypsum and t h e i r v a r i e t y . Such a h y p o t h e s i s , 

even i f r e a s o n a b l e , t e l l s us nothing about the poem. But the 

p a r t i c u l a r technique used speaks volumes about P e r s e ' s approach 

to p o e t r y . H i s i m a g i n a t i o n i s l i n g u i s t i c . Behind the l a n g ­

uage a r e r e a l phenomena c l o s e l y observed and r e l i s h e d . The 

m a r v e l l o u s f o r Perse i s i n the a c t u a l . So many r e a s o n s f o r 

s e e i n g P e r s e as a n e o - c l a s s i c a l w r i t e r u t t e r l y opposed to the 

f l i m s y f a n t a s i e s t h a t have become the f a s h i o n of an e s c a p i s t 

age of p o e t s . 

• 

i 

(Photo: S. Brown) 
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R i e n n ' e s t beau que l e v r a i , l e v r a i s e u l e s t aimable; 
Le v r a i peut q u e l q u e f o i s n ' e t r e pas v r a i s e m b l a b l e . 

B o i l e a u ' s l i n e s ^ " s tand as an epigraph to C a i l l o i s ' s c h a p t e r 
2 

on P e r s e ' s " P o e s i e de l a r e a l i t e . " Here i s one poet to whom 
3 

B a c h e l a r d ' s i d e a t h a t " l a v e r i f i c a t i o n f a i t mourir l e s images" 

c l e a r l y cannot be a p p l i e d . For P e r s e t a k e s p o e t r y as an i n -

t e g r a l p a r t of l i v i n g , as indeed does B a c h e l a r d , so from t h i s 

p o i n t of view t h e r e i s no i n s u p e r a b l e b a r r i e r between words and 

t h i n g s . Each i l l u m i n a t e s the other- The r e a d e r of P e r s e ' s 

p o e t r y i s i n v i t e d to be a t t e n t i v e to both. 

C a i l l o i s ' s study, however, d e a l s a t l e n g t h w i t h other 

a s p e c t s of P e r s e ' s t e c h n i q u e s , f o c u s s i n g a t t e n t i o n on h i s 

p e r s i s t e n t use of metagrammatism, paronomasia and m u l t i p l e 

s u b s t i t u t i o n as w e l l a s on the more f a m i l i a r t e c h n i q u e s of 

a l l i t e r a t i o n , r e p e t i t i o n , i n t e r n a l rhyme, pararhyme and so 

f o r t h . The c o n c l u s i o n to which C a i l l o i s comes i s i n e v i t a b l e : 

E p i t r e s , I X , k3 and A r t poetique, I I I , kQ r e s p . 
i 

Poetique de St.-John P e r s e , pp. 137-152. 

La Poetique de l ' e s p a c e , p. 90. 

"Le b i e n d i r e e s t un element du b i e n v i v r e , " i b i d . , p. 10. 

See esp. pp. 39-66. 
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Le compte des s y l l a b e s , l e p a r a l l e l i s m e des f o r -
mules, l a d i s t r i b u t i o n des s o n o r i t e s , l e s metagrammes 
ou rimes a c c e s s o i r e s c o n t r a i g n e n t l ' a u t e u r q u i se s e r t 
d'une p a r e i l l e prose a p l u s de s e r v i t u d e s que l a metrique 
c l a s s i q u e n'en imposa jamais a un v e r s i f i c a t e u r . D'ou 
l a f o r c e peu commune d'un t e l langage. Comme l a p u i s ­
sance en ce domaine e s t t o u j o u r s en p r o p o r t i o n de l a 
d i s c i p l i n e , i l n ' e s t pas etrange q u ' e l l e se r e v e l e l a 
p l u s grande l a ou l ' e c r i v a i n a c h o i s i de se soumettre a 
p l u s d 1 o b l i g a t i o n s . 

P e r s e ' s o u t s t a n d i n g c o n t r i b u t i o n to modern p o e t r y has been h i s 

p o s i t i v e s o l u t i o n to a problem which few have even dared f a c e , 

namely the p r e s e n t a t i o n of a d i s c i p l i n e d a r t form on a l a r g e 

s c a l e f r e e of t r a d i t i o n a l rhyme-schemes. I n the p r o c e s s he 

has amply r e f u t e d a n o t i o n made f a s h i o n a b l e and e r e c t e d almost 

i n t o an u n a l t e r a b l e law s i n c e Poe f i r s t wrote a t the beginning 

of the P o e t i c P r i n c i p l e : " I hold t h a t a lo n g poem does not 

e x i s t . I m a i n t a i n t h a t the phras e , 'a long poem,1 i s s i m p l y 
2 

a f l a t c o n t r a d i c t i o n i n terms." The u n i f i e d c o n c e p t i o n of 

C a i l l o i s , P o e t i q u e . . . , pp. 64-65• Cf Debussy: " I I f a u t 
c h e r c h e r l a d i s c i p l i n e dans l a l i b e r t e e t non dans l e s formules 
d'une p h i l o s o p h i e devenue caduque e t bonne pour l e s f a i b l e s . " 
(Monsieur Croche, a n t i d i l e t t a n t e , p. 2 1 ) . Or_again Cocteau: 
"Ces r e g i e s m y s t e r i e u s e s /de l a p o e s i e moderne/ sont aux v i e i l l e s 
r e g i e s de l a v e r s i f i c a t i o n ce que d i x p a r t i e s d'echec menees 
ensemble sont a une p a r t i e de dominos." (Le Rappel a l ' o r d r e : 
"Le S e c r e t p r o f e s s i o n n e l " quoted by M a r i t a i n , C r e a t i v e I n t u i t i o n 
... , p. 322 , n. 2 1 ) . 

The Complete P o e t i c a l Works and E s s a y s on P o e t r y (London 
and New York 1888), p. 153-
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P e r s e 1 s l o n g e r poems i s supported by the use of " j a l o n s " ; 
2 

they a r e not "a s e r i e s of l y r i c s " however much one s e e s the 

a t t e n t i o n to language a p p r o p r i a t e to the l y r i c a p p l i e d con­

s i s t e n t l y throughout the e p i c l e n g t h . 

E q u i v a l e n t to the d u a l i s m i n h e r e n t i n the n o t i o n of e x i l e 

and i t s e x p r e s s i o n i n the image of the t h r e s h o l d i s a d u a l i s m 

of language. T h i s may take v a r i o u s forms, r a n g i n g from a 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l view of the poet's f u n c t i o n to the ambiguity of 

an i n d i v i d u a l word. P e r s e s e e s the poet a s a r e c e p t i v e and 

r e c r e a t i v e Janus: 
Au poete i n d i v i s d ' a t t e s t e r parmi nous l a double 

v o c a t i o n de l'homme. . . s 

CPoesie) 

H i s f u n c t i o n i n r e s p e c t of language as i n a l l other m a t t e r s 

i s as mediator, the man s t a n d i n g a t the t h r e s h o l d : 
E t vous pouvez me d i r e : Ou avez-vous p r i s c e l a ? 

— T e x t e s r e c u s en langage c l a i r ! v e r s i o n s donnees 
s u r deux v e r s a n t s ! . . . Toi-meme s t e l e e t p i e r r e d* angle 1 . 
E t pour des fourvoiements nouveaux, j e t ' a p p e l l e en l i t i g e 
s u r t a c h a i s e d i e d r e , 

0 Poete, 6 b i l i n g u e , e n t r e t o u t e s choses b i s a i g u e s , 

The term i s C a i l l o i s ' s : see op. c i t . , pp. W—50. 

Poe, op. c i t . , p. 15^- Bernard Weinberg's view of Anabase 
("Saint-John P e r s e ' s Anabase", Chicago Review, XV, 3, 1962, 75-
12*0 and Monique P a r e n t ' s treatment of cantos as s e p a r a t e poems 
stem from s u c h a view of P e r s e ' s p o e t r y . 
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e t toi-meme l i t i g e e n t r e t o u t e s choses l i t i g i e u s e s — 
homme a s s a i l l i du d i e u ! homme p a r l a n t dans 1 1 equivoque!... 

( V e n t s , I I , 6) 

The v e r y d e t a i l of d u a l i t y e x p r e s s e d i n the r e p e a t e d p r e f i x e s 

b i - and d i - underpins the d e l i c a c y of p o i s e between the two 

s i d e s of the poet's v i s i o n , one p a r t i c u l a r o b s e r v a t i o n l e a d i n g 

to analogy, the other p r e c i s e e x p r e s s i o n i n s t r u c t u r e d language. 

From the beginning of E x i l , where, from the v e r y opening 

l i n e , the sands a r e i n t i m a t e l y connected w i t h e x i l e , one i s 

i n v i t e d to n o t i c e other e x p r e s s i o n s of ambiguity, and so of 

i n s e c u r i t y , i n i n d i v i d u a l words. Thus r a v i s s e m e n t ( E x i l , I ) 

c o n t a i n s both i t s c o n c r e t e and a b s t r a c t meanings, both 'rape' 

and ' r a p t u r e ' ; frondes ( I I ) can be e i t h e r 'frond* or ' s l i n g 1 ; 

gout ( I I ) i s both ' f o r e t a s t e ' and ' a f t e r t a s t e ' . I f a d e c i s i o n 

has to be made, and the p r i n c i p a l meanings ( ' r a p t u r e ' , 'fronds' 

and ' a f t e r t a s t e ' r e s p e c t i v e l y ) r e t a i n e d , i t i s mostly a matter 

of i n t e l l e c t u a l convenience. The secondary meanings nonethe­

l e s s l e a v e t h e i r mark and modify one's approach to the sense-

Thus the shape and movement of fronde ' s l i n g ' l e a v e t h e i r mark 

on the f e r n f r o n d s through which the wind i s w h i s t l i n g . At 

the v e r y end of the poem the technique i s s t i l l used to under­

mine one's sense of s e c u r i t y i n the comfor t i n g knowledge t h a t 
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one has "understood". The f i n a l verb i n the poem l e a v e s room 

f o r doubt: 

E t c ' e s t l ' h e u r e , 6 Poete, de d e c l i n e r ton nom, t a 
n a i s s a n c e e t t a r a c e . 

The f i r s t sense of ' s t a t e your name' i s undoubtedly uppermost, 

but r e s o n a n c e s of ' d e c l i n e ' and 'renounce' persist."*" 

Beyond an a r e a of ambiguity u s i n g modern meanings i s 

t h e r e f o r e another a l l o w i n g the i n t e r p l a y of a word's p r e s e n t 

meaning and i t s r o o t s e n s e . T h i s e t y m o l o g i c a l ambiguity 

works i n two ways: i t d i s c o n c e r t s i n a s i m i l a r way to o r d i n a r y 

forms of ambiguity and a t the same time c o n s t i t u t e s a n o t a b l e 

element i n the r e f u r b i s h i n g of words. I n the l i n e 

J ' e l i s un l i e u f l a g r a n t e t n u l comme 1 ' o s s u a i r e 
des s a i s o n s , .. _ N 

( E x x l , I ) 

both the a d j e c t i v e s a r e to be understood i n the l i g h t of t h e i r 

L a t i n o r i g i n s . They s h a r e the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of b e i n g v e r y 

c l o s e i n form to t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e etymons, f l a g r a n s and n u l l u s , 

and i n a d d i t i o n of b e i n g used i n l e g a l terminology ( o f which 

As i s the case w i t h the f i n a l verb of L a Chanson de 
Roland to which P o g g i o l i somewhat a r b i t r a r i l y r e l a t e s t h i s 
ending ( s e e "The Poet r y of S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , " Y a l e F r e n c h 
S t u d i e s , I , 2 , 3 0 . ) 
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P e r s e i s s i n g u l a r l y f o n d ) . F l a g r a n t t h e r e f o r e e n j o y s the 

p r e s e n t sense of " e v i d e n t , i n c o n t e s t a b l e " and the L a t i n sense 

of "burning". The meanings of n u l and n u l l u s o v e r l a p much 

more as "sans v a l e u r " or " v o i d " , but the phrase n u l l u s sum 

' I am r u i n e d ' i s echoed w i t h p a r t i c u l a r poignancy by the e x i l e 

on the burning, b a r r e n sands. 

P u i s a n t par s e i g n e u r i e l a p u i s s a n c e a son o r i g i n e 
meme, l e poete se p l a i t . . . a r e p r e n d r e l a r a c i n e d'un 
mot pour en exprimer toute s a vertu.-*-

So C a i l l o i s , but he i n c l u d e s among h i s examples one from E x i l , 

I V , which seems l e s s than a p p r o p r i a t e : 

S e r v a n t e s , vous s e r v i e z . . . 

I n t h i s c a s e , i t seems t h a t P e r s e has wanted not to h i g h l i g h t 

some e t y m o l o g i c a l s u b t l e t y , s i n c e the forms have not d i v e r g e d 

enough f o r the r e a d e r to need reminding of t h e i r common r o o t , 

but r a t h e r sought to e x p r e s s the p r i m i t i v e and q u a s i - r i t u a l i s t i c 

s i m p l i c i t y w i t h which the serving-women performed t h e i r t a s k s . 

Two comparative examples suggest t h i s , drawn from works which 

a r e " p r i m i t i v e " i n d i f f e r e n t ways, one from the B i b l e , the 

other from a modern A f r i c a n w r i t e r : 

C a i l l o i s , P o e t i q u e . . . , p. 43 . 
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and h i s s e r v a n t s s h a l l s e r v e him . . . 
The s e r v a n t s e r v e d us . . 

Language should not be u n n e c e s s a r i l y c o m p l i c a t e d (which i s not 

to say t h a t P e r s e i s n a i v e about the technique a t p l a y h e r e ) ; 

only i f what i s to be ex p r e s s e d i s obscure i s t h e r e any r e a s o n 

f o r o b s c u r i t y i n language, and then o n l y i f i t i s not w i l f u l l y 

sought. Here the simple i s s i m p l y p r e s e n t e d , a s e l f - e v i d e n t 

f a c t i n which p l e a s u r e i s taken f o r i t s own sake and a s symbol 

of n o t h i n g , " l a simple chose, l a si m p l e chose que v o i l a , l a 

sim p l e chose d ' e t r e l a " ( E x i l , V ) . L a t e r i n the poem, the 

same technique s e r v e s d i f f e r e n t ends: 

e t l a m e r v e i l l e e s t annoncee par ce c r i : 6 
m e r v e i l l e ! y ) 

I n t h i s c a s e , the mystery of the wonder remains a mystery, a s 

i t must: what i s i n e f f a b l e by i t s n a t u r e d e f e a t s language. 

But i t i s r e c o g n i s e d t h a t even the s i m p l e s t t h i n g d e f i e s ex­

p r e s s i o n and i s not e n t i r e l y known by b e i n g named, and indeed 

R e v e l a t i o n s , X X I I , 3 and Amos T u t u o l a , The Palm-Wine 
D r i n k a r d (London 1963), P» 68 . 

2 
Cf Oiseaux, where Braque's b i r d s a r e " l a n u d i t e d'une 

evidence e t l e mystere d'une i d e n t i t e " (4) and "repugnent de 
to u t l e u r e t r e a c e t t e carence qu'est l e symbole" ( 1 2 ) . 
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must i n some r e s p e c t s be f a l s i f i e d and m i s i n t e r p r e t e d by the 

v e r y n a t u r e of imagery. Yet words remain, i n analogy and 

metaphor, the n e a r e s t approximation we have a t our d i s p o s a l 

to a comprehension of the i d e a . 

Where the i d e a i s obscure, the c o r r e s p o n d i n g word may, 

q u i t e l e g i t i m a t e l y , be r a r e , and one of P e r s e ' s most a b s t r u s e 

words o c c u r s i n E x i l , V: a z a l a l e . I n an u n p u b l i s h e d l e t t e r 

w r i t t e n to A r c h i b a l d MacLeish, he a p o l o g i s e s f o r u s i n g i t , 

g i v e s i t s meaning, and s a y s why he r e t a i n e d i t : 

Parmi s e s mots c o n c r e t s , un s e u l mot r a r e ou 
e x o t i q u e , dont j e m'excuse: " a z a l a l e " , que vous ne 
t r o u v e r i e z pas dans l e s d i c t i o n n a i r e s u s u e l s , e s t l e 
nom de l a grande caravane a n n u e l l e du s e l aux d e s e r t s 
d ' A f r i q u e . J'en a v a i s b e s o i n pour une t r a n s p o s i t i o n . 

P e r s e ' s f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h both s a l t and the d e s e r t no doubt l e d 

him to d i s c o v e r the word i n the course of h i s r e a d i n g , but f o r 

the moment i t i s the a s p e c t i n t i m a t e d i n the c l o s i n g s e n t e n c e 

of the l e t t e r t h a t concerns u s , the " t r a n s p o s i t i o n " to which 

Perse r e f e r s . R e c o l l e c t i o n of the v e r s e t i n which the word 

L e t t e r dated 9 Sept. 1 9 ^ 1 , 
Book C o l l e c t i o n , PQ2623-E386E9-
Knodel f o r a copy of the l e t t e r -

L i b r a r y of Congress, Rare 
I am i n d e b t e d to P r o f e s s o r 
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o c c u r s shows the s u b t l e t y of the metagrammatism: 

Le c i e l e s t un S a h e l ou va l ' a z a l a l e en quete de 
s e l gemme. 

The s i b i l a n t - l i q u i d grouping r e c u r s four t i m e s , w i t h v a r y i n g 

vowels i n a form of Cynghanedd.^ The key words of the l i n e 

— c i e l , S a h e l , l ' a z a l a l e , s e l — s u p p o r t p h o n i c a l l y the sense 

of s e a r c h i n g a c r o s s v a s t s p a c e s by d r i f t i n g s o f t l y i n t o the 

d i s t a n c e from s i b i l a n t to l i q u i d . W i t h i n the rhythm of the 

l i n e , the e i g h t e e n s y l l a b l e s b r e a k i n g i n t o t h r e e e q u a l p a r t s , 

t h e s e f o u r words form both a c o u n t e r p o i n t and a p r o g r e s s i o n , 
2 

f o c u s s i n g a t t e n t i o n on the o b j e c t of the q u e s t . The " t r a n s ­

p o s i t i o n " of which Pers e wrote i s t w o f o l d : the s i b i l a n t of 

1 ' a z a l a i e i s v o i c e d , and the a r t i c l e p r o v i d e s an i n v e r s i o n of 

the b a s i c s i b i l a n t - l i q u i d scheme. Through d e t a i l e d a t t e n t i o n 

to rhythm and the p h y s i c a l a t t r i b u t e s of words, Perse conveys 

"Cynghanedd, the r e p e t i t i v e use of c o n s o n a n t a l sequences 
w i t h v a r i a t i o n of vowels." (Robert Graves, The White Goddess 
(London 1948), p. 1 8 ) . 

2 
The s e p a r a t e d c i e l and echoing S a h e l of the f i r s t s i x -

s y l l a b l e group a r e l i n k e d i n the second over t h r e e s y l l a b l e s : 
1 ' a z a l a , w i t h a s l i g h t s h i f t of weight towards the end of the 
group, and f u r t h e r reduced to s e l which i s a g a i n n e a r e r the 
end of the h e x a s y l l a b i c group. 
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a sense of movement and d i s t a n c e even b e f o r e the e x a c t sense 

of the words i s known. 

A more extended example, and one which p r e p a r e s the r e a d e r 

f o r the l a r g e - s c a l e f o r m u l a i c r e p e t i t i o n s of Vents and Amers, 

may be seen a t the beginning of E x i l , I I I . The t h r e e p a r a l l e l 

opening s t a n z a s evoke the i d e a of p o e t i c i n s p i r a t i o n , and the 

ambivalent a t t i t u d e of the poet towards i t , i n terms of a wave 

c r o s s i n g the world to break on the shore of h i s e x i l e 

"... Toujours i l y eut c e t t e clameur, t o u j o u r s i l y 
eut c e t t e s p l e n d e u r , 

E t comme un haut f a i t d'armes en marche par l e monde, 
comme un denombrement de peuples en exode, comme une 
fo n d a t i o n d 1 e m p i r e s par tumulte p r e t o r i e n , ha! comme un 
gonflement de l e v r e s s u r l a n a i s s a n c e des grands L i v r e s , 

C e t t e grande chose sourde par l e monde e t q u i s ' a c -
c r o x t soudain comme une e b r i e t e . 

"... Toujours i l y eut c e t t e clameur, t o u j o u r s i l y 
eut c e t t e grandeur, 

C e t t e chose e r r a n t e par l e monde, c e t t e haute t r a n s e 
par l e monde, e t s u r t o u t e s greves de ce monde, du meme 
s o u f f l e p r o f e r e e , l a meme vague p r o f e r a n t 

Une s e u l e e t longue phrase sans c e s u r e a j a m a i s 
i n i n t e l l i g i b l e . . . 

"... T o u j o u r s i l y eut c e t t e clameur, t o u j o u r s i l y 
eut c e t t e f u r e u r , 

Cf the same image used i n Amers as a r e f r a i n : "Une meme 
vague par l e monde . . ." e t c . 



304 

E t ce t r e s haut r e s s a c au comble de l ' a c c e s , t o u j o u r s , 
au f a i t e du d e s i r , l a meme mouette s u r son a i l e , l a rneme 
mouette s u r son a i r e , a t i r e - d ' a i l e r a l l i a n t l e s s t a n c e s 
de l ' e x i l , e t s u r t o u t e s greves de ce monde, du meme 
s o u f f l e p r o f e r e e , l a meme p l a i n t e sans mesure 

A l a p o u r s u i t e , s u r l e s s a b l e s , de mon ame numide..." 

Each s t a n z a comprises an i n t r o d u c t o r y formula, r e s t a t e d 

e x a c t l y but f o r the c l o s i n g words which n o n e t h e l e s s rhyme both 

among themselves and w i t h the re p e a t e d clameur: s p l e n d e u r , 

grandeur, f u r e u r . There f o l l o w s i n each case a l o n g e r second 

v e r s e t where the a s s i m i l a t i o n i s f i r s t to v a r i o u s forms of 

con c e r t e d movement w i t h r e f e r e n c e s to the B i b l e , a n c i e n t Rome, 

and perhaps occupied F r a n c e ; then to a wave a s an e x p r e s s i o n 

of t h i s , and f i n a l l y , an a e r i a l r e f l e c t i o n of the wave's r e l e n t ­

l e s s a r c , to a g u l l g a t h e r i n g i n i t s a r c h i n g f l i g h t the c r i e s 

e x p r e s s i v e of f l i g h t s of p o e t i c f a n c y , of waves of i n s p i r a t i o n . 

Each s t a n z a then ends w i t h a s h o r t e r l i n e , of roughly the same 

l e n g t h a s the f i r s t , i n which the development and e f f e c t of 

i n s p i r a t i o n a r e t r a c e d . F i r s t i t suddenly s u r g e s up to over ­

whelm one l i k e drunkenness, then i t s nature i s seen as i m p l a c ­

a b l e , i n c e s s a n t and inc o m p r e h e n s i b l e i n a l i n e which has o f t e n 

been taken, i n p a r t e r r o n e o u s l y , a s d e s c r i p t i v e of P e r s e ' s own 

po e t r y , and f i n a l l y i t pursues the u n w i l l i n g w r i t e r over the 

sands of e x i l e . He i s u n w i l l i n g not onl y because i n the c i r -
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cumstances he would r a t h e r not w r i t e , knowing h i s profound 

emotions should await t r a n q u i l i t y to be r e c o l l e c t e d i n p o e t r y , 

but a l s o , i n the longer view, because he i s f u l l y aware of the 

dangers i n h e r e n t i n a c c e p t i n g the d i c t a t e s of the Muse without 

due m o d i f i c a t i o n and c o n t r o l by homo f a b e r . 

W i t h i n t h i s p a t t e r n a r e c l e a r v e r b a l echoes. "Les s t a n c e s 

de l ' e x i l " develops " C e t t e chose e r r a n t e par l e monde, c e t t e 

haute t r a n s e par l e monde" not only because " s t a n c e s " d e f i n e s 

the nature of " c e t t e chose e r r a n t e " and " c e t t e haute t r a n s e " 

w i t h the s u p p o r t i n g r e p e t i t i o n of the n a s a l ( e r r a n t e — t r a n s e — 

s t a n c e s ) but because of the sharp o p p o s i t i o n c r e a t e d by the 

p a r a l l e l monde--monde—exil. Any sense of s e c u r i t y i n t o which 

the r e a d e r may have been l u l l e d i s f o r c i b l y s h a t t e r e d , and a l l 

the more so because i n ever y other r e s p e c t the echo i s v e r y 

p r e c i s e . 

The image of e x i l e as a beach i s u n d e r l i n e d by the r e f r a i n 

" e t s u r t o u t e s greves de ce monde", where the poet i s g e n e r a l i s i n g 

from the p a r t i c u l a r to make h i s work an e x p r e s s i o n of " l ' e x i l 

dans l a c o n d i t i o n humaine." 1 I n these t h r e e s t a n z a s the r e f r a i n 

P e r s e , i n Mazars, "Une j o u r n e e . . . " 
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o c c u r s t w i c e , supported on each o c c a s i o n by Mdu meme s o u f f l e 

p r o f e r e e " . L a t e r i n the poem (can t o V I ) the po i n t of the 

phrase i s to be u n d e r l i n e d f u r t h e r by the expansion of e_t to 

E t r a n g e r , a f o r c e f u l example of P e r s e ' s a r t . Other p h r a s e s 

o c c u r i n g here a l s o f i n d echoes l a t e r : " l a meme p l a i n t e sans 

mesure" l o o k s forward to "Sur des p l a i n t e s de p l u v i e r s s'en 

f u t l'aube p l a i n t i v e " ( I V ) ; " l a p o u r s u i t e , s u r l e s s a b l e s , de 

mon ame numide" to "Je r e p r e n d r a i ma course de Numide, longeant 

l a mer i n a l i e n a b l e " ( V I I ) . P e r s e ' s tendency to r e - u s e p h r a s e s , 

o f t e n l i n k e d w i t h p a r t i c u l a r rhythms, not only p r o v i d e s a u n i t y 

of thought and s t y l e i n h i s work, but f r e q u e n t l y h e l p s one to 

understand, through h i s expansions and m o d i f i c a t i o n s , an 

e a r l i e r c r y p t i c phrase."*" 

To show a g a i n the remarkable e x t e n t of P e r s e ' s a t t e n t i o n 

t o d e t a i l , one need only c o n s i d e r p a r t of the t h i r d s t a n z a of 

canto I I I : 

E t ce t r e s haut r e s s a c au comble de l ' a c c e s , t o u j o u r s , 
au f a i t e du d e s i r , l a meme mouette s u r son a i l e , l a meme 

"'"See e.g. the d i s c u s s i o n of the d i f f i c u l t passage i n E x i l , 
I I I , "Tant de hauteur . . . " e t c . (above pp. 4 l , 203) where 
p h r a s e s from Pour Dante and Amers h e l p i l l u m i n a t e the s e n s e . 
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mouette s u r son a i r e , a t i r e - d ' a i l e r a l l i a n t l e s s t a n c e s 
de l ' e x i l . . . 

The b a s i c t e r n a r y rhythms r e f l e c t the g e n e r a l arrangement of 

the t h r e e s t a n z a s . R e p e t i t i o n of words of s i m i l a r meaning 

h e i g h t e n s i n t e n s i t y , and here " t r e s haut r e s s a c , " "comble de 

l ' a c c e s " and " f a i t e du d e s i r " b u i l d up to an a p p r o p r i a t e c l i m a x . 

Of the two elements of each of these groups, the f i r s t p r o v i d e s 

an i d e n t i c a l meaning, and the second d i s p l a y s a complex pro­

g r e s s i o n of sound and sense- The i n t i m a t e l i n k between r e s s a c 

and l ' a c c e s l i e s f i r s t l y i n the s y l l a b i c m e t a t h e s i s , w i t h the 

r g i v i n g way to an 1 (both l i q u i d sounds, the c r e o l e p r o n u n c i ­

a t i o n of r d i f f e r i n g from the s t a n d a r d u v u l a r variety"*") , and 

s e c o n d l y i n the p r o g r e s s i o n of sense from a word a p p l i c a b l e 

s o l e l y to the wave to one b a l a n c i n g between a p h y s i c a l connec­

t i o n w i t h the c r e s t of the wave and a n t i c i p a t i o n of the p i t c h 
2 

of p a s s i o n acknowledged i n d e s i r . 

^ E . J o u r d a i n (Du f r a n g a i s a u x p a r l e r s C r e o l e s , pp. 21-27) 
d i s c u s s e s and d e f i n e s the nature of the c r e o l e r which Pers e 
u s e s ( s e e e.g. Jean Schlumberger, "Rencontres," NRF, aout 1967, 
268-271). 

2 
Other examples of t h i s double method of p r o g r e s s i o n through 

a f f i n i t i e s of e i t h e r sound or sense a r e s t u d i e d by A. Churchman, 
M L ' e n u m e r a t i o n chez S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e " i n Honneur... , pp. A-80-A-88. 
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The f o l l o w i n g p h r a s e s continue the p l a y on r and 1 . By 

the s u b s t i t u t i o n of one f o r the ot h e r , a new realm of meaning 

may be embraced, a g a i n expanding the sense and scope: 

l a meme mouette s u r son a i l e , l a meme mouette s u r 
son a i r e . 

The i n t e r p l a y of sound f u r t h e r c o n t i n u e s w h i l e the n a r r a t i v e 

t h r e a d p r o g r e s s e s i n "a t i r e - d ' a i l e r a l l i a n t l e s s t a n c e s de 

l ' e x i l " . Yet throughout th e s e modulations i s a ground bass 

murmur; the dominant l e t t e r i n the s t a n z a remains m: clameur, 

comble, meme mouette, monde, meme, mesure, ame numide, as i t 

has from the beg i n n i n g of the canto. Comme occ u r s f i v e times 

i n the f i r s t s t a n z a ; meme and monde s i x times each a l t o g e t h e r -

The m sound, c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d by Perse w i t h the sea,"*" pro­

v i d e s a rumbling ground s w e l l behind the i n t e r w e a v i n g s u r f a c e 

sounds, and so supports the sense of the c e n t r a l imagery. 

Any poem t h a t both means and i s i n such a way i s remarkable; 

t h a t c l o s e s c r u t i n y i s r i c h l y rewarded i s an axiom w i t h P e r s e -

I t i s s c a r c e l y s u r p r i s i n g t h e r e f o r e to d i s c o v e r h i s method of 

'''The i n c i d e n c e of the l e t t e r m i n Amers i s s t r i k i n g , and 
i s r e a d i l y l i n k e d by Perse w i t h the word Mer, e.g. "En t o i mou-
vante , nous mouvant, nous t e d i s o n s Mer innommable: muable e t 
meuble dans s e s mues, immuable e t meme dans s a masse" (Choeur, 3) • 
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work, both p a i n s t a k i n g and extraordinary."*" I n a t i n y v e r t i c a l 

hand, q u i t e u n r e c o g n i s a b l e from the m a j e s t i c i t a l i c of h i s 
2 

" p u b l i c " s c r i p t , each page of the d r a f t i s crammed w i t h b l o c k s 

of words growing out of each o t h e r , l i n k e d by s h o r t c o n n e c t i n g 

l i n e s of words. The b l o c k s are l i s t s of a l t e r n a t i v e s , mostly 

nouns and a d j e c t i v e s , based on an e q u i v a l e n t s y l l a b l e count, 

w i t h a fundamental s i m i l a r i t y of consonants such as has been 

d i s c u s s e d above. The p r e o c c u p a t i o n of the moment determines 

the g e n e r a l o r i e n t a t i o n of the v o c a b u l a r y , and one " b l o c k " w i l l 

o f t e n p r o v i d e m a t e r i a l f o r more than a s i n g l e l i n e of p o e t r y , 

p a t t e r n s of m u l t i p l e s u b s t i t u t i o n stemming from the f i r s t n o t ­

a t i o n . J o t t e d down, o f t e n a p p a r e n t l y a t n i g h t , t h i s s tage i s 

what P e r s e c o n s i d e r s to be h i s r e a l p o e t r y , the genuine stage 

of p o i e s i s . The l e n g t h y m a n i p u l a t i o n , and mostly r e d u c t i o n , 

of the m a t e r i a l i s c o n s i d e r e d i n f e r i o r donkey-work, n e c e s s a r y 

o n l y to s a t i s f y the demands of e d i t o r s and c l o s e f r i e n d s who 

r e q u i r e a s i n g l e l i n e of w r i t t e n words. The c r e a t i v e s t a g e i s 

1 I n August 1966, I had the p r i v i l e g e and p l e a s u r e of t a l k i n g 
a t some l e n g t h w i t h Monsieur Leger on the s u b j e c t , and was shown 
a huge d o s s i e r c o n t a i n i n g the d r a f t of a new poem w i t h the pro­
j e c t e d t i t l e T e r r e ! or G a i a . 

2 
For a sample see Knodel, S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , p. 1, or Bosquet, 

S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , pp. 125-126. 
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the e s t a b l i s h m e n t of the b l o c k s . For P e r s e , the poem i s t h i s 

b r o u i l l o n , w i t h i t s mass of a l t e r n a t i v e s and v a r i a t i o n s on 

themes, i t s whole l e x i c o n of sounds. I t shows, i n a way t h a t 

the p r i n t e d work can only h i n t a t , P e r s e ' s acceptance of both 

the r i c h n e s s and the l i m i t a t i o n s of words. Without being en­

g r o s s e d by l e x i c o g r a p h y as an end i n i t s e l f , he knows t h a t 

words a r e u l t i m a t e l y the only t o o l s of h i s c r a f t , and t h a t t h e i r 

p h y s i c a l q u a l i t i e s can be m a r r i e d to t h e i r sense i n a p p r o p r i a t e 

p r o p o r t i o n s of music and meaning. 

* * * 



§ 12 

CONCLUSION 

... Poesie, heure des grands, 
r o u t e d ' e x i l e t d ' a l l i a n c e . . . 

Saint-John Perse 
(Pour Dante, p. 2 0 ) . 
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Perse i s one of those "Princes de i ' e x i l " who f o l l o w 

l a v o c a t i o n de f o r c e u r s de l i m i t e s e t de b r i s e u r s 
de bornes des p l u s i n t e n s e s r e p r e s e n t a n t s de l'espece, 
ceux q u i d i s p a r a i s s e n t dans l e s combats de reconnaissance 
q u ' e l l e l i v r e au-devant d'elle^meme, aux l i s i e r e s de 
l ' i n c o n n u , ceux q u i , au bout de l a c o n d i t i o n humaine, 
v i v e n t l ' e x p e r i e n c e des c o n f i n s . ^ 

From h i s p o i n t o f vantage a t the f r o n t i e r , t h a t i s , a t the 

t h r e s h o l d , he achieves an admirable y e t i n e v i t a b l y f r a g i l e 

s y n t h e s i s between the w o r l d and the word, presented through 

the s u b l i m a t i n g a c t o f p o e t r y . He bequeaths t o o t h e r s the 

defence he has b u i l t a g a i n s t the s t e r i l i t y o f l o n e l i n e s s and 

the d e s o l a t i o n o f e x i l e , f o r g i n g words and a t t i t u d e s which 

b r i n g not o n l y the imposing comfort o f a r c h e t y p a l myths but 

a l s o the i n s p i r a t i o n t o e x p l o r e more c l o s e l y the w o r l d around 

us. To a p p r e c i a t e h i s p o e t r y one must know both when t o open 

books and, more e s p e c i a l l y , when t o close them, which i s f a r 

more d i f f i c u l t . 

Mon h o s t i l i t e envers l a c u l t u r e r e l e v e . . . de 
1 'homeopathie: j e c r o i s q u ' e l l e d o i t e t r e portee au 
p o i n t extreme ou, d'elle-meme, e l l e se recuse, et,<; 

i n g r a t e a elle-meme, s'annule. 

J u l e s Monnerot, La Poesie moderne e t l e sacre ( P a r i s 19^5)* 
p. 1^3-

2 
Perse, "Fragments d'une l e t t r e . . . a A r c h i b a l d hacLeish," 

CP, X, 155-
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Perse i s ver y o b v i o u s l y a man of con s i d e r a b l e c u l t u r e , 

i n c l u d i n g t h a t gained from books. His po e t r y ' s normal 

freedom from l i t e r a r y a l l u s i o n s i n d i c a t e s h i s success i n 

j o i n i n g the ranks o f "ceux-la q u i , de naissance, t i e n n e n t 

l e u r connaissance au-dessus du s a v o i r " (Amers, I n v o c a t i o n , 6 ) . 

"Agissante t o u j o u r s , sa profonde c u l t u r e ne cesse d ' a v i v e r l a 

b r a i s e du f u t u r , e t f a i t f e u d'un present jamais sevre de son 

passe. Au s u r p l u s , homme d ' a l l i a n c e , e t que n u l l e s o l i t u d e 

n'a pu d i s t r a i r e de son c o n t r a t s o c i a l . 

L i t e r a t u r e i s a f t e r a l l , even when considered an end i n 

i t s e l f and not harnassed t o the s e r v i c e of some d i d a c t i c aim 

whether d o c t r i n a l or d o c t r i n a i r e , a form of l i e . But u n l i k e 

c e r t a i n d i c t a t o r s who r e a l i s e i t s importance f o r p r e c i s e l y the 
2 

same reasons t h a t P l a t o banished poets from h i s Republic, 

Perse, "Madariaga" i n Salvador de Madariaga: L i b e r ami-
corurn (Bruges 1966), p. 150. 

2 
Namely t h a t u n f e t t e r e d p o e t r y would be dangerous t o h i s 

i d e a l s t a t e (see The R e p u b l i c , Bk. I I I ) . P l a t o uses the word 
ybevbos ' l i e * f o r 'poetry' or ' f i c t i o n ' t hroughout. Cf D a r i u s : 
"May Ahuramazda p r o t e c t t h i s c o u n t r y from a ( h o s t i l e ) army, from 
famine, from the L i e ! Upon t h i s c o u n t r y may t h e r e not come an 
army, nor famine, nor the L i e ! " (Quoted by Roman Ghirshman, 
I r a n , Harmondsworth 195^, p. ) . Cf a l s o the modern S o v i e t 
Union: " I t i s not a s t y l e o f a r t t h a t the communist d i c t a t o r s h i p 
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Perse M n ' a t t a c h e aucune idee de defaveur au mensonge." 

Where the l i e i s equated w i t h p o e t r y , i t earns the h i g h e s t 

p r a i s e not o n l y f o r b e i n g a l i b e r a t i n g and democratic f o r c e 

i n d e f i a n c e o f P l a t o but a l s o i n r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t a poem i s 

an a r t e f a c t (though f r e e of any p e j o r a t i v e c o n n o t a t i o n s t h a t 

word has a c q u i r e d ) . 

Ne blasphement l e mensonge, vr a i m e n t , que ceux 
q u i ne c r o i e n t pas aux signes de Dieu.^ 

Perse presents the l i e i n i t s p o s i t i v e aspect from Anabase 

onwards: 

Mon ame es t p l e i n e de mensonge, comme l a mer 
a g i l e e t f o r t e sous l a v o c a t i o n de 1 'eloquence. 

(Anabase, I I I ) 

The sea, i n t i m a t e l y connected, as we have seen, w i t h the 

nat u r e o f language and p o e t i c c r e a t i o n i n Perse's image bank, 

subsumes a l l apparent o p p o s i t e s , and a c t i v e l y d e f i e s normal 

f e a r s : i t i s a r t i t s e l f , i n any form f o r c e f u l enough t o compel 
the a l l e g i a n c e o f men's minds; and they have succeeded i n r e ­
ducing a r t t o i n s i g n i f i c a n c e . " (Herbert Read, "Realism and 
A b s t r a c t i o n i n Modern A r t " i n The Philosophy of Modern A r t 
(London 1964), p. 9 6 ) . 

1 P e r s e , quoted by Jean Schlumberger, "Rencontres," NRF, 
aout 1967, 270. 

2Le Coran, t r - M. Hamidullah ( P a r i s 1 9 5 9 ) , Sourate 16 , 
§ 14, v. 105 . 
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c a t e g o r i e s : 

6 Mer d ' a i l l e u r s e t de t o u j o u r s , o Mer promesse 
du p l u s l o n g j o u r , e t C e l l e q u i passe t o u t e promesse, 
e t a n t promesse d'Etrangere; Mer innombrable du r e c i t , 
6 Mer p r o l i x i t e sans nom! . . . d i v e r s i t e dans l e p r i n -
c ipe e t p a r i t e de l ' E t r e , v e r a c i t e dans l e mensonge e t 
t r a h i s o n dans l e message; t o u t e presence et t o u t e ab­
sence, t o u t e p a t i e n c e e t t o u t r e f u s — a b s e n c e , presence; 
ordre e t demence—licence!... 

(Amers , Choeur, 3) 

Understandably more p o w e r f u l t o show what Perse means 

by the l i e i s nonetheless its p r e s e n t a t i o n through imagery, 

the concrete t o which the poet i s bound t o r e f e r f o r any 

e x p l o r a t i o n o f the a b s t r a c t . Thus i n Neiges a r e f r a i n i s 

repeated w i t h minor d i f f e r e n c e s : "Que nous r a v i s s e encore l a 

f r a i c h e h a l e i n e du mensonge!..." ( I I I ) . The snow i s a " l i e " ; 

i t t r a n s f o r m s the t r u t h of the world's phenomena, whether 

n a t u r a l scenery l i k e the Great P l a i n s of the mid-west or the 

f a c t o r i e s by the Great Lakes, i n t o something they are n o t . 

Such too i s the process of p o e t r y , espousing as i n t i m a t e l y 

and as p e r v a s i v e l y as the snow the data a v a i l a b l e t o the poet: 

"Epouse du monde ma presence!..." Poetry and snow are e q u a l l y 

hard t o grasp and conserve, and each t r a n s f o r m s and transcends 

the m a t e r i a l i t embraces. The g e n t l y but p e r s i s t e n t l y f a l l i n g 

snow makes even the New York skyscrapers appear t o d e f y the 
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n a t u r a l laws o f g r a v i t y and r i s e l i k e so many r o c k e t s i n t o 

the n i g h t sky "dans l ' o u b l i de l e u r p o i d s " ( I ) . I t i s an 

i l l u s i o n , a l i e , and at the same time a f a c t . As such, i t 
in 

has e q u i v a l e n t s ^ P e r s e ' s work, o b s e r v a t i o n s of t h i n g s so i n ­

c r e d i b l e t h a t he i s a t pains t o emphasise t h e i r t r u t h : "graces, 

g r a c e s . l u i s o i e n t rendues de n ' e t r e pas un songe!" (Anabase, 

I I I ) . And a g a i n : "l'Oiseau Anhinga, l a dinde d'eau des f a b l e s , 

dont l ' e x i s t e n c e n'est p o i n t f a b l e , dont l a presence m'est 

d e l i c e e t ravissement de v i v r e — e t c'est assez pour moi q u ' i l 

v i v e " (Vents, I I , * f ) . 

So i n the p a r a d o x i c a l guise o f a l i e , Perse presents 

r e a l i t y t r a nsformed i n t o p o e t i c t r u t h . The process of t h a t 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n i s p u r e l y v e r b a l : a t no stage does he seek t o 

p e r v e r t the f a c t s . I n consequence the n a t u r e of language and 

of p o e t i c c r e a t i o n i s a c e n t r a l p r e o c c u p a t i o n . Just as the 

a s s o c i a t i o n o f the concepts o f p o e t r y and snow leads t o an 

extended s i m i l e i n which t h e i r j o i n t sources are e x p l o r e d , so 

an obsession w i t h the n a t u r e o f the c r e a t i v e process l i e s 

behind a l l Perse's mature work. I t comes t o the surface o n l y 

d i s c r e e t l y i n terms of imagery, as has been shown: even t h i s 

a b s t r a c t i o n must be expressed c o n c r e t e l y t o warrant the name 
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p o e t r y . The h i g h l y conscious c o n t r o l m a n i f e s t i n Perse's 

work, w i t h i t s r i g o r o u s human as w e l l as p o e t i c d i s c i p l i n e , 

not o n l y d i s t i n g u i s h e s him from what Yeats c a l l e d the "spawning 

for m l e s s f u r y " of most modern poet s , though not o f course the 

be s t , but a l s o saved him, again humanly and p o e t i c a l l y , from 

the d e s o l a t i o n o f e x i l e . I t was "sa f i e r t e s e c r e t e /de/ r e -

l e v e r 1 ' o f f e n s e de l ' e x i l " as i t was Madariaga's of whom he 

wrote i t . " ' " " A i n s i p o r t e par cet i n s t i n c t s o c i a l q u i f a i t de 

l u i l e moins a b s t r a i t , l e moins d i s t r a i t des hommes a l ' e g a r d 

des hommes de son temps, i l eut continue d'exercer, o f f i c i e l l e -

ment, son a c t i o n s t i m u l a n t e . L'evenement l u i en a r e t i r e l e s 

moyens. Force perdue pour 1 ' a c t i o n , f o r c e gagnee pour l'oeuvre 
2 

p e r s o n n e l l e . " Through p o e t r y , e x i l e became e x h i l a r a t i o n . 
* 

E x i l e , permanently w i t h us i n v a r i o u s forms and t o v a r y i n g 

degrees, i s on l y a b e g i n n i n g , but i t i s a be g i n n i n g because i t 
3 

poses the fundamental human q u e s t i o n . Perse's p o e t r y o b v i o u s l y 

Perse, "Madariaga," l o c . c i t . , p. 149. 
2 I b i d . , pp. 1 5 0 - 1 5 1 . 
3 
^Cf "Das Leben im E x i l s t e l l t n a m lich d i e l e t z t e Frage an 
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r e f l e c t s h i s l i f e , but i s f a r from being s e l f - i n d u l g e n t 

memoirs. The geographical e x i l e i n h i s b i o g r a p h y — h i s b i r t h 

i n e x i l e from the mother-country, the l o s s of that paradise 

for France, the career chosen where t r a v e l l i n g was i n e v i t a b l e , 

the debacle of 19^0, and the subsequent s h u t t l i n g between the 

United States and F r a n c e — i s echoed i n h i s expansive s t y l e . 

Behind the highly i n d i v i d u a l nature of that s t y l e one may 

s i m i l a r l y adduce a staunch and often misinterpreted independ­

ence of mind. I n d i c a t i v e of t h i s are Larbaud's account of the 

d i f f i c u l t y of finding Leger i n Pau,"*" the l a t t e r ! s merely tan­

g e n t i a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n l i t e r a r y c o t e r i e s such as F r i z e a u ' s 

a t Bordeaux, and h i s reluctance to publish, with the statement 
2 

that "mon nom n*appartient pas aux l e t t r e s . " After s u f f e r i n g 

from the incomprehension h i s aloofness and independence of mind 

aroused i n some of h i s Quai d'Orsay colleagues, he renounced 

einen jeden." (Otto von Habsburg, "Vom Sinn des E x i l s " i n 
Salvador de Madariaga: Libe r amicorum, p. 3 ^ 5 ) • 

"4>ee G.-Jean Aubry, Valery Larbaud, sa vie et s/on ceuvre: 
La .jeunesse (l88l-1920) (Monaco 1 9^9), PP- 159-160. 

2 
Perse, " L e t t r e sur Jacques R i v i e r e , " NSF, 139, a v r i l 1925, 
Cf h i s statement to Igor Stravinsky (Dialogues and a 

Diary, p. 196): "La poesie est une fagon de v i v r e , mais je n'ai 
pas une c a r r i e r e l i t t e r a i r e et j e deteste meme pa r l e r de l a 
l i t t e r a t u r e . " 
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a l l p u b l i c a f f i l i a t i o n s w i t h governments. He accepted the 

post of l i t e r a r y a d v i s e r a t the L i b r a r y o f Congress because 

i t depended on p r i v a t e funds; he r e f u s e d t o w r i t e h i s memoirs 

d e s p i t e repeated and temp t i n g o f f e r s , and l i k e w i s e t o reproach 

h i s d e t r a c t o r s p u b l i c l y ; i n Washington h i s advice was o f t e n 

sought p r i v a t e l y but was never made o f f i c i a l . His l i t e r a r y 

c o n t r a c t s are w i t h G a l l i m a r d and the B o l l i n g e n Foundation 

which again depend on p r i v a t e revenues. The t i t l e s he has 

accepted as a poet i n v a r i a b l y i n v o l v e h i s honour as a Frenchman 

r a t h e r than as a w r i t e r . Thus he r e f u s e d t o accept nomination 

as "Prince des poetes," " t i t r e auquel j e n ' a i p o i n t v o c a t i o n , " 1 

and f o r the Academie f r a n c a i s e . 

p 
I f r e l i g i o n i s "what a man does w i t h h i s s o l i t u d e , " 

Perse's p o e t r y i s "what he has done w i t h h i s e x i l e . " The p o i n t 
3 

o f the t h r e s h o l d , the moment du s e u i l , i s t h a t a t which the 

Perse, l e t t e r t o M. P i e r r e Beam, i n Honneur... , p. 667 • 
2 
H. D. Lewis, "The Idea o f C r e a t i o n . . . " p. 107 (see above, 

p. 7 6 ) . 
3 
Janine C a r r e l , L 1 e x p e r i e n c e du s e u i l . . . , p. 75 (see 

above, p. 2 l 6 ) . 
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a r t i s t has the p o t e n t i a l , given w e l l o i l e d t o o l s , t o subl i m a t e 

the n e g a t i v e and p o s i t i v e poles l y i n g t o e i t h e r s i d e . The 

here and now has not on l y i t s normal importance but t h a t of 

being the one r e a l i t y which a l l o w s both a r e v e r s a l of the 

nothingness o f e x i l e and a glimpse o f the s u r r e a l . The p o i n t 

of maximum precariousness i s t h a t of maximum p o s s i b l e achieve­

ment. Perse does not f e i g n unawareness o f h i s p r i v i l e g e d 

p o s i t i o n , and a c c o r d i n g l y pays scrupulous a t t e n t i o n t o the 

m a t e r i a l s o f h i s p o e t r y . Language i s the means o f h i s own 

f u l l e s t c r y s t a l l i s a t i o n and communication o f t h a t p o s i t i o n and 

of what i t a l l o w s him t o p e r c e i v e . But wanting t o be known 

as a complete man, and not only as a l i t t e r a t e u r w i t h a l l the 

r e s t r i c t i v e and p e j o r a t i v e overtones t h a t word has a c q u i r e d 

over the l a s t hundred y e a r s , he has not sought popular p r a i s e 

or the support of cenacles and c h a p e l l e s . E v e r y t h i n g about 

him p r o c l a i m s the a r i s t o c r a t , the g r e a t humanist amateur, 

s e n s i t i v e t o the w o r l d about him and h y p e r s e n s i t i v e t o language. 

"Ennemi de t o u t e emphase e t de t o u t e complaisance, i n a c c e s s i b l e 

a t o u t opportunisme, e t tenant haut c o n t r e t o u t e a b d i c a t i o n ce 

beau l i b e r a l i s m e d ' e s p r i t q u i l u i a coute s i cher en p o l i t i q u e , 



321 

i l nous t i e n t haute legon d ' i n t e g r i t e humaine." 

An a l o o f a t t i t u d e may be found i n many people who do not 

w r i t e p o e t r y . However genuine the a t t i t u d e — a n d n o t h i n g 

suggests t h a t i n Perse's case i t i s o t h e r than deeply f e l t — 

i t i s not the a t t i t u d e but the p o e t r y t h a t s u r v i v e s . I f the 

a t t i t u d e s u r v i v e s i n the p o e t r y i t i s a measure o f the man's 

i n t e g r i t y , but not a l i t e r a r y c r i t e r i o n . I t i s f o r t h i s 

reason t h a t i n Perse's case one f e e l s drawn c o n s t a n t l y towards 

an a n a l y s i s o f h i s language, i n v o l v i n g very f u l l y as i t does 

p r i o r and c o n t i n u i n g a l e r t n e s s i n t k e reader towards n a t u r a l 

phenomena. The s u b t l e i n t e r a c t i o n between f a c t s and t h e i r 

communication i s a matter of f a s c i n a t i o n b o t h f o r Perse and, 

i n consequence, f o r the c r i t i c . His remarkable powers of 

a t t e n t i o n t o both phenomena and words i n v o l v e p a r t i c u l a r 

d i f f i c u l t i e s , some o f which have been e x p l o r e d i n the present 

s t u d y . The very r i c h n e s s i s Perse's compensation f o r the 

nega t i v e pole of e x i l e . " I I tend de t o u t son e t r e a 1 ' u n i v e r ­

s a l i t y . Et l ' e c a r t meme de l ' e x i l ne f a i t q u ' a c c r o i t r e c e t t e 

o u v e r t u r e d ' e s p r i t . L ' e x i l ne cree p o i n t de t e l l e s v o c a t i o n s , 

Perse, "Madariaga," p. 151. 
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mais, des hommes nes pour 1 ' u n i v e r s a l i t e , l ' e x i l , t r e s c r u e l -

lement, semble f a i r e sa p r o i e d ' e l i t e - " ^ " 

For some t a s t e s , undoubtedly, he over-compensates. The 

demands he makes are c o n s i d e r a b l e , and o c c a s i o n a l l y he cuts 

the threads by which he guides h i s r e a d e r , sometimes by making 

p r i v a t e a l l u s i o n s but more o f t e n by i n d u l g i n g h i s fondness f o r 

e l l i p s i s . T h i s , p l u s the c l o s e l y - k n i t t e x t u r e o f h i s v e r s e t s 

and the breadth o f h i s v o c a b u l a r y , does not make him easy t o 

r e a d . His stance i s t h a t o f the a r i s t o c r a t , unashamed o f h i s 

i n h e r i t a n c e however unf a s h i o n a b l e i t may be. Even the con­

j u n c t i o n of p r e c i s e o b s e r v a t i o n and p r e c i s e e x p r e s s i o n necess­

a r i l y a l i e n a t e s the c a s u a l . 

But h i s o r i g i n a l i t y i s f a r from b e i n g n e g a t i v e , the 

e c c e n t r i c a d o p t i o n of some un f a s h i o n a b l e pose. I t l i e s i n 

the p a r t i c u l a r a l l i a n c e o f h i s o b s e r v a t i o n o f the w o r l d about 

him and the way t h a t a t t e n t i o n i s expressed. I t stands as a 

supremely p o s i t i v e achievement not o n l y when seen a g a i n s t the 
2 

e b b - t i d e o f modern verse but a l s o when man seems bent i n a l l 

"^Perse, "Madariaga," p. 1^9. 

2 
Claudel c a l l e d Vents "un Mont S a i n t - M i c h e l demesurement 

accuse par l e j u s a n t . " ("Un poeme de Saint-John Perse," p. 6 l * f ) . 
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h i s a c t i v i t i e s on d e s t r u c t i o n , iconoclasm, and f r u i t l e s s 

anarchy f o r t h e i r own sake. Such an a t t a i n m e n t stems from 

s t r e n g t h of ch a r a c t e r and, i n the case o f Saint-John Perse 

the poet, from a f l a i r f o r language. Both were formed i n 

s o l i t u d e , both confirmed by e x i l e . Sheer momentum from the 

n a d i r c a r r i e s one nearer the z e n i t h . The theme o f e x i l e 

becomes the theme of p r a i s e . 

I I y a un homme q u i est p r o f e s s i o n n e l l e m e n t hors 
de t o u t e t son d o m i c i l e e s t de n ' e t r e pas chez l u i . 

N u l l e tache n'est en propre l a sienne, c'est l u i 
e t e r n e l l e m e n t 1 'Amateur, et 1 ' I n v i t e p a r t o u t , e t l e 
Monsieur p r e c a i r e : 

L ' e x i l s e u l l u i enseigne sa p a t r i e . 

* * * 

Paul C l a u d e l , " O f f e r t o i r e , " La Messe la-bas i n Oeuvre 
poetique ( B i b l . de l a P l e i a d e ) , p. 5 1 1 . 
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APPENDIX A 

The map reproduced on the f o l l o w i n g page shows P o i n t e -

a - P i t r e , the c a p i t a l of Grande T e r r e , Guadeloupe, towards 

the end o f the e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y . The R i v i e r e S a l l e e / s i c / 

d i v i d e s the two main i s l a n d s o f the group, Grande Terre and 

Basse T e r r e . The I l e t S a i n t - L e g e r - l e s - F e u i l l e s , here marked 

" I l e t a F e u i l l e " (bottom l e f t ) i s where A l e x i s Leger was born 

and where he l i v e d f o r n e a r l y twelve years. The map i s 

reproduced from Henri Bangou, La Guadeloupe 1492-18^8 ( A u r i l l a c 

1 9 6 2 ), pp. 2 4 8 - 2 ^ 9 where no source i s g i v e n . 
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APPENDIX B 

The s i x a r t i c l e s reproduced here were w r i t t e n by Leger 

when a st u d e n t a t Bordeaux f o r the newspaper of h i s home town, 

Pau. They have not be f o r e been r e p r i n t e d or mentioned i n 

b i b l i o g r a p h i e s on P e r s e - Only those dated 14 mars 1909 and 

28 mars 1909 may be found a t the B i b l i o t h e q u e m u n i c i p a l e a t 

Pau. The o t h e r s , f o r c o p i e s of which I am ind e b t e d to 

P r o f e s s o r A r t h u r Knodel, a r e i n the annexe f o r p e r i o d i c a l s 

of the B i b l i o t h e q u e n a t i o n a l e a t V e r s a i l l e s . 

Behind some pardonable over-enthusiasm, sometimes t i n g e d 

w i t h a t t i t u d i n i s i n g , one d e t e c t s a v e r y sure s t a n c e , and a 

pr e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h form i n a r t which w i l l not d e s e r t him. 

Gome ph r a s e s and rhythms a r e a l s o f a m i l i a r through h i s l a t e r 

work, a s a r e h i s l o v e of movement and h i s e x a c t p a s s i o n f o r 

language. 

I t a l i c i s a t i o n , a l t h ough sometimes i d i o s y n c r a t i c , has 

been r e s p e c t e d , and the o r i g i n a l note-numbers have been r e ­

t a i n e d . 
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No. klh, dimanche 7 mars 1909 

M. P a u l Maufret i n t e r p r e t e . 

L es a u d i t i o n s de M. P a u l Maufret sont d'une b e l l e tenue. 

Mais encore que j ' y v o i s l a f o u l e b i e n vetue, j e ne me 

persuade p o i n t qu'on donne a c e t a r t i s t e toute s a s i g n i f i c a t i o n . 

Sans doute une f o u l e a - t - e l l e b e s o i n , pour oser admirer, de 

r e n c o n t r e r quelque chose de p l u s que l a s i m p l i c i t y . — Pour o s e r , 

a i - j e d i t : a u s s i b i e n l e s D i c t i o n n a i r e s nous ensei g n e n t qu'en 

l a t i n l e mot: " f r a n c " se d i s a i t "audax"... 

Une e x e c u t i o n de M. P a u l Maufret e s t avant tout a c t e de 

p r o b i t e e t , meme devant une f o u l e a p p l a u d i s s a n t e peut s ' e c o u l e r 

mysterieusement i n a p e r c u e . 

I c i , n u l l e v i r t u o s i t e q u i se prenne elle-meme pour f i n ; 

mieux: toute v i r t u o s i t e a s s e r v i e au s t r i c t d e s s e i n de l ' i n t e r -

p r e t a t i o n . — T e l l e e s t i c i 11 i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , e t t e l l e , peut-on 

d i r e , 11 i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , e n t r e l ' a r t i s t e e t l'oeuvre e t r a n g e r e , 

assumee e t s u b i e i n t e g r a l e m e n t , que vous l e s e r v i r i e z mal de 

vo t r e a d m i r a t i o n , p e t i t e s Madames vetu e s de g r i s , v e t u e s de 

b l e u , en n ' o u b l i a n t pas l a personne de c e t homme q u i , l e premi e r , 

s ' o u b l i e - Quelque j o u r , p e u t - e t r e , l e reve l o g i q u e de h. P a u l 
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Maufret ne s e r a - t - i l pas d ' e t i r e r jusqu'au t a b o u r e t ce paravent 

q u ' i l e x i ge d e j a en un c o i n de 1 1 e s t r a d e ?... 

L ' i n i t i a l e c r u a u t e d'un a r t e s t , pour i ' a r t i s t e , l e renon-

cement a s o i . P l u s qu'une d i s c i p l i n e , l ' A r t e s t une e x a c t i t u d e ; 

e t j 1 o f f r e i c i l e sens etymologique de ce mot dans ce q u ' i l com-

porte de p l u s douloureuse t e n s i o n , de p l u s i n t i m e c o n t r a i n t e . 

L ' a r t l u c i d e de M. P a u l Maufret s ' a s s u r e en l a beaute d'une 

e p u r a t i o n : dans une c o n s c i e n t e d o c i l i t e un s e u l s o u c i n e c e s s i t e 

1 ' i n t e r p r e t e , c e l u i d ' e t r e j u s t e , a l a fagon dont un i n s t r u m e n t 

e s t j u s t e , dont une corde e s t j u s t e . E t c e t t e e s s e n t i e l l e ab­

n e g a t i o n , a p r e s a v o i r e x i g e toute s e n s i b i l i t e dans l a p e r c e p t i o n 

de l'oeuvre, exige encore une i n t e g r a l e r e s t i t u t i o n . E t c e l a 

e s t a u s s i beau qu'une o b l i g a t i o n j u r i d i q u e , de mandat ou de 

depot... 

Mais, j ' y songe, t e l q u i n ' e x i s t e pas s a p a r t i t i o n c l o s e , 

peut s'etonner du p r i x donne i c i a une v e r t u s i hautement nega­

t i v e : l e renoncement a s o i , l ' a c t u e l l e , v o l o n t a i r e e t c o n s c i e n t e 

" i n e x i s t e n c e " d e r r i e r e l'oeuvre proposee, f u t - e l l e de c o n c e p t i o n 

tout h o s t i l e . — Aurons-nous donne tout l e p r i x de c e t t e l o y a u t e , 

quand nous aurons, e n s u i t e , a f f i r m e une r e e l l e p e r s o n n a l i t e chez 

c e t a r t i s t e t r e s digne qu'est M. P a u l M a u f r e t ? . . . Sans doute 

e s t - c e n o t r e d r o i t d ' a u d i t e u r , quand M. P a u l Maufret s a i t se 
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r e f u s e r d ' a p p a r a i t r e autrement que 1 ' i n t e r p r e t e , — e n c e l a f o r t 

du p r e c e p t e K u s k i n i e n : "que l ' A r t e f f a c e pas a pas l e s t r a c e s 

memes de l ' A r t " . 

M. P a u l Maufret f a i t a b s t r a c t i o n de lui-meme, e t son m e r i t e 

c o n s i s t e r a i t p e u t - e t r e en c e c i , q u ' i l e x i s t e . 

Ces l i g n e s sont s t r i c t e m e n t l i m i t e e s a une q u e s t i o n de 

forme, de mode. E t pourtant i l y a u r a i t p e u t - e t r e i n t e r e t a 

c o n s i d e r e r a u s s i l a pensee de c e t a r t i s t e , e p r i s , j ' i m a g i n e , 

des grandes f e t e s c e r e b r a l e s q u i n a i s s e n t en Bach pour a b o u t i r , 

p r e s de deux s i e c l e s p l u s t a r d , a l a S c h o l a , par 1 ' i n t e r m e d i a i r e 

de Cesar F r a n c k . A u s s i serons-nous c u r i e u x , p l u s que de t o u t 

a u t r e , de c e t t e quatrieme e t d e r n i e r e a u d i t i o n , ou, parvenant 

e n f i n au c y c l e contemporain, M. P a u l Maufret t r o u v e r a , dans 

t e l l e a f f i n i t e , l e d r o i t de se l i v r e r moins o b j e c t i f . 

A. L. 
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No. ^15, dimanche Ik mars 1909 

Edouard BRUNEL 

"A t h i n g of beauty i s a j o y 
f o r e v e r ! " 

( K e a t s . — Endym.) 

Du s o u v e n i r de nos f e t e s l o i n t a i n e s , de l a g r a t i t u d e de 

quelques heures i n f i n i m e n t p r e c i e u s e s , nous composerons chacun 

n o t r e hommage a Edouard B r u n e i . . . 

Qui l u i d o i t l a beaute d'une heure (ou moins) d ' e x a l t a t i o n , 

n ' e s t pas q u i t t e envers l u i . 

Qui partage avec nous l e poids de c e t t e d e t t e , comprenne 

i c i 1 ' e x t r e m i t e ou nous devons nous t e n i r pour s a l u e r Edouard 

B r u n e i ; nous s u i v e j u s q u ' a l a p a r t i a l i t e ; se f a s s e complice 

de l ' o u b l i ou nous voulons garder c e r t a i n e s musiques concedees 

au p u b l i c I Car encore y a u r a i t - i l a r e c o n n a i t r e i c i l e r o l e 

de "Mediateur", auquel un a r t i s t e p o u r t a n t h a u t a i n n'a pu r e -

noncer, e t qui l u i au r a du moins v a l u ce t i t r e r a r e : l ' i n d i s -

t i n c t e c o n s e c r a t i o n de t r e s v i e i l l e s gens e t de t r e s j e u n e s . 

D'autres prononceront l e mot d 1 " E d u c a t e u r " , que nous r e f u s o n s , 
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parce q u ' i l i m p l i q u e r a i t p l u s d 1 i n i t i a t i v e que n'en reclame 

parmi nous M. Edouard B r u n e i , a c c u e i l l a n t i n differemment C l a s s i -

ques, Romantiques; N e o - c l a s s i q u e s , Post-romantiques; Modernes 

n o v a t e u r s , Modernes r e t r o g r a d e s ! . . . pourvu q u ' i l s s o i e n t dument 

c o n s a c r e s a P a r i s , aux deux ens e i g n e s que l ' o n s a i t . L o i n de 

mettre a p r o f i t s a p r o d i g i e u s e a u t o r i t e pour v i o l e n t e r quelque 

peu l e gout l a t e n t , M. Edouard B r u n e i semble preoccupe de com­

poser son programme comme un menu de t a b l e d'hote ( n i p l u s n i 

moins, d ' a i l l e u r s , qu'a P a r i s un C h e v i l l a r d : du moins avec c e t t 

excuse de ne posseder pas l ' o r c h e s t r e fameux legue par Lamoureux 

Ah! p l a i g n o n s vraiment 1 * a r t i s t e h a u t a i n que j e ne s a i s 

q u e l l e s c o n d i t i o n s a s s e r v i s s e n t a i n s i ( p e u t - e t r e i n h e r e n t e s a 

l a composition de son o r c h e s t r e , peut-etre, h e l a s ! a l 1 o p i n i o n 

q u ' i l a de son p u b l i c ) . 

Toute e c r i t u r e semble v a l o i r pour Edouard B r u n e i , pourvu 

q u ' e l l e s o i t propre a e x a l t e r l e son s u i v a n t d ' i r r e c u s a b l e s 

canons. Q u e l l e e s t , au fond, l a s e c r e t e e t d e r n i e r e pensee de 

c e t a r t i s t e ? I I n ' a p p a r t i e n t pas a . 1'etranger de s'en e n q u e r i r 

mais, sans p l u s depasser l'auge, de f a i r e son c h o i x , s u i v a n t s e s 

propres appetences, parmi t a n t de j o i e b r u t e largement prodiguee 

L ' e c l e c t i s m e ou M. B r u n e i se c o n t r a i n t permet de f a i r e en-
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tendre Emmanuel C h a b r i e r a u s s i t o t a p r e s V i n c e n t d'Indy... Notre 

g r i e f e s t q u ' i l ne p u i s s e c h o i s i r — notre r e g r e t p l u t o t : c a r 

r e p r o c h e r un s i l a r g e e c l e c t i s m e s e r a i t peu l o g i q u e , puisque ce 

s e r a i t , en somme, demander de f a i r e a b s t r a c t i o n du p u b l i c , quand 

on e s t heureux d'en f a i r e p a r t i e -

Ce s e r a i t en outre o u b l i e r l e s c o n d i t i o n s m a t e r i e l l e s q u i 

p e r s i s t e n t a l a base de toute f e t e a r t i s t i q u e : o u b l i e r qu'avant 

de d i r e : "Concert B r u n e i " , nous devons d i r e : "Concert M u n i c i p a l " . 

E t ce s e r a i t p e u t - e t r e a u s s i mal comprendre c e t t e f i g u r e , 

d 1Edouard B r u n e i chef d ' o r c h e s t r e : Avant l e "M u s i c i e n " , M. 

Edouard B r u n e i a p p a r a i t l a Chose m u s i c a l e , purement, l a chose 

v i b r a n t e e t consonnante, p l u s n e u t r e , en s o i , qu'une note, qu'un 

son ou une s o n o r i t e . Devant c e t t e forme a g i s s a n t e e t tourmentee, 

l ' i m a g i n a t i f a v i d e d ' e l l i p s e q u i s ' a s s e o i t au p a r t e r r e peut r e v e r 

un i n s t a n t q u ' e l l e s o i t l e son meme e t l a source du son p l u s que 

n'en e s t l a c o n d i t i o n . T e l e s t l ' a s c e t i s m e r i g o u r e u x de c e t 

a r t i s t e : J e d i s q u ' i l e s t d'abord e t avant t o u t p u i s s a n c e de 

son, e t que l e s j o i e s a u x q u e l l e s i l nous convie sont avant t o u t 

f o r m e l l e s . L ' o r c h e s t r e peut e t r e douteux: i l n'en f a i t que 

mieux c o n n a i t r e l ' i n t e n t i o n n e l l e f i g u r e du c h e f , e t que 1 ' a c t i v e 

v a l e u r de 1 ' " i n t e r p r e t a t i o n " se s u f f i t , i c i , a elle-meme (au 

p o i n t que l ' a u d i t r i c e o u b l i e souvent l a pensee de l'aeuvre meme: 
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e t ce dut e t r e p a r f o i s t a n t mieux!) 

Une e x e c u t i o n de Edouard B r u n e i semble une c r e a t i o n , 

au sens oil l ' A r t dramatique propose ce terme. 

Quels mots employer pour e c l a i r e r i c i l ' i d e e de p o s s e s s i o n , 

q u i se noue doublement dans c e t homme, debout e n t r e l ' A u t e u r e t 

nous, ordonnateur e n t r e l a pensee v i v e du c r e a t e u r e t l e l o u r d 

mecanisme de 1 ' o r c h e s t r e ?.. . A t t e n t i f , immediat, dans une p r i s e 

de c o n s c i e n c e i n i n t e r r o m p u e , i l anime a nouveau l a f e t e s a c r e e . 

E t i l y a une beaute a r e g a r d e r ce corps en p r o i e a l a musique, 

en s o u f f r a n c e de musique. 

C e r t e s ! absolument noble du s a c r i f i c e de s o i , l e chef d'or­

c h e s t r e e s t 1 ' " i n t e r p r e t e " dans 1 ' e x c e l l e n c e , c e l u i q u i se p r e t e 

s a n s r e t i c e n c e , 1 "'homme-lige" de l ' A u t e u r , c e l u i q u i doublement 

p a s s i f e t a c t i f , a g i s s a n t a p r e s a v o i r ete a g i , d i t au m a i t r e , 

q u e l q u ' i l s o i t : "Je s u i s " v o t r e " , pour c e t t e heure!" e t , dans 

ce permanent r e f u s de s o i , l i v r e pourtant l e moyen de son c o r p s , 

a f f i n e e t tendu: s e s sens a posseder, son ame a modeler, a p r e s 

q u ' i l l ' a f a i t e n e t t e . . . 

F i g u r e innombrable e t m u l t i p l e , f i g u r e polyphonique, au 

b e s o i n c o n t r a d i c t o i r e , e t que j e ne p u i s sommer de l i v r e r s a 

l o i propre dans 1 ' i n s t a n t ou e l l e s'entremet, parce q u ' e l l e me 
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r e n v e r r a au Maitre q u i I ' i n f o r m e , e t , qu'ayant a c q u i t t e s a 

f o n c t i o n , e l l e m'echappe! 

Le p r i x d'un organisme t e l que c e i u i d 1Edouard B r u n e i e s t 

m a n i f e s t e dans ce p r o d i g e : 1 ' e s s e n t i e l l e m o b i l i t e q u ' i l a su 

p r e s e r v e r en l u i , s i t a r d , e t par quoi i l peut demeurer to u -

j o u r s , en f a c e d ' a s p i r a t i o n s n o v a t r i c e s , s i curieusement com-

p r e h e n s i f , s i anormalement presque, a l o r s que t a n t d ' a u t r e s , a 

son age, ont a j a m a i s f o u r n i l e u r cristalli»ation, e t , par d r o i t 

de g e n e r a t i o n , revendiquent une impermeable s e r e n i t e . — Edouard 

B r u n e i e s t une s e n s i b i l i t e m u s i c a l e q u i ne s ' e s t pas a r r e t e e , 

q u i ne s ' a r r e t e pas. -- E t i c i j ' e n a p p e l l e a ceux q u i purent 

entendre, c e t t e annee, 1 1 i n t e r p r e t a t i o n des Nocturnes, de De­

bussy, ou de 1'Apres-midi d'un Faune, e t , par dessus t o u t , de 

c e t incomparable I s t a r , de V i n c e n t d'Indy, que M. B r u n e i a b i e n 

voulu nous redonner e t q u i f u t l ' h e u r e v e r i t a b l e m e n t p r e c i e u s e 

de c e t t e s a i s o n (meme a p r e s l e s t r e s b e l l e s a u d i t i o n s de F r a n c k ) ; 

que l ' o n songe encore, p l u s l o i n , au Scheherazade, de Rimsky-

Korsakow (8me c o n c e r t ) : a s u s c i t e r l a beaute de t e l l e s aeuvres 

nous avons vu M. B r u n e i s'adonner a u s s i l oyalement, a u s s i i n -

t e l l i g e m m e n t , qu'une heure p l u s t o t i l l e f a i s a i t en des aeuvres 

de G r i e g , de S a i n t - S a e n s , v o i r e de Weber et de B e r l i o z . . . ! 
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Etonnante m a t i e r e pour 1'imagination que l a d i v e r s i t e de 

v i e d'un t e l homme, charge comme une p r o i e , e t comme feconde, 

de c e t augment d i v i n : l'ame de cent M u s i c i e n s ! . . . L a marque 

meme de c e t t e f a c e nous a p p a r t i e n t , pour temoigner devant nous: 

f a c e longtemps r e q u i s e par s e s M a i t r e s , par nos M a i t r e s , e t dont 

chaque n e r f , s e m b l e - t - i l , a u r a i t a reprendre de s o i , comme i e s 

cordes memes de l ' e n g i n ionguement tourmente. 

Que s i l ' u n d 1 e n t r e nous ne pouv a i t se resoudre a o u b l i e r 

d ' e v e n t u e l l e s d e f a i l l a n c e s dans 1 ' e x e c u t i o n de Wagner, j e ne 

1 ' a p p e l l e r a i s p o i n t seulement a d ' a u t r e s s o u v e n i r s sans melange 

( l a Symphonie en ut mineur, de Beethoven, au 2me c o n c e r t ) : j e 

l e p r e s s e r a i s encore de songer a l * a c t e p r o d i g i e u x , a l'audace 

i n o u i e /sic/ q u ' i l a f a l l u chez M. B r u n e i (dans l e s c o n d i t i o n s 

q u i I ' e n c h a i n e n t , e t avec c e t o r c h e s t r e ) pour t e n t e r s a n s t r o p 

d ' i r r e s p e c t son 9me c o n c e r t (Fragments symphoniques de 1 'Anneau) 

— de se r a p p e l e r , e n f i n , de q u e l s o u f f l e l 1 a d m i r a b l e Wagnerien 

t e n t a i t du moins d'animer c e t t e e x e c u t i o n , dans une vehemente, 

encore qu 1incommunicable, g e n e r o s i t e ! 

E t , devant un t e l don de s o i , nous r e v e r i o n s pieusement 

d'un a u t r e cadre pour l ' a r t i s t e genereux... 

A. L. 
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No. *tl7, dimanche 28 mars 1909 

( E p i l o q u e au S a l o n de Pau) 

NOTE 

su r un Tableau de Berges 

( L a M o u s t i q u a i r e . ) 

Bon p e i n t r e , r e p r e n d s t a t o i l e , r o u l e t a t o i l e e t l'em-

p o r t e ! . . . non sans p r o f i t , mais avec ce g a i n t r e s p r e c i e u x : 

des r i r e s — a h , combien!--et du son l e p l u s pur! 

... E t p o u r t a n t , e t p o u r t a n t . . . i l f a u t en c o n v e n i r : l a 

Commission d'achat de c e t t e v i l l e peut r e s e r v e r p a r f o i s d ' e t r a n -

ges s u r p r i s e s , e t nous ne saurons pas q u e l l e v o i x anonyme, d i s -

co r d a n t e , s ' e l e v e l a , t o u t a coup, pour s a v o i r imposer l ' i n t e l -

l i g e n t e beaute d'une aeuvre comme c e l l e de Hochard"*", ou l e 

— S u r l a t e r r a s s e de B a g a t e l l e — a e u v r e h a b i l e e t v o l o n t a i r e , 
d'un a r t t r e s c o n c e n t r e , e x p r e s s i f , t o u j o u r s d'un mouvement, 
e s s e n t i e l : e x e c u t i o n s obre, v i s i o n t o u j o u r s conduite e t denudee; 
a s s e z l o i n des v o i e s o r d i n a i r e s de l ' a r t e p i s o d i q u e ou s 1 e n g l u a i t 
t o u t e c e t t e ecoeurante e x p o s i t i o n . (Une robe de femme, a d r o i t e , 
s i g n i f i a i t suffisamment l a s y n t h e s e e t l e c h o i x dans l e graphique 
de c e t a r t i s t e t r e s i n t e l l e c t u e l , e t , au p l u s haut p o i n t , l e don 
de s a c r i f i e r : — c ' e s t d ' e s s e n c i e r . ) 
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m e r i t e d'une aeuvre de Sureda . 

... E t des l o r s , e t des l o r s . . . c e t t e t o i l e de B e r g e s ! . . . 

— I n t e r r o g e o n s - l a : ce f u t , nous a-t-on d i t , p e t i t s c a n -

d a l e a Pau. 

Ce copieux e t l i q u i d e S a l o n ne comportait pas beaucoup 
3 k 

p l u s de quatre f i g u r e s : Hochard, Gayac , Lepine — e t Berges. 

Au dessus de t a n t d ' i n u t i l e s , i n f i n i m e n t ! ce p e i n t r e , q u i 

f i t i c i f i g u r e d ' e x c e s s i f , v a l a i t du moins comme tendance. 

Malgre s e s f a u t e s , q u i ne sont probablement pas c e l l e s qu'on 

l u i p r e t e , e t dont l a p l u s grave ( o u t r e c e l l e d ' a v o i r du 

t a l e n t ) f u t de s ' a b a t a r d i r un peu dans 1 'occurrence de deux 

p e i n t u r e s , de deux methodes opposees, i l nous o f f r a i t encore 

une oeuvre de b e l l e p u i s s a n c e . F a u t - i l l a r a p p e l e r ? 

--Femmes dans un c i m e t i e r e a l g e r i e n — p e t i t e etude de 
m a t e r i a l i s m e lumineux: r e c h e r c h e , s e r a b l e - t - i l , de l a s o l i d i t e 
des c o u l e u r s ; v i s i o n i n d i s c o n t i n u e de l a forme dans l a c o u l e u r 
d i l a t e e e t mouvante, pesante presque. 

^ - - E r n e s t Gayac e x p o s a i t s i x e a u x - f o r t e s , dont un a d m i r a b l e 
" S a t y r e " , gage d'un a r t e l l i p t i q u e q u ' i l c o n v i e n d r a i t d ' i n t e r -
r o g e r longuement, en t o u t a u t r e l i e u . (Une a u t r e p l a n c h e : "Sy-
cor a x " , d'une beaute au c o n t r a i r e complexe, l i v r a i t a 1 ' a n a l y s e 
une t r i p l e s i g n i f i c a t i o n . ) — Je ne sache pas, d ' a i l l e u r s , qu'un 
semblable t a l e n t , qu'une p e r s o n n a l i t e a u s s i d i s t a n t e a i t s o u l e v e 
a u t r e chose que l ' h o r r e u r . . . 

— D e u x c a r t o n s (Paysages de C o r r e z e ) atrocement p l a c e s . 
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Exprimee j u s q u ' a l a s a t i s f a c t i o n de m a t i e r e , exprimee 

avec c e r t i t u d e e t s o l i d i t e , une c h a i r o i s i v e , s e n s u e l l e , e s t 

proposee i c i , dans une e r u d i t e s a v o u r e u s e , parmi 1'immobile 

t o r p e u r d'une a r r i e r e - c o u r espagnole: corps de femme a l o u r d i 

par l ' a g e , e t , d e j a , j a u n i s s a n t aux j o i n t u r e s . 

T o u j o u r s , l'oeuvre denonce une p l e i n e c l a i r v o y a n c e de son 

but, dans l e concours a s s e r v i des moyens, dans l e s s i m p l i f i c a ­

t i o n s c u r s i v e s du cadre denue logiquement j u s q u ' a l a f i g u r a t i o n 

d e c o r a t i v e : r o l e t r e s beau des oranges en t e i n t e p l a t e ; cerne 

e t r o i t de f e u i l l a g e bas, comme un f r o n t bas de f i l l e , e t qui 

charge tout l e sens p r o s t r e de c e t t e t o i l e s i b i e n c l o s e ; 

e n f i n l a course v i v e , au long de l a m o u s t i q u a i r e , de c e t t e 

t r e s s e de c o u l e u r crue p r o p i c e , a p r e s l e b l e u v e r d a t r e , a f a i r e 

e c l a t e r dans s a p u i s s a n c e d ' a f f i r m a t i o n l e corps nu d'une femme 

simplement pesante en s a c h a i r g r a s s e ( t o u t e s u b i e , toute a i m e e ) , 

e t q u i semble occupee a prendre c o n s c i e n c e du poids de s e s deux 

s e i n s , de l a moiteur de son a i s s e l l e e t de son v e n t r e , — p a r r i e n 

d'autre d i s t r a i t e que par ce v a i n S o u l i e r de s a t i n r o s e , e t par 

ces bagues p l u s v a i n e s encore a s e s mains g r a s s e s ! 

Toute c e t t e pate c e n t r a l e determinee par l ' e p a i s s e c o n j u r a ­

t i o n des v e r t s e t des b l e u s . 

E t c e l a e s t beau. 
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Une f o r c e i c i impose son e v i d e n c e . 

Une s e u l e e r r e u r , avons-nous d i t ( e t q u i p e u t - e t r e /_slc/ 

v o l o n t a i r e ) : 

Dans ce t a b l e a u , inegalement r e a l i s e , l e corps de femme 

n ' e s t pas r e d u i t a l a v a l e u r d'un sim p l e terme dans l e r a p p o r t , 

mais pousse, mais t r a i t e pour lui-meme, e t , f i n a l , i l s ' a c c r o i t 

indument de tout l e cadre a p p r o p r i e . D'ou r u p t u r e d ' e q u i l i b r e 

e t d u a l i t e de modes: l e p l e i n et l e p l a t , l 1 e t u d e e t l e s t y l e , 

l e r e s p e c t du volume e t l e s v i r t u a l i t e s de l a d e c o r a t i o n . Le 

corps f u t modele en o u b l i d'un a u t r e t a b l e a u , qu'est l e cadre 

(ou b i e n l e cadre compose au mepris du m o t i f , c e t impedimentum !) 

L'oeuvre e s t algebriquement f a u s s e . — Mais j e s a i s des v o i x 

f a u s s e s qui sont b e l l e s ! . . . A u s s i , quelque peu que s i g n i f i e 

dans un t a b l e a u s a s i g n i f i c a t i o n , s i 1 1 on entend par l a l e 

s u j e t en s o i , 1'anecdote, au l i e u des purs moyens d ' e x e c u t i o n 

( c a r l e s u j e t ne d o i t e t r e que p r e t e x t e au mode), nous s i g n a l e -

rons du moins dans ce "nu" (auquel l e s o u h a i t p u b l i c s ' e f f o r g a i t 

i c i de r e d u i r e l e t a b l e a u ! ) ce qu'on a f f e c t i o n n a i t d ' a p p e l e r , 

au temps j a d i s , "un morceau de p e i n t u r e " . . . 

I I ne s ' a g i t i c i que de r e a l i t e s immediates, d'une p l a s t i -

c i t e s a v a n te et s u b s t a n t i e l l e . Car l e p e i n t r e de l a Momstiquaire 
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c a t i o n s l o g i q u e s , de son d e s s e i n de s t y l i s e r aux p r e m i e r s p l a n s . 

Notre c o n c l u s i o n ? — C e u x - l a q u i , p r e s de nous dans l a 

s a l l e , c r i a i e n t a s s e z f o r t au "mauvais gout" n'ont p e u t - e t r e 

pas songe que l a cou l e u r d'un sang t r o p v i f s u r l e s l e v r e s 

peut e t r e a u s s i de ce "mauvais gout", dont nous c h o i s i r i o n s 

souvent de l i r e l e Code a r e b o u r s . C e u x - l a , e n f i n , i l f a u t 

q u ' i l s a i l l e n t c r i e r l e u r s deux mots v i d e s de sens par toute 

l a t e r r e d'Espagne, par 1 'admirable t e r r e p u e r i l e des " c r u a u t e s 

e s t h e t i q u e s " , d e r n i e r e marche de 1 'Occident dans l e Sud v i o l e n t , 

ou l a l u m i e r e f l a g r a n t e renonce toute harmonie, l e son toute 

symphonie; ou l a n a t u r e , pas p l u s que l ' e t a l du f r u i t i e r ou l a 

v i t r i n e du peluquero, n'a s o u c i de 1'accord ou des complemen-

taires"*"; ou l e c l a s s i q u e I g n a c i o Zuloaga peut pein d r e avec un 

meme bonheur, e t dans l a meme a c u i t e de v i s i o n , l a f i l l e a jupe 

v e r t e , l a v i e i l l e au bas g r o s e i l l e ou l ' e t r a n g e c a r n a t i o n du 

"'"--Au demeurant, notons b i e n v i t e que l ' a r t de M. Berges 
ne l a i s s e pas que d ' e t r e s c r u p u l e u x de s a t e c h n i q u e , j u s q u ' a l a 
s u p e r s t i t i o n de ces fameuses complementaires. E t c ' e s t i c i 
l i e u de r a p p e l e r l a legon de c e t impeccable e t t r e s s a v a n t p a s t e l 
( J a r d i n de l ' A l c a z a r ) , presque trop r e a l i s e , q u ' i l e x p o s a i t en­
core en maniere de c o n c i l i a t i o n . Le s e u l angle i n f e r i e u r d r o i t 
de ce t a b l e a u , v e r i t a b l e c l e f , v a l a i t qu'on l ' a p p e l a t m u s i c a l . 
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"Nain aux Outres". 

A i n s i , chez Berges, n 1 a p p a r a i s s e n t p o i n t seulement l e r e s 

pect e t 1'amour de l a nature (disons 1 ' i d o l a t r i e / s i c / , pour 

i e beau sens barbare de ce mo t ) , mais encore 1 ' i n t e l l i g e n c e 

d'un pays e t d'une race. 

Dans c e t t e oeuvre de p e i n t r e , nous pretendons s a l u e r sans 

n u l paradoxe c e t t e q u a l i t e t o u t espagnole: l a s o n o r i t e ; - - e t 

dans ce p e i n t r e a f f i r m a t i f , h a b i l e e t violemment s i n c e r e j u s -

qu'en ses a r t i f i c e s , denoncer une b e l l e e r u d i t e de v i s i o n , e t 

l e presage encore, s ' i l s a i t t r o u v e r un j o u r 1'accord exact 

e n t r e sa v i s i o n e t ses moyens d'expression, d'une p u i s s a n t e 

s e c u r i t e , d'un sensualisme grave ou s e r e i n . 

... I I y a v a i t i c i un p e i n t r e : Bon p e i n t r e , prends t a 

t o i l e , r o u l e t a t o i l e e t l'emporte... 

A. L. 
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No. k26, dimanche 9 j a n v i e r 1910 

D'un p e i n t r e a Pau 

Hubert DAMELINCOUET 

C'est une emotion e t c'est un doute s i l ' o n decouvre, en 

l 1 a d m i r a b l e , p e r i l l e u s e s o l i t u d e de p r o v i n c e , cet a c t e : un peu 

d ' a r t q u i s ' e f f o r c e a son i n c u b a t i o n . Et pl u s qu'une emotion, 

un doute, s i cet a r t , l a p e i n t u r e , e s t c e l u i q u i l e p l u s dan-

gereusement s ' a b s t r a i t d'une c o n t i n u i t e : d'un m i l i e u pour y 

c r o i t r e , d'un p u b l i c pour en v i v r e -

Hubert Damelincourt t r a v a i l l e s e u l . 
* 

I n f i n i m e n t peut 1 1 a r t i s t e devancer son oeuvre a u s s i t o t 

q u ' i l a m e r i t e son nom: sa f o r t u n e e s t v i r t u e l l e ; t r a g i q u e 

son s o r t , par ce q u ' i l emporte, en puissance, de naissances ou 

de morts. — A i n s i d'un a r t i r r e s o l u t o u t l e charme t r o u b l a n t 

peut e t r e dans c e l a q u ' i l n ' i n t e r d i t pas d'en a t t e n d r e . Et 

c'est dans son a t e l i e r que vous i r e z surprendre Hubert Damelin­

c o u r t : c ' e s t - a - d i r e dans l a s p o n t a n e i t e de ses etudes e t dans 

l ' i n g e n u i t e de ses documents i n t i m e s , dans l a n u d i t e des oeuvres 



3^5 

ou ne s a u r a i t s'immiscer n u l l e i n q u i e t u d e d'un p u b l i c t r o p l o c a l 

e t ou, p l u s immediate, se r e v e l e sa s e n s i b i l i t e de p e i n t r e , sa 

p r o p r i e t e de v i s i o n ; c'est e n f i n dans l e s t o i l e s q u i sont 

r o u l e e s chaque annee pour l e Salon d TAutomne ou l e s Independants 

— c e n'est p o i n t dans c e l l e s q u i ont pu f i g u r e r , j u s q u ' i c i au 

moins, aux E x p o s i t i o n s p a l o i s e s . 
* 

Une e s s e n t i e l l e , musicale p u r e t e , une f r a i c h e u r mouvante 

e t nuancee, harmonieuse t o u j o u r s e t l u c i d e , encore que soucieuse, 

sans h i a t u s , du volume e t du p o i d s , de l a propre saveur de l a 

masse dans une e d i f i c a t i o n de montagnes, de nuees ou de f r o n d a i s o n s ; 

une f r a n c h i s e t o u j o u r s s u b t i l e — p a r f o i s t r o p , e t d e l i c a t e — p a r f o i s 

t r o p , dans l'aveu meme de l a couleur e t l e s d i s s o c i a t i o n s de l a 

c l a r t e ; e n f i n , une g r a v i t e un peu scrupuleuse encore, e t l e n t e , 

e t q u i a p p e l l e r a i t t r o p t o t l e mot de d i g n i t e , une d i s t i n c t i o n 

un peu compassee dans sa noblesse meme, e t comme une a n t i c i p a t i o n 

d ' a u t o r i t e puisee dans l'abus meme de l a s e r e n i t e — m a i s a u s s i une 

c o n f i a n c e , un calme dans l e deploiement de ses masses e t dans 

l'ordonnance de ses v a l e u r s ( 1 * o r d i n a t i o n , d i r a i t - o n , p resque), 

un o r g u e i l a ne l i v r e r r i e n de 1'inquietude n i du tu m u l t e ou 

l'oeuvre a p r i s naissance, e t par de b e l l e s exigences c l a s s i q u e s , 

un sens de l a s o b r i e t e , q u i nous denonce d e r r i e r e I'oeuvre l a 
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t e n s i o n r e f l e c h i e , c i r c o n s p e c t e . . . -- Tels semblent a 1'analyse 
l a prudence e t l e charme de ce p e i n t r e v o l o n t a i r e , q u i d e j a aux 
t r o p f a c i l e s bonheurs de l a n o t a t i o n , e t q u i l o i n de r u s e r , ne 
s o u h a i t a n t que l'epreuve, n ' a t t e n d r a du passant que d ' e t r e i n -
t e r r o g e , presse, e p i e . 

E n c o r e — c e p e i n t r e e s t s i j e u n e - - l ' o n ne p o u r r a i t e x i g e r 

de l u i que son honnetete. Mais i l n'est que de l e r e g a r d e r 

au visage pour eventer a u s s i t o t p l u s angoissant debat: l ' i n -

q uietude d ' e t r e par l u i - m e m e — e t s t u d i e u s e , anxieuse, l a pour-

s u i t e de sa l o i p r o p r e . S i n u l l e i n t e r i e u r e c e r t i t u d e n'a su 

encore l e n e c e s s i t e r , du moins peut-on d i r e a son eloge que sa 

l o y a u t e l ' a su garder de t o u t p a r t i - p r i s de v i s i o n ou meme 

d'e x e c u t i o n , e t que sa s i n c e r i t e l i t t e r a l e m e n t repugne au proced 

e x c l u s i v e a ce p o i n t de t o u t e complaisance que l a confiance 

a u s s i t o t donne. Deja l a hate precieuse e t l a s e c u r i t e avec 

l e s q u e l l e s i l s u t , t r a n c h a n t ses l i e n s e t se detournant envers 

s o i , nous f a i r e o u b l i e r ces premiers noms de m a i t r e s q u i t e r r i -

f i a i e n t un peu sur l e s catalogues, nous sont une sure g a r a n t i e 

de n e t t e t e s i n o n encore de p e r s o n n a l i t e . Plus longuement i l 

p o u r r a i t , puisque sans r i s q u e s , promener sa c u r i o s i t e , e t p l u s 

nombreuses rechercher ses i n f l u e n c e s , eprouver ses r a c i n e s , 
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avant que de songer a e l u c i d e r , e n t r e t o u t e s , sa l o i : a f r e ­

quenter t e l s m a i t r e s que son a r t , pour l u i , p r e s s e n t , p e u t - e t r e 

g a g n e r a i t - i l du temps, e t d ' e t r e f o r t i f i e c o n t r e on ne s a i t p l u s 

quels s c r u p u l e s encore, q u e l l e l a b o r i e u s e t i m i d i t e , q u i l e r e -

t i e n n e n t de s u i v r e jusqu'au bout sa p l u s s e c r e t e exigence: l a 

formule d e c o r a t i v e . 

Parce q u ' i l n'est en a r t de m a i n t i e n que 1'extreme, l a 

sympathie qu'on peut a v o i r pour un s i pur t a l e n t emporte a u s s i 

1'inquietude de sa l o g i q u e - Au mode franchement d e c o r a t i f , q u i 

l e peut s e u l t o u t r e v e l e r , son i n s t i n c t , sa pensee: tous ses 

l i e n s propres vouaient ce p e i n t r e — q u i s'y r e f u s e , e t doute 

encore de s'abandonner- Au r e g r e t s u s c i t e nous mesurons l a 

f o r c e de 1 * i n s t i n c t v i o l e n t e ; a 1 ' i m p e r f e c t i o n du t r i o m p h e , l a 

n e c e s s i t e d'une d e f a i t e . Car i l s u f f i t d ' e n t r e r chez ce p e i n t r e : 

un sens ornemental ou a r c h i t e c t u r a l , un don du s t y l e e t de l a 

composition s ' e f f o r c e n t l a , a son i n s u : l e choix des l i g n e s en 

temoigne, et 1 ' u t i l i s a t i o n t o u j o u r s du mouvement dans l e concours 

d'un paysage, 1'assistance p a r f o i s des nuages, i m p a t i e n t s de 

decorer ( t e l s i t e o l o r o n a i s , comme un l a c h e r de nuages, e t ou 

l e c i e l dans un renversement de v a l e u r s semble s u b i r l ' a s s a u t 

du s o l - - t e l paysage de V a l l e e d'Aspe p i v o t a n t , e n t r a n t en danse 
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autour d'une cape jaune de montagnard--cette oeuvre e n f i n l a 

mieux r e a l i s e e : un Cirque d'Anie, ou l a voute d'une vague 

aerienne se f a i t complice de 1 * i n t e n t i o n c y c l i q u e ) . Toujours 

1'arabesque, sous l e s surcharges, cherche d ' i n s t i n c t a se nouer; 

t o u j o u r s , comme une phrase heureuse, a t t e n d d ' e t r e mesuree l a 

beaute p a c i f i q u e e t nombreuse du s o l . 

Vous i r e z chez Hubert Damelincourt: aux p o r t e s de l a 

v i l l e . . . P e u t - e t r e est-ce t r e s l o i n ! P e u t - e t r e l ' a r t n ' e s t - i l 

pas de ces choses q u i t r a n s g r e s s e n t 1 ' o c t r o i : c'est au bout de 

l a grande rue de Jurangon que ce p e i n t r e s o l i t a i r e a eleve son 

a t e l i e r . . . P e u t - e t r e est-ce vraiment t r e s l o i n . La v e i l l e un 

a r t i s t e , l a un e t r e courageux, e t q u i r i t ! La un mur aveugle 

rompt sa p o r t e , s t r i c t e comme c e l l e d'un tombeau e g y p t i e n . Et 

n'est-ce pas b i e n d'un tombeau que, p a t i e n t , a s s i d u , t o u r a t o u r 

p l e i n de doute et de f o i , j a l o u x d ' a l i m e n t e r c e t t e i n q u i e t u d e 

meme comme une premisse de sa c o n c l u s i o n , l 1 a r t i s t e , courbe, 

s ' e f f o r c e a f a i r e e c l a t e r l a p i e r r e ? Vie ou mort: l ' e n j e u 

n'est pas moindre. Un s e u l d e v o i r , 6 passant! f a i r e c r e d i t de 

t a presence. 

... Mais q u o i ! un a t e l i e r a Pau! en s e r a i t - i l d'autres que 

d ' a v i a t i o n ! Heu! nous avons s o u c i de b i e n a u t r e t o i l e ! Et 
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v o t r e p o r t e ouvre au m i d i , e t c'est au nord , Monsieur, que 

l ' o n v o l e a u j o u r d ' h u i . . . 

— Sinon quelque e t r a n g e r et q u i p a s s a i t , q u i l e v e r a l e 

marteau! 

A. L. 
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No. k28, dimanche 23 j a n v i e r 1910 

Concert Maufret 

Bach, Rameau, Beethoven, Franck et d'Indy... 

Pour 1 * a r t i s t e t r e s sur q u i nous c o n v i a i t , s i simplement, 

a s i r a d i e u x programme, n o t r e emotion f a i t c h oix de cet eloge: 

l e "Pere Franck" eut s o u r i I 
* 

Des l ' o u v e r t u r e du programme, incomparablement haute e t 

ser e i n e au-dessus de n o t r e r e c u e i l l e m e n t i l f a u t aimer 1 ' a r t i s t e 

de s a v o i r i n s t i t u e r en Bach n o t r e c l e f de voute: g e n i a l e , une. 

M. Paul Maufret semble physiologiquement appele a 1 1 i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

de Bach. A c e t t e P a r t i t a en UT mineur (no 2 ) , ou nous f a i s i o n s 

r e t r a i t e comme en une cure d f e q u i l i b r e , l e s s c r u p u l e s de son j e u 

c o n f e r a i e n t t o u t e l ' a s c e t i q u e beaute d'une r e g i e . Et de 1 1Alle» 

mande, de l a Courante, du Rondeau, ou de c e t t e sobre S i n f o n i a du 

debut, on ne s a i t vraiment p l u s q u ' e l i r e , aux res e r v e s de l a 

memoire• Une composition de Bach e s t ce refu g e (ce fanum 

d i r a i t - o n ) ou n o t r e m e d i t a t i o n , s i n g u l i e r e m e n t renouvelee, ne 

se lasse pas d'etre ramenee pour j o u i r encore de sa s u r p r i s e . 
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Et c'est l e s o l l o g i q u e ou s i n a t u r e l l e m e n t j e v o i s q u ' e l l e 

prend appui pour con d u i r e , au l o n g de l a grand'route m u s i c a l e , 

jusqu'a ce f i e f t r e s pur qu'est une oeuvre de Vincent d'Indy. 
* 

P e u t - e t r e f a u t - i l a v o i r entendu M. Paul Maufret i n t e r p r e t e r 

une p a r t i t a de Bach pour b i e n comprendre quels sont ses d r o i t s 

a nous f a i r e p a r t a g e r , une heure p l u s t a r d , l a l i m p i d e beaute 

d'une sonate de d'Indy. Et de c e t t e Sonate en mi inajeur on ne 

peut d i f f e r e r p l u s longtemps de p a r l e r . E l l e f u t assez mal 

a c c u e i l l i e - Quelques-uns p o u r t a n t marqueront d'un c a i l l o u 

blanc ce j o u r ou i l l e u r f u t donne d'entendre, a Pau, c e t t e 

grande ceuvre c l a s s i q u e , m i r a c l e d ' e q u i l i b r e et de s a n t e , s'or-

donnant dans une t e l l e j o i e c e r e b r a l e que nous 1'appellerons 

proprement masculine• Certes, a c o n s i d e r e r depuis 1883 1'evo­

l u t i o n de l ' e c r i t u r e pour piano s e u l , i l semble b i e n que c e t t e 

oeuvre s o i t une seconde date (1908), s i remarquable a p p a r a i t 

1'elargissement de l a forme-sonate. Des murs tombent, des 

t i s s u s e c l a t e n t : e t t o u t l e s e c u l a i r e organisme va se r e i n -

former p l u s l o i n , sous un a u t r e volume, mais, sans r u p t u r e n i 

schisme, sous l e s memes l o i s de Constance i n t e r n e e t de c o n t i ­

n u i t y dont r e l e v e l a s u b o r d i n a t i o n des p a r t i e s . I I y a l a 

c r o i s s a n c e , c u l t u r e l o g i q u e b i e n p l u s que r e n o v a t i o n d'une forme 
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t r a d i t i o n n e l l e . L'admirateur t r o u v e t o u t e l a s e c r e t e beaute 

d'une mue, et a u s s i , t o u t e son i n f a i l l i b l e economie: un g a i n 

t o t a l , unanime, s e m b l e - t - i l , sans a u t r e g a i n s p e c i f i q u e , c ' e s t -

a - d i r e sans a u t r e h y p e r t r o p h i c , que c e t t e magnifique u t i l i s a t i o n 

de l a v a r i a t i o n , p r e t e x t e a fecondes t r o u v a i l l e s l i t t e r a l e s , e t 

d e c i s i v e trouee vers l ' a v e n i r par ou l ' o n v o i t , s u i v a n t un voeu 

l o i n t a i n de Franck, 1 ' a r t i s t e v o l o n t a i r e qu'est d'Indy e n t r a i n e r 

sans v i o l e n c e l a grande sonate c l a s s i q u e , a jamais haussee au 

rang d'ceuvre o r c h e s t r a l e . 

L'admirable e s t , q u ' a i n s i e l a r g i e , l a sonate chez d'Indy 

a t t e i n t a u s s i t o t a e v i t e r t o u t e lacune, e t que, sans complai­

sances melodiques, cet a r t l o g i q u e comble a i n s i ses l i m i t e s 

q u ' i l nous l a i s s e encore l ' i m p r e s s i o n d'une m a t u r i t e a l ' e t r o i t , 

d'une p l e n i t u d e aux termes de sa c o n t e n t i o n . Et des l o r s nous 

ne savons que l o u e r p l u s : l a nouveaute de l a pensee ou l a 

s e c u r i t e c l a s s i q u e de l ' o s s a t u r e . 

Nous ne p a r l e r o n s pas de ce chef-d'oeuvre i m m o r t e l , t r o p 

connu, de Cesar Franck: Prelude, Chorale e t Fugue. Le m a i t r e 

de l a s t r u c t u r e musicale moderne, c e l u i dont 1 ' i n f l u e n c e a su 

nous a f f r a n c h i r de l ' i m p o t Wagnerien et en q u i nous honorons 

p l u s p a r t i c u l i e r e m e n t a u j o u r d ' h u i l e renovateur de l a musique 
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de piano, ne pouvait, plus qu'un ancien S c h o l i s t e , trouver 

i n t e r p r e t e plus respectueux. 
* . 

Avec ces t r o i s Pieces pour c l a v e c i n : 1 1Enharmonique, l e s 

T r i o l e t s et 1'Egyptienne, Rameau, une f o i s de plus, fut notre 

s u r p r i s e . Ce pur F r a n c a i s , dont l a g l o i r e actuellement p o u r r a i t 

bien prendre l 1importance d'un manifeste, a plus d'un d e p l a i r a 

l i t t e r a i r e m e n t : a nul musicalement. L'Enharmonique, cette 

chose merveilleuse, merveilleusement mesuree par 1'in t e r p r e t e , 

nous fut presentee vraiment comme une oeuvre qui ne date: une 

oeuvre a t t e n t i v e , incessamment expressive, ou l'on decouvre, 

non sans stupeur, l e s audaces de mouvement d'une e c r i t u r e con-

temporaine, l a f l u i d i t e deja et l a s e n s u a l i t e mouvante d'un 

Ravel, avec en outre l a j o i e , pour cette spontaneite, de triom-

pher sous l a contrainte de s i t r a d i t i o n n e l l e d i s c i p l i n e , de s i 

hautain metier, q u ' i l n ' e t a i t pas sans i n t e r e t d'epier ce s t y l e 

du moins a u s s i t o t apres Bach. 

E n f i n , du maitre de Bonn cette douloureuse Sonate en La 

bemol maj., l'avant-derniere: c e l l e - l a , s i peu jouee, qui nous 

emeut pourtant comme l e souri r e meme du grand Sourd, oui l e 
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s o u r i r e du malade, profondement r e p l i e dans l a f e r v e u r de sa 
t r i s t e s s e comme dans l e m e i l l e u r de son b i e n . Une fugue l u m i -
neuse, i n o u b l i a b l e pour l e s f i d e l e s de Beethoven, s e r t de con­
c l u s i o n a c e t t e oeuvre. Mais c'est a nuancer l e chant de l a 
premiere p a r t i e (Moderato c a n t a b i l e ) , a i n s i que l 1 A d a g i o , que 
l 1 e x c e l l e n t p i a n i s t e p a r u t adonner t o u t son a r t , comme s ' i l a v a i t 
a coeur de se j u s t i f i e r une f o i s pour t o u t e s envers ceux-la q u i , 
confondant l e spontane e t 1 ' i n c o n s i d e r e , ne comprendraient pas 
t o u j o u r s l a souveraine l e g o n d ' i m p e r s o n n a l i t e que l e u r donne son 
j e u . 

F a u t - i l p a r l e r encore de 1 ' i n t e r p r e t e ? C'est d i r e a u s s i -

t o t sa haute conscience a r t i s t i q u e . Que l ' u n , i c i , c h o i s i s s e 

de l o u e r l a n e t t e t e du d o i g t e ( 1 ' i r r e d u c t i b i l i t e des notes e n t r e 

e l l e s e t l a p a r t i c u l a r i t y que reclame chaque s o n ) ; qu'un a u t r e 

p l u t o t l e mys t e r i e u x usage des pedales, t o u t f a i t de s p o n t a n e i t e . 

— Egalement i n t u i t i f e t r e f l e c h i , l ' a r t de M. Paul Maufret e s t 

une r e s p i r a t i o n b i e n r e g l e e , heureuse, de se l i b e r e r i n c o n s c i e n t e 

apres s ' e t r e impose d'abord de n ' e t r e que v o l o n t a i r e . C'est un 

s o u f f l e b i e n d i s t r i b u e , e t qu'a peine encore s u r p r e n d r a i t - o n par­

f o i s dans son a p p l i c a t i o n . M. Paul Maufret n'est r i e n moins 

qu'un v i r t u o s e ; e t quand i l l e d e v i e n d r a i t , i l s'en f a u d r a i t 
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encore de beaucoup que nous pensions jamais l e l i m i t e r a ses 

d o i g t s . — Des taches memes, dans un t e l j e u , ne p o u r r a i e n t 

e t r e que savoureuses pour q u i l e u r donne l ' i n t e r e t d'une g a r a n t i e . 

A. L. 
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No. MfO, dimanche 17 a v r i l 1910 

2e Concert Maufret 

... A i n s i se r e s o u t en purete un concert Paul M a u f r e t : 

son programme est l ' i d e n t i t e musicale. — De 1'as.cetisme a l a 

saveur i l peut a l l e r sans que n o t r e a t t e n t i o n change de q u a l i t e . 

F a u t - i l c h o i s i r ? Roussel t i r e une p l e i n e sante de ne s'y 

deci d e r p o i n t . Entre l a f e t e proprement c e r e b r a l e e t l e s sens, 

i l se t i e n t en partage aide de l a mesure q u i est sa f o r c e — s e 

t i e n t avec p r o p r i e t e , avec j u s t e s s e . Nous ne chercherons pas, 

dans l a musique t o u t a c t u e l l e , n i dans 1'oeuvre merne de l ' a u t e u r 

des Rustiques, p l u s sobre equation que ce T r i o en mi bemol majeur 

pour piano, v i o l o n c e l l e e t v i o l o n . Oeuvre admirable d ' e q u i l i b r e : 

l o u r d e de s a c r i f i c e s , f o r t e du cho i x e t de l a c o n t r a i n t e , a c t i v e , 

e t dont l e p r i v i l e g e e s t qu'avec aisance e l l e debouche dans l a 

haute d i s t i n c t i o n c l a s s i q u e . A peine un i n s t a n t , dans l e f i n a l e 

de l a H i e p a r t i e , un m e t i e r excede de sa r u s e , se l i v r e . . . 

C'est un M u s i c i e n , e t de r a c e , q u i se t i r e a i n s i de l a r e d o u t a b l e 

epreuve du T r i o . 

A g a i n p l u s proche e t p l u s concret s a c r i f i a i t un Poeme de 

Severac: savoureux, c e r t e s , savoureux!... mais immediat, v i v a n t 
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de r e n c o n t r e s , e t sans ambages decelant sa m a t i e r e , q u i e s t 

grasse e t d o c i l e , simple e t neuve a l a f o i s comme l a t e r r e meme. 

Un corps robuste et jeune, s i n g u l i e r e m e n t f l e x i b l e , se lev e sur 

l a glebe; l a bouche, r a r e , est s e n s u e l l e jusqu'a garder l e gout 

t e r r e u x , e t l e mouvement de l a marche s'ordonne, se d i v i s e e t 

se renoue, parmi l ' o d e u r , l ' o p a c i t e e t l e mouvement meme de l a 

t e r r e meuble. En germe, dans une trame assidue, t o u t e s l e s 

r i c h e s s e s de cadence ou de modulation du Coin de c i m e t i e r e au 

printemps. 

Ravel, d e j a , e s t un aine dont p a r l e r brievement. Une 

oeuvre de Ravel semble p o u r s u i v r e l a beaute d ' e t r e une f u i t e : 

i c i l a m a t i e r e e n t r e en t e l l e v i b r a t i o n q u ' e l l e se hausse par 

i n s t a n t s a une s o r t e de s p i r i t u a l i t e lumineuse, e t c'est l a 

s e r v i l i t e meme de l ' e c r i v a i n q u i l ' e n l e v e a l o r s , malgre l u i , a 

ses l i m i t e s . — Ah o u i ! fugace e n t r e t o u s , s i mieux i l n'aime, 

comme dans l e s Jeux d'eau, renoncer a s e r v i r son o b j e t pour s'y 

fondre p l u t o t . . . Par l a un musicien de pure l i g n e e , mais f o r m e l , 

t e n t e p e u t - e t r e d'echapper a l ' e x c e s s i v e l i t t e r a l i t e q u i l e r e s -

t r e i n t . Aussi b i e n , c o n t r e l ' h a b i l e t e , t o u t g r i e f tombe e t 

t o u t e r e s t r i c t i o n a u s s i t o t qu'on a t t e n d p l u s de l u i que reponse 

t e c h n i q u e . . . Envahissant m e t i e r ! r e d o u t a b l e v o l u p t e de f o r m u l e r 

l e son! 
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Respectable comme l a douleur meme qui s'avoue, mais d'un 
a r t i n d i s c r e t , encore mal i n s t r u i t de cruaute, et souvent lache 
jusqu'a gener, i n t o l e r a b l e jusqu'au malaise dans ses complaisances 
melodiquea, l a Sonate en Sol majeur de Lekeu ne peut etre ecoutee 
sans p i e t e : l ' e l e v e de Franck et de d'Indy mourut a vingt-quatre 
ans; et nous savons un souvenir vers quoi nous retourner: cette 
precieuse F a n t a i s i e pour orchestre (sur deux a i r s populaires 
angevins) q u ' i l nous fut donne d fentendre cette annee, grace a 
Edouard Brunei. Dans l a Sonate pour violon et piano, notons un 
asservissement p a r f o i s trop l i t t e r a l de l a p a r t i e de piano, une 
sorte de p a r a l l e l i s m e dont l a r e s u l t a n t e s'attarde presque mono-
dique: c e l a precisement dont Franck semble mettre tant de soin 
a se garer. — Notons surtout un abus de l a phrase qui ne par-
v i e n t , tout au long d'un l e n t e , a s'ecceurer de son abandon; 
courageuse et tenue dans l a l e r e p a r t i e , tout au plus l a voit-on, 
dans l a 3e, qui, l a s s e e d'elle-meme, s'efforce a eluder son propre 
p e r i l par un recours aux i n f l e x i o n s . 

Et tout ce programme, comme une phrase bien c o n s t r u i t e , se 

nouait autour d'un mot de notre langue, autour d'une ceuvre et 

qui domine: nous avons attendu j u s q u ' i c i pour p a r l e r de l'Hom-

mage a Rameau... L'ceuvre est sure, de t e l l e i n t e g r i t e dans une 

h i s t o i r e musicale qu'elle reclame de prendre v i e en elle-meme; 
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formant un t o u t , se s u f f i t ; noble d'etre par s o i , depasse 

son auteur et s ' a f f r a n c h i t de sa naissance. Cette f o i s , 

o r i e n t e au carrefour, l ' a r t Debussyste orgueilleusement s'eleve 

a l a rigueur classique de l fimpersonnelle beautel 

Rien a d i r e des i n t e r p r e t e s . — S ' i l s savent arabitionner 

l e t i t r e , q u ' i l s mesurent l'eloge. 

ned i n 
- j 13. t. : i -

A. L 
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APPENDIX C 

"Le 'representant du M i d i ' " appeared i n Le Feu, No. 91» 

nov. 1912, pp. 1210-12 w i t h the signature SAINT-LEGER and may 

be found i n the Fonds Doucet of the Bibliotheque Sainte-Gene-

vieve-

Like Leger's Pau-Gazette a r t i c l e s , i t has not been r e p r i n t e d 

or mentioned i n b i b l i o g r a p h i e s of Perse's work, but un l i k e them 

i t bears l i t t l e r e l a t i o n s h i p t o the s t y l e and tone of his known 

work. Thus, despite the evidence of the l i b r a r y catalogue, 

one i s bound to have doubts about i t s a u t h e n t i c i t y . I f by 

Alexis Leger, whose e a r l y poems appeared w i t h the signature 

Saintleger Leger, i t may reasonably be seen as a f l e e t i n g 

appearance at a l i t e r a r y j o u s t ; i f not, his l i t e r a r y a c t i v i t i e s 

of the years 1910-1913 ( u n t i l , t h a t i s , his entry t o the Quai 

d'Orsay) have apparently l e f t no traces. 
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Le Feu, No. 91, nov. 1912, pp. 1210-12 

(Le Feu: Le Directeur-gerant: Emile Sicard. Cavaillon, 
Imprimerie M i s t r a l . Paris, l 6 l , rue Saint-Honore, Place 
du Theatre f r a n c a i s . Basset et Cie Editeurs, 3» rue Dante, 
P a r i s ) . 

Section heading: "Sur du papier cloche." 

l e "representant du Mi d i " . 

Les Treize s'egarent. l i s auraient besoin des c a i l l o u x 

du P e t i t Poucet; et c'est pourquoi nous nous decidons a l e u r 

j e t e r l a p i e r r e . 

V o i c i , en e f f e t , ce que nous avons l u avec stupefaction 

dans un des derniers numeros de 1'Intransigeant; et dans l a 

meme rubrique qui se permet de r a i l l e r ou d' i r o n i s e r sur Mis­

t r a l : 

SILHOUETTES: 

Jean A i c a r d . — Le p r o p r i e t a i r e a Saint-Raphael de l a maison 

du j a r d i n i e r Alphonse Karr est l e plus aimable des Parisiens. 

C'est un homme sur, que tous ses amis aiment beaucoup. A 

l'Academie frangaise, i l succede a Francois Coppee; a Paris 

i l represente l e M i d i , un Midi s p i r i t u e l , et qui s a i t conter 

de b e l l e s h i s t o i r e s . 
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Le succes, au t h e a t r e , du Pere Lebonnard a mis l e nom de 

Jean Aicard tout a f a i t en vedette; mais c'est dans ses poemes 

(Jesus, Miette et Nore) et dans ce populaire Maurin des Maures 

frondeur et maiin, que l'on decouvre l e v e r i t a b l e e s p r i t de 

paysans de l ' E s t e r e l et 1'humour malicieuse de l ' e c r i v a i n . 

Frangois Coppee, a qui Jean Aicard succeda sous l a Coupole, 

d i s a i t , a l o r s que l e poete commengait a jouer un r o l e dans l a 

l i t t e r a t u r e frangaise que l'auteur de Miette et Nore a v a i t empli 

"au pays du s o l e i l un grand panier d'olives savoureuses". 

C'est un jugement que tout l e Midi a confirme, car nul 

n'est plus "prophete en son pays" que Jean Aicard. Chez tous 

l e s grands commergants, h o t e l i e r s , cafes et magasins de l a 

region de l ' E s t e r e l , on v o i t a l a devanture de p e t i t s ecriteaux 

avec l a mention: " I c i on trouve les oeuvres completes de Jean 

Aicard." 

Tu paries... Jean Aicard representant du Midi v o i l a q u i 

est comique. V o i l a egalement qui e x p l i q u e r a i t l e dedain de 

c e r t a i n des Treize a l'egard de l a contree souleiouso. Mais 

Jean Aicard pour personne, n i pour les hauts n i meme pour les 

p e t i t s l e t t r e s provengaux ne les a jamais, et en r i e n , repre-

sentes. Les societes l i t t e r a i r e s de Provence ou de Paris se 
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passent de l u i , les revues ne demandent n i patronage, n i copie 

a ce fai s e u r de neologismes, qui sont des barbarismes. 

S ' i l representait quelque Midi ce s e r a i t l e Midi des mares 

stagnantes et l a l i t t e r a t u r e de cornice a g r i c o l e . 

Mais, exception f a i t e du Pere Lebonnard,—qui est une piece 

honnete,—ses ouvrages ne sont que des pastiches fades et vains 

des oeuvres les plus fameuses, et comme classiques: M i r e i l l e , 

Jean-des-Figues, T a r t a r i n de Tarascon. 

Jean Aicard a p i l l e ou p l u t o t e x p l o i t e M i s t r a l , Paul Arene 

et Alphonse Daudet, et i l l ' a f a i t en f a i s e u r , en homme qui ne 

v o i t que l i t t e r a t u r e l a ou i l n'y a que l e n a t u r e l et l'ame 

d'une race qui s'epanchent. 

Puis i l est venu a Paris debiter sa camelote i l s'est pousse, 

par l a vertu ou p l u t o t par l'entregent de l a mediocrite, jusqu'a 

1'Academie. 

Mais ceux du pays de l ' o l i v i e r qui savent en quelles ca­

dences resident l a v e r i t e et l a beaute n'acceptent pas ce G r i -

b o u i l l e dans l e j a r d i n des Dieux. 

SAINT-LEGER 
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APPENDII D 

The establishment of a n y - l i s t of rare words i n e v i t a b l y 

involves some degree of i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c judgement. I n order 

t o make the c r i t e r i a f o r i n c l u s i o n i n the f o l l o w i n g l i s t as 

objective as possible, words given i n the D i c t i o n n a i r e des mots 

rares et precieux (Paris 1965) and any words noted as abstruse 

by French c r i t i c s of Perse have been included. As Perse said 

t h a t i f a word was i n the P e t i t Larousse he f e l t free t o use 

i t , ^ " any word not i n t h a t d i c t i o n a r y has been incorporated and 

marked w i t h an a s t e r i s k . 

I n order t o avoid undue p r o l i f e r a t i o n of footnotes, the 

f o l l o w i n g abbreviations are given i n the body of the t e x t and 

r e f e r to the books named: 

Adeline = J. Adeline, Lexique des termes d'art (Paris s.d.) 

C a i l l o i s = Roger C a i l l o i s , Poetique de St.-J. Perse 

DMRP = Diction n a i r e des mots rares et precieux (Paris 1965) 

Duss = E. P. Diiss, Flore phanerogamique des A n t i l l e s 

I n Mazars, "Une journee..." 

^ h i n ^ arc 
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GLE 

Jourdain 

Knodel 

PL 

Robert 

S a i l l e t 

SOED 

frangaises(Macon 1897) 

= Grand Larousse Encyclopedique 

= Elodie Jourdain, Le Vocabulaire du p a r l e r creole 

de l a Martinique (Paris 1956) 

= Arthur J. Knodel, Saint-John Perse 

= P e t i t Larousse (1966 p r i n t i n g used) 

= Dictionnaire alphabetique et analogique de l a langue 

franchise (Paris 1951-6*0 

= Maurice S a i l l e t , Saint-John Perse, poete de g l o i r e 

= Shorter Oxford English D i c t i o n a r y 

= Not given i n P e t i t Larousse 

Within each sect i o n , the f o l l o w i n g sub-division i s made: 

(a) gives general or generic terms; (b) gives p a r t i c u l a r terms; 

(c) gives parts or d e t a i l s and r e l a t e d terms. The section 

headings are as fo l l o w s : 

1. Quadrupeds 

2. Reptiles 

3. Aquatic creatures 

k. Insects and spiders \ 

5. Birds 

6. Anatomical and medical terms 

7. Clothing and t e x t i l e s 
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8. Trees and shrubs 

9- F r u i t 

10. Fungi, Cacti and succulents 

11. Marine plants 
12. Other plants and flowers 

13. A g r i c u l t u r e 

l*f. Geography 

15. Geology-

16. Ships and s h i p b u i l d i n g 

17. Harbours and navigation 

18. Astronomy and astrology 

19. Mythology, r e l i g i o n and philosophy 

20. H i s t o r y and law 

21. Mathematics and commerce 

22. The a r t s (other than l i t e r a t u r e ) 

23. L i t e r a t u r e 

2k. L i n g u i s t i c s 

I t has been thought preferable t o e r r on the side of 

i n c l u s i o n even where a word seemed f a m i l i a r and common enough, 

provided i t came w i t h i n the accepted c r i t e r i a . The l i s t may 

therefore be used i n conjunction w i t h the P e t i t Larousse t o 

solve problems a r i s i n g from Perse 1s extensive vocabulary, 
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even where proper names are concerned. The omissions, a l l 

b o t a n i c a l , r e s u l t from a desire to f i n d r a t i f i c a t i o n of meaning 

outside Perse's own w r i t i n g s : i n each case the general sense 

i s clear and i n some instances the context gives f u r t h e r d e t a i l s . 

Not a single word has been invented by Perse, but on occasion 

terms have been t r a n s l a t e d or transcribed d i r e c t l y from another 

language. 

When deciding a category f o r a word, i t s use by Perse i n 

context has been the deciding f a c t o r i n cases of doubt: thus 

pelagien from maritime terminology i s found i n section 5i B i r d s , 

because Perse i s r e f e r r i n g t o a species of sea-bird* General­

i t i e s have i n a l l cases been l i s t e d under the section to which 

they most commonly r e f e r - Sub-division (c) of each section 

includes epithets or other words r e l a t e d to the category, thus 

i t was f e l t most appropriate t o l i s t p s y l l e under Reptiles 

however two-legged the snake-charmer. 

This may r e a d i l y be found by appropriate reference t o 
my Word Index... 
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L i s t of rare and te c h n i c a l words used by Saint^John Perse. 

1. Quadrupeds 

a. *aumaille = "Vieux mot qui designait j a d i s l e s betes 

a cornes. I I s'est conserve dans certaines 

regions, l e nord de l a France notamment" 

(DMRP, cf C a i l l o i s , p. 18). 

*azalaxe = "Tres vieux mot de langage indigene 

designant, dans l e monde musulman, l a grande 

caravane annuelle du t r a f i c du s e l , qui joue 

un r o l e t r a d i t i o n n e l , quasi r i t u e l , entre 

l ' A f r i q u e du Nord et le s t e r r i t o i r e s d'Afrique 

Centrale. "^ 

ecologie = "Science qui etudie l e s rapports e x i s t a n t 

entre l e s etres vivants et l e u r m i l i e u n a t u r e l " 

(DMRP). 

b. *oryx = as i n English, an animal of the antelope f a m i l y . 

c. brehaigne = " l a femelle s t e r i l e d'un animal domestique" 

( C a i l l o i s , p. 17, spelt here, as i n DMRP: 

brehaigne). 

"̂From a l e t t e r from M. Leger to the present w r i t e r , dated 
l8th March 196*f- The word has nothing to do w i t h azalee as 
Loranquin implies (Saint-John Perse, pp. 93-9*0 • 
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gabion = "hutte d ' a f f u t " (DMRP). 

gravide = "Gravidite: grossesse" (DMRP). 

havir = scorch (DMRP gives: "havir = dessecher, en 

pariant du feu qui brule une viande a 1'ex-

t e r i e u r sans l a cuire au-dedans"). 

hongrer = "chatrer un cheval" (DMRP, cf C a i l l o i s , p. 18). 

Reptiles 

b. *serpent-devin = boa-constrictor (a s u r p r i s i n g omission 

from PL). 

c. p s y l l e = "jongleur produisant des serpents apprivoises" 

( C a i l l o i s , p. 18, c f DMRP). 

Aquatic creatures 

b. hydre = "Genre de poAypiers microscopiques qui vivent 

dans les eaux douces" (DMRP). 

c. burgau = "une nacre de b e l l e q u a l i t e " (DMRP). 

hydraire = "Se d i t de polypes" (DMRP). 

Insects and Spiders 

b. epeire fasciee = araignee "ornee de bandes t r a n s -
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versales" (DMRP). 

phasme = "Genre d'insectes orthopteres aux formes 

curieuses qui les font ressembler a des 

b r i n d i l l e s de bois mort" (DMRP). 

vanesse = "Genre de p a p i l l o n s diurnes, comprenant de 

bel l e s v a r i e t e s " (DMRP), e.g. the Red Admiral. 

c. epingle viennoise = "Notion chere aux entomologistes, 

qui n'emploient jamais, pour f i x e r insectes 

ou p a p i l l o n s dans leurs c o l l e c t i o n s , qu'une 

epingle de metal s p e c i a l , inoxydable et souple, 

fabriquee seulement a Vienne, en Autric h e . " ^ 

5. Birds 

a. pelagien = "Terme d'oceanographie. Qui se rapporte 

a l a pleine mer (par opposition aux eaux 

c o t i e r e s ) " (DMRP). 

pelagique = "Qui appartient a l a haute mer; qui v i t 

dans l a haute mer" (DMRP). 

"'"From a l e t t e r from M. Leger to the present w r i t e r , dated 
16th December 1965* 
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* p r o c e l l a i r e = " P r o c e l l a r i i d e s : Famille d'oiseaux 

palmipedes formee par les p e t r e l s ( p r o c e l l a r i a ) 

et l e s genres v o i s i n s " (DMRP). 

b. *Ababil = The reference i s to the Koran, Surah 105, 

"The Elephant." Perse takes a b a b i l as a 

p a r t i c u l a r b i r d , although most t r a n s l a t o r s 

agree on i t s meaning 'a f l o c k ' , 

a l e r i o n = "martinet n o i r " (Adeline, but see section 

22b below). 

•Anhinga = 'snake-bird, water-turkey' (Anhinga anhinga). 

See C a i l l o i s ' s r e f u t a t i o n of S a i l l e t ' s contention 

tha t the b i r d does not e x i s t (pp. 191-196). I t 

f i g u r e s , as does the Great Auk, i n Audubon, w i t h 

which Perse i s f a m i l i a r (see Vents, I I , 1). 

*Anna6 = Caribbean name (Quiscalus l u g u b r i s ) : see 

C a i l l o i s , pp. 191-194. 

busaigle = "Espece de buse" (DMRP). 

ef f a r v a t e = "espece de fau v e t t e " ( C a i l l o i s , p. 18; 

s p e l t e f f a r v a t t e i n both DMRP and PL). 'Reed 

warbler'. 

* f r e g a t e - a i g l e = "Fregate: a i g l e de mer" (Robert), 
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the conjunction being formed from the L a t i n 

name fregata aquila (see Jourdain, p. 30). 

* g u i f e t t e = " P e t i t e sterne, au plumage g r i s ardoise 

plus ou moins varie de blanc, qui v i t sur l e s 

eaux douces, nichant en colonies dans les 

marais et qui a un regime en grande p a r t i e 

i n s e c t i v o r e " (GLE). 

harfang = "Chouette de grande t a i l l e , au plumage t i r a n t 

du blanc casse au blanc t r e s pur, q ui v i t dans 

les regions arctiques" (DMRP). 

* h u i t r i e r - p i e = the h u i t r i e r 'oyster-catcher' i s also 

pie de mer, suggesting t h i s conjunction of 

the terms. 

*0iseau du Phase = 'pheasant, Phasian Bi r d ' (from the 

Greek ^©KT-LOCVOS opvcs from i t s o r i g i n s around 

the River Phasis; see C a i l l o i s , p. 1^3)-

* o r i o l e = l o r i o t ' o r i o l e ' ; see DMRP under a u r i o l and 

Knodel, p. 187 (§ 3, n. 5 ) . 

pygargue = "Genre d'oiseaux rapaces comprenant de 

grands a i g l e s pecheurs. Une seule espece 

frangaise: l ' a i g l e de mer ou o r f r a i e " (DMRP). 

r o l l i e r = "Le geai bleu" (DMRP). 



373 

s t e r c o r a i r e = "Oiseau palmipede de grande t a i l l e ; 

on l ' a p p e l l e vulgairement mouette p i l l a r d e " 

(DMRP). 'Skua1, 

sterne = "L•hirondelle de mer" (DMRP). 'Tern'. 

c. falque = "Se d i t de l ' a i l e ou du bee de cer t a i n s 

piseaux, recourbes en forme de faux" (DMRP). 

macule, m a i l l e = Terms used by the old French n a t u r a l i s t s 

to designate speckles, according t o Perse 

(Oiseaux, 2). 

penne = "Chacune des plumes r e c t r i c e s ou remiges des 

oiseaux" (DMRP). 

p r i v e r = 'tame' ("langage d ' o i s e l e u r " ) . ^ 

6. Anatomical and Medical terms 

b. *esquinancie = 'quinsy 1. 

c. *faveux = 'powdery' ( l i t . 'honeycombed' from L a t i n ; 

see C a i l l o i s , p. 26). 

o u r l i e n = 'swollen' ( t o do w i t h mumps; see C a i l l o i s 

p. 26). 

"^Perse, "Face aux l e t t r e s franchises, 1909" i n Hommage a 
Andre Gide, NRF, nov. 1951, 77-
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Clothing and T e x t i l e s 

b. jodhpurs = the English homonym. 

l e = "Largeur d'une e t o f f e entre ses deux l i s i e r e s " 

(DMRP). 

Trees and shrubs 

a. *Arboretum = as i n English. 

*meliacee = "Famille de plantes phanerogames angio-

spermes . . . ayant pour type l e melia, 

arbres ou arbrisseaux des regions t r o p i c a l e s , 

a bois odorant et colore (p. ex. l ' a c a j o u ) " 

(Robert). 

b. *abies = "nom s c i e n t i f i q u e du sapin" (DMRP). 

*Anibe = "Genre de lauracees" (GLE, cf Duss, p. 30*0-
*arbre-a-cendre = ? 

*cocculus = "Arbrisseau grimpant des regions t r o p i c a l 

de l ' A s i e , de l ' A f r i q u e , de l'Oceanie et de 

l'Amerique. (Famille des menispermacees)" 

(GLE, cf C a i l l o i s , p. 193). 

cubebe = "Arbrisseau appartenant a l a f a m i l l e des 

piperacees et produisant une graine poivree 
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douee de p r o p r i e t e s m e d i c i n a l e s " (DMRP). 

* g u i l a n d i n e = g u i l a n d i n a , l i a n a o f the pea f a m i l y 

(see J o u r d a i n , p. 287 and Diiss, p. 229). 

*guyane = Tree o r i g i n a t i n g i n Guyana ( ? ) . 

h i c k o r y = as i n E n g l i s h , " l e noyer blanc d'Amerique" 

(DMRP). 

h i e b l e = " V a r i e t e de sureau a t i g e herbacee, possedant 

des p r o p r i e t e s m e d i c i n a l e s analogues a c e l l e s 

du sureau n o i r " (DMRP). 

*Juniper = the E n g l i s h word. 

*mucune = " A r b r i s s e a u v o l u b i l e a f e u i l l e s composees de 

t r o i s f o l i o l e s , a grandes f l e u r s " (GLE). 

*palme pharaonne = Pharaoh palm. 

* p a l m i s t e f r a n c = " P a l m i s t e : (mot Creole des A n t i l l e s ) 

Nom donne aux p a l m i e r s du genre arec ( e t a 

c e r t a i n s c o c o t i e r s ) dont l e bourgeon t e r m i n a l 

(chou p a l m i s t e ) forme des f e u i l l e s t e ndres de 

l a pousse n o u v e l l e , e s t c o m e s t i b l e " ( R o b e r t ) . 

rouvre = "Espece de chene moins haut que l e chene 

commun" (DMRP). 

*saman = "Samanea: Legumineuse arborescente de I'Ame-

r i q u e t r o p i c a l e " (GLE, c f J o u r d a i n , p. 287). 
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• s i g u i n e = ' s i g u i n a ' ( t r o p i c a l t r e e , see J o u r d a i n , 

p. 287). 

*Yaghe = "Yage: Liane de l a Colombie ( B a n i s t e r i a c a a p i , 

m a l p h i g h i a c e e s ) , avec l a q u e l l e l e s I n d i e n s 

preparent une boisson s p e c i a l e provoquant une 

c e r t a i n e e x c i t a t i o n c e r e b r a l e , s u i v i e de sommeil 

accompagne d ' h a l l u c i n a t i o n s , p u i s d*une i n s e n s i -

b i l i t e t o t a l e " (GLE). 

c. demascler = l ! e n l e v e r l ' e c o r c e u t i l e du chene l i e g e " 

( C a i l l o i s t p. 18, c f DMRP). 

l a i s = "Jeunes b a l i v e a u x conserves pour c r o i t r e en 

haute f u t a i e " (DMRP). See a l s o s e c t i o n l * f b 

b e l o w . i i v e t c. ii rec ..• 

J> £rain© tu- c .=, 

9» F r u i t v 1% ei* 

b. coprah = "Norn donne a l'amande de coco, preparee pour 

l 1 e x t r a c t i o n de l ' t a i l e " (DMRP). 

icaque = " F r u i t de l ' i c a q u i e r . . • a r b r i s s e a u de l a 

f a m i l l e des rosacees, proche du p r u n i e r , e t 

q u i e s t o r i g i n a i r e des A n t i l l e s e t des r e g i o n s 

chaudes de l'Amerique" (DMRP)• 

*kako = "cacao" ( J o u r d a i n , p. 97)• Not t o be confused 
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w i t h " k a k i " : " f r u i t du p l a q u e m i n i e r " (PL), 

mangue = " F r u i t du manguier" (DMRP: a s u r p r i s i n g 

i n c l u s i o n ) . 

pavie = "une v a r i e t e de peche a peau duveteuse" 

( C a i l l o i s , p. 18). 

s i l i q u e = " F r u i t compose de deux valve s a l l o n g e e s 

e n t r e l e s q u e l l e s se t r o u v e n t une c l o i s o n 

membraneuse e t l e s g r a i n e s " (DMRP). 

achaine = "un f r u i t sec dont l e p e r i c a r p e n'est pas 

soude a l a g r a i n e " ( C a i l l o i s , p. 18; l i s t e d 

i n PL under "akene"). 

a r i l l e = "Tegument a c c e s s o i r e , d'etendue e t de forme 

t r e s d i v e r s e s , q u i recouvre t o u t ou p a r t i e 

de l a g r a i n e dans c e r t a i n s f r u i t s " (DMRP). 

bogue = "Enveloppe piquante de l a ch a t a i g n e " (DMRP). 

ecale = "Enveloppe c o r i a c e de c e r t a i n s f r u i t s , t e l s 

que l e s n o i x . Gousse de f e v e s , de p o i s e t c . 

(DMRP). 

p r u i n e = "Poussiere c i r e u s e q u i couvre c e r t a i n s f r u i t 

— r a i s i n s , prunes, e t c . , e t qu'on a p p e l l e 

egalement f l e u r " (DMRP). 'Bloom'. 
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rocou = '"Matiere c o l o r a n t e jaune orangee e x t r a i t e de 

1'enveloppe de l a g r a i n e de rocouyer e t 

u t i l i s e e pour l a c o l o r a t i o n de c e r t a i n s p r o -

d u i t s a l i m e n t a i r e s " (DMRP). 

* r u p t i l e = "Qui s'ouvre spontanement en se d e c h i r a n t " 

( R o b e r t ) . 

F ungi, C a c t i and Succulents 

a. a g a r i c = "Nom generique des champignons a chapeau e t 

a l a m e l l e s rayonnantes" (DMRP). 

l a c t a i r e = "Nom d'un genre de champignons c o m e s t i b l e s " 

(DMRP). 

oponce = "Genre de cactus comprenant notamment l e s 

nopals e t l e s f i g u i e r s de B a r b a r i e . On l e s 

a p p e l l e vulgairement r a q u e t t e s " (DMRP). 

b. nopal = "Plante cactacee d ' o r i g i n e mexicaine, q u i e s t 

une v a r i e t e de r a q u e t t e " (DMRP). 

c. v o l v e = " l a membrane q u i enveloppe l e p i e d des cham­

pignons" ( C a i l l o i s , p. 17, c f DMRP). 
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11. Marine P l a n t s 

b. l a m i n a i r e = "Genre d'algues fucacees, t r e s communes, 

a frondes a p l a t i e s e t legerement rubanees" 

(DMRP). 

*posidonie = "Plante a q u a t i q u e , a f l e u r s v e r d a t r e s , 

dont l e s f e u i l l e s peuvent a t t e i n d r e 50 cm de 

l o n g sur 7 mm de l a r g e u r , poussant sur l e s 

fonds sous-marins. (La mer r e j e t t e de gros 

paquets de f i b r e s , connus sous l e nom " p a i l l e 

de mer" ou " p e l o t e s de mer".)" (GLE). Perse 

c a l l s i t " p e t i t e s algues seches de l i t e r i e " 

(Amers, Strophe, IX, 5 - 1) • 

sargasse = "Genre d'algues fucacees dans l e q u e l on 

d i s t i n g u e l a sargasse b a c c i f e r e , d i t a u s s i 

" r a i s i n des tropiques""(DMRP). 

12. Other P l a n t s and Flowers 

a. * p l a n t e solanee = P l a n t of the solanaceae f a m i l y , 

which i n c l u d e s p o t a t o , tomato, b e l l a d o n n a e t c . 

b. * a b u t i l o n = "Plante des marais e t des f o s s e s , a 

f e u i l l e s r a p p e l a n t c e l l e s du t i l l e u l , a 
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p e t i t e s f l e u r s , que l ' o n c u l t i v e dans l e s 

r e g i o n s chaudes pour ses p r o p r i e t e s m e d i c i -

nales e t pour sa f i b r e t e x t i l e . ( F a m i l l e des 

malvacees)" (GL^, c f C a i l l o i s , p. 1^3 and Diiss, 

p. 68). 

*acalyphe = "Genre d'euphorbacees comprenant des a r b r i s -

seaux e t des herbes au nombre d ' e n v i r o n deux 

cents especes, q u i h a b i t e n t l e s r e g i o n s chaudes 

des deux c o n t i n e n t s " (GLE, c f J o u r d a i n , p. 268). 

Not t o be confused w i t h "acalephe". 

alysse = "La c o r b e i l l e d'or, v a r i e t e de p l a n t e s c r u c i -

f e r e s ornementales" (DMRP). 'Alyssum'. 

* c h r i s t e - m a r i n e = "Nom v u l g a i r e de p l u s i e u r s p l a n t e s 

q u i c r o i s s e n t sur l e s cotes et dont on consomme 

l e s f e u i l l e s c o n f i t e s dans du v i n a i g r e " (DMRP). 

'Samphire'. 

c o r i a n d r e = "Plante aromatique de l a f a m i l l e des ombel-

l i f e r e s , c r o i s s a n t dans l a r e g i o n m e d i t e r r a -

neenne. Ses g r a i n e s sechees sont employees 

en c u i s i n e " (DMRP). 

elyme = "Sorte de graminee q u i ressemble a l ' o r g e e t 

recherche de p r e f e r e n c e l e s s o l s sablonneux. 
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On l ' e m p l o i e pour f i x e r l e s dunes" (DMRP). 

*gomphrene = "Plante herbacee o r i g i n a i r e d'Amerique 

et d ' A u s t r a l i e , a f l e u r s rassemblees en t e t e s 

g l o b u l e u s e s , recherchees pour l a c o n f e c t i o n 

des bouquets sees. (Nom u s u e l : i m m o r t e l l e ) " 

(GLE, c f Diiss, p. 33)-

*herbe-a-Madame-Lalie = ? 

m e l i l o t = "Plante p a p i l i o n a c e e , comprenant f o u r r a g e s 

et herbes m e d i c i n a l e s " (DMRP). 

*01oghi = ? 

* p i l e a cespiteuse = " U r t i c a c e e des pays chauds" (GLE, 

cf Diiss , p. 162). 

* P i - l u = ? ( c f the Chinese p i - l t i 'dark g r e e n 1 ) , 

r a v e n e l l e - "Nom v u l g a i r e du r a i f o r t e t de l a g i r o f l e e 

des m u r a i l l e s " (DMRP). 

s a p o t i l l e = " F r u i t du s a p o t i e r , a r b r e o r i g i n a i r e des 

A n t i l l e s e t donnant des especes de pommes 

ovales et t r e s sucrees" (DMRP). 

s c i l l e = " l i l i a c e e a usage m e d i c i n a l " ( C a i l l o i s , p. 17). 

c. azyme = "Qui ne c o n t i e n t pas de l e v a i n " (DMRP). Perse 

uses o n l y the noun, "the Jewish passover cake 
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of unleavened bread" (SOED). 

c a p i t u l e = "Reunion d'un grand nombre de f l e u r s 

serrees l e s unes co n t r e l e s a u t r e s e t donnant 

1 ' i l l u s i o n d'une f l e u r unique" (DMRP). 

corymbe = " I n f l o r e s c e n c e dans l a q u e l l e t o u t e s l e s 

f l e u r s s'elevent sensiblement au meme n i v e a u , 

b i e n que l e u r s pedoncules prennent naissance 

en d i f f e r e n t s p o i n t s de l a t i g e " (DMRP). 

fronde = "Nom donne par l e s b o t a n i s t e s aux f e u i l l e s 

de fougeres. Pousse des f e u i l l e s . " (DMRP). 

gruau = "Grains d'orge ou d'avoine mondes, d e p o u i l l e s 

de l e u r b a l l e c o r t i c a l e . F a r i n e d'orge ou 

d'avoine, secb.ee au f o u r . F l e u r de f a r i n e 

de b l e " (DMRP; c f ' g r u e l ' ) . 

l a b i e = "Qui e s t en forme de l e v r e s (en p a r l a n t de l a 

c o r o l l e de c e r t a i n e s f l e u r s ) " (DMRP). 

o u b l i e = "S'est d i t , p r i m i t i v e m e n t e t en termes de 

l i t u r g i e , du p a i n d ' a u t e l d e s t i n e a l a con­

s e c r a t i o n " (DMRP). 

p e t i o l e = "Support ou queue d'une f e u i l l e " (DMRP). 

t h a l l e = "Expansion f o l i a c e e des l i c h e n s e t des vege-

. taux i n f e r i e u r s " (DMRP). 

http://secb.ee
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A g r i c u l t u r e 

a. ecobuage = "Operation q u i c o n s i s t e a decouper en 

mottes l a couche s u p e r f i c i e l l e d'un t e r r a i n , 

a b r u l e r sur place l e s m a t i e r e s organiques 

que renferment ces mottes e t a en repandre 

e n s u i t e l e s cendres" (DMRP). 'Denshering' 

or i n d i a l e c t ' swaling'. 

b. emblavure = "Proprement: t e r r e semee en b l e ; par 

e x t e n s i o n : t e r r e ensemencee" (DMRP). 

c. annonaire = " a v i s d'impots en b l e ou en r a v i t a i l l e m e n t " 

( S a i l l e t , p. 120, c f C a i l l o i s , p. 197). 

bigorne = "Enclume a l l o n g e e dont l e s deux e x t r e m i t e s 

se t e r m i n e n t en p o i n t e " (DMRP). 

messier = "Garde champetre t e m p o r a i r e , commis a u t r e f o i s 

a l a garde des f r u i t s e t des r e c o l t e s " (DMRP). 

(For p roducts from wheat e t c . , see above, s e c t i o n 12 c ) . 

Geography 

a. orographie = " D e s c r i p t i o n du r e l i e f t e r r e s t r e " (DMRP). 

b. *caye = " e c u e i l , rocher couvert par l a mer" ( J o u r d a i n , 

p. 9, and c f E n g l i s h 'key' as i n 'Key West'), 
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but N. B. that i n C r e o l e caye = case ( i b i d * , 

p. 76) meaning house (the sense used i n 

Eloges, X V I ) . 1 

*Jabal = "a province of mediaeval•Iran" (Knodel, 

"Towards an understanding of Anabase," 330). 

I t i s the mountainous north-western region, 

Jabal meaning 'mountain' i n Arabic, 

l a i s = "Atterrissement du aux a l l u v i o n s des r i v i e r e s 

ou de l a mer" (DMRP). See a l s o s e c t i o n 8 c 

above. 

l a i s s e = "Espace decouvert par l a mer a maree basse" 

(DMRP). 

mesa = "Se d i t de plateaux decoupes par 1'erosion et 

qui sont de forme t a b u l a i r e " (DMRP). 

morne = "Nom donne, dans l e s A n t i l l e s , a de p e t i t e s 

montagnes arrondies" (DMRP, cf Jourdain, p. 5)« 

* r a i l l e r e = "Nom donne, dans l e s Pyrenees, a c e r t a i n s 

versants abrupts et raboteux" (DMRP). 

s y r t e s = "Bancs de sables mobiles j e t e s par l e s vents 

See my "Saint-John Perse et l e p a r l e r C r e o l e " for a d i s ­
cussion of t h i s and s i m i l a r features (Revue des s c i e n c e s humaines, 
forthcoming). 
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et l e s courants sur l e s cotes s e p t e n t r i o n a l e s 

de l ' A f r i q u e " (DMRP). 

c. accore = "Cote accore: coupee a l a v e r t i c a l e au n i ­

veau de l a mer"(DMRP, of C a i l l o i s , p. 17). 

Geology f e i 

a. devonien = "Qui appartient a l'une des p r i n c i p a l e s 

p^riodes de formation geologique de I ' e r e 

primaire" (DMRP). 

f a c i e s = "Caracteres generaux qu'offre a 1'observateur 
n i l un t e r r a i n ou une roche" (DMRP). Perse speaks 

c o r r e c t l y of "ce mot de f a c i e s , u t i l i s e en geo-

logie pour r e c o u v r i r historiquement, dans l e u r 

ensemble e v o l u t i f , tous l e s elements c o n s t i t u -

t i f s d'une meme matiere en formation" (Oiseaux, 

5 ) . 

b. ammonite = "Genre de mollusques cephalopodes f o s s i l e s 

dont l e s c o q u i l l e s , enroulees comme des cornes 

de b e l i e r , sont t r e s abondantes dans l e s t e r ­

r a i n s secondaires" (DMRP; a s u r p r i s i n g i n c l u s i o n ) 

falun = "Depot de debris c o q u i l l i e r s , d'origine marine, 
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c o n s t i t u a n t en c e r t a i n e s r e g i o n s des masses 

con s i d e r a b l e s qu'on e x p l o i t e pour amender l e s 

s o l s " (DMRP, c f C a i l l o i s , p. l 8 ) . 

l a t e r i t e = "Sol de couleur generalement rouge b r i q u e , 

contenant une t r e s f o r t e p r o p o r t i o n d'oxyde 

de f e r et d'alumine. La l a t e r i t e se forme 

generalement dans l e s c l i m a t s chauds" (DMRP). 

maerl = "Sable marin contenant des substances c a l c a i r e s 

provenant de p o l y p i e r s e t u t i l i s e pour l'amen-

dement des s o l s " (DMRP, a r t . m e r l ) . 

n a t r o n = "un carbonate de soude n a t u r e l q u i s e r v a i t 

aux anciens Egyptiens pour conserver l e s momies" 

( C a i l l o i s , p. 18, c f p. 197 and S a i l l e t , pp. 

120-121). 

urane = "Compose d'uranium et d'oxygene q u i f u t l o n g -

temps considere comme un corps s i m p l e " (DMRP). 

c. metamorphique = "Se d i t des roches q u i ont s u b i une 

m o d i f i c a t i o n en profondeur de l e u r s t r u c t u r e 

sous l ' e f f e t d'une haute temperature" (DMRP). 

saunier = "Ouvrier q u i f a i t l e s e l . Colon p a r t i a i r e 

c u l t i v a n t l e s marais s a l a n t s . C e l u i q u i de-

b i t e , q u i vend l e s e l " (DMRP). 
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Ships and S h i p b u i l d i n g 

b. amure = "Cordage f i x a n t du cote du vent l e p o i n t d'en 

bas d'une v o i l e " (DMRP). 

au s s i e r e = "Cordage commis avec des t o r o n s au nombre 

de 3 ou 4; on en f a i t pour l e s manoeuvres 

courantes, l e s haubans, e t c . " (DMRP, a r t . 

h a u s s i e r e ) . Cf 'hawser'. 

ber = " A p p a r e i l de charpente en forme de berceau s e r ­

vant au lancement d'un n a v i r e " (DMRP). 

d a l o t = "Ouverture p r a t i q u e e a hauteur du pont d'un 

n a v i r e e t permettant l'ecoulement des eaux 

lorsque l e s lames embarquent par grosse mer. 

— P e t i t canal prevu pour que s'ecoulent l e s 

eaux de p l u i e sur l e s r e m b l a i s e t l e s r o u t e s " 

(DMRP). The word i s c u r r e n t i n the second 

sense i n Creole (see J o u r d a i n , p. 232). 

ecubier = "Chacune des ou v e r t u r e s p r a t i q u e e s de p a r t 

et d'autre de l ' e t r a v e d'un n a v i r e pour passer 

l e s chaines d'ancre" (DMRP). 

e m e r i l l o n = "Crochet r i v e dans un anneau e t conservant 

sa m o b i l i t e " (DMRP). 

g u i = "Vergue, d i t e a u s s i borne, sur l a q u e l l e s'etend 

l a r a l i n g u e de bordure de l a b r i g a n t i n e " (DMRP) 
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g u i b r e = " P a r t i e de charpente f a i s a n t s a i l l i e a l a 

proue d'un n a v i r e et sup p o r t a n t l a base du 

mat de beaupre" (DMRP). 

herpes = "Se d i s a i t des epaves r e j e t e e s par l a mer 

sur l e r i v a g e " (DMRP). 

l i s s e = "Chacune des pieces q u i l i e n t l e s membrures 

d'un n a v i r e et determinent l a courbure de l a 

carene" (DMRP). 

perruche = " P e t i t e v o i l e e t a b l i e au-dessus du perroquet 

de fougue" (DMRP). I n Pour f e t e r une enfance, 

I I , t h i s i s a p o s s i b l e secondary meaning, g i v e n 

the s u s t a i n e d imagery of f o r e s t and s h i p s i d e 

by s i d e . 

r i s = " P a r t i e de l a surface d'une v o i l e q u i est d e s t i n e e 

a e t r e r e p l i e e quand l e vent est t r o p f o r t " 

(DMRP). Cf ' r e e f . 

* t e n d e l e t = "Tendelet: p e t i t e t e n t e placee a l ' a r r i e r e 

d'un canot. Tente de l a poupe d'une g a l e r e " 

(DMRP). 

vaigrage = "Assemblage de planches q u i borde i n t e r i e u r e -

ment un n a v i r e " (DMRP, c f C a i l l o i s , p. 18). 

varangue = "Piece de b o i s courbe q u i se f i x e par son 
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m i l i e u sur l a q u i l l e et s e r t de base aux 

allonges dont se compose l e couple" (DMRP). 

c. etarquer = "Hisser une v o i l e d'une maniere a en tendre 

l e plus possible l e s r a l i n g u e s " (DMRP, c f 

C a i l l o i s , p. 18). 

faubert = " B a l a i de f i l de caret employe, sur l e s 

na v i r e s , pour nettoyer l e s ponts" (DMRP). 

velique = "Qui appartient aux v o i l e s " (DMRP). 

Harbours and Navigation 

b. a i r e = "Chacune des trente-deux d i v i s i o n s de l a rose 

des vents" (DMRP). 

amers = "Terme de marine. Marques apparentes sur l e s 

cotes, t e l l e s que clochers, tours, rochers, 

propres a guider l e s navigateurs qui sont en 

vue de l a t e r r e " (DMRP). 

darse = "Dans l e s ports de l a Mediterranee: b a s s i n " 

(DMRP). The word i s s i m i l a r l y used i n the 

West Ind i e s (see Jourdain, p. 218). 

mouillage = "Mouiller: j e t e r l'ancre ou l e s ancres 

d'un n a v i r e " (DMRP). 
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musoir = "Pointe d'une digue" (DMRP). 

c. E c h e l l e s = "Ports de commerce des pays du Levant" 

(DMRP). 

Etesienne = "Vent r e g u l i e r qui s o u f f l e chaque annee 

en Mediterranee vers l e l e v e r de l a c a n i c u l e " 

(DMRP). 

f o r a i n = "Se d i t , en termes de marine, d'une rade 

ouverte aux vents du l a r g e " (DMRP). 

Astronomy and Astrology 

c. ascendant = "En termes d'astrologie, l ' a s t r e qui monte 

a l'horizon au moment de l a naissance" (DMRP). 

avers = "Le cote face d'une monnaie, d'une medaille" 

(DMRP). Perse a p p l i e s i t to the moon, 

geomancien = "Geomancie: procede de d i v i n a t i o n con-

s i s t a n t a i n t e r p r e t e r l e s fi g u r e s formees sur 

l e s o l par une poignee de t e r r e ou de c a i l l o u x 

j e t e e au hasard" (DMRP). 

gnomon = " A i g u i l l e ou s t y l e d'un cadran s o l a i r e . Ce 

cadran lui-meme" (DMRP). 

heliaque = "Se d i t du l e v e r ou du coucher d'un a s t r e 

l o r s q u ' i l coincide avec l e l e v e r ou l e coucher 
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du s o l e i l " (DMRP). 

l a b i l e = "Qui est s u j e t a g l i s s e r , a tomber, a f a i r e 

defaut" (DMRP). 

l i b r a t i o n = "Balancement apparent de l a lune autour 

de son axe" (DMRP). 

Mythology, R e l i g i o n and Philosophy 

a. eudemonisme = "Systeme moral fonde sur l a recherche du 

bonheur personnel, concu comme mobile superieur 

de toutes nos a c t i o n s " (DMRP). 

hedonisme = "Systeme qui f a i t du p l a i s i r l e but de l a 

v i e " (DMRP; a s u r p r i s i n g i n c l u s i o n ) . 

l a t r i e = "Culte de l a t r i e , c u l t e du a Dieu s e u l " (DMRP). 

b. P a l i l i e s = "Fetes rustiques de Pales. E l l e s avaient 

l i e u l e 21 a v r i l . On p u r i f i a i t l e s maisons 

et l e s etables, on f a i s a i t des s a c r i f i c e s ; des 

p r i e r e s demandaient l a fecondite pour l e s t r o u -

peaux. On allumait de grands feux nocturnes" 

(GLE). 

Sachem = "Norn donne aux v i e i l l a r d s ou c o n s e i l l e r s chez 

l e s Indiens de l'Amerique du Nord" (DMRP). 
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epacte = "Difference du norabre de jours entre l'annee 

l u n a i r e et l'annee s o l a i r e " (DMRP, cf C a i l l o i s , 

p. Lkl). 

20. History and Law 

b. a c c i s e = "En Angleterre, taxe frappant d i v e r s produits 

de consommation, notamment l e s boissons" 

(DMHP). 'Excise'. 

*adalingue = 'aetheling' ('young noble, prince' i n 

Anglo -Saxon). ^ ! i 

aubain = "Etranger s u j e t au d r o i t d'aubaine" (DMRP). 

aubaine = "Droit en vertu duquel l e souverain r e -

.umic c u e i l l a i t l a succession d'un etranger non 

n a t u r a l i s e mort dans ses E t a t s " (DMRP). 

c a p i t a t i o n = "Taxe par t e t e " (DMRP). 

desherence = "Defaut d ' h e r i t i e r s n a t u r e l s , par s u i t e 

duquel une succession r e v i e n t a l ' E t a t . — 

E t a t d'une succession sur l a q u e l l e peut s'exer-

cer l e d r o i t de desherence" (DMRP). 

* f l a b e l l e = "Flabellum: nom donne a des e v e n t a i l s en 

plumes de paon, que deux di a c r e s a g i t a i e n t 

a u t r e f o i s pendant l a c e l e b r a t i o n de l a messe, 
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e t qu'on p o r t e encore a u j o u r d ' h u i , en c e r -

t a i n e s occasions, devant l e pape" (DMRP). 

* f o r l i g n e r = "S'ecarter du d r o i t chemin; f o r f a i r e 

a l'honneur" (GLE). 

g a b e l l e = "Grenier p u b l i c ou l ' o n f a i s a i t secher et 

ou l ' o n v e n d a i t l e s e l " (DMRP). Not t o be 

construed i n Neiges, I I I , as ' s a l t - t a x ' . 

i n d i c t i o n = "Convocation a j o u r f i x e . P a r t i c u l i e r e m e n t , 

convocation d'un c o n c i l e , d'un synode. — En 

termes de c h r o n o l o g i e , r e v o l u t i o n de 13 annees; 

c'est un des t r o i s c y c l e s de l a per i o d e J u l i e n n e " 

(DMRP, c f C a i l l o i s , p. ikl) . 

l a t o m i e s = "Anciennes c a r r i e r e s de marbre t r a n s f o r m e r s 

en p r i s o n s " (DMRP). 

mainmorte = " E t a t des s e r f s q u i , en v e r t u d'anciens 

d r o i t s feodaux, e t a i e n t p r i v e s de l a f a c u l t e 

de t e s t e r et dont l e s biens devaient r e v e n i r 

au seigneur quand i l s mouraient sans e n f a n t . — 

C o n d i t i o n de b i e n q u i , appartenant a des com-

munautes r e l i g i e u s e s ou l a l q u e s , sont i n a l i e -

nables et ne p r o d u i s e n t aucun d r o i t de m u t a t i o n " 

(DMRP). 'Mortmain'. 
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morion = "Armure de tete des arquebusiers, plus 

legere que l e casque" (DMRP), 

mouvance = "Terme de f e o d a l i t e . Dependance d'un 

f i e f a l'egard d'un autre" (DMRP), 

nome = " D i v i s i o n administrative de l'ancienne Egypte. 

— D i v i s i o n t e r r i t o r i a l e de 2ia Grece moderne" 

(DMRP). 

novation = "Changement d'une obligation ancienne en 

une obli g a t i o n nouvelle, qui a pour e f f e t 

d'eteindre l a premiere" (DMRP). 

peregrin = "Etranger vivant a Rome" (DMRP). From 

L a t i n peregrinus which with normal morphological 

development gives " p e l e r i n " . 

trebuchet = "Machine de guerre qui l a n c a i t des p i e r r e s 

et qui e t a i t en usage au Moyen Age" (DMRP). 

Mathematics and Commerce 

b. abaque = "Chez l e s Anciens, machine a c a l c u l e r analogue 

au b o u l i e r " (DMRP). 

hexagramme = "Assemblage de s i x l e t t r e s ou c a r a c t e r e s . 

— Chacune des 6k figures d i v i n a t o i r e s formees 

elles-memes de 2 des 8 trigrammes de Fo-Hi" 
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(DMRP, c f C a i l l o i s , p. ikk, where i t i s s t a t e d 

t o be "un m o t i f s e x u e l " ) . 

m e n u a i l i e = "Quantite de p e t i t e monnaie, de p e t i t s 

poissons" (DMRP). By ex t e n s i o n Perse w r i t e s 

"menuaille de f e t i c h e s " (Vents, I I , 4). 

c. f o n g i b l e = "En matiere de p r e t e t d ' u s u f r u i t , se d i t 

de choses q u i , se consommant par 1'usage, 

peuvent e t r e remplacees par des q u a n t i t e s 

egales des merries choses. Les g r a i n s , i e s 

denrees, l e s metaux l i v r e s au p o i d s , l a mon­

naie sont des choses f o n g i b l e s par o p p o s i t i o n 

a des o b j e t s q u i , demeurant e n t i e r s apres l * u -

sage--un meuble, un b i j o u — s e r e s t i t u e n t en 

nature e t sont reputes non f o n g i b l e s " (DMRP). 

22. The A r t s ( o t h e r than l i t e r a t u r e , f o r which see s e c t i o n 23) 

b. *adobe = as i n E n g l i s h , "an unburnt b r i c k d r i e d i n 

the sun" (SOED). Cf 'daub', 

a x t r e s = "Les d i v e r s e s p a r t i e s d'une maison, l e u r 

d i s p o s i t i o n " (DMRP, l i s t e d here and i n PL 

under e t r e s , the more us u a l s p e l l i n g ) . "On 
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designait a i n s i a u t r e f o i s s o i t l e p a r v i s 

enclos de murs a hauteur d'appui de c e r t a i n e s 

cathedrales, s o i t l e s t e r r a i n s peu eloignes 

des e g l i s e s , entoures de constructions et 

servant ordinairement de c i m e t i e r e s . Se d i t 

en general des dependances d'un e d i f i c e " (Ade­

l i n e ) . Perse would appear to be using the 

word i n t h i s l a s t sense, 

a l e r i o n = "Aiglette sans bee n i ongles" ( i n heraldry) 

(DMRP). " P e t i t s oiseaux sans pied n i bee, r e ­

present es dans 1 'attitude de I ' a i g l e eployee 

ou au vol abaisse. En s t y l e de blason, l e s 

a l e r i o n s sont des a i g l e t t e s ; mais, en ornitho-

l o g i e , on appelle a i n s i l e s martinets n o i r s " 

(Adeline). 

antiphonaire = " L i v r e d'eglise ou sont notees en 

plain-chant l e s diverses p a r t i e s de 1 ' o f f i c e " 

(DMRP, cf C a i l l o i s , pp. 58-59). 

Bayon = "Temple khmer au centre de 1 'enceinte d,!Angkor 

Thorn. . . . Ce temple represente l a montagne 

cosmique, axe de 1'univers" (GLE; see PL a r t . 

Angkor). 
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*bibase = "une danse grecque, marche rapide autour 

de l ' a u t e l " ( C a i l l o i s , p. Ikl). 

bucrane = "Motif de decoration en forme de crane de 

boeuf" (DMRP). 

buire = "Ancienne cruche a li q u e u r , generalement f a i t e 

en metal precieux" (DMRP, c f C a i l l o i s , p. 18). 

escarre = "Piece d'armoiries qui a l a forme d'une 

equerre" (DMRP). 

g l o r i e t t e = "Cabinet de verdure dans un pare ou un 

j a r d i n " (DMRP). 

larmier = " S a i l l i e pour empecher l'eau de couler l e 

long d'un mur" (DMRP). 

murrhin = "Ne se d i t que de vases f o r t estimes des 

Anciens et qui etai e n t t a l l i e s dans une p i e r r e 

qui e t a i t peut-etre de 1'agate ou de l a f l u o ­

r i n e . Ces vases a t t e i g n a i e n t a Rome des p r i x 

t r e s e l e v e s " (DMRP). 

* v i l e n i e = "Verge d'un animal" ( i n heraldry) (DMRP). 

c. monodique = "Monodie: chant a une seule voix. -- Dans 

l ' A n t i q u i t e : monologue dans l e s t r a g e d i e s " 

(DMRP). 
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oule = "Chacune des ouvertures pratiquees dans l a 

table superieure d 1 instruments de musique 

t e l s que l e violon, l e v i o l o n c e l l e , e t c . " 

(DMRP). 

t e r r e s i g i l l e e = "une a r g i l e u t i l i s e e pour f a i r e des 

vases, des bols ( t e r r e b o l a i r e ) " (DMRP). 

'Sphragide 1. 

L i t e r a t u r e 

b. almageste = "Ancien r e c u e i l d'observations astrono-

miques" (DMRP). 

*colophon = as i n E n g l i s h , the "acheve d'imprimer". 

o n c i a l = "Se d i t des l e t t r e s c a p i t a l e s romaines em­

ployees, aux premiers s i e c l e s de notre ere, 

pour l e s i n s c r i p t i o n s , l e s t i t r e s , e t c . , et 

qui avaient primitivement un pouce^de haut. 

E c r i t u r e analogue, mais plus p e t i t e , employee 

dans l e s manuscrits, du IVe au V i l e s i e c l e s " 

(DMRP). 

saga = "T r a d i t i o n h i s t o r i q u e et mythologique des 

Scandinaves" (DMRP; a s u r p r i s i n g i n c l u s i o n ) . 
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*scazon = "a form of iambic trimeter . . . having a 

spondee i n the l a s t foot" i n Greek metre 

(Oxford C l a s s i c a l Dictionary, a r t . Metre, Greek). 

threne = "Chant de d e u i l chez l e s anciens Grecs" (DMRP). 

c. anagogique = "Anagogie: i n t e r p r e t a t i o n mystique du 

sens l i t t e r a l des E c r i t u r e s " (DMRP). 

*cryptographe = 'Code-breaker 1, a s u r p r i s i n g omission. 

s i g l e = "Se d i t des l e t t r e s i n i t i a l e s employees comme 

abbreviation, sur l e s monuments, l e s medailles, 

l e s manuscrits anciens" (DMRP). 

L i n g u i s t i c s 

a. euphuisme = "Nom donne au s t y l e precieux et maniere 

qui fut a l a mode dans l e s milieux de cour, 

en Angleterre, au XVIe s i e c l e . Par extension, 

purisme a f f e c t e " (DMRP). 

b. * l a b i a l e mi-sonore = 'half-voiced l a b i a l . ' 
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