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In the Forest of Paradoxes1

—— Jean-Marie Gustave Le Clezio

Why do we write? 1 imagine that each of us has his or her own
response to this simple question. One has predispositions, a milieu,
circumstances. Shortcomings, too. If we
are writing, it means that we are not
acting. That we find ourselves in difficulty
when we are faced with reality, and so
we have chosen another way to react,
another way to communicate, a certain
distance, a time for reflection.

If I examine the circumstances which
inspired me to write—and this is not mere
self-indulgence, but a desire for accuracy—I

see clearly that the starting point of it all for

me was war. We were hungry, we were

ANBERETRLT EEF
frightened, we were cold, and that is all. REEENREE A RN,

I remember seeing the troops of Field

Marshal Rommel pass by under my window as they headed towards the
Alps, seeking a passage to the north of Italy and Austria. I do not have a
particularly vivid memory of that event. I do recall, however, that during
the years which followed the war we were deprived of everything, in
particular books and writing materials. For want of paper and ink, I made
my first drawings and wrote my first texts on the back of the ration books,

using a carpenter’s blue and red pencil. This left me with a certain



preference for rough paper and ordinary
pencils. For want of any children’s books,
I read my grandmother’s dictionaries.
They were like a marvellous gateway,
through which I embarked on a discovery
of the world, to wander and daydream as
I looked at the illustrated plates, and the
maps, and the lists of unfamiliar words.

It is easy, in such a context, to

understand the urge to escape—hence, to

Gallimer .| dream, and put those dreams in writing.

(G- E SV Books entered my life at a later
period. When my father’s inheritance was divided, at the time of his
expulsion from the family home in Moka, in Mauritius, he managed to put
together several libraries consisting of the books that remained. It was then
that I understood a truth not immediately apparent to children, that books
are a treasure more precious than any real property or bank account. It was
in those volumes—most of them ancient, bound tomes——that 1 discovered
the great works of world literature. In the mediocre life of a little provincial
town dozing in the sun, after those years of freedom in Africa, those books
gave me a taste for adventure, gave me a sense of the vastness of the real
world, a means to explore it through instinct and the senses rather than
through knowledge. In a way, too, those books gave me, from very early
on, an awareness of the contradictory nature of a child’s existence: a child
will cling to a sanctuary, a place to forget violence and competitiveness,
and also take pleasure in looking through the windowpane to watch the
outside world go by.

This “forest of paradoxes”, as Stig Dagerman calls it, is, precisely,
the realm of writing, the place from which the artist must not attempt to
escape: on the contrary, he or she must “camp out” there in order to
examine every detail, explore every path, name every tree. It is not always

a pleasant stay. He thought he had found shelter, she was confiding in her



page as if it were a close, indulgent friend; but now these writers are
confronted with reality, not merely as observers, but as actors. They must
choose sides, establish their distance.

Why write, then? For some time now, writers have no longer been
so presumptuous as to believe that they can change the world, that they
will, through their stories and novels, give birth to a better example for
how life should be. Simply, they would like to bear witness. See that other
tree in the forest of paradoxes. The writer would like to bear witness, when
in fact, most of the time, he is nothing more than a simple voyeur.

To act: that is what the writer would like to be able to do, above all.
To act, rather than to bear witness. To write, imagine, and dream in such
a way that his words and inventions and dreams will have an impact upon
reality, will change people’s minds and hearts, will prepare the way for a
better world. And yet, at that very moment, a voice is whispering to him
that it will not be possible, that words are words that are taken away on the
winds of society, and dreams are mere illusions. What right has he to wish
he were better? Is it really up to the writer to try to find solutions? Is he
not in the position of the gamekeeper in the play Knock ou Le Triomphe de
la médecine, who would like to prevent an earthquake? How can the
writer act, when all he knows is how to remember?

Solitude will be his ot in j N
life. It always has been. As a
child, he was a fragile, anxious,
excessively receptive boy, or the
girl described by Colette, who

cannot help but watch as her

parents tear each other apart, her

big black eyes enlarged with a ERFREBAERAARES
sort of painful attentiveness Solitude is affectionate to writers, and it is in the

company of solitude that they find the essence of happiness. It is a
contradictory happiness, a mixture of pain and delight, an illusory triumph, a

muted, omnipresent torment, not unlike a haunting little tune. The writer,



better than anyone, knows how to cultivate
the vital, poisonous plant, the one that
grows only in the soil of his own
powerlessness. The writer wanted to speak
for everyone, and for every era: there he is,
there she is, each alone in a room, facing
the too-white mirror of the blank page,
beneath the lampshade distilling its secret
Light. Or sitting at the too—bright screen of

the computer, listening to the sound of

Eiﬂ&%‘?‘ﬁ#ﬁ?«%fi , one’s fingers clicking over the keys. This,
FREZENAREMAKXEM. then, is the writer’s forest. And each
writer knows every path in that forest all too well. If, now and again,
something escapes, like a bird flushed by a dog at dawn, then the writer
looks on, amazed-—this happened merely by chance, in spite of oneself.

It is not my wish, however, to revel in negativity. Literature—and this
is what I have been driving at—is not some archaic relic that ought,
logically, to be replaced by the audiovisual arts, the cinema in particular.
Literature is a complex, difficult path, but I hold it to be even more vital
today than in the time of Byron or Victor Hugo.

There are two reasons why literature is necessary :because literature is
made up of language. The primary sense of the word: letters, that which is
written. In French, the word “roman” refers to those texts in prose which
for the first time after the Middle Ages used the new language spoken by
the people, a Romance language. And the word for short story,
“nouvelle”, also derives from this notion of novelty. At roughly the same
time, in France, the word “rimeur” (from “rime”, or “rhyme”) fell out of
use for designating poetry and poets—the new words come from the Greek
verb “poiein”, to create. The writer, the poet, the novelist, are all
creators. This does not mean that they invent language, it means that they
use language to create beauty, ideas, images. This is why we cannot do

without them. Language is the most extraordinary invention in the history



