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ABSTRACT from

EXILE AND THE POET
A study of the theme of exile in the poetry of

SAINT-JOHN PERSGSE

by

John Roger Graham Little

Against a background of the geographical removes in Alexis
Leger's life, solitude and its variations are traced through
the work of his alter ego, Saint-John Perse. Exile is seen
as a constant in the human condition of which artists have
become increasingly aware since the Industrial Revolution.
Beyond reference, through sympathy, to other literary and
historical exiles, Perse expresses the concept through images,
examples of which (salt, trees, the sea-shore etc.) are studied
in detail to show how they become the 'objective correlatives'
of the theme safeguarding the poet against abstraction. The
dialectic of exile shows particularly in the image of the
threshold, expressed in various spatial and temporal terms,

which is seen as fundamental to both Perse's mode of thinking



and his poetic, the very precariousness of the here and now
heightening awareness. An encyclopaedic vocabulary and verbal
ambiguities both reflect this preoccupation in their different
ways. Exile is the gap richly filled by Perse's twofold
attention: to the world around him and to the language through
which he communicates his experiences. A study of the wealth
of his observation and poetic techniques therefore derives
directly from the theme and, by showing the positive pole,
defines it by contrast. Thus various paradoxes, both bio-

graphical and poetic, are resolved through the key images of

exile used by the poet as mediator. Staticity is compensated
oy dynamism; deprivation by enthusiasm. Exile precedes
exhilaration.

Appendices include early articles by Perse not previously
reprinted or mentioned in bibliographies, and a listing by

category, with definitions, of his rare and technical terms.
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J. R. G. Little, "Exile and the Poet: A study of the theme of

exile in the poetry of Saint-~John Perse'

CORRIGENDA

Since the completion of this work, ii. Leger has confirmed the
writer's doubts about the attribution to him of the article
"Le 'représentant du Midi'". The principal deletions listed

below are in respect of that item.

p. 25, 1. 9 for every literary device read every vestige of
literary device

p. 43, 1. 2 for maythology read mythology

p. 43, 1. 9 for Neiges read Neiges

p. 54, last 1. for if read of

p. 55, 1. 2 for metyphysical read metaphysical
p. 55, 1. 8 for wandered read wanderer

p. 72, 1. 17 for les read des

p. 77, 1. 11 for metyphysical read metaphysical
p. 86 Delete footnote 1.

p. 89, n. 2, 1. 1 for Anabase read Anabase

p. 125, 1. 13 for Vents read Vents

p. 132, 1. 3 for curruption read corruption

p. 142, n. 2, 1. 3 for Mongue read monique
p. 147, 1. 15 for dialectique read dialectiques

p. 154, 1. 2  for Vents read Vents

p. 160, n. 2, 1. 1 for Notably by Henry read Notably Henry
p. 161, 1. 13 for leat read least

p. 176, note, 1. 5 for that read than

p. 199, 1. 19 for metyphysical read metaphysical
p. 251, 1. 12 for Perse's read Perse
p. 265, 1. 16 for asujettis read assujettis



for north read North

p. 282, 1. 2

p. 282, 1. 4 for attentions read attention

p. 305, 1. 2 for tranquility read tranquillity

p. 306, 1. 5 for occuring read occurring

p. 313, 1. 11 for harnassed read harnessed

p. 329, 1. 2 for vois read voie

p. 338, title for Epiloque read Epilogue

pp. 360-363 Delete in toto.

p. 403 Delete entry '"Le 'représentant du Midi''".

p. 419 Delete entry Aicard, Jean.

p. 420 Delete entry Aréne, Paul.

p. 423 Delete entry Daudet, Alphonse.

p. 429, s.v. Neiges for 44 read 43-4

p. 431 Delete entry "Le ‘'représentant du Midi'".
J. R. G. L.

Southampton, 30th December, 1969.






§ 1

INTRODUCTION

Les maitres-mots du poéte,
« « o 11 faut les faire
sonner avec leurs plus
lointaines harmoniques.

Mikel Dufrenne

(Le Poétique, p. 74).




Eloges. Exil. Two titles crucial in the poetry of
Saint-John Perse.l Two themes equally crucial to an under-
standing of his work. "The theme of praise, which in Saint-
John Perse's poetry has always alternated with the theme of
exile, has become more pronounced in his later works.”2 The
welter of praise sung in Amers, however, owes much of its
positive nature and unremitting power to the negative pole of
political exile which had preceded it. The same pattern is
also true of the earlier Eloges, filling the gap of a less
well documented and in some ways less comprehensible sense of

exile, that of the poet's childhood in the West Indies.

What follows is not a psycho-analysis of the man but
rather an analysis of the poems. Apart from points of

reference, the subject is Saint-John Perse and not Alexis

lUnless otherwise specified, reference is made to Perse,
Qeuvre poétique, édition revue et corrigée, 2 vols. (Paris
1960), which contains the bulk of Perse's poetry to date.
Both for ease of reference to other editions, however, and to
avoid the proliferation of footnotes, quotations in this study
from the poems will be followed in the text by the title, with
section and canto as appropriate.

2C. A. Hackett, Anthology of Modern French Poetry, "Intro-
duction to the second edition'" (Oxford 1964), pp. 1-1li.




Leger. It hopes to show that exile is the "commun dénomi-
nateur thématique"lnecessarily preceding that of praise and

in consequence more fundamental to an understanding of Perse's
poetry. Being poetry, the concept of exile is presented
mostly through concrete imagery, and the various connected
images will be studied in due course. The principal "modu-
lation" of the theme,2 the central image most fully and most
consistently expressing in its various manifestations the
notion of exile, will be shown to be the threshold. As such,
it clearly does not correspond to a recognisable Freudian or
Jungian complex, nor may one associate Perse's highly conscious
art with the primitive indifferentiation of Lévy-Bruhl's

participation mystique. It is closer to Bachelard.

Le théme personnel s'écarte du complexe en vertu

de sa spécificité méme. Il se situe en dega du voca-
bulaire universel des pulsions et des complexes, tel
que les freudiens l'ont patiemment constitué. I1

définit une couche différente de significations impli-
cites, couche plus personnelle, dosée d'une infinité
de structures et de nuances.

lJean-Paul Weber, Domaines thématiques (Paris 1963), p. 27.

2”Nous entendons par modulation, tout analogon du theme,
en d'autres termes, le théme symbolisé" (ibid., p. 9).

5

Id., Genése de 1' eeuvre poétique (Paris 1960), p. 1l3.




The ramifications around the image of the threshold as exile,
with all its insecurity, its "in-between' twilight connotations,
strongly support the idea that Perse displays a strong mytho-
poeic sense.l His communion with natural phenomena, primitive
in the best sense, finds a highly sophisticated and articulate

voice in his poetry.

v

The poet's position as mediator between fundamentals and
his reader is in itself strength in his solitude.

Ecrire, c'est entrer dans l'affirmation de la
solitude ou menace la fascination. C'est se livrer
au risque de l'absence de temps, ol régne le recommence-
ment éternel.

For the knowledge of the recurrences, the rhythms
and seasons of life--a knowledge almost essential to the
attitudes of courage and patience in misfortune and of
temperance in prosperity--we depend upon participation
in a moral and psychological tradition conveyed through
the great images of tragic poetry and myth.

lGabriel Bounoure rightly differentiates this, in his
term le sacré, from the mere trappings of mythology when he
writes of Perse: '"Le sacré est partout dans cette oceuvre, mais
tout laicisé, et tout en poésie. Pas de mythologie, pas de
surnaturel." ("Saint-John Perse et l'ambiguité poétique,"
Cahiers de la Pléiade, X, été-automne 1950, 108). (This very
important volume will henceforth be designated CP, X.) The
obsolete definition of "mythology'" in the SOED is also fruit-
fully castigated by Kathleen Raine, Defending Ancient Springs
(Oxford 1968), § 7 "On the mythological,'" pp. 123-133.

2Maurice Blanchot, L'Espace littéraire (Paris 1955), p. 24.

5Maud Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns in Poetry (London 1934),
p. 85. Cf Mircéa Lliade, Le Mythe de 1l'éternel retour (Paris
1949).




It is remarkable that in the threshold, Perse has chosen--or
perhaps instinctively homed on--an image conveying ideas both
of exile and of mediation. The poet's inevitable solitude
as a prerequisite of his function therefore supports the
particular poignancy of political exile in Alexis Leger's
life, and validates autobiographical references for a wide

audience.

It has been said that ''la poésie est destinée a 1l'éloge,
non au dénigrement.”l Perse's desire to call his poems
Eloges ("Ce titre est si beau que je n'en voudrais jamais
d'autre, si je publiais un volume--ou plusieurs"z) tallies
fully with such a view of poetry as well as with the particular

3

content of his own writings. With this view and its realis-

ation, "un choix fondamental . . . de dénombrer tout ce qui

lRoger Caillois, Art poétique (Paris 1958), p. 118.

2Quoted in André Gide, '"Don d'un arbre," CP, X, 26.

3Cf "Je voudrais étre né dans un temps ou n'avoir a
chanter, poéte, que, simplement en les dénombrant, toutes

les choses. -- lMon admiration se serait posée successivement
sur chacune et sa louange l'elUt démontrée; c'en elt été la
raison suffisante.'" André Gide, Les Nourritures terrestres

in Romans (Bibliothéque de la Pléiade), p. 225.




existe au monde de singulier, de précieux et d'irremplagable,”l
is connected Perse's linguistic interest. The wealth of his
vocabulary is matched by the sheer prowess of many of his
techniques.2 Both are undoubtedly evidence of a sense of
creation by the Word similar to that expressed in the Bible
or, to quote an example closer to Perse, by Claudel:
Ainsi quand tu parles, O poéte, dans une énumération
délectable
Proférant de chaque chose le nom,
Comme un peére tu l'appelles mystérieusement dans son
principe, et selon que jadis

Tu participes & sa création, tu coopéres a son
existence !

Some of the sacerdotal qualities assumed by late nineteenth
century poets have thus remained with Perse, though typically
he traces such assumptions back to their origins in other
charismatic figures like the shaman, but he for his part is
neither exclusive nor oracular. What he retains is rather a

hieratic sense of order and a ceremonious use of language.

lCaillois, op. cit., p. 53.

2.’o‘ee Caillois, Poétique de St.-John Perse (Paris 1954),
passim, and § 11 below.

3Cinq Grandes Odes: "Les Muses'" in Oeuvre poétique (Bibl.
de la Pléiade), p. 230. Cf "Appelant toute chose, je récitai
qu'elle était grande, appelant toute béte, qu'elle était belle
et bonne.'" Perse, "Pour féter une enfance,'" II.




If he is the medium he is in command of his material as far
as it is humanly possible. "L'écriture médiumnique”l where
human control is lost may be a powerful image of inspiration,
but inspiration (like sincerity) is no guarantee of a good
poem.2 Maritain's high estimate of Perse is based on a

3

radical misconception of his poetry. Similarly his distance

from surrealism--unspecified by Breton when he called Perse a

lPerse, Oiseaux (Paris 1963), p. 24.

2”L’lnsp_lratlon ad elle seule ne suffirait pas a faire un
/grand poéte/." (Claudel, '"Introduction & un poéme sur Dante'
in Oeuvres en prose (Bibl. de la Pléiade), p. 422). Cf Mikel
Dufrenne, Le Poétique (Paris 1963), p. 116: "Si l‘inspiration
ne garantit rien et pas méme sa propre authenticité, c'est que

par elle-méme elle n'est rien ou plutdt ne fait rien." Simi-
larly ”/51ncer1tx/ is a sine qua non that at the same time
guarantees nothing." (Jtravinsky, Conversations with Igor

Stravinsky (London 1959), p. 107). Cf Roger Caillois, Voca-
bulaire esthétique (Paris 1946), p. 41: "Il est impossible de

décider si un écrivain est sincére ou non. J'ose, pour ma
part, m'en réjouir. Car, a supposer qu'il le soit, son aeuvre
n'en tirerait aucun avantage."

3

See his Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry (London 1954),
pp. 77-78 where Perse is listed among those who have allowed

"the pure, free, and immediate passage into the work, of the
creative intuition born in the depths of the soul." Again,

pp. 261-262, one reads: "With Saint-John Perse . . . the
intellectuality of the word is treasured only as a richer and
more pungent vehicle of the subconscious rush of poetic know-
ledge."







certant, etc. But hence too his remarkable understanding of

men with a similar grandeur d'ame.

His qualities as man and poet are perhaps not those in
vogue. He has been called an '"untimely poet.”l But if his
work has more affinity with apollonian than with dionysiac
poetry, the undercurrent of exile is very much, though not
exclusively, a thing of our times. A brief analysis of the
increasing consciousness of exile and sensitivity to it will
help to situate both the man and the poet in relation to the

present study of the theme of exile in his work.

lArthur J. Knodel, Saint-John Perse (Edinburgh 1966),
p. 168.
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Exile is not a new phenomenon, nor are the ideas of
solitude, transience and insecurity products of the twentieth
century. There is an ''éternité de l1l'exil dans la condition
humaine”l of which Perse is fully aware. Yet it seems that
since the Industrial Revolution there has been an increase in

the intensity of a thinking man's awareness of the condition.

One might well find material for comparisons with Perse
in studies of poets from Alcaeus to du Bellay, from Li Po to
Dante, from Ovid to Jouve. But there is some danger in
accepting the notion of exile as an undifferentiated universal.
The Old Testament Exile, for instance, does not share the meta-
physical overtones of the Greek tradition which gradually
sophisticated the Judaeo-Christian view.2 A group exile,
especially one showing such fundamental solidarity, cannot
share the qualities of individual exile. What is more, Yahweh

was '"with" the Israelites in Babylon: the state and its

lPerse, quoted by Pierre Mazars, "Une journée a la villa
'Les Vigneaux'," Le Figaro littéraire, 5 Nov. 1960, 5.

2"Ce qu'ils Zies Grec§7 ont eu intensément, c'est le
sentiment de l'exil, le sentiment que l'dme est exilée dans le
monde. C'est de chez eux qu'il est passé dans le christianisme."
Simone Weil, Sur la science (Paris 1966), p. 24l.
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spiritual leader had simply shifted ground under external
pressure. Such an exile may therefore be termed merely
""geographical''. With the Platonic idea, retained essentially
by Stoics and Gnostics alike, that we are only '"strangers and
sojourners'" in this world, an important extra element is intro-
duced. We are all exiles on earth, and are conscious of the
fact to a greater or lesser degree according to our particular
sensibilities. Paradoxically this may therefore mean that
when an individual is deprived of state and lares for whatever
immediate political reasons, he may draw some consolation from
the metaphysical or spiritual exile which he shares with all

mene.

The position is further complicated by hypersensitivity
and by a subtle combination of pressures conspiring to give an
individual a sense of solitude or of being pursued although no
geographical move occurs. The sense of exile is no less real.
The increasing privileges, and corresponding burdens, allotted
to the individual with the development of the Industrial Revo-
lution modified the relationship between a man and the state.
More than anything else, it is the sense of alienation that

increased, with a collateral increase in schizoid symptons.
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Expressing a communist's view of the capitalist middle classes
boosted by the Industrial Revolution, he adds: '"Psychasthenic

.. . . . . 1
neurosis is a characteristic bourgeois disease."

Through the artist's capacity to express and so to
crystallise what his human sensitivities perceive and experience,

this mal du siécle has been very fully recorded. Some, a

Rousseau or a Lamartine, paid considerable attention to it,
but it inevitably permeates every form of expression. Living
fully in the present involves by definition being haunted by
the Zeitgeist. But if the first stage of the reaction was
maudlin and self-pitying, a more positive and virile period
followed. With Baudelaire came a clearer recognition of the
dilemma of man in an urban civilisation, and while he made some
defence against its encroachment he made in return a contribution
to its richness. At the same time, however, appeared a profound
and irreconcilable ambiguity in the very condition of the artist.
Les années situées alentour 1850 aménent la conjonction
de trois grands faits historiques nouveaux: le renverse-

ment de la démographie européenne; la substitution de
1l'industrie métallurgique & l'industrie textile, c'est-a-dire

lCaudwell, op. cit., p. 230.
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la naissance du capitalisme moderne; la sécession
(consommée par les journées de juin 48) de la société
frangaise en trois classes ennemies, c'est-a-dire la
ruine définitive des illusions du libéralisme. Ces
conjontures jettent la bourgeoisie dans une situation
historique nouvelle. Jusqu'alors, c'était 1l'idéologie
bourgeoise qui donnait elle-méme la mesure de l'universel,
le remplissant sans contestation; 1l'écrivain bourgeois,
seul juge du malheur des autres hommes, n'ayant en face

de lui aucun autrui pour le regarder, n'était pas déchiré
entre sa condition sociale et sa vocation intellectuelle.
Dorénavant, cette méme idéologie n'apparait plus que

comme une idéologie parmi d'autres possibles; 1l'universel
lui échappe, elle ne peut se dépasser qu'en se condamnant;
l'écrivain devient la proie d'une ambiguité, puisque sa
conscience ne recouvre plus exactement sa_condition.

Ainsi nait un tragique de la Littérature.

The fundamental fragmentation of art had begun in earnest.

The private worlds of experimentation in literature, and
particularly in poetry, in the latter part of the nineteenth
century went to extremes of non-communication through literature,
an insoluble paradox, or to variations of didacticism.2 The
failure, on his own terms, of Mallarmé, the reduction to silence
of Rimbaud, are expressive of a search into the solitary

recesses of a hypersensitive individual. The poet as high-

 Rolana Barthes, Le Degré zéro de l'écriture (Paris 1964),

p. 553.

2See Caillois, Babel (Paris 1948), passim, and Louis Allen,
"The Contempt of Literature," Essays in Criticism, V, 1955, 229-
241.
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priest, the poet as geographical or social exile, the poet as
drug-addict and so on may have extraordinary perceptions, may
be explorer or escapist, but ultimately it must be admitted

that these attributes in themselves are totally irrelevant to

literature. Like integrity and sincerity, they are a guarantee
of nothing. Poetry consists of words, and aspires, in however
concentrated a manner, to communication. So the poet's greatest

efforts will, at best, be directed towards finding a language
appropriate in all respects to the communication of his exper-

iences, however complex. Whether l'exil or le royaume is

dominant, neither can be expressed to the exclusion of the other:
both elements must be present in some measure for a true picture
to emerge.l The negativity of exile must be balanced by the

work of the poet.

In discussing the theme of exile in Saint-Joln Perse, there

are various paradoxes to be resolved. Some of them have already

lSo Camus attempts to balance the notion of the étranger
against, for example, the lyrical '"'mediterraneanism'" of the
end of L'Homme révolté, & "La Pensée de midi" (in Essais, Bibl.
de la Pléiade, pp. 700-709).
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comprehends the solitude of kings.l

Even his childhood in an island demi-paradise had left
him conscious of his separation from the world, a feeling
heightened by the fact that to reach even Pointe-i-Pitre meant
crossing water, and heightened further by the wretchedness of
the town itself when one arrived, so different from the tales
told of the cities in the mother-—country.2 Saying this does
not preclude a full enjoyment of immediate surroundings. But
each geographical remove, from Guadeloupe to France, France to
China, later to the U. S. A., increased the sense of separation
because of lived experiences, while at the same time increasing

correspondingly the opportunity to make a summa of those same

experiences. The context of Perse's life cannot fully explain,
however, an attitude which must be partially innate. A man of
1

Cf "Ce n'est pas la perte de leurs biens qui accable les
réfugiés, mais celle de leur identité." (Ghita Ionescu, "Intro-
duction & un essai sur 1'influence des exilés politiques au
A4éme siécle" in Salvador de Madariaga: Liber amicorum (Bruges

1966), p. 340.

“ite Leger readily confirmed these ideas about his island
upbringing at our meeting in August 1966. To locate the island
of Saint-Léger-les-Feuilles (of which Saillet (p. 134) doubted
the existence), a map showing the "Ilet & Feuille" belonging to
the Leger family will be found at Appendix A below.
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honour and discretion, Perse is generally recognised as being
inscrutable, and he enjoys the enigmas of inscrutability. He
keeps his distance to keep his liberty: "La politesse n'est-elle

pas encore la meilleure formule de liberté?”l

Some closer examination of the idea of solitude seen
through the poems against a more detailed background of aspects
of the poet's life is now in order. A study of the major
ingredients of exile, displacement and solitude, physical and
metaphysical, will reveal important image patterns and suggest
outstanding sensitivity to man's present condition and to an
expression of it through language. Firstly, however, one
needs to see certain echoes of other literary exiles and see

Perse's "elective affinities' in this field.

lPerse, "Fragments d'une lettre privée de Saint-John Perse
&4 Archibald MacLeish (1942)'", CP, X, été-automne 1950, 155.
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A writer feeds on other writers' work, though decreasingly
shows it as he establishes his own style and gains maturity as
both person and artist. Perse's mature work appears unusually
free of literary references, however 'literary' (with '"the
limitations, and the virtues, which that word implies”l) his
approach to poetry. Yet there is little doubt that in the
later, longer poems, Perse feeds at times on himself. Phrases,
concepts and rhythmic cadences from earlier poems are taken up
for expansion, concision, elucidation or modification. The
principal study of influences, the delight of the sourciers,

a study not only unflattering but totally irrelevant from the

poet's point of view, is largely restricted to the early poens.

Certain aspects of the influence exerted on Perse by
Baudelaire (and therefore Poe), lallarmé, Rimbaud, Laforgue
(and so Whitman), Claudel, Valéry, Jammes, Gide, Fargue,
Larbaud and so forth, as well as by Father Diss, have been

dealt with in more or less detail, and no attempt to investigate

lHackett, Anthologye.., pP. 291-

2For a neat and witty castigation of influences, see C.
Day Lewis, The Poetic Image (London 1947), p. 15.  For another
relating directly to rerse, see Arthur Knodel, Saint-John Perse
(Edinburgh 1966), p. 11.
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tbeir influence will be made herc. Note has also been talien
of the influence of writers of classical antiquity, and wild
suggestions nade that Leger read Chinese, ancient liebrew and
Egyptian texts in the original, as well the Ureek and Latin
witi wiichi he is certainly fooiliar. If none of the proposed
rclationships tlrows light on lerse's meaning or poetic method,
and “ew of them so far have, the suggestions rewain sterile.
and the separation of influence from afflinity and from chaace
sinilarity is often conjectural. Even the cereful tracing

of a source, with a lengthy cxposition of the Lypothetical
processes which took place between the 'source' and 1its

! roduct',l often leaves one wita the disappointed question:

"t alors ?..."

Cne is therefore thrown back on the poetry, and this is
as it should be. It is not that Perse necessarily owes less
to other vwriters, but that he Las assinilated their influence
wore co~pletely, and achileved a more original synthesis. The

’

remarzable achicvement of the Images a Crusoé, for example,

1. . . . Ca

such, for instance, as is offered regarding the iniluence
of Zaudelaire's "Une Charogne' on Kloses, »III, by lechthild
Cranston, "La R&éverie vers l'enfance dans l'euvre d'Azollinaire,
rerse et Char," unpubl. thesis, Univ. of California, sSerkeley

1966 (ref. 66-8294), pp. 88-91.



25

written when Leger was seventeen years old, is that they
preficure the later poems both thematically and stylistically
to an extraordinary degree, and even beside them scarcely seem
to be juvenilia.

The whole of Images & Crusoé is already a poem of
exile, the exile sulfered by a boy who had to leave
behind a shimmering tropical paradise and acclimatize
himself to the provincial towns of southwest France.

This saie theme, stripped of every literary device, is
developed even more poignantly in Pour féter une enfance,
composed in 1908.

The literary device, the one feature which really distinguishes

1.a-es a Crusoé from the mature opus, is the use of Robinson

Crusoe as a persona with whom Perse identifies himself to avoid
the directly autoobiographical. The device will later be
transferred to men of action who also have to wrestle with the
problers of leadership and solitude but are drawn from real
life, and with whom the poet will always be present in the
poens as a separate character. More often than not, then,
reference is wade to historical people rather than fictional
characters, action, for Perse, speaking louder than words.

If, like osabur, it is someone ''qui vét la robe du pocte entre

deux grandes actions viriles'" (Exil, VI), so -uch the better.

lKnodel, p. 19.
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work, which however rare are not entirely negligible. They
are nonetheless integrated into his poems with increasing

subtlety, so that never again, after Images & Crusoé, does one

see a literary figure overtly woven into the fabric of a poemn.
And yet by tracing the pattern of references in Exil, for
example, hinting at Jason and l.oses, as clear a parallel to

the poet's own circumstances may be discovered as that offered
by Crusoe. It is one way among many of presenting a general
human problem in terms of the particular. A study of certain
literary references in the Exil tetraloyy may consequently serve
as an example of Perse's mature usage, admittedly fragmentary
and often hypothetical, of other instances of exile to parallel
his own, and way indicate at the same tine the limited way in
which such a study can help towards an understanding of the

work.

Sosquet restricts the possibility of a biblical influence
to a general tonal echo:

Son éducation catholique lui a certainement ouvert
l'accis de la Bible, et quelque chose du ton biblique
a pu lui demeurer familier. Dans le Livre de 1l'Exode,
notamment, des récits comme celui du passage de la lier
Rouge, par leurs vertus épigues et par répétition de
certains mots, se développent selon un mode gqul n'est
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first time that the poet has had the biblical exodus in mind
if the inlerpretation which Lurciaux suggests for the following
lines from Anabase, VIII, is correct:
Nos compagnons ces hautes trombes en voyage,
clepsydres en marche sur la terre,
et les averses solennelles, ¢'une substance

merveilleuse, tissées de poudres et d'insectes, qui
suivaient nos peuples dans les sables...

Unce these points of reference are established, other
words and phrases assume an added significancc. The plagues
of Egypt are obliquely echoed in '"les pestilences de l'esprit"
(Exil, II) and later in "la fin des grandes épidémies" (Exil,
VI). The word for plague in French translations of the Bible
however is plaie, which occurs in the opening section: "L'été
de zyrse alguise ses fers de lance dans nos plaies.! But the
sense would have to be stretched too far for one to read more
than 'wound' into such & context, even if one considers that
the zrrow-heads of the gypsuw: summer could recall Moses' rod,
and the 7ext line refer to his choice of the desert and freedon

as opposed to subservience in uwgypt: "J'élis un lieu flarrant

l s . . . o
"I1 Lrerse7 peint en une seule lrsage la manne nourricilere

et la colonne de nuées qui précédaient Moise." (Christian
Murciaux, Saint-John Perse (Paris 1960), p. 103, and see also
p. 17.)
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et nul comme l'ossuaire des saisons." Moses' rod wight more
appropriately be recalled in Pluies, VI, when the leader is
left to his loneliness:

Un Pommne atteint de telle solitude, qu'il aille

et qu'il suspende aux sanctuaires le masque et le baton
de commanderient !

Such an assimilation of lioses to the fizure of the Leader,
Szint-John Perse's alter ego, would tally with similar characters

in other poems, notably with the irince in La Gloire des Rois

and Anabase, and would clearly not be out of place. Certain
other detuils serve to support the notion without reducing it
to triteness. At the very end of the long list of those whon
Ferse honours as "Irinces de l'exil" in Exil, VI, comes "celul
a ¢ui 1l'on montre, en trés haut lieu, de grandes pierres
lustrées par l'insistance de la flamme..." In a position of
such inportance, introduced by a series of references to preat
books and the calculation of religious festival dates, this
phrase, if taken as an allusion to lioses on Mount Sinai,
srovides a culainating point for the. pattern here suggested.
L'sternel dit a Moise: lionte vers moi sur la
montagne, et reste la; Jje te donnerai des tableus de
pierre, la loi et les ordonnances que j'ai écrites

pour leur instruction. . . . L'aspect de la zloire
de 1l'Eternel était coinne un feu dévorant sur le sommet

de 1a montagne. (Exodus 24, 12 & 17)
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One of the instructions received by lioses on this occasion
concerned the building of the tabernaclc altar:

Tu feras l'autel de bois d'acaciz; . . . Tu feras,
aux quatre coins, des cornes quili sortiront de l'autel;
. s
et tu le couvriras d'airain. (Exodus 27, 1-3)

In oxodus 30, 3, the metallic covering is no longer brass, but
gold, and it becomes clear that '"the horns of the altar'" have
a specicl sacred quality. Sacrifices made on them have a
particular significance, as is evidenced by the offering
requested as an atonement for sin in Exodus 29, 10-14 and

30, 1C. The meanin:; of the sentence in Lxil, II, "D'autres
saisissent dans les teuples la corne peinte des autels," will
be dealt with when other biblical references are considered.
Suffice it to say that this image evokes the isolation and
courage of the loses-figure who is partly assimilated into the

poet himself. In the closing section of the Poéme a 1'Etrangere,

1t is tie poet who wresents himself finally as the potential
leader and liberator:
pour délivrer a fond d'abime le peuple de vos lampes,
« « « je m'en vais, 0 mémoire! & mon pas d'homme libre,
sans horde ni tribu, parni le chant des sabliers...

The situation, and especially the resonances of the closing

word, sabliers, cannot help recall the poet, or lioses, standing
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be found in classical as opposed to Judaeo-Christian mythology

and see how the field of reference broadens in another direction.

Just as the biblical exodus in no way pretends to exwnluin the

tetralogy, but illustrates the central concept, so Jason does

not hold the key to «

complete understznding of the poems, but

adds a further element to the complex image structure.

The one unecuivocal evocation of the voya ;e of the Argo
L _

occurs in Nciges, III, with the mention of 1'Oiseau du Phase.

However awry early lreek mytholog

the namnes of Jason and Medea are

-

River Plasis. It was at Phasis

bewitciing wryneck down to Medea

burning, =according to Pindar's fourth Pythian Qde.

ical geography may have been
irrevocably linked with the
that Aphrodite sent the

to keep her love for Jason

Perse is

iznown to have been acquainted with this work both from the fact

that he presented his copy of the rare 1814 Oxford edition to

Claudel when they met in Hamburg in 1912,2

from the translations

lA concise account of the Jason-i.edea story will be found
in Robert Graves, The Greek liyths (ilarmondsworth 1960), §¢ 148-

157.

under the title "ilements of the

My study of the porallelicm with the Argonautica appeared

Jason-redea nyth in wxil by

Saint-John Perse' in ‘LR, LXI, 1966, L22-425.

et

2See Perse, "Silence pour Claudel,” NRF sept 1955, 387-391

and Charpier, p. 38.
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of Pindar which Perse is known to have made but left unpublished,l
and from the mention made in Oiseaux, 12.2 The wryneck was
spread-eagled on a wheel, or a firewheel, and its close associ-
ation with the reward of a golden ball which leaves a fiery
trail like a meteor when thrown in the air, and with which
Aphrodite bribed Eros, may have prompted the line at the beginning
of Exil: "L'astre roué vif sur la pierre du seuil." In view of
the poet's denial that the poem alludes to the French Resistance
movement, the idea that this star broken on the wheel is re-
stricted to the swastika of Hitler's Germany may be disregarded
for the moment. The effect of the image is twofold: the ele-
ment of torture is apparent, but the association of fire and
love underlines the importance of the threshold, mentioned
eleven times in the tetralogy. It lies at the critical point
between two worlds:

Le seuil est & la fois la borne, la frontiére qui

distingue et oppose deux mondes, et le lieu paradoxal ou
ces mondes communiquent.5

lSee Bosquet, p. 105, and E. Noulet, Le Ton dans la poésie
de Saint-John Perse (Bruxelles 1969).

2Oiseaux, p. 32.

3Mircéa Eliade, Le Sacré et le profane (Paris 1965), p. 24.
See ¢ 7 below for a general discussion of the image.
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Here these worlds are specifically the 01ld World which has been
and the lew World where the Host offers refuge. The image

similarly leads both ways.

"Constellations labiles" and "1l'hyade pluvieuse!" (Exil,
1V) are other astronomical teriis used in the poem. The latter
provides an introduction to the idea of rain from which the
second poem will be expanded, but it is the former which is of
particular importance for the wresent theme, since, if labile
is taken not only in its obvious astronomical sense but also in
relation to the rotation of the zodiacal wheel, one notes the
connection traditionally made between the Argo's voyage and
the sizns of the zodiac: among others, the Ram of Phrixus,
the 3ulls of ieetes, the Dioscuri as the licavenly Twins, :.edea

as Virgin, and the Serpent as scorpion.

The wryneck's habits nave further iuplications for the
OENLS . It hisses, for instance, like a snake, as well as
twisting its neck in snake-like fashion, and .xil comes full
circle when we read: "aux sables de l'exil sifflent les hautes
passions lovées sous le fouet de 1l'éclair..." Medea's charming
of the drz;on which ;uarded the Golden Fleece on its oak is

recalled, and a psylla, or snake-charner, is said in rluies, II,



38

to be the Idea dancing at the opening of the poet's sentences
Juarding against the impatience of the poem. The Idea 1is
essentially that of using the legend of the Golden Fleece as

a basic pattern restraining the poet from some indulgence or
excess by which he might otherwise be tempted. When in exile,
lledea 1s said to have visited the uwarrubians in Libya and taught
them Ler art, and the name Psylli is ypiven to a people living
nexr the coast of Libya--where the Argonauts were stranded at
one stage of their journey-~-off which lies the quicksand of
Syrtis lLajor. Although used in _xil, II, as a common noun,

the syrtes are where this "grand poéme né de rien" is asseudled.
The compurison of the sky to a Sahel, the "olseau de ~arvarie®
cind "ma course de Numide!" are further references to the saiie
re-ion.

Another geographicxl indication, given in the first part
of .xil, is Tauris. hile one may immediately, and reasonably,
think that some reference to the Iphigenia-(Crestes story is
imrlied, it should also be noted that some accounts have the
Ar- onauts follow the northern coast of the 5lact Sea on their
itomeward Jjourney. That they were following the Amber Route

may have proupted the allusion to "l'aile fossile prise au
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pi¢ge des ~randes vépres d'ambre jaune," especially as it
follows straight on from '"le pur nautile des eaux libres, le
pur mobile de nos songes" (Exil, 1V). The nautilus (Greek
VUTLAOS 'sailor') is also known, in French as in ©Znzlish,
under its other name of 'Argonaut'. This then is the pure

motive of the poet's dreams.

Certain other elements in the first poem occur in tae
Jason tale while not veing restricted to it. The propitiation
rite which may be tuken as an extension of the image of the
heat haze above a beach exposed to the fierce glare of the sun
in "l'esprit du dieu fumant déserte sa couche d'amiante' may
be applied to tales besides that of Jason and his men.
Similarly the seizing of the altar's horns may be seen as a
ritual task, and therefore assimilated to the labours of
Jderacles-~or of Iilhwych, for that matter--as well as to Jason's
crasping of the bulls' horns to yoke them together as part of
his ordeal. The main image, givin; a clue to the principal
meaninc of the line, probably lies elsewhere, and will be
dealt with in detail later in this chapter. The Sirens are
met with on more voyages than this, yet "l'ossuaire des saisons'"

(I) recalls the bone-heaps these bird-wouen left after beguiling
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unwary sailors. And are not bird-women, this time Harpies,
referred to in one of the most opaquc pussoges of Sxil v:
Tant de hauteur n'épuisera la rive accore de ton
seuil, 8 Saisisseur de glaives & l'aurore,

0 Lhanlieur d'aigles par leurs angles, et llourrisseur
des filles les plus aigres sous la plume de fer!

(1I11)

While the full sense of these versets remains obscure, episodes
of the Jason story clarify them to some extent. The Ar;onauts
swore to Apollo of the Dawn never to desert one another in case
of danger. Apollo, as Sun-god, grasps the sunbeams at dawn,
just as one may seize the blade of a sword to swear faith by
it. The handling of eagles could be attributed to the Sons

of Boreas, the North Wind, who chased the llarpies from Phineus'
wretched home, and the feeding either to that same episode or

to the vizsit of the Argonauts to the Amazons, the Guerrieéres

of Pluies, III. But these elements seem tangential, and a

satisfactory solution appears to lie elsewhere.

"La plume de fer'" nonetheless brings to mind another
moment of the Argonauts' voyage. As they reached the island
of Ares, the war-god's birds flocked overhead, attacking them

viith pointed brazen feathers; Dbut tiais clearly does not explain
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the rest of the image.l The relation of '"Tant de hauteur

lThe idea of metallic feathers, sometimes beingy used for
attack, occurs in many literatures, and soue references have
affinities elsewhere in Perse. In one of the Vedic hywns,
for example, A;ni, as a sparrow-hawk with golden wings, lets
fall a feather producing the plant which gives soma (see Goblet
d'Alviella, La Migration des symboles, p. 163). In the Loran,
thc Ababil birds mentioned in Oiseaux, 12, hurl lethal stones,
each marked with its victim's name, against the army of Abraha
attacking Mecca (Surah 105, "The Llephant'"). But it should
also be noted that liongol horsemen and shamans, in both of whom
Perse shows considcrable interest, wear something resembling
"la plume de fer.”" “'Pour l'action, /les cavaliers mong ols/ se
revétaient d'une cuirasse faite de lamelles et d'écailles de
fer, rappelant curieusement le plumage métallique d'oiseau porté
tar les shamans lors de leurs vaticinations' (wiaurice Percheron,
Cens..is Khan, p. 148). A different light is thrown on the
sense however by a sentence in Pour Dante: "ot l'aile acerbe
de son génie nous frdlera encore de sa plume de fer..." Jhen
coumpared with the phrase 'des filles les plus aigres sous la
pluite de fer,” it will be seen that the concepts cancel out
to leave the equation of filles with génie. This could well
be another personification of the poetic ..use. The military
image-pattern suggests the war being waged bctween the poet
and this Amazon iuse, which recalls the ilmagery of inspiration
in rluies, III: there, the "Guerrieéres'" are '"casquées de plume
et haut-troussées." The link which Jean-Pierre Richard males
(Onze études..., pp. 42-44) between maisreur and masculinity
applies by extension to ''nos filles /qul/ s'aizulsent sous le
casque'" (Vents, IV, 5) (where the verb s'ai- tiser joins aigre
both pr-nic»11ly and through the Greek root uxpos) The gzirls
are both slender, like the trince in Amitié du Prince, aigre
ecroing mai;re, and ready for action, "les insli_utrices ardentes
et court-vétues de l'action" (Vents, I, 6). The "aigles" may
then be taken to be not birds but Roman legionary standards
(the re-ding sugcested by Philippe Vandecasteele, "L'Oiseau...,"
p. 24), and "filles" may be understood as swords, in line with
the .hrase about a girl which Perse quoted from Cervantes to
Pierre Guerre ("Dans une haute maison de ner-.." p. 353):



http://Ar.nl

42

n'épuisera la rive accore de ton seuil" to the other clcuents

of the image is difficult to fathom. It may be that we are
lookings for too much coumplexity, and that the "answer' is wmuch
simpler: just as the sun holds its beams like swords, it shines
on eagles' wings, beak and claws, and so may be said to master
them, and also provides nourishment for even the surliest and
siost ferocious girls. But the gratuitous nature of this is

so untypical of Perse that the problem must for the time being

remain unsolved.

The introduction of the Sibyls into the poem amplifies
these references. In their green grottoes, which are here
icentified with a bedchamber as is the cave in the Jason story
--and 1t may be recalled that Dido and Aeneas also shared one
of these ":;rottes nuptiales”a——the Sibylline Jooks are counted
among ''de sainltes écritures.” In the last poem of the tetralogy
the Sibyls enter again, when a whole nation of them is whistled

up by the exiled Medea-figure of the Poéme & l'Etrangére.

Until this final poem, swecific reference to the Jason adventure

"Elle était comme la lame d'une épée sans garde ni poignée,
dont on ne sait psur ol la prendre.”

lFor a further suggestion see below ¢ 7, pp. 201-206.

2Aeneid, IV, 165 ff. Argonautica, II, 910.
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is restricted to the Phasian Bird. Yet the appendages of
maytholocy are by no means lacking. The Sibyls are obliquely
referred to as "Vierges prophétiques,'" and certain rituals,
especially those concerned with roin-nzliding, arc detailed.

The idea that storms are caused by combing the hair is twice
brouzht forward in Pluies,:L and the importance of the colour
vlack in sympathy with the black rain-clouds to be found in

the mention of the "vierge noire™ and "la béte noire."

In the first part of leiges 1s the splendidly evocative
ilraje:

l'aube muette dans sa plume, comme une rande chouette
fabuleuse en proie aux souffles de l'esprit, enflait son
cors de dahlia blanc.

3esides being a superb visual inage, if one thinks of liedea as

the "souffles de l'esprit' which are haunting the poet taroughout,
tails brings to mind that 'owl' in Greek is Glauke (BXuﬁg/-Kéé),
and that this name was given to Xing Creon's daughter who

suffered such a painful death at liedea's hands. Another echo

ljir Josies Frazer, The Golden Bouph, III, Taboo and the
Perils of the Soul, p. 271.

®Frazer, I, The Magic Art, Vol. I, p. 247 ff.
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liedea herself suffers exile, after pcrsonalities had counted
for much less on the actual voyapge ol the Argonauts, so a
personification is presented for the first time in Exil in

the character of the foreign woman. Medea ::zy be partially
identified with the Etrangere. This muy have been the reason

for the transfer of the loéme a l'Etrangére from second to

last position in the tetralogy, and would certainly lend the
poens a unity which otherwise might have seemed somewhat

strained.

S50, as with the D3ook of Exodus, there would appear to be
too many echoes of '"cestuy-la qui conquit la toison,'" as another
exiile wrote, for the tale of the Golden Fleece to be disregarded
as an influence on the imagery and overall form of Ixil. Soth
therics persist side by side to broaden the impact of the poeuns,
and support Perse's claim for the universality of their
significance. A study of the sentence in Exil, II, '"D'autres
salsissent dans les temples la corne peinte des autels," will
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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quite different, but is perhaps worth presenting in some
detail since the comparison will show the value of reference
to the 3ible--beyond a mere tonal echo--for what would appear
to be the most reasonable interpretation. The Latin tag

usque ad aras, meaning 'to the last extremity,' was particularly

used in reference to taking an oath:

Usque ad aras wnicus. Your friend even to the
horns of the altar--i.e. through thick and thin. In
swearing, the ancient Romans held the horns of the altar,
and one who did so in testimony of friendship could not
break his oath without calling on himself the vengeance
of the angzry gods.1

Cicero, in his iro Balbo 5, 12, mentions it as 2 Greelt custom;
it was clearly a widespread practice, testified in writers as
diverse as rlautus (Rudens, V, 2) and Virgil (Aeneid, ZII, 201).
The phrase has becn retained in French, according to both Littré
and Robert who give identical definitions, with a considerably
changed meaning:

Al jusqu'aux autels: ami a tout faire, excepté
& agir contre la religion, contre la conscience.

In the context of the poem, it is evident that an evocation
of fear will make very good sense. The direct contrast of

the interior of the temple with the open seascape of the

lE. srewer, Dictionary of Phrase and Fable (London n.d.),
art. horms
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following line: '"Ma gloire est sur les sables!' points to the
effect of fear on others, and at the suie time proclaims the
poet's freedom from fear, from being enclosed or restricted in
any sense, and also perhaps from allegiance to the orthodox

gods.

The Bible has clearly given rise to other phrases in the
work, or else provides an echo which cannot be ignored. In
the 0ld Testament, for instance, one knows of the "michoire
d'dne" (Exil, II) with which Samson perforiied such feats of

strength (Judges 15, 15-17); of other "dénombrements de peuples

—ta

en exode" (Exil, III) such as when the exiled Jews return from
3abylon to rebuild Jerusalem (Ezra 7 and Nehemiah 2); and of
sinilar ianvocations to humble the mighty that one finds in
Pluies, VII, in the Book of Job 12, 15-24:

I1 éﬁieg7 retient les eaux et tout se desseche;

I1 les lache, et la terre en est dévastée.

I1 posséde la force et la prudence; . . .

I1 trouble la raison des juges. . . .

I1 fait tomber les puissants. . . .

I1 Gte la parole & ceux qui ont de l'assurance; « .« .
I1 verse le mépris sur les grands;

I1 relache la ceinture des forts. . .

I1 cnléve l'intelligence aux chefs des peuples,

I1 les fait errer dans les déserts sans chemin.

Cf Lao Tzu, Tao te ching, &¢ HIX & XX:
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These and similar attributes are those which the Rains are
conjured to wash away: they are invoked as a power quite as
great as God was for Job.l The New Testament is recalled by
mention of the "changeurs' (Exil, VI) echoinz the money-changers
of hatthew 21, 12 and Liark 11, 15; by the "pierre roulée sur

la bouche des puits" (rluies, V) reminding one of the stone

over Christ's tomb; and by '"Moi, je portais 1l'éponge et le

fiel aux blessures d'un vieil arbre chargé des chalnes de la
terre" (Pluies, VI) which is a sraphic description of the sponge
and gall offered Christ on the cross immediately before his
death (h:atthew 27, 48; lark 15, 36 and John 19, 29), but into
which one may read a number of far-reaching implications.

These are by no means all the references to the Bible in the
tetralogy, nor have any of the evocations of religious ritual
been detailed. For essentially the movement of interest should

be away from the particular source reference to the general

intention and effect of the poems.

szterminate the sage, discard the wise,

And the people will benefit a hundredfold;

Lxterminate benevolence, discard rectitude,

And the people will again be filial;

wxterminate ingenuity, discard profit,

And there will be no more thieves and bandits.

Exterminate learning and there will no longer be worries.
(tr- D. C. Lau, Harmondsworth 1963, pp. 75-76).

See also F. J. Carmody, "Saint-John Yersc and several
Aviantal ecnnrecac Comp. Lit. Studies, 1965, II, 139-143.
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There is no need, then, to restrict understanding to a
single myth, for the basic urge to crcate a myth--whether by
4 subtle interchange of cultures or by a .ore spontaneous
creative process--seems universal, and it is perhaps in this
way that Ixil uay be claiued as "un poeme de 1'éternité de
l'exil dans la condition humaine." Caillois, vwriting as an
anthropologist rather than literary critic, details what hie
terms "les devoirs de l'exilé" as expressed in yet another
community, but which are es=zentially ideas unrestricted by tribal
or political bounduries.l If there appear to be more references
to the Bible and classicul writings than to other mythologies,
it is because they are the birthright of our particular
comrunity, and so more familiar both to ourselves and to the
poet. Onc's choice of '"sources'" tends inevitably to reflect
one's own liiitations rather tuan reveal mucl about the poet,

and is bound, with however good a will, to be arbitrary.

Such a heritage must nonetheless be inte-rated into the
pattern of 1i..mediate circumstances, and in this case this means

the United 5tates and exile for a man of the twentieth century.

lCaillois, L'lHomme et le sacré (Faris 1939), p. 49.
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This aspect is perhaps the one dealt with most fully so far

by critics, who have added successive explanations of lerse's
references to his host country. Caillois rightly insists
that however broad the poet's net, his catch is one which
actually exists or existed at some time and in some place.

A number of critics have in their turn added to the list of
actual things explained in their onrosaic colours. Similarly
it has been shown that, naturally enough, Perse often has ais
own immediate circumstances in mind. But such raw materials
do not in themselves 'explain'" the poems: they only add to
one's respect for the inteirity and scope of the poet as a
writer and as a man, and perhaps deepen one's apprecization
once the details of the references have been fully assimilated
and half forgotten. Bachelard wisely wrote: "I1 ne faut pas
trop vite s'adresser aux constructions de la raison pour
corizrendre un génie littéraire original.”2 And Perse himself
(like nzre round with his view of "Kulchur!") denigsrates the

sort of acquired culture obtained from book-learning in favour

lCaillois, Poétique..., pp. 137-152, 191-198.

23achelard, Fsychanalyse du feu (Paris 1949), p. 173.
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of a lived and living awareness:
lion hostilité envers la culture reléve . . . de
l'homéopathie: je crois qu'elle doit étre portée au
point extrémne ou, d'elle-méue,_elle se récuse, et,
ingrate & elle-réme, s'annule.

It would consequently appear to be in accordance with
the poet's wishes that attention be shifted firom the question
of literary sources and influences to other aspects of poetic
creation. In the case of Saint-John Perse, there seens to be,
as has already been suggested, a predisposition towards the
state, both physical and psychological, of exile. It is
therefore interesting to find as the first of three epigraphs
appended to the first poem published by Perse, '"Des Villes sur

trois modes,”2 the following words from the De Trinitate of

ifilarius: "Quies inops vitae ipsius exsilium..." Saillet
provides the com~leted quotation and a translation to which
italics have been added to indicate the words selected by

Perse:

lPerse, "Fragments d‘'une lettre privéc & Archibald
nacLeish (1942)," CP, £, 155.

2in Pan (Montpellier) No. 4, juillet-aofit 15C8, 189-
191 (signed '"Saintléger Léger'").
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... le repos (la guiétude) dépourvu-de-ressources
apharalt-a-l'intelligence comme une sorte d'exil de la
vie elle-méme...t

In the carliest poem to remain included in the Ceuvre poétique,

the Images a Crusoé, the ""Viell homme rcmis entre les norniaes"

speaks of "un exil lumineux'" and of "la sueur des séves en
exil." Finding himself at long last among his countrymen
agaln, he cannot help feeling a stranger to all the activity
of the town.

Repris par la vie urbaine, il a pourtant plus d'une
raison de se réjouir, car la joie est la plus grande
richesse qu'il a rapportée de son périple:

... Jole! O joie déliée dans les hauteurs du ciel!...2

Soiie of the maxims to be found in De Foe's Rohinson Crusoe”

seem singularly relevant to the attitude Perse was to take
vwhen he himself suffered exile, and no doubt influenced his

ways of thought from nis adolescence onwards:

lhaurice Saillet, Saint-Jolin Perse, polte de gloire,
(Paris 1952), p. 1081.

2Bosquet, Saint-Joan Perse, p. 19.

3See & 27 for Crusoe's departure from his island; J& 29-
30 for his brief stay in England. It is interesting to note
that Crusoce's trovels are far from over at this stage, due to
what De Foe calls "the native propensity to rambling.’

4
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climat réel de la poésie.”l It is perhaps the extra
sensitivity which a poet is rightly or wrongly supposed to
rossess that makes him niore conscious of exile and so increase
both the suffering involved and a corresponding capacity for
poetry. 3ut it is perhaps this very sensitivity that should
make us look further still for the aim of this desire to travel

and its associated predisposition to the state of exile.

Pierre-Jean Jouve suggested that Perse has "le sentiment
d'étre & toutes choses un étranger,”2 and states more precisely
where he considers the root of the feeling to lie:

&n son premier aspect, Exil manifeste la solitude
étrangére en dehors d'une guerre, d'une catastrophe du
teips. Dans les plans les plus lointains, c'est 1la
solitude comme surgissement intime, et le gouffre de la
perdition du smoil--qui n'est ni absence mystique, ni
frustration érotique, ni macération de mélancolie, ralis
perZition métaphysique pure. (Italics added).

The last three words are of particular iuportance, throwin
iy

the enmphasis away from the immediate concrete world of mi:rations

lLouis—idarcel Raywond, '"Lecture de Saint-John rerse,"
'iction universitaire (Montréal), Apr. 1948, 21.

2Jouve, "Lxil," CB, X, 57.
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and exiles into the metaphysical realm of a basic yearning to
create but not to stagnate, to build but not to develop a
servile and comfortable attitude or attachment to one's
surroundings. Claudel's article on Vents ends with this
searching question:

Dieu est un mot que Saint-John Ferse évite, dirai-je
religieusement ? et que pour un empire il ne laisserait
pas sortir de les lévres. Lt cependant, conduit par le
soleil au rebours de ce souflle tantdt violent, et tantot
perfide, et tantot méditatif, gqu'allait-il chercher au
dela de toute barriere, qu'allait*il demander aux
réservoirs de 1'Incommensurable 71

Ferse's letter thanking Claudel for this article is most

revealing, and confirms the metaphysical aspect of the

attraction for him of l'ailleurs:

Votre geste a remué beaucoup de choses en moi.
l.ais plus haut que tout ce bienfait littéraire, je pense
& tout ce que je dois moralement & votre cceeur d'ami.
it ou pourrais-je iiieux en trouver la mesure que dans la
pensée néiic qui cuide votre conclusion ¥ Oui, j'attendais
cette conclusion. Elle ne va pas plus loin gue mon
attente, et n'a rien en elle-méme qui puisse rien heurter
en noi. inerci du mot "religieusement!'" que vous avez su
insérer 1la. I1 n'est que trop vrai que je doive,
scrupuleusement, m'interdire de mésuser d'un mot marqué
aujourd'hui d'acception confessionnelle tant que les
notions métaphysiques d'absolu, d'éternité ou d'infini
ne peuvent rejoindre pour moi La notion morale et
personnelle qui est a la base des religions révélées.

lClaudel, "Un poéme..." CP, ., 67.
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La recherche, en toute chose, du "divin," qui a été la
tension secreéte de toute ma vie pafenne, et cette
intolérance, en toute chose, de la limite humaine qui
continue de crolitre en moili comme un cancer, ne sauraient
m'habiliter & rien de plus qu'a mon aspiration. Vous
seul, sans doute, pouviez saisir, dans mon poéme, la

portée de cette 'ler au-dessus de la mer" qui tend toujours
plus loin ma ligne d'horizon.t (Italics added).

There is no doubt that in certain circumstances and in
a limited way allusion to other writings can throw light on
Perse's work. By reference and inference he also shows his
particular syapathy with those literary figures whom he feels
to have shared his sense of exile. But to attempt to see his
poetry solely in terms of literary antecedents would be to limit
an appreciation of Ferse's own contribution, even when one sees
now thoroughly assimilated and tranformed those sources are.
It is tendentious and restrictive to see any one facet of a
diamond without relating it both to the other facets and, it

nilgnt be added, to the carbon of which it is composed. Any

lLetter dated 7 Jan. 1950 in Claudel, Oeuvres en prose,
pp. 1482-83. As Claudel's letters to Perse were mostly lost,
1. Leger is not prepared at this stage to allow his other letters,
kept at Claudel's house in Paris, to be consulted. The same is
true of the correspondence with Gide held in the Fonds Doucet
of the 32ibliothéque Ste.-Geneviéve.




60

restriction of the breadth of significance in the tetralogy,
whether to the immediate political circunstances of a trans-
atlantic exile, to the exploration of the host country by the
poet, or to the private an~uish of a son must necessarily
falsify the true total picture. No appreciation can possibly
re.iain at a consideration of "levels of meaning' in a set of
poems where the coiiplex textures of both langua:e and imagery
interplay so closely. The private, the political, the geo-
graphic, the ..istorical, the mythological and the spiritual
cannot be untwined, and any attempt is both abortive and pre-
Jjudicial. The "cousiplete consort dancing together'" seens to
demand both an awareness of the facts and an imuediate forgetting

of the facts in the interest of the poetry as a value In itself.

AS vague a tern as '"poetry as a value in itself" however,
bending to all the subjective interpretations imaginable, is
unsatisfactory unless qualified by a close study of the words
an’ methods used by Perse to translate the real world into
poetry. Ultimately the words on the printed page must stand
alone or not at all. llot for Ferse the would-be "explanatory"
notez of an Eliot, nor the narcissistic cult of the man behind

the words, wherc nisplaced vanity takes the place of a just
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pride- Perse has avoided the hall of mirrors in which so
many writers have cnjoyed distorting their features. Ilis
assumption of a pseudonym could be, indeed has been considered
as a fori1 both of escapism and of narcissism. The poet's
answer is clear:

Je peux vous dire que mon pseudonyme a été croisi
uniquenient pour me permettre un dédoublement de ma
personnalité, un dédoublement que je crois indispensable
pour un poete qui est engagé en fne temps dans une
activité publique.

In this clear-headed organisation of his own life, he reflects

trne sense of precision so evident in his poetry.

In all respects, the cateway to the abstract is the concrete,
to the metaphysical the physical, to the possible the actual,
and the concrete, the physical, the actual acquire in consequence
oaramount i.portance in Perse's poetry. '"Le réel singulier se
orésente corre un au-dela de l'imag‘inable.”2 The poet hiumself
has made a crucial statement in this respect, one to be borne
in mind throughout this study and which largely defines his

very concept of poetry:

1. .

iew York Times, 27 Get. 1960, p. 18, quoted in Jacques
Courrent, "Autour d'un pseudonyme: Saint-John Perse," Vie et
lon;zzce, No. 110, mai 1961, 278-9.

2. , a . .
2achelard, L'Eau et les réves (Paris 1964), p. 139
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Le poéte a parfaitement le droit, et méme le devoir,
d'aller explorer les domalnes les plus obscurs, wais plus
11 va loin dans cette direction, plus il doit user de
moyens d'expression concrets. Aussi loin qu'il péneétre
dans l'au-dela irrationnel ou mystique, il est tenu de
s'exprimer pur des moyens réels, ..éme tirés de sa vie
expérimentale. Gardez votre ewprise au sol et batissez
avec tout cela une ceuvre hors_du temps, hors du lieu,
édifiée dans cette recréation.

The notion of exile in the poems should therefore be seen

through the images and against a background of the poet's own

experiences.

1 L . .
Perse, quoted by lazars, "Une journée..."
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SOLITUDE

Numguam minus solum esse
gquam cum solus esset...

Cicero

(De re publica, I, 17)
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Just as there is little need in Perse's case to look for
literary sources for his work, so one should not presume, as
Jacques Riviere did when first meeting Leger in Bordeaux,l
that his farouche aloofness was a pose. The young student

already had a volonté de solitude which was never to desert

him. He had already begun the long dialogue of a wman by
himself which was to continue between quotation marks in so
many of his poems. Hannah Arendt, in a penetrating analysis
of solitude, declares: "All thinking, strictly speaking, is

done in solitude and is a dialogue between me and myself."2

l"Il était la dans un fauteuil, silencieux, refusant un

sourire aux finesses de Irizeau, d'un mutisme presque insolent.
e« « « I1 m'irrite." (Quoted in Honneur..., p. 603).

2The Origins of Totalitarianism (London 1958), p. 476.
Cf "Je suis seul, donc nous sommes quatre,' Gaston Bachelard,
La Poétique de la réverie (Paris 1960), p. 70. Durand's
interpretation of Bachelard's remark is equally apposite:
"Ce que révele l'ambiguité méme du symbole et celle de la
pensée qui projette des signifiants, c'est que nous ne sommes
jamais seuls. L'immanence de notre réverie suscite comme une
animation dialoguée de 1l'adme solitaire: 1l'anima se léve alors
face & l'aninmus, et la conscience révante devient couple,
devient étreinte d'images, dialogue parfaitement accordé.
Cette ouverture, cette amplification intérieure de la conscience
révante, lui interdit l'aliénation comme le solipsisme. La
dialectique intérieure & la réverie dialoguée rééquilibre sans
cesse son humanité, et comme par une sorte de pilotage auto-
matique, rameéne sans cesse la connaissance a la problématique
de la condition humaine." (Gilbert Durand, L'Imagination
symbolique (Paris 1964), pp. 76-77).
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This two~-in-one process requires the unity of communication,
a single voice, for completion and consummation. Solitude
thereby becomes a positive and creative state.

Le drame profond de Saint-Jdohn Perse, comme celui
de 1l'Homme, c'est la solitude. Solitude par inclination
--hauteur et inaccoutumance--solitude du chef, extranéité
du voyageur, solitude amére de l'exilé et du nomade.

Cependant la solitude est un état dans lequel 1l'homme
s'interroge, se révise et se fortifie, ou il trouve des
raisons nouvelles et un regain de qualité. Paradoxalement
presque, la solitude est créatrice.

Loneliness is quite different: it is negative and non-
productive, Verlaine's "la solitude ou s'éceeure le ccur."
"Lonely is not the same as being alone.”2 Professor Arendt
paraphrases the ideas of Epictetus on the difference thus:

The lonely man (eremos) finds himself surrounded
by others with whom he cannot establish contact or to
whose hostility he is exposed. The solitary man, on
the contrary, is alone and therefore '"can be together
with himself' since men have the capacity of '"talking
with themselves." In solitude, in other words, I am
"oy myself," togetner with my self, and therefore two-
in-one, whereas in loneliness I am actually one,

lPierre Guerre, S.-J. Perse et 1'homme (Paris 1955), p.
L, Robert Graves envisages only the first stage of a complex
process when he writes "Solitude sobers only." ("To Walk on
Hillf" in Poems selected by himself (ilarmondsworth 1961), p.
104.)

2
R. D. Laing, The Divided Self (Harmondsworth 1965), p.

122 -
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deserted by all others.l
The failure to communicate by a lonely person clearly has
little to do with the Romantics' "bliss of solitude.”
Lamartine himself recognised the duality inherent in isolation
in the opening lines of his meditation on "La Solitude:"
Heureux qui . . .
Efface, encore vivant, ses traces sur la terre,

Et dans la solitude enfin enseveli,
Se nourrit d'espérance et s'abreuve d'oubli!

The poles of hope and oblivion are bleak, however, beside
Perse's approach, which Saillet sees as 'ces deux solitudes,
« +« o« l'isolement voulu de l'auteur et l'isolation naturelle
de sa veine lyrique.”2 If one interprets 'bourgeois' as
"false" or '"bad'--quite legitimate in the communistic jargon
of the 19%0s when it was written~--this notion from Caudwell's

Illusion and Reality is seen to link social and artistic

sterility in loneliness:

The bourgeois poet . . . finds the loneliness which
is the condition of his freedom unendurable and coercive.

lArendt, op. ¢cit., p. 476, and see Epictetus, Dissertationes
Book III, § 153.

2Maurice Saillet, Saint-John Perse, poéte de gloire (Paris
1952), p. 15.
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He finds more and more of his experience of the earth
and the universe unfriendly and a restraint on his
freedomn. He ejects everything social from his soul,
and finds that it deflates, leaving him petty, empty
and insecure.

The immediate contrast of this with the richness of Perse's

solitude is striking.

Because an artist's solitude presupposes creative
communication, it presupposes an audience. Goethe's idea
that "we escape the world through art, and art is also our
link with it”2 has been echoed by Caudwell's view of "that
paradox of art" as '"man withdrawing from his fellows into the
world of art, only to enter more closely into communion with

n2

humanity. Perse says much the same (and of course it can
be applied by implication to himself) of Léon-Paul Fargue:

"Sa part de solitude humaine fut moins un fait d'insularité

 11lusion and Reality (New edn.London 1946), p. 61.

2Quoted oy C. Day Lewis, The Poetic Image (London 1947),
p. 1hk.

3OE. cit., p. 28. The idea is of course not specifically
communist, but it is nonethdless surprising to find Roger Garaudy,
the secretary of the IFrench communist party, applying a narxist
attitude to a criticism of Perse's work and by no means stinting
his praise. See D'un réalisme sans rivages (lFaris 1963), pp.

117-149.
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and companionship is nonetheless going to differ from person
to person, and--because there is always a subtle shuttling

between solitude and loneliness--from moment to moment.

From Perse's earliest extant poems a fascination with
solitude is evident, and a sympathy expressed for the lonely
man. A precise distinction is drawn between the two major

types of isolation in Images a Crusoé: nostalgia--'non d'un

passé mais d'un ailleurs' (as Perse was later to say of
Larbaud)l-- nostalgia for his island home suggests a hankering
for the fruitful solitude. Crusoe in London and Leger in

Bordeaux were felt by the young poet to share the sterility
of loneliness sensed most poignantly in the city. And this

sense was heightened by the sheer contrast of the menory.

"L'dme robinsonnesque''--to use Laforgue's eloquent if inelegant

term--depicted in Images & Crusoé is writing its autobiography.

Through the choice of a completely parallel set of circumstances

and reactions to them in the persona of Crusoe, Perse barely

hides his own feelings as he dreams of his native island,

1”Message pour Valery Larbaud" in Cahiers de la Pléiade,
XIII, automne 1951-printemps 1952, 1k.
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looking metaphorically back from Bordeaux across some three
thousand miles of open sea. The pictures, like magic-lantern
slides, come to life for the spectator. After an introductory
poem setting the scene, showing Defoe's cliaracter at the close
of the boox, as it were in a postscript, the bare wall in front
of him becomes the screen for his projections and for those of
the poet. '"Ce Robinson voit sur l'écran de la solitude.“l

At the end of the closing poem, still staring at '"le pan de

mur d'en face,'" the old man back among men admits failure in
trying to recapture '"l'éblouissement perdu" and turns blankly
to his Bible, his focus blurring as he stares into the distance

waiting for revelations and a new departure.

Underpinning the antithesis between the paradise lost
and the city, each poem opposes the two. "Les Cloches" hinges
its diptych on the words "O Dépouillé!™ "Le Mur" shows Crusoe
leaning against the greasy wing of his armchair watching the
wall for images of his past to appear, and so introduces an
important image pattern into the poems. The greasy chair-

covering invades even his mouth with its sour impurity: "le

lPaul Valéry, "Histoires brisées: Robinson'" in Oeuvres
(Bibliothéque de la Fléiode), II, 416.
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sensuality, her political and sensual functions overlapping,
she holds aloof: "Ha Nécessaire! et Seule!..." Her very
solitude 1s a guarantee of the purity of her fat.
again in "La Ville'" oiliness found in the city is equated
with sweat and filth; the purity is gone:
Graisses!
Odeur des hommes pressés, comme d'un abattoir fade!
aigres corps des femmes sous les jupes!
O Ville sur le ciel!

Graisses! haleines reprises, et la fumée d'un peuple
treés suspect -- car toute ville ceint l'ordure.

-- La Ville par le fleuve coule a la mer comme un
abcés...

A sudden switch to the island evokes as suddenly the idea of
creative solitude, applied this time to the stars: "le silence
multipliera l'exclamation les astres solitaires." And again
the fatty substances are restored to their purity and positive
value:

Tout est salé, tout est visqueux et lourd comme la

vie des plasmes.
L'oiseau se berce dans sa plume sous un réve huileux;

L'fle s'endort au cirque des eaux vastes, lavée des
courants chauds et des laitances grasses, dans la
fréquentation des vases somptueuses. .

e P ("La Ville")

"Vendredi” again indicates the debasement of oils: ''pres de
l'homme taciturne,”" near Crusoe silent in his island solitude,

Man Friday still had the bloom on his skin which negroes lose
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when they desert the tropical sun. Now his moral rectitude
has also gone:
Tu bois l'huile des lampes et voles au garde-ianger;

tu convoites les jupes de la cuisiniére qui est grasse

et qui sent le poisson. (Italics added).
Debasement and dereliction are seen through Crusoe's parrot
suffering sadly from psittacosis, the goatskin parasol
gathering dust in the attic, the bow which splits along its
length for lack of atmospheric humidity, and the seed which
fails to germinate. The original version of '"La Graine'" had

drawn a specific moral. The first text reads:

Dans un pot tu l'as enfouie, la graine de gambeau

demeurée a ton habit de chévre. -- Elle n'est pas
"sortie."

Ainsi pourrit le germe de ta derniére vision
enfouie.

Even the Bible to which Crusoe finally turns, as he had done
so often during his "exil lumineux,'" provides no consolation.

+es Ne me laisserez-vous que cette confusion du
soir -- apreés que vous m'ayez, un si long jour, nourri
du sel de votre solitude,

témoin de vos silences, de votre ombre et de vos
rands éclats de voix ? .
& ("Le Livre'")

In an image which would no doubt appeal to Perse,

lNRF, aoit 1909, 28.
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If, for normal social purposes, the effort of communication
stemming from our solitude proves adequate, it is no less true
that solitude is an integral part of our being, and that
expression can take forms other than poetry or everyday speech.

e« Man is essentially a solitary being. He is
also of course an essentially social being. The life
that we know could not be conceived without relations
with others, mediated though they must be. The wmediation
is so unobtrusive that we are not usually aware of it and
only sophisticated people reflect upon it. We can
therefore have extremely close and intimate relationships,
and the solitary aspect of human experience is thus not
always obtrusive. But it is never absent. Nothing can
eliminate it, for it is an essential characteristic of
finite experience as such. This is what ultimately 1lies
behind such expressions as '"the flight of the alone to
the Alone" or the oft-quoted, and rarely understood,
definition of religion as '"what a man does with his
solitude."

Aloneness in this sense is apt to be made obtrusive
by loneliness in the ordinary sense. When relations with
others are slight or have been cut off, a person is thrown
mucr on his own rescurces and apt to be driven in on
hinself. He becomes in this way more conscious also of
the special inwardness which characterises all finite
experience as such and which is made more explicit for us
in some situations, very often the situations which
impress on us also the irrevocable character of external
events and those features of our environment which nost
resist moulding to our own desires. Realism and proper
subjectivity go together more often, and more naturally,
than is usually appreciated.

lH. D. Lewis, '""The Idea of Creation and Concepts of
Salvation' in The Saviour God (iianchester 1963), pp. 107-108.
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The importance of this concept, and particularly that expressed
in the closing sentence, for a study of Perse cannot be
overstressed. Realism, in the poet's terms '"le monde entier
des choses,'" goes hand in hand with a "proper subjectivity."
This is truly religious, '"what a man does with his solitude,"
outside the sectarian or doctrinaire bounds of any particular
denomination. The letter Perse wrote to Claudel thanking him
for is article on ngiil shows that he is well aware of the
distinction, and embraces the broader term while rejecting its

restricted application.

The very recognition of the metyphysical presents a
further mode of isolation. "Higher consciousness, or knowledge
going beyond what we are conscious of at the moment, is the

equivalent of being all alone in the world. The loneliness

expresses the conflict between the bearer or symbol of higher
consclousness and his surroundings.”2 But as rerse is a poet

not a mystic, and keeps abstractions at bay despite the

Lin Ciaudel, Oeuvres en prose (Bibl. de la Pléiade), pp.
1482-8%, and see above p. 58.

2C. G. Jung, '"The Special Phenomenology of the Child
Archetype'" in Jung and Kerényi, Introduction to a Science of

Mythology (London 1951), p. 122.
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temptations, it would be as well to return to an analysis
of his presentation of the idea of solitude through character,
situation, and image. The pattern traced in the solitary
fisures presented, whether Conqueror, Leader, Stranger,
oxplorer or Artist, shows clearly against the vast expanses
of desert, sea or sky- The attractions of unworldly
asceticism are curbed and brought squarely back into the
concrete world of image and personification. lMetaphysical
speculations are reined in and the real experience used to
express their fascination.

Et & celui qui chevauchait en Cuest, une invincible

main renverse le col de sa monture, et lul remet la téte
en Est. "Qu'allais-tu déserter la ?..."

(Vents, IV, 3)

If the cycle of Images a Crusoé presents both loneliness

and solitude side by side, Eloges, picturing only '"la corbeille
antillaise,'" understandably concentrates on the latter. In
the gpositive world of the poet's childhood, solitude assumes

a quality of dignified self-reliance side by side with one

of human adventure. The first aspect, static, is seen

through the virtues of silence and aloofness, the second,

dynamic, through the desire to explore, here simply to travel,
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suggested by images of harbour and sea. Crusoe had been
depicted as "l'homme taciturne;'" the planter of "Ecrit sur
la porte" lias his daughter bring '"de l'eau pure pour rincer
mes dents de silencieux." Fusing the human animals with
other beasts, each sharing the other's qualities, the poet

recalls, in Pour féter une enfance, that '"alors, de se

nourrir comme nous de racines, de grandes bétes taciturnes

s'ennoblissaient." In Tiuges & Crusoé, again to point the

)

contrast, silence was attributed only to life on the island:
the town's bustle, in destroying silence, also turned solitude
into loneliness.

Crusoéi! -- ce soir prés de ton Ile . . . le silence
viultipliera l'exclauwation Zdes astres solitaires.

("La Ville")

Addressing his God, Robinson Crusoe remembers that he
had been '"nourri du sel de votre solitude,/ témoin de vos
silences." The importance of the imuge of salt linked with
the notion of solitude is to be taken to its full extent in
Anabase. The ambivalence of salt, bitter but necessary for
life, is presented in the e~-rly poems as the constant shuttling
between isolation and communion similar to the equivocal position

of the Orphan God as seen by Kerényi, who recognises '"the
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solitariness of the child-god, and the fact that he is

nevertheless at home in the prineval world.”l

The static and dynamic elements of solitude are combined
in the man evoked in Eloges, III:
Sois un homme aux yeux calmes qui rit,
silencieux qui rit sous l'aile calme du sourcil,
verfection du vol.

The slow-moving dignity of life in the Caribbean, likewise

seen in the opening section of Pour féter une enfance, is

nere taken through an exquisite series of transitions from
stillness to movement. The eyebrows arching over calm eyes
and a smile bring to mind the arching curve of a sea-bird's
wing. In time and space the traveller's yarns invite the
child to travel:

il fait retour aux choses qu'il a vues, empruntant
les chenins de la mer frauduleuse... et du bord immobile

du cil
il nous a fait plus d'une promesse d'Iles,
comme celui qui a dit & un plus jeune: "Tu verras!’

(Eloges, III)
The highly perceptive envoi serves to link such a man with
another champion of silence and adventure to whom Perse will
return in later poems either in different guises as leader

or, as here, as the ship's captain:

lC. Kerényi, '"The Orphan God" in Jung and Kerényi, op.
cit., p. 39.
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mt c'est lui qui s'entend avec le maltre du navire.

nere, as for instance in Llo-es, IX, one see the ini.ense
attraction of sailing for a man with a propensity for solitude.
It is an exhilaration equalled on land only perhaps by horse-
riding, anotlhier of Perse's great joys, and had he belonged to
a slightly later generation or had a technical upbringing he
would no doubt have taken up gliding, their aerial equivalent.
All three combine solitude and movement, self-reliance and
relaxation (the resultant forces being greater than the
physiczl effort required, this movewent being mediated by
mechanical motive power of various kinds). ne can scarcely
have failed to be excited by the early years of aviation, in
which his home town Pau played such an inportant part. Side
by side with some of his own articles on the town's artistic

activities on tiue front page of the Pau-Gazette caie news of

the men on their flying-machines,l men like the lright brotiers
and Blériot whose names loom large in tihe history of aviation

and who made tneir trial flights over the landes outside the

l:;ee e.g. Pau-Gazette, 28 mars 1909, a few months before
Blériot's channel crossing. All Perse's Pau-Gazette articles
may be found in Appendix B below.
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town. According to Charpier,l Leger made Vilbur .right's
acquaintance after greeting his experiments enthusiastically-
Perhaps the early machines lacked the ease and grace of
sailing or riding, the calm which is the keynote of the
remembered island:

I1 fait si calme et puis si tieéde,
il fait si continuel aussi.

(Eloges, V)

The "solitudes molles du matin,'" the '"solitudes vertes du
matin," are those of peace and paradise, of aisance and

douceur.

The radical difference between these values and those

of the city, providing the tension of Images a Crusoé, is

tackled and in part resolved during a decade which has
apparently left no poems in Perse's published works, the

years 1911-Z21. There is of course no reason to suppose that
Perse stopped writing poetry during the gaps in publication.
On the contrary, certain scraps of evidence indicate that only

his scruples prevented him from allowing the publication of

lOB. cit., p. 3h4.
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several works.l After a spate of literary activity producing
all the poems which figure in the 1911 volume of Eloges which
Gide had printed to atone for the many errors of the original
NRF publication in review,2 there is silence until the
appearance of the first Chanson of Anabase in the NRF of

April 1922. A new wave of publication ensued, giving the

new poems of La Gloire des Rois and Anabase, followed by a

further break, imposed by Perse, after 1925. No reprinting
of these poems was allowed until 1945, although the new
sequence of Exil made its appearance from 1942 onwards.
Perse's conscious ordering of his life, and a stern sense of
duty and honour, explain both periods of reticence. The
first followed the completion of his law studies at Bordeaux
and coincides with the efforts he was obliged to make against
considerable odds, particularly financial, to achieve his
ambition to enter the diplomatic corps, and with his early

years in the foreign service.

le.g. the letter rom André Gide of 1913 reprinted in
Honneur..., p. 611: "La joie que m'apporte hier soir votre
lettre, c'est de m'annoncer de nouveaux poémes."

2The 1911 volume includes Pour féter une enfance, "Ecrit
sur la porte,'" Récitation a 1'éloge d'une Reine and nineteen
Eloges, the thirq of which is to become the "Histoire du Régent™
in the Oeuvre poétigue.
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Encouraged by Claudel, he decided on a career only after
long consultation and heart-searching. Although still
frequenting literary milieux on both sides of the Channel,
and corresponding with literary friends, he set his sights
on passing the '"concours des Affaires étrangéres" in April
1914, His travels in Spain, Germany and England were prompted
by his requirement to study international affairs, but he
clearly let no opportunity slip of pursuing his many other
"amateur'" interests: ornithology, botany, sailing, riding,
poetry and so on. Unlikely as it may seem with a person of
so alert and interested a disposition, Perse was at times
bored and depressed by the approaching competitive examination,
as he confessed to Larbaud in a letter of 28 November, 1915.l
Once installed at the Quai d'Orsay, political events can have
left little time for writing and even for maintaining friend-
ships: learning a new job is always time- and energy-consuming,
and Perse wanted, as in everything, to do the job thoroughly.
The outbreak of war in jiugust 1914 saw him attached to
Delcassé's ministry on press relations, moved with the
government to Bordeaux and then back to Paris. At Bordeaux,

Claudel handed him the newly-completed manuscript of Le Pain

lhe speaks of nis "tristesse de goujat' and wanting to
slough his ennui (letter S 12 in the Vichy collection).



85

dur which Perse told the present writer prompted his own
philosophical drama, lost when his flat was ransacked by the
Gestapo in 1940. Of the other papers lost at that time,

there were five completed poems and a méditation besides the

play, but little is known of them. Some poems are mentioned
in a letter to Larbaud dated 13 Cctober 1923,1 but the reference

is perhaps to 4mitié du Prince and the "Chanson du Jrésomptif,"

almost certainly written in China along with Anabase, and

included in La Gloire des Rois. The third inédit mentiocned

in the letter is more problematical and may be one of the lost
poemns. But many more manuscripts were lost if Perse's own
account of meeting his literary friends on returning from the
Far Zast has been correctly reported by Pierre iiazars:

J'ai ouvert une cantine pleine de wmeunuscrits.
Alors Larbaud, avec son gros visage concupiscent, a
pris les manuscrits a pleines mains en s'écriant:
"/hat a grasp!”2

The impression ;iven in the interview with ilazars that

lLetter S 17. Perse writes of three unpublished poens
he promses to present with the first edition of Anabase,
specifying his requirements ol large format and "une belle et
pleine italique."”

2Professor Knodel's account of the incident (Saint-John
Perse, p. 38), apparently authenticated by M. Leger, differs
in some details.
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Perse was averse to publication of any sort is dispelled by
the correspondence with Larbaud: he would only allow
publication on his own terms. There is no reason, however,
to doubt the poet's word that it was his public office which
gave him such scruples about appearing in print as a poet,

and which made him decide to take a pseudonym.l Where the
pen~name came from is obscure and unimportant; Perse has

kept silent on the matter other than to indicate the necessity

of dédoublement, and it would be merely perverse to follow an

unlit trail. Whether the christian name derived from a
Caribbean island or some Anglo-Saxon writer seems as immaterial
as whether the surname was chosen for its echo of Persia,

Persius or both. What is important is that the name provided

yet another mask for the poet, yet another willed solitude.2

lIf the attribution to Perse of '"Le 'représentant du Midi'"
(Le Feu, No. 91, nov. 1912, 1210-12, reproduced as Appendix C
below, pp. 360-363) is correct, and he was prepared, before his
entry into public service, to bandy words with Jean Aicard, weight
is added to his argument.

2Courrent ("Autour d'un pseudonyme..." loc. cit.) invokes
the nineteenth century travel writer Percy Saint-John. Renato
Poggioli proposes Saint John the Baptist and Persius, a 'voice
in the wilderness" and a random 'favourite author' (Yale French
Studies, I, 2, 1948, 5). For the present study of a man 'by
himself' the Latin per se could be invoked with as much point.




87

His very choice of a career was in itself a recojnition
in practical terms of a desire for solitude, the kind of
solitude which implies a deep involvement in human affairs
without impinging on the individual's liberty. Diplomacy
is an extended form of politeness, a virtue on which Perse
sels considerable store. The fixed formulae of politeness,
of diplomacy and of all forms of cereuonial provide the most
satisfactory forms of relationship between people and peoples
who for one reason or another stop short of friendship or
love, where a more intimate contribution is demanded. Perse's
attachment to hieratical and hierarchical ceremony, matched
by the stately splendour of his rhythms, indicated wamong other
things that he places a high value on his complete freedom of
action in private life. His diplowatic career in China had
afforded him both the privacy and the adventure. From his

poetic record of the experience, in the Chanson du Présomptif,

Anitié du rrince and principally in .ncdase, can be seen the

develorment of Perse's view of solitude, and the stress
shifting from the static to the dynaiic to produce the quality

of stillness-in-movement.
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The Chanson du Présomptif first appeared in the winter

1924 issue of Commerce along with Perse's adaptation of T. S.
&liot's "The Hollow len." It therefore postdated by a couple
of years the appearance of the parenthesising Chansons from

Anabase, and amitié du Prince and the central sections of

Anabase by a few months. But being the shortest of the

group it may usefully be treated briefly before the others.

Like the two Chansons from inabase, it has three stanzas

of some half a dozen lines each. Unlike the other Chansons,
however, it has a free-verse rather than a prose presentation,
reuiniscent of the earlier poems rather than heralding the
later style. Yet despite its brevity it has a wealth of
suggestion through imagery which was to demand expansion into
a larger work. One senses the solitude of the iHeir-Presumptive
without its being made exwplicit. By mentioning their presence,
he associates with the thinker, or dreamer, the sailor and the
rider:

5t 1'un parle a ma droite dans le bruit de son ame,

et l'autre monte les vaisseaux,

le Cavalier s'appuie de sa lance pour boire.
The temptation of both dreaming and the sea of unseen departures

is present: "l'homme marche dans les songes et s'achemine vers

la mer." The final stanza brilliantly effects the conjunction
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of the familiar with the taste for departure. The Heir calls
his dogs to him, dismisses as of little value "la maison
chargée d'honneurs," and ends: 'tous les chemins du monde

nous mangent dans la main!" Adventure is familiarised

through a single substitution: the earlier line, '"Chiens,

ho! mes chiens, nous vous sifflons...," provides the image
of an animal eating out ©f his hand. The switch from chiens

to chemins reveals a verbal and notional awareness which is
the hallmark of Ferse's mature style. Saillet speaks well
of '"ce don de poésie, qui se confond avec sa vocation de

solitude.”l

What Amitié du Prince adds is stamina, the first real

indication of the poetic stamina which increases steadily
from inabase to Amers.2 The Prince's function, like the

Queen's in Récitation & 1l'éloge d'une Reine, is simply to

be present; again the solitude of great men may take a static
or dynamic form.

Tu peux tc taire parmi nous, si c'est 1la ton
humeur; ou décider encorec que tu vas seul, si c'est
la ton humeur: on ne te demande que d'étre la!

(1)

lSaint—John Ferses.o, p. 21.

2Anabase was in fact written considerably before Amitié
du Prince according to the poet (see Knodel, p. 185, n. 2).
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The notion that a fuller understanding between two solitary
men, the roet and the Prince, can be cenented in silence is
explicitly stated in an otherwise strange oxymoron: "J'ai

des présents pour lui et plus d'un mot silencieux." The
letter received by the poet, "ami du Prince taciturne,"
contains the line: "iiais d'une race a l'autre la route est
longue; et j'ai moi-méme affaire ailleurs'" (III). Yet even
if his duties call him elsewhere, the Prince is always present:
the function is separable from the person to give continuity.
It is a kind of geographical equivalent to "The Ling is dead;
long live the King!" "The Prince is absent; here stands the
Prince!" His government is through his own acquisition of
wisdom, of stillness as a positive value, rather than through
force or tyranny-l The poem juxtaposes a general concept of
East and Vest in a confrontation which is all to the honour

of the forrier.

If Amitié du Prince represents the meeting of western

lFor a discussion of stillness see Vassylkivsky, passim,
and Fung Yu-Lan, The Spirit of Chinese Philosophy (London 1947),
e.g. p. 183: "Lao TzU and Chuang Tzl, together with the original
suddhists, all made stillness their guiding principle.™
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poet with eastern sage, Anabase traces their journey together.
It follows an archetypal rebirth pattern easily understood
across national frontiers and through the vicissitudes of
translation.l Despite its difficulties, perhaps greater

from the linguistic point of view and from its oriental setting
than those of Perse's other poems, it has attracted more
critical attention than most and is still often considered

his central work.2 Eliot's translation of 1930 drew admirers
initially because it was Eliot and entered his canon.3 Kathleen
Raine has spoken of the influence of the translation on the
poets and critics of the 19308.4 Works like Auden's The

5

Orators” and F. T. Prince's poem about Chaka, the warrior

lSee iiircéa Eliade, Le Mythe de 1'éternel retour (Paris
1949), passim, and lMaud Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns... in
which a number of works are seen in these terms.

2See e.g. F. J. Carmody, "Saint-John Perse and several
oriental sources,'" Comparative Literature Studies, II, 2, 1965,
125.

3For a fuller assessment of Eliot's translation, see ny
"T. S. Bliot and Saint-John Perse," Arlington Quarterly
(forthcoming).

4”St.—John Perse: ©Poet of the Marvellous,'" Encounter,
Oct. 1967, p. 51 (reprinted in Defending Ancient Springs,
Oxford 1968).

5(London 1932), see esp. pp. 20-23, 30-3L4.
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chief who formed the Zulu nation,l show a clear influence
of Perse's concept and diction as transcribed by Eliot.
Perhaps it is more important therefore with Anabase than
with any of the other poems to prune the accretions and see
one's way clear to the text itself. For present purposes,
Perse's own reported statement about the work will be taken
as a point of departure:

Anabase a pour objet le poéme de la solitude dans

l'action. Aussi bien l'action parmi les hommes que
l'action de l'esprit envers autruli comme envers soi-méume.

Solitude, complete with exclamation mark to stress its
significance, occurs as a word four times within as many pages
in parts IV and V of the poem:

(a) ... Solitude! 1l'ceuf bleu gue pond un grand oiseau
de mer, et les baies au matin tout encombrées de citrons
d'or! -- C'était hier! l1l'oiseau s'en fut!

(b) Solitude!.nos partisans extravagants nous vantaient
nos facons, mais nos pensées déja campaient sous
d'autres murs.

l”Chaka” in The Doors of Stone (London 1963), pp. 47 ff.
The section headings themselves are indicative: I - The King
watches at night; II - He compares old customs with those of
his kingdom; III - How festivcls were celebrated; 1V - He
bathes in the morning; V - The people rest after conquests.
The poem dates from the 1930s.

2 . . .
Quoted by ilazars, '"Une journée..."
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(¢) Solitude!... Des compagnies d'étoiles passent au
bord du monde, s'annexant aux cuisines un astre domestique.

(d) "Solitude! Je n'ai dit & personne d'attendre...
Je m'en irai par la quand je voudrai...'! Et 1l'btranger

tout habillé
de ses pensées nouvelles se fait encore des partisans

dans les voies du silence.

In (a), the solitary sea-bird's blue egg is contrasted
with the piles of golden lemons littering the bay, an image
no doubt of the sun's reflection on the sea. The contrast
is both of number and colour, and is heightened by the very
similarity of shape. The fragility of the egg, deserted by
its parent is similarly underlined by its having to fend for
itself against the host of lemons, against, that is, the
invasion of sunlight. It is an observed image of solitude
and precariousness,:-a statement standing for itself and not
necessarily for anything beyond itself. If there should lurx
an idea of the cosmogonic myths which take a primeval egz as
their starting-point,l it is an extension of the image perhaps
legitimate in the circumstances but by no means essential to

it. Verset (b) involves the notion of departure and so is

lSee l.ircéa Ekliade, Patterns in Comp-rative Religion
(London 1958, tr. R. Sheed), pp. 413-416.
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dynamic where the egg was static. But the desire to move

on is prompted by escapism and is consequently negatively
motivated: the satisfaction expressed by '"nos partisans
extravagants'" is to be avoided Jjust as the Heir-Fresumptive

had shunned honours. In (c), battalions of stars make a new
recruit of the kitchen lamp, or put wmore prosaically the one
light visible in the camp at night seems to take its place
alongside the stars. Baudelaire, in ‘'raysage', had juxtaposed
domestic and celestial lights in a similarly striking way:

Il est doux, & travers les brumes, de voir naltre
L'étoile dans l'azur, la lampe & la fenétre.

What he had not done was to stress the solitary nature of the
lone "recruit" in the sky's aray. In Perse, the onlooker
identifies himself with the man-made light and moves with it
into a spiritual realm. With this vision behind him, the
Stranger in (d) wins more genuine partisans to the cause of
solitude. Restating his fundamental right to solitude and
to go wherever he wishes, fully clad in his new thoughts he
follows the ways of silence. His ideas are imposed not by

force but by example, the best--and silent--version of persuasion.

lOeuvres complétes, p. 1l54. Cf "L'homme n'est qu'une
lampe, elle /i.e. la solitude/ en fait une étoile." (Victor
Hugo, "Magnitudo parvi' in Les Contemplations, III, 30).
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evoked in Anabase. Salt, '""the substance that is indispensable
to human metabolism, that lends savor to food and drink, that
awakens thirst--throughout the poem it is the symbol of the
pure stimulus that is the mainspring of action.”l The

opening section leaves no doubt as to its importance.

In it the word sel occurs no less than six times. '"L'idée
pure comme un sel tient ses assises dans le jour." The open
dialogue 1s seen as a court session, with all its overtones
of suotle presentation and defence leading to a fully considered
and Jjust conclusion. "Maltre du grain, malitre du sel, et la
chose publique sur de justes balances!" Corn and salt combine

for the common weal, the res publica only enjoying an equilibrium

because of the care taken over such basic products. The
saunier takes his honourable place in the list of '"toutes
sortes d'hommes dans leurs voies et fagons' (X). From
personal knowledge, Perse realised the importance of salt.
Direct experience in the deserts of Mongolia was added to
what he must have known of the history of the Czribbean,

chequered as it was by wars in which islands were seized for

lKnodel, "Towards an understanding of Anabase,!" PiiLAd,
LXXIZ, June 1964, 333,
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little other than their salt deposits.l In deserts where,
being excessively hot and dry, men have to replace the body
salt lost through perspiration, food is heavily salted and
salt is sometimes taken by mouth without it having the bitter
effect on the palate associated with it in more temperate
climates. The piquancy is reserved for the mind:

Au délice du sel sont toutes lances de l'esprit...
'‘aviverai du sel les bouches mortes du désir!

(Anabase, I)
In tihese parallel sentences of fourteen syllables each, with
the cesura after the sixth at sel, the appetite for salt and
its revivifying effect on both body and mind is linked with
the more general notion of appetency in the word désir, which

1s to receive fuller treatment and expansion in Amers.

Addressing the "hommes, gens de poussiére et de toutes
fagons,!" Perse writes:

0 chercheurs, 0 trouveurs de raisons pour s'en

lCuragao was tcken by the Dutch for its salt-pans as well
as its use as a tradin; base, and the vast salt resources of
the mainland lake Araya in Venezuela brought it the bellierent
attentions of the Dutch and Spanish in turn. See J. H. Parry
and P. i1. Sherlock, A Short History of the iest Indies (London
1965), pp. H6-47, S51.
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Perse, like his own Crusoe, is still "nourri du sel de
votre solitude.’ Salt is the concrete image of the abstract
notion, sharing all its polyvalent virtues. The poet can
consequently remain true to what he sees as his task, namely
to explore the obscure and the abstract but to express his
findings and experiences in concrete terms. That he should
choose a common mineral not generally or traditionally honoured
by poetry but nonetheless vital for existence is typical of
his refusal to limit his poetry to literature. The poilgnancy
of isolation is a gap which Perse fills richly and lavishly,

his very praise being partially motivated through his natural

abhorrence of a vacuum. The nostalgia of Eloges produces
just such a positive creation from negative motivation. In

Anabase the balance was somewhat redressed: the career, and
the solitude, were chosen, so that the poem was free to deal
with a great human theme rather than simply sing Asia's praises.
In Exil, with the coincidence of an enforced exile and a
lifetime's experience of solitude, there is a return to the
fundamental approach of the Bordeaux poems, but with the added

technique and experience of twenty very important years.



101

Those years do not belong in any direct way to Perse's
poetry, although their lesson was necessarily assimilated.
Speculation about the lost manuscripts is clearly pointless,
but the diplomatic interests of Alexis Leger show through in

the writings of his alter ego in Amitié du Prince and Anabase.

The details of his diplomatic career as seen in the entry in

the Annuaire diplomatique have been reprinted often enough

for his speedy rise to high officc to be well known.l

Judgements on his career praise his integrity and firmness

in the face of frequent governmental changes and the growing
menace beyond the Rhine.2 If his values seem increasingly
old-fashioned and his faith in other people's honour unrealistic
or 1ll-founded, it is all to his credit. Memoirs of the

period are fiercely partisan. Leger himself warns agailnst

tiie opinions expressed by Paul Reynaud,3 the Minister for
Foreign Affairs who ensineered his removal from the Quai

d'Orsay in May 1940:

Lice e.g. Honneur..., pp. 681-682.

2See e.g. E. R. Cameron, op. cit.

3in e.g. La France a sauvé 1'Europe (see e.g. II, 98, 131).
S5ee also Henri Hopuenot's indz_endent and decisive refutation
of the charge that Legcr burned the lilnistry archives, reprinted
in Honneur..., pp. 769-771.
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Je dois vous mettre en garde contre les présentations
tendancieuses de cet auteur, dont Je conteste, en
particulier, toutes les observations a mon sujet:
allégations sans fondement, ni vraisemblance, relevant
moins du souci historique que ge la passion politique
ou de l'animosité personnelle.

The reaction is remarkably measured (and restricted in
any case to a private letter) in view of the change du tout
au tout brought about in Leger's life. One thing is clear:
after occupying with distinction positions of high responsibility,
entailing that same '"quant & sol" which Frizeau had noted at
Bordeaux,2 Leger bore dismissal with nobility. His letter

to Edouard Herriot, president of the .ssemblée nationale,

written from .Arcachon a mere ten days after his disgrace shows
his outraged honour smarting through the dignity and sincerity

>

of his account of the episode. Like the Chinese President
Li's daughters of whom he had written so amusingly in 1917,

he reacted with a '"stiff upper 1lip": '"Les filles de lme Li

lPostscript to letter from Leger to Dr. K.-J. liuller dated
15 Sept. 1955, reprinted in Honneur..., p. 726.

2Letter to Claudel, Bordeaux, le 10 mai 1911, reprinted
in Honneur..., p. 608.

3Letter to lerriot, reprinted in Honneur..., pp. 713-71k4.
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se turent, s'attachant & montrer dans leur maintien l'égalité

A . 1
d'ame qui sied aux grands de ce monde dans l'infortune."

Leaving his family at Arcachon, Leger escaped clandestinely
to BEngland, transferring from a French fishing vessel to an
English warship off the 3reton coast. e stayed only a matter
of three weeks at Denham House, the home of his British opposite
number, Lord Vansittart, who had similarly received harsh
treatment at the hands of politicians. No direct contact
was made with De Gaulle, despite lLeser's support for Resistance
sroups abroad, since the notion of a self-styled "government"
which existed only through the good offices of the British
government was repugnant to him. He sailed for America from
Glasgow on the same ship that carried 3ritain's bullion reserves
into safe keeping, the 'llonarch of Bermuda.”2 A man who had
long sought solitude ironically more than achieved his ain.

no

"The nomad is now a refugee. "A l'exil de Crusoé, a la

solitude du Conquérant, les événements substituent, maintenmant,

L

un exil et une solitude réels."

* * X

lLe;;er to Alexandre Conty, reprinted in Honneur..., p. 690.

Freviously unpublished biographical details in this
parazraph were offered me verbally by M. Leger.

3Poggioli, op. cit., p. 20.

ACharpier, p. 121.



§ 5

EXILE

What grief is greater than
to leave behind the frontier
of your home-land ?

Euripides

(Electra, 11. 1314-15)
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bxile involves compulsion. Only in its more general
usage 1s it considered voluntary, and only by a further
extension of meaning can the word cover the various notions
of solitude which have already been discussed. The isolation
may be the same, but the motivation is different, and so puts
a different complexion on attitudes to it. The more agreeable
aspects of solitude are undercut by the knowledge that it is
no longer the result of volition but an imposed state. And
yet of course, in Perse's case, one may reasonably look at
his attitudes and position before 1940 and see in them the
schooling for political exile, a long and willed preparation
for his summary dismissal from office. Not believing on
foresight, one may look to his solitary nature, to a predis-
position to separation from his fellow-men, for the reasouns
underlying the outward calm and dignity he showed in that

fateful month of lLay.

Circumstances forced upon the poet a revision of his
approach to solitude. Neither his birth in a colony far
from metrogolitan France, nor his subsequent removal to Europe,
nor again his journeys in China had been as irrevocable as his
exile to the United States. The sense of distanciation bred

in him from being born in Guadeloupe was soured by separation
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from his work and family. Other poets of the time had
perhaps more choice over where they should spend the war,

but whether like Aragon, Char or Eluard they remained in the
thick of things, or like Jouve or Supervielle felt they could
make a greater contribution from outside France, the circum-
stances elicited some remarkable poetry.

Une grande poésie frangaise, de 1940 a 1945, s'est
écrite en dehors de la France. Pierre-Jean Jouve en
Suisse, Saint-John Perse en Amérique bénéficiaient de
1'éloignement nécessaire pour mieux entendre chanter en
eux la chose francgaise, et la fixer, dans le meilleur et
le plus Eur, le plus immuable de son incorruptible
essence.

Thibaudet's comments on the effect of the French Revolution
in this respect apply equally well to that of the Nazi
occupation:

Les élites émigrées vivent tragiquement. Elles
sont contraintes & une vie hasardeuse, solitaire, humiliée.
Elles sont amenées par l'exil et 1l'épreuve a réviser leurs
valeurs, et & en connaitre ou & en créer d'autres. Les
dieux qu'elles ont emsortés prennent contact et font
alliance avec les dieux étrangers. . . . Il y a les
éunigrés qui perdent leur pays et ceux qui en découvrent
d'autres. I1 y a les émicrés qui n'ont plus de société
et ceux qui s'en font une nouvelle, il y a les émigrés
qui n'ont pas de jeunesse et ceux qui créent une jeunesse.

lLouis—harcel Raymond, "Lecture de <aint-John Perse,"
L'Action universitaire (Montréal), avril 1948, 21.
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Trois dissonances, qui produisent chacune leur étincelle
de vie littéraire.

Lt'émigré qui perd son pays, qui n'a plus de société,
qui n'a plus de Jjeunesse, représente au bilan le passif,
la négation,_ la déficience. L'émigration est mortelle
aux faibles. ‘

It is perfectly clear that Perse belongs to the active,

positive category.

As with solitude, the idea of exile is by no means new
to Perse. Aspects of his interest in the literature of exile
have already been discussed, showing that books are only a
part of his world, and tend to be mere points of reference in
the expression of lived experiences. The poems written after
1940 show his reconciliation with and resolution of that

necessary paradox, the act of writing. "Words are also

. . . 2 -
actions, and actions are a kind of words." Poetry for Perse
is clearly an act, and as such counteracts the ncgativity of

exile.

peing forced to uproot oneself brings about a corresponding

Lilbert Thibaudet, Histoire de la littérature frangaise
de 1789 & nos jours (Bruxelles 1946), pp. 9-10.

2Ralph Waldo wrerson, "The Poet' 'in Essays and other

Writings (London 1907), p. 232.
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decrease in the active desire to move on. llence in the Exil
tetralogy we find the poet taking stock of his position,
swmnioning up the courage to face it, but having little desire
to "fare forward." This contrasts on the one hand with the
early poems which had been a stock-taking but not by any means
a final reckoning, and with the Chinese poems where the
ascending movement was all-important, geographically but also
spiritually.l The poet, "seul a faire le compte, du haut de
cette chambre d'angle" (Neiges, IV), has only smouldering and
smoking ashes at the beginning of his exile: "Et, sur toutes
gréves de ce monde, l'esprit du dieu fumant déserte sa couche
d'amiante" (.xil, I), but he reverses the situation by sheer
strength of character and the act of poetry: "Et soudain tout
m'est force et présence, ou fume encore le théme du néant"
(gzil, I1I). In other terms, in an image reminiscent of the
phoeniz rising from the ashes, but no doubt alluding to some
American bird which changes its plumage in winter, we find
"un oiseau de cendre rose, qul fut de braise tout 1'été,

illucine soudain les cryptes de l'hiver'" (Neiges, III).2

lThe question of movement will be dealt with more fully
in the next chapter.

2Given Perse's knowledge and fondness of Audubon, the
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construction of positive statements. In this respect, the
American poems from Exil to Vents are exceptional in Perse's
canon: exile itself provides, in fact imposes, a negative

terni. Vhile all the other mature poems are immediately seen
adding positive to positive, having no straightforward dialectic
since no negative pole exists, Exil starts from zero. It is
significant that even here there is no minus quantity: tue
poem opens bravely on a note suggesting limitless possibilities:
"Fortes ouvertes sur les sables." Only when the reader
continues, only when he learns the context, does the blank

page before the poem begins reveal itself as the negative
moment of exile when the poet abandoned all thought or hope

of writing poetry-

The resultant sympathy for those inflicted with solitude,
and for their desire to renounce office, is deepened:
Un homme atteint de telle solitude, qu'il aille

et qu'il suspende aux sactuaires le masque et le bdton
de commandenment. (Pluies, VI)
rutiussihuiimudiadioniih

The leader-figure of the preceding poems, like the poet, has
been dismissed. The reaction mingles dignity with dismay,
and recourse is made to perranent spiritual values beyond the

vicissitudes of history:


http://Plui.es
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"Un tel orgueil ne va pas & tout le monde. Beaucoup
d'humilité le prépare."l The other poems of the tetralogy

start with the advantage of this determination behind themn.

The next in date, Poéme & 1l'utrangére (1942), stands

under the sign of the Alien Registration Act in the terms of
which the Spanish woman, like the poet, would have to report

to the Aliens' Bureau at regular intervals after making the
initial statement of name, date of birth and nationality.

Like him=--"J'habiterai mon nomn'" (Ezii, VI)--sie is living out

of a suitcase, '"chaussée de crépe ou d'amarante entre vos

hautes malles inécloses;" 1like him, she has nothing to declare.3
Seeing her, therefore, in a state much like his own so shortly
before, the poet is moved by the deepest sympathy. In poetic

terns, she provides a character through whom he can externalise

his own feelings, a less painful way of presenting further

lCaillois, Art poétique, p. 76.

2”That act, passed in 1940, required all foreigners . . .
to register and report periodically concerning their wiereabouts
and activities." (Knodel, Saint-John Perse, p. 71).

3

Cf the following conversation from B. Traven (the pseudonym
of another war exile), The Death 3hip: "You ought to have sonme
papers to show who you are,'" said the policeman. "I don't need
any papers,'" said the sailor, "I know who I am." (Quoted in
mncounter, 170, Nov. 1967, p. 52).
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aspects of his own case.l This "home trés seul" (III) has
a profound empathy with her sadness, and shares her wanderings

across the tlashinyton scene.

The temptation of sadness, for which death had been the
tureatened penalty in Anabase, 1II, is here at its greatest:
Sur le tambour voilé des lampes a midi, nous
rnénerons encore plus d'un deuil, chantant l'hier, chantant
l'ailleurs, chantant le mal & sa naissance

et la splendeur de vivre qui s'exile & perte d'hommes
cette annee. (1II)

l.ostalgia for time past and for elsewhere, where ''la splendeur
de vivre' could be enjoyed, is made more poignant by the pointed
use of "s'exiler" and the rejuvenation of the fixed phrase &

perte de vue as "a perte d'hommes." Mot only does one imagine

peering over crowds of nameless faces, but also that every man
lost in the war in Europe represents a deep versonal loss for
the poet, and so reduces the possibility of recalling lost
happiness. The poet's answer to the temptation of sadness

is to use his recollections as material for poetry:

lPerse does not identify himself entirely with her as
he had with the persona of Crusoce, but sympathises deeply with
someone in a siwilar situation to himself. The poet is present
in the poem distinct frow his character, although this dramatis
persona necessarily springs directly from him. In Images &
Crusoé the poet is not presented distinct from his character.



je m'en vais, O mémoire!
sans horde ni tribu, parni le
le front nu, lauré d'abeilles
flatte encore en songe, de la
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a mon pas d'homme libre,
chant des sabliers, et,
de phosphore, . . . je
main, parmi tant d'&tres

invisibles,
ma chienne d'Europe qui fut blanche et, plus que
moi, poete. (TT1)

"Le passage est destiné & illustrer l'autononie et la puissance
du poéte.“l Asserting his independence, the poet turns with

modest indirectness to the notion of poetry which gives him

his strength.

Pluies, written in Savannah, Georgia, in 1943, while
staying with the Biddles,2 fuses in its central image of a

torrential rain-storm the negative and positive elements

presented in different ways in Exil and Poeme & 1'Etrangére.

The rains annihilate and fecundate: "Pluies s'assimile a un

autre phénoméne & double sens: celui de la renaissance féconde

et celui des lessivecs destinées a purifier la mémoire; la

pluie devient ainsi un facteur d'avenir assuré, alors méme

3

qu'elle est un facteur d'oubli. The rhythm gathers

‘caillois, Poétique..., p. 105, and see pp. 105-110 for
a full analysis of the passage.

2See Charlton Ogburn, "Comment fut écrit Pluies'" in
donneur..., pp. 273-279.

3Alain Bosquet, "Zaint-John Perse ou la rhétorique
rédemptrice'" in Verbe et vertige (Paris 1961), p. 136.
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momentum =3 the versets lengthen to culminate in the central
apostrophe to the rains of canto VII. With the passing of
the storm--and with the passing of the judgement, the '"'sentences
d'orage" of Exil, V, by the court session which forms a further
part of the poem's image armature--the poet is refreshed and
ready for another poem.
C'est la fralcheur courant aux crétes du langage,
1'écume encore aux lévres du poéue,
=t l'homme encore de toutes parts pressé d'idées
nouvelles, qui céde au soulévement des grandes houles
de l'esprit:

"Le beau chant, le beau chant que voila sur la
dissipation des eaux!...' (Pluies. VIII)
k]

The section concludes with this triumphantly paradoxical
statezent: "et mon poéme, 6 Pluies! qui ne fut pas écrit!"

The 1953 and earlier edilions had read '"qui ne sera pas écriti"
The change of tense was required to show that T'erse had not
simily decided after all never to write the poem in question:

he wants to remove any ambiguity about what he means, which is
that he never had any intention of writing a poem for the sake

of writing a poemn. What interests him is rather the necessarily
ambiguous, even paradoxical creative process which, like the
rains, must liquidate the dross of memory: 'Lavez, lavez, o

Pluies! les hautes tables de mémoire™ (VII).

The dialectic imposed by exile is present even in this
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poem where the relentless rhythm of expanding versets in
groups of three seems to indicate a return to the additive
technique of Anabase. But there is a notable development
away from the private emotional involvement of Exil and from

the use of a character in Poéme & l'Etrangere. Here an image

based on observation of a natural phenomenon provides the
skeleton of the poen. Such an extended use of what had been
limited to individual images or pattems of imagery on a
relatively small scale triggers off, after Pluies, a series

of increasinsly long poems--lieiges, Vents, .uters-- using an

elemental phenomenon as their thematic substructure.

The ambisuity observed in rain, as a cleansing and an
enriching force, zives way to that of snow, cold and isolating,
but gentle. The poet, still very much alone, celebrates his
silence and absence by a tender address to his mother. The
surrounding snow emphasises the poet's isolation: '"Seul a
faire le compte, du haut de cette chambre d'angle qu'environne
un Ucéan de neiges'" (IV). The tender intimacy felt in filial
affection is expressed more fully and freely than any similar
relationship to date. His family had been cursorily mentioned,

but he had not indulgyed in more than passing or cryptic
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evocations of his relatives.l In this respect, Neiges paves
the way for the closely detailed relationship explored in

'"Btroits sont les vaisseaux'" (Amers, Strophe, IX). It is an

examination of purity of character in terms of the purity of
the snow and the purity of language. The "pur langage sans
office" (uxil, IV), the "langage sans paroles dont vous avez
ltusage" (Neiges, III) is found upstream, where the snows

first melt into the river of human history.

Yet there is little play on the potential ambiguity of
snow: gentleness carries the day- The negative pole of
exile is nonetheless clearly opposed by the positive pole the
poet's mother represents. The son would not share her religious
practices, but this is not to say he has no deep religious
conviction. ilis ode to absence, the plastic eqguivalent to
silence, has, on the contrary, those qualities of resignation
and resolution, faith, hope and charity which proclaim the

truly religious man. "La poétigque de la neige est indicatrice

lAlthoug;h no mention appears to be made of his surviving
sisters, Perse mentions his mother (Pour féter une enfance, 1V;
Zloges, VIII and ZV), father (Four féter une enfance, VI),
dead sister (ibid., II), and '"les Oncles'" (ibid., VI).
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d'une religion."l lmbracing both poles of the dialectic,

he can look forward with a reusoned hope towards a life among
men. The basis of that life is spiritually firm, however
changeable man's fortunes. Perse, in his own way, nakes a
wazer for what Fascal termed '"une éternité de vie et de
bonheur:"

1a ou les neiges encore sont guéables, nous
passerons ce soir une &me non guéable... Et au dela
sont les grands lés tissés du sonze, et tout ce bien
fongzible ol l'étre engage sa fortune...

(Neiges, IV)

Such a preoccupation with the spiritual and metaphysical
is not rare in rerse, but rarely does it enjoy such open and
extended expression. Svarked off here by thoughts of his
mother's worship and the virgin ourity of the '"plain-chant des
neiges," it allows a current of religious language and iunagery
through the ©ncer: which adds to its liturgical cualities. Set
in "un lieu de gréce et de merci,'" this ode to silence depicts
a new ascension, that of the FMNew York skyscrapers apparently
rising behind motionless snow-flakes fallins. The optical

illusion provides a real experience, however illusory the

lGilbert Durand, '"Psychanalyse de la neige,'" i.crcure de
France, aodt 1953, p. 624.
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fact. The snow, like death, like exile, like God for some,
renders all things equal, but like Perse it irnores denominational
limits: "Il neige, hors chrétienté' (II). If the poet,
referring to "neige plus fine qu'au désert la graine de coriandre,"
allows himself a biblical echo, it suggests literary and not
doctrinal assent. Yet he derives some measure of benefit from
his mother's piety:

Et Celle & qui je pense entre toutes femmes de na

race, du fond de son grand fdse léve & son Dieu sa face
de douceur. Et c'est un pur lignage qui tient sa gréce

en moi. (I11)
Her prayers are followed by Ave iaria echoin: around:

et coimme un zrand Ave de grace sur nos pas, la
srande roseraie blanche de toutes neiges a la ronde...

(IVv)
The word roseraie invites translation as 'rosary,' since the

Znglish word :icans both rose-garden, the true sense of the

French, and beads, the meaning clearly implied by both its

context anc sound, and all the more potent for its absence.

lThis and a number of other features rciiind one forcibly
of Mallarmé: e.g. snow, whiteness, silence, absence. Perse's
"pur délice sans graphie'" echoes ilallarmé's "pur délice szans
cheuin" ("Autre éventail'), and '"Désormais cette page ou plus
rien ne s'inscrit," "le vide papier que la blancheur défend”
("_rise marineit).




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































