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			Louis-Ferdinand Céline

			French doctor and writer

			
					Born in Courbevoie (France) in 1894

					Died in Meudon in 1961

					Notable works:	Death on Credit (1936), novel 

	Cannon-Fodder (1949), novel

	North (1960), novel




			

			Louis Ferdinand Destouches, known as Céline, was a French author who was born in 1894 and died in 1961. He is considered one of the major novelists of the 20th century for his works, including Journey to the End of the Night (1932) and Death on Credit (1936).

			A trained doctor, he drew the main inspiration for his literary works from an unusual life path which saw him visit multiple destinations (England, Cameroon, USA) and try different jobs. The experiences that resulted from this served as the foundation for the condemnation of the hardships of his era. This process led him to form opinions that were difficult to reconcile (from free healthcare for the poor to his notorious antisemitism) which would make him one of the most contested writers of French literature. 

		


		
			Journey to the End of the Night

			The ups and downs of a condemnation

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Céline, L-F. (1983) Journey to the End of the Night. Trans. Manheim, R. New York: New Directions Publishing Corporation. 

					First edition: 1932

					Themes: happiness, search, journey, colonies, poverty, the First World War

			

			Published in 1932 and awarded the Prix Renaudot (French literary prize) that same year, Journey to the End of the Night is the novel that brought Céline his fame and granted him his place as a legitimate player in literature. 

			In this book, filled with his characteristic prose, the writer castigates the refusal of the world (and particularly of Europe in the Roaring Twenties) to see its own poverty in favour of running towards fanciful pleasures that only aggravate the situation rather than improving it. 

			The author therefore portrays, through the experience of his narrator, Bardamu, an unforgiving image of this era that immediately followed the First World War. It is an original and dissonant portrait which is universally impacted by the hero’s different journeys. 

		


		
			Summary

			In order to provide the clearest summary possible, we have chosen not to follow the divisions used in the book and have instead opted to separate the sections by journey. The story’s chronology has been maintained. 

			Paris and the First World War

			Paris. In search of recognition and out of bravado towards a friend that is with him, Ferdinand Bardamu decides to follow a troop and join the army. However, the everyday life of a world war is not as heroic as he had expected: he discovers the horror and indignity of a battle of which he understands neither the aim nor the functioning. One day, during a reconnaissance mission, he comes face to face with Robinson, an army reserve whose ambition is to abandon the army. Shortly after their encounter, Bardamu is gravely injured and repatriated to the French capital. 

			Celebrated as a war hero, Ferdinand revels for a short moment in his notoriety and tries to forget the horrors that he has lived through. But very quickly, he realises the hypocrisy of the situation: the false value of the medals, the enthusiasm of women and nurses to sleep with him just to grab their claim to fame (for example, Musyne) or even the haste with which injured soldiers create ploys in order to not return to combat. Paris itself is the image of prevailing hypocrisy: the city is in the midst of economic decline even though everything seems to be going well. Nauseated by this atmosphere and by his status as a soldier, Bardamu finally recovers after two more trips to hospital. Later, another encounter with Robinson pushes the hero to leave for an adventure in Africa, in the colonies. 

			The colonies (Fort-Gono, Topo) 

			After a stormy journey by sea where he is almost lynched by the crew and passengers, Bardamu finally disembarks at Fort-Gono. There, he discovers that life is lot more difficult than he had imagined; he cannot acclimatise to the precarious comfort, the stifling heat, the illnesses nor the many insatiable insects. The natives, for their part, intrigue him greatly and he divides his time between observing them and insulting them.

			Motivated by his desire to succeed, the protagonist manages to find work at a stall in Topo. The journey there is difficult, and Bardamu is weak when he reaches his new destination and meets the man he must replace, who turns out to be none other than Robinson. The latter runs away in the cover of night toward new horizons, ensuring to bring the kiosk with him. 

			Together with two colleagues (Alcide and Grappa), Bardamu leads a poor existence, punctuated by sudden high fevers. The day his hut begins to burn, he realises that the colonies will not bring him the wealth he desires: he therefore leaves Africa for the United States. 

			The United States (New York, Denver)

			Despite his ship being quarantined, Bardamu manages to get into the city of New York. There, he is fascinated to discover the skyscrapers, Manhattan, Broadway, the banks, the shops, the shining cinema, the immense hotels and mazes (the Laugh Calvin) and, above all, the dollar, which he likens to a god. Day after day, the narrator sees his limited colonial savings dissolve like snow in the sun. While at first he manages to extort money from his former mistress (Lola), he must quickly resign himself to finding another way to earn his keep. Thus, he leaves for Detroit to get a job at Ford. In this fast-growing company, he finds himself faced with the realities of factory line work, infuriating working schedules and low pay. Luckily, his meeting with and then attachment to the prostitute, Molly, gives him the strength to carry on. 

			One night, he meets Robinson on a tram. Robinson convinces the narrator to return to France, where he will join him once his situation has been resolved. Against Molly’s advice, he takes to the sea once again, this time in the direction of his homeland. 

			La Garenne–Clichy

			Many years pass. Having returned to his studies and earned his medicine degree, Bardamu establishes himself as a practitioner in La Garenne-Clichy. As this town already has many doctors, life is difficult for the hero who is often called as a last resort by clients who do not pay him. This free service makes him seem like a bad doctor. Haunted by the fear of not being able to heal others, he sees before him a parade of the woes of the world: a failed abortion, a labour gone wrong, the Henrouille couple who try to corrupt him in order to send their mother-in-law to the asylum or even his friend Bébert who he cannot save from typhoid. To top it all off, Robinson, who has returned to France, harasses him endlessly about these anxieties. Robinson must even receive emergency care from his old friend, after an elaborate plan that he masterminded with the aim of killing the Henrouilles’ mother-in-law turns against him and he injures his eyes. With the timely help of the priest, Protiste, Bardamu sends Robinson to Toulouse to recover. During this time, he himself volunteers at a small clinic before being granted the role of a pasha in a little Parisian cabaret, which allows him to discover show business, its joys and its tragedies. 

			He is then invited to Toulouse by Robinson who is gradually regaining his sight and about to marry Madelon. As for the Henrouilles’ mother-in-law, she is doing well and pays a visit to a lucrative vault filled with mummified tourists. 

			On returning to Paris, Bardamu finds employment at an asylum run by Baryton, a psychiatrist. After the narrator has taught him English, Baryton gives Ferdinand the keys to his establishment and leaves for Great Britain. Somehow handling his new job with the help of his friend Paraphine, Robinson one day turns up at the hero’s institution, looking for a place to hide from Madelon who he no longer tolerates and does not want to marry. The doctor is diplomatic and tries to reconcile the couple, but this attempt becomes tragic: in the face of Robinson’s categorical refusal to marry her, Madelon shoots him and he dies a few hours later in Bardamu’s arms. 

		


		
			Character study

			Ferdinand Bardamu

			Ferdinand Bardamu is the narrator and the main protagonist in Journey to the End of the Night. He is a recurring figure in Céline’s works, as he can also be found in other books in which he plays a hero or a secondary character (notably in Death on Credit and The Church). 

			Throughout the work, Bardamu evolves. It is possible to distinguish two steps in his development. The first covers the three opening sections and can be considered as the training of his era. We can see that for each of the three sections, the author uses the same narrative pattern, which is:

			
					A phase of wonderment where Bardamu builds his hopes for a better life (the heroic image of the army, the adventurous side of the colonies, the innovative aspect of pioneering American modernity).

					A return to reality phase: Bardamu’s aspirations are halted by obstacles (often financial) which provide him with a harsh reality check (his injury on the battle field, the fevers and poverty in Africa, the tiresome work at Ford in the United States).

					A criticism phrase: by confronting the reality of things (often through work), Bardamu becomes aware that all the appearances of a better life that he sees around him are only illusions. Furthermore, they only benefit some people. 

			

			This triple journey, which we could see as a rite of passage, highlights one of the main characteristics of this character; the impossibility of happiness. As happiness has an illusory character in the world in which he lives, the hero cannot record his joy in a lasting way. We see this very clearly in his love life (see the situation with Musyne, Lola or Molly) or in friendship (in the intermittent relationship he shares with Robinson or his friendship with Paraphine which ends in silence). 

			The second of Bardamu’s development stages takes place in the fourth section, in Rancy. By choosing to become a doctor, the hero gives his existence some consistency, an anchorage point which puts an end to the ups and downs of the first three parts. As if to accentuate this change within his character, Céline puts in an interval

			Léon Robinson
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