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ABSTRACT from 

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

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

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

by 

John Roger Graham L i t t l e 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

c a t e g o r y , w i t h d e f i n i t i o n s , of h i s r a r e and t e c h n i c a l terms. 
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J. R. G. L i t t l e , " E x i l e and the Poet: A study of the theme of 

e x i l e i n the p o e t r y o f Saint-John Perse" 
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P- 89, n. 2 , 1 .. 1 f o r Anabase read Anabase 
P« 125, 1 . 13 f o r Vents read Vents 
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p- 15^, 1 . 2 f o r Vents read Vents 
P' 160, n. 2 , 1 . 1 f o r N o t a b l y by Henry read Notably 
p* 1 6 1 , 1 . 13 f o r l e a t read l e a s t 
p- 176, n o t e , 1 . 5 f o r t h a t read than 
p- 199, 1 . 19 f o r m e t y p h y s i c a l read metaphysical 
P« 2 3 1 , 1 . 12 f o r Perse's read Perse 
p- 265, 1 . 16 f o r a s u j e t t i s read a s s u j e t t i s 



p. 282, 
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p. 305, 

p. 306, 

p. 313, 

p. 329, 

p. 338, 
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p. 403 

p. 419 

p. 420 
p. 423 

P- ^29 , 
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1 . 4 f o r a t t e n t i o n s 
1 . 2 f o r t r a n q u i l i t y 
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read North 
read a t t e n t i o n 
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§ 1 

INTRODUCTION 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

p. 85 . Cf Mircea E l i a d e , Le Mythe de l ' e t e r n e l r e t o u r ( P a r i s 
1 9 4 9 ) . 
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I t i s remarkable t h a t i n the t h r e s h o l d , Perse has c h o s e n — o r 

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

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

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

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

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

audience. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

e x i s t e n c e ! ^ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * * 

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



§ 2 

BACKGROUND TO EXILE 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

men. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

poete."^ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

work o f the poet. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

poses a f u r t h e r paradox. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * * 

Perse, "Fragments d'une l e t t r e p r i v e e de Saint-John Perse 
a A r c h i b a l d MacLeish (19^2)", CP, X, ete-automne 1950, 155-
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EXILE THROUGH LITERATURE 

Un homme s'en v i n t r i r e 
aux .--alerics de p i e r r e 
des B i b i i o t h e c a i r e s . 
Perse (Vents, I , k) 
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A w r i t e r feeds on othe r w r i t e r s ' work, though d e c r e a s i n g l y 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



2.K 

t h e i r i n f l u e n c e w i l l be made here;- Note has also been taken 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

which such a study can help towards an understanding of the 

work. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

C^xodus 13, 7) 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

(Exodus 27, 1-3) 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

t o u t e allegeance humaine." 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Perse. 

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

(Exodus 19, l o ) 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



35 

be found i n c l a s s i c a l as opposed t o J u d a e o - C h r i s t i a n mythology 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

2 
Oiseaux, p. 32. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

r e g i o n . 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

motive of the poet's dream. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

( I l l ) 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

w i t h pointed brazen feathers; but t h i s c l e a r l y does not explain 
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the r e s t of the image. The r e l a t i o n of "Tant de hauteur 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

remain unsolved. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

brought forward i n Pluies and the importance of the colour 

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

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

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

i.. a, e : 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



of the Argonauts' adventures i s : 

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

(rleiges, IV) 

Lynceus, wandering through the Libyan desert, sees Heracles 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

str a i n e d . 

* 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

correct reading may on occasion be obtained by reference to 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

e i t h e r case i s fear: 

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

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

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

( I Kin;:s 2, 2o) 

The meaning deduced by reference to secular sources i s 

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



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

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

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

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

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

used i n reference to taking an oath: 

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

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

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

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

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

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

changed meaning: 

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

any sense, and also perhaps from allegiance to the orthodox 

gods. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"'"See also F. J. Carmody, "Saint-John Perse and several 
v̂.-; i O^HT-OOOM Gomp. L i t . Studies, 1965, I I , 139-143* 
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There i s no need, then, to r e s t r i c t understanding to a 

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

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

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

way that S x i l ...My be claimed as "un poeme de I ' e t e r n i t e de 

l ' e x i l dans l a condition humaine-" C a i l l o i s , w r i t i n g as an 

anthropologist rather than l i t e r a r y c r i t i c , d e t a i l s what he 

terms "les devoirs de 1 ' e x i l e " as expressed i n yet another 

community, but which are e s s e n t i a l l y ideas u n r e s t r i c t e d by t r i b a l 

or p o l i t i c a l boundaries.^" I f there appear to be more references 

to the Bible and c l a s s i c a l w r i t i n g s than to other mythologies, 

i t i s because they are the b i r t h r i g h t of our p a r t i c u l a r 

community, and so more f a m i l i a r both to ourselves and to the 

poet. One's choice of "sources" tends i n e v i t a b l y to r e f l e c t 

one's own l i m i t a t i o n s rather than reveal much about the poet, 

and i s bound, w i t h however good a w i l l , to be a r b i t r a r y . 

Such a heritage must nonetheless be integrated i n t o the 

pattern of immediate circumstances, and i n t h i s case t h i s means 

the United States and e x i l e f o r a man of the twe n t i e t h century. 

C a i l l o i s , L'Homme et l e sacre ( j r a r i s 1939), p. 
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This aspect i s perhaps the one dealt w i t h most f u l l y so f a r 

by c r i t i c s , who have added successive explanations of Perse's 

references to his host country. C a i l l o i s r i g h t l y i n s i s t s 

that however broad the poet's net, his catch I s one which 

a c t u a l l y e x i s t s or existed at some time and i n some place."'" 

A number of c r i t i c s have i n t h e i r t u r n added to the l i s t of 

actual things explained i n t h e i r prosaic colours. S i m i l a r l y 

i t has been shown t h a t , n a t u r a l l y enough, Perse often has his 

own immediate circumstances i n mind. But such raw materials 

do not i n themselves "explain" the poems: they only add to 

one's respect f o r the i n t e g r i t y and scope of the poet as a 

w r i t e r and as a man, and perhaps deepen one's appreciation 

once the d e t a i l s of the references have been f u l l y assimilated 

and h a l f f o r g o t t e n . Bachelard wisely wrote: " I I ne faut pas 

t r o p v i t e s'adresser aux constructions de l a raison pour 
2 

comprendre un genie l i t t e r a i r e o r i g i n a l . " And Perse himself 

( l i k e Ezra Pound w i t h his view of "Kulchur") denigrates the 

sort of acquired c u l t u r e obtained from book-learning i n favour 

"'"Caillois, Poetique. . . , pp. 137-152, 191-198. 

Eachelard, Psychanalyse du feu (Paris 1 9 ^ 9 ) , p. 173* 



52 

of a l i v e d and l i v i n g awareness: 

iion h o s t i l i t e envers l a c u l t u r e releve . . . de 
1 1homeopathie: je c r o i s qu'elle d o i t etre portee au 
point extreme ou, d'elle-meme, e l l e se recuse, e t , 
ingrate a elle-merae, s'annule-^ 

* 

I t would consequently appear to be i n accordance w i t h 

the poet's wishes that a t t e n t i o n be s h i f t e d from the question 

of l i t e r a r y sources and influences to other aspects of poetic 

cr e a t i o n . I n the case of Saint-John Perse, there seems to be, 

as has already been suggested, a p r e d i s p o s i t i o n towards the 

s t a t e , both physical and psychological, of e x i l e . I t i s 

therefore i n t e r e s t i n g to f i n d as the f i r s t of three epigraphs 

appended to the f i r s t poem published by Perse, "Des V i l l e s sur 
2 

t r o i s modes," the f o l l o w i n g words from the De T r i n i t a t e of 

I l i l a r i u s : "Quies inops v i t a e i p s i u s e x s i l i u m . . . " S a i l l e t 

provides the completed quotation and a t r a n s l a t i o n to which 

i t a l i c s have been added to i n d i c a t e the words selected by 

Perse: 

"'"Perse, "Fragments d'une l e t t r e privec a Archibald 
x.acLeish ( 1 9 ^ 2 ) , " CP, I , 155. 

2 
i n Pan ( H o n t p e l l i e r ) No. 4, j u i l l e t - a o u t 1908, 189-

191 (signed "Saintleger Leger"). 
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... l e repos ( l a quietude) depourvu-de-res.sources 
apparai.t-a-1 1 i n t e l l i g e n c e comme une sorte d ' e x i l de l a 
vie elle-meme...1 

I n the e a r l i e s t poem to remain included i n the Oeuvre poetique, 

the Images a Crusoe, the " V i e i l homme remis entre les hommes" 

speaks of "un e x i l lurnineux" and of " l a sueur des seves en 

e x i l . " Finding himself at long l a s t among hi s countrymen 

again, he cannot help f e e l i n g a stranger to a l l the a c t i v i t y 

of the town. 

Hepris par l a vie urbaine, i l a pourtant plus d'une 
raison de se r e j o u i r , car l a j o i e est l a plus grande 
richesse q u ' i l a rapportee de son p e r i p l e : 

2 

... J o i e ! o j o i e deliee dans les hauteurs du c i e l i . . . 

Some of the maxims to be found i n De Foe's Robinson Crusoe 

seem s i n g u l a r l y relevant to the a t t i t u d e Perse was to take 

when he himself suffered e x i l e , and no doubt influenced his 

ways of thought from his adolescence onwards: 

Laurice S a i l l e t , Saint-John Perse, pocte de g l o i r e , 
(Paris 1 9 5 2 ) , p. l 8 l . 

2 
Bosquet, Saint-John Perse, p. 19* 

3 
See cj 27 f o r Crusoe's departure from his i s l a n d ; 0 t 29-

30 f o r his b r i e f stay i n England. I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note 
tha t Crusoe's t r a v e l s are f a r from over at t h i s stage, due to 
what De Foe c a l l s "the native propensity to rambling." 
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He t o l d me that g r i e f was the most senseless 
i n s i g n i f i c a n t passion i n the world, f o r that i t regarded 
only things past, which were generally impossible to be 
r e c a l l e d , or to be remedied, but had no view of things 
to come, and had no share i n anything that looked l i k e 
deliverance, but rather added to the a f f l i c t i o n than 
proposed a remedy. , R 

E x i l e and the desire t o t r a v e l are two sides of the same 

..iedal- This i s p l a i n l y seen by Perse when he v/rites of Crusoe 

Le regard f i x e au lar g e , t u attendais I 1 i n s t a n t du 
depart, le lever du grand vent q ui te d e s c e l l e r a i t d'un 
C C a'^* (Images a Crusoe, "Le l i v r e " ) 

I t i s s i m i l a r l y clear i n the next published poem, Pour f e t e r 

u:io enfance, where we read of "une mer . . . hantee d ' i n v i s i b l e 

departs.' 1 But despite "hat we might c a l l the "geographical 

double-take" i n these e a r l y works, they are e s s e n t i a l l y s t a t i c 

evocations when compared w i t h the development of movement seen 

i n c r e a s i n g l y i n La Gloire des Rois, Anabase, Vents and Araers. 

* n A r i t i e du Prince, where the poet i s addressed as "Voyageur," 

the urge t o wander i s recognised as a "tourment de 1 ' e s p r i t : " 
La guerre, l a negoce, les reglements de dettes 

r e l i g i e u s e s sont d'ordinaire l a cause des deplacements 
l o i n t a i n s : t o i t u te p l a i s aux longs deplaceiients sans 
cause. Je connais ce t o u r i e n t de 1'e s p r i t . Je 
t'enseignerai l a source de ton mal. * {TTT\ 

Anabase explores the nature and r e s u l t s i f t h i s malaise: the 
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" t o u r m e n t de 1 ' e s p r i t " i s a l s o a " g o u t de I'ame," and t h e 

e s s e n t i a l s o l i t u d e o f t h e man w i t h such a m e t y p h y s i c a l and 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l l e a n i n g i s f u l l y u n d e r l i n e d . "Chemins du monde, 

l ' u n vous s u i t " (Anab- . ise, V I I I ) . There i s no q u e s t i o n o f 

s e t t l i n g f o r such a man: p l e a s u r e s a r e g r e a t and r e a l b u t 

t r a n s i t o r y : "mais p a r - d e s s u s l e s a c t i o n s des homines s u r l a 

t e r r e , beaucoup de s i g n e s en voyage..." (Anabase, I X ) . A t 

no t i u e i s t h e wandered f r e e o f h i s t h o u g h t s o f g o i n g f u r t h e r : 

T e r r e a r a b l e du s o n g e I " o i l p a r l e de b a t i r ? — J ' a i 
vu l a t e r r e d i s t r i b u t e en de v a s t e s espaces e t i/ia pensee 
n ' e s t p o i n t d . i s t r a i t e du n a v i s c a t e u r . . , s 

( i b i d * / 

The theme becomes more o b v i o u s s t i l l i n t h e immense movement 

o f t h e two g r e a t e p i c s , V e n t s and ;:-:ers, t h e f i r s t o f w h i c h 

C l a u d e l c a t e g o r i s e d as "une p o e s i e n o u r r i e r l ' e s p a c e e t a 

q u i i l f a u t de l ' e s p a c e p o u r d e v e l o p p e r . T h e second has 

r e c e i v e d handsome t r e a t m e n t a t t h e hands o f P r o f e s s o r Henry 

on t h i s v e r y theme. 

The 1 t e t r a l o g y s t a n d s a t t h e c r o s s r o a d s between t h e 

poems d e a l i n g w i t h t h e l e a d e r - f i g u r e , t h e P r i n c e , and t h e l a t e r 

1 C l a u d e l , "Un poeme de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e : V e n t s " , CP, X, 58. 

A l b e r t a e n r y , "Amers" de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e : Une p o e s i e du 
mouvement (i.'euchatel 1963) •> p a s s i m . 
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poems where movement s t a n d s as a f o r c e i n i t s own r i ^ h t . I t 

has t h e added i n t e r e s t o f r e f l e c t i n g a p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e o f 

c a p i t a l i m p o r t a n c e i n t h e l i f e o f t h e p o e t - - a n d n o t w i t h o u t 

i t s i m p o r t a n c e i n t h e h i s t o r y o f w o r l d a f f a i r s - - o n e w h i c h 

c o i n c i d e d s t r a n g e l y w i t h a c e r t a i n p r e d i s p o s i t i o n t o be e l c e -

where. P i e r r e Guerre sees t h e s w i n g o f emphasis o v e r t h e y e a r s 

i n t h e f o l l o w i n g t e r . i s : 

A v a n t l e s poe.'es d ' e x i l , c ' e s t une e r r a n c e nee de 
l a l a s s i t u d e du p o u v o i r ou d'une v o c a t i o n n a t u r e l l e . 
. . . E t dans l e s p l u s r e c e n t s poemes, c e t t e e r r a n c e 
s ' e l a r g i t en un v a s t e mouveroent, a l a mesure de ceux de 
l a n a t u r e e t de l ' h i s t o i r e : 

S'en a l l e r ! S'en a l l e r ! P a r o l e de v i v a n t 

The same c r i t i c can even speak o f Per s e ' s "nomadisme f r e n e t i q u e . 

Cf 2 x i l , L o u i s - M a r c e l Raymond w r i t e s some l i n e s w h i c h s t a n d a t 

t h e v e r y r o o t o f t h e p r e s e n t s t u d y : 

Ce poeme s y m b o l i s a i t l ' e x i l d'un e t r e de r a c e 
s u p e r i e u r e , l ' e x i l du P o e t e , q u i r e s t e r a t o u j o u r s 1 ' E x i l e 
p a r e x c e l l e n c e . 

S a i n t - J o h n Perse a v o u l u s e u l e m e n t r a p p e l e r que de 
t o u s l e s e x i l e s p a r l e monde, l e p o e t e l ' e s t l e p l u s 
t o t a l e m e n t e t l e p l u s absolument.-^ 

E l s e w h e r e Raymond makes t h e g e n e r a l c l a i m : " L ' e x i l e s t l e 

P i e r r e G u e r r e , S a i n t - J o h n Perse e t l'homsie ( P a r i s 1955)? 
p. h2. 

2 

I b i d . , p. 6k. 

5 " H u m a n i t y de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , " CP, X, 126, 129. 
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c l i m a t r e e l de l a p o e s i e . " I t i s perhaps t h e e x t r a 

s e n s i t i v i t y w h i c h a p o e t i s r i g h t l y o r w r o n g l y supposed t o 

possess t h a t makes him ;;iore c o n s c i o u s o f e x i l e and so i n c r e a s e 

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

p o e t r y . 3 u t i t i s p e r h a p s t h i s v e r y s e n s i t i v i t y t h a t s h o u l d 

make us l o o k f u r t h e r s t i l l f o r t h e aim o f t h i s d e s i r e t o t r a v e l 

and i t s a s s o c i a t e d p r e d i s p o s i t i o n t o t h e s t a t e o f e x i l e . 

* 

P i e r r e - J e a n Jouve s u g g e s t e d t h a t Perse has " l e s e n t i m e n t 
2 

d ' e t r e a t o u t e s choses un e t r a n g e r , " and s t a t e s more p r e c i s e l y 

where he c o n s i d e r s t h e r o o t o f t h e f e e l i n g t o l i e : 

En son p r e m i e r a s p e c t , E x i l m a n i f e s t e l a s o l i t u d e 
e t r a n g e r e en dehors d'une g u e r r e , d'une c a t a s t r o p h e du 
ter.:ps. Dans l e s p l a n s l e s p l u s l o i n t a i n s , c ' e s t l a 
s o l i t u d e comme s u r g i s s e m e n t i n t i m e , e t l e g o u f f r e de l a 
p e r d i t i o n du r , i o i - - q u i n ' e s t n i absence m y s t i q u e , n i 
f r u s t r a t i o n e r o t i q u e , n i m a c e r a t i o n de r n e l a n c o l i e , r i a l s 
p e r d i t i o n m e t a p h y s i q u e p u r e . ( I t a l i c s a d d e d ) . 

The l a s t t h r e e words a r e o f p a r t i c u l a r i m p o r t a n c e , t h r o w i n g 

t h e emphasis away f r o m t h e im m e d i a t e c o n c r e t e xvorld o f m i g r a t i o n s 

''"Louis-Kareel Raymond, " L e c t u r e de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , " 
L ' A c t i o n u n i v e r s i t a i r e ( M o n t r e a l ) , Apr- 19̂ -8, 21. 

2 J o u v e , " i ; x i l , " CP, X, 57-
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and e x i l e s i n t o t h e m e t a p h y s i c a l r e a l m o f a b a s i c y e a r n i n g t o 

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

s e r v i l e and c o m f o r t a b l e a t t i t u d e o r a t t a c h m e n t t o one's 

s u r r o u n d i n g s . C l a u d e l ' s a r t i c l e on V e nts ends w i t h t h i s 

s e a r c h i n g q u e s t i o n : 

D i e u e s t un mot que S a i n t - J o h n Perse e v i t e , c l i r a i - j e 
r e l i g i e u s e m e n t ? e t que pour un empire i l ne l a i s s e r a i t 
pas s o r t i r de l e s l e v r e s . Et c e p e n d a n t , c o n d u i t p a r l e 
s o l e i l au r e b o u r s de ce s o u f f l e t a n t o t v i o l e n t , e t t a n t o t 
p e r f i d e , e t t a n t o t r n e d i t a t i f , q u ' a l l a i t - i l c h e r c h e r au 
d e l a de t o u t e b a r r i e r e , q u ' a l l a i t - i l demander aux 
r e s e r v o i r s de 1 1 Incommensurable ?^ 

Perse's l e t t e r t h a n k i n g C l a u d e l f o r t h i s a r t i c l e i s most 

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

a t t r a c t i o n f o r him o f 1 ' a i l l e u r s : 

V o t r e g e s t e a remue beaucoup de choses en m o i . 
K a i s p l u s h a u t que t o u t ce b i e n f a i t l i t t e r a i r e , j e pense 
a t o u t ce que j e d o i s moralement a v o t r e caeur d'arai. 
Zt ou p o u r r a i s - j e a i e u x en t r o u v e r l a inesure que dans l a 
pensee :ie;\c q u i g u i d e v o t r e c o n c l u s i o n ? O u i , j ' a t t e n d a i s 
c e t t e c o n c l u s i o n . E l l e ne va pas p l u s l o i n que mon 
a t t e n t e , e t n'a r i e n en elle-rneme q u i p u i s s e r i e n h e u r t e r 
en n o i . " n e r c i du mot " r e l i g i e u s e m e n t " que vous avez su 
i n s e r e r l a . I I n ' e s t que t r o p v r a i que j e d o i v e , 
s c r u p u l e u s e m e n t , m ' i n t e r d i r e de mesuser d'un mot marque 
a u j o u r d ' h u i d ' a c c e p t i o n c o n f e s s i o n n e l l e t a n t que l e s 
n o t i o n s m e t a p h y s i a u e s d ' a b s o l u , d ' e t e r n i t e ou d ' i n f i n i 
ne p e u v e n t r e j o i n d r e p o u r moi l a n o t i o n m o r a l e e t 
p e r s o n n e l l e q u i e s t a l a base des r e l i g i o n s r e v e l e e s . 

C l a u d e l , "Un poeme..." CP, X, 67-
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La r e c h e r c h e , en t o u t e chose, du " d i v i n , " q u i a e t e l a 
t e n s i o n s e c r e t e de t o u t e ma v i e p a i e n n e , e t c e t t e 
i n t o l e r a n c e , en t o u t e chose, de l a l i m i t e humaine q u i 
c o n t i n u e de c r o i t r e en moi comme un c a n c e r , ne s a u r a i e n t 
m ' h a b i l i t e r a r i e n de p l u s qu'a mon a s p i r a t i o n . Vous 
s e u l , sans d o u t e , p o u v i e z s a i s i r , dans mon poeme, l a 
p o r t e e de c e t t e "Her au-dessus de l a mer" q u i t e n d t o u j o u r s 
p l u s l o i n ma l i g n e d ' h o r i z o n . ^ ( I t a l i c s a d d e d ) . 

* 

There i s no doubt t h a t i n c e r t a i n c i r c u m s t a n c e s and i n 

a l i m i t e d way a l l u s i o n t o o t h e r w r i t i n g s can t h r o w l i g h t on 

Perse's work. By r e f e r e n c e and i n f e r e n c e he a l s o shows h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r sympathy w i t h t h o s e l i t e r a r y f i g u r e s whom he f e e l s 

t o have s h a r e d h i s sense o f e x i l e . But t o a t t e m p t t o see h i s 

p o e t r y s o l e l y i n terras o f l i t e r a r y a n t e c e d e n t s w o u l d be t o l i m i t 

an a p p r e c i a t i o n o f Perse's own c o n t r i b u t i o n , even when one sees 

how t h o r o u g h l y a s s i m i l a t e d and t r a n f o r m e d t h o s e s o u r c e s a r e . 

I t i s t e n d e n t i o u s and r e s t r i c t i v e t o see any one f a c e t o f a 

diamond w i t h o u t r e l a t i n g i t b o t h t o t h e o t h e r f a c e t s and, i t 

; l i g h t be added, t o t h e c a r b o n o f w h i c h i t i s composed. Any 

L e t t e r d a t e d 7 J a n . 195^ i n C l a u d e l , Oeuvres en p r o s e , 
pp. l^f82-83. As C l a u d e l ' s l e t t e r s t o Perse were m o s t l y l o s t , 
i - I . L e ger i s n o t p r e p a r e d a t t h i s s t a g e t o a l l o w h i s o t h e r l e t t e r s , 
k e p t a t C l a u d e l ' s house i n P a r i s , t o be c o n s u l t e d . The same i s 
t r u e o f t h e c o r r e s p o n d e n c e w i t h Gide h e l d i n t h e Fonds Doucet 
o f t h e 3 i b l i o t h e q u e S t e . - G e n e v i e v e . 
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r e s t r i c t i o n o f t h e b r e a d t h o f s i g n i f i c a n c e i n t h e t e t r a l o g y , 

w h e t h e r t o t h e im m e d i a t e p o l i t i c a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f a t r a n s ­

a t l a n t i c e x i l e , t o t h e e x p l o r a t i o n o f t h e h o s t c o u n t r y by t h e 

p o e t , or t o t h e p r i v a t e a n g u i s h o f a son must n e c e s s a r i l y 

f a l s i f y t h e t r u e t o t a l p i c t u r e - No a p p r e c i a t i o n can p o s s i b l y 

r e m a i n a t a c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f " l e v e l s o f meaning" i n a s e t o f 

poems where t h e complex t e x t u r e s o f b o t h language and im a g e r y 

i n t e r p l a y so c l o s e l y . The p r i v a t e , t h e p o l i t i c a l , t h e geo­

g r a p h i c , t h e i s t o r i c a l , t h e m y t h o l o g i c a l and t h e s p i r i t u a l 

c a n n o t be u n t w i n e d , and any a t t e m p t i s b o t h a b o r t i v e and p r e ­

j u d i c i a l . The " c o m p l e t e c o n s o r t d a n c i n g t o g e t h e r " seems t o 

demand b o t h an awareness o f t h e f a c t s and an i m m e d i a t e f o r g e t t i n g 

o f t h e f a c t s i n t h e i n t e r e s t o f t h e p o e t r y as a v a l u e i n i t s e l f . 

As vague a t e r m as " p o e t r y as a v a l u e i n i t s e l f " however, 

b e n d i n g t o a l l t h e s u b j e c t i v e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s i m a g i n a b l e , i s 

u n s a t i s f a c t o r y u n l e s s q u a l i f i e d by a c l o s e s t u d y o f t h e words 

arm"! methods used by Perse t o t r a n s l a t e t h e r e a l w o r l d i n t o 

p o e t r y . U l t i m a t e l y t h e vmords on t h e p r i n t e d page must s t a n d 

a l o n e or n o t a t a l l . Not f o r Perse t h e would-be " e x p l a n a t o r y " 

n o t e s o f an E l i o t , n o r t h e n a r c i s s i s t i c c u l t o f t h e man b e h i n d 

t h e w o r d s , where m i s p l a c e d v a n i t y t a k e s t h e p l a c e o f a j u s t 
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p r i d e - Perse has a v o i d e d t h e h a l l o f m i r r o r s i n w h i c h so 

many w r i t e r s have e n j o y e d d i s t o r t i n g t h e i r f e a t u r e s . H i s 

a s s u m p t i o n o f a pseudonym c o u l d be, i n d e e d has been c o n s i d e r e d 

as a f o r m b o t h o f escapism and o f n a r c i s s i s m . The p o e t ' s 

answer i s c l e a r : 

Je peux vous d i r e que mon pseudonyrne a e t e c h o i s i 
unique-Rent pour me p e r m e t t r e un d e d o u b l e n e n t de ma 
p e r s o n n a l i t e , un dedoublement que j e c r o i s i n d i s p e n s a b l e 
p o u r un p o e t e q u i e s t engage en nieme temps dans une 
a c t i v i t e publique--*-

I n t h i s c l e a r - h e a d e d o r g a n i s a t i o n o f h i s own l i f e , he r e f l e c t s 

t h e sense o f p r e c i s i o n so e v i d e n t i n h i s p o e t r y . 

I n a l l r e s p e c t s , t h e gateway t o t h e a b s t r a c t i s t h e c o n c r e t e , 

t o t h e m e t a p h y s i c a l t h e p h y s i c a l , t o t h e p o s s i b l e t h e a c t u a l , 

and t h e c o n c r e t e , t h e p h y s i c a l , t h e a c t u a l a c q u i r e i n consequence 

paramount i m p o r t a n c e i n Perse's p o e t r y . "Le r e e l s i n g u l i e r se 
2 

p r e s e n t e comme un a u - d e l a de 1 ' i m a g i n a b l e -" The p o e t h i m s e l f 

has made a c r u c i a l s t a t e m e n t i n t h i s r e s p e c t , one t o be borne 

i n mind t h r o u g h o u t t h i s s t u d y and w h i c h l a r g e l y d e f i n e s h i s 

v e r y c o n c e p t o f p o e t r y : 

"4iew Y o r k Times, 27 Oct. 1960, p. l 8 , q u o t e d i n Jacques 
C o u r r e n t , " A u t o u r d'un pseudonyme: S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , " V i e e t 
l a n g a g e , No. 110, mai 196l, 278-9. 

^ B a c h e l a r d , L'Eau e t l e s r e v e s ( P a r i s 196^), p. 139 
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Le p o e t e a p a r f a i t e m e n t l e d r o i t , e t meme l e d e v o i r , 
d 1 a l l e r e x i o l o r e r l e s don.iai.nes l e s p l u s o b s c u r s , u a i s p l u s 
i l va l o i n dans c e t t e d i r e c t i o n , p l u s i l d o i t u s e r de 
moyens d ' e x p r e s s i o n c o n c r e t s . A u s s i l o i n q u ' i l p e n e t r e 
dans l ' a u - d e l a i r r a t i o n n e l ou m y s t i q u e , i l e s t t e n u de 
s ' e x p r i m e r par des moyens r e e l s , i-ieme t i r e s de sa v i e 
e x p e r i m e n t a l e . Gardez v o t r e e m p r i s e au s o l e t b a t i s s e z 
avec t o u t c e l a une oeuvre h o r s du temps, h o r s du l i e u , 
e d i f i e e dans c e t t e r e c r e a t i o n . 

The n o t i o n o f e x i l e i n t h e poems s h o u l d t h e r e f o r e be seen 

t h r o u g h t h e images and a g a i n s t a b a c k g r o u n d o f t h e p o e t ' s own 

e x p e r i e n c e s . 

'•fc 4» 

P e r s e , q u o t e d by K a z a r s , "Une j o u r n e e . . . " 

http://don.iai.nes


SOLITUDE 

Numquam minus solum esse 
quam cum s o l u s e s s e t . . . 

C i c e r o 
(De r e p u b l i c a , I , 17) 
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J u s t as t h e r e i s l i t t l e need i n Perse's case t o l o o k f o r 

l i t e r a r y s o u r c e s f o r h i s w o r k , so one s h o u l d n o t presume, as 

Jacques R i v i e r e d i d when f i r s t m e e t i n g Leger i n Bordeaux,"^" 

t h a t h i s f a r o u c h e a l o o f n e s s was a pose- The young s t u d e n t 

a l r e a d y had a v o l o n t e de s o l i t u d e w h i c h was n e v e r t o d e s e r t 

him. He had a l r e a d y begun t h e l o n g d i a l o g u e o f a man by 

h i m s e l f w h i c h was t o c o n t i n u e between q u o t a t i o n marks i n so 

many o f h i s poems. Hannah A r e n d t , i n a p e n e t r a t i n g a n a l y s i s 

o f s o l i t u d e , d e c l a r e s : " A l l t h i n k i n g , s t r i c t l y s p e a k i n g , i s 
2 

done i n s o l i t u d e and i s a d i a l o g u e between me and m y s e l f . " 

" I I e t a i t l a dans un f a u t e u i l , s i l e n c i e u x , r e f u s a n t un 
s o u r i r e aux f i n e s s e s de F r i z e a u , d'un mutisme presque i n s o l e n t . 
. . . I I m ' i r r i t e . " (Quoted i n Honneur..., p. 603). 

2 
The O r i g i n s o f T o t a l i t a r i a n i s m (London 1958), p. V76. 

Cf "Je s u i s s e u l , done nous sommes q u a t r e , " Gaston B a c h e l a r d , 
La P o e t i q u e de l a r e v e r i e ( P a r i s 1960), p. 70. Durand's 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f B a c h e l a r d ' s r e m a r k i s e q u a l l y a p p o s i t e : 
"Ce que r e v e l e I ' a m b i g u i t e meme du symbole e t c e l l e de l a 
pensee q u i p r o j e t t e des s i g n i f i a n t s , c ' e s t que nous ne sommes 
j a m a i s s e u l s . L'immanence de n o t r e r e v e r i e s u s c i t e comme une 
a n i m a t i o n d i a l o g u e e de l'ame s o l i t a i r e : 1'anima se l e v e a l o r s 
f a c e a 1'animus, e t l a c o n s c i e n c e r e v a n t e d e v i e n t c o u p l e , 
d e v i e n t e t r e i n t e d'images, d i a l o g u e p a r f a i t e m e n t a c c o r d e . 
C e t t e o u v e r t u r e , c e t t e a m p l i f i c a t i o n i n t e r i e u r e de l a c o n s c i e n c e 
r e v a n t e , l u i i n t e r d i t 1 ' a l i e n a t i o n comme l e s o l i p s i s m e - La 
d i a l e c t i q u e i n t e r i e u r e a l a r e v e r i e d i a l o g u e e r e e q u i l i b r e sans 
cesse son h u m a n i t e , e t comme p a r une s o r t e de p i l o t a g e a u t o -
m a t i q u e , ramene sans cesse l a c o n n a i s s a n c e a l a p r o b l e m a t i q u e 
de l a c o n d i t i o n humaine." ( G i l b e r t Durand, L ' I m a g i n a t i o n 
s y m b o l i q u e ( P a r i s 196*0, pp. 76-77). 
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T h i s t w o - i n - o n e p r o c e s s r e q u i r e s t h e u n i t y o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n , 

a s i n g l e v o i c e , f o r c o m p l e t i o n and consummation. S o l i t u d e 

t h e r e b y becomes a p o s i t i v e and c r e a t i v e s t a t e . 

Le drame p r o f o n d de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , comme c e l u i 
de 1'Homme, c ' e s t l a s o l i t u d e . S o l i t u d e par i n c l i n a t i o n 
— h a u t e u r e t i n a c c o u t u m a n c e — s o l i t u d e du c h e f , e x t r a n e i t e 
du v o y a g e u r , s o l i t u d e arnere de 1 ' e x i l e e t du nomade. 

Cependant l a s o l i t u d e e s t un e t a t dans l e q u e l l'homme 
s ' i n t e r r o g e , se r e v i s e e t se f o r t i f i e , ou i l t r o u v e des 
r a i s o n s n o u v e l l e s e t un r e g a i n de q u a l i t e . P a radoxalement 
p r e s q u e , l a s o l i t u d e e s t c r e a t r i c e 

L o n e l i n e s s i s q u i t e d i f f e r e n t : i t i s n e g a t i v e and non­

p r o d u c t i v e , V e r l a i n e ' s " l a s o l i t u d e ou s'ecceure l e cceur." 
2 

" L o n e l y i s n o t t h e same as b e i n g a l o n e . " P r o f e s s o r A r e n d t 
p a r a p h r a s e s t h e i d e a s o f E p i c t e t u s on t h e d i f f e r e n c e t h u s : 

The l o n e l y man (eremos) f i n d s h i m s e l f s u r r o u n d e d 
by o t h e r s w i t h whom he c a nnot e s t a b l i s h c o n t a c t o r t o 
whose h o s t i l i t y he i s exposed. The s o l i t a r y man, on 
t h e c o n t r a r y , i s a l o n e and t h e r e f o r e "can be t o g e t h e r 
w i t h h i m s e l f " s i n c e men have t h e c a p a c i t y o f " t a l k i n g 
w i t h t h e m s e l v e s . " I n s o l i t u d e , i n o t h e r w o r d s , I am 
"by m y s e l f , " t o g e t h e r w i t h my s e l f , and t h e r e f o r e t w o -
i n - o n e , whereas i n l o n e l i n e s s I am a c t u a l l y one, 

P i e r r e G u e r r e , S.-J. Perse e t l'homme ( P a r i s 1955)? P-
kh. R o b e r t Graves e n v i s a g e s o n l y t h e f i r s t s t a g e o f a complex 
p r o c e s s when he w r i t e s " S o l i t u d e s o b e r s o n l y . " ("To Walk on 
H i l l s " i n Poems s e l e c t e d by h i m s e l f ( i l a r m o n d s w o r t h 196l), p. 
10k.) 

R. D. L a i n g , The D i v i d e d S e l f (Harmondsworth 1965), p. 
122. 
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d e s e r t e d by a l l o t h e r s . 

The f a i l u r e t o communicate by a l o n e l y p e r s o n c l e a r l y has 

l i t t l e t o do w i t h t h e R o m a n t i c s ' " b l i s s o f s o l i t u d e . " 

L a m a r t i n e h i m s e l f r e c o g n i s e d t h e d u a l i t y i n h e r e n t i n i s o l a t i o n 

i n t h e o p e n i n g l i n e s o f h i s m e d i t a t i o n on "La S o l i t u d e : " 

Heureux q u i . . . 
E f f a c e , encore v i v a n t , ses t r a c e s s u r l a t e r r e , 
Et dans l a s o l i t u d e e n f i n e n s e v e l i , 
Se n o u r r i t d'esperance e t s'abreuve d ' o u b l i ! 

The p o l e s o f hope and o b l i v i o n a r e b l e a k , however, b e s i d e 

Perse's a p p r o a c h , w h i c h S a i l l e t sees as "ces deux s o l i t u d e s , 

. . . l ' i s o l e m e n t v o u l u de l ' a u t e u r e t 1 ' i s o l a t i o n n a t u r e l l e 
2 

de sa v e i n e l y r i q u e . " I f one i n t e r p r e t s " b o u r g e o i s " as 

" f a l s e " or " b a d " — q u i t e l e g i t i m a t e i n t h e c o m m u n i s t i c j a r g o n 

o f t h e 1930s when i t was w r i t t e n — t h i s n o t i o n f r o m C a u d w e l l ' s 

I l l u s i o n and R e a l i t y i s seen t o l i n k s o c i a l and a r t i s t i c 

s t e r i l i t y i n l o n e l i n e s s : 
The b o u r g e o i s p o e t . . . f i n d s t h e l o n e l i n e s s w h i c h 

i s t h e c o n d i t i o n o f h i s freedom u n e n d u r a b l e and c o e r c i v e . 

^"Arendt, op. c i t . , p. V76, and see E p i c t e t u s , D i s s e r t a t i o n e s 
Book I I I , § 13. 

2 
M a u r i c e S a i l l e t , S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , p o e t e de g l o i r e ( P a r i s 

1952), p. 15-
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He f i n d s more and more o f h i s e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e e a r t h 
and t h e u n i v e r s e u n f r i e n d l y and a r e s t r a i n t on h i s 
fr e e d o m . He e j e c t s e v e r y t h i n g s o c i a l f r o m h i s s o u l , 
and f i n d s t h a t i t d e f l a t e s , l e a v i n g him p e t t y , empty 
and i n s e c u r e . ̂  

The i m m e d i a t e c o n t r a s t o f t h i s w i t h t h e r i c h n e s s o f Perse's 

s o l i t u d e i s s t r i k i n g . 

Because an a r t i s t ' s s o l i t u d e p r e s u p p o s e s c r e a t i v e 

c o m m u n i c a t i o n , i t presupposes an a u d i e n c e . Goethe's i d e a 

t h a t "we escape t h e w o r l d t h r o u g h a r t , and a r t i s a l s o o ur 
2 

l i n k w i t h i t " has been echoed by C a u d w e l l ' s v i e w o f " t h a t 

p a r a d o x o f a r t " as "man w i t h d r a w i n g f r o m h i s f e l l o w s i n t o t h e 

w o r l d o f a r t , o n l y t o e n t e r more c l o s e l y i n t o communion w i t h 

h u m a n i t y . " ^ Perse says much t h e same (and o f c o u r s e i t can 

be a p p l i e d by i m p l i c a t i o n t o h i m s e l f ) o f Leon-Paul F a r g u e : 

"Sa p a r t de s o l i t u d e humaine f u t moins un f a i t d ' i n s u l a r i t e 

I l l u s i o n and R e a l i t y (New edn.London 19^6), p. 6 l . 
2 
Quoted by C. Day L e w i s , The P o e t i c Image (London 19^7)» 

p. Ikk. 

Op. c i t . , p. 28. The i d e a i s o f c o u r s e n o t s p e c i f i c a l l y 
communist, b u t i t i s nonetheless s u r p r i s i n g t o f i n d Roger Garaudy, 
t h e s e c r e t a r y o f t h e F r e n c h communist p a r t y , a p p l y i n g a m a r x i s t 
a t t i t u d e t o a c r i t i c i s m o f Perse's w o r k and by no means s t i n t i n g 
h i s p r a i s e . See D'un r e a l i s m e sans r i v a g e s ( P a r i s 1963), pp. 
117-1^9. 
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que de communaute." Other p e o p l e a r e " r e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e 

s e l f w i t h whom I l e a d t h e d i a l o g u e o f t h o u g h t . " W i t h some 

p e o p l e i t may be supposed t h a t t h i s i n c a r n a t i o n o f s o c i e t y 

i n t h e s e l f p r o v i d e s an adequate f o i l f o r t h e t h o u g h t - p r o c e s s e s . 

I n o t h e r s t h e f u l l i d e n t i t y o f t h e s e l f i s o n l y r e s t o r e d by 

renewed c o n t a c t w i t h t h e i r f e l l o w - m e n , " c o m p a n i o n s h i p . . . 

saves them f r o m t h e d i a l o g u e o f t h o u g h t i n w h i c h one r e m a i n s 

a l w a y s e q u i v o c a l . " 3 I f t h i s d i a l o g u e p r e s u p p o s e s c o m m u n i c a t i o n 

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

i s a f o r m o f s e c l u s i o n f r o m s o c i e t y , s o l i t u d e . Y e t i f t h e 

c y c l e i s n o t c o m p l e t e d , s o l i t u d e assumes i t s u n f u l f i l l e d f o r m , 

l o n e l i n e s s . "So t h e n e g a t i v e c u l t i s i n one sense a means i n 

v i e w o f an end: i t i s a c o n d i t i o n o f ac c e s s t o t h e p o s i t i v e 

c u l t . " Durkheim's b a s i c c l a s s i f i c a t i o n o f f o r m s o f a b s t i n e n c e 

and r e n u n c i a t i o n h o l d s t r u e as a d i a l e c t i c a l movement f o r t h e 

s o l i t u d e o f t h e a r t i s t . The n a t u r e o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n and 

P e r s e , "Leon-Paul F a r g u e , p o e t e " i n Leon- P a u l F a r g u e , 
P o e s i e s ( P a r i s 196^), P« 2?. 

A r e n d t , op. c i t . , p. ky6. 

3 I b i d . 

E m i l e Durkheim ( t r . J . S w a i n ) , The E l e m e n t a r y Forms o f 
t h e R e l i g i o u s L i f e (London 196^), p. 309-
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and c o m p a n i o n s h i p i s n o n e t h e l e s s g o i n g t o d i f f e r f r o m p e r s o n 

t o p e r s o n , and--because t h e r e i s a l w a y s a s u b t l e s h u t t l i n g 

between s o l i t u d e and l o n e l i n e s s — f r o m moment t o moment. 

From Perse's e a r l i e s t e x t a n t poems a f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h 

s o l i t u d e i s e v i d e n t , and a sympathy e x p r e s s e d f o r t h e l o n e l y 

man. A p r e c i s e d i s t i n c t i o n i s drawn between t h e two m a j o r 

t y p e s o f i s o l a t i o n i n Images a Crusoe: n o s t a l g i a - - " n o n d'un 

passe mais d'un a i l l e u r s " ( as Perse was l a t e r t o say o f 

L a r b a u d ) ^ — n o s t a l g i a f o r h i s i s l a n d home s u g g e s t s a h a n k e r i n g 

f o r t h e f r u i t f u l s o l i t u d e . Crusoe i n London and Leger i n 

Bordeaux were f e l t by t h e young p o e t t o s h a r e t h e s t e r i l i t y 

o f l o n e l i n e s s sensed most p o i g n a n t l y i n t h e c i t y . And t h i s 

sense was h e i g h t e n e d by t h e sheer c o n t r a s t o f t h e memory. 

"L'ame r o b i n s o n n e s q u e " - - t o use L a f o r g u e ' s e l o q u e n t i f i n e l e g a n t 

t e r m - - d e p i c t e d i n Images a Crusoe i s w r i t i n g i t s a u t o b i o g r a p h y . 

Through t h e c h o i c e o f a c o m p l e t e l y p a r a l l e l s e t o f c i r c u m s t a n c e s 

and r e a c t i o n s t o them i n t h e p e r s o n a o f Crusoe, Perse b a r e l y 

h i d e s h i s own f e e l i n g s as he dreams o f h i s n a t i v e i s l a n d , 

"Message pour V a l e r y L a r b a u d " i n C a h i e r s de l a P l e i a d e , 
X I I I , automne 1951-printemps 1952, l ^ f -
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l o o k i n g m e t a p h o r i c a l l y back f r o m Bordeaux a c r o s s some t h r e e 

t h o u s a n d m i l e s o f open sea. The p i c t u r e s , l i k e m a g i c - l a n t e r n 

s l i d e s , come t o l i f e f o r t h e s p e c t a t o r . A f t e r an i n t r o d u c t o r y 

poem s e t t i n g t h e scene, s h o w i n g Defoe's c h a r a c t e r a t t h e c l o s e 

o f t h e book, as i t were i n a p o s t s c r i p t , t h e bare w a l l i n f r o n t 

o f him becomes t h e s c r e e n f o r h i s p r o j e c t i o n s and f o r t h o s e o f 

t h e p o e t . "Ce Robinson v o i t s u r l ' e c r a n de l a s o l i t u d e . " ^ " 

At t h e end o f t h e c l o s i n g poem, s t i l l s t a r i n g a t " l e pan de 

mur d'en f a c e , " t h e o l d man back among men a d m i t s f a i l u r e i n 

t r y i n g t o r e c a p t u r e " 1 ' e b l o u i s s e m e n t p e r d u " and t u r n s b l a n k l y 

t o h i s B i b l e , h i s f o c u s b l u r r i n g as he s t a r e s i n t o t h e d i s t a n c e 

w a i t i n g f o r r e v e l a t i o n s and a new d e p a r t u r e . 

U n d e r p i n n i n g t h e a n t i t h e s i s between t h e p a r a d i s e l o s t 

and t h e c i t y , each poem opposes t h e two. "Les C l o c h e s " h i n g e s 

i t s d i p t y c h on t h e words "0 D e p o u i l l e ! " "Le Mur" shows Crusoe 

l e a n i n g a g a i n s t t h e g r e a s y w i n g o f h i s a r m c h a i r w a t c h i n g t h e 

w a l l f o r images o f h i s p a s t t o a p p e a r , and so i n t r o d u c e s an 

i m p o r t a n t image p a t t e r n i n t o t h e poems. The g r e a s y c h a i r -

c o v e r i n g i n v a d e s even h i s mouth w i t h i t s s o u r i m p u r i t y : " l e 

P a u l V a l e r y , " H i s t o i r e s b r i s e e s : R o b i n s o n " i n Oeuvres 
( B i b l i o t h e q u e de l a P l e i a d e ) , I I , zl-l6. 
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gout des g r a i s s e s et des sauces i n f e c t e t e s gencives." These 

are not the pure f a t s and o i l s e i t h e r o f Crusoe's or o f the 

poet's island."'" There i s n o t h i n g impure or i n s i p i d about 

them i n h i s r e c o l l e c t i o n : 

... C'est l a sueur des seves en e x i l , l e s u i n t araer 
des p l a n t e s a s i l i q u e s , l ' a c r e i n s i n u a t i o n des mangliers 
charnus et l ' a c i d e bonheur d'une substance n o i r e dans 
l e s gousses. ,..r T,, rf* ° ("Le n u r " ; 

The p o s i t i v e d e l i g h t , negated by the c i t y , belongs t o the days 

bef o r e s o l i t u d e had s u f f e r e d a sea change and veered t o 

l o n e l i n e s s : f a t and grease can be s p l e n d i d u n t i l debased by 

the town: 

l e coco . . . 
detourne du d a l o t 
l a splendeur des eaux pourpres lamees de g r a i s s e s 

et d ' u r i n e s , ou trame l e savon comrne de l a t o i l e 
d'araignee. ,._ V T T T . 

(rjloges , X I I I ; 

The Queen i n the " R e c i t a t i o n a l ' e l o g e d'une Reine," which a l s o 

dates from 1908, i s a "Reine p a r f a i t e m e n t grasse," i s the "Haut 

a s i l e des g r a i s s e s vers q u i cheminent l e s d e s i r s / d'un peuple 

de g u e r r i e r s muets a v a l e u r s de s a l i v e . " Both through her 

p o s i t i o n as Queen and as a r c h e t y p a l woman, h i g h l y charged w i t h 

J e an-Pierre R i c h a r d , i n Qnze etudes sur l a poesie moderne, 
p. 32 f f , i n d i c a t e s the images of v i s c o s i t y i n Perse's e a r l y 
work, but concludes t h a t the poet s u f f e r s from a "nausee du 
g r a s " ( p . *f2) and f a i l s t o d i f f e r e n t i a t e between n a t u r a l o i l s 
and c i t y grease. 
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s e n s u a l i t y , her p o l i t i c a l and sensual f u n c t i o n s o v e r l a p p i n g , 

she holds a l o o f : "Ha Necessaire! e t Seule!..." Her very 

s o l i t u d e i s a guarantee of the p u r i t y of her f a t . 

Hgain i n "La V i l l e " o i l i n e s s found i n the c i t y i s equated 

w i t h sweat and f i l t h ; the p u r i t y i s gone: 

G r a i s s e s I 
Odeur des horarnes presses, comme d'un a b a t t o i r f a d e ! 

a i g r e s corps des femmes sous l e s jupes ! 
0 V i l l e sur l e c i e l ! 
G raisses! h a l e i n e s r e p r i s e s , e t l a fumee d'un peuple 

t r e s suspect — car t o u t e v i l l e c e i n t 1'ordure. 

-- La V i l l e par l e f l e u v e coule a l a mer comme un 
abces... 

H sudden s w i t c h t o the i s l a n d evokes as suddenly the i d e a of 

c r e a t i v e s o l i t u d e , a p p l i e d t h i s time t o the s t a r s : " l e s i l e n c e 

L i u l t i p l i e r a 1'exclamation l e s a s t r e s s o l i t a i r e s . " And again 

the f a t t y substances are r e s t o r e d t o t h e i r p u r i t y and p o s i t i v e 

v a l u e : 

Tout e s t s a l e , t o u t est visqueux e t l o u r d comme l a 
v i e des plasmes. 

L'oiseau se berce dans sa plume sous un reve h u i l e u x ; 

L ' i l e s'endort au c i r q u e des eaux va s t e s , lavee des 
courants chauds e t des l a i t a n c e s grasses, dans l a 
f r e q u e n t a t i o n des vases somptueuses. ("La v i l l e " ) 

"Vendredi" again i n d i c a t e s the debasement of o i l s : "pres de 

1'homme t a c i t u r n e , " near Crusoe s i l e n t i n h i s i s l a n d s o l i t u d e , 

Man F r i d a y s t i l l had the bloom on h i s s k i n which negroes l o s e 
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when they d e s e r t the t r o p i c a l sun. Now h i s moral r e c t i t u d e 

has a l s o gone: 

Tu b o i s 1 1 h u i l e des lampes e t voles au garde-ranger; 
t u c o n v o i t e s l e s jupes de l a c u i s i n i e r e q u i est grasse 
et q u i sent l e poisson. ( I t a l i c s added). 

Debasement and d e r e l i c t i o n are seen through Crusoe's p a r r o t 

s u f f e r i n g s a d l y from p s i t t a c o s i s , the g o a t s k i n p a r a s o l 

g a t h e r i n g dust i n the a t t i c , the bow which s p l i t s along i t s 

l e n g t h f o r l a c k of atmospheric h u m i d i t y , and the seed which 

f a i l s t o germinate. The o r i g i n a l v e r s i o n of "La Graine" had 

drawn a s p e c i f i c moral. The f i r s t t e x t reads: 

Dans un pot t u l ' a s e n f o u i e , l a g r a i n e de gambeau 
demeuree a t o n h a b i t de chevre. -- E l l e n'est pas 
" s o r t i e . " 

A i n s i p o u r r i t l e germe de t a d e r n i e r e v i s i o n 
enf o u i e . 

Even the B i b l e t o which Crusoe f i n a l l y t u r n s , as he had done 

so o f t e n d u r i n g h i s " e x i l lumineux," p r o v i d e s no c o n s o l a t i o n . 

... Ne me l a i s s e r e z - v o u s que c e t t e c o n f u s i o n du 
s o i r -- apres que vous m'ayez, un s i l o n g j o u r , n o u r r i 
du s e l de v o t r e s o l i t u d e , 

temoin de vos s i l e n c e s , de v o t r e ombre et de vos 
grands e c l a t s de v o i x ? /,,T T . ,,s ° ("Le Lxvre") 

I n an image which would no doubt appeal t o Perse, 

"*"NRF, aout 1909, 28. 
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B a u d e l a i r e , who had a "sentiment de s o l i t u d e , des /_son/ 

enfance, • . . sentiment de des t i n e e e t e r n e l l e m e n t s o l i t a i r e , " 

w r o t e : 

Grand d e l i c e que c e l u i de noyer son regard dans 
l'immensite du c i e l e t de l a merI S o l i t u d e , s i l e n c e , 
incomparable chastete de l ' a z u r ! une p e t i t e v o i l e 
f r i s s o n n a n t e a l ' h o r i z o n , e t q u i par sa p e t i t e s s e e t 
son isolement i m i t e mon i r r e m e d i a b l e e x i s t e n c e , melodie 

P 

monotone de l a houle - . . 

The e s s e n t i a l d i f f e r e n c e between the two poets i s t h a t w h i l e 

Baudelaire had a landsman's v i s i o n o f the sea, l o o k i n g out a t 

an image o f h i s s o l i t u d e , Perse, an expert yachtsman, l i v e s 

h i s s o l i t u d e , making a l a n d f a l l o n l y when he wishes. " L i k e 

a 'wave o f absence' throughout the e n t i r e p o e t i c work o f 

Saint-John Perse runs an a f f i r m a t i o n of v o l u n t a r y s o l i t u d e . "^ 

This means t h a t escapism i s reduced t o a minimum, and t h a t 

h i s l i f e i s conducted—and o r c h e s t r a t e d — a c c o r d i n g t o h i s own 

w i l l . "La v o l o n t e a u s s i e s t une s o l i t u d e . " 

Mon coeur mis a nu, X I I , i n Qeuvres completes ( 3 i b l . de 
l a P l e i a d e ) , p. 1210. 

p 
Le " C o n f i t e o r " de 1 ' a r t i s t e , i b i d . , p. 28^+. 

^Eugenia V a s s y l k i v s k y , "The Main Themes of Saint-John 
Perse," unpublished t h e s i s , Columbia Univ., 196*f ( r e f . 6*f-
9911), p. 131. 

A l b e r t Camus, Carnets ( P a r i s 1962), p. 235. 
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Perse's very s t r i c t o r d e r i n g o f h i s own l i f e , e v i d e n t 

from an e a r l y age, i n d i c a t e s an i r o n w i l l - p o w e r — a s w e l l as 

i t s h a l f - b r o t h e r w i l f u l n e s s - - w a n t i n g t o master the data o f 

the human c o n d i t i o n . C e r t a i n passages i n h i s l e t t e r s t o 

Valery Larbaud now housed a t Vichy make Leger's o r g a n i s a t i o n 

of h i s own l i f e abundantly c l e a r - One, d a t i n g p r o b a b l y from 

June or J u l y 1910 and sent from Pau, t e l l s how he had devoted 

two years o f h i s l i f e t o making a complete recovery a f t e r a 

s e r i o u s i l l n e s s , presumably caused by the i n c i d e n t recorded 

by C h a r p i e r : "Echappe de peu a une mort s o l i t a i r e en v o u l a n t 

t r a v e r s e r a l a nage un l a c de fflontagne ( l a c d 1 nistaens). 

Another r e g r e t s the i n e v i t a b l e l a c k o f c o n t r o l over c e r t a i n 
2 

areas o f h i s l i f e , and a t h i r d , w r i t t e n a f t e r h i s success i n 
the <^uai d'Orsay examination, expresses s a t i s f a c t i o n t h a t h i s 

3 
"raise de v o l o n t e " had been rewarded. I f the s o l i t u d e i s 

w i l l e d , however, so i s the attempt t o communicate. 

Saint-John Perse, p. 32 
2 D a t e d Pau, 17 octobre 1911. 

^Dated P a r i s , 29 Mai XIV. The t h r e e l e t t e r s r e f e r r e d t o 
here are numbers S 28, S k and S 13 r e s p e c t i v e l y i n the Vichy 
c o l l e c t i o n , housed a t the 3 i b l i o t h e q u e m u n i c i p a l e . M. Leger 
does not wish any p a r t o f them t o be reproduced a t t h i s stage. 
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I f , f o r normal s o c i a l purposes, the e f f o r t of communication 

stemming from our s o l i t u d e proves adequate, i t i s no l e s s t r u e 

t h a t s o l i t u d e i s an i n t e g r a l p a r t of our b e i n g , and t h a t 

e x pression can take forms o t h e r than p o e t r y or everyday speech. 

... I'jan i s e s s e n t i a l l y a s o l i t a r y b e i n g . He i s 
a l s o o f course an e s s e n t i a l l y s o c i a l being. The l i f e 
t h a t we know could not be conceived w i t h o u t r e l a t i o n s 
w i t h o t h e r s , mediated though they must be. The m e d i a t i o n 
i s so u n o b t r u s i v e t h a t we are not u s u a l l y aware of i t and 
only s o p h i s t i c a t e d people r e f l e c t upon i t . We can 
t h e r e f o r e have extremely close and i n t i m a t e r e l a t i o n s h i p s , 
and the s o l i t a r y aspect of human experience i s thus not 
always o b t r u s i v e . But i t i s never absent. Nothing can 
e l i m i n a t e i t , f o r i t i s an e s s e n t i a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f 
f i n i t e experience as such. This i s what u l t i m a t e l y l i e s 
behind such expressions as "the f l i g h t of the alone t o 
the Alone" or the o f t - q u o t e d , and r a r e l y understood, 
d e f i n i t i o n of r e l i g i o n as "what a man does w i t h h i s 
s o l i t u d e . " 

Aloneness i n t h i s sense i s apt t o be made o b t r u s i v e 
by l o n e l i n e s s i n the o r d i n a r y sense. When r e l a t i o n s w i t h 
others are s l i g h t or have been cut o f f , a person i s thrown 
much on h i s own resources and apt t o be d r i v e n i n on 
h i n s e l f . He becomes i n t h i s way more conscious a l s o o f 
the s p e c i a l inwardness which c h a r a c t e r i s e s a l l f i n i t e 
experience as such and which i s made more e x p l i c i t f o r us 
i n some s i t u a t i o n s , very o f t e n the s i t u a t i o n s which 
impress on us a l s o the i r r e v o c a b l e c h a r a c t e r of e x t e r n a l 
events and those f e a t u r e s of our environment which most 
r e s i s t moulding t o our own d e s i r e s . Realism and proper 
s u b j e c t i v i t y go t o g e t h e r more o f t e n , and more n a t u r a l l y , 
than i s u s u a l l y appreciated-^" 

H. D. Lewis 
S a l v a t i o n " i n The 

, "The Idea of C r e a t i o n and Concepts of 
Saviour God (Manchester 196j), pp. 107 -108. 
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The Importance of t h i s concept, and p a r t i c u l a r l y t h a t expressed 

i n the c l o s i n g sentence, f o r a study of Perse cannot be 

o v e r s t r e s s e d . Realism, i n the poet's terms " l e monde e n t i e r 

des choses," goes hand i n hand w i t h a "proper s u b j e c t i v i t y - " 

This i s t r u l y r e l i g i o u s , "what a man does w i t h h i s s o l i t u d e , " 

o u t s i d e the s e c t a r i a n or d o c t r i n a i r e bounds of any p a r t i c u l a r 

denomination. The l e t t e r Perse wrote t o Claudel t h a n k i n g him 

f o r h i s a r t i c l e on Vents"*" shows t h a t he i s w e l l aware of the 

d i s t i n c t i o n , and embraces the broader term w h i l e r e j e c t i n g i t s 

r e s t r i c t e d a p p l i c a t i o n . 

The very r e c o g n i t i o n o f the m e t y p h y s i c a l presents a 

f u r t h e r mode of i s o l a t i o n . "Higher consciousness, or knowledge 

going beyond what we are conscious o f a t the moment, i s the 

e q u i v a l e n t o f being a l l alone i n the w o r l d . The l o n e l i n e s s 

expresses the c o n f l i c t between the bearer or symbol o f h i g h e r 
2 

consciousness and h i s s u r r o u n d i n g s . " But as Perse i s a poet 

not a m y s t i c , and keeps a b s t r a c t i o n s a t bay d e s p i t e the 

"^in C l a u d e l , Oeuvres en prose ( B i b l . de l a P l e i a d e ) , pp. 
1482-83, and see above p. 58. 

2 
C. G. Jung, "The S p e c i a l Phenomenology of the C h i l d 

Archetype" i n Jung and K e r e n y i , I n t r o d u c t i o n t o a Science o f 
Mythology (London 1951), P- 122. 



7.8 

t e m p t a t i o n s , i t would be as w e l l t o r e t u r n t o an a n a l y s i s 

of h i s p r e s e n t a t i o n of the idea of s o l i t u d e through c h a r a c t e r , 

s i t u a t i o n , and image. The p a t t e r n t r a c e d i n the s o l i t a r y 

f i g u r e s presented, whether Conqueror, Leader, Stranger, 

E x p l o r e r or A r t i s t , shows c l e a r l y a g a i n s t the vast expanses 

o f d e s e r t , sea or sky- The a t t r a c t i o n s o f u n w o r l d l y 

a s c e t i c i s m are curbed and brought s q u a r e l y back i n t o the 

concrete w o r l d o f image and p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n . M e t a p hysical 

s p e c u l a t i o n s are r e i n e d i n and the r e a l experience used t o 

express t h e i r f a s c i n a t i o n . 

Et a c e l u i q u i chevauchait en Quest, une i n v i n c i b l e 
main renverse l e c o l de sa monture, e t l u i remet l a t e t e 
en E s t . " Q u ' a l l a i s - t u d e s e r t e r l a ? . . . " 

(Vents, IV, 3) 
* 

I f the c y c l e of Images a Crusoe presents b o t h l o n e l i n e s s 

and s o l i t u d e s i d e by s i d e , Eloges, p i c t u r i n g o n l y " l a c o r b e i l l e 

a n t i l l a i s e , " understandably concentrates on the l a t t e r - I n 

the p o s i t i v e w o r l d of the poet's c h i l d h o o d , s o l i t u d e assumes 

a q u a l i t y o f d i g n i f i e d s e l f - r e l i a n c e side by side w i t h one 

o f human adventure. The f i r s t aspect, s t a t i c , i s seen 

th r o u g h the v i r t u e s o f s i l e n c e and a l o o f n e s s , the second, 

dynamic, through the d e s i r e t o e x p l o r e , here simpl y t o t r a v e l , 
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suggested by images o f harbour and sea. Crusoe had been 

d e p i c t e d as "l'homme t a c i t u r n e ; " the p l a n t e r o f " E c r i t sur 

l a p o r t e " lias h i s daughter b r i n g "de l'eau pure pour r i n c e r 

mes dents de s i l e n c i e u x . " Fusing the human animals w i t h 

o t h e r beasts, each s h a r i n g the ot h e r ' s q u a l i t i e s , the poet 

r e c a l l s , i n Pour f e t e r une enfance, t h a t " a l o r s , de se 

n o u r r i r comme nous de r a c i n e s , de grandes betes t a c i t u r n e s 

s 1 e n n o b l i s s a i e n t . " I n l i n a g e s a Crusoe, again t o p o i n t the 

c o n t r a s t , s i l e n c e was a t t r i b u t e d o n l y t o l i f e on the i s l a n d : 

the town's b u s t l e , i n d e s t r o y i n g s i l e n c e , a l s o t u r n e d s o l i t u d e 

i n t o l o n e l i n e s s . 

Crusoe i -- ce s o i r pres de t o n i l e . . . l e s i l e n c e 
i - i u l t i p l i e r a 1 1 exclamation des a s t r e s s o l i t a i r e s . 

("La V i l l e " ) 

Addressing h i s God, Robinson Crusoe remembers t h a t he 

had been " n o u r r i du s e l de v o t r e s o l i t u d e , / temoin de vos 

s i l e n c e s . " The importance of the image o f s a l t l i n k e d w i t h 

the n o t i o n of s o l i t u d e i s t o be taken t o i t s f u l l e x t e n t i n 

Anabase. The ambivalence of s a l t , b i t t e r but necessary f o r 

l i f e , i s presented i n the e - r l y poems as the constant s h u t t l i n g 

between i s o l a t i o n and communion s i m i l a r t o the e q u i v o c a l p o s i t i o n 

o f the Orphan God as seen by K e r e n y i , who recognises "the 
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s o l i t a r i n e s s of the c h i l d - g o d , and the f a c t t h a t he i s 

ne v e r t h e l e s s a t home i n the p r i m e v a l world.""'" 

The s t a t i c and dynamic elements of s o l i t u d e are combined 

i n the man evoked i n Eloges, I I I : 

Sois un homme aux yeux calmes q u i r i t , 
s i l e n c i e u x q u i r i t sous l ' a i l e calme du s o u r c i l , 

p e r f e c t i o n du v o l . 

The slow-moving d i g n i t y of l i f e i n the Caribbean, l i k e w i s e 

seen i n the opening s e c t i o n of Pour f e t e r une enfance, i s 

here taken through an e x q u i s i t e s e r i e s of t r a n s i t i o n s from 

s t i l l n e s s t o movement. The eyebrows a r c h i n g over calm eyes 

and a smile b r i n g t o mind the a r c h i n g curve of a se a - b i r d ' s 

wing. I n time and space the t r a v e l l e r ' s yarns i n v i t e the 

c h i l d t o t r a v e l : 

i l f a i t r e t o u r aux choses q u ' i l a vues, empruntant 
l e s chemins de l a mer f r a u d u l e u s e - . . e t du bord immobile 
du c i l 

i l nous a f a i t p l u s d'une promesse d ' i l e s , 
comme c e l u i q u i a d i t a un p l u s jeune: "Tu ve r r a s ! : ' 

(Eloges, I I I ) 

The h i g h l y p e r c e p t i v e envoi serves t o l i n k such a man w i t h 

another champion of s i l e n c e and adventure t o whom Perse w i l l 

r e t u r n i n l a t e r poems e i t h e r i n d i f f e r e n t guises as leader 

o r , as here, as the ship's c a p t a i n : 

"̂C. K e r e n y i , "The Orphan God" i n Jung and K e r e n y i , op• 
c i t . , p. 39* 
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.^t c'est l u i q u i s'entend avec l e m a i t r e du n a v i r e . 

* 

Here, as f o r i n s t a n c e i n Slopes, IX, one see the immense 

a t t r a c t i o n of s a i l i n g f o r a man w i t h a p r o p e n s i t y f o r s o l i t u d e . 

I t i s an e x h i l a r a t i o n e q u a l l e d on land o n l y perhaps by horse-

r i d i n g , another of Perse's great j o y s , and had he belonged t o 

a s l i g h t l y l a t e r g e n e r a t i o n or had a t e c h n i c a l u p b r i n g i n g he 

would no doubt have taken up g l i d i n g , t h e i r a e r i a l e q u i v a l e n t . 

A l l t h r e e combine s o l i t u d e and movement, s e l f - r e l i a n c e and 

r e l a x a t i o n ( t h e r e s u l t a n t f o r c e s being g r e a t e r than the 

p h y s i c a l e f f o r t r e q u i r e d , t h i s movement being mediated by 

mechanical motive power of v a r i o u s k i n d s ) . He can s c a r c e l y 

have f a i l e d t o be e x c i t e d by the e a r l y years of a v i a t i o n , i n 

which h i s hone town Pau plaved such an i m p o r t a n t p a r t . Side 

by s i d e w i t h some of h i s own a r t i c l e s on the town's a r t i s t i c 

a c t i v i t i e s on the f r o n t page of the Pau-Gazette ca;ae news of 

the men on t h e i r flying-machines,"'" men l i k e the b r i g h t b r o t h e r s 

and B l e r i o t whose names loom l a r g e i n the h i s t o r y of a v i a t i o n 

and who made t h e i r t r i a l f l i g h t s over the landes o u t s i d e the 

^6ee e.g. Pau-Gazette, 28 mars 1909? a few months before 
B l e r i o t ' s channel c r o s s i n g . A l l Perse's Pau-Gazette a r t i c l e s 
may be found i n Appendix B below. 
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town. According t o Charpier, Leger made w i l b u r . r i g h t ' s 

acquaintance a f t e r g r e e t i n g h i s experiments e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y -

Perhaps the e a r l y machines lacked the ease and grace o f 

s a i l i n g or r i d i n g , the calm which i s the keynote of the 

remembered i s l a n d : 

I I f a i t s i calme e t puis s i t i e d e , 
i l f a i t s i c o n t i n u e l a u s s i . 

(Eloges, V) 

The " s o l i t u d e s molles du m a t i n , " the " s o l i t u d e s v e r t e s du 

m a t i n , " are those o f peace and p a r a d i s e , o f aisance and 

douceur. 
* 

The r a d i c a l d i f f e r e n c e between these values and those 

of the c i t y , p r o v i d i n g the t e n s i o n o f Images a Crusoe, i s 

t a c k l e d and i n p a r t r e s o l v e d d u r i n g a decade which has 

a p p a r e n t l y l e f t no poems i n Perse's p u b l i s h e d works, the 

years 1911-21. There i s o f course no reason t o suppose t h a t 

Perse stopped w r i t i n g p o e t r y d u r i n g the gaps i n p u b l i c a t i o n . 

On the c o n t r a r y , c e r t a i n scraps of evidence i n d i c a t e t h a t o n l y 

h i s s c r u p l e s prevented him from a l l o w i n g the p u b l i c a t i o n o f 

Op. c i t . , p. JM' 
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s e v e r a l works. A f t e r a spate of l i t e r a r y a c t i v i t y producing 

a l l the poems which f i g u r e i n the 1911 volume of Eloges which 

Gide had p r i n t e d t o atone f o r the many e r r o r s of the o r i g i n a l 
2 

NRF p u b l i c a t i o n i n review, t h e r e i s s i l e n c e u n t i l the 

appearance of the f i r s t Chanson of Anabase i n the NRF o f 

A p r i l 1922. A new wave o f p u b l i c a t i o n ensued, g i v i n g the 

new poems of La G l o i r e des Rois and Anabase, f o l l o w e d by a 

f u r t h e r break, imposed by Perse, a f t e r 1925* No r e p r i n t i n g 

o f these poems was allowed u n t i l 19^5, a l t h o u g h the new 

sequence of E x i l made i t s appearance from 19̂ -2 onwards. 

Perse*s conscious o r d e r i n g of h i s l i f e , and a s t e r n sense of 

duty and honour, e x p l a i n both p e r i o d s of r e t i c e n c e . The 

f i r s t f o l l o w e d the completion of h i s law s t u d i e s a t Bordeaux 

and c o i n c i d e s w i t h the e f f o r t s he was o b l i g e d t o make a g a i n s t 

c o n s i d e r a b l e odds, p a r t i c u l a r l y f i n a n c i a l , t o achieve h i s 

a m b i t i o n t o e n t e r the d i p l o m a t i c corps, and w i t h h i s e a r l y 

years i n the f o r e i g n s e r v i c e . 

e.g. the l e t t e r from Andre Gide of 1913 r e p r i n t e d i n 
Honneur•.•, p. 6 l l : "La j o i e que m'apporte h i e r s o i r v o t r e 
l e t t r e , c'est de m'annoncer de nouveaux poemes." 

2 
The 1911 volume i n c l u d e s Pour f e t e r une enfance, " E c r i t 

sur l a p o r t e , " R e c i t a t i o n a l ' e l o g e d'une Reine and n i n e t e e n 
Eloges, the t h i r d o f which i s t o become the " H i s t o i r e du Regent 
i n the Qeuvre poet i q u e . 
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Encouraged by Claudel, he decided on a career o n l y a f t e r 

l o n g c o n s u l t a t i o n and h e a r t - s e a r c h i n g . Although s t i l l 

f r e q u e n t i n g l i t e r a r y m i l i e u x on both sides of the Channel, 

and corresponding w i t h l i t e r a r y f r i e n d s , he set h i s s i g h t s 

on passing the "concours des A f f a i r e s e t r a n g e r e s " i n A p r i l 

1914. His t r a v e l s i n Spain, Germany and England were prompted 

by h i s requirement t o study i n t e r n a t i o n a l a f f a i r s , but he 

c l e a r l y l e t no o p p o r t u n i t y s l i p o f p u r s u i n g h i s many oth e r 

"amateur" i n t e r e s t s : o r n i t h o l o g y , botany, s a i l i n g , r i d i n g , 

p o e t r y and so on. U n l i k e l y as i t may seem w i t h a person o f 

so a l e r t and i n t e r e s t e d a d i s p o s i t i o n , Perse was a t times 

bored and depressed by the approaching c o m p e t i t i v e examination, 

as he confessed t o Larbaud i n a l e t t e r o f 28 November, 1913-"'" 

Once i n s t a l l e d a t the Quai d'Orsay, p o l i t i c a l events can have 

l e f t l i t t l e time f o r w r i t i n g and even f o r m a i n t a i n i n g f r i e n d ­

s h i p s : l e a r n i n g a new job i s always t i m e - and energy-consuming, 

and Perse wanted, as i n e v e r y t h i n g , t o do the job t h o r o u g h l y . 

The outbreak o f war i n August 1914 saw him at t a c h e d t o 

Delcasse's m i n i s t r y on press r e l a t i o n s , moved w i t h the 

government t o Bordeaux and then back t o P a r i s . At Bordeaux, 

Claudel handed him the newly-completed manuscript o f Le Pain 

"'"he speaks o f h i s " t r i s t e s s e de g o u j a t " and wanting t o 
slough h i s ennui ( l e t t e r S 12 i n the Vichy c o l l e c t i o n ) . 
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dur which Perse t o l d the present w r i t e r prompted h i s own 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l drama, l o s t when h i s f l a t was ransacked by the 

Gestapo i n 19̂ -0. Of the oth e r papers l o s t a t t h a t t i m e , 

t h e r e were f i v e completed poems and a m e d i t a t i o n besides the 

p l a y , but l i t t l e i s known o f them. Some poems are mentioned 

i n a l e t t e r t o Larbaud dated 13 October 1923,^" but the r e f e r e n c e 

i s perhaps t o Aruitie du Pri n c e and the "Chanson du ±r e s o i . i p t i f , " 

almost c e r t a i n l y w r i t t e n i n China a l o n g w i t h Anabase, and 

i n c l u d e d i n La G l o i r e des Rois. The t h i r d i n e d i t mentioned 

i n the l e t t e r i s more p r o b l e m a t i c a l and may be one o f the l o s t 

poems. But many more manuscripts were l o s t i f Perse's own 

account of meeting h i s l i t e r a r y f r i e n d s on r e t u r n i n g from the 

Far East has been c o r r e c t l y r e p o r t e d by P i e r r e l i a z a r s : 

J ' a i o u v e r t une c a n t i n e p l e i n e de m c a i u s c r i t s . 
A l o r s Larbaud, avec son gros visage concupiscent, a 
p r i s l e s manuscrits a p l e i n e s mains en s ' e c r i a n t : 
"v/hat a grasp l " ^ 

The impression given i n the i n t e r v i e w w i t h ilazars t h a t 

L e t t e r S 17. Perse w r i t e s o f th r e e unpublished poems 
he proposes t o present w i t h the f i r s t e d i t i o n of Anabase, 
s p e c i f y i n g h i s requirements of l a r g e format and "une b e l l e e t 
p l e i n e i t a l i q u e . " 

2 
P r o f e s s o r Knodel's account o f the i n c i d e n t (Saint-John 

Perse, p. 38), a p p a r e n t l y a u t h e n t i c a t e d by M. Leger, d i f f e r s 
i n some d e t a i l s . 
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Perse was averse t o p u b l i c a t i o n of any s o r t i s d i s p e l l e d by 

the correspondence w i t h Larbaud: he would o n l y a l l o w 

p u b l i c a t i o n on h i s own terms. There i s no reason, however, 

t o doubt the poet's word t h a t i t was h i s p u b l i c o f f i c e which 

gave him such s c r u p l e s about appearing i n p r i n t as a poet, 

and which made him decide t o take a pseudonym. Where the 

pen-name came from i s obscure and un i m p o r t a n t ; Perse has 

kept s i l e n t on the matter o t h e r than t o i n d i c a t e the n e c e s s i t y 

o f dedoublement, and i t would be merely perverse t o f o l l o w an 

u n l i t t r a i l . Whether the c h r i s t i a n name d e r i v e d from a 

Caribbean i s l a n d or some Anglo-Saxon w r i t e r seems as i m m a t e r i a l 

as whether the surname was chosen f o r i t s echo of P e r s i a , 

Persius or both. What i s i m p o r t a n t i s t h a t the name pro v i d e d 
2 

y e t another mask f o r the poet, y e t another w i l l e d s o l i t u d e . 

I f the a t t r i b u t i o n t o Perse of "Le 'representant du M i d i ' 1 

(Le Feu, No. 91, nov. 1912, 1210-12, reproduced as Appendix C 
below, pp. 36O-363) i s c o r r e c t , and he was prepared, before h i s 
e n t r y i n t o p u b l i c s e r v i c e , t o bandy words w i t h Jean A i c a r d , wei 
i s added t o h i s argument. 

Courrent ("Autour d'un pseudonyme..." l o c . c i t . ) invokes 
the n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y t r a v e l w r i t e r Percy Saint-John. Renato 
P o g g i o l i proposes S a i n t John the B a p t i s t and P e r s i u s , a "voice 
i n the w i l d e r n e s s " and a random ' f a v o u r i t e author' (Yale French 
S t u d i e s , I , 2, 19^8, 5)« For the present study of a man 'by 
h i m s e l f the L a t i n per se could be invoked w i t h as much p o i n t . 



87 

His very choice of a career was i n i t s e l f a r e c o g n i t i o n 

i n p r a c t i c a l terms of a d e s i r e f o r s o l i t u d e , the k i n d o f 

s o l i t u d e which i m p l i e s a deep involvement i n human a f f a i r s 

w i t h o u t i m p i n g i n g on the i n d i v i d u a l ' s l i b e r t y . Diplomacy 

i s an extended form of p o l i t e n e s s , a v i r t u e on which Perse 

s e t s c o n s i d e r a b l e s t o r e . The f i x e d formulae of p o l i t e n e s s , 

o f diplomacy and of a l l forms o f c e r e u o n i a l p r o v i d e the most 

s a t i s f a c t o r y forms of r e l a t i o n s h i p between people and peoples 

who f o r one reason or another stop s h o r t of f r i e n d s h i p or 

l o v e , where a more i n t i m a t e c o n t r i b u t i o n i s demanded. Perse's 

attachment t o h i e r a t i c a l and h i e r a r c h i c a l ceremony, matched 

by the s t a t e l y splendour o f h i s rhythms, i n d i c a t e d a:iong o t h e r 

t h i n g s t h a t he places a h i g h value on h i s complete freedom of 

a c t i o n i n p r i v a t e l i f e - His d i p l o m a t i c career i n China had 

a f f o r d e d him b o t h the p r i v a c y and the adventure. From h i s 

p o e t i c r e c o r d of the experience, i n the Chanson du P r e s o m p t i f , 

A n i t i e du Prince and p r i n c i p a l l y i n Anc.o -x^e , can be seen the 

development of Perse's view of s o l i t u d e , and the s t r e s s 

s h i f t i n g from the s t a t i c t o the dynamic t o produce the q u a l i t y 

o f s t i l l n e s s - i n - m o v e m e n t . 
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The Chanson du Presomptif f i r s t appeared i n the w i n t e r 

192̂ - issue of Commerce al o n g w i t h Perse's a d a p t a t i o n of T. S. 

E l i o t ' s "The Hollow Men." I t t h e r e f o r e postdated by a couple 

of years the appearance of the p a r e n t h e s i s i n g Chansons from 

Anabase, and Ami t i e du Prince and the c e n t r a l s e c t i o n s of 

Anabase by a few months. But being the s h o r t e s t of the 

group i t may u s e f u l l y be t r e a t e d b r i e f l y b efore the o t h e r s . 

L i k e the two Chansons from Anabase, i t has t h r e e stanzas 

of some h a l f a dozen l i n e s each. U n l i k e the o t h e r Chansons, 

however, i t has a f r e e - v e r s e r a t h e r than a prose p r e s e n t a t i o n , 

r e m i n i s c e n t of the e a r l i e r poems r a t h e r than h e r a l d i n g the 

l a t e r s t y l e . Yet d e s p i t e i t s b r e v i t y i t has a w e a l t h of 

suggestion through imagery which was t o demand expansion i n t o 

a l a r g e r work. One senses the s o l i t u d e of the Heir-Presumptive 

w i t h o u t i t s being made e x p l i c i t . By m e n t i o n i n g t h e i r presence, 

he a s s o c i a t e s w i t h the t h i n k e r , or dreamer, the s a i l o r and the 

r i d e r : 

j i t I'un p a r l e a. ma d r o i t e dans l e b r u i t de son ame, 
et l ' a u t r e monte l e s vaisseaux, 

l e C a v a l i e r s'appuie de sa lance pour b o i r e . 

The t e m p t a t i o n of b o t h dreaming and the sea of unseen departures 

i s p r e s e n t : "l'homme marche dans l e s songes e t s'achemine vers 

l a mer." The f i n a l stanza b r i l l i a n t l y e f f e c t s the c o n j u n c t i o n 
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o f the f a m i l i a r w i t h the t a s t e f o r departure- The Heir c a l l s 

h i s dogs t o him, dismisses as of l i t t l e value " l a maison 

chargee d'honneurs," and ends: "tous l e s chemins du monde 

nous mangent dans l a main!" Adventure i s f a m i l i a r i s e d 

through a s i n g l e s u b s t i t u t i o n : the e a r l i e r l i n e , "Chiens, 

ho! mes chi e n s , nous vous s i f f I o n s . . . , " p r o v i d e s the image 

o f an animal e a t i n g out of h i s hand. The s w i t c h from chiens 

t o chemins r e v e a l s a v e r b a l and n o t i o n a l awareness which i s 

the h a l l m a r k of Perse's mature s t y l e . S a i l l e t speaks w e l l 

o f "ce don de poesie, q u i se confond avec sa v o c a t i o n de 

s o l i t u d e . "̂ ~ 

* 

What A m i t i e du P r i n c e adds i s stamina, the f i r s t r e a l 

i n d i c a t i o n of the p o e t i c stamina which increases s t e a d i l y 
2 

from Anabase t o Amers. The Prince's f u n c t i o n , l i k e the 

Queen's i n R e c i t a t i o n a l ' e l o g e d'une Peine, i s s i m p l y t o 

be p r e s e n t ; again the s o l i t u d e of g r e a t men may take a s t a t i c 

or dynamic form. 
Tu peux te t a i r e parmi nous, s i c'est l a t o n 

humeur; ou decider encore que t u vas s e u l , s i c'est 
l a t o n humeur: on ne t e demande que d'etre l a ! 

( I ) 

"*"Saint-John Perse..., p. 21. 
2 
Anabase was i n f a c t w r i t t e n consxderably before A m i t i e 

du Prince a c c o r d i n g t o the poet (see Knodel, p. I85, n. 2). 
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The n o t i o n t h a t a f u l l e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g between two s o l i t a r y 

men, the r o e t and the P r i n c e , can be cemented i n s i l e n c e i s 

e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e d i n an otherwise strange oxymoron: " J ' a i 

des presents pour l u i e t p l u s d'un mot s i l e n c i e u x . " The 

l e t t e r r e c e i v e d by the poet, "ami du Prince t a c i t u r n e , " 

c o n t a i n s the l i n e : "i'lais d'une race a l 1 a u t r e l a r o u t e est 

longue; et j ' a i moi-meme a f f a i r e a i l l e u r s " ( I I I ) . Yet even 

i f h i s d u t i e s c a l l him elsewhere, the Prince i s always p r e s e n t : 

the f u n c t i o n i s separable from the person t o give c o n t i n u i t y . 

I t i s a k i n d o f g e o g r a p h i c a l e q u i v a l e n t t o "The King i s dead; 

l o n g l i v e the King!" "The Prince i s absent; here stands the 

P r i n c e ! " His government i s through h i s own a c q u i s i t i o n o f 

wisdom, o f s t i l l n e s s as a p o s i t i v e v a l u e , r a t h e r than through 

f o r c e or t y r a n n y . ^ The poem juxtaposes a ge n e r a l concept o f 

East and West i n a c o n f r o n t a t i o n which i s a l l t o the honour 

of the former -

* 

I f A m i t i e du Pri n c e r e p r e s e n t s the meeting of western 

"'"For a d i s c u s s i o n o f s t i l l n e s s see V a s s y l k i v s k y , passim, 
and Fung Yu-Lan, The S p i r i t o f Chinese Philosophy (London 19^7), 
e.g. p. 183: "Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu, t o g e t h e r w i t h the o r i g i n a l 
Liuddhists, a l l made s t i l l n e s s t h e i r g u i d i n g p r i n c i p l e . " 



91 

poet w i t h e a s t e r n sage, Anabase t r a c e s t h e i r j ourney t o g e t h e r . 

I t f o l l o w s an a r c h e t y p a l r e b i r t h p a t t e r n e a s i l y understood 

across n a t i o n a l f r o n t i e r s and through the v i c i s s i t u d e s of 

t r a n s l a t i o n . ^ Despite i t s d i f f i c u l t i e s , perhaps g r e a t e r 

from the l i n g u i s t i c p o i n t of view and from i t s o r i e n t a l s e t t i n g 

than those of Perse's o t h e r poems, i t has a t t r a c t e d more 

c r i t i c a l a t t e n t i o n than most and i s s t i l l o f t e n considered 
2 

h i s c e n t r a l work. E l i o t ' s t r a n s l a t i o n of 1930 drew admirers 
3 

i n i t i a l l y because i t was E l i o t and entered h i s canon. Kathleen 
Raine has spoken of the i n f l u e n c e of the t r a n s l a t i o n on the 

k 

poets and c r i t i c s of the 1930s. Works l i k e Auden's The 

Orators and F. T. Prince's poem about Chaka, the w a r r i o r 

See i i i r c e a E l i a d e , Le Mythe de l ' e t e r n e l r e t o u r ( P a r i s 
19^9), passim, and Maud Bodkin, A r c h e t y p a l P a t t e r n s . . . i n 
which a number of works are seen i n these terms. 

2 
See e.g. F. J. Carmody, "Saint-John Perse and s e v e r a l 

o r i e n t a l sources," Comparative L i t e r a t u r e S t u d i e s , I I , 2, 1963? 
125-

3 
For a f u l l e r assessment of E l i o t ' s t r a n s l a t i o n , see my 

"T. S. E l i o t and Saint-John Perse," A r l i n g t o n Q u a r t e r l y 
( f o r t h c o m i n g ) . 

"St.-John Perse: Poet of the M a r v e l l o u s , " Encounter, 
Oct. 196?» P' 31 ( r e p r i n t e d i n Defending Ancient S p r i n g s , 
Oxford 1968). 

^(London 1932), see esp. pp. 20-23, 30-3^-
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c h i e f who formed the Zulu n a t i o n , show a c l e a r i n f l u e n c e 

o f Perse's concept and d i c t i o n as t r a n s c r i b e d by E l i o t . 

Perhaps i t i s more i m p o r t a n t t h e r e f o r e w i t h Anabase than 

w i t h any o f the other poems t o prune the a c c r e t i o n s and see 

one's way c l e a r t o the t e x t i t s e l f . For present purposes, 

Perse's own r e p o r t e d statement about the work w i l l be taken 

as a p o i n t o f de p a r t u r e : 

Anabase a pour o b j e t l e poeme de l a s o l i t u d e dans 
1 ' a c t i o n . Aussi b i e n 1 ' a c t i o n parmi l e s hommes que 
1'action de 1 ' e s p r i t envers a u t r u i comme envers soi-meme. 

S o l i t u d e , complete w i t h exclamation mark t o s t r e s s i t s 

s i g n i f i c a n c e , occurs as a word f o u r times w i t h i n as many pages 

i n p a r t s IV and V of the poem: 

(a) ... S o l i t u d e ! l'ceuf b l e u que pond un grand oiseau 
de mer, e t l e s baies au matin t o u t encombrees de c i t r o n s 
d'or! -- C ' e t a i t h i e r ! 1'oiseau s'en f u t ! 

(b) S o l i t u d e ! ,nos p a r t i s a n s e x t r a v a g a n t s nous v a n t a i e n t 
nos fagons, mais nos pensees d e j a campaient sous 
d'autres murs. 

"Chaka" i n The Doors o f Stone (London 1963), pp. V? f f -
The s e c t i o n headings themselves are i n d i c a t i v e : I - The King 
watches a t n i g h t ; I I - He compares o l d customs w i t h those of 
h i s kingdom; I I I - How f e s t i v a l s were c e l e b r a t e d ; IV - He 
bathes i n the morning; V - The people r e s t a f t e r conquests. 
The poem dates from the 1930s. 

2 Quoted by Hazars, "Une j o u r n e e . . . " 
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( c ) S o l i t u d e ! . . . Des compagnies d ' e t o i l e s passent au 
bord du monde, s'annexant aux c u i s i n e s un a s t r e doniestique. 

(d) " S o l i t u d e ! Je n ' a i d i t a personne d ' a t t e n d r e . . . 
Je in'en i r a i par l a quand j e v o u d r a i . . . " Et l ' E t r a n g e r 
t o u t h a b i l l e 

de ses pensees n o u v e l l e s se f a i t encore des p a r t i s a n s 
dans l e s voies du s i l e n c e . 

I n ( a ) , the s o l i t a r y s e a-bird's blue egg i s c o n t r a s t e d 

w i t h the p i l e s of golden lemons l i t t e r i n g the bay, an image 

no doubt of the sun's r e f l e c t i o n on the sea. The c o n t r a s t 

i s both of number and c o l o u r , and i s heightened by the very 

s i m i l a r i t y of shape. The f r a g i l i t y o f the egg, deserted by 

i t s parent i s s i m i l a r l y u n d e r l i n e d by i t s having t o fend f o r 

i t s e l f a g a i n s t the host o f lemons, a g a i n s t , t h a t i s , the 

i n v a s i o n of s u n l i g h t . I t i s an observed image of s o l i t u d e 

and precariousness,- a statement s t a n d i n g f o r i t s e l f and not 

n e c e s s a r i l y f o r a n y t h i n g beyond i t s e l f . I f t h e r e should l u r k 

an idea of the cosmogonic myths which take a p r i m e v a l eg^ as 

t h e i r s t a r t i n g - p o i n t , " ' " i t i s an e x t e n s i o n of the image perhaps 

l e g i t i m a t e i n the circumstances but by no means e s s e n t i a l t o 

i t . Verset (b) i n v o l v e s the n o t i o n of departure and so i s 

See i. i r c e a E l i a d e , P a t t e r n s i n Comparative R e l i g i o n 
(London 1958, t r . R. Sheed) , pp. ii-13-/4l6.' 
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dynamic where the egg was s t a t i c . But the d e s i r e t o move 

on i s prompted by escapism and i s consequently n e g a t i v e l y 

m o t i v a t e d : the s a t i s f a c t i o n expressed by "nos p a r t i s a n s 

e x t r a v a g a n t s " i s t o be avoided j u s t as the Heir-Presumptive 

had shunned honours. I n ( c ) , b a t t a l i o n s o f s t a r s make a new 

r e c r u i t of the k i t c h e n lamp, or put more p r o s a i c a l l y the one 

l i g h t v i s i b l e i n the camp a t n i g h t seems to take i t s place 

alongside the s t a r s . B a u d e l a i r e , i n ''Paysage", had juxtaposed 

domestic and c e l e s t i a l l i g h t s i n a s i m i l a r l y s t r i k i n g way: 

I I e s t doux, a t r a v e r s l e s brumes, de v o i r n a i t r e 
L ' e t o i l e dans l ' a z u r , l a lampe a l a fenetre."*" 

What he had not done was t o s t r e s s the s o l i t a r y n a t u r e o f the 

lone " r e c r u i t " i n the sky's army. I n Perse, the onlooker 

i d e n t i f i e s h i m s e l f w i t h the man-made l i g h t and moves w i t h i t 

i n t o a s p i r i t u a l realm. W i t h t h i s v i s i o n behind him, the 

Stranger i n (d) wins more genuine p a r t i s a n s t o the cause of 

s o l i t u d e . R e s t a t i n g h i s fundamental r i g h t t o s o l i t u d e and 

t o go wherever he wishes, f u l l y c l a d i n h i s new thoughts he 

f o l l o w s the ways of s i l e n c e . His ideas are imposed not by 

f o r c e but by example, the best--and s i l e n t — v e r s i o n o f p e r s u a s i o n . 

10euvres completes, p. l^k. Cf "L'homme n'est qu'une 
lampe, e l l e / i . e . l a s o l i t u d e / en f a i t une e t o i l e . " ( V i c t o r 
Hugo, "Magnitudo p a r v i " i n Les Contemplations, I I I , 30). 
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S o l i t u d e and s i l e n c e t h e r e f o r e combine i n a f u r t h e r m i g r a t i o n : 

the s t a t i c and dynamic forms go hand i n hand. " A c t i o n " i n 

the poet's sense i s both p h y s i c a l and s p i r i t u a l , and so 

performed by both Leader and St r a n g e r , but i t i s one word, 

i n s e p a r a b l e i n t o c a r t e s i a n body and s o u l or mind and passions, 

j u s t as the Prince and the Poet are one man. 

Anabase i s "place sous 1 * i n v o c a t i o n du s e l , " ^ " and the 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n o f s a l t i s h i g h e r i n t h i s poem than i n any other -

The image enjoys a m u l t i p l i c i t y of aspects shared by a l l Perse*s 

c e n t r a l images, and the substance seems t o c r y s t a l l i s e around 

i t s e l f the p r i n c i p a l themes of the poem, as i f t o i l l u s t r a t e 

by i t s very n a t u r e and uses t he p o e t i c c o n c r e t i o n o f t h a t 

s h u t t l i n g d ualism a l r e a d y i n s o l i t u d e . Opposites are not 

m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e , but embraced and accepted. There i s , 

as i t were, i n chemical terms, a suspension o f s a l t r a t h e r 

than a s o l u t i o n o f i t . J ust as i n Pour f e t e r une enfance, 

I I I , l i g h t and shade had been "plus pres d ' e t r e une meme 

chose," so "Je s a i s qu'aux chutes des grands f l e u v e s se nouent 

d'etranges a l l i a n c e s , e n t r e l e c i e l e t l ' e a u " (Neiges, I I ) . 

S a i l l e t , pp. 62-63 
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Independence i s r e t a i n e d by each element w i t h i n t h i s f r u i t f u l 

c o u p l i n g : i t i s a t r u e marriage. "Jamais chez aucun poete 

l'harmonie u n i v e r s e l l e ne s'est trouvee s i n a t u r e l l e m e n t j u s t e ; 

jamais e l l e n'a moins dependu de quelque premier desaccord-

The constant give and take i s not t h e r e f o r e t o be seen as a 

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d d i s c o r d i a concors, as S a i l l e t recognises when 

w r i t i n g o f the r o l e o f s a l t i n Anabase: " I I nous semble a s s i s t e r 

a l a s p i r i t u a l i s a t i o n de l a m a t i e r e , ou a l a m i n e r a l i s a t i o n de 
2 

1 * e s p r i t • " As the double movement i s p e r p e t u a l , b e i n g s e l f -

g e n e r a t i n g , atrophy i s impos s i b l e -

As i n Amers, s a l t i n the e a r l y poems i s normally a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h the sea, and i s sometimes mixed w i t h an a l k a l i n e substance. 

J u s t as i n "Le Mur" i n Images a Crusoe we f i n d " l ' a i r l a i t e u x 

e n r i c h i du s e l des a l i z e s , " so i n Amers do we have " l ' a c i d e 

avec l e l a i t mele, l e s e l avec l e sang- t r e s v i f , " (Strophe, IX, 

2 - 1 ) , where s a l t i s seen as a l i f e - g i v i n g p r i n c i p l e . The 

v i r t u e s o f s a l t , w i t h i t s s p e c i a l ambivalence between d i s t a s t e 

and n e c e s s i t y , between p r e s e r v a t i o n and v i v i f i c a t i o n , are a l l 

Georges P o u l e t , "Saint-John Perse," etudes sur l e temps 
humain, I I I : Le P o i n t de depart ( P a r i s 196^-) , p. 163* 

S a i l l e t , p. 63* 
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evoked i n Anabase. S a l t , "the substance t h a t i s i n d i s p e n s a b l e 

t o human metabolism, t h a t lends savor t o food and d r i n k , t h a t 

awakens t h i r s t - - t h r o u g h o u t the poem i t i s the symbol o f the 

pure s t i m u l u s t h a t i s the mainspring of action.""'" The 

opening s e c t i o n leaves no doubt as t o i t s importance. 

I n i t the word s e l occurs no l e s s than s i x t i m e s . "L'idee 

pure comme un s e l t i e n t ses assises dans l e j o u r . " The open 

dialogue i s seen as a c o u r t s e s s i o n , w i t h a l l i t s overtones 

of s u o t l e p r e s e n t a t i o n and defence l e a d i n g t o a f u l l y considered 

and j u s t c o n c l u s i o n . " h a i t r e du g r a i n , m a i t r e du s e l , e t l a 

chose p u b l i q u e sur de j u s t e s balances!" Corn and s a l t combine 

f o r the common weal, the res p u b l i c a o n l y e n j o y i n g an e q u i l i b r i u m 

because o f the care taken over such basic p r o d u c t s . The 

saunier takes h i s honourable place i n the l i s t of " t o u t e s 

s o r t e s d'homines dans l e u r s voies e t faeons" ( X ) . From 

pe r s o n a l knowledge, Perse r e a l i s e d the importance of s a l t . 

D i r e c t experience i n the de s e r t s of Mongolia was added t o 

what he must have known of the h i s t o r y of the Caribbean, 

chequered as i t was by wars i n which i s l a n d s were se i z e d f o r 

Knodel, "Towards an und e r s t a n d i n g of Anabase," PkLA, 
LXXIX, June 196k, 333. 
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l i t t l e o t h e r than t h e i r s a l t deposits."'" I n d e s e r t s where, 

being e x c e s s i v e l y hot and d r y , men have t o r e p l a c e the body 

s a l t l o s t through p e r s p i r a t i o n , food i s h e a v i l y s a l t e d and 

s a l t i s sometimes taken by mouth w i t h o u t i t having the b i t t e r 

e f f e c t on the p a l a t e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h i t i n more temperate 

c l i m a t e s . The piquancy i s reserved f o r the mind: 

Au d e l i c e du s e l sont t o u t e s lances de 1 ' e s p r i t . . . 
J ' a v i v e r a i du s e l l e s bouches mortes du d e s i r ; 

(Anabase, I ) 

I n these p a r a l l e l sentences of f o u r t e e n s y l l a b l e s each, w i t h 

the cesura a f t e r the s i x t h a t s e l , the a p p e t i t e f o r s a l t and 

i t s r e v i v i f y i n g e f f e c t on b o t h body and mind i s l i n k e d w i t h 

the more g e n e r a l n o t i o n o f appetency i n the word d e s i r , which 

i s t o r e c e i v e f u l l e r t r e a t m e n t and expansion i n Amers. 

Addressing the "homines, gens de poussiere e t de t o u t e s 

faeons," Perse w r i t e s : 

6 chercheurs, o t r o u v e u r s de r a i s o n s pour s'en 

Curucao was taken by the Dutch f o r i t s s a l t - p a n s as v / e l l 
as i t s use as a t r a d i n g base, and the vast s a l t resources o f 
the mainland l a k e Araya i n Venezuela brought i t the b e l l i g e r e n t 
a t t e n t i o n s o f the Dutch and Spanish i n t u r n . See J. H. Parry 
and P. M. Sherlock, A Short H i s t o r y of the "./est I n d i e s (London 
1965), PP. *t6-Jf7, 51. 
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a l l e r a i l l e u r s , 
vous ne t r a f i q u e z pas d'un s e l p l u s f o r t quand 

. . . l e s tambours de l ' e x i l e v e i l l e n t aux f r o n t i e r e s 
l ' e t e r n i t e q u i b a i l i e sur l e s sa b l e s . 

S a l t here stands f o r the ambiguous a t t r a c t i o n o f s o l i t u d e and 

e x i l e : removal from one place t o another cannot d i m i n i s h an 

i n g r a i n e d sense of s o l i t u d e . A c l e a r d i s t i n c t i o n i s drawn 

between g e o g r a p h i c a l deplacement and the mental s t a t e o f e x i l e 

i n h e r e n t i n man. The s a l t - c a r a v a n s i n the de s e r t perform a 

v i t a l f u n c t i o n , but t h e i r m i g r a t i o n s would not s a t i s f y the 

Etranger. The poet's mind i s wandering l e s s on a g e o g r a p h i c a l 

than on a s p i r i t u a l plane. Yet concrete r e a l i t y demands our 

a t t e n t i o n ; the everyday t u r n s p h i l o s o p h y i n t o p o e t r y : 

Mathematiques suspendues aux banquises du s e l 1 

Commerce makes i t s demands on a p r a c t i c a l l e v e l besides being 

a "commerce de l'ame." The scale s are out again f o r the 

purchase o f s a l t i n f a i r t r a d e . But the f l o e s o f s a l t , l i k e 

i c e - f l o e s , conceal seven-eighths o f t h e i r whole s e l v e s : the 

w h i t e heaps which the caravans have brought have i m p l i c a t i o n s 

i n b o t h l i f e and p o e t r y f a r i n excess o f t h e i r apparent 

substance.^ 

^~7or a d i f f e r e n t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the image o f s a l t i n 
Perse, see Richard, Qnze etudec,. .. , pp. 5^-57* 
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Perse, l i k e h i s own Crusoe, i s s t i l l " n o u r r i du s e l de 

v o t r e s o l i t u d e . " S a l t i s the concrete image of the a b s t r a c t 

n o t i o n , s h a r i n g a l l i t s p o l y v a l e n t v i r t u e s . The poet can 

consequently remain t r u e t o what he sees as h i s t a s k , namely 

t o explore the obscure and the a b s t r a c t but t o express h i s 

f i n d i n g s and experiences i n concrete terms. That he should 

choose a common m i n e r a l not g e n e r a l l y or t r a d i t i o n a l l y honoured 

by p o e t r y but nonetheless v i t a l f o r e x i s t e n c e i s t y p i c a l of 

h i s r e f u s a l t o l i m i t h i s p o e t r y t o l i t e r a t u r e . The poignancy 

of i s o l a t i o n i s a gap which Perse f i l l s r i c h l y and l a v i s h l y , 

h i s very p r a i s e being p a r t i a l l y m o t i v a t e d through h i s n a t u r a l 

abhorrence of a vacuum. The n o s t a l g i a of Eloges produces 

j u s t such a p o s i t i v e c r e a t i o n from n e g a t i v e m o t i v a t i o n . I n 

Anabase the balance was someMiat redressed: the career, and 

the s o l i t u d e , were chosen, so t h a t the poem was f r e e t o de a l 

w i t h a g r e a t human theme r a t h e r than s i m p l y sin?; Asia's p r a i s e s . 

I n E x i l , w i t h the coincidence of an enforced e x i l e and a 

l i f e t i m e ' s experience of s o l i t u d e , t h e r e i s a r e t u r n t o the 

fundamental approach of the Bordeaux poems, but w i t h the added 

technique and experience of twenty very i m p o r t a n t years. 
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Those years do not belong i n any d i r e c t way t o Perse's 

p o e t r y , a l t h o u g h t h e i r lesson was n e c e s s a r i l y a s s i m i l a t e d . 

S p e c u l a t i o n about the l o s t manuscripts i s c l e a r l y p o i n t l e s s , 

but the d i p l o m a t i c i n t e r e s t s of A l e x i s Leger show through i n 

the w r i t i n g s of h i s a l t e r ego i n A m i t i e du Prince and Anabase. 

The d e t a i l s of h i s d i p l o m a t i c career as seen i n the e n t r y i n 

the Annuaire d i p l o m a t i q u e have been r e p r i n t e d o f t e n enough 

f o r h i s speedy r i s e t o h i g h o f f i c e t o be w e l l known."'" 

Judgements on h i s career p r a i s e h i s i n t e g r i t y and firmness 

i n the face o f f r e q u e n t governmental changes and the growing 
2 

menace beyond the Rhine. I f h i s values seem i n c r e a s i n g l y 

o l d - f a s h i o n e d and h i s f a i t h i n other people's honour u n r e a l i s t i c 

or i l l - f o u n d e d , i t i s a l l t o h i s c r e d i t . Memoirs of the 

p e r i o d are f i e r c e l y p a r t i s a n . Leger h i m s e l f warns a g a i n s t 
3 

the o p i n i o n s expressed by Paul Reynaud, the M i n i s t e r f o r 

Foreign A f f a i r s who er i n e e r e d h i s removal from the Ouai 

d'Orsay i n May 19^0: 

See e.g. Honneur..., pp. 681-682. 
2 
See e.g. E. R. Cameron, op. c i t . 
i n e.g. La France a sauve 1'Europe (see e.g. I I , 98, 131)• 

See a l s o H e n r i Hoppenot's independent and d e c i s i v e r e f u t a t i o n 
o f the charge t h a t Legcr burned the M i n i s t r y a r c h i v e s , r e p r i n t e d 
i n Honneur..., pp. 769-771-
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Je d o i s vous raettre en garde contre l e s p r e s e n t a t i o n s 
tendancieuses de cet au t e u r , dont j e c o n t e s t e , en 
p a r t i c u l i e r , t o u t e s l e s ob s e r v a t i o n s a mon s u j e t : 
a l l e g a t i o n s sans fondement, n i vraisemblance, r e l e v a n t 
moins du sou c i h i s t o r i q u e que de l a passion p o l i t i q u e 
ou de l ' a n i m o s i t e p e r s o n n e l l e . 

The r e a c t i o n i s remarkably measured (and r e s t r i c t e d i n 

any case t o a p r i v a t e l e t t e r ) i n view of the change du t o u t 

au t o u t brought about i n Leger's l i f e . One t h i n g i s c l e a r : 

a f t e r occupying w i t h d i s t i n c t i o n p o s i t i o n s of h i g h r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , 

e n t a i l i n g t h a t same "quant a s o i " which F r i z e a u had noted a t 
2 

Bordeaux, Leger bore d i s m i s s a l w i t h n o b i l i t y . His l e t t e r 

t o Edouard H e r r i o t , p r e s i d e n t of the ̂ ssemblee n a t i o n a l e , 

w r i t t e n from Arcachon a mere t e n days a f t e r h i s disgrace shows 

h i s outraged honour s m a r t i n g through the d i g n i t y and s i n c e r i t y 

o f h i s account of the episode."^ L i k e the Chinese P r e s i d e n t 

L i ' s daughters of whom he had w r i t t e n so amusingly i n 1917, 

he r e a c t e d w i t h a " s t i f f upper l i p " : "Les f i l l e s de I-irae L i 

P o s t s c r i p t t o l e t t e r from Leger t o Dr. K.-J. K u l l e r dated 
15 Sept. 1955i r e p r i n t e d i n Honneur..., p. 726. 

2 
L e t t e r t o Cl a u d e l , Bordeaux, l e 10 mai 1911, r e p r i n t e d 

i n Konneur.•., p. 6o8. 
L e t t e r t o H e r r i o t , r e p r i n t e d i n Honneur..., pp. 713-71^« 
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se t u r e n t , s ' a t t a c h a n t a montrer dans l e u r m a i n t i e n l ' e g a l i t e 

d'ame q u i s i e d aux grands de ce monde dans 1 ' i n f o r t u n e . " ^ 

Leaving h i s f a m i l y a t Arcachon, Leger escaped c l a n d e s t i n e l y 

t o England, t r a n s f e r r i n g from a French f i s h i n g v e s s e l t o an 

E n g l i s h warship o f f the oreton coast. He stayed o n l y a matt e r 

of t h r e e weeks a t Denham House, the home of h i s B r i t i s h o p p o s ite 

number, Lord V a n s i t t a r t , who had s i m i l a r l y r e c e i v e d harsh 

treatment a t the hands of p o l i t i c i a n s . No d i r e c t c o n t a c t 

was made w i t h De G a u l l e , d e s p i t e Leger's support f o r Resistance 

groups abroad, since the n o t i o n of a s e l f - s t y l e d "government" 

which e x i s t e d o n l y through the good o f f i c e s of the B r i t i s h 

government was repugnant t o him. He s a i l e d f o r America from 

Glasgow on the same s h i p t h a t c a r r i e d B r i t a i n ' s b u l l i o n r eserves 
2 

i n t o safe keeping, the ''Lonarch of Bermuda." A man who had 

l o n g sought s o l i t u d e i r o n i c a l l y more than achieved h i s aim. 

"The nomad i s now a ref u g e e . " "A l ' e x i l de Crusoe, a l a 

s o l i t u d e du Conquerant, l e s evenements s u b s t i t u e n t , maintenant, 

un e x i l e t une s o l i t u d e r e e l s . " 

^Leger t o Alexandre Conty, r e p r i n t e d i n Honneur..., p. 690. 
2 
P r e v i o u s l y unpublished b i o g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l s i n t h i s 

paragraph were o f f e r e d me v e r b a l l y by M. Leger-
3 
P o g g i o l i , op. c i t . , p. 20. 

^ , 
C h a r p i e r , p. 121. 



§ 5 

EXILE 

What g r i e f i s g r e a t e r than 
t o leave behind the f r o n t i e r 
of your home-land ? 

E u r i p i d e s 
( E l e c t r a , 11. 13Hf-15) 
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E x i l e i n v o l v e s compulsion. Only i n i t s more g e n e r a l 

usage i s i t considered v o l u n t a r y , and o n l y by a f u r t h e r 

e x t e n s i o n of meaning can the word cover the v a r i o u s n o t i o n s 

of s o l i t u d e which have a l r e a d y been discussed. The i s o l a t i o n 

may be the same, but the m o t i v a t i o n i s d i f f e r e n t , and so puts 

a d i f f e r e n t complexion on a t t i t u d e s t o i t . The more agreeabl 

aspects o f s o l i t u d e are undercut by the knowledge t h a t i t i s 

no longer the r e s u l t of v o l i t i o n but an imposed s t a t e . And 

yet of course, i n Perse's case, one may reasonably l o o k a t 

h i s a t t i t u d e s and p o s i t i o n b efore 19^0 and see i n them the 

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

f o r h i s summary d i s m i s s a l from o f f i c e . Wot b e l i e v i n g on 

f o r e s i g h t , one may l o o k t o h i s s o l i t a r y n a t u r e , t o a p r e d i s ­

p o s i t i o n t o s e p a r a t i o n from h i s fellow-men, f o r the reasons 

u n d e r l y i n g the outward calm and d i g n i t y he showed i n t h a t 

f a t e f u l month of hay. 

Circumstances f o r c e d upon the poet a r e v i s i o n of h i s 

approach t o s o l i t u d e . N e i t h e r h i s b i r t h i n a colony f a r 

from m e t r o p o l i t a n France, nor h i s subsequent removal t o Europe 

nor again h i s journeys i n China had been as i r r e v o c a b l e as h i s 

e x i l e t o the U n i t e d S t a t e s . The sense of d i s t a n c i a t i o n bred 

i n him from being born i n Guadeloupe was soured by s e p a r a t i o n 
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from h i s work and f a m i l y . Other poets of the time had 

perhaps more choice over where they should spend the war, 

but whether l i k e Aragon, Char or E l u a r d they remained i n the 

t h i c k of t h i n g s , or l i k e Jouve or S u p e r v i e l l e f e l t they could 

make a g r e a t e r c o n t r i b u t i o n from o u t s i d e France, the circum­

stances e l i c i t e d some remarkable p o e t r y . 

Une grande poesie f r a n g a i s e , de 19^0 a 19V? » s'est 
e c r i t e en dehors de l a France. Pierre-Jean Jouve en 
Suisse, Saint-John Perse en Amerique b e n e f i c i a i e n t de 
1'eloignement necessaire pour mieux entendre chanter en 
eux l a chose f r a n g a i s e , et l a f i x e r , dans l e m e i l l e u r e t 
l e p l u s pur, l e p l u s immuable de son i n c o r r u p t i b l e 
essence. 

Thibaudet's comments on the e f f e c t of the French R e v o l u t i o n 

i n t h i s r e s p e c t apply e q u a l l y w e l l t o t h a t of the Nazi 

oc c u p a t i o n : 

Les e l i t e s emigrees v i v e n t tragiquement. E l l e s 
sont c o n t r a i n t e s a une v i e hasardeuse, s o l i t a i r e , h u m i l i e e 
E l l e s sont amenees par l ' e x i l et l'epreuve a r e v i s e r l e u r s 
v a l e u r s , e t a en c o n n a i t r e ou a en creer d'autres. Les 
dieux q u ' e l l e s ont emportes prennent c o n t a c t et f o n t 
a l l i a n c e avec l e s dieux e t r a n g e r s . . . . I I y a l e s 
emigres q u i perdent l e u r pays et ceux q u i en decouvrent 
d'autres. I I y a l e s emigres q u i n'ont p l u s de s o c i e t e 
et ceux q u i s'en f o n t une n o u v e l l e , i l y a l e s emigres 
q u i n'ont pas de ^eunesse et ceux q u i creent une jeunesse. 

L o u i s - k a r c e l Raymond, "Lecture de J a i n t - J o h n 
L ' A c t i o n u n i v e r s i t a i r e ( M o n t r e a l ) , a v r i l 19^8, 21. 

Perse," 
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T r o i s dissonances, q u i p r o d u i s e n t chacune l e u r e t i n c e l l e 
de v i e l i t t e r a i r e . 

L'emigre q u i perd son pays, q u i n'a p l u s de s o c i e t e , 
q u i n'a p l u s de jeunesse, represente au b i l a n l e p a s s i f , 
l a n e g a t i o n , l a d e f i c i e n c e . L ' e m i g r a t i o n est m o r t e l l e 
aux f a i b l e s . ^ -

I t i s p e r f e c t l y c l e a r t h a t Perse belongs t o the a c t i v e , 

p o s i t i v e category. 

As w i t h s o l i t u d e , the i d e a of e x i l e i s by no means new 

t o Perse. Aspects of h i s i n t e r e s t i n the l i t e r a t u r e of e x i l e 

have a l r e a d y been discussed, showing t h a t books are o n l y a 

p a r t of h i s w o r l d , and tend t o be mere p o i n t s of r e f e r e n c e i n 

the expression of l i v e d experiences. The poems w r i t t e n a f t e r 

19̂ -0 show h i s r e c o n c i l i a t i o n w i t h and r e s o l u t i o n of t h a t 

necessary paradox, the a c t of w r i t i n g . "Words are a l s o 
2 

a c t i o n s , and a c t i o n s are a k i n d o f words." Poetry f o r Perse 

i s c l e a r l y an a c t , and as such c o u n t e r a c t s the n e g a t i v i t y of 

e x i l e . 
Being f o r c e d t o uproot o n e s e l f b r i n g s about a corresponding 

A l b e r t Thibaudet, H i s t o i r e de l a l i t t e r a t u r e f r a n g a i s e 
de 1789 a nos j o u r s ( B r u x e l l e s 19^6), pp. 9-10. 

2 
Ralph Waldo Emerson, "The Poet" i n Essays and o t h e r 

W r i t i n g s (London 1907), p. 232. 
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decrease i n the a c t i v e d e s i r e t o move on. Hence i n the E x i l 

t e t r a l o g y we f i n d the poet t a k i n g s t o c k of h i s p o s i t i o n , 

summoning up the courage t o face i t , but having l i t t l e d e s i r e 

t o " f a r e f o r w a r d . " This c o n t r a s t s on the one hand w i t h the 

e a r l y poems which had been a s t o c k - t a k i n g but not by any means 

a f i n a l r e c k o n i n g , and w i t h the Chinese poems where the 

ascending movement was a l l - i m p o r t a n t , g e o g r a p h i c a l l y but a l s o 

s p i r i t u a l l y . ^ The poet, " s e u l a f a i r e l e compte, du haut de 

c e t t e chambre d'angle" (Neiges, I V ) , has only smouldering and 

smoking ashes a t the b e g i n n i n g of h i s e x i l e : "Et, sur t o u t e s 

greves de ce monde, 1 ' e s p r i t du dieu fumant deserte sa couche 

d'amiante" ( E x i l , I ) , but he reverses the s i t u a t i o n by sheer 

s t r e n g t h of c h a r a c t e r and the act of p o e t r y : "Et soudain t o u t 

m'est f o r c e e t presence, ou fume encore l e theme du neant" 

( E x i l , I I I ) . I n other terms, i n an image r e m i n i s c e n t o f the 

phoenix r i s i n g from the ashes, but no doubt a l l u d i n g t o some 

American b i r d which changes i t s plumage i n w i n t e r , we f i n d 

"un oiseau de cendre rose, q u i f u t de b r a i s e t o u t l ' e t e , 

i l l u m i n e soudain l e s c r y p t e s de l ' h i v e r " (Neiges, I I I ) . 

"*"The q u e s t i o n o f movement w i l l be d e a l t w i t h more f u l l y 
i n the next chapter. 

2 Given Perse's knowledge and fondness of Audubon, the 
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" S ' a b o l i r pour r e n a i t r e : t e l l e est l a demarche du Poete." 

The E x i l t e t r a l o g y shows the g r a d u a l coming t o terms 

w i t h e x i l e , or r a t h e r the conversion of an enforced l o n e l i n e s s 

i n t o an acceptable and v i a b l e s o l i t u d e , . / i t h an accompanying 

a s s e r t i o n o f the p o s i t i v e value o f the u l t i m a t e i n uselessness 

(•judged by p r a c t i c a l standards) which p o e t r y seems t o be-

The whole very p a i n f u l and p r i v a t e process i s exposed t o view 

i n t h e f o u r poems. They are consequently not o n l y the most 

i n t i m a t e o f a l l Perse's w r i t i n g s but a l s o i n many ways the 

r i c h e s t and most r e v e a l i n g , since they d e p i c t h i s r e a c t i o n 

t o the n a d i r and stand i n r e l a t i o n t o h i s work r a t h e r as a 

p h i l o s o p h e r ' s t a b u l a rasa approach t o method before the 

r e f e r e n c e may w e l l be to the o n l y b i r d to f i g u r e i n The B i r d s 
o f America vklch i s red and grey ("cendre r o s e , " " b r a i s e " ) i n 
summer and whose re d p a r t s t u r n w h i t e i n w i n t e r , namely the Red 
Phalarope (Phalaropus f u l i c a r i u s , or i n Audubon's t e r m i n o l o g y 
i/ho.laropus p l a t y r h y n c h u s ) »~~ P l a t e 2^5 shows both s t a t e s . 
(For r e p r o d u c t i o n s , see the edn. by Wm. Vogt, New York, 7th 
p r i n t i n g 1965)• 

" C h r i s t i a n K u r c i a u x , oaint-John Perse ( P a r i s 1960) , p. kj>. 

"De t o u t e s ces v a l e u r s /de l ' e s p r i t 7 > en e s t - i l de p l u s 
luxueuse que l a poesie, appreciee a sa p a r f a i t e ' i n u t i l i t e ' ?" 
(Perse, opeech a c c e p t i n g Ai/urd of m e r i t medal f o r p o e t r y from 
the American Academy of A r t s and L e t t e r s , reproduced i n 
Honneur... , p. 6^5)• 
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c o n s t r u c t i o n o f p o s i t i v e statements. I n t h i s r e s p e c t , the 

American poems from E x i l t o Vents are e x c e p t i o n a l i n Perse 1s 

canon: e x i l e i t s e l f p r o v i d e s , i n f a c t imposes, a n e g a t i v e 

terr.i. U h i l e a l l the other mature poems are immediately seen 

adding p o s i t i v e t o p o s i t i v e , having no s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d d i a l e c t i c 

s i n c e no n e g a t i v e pole e x i s t s , E x i l s t a r t s from zero. I t i s 

s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t even here t h e r e i s no minus q u a n t i t y : the 

poem opens b r a v e l y on a note s u g g e s t i n g l i m i t l e s s p o s s i b i l i t i e s : 

"Portes ouvertes sur l e s s a b l e s . " Only when the reader 

c o n t i n u e s , o n l y when he l e a r n s the c o n t e x t , does the b l a n k 

page before the poem begins r e v e a l i t s e l f as the n e g a t i v e 

moment o f e x i l e when the poet abandoned a l l thought or hope 

of w r i t i n g p o e t r y . 

The r e s u l t a n t sympathy f o r those i n f l i c t e d w i t h s o l i t u d e , 

and f o r t h e i r d e s i r e t o renounce o f f i c e , i s deepened: 

Un homme a t t e i n t de t e l l e s o l i t u d e , q u ' i l a i l l e 
e t q u ' i l suspende aux sanctuaires l e masque et l e baton 
de commandement. . i r T \ 

(Plui.es , V I ; 

The l e a d e r - f i g u r e of the preceding poems, l i k e the poet, has 

been dismissed. The r e a c t i o n mingles d i g n i t y w i t h dismay, 

and recourse i s made t o permanent s p i r i t u a l values beyond the 

v i c i s s i t u d e s o f h i s t o r y : 

http://Plui.es
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I I n'est d ' h i s t o i r e que de l'ame, i l n'est 
d'aisance que de l'ame. ( ^ ' x i l V) 

The years 19^-0-^1 consequently r e p r e s e n t the lowest o f the 

ebbs i n the p o e t ' s — a n d F r a n c e * s — f o r t u n e s , and Perse shows 

the h i g h e s t q u a l i t i e s of man, of s o u l , and o f p o e t r y i n 

d e p i c t i n g the new search f o r values and expressing thorn i n 

terms o f w i d e l y comprehensible images drawn from n a t u r e . 

J ' a i fonde sur l'abime et l'embrun et l a fumee 
des sables. ,„ ., T T>. 

( E x i l , I I ) 

The p r i n c i p a l image of the f i r s t poem of the t e t r a l o g y , 

the sea-shore, w i t h a l l i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s , w i l l be d e a l t w i t h 

a t l e n g t h i n a l a t e r c h a p t e r . ^ For the moment i t i s enough 

t o see the heroism behind the c l o s i n g l i n e : 

Et c'est l ' h e u r e , o Po^te, de d e c l i n e r ton nom, 
t a naissance, et t a rcxce... ,^ ._ , T-r-r\ 

( i i i X i l , V I I ; 

The poet has reached a b e g i n n i n g , a c c e p t i n g a f o o t i n g i n h i s 

adopted c o u n t r y . The w o r l d of anguish behind the simple a c t 

o f s t a t i n g one's name, date of b i r t h and n a t i o n a l i t y f o r some 

o f f i c i a l document i s f u l l y e x p l o r e d before t h i s d e c i s i v e ending. 

"̂See ris 7, "The t h r e s h o l d . " 
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"Un t e l o r g u e i l ne va pas a t o u t l e monde. Beaucoup 

d ' h u m i l i t e l e prepare.""^ The oth e r poems of the t e t r a l o g y 

s t a r t w i t h the advantage o f t h i s d e t e r m i n a t i o n behind them. 

The next i n date, Poeme a l'x^trangere (19^+2), stands 

under the s i g n of the A l i e n R e g i s t r a t i o n Act i n the terms of 

which the Spanish woman, l i k e the poet, would have t o r e p o r t 

t o the A l i e n s ' Bureau a t r e g u l a r i n t e r v a l s a f t e r making the 
. . . 2 
i n i t i a l statement of name, date of b i r t h and n a t i o n a l i t y . 

L i k e him--"J 1 h a b i t e r a i mon nom" ( E x i l , V I ) — s - i e i s l i v i n g out 

of a s u i t c a s e , "chaussee de crepe ou d'amarante e n t r e vos 

hautes malles i n e c l o s e s ; " l i k e him, she has n o t h i n g t o d e c l a r e . 

Seeing her, t h e r e f o r e , i n a s t a t e much l i k e h i s own so s h o r t l y 

b e f o r e , the poet i s moved by the deepest sympathy. I n p o e t i c 

terms, she p r o v i d e s a c h a r a c t e r through whom he can e x t e r n a l i s e 

h i s own f e e l i n g s , a l e s s p a i n f u l way of p r e s e n t i n g f u r t h e r 

C a i l l o i s , A r t p o e t i q u e , p. 76. 
2 
"That a c t , passed i n 19^0, r e q u i r e d a l l f o r e i g n e r s . . . 

t o r e g i s t e r and r e p o r t p e r i o d i c a l l y concerning t h e i r whereabouts 
and a c t i v i t i e s . " (Knodel, Saint-John Perse, p. 71)• 

^Cf the f o l l o w i n g c o n v e r s a t i o n from B. Traven ( t h e pseudonym 
of another war e x i l e ) , The Death Ship: "You ought t o have some 
papers t o show who you a r e , " s a i d the policeman. " I don't need 
any papers," s a i d the s a i l o r , " I know who I am." (Quoted i n 
Encounter, 170, Nov. 1967, p. 52). 
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aspects of h i s own case. This "homme t r e s s e u l " ( I I I ) has 

a profound empathy w i t h her sadness, and shares her wanderings 

across the Washington scene. 

The t e m p t a t i o n of sadness, f o r which death had been the 

th r e a t e n e d p e n a l t y i n Anabase, I I I , i s here at i t s g r e a t e s t : 

Sur l e tambour v o i l e des lampes a m i d i , nous 
aenerons encore p l u s d'un d e u i l , chantant l ' h i e r , chantant 
l ' a i l l e u r s , chantant l e mal a sa naissance 

et l a splendeur de v i v r e q u i s ' e x i l e a p e r t e d'hommes 
c e t t e annee. ( I l l ) 

N o s t a l g i a f o r time past and f o r elsewhere, where " l a splendeur 

de v i v r e " could be enjoyed, i s made more poignant by the p o i n t e d 

use o f " s ' e x i l e r " and the r e j u v e n a t i o n of the f i x e d phrase a 

p e r t e de vue as "a p e r t e d'hommes." Not on l y does one imagine 

p e e r i n g over crowds of nameless fa c e s , but a l s o t h a t every man 

l o s t i n the war i n Europe r e p r e s e n t s a deep pe r s o n a l l o s s f o r 

the poet, and so reduces the p o s s i b i l i t y of r e c a l l i n g l o s t 

happiness. The poet's answer t o the t e m p t a t i o n of sadness 

i s t o use h i s r e c o l l e c t i o n s as m a t e r i a l f o r p o e t r y : 

Perse does not i d e n t i f y h i m s e l f e n t i r e l y w i t h her as 
he had w i t h the persona o f Crusoe, but sympathises deeply w i t h 
someone i n a s i m i l a r s i t u a t i o n t o h i m s e l f . The poet i s present 
i n the poem d i s t i n c t from h i s c h a r a c t e r , a l t h o u g h t h i s dramatis 
persona n e c e s s a r i l y s p r i n g s d i r e c t l y from him. I n Images a 
Crusoe the poet i s not presented d i s t i n c t from h i s c h a r a c t e r -
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j e m'en v a i s , 6 memoire! a mon pas d'homme l i b r e , 
sans horde n i t r i b u , parmi l e chant des s a b l i e r s , e t , 
l e f r o n t nu, l a u r e d ' a b e i l l e s de phosphore, . . . j e 
f l a t t e encore en songe, de l a main, parmi t a n t d'etres 
i n v i s i b l e s , 

ma chienne d 1Europe q u i f u t blanche e t , p l u s que 
moi, poete. ( I l l ) 

"Le passage est d e s t i n e a i l l u s t r e r l'autonomie et l a puissance 

du poete.""'" A s s e r t i n g h i s independence, the poet t u r n s w i t h 

modest i n d i r e c t n e s s t o the n o t i o n of p o e t r y which g i v e s him 

h i s s t r e n g t h . 

P l u i e s , w r i t t e n i n Savannah, Georgia, i n 19^3? w h i l e 
2 

s t a y i n g w i t h the B i d d i e s , fuses i n i t s c e n t r a l image of a 

t o r r e n t i a l r a i n - s t o r m the negative and p o s i t i v e elements 

presented i n d i f f e r e n t ways i n E x i l and Poeme a l ' E t r a n g e r e . 

The r a i n s a n n i h i l a t e and fecundate: " P l u i e s s ' a s s i m i l e a un 

au t r e phenomene a double sens: c e l u i de l a renaissance feconde 

e t c e l u i des l e s s i v e s d e s t i n e e s a p u r i f i e r l a memoire; l a 

p l u i e d e v i e n t a i n s i un f a c t e u r d'avenir assure, a l o r s merne 
3 

q u ' e l l e est un f a c t e u r d ' o u b l i . " The rhythm gathers 

C a i l l o i s , Poetique..., p. 105, and see pp. 105-110 f o r 
a f u l l a n a l y s i s of the passage. 

2 
See C h a r l t o n Ogburn, "Comment f u t e c r i t P l u i e s " i n 

lionneur.. . , pp. 273-279« 
3 
A l a i n Bosquet, "Saint-John Perse ou l a r h e t o r i q u e 

r e d e m p t r i c e " i n Verbe e t v e r t i g e ( P a r i s 19&1) , p. 136. 
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momentum us the v e r s e t s l e n g t h e n t o culminate i n the c e n t r a l 

apostrophe t o the r a i n s of canto V I I . With the passing of 

the storm--and w i t h the passing of the judgement, the "sentences 

d'orage" o f E x i l , V, by the c o u r t session which forms a f u r t h e r 

p a r t of the poem's image a r m a t u r e — t h e poet i s r e f r e s h e d and 

ready f o r another poem. 

C'est l a f r a i c h e u r courant aux c r e t e s du langage, 
l'ecume encore aux l e v r e s du poeme, 

j i t l'homme encore de t o u t e s p a r t s presse d'idees 
n o u v e l l e s , q u i cede au soulevement des grandes houles 
de l ' e s p r i t : 

"Le beau chant, l e beau chant que v o i l a sur l a 
d i s s i p a t i o n des eaux!. .." / n , . • t ^ - ^ - r T ^ * (F l u x e s , V I I I ; 

The s e c t i o n concludes w i t h t h i s t r i u m p h a n t l y p a r a d o x i c a l 

statement: " e t mon poeme, 6 P l u i e s ! q u i ne f u t pas e c r i t ! " 

The 1953 and e a r l i e r e d i t i o n s had read " q u i ne sera pas e c r i t i " 

The change of tense was r e q u i r e d t o show t h a t Perse had not 

sim p l y decided a f t e r a l l never t o w r i t e the poem i n q u e s t i o n : 

he wants t o remove any a m b i g u i t y about what he means, which i s 

t h a t he never had any i n t e n t i o n o f w r i t i n g a poem f o r the sake 

of w r i t i n g a poem. What i n t e r e s t s him i s r a t h e r the n e c e s s a r i l y 

ambiguous, even p a r a d o x i c a l c r e a t i v e process which, l i k e the 

r a i n s , must l i q u i d a t e the dross of memory: "Lavez, l a v e z , 6 

P l u i e o ! l e s hautes t a b l e s de memoire" ( V I I ) . 

The d i a l e c t i c imposed by e x i l e i s present even i n t h i s 
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poem where the r e l e n t l e s s rhythm of expanding v e r s e t s i n 

groups of t h r e e seems t o i n d i c a t e a r e t u r n t o the a d d i t i v e 

technique o f Anabase• But t h e r e i s a n o t a b l e development 

away from the p r i v a t e emotional involvement of E x i l and from 

the use of a cha r a c t e r i n Poeme a. l ' E t r a n g e r e . Here an image 

based on o b s e r v a t i o n of a n a t u r a l phenomenon pro v i d e s the 

s k e l e t o n of the poem. Such an extended use of what had been 

l i m i t e d t o i n d i v i d u a l images or patteihs of imagery on a 

r e l a t i v e l y s m a l l scale t r i g g e r s o f f , a f t e r P l u i e s , a s e r i e s 

of i n c r e a s i n g l y l o n g poems--rieiges, Vents, . - i n t e r s — u s i n g an 

elemental phenomenon as t h e i r thematic s u b s t r u c t u r e . 

The a m b i g u i t y observed i n r a i n , as a c l e a n s i n g and an 

e n r i c h i n g f o r c e , gives way t o t h a t of snow, c o l d and i s o l a t i n g , 

but g e n t l e . The poet, s t i l l very much alone, c e l e b r a t e s h i s 

s i l e n c e and absence by a tender address t o h i s mother. The 

s u r r o u n d i n g snow emphasises the poet's i s o l a t i o n : "Seul a 

f a i r e l e compte, du haut de c e t t e chambre d'angle qu'environne 

un Ocean de neiges" ( I V ) . The tender i n t i m a c y f e l t i n f i l i a l 

a f f e c t i o n i s expressed more f u l l y and f r e e l y than any s i m i l a r 

r e l a t i o n s h i p t o date. His f a m i l y had been c u r s o r i l y mentioned, 

but he had not i n d u l g e d i n more than passing or c r y p t i c 
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evocations of h i s r e l a t i v e s . I n t h i s r e s p e c t , Neiges paves 

the way f o r the c l o s e l y d e t a i l e d r e l a t i o n s h i p e x p l o r e d i n 

' E t r o i t s sont l e s vaisseaux" (Amers, Strophe, I X ) . I t i s an 

examination of p u r i t y of c h a r a c t e r i n terms of the p u r i t y of 

the snow and the p u r i t y o f language. The "pur langage sans 

o f f i c e " ("dxi1, I V ) , the "langage sans p a r o l e s dont vous avez 

1'usage" (Neiges, I I I ) i s found upstream, where the snows 

f i r s t melt i n t o the r i v e r of human h i s t o r y . 

Yet t h e r e i s l i t t l e p l a y on the p o t e n t i a l a m b i g u i t y of 

snow: gentleness c a r r i e s the day- The n e g a t i v e pole o f 

e x i l e i s nonetheless c l e a r l y opposed by the p o s i t i v e pole the 

poet's mother r e p r e s e n t s . The son would not share her r e l i g i o u s 

p r a c t i c e s , but t h i s i s not t o say he has no deep r e l i g i o u s 

c o n v i c t i o n . His ode t o absence, the p l a s t i c e q u i v a l e n t t o 

s i l e n c e , has, on the c o n t r a r y , those q u a l i t i e s of r e s i g n a t i o n 

^nd r e s o l u t i o n , f a i t h , hope and c h a r i t y which p r o c l a i m the 

t r u l y r e l i g i o u s man. "La poetique de l a neige est i n d i c a t r i c e 

^Although no mention appears t o be made of h i s s u r v i v i n g 
s i s t e r s , Perse mentions h i s mother (Pour f e t e r une enfance, IV; 
Eloges, V I I I and XV), f a t h e r (Pour f e t e r une enfance, V I ) , 
dead s i s t e r ( i b i d . , I I ) , and " l e s Oncles" ( i b i d . , V I ) . 
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d'une r e l i g i o n . " Embracing both poles of the d i a l e c t i c , 

he can l o o k forward w i t h a reasoned hope towards a l i f e among 

men. The basis of t h a t l i f e i s s p i r i t u a l l y f i r m , however 

changeable man's f o r t u n e s . Perse, i n h i s own way, r.iakes a 

wager f o r what Pascal termed "une e t e r n i t e de v i e et de 

bonheur:" 

l a ou l e s neiges encore sont gueables, nous 
passerons ce s o i r une ame non gueable... Et au dela. 
sont l e s grands l e s t i s s e s du son;;e, et t o u t ce b i e n 
f o n g i b l e ou l ' e t r e engage sa f o r t u n e . . . 

(Neiges, IV) 

Such a preoccupation w i t h the s p i r i t u a l and met a p h y s i c a l 

i s not r a r e i n i-erse, but r a r e l y does i t enjoy such open and 

extended expression. Sparked o f f here by thoughts of h i s 

mother's worship and the v i r g i n p u r i t y o f the " p l a i n - c h a n t des 

neiges," i t a l l o w s a c u r r e n t o f r e l i g i o u s language and imagery 

through the poem which adds t o i t s l i t u r g i c a l q u a l i t i e s . Set 

i n "un l i e u de grace et de m e r c i , " t h i s ode t o s i l e n c e d e p i c t s 

a new ascension, t h a t o f the New York skyscrapers a p p a r e n t l y 

r i s i n g behind m o t i o n l e s s snow-flakes f a l l i n g . The o p t i c a l 

i l l u s i o n p r o v i d e s a r e a l experience, hov;ever i l l u s o r y the 

"'"Gilbert Durand, "Psychanalyse de l a neige," hercure de 
France, aout 1953j P« 62^. 
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f a c t . The snow, l i k e death, l i k e e x i l e , l i k e God f o r some, 

r e n d e r s a l l t h i n g s e q u a l , but l i k e P e r s e i t i g n o r e s denominational 

l i m i t s : " I I n e i g e , hors c h r e t i e n t e " ( I I ) . I f the poet, 

r e f e r r i n g to "neige p l u s f i n e qu'au d e s e r t l a g r a i n e de c o r i a n d r e , " 

a l l o w s h i m s e l f a b i b l i c a l echo, i t s u g g e s t s l i t e r a r y and not 

d o c t r i n a l a s s e n t . Yet he d e r i v e s some measure of b e n e f i t from 

h i s mother's p i e t y : 

E t C e l l e a q u i j e pense e n t r e t o u t e s femmes de raa 
r a c e , du fond de son grand age l e v e a son Dieu s a f a c e 
de douceur- E t c ' e s t un pur l i g n a g e qui t i e n t s a grace 
en moi. 

Her p r a y e r s a r e f o l l o w e d by Ave Maria echoing around: 

et cornme un grand Ave de grace s u r nos pas, l a 
grande r o s e r a i e blanche de t o u t e s n e i g e s a l a ronde... 

( I V ) 

The word r o s e r a i e i n v i t e s t r a n s l a t i o n as ' r o s a r y , ' s i n c e the 

E n g l i s h word ncans both rose-garden, the t r u e sense of the 

F r e n c h , and beads, the meaning c l e a r l y i m p l i e d by both i t s 

context and sound, and a l l the more potent f o r i t s absence."*" 

T h i s and a number of other f e a t u r e s remind one f o r c i b l y 
of 1-iallarme : e.g. snow, w h i t e n e s s , s i l e n c e , absence. P e r s e ' s 
"pur d e l i c e sans g r a p h i e " echoes Mallarme's "pur d e l i c e sans 
c h e i i i n " ("Autre e v e n t a i l " ) , and "Desormais c e t t e page ou p l u s 
r i e n ne s ' i n s c r i t , " " l e v i d e p a p i e r que l a b l a n c h e u r defend" 
( ' ^ r i s e m a r i n e " ) . 
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Mention i s made i n Neiges, I I I , of churches underground because 

of the war, of a d e v o t i o n a l Book of Hours datin;; from the 

millenni u m , of c r y p t s and c r o s s e s , of p l a i n - s o n g and t h o r n s , 

and of the d i v i n e bee of which more w i l l be s a i d l a t e r . 

The p u r i t y of the e v o c a t i o n of the poet's mother i n occupied 

F r a n c e pervades the whole poem, and l e n d s i t a g r a c e f u l and 

peaceable q u a l i t y s u g g e s t i n g the poet has found c o n s o l a t i o n 

f o r e x i l e i n s p i r i t u a l v a l u e s . 

* 

"A l o n e l y p l a c e i s r e a l l y the only c o n c e i v a b l e n a t u r a l 
2 

h a b i t a t f o r Saini;-John P e r s e . " "Rejoignant l'Amerique par 

l e Canada, i l debarquera a New York, l e Ik j u i l l e t 19^-0, pour 

y a_;;orendre b i e n t o t l e s mesures dont i l e s t , un des p r e m i e r s , 

frappe par l e gouvernement de Vich y : d e n a t i o n a l i s a t i o n , 

c o n f i s c a t i o n de b i e n s , r a d i a t i o n de l'Or d r e n a t i o n a l , e t c . . . " 
k 

News of t h i s f u r t h e r i n d i g n i t y reached bi,:i i n October. I n 

See below, £ 10, pp. 271-281. 

Knodel, S a i n t - J o h n Per;-;e , p. 75• 

Raymond, "Humanite de S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e " i n Honneur..., p. 113» 

C h a r p i e r , S a i n t - J o h n P e r s e , p. ko. 






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































