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Blue of Noon

Georges Bataille, French essayist and novelist, was born in 1897. He converted to Catholicism, then to Marxism, and was interested in psychoanalysis and mysticism. As curator of the municipal library in Orleans, he led a relatively simple life, although he became involved, usually on the fringes, with the surrealist movement. He founded the literary review Critique in 1946, which he edited until his death in 1962, and was also a founder of the review Documents, which published many of the leading surrealist writers. His writing is a mixture of poetry and philosophy, fantasy and history, and his first novel, Story of the Eye, was published under the pseudonym of Lord Auch. Bataille’s other works include the novels L’Abbé C and My Mother, and the volumes of essays Eroticism and Literature and Evil.

Will Self has earned his reputation through a body of innovative work: there’s nobody quite like him writing today. His novels include The Book of Dave and The Butt, and he has also published many books of short stories, novellas and works of non-fiction. His most recent book is Walking to Hollywood. As a journalist he has contributed to a plethora of publications over the years; he is also a regular broadcaster on television and radio. He has four children, and lives in south London.
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Introduction to the Penguin Edition


It really isn’t important how you approach this book. As Bataille says of fiction in general – and by extension his own work in particular: ‘How can we linger over books to which their authors have manifestly not been driven?’ Blue of Noon is a novel that is as driven as a car whose driver has lost control. To read it is to share vicariously in being drunk at the narrative wheel, your foot spasmodically jamming down on the accelerator, while events loom out of the darkness to take on the awful certainty of a disastrous collision.

If you commit yourself to reading Blue of Noon there is no necessity for you to worry about where it’s all heading – because your very assent to the journey means that you’re incapable of reading a map. There’s a kind of exhilaration in this – and a kind of terror; both of which extreme emotions the author is only too willing to exploit. Yet, much like Troppmann, the disaffected narrator of Blue of Noon, the passage of these awful events, that inexorably lead to a sense of crushing, historical imminence, is none the less accompanied in the reader by a curious sense of immanence. It is as if a cloaca God were to descend to someone who was labouring on the torture throne of constipation, and deliver them a laxative balm.

The scatological trope in this context is not gratuitous. Georges Bataille, born in Billom, Puy-de-Dôme, in 1897, was a pivotal figure in those schools of anti-rationalism that did so much to define French culture in the twentieth century. An essayist, a novelist, a philosophical theorist, Bataille threw all of his considerable energies into the rejection of traditional literary structures. He saw the aim of all intellectual, artistic and even religious activity as the transfiguration of the rational individual in an act of ecstatic communion. For Bataille, religious and sexual ecstasy were co-terminous, and he developed a surprisingly systematic and anthropological architectonic in support of this view, most notably in Eroticism.

While well capable of developing his ideas with clarity and intellectual attack, like Nietzsche, his true philosophic progenitor, Bataille was equally content to express himself in obscure and unsatisfying ways. There’s a delirious irony in the fact that, while he was the author of myriad texts, on subjects as diverse as thirteenth-century religious verse and the cave paintings of Lascaux, he remains best known for his pornographic novel Story of the Eye, which he wrote pseudonymously as ‘Lord Auch’. This nom de plume derived from the way that an acquaintance of Bataille’s abbreviated the cry ‘Aux chiottes!’ (‘To the shit house!’). And it’s just to say that in as much as the more notorious work rushes its readers to the shit house where sex and death merge in an act of involuntary evacuation, so Blue of Noon – to my mind a far more important and significant work – rushes its readers into the shitty charnel house which was the Second World War.

Bataille’s life – reduced to its bare bones – reads like a textbook curriculum vitae for the thinker he became. His mother was mentally ill, his father died of syphilis. He converted to Catholicism on the eve of the First World War and served for a year before being discharged because of tuberculosis. Like his fellow French anti-rationalist Louis-Ferdinand Céline, Bataille suffered from ill health and attendant depression for the rest of his life; and as with the author of Journey to the End of the Night, Bataille’s fiction is darkly adumbrated by the hell of the trenches.

In the post-war period Bataille struggled with his Catholic faith, training first as a priest, and then spending some time in a Benedictine monastery on the Isle of Wight. However, the inevitable loss of faith came, and by the early 1920s he was involved with the surrealist movement. Naturally, Bataille was expelled by André Breton for his divisiveness (and truly expulsion was the lifeblood of surrealism, a veritable squid of an artistic movement, propelled through the muddy waters of interwar Paris by successive expulsions), and entered a liberating period of psychoanalysis.


Between 1922 and 1944 Bataille was a librarian and deputy keeper at the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris, and it was during this period that he edited several journals reflecting his varied interests, including Documents. In 1935 he co-founded with André Breton the anti-fascist group Contre-Attaque. Retiring from his post in 1944 due to illness, Bataille spent the last eighteen years of his life in relative seclusion in the French provinces.

So, Catholic recusant, scholar, bibliophile, analysand, Rive Gauche boulevardier, Bataille perfectly fits the bill for being Bataille, for acting as a hinge between the countervailing leaves – the philosophes and the débauchés – who constitute the high table of mid-century French cultural life. It’s easy to see him seated at a last club supper of the twentieth century, flanked by Barthes and Derrida, swapping bordello stories with Foucault and Lacan (with whom he shared a wife). Yet the strangeness and immediacy of Bataille’s writing cuts against any such prosaic conception of their author. True to the psychoanalytic principles of the surrealist movement, Bataille’s fictions are the unreconstructed contents of a psyche in turmoil, downloaded on to paper.

Bataille was profoundly affected by his insane parents and their demise; his religious faith and its abandonment; his career of licentiousness (he was an avid client of prostitutes) and his own physical malaise. All of these elements are present in Blue of Noon and form the immediate curtain of interference through which the shadow play of human affairs and political events is witnessed as if by someone drunk, sick, dreaming – or all three. Bataille’s narrator Troppmann (and is this, perhaps, a Germanization of ‘too much man’?) is throughout the action of the novel either drunk, ill or dreaming. When he is not he is subject to either a profound and grating sense of alienation, or one of ennui. Set against such grinding and inexorably negative experiential states, Troppmann’s rare spasms of sexual arousal, although they almost always have a necrophiliac taint, are experienced by the reader with something like relief.

It can be advanced that pornographic literature is a genre in which the involuntary sexual arousal of the reader is used to propel her into a commensurately involuntary subsuming of her own identity to that of the text’s protagonist. Pornography – as art – achieves its effects by rape rather than seduction. Certainly, such a plangent harping on the self-abandonment of arousal is evinced by Bataille’s Story of the Eye; but with Blue of Noon we find ourselves drawn into complicity with Troppmann’s spiritual, emotional and sexual degradation in a more disorienting – and hence more beguiling – fashion. It would be possible to reject this text were it to operate with the crudity of the actions it portrays – but it does not. Rather, it sets up these events as a dreamlike progression, allowing us to take them on mistrust, until we discover that it is our own faithlessness that has tumbled both us, and the whole of interwar Europe, into the Holocaust.

The action of Blue of Noon leaps back- and forward with the crazy precision of modern, cinematic jump-cuts, between the assassination of the Austrian proto-fascist dictator Dollfuss, in July 1934, and the failure of the Catalan rising in early October of that year. The novel’s prelude, set in the Savoy Hotel in London, introduces us to Troppmann and his partner in the pays-bas, Dirty. A short epilogue follows them as they leave Spain to travel through Nazi Germany, until they eventually part in Frankfurt. In a final coda, Troppmann witnesses a military band of Hitler Youth, averring that ‘Each peal of music in the night was an incantatory summons to war and murder.’

It is quite possible – if not entirely desirable – to read Blue of Noon as a straightforward political/historical allegory. It was doubtless this that Bataille himself had in mind, when on its publication in 1957 he said of the work: ‘No later than 1936, I had decided to think no more about it … the Spanish Civil War and the World War had rendered insignificant the historical events connected with the plot of the novel. Confronted with tragedy itself, why pay any attention to its portents?’ It’s easy to appreciate that in the post-war wreckage of Europe such fatalism was justified, but with the benefit of longer hindsight the remarkable prescience of the novel is rendered devastatingly poignant.

Through the allegorical lens, Troppmann can be seen as the very personification of the Third Republic; he is listless, divided, unmotivated (except by indistinct, murky and even perverse desires). His oneiric content is comprised of anti-clericalism, necrophilia and the occasional self-tormenting eruption from the denouement of Don Giovanni (the haunting of Troppmann by the Commendatore recasts the snuff scene that is the climax of Story of the Eye). We know that Troppmann is well-to-do, but we have no evidence to support this other than his idleness. At one point he tells us of ‘writing reports’, yet we never discover what these are. Certainly he inhabits the interwar demi-monde with considerable assurance. He meets people on the terrace of the Café de Flore, or at the Dôme. In London he and Dirty frequent Limehouse dives, as well as the Savoy. While in Barcelona he drops in on transvestite acts at the Criolla. Troppmann drinks alcoholically – but with none of the fixity of purpose of an alcoholic. He hasn’t even this reasoning unreasonableness.

Troppmann’s relationships have the woodenness born of complete lack of affect. His wife – we are told – is in Brighton with their children, and throughout the narrative she remains an invocation of domesticity, of normality, that is forever offstage. Troppmann is thus a man whose home has left him – rather than him leaving home. His black bacchanals and percipient near-perversities are redolent of men in that other, undomesticated context of intimate publicity: the battlefield.

If we are to characterize Troppmann most aptly, it is to sum him up as lacking in cause. He knows not why he does things, nor often what he is doing. It is precisely this weathervane existence that makes him such a suitable indicator of which way the wind blows. And it is also this unmotivated impulsion that makes it so easy for us to fall in his train. Troppmann, with his first-person narrative jolting along on the coupling between the compartments of the past imperfect, keeps us imprisoned in an unpleasant present. He is driven insane by Dirty, an aristocratic scapegrace whose antics are deranged rather than saturnalian, yet this is not a passion that we can discern; it is too conflicted even for perversity. We are told Dirty is beautiful, yet all we ever see of her is defilement and disease. Dirty can be read as the essence of the ancien régime – and she stands in opposition (yet congruence) to Lazare, the young Jewish woman, whose socialist idealism Troppmann finds almost as laughably repugnant as he does her physicality.

If Dirty is the ancien régime, then Lazare is the communist revolution. But it’s a revolution seen as embarked on without any Marxist conviction in the inevitability of its outcome; in place of historical determinism we are exposed to personal detumescence. For Troppmann’s world is already sliding inexorably towards the inundation of fascism, and Lazare, together with her French, intellectual cohorts, are mere players at theoretical deck quoits on the tip-tilting deck of the Titanic. One of the most terrifying – and thus stultifying – passages of Blue of Noon occurs when Troppmann encounters Monsieur Melou, Lazare’s stepfather. Melou so perfectly encapsulates Troppmann’s hatred of socialistic hot air (which, rightly or wrongly, he characterizes as cod Christianity), that our protagonist is reduced to rendering his interminable dolour as several lines of leader dots.

And if Lazare is the great unwashed tide of communism, then Xenie, whom he initially seduces by stabbing her in the thigh with a fork, is the edible bourgeoisie, an eroticized plaything of the defunct, winnowed-out agency that is Troppmann’s psyche. It is Xenie’s fate to be inveigled into tending to Troppmann as he sickens from an unspecified malaise; Xenie’s fate to be drawn with us in his train as he purposelessly decamps to Barcelona, a voyeur of the French revolutionary parvenus.

Yes, the picaresque progression of the novel, from London to Vienna, to Paris, to Barcelona and back to Germany, where Troppmann and Dirty pass through Trier (Marx’s birthplace) before finally copulating in a graveyard, would seem tailor-made for allegory. The symbols and portents are also all in place, from the black streamer which terrifies Troppmann in Vienna, to the likening of Monsieur Melou to Landru, the infamous serial killer. Read as allegory, the encounters between Troppmann and a German dancer, who inflames his lust by suggestively manipulating a wax dummy; or Troppmann, Dirty and the Hitler Youth who ‘walked fast, paid no attention to anyone, and spoke in abrupt voices’; or Troppmann’s own description of Dirty, naked save for a silk dress ‘the red of swastika’d flags’, are simply … de trop.


For, in truth, Blue of Noon, like the coruscating light its title evokes, is too harshly strange a text to be deciphered as an allegory. I would suggest rather that its readers approach it as a vehicle – whether drunk-driven car, or runaway train – that will transport them to regions of human experience where Bataille’s own view of lust as an annihilator of human difference becomes analogous to the way the Nazis’ lust for power threatened humanity with annihilation.

Will Self
 July 2000








Introduction



In London, in a cellar, in a neighbourhood dive – the most squalid of unlikely places – Dirty was drunk. Utterly so. I was next to her (my hand was still bandaged from being cut by a broken glass). Dirty that day was wearing a sumptuous evening gown (I was unshaven and unkempt). As she stretched her long legs, she went into a violent convulsion. The place was crowded with men, and their eyes were getting ominous; the eyes of these perplexed men recalled spent cigars. Dirty clasped her naked thighs with both hands. She moaned as she bit into a grubby curtain. She was as drunk as she was beautiful. Staring at a gaslamp, she rolled round, irate eyes.

‘What’s going on?’ she shouted.

In the same instant, like a cannon going off in a cloud of dust, she jumped. From eyes that bulged like a scarecrow’s came a stream of tears.

She shouted again: ‘Troppmann!’

As she looked at me her eyes opened wider. With long dirty hands she stroked my sick head. My forehead was damp from fever. She was crying, with wild entreaty, the way one vomits. She was sobbing so hard her hair was drenched with tears.

The scene that preceded this nauseous carnival – afterwards, rats must have come crawling over the floor round the two sprawled bodies – was in every way worthy of Dostoevsky.

Drunkenness had committed us to dereliction, in pursuit of some grim response to the grimmest of compulsions.

Before being wholly
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