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ABSTRACT
SARAH GLASCO: Textual Games, Intertextual Readings: Ludic Dimensions in Story and

Style in the Works of Jean-Philippe Toussaint
(Under the direction of Dr. Yves de la Quériere)

Author of nine texts published by Editions de Minuit, Belgian writer Jean-Philippe
Toussaint emerged onto the literary scene with his first novel in 1985. From the beginning,
humor has been one of his trademarks, slapstick and crude at times, darker, more subversive,
and subtler at others. While scholars all recognize the presence of humor in his works, none
have really concentrated solely on this author’s novels with the depth that they demand in
terms of why they make us smile and even laugh. Hence, this is precisely what this diss-
ertation accomplishes. The focus revolves around all of the playful aspects of Toussaint’s
texts in order to show how the author, as he has stated himself, privileges style over story. In
the 1980’s and 1990’s, his works were often characterized as minimalist, and it is rather from
this perspective that so many studies have been published. However, as his writing has
evolved over the years, this description no longer seems to be valid in relation especially to
his most recent works. Thorough examinations of semantic and syntactic fields have been
initiated in this study in order to link the author’s ludic sensibilities to his style, despite the
fact that the content of the texts often contains much humor. Furthermore, the notion of
intertextuality as a ludic device as well as incongruities in both text and context are also

explored in detail. Toussaint alludes to numerous authors’ works, from Pascal, Flaubert,
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Gide, and Proust, to Apollinaire, Beckett, Nabokov, and Kawabata among others. Although
the stories themselves are often humorous on the surface, the vast pleasure of this author’s
texts resides in the writing itself, the narrative style and the dialogue between his and other

texts, details sometimes so subtle that they are easily overlooked.
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CHAPTER ONE
OVERVIEW OF THE AUTHOR AND HIS TEXTS

A. The Critical Consensus: Toussaint as Magister Ludi

Author of nine books all published by Editions de Minuit, Belgian writer Jean-
Philippe Toussaint published his first novel La Salle de bain in 1985." Cited often in works
on the French novel of the 80’s and 90’s, it is precisely these two decades that brought about
the recognition of this author in the forum of international literary criticism. How has this
author won acclaim in both critical and scholarly circles? Let us find out what drives them to
write about this and other relatively young writers at Editions de Minuit and what it is that
they are saying.

Scholars across the board mention the presence of all sorts of jeux—jeux langagiers,

jeux d’esprit, jeux de miroirs—to name a few, and most acknowledge their existence and

even use words such as ironic(al), comic(al), and humor(ous) specifically and somewhat

interchangeably to describe the author’s novels. For example, in her article on the author’s
first three works entitled simply “Jean-Philippe Toussaint,” Annie Pibarot explains that “Les
trois livres sont écrits sur le mode de ’ironie,” and later on writes that “1’auteur ironise et
s’amuse . . . ” (119). Then Pibarot adds that generally “Aux jeux et a I’ironie se mélent des

réflexions plus graves . ..” (120). Many critics also touch on linguistic, grammatical, and

' Seven of Toussaint’s nine works are subtitled “roman.” Autoportrait (a I'étranger), published in 2000, is one
exception. Most recently, La Mélancolie de Zidane, which came out on November 9, 2006, is a sort of mini-
chronicle based on true events of the 2006 World Cup soccer championship.



syntactical elements such as the use of parentheses, and yet for the most part any deeper
elaboration of these elements as ludic dimensions has been too casually glossed over. Indeed,
Toussaint likes to play textual games with double meanings, understatements, and
repetitions, among other things, and he is often cited for his use of ludic devices such as
irony, pastiche, and parody. Similarly, he often distorts conventional linguistic notions by
manipulating verb tenses, sentence structure, and punctuation. Overall, scholars seem to
agree that these texts make us smile, and often laugh; in fact, Leclerc goes as far to say in
“Autour de Minuit” that “Toussaint manie I’humour” (71). Yet, most critical commentary on
Toussaint’s novels focuses on more serious, often philosophical topics.” Are these smiles
motivated strictly by content-related issues of intrigue, or rather did we laugh in complicity
with the author as we understood and appreciated his jeux de mots or blatant grammatical
infraction? Scholars have likely avoided in-depth discussions of why these texts make us
laugh or smile, though, due to the simple fact that humor is subjective and thus impossible to
prove on a universal level.

Many critics also acknowledge the presence of allusions to other texts within the
author’s own texts citing Pascal in particular; however, the intertextual dimension is quite
rich and one that has scarcely been explored in this author’s texts. This will constitute the
other primary theme in the dissertation with discussions involving not only Blaise Pascal, but
also many other ground-breaking writers and artists such as Gustave Flaubert, Marcel Proust,

Guillaume Apollinaire, Yasunari Kawabata, Samuel Beckett, and Vladimir Nabokov, for

? For example, see Maryse Fauvel’s articles “Narcissisme et esthétique de la disparition chez Jean-Philippe
Toussaint.” [Romanic Review 1998 Nov; 89 (4): 609-20] and “Jean-Philippe Toussaint et la photographie:
Exposer le Roman.” [Romance Languages Annual 6 (1994): 38-42], and Dominique Fisher’s article “Les non-
lieux de Jean-Philippe Toussaint: bricol(l)age textuel et rhétorique du neutre.” [University of Toronto
Quarterly 65.4 (1996): 618-31].



example. Additionally, I will discuss these intertexts in terms of their playful relationship to
the text in which they are found as well as certain allusions’ ludic links to each other within a
single text. To put it concisely, it is my assertion that Toussaint’s use of intertextuality
constitutes ludic play, and it is this and other elements of ludic play that I will examine in
detail in this dissertation. To some, this author’s texts are extremely comical, while to others
they only elicit faint smiles. Thus, while it would be difficult to argue the inherent humorous
and/or comical nature of the texts since this effect would rely upon the reader reception and
interpretation of them, it is quite a feasible task to argue that Toussaint’s texts all encapsulate
elements of ludic play and then through careful analyses, elaborate on how this use of play
may translate into humor. In his thorough study The Comedy of Entropy: Humour/Narrative/
Reading Patrick O’Neill observes the following:
The relationship of humour, games, and play (as parole) within the discursive system
of ludic play (as langue) is dynamic rather than static, and any one of the terms of the
relationship can quickly metamorphose into either of the other two. Play and games
owe their difference to the presence or absence of a single game-constituting rule;
humour and the lusory to a single constitutive factor, the factor of observation. Games
and play, like anything else, can easily become forms of humour, while humour always
has an element of the lusory in it, whether as a form of play with the logic of the
everyday or, like all jokes, as a form of a game. All forms of play ... including humour,
make possible ludic pleasure; games make possible specifically lusory pleasure as well,
while humour similarly can provide both ludic and specifically humorous pleasure....
(84)
This author is particularly known for his absurd episodic stories; however, the linguistic play
and parodic elements, for example, may provoke laughter as well. It is for these reasons, I
believe, that Jean-Philippe Toussaint has experienced such widespread success in both the
mainstream public and scholarly circles.

As I just mentioned, most critics agree that Toussaint’s works don a tone full of

playfulness, and describe them as humorous, comical, and most notably ironic without



focusing on the works as such. However, it should be noted that a few scholars have emerged
in the past few years with works that do in fact focus on this playfulness and the author’s
overwhelming penchant for the ludic, most recently Olivier Bessard-Banquy’s book Le
Roman ludique. Echenoz, Toussaint, Chevillard. His discussion of the works of the three
authors more particularly revolves around the jeu, and the lexical field he chooses certainly

supports this idea, with adjectives such as ironique, comique, dréle, amusant, and rigolard,

for example, in circulation to describe these contemporary novels. While style does play a
significant role in this scholar’s work, he leaves Toussaint out of certain chapter discussions,
choosing to limit these sections to Jean Echenoz and Eric Chevillard. Two specific sections
include “Le jeu romanesque,” which is part of the larger chapter entitled “L’aventure
narrative,” and “Lettres vives,” which is part of the larger chapter “Pour une stylistique
hédoniste.” I would argue that Toussaint plays a significant role in Bessard-Banquy’s theses
and should not have been practically ignored in these particular discussions. In fact,

Toussaint is completely omitted from “Le jeu romanesque, which focuses on le noir as theme

and the genre of detective fiction. This would have been the perfect place to wax poetic on
Toussaint’s fourth novel, La réticence, in particular. This novel was a surprise to those who
had read his first three novels and thought they knew this author. It is not outwardly funny

like the ones before it and in terms of a jeu romanesque, this is exactly what La réticence

embodies, as I will show in chapter three of the dissertation. This text is a metaphor for
literary production in general and for the creation of his novel, which I will discuss in detail,
and the author said so himself in an interview with Michéle Ammouche-Kremers.’ Bessard-
Banquy comments that the act of writing itself encapsulates “un jeu pour le romancier

comme ’aventure I’est pour le héros . . .” (RL 103). He sums up this point accordingly:

3 See chapter three, section A.



Le jeu littéraire n’a pas pour fonction en 1’espece de divertir la critique ou de séduire
le lecteur mais bien d’indiquer la nouvelle importance de ’attitude ludique dans la
gamme des comportements contemporains. (RL 103-04)
The quotation rings so significant to Toussaint and more specifically to La réticence, so it is
baffling that he is utterly ignored here. Toussaint’s mystery novel is rather written in a
parodic mode, and readers discover at the end that there really is no mystery. While the
crimes in the novels of Echenoz and Chevillard are real in their respective fictive universes,
perhaps the reason why the scholar chose not to include La réticence here, these novels, like
La réticence, do embrace a more parodic view of literature. Indeed, all of the dark and
mysterious premises of La réticence turn out to be the quasi-paranoid wanderings of the
narrator’s mind. While murders really do take place in the novels of Echenoz especially, no
such crime occurs in Toussaint’s mystery. Nevertheless, his novel still portrays “la nouvelle
importance de I’attitude ludique dans la gamme des comportements contemporains,” as
Bessard-Banquy describes that of Echenoz.
Furthermore, Bessard-Banquy also almost exclusively privileges the works of
Chevillard and Echenoz in his chapter “Lettres vives.” The chapter commences as follows:
Echenoz et Chevillard, plus que Toussaint, aiment a soulever les jupes de la langue
pour voir ce qui se cache en dessous. Si tous les trois n’auscultent pas le corps de
I’écriture avec une égale ardeur, il reste bien que tous les trois de la méme maniére
congoivent la langue comme un extraordinaire terrain de jeux. (RL 109) [my
emphasis]
While Bessard-Banquy does credit all three authors with an equal penchant for play in their
texts, I must disagree with him on the point of unmasking language when he posits that
Echenoz and Chevillard are more interested in this than Toussaint. In fact, many of the

examples that he provides concerning the role of language in the works of Echenoz and

Chevillard can also be found throughout Toussaint’s novels. Perhaps the critic chose not to



cite them, so I will do so on numerous occasions in the chapters to follow. For instance, he
provides an example from one of Echenoz’s texts and describes his style in explaining that
“le mot et la chose se confondent” and that “le mot n’est rien s’il ne dit pas le monde” (RL
109-10). He concludes that in fact these two things [the word and the world] are so inter-
connected and indecipherable from one another that “il n’est pas rare d’assister dans les
proses d’Echenoz a la fusion pure et simple du langage et de I’univers” (RL 110). While this
description could be considered valid for Toussaintian prose and would be apparent as early
as the first page of his first novel as I will discuss in chapter two, a semantic investigation of
the first paragraph of La Salle de bain reveals that Bessard-Banquy’s argument is rather
vague. That said, one might be able, then, to apply his reasoning to just about any text,
thereby deflating the description that the critic uses to depict one of the uniquities of
Echenoz’s works. At any rate, Bessard-Banquy also cites examples from Echenoz’s texts that
demonstrate astute word play and characterizes them as follows:
Les jeux de mots, & commencer par les assonances cocasses ou les allitérations
alertes, peuvent néanmoins parfois se donner pour ce qu’ils sont, ¢’est a dire un clin
d’ceil poétique, un moyen ludique de rappeler au lecteur que 1’écrivain reste conscient
des mots qui sont les siens ... (RL 112).
The texts of Toussaint, however, can all easily boast such witty and/or nuanced word play as
well, and so the fact that he is not even mentioned or quoted here seems a bit skewed. In La
T¢lévision, for instance, there are many poetic lines throughout the text, some quite complex
such as triplets of alliteration and assonance that occur simultaneously, for example, “un pale
plateau en plastique” and “un beau bol blanc.” In brief, it is not until the end of this twenty-
page chapter (and even then, only for two pages in a discussion subtitled “Une précieuse

trivialit¢”’) that the scholar so much as glosses over our author in his discussion of linguistic

games. While he concludes that everything in “I’esprit echenozien” is potentially a pretext



for “une dérive rhétorique” and “un décrochage stylistique” (112), one could easily conclude

the very same about I’esprit toussaintien, especially in a novel like La Télévision, which

places the writer and the writing process in the foreground of the story.

Given these factors among many, I am proposing a more profound detailed study of
literary style and narrative technique in the author’s texts. I will give consideration to not
only possible evolutions in narrative technique but also the idea of intertextuality as a ludic
device in order to show how the intertextual references do not merely stand alone, and that it
is their organization and mingling with other allusions that gives them their inherent ludic
quality. At any rate, Bessard-Banquy undeniably attributes the most time to discussions of
the works of Jean Echenoz, which seems understandable perhaps since Echenoz’s ceuvre is in
fact much more vast; however, in large part this scholar cites mainly Toussaint’s first two
novels La Salle de bain, and most notably Monsieur while L appareil-photo, La réticence,
and La Télévision are certainly much less often cited, only a few times each at most. Finally,
though, I should note in all fairness that since Bessard-Banquy’s book was published in 2003,
he did not have the opportunity to study Autoportrait (a [’étranger) in depth nor the author’s
subsequent text in particular, Faire [’amour, which I examine in great detail in chapter four.

Indeed, I continue to accentuate that perhaps more than anything else, critics seem to
agree that Toussaint’s works are humorous and full of jeux de mots, for instance. However,
many are either unable, or simply do not choose, to articulate specifically what embodies this
humor because, as I stated earlier, humor is subjective. Readers often smile with clear

affirmation, or in other cases, with perplexity, thus the terms play and playful are more

logical descriptors. That said, playfulness (not just humor) is often acknowledged in the

author’s works, but rarely elaborated upon in much detail, especially in the form of semantic



and intertextual games specifically. For instance, in Bertrand Westphal’s “Le quadrillage de
I’aréne: Temps et Histoire chez Jean-Philippe Toussaint” he writes that time and history in
particular reside not so much in profundity as they do “sous un voile ludique” (119).
Westphal also believes that considering history in these works is inevitably done through
“I’optique apparemment drolatique” (120). This scholar, then, like so many others,
acknowledges the ever-present playfulness while concentrating on other topoi.

Warren Motte in particular is most notably a specialist of Toussaint’s works and
recognizes humor as a dominating characteristic therein as well. Although this scholar
focuses on minimalism in his article “TV Guide,” he describes La Télévision as “droll” from
the start and the narrator as “a most reluctant hero, engaged in a comically unequal struggle
with his own constitutional penchant for passiveness....” Moreover, after ten pages of
focusing on banality, alienation, and cultural survival, Motte does conclude that though the
novel may tell a dark story on the one hand, “Toussaint packages it in a wrapping of
comedy” (539). He explains his reasoning:

From the beginning, humor has been his signature, a puckish, absurdist sort of humor

that leavens even the most dire of the traumas that assail his characters. In La

Télévision, the comic dimension of Toussaint’s discourse is closely organized and

framed as a structural principle, because Toussaint stages his novel—and the capital

issue of writing itself—very deliberately as a game. (539)

What Motte seems to be suggesting in this article whose focal point is minimalism is that if
we took the comic elements out of Toussaint’s texts, they would collapse. Despite the fact
that most scholars downplay the ludic dimensions, Motte acknowledges that they play an
integral role in this author’s work. While I certainly agree with this notion, I should point out

that the ludic dimensions embody not just the isolated comical comments of the narrator that

Motte cites, but also and more notably the various stylistic elements, linguistic play, and



semantic fields, for example. The stories as a whole are not necessarily comical, that is to
say, there is no consistent trajectory of humor regarding the plot in the novels; it is rather that
they are made up of random comical anecdotes and situations, often disconnected from what
could be considered the concrete plot of the novel. The author comments on this in an
interview with Laurent Hanson, asserting that “comme il n’y a pas d’histoire, il ne reste que
I’écriture.” He further explains this rationale:
Dés lors qu’il y a une histoire, elle fait passer I’écriture au second plan comme un
moyen. S’il y a une histoire forte, fortement charpentée, qui avance et puis tout ¢a...
I”écriture n’est qu’un moyen plus ou moins efficace qui fait suivre cette histoire et le
lecteur est entrainé dans 1’histoire. Si I’on enléve cet élément, il ne reste que
I’écriture, et c’est 1I’écriture elle-méme qui va faire avancer. L’intérét viendra de
I’écriture. Et un livre qui n’est pas porté par une histoire est plus difficile a
appréhender parce qu’on tombe tout de suite sur I’écriture. Il y a beaucoup de lecteurs
qui refusent, parce que ¢a ne les intéresse pas de se pencher....
This commentary will prove particularly pertinent to the author’s eighth novel Fuir, which I
will touch on briefly in the conclusion to this dissertation. Some of the author’s most notable
techniques such as incongruity, which will be discussed in a moment and explored further in
the chapters to come, certainly reinforces dramatic (often anti-climactic) function.* On the
one hand, he tends to present the reader with a situation that leads one to expect a certain
event or new character, for example, as a natural follow-up, but he leaves the reader hanging,
and this never happens. On the other hand as I will later show, often when a situation seems
to gain momentum and the reader witnesses what may be deemed concrete action, a scene

that is actually going somewhere, Toussaint introduces an interruption without fail, and the

scene is thus abruptly and permanently halted. In sum, all the scholars I just cited touch on

* Of course, it should be noted that even Toussaint’s use of suspense and drama is more often than not presented
in the parodic mode, another ludic dimension that I will explore.



playfulness in their articles, but moreso at the level of story, and therefore this is still not the
main point of their arguments.

B. Tracing Toussaint’s Literary Associations: the case of minimalism

Earlier I discussed critical acknowledgement of the author’s works as character-
istically playful while focusing on other topics, with Motte in particular having focused on
the notion of Toussaint’s texts as minimalist. In “Mininalism as Postmodernism: Some
Introductory Notes,” Kim Herzinger posits that minimalist fiction is “relatively plotless” and
“concerned with surface detail, particularly with recognizable brand names” (73). > Toussaint
undeniably describes objects right down to their physical material, be they “en metal,” “en

2 ¢¢

plastique,” “en vrac,” or “en verre,” for example. Moreover, in L ‘appareil-photo alone, the
narrator mentions such brand names as Volvo (14, 51), Campari (19), Mars, Nuts, Milkyway,
and Crunch (29), Nescafé (11), Tuborg (43), Mammouth (54), Volkswagen (51), and Shell
and Total (73). Ginette Michaud notices in the minimalist texts of the 80’s that “ce qui frappe
surtout le lecteur dans les descriptions ... c’est la maniére dont ces divers[es] [choses] sont
traité[e]s, c’est la maniére dont le statut du détail lui-méme se trouvera peu a peu modifié
jusqu’a devenir 1’un des traits caractéristiques de son écriture” (72).

Fieke Schoots illustrates varied minimalist aspects that she sees in Toussaint’s works

such as “la briéveté [of the novels], la sobriété [of tone] et la simplicité [of sentences],” but

> Characterized by a minimalism in not only plot, as well as a prolific penchant for the smallest and most banal
details, Toussaint elaborately describes objects and clothing down to the smallest particulars in order to accent-
uate a certain sense of minutia in his novels, seemingly in the spirit of Balzac. However, what differ-entiates
this author in this arena from the great masters and admitted influences Balzac, Flaubert, and Proust, for
example, is indeed the whole reasoning behind all the description. Schoots reiterates that “le retour a la narr-
ation n’implique pas un retour au récit naif de Balzac” (EM 54). While these authors used description to explain
their characters and no detail was ever left unresolved or purposeless, Toussaint does not seem to carry the same
intentions with him in his writing. In short, it often seems that our author gives the reader an infinite amount of
details, which otherwise might not be furnished in more conventional story telling, while he simultaneously
excludes the larger and seemingly more important details of the plot. He often leaves out details that the reader
anticipates but will never receive, and this discrepancy constitutes a major characteristic in all of his works.
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especially “I’absence de conjonctions causales a tous les niveaux du récit.” As a result of this
absence she writes that “I’arbitraire s’affiche comme le principe organisateur de la narration”
(EM 56). Indeed, our author favors ellipses and gaps in the so-called storylines such that the
organization of the text seems arbitrary on the surface, which is likely his playful intention.
However, this organization constitutes a major characteristic of his writing technique, and as
an author who privileges style over story, nothing is really arbitrary. Schoots’ character-
ization in particular suggests a minimalism in both content and style. Sparseness of action
and thin plots are accompanied by brief simple sentences, and the author does indeed
describe everyday objects and clothing down to the most minimal and banal details.

It will become more and more evident that this description no longer fits, and that
with this evolution in style, all three elements of language, story and style can be even more
playful. ® While the brief simple sentences were certainly indicative of Toussaint’s first two
novels at the beginning of his career, one could already detect a distance emerging from the
stylistic minimalism by his third novel in terms of sentence structure, for example. Sentences
went from a basic construct of simple subject, verb, complement, period, to paragraph length
fragments divided by commas, relative pronouns, and present participles. These sentences
became so long and complex that they simultaneously and paradoxically sped up and slowed
down the reading. Initially, on the one hand, the reading is accelerated because with no

periods in sight there is no place to pause for reflection. On the other hand, however, the

reading is slowed because these sentences are so lengthy and fragmented that by the time the

% From a more historical perspective, critics quickly cited this author’s works, along with the works of many
other contemporary authors published by Minuit, as hailing from a new school of literature, which they called
Le ‘nouveau’ nouveau roman. The name was coined for these contemporary works’ similarities to the new
novel and its authors from the 50’s and 60’s such as Robbe-Grillet, Sarraute, and Butor. However, the
contemporary authors tend to reject this categorization and have never banded together as a movement as the
previous generation of writers is supposed to have done. There is no sense of solidarity among them, even
though they are working for the same publishing house.

11



readers reach the end, they must go back to the beginning in order to remember what the
original subject and verb were as well as grasp the more general sense of the thought being
expressed, which is one place where Toussaint acknowledges Proust in particular.

At any rate, whether Toussaint’s sentence structure and language, for instance, are
simple or seemingly more complex, these stylistic elements often directly reflect what is
going on in the content, a prime example of Riffaterre’s theory of context and effect, which
will be discussed in the chapters to follow. That is to say, if sentences are brief and language
seems empty, this often embodies a reflective device used to portray banality in the content.
By the same token, if Toussaint writes paragraph length sentences with little room to pause
through syntax, he may well be relaying something chaotic in his text. Bessard-Banquy
credits Echenoz with this technique, but Toussaint uses it, too. Minimalist or not, the relation
between story and style, this theory of context and effect, constitutes yet another one of his
ludic devices. Besides, as we will discover by the end of the dissertation, the term
minimalism seems to represent a category that has become useless in the recent years, at least
as regards Toussaint’s works.

C. Deciphering Stylistic Traits and Narrative Techniques

Let us now reveal some of the narrative resources and stylistic traits that are repre-
sentative of the ludic dimensions in Toussaint’s texts. The author’s texts often function like
mirrors that invert or reverse previously perceived images. They also attribute an enormous
amount of descriptions to modern objects, thus their marked comparison to the new novel,
and clearly mark this author as one of contemporary times. Moreover, as I will examine in
this dissertation, this author’s texts revolve more around disjointed anecdotes than the unity

of a single, well-developed plotline precisely because the author wishes to accentuate style
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over story. He affirmed this himself in an interview with Arnaud Moulhiac when he said that

“tout ce qui se rapproche d’une histoire fait oublier le style ou la dimension poétique et méta-

physique de la littérature, qui sont pour moi I’essentiel. Et pour qu’ils soient au premier plan,

il ne faut pas que I’anecdote capte toute 1’attention.” Here, then, are some of the most

remarkable traits among the author’s stylistic resources as they relate to ludic interpretations:

1-

He disappoints expectations in falsely signaling another event that would seem to
add depth to the plot but never happens, or by playfully creating an anti-climactic
effect from an unexpected outcome.

He has a penchant for incongruity and the saugrenu, which often results in these
smiles of perplexity that I will mention from time to time . The humor is a very
uneasy one, and thus the reader may laugh either without knowing why, or
perhaps feeling that laughter is not an appropriate response given the context of
the situation with which the author presents us. This is indicative of black humor
and the author’s subversive sensibilities.

From semantic and syntactic points of view, his texts contain tic-words, adjectives
and adverbs for the most part, which become suspect due to their frequent use.
While the term tic has psychological connotations since representations, like fixed
ideas, may tend to dominate a writer’s thought processes and therefore be
repeated with the obsessive frequency of a nervous tic, my viewpoint is that the
author is in fact in control of these words and uses them to over-emphasize tone to
the point of playfulness. That said, the texts routinely contain repetitions, jeux
langagiers, and blatant grammatical infractions, for example. The author’s

language is often much more poetic than he is given credit for, boasting rich
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alliterative plays in particular. Even if he may be making a game out of this poetic
language, it is nevertheless stylistically motivated.

4- The texts all make frequent use of parenthetical comments, favor an indirect
discourse with interior monologues over the use of direct quotations, and contain
familiar language and even swear words that serve to establish quickly a seem-
ingly intimate or overly familiar relationship between reader and narrator,
comfortable and desired or not. Some of the most humorous moments can be
found in the parenthetical comments.

5- Toussaint often alludes to other texts in the form of direct references as well as
more subtle implications. Sometimes these allusions are isolated instances, while
at other times the intertexts weave a complex web of thematic and linguistic
undertones often signaled by specific semantic fields. This offers the careful
reader a richer experience and attests to the author’s sophisticated ludic sensi-
bilities.

Now that I have sketched out some of the main stylistic characteristics of Toussaint’s texts,
let us take a few examples that we may relate to the ludic dimensions so commonly cited in
previous works on his texts. While I will touch neither on every characteristic cited above
here nor every text, they will all be addressed in detail in the chapters to follow.

Jacques-Pierre Amette describes La Salle de bain in particular as “quelque chose qui

n’est ni une chronique ni un roman, mais une histoire picaresque version compact, un bric-a-
brac d’émotions et de détails saugrenus, une sorte de miracle qui tient sur le ton et non pas

sur I’histoire” (72). On that note, our author often inserts something saugrenu into any scene,
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which results in incongruity. This also introduces a disjointed element to the established tone,
thereby altering it playfully. Some examples in La Salle de bain include the following:

Tendant un bras vers le lavabo, je I’invitai [Kabrowinski] a prendre une serviette.
Plutot la jaune, I’autre était sale. (SB 14) [my emphasis]

La laine était douce, sentait bon. Je mis les chaussettes propres, le calegon neuf. Je me
sentais bien. Je trainai quelque peu ainsi dans la chambre; je tirais sur 1’élastique de
mon slip, lisais les notices punaisées sur la porte, les consignes de sécurité, le prix des
chambres, du petit déjeuner. Revenant vers la table, j’enfilai mon pantalon et remis
ma chemise sale qui puait aux aisselles. (SB 54-5) [my emphasis]
In the second passage in particular, the vacuity of this banal scene is comical enough, but the
concrete ludic quality bursts forth in the last sentence, which is also the last sentence of the
paragraph. There, it is the juxtaposition of the dirty smelly shirt with the clean socks and the
new underwear that elicits a smile or a laugh. The details such as the linen smelling good, the
narrator feeling good, the dirty shirt that “puait aux aisselles,” as well as the nonchalance
with which the narrator pulls on the elastic of his underwear while reading the information on
the back of the hotel door further enrich the ludic character of the passage. And it is not just
the phrase “puait aux aiselles” in its entirety that renders this scene funny but also the
specific use of the verb puer, which is very brash and familiar. This author’s passages are
carefully crafted in order to demonstrate not only the esprit ludique that dominates each text
but also the intimate tone the protagonists establish.

The narrator of this first novel also likes to mock, and thus the author’s playfulness is
not merely limited to a simple humor that immediately provokes laughter. He often juxta-
poses the mundane with the tragic and often introduces incongruities that come off as
inappropriate. This is certainly true of the quote above, *“j’enfilai mon pantalon et remis ma

chemise sale qui puait aux aisselles.” This technique serves to reinforce the malaise of the

reader and makes us question these feelings of perplexity that surface in reading the texts.
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Patrick O’Neill characterizes laughter in one sense as “malicious joy” and writes that people
sometimes laugh because they are tickled, embarrassed, terrified, “and in all sorts of
situations that cannot be comprehensively accounted for by theories of humor alone” (37).
He makes a point of further arguing that “humour [does not] always make us laugh: one
person may become helpless with laughter at something that another person — or even the
same person under slightly different circumstances — may only smile at, or register
unsmilingly as vaguely amusing, or simply just not find funny at all” (37). Mocking is one
form of derisive humor that may elicit this so-called malicious joy. It seems unkind, and yet
sometimes we laugh. Some feel guilty for laughing while others remain unphased and feel no
moral dilemma in their complicitous laughter.

In La Salle de bain particularly, the Belgian narrator mocks the French on various
occasions. He encounters a French couple in the hotel where he is staying during a trip to
Italy. He explains that “Parfois, au détour d’un escalier, il m’arrivait de croiser le couple de
Francais™ and that one day “Malgré I’heure matinale, a peine assis, ils entreprirent de
converser” (SB 58). Here the comment is amusing in itself because the narrator mocks them
for their lack of spontaneity. He then directly inserts this parenthetical comment: “(c’était
stirement des Parisiens de longue date)” (SB 58). He tells us that “Ils parlaient de beaux arts,
d’esthétique” and that “Leurs raisonnements, absolument abstraits, me paraissaient d’ une
suave pertinence.” Finally, he remarks that “S’exprimant en termes choisis, I’lhomme
déployait une grande érudition, ne manquait pas de cynisme” and that “Elle, elle se
cantonnait a Kant, se beurrait une tartine.” The narrator so comically concludes that “La
question du sublime, me semblait-il, ne les divisait qu’en apparence” (SB 58). This passage is

extremely playful with the jeu de mots “se cantonner a Kant.” This sentence is amusing
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because of the contrast of the intellectual topic of Kant with the banality of the simultaneous
action “‘se beurrait une tartine.” The narrator implies in his characteristically deadpan manner
that these people are boring and pretentious. The sarcasm inherent in the last lines of the
passage is also humorous. He could not care less about “leurs raisonnements” but so
comically and sarcastically criticizes them as having “une suave pertinence.” He utterly
mocks their pseudo-intellectualism.

Then, while watching a soccer game at the hotel bar, he flings another insult at the
French when he evokes the final match-up that “opposa la Belgique a la France” (SB 84). He
reveals that “De¢s la premiére série de lancers, mon peuple, trés concentré, prit facilement
I’avantage sur ces maladroits de Francais” (SB 84). Again, the narrator openly makes fun of
the French.” The declaration “mon peuple” is intriguing from a structural point of view
because up to this point in the novel, we likely assumed that our narrator was French.
Therefore, the discovery this late into the text that he is Belgian is an amusing surprise. Since
this was Toussaint’s first published novel, even scholars and the public probably did not yet
know that the author himself was Belgian.

Many of the traits that characterize Toussaint’s literary style and narrative technique
can be found in his first three novels. The first book I ever read by Toussaint was not in fact
the author’s first, but rather his third, L ‘appareil-photo, published in 1988. This novel is
undeniably comical and obviously contemporary with all the references to popular culture
strewn about, and thus perhaps for these reasons, even the first-time reader of this author or a
reader who may not have any background in literary theory or philosophy is able to enjoy his

books. Toussaint waxes poetic on the ideal reader, explaining simply that “Le lecteur idéal

7 Here we have a Belgian making fun of the French, but one more often hears about the French making fun of
Belgians. It should be noted that Belgian jokes are sort of the French equivalent of Polish jokes.
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est celui qui aime ce que je fais et que mes livres rendent heureux” (29). Moreover,
“Beaucoup de choses sont effectivement préméditées,” says Toussaint in an interview with
Michele Ammouche-Kremers, but further insists that “ce n’est pas non plus un jeu a décoder.
Certains éléments intentionnels sont toutefois intéressants [...] Tant micux si on [les] voit
mais cela n’a pas d’importance si on ne [les] remarque pas” (31). On the whole, these
statements suggest the multiplicity of ways that one may approach his texts, and yet are
likely expressed tongue-in-cheek. Although the author has quickly become a staple in
discussions of contemporary French literature in scholarly circles, indeed he appeals to a
much wider audience that can take his books at face value and appreciate them for just that.
In an article about L ‘appareil-photo entitled “Le nouveau «nouveau roman»,” Amette also
describes Toussaint as an author who “[pratique] . . . «le monologue intérieur visuel», genre
délicat qui vient a la fois de Joyce, de Beckett, de Claude Simon, mais, plus haut, d’un
certain Marcel Proust . . .” (10). Indeed, Toussaint seems to acknowledge Proust through
some of his writing techniques; however, our author is the first to admit the overwhelming
influence that Samuel Beckett most notably had on his writing when he was much younger.
In an interview with Jean-Louis Tallon in November 2002, the author explained that after
having read Dostoievsky’s Crime and Punishment and before writing La Salle de bain,
“[son] plus grand choc littéraire fut la découverte de 1I’ceuvre de Samuel Beckett.” He
elaborated this further, accentuating that “C’est [1’ceuvre de Beckett] pour moi LA grande
influence littéraire. J’ai lu toutes ses ccuvres et me suis mis a écrire comme lui, a étre
influencé par son style, au point d’en arriver a une sorte d’impasse toute ‘beckettienne’
(rires) de I’écriture.” He added that fortunately he was able to sufficiently “digérer 1’ceuvre

de Beckett, au bout de deux ans, en trouvant dés La Salle de bain [sa] propre voix et [son]

18



propre style.” Even though he has been able to get past his apparent obsession with Beckett,
the influence lingers, and our author has scattered allusions to the works of his literary idol
throughout his own novels, and this will be illuminated in some of my discussions on
intertextuality in the chapters to come. At any rate, the author himself also confirms a
definitive evolution in his writing with the publication of La réticence in particular. He
explained his thoughts on this novel in an interview with Laurent Hanson:
La réticence, c’est une expérience intéressante qui s’écarte un peu de la ligne mais
qui me permet d’avancer. Je vois ¢a comme une évolution. L’ensemble de ce travail,
depuis le début, est une recherche. Je ne sais pas ce que je recherche, mais c’est une
recherche. Donc, j’avance. Il y a une évolution. Je me sens beaucoup plus a 1’aise
avec ’écriture qu’au début.
An exploration of this initial departure of sorts from his first years of publishing will be

presented in chapter three of the dissertation.

D. Establishing a Ludic Lexicon: exploring some terms behind the playful aspects of
Toussaint’s texts

Critics of Toussaint’s novels have evoked such terms as humorous and even comical
when describing various aspects of the texts, as I mentioned earlier.® In this section, I will
touch on several terms that we will encounter throughout the dissertation and thus the need to
lay down some basic characterizations regarding these particular ideas and theories is essen-
tial. These terms, which are all interconnected, include the following: incongruity,

saugrenu, black humor, and intertextuality.

¥ It would be a lengthy task to throroughly examine and distinguish these two terms, which are often used inter-
changeably (and thus perhaps confused), and this is certainly not my intention. What I affirm, however, is that
the common link among them is indeed their inherent playful character. O’Neill cites Freud’s work Jokes and
Their Relation to the Unconscious and his attempts to distinguish what is humorous from what is more con-
cretely comical. O’Neill writes that according to Freud, the comic “[provides] relief from what Kant called
‘strained expectation’” while humor “[provides] relief from the need to feel sympathy” (107). He concludes that
“the comic is discovered, is limited to human beings and their environment, and needs a victim” while humor
“is also discovered, specifically in situations where sympathy was felt to be called for but proves not to be
necessary, and needs only one person, namely the humorist, the observer” (107).
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One of the characteristics that constitutes a major force in the ludic ambiance of the
novels is certainly the use of incongruity. O’Neill insists that incongruous juxtapositions
“[are] central to all our notions of humour” (108). He then inevitably must ask: “But what is
incongruity?” (108) To this he responds as follows: “In a universe without perceiving
subjects there could be no incongruity, for incongruity is a function of perceived deviation
from an accepted norm” (108). In short, it is the embodiment of two things that seem to
oppose one another, and these incongruous elements may be characterized as inconsistent or
out of place and even inappropriate or absurd. Incongruity is also a central characteristic of
black humor, a technique often used in literature of the absurd, in which characters cope with
events and situations that are simultaneously comical, brutal, and horrifying.” Toussaint’s
texts do seem to embrace a darker humor, as we will see in the dissertation, especially in
chapter four with my in-depth examination of the author’s seventh Minuit publication, Faire
[’amour.

Incongruities can be found throughout all of the author’s texts, and examples can be
cited at the levels of language, story, and style in general. Although it may be central to
humor as O’Neill suggests, incongruity is not necessarily synonymous with humor.
Nevertheless, juxtaposing inconsistent and/or absurd linguistic, contextual, and stylistic
elements is absolutely playful. Whether we laugh or not, whether or not this ludic effort is
transformed into something more humorous or comical, depends on our ability or willingness

to play along, to play the game the author may be proposing."

? As O’Neill points out, black humor seems to be characterized by a lack of certainty and a feeling of insecurity.
His study discusses this characteristic absence and bypasses the ambiguities of the term black humor in order to
detail more specifically what he calls entropic comedy and humor.

' To this effect, no matter what potential for humor exists in any literary text “as a result of its linguistic being,”

explains O’Neill, “this potential will remain unrealized without the reader who ... switches it on” (120). For
more intriguing and in-depth perspectives on reader reception, see Roland Barthes’ The Pleasure of the text and
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Directly related to and used hand in hand with incongruity in Toussaint’s texts is the

concept of the saugrenu. Saugrenu is an adjective in French that conveys something that is

absurd, ridiculous, or even of a shocking strangeness. It embodies something that seems quite
simply out of place in its context. Toussaint likes to insert absurd elements that may often be
characterized as saugrenu in his texts and in turn juxtapose the given context with these
elements so that they become incongruous, often inappropriate and out of context. The effect
is often a certain degree of dénivellation, or a downward slope, an unevenness that occurs in
the text be it related more to content or form. It should be noted that the French language is
much more attached to the idea of consistent levels of speech, hence the effectiveness of
dénivellation in a French text. Basically, these ideas of incongruity, the saugrenu, and
disappointed expectations all encompass approaches to contrast, and contrast is a stylistic
device commonly seen in the works of our author, as I will show. It can certainly also form a
comical device.

The most intriguing game of all in Toussaint’s texts to my mind, and one that
especially relies on the reader’s ability to perceive the often elusive allusions, is that of
intertextuality. His stylistic pastiches as well as allusions to other texts, be they concrete
references or subtle allusions, one-time mentions or themes interwoven throughout, create a
rich and complex subtext underneath the main story line. As Tiphaine Samoyault points out
in her book, intertextuality is an historical notion created to relate inherited literary discourse
and modern writing practices. This notion finds its foundation in the idea that texts are
constantly in movement, that is to say, whether we realize it or not, we take into account our
own literary experiences and combine them with each new text that we read. While the idea

is not really new and can be traced back to Baudelaire’s Palimpsestes, for example, and other

Umberto Eco’s The Role of the Reader: Explorations in the Semiotics of Texts.
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authors’ texts from long ago, the term intertextuality was coined by Julia Kristeva who was
really borrowing the idea of new texts dialoguing with old ones from Mikail Bakhtin’s
concept of le dialogisme. Bakhtin’s primary emphasis in his theory of dialogism was that the
conscious is incessantly filled with exterior elements, ingredients brought by others and
necessary to our creations and accomplishments. Roland Barthes and Michael Riffaterre also
published seminal studies on their ideas of intertextuality. For Barthes, texts are not
authorities but rather circular: according to his line of thinking, it is impossible to live outside
a text. Riffaterre’s notion of intertextuality revolves around the concept of reception and the
perception of the reader. He calls the effect of reading an intertext, which he distinguishes
from the term intertextuality. He posits that an intertext represents the continuation of a work
by the reader and sees the text more as an ensemble of presuppositions of other texts."!
Every author, whether intentional or not, is affected by every literary work he or she has ever
read, and thus these influences surface in their own literary works in the subtlest allusions to
the most obvious citations. Culture is also inextricably embedded in literature. Knowingly or
not, writers use intertextuality as a means to show what they want to show be it because they
find it impossible to concretize the conceived idea or simply because they consciously
believe that by mimicking the style of another or referencing an established icon, the reader

will better relate to their project.

"1 also briefly cite Genette in this dissertation for his contribution to the study of intertextuality, but he studies
it in more specific terms, suggesting that the general notion of intertextuality has several subdivisions. In his
seminal work Palimpsestes, he speaks of intertextuality in terms of several other types of textual transcendance:
architext, metatext, paratext, hypotext, and hypertext. According to Genette, a hypertext is defined as “tout texte
dérivé d’un texte antérieur par transformation simple” (16). He also characterizes a hypertext in particular as
one in which “la présence effective d’un texte dans un autre” exists, especially as with parody and pastiche.
While Genette’s distinctive divisions of intertextuality only seem to repeat what Kristeva studied, his notion of
a paratext is intriguing and original. He characterizes paratexts as the presence of subtitles, prefaces, post-faces,
footnotes, and dedications, for example, within a literary text.
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If we recall the mention of Kant just cited in an example from La Salle de bain in the
previous section, for example, we could relate intertextuality to Kant’s notion of the sublime.
In Le postmoderne explique aux enfants, Lyotard writes that literature and modern art find
their reason in the esthetic of the sublime. He interprets it as developing through a conflict in
the ability to conceive something versus the ability to present it. He describes this as the
insufficiency of demonstration, writing that one may be able to conceive of an idea of reality
while at the same time unable to reproduce it outside one’s own mind. This is where the
sublime comes in and masks the unshowable through such forms of expression as allusions.
In alluding to the works of others, we can rely on previously accepted words and/or ideas in
order to get our own across. Scholars of intertextuality assert that every text is historical in
this way, leaning on the writings of its predecessors, and as Lyotard posits, naming some-
thing and repeating it legitimizes the new text and gives it an identity, something that readers
can grasp and understand.

According to Samoyault, parody in particular transforms a previous work “soit pour
la caricaturer, soit pour la réutiliser en la transposant,” nevertheless, “qu’elle soit trans-
formation ou déformation, elle exhibe toujours un lien direct avec la littérature existante”
(38). Genette contends that parody constitutes one of the main forms of intertext-uality and
that its intent is either to be ludic and subversive, or to admire. Either way, Genette’s
etymological breakdown of the word parody according to Samoyault “met I’accent sur
I’opération de dérivation dans laquelle le texte antérieur est, d’'une maniere ou d’une autre
reconnaissable...” (38). In studying Toussaint’s texts, the allusions must be recognized by
the reader in order for the game to be reciprocal. The intertextual references as parody,

subversion, or homage, for example, are all nevertheless ludic once the reader discovers
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them, and it will be my job to pinpoint these intertexts in order to analyze in detail their
playful relationships to the text as a whole, and even to each other as the case may be.
Playing games garners reader involvement, and this is all part of Toussaint’s ludic landscape.

E. Organization, Methodology, and Assertions of this Doctoral Thesis

All in all, T am proposing a much more detailed and categorical study of literary style
and narrative technique in the author’s texts, and I will accomplish the following:

1- This dissertation will initiate detailed semantic and syntactic examinations in the texts
on a level significantly more profound than is evidenced in any previous studies of
this author’s works in order to extract the ludic undertones inherent therein. I will
argue that this author’s playfulness in all its layers is inextricably related to his
narrative technique and the stylistic choices he makes.

2- 1 will use a methodology that revolves around stylistic examinations with the task of
exposing the ludic dimensions within them in order to suggest that minimalism is not
always the appropriate terminology to describe Toussaint’s style. When this author
first emerged in the literary forefront of French literature, his writing was so often
described as minimalist. It will become more and evident that this description no
longer fits and that with this evolution in style, all three elements of language, story
and style can be even more playful. As I will show through careful semantic and
structural examinations, this author’s later texts especially are often quite far from
being minimalist as framed according to the terms on pages 10-12.

3- T will give consideration not only to possible evolutions in narrative technique but
also the idea of intertextuality as a ludic device, not just the author’s memory

(subconscious or not) of literary, scientific, philosophical, and artistic texts of the
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past. Instead of just quoting examples of word play, for example, and announcing
briefly that yes, Toussaint’s novels are playful, even funny at times, I will dissect the
ludic elements and analyze the language. I will also study the language and style of
the intertextual references and the allusions themselves in detail in order to back up
the claim that the playfulness in the texts is indeed semantically, stylistically, and
intertextually motivated.
In brief, this dissertation will revolve around all of the author’s ludic sensibilities: therefore, 1
will deal with not only concrete humor regarding the stories themselves, but also and more
importantly the overwhelming presence of stylistic play in the form of semantic games,
syntactic games, and intertextual games. The dissertation will be divided into three main
chapters. Chapter two will cover Toussaint’s first years of publishing with a discussion of La
Salle de bain, Monsieur, and L appareil-photo. Chapter three will then entail an exploration
of the author’s next three publications in order to illuminate an evolution in his style. While a
main component of my thesis revolves around the idea that Toussaint privileges style over
story, this notion will especially come to the forefront in chapter three, which covers La
réticence, La Télévision, and Autoportrait (a |’étranger). Finally, this textual and contextual
evolution reaches a new height with the publication of the author’s novel Faire [’amour in
2002, to which I will dedicate the whole of chapter four. I will then continue to examine this
evolution in a brief discussion of Fuir, which was published in 2005, with some concluding

statements to finish in chapter five.
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CHAPTER TWO
THE FIRST YEARS: LA SALLE DE BAIN, MONSIEUR, AND L’APPAREIL-PHOTO

A. Introduction to the texts

The first three novels published by Jean-Philippe Toussaint by Editions de Minuit, La
Salle de bain, Monsieur, and L appareil-photo were published in 1985, 1986, and 1988
respectively. These novels quickly established a name for this young Belgian author, and
scholars began to study and write about his works. The first three works certainly share a vast
number of attributes, namely, the presence of an anonymous young male protagonist whom
the reader may find completely alienated from society as well as the abundance of slapstick
humor and elements of the saugrenu. Duplication and repetition occur on both a narrative and
thematic level. Incongruity abounds, and in many scenes throughout Toussaint’s texts it is
impossible for the reader to find a mood or unified tone because of interruptions. These three
novels are riddled with digressions, diversions, and various discontinuities that serve to
confuse the chronology of the text, thereby disorienting the reader. Furthermore, incongruity
is without a doubt one of Toussaint’s most frequently used techniques. It serves as the
foundation for many of the interruptions that occur in his texts, as well as the key element in
disappointing the expectations of the readers, deceiving any anticipation about what will
happen in the texts.

While concrete slapstick humor and elements of the saugrenu are not the only things

at issue in these texts, they play an integral role when it comes to masking some of the more



subtle stylistic elements. Many of the games that scholars cite, as [ mentioned in the
introduction to this dissertation, revolve around plays on words and allusions to other texts.
Not only will the presence of semantic and syntactic games be discussed in relation to
incongruity in these three texts, but also intertextual games, since this author often alludes to
other texts within his own. This is a complex and abundantly ludic trait of his work, one that
has scarcely been cited and certainly not revealed in any detail with the exception of the
obvious relationship between La Salle de bain and Blaise Pascal’s Les Pensées.

La Salle de bain tells the story of a twenty-seven year old young man, the protagonist
and narrator of our tale. It is divided into three brief sections based on the Pythagorean
theorem: Paris, the hypotenuse, and Paris. This narrator lacks motivation in life, and the
novel opens with his decision to retreat to the bathroom for an indefinite period of time. He
moves himself in, transporting all of his books there and turning the bathtub into his
permanent lounging place, even his meditation space as my semantic investigation of the
opening scene will show in a moment. He does not work, and with his wife Edmondsson
only working part-time at an art gallery, one wonders how they are able to get by. One also
wonders how his wife is able to endure the perceived laziness and pathetic state of her mate,
and yet, she humors and supports him. Despite the banality of his life and the story we are
reading, his general musings do make us smile if not for their concrete humor, then for their
utter absurdity. He is after all in a bathroom and the bidet, for instance, already leaves room
for elements that are saugrenus as we shall also see in a moment.

In the second part of the novel, the narrator leaves the bathroom. He escapes to Italy
without his wife. She eventually joins him, but the trip neither begins nor ends well: the

narrator is annoyed constantly by Edmondsson’s desires to visit tourist sites because instead
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of playing tourist, he just plays darts in his hotel room. In somewhat of an unexpected twist,
he ends up wounding her by plunging a dart into her forehead, a possible allusion to the life
of William S. Burroughs.'? This wound subsequently lands Edmondsson in the hospital. This
chain of events stuns our protagonist and his tenderness and attention to his wife are notable
after this trauma. Despite his concern for her wellbeing, however, she returns to Paris
unaccompanied. The narrator needs her, though, and cannot subsist in Italy alone after all. In
the third and final section entitled Paris, just like the first part, the narrator has returned to
Paris and asks Edmondsson if he may return home after all that has happened. She says yes,
and then a peculiar thing happens: we see him leaving the bathroom again after apparently
having passed another significant block of time there as a recluse, an amusing testament to
the cyclical nature of his life. Although the story itself is undeniably banal, the details of it
are often humorous, and many of the playful elements of this and Toussaint’s other texts
reside not so much in the stories themselves, but rather in the little details that otherwise
seem insignificant to any plot development and in the writing style itself. These character-
istics along with an underlying ambiance of existential angst intertwine and play off of each
other just enough to capture the curiosity of the reader and even make him/her laugh out loud
at times. Thus, despite the surface simplicity of the story and the brutal banality of the plot,
numerous deeper layers exist at the levels of semantics, style, and subtext, and these are

precisely what I examine in this chapter.

2 Born in 1914, William Seward Burroughs was a writer of the Beat generation. His semi-autobiographical
stories generally dealt with his homoerotic urges and drug use, his most famous work being Naked Lunch. After
fleeing from the law to Mexico for his drug activities, he showed off his marksmanship to some of his friends
by doing his “William Tell act.” His common-law wife, Joan Vollmer Adams, placed a glass on her head and he
killed her with one shot.
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In like manner, Monsieur tells the story of a young man who shall remain nameless
throughout. He is the main character of this novel, but this time, the story is told by a third
person narrator. This is the only one of Toussaint’s eight texts that is not narrated in the first
person. Truly, nothing happens in this novel. We know that Monsieur used to have a fiancée.
We also know that he works for Fiat-France and seems to have a relatively prestigious
position, but we really do not witness him working. We also realize that much like the
narrator of La Salle de bain, Monsieur is restless and will go to great lengths to avoid reality
and confrontation. The novel oscillates between two main scenarios. Firstly, we often see
Monsieur switching apartments several times to avoid a situation with which he is annoyed
but lacks the courage to be honest about. Secondly, we see Monsieur actually getting reeled
into the situations he tries so much to avoid, like helping type a neighbor’s book on
mineralogy. This does not sound like the stuff of great intrigue and adventure, but suffice 