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Truth and Untruth: Leuis-Ferdinand Céline’s Voyage au bout de la
nuit and the Memory of the Great War 1914-1918

Thomas Michael Patrick Quinn

SALIS, DCU

ABSTRACT

This thesis examines Lows-Ferdinand Celine’s 1932 novel Voyage au bout de
la nuit as a rewnting of his memory of the Great War 1914—-1918 [t seeks to resolve
the truth problematic posed by the inversion in Voyage au bout de la nuit of Celine’s
experience In the war, primarily the transition from Celine’s heroism in the war to his
fictional self-portrait as the coward, Bardamu It seeks to clarify the role and value of
Celine’s fictional witness to war by placing the novel 1n a broadly developed context
of the war and 1ts commemoration A major premise of this thesis 1s that Celine was
traumatised by the war and that his rewnting of his war experience 1s informed by his
need to break free of traumatised memory through the creation of a new, literary
narrative of his personal past By drawing on the literature of trauma and survival, as
well as on studies of the Great War and other wars, this thesis succeeds 1n establishing
that Céline was, indeed, traumatised by his war experience and succeeds in showing
the many ways 1n which this trauma shapes Voyage It also provides a thorough
account of how Voyage as literary artefact engages with the memory of the Great War
and how 1t functions as witness to war and the consequence of war It brings us
ultimately towards the dynamic of accusation which lies at the heart of Celine’s
traumatic memory of the Great War and which underlies 1ts keynotes of 1rony, satire
and invective This thesis 1s multi-disciplinary 1n 1ts approach, drawing on historical,
biographical, psychological, and literary studies It provides an important contribution
to Celine studies, but also to studies of the Great War, the memory and hiterature of
the Great War and to studies of twentieth-century trauma, memory and 1dentity



ABBREVIATIONS

The system of abbreviations used 1n this study 1s as follows

The edition of Celine’s work consulted 1s the four-volume Pleiade edition of Céline’s
novels, edited by Henr1 Godard ' In-text references to works contamed 1n this edition
will refer to the relevant volume Thus references to Voyage au bout de la nuit, which
appears 1n Romans, 1, or volume one of the Pleiade, will carry the abbreviation RI,
plus the page number 1n parentheses

Voyage au bout de la nuit, which 1s cited extensively throughout the study, 1s for the
most part referred to as Voyage From time to time, other titles may be similarly
abbreviated

In-text referencing for Celine’s pamphlets, which do not appear in the Pleiade
volumes, will use the following abbreviations Bagatelles pour un massacre (BM),
L’Ecole des cadavres (EC), Les Beaux Draps (BD) The relevant publication details
will be given 1n the endnotes

' Louis-Ferdinand Céline, Romans, ed by Henr1 Godard, Bibliotheque de la Pleiade, 4 vols (Pans
Gallimard, 1974—) A fifth volume of Céline’s correspondence 1s in preparation

12



Memory constitutes a knowledge of past events, or of the pastness
of past events In that sense 1t 1s commutted to truth, even 1f 1t 1s not
a truthful relationship to the past, that 1s, precisely because 1t has a
truth-claim, memory can be accused of being unfaithful to this
claim

Paul Ricceur

Céline was the only modern novelist who recognised that the First
World War not only destroyed an epoch but would destroy the
capacity of a civilisation to remember what war did to our entire
century, the century of war

Jerry Zaslove®

Je n’oublie pas Mon délire part de 1a

.3
Céline

! Paul Ricceur, ¢ Memory and Forgetting’, 1n Questioning Ethics Debates in Contemporary
Philosophy, ed by Richard Kearney and Mark Dooley (London Routledge, 1999), pp 5-11 (p 5)
? Jerry Zaslove, ‘The Death of Memory The Memory of Death, Céline’s Mourning for the Masses
in Understanding Celine, ed by James Flynn and Wayne Burns (Seattle Genitron Press, 1984),
pp 187241 (p 188)

7 Letter to Joseph Garem, May 1933, cited 1n Pierre Lainé, De la débacle 4 I"insurrcetion contre l¢
monde moderne I"itinéraire de Louis-Ferdimand Cele’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, Paris IV, 1982),
p 632

3
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Truth and Untruth: Louis-Ferdinand
Céline’s Voyage au bout de la nuit

and the Memory of the Great War
1914-1918



INTRODUCTION

The Great War and Voyage au bout de la nuit

The memory of the Great War 19141918 has been remarkably persistent
Indeed, 1n the wake of the Cold War and the collapse of communism there has been
renewed 1nterest 1n a war which initiated the modern age and the modern mind This
renewed interest culminated n the massive 80" Great War Armistice
Commemoration 1 1998 In the wake of that commemoration memory continues to
turn over the embers of the ‘war to end wars’ In recent years a plethora of novels,
memoutrs, history books, Internet sites and TV series have all striven to recall and
represent the truth of a conflict which shaped our world 1t 1s still difficult, however,
to look the Great War 1n the face and say just what 1s its truth There are so many
truths on offer Louis-Ferdinand Celine’s 1932 Voyage au bout de la nuit 1s one of

those truths

Céhine’s masterpiece made one of the most stunning debuts 1n literary history
Acclaimed critically, popularly and by all shades of political opinion, Voyage was

most notable for the introduction of a new voice 1n French literature ‘Il a invente, en

frangais, une rythmique noute,” Philippe Sollers says of Celine ' ‘Céline est entre

dans la grande litterature comme d’autres penetrent dans leur propre maison,” wrote
Trotsky > Today Celine 1s recognised as a major French wnter of the twentieth-
century The purchase by the Bibliotheque nationale de France of the original
manuscript of Voyage, come to light in early 2001, at a record price for a literary
manuscript,” underlines Celine’s status and ensures his enduring reputation, a
reputation which has survived despite Celine’s own long-time marginal status as a
result of his scabrous political and predominantly anti-Jewish pamphlets published in

the late 1930s
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As Philip Stephen Day says, ‘toute chose et tout lieu rappellent a Bardamu le
traumatisme de la guerre ¢ Bardamu 1s, indeed, haunted by his memory of war and on
several occasions breaks down In the very last pages of the novel he 1s once again on
‘la route de Noirceur’ (RI, 503), the abandoned village he visited in the company of
his alter ego, Robinson, during the war episode The novel’s structure of recall
ensures that the memory of war 1s ever present in Celine’s portrait of Bardamu’s post-
war world In this way, Voyage shadows forth the reality of a world which remembers

the trauma of the Great War, a world, indeed, which cannot forget it

Memory and Truth

Thus study treats Voyage as Celine’s memory of the Great War In doing so, 1t
hurtles against a major truth problematic Written over a decade after the war ended,
and some fifteen years after Celine’s own war experience, Voyage revisits Celine’s
war past 1n a fictional, pseudo-autobiographical setting Celine’s narrative of past and
self, however, owes little to the facts of his experience Indeed, his fictional self-
portrait as the coward and would-be deserter, Bardamu, 1s astonishing from someone
who was a decorated hero of the Great War In Voyage, Celine remembers, 1t seems,
only to forget As such, it embodies 1n one site of memory Paul Ricceur’s notion of
modern memory sick with ‘le trop de memoure 1c1, le trop d’oubli ailleurs’ 7 This
extraordinary novel, however, carries a force of conviction and an aspiration to truth-

telling which 1s unmistakable ®

So, what does Celine remember? How does he remember? And why does Celine
remember the way that he does? What truth or truths of memory, if any, does Voyage
have to offer 1n relation to the Great War and 1its consequence? What, indeed, 1s 1ts

value as witness? This 1s our subject
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nature’ * In other words, when all 1s said and done, Celine’s pacifism owes nothing
here to his war experience, but 1s the outcome of a failed infantile sexual fixation with
his mother On top of all this, Jean-Paul Mugnier, while noting that ‘la sexualite de
Celine presente un caractere post—traumathue’,m has recently argued that Celine was
sexually abused as a child, and by a key figure 1n his childhood, his grandmother no
less, from whom Celine took his pen name This 1s something which, whether true or
not, can never be proven, while the war with all its glaring obviousness 1s passed over

in silence

All the while these writers push Celine’s trauma away from his war experience They
appear to think like Robert Jay Lifton’s trauma therapists who push their patients
away from the uncomfortable recognition of horrendous real-life adult trauma back

towards the safer waters of Freudian theory on the repressions of childhood *'

Commentators who have more directly questioned the possibility of war trauma offer
little more Some, such as Pierre Laine and Patrick McCarthy, have adopted an
extremely specious ‘but other soldiers didn’t suffer from trauma, so why should
Celine?’ argument Their approach to trauma in Celine falls well short of full
recognition of the inherently damaging effects of war They 1dentify the problem

without pursuing 1t to its logical conclusion Pierre Laine, for example, writes

Il faut[ ] s’interroger sur la resurrection permanente d’un traumatisme qui
envahit la vie et I’ceuvre entiere de 1’ecrivain Parce qu’ausst douloureuse que
fut ’expenience de CELINE, elle ne demeure malheureusement pas
exceptionnelle et d’autres ecrivains ont traverse les champs de bataille de 1914
— plus longuement d’ailleurs que Louis DESTOUCHES —

Having thus sidelined the obvious source of trauma Laine concludes, ‘le drame pour
CELINE repose sur un regard peut-8tre trop pergant >* Patrick McCarthy, author of
Celine, the first major English-language biography of Celine, insightfully recognises
Celine’s elaboration of selves as a response to trauma 33 However, he too refuses the

notion of war-related trauma, writing, in good company with Laine

21



&&

(€ ( ? (
6 #( 1# 6
#o 8 ) 61 #
E
6C
! I (
( ( "> E 4+ = #
@ 06/* 7 (
"> E? 2 2 ) T
"> E = 6F
2 6% #2 L
( ( I# #
" ? #( #
# ">
P 4 26
L ! E
( s OE
)
( #6x  7( (L
> #6E,
) 1#
L# >E6+ # (
#_) (
_ 9 E 6C
| # (
6 #
#? @ 4! (
> E
" ! B >
4 P> EL = BE LB



revendique contradictoirement la garantie du reel et le droit a I’imagination , qui se
veut a la fois autobrographie et roman’ ** The effect of this 1s to open up narrative to
Celine’s authonal presence ‘En mé€me temps que dire quiest [ ] le mo1 qui
exprime,’ observes Godard, ‘1l lu1 faut encore faire place dans le texte a I’existence
méme de ce narrateur-auteur *** ‘Bardamu “‘parle’’, mais c’est Celine qui signe,’ he
comments ** The analysis of Gibault and Godard reveals three levels of narration
within Voyage that of its narrator and protagontst, Bardamu, that of the author,
Céline, and finally, that of Destouches, the real-life model for Bardamu This analysis
acknowledges that within the different levels of narration in Voyage there 1s a real
store of lived experience, a reality of lived memory, mediated, articulated and, indeed,

transformed by the narrative ‘interference’ of both author and fictional protagonist

Our approach to Voyage as Celine’s memory of the Great War and its consequence 1s
firmly based on our acknowledgement of it as a rewriting of memory 1n which there 1s
a dynamic interaction between ‘model’, ‘author’, and ‘narrator-protagomst’ to create a
supreme fiction rooted m a real life, however remote Having recognised this, our
examination centres on the necessities that underlie Celine’s rewriting of life and self,
necessities which draw Voyage mexorably from fact to fiction, from Destouches to
Bardamu We shall see that these necessities are manifold, but that centrally they are
articulated around Celine’s need to escape past trauma through creation of a new
narrative of the past This movement from ‘traumatic past’ to ‘traumatic narrative’
(see S 1 From Traumatic Memory to Traumatic Narrative) encompasses the
movement from autobiography to novel, from truth to untruth It 1s the renewal of self
which 1s at stake here The requisite transformation — or ‘transposition’ as Celine
calls 1t — cannot take place without the author’s engagement with the real substance
of his past life, that 1s, without engagement with his memory of the past Fundamental
to our unravelling of the mysteries of Voyage, therefore, 1s our understanding of 1t as

the product of an engagement with a real experience of trauma 1n Celine’s life

Celine’s trauma and his effort, through writing, to heal trauma and gain death mastery
in a world saturated with war and death are a central preoccupation of this study
However, this must be understood as part of an overall project to 1lluminate the

totality of the relationship between Voyage and the Great War and 1ts consequence

23
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not just reflect the world, 1t interacts actively with 1t The way in which Voyage
challenges the values of the commemoration of the Great War — at 1ts height in the
late 1920s as Celine begins to write Voyage — cannot be fully grasped without some
knowledge of how commemoration operated within Celine’s war-torn world Voyage
1s very much a novel that 1s ‘engage’, not just in terms of the witness that 1t offers to
its time and place, but 1n 1ts immense thrust to enact change 1n society, politics and 1n
memory, as well as 1n literature Its aims, we shall see, are as much polemical and
educational as literary The reality of 1ts time, caught 1n the midst of two cataclysmic
wars, demands this Consequently, Voyage 1s shaped as much by a need to address the
disasters that have befallen and that threaten Celine’s world as by his need to emerge

from personal trauma

Voyage 1s a novel which has an immense debt to experience This study acknowledges
this, not just by drawing on biographical sources, but by delving into a wide range of
documents — personal, historical, literary — relating to the Great War and the
memory of the Great War These documents reveal the ‘commonality’ of Celine’s
voice This 1s evidenced directly by Céline’s use of intertextuality, but we will find
this ‘commonality’ equally 1n the letters of the ordinary soldier and 1n the literary
accounts of the war which have preceded Voyage Our placing of Voyage 1n the
context of writers such as Robert Graves, Erich Marnia Remarque and Ernest
Hemingway, shows many common strategies at work in relation to language, style,

and voice (see 2 2 The Writers of Modern Memory)

In order to illuminate the richness of Voyage’s engagement with its world this study
complements 1its use of biographical and literary studies of Celine and Voyage by
drawing on a wide range of materials and disciplines relating to the Great War, to
memory and trauma — 1n particular combat trauma — as well as a number of
important general texts of literary analysis The many insights produced by the
application of such a broad range of texts and disciplines 1s ample justification of the

‘totality’ of our approach to what 1s, as we shall see, a ‘total’ novel of ‘total’ war

25



Cultural studies of the Great War have much to offer to our understanding of Celine
Indeed, Celine can be readily placed within a paradigm of memory established by
Paul Fussell Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory 1s one of the lenses
through which we shall view Voyage Examining the response of British writers to the
Great War, Fussell identified the war as a starting point for a new form of
consciousness *> The shape of Fussell’s modern memory fits Celine like a glove Its
foremost elements of 1rony, obscenity, black humour, theatricality, its use of demonic
and excremental 1magery, all subsumed 1n an adversanal relationship to the
surrounding world and imbued with an atmosphere of ritual and myth, are all
prominent 1n Voyage Even modern memory’s fascination with the figure of the ‘lad’
or ‘boy’ 1s given striking expression 1n Voyage’s Bebert, described as ‘une gaiete pour
I'umivers’ (RI, 242) Indeed, given the shift from heroic to debased consciousness
represented by Celine’s self-portrayal as Bardamu, Voyage offers striking support to
Fussell’s contention that a new form of consciousness emerged from the war This
shift from Destouches to Bardamu 1s further emphasised by a companson of
Destouches’ pre-war Carnets, full as they are of innocence and sensitivity, with the
coarse howl of protest that 1s Voyage Indeed, Celine and Voyage embody perfectly
the notion of a caesura, a split from an heroic golden age and exile in a debased one,
articulated around the disaster of the Great War Given all of this, Celine can be seen
as an exemplary literary representative of Fussell’s modern memory Our study will

amply bear this out

If Fussell’s modern memory throws light on the structure and content of Celine’s
Great War memory, 1t 1s the literature of trauma, however, which offers most to an
understanding of the inner Céline Robert Jay Lifton, in his study of the survivors of
Hiroshima,*® and particularly in s work with Amernican veterans of the Vietnam
War," enlightens the psychology of Celine, the survivor/soldier, at every turn
Reading Lafton, 1t 1s impossible not to remark the relevance of his accounts of
survivor experience and adaptation to Céline’s experience Lifton’s insights into the
survivor’s struggle for death mastery and the search for meaning attendant on a
catastrophic ‘death immersion’ have immense resonance with Céline and with

p 8

Voyage Lifton’s soldiers announcing their status as ‘ghost’,” or declaring their loss

of faith in humanity, ‘I’ll never trust people like I did before’,* or expressing their
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astonishment at war’s moral inversion, ‘1t’s even smiled upon, you know’,*® echo time
and trme again the experience of Bardamu, ‘mi-revenant’ (RI, 74), declaring that ‘je
ne crotral plus jamais a ce qu’ils disent, a ce qu’ils pensent’ (RI, 15), or voicing his
own astonishment at war’s inversion, ‘ce qu’on faisait a se tirer dessus [ ] n’etait pas
defendu ! [ ] C’etait méme reconnu, encourage (RI, 14) Their voice of survival

confirms Bardamu and so confirms Celine, for whom Bardamu speaks

While 1t 1s not the mtention or, indeed, the competence of this study to lumber Celine
with the label of clinical trauma, there 1s much 1n recent models of post-traumatic
stress disorder that can be applied to him Celine’s restless life after the war, his
difficulties with relationships and n his professional life, his alienation from the
soctety he lived 1n, his raging anti-authority stance, all place him within an established
paradigm of combat trauma of which Voyage 1s the resolute expression 3! Celine’s
trauma, as we shall see, 1s very much a lived experience of division and turmoil at the
heart of self and being, but this experience 1s heightened by circumstance Its intensity
gives the measure of the difficulty Celine faced 1n adapting to a world in crists This
dual experience of trauma 1n self and world shapes Voyage from start to finish and
ensures that while 1t embodies, on a literary level, the reality of traumatised self and
memory, 1t also provides an invaluable document for understanding the trauma and
anguish of the world which emerged from one war and which moved ineluctably

towards another

Céline’s post-Great War world faced back towards unprecedented cataclysm It
derived much of 1its strange darkness, however, from the looming shadow of war to
come What shall emerge most forcefully in the course of our study 1s the way 1n
which the prospect of war to come influences Celine’s literary memory of war past
We shall clearly see that Voyage 1s a Janus, torn between two wars, whose cry of
warning and despair echoes with educational and polemical intent Voyage, we shall
see, 1S more than just an anti-war novel, 1t 1s a novel whose aim 1s to rescue a world
condemned to war and death Its aesthetic innovations are driven by an ultimate desire

for healing and death mastcry for Celine, for France and for a whole world at war with
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commemoration of the Great War Chapter Eight examines Celine’s development of a
new language of truth-telling in Voyage and the manner in which his oral style
provides oral witness to war, before looking at the way 1n which the novel’s imagery
reflects the breakdown 1n the relation to symbols of self and world at the heart of the
war’s transition from heroic to debased consciousness Chapter Nine reveals how
Celine’s artistic project 1s shaped through interaction with one of western
civilisation’s founding texts, Plato’s The Republic Understanding the nature of this
engagement not only throws light on the nature of Celine’s art but leads us towards an
understanding of the immensely polemical nature of that art Chapter Nine continues
with an examination of Voyage’s anti-Enlightenment status before revealing Celine’s
vision of ‘personal evil’, against whom the savage irony and invective of Voyage 1s
ultimately directed It concludes by briefly looking at the persistence of Celine’s
memory of the Great War 1n the rest of his literary production after Voyage, including

his controversial pre-Second World War pamphlets

Conclusion

This thesis studies Voyage au bout de la nuit as the literary expression of
Lous-Ferdinand Celine’s memory of the Great War 1914-1918 1t deals with the
truth problematic posed by the transformation of Destouches the hero into Bardamu
the coward, emblematic of the novel’s vast discrepancy between fact and fiction,
through examination of the Great War shift in consciousness from herotc to debased
consciousness and particularly through examination of Celine’s traumatic encounter
with death and the consequence of that encounter The examination of Celine’s
memory of the war takes place 1n the context of how the Great War was remembered
and commemorated, examination which provides an important dimension to
understanding the shape and content of Celine’s memory This study 1s triple 1n that 1t
provides an account of the war, the memory of the war and the literary memory of the
war It 1s the first major study to examine Voyage 1n the context of the Great War and
the memory of the Great War It 1s the first major study to fully engage with the
structure and character of Celine’s war trauma and to show how this trauma shapes

Voyage It will prove of interest to historians, to those involved or interested 1n
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memory studies, to all who are interested 1n the literature of the Great War and in
literature 1n general and 1t will be of major interest, of course, to readers, students and
scholars involved 1n or at the periphery of Celine studies and to all readers of Voyage

au bout de la nuit
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heard 1n secret by the state * It 1s, indeed, the phulosopher-led French Revolution, the
birthplace of the French Republic, which emerges as the Enlightenment’s crowning
achievement The pantheisation of Voltaire in July 1791 demonstrates how the
Enlightenment philosophes, Voltaire, Rousseau and Diderot chief among them,

became part of Revolutionary hagiography

Rewriting history 1n the 1930s so that the Great War would not take place, the French
writer Andre Maurois imagined away the French Revolution ® The French Revolution
fundamentally changed the nature of war The tdea of putting the entire resources of
the nation at the disposal of war emerged among the Parisian sansculottes in 1792
The new political entity was to be defended by an egalitarian army of patriotic
citizens drafted into war Already, in February 1792, 300,000 men had been
conscripted By summer, over 600,000 had been mobilised This Republican mitiative
culminated 1n August’s levee en masse which mobilised all Frenchmen between the
ages of 18 and 25 All others were made subservient to the war effort By September
1794 the Republic counted an army of well over 1,000,000 men, the largest ever

seen ' The nation 1n 1ts entirety, man, woman and child, was at war, and all 1ts
resources, cultural, economic and political were subservient to the war effort The
French Revolution had given birth to ‘total war’ The defining characteristic of the

Great War was in place
The Memory of War

‘In 1914, most people had no memory of war,” writes historian George
Mosse * Britain’s most recent wars had been the Boer War of 1899 and the Crimean
war of 1854-55 These were localised wars and casualties were few by comparison
with the Great War Less than eight thousand British troops died 1n action or of
wounds 1n the Boer War ? France also fought in the Crimea However, 1t was the
disastrous Franco—Prussian war of 1870 which made the greater impact on French
memory The effect of the 1870 on the French mind cannot be underestimated France
was 1invaded, defeated, and Paris taken The debacle resulted in the Paris Commune

and 1ts bloody repression 1o
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The defeat of 1870 was the culmination of an eighty-year cycle of revolution and war
in France The French Revolution had changed the world It had breached
consciousness, time and history, symbolised in the decapitation of Louis XVI 1n 1793
The Napoleonic Wars, an epic cycle of glorious victories and cataclysmic defeats, had
lasted fifteen years before Napoleon was toppled from grace in 1815 Revolutions
followed 1n 1830, 1848 and 1871 According to writers, Ross Chambers and Richard
Terdiman, French memory entered crisis around 1850 and destabilised the way n
which French writers represented the world !! From 1793 on, French history can be
seen as a series of blows to 1dentity and to memory culminating in 1914 In 1914,
failure to transcend the defeat of 1870 would clearly open another moral, intellectual
and artistic wound on top of those already existing in French memory Voyage, when
it appears, will provide a most profound expression of this accumulation of wounds to

French memory and 1dentity
Ernest Psichari

In France, a 1912 survey of the attitudes of young people 1n higher education
offered insights into the mind of the young intellectual elite prior to the outbreak of
war ' The Agathon survey found that these youngsters were characterised by a taste
for action and sport, by patriotic enthusiasm, a revival of fervent Catholicism, a return
to traditional values of authonty and discipline, disillusion wtith science, and a
political realism which embraced the need for war A writer who embodied this spirit
was the soldier and novelist, Emnest Psichar1 Capitaine Nanges, a character in

Psicharn’s 1913 L 'Appel des armes, views war and soldiering as follows

Nanges ne pense qu’a la guerre et cette pensee harmonise tous ses actes Avant
tout, 1l veut faire des soldats de bataille, des soldats de san}g et de victoire
rompus a toutes les fatigues et toujours préts au sacrifice :

Nanges aspires to war as a cleansing, sacrificial act, in which the ugliness of the world
falls away Declares Nangés, ‘)’a1 pensé a la guerre, a la guerre qui purifiera, a la

guerre qui sera sainte, qui sera douce a nos cceurs malades 14
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Psichar’s deepest motive sprang from the desire and willingness to sacrifice his life
Invoking Calvary, he summoned the overt appeal of sacrifice for a young generation

soon to leave for war

Un champ de bataille n’est-1l pas I’1mage temporelle de la miraculeuse
grandeur du sacrifice 7 [ ] Nous savons bien, nous autres, que notre mission
sur la terre est de racheter la France par le sang

For Psichari, boldness 1n the face of death 1s the supreme expression of soldierly

valour Leon Riegel comments

11 est choquant de constater que [Psichari] fait de la temerite une qualite
militaire , que rien ne lu1 semble plus digne d’admuration que le chef qui se
dresse devant I’ennemu la poitrine nue, sabre au clair '

Psichar1 would die with this heroic vision Two days before his death, Psichart wrote,
‘nous allons certainement a de grandes victoires et je me repens moins que jamais
d’avoir desire la guerre qui était necessaire a I’honneur et a la grandeur de la

France ’'” He was killed by a bullet to the head on 22 August 1914 '® He was not
alone On this day, the old heroic vision of war met with the new mechanical reality

of the Great War and 27,000 French soldiers died with Psichan '°

In his wnitings, Psichart had exalted society’s trois ordres ‘les militaires, les prétres,
les savants’ 2° They were ‘le bras, le coeur et le cerveau de la nation’ L ‘Appel des
armes was a paean to them and to the military in particular But Psichari’s work was
more than just a celebration of military life, 1t was didactic and intended to inspire the
young Riegel comments ‘Plus que tout, I’auteur veut des gar¢ons qui croient en leurs

521

chefs, en leur armee, en la France, en eux-mémes **" The Agathon survey findings
suggest that Psichar1 found a ready audience for his appeal We may wonder 1f young

Louis Destouches was part of 1t?
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le soldat est un homme libre,” wrote one soldier in 1914 2 German soldier Ernst

Junger caught this transcendent heroic mood 1n his Storm of Steel

The war had entered nto us like wine We had set out 1n a rain of flowers to
seek the death of heroes The war was our dream of greatness, power, and
glory It was a man’s work, a duel on fields whose flowers would be stained
with blood There 1s no lovelier death m the world *°

The heroic impulse m the writings of Junger and others emerges from and tends
towards mythology In myth the hero 1s identified with the sun, like the sun’s the
hero’s trajectory rises and falls and like the sun he enters and emerges from darkness,
‘le héros semble toujours imagine avec des traits empruntes au soleill [ ] Cette
solarite se marque par certains traits physiques du héros, en particulier sa chevelure ou

I
ses yeux 3

‘The mythological hero,” writes Joseph Campbell, ‘1s the champion not of things
become, but of things becoming, the dragon to be slain by him 1s precisely the
monster of the status quo Holdfast, the keeper of the past *** ‘The symbolism,’
comments Robert Jay Lifton, ‘1s that of killing in the service of regeneration [ ] The
Hero as Warrior [ ] acts 1n the service of man’s spiritual achievement **° The
redeeming power of the heroic myth, claims Lifton, comes from ‘man’s perpetual
confrontation with death’ ** ‘Death,’ he says, ‘1s not eliminated, or washed away, but
rather transcended by a newly envisaged, enduring principle, by an activated sense of
being part of eternal forms *** The hero, he suggests, confers immortality on his
culture and on his race The hero ‘kills not to destroy life but to enlarge, perpetuate
and enhance life’ *® It 1s this dreamed-of power over death, death mastery, which

intoxicates the would-be hero and his people

The generation doomed to die 1n the Great War had no shortage of heroes In England,
Wellington and Nelson had long since entered the pantheon of heroes In France,
Napoleon formed a sacred trinity with Jeanne d’Arc and Charlemagne and had been
celebrated n novels by Stendhal, Hugo and Balzac *’ Balzac represented the heroic

invulnerability of Napoleon 1n battle, narrated by a veteran of La Grande Armee
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Il est siir et certain qu’un homme qui avait eu I’1magination de faire un pacte
secret pouvait seul €tre susceptible de passer a travers les lignes des autres, a
travers les balles, les decharges de mutraille qui nous emportaient comme des
mouches, et qui avaient du respect pour sa téte J’a1 eu la preuve de ¢a, mot
particulierement, a Eylau **

The generation doomed to die in the Great War would enjoy no such Napoleonic
invulnerability The 1914 mitrailleuse would not afford them the legendary respect
shown to Napoleon In the first years of the war, wounds to the head would account

for 60% of casualties, most of them fatal *°

12 THE GREAT WAR
Modern War

The Great War represents a dividing line 1n history As historian Stephane

Audouin-Rouzeau writes

Avec la Grande Guerre est apparue une nouvelle forme d’affrontement arme,
qui fait de 1914-1918 une rupture historique fondamentale, aux consequences
determinantes pour toute I’histoire du XX° siecle *°

This breach in time he locates 1n one simple fact, ‘le franchissement d’un seuil dans la

41
violence de la guerre’

Historian, Pierre Miquel, spells out the war’s ‘pioneering’ role

Les innovations ‘scientifiques’ de la civilisation industrielle ont permis
d’envoyer sans crier gare de nombreuses victimes au fond de 1’ocean, dans les
hopitaux des gazes par milliers, dans les camps de concentration les premiers
deportes et les populations ‘deplacees’ De ce point de vue, la ‘Grande Guerre’
n’est pas du XIX° siecle, elle est bien du nétre, de P’atroce XX siecle 42

The war confronted societies and individuals with the reality of a new technological

era The modern age had truly begun
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Unprecedented War

The Great War was not just modem, 1t was unprecedented John Cruickshank
indicates three factors that made 1t so the mechanisation of war, the alienation of the
individual soldier, and the scale of death ** With over ten million dead 1n total, death
was undoubtedly the most impressive feature ‘It resulted from the application of new
and ncreasingly sophisticated industnial techniques to warfare,” writes Cruickshank **
The use of the machine-gun, steel helmets, barbed wire, flame-thrower, the
deployment of lethal gas and the introduction of the tank and aircraft were all
characteristic of the Great War *° Soldiers were no match for this new material of war
‘On ne lutte pas avec des hommes contre du maténel’, declared the French General
Petain 1in January 1916 ¢ However, it was this very struggle which was at the heart of

the Great War experience

Total War

There was something else which made the war unprecedented The Great War

was planetary There had never been a World War Wnites Eric Hobsbawn

The First World War involved all major powers and indeed all European states
except Spain, the Netherlands, the three Scandinavian countries and
Switzerland What 1s more, troops from the world overseas were, often for the
first time, sent to fight and work outside their own regions ¥/

Russia was pitted against Germany on the Eastern Front while America and Canada
fought with the Allies against Germany on the Western Front England and France

drew on their colonial reserves 1n India and Africa while the war itself was fought in
Europe, Africa, the Middle East, and there were naval battles in the Atlantic Within
months of starting the war had become global and to some seemed about to embrace

48
the entire Universe

The Great War mobilised massively In France, for example
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Au total, 8,7 millions d’hommes ont ete incorporés [ ] entre 1914 et 1918
C’est presque I’ensemble d’une generation qui a ete concerne, puisque 90%
des classes allant de 1914 a 1917 ont ete appelees 49

It was not just manpower which was mobilised Made in the image of the French
Revolution’s total war combatant nations mobilised all their resources, political,
economic, cultural and human for the war effort Women played a role, providing
labour by replacing men away at the front, working as nurses or in munitions
factories The minds of children were enlisted *° The war, however, was not just total
1n 1ts use of resources, 1t was also total in 1ts logic and 1ts aims According to John
Horne, ‘the essence of the First World War [ ] lay in a totalising logic, or potential’,
leading to a ‘dizzying escalation’ visible in the spiral of casualties and technology and
in the tendency to describe the war 1n absolute terms °' As Eric Hobsbawm writes,
‘this war, unhke earlier wars [ ] was waged for unlimited ends *>* The reason for
this, says Hobsbawm, was that, in the nineteenth century, politics and economics had
fused and the economic model of competition and expansion now defined the war In

other words, the war was modelled on capitalism

Nothing serves to underline the profound relationship of Voyage to the Great War
than the novel’s representation of the war’s totalising logic As Bardamu walks along
New York’s Broadway, for example, the end of the street becomes ‘le bout de toutes
les rues du monde’ (RI, 192) The war itself 1s described as ‘une immense, umverselle
mogquerie’ (RI, 12) Ths totalising logic 1s present from the first chapters of Voyage
The very first chapter intimates the totality of the novel to come, while in the first
chapter of the war episode, the totalising tendency in Celine’s language, what Michael

Donley calls 1ts ‘force centrlfuge’,53 1s eminently clear

Serai-je donc le seul lache sur la terre ? pensais-je Et avec quel effror !
Perdu parmi deux millions de fous heroiques et dechaines et armes jusqu’aux
cheveux ? Avec casques, sans casques, sans chevaux, sur motos, hurlants, en
autos, sifflants, tirailleurs, comploteurs, volants, a genoux, creusant, se
defilant, caracolant dans les sentiers, pétaradant, enfermes sur la terre comme

dans un cabanon, pour y tout détruire, Allemagne, France et Continents, tout
ce qui respire, détruire [ ] ' (RI, 13)
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This totalising logic 1s sustained throughout Voyage until the very last lines

De loin, le remorqueur a siffle, son appel a passe le pont, encore une arche,
une autre, I’ecluse, un autre pont, loin, plus loin 1l appelait vers lu1 toutes les
pemches du fleuve toutes, et la ville entiére, et le ciel et la campagne, et nous,
tout qu’1l emmenait, la Seine aussi, tout, qu’on n’en parle plus (RI, 504-505)

Thanks to Hobsbawm, 1t 1s clear that Celine’s language here not only reflects the
limitless expansion of total war but that 1t also represents the economic model from

which the war emerged Voyage, in this sense, 1s a ‘total novel’
Union Sacrée

The war had another form of totalising logic, or rather, a unifying one In
France, Britain and Germany governments of national unity were formed at the outset
of war In France, Raymond Poincaré, mentioned bitterly in the very first lines of
Voyage, called for a Union Sacree on 4 August 1914 This was to unite hitherto
opposed groups 1n French society and politics The greatest beneficiary was the
Catholic Church The Great War saw the restoration of Psichart’s ‘heart’ of the nation
in France Soldiers crowded churches, eager to receive communion before leaving for
the front Poincare used the term ‘fo1 patriotique’ to describe how patriotism was
informed by religious faith ** The church made a significant contribution to the war
effort 35,000 priests were mobilised and seminaries were transformed into hospitals
for the wounded The church was also prominent 1n the effort to finance the war

‘Donnez joyeusement votre or’, it exhorted the populace ‘Dieu aime le don joyeux »39

Gold

The war needed to be paid for Initially it was considered the war would be a
short one, as money would run out The solution was credit Credit paid for the Great
War, credit sustained 1t “The modern system of credit 1s peculiarly adapted to
facilitate the prolongation of the war,” noted one commentator *% The war was good
for credit ‘Success means credit,” Llyod George told his war cabinet, underlining that
lenders would readily finance a war on 1ts way to victory >’ France and Britain’s war

was financed mainly by loans from each other and from America Death, 1n this new
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dispensation, was literally paid for on credit, a fact echoed 1n the title of Céline’s

second novel Mort a credit

Gold was the centre of the world economy 1n 1914 Bnitain and France were the
leading players in the world of finance Britain guaranteed international credit through
the gold standard while France held vast reserves of gold °® These reserves had grown
immensely since the mstitution of the ‘franc d’or’ during the French Revolution >
The nineteenth century had been one of massive increases 1n the production of gold
Increasingly this gold had become the property of the banks In 1889, 31% of the
world’s gold money supply was 1n official reserves, by 1910 almost 60% had been

sucked 1n *° This trend increased with the coming of war

Until 1914, notes could be converted to gold on demand and gold coin still circulated
In August 1914, with the outbreak of war, convertibility was suspended In France,
banks hoarded gold Reserves increased nominally by over 56% during the war
itself ' To raise funding for the war Governments demanded gold In Britain ‘give
your money or give your blood’ was the demand ®* A French war loan poster carried
the exhortation ‘Versez votre or’ and ‘I’or combat pour La Victoire’, while

representing a French cockerel pecking at a subdued German soldier from a golden

circle of comn bearing the Republican motto ‘Liberte Egalité Fratermite’ * Gold coin

was withdrawn from circulation and replaced by base metal ** Loss of gold and 1ts
replacement by base metal symbolised the Great War transition from an heroic to a
debased world It was indeed, quite literally, as gold coin disappeared from
circulation, the end of the world’s Golden Age At the end of the war, reserves of gold

remained 1n the control of banks and government

Gold, as we shall see, 1s central to Celine’s understanding and memory of the Great
War It will be the symbo! of his own loss of death mastery, and the guiding arrow of
an accusation which characterises the war as a criminal financial manipulation whose
goal 1s gold churned from the entrails of sacrificed heroes The Great War was, for

Celine, the theft of the world’s gold
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13 DEATH, STASIS, REPETITION
The Trenches

After the opening flurry of the war, the soldiers stagnated, accompanied by
rats and lice, 1n the trenches ® Frontline trenches were Joined to support trenches by
communication trenches and the soldiers lived 1in deep dugouts within the trenches

themselves The area between enemy trenches was known as ‘no-man’s-land’

War on the Western Front was defined by life 1n the trenches Going to ground was to
be the emblem of the soldier’s debasement Hiding from death, the war succeeded 1n
making ‘cowards’ out of ‘heroes’ The inhabitant of the French trenches was ‘le

potlu’, prototype of Bardamu, unwashed, unshaven

Ceinturonne de noir par le milieu, vétu de probite candide et de drap bleu, le
poilu ne vit pas le dos au feu et le ventre a table, maris face a I’un et loin de
I’autre 1l affectionne les demeures souterraines amnsi qu’un langage energique
a peu pres mtraductible dans aucun 1didme civihise *

Living under the menace of immunent death ‘le poilu’ suffered greatly from ‘le
cafard’, a deep and clinging depression, which the reader of Voyage will recognise in

Bardamu The following describes, in almost Celinian terms, ‘le cafard’

Le cafard est hideux, sans volupte 1l a en lut quelque chose de mortel 1l est
lourd a porter comme la pierre d’un sepulcre Souvent, on rit, on s’agite, on est
dans un moment d’oubli Pus le cafard revient, tenace  Et ’on songe a tous
ceux qu’on aimait et qui sont loin  Et I’on songe a tous ceux qu’on aimait et
qui sont morts et quand méme, on parle, et quand méme, onnt[ ] Etdans
le moment méme qu’on plaisante, on a en soi, dans le cceur et dans les yeux,
que le souventr d’un mort qu’on aimait 67

‘Intuition ou crainte de sa propre mort telle est I’origine du ‘‘cafard’’,” writes
Audouin-Rouzeau * One remedy was laughter According to one trench newspaper
one of the main causes of ‘le cafard’ was ‘penser  la Guerre de Cent Ans’ ® The war
secemed mterminable 7° It 15 clearly not for nothing that the Hundred Years War
receives honourable mention 1in Yoyage during Bardamu’s anti-war outburst to Lola

(R, 65)
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percentage of population 1t was hardest hit For France, the war was nightfully termed
‘une veritable saignee’ * The war had very nearly encompassed the death of a

generation and threatened the death of France itself

Behind the statistics, however, death had an even more appalling face Death was
everywhere, corpses, often horribly mutilated, lay unburied, often 1in an advanced
stage of decomposition The soldiers were hiterally saturated with death In Voyage,
Bardamu uses the word ‘habille’ to describe his own immersion 1n corpses (RI, 13)

Contact with death produced a profound malaise As Antoine Prost writes

Les combattants ont vecu des jours entiers, et souvent des semaines, dans une
sorte de famiharnite ou d’intimite avec la mort menace ressentie de fagon
incessante et viscerale, emotion contre laquelle on ne s’aguerrit jamais
totalement, 1mage de tous cotes offerte a voir, et qui ebranle a la fois la raison,
les sentiments et 1’instinct le plus vital Le ‘vecu’ des combattants [ ] ce

qu’ils ont éProuve, ressenti et pense, s’organise autour de cette presence
constante °

The experience of death changed the soldier His inability to communicate the

‘incomprehensible’ experience of death 1solated him from those who had not shared

1t Prost comments

Aucune autre expérience humaine ne se peut comparer a celle-la[ ] C’est
dire qu’elle est impossible a comprendre [ ] Elle etait radicalement
incommunicable, intransmissible, sauf & ceux qui ’avaient partagee [ ] Au
vral, elle n’est pas seulement rupture entre combattants et non-combattants ,
au sein de chaque existence individuelle, elle institue un avant et un apres
L’experience de la mort est une decouverte roubliable, qui laisse I’homme

change , impossible ensuite de faire comme s1 cette rencontre n’avait pas eu
8
lieu

This rift in consciousness 1s central to the experience of the soldier and, of course, to

Celine It1s central, as we shall see, to Voyage

Audouin-Rouzeau 1n his study of trench newspapers has noted thetr fascination with
death This fascination was accompanied, he wnites, by ‘I’affaiblissement de certains
mterdits [ ] transgresses avec une attirance morbide [ ] prononcee’ % He explains

this transgression 1n the following manner

47



Q666R 3 B !
B E 6
6C:

# Q666R
8 8 Q666R6 #
#h
E( # )

62 ( L
E Y5 &"<6

!
C E;5 C&x<">
4 268% (">

6 8"
+-6+& (
(
?
LC E
4 #" (
#6 A

L

+.& "> E
#E L > >

A 6 9#



KA N 6" V B EW +CL
El+/ ( 6
A ( #1 6 ?
# 1 (
6 # ( I 6 #
! A ( 8 (
( 4 26
! A ! & ?! # , I +:F6
Lo ( (L EQOCE #
(6 (( ( L E ( ]
L E L E L ( # #
( E6+
6 Po# 9 E(
A 6
A ) L 7 E61 .'& #
c'm # ( 6+ 7 B (
L E> 63 E Y 6E+
A B F 2 (! (
4 ! ( 6 9 +F F
? ! &F ..-( 6 " ( 6
( (
6 ! #
4 26 #6 ' ! ) (
# ( 1 # (6
1C # 9 L Y F # F #
8 ( * F
6! # *



E6T

L

( # ( 6
LK N E6
i o % A (1
> 6 >B =
Z
> B 6
= >6&
#6 7 (
) (
( #
1#
6
( # (
# LC EG6
( ) (
( 8 6
">
F
! I <
! # #
# L H
# C% # (
# E L E !
# ! ! !
G LC E'!
E6
# E A 6 #

EG

26



Cehine’s use of ‘4 mar’ 1s tronic By evoking ‘4 mai’, Céline declares his own memory
of Verdun and challenges his readers to remember Indeed, he goes further He
accuses their loss of memory Slipped almost unnoticed into the body of Voyage, the
date addresses those who remember, and mocks and indicts those who do not Voyage
1s revealed as an act of remembering opposed to forgetting But what Celine accuses
1s not just that Verdun has been forgotten but that the meaning of Verdun has been
forgotten A part of that meaning 1s the sacrifice and slaughter of heroes It 1s this
which will lead him in the course of Voyage to formulate an accusation directed at

those he considers to be the architects of sacrifice

14 ALIENATION
Mechanisation

The war produced various forms of alienation which underlie the
psychological landscape of Voyage The most immediate form of alienation came
from the matenalisation of the war According to Denis de Rougemont, Verdun
marked a turning point 1n warfare Baptised Materialschlact (Battle of Matenal) by
the Germans, Verdun, de Rougemont says, was where the mechanisation of total war

destroyed the human dimension of warfare

Il ne s’agissait plus de violence du sang, mais de brutalite quantitative, de
masses lancees les unes contres les autres non plus par des mouvements de
delire passionnel, mais bien par des intelligences calculatrices d’ingenieurs
Desormais I’homme n’est plus que le servant du materiel '°

De Rougemont saw relations between the sexes as providing a model for battle and
warfare over the centuries As long as war held on to some vestige of these relations 1t
could remain humane At Verdun, however, war outstripped the power of love At

Verdun, de Rougemont says, love 1itself would die

La technique de la mort a grande distance ne trouve son equilibre dans nulle
ethique 1imaginable de ’amour C’est que la guerre echappe a ’homme et a
I’1nstinct, elle se retourne contre la passion méme dont elle est nee 106

Of the inter-war period, he says, ‘les relations individuclles des sexes ont cessé d'étre

le lieu par excellence ou se realise la passion’ %7 The war, he says, led to
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meaningless and absurd While you think it, the lump of metal that will crush
you to a shapeless nothing may have started on its course Your discomfort 1s
concentrated 1n your ear, that tries to distinguish amid the uproar the swirl of
your own death rushing near ''*

Absurdity here has usurped transcendence Sacrifice 1s no longer glorious It 1s
meaningless The soldier too, in Junger’s account, has become, body and soul,
meaningless and absurd Voyage 1s imbued with this sense of absurdity, and Junger’s
description indicates that Celine’s experience of prolonged bombardment has more

than a little to do with 1t (see 3 3 Flanders)

Shell-shock

‘There are strange hells within the minds war made,’ wrote the poet Ivor
Gurney ''* Céline’s was one such mind It 1s our mtention to show that Celine was
traumatised by war The following will, therefore, provide a backdrop to our eventual

discussion of Celine’s trauma

The Battle of the Somme 1n 1916 brought home the reahity of soldiers’ mental
vulnerability in modern, mechanised war "% The ceaseless attrition of Verdun, also in
1916, proved another site of soldier despair and collapse ''” Soldiers suffering from
shell-shock were given little sympathy In September 1914, one month after the start
of the war, the first British shell-shock victims began to arrive home to a less than

enthusiastic reception

Many of them were regarded as insane [ ] It was believed [ ] that their
brains had been damaged by blast-concussion from exploding shells, as 1t was
not yet realized that war psychosis was primarily a psychological disorder s

Towards the end of 1914, long after Celine had been evacuated, a Lancet editonal
made the link between battle stress and breakdown explicit ''® At the same time, an
American psychiatrist, Jobn T MacCurdy described the condition The soldiers he

examined showed
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The horror of war haunted the soldier even at a remove from 1t Stegfried Sassoon
described the atmosphere at Craiglockhart where he was recovering from his own

‘break down’ Sassoon might well be describing the atmosphere of Voyage

One became conscious that the place was full of men whose slumbers were
morbid and terrfying — men muttering uneasily or suddenly crying out in
their sleep Around me was that underworld of dreams haunted by submerged
memories of warfare and 1its intolerable shocks and self-lacerating failures to
achieve the impossible '’

Even a brief and apparently well-tolerated experience of bombardment could have a

delayed, shattering impact

Shell-shock How many a brief bombardment had its long-delayed after-
effects 1n the minds of these survivors, many of whom had looked at their
companions and laughed while the inferno did 1ts best to destroy them Not
then was their evil hour, but now, now, 1n the sweating suffocation of

nightmare, 1n paralysis of limbs, 1n the stammering of dislocated speech 128

We must remember this when we think of Celine And we might ask ourselves how
much of this mightmare and this broken speech found its way into Voyage and 1n what

ways?
Censorship

Censorship contributed to the soldiers’ alienation During the Great War, ‘les
consignes les plus severes touchaient les informations militaires’ 129 The rationale for
censorship was clear, ensuring that information was kept safe from the enemy
Censorship was used, however, to create a favourable climate for the war 1tself ‘Il
faut que la lecture du journal ne soit plus une source de pessimisme et decouragement,
mais de perseverance et d’enthousiasme,” demanded Pétamn '*° Censorship helped
prolong the war ‘Un des rdles le plus important de la censure fut de fremner le

developpement des 1dees pacifistes ’ 131

Censorship did not just withhold or distort the truth, 1t made the truth 1itself appear

unreliable According to Marc Bloch
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Le réle de la censure a ete considerable Non seulement pendant toutes les
annees de guerre elle a baillonne et paralyse la presse, mais encore son
intervention, soupgonnée toujours alors qu’elle ne se produisait pornt, n’a
cesse de rendre incroyables aux yeux du public jusqu’aux renseignements
veridiques qu’elle laissait filtrer 132

France was the only combatant country in which 1t was forbidden to publish lists of
casualties '** Jean Vi gier’s desperation at ‘I’enorme 1nutilite de nos pertes’ during the
battle of Verdun 1s vividly coloured by his awareness that censorship 1s preventing the
truth being known (see 1 3 Verdun) The implication 1s that without censorship the
heroes who fought the war could not have been sacrificed 1n the way that they were
by the French Army Command It was only in 1920 that France’s losses were
acknowledged publicly and even then the figures proved unreliable '**

Truth had become a casualty of war Belief in the written word collapsed and the war,
says Bloch, favoured ‘un renouveau prodigieux de la tradition orale’ '*> An effect
essential to our understanding of Celine’s choice of an oral style with which to

provide his witness to war in Voyage
Cowardice, Desertion and Mutiny

Military executions provide a trenchant metaphor of alienation 1n a war that
was comprehensively alienating During the Great War the slightest breach of
discipline was punishable by death ‘Hier, derriere le mur d’une ferme, j’avais vu, sac
au dos, un reserviste du 129°, fusille le matin 1l avait vole une poule,” Maurice
Marechal wrote home early 1n September 1914 136 Another soldier describes an

execution 1n which he participated

Je verrai toujours devant mes yeux cet homme a genoux, les yeux bandes, les
mains attachees au poteau , un feu de salves, et c’en est fin1 de ’existence
Pourtant, ce n’est pas un crime qu’il avait commis [ ] On a voulu faire un
exemple et cela est tombe sur lur 7

These men were buned without honours, while often their comrades continued to visit

and lay flowers on their graves, a practice the authorities tried to outlaw '** The
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families of victims of military executions suffered ostracism Their wives could not

find employers 139

The gravest accusation that could be levelled agamst a soldier was cowardice ‘Il n’y a

qu’un mot dans notre langue pour caracteriser le pacifisme a outrance, et ce mot c’est

LACHETE " read one pre-war patriotic text 19 The coward was the antithesis of the

hero and any display of cowardice created a nft in the values that sustained the heroic

ideal Men had a deep fear of cowardice ‘N’importe quel homme se battra pour

141

prouver qu’il n’est pas un lache,” wrote Alain *' Marc Bloch made a point of

displaying hus revulsion at any show of fear m his men '

It 1s likely that fear of being
considered a coward was a motivation in maintaining men at war, despite the imposed
cowardice of the conditions of war itself The coward had no choice 1n any case, his

transgression of the military code was punishable by death

Most of the recorded 600 military executions by the French during the war took place
between September 1914 and June 1915 and most were for the crime of desertion '*
The figure, which does not include unrecorded summary executions, also at thetr high
point during this period, indicates that the greatest intensity of military executions was
at a time when Celine was fighting Marie-Christine Bellosta 1s wrong, therefore,
when she argues that Céline’s preoccupation with military executions 1n Voyage

dertves from the repression of the 1917 mutinies Yt s part of his own experience 143

The lesson of the 1917 mutiny would not have been lost, however, on Celine April
1917 witnessed the Chemin des Dames debacle After a series of disastrous
offensives, led by Général Nivelle, the French soldiers refused orders to go to the

front 46

Their protest was not against sacrifice but against the manner of the
sacrifice There would be no second Verdun ‘Nous avons manifeste pour attirer
I’attention du gouvernement, lu faire comprendre que nous etions des hommes, non
des bétes que I’on mene a I’abattor,” wrote J -N Jeanneney '*’ An estimated 40,000
soldiers were nvolved in the mutiny '** According to Marc Ferro, five hundred and
fifty four soldiers were condemned to death as a result of the mutiny, and forty nine

were executed "
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Endurance

It did not take long for the initial enthusiasm of the soldiers to fade in war
Heroism was no longer viable, sacrifice no longer immortalising The soldters’ letters
testify to their changed mood The following 1s a letter to his parents from a soldier 1n
May 1916

11 est inutile que vous cherchiez a me reconforter avec des histoires de
patriotisme, d’heroisme ou choses semblables Pauvres parents ! Vous
cherchez a me remettre en téte mes 1llusions d’autrefois Mais j’a1 pressentt,
y’a1 vu et )’a1 compris Ici-bas, tout n’est que mensonge, et les sentiments les
plus €leves, regardes minutieusement, nous apparaissent bas et vulgaires A
present je me fiche de tout, je recrimine, je tempéte, mais dans le fond cela
m’est completement egal Pour mou, la vie est un voyage'! Qu’importe le but,
pres ou loin, pourvu que les peripeties en sotent les plus agreables possible

Fernand '*°

To anyone familiar with Voyage the resonance of this letter 1s astonishing Even the
name signs off like a ghostly message from Celine himself (Fernand was his father’s
name) This letter alone, reminiscent too of Celine’s 1916 letters from Africa (see 4 1
Africa), and employing Voyage’s central metaphor of the journey, shows again how

deeply embedded Celine’s novel 1s 1n the experience of the Great War

How, however, did this new spirit of scepticism and rony endure 1n appalling
conditions of carnage? For Gerard Vincent 1t 1s ‘la ferveur patriotique [ ] qui permet
a la France de vaincre’ °' But where does this leave Fernand’s letter above with its
clear anti-patriotism? Clearly not all French soldiers were sufficiently motivated by
patriotism One of the most powerful motivations, as we have seen, was simply the
fear of being considered a coward Another factor perhaps was ‘I’hostilite envers

1
’ennemi1’ >

The Germans were clearly perceived as an enemy to be beaten The

alternative was ntolerable And could 1t be that simply losing face was another lethal
factor? The close link to the rear, based on familial bonds, was another strengthening
force, says Audouin-Rouzeau However, he does recognise a certain ambivalence, ‘la

population crvile etait en accusation, mais c’etait elle qui importait le plus o133
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For Gerard Vincent, among soldiers ‘le sens de la sohidante [qui] transcende les

154
clivages sociaux’ 1s also a factor in endurance 3

But how strong was the spirit of
comradeship? Wntes Audouin-Rouzeau, ‘les articles qui attestent une veritable
fraternite, sont en assez petit nombre, guere plus nombreux en tout cas que ceux qui, a
I’mverse, temoignent de 1’1solement et de 1’égoisme de chacun *'>° Pity crumbles
before the death of comrades Writes one soldier, ‘on en a tant vu que les sens
s’emoussent, que le cceur se blase, heureusement ”'°® ‘La fraternite des tranchees fut
en grande partie 1llusoire,” concludes Audouin-Rouzeau, arguing that the much-
vaunted spirit of comradeship was a myth emanating from the middle-classes,
remnforced by the newspapers, and taking full flight after the end of the war '’

Voyage, as we shall see, will enact a determined rebuttal of this myth (see 7 4 The

Death of Camaraderie)

Lyn McDonald questions the general perception of the soldier of the Great War
struggling with the horror of 1t Having interviewed hundreds of veterans over the
years she says she never once heard the word horror mentioned She suggests the
soldier enjoyed the war 158 George Mosse felt that a low rate of desertions in the war
was due to the ‘brutalising’ effect of ‘killing and being killed’ '*® “Men fought
because they did not mind fighting [ ],” writes Niall Ferguson ‘Killing aroused littie
revulsion [ ] Freud was close to the mark when he suggested that a kind of ‘‘death
mstinct”” was at work” '*® But surely such truths only serve to condemn man? And to
confirm Celine’s judgement of his fellow soldiers, ‘devenus incapables soudain
d’autre chose [ ] que de tuer et d’étre etripes sans savoir pourquo1’ (RI, 34)? And to
further confirm his accusation, ‘c’est a cause de ¢a que les guerres peuvent durer’ (RI,
36)7 The heady drop from Enlightenment optimism, with 1ts faith in reason and
human progress, would seem to have here reached its nadir The Great War revealed

perhaps more of the mind and heart of man than 1t 1s good to see
CONCLUSION

What began in heroic enthusiasm ended in death and alienation In the Great
War, heroism died and a worldview inherited from the Enlightenment was scuttled
and lay dead in the water At the heart of the war was Verdun and 1t 1s at the heart of

Voyage The modem world arnved with the Great War, and with 1t the modern mind
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CHAPTER 2

REMEMBERING
From Myth to Anti-Myth

INTRODUCTION

‘Commemoration was a umversal preoccupation after the 1914-18 war,’
writes Jay Winter ' Memory, however, was divided Following the war, national
commemoration was orgamsed around traditional symbols of heroism and sacrifice —
expressing a narrative continuity with the past — while beneath the surface a
different, disenchanted memory of the War persisted In 1929, following the massive
10" Anniversary Armistice commemorattons, the divide in memory opened wide
Traditional memory faltered Ironic, modern memory surged from below This chapter
examines this paradigm of divided memory and provides further context for Voyage,

Celine’s own Great War memory
2 1 TRADITIONAL MEMORY
Commemoration and Myth

Post-war society was a place of mourning ‘Among the major combattants, 1t
1s not an exaggeration to suggest,” writes Jay Winter, ‘that every family was in
mourning > Figures 1illustrate the extent of bereavement 1n France ‘en juillet 1920,
environ 650 000 ascendants avaient perdu leur soutien a 1a guerre On peut evaluer le
nombre des veuves a 700 000 ** About one million children were made wards of state,
‘puptlles de la nation’ * Mourning was swiftly orchestrated into a monumental

expression of unprecedented grieving The war began to be commemorated
All commemoration ceremontes, Paul Connerton tells us, ‘do not simply imply

continuity with the past but explicitly claim such continuity’ 3 They do so by ‘nitually

re-enacting a narrative of events held to have taken place at some past time, 1n a
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manner sufficiently elaborate to contain the performance of more or less invariant
sequences of formal acts and utterances’ % The Great War commemoration’s narrative
continuity with the past was established mainly through the myth of the war

experience 7

The myth, writes George Mosse, ‘was a democratic myth centred upon the nation
symbolised by all the war dead’ ® It gathered together the ‘themes’ that had sustained
men at different stages of the war, ‘the spinit of 1914, the war as a test of manliness,
the 1deal of camaraderie and the cult of the fallen soldier’ ° After the war, according to

Mosse, ‘the reality of the war was submerged into the myth *'°

The myth trivialised the war and was accompanied by a host of trivialising supports,
‘kitsch and trashy literature, picture postcards, toys and games, and battlefield
tourism’ '' In England and France, Thomas Cook captured the private market for
battlefield tourism '> Soon there was a ‘thniving battlefield industry’ selling souvenirs
found on the battlefield or bric-a-brac such as ‘mugs and reproductions of trenches on
cigarette cases’ " In this way, Mosse says, ‘the reality of war was disguised and

controlled *'*

Manifestations of the myth were widespread In France, 1t was incorporated into
religious form and imagery '* The fallen soldier became a Chnist-like figure '8 There
was too a resurgence of traditional Epinal imagery, kitsch representations of military
themes dating from Napoleonic times '’ What made these trivialising images popular,
writes Jay Winter, was that ‘they spoke of a common past in terms which made sense

of the present crisis '®

However, while these manifestations of traditional memory
established narrative continuity with the past, they were inadequate to the present
Narrative continuity simply plastered over the fragmentation the war had brought with
1t It projected a consoling image of historical and national wholeness Structured
around the myth of the war experience, traditional memory refused to acknowledge
that the narrative link with the past had been broken Worse still, 1t made a sacred
virtue of this refusal ‘Through the myth which came to surround it,” confirms Mosse,
‘the war experience was sanctified '° The myth redeemed the war In France, 1t

redeemed it to the strains of the Marsetllaise
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The Dead

At the centre of commemoration were the complhiant dead As Annette Becker

writes

Les 1 400 000 morts frangais ont bien envahi tout ’espace symbolique et
affectif de la nation Les ceremonies grandioses, les constructions des
monuments aux morts ont transforme ces millions de dewls, affaires privees,
en une affaire d’Etat 2°

The keynotes of commemoration, provided by the myth, were commitment to
remember, reverence for the dead, the exaltation of patriotism and sacrifice, and an
implicit affirmation of the war The French Republic became 1ts chief beneficiary *!
The Republic grew strong upon 1ts dead Those revered and remembered were
subsumed 1nto a collective which mstitutionalised forgetting Exciuded from
remembrance were any who challenged the myth Missing were the mutineers, the

deserters, the cowards, the victims of military executions
The Unknown Republican Soldier

The French Great War dead were buried m vast necropolises in the north of
France, at the site of great battles such as the Somme, the Marne and Verdun Inspired
by an egalitarian consciousness dating from the French Revolution,? these cemetery
sites were impressively organised, ‘des cimetieres, congus [ ] comme des paysages-
architectures, avec leurs alignements infimis de croix 1dentiques’ > The appropriation
of nature 1n this context reflected the Enlightenment 1deal of nature associated with
Rousseau, for example, whose tomb bore the inscription ‘Nature et Liberte’ ** In
these massive cemeteries, the Great War dead shared a perfectly egalitanan,
democratic and patriotic camaraderie Half a million of the French dead, however,
were unidentifiable and were buried 1in anonymous graves or in mass sites of memory
such as the Douaumont Ossuary How could these soldiers be remembered? The
answer was ingenious In 1920, the return of the Unknown Soldier from the
battlefields of the Great War was a symbolic high-point of commemoration 1n France

and Britain
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In 1920, the French performed an unprecedented ritual at Douaumont Ossuary On 10
November, a soldier, whose father was one of the war’s disappeared, randomly chose
one of a eight coffins — by placing a bouquet of flowers taken from the battlefield on
top of 1t — each containing unidentified remains brought from the major battlefields
of the war  The chosen remains were then transported to Paris and interred at the
Arc de Triomphe The manner of the interment, however, shows how commemoration
in France was used to affirm the French Republic The French Government chose to
make the interment of the Unknown Soldier part of 1ts commemoration of the 50
anniversary of the proclamation of the 31 Republic 1n 1870 On arrival i Paris on 10
November the body of the Unknown Soldier lay 1n state at Place Denfert-Rochereau
The next day, the Unknown, draped m the tricolour, was taken first to the Panthéon
for the interment of the heart of Lowis Gambetta, who had proclaimed the 3 Republic

1n 1870 The Unknown Soldier’s remains then continued to the Arc de Triomphe 26

The interment was symbolically, profoundly Republican, the link with Gambetta had
ensured this It was also profoundly rehigious 25,000 French priests had been
mobilised 1n the war and almost 5,000 had been killed 27 The war had allowed the
Catholic Church to renew 1ts position in France The church was already highly
involved in the creation of the war cemeterles,28 but the interment of the Unknown
Soldier in November was to be the most overt expression of its renewal The
ceremony was attended by vast numbers of Catholics and the coffin of the Unknown
was blessed before interment by the archbishop of Paris This new alliance of
Republic and Church was underlined by the re-establishment at the same time of
official relations with the Vatican In 1923 the inauguration of an ‘eternal flame” at

the site of the Unknown Soldier’s grave was confided to the ‘tres catholique Jacques

Pericard’ %°

Who owned the French commemoration? In 1929, as Celine began Voyage, national
fundraising days were 1naugurated for the completion of the four massive cemeteries
1n the North of France These days were organised ‘sous le patronage du president de
la Republique, de tous les marechaux de France, de cardinaux et d’archevéques, de
pasteurs et du Grand Rabbin’ ** From 14 to 28 July, they granted the night to street
merchants to sell flags, insignia, postcards and other trivia to raise funds for the

appeal In France as a whole only the communists appear to have refused the values of
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commemoration, ‘1l s’agit de commeémorer les morts et non la guerre , comme on ne
peut faire I’un sans 1’autre, nous desapprouvons toute commémoration,” was the Lyon

Communist Party’s response to plans to erect a monument >'

In general, George
Mosse has signalled the ‘inability of the Left [ ] to enter into the myth of the war
experience’ This 1nability enabled the Right, on the other hand, to ‘exploit the
suffering of mullions for its own political ends 2t s perhaps Celine’s own 1nability

to enter the myth which gave Voyage its original appeal to the Left

The purposeful interment of the Unknown Soldier at the Arc de Triomphe
transformed a vainglorious monument commemorating the victories of Napoleon’s
armies into a universal tomb for the nameless dead of the Great War At the same time
1t subsumed the memory of all the Unknown Soldiers of the Great War into the
greater narrative memory of Republican France ‘Commemoration was a political
act,” writes Jay Winter, ‘1t could not be neutral >33 The Unknown Soldier was nothing
1f not a profound political statement about the continuity of the French Republic
which transformed Armistice Day 1n France into a Republican feast As Antoine Prost
writes, ‘les ceremonies du 11 Novembre apparaissent comme le seul culte republicain
qu: ait reussi en France et qui ait suscité une unanimite populaire *3 The wholesale
involvement of children 1in the commemoration ensured that commemoration, like the

war 1tself, would be ‘total’ >*

Pour elle un Francais doit mourwr

In France, the tradition of commemorating dead soldiers began with the
French revolution This tradition was amplified following the Franco-Prussian war,
when metal or stone tableaux were used to commemorate the names of the dead in
churches and cemetenes * In 1870, an empty monument to the dead was erected in
Pere-Lachaise It 1s this style of monument which will characterise the Great War
commemoration of the dead Philippe Ariés notes after the Great War that ‘dans
chaque commune de France, dans chaque arrondissement de Paris, on erigea aux
soldats tues [ ] un tombeau vide **’ There are roughly 36,000 of these monuments to
fallen soldiers tin towns and villages throughout France. % Most of these monuments
were erected between 1919 and 1924 and for reasons of economy are often simple

stelae or obelisks During Armistice Day commemorations the local authorities would
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serment ne pas oublier,” wrote Leon Werth ‘Prends des reperes dans 1’horreur Tel
cadavre, tel blessé, telle pensée, telle pensée sous ’obus, telle pensee avant 1’attaque

Retiens ces reperes *>* Celine would echo this powerfully 1n Voyage

La grande defaite, en tout, c’est d’oublier, et surtout ce qui vous a fait crever,
et de crever sans comprendre jamais jusqu’a quel point les hommes sont
vaches Quand on sera au bord du trou faudra pas faire les malins nous autres,
mais faudra pas oublier non plus, faudra raconter tout sans changer un mot, de
ce qu’on a vu de plus vicieux chez les hommes (RI, 25)

Feeling a duty to remember, veterans were tormented by the frailty of memory ‘On
oublie le bombardement de 1a veille  comme on oublie tout,” wrote Werth > The
importance of protecting memory was not alone to ensure that the meaning of
sacrifice endured but that the truth gained 1n war was not lost As Jules Emile

Henches wrote

Plus que jamass la guerre me fait prendre le mensonge en horreur faute,
maladresse, faiblesse, crime  C’est peut-€tre une des rares choses que la
guerre m’aurait fait gagner le desir plus ardent de la vérite ° 6

Once, 1n another world, another lifetime, the veterans had left for the war young,
enthusiastic, able-bodied They had come back marked by death, damaged 1n body
and mind, haunted by their experience, estranged by the world they found at the rear
‘Les hommes qui ont participe a la derniere guerre comprennent qu’ils ont passé d’un
monde ancien a un monde nouveau, du monde d’avant-guerre a celu1 d’apres-guerre,’

wrote Henry Malherbe >’ The war had changed the world and 1t had changed them

Ils ne se reconnaissaient pas eux-mémes Marqués d’un ‘signe secret’,
particulier, veritables ‘revenants’, un abime séparait le vieil homme que
chacun d’eux avait ete avant la guerre, de I’homme nouveau qu’il était
devenu **

While the civilian populations celebrated frenetically —‘a loathsome ending to the
loathsome tragedy of the last four years,” wrote Siegfried Sassoon®” — for the soldiers
returning from the trenches ‘en ce 11 novembre, a 11 heures, une immense lassitude
se superposait a la satisfaction d’étre victorieux et d’en avorr fin " The war had

changed them and 1t had sapped them
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Reintegration into society was not easy Divisions that had appeared during the war
deepened on returning The veterans felt their welcome home was often a cold one
‘Ils ont des droits sur nous,” declared French Prime Minister, Georges Clemenceau,

but when veterans insisted on their rights

Le rappel [ ] les fit passer bientdt pour des importuns Des géneurs ainsi,
deja, I’arriere les considerait parfois pendant la lutte Géneurs 1ls demeurérent
apres la victoire 6l

On a logistical level the sheer number of returning soldiers created a problem

Ce gigantesque mouvement d’hommes provoqua de tres difficiles problemes
de transport, d’habillement [ ] et surtout de réinsertion dans le marche du
travail un grand nombre de demobilises se retrouverent chomeurs &

Add to the numbers of unemployed those who had lost limbs, faces, minds and 1t
becomes clear that on returning to society the veterans constituted a severely
marginalised group This marginalisation, some thought, should have inevitably led to
change 1n society but did not The French government circumvented veteran
dissatisfaction by offering substantial pensions and absorbing most veterans into the

conservative Unton nationale des combattants which dampened down dissension *

Veterans were prominent 1n all aspects of commemoration Respect for the Republic
was part of their upbringing Perhaps most significantly, in contributing to the
maintenance of the status quo, the majority of veterans feit the need to redeem the war
and the sacrifice of lives made ‘Condamner sans nuances ce qui venait de se passer,
c’etait mer les sacrifices des Frangais au front[ ] Le fond commun de leur pensee

*6% The attitude

alhait I’horreur de la guerre et la conscience d’avorr fait ce qu’il fallait
towards war adopted by the majority of veterans was one of ‘patriotisme pactfiste’,
which ‘n’etait en rien la negation de la guerre qui avait eu lieu , 1l etait la negation des

guerres futures -6

Such an attitude was inherently contradictory and established a
level of complicity among veterans with the Great War and the myth of the war
experience This attitude could only mean that inevitably the veteran would be

neutralised and his voice increasingly dimimshed within society
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In spite of their commitment to remember, the perceived ‘dominant characteristic of
veterans of the First World War,’ states Eric J Leed, was ‘silence’ ° In 1928, in his
preface to Jacques Meyer’s La Biffe, Henry Malherbe confirms this, describing the

situation of the veteran ten years after the war, just as Celine began writing Voyage

Depuis 'armistice [ ] les mutiles et les anciens combattants ont subsiste a
I’ombre Ceux qui ne mouraient pas etaient ensevelis dans un silence profond
comme la mort La fatigue, la fierté, ne leur ont pas encore permus de sortir de
leur long evanouissement Trahis par des chefs derisoires, tenus par leurs
anciennes lecons de soumission et de discipline, 1ls ne se ven%ealent plus que
par la modération de I'insultante legerete dont on les trartart ®

The efforts they made to contribute to society through their associations, such as the
writer Henrt Barbusse’s Association republicaine des anciens combattants, began to

weaken

St résolus qu’ils aient éte, les ‘heros’ étaient diminues et fatigués Ne
demeuraient-1ls pas tous ‘des blesses de guerre’  des convalescents qui
souffraient encore ‘comme d’une plaie’, comme de ‘muilles plaies interieures’,
mal fermées 7 [ ] Aunsy, les anciens combattants sentirent peu a peu faiblir
leur volonte et leur resolution

Soon their role was limited to marching in commemorative parades and basking in the
reflected glory heaped on their dead comrades But they embodied still the living
remnants of war and the living rests of memory Theirs was the responsibility for
maintaining the eternal flame that burned over the tomb of the Unknown Each day
the flame was renewed Each day memory was carefully maintained ‘avec pieté et
ferveur’ ® Each day the prommse was kept not to forget Cehine, veteran, ‘a I’ombre’,

‘blessé’, ‘ensevel1 dans un silence profond’, would keep that promise 1n his own way
11'November 1928

The 10™ Armistice Anmiversary of November 1928 represented a turning-point
in memory A massive effort of commemoration should have been the time for
memory to move on from the disasters of the war Instead, the commemoration
revealed the emptiness of ritual memory and its platitudes Tt would be followed

within a year by the greatest cry of protest ever uttered by hterature
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I remember a man at the C C S with his jaw blown off by abomb [ ] He lay
there with one hand groping at the bandages which covered his whole head
and face, gurgling every time he breathed His tongue was tied forward to
prevent him swallowing 1t The War had gagged him — smashed him — and
other people looked at him and tried to forget what they’d seen ”°

In 1929, the silence of traditional memory could no longer contain this horror of
broken speech and traumatised forgetting % The new narratives of memory that
emerged were told mostly 1n autobiographies, in poems and in stories, in that age-old
space of paradox where memory meets imagination ‘The history of the war may
never be written,” said veteran and poet Herbert Read, ‘but 1f 1t 1s written, 1t will be
written by the poets who took part in 1t [By] a man with an eye for significant

detail ' And Read knew what the books of such poets would be like

There are two possible categories The first 1s the plain narrative — the journal
or diary of day-to-day experiences [ ] The second category 1s made up of
those books 1n which the narrative has been arranged for imaginative or
persuasive effect No detail 1s false, the perspective 1s true But the result 1s not
a diary, but a work of art Thus type of war-book 1s very rare, because normally
the events are too violent to be easily subdued for the purposes of art They are
a hard kind of rock to hew into shape *

It 1s indeed here, 1n narrative arranged for imaginative effect, that the twentieth-
century memory of the Great War found 1ts most resonant and enduring
representations In 1929 the major literary accounts of the Great War broke through
the barrier of silence erected by traditional memory The books of such as Erich Mana
Remarque, Ernest Hemingway, Robert Graves and others, carried voices from the
heart of the war 1itself Theirs was a voice of persisting trauma shared by Celine They
herald Voyage They are indeed 1ts master models, intermediaries between the
Destouches of war and the Celine of Voyage, and they foreshadow the themes,
methods and narrative voice of Voyage They are presented here for their value in
illustrating the transition from traditional to modern memory and to establish the

literary context from which Voyage will eventually emerge
It has been said that the writers who emerged 1n the late 1920s did so as a result of the

world economic recesston at that time * This 1s simply not the case Edmund

Blunden, for example, began writing his autobiographical Undertones of War 1n the
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further passage, omitted from the 1929 edition, offers an account of the trial of a
soldier for commutting a nuisance on the barrack square *® The scene 1s funny but, in
relation to Voyage, the use of excrement and humour to ridicule the army, 1ts language
and ntual, 1s what 1s important That the passage was expurgated underlines how
constraints on theme and language hindered memory’s efforts to express 1ts savage

discontents

Graves’ humour often anticipates Celine’s, as does his theatricality Goodbye To All
That 1s composed largely of a series of sketches or ‘caricature scenes’ drawing on the
tradition of music hall and pantomime It 1s not insignificant that before writing
Voyage, Celine had produced two unsuccessful plays The theatrical instinct
obviously ran deep and 1t 1s reflected, as we shall see, 1n the structures and patterns of
Voyage (see 7 3 The Theatre of Patriotism) Paul Fussell’s description of Graves’ art
below could equally apply to Yoyage and 1ts portraits of Bestombes (R, 86 and 92—
94), Puta (RI, 105-107), Baryton (RI, 423-426), Princhard (R, 66-70) among others
The opening scene of the war episode with the colonel impervious to German fire (R,
11), — Bardamu sees him ‘dans un music-hall’ (RI, 19) — or the later Ameral
Bragueton scene, when Bardamu 18 subjected to an impromptu court-martial (R,

119-123), should particularly be kept in mind

[Graves’] wry anecdotes take the shape of virtual playlets [ ] They present
character types entirely externally, the way an audience would see them The
audience 1s not vouchsafed what they are or what they think and feel or where
they were last Thursday, but only visible or audible signs of what they do and
say, how they dress or stand or sit or move or gesture Their remarks are not
paraphrased or rendered 1n indirect discourse they are presented in dialogue
Many of these Flaylets have all the black-and-white immediacy of cartoons
with captions ?

The entire effect, Fussell says, 1s enhanced by the use of ‘pithy lines’®? similar to
Celine’s indulgence 1n epigrams, or witty one-liners With both Graves and Celine,
the reader 1s 1n the presence of comic masters, drawing on common experiences and
employing similar techniques to the same derisive end Both push satire to the point
of parody, but Celine 15 the one who most clearly reaches towards parody’s extreme.
mvective Moreover, Celine 1s noteworthy for his ability to encompass not just the

humour of Graves, but the denunciation of a Hemingway and the anguish and solitude
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one could immerse himself in them for very long, Graves implies, without
becoming badly unhinged %

This 1s exactly the point as Celine undermines the official discourse of war,
psychiatry, and memory 1n Voyage Like Graves, through careful selection, Celine
enables these discourses to satirise themselves In addition, both Goodbye To All That
and Voyage demonstrate a flagrant disregard for ‘fact’ They refuse to take ‘fact’
seriously but mock 1t This 1s perhaps why historian Jay Winter says of Voyage that
‘no one, Celine suggests, could possibly take all this literally, or even seriously > As
with Goodbye To All That, however, the outrageous humour of Voyage in no way
undermines 1ts seriousness Indeed, 1t enhances 1t, expressing as 1t does a fundamental

disrespect for war, the army, history, memory, even reader

When Goodbye To All That was published Graves was inevitably accused of telling

‘falsities’ His reply 1s immensely relevant He wrote

Great latitude should [ ] be allowed to the soldier who has [ ] got his dates
and facts mixed I would even paradoxically say that the memoirs of a man
who went through some of the worst experiences are not truthful unless they
contain a high proportion of falsities

Graves adds, with perhaps more truth than he realised, that ‘high-explosive barrages
will make a temporary har or visionary of anyone > His statement underlines the close
connection between traumatic experience and the lie of fiction and provides an
important insight into Voyage’s truth/untruth problematic Indeed, Graves’ paradox
reconciles truth and untruth 1n a new locus of ‘truthfulness’ and argues for a broader
understanding of ‘truth’ than what 1s purely ‘factual’ These views are important for

our understanding of Celine

Finally, 1if we consider Goodbye To All That as representing a breakdown 1n the
autobiographical mode, insisted on by Graves, we gain a further understanding of the
elaborate autobiographical fiction that 1s Yoyage The gravitational pull exerted by
1magination, 1rony and laughter on Graves’ ‘autobiography’ 1s fully embraced by

Céline who can no more write an ‘autobiography’ than Graves can wnitc a ‘novel’
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Hemingway

‘Force, hatred, history [ ] that’s not life for men and women, insult and
hatred,” Leopold Bloom says in Joyce’s Ulysses ‘Everybody knows that 1t’s the very
opposite of that which i1s really ife [ ] Love [ ]I mean the opposite of hatred’ %
Hemingway’s 1929 A Farewell to Arms 1s a love story, opposing the possibilities of
renewal and rebirth through sexual love to the Great War’s rampant, destructive
intercultural hate In 1918, an eighteen-year old Hemingway volunteered as an
ambulance driver on the Italian Front He was badly wounded and twice decorated

While convalescing he fell in love with a nurse The infatuation was not reciprocated

A Farewell to Arms 1s a fictional account of Hemingway’s war experience in which
the unrequited infatuation becomes the inspiration for the novel’s love story It
describes the death of love in a war which killed love (see 1 4 Mechanisation) It
symbolically attempts to resuscitate the heroic, immortalising aspect of sexual love in
an atmosphere of war which has abandoned seduction for murderous brute force But
just as the war kills the object of 1ts desire 1n its effort to possess 1t, so sexual love —
1n Hemingway’s novel — results in death In the wake of the Great War 4 Farewell to

Arms asks ‘1s love possible?’ It answers that 1t 1s not Voyage too asks this question

Many of the themes elaborated in Voyage are present in Hemingway’s
characteristically telegraphic account of the War For example, the notion of a war

which begins over, ‘next week the war starts again’,'® theatricality, ‘I’m leaving now

for a show up above Plava’,'?! resentment of the mulitary police, ‘were you there,
Tenente, when they wouldn’t attack and they shot every tenth man?’'"* Present also 1s
the theme of the ‘lie’ of the war, contrasted with love as the possibility of truth ‘you
don’t have to pretend you love me’, ‘let’s not lic when we don’t have to *'® Presented
1n contrast with a language of love, seeking simplicity and truth, 1s the collapse of a
war-centred system of language embodying now moribund values, a collapse made

memorably explicit by Hemingway

I had seen nothing sacred, and the things that were glorious had no glory and
the sacrifices were like the stockyards at Chicago if nothing was done with the
meat except to bury it There were many words that you could not stand to
hear and finally only the names of places had dignity Certain numbers were
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the same way and certain dates and these with the names of places were all
you could say and have them mean anything Abstract words such as glory,
honor, courage, or hallow were obscene beside the concrete names of villages,

the numbers of roads, the names of rivers, the numbers of regiments and the
dates '

Hemingway’s emphasis on the importance of dates cannot fail to remind us of
Voyage’s ‘4 mar’ and make us ask, 1s ‘4 ma1’ the only truth in Voyage? If Voyage’s
language, obscene and excremental, provides a cry of protest at the words ‘you could
not stand to hear’ — the words that structure traditional memory’s rtual

commemoration — 1t 15 the meaning of ‘4 mar’ which opposes their meaninglessness

Symbolically present throughout A Farewell to Arms, as 1n Voyage, 1s the river,
dividing two armies, war from peace, life from death, man from man, dividing
consciousness, one world from another, one self from another, the self who embraced
the war from the self who refuses 1t, dividing past from present, and ultimately
embodying the bright, cold symbol of the dream of the war’s end (see 1 3 Trenches)
In Hemingway’s novel, the river becomes the site where the hero’s commitment to the
war 1s washed away after his own army has tried to kill him ‘Anger was washed away
in the river along with any obligation [ ] That ceased when the carabiniere put his
hands on my collar *'®® The symbolism of Hemingway’s fictional alter-ego deserting
in the fall of 1917, at a time when American enthusiasm for entry into the war was at
a fever patch, rather than 1n July 1918 when Hemingway himself was wounded, needs
little underlining Here, narration allows Hemingway to re-enter the ‘river’ of time
and reconfigure the past to include his voice of dissent from years ahead Thus aspect
of his novel has obvious resonances with Céline’s own rewriting of self as the

coward, Bardamu Like Hemingway, Celine will seize on the possibilities of re-

narrating his past to declare, after the fact, his dissent from the war

Celine, as we shall see, was intent on retelling the stories of others in his own story of
the war (see 5 3 Intertextual Witness) A Farewell to Arms 1s certainly a book he 1s
likely to have read Indeed, that novel’s explosion scene, recording its hero’s symbolic
death, bears a strong resemblance to the equivalent scene 1n Voyage (R], 17) and 1t 1s

possible that Céline had 1t in mind as he was writing Voyage
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Remarque

One writer above all would embody the shift from traditional to modern
memory, the German veteran, Erich Maria Remarque Remarque’s 1929 /m Westen
nichts Neues (literally Nothing New 1n the West), famously translated as A/ Quiet on
the Western Front, was to become the best-known novel of the Great War and one of
the most successful books of all time ''? The effect of this book when 1t appeared was
quite simply tremendous In 1ts first year of publication 1t sold a million copies 1n
Germany alone and one and a half million copies in translation world wide It was
translated into thirty or more languages It 1s still widely read today and has been
filmed three times, the first time 1n 1930 as an award-winning Hollywood war classic
The success of the book and film made 1ts author an internationally renowned and
wealthy figure Remarque and A/ Quiet on the Western Front are undoubtedly one of
the most important reference points for Celme and Voyage If, of the war books
examined 1n this section, Graves’ book 1s the closest to Voyage in terms of approach,

Remarque’s 1s the closest 1n terms of voice

Remarque had been drafted into the German army in 1916 He served on the Western
Front as a member of a sapper unit, laying wire and building bunkers and dugouts He
was wounded m July 1917 and was hospitalised until October 1918 The war ended
before he could return to it Remarque, speaking in a voice we will hear in Céline’s

1916 letters to Simone Saintu (see 4 1 Africa), said of his experience of war

At that time I was brimming over with enthusiasm and animated [ ] by a
great feeling of patriotism [ ] But afterward, afterward' The war was too
terrible and too long for me not to think otherwise After it was all over I saw
all 1ts hideousness, but there was one thing I could not accept, [ saw my best
friend lying 1n the mud, his abdomen torn open This 1s what 1s really
insupportable and incomprehensible but what 1s no less comprehensible 1s that
it required so many post-war years and so much reflection for me to realise the
full atrocity of these occurrences 1

Remarque’s novel struck a chord with almost everyone, not least the veterans Herbert
Read recognised 1t as the work of art the memory of the war had been waiting for He

wiote
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[Remarque’s] book 1s alone It makes all other books seem unnecessary It
achieves [ ] the communication of experience It 1s experience translated
directly into terms of art and made universal [ ]It 1s the greatest war-book
that has yet appeared [ ]It 1s not a pacifist book, 1t 1s not a humanitarian
book, 1t 1s the truth '**

Another veteran and poet, Richard Church, echoed Read’s judgement ‘this 1s no

literary trope, 1t 1s true > °

All Quiet on the Western Front tells the story of the young German soldier, Paul
Baumer and his comrades On 1ts very first page the novel produces a scene which 1s
emblematic of the war experience and which recalls 4 May at Verdun A company of
one-hundred and fifty men have occupied a quiet sector of the front As they prepare
to move back they are caught by long range artillery Only eighty of them survive
Ironically, the survivors enjoy extra rations as a result of the slaughter This 1s the

authentic voice of rrony and disenchantment

In the course of the novel Baumer loses all of his close comrades The novel gives an
account of each painful loss until eventually Baumer himself 1s killed The loss of
Baumer’s 1llusions 1s swift In the war he sees the truth, and the world he has left
behind, the world of school and family, vanishes across an immeasurable gulf of

witness

In our minds the 1dea of authonty [ ] implied deeper insights and a more
humane wisdom But the first dead we saw shattered this conviction [ ] Our
first experience of heavy artillery fire showed us our mistake, and the view of
life that their teaching had given us fell to preces under that bombardment ''¢

The value system that structured and sustained that world has collapsed with 1t Says

Paul bitterly of the war’s hospitals and wounds

Everything must have been fraudulent and pointless 1f thousands of years of
civilisation weren’t even able to prevent this river of blood, couldn’t stop these
torture chambers existing 1 their hundreds of thousands '’
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Front 1s primarily the story of grieving memory, for one’s own losses as well as the
losses of others, its novelty 1s in giving back to memory, on a massive scale, 1ts notes
of disillusion and protest at these losses With All Quiet on the Western Front the war
ceased forever to be an episode of heroic grandeur By maintaining camaraderie as the
supreme value of wartime, however, Remarque had left a bridge for the world to cross
over from traditional memory, whose core was silence and acceptance, to modern
memory, which encompassed disenchantment and protest In other words he created a
broad space in memory for pain, futility and condemnation and at the same time left

the door open for redemption and meaning

The Battle for Memory

All Quiet on the Western Front divided memory Although a major success
with the public, Remarque found himself, in common with other war novelists,
criticised on a number of fronts Like Graves he was accused of falseshood He was
also accused of writing and sensationalising his story for money Such attacks place
these books of the late 1920s at the heart of a battle between the two forms of memory
— traditional and modern — exalted and redemptive on the one hand, ironic and

disenchanted on the other

In his 1929 opus Témoins the French War veteran, Jean Norton Cru, famously put the
novels of the Great War on trial His shorter Du temoignage, published in 1930,
offered a condensed, more pointed, account of his criticisms Cru believed the truth of

the war could be represented as scientific fact

La verite de la guerre est une realite aussi tangible a "intelligence que la verite
de tout autre phenomene observable, verifiable, ou nos actions et nos emotions
entrentenjeu [ | La guerre eut méme I’avantage de durer plus longtemps et
de famhttig,s par la repetition des experiences, le rajustement des impressions
aux faits

He launched a blistering attack on the popular war novelists of the late 1920s His
critique became a denunciation of the role of imagination and story in the process of

remembering
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Les romanciers celebres dont nous avons critique [ ] les inexactitudes et les
inventions 1llégitimes nous denient le droit de contréle en s’abritant derriere
1’independance de I’art, en invoquant une verite esthetique superieure a la
vente des faits Il est evident qu’ils ne se rendent pas compte de I’enormite de
leurs erreurs ni de I’énormite du privilege qu’ils reclament [ ] C’est le droit
a I’absurde '%

Ironically, 1t was the ‘absurdity’ of war that writers like Graves and later, Céline, were

targeting

Indignantly, Norton Cru dismissed the major French war novelists while singling out

Remarque because of the great success of A/l Quiet

L’utilite des romans de Barbusse et de Dorgeles, 1’utilite du roman de
Remarque — livre dont le cas exceptionnel est encore plus mgmﬁcatlf —esta
peme plus reelle que I'utilite de I’etude medicale fantasiste '

He argues that the novelist’s desire to succeed commercially causes him to portray the
war m a sensational manner guaranteed to please the morbid tastes of the reading
public Of course, this criticism not alone questions the writer’s motive but attacks his
sincerity The novelist 1s transformed 1into some Machiavellian prince of memory

According to Cru

L’ecrivain dont la preoccupation premiere est, non pas de servir, mais
d’imposer son ceuvre au public, tombe inevitablement dans la fantaisie, le
sensationnel gratuit, trop souvent le sadisme **'

It 1s the image and memory of war and 1ts participants which 1s ultimately tarmished

and which 1s most resented by him

Les romans qui ont eu le plus de succes ne flattent pas la guerre[ ] Le
formule du succes est de presenter la guerre sous les apparences les plus
sanglantes et les plus viles 132

He ndicts the novelist’s ‘mind’, indicts imagination, indicts art
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La difficulté reside moins dans I’objet que dans 1’esprit de I’artiste hante par la
mode litteraire, les procedes, le desir d’obtenur des effets, d’autre part obsede
par les legendes dont 1l n’a pas su conjurer I’empnse '

He attacks the very means by which novelists compose their portrait of the war For
Norton Cru these means flow from ‘une tradition menteuse’ '>* He explicitly affirms
the adequacy of the nineteenth-century novel’s ‘realism’ as a means of portraying the
truth of an unprecedented twentieth-century experience of mass death '35 He accuses
pacifist writers of subverting their literary models of the past, without seeming at all
aware himself that the Great War has occasioned a fundamental shift in perception
He fails to see that the memory of the War 1s changing and that the core of that shift
lies 1n the collapse of the heroic 1deal and its supports in memory, and 1n the return of

memory 1tself to imagination His attack becomes ever more scathing

Boucheries heroiques [deviennent] sous leur plume boucheries démentes et
mhumames [ ] Leurs poilus ont des gofits d’apaches et s’adonnent au
meurtre avec un brio imite des brutes heroiques de nos fastes militaires
apocryphes C’est la plus revoltante calomnie de ces braves gens, le soldat
francgais et le soldat allemand La belle ceuvre que voila, pour des pacifistes !
La belle venite qu’ils nous revelent ! Ils ne I’ont certes pas puisee dans leur
experience personnelle du combat %

This quote defines Norton Cru, and Ais truth He 1s firmly within the myth of the war
expenence, finding redemption 1n the traditional 1mages of heroism and sacrifice of
the ordinary soldier His work 1s more than historical, 1t 1s redemptive and cloaks all
combattants on all sides in a mantle of redemption Thus, he later hopes for ‘plus de
modestie, et plus de justice a ’egard de leurs camarades du front’ from those he calls

the ‘enfants gites de la reclame’, the writers of pacifist novels, Remarque et al '’

Norton Cru’s work, cogent and persuasive 1f read on 1ts own terms, above all denies
the rights of imagination and 1ts value as an indispensable dimension of memory He

concludes

Ceux qui souhaitent que la vérité de la guerre se fasse jour regretteront qu’on
ait ecrit des romans de guerre, genre faux, litterature a pretention de
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témoignage ou la liberte d’invention, légitime et necessaire dans le roman

strictement litteraire, joue un role nefaste dans ce qui pretend apporter une
1

deposition 38

Norton Cru’s was not the only work of its kind In 1930, 1in England, Douglas
Jerrold’s The Lie about the War took over where Norton Cru left off Jerrold chose
Hemingway, Barbusse and Remarque among his particular targets Jerrold

complained of the lack of truth 1n these writers and of their

obsession of futility [ ] which accounts for the piling up of the individual
agony to so many poignant climaxes remote from the necessities or even from
the normal incidental happenings of the war !>

Bernard Bergonzi insightfully comments on the divide between Jerrold and the

writers he attacks His insight holds good for Norton Cru

The ultimate difference between them 1s that Jerrold remains secure in
traditional habits of mind, whach the others have abandoned He re §arded the
war as both necessary and significant, they see 1t as meamngless

For mind read memory and the divide 1s revealed in 1ts full significance Neither
Norton Cru nor Jerrold could at heart accept the role of imagination 1n the memory of
the war The shift towards imagination of 1929, however, 1s a shift away from the
‘literal’ towards another means of mediating memory, a new means of trying to
understand the past That some should not wish, or not be able, to make that transition

1s understandable

The efforts of Norton Cru and Jerrold did nothing to limit the public demand for war
novels and the populanty of these works has never waned The memory of the Great
War can never now be separated from the names of Graves, Hemingway, Remarque

and Celine
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1790s ’ See Ferguson, pp 434435
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% Graves, p 297

# Graves, p 136

% The passage, taken from Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, pp 210-211, reads
SERGEANT-MAIJOR (off stage) Now, then, you 99 Davies, ‘‘F’’ Company, cap off, as you were, cap
off’ That's better Escort and prisoner, right turn’ Quick march’! Right wheel' (On stage) Left wheel!
Mark time' Escort and prisoner, sait! Left turn/

COLONEL Read the charge, Sergeant-Major

SERGEANT-MAJOR No 99 Pte W Davies, “F”” Company, at Wrexham on 20™ August improper
conduct Commutting a nuisance on the barrack square Witness Sergeant Tunmins, Corporal Jones
COLONEL Sergeant Timmuns, your evidence

SERGEANT TIMMINS Sir, on the said date about two p m , I was hacting Horderly Sar’nt Corporal
Jones reported the nuisance to me [ hinspected 1t It was the prisoner’s, Sir

COLONEL Corporal Jones' Your evidence

CORPORAL JONES Sir, on the said date | was crossing the barrack square, when I saw prisoner 1n a
sitting posture He was commutting excreta, Sir I took his name and reported to the orderly-sergeant,
Sir

COLONEL Well, Private Davies, what have you to say for yourself?

99 DAVIES (in a nervous sing-song) Sir, I came over all queer all of a sudden, Sir T haad the
diarrhoeas terrible baad 1 haad to do 1t, Sir

COLONEL But, my good man, the latrine was only a few yards away

99 DAVIES Colonel, Sir, you caan’t stop nature!

SERGEANT-MAIJOR Don't answer an officer like that! (Pause)

SERGEANT TIMMONS (coughs) Su?

COLONEL Yes, Sergeant Timmons?

SERGEANT TIMMONS Sir, I had occasion to hexamine the nwisance, Sir, and it was done with a
heffort, Sir

COLONEL Do you take my punishment, Private Davies?

99 DAVIES Yes, Colonel, Sir

COLONEL You have done a very dirty act, and disgraced the regiment and your comrades | shall
make an example of you Ten days detention

SERGEANT-MAJOR Escort and prisoner, left turn’ Quick march! Left wheel' (Off stage) Escort and
prisoner, halt! Cap on'! March him off to the Guard Room Get ready the next case!’

°! Fussell, pp 208209

%2 Fussell, p 209

* Robert Graves, cited m preface to Goodbye to All That, p xi1

** See Phlip Stephen Day, Le Miroir allegorique, pp 120-123

* Fussell, p 216

% Fussell, p 217

°7 Jay Winter, ‘Céline and the Cultivation of Hatred’, p 238

% Cited 1n preface to Goodbye to All That, p xvii

*® James Joyce, Ulysses (New York Vmtage Books, 1961), p 333

1 Ernest Hemingway, 4 Farewell to Arms (London Arrow Books, 1994), p 11

"I Hemmgway, p 39

12 Hemingway, p 45

' Hemingway, p 30

'% Hemingway, p 165

103 Hemingway, p 208

'% Hemingway, p 50

107 Hemingway, p 266

108 Hemingway, p 283

1% Hemingway, p 289

"% According to Stanley Cooperman, ‘in the work of Hemingway death 1s less a threat to a man’s
existence than to his cojones ° See Cooperman, World War I and the American Novel (Baltimore John
Hopkins University Press, 1967), p 188

11 See Cooperman, pp 186-187

12 All Quret on the Western Front was reputed to be the second most read book 1n history after the
Bible See mtroduction to Readings on All Quiet on the Western Front pp 10-13 (p 11)

'3 Cited in ‘Erich Maria Remarque A Biography’, in Readings on All Quiet on the Western Front,
pp 14-29 (pp 16-17)
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''* Read, pp 37-38

! Richard Church, ‘All Quiet Perfectly Transmuts the Experience of War’, in Readings on All Quiet on
the Western Front, pp 39-43 (p 39)

116 Erich Maria Remarque, A2 Quiet on the Western Front (London Vintage, 1996), p 9

"7 Remarque, p 186

''® Remarque, p 199

' See Fréderic Vitoux, La Vie de Celine (Panis Grasset, 1988), p 24

120 Remarque, pp 153-159

12l Remarque, p 186 One thinks of Edward Thomas expressing his hatred for ‘one fat patriot’, his
father, when he writes ‘God how I hate you!” Edward Thomas, ‘This 1s No Case of Petty Right or
Wrong’, Poets of the Great War, Naxos, CD, NA 210912, 1997

122 Remarque, p 102

123 Remarque, p 14

124 Remarque, p 186

12 Remarque, p 6

126 Remarque, p 6

127 Remarque, p 205

128 Jean Norton Cru, Du temoignage (Panis Alha, 1997), pp 23-24

2 Du temoignage, pp 105-106

% Du temoignage p 110

B! Du temoignage, pp 110-111

Y2 Dy temoignage pp 108109

3 Du temoignage, p 107

* Du temoignage, p 106

35 Du temoignage, pp 112-113

136 Du temoignage, p 111

7 Du temoignage, p 114

"8 Du temoignage, p 99

1% Cited 1n Bernard Bergonzi, Heroes’ Twilight A Study of the Literature of the Great War (London
Constable, 1965), p 196

10 Bergonzi, pp 196197

"1 See, for example, as early as February 1933, ‘Propos recueillis par Elisabeth Porquerol’, Cahuers
Celine, | Celine et ! actualite litteraire 1932—1957, ed by Jean-Pierre Dauphin and Henri Godard
(Paris Gallimard, 1976), 43—49 (p 46), ‘A-t-1l vu dans la littérature un moyen de s’en tirer, de faire
fortune ? En partie, certamement ’ Private remarks in letters to Joseph Garcin show Celine in more
trenchant form, almost in Norton Cru pose ‘mentir et survivre [ ] suivre la mode comme les
midinettes, ¢’est le boulot de I’ecrivain trés contraint materiellement, ¢’est la condition sans laquelle
pas de tirage serieux (seul aspect qui compte) > See Laine, p 632 This sort of remark soon becomes
part of Celine’s public persona as a writer
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Celine attended a state school where he recerved ‘un enseignement purement laic’ !
Although his mother was religious, his religious education was scant In 1905,
following the death of his grandmother, and at a time when anti-clericalism was at 1ts
height 1n France, he was enrolled at his mother’s wishes 1n St Joseph’s catholic
school to enable him make his First Communion This he did on 18 May 1905 A year
later he was moved again, his father insisting on a ‘republican’ education Lack of
religious formation would possibly contribute to Celine’s inability to transcend

death '

In 1909, Celine started work He held various positions between 1910 and 1912,
draper’s assistant, and later, jeweller’s assistant Eventually he worked with the
Jeweller Lacloche, also spending some time at a branch of Lacloche in Nice There he
attended an immense military pageant to commemorate Queen Victoria The sight
intoxicated him " In 1958, asked why he enlisted Celine responded that, among other

reasons, he felt

Un certain golit [ ] Je voyais ¢a tres brillant, et puis I’histoire des cuirassiers
de Reichshoffen, cela me paraissait quelque chose de tres brillant je dois dire
Et pws c’etait trés brillant parce que c’étart le ton de I’époque '

Within days of returning to Paris, Lows’s future was settled His father wrote to

Lacloche

Quelques jours apres son retour de Nice 1l nous a declaré qu’apres en avoir
refere a ses Patrons et a vous-méme en particulier 1l en avait conclu qu’il etait
de I"1nterét de son avenir dans votre bonne maison de se liberer le plus
rapidement possible de ses obligations militaires, ains1 s’explique que j’a1
consenti a son engagement au 12° Cuirassier 5

Thas letter suggests that Celine’s deciston to join the army was a practical one That
the youngster received the encouragement of his employer and his father 1s obvious
Céline’s father, Fernand, had served five years 1n an artillery regiment m the 1880s
and was no doubt proud to see his son enlist 16 Frangois Gibault tells us that Fernand,
resolutely patriotic, republican and ‘revanchard’ assailed the child Lows with vivid

evocations of the ‘revanche’ to come !’
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The world Céline had entered was far different from the world of Parisian jewellers
and lace-makers Celine’s comrades were mostly Breton peasants This 1s how he

remembered them 1n 1939

En 14, nos gars etaient des culs-terreux Le service ne changeait pas le rythme
de leur ex1stence passee a la ferme au cul des chevaux [ ] IlIs etaient
ignorants comme des beeufs d’herbe *

The distance between the uneducated Breton peasants and the Parisian shop-keeper’s
son, educated 1n England and Germany;, 1s all too clear In 1950, he returned to the

attack, describing his doomed, rustic comrades in a brutal letter to Henr1 Nimier

Absolument breton — ah ! pas proustiens du tout — méme pas de sensualité
elémentaire— [ ] Une petite erection vers la cantiniere  vague  a peine —
Tristes gens — mystiques Je les a1 vu foncer dans la mort — sans ciller — les
800 — comme un seul homme et chevaux — une sorte d’attirance — pas
une fo1s, dix ! comme d’un debarras Pas de sensualite — pas un sur dix

parlait francais — doux et brutes a la fois — des purs cons en somme —

Thus striking statement of his comrades’ attitude to death, provides a confirming echo
of Bardamu’s depiction of his comrades in Voyage Celine’s astonishment remains

undiluted over the years as the letter ends in brusque dismissal

If Céline had little in common with his comrades, he may have found solace among
the officers The hieutenant Dugue Mac-Carthy seems an untypical soldier He
organised a choir and theatre group at Rambouillet 2% We shall later see his sensitivity
n dealing with Céline at a time when his military future was 1n some doubt Another
officer who would play a significant part in Celine’s mulitary life was Colonel
Blacque-Belair who took command of the 12" Cuirassiers m May 1914 and who led
the regiment nto the Great War ** His death in 1930, when Celine was writing

Voyage, may have contributed to the novel’s pessimism 26
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Barrack Life

The Carnets give us some insight into life at Rambouillet It 1s imbued with a
melancholy akin to the December darkness 1n which 1t was composed ‘Qu’est-1l au

monde de plus triste qu’une apres-midi de decembre un dimanche au quartier 2%’

Army life here seems anything but ‘brillant’ The young soldier 1s rudely awakened at

28 ¢

dawn “° “‘Que de réveils horribles [ ] que aux sons s1 faussement gais du trompette

de garde vous présentent a ’esprit les rancceurs et les affres de la journee d’un bleu *%

The day begins early with the cleaning out of the stables, where army life seems to

reach 1ts lowest ebb

Ces descentes aux écuries dans la brume matinale La course sarabande des
galoches dans |’escalier la corvee d’ecurie dans la penombre Quel noble
métier que le metier des armes Au fait les vrais sacrifices consistent peut-étre
dans la manipulation du fumter 4 la lummére blafarde d’un falot crasseux 7 *°

The tone 1s ronic Enthusiasm, 1f there was enthusiasm, has given way to humiliation
There 1s further humiliation during riding lessons Horses frighten Celine His

attempts at ndmg provoke laughter

Au cours des eleves brigadiers pris en grippe par un jeune officier plein de
sang en butte aux sarcasmes d’un sous-off abrut1 ayant une peur innee du
cheval, je ne fis pas (longtemps) long feu *'

Barrack life, however, had other less trying aspects Surviving fragments of Casse-
pipe recall escorting the President of the Republic during his visits to Rambouillet
‘Nous parcourions [ ] tous les abords de la forét, a tres noble allure, au trot

somptueux des attelages’ (RIIL, 68)
The pageantry of 14 July 1913 at Longchamp where Ferdinand parades 1n front of the

French President would remain in memory as something ‘brillant’ The cuirassiers

charge to the front of the tribune
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(Ca fait un mouvement d’amplitude sept mille cavaliers au galop  Faut
entendre ¢a comme resonance Faut voir aussi tout ’eventail, les cuirassiers
le flot herisse des dragons  la legere a tombeau ouvert qui prend la corde a
I’aile marchante Il en mugit dans ’avalanche, le sol cavale  jusqu’aux

gradins ¢a carambole et ¢a gronde Voila le travail ! Les batteries eclatent leurs
gargousses (RIIL, 70)

There was pride too on his visits home Splendidly arrayed 1n uniform, Céline liked to
impress >~ However, the joy of these moments seems lost on the young man who in

the winter of 1913 composed his solitary notebook
Cuirassier Céline

What sort of young man was Celine before the war? Can we approximate him
to the young intellectuals of 1912°s Agathon survey? To an extent He seems to share
their patriotic enthusiasm, infatuation with the military and a taste for action (while
dislike of science and reason will certainly be charactenistic of an older Celine) Does
this extend to a desire for a war? The Carnets do not lead us to believe so but they do
reveal a Celine who expected the army to make a man of him Instead, barrack life
depresses him This stage 1n his life, he writes, 1s ‘la premiere vraiment pénible que
J’aitraversee [ ] Depuis mon incorporation j’a1 subi de brusques sautes physiques et

3 Army life 1s “ce calvaire’ ** He feels ‘une nostalgie profonde de la

morales
Iiberte’ ** Celine’s solitude 1s matched only by a sensitivity astonishing to anyone
familiar with the virulent style of Celine’s novels and pamphlets Indeed, the Carnets
reveal a Céline never to be seen again 1n his writing ‘Je suts de sentiments complexes

et sensitifs la moindre faute de tact ou de delicatesse me choque et me fait souffrir 36

He appears childlike, crying alone on his bed, struggling to become a man, unable to

believe that he 1s one, at grips with a sense of his own lack of character

Que de fo1s je suis remonte du pansage et tout seul sur mon lit, pris d’un
immense desesporr, )’a1 malgre mes dix sept ans pleure comme une premiere
communiante Alors j’a1 sent1 que j’etais vide que mon energie €tait de la
gueule et qu’au fond de mo1-méme 1l n’y avait rien que j’etais pas un homme
Je m’etais trop longtemps cru tel [ ] alors la vraiment j’a1 souffert, auss1 bien
du mal présent que de mon inférionté virile et de la constater 37
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He has not lost his heroic poise, however, adding a naive and grandiose flourish, ‘la

mar¢e allemande monte toujours mais nous ’etranglerons ’

Withheld from direct action the cuirassiers were obliged to observe the war from a
distance On 22 August, the day Psichar dies, they are called to support advancing
troops The attack proves catastrophic for the infantry But the cavalry, instead of
lending support, are pulled back by General Gillain °” The regiment halts to witness
the bombardment of Murville-Malavilliers before being pulled back even further, the
farce repeating itself over the next few days On 24 August the regiment 1s again
called on to support an attack And once again ordered to retreat >® Next day the
regiment 1s called to support an attack at Conflans And once again ordered to

retreat > Inevitably, Gillaimn 1s replaced on 26 August by General d’Urbal, ©° Voyage’s
‘general des Entrayes’ ®' The cuirassiers are exhausted Men and horses suffer A
brigadier, seven cavaliers and twenty horses are evacuated On 29 August a further
seventeen horses are evacuated We shall see the suffering of the horses in Voyage,

evidence of the psychological mark i1t made on Céline

Mon cheval [ ] rien que deux plaques de chair qui lut restaient a la place,
sous la selle, larges comme mes deux mains et suintantes, a vif, avec des

grandes trainees de pus qui lui coulaient par les bords de la couverture

jusqu’aux jarrets [ ] On ne pouvait plus le laisser qu’au grand air Dans les
granges, a cause de I’odeur qui lui sortait des blessures, ¢a sentait st fort,
qu’on en restait suffoque (RI, 25)

The Enemy
The power of modern weaponry made the Germans a distant enemy

Le plus souvent, les combattants ne se voyaient que de trés loin, a cause de la

portee des armes a feu Un fusil d’infanterie pouvait tuer a 1800 metres, une
62

carabine de cavalerie a une distance un peu moindre

The war for Celine was a landscape of ruined or burning villages, civilians 1n flight,
and a constant ritournelle of troops to and from the combat zones 63 However, 1n
September, direct contact with enemy cavalry reconnaissance units was frequent

‘Nos postes et nos patrouilles sont sans cesse en contact avec I’ennemi,’ records the
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Historique * On 4 September, a skirmish occurred which would find 1ts way 1nto the
pages of Voyage Sous-lieutenant Daubon encountered a unit of enemy cavalry The

regiment’s Journal des marches et operations records the encounter with brutal

frankness

Daubon et un sous-officier de chasseurs pointent chacun un adversaire
Daubon vient d’en sabrer un second au cou quand arrive le cuirassier de
class, Lebas, qui1 pointe a son tour La lance sort de 20cm par la bouche du
dragon allemand qui tombe

l \14

The Historique, written 1n the 20s, remains more discreet on this episode but Celine 1n

Voyage chooses no such reticence &

Un matin en rentrant de reconnaissance, [e lieutenant de Sainte-Engeance
mnvitait les autres officiers a constater qu’il ne leur racontait pas des blagues
‘J’en a1 sabre deux !’ assurait-1l a la ronde, et montrait en méme temps son

sabre ou, c’etait vrai, le sang caillé comblait la petite rainure, faite expres pour
¢a (RI, 31)

Capzitaine Ortolan supports Sainte-Engeance’s claims ‘Je n’ai rien perdu de I’affaire !
Je n’en etais pas lon ' un coup de pointe au cou en avant et a droite ' Toc ' Le

premier tombe ! °(RI, 32)

The Journal, providing information not in the Historique, establishes Celine’s
position as witness to war and confirms the truthfulness of his fiction Episodes like
this oblige us to take Voyage’s representation of war seriously and remind us that

behind 1t there 1s a significant store of lived experience
The Battle of the Marne

In September, the French were being pushed back towards Paris The 12
Currassiers, with the Germans ‘sur nos talons’, covered the retreat It looked as 1f the
Germans were about to break through and force their way to Paris ‘Les jours suivants
[ ] sont, pour la France, les plus angoissants de toute la guerre,” notes the
Historique * One can only imagine the state of mind of soldiers already at the limits

of endurance On 8 September, the regiment suffered its first fatality when Cavalier
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Dupuis was killed during reconnaissance The suffering of the horses continued The
next day, with the regiment once again at Verdun, twenty six horses were evacuated
On 10 September at three in the morning the regiment 1s ordered to cover the
retreating 6" corps which has suffered heavy losses The Journal notes laconically, ‘la

situation semble trés grave ’ It was

‘On est puceau de I’Horreur comme on 1’est de la volupté,” wrote Celine 1n Voyage
(RI, 14), and 1t 15 here at the Battle of the Marne that he first experiences the horror of
modern war Note how the word ‘horror’ echoes down the years 1n Voyage from when

Destouches wrote home 1n September 1914

La lutte s’engage formidable, jamais je n’a1 vu et verrai tant d’horreur, [ ]
depuis trois jours les morts sont remplaces continuellement par les vivants a
tel point qu’ils forment des monticules que I’on briile et qu’a certain endroit
on peut traverser la Meuse a pied ferme sur les corps allemands 67

According to Jean Bastier, this last assertion 1s an example of ‘rumeurs et fausses
nouvelles’® — how could the bodies of German dead form a bridge across the
Meuse? — but this 1s not to say deliberate falsehood Soldiers do not leave their
1maginations behind when they go to war and so 1magination must be part of how the
war 1s told Destouches records not Just his vision of war but the state of mind which
accepts that vision as real He 15 here the soldier pushed to the limit of endurance
where imagination takes over and truth occupies the limit of what can be said,

imagined, believed of the war As Eric J Leed comments

One must see 1llusion 1n general, and the myth and fantasies of war 1n general
as an attempt to dissolve and resolve the constraints upon vision and action
that define the reality of war

The distortion becomes 1tself a truth of war — that part of war in which the
1magination 1s plunged and from which 1t may never fully emerge Robert Graves’
view that the memoirs of a man who had seen the worst of war are ‘not truthful unless
they contain a high proportion of falsities’ 1s especially relevant 1n this instance (see

2 2 Graves) Indeed, in Voyage, 1t is imagination which will once again, as in

wartime, colour the memory of war until its truth once again hovers on the edge of
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hallucination And Voyage 1s indeed proof that, years after, Céline’s imagination

remains organised around war just as much as his mind does

Celine ends his letter to his parents with a premonitory remark which anticipates Jean
Vigier’s despair two years later at Verdun (see [ 3 Verdun) Like Vigier, young
Destouches 1s only too aware that the scale of sacrifice of heroes may result in the

death of France 1itself He writes, in what 1s as good a definition of ‘attrition’ as any

La bataille laisse I'1impression d’une vaste fournaise ou s’engloutissent les
forces vives de deux nations et ou la moins fournie des deux restera la
maitresse °

The French won the Battle of the Mame and 1t has remained ever since a synonym for
legendary victory m the French collective mind For those who were there 1t was an
unforgettable experience Marc Bloch wrote of 1t, ‘1l est probable que tant que je
vivral, a moins que Je ne finisse mes jours dans I’imbécillite, je n’oublierai jamais le
10 septembre 1914 *"! His memory 1s vivid ‘Les blesses criaient ou rdlatent [ ] Une
odeur de sang flottait dans I"air *"2 The expertence of the mdividual soldier 1n the
mdst of a great battle 1s limited, subjective He has not the point of view of the
historian who sees the grand scale The soldier only knows what he sees and this often
remains icomprehensible They called 1t the Victowre de la Marne ‘Je n’aurais pas su

la nommer,” Bloch says Signtficantly, 1n Voyage, Celine does not even mention 1t

On 12 September Celine’s regiment 1s ordered to follow the retreating Germans
Leaving camp at one 1n the afternoon, after an arduous journey 1t arrives once more at
Verdun at eleven that night Many horses die en route One Marechal de logis, four
brigadiers and fifteen ordinary soldiers are evacuated On 15 September the regiment,
fighting on foot, 1s forced to fall back on Mageville, ‘village completement saccage et

abandonne’ 7*

Next day the regiment enters woods at Spincourt to flush out enemy
troops Four cuirassiers are wounded Is this where Celme first feels fear? With death
waiting behind trees as m Voyage, ‘des arbres, je m’en mefiais [ ] depuis que j’etais

passe par leurs embuscades’ (RI, 57)?

These are days of constant skirmishing Fatigue continues to take its toll Nine more

men are evacuated There follows a substantial reinforcement of the regiment five
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Marechaux de log:s, thirteen brigadiers, one hundred and thirty one cavaliers, one
hundred and seventy three horses, an indication of how exhausted and depleted 1t has
become On 23 September, the regiment suffers 1ts second fatality Maréchal de logis
Renard 1s killed when a reconnaissance unit 1s surprised by Germans At the end of
the month a brigadier, sixteen men and twenty-seven horses are evacuated On 1

October the regiment 1s embarked for Flanders
Flanders

The situation 1n Flanders 1s different The Race to the Sea 1s on and the face of
battle has greatly changed The regiment finds 1tself fighting more and more on foot,
‘11 s’opposa a la marche de I’ennemu par d’incessants combats a pied’ notes the
Historigue ”° On 4 October, brigadier Bouteloup 1s killed The regiment 1s sent to
guard the river Lys, including the Bout-du-Monde bridge ‘Toute la jeunesse est allee
mourtr deja au bout du monde dans le silence de verite,” Celine will write in one of
Voyage’s most significant passages (RI, 200) 7® Here, the cuirassiers await the
inevitable attack On 5 October, 1t comes and the regiment 1s forced to fall back
Cuirassier Ach 1s killed in an explosion The following day the regiment retakes the
bridge Céline takes part 1n a reconnaissance patrol to Comines 1n the wake of the
Germans Comuines, as we shall see, will become Noirceur-sur-la-Lys in Voyage In
the course of a patrol Lieutenant Jozan 1s wounded as 1s cuirassier Luart The
trumpeter Chaligue 1s killed, shot in the head The regiment 1s involved 1n close
fighting and falls back ‘ne cedant le terramn que pied a pied *”” On 11 October, while
attacking Richebourg-1’ Avoue, brigadier Trelat and cuirassier Jouan are killed,
lieutenant Tourout and seven others wounded Celine, deeply affected by the loss of
comrades, writes to his parents in what 1s his most eloquent expression of
camaraderie Expression which will contrast starkly with the anti-camaradernie of

Voyage

Nous deplorons la perte de pas mal d’entre nous Lt Tourout, Jozan, Doucerin,
Legrand, Brigadier Trelat et pas mal de nos pauvres camarades [ ]
J’apprends les blessures de pas mal d’entre nous, y’a1 appris aussi que ce
pauvre Max Linder a été tue 4 Estemay
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The truth is certainly that, whatever divided them, Celine could 1n no way have
remained indifferent to the suffering and loss of men whose life, anxieties and dangers
he shared In spite of these losses his spirit remains resolutely heroic, assuring his

parents ‘continuons quand mé€me et vaincrons siirement ’

And yet with striking premonition — surely a sign of his deep agitation — Celine can
look beyond the war to 1ts consequence, ‘c’est effrayant ce qu’il y en aura apres cette

guerre maudite > His own war will not last for very much longer

On 14 October the regiment attacked at Pont-Richon ‘Le combat est tres violent,’
records the Historique ™ One officer and three cuirassiers are wounded, ten horses
killed or wounded The regiment needs rest but the situation 1s critical The Germans
must not be allowed to cross theYpres canal In an effort to stop them the 7 Division
1s thrown to the north of Ypres Two days later the regiment, again on foot, holds
back the Germans, but eventually 1t 1s forced back to Poelkapelle On 20 October, at
dawn, the regiment 1s thrown forwards It fights all day to hold back the German line
but again 1s forced back and Poelkapelle surrendered That night the Germans attack
Langemarck and the cuirassiers are moved to the trenches to support the infantry
there On 22 October the regiment takes part in a massed attack on Bixschoote, aided
by a cychsts division and a regiment of kilted Scotsmen *° None of this will figure in

Voyage
The Encounter with Death

The battle 1n which Celine takes part in late October 1914 1s the first battle of
Ypres, a battle which, according to Jean Bastier, ‘surpasse en violence et en

acharnement les combats de la Marne’ ®'

Battle rages around Poelkapelle and
Langemarcke On the 25 October, the regiment 1s ordered to cover the left flank of the
66™ infantry regiment attacking Poelkapelle It 1s of the utmost importance to assure
the liaison between the 66™ and the 125" Infantry regiment, attacking Poelkapelle
from the east These are days of constant bombardment and artillery fire The 66™
infantry regiment loses over six hundred men during the next four days 52 In these

conditions the regular liaison officers hesitate to carry messages over the flat, exposed
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terrain Celine volunteers On foot he carries a message to the Colonel of the infantry

regiment

There 1s a possibility that, at this point, Celine may have suffered a head injury The
evidence comes from a medical note wnitten in 1946 by Celine himself where he
mentions ‘ma premiere blessure lorsque je fus projete par un eclatement d’obus contre
un arbre’ ¥ Is this the scene recalled in Voyage, ‘le feu est party, Ie bruit est reste
longtemps dans ma téte’ (RI, 17)? In any case, 1t 1s here that Celine has his solitary

encounter with death Celine’s father described what happened

Il a ete frappe [ ] au moment ou sur la ligne de feu 1l transmettait les ordres
de la division a un Colonel d’Infanterie La balle qui I’a atteint par ricochet
était deformee et aplatie par un premier choc, elle presentait des bavures de
plomb et des asperites qui ont occasionné une plaie assez large, 1’os du bras
droit a éte fracture ¥

A letter from his Captain Schneider expands on the circumstances of Celine’s wound

Celine’s courage m the face of death appears either heroic or reckless

Il a ete atteint d’une balle dans les circonstances suivantes le 27 courant,
charge avec quelques cuirassiers du regiment d’etablir la liaison entre des
eléments d’infanterie et le commandement, a I’attaque de Poelkapelle,
traversant a plusieurs reprises des zénes les plus dangereuses, 1l a ete, ce jour-
la a 18 h frappe d’une balle au bras 83

Schneider emphasises Celine’s bravery

Ce que je tiens surtout a vous redire, c¢’est combine le courage de votre fils a
ete admirable Depuis le debut de la guerre on le trouve d’ailleurs partout ou 1l
y a du danger, c’est son bonheur, 1l y est plein d’entrain et d’énergie! Le 27, 1l
marche sans compter, méme quand ce n’est pas son tour, sous un feu
formidable qui depuis quatre jours est un roulement de tonnerre 1ninterrompu
Fusillade, mitrailleuses, obus, rien ne 1’arréte 86

Those four days of bombardment and fire give the lie to those who seek to mimimise

Celine’s experience of war ®’

But Céline’s wounding was only the beginning of his trauma His father describes the

circumstances of his evacuation from the battlefield
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7

were being killed at a rate of 2,000 men a day during the bloodiest period of the war,
August to November 1914 He witnessed the death of his generation as one-third of
those, like him, born 1n 1894 died on the battlefield (see 1 3 Death) He witnessed the
death of an age-old concept of war based on movement and the emergence of an
unprecedented experience of war as long lines dug in the earth produced stasis and
alienation He witnessed the death of the Cavalry and was part of its iromic fall from
grace, obliged to ‘faire les mille pattes’,”* crawling on the ground under bombardment
from an enemy he could not see As modern war took hold of his world and prepared
to kill 1t, he encountered death first-hand, caught by a ricocheting bullet that maimed
him He left the battlefield a hero, but this unheroic war was not finished with him
The 12" Cuirassiers 1tself, as the Historique informs us, would die over and over in
unending cyclical re-enactment during the war, before being dissolved soon after 1t
When the war ended, 1t was as if France itself had suffered a deathblow The size of
the effort, the numbers sacnficed, represented a scale of defeat rather than victory
Memory, as we have seen, would never be a place for celebration, rather a place for
mourning In a very real sense, death had won and would dominate memory In
Chapter Four we will turn our attention to Celine’s traumatic memory of war as it

moves to the startling irony of 1ts expression m Voyage

' The Carnets of currassier Destouches were written towards the end of 1913 Céline took them to war
with him and when he was wounded gave them to a fellow cuirassier for safe-keeping The Carnets
were eventually restored to him 1 the 1950s See ‘Les Carnets du cuirasse Destouches’, L Herne, 10—
12

? Herbert Hendin and Ann Pollinger Haas, Wounds of War The Psychological Aftermath of Combat m
Vietnam (New York Basic Books, 1984), p 10

* Much of the detail of this section on Céline’s early hife 1s mdebted to the first volume of Frangois
Gibault’s Celine
* See Gibault, I, 38-41

> In ‘Interview avec Lows Paulwels et Andre Brissaud’, Cahuers Celine, 2 Celine et l'actualite
luterawre 1957-1961, ed by Jean-Pierre Dauphin and Henri Godard (Panis Gallimard, 1976), 119-129
(p 122)
® Gibault, I, 50-51

7 ‘Interview avec Louis Paulwels’, p 123
8 Celine’s own death 1n 1961 would recall the death of his grandmother Writes Frangois Gibault, il ne
voulait personne | ] Le vieux cavalier voulait mourir comme il avait vecu, en solitaire > See Gibault,
11 1944-1961 Cavalier de I'Apocalypse (1986), pp 346347
® Marcel Brochard, ‘Celine a Rennes’, L Herne, 203-204

% ‘Interview avec Louis Paulwels’, p 122

! Gibault, 1, 59

> Asked by Louis Paulwels 1f he believes in God, Celine’s response 1s an emphatic ‘non, je ne crois
pas du tout, non, non, je ne crois pas du tout, non, non, non, non, je ne crois pas en Dieu * See,
‘Interview avec Lows Paulwels’, p 127

1 See Gibault, I, 114-115

* Interview avec Louis Paulwels , p 124

' Gibautlt, I, 118

16 Gibault, 1, 21
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See Historique, pp 4-5 Malmusse’s prowess on the racecourse mevitably suggests comparison with
Voyage’s capitame Ortolan of Romans, [, 32

%6 Gibault, I, 139

57 For an account of this infamous retreat, see Bastier, pp 59-67

%% See Bastier, p 73

%7 See Bastier, pp 86-87

% See Bastier, p 67 This case of incompetence was not unique Elsewhere Bastier writes, ‘la moitié des
generaux commandant les divisions de cavalerie seront remplaces pour incapacite, amnst que de
nombreux généraux commandant de I’infanterie’ (p 58) See also Pierre Miquel’s remarks i 1 3 The
Trenches, endnote 73

%! Bastier, p 91

52 Jean Bastier, correspondence with the author of this study, letter dated 4 December 2000

53 Jean Bastier speculates that Celine may have witnessed villages burning as early as 9 August See Le
Cuirassier blesse, p 46

 Historique, p 6

% The Historique’s account of this episode reads as follows ‘Le sous-lieutenant Danbon avait derriere
lu1 4 currassiers et 3 chasseurs , 1l charge les cavaliers ennemis Ceux-c1 font demi-tour, mais trop tard
pour evrter Jes notres L’officter pointe un adversaire, en sabre un autre , un sous-officier de chasseurs
pointe a son tour , enfin un dragon allemand tombe en avant, le corps traverse par le sabre du cavalier
Lebas, un vrai cuirassier * See Historique, p 6 1t is to be noted that the Historique records the name of
Danbon while the regimental diary appears to read Daubon The name Danbon 1s retained by Frangois
Gibault, while Daubon is retained by Jean Bastier It 1s obviously the same person 1n question

5 Historique, p 6

57 Gibault, 1, 140

% Bastier, p 161

% Leed, p 116

7 Gibault, 1, 140

7! Bloch, Souvenirs de guerre, p 14

72 Souvenirs de guerre, p 17

7 Souvenirs de guerre, p 18

™ Recorded n the Journal des marches et operations du 12 Cuirassiers

> Historique, p 9

" Did Celine then or later recall Baudelaire’s description of a painting by Constantin Guy, ‘un
regiment passe, qui va peut-étre au bout du monde, jetant dans I’air des boulevards ses fanfares

entrainantes et legeres comme |’esperance’” If he did, 1t must surely have been with some rony See

Baudelaire, ‘Peintre de la vie moderne’, in Qeuvres completes (Paris Gallimard, 1961), pp 1152-1192
(p 1161) The term returns when Baudelaire describes the painting ‘Consecration d’un terramn funebre a
Scutari par I’evéque de Gibralter’, where ‘les soldats et les officiers ont ces airs ineffagables de
gentlemen, resolus et discrets, qu’ls portent au bout du monde’ (p 1170) See also on this, Nicholas
Hewitt, The Golden Age of Louis-Ferdinand Celine (Lemington Spa Berg, 1987), p 63

7 Historique, p 10

78 Cited 1n Bastier, p 219

” Historique, p 11

%¢ See Bastier, p 278

8! Bastier, p 304

%2 See Bastuer, p 308

% See Gibault, 1, 161-162 Gibault accepts the possibility of ‘une premiere blessure’, but having
studied Céline’s medical records for 1914-1915 he finds ‘n1 trepanation nt méme trauma crinien’, see
p 159 Jean Bastier, p 337, lends credence to Celine’s medical note and uses 1t as an important element
n his argument that Celine suffered shell-shock See also 4 2 The Trepanation Myth

* Gibault, I, 147

8 Gibault, I, 151

% Gibault, 1, 151-152

¥7 Describing Celine’s wound as ‘la bonne blessure’ Philippe Alméras says of him, ‘son courage a
consiste a tuer I’imagnation, ¢’est fait d’orgueil” See Almeras, p 41 Jay Winter writes, ‘he had been
hit accidentally, wandering around 1n the darkness [ ] He had received what British soldiers called a
‘Blighty’, the best kund of wound — honourable but 1n no sense dangerous He was out of the real war’
See Winters, ‘Celine and the Cultivation of Hatred’, p 234

8 Gibault, I, 148
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% Historique, pp 12-13

% See Gibault, I, 153 This of course 1s to be compared with Celine’s father’s account

°! Gibault, 1, 149

*2 These figures and those that follow are calculated from the Journal des marches et operations du 12*
Cuirassiers

% In correspondence with the author of this study, letter dated 4 May 2001

% Mille-pattes, as well as being a character in Guignol s Band 1s the mocking description of the
dismounted cutrassier in Robert Desaubliaux’s memoir, La Ruee etape d'un combattant, cited in Jean
Bastier, p 284 Desaubliaux served m the 11" Currassiers during the war and his itinerary was very
much Celine’s His La Ruee appeared n 1920 (see also 5 3 Intertextual Witness)

126



CHAPTER FOUR

127



"7 35C

5383* " 3*
% &A
+-*!# +1_
% 9 % 5P" %: ' 3
3 % 3% & 6. 8
& 9 3 % " % 9 3
% % 9 6 8 0N % 9
- 9 K6 73 7 = 9 $$7 $ &
% 6 3 % 3
% & & 7 &" 9% &
% % 7 9 $9 " S)
6 (.,*Q
+
= $ % # % %:7 N
7 = 3 3 %% 9 " 6 . 6 +
% % " " $ 3 $
5P" %65 " " $ 65 3
n 4
- K$ $ P 9 % 9 %
& % 8% $ % 2 %
K $ 8T 9 " %
9 % G % 60
+5P" %:7 & $ 3 &
% 3 >/ 262 B3 45 5



as an hallucinatory flux His father records 1t, ‘la vision de toutes les horreurs dont 1l a

3
ete le temoin traverse constamment son cerveau ’

Yet again we encounter horror 1n relation to Celine The word 1s indeed charged with
significance for Celine and helps us to understand his experience of war Louis Crocq,

a specialist on war trauma, tells us

L’horreur [ ] designe un sentiment complexe ou ’on saisit que les limites de
ce qui est tolerable a voir sont dépassees et ou les valeurs morales les plus
sacrees sont bafouees [ ] L’horreur apporte avec elle quelque chose
d’incomprehensible, d’mexplicable et d’indicible En ce sens, c’est elle qui
nous parait le mieux adherer au vecu traumatique *

What lucidity remains to Celine allows only a troubled awareness of past danger and

of escape from death

1l se demande encore par quel miracle 1l se trouve encore de ce monde, la
presence du danger aigu de jour et de nuit auquel 1l a conscience seulement

maintenant d’avoir échappé a provoque chez lu1 [ ] une surexcitation
nerveuse

His father’s observations match forcefully the description of shell-shock victims
offered by Drs John T Curdy and Turner (see 1 4 Shell-shock) In addition, Celine’s
condition was complicated by infection from his ricochet wound Infection raised
temperature, causing a severe headache But infection also intensified the breakdown
not just of Celine’s body, but also of his personality, his self 8 Nurse Vera Brittain

described what happens

Wounded men kept their personalities even after a serious operation, whereas
those of the sick became so quickly impazired, the tiny, virulent microbe that
attacked the body seemed to dominate the spirit as well Why was personality
so vulnerable, why did 1t succumb to such small, humiliating assailants?’

How many days did this delirtum last? We cannot tell, but his father’s visit came one
whole week after Celine had been wounded This 1s a most significant period for

Celine and Voyage It 1s here 1n these days of delirium that Celine’s heroic self 1s lost
And 1t 15 here that we find the onginal memory loss on which Voyage 1s founded and

around which 1t and all of Celine, words and deeds, orbits 1n ceaseless circles
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En convalescence, on me ’avait apportée la médaille, a I’hdpital méme Et le
méme jour, je m’en fus au thedtre, la montrer aux civils pendant les entractes
Grand effet C’etait les premieres medailles qu’on voyait dans Paris Une
affaire ! (RI, 49)

In January 1915, Celine was transferred to hospital at Villejuif, in the care of Gustave
Roussy, the future Docteur Bestombes of Voyage '’ He underwent an operation and
spent some time at home convalescing In February, he was again hospitalised for
painful electrical treatment to his wounded arm involving ‘un courant continu et chocs
galvaniques’,'® a ‘medical advance’ he will satirise in Foyage (See RI, 89-90 and

94) V7

London

In May 1915, still 1n the army, Celine was posted to the French consulate in
London A colleague, Georges Geoffroy recalls days and nights of freedom, girls, and
music halls, lived 1n the wings of an expatriate underworld of French pimps '® As
recalled in Guignol’s band, this expatnate society would complete Celine’s anti-war
education Thus latter novel 1s the finest expression of Celine’s ‘delire’ Hallucinatory
1n style, 1ts hero Ferdinand, in an atmosphere provided by the war, repeatedly breaks
down and sees visions of the dead Years later Celme recalled his London sojourn 1n a
letter to Joseph Garcm, dated April 1930, ‘j’avais 20 ans et trop de souvenirs du
front *'® Written two years before the publication of Voyage this letter confirms the
weight of memory of war clouding Celine’s London sojourn Trauma, as we shall
see, 1s characterised by the cyclical return of experience That the ex-soldier was
happy to be alive does not exclude the recurring anguish of a persistent memory of
death Indeed, the sheer joy of finding himself alive and far from war, may well have

thrown nto stark relief that angwish, as in Guignol’s band
Africa

Celine was demobilised 1n December 1915 2° In May 1916, he sailed from
Liverpool to work for a forestry company 1n the Cameroon However, while the war
continued, he remained subject to military control, just as Bardamu does From

Africa, Céline wrote letters to his childhood friend, Simone Saintu, to his parents, and
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to Albert Milon In these letters memory of the war dominates Celine The twenty-two

year old already speaks with the tone of the disenchanted veteran

Presque tous ceux avec lesquels je suis part1 en campagne, sont tues, les rares
qui subsistent sont uremediablement infirmes, enfin quelques autres comme
mot, errent un Peu partout, a la recherche d’un repos et d’un oubli, que I’on ne
trouve plus—2

Here, self-portrayed as ‘irremediably infirm’ and unable to forget, 1s the solitary,
alienated spirit of the future Bardamu, whose life 1s lived as a perpetual past Henn
Godard 1s indeed right to say that these letters contain ‘I’essentiel de la vision de la
guerre et des hommes dans la guerre que mettra en ceuvre Voyage au bout de la

22
nuit’

The war Celine remembers here anticipates the war of Voyage, theatrical and
incessantly re-enacting itself (see 7 3 The Theatre of Patriotism) His voice carries a

stern 1f weary note of denunciation

Voici aujourd’hui deux ans que je quittar Rambouillet pour la grande aventure,
et depuis ce temps on a tue beaucoup, et on tue encore, inlassablement
fastidieusement, la guerre commence a me faire ’effet d’une 1gnoble tragedie,
sur lequel le rideau s’abaisserait et se releverait sans cesse, devant un public
rassasie, mais trop prostré pour se lever et partir—>

He remembers the moment at nightfall when he was wounded

Il y a aujourd’hui tres exactement 2 ans que je fus amoche [ ] Je me rappelle
qu’a ce moment, entre la premiere ligne de tranchee et le poste de
commandement 1l n’y avait pas de boyaux, a la nuit tombante on pouvait ainst
chercher pendant les heures, a I’aveuglette le poste de commandement
gu’aucune lumiere ne revélait naturellement

On appelait ¢a, garder les vaches—

C’est en gardant les vaches que je fus numerote—?>*

Memory here 1s full of darkness and blindness, ‘aucune lumiere’, ‘a ’aveuglette’,
essential metaphors of Voyage A sense of comical absurdity frames the moment and
strips 1t of any appeal to heroism as the ‘agent de haison’ wanders in darkness, unable
to find his way The body too, a site of memory, 1s stripped of its grace, ‘amoché’, an
appropriate word indeed to describe Celine’s memory of war and 1ts literary

expression in Voyage 25
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There 1s rage here too In a movement of anger, Celine takes Saintu to task for her

theatrical enthusiasm for the war’s offensives

Chaque fois que j’entends parler d’offensive  Je me represente, un soldat
quel qu’1l soit, mort, tue, sanglant, ralant, dans la boue rouge —

Et mon enthousiasme disparait — Représentez-vous ce petit tableau et s1 vous
avez deux sous de sens commun, Je vous defis a I’avenir d’applaudir aux
offensives — 2

Imbued with this ‘imagination of death’, Celine’s memory of the war has taken shape
He openly detests the war ‘Je ne vous cache pas que la guerre me repugne,” he
writes 2’ And i a style and language again anticipating Voyage he attacks the notions
of heroism and sacrifice ‘Je pretends que la plupart des malheureux qui font acte de

courage, accusent une penurie tout au moins de représentation de 1’1dee de la mort 28

This passage glittermgly reveals an essential element of Celine’s truth of and witness
to war It will find its full expression 1n Voyage when Bardamu accuses his comrades
of lacking ‘I’1magination de la mort’ (RI, 36) These letters reveal a certain insight on
Céline’s part into man’s attitude faced with death, insight owing nothing to the

theories of Freud as has been claimed within Celine scholarship %
The following might well be Celme’s assessment of his own heroism

J a1 vu, etudie, malaxe de mes yeux, la figure de I’homme qui va se faire tuer,
lorsqu’il n’est pas illumine, determine — 1l est résigne, 1l ne comprend plus,
tout ce qu’on pourra vous raconter, d’avance je le refute, ceux qur ont vu ont
voulu vowr quelque chose, la ou 1l n’y a rien a vorr, la figure de I’homme
ordinaire devant la mort, reflete je le maintiens 1’atome passive, et ceux qui
font frordement le sacrifice de leur vie sachant exactement I’etendue et la
portée de leur geste — ont pris simplement le parti-pris de jouer bien ou mal,
le réle qui leur est echu, mais ne font en aucun cas participer leur conscience
et leur concept a I’abandon total de leur instinct de conservation *°

The letters establish Céline’s position of witness — his ‘j’a1 vu’ guarantees witness —
and reveal a strong sense of being in possession of the truth The war has been a site
of revelation Ironically, the express desire of the Carnets, ‘savoir et connaitre’, has

been fulfilled by experience Céline writes to Simone Santu, ‘1l me fallait cette
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grande epreuve pour connaitre le fond de mes semblables sur lesquels j’avais de

grands doutes —°'

Knowledge of his fellow man, however, ‘je sais ce que je vaux, je sais ce qu’ils
valent’,*? has 1solated Celine, or rather, confined him within a certain group whose
experience has set them apart disenchanted veterans ‘Les ‘‘errants’ qu’aura causé la
guerre seront nombreux— he predicts, prefiguring the dislocation and alienation of
veterans 1n post-war society 3 This alienation, Celine suggests, 1s the corollary of

witness

C’est pourquol, Je parcours et parcourral encore le monde, dans des
occupations fantaisistes, c’est pourquo1 aussi beaucoup d’autres qui ont vu
nous joindront, ¢’est pourquol le régiment des dévoyes et des ‘errants’ se
renforcera de nombreuses unites, transfert fatal de la desillusion, bouee de
I’amour propre, rempart contre la servitude qui avilit et degrade, mais contre
qui personne ne proteste, parce qu’elle n’a que notre cerveau comme
spectateur —

Celine announces his own alienated and rootless condition and ranks himself among
those who have seen, who have witnessed The word ‘errants’ evokes an army of
ghosts, of which he 1s one, and anticipates ¥oyage and its ‘fantdmes’ The last twist of
this tortuous sentence 1s noteworthy, emphasising the subjective nature of witness, a

clear starting point for the subjectivity of Voyage

The letters reveal Celine’s ardent desire for peace before he returns to Europe and a
latent mistrust of mankind, ‘je me berce souvent du doux espoir que la paix sera signe
avant que je revienne pres des hommes,’ he writes 3% However, 1n a letter to his
parents, he foresees that this peace when 1t comes, will be a deeply troubled one, ‘des
plaies sociales d’origine profondes 1ssues de la guerre seront encore pendant de
longues annees, des sources de purulence qu’il sera—, je crois, difficile de tanr %
There 1s no Enlightenment dawn here, no progress justifying the war’s slaughter The

37

death of France — ‘mon pauvre pays que )’aime quand méme’”’ — as a result of the

war, continues to haunt him He asks

Qui nous restera-t-11 pour représenter 1'1dée frangaise dans ce pays ot la
saignee pratiquée sur un rigoureux pied d’egalite n’aura pas epargne plus le
docteur es/science que le dernier des 1llettres **
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France the French Revolution It will echo throughout his writing and 1n his

pamphlets

If Africa was 1n any way a refuge from the war 1t was not so for long Celine’s
African sojourn ended, as his war did, 1n a debacle of fever and excrement 2 As
Voyage testifies, Africa was an alienating re-enactment of Céline’s war experience In
April 1917, Celine was shipped home with chronic enteritis > He will, therefore, be

back 1n Paris to witness the last year of the war and 1its aftermath
Stlence

On 11 November 1918, Celine was 1n Dinan, Bordeaux, on an educational
misston with the Rockefeller Foundation * The end of the war was celebrated here, as
elsewhere, with uninhibited joy We do not know Celine’s reaction, his inner
thoughts, his remembrances It was Celine’s work with the Rockefeller Foundation
which brought him to Rennes where he completed his baccalaureat and began his
tramning as a doctor ** In Rennes he met and married Edith Follet *° These were years
of silence about the war When asked about his war experience, ‘read Barbusse’ was
all Celine answered *’ However, the trauma of memory persisted ‘Plus de soixante
ans apres,” Edith Follet insisted on Céline’s trauma, remembering his silence and
unhappiness whenever the war was mentioned *8 ‘Louts ne savait pas étre heureux,’

she said *

Sometimes the silence broke Follet recalled that in 1919 Celine told her father that,
‘lors des combats de 1914, 1l avait eu peur et s’ctait montre lache’ *° Years later he
would repeat this to Elizabeth Craig °' Celine’s memory of war was tainted by a
suspicion of his own lack of courage, born of a recognition of his own fear in war —
perhaps originating n the wood at Spincourt — and enlarged by an access of fear
during his breakdown 1n Hazebrouck Fear compromises masculinity and Celine’s
confessions confirm that the war, acting on his doubts over his own virility, damaged
his sense of being a man (see 3 2 Cuirassier Celine) As such, Celine’s experience
recalls the crisis 1n masculinity caused by the war and noted particularly by Denis de

Rougemont (see 1 4 Mechanisation)
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show his memory of war hovering beneath the surface of even the most novel
experience ‘Tout ce que je vois ne ressemble a rien,” he writes, ‘c’est insense comme
la guerre *64 Celine’s experience 1 Geneva 1s critical with regard to memory The
post-war League of Nations was established to create world peace Vera Brittain was
a lecturer with the League 1n the early twenties and attended its Geneva Assemblies ‘I
felt [the League] to be the one element of hope and progress contained in the peace
treaties,” she wrote © This hope was to be disappointed The League, Brittain writes,
was destined to be used as a ‘stage on which [the Foreign Ministers of the Great
Powers] could play the skilled game of the Old Diplomacy circumspectly dressed up
1n international costume **® This 1s L ’Eglise *" Brittain’s ‘stage’ metaphor shows how

appropnate Celine’s use of theatre was for the representation of the League’s failure

Less than ten years after the Great War, the League’s death-mastering potential had
proven vain Celine would get an msider’s view His unsuccessful 1926 play L Eglise
1s the result Like Mea culpa ten years later, L 'Eglise records a collapse in belief It
announces the crisis in memory which will lead to Yoyage As will prove his wont,
Celine responds to this failure by supporting memory with vibrant tones of satire,

mockery and anti-Semitism

Celine’s experience of the Societe des Nations was disastrous Living an extravagant,
indebted lifestyle his position deteriorated quickly and ended suddenly when he was
accorded four months sick-leave at the end of 1927, ‘a la suite d’asthenie et d’orthenie
consecutives au paludisme %% The cycle of fever and collapse had once again been set
in motion At the end of 1927, Celine, having left the Societe des Nations, returned to
Parts He will be there 1 1928 as the 10" Anmiversary Armustice commemoration

takes place and the collective memory of the Great War reaches fever pitch
The Crisis in Memory

In Geneva, Celine met the American dancer, Elizabeth Craig % They began a
passionate love affair They enjoyed life together ‘In Geneva, we used to go skung,’
Craig remembered ‘He taught me how to ski and ice skate, we had a great time 70
This changed when they went to live 1n Paris More precisely, she remembered, 1t

changed when they moved to an apartment in Montmartre This was 1n August 1929
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them ¥ How could she understand what Celine was carrying inside him? ‘He’d look
at me as 1f to say, Well, you don’t understand anything, you just don’t know how

/a36

tragic ife 1s”"” She tried to reason with him, life 1sn’t all sad, she argued ‘He’d look

at me as if to say You'll never understand’”®

What was happening to Celine as he wrote Voyage? Wnting trauma 1s to engage
trauma It 1s to confront trauma 1n an effort to quell 1t The writing of trauma 1s fraught
with danger Jorge Semprun has described what happens For Semprun, writing about

his experience of death was to construct a life from death itself

Je ne possede rien d’autre que ma mort, mon experience de la mort, pour dire
mavie [ ] Il faut que je fabrique de la vie avec toute cette mort Et la
meilleure fagon d’y parvenir, c’est I’écriture 8

The effort to write becomes the effort to transform death info life However, Semprun

tells us, 1t 1s an effort doomed to failure

Le bonheur de I’écriture [ ] n’effacait jamais ce malheur de la memoire Bien
au contraire 1l P’aiguisait, le creusait, le ravivait 1l le rendait insupportable
Seul I’oubl1 pourrait me sauver 8

Here Semprun introduces us to the very core of Celine’s experience as he wrote
p p

Voyage

Celine entered memory only to become trapped there ‘At the beginning 1t was more
like a loving trust,” remembered Elizabeth Craig ‘Towards the end, it became more
like duty, he had to harness himself down to keep gomng [ ] It became an
occupation, a frantic occupation *° Tt was not what Celme had hoped for 'l be a
different man when I get it out of me,” he told her ol Through writing he sought his
own transformation ‘It’s been cooking inside me for a long time,” he said °2 But
writing only made the past’s sway over him more complete ‘Please forgive me,’
Celme pleaded, ‘but at imes I can’t think of anything else ’ & Craig saw that writing,
far from helping Celine to release himself from the pain of the past, was entrenching

him 1n it Even his laughter was dying

142



53 & 3:7+3 7=+% &
& & & % 6 +3 " &

" "9 & &7" & &65
$ &6
+ $33 N 7 & % 3 1% X &
6=N$ 666D $ 7 6 )
3 % % & 1 "$' 6=N 86 5 %
& 9 & 3 . 7 %% 9 " 7
& & 1 "$ >*+7 2?77 2? @6i#
$$ ) o+/& |/ 3
3 %9 73 % $ 89 % & @)
$ % # 3 && 6 3
& 65 9: & = 61
(P & $ 6 * & % 7
3 3 & $ &3 6!
=5 $ 9 + 7 " MK & "%
R
"o 3 & 6 + "
: 3 7 9 3 6+ " %
% 3 & & & % 6<
+ 227 & ) %6

60 5( *) ), 5(/, #+(*

6 &
% 9 & 3 % 3 89 %6
$ & & % & %
3 5 +8 & 7 3%7 %
6 % 3 % 7. 7" &
"% 7 % " &3 6



I %% 1% 3 %: 3 & %

9 % " :36<5j $/ 7 "3 &
+ & " 37 + > @7 4
"3 % % 3% % 7
9 &3 % 9 89 6 E666F (
3 %% 9 &3 $ 3 $ 3 9%

/ " 8 [*6<2 9 3
9% 3 = %: 3 % "6/ % &
9 9 %7 " 1*6 3 8
9 3 % % % %6 / 8

% $9 1*4

E666F & EG666F9 % % " &7
&7 && & & " %$ 6 E666F '@ E % &F
9 &8 7 7 & 6 E666F # "9
9 % 8 E666F6 E666F6
E666F % & E666F 6 E666F
S " E666F E666F
E666F6 " E666F73 9 &7 % & EG66F
$ &73 & 6 E666F 7 & " &
E 9 F6<
) % %& " 9 & 5P" %:6<A
+ 7 . 9 89
3% % . >+ 10@% & 9& 3 8
& 9% &% 6 3&809 % 6 7 % &6
) . $ % " & "% % 7
= 9 9V '% % 9 E666F # 666 >*+7 1@6
1% 7% % $ " 7=9 & 9D K
% 9 E666F6# 9 97D $ \7 " E666F
% % E666F V ] 7 % 7 >7 @6 7 &
7= D % 13 & % & OM

>*+7 @6 7 8 7= 4 P" 79 >*+7 @6



And finally, there 1s loss of self-control and disorzentation 1n the chapter’s final pages,
‘y’a1 dii céder a une immense envie de vomir, €t pas qu’un peu, jusqu’a

I’évanouissement’ (RI, 21)

That 1s not all Examining depression among veterans, Solomon offers this finding,
‘the descriptions of our soldiers reveal that the seeds of their depressive reactions are
often planted when they witness absurd losses and destruction * He adds that one
soldier who, ‘could not shake off the psychic numbing he had tried to use as a
defence, broke down when he saw stables piled with the corpses of dead Arabian
horses’ '% This explains why Bardamu breaks down at the sight of the regimental
butchers at work and not before Faced with this evidence how can Voyvage 1n this

instance be anything other than the transcription of a personal experience of CSR?

There 1s yet more For Jean-Pierre Richard this scene 1n Yoyage 1s one of epiphany
Richard calls Bardamu’s sickness ‘nausee exemplaire’, provoked by the brusque
revelation that ‘la chair n’est en realité que viande’ 197 This mnsight, he writes,
determines ‘la grande maladie du corps celinien [ ] le manque de tenue 1% In other
words, this scene 1s at the core of Celine’s obsession with death and decay We can

now see this ‘nausée’ as part and parcel of a CSR
The Aftermath

It 1s now known that the trauma of war can linger long after the war has ended
Even those soldiers who do not break down during war can suffer long-term traumatic
effects They remember and re-experience 1t in intrusive flashbacks and mghtmares
They can suffer extremes of anxiety and depression Soldiers from the Second World
War were breaking down for the first time 1in 1995, on the occasion of the 50t
Commemoration of the end of that war '% A 1985 study claims that as many as
35,000 Vietnam veterans had commutted suicide since returning from the Vietnamese

war '

In recent years the syndrome known as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) has

recerved much attention This disorder was first recognised 1n Vietnam veterans Its
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diagnosis was established in the American Psychiatric Association’s 1980 Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual Version Three (DSM-III) """ The DSM-II diagnosis centred
on three groups of symptoms intrusion, constriction and avoidance, and arousal —
including insomnia and 1rritability These symptoms represent a dysfunctional
response to an event ‘outside normal human experience * The diagnosis was seen by
many to be too narrow and 1t was argued that criteria such as ‘nomadism’ and
‘antisociality’ should have been included 2 All in all, research 1nto PTSD indicates
that ‘there 1s probably a spectrum of stress response problems varying from subtle
forms to severe, chronic disorder *''* Which 1s to say that there 1s no straightforward
PTSD diagnosis, but rather an array of symptoms that appear both varied and

changeable
The Trepanation Myth

The purpose of this study 1s not to label Celine with PTSD or any form of
clinical trauma or neurosis CSR and PTSD are only evoked 1n so far as they throw
light on Cehline’s experience Indeed, as we have seen, established PTSD criteria fall
short of the full range of traumatic effect observed in soldiers Antisociality and
nomadism, for example, are terms that could easily be applied to Celine 1n the decade
and a half that follow the war In particular, lacking from the PTSD spectrum of
critera are two traumatic responses apparent in Celine The first, the crisis in
masculinity, derives from the emasculating effect of the Great War There 1s evidence
that Denis de Rougemont’s assertion that the war had produced an effect of
‘impuissance généralisée’ and ‘onanisme chronique et homosexualite’ 1n males was
true of Celine (see 1 4 Mechanisation) While Elizabeth Craig testifies to Celine’s
nsatiable sexual appetite, this 1s true only of the carly part of their relationship e
There 18 evidence from Marcel Brochard that circa 1930, as he lost himself in writing
Voyage and the crisis of memory deepened, Celine suffered from impotence ''* In
addition, Frango1s Gibault has noted Celine’s propensity for masturbation, ‘méme
lorsqu’il eut de nombreuses aventures et liaisons avec de trés belles femmes’ " Hennt
Mahé claimed that Celine masturbated even while wnting '’ Voyage 1s littered with

references to masturbation, with characters who masturbate, such as Bebert and

Pomone, and with references to homosexuality The persistent homophobia of
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Céhine’s pamphlets completes this picture of disrupted maleness concomitant with the

collapse of the heroic 1deal

The other, and certainly the most intriguing, manifestation of trauma, 1s the
trepanation myth Celine claimed that he had been trepanned during the war but he
was not ‘Nous autres, tes copains de Rennes, nous le savons bien, tu n’as jamais ete
[ ]trepane ! writes Marcel Brochard ''® Associated with the trepanation myth were

lifelong incapacitating headaches and a condition resembling tinnitus 19

However, the
imaginary trepanation has an anchor 1n the reality of post-combat trauma One study
of Vietnam veterans with PTSD found that a ‘high mncidence of head injury [ ] was
reported [ ] but electroencephalographic studies gave unexpectedly normal

results’ '?° The trepanation myth becomes Celine’s way of trying to express the
paradoxical reality of a sense of having being damaged 1n the head where medical

investigation reveals nothing

Enk Ertkson throws light on the headaches In a case study of a traumatised Vietnam
War veteran he noted incapacitating headaches Like Celine, Enkson’s soldier when
evacuated from combat contracted fever Erikson comments, ‘from a physiological
viewpoint the fever and the toxic state had justified his first headache, but only the
first one '*' Erikson concludes that the soldier was suffering from psychosomatic

‘over-compensation’

Once evacuated, many men felt, as 1t were, unconsciously obligated to
continue to suffer and to suffer somatically, in order to justify the evacuation,
not to speak of the later discharge [ ] The Second World War experience has
indicated mnsight into what might be called an over compensation neurosis —

1 ¢ the unconsctous wish to continue to suffer in order to over-compensate
psychologically for the weakness of having let others down, for many of these
escapists were more loyal that they knew Our conscientious man, too,
repeatedly felt ‘shot throu%h the head” by excruciating pain whenever he
seemed definutely better '*

The ‘shot through the head’ metaphor recalls Celine’s own ‘j’a1 une balle dans la téte’

1 '2 Erikson describes this as a common

1n his 1957 interview with Madeleine Chapsa
‘neurosis’, which can be activated by memory and in which, significantly, the

contours of time, space and truth are distorted According to Erikson
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There have been many war neuroses of this kind Their victims were 1n a
constant state of potential panic [ ] Childlike anger and anxiety without
reason were provoked by anything too sudden or two intense, a perception or a
feeling, a thought, or a memory [ ] They would find themselves unable to
remember certain things, 1n their own neighbourhoods they would lose their
way or suddenly detect, in conversation, that they had unwittingly
musrepresented things They could not rely on the characteristic processes of
the furxlgglonlng ego by which time and space are organised and truth 1s

tested

Voyage’s acts of mlsrcpresentatlon,125 its confused references to truth,'*® its time
lapses, and 1ts enclosed or labyrinthine spaces all have part of their origin here 1n
trauma Time and truth ‘out of jomnt’, Enkson’s text reveals how much of Celine

‘mythomane’ 1s 1n fact a condition of his ongoing trauma of war

It 1s hardly surprising that Celine’s ‘over-compensation’ for evacuation from the war
should represent 1tself as a head wound or injury both m his life and work We have,
indeed, seen that he was repeatedly struck on the head by his father as a child (see 3 1
Work, Family and Army) In particular, we have seen that 1n the early part of the war
60% of injunies suffered were to the head (see 1 1 The Hero) Celine’s traumatic or
imaginary head wound 1s, 1n the light of experience, an appropriate expression of his
witness to war It captures both his sense of having been ‘wounded’ to the head, and
his sense of the experience 1n 1ts totality as being effectively a ‘wounding’ to the head
This 15 also true of his tinnitus complaint If we remember Emst Junger’s comment
that under bombardment a sense of ‘absurdity’ concentrates 1n the ear, it 1s but a short
step 1n logic to recogmse Cehine’s symptom as the literal ‘transposition’ of this sense
of absurdity (see 1 4 Absurdity) If 1t 1s also borne 1n mind that the etymology of
‘absurd’ 1s rooted 1n whatever 1s ‘unbearable to the ear’, the hiving metaphor of

Celine’s tinnitus becomes the expression of the Great War’s ‘unspeakable’ nature
The Nightmare of Memory
Post-traumatic stress disorder 1s a disease of memory and of time In abnormal

hife-threatening situations the mind simply cannot absorb what 1s happening Writes

Zahava Solomon, describing the inscription of trauma

148



"9 " 8% $ $ %

" %: & 6 7 3 7 %
601
5 4
"% % +: 3 & " 3
89 % EG666F6 ($ 3 "I# 3: 9 &
89 & $ & " "
" &60
-& % " % 6) " & : &
3 & & 7=+% 666 " 666 +
3 9%: & 96 0= & "%: 9 %%
$& % 89 %6 / 6 < $
3 4
, % & 7T " & 7
& $ 6 E666F # 3 "
% 9 " & "% % 6
% 9 && : 3 9
& 9 & % 3 9 %9 & 89 >*+7 1@
% 9 >*+7 0?7<@6 % =V$ $
3 & 6+ 3 " &
9 % # 73 % 9 =V$ $ 7 %
89 % 6KO)%% & [/ 7 "
9 D 8 " =" % % 6
% $ 3 89 % " 6 + 7
3 % 3 & 7" % 3 3 & %
6 . % 9 &>*+7 @6
9 7 % 3 3 %
& % 6+ & 7j $/ . % 9 %

& 5 53 7=3 &



PTSD casualty from the others 1s that he has internalised the deaths he

encountered *** The consequence of this 1s far-reaching

In the more seriously affected soldiers, it leads to an 1dentification with death
This 1dentification often shows 1tself in images and dreams of the dead that the
soldier finds difficult to throw off, as well as 1n a pervasive inner sense that
one 1s not quite alive oneself 135

Soldiers, says Solomon, mourn what they experience as their own death, a
phenomenon described by Robert Jay Lifton who calls 1t the ‘death imprint’ Those
afflicted by the death imprint ‘live as though they are dead, denying themselves
pleasure and curtailing their own vitality’ 136 Anger often appears, violent outbursts
and attacks, directed either at the world or at oneself For Lifton, anger and rage
represent a ‘desperate effort at vitality [ ] a way of holding onto a psychic lifeline
when surrounded by images of death’ *” In other words, for the ‘death imprinted’

survivor, anger becomes a way of shaking off death and feeling alive

Lifton describes the death imprint as ‘the radical intrusion of an image feeling of
threat or end of life’ *® Important factors that determine the intensity of the death
umprint are ‘the degree of unacceptability of death contamned 1n the image — of
prematurity, grotesqueness and absurdity’, ‘the impossibility of assimilating the death
imprint’, due to, among other reasons, ‘1ts association with the terror of premature,
unacceptable dying’, and ‘one’s vulnerability to death imagery — not only to direct
life threat but also to separation, stasis and disintegration — on the basis of prior
conflictual experience’ 139 1t 1s clear from Celine’s ongoing preoccupation with death
in his work and life that he suffered a form of ‘death imprint’ He unites all the
preconditions for it His youth and his dream of a life full of incident are the primary
mental charactenistics which render death absurd and unacceptable to him Céline’s
expenence of his grandmother’s death provides the source in early childhood of his
vulnerability to ‘separation, stasis and disintegration’ Included in this predisposition
to trauma 1s his latent resentment of army life and of his father who encouraged, 1f not
obliged, him to enlist This provides a critical element of ‘prior conflictual
experience’ which will influence the shape of Voyage and also, as we have seen, of

Mort a credit
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The Search for Meaning

Lifton has argued for a move away from seeing trauma 1n terms of
‘neurosts’ '** He believes the search to find meaning n the experience of death 1s at
the root of traumatic memory In Voyage, the search for understanding, the will to
arrive ‘au bout de la nuit’ 1s a fundamental In Lifton’s terms, therefore, the writing of
Voyage 1s a search for meaning born of an overwhelming encounter with death Lifton
defines the response of the death-imprinted survivor, seeking to free himseif of his
own sense of ‘inner deadness’ in terms of a three-stage process of ‘confrontation,
reordering, and renewal’ S\ major obstacle 1n the way of this process of return and

renewal, he says, 1s the

literalism survivors impose upon themselves 1n viewing their death encounter

[ ] TheZ may bind themselves to what they take to be its absolutely unaltered
14

reality

This view, which also enables us to understand the point of view of a Jean Norton
Cru, offers a remarkable 1nsight into the way in which Céline confronted his trauma
by straying from the ‘absolutely unaltered reality’, in his attempts to ‘reorder and
renew’ his expenence of death Furthermore, Lifton implicitly makes a case for
trauma as a driving force towards the expansion of consciousness, the goal of which 1s
to place overwhelming, unacceptable death within a new configuration of meaning, to

elaborate new terms of death mastery Thus too 1s Voyage
4 3 THE SITE OF RE-ENACTMENT
Duality

Chapter One described the breach in consciousness due to the Great War, the
breach made 1n the world and 1n the individual soldier by death (see | 3 Death) This
fracture 1s visible 1n the underlying patterns of Voyage, in particular the novel’s

fundamental duality, what Jean-Pierre Dauphin calls 1ts ‘mode biaire’ '**

Poyage 1s a world broken 1in two According to Dauphin, it 15 composed of two halves,

divided into three episodes each '** Each episode, he writes, 1s further divided in two

151



For example, the war episode 1s divided 1n two sections, Front and Rear The Front 1
further divided m two halves, operations and reconnaissance, with the reconnaissance
section comprising two further episodes, those of Barbagny and Noirceur *° The
remaining episodes are similarly constructed Dauphin finds duality too i the way
characters in Voyage re-enact each other ‘Peu differents entre eux, 1ls repétent parfois

Al 146
la méme évidence’, he writes

Examples of these duplicata are Lola/Musyne,
Bestombes/Baryton, but by far the greatest example of duality in Voyage 1s
Bardamu’s double Robinson These ‘dual’ relationships ultimately reflect Voyage’s
most significant split in consciousness, the one that divides 1ts creator, Celine from his
creation, Bardamu And the further one that divides Céline from his heroic self,
Destouches All of these ‘splits’ reflect an elemental and ultimately antagonistic break
1in consciousness flowing from the trauma of the Great War and refracted artistically

through the traumatised consciousness of Celine himself

Destouches/Céline, Céline/Bardamu, Bardamu/Robinson are the initiating models for
the development of ‘dual’ relationships within Voyage From these models flow a
whole series of adversarial ‘dualities’ above/below, big/small, rich/poor,
heroism/cowardice, remembering/forgetting, speech/silence, autobiography/fiction,
literature/orality, reason/emotion, male/female, life/death, truth and untruth As such,
Vovage negotiates a world of paradox where duality 1s the structural and symbolic
representation of a broken time, a broken world and a broken consciousness whose
origin 1s the Great War But duality 1s only one 1n a series of overlapping patterns in
Voyage Other patterns are provided by the inversion of heroic myth and the novel’s

key pattern, the cycle of re-enactment, of which ‘4 mai’ 1s the burning emblem
The Breach in Consciousness

Trauma in Voyage can be read through 1ts impact on narrator, language,
structure and even on mherited mythical patterns Paul Fussell has pointed out how
most war novels and memoirs re-enact the tripartite form of the heroic quest, journey
to battle, confrontation with the monster, return '*’ Voyage 1s no exception Bardamu
represents the modern warrior-hero who sets off to confront the beast and returns
armed with knowledge The beast is death and the knowledge gained 1s expressed 1n

the formula ‘la verite de ce monde c’est 1a mort” (RI, 200) The particularity of
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Bardamu’s collapse provides an essential element of heroic myth forgetting In heroic
myth, Frye tells us, the break m consciousness ‘involves actual forgetfulness of the
previous state’ 131 This, Frye calls, ‘the motif of amnesia’ ‘Such a catastrophe,” he
continues, ‘may be internalised as a break in memory * The ‘motif of amnesia’ recurs
in Voyage’s many lapses and the silences that divide its episodes As Frye says, they
do indeed represent ‘forgetfulness of the previous state’ But in Voyage the myth 1s
once agam inverted What 1s forgotten 1s the heroism of Destouches And the past
heroic identity of France 1tself This 1s part of what Celine means when 1n his letter to
Garcin he accuses ‘la faculté d’oublt’ of his contemporaries (see 4 1 The Crisis in
Memory) Voyage thus embodies this forgetfulness at the same time as 1t accuses 1t

And a striking literary metaphor has been created

Each lapse into silence 1in Voyage 1s effectively a repetition of the ‘motif of amnesia’,
and an effort to remember, to recall a previous, heroic, death-transcending 1dentity
which 1s at one and the same time Celine’s past heroism and France’s own, heroic,
death-mastering past It 1s an effort equally to forget one’s present domination by
death, which Voyage presents as the condition of Republican France Each effort to
forget, however, results 1n failure and leads ironically to persistent memory of death
itself, the cycle of trauma Voyage 1s, 1n this way, both remembering and forgetting
As Bardamu says, ‘je me suis reveillé dans une autre engueulade du brigadier La

guerre ne passait pas’ (RI, 21)

The war simply will not go away In Voyage, therefore, the breach in consciousness 1s
represented as forgetfulness of the heroic, death-mastering state and as prelude to the
stasis and repetitions of traumatised memory Indeed, the ‘motif of amnesia’ denotes a
condition of traumatised memory whose re-enactments represent a form of ‘working
through’ resistance to remembering Freud described how memory 1s compelled to
repeat, 1n a process of ‘working through’, until what 1s forgotten 1s recovered 152 All
of Voyage 1s subsumed 1n this dynamic of ‘working through’, or the effort to recall a
forgotten, heroic, death-mastering previous state This indeed 1s the dynamic by which
Celine hopes to release himself from trauma through writing Voyage (see 4 1 The
Crisis in Memory) This too 1s the dynamic which produces Voyage’s key pattern, the

cycle of re-enactment
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The Cycle of Re-enactment

‘Possession by the past’, 1s the term used by Cathy Caruth to describe post-
traumatic stress disorder where ‘the overwhelming events of the past repeatedly
possess, 1n intrustve 1mages and thoughts, the one who has lived through them 133
Bardamu’s traumatic past possesses hum Whether 1t be Africa, New York or Paris,
the war 1s always present, returning throughout the novel like an ‘idee fixe’ Indeed,
the strength of this effect 1s shown madvertently by Milton Hindus, when he recalls
the remark of a friend concerning Voyage, that he had found the first fifty pages
tremendously exciting but that as Celine had merely gone on repeating himself he had
grown bored "** Hindus himself refers to ‘the narrowness of Celine’s mspiration’ '*>
And Nicholas Hewitt has also pointed to the ‘sameness’ of Voyage, 1ts ‘circularnty’ —

156
Dauphin refers to “une serie de cercles’

— and ‘mnescapable repetition’, insightfully
remarking that the psychocritical concept of ‘fantaisies a repetitions’ applied by
Albert Chesneau to Celine’s pamphlets could be just as well applied to Voyage 157
Celine’s mnspiration 1s indeed narrow, but for a very good reason, as the novel 1s
shaped by the return of its own themes and motifs In doing so 1t gives rise to a cycle
of re-enactment whose ongin and mspiration lies in both the repetitive experience of

the Great War and 1n the cycle of traumatised memory

Bardamu experiences the war 1 an endless and circular series of recapitulations For
example — examples are myriad — 1n the Amiral Bragueton episode, a hostile soldier
confronts Bardamu ‘Cet homme,’ he says, ‘me faisait ’effet d’'un morceau de la
guerre qu’on aurait remis, brusquement devant ma route, entéte, coince, assassin’ (R,
119) Africa he describes as ‘la guerre en douce’ (RI, 127), where nearly naked
natives engage 1n absurd military dnlls with imaginary equipment and bayonets (R1,
150) In his New York hotel, the Bellboy reminds Bardamu of a ‘trés jeune general de
brigade’ (RI, 197), while the elevated metro hurtles past his window ‘comme un
obus’, precipitating yet another collapse (RI, 198) In the Ford factory at Detroit, the
noise of the machines absorbs and possesses him as did the explosion 1n wartime, so
that he becomes ‘un nouveau Ferdinand’ (RI, 226) Working as a doctor 1n Paris,
Bardamu watches helplessly as a young woman bleeds to death, ‘je ne savais que
faire’, he says ‘Ca faisait ‘‘glouglou’’ entre ses jambes comme dans le cou coupe du

colonel a la guerre’ (RI, 260)
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158 s condemned to relive his trauma

Bardamu, ‘attaque par le cauchemar’ (RI, 461),
‘I’avais beau essayer de me perdre pour ne plus me retrouver devant ma vie, je la
retrouvais partout simplement Je revenais sur moi-méme’ (R1, 500) Cyclical re-
enactment of trauma returns him again and again to where he started ‘C’etait a
recommencer,” he says, realising he cannot escape the war (RI, 18) ‘C’etait a
recommencer entierement,” he repeats, losing his composure when a child he 1s
treating starts to cry (RI, 274) The child’s mother rages at him ‘C’etait la guerre
The return of the Tir des Nations, with 1ts noise of gunfire, to the Féte Foraine also
sets the cycle in motion agamn ‘C’etait tout a recommencer,” Bardamu comments (R1,

311) ‘Tout etait a recommencer,” again he says of Madelon’s arrival at the asylum 1n
Vigny (RI, 470)

Voyage 1s orchestrated around this pattern of return of experience so that a ‘noria’,
‘tourmiquet’ or wheel effect 1s produced That 1s, Yoyage 1s structured like the Great
War, like Verdun, just as 1t equally represents the static and repeating pattern of
trauma to memory The effect of this pervasive recurrence of motifs 1s to enclose
Bardamu within a décor of symbols, reminders of the war, from which he cannot

escape
The Function of Rappel

The cycle of re-enactment of trauma in Voyage 1s imprinted not just on the
story but also on the main element of popular speech Celine uses to create Voyage’s
unique linguistic style ‘rappel’ ‘Rappel’, or pleonasm, 1s characterised by the return
of the pronoun 1n phrases such as, ‘1l a dormu, le pere’ '> The very first sentence of
the novel, ‘¢a a débute comme ¢a’ (RI, 7), points to circular re-enactment not just at
the level of narrative, but also at the level of language 1itself ‘Rappel’ provides an
instant flashback, or intrusion of language upon 1itself Past language erupts in present
language and language too produces a ‘noria’ As Daniele Racelle-Latm has observed,
‘rappel’ represents ‘le processus d’une reprise memorielle [ ] inlassable et
fastidieuse redite d’une experience deceptive qui ne peut s’ instaurer en Histoire ou en
Raison’ 1% ‘Rappel’ provides the perfect linguistic expression of Bardamu’s trauma,

and of Céline’s Speech re-enacting 1itselt tells a story that re-enacts itself Through 1ts
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language Voyage becomes a closed system of re-enactment, endlessly turning upon

itself, a novel trapped within the inexorable return of traumatic memory

But ‘rappel’ does much more First of all, 1t signals something which has been
surprisingly lost to Celine scholarship It, indeed, gives the game away As 1f the
narrative voice’s retrospection were not enough, ‘rappel’ clarifies Voyage’s function
as memory This 1s clear from the very meaning of the word ‘rappel’ as to begin with,
recall or evocation of past facts and, furthermore, as a ‘reminder’ of what has
happened Céline here, 1n what 15 a most exciting insight into the role of Voyage as
memory, clearly embraces Socrates view, expressed in the Phaedrus (275¢), that the
written word cannot be memory of what 1s past, but only a ‘reminder’ of it Yoyage,
as we already know, 1s not the memory of what has taken place, but 1t 1s a reminder

That 1s, indeed, what 1t 1s intended to be

‘Rappel’ indicates that Voyage 1s both an effort to commut past events to memory
through repeated evocation of those events and that 1t 1s also a rerteration of past
events directed as a ‘reminder’ at others But who are these others? Well, clearly, they
are, to begin with, the readership of Voyage, primarily the French Another usage of
‘rappel’, however, 1s to recall someone who has been sent into banishment or exile
This might be Céline himself who has ceased to be ‘en sursis’ as he wrote to Joseph
Garcin (see 4 1 The Crisis in Memory) But 1t 1s equally true of all soldiers and
veterans (see 2 1 Veterans) ‘Rappel’ has the added and highly significant sense of
mobilisation or call-up Itis a call to arms Voyage reminds soldiers of the wrong
done to them during the war and since their return from battle and summons them to
mobihise against their real enemy the French Republic The figure of Belisarius,
evoked early on by Celine (RI, 16), certainly points 1n this direction This Byzantine
general was blinded by Emperor Justinian and was often depicted as a begger, holding
out his upturned helmet to gather alms Celine makes him a symbol of the condition
of the veteran m post-war France, and a reminder to the veterans of their wrongs
Celine’s memory 1s thus a battle cry directed towards his fellow veterans, whose basis
1s the evocation of therr common memory of war and whose emblem 1s the novel’s

most distinguishing linguistic feature ‘rappel’
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current had gone underground only to break through to the surface once more,
and on the occasion of each upheaval, in 1830 and 1832, 1n 1848 and 1851, 1n

1871, adherents and opponents of the revolution alike understood the events as
immediate consequences of 1789 163

Celine places 1914 as the culmination of this enumeration He finds the image of his
own circular re-enactments of trauma 1n the repetitions of Verdun He sees Verdun in
the image of the French Revolution, 1n the circularity of the ortginal meaning of
revolution And identifies his inabulity to forget, that 1s hs trauma, with the event that
cannot be forgotten, ‘la guerre ne passait pas’ (R, 21) Celine’s trauma, the trauma of
the Great War, and the trauma of the French Revolution are 1dentified as one and
represented 1n a single 1mage of trauma by the cycle of re-enactment Here once again
we see the dynamic of anti-commemoration, the dynamic of Celine’s dissenting
‘master narrative’, at work as Voyage presents French history since the Revolution as
a series of cyclical re-enactments of trauma and disruption of memory in which the

true 1dentity of France 1s forgotten (see also 1 | The Memory of War)

It 1s not just France, however, which 1s condemned 1 this analysis The modern world
began with the French Revolution Celine’s ‘circle’ 1s the image of that world, the
image of an entire world given over to the static, democratic and egalitarian, re-
enactment of war 1n a post-heroic age By virtue of the cycle of re-enactment, and of
Bardamu’s journeys, war in Yoyage extends to embrace the entire world, so that the
very concept of war, in Voyage, 1s planetary Voyage’s war 1s truly a world war The
world has become as a consequence — 1n a further expansion of the ‘circle’ motif —
a ‘wheel’ of torture or fire on which the victim 1s tied and broken If the stasis of the
cycle of re-enactment suggests a state of imprisonment, this last image of ‘la roue’ not
only contradicts the Revolutionary principle of ‘liberte’, but expresses the unbearable,
unending anguish of the tortured prisoner who turns upon the wheel (see 4 1 Africa)
The wheel of the world That the narrative voice of Yoyage 1s the voice which
emanates from the prisoner of ‘la roue’ gives some 1dea of the depth of anguish of
Céline’s trauma It 1s a voice sharpened and conditioned by awareness of the

traumatic return of experience
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The Return of Experience

Celine was acutely conscious of the return of experience He mentions 1t 1n his
‘Hommage a Zola’ speech in 1932, at the same time giving a vivid clue to the mnner

dynamic of Voyage ‘Nous n’existons plus que par d’insipides redites,” he says

Peut-étre [ ] les ‘civilisations’ subissent-¢elles le méme sort ? La nétre semble
bien coincee dans une incurable psychose guerriere Nous ne vivons plus que
pour ce genre de redites destructrices 164

Already, in March 1930, n a letter to Joseph Garcin, he says of the war, ‘helas nous

1
verrons mieux encore dans le simistre’ ' In August he writes

L’Europe est folle [ ] L’hysterie s’installe et va bient6t sans doute nous

contraindre au pire J’ar vu en Europe centrale ce qu’on ne veut pas voir, la
catastrophe est imminente, plus precisement sadique que tout ce que nous
avons connu — Les hommes dansent et sont aveugles et sourds '

This knowledge 1s written 1nto Voyage As Philip Stephen Day writes of the final
carnival scene (R, 481), ‘il ne fait pas de doute que le carnaval et le tir sont un
microcosme du voyage de Bardamu et qu’ils contiennent la prédiction des guerres a

venir’ '%” Bardamu himself predicts, ‘quand la guerre elle reviendra, la prochaine’ (RI,
240)

The world between two wars was caught in 1ts own cycle of re-enactment The
narrative and language of Voyage 1s, therefore, not just the narrative and language of
Bardamu or of Celine’s experience of cyclical, repetitive trauma, 1t 1s also the
narrative and language of a world where war has 1ts own cyclical return Voyage 1s, 1n
relation to the world 1t inhabits, a wheel within a wheel, a novelistic re-enactment of

war 1n a world that re-enacts war
This means that Voyage 1s as much a work of foresight as of hindsight Its circular

patterns are prophetic Any analysis of 1t must be conditioned by this awareness of 1ts

Janus quality It lends a whole other meaning to Bardamu’s
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Je me decidais a risquer le tout pour le tout, a tenter la derniere demarche, la
supréme, essayer, moi, tout seul, d’arréter la guerre ' Au moins, dans ce coin-

la ouj’etais (RI, 15)

And to his later, ‘quand 1l s’agit d’eviter le grand écartelage 1l se fait dans certains
cerveaux de magnifiques efforts d’imagination’ (R1, 64) Voyage, orientated towards
war to come, 1s the result of these magnificent efforts Thus, indeed, 1s proven by what
Celine onginally wrote 1n the corresponding passage of the original Voyage

manuscript

Ce serait le plus formidable et le plus intéressant document sur la guerre et les
homines celu1 ou serait fidelement decrit en verite tout ce que les hommes de

tous les cotes de ’enfer et de toutes couleurs ont tente, invente, ont ose [ ]
168

pour echapper a 1’etripade generale
Voyage 1s truly then a novel of ‘between the wars’, facing backwards and forwards,
both post-war and pre-war, preoccupied as much by what 1s to come, as by what has
been It 1s written not just to ‘exorcise’ — as Celine tells Garcin — past war, but as a

charm against future war

The knowledge that Celine was aware of a second impending catastrophe sets the
writing of Voyage firmly between an unmastered past and a threatening future In
other words, Celine’s ability to master death and emerge from trauma, 1s undermined
and taken away by the perceived inevitability of the Second World War This 1s a
mayor key to Voyage’s inconsolable anguish, 1ts Sisyphean futility and 1ts failure to

find redemption
The Voice of the Wound

Some fifty years before PTSD was recogmsed,169 Celme offered, in Voyage, a
detailed portrait of the return of traumatic experience, using language to body forth
the mund of a young soldier who had survived war But Voyage offers more than a
portrait of the PTSD sufferer It 1s much more real than any mere description In
‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’, Freud illustrates the return of trauma through the

170

legend of Tancred and Clorninda "~ Tancred accidentally kills his lover Clorinda and
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Voyage 1s made 1n the image of its time Caught 1n a world traumatised by war and
condemned to cyclical re-enactment of disaster 1t voices an unytelding, humihated

plamnt This 1s the voice of a wounded world This 1s Celine’s voice

! Winter, ‘Celine and the Cultivation of Hatred’, p 234

2 Letter from Hazebrouck, 5 November 1914, of Fernand Destouches to his brother Charles, cited n
Gibault, 1, 147

* Gibault, 1, 148

* Crocg, pp 236-237

* Gibault, 1, 148

% For a description of the gravity of the ricochet wound see Bastier, p 340 Bastier cites Dr Rochard’s
1914 La science et la Vie, ‘les plaies par balles de ricochets [ ] TOUJOURS INFECTE PAR LE FAIT
MEME QUE LE PROJECTILE S’EST CONTAMINE en prenant contact avec ’objet sur lequel 1l a
rebondr’

7 Brittam, p 394

® In the case history of a US Marine hospitalised in Vietnam, Erik H Erikson notes, ‘he was
immobilised, unable to move, and, much worse, unable to help Here for the first time he felt fear, as so
many courageous men did at the moment when they found themseives on their backs, nactivated ’

See Erikson, Childhood and Society (London Vintage, 1995), p 34

® See Zahava Solomon, Combat Stress Reaction The Enduring Toll of War (New York Plenum Press,
1993), p 33 ‘Once out of danger, casualties could hardly escape the thought that they owed their lives
more to fear than courage This 1s a humihatimg, guilt-provoking conclusion [ ] The end result of
such unwelcome self-knowledge seems to be a radical loss of self-esteem and ensuing depression ’

'° This study here finds some common ground with Philippe Alméras when he writes ‘a partir de ce
moment, 1l prend son destin en main, il echappe 4 ’organisation militaire * See Almeras, p 40

"' Gibault, 1, 155

2 Gibault, 1, 155

¥ See Bastier, pp 383385

" Gibault, I, 154

** Gibault, I, 158

16 Gibault, I, 166 Jean Bastier, p 383, cites Emile Baumann who witnessed the use of electricity to treat
soldiers The following might well describe the treatment given to Celine for the paralysis in his right
hand ‘un autre arrive, qui a le pouce paralyse, une balle ayant traverse le muscle de son bras , et il se
figure que tous ses doigts sont paralyses Le docteur insinue une bobine dans cette main, fait passer le
long du bras un courant électrique terrible Le supplice de ses commotions tord la bouche du patient
d’une grimace hideuse Enfin, 1l accomplit I’effort de lacher la bobine , un trorsieme, tandis que le
medecin detord son bras contracté, hurle en supphant, ‘‘Assez, monsieur le Major ! Assez !*"’

'7 The use of electrical treatment, particularly 1n the case of shell-shocked soldiers was controversial
Freud, 1n a report for the Austrian government after the war, condemned 1t and claimed 1t had caused
‘deaths during treatment’ and ‘suicides as a result of it’ in German hospitals See Freud, ‘Memorandum
on the Electrical Treatment of War Neurotics’, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological
Works of Sigmund Freud, ed and trans by James Strachey, in collaboration with Anna Freud, assisted
by Alix Strachey and Alan Tyson, 24 vols (London Hogarth Press, 1955, 1958, repr 1964), XVII
(1955, repr 1964), 211-215 (p 214) In a letter to Albert Milon on 24 September 1916, Celine
comments on ‘cette terrible affaire du Zouave Deschamps’, a soldier who had in May 1916 refused
treatment by electricity Celme remarks, ‘rien que le nom de torpillage electrique evoque pour mor les
scenes les plus scatologiques sanguinaires du G* Guignol * Later he concludes his letter rather
strangely, considering that he had himself received electrical treatment for his arm ‘De nos temps [ ]
on état peut étre soigne selon des methodes un peu tatonneuses, on claquait peut étre un peu plus, mais
pour rien au monde, on n’eut songe a administrer la torpille électrique n1 a Dupuy, n1 a Lardiller
[comrades from Val-de-Grace], n1 a toy, n1 a moy, ce n’etait pas dans le réglement—’

See Cahiers Celine, 4 Lettres et premiers ecrits d’Afrique 1916-1917, ed by Jean-Pierre Dauphin
(Panis Gallimard, 1978), 99-103 (pp 100-103)

'® Georges Geoffroy, a fellow veteran, shared Céline’s life in London and recalled the following ‘Je
me retrouval attache au Bureau des passeports C’est la[ ] que je vis arriver Louis Destouches avec sa
batterie de cuisine (Destouches dixit) Médaille militaire et Croix de guerre [ ] Aprés notre travail,
nous sortions dans Londres, assez souvent dans le quartier de Soho et, comme nous avions des appétits

feminins, nous avons connu pas mal de filles, tant Anglaises que Frangaises ou autres [ } Certains
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sotrs nous fréquentions le ‘milieu’, le “‘milieu frangais’ bien entendu Ou bien Louis m’entrainait au
music-hall (la batterie de cuisine suffisait pour entrer gratuitement), ou a des spectacles de ballets [ ]
11 avait une passion pour la danse [ ] Les maquereaux frangais et leurs proteges etaient gentils pour
nous, toujours préts a nous offrir a diner * See Geoffroy, ‘Céline en Angleterre’, L’Herne, 201-202
(p201) These scenes and perscnalities would form the backdrop to Guignol'’s band Geoffroy’s
recollection of Celine exploiting his medals to gain free entry to entertainments anticipates Bardamu’s
post-war fantasy i Voyage, ‘on payerait plus rien, jamais plus de la vie ! On est les heros ! qu’on dirait
au moment de la note’ (RI, 18) This also exemplifies Céline’s method of transposition, where
personal truth underlies fictional memory

1% Cited n Laime, p 618

2% Gibault, I, 171 The period between demobilisation and departure for the Cameroon 1s veiled
mystery However, 1t 1s known that on 19 January 1916 Céline married a Frenchwoman, Suzanne
Nebout in London It appears that Suzanne Nebout was a prostitute and that she supported Celine for a
time She could, therefore, be the model for Molly in Voyage The marriage i any case did not last
See Gibault, I, 169-170

2! Letter to Simone Samtu, 31 July 1916, Cahiers Celine, 4, 60—67 (p 61)

?* See Henr1 Godard, “Notice’, in Romans, 1, 11311288 (p 1185) This goes some way to contradict
Nicholas Hewitt’s view that ‘Céline in 1916 was certainly not the Bardamu of Voyage au bout de la
nuit > See Hewitt, The Life of Celine, p 29

> Letter to Saintu, p 60
* Letter to Samtu, 29 October 1916, Cahiers Celine, 4, 140—142 (p 140)

% Marcel Brochard described the appearance of Celine’s wounded arm, ‘ton bras droit, dans le haut
presque a I’epaule, portait un trou a y mettre un ceuf * Permanent, unforgettable, inscription of the death
encounter See L'Herne, p 204

% Letter to Santu, 22 August 1916, Cahiers Celine, 4, 76-79 (p 78)

27 Letter to Saintu, p 78

% Letter to Simone Saintu, dated 27 September 1916, in Cakuers Celine, 4, 104—105 (p 104) Note also
Celine’s letter to Stmone Saintu of 31 July 1916 where he declares that soldiers who sacrifice their
lives do so for one of three reasons, ‘le feu sacré, qui se rapproche beaucoup d’une phobie quelconque,
par manque d’imagtnation qui confine a la misére psychique, et enfin pour une troisieme et derniére
raison, un grand amour-propre—’ (p 62) Also his letter of 15 October, again to Saintu, where he
writes, ‘je maintiens dur comme fer envers et contre tout que le courage 95 3/4 fois sur 100, est dd a un
manque de ‘‘representation’’—’ See Cahuers Celine, 4, 120-124 (p 120)
?* Mare Christine Bellosta, 1s a prominent exponent of this view She argues that Celine’s description
of Bardamu’s ‘neurosis’ 1s plundered from Freud and his disciples (Bellosta, pp 122—-133) She
concludes ‘sa psychologie s’autorise en premier lieu de la métapsychologie freudienne La foi en
I’existence, ‘au-dela du principe du plaisir’, d’un instinct de mort fonde en biologie se transforme en la
maxime ‘la verité de ce monde c¢’est la mort’ et procure un texte ou s’affiche les desirs
d’autodestruction et de meurtre > See Bellosta, pp 287—288 This arguinent of necessity leads to the
conclusion that Bardamu’s mental trauma s nothing other than an mstrument Celine has chosen for
literary purposes, ‘les symtdmes nevrotiques du narrateur font partie des pretextes narratifs que 1’auteur
se donne pour se defaire du “‘realisme’” * See Bellosta, p 127 However, this affirmation 1s undermined
by Nicholas Hewitt who, in The Life of Celine, declares Freud’s influence on Voyage to be minimal,
‘there seems to be little direct Freudian mfluence on the novel’ (p 122) Bellosta supports her thesis by
maintaming that Cehine was aware of and 1s simply repeating Freud’s views in his letters to Simone
Saintu (see Bellosta, p 115, note 1 and p 121, note 13)
%% Letter to Saintu, pp 104-105
*! Letter to Samtu, p 63
32| etter to Samtu, p 63
33 Letter to Saintu, p 61
34 Letter to Saintu, pp 6364
3 Letter to Samtu, 4 July 1916, Cahiers Celime, 4, 4445 (p 45)
% Letter to his parents, | January 1917, Cahiers Celine, 4, 166168 (p 167)
37 Letter to his father, 30 August 1916, Cahuers Celine, 4, 83-88 (p 88)
% Letter to father, pp 86-87
% Letter to father, p.86

® Lerter 1o father, p &6
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™ Juilland, p 460

7! Jwilland, p 465 According to Elizabeth Craig, she and Céline always spoke English together

72 Juilland, p 460

 Nicholas Hewitt, reading Craig, associates this change in Celine’s personality with the losing of a
marvellous position in Geneva According to Hewitt the writing of Voyage then becomes an instrument
intended to further Celine’s ‘unbnidled ambition’ He also notes the professional strains in Celine’s
Clichy dispensary work However, writing Voyage, by accentuating his trauma, might have made
copting professionally more difficult for Celine See Hewitt, The Life of Celine, pp 97-98

7 Gibault, 1, 282

" Gibault, 1, 282

7 Juilland, p 505 See also Monnier, p 29 Il etait trés affecte comme s’1l avait éte victime lui-méme Il
rentrait le soir du dispensaire completement epuise moralement et 1l me racontait les malheurs de tous
ces pauvres types qu’il avait soignes ’

77 Vera Brittain, mn England, shared Celine’s empathy with the poor whom she describes as living 1n
‘grim chaos’ She sees a kinship between them and ‘the Tommies whom [ had nursed for four
calamitous years * See Brittain, p 576

"8 Letter to Joseph Garcin, 1 September 1929, in Lainé, p 615

™ Letter to Garcin, 21 March 1930, 1n Laine, p 617

# Letter to Garcin, 18 June 1930, 1n Laine, p 619

8! Undated letter to Garcin, Septembre 1930, in Laine, p 621 The letter 1s remmiscent of some
recollections of Celine’s friend Henr1 Mahé, told to Pierre Laine tn the course of an interview and
reported in Laine, p 53 Remarking that Celme rarely spoke of the war, Mahe went on ‘Lorsqu’il
evoquait ses souvenirs de 14, on sentait qu’il avait mal [ ] Il n’oubliait pas les copains tués ou blessés,
la boue et le sang des champs des Flandres, la connerie des officiers du commandement, la vacherie
universelle ’ Once again, Celine’s memory of war reveals itself to be dominated by mud, blood and
the dead

8 Juilland, p 472

% Juilland, p 503

* Juilland, p 460

% To Elizabeth Craig’s recollections of Céline as he wrote Voyage can be added those of his daughter,
Colette who visited the couple at Rue Lepic Although only nine or ten at the time (born 1920) her
memory of her father 1s vivid In the course of a radio interview on France Inter’s Synergte programme,
broadcast on 29 October 1997, she recalled ‘Il dormat trés peu [ ] [l écrivait toute la nuit, jusqu’a
vers 3 ou 4 heures du matin [ ]Il etait tellement obséde par son ecriture que rien n’existait plus,
quand |’y allass, 11 ne me parlais plus, il étart d’un mutisme complet * Describing her father as ‘tres
tendre, tres affectueux, tres gentil’ she recalls, however, that ‘a 5 ou 6 ans j’en avais peur [ ] 1l parlart
fort des principes deja étonnants [ ] La vie était une saloperie, un hopital, pas un festival * She too
remembered the change in Celine’s personality, ‘c’est a partir de Celine que tout a déraillé pour mot

[ ] le personnage a entirement changé pour mo1 [ ] Je prefere le souvenir de Louis que la memorire
de Céline ’ Celine wrote a children’s tale for Colette called Histoire du petit mow ik published by
Gallimard n 1997

% Julland, p 460

87 Jwlland, p 461

%8 Jorge Semprun, L Ecriture ou la vie (Pans Gallimard, 1994), p 215

% Semprun, p 212

*0 Juilland, p 472

*! Juilland, p 472

?2 Juilland, p 472

% Juilland, p 472

* Jlland, p 373

 Monnier, p 6l

% Nicholas Hewitt sees this passage in Voyage as a reference to Willette’s fresco Parce Domine i the
Le Chat Noir cabaret The fresco depicts a crowd of the dead swarining in the mghtsky above Paris
See Hewitt, The Life of Celine, p 95 If thus 1s the case, it 1s likely that Celine exploited the fresco as
part of Yoyage’s totalising intertextuality (see 5 3 Intertextual Witness)

°" Monnier, p 72

8 Monnier, p 81

% juilland, p 442

1% yuilland, p 454
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"% Fussell, p 128

' Erkson, p 37

1% Northrop Frye, The Secular Scripture A Study of the Structure of Romance (Cambridge Harvard
University Press, 1976), p 102

! Frye, The Secular Scripture, p 102

12 See Sigmund Freud, ‘Remembering, Repeating and Working Through’, in The Standard Edition of
the Complete Psychological Works, XI1 (1958, repr 1964), pp 145-156
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provide a metaphor for his own or France’s loss of heroic 1dentity, but in how

memory deals with trauma That 1s, through the elaboration of a new narrative

Traumatic Memory

Céline’s letters to Garcin are unequivocal Voyage 1s intended to ‘exorcise’ the
trauma of the war (see 4 1 The Crisis in Memory) He will do this by exploiting
memory’s capacity to re-narrate past events Memory is not fixed Rather, 1it1sa
malleable narrative whose relationship to the past 1s problematic As Harold Pinter
observed, ‘the past 1s what you remember, imagine you remember, convince yourself
you remember, or pretend you remember 2 Memory uses narrative to establish
continuities of past and 1dentity As researchers Antze and Lambek affirm, ‘in forging
links of continuity between past and present [ ] memory operates most frequently by
means of the threads of narrative > Trauma, however, undermines memory’s ability
to create coherent narrative This 1s because trauma itself constitutes a breach in
continutty Voyage’s lapses and silences, which undermine 1ts narrative continuity, are

evidence of trauma’s disruption

French psychologist, Pierre Janet, recognised the role of narrative in healing trauma
Janet thought of his patients as ‘accroches’ to an :dee fixe This 1dee fixe was not a
single 1dea but ‘constituee de tout un ensemble de souvenirs [ ], d’1mages, de
sensations [ ] s’annexant par association une foule d’autre images’ * The trauma
sufferer, unable to move on from this idee fixe, finds himself ‘contre un mur’,” the
very situation of Bardamu ‘au bas de 1a muraille’ (RI, 200) At the origin of this
‘accrochage’, Janet says, 1s a failure of language or narration, what he calls ‘langage
interieur’ Trauma can, therefore, only be remedied through a response which

€ncompasscs

les paroles que nous nous adressons a nous-mémes, par I’organisation du recit

de I’événement (a I’intention de nous-méme comme a I’intention des autres) et
. 6

par la mise en place du récit comme un chapitre de notre propre histoire
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from traumatic memory to traumatic narrative 1s, therefore, a movement away from

stasis towards redeeming possibility

This movement towards possibility explains why Céline, at first, enjoyed writing
Voyage so much His traumatic past was now the subject of liberating playfulness

The balance of trauma shifted from the past into his hands Through ‘manipulation’ of
narrative, of forgetting, he was taking control of what had been and settling accounts
with the ‘unspeakable’ However, the pain of returning to the site of trauma, as well as
the knowledge that war was ready to re-enact itself soon acts to shut down narrative

and return possibility to stasis

Céline, however, has created new narrative because he must And there 1s no turning
back ‘Mentir et survivre, et pas autre chose, foutre non !’ he writes to Garcm,17
acknowledging that there 1s only one way out of trauma The movement from one
narrative to another obeys this imperative ‘Il faut choisir, mourir ou mentir’ 1s 1ts
expression in Voyage (RI, 200) Life itself demands forgetting, imagination and
manipulation of narrative And so what happened 1s replaced by what might have
been Fact by fiction Destouches by Bardamu Truth by untruth The past becomes a
story, ‘un roman [ ] une histoire fictive’ (RI, epigraphe), or ‘une espece de scene

brutale a moi-méme’

Celine’s traumatic narrative has a logic reversal Indeed, reversal constitutes a
strategy which came to Celine 1n a flash of inspiration The oniginal Voyage
manuscript reveals what happened Writing the first chapter Céline situated Bardamu
and Arthur m a Place Clichy cafe They exchange pleasantries, ‘ces verites utiles’ (RI,
9) However, their roles are the reverse of what they will be 1n the finished Voyage
So, while an anarchistic Arthur denies the existence of a French race, 1t 1s Bardamu,
narve and patriotic, who defends 1t ‘Si donc ! qu’il y en a une ! Et une belle de race
(R1, 8) And so on, as Celine would say ‘du tac au tac’ But then Celine has his
inspiration Returning to the manuscript he exchanges these roles Bardamu becomes
Arthur the anarchist and vice versa Bardamu now statcs the contrary of his original

position This movement, Henr1 Godard tells us, creates the ‘dualité constitutive’
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which will power Voyage ! 8 It 1s, therefore, the essence of all Voyage’s duality,
determining what Leslie Davis calls Bardamu’s ‘anti-monde’, ‘ou toutes les certitudes

sont mises en question’ 1

Where does Céline’s inspiration for this reversal come from? Not surprisingly, 1t
comes directly from experience It comes from the traumatic encounter with death on
27 October 1914, when Destouches 1s catapulted from the heroic self, braving death at
Poelkapelle, into humiliating self-knowledge at Hazebrouck, where stripped of his
heroism he 1s the opposite of what he was It comes from the 1rony of his own

situation The 1rony, that Paul Fussell tells us, 1s the hallmark of modern memory

Céline realises that the dynamism between past and present has become one of 1rony,
of duality, of opposition, of contradiction Stating the contrary, as he does when he
switches sides 1n the novel’s introductory dialogue, enables him to embody this
dynamism It 1s too his acknowledgement of a breach in the world, of a transition
from one form of consciousness to another, and a statement of narrative discontinuity

with his own past

Stating the contrary, Celine moves from traumatic memory to traumatic narrative
From silence to witness From Destouches to Bardamu And from commemoration to
anti-commemoration It 1s here then within the dynamic of stating the contrary that
Voyage shifts from being a record of individual trauma to being a statement of
dissent But before being anything at all, there 1s a major obstacle which must be

overcome This obstacle 1s Celine’s moral commitment to silence
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52 FROM SILENCE TO WITNESS

The Temptation of Silence

Voyage emerges from Céline’s silence about the war Silence informs both the
structure and content of Voyage, occupying its beginning, ‘mot, j’avais jamats rien
dit’ (RI, 7), and ending, ‘qu’on n’en parle plus’ (RI, 505), the broad gaps between
episodes, the space behind and beyond words and the interstices of words Voyage
makes explicit its relationship to silence from the very outset, and thus orients the
reader towards 1ts silent spaces Without recognition of these silent spaces the reader

will lose much of what makes Voyage the solemn expression of memory that 1t 1s

For George Steiner, what he calls ‘the most honest temptation to silence 1n
contemporary feeling’ dates from ‘c 1914” ?° There, he says, began a process of
‘linguistic devaluation”®' linked to the dehumanising process of the war itself After
the war, 1t was impossible to use language as 1t had been used before For Steiner, the
writer whose confidence m language has been eroded has two choices One 1s to make
language reflect the ‘general crisis’, ‘to convey through 1t the precariousness and
vulnerability of the communicative act’ The other is to ‘choose the suicidal rhetoric
of silence’ 2 Voyage 1s torn between these two choices, creating a duality exemplified
in the struggle between speech and silence Céline never fully renounces silence and
throughout Voyage aspires to return there This inevitably establishes a constant to
and fro between speech and silence — between the text of Voyage and what lies
beyond it Celine clings to his moral silence and Voyage 1s a novel that 1deally would
like to say nothing at all > Celine’s Flaubertian preoccupation with style undoubtedly

has 1ts beginnings here, 1 his moral silence about the Great War

The Silence of Memory

Celine’s silence has 1ts roots 1n his experience of war As war 18 announced at

Rambouullet he writes home to his parents, ‘la surexcitation des premiers moments a
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fait place a un silence de mort *2* This premonitory ‘silence de mort’ would soon be
all too real Soldiers would experience 1t as they discovered the horrors of the
battlefield Many would founder 1n hysterical mutism, their loss of voice symbolising
perfectly the unspeakable nature of the war The silence of the soldier-witness echoed
the silence of the dead The dead were everywhere, a silent counterpoint to the
mechanmised violence that had silenced them Over all this, the silence of censorship
ensured not only that the war remained 1n the realm of the unspeakable but, 1in

addition, made speaking the truth a fundamental act of military disobedience

All of these silences coalesced for Celine at Hazebrouck 1n the days of delirium and
forgetfulness which swept his heroic identity away And 1t 1s this silence which 1s the

‘dark star’ around which Voyage orbuts (see 4 1 Shock)

*

Celine’s silent memory, like that of other veterans, 1s multi-faceted and complex (see
2 | Veterans) If silence was, to begin with, an effort to find an ‘oublr’, 1t remains the
emblem of Celine’s forgetting in Voyage, the sign of his lost heroic 1dentity, a
statement too of his intent to turn his attention from the past to the future (see 4 3 The
Return of Experience) It 1s too, however, the product of a raft of moral imperatives
derived from the expernience of the war itself It was, as we have seen, an act of
soldierly submussion, acceptance of the censor’s command not to speak the truth It s,
indeed, 1n this sense, a space of ‘non-dit’, complicit with the war itself It was too an
emblem of his horror at the war, acknowledgement that the war was unspeakable At
1ts deepest level, however, Celine’s silence expressed ‘union’ with the war dead It
was the outward sign of his ‘inner deadness’ and 1s the most tangible evidence of his
‘death imprint’ (see 4 2 The Death Imprint) Having gone furthest in ‘knowing’ the
war, the dead, through silence, represented war’s ‘true witness’ By being silent,
Celine could obwiate his survivor guilt and be one with them Their death was his, his

death theirs, their silence mutual
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The Breach of Silence

The war was, for Céline, ‘cette expérience de 1914 dont je ne parle jamais
sauf aux rares nitiés, tres rares > Thus silence was part of L 'Eglise Bardamu’s
name signals it A composite of Bard, a Celtic poet singing of the deeds of heroes,
barda, a soldier’s kit, and the old French adjective mu signifying silence,”® the name
tells us that here 1s someone who has been to war and who remains silent By refusing
to speak the unspeakable in L 'Eglise, Celme remains true to his silence and faithful to
the dead The problem 1s that this silence proves unliveable and leads directly to the
cnisis of memory of late 1928 onwards As traditional memory broke down, war
simply could not be left to silence and a new formulation of memory — one which
broke with silence — needed to be found Celine 1s forced into speech He decides to
write 1t all, ‘raconter tout’ (RI, 25), and when he has said all, to return to silence This
1s a fundamental premise of Voyage confirmed 1n Celine’s letters to Garcin (see 4 1

The Crisis in Memory) As Bardamu says

Il n’y a de terrible en nous et sur la terre et dans le ciel peut-étre que ce quin’a
pas encore ¢té dit On ne sera tranquille que lorsque tout aura ete dit, une
bonne fois pour toutes, alors enfin on fera silence et on aura plus peur de se
tawre Caysera (RI, 327)

The tension that exists between Céline’s commitment to silence and his need to speak
provokes the violence of Voyage’s beginnings Voyage 1s an outburst Not only 1s
speech abandoned, 1t 1s ruptured by a flood of recnimination Its broken silence,
however, remains like an accusation Celine has resisted Stemner’s temptation to
silence He has broken the rule of censorship He has abandoned a stance which
acknowledged the unspeakable nature of the war Most of all, he has broken his
survivor’s pact with the dead Speaking, he acknowledges that he has survived And

speech, as Camus wrote, 1s betrayal ! Voyage 1s betrayal
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mobilising battle-cry 1s directed (see 4 3 The Function of Rappel) Their silent witness

15, indeed, the answer to his call

Silence pervades Voyage Céline’s treatment of the war 1s typical He says as little
about 1t as possible The episode at the front 1s the shortest (R1, 11-47) However, 1f
we remember that Celine’s original stance 1n relation to the war 1s one of silence, 1t 1s
not surprising that he should strive to keep the war episode short In addition, Voyage
1s alert to war’s seductions Using a mimimalist approach, Céline ensures that
Voyage’s war scenes cannot be read for thrills The death scenes are stripped of pathos
and laced with black humour The unspeakable remains unspoken, unglamourised

The war 1s crushed with ridicule as 1t 1s diminished through silence Indeed, Céline’s
silence, through which the war 1s effaced, 1s perhaps Voyage’s greatest anti-war

quality

Stlence Against Silence

Celine’s silence was intensely moral, a sign of his own ‘iner deadness’ and
the emblem of ‘true witness’ But 1n the paradoxical paradigm that 1s Voyage, Celine’s
stlence 1s also dissent and contestation Silence, as we have seen, occupied the heart of
Armistice commemoration This 1s not, however, the same silence as informs Voyage

Indeed, the logic of ‘reversal’ tells us 1t 1s 1ts antithesis

Contrasted with Celine’s private, personal silence, the silence of official
commemoration had one over-nding quality 1t was public and, therefore, highly
theatrical It provided the crowd with a unique frisson of emotion and this was the
danger of 1ts appeal Cut off from the crowd by his experience of war Celine decried
its silence A line in Voyage provides a veiled satirical reference to the public silence
of remembering Bardamu imagines the nurses remembering the dead after the war

The 1rony 1s unmistakeable
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Elles vous auraient alors des soupirs rememoratifs speciaux de tendresse qui
les rendraient plus attrayantes encore, elles evoqueraient en silences emus, les
tragiques temps de la guerre, les revenants  (RI, 88)

Their silence, satirised as the equivalent of the simpering sentimentality of the trivial
heroines of romantic novels, 1s a silence, not just of assent, but of complicity It
collaborates with death By provocatively attacking this silence, Celine refuses it any
of the redemptive quality many commentators find 1n 1t % For Celine the entire
commemoration of the war, even to 1ts very core of silence, 1s a lie to be denounced It

1s lie which covers 1n silence the sacrifice of countless soldiers It 1s a lie of memory

Stilence and Self

Celine’s silence seeks to restore truth to witness The more Celine directs his
text towards silence the more successfully he restores faith with the war dead, the
more trenchantly he underlines his own and France’s ‘memory loss’ For this reason,
the most striking use of silence in Voyage 1s Celine’s erasing of his own heroism This
1 the moral equivalent of throwing away one’s medal, a protest against the futility of
heroism and a declaration of a loss of heroic identity With this gesture, Destouches 1s
all but obliterated, made silent, 1n favour of Bardamu And Bardamu, as fictional
inversion of Destouches, protects Celine’s moral silence while at the same time

providing a conduit for speech

Carl Jung told how he 1dentified ‘essential matters’ among American Indians by their
silent response to certain questions 3% Celine’s heroism 1s consigned to this essential
zone by Celine’s unwillingness to speak about 1t It indicates that his past heroic
1dentity has become taboo Indeed, we shall see that the hero m Voyage has been
transformed into a monster — ‘condamne a porter un masque monstrueux’, as Leslie
Davis says 3' __ and that his monstrosity 1s defined by collaboration with death (see

7 2 The Monster)
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But there are other areas of Celine’s life left to silence, other ‘essential matters’
Notably, there 1s silence 1n relation to his father His absence 1s noteworthy 1n a novel
whose mode 1s disguised autobiography 32 The explanation 1s that Céline 1dentifies his
father with the war An ex-soldier, Celine’s father fed his dreams of mulitary life and
encouraged him to enlist In addition, the blows he rained down on his son’s head
were precursors to the blow to the head given by the war (see 3 1 Family, Work and
Army) This 1dentification 1s not unusual It can also, as we shall see, produce extreme
rage Robert Lifton reports a traumatised Vietnam veteran’s desire to kill hus father >
We will yet see Celine’s own drama of killing his father in Mort a credit (RI 822—
823)

With Celine this identification of father and war has another dimension Celine’s
father was staunchly republican Fernand was, therefore, 1dentified with the Republic
Belief 1n both collapsed with the debacle of heroism ‘Je ne croirais plus jamais a ce
gu’ils disent, ce qu’ils pensent,” marks the moment 1n Voyage (RI, 15) The profound
reverberations of this collapse are explicit in what follows ‘C’est des hommes et
d’eux seulement qu’1l faut avoir peur, toujours * Father and state are both identified
with an army which sacrificed its sons to slaughter while inciting them to a heroism
which had no place 1n modern war Rather than fulfilling their protecting, death-
mastering role they have become sources of death Fernand becomes, like the war,
like the Republic, unspeakable He 1s taboo and, like the French Republic, like
Céline’s own heroism, like the war itself, he remains hidden 1n one of Voyage’s most
resonant silences It 1s, indeed, likely that Celine’s virulent anti-republicanism grew to

some extent from this seed of hatred towards his father

None of this 1s surprising It 1s part of the psychology of the traumatised soldier

Robert Lifton, writing of Vietnam veterans, underlined the direction of their rage

Rage could be directed towards any figures or symbols of authority, especially
official authority — political leaders, the Veterans Admunistration,
representatives of the establishment or ordinary middle-class society, or of the
older generation [ ] There was a special kind of rage reserved for the
military **
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Lifton quotes one soldier saying

1 wanted to become a communist [ wanted to assassinate the president I
wanted to organise some kind of uprising that would swoop down on the
Pentagon — [and] save the world *°

Celine’s rage 1s animated by feelings like these Ironically, the silence reserved for his

father gives the measure of Celine’s annilulating rage for him

Beyond Silence

Silence 1s a natural response to the horror of war However, Lieutenant
Colonel Colman Goggin, Chief Psychiatrist with the Irish Army, emphasises the need
for traumatised soldiers to talk about the event which has traumatised them as a
necessary first step to recovery %6 The soldier’s comrades, he believes, must help him
to break through the wall of silence — Janet’s failure of language — that follows
trauma Goggin believes silence would have increased the stranglehold of traumatic

memory on Celine Inside this stranglehold 1s Celine’s hved experience of the war

The creation of a space of silence within Voyage 1s the principal means of repairing
the breach 1n silence Voyage’s silence assuages Celine’s guilt over speech, over
betrayal, and it restores Celine’s union with the war dead It remains the badge of his
inner deadness even while his speech pours forth Silence offers the dead a voice and
provides ‘true witness’ throughout the novel, one that accuses the memory loss of
Republican Commemoration and indicts the unspeakable nature of the war and the
Republic However, Celine’s ‘temptation to silence’ 1s too the point of departure for
an unprecedented linguistic project It marks Celine’s own heightened uncertainty
about language, his awareness of Steiner’s ‘general crisis’, his rebuttal of pre-war
hngumstic values It represents the dividing line between traditional and modern
narratives of memory and thus provides the starting point of new consciousness And

1t 1s, 1n counterpoint to the savage torrent of words that flood Voyage, Céline’s final
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commentary and most profound witness to the unprecedented experience of death that

was the Great War

53 FROM EYE-WITNESS TO I-WITNESS

The General Picture

Bardamu’s war 1s grafted on Céline’s own Like Céline, Bardamu 1s 1n the
cavalry Like Celme, his war 1s limited to the war of movement 1n the Marne and
Flanders The ‘petty detail’ of Celine’s war, the suffering horses, the burning villages,
the weather, the fatigue, the aimless reconnoitring, are all present Yet, the main
events are missing Céline’s representation of his three months of war remains a
general one He provides just enough information to establish that he was there That
15, he provides himself only with a basis for rewniting the war But 1t 1s this basis
which will enable him to draw memory and imagination towards witness As Paul

Ricceur writes

Testimony 1s the ultimate link between 1magination and memory, because the
witness says ‘I was part of the story, I was there [ ] Testimony would be a
way of bringing memory and 1magmation together *’

In other words, testimony 1s the basis for the creation of Voyage

Eye-Witness

Cehne places his own eye-witness at the core of Voyage The most striking
example of this 1s the scene already evoked where ‘le lieutenant de Sainte-Engeance’

has killed two German soldiers (3 3 The Enemy)
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its historical context That side of memory which faces towards future war 1s the proof

of the rounded and aware character of Celine’s witness

It 1s the case also, that the achronology and ahistoricity of the typical war narrative 1s
particularly appropriate to represent the First World War and to inform witness
Through unrelenting subjectivity, Céline expresses historian Hew Strachan’s view
that the war 1tself cannot be understood 1n terms of its causes and consequences As
Strachan says, ‘what happened on the battlefield 1s prvotal’ * In other words, the
experience was primordial And 1t is the experience which Voyage’s subjectivity seeks
to relay Here, Voyage gives form to a view of the war vindicated by the historian,
Strachan In doing so, his fiction becomes the locus of a truth which is both personal

and subjective, and collective and historical

In war narrative the subjective expresses a commonality of experience All war

narratives are different, says Hynes, but

behind those variables there 1s always one story — the individual’s journey
from innocence into experience, the serial discovery of what had before been
ummaginable, the reality of war *°

The telling of this reality 1s never easy Hynes delves into Voyage’s truth problematic
when he writes ‘the man-who-was-there asserts his authority as the only true witness
of his war, but the truth that he claims to tell 1s compromised by the very nature of
memory and language 31 Finally, when Hynes says of war writing that 1t 1s ‘a genre
without a tradition to the men who write 1t’,*? we are offered an nsight into why 1t
was a novel concerved in war, Yoyage, which broke so dramatically with French

literary tradition to revolutionise the French language
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Voyage, the official history and the journal forming a triptych of war with Voyage’s

fiction 1n the middle

Given Norton Cru’s endorsement, La Ruee frees Céline from the moral obligation to
be factual, and underwrites his right to imagination With regard to the war he lived,
both Historique and La Ruee speak for Celine They provide a starting-point for and
confirmation of Voyage They tell Celine’s story and so allow him the moral
commitment to silence he will invest in Yoyage They make Voyage possible Celine’s

intertextual sources are far more extensive than this however

Henrt Barbusse

‘Read Barbusse,” was Celine’s response when asked about the war
Unsurprisingly then, Celine makes Barbusse part of his witness However, he does not
stop there Marie-Christine Bellosta has described how the work of other war
novelists 1s woven nto Voyage *° Bellosta argues that Céline borrowed not just
Barbusse’s oral style and made 1t the dominant stylistic motif of Voyage but that he
also borrowed scenes, incidents and metaphors from Barbusse, among others ‘La
guerre, ¢ ‘est, en un seul regard, en un seul lieu, et sous toutes les peripéties, la totalite
de ce qu’ont vu Barbusse, Dorgeles, Genevoix, Duhamel, etc ,’ she says 3" However,
she recognises Céline’s purpose in this ‘Ecrire ainsi,” she says, ‘c’est ecrire pour ;e
situer par rapport a du deja ecrit, en reecrivant pour ou contre >*® That 1s, Celine uses
other writers to support his witness In a further example of Voyage’s totalising logic
— Bellosta’s use of the word ‘totalité’ 1s significant here — these writers confirm his
memory, he theirs Moreover, they allow him silence By presenting extraneous texts,
Céline saves the 1llusion of silence and assuages guilt for speech He once again

points the reader towards Voyage’s silent spaces where ‘true witness’ lies

Voyage’s ntertextual scope 1s very wide Bardamu’s arrival in New York, for
example, draws directly on the work of Paul Morand and George Duhamel * Witness

too Bardamu’s reading of a letter by Montaigne, recreating 1t in Celine’s unique oral

192



voice (R1, 289) There 1s too, for exainple, a clear echo of Chateaubriand’s 1ronic ‘ce
fut une esclave qui me recgut sur la terre de la liberte’ on arrival in America,” when
Bardamu discovers on his own arrtval 1n the new world, ‘les pauvres de partout’ (R1,
191) While 1ts use derives from Celine’s need to maintain silent witness — and while
1t 1s also the natural outcome of a literary technique developed while writing that most
mtertextual of texts the PhD (see 4 1 Semmelweiss) — intertextuality 1s the critical
point m Voyage where past narrative meets new It 1s where Celine announces his

breach with past literature

By rewriting existing texts, Celine points to their desuetude, while underlining his
own achievement 1n bringing a ‘modermn’ tone and style to them Significantly,
however, while subverting past narrative, Celine remains connected to 1t and becomes
part of the vast tapestry of French literature Indeed, in Voyage, 1t 1s Celine who 1s
making the tapestry anew stitching the threads of other writers into his fabric, as when

he parodies Proust

Proust, mi-revenant lui-méme, s’est perdu avec une extraordinaire ténacite
dans I"infinie, la diluante futilité des rites et démarches qui s’entortillent
autour des gens du monde, gens du vide, fantémes de désirs, partouzards
indecis attendant leur Watteau toujours, chercheurs sans entrain d’improbables
Cythéres (RI, 74)

In this way, Celine becomes the sum and the summait of all that he has read He draws
on the immortalising possibilities of French literary tradition while signalling hts own
death-mastering renewal of that very same tradition Indeed, the intertextual 1n
Voyage becomes the site of a resuscitated heroic struggle to revitalise France —nation
and race — through renewal of 1ts language and literature (see 1 1 The Hero) In the
process, mtertextuality becomes one of the chief aspects of Voyage’s duality,
representing the divide between past and present literatures, between old and new
consciousness, as well as providing the point from which Celine looks both forwards
and backwards 1n the hope of establishing dual death mastery through literary

connection and disconnection
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According to Laine, many elements in Lafaye’s book found their way into Voyage
There 1s a Dorothee encountered in New York who serves as a model for the
prostitute, Molly (RI, 228-236) Bardamu’s debacle in the fast-food restaurant near
Times Square, with 1ts memorable evocation of the ‘tarte lumineuse’, also comes from
Lafaye (RI, 206-210) As does Musyne’s ‘thedtre des armees’ (RI, 79-80) and the

entire eptsode of ‘la belle subventionnee de la Comedie’ (RI, 98-101)

The debt 1s extensive but Lafaye’s utility 1s just not in providing Céline with a double
or with theatrical set-pieces to enliven his narrative It 1s 1n enabling him to maintain
his moral commitment to silence Lafaye’s tale becomes Céline’s elaborate disguise, a
means of deflecting guilt for the transgression of silence At the same time, as with
other intertextual sources, his tale complements Céline’s witness, so that the site of
memory 1n Voyage 1s duplicated and thus stronger ‘On est deux,’ as Bardamu says
(R1, 63)

I-Witness

In Voyage, different levels of witness ultimately merge together to become I-
witness Celine’s [-witness can be summed up as the uniquely personal, fictional
witness that 1s Yoyage Marie Christine Bellosta has shown how Celine weaves
different strands of witness together, focusing on the war episode’s culmtnating
scenes when Bardamu travels to Noirceur-sur-la-Lys % Noirceur-sur-la-Lys (R1, 44—
46) has been 1dentified as Comines, a town occupied by the Germans during the war
‘Le pont Rouge’ (RI, 38), where the young boy 1n sailor’s outfit 1s lanced through the
muddle by a passing German cavalryman, recalls Pont-Rouge, the site of fierce
fighting from 15 to 30 October 1914 ‘La maison du Passeur’, where Bardamu and
Robinson halt (R], 64),” recalls combat that took place at ‘la maison du Passeur’, a
terrain situated near the Yser canal near Ypres, and the site of particularly fierce
fighting, also 1n late 1914 By evoking these placenames, Celine addresses the
collective memory of the war Bellosta shows too how Céline’s fictional witness
emerges from disparate elements remembered by Céline Interestingly, from an

aesthetic point of view, he 1s here m the act of producing ‘la synthese de la guerre’
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that this witness 1s accessible only to those who share 1t, those who were part of the
experience, who remember, and whose mentality 1s in tune with the soldier’s
distortion, enlargement and mockery of reality It 1s perhaps this aspect of Celine’s
memory which mspires Jay Winter’s dismissal of Voyage’s ‘truth’ as a ‘semi-sober
barroom conversation between two buddies’ *° It would be a mistake, however, to
underestimate the ‘seriousness’ of what 1s 1n fact a form of camaraderie surviving in a

novel which appears devoid of 1t

The same process 1s at work as Céline weaves the memories of his friend, Lafaye, nto
Voyage Once again, he establishes a community of memory and telling while raising
Lafaye’s stories to extraordinary literary heights One can only strive to imagine the
intense togetherness enjoyed by these men as they shared 1n the retelling of their war

experience

Another thread 1n this community of memory, as well as an important dimension of
the novel’s intertext, are the allusions to songs throughout Voyage, from ‘No more
worrtes’ (RI, 264),*' to the disastrous Tarapout ‘chanson d’amour’ (RL, 363), and the
dreamlike ‘Ferme tes jolis yeux’ (RI, 401), which also features notably in Dorgeles
Les Croix de bois In Dorgeles, this latter 1s sung by a company of soldiers who, while
they sing, forget the war ‘On ne veut plus rien voir les soldats, la guerre  *®2 The
song, 1n Voyage’s Toulouse ‘péniche’ dream scene, also indicates healing
forgetfulness, but the song’s primary function, and the function of all song and music
in Voyage, 1s as a vector for memory The inherently repetitive and circular nature of
song make it 1deal for Voyage’s mnemonic process, its work of ‘rememoration’ or
‘rappel’ 8 While retaining deeply personal associations, the songs cannot fail to
address popular memory In this context, 1t should not be forgotten that Madelon’s
name recalls a French song popular with the soldiers in wartime Celine’s 1ronic
portrait of Madelon, as the young, love-besotted killer of Robinson, 1s thus
accompanied by a silently remembered, bittersweet musical soundtrack which carries
the reader/hstener back to the war Céline’s ‘faut entendre au fond de toutes les
musiques [ ] I’air de la mort,” emphasises the link between these songs and his

wartime experience (RI, 297) Music and song are, therefore, not just a support to
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