
Maurice R oche : Crane, Carne 

Thomas D . O 'Donnell 

Maurice Roche has distinguished himself from the more traditional nouveau 
roman through the role he accords to language and through the phenomenon of 
intertextuality in his three novels, Compact, Circus, and Codex. H is approach to 
both phenomena is well illustrated by the pun " carne/crane" to which he con-
stantly returns in Circus. The crone, suggesting death , and the came, suggesting 
sexuality, may be seen as the traditional polarities of the erosf thana tos axis, and 
substantia te an anagrammatic reading of Circus' title: cri, or death, and cu( l) s, or 
sex. The pun, as the intersection of two or more signs, becomes fo r Roche the 
intersection of two or more sign systems: the spoken word , the written word, and 
the layout of the prin ted page. It is in his refusal to accept the linearity of a 
novelistic text that Roche is the most avant-garde. 

T he three novels of the con temporary novelist Maurice Roche-
Compact, Circus, and Codex 1-illustrate two phenomena which 
typify current French writing. The first of these phenomena is the 
role accorded to language. It is not surprising that Philippe Sollers 
should now be involved in a project for translating Finnegans Wake 
inlo French, or that Roche himself should insert portions of the 
W ake's first thund erclap into Compact. The word has become the 
hero of the con temporary novel in France, much to the d etriment 
of traditional plot and characterization . As the study of ancient 
Egyp tian texts shows, th e magical powers and sacred character 
of language have been with our culture for a long time. If con-
temporary French writers are showing an interest in J oyce, il is 
because they recognize in the exiled Irishman a modern exponent 
of this aspect of lang uage. 

The second phenomenon, that of intertextuality, is a lso a 
familiar one. R obbe-Grillet reproduces his bicycle-riding voyeur, 
com plete with ha lf-spent cigarelle butts, in Projet pour une revolution d 
N ew York. Butor points out the possibil ity of constructing a book 
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from the bits and pieces of other books. Roche recalls this in 
Circus, ' '!' a rt d ' utiliscr les restes" (" the a rt of using left-overs" ) and 
goes a step further, drawing upon his earlier stud y of Monteverdi 
in Compact, quoting from and a lluding to both prev ious works in 
Circus and Codex. Thus, while a ny text of M au rice R oche may be 
read alone, the three novels a rc compl ementary and yield more if 
each is exa mined in the context of the others. 

T hese two pheno mena, while not the excl usive delimiters either 
of Roche or of the nouveau nouveau roman, are nonetheless useful 
areas upon which to focus our a ttention, because they converge 
upon a jeu de mots which is central to all three novels. T hejeu 
involved is first found within pa ren theses early in Circus (Fig. I ) ; 
it reappears la ter in Circus (pp. 50 [Fig. 2] a nd 73 (Fig. 3] and 
in Codex (p . 125 (Fig . 4] ). Within the parentheses a re five letters: 
a large ca pital C, a smaller capital E, a nd small r, n, and a circum-
flex. The placement of letters is such that the reader must choose 
between two possible readings- carne, " meat" or " flesh," 2 a nd 
mine, "skull"-neither of which can ever be definitively chosen in 
preference to the other. From this poin t onward in Circus each 
allusion to things sexual, carne, will necessaril y evoke death , the 
mine (and vice versa, naturally) . It is a cliche, of course, that 
eroticism and d eath have much in common. In the past, this has 
been graphically illustrated by the smiling martyrs of the illus-
trated Golden Legend, to which Robbe-Grillet alludes in Projet pour 
une revolution a New York, and by the occasionally un-subtle serenity 
of Saint Sebastian adorning the walls of our churches 
a nd museums. 

Roche departs somewhat from these more familiar approaches 
in that he chooses the word as the vehicle, both verbal and ideo-
grammatic, for the a mbiguous relationship between d eath and 
sex. Roche's pun is both verbal- a transposition of letters and 
sounds- a nd visual- words will be used to create the image of a 
skull throughout Circus a nd Codex, a dozen or so times in all. T he 
choice of a small capital E is seen to be a play between two forms 
of expression, verbal a nd visual. The E, like the C, the r{ti a nd the 
n, establishes an axis in the skull , causing us to turn the book 90° 
and to read theE as a lower jaw. The propriety of this reading is 
substantiated by a passage of Compact in which R oche mentions 
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Entre le pouce et !'index ce qui se passe aussi 
entre dans la tete. Sur toute la circonvolution 
parietale ascendante en arriere de la scissure 
de rolarido se trouve le centre de la sensibili-
te tactile; cette zone est probablement en rap· 
port avec la sensibilite a la douleur. Examiner 
le moule externe I un esquipot pourri de dons de 
cauchemars val ant son pesant d 'his to ire J : effet 
de masque bouffon. rieur, toutes dents dehors. 

- Grossi!romentfait 1Decinq lettres ( C : n E) dont unecanine, celle de 

. Demontable 1 ~ 1 l'ceil. Incassable. En somme tater du ltcst l faute de mordre a carne 
car « no $ and doll )) - Here hung those 

lips that I have kissed - Ecrase :~UJ! sur bouche cousue penta-
cle de secrets (pierre de rosette, du ® metaphore a la levre). 

Figure I. Circus, page 22. 

Figure 2. Circus, page 50. 

Entre Jc poucc ct l'inde:t cc qui so passe aussi 
entre dans Ia tete. Sur toute Ia circonvolution 
parictale ascendantc en arrierc de Ia scissurc 
de rolando se trouvc Je centre de la sensibili· 
tc tactile; cctte zone est probablement en rap· 
port avec Ia scnsibilitc a Ia douleur. E:taminer 
lc moulc eKtcrne I \Jncsquipot pourri de dons de 
cauchemars val ant sou pesant d'histoire I : effet 
de masque bouffon, rieur, toutes dents dehors. 

- Grossi~rcmcntfait ?Dccinqlcttrcs ( C: n E )dontunecaninc, cellc de 

1' .1 Demontablc 1 E .• = 
O:J • Incassablc. n sommc tater· du l.!.£gj fautc de mordre la carne 

car « no $ and doll » - Here hung thoso 
lips that .I have kissed - Ecrase :~Ill ] sur boucho cousue penta• 
cle de secrets {Pierro de rosette, du ® mctaphore a la levre). 



"les pirates de l'ile des Cocos" : " On sait que 'Les maux de tete 
sont tres pres du crane.' On lit cela- quand on veut- , en legende 
(au-dessus ) d'un monogramme reproduisant, couche, l ' embleme 

bien connu des freres de Ia cote: les pirates de l'ile des C~s " 

Figure 3. Circus, page 73. 

Legende perdue d"un dessin secret evente. 
Saga ·contant obscurement un desastre : dire 
Ia fin d'une bonne oventure (:) 

~uffon. rieur, tC11ltes dents 

Ures( C: n E )donh 

Uftr du test faute do 
car« no $ and doll)) 

~rase :l!liM U If SUr bOUI 
ttc, du @ mc!taphc 

Croire, tirant les cartes pour 1e fils 
( decede - son avenir ?), tirer les fils 
d'un petit pantin pour qui il suffisait 
d'e"tre 

l'homme a abattre 

~ 

fa~iR aft faigian sunu. t 

J.a 
r 

I a 

Se substitti<;!r a lui en lui subtilisant cet 
« atout >> qui prend la valeur que son 
possesseur lui attribue : Uolly) Joker 
- .masque de personne (efface face) 
de cama~e, compere du prestidis-ita~ 
teur, 1' mot ayant la main et 
du jeu dans 1~ manche. Pitre fou!tu 
comme I' de pique, faisant le mort I 
une drole de tete I pour rire. Etant fauche 
passer. a I'f.s (on n'y coupe pas ici bas :) onw-·1"'i .. iWJ•-• 

son jeu. 



(Compact, p. 106; cf. Codex, pp. 13, 92, 113) (Fig. 5).3 H ere again 
we are obliged to rotate our monogram 90° to find the skull , the 
emblem of the " brothers of the coast. " 

T he minefcarne pun in particular and the erosfthanatos axis in 
general are supported and reinforced by a nu mber of elements in 
Compact, Circus, and Codex. We might begin to show this by 

Figure 4. Codex, page 125. 

Moments entre parentheses(: m (C:S ( C : n E) ~ :) a !'intersection : 

Totemtanz raide 

geste fige(e) dans son mouvement 

avo.ir trait a chef 
: : blason de Ia mort ta gueule 

pro pre 



attempting a Ricardolian (i.e., anagrammatic) analysis of the title 
of Circus. T he two-syllable title is readily broken down into cri, 
"cry," p roper to death, and cu (l), "ass," appropriate to the other 
end of the axis. Cuts and cris abound in Circus, appearing a dozen 
or so times in 129 pages. Three of these manifestations merit 
specia l attention. On page 64, we learn that the "seule chose 
crue" (" the only raw thing" or " the only thing believed") is " Ia 
cui te" (" the cooked"). Ignoring the dipsoidal level of the pun,4 

if that is at all possible, we are left with a tribute, albeit a left-
handed one, to Claude Levi-Strauss. Our suspicions are soon 
confirmed as " le cru et le cuit" ("the raw and the cooked") 
becomes " le cui et le cri" (" the ass and the cry") (p. 87). 

The third and most striking manifestation is to be found at the 
very end of Circus. R e-introducing his theme by the mention of a 
cul-de-bouteilleflampe, R oche goes on to externalize the noise he 
hears in his head: " Ia rum eur (vox populi)?) le bruit de fond" 

(p. 129) .5 Ironically, this bruit defond is also a fl atulent bruit de 
Jondement , or fart. This bruit blanc ("white noise") becomes " le 
grand cluster universe!," "cluster" being a cluster, a reference to 
Custer from Compact, p. 37 ("God d amn them! erie le general 
Custer, charge ! with drawn sword!" ), and the traditional 
"clyste re." In short order, it becomes " Ia grosse piquouse dernier 
cri" (" the latest word in big stickers" ) and " le suppositoire anal-
gcsiq ue. " Before the bomb drops, an apparent extension to 
universa lity of the earlier bruit dejond(ement), we are asked a final 
question a bout thepiquouse : "l'avoir ou?" ("where to pu t it ?") . 
The obvious but unwritten answer, "au cui," is indicated by the 
evocative description of the needle: " dernier cri." T he needle is 
final ly transformed into the hands of a clock approaching 
" L ' HE URE 1-1 " ( " H H OUR "), setting the stage for the (at least ) triple 
en tendre, "VOICI Q.U'ELLE TO MB E ." 6 

The crane and its cri are rela ted to themes other than the cut. 
Writing p rescriptively of a new society, R oche suggests " D'abord, 
s'enfonce r bien dans le crane (eta coups de crosse si necessaire) 
qu' il ne faut passe casser Ia tete" (Circus, p. 108).7 This sentence 
is in fact an echo of an earlier one: "N'avoir pas (de) raison de ne 
pas s'enfoncer cela dans le crone d ans le delire" (p. 4).8 Later, R oche 
d epic ts a " devise qui ecorche: verticale plan tee dans le corps du 
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texte," 9 i.e. , in the body of the tete, the " head. " The devise, 
"Tovs : IE: vovs: TVE," appears nex t to a literally pa renthetical 
quotation of page 165 of Compact. The crane is replaced on this 
page of Circus by its ideogrammatic paradigm: parentheses. The 
parentheses may of course represent in a schematic fashion a well-
rounded cul as well. Interestingly enough, the passage in paren-
theses is the companion piece of a similar passage describing a 
skull , on the previous page of Compact: 

Impasse des Ca tacombes. 
Nous sommes attables cote a cote, notre campagne 

et nous, tournan t le dos a !'entree. Nous voyons dans Ia 
grande glace, a u fond de Ia salle, le tableau que nous 
formo ns dans ce decor: Ia vou te en berceau assez basse; 
juste au-dessous, nos deux tetes, pas trap rapprochees ; a droite 
et a gauche Ia pointe d 'une epaule saille legerement. Au 
centre de Ia table une bouteille (d e Ia biere, pl aisan terie 
maison !) entre d eux verres. Nous avons Ia sensation d'etre 
le moule d e q uelque calligrame fan tome : notre image 
reduite a Ia dimension d 'un crane ( et no us sommes deda ns) .10 

Figure 5. Compact, page I 06. 

Oosaitque 
« Les manx de t@te sont tres pr~ du crane. ,. 

On lit cela - quand on veut -, 
en legende (au-dessus) d'un monogramme reproduisant, coucM, 
l'embleme bien connu des freres de la c6te : les pirates de l'ile 

des Go 1>S 
, sur Ia grande enveloppe bistre contenant le message posthume 
de l'oncle voyageur. 

Si l'on ouvre l'enveloppc, on peut en sortie une fenille de papier 
format 21 X 27 (commercial). 



This very text is then reprinted, white on black, next to a vertical 
column resembling a series of pre-columbian pictograms in Circus 
(p. 68 [Fig. 6] ) : portions of the text are "blacked out" in order to 
produce, once more , a sk ull. The transition from "ordinary" 
writing to non-verbal , purely graphic representation is completed 
in Codex as the scene is depicted visually, non-verbally and in no 
particular context (p. 127 [Fig. 7) ). 

Figure 6. Circus, page 68. 

Anything but not everything. In rebus. 

Di& Linicn d~ Lcbcna 1ind verschieden 
Ww Wegc &ind. 

DIIS MANXDVS. 

l!orJ uitzG <~>ntrurid.,&udfoma, 'j1ut: cunlla ralcat, fujpeditat, rdpit, confumit, dif-
filuk, 11Uiliflul- d= rnutuJ ft [rriffm• & «tlt.nM amantu, hie e.mnfl« =iuiiXit. 



Figure 7. Codex, page 127. 

Marie? ................. Non!... mais qui 
fait des reves co-
chons dans Ia case 
correspondante I au 
troisieme etat du 
cerveau, ce qui met 
les corps caverneux 
en particulier a 
contribution ... 

Enfants? ....... ....... A part moi, aucun. 
(L'autre est decede.) 

Domicile? ............ Homme sans maison. 
De passage ; mais 
caveau en vue. 

Signe particulier? Une marque sur un 
nez bourbon pour en 
uvoir trop bu 

Signature: Empreintes : 

X sur le passe. 

I • I 
~ ' , , 

~ .,, 
t;; I .. 



Runic characters in a vertical column a ppear next to the tex t 
in parentheses on page 73; a few pages la ter, a simila r pa ren theti-
ca l construction is to be found with a pai r of vertical electrica l 
g ra phs- the cap tion : " Ca pi te agere al iquid," "to dri,·e something 
into the head " (Fig. 8). A fourth parcntl1f'sis, repea ting a n earlier 
text whi ch turns a skull in to a musical instru ment, is para lle led 
by two colu m ns of Sanskrit musical notation. Fina ll y, we di scover 
a "skull-fl ask pour se rincer Ia dall e" (p. 122), 11 accompa nied by 
the Vert ical " fRI EZ POU R NOUS" ( PRAY/ LAUGH FOR us" ) 
(Fig. 9). 

Figure 8. Circus. page 80. 

a s 'y meprendre tou-
jours le memc 

a J>Ortc - cntrouvcrtc - ou votrc 'rc 
1cme lief Songer i\ Ia pofsc; «A voir; 
~ : Ia f;1im sc faisant Jt"lllir(fumcts de, 

:s), bai"er I' Al:: -.fa mellrc au.Jcssol 
.e la !cure. Sc r~mcmorrr des recctt1 
u• mrcs, pour~ (raturcr) Jcs tac: 
cs (: !'art d'utili«r lc' rcslcs.). De 

Capite agere a/iquid 

s'installer a ce niveau dans 
. . I .1 ~ second, 1111 etat premier sommet .r. d pro1 on , 

« paradoxa/)> 
se traduisant par 

des traces electriques analogues 
a ceux de l'etat de veifle --



Figure 9. Circus, page 122 . 

.,/ 1 
R 
I 
E 
z 

p 
0 
u 
R 

N 
0 
u 
s 

pour serine 
dane:.- avec me 
ardeur inextinguible 

.d'une goulee. 
jus_qu•a. la derniere 

(?) larme (?) 
·du con(J!tenu:al-

cool orulant 
······~······· 

. • . . • • • • . • . • . • • • decouper (X) 
selon les pointilles offerts r la. mitrailleuse 
hotchkiss (Ja perceuse qui en rt pour toujours)-/ 

Ja bbr~n1 euse mecanique d chef, clouant le bee en 
a1s 

faisant du point final a chaine (tirant ala ligne 
de mire) donnant (ici) la bi-bise de la mort. 

\ 
est 

\,--» 
(Ia) : X en sparadrap -

realise directement a la machine, celle qui frappe 

l&,tmodou-
leur , dang 
l'epaiSRCUI! 
du papicr, 
qunnd on 'I 
p cnso 



There is one additiona l skull in Circus tha t merits a fa ir amount 
of a t ten tion (p. 123 (Fig. 10] ). Wha t is most striking is that this 
skul l suggests d ea th hard ly a t all ; it bears grea ter resem blance to 
a sex manua l illustra ted with id eograms. T his cranium is dedicated 
to a flagellated Sainte-Enculina. 12 " Son air penetre" reminds us 
of the musica l con text of Compact and Circus, as well as of " pocket 
woma n," the inflata ble sailor's com panion of Compact. " 'The 
pocke t woman should never be boiled .' O n s'en sert plusieurs fois, 
cnsuite on Ia fout en l'a ir" (p . 59) .'3 Descending the skull 's vertical 
axis, we pass between a metric dactyl and a similar m usical note, 
each within pa rentheses : the two eyes. Continuing on this axis 
of bilatera l symmetry, we pass through the Cli-il:), receiving 
instructions to " eca rter lcs parentheses de Ia beate." 14 Whether 
or not one chooses to see the symmetrica l C:J of Cli-il:) as the 
parentheses in q uestion, one is in any case immediately faced with 
the Sai nte ( V )erge ("Holy Virgin" / " Holy Cock" ) . T he paren-

Figure I 0. Circus, page 123. 

lnlzwe. Stupitie". En pleurs. nichons da:ns l'etre de ma-
man.Sainie-Enculz'm laissant passer la courbe d'une 
douleur ( ainsi : ~) apres flagellalion. 
_ Son air penctre quamlla, !a. Son a£1· penetre a 
cette increvable a mettre en perce{qu/elle lejut,mise!) 
Avec doi'gte en clactyle(_uf.!);( -n)index"sur la detente, ... 
!a touche, t£tititiller C!i-l\'J ecarter les parenthe-
ses de la Mate : Sainte (f)erge (la lettre presque en-
clavee, zigoui par la se9(ionc:i'geyotineeparlainor_ 
deuse donnant !a qu.es - • • • • - ! tion en morse sur le b('J[li ck !a langue 

9 

I 
I 
J 
DSe 



thesized and penetrated V leaves little doubt that the parentheses 
in Circus are emblematic not only of le crane and le cui, but of the 
labia majora as well. This in terpretation adds new significance to 
the vertical colum ns a lready examined , and could be anticipated 
and verified by a Ricardo! ian analysis of the title of Circus' earlier 
companion piece, Compact. 

Needless to say, the thanatosferos axis is less than a revolu-
tionary novelty in Western literature. On the other hand , Roche's 
importance is not that he gives new life to the theme of d eath ; his 
choice of themes is rela tively unimportant. Wha t is important is a 
novelist's absolute refusal to restrict himself to the line of type. 
Placing eq ual em phasis on what is read , what is heard, and what 
is seen, R oche assembles not a linear work of literature but rather 
a huge ma trix of x dimensions. Because of the phenomenon of 
intertex tu ality, x rapidly becomes xn, n being the number of texts 
resonating upon each other. Each element of the matrix is to be 
read in terms of semantic content and sou nd, but also in terms of 
its physical a ppearance on the printed page and of its spatial 
relationship to other elements within the matrix. His work, then, 
is open-end ed in the ex treme, to an extent paralleled perhaps 
only by Finnegans Wake and Queneau's Cent Mille M illiards de 
pohnes. R oche's current work in progress, Cave, promises to expand 
the ma trix further, and its polyvalent title, together with the 
in troduction of the theme of cave painting in Codex, allows us to 
anticipate an even stronger future commitment to visual writing 
on the part of the author. 
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I. Pa ris: Edi tions d u Seuil , 1966, 1972, 1974. 
2. Camt is a n Italia n word , not French . Nonetheless, it clea rly evokes chair, 
" flesh," a nd charogne, "ca rrion." 
3. " We know tha t ' H eadaches are very close to the skul l. ' We read that- when 
we want to--, on the caption (a bove) a monogram reproducing, on its side, the 
well known emblem of the brothers of the coast: the pira tes of the island 

of Cc~S ." 
4. Cru refers a lso to vineyards a nd vin tages; cuile in French sla ng describes 
someone who has had too much to d rin k ; " prendre Ia cuite" is to go on a binge. 
S. " the rum bling (vox populi)) the background noise." 
6. "VOICI QU' ELLE TOMB E" : " TH ERE SII E FALLS." "sHE" may be the bomb, 
presumably hydrogen, of H Hour, or the hache ("axe"), pronounced like the 
Jet ter H . "VOICI QU El.LE TOMilE": " HERE IS QUITE A TOMB." 
7. " First, sink it into your skull (a nd with r ifle bu tts, if necessary) tha t you 
mustn' t rack your bra ins. " 
8. " (To have no reason )/(To not be r ight) not to sink {tha t in to your sku ll ) 
into del irium ." 
9 . ·' a mo tto that skins: a vertica l plan ted in the body of the text." 
I 0. Impasse des Catacombcs. 

We a re sea ted at the table nex t to each other, we a nd our girl fr iend , 
tu rning our backs to the en try. We see in the big mirror, a t the end of the room , 
the tablea u we form in this decor : the ra ther low barrel va ult ; j ust below, our 
two heads. no t too close ; to the righ t a nd left the tip of a shoulder projects 
sligh tl y. In the cen te r of the table a bottle (beer, a house joke) between two 
g lasses. We ha,·e the sensation of being the mould of some pha ntom callig ram: 
our image red uced to the size of a skull (and we are inside). 
I I . " a skull- fiask to take a snort from.'' Daile also means " tombstone." 
12. Enmlrr: " to sodomize." 
13. ·'You usc her several times, then you throw her away." " La fou tre en l'ai r" 
also mea ns, literal ly, " to screw her in the ai r. " 
14. " to separa te the parentheses of the :;mug. " 




