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INTRODUCTION

ROGER SHATTUCK, a writer who enjoyed juggling difficult ideas, was reaching for something different, a forthright simplicity, with The Forbidden Experiment, the story of a boy who at the age of eleven or twelve was discovered after surviving by himself for a few years amid the forests and rugged terrain of southern France. The boy was brought to Paris, where at the beginning of the nineteenth century a young doctor attempted to integrate what his contemporaries regarded as a wild child into society, with only limited success. In The Forbidden Experiment, Shattuck brings some of the narrative drive of a work of fiction and some of the imperturbability of a case study in psychology or sociology to the fundamental philosophical questions that he explored in nearly everything he published. How can the rival claims of nature and culture and innocence and experience be reconciled to create a meaningful life? Or an enduring work of art?

Readers begin The Forbidden Experiment assuming that the child will be the main character in the story, but soon enough he shares center stage with Jean-Marc Gaspard Itard, a medical student who was in his twenties when he first encountered the boy, eventually named Victor, in the Institute for Deaf-Mutes in Paris. For five years Itard devoted himself to Victor’s education, becoming what Shattuck calls a sort of “foster father,” his labors supported by Madame Guérin, a woman who lived with her husband on the grounds of the institute where Victor spent a decade and who functioned as his foster mother until he died in 1828. Nobody ever determined the circumstances of Victor’s birth or why and at exactly what age he found himself living alone in the wild. He remained an enigma, in some sense, as Shattuck writes, a tabula rasa, never able to communicate except in the most rudimentary fashion despite Itard’s ardent and tireless efforts. Itard, meanwhile, emerges in Shattuck’s pages as a man of his time, excited by debates about the relationship between nature and culture that had engaged thinkers for centuries and played a critical role in the Enlightenment and its aftermath. In Shattuck’s book, Victor represents nature and Itard represents culture, and their story, shadowed by an intractable, mutual incomprehension, is in some sense a tragedy.

Shattuck underscores Itard’s centrality by including long excerpts from two reports that the doctor produced about his efforts to teach Victor to reason and communicate in ways that most men and women take for granted. Victor made some progress. At times he was able to associate specific objects with specific signs, although his grasp of the connections remained somewhat rudimentary. To a certain degree he developed feelings of attachment and connection, at least to Itard and Madame Guérin, but so far as anybody could see he was never capable of conceiving or forming a romantic attachment. The more we read about Itard’s struggles to connect with the boy, the more enigmatic Victor becomes. In the end Shattuck acknowledges that our fascination with Victor has something to do with our own ambivalence about how we live in the world. If Itard embodies the altogether human desire “to master what we see, to leave our mark on the world by subduing and appropriating it,” Victor reminds us of an “intermittent yet powerful longing to escape from our lives” and even “to withdraw into a hole, into ourselves, like turtles.” With Itard’s help, he “recovered” some part of the human “inheritance,” which for Shattuck has everything to do with how one connects with other people. But Victor remains a disquieting figure, only a very partial participant in the kind of community that most men and women share, or at least hope to share.

•

Published in 1980, The Forbidden Experiment marks roughly the mid-point of Shattuck’s career. His first book, The Banquet Years, appeared in 1958, when he was thirty-five, and a final essay collection, Candor and Perversion, seven years before his death in 2005. As a writer he was restless, never wanting to repeat himself. The Banquet Years is cultural history of a high order, a kind of classic, with two opening chapters that survey the creative spirit of fin de siècle Paris followed by searching portraits of four figures: the writers Alfred Jarry and Guillaume Apollinaire, the composer Erik Satie, and the painter Henri Rousseau. Shattuck had published some fiction when he was young. A solid book of poems, Half Tame, appeared in 1964. He wrote about Marcel Proust on many occasions, always with great power. And in 1994 he brought out a second book with the word “forbidden” in the title, Forbidden Knowledge: From Prometheus to Pornography, which includes a strenuous critique of the modern cult of the Marquis de Sade. As if as a counterbalance to his fascination with the forbidden, Shattuck entitled another of his books, an essay collection, The Innocent Eye.

Everything Shattuck wrote reflected his liberal spiritedness, an openness to new ideas and experiences, always tempered by a recognition of older verities, the old and the new continually interrogated. As an American immersed in French art and literature, he embraced the debate between reason and passion that has a long history in Gallic culture. With his pioneering studies of Jarry, Satie, Apollinaire, and Rousseau, he showcased creative spirits who in one way or another rejected the cultural expectations of their time, drawing on strains of the childlike, the irrational, even the uncouth as each found his own way of engaging (or shocking) Parisian audiences. Some twenty years later, with The Forbidden Experiment, Shattuck was looking at the process in reverse, as Itard tried to free Victor from what seemed like a childlike, irrational, and uncouth condition and help him adapt to what were generally agreed to be more civilized forms of behavior.

Shattuck never stopped asking what it means to be civilized. “I’m normal / half tame,” he described himself in a poem, aware that a part of each of us is a little like Victor, never entirely able to meet the standards that civilization sets for us. Shattuck knew that to live in the world, at least to live happily and successfully, he couldn’t do without art and literature. The arts, a pinnacle of human expression and communication, were proof positive of the existence and vitality of a civilization. Writing about Proust, Shattuck observed that “the work of art holds the secret of communication,” for “through the work of art the reader may attain communication with others (the artist and, presumably, other readers) and an enhanced recognition of his own lot.” Communication, the bedrock of civilization, was something the Wild Boy of Aveyron could never master. It’s no wonder that in his final years Shattuck edited Helen Keller’s The Story of My Life, a book that allowed him to think about a woman who, in spite of profound disabilities, found ways to communicate with extraordinary brilliance and subtlety.

•

Shattuck had an admiring public. His books were widely reviewed, and scholars weren’t the only ones who followed his essays in Partisan Review, The New Republic, The New York Review of Books, and Salmagundi. But whatever the impact he had during his lifetime, his achievement has never quite come into focus, not while he was alive and not since his death. There’s no mystery here. Shattuck was always confounding expectations. The author who began by publishing The Banquet Years, with its sympathetic exploration of artistic absurdism, might have been expected to spend the rest of his life celebrating the ins and outs of anti-art. He did write with sensitivity about some of the dadaists and surrealists. But he was also aware of their limitations. He entitled one of his essays “The Demon of Originality,” questioning the emphasis so many of his contemporaries placed on newness, as if that were the decisive and defining factor in art and literature. Speaking at the Museum of Modern Art in 1961—his fellow panelists included Marcel Duchamp and Robert Rauschenberg—Shattuck argued that the juxtapositions in some of the most famous dadaist objects, among them Meret Oppenheim’s 1936 fur-covered cup, saucer, and spoon, and Duchamp’s 1921 Why Not Sneeze, Rose Selavy? (a metal birdcage containing white marble blocks), “cancel each other out and return us—spiritually and aesthetically—to zero.”

Shattuck, who was as familiar with French intellectual life in the second half of the twentieth century as any American critic, rejected the vogue for the writings of Michel Foucault and Roland Barthes, those mandarins who spun elegant theories around the work of—among others—the Marquis de Sade. In Forbidden Knowledge he argued that if art was a reflection of civilization you had to be careful about romanticizing or aestheticizing the horrors of Sade. In the same book, in the chapter “The Pleasures of Abstinence,” he turned to the poetry of Emily Dickinson and speculated that for certain writers there was a vital connection between creativity and what he referred to as “self-restraint and withdrawal.” Readers who associated Shattuck with the cultural revolutions of the early twentieth century were not necessarily expecting him to announce, as he did in Forbidden Knowledge, that “a reasonable asceticism contributes to the aesthetic delectation of life.”

Shattuck prided himself on his independence. His intellectual inclinations, frankly exploratory, made it impossible for him to ever align with any one school of thought. In 1994, in a talk at a gathering of writers impatient with what they viewed as a growing ideological and theoretical rigidity among critics and scholars, he rejected the tendency to value theories about literature over literature itself. He demanded that literature be embraced in all its variety and unpredictability, in what he called “its full humanistic sense,” as a way of affirming that “human nature contains an elusive element of freedom: freedom from blind chance and determinism, freedom to choose our actions.” There always was and always will be a public that embraces Shattuck’s view of the literary arts. But the kind of thinking he embraced, with new ideas, experiences, and works of art measured against battle-tested achievements, can seem onerous when compared with the steel-plated assertions of many fashionable ideologies, the numerous varieties of structuralism and postmodernism, orthodoxies with acolytes who ignore anything that stands in their way. Despite the elegance of his prose and his obvious distaste for intellectual mystification, Shattuck couldn’t help but be a complicator, always looking at the other side of a question or a work of art. That’s not the easiest way to gain a significant following.

The predicament in which Shattuck found himself, the unease of a liberal spirit in an ideological age, was by no means his alone. The problem is an old one. Lewis Mumford comes to mind, a voyager in the arts and social sciences who was interested in Karl Marx but at odds with the Marxism of the 1930s. During a life that spanned a century (he was ninety-four when he died in 1990), Mumford wrote about the literary and visual arts, always in the service of a broader exploration of what it means to be human. In 1931 he published a panoramic study of a cultural moment, The Brown Decades, which in its time was as influential as The Banquet Years a generation later. He was involved with a revival of interest in the New England transcendentalists, wrote masterfully about the work of Frank Lloyd Wright, and over the years launched ambitious inquiries into the threat that mechanization posed to a civilized community. For Mumford—and for Shattuck a generation later—a central belief was that one person can master many subjects, not only art and literature but history, sociology, psychology. They saw these subjects as intimately if not always self-evidently related, each the expression of some larger cultural experience that Mumford and Shattuck had the courage (or was it the audacity?) to try to define. These men demanded the freedom to celebrate and question and even denounce ideas both old and new. All of their work is essentially liberal-spirited, the openness of their critical engagement constantly reaffirming the values of an open society.

Among Shattuck’s many interests was film. In the 1940s he spent a year or so in Paris, working on a project at UNESCO that involved documentaries. It’s characteristic of his interwoven enthusiasms that he first became aware of the story of the Wild Boy of Aveyron when he saw The Wild Child, François Truffaut’s movie about Victor and Itard. He chose to conclude his book with a discussion, in an appendix, of the film, which he analyzes with great care, pointing out where the director “depart[s] from the true events,” but also praising, with the sensitivity of an old-fashioned cinephile, the “unforgettable image. . . of the boy fleeing across a brightly lit, cultivated field back toward an awesome black area of woods that gradually fills the screen like an impenetrable wall.” The Forbidden Experiment is an inquiry and a quest, the author a man who is passionate about the loftiest of literary and artistic achievements and the civilizations that produce them and who seeks, through the story of the wild child, to understand how signs and symbols, the building blocks of so much we hold dear, function on the most fundamental, primal level.

—JED PERL
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. . . What is a man

If his chief good and market of his time

Be but to sleep and feed? A beast, no more.

Shakespeare, Hamlet, IV, 4




FOREWORD



This is a true story, as true as I can tell it. The story recounts an extraordinary life that was neither good nor evil nor conventionally heroic. The Wild Boy of Aveyron survived on the outer edges of humanity in a state of something like moral weightlessness. We have no need to pass judgment on him, only to take account of so remarkable a case. The appeal of the story lies in a rare combination of uncertainty and hope lodged in the events themselves, and in the way those events seem to touch our own lives.

The story includes two other people: a young doctor who became both a central character and the principal witness, and a woman whose devotion in many ways surpassed his. The events the doctor recorded illuminate, but do not dispel, the mysteries of human nature and human culture. The life of the Wild Boy of Aveyron, who was once the talk of Europe, is at the same time a true story and a mystery story.

Little wonder that the events have led to conflicting interpretations. Psychology, biology, history, sociology, linguistics, anthropology, philosophy—all these areas of knowledge and inquiry have a contribution to make to our understanding of the case. When the time comes, I shall speak of them. But chiefly this book offers a straightforward narrative account of the boy who was briefly called Joseph and later called Victor. During his lifetime, most people knew him simply as the “Savage.” No one has yet discovered his family name or where he came from originally. But we know the essentials that form the heart of the story. I believe it is worth telling in full.


1

PRISONER WITHOUT A CRIME

(January to November 1800)

Out of the Forest

Before dawn on January 9, 1800, a remarkable creature came out of the woods near the village of Saint-Sernin in southern France. No one expected him. No one recognized him. He was human in bodily form and walked erect. Everything else about him suggested an animal. He was naked except for the tatters of a shirt and showed no modesty, no awareness of himself as a human person related in any way to the people who had captured him. He could not speak and made only weird, meaningless cries. Though very short, he appeared to be a boy of about eleven or twelve, with a round face under dark matted hair. During the night he had approached the lower part of the village, where the Rance River leaves a narrow wooded valley and sweeps under a stone bridge. The boy had entered the terraced garden of a tanner and begun digging for vegetables. There the tanner caught him.

From the scanty records that survive, it is hard to tell how vigorously the boy resisted capture. Probably the tanner hardly knew what to do with his strange prisoner. Word of the event spread rapidly through the village and soon reached the local commissioner, a prominent citizen by the name of Constans-Saint-Estève. In an official report written three weeks later, he gives the first eyewitness account. The Wild Boy does not sound completely unaccustomed to people.


The whole neighborhood learned about it quickly and everyone turned out to see the child. People referred to him as a wild savage. I hurried down there myself to make my own decision about how far to believe the stories. I found him sitting by a warm fire, which he seemed to enjoy, but showing signs of uneasiness from time to time, probably because of the great crowd of people around him. For a while I watched him without saying anything. When I spoke to him, it didn’t take long to discover that he was mute. Soon after that, when I noticed that he made no response to various questions I put to him, in both a loud and a soft voice, I decided that he must be deaf.

When I took him affectionately by the hand to lead him to my house, he resisted strenuously. But a series of caresses and particularly two hugs I gave him, with a friendly smile, changed his mind, and after that he seemed to trust me.

When we reached my house, I decided he must be hungry . . . To find out what he liked, I had my servant offer him on a big earthenware platter raw and cooked meat, rye and wheat bread, apples, pears, grapes, nuts, chestnuts, acorns, potatoes, parsnips, and an orange. He picked up the potatoes confidently and tossed them into the fire to cook them. One at a time he seized the other items, smelled them, and rejected them . . . With his right hand he picked the potatoes right out of the live coals and ate them roasting hot. There was no way to persuade him to let them cool off a little. He made sharp, inarticulate, yet scarcely complaining sounds that indicated the hot food was burning him. When he got thirsty, he glanced around the room. Noticing the pitcher, he placed my hand in his without any other sign and led me to the pitcher, which he tapped with his left hand as a means of asking for a drink. Some wine was brought, but he scorned it and showed impatience at my delay in giving him water to drink.

When he had finished his frugal meal, he stood up and ran out the door. In spite of my shouts he kept on running, and I had a hard time catching him. When I brought him back, he seemed neither pleased nor displeased. This unfortunate being had already aroused my deepest interest.

—P.-J. Bonnaterre, Notice historique sur le
 sauvage de l’Aveyron, Paris, 1800.*



Within the first hour or two, Constans, the alert commissioner, must have noticed something else he doesn’t mention in this report. The boy was totally “unhousebroken.” He relieved himself wherever and whenever he felt like it, squatting to urinate, defecating while standing. Constans must have meditated a long time over “this unfortunate being” and finally came to a conclusion: “From earliest childhood, this boy has lived in the woods, a stranger to social needs and habits.”

From earliest childhood. Constans had no way of knowing how the boy had lived for the past six or eight years. His words suggest that he found this creature’s behavior utterly unfamiliar even in a remote village. Yet Constans nowhere mentioned the possibility of the boy being an idiot, even though idiots were a common sight two hundred years ago in such a region. And how does one account for the remains of a shirt?

The villagers of Saint-Sernin crowded around to satisfy their natural curiosity. They saw a boy-animal, an escaped half-wit perhaps, or even a goblin, something subhuman or supernatural. He would have been received that way in almost any village in the world. However, the reactions of Constans went beyond curiosity. The remoteness of Saint-Sernin and the lack of rapid communications would have made it easy for him to ignore or forget the whole affair. After a few days the boy would probably have escaped to the woods again. But Constans was fairly well educated, had read a little science and philosophy, and had traveled to Paris for several months in 1792 to represent his district at republican assemblies after the French Revolution. He was now in charge of the local government. As his letters show, Constans sensed that he was dealing with an unusual specimen, a case which it was his responsibility to record and pass along to higher authorities.

Approximately two days later, the local police transported the still naked boy twenty-five miles to an orphanage, or hospice, in the town of Saint-Affrique. He stayed there almost a month before continuing his journey toward civilization. It is surprising he survived, for at this moment in French history homes for abandoned children were desperately overcrowded, racked by epidemics, and so short of funds they could supply only one meal a day and no coffins.

Father Bonnaterre, Priest and Naturalist

During the time the boy was held in Saint-Affrique, according to one report, the people taking care of him had a name for him: Joseph. It would have been both a convenience and a recognition of his human status, but the name was never recorded or used officially. The boy must have had a spell of depression or sickness in Saint-Affrique, for the reports say he made no sound for two weeks. And they supply a few more details.


Accustomed to all the hardships of winter in the open air and at a high altitude, the boy wouldn’t tolerate any kind of clothing. He pulled his clothes off as soon as he had been dressed, or tore them up if he couldn’t get them off . . . When he arrived at the home, he showed a great aversion to sleeping in a bed. However, he gradually got used to doing so, and later on showed his pleasure whenever his sheets were changed.



He continued to sniff all his food suspiciously and to accept almost nothing but potatoes. When he tried a mouthful of white bread, he spat it out immediately. Twice he escaped, and was recaptured with great difficulty. The director of the orphanage and one other witness say they once saw the boy drop to all fours when he was about to be retaken. But the report is unreliable. Usually he ran like an ordinary boy, “à toutes jambes”—as fast as his two legs could carry him.

This is the extent of our information on the profound changes the boy must have been going through. Meanwhile, important developments that concerned him were taking place locally and in Paris. Constans-Saint-Estève, the commissioner who first took charge of the boy in Saint-Sernin, sent a letter with him to the orphanage stating that he was probably a deaf-mute. Displaying remarkable knowledge of Paris, Constans wrote that “the government will no doubt decide that this boy should be entrusted to the celebrated and respected Sicard.” This ambitious and gifted priest had made an international reputation by training deaf-mute children in sign language and in writing, and as director of the Institute for Deaf-Mutes in Paris. Constans was right; the Abbé Sicard would have an important role in the story.

The director of the orphanage in Saint-Affrique, named Rainaldis Nougairoles, immediately grasped the potential interest of the case both for men of learning and for ordinary citizens. The next day he sat down and composed a letter of his own in which he added further details about the boy’s history and habits. Nougairoles asserted that he was not deaf and twice referred to him as a “phenomenon”—for which the government should assume responsibility. He sent Constans’s letter and his own to the Journal des débats in Paris, where they were published fourteen days later. (See Appendix I.) Thus the news traveled with astonishing speed to Paris and from there to other cities.

Local scholars pricked up their ears immediately. And, naturally, the whole body of ancient mythology about wild men and savages reappeared in the press.


. . . Stories about the boy were spread through the entire Republic. As usual, the most extraordinary details were added. Some said he was hairy as a bear; others that he swam and dove like a duck; others that he could leap from tree to tree like a squirrel, and so on.

Many papers ran the story. All Paris was buzzing with word of the Savage of Aveyron. But the central administration of the district has still received no official report on the subject.



The man who wrote these words was a priest and naturalist living in Rodez, fifty miles to the north of Saint-Affrique, and capital of the Aveyron district. Pierre-Joseph Bonnaterre had spent the years before the Revolution in Paris, studying and contributing articles on zoology to an encyclopedia. As a member of the Church, Bonnaterre had had to flee from the Terror in Paris back to his birthplace in Aveyron. When calm was restored, his competence and reputation earned him an appointment to the new Central School which the revolutionary government opened in Rodez.

Two weeks after the boy was captured, Bonnaterre went in person to see the Central Commissioner of Aveyron, there in Rodez, and offered to travel to Saint-Affrique to obtain firsthand information on the case. The commissioner took an immediate interest and went even further. He ordered that the boy be brought to Rodez and entrusted to Bonnaterre. About ten days later, on February 4, the boy arrived, “surrounded by an immense crowd that exasperated him so much he bit anyone who came close.”

Bonnaterre was not the only person spurred to action by news of the “Aveyron Savage.” When Sicard, director of the Institute for Deaf-Mutes in Paris, read or heard about the two letters in the Journal des débats in late January 1800, he probably saw a new opportunity to apply his skills. Several children had been brought to him who were considered retarded or idiots; he demonstrated that they were deaf-mutes who could learn to understand and talk through sign language. Public education of the deaf was his mission. Just a month earlier Sicard had helped found the Society of Observers of Man, a scientific association. When he heard about the Wild Boy of Aveyron, Sicard took two energetic steps. He had the head of the new Society write to Saint-Affrique and request custody of the boy for scientific purposes. And by some means he aroused the interest of the new Minister of the Interior, Napoleon’s brother. Lucien Bonaparte signed a terse letter to the commissioner in Rodez: “I want the boy here and instruct you to send him without delay.”

It could have been a touchy situation. Just after the boy arrived in Rodez and was turned over to Bonnaterre, enormous pressure was put on the commissioner to send the boy on to higher authorities in Paris. The commissioner’s answer to the minister was sensible, and perhaps a little self-serving. In careful language, observing full protocol, he requested permission to keep the boy until he had been seen by parents looking for missing children. He also expressed doubts about the authenticity of the case, implying that the affair might be some kind of a hoax that the authorities should not yet make too much of. “It seems certain,” the commissioner reported, “that he is not a true savage.” But how could he know? Sicard and the Minister of the Interior agreed to wait. The boy spent five and a half months in the Ecole Centrale of Rodez under Bonnaterre’s care.

A few anxious parents did show up, but none recognized or claimed the boy. Meanwhile, Bonnaterre was observing everything and taking notes from which he would soon write an account. His description is careful and apparently objective.


Outwardly, this boy is no different from other boys. He stands four feet one inch tall; he appears to be about twelve or thirteen years old. He has delicate white skin, a round face, long eyelashes, a long, slightly pointed nose, an average-size mouth, a rounded chin, generally agreeable features, and an engaging smile.



Behind his matted hair and outlandish behavior, the boy scarcely had the appearance of a wild man. But Bonnaterre goes on to report that the boy’s whole body was covered with scars, which suggested either mistreatment suffered before he was abandoned or the great hardships he survived in the woods.


When he raises his head, one can see at the upper end of the tracheal artery, right across the glottis, a healed-over wound about an inch and a half long. It looks like the scar left by a sharp instrument. Could some barbarous hand, having led this child into the wilderness, have turned a murderous weapon against him in order to make his disappearance more sure and final?



Some of the boy’s lower teeth were a little loose and yellowed, but he had no apparent malformation of the tongue, mouth, or vocal cords to explain his lack of speech. His right leg turned in slightly when he walked, but not seriously. Bonnaterre concluded that there was “no basic flaw in his external makeup.” Still, he displayed some strange behavior.


When he is sitting down, and even when he is eating, he makes a guttural sound, a low murmur; and he rocks his body from right to left or backwards and forwards, with his head and chin up, his mouth closed, and his eyes staring at nothing. In this position he sometimes has spasms, convulsive movements that may indicate that his nervous system has been
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