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ANNALISA FEDERICI 

 

CHALLENGING THE MODEL: JOYCE AND MICHEL 

BUTOR  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract Despite being much discussed in France over the 1920s and 1930s, 

Joyce’s oeuvre became a real source of inspiration and overt influence on French 

writers mainly with the emergence in the 1950s of the Nouveau Roman, for 

whose exponents, and especially for Michel Butor, Joyce represented a distin-
guished model and precursor. It was indeed the acute awareness of a common 

way of conceiving certain aspects of the narrative form – first and foremost the 

central importance of language, seen as both the means and the object of repre-

sentation – that, ever since the beginning of his own career, led Butor to manifest 

his great admiration for Joyce, and then to avow the significant impact he always 

had on his narrative production, for which Joyce’s impressive literary accom-

plishment represented a source of influence that was stimulating and inhibitory at 

the same time. Butor praised on various occasions the distinguishing features of 

Joyce’s writing – the great complexity of his narrative style, the linguistic inven-

tion and verbal manipulation by which formal aspects become the content, the 

use of the interior monologue as direct representation of the characters’ psycho-
logical processes, the coexistence of order and chaos, as well as a certain degree 

of semantic density involving active participation on the part of the reader – 

which can be more or less explicitly found (except for some deliberate neglects) 

in his own narrative production of the 1950s. Given the debt that Butor acknowl-

edged to Joyce, and the manifold analogies mainly regarding their way of con-

ceiving fiction, this paper aims to analyse a number of recurring features charac-

terising, despite some stylistic peculiarities, their narrative production.  

 

Keywords James Joyce, Michel Butor, Influence, Reception, Narrative. 

 

 

On 7 December 1921 at La Maison des Amis des Livres, Adrienne Mon-

nier’s bookshop in Paris, Valery Larbaud delivered his famous lecture on 
Joyce, introducing the Irish author’s great literary accomplishment to an 
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enthusiastic French audience. The public séance focused in particular on 

Ulysses, with descriptions of Joyce’s notebooks and compositional meth-
ods — especially his endless reworkings and expansions, the Homeric 

correspondences and the interior monologue. Besides paving the way for 

the long-awaited volume publication of Ulysses by Shakespeare and 
Company, Larbaud’s talk laid the foundations for the ensuing reception 

of Joyce in France for at least two further reasons: on the one hand it 

foregrounded the European dimension of Joyce’s genius1, while on the 

other it went on to become a celebrated and well-known piece of criti-
cism. Its text was in fact expanded for publication in the April 1922 issue 

of La Nouvelle Revue Française, abridged and translated for the inaugu-

ral number of Eliot’s Criterion, and finally revised a few years later as 
preface to the French translation of Dubliners2, thus setting the scene for 

subsequent critical and theoretical responses to Joyce in France. Such 

crucial role has already been highlighted by Sam Slote. As the scholar 

remarks, “the story of Joyce’s influence on the scenes of French literature 
[…] begins with Valery Larbaud”, who soon “replaced Pound as the pri-

mary ‘impresario’ for Ulysses”; moreover, “virtually all reviews of 

Joyce’s work in France in the 1920s and 30s (and many elsewhere) refer 
to Larbaud’s essay” (2004a: 362-363). On the one hand it seems clear, as 

Dennis Duncan has also pointed out, that “critically, when it came to 

Joyce, the French were proudly ahead of the game” (2015: 351). On the 

                                                
1 Larbaud’s propaganda was of particular importance in placing the work of the 

expatriate genius in a transnational milieu, more precisely in the context of Irish/English 

writers such as Swift, Sterne and Fielding or, in terms of the censorship that Ulysses had 
suffered, along with French authors like Flaubert and Baudelaire. From a stylistic point of 
view, moreover, Joyce – “the greatest currently living writer of the English language” 
(Larbaud 1922a: 385) – was further compared to the symbolists Lautréamont and Rim-
baud, or to the naturalists Maupassant and Flaubert. In an interesting passage of his public 
talk later turned into an essay, Larbaud praised Joyce by calling him “a pure ʻMilesianʼ: 
Irish and Catholic of old stock, from the Ireland that benefits from some affinities with 
Spain, France and Italy, but for whom England is a strange land which cannot be made 
closer even by the commonality of language” (ibid.: 387). He finally concluded that “with 

the work of James Joyce and in particular with this Ulysses which is soon going to appear 
in Paris, Ireland is making a sensational re-entrance into high European literature” (ibid.: 
389). Unless otherwise indicated, all translations in this essay are mine. 

2 Cf. Larbaud 1922a, 1922b and 1926, respectively. Among Larbaud’s contribu-
tions on Joyce’s masterpiece, see also Larbaud 1925.  
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other hand, despite representing a widely debated cultural phenomenon 

that in the 1920s and 1930s was the subject of numerous reviews, articles, 
commentaries and translations, Joyce’s oeuvre curiously engendered min-

imal literary responses immediately after the publication of Ulysses. To 

quote a revealing example, in his influential survey of the twentieth-
century French novel, R.M. Albérès contends that “Joyce does not seem 

to have had an immediate influence in France, where the aestheticism of 

people like Cocteau and Giraudoux dominates, where the metaphysical 

novel, the tragedy of the human condition, will be developed in writers 
like Mauriac, Bernanos, Malraux and Julien Green” (1966: 186). As a 

matter of fact, although it was much discussed in France over the 1920s 

and 1930s, Joyce’s oeuvre became a real source of inspiration and overt 
influence on French writers mainly with the emergence in the 1950s of 

the Nouveau Roman, for whose exponents, and especially for Michel Bu-

tor, Joyce represented a distinguished model and precursor3. Furthermore, 

the new novelists’ attempt to confer legitimacy on their project of renew-
al of narrative forms by appealing to the precedent of Joycean modernism 

shows that the peculiarity of his literary achievement “sets his texts apart 

from most other modernist works while it relates them to our own cultur-
al moment” (Attridge 1995: 14). In this perspective, the relationship be-

tween Joyce and Butor, which is the focus of this essay, can be analysed 

not only in terms of shared purposes and common aesthetic values, as we 
shall see later on, but also as a fil rouge that links the boldest modernist 

experiments to our postmodern era, a standpoint from which it is nowa-

days possible to recognize, retrospectively, that “the most ‘untimely’ 

modernist texts, Ulysses foremost among them, always contain the germ 
of their own postmodernity, and effectively outline the critique of their 

own fictive enterprise” (Dettmar 1996: 48).  

It was indeed the acute awareness of a common way of conceiv-
ing certain aspects of the narrative form – first and foremost the central 

                                                
3 This is briefly mentioned in one of the few critical works dealing with the re-

ception of the Joycean model among the French new novelists: “while Joyce’s influence 

is pervasive for the nouveaux romanciers, it is also diffuse. Except for Butor, Joyce is 
more of an inspiration than an explicit influence; he is one writer, among several, who 
have helped occasion a new world-picture” (Slote 2004b: 383). On the reciprocal impact 
of Joyce on the French literary scene see Lernout 1990, Rabaté 1990, O’Neill 2004 and, 
more recently, Flynn 2019. 
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importance of language, seen as both the means and the object of repre-

sentation – that, ever since the beginning of his own career, led Butor to 
manifest his great admiration for Joyce, and then to avow the significant 

impact he always had on his narrative production, for which Joyce’s im-

pressive literary accomplishment represented a source of influence that 
was stimulating and inhibitory at the same time. As Butor declared in a 

retrospective interview: 
 

Joyce’s literary production has greatly impressed me, in every sense of 

the term. It has had a profound effect on me, it has left its mark on me, 

and the same is true for the way in which Joyce creates his texts by means 

of schemata. For instance, as far as Ulysses is concerned, the Odyssey 

framework and the Homeric correspondences (but these are just a few ex-

amples among many others): well, this has exerted a decisive influence 
over me. As regards Finnegans Wake, it is evident that such a book has 

left a mark on me, and that, in order for this mark to be not so evident, for 

a long time I have refrained from any kind of verbal manipulation. Pre-

cisely, so as to be influenced by major issues only. But all the books that I 

have written in the last few years bear the mark of Finnegans Wake. [...] 

Therefore, Joyce has encouraged me to do a lot of things, has given me 

many ideas, has taught me so much. But, for a long time, he has also pre-

vented me from doing certain things. And so that problem of the ortho-

graphic manipulation: no, I couldn’t do that, Joyce had gone too far... 

(Santschi 1982: 117-118). 

 

The impact of formal aspects such as linguistic manipulation and the use 

of underlying structural frameworks dates back to Butor’s formative 

years. At the age of twenty-two, Butor wrote an introductory essay enti-
tled “Petite croisière préliminaire à une reconnaissance de l’archipel 

Joyce”, first published in the literary journal La Vie Intellectuelle (1948) 

and later included in his collection of critical writings Répertoire I 

(1960). This piece of criticism – actually his second publication – is in-
dicative of the extent to which Joyce’s genius acted as a guiding light in 

his youth. Here Butor discusses both Ulysses and Finnegans Wake, and 

praises the distinguishing features of Joyce’s writing – the great complex-
ity of his narrative style, the linguistic invention and verbal manipulation 

by which formal aspects become the content, the use of the interior 

monologue as direct representation of the characters’ psychological pro-
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cesses, the coexistence of order and chaos, as well as a certain degree of 

semantic density involving active participation on the part of the reader – 
which can be more or less explicitly found (except for some deliberate 

neglects) in his own narrative production of the 1950s: 
 

It has been claimed that the main character in Ulysses is language, and 

this is absolutely true. Little by little, as one penetrates deep into the 

book, this “means” acquires an independence that is more and more re-

markable. Each episode has its own style, its musical tone, its stylistic de-

vices, which are determined by its subject matter as well as its place with-
in the overall framework. [...] By using the interior monologue technique, 

he [Joyce] wants to analyse in detail the inner world of his characters (Bu-

tor 1960e: 201-203). 

 

Such an unprecedented use of language gives the book [Finnegans Wake] 

an aspect of almost absolute impenetrability and yet, little by little, those 

swarming pages finally become clearer. Joyce adds to the English lan-

guage, which serves as a basis, countless provincialisms and misspellings; 

he multiplies neologisms and dialect terms; he groups words together and 

contracts them, thus obtaining an incredible density of expression. [...] 

The endless variation of superimpositions and dislocations gives the au-
thor the possibility to change as he likes the clarity or obscurity of his 

means of expression. [...] It is typical of the very essence of his work that 

it can be read and understood only gradually. Beyond such a chaotic ap-

pearance, everyone can enter its complex organisation by their own 

means. Given a certain passage, the literal meaning one can initially find 

in it is not necessarily the same (ibid.: 209-210). 

 

This peculiar conception of a fictional work reflecting not only the autho-
rial self but also the cognitive sphere of the reader, who actively takes 

part in the construction of the text and contributes to the disclosure of its 

meaning by means of a necessarily subjective hermeneutic and mnemonic 
act, is reiterated in another critical essay devoted to Joyce, curiously enti-

tled “Esquisse d’un seuil pour Finnegan” and also included in Répertoire 

I4. Here Butor treats with reverence the way in which verbal experimenta-

                                                
4 “Petite croisière préliminaire à une reconnaissance de l’archipel Joyce” and 

“Esquisse d’un seuil pour Finnegan” (which originally appeared in the December 1957 
issue of La Nouvelle Revue Française, and was later translated as “Crossing the Joycean 
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tion is carried to extremes in Joyce’s magnum opus, and highlights once 

again the reader’s involvement in the book’s “surprising adventure” of 
language, as well as in the process of literary creation: 
 

In Finnegans Wake a new invention draws the language into a surprising 

adventure which determines the book’s entire organisation. Instead of be-

ing content with juxtaposing two primitive words, Joyce contracts them 

and melts them together. [...] All the differences can be interpreted as sig-

nificant conscious or unconscious lapsus expressing the personality of 

Joyce, projecting his dream through the reading of that second phrase. [...] 

Each reader makes a choice among these agglomerates of characters and 

words according to the meaning that occurs to him. It is consequently a 
portrait of myself which is made when I glance through these pages, a 

portrait very vague at first, but which can become more precise gradually 

as I enter into the game of the metamorphoses of words. Finnegans Wake 

is thus for each of us an instrument of intimate knowledge, for this por-

trait of myself that I discern there is not the one I would have sketched be-

fore my reading. These sentences whose ambiguous spelling forces me to 

interpret them by means of innumerable lapsus serve as catalysts to my 

conscious mind; they gnaw away and undermine little by little the levels 

of my censorship. [...] However different, however particular, however 

arbitrary my first attempts may be, as soon as my reading is taken up a 

second time, when I enter into the very movement by which the text com-

poses itself, I reproduce an instant of Joyce’s literary creation (Butor 
1960b: 221-226). 

 

Butor encourages us to consider the undeniable complexity and semantic 

density of Joyce’s style as a merely superficial aspect, through which a 
deeper meaning and an underlying structure are disclosed in the moment 

                                                                                                          
Threshold” for the James Joyce Quarterly) are not in the least Butor’s sole interventions 
on the subject matter. In 1966 he took part, together with an international group of schol-
ars, in the first colloquium dedicated entirely to Joyce (anticipating the first International 
James Joyce Symposium by one year) sponsored by the Centre Culturel Américain, while 
two years later he contributed the short piece “Joyce et le roman moderne” to a special 

issue of the magazine L’Arc devoted to Joyce. In 1975 he chaired a session on “Joyce et 
l’aventure d’aujourd’hui” at the fifth International James Joyce Symposium that was held 
in Paris, whereas for the celebration of the centenary of Joyce’s birth in 1982 by Le 
Monde he composed an essay entitled “La Langue de l’exil”, later included in the collec-
tion Répertoire V. 
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of the fruition of the text. Therefore, if we want to take his words literally 

and draw that “portrait of myself which is made when I glance through 
these pages”, it might be illuminating to focus on a series of common as-

pects regarding their literary conceptions as well as practices. Consider-

ing literature as an authentic “laboratory” of writing and the locus of an 
alchemy of languages and cultures, both authors are inventors of poly-

morphous and polyphonous oeuvres. 

Given the debt that Butor acknowledged to Joyce, and the mani-

fold analogies mainly concerning their way of devising fiction, this essay 
aims to analyse a number of recurring features characterising, despite 

some stylistic peculiarities, their narrative production. Indeed, in the con-

text of a supposed continuity between modernist fiction and the French 
Nouveau Roman, which has been largely overlooked by criticism5, Bu-

tor’s extensive and heterogeneous literary output – spanning a period of 

over six decades and subverting the rules of almost all literary genres6 – 

seems to be characterised by the same inclusiveness and experimental re-
alism that distinguish Joyce’s work. Mireille Calle-Gruber aptly remarks 

that Butor inscribes his creative act “within the fundamental project of 

ʽthe future bookʼ, the library-in-process of our Babel-like knowledge and 

                                                
5 To the best of my knowledge, there is no comparative study focusing exten-

sively on modernist fiction and the French Nouveau Roman. Scholars have confined 
themselves to sporadic attempts to connect Virginia Woolf’s and Nathalie Sarraute’s aes-
thetics, or to passing reference to Joyce while discussing intertextuality in Butor’s novels. 
See on this point Lydon 1980 and De Labriolle 1985. 

6 As stated in critical essays such as “Le Roman et la poésie” (1964) and “La 

Critique et l’invention” (1968), in Butor’s view the narrative form incorporates both theo-
retical and poetical aspects, a practice resonating with Joyce’s attempt to merge not only 
different kinds of discourse, but also narrative and metanarrative stances in Ulysses. Fur-
thermore, Butor’s vast literary production encompasses, hybridises and experiments with 
all literary genres and with different forms of artistic expression, as shown by his numer-
ous collaborations with artists and composers. Scholars generally divide his career into 
three phases: the formative years at the Sorbonne and Collège Philosophique, in which the 
author mostly devoted himself to poetry and criticism; a second stage, extending between 
the publication of his first novel Passage de Milan (1954) and that of Degrés (1960), 

mainly focused on increasingly experimental fictional writing, and a last period, from 
Mobile (1968) until his recent death occurred in 2016, characterised by the publication of 
works challenging any form of generic classification. Such periodisation, however, is not 
in the least rigid, and it might be better to admit with Jean Duffy that “Butor’s work has 
proved particularly resistant to classification” (2003: 1). 
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of an oeuvre whose intent is to compose the musical score of civilisa-

tions” (2001: 5). She compellingly describes Butor’s production in terms 
of a palimpsest, “a repository of forms of knowledge and techniques 

where writing is not only a question of stratifications, but also of bounda-

ry-crossings, frontiers, transitions [...]; telling the story of the construc-
tion of the text, which is also the story of writing and thus of the whole 

world” (1991: ix). The notion of palimpsest, applying to compositional 

methods as well as the representation of psychic phenomena, also per-

tains to Joyce’s oeuvre, thus revealing an interesting point of connection 
between the two authors. Not only do their works establish several kinds 

of intertextual relationships with other texts while showing a series of in-

ternal correspondences due to a constant re-elaboration of their own ma-
terial; the palimpsest notion is also particularly useful to account for the 

textual representation of consciousness, the unconscious and memory in 

their novels, characterized by countless refractions, stratifications and 

overlappings.  
Moreover, both writers conceive of the narrative form as a sepa-

rate world of words, as a highly self-reflexive epistemological framework 

in which it is possible to investigate the relationship between conscious-
ness and reality, text and (both inner and outer) world, by paying particu-

lar attention to such fundamental issues as language, structural organisa-

tion and formal experimentation. Not only for Butor, but also “for Joyce, 
language was the primary mode of apprehension of reality” (French 

1982: 239), in the same way as the notion of representation is central to 

their aesthetic ideals. Butor’s conception of the novel as an epistemologi-

cal and phenomenological framework is clearly illustrated in an essay 
bearing the eloquent title of “Le Roman comme recherche”. Here narra-

tive is seen as “one of the essential constituents of our apprehension of 

reality” (Butor 1960d: 7), a workshop space for experimentation where 
one can study the manifold relationships linking together the subject, ex-

ternal reality and its multiple representations which can be obtained by 

means of fictional writing. Butor’s claim that fiction is “the phenomeno-
logical domain par excellence, the field par excellence in which it is pos-

sible to study how reality manifests itself or may appear to us” (ibid.: 8) 

applies to his own choice of a central character’s gradual process of ap-

prehension of the world surrounding him as a framework for his major 
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novels, but also to the attempt he shares with Joyce to textualize mental 

processes and depict reality as it appears to consciousness through end-
less accumulations of facts and “naturalistic” details. In Butor’s view, the 

narrative form becomes an instrument for investigating the inner as well 

as the outer world, but also a critical analysis of the various mechanisms 
of representation. Marianne Hirsch aptly remarks that “underlying Bu-

tor’s work is a structural analogy between text and world: the reader 

stands in relation to the text as each individual stands in relation to the 

world. Herein lies Butor’s realism and, unlike that of his contemporaries, 
his work is consciously representational [...]. To learn to make sense of 

the complex structures of Butor’s texts is to learn to cope with the plurali-

ty and fragmentation of our world” (1981: 328-329). Similar concerns are 
at the root of Butor’s own conception of fiction as both “a response to a 

certain state of consciousness” (Butor 1960d: 10-11) and “a means of in-

terpreting reality” (Charbonnier 1967: 78), as an instrument for analysing 

the acts of consciousness through which reality can be experienced but 
also the outside world, whose “presence” is deeply felt by the reader; 

hence the attempt to reproduce, as Joyce does, the complex mechanisms 

of thought, memory and perception without diminishing the importance 
of realistic details nonetheless.  

For both authors, this ideological framework presupposes an un-

derlying encyclopaedic aim, a strong desire for inclusiveness that obvi-
ously requires a scrupulous mental elaboration, a proliferation of patterns 

and ordering principles, and a structural rigour giving internal cohesion to 

a never-ending assembling of narrative material. One of the features that 

Butor’s novels have most evidently in common with Ulysses is the use of 
a basic structural scheme. In this regard, one should not be surprised at 

Butor’s fascination with “the way in which Joyce creates his texts by 

means of schemata” (Santschi 1982: 117), or at his own declaration:  
 
I begin to write a novel only after I have been studying its general design 

for some months, only when I am in possession of a series of plans whose 

efficacy – as far as the expression of what initially attracted my attention 

is concerned – I think is finally sufficient. [...] these schemata I use, and 

without which I would not even dare set to work, allow me to discover 

things which, in turn, oblige me to make them evolve. This may occur 

since the very first page and go on until proofreading, since this frame-
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work changes as long as the entire organism changes, together with all the 

events which constitute the cells and the body of the novel, and every 

change in detail may affect the whole structure (Butor 1960c: 273).  

 

Butor’s words resonate with Joyce’s well-known habit of devising his fic-
tion with extreme precision according to a predetermined structure, as 

well as his practice of continuously sorting and regrouping raw materials 

in a vast web of interconnections, assigning each fragment to its proper 
place in the general design of the work. Such repeated accumulations ul-

timately achieved the effect of all-inclusiveness that Joyce desired and 

that Butor emulated. Therefore, for both authors the text becomes an or-

ganic entity which is constantly in progress, and whose ordering princi-
ples evolve as long as its composition evolves. Their writing practices are 

strikingly analogous, since they are based on a continuous re-elaboration 

and expansion of narrative material, which gives organic cohesion and 
confers an exact internal organisation to the novel seen as a solid archi-

tectural framework. From a stylistic point of view, moreover, both writers 

share an inexhaustible need for experimentation – not only on a semantic 
and syntactic level, but also concerning the merging of different genres, 

and of narrative as well as metanarrative stances at the same time. In Bu-

tor’s words,  

 
Formal elaboration in fiction is of primary importance. [...] It seems evi-

dent that, since form is a matter of choice [...], new forms reveal the 

choice of new contents [...]. Conversely, different ways of conceiving re-

ality correspond to different narrative forms. Now it is clear that the world 

in which we live is in a state of endless transformation. Traditional narra-

tive techniques cannot integrate every new relationship consequently aris-

ing. [...] Formal invention in fiction, far from being opposed to realism as 

naive critics often suppose, is a condition sine qua non for an even more 

emphatic realism (Butor 1960d: 8-9). 

 

The idea of fiction as an interpretative grid, as a means for investigating 

and trying to grasp what is perceived to be an extremely complex reality, 

is particularly evident in Butor’s second novel L’Emploi du temps (1956). 

This text is a memoir account, also showing traits typical of the diary 
form, of a year spent by the protagonist Jacques Revel in the imaginary 

town of Bleston. Its narration, however, is not in the least linear, but ra-
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ther spatial and multidirectional; furthermore, it encompasses several 

temporal planes owing to the ineludible gap between narrated time and 
narrative time which is generated by the protagonist’s decision to start 

writing this account seven months after his own arrival. This is mainly 

the reason why, in this novel, “language is made to fail as a medium; but 
in failing, it simultaneously undermines its status as medium”. Therefore, 

“the level of unsuccessful referentiality intersects the level where lan-

guage makes a claim for its own autonomy” (Martens 1981: 50). Moreo-

ver, critics have frequently referred to its multilayered structure, open and 
closed at the same time, in terms of a labyrinth7, a metaphor which aptly 

describes such Joycean traits as the proliferation of writing, the workings 

of both personal and collective (that is mythic) memory, as well as the 
treatment of space and time, closely related in a system of biunivocal cor-

respondences reminiscent of the schemata employed for the composition 

of Ulysses. According to Laura Kubinyi, “what Butor has done is to de-

lineate within this closed structure – one year in time; the area of Bleston 
in space – another form of non-centered structure which shows us that 

‘nontotalization’ (the infinitude of possible relationships) is not simply a 

matter of ever-extending boundaries but is also a matter of infinite free-
play within a closed space” (1976: 893). As with Joyce’s masterpieces, a 

very simple plot (apparently contrasting with the overabundance of the 

details narrated) ensures the novel’s actual focus is on the textualization 
of mental processes such as memory and consciousness and – particularly 

in L’Emploi du temps – on the hiatus between living and writing, which 

requires endless revisions, additions and corrections. These novels mani-

fest a fundamental concern for the problematics of representation, since 
they enact a central character’s process of apprehension of a reality which 

is elusive and extremely chaotic, as well as of a past that is obscure and 

difficult to retrieve – either spontaneously, as in Ulysses’s displaying of 
the workings of involuntary memory, or through a conscious attempt to 

fill the gap that separates it from the present moment by a metafictional 

act of writing, as in L’Emploi du temps: 
 

                                                
7 On the novel’s structural organisation and the labyrinth metaphor, see for in-

stance Calle-Gruber 1982 and 1995; Brunel 1995. 
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It is already June 1st, and […] I should have hastened to come back, 

search for and write down what survives in my memories of the last 

moments of November, so as not to make this seven-month gap enlarge, 

this gap that I have maintained ever since I began this narrative, this too 

large a gap that I hoped to reduce quickly, and that I must compress 

more and more as I go on, and that, day after day, somehow thickens 

and becomes more opaque (Butor 1956: 129). 

 

Not only does this passage foreground the close connection between 

memory and narrative in a sort of archaeological operation of excavating 

the past; it also manifests the way in which this highly self-reflexive nov-
el unveils its own compositional process, as is also shown by such recur-

rent motifs as the window and the mirror, which punctuate the text, and 

by a series of verbal and visual representations – tourist guides, maps of 
the city, detective novels, tapestries and stained-glass windows – acting 

as mises en abyme of the entire book. To quote Rangarajan on the mirror-

ing structures of this work, “L’Emploi du temps is a New Novel that is 

both a novel about a novel and a novel in a novel for Jacques Revel’s dia-
ry circumscribes and is circumscribed by the detective novel ʽLe Meurtre 

de Blestonʼ” (2003: 394). Along with an overt metanarrativity, both 

L’Emploi du temps and Ulysses show the perfect balance between narra-
tive proliferation and structural rigour that is one of the greatest accom-

plishments of their authors: the enormous expansion of a simple plot, the 

profusion of facts and the overabundance of details break the linearity of 

narrative, but at the same time are part of an overall design whose unity is 
maintained through repetitions, internal cross-references, recurrent 

themes and motifs.  

An analogous spatio-temporal organisation of a plot which is 
open and closed at the same time can be found in La Modification (1957), 

the sole novel where Butor makes use of the interior monologue tech-

nique (though in the quite unusual form of the second person plural) and 
also the one that is most similar to Joyce’s masterpiece, considering the 

choice of the protagonist’s stream of consciousness as unique component 

of the fictional universe. However, whereas in Ulysses the juxtaposition 

and interpenetration of interior monologue and third-person narration de-
termines shifting perspectives inside and outside the character’s mind, in 

La Modification the textualization of mental processes becomes pervasive 
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and in a certain way “incorporates” reality (in the forms of perceived pre-

sent, remembered past and imagined future), showing how consciousness 
works through associations, or the way in which spontaneous memories 

are determined by sensory perceptions: 
 

Beyond the window, among the vineyards, under the sky turning darker 

and darker, the high, yellow-painted tiled roof of a church stands on top 

of a small village. […] Two years ago, or even earlier, since it was still 

summertime, at the end of August, you were sitting in a third-class com-

partment similar to this one, on this very same seat near the corridor fac-
ing the engine, and in front of you was Cécile, that you hardly knew, and 

that you had just met at the restaurant, coming back from her holidays 

(Butor 1957: 56). 

 

Like Ulysses, La Modification is the story of an unremarkable modern 

man told through a prism in which a certain historical and mythic depth is 
also projected. This novel is based again on a very simple plot (the pro-

tagonist Leon Delmont’s train journey from Paris to Rome, where he 

goes with the intent to join his lover Cécile after the decision to break up 
with his wife Henriette, a plan which is never fulfilled because of an epi-

phanic change of heart occurred during the journey itself) which is poten-

tially expandable in infinite directions, but firmly contained within a pre-

cise, preordained structure. In this regard, Sam Slote posits that “beyond 
any appropriation of technique or use of a shared reference, La Modifica-

tion is indebted to the way in which Joyce in Ulysses mixes a straightfor-

ward narrative trajectory with all manner of deviation. In both novels the 
linear yields to detour which in turn, circuitously, somehow, returns” 

(2004b: 387). As in Joyce’s fiction on the one hand, and in L’Emploi du 

temps on the other, the psychic dimension is foregrounded and the narra-
tive extends in a multidirectional way, according to a delicate orchestra-

tion of the space and time categories which here is mainly due to the 

choice of the archetypal theme of the journey and the underlying scheme 

of the train schedule. Such theme is to be intended both literally (as trav-
elling from one station to another) and metaphorically (as travelling 

through different times and places by means of memory, which brings at 

the end of the real journey an “inner modification” to the protagonist). As 
Lois Oppenheim suggests, considering the train compartment as a micro-
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cosm and an evident metaphor for consciousness, we could interpret “the 

progression of the narration and the experience of the voyage from Paris 
to Rome [...] as analogous to the spatio-temporal movement of the inten-

tionalizing ego” (1985: 116). This text enacts both the representation – 

framed by the carriage window as mise en abyme of the novel’s framing 
of reality – of the outside world as it appears to the protagonist’s con-

sciousness, and a systematic textualization of the psychic phenomena 

(mainly recollection and the transposition of the act of perception into 

mental images) through which such process of apprehension of the world 
takes place. For this reason, the book has been the focus of several phe-

nomenological readings8, which have variously emphasised the central 

importance of the problematics of representation. Davies, for instance, 
suggests that “the structure of La Modification may be regarded as a con-

tinuing series of psychological responses to a constantly varying set of 

stimuli, as a complex chain of involuntary thought patterns based on as-

sociation of ideas – a process that serves to lend plausibility to a seeming-
ly chaotic sequence of events” (1981: 217). Moreover, as scholars like 

Jullien (1994) and Rangarajan (2009) have also pointed out, the metanar-

rative dimension is foregrounded throughout the whole novel by means 
of continuous references to glass, frames and reflecting surfaces. In par-

ticular, it reaches a climax at the end of the book, when the protagonist’s 

decision to commit to writing his inner journey – “to recreate in the read-
ing mode that crucial episode in your adventure, the movement which 

originated in your mind as long as your body moved from one station to 

another and the landscapes in between” (Butor 1957: 236) – coincides 

with the composition of the text we have just finished reading, with “this 
necessary book which is to be written and whose shape you hold in your 

hands” (ibid.). 

Although the linguistic invention and narrative fragmentation that 
are emblematic of Joyce’s style cannot be found in Butor’s, these works 

clearly show similar concerns, in the same way as Butor’s last novel 

Degrés (1960) – once again an extraordinarily complex account that is 
not only extremely detailed, but also full of intertextual references – ex-

emplifies their shared ideal of fiction as an autotelic world of words, a 

                                                
8 Though quite outdated, see on this point such seminal studies as Van Rossum-

Guyon 1971 and Oppenheim 1980. 
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metanarrative, all-embracing description of a process of gradual under-

standing of reality through writing itself. Written in a Joycean vein, this 
text represents the ultimate fulfilment of Butor’s conception of the liter-

ary work as a microcosm which is closed, self-sufficient, but also end-

lessly expandable according to such criteria as analogy, spatial proximity 
and temporal simultaneity among the events narrated. This is mainly ac-

complished through an internal division into three parts in which three 

distinct first-person narrators address a different narratee with the com-

mon aim to produce “a description as faithful as possible” (Butor 1960a: 
54), thus determining shifting perspectives on the same events, but also 

the disruption of univocal correspondences between words (particularly 

personal pronouns) and the entities they designate, and a general referen-
tial ambiguity culminating in the final, unanswered question “who 

speaks?” (ibid.: 389), the sign of an authentic “bursting of the narrative 

voice” (Sullivan 1991: 959). As with Butor’s previous novels, each narra-

tive voice in Degrés is that of an unremarkable individual who is driven 
by his obsession with a writing project doomed to fail from the outset, 

largely because of the impressive amount of material that will have to be 

accommodated within his own account. As the first narrator Pierre Verni-
er confesses in a metafictional excerpt unveiling the narrative strategies 

employed throughout the book, the purpose is to create a series of internal 

correspondences, “a system of references” allowing to grasp “this enor-
mous mass of information which circulates” (Butor 1960a: 82). After the 

metaphor of the labyrinth informing L’Emploi du temps and the theme of 

the journey characterising La Modification, the unifying principle em-

ployed in Degrés as a means of holding control over the chaotic complex-
ity of reality, and the potentially endless accumulation of narrative de-

tails, is the weekly schedule of a secondary school in Paris, allowing an 

exact correspondence between the spatial and the temporal category at 
any point in the plot, which is literally overloaded with cultural refer-

ences. Unsurprisingly, the notion of representation which is of central 

importance in Butor’s oeuvre, along with the realist conception of writing 
as truthful registration of details or explication of an intricate series of 

events, are foregrounded from the very beginning of the novel: 
 

I began writing up these notes about our class, which are meant for you, 

Pierre, [...] when you are finally able to read them, for that Pierre Eller 
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who will apparently have forgotten all about this October 12, 1954, the 

events which occurred on it, the knowledge that we attempted to give you 

on it, these notes which I hope, at that time, will be a literal description, 

without any intervention on the part of my imagination, a simple account 

of precise facts, but that wouldn’t have permitted me to give an adequate 

representation, since in order to describe the space in which these facts 

occur, and without which it is impossible to make them appear, it is nec-

essary to imagine a quantity of other events which are impossible to veri-
fy (ibid.: 53-54). 

 

As alluded to in this excerpt, the book revolves around a pivotal hour (the 

lesson on the discovery and conquest of America held at Lycée Taine be-
tween 3 and 4 p.m. on October 12, 1954), from which endless time-shifts 

depart according to a spatial and non-linear construction of the text. As 

with Joyce’s monster-novels, in Degrés the proliferation and interweav-

ing of narrative strands, the constant shifts in focus and the superposition 
of time levels render orientation within the text’s temporal and spatial 

framework extremely difficult. It seems evident that Butor’s fascination 

with Joyce’s compositional method and treatment of time in Ulysses re-
sults in a progressive narrowing of the temporal category in his own nov-

els (from one year in L’Emploi du temps to one hour in Degrés), which 

corresponds, conversely, to an increasing narrative proliferation and tex-

tual expansion mainly due to repetitions, internal correspondences and 
intertextual references. However, while these are more or less veiled allu-

sions in Joyce’s masterpieces, in the openly didactic dimension of Butor’s 

last novel, both the plot and the setting justify the overt and continuous 
references to our shared western culture. The density and range of inter-

textual references presuppose that readers of Butor’s texts – exactly as 

Joycean readers – have not only an extensive cultural baggage, but also 
the patience and ingenuity to decode the more elliptical allusions, as well 

as a highly developed textual memory capable of retaining and correlat-

ing the numerous quotations from various sources. 

As this essay has briefly shown, although the Joycean model is 
appropriated by Butor in original ways, their narrative production un-

doubtedly displays a number of recurring features. These can be variously 

interpreted in terms of continuity between modernist fiction and the 
French Nouveau Roman, as signs of an explicit influence or reception of a 
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model linking together the authors in question, or even as fortuitous simi-

larities between separate attempts at a radical transformation of the novel. 
In any case they reveal, on a both conceptual and formal level, an essen-

tially analogous way of envisaging narrative that is also emblematic of 

the twentieth century as a whole. 
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