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			Pierre Boulle

			Science at the service of literature

			
					Born in Avignon (France) in 1912

					Died in Paris in 1994

					Notable works:	The Bridge Over the River Kwai (1952), novel

	Contes de l’Absurde (1953), short story collection

	Planet of the Apes (1963), novel




			

			An engineer by trade, Pierre Boulle was a prolific author and a decorated former soldier. During the Second World War, he was deployed to Indochina. Employed by the English secret service, he was eventually captured by the Japanese and sentenced to forced labour. At the end of the war, he returned to Paris, but his boring daily life distressed him. He then decided to spend his time working on literature.

			He wrote his first novel, William Conrad, in 1950 after being inspired by authors such as Rudyard Kipling or Joseph Conrad. It was following The Bridge Over the River Kwai, an adventure novel inspired by his own autobiographical experiences, that he became successful. Planet of the Apes, however, is his uncontested masterpiece.

			The author had a lively critical spirit, a thirst for freedom, and an acute sense of observation and anticipation. He penned around thirty novels, many short stories, but also several essays, as well as a play adapted from his first novel.

		


		
			Planet of the Apes

			A masterpiece of French science fiction

			
					Genre: science fiction

					Reference edition: Boulle, P. (2011) Planet of the Apes. Trans. Fielding, X. London: Penguin Random House.

					First edition: 1963

					Themes: apes, humanity, space travel, dominance, evolution, science

			

			Planet of the Apes tells the story of Ulysse and his companions, who discover an Earth-like planet where monkeys have evolved to the point of dominating humans.

			The novel was written in a particular global context from which it borrows various ideas:

			
					Space research was a hot-button issue at that time, and Yuri Gagarin had just been sent into space (1961);

					The Vietnam War was in full swing (1954-1975). The novel indirectly criticises it;

					The fight for civil rights against racial segregation was in the spotlight, a theme that can also be found in the novel.

			

			This book has been made into eight film adaptations, two television series and several comic books.

		


		
			Summary

			Initial situation

			In the Betelgeuse solar system, on the distant planet Soror, live men and women who are in almost every way similar to those on Earth. Through imitation and observation, their domesticated monkeys, who have undergone many scientific experiments, begin to communicate with one another and to plot during the night in their cages as to how they will seize power. Chimpanzees, gorillas and orangutans work together to eventually reduce the human race to slavery. These men and women, already weakened by a long period of intellectual laziness, are gradually reduced to the status of wild animals. Humans take the place of their former experiments and begin to fear those who feared them before.

			Thousands of years later, in 2500, a couple of space tourists recover a bottle in the cosmos containing Ulysse Mérou’s story. The narrator is a journalist from Earth who joined a scientific space expedition towards Betelgeuse. The message recounts the expedition of Ulysse, Professor Antelle and the young assistant Levain, during which they discovered the planet of the apes – the story of the novel.

			Exploring the planet of the apes

			After a two-year spatiotemporal journey (according to the laws of relativity, two years for them is equivalent to 700 years on Earth), the group, accompanied by their monkey, set foot on Soror. To their astonishment, they discover that the atmosphere is similar to that of Earth, there is water, plant life and even human beings. The latter are even more intriguing as they behave like animals. They have no intelligence and do not seem to have any awareness either. The first human who approaches them is a young girl whom they christen Nova. Ulysse immediately falls for her wild nature.

			A series of observations on the strange behaviour of these humans then follows: firstly, none of these men, women and children speak or smile. The strangest reaction is the violence they demonstrate at the simple sight of clothes or any other sign that reminds them of the civilised world. Soon, the travellers are faced with the brutality and savagery of the planet during a hunting expedition in which man is the game, and the gorilla the hunter.

			In the chaos, Levain is killed, Professor Antelle disappears and Ulysse is captured. The latter is stunned to discover a society of evolved apes, who are similar to humans in their gestures, facial expressions, clothes and technology. They truly are apes who act and evolve naturally like modern humans and not people in disguise.

			In captivity

			Ulysse is imprisoned along with his wild friend Nova in a scientific institute. Gorilla guards feed him and the other prisoners. Orangutan and chimpanzee scientists observe him and subject him to behavioural experiments, similar in every way to those that humans made laboratory chimps endure. Eventually, Ulysse realises that the aim of their research is related to sexual reproduction.

			Whilst in captivity, Ulysse makes considerable efforts to prove his intelligence, his humanity, his language ability and his capacity for reasoning. He soon attracts the attention of Zira, a female chimpanzee, and Zaius, the orangutan who is in charge of the institute. His narrow-minded and prescriptive mind, full of backward stereotypes, only sees in Ulysse a knowing human who is simply imitating the behaviour of the evolved apes; on the other hand, Zira soon discerns Ulysse’s unique character, in comparison to all the other humans she has come across in the laboratory until now. Time passes and the communication between the two gradually improves. By proving his scientific knowledge and learning the apes’ language, Ulysse explains to Zira that he is from Earth; she is understanding and excited by this surprising discovery.

			Revelations

			Zira frees Ulysse and walks him on a lead in the city, so as to not shock the residents. She soon introduces him to her fiancé Cornelius, who is also a scientist. He agrees to help Ulysse to give a presentation at a scientific conference where he will be able to reveal the truth to everyone. He prepares his presentation by amassing a large amount of information on the lives of the monkeys, the workings of their society (which is divided into classes) and on their spoken language.

			Ulysse now lives with Zira and Cornelius. During a visit to the zoo, he is sad to see Professor Antelle, dehumanised and now unrecognisable. This reputable scholar is now an amnesiac savage, devoid of any form of intelligence.

			The programme of the conference consists of showing the progress of studies on humans, using basic intelligence tests. Ulysse takes advantage of being on stage to take the floor. He explains to the audience, made up of ape scientists, where he is from and that on Earth, humans have evolved and apes are still wild. He also tells them about his experiences since his arrival on their planet, in order to finally propose an alliance between their races. Following this speech, the Grand Council of Soror decides to free him.

			Currently, Ulysse is living in a comfortable apartment and is allowed to walk freely in the city. Zaius has been fired and Cornelius has been promoted to take his place. He is currently studying humans and is satisfied to notice that Nova is by far the most intelligent of all of them.

			One day, Cornelius invites Ulysse to join him and Zira on the site of an archaeological dig where ruins have been discovered. The ruins are 10,000 years old and prove the presence of evolved humans: a human doll, who is wearing clothes and can speak. Cornelius now knows that men dominated the planet before the apes did, exactly as Ulysse thought. He realises that apes imitated their former masters without ever being capable of innovating, but remains convinced that one day apes will overtake humans. These intense reflections are damaging to Ulysse and confine him to his bed for a month.

			After he has recovered, he finds out that Nova is six months pregnant. Zira had been obliged to hide her as, if the Council had learned of this pregnancy, she and Cornelius would have been fired, and Ulysse would have lost his favourable treatment.

			Helius, one of Cornelius’ colleagues, is conducting studies on the brain, in which he manages to stimulate different zones of the human brain. For example, he neutralises the sensation of hunger in one subject or changes the perception of shapes and distances in another. Although most of his subjects had their primary behaviour changed following this surgery, one or two subjects deserved particular attention: Helius has managed to reactivate a part of their brain that allows them to speak and remember. These ‘reactivated’ humans then describe precisely what happened to them on the day when the apes seized power.

			Return to Earth

			Several days after the birth of their son, Ulysse goes to visit Nova, who has given birth. At three months, the child cries like a baby monkey: there is every reason to believe that he will speak. The situation is very serious, as the Grand Council will do anything they can to get rid of him in order to assert the power of the apes over humans once and for all. It is therefore time to flee to claim back their spaceship, which is still in orbit around the planet of the apes. Ulysse, Nova and their child Sirius get back in the ship and start to travel towards Earth.

			During their two-year journey, Nova evolves at an incredible speed, to the extent that she becomes practically normal, or at least less wild and animalistic than before. When they arrive on Earth, Ulysse, Sirius and Nova disembark in Paris. A figure in uniform comes to greet them: it is a gorilla.
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