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	Un des traits de la contemporanéité littéraire américaine est bien la liberté prise avec les genres canoniques, dont les cloisons de plus en plus poreuses permettent des accouplements monstrueux porteurs de formes nouvelles. Cependant, en quoi cette post-modernité, ou cette post-post modernité, diffère-t-elle de la modernité ? Il ne me semble pas qu'il existe de réponse conséquente, sinon à retomber sur des lieux communs où l'on retrouvera tout ce qui touche à l'éclatement des formes établies. Il semblerait que la seule question stimulante exige la reconnaissance des variations individuelles auxquelles se livre chacun des auteurs concernés.
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          Introduction

        

        Pierre Gault

      

      
        
          Je ne connaissais rien aux pommes. Comment aurais-je pu ?
Mon pays m'est venu au cœur de mon enfance,
et je rêvais de me poser sur les arbres en fleurs, telle une abeille.
L'enfance m'est venue au cœur de ce pays.
Je me souviens maintenant des mouches qui tachaient la neige de notre nappe.
Le cœur de ce pays est devenu mon enfance.
Les mouches nouaient leurs tresses sur le papier collant
que suspendait ma grand-mère.1

           Où faudrait-il exiler William Gass pour que le châtiment auquel Socrate préféra la mort fût véritablement un châtiment ? Et de quelle terre faudrait-il le chasser ? La réponse se trouve peut-être dans l'essai acerbe et lyrique intitulé "Exile" que W. Gass nous a fait l'amitié de nous confier pour publication. Privilège, certes, que d'inclure dans notre revue ce texte d'un auteur à la fois célèbre et peu prolifique, mais privilège bien enbarrassant : comment, en effet, concilier le thème de réflexion qui a servi d'axe aux travaux récents du groupe Lolita2, l'Hybridation des Genres dans l'écriture contemporaine américaine, et cet essai sur l'exil, d'un auteur qui mesure l'appartenance au pays en termes de croissance des pommes et d'encollage de mouches.

           La conclusion la plus évidente, à l'issue de travaux portant sur l'essai-fiction, sur les avatars pervers du roman policier, sur l'histoire comme opération cherchant sa raison chez Cézanne, etc., était contenue dès les prémisses, dans le titre-même servant de guide à notre recherche : oui, un des traits de la contemporanéité littéraire américaine est bien la liberté prise avec les genres canoniques, dont les cloisons de plus en plus poreuses permettent des accouplements monstrueux porteurs de formes nouvelles. Cependant, en quoi cette post-modernité, ou cette post-post modernité, diffère-t-elle de la modernité ? Il ne me semble pas qu'il existe de réponse conséquente, sinon à retomber sur des lieux communs où l'on retrouvera tout ce qui touche à l'éclatement des formes établies. Il semblerait que la seule question stimulante exige la reconnaissance des variations individuelles auxquelles se livre chacun des auteurs concernés. Les articles qui composent le présent recueil ont cela de commun qu'ils ne parlent de genre que par fidélité au thème choisi, s'écartant rapidement vers la jubilation des auteurs engagés dans la recherche de leur voix. L'article de Marc Chénetier, consacré à William Wilson, est en cela révélateur. La profession de voix de cet auteur pourrait être un manifeste de l'écriture contemporaine, et servir de viatique au lecteur moderne, et cela pour bien d'autre œuvres que les siennes. Cependant la petite question scrupuleuse, en fin de parcours, abordant les notions de fiction et d'essai, rencontre chez le prolixe Wilson, grand amateur de métafiction, une réponse bien maigrelette : en somme, il voit le récit comme nécessairement pourvoyeur d'idées, alors que la fiction, telle qu'il la conçoit, n'est que discours fondé sur structure et syntaxe, et qui n'a rien à vendre, surtout pas des idées. Visiblement, le souci de Wilson est ailleurs. Aurait-on demandé au Bernin de bien vouloir définir la fonction architecturale du pilier pour expliquer les variations baroques sur support de colonnade ?

           Il me semble que la question du genre soit devenue aujourd'hui un implicite culturel qui ne fait plus véritablement l'objet d'un débat préalable chez l'écrivain, et qui fait difficilement recette en matière de critique. Je reprendrais volontiers à mon compte cette définition de Fredric Jameson que cite Claudine Raynaud dans son étude des autobiographies de femmes-écrivains noires :

          
            All generic categories [...] are to be understood (or estranged) as mere ad hoc, experimental constructs, devised for a specific textual occasion and abandoned like so much scaffolding when the analysis has done its work.

          

           Rien d'étonnant à ce que chacun des articles vienne buter sur la seule question brûlante, celle de la voix. Claudine Raynaud termine son article en s'interrogeant sur son droit à utiliser certains vocables, dans la mesure où elle n'appartient pas à la communauté dont elle parle. Elle pose ainsi en termes dramatisés parce que quasi existentiels et politiques, un débat que d'autres évoquent de manière en apparence plus aseptique en termes de métafiction. Parlant du genre policier, Claude Grimai résume la situation dans une formulation qui déplace la question du genre sur une opération linguistique essentielle : "Le polar [...] a souvent suscité l'intérêt d'écrivains novateurs, fascinés par les possibilités d'insuffler du nouveau dans des structures figées" ; parlant plus loin du jeu qui consiste à utiliser le livre comme dictant et déterminant la vie, elle précise que Paul Auster n'apporte là rien de nouveau, "sauf - et c'est cela l'essentiel - une formulation amusée et retorse". Le sort de la voix se joue là, dans ces opérations minimales et décisives de réactivation qu'un débat sur les genres déplace dans une encombrante métaphore figée malaisée à manier.

           Peu importe que "In the Heart of the Heart of the Country" soit une variation autobiographique, ou un essai, ou reportage ; ce qui compte, c'est ce lyrisme déroutant qui se mesure en pommes et en mouches et qui reformule en vous des accents familiers oubliés. Redéfinir les mots et les choses, substituer comme le fait W. Wilson un 'dictionnaire de l'expérience' au catalogue dénotatif du lexique, n'est rien d'autre qu'un constant travail sur le code, sur le code comme genre établi. Remettre en cause, comme le fait W. Gass, les attendus que déclenche la notion d'exil, en parcourant de son scepticisme impitoyable ce qui se cache derrière les diverses justifications du statut d'exilé, est encore prétexte à parler de la voix et à la poser. Le seul exil qu'il connaisse, dit-il, ce n'est pas même l'exil de celui dont on a déclaré la parole injurieuse, et qu'on a expédié là où plus personne n'entendrait son message, c'est la perte de l'usage du langage poétique3.

           "Ecrire et bien écrire", dit Claire Maniez, "est finalement la seule chose qui intéresse Gass, quel que soit le genre qu'il choisit pour l'exprimer." Avec humour elle constate qu'il ne s'encombre pas de présupposés 'génériques' contraignants, choisissant l'essai, par exemple, pour son côté plutôt "bon genre". S'il faut affilier Gass à une tradition littéraire, dit-elle, c'est à la pratique de "l'écriture à haute voix".

           Mais l'écriture "by the mouth to the ear" telle qu'il la définit, n'est pas réductible, bien entendu, à la pratique d'une oralité mimée. Ecrire comme on parle n'a jamais donné une voix. Cette voix, le texte de Gass la fabrique au prix d'un double travail de remise en cause, portant sur tout ce qui subvertit l'ordre syntaxique et la concaténation des mots, et sur ce qui peut défaire un imaginaire contraignant. Lire Gass, c'est entendre le sens se déliter dans une liberté anagrammatique foisonnante où prolifèrent assonances, allitérations, paronomases, relayée par toutes les figures privilégiées du désordre telles que l'oxymore ou le zeugme. Qu'il s'agisse de Wilson ou de Coover, on note la même méfiance à l'égard d'un imaginaire que l'on voudrait lyrique et unique mais qui se révèle le plus souvent d'une consternante banalité, incapable de fabriquer du sens nouveau, de la 'signifiance', peut-être. Symptomatiquement, cette méfiance se fixe sur le lieu privilégié du déploiement de l'imaginaire, le métaphorique, Brigitte Félix, dans sa scrupuleuse étude de "Winter", montre comment Robert Coover, s'inspirant des techniques cinématographiques, revient sur une imagerie bien ancrée de l'hiver pour mieux la briser, et redéfinir à partir des morceaux un tableau étranger à tout imaginaire constitué, révélateur d'émotions violentes jusque-là non formulées, et cependant confusément reconnues du lecteur. C'est aussi sur la métaphore que revient Wilson à plusieurs reprises, privilégiant l'analytique par rapport au métaphorique, dans un retour au dénotatif, beaucoup plus susceptible de faire échapper le texte au 'psychologique', qualifié de "one of the ultimate refuges of 'depth' for Modernist aesthetics".

           Rien d'étonnant, en somme, à ce que la question de la voix ait résonné comme un sempiternel refrain, durant les récentes activités du groupe, et qu'elle soit devenue, d'un commun accord, le thème de notre recherche à venir.

        

        
          Notes

          1  Marc Chénetier et Pierre Gault, Au cœur du cœur de ce pays, traduction de In the Heart of the Heart of the Country, Paris : Ed. Rivages, 1989, p. 249.

          2  Laboratoire Orléans-Tours de Littérature Américaine.

          3  Si le dernier mot, en matière d'exil, efface de façon provocante le politique au profit du poétique, c'est bien entendu pour porter le débat sur un autre terrain.
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           Let us begin where we began – in darkness: in a darkness where there was yet no color to the skin, no distinction between thine and mine, no tangle of tongues, no falsely alluring ideas, no worries which might spread like an oil slick over our amniotic ocean, no hither and thithering, mean emotions, treacheries, promises, prohibitions, life-long let-downs. We began in a place where darkness covered the face of things, and not because the shades were drawn and the lights were out, but because darkness was our ether, and let us sleep. It was a world where "qué pasa?" could be honestly answered, "nada".

           What colored our darkness with calamity? We soon grew too big for our boots, our britches, and our own good. So the walls of our world moved against us like a wrestler's arms, squeezing us out as though we were a stool: relief for the old walls, loose at last, lax as a popped balloon; but confusion for us, now overcome by sensation, seared by the light. Some still call it a trauma – birth – and the earliest Greek poets bewailed the day just as the babies themselves bewailed it, explaining that we cried out at the cruelty of being cast into the harsh bright air where perception and pain were one, where screaming was breathing.

           Before, we had been in nurture and nature's care, and although poisons may have seeped into us, or our genetic codes been badly garbled, all our exchanges had been innocent and automatic and regular as was our pulse. Now, suddenly, we were in the hands of Man; that is, in the hands of Mom and Pop, proud in their new possession, proud because they have fulfilled their function, happy because they are supposed to be happy, cooing their first coos, which will be our first words - coup de coude, coup de bec, coup de tête, coup de main, coup d'état, coup de grâce - while we wonder why we are wet and where the next suck is coming from, or why there is so much noise when we bawl, why we are slapped and shaken, why we are expected to run on empty, and not scream when stuck or cry when chafed, not shit so much, and not want what we want when we want it.

           Life is itself exile, and its inevitability does not lessen our grief or alter the fact. It is a blow from which only death will recover us, and when we are told, as we lie dying, that we are going home, we may even be ready to welcome the familiar darkness, the comforting "nada" of the grand old days when days were nothing but nights. Perhaps that is the last lie we shall be told, however, for the advancing darkness is one we shall never experience. It will not be the sincere zero of a release after long suffering, a quilted quiet, the past recaptured, a womb reoccupied, but the zero with the zero in it. It will not be the nothing from which nothing from which nothing comes, but the nothing that is nothing but its no - and a no, in addition, that is nothing but the pure brief round of its 'o'.

           When Adam and Eve were expelled from Paradise, according to the Christian story, death, pain, and labor, followed them: punishments for their transgressions, for falling for the first apple that fell in their lap. With an orchard of pears, plums, and cherries, to choose from - the Tree of High Times, the Vine of Accomplishment, the Hedge of Military Hardware, and the dense Bush of the Bomb, they pick a piece of fruit a worm has recommended. For the Greeks, far wiser in my opinion, life was a sentence, the Denmark that made our world a prison, and the body was the coffin of the soul. That attitude became a poetic tradition, so that centuries after the Greek poets had grumbled that the worst thing that could happen to a man was to be born, while the best was to get to the end as quickly and painlessly as possible, Guillaume Du Bartas was writing

          
            You little think that all our life and Age
Is but an Exile and a Pilgrimage.

          

           That things were better for us once upon a time - before the revolt of the Angels (all those puissant legions, Milton wrote, whose exile hath emptied heaven), before the Fall, back in the Golden Age, prior to the Flood, the destruction of the Tower of Babel, when giants walked the earth, when there were real heroes, honest kings, and actual dragons, in any case before we were brought, through birth, into this brutality - is a belief which constantly accompanies us and somehow gives us comfort. The comfort, of course, is in the note of grace it lets us sound: that wretched things will one day be put right, and the wrongs of our distant forefathers finally paid for in full, and death will release us from present pain, and we can go home again to paradise.

           We continue to mimic these mythological banishments with ones of our own. The Greeks punished people by driving them out of their cities, by sending them into exile the way unwed former maidens were sent away from the door of their family home - with babe and blanket and much weeping - into the snow. Even Hades was considered just another foreign country, a lot like Persia, where the barbarians bowed down to their superiors, sniffing the dust of their lordling's feet.

           As we invariably exclaim: how things have changed! A vast reversal of value has taken place. Children wish to leave home and home town, the sooner the better. Down-on-the-farm has been replaced by up-on-the-town. High on the hog is not where we chose to feed but on the shrimp and the sole and the slaw, in our low-cal life, a life through which - in lieu of jig - we jog. Money is our country now. We go where it goes - we followers of the cash flow. There is nothing more seductive than the bottom line. Money makes the world go around, the song says, but the world keeps the wheel of fortune spinning, and that's as warming as the Gulf Stream to us all. Money. The Japanese make it, Hongkong smuggles it, Singapore launders it, the Swiss horde it for everybody, the Italians style it, the French flavor it, the Germans mark it, Americans lose it, the English pout, the Russians long, the Chinese make change. Yes. How things have.

           There's not a word of interest in our brave new world that isn't on a billboard. Pictures contain our information. We go blank when the screen does. Our previous definition of the human - that we reason; that we reflect upon ourselves; that we make tools; we speak - is in the shop for micro-chip repairs. We are really, when you count performance and tabulate behavior, not super-computers, but little chafing dishes, small works, modest ovens, simple furnaces, barbecue pits and picnic grills: we consume. A universe is burning - a forest for our flame.

           We number ourselves now in billions, a profusion so dangerous that were we, all told, to fart in unison, we would windsweep and poison the world; and were one to strike a match to such a methane-colored cloud... boom would not be the half of it.

           We also live in an age of migration and displacement. Driven by war, disease, or famine, out of fear of genocide or starvation, millions are on the move, by boat, mostly, as it has always been. Not every foot of ocean is under someone's boot. But boot people don't let boat people land. And, as if to balance those who have been thrust out of their country like a dog to do his business, there are an equal number who have been shut up inside it; who would leave, if they could, in search of freedom, a better living, compatible ideals.

           So we have learned to punish people by keeping them home as well as by kicking them out. Yes. Stay home on the range, with mom and dad and their ideas, stay home by the monitored telephone, out of the shops and markets, behind the bamboo, lace, or iron curtain, stay home where home rules rule, and the roost has already got its rooster. This cock, when it crows, is piped through the plumbing, and can be heard and reheard over a thousand stations, and in all the zoos. It crows, and a million eggs are Elvis'd by the doodle-doo, though still in their fallopian tubes and yet a day from laying.

           We should always allow the Greeks to instruct us. You may remember how the soothsayers came with their worry to the king when Oedipus was barely born and scarcely asleep in his cradle. They foretold what every father fears: your son will succeed you, and enjoy all you now enjoy, and possess, the love of your wife in her role as a mother; her breasts will be no longer yours, nor her caresses, nor her looks of love; your son's youthful vigor shall shade you and stunt your growth; and he shall slowly edge you into your grave with the negligent side of his shoe. In heed of these warnings, the babe was taken to the mountains during the night, his ankles pinned the way a skinned kid is trussed for the spit, and there he was abandoned in the belief that the cold wind would freeze his heart, and his lungs would expell his soul with their last outcry of breath; hence no human hand could be blamed by the gods for the child's demise.

           Of course the infant is rescued and raised by a shepherd who finds him in among the rocks or under a bush, or by an animal who takes him to her den (the stories vary), and he grows up in increasing puzzlement about his nature, because he doesn't resemble a wolf or a bear, or the parents who took him in. Twice an exile, first into life, as we all are exiled, then into another country, and now an alien among his so-called kin. Why wasn't he drowned in a butt of malmsey, a method favored by the English kings? or simply swallowed as Saturn swallowed his children, or the whale did Jonah, or Mr. Etna vain Empedocles?

           This becomes an important theme. The dead have relatives, sons have mothers, few expungements are really complete. Six million erasures, yet there were still more Jewish names. The mother arms the swallowed son with a dagger, and there in the darkness of his father's belly, center of his father's powers, he slits his way out while the Titan is asleep, or (the stories vary) the Titan is given an emetic and vomits the undigested boy, or a stone is substituted for the baby's body (stories vary), and stupid Saturn swallows that - not a recommendation for home cooking. In any case, the saved child seizes a sickle and cuts his father's cock, his father's balls off, and heaves them out an embrasure, over a parapet, across a cliff edge, into the sea. It is an instructive story. More morals than a Falwell sermon. The Greeks were great educators. Aphrodite, the goddess of love, rose from the ocean in the splash, and, blood borne, rode to shore on a shell formed from the foam of that fall. We could go on - it is tempting - but the tale would take us toward another lesson, rather than the one we are intent on now.

           Let us move, for a moment, from myth to history. You recall how the friends of Socrates had arranged his escape. Athens had no desire to make a martyr of a man who had practically pushed them into voting his execution. His enemies would be well-satisfied if the troublesome sage would go into exile like his protege, Alcibiades, and encourage the decay of some other city. Let the gadfly bite another rump. Here was one horse, at least, who was weary of being awake. But Socrates declined, nettlesome to the last, claiming, among other things, to be a son of the State, and unable to renounce his parentage. His arguments are interesting, although their reasons are hidden, and one of them can tell us something of what exile is. He claims, of course, to have gotten fair treatment at his trial. All he, or you or I, can correctly ask of the judicial system is that it give us our due, and Socrates felt that he had received it. If the umpire's call goes against him, he can't, then, take himself out of the game in a snit, a game whose rules he has accepted, and whose advantages he has enjoyed. Above all, exile is amputation, a mutilation of the self, because the society Socrates lives in is an essential part of his nature, a nature he cannot, now, divide. In short, he invokes three principles, none precisely put, but each profound: he affirms the importance of due process (which means he places a sound...
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