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			Vercors

			French writer and artist

			
					Born in Paris in 1902 

					Died there in 1991 

					Notable works:	The Silence of the Sea (1942), short story

	You Shall Know Them (1952), novel

	Zoo ou l’Assassin philanthrope (1963), play




			

			Born in Paris in 1902, Vercors (real name Jean Bruller) began his career as a comic artist and art critic. He entered the world of literature in 1942 when he founded the clandestine publishing house Les Éditions de Minuits, where he published his first short story, The Silence of the Sea (1942). He took part in the Resistance during World War II (and adopted the pseudonym Vercors), then became a member of the committee condemning collaborationist writers. He then protested (along with Jean-Paul Sartre, among others) against the war in Algeria.

			He is the author of novels such as You Shall Know Them (1952), short stories (Le Songe, 1944, Les Armes de la Nuit, 1946, La Puissance du Jour, 1951), essays and plays. He died in Paris in 1991.

		


		
			The Silence of the Sea

			A clandestine work

			
					Genre: Novel

					Reference edition: Vercors. (1994) Le Silence de la mer. Paris: Le Livre de Poche.1

					First edition: 1942

					Themes: Occupation, Resistance, silence, submission, union

			

			Illegally published in 1942, The Silence of the Sea has long been a cult object due to the patriotic message it delivers. The text is inspired by real events (Vercors himself welcomed a German officer into his home) and is dedicated to the French poet Saint-Pol-Roux (1861-1940), who died soon after the Nazi invasion of his mansion. The story is told from the point of view of an old man who lives with his niece in his house, which was requisitioned in 1941 by a German officer. Throughout his stay, the young soldier, who admires French culture and believes in the unification of the two countries at war, comes up against the obstinate silence of the two masters of the house, who express their patriotism.

			

			
				
					1 Quotes taken from the reference edition have been translated by BrightSummaries.com.

				

			

		


		
			Summary

			In November 1941, the narrator’s home is requisitioned to house German military officers. The soldiers move into the outbuildings and two days later, an officer named Werner von Ebrennac arrives to occupy a room in the house. He is a young man with good manners, affable and smiling, who speaks perfect French. He apologizes for disturbing the household and tries to make contact with the narrator and his niece, but is faced with their incessant silence. However, he doesn’t blame them and even claims to admire their patriotism. Every day, Werner greets them without ever receiving a single word in exchange. Yet, when Werner does not appear at his usual time, the uncle cannot help but keep an ear out for his dragging steps. The same scene is repeated for over a month and, despite the hostility of the inhabitants, the officer seems to enjoy living in the house and often steals glances at the girl, who does not give him so much as a look.

			Werner proves to be a great lover of France and its culture, and often admires the numerous works of French authors that fill the library of his hosts. He readily acknowledges their art and master of literature, but is not willing to grant them superiority in music: according to him, the greatest composers are German. Moreover, he deplores the war between the two countries which he sees as complementary to one another. He is convinced that France and Germany will one day unite as husband and wife. He also states, staring intently at the girl, that he wants to stay in France after the war. More than anything, he wants everyone to be welcome there. 

			One evening, when it is snowing, Werner comes before them in civilian clothes and asks if he can warm himself near the fire. He tells them about his passions and his skills in composing, which he loves more than anything. He also wants to create more “humane” music. Following this revelation, the narrator says it is “perhaps inhumane to refuse him a single word” (p. 26). From then on, on the pretext of warming himself, Werner visits every night, in civilian clothes, to spend a few moments with them, talking about France, his country or his music.

			Despite his best efforts to reach out to them, his hosts remain completely silent. Meanwhile, the narrator admires his perseverance and is surprised that he is not discouraged by their muteness. “I am pleased to have found a worthy old man here. And a silent young lady. We need to overcome this silence. We need to overcome the silence of France.” (p. 29), he says one evening while watching the niece, who blushes slightly and nervously pulls on her needle. He then refers to the tale of the Beauty and the Beast to explain his feelings: he seems to identify with the beast that is despised by Belle.

			Throughout the winter, Werner continues to speak only of his homeland, near Munich, of the cities to which he had travelled and of France. One evening, while telling of his German fiancée, he notices that his host’s niece suddenly breaks her thread. But Werner explains that he broke up with her because she was cruel, like many Germans, according to him. He is anxiously awaiting the day that France heals his fellow countrymen, but this will require love: “He added, in a tone of calm resolution: a shared love” (p. 35). 

			In the spring, he announces that he will spend two weeks in Paris. There, he joins some friends who are involved in the negotiations to unite France and Germany. It is a great day for him, he announces, to wait for an even larger union, and he is willing to wait for it. When the day arrives for his return, his hosts do not see him for several weeks. The niece gradually shows her eagerness to hear from him. The uncle feels “anger at the absurd and having an absurd niece” (p. 42).

			In July, visiting the staff for a formality, the uncle crosses his path and notices his drawn features. Three days later, they sense the presence of the officer behind the door. He seems to hesitate before knocking. The uncle awaits the approval of his niece, which did not come, and finally says: “Come in, sir” (p. 44), which is addressed to the man, not the soldier. Werner appears in uniform, stiff and impassive, his face missing its usual smile. The uncle notices that one of his hands is convulsively tensed. With a seemingly superhuman effort, Werner tells them that they must forget what he had said in this house. For the first time, the niece looks up at him. He tells them how in Paris, his friends mocked him and his dreams of a union between the two enemy countries, their only ambition was to make France a “groveling bitch” (p. 46). Trembling, he adds that French books will never enter Germany again and soon, Europe will no longer be illuminated by this light.

			He then announces that he is leaving for the hell of the Russian front. The uncle is bitter about how even a man such as Werner will eventually submit, while the niece suddenly becomes livid and seems to want to speak out. Then the officer whispers a farewell to the young girl, looking at her intensely until she says the same thing. Werner then seems to calm down and regains his smile, the last image of the officer that the narrator will hold. He leaves the house the next day, before the uncle and niece awaken.

		


		
			Character Study

			Werner von Ebrennac

			Werner is “a thin, blond and smiling soldier” (p. 17). The narrator emphasizes his height, and his handsome and virile face, although marked by two hollow cheeks. He compares him to the French actor Louis Jouvet (1887-1951). An officer in the German army during the Second World War, he is a composer in his normal life. He is very educated, with a particular love for French literature, and is convinced that the war will serve to unite two great nations such as France and Germany. He tries to share his views with the narrator and his niece, for whom he obviously has amorous feelings, but he never manages to extract more than a word of farewell.

			The niece

			The young girl has beautiful gray eyes, and Werner often thinks about her “frail and pale neck, where her hairs falls in hanks of dark mahogany” (p. 35). She feels a strong attraction to the officer, revealed by her nervousness in his presence, but never goes so far as to break her obstinate silence and her “inhuman fixity of the Grand Duke” (p. 43). She is also a musician but decides not to play while the officer is under the same roof, thus reinforcing her hostility.

			The uncle

			It is from his perspective that the story is told. From the outset, the officer emphasizes how much he admires his dignity. The old man also remains silent for the entirety of Werner’s stay, but very quickly seems to be torn between patriotism and admiration for the officer, who is
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