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Abstract 

 

Since its recognition as ‘capital of modernity’ as conceived by Walter Benjamin, the city of 

Paris has undergone significant social and architectural changes. These changes have inspired 

the creation of various works in French nineteenth and twentieth-century poetry on Paris, from 

Baudelaire to Aragon, Fallet, and Jouet. Despite this, there is no academic study of 

contemporary French poetry’s critical examination of the city’s urban renewal. This thesis 

seeks to address this gap by exploring the relationship between urban and poetic form in 

contemporary Paris in understudied texts by Jacques Réda, Jacques Roubaud, and Michel 

Houellebecq. It examines how the city’s writers engage with Paris and its urban renewal and 

how this, in turn, informs their work. The study observes the effects that this specific spatial 

experience has on the poet through close readings of poetic form in each text, the application 

of urban and spatial theory, and an examination of the built environment through concepts such 

as memory, mobility, frailty, and struggle. It seeks to address the above through answering the 

following questions: firstly, how is the making of poetry linked to the experience of the city? 

Secondly, how is the built environment reflected in poetic form? Thirdly, what is the role of 

public transport in this literary process? The examination of these texts reveals that poetic form 

gives meaning to the built environment inhabited by the poets, as well as addressing critical 

lacunae in the works of three prominent writers in contemporary French poetry. The thesis also 

prompts further study into the potential of poetry to offer critiques of urban renewal as the city 

continues to evolve and rethink its limits via the Grand Paris plan.  
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Introduction 

 

 

The city is the social, physical, and political terrain of our collective lives,  

where we live in geographic proximity to people unlike ourselves, 

 negotiating the various understandings that comprise our existence.1  

 

Purpose of the project 

Baudelaire’s critical engagement with the city of Paris and its urban renewal has been famously 

evidenced in both the thematic and formal elements of his work. Since then, however, 

twentieth-century poets’ discussion of  the city has been largely more celebratory than that of 

Baudelaire.2 Works by poets such as Jacques Prévert, Raymond Queneau, or Jacques Jouet, for 

example, have avoided critiques of the built environment and urban renewal in their exploration 

of Paris, favouring narrative approaches such as observing the city, recounting individual urban 

experiences such as flânerie, or using the city as a backdrop for literary experimentation.3 

 
1 Dana Cuff and others, Urban Humanities: New Practices for Reimagining the City 

(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2020), p. 1. 
2 See in particular Charles Baudelaire, Les Fleurs du mal (Paris: Poulet-Malassis et de Broise, 

1857). 

Although this thesis is not primarily concerned with Baudelaire’s work, some parallels with 

poetic form and urban content will be drawn upon throughout in order to demonstrate the 

ways in which these works may differ in their poetic response to urban stimuli. An in-depth 

examination of twentieth-century works in French poetry follows later in this introductory 

chapter. 

‘Haussmannisation’ in this chapter refers to the urban transformation and rebuilding of the 

city of Paris under Baron Georges-Eugène Haussmann.  
3 Jacques Prévert, for example, often evidences practices of flânerie in his work. Prévert also 

evokes nature in his poetry on the city as a commentary on the city’s aesthetic, as evidenced 

in ‘Chanson de la Seine’ or ‘Enfants de la haute ville’ (See Jacques Prévert, Spectacle [Paris: 

Gallimard, 1972] and Grand Bal du Printemps [Paris: Gallimard, 1978] respectively). 

Raymond Queneau’s observations of the city in Courir les rues, for example, witnesses the 

poet questioning the reasons for naming certain streets, but these poems do not go far enough 

to warrant a critical engagement with the city insofar as its reflection in the form of the work 

(Raymond Queneau, Courir les rues [Paris: Gallimard, 1967]). Finally, Jacques Jouet’s 
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Additionally, post-Baudelaire, literary engagement with Paris witnessed a shift principally 

towards the form of prose, as evidenced most acutely in the case of Surrealist interpretations 

of the city, or, more recently, in the continually-evolving prose genre of banlieue literature.4 

Despite the large-scale urban renewal in the city since 1990, however, existing poetic output 

on the subject during this period has not received the same critical attention as that of 

Haussmannisation.5 This thesis therefore seeks to address this gap in critical attention by 

exploring the interactions between urban and poetic form in the understudied works of three 

prominent writers: Jacques Roubaud’s Ode à la ligne 29 des autobus parisiens and La forme 

d’une ville change plus vite, hélas, que le cœur des humains, Jacques Réda’s Le Vingtième me 

fatigue and Michel Houellebecq’s Poésies.6   

Since the 1990s, the city of Paris has witnessed the most expansive urban renewal 

projects since that of Haussmannisation, as demonstrated in the east of Paris. This period saw 

a large-scale engagement with urban renewal under the presidential era of Mitterand in Paris 

intra muros. As Stephen W. Sawyer underlines, this project ‘claimed to be the largest urban 

transformation since that of Haussmann in the nineteenth century.’7 As demonstrated, the 

 

Poèmes de métro does not critically engage with the city, but rather uses public transport as a 

framework for poetic constraint (Jacques Jouet, Poèmes de métro [Paris: P.O.L., 2000]).  
4 These literary engagements will be examined in more detail in this introductory chapter.  
5 Although this thesis does not primarily explore the nineteenth-century city, parallels 

between urban renewal in terms of Haussmannisation and the city post-1990 are drawn for 

the purposes of contextualisation. 
6 Jacques Roubaud, Ode à la ligne 29 des autobus parisiens (Paris: Atilla, 2012); Jacques 

Roubaud, La forme d’une ville change plus vite, hélas, que le cœur des humains: cent 

cinquante poèmes, 1991-1998 (Paris: Gallimard, 1999); Jacques Réda, Le vingtième me 

fatigue (Geneva: La Dogana, 2004); Michel Houellebecq, Poesie (Paris: J’ai lu, 2014). 
7 Stephen W. Sawyer, ‘What’s in the Fridge? Counter-Democratic Mobilization in Post-

Industrial Urban “Cultural” Development’ in Carl Grodach and Daniel Silver, The Politics of 

Urban Cultural Policy: Global Perspectives (London: Routledge, 2013), pp. 208-220 (p. 

210). The east of Paris, where this urban renewal can be witnessed, is the site of many of the 

texts in this corpus. It is characterised by vast projects such as the Opéra de Bastille, the 

Biblothèque Nationale at Tolbiac, the Ministry of Finance at Bercy during the presidency of 

François Mitterand. Sawyer notes here that Mitterand’s plan ‘was meant to reaffirm his 

socialist vision of the capital: [….] the Opéra at Bastille, the Institute for the Arab World near 
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works in this thesis engage with this urban renewal through an examination of the twentieth 

arrondissement in the work of Réda; through the lens of mobility and memory in the work of 

Roubaud as he moves from western to eastern Paris; and an examination of hypermarchés, 

business districts and a comparison between Paris intra and extra muros in the work of 

Houellebecq, who lives in the east of the city. Contrary to the works of Prévert and others, the 

texts in this corpus present Paris not only as their subject, but they are texts in which urban and 

poetic form are intrinsically intertwined. This interaction between urban and poetic form 

provides a deeper understanding of the contemporary city and the ways in which the poets in 

this corpus engage critically with the built environment. These texts go further than providing 

a record of the city, although such work is indeed an important element of interaction with the 

built environment.  

This thesis aims to understand the city of Paris in these poetic works through a bridging of 

the gap between urbanism and literature. It does so via the lens of close textual analyses of 

poetic works and the application of critical urbanist theory to contemporary French poetry. The 

corpus of poetry analysed in the thesis by Michel Houellebecq, Jacques Réda, and Jacques 

Roubaud range within the time frame of 1991 to 2012 (from Roubaud’s La forme d’une ville, 

an anthology of poems published in 1991, through to Roubaud’s Ode à la ligne 29 des autobus 

parisiens in 2012). These three writers’ works have never been examined together, yet all three 

poets have responded to the built environment in their works during this period which witnesses 

the most extensive urban renewal of Paris since the period of Haussmannisation. All three 

writers in this corpus are canonical, yet the texts analysed in this thesis remain critically 

understudied within their own corpora. The choice of works by the poets in this thesis 

 

Jussieu, the Ministry of Finance at Bercy, as well as the National Library at Tolbiac and the 

renovation of the Moulins were the pillars of this eastern, popular urbanism.’ (Ibid.) 
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demonstrates three different perspectives on everyday life in contemporary Paris yet the issues 

the works address are universal in the modern city. 

 

Key terms and research questions  

A definition of some of the key terms employed in this thesis is necessary before delineating 

the research questions it seeks to answer. Firstly, the term ‘poiesis’ as detailed in the title of 

the thesis refers to Martin Heidegger’s usage of the term deriving from Plato’s 

conceptualisation of poetry and philosophy. Heidegger’s term refers to the idea of ‘bringing 

forth’ poetry via the process of its creation, transitioning the poet’s ideas into practice. In the 

context of this thesis, this process of poetry being brought forth refers to the built environment 

of Paris bringing forth creative visions of the city, the result of which is evidenced in the 

examinations of the poetry in this corpus.8 ‘Architecture’ in this thesis refers primarily to the 

physical characteristics of the built environment, paying particular attention to the urban 

planning of the city; this includes its topography and toponomy, public transport, its 

infrastructure and routes, the physical makeup of its buildings including the material utilised 

to construct them, the creation of the aesthetic of spaces, and their conceptualisation. The term 

‘aesthetics’ comprises here primarily the form of the poetry on the written page. This will be 

evident in close readings through colour, form, structure, genre, rhyme scheme, and the ways 

in which versification is utilised to reflect an engagement with the built environment. As 

alluded to above, the term ‘poetry’ refers to the texts in this corpus by Roubaud, Réda and 

Houellebecq. These works are written within the time frame of 1991 to 2012 and specifically 

engage with the urban form of contemporary Paris.9  

 
8 Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology, and Other Essays (New York: 

Garland, 1977), p. 13. 
9 There are, of course, other forms of poetry that engage with the city. In the case of Paris an 

obvious example of such poetry can be evidenced in rap and spoken word poetry. This thesis, 
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This thesis aims to provide answers to the following overarching research questions: 

firstly, how is the making of poetry linked to the experience of the city? This question is 

explored thematically through the ideas and concepts evidenced in the works in the corpus to 

investigate the influence of the built environment on the poet and their writing process. The 

first chapter, ‘Rethinking Mobility and Memory: Jacques Roubaud’s Urban Poetry’ examines 

this relationship through the prism of the ways in which the poet navigates the city in his 

everyday life, paying particular attention to Lefebvre’s concepts of espace conçu through bus 

journeys, métro journeys and commentary on ‘ghost stations’ within the Parisian train network. 

The chapter investigates the ways in which the poet engages with memory in these spaces of 

public transport in order to provide meaning to these spaces in his work, as evidenced through 

Lefebvre’s concept of espace perçu. These concepts are examined through the lens of 

potentiality to examine the potential of the text as espace vécu to recreate space in a different 

way. In underlining Roubaud’s use of quotidian public transport as a means through which to 

investigate the built environment the poet inhabits, this chapter also highlights the significance 

of everyday mobility as a tool through which to provide an account of, as well as a critique of, 

the city of Paris via the poet’s work.  

 Chapter Two, ‘La flânerie me fatigue: Frailty, Walking and the City in Jacques Réda’s 

Le vingtième me fatigue’ employs the concept of frailty to investigate how Réda’s poetry is 

linked to the spatial experience of the twentieth arrondissement of Paris via Lefebvre’s 

concepts of espace perçu, espace vécu, and espace conçu. This chapter analyses dominant 

urban walking practices such as flânerie and the dérive in the context of the frailty manifested 

in Réda’s interpretation of everyday life in the twentieth arrondissement of Paris. Frailty in 

Réda’s text refers to the state of the ageing poet’s frail mind, body, and poetic practice as he 

 

however, solely examines poetry in its written form in order to provide a more concrete 

analysis of poetic form and its interaction with urban form. 
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inhabits, navigates, and attempts to describe his spatial experience of the twentieth 

arrondissement of the city. 

Chapter Three, ‘Extension of the Spatial Struggle in Michel Houellebecq’s Poésie’ 

evaluates urban experiences in the construction of poetry through an examination of Paris as a 

trigger for struggle in Houellebecq’s text. Struggle in this chapter refers to the poet’s struggle 

to comfortably inhabit the late-capitalist city. This is once again conceptualised through the 

theoretical lens of Lefebvre’s spatial triad, underlining the tension between what Lefebvre 

terms espace conçu and espace perçu, triggering Houellebecq’s responses to the built 

environment in his poetry (espace vécu).10 Such portrayals of struggle in the built environment 

will focus on three particular ‘spaces of struggle’ in the poet’s work: business districts, 

hypermarkets, and commuter trains and stations.  

 The second research question asks: how is the built environment reflected in poetic 

form? This question is answered through an examination of the formal structure of the works 

in question within the context of the city of Paris. Chapter One pays specific attention to poetic 

constraints in the work of Jacques Roubaud, with reference to the Oulipian constraint and the 

concept of the potentiality of the text, as well as elements such as orthography, versification, 

 
10 The term ‘late-capitalist city’ here refers to everyday life in Paris through the lens of 

Mandel’s third stage of the three stages of capitalism, which is characterised by features such 

as the dominance of corporations and mass consumption in the everyday life of those who 

inhabit the city. These features are clearly seen as spaces of struggle in this chapter through 

an examination of business districts and hypermarkets, as well as how late-capitalist ideology 

infiltrates domestic spaces through the utilisation of trains and stations in the city (Ernest 

Mandel, Late Capitalism [London: Humanities Press, 1975]); Henri Lefebvre, La Production 

de l’espace (Paris: Éditions Anthropos, 1974). An in-depth examination of this spatial triad 

and its contextualisation will be undertaken in each chapter of the thesis, as well as in the 

discussion on methodology in the section which follows. 

I am conscious of the historicity of the term ‘late capitalism’, its constraints and how some 

elements of the term may have evolved since Mandel’s time of writing. However, the term 

‘late-capitalist city’ is used in this thesis as it encompasses the social critiques performed by 

the poets studied more accurately than terms such as post-industrial capitalism or 

neoliberalism. This also allows for their inscribing within a critical theory tradition.   
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and colour, underlining the ways in which the poet’s work responds to the built environment 

on a formal level. Chapter Two of the thesis demonstrates the incompatibility between Jacques 

Réda’s intended poetic form, the sonnet, with the subject of his work, the built environment. 

Instead, as underlined in this chapter, this incompatibility results in the breaking down of poetic 

form, leading to the form of the frail poet’s text mirroring a ‘working through’ of his navigation 

of the twentieth arrondissement. Chapter Three analyses the form of the late-capitalist city’s 

impact on the poet’s struggle through a reading of poetic form, examining Michel 

Houellebecq’s use and misuse of the alexandrin to convey otherness felt by the poet in 

everyday experiences in the city, as well as the ironic use of the ‘lightness’ of octosyllabic 

verse. As demonstrated, such versification is juxtaposed by the melancholic content of the 

poems.  

 Thirdly, this thesis asks: what is the role of public transport within the relationship 

between urban and poetic form? This is explored through the strands of mobility evidenced in 

each chapter of this thesis, demonstrating the ways in which mobility via the prism of public 

transport further underlines the link between urban and poetic form in each of the works in this 

thesis. Chapter One demonstrates the ways in which public transport acts as a springboard to 

triggering memory and examining the city in Jacques Roubaud’s poetry, while Chapter Two 

highlights the limits of public transport through Jacques Réda’s frail body. The frail body’s 

incapability of utilising public transport leads to Réda’s conceptualisation of the twentieth 

arrondissement as an ‘enclave’ from which he cannot escape. This is the result of his walking 

practice, which is embodied by frailty, constraining him from navigating beyond the immediate 

area he inhabits.  Finally, Chapter Three underlines the role of public transport in rendering the 

late-capitalist city attractive to those who inhabit it by paying particular attention to commuter 

trains and stations.  
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Methodological framework and spatial theory 

The methodological starting point for this thesis consisted primarily of textual analyses of the 

poetic works in the corpus. This was conducted in two ways: firstly, through an analysis of the 

thematic content of the poetic works, paying particular attention to the representation of the 

built environment through imagery and the narrative voice. Secondly, a close reading of the 

poetic form of the works focused on versification, structure, and genre in order to respond to 

the research questions. This close textual analysis is complemented by a methodology of 

approaching the text as an architectural object which seeks to unite urban and poetic form in 

the thesis. This is demonstrated through examinations of the text on the written page, such as 

the text’s position on the page, typography, and colours utilised to highlight certain 

engagements with the built environment.  Following the close textual analyses of each work, 

the application of critical urban theory seeks to examine the ways in which the urban experience 

of Paris specifically is represented in these works, through a focus on key concepts by theorists 

such as Richard Sennett, Henri Lefebvre, Marc Augé, Mimi Sheller and John Urry, and Paul 

Virilio. This is then compared in each author to highlight differences and similarities.  

As noted above, urban theory is a key critical strand of this thesis. Additionally, this 

thesis adapts an overarching methodology of spatial theory to understand the relationship 

between urban and poetic form in the texts in this corpus. The works of key spatial theorists 

such as Marc Augé and Michel de Certeau are embedded in the thesis and are useful to 

underline theoretical concepts that underpin each chapter. These include, but are not limited 

to, Augé’s theory of the non-lieu to understand late-capitalist spaces in Houellebecq’s texts, 

De Certeau’s concept of tactics as a means to resist late capitalism in these spaces, and Augé’s 

works on the métro to engage with collective and personal memory in Roubaud’s poetry. 

However, it is Henri Lefebvre’s concept of the spatial triad of espace conçu, espace perçu, and 

espace vécu that is utilised throughout this thesis as the overarching methodological 
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framework. By applying the conceptual framework of the spatial triad, the thesis seeks to 

underline the ways in which these poets move through and experience space. Lefebvre’s triad 

was chosen specifically as it brings together architecture, aesthetics, and lived experience in 

each of the works in this thesis. This methodological framework provides a foundation to 

further explore how each of the above interact in each work, as well as a means through which 

to compare the spatial experiences of each poet. In this way, Lefebvre’s concept of the spatial 

triad provides an in-depth analysis of space and spatiality within the context of the city of Paris 

from 1990 onwards in a period of urban change which has been the most extensive since that 

of Haussmannisation.   

Before discussing Lefebvre’s spatial triad, however, it is important to firstly define 

space within the context of this thesis. For the purpose of this project, ‘space’ can be defined 

as the product of social circumstances in society, as conceived by Lefebvre in La production 

de l’espace. As Lefebvre explains: ‘La production de l'espace, est que le mode de production 

organise – produit – en même temps que certains rapports sociaux – son espace et son temps. 

C'est ainsi qu'il s'accomplit’.11 In Lefebvre’s definition, the production of space is a result of 

social relations and modes of production (for example, the production of goods and services). 

This space is then reproduced via decisions made by urban planners or architects and evidenced 

in the architecture and the built environment that surrounds us.12  

 
11 Henri Lefebvre, La production de l’espace, p. XXV. 
12 Lefebvre’s theory of space as a sociopolitical entity has also influenced other key spatial 

theorists such as Doreen Massey: as she states, ‘space is the product of interrelations; as 

constituted through interactions, from the immensity of the global to the intimately tiny’ 

(Doreen Massey, For Space [London: SAGE Publications, 2005], p. 9). Massey also 

underlines that ‘relations are understood as embedded practices: space does not exist prior to 

identities/entities, the relations ‘between’ them, and the spatiality which is part of them, are 

all co-constructive’ (Ibid., p. 10). This thesis will therefore underline the ways in which these 

practices influence the ways in which the poets in this corpus perceive space, and how this is 

reflected in their work.  
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The thesis will focus on Lefebvre’s conceptualisation of the above definition of space 

with specific reference to the triad of the production of space: espace conçu, espace perçu, and 

espace vécu.13 As defined by Lefebvre, espace conçu refers to ‘celui des savants, des 

planificateurs, des urbanistes, des technocrates …’, while espace perçu refers to the result of 

the relationship between ‘la réalité quotidienne (l’emploi du temps) et la réalité urbaine (les 

parcours et les réseaux reliant les lieux de travail, de la vie privée, des loisirs)’.14  Lefebvre 

continues to note that, in practical terms, ‘La pratique spatiale moderne se définit donc par la 

vie quotidienne d’un habitant d’HLM en banlieue, cas-limite et significatif … Une pratique 

spatiale doit posséder une certaine cohésion, ce qui ne veut pas dire une cohérence’.15 

Having defined space and the categories of space which will be explored in this thesis, 

the below paragraphs will now briefly outline how space is produced and reproduced in 

trialectic interactions in each of the chapters. This outline will underline the ways in which 

space gives meaning to the built environment in its sociopolitical context. Chapter One 

examines spaces of public transport, such as train stations, buses, and métro stops in the poetry 

of Jacques Roubaud as he navigates the city. In this chapter, space is produced through the lens 

of mobility and reproduced using Roubaud’s memories of the above places, highlighting the 

potentiality of memory to reshape space. Meaning in these spaces is therefore defined partially 

by collective memory such as history, and partially by the prompts of the poet’s personal 

history. This is evoked by the names of certain métro stops and the architectural features of 

 
13 These three branches of Lefebvre’s triad are interconnected, yet separate. Jean-Yves 

Martin states that ‘les représentations de l’espace, liées aux rapports de production, à « 

l’ordre » qu’ils imposent et par là, à des connaissances, à des signes, à des codes, à des 

relations « frontales ». C’est donc l’espace conçu, celui des savants: des planificateurs, des 

urbanistes, des technocrates « découpeurs » et « agenceurs », de certains artistes proches de la 

scientificité, identifiant le vécu et le perçu au conçu. C’est « l’espace dominant dans une 

société »’. Jean-Yves Martin, ‘Une géographie critique de l’espace du quotidien. L’actualité 

mondialisée de la pensée spatiale d’Henri Lefebvre’, Articulo - Journal of Urban Research, 2 

(2006), 1-47 (p. 12).  
14 Lefebvre, p. 48.  
15 Ibid., p. 48. 
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train stations. Through Lefebvre’s spatial triad, the chapter explores space on the move and 

contemplates what it means to move through the city. For example, espace conçu is examined 

through architecture and renewal, as evidenced in the planning of bus lines, the construction of 

and history of the Gare Saint-Lazare, and decisions to close métro lines resulting in the creation 

of ‘ghost stations’. Espace perçu is examined through the poet’s perception of these conceived 

spaces, i.e. his spatial practice, as influenced by mobility and memory in spaces such as ghost 

stations and train stations. Finally, space is reproduced as espace vécu, i.e, the final form of the 

poem. This can be witnessed in the expression of space through Roubaud’s literary constraints 

evidenced in form and structure in his poetry as these constraints engage with memory through 

the lens of mobility.  

Chapter Two explores Jacques Réda’s frail body and mind as it attempts to interact with 

space in the twentieth arrondissement of Paris. Space is defined in this chapter through the 

poet’s reduced ability to interact with social space, rendering him an outcast in the area he 

inhabits. Outside of social space, due to the frailty of the poet’s body and mind, he is unable to 

navigate the area in the same manner as others. However, this frailty also underlines the frailty 

of the built environment in terms of espace conçu: the influx of circulation and the speed at 

which movement takes place in the area due to the nearby boulevard périphérique highlights 

issues with urban regeneration in a working-class neighbourhood as it continues to gentrify. 

Réda’s experience of navigating this space, i.e, espace perçu, is therefore negatively affected 

as a result of this. This negative perception of space is also reflected in espace vécu as the 

breakdown of poetic form mirrors the breakdown of the poet’s relationship with the area.  

Finally, the production of space in Houellebecq’s work is contextualised by late-

capitalist society via his unique perspective as poet as well as worker in the business district. 

This chapter theorises espace conçu in Houellebecq’s poetry as ‘spaces of struggle’. These 

spaces, commuter trains, hypermarkets, and business districts, are conceived to facilitate late-
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capitalist messages. They are also spaces in which the poet struggles to exist comfortably due 

to the challenges of late-capitalist society. This struggle is reflected in the poet’s spatial practice 

through the way in which he behaves in these spaces, i.e., through espace perçu. This behaviour 

is then mirrored in the espace vécu of the poem through poetic form, and in particular, the use 

and misuse of the alexandrin.  

 

Contribution and originality 

This interdisciplinary thesis attempts to bridge two fields: urbanism, and poetry. It must be 

underlined that the urban theorists whose work I engage with in this thesis are predominantly 

male; this is also reflection of the field of urbanism more generally.16 My thesis thus brings a 

female voice to the field. At present, the fields of urbanism and poetry have not witnessed much 

interaction, with reference to contemporary French poetry in particular. Most literature 

analysed via a framework of the literary tradition of engaging with everyday life in the city of 

Paris is in prose as opposed to poetry, as witnessed above with reference to banlieue literature, 

for example. This thesis therefore returns the field of poetry to the above Francophone literary 

tradition.17 Although several reasons could be suggested as to why contemporary French poetry 

has remained underexamined in this area, this thesis proposes that the ongoing debates within 

the field as to how poetic movements (or lack thereof) may or may not be grouped may lead to 

an overshadowing of certain poetic texts. This is principally due to critical conversations in the 

field focusing on larger themes within poetry and on poetic theory itself, as explored in the 

following paragraphs. A critical overview of the field of contemporary French poetry later in 

 
16 Although the voices of female theorists are present in this thesis, I am aware that the 

theoretical concepts I engage with are predominantly written by male scholars. However, this 

thesis also offers a feminist reading of poetic texts in the city by utilising the issues present in 

the corpus to highlight marginalised voices.  
17 This is seen most acutely, for example, in the work of Charles Baudelaire on Haussmann’s 

Paris. Since Baudelaire, the majority of works within this tradition of engaging with the 

everyday have been written in prose form.  
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this chapter briefly underlines the key debates within the field and will situate the poets and 

the works in this thesis within this debate. This overview underlines why this may have led to 

a neglect of valuable works in the œuvres of these poets from an urbanist point of view. 

Through an examination of these understudied works, this thesis seeks both to add to the body 

of knowledge of the corpus of each poet and also attempts to identify a trend within ‘urban’ 

contemporary French poetry. It does so by exploring the ways in which urban and poetic form 

engage in each of these works to provide a critical exploration of Paris in a period of urban 

transformation, a trend which has not been witnessed since the time of Haussmannisation.  

The works analysed in this thesis demonstrate the unique insight that they possess in 

their critical perceptions of the city.  This is reflected in three ways: firstly, through the themes 

and concepts evoked in the works; secondly, through the use of poetic form as a result of 

engagement with the city; and thirdly, through an examination of the ways in which the use of 

public transport in each work characterises these critical perceptions of the city. Although 

literary engagement with the city of Paris is rich and wide-ranging, this thesis focuses 

especially on the critical interaction between urban and poetic form in a period of urban 

renewal.  As indicated at the beginning of this introductory chapter, works that explore the city 

since the period of Haussmannisation have focused primarily on engaging with it through 

themes and ideas rather than through the form of the text. Although these themes and concepts 

are reflected in form to an extent, this is primarily demonstrated in prose texts as opposed to 

poetic works. In uniting three texts that also engage with public transport, the thesis moves 

beyond the binary of mobility in the city as primarily being depicted through the form of modes 

of walking that are dominant in traditional literary engagement, such as flânerie, and the dérive.    

While the literature deriving from the Surrealist movement interacts with Paris as an 

aesthetic, its engagement with the city is used as a springboard towards a dream-like 
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reimagination of it, as witnessed especially with reference to André Breton’s work.18 Although 

the poetry examined in this thesis primarily engages with the reality of spatial practices in the 

city rather than imaginary ones, the use of vivid imagery remains a tool through which to 

convey lived experience in Paris.19 This is evidenced especially in Chapter Three of this thesis 

through Michel Houellebecq’s choice of imagery to respond to the built environment. 

Similarly, Jacques Prévert’s work remains an obvious example of poetic engagement with the 

city.20 However, Prévert’s celebrated relationship with the city of Paris tends to ignore critiques 

of the built environment, focusing on a celebration of historical elements of the city through an 

idealised lens.21 These ‘piétons’ again often demonstrate traditional aspects of flânerie in the 

city, i.e. aimlessly walking through the city rather than approaching urbanism through a critical 

lens, as the texts in this corpus will demonstrate.  

A shift towards a more critical engagement with the city may be accounted for by the 

ongoing urban change that the city has witnessed in the period since circa 1956 to present, from 

the construction of the boulevard périphérique to the mass production of HLMs in suburban 

neighbourhoods.22 In many cases, poetic responses to the city in this period turn towards a 

 
18 While Baudelaire’s work highlighted the struggle of modernity, the Surrealists were 

concerned with using the city as its canvas. Stubbs explains that the Surrealists’ work on the 

city hosted ‘a celebration of Paris as a space of movement, liberty and almost unlimited 

potential for discovery’ (Jeremy Stubbs, ‘Surrealism and Urban Crime’, in The Cambridge 

Companion to the Literature of Paris, ed. by Anna-Louise Milne [Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2013], pp. 161–88 [p. 163]); See, for example, the reinterpretation of the 

Place Dauphine in Breton's Nadja (Paris: NRF/Blanche, 1928). 
19 In other words, the poems in this thesis are what Lefebvre deems ‘espaces de 

représentation’ or ‘espace vécu’: that is to say that the poem deals with the representation of 

the spatial experience lived by the poet.   
20 Prévert was also a key member of the Rue du Château group of Surrealism, carrying out 

most of his writing at this address in Montparnasse.  
21 It could also be argued, however, that this idealised portrayal of the city was in fact a 

method of coping with the trauma of the Second World War and the Occupation of Paris.  
22 Construction began on the boulevard périphérique in 1956 and was completed in 1971; 

HLM - Habitation à loyer modéré. As Bancquart notes, ‘la proche banlieue des grands 

ensembles se construit dès lors, monotone, frustrante pour ses habitants, et engendrant une 

circulation automobile considerable vers Paris, car on n’a pas réussi à la doter d’emplois sur 
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more critical depiction of the built environment, as evident in texts by Dominique Grandmont, 

Gérard Noiret, or Yves Martin. 23 Despite this critical shift in thematic content, however, the 

same engagement is not reflected in the form of their work, as is the case with the works in this 

corpus. Furthermore, critics agree that the most striking outputs of cultural production’s 

engagement with the built environment from this period lies not in literature, but in cinema. 24 

From the 1980s, urban literature has focused its attention on the more marginalised 

areas of the city beyond the boulevard périphérique.25 These works can generally be 

categorised as falling under the genre of banlieue literature, the most prominent of these being 

texts by Mehdi Charef, Faïza Guène, and Sorya Nini.26 These texts are primarily written in 

prose form and are concerned with broader sociopolitical issues that have arisen from everyday 

life in the suburbs of the city.27 In the case of such works, literary form is often separate from 

the content of the text; that is to say that urban form as the cause of such sociopolitical issues 

is not necessarily reflected in the form of the text. However, the corpus of this thesis will 

 

place’. (Marie-Claire Bancquart, La Poésie en France: du surréalisme à nos jours [Paris: 

Ellipses, 2016], p. 101). 
23 See Yves Martin, Poèmes courts suivis d’un long (Paris: Guy Chambelland, 1969), Le 

Partisan/Le marcheur (Paris: La table ronde, 1972) and De la rue elle crie (Paris: Le pont de 

l’épée, 1982); Dominique Grandmont, Pages blanches (Paris: Editeurs Français Réunis, 

1975); Gérard Noiret, Chatila (Paris: Actes Sud, 1992).  
24 As Claude Mignot goes on to underline with regards to Godard’s ‘Deux ou trois choses que 

je sais d’elle’, the film embodies ‘la poésie désenchantée de ce Paris ‘qui change plus vite 

que le cœur des femmes’ (Claude Mignot, in Claude Mignot and Jacques Lebar, Grammaire 

des immeubles parisiens : six siècles de façades du Moyen âge à nos jours [Paris : 

Parigramme, 2013], p. 158). Bancquart also points to the impact of Tati’s work and its 

engagement with modernism in the city (Bancquart, La Poésie En France: Du Surréalisme à 

Nos Jours, p. 20).  
25 The completion of the boulevard périphérique in 1973, alongside the rapid growth of 

construction of HLM buildings in the neighbouring départements of Paris and social issues as 

a direct result of this urban planning, influenced the rise of this literature.  
26 See, for example, Mehdi Charef, Le thé au harem d’Archi Ahmed (Paris: Gallimard, 1983); 

Faïza Guène, Kiffe kiffe demain (Paris: Hachette, 2004); Sorya Nini, Ils disent que je suis une 

beurette (Paris: Fixot, 2000) 
27 As a side note, there is a strong female voice in Parisian banlieue literature – however this 

is not present in Parisian ‘urban literature’ as such. While there are many reasons for this, I 

would like to suggest especially that it is since the latter is heavily saturated by the presence 

of historical flânerie in central Paris, a practice dominated by the white male. 
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demonstrate the influential role of urban form in the shaping of textual form. The interaction 

between urban and poetic form serves to provide meaning to a larger issue in the built 

environment such as engagement with memory, late capitalism, or frailty. Poetic form, 

therefore, provides the architecture for the conveyance of meaning.  

Similarly, an engagement with the urban texture of the city is evident in later texts such 

as Philippe Vasset’s Un livre blanc or Jean Rolin’s Zone, although these works are primarily 

written in prose and therefore do not engage with poetic form.28 Although Rolin and Vasset’s 

texts often focus on the overlooked facets of the city, including but not limited to suburban 

areas, peripheries, and even abandoned areas, they do not offer a critical reading of the city’s 

urbanism, but rather provide a record of it. In contrast, the texts in this corpus do provide a 

critical reading of the city. It is for this reason that these texts are examined in this thesis in 

order to understand the ways in which meaning is used as a critical tool through which to 

convey the poets’ interactions with the city of Paris.  

 

Corpus rationale 

Notwithstanding the privileged position in terms of ethnicity, gender, and class of Jacques 

Roubaud, Jacques Réda and Michel Houellebecq, the thesis seeks to utilise this corpus as a 

springboard through which to identify some issues that are universal in the urban experience 

and can speak to a broader audience. Jacques Roubaud’s works are wide-ranging and vary from 

prose, autobiography, autofiction, poetic and mathematical theory, to poetry and anthologies.29 

 
28 This is also the case in the form of prose in anthropological works such as François 

Maspéro’s Les passagers du Roissy-Express (Paris: Seuil, 1990).  

Philippe Vasset, Un livre blanc (Paris: Fayard, 2018); Jean Rolin, Zones (Paris: Gallimard, 

1995). Vasset’s Un livre blanc, for example, critiques the process of mapping and 

cartography, but not necessarily the urban environment itself. 
29 Since Roubaud is a poetic theorist as well as a poet and member of poetic groups, his work 

is often written in collaboration with other poets or poetic theorists. See, for example, Pierre 

Lusson and Jacques Roubaud, ‘Mètre et rythme de l’alexandrin ordinaire’, Langue 

Française, 23 (1974), 41–53. 
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The most well-known of these are Quelque chose noir and Le grand incendie de Londres.30 

Overarching themes in these works are often concerned with melancholy and loss following 

the death of Roubaud’s wife, photographer and writer Alix Cléo Roubaud.31 Poetic works are 

often experimental and incorporate either Oulipian constraints, poetic theory, or frameworks 

from other literary cultures, with specific reference to Japanese forms.32 As a result, scholarly 

work on Roubaud is dominated by poetic theory, memory studies and mathematics. However, 

despite the range of Roubaud’s corpus, Jean-Jacques Poucel suggests that his works can be 

defined as a ‘hybrid being’; all Roubaud’s work is multifaceted in that it ‘draws not only on 

mathematics and poetry for its methodology and source material, but it is also profoundly 

invested in other forms of writing, notably autobiographical, critical, cultural and philosophical 

writing’.33 While it is beyond the scope of this thesis to provide an in-depth analysis of each of 

Roubaud’s work, for the purpose of the urban poetry analysed here, many of the facets of 

Roubaud’s work are underlined, as they may influence poetic form, meaning, and structure. 

 Although some of Roubaud’s poetry discusses the subject of travel and cities more 

generally, there are two more recent poetic works which engage with the city of Paris directly: 

La forme d’une ville change plus vite, hélas, que le cœur des humains, and Ode à la ligne 29 

 
30 Jacques Roubaud, Quelque Chose Noir (Paris: Gallimard, 1986); Jacques Roubaud, Le 

Grand Incendie de Londres (Paris: Seuil, 1989). 
31 Despite this, Roubaud states that he prefers to be defined primarily as a poet stating that ‘je 

continue à écrire tous les jours de la poésie’. Jacques Roubaud, Quelque Chose Noir (Paris: 

Gallimard, 1986); Jacques Roubaud, Le Grand Incendie de Londres (Paris: Seuil, 1989). 
32Roubaud was the first member to be appointed to the OuLiPo group for experimental 

literature outside of its founding members (including Queneau) in 1966. Roubaud’s work as 

an OuLiPo member is featured in the Oulipo compendium, an anglophone guide to the 

literary movement. See Harry Mathews; Alastair Brotchie; Raymond Queneau, Oulipo 

Compendium (London: Atlas Press, 2011). 

 See, for example, amongst others, ∈ (Paris: Gallimard, 1967); Mono no aware: le sentiment 

des choses, cent quarante-trois poèmes empruntés au japonais (Paris: Gallimard, 1970); 

Trente et un au cube (Paris: Gallimard, 1973); Autobiographie, chapitre dix (Paris: 

Gallimard, 1977); Poétique. Remarques - Poésie, mémoire, nombre, temps, rythme, 

contrainte, forme, etc. (Paris: Seuil, 2016).  
33 Jean-Jacques Poucel, ‘Jacques Roubaud’s Intersections’, Contemporary French and 

Francophone Studies, 7.2, (2010), 208–28 (p. 209). 
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des autobus parisiens.34 Scholarly work on La forme d’une ville, for example, focuses primarily 

on walking in the city. This chapter, however, shifts from dominant examinations of mobility 

through walking to foregrounding the use of leisurely mobility through public transport in the 

city to critique the built environment.35 It does so through the poet’s engagement with memory 

in public transport spaces such as train stations, ghost stations, and buses. The latter will be 

demonstrated most acutely in Roubaud’s Ode à la ligne 29 des autobus parisiens, structured 

in multi-layered alexandrins which provide an account of the poet’s journeys on the line 29 of 

the Parisian bus.36 This specific text has been chosen as part of the Roubaldian corpus not only 

for its engagement with the city, but also since existing critical interaction with the text has 

primarily focused on its relationship to Queneau’s works on public transport.37 This has 

resulted in an overshadowing of some of the significant aspects of the work in relation to 

urbanism. As explained previously, this is an oversight that this thesis seeks to address.  

 Like Jacques Roubaud, Jacques Réda has been a prominent figure in contemporary 

French poetry for decades and boasts an extensive corpus of works. As a result, Rédaen studies 

is a rich and wide-ranging field, incorporating the influence of jazz in Réda’s poetry, 

subjectivity, and flânerie. 38 Of all three poets in this corpus, Jacques Réda has produced the 

 
34 Jacques Roubaud, ‘Le train traverse la nuit, vers l’alexandrin de longeur variable’, La 

Bibliothèque oulipienne 26 (1984) [no page numbers available]; Tokyo Infra-Ordinaire 

(Paris: Atilla, 2014); Jacques Roubaud, Ode à la ligne 29 des autobus parisiens, (Paris: 

Atilla, 2012).  
35 Alison James, ‘Poem-Walking: The Survival of Paris in Jacques Roubaud’s La Forme 

d’une Ville’, Modern Philology, 111.1 (2013), 107–31. 
36 See, for example, Alain Chevrier, ‘Roubaud Quenellien: La métrique amusante de l’Ode à 

La Ligne 29’, Cahiers Raymond Queneau, 4 (2014), 49–68; Marie-Claude Cherqui, ‘Queneau 

dans l’autobus: un passager peu clandestin dans l’Ode à La Ligne 29 de Jacques Roubaud’, 

Cahiers Raymond Queneau, 4 (2014), 43–48. 
37 For example, works by Cherqui and Chevrier as noted above. 
38 Eric Prieto, ‘Paris à l’improviste: Jacques Réda, Jazz and Suburban Beauty’, SubStance, 

38.2 (2009), 89-112; Susan Harrow, The Material, the Real, and the Fractured Self : 

Subjectivity and Representation from Rimbaud to Réda (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 2004), p. 167; Federico Castigliano, ‘Le Divertissement Du Texte: Ecriture et Flânerie 

Chez Jacques Réda’, Poétique, 4.164 (2010), 461–76. 
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most works which interact with the urban environment.39 As a result, a large bulk of scholarly 

engagement with Réda’s work features the poet’s relationship with his surroundings, even if 

these are not primarily the main focus of the study. A large part of such engagement focuses 

on Réda’s identity as a flâneur and his walking practices in the city, as seen most evidently in 

texts such as Le méridien de Paris, Le citadin, and Les ruines de Paris.40 This thesis, however, 

focuses on a largely understudied text in the Rédaen corpus that witnesses a change in 

established walking practices by the poet and which has yet to be critically examined. The 

poet’s walking practice in Le Vingtième me fatigue does not reflect the traditional image of the 

flâneur as the bourgeois dandy strolling through the city’s boulevards, but rather features stasis, 

disorientation, and disruption as a result of the built environment’s hostility towards the ageing, 

frail body.41 At present, this text has not been analysed at length in critical works on Réda. As 

such, existing work does not engage with the frail body and the shift in Réda’s walking 

practices, as well as how the two interact in his work. In undertaking an analysis of these 

concepts in Chapter Two, this thesis therefore seeks to shed light on an important element of 

Réda’s work which has been largely overshadowed.  

 The addition of one of the most prominent authors in contemporary France, Michel 

Houellebecq, to the corpus may appear at first out of place to those unfamiliar with his complete 

works. There is, of course, an abundance of critical work on the novels of Houellebecq, many 

of which are not directly relevant to of this thesis.42 Houellebecq’s interactions with space more 

 
39 Such engagement can be traced back to 1968 in Réda’s work, beginning with Amen (Paris: 

Gallimard, 1968) and is consistent throughout his corpus. It is to be noted, however, that the 

urban is not always at the forefront of his work in each text, but in most cases, urbanism is 

alluded to.  
40 See, for example, Dervila Cooke, ‘Flâneries et contraintes: promenades textuelles dans Les 

Ruines de Paris et Le Méridien de Paris de Jacques Réda’, in Le livre et ses espaces 

(Nanterre: Presses universitaires de Paris Nanterre, 2007), pp. 469–84. 
41 Jacques Réda, Le vingtième me fatigue (Geneva: La Dogana, 2004). 
42 A selection of these works include John McCann, Michel Houellebecq: Author of Our 

Times (Oxford : Peter Lang, 2010); Murielle Lucie Clément and Sabine van Wesemael, 

Michel Houellebecq sous la loupe (Amsterdam; New York: Rodopi, 2007); Douglas Morrey, 
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generally have also been studied in his prose works; these focus especially on novels such as 

La Carte et le territoire and short essays written by Houellebecq.43 Houellebecq’s literary 

career, however, began in poetry, and his poetry remains a largely understudied facet of his 

work as a whole, especially with relevance to engagement with Paris.44 Within the context of 

this thesis, this poetry is of particular importance in that it provides a unique perspective within 

the corpus: that of Michel Houellebecq as poet, but also that of Michel Houellebecq as worker 

in the late-capitalist city. Existing criticism on Houellebecq’s poetry has focused on 

comparisons between Houellebecq and Baudelaire’s works, such as the effects of Baudelaire’s 

influence and the use of the lyric. 45 This thesis builds upon existing work by underlining 

Houellebecq’s use of the lyric to evoke the poet’s struggle to exist comfortably in late-capitalist 

spaces in the city, since critical engagement with Houellebecq’s poetry does not address his 

relationship with Paris and its spaces. The project also adds to existing work on the use of the 

alexandrin in Houellebecq’s poetry: while work on the alexandrin points to the poet’s 

engagement with mental health through the usage of versification, this thesis examines the 

relationship between the alexandrin and the built environment through the lens of late-capitalist 

‘spaces of struggle’ in Houellebecq’s work.46 Existing work on Houellebecq’s poetry also 

ignores the use of octosyllabic verse in Houellebecq’s work; this chapter highlights the use of 

octosyllabic verse in this text as a means through which to draw attention to the poet’s struggle 

 

Michel Houellebecq: Humanity and Its Aftermath; Insook Webber, ‘Valéry and Houellebecq: 

The Death (or the Return) of the Subject’, Australian Journal of French Studies, 3.50 (2013), 

818–331. 
43 Delphine Grass, ‘The Disappearing Subject: Language, Transparency, and Modern 

Architecture in the Works of Michel Houellebecq’, Contemporary French and Francophone 

Studies, 15.3 (2011), 339–47. 
44 The publication La nouvelle revue first published Houellebecq’s poems through his 

friendship with Jean-Paul Gut in 1985.  
45 Julia Pröll, ‘La poésie urbaine de Michel Houellebecq: sur les pas de Charles Baudelaire?’, 

in Michel Houellebecq sous la loupe (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007), pp. 53–68. 
46 David Evans, ‘Structure et suicide dans les poésies de Michel Houellebecq’, in Michel 

Houellebecq sous la loupe (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007), pp. 201–14. 
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in late-capitalist spaces through irony. As discussed, spatial engagement with Houellebecq’s 

work has primarily focused on prose work; therefore, in tying together new spatial and formal 

critiques of Houellebecq’s poetry, this chapter adds to critical engagement on an understudied 

facet of Houellebecq’s corpus.   

The works in this thesis largely address universal issues in the city: that is to say, issues 

of the everyday which are experienced by most users of the city at one point or the other. These 

include issues of mobility and memory (as echoed in the work of Roubaud), issues of frailty 

and how the topography of the city presents challenges to such frailty (as echoed in the work 

of Réda), and the struggle to exist comfortably in the late-capitalist city (as echoed in the work 

of Houellebecq). These issues arise from the spatial experience of the city’s users, i.e, what 

Lefebvre deems espace perçu, and are then expressed in the poet’s works, i.e. what Lefebvre 

deems espace vécu. Despite the universality of these issues, however, an intersectional corpus 

of poetic works that engaged with urban form in the city of Paris was difficult to locate within 

the field of contemporary French poetry, particularly with reference to female, BIPOC or 

LGBTQIA+ voices.47 Certain works by female poets within the OuLiPo movement interact 

with urban environments: the work of Oulipian Michèle Metail, for example, features her own 

urban experience of Berlin, but not of Paris.48 Michelle Grangaud, on the other hand, has 

published a pamphlet of anagrams of Parisian métro stations as part of a subgenre of Oulipian 

constraints constituting a practice characterised by word games played by utilising the features 

of trains and métro stations.49 In Grangaud’s case, the names of each station are revised and 

 
47 As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the field of Urban Studies has traditionally been 

dominated by male voices; this thesis therefore seeks to add to the growing number of  

female voices to ongoing discourse in the field.  
48 Michèle Metail, Toponymie: Berlin. Dédale, Cadastre, Jumelage, Panorama (Saint-

Benoît-du-Sault: Tarabuste, 2002). 
49 For a detailed exploration of these constraints among other poetic works engaging with the 

métro, see Alain Chevrier, ‘Métropoésie’, Formules, 14 (2010), 27–47. 
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restructured to form a poem.50 Although this work adds to the corpus of urban poetry, it does 

not detail the poet’s lived experience of the city; unlike the other works in this corpus, the urban 

environment and poetic form do not directly influence each other, but rather the result of the 

poetic form of the text is based solely on the constraint at play. The city of Paris also features 

in the work of poet Marie-Claire Bancquart. The work is not always primarily concerned with 

urban form in Paris; for example, the identity of the city is utilised as a springboard to a history 

of poetics.51 Despite the importance of a female voice in the corpus of this thesis, there is no 

discernible link between urban and poetic form in these works. However, Bancquart’s critical 

engagement with the field of contemporary French poetry and its relation to Paris provides a 

substantial foundation for the analysis undertaken in this thesis.52   

While the above details female poets who write about the city despite not fitting the 

criteria of corpus selection for this thesis, no BIPOC poetry on the city could be located. As 

mentioned previously in this introductory chapter, reasons for this could include the large 

number of BIPOC authors belonging to the insurgence of banlieue literature, which largely did 

not extend to the medium of poetry.53 The lack of LGBTQIA+ representation in urban poetry 

is especially troubling given the rapid gentrification of the quartier of Le Marais in particular, 

an historically queer quartier. Such rapid gentrification has not only removed many queer 

residents from the area, but also independent queer businesses, most recently the specialist 

 
50 Michelle Grangaud, Stations: Anagrammes (Paris: P.O.L, 1990). See also works by 

Jacques Jouet, whose constraints include the rhythm of the opening and closing of train doors 

(Jacques Jouet, Poèmes de métro [Paris: P.O.L., 2000]). 
51 ‘Rues de Paris’, for example, highlights the history of Nerval’s death in the neighbourhood 

discussed in the poem. Poem published outside of a collection; Marie-Claire Bancquart, Rues 

de Paris https://www.poemes.co/rues-de-paris.html [accessed 03 January 2022].  
52 See Marie-Claire Bancquart, La Poésie en France: du Surréalisme à nos jours (Paris: 

Ellipses, 2016); Marie-Claire Bancquart, Paris dans la littérature française après 1945 

(Paris: La Différence, 2006). 
53 Although not all residents of working class banlieue neighbourhoods identify as BIPOC, 

the urban history of such neighbourhoods is deeply rooted in race as a result of colonialism 

and social exclusion. 

https://www.poemes.co/rues-de-paris.html
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bookshop and event space Les Mots à la bouche.54 As evidenced above, however, the 

engagement with the city as witnessed through the works in this corpus explore anthropological 

issues that are collectively felt as people move through and experience space. These include 

frailty, engagement with memory, struggle, and inhabiting late-capitalist spaces. 

 

Literary context  

Daisy Sainsbury is correct to point out that ‘over the last forty years, contemporary French 

poetry has been living in a state of crisis’.55 As briefly described above, this ‘crisis’ refers to 

the confused nature of the field and its lack of overarching identity in terms of how it may be 

defined with regards to poetic movements, poetic themes, and poetic purpose. A review of the 

ways in which contemporary French poetry has been presented in anthologies, for example, 

reflects the fragmentation of the field. In attempting to theorise certain movements and themes 

within the field, such work can, as Michael Brophy and Mary Gallagher note, often be 

perceived as paradoxical.56 

Anthologies of contemporary French poetry vary in their approach to assign categories 

by decade or by generation: Mary Ann Caws’ anthology, for refers to the ‘explosion of the next 

generation’ (including poets such as Anne-Marie Albiach, Marie-Claire Bancquart, Michelle 

Grangaud, and Emmanuel Hocquard).57 In this context, the ‘explosion’ simply refers to poetry 

from 1967 to 1980, ignoring movements and themes that shape the form and structure of the 

 
54 As of 2020, the Marais location of Les Mots à la bouche is now home to a Doctor Martens 

store.  
55 Daisy Sainsbury, Contemporary French Poetry: Towards a Minor Poetics (Oxford: 

Modern Humanities Research Association; Legenda, 2021), cover page. As Sainsbury 

explains, this ‘crisis’ is theorised by Jean-Marie Gleize who states ‘la poésie vit son état de 

crise, sans doute de son état de crise’ (Gleize in Daisy Sainsbury, p. 7).  
56 Sens et présence du sujet poétique: la poésie en France et du monde francophone depuis 

1980, ed. by Michael Brophy and Mary Gallagher (Leiden: Brill, 2006), p. 6. 
57 Mary Ann Caws, The Yale Anthology of Twentieth-Century French poetry (New Haven; 

London: Yale University Press, 2008), contents page. 
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poetry. Within this generation, however, movements and sub-themes are not explored. 

Contrastingly, Hugues Azérad and Peter Collier’s Twentieth-Century French Poetry: A 

Critical Anthology is divided not by time, but by a larger concept with headings such as ‘poetics 

of presence’ and ‘new voices, new visions’ rather than by any kind of poetic movement. 58 The 

fragmentation of the field is recognised more recently in Emma Wagstaff and Nina Parish’s 

anthology Writing the Real: A Bilingual Anthology of Contemporary French Poetry.59 This 

anthology identifies the ways in which the establishing of binaries such as overarching themes 

and movements have paradoxically created a culture of refusal of categorisation amongst 

contemporary poets and their works and proposes an alternative collection outside of these 

binaries.60  

  The field has been the subject of scholarly debate since the 1960s which continues to 

the present day. This fragmentation arguably began with the emergence of two distinct ‘camps’ 

of poetry: during the 1960s and 1970s, a poetry primarily focusing on the text itself, and 

secondly, from the 1980s onwards, a poetry primarily focusing on the larger meaning of the 

text itself. Such ‘camps’ eventually became defined in the 1990s as littéralité versus nouveau 

lyrisme. Variants of these two concepts include what Jeff Barda defines as the ‘avant garde’ 

versus ‘language’s power to approach the real’.61 Sainsbury also explains that this 

 
58 Hugues Azérad and Peter Collier, Twentieth-Century French Poetry: A Critical Anthology 

(Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
59 Writing the Real: A Bilingual Anthology of Contemporary French Poetry, ed. by Nina 

Parish and Emma Wagstaff (London: Enitharmon Editions, 2016). 
60 In refusing such binaries, Parish and Wagstaff’s anthology focuses on poets whose work 

reflects innovation rather than writing to fit a specific theme or movement. This includes 

work by Pierre Alferi and Anne Portugal amongst others. 
61 Jeff Barda, Experimentation and the Lyric in Contemporary French Poetry (London: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2021), p. 8. 
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fragmentation can be witnessed in a contrast between a poétique du texte or poétique de la 

lettre (i.e., littéralité) and a poétique du sens or poétique du sujet.62  

 Littéralité, as Jean-Marie Gleize posits, can be defined as a more textual-based poetry 

characterised as possessing a ‘poésie à la lettre, toute à l’expérience de l’irréductible distance 

entre les choses et les mots, tendue pour la réduire, sans illusion (aucune) sur les chances de sa 

réussite’.63 The work of poets such as Anne-Marie Albiach and Emmanuel Hocquard is 

characteristic of littéralité as well as the OuLiPo movement, as will be explored in Chapter 

One of this thesis.64 By default, then, the work of Jacques Roubaud as a member of the OuLiPo 

is characterised as being poésie à la lettre. To a certain extent, this is of course true, however, 

to reiterate Brophy and Gallagher’s point, these categorisations can cause further confusion. 

As will be demonstrated in Chapter One of this thesis, such categorisations, and emphasis on 

textual elements such as the Oulipian constraints, often overshadow the formal structures of 

the text and its interaction with the built environment. This is significant since Roubaud’s work 

is expansive and spans decades, including later works such as Roubaud’s urban poetry. Such 

emphasis on the text alone, as read through the lens of littéralité, thus lead to critical omissions 

of important facets of the Roubaldian œuvre: for example, the texts often engage with lyric 

poetry (La forme d’une ville, change plus vite, hélas, que le cœur des humains for example, 

 
62 Daisy Sainsbury, p. 4. Sainsbury also provides here an alternative to this definition through 

a Saussurean conceptualisation of poetry as either poétique du signifiant or poétique du 

signifié.  
63 Jean-Marie Gleize, À Noir. Poésie et Littéralité (Paris: Seuil, 1992), p. 16. An alternative 

definition by Jean-Michel Maulpoix explains that ‘leur désir ultime serait de parvenir à une 

écriture froide, mate et feutrée qui mettrait la poésie en état d’hibernation et qui la poserait 

comme un pur travail logique sur le langage’. (Jean-Michel Maulpoix, La poésie française 

depuis 1950. 1970: Décanter, déchanter... (2021) <http://www.maulpoix.net/decanter.html> 

[accessed 30 December 2021]). 
64 Although this thesis does not permit the scope to provide an in-depth analysis of the 

characteristics of littéralité, Chapter One of this thesis will examine the work of Jacques 

Roubaud via the lens of the OuLiPo movement, which will also refer back to the significance 

of littéralité in the poet’s work. For an in-depth analysis of the concept of littéralité, see Jean-

Marie Gleize’s text detailed in the footnote above.  
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incorporates Baudelaire’s famous line from ‘Le Cygne’ in its title) while the poétique du texte 

often rejects the lyric.65  

The 1980s then witnessed the turn towards a ‘nouveau lyrisme’, evident in the works 

of poets such as Yves Bonnefoy, James Sacré, Jacques Réda, and Guy Goffette. Described by 

Jean-Michel Maulpoix, whose work is characteristic of this movement, as a ‘lyrisme critique’, 

earlier works by Jacques Réda fall into this category, such as Récitatif. 66 Here, taking the poem 

as an example, Maulpoix states ‘leur lyrisme apparaît davantage soucieux de l’autre que de soi. 

Il est moins ‘proféré’ qu’interrogateur et critique’.67 What could be described as a more 

‘outwards-facing’ lyricism is typically characteristic of Jacques Réda’s urban works in 

particular, through which the self and the urban environment interact. However, in Le 

Vingtième me fatigue, Réda’s characteristic nouveau lyrisme is offset by a breakdown in poetic 

form as instigated by the built environment in which he attempts to write. This renders it more 

difficult to identify the lyric. However, the accompanying, often self-deprecating, humour 

typical of much of Réda’s work is still present despite the atypical form associated with 

nouveau lyrisme.  

Although this thesis explores the traces of littéralité and nouveau lyrisme found in the 

works of Roubaud and Réda in this corpus, it also underlines a more traditional return to the 

lyric in the context of late capitalism in Michel Houellebecq’s poetry.68  This return to the more 

traditional lyric in Houellebecq’s time of writing in the 1990s is unusual in the sense that the 

 
65 It is also true that Roubaud’s poetry does not engage with the lyric to the same extent as 

Réda or Houellebecq in the works in this corpus. This is because Roubaud has a more 

overwhelmingly positive view of the built environment and takes a limited personal 

approach. Chapter One will explore this in more detail. 
66 Jean-Michel Maulpoix, La poésie française depuis 1950. 1980: Articuler (2021) 

<http://www.maulpoix.net/articuler.html> [accessed 30 December 2021]. 
67 Ibid. 
68 As underlined in Chapter Three of this thesis, few theorists explore the significance of 

Houellebecq’s poetry despite the author’s career beginning as a poet and contributing to 

journals of poetry and poetic theory. 
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time period generally witnessed the return to a more experimental lyric poetry.69 Barda notes 

that this experimental period is figure-headed by prominent poets such as Olivier Cadiot and 

Pierre Alferi, who argued that their mechanical approach to lyric poetry was not contradictory 

to the traditional lyric, but rather, complemented it.70 Few of the poets associated with this 

period of experimental lyricism engage with the city of Paris in their work. It is unsurprising 

that Houellebecq’s more traditional lyric is therefore utilised to provide an accurate reflection 

of everyday life in the city under late capitalism, whereas the removal of what Barda terms a 

‘doctrine of negativity’ in the experimental lyric of the 1990s would seek to by default 

underplay such struggles, providing a more positive view of the late-capitalist city.71 In this 

sense, the importance of the relationship between poetic form and the built environment can 

be witnessed through the crisis of the field as a whole, as this, too, reflects the crisis of the 

contemporary city, as will be demonstrated throughout the texts in this thesis. This thesis 

therefore does not seek to solve the problems of the field of contemporary French poetry, but 

rather to highlight its richness. It does so by identifying a gap within it: underexplored texts by 

established poets and authors which portray the relationship between urban and poetic form in 

contemporary Paris, a relationship which has been largely overlooked as a result of the 

fragmented nature of the field.  

  

 
69Michel Houellebecq’s lyric poetry can often be identified through the traditional use of the 

je voice as well as a melodramatic and visceral use of unusual metaphors and similes to 

express the poet’s emotions while living in the late-capitalist city. Contrastingly, as Barda 

underlines, the experimental lyric of the 1990s is characterised by two concepts: the removal 

of the ‘doctrine of negativity’ often present in the traditional lyric, and a ‘self-reflexive 

awareness of methods’ (Barda, p. 14).  
70 With reference to Alferi and Cadiot’s journal La Mécanique Lyrique, Barda explains that 

‘Alferi and Cadiot argued that the mechanics (an avant garde metaphor par excellence) and 

the organic (analogous to the humanist tradition of the lyric) were not contradictory but 

complementary’ (Barda, p. 14).  
71 To this day, as Barda states, ‘[…] the delineation of the current French poetic field and the 

viability of the lyric remain hotly debated topics.’ (Barda, p. 5). 
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Thesis structure 

The first chapter discusses mobility as a tool to facilitate a critical approach of the built 

environment through Jacques Roubaud’s Ode à la ligne 29 and La forme d’une ville. It focuses 

on the ways in which poetic form reflects the poet’s experience of the city of Paris through his 

everyday journeys on the bus and train network which prompt the poet’s memory. This 

memory gives meaning to his journeys in the city and allows for the potentiality of the text to 

recreate space in a different way. The second chapter moves to an examination of frailty in the 

twentieth arrondissement via the lens of Jacques Réda’s Le Vingtième me fatigue through an 

analysis of walking practices and the urban planning of the city. This chapter demonstrates the 

effect that topography and mobility have on the failed poetic form of the text in a shift from 

sonnet to poetic essay. The third chapter of the thesis utilises the concept of struggle to 

underline the ways in which the poet struggles to exist comfortably in selected spaces in the 

built environment of late-capitalist Paris. These struggles are reflected in the form of the text 

in Michel Houellebecq’s Poésies, paying particular attention to the poet’s use of versification.  

The conclusion of this thesis unites the analyses conducted in the above chapters and 

considers the similarities as well as differences in the ways in which the interaction of poetic 

and urban form is demonstrated in each of the works in this corpus. It also questions the 

directions of the field since. It reveals that the relationship between poetry and urban renewal 

has been underexamined within the field and foregrounds the significance of poetic form in its 

ability to critique the built environment. The thesis conclusion also highlights the gap in critical 

engagement with poetic form in particular, with reference to its interactions with the built 

environment. It also reiterates the gap in interaction between Urban Studies and contemporary 

French poetry. Finally, the conclusion looks forward to current urban renewal in Paris and 

questions, for example, how might the works in this thesis provoke further engagement with 

the built environment in the post-covid city, or the construction of Grand Paris? How also 
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might poetic form help to understand the built environment more generally as the city of Paris 

continues to expand and change? Ultimately, this thesis demonstrates the relationship between 

contemporary French poetry and the city and highlights the importance of the built 

environment in shaping poetic form as an example of espace vécu.  
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Chapter One 

Rethinking Mobility and Memory 

in the Urban Poetry of Jacques Roubaud 

 

Et tout ça, 

--Avec l’Orient-Express ? 

-- Non 

avec une simple carte orange 2 zones1 

 

1.1. Introduction  

Although the city of Paris often appears in Jacques Roubaud’s work as a backdrop in his “récit 

autobiographique”, this chapter focuses on two of Roubaud’s texts in which the built 

environment is at the forefront. 2 These two works, Ode à la ligne 29 des autobus parisiens and 

La forme d’une ville change plus vite, hélas, que le cœur d’un humain, are written during the 

period of urban renewal detailed in the introductory chapter of this thesis.3 As such, these 

understudied texts in the Roubaldian œuvre provide an insight into the ways in which the writer 

 
1 Jacques Roubaud, ‘L’invitation au voyage’ in La forme d’une ville change plus vite, hélas, 

que le cœur des humains: cent cinquante poèmes (Paris: Gallimard, 1999), p. 177.  
2 Consenstein describes Roubaud’s autobiographical project as a ‘seven-volume and six-

branch récit autiobigraphique which David Bellos has compared to the work of Marcel 

Proust. Many of these works explore memory and grief during periods in which the writer 

resided in Paris. See Peter Consenstein, ‘La Dissolution, and: Impératif Catégorique, and: 

Eros Mélancolique (Review)’, SubStance, 41.3 (2012), 169–79. For an in-depth examination 

of these autobiographical projects, see Peter Consenstein, Literary Memory, Consciousness, 

and the Group Oulipo (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2002).   
3 Roubaud, Ode à la ligne 29 des autobus parisiens; Roubaud, La forme d’une ville change 

plus vite, hélas, que le cœur des humains. These texts will subsequently be referred to as Ode 

à la ligne 29 and La forme d’une ville throughout the chapter.  
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engages with the built environment in his work. In order to explore how the making of poetry 

is linked to the experience of the city, this chapter examines the concepts of mobility and 

memory: mobility is examined through the lens of public transport and memory through the 

lens of personal and collective memory, as well as history. The concepts of mobility and 

memory will also be explored through Lefebvre’s spatial triad as Roubaud moves through 

urban space. In particular, the conceived spaces (i.e. Lefebvre’s concept of espace conçu) of 

train stations, métro stations (including ghost stations) and buses are utilised by the poet in 

order to make sense of the city. Contrary to exploring the city through walking practices, 

through the utilisation of public transport, Roubaud’s texts read the city from within. In other 

words, Roubaud’s texts utilise the poet’s experience of Lefebvre’s notion of espace perçu, i.e 

the poet’s own spatial practice within his usage of public transport, to structure his work. The 

ways in which space is perceived is then reproduced in what Lefebvre deems espace vécu – ie 

the poem itself. This is explored through an investigation of the formal features of both texts, 

including versification, structure, and other literary devices as well as an examination of poetic 

constraint.  

Thirdly, in terms of public transport, while existing critical engagement with the 

concept of memory in Roubaud’s Ode à la ligne 29 and La forme d’une ville is primarily 

explored through the lens of walking in the city, this chapter moves beyond readings of other 

scholars of Roubaud’s walking practices and the spatial experience of walking in the city . 

This, in turn, provides an understanding of the ways in which public transport can utilised to 

reveal the poet’s relationship with the city via memory. Through a review of existing literature, 

this chapter addresses the above gap in engagement with public transport while adding to the 

Roubaldian body of knowledge.  

The chapter then moves to an examination of the ways in which the built environment 

is evoked in the works of other OuLiPo members. This is explored via a reading of the ways 
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in which space is perceived in Oulipian works, as well as how the individual aesthetic 

experience of Oulipo members may or may not be reflected in the works (i.e, their work as 

espace vécu). While the OuLiPo (Ouvroir de littérature potentielle) group, of which Roubaud 

is a member, engages with the city through various works by writers such as Georges Perec, 

Raymond Queneau, and Jacques Jouet, this chapter will demonstrate how Roubaud’s spatial 

experience of the city differs in how he perceives it, as well as how he interprets this perception 

of space in his work. This chapter will underline the uniqueness of Roubaud’s work within this 

group via an examination of the ways in which public transport is used to explore the spatial 

experience of the built environment. It will also explore the ways in which Roubaud’s work 

transcends the subgenre of public transport poetry known as métropoésie. Rather than engaging 

with public transport solely for the purpose of the experimentation of poetic constraint, public 

transport is used in the two texts in this chapter to provide a critical examination of the built 

environment, as evoked through personal and collective memory. 

Both memory and mobility in Roubaud’s texts are contextualised via the concept of 

potentiality. Potentiality in this chapter refers to the potential of the text to recreate space in a 

different way from that originally intended by those who planned the space (i.e, espace conçu). 

This recreation of space is examined through the poet’s spatial experiences as evidenced in his 

mobility throughout the city, and through the way in which he makes sense and gives meaning 

to these spaces via engagement with memory. From a formal perspective, this 

conceptualisation of potentiality also draws upon the Oulipian notion of la littérature 

potentielle, which seeks to expand meaning in literature by constraining the form and structure 

and the text. As detailed above, this poetic constraint is a significant feature in Roubaud’s work. 

Contrary to many other Oulipian works, these texts utilise constraint to reflect the poet’s spatial 

experience of the city, highlighting how public transport spaces trigger memory. This, in turn, 

leads to the potentiality of such spaces being recreated in Roubaud’s work, as evidenced in the 
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reproduction of espace conçu into the espace vécu of Roubaud’s work, in turn redefining the 

meaning of these spaces through mobility and memory.  

Mobility in Roubaud’s work moves away from the use of the term to describe migration 

or social hierarchies, and moves towards what Mimi Sheller et al. deem ‘the energetic buzz of 

the everyday (even when banal or humdrum, even stilled) as seen as a set of highly meaningful 

social practices that make up social, cultural and political life’.4 In this case, ‘social practice’ 

refers to Roubaud’s utilisation of public transport as a means to make sense of urban spaces. 

Building on this, the chapter examines the limitations of mobility as presented in Mimi Sheller 

and John Urry’s ‘New Mobilities Paradigm’; while Sheller and Urry investigate concepts such 

as nomadism and commuting, certain facets of quotidian travel remain largely overshadowed, 

such as the exploration of everyday leisurely mobility. 5 In the case of Roubaud’s texts, 

leisurely everyday mobility refers to everyday travel which occurs outside of commuting. In 

highlighting the practice of leisurely everyday mobility, this chapter brings the Francophone 

tradition of the everyday back to the forefront of urban literature in two works that engage with 

space in a form of mobility other than walking. This practice is also reflected in the form and 

structure of the texts. Despite the personal nature of these texts, Roubaud’s work utilises 

mobility to create a more inclusive means through which to explore the built environment. By 

highlighting Roubaud’s approach to mobility and underlining an overshadowed facet of this 

paradigm, this chapter demonstrates the ways in which public transport provides the writer 

with a means through which to make sense of urban spaces. This will be demonstrated through 

examinations of ghost stations and their potential to recreate space, bus stops, and train stations. 

 
4 Mimi Sheller et al., in The Routledge Handbook of Mobilities, ed. by Mimi Sheller and 

others, (London: Routledge, 2013), pp. 2–3. 
5 Mimi Sheller and John Urry, ‘The New Mobilities Paradigm’, Environment and Planning 

A: Economy and Space, 38.2 (2006), 207–226. 
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Roubaud’s perception of urban spaces in both these texts is also dependent on the 

concept of memory: this is demonstrated through an examination of the poet’s personal 

memory in the city as well as collective memory and history, which underlines that memory is 

utilised as a tool through which to redefine space. Personal memory in this chapter refers to the 

poet’s own memories as prompted by urban stimuli. The conception of these spaces such as 

train stations and métro stops influence Roubaud’s memory and therefore how he perceives 

these spaces. Collective memory, on the other hand, refers to the memories of a specific group 

of people, in this case those who inhabit the city, as prompted by urban stimuli. These urban 

stimuli can be seen in the conceived spaces of train stations and métro stops such as signs 

bearing the names of stations, or plaques commemorating historic events. This examination is 

guided by Pierre Nora’s concept of the lieu de mémoire: the chapter traces ‘lieux de mémoire’, 

defined as places ‘where memory crystallises and secretes itself’ in Roubaud’s work and shows 

that as well as ‘traditional’ sites of memory such as monuments or museums, other sites of 

memory are present in Roubaud’s texts that engage with the everyday.6 These sites of memory, 

which are also conceived spaces, are identified through an examination of Roubaud’s 

engagement with train stations, bus stops, ghost stations, and métro and bus journeys. These 

elements of the built environment are bound up with both individual and collective memory in 

Roubaud’s texts, allowing memory to ‘crystalise and secrete itself’, to borrow Nora’s term. 

Both individual and collective memory are also analysed through the lens of Marc Augé’s 

theories of collectivity in the métro in order to give meaning to the complexity of memory and 

the process of recollection of memory in Roubaud’s work.7 The poet’s spatial practice is 

reflected in the thematic and formal content of the poem, where espace perçu is reproduced as 

espace vécu in the form of the poem itself.  

 
6 Pierre Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’, Representations, 26 

(1989), 7–24 (p. 7). 
7 Marc Augé, Un ethnologue dans le métro (Paris: Hachette, 1986). 
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The chapter then moves to a selection of close readings to explore how the making of 

poetry is linked to spatial experiences in the city. It begins by firstly analysing the role of 

sonnets in depicting a positive and personal engagement with memory in public transport 

spaces in the built environment in two poems in La forme d’une ville, ‘Gare Saint-Lazare’ and 

‘Ligne 29’. Following these sonnets, a close reading of ‘Peu de souvenirs’ will demonstrate 

the significance of the ghost station in the poet’s work, revealing the poet’s ease with which he 

interacts with these ‘sites of potentiality’. This reveals the ghost station’s potential to redefine 

space, as evidenced in poetic form through the partial use of the sonnet in a larger poem.8 

Attempts to recollect memory are also examined in ‘Métro’ through a close reading of rhythm 

and speed as well as the poet’s usage of language to describe certain stations in order to critique 

urban renewal in the city.  

Finally, the chapter moves to a close reading of Ode à la ligne 29, representing a shift 

in the use of poetic form to engage with the spatial experience in the built environment. It 

examines the ways in which espace conçu shapes the poet’s spatial experience, and how this 

space is reproduced in the form of the poem, i.e, espace vécu. Whereas close readings of the 

texts in La forme d’une ville demonstrate the ways in which poetic form is informed by the 

poet’s spatial practice, a close reading of Ode à la ligne 29 reveals the use of strict poetic form 

as stated in the text’s cahier des charges. However, a reading of colours as constraint in the 

text underlines their breakdown as a result of the lack of urban stimuli in the east of the city 

and its urban renewal, preventing the recollection of memories as the bus journey moves further 

towards the periphery of the city. 9 This lack of urban renewal is a result of the lack of conceived 

 
8 Ghost stations refer to stations within the Paris métro system that are no longer in use 

although the infrastructure of the station is still functioning.  
9 As a reminder, since the 1990s, the urban renewal of eastern Paris has taken place on an 

extensive scale. The works in this corpus demonstrate a ‘poeticisation’ of the east of Paris, 

whereas dominant poetic works on the city have tended to focus on the centre of the city or 

the west of the city (see for example Baudelaire, Prévert). This, I theorise, is due to the lack 

of ‘aesthetically-pleasing’ urban stimuli in the east of the city since, traditionally, the west of 
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space to influence the poet in a certain way, contrary to that of train stations such as the Gare 

Saint-Lazare, for example. The chapter then briefly summarises the relationship between urban 

and poetic form in Roubaud’s work. The chapter engages with the conception and perception 

of space, as well as the potential of space to be redefined, through the lens of urban renewal 

via public transport. Through this engagement, questions of memory and place are drawn 

together in relation to the manipulation of form and structure in Roubaud’s texts. This 

engagement also highlights how memory and its potential shapes meaning in these spaces of 

public transport. 

 

1.2. Examining existing literature on the interaction between mobility and memory in 

Paris in Roubaud’s work  

Before examining the existing literature relevant to the texts analysed in this chapter, 

attention will be drawn to the expansive nature of the Roubaldian œuvre. Although the scope 

of this chapter does not permit a detailed reading of other works by Roubaud, there remain 

some overarching themes that continue from other works that are necessary to examine. This 

firstly allows for a full understanding of the ways in which the built environment and poetry 

interact in the two texts in this chapter and, secondly, an understanding of the ways in which 

the two texts in this chapter may engage with these themes differently than in previous texts. 

Memory, for example, is often evoked in Roubaud’s prose texts, and in his poetic works is 

often examined through the lens of walking. However, by examining the concept of memory 

 

the city and the centre contains the most wealth and dominant cultural landmarks. In 

Roubaud’s text, the contrast between east and west is evidenced in his focus on the Gare 

Saint-Lazare, for example. As will be underlined, the richness of the poetic form in this 

section of the text reflects the poet’s relationship with the station, its form, and the poet’s 

memories. The poet’s engagement with the east, however, sees a progressive change in poetic 

form. The form of the text becomes less rich, as evidenced through, for example, a lack of 

colour, since the urban renewal of the east of the city does not possess the same aesthetic as 

that of the centre or the west. In this way, Roubaud’s ‘poeticisation’ of the east highlights the 

tension present in the city’s aesthetic as a whole.  
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through the lens of public transport in La forme d’une ville and Ode à la ligne 29, this chapter 

not only adds to the body of knowledge in Roubaud’s works but also provides an alternative 

prism through which to explore the poet’s interaction with the city during the period of urban 

renewal. This is evidenced in La forme d’une ville through ghost stations and memory in train 

journeys, and in Ode à la ligne 29 through a bus journey which travels from the centre of 

Paris to the east of Paris, the site of urban regeneration. Similarly, the concept of mobility is 

often examined in existing criticism through Roubaud’s walking practice, frequently within 

the context of flânerie. Existing work on Ode à la ligne 29 focuses not on the urban 

environment in which mobility takes place, but on Roubaud’s literary influences, such as 

Raymond Queneau. The following examination of existing literature therefore highlights the 

gap in engagement with mobility and memory in Roubaud’s texts, as evidenced in the lack of 

engagement with public transport as a device through which to examine the city. By building 

upon existing literature on mobility and memory through the lens of public transport in 

Roubaud’s texts, this chapter facilitates a better understanding of public transport as a device 

through which to explore and critique the conception of spaces in the city, as well as how 

they are perceived by the poet. Though urban and rural surroundings are inevitably present in 

Roubaud’s autobiographical works, such as Poésie, etcetera, it is only in later works that the 

poet’s spatial experience arrives at the forefront of the text, beginning with La forme d’une 

ville change plus vite, hélas, que le cœur d’un humain, followed by Ode à la ligne 29 des 

autobus parisiens, and Tokyo infra-ordinaire.10 Contrary to other texts in the Roubaldian 

œuvre, these texts are almost exclusively engaged with the built environment and the poet’s 

spatial practice as their primary subject.  

 
10 Jacques Roubaud, Poésie, etcetera: ménage (Paris: Stock, 1995); Roubaud, La forme d’une 

ville change plus vite, hélas, que le cœur des humains; Roubaud, Ode à la ligne 29 des 

autobus parisiens; Jacques Roubaud, Tokyo infra-ordinaire (Paris: Atilla, 2014). 
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Although this chapter does not specifically examine Roubaud’s work as 

mathematician, this work also influences his methodology: mathematics allows poetic form 

to dictate the ways in which the built environment is depicted.11 Agnès Disson and Véronique 

Montémontant’s edited volume Jacques Roubaud: Compositeur de mathématique et de 

poésie references Roubaud’s self-affirmation that he is not a poet, but a composer of poetry 

and mathematics. This immediately highlights the significance of the discipline of 

mathematics in his work, as is reinforced by the large volume of works examining Roubaud’s 

relationship with numbers. 12 This relationship with numbers can be mapped onto poetic form 

especially in many of Roubaud’s texts: Montémont, for example, focuses on Roubaud’s 

autobiographical works, and examines the decoding of numbers in Le Grand Incendie de 

Londres where the number twelve constitutes a reference to the alexandrin.13 Elisabeth 

Lavault’s study of Roubaud’s prose fiction series Hortense focuses on the history of the 

number six as poetic constraint within a prose text.14 Amongst Roubaud’s earliest volumes of 

poetry, ∈ focuses on ‘Go’, a Chinese number game. Elements of mathematical play are thus 

an integral part of the poet’s work.15 This notion is reinforced by Jean-Jacques Poucel, who 

 
11 Roubaud has two doctorates: one in literature and one in mathematics, and taught 

mathematics at Université Paris Nanterre. Mathematical theory remains an integral part of his 

work. The third volume of Roubaud’s autobiographical project, beginning with Le Grand 

Incendie de Londres (Paris: Seuil, 1989), is entitled Mathématique (Paris: Seuil, 1997); 

mathematics is thus not only an integral part of the Roubaldian œuvre but also Roubaud’s 

identity.  
12 Agnès Disson and Véronique Montémont, Jacques Roubaud, compositeur de 

mathématique et de poésie (Nancy: Éd. Absalon, 2011), p. 65; see also Jean-François Puff, 

Roubaud/Rencontre Avec JF Puff (Paris: Argol, 2008). See also Véronique Montémont, 

Jacques Roubaud: L’amour du nombre (Lille: Presses Universitaires Du Septentrion, 2004). 

Disson describes Roubaud’s poetic methodology as ‘la poésie d’abord, indéniablement, mais 

via la mesure et le nombre, corollaire et dépendante de la mathématique, vocation preéalable, 

mais aussi soubassement, architecture essentielle.’ (Disson in Disson and Montémont, p. 1.) 
13 Véronique Montémont, Jacques Roubaud, L’amour du nombre (Lille: Presses 

Universitaires Du Septentrion, 2004). 
14 Elisabeth Lavault, Jacques Roubaud: Contrainte et mémoire dans les romans d’Hortense 

(Dijon: Éditions de l’Université de Dijon, 2004). 
15 Jacques Roubaud, ∈ (Paris: Gallimard, 1967). 
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writes that Roubaud’s work references ‘two distinct languages, one composed of numbers 

and the other composed of letters’.16  

Such a methodology is visible in Ode à la ligne 29, for example: the number of verses 

in the poem is equal to the number of stops on the route of the ligne 29, following the exact 

plan set out by the RATP.17 Each line break represents a new stanza in the text, resulting in 

several stanzas ordered by colour. These colours define the grouping of the stanzas, illustrating 

the attachment and detachment of each verse. The colours follow a specified order and this 

order is repeated throughout.18 Similarly, engagement with mathematics can be seen in La 

forme d’une ville specifically in Roubaud’s application of the sonnet: the choice of the 

fourteen-line sonnet in his work is based on the fourteen letters of his first and last name. Again, 

the mathematical element remains personal to the poet in his work, in turn shaping its form and 

structure. This is also echoed in Sandrine Larraburu-Bédouret’s La forme d’un sonnet change 

plus vite que le cœur des humains, in which poetic theory (and, more specifically, the sonnet 

theory of André Gendre) is used as a methodology to determine the ‘effectiveness’ of the 

Roubaldian sonnet, and how it differs to that of Aragon and other Parisian poets.19  

Both Ode à la ligne 29 and La forme d’une ville contain references to the Gare Saint-

Lazare: although this location is of interest from the perspective of mobility and memory in 

this chapter, it is also a significant anchor in the poet’s relationship with mathematics. Branch 

 
16 Jean-Jacques Poucel, ‘Jacques Roubaud’s Intersections’, Contemporary French and 

Francophone Studies, 7.2 (2010), 208–28 (p. 208). 
17 Régie Autonome des Transports Parisiens. 
18 These rules are set out by the poet in the cahier des charges of the text (p. 121) and the 

note préambulatoire at the beginning of the text. As will be highlighted in this chapter, 

however, these rules are not always strictly adhered to, especially with reference to colour. 

For an in-depth mathematical reading of the constraints employed by Roubaud in this text, 

see Gérald Purnelle, ‘Mesure de la régularité et de la subversion métriques dans l’Ode à la 

ligne 29 des autobus parisiens de Jacques Roubaud’, in Modèles et nombre en poésie, ed. by 

Gérald Purnelle and Véronique Magri-Mourgues (Paris: Honoré Champion Éditeur, 2017), 

pp. 243–281.  
19 Sandrine Larraburu-Bédouret, ‘La forme d’un sonnet change plus vite, hélas, que le cœur 

des humains’, Formules, 12.1 (2008), 143–55. 
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three of Roubaud’s autobiographical project, Mathématique, reveals that the location of Gare 

Saint-Lazare also refers to a memory in which the poet’s purchase of a magazine results in 

the discovery of a new branch of mathematical research.20 In the two texts in this chapter, 

then, an understanding of the poet’s relationship with mathematics allows for a deeper 

understanding of the poet’s spatial experience of the built environment on a personal level 

(espace perçu), as well as on a formal level (how this perception of space is represented in 

his work, i.e, espace vécu). 

As discussed, many of Roubaud’s works engage with memory, especially with 

reference to autobiographical poetic and prose works. As demonstrated in this chapter, 

memory in Roubaud’s poetry allows for the creation of meaning in Parisian spaces such as 

trains, train stations, and buses. Memory is a product of the way in which these spaces are 

conceived. This therefore allows for a certain perception of the space to be embedded in 

Roubaud’s memory. Existing criticism on La forme d’une ville, however, focuses on memory 

in terms of walking, as well as focusing on Queneau’s urban memories, therefore 

overshadowing the role of Roubaud’s personal memories as well as the role of collective 

memory in this work. Alison James’ ‘Poem-Walking: The Survival of Paris in Jacques 

Roubaud’s La forme d’une ville’, for example, underlines the influence of Baudelaire in 

Roubaud’s poetry through the lens of flânerie and urban renewal.21 However, the poems 

analysed in this article refer to spatial perception through walking, therefore ignoring the 

significance of public transport in the text and their potentiality as a means through which to 

engage with this urban renewal. This is evidenced in the conceived spaces in which this 

urban renewal takes place.22 Christophe Reig’s ‘Jacques Roubaud, Piéton de Paris: 

 
20 Jacques Roubaud, Mathématique (Paris: Seuil, 1997) 
21 Alison James, ‘Poem-Walking: The Survival of Paris in Jacques Roubaud’s La Forme 

d’une Ville’, Modern Philology, 111.1 (2013), 107–31. 
22 An homage to the memory of the nineteenth-century city, the change of Baudelaire’s 

original term ‘mortel’ to ‘humain’ demonstrates how Roubaud maintains tradition whilst 
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échantillons de mémoire urbaine’ also focuses on the ways in which memory, memoirs and 

space influence Roubaud’s personal relationship with the city of Paris.23 Arguing that it is 

difficult for Roubaud to organise the city in his own memory, Reig calls into question how 

memory may shape the creative process in its relationship with the urban, attributing the 

urban content of his work to Queneau’s relationship with the city. While this is a welcome 

analysis, the article again is restricted to walking practice in terms of mobility. This chapter, 

however, builds upon these analyses of memory and mobility, and allows for an examination 

of engagement with the city through the lens of public transport. This engagement ultimately 

underlines how Roubaud’s texts possess the potentiality to recreate space in a different way 

through mobility and memory in public transport spaces, as then evidenced in the form of the 

texts.  

Although the significance of mobility in another of Roubaud’s public transport texts, 

Tokyo infra-ordinaire, is examined in Lucy O’Meara’s ‘Jacques Jouet, Jacques Roubaud, and 

the Ethnographic Metro Poem’, this text engages specifically with the public transport system 

of Tokyo.24 Whilst public transport in Paris features through a drawing of comparisons to 

Jacques Jouet’s Poèmes de métro through the lens of analysing the infra-ordinary, this 

chapter builds upon analysis of mobility in Parisian public transport in both ‘Parisian’ texts to 

demonstrate use of public transport as leisurely mobility as way to examine the spatial 

experience and represent it in his poetry.25 Additionally, existing work on Ode à la ligne 29 

primarily addresses Queneau’s influence within the text, again overshadowing the role of 

 

adding his own contemporary features to his works, as is evident through ‘snowball poems’ 

among other Oulipian forms, free verse poems, list poems, prose poems, and poems in the 

‘morale élémentaire’, a fixed form invented by Raymond Queneau. 
23 Christophe Reig, ‘Jacques Roubaud, piéton de Paris -- échantillons de mémoire urbaine’, 

RELIEF - Revue Electronique de Littérature Française, 2.1 (2008), 22–39. 
24 Lucy O’Meara, ‘Jacques Jouet, Jacques Roubaud and the Ethnographic Metro Poem’, 

Formules, 16 (2012), 95–107. 
25 To reiterate, ‘leisurely mobility’ refers to the tradition of engaging with the everyday via 

mobility in literature, particularly within Francophone literature.  
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mobility and memory in the text. Both Alain Chevrier and Marie-Claude Cherqui’s work 

include Queneau in their title and content: Chevrier’s ‘Roubaud quenellien: la métrique 

amusante de l’Ode à la ligne 29’ examines rhyme and metre in Roubaud’s work, exploring 

how the origin of Roubaud’s rhymes are varied and come from a rich pool of sources within 

literature such as that of Queneau.26 Cherqui’s ‘Queneau dans l’autobus: un passager peu 

clandestin dans l’Ode à la ligne 29 des autobus parisiens de Jacques Roubaud’ furthermore 

argues that Queneau’s influence is so powerful in the text that, as a result, Roubaud’s own 

voice as the poet is lost.27 Despite the importance of Queneau’s influence in Roubaud’s work 

as a member of the OuLiPo, by analysing poetic and urban form in Ode à la ligne 29, this 

chapter adds another facet to an understudied text in Roubaud’s work. It does so through 

emphasising potentiality as a concept which transcends literary constraints beyond the binary 

of the OuLiPo group. Rather, this chapter highlights the potentiality of the text to recreate 

space in a different manner from that intended by planners or other technocrats. It does this 

through an examination of the spatial experience via memory and mobility in Roubaud’s 

work. 

 

1.3. Potentiality as a tool to provide a comparative reading of memory and mobility in 

Roubaud’s and other OuLiPo members’ engagement with the city 

The OuLiPo group was originally derived from a 1960 colloquium on Queneau’s 

contribution to the French language.  Founded by Raymond Queneau and François Le 

Lionnais, Roubaud was invited to join the group in 1966.28 It is important to distinguish from 

 
26 Alain Chevrier, ‘Roubaud quenellien: la métrique amusante de l'Ode à la ligne 29’, 

Cahiers Raymond Queneau, 4 (2014), 49–68. 
27 Marie-Claude Cherqui, ‘Queneau dans l'autobus: un passager peu clandestin dans l'Ode à 

la ligne 29 de Jacques Roubaud’, Cahiers Raymond Queneau, 4 (2014), 43–48. 
28 Daniel Levin Becker, one of the youngest and most recently co-opted members of the 

group, proposes that ‘an Oulipian is neither an entirely individual figure nor an entirely co-

operative one, […] the best way to keep them from running together or drifting apart is to 
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the outset that the OuLiPo group do not self-define as a literary movement, but as a research 

group that focus on the potentiality of literature in the formal sense and its constraints.29 

Attention to detail in form and structure is particularly present in Oulipian works because of 

an unwillingness to subscribe to the norms of literary groups such as the Surrealists, rather 

rethinking their own constraints as freeing, rather than subscribing to the literary uniform.30 

The closest established definition of potential literature can be found in the group’s La 

littérature potentielle, in which the first manifesto was published – except, it is not a definition, 

but rather a question: Le Lionnais asks: ‘Et la création de l’écriture, et la grammaire, est-ce que 

vous vous imaginez que cela ait passé sans protestations?’31 It is through re-imagining the 

structural properties of the text that potentiality renders itself useful: Daniel Levin Becker 

describes the Oulipian literary process as ‘intensely analytical, creative almost by 

afterthought’.32 The same is true of the texts examined in this chapter both in terms of space 

and of literature: the intensely analytical aspect of Roubaud’s work is indeed an Oulipian trait, 

yet is also directly influenced by the workings of mobilities through bus or train travel, as will 

be demonstrated in close analyses of selected poems from the volumes later in the chapter. In 

Ode à la ligne 29, potentiality is demonstrated through Roubaud’s use of poetic form to 

 

bear in mind the great principle that unites them’ – this great principle is potential literature. 

(Daniel Levin Becker, Many Subtle Channels: In Praise of Potential Literature [Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2012], p. 20).   
29 The focus on literary constraints in the group accounts for the movement more generally 

belonging to the ‘littéralité’ section of contemporary poetic theory, as discussed in the 

introductory chapter to this thesis. As this chapter demonstrates, however, Roubaud’s 

personalisation of form and its engagement with the built environment in these texts leans 

more towards ‘lyrisme’ rather than ‘littéralité’.  
30 Queneau’s active resistance to the OuLiPo being referred to as a literary movement stems 

from his intense dislike of André Breton and the Surrealist movement. ‘The Oulipians’ need 

to reinvent, both literature and self, is a result of a certain terror inflicted by Surrealist 

domination’, states Peter Consenstein in Literary Memory, Consciousness, and the Group 

Oulipo (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2002), p. 229. Roubaud also attributes hegemonic qualities to 

the Surrealist movement, a quality he does not wish to associate with the OuLiPo, as 

underlined by Consenstein, p. 116. 
31 OuLiPo, La littérature potentielle (Paris: Gallimard, 1973), p. 15.  
32 Levin Becker, p. 132. 



 50 

underline the spatial experience and reshape urban space through engagement with the reader. 

As per the cahier des charges, the reader can follow the text by the number of stanzas, by the 

colour of the stanzas, or by the pattern of the line breaks, allowing for multiple interpretations 

of the same text and thus of the same urban space that the texts depict. In La forme d’une ville, 

this potentiality of reshaping space is witnessed through the constraints of the sonnet and the 

alexandrin which reflect the poet’s engagement with public transport spaces, as well as the 

potentiality of memory to assign meaning(s) to static spaces such as train stations and ghost 

stations of the métro, leading to a more collective reading of personal texts. As Dominique 

Mocond’huy declares, ‘l’OuLiPo aime partager la création et l’expérimentation des 

contraintes’, lending itself to both collective and personal tendencies in writing.33 It is for this 

reason that many of the critical works that engage with the two texts in this chapter are focused 

on the influence of other writers in the work of Roubaud, such as fellow Oulipians that engage 

in the practice of creating la littérature potentielle. While acknowledging the influence of other 

writers in Roubaud’s work, this section analyses the ways in which Roubaud’s two texts are 

different from that of other Oulipian readings of the built environment and how this, in turn, 

informs our readings of how Roubaud’s works utilise potentiality to recreate space through 

mobility and memory. 

Whereas there is no particular ‘theme’ that unites the OuLiPo other than constraint and 

potential literature, the city serves as a base for a select few of the members of the group, as 

evidenced in works by Raymond Queneau, Georges Perec and Jacques Jouet amongst others.34 

 
33 Dominique Mocond’huy in Camille Bloomfield and Claire Lesage, OuLiPo, ouvroir de 

littérature potentielle (Paris: Gallimard, Bibliothèque nationale de France, 2014), p. 96.   
34Outside of the more well-known texts on the city and also outside of Paris, other collective 

Oulipian works have been inspired by Strasbourg and Rennes -- in 1994, Oulipian ‘tram 

literature’ was commissioned by the Mairie de Strasbourg, whilst the physical urban poetry 

project ‘Les Clous de l’Esplanade’ completed in Rennes in 2010 embeds various words on 

bronze plaques in order to encourage a formation of a poem that the reader must decipher by 

walking along the esplanade. See OuLiPo and others, Troll de tram: Le tramway de 

Strasbourg (Strasbourg: Communauté urbaine de Strasbourg, DRAC d’Alsace, 1994). Other 
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While Levin Becker alludes to other urban Oulipian works, such as Calvino’s Invisible Cities 

conceptualising ‘the idea of a city’, Roubaud’s poetry is grounded in the reality of a city and 

his memories within it.35 This reality of the city is evidenced through espace conçu in spaces 

such as train stations and buses. These spaces are then perceived by Roubaud as he processes 

his experiences while making sense of the space. The depiction of the reality of the city in Ode 

à la ligne 29 and La forme d’une ville is dictated primarily by poetic constraint based on 

memory: Peter Consenstein considers that ‘writing done under constraint anchors memory 

deeper into the recesses of the reader’s mind in four distinct manners’.36 Of these four manners, 

it is pertinent that Consenstein notes that ‘constraints raise and ignite self-consciousness, 

consciousness of literature, of the eternal; without constraints the body (of knowledge) is 

inaccessible’.37 He continues to note that, as a result, ‘one begins to perceive of one’s own 

body, the space one occupies, as an ever-evolving medium of and participant in reality. Reality 

too begins to look different’.38 Reality shaped by constraints via memory is evidenced in Ode 

à la ligne 29 firstly via the choice of the line – ligne 29 is a bus line frequented by the poet over 

several years: in the case of this text, memory is constrained by the limitations of the route, as 

dictated by each bus stop on the line. Utilising the constraint of this specific bus line provides 

a framework for Roubaud to engage with the potentiality of memory, which reshapes space 

through the form of the text. This is evidenced in the way in which which each stanza 

corresponds to the journey between two stops, resulting in the content of the poem being bound 

 

noteworthy works on the subject of the Paris tramway outside of the OuLiPo group include 

Pierre Alféri and Olivier Cadiot’s  Choses lues, as can be viewed on the tramway lines from 

the eighteenth to twentieth arrondissements on the current periphery of the city.   

35 Daniel Levin Becker, AA School of Architecture, Daniel Levin Becker - La forme d’une 

ville, la ville d’une forme 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=3&v=D6JF79KhlTg> [accessed 16 April 

2018].  
36 Consenstein, p. 228. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid., p. 230. 
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with personal memory as well as collective memory. Strophe neuvième, for example, sees how 

the constraint of memory has not fully aligned with the constraint of following the bus line 

exactly: a hidden stop is revealed, although the reason for this stop is not explained. This results 

in the potential disruption of the constraint as a result of the omission of one stop: 

 

Devant la poste je           vois, spectacle d’horreur 

Qui me stupéf-iant    tachycarde mon cœur 

Un arrêt du 29         qui n’est pas dans ma liste 

Èr-a-té pé honte à              toi, vraiment tu m’attriste 

Je n’en tiendrai nul compte 39 

 

From the above, it is evident that the significance of potentiality in engaging with place plays 

an important role in the anchoring of place to evoke personal memory in Roubaud’s constraints. 

However, such an approach in Roubaud’s work differs from constraint in other Oulipian works 

in which the city is evoked. Place must be primarily fixed in Roubaud’s writing process to 

allow for mapping and to evoke the potentiality of public transport spaces to be recreated in 

his own work. This encourages the reader to follow the poet’s journey on a literary basis and 

further prompts the reader’s own recreation of the spaces evoked in Roubaud’s work. It could 

be argued, however, that mapping may be counterproductive to the principle of potentiality 

present in Oulipian works. In Roubaud’s work, however, for potentiality to be present, the 

urban spaces evoked must be concrete public transport spaces. In this instance, Roubaud’s 

work is aligned more closely to that of Perec, such as in Tentative d’épuisement d’un lieu 

parisien, in which place is fixed, and is known to the reader (in the case of Perec, in the Square 

Saint-Sulpice). Although Scott Esposito observes that Perec’s goals in constraint from his 

exhaustion of place were ‘nothing other than the record of a threefold experience of aging: of 

 
39 Jacques Roubaud, Ode à la ligne 29, p. 45. 
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the places themselves, of [his] memories, and of [his] writing’, Roubaud’s connection with the 

city sees him engaging with it for his own pleasure, rather than creating a record of it. 40 Ode 

à la ligne 29, for example, is described as ‘un texte-épopée’: the inside cover of the text reads 

‘Jacques Roubaud a suivi ce trajet durant des années. Il en a finalement conçu, à force 

d’explorations urbaines et de plongées dans une mémoire vagabonde, un texte-épopée’.41 This 

again reinforces the significance of memory and place in the construction of the constraints in 

his text. In engaging with constraint through both poetic form and the constraints of public 

transport spaces, this allows Roubaud’s work to act as a springboard towards rethinking how 

space is presented via memory and mobility in public transport.  

Furthermore, the poetry of public transport, as Cherqui notes, lies in its inclusivity, as 

depicted in Ode à la ligne 29. Specifically, ‘le transport poétique devient littéralement le 

transport en commun d’un certain nombre de lecteurs invités à monter dans l’autobus aux côtés 

du poète.’42 The above utilisation of public transport as a poetic device has, in recent years, 

cultivated a shift towards a subgenre of what Chevrier deems métropoésie.43 While 

métropoésie specifically refers to the depiction of the métro in literature, this chapter situates 

the use of other aspects of public transport, such as buses, within this context.44 Oulipian texts 

 
40 Scott Esposito in Lauren Elkin and Scott Esposito, The End of OuLiPo?: An Attempt to 

Exhaust a Movement (Winchester: Zero Books, 2013), p. 25. 
41 Jacques Roubaud, Ode à la ligne 29, inside cover. 
42 Cherqui, p. 46. 
43 Alain Chevrier, ‘Métropoésie’, Formules, 14 (2010), 27–47. Chevrier attributes the first 

‘métro poem’ (a poem which takes the underground train as its subject) to Pound’s ‘In the 

station of a métro’. Cendrars also mentions the métro in his work in 1914, as well as Aragon 

in his poem ‘Modèrne’ in 1920. Chevrier also draws links to depictions of the métro in other 

works such as Queneau’s Courir les rues (1967), in which Queneau does not directly use the 

métro, but rather uses it as ‘un exercice de psychoanalyse appliqué’ (Chevrier, p. 33).  
44 Although Roubaud’s Tokyo infra-ordinaire, an exploration of the Tokyo metro system, can 

be easily categorised as métropoésie, Ode à la ligne 29 explores the bus line 29 in Paris. It is 

worth noting the same characteristics are present in both the texts. Features such as the use of 

colour, design of the finished text, subject matter, and creative use of punctuation are all 

evident in both texts, as will be explored in the close readings which follow. The edition of 

Tokyo infra-ordinaire studied in preparation for choosing the corpus of this chapter is the 

‘Daimyo’ edition (Paris: Attila, 2014). The folded endpaper at the back of the text provides a 
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have taken Parisian buses as their subject, such as Queneau’s Exercices de style, exploring 

public transport through the repetition of one incident on a Parisian bus in prose form.45 As 

highlighted above, however, it is Roubaud’s perception of space on a personal level, combined 

with his engagement with memory and mobility, that present his work as unique within the 

OuLiPo texts that take public transport as their subject. These three elements of Roubaud’s 

work allow the establishment of meaning in public transport spaces, demonstrating the 

potential for this meaning to be recreated by the reader in their own spatial or literary practice. 

As Consenstein highlights, Roubaud’s memory acts as a ‘meta constraint: Roubaud’s memory 

crystallises, gives literary form to, the recollection and the reshaping of the past’.46 In the case 

of Queneau’s work, the bus serves as a springboard through which to perform various literary 

constraints. This is also echoed in works such as Michelle Grangaud’s Stations and Jacques 

Jouet’s Poèmes de métro, which also focus on the constraints imposed by the OuLiPo itself 

whilst urban features such as the infrastructure of the Paris métro remain a shadowed 

protagonist.47 In other words, the potentiality of space can only be made possible if this 

infrastructure and the poet’s engagement with it is not placed at the forefront of the text. 

Similarly, Roubaud and Jouet’s work differ significantly in how they engage with public 

transport as a constraint: this is evident in their writing process. Whilst Jouet is responsible for 

writing (unedited) poems within the time frame of métro doors closing and reopening at another 

stop, Roubaud’s Ode à la ligne 29 is edited and re-edited. This allows time for memory to 

 

brief explanation of the ‘Daimyo’ cover: ‘Chaque Daimyo, posesseur exclusif de sa Daimyo 

Clocks était maître absolu du temps dans son fief’, Roubaud explains. It is inspired by 

Roubaud’s visit to the Daimyo Clock Museum. Whilst the covers for Ode à la ligne 29 were 

designed by students in a design course, these covers are designed by a collective of five 

contemporary artists. 
45 Raymond Queneau, Exercices de Style (Paris: Gallimard, 1947). Similarly, with reference 

to the above footnote, this text is also used as an exercise in constraints, rather than to engage 

with the built environment surrounding the bus. 
46 Although Consenstein is examining Roubaud’s text La Boucle in this instance, the same is 

true in both of Roubaud’s texts in this chapter. (Consenstein, p. 48) 
47 Grangaud; Jacques Jouet, Poèmes de Métro (Paris: P.O.L., 2000). 
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crystallise in order to engage with the built environment on a deeper level and consider how 

the poet’s perception of space is reproduced as espace vécu in the poems that he is writing. 

This is of particular significance since the poetic process is carefully considered in his work, 

whereas Jouet’s is left to chance, as per his Oulipian constraint. 48 As a result, Jouet’s text is an 

exercise in potentiality via experimentation with constraint, whereas both Ode à la ligne 29 

and La forme d’une ville insist upon the foregrounding of the poet’s spatial experience of the 

city and its infrastructure. This is evidenced as he navigates his way through espace conçu such 

as the spaces of train stations and buses. In doing so, this allows for an examination of the ways 

in which poetry and urban form interact. Put simply, the Oulipian constraint which seeks to 

underline potentiality, is a textual and experimental one with regards to the work of Jouet. 

Although this textual potentiality is also present in the works of Roubaud, these works also 

utilise the text to engage with mobility and memory in order to explore the potentiality of how 

meaning may be shaped and reshaped in these public transport spaces.  

 It is especially clear that in Ode à la ligne 29, Roubaud avails of the Oulipian aspect 

of play to engage his readership – whilst a mode d’emploi is supplied, the reader must be 

sufficiently engaged in order to follow the poem, unlike various other Oulipian works, such as 

Jouet’s Poèmes de métro, that accommodate a passive readership. As such, Roubaud invites 

the reader to challenge spatial assumptions and reconsider the significance of the spaces they 

occupy by considering their own mobility in how they engage with the text. They do so by 

carefully understanding the rules that Roubaud has laid out. Levin Becker agrees that 

‘complicity is fundamental to every reader-author relationship, but the Oulipian covenant also 

implies a radically modern equilibrium of readerly freedom and readerly burden’.49 This echoes 

 
48 Reig underlines the importance of reflection via distance in urban writing, noting that ‘il 

faut bien reconnaître que la ville, dont les éléments météorologiques (et surtout touristiques) 

doivent la plupart du temps être tenus à une distance respectable ou nécessaire’ (Reig, p. 34). 
49 Levin Becker, p. 294. 
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the poet’s relationship with the city and is therefore reflected in the way in which space is 

represented in his poetry, especially through the form and structure of his work. This will be 

demonstrated in detail later in this chapter through a reading of the personalisation of the sonnet 

in La forme d’une ville and the inclusion of the cahier des charges in Ode à la ligne 29 to guide 

the reader. Therefore, although Roubaud’s work engages with public transport, both texts 

transcend the genre of métropoésie which, by definition, includes poetic texts that take place 

in the métro. Although public transport is a key theme in Roubaud’s work, its relationship with 

the ways in which it is anchored in memory, in mobility, and in reader engagement, sets itself 

apart from other Oulipian texts on public transport. Roubaud’s texts therefore move beyond 

traditional definitions of Oulipian potentiality on a literary level. This is evidenced through 

pairing the poet’s spatial engagements in public transport spaces with the poetic devices of 

constraint to promote reader involvement. This results in the poet’s ability to emphasise the 

potentiality of the spaces that he engages with to be redefined by their users through their own 

spatial practice. It also emphasises the potentiality of Roubaud’s readers to reconceptualise 

space through their reading of Roubaud’s reproduction of the public transport space as the 

espace vécu of the poem. 

 

1.4. Leisurely mobility as a tool through which to explore the built environment in 

Roubaud’s work  

Roubaud’s figure as a poet is a privileged one in terms of mobility. 50 This is evidenced in the 

poet’s possession of social, cultural and financial capital to apply a methodology of leisurely 

 
50 Roubaud’s approach to mobility differs from that of Réda’s which evidences a fragmented 

relationship with mobility in the ageing frail body. It also differs from Houellebecq’s 

relationship with mobility in that mobility in Houellebecq’s work is dictated by late 

capitalism, as evidenced through business districts, train stations, and hypermarkets. In this 

sense, Roubaud enjoys a privileged approach to mobility in that he is able-bodied; in his role 

as urban poet, he is able to engage with the city through the practice of leisurely mobility by 

using public transport. Such a contrast in mobility can also be accounted for by what Massey 
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mobility in order to engage with the built environment in his work.51 Additionally, Sheller 

and Urry are right to point out that mobilities are dominated by ‘bourgeois masculine 

subjectivity’.52 Sheller and Urry are also correct to state that ‘mobility is a resource to which 

not everyone has an equal relationship’ – and it is true that Roubaud as a middle-class retired 

white male is able to access mobility at a leisurely rate – much more so than a working 

woman with children, or a young black or North African man living in the banlieue.53 Sarah 

Ahmed points out that the subjectivity of mobility is an issue: the ‘idealisation of movement, 

or transformation of movement into a fetish, depends upon the exclusion of others who are 

already positioned as not free in the same way’.54 Therefore, although Roubaud’s position is 

privileged, the utilisation of public transport and public places to underline collective 

memory and collective experiences in his own work is a significant part of his poetic 

engagement with the built environment.  

While Sheller and Urry’s ‘New Mobilities Paradigm’ discusses the case of nomadism 

in detail, it does not distinguish between this ‘nomad’ and a figure such as Roubaud who 

actively sets out to explore the city. Sheller and Urry state that ‘specifically nomadic theory 

 

terms the ‘power-geometry of time-space compression’, in which ‘the point concerns not 

merely the issue of who moves and who doesn’t: […] it is also about power in relation to the 

flows and the movement. Different social groups have distinct relationships to this anyway-

differentiated mobility: some are more in charge of it than others; some initiate flows and 

movement, others don’t; some are more on the receiving end of it than others; some are 

effectively imprisoned by it.’ For this reason, then, Roubaud-as-poet’s mobility, for example, 

differs from Houellebecq as employee’s experience of mobility. (Doreen Massey, ‘Power-

geometry and a progressive sense of place’ in Mapping the Futures: Local cultures, global 

change, ed. by Jon Bird, Barry Curtis, Tim Putnam, George Robertson and Lisa Tickner 

(London and New York: Routledge, 1993), pp. 59–69 (p. 61).  
51 This could also be conceptualised as what Vincent Kauffmann, Manfred Max Bergman and 

Dominique Joye term ‘motility’, which theorizes the link between spatial and social mobility. 

See Vincent Kaufmann, Manfred Max Bergman, and Dominique Joye, ‘Motility: Mobility as 

Capital’, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 28.4 (2004), 745–56. 
52 Sheller and Urry, p, 211. One critique of Roubaud’s (and of the OuLiPo’s work as a whole, 

with few exceptions) does little to address gender issues in the city – in addition, the field of 

poetry (and urban poetry especially) requires more female voices.   
53 Sheller and Urry, p. 211. 
54 Sarah Ahmed in Sheller and Urry, p. 211. 
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celebrates the opposite of sedentarism, namely, metaphors of travel and flight. These 

metaphors celebrate mobilities that progressively move beyond both geographical borders 

and also beyond disciplinary borders’.55 In this text, however, nomadism goes further to 

include leisurely everyday mobility and demonstrates how Roubaud’s work critiques the city 

by utilizing public transport to engage with the built environment, as is evidenced through 

personal and collective memory evoked through train stations, ghost stations, and bus stops. 

It is also important to distinguish the urban explorer from that of groups such as the 

Situationists, or even those who label themselves as flâneurs: Roubaud as an inhabitant of the 

city, reads it from within via public transport.56 To reiterate Lefebvre’s spatial triad, 

Roubaud’s perception of space is therefore based on his experience of public transport ‘on 

the ground’ as opposed to experiences resulting from walking practices. It is the space of 

public transport and the way in which this space is conceived (the names given to stations, 

the routes of the buses he boards, the way in which the stations are constructed) that shapes 

the poet’s spatial experience via memory. Furthermore, as Sheller and Urry note, research in 

mobilities has failed to ‘examine the significance of the car […] failing to consider how the 

car reconfigures urban life, with novel ways of dwelling, travelling, and socializing […].’57 

This chapter, however, notes the same absence of the examination of public transport in 

 
55 Sheller and Urry, p.  210. 
56 Rather than practices such as flânerie, Situationist practices such as the dérive or 

engagement with psychogeography, Roubaud interacts with the city through public transport 

as his primary mode of transport. Although Roubaud’s walking practices have been examined 

in other works, a gap in engagement with public transport as a means to interact with the city 

remains. The inside cover of Ode à la ligne 29, for example, reads: ‘Jacques Roubaud est un 

homme qui aime marcher. Mais il lui arrive aussi de prendre des bus, notamment ceux de la 

ligne 29.’ Walking practices will be examined in Chapter Two of this thesis in the work of 

Jacques Réda. 
57 Sheller and Urry, p. 209. It should be noted, however, that Sheller and Urry do not mention 

the work of Nigel Thrift since Thrift’s work post-dates that of Sheller and Urry by a year. 

Non-Representational Theory examines, among other concepts, the spatial experience of 

driving a car in the city. See Nigel Thrift, Non-Representational Theory (New York: 

Routledge, 2007).    
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mobilities, and demonstrates how public transport in Roubaud’s work bridges the gap 

between Urban Studies and the Humanities.  

Roubaud’s texts witness the poet engaging with train stations and ghost stations: this 

includes train stations such as métro stations and larger stations such as the Gare Saint-

Lazare. These texts also explore the spaces of ‘ghost stations’: métro stations which have 

been closed indefinitely. These spaces have since not been repurposed. In engaging with his 

perception of such spaces, the poet challenges observations of these stations known to Sheller 

and Urry as ‘immobile platforms’. 58 This notion of immobility is subverted in his poem ‘Peu 

de souvenirs’ which takes ghost stations as its subject, demonstrating how memory and 

writing reverse and resist immobility. In repurposing the space of the ghost station in the 

form of his own poetry, Roubaud demonstrates how espace vécu can be used as a tool to 

reframe this immobility. Ghost stations also act not only as sites of memory in terms of what 

Nora traditionally deems the lieu de mémoire, but they also act as sites of potentiality in 

terms of both mobility and memory. In other words, the meaning of space in these ‘sites of 

potentiality’ may change based on the user’s experience of both mobility and memory within 

their spatial practice, as demonstrated by Roubaud in his choice of form and structure in these 

spaces examined later in this chapter.  Train stations in the métro in particular also echo this 

notion of potentiality: the user is left with a choice to take an earlier or a later train, to change 

sides of the platform, or to get off a stop earlier or later. Many stations in Paris also function 

as culturally mobile stations, i.e., stations that engage with the public to promote events or 

occassions: the RATP, for example, regularly host orchestral concerts or guest performances 

in the métro stations, attracting a wide-ranged audience who may not usually access such 

platforms.59  

 
58 Ibid., p. 210. 
59 See, for example, RATP’s castings for ‘musiciens du métro’, providing up-and-coming 

musicians with the chance to widen their listenership; see also cultural engagements such as 



 60 

Crucially, Roubaud’s engagement with mobility via public transport challenges 

dominant engagement with the city’s tempo: the tempo of the city and the text is guided by 

mobilities. As Sheller and Urry note, ‘the motion of ‘tempo’ is the pulse of city life which 

drives not only its social, economic, and infrastructural formation, but also the psychic forms 

of the urban dweller’: in Ode à la ligne 29, tempo is determined by the poetic constraints set 

out by the poet, such as assigning each stanza to each stop on the line. Although this constraint 

is guided by the bus, it is controlled by the poet.60 This is evident, for example, in the lines 

‘Sitôt le boulevard atteint tonitruant/Venant de république et vers bastill’ se ruant’, in which 

the orthography and typography of the lines are altered in order to fit the poem’s metre, as 

reflected in the tempo of the poem.61 Sheller and Urry, in a reference to Simmel, also underline 

that ‘because of the richness of stimuli […] people learn to develop an attitude of reserve and 

insensitivity to feeling. The urban personality is reserved, detached, and blasé’.62 In evoking 

both the collective and personal memory in public transport in Roubaud’s text, this work 

promotes a more participative role in the built environment in an attempt to address such 

attitudes of reserve and insensitivity to feeling. The way in which space is conceived in public 

transport to convey elements of collectivity (for example, seat configurations of 2, 3, or 4; or 

the way in which seats are configured to ensure passengers can view other passengers face to 

face) therefore encourage the rethinking of mobility in Roubaud’s perception of the space. This 

is then evidenced in the poems themselves: espace vécu as a product of this lived experience. 

Therefore, this conception of space encourages Roubaud to rethink mobility, and therefore 

 

the RATP’s poetry campaign, the decoration of stations to reflect cultural events such as the 

World Cup, Christmas, and the upcoming Olympic Games in Paris in 2024. Each year, to 

promote the music festival Rock en Seine, the station Duroc (line 6) is changed to ‘Du Rock’: 

<http://musiciensdumetro.com/ https://www.ratp.fr/participez-grand-prix-poesie-2022 

https://www.rockenseine.com/en/mag/rock-en-seine-at-duroc/> [accessed 27th September 

2022].  
60 Sheller and Urry, p. 215. 
61 Roubaud, Ode à ligne 29, p. 68. 
62 Ibid. 

http://musiciensdumetro.com/
https://www.ratp.fr/participez-grand-prix-poesie-2022
https://www.rockenseine.com/en/mag/rock-en-seine-at-duroc/
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rethink this space. This rethinking of space is then translated into Roubaud’s poetry. Mobility 

is therefore used in Roubaud’s work as a tool of potentiality through which to rethink space 

and spatial engagement. Despite the personal nature of the texts, Roubaud’s work therefore 

utilises mobility to create a more inclusive and collective manner through which to engage with 

the city.  

 

1.5. Reframing the lieu de mémoire and examining personal and collective memory 

through public transport spaces 

As alluded to in the introductory section of this chapter, Nora defines the lieu de mémoire as 

a place ‘where memory crystallizes and secretes itself’. 63 In this text, the crystallization of 

memory takes place primarily in sites outside of what may be deemed traditional sites of 

memory such as monuments, but rather in bus and train stops, métro journeys, and ghost 

stations themselves. In terms of personal memory, the process of this crystallization of 

memory, as well as its difficulties, is reflected in the formal features of the poem.64 This is 

evident, for example, via the ways in which the process of struggling to recall memory is 

triggered by such stops in the poem ‘Peu de souvenirs’ in La forme d’une ville. This struggle 

at stations at which the poet has not experienced significant memories is mirrored by indents, 

line breaks and changes in versification and stanza lengths. This is a reflection of the way in 

which the space has been perceived by the poet: a space which does not spark any memory. 

The result of this is therefore seen in the form of the poem in which espace vécu has been 

 
63 Pierre Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’, Representations, 26, 

(1989), 7–24 (p. 7). 
64 From a personal perspective outside of the context in which the texts analysed in this 

chapter are written, Roubaud’s relationship with Paris is particularly troubled: in Roubaud’s 

Poésie etcetera, for example, he states that Paris serves only as the base for his work since it 

is where the majority of his memories are placed, declaring that ‘je n’ai aucune admiration, ni 

passion, ni amour pour Paris. Si j’aime une ville, c’est Londres. Mais à Londres, je ne 

pouvais pas vivre.’ (Jacques Roubaud, Poésie, etcetera: ménage [Paris : Stock, 1995]), p. 

118. 
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used to underline the struggle of lack of memory, as witnessed in the poetic techniques 

above. Similarly, in Ode à la ligne 29, this struggle is witnessed in the dwindling use of 

colours as a structuring device. As the stanzas change in colour so that there are more 

monochrome stanzas as opposed to variations in colour, this acts as a reflection of the lack of 

urban stimuli as the bus moves further towards the periphery of the city. Such urban stimuli 

prompt memory in other instances of the journey, such as the starting point of the text in Gare 

Saint-Lazare. As will be explored in more detail later in this chapter, the espace conçu of the 

Gare Saint-Lazare prompts a deeply personal engagement with the space in the poet’s work. 

Although the above refers to Roubaud’s personal memory, the depiction of this experience 

through poetic form renders the experience more collective: as Consenstein once again 

demonstrates, Roubaud’s engagement with memory is a significant part of his engagement 

with literature. Consenstein underlines that such an engagement ‘deals directly with the 

question of public versus private memory’, stating that ‘it highlights the practical uses of 

literature that created nothing less than a way of life and which now stipulates a veritable and 

novel poetics’.65 Therefore, personal memory also extends to collective memory in 

Roubaud’s work, as evidenced in his poetic practice. 

On a collective level, the fragmentation between past, present, and future in terms of 

memory is reflected through the exploration of ghost stations in the text. This can be seen 

through the way in which the space was originally conceived versus what the space now 

represents. For example, although the stations are no longer in use, the platforms are fully 

functioning, and station names remain on the platform walls. The lack of trains despite this 

prompts the fragmentation of memory. This fragmentation echoes Nora’s claim that ‘there 

 
65 This ‘theory of memory’ refers to Roubaud’s ‘Quelques thèses sur la poétique’, in which 

Roubaud states that ‘toute littérature est mémoire, et code, d’une langue et du langage’. See 

Jacques Roubaud, ‘Quelques thèses sur la poétique’, Change: La poétique, le mémoire, 6 

(1970), 7-21 (p. 12). It is also discussed in Consenstein, p. 16. 
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are lieux de mémoire, sites of memory, because there are no longer milieux de mémoire, real 

environments of memory’.66 Memory ‘crystallises and secretes itself’ here through the 

history of these stations and the reasons they are now shut: in ‘Peu de souvenirs’, Roubaud 

underlines that the reason for the closure of the station Croix-Rouge, for example, was due to 

the Second World War. Thus, the history of the site still remains in the memory of residents 

of the city. However, ghost stations are also sites of potentiality in that their future usage may 

constitute new memories, as has been evidenced most recently in the ‘Réinventer Paris’ 

project, which seeks to reshape space by encouraging bids to ‘reinvent’ unused sites through 

urban renewal . Sites of potentiality can be defined as sites which hold the potential to 

recreate space in a different way: for example, concepts for the redevelopment of ghost 

stations have taken the shape of bars, restaurants, and even swimming pools as part of 

‘Réinventer Paris’. This project lists ghost stations as potential sites for urban renewal.67 In 

Roubaud’s work, these stations as sites of potentiality are evoked through the poet’s lack of 

mobility and therefore lack of spatial practice in these spaces. Therefore, this lack of memory 

allows for the poet to recreate space in his work in a different way. 

The above fragmentation of memory is also evident in the difficulty in creating a 

collective identity of the métro: Augé states the paradox that ‘transgressée ou non, la loi du 

métro inscrit le parcours individuel dans le confort de la morale collective’.68 Additionally, 

 
66 Ibid., p. 7. 
67 These potential sites of urban renewal will be examined in more detail in the close readings 

section of this chapter. Although the métro stations in this text are placed within Paris intra 

muros, it is interesting to note that the urban renewal of ghost stations is expanding beyond 

the boulevard périphérique: the town of Noisy, for example, plans to redesign an unused 

station on an unused train line. See, for example, Joséphine Lebard, A Noisy, on cherche à 

redonner vie à une station de métro fantôme (2022) 

<https://www.enlargeyourparis.fr/artdevivre/a-noisy-on-cherche-a-redonner-vie-a-une-

station-de-metro-

fantome?fbclid=IwAR3lEApUcqQaey2V8PheH_0ZORaU7Zw4kVMY95md8fM80f9UxBA

HXUevheQ> [accessed 1 April 2022]. For a list of these projects, see http://reinventer.paris.  
68 In highlighting the paradox of collectivity in the métro, Augé states ‘transgressée ou non, la 

loi du métro inscrit le parcours individuel dans le confort de la morale collective, et c’est en 

http://reinventer.paris/


 64 

Roubaud’s work acknowledges the fragmentation between personal and collective memory 

through issues with the nomenclature of certain métro stations, such as Campo Formio in the 

poem ‘Métro’: despite the historical context behind the naming of the station, evoking the 

Treaty of Campo Formio, such history means very little to the residents of the area 

surrounding the station in the thirteenth arrondissement of Paris. For Roubaud, however, 

personal memory is triggered by this station as he details in the poem. Espace conçu in this 

case prompts Roubaud to perceive the space as a springboard to revisit memories: 

À ceux qui ne l’avaient pas vécue 

(Aux autres aussi d’ailleurs) 

Pierre Dac 

Vendait des enclumes à la sauvette 

Dans les coulours de la station Campo-Formio 

Ah jeunesse ! 

Ah jeunesse ! 

Ah !69 

Here, although this memory is specific to his childhood, in passing through the station these 

memories remain at the forefront of the poet’s relationship with the station, which is more 

pertinent to him than the national history of Napoleon’s treaty at Campo Formio. The 

subjectivity of place alongside the subjectivity of memory thus allows Roubaud to depict the 

built environment in the way he pleases since it does not contain one overarching historical 

memory for the poet, leading to a fragmentation of memory. This therefore allows Roubaud 

to rewrite memory. It also demonstrates the potentiality of space and the potentiality for 

 

cela qu’elle est exemplaire de ce que l’on pourrait appeller le paradoxe ritual : elle est 

toujours vécue individuellement, subjectivement; seuls les parcours singuliers lui donnent 

une réalité, et pourtant elle est éminnement sociale, la même pour tous, conférant à chacun ce 

minimum d’identité collective par quoi se définit une communauté’. (Marc Augé, Un 

ethnologue dans le métro, p. 54)  
69 Jacques Roubaud, ‘Métro’, in La forme d’une ville, p. 22. 
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Roubaud to translate this space as he wishes in the form of his work. Despite the intended 

espace conçu (the nomenclature of the station attempting to shape meaning through military 

history), Roubaud’s experience of the space is triggered by childhood memories rather than 

collective memory (espace perçu). The result of this fragmentation of personal and collective 

memory is evidenced in the ways in which the form and content of Roubaud’s poem is 

structured, i.e., espace vécu. As Nora states: ‘memory is a perpetually actual phenomenon, a 

bond tying us to the eternal present; history is a representation of the past’.70 As Roubaud’s 

experience demonstrates, métro stations such as Campo Formio as a lieux de mémoire rely 

not on the references to station names and the history they evoke, but the individual 

experience within them, validating Nora’s claim that ‘contrary to historical objects, lieux de 

mémoire have no referent in reality; or rather, they are their own referent: pure, exclusively 

self-referential signs’.71 The fragmentation of collective memory can also be further 

complicated by the expression of individual memory. As demonstrated in Roubaud’s poem, 

the passage of time and the passage of youth (and its eventual replacement with ageing) also 

adds to this fragmentation of memory, as reflected in the poet’s experience of these stations. 

Despite this, Roubaud’s attempts to counter this fragmentation of memory (i.e, the lack of 

one overarching collective memory assigned to one space) can be witnessed in his attempts to 

render his work more participative: as Consenstein underlines, in Roubaud’s work, ‘the 

lyrical self [is] not singular […]’.72 Despite the personalisation of memory in these poems via 

an exploration of public transport, such experiences are universal in that they are experiences 

that every resident of Paris are familiar with. On a formal level, the participative element of 

Roubaud’s text can be witnessed clearly in the creative process of the publication of Ode à 

ligne 29. Here, Roubaud invites readers to understand his experience of this specific bus 

 
70 Nora, p. 8. 
71 Ibid., p. 23. 
72 Consenstein, p. 16. 
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journey by providing a guide for readers to explain the constraints applied by the poet in 

terms of versification, rhyme, rhythm, and page breaks. The duality of collective and personal 

memory is therefore visible in the use of espace vécu as a poem which describes the lived 

experience of Roubaud. Additionally, the cover sleeve of the text is designed by seven 

different students each with individual artwork. By creating such an involvement with the 

text’s audience, the poet attempts to alleviate this fragmentation of collective memory in 

translating personal to collective memory through the anchoring of the experience of the 

everyday. Furthermore, this audience engagement also allows for a potential recreation of 

space as the poet’s spatial experience moves from one of personal memory to one of 

collective memory.  

   

1.6. The sonnet as a site of positive interaction with memory in two poems in La forme 

d’une ville: ‘Gare Saint-Lazare’ and ‘Ligne 29’  

The Roubaldian sonnet in ‘Gare Saint-Lazare’ and ‘Ligne 29’ is tied to positive memories in 

the city, as reflected in the usage of the sonnet itself. The use of the sonnet reflects a 

personalised form based on the poet’s individual experience, despite adhering to its 

traditional form. This is evident in the mathematical form of the sonnet reflecting the number 

of letters in Roubaud’s name: as Bédouret points out, ‘le sonnet, dans sa définition 

minimaliste comporte quatorze vers, nombre fétiche du poète puisqu’il correspond à la 

somme des lettres et de son prénom et de son nom’.73 From the outset, Roubaud’s 

engagement with the built environment in his work is reflected on a personal level in his 

choice of form.74 Roubaud’s use of form reflecting a comfortability and familiarity in his 

 
73 Larraburu-Bédouret, p. 144.    
74 Sonnet VII, ‘Tour Eiffel’ (La forme d’une ville, p. 105), a poem dedicated to the tour 

Eiffel, pays homage to Jacques Réda and his use of the sonnet. As will be demonstrated in 

Chapter Two, Réda’s relationship with the sonnet becomes troubled through a lack of ability 

to engage with the built environment. The personalised element of Roubaud’s sonnet, 
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engagement with the built environment in ‘Gare Saint-Lazare’ and ‘Ligne 29’ can be 

accounted for as such spaces in the text either hold good memories or possess the potential to 

create new memories as a result of the way in which these spaces are conceived. As will be 

explained in this section, the Gare Saint-Lazare’s historical significance in transport history 

influences the way in which the poet perceives the space, while his repeated use of the bus 

line 29 allows for the creation of memory through the perception of this space. The potential 

to create new memories is evident in ‘Ligne 29’ with the foreshadowing of Roubaud’s later 

text, Ode à la ligne 29. This is reflected in Roubaud’s favouring of the sonnet over other 

frameworks for both poems, since, as Larraburu-Bédouret underlines, ‘le sonnet est considéré 

comme le modèle poétique harmonieux par excellence, si bien qu’on a pu le rattacher à 

l’ésthétique du nombre d’or’.75 Both sonnets form part of a larger subsection within the text 

in a collection of twenty sonnets. Each sonnet reflects the area where it is written, and each is 

ordered according to the numbered cartography of the arrondissements of Paris. ‘Gare Saint-

Lazare’ for example is numbered ‘Sonnet VIII’ since it is based in the 8th arrondissement.76 

Similarly, ‘Ligne 29’, is numbered ‘Sonnet XII’ since the terminus of the line is based on the 

periphery of the city in the 12th arrondissement. The personalisation of poetic form is 

therefore also reflected in the topography of the city as Roubaud moves through it.77 Thirdly, 

this personalisation of poetic form converges with Roubaud’s memory to further add another 

layer of meaning to the built environment in these sonnets. In ‘Gare Saint-Lazare’ personal 

 

however, demonstrates the ways in which memory and cultural history converge with 

personal experience, underlining the significance of mobility as tool to examine the city. 
75 Larraburu-Bédouret, p. 147. 
76 Jacques Roubaud, ‘Gare Saint-Lazare’ in La forme d’une ville, p. 106. 
77 It is significant to note here how the (intended) usage of poetic form changes throughout 

the thesis: in the case of the sonnet, Roubaud’s sonnet poems reflect a harmonious 

relationship with the built environment. Réda’s inability to create a sonnet in Le Vingtième 

me fatigue is the result of immobility and a lack of urban stimulus, whereas Houellebecq’s 

usage of the alexandrin remains incomplete, reflecting the poet’s struggle in the late-

capitalist city. 
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memory dominates the poem through the memories of an old relationship. This is paired with 

historical memory in order to pull together personal and collective memory. The space of the 

train station is therefore perceived by the poet as personal and also collective, as it is 

conceived as a social space in which memories are formed. In ‘Ligne 29’, it is the potentiality 

of the forming of personal memory that assigns meaning to the space of the bus: in 

foreshadowing the later Ode à la ligne 29, for example, Roubaud alludes to the potential 

ways in which he will engage with the city in his work, speaking in the future tense in lines 

such as ‘je connaîtrai tous les bancs de la ville’.78 

As mentioned above, ‘Gare Saint-Lazare’ is rooted in personal memory and acts as a 

lieu de mémoire for the poet. As will be explored in this close reading, this is evidenced in the 

poet’s exploration of relationships in the text. However, Gare Saint-Lazare also often appears 

at other points in the text, as well as being the starting point for Ode à la ligne 29. The station 

is evoked in La forme d’une ville in a short poem, ‘Vigipirate 1996, Gare Saint-Lazare, par 

haut-parleur’.79 A short poem of three lines written in prose, Roubaud manipulates the direct 

speech as taken from the announcements at the train station, subverting the serious security 

warnings, rendering parents and children interchangeable with their luggage: ‘ne pas laisser 

leurs enfants et leurs vieux parents sans surveillance; ils pourraient être détruits par les services 

de sécurité’.80 This use of humour in particular not only evokes personal memories of time 

spent in the station, but also evokes notions of collectivity. This reminds the reader that 

occupants of the city are a small part of the larger puzzle of the city and its infrastructure.81  

 
78 Jacques Roubaud, ‘Ligne 29’ in La forme d’une ville, p. 110. 
79 Jacques Roubaud, ‘Vigipirate 1996, Gare Saint-Lazare, par haut-parler’, in La forme d’une 

ville, p. 243. 
80 Ibid. 
81 As a reminder, earlier in this chapter, the significance of the Gare Saint-Lazare in the 

poet’s relationship with mathematics was explored with reference to Roubaud’s text, 

Mathématique. 
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 Roubaud’s use of the sonnet in his walking practices has been characterised by James 

as ‘sonnet-walking, a process that revitalises a fixed form via the poet’s bodily engagement 

with space and the mental exercise of memorization’.82 However, by selecting the form of the 

sonnet to engage with a train station such as the Gare Saint-Lazare, Roubaud reveals another 

pertinent usage of the sonnet in his work. Although the sonnet sees this bodily engagement 

with space as with his walking practice, the renewal of the traditional usage of the sonnet in 

‘Gare Saint-Lazare’ reflects the urban renewal of the city: for example, the opening line of 

the poem references ‘les trains de Bois-Colombes’ from when the poet was eighteen years 

old; then part of the Saint-Lazare-Nord line, Bois-Colombes has been incorporated into the 

suburban train network Transilien since 2014, as part of the urban renewal of the city’s train 

lines for better connections between Paris and its surrounding départements. The urban 

renewal of the city via public transport echoed in the renewal of the sonnet provides a 

framework for the expression of personal memory in the poem: by underlining a previous 

romantic relationship in which Roubaud’s memories are anchored in the Gare Saint-Lazare, a 

personal form such as the sonnet which highlights personal memories transcends the 

traditional use of the form in order to evoke the built environment in his text in the public 

space of the train station. This public space is grounded within the sonnet through the poet’s 

use of literary devices. For example, the alliterative ‘S’ sounds produced by Roubaud in the 

poem, such as ‘ses seins et de ses lèvres mais/Salle des Pas-Perdus’ further ground the reader 

in the poem’s environment. 83 The pneumatic onomatopoeia of the trains arriving and 

departing in the station is also made explicit through these ‘S’ sounds. Therefore, despite 

what may appear a traditional usage of the sonnet through Roubaud’s exploration of past 

romantic relationships, the engagement with the built environment in this poem underlines 

 
82 James, pp. 126-127. 
83 Jacques Roubaud, ‘Gare Saint-Lazare’ in La forme d’une ville, p. 106. 
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Roubaud’s atypical usage of this traditional form. From the perspective of Lefebvre’s spatial 

triad, this atypical usage can be traced through the way in which the poet moves through 

space. For example, the espace conçu of the Gare Saint-Lazare allows the poet to associate 

the sounds of trains arriving with his own personal memory. This espace conçu is then 

translated into espace perçu in that the sounds within this space are reminiscent of elements 

of a past relationship. As a result, espace perçu is then translated into espace vécu in the 

formal features of the poem, including the ‘S’ sound and the atypical use of the sonnet to 

describe the poet’s spatial experience of the Gare Saint-Lazare.  

Personal memory converges with collective and historical memory in ‘Gare Saint-

Lazare’. References to China are made clear in the reference to the Long March (October 15th, 

1934—October 1935) in the next few lines; a military retreat undertaken by the Chinese 

Communist Red Army, beginning Mao’s ascent to power. While Roubaud is referring here to 

its partial failure, it is interesting to note the choice of event: moving from historical memory 

to personal memory, la longue marche, in this case, could also refer to the long walk down the 

platforms of Saint-Lazare. Historically, the Gare Saint-Lazare is the oldest train station in Paris, 

thus an important landmark in the history of mobility and its relation to the built environment, 

as well as, as has been explored in this chapter, a point of personal memory for Roubaud in 

terms of his professional life as well as his private life.84 References to China and references 

to his lover of Chinese origin are often interchangeable with the history of la longue marche; 

both denote loss and youth and as well as the train station as a point of hope, of opportunity, 

and of the beginning of new journeys. This, too, is reflected in Roubaud’s play on words, such 

as ‘Sec/te’ – ‘sec’ as in ‘dedicated Maoist’; ‘sec/te’ as in cult, referring to the sect-like nature 

of revolutions, of politics, and encouraging further contemplation of the personal, the 

 
84 The Gare Saint-Lazare was built in 1837. 
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interpersonal, the political and the environment in which these are fostered. Roubaud therefore 

demonstrates that space is, of course, political.  

‘Gare Saint-Lazare’ also underlines stations as sites of potentiality: in revisiting Sheller 

and Urry’s claim that stations function as ‘immobile platforms’, this poem shifts from the 

notion that train stations are static places by highlighting the mobility that takes place within 

them.85 Echoing Roubaud’s use of form and building upon James’ term ‘sonnet-walking’ as a 

way to engage with space, in this poem, walking practices within the train station provide the 

foundation for stations as mobile platforms. This is evidenced through Roubaud’s use of the 

term salle des pas-perdus as a waiting area: a main hall, an area with no seating, which gives 

the impression of an area where one wanders aimlessly, much like a flâneur within a train 

station.86 This environment adds to Roubaud’s perception of the space as that of a space of 

potentiality: the conception of this space as a vast, open space is reflected in Roubaud’s 

perception and this openness allows for meaning to be reshaped. Furthermore, an etymological 

reading of the phrase highlights the potentiality of the space to be reshaped through meaning 

as triggered by historical memory reverting to the nineteenth century: a reference to the 

chambre perdue that assembly members would occupy having voted against the Emperor. The 

mobility of the literature becomes particularly clear in this poem as Roubaud structures 

personal memory within historical instances of memory in the contemporary text. He also 

demonstratrd the ways in which memory interacts with mobility to provide an examination of 

the built environment in his work. 

‘Ligne 29’ moves from sites of potentiality to an exploration of the built environment 

through the potentiality of memory. Contrary to evocations of historical memory in ‘Gare 

Saint-Lazare’, ‘Ligne 29’ provides a reading of the poet’s personal journey on the Parisian 

 
85 Sheller and Urry, p. 210. 
86 James, pp. 126-127. 
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bus line. This sonnet precedes Ode à la ligne 29.87 Although written as part of Roubaud’s 

twenty sonnets, features of the sonnet appear to foreshadow the form of Ode à la ligne 29 in 

terms of reader engagement with form through a detailed list of footnotes within the poem, 

echoing the detailed list of notes dictated by the poet for the reader in the cahier des charges 

of Ode à la ligne 29. Since the form of the sonnet does not accommodate digressions, the 

footnotes present in this text seek to inform the reader who may not possess personal 

memories of the city: for example, ‘je suis venu de loin’ is followed by an explanation of ‘de 

Saint-Lazare’. Here, once more, personal memory is fixed upon the Gare Saint-Lazare as a 

lieu de mémoire for the poet, as well as being the origin and terminus of the bus line in the 

poem. The influence of the espace conçu of the Gare Saint-Lazare thus follows through to the 

poet’s perception of space in the bus. This is evident in the use of memory as a poetic 

constraint in espace vécu, i.e, in the poem itself.  Memory here thus acts as a poetic constraint 

in terms of the form of the sonnet, but also alludes to the potentiality of future memories to be 

created within the same space of the 29 bus, since the poet would be once again recording his 

spatial experiences that will take place in the then-forthcoming Ode à la ligne 29. Memory 

this gives potential meaning to space via the use of form in Roubaud’s work. 

This sonnet engages with the built environment through the mobility of the bus as an 

observational tool, as reflected in the literary devices utilised by the poet. This is evident 

firstly in the use of assonance, demonstrating a mirroring of the poem with the bus journey 

undertaken by the poet, witnessed in ‘tombent/ping pong/faux’ throughout the poem, for 

example.88  This assonance reflects the length of the bus journey to end of the line and 

therefore the length of time it takes for the bus to move through this space in the built 

 
87 The former text was published in 1998 and the latter in 2012. 
88 This, however, is not a task for the poet: the beginning of the poem features a subtitle 

which reads: ‘To the end of the line for sheer pleasure’, also showcasing the poet’s 

anglophilia. 
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environment. The poet’s perception of space is also echoed in the poem in the language he 

uses to describe the spatial experience. For example, the use of terms drawn from the lexical 

fields of observation and analysis such as ‘aperçois/connaître/annoter’ also give meaning to 

Roubaud’s relationship with the city through the window of the bus. In perceiving the city 

from the bus, the poet is able to engage with the city on a detailed level: throughout the poem 

the reader can observe the poet detailing cigarette butts, métro and bus tickets, and even ants 

from the bus window before finally zooming back out to discuss everyday tasks such as his 

trip to pick up groceries. This hyperfocus on the texture of the built environment as well as 

the emphasis on the everyday thus reminds the reader that everyday journeys such as 

Roubaud’s can act as leisurely mobility as a way to perceive space and express the spatial 

experience in his work, as well as a way to analyse the built environment. 

 

1.7. Understanding the interaction of memory and train stations in La forme d’une ville 

via a reading of ‘Peu de Souvenirs’  

In a reading of La forme d’une ville, James suggests that ‘Roubaud inhabits Paris in and through 

poetic memory and poetic practice, which means that the city’s places are at once culturally 

overdetermined and constantly mobile, open to literary remapping’. 89 However, a close 

reading of ‘Peu de Souvenirs’ will demonstrate that the depiction of stations including stations 

fantômes in Roubaud’s text highlights that these such spaces are not ‘culturally 

overdetermined’, but rather, culturally undermined.90 This poem therefore gives meaning to 

such ‘undermined’ spaces through a reading of memory and personal history in the form of the 

poem, as well as a reading of memory and mobility as the overarching themes of the text. The 

confusion of how space was originally conceived as functioning métro stations versus its 

 
89 James, p. 123. 
90 Jacques Roubaud, ‘Peu de souvenirs’ in La forme d’une ville, p. 82. 
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current ‘stasis’ affects the poet’s perception of the space. This is evidenced in the espace vécu, 

i.e, the poem itself, as the stanzas are written in a pattern that echoes this confusion. Roubaud’s 

relationship with memory in these stations can therefore be read through the varying length of 

stanzas. In this case, the stanzas are composed of lines of 4/4/8/6, unlike the sonnets earlier in 

this chapter composed of two quatrains and a sestet divided into two sets of three. The lack of 

overarching structure or lack of adherence to a ‘traditional’ form demonstrates a much more 

frayed relationship with the built environment than that evidenced in the sonnets previously. 

However, as will be demonstrated, remnants of the verse are still present, detailing the 

complicated relationship between memory and the conceived spaces of the stations evoked in 

this poem. 

 The physical layout of the poem on the page reflects the struggle to recall these 

stations: for example, in stanza three the page breaks begin to become more pronounced, 

reflecting interjections and the confused nature of memory alongside a verification of it. 

There are links to urban renewal here too in terms of memory, since the station which evokes 

these interjections, Javel André-Citroën, is situated beside the Front de Seine project in 

Beaugrenelle, a 1960s mixed-use neighbourhood characteristic of the planning at the time. As 

such, it is unlikely that such a relatively new urban planning project would evoke memories 

in Roubaud that go further than personal memory, such as collective history or symbolism 

evoked in other areas such as the Gare Saint-Lazare or even nearby landmarks such as the 

Eiffel Tower. The way in which space is conceived at the Front de Seine therefore differs 

from that of the Eiffel Tower, a space which is a tourist attraction, conceived to make 

memories as a landmark. The housing estate, on the other hand, was conceived as a 

residential space. This explains the confusion reflected in the form of the text. 

 Although the use of the alexandrin might point to a more traditional usage of 

versification in the poem, a close reading demonstrates that it is not always used to convey 



 75 

full sentences, but rather facilitates the use of enjambement to convey sentences larger than 

twelve syllables. This is evidenced in the third stanza where a sentence of thirteen syllables is 

extended onto a second line of one syllable in order to facilitate the structure of the 

alexandrin:  

 

‘De Javel-André-Citroën je ne me sou- 

Viens guère ni de Malakoff-Etienne Do- 

Let. 

  --Peu? 

                       --Peu? 

                                 --Guère?  

                                                --Guère. J’ai très peu, très 

                                                                                      [peu91 

 

The use of the alexandrin to convey this sense of lack of personal memory in a project in 

which the poet explores the city in depth is also deeply bound with the poet’s fondness of the 

alexandrin as versification; as has been detailed in La vieillesse d’Alexandre, Roubaud’s 

analysis of its history and its survival in contemporary verse.92 The personalization of the 

form of this poem can also be seen in the partial form of the traditional French sonnet since 

the last two stanzas are composed of a sizain in two tercets. As evidenced previously, the 

sonnet is tied to a more comfortable perception of space in terms of public transport, and this 

is witnessed in the final two tercets in this poem which detail ghost stations. Here, the use of 

 
91 Ibid., p. 82. 
92 Jacques Roubaud, La vieillesse d’Alexandre: essai sur quelques états récents du vers 

français (Paris: F. Maspero, 1978); for an analysis of this text, see Alison James, ‘Poetic 

Form and the Crisis of Community: Revisiting Rancière’s Aesthetics’, in Thinking Poetry: 

Philosophical Approaches to Nineteenth-Century French Poetry, ed. by Joseph Acquisto 

(New York: Palgrave, 2013), pp. 167–83. 
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the sonnet ties together these ghost stations with the twenty sonnets written in the shape of 

the city, highlighting the potentiality of these ghost stations and their potential future usage as 

well as echoing the Oulipian sentiment of potentiality by applying it to the built environment. 

Thus, the potential reshaping of space and potentiality of form noted above come together to 

highlight the possibilities of redefining meaning in the spatial experience through Roubaud’s 

work. This spatial potentiality is also foregrounded in the structure of the poem reflected in 

the final tercet in which the text is aligned to the middle of the page and acts a standalone 

verse which is contained on a separate page:  

 

- Ça ne m’étonne pas 

Cette station a fermé pendant la guerre 

Et n’a jamais rouvert 

 

In isolating this final stanza on a separate page, Roubaud emphasises the presence of ghost 

stations in his writing as a result of the way in which he perceives these spaces and their 

significance in order to translate them to espace vécu in his poem. The centring of this final 

stanza, in which the alexandrin is no longer present, acts in contrast to the alexandrin and its 

function to facilitate enjambement, which reflects the scattered memory and stream-of-

consciousness thoughts of the poet and breaks up words and breaths as he attempts to recall 

memories in the stations in question. The potentiality of memory to reshape such spaces is 

therefore evidenced through the poet’s use of form, as evidenced in the tension between the 

lack of memory in the stations evoked in the alexandrin and the partial form of the sonnet.  

In recent years, there has been much speculation surrounding the generation of 

alternative usages of ghost stations, the most recent of which took place in May 2017, as part 
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of the ‘Réinventer Paris’ project detailed previously in this chapter.93 The 2014 mayoral 

campaign for the city of Paris also saw a number of candidates propose a reinvention of certain 

ghost stations, such as suggestions to transform stations into public swimming pools, or even 

nightclubs.94 Thus, the conceptualisation of these potential spaces is reflected in the form and 

structure of Roubaud’s poem as detailed above. Ultimately, Roubaud’s poem brings current 

debates on urbanism in the city to its forefront: despite being written some fifteen years earlier, 

it also invites further consideration on the issue of neglecting these stations as the ‘reinvention’ 

of these sites continues at present. By drawing together questions of memory and place in 

relation to the manipulation of form and structure, Roubaud’s text reflects urban renewal (and 

the lack of urban renewal) as evidenced through its public transport. These conceived spaces 

of public transport therefore affect his perception of space, as witnessed in the form of espace 

vécu, i.e, the poem itself. 

 

1.8. The interaction of memory, space, and mobility in La forme d’une ville: ‘Métro’ 

In Roubaud’s poem ‘Métro’, poetic form critiques urban renewal as reflected in memory, 

speed, and tempo. In this text, memory is reflected in the recollection of stations and of 

everyday interactions on the train. In ‘Métro’, it is not necessarily easy to distinguish the cut-

off point between stanzas. This symbolizes a deliberate attempt to reflect the bustling nature of 

the rhythm and frequency of the métro arriving and departing. The poem could be divided 

either spatially or semantically: into a pattern of 14/6/8/16/17 lines spatially, or equally could 

be divided by the number of times the phrase en ces temps-là is used – which is four. Although 

this division is not the result of an Oulipian constraint, it could be termed a Roubaldian 

constraint which functions as a way in which to involve the reader in the poet’s process of 

 
93 To reiterate, the project in its entirety can be viewed at http://www.reinventer.paris.  
94 Nathalie Kosciusco-Morizet’s proposals can be seen here: 

https://www.wired.com/2014/02/paris-subway-remodels/.  

http://www.reinventer.paris/
https://www.wired.com/2014/02/paris-subway-remodels/
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recollection in the stations that are evoked in this poem. Through engaging the reader with his 

active poetic process, Roubaud also actively engages the reader with historical and collective 

memories, prompting the reader to view the stations in the text through an alternative lens to 

that of dominant messages that seek to ‘crystallise’ a certain form of memory. This is evidenced 

in the indication of ‘en ces temps-là’ at the beginning of each stanza if the poem were to be 

divided by the reader in this instance: each stanza describes in detail the everyday journey of 

the métro. Unlike ‘Peu de souvenirs’, this poem reflects the social aspect of the métro in 

underlining the poet engaging in conversation with other passengers, observing other 

passengers and describing everyday rituals such as punching holes in métro tickets. Although 

Roubaud’s personal memory recalls such interactions, the universal nature of them allows the 

reader to align themselves with Roubaud’s experiences.  

However, the complexity of recalling memory is reflected in the tempo of the poem: 

there is a marked slowing down at the end of the poem as the poet moves towards a 

description of modern times as the poet ages. The speed at which the interjections of ‘Ah 

jeunesse !’ are read by the reader, repeated three times at the end of each stanza, contrasts 

with the final stanza in which the station ‘Bobigny-Pantin-Raymond Queneau’ is described. 

Here, the interjection of ‘Ah jeunesse !’ is replaced with ‘Ceci/Compense/Cela’. Each word is 

given a separate line in the final stanza, reflecting a slowing down. This slowing down of 

tempo echoes the poet’s ageing and marks the distance between the events in the poem and 

the process of the poet’s recollection of them, but also seeks to highlight the importance of 

the station’s name to Roubaud, in evoking his fellow Oulipian and one of the largest 

influences on the poet’s work. The choice of ‘Ceci/Compense/Cela’ to mark this métro stop 

in the poem using the literary device of sibilance not only evokes the noise of the pneumatics 

of the train as it moves from station to station, but also refers to Queneau’s Exercices de style, 

in which the narrator boards the ‘S’ bus.  In this sense, Roubaud’s work reflects Augé’s 
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notion that ‘parler du métro, c’est donc parler d’abord de lecture et de cartographie’.95 The 

marked slowing down of the tempo of the poem in the final stanza to reflect the change in 

stations from ‘Bobigny’ to ‘Bobigny-Pantin-Raymond-Queneau’ thus reflects the urban 

change in how the station is referred to, but also reminds the reader of the passing of time. In 

this case, the complexity of recalling memory, as well as the complexity of the loss of youth, 

is compensated with the presence of Queneau at the métro stop, at once anchoring the poet’s 

past while recognising the present.  

    Similarly, this poem engages with urban renewal through the ways in which Roubaud 

refers to certain stations: a reference to métro ligne 1 as Vincennes-Neuilly denotes its 

opening in 1900 for the exposition universelle, when the first line travelled from Porte de 

Vincennes to Porte Maillot in the suburb of Neuilly. This is a reference to the effects of 

Haussmannisation on an infrastructural level. In referring to line 1 as Vincennes-Neuilly, 

Roubaud echoes Augé’s claim that ‘notre histoire elle-même est plurielle: les intinéraires du 

travail quotidien ne sont pas les seuls que nous gardions en mémoire et tel nom de station qui 

ne fut longtemps pour nous qu’un nom comme un autre’.96 In evoking historical memory as 

well as urban renewal, Roubaud perceives the space through recalling its original conception 

as the first métro line in the city, thus also recalling the period of Haussmannisation. The poet 

therefore attempts to move the reader’s attention beyond the binary of the simple ‘ligne 1’ in 

order to underline its significance on a larger scale. Equally, Roubaud also discusses 

historical memory through a reference to Cluny station (now Cluny-La Sorbonne) being 

closed between 1939 and 1988 as a result of the Occupation. However, its reopening 

 
95 Augé, p. 17.  
96 Ibid. Whereas Augé’s approach to understanding public spaces such as that of the métro is 

informed by various ‘histoires’ such as personal and collective memory, Nora’s notion of 

history ‘secreting itself’ to inform our understanding of a certain space is much more singular 

in its nature. Thus, the same complexity of memory in public spaces is also echoed in 

Roubaud’s work.  
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permitted correspondence with RER B and RER C lines at Saint-Michel, highlighting the 

rapid change in infrastructure in the city to accommodate a growing population, whilst 

acknowledging its past: Roubaud’s reference to the fictional monster Fantomas alludes to the 

fact that the station was once a ghost station, a subject that is addressed in ‘Peu de Souvenirs’ 

in the same volume.97 In manipulating form to reflect the complexity of memory through 

urban renewal in this poem, Roubaud invites the reader to consider the history of the métro 

beyond its everyday use. Here, the space of the métro is conceived to prompt users to reflect 

upon history, for example through the naming of stations or through commemorative plaques 

within stations. History is then perceived by Roubaud and this is reiterated in the form of the 

poem itself. Thus, the way in which space is produced also prompts the reader’s 

consideration of history within this space.  

 

1.9. Examining the shift in poetic form’s engagement with the city in Ode à la ligne 29  

The use of form in Ode à la ligne 29 shifts from that of La forme d’une ville in that the 

constraints of the ode, as laid out in the user’s manual, dictate the way in which the built 

environment is perceived in this text. This is witnessed, for example, in the manipulation of 

the alexandrin: as per the cahier des charges, ‘un alexandrin est souvent réparti en plusiers 

vers. Le nombre total des vers dépasse donc le nombre des alexandrins’.98 In order to 

accommodate this, the typography and orthography must often change, as witnessed below. 

This is reflective of Roubaud’s poetic method controlling the perception of the built 

environment from the journey on the bus. In the below example, the alexandrin in grey is 

broken up several times: ‘dans le métro’ is the continuation of a partial alexandrin from a 

 
97 Saint-Michel RER station opened on September 26th, 1979 and connects the RER B, RER 

C with the métro ligne 4 and métro ligne 10 services upon a short walk to the Saint-Michel 

and Cluny-la Sorbonne stations respectively.  
98 Jacques Roubaud, Ode à la ligne 29, p. 123.   
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previous stanza, whereas the last line belongs to the same stanza, but is placed within 

another:  

Avez-vous remarqué   la succession des rime ? 

Que celle de la preu      mière strophe elle mime 

Presque ? 

Dans le métro   hune autre solution 

Est choisie, on découvre 

Avec stupefaction 

Qu’une station connu’     change de patronyme 

Soudain les deputes    sont sans chambre. on s’abyme 

En conjunctures sur        le sens du changement 

Et “neuilly” s’est nommé “défense” 

 

[…]  

Zut ! je me suis trom   pé, j’ai pris la mauvaise99  

 

The scattered nature of the alexandrins within this text therefore reflect the sensory overload 

experienced by the poet when taking the bus: it reflects his stream of consciousness as 

triggered by this conceived space of La Défense and the sensory overload that accompanies 

him as he makes sense of space, which results in the poet missing the next stop of the bus.100 

This, however, is not necessarily negative: by using this constraint to dictate how the built 

environment is perceived by him, Roubaud highlights that the journey of the bus offers a lens 

through which to engage with the spatial experience of the city. His digression from the 

journey, which, at this particular stop, takes place between Bastille and Ledru-Rollin, 

 
99 Ibid., p. 73-74. 
100 Although the use of the alexandrin in La forme d’une ville, especially in ‘Peu de 

souvenirs’, facilitated the use of enjambement in order to express the process of the 

recollection of memory, here the alexandrin is broken up throughout the text mathematically 

through the use of constraint in order to control the ode.  
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emphasises the urban change in the immediate outskirts of the city, with reference to ‘Et 

“neuilly” s’est nommé “défense”. Here, the poet is referring to the continuous expansion of 

the business district of La Défense into the neighbouring town of Neuilly: although the poet 

is specifically referencing the métro in this case, this also reflects the cultural significance of 

the business district in recent times: although the original espace conçu of La Défense 

remains, it has now expanded and is no longer contained solely in the town of Courbevoie.101   

The literary and spatial constraints that take place in this poem take as their departure point 

the espace conçu of the Gare Saint-Lazare, a significant lieu de mémoire for the poet, as 

discussed earlier in this chapter:  

L’autobus vingt et neuf,    depart de saint-lazare 

Comme la ligne vingt 

Ce n’est pas par hazare ; 

Les lignes dont le nom      commence par un deux 

Partent toutes 

Partaient 

Des lazaréens lieux 

[…] 

Que je t’invoque ô toi     beau bus de ma jeunesse102 

 

From the outset, the poet’s personal relationship with the terminus of the bus is underlined, 

outlining memories from childhood. An informed reader, however, will also recognise the 

significance of the Gare Saint-Lazare in the poet’s other works, such as La forme d’une ville, 

as outlined earlier in this chapter, and Mathématique. The manipulation of the syntax in line 

 
101 The significance of the business district of La Défense will be examined in detail in 

Chapter Three of this thesis through the lens of the poetry of Michel Houellebecq. 
102 Roubaud, Ode à la ligne 29, p. 11. The colours in the above excerpts match those of the 

original text. As dictated by the cahier des charges, ‘à chaque profondeur de parentheses 

correspond une couleur et un décrochement dans la ligne’. (Ode à la ligne 29, p. 123.) 
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‘des lazaréens lieux’ allows the rhyme scheme to function with reference to ‘un deux’, however 

also foregrounds the term ‘lazaréen’. Although utilised here as a descriptive term for the Gare 

Saint-Lazare, it is also significant to note that in terms of the poet’s personal memory, 

‘lazaréen’ could also refer to Lazarus, the biblical figure brought back to life four days after 

his death. This notion of returning or revisiting evoked by Lazarus is also reflective of 

Roubaud’s return to the Gare Saint-Lazare having underlined its importance in his childhood 

memory. In this case, a return to the station and the buses which depart from outside it brings 

the poet’s childhood memories back to life. 103   

As the bus journey progresses further east, however, the text moves from sites of memory 

to a lack of urban stimulus required to create memory. Space, in this instance, has not been 

conceived to convey a certain message, nor to prompt memories as in the earlier parts of the 

chapter. As a result, the poet struggles more to assign meaning to the space due to lack of 

memory.  In the case of the Gare Saint-Lazare, for example, the poet’s personal memory 

assigns meaning to the space. However, at the periphery of the twelfth arrondissement, as the 

bus moves closer to the city limits, the lack of urban stimuli makes the colours fade to black, 

reflecting a lack of memory of the space in question.104 

 

Rendez vous avenu    de bel-air, c’est tout pré 

Sur notre tête un pont     quel est ce pont étrange ? 

Un jeune homme dans son    jardin que je dérange  

Alors qu’en plein soleil   tranquille, assis, il lit 

 
103 Roubaud’s perception of the Gare Saint-Lazare differs from Houellebecq’s perception of 

the Gare Montparnasse since the latter is exclusively bound up with images of late capitalism 

and work in Houellebecq’s text. Roubaud’s much more positive association of Saint-Lazare, 

on the other hand, is the result of a combination of his own personal memory, professional 

(mathematics) and evocation of history as well as mobility since the station acts as a starting 

point for the poet’s leisurely mobility practice. 
104 In this instance, parallels with Réda’s lack of urban stimuli as a barrier to the creation of 

sonnets, as evidenced in Chapter Two, can be witnessed in Roubaud’s text.  
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Sur un banc le “tracta     tus”, poliment me dit 

“C’est du chemin de fer     abandonné la ligne” 

J’ai de l’étonnement   je n’en montre pas signe 

“Merci beaucoup, vous ê   tes bien aimable”, mait 

Inpetto-je, comment         une voi qui hétait 

Bien au-dessous de nous    en moins d’un kilomètre 

A pu passer dessus ?     j’ai peine à m’en remettre 

Perplexé, je secou   jusqu’à “docteur netter” 

Mes méninges. en vain.     Je n’y vois pas plus cler105 

 

As is evident from the above passage, in moving east, the content of the poem also shifts in 

that it details much less historical context described in the areas in which the poet explores. 

Rather, the poem pivots to the poet’s confusion of the space he finds himself in by 

questioning ‘quel est ce pont étrange ?’ and revealing shock and confusion at the presence of 

the abandoned railway nearby. This is a reflection of the poet’s privileged position as 

discussed in the examination of mobility earlier in this chapter – however, to add to this 

notion of privilege it is worth pointing out that the poet never explores beyond the periphery 

of the city in the two works examined in this chapter. For this reason, it is unsurprising that 

the poet does not recognise the abandoned railway described in his verse. For Roubaud, as he 

travels further east, and the city reaches its limits, there is less urban stimulus for him to be 

inspired by. Furthermore, it is surprising that such a distinct urban feature should escape even 

the most expert of urban explorers given the poet’s history of using the ligne 29 since 

childhood. On the contrary, for those who inhabit the area, this feature within this specific 

space of the city becomes a point of reference in the same way that the Gare Saint-Lazare 

acts as a point of reference for Roubaud. Therefore, the shock evidenced in Roubaud’s stanza 

 
105 Roubaud, Ode à la ligne 29, pp. 103-104. 
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underlines the lack of points of reference for someone who is an avid explorer of the city on a 

bus line that the poet uses frequently. It also highlights the influence of the lack of urban 

stimuli (such as points of references) on poetic form. This shock is reflected in espace vécu as 

a result of Roubaud’s perception of what he claims to be an empty space, since there are no 

urban stimuli to prompt memory or prompt a narrative. Roubaud’s shock in this stanza also 

highlights the plurality of personal and collective memory in the text. 

 

1.10. Conclusion  

This chapter examined, in two texts by Jacques Roubaud, how the making of poetry is linked 

to the experience of the city through the lens of two concepts: mobility and memory. These 

concepts were contextualised through a reading of potentiality, defined for the purpose of this 

chapter as the potential of the text to recreate space in an alternative manner. On a spatial 

level, this potentiality was evidenced in the poet’s engagement with mobility in public 

transport spaces, underlining the ways in which the poet made sense of the space, while 

engagement with memory through the lens of potentiality allowed for the poet to give 

meaning to these public transport spaces. On a literary level, this chapter drew upon the 

Oulipian concept of la littérature potentielle to examine poetic constraints as a reflection of 

Roubaud’s spatial experience and the potential for this experience to be reproduced in his 

work. The above concepts were examined firstly through a review of existing work and 

literature by Roubaud. This review identified a gap in the ways in which public transport can 

be read as a means through which to explore the built environment in Roubaud’s work. 

Although existing criticism on the texts explored memory’s effect, this was primarily 

examined through the lens of the poet’s walking practices in the city. By exploring memory 

and mobility through the lens of Roubaud’s engagement with public transport in these two 

works, this chapter added to the Roubaldian corpus of works in two understudied texts in the 
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city in the period of urban renewal, as witnessed through an examination of urban features 

such as bus stops, and engagements with bus journeys, train stations, métro trains and ghost 

stations. This was carried out through the lens of Lefebvre’s spatial triad of espace conçu, 

espace perçu, and espace vécu in order to understand how these urban features affect the 

poet’s perception of space, and how this, in turn, informs his poetry. 

Many of Roubaud’s engagements with the city have been overshadowed by readings 

of Roubaud’s work within the OuLiPo group of which he is a member. Through a reading of 

other urban Oulipian works, this chapter highlighted that Oulipian works that engage with 

Paris differ from that of Roubaud. This section of the chapter paid particular attention to a 

subgenre of what Chevrier deems métropoésie, as evidenced through the works of other 

Oulipian members such as Grangaud and Jouet. It also demonstrated that Roubaud’s work, 

however, goes further than to use the built environment as an exercise in constraints, but 

rather, it engages with and critiques the built environment through poetic form. This was also 

made evident through Roubaud’s utilisation of public transport as a mobility tool through 

which to examine the city and engage with personal memory, as well as a tool through which 

to examine concepts of collective memory.  

This chapter then moved to an examination of the concept of mobilities in Roubaud’s 

work through a reading of Sheller and Urry’s ‘New Mobilities Paradigm’. This paradigm 

demonstrated a gap in mobilities research that was identified in this chapter through 

Roubaud’s work: leisurely mobility in the everyday as a means through which to critique the 

city. Although this type of mobility, as evidenced in Roubaud’s work, is privileged, his 

practice also highlighted static places such as train stations which are deemed ‘immobile 

platforms’ in the paradigm. As this chapter highlights, these ‘immobile platforms’ are read as 

sites of spatial potentiality, i.e sites whose meaning can be redefined. These are evident in 

Roubaud’s work through the poet’s engagement with ghost stations as well as the potentiality 
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for mobility through a reading of urban history and memory in train stations. Through the 

lens of the Mobilities Paradigm this chapter also explored tempo to engage with urban spaces 

through poetry and mobility. Tempo in Roubaud’s texts were determined by constraints. 

Within these constraints, the evocation of Roubaud’s personal memory also promoted notions 

of collectivity within these spaces, resisting the Mobilities Paradigm’s claim that tempo in the 

city leads to an ‘insensitivity to feeling’.  

 Memory was examined in Roubaud’s work through a reading of Nora’s concept of the 

lieu de mémoire, where ‘memory crystallises and secretes itself’. Contrary to dominant lieux 

de mémoire such as monuments in the city, Roubaud’s work demonstrated the crystallisation 

of memory in less conventional sites of memory such as the train station and bus journeys. 

Memory was also read through the lens of the poet’s personal as well as collective memory to 

give meaning to space in these poems. The difficulty in creating collective memory in spaces 

such as train stations was also examined through a reading of the work of Augé. As a reading 

of Roubaud’s poems revealed, the poet attempts to counter such difficulties by involving the 

reader in the poetic process of his work, as evidenced through the inclusion of user’s manuals 

in Ode à la ligne 29, and the combining of personal and historical memory in La forme d’une 

ville to engage the reader with specific spaces within his work.   

The chapter then moved to close readings of poems from both texts, beginning with 

La forme d’une ville. Through a close reading of two sonnets, ‘Gare Saint-Lazare’ and ‘Ligne 

29’, the chapter analysed the use of the form of the sonnet, revealing that Roubaud’s use of 

the fourteen-line sonnet aligns with his name in fourteen letters, thus establishing a personal 

engagement with the built environment, ensuring the reader is taken on a journey of 

Roubaud’s Paris in which his memories are present, but in which new memories are also 

forming. The inclusion of twenty sonnets and the sequence in which they are written also 

reveals a trajectory of the city in its twenty arrondissements geographically. The sonnet 
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therefore is tied up with memory and mobility in that it gives specific meaning to the city in 

Roubaud’s name. A close reading of ‘Gare Saint-Lazare’ focused primarily on the station as a 

lieu de mémoire in Roubaud’s work, emphasising the significance of memory in terms of 

personal and historical memory. The use of poetic devices such as enjambement was 

examined in order to reflect the poet’s engagement with this memory on a formal level. 

‘Ligne 29’, on the other hand, reflects the potentiality of memory as well as mobility as an 

observational tool: the potentiality of memory was examined through the ways in which the 

poet foreshadowed Ode à la ligne 29 in this sonnet. Mobility as an observational tool was 

examined through the use of lexical fields and the poet’s fixation on everyday objects 

through the lens of the window of the bus.   

 A close reading of ‘Peu de souvenirs’ revealed the presence of remnants of the sonnet 

form despite an unequal amount of stanzas in a poem which deals with the lack of personal 

memory in specific train stations. Sonnets in this text were examined as aligning with 

positive interactions with the built environment in Roubaud’s work. In foregrounding ghost 

stations within this sonnet-like section of the poem, Roubaud’s interactions that demonstrate 

that the poet is at ease with the built environment reflected the potentiality of memory as well 

as the potentiality of space to be redefined due to lack of memory in the ghost station. 

Versification such as a non-traditional usage of the alexandrin mirrored the scattered memory 

of the poet in stations of which he recalls having no memory, while the use of enjambement 

and assonance reflected the process of trying to remember specific memories of these 

stations.  

 The form of ‘Métro’ echoed the complexity of the recollection of memory in 

Roubaud’s work. Although the poem can be divided spatially or semantically, the lack of 

clarity on how the poem should be read echoes the fragmented concept of personal and 

collective memory as the poet recalls everyday life in the métro train. Rhythm and speed in 
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the poem were also utilised to reflect the tension between the ageing poet in the train and his 

memories. An examination of references to the history of certain métro stations and lines in 

the poem also underlined the poet’s engagement with urban renewal.  

 Finally, a close reading of the second text in this chapter, Ode à la ligne 29, 

demonstrates a shift in poetic form’s relationship with the built environment. While La forme 

d’une ville’s poetic form was largely informed by the built environment (as reflected in the 

form of the collection of twenty sonnets reflecting the twenty arrondissements, for example), 

it is Roubaud’s strict poetic form in Ode à la ligne 29 that dictates the representation of the 

built environment, as is seen in the user’s manual that explains the ways in which the text 

should be read, including the number of stanzas, the order of the colour patterns and the 

preference of the poet for the reader to read the text aloud. Such stipulations allow the reader 

to interpret the built environment in the ways in which the poet intends. A close reading of 

versification such as the use of the alexandrin in this text also reveals the change in 

orthography in order to fit the structure of the poem, asserting the control of the poet over the 

built environment as the bus moves through the city.  

However, as was evidenced through a reading of the use of colour in the text, the lack 

of urban stimuli as the bus moves further east towards the periphery of the city demonstrates 

an eventual breakdown in form. Contrary to traditional lieux de mémoire encountered at 

earlier stops on the route such as the Place de la Bastille, the periphery of the city’s shift in 

engagement with the poet is also owing to a lack of personal and collective memory in such 

areas. This is further evidenced in the close reading of the Gare Saint-Lazare as a site of 

memory in the text through the lens of personal and collective memory. Although Roubaud’s 

use of mobility serves as a tool to allow him to engage with space through the bus journeys 

he takes and allows him to engage with how these journeys inform his work, meaning in the 

text is dependent upon the existence of memory and is also highly influenced by the poet’s 
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memory of place. Through the lens of Lefebvre’s spatial triad then, in Roubaud’s texts, the 

espace conçu of the train station, and of public transport spaces, influences the poet’s 

memory as he makes sense of the space surrounding him. These memories, or lack thereof in 

cases, make up espace perçu. This perceived space is then translated to the poem as espace 

vécu through the form and structure of the work. Therefore, the trialectic interactions in this 

chapter  contextualised by the concepts of mobility and memory. By identifying a gap in 

critical engagement with two understudied texts in Roubaud’s corpus, this chapter has thus 

examined the relationship between urban and poetic form in Roubaud’s work through an 

analysis of the ways in which the poet engages with mobility and memory in the city and how 

this is manifested in the formal features of his texts.    

   Through this engagement with mobility and memory, this chapter has demonstrated 

the valuable role of poetry in underlining the ways in which the self and the city are 

interconnected through its public transport spaces. Chapter Two will now move from an 

examination of mobility towards a reading of limited mobility through the lens of frailty in 

the work of Jacques Réda. This chapter will underline the tension between speed, circulation, 

and the frail body as the poet walks in the twentieth arrondissement. Unlike in Roubaud’s 

poetry, a reading of form in Réda’s text will highlight how the construction of the built 

environment ultimately prevents the construction of poetic form.  
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Chapter Two 

La flânerie me fatigue: Frailty, Walking, and the City 

in Jacques Réda’s Le Vingtième me fatigue 

 

Stasis is death.1 

 

2.1.  Introduction  

Dominant narratives of walking in the city are commonly constructed by those who fit the 

specific profile of the mobile male (such as André Breton, Louis Aragon, Charles Baudelaire, 

Edgar Allen Poe, or Guy Debord).2 Conversely, literary explorations of the urban rarely discuss 

the relevance of frailty and the frail body, both of which remain underexplored in urban 

literature, especially in the realm of urban poetry. Examining a lesser-known work by 

 
1 Paul Virilio, Speed and Politics: An Essay on Dromology (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 

1986), p. 88. 
2 The term ‘dominant’ here primarily refers to urban walking practices post-nineteenth 

century, and indeed post-Baudelaire; however, this statement can also be extended to include 

rural practices as explored by Rousseau, for example. As noted, primary figures here include 

Charles Baudelaire, Guy Debord, Louis Aragon, and André Breton (and outside of the 

francophone sphere, Iain Sinclair, and Will Self).  

The flâneur was constructed by Benjamin as a young and able-bodied male, as seen in his 

essay ‘die Wiederkehr des flâneurs’ in which he conceptualises the flâneur through a young 

Franz Hessel. As Gleber points out, Hessel’s father’s death ‘ironically presented the young 

man with opportunities of instant leisure’, and consequently, ‘the adolescent flâneur’s 

observations became the condition for his becoming a serious observer’. This freedom that 

characterises the flâneur therefore implies the need to be mobile and able-bodied. (Anke 

Gleber, The Art of Taking a Walk: Flânerie, Literature, and Film in Weimar Culture 

[Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012], p. 63; p. 89). 

Keith Tester also notes that our conception of the flâneur is primarily based on this 

Benjaminian model. Noting that ‘originally the flâneur was tied to a specific time and place’, 

Tester situates the figure in ‘Paris, the capital of the nineteenth century as it was conjured by 

Walter Benjamin in his analysis of Charles Baudelaire’ (Keith Tester, The Flâneur [London; 

New York: Routledge, 2015], p. 1). 

‘Dominant’ walking practices also refer to the appropriation of the term flâneur in 

contemporary society, as will be explored later in the chapter.  
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prominent contemporary poet Jacques Réda, Le Vingtième me fatigue, this chapter foregrounds 

the (im)mobile frail body in the city. It does so by underlining the ways in which this frailty in 

the built environment has been informed by walking practices, the speed and circulation that 

takes place within the city, and the urban aesthetic of the city in this text.3 In this chapter, frailty 

refers to the state of the poet’s frail mind and body as he inhabits, navigates, and attempts to 

describe his lived experience of the twentieth arrondissement of the city. Frailty also refers on 

a spatial level to the frailty of the built environment of the twentieth arrondissement in its state 

of constant urban regeneration as the area continues to populate in terms of residents but also 

in terms of traffic. This is evidenced in this chapter through an analysis of speed and circulation 

in the area. Finally, these elements of frailty are mirrored in the form of Réda’s work through 

the poet’s inability to create a text based in the form of the sonnet. 

The poet’s spatial practice, as evidenced in the way in which the poet navigates the 

twentieth arrondissement in his walking practice, is directly influenced by the way in which 

space is conceived in this area. This spatial conception is examined through a reading of the 

urban renewal of the area, as evidenced in the aesthetic of buildings, and the construction of 

infrastructure such as roads and the boulevard périphérique. The interaction between espace 

perçu and espace conçu in Réda’s spatial experience is then expressed in the espace vécu of 

the poet’s work. This chapter contrasts with Chapter One, which examined Roubaud’s nomadic 

explorations of the city and highlighted the poet and the built environment generally coexisting 

comfortably as a result of a mostly harmonious relationship between espace perçu and espace 

conçu. Contrary to Roubaud’s work, this chapter will demonstrate the ways in which the bodily 

and mental frailty of Réda in his texts creates a friction between the self and the city (and 

 
3 Jacques Réda, Le vingtième me fatigue (Geneva: La Dogana, 2004).  

‘Speed’ in this chapter refers to the speed at which everyday life takes place in the city, 

whereas ‘circulation’ refers to the ways in which goods, people and vehicles move around 

and in between the city. 
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between espace perçu and espace conçu) through the poet’s walking practices, notably in the 

city’s eastern twentieth arrondissement.4 In turn, this friction will manifest a shift from a 

celebration of mobility in Roubaud’s work to a demonstration of partial immobility and, at 

times, stasis, in the work of Réda. This is due to the way in which space is perceived through 

the inaccessibility of topography, and the tension between speed and the slowness of the frail 

body. In terms of the formal structure of the text, a celebration of the freeing nature of the 

literary constraint in Roubaud’s poetics is replaced by an examination of the problematics of 

the literary constraint in the work of Réda. In the espace vécu of the poem, i.e, the way in which 

the individual spatial experience of the poet is expressed, this reflects how space has not been 

designed to include the frail body and mind of the poet in everyday life in the area. Espace 

vécu therefore represents this unease between espace perçu and espace conçu in the same way 

that the tension between prose and poetry result in the form of the poetic essay. As will be 

examined, the inability to create a sonnet based on the built environment that the poet inhabits 

does not encourage creativity as it does in the work of Roubaud, but rather this poetic failure 

prompts a ‘working through’ of the poet’s frailty in the reluctant creation of the poetic essay 

following the inability to create the intended form of the work, a sonnet poem. This reluctance 

leads to the creation of the final published form of Le Vingtième me fatigue.   

Section one highlights the ways in which Réda’s walking practice in Le Vingtième me 

fatigue is defined by the way in which space is conceived. This is evidenced through depictions 

of the urban environment in which he walks (specifically circulation, the architectural façades 

of buildings, and colours), the frail body, and the frailty of the poet’s relationship between text 

 
4 In drawing attention to the walking practices of the frail poet in this eastern part of the city, 

this chapter underlines what was earlier deemed the ‘poeticisation’ of the east of Paris: the 

works in this thesis all pay attention to the urban renewal of the east of the city. Walking 

practices such as flânerie are often evoked in texts on the centre of the city, particularly 

Baudelaire’s depiction of the new city centre of Paris post-Haussmannisation. This chapter 

seeks to expand upon the body of work on walking in the city by examining the urban 

renewal of the east of the city through the poet’s frail walking practice. 
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and the built environment. The poet’s perception of space as a result of the above is then 

demonstrated through the poet’s writing. For example, an examination of dominant walking 

practices in the city such as flânerie and the dérive alongside Réda’s own walking practice will 

establish that the poet’s practice in the text is incompatible with such concepts. This exploration 

will underline the ways in which these dominant forms of urban walking are discriminatory 

and exclusionary, further alienating the frail individual in the city. There are, of course, 

similarities in these practices: flânerie, for example, also presents a narrative that is constructed 

via the frame of the lone male walking in the city. The ongoing urban renewal of the east of 

the city, and the twentieth arrondissement in particular, within the timeframe of Réda’s writing 

also draws similarities on a smaller scale to the way in which space was conceived in the 

process of Haussmannisation in times of modernity. This is evidenced with specific reference 

to peripheries, gentrification, and topographical challenges presented to the poet as he 

navigates the twentieth arrondissement. As this chapter will show, however, unlike the figure 

of the flâneur, Réda is not a dandified individual, and his frailty prevents him from presenting 

himself as voluntarily participating in the act of being a part of a crowd in this text. Rather, as 

will be demonstrated, this visibility in the crowd differs from that of the traditional flâneur, 

since it is the visibility of this figure that characterises their walking practice and thus how 

space is perceived. The frailty of the poet, as witnessed in his problems with mobility, for 

example, render this visibility an issue for him as he perceives space while navigating the 

twentieth arrondissement. The poet is often seen to interrupt the flow of pedestrians because 

of this frailty. Furthermore, as examined in this chapter, the nuances surrounding the definition 

of the term flânerie in contemporary cultural production poses more questions on the flâneur’s 

status than it provides answers.5 

 
5 For example, Aimée Boutin notes that contemporary flânerie in cultural production is 

problematic: in invoking Woody Allen’s Midnight in Paris, Boutin states that ‘[it] depicts a 

monocultural, nostalgic, and romanticized dreamscape of 1920s (and 2010s) Paris’. See 
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While the definition of the dérive remains clear-cut, its defining elements do not map 

directly onto Réda’s walking practice. The Situationist commodification of the city, for 

example, is not a feature of this frail practice in the text, nor is the political motivation that is 

present within the Situationist movement which seeks to radically alter the definition of the 

city overall. Conversely, the motivation behind Réda’s walking practice can be defined as an 

attempt to reclaim the positive aspects of walking in the city, such as the joy felt by Réda in 

earlier walking practices as evidenced in earlier texts such as Le Citadin.6 These aspects of 

walking in the city are no longer enjoyed, but rather endured, as a result of his ageing and 

physical frailty which is incompatible with the area’s topography, This topography can also be 

described as frail due to the tension between urban renewal, circulation, and those who reside 

in the area. While it is true that both practices can be characterised in part by their disorientation 

in the city, Réda’s disorientation is a result of bodily and mental frailty, as well as the conceived 

space of the twentieth arrondissement in the eastern part of the city The Situationists’ use of 

disorientation, on the other hand, is deliberate in order to inform their creative practice. Réda’s 

disorientation is also the result of the way in which circulation takes place in the area. This will 

be uncovered throughout the chapter through a contrastive examination of the poet’s 

relationship with the city’s topography, his social interactions within his neighbourhood, and 

his interactions with the architecture of specific buildings encountered on a daily basis. This 

examination will reveal that Roubaud’s work is not simply a text on flânerie, but rather a 

manifesto of frailty. 

   Secondly, the chapter explores how the frail body and the built environment influence 

each other in Réda’s text; a reading of frailty more generally underpins the underlying frailty 

of the body, mind, and creative process in this text (evidenced in espace perçu and espace 

 

Aimée Boutin, ‘Rethinking the Flâneur: Flânerie and the Senses’, Dix-Neuf, 16.2 (2012), 

124–32 (p. 130). 
6 Jacques Réda, Le Citadin (Paris: Gallimard, 1998). 
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vécu) through an examination of speed and circulation in the city (evidenced in espace conçu).  

An examination of the metaphor of a spectre, for example, unpacks the act of slowing down 

and ageing as hauntology, and underlines how resisting speed in the city acts as a means 

through which to begin Réda’s own acceptance of his ageing process, his new changing 

identity, and consequent lack of visibility in the city. The relationship between health and 

circulation is observed via an examination of conceived space through the lens of city planning, 

emphasising the ways in which disorientation in the text is caused by the circulation that takes 

place within the twentieth arrondissement. As highlighted by Virilio, the chapter demonstrates 

that circulation can only positively exist in a ‘habitable’ state in the city, exploring the reasons 

why the relatively immobile Réda is unable to move alongside this habitable circulation.7 

‘Habitable’ circulation, as Virilio posits, takes place when the city is characterised as a place 

in which ‘the spectator’s glance and the vehicle’s speed of displacement were instrumentally 

linked’.8 In other words, habitable circulation can only exist when the inhabitant can move 

through the city in the same way as that of the area’s circulation. The presence of this 

circulation is therefore an important element in Réda’s work in order to establish meaning 

through the poet’s frailty, even if this can only take place as an oppositional form. Contrary to 

Virilio’s notion, however, Réda’s work highlights the inhabitable nature of the circulation in 

the twentieth arrondissement while inhabiting a frail body. The presence of circulation is 

foregrounded in Réda’s spatial experience of the city; as will be discussed, a key comparative 

feature between Réda’s previous address in the seventh arrondissement and the twentieth 

arrondissement is the poet’s perception of circulation. The twentieth arrondissement is 

described by the poet as a trap. Descriptions of speed and circulation are often accompanied 

by disorientation; this disorientation, as will be witnessed, gives meaning to Réda’s text.  

 
7 Virilio, p. 10–11. 
8 Ibid. 
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Thirdly, the chapter examines how, in turn, these walking practices through the frail body 

(espace perçu), and the conception of the built environment (espace conçu) interact with the 

formal features of Réda’s text (espace vécu). The materiality of the urban environment will be 

investigated in paying particular attention to poetic form (such as syntax and structure as well 

as the use of metaphor) and architectural form. This will be demonstrated through the way in 

which space is conceived via an analysis of the façades of buildings, ageing in buildings, and 

the use of materials such as concrete used to create the built environment and its aesthetic 

features. An exploration of genre through the lens of frailty will demonstrate the problematics 

of assigning one overarching form to this text; while elements of poetry as a form are evident, 

these poetic characteristics are only visible in the text when the positive aesthetics of an 

architectural stimulus are present. These ‘positive’ aesthetics can be defined as features of the 

built environment that are aesthetically pleasing to the poet, such as the architectural details of 

buildings with bright colours. These features and colours allow the conception of space to be 

perceived in a positive manner by the poet. As a result, this final section will ultimately reveal 

the importance of such architectural stimuli in order for the writer to ‘create’ poetry. As the 

chapter will demonstrate, prose is only possible when a certain ‘aliveness’ is present in Réda’s 

work, a characteristic that is fundamentally missing in this text. Similarly, the presence of prose 

poetry suggests the presence of a structure in Réda’s previous works that is not present in this 

text. While the text ultimately could be seen as an essay that allows Réda to ‘work through’ 

the issues of frailty present throughout the creative process, the chapter will instead 

demonstrate that the blurring of this form is utilised as a structuring device in order to display 

this frailty. This is experienced as a result of the conceived space of the built environment in 
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which the poet surrounds himself. In Réda’s text, the struggle between poetry and prose 

represents a struggle in identity with regards to the ageing and frail body’s place in the city.9 

Materiality in the built environment will also be examined through selected vignettes of the 

text. These vignettes will be utilised to examine the conception of space through close readings 

of architectural features, focusing firstly on memory and identity. These vignettes demonstrate 

how, on an aesthetic level, the lack of creatively stimulating features on one Parisian street 

causes an identity crisis for the writer, serving as a reminder of ageing and death.  The second 

vignette explores the reflection of the self onto buildings (i.e the interaction of espace perçu 

reflected in the self, and espace conçu in architectural form), underlining once more that poetry, 

including features such as rhyming, can only take place when order and symmetry are present, 

serving as a distraction from this frailty. Thirdly, a close reading of colour in the conception of 

space via the urban characteristics of the twentieth arrondissement seeks to uncover the 

relationship between this frailty, the writing process, and peripatetic modes in the text. White 

in particular, draws attention to youth and potentiality, as well as the potentiality of mobility 

in the writer’s past, serving as a temporary escape from the present. This potentiality of 

mobility in the writer’s past refers to the opportunity for him to move freely within the city in 

the period before his frailty constrained his mobility. Contrastingly, grey reflects the poet’s 

incompatibility with the city in how he perceives urban spaces in the area (investigated through 

an uncharacteristically negative description of grey buildings by the poet). As will be explored, 

however, some colours serve to alleviate this frailty; red bricks, for example, allude to concepts 

of connectedness in Réda’s text, while green serves as a means by which to challenge the 

boundary of interior and exterior via the boulevard périphérique using humour. Ultimately, 

then, this chapter demonstrates the profound effect that the conceived spaces of the built 

 
9 There are many parallels to be noted here with Baudelaire’s Le Spleen de Paris. However, a 

further examination of these parallels is unfortunately beyond the scope of this thesis.   
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environment has on the frail mind and body as it makes sense of these spaces, in particular 

within the context of the writing process. This effect is of particular significance in a society 

which houses an ever-growing frail (and ageing) population as cities’ populations continue to 

grow, rendering the city an increasingly more inhospitable place to live. 

 

2.2. An examination of frailty, walking, and the city in existing literature on Réda’s 

work 

Since its publication in 2004, Le Vingtième me fatigue has been critically overlooked amongst 

Réda scholars, both anglophone and francophone, notwithstanding its significance in 

foregrounding the self and elements of humanity in the urban environment. With reference to 

the form of the text, it is significant to note that the text was published by Swiss publisher La 

Dogana, a publisher which focuses on the concept of poetry in its broader sense, rather than 

fixating on the constraints of genre. La Dogana’s catalogue comprises poets such as Philippe 

Jaccottet and Jean-Christophe Bailly, and critics such as Jean Starobinski.10 This is of particular 

importance in this chapter with reference to Réda’s changing relationship with poetic form 

throughout the text. To help shape our understanding of the poet’s bodily and mental frailty 

and how this interacts with the frail built environment in Le Vingtième me fatigue, existing 

literature has been examined within three spheres: firstly, literature which explores Réda’s 

interactions with time and space in previous works, ultimately leading to an understanding of 

the temporal and spatial elements which influence the frail Réda in his lived experience of the 

space that he inhabits in this text. Secondly, the tension between poetry and prose underlined 

in existing criticism lays the foundation for an examination of form in Le Vingtième me fatigue: 

this examination of form in relation to the urban environment demonstrates how the conception 

 
10 The publisher aims to ‘mieux faire connaître toute espèce de textes entrant en relation avec 

la poésie.’ Florian Rodari, Qui sommes-nous? (2020) <https://ladogana.ch/qui-sommes-

nous/?SID=ukcteoghsb0c3ic67inkfv4vp2> [accessed 4 February 2020].  
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and perception of space are key in underlining frailty in the text. Thirdly, a study of literature 

investigating walking practices in Réda’s work reveals how the frailty of this dominant 

peripatetic mode highlights its exclusionary nature in the text.  

Existing scholarly work on Réda is predominantly based on earlier texts pre-2000, 

which focus on a wide range of subjects outside of Réda’s relationship with the built 

environment: Maulpoix, for example, focuses on imagery and structure in ‘canonical’ texts by 

Réda such as Amen, Récitatif, Les Ruines de Paris, Hors les Murs, and La Tourne, written and 

published between 1968 and 1982.11 However, it is Les Ruines de Paris in particular which 

marks the shift towards the spatial and sensual turn in Réda’s work, marking his identity as a 

predominantly ‘urban’ writer.12 This shift, however, has not been discussed in existing 

literature, and is significant within the context of Le Vingtième me fatigue in order to 

understand the relationship between the poet’s frailty and that of the built environment, as will 

be revealed through the framework of Lefebvre’s spatial triad to examine Réda’s work. 

Concepts of time and space are examined in the most recent monograph on Réda’s work, Aaron 

Prevots’s Jacques Réda, Being Here: Almost. For Prevots, ‘being’ is the overarching theme of 

the monograph; the text addresses the poet’s relationship with the world in terms of ‘the poetics 

of time and space passing’.13 However, Prevots’s work is not necessarily set within the context 

 
11 Jean-Michel Maulpoix, Jacques Réda: le désastre et la merveille (Paris: Seghers, 1986). 

Since Réda’s work spans various decades and explores multiple themes, it would be 

impossible within the context of this chapter to review literature on the Rédean œuvre in its 

entirety. Rather, this review focuses on Réda’s interaction with space and charts the gaps in 

the examination of Réda’s spatial interactions.  
12 The spatial turn here is a reference to Moretti’s concept of ‘literary geography’ in which he 

asks: ‘where is literature set and why there?’ (Franco Moretti, Atlas of the European Novel, 

1800-1900 [London and New York: Verso, 1999], p. 13). In particular, the spatial turn in 

poetry can be explored in Michel Collot’s ‘Pour une géographie littéraire’: Michel Collot, 

‘Pour une géographie littéraire’, Fabula-LhT, 8 (2011) 1-35.    

Aimée Boutin underlines that the ‘sensual’ turn in literature follows its foregrounding of the 

body in its works; walking in the city largely contributes to this. (Aimée Boutin, ‘Rethinking 

the Flâneur: Flânerie and the Senses’, p. 124).   
13 Aaron Prevots, Jacques Réda: Being There, Almost (Amsterdam; New York: Rodopi, 

2016). 
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of Réda as urbanist, rather focusing on tying together various concepts of Réda’s work, from 

jazz to subjectivity, primarily examined through close readings of Réda’s texts. This chapter, 

then, seeks to build upon an examination of time and space in Réda’s work with specific 

reference to the influence of the conceived space of the built environment on Réda’s frail mind 

and body as urbanist in the spatial context of the twentieth arrondissement.  

Notwithstanding the concept of frailty, the influence of time and space within the 

context of Réda’s poetry has been discussed in other scholarly works. However, these focus 

primarily on childhood rural locations in Réda’s work, in direct contrast with the elderly Réda 

and his work in the twentieth arrondissement of Paris. Christine Dupoy’s monograph, Jacques 

Réda, ou la généalogie d’une œuvre, for example, focuses specifically on the rural and semi-

rural locations of Elisabethville and Lunéville and how this informs Réda’s earlier works.14 

Similarly, in Prevots’s monograph, a chapter of the work supports the argument that music and 

childhood are fundamental concepts in the Rédaen œuvre, and notes that his choice of music 

influences his perceptions of rhythm, which, in turn, highlights the subjectivity of time.15 This 

chapter, then, builds upon the influence of location, time, and space in the elderly Réda’s work 

through the concept of conceived space, as opposed to previous scholarly work on the poet’s 

childhood locations. It will also build upon Prevots’s studies of time and space’s impact on 

 
14 Christine Dupouy, Jacques Réda ou la généalogie d’une œuvre (Paris: Hermann, 2017). 
15 Prevots, p. 114. This subjectivity translates to Réda’s urban work, as Prieto demonstrates 

through attributing Réda’s approach to the everyday in his work to his relationship with jazz. 

Prieto claims that this particular style of music, like Réda’s urban poetry, ‘requires a distinct 

set of aesthetic criteria’ that is not always well-received. For example, he cites Adorno’s 

dislike of jazz (Eric Prieto, ‘Paris à l’improviste: Jacques Réda, Jazz and Sub-Urban Beauty’, 

SubStance, 38.2 [2009], 89–112 [p. 92]). Réda, he claims, is attracted to the everyday in the 

city in the same way. This ‘aesthetic criteria’ in Le vingtième me fatigue, however, is not 

achieved since it is not compatible with the frail body and the rhythm at which it moves 

through the city, meaning it is not possible for poetry to take place.  

Jocqueville-Bourjea also foregrounds Réda’s relationship with jazz in a study of the 

relationship between happiness and dispossession, again in non-Parisian texts. Her 

exploration of jazz, however, differs from that of Prieto’s study in that jazz is seen through 

the lens of religion and pilgrimage. (Marie Jocqueville-Bourjea, Jacques Réda: La 

Dépossesion Heurese [Paris: L’Harmattan, 2006]) 
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rhythm. Within the context of the twentieth arrondissement, the temporal impact of speed and 

circulation generates friction between the way in which this speed and circulation impacts the 

conception of this space and the frail body in the poet’s work. As a result, the disorientation of 

the poet is then expressed in rhythmic terms as the elderly poet makes sense of time and space 

through his lived experience in the twentieth arrondissement.  

Disorientation in Réda’s work has also been explored by critics in relation to the poet’s 

form: while the tension between poetry and prose is a historical theme in Réda’s work, certain 

critics have argued that some patterns can indeed be traced on a formal level. On a poetic level, 

for example, Rougé attributes the creation of vers mâché to Réda.16 This creation is specifically 

manifested in Réda’s La Course: as Harrow explains, the linguistic tendency of the northern 

parts of France to elide the mute ‘e’ is appropriated here by Réda to create a deliberate 

confusion of the ends of the poem’s lines.17 However, this deliberate confusion of the reader 

by the poet creates a very different form of disorientation from that present in Le Vingtième me 

fatigue. As this chapter will demonstrate, for example, this practice has shifted from 

disorienting the reader on the physical page to the disorientation of the writer himself, owing 

to the speed and circulation of the area in which he writes, and its urban fabric. In other words, 

this disorientation is the result of the fragile poet’s perception of already-fragile space, as 

witnessed through this speed and circulation. For example, Réda’s crisis of form and content 

within the text is triggered by a notion that the fictional text the poet wishes to construct cannot 

coexist within the speed and circulation experienced by the poet in this area of the city. 

As will be witnessed in this chapter, the prose form is a second choice for Réda (this 

text was originally to be a sonnet describing the spatial experience of the twentieth 

 
16 Pascale Rougé, Aux frontières. Sur Jacques Réda (Paris: Presses Universitaires Du Septen-

Trion, 2002), p. 64.  
17 Susan Harrow, The Material, the Real, and the Fractured Self: Subjectivity and 

Representation from Rimbaud to Réda (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), p. 177. 
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arrondissement. However, the tension between the lack of urban stimuli (or lack of comfortable 

engagement with conceived space) and the frailty of the poet renders this impossible. The 

concept of prose as repose has been explored by scholars in some of Réda’s earlier texts: 

Elisabeth Cardonne-Arlyck reviews the ‘intermittence’ of prose and poetry through a formal 

comparison with Ponge and Valéry, concluding that prose for Réda functions as a ‘repose’.18 

The text concludes that in Réda’s work pre-1993, ‘hasard’ is the reason for each formal 

structure in these works, and that form in the works examined was not determined by one 

particular reason.19  Cooke agrees that uncertainty is a large part of the Rédaen oeuvre and it is 

for this reason that form and structure are particularly hard to pin down in allocating the title 

‘poésie du hasard’ to Réda’s writing approach.20 In Le Vingtième me fatigue, however, the 

opposite is true: it is rather the failure of poetic form, and not hasard that results in the prose 

form of the text. I will show how this poetic failure is the result of the way in which space in 

the built environment is perceived, such as its topography.  

In order to understand Réda’s scriptural approach in Le Vingtième me fatigue, the 

narrative tone of the poet must also be highlighted, which is often accompanied with a wry 

sense of humour and self-mocking. This is consistent with some of Réda’s previous works and, 

as critics have underlined, is often tied up with the poet’s relationship with himself. Prevots, 

for example, studies the link between lyricism and irony, underlining how in La Tourne, a 

collection of poetry,  the ‘rhetorical strategies of humour and informality’ are applied in order 

 
18 Elisabeth Cardonne-Arlyck, ‘Economie de l’intermittence: vers et prose chez Jacques 

Réda’, Littérature, 91 (1993) 38–51. 
19 Cardonne-Arlyck continues to note that ‘rien de comparable ici à la dislocation ou à 

l’abolition du vers dans la prose qu’on trouve chez Rimbaud ou Ponge, nulle valorisation 

moderniste de la seconde par rapport au premier, aucune pratique polémique du poème en 

prose contre la poésie versifiée’ (p. 39).  
20 Dervila Cooke, ‘Flâneries et contraintes: promenades textuelles dans Les Ruines de Paris 

et Le Méridien de Paris de Jacques Réda’, in Le livre et ses espaces (Nanterre: Presses 

universitaires de Paris Nanterre, 2007), pp. 469–84 (p. 471).  
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to ‘move toward an alternative, less dark poetic vision […] as a means of resituating the self’.21 

This humour and irony will be seen in the text as a way of coping with the frailty of the body 

and of the self in the already-frail built environment. This will be evident through some of the 

close readings of colour in the text, or the poet’s approach to his walking technique in the 

twentieth arrondissement. An examination of form and genre in this chapter will build upon 

this literature with particular reference to irony, the self, and the built environment. 

This questioning of the self is reflective of the questioning of the built environment. 

Derek Schilling’s examination of urban poetry in the comparative context of Réda’s and 

Roubaud’s texts proposes that poetry can only exist within the presence of urban stimuli. In 

other words, it can only exist when the built environment’s spaces are conceived in a way in 

which they are accessible to the frail poet. In citing Lefebvre, Schilling states that poetry can 

only exist if the street is entertaining.22 This need for urban ‘entertainment’ as a poetic stimulus 

is therefore absent in Le vingtième me fatigue, as will be explored. For the frail Réda, this 

prevents him from writing and structuring his poetry as intended. However, since the 

publication of Schilling’s article, written before the publication of Le Vingtième me fatigue, 

this tension between urban stimuli, the way in which space is perceived, and the way in which 

this is expressed through form has further evolved in Réda’s work, as will be explored in this 

chapter.   

Peripatetic modes of walking have been examined by critics in other texts by Réda in 

which he is traditionally portrayed as a flâneur. However, this portrayal has shifted in Le 

Vingtième me fatigue. The concept of flânerie and urban walking is explored exclusively in 

Castigliano’s text where, in contrast to the figure in Le Vingtième me fatigue which sees the 

poet attempt to chart an inventory of the twentieth arrondissement through walks to individual 

 
21 Prevots, p. 12. 
22 Derek Schilling, ‘Le quotidien et la rue, ou comment la nouvelle poésie a battu le pavé 

parisien (Réda vs. Roubaud)’, Contemporary French Civilization, 35.2 (2001), 47–63 (p. 62). 
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streets, this work attributes dominant characteristics of the ‘hegemonic’ flâneur to Réda as a 

figure in Le Citadin and Les Ruines de Paris.23 In this text, the idea of Réda as a dandy is 

explored alongside Benjamin’s commentary on the flâneur as the ‘man of the crowd’.24 It is, 

however, important to note here that a plethora of works both anglophone and francophone 

exist which explore the concept of the flâneur and walking more generally. A selection of these 

works will be examined in more detail throughout the chapter.25 Additionally, flânerie is 

mentioned in passing in other works that explore Réda’s urban experiences in his work.26  

 Due to the nature of flânerie, many works on Réda focus on the influence of other 

writers on his œuvre. Cooke’s ‘Flâneries et contraintes: promenades textuelles dans Les Ruines 

de Paris et Le Méridien de Paris de Jacques Réda’ views walking through the lens of 

Baudelaire’s Le Spleen de Paris, for example.27 Béatrice Bonhomme’s study of La Liberté des 

Rues, on the other hand, utilizes Michel de Certeau’s concept of ‘tactics’ to demonstrate a 

 
23 Federico Castigliano, 'Le divertissement du texte: écriture et flânerie chez Jacques Réda', 

Poétique, 164.4 (2010), 461–76. 
24 Ibid., p. 461. 
25 Filippo Zanghi’s text reviews urban exploration in the périurbain and discusses Réda’s 

works outside of Paris intra muros, examining the relationship between city and countryside, 

and city and banlieue, rendering it as a ‘médiation entre l’homme et son environnement’. 

Everyday objects are explored in relation to the banlieue. However, Zanghi does not relate 

these concepts back to walking practices, nor does the work explore any characteristics of 

flânerie.  See Filippo Zanghi, ‘« Enfreindre le pacte ». Jacques Réda dans le périurbain’, 

Journal of Urban Research, Special Issue 2 (2009), 2–10 (p. 4). 
26 Several of Sheringham’s contributions examine aspects of the urban experience in Réda’s 

work; La Liberté des rues, for example, is examined as a comparison to Perec’s exploration 

of collective urban experiences in Everyday Life: Theories and Practices from Surrealism to 

the Present (Michael Sheringham, Everyday Life: Theories and Practices from Surrealism to 

the Present [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006]). Réda’s 1986 text Château des 

courants d’air is also examined through the lens of Breton and Benjamin’s perceptions of the 

city: see Parisian Fields, ed. by Michael Sheringham (London: Reaktion Books, 1996), p. 

237. Perpetual Motion, however, is the only one of the few texts to examine Le Vingtième me 

fatigue, noting its significance in the change in narrative voice from the era of Les Ruines de 

Paris to ‘longer, more discursive’ pieces; although a short piece in which the text in question 

adopts a more auxiliary role in Sheringham’s argument, the section highlights that ‘narrative 

shifts in the story are infected by topography’. See Michael Sheringham, Perpetual Motion: 

Studies in French Poetry from Surrealism to the Postmodern (Oxford: Legenda, 2018) p. 

149. 
27 Cooke. 
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reclamation of underexplored spaces in the text, such as the boulevard périphérique and the 

banlieue more generally.28 As this chapter will demonstrate, the practice of ‘tactics’ becomes 

difficult to fulfil. This is manifested threefold in the context of frailty: bodily, mental, and 

creative frailty in the poet’s work. This is also the case in terms of the lack of urban stimuli and 

tension between speed, circulation, and the frail body.  

Despite Réda’s recognition by the above scholars as a contemporary flâneur, little 

attention has been paid to the foregrounding of the body in his works. The frail body in 

particular and its relationship with the environment that it inhabits has remained especially 

understudied, and there remains a lack of cohesion in these works between flânerie, the flâneur, 

and the body. However, fragments of frailty are demonstrated through the lens of an 

exploration of the self and the body, mentioned momentarily in texts mentioned previously by 

Harrow, Sheringham, Prevots, and Schilling; Harrow’s chapter on Accidents de la Circulation, 

focuses on ‘the body as a seam of contact between self and world’, however it does not fully 

acknowledge the frailty of the body and mind; the concept is at times alluded to, but this is not 

fully drawn out.29 The same is true of Schilling’s article, which explores alienation. However, 

it does not extend itself to focusing on frailty in terms of the body or indeed the ageing process. 

Similarly, Prevots’s work focuses on Réda’s self, but in abstract terms as functions as a ‘roving 

consciousness’. 30 In other words, this is separate from the bodily experience. It is clear, then, 

from a review of existing literature, that there remains a significant gap in both the examination 

of Le Vingtième me fatigue, and frailty within Réda’s urban work post-spatial turn. This chapter 

will therefore aim to address this gap in attention to frailty by investigating how dominant 

practices of walking have shifted in the text, by exploring how the frail body and the built 

 
28 Béatrice Bonhomme, ‘Jacques Réda: Voyageur dans la ville: Une lecture de la Liberté des 

Rues’, Revista Romana de Studii Culturale, 2 (2005) 7–18.  
29 Harrow, p. 9. 
30 Prevots, p. 2. 
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environment interact in this work, and by underlining how the above in turn engage with the 

formal features of Réda’s text. 

 

 2.3. Situating Réda’s frail walking practice in the vingtième arrondissement  

In order to understand Réda’s relationship with this arrondissement in particular, and the ways 

in which the spaces in this area are conceived affect his writing, it is necessary to situate firstly 

his work in the context of the city itself, as well as through a sociocultural lens. As a reminder, 

Lefebvre defines space as the following: ‘La production de l'espace, est que le mode de 

production organise – produit – en même temps que certains rapports sociaux – son espace et 

son temps. C'est ainsi qu'il s'accomplit’.31 Space is therefore a sociocultural product. This is 

significant to bear in mind in terms of the conception of space in this area. Situated in the 

northeast of the city, the topography of this area differs significantly from Réda’s previous 

neighbourhood, the septième arrondissement, a ‘quartier spacieux où la circulation est 

réduite’.32 This spaciousness allows the poet to ‘déceler tout mouvement suspect’ from his 

window. There is therefore an element of detachment from the speed and circulation of the 

area, which, within the city, is a privileged position to be able to take. The intensity of 

circulation that takes place in the vingtième arrondissement, on the other hand, allows it to be 

described as a trap: ‘on y accède trop aisément’.33 It is also significant to note the proximity of 

the boulevard périphérique, adding to the intensity of this circulation in an already-frail area 

due to the ongoing urban renewal which sees the urban fabric of this arrondissement rapidly 

changing. As a result, the conception of space also rapidly changes. As the text attests to 

through Réda’s ‘inventaire lacunaire’; the poet becomes more disorientated as the area 

continues promptly to gentrify. This can be witnessed, for example, in Réda’s disdain 

 
31 Henri Lefebvre, La production de l’espace, p. XXV. 
32 Jacques Réda, Le Vingtième me fatigue, p. 11.  
33 Ibid., p. 11.  
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throughout the text at the multiplication of ‘bio’ shops in the neighbourhood that appear to be 

homogenised, rendering him unable to identify with them.34 

The text opens with an exclamation that the Vingtième tires the poet, and it is unclear 

at this point what exactly the Vingtième refers to. Réda uses ambiguity as a device to set up the 

concept of this area as obscure and confusing by detailing historical highlights of the twentieth 

century in the text. Only two pages later does the reader discover that this text, in fact, refers 

to an area of Paris.35 The reasons laid out by the poet for this fatigue include it becoming ‘de 

plus en plus urbanisé, aggravé les jours de fête’ and ‘l’indigence des moyens publics de 

transports’.36 This urban frailty is supported by literature in urban research: the APUR (Atelier 

parisien d’urbanisme)’s report on accessibility in each arrondissement of Paris, for example, 

notes that the twentieth arrondissement in particular suffers from ‘[des] rues denses en 

circulation’ as a result of urban renewal allowing for the facilitation of traffic flow from the 

boulevard périphérique.37  

Krupat argues that places are ‘seen and interpreted through a sociocultural filter’.38 In 

Rédeaen terms, this filter functions on various levels: firstly, space is perceived through the 

lens of the elderly urban walker, and secondly, through the lens of an experienced urban poet 

who, for the majority of his life, has focused his attention on the features of the built 

environment in which he writes. This sociocultural filter gives meaning to the isolation of the 

twentieth arrondissement in particular. Describing this specific area in the text, Réda notes that 

this is the first area of Paris evoked in his writing in which he is acutely aware of the notions 

 
34 Ibid., pp. 46–48.  
35 This ambiguity also leads to a mirroring of these two meanings: the twentieth 

arrondissement has changed as a result of the twentieth century in its changing architectural 

styles and planning of infrastructure amongst other concepts.  
36 Ibid., p. 11.  
37 Les quartiers de la politique de la ville du XXe arrondissement. Évaluation à mi-parcours 

du contrat de ville de Paris 2015–2020 (Atelier parisien d’urbanisme, 2020), p. 13. 
38 Edward Krupat, People in Cities: The Urban Environment and Its Effects (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 6. 



 109 

of borders and boundaries that are implicit in the establishment of arrondissements. This is due 

to the conception of space through the position of the boulevard périphérique and the 

awareness of the poet’s limitations on walking as a result of the area’s topography.39 It is 

significant that this awareness is triggered in his elderly years, thus supporting the hypothesis 

that urban walkers (and indeed urban writers) generally tend to adopt the figure of the mobile 

male, enabling them to envisage a city as a whole, a city in which the mobile individual is free 

to circulate.40 Once this freedom to circulate is removed for Réda in the twentieth 

arrondissement, so too is his notion of ‘lateral accounting’, which, according to Richard 

Sennett is a way of ‘provoking dimensional measuring’ in order to create a viewpoint of objects 

‘as though you had not noticed their character before’.41 In other words, Réda must carry out 

the same walking routine in order to create a ‘narrative of movement’, since, as Yi-Fu Tuan 

posits, ‘movement in space cannot be a one-time event, but rather something that has to happen 

over and over.’42  Therefore, in order to create this ‘movement in space’, Réda must be able to 

repeat his walking practice in his everyday life in the twentieth arrondissement. As is made 

evident in the text, however, this is impossible due to the tension between the frail body and 

the speed at which everyday life takes place in the area, owing to the topographic position of 

this arrondissement and thus the conception of this space. An example of this is the circulation 

produced from the construction of various roads in the area that serve the nearby boulevard 

périphérique. This circulation, alongside issues in walkability created by the frailty of the area 

 
39 Réda, p. 10.  
40 As demonstrated in Chapter One, Roubaud’s poetic practice sees him freely explore the 

city without limitations despite the constraints imposed by himself in his poetry. However, in 

aligning more with the tension between the frail body and the built environment, Chapter 

Three of the thesis will explore Houellebecq’s navigation through the city through the lens of 

struggle: these poems depict the poet as worker, and as such, Houellebecq’s movements are 

dictated by the spatial demands of the late-capitalist city.  
41 Richard Sennett, Building and Dwelling: Ethics for the City (London: Penguin, 2019), p. 

184. 
42  Yi-Fu Tuan in Richard Sennett, Building and Dwelling: Ethics for the City (London: 

Penguin, 2019), pp. 185–186.  
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such as the position of the arrondissement on a steep hill, results in the frail poet’s 

disorientation which deters him from repeating his walking practice. This therefore prevents 

the poet from participating in this ‘movement in space’. It is difficult for Réda to present the 

twentieth arrondissement as one solid entity in his work, since he can no longer make sense of 

the space himself. The conception of this space in the area has therefore caused him to become 

overstimulated in the city, leading to a perception of this space as overwhelming. As Sennett 

theorises, overstimulation in the city leads to a certain anxiety. 43 This anxiety is present 

throughout the text and manifests itself in the espace vécu of the work. This is evident in the 

tension between form and genre, in the poet’s interactions with the urban environment in his 

work through his evocation of colour, and his relationships with the urban features of the 

conceived space of the area, as well as in the descriptions of the poet’s walking practices and 

the ways in which it separates itself from dominant practices. 

In order to investigate how dominant practices of walking have shifted in Réda’s work, 

it is necessary to firstly examine how these spatial practices have been traditionally represented. 

Crucially, the walking practices discussed in this section are primarily based outside of the 

city; whereas rural walking practices continue beyond Haussmannisation, for the purpose of 

this chapter, urban walking practices will be reviewed.44 While the term flâneur has been 

problematized in contemporary thought, a standard definition became clear as a result of 

Benjamin’s Arcades Project and throughout the process of Haussmannisation.45 However, in 

 
43 Sennett, p. 54. 
44 Contemporary practices of ‘rural’ walking are explored most famously in texts by Sylvain 

Tesson, Nicolas Bouvier, and Jacques Lacarrière, for example. See Sylvain Tesson, Sur les 

chemins noirs (Paris: Gallimard, 2019), Nicolas Bouvier, L'usage du monde (Paris: Payot et 

Rivages, 2013), Jacques Lacarrière, Chemin faisant (Paris: Fayard, 2014). 
45 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project (London: Belknap Press, 1999). (First edition: 

Walter Benjamin, Das Passagen-Werk [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkampf Verlag, 1982]). 

Although Haussmannisation precedes Benjamin’s work, Benjamin’s work helps to 

understand the process on a sociocultural level. This is evident, for example, in Benjamin’s 

conceptualisation of phantasmagoria in Haussmannisation, which aids an understanding of 

Haussmann’s espace conçu and how this, in turn, informed representations of the city. 
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the Romantic era, the definition of ‘flâner’ and ‘flâneur’ were not that which were made 

popular by Benjamin’s definition. As Catherine Nesci notes, Hautel’s Dictionnaire du bas-

langage (1808) defines the verb flâner as ‘rôder sans motif de côté et d’autre; fainéanter; méner 

une vie errante et vagabonde’.46 Similarly, the flâneur is described as ‘un grand flâneur, pour 

dire un grand paresseux; fainéant, homme d’une oisiveté insupportable, qui ne sait où promener 

son importune et son ennui’.47  

Moreover, in this context, flânerie was not always a solitary act. C.W Thompson notes 

that French Romantic walkers were known for having ‘compagnons’.48 Rousseau, on the other 

hand, conceptualised solitary walking in a rural context. In this context, the concept of walking 

as a means by which to ‘work through’ ideas reveals itself, as explained in Les Confessions: 

‘la marche a quelque chose qui anime et avive mes idées: je ne puis presque penser quand je 

reste en place; il faut que mon corps soit en branle pour y mettre mon esprit’.49 Yet, the 

difference between this principle in practice between urban and rural is that Rousseau’s is, 

according to Thompson, ‘an exhilaration of a consciousness freed from concern with others’.50 

Within the confines of the twentieth arrondissement, it is particularly difficult for Réda to 

perform this same action on a topographical and social level. Unlike Oulipian constraints, this 

confinement is not a literary device, but rather inadvertently functions as a constraint due to 

the physical slowing down of the body, which results in the poet’s inability to leave this one 

specific area. As he states, ‘le Vingtième me fatigue et je ne réussis pas à en sortir’.51  

 

Although this work refers to the period of modernity, it is also relevant in the period of urban 

change detailed in Réda’s work as well as throughout this thesis. 
46 Catherine Nesci, Le flâneur et les flâneuses (Grenoble: ELLUG, 2007), p. 53. 
47 Ibid., p. 53. 
48 C. W Thompson, Walking and the French Romantics: Rousseau to Sand and Hugo (Bern; 

Oxford: Peter Lang, 2003), p. 26. 
49 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Les Confessions: livres I à IV: récit autobiographique (Paris: 

Larousse, 2013), p. 259. 
50 Thompson., p. 26.  
51 Réda, p. 11. 
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There are, however, similarities to be drawn between Rousseau and Réda’s works. In 

terms of engagement on a formal level, the echoes of prose in walking narratives enables Réda 

to ‘work through’ his preoccupations with frailty in the city and to reinstate some element of 

mobility into his everyday life. In describing his resignation to no longer work with the original 

form he had planned, the poet declares his liberation in exclaiming ‘au diable les béquilles 

même mentales’.52 Thus, Rousseau’s work can indeed be traced in Réda’s text. As Thompson 

confirms, ‘the fact that Rousseau had written in prose contributed to the Romantics’ preference 

for that form when evoking walks’.53 These elements of Romantic form evoked in Réda’s text 

reflect the poet’s indecision, or indeed active decision, to write in (relative) prose (as opposed 

to formal poetic structures), yet also characterise the decision to write in prose as a liberation 

from the constraints of poetic form, even if it is triggered by a lack of physical ability as a 

manifestation of frailty. The relationship between writing prose and living in the city is further 

problematised in Réda’s exploration of the ways in which the city in fact hinders his creative 

process, making theoretical plans to write a novel and set the text in a significantly more rural 

location (although close enough to a city that traffic can still be perceived, since circulation is 

both the driving force and the detriment of his working process). The influence of nature on 

form therefore performs as a distraction from the ever-exhausting city. Whilst there remain 

similarities between Rousseau’s work and Réda’s work, the central theme of walking remains 

a minor theme in the Romantic era.54 Conversely, the practice of walking is a key concept in 

unlocking the relationship between literature, the frail self, and the urban environment in 

Réda’s text. 

 
52 Ibid., p. 21. 
53 Thompson, p. 29. 
54 This concept is discussed in more detail in works such as Antoine de Baecque’s Une 

histoire de la marche (Paris: Perrin, 2016), and Frédéric Gros’ Petite bibliothèque du 

marcheur (Paris: Flammarion, 2011) and Marcher, une philosophie (Paris: Flammarion, 

2019).   
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It is difficult to characterise Réda’s walking practice as that which fits the description 

of the flâneur since Chris Jenks reports that ‘the dislike of the flâneur stems, in part, from the 

fact that he cannot be pinned down’.55 This ‘dislike’ refers here to Eluard’s critique of 

Baudelaire as flâneur, exposing the contradictory manner of the term: Eluard states ‘how could 

a man, made like none other to reflect doubt, hatred, contempt, disgust, melancholy, how could 

he display his passion so plainly and drain the world of its content in order to emphasise 

disordered beauties, its sullied truths, sullied but so pliable and convenient?’.56 Despite Jenks’ 

claim that this critique stems from Eluard’s jealousy of Baudelaire, there remains a dislike of 

the fetishized flâneur’s lifestyle. Although Réda’s walking practice includes elements of 

melancholy as outlined by Eluard, this is not a result of the fetishized practice of flânerie, but 

of the bodily and mental frailty caused by ageing, and the inability to build a connection with 

the built environment in which he lives. This melancholy is also often masked through the 

humour and self-mocking of the poet in the text. The difficulty in pinning down the term  is 

replicated in contemporary scholarship, since no singular definition of the contemporary 

flâneur has been agreed upon, as evidenced in arguments ranging from the physical makeup of 

the figure to their relationship with the city.57 This has been echoed particularly in recent years 

by critics who have offered alternative approaches to the flâneur in the form of the flâneuse, a 

concept emerging from works such as Elkin’s Flâneuse.58 Other works have challenged 

hegemonic concepts of the masculine figure of the flâneur through the female lens, such as 

 
55 Chris Jenks, ‘Watching Your Step: The History and Practice of the Flâneur’ in Chris Jenks 

(ed), Visual Culture (London: Routledge, 1995), p. 147.  
56 Paul Eluard, cited in Ibid., p. 147.  
57 See, in particular, Rebecca Solnit, Wanderlust: A History of Walking (New York: Penguin 

Books, 2014), p. 198.  
58 Lauren Elkin, Flâneuse: Women Walk the City in Paris, New York, Tokyo, Venice and 

London, (London: Vintage, 2017). 
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Siobhán McIlvanney and Gillian Ni Cheallaigh’s recent edited volume, Women and the City in 

French Literature and Culture: Reconfiguring the Feminine in the Urban Environment.59  

Although it remains difficult to reconcile various definitions of the term flânerie,  

Castigliano is right to point out that ‘les mots ‘flâneur’ et ‘flânerie’ souffrent peut-être d’une 

exposition excessive, risquant donc une dévalorisation lexicale’.60 This manifests itself 

increasingly within mainstream contemporary culture: the verb flâner, for example, has 

increasingly been used more generally to denote walking with the specific purpose of 

walking.61 It is made clear from the outset of Réda’s text, however, that the purpose of walking 

is to complete an inventory of the streets of the area in which he lives, and while humour often 

masks the difficulties he faces in doing so, at certain points in the text, this fatigue becomes 

explicit. For example, the poet’s mental frailty is described at the end of the introduction to the 

inventory: ‘comme j’avais retrouvé mon calme, dû pour une part à l’épuisement’, and the 

reader is once again reminded that the experience of navigating the twentieth arrondissement 

is a trap for the poet, who admits a ‘désir de fuir aussi vite que possible trés loin d’ici’.62 To 

revert to Castigliano’s original point, an example of the marketisation of flânerie is the German 

shopping mall Bikini Berlin’s tagline ‘hier flaniert Berlin’, or ‘this is where flânerie takes place 

in Berlin’. 63 This marketisation suggests that the consumption of goods remains an integral 

part of the experience of flânerie in contemporary society: the espace conçu of this shopping 

 
59 Siobhán McIlvanney and Gillian Ni Cheallaigh, Women and the City in French Literature 

and Culture: Reconfiguring the Feminine in the Urban Environment (Cardiff: University of 

Wales Press, 2019). 
60 Castigliano, p. 463. 
61 This can be seen, for example, in contemporary mainstream fiction, such as Joël Dicker’s 

La Vérité sur l’affaire Harry Quebert (Lausanne: Editions de Fallois, 2012) in which the verb 

flâner is frequently used as a substitute for a stroll or a walk (especially within the context of 

picturesque college campuses and seaside towns).  
62 Réda, p. 33. 
63 The popularity of the term, as well as its commodification, saw a marked increase in 2017 

as singer Justin Bieber was photographed on multiple occasions in an item of clothing 

bearing the word flâneur, followed by the definition ‘an idler or a lounger’, provided by the 

item’s creators, Italian streetwear brand Matte Perle.  
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centre in particular (small cabin-like stores as part of a larger spatial experience incorporating 

windows into the nearby zoo) is marketed towards the concept of flânerie in order to promote 

consumption. This concept also draws parallels to flânerie in the period of Haussmannisation 

via the construction of department stores, for example. Although this does not form part of 

Réda’s walking practice, the poet’s text raises issues such as gentrification and late capitalism 

through his assessment of new ‘concept stores’ or bio markets in the twentieth arrondissement, 

further contributing to the disorientation felt throughout the text and amplifying the frailty of 

the body and mind. In particular, the transition from the rue Jouy-Rouve to the rest of the 

arrondissement evokes such critique. In a discussion on a recently-opened ‘gentrified épicerie’ 

on the street, Réda states: ‘Je me demande si l’épicerie d’art de la rue Jouye-Rouve 

bouleversera l’équilibre culturel instable du Bas-Belleville’.64 Here, the appropriation of the 

traditional épicerie further removes the poet from his surroundings. It has been suggested that 

the contemporary flâneur is not concerned with physical location, unlike the dandified walker 

of Haussmannisation. This therefore further removes the figure’s walking practice from 

Réda’s. Conversely, Régine Robin proposes that the place for the contemporary flâneur is, in 

fact, online, arguing that this flânerie has become ‘digital’, ‘à la fois comme nouvelle 

experience de soi et comme nouvel arpentage de la ville, comme détournement de ce qu’on 

attend de l’internet’.65 Unlike Réda, the contemporary flâneur, then, is concerned with the 

screen through which they navigate space in the digital world.66  

 
64 Réda, p. 46. 
65 Régine Robin, Cybermigrances: Traverseés fugitives (Québec: VLB éditeur, 2004), pp. 77-

78; the use of the term ‘détournement’ is also a reference to Situationist tactics. 
66 Soukup explores this concept via the lens of Apple products; see Charles Soukup, 

Exploring Screen Culture via Apple’s Mobile Devices: Life Through The Looking Glass 

(Washington, D.C.: Lexington Books, 2016). In contemporary Francophone literary culture, a 

shift towards this ‘online navigation’ could also be seen through the narration of François 

Bon’s YouTube videos such as ‘La vidéo comme un roman’; see François Bon, La vidéo 

comme un roman. [video] Available at: 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9m_YFDrt_yU> [Accessed 28 October 2021]. 
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The flâneur in literature is predominantly seen as a dandified figure. Keith Tester, for 

example, describes the flâneur as the ‘man of the crowd, not the man in the crowd’, since the 

dandy takes pleasure in standing out from the crowd.67 In Réda’s text, there are scarce moments 

of interactions with those surrounding him, such as conversations with the poet’s doctor, or 

references to conversations with friends that rarely make an appearance in the text. 

Furthermore, in this text, Réda actively avoids crowds. This is the reason that Réda gives for 

not escaping the twentieth arrondissement, in the knowledge that in leaving, he must return in 

‘des métros bondés’, which he describes as ‘atroces’ and ‘tyranisés par les violins, tympanons, 

accordéons, pistons de vieux autodidactes balkaniques’.68 This type of flânerie is no longer 

attractive to him in his old age and frail condition as it was in previous texts in which the poet 

produces flânerie by train.69 Rather than idly walking in any direction, Réda’s work consists 

of writing and walking simultaneously, stating that ‘Du point de vue de la topographie, à la rue 

des Orteaux où ces vaticinations d’un dimanche de Pâques m’ont conduit machinalement’.70 

Here, it is the conceived space of the area as constructed through the topography of the city 

that dictates movement. 

 In highlighting the ‘sensual turn’ in poststructuralist literature, Boutin suggests that 

flânerie as a concept is indicative of an experience that not only involves the activities of 

walking and seeing, but is an immersive bodily experience.71 In the closing paragraph of the 

first section of the text, Réda speaks largely of ‘épuisement’, ‘trouver son calme’ and ‘le désir 

 
67 Tester, p. 2. 
68 Réda, p. 12. 
69 Ibid., p. 12; see also Jacques Réda, Aller aux mirabelles (Paris: Gallimard, 1991), and 

Retour au calme (Paris: Gallimard, 1989). As a reminder, there are variations in Roubaud’s 

work and Réda’s work with regards to their spatial experiences in public transport. While 

Roubaud’s flânerie in Chapter One of the thesis is characterised by his ability to freely roam 

the city as an able-bodied mobile man, Réda’s bodily constraints forbid him from re-

establishing this same relationship with public transport such as that of Roubaud’s.  
70 Réda, p. 11.  
71 Boutin, p. 124. 
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de fuir aussi vite que possible très loin d’ici’ as a result of walking in the city.72 Walking in the 

city is no longer seen as a pleasurable activity for Réda but rather a struggle, albeit a struggle 

that offers resistance to circulation and to the ever-growing frailty of his body.  

 For Castigliano, however, ‘disparaître dans la foule et dans le paysage qu’il observe est 

la vocation du flâneur’. 73 Yet, it is evident from Réda’s completion of the second section of 

the text, an ‘inventaire lacunaire des rues’ (demonstrating once more that the poet is not taking 

part in walking as a leisurely activity) that the poet is a solitary walker who does not identify 

strongly with any one crowd of people in the area he frequents. This is evidenced in his 

description of a local bistro, where he expresses that ‘les rares clients prostrés ne vous haïssent 

pas franchement d’avance, […] mais on devine qu’on les ferait souffrir si l’on se joignait à 

eux’.74 It is clear, then, that Réda occupies a liminal space within the concept of the foule; he 

does not wish to be a part of it, but in participating in his walking practice, he is inevitably part 

of a crowd, albeit involuntarily.  

The Baudelairean notion of alienation in flânerie, even within the crowd, highlights 

how the speed of the changing urban fabric of the city manipulates the orientation and sense of 

belonging of the inhabitant. The frailty of the urban fabric as it continues to change rapidly 

thus impacts the frailty of the poet. This changing urban fabric therefore also manipulates the 

way in which space is conceived, as well as how it is perceived, thus causing this changing 

sense of belonging and orientation. However, there are vast differences between the alienation 

present at the time of Haussmannisation and the alienation felt by Réda in this text. Firstly, it 

is significant to note how this alienation derived from the introduction of a new social class 

(and thus new spaces); the combination of the rapid change of urban fabric and rise in capital 

significantly enhanced literary commentary on now-dominant notions of flânerie. Réda, on the 

 
72 Réda, p. 33.  
73 Castigliano, p. 54.  
74 Réda, p. 48. 
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other hand, does not experience notions of alienation for this reason. It is rather the combination 

of his frailty and his disdain for this particular area as a result of the conception of space through 

rapid urban renewal that mark his walking practice. Such a practice renders him alienated from 

the small parts of the urban fabric that make up the space of the built environment of the 

twentieth arrondissement. There are several instances in the text in which references to 

melancholia are repeated; in one instance, for example, Réda refers to the dull selection of 

shops on the Rue Dupont-de-l’Eure. The buildings on the street are described as if they ‘faire 

rempart autour d’un être accablé de mélancolie tout au fond de leur épaisseur taciturne’, whilst 

in particular, a shop selling blinds is described as processing ‘les rares commandes du 

mélancolique’.75 Contrastingly, the effect of alienation in the context of the flâneur, is due 

precisely to the opposite cause: the result of commerce reflective of the creation of the 

bourgeoisie, such as the department store.76 Similarly, an interpretation of the postmodern 

flâneur proposed by Susan Buck-Morss is that it is now sold ‘in two or four week packets’ to 

tourists.77 In comparison with the traditional nineteenth-century flâneur, this postmodern 

version is readily available to buy. In late-capitalist society, this seems a natural progression 

from the emergence of the bourgeoisie and globalization. The twentieth arrondissement, 

however, is not a touristic hotspot. Rather, the urban change in the twentieth arrondissement 

is evidenced through the changing conception of space due to an increase in traffic due to its 

position close to the boulevard périphérique, as well as the varying aesthetics of architecture 

(such as colour, shape,and style) in the arrondissement as it continues to become more densely 

 
75 Réda, p. 50. 
76 As Benjamin points out, ‘for the first time in history, with the establishment of department 

stores, consumers began to consider themselves a mass […]. Hence, the circus-like and 

theatrical element of commerce is quite extraordinarily heightened’. (Walter Benjamin in 

Beatrice Hanssen, Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project [London: Bloomsbury, 2006], p. 

95.) 
77 Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project 

(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1999), p. 346. 
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populated, adding to the frailty of the area. This demonstrates that it is not dominant perceptions 

of the city that render Réda isolated or alienated. Additionally, as Harrow states, Réda is 

‘attracted to de-fetishized objects’ in his work. 78 His walking practice does not envisage an 

exploration of the panoramic arcades or department stores, but rather the physical location and 

makeup of specific streets in the area in which he lives. It is these de-fetishized objects which 

are now unattractive to Réda, rendering them incompatible with his now-frail creative process. 

The vital flaws in the practice of flânerie, even within the twentieth arrondissement, are 

ultimately exposed by Réda upon his contemplation of other residents’ everyday life in the 

area, stating that ‘ils doivent craindre également la similitude des rues, bien que le tracé n’en 

soit ni artificiellement capricieux, ni tyranniquement rectiligne’.79 Flânerie now seems farcical, 

since the notion of aimlessly walking through the city with no route predefined is difficult as, 

to the poet, the streets are all identical, as highlighted in the above analysis of the espace conçu 

of the arrondissement. Since he is also unable to leave the arrondissement due to his frailty, 

this therefore removes the joy experienced in his walking practices evidenced in the poet’s 

earlier texts.  

A commonly acknowledged facet of the flâneur is their agency and liberty to explore 

the urban sphere at their leisure.80 This privileged position also implies a comfortability that 

extends to a lack of engagement with the walker’s surroundings. This is highlighted by 

Castigliano, who states that this position ‘implique […] une forme de désengagement face aux 

problèmes du contemporain’.81 This is a problematic statement, since the presentation of the 

poet-walker as a frail entity is, of course, a social issue. The explicit decision to evoke the 

 
78 Harrow, p. 195.  
79 Réda, p. 59.  
80 As demonstrated in Chapter One of this thesis through the lens of Roubaud in public 

transport. 
81 Castigliano, p. 470. As Chapter One will recall, Roubaud’s urban commentary is rooted in 

the urban and cultural history of Paris, as well as a commentary of the present issues facing 

the city.  
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twentieth arrondissement in this particular work is, as examined above, deliberate on the part 

of the poet. In opening the text with a social review of the twentieth century, which is 

metaphorically bound to the twentieth arrondissement, Réda demonstrates that the personal is, 

in fact, political, even in the case of the flâneur.   

Furthermore, Sennett agrees that this figure is a ‘dandified inactive’, referring to the 

leisurely approach the flâneur adopts with regards to their walking practice. 82 The flâneur is 

not always engaged with their surroundings, but rather engaged with the journey that is dictated 

by walking. In other words, the flâneur’s journey is not dictated by the built environment like 

that of Réda, but by the idea of the walk itself. The argument against this specific aspect of the 

flâneur in Réda’s work is twofold; firstly, the dandy is concerned primarily with his aesthetic 

and how he appears to the crowd and the outside world. In Réda’s text, it is the mental and 

physical frailty which hinders his walking experience in the city through ageing and slowing 

down as the poet contends with the speed of the city, although the poet’s physical appearance 

is never mentioned. Instances of Réda’s characteristically wry humour are applied to mask the 

severity of the frailty, and the structure of the narration is built in a way that allows the poet to 

regain a semblance of positivity. In the absence of shop openings, for example, he jokes that 

‘j’épouserai la jeune veuve poilue, et je lui ferai des kyrielles d’enfants qui réjouiront ma 

vieillesse’, adding ‘on verra’.83 The following sentences states that ‘en attendant, je marche. 

Pourquoi non?’, demonstrating once more an active resistance to inactivity, and to old age (and 

thus frailty). Despite this resistance, it is significant to note that instances of inactivity in the 

text are somewhat ironic in that they are seen as punishments for attempting to create. In 

returning home from travelling, the poet finds himself inspired to write, only to find himself at 

 
82 Richard Sennett, The Fall of Public Man (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2017), p. 

213. 
83 Réda, p. 27.  
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home for a month as a result of an accident.84  What should be an opportunity for Réda to write 

instead inspires a literary crisis: ‘quant à écrire, je les priais de croire que, pour moi, c’était 

bien fini’.85 The frail body therefore extends into the frailty of the poet’s literary process. 

Despite this, Réda is determined to continue writing, demonstrating Solnit’s hypothesis 

that ‘keeping the street and the city alive depends on understanding their grammar and 

generating the new utterances on which they thrive’.86 This determination is evidenced 

specifically in his interactions with conceived spaces in which buildings are particularly plain 

to him. These interactions are reflected in the espace vécu of the text, in which a contemplation 

of the colour white (as evidenced in postmodernist white buildings) evokes a connection with 

Monet’s Les Nymphéas. This emphasises the significance of ‘keeping the street and city alive’ 

in foregrounding the city’s conceived spaces through an implicit comparison of urban and rural 

imagery in his work.87 When the act of physical walking cannot take place, urban activity (and 

indeed these new utterances) must therefore be continued through the act of writing. Space is 

therefore often perceived from a distance, rather than during the act of walking itself. For the 

flâneur, then, agency and inactivity must be interconnected. Yet, as described above, Réda’s 

resistance to inactivity renders his walking practice characteristic of the inverse of Sennett’s 

‘dandified inactive’ mentioned previously in this chapter. This therefore means that it is 

impossible for Réda to identify with its definition, since his own walking practice is defined 

by this resistance, as well as by his own frailty.  

 In many instances, Réda’s walking practice points more towards the poet aligning 

himself with the figure of the flâneuse, rather than the flâneur.88 As an elderly man, this frailty 

 
84 Ibid., p. 23.  
85 Ibid., p. 24.  
86 Solnit, p. 213. 
87 Réda, p. 54, or see later in this chapter for an in-depth analysis of this instance in the text.  
88 Elkin’s Flâneuse confirms that the flâneuse is seen as a subversive figure in comparison 

with their male counterpart in underscoring that ‘most French dictionaries don’t even include 

the word. The 1905 Littré does make an allowance for ‘flâneur, -euse’. Qui flâne. But the 
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manifests itself through the same vulnerability in the city as female urban walkers.89 Of course, 

male privilege must be acknowledged here, yet it is significant to note the element of frailty in 

Réda’s text regardless of gender. Jenks, for example, states that women are not ‘at home’ in 

the city.90 As this chapter demonstrates, this is also true of Réda in the hostile environment of 

the twentieth arrondissement. This manifests itself clearly in his several attempts to leave, only 

to return to what he perceives as the piège: ‘le Vingtième me fatigue et je ne réussis pas à en 

sortir: c’est en somme une enclave’.91 This struggle is evidenced in strategies in visibility and 

liveability, as reflected in Réda’s walking practice. This can be seen, for example, through his 

creation of a dialogue with the buildings he encounters through his walking practice: this 

perception of space through means of dialogue renders him visible within the city and gives 

some meaning to his walks. Of such buildings, Réda states that ‘j’ai envie de les étudier et de 

les interroger, comme ces personnes dont la fréquentation a fini par nous inspirer une 

sympathie, et qu’on ne se résigne pas à croire aussi médiocres qu’elles en ont l’air’.92 Despite 

the city’s spaces making him tired and amplifying his frailty, building a relationship with the 

urban fabric of the city is also resistance to this frailty and reduced mobility. Thus, the way in 

which space is perceived by the poet also triggers this resistance to frailty. 

 The contemporary flâneur, according to Zygmunt Bauman, is sedentary, noting that 

‘Baudrillard tied the flâneur to the armchair in front of the TV set. The stroller does not stroll 

 

Dictionnaire Vivant de la Langue Française defines it, believe it or not, as a kind of lounge 

chair. Is that some kind of joke? The only kind of curious idling a woman does is lying 

down?’ (p. 7). 
89 McIlvanney and Ni Cheallaigh’s edited volume Women and the City in French Literature 

and Culture: Reconfiguring the Feminine in the Urban Environment highlights the 

fragmentary nature of the city in its role as an orientation tool for the body. In particular, it 

highlights how female outsiders may only ‘look in’ on this fragmented city (see, for example, 

in Leïla Sebbar’s La jeune fille au balcon [2001], Marie Darrieusecq’s Le Pays [2005], and 

Nina Bouraoui’s La Voyeuse interdite [1991]. This same ‘outsider’ status is attributed to 

Réda as his mobility declines.  
90 Jenks, p. 151. 
91 Ibid., p. 11. 
92 Réda, p. 78. 
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anymore.’93 While instances in the text in which Réda is inactive have been seen to be ironic, 

it is his heightened awareness of his frail state within the city that renders him prone to a fear 

of invisibility. While Baudrillard claims that the immobility of the flâneur allows them to 

disappear, this is a concept that Réda actively attempts to resist, as is evidenced in his walking 

practice.94 An account of the rue Jouy-Rouve, for example, visualizes this fear of disappearing, 

recognising facets of this street as unimportant and unremarkable (‘Rue négiligée, sans doute, 

mais qui a l’air de se négliger elle-même un peu.’).95 It is significant to note here that 

Baudrillard’s postmodern flâneur is replaced by the postmodern TV viewer; they view only 

the images presented to them on the TV screen. This renders the postmodern flâneur immobile, 

and, as Baudrillard states, forces them into a state of disappearance. Although particularly 

aware of his presence in fast-paced situations such as shops and boulangeries, it is his routine 

of carrying out these everyday activities that resists such states of disappearance, allowing him 

to assume a sense of normalcy. As Bauman states, Baudelaire suggested that ‘the right way to 

observe and make sense of the modern world is to stroll along the streets and past the shops of 

the urban metropolis.’96 Therefore, rather than the alienated or semi-disappearing flâneur, in 

this text walking is practiced through confusion and disorientation, yet alongside 

determination. This practice of walking ultimately impacts upon the way in which the poet 

perceives space in this urban metropolis. Consequently, if the term flânerie is used in Réda’s 

work, it is to be read as ironic, as per Réda’s characteristically humorous depiction of his 

walking practice in this text. As Castigliano states: ‘avec une pointe d’ironie [Réda] insère la 

figure du flâneur dans la ville d’aujourd’hui, dans un contexte radicalement différent de celui 

 
93 Zygmunt Bauman, Imitations of Postmodernity (London and New York: Routledge, 1992), 

p. 155. 
94 Ibid., p. 154.  
95 Réda, p. 44. 
96 Bauman, p. 155. 
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où ce personnage était né’.97 Thus, while there are indeed instances of similarities with the 

traditional figure of the flâneur (such as the notion of the sole walker and complicated 

relationships with the changing built environment), Réda cannot be read as such a figure due 

to the distance from diverse definitions of the term in contemporary society. In this sense, 

although there are instances in the text in which Réda inscribes himself ironically in the 

tradition of the flâneur, it is also difficult to position the poet as other figures, such as that of a 

Situationist psychogeographer.  

Elements of Situationist practice might be comparable with Réda’s walking practice in 

the text. Another predominant form of walking in the city stems from the Situationist concept 

of the dérive, a walking practice which is more exclusive and more intense than flânerie. 

McKenzie Wark states that ‘where [the Situationists] come together, where they create 

something is a Situation. But situations are temporary, singular unities of time and space’; in 

the Situationist walking practice, through the practice of the dérive, the goal is to ‘discover a 

new city’.98 In other words, the group seeked to reinterpret the city through Situationist thought 

which is different from that of the reality of how spaces in the city are conceived. Réda’s 

walking practice does not seek to produce the discovery of a new city, but rather seeks to resist 

alienation and attempts paradoxically to ground himself in a section of the city that he is 

attempting to escape.  

There are elements of boredom present in the Situationist walking practice that align 

with Réda: the spaces conceived in the built environment such as the architectural form of 

buildings and the topography of the area do not inspire a creative outfit sufficient to inform a 

poetic structure in his work (Réda, for example, laments that with regards to poetic form, ‘le 

 
97 Castigliano, p. 463.  
98 McKenzie Wark, The Beach Beneath the Street: The Everyday Life and Glorious Times of 

the Situationist International (London: Verso, 2015), p. 17.  
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moule refusait de se prononcer’; ‘je l’ai brisé’).99 In other words, the repetitive elements of the 

city do not inspire creative practice. Similarly, in order for the city to become habitable, 

elements of play must be present. In the Situationist manifesto, Wark states that the movement 

‘sought not the rational city, not the city of work but the city of adventure’.100 Elements of play 

are difficult to achieve in Réda’s text, with the use of humour to mask the poet’s frail body and 

mind in the already-frail built environment being the closest element of play to be achieved in 

the poet’s practice. Adventure in Réda’s works, however, primarily takes place through the 

prism of movement. This element of adventure is often brought to an end by bodily and mental 

fatigue as well of a lack of urban stimuli and the topographical challenges of the area such as 

the gradient of hills and the flow of the traffic.  

With regards to conceptual walking and in terms of the mind and body’s interaction, 

Réda’s walking practice draws some parallels with that of psychogeography and, in particular, 

the dérive. The dérive, whilst insisting upon walking aimlessly, is also a very deliberate 

position.101 In Guy Debord’s terms, ‘the dérive was a purposeful and critical practice to 

counteract the encroachment of capitalist conditioning on the individual’.102 Within the practice 

of the dérive, it is implied that bodily and spatial freedom is crucial in this resistance to the 

capitalist city. This act of getting ‘lost’ in the city is thus not compliant with this feeling of 

disorientation that is consistent in Réda’s work as a result of frailty on a bodily and mental 

level, which ironically slows the poet down: for example, upon walking Réda states that ‘on 

aurait dit que je circulais avec des béquilles invisibles’.103 Those participating in the act of the 

 
99  Likewise, Ivan Chtcheglov declares of the Situationists: ‘we are bored with the city, there 

is no longer any Temple of the Sun’ (Chtcheglov in Wark, p. 19); Réda, p. 18. 
100 Wark, p. 20. 
101 Gregory Blair points out that ‘for the Lettrists, [the] dérive was a method to become 

conscious of, and to critique, the social and political forces embedded in the landscape of the 

city’. (Gregory Blair, Errant Bodies, Mobility, and Political Resistance [London: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2019], p. 25).  
102 Ibid., p. 31. 
103 Reda, p. 15. 



 126 

dérive, however, must do so within a limited period of time in order to avoid this same 

disorientation that Réda has experienced. As Ivan Chtcheglov explains: ‘the continuous 

dérive… it is dangerous to the extent that the individual, having gone too far… without 

defenses, is threatened with explosion, dissolution, disintegration […]’.104 In this sense then, 

Réda’s acts of walking are somewhat in sync with an ‘abused’ dérive.  

 In order for the dérive to function, as Wark highlights, it must not be written down.105 

This calls into question the purpose of Réda’s work. It is clear that the main aim of the text is 

not to record walking practices, but to work through mobility and frailty issues via an itinerary 

of the streets in his neighbourhood, which are often subject to frailty through rapid urban 

renegeration. Similarly, Wark draws attention here to Deleuze and Guatarri’s concept of 

nomadism and the nomad thought in quoting that ‘a schizophrenic out for a walk is a better 

model than a neurotic lying on the analyst’s couch’.106 In this sense, walking practices in Réda 

provide a springboard to ‘work through’ issues of frailty and mobility, much like the walking 

practice of the dérive provide an antidote to the banality of the everyday.  

The relationship with the built environment in the practice of the dérive differs from 

that of Réda’s relationship with the twentieth arrondissement primarily in the commodification 

of the city as a whole. In Situationist practice, for example, Solnit highlights the misogynistic 

characteristics of the practice in its view of the city as a woman to be seduced.107 This does not 

align with Réda’s perception of the material environment, which is portrayed in this text as 

lacking poetic inspiration. The title of the text, Le Vingtième me fatigue, is particularly 

 
104 Chtcheglov in Blair, p. 32. 
105In an exploration of Patrick Straram’s The Bottle Reclines, an unfinished novel based on 

these walking practices, Wark notes that ‘the novel is not the ideal form for writing about the 

dérive’ (Wark, p. 20).  
106 Deleuze and Guattari in Wark, p. 26; A revisiting of Chapter One of this thesis will recall 

that Roubaud’s urban nomadism presented a model through which literary mobility enabled 

those unable to participate in Roubaud’s urban journey to gain an insight into the same spatial 

experience through his work.  
107 Solnit, p. 207. 
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significant in that it highlights the lack of desire to reconcile the city as a whole. While the poet 

wishes to escape from this environment, he does not suggest such a reconciliation of the city. 

As Gregory Blair points out, however, ‘the goal of the dérive was linking up parts of the city, 

neighbourhoods that were separated spatially’.108 Spatial awareness in Réda’s text is a result 

of the tension between the slowing body and the increasingly traffic-filled streets in which he 

is surrounded, characterised by the poet throughout the text as an enclave and a trap. This 

constant addition of traffic and speed to the area thus renders it more frail. In this sense, 

however, there are certain links that can be drawn between Réda and the Situationists’ city. 

Describing Debord’s city as ‘naked’, Blair affirms that through the dérive ‘the drifter becomes 

disorientated and disconnected from the ‘useful connections that ordinarily govern their 

conduct’, allowing them to experience the city in a new manner that is not wholly determined 

by societal convention’.109 Yet, in Réda’s text, this disorientation is not achieved through 

walking alone: rather, it is accompanied by the tension evidenced between the frail body and 

the area’s topography. The way in which Réda perceives this space through disorientation is 

therefore a direct result of the frail body attempting to engage with the conceived spaces of the 

twentieth arrondissement. This same ‘nakedness’ manifests itself in Réda’s texts, although it 

is through the marked lack of memories that prevents him from imprinting material and 

emotional connections with the area in question that the reader is led to experience this area’s 

banality. Both walking practices are therefore rooted in collective experience of the city’s 

aesthetic, since Wark mentions of Le Corbusier: ‘architecture, which is a thing of plastic 

emotion, should, in its domain, also begin at the beginning and use elements capable of […] 

satisfying our visual desires’.110 In both the case of the Situationists and of Réda, then, these 

 
108 Blair, p. 32. 
109 Ibid; Blair’s use of the term ‘naked’ here also refers to Debord’s psychogeographical map, 

The Naked City (1957).  
110 Le Corbusier in Wark, p. 20.  
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elements appear to be absent. Therefore, in Réda’s text, the lack of ‘visual desire’ felt by the 

poet towards the architectural stimuli of the twentieth arrondissement leads to the 

disorientation present in his urban experience. This is then paired with the frailty of his body 

and mind. Ultimately, the ‘visual desires’ referred to by Le Corbusier lead to a lack of 

memories and furthers this disorientation.  

There are, however, sociopolitical differences in both of these walking practices. The 

Situationist take on the city is a more active one, one that is based on an ideological notion.111 

It is significant, however, that the concept of psychogeography, founded on flânerie, is 

somewhat unintentionally a parody of itself. Solnit underlines that it was ‘somewhat comic’ 

that Debord thought that idea of flânerie was all his own, thus undermining the legitimacy of 

the ‘movement’ as such. 112 While irony and humour are deliberately employed as literary 

devices that supplement Réda’s walking practice, these devices function as a mechanism 

through which to cope with the frailty of the mind and body as well as the fragility of the built 

environment in how it is conceived in the twentieth arrondissement. In the case of the dérive, 

as Solnit has alluded to above, humour and irony are not the intention, but rather, a by-product 

of the practice.  

Although the act of walking in Réda is indeed political, it is not founded on any political 

belief, or used to challenge any ideologies.113 There are, however, some parallels between the 

two practices in that they adopt a ‘more critical attitude towards the hegemonic scope of 

modernity’, although this is presented in different ways: Réda’s critical attitude towards the 

hegemonic scope of postmodernity largely focuses on immobility, age, and banality. This 

 
111 As Solnit notes, the Situationists’ impact was more clearly felt during the 1968 student 

protests, rather than through modes of walking. (Solnit, p. 212.) 
112 Ibid. 
113 The personal is indeed political; this is a reference to the slogan ‘the personal is political’ 

deriving from the second-wave feminism movement but is equally applicable to Réda’s 

practice. See Carol Hanisch, ‘The Personal is Political’ in Notes From the Second Year: 

Women's Liberation in 1970 (New York: Radical Feminist, 1970)  
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critique of modernity is therefore carried out by engaging with non-commodified objects of the 

everyday as they appear in spaces, such as the bouvelard périphérique, small neighbourhood 

cafés, churches, and residential buildings.114  

As part of this pyschogeographical ideology, Solnit notes that Debord’s walking practice 

included ‘complete insubordination to habitual influences as part of psychogeography 

(influences generally categorized as tourism, that popular drug as repugnant as sports or buying 

on credit)’.115 In this way, there are parallels here with Réda’s text in his moving away from 

the central arrondissements in his practice. However, as is stated throughout the text, this space 

is seen as transitory, despite how impractical this may seem given the poet’s relative 

immobility. From the outset of the text this is made clear to the reader through iterations such 

as ‘le Vingtième me fatigue et je ne réussis pas à en sortir’ and ‘au début je m’en étais réjoui. 

Je ne sais trop ce qui me séduisait dans les enclaves, puisqu’en habiter une m’a vite 

désenchanté’.116 Therefore, Debord’s concept of ‘insubordination’ is very much tied up with 

the body’s ability to withstand the speed and circulation that directs the city. Bodily and mental 

frailty is not compatible with this insubordination, a concept which remains at the core of the 

Situationist practice. 

It is clear that there are some parallels to be drawn between flânerie, the dérive and Réda’s 

walking practice, such as walking being seen in both of these forms as a way in which to engage 

with and perceive the spaces that are conceived within the city, as well as how these spaces 

have changed. These practices also seek to critique dominant forms of the city. There are also 

forms of resistance in both: in flânerie, the postmodern flâneur has evolved into a resistant 

figure in that walking is seen as an against-the-grain activity especially in Baudrillard’s figure, 

 
114 Francesco Careri, Walkscapes: Walking  as an Aesthetic Practice, (Ames, IA: Culicidae 

Architectural Press 2018), p. 401. The following section of this chapter will provide a close 

reading of the poet’s interactions with these elements of the urban fabric. 
115 Solnit, p. 212.  
116 Réda, p. 11. 
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resisting hegemonic images, while the Situationists resist flânerie as tourism. Réda, on the 

other hand, attempts to resist speed and circulation interrupting his walking practice, but also 

resists the temptation to leave the arrondissement despite his incompatibility with the area, as 

witnessed most evidently in statements such as the following: ‘mais il faudra que j’en revienne 

et c’est ce qui me retient de partir, puisqu’en rentrant je ne retrouverai que mon envie de m’en 

aller encore’.117  

In terms of bodily frailty and ageing, labelling Réda as a ‘marginal, misfit walker’, as 

Harrow does, allows him to occupy a particular space in the walking sphere.118 Harrow 

continues to note that ‘pure, unhampered walking is Réda’s antidote to the corrosive effects of 

cultural repetition and social compliance mimed in metaphors of smoothness and stillness.’119 

While Harrow is correct to point this out, this concept once more applies only to the able-

bodied walker, which, as is evident, is not the case in this text. Within Réda’s work his walking 

practice has evolved. Noting that ‘kinetic flexibility […] is duplicated in the generative 

unevenness of Réda’s writing, such as ‘its hybrid, improvised quality’, Harrow points out that 

this is present in Réda’s past writing. 120 However, as an in-depth reading of structural and 

formal components such as the syntax, rhyme, and genre of Le Vingtième me fatigue will 

demonstrate later in this chapter, the slowing-down of the body and the frailty of the body in 

motion will be reflected in the text. Rather than hybridity, it is frailty in Réda’s writing practice 

that gives the text meaning. The frailty of the poet as he engages with the already-frail structure 

of the built environment is therefore translated into the frailty of his work. 

The body’s mimicking of the urban events of movement is explained by Harrow in the 

context of Accidents de la Circulation in particular: ‘When the body steps out, it registers its 

 
117 Ibid., p. 12. 
118 Harrow, p. 179. 
119 Ibid., p. 179. 
120 Ibid., p. 179. 
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coincidence or collision with the real by picking up and transmitting signals in irregular kinetic 

patterns: the blips, jolts, shudders, interruptions, eruptions and surges that make up the material 

experience of the (sub)urban explorer’.121 Contrastingly, the transmission of these signals in 

Le Vingtième me fatigue are not the sharp jolts of that of the previous text, but rather long, slow 

movements that echo the ailing creative process of the poet. Walking around the local area is 

described as ‘la corvée à peu près supportable’, the verb se coltiner is applied, and repetitive 

walking, even for simple purposes, is not a pleasurable activity. On walking a short distance to 

the boulangerie, Réda notes that ‘on aurait dit que je circulais avec des béquilles invisibles; ce 

fut un exploit quotidien d’aller acheter du pain’.122 In carrying out such tasks without engaging 

with the pleasure of his walking practice, Réda ‘gives way to a blindness that favours automatic 

recognition of places’, according to Virilio.123 In this willingness to abandon ourselves to the 

city, Réda echoes Virilio in rendering himself ‘automated’ following the topography of the 

area to guide him. As Virilio underlines, he ‘has suddenly become, I, the subject, this city 

dweller programmed by his motor functions every bit as much as by the road network system 

of the urban grid formed by all the different quartiers.’124 

 It is clear, then, that Réda’s practice is unique within the realm of urban walking. This 

work in particular uses the figure and practice of the flâneur as a springboard through which to 

discuss bodily experiences of the city as a result of bodily and mental frailty, as well as a result 

of the conceived spaces in the area as being inhospitable to Réda. Similarities can also be seen 

in the playful nature of walking practice between Réda and the Situationists, for example. In 

moving beyond this binary, however, Réda’s walking practice results in a heightened 

awareness of the hostility of the city, the frailty of its inhabitants, and the frailty of the area he 

 
121 Jacques Réda, Accidents de la Circulation (Paris: Gallimard, 2001).  
122 Réda, Le Vingtième me fatigue, pp. 14-15.  
123 Paul Virilio, City of Panic (Oxford: Berg, 2007), p. 5. 
124 Ibid., p. 29.  
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inhabits, as evidenced in urban regeneration and the power held by circulation. Rédas 

navigation of the area in the text therefore demonstrates how walking practices can be 

discriminatory, fetishized, and impractical.  

 

2.4. Analysing speed and circulation’s tension with the frail body  

One of the methods through which the frailty of the poet is demonstrated in this text is through 

the portrayal of the city’s relationship with speed: particularly, the slowing down of walking 

practice for leisure or creative purposes, as well as the increasing difficulty in carrying out 

everyday tasks.125 As previously examined, the conception of space through the topography of 

the twentieth arrondissement facilitates a heightened frequency of speed and circulation, 

rendering the body disoriented as the poet attempts to make sense of this space. As a result, the 

creative process of the poet is forced to change alongside this, as evidenced in the espace vécu 

of the work as it changes form from poetry to prose. The frailty of the body alongside the 

prioritisation of the speed of everyday life and circulation of vehicles largely makes for the city 

being appropriated as an ‘uncertain place’, to cite Virilio.126 This uncertainty leads to the 

instability of the area as its space continues to be reconceived, thus rendering it frail for those 

who inhabit the space. 

One of the principal preoccupations with frailty in the text is based on Réda’s 

meditations on his own ageing, which can be mapped from his earlier texts. Maulpoix recalls, 

for example, that in L’herbe des talus, Réda observes ‘a dix ans, j’étais déjà vieux. Beaucoup 

plus tard, ensuite, j’ai rajeuni’.127 He also explains that in earlier texts he writes from a sort of 

‘immobilitié végétative’ in order to reveal ‘une voix plus ample qui interpelle la réalité avec 

 
125 At the time of the text’s publication, Jacques Réda was 75 years old. 
126 Paul Virilio, Speed and Politics: An Essay on Dromology, p. 11. 
127 Jean-Michel Maulpoix, Jacques Réda: le désastre et la merveille (Paris: Seghers, 1986), p. 

14. 
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plus de brusquerie’.128 The decision to move from passive to active in the city is therefore a 

conscious move as a result of the way in which Réda perceives the city as a frail, elderly man: 

from passive (in this case, being preoccupied with age), to actively attempting to resist the 

frailty through his walking practice. This preoccupation is therefore also tied up with 

preoccupations of form as a result of this perception of space, as is detailed in the earlier pages 

of the text (for example, deliberations on writing sonnets followed by a resignation to write 

prose). Additionally, Maulpoix agrees that it is impossible to a be a poet long-term, for ‘on ne 

l’est guère que quelques années dans une vie’.129 Therefore, in these years of being fully 

‘active’, Réda remains a ‘poet’, in the formal sense. Once remaining active becomes a struggle, 

so too does the cognitive ability to write poetry. The slowing down of activity comes alongside 

a form of resistance, but this resistance is not enough to preserve the poetic form.  

 Prevots, on the other hand, claims that it is this ‘soi qui fracture’ that allows Réda to 

identify himself more with passers-by in earlier texts, ‘a plainly Rédaen trait in Les Ruines de 

Paris, also characteristic of La Tourne’.130 Here, Réda is happy to have a fractured sense of 

self so that he can share this sense of self with others. However, in Le Vingtième me fatigue, 

this fractured sense of self contributes to the slowing down or immobility of the writer, othering 

him from previous and dominant urban spatial experiences as well as the everyday. The 

mundanity of the urban texture of the area due to its rapid urban renewal, as reflected in local 

businesses as well as the otherness of new restaurants and other amenities, demonstrate a frail 

relationship since there remains no appropriate urban stimuli from which the poet can derive 

his creativity. Prevots also notes that there are hints of traumatic experiences in this detachment 

from sense of self, but these are poetic: ‘by poetically envisioning a separation from self, Réda 

perceives the value of letting go and merging with the outside world rather than opposing its 

 
128 Ibid., p. 17. 
129 Ibid., p. 17. 
130 Prevots, p. 12.  
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unjustness, inexplicability and malevolence’.131 This malevolence manifests itself in the area’s 

topography, which is again perceived by, and characterised by, the poet as a trap. A sense of 

self in Le Vingtième me fatigue is particularly anchored in his bodily experience in this one 

specific area of the city. The body and the self in these earlier works are therefore used as an 

escape mechanism, a resistance to everyday life. However, the opposite is now true of his 

current situation. Le Vingtième me fatigue in particular is a linear understanding and eventual 

acceptance of the frail body in the city. Despite friction between frailty in the ageing body and 

frailty in the area’s topography, or indeed between espace conçu and espace perçu (the poet 

asserts his determination to navigate the area ‘jusqu’à ce qu’il soit trop tard pour pousser 

beaucoup plus loin que la boulangerie […]’), he has re-appropriated this resistance that he had 

before: from a resistance to everyday life to a resistance to let the body intervene with everyday 

life.132 In carrying out his daily tasks through his walking practice despite the frailty of the 

body, the poet no longer uses the body as a tool to merge with the outside world, as Prevots 

posits above. Rather, Réda uses the body in this text to highlight the tension between the frail 

poet’s perception of space and the conceived spaces of the built environment that he continues 

to inhabit to the best of his bodily and mental ability, despite them furthering this frailty.  

The tension beteen espace conçu and espace perçu, as witnessed through the twentieth 

arrondissement as an entity and the ageing, frail body, are intrinsically linked by the metaphor 

of the spectre. Michael Sheringham points out that there are significant instances in the text 

whereby Réda attempts to resist ‘the spectre of the arrondissement (its ghost, but also its 

spectrum or range of features, and indeed its shades or tones).’133 In reality, this is only one 

facet of the metaphor in the text. Although Sheringham is correct to align the spectre to the 

 
131 Ibid., p. 13. 
132 Ibid. 
133 Michael Sheringham, ‘Paris, City of Names: Toponymic Trajectories and Mutable 

Identities’ in The Cultural Identities of European Cities, ed. by Katia Pizzi and Godela 

Weiss-Sussex (Bern: Peter Lang, 2011), p. 237.  
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arrondissement, it is also significant to evoke Derrida’s concept of hauntology here in that the 

spectre also serves as an incessant reminder of the frailty that Réda faces both as writer and 

city inhabitant. This is evidenced through the following metaphor on a physical and cognitive 

level, and also refers to the poet’s struggle in his completion of everyday tasks: ‘c’est surtout 

le spectre du devoir qui me paralyse’.134 The metaphor also refers to the ageing process of the 

poet, serving as a reminder of the time he has remaining to engage with space before accepting 

that he is becoming older, and the consequences that this has for his writing and his explorations 

of the city. In the same way that Sheringham notes that Réda is ‘plagued’ by the arrondissement 

in his consistent wish to abandon the area, he is plagued by the impending acceptance of age, 

as well as the frailty that comes alongside it.135 This is a significant metaphor in that it envisages 

the idea of an incomplete notion of self, alongside imagery of a past that is in the grasp of 

reclamation, yet can never fully be reclaimed. This is also true of the poetic form set out to be 

realized in this text, as will be discussed later in the chapter. 

Speed in the context of the frail, ageing body continues to remain significant in the 

push-pull factor for bodily and mental control as demonstrated once more by the metaphor of 

the ghost. Describing his descent into old age as a ‘dégringolade’ (a tumbling, or rather a 

humiliation or fall from grace), this push-pull has finally come to an end, with Réda accepting 

his fate as an elderly man in the city.136 As de Beauvoir explains, this resistance to old age 

creates an ‘Other’ in the Self: ‘en nous, c’est l’autre qui est vieux’.137 In this case, this ‘Other’ 

is the spectre. This is enough for the spectre to leave him in peace. The spectre, therefore, 

 
134 Jacques Derrida, Spectres de Marx (Paris: Galilée, 1993); Réda, p. 32. 
135 Sheringham, p. 237.  
136 This approach to old age, especially in the urban environment, is also an alternative one; 

as Davies points out, this ‘eventual greying of sensation and desire’ has been overlooked. For 

Réda, there is no eventuality: this resistance to age ends abruptly with acceptance and with 

this ‘spectre’ leaving him in peace. (Oliver Davies, Age, Rage and Going Gently: Stories of 

the Senescent Subject in Twentieth-Century French Writing [Amsterdam; New York: Rodopi, 

2006], p. 10)  
137 Simone de Beauvoir in Davies, p. 41.  
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represents a pressure to accept the elderly label and to accept that pace in the city will change 

(even if these urban changes add to the fraility of the built environment). It also represents a 

pressure to accept that his ability to cross boundaries and trajectories will be affected as a result 

of both his own frailty and that of the area as space is conceived and reconceived, and notably, 

that his ability to write will be affected.138 In describing his separation from the spectre in his 

characteristic humour, Réda states ‘ma dégringolade dans le grande âge fut un succès total. 

N’ayant plus à craindre de ma part une trahison quelconque, [le spectre] parut lâcher la partie, 

il me foutait enfin la paix’.139 While de Beauvoir argues that ‘la vieillesse est particulièrement 

difficile à assumer parce que nous l’avions toujours considérée comme une espèce étrangère’, 

this separation from the spectre demonstrates an eventual acceptance of the ‘espèce étrangère’ 

in the frail body and mind of the poet.140 This notion, combined with the perceptions of feeling 

lost in an area where one has lived for several years is conveyed by the fragmented sense of 

form, evidencing the frailty of the text. From the outset of the text, Réda is clear that his 

intention was originally to write poetry, the form of which would complement an ideal quartier. 

However, the oscillation between prose and poetry amongst other forms in the text 

demonstrates this disorientation as a result of the poet’s frailty and of the quartier in which he 

lives: ‘À l’inverse des sonnets dont l’allure offre une ressemblence avec un plan de quartier 

neuf aux rues parallèles, chacune avec le petit monument de sa rime qui fait repère et où l’on 

rebrousse chemin pour repartir, la prose me paraissait brouiller les pistes. Mais je 

m’illusionnais.’ 141 

 
138 The final lines of the text indicate that this process of acceptance (and attempts to archive 

memory) had already begun: ‘j’ai beau fouiller dans le garde-meuble de ma mémoire, je ne 

trouve rien. Quelle autre rue, à ma place, se rappelle, et ne livrera jamais le secret? 

Qu’attendre de toutes ces dates? Rien. Mais elles fixent la mémoire de ce rien: nulles, 

héroïques’. (Réda, p. 96.)  
139 Réda, p. 15. 
140 Simone de Beauvoir in Davies, p. 41. 
141 Réda, p. 19. 
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 The poet’s frailty is also visible to those around him, with Réda recounting 

conversations overheard about himself in the street: ‘que voulez-vous, c’est un brave type, mais 

il radote un peu’.142 The everyday, revered by Réda in his work, has suddenly become 

challenging and confusing: a city that he cannot keep up with. This demonstrates that how 

space is perceived by Réda is different from that of other users, as highlighted by his frailty.  

A struggle for the acceptance of his ageing body is alluded to in an earlier text, Accidents de la 

Circulation, published in 2001. On this text, Harrow notes that there is a specific ‘anxiety’ 

when Réda ‘senses a split between his inner self and his ‘vraie peau’, describing Réda as an 

‘agent double incapable’.143 Therefore, before accepting his new status in Le Vingtième me 

fatigue, Réda sees himself as an in-between, unable to cope with the idea of slowing down, or 

worse yet, immobile, describing himself as ‘le demi-noyé de la profondeur immobile et limpide 

des rues’.144 Prior to Le Vingtième me fatigue, Réda’s walking practice begins to change at 

certain points in Accidents de la Circulation. Harrow explains that ‘a sense of physical 

vulnerability leads to shortcutting and backtracking, to hesitation and reorientation, but now, 

increasingly, the body’s own story (the chronicle of its events, and particularly, its mishaps) 

supplies an alternative narrative to the intended récit.145 However, this is not the case in Le 

Vingtième me fatigue, since this alternative narrative lasts for the duration of the text. Although 

Harrow points out that there is an instance of frailty in Accidents, this is the first mention of 

Réda’s bodily frailty with reference to the city. A drop in blood pressure leads to a ‘sudden 

alertness to physical frailty’ in the text, which ‘launches a narrative of the body’s vertigo when 

a sudden well of distorted perceptions destabilizes self-identity, causing him not only to lose 

his literal and ontological ‘footing’ but to question the stability of the external world’.146 In Le 

 
142 Réda, p. 15.  
143 Harrow, p. 173. 
144 Jacques Réda, Accidents de la circulation, p. 73.  
145 Harrow, p. 175. 
146 Ibid., p. 175. 
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Vingtième me fatigue, however, this frailty is widespread, manifesting itself through 

interactions with espace conçu via buildings, circulation, and walking practices in the twentieth 

arrondissement in its period of rapid urban regeneration.  

Harrow has drawn together the frailty of the physical body alongside notions of self-

identity here, demonstrating how the two are interlinked. This is underlined in Le Vingtième 

me fatigue in Réda’s evocation of the spectre once more; upon leaving the twentieth 

arrondissement to walk alongside the bassin de la Villette (although this is, of course, not a 

long distance), he exclaims that he has ‘cheated’ the spectre in his successful walk, rendering 

his relationship with the city a comfortable one once more.147 This notion of self-identity of 

course extends to creative self-identity in another sphere; that of his own creative work and his 

self as poet in the city. As Le Vingtième me fatigue shows, it is idealistic to think that the body 

and the city are intertwined, and, as Harrow explains, ‘self-world relations, in their meditation 

through the body, are rarely so blissfully symmetrical’.148 Yet, of course, the body and the self 

rely on the city for signs: when these signs are lost in communication, or in translation, it is 

difficult for Réda to write, since his frail body (and indeed mind) cannot align itself with the 

city. Once again, this leads to Réda perceiving space negatively. After quitting the spectre, 

Réda’s acceptance of his mental frailty sees him adopt a different approach to his poetry, one 

which is reflective of the twentieth arrondissement: ‘de la poésie mais avec du prêt-à-

monter’.149 However, several pages later, the gradual reacceptance of the influence of the 

spectre sees the poet abandon poetic form: ‘j’abandonne à present à son sort ce sonnet saboté 

par la toponymie du Vingtième’.150 However, the awareness of the poet’s self-identity once 

more sees him determined to chart his spatial experience in some form: ‘j'étais résolu à me 

 
147 Réda, Le Vingtième me fatigue, p. 13.  
148 Harrow, p. 178. 
149 Réda, p. 15. 
150 Ibid., p. 18.  
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battre, j’écrirais un roman’.151 Ultimately, as the text demonstrates, this self-identity is not 

enough to combat the tension between the conception of space through the topography of the 

area and the poet’s frailty as he makes sense of space, since the form of the novel is also not 

achieved.  

Similarly, his relationship with the city, he notes, will be long forgotten, thus 

demonstrating once more his anxiety around age as the area continues to change in its urban 

form and the conception of its spaces. The last page of the penultimate vignette in the text sees 

the street posing questions and statements to the poet, yet these two personas remain 

interchangeable: ‘je ne suis qu’un trait dans la figure invisible de ta vie’, the street tells Réda, 

which is also true of Réda’s relationship with the street.152 The relationship between the two is 

intertwined but relates to the problematic of visibility in the frail, elderly body in the city. This 

underlines that the conceived space of the twentieth arrondissement is not designed as 

inclusive. It is significant that this notion of visibility is reinforced at the end of the text, 

focusing the reader’s attention back to the memories of Réda’s struggle for this same visibility 

when he aligns himself with ‘[les] vieillards étranglés par la peur et la solitude, et qui vont 

mendier un sourire, un bonjour et un au revoir chez les commerçants’.153 

Further to discussions on identity and self in ageing, this section now examines the 

impact that speed and circulation have placed on the conception of the space of the twentieth 

arrondissement, and how this impacts the already complicated relationship of the frail self with 

the city. Speed here refers to various concepts such as the speed of capitalism and 

overpopulation’s grip on the city, but primarily it refers to the speed at which everyday life 

takes place in the city, as well as serving as a contrastive point to highlight the slowness of the 

ageing individual and the speed at which they begin to slow down. Circulation here refers to 

 
151 Ibid., p. 19. 
152 Ibid., p. 89 
153 Ibid., p. 15. 
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how people, goods, and vehicles move around and between the city.154 Circulation as praxis in 

the contemporary city moves at a speed that renders it imperceptible as such; Rageot’s 

statement that ‘today’s traveller can say: I am an inhabitant of earth, just as if he were saying: 

I am an inhabitant of Asnières…there are travellers who no longer even know they’re 

travelling’, written in 1920, remains true a century later.155 Réda’s text therefore serves as a 

reminder of the human element of circulation, particularly in the body’s frailty as well as the 

frailty of the residential area as it struggles with the increase in traffic and road infrastructure. 

The link between the body and circulation has indeed spanned centuries. As Richard Sennett 

explains, the functionality of the human body served as a basis for circulation in the eighteenth-

century city, with the body’s blood used as a model for the circulation of air.156  The notion of 

a ‘healthy’ city is therefore likened to a healthy body and vice versa. Sennett notes that ‘French 

urbanists like Christian Patte used the imagery of arteries and veins to justify the principle of 

one-way streets’, for example.157 If Réda’s bodily movements are to reflect this model, then 

the twentieth arrondissement’s planning should see traffic passing slowly and inefficiently as 

a result of how space is conceived. However, the 1973 completion of the boulevard 

périphérique (alongside the interior boulevards des Marécheaux which, in 2006, two years 

following the publication of Réda’s text, incorporated the Paris tramway system) serve as a 

contrast to this theory.158 Réda’s engagement with Ménilmontant in particular should ordinarily 

promote this fluidity of movement, such as the song ‘Ménilmontant’ as performed by Charles 

Trenet and later, Django Reinhardt (as detailed earlier in this chapter, the poet’s status as a jazz 

 
154 These are my own definitions of the terms.  
155 Gaston Rageot in Paul Virilio, The Aesthetics of Disappearance (Los Angeles: 

Semiotext(e), 2009), p. 112. 
156 Richard Sennett, Flesh and Stone: The Body and the City in Western Civilization (London: 

Penguin Books, 1994), pp. 261-263. 
157 Ibid., p. 263.  
158 Tramway ligne 3b currently serves the twentieth arrondissement from the Porte des Lilas 

to the Porte de Montreuil inclusive. 



 141 

critic has often influenced his writing). However, this is rendered impossible due to the 

physicality of and intensity of movement on the boulevard périphérique. There is therefore an 

incompatibility with space since Réda cannot engage with circulation due to the frail, slow 

body. This incompatibility with conceived space as a result of urban regeneration thus renders 

it a fragile space to inhabit. 

  Additionally, if Haussmannisation’s overseeing of new boulevards built to give the 

impression of a ‘fast’ city, then it is clear that the frail body opposes this planning logic. The 

dysfunction of the frail body therefore creates a disconnect between the body and the urban 

surroundings in the text.159 Conceived space is therefore fast space. This disconnect is evident 

before Réda begins his ‘inventaire lacunaire’ of the streets surrounding him, warning that ‘en 

rentrant je ne retrouverai que mon envie de m’en aller encore’.160 Here, Réda highlights the 

frailty of the relationship between users of space and the space itself. Otherwise 

uncharacteristically for the poet, circulation is seen as a threat to the frail body. Furthermore, 

time spent indoors is seen in this text as a way of protecting the frail body from the threats 

posed by the speed of circulation in evoking a contrast with everyday life in the quiet 

neighbourhood in which the poet previously lived. As Réda states: ‘de ma fenêtre je pouvais 

décéler tout mouvement suspect pouvant se prononcer dans le Septième par l’avenue de Saxe 

et la rue Duroc’, describing his old neighbourhood as ‘ce quartier spacieux où la circulation est 

réduite’.161 This same spatial experience is not afforded to the poet in the twentieth 

arrondissement, leading to the disconnect that prompts such comparisons for reasons of safety 

from the circulation surrounding him.  

 
159 The north-east of Paris in particular heavily reliant on the périphérique: see Jean 

Debrie, La suppression du périphérique à Paris: vers des modes de vie plus durables et plus 

désirables? (2020) <https://fr.forumviesmobiles.org/projet/2020/02/07/suppression-

peripherique-paris-vers-des-modes-vie-plus-durables-et-plus-desirables-13215> [accessed 1 

March 2020]. 
160 Réda, p. 12. 
161 Ibid., p. 11.  
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The ‘able’ body’s escape from the hostility of the city, according to Virilio, comes in 

the form of participating in circulation, rendering it ‘habitable’.162 This includes movements 

such as walking, or taking public transport. As has been underlined earlier, the lack of public 

transport combined with bodily ability and cognitive confusion renders it difficult for this 

‘habitable circulation’ to be carried out. The hostility of the physical experience of public 

transport in the crowded city renders it inaccessible to the frail body (Réda makes his disdain 

for the métro bondé clear).163 Yet, the disorientation of living in such an area unable to 

participate fully in circulation renders it uninhabitable for the frail poet due to his perception 

of space. On a literary level, this is problematic, as the presence of circulation is necessary for 

the creative process to take place. As Réda demonstrates at several points in the text, once the 

poet accepts that a poetic text will not be possible in the context of place, he resigns himself to 

writing a fictional novel. This fictional novel, however, is not entirely distanced from the 

circulation present in the city, but simply close enough to the city that circulation can still be 

felt: ‘Je le situerais en pleine campagne, dans une ferme ou dans un hameau isolé, non 

seulement loin de toute ville, bourg ou village et de tout chemin, mais d’étendue trop réduite 

pour qu’on y discerne le tracé d’une circulation fréquente et régulière’.164 Writing and 

circulation are thus intertwined in the frailty of the relationship: the espace vécu of the poetic 

essay is the result of the reprocessing of space from the poet’s spatial experience of circulation, 

which is a reprocessing of space from the way in which this circulation is conceived in the the 

 
162 Virilio, Speed and Politics: An Essay on Dromology, pp. 10–11. 
163 Tim Cresswell writes that ‘mobility is both the lifeblood of modernity and the virus that 

threatens to undo it’: the ability to move is therefore both advantageous and problematic. In 

the case of Réda, this tension manifests itself clearly through his frail walking practice and 

the hostility of public transport. Originally published in Cresswell’s On the Move: Mobility in 

the Modern World (London: Routledge, 2006, p. 21), this specific quote served as the basis of 

an updated article on the impact of the ‘turbulence’ of mobility through the lens of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. See Tim Cresswell, Mobility: the lifeblood of modernity and the virus 

that threatens to undo it (2020) <https://en.forumviesmobiles.org/2020/03/18/mobility-

lifeblood-modernity-and-virus-threatens-undo-it-13266> [accessed 19 March 2020]. 
164 Réda, p. 19. 
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twentieth arrondissement. Circulation is also evoked in previous texts such as Accidents de la 

circulation, where the presence of Réda’s solex scooter and participation in public transport 

mask its hostility. Walking is thus a resistant act to this hostility, yet the action of walking 

cannot counteract the speed at which the circulation in the contemporary city continues to 

increase.165 It is, however, the mere concept of walking that remains a resistant act. As Prevots 

recalls, ‘many people nowadays live in a series of interiors – home, car, gym, office, shops – 

disconnected from each other. On foot everything stays connected, […] one lives in the whole 

world rather than in interiors built up against it’.166 Walking in Le Vingtième me fatigue is a 

resistance to the interior and an attempt to remain connected to the built environment in which 

he lives. Therefore, in accepting relative immobility, Réda’s continuation of his slow walking 

practice faced with the speed of the conceived spaces in the contemporary city allows him to 

inhabit his own frailty whilst also attempting to resist dominant forms of mobility. This 

inhabitation of frailty is again often characterised by the poet’s light-heartedness in his attitude 

towards walking, stating ‘en attendant, je marche’ and ‘pourquoi non?’ ‘j’ai droit à un peu 

d’exercice’. 167   

This relative immobility, a push-pull between the determination to participate in 

circulatory practice and the need to accept the body’s new-found state of frailty, is alluded to 

previously in Accidents de la circulation. Here, Réda delves into an in-depth analysis of the 

‘circulation automobile’ that surrounds him, noting how traffic is curiously slow at that 

moment in time around Ménilmontant and Gambetta. These observations, triggered by 

 
165 See, for example, the current implementation of the Grand Paris plan: 

<https://www.societedugrandparis.fr/ >.   
166 Prevots, p. 4. 
167 The cultural critic Blindboy discusses the relationship between speed and self in detail in 

his podcast, specifically mentioning the revisiting of speed with the passing of time. See 

Blindboy, The Blindboy Podcast. (2019). Dark Salad. [podcast] Available at: 

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/the-blindboy-podcast/id1300577518 [Accessed 28 

Nov. 2019]; Réda, p. 27.  
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immobility, result in the poet obsessively watching traffic pass by, yet circulation is embedded 

in other aspects of the text through the first few pages of Accidents, in which Réda remains 

seated at a café (read immobile), reading a copy of the magazine, La vie du rail. Here again 

resistance to slowing down or immobility can be seen by using his magazine as a way to reclaim 

his past life and ability to participate in ‘habitable circulation’ through his passion for public 

transport. In Accidents, the reader is warned that his beloved solex scooter would be abandoned 

due to his age, and that he would therefore begin a ‘nouvelle vie de piéton’, which would begin 

‘sous d’inquiétants auspices’.168 This sets the tone for Le Vingtième me fatigue, which opens 

with thoughts on ‘progressions’ that have been made in the twentieth century. The first of these 

concepts that Réda mentions here is that of public transport, which comes before ‘la machine 

à écrire mécanique’. It is significant that he should mention public transport first, a window 

into his writing process, reinforcing once more the influence that circulation will have in this 

text from the outset through its influence on how space is conceived. A few pages later, the 

resignation of moving from public transport to walking as a dominant mode of mobility within 

the twentieth arrondissement is discussed. Walking is likened not to a liberating leisurely walk, 

but to a mechanical mode of movement: the topography of the area is described as forcing the 

frail poet to move ‘machinalement’, mirroring the lexical field of mechanical writing and 

highlighting the closeness of the relationship between writing and walking in the text. The 

frailty of this relationship is therefore also mirrored in the frailty of the topography of the area, 

which denies the poet access to his leisurely walks as described in his other texts. 169 

It is significant to note that despite the fact that there are two sections in the text, circulation 

is an overarching theme which links them together, showcasing the significance of circulation 

and mobility in Réda’s writing and in his creative process. The text is split between two 

 
168 Jacques Réda, Accidents de la circulation, p. 10.  
169 Réda, Le Vingtième me fatigue, p. 8; p. 11. 
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sections: firstly, the poetic essay Le Vingtième me fatigue, and secondly, an ‘inventaire 

lacunaire’ of the streets of the twentieth arrondissement. Although the use of the word 

‘lacunaire’ here alludes to notions of incompleteness and of gaps (both in terms of how the 

frail body approaches walking and in terms of the frailty of memory), descriptions of 

circulation at the beginning of the second part of the text binds the two sections together via a 

detailed account of the rue Belgrand: ‘elle voit son élan ralenti puis coupé net par le traffic 

assez intense de cette voie’.170 In previous texts, Réda’s peripatetic practice is referred to as his 

‘poetics of circulation’; Prevots states that this ‘wakens us to the world and puts us in dialogue 

with it’, during which ‘the speaker energises his mind and body’.171 In Le Vingtième me fatigue, 

however, this idea of a poetics of circulation has shifted. This circulation renders his mind and 

body not energized, but, in fact, drained as a result of the tension between the conceived space 

and the poet’s perception of the space in his frail body and mind. In particular, the use of the 

term ‘poetics’ here is problematic when applied to this text: poetics in Réda’s work, as noted 

previously, is dependent upon accessible mobility. ‘Poetic’ texts such as Les Ruines de Paris 

and Hors les murs are described by Prevots as ‘hymns to urban and suburban zones [that] praise 

the simple joy of movement through the world’.172 This notion is subverted once more in Le 

Vingtième me fatigue, where this ‘simple joy of movement’ can only truly take place 

conceptually, or from a distance through the framing of an interior-exterior dichotomy. Unlike 

before, physical distance is now required in the text in order to appreciate circulation (in the 

place of participating in ‘habitable circulation’). This appreciation is only possible in its 

abstract form, such as when Réda is inside his apartment, or theoretically writing another novel 

in his head in which his work is set at a distance from the city’s circulatory flow. From a spatial 

viewpoint, when the space is perceived retrospectively, rather than when Réda is in the midst 

 
170 Ibid., p. 38.  
171 Prevots, p. 18. 
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of the spatial experience, this renders the space, and therefore his writing, abstract. In an 

instance in which Réda is admiring the traffic flow from the window of his apartment, for 

example, he is also relatively immobile from an accident in which his bookshelves had 

collapsed, causing him to injure his back and forcing him to stay indoors. This results in the 

poet becoming even more frail to the point where his relationship with space is mostly 

abstract.173 When not in direct contact with this circulation, it is theoretically joyous and 

beneficial to the creative process. This distance provokes the realization that writing is a 

resistant act, a resistance to the weaknesses of being in contact with this circulation.  

 

2.5. Examining form through the frail poet’s engagement with the twentieth 

arrondissement 

The text as object is in itself a way of ‘working through’ the body’s frailty in the city, as will 

be explored through its form, structure, and genre. Rather than the flexibility of form, this 

section focuses on the frailty of form in the text itself, as is demonstrated in the theoretical 

construction of the text versus its final form.  The textual object (through espace vécu) results 

in a physical recording of the frail body and mind in city and the way in which it perceives 

space. Particular attention here is paid to variations of poetry, prose, and prose poetry. The 

form of prose especially highlights cognitive frailty, which translates into creative frailty in the 

writing process. On a micro level this is demonstrated through literary devices such as syntax, 

assonance, and metaphor. An examination of architectural form in the conceived spaces that 

the poet navigates attempts to map literary form onto urban form through the lens of frailty. To 

reiterate, in previous texts, the urban environment has influenced a more playful literary form  

as a result of leisurely walking. For example, as Jocqueville-Bourjea notes, Réda has often 

attempted to ‘cheat’ genres by lending fourteen syllables to his prose works in an engagement 

 
173 Réda, pp. 23–27. 
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with the reader: ‘Laissons donc le lecteur, à la suite du poète, devenir fou…’.174 In Réda’s 

work, walking typically results in poetry.175 The term ‘devenir fou’ here is used in a comedic 

manner, reflecting the self-deprecating humour of the poet as a means by which to cope with 

the frail body and mind in the city, once again as seen through the light-hearted self-mocking 

of the poet throughout this text. For example, Réda recalls overhearing other city dwellers 

discuss his frailty (‘il radote un peu’) and addresses this in the text through a comedic narrative 

which also evokes sympathy.176 

On Réda as writer, Bonhomme claims that ‘le marcheur dans la ville est architecte de 

l’espace, cartographe, urbaniste mais aussi poète’.177 In this way, it would make sense to claim 

Réda as poet, yet the presence of dwelling in the text (and the tentative resistance to dwelling) 

renders it difficult to assign this definition in a concrete form. According to Jocqueville-

Bourjea, poetry incites a need to ‘faire habiter’ – yet in this text dwelling is not a desired effect 

of poetry since Réda aims to escape the twentieth arrondissement once and for all.178 Rather 

than assuming the form of poetry, the text can be identified as a musing on poetry and its 

construction: a philosophy of urban poetry. The use of the term ‘construction’ is significant 

here, as is evident from Réda’s commentary of the urban features of the twentieth 

arrondissement. Abstract notions of construction therefore function as a replacement for the 

physical construction of poetry on the page. As Prevots confirms, ‘even though poetic action 

informs all he does, Réda is poet disabused, one neither quite here nor there’.179 It would appear 

from the outset that this innate wish to create poetry is present. Despite this, the frailty of the 

textual form and the frailty of the poet in his uncomfortable urban spaces demonstrate that 

 
174 Marie Jocqueville-Bourjea, La déposession heureuse, p. 26.  
175 See, for example, Sonnets dublinois (Montpellier: Fata Morgana, 1990) and La Course: 

nouvelles poésies itinérantes et familières (1993–1998) (Paris: Gallimard, 1999). 
176 Réda, p. 15. 
177 Bonhomme, p 8. 
178 Jocqueville-Bourjea, p. 36.  
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‘traditional’ poetry is not possible. Early in the text, Réda intertwines the concepts of walking 

and poetry. In resigning himself to the frailty of the physical body and slowing down of the 

body in a city with fast circulatory flow, he also resigns himself to the fact that, unlike in his 

previous works, Réda will not be able to write poetry in the same way as before. Attempts at 

poetry for Réda are aligned with bursts of energy. In the text, he states ‘pour occupier les 

instants où je récupérais un peu de lucidité, d’énergie et de besoin d’entreprendre, j’ai alors 

bricolé’.180 The lexical fields applied by Réda when discussing poetry once more highlight that 

building and the construction of text are intertwined. In not being able to keep up with the 

buildings being constructed in his quartier, he is also not able to keep up with his building of 

poetic form. Réda is aware from the outset of the text that any poetic form he may produce 

may not be at as high of a standard as it were before. In true Rédaen style, he fabricates this as 

humour, stylising his poetic efforts in a sort of disclaimer. Here, Réda frames his construction 

of poetry as ‘travail pour un atelier de creation poétique’, reminding the reader of poetic aids 

of sorts: ‘c’est-à-dire que je me suis remis à fabriquer de la poésie, mais avec du prêt-à-

monter’.181  

As before with circulation, for Réda, materiality is a pre-requisite for building poetic 

form. This lexical field extends into a reality of building, breaking, and rebuilding both 

formally and physically in the content of the text. This reflects the urban renewal taking place 

in the conceived spaces that Réda navigates. In attempts to build poetic form, the poet notes 

his struggle to fulfil the commitment to a full sonnet, for example: ‘je ne cherche pas à remplir 

à tout prix tout le compartiment que propose le moule: parfois mon crayon saute, dévie, et j’en 

oublie un; ou bien au contraire j’en ajoute sur ma lancée un quinzième’.182 Here, Réda is 

referring to a concrete form of poetry in which he attempts to write fourteen syllables in one 
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line, but writing in iambic metre is particularly difficult, and neither quatorzain nor sonnet can 

be achieved.183 On a formal level, if Harrow is correct to state that ‘the self becomes seamlessly 

incorporated as the object (or outcome) of the fantasizing work of the city’, then it is clear here 

that the frailty of the area in its lack of one singular form of architecture has a significant effect 

on the writer’s creative process. This is evidenced through the rapid urban renewal resulting in 

the variation of conceived spaces combined with this progressive re-acceptance of the self as 

frail and elderly as the poet makes sense of space in the city. This frailty can be witnessed in 

the reproduction of space as espace vécu via the lack of unifying literary form within the text.184  

Within traditional generic boundaries, Prevots attests that Réda’s work is ‘on the cusp 

of the new lyricism of the 1980s, as the self within the poem can be what Michel Collot calls 

‘une instance transpersonnelle’ that stretches the very boundaries of self and ‘appelle à se 

dépasser vers un horizon jamais atteint’.185 The self in this text, however, regresses from the 

transpersonal, as the self turns progressively more inwards in its narrative approach. This is 

evident particularly in the opening section of the text: for example, an explanation of the poet 

being born in the twentieth century runs alongside a critique of the vingtième arrondissement. 

This transpersonal persona, according to Prevots, is a pre-requisite to poetics, stating that the 

shift to ‘dépersonnalisation’ occurs ‘with renewed vigour when language depicts our intensive 

aliveness on one hand and uncertainty about physical and affective borders on the other, as 

 
183 To reiterate, the negative urban experience of Réda in this text and the built environment’s 

incompatibility with the poet’s frailty leads to a breakdown in poetic form which is not 

salvageable through poetic constraints. This is unlike what has been witnessed in Chapter 

One of this thesis in the contrastingly positive urban experience of the nomadic Roubaud, 

which demonstrated the liberating element of the poetic constraint. As will be demonstrated 

in the following chapter of this thesis, poetic constraints in Houellebecq’s urban poetry are 

also the result of a negative spatial experience. However, as will be examined, unlike in 

Réda’s text, Houellebecq’s poems eventually fit an altered form of poetry consisting of 

regular and irregular alexandrins amongst others.  
184 Harrow, p. 169. 
185 Prevots, p. 22.  
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suggested by the title of Marie Jocqueville-Bourjea’s ‘La dépossession heureuse’.186 On the 

contrary, this text is unlike those in the Rédeaen oeuvre in that the poet is particularly aware of 

the perception of space through the boundaries and borders that he faces in inhabiting this area 

of Paris as a result of his frailty, evidenced in his declining mobility. In describing his attitude 

towards the area, he states that ‘passé une période animée de découvertes et d’explorations 

dans les limites de son enclave, j’ai commencé à prendre mes distances avec cet 

arrondissement’.187 If being at one with one’s surroundings suggests depersonalization, then 

the poetic form is not appropriate. 

The dichotomy of holding onto remnants of poetic form, however, may be tied to ageing 

on a cognitive level, and this familiar structure provides the poet with a form of creative 

stability. As de Beauvoir observes of ‘le vieillard’, ‘il prend l’habitude d’avoir des 

habitudes.’188 This tendency to recreate a repetitive structure can be seen, as de Beauvoir 

suggests, as a springboard to create: ‘en effet quelque chose demeure: une aptitude à 

réapprendre ce qu’on a su, des méthodes de travail, des résistances à l’erreur, des garde-fous 

[…]. L’homme âgé est capable de visions synthétiques interdites aux jeunes’.189 However, no 

rhyme schemes or iambic metre are attempted throughout the text. This is despite attempts at 

the repetitive structure made through similarities in the descriptions of buildings and specific 

streets in the second part of the text.  

A particular difficulty that Réda encounters in his quest to ‘create’ poetry in this text is 

the capacity to create rhyme, alongside a rhyming scheme. In lacking inspiration, Réda turns 

to distinct memories, and finds that, in this area, they are absent. As Sheringham underlines, 

‘the rue Borrégo ruefully laments the fact that it has no identity beyond the ones projected onto 

 
186 Prevots, p. 18. 
187 Réda, p. 13. 
188 Simone de Beauvoir, La Vieillesse (Paris: Gallimard, 1996), p. 492. 
189 To reiterate, Réda was 75 years old when this text was published in 2004; Ibid., p. 403.  
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it by the mind and memory of the embroidering subject – in this case, Jacques Réda’.190 The 

absence of memory imprinted on the urban environment, however, renders it easier to describe, 

yet harder to put into a rhythmic structure: the term moule, for example, represents both the 

poetic and the material in its description. Réda, in the first part of the text, wonders whether to 

‘reprendre toute l’opération avec une autre rime, au risque d’échauffer le moule d’un métal 

ductile et délicat’.191 Utilising the lexical fields on construction, Réda treats the form of the text 

as malleable, using verbs such as briser (also a reference to the frail body) and talks about how 

to recoller les morceaux.192 The notion of moulding here is significant. As he attempts to mould 

poetry into a form through rhyme, it is also pertinent to think of how a city may be moulded 

into its form as the conception of space is always changing through urban renewal, allowing 

the reader to revert back to the city via Baudelaire, or even more recently, via Roubaud’s claims 

that ‘la forme d’une ville change plus vite, hélas, que le cœur des humains’.193 However, plans 

for rhyming in this text, particularly in the form of the sonnet, have been actively hindered not 

only by the ‘toponoymie du Vingtième’, but by the nomenclature of its streets.194 The lack of 

variety in these names causes problems for the rhyme scheme, resulting in the collapse of any 

promise of a traditional sonnet as ‘le moule refusait de se prononcer’.195 Here, the frailty of the 

poet’s mind reflects the frailty of the built environment. In exploring options which may be 

similar, for example, -erges endings instead of -ièrges that is desired for the rhyme, Réda 

attempts once more to resist the destruction of his intended form. Finally, however, he 

abandons the notion, noting that he should now give himself over himself to prose, and 

 
190 Sheringham, Perpetual Motion: Studies in French Poetry from Surrealism to the 

Postmodern, p. 241. 
191 Réda, p. 17. 
192 Ibid., pp. 16-19. 
193 Jacques Roubaud, La forme d’une ville change plus vite, hélas, que le cœur des humains: 

cent cinquante poèmes, 1991-1998 (Paris: Gallimard, 1999). 
194 Réda, p. 17. 
195 Ibid., p. 18. 
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particularly ‘une prose des rues’, ‘si tel était [son] destin’.196 From the outset, then, 

communication has lapsed between Réda’s creative self and how he perceives space and this 

particular conception of space in the twentieth arrondissement. Thus, despite Prevots’s claim 

that ‘Réda’s interest in his surroundings and the phrasing used to transcribe them reflect his 

attitude that poetry is always already taking place’, it is worth noting here that this poetry does 

not extend to the final form on the written page.197 

The frailty of the syntax in the form of prose reflects the frailty of the body and the 

mind, demonstrating the problematic of the construction of space more generally. Throughout 

the text, the syntax renders the tone of the work informal, and reads as a stream of 

consciousness, as opposed to planned, structure prose. For example, sentences often begin with 

words such as ‘mais’, interjections are often present, as well as rhetorical questions, or 

questions that the poet poses to himself are often present throughout the text. Yet the frailty of 

this syntax, although it is frustrating to Réda, inadvertently proves his point that the physical 

makeup of the arrondissement makes it difficult for him to write in a specific form due to the 

circulation and his own frailty. This is also due to the physical makeup of the conceived space 

of the area including roads, boulevards, and hills. Prevots states that ‘in prose and poetry alike, 

[Réda’s] personal preference is usually for tempos that recapture a sensual and energetic 

feeling of aliveness, that in some measure free and liberate us’.198 Assonance, for example, is 

present throughout the text, which slows down the tempo of the narrative – an uncommon 

feature in Réda’s work. Accidents de la circulation is characterised by its sharp staccato and 

varying syntax. In a particular example in Le Vingtième me fatigue, the effect of ageing on the 

written text is demonstrated in its assonance as Réda states ‘je me sentais désormais trop vieux, 

trop averti pour tenter de créer des formes, recevoir d’on ne sait où des images et des 

 
196 Ibid., p. 18.  
197 Prevots, p. 2. 
198 Ibid., p. 2. 
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émotions’.199 Here, the length of vowels in words such as ‘trop vieux’, ‘formes’ and ‘recevoir’ 

reflects the slowing down of the poet mentally and physically. In this sentence, form, content 

and structure show how the text is bound up with his surroundings, which are not, as Prevots 

describes, representative of ‘aliveness’, but rather a contemplation of the opposite. In other 

words, this sentence underlines the reproduction of espace perçu, and the poet’s experience of 

space as espace vécu, as evidenced in his work. 

Whereas Réda’s attempts to create poetry have not resulted in a clear-cut distinction of 

one genre (see instances in the text where poetic form is attempted and prose is then attempted 

with reluctance, as this chapter has examined; see also an analysis of the lack of pattern or 

symmetry in the syntax of the body of the text), his work is also viewed on a spectrum, from a 

‘récit d’un regard poétique’ to musical prose or eponymous poems.200 It is significant to note, 

however, that echoes of prose poetry can be traced to earlier works by Réda, such as Les Ruines 

de Paris, inevitably drawing comparisons with Baudelaire’s Spleen de Paris.201 Since 

historically, prose poetry has been regarded amongst critics as a problematic form, there are, 

then, already parallels with Réda’s work. 202 Anne Jamison characterises Baudelaire’s work as 

‘creative travels between opposing poles he styles ‘spleen’ and ‘ideal’, between the modern 

and the classical, the temporal and the eternal, the venal and immaculate muse’. 203 In Réda’s 

text, this struggle between the temporal and the eternal manifests itself in the struggle between 

 
199 Réda, p. 16.  
200 Marie Joqueviel-Bourjea, Jacques Réda: À Pied d’œuvre (Paris: Honoré Champion, 

2015), p. 85. 
201 Ibid. 
202 See, for example: Suzanne Bernard, Le poème en prose de Baudelaire jusqu’à nos jours 

(Paris: Nizet, 1959). See also: Steven Monte, Invisible Fences: Prose Poetry as a Genre in 

French and American Literature (Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 2000). Finally, 

see: Stamos Metzidakis, Understanding French Poetry: Essays for a New Millennium 

(Birmingham: Summa Publications, 2001). 
203 Anne Jamison, ‘Any Where Out Of This Verse: Baudelaire’s Prose Poetics and the 

Aesthetics of Transgression’, Nineteenth Century French Studies, 29.3 (2001), 256–86, p. 

256. 
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poetry and prose. This struggle evidenced in the frailty of the text’s form (espace vécu) in turn 

represents a struggle in identity with regards specifically to the ageing body and the frail body 

as it makes sense of space within the city.  

 This struggle is often seen in the transition period between poetry and prose, as Jamison 

also alludes to in the case of Baudelaire: ‘critical literature on the prose poem has tended to 

focus on this journey from verse to prose, emphasising the increased ironic, often violent 

perspective of the prose work’.204 The lexical field of the journey of prose writing as a battle is 

present in Le Vingtième me fatigue: in his theoretical decision to move from poetry to prose 

Réda states ‘[…] mais j’étais résolu à me battre. J’écrirais un roman’.205 In highlighting the 

ironic nature of this battle between prose and poetry in which prose poetry finds itself, it is 

significant to note that this act of prose writing would situate itself ‘loin de toute ville, bourg 

ou village ou de tout chemin’.206 This is, of course, uncharacteristic of the poet’s typical 

engagement with the urban environment. In this sense, then, the prose poem could be seen as 

an attempt to reconcile this dichotomy.  

Charles Forsdick, for example, argues that the term ‘prose poetry’ has always been a 

divisive one, citing Valéry’s definition of prose as a ‘marche en avant, progression orientée 

vers une fin, la transmission d’une idée’.207 Given this, it is difficult to reconcile this concept 

with that of poetry, through which the form is associated with ‘self-sufficient pleasure drawn 

from movement’ rather than ‘any desire to reach any specific goal’. 208 From the outset, then, 

there is no progression towards an end in Réda’s text, nor is there pleasure drawn from 

movement. This is evident especially in the second part of the text in its nature as an ‘inventaire 

 
204 Ibid., p. 256.  
205 Réda, p. 19. 
206 Ibid., p. 19.  
207 Paul Valéry, cited in The Modern Essay in French: Movement, Instability, Performance, 

ed. by Charles Forsdick and Andrew Stafford (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2005), p. 45. 
208 Roger Gilbert, cited in Ibid., p. 45.  
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lacunaire’, indicating a haphazard, scattered approach to attempting to engage with the espace 

conçu of the urban environment and the frailty of its urban regeneration, thus further 

complicating the relationship between the city and creative practice.  

This scattered approach is, as previously indicated, replicated in scholarly literature on 

the subject. As Jamison notes, ‘its disruptive potential is not limited to the questionable status 

of a sub-genre’.209 Any concrete identification of prose poetry in Réda’s work, however, is 

characterised by neoclassical form, as Castigliano highlights: ‘le poème en prose de Réda, qui 

se distingue par la recherche d’une tenue formelle presque néoclassique et par le refus 

conséquent des formules expressionistes et modernistes, semble s’approcher du second modèle 

proposé par Suzanne Bernard. Le recours à un lexique précieux et typiquement littéraire’. 210 

In this text, however, Réda is not attempting to be experimental, but is rather writing his way 

through his frailty and his identity issues in a specific part of the city. Breaking formal 

boundaries is not the clear point of this text. Rather, the extended contemplation and attempts 

to form and reform poetry before eventual resignation to prose aligns with the push-pull of the 

discomfort of life in the arrondissement, and the eternal wish to leave the area permanently.211 

In Réda’s prose poetry, Castigliano adds, there is a ‘prose très riches en sonorités, et avec des 

solutions rythmiques qui font allusion à la forme poètique plutôt qu’à la prose’.212 As has been 

examined, failed attempts at rhythm to create poetic form, for example, prevent such form from 

 
209 Jamison, p. 265. 
210 Bernard’s modèle is characterised by the prose poem’s ‘essence’. As she says,‘the prose 

poem, not only in its from but in its essence, is based in the union of opposites: prose and 

poetry, freedom and rigour, destructive anarchy and organising art’ (Suzanne Bernard in 

Tzvetan Todovov, Genres in Discourse [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990], p. 

60.); Castigliano, p. 467. 
211 As Jamison states, even an intentional breaking of these boundaries does not mean a work 

can be classed as prose poetry: ‘From a classicist perspective, this hardly recommends it is as 

a form. L’Abbé Desfontaines complained of the prose poem: ‘c’est abuser des termes et 

renoncer aux idées claires et distinctes’ (Jamison, p. 265). In this case, the lack of a clear idea 

might reflect Réda’s disorientation of the city in its form, but this does not reflect a deliberate 

attempt at creating prose poetry.  
212 Castigliano, p. 467. 
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taking place. Babette Deutsch claims that ‘the one [prose] resembles a man walking towards a 

definite goal; the other [poetry] is like a man surrendering himself to contemplation, or to the 

experience of walking for its own sake’.213 In this case, then, Réda’s work is not simply a prose 

poem on the subject of flânerie, but rather a manifesto of frailty.  

The lack of one overarching formal entity, rather, is reflective of the changing aesthetic 

and semantics of the city, and the frailty of the area throughout this regeneration. As John 

Armitage reports, ‘contemporary space is expressive of certain annihilated meanings and can 

be used to discuss the ‘lost’ three spatial dimensions of length, width and height’.214 With this 

in mind, these ‘dimensions’ are formal structures that give meaning to space. Similarly, 

‘dimensions’ such as form give meaning to words or recorded speech in Réda’s text. In order 

for meaning to be distributed, then, Réda must work towards his ideas in the practice of writing, 

as is traditionally the case with the form of the essay.  

Within the genre of the essay, Solnit’s research has revealed an English-language walking 

essay tradition, which is analysed by Forsdick .215 As noted by Forsdick, however, it remains  

difficult to introduce a subcategory of ‘essai-promenade’ as it ‘refuses reduction to shared set 

of sub-generic markers’ such as ‘spatial and cultural contexts’.216 This is, of course, true of Le 

Vingtième me fatigue: the text abandons ideas, replaces ideas, and attempts to reappropriate 

them. The lack of attention to detail within the actual practice of walking here is also a 

testament to the distraction of Réda by the physical makeup of the area that he is surveying. 

Moreover, Forsdick goes on to note that ‘the essay is linked more to the unbounded practice of 

walking than to the more clearly delineated, specifically located and ultimately closed structure 

 
213 Babette Deutsch in Forsdick and Stafford, p. 45. 
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of an individual walk’.217 The transitory nature of cognitive frailty does not allow the poet to 

consider broader concepts as in previous texts, but rather the opposite in his descriptions of 

individual urban details. Réda’s work, therefore, is not a ‘walking essay’; it is not a conceptual 

essay but a personal account of ageing and frailty within the context of one urban area, resulting 

in the slowing down of his creativity and a manifestation of his frustration as a result.  

 There are, however, theoretical parallels with the essay in Réda’s work in the idea of 

the essay as a way in which the writer can process their thoughts, a process which manifests 

itself clearly especially in the first section of the text. Pierre Glaudes and Jean-François Louette, 

for example, note that the essay is ‘une pensée en train de se faire, work in progress’.218 The 

future of his writing career runs alongside deliberations on his future and his place in the city. 

Although the two may seem incompatible, the text acts as an attempt to resist this future and 

reconcile the body and the form in the city. In this sense, the essay provides the appropriate 

framework to configure and reconfigure these thoughts, particularly in the first section of the 

text which sees a contemplation of urban and poetic form followed by the inventory of the 

area’s streets.219 This, in itself, is an act of resistance, and has similarly been mentioned by 

Edward Saïd in describing the essay as ‘an anti-genre, a potential site of resistance whose non-

systemic nature permits engagement with fixed orthodoxy.’220 Therefore, in a combination of 

formal elements of the essay as anti-genre and unorthodox methods of walking, Réda’s text 

offers a resistance to the way in which space is conceived in the contemporary everyday in its 

circulatory and exclusive nature.  

The blurring of form in the text is reflective of the frailty of the body and the frailty of 

his relationship with the twentieth arrondissement in particular. Prevots states that ‘phrases, 

 
217 Ibid.  
218 Pierre Glaudes and Jean-François Louette in Forsdick and Stafford, p. 53. 
219 Forsdick and Stafford also note the etymology of the word ‘essay’ in that it signifies a 

tentative approach (essai). See Forsdick and Stafford, introduction.  
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texts, and books in their entirety, sometimes hybrid in their shifting genres and registers, 

change direction and thus resist reductions to labels and core meanings, rendering Réda’s work 

authentically poetic’.221 In this sense, then, Réda’s text is a poetic meditation on place and 

space through (im)mobility. Mobility, as Forsdick highlights, can be used as principal 

structuring device: canonical texts such as Rousseau’s Rêveries, he points out, have done so.222 

Similarly, Réda’s work begins as a foray into sonnets and finishes with no specific structure, 

or rather, one dictated by this (im)mobility. With this in mind, the closest hegemonic form, if 

the text were to be assigned one, would be that of the essay: a prose form which explores 

concepts of poetry and urban surroundings in order to ‘work through’ the frail body and mind, 

on a personal and creative level.  The blurring of dominant literary forms and indeed the literary 

devices and formal elements examined in this section of the chapter are only one aspect within 

the concept of form more generally that underline the frailty exhibited by the poet in this text. 

The form of the built environment, and in particular, the materiality of the built environment, 

also plays a significant role in uncovering the relationship between this frailty, the writing 

process, and peripatetic modes in the text. The movement of space can therefore be traced 

through the materiality of the espace conçu, its influence on the frail poet, and how this, in 

turn, influences the text via espace vécu. 

 

2.6. A reading of interactions with materiality and frailty via close readings of the text’s 

vignettes  

In order to further explore the above relationship, a selection of vignettes from the text will be 

examined thematically. The examination will begin with a reading of how the materiality of 

conceived space in the built environment affects concepts of memory and identity, followed 
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by a close reading of the colours of the built environment. This will demonstrate how the 

juxtaposition of hues informs the frailty of the poet, as well as how they act as a means of 

connectedness within the disorientation of the poet in this specific area of the city. The 

relationship between self and street within the context of identity and memory is evoked in the 

‘vignette’ of Rue Jouye-Rouve with reference to old age and death.223 As Harrow states, the  

‘self becomes seamlessly incorporated as the object (or outcome) of the fantasizing work of 

the city’.224 The self-object relationship in this case, as well as the espace conçu-perçu 

relationship, is bound up with questions on memory and identity. Upon Réda’ discussion of 

the rue Jouye-Rouve itself, the poet does not remember why he chose to discuss this street, for 

it bears nothing of significance. Here, space is not conceived as appealing. Réda even questions 

why he was here in the past, declaring ‘je n’en garde aucun souvenir net’.225 The banality of 

the street in this space, alongside a critique of its design and planning is blamed for its lack of 

importance in his memory. It is evident, however, that Réda’s description of the Jouye-Rouve 

is a reflection of himself: now unremarkable, its characteristics fade into the background. 

Espace conçu therefore triggers the poet’s spatial practice, which is reflected in his sense of 

self. In this instance, there are no features with which he identifies, nor memories to anchor a 

sense of self or to project identity onto the area. This underlines the frailty of the connection 

between the poet and the built environment. 

Thus, similar to a linguistic subject-object agreement, the semantics of self are reflected 

in an urban context. The lack of identity in one street, Rue Jouye-Rouve, is synonymous with 

the ongoing crisis of identity that Réda is experiencing. This crisis of identity is followed by a 

commentary on street plaques, which leads to a deliberation on death. This then highlights the 

 
223 The term ‘vignette’ is used here to reflect the fleeting nature of Réda’s stream of 

consciousness, as well as form, throughout the text. An illustration of Rue Jouye-Rouve 

follows in the chapter appendix on page 275 (Figure 1). 
224 Harrow, p. 169. 
225 Réda, p. 43. 
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resistance-acceptance dichotomy that follows Réda throughout the text in terms of resisting 

and accepting old age and his frail body. If, as Harrow states, ‘questions of selfhood are 

displaced by the eruptive culture of the everyday or absorbed into the city envisioned as a 

roaming consciousness’, then these eruptive qualities are surely lacking in this text.226 A short 

comparison to Les Ruines de Paris reveals that Réda’s identity as a poet at this point in time 

(and indeed, as city inhabitant) manifests itself in his poetic investment of the non-lieu and 

liminal spaces outside of Paris intra-muros.227 It is clear, therefore, that the stimulus provided 

by these spaces is no longer present in the twentieth arrondissement, leading to a frail 

relationship between Réda and the area. It is the urban fabric of space in this specific area that 

trigger Réda’s underlying thoughts on frailty and old age, which is present in discussions on 

certain urban characteristics such as this street. This manifests itself clearly in the nomenclature 

of the streets in the surrounding areas. In the Gambetta area, Réda is triggered especially by 

the history of the figure that this street name plaque shows, so much so that he claims that we 

are ‘un peu surpris, voire ému, d’apprendre qu’il mourut à quarante-quatre ans’.228 While 

highlighting Gambetta’s legend, this reference also indicates the omnipresence of notions of 

impending death. In this sense, it is indeed significant that the dôme des Invalides, as Réda 

discusses, can be viewed in the backdrop of his description. The impact of this reference can 

be found in its use as a metonym; frailty, old age and death are all implicit here throughout the 

historical uses of the building of Les Invalides itself.229 Significantly, the description of Les 
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Invalides also acts as a comparative tool between the two arrondissements: the seventh and the 

twentieth. Here, circulation, population, culture, and urban features are all evoked in this 

comparison. 

Despite this vignette rendering itself synonymous with his own preoccupations of 

frailty, the final pages deviate from the street in question in approaching a busier street – one 

in which a soulless post-gentrification restaurant is described – highlighting the appeal of this 

area to a younger generation. The portrayal of the rue Jouye-Rouve is finally subverted in the 

closing of this section in a comparison of a small épicerie to this post-gentrification restaurant, 

highlighting a small victory for the street previously described as having ‘la trace d’une 

lointaine ambition’.230 In this case, these descriptions represent a reflection of Réda’s 

dichotomy of accepting frailty and resisting it. As space changes, so, too, does its meaning. 

Elements of resistance are once more present in Réda’s projections of his sense of self 

onto the urban fabric of the area in which he lives. In a contrast to the previous vignette, the 

rue du Capitaine-Marchal reflects a positivity rarely seen thus far in the text, and encourages 

what Harrow describes as Réda’s ‘desire always to turn outwards’.231 On the rue du Capitaine-

Marchal, a small, narrow street in the twentieth arrondissement, there is ‘une belle composition 

de bâtiments’ which hold ‘une manière d’harmonie qui réjouit l’œil’.232 Here, the frailty of the 

built environment in its urban regeneration and increase in traffic is hidden to allow the poet to 

appreciate the aesthetic of the street. The visual appeal of the buildings’ aesthetics is replicated 

in the aural aesthetic of the text. An examination of the structure of syllables here demonstrate 

how they are alexandrin-like in their expression: ‘c’est solide, rythmé, fourmillant de détails’, 

which is interrupted by the use of brackets.233 There are at times a loose AABB rhyme scheme 
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applied, such as ‘œil/grille’ and ‘bourgeoise/ardoise’. It is clear from the word ‘rythmé’ that 

this holds a special place of inspiration for Réda: the pattern of the buildings, their structure 

and their patterns resonate with that of his poetry, allowing Réda to re-engage with his urban 

surroundings in order to replicate the familiar form originally intended from the beginning of 

the text. This familiarity results in an establishment of communication between Réda and his 

subject, prompting a comical exclamation from Réda that he could, for example, ask these 

buildings questions. A playfulness which is seen in earlier texts by Réda therefore reappears as 

a result of this reestablishment of communication. In this instance, space is conceived in such 

a way that allows Réda to engage with these buildings with a sense of ease, reflected in their 

structure and their aesthetic appearance. As Prevots notes: ‘Réda asserts that streets are 

themselves travellers always in motion who implicate us in their spatial and linguistic games, 

games we can learn to appreciate through careful if bemused observation’.234 This sustained 

observation therefore allows for the facilitation of creativity in the text once more, as seen in 

the above attempts at rhyming, for example. These attempts do not appear to be deliberate, but 

a natural result of urban inspiration.235 This comfortability provides temporary respite to the 

frailty experienced elsewhere in the arrondissement, as well as a stroke of jealousy, as Réda 

begins to contemplate the buildings’ resistance to age.  

 Additionally, self-construction and the construction of such buildings attest to the 

theory that frailty of Réda’s identity is least felt when the aesthetics of architectural details 

render the writer inspired. Here, this is owed to a harmony between the way in which space is 

conceived and the way in which it is perceived. As Virilio states, ‘construction and self-

construction are intimately connected’. 236 Order is especially important on a spatial level in 

 
234 Prevots, p. 50. 
235 The significance of play and creativity in urban texts cannot be underestimated, 

specifically with reference to formal constructions. This is particularly evident in works by 

the OuLiPo, or the Situationists, for example. 
236 Paul Virilio, City of Panic, p. 8. 
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order to establish an identity; a channel of communication can only be achieved once such 

entities are confirmed. This order must also apply to Réda himself: ‘je me transforme 

positivement en une rue endormie et banale de quartier mort’.237 Once this spatial order has 

been achieved, this forms the basis for Réda’s relationship with these buildings. In a 

justification for his affinity with the urban environment, Réda states ‘je me vois souvent moi-

même comme quelqu’un de très ordinaire […] L’espèce d’affection que j’éprouve pour de 

telles rues serait donc en un sens fraternelle. J’irais retrouver auprès d’elles ma vraie famille, 

mon vrai climat’.238 This intensity of emotion is strongly felt in this paragraph, as Réda 

attributes human characteristics such as responding to questions to these buildings. By 

resisting the frail self in this vignette, Réda is thus able to seek comfort and communication 

in these buildings which are a refraction of his own self.  

As evidenced in the depiction of the rue de la Justice, colours, as Harrow remarks, are 

a significant part and parcel of the Rédeaen œuvre as a whole: they are a feature of his work 

which leads the reader ‘directly back to Baudelaire as he sounds the rich, synaesthetic 

dimension through his rapt attention to colour as material sensation, endlessly modulating and 

altering’.239 In this instance, the evocation of colours in selected buildings in the twentieth 

arrondissement are a window to viewing Réda’s relationship with ageing as an elderly walker 

in the city. While Baudelaire’s ennui is loudly reflected in his evocation of colour, Réda’s is 

only visible when he is stationary, in contemplation of the building that stands in front of him 

during his attempts to walk the city. This ennui manifests itself clearly in a comparative 

description of two buildings in the arrondissement, in which colour is used as a metaphorical 

 
237 Réda, p. 80. 
238 Ibid, p. 79. 
239 Harrow, p. 210. An illustration of this street follows in the chapter appendix on page 277 

(Figure 3). 

Harrow’s recent book, Colourworks: Chromatic Innovation in Modern French Poetry and 

Art Writing (London: Bloomsbury, 2021), examines the use of colour in French poetry, 

although Réda’s work does not form part of this analysis. 
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device. The first is described by Réda as a ‘neo-Casablanca-Notre-Maroc’: this building, he 

continues, reflects ‘le blanc du bonheur innocent, de la vraie vie poétiquement positive et 

consommatrice’.240 White, in this instance, is particularly associated with poetics. Poetics, and 

poetry more generally, are associated with positivity, alluding to earlier works in which poetic 

form was possible. Moreover, the absence of white in construction materials renders the 

presence of positivity in this evocation of colour particularly striking.  This conception of space 

through the materiality of this building in turn signifies a regression to Réda’s youth, triggering 

a contemplation of bodily ability and mobility, since poetry is only possible when the writer is 

mobile. This contemplation is made especially difficult in the evocation of white as 

potentiality, drawing to mind the notion of the page blanche, for example. This potentiality 

cannot, however, be fulfilled.  

In a description of the new residential buildings on the rue de la Justice, it is significant 

that Réda should use the term ‘néo-Casablanca-Notre-Maroc’. There are two significant 

elements of this description that are relevant to the mobility of the writer: firstly, the use of the 

term ‘notre’, suggesting a religious (in particular a Christian) element. White, in Christianity 

in particular is symbolic of birth, thus representative of the antithesis of ageing.241 Secondly, 

in Islam, white is symbolic of pilgrimage. This is once more an example of the struggle to 

reconcile acceptance of progressive immobility that accompanies the ageing process. Religious 

elements are also extended to the practice of walking through this notion of pilgrimage. In an 

attempt to make his walking practice less abstract as he works through this immobility, the 

notion of walking as pilgrimage viewed through the white of these buildings act as a way 

through which to preserve memories of past journeys. This building therefore acts as a 

 
240 Réda, p. 53. 
241 An alternative interpretation of this phrase could allude to the Third Republic and its 

colonial legacy.  
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transformative space that facilitates memory. Through the materiality of this building, the 

harmony between espace conçu and espace perçu thus minimises the impact of frailty.  

In a section of the city where the poet is on a constant search for a ‘blanc des nymphéas’ 

(a reference to the white of the new buildings on the rue de la Justice), he instead stumbles 

upon ‘une sorte d’entrée […] en béton gris’.242 The reference here to Les Nymphéas invokes 

once more the writer’s preoccupations with mobility, in particular, those of autonomous 

movement. The flowers’ ability to create movement through opening and closing at night, for 

example, serve as a means through which Réda can remember the autonomy of his own 

mobility in past incidences. In addition to mobility, the reference to Les Nymphéas also implies 

a link to Monet’s Les Nymphéas. It is significant to note, for example, that Monet’s project lies 

within the context of ageing, as does Réda’s work. The inclusion of this imagery therefore 

reaffirms Réda’s determination to continue literary projects in later life, resisting the creative 

frailty concerning Réda.   

In alluding to the aesthetic of Monet’s Giverny, the lack of bright colours in the 

twentieth arrondissement is particularly poignant. This is the case in particular with the 

exhibition of grey, for example: the béton gris exhibited by the buildings on the rue de la Justice 

pre-renovation is juxtaposed with white, as old age and stasis is juxtaposed with youth and 

mobility. References to brutalist buildings, or to any building using concrete as a structural 

material are always highlighted in the text in a negative light, such as ‘béton dégradé’.243 Since 

Réda’s work is characteristically renowned for positive evocations of material urban culture 

and attention to detail in both Paris intra and extra muros, the narrative and contextual shift 

represented in this negative evocation of the city confirms that this work now represents 

something which is no longer solely a feature of the city, but a significant feature of his own 

 
242 Réda, p. 54. 
243 Ibid., p. 67. 
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identity. Mundane urban details are no longer poetic, but confusing.244 The language used to 

describe the storefront of a hardware shop, for example, highlights the juxtaposition of grey 

and red: ‘crie sur une gamme de gris et de rouges que rien ne peut concilier’, rendering the 

‘pittoresque du bricolage en reste complètement absent’.245 The way in which space is 

constructed with reference to the grey of the building therefore triggers Réda’s perception of 

the space as representing an incompatibility with contemporary life in the city, as is reflected 

in Réda himself and the frailty of the poet’s relationship with the area.  

There are, however, instances in the text that demonstrate colour as connectedness, 

particularly through instances of materiality: bricks, for example, evoke a more poetic type of 

imagery than that of concrete as a result of its colour and its physical properties. As Réda 

reflects, in stating that ‘[cette] brique témoigne pourtant d’une personnalité collective puissante 

et qui rachète la monotonie individuelle de son effort’.246 Here, Réda takes comfort in the Saint-

Simon-esque idealistic notion that aims to provide a counter-argument to David Harvey’s 

problematic that there is a singular lack of theory of the city.247 This notion of collectivity 

present in the physicality of a collection of bricks mirrors the notions of collectivity 

theoretically experienced by those living in the city as a tight-knit community. It is here that 

communication and order once again are significant in combatting this frailty. As previously 

explored, the orderly structure of buildings on the rue du Capitaine-Marchal enable a 

communication to be established between Réda and his urban environment. Once more, this 

communication is present through the orderly structure of the bricks that hold the building 

together here in this section of the text. This is particularly significant as it is rare in the text 

that Réda communicates directly with those within his neighbourhood, only describing short 

 
244 Pascal Rougé affirms that ‘aux images, Réda préfère le texte qui figure au clos des cartes 

postales’. See Pascal Rougé, Aux frontières. Sur Jacques Réda, p. 108.  
245 Réda, p. 68. 
246 Ibid., p. 62. 
247 David Harvey, Paris, Capital of Modernity (New York; London: Routledge, 2006), p. 18. 
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interactions with Parisians that he encounters out of necessity, such as bartenders and bakers.248 

He likens these bricks to people, suggesting that they should become less anonymous if they 

were to be given names, for example. Bricks are a soothing element when faced with the 

intensity and speed of the boulevard periphérique, evoking imagery rich in warm colours that 

juxtapose grey concrete and its imagery of solitary ageing and stasis. This connectedness in 

colour is also combined with Rédaen humour: green, for example, is used to challenge the 

binary of Paris intra and extra muros. In the conclusion to the same passage, contrasting with 

the hues of deep orange and the red of the brick, Réda evokes the other side of the boulevard 

périphérique. He states: ‘l’autre rive, à son jaune intense de colza, je reconnais, tel un poste-

frontière, une façade signalant le territoire sauvage de Montreuil’, constituting a tongue-in-

cheek reference to the suburb which lies beyond the periphery and mimicking the dominant 

cultural narrative of a stereotypical banlieue whilst highlighting this connectedness and its 

significance in counteracting preoccupations with frailty.249  

 

2.7. Conclusion  

This chapter has firstly demonstrated how Réda’s bodily and mental frailty in the built 

environment, and in his text, has been informed by dominant walking practices, including 

flânerie and Situationist practices such as the dérive. Selected elements of each practice align 

with that of Réda’s: in flânerie, for example, the notion of a lone male walking in the city is 

synonymous with Réda’s self-narration through his practice. However, the difficulty amongst 

critics in agreeing on a definition of the term, especially in contemporary renditions of the 

flâneur, highlight its incompatibility with Réda’s text. As demonstrated, the concept has been 

 
248 See, for example, Charles Fourier’s philosophies of architecture and community: Charles 

Fourier, Théorie Des Quatre Mouvements et Des Destinées Générales (Lyon: Anonymous, 

1808); Charles Fourier, Design for Utopia: Selected Writings (New York: Schocken, 1971). 
249 Réda, p. 64. 
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altered significantly in contemporary cultural production. In particular, features such as the 

walker’s engagement with crowds, are problematic in Réda’s text as a frail walker who is 

partially immobile. Réda is also not a dandified figure. As this chapter has demonstrated, the 

writer is in fact mostly invisible, or visible when presented as an inconvenience, such as taking 

too long to pay at the boulangerie. Pleasurable walking is therefore now rare in Réda’s text, a 

sentiment heightened with the marketisation of contemporary flânerie. In this sense, Réda’s 

practice could be better aligned with that of the flâneuse due to visibility and frailty issues.  

Furthermore, although elements of play are present in Réda’s work as with the 

Situationists, the poet’s work is not politically motivated, nor part of a movement such as that 

of the Situationists. Although elements of boredom are at the root of this playfulness with the 

city, the concept of adventure is radically different in both. For Réda, this is a simple act of 

attempting to regain the pleasure of walking in the city, yet for the Situationists, this element 

of play represents a radical act of changing the meaning of the city and its aesthetic. The 

reconfiguration of the city is not present in Réda’s work as it is in the Situationists’ work. While 

both denote disorientation in the city, the Situationist element of this disorientation is 

deliberately enforced by its practitioners. Réda’s disorientation, on the other hand, is a result 

of bodily and mental frailty, as well as the conception of space through the physical makeup 

of the city and the way in which circulation takes place there. Although there are resistances to 

hegemony in each of these practices, the frailty of walking is only present in Réda’s text. This 

frailty highlights the significance of the body in the city and underlines how the conception of 

space in this area of the city is hostile to the frail body and mind. It also draws attention to the 

power held by this conception of space through the way in which circulation controls the body 

in the text. The chapter ultimately highlights how hegemonic practices of walking underline 

discriminatory and exclusionary aspects of the city.  
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 Secondly, this conception of space through speed and circulation in the city underlined 

the frail body firstly through the prism of ageing, highlighting that Le Vingtième me fatigue is 

the first text in which this frailty is evoked. The metaphor of the spectre, for example, reveals 

slowing down and ageing as hauntology, and demonstrates how resisting speed in the city acts 

as a means by which to begin the acceptance of his ageing process and lack of visibility in the 

city. Links between health and circulation were demonstrated through an analysis of city 

planning, underlining the ways in which disorientation in the text is caused by the circulation 

that takes place within the twentieth arrondissement. This chapter explained that, as underlined 

by Virilio, circulation can only positively exist in a ‘habitable’ state in the city, exploring the 

reasons why Réda is unable to move alongside this habitable circulation. These reasons 

included the topographical challenges of the twentieth arrondissement which embody frailty, 

such as its position on hills, its proximity to the boulevard périphérique, and the tension 

between residents and the flow of goods and traffic. This means that the speed and circulation 

of the area are incompatible with the slowness of the poet’s mobility as a result of his frailty 

and old age. The theoretical removal of the self, and indeed his creativity, from the city 

demonstrates the importance of the presence of circulation so that his work may establish a 

form of meaning, even if this can only take place at a distance. 

 Thirdly, this chapter has analysed the significance of the way in which the conception 

of space through the materiality of the urban environment engages with this sense of frailty, in 

bodily terms as well as in literary terms, underlining how the frailty of the built environment 

is reflected in the frailty of poetic form. An exploration of genre through the lens of frailty 

reveals that poetry, for example, is not possible in the text, prevented by a lack of order and a 

lack of inspiration from the writer’s surroundings. Although it was highlighted that some 

elements of poetry were attempted, this poetry was only made possible as the result of an urban 

stimulus which was aesthetically pleasing to the poet. Rhyming, for example, was not 
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consistent in the text, despite lexical fields of poetry replacing rhyme. Tthe toponomy of the 

arrondissement renders rhyming impossible, alongside the nomenclature of the streets in the 

area. Réda’s prose, as is discussed in the chapter, is characterised with a certain ‘aliveness’ that 

is not present in this text, since Réda’s perception of space as a frail poet does not permit this 

‘aliveness’. This is expressed through the espace vécu of the text itself. This, alongside the 

frailty of the syntax, renders it difficult to assign this genre to the text. Additionally, prose 

poetry is not possible as this text does not appear to demonstrate the same neoclassical features 

that other prose poetry by Réda showcases. Rhythm is not present as with other texts. The 

essay, then, is the form that aligns itself most closely with Réda’s text. Despite not fitting the 

description of a ‘walking essay’, the properties and nature of the essay allowed for a ‘working 

through’ of frailty in which concepts such as poetry in a more abstract manner could be 

examined throughout the writing process. In conclusion, mobility is the principal structuring 

device in the text. The form of the text is deliberately blurred as a result of this ‘walking and 

working through’ of the frail body and environment. Thus, the tension between espace conçu 

and espace perçu in the twentieth arrondissement of the frail poet is evidenced in the espace 

vécu of the text through the frailty of poetic form itself.  

 An exploration of the espace conçu of the twentieth arrondissement focused on 

materiality through a close reading of selected vignettes of the text. These were centred firstly 

on memory and identity, demonstrating how the lack of interesting features on one Parisian 

street causes an identity of crisis for the writer, serving as a reminder of ageing and death. Once 

more, the nomenclature of the street here is significant in this identity crisis. Additionally, the 

physical backdrop of other arrondissements in this particular vignette serves as a reminder of 

the writer’s innate need to escape the surroundings of the twentieth arrondissement for the 

above reasons, demonstrating how the espace conçu of the twentieth arrondissement differs 

from other areas of the city for the poet in its frailty as a result of the area’s rapid urban renewal.  
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The second vignette explores the reflection of the self onto buildings and supports the 

theory that poetry can only take place when the stimulus of order and symmetry is present, 

allowing for rhyming, playfulness, and a temporary respite from frailty. An examination of the 

aesthetics of such buildings here demonstrate that the construction of self and urban 

construction are inherently connected. In this instance, a harmony between espace perçu and 

espace conçu was evidenced in the text. 

Thirdly, a close reading of colour in the materiality of conceived spaces was 

undertaken. A reading of white draws attention to youth and potential, as well as the potential 

of mobility in the writer’s past, serving as a temporary escape from the present. Contrastingly, 

grey functions as a reminder of his incompatibility with the city and his age and mundanity. 

However, some colours alleviate frailty: red bricks, for example, demonstrate connectedness 

and the comfort that comes from these brick buildings. Green, with reference to humour, also 

challenges the boundary of interior and exterior through this connectedness, especially across 

the boulevard périphérique.  

Ultimately, this chapter has underlined a literary gap in the representation of the frail 

body in the city, as well as underscoring the frailty of the built environment, and the reflection 

of this frailty in poetic form. This frailty is evidenced through an understanding of how spatial 

practices are shaped via an examination of walking practices and the speed and circulation of 

the contemporary city. It is also evidenced through the significance of shaping conceived space 

through the urban aesthetic of the twentieth arrondissement and its physical features within the 

text. A reading of this urban aesthetic demonstrates how the twentieth arrondissement’s 

influence is reflected in poetic form and the reproduction of space through espace vécu. This 

chapter has finally underscored Le Vingtième me fatigue as a means through which to argue for 

a manifesto of a more inclusive, participatory version of urban living among an ageing 
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population. As Lefebvre points out, such ‘critique of unfulfillment and alienation should not 

be reduced to a picture of pain and despair; it implies an endless appeal to what is possible’.250       

 Moving from an examination of the frail body’s walking practice, Chapter Three will 

now explore Michel Houellebecq’s struggle to inhabit the late-capitalist city. Contrary to 

walking, this struggle will be explored through the use of public transport such as commuter 

trains amongst other ‘spaces of struggle’ in Houellebecq’s work. While Réda’s access to public 

transport in Le vingtième me fatigue is limited, Houellebecq demonstrates that these trains 

function in his work to render late-capitalist spaces such as the workplace more attractive than 

domestic spaces. Chapter Three will also demonstrate a return to poetic form. While Chapter 

Two witnessed the creation of poetic form being prevented by the built environment in Réda’s 

text, Houellebecq’s poems will reveal a deliberate use and misuse of more ‘traditional’ forms 

such as the alexandrin and the octosyllabic verse in order to underline the poet’s struggle in 

the late-capitalist city.

 
250 Henri Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life: The One-Volume Edition (London: Verso, 

2014), p. 339. 
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Chapter Three 

Extension of the Spatial Struggle in Michel Houellebecq’s Poésie 

 

 

La vie est un songe qui d’ailleurs tourne 

 souvent au cauchemar…tout n’est que simulacre.1 

 

3.1. Introduction 

Chapter Two of this thesis emphasised the ways in which dominant practices of walking in 

the city have shifted in the work of Jacques Réda. It also explored the interaction of the frail 

body with the built environment and underlined its effect on the formal features of Réda’s 

texts. Similarly, elements of frailty will be explored in this chapter, which examines the 

critically understudied poetic works of Michel Houellebecq, Poésie.2  While these poems do 

not necessarily reflect the same bodily frailty as is evident in the texts of the elderly Réda, 

Houellebecq’s poetry reflects a similar mental frailty triggered by the built environment in 

which he experiences everyday life. This chapter therefore shifts from discussions of bodily 

frailty to an exploration of the built environment as a trigger for struggle in Houellebecq’s 

text. Struggle in Houellebecq’s text can be defined as the poet’s struggle to comfortably 

occupy space in the late-capitalist city. This struggle is ultimately reflected in the form of the 

 
1 Serge Latouche, ‘Le consumérisme comme simulacre du don. Relire Baudrillard après 

quarante-quatre ans’, Revue du MAUSS, 44.2 (2014), 87–99 (p. 92). 
2 Houellebecq’s first poetry collection, Rester vivant, was first published in 1991 (Paris: La 

Différence), followed by Le sens du combat (Paris: Flammarion, 1996), La poursuite du 

bonheur (Paris: Flammarion, 1997), Renaissance (Paris: Flammarion, 1999), and 

Configuration du dernier rivage (Paris: Flammarion, 2013). All page numbers and citations 

from the poems in this chapter, however, refer to the anthology Poésie (Paris: J’ai lu, 2014). 
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poems in this chapter and will be explored in two ways: firstly, through an examination of the 

poet’s interaction with specific spaces as recorded in his poetry, and secondly, through a 

close reading of the formal features of Houellebecq’s poetry – conceptually referred to 

throughout this chapter as the spatial struggle and the formal struggle of the poet. These two 

elements of struggle will pay particular attention to the late-capitalist city through the 

theoretical lens of Lefebvre’s spatial triad, underlining the tension between what Lefebvre 

terms espace conçu and espace perçu, triggering Houellebecq’s responses to the built 

environment in his poetry (espace vécu).3 These responses highlight the poet’s struggle to 

comfortably inhabit spaces in the city. Three specific spaces, referred to as ‘spaces of 

struggle’ will be firstly examined within the context of the poet’s experience of the 

supermarket and hypermarket. Secondly, they will be examined through the poet’s workplace 

of business districts (with reference to La Défense and Montparnasse) and thirdly, through 

the experience of commuting and exploring the space of train stations and trains (with 

reference to both métro and RER/suburban commuter trains).4   

 
3 The term ‘late-capitalist city’ here refers to everyday life in Paris through the lens of 

Mandel’s third stage of the three stages of capitalism, which is characterised by features such 

as the dominance of corporations and mass consumption in the everyday life of those who 

inhabit the city. These features are clearly seen as spaces of struggle in this chapter through 

an examination of business districts and hypermarkets, as well as how late-capitalist ideology 

infiltrates domestic spaces through the utilisation of trains and stations in the city (Ernest 

Mandel, Late Capitalism [London: Humanities Press, 1975]); Henri Lefebvre, La production 

de l’espace (Paris: Éditions Anthropos, 1974). An in-depth examination of this spatial triad 

and its contextualisation in this chapter follows in section 3.3.  
4 At the time of writing these poems, Houellebecq resided in the east of Paris, in the 

thirteenth arrondissement. This area has witnessed an extensive urban renewal, with projects 

focusing on the creation of mixed-use neighbourhoods by repurposing railway tracks and 

factories for a more inclusive, community-focused use of public space. During the time of 

Houellebecq’s writing, these projects were yet to be completed. The ‘poeticisation’ of the 

east in Houellebecq’s text therefore focuses on ‘spaces of struggle’ such as the hypermarchés 

in his area, and his commutes between the east of Paris where the poet resides, and the west 

of Paris in which he works. This commute highlights the contrast between the ongoing urban 

renewal in the poet’s neighbourhood and the false allure of the business district as an 

attraction. The east’s urban renewal, then, is not as attractive as that of the business districts 

in the west, despite ‘spaces of struggle’ being present in both. As this chapter will 

demonstrate, this is evidenced through the friction between espace conçu and espace perçu.  
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With reference to the formal features of the text, the role of constraint within form 

shifts in this chapter. Chapter Two of the thesis underlined the ways in which constraints 

were perceived as a barrier to the desired poetic form being achieved, such as Réda’s 

inability to write poetry due to a disconnect with the built environment he inhabits. This was 

the result of the contrast between the frail, slow body and the topographical challenges and 

geographical location of the twentieth arrondissement. In this chapter, however, constraints 

function to reveal inconsistencies which highlight Houellebecq’s struggle to comfortably 

inhabit spaces in the late-capitalist city. This will be demonstrated through the use and misuse 

of versification such as octosyllabic verse and the alexandrin. This chapter also moves away 

from discussions of slowness highlighted in Réda’s work to an exploration of mobility on a 

more conditional level in Houellebecq’s work. As will be seen, mobility in Houellebecq’s 

poetry is reliant upon late-capitalist demands such as travelling to the workplace: in this case, 

business districts such as La Défense and Montparnasse.5  

This chapter also reveals that the poetry of Michel Houellebecq is distinct from that of 

Roubaud and Réda’s in that the poetic voice is not only that of Houellebecq the poet and 

Houellebecq the inhabitant of the city, but also Houellebecq as employee in a business 

district. This unique perspective permits a shift from the privileged position of the white male 

poet to the professional in the city. This threefold perspective thus demonstrates a rich 

exploration of late-capitalist spaces as spaces of struggle for Houellebecq within the city, as 

 
5 Whereas, as discussed in Chapter One of the thesis, Roubaud’s experience of mobility in the 

city is overwhelmingly positive, both Houellebecq and Réda experience mobility as a 

representation of struggle in Paris. There is, however, a distinct variation in the two poet’s 

struggles: Réda’s reduced mobility is a result of the frail body and the tension between this 

frailty and the speed at which the city moves. Houellebecq’s mobility is dictated by the late 

capitalist culture of the city, such as taking commuter trains and trips to hypermarkets as 

dictated by symbols of consumption. In Réda’s work, late capitalism is simply alluded to, the 

most explicit reference of this being the gentrification of the quartier in which he inhabits. 

Late capitalism, on the other hand, does not feature at all in Roubaud’s work, again 

demonstrating his privilege in his textual role as poet and urban nomad.  
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demonstrated through the language, structure and form of the poems. While the poetic voice 

of Houellebecq is often overshadowed owing to his literary status primarily being perceived 

as a prose writer, a review of existing critical literature demonstrates that Houellebecq’s 

poetic works remain understudied. This is especially evident with reference to the 

relationship between poetic form and the form of the built environment in the city of Paris. 

Discussions of Houellebecquian poetic form have been integrated into analyses of prose (as 

highlighted by Russell Williams), or mental health (as demonstrated by David Evans), while 

elements of the built environment have been examined via Delphine Grass’s exploration of 

the significance of glass in contemporary architecture and its impact on communication in 

Houellebecq’s essays.6 This chapter will build upon these studies in order to explore the 

poet’s struggle through space and form in the late-capitalist city, as evidenced through the 

poet’s struggle to inhabit these conceived spaces. This is reflected in the form of the text, 

such as in Houellebecq’s deliberate misuse of versification. The poet’s struggle will be 

examined through an analysis of nine poems from Houellebecq’s anthology, Poésie. 7  

 

 
6 Russell Williams, Pathos, Poetry and Politics in Michel Houellebecq’s Fiction 

(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2020); David Evans, ‘Structure et suicide dans les poésies de Michel 

Houellebecq’, in Michel Houellebecq sous la loupe (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007), pp. 201–

214; Delphine Grass, ‘The Disappearing Subject: Language, Transparency, and Modern 

Architecture in the Works of Michel Houellebecq’, Contemporary French and Francophone 

Studies, 15.3 (2011), 339–347.   
7 References to each poem are taken from the anthology of Houellebecq’s poetry, entitled 

Poésie (Paris: J’ai lu, 2014), however, the nine poems were originally published from three 

individual collections: Le sens du combat (1996), La poursuite du bonheur (1997), and 

Renaissance (1999). In this sense, the spatial experience in this chapter thus focuses on the 

poet’s perception of the late-capitalist city from 1996 to 1999. This chapter draws on the 

following corpus of poems from Poésie: section one focusing on the supermarché and the 

hypermarché examines ‘Hypermarché – novembre’ (p. 143), ‘Monde extérieur’ (p. 177) and 

untitled, p. 70; section two on business districts focuses on the following untitled poems: pp. 

58-59, p. 76, and pp. 80-81. Finally, the third space of struggle, trains and train stations, 

examines ‘Paris-Dourdan’ (p. 270) and two untitled poems on pp. 100–101.  
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3.2. An analysis of existing criticism on Houellebecq’s poetry  

As one of the most studied contemporary writers in the Francophone world in recent years, 

criticism of the Houellebecquian œuvre is wide-ranging, from studies of emotions and mental 

health to politics, and his position on the French state.8 More recently, the Houellebecquian 

world as a whole has been the focus of various special issues of journals in 2019–2020.9 Due 

to the breadth of the author’s corpus, it is unsurprising that the majority of such works focus 

on prose. As such, few works are dedicated entirely to the study of Houellebecq’s poetry.10 

Within the context of this chapter, Houellebecq’s poetry is the central focus within the 

ensemble of his œuvre, since it is through the form of this poetry that the reader comes to 

understand how late-capitalist spaces inform the poet’s struggle to live comfortably in the 

city.11 In the context of this chapter, this struggle refers to the spatial tension between what 

 
8 These works include, but are not limited to: Carole Sweeney, Michel Houellebecq and the 

Literature of Despair (London: Bloomsbury, 2015); Dominique Noguez, Houellebecq, en fait 

(Paris: Fayard, 2003); Douglas Morrey, Michel Houellebecq: Humanity and Its Aftermath 

(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2013); Murielle Lucie Clément and Sabine van 

Wesemael, Michel Houellebecq sous la loupe (Amsterdam; New York: Rodopi, 2007); 

Michel Houellebecq à la une, ed. by Murielle Lucie Clément and Sabine van Wesemael 

(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2011). 
9 These include ‘La France ce n’est pas Michel Houellebecq’, ed. by Russell Williams and 

Carole Sweeney, Modern & Contemporary France, 27.1 (2019); ‘Michel Houellebecq’s 

Cultural Transgressions’, ed. by Françoise Campbell and Jacqueline Dutton, French Cultural 

Studies, 31.1 (2020).  
10 Houellebecq’s poetry is used as an auxiliary source in various works, including Williams’ 

Pathos, poetry and politics in Michel Houellebecq’s fiction in which the poetic ‘texture’ of 

prose novels is examined through Cohen’s théorie de la poéticité. However, there are few 

standalone works which provide close readings of the poetry itself. These include works by 

David Evans, David Jack, and Olivier Parenteau:  

David Evans, ‘Structure et suicide dans les poésies de Michel Houellebecq’, pp. 201–14; 

David Evans, ‘Et il y a un autre monde: reconstructions formelles dans les Poésies de 

Houellebecq’ in Le Monde de Houellebecq, ed. by Gavin Bowd (Glasgow: University of 

Glasgow French and German Publications, 2010), pp. 21-39; David Jack, ‘Michel 

Houellebecq: A Lyric Poet in the Era of Late Capitalism’, Colloquy, 19 (2010), 15–28; 

Olivier Parenteau, 'Deux poètes font les courses: l’hypermarché chez Jacques Réda et Michel 

Houellebecq', Captures: figures, théories et pratiques de l'imaginaire, 1.2 (2016), 1-16. 
11 For Evans, neglecting Houellebecq’s poetry results in a lack of a deeper and wider 

understanding of the Houellebecquian œuvre: ‘l’étude de la forme de chaque texte est 

incontournable pour toute lecture qui se veut sérieuse’. See David Evans, ‘Et il y a un autre 

monde: reconstructions formelles dans les Poésies de Houellebecq’, p. 21. 
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Lefebvre deems espace perçu, espace vécu and espace conçu in late-capitalist Paris. 

However, spatial engagement with Houellebecq’s works have similarly focused on prose: 

Agathe Novak-Lechevalier, for example, investigates the role of the figure of the architect in 

Houellebecq’s work with particular reference to La Carte et le territoire.12 Houellebecq also 

explores the role of space in shaping French identities in his own photography. 13 

Contrastingly, in a reading of Les Particules élémentaires, Katherine Gantz examines the role 

of the postmodern flâneur in the city through two of the novel’s protagonists.14 Finally, 

through an engagement with Augé’s work, Michael G. Kelly suggests a close reading of 

indifference in Houellebecq’s novels through the lens of the non-lieu deriving from Georg 

Simmel’s notion that indifference is a key coping mechanism in the late-capitalist city.15 This 

chapter builds upon this engagement with the non-lieu and demonstrates how such non-lieux 

(notably supermarkets, described by Olivier Parenteau as possessing a ‘caractère sinistre’) as 

spaces of struggle inform the use and misuse of poetic form. 16 This form reflects a physical 

 
12 Agathe Novak-Lechevalier, ‘Comment habiter le monde? Michel Houellebecq architecte’, 

Modern & Contemporary France, 27.1 (2019), 111–128; Michel Houellebecq, La Carte et Le 

Territoire (Paris: Flammarion, 2010). 
13 Space also featured as a key theme in Houellebecq’s exhibitions, notably the exhibition of 

his own photographs as part of the 2016 Palais de Tokyo ‘Rester Vivant’ show, focusing on 

liminal spaces such as ports and train stations in Calais, as well as rural hypermarkets. While 

these photographs merit further examination, this is beyond the scope of the scope of the 

thesis. However, a reading of these images forms part of the work of Ashley Harris (see 

Ashley Harris, ‘Michel Houellebecq's Transmedial Œuvre: Extension of the Realm of 

Creative Intervention’, Itinéraires, 2 (2017), 1-18.  
14 Katherine Gantz, ‘Strolling with Houellebecq: The Textual Terrain of Postmodern 

Flânerie', Journal of Modern Literature, 28.3 (2005), 149–61. 

 Michel Houellebecq, Les Particules élémentaires (Paris: Flammarion, 1998) 
15 Kelly suggests ‘the infrastructure of overload, in other words, encourages an affect-attitude 

of indifference in the individual subject – across a spatial gamut that might be drawn from the 

comfortable docility of the airport departure lounge to the ethical and spatial neutralisations 

characteristic of the “sex industry in the nowhere allotted to it […].” Michael G. Kelly, 

‘Literary Individuation and the Ethnography of Indifference: Reading Augé after 

Houellebecq’, Irish Journal of French Studies, 29 (2009), 69–92 (p. 88).  
16 Olivier Parenteau compares and contrasts the experiences of Houellebecq and Jacques 

Réda in selected poems that are set in the supermarché and hypermarché; Olivier Parenteau, 

‘Deux poètes font les courses: l’hypermarché chez Jacques Réda et Michel Houellebecq’, p. 

1. 
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manifestation of the tension between espace perçu, espace vécu and espace conçu in 

Houellebecq’s poetry as he describes his struggle to move through the late-capitalist city 

through his spatial experience.  

With regards to form more generally, the relationship between formal textual features 

and spaces of struggle has been evoked in Grass’s work through Houellebecq’s prose. 17 This 

work sees an examination of the use of language, deemed by various critics as Houellebecq’s 

plat, and the concept of communication in the late-capitalist workplace (namely, in this case, 

La Défense). While this plat is present in his prose work, its usage within poetic structures 

allows for a deeper understanding of spatial struggle within the city. As examined in this 

chapter, however, tension in late-capitalist spaces in Houellebecq’s poetry is demonstrated 

through the atypical use of poetic form, including poetic features such as verse and metre, as 

well as how this affects other literary devices such as metaphor, pathos, and bathos.   

Works which have focused on Houellebecq’s poetry have correctly pointed to his use 

of the lyric form in the period of late capitalism and its juxtapositions with nature, inevitably 

drawing comparisons with nineteenth-century poetry, especially that of Baudelaire.18 

Although Aurélien Bellanger suspects that the rationale for the employment of the lyric form 

may have been to evoke irony, this chapter demonstrates that this melodramatic lyricism 

functions as a kneejerk reaction to the struggle to live freely in the city as dictated by late-

capitalist spaces such as supermarkets, train stations, and business districts.19 Similarly, 

 
17 Grass. Houellebecq’s characteristic plat has also been examined by Sweeney in Michel 

Houellebecq and the literature of despair (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), and Williams in 

Pathos, poetry and politics in Michel Houellebecq's fiction (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2020).  
18 See Julia Pröll, ‘La poésie urbaine de Michel Houellebecq: sur les pas de Charles 

Baudelaire?’, Michel Houellebecq sous la loupe, ed. by Murielle Lucie Clément and Sabine 

van Wesemael, pp. 53–68; Jack; Aurélien Bellanger, Houellebecq, écrivain romantique 

(Paris: Scheer, 2010); Thomas Clerc, ‘Restée vivante: La poésie antipoétique de Michel 

Houellebecq’, in Michel Houellebecq: cahier, ed. by Agathe Novak-Lechevalier (Paris: 

L’Herne, 2017), pp. 205–208.  
19 ‘Il y a chez Houellebecq une lente élévation, du niveau de vie moyen vers la révélation 

d’une angoisse souveraine. Le lyrisme ne peut plus constituer l’objet immédiat de la poésie. 
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analyses of versification in critical works on Houellebecq’s poetry have tended to focus on 

the presence of the alexandrin. Evans, for example, examines the use of Houellebecq’s 

alexandrin within the context of suicide and mental health, as well as referring to them as 

‘sketches’ that deconstruct the dominant modes of perception of the constraint.20 Evans 

acknowledges the tension present in this form, which will be explored in this chapter via an 

analysis of the use and deliberate misuse of versification to highlight struggle through 

Houellebecq’s alexandrin.21 Contrastingly, works on versification have paid little attention to 

the usage of octosyllabic verse in Houellebecq’s poetry and its place within the lyric form. 

This chapter will explore how the presence of what Scott deems a traditionally ‘light’ verse 

informs a reading of the struggle to inhabit the late-capitalist city through space in 

Houellebecq’s poetry.22  

 

3.3. Understanding spaces of struggle 

In order to comprehend the poet’s struggle to comfortably inhabit the late-capitalist city, an 

examination of the environment in which Houellebecq’s poetry is set will be undertaken. As 

a a reminder, space is defined as the following via Lefebvre’s conceptualisation: ‘La 

 

Sa presence insolite ressemble même parfois à une forme d’ironie’ (Aurélien Bellanger, 

Houellebecq, écrivain romantique, p. 138.) 
20 David Evans, ‘Structure et suicide dans les poésies de Michel Houellebecq’; David Evans, 

‘Et il y a un autre monde: reconstructions formelles dans les poésies de Houellebecq’, p. 38.  
21 This formal and spatial tension is acknowledged by Houellebecq in Approches du désarroi, 

stating that ‘une poésie paradoxale, de l’angoisse et de l’oppression, a donc pu naître au 

milieu des hypermarchés et des immeubles de bureaux. Cette poésie n’est pas gaie; elle ne 

peut pas l’être. La poésie moderne n’a pas plus vocation à bâtir une hypothétique maison de 

l’être que l’architecture moderne n’a vocation à bâtir des lieux habitables; ce serait une tâche 

bien différente de celle qui consiste à multiplier les infrastructures de circulation et de 

traitement de l’information’. Michel Houellebecq, ‘Approches du désarroi’ in Rester vivant, 

ed. by Michel Houellebecq and Jean de Loisy (Paris: Flammarion/Palais de Tokyo, 2016), p. 

56. 
22 Clive Scott, ‘French versification: A summary’, in Nineteenth-Century French Poetry: 

Introductions to Close Reading, ed. by Christopher Prendergast (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1989), pp. 243–56 (p. 251). 
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production de l'espace, est que le mode de production organise – produit – en même temps 

que certains rapports sociaux – son espace et son temps. C'est ainsi qu'il s'accomplit’.23 In 

other words, the production of space in Houellebecq’s work is contextualised by late-

capitalist society. Similarly, espace conçu in this chapter refers to the planning of 

hypermarkets, business districts, and commuter trains as spaces that facilitate late-capitalist 

symbols and dominant messages. These messages within these spaces are then perceived by 

Houellebecq and met by resistance and critique as a reaction to the late-capitalist city. The 

way in which the poet makes sense of space sees him deviating from social norms in order to 

protest the ways in which these spaces are perceived by the general public, thus creating 

tension between espace conçu and espace perçu. This tension between espace perçu and 

espace conçu is most acutely presented through espace vécu: the poet’s spatial experience 

which is evidenced in the poem itself. The poem as an expression of the poet’s lived 

experience demonstrates the above tension through literary devices such as the use and 

misuse of the form of the alexandrin. Such tension, detailed in the poems in this chapter, 

reveals an inherent struggle to live comfortably within these spaces, and as a result, the late-

capitalist city as a whole. Struggle in this chapter therefore refers to the struggle to make 

sense of the late-capitalist city through these spaces. It also refers to the struggle to reconcile 

the self with this urban environment, preventing an escape from late capitalism and the 

establishing of social relations. The spaces examined in this chapter are referred to as spaces 

of struggle for this reason, each focusing on a particular aspect such as consumerism, work, 

and mobility – however, all three spaces of struggle converge to highlight the overarching 

struggle to make sense of and live in Paris as a whole.  

 The first space of struggle examined in this chapter, supermarkets and hypermarkets, 

are each deemed by Augé as a non-lieu, that is, a space ‘which cannot be defined as 

 
23 Henri Lefebvre, La production de l’espace, p. XXV. 
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relational, or historical, or concerned with identity’.24 This specific non-lieu is dominated by 

late-capitalist symbols of consumerism, leading to a disorientation of the space’s users, 

including Houellebecq, as evidenced in espace perçu. This is manifested through the strategic 

planning and construction of these spaces, i.e, espace conçu, generally in peripheral areas of 

the city which are otherwise empty. The juxtaposition of emptiness with the overpowering 

consumerist signs and symbols both within and at the exterior of these spaces, such as neon 

signs and road signs, point to the hypermarket as an attraction in an otherwise empty space. 

As a result, this space as a trigger for the poet’s struggle to comfortably inhabit the late-

capitalist city is examined in Houellebecq’s work, i.e. espace vécu, through the use of 

melodramatic vocabulary, and devices such as pathos and bathos.25 On a formal level, the 

disorientation felt by the poet in his perception of space as a result of this spatial struggle is 

explored through the use of versification. In particular, the poet’s use and misuse of the 

alexandrin is the result of espace perçu, which is then reproduced as espace vécu in the 

poem. The regular alexandrin, for example, is utilised to demonstrate the poet’s struggle to 

inhabit space, and is a framework for the poet to evoke visceral imagery to describe this 

struggle. The irregular alexandrin is utilised as a form through which to explore his 

heightened sense of self-awareness because of this spatial struggle. Finally, an examination 

of the tension between the regular and the irregular alexandrin in these poems highlights the 

 
24 Marc Augé’s definition of a non-place is as follows: ‘si un lieu peut se définir comme 

identitaire, relationnel et historique, un espace qui ne peut se définir ni comme identitaire, ni 

comme relationnel, ni comme historique définera un non-lieu. L’hypothèse ici défendue est 

que la surmodernité est productrice de non-lieux, c’est-à-dire d’espaces qui ne sont pas eux-

mêmes des lieux anthropologiques et qui, contrairement à la modernité baudelairenne, 

n’intègrent pas les lieux anciens: ceux-ci, répertoriés, classes et promus lieux de mémoire, y 

occupant une place circonscrite et spécifique’. (Marc Augé, Non-lieux: introduction à une 

anthropologie de la surmodernité [Paris: Seuil, 1992], p. 100)  
25 Pathos is defined as ‘a quality that evokes pity and sadness’ and bathos as ‘the sudden 

appearance of the commonplace in otherwise elevated manner or style’. See 

<https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/bathos>; <https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/pathos> [accessed 2 September 2022]. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/bathos
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/pathos
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/pathos
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poet’s struggle via a mirroring of the tension between espace conçu, as evidenced in the 

space of the hypermarket, and espace perçu, as evidenced through the experience of its users 

as a whole,  

In the case of business districts such as La Défense and Montparnasse, struggles to 

make sense of space, as evidenced via the tension between espace perçu and espace conçu, 

are framed by paying particular attention to the concept of gaspillage productif. This is 

defined by Baudrillard as ‘[la] perspective inverse de celle de l’économique, fondé sur la 

nécessité, l’accumulation et le calcul où au contraire le superflu précède le nécessaire, où la 

dépense précède en valeur (sinon dans le temps) l’accumulation et l’appropriation’.26 The 

smoke screen of La Défense’s construction as the city (and, indeed, the country’s) financial 

capital powerhouse reveals the emptiness and falseness of the space in which productivity 

and power creates friction with its users.27 The result of this tension fosters what Baudrillard 

deems ‘la multiplication des fausses innovations, sans bénéfice sensible pour le mode de 

vie’.28 On a spatial level, this struggle to occupy space comfortably is explored through the 

way in which the space is conceived. This is evident in the construction of a certain aesthetic 

in such districts and the individual buildings within them, such as the Tour GAN at La 

Défense. This conception of a specific aesthetic is also evident in the designs of these 

buildings and their placement within the city. Particular attention is paid to the axe historique 

de Paris and its significance in how space is conceived, as well as how it is perceived by 

 
26 Jean Baudrillard, La société de consommation: ses mythes, ses structures (Paris: Gallimard, 

1970), p. 77. 
27 Although the issue of economics is beyond the scope of this chapter, the construction of 

such spaces results in a culture of what David Graeber deems to be ‘bullshit jobs’ – in this 

particular case, the construction and appropriation of spaces such as La Défense to promote 

the idea that Paris, and indeed France, is a productive entity in late-capitalist society. As 

Graeber theorises, however, the creation of industries such as the financial sector exist in 

order to ‘make up pointless jobs just for the sake of keeping 

us all working’, further escalating struggle within these spaces. (David Graeber, Bullshit 

Jobs: A Theory [New York: Simon and Schuster, 2018], p. 7.)  
28 Baudrillard, p. 72.  
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Houellebecq in these poems. The struggle of the poet in these spaces is analysed through his 

use of imagery, focusing especially on the imagery of sacrifice, as well as the omnipresence 

of the Tour GAN in these poems. On a formal level, this chapter discusses the poet’s choice 

of the use of octosyllabic verse, a choice which may, at first, appear unusual. As 

demonstrated, however, the use of such versification seeks to mock the perceived lightness of 

the sociocultural implication of the business district, juxtaposing the conception of this space 

and its aesthetic significance. As space is reproduced in the espace vécu of the poem, this 

reveals a sinister facet to the business district beyond attempts to render the space attractive. 

Once more, the tension between how space is perceived and the way in which space is 

occupied is revealed through the contrast of the light, fleeting nature of this verse. It is also 

revealed through the use of the lyric voice and disturbing pastoral imagery in an urban 

setting, ultimately highlighting the poet’s struggle to experience space with ease in a 

characteristically Houellebecquian utilisation of form.  

Thirdly, trains and train stations are portrayed in Houellebecq’s poems as spaces 

which are conceived to facilitate the smooth transition between spaces of struggle such as 

business districts and the portrayed empty domestic space of suburban and periurban towns. 

This functions to establish a lack of boundaries between capitalism and the private life of the 

individual in the city. Such concepts are assured through the construction of infrastructure 

such as train stations, rapid commuter express services such as the RER, and the métro, 

fostering a sense of false connectivity and mobility within users, leading to a lack of 

boundaries.29 This sense of connectivity, as Houellebecq’s poems demonstrate, renders these 

 
29 The ability of the infrastructure of mobility to seamlessly connect spaces of struggle 

contributes to the dominance of signs and symbols in the late-capitalist city. Similarly, Bruce 

Bégout, in his analysis of Las Vegas, suggests that such planning and construction of the city 

leaves ‘no possible room for idle strolling or for any revision of sense, whether this be 

direction or meaning. The impression of sheer frenzy and the reality of surveillance are 

combined to give rise to an urban space in which the lack of visible boundaries competes 

with the presence by stealth of a very well-developed strategy of subduing individuals’. This 
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spaces of struggle more attractive in direct comparison with the other end of the line: in this 

case, periurban towns such as Dourdan and Crécy. Through espace conçu, these 

comparatively empty and isolated spaces seek to highlight how late-capitalist spaces such as 

business districts construct narratives that deem them necessary in the contemporary city. A 

result of this necessity is the creation of a sense of purpose amongst employees commuting 

from the domestic space of the periurban. This spatial tension between the extremities of each 

end of the train line translates to espace vécu and is explored through the use of simile in 

Houellebecq’s poems alongside portrayals of speed in the commuter train. The slowness of 

the train, for example, despite its potential for connectivity, contrasts with the speed of 

movement in the business districts from which these trains depart. As a result, the periurban 

towns are thus portrayed by default as an extension of the isolated empty space of the train 

and its slow pace. As examined, in poems describing Parisian métro stations intra muros, a 

Houellebecquian bathos interrupts an abstract notion of such stations as representing 

possibility and respite from late-capitalist reality in business districts. In particular, these 

poems depict a sombre Houellebecq reflecting on the perception of this space via the 

possibility of changing trains without thinking of the consequences, such as being absent 

from his job. Whilst these stations intra muros represent the temporary notion of possibility, 

the commuter train and its emptiness act as means through which to render the business 

district comparatively more attractive and exciting. Here, the emptiness of the train echoes 

the emptiness of periurban life, reflecting the way in which these two spaces are conceived. I 

argue that form is used to highlight these spatial tensions by utilising two frameworks: firstly, 

a prose poem allows for a longer examination of the concept of the periurban more generally. 

In this particular poem, Houellebecq describes the everyday life of his colleagues in their 

 

attempt at subduing of individuals is particularly present within spaces of struggle. (Bruce 

Bégout, Zéropolis: The Experience of Las Vegas [London: Reaktion Books, 2003], p. 33.)  
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respective suburbs. This provides a cultural commentary on the spatial tension between the 

domestic and the professional spaces occupied by colleagues in the city. Secondly, the 

octosyllabic verse is once again utilised in two ways: it is employed as an ironic adaptation of 

what Scott describes as a ‘zestful’ verse, as explored in poems describing the struggle to 

occupy space comfortably in business districts. Through this verse, Houellebecq’s perception 

of space is translated into lived space in his poetry. Here, it functions to explore the poet’s 

personal experiences within these spaces, as opposed to the cultural commentary undertaken 

in the prose poem.30 The supposed ‘lightness’ of this verse also acts to highlight the 

emptiness of these spaces whilst also underlining the ironic use of lightness to evoke the 

spatial struggle. The poet’s choice of octosyllabic verse, a verse traditionally used in pre-14th 

century ‘old French’ for the purpose of orality, in the context of what Augé deems 

supermodernity, is of particular relevance within a space in which social norms dictate 

minimal social interaction and communication. For example, Augé states that when 

individuals come together, they engender the social and organise places, yet ‘l’espace de la 

surmodernité, lui, est travaillé par cette contradiction: il n’a affaire qu’à des individus (des 

clients, des passagers, des usagers, des auditeurs) mais ils ne sont identifies, solidisés, et 

localisés (nom, profession, lieu de naissance, addresse) qu’à l’entrée ou à la sortie’. 31 The 

importance of the personal in the poetic voice thus is a significant element of the poet’s 

choice to employ octosyllabic verse in examining these spaces of struggle. This is especially 

pertinent within the context of trains, leading to the further isolation of the poet in the late-

capitalist city. In this way, the usage of octosyllabic verse allows a reclamation of the poet’s 

 
30 Scott claims that one of the defining characteristics of octosyllabic verse is its ‘zestfulness’, 

a verse which is usually incapable of sustained discourse, unlike the alexandrin. (Clive Scott, 

‘French versification: A summary’, p. 251). An in-depth examination of this theory will be 

explored with reference to the close reading of form in Houellebecq’s poems later in this 

chapter.  
31 Augé, Non-lieux: introduction à une anthropologie de la surmodernité, p 139. 
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voice in times of supermodernity.32 The following three sections of this chapter therefore 

explores these three ‘spaces of struggle’ (i.e spaces in which the poet struggles to live 

comfortably in the late-capitalist city), their conception and how they are perceived, as well 

as how they interact with formal struggle in Houellebecq’s work, such as the use of specific 

metres, genres of poetry, and imagery within this poetry.   

 

3.4. The juxtaposition of empty space(s) in hypermarchés and supermarchés as a trigger 

for disorientation  

Hypermarkets are a significant feature in the urban texture of the late-capitalist Paris. The 

conceived space and construction of hypermarkets and supermarkets in places on the 

periphery of the city in large retail parks and otherwise empty spaces (i.e, non-lieux) within 

parts of the banlieue alludes to their transitory nature. Despite this, the consumerist signs and 

symbols instilled in and around such spaces detract from this emptiness, leading to the 

confusion of its users in terms of how the space is perceived. This, in turn, further alienates 

the user in the late-capitalist city. As Kelly argues, these spaces of struggle lead to feelings of 

crisis amongst their users, feelings which have further intensified since the original 

instigation of non-lieux.33 Such crises are evidenced in Houellebecq’s work, i.e, lived space, 

in the depiction of these spaces of struggle through the use of poetic devices such as the 

choice of form: as will be examined in the next section of this chapter, the poet’s unusual use 

 
32 A key aspect of Augé’s definition of supermodernity is ‘la surabondance spatiale’: a 

concept in which he discusses the infiltration of images and ideas, often geographically far 

from the domestic home, into private spaces. This, in an era which Augé describes as being 

characterised by ‘changements d’échelle, changements de paramètres’, is particularly evident 

in Houellebecq’s spatial experiences on public transport in the city (Augé, p. 49).   
33‘Non-lieux ultimately set up the imminence to an ‘anthropologie du proche’ of an 

‘ethnologie de la solitude’. The reversion of alterity to the spaces of the everyday opens up 

the operative reality of an absence of a community quite as much as it does the question of a 

community to come. The sense is that of a multi-layered crisis, and supermodernity, a 

creature of intensification, has continued to intensify since non-lieux’s original diagnosis’ 

(Kelly, p. 88). 
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of the alexandrin is testament to the tension between the poet, the built environment, and the 

text in the hypermarket. This includes the use of the regular alexandrin to highlight 

Houellebecq’s struggle to utilise this space, as well as the use of the irregular alexandrin to 

highlight the ways in which the poet transgresses in this space of struggle. Furthermore, the 

uneasy coexistence of both these forms is utilised to reflect this spatial tension. This can also 

be seen in the usage of visceral imagery pertaining to death and decay, as well as depicting 

the emptiness of these vast spaces through devices such as assonance.  

These vast, empty spaces are lacking in any form of identity which ties them to the 

specific area upon which they are conceived and constructed. Incidentally, however, it is this 

lack of identity which promotes such strong feelings of struggle amongst its users in their 

perception of the space. Similar to the derelict motels of Las Vegas, the banality of this space 

is what gives meaning to it. As Bégout details on these motels: ‘these commercial structures 

which have been built with the aim of meeting a temporary need, now express an 

architectural value which they absolutely lacked in the past’.34 This can be witnessed in the 

juxtaposition of this empty space with the alluring neon signs that surround it. Therefore, the 

fact that the form and function of these spaces of struggle has remained consistent within the 

late-capitalist city ironically adds to its authority, in spite of their emptiness. Consequently, 

much like the ageing motels detailed by Bégout in the Las Vegas suburbs, the hypermarket’s 

‘decay is its opportunity.’35  

The dichotomy of authority and emptiness is evident from the beginning of Houellebecq’s 

poems that take place in these spaces. ‘Répartition-consommation’, for example, is a poem in 

three parts, part two of which takes place in the hypermarché Continent (now Carrefour). The 

 
34 Bégout, p. 33.  
35 Ibid. In an examination of the suburban motel in Las Vegas, Bégout states that ‘its decay is 

its opportunity. Thanks to its decrepitude, the motel gains humanity for the first time in its 

banal existence, thereby attaining a meaning of its own […].’ (Ibid.)  
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assonance used in the opening line of the poem ‘au milieu des fours micro-ondes’ mimics the 

vastness but also the emptiness of the space. 36 Within this space, the only items surrounding 

the poet are the choice of several types of the same appliance. However, the space is so vast 

that it allows the poet to have enough space to stand comfortably in the middle of the aisle 

and still be surrounded by so many items at relative proximity. Emptiness is, thus, a paradox, 

since within these empty spaces, consumerist signs and symbols work to manipulate its 

users.37 This is evidenced once more through the ways in which the poet is influenced in how 

he moves through this space while he makes sense of it. The influence is unlocked through 

the use of Houellebecq’s vocabulary; in particular, elements of vocabulary which have a 

double meaning. A non-linear movement is described by the poet: ‘je m’élance et puis je 

récule/Séduit par les conditionnements’.38 Here, it is assumed that, as a user of this space, the 

poet’s mobility is autonomous, yet his spatial practice is entirely dictated by the consumption 

of signs and symbols. The use of ‘conditionnements’ here refers to the aesthetic appeal of the 

packaging of goods, as well as the implied effect of the product in question on the consumer. 

However, it also refers to the social conditioning of the space as a whole, as well as the 

individual products and signs that make up this empty consumer space.39 The meaning of the 

space, therefore, is twofold, examined by Houellebecq’s dichotomy, which in turn informs 

the reader of its purpose through his experience.  

The physical space occupied by the hypermarket within the late-capitalist city also 

underlines the contradictory nature of the emptiness of its location and surroundings, as well 

 
36 Houellebecq, ‘Répartition-consommation’ in Poésies (Paris: J’ai Lu, 2014), pp. 69–71 (p. 

70).  
37 This paradoxical way of living is explored in more detail in Mark Fisher’s final lectures in 

which he explores the relationship between desire and capitalism. Mark Fisher, Postcapitalist 

Desire: the Final Lectures (London: Repeater Books, 2021).  
38 Houellebecq, p. 70. 
39 This attempt at conditioning further shapes the figure of the space’s users, described by 

Olivier Parenteau as ‘offrant parfois une resistance futile à la modernité consumériste’. 

(Parenteau, p. 4).  
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as the emptiness of the architecture and planning used to conceive such a space. These 

locations, close to the business of the boulevard périphérique and other main roads that link 

such suburbs together, from one peripheral part of the city to another, contrast with the 

emptiness of this large commercial space whilst also highlighting their temporality. This is 

evidenced in the physical makeup of the conceived space and the way in which it is planned. 

The large warehouse blocks surrounded by metres of tarmac car parks within a peripheral 

location of the city suggests an element of temporality to spaces, which, on an aesthetic level, 

are represented through a juxtaposition. Function is prioritised over form, while the form of 

the space is then juxtaposed with the signs and symbols surrounding it, such as the large neon 

signage at the front of, and at the side of, the building itself. 40 Outside of the space, large 

signs point to the hypermarket as an attraction, not dissimilar to that of Disneyland Paris, also 

located within the suburbs of the city.41 This neon signage placed on the exterior of these 

bona fide warehouses adds to the conceived space as a way of separating ‘reality’ from the 

late-capitalist conception of the city, removing all individual meaning that one might assign 

to a space in order for another meaning to dominate it.42 As Bégout states, this blinding neon 

 
40 The architecture of the hypermarket, like much of what Bégout deems ‘the vernacular 

architecture of mass consumerism’, ‘quite consciously neglects the building for the sake of its 

allegorical appearance […]; it does not seek to endure, to set down roots, but to sell things 

there and then.’ (Bégout, p. 105).  
41In Non-lieux, Augé argues that ‘contraste: c’est aux entrées des villes, dans l’espace morne 

des grands ensembles, des zones industrialisées et des supermarchés, que sont plantés les 

panneaux qui nous invitent à visiter les monuments anciens; au long des autoroutes, que se 

multiplient les références aux curiosités locales qui devrait nous retenir alors que nous ne 

faisons que passer, comme si l’allusion au temps et aux lieux anciens, aujourd’hui, n’était 

qu’une manière de dire l’espace présent’. (Augé, pp. 94-95). However, since Augé’s time of 

writing, the inverse of this has become evident: advertisements in the centre of the city and 

on motorways also now point to these same ‘gloomy spaces’ such as supermarkets (and 

indeed now also, the hypermarché) that such signs were erected to distract from. These 

gloomy spaces are transformed into a different sort of attraction through the consumerist 

signs and symbols designed within them.  
42 ‘Reality’ here refers to the opposite of Disneyland Paris (which Baudrillard incidentally 

describes as an example of a simulacrum) – i.e, how this space is perceived by its users 

before interpreting its definition. See Jean Baudrillard, Simulacres et simulation (Paris: 

Galilée, 2008).  
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further adds to this contradiction, emphasising tension between espace conçu and espace 

perçu, since ‘throughout the night, the lights colonise the city, but they leave it hollow-eyed 

and resourceless in the morning’.43  

As a result of the juxtaposition between the allure of neon signs and the emptiness 

that lies behind these signs, the tension between espace conçu and espace perçu in 

Houellebecq’s poetry is further evidenced in his social interactions within this space. In the 

hypermarché, the poet remains a conflicted, peripheral figure. The peripheral figure of the 

poet is manifested through his actions and behaviour within these spaces as he makes sense 

of the space through his spatial practice. This is often portrayed through the use of 

vocabulary to bring about a melodramatic reading of his experiences in spaces of struggle. 

Within the hypermarché, the conception of the space promotes a bare minimum of social 

interaction through the physical layout of the aisles, the conception of a one-way system, as 

well as the height and largeness of the aisles within an otherwise empty space (yet, in the 

evening, is dazzled by bright neon lights). In this way, the space is conceived to be a 

temporal one, in which users will spend as little time as necessary there, yet enough time in 

which it will be possible for them to be influenced by the signs and symbols of 

consumerism.44 The poet’s awareness of these spatial principles accompany him as he walks 

through the hypermarket, rendering it an uncomfortable experience within this space of 

struggle: the final line of ‘Hypermarché - Novembre’ sees the poet admitting ‘pour la 

 
43 Bégout, p. 22.  
44 Once more, the juxtaposition of the espace conçu and espace perçu in the poem manifests 

itself through symbols. Parenteau notes the irony of slogans in the hypermarché, such as 

Carrefour’s ‘avec Carrefour, je positive’ alongside the melancholy of Houellebecq’s poem. 

Similarly, Auchan’s boasted ‘la vie avec Auchan, vous avez le choix’ prompts Parenteau to 

state that ‘ici, l’hypermarché est littéralement assimilé à une forme d’existence, à un mode de 

vie qui ne saurait en faire l’économie. Choisir cette vie, c’est s’assurer une destinée heureuse 

puisque l’abondance des marchandises offertes ne fera jamais défaut’ (Parenteau, p. 14). 

This, as we know from Houellebecq’s experiences, is the ultimate goal of late capitalism in 

these spaces of struggle. 
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dernière fois j’étais un peu en marge’.45 There exists a tension between social norms within 

these spaces and the way in which the poet wishes to behave within these spaces, both of 

which are evident throughout his work. The first and last lines of the first stanza of 

‘Hypermarché – Novembre’ demonstrates this tension as the poem opens dramatically with 

Houellebecq falling into a freezer (‘D’abord, j’ai trébuché dans un congélateur’).46 Since 

these spaces dictate that their users should move through the space in a linear manner with 

minimal stopping, the poet stops and cries. In an attempt to follow the norms of this space of 

struggle, however, the poet continues to advance his way through the aisles, despite a fellow 

customer complaining that the poet ‘cass[ait] l’ambiance’.47 The sheer scale and vastness of 

the hypermarché allows it to be filled overwhelmingly with consumerist message and 

directions as conceived by those who plan the space. Therefore, the way in which this space 

is perceived by those who use it is dictated by those who conceived it. The behaviour of the 

users in this space does not allow for them to question the way the space is conceived since 

they are distracted by consumerist signs. The users of the space are also following the social 

protocol implied as a result. In manifesting melodramatic behaviour and describing the 

absurdity of such a situation in which he finds himself, Houellebecq’s struggle to occupy the 

space comfortably therefore reinforces the gap in the conception of space and how it should 

be perceived. 

While posited as a simple place of exchange of goods for capital, Houellebecq also 

highlights that the hypermarché’s control over its users runs much deeper than what appears 

on its surface. In what may be seen as melodramatic (or simply a Houellebecquian attempt at 

humour to highlight the poet struggling to navigate the space in a way that is comfortable to 

him), the hypermarché is seen as having the ability to control the destiny and future life of its 

 
45 Michel Houellebecq, ‘Hypermarché - Novembre’ in Poésies, p. 143.  
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
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users. In many of the poems, the word ‘destin’ is used to describe the experience of selecting 

items, leading in one instance to feelings of a lack of control. As Houellebecq despairs in one 

poem that ‘à tout instant [sa] vie bascule/Dans l’hypermarché Continent’.48 Crucially, not 

only is the user consuming the object they are purchasing, but they are consuming the 

cultural significance of the late-capitalist lifestyle in which the object is packaged, as 

intended by the way in which the space is conceived by the business itself, as well as by 

planners.  

 Unlike fellow users of this space, in instances in his poems, Houellebecq attempts to 

break the social norms dictated by the hypermarket by seeking out social interaction, further 

exacerbating the tension between this empty space and the consumption of these signs and 

symbols in their attempt to control and subdue the individual.49 A somewhat comical aspect 

of this rebellion is evident in the use of bathos within the final stanza of ‘Hypermarché – 

Novembre’, which details the poet’s falling to his knees in front of a butcher:  

Le boucher avait des moustaches 

Et un sourire de carnassier 

Son visage se couvrait de taches… 

Je me suis jeté à ses pieds !’.50 

Here, there is a sense of relief from the poet that the butcher is smiling, ultimately leading to 

the extreme gesture of the poet falling to his knees. However, Houellebecq, as user and as 

 
48 Ibid., p. 70.  
49 Other users are regularly depicted by Houellebecq in his poems as perceiving him in a 

negative manner since he does not follow the dictated rules of the space. These are primarily 

either elderly users or what Houellebecq refers to broadly as ‘banlieuesards’, roughly 

interpreted as users of the space who may live nearby. In Houellebecq’s poems in the 

volume, the elderly are evoked often, and function as a somewhat privileged group in that 

they align with spaces of suffering in the city, especially in spaces such as hospitals and 

nursing homes (see, for example, the untitled poems on p. 152 and p. 149). Despite 

perceiving the poet negatively, the elderly take pity on Houellebecq in the hypermarché, and 

in this way, the poet feels that his suffering is validated.   
50 Houellebecq, ‘Répartition-consommation’, p 70.  
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poet, knows that within this imagery, the reader will search for a deeper meaning: the butcher 

and his visceral ‘sourire de carnassier’ is not a friend of the poet, but represents the 

hypermarché’s control. In this sense, Houellebecq is critiquing the process of reproducing 

space from conceived to perceived space by underlining this control through a figure who is 

at once both perceiving the space as a user, but also contributing to the upholding of the way 

in which this space is conceived through his job at this company. The use of such visceral 

imagery here is a critique of the hypermarché as a space which lends itself to late-capitalist 

society’s control. Bodies, in particular, are an example of this: the more bodies that can fit 

within the space ultimately leads to profitability through the ‘soft’ violence of the strong 

messages that seek to control the user as they make their way through the hypermarché. The 

poet’s contrast of the visceral imagery with the vastness of the espace conçu which 

accommodates these bodies further highlights this control. In this way, the self also becomes 

a tool through which to drive profitability. As Anselm Jappe states, ‘l’économie a colonisé 

toutes les sphères de la vie et soumis l’existence entière à l’exigence de rentabilité’.51 This 

use of melodramatic vocabulary and imagery also separates Houellebecq’s experience of the 

space as different to that of other users, further alienating him from their other users.  

Moreover, this experience leads to the creation of a unique protagonist in 

Houellebecq’s poetry – one that at once shares the same experiences as other users, but also 

pushes the boundaries of this experience for poetic effect, especially with reference to the 

hypermarché. Although Houellebecq is aware of how the space is deemed to be perceived by 

those who have conceived it (planners, supermarket owners, architects), deviating from this 

dominant spatial practice is also a resistant act. The dichotomy of resistance and compliance 

is evidenced in Houellebecq’s spatial practice as an outsider, since the outsider is on the 

 
51 Anselm Jappe, La société autophage: capitalisme, démesure et autodestruction (Paris: 

Éditions La Découverte, 2020), p. 29. 
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verge of being conditioned by the dominant messages of the space, yet also, inevitably, is 

subjected to social conditioning simply by making regular usage of the space in question. It is 

clear that Houellebecq’s relationship with these spaces is fraught, since, while hypermarchés 

and supermarchés feature widely in Houellebecq’s poetry, they have also been critiqued in 

his prose. In Houellebecq’s non-fiction essay, Approches du désarroi, originally published in 

1992 (a year after the publication of Rester vivant, the first poetry collection in Poésie), he 

details the concept of l’homme du supermarché:  

‘[il] ne peut organiquement être l’homme d’une seul volonté, d’un seul désir. D’où une certaine 

dépression du vouloir chez l’homme contemporain; non que les individus désirent moins, ils 

désirent au contraire encore plus; mais leurs désirs ont acquis quelque chose d’un peu criard et 

piaillant: sans être de purs simulacres, ils sont pour une large part le produit de déterminations 

externes – nous dirons publicitaires au sens large’. 52  

It is clear that Houellebecq’s poetic voice is influenced by such a figure, who, ultimately, 

finds himself torn between espace perçu and espace conçu in these spaces. Houellebecq 

underlines the homme du supermarché’s desire for increasingly more due to late capitalism 

and consumerism, as witnessed in the hypermarché itself. The espace conçu that Houellebecq 

finds himself in refers specifically to the design of the space by planners, which juxtaposes 

the constructed neon lights with the emptiness of the vast space in which the hypermarché is 

located. The espace perçu refers to the overwhelming nature of consumption within this 

otherwise empty space. Such overwhelming signs lead to the user of the space consuming 

more despite their original intentions. This embodies the torn figure of what Houellebecq 

 
52 Michel Houellebecq, ‘Approches du désarroi’, in Michel Houellebecq and Jean de Loisy, 

Rester Vivant, p. 46. This essay was originally published in 1992 in Genius Loci (Paris: La 

Différence, 1992) and Interventions (Paris: Flammarion, 1998). As a reminder, 

Houellebecq’s first poetry collection, Rester vivant, was first published in 1991 (Paris: La 

Différence), followed by Le sens du combat (Paris: Flammarion, 1996), La poursuite du 

bonheur (Paris: Flammarion, 1997), Renaissance (Paris: Flammarion, 1999), and 

Configuration du dernier rivage (Paris: Flammarion, 2013). All page numbers and citations 

from the poems in this chapter, however, refer to the anthology Poésie (Paris: J’ai lu, 2014). 
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deems the homme du supermarché.  It is unsurprising that the conflicted nature of this 

contemporary figure, disorientated in such spaces yet desiring more as a result of the 

consumption of signs, has drawn parallels to Baudelaire’s tormented nineteenth-century 

figures, prompting Noguez to name Houellebecq as ‘le Baudelaire des supermarchés’.53 

Additionally, Houellebecq’s formal structures within his poetry reflect this same 

disorientation experienced by Baudelaire within his work, specifically with reference to the 

use of the alexandrin.54 Espace vécu in the poem therefore demonstrates the disorientation 

felt in spatial practice through the disorientation on a formal level in the use and misuse of 

versification. Ultimately, although the urban renewal of the city at the time of the poet’s 

writing may not have taken place to the same extremities as that of Haussmannisation, the 

spatial experience of the supermarché and the hypermarché remains rooted in the user’s 

disorientation.55  

 

3.5. The use and misuse of the alexandrin as a tool to highlight alienation in 

hypermarchés and supermarchés 

In order to understand how the spaces of supermarkets incite a struggle to comfortably 

engage with late-capitalist spaces in Houellebecq’s poetry, an analysis of the formal structure 

of the poem will be undertaken. It is through this formal structure that Houellebecq conveys 

 
53 Noguez, p. 30. See also Parenteau’s claim that within a poem on supermarkets, the poet 

makes particular reference to ‘ma demarche était gauche’ as a reference to the ‘gauche et 

veule’ of the Baudelairean albatross, a symbol of exile in the city (Parenteau, p. 8). 
54 Unfortunately, despite similarities between Houellebecq and Baudelaire’s work, a larger 

analysis is beyond the scope of the thesis.  
55 A hypermarket, for example, is defined by l’INSEE by having a minimum size of 2,500 m2 

(Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques, La situation du commerce en 

2014 [Paris: L’INSEE, 2014]). The speed of building and expansion of hypermarkets in 

peripheral areas leading to the contribution of urban sprawl was seen as a worry to the French 

government, alongside the possibility that such spaces would economically disadvantage 

smaller businesses. To this end, the Loi sur la loyauté et l’équilibre des relations 

commerciales (loi Galland), was passed in 1996, limiting the number of hypermarkets that 

could be built within a specific area. 



 197 

this spatial struggle, since, as Williams points out, ‘meaning in Houellebecq’s poems can be 

located in form’.56 Here, the poet’s spatial practice is translated into espace vécu. Whereas 

Baudelaire’s use of the alexandrin is characterised by an accuracy within the verse, 

Houellebecq’s use of the alexandrin is characterised largely by its inaccuracy. As will be 

examined in more detail below, many of these verses are, in fact, thirteen or fourteen 

syllables long in lieu of the original twelve.57 This is not a deliberate attempt to renew 

traditional versification, as Houellebecq as poet does not subscribe to the making of new 

forms. In ‘Rester vivant’, for example, Houellebecq states that ‘la versification est un 

puissant outil de libération de la vie intérieure’, advising the reader: ‘ne vous sentez pas 

obligé d’inventer une forme neuve. Les formes neuves sont rares’.58 The struggle in 

Houellebecq’s formal structure, then, is not to invent new forms. Rather, it is to create a 

harmony between traditional forms and the content of his poems, i.e, the spaces of struggle 

that he occupies. Specifically, this manifests itself in the irregular alexandrin in 

Houellebecq’s work which functions to highlight how the poet’s actions make him further 

stand out in this oppressive space. On the other hand, the usage of the regular alexandrin uses 

traditional versification to highlight struggle in these non-traditional spaces, that is, spaces 

which have not ordinarily been explored through the regular alexandrin. In the espace vécu 

reflected in Houellebecq’s poetry, the uneasy co-existence of these two forms mirrors the 

struggle felt by the poet as a result of the spatial tension present in the supermarché and 

hypermarché.  

With this in mind, a closer examination of the versification of ‘Hypermarché-

Novembre’ unlocks the ways in which the oppression in this space is expressed on a formal 

level. A surface reading of this poem might assume it is written solely in dodecasyllabic 

 
56 Williams, p. 65. 
57 Houellebecq, ‘Hypermarché – Novembre’ in Poésies, p. 143.  
58 Houellebecq, ‘Rester vivant’, in Poésies, p. 17.  
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verse with a regular caesura. Upon closer inspection, however, there are lines which, in fact, 

consist of thirteen or fourteen syllables. This includes one line broken into ten syllables with 

three syllables which flows onto the line below. These lines are often utilised to detail 

extreme emotion on the part of the poet, often prompting unfavourable reactions of other 

users to his actions within this space of struggle:  

D’abord, j’ai trébuché dans un congélateur. 

Je me suis mis à pleurer et j’avais un peu peur. 

Quelqu’un a grommelé que je cassais l’ambiance; 

Pour avoir l’air normal j’ai repris mon avance. 59 

The extension of the alexandrin into a thirteen-syllable line is deliberate here: the extra 

addition of a syllable due to the use of ‘et’ in the line ‘Je me suis mis à pleurer et j’avais un 

peu peur’ ensures the line highlights how the poet’s attempts at resisting dominant norms in 

this space further lead to struggle in his spatial experience. Furthermore, the line ‘beaucoup 

semblaient surprise par mes nouvelles/[chaussures;’underlines how his transgressions within 

the space provoke a reaction from other users, whose attention is drawn to the poet himself. 

Et puis j’ai vu des pieds circonspects et très larges; 

Il y avait un vendeur qui prenait des mesures. 

Beaucoup semblaient surprise par mes nouvelles 

[chaussures;  

Pour la dernière fois j’étais un peu en marge.60  

 This transgression is also evident in the structure of the line, which once more implies the 

natural caesura on the sixth syllable that one would expect in an alexandrin. However, the 

line is divided in two by the eighth syllable, drawing particular attention to 

‘nouvelles/[chaussures’. This in turn highlights a bathos-like quality to the poem resulting in 

 
59 Houellebecq, ‘Hypermarché- Novembre, in Poésies, p. 143.  
60 Ibid. 
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a sensation of hyperawareness of the self within this late-capitalist space, evidenced in the 

paranoia around judgement from others in the hypermarket. Form, here, therefore reinforces 

the oppressive nature of the hypermarket in the poet’s spatial and poetic experience.  

This hyper-awareness of the self in these spaces of struggle is also reflected in the 

usage of the alexandrin in ‘Monde extérieur’, in which the poet details his experience of 

buying beer in a supermarket. One more, the versification is primarily structured using the 

alexandrin, with some marked exceptions. The second line, ‘une vague nécrose une absence 

de joie’ for example, requires the accentuated pronunciation of each ‘e’ in order to make up a 

full dodecasyllabic verse with a caesura on the sixth syllable, Without the accented ‘e’, the 

line functions as a nine-syllable line:  

Il y a quelque chose de mort au fond de moi, 

Une vague nécrose une absence de joie 

Je transporte avec moi une parcelle d’hiver, 

Au milieu de Paris je vis comme au désert. 61 

This compensation for syllables again mirrors the empty space of the supermarket and is once 

more reflected in the content and form of the poem; in the last two stanzas, for example, 

emptiness and absence are a key theme. Firstly, quatrains are replaced by stanzas of three 

lines as the theme of the poem moves from the interior of the supermarket to the interior of 

the poet’s thoughts and fears. In moving from physical to mental space, the poet reflects on 

how the conception of space affects him psychologically: 

Rien n’interrompt jamais le rêve solitaire 

Qui me tient lieu de vie et de destin probable. 

 
61 Houellebecq, ‘Monde extérieur’, in Poésies, p. 177. The accentuation of the letter ‘e’ here 

is reminiscent of the literary constraint of the letter in Perec’s La Disparition (Paris: 

Gallimard, 1969). In the same way Perec uses the absence of the letter ‘e’ to express 

sentiments of emptiness and absence, the accentuation of the ‘e’ in Houellebecq’s case also 

echoes absence, yet emphasises that this emptiness can also take place in a space which is 

shared by his fellow users, once more demonstrating his hyper-awareness of the self as a 

result of this space of struggle. 
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D’après les médecins je suis le seul coupable. 

 

C’est vrai j’ai un peu honte, et je devrais me taire; 

J’observe tristement l’écoulement des heures; 

Les saisons se succèdent dans le monde extérieur.62 

 In this way, the dominant space of struggle penetrates the private thoughts of the individual, 

as well as the manner in which they make everyday choices in the late-capitalist city. This 

concept is also exposed in the vocabulary used by Houellebecq. Significantly, the 

reappearance of the word ‘destin’ in the penultimate stanza of this poem recalls the earlier 

experience of the poet in the hypermarché Continent (now Carrefour). Here, the control of 

the consumer in this otherwise empty space is detailed through the concept of ‘destin’, 

leading to an accelerated existential crisis in which the poet questions his place in the late-

capitalist city and examines his (lack of) control over his individual choices through his 

spatial practice.63  

The regular alexandrin’s length with natural pause for breath allows for Houellebecq 

to utilise traditional versification to express the complex emotion felt as a result of this 

tension between the space and its users. However, this use of the regular alexandrin does not 

assume a return to tradition as Houellebecq may lead us to believe. Although the regular 

alexandrin is used to convey complex ideas or emotions, its use as the framework through 

which to describe the space of struggle renders it to be a non-traditional usage of 

versification. This tension between a traditional structure and a non-traditional space and 

situation (that is, the hypermarket and supermarket as a space of struggle) can be witnessed in 

several instances. The first of these is evident through the manner in which the structure is 

 
62 Ibid. 
63 ‘Au milieu des fours micro-ondes/Le destin des consommateurs/S’établit à chaque 

seconde’ (Houellebecq, ‘Répartition-consommation’, in Poésies, p. 70).  
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used to convey the intensity of late-capitalist messages used to dominate users’ experience in 

this space of struggle: the use of the alexandrin in Houellebecq’s poetry has been described 

by members of his fellow échange poésie group as a means through which to ‘décrire la 

violence urbaine’ and the ‘noirceur des situations’.64 In this context, then, the ‘violence 

urbaine’ is more subtle than what the reader would come to expect – the violence of the 

dominant messages of the supermarché and hypermarché are often subtle, yet intense, and 

dictate the way in which the users of this space make decisions on their everyday lives, as the 

space was designed to do.65 In two alexandrins in the poem, the influence of this space is 

reflected in the way it is navigated by its users, who begin to mirror the space they move 

through, rendering the poet’s perception of the space even more violent. The use of the 

alexandrin here allows the poet to convey this perception through lines of twelve syllables. 

Firstly, the line ‘des banlieuesards sapés et au regard brutal’ reflects the tension between 

espace conçu and espace perçu. On the exterior, like the neon signs of the supermarket at 

night, they present themselves as inviting, however, this violence, much like the violence 

revealed within the space itself, is apparent from their ‘regard brutal’. This tension is evident 

to Houellebecq, and further disorients him physically and emotionally as he moves through 

the space, especially since the transgressive act of stasis in the previous stanza, expressed in 

alexandrin through the final line of the first stanza ‘pour avoir l’air normal j’ai repris mon 

avance’.66  

 
64 Danielle Laurent in Russell Williams, Pathos, Poetry and Politics in Michel Houellebecq’s 

fiction (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2020), p. 59. The échange poésie, as Williams notes, refers to 

the group in which Houellebecq presented his poetry aloud for the first time and this 

controversial use of the alexandrin, as he points out, ‘no doubt [shocked] the library listeners 

in the heart of the conservative Picpus district’ (Williams, p. 59).   
65 Again, the espace conçu’s neon signs and the juxtaposition of a large empty space 

overwhelmed with numerous late-capitalist signs and symbols such as giant billboards, the 

planned layout of the aisles and product placements as well as the construction of the space 

as an attraction add to the disorientation the users face in their perception of this space. 
66 Houellebecq, p. 143. 
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It is significant that within the structure of the alexandrin, the manner in which other 

users present themselves and how they perceive the poet provoke such an effect on 

Houellebecq’s spatial struggle. This is manifested in how he looks inwards in a space which 

requires the user to look outwards, leading to the deep viscerality evoked in his poetry, as 

remarked by Williams in a selection of other poems in Poésie.67 It is the poet’s interactions 

with the body (both his own and the perception of those bodies in the space he makes his way 

through) which create what Williams terms the ‘pathétique capacity of poetic language to 

create a felt eprouvé’.68 Therefore, the visceral quality of Houellebecq suffering as poet alerts 

the reader, also a user of similar spaces, to the elements of struggle to which they might 

already have become accustomed on a subconscious level. Lived space, then, is evoked 

through this visceral imagery in the text as a result of this perception of others.  

 The irregular alexandrin in Houellebecq’s poetry portrays the tension between the 

poet’s lived experience of space and the space’s conception. However, it is also significant to 

note that the regular alexandrin also functions in certain instances as a comfort to the poet. 

Evans notes that in many of his poems the alexandrin is a safety measure preventing 

Houellebecq from committing suicide, whereas here the regular form provides a necessary 

element of familiarity. As Evans states, in this case, ‘c’est la forme régulière qui le retient au 

bord du gouffre’.69 Two lines in particular that explore the poet’s relationship with the 

 
67 Williams, referring to untitled poems in Poésie (p. 147, p. 178), also written in alexandrin, 

reviews how the imagery is particularly visceral in relating to his suffering, i.e descriptions of 

rotting flesh and bones, whereas the viscerality in question in ‘Hypermarché-Novembre’ here 

refers more to the intense looking inwards to deep feelings and senses of emotional suffering 

(Williams, p. 60).  
68 As Williams notes, ‘in the poem’s viscerality, it is possible, too, to see how they realise 

Elspeth Probyn’s observation, considered above, that ‘we write through our bodies, hoping to 

get into the bodies of our readers’ (Williams, p. 60).  
69 David Evans, ‘Structure et suicide dans les poésies de Michel Houellebecq’, p. 205. See 

also Williams p. 60: ‘Evans has equated the stability and harmony implied by the largely 

consistent use of alexandrines here with the support or security which prevents the poet from 

committing suicide’. 
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‘ambience’ of these spaces are written in perfect alexandrin. In ‘Monde Extérieur’, the poet 

expresses how he ruins the ‘ambience’ of the space: ‘J’ai toujours eu le don de casser les 

ambiances’.70 Again, here, the poet is able to distinguish between how the space should be 

perceived and how he chooses to perceive it. The continuity of the alexandrin here forces the 

reader to recall past experiences in other poems written in the collection: in ‘Hypermarche-

Novembre’, the line ‘quelqu’un a grommelé que je cassais l’ambiance’ is also written in the 

same versification.71 Whilst evoking the power that the construction of ‘ambience’ possesses 

in contributing to the users’ struggle in these spaces, the concrete familiarity that 

accompanies the usage of the regular alexandrin also offers a partial solution to this tension 

to the poet as he writes.  

This comfort, however, is only temporary and only functions on a micro level. On a 

macro level, the tension between the regular and irregular alexandrin is representative of the 

tension between espace perçu and espace conçu in the spaces that Houellebecq describes. As 

well as this formal tension, a spatial tension can also be witnessed through such versification. 

The description of the heightened self-awareness within spaces of struggle brought about by 

the irregular alexandrin, as well as the dominance of the symbolism within these spaces 

revealed through viscerality in Houellebecq’s poetry, are testament to this. On a formal level, 

the inconsistency with versification is reflective of the poet’s push-pull desire to use 

traditional versification and use it correctly. This is highlighted at the beginning of ‘Rester 

vivant’ in which Houellebecq urges his readers to believe in traditional structures. From the 

outset, structure and versification are key to how the poet expresses his perception of space in 

these poems, as well as expressing the emotions that result from this perception.72 This push-

 
70 Houellebecq, p. 177. 
71 Ibid., p. 143. 
72 ‘Croyez à la structure. Croyez aux métriques anciennes, également. La versification est un 

puissant outil de libération de la vie intérieure’. Michel Houellebecq, ‘Rester vivant’ in 

Poésies, p. 17.  
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pull tension is echoed in the poet’s physical movements as he begins to become destabilised 

in this environment. As has been highlighted, the poet’s stasis in these spaces (in instances in 

which he stumbles into a freezer, or simply stops in the middle of the aisle) leads to him 

being classed as an outsider amongst his fellow users. Despite this, as seen previously, the 

poet attempts to fit in through his efforts to remain moving through the space. Thus, the 

tension between the poet and fellow users of the hypermarket is also reflected in the form of 

the text, which does not provide the poet with the comfort described above. 

This complicated relationship with mobility as evidenced in these physical 

movements is therefore manifested in the complicated relationship with the mobility of form 

in these poems, particularly that of the alexandrin. Evans, in confirming this, conceptualises 

Houellebecq’s struggle with form as a tension between elasticity and freedom.73 Evans states 

that although his versification is ‘élastique’ (flexible, but also easily broken, as echoed in his 

hypermarché and supermarché poems), Houellebecq as poet is ‘tiraillé entre un désir de 

protection et le besoin de liberté.’74 Therefore, on a spatial scale, although Houellebecq 

intends to write in traditional forms, he struggles to do so due to the overwhelming control of 

the features of the late-capitalist space that he encounters. This is evidenced through the 

spatial experience of navigation such as the layout of the aisles, the neon signs, and the 

tension between empty space and the presentation of the hypermarket as an attraction through 

its neon exterior and large signage. This leads to what Parenteau deems ‘des vers [qui] 

hésitent eux-mêmes entre l’ordre et le désordre’, which is also reflected in the late-capitalist 

desire for order in these spaces of struggle, and the disorder which ensues if this order is not 

strictly followed. The way in which the space is conceived demonstrates this, as there is a 

predetermined route which the customer follows as they navigate the supermarket. When this 

 
73 David Evans, ‘Structure et suicide dans les poésies de Michel Houellebecq’, p. 214.   
74 Ibid., p. 214. 
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order is not followed, the customer is seen as an outsider in this social space. This is 

evidenced in Houellebecq’s erratic behaviour as a manifestation of struggle when order is not 

followed. 75 On a whole, ‘l’ordre et le désordre’ can be used to describe the poet’s struggle to 

navigate space as a result of the tension between espace perçu and espace conçu in the 

supermarket and hypermarché, expressed both perfectly and imperfectly via the alexandrin. 

In the remaining two spaces of struggle that Houellebecq depicts in his poetry, the alexandrin 

only appears on two separate occasions; the dominant structure is largely octosyllabic verse. 

Therefore, in Houellebecq’s poetry, the alexandrin is the dominant form used as a structure 

through which to underline the spatial experience of struggle in hypermarkets and 

supermarkets. 76 Ultimately, the alexandrin is utilised to express more acute and complex 

feelings of struggle, mirroring the vast yet intense space of the hypermarket and supermarket 

itself, as evidenced through the tension between mobility and form.   

 

3.6. The tension between espace conçu and espace perçu as a tool to highlight the false 

aesthetics of productivity in the quartier d’affaires  

The business district of La Défense is the focal point of many of Houellebecq’s poems, as 

well as his fiction and non-fiction works.77 In Houellebecq’s poetry, La Défense, alongside 

the business district of Montparnasse, is evoked as a space of struggle that the poet cannot 

comfortably occupy due to the confusion of late-capitalist messages, and the conception of 

 
75 Parenteau, p. 13. 
76 The exception to this is ‘Repartition-consommation’ (Poésies, p. 69), a three-part poem 

evoking the experience of the late-capitalist city as a whole. While the section in which 

Houellebecq recounts his trip to the hypermarché is written in octosyllabic verse to match the 

remaining two parts of the poem, this structure represents the poet moving through multiple 

parts of the city as opposed to a meditation on the spatial experience of the hypermarché, 

seen in the other poems written in alexandrin.  
77 Michel Houellebecq, Soumission (Paris: J’ai lu, 2017); Michel Houellebecq, Sérotonine 

(Paris: Flammarion, 2019). References to business districts in these works, in contrast with 

Houellebecq’s poetry, are fictional.  
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space in the buildings themselves. In these poems, the poetic voice is twofold: Houellebecq 

as poet, but also Houellebecq as worker in a business district. For this reason, as will be 

explored, the poet’s personal relationship with this space of struggle is of particular 

importance on a literary level, but also within the context of late capitalism. As is evident in 

the poetry, these spaces are conceived to foster the concept of what Baudrillard terms ‘le 

gaspillage productif’, defined as ‘[la] perspective inverse de celle de l’économique, fondé sur 

la nécessité, l’accumulation et le calcul où au contraire le superflu précède le nécessaire, où la 

dépense précède en valeur (sinon dans le temps) l’accumulation et l’appropriation’.78 This is 

demonstrated through the espace conçu of the business district of La Défense in particular as 

the Parisian (and national) financial power as evidenced in the location of the business 

district overlooking the historical monuments of the city, its statuesque presentation in terms 

of skyscrapers, and its visibility throughout the city as powered by neon lights. Yet, behind 

the construction of skyscrapers neatly packaged together as a popular vantage point viewable 

from the main tourist landmarks of the city itself, there is only an empty space.79 Those who 

inhabit such spaces, namely those employed by financial companies, are often unclear as to 

what their function actually entails within this space. This is the result of the 

conceptualisation of space in such a way that promotes, as Baudrillard remarks, 

‘l’obsolescence accélérée des produits et des machines, la destruction de structures anciennes 

assurant certains besoins, la multiplication des fausses innovations, sans bénéfice sensible 

pour le mode de vie, tout cela peut être ajouté au bilan’.80 This false illusion of innovation 

disseminated through users of this space acutely manifests itself in Houellebecq’s poetry 

 
78 Baudrillard, p. 77. 
79 Houellebecq himself regards La Défense as a ‘pure productivist system, a system for 

increasing individual productivity’ (Approches du désarroi, p. 54). 
80 Baudrillard, p. 72. 
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through the omnipresence of his place of work, the tour GAN.81 The tower itself functions as 

a reminder of the infiltration of the concept of productivity on the everyday and the pressure 

it asserts on the city’s inhabitants. It is unsurprising, then, as with its omnipresence in 

Houellebecq’s poetry, the tour GAN was met with criticism from residents of Paris and 

Courbevoie, who protested the construction on the grounds of its height and its visibility from 

the city.82 The espace conçu of the business district stands in contrast with that of the 

residential areas that it surrounds. Similarly, in Houellebecq’s poetry, the tour GAN 

penetrates the poet’s perception of the city even when he remains far from La Défense. In the 

second part of the poem ‘Répartition-Consommation’, for example, which sees the poet 

traverse the city on a larger scale, the tour GAN is seen as a point of tension between 

inhabitants and late capitalism in the city by way of (failed) revolution. Within this stanza, 

there is a visible attempt at resisting the dominance of the messages conveyed by the 

conceived space of these business districts, which, as evoked by the extreme imagery of 

death and disappearance in the stanza, is futile.83 Houellebecq’s poems on the subject of 

business districts are often alarmingly visceral, alluding to the personal sacrifice that the 

employees of such businesses located in these areas have unwillingly undertaken as a result 

of the infiltration of productivity. Houellebecq’s struggle to inhabit this space is conveyed 

through this visceral imagery in a marked comparison with the tour GAN itself: a large tower 

which can be seen from throughout the city is compared to the unpleasant shape of his head 

as the result of his labour. In the third stanza of the poem, he states: ‘Si vous connaissez la 

tour GAN/Vous connaissez mon existence;/Regardez la forme de mon crâne,/Imaginez des 

 
81 Tour GAN, constructed in 1974; since renamed Tour CB21, 16 Place d’Iris, 92400, 

Courbevoie. See photo in appendix, p. 278 (Figure 1).    
82 For further details on these protests, see in particular: <https://histoire-paris-

ladefense.blogspot.com> [accessed 18th May 2021].    
83 In which Houellebecq states ‘J’ai croisé un vieux prolétaire/Qui cherchait son fils 

disparu/Dans la tour GAN, au cimetière/Des révolutionnaires déçus’ (Houellebecq, 

‘Répartition-Consommation’, in Poésies, p. 71).  

https://histoire-paris-ladefense.blogspot.com/
https://histoire-paris-ladefense.blogspot.com/
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expériences’.84 This sacrificial struggle manifested in Houellebecq’s stanza is also rooted in 

the form of the tour GAN itself, since the tower’s base is designed so that it represents a 

cross. This could be interpreted in Houellebecq’s work as a reference to sacrifice through 

religion, in particular alluding to Christianity and Jesus Christ’s suffering on the cross as a 

sacrifice for the greater good of the people (in this case, the idea that professional 

productivity is more valuable in the late-capitalist city above all else).85 The disregard for the 

human condition in these spaces is manifested through this imagery of sacrifice, juxtaposed 

with the interior of the buildings in which they spend so much time working: Houellebecq 

states, for example ‘les cadres montent vers leur calvaire/Dans des ascenseurs de nickel’.86 

The imagery of calvary here in particular recalls elements of martyrdom. In short, this 

imagery serves as a reminder to the poet’s audience that, in the late-capitalist city, all 

inhabitants are replaceable. In supposing that Houellebecq’s readers are aware of the tour 

GAN, the poet is once again underlining the tension between espace conçu and espace perçu. 

In terms of espace conçu, the tour GAN is constructed to be grandiose and part of the cultural 

heritage of the city. The tour GAN is also one of the tallest skyscrapers in La Défense, further 

emphasising its presence within the skyline of the city. As such, it is seen as a tourist 

attraction. This attractiveness, however, is not present to the poet as evidenced in his identity 

as an employee, i.e, in his spatial experience through espace perçu. Through this spatial 

tension, the suffering and struggle felt through the imagery in Houellebecq’s work also 

 
84 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 58. Although visceral imagery is also present in poems 

regarding the spatial struggle of the supermarché and hypermarché, this imagery is much 

more elevated and disturbing in the poems in which business districts (La Défense and 

Montparnasse) feature.   
85 Since Houellebecq is particularly interested in viscerality and religion in other works, the 

obvious prose example of such concepts is Houellebecq’s Soumission. See also the 

relationship between materialism and religion, as explored in Louis Betty’s Without God: 

Michel Houellebecq and Materialist Horror (Pennsylvania: Penn State University Press, 

2016).  
86 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 76. 
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reflects the omnipresence of this gaspillage productif and its effects on the poet which are, as 

demonstrated, unescapable.87  

In Houellebecq’s poetry, the tour GAN also functions as a microcosm for the business 

district of La Défense as a whole. The espace conçu of La Défense focuses on the illusion of 

productivity in the space, aided by its grandeur and its attempt to market itself as attractive to 

its users. This narrative is again undercut by Houellebecq through an evocation of the 

repetition of identical workflow in the untitled poem which follows, underlining the poet’s 

struggle to be fulfilled intellectually in this space: ‘Tous les vendredis soir je jetais des 

dossiers/Pour retrouver lundi un bureau identique’.88 The spatial and sociocultural experience 

of the interior of La Défense in Houellebecq’s work is therefore the opposite of its conceived 

space. The strategic planning of La Défense as a business district situates it just outside of the 

city itself, yet its placement just after the affluent suburb of Neuilly and the Bois de Boulogne 

ensures that it is close enough to the city to still be rendered a tourist attraction.89 Despite the 

 
87 Jonathan Crary notes that such omnipresence has now become a typical characteristic of 

everyday life in the late-capitalist city. In evoking Guy Debord’s concept of the spectacle, 

Crary argues that ‘the key difference is that in the 1960s there were still areas of social life 

that remained relatively autonomous and exempt from effects of the spectacle […]. Everyday 

life is no longer politically relevant, and it endures only as a hollowed-out simulation of its 

former sustainability.’ (Jonathan Crary, 24/7: Late capitalism and the ends of sleep [London: 

Verso, 2014], p. 73).  
88 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 59. 
89 The demolition of various HLMs in the district of Courbevoie, of which La Défense is now 

a part, highlights the infiltration of late capitalism on a physical scale. This eventually leads 

to rent increases and the alienation of the established working-class community in 

Courbevoie, pricing the community out of the neighbourhood. As a result, communities are 

seen to be retreating further into the city’s urban sprawl. An in-depth exploration of this can 

be seen, for example, in Jean Gabin’s 1971 film ‘Le Chat’, which features the bulldozing of 

several housing projects in Courbevoie to reconstruct the space primarily as a business 

district (Le Chat, dir. Jean Gabin [Studio Canal, 1971]). This neoliberal practice of displacing 

such communities has since become widespread within the development of the Île-de-France 

region. As Gillian Jein notes in an examination of photograffeur JR’s work, this can be 

currently witnessed most acutely in the Seine-Saint-Denis département via ‘state-organised 

gentrification’, underlining that ‘this marketization of creativity not only commodifies land, 

but marginality itself’. (Gillian Jein, ‘Speculative Spaces in Grand Paris: Reading JR in 

Clichy-sous-Bois and Montfermeil’, in Aesthetics of Gentrification: Seductive Spaces and 
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isolation of La Défense as a business district, it is significant that, in order for the dominant 

idea of the district as a productive powerhouse to disseminate, it must also communicate with 

the planning of Paris intra muros. This can be seen mostly clearly in the placement of the 

Grande Arche of La Défense, which functions as a representation of the business district as a 

whole.90 In terms of espace conçu, the strategic placement of the Grande Arche is a deliberate 

attempt to assert the city’s power. While, in the case of the two historical arcs, this power 

pertained to military history and empire, the extension of power to La Défense highlights the 

city’s prominent power in the era of late capitalism: that of relentless productivity. These 

cultural references to power appear to be cryptically referenced in Houellebecq’s untitled 

poem. Following the earlier disturbing reference to the tour GAN and the poet’s skull, the 

next stanza in the same poem alludes to La Défense’s status within the country as a whole, 

once more utilising the contrast of pastoral imagery to highlight the poet’s struggles in the 

workplace on a daily basis as a result of relentless productivity. The emptiness of this 

productivity is juxtaposed with the way in which space is conceived to render the business 

district area important to society, as evidenced in the open plan office or the neon lighting 

utilised on the exterior of the building. As outlined below, the ‘prairie’ may refer to the 

business district, and references to ‘fort’ and ‘grand’ may also refer to the construction of La 

Défense as a whole and its identity within French society:   

J’aurais aimé une prairie 

Immense et grise sous le vent 

 

Exclusive Communities, ed. by Christoph Lindner and Gerardo Sandoval, [Amsterdam: 

Amsterdam University Press, 2021], pp. 221–247 [p. 226]). 
90 The arch was inaugurated on Bastille Day of 1989. The construction of the Grande Arche 

de la Défense also provoked controversy on a political, architectural, and sociocultural level. 

Laurence Cossé’s La grande arche is a quasi-fictionalised account of its construction, 

underlining the tension between perceived and conceived space, as well as its cost on a 

human level, especially with regard to political fallouts, the emotional wellbeing of the 

architects of the space and the space’s future users. See Laurence Cossé, La grande arche 

(Paris: Gallimard, 2017).  
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J’aurais aimé un patrie, 

Quelque chose de fort et de grand.91 

On a social level, despite President Mitterand’s claim that the arch functioned as “La Grande 

Arche de la Fraternité”, Houellebecq’s poetry demonstrates that, once more, conceived space 

struggles to reconcile itself with how the space is perceived by its users. Houellebecq’s 

spatial experience, i.e, espace perçu in La Défense, highlights how he is unable to form 

positive social connections within the built environment, thus contradicting this idea of 

fraternité.92 Instead, Houellebecq’s poetry depicts a worker who has disappeared into the tour 

GAN, ‘au cimetière’, and instances in which he interacts with his co-workers are often 

unpleasant for both parties. In particular, he writes of a female co-worker: ‘Quand elle 

m’apercevait, elle tendait son bassin/Et elle ironisait: C’est gentil d’être venu…’.93 Therefore, 

the allure of the business district as a desirable space in which to work and spend time is 

juxtaposed by the poet’s perceptions of its space and the interactions which take place within 

it.  

 
91 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 58. Note the choice of tense here indicates that the poet is 

accepting that he cannot change the spatial context in which he has had to work and live in. 
92 La Grande Arche, ‘Histoire’, 2021 <https://www.lagrandearche.fr/histoire> [accessed 9th 

February 2021]. The official website of la Grande Arche describes it as ‘cette fenêtre sur le 

monde, selon l’expression de son créateur, a alors pour mission de devenir un carrefour de la 

communication, un lieu de rencontres interculturelles, porteur de valeurs humanistes’ (Ibid.). 

In the sense of positing the arch as an attractive feature similar to that of a tourist attraction, it 

is interesting to observe that the rooftop of the Grande Arche will function in the summer of 

2021 as an open air ‘apéro space’ (<https://electro-news.eu/aperos-electroniques-rooftop-

arche-la-defense-2021/> [accessed 18th May 2021] ). Spaces within the Grande Arche also 

host exhibitions. Affirming the Grande Arche as a symbol of power and productivity, these 

‘rooftop apéros’ also play into the concept of the coexistence of productivity and play within 

these districts, which has been increasingly established through not only public art (see, for 

example, César Baldaccini’s sculpture, Le Pouce, located at the CNIT Convention Centre) 

but the construction of the largest shopping centre in France, Les Quatres Temps, thus 

rendering productivity more palatable within this space and further encouraging 

consumption. However, this ‘embellishment’ of sorts has mostly taken place after 

Houellebecq’s time of writing about the space.  
93 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 71; Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 59. 

https://www.lagrandearche.fr/histoire
https://electro-news.eu/aperos-electroniques-rooftop-arche-la-defense-2021/
https://electro-news.eu/aperos-electroniques-rooftop-arche-la-defense-2021/
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To revert historically once again to the position of La Défense, it is unsurprising that 

the poet should experience feelings of struggle within the space. This is due, in terms of 

espace conçu, to its placement on the axe historique de Paris. On a literary level, this 

Parisian axe (the straight line between the Carrousel du Louvre and, thus far, La Défense, via 

the Champs-Elysées linking the city’s three main ‘arcs’) has incited feelings of struggle in 

prominent works such as Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du mal. In particular, ‘Le Cygne’ evokes 

the startling imagery of the swan’s struggle at the carrousel du Louvre as a metaphor for the 

tension between the self and the new spaces of the built environment. 94 Similarly, the 

imagery of animals in particular is evoked in Houellebecq’s poem in which he describes his 

melancholy in working at La Défense. In an untitled poem, the first stanza describes nervous 

cows hiding under bus shelters: ‘Les vaches, parfois, sont nerveuses/Et sous les abris 

d’autobus/Leur regard douloureux se creuse’.95 The stark contrast in the pastoral element of 

animals juxtaposed with the late-capitalist city alongside their suffering therefore further 

highlights the struggle of the poet to reconcile the self with the late-capitalist city: in this 

case, the site of gaspillage productif in particular. This further contradicts the notion of the 

espace conçu of La Défense as a site which fosters humanity and grandeur as witnessed by its 

position on the axe historique.  

In Houellebecq’s poetry, a further juxtaposition as a result of the planning and 

location of the business district in its espace conçu is this same attractivity promoting 

freedom versus the constraints imposed by false productivity. The irony of this juxtaposition 

is often witnessed in espace vécu through the poet’s use of vocabulary to describe the 

purpose of such spaces in his life with particular reference to lexical fields of destiny, leading 

to a characteristically existentialist tone within the work. Despite the poet’s spatial struggle, 

 
94 For a visual representation of the axe historique, see appendix pp. 279–280 (figures 2 and 

3). See Charles Baudelaire, Les Fleurs du mal.  
95 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 58. 
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in strategically rendering La Défense the ‘end point’ of prominent tourist attractions along the 

axe historique, the aim of this conceived space is to transmit messages of productivity to 

render it palatable, even attractive to the users of the space in question.96 Such strategic 

placement of La Défense as the end point of the axe historique results in the perception of the 

place of work as acquiring elevated status. This perception of space is the desired result of the 

espace conçu.97 The creation of feelings of importance and grandeur are mocked through 

Houellebecq’s sardonic use of terms alluding to his destiny in the late-capitalist city being 

predetermined by such spaces. In these poems, this extends not only to La Défense, but also 

to Montparnasse. The tour GAN is described as a structure which ‘[…] se décide ma vie’, 

whereas any choices made by the poet are erased in the presence of the tour Montparnasse:  

‘Et le but de ma vie s’efface/droit devant, la tour Montparnasse’.98 In both cases, despite the 

allure of such spaces as a result of their conception, the lack of control that workers possess 

in their professional lives is acutely felt. Here, the tension between espace perçu and espace 

conçu is clearly evidenced in the reproduction of space as espace vécu. While these spaces of 

struggle are depicted in espace vécu, i.e. Houellebecq’s poetry, as anticlimactic (he states in 

one poem, for example: ‘J’aurais aimé être un Apache/Mais je travaille à La Défense), this 

also highlights the tension between freedom and constraint in the late-capitalist city.99 As 

 
96 Despite this, the discourse around the arche was framed in such a way that it was seen as a 

collaborative project between the government and Parisians, with President Mitterand 

inviting competition entries on how assign meaning to this space. See in particular news 

reports such as Jean Peyzieu, ‘Projet tête de la Défense’, online video recording, Institut 

national de l’audiovisuel, 25 mai 1983, <https://www.ina.fr/video/CAB8301446501> 

[accessed 9th February 2021].  
97 Florent Vairet, ‘Êtes-vous sûr de vouloir travailler à la Défense ?’, Les Echoes, 28th 

February 2019. <https://start.lesechos.fr/travailler-mieux/vie-entreprise/etes-vous-sur-de-

vouloir-travailler-a-la-defense-1175778?xtor=CS2-

11&fbclid=IwAR1RDJUFDid2t5brTa6W92B-

hWLz3b5WDDDxNIofyz7fDD57JenMnqVWqV4> [accessed 24th November 2021].  
98 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 76; Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 80. 
99 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 58. This anticlimactic language is also loaded with humour, 

and has similarly been deemed a ‘chute pathetique’ by Evans, stating that in Houellebecq’s 

poem, ‘parfois c’est le confit entre la grandeur du rêve et la médiocrité écrasante de la réalité 

https://www.ina.fr/video/CAB8301446501
https://start.lesechos.fr/travailler-mieux/vie-entreprise/etes-vous-sur-de-vouloir-travailler-a-la-defense-1175778?xtor=CS2-11&fbclid=IwAR1RDJUFDid2t5brTa6W92B-hWLz3b5WDDDxNIofyz7fDD57JenMnqVWqV4
https://start.lesechos.fr/travailler-mieux/vie-entreprise/etes-vous-sur-de-vouloir-travailler-a-la-defense-1175778?xtor=CS2-11&fbclid=IwAR1RDJUFDid2t5brTa6W92B-hWLz3b5WDDDxNIofyz7fDD57JenMnqVWqV4
https://start.lesechos.fr/travailler-mieux/vie-entreprise/etes-vous-sur-de-vouloir-travailler-a-la-defense-1175778?xtor=CS2-11&fbclid=IwAR1RDJUFDid2t5brTa6W92B-hWLz3b5WDDDxNIofyz7fDD57JenMnqVWqV4
https://start.lesechos.fr/travailler-mieux/vie-entreprise/etes-vous-sur-de-vouloir-travailler-a-la-defense-1175778?xtor=CS2-11&fbclid=IwAR1RDJUFDid2t5brTa6W92B-hWLz3b5WDDDxNIofyz7fDD57JenMnqVWqV4
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witnessed in these poems, productivity is constraining. This productivity is part and parcel of 

the marketisation of business districts as tourist attractions, once again reaffirming the tension 

between what happens inside and outside the buildings themselves. This has only increased 

since the time of Houellebecq’s writing: as Jean Gardin notes, the Grande Arche is now the 

second most visited viewpoint in Paris after the tour Eiffel. 100 As highlighted, this second axe 

which is also present in Houellebecq’s poems extends from the tourist attraction of the tour 

Eiffel to the tour Montparnasse, a second simulacrum of productivity.101 Thus, the tension 

between the reality of productivity and its false appeal is present not only in La Défense, but 

also extends itself to the equally controversial business tower in Montparnasse, allowing for 

its dissemination in both Paris intra and extra muros.102  

On a micro level, this tension between the aesthetics of these buildings and spaces and 

the late-capitalist messages they project is evidenced in espace conçu in the details of how 

the buildings are constructed. This is reflected in Houellebecq’s poetry as a product of lived 

space in two ways: firstly, through the aesthetic form of the place of work. The phallic form 

of the skyscraper produces patriarchal gender relations. In Houellebecq's poetry, his female 

co-workers appear to perform purely aesthetic functions or appear to be subservient to their 

 

qui fait rire’ (David Evans, ‘Structure et suicide dans les Poésies de Michel Houellebecq’, p. 

202). The use of the term ‘apache’ here is used as a contrastive device to highlight the 

difference between the late-capitalist space of the business district and the obligations as a 

worker to occupy this space, and the nomadic nature of life in a tribe.  
100 Jean Gardin, ‘La friche de l’île de Chatou, ultime frontière de l’axe historique de Paris ?’, 

L'Espace geographique, 35.2 (2006), 163–176 (p. 172). 
101 As Andrea Glauser notes, the tower’s presence ‘marks a turning point in the history of 

construction in Paris’ given its location in the city, thus rendering it viewable from most parts 

of the city. (Andrea Glauser, Vertical Europe: The Sociology of High-Rise Construction 

[Frankfurt-on-Main: Campus Verlag, 2019], p. 71) 
102 Despite its construction in 1973, the aesthetics of the building, its location and its usage 

remain highly contested in urbanist spheres as well as political spheres in Paris. This debate 

appears regularly and became a controversial issue especially amongst candidates in the 2014 

Paris mayoral elections. See, for example Le Parisien, ‘Faut-il raser la tour Montparnasse?’ 

(2014) <https://www.leparisien.fr/seine-et-marne-77/faut-il-raser-la-tour-montparnasse-05-

03-2014-3643935.php> [accessed 12th February 2021].  

https://www.leparisien.fr/seine-et-marne-77/faut-il-raser-la-tour-montparnasse-05-03-2014-3643935.php
https://www.leparisien.fr/seine-et-marne-77/faut-il-raser-la-tour-montparnasse-05-03-2014-3643935.php
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male counterparts. Women can be seen in Houellebecq’s business district poems to provide 

aesthetic pleasure to Houellebecq; one untitled poem remarks ‘j’observais vaguement la 

courbe de ses seins’, whilst noting that ‘elle était pathétique/C’était une secretaire à la viande 

avariée’.103 As Liz Bondi suggests, the phallic shape of the skyscraper evokes the ‘masculine 

power of capital’, which is seen in Houellebecq’s actions within the office. A product of 

gaspillage productif, Houellebecq’s secretary’s work is described almost like that of a 

cleaner: ‘tous les vendredis soir je jetais des dossiers/Pour retrouver lundi un bureau 

identique’.104 Thus, the female secretary is subjected to and is part of the machine that 

functions to make gaspillage productif work. As Dolores Hayden proposes, ‘the phallic 

fantasy of the skyscraper hides the reality of the violence of capitalism’. In this way, it also 

renders Houellebecq’s work temporarily palatable to him as the phallic shape creates a 

sensation of masculinisation. 105 This allows the poet to feel some sense of authority (and also 

superiority) over the women in the building. This feeling, however, does not last. This is 

evidenced in other poems in which Houellebecq can see the tour GAN from afar functioning 

as a device through which to generate pathos. As discussed, the location of the workplace on 

the axe historique is also a result of careful planning. As Leslie Kern notes, the construction 

of the skyscraper aligns itself in such a way that it ‘echoes the usual male monuments to 

military might’ and is as a result ‘a monument to male corporate economic power’.106 This 

creates a natural continuation of signs and messages generated from the axe historique’s arcs, 

such as the Arc de triomphe and its assertion of military power. The tension between the 

espace conçu where these buildings are situated and the espace perçu experienced by those 

 
103 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 59.  
104 Liz Bondi, cited in Leslie Kern, Feminist City: Claiming Space in a Man-Made World 

(London: Verso, 2020), p. 15; Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 59.  
105 Dolores Hayden, cited in Leslie Kern, Feminist City: Claiming Space in a Man-Made 

World (London: Verso, 2020), p. 15. 
106 Kern, p. 14. 
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working inside them is again evidenced here since this power does not extend to the 

employees of such spaces. Struggle is therefore also evidenced through the employees’ power 

struggle in the business district.107  

This is also evident in the aesthetic of the espace conçu of the business district’s 

individual buildings, such as the false openness of the skyscrapers themselves, as reflected in 

Houellebecq’s poetry. In particular, the design of skyscrapers to include large windows 

exposing the office to the outside world, as well as the open-plan interior, promotes the 

transparency of the late-capitalist office. This can be witnessed in the design of the open-plan 

office as well as the use of glass to promote a certain order in behaviour among workers. 

However, in reality, it has the opposite effect, causing confusion amongst the dominant 

messages of late capitalism and productivity, resulting in a struggle for users of the space to 

comfortably occupy it. This is evidenced in espace vécu via the individual spatial experience 

expressed in the poems themselves. Here, there is an overlap with Houellebecq’s prose, as 

Grass notes: 

‘at the same time that the modern city includes more glass into its architecture, its process of 

production becomes opaque to the characters’ understanding, and physical proximity between 

humans seems to be increasingly obstructed’.108  

Such irony is apparent from the onset in Houellebecq’s poetry. In the opening pages of ‘Le 

sens du combat’, Houellebecq exclaims that ‘nous sommes prisonniers de notre 

transparence’.109 Thus, Houellebecq likens the struggle to exist in this space to that of a 

prisoner. Paradoxically, the reader witnesses how he recounts this ‘transparence’ by evoking 

the plight of the father of a worker going missing in the office building, recalling the tension 

 
107 There is also potential with regards to the phallic structure of the business district to be 

read as impotency as a way to assert control over its workers. 
108 Grass, p. 340. Whilst Grass is specifically referring to Houellebecq’s novel Extension du 

domaine de la lutte in this instance, this same point is also true in his poetry, especially in his 

social relations in the workplace. 
109Ibid., p. 340; Houellebecq, ‘Le sens du combat’, in Poésies, p. 3. 
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between the attractiveness of these spaces and the reality experienced by those who work 

there.110 Furthermore, this is also evident in the manner in which these spaces utilise light, 

especially in the hours of darkness. In Houellebecq’s poetry, the offices in the tour 

Montparnasse are described in a paradoxical manner, allowing the reader to deduce that 

Houellebecq is aware of the irony of the space’s conception, stating: ‘Droit devant, la tour 

Montparnasse/ Dont les étages au ralenti/S’allument comme un rêve englouti’.111 Here, the 

visceral imagery offsets the ‘attraction’ of the large, well-lit building visible from across the 

city and distracts from the false productivity that takes place within it. In the same way that 

Bégout notes the function of neon lighting in Las Vegas reflecting ‘the luminous pulsing of 

the city’, resulting in ‘no longer feeling the pulse beneath our skin, instead we see it, and 

have direct contact with it’, the ultra-visibility of these lights in such business districts 

promotes the same visceral response to align the users of this space with its purpose in late 

capitalism.112 Houellebecq’s visceral imagery, as noted above, however, turns this response 

on its head. This imagery expands into the city itself in the verse, in which Houellebecq states 

that the city as a whole ‘nourrit ses bourreaux/et le dégoût emplit nos corps’.113 In this 

instance, the visceral imagery once more demonstrates the late-capitalist city’s attempts to 

infiltrate the body and the mind. It also, however, serves as a reminder on a larger scale of the 

replaceability of everyone who works in these areas by evoking the imagery of execution and 

sacrifice once more. The irony of conception versus perception, as witnessed through visceral 

imagery, thus, serves as a poetic response to his experience of espace vécu in late-capitalist 

Paris. 

 
110 ‘J’ai croisé un vieux prolétaire/Qui cherchait son fils disparu/Dans la tour GAN, au 

cimetière/Des révolutionnaires déçus’ (Houellebecq, untitled poem, in Poésies, p. 71.) 
111 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 80. 
112 Bégout, p. 65: ‘Neon lights turn the city’s skin inside out and show it off, uncovering the 

artificial mechanism that gives it life.’ 
113 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 80. 
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3.7. The atypical use of versification to highlight contradictions of spatial planning in 

the quartier d’affaires 

A spatial examination of the business district highlights the paradoxical nature of their false 

attractivity through espace conçu, such as their grandiose stature, their alluring neon 

aesthetic, their false openness, and their strategic placements within the city. As detailed in 

Houellebecq’s perception of these spaces in his poetry, such spatial qualities ultimately seek 

to dehumanise the individual who occupies them, alongside their fellow employees. This 

results in a struggle to comfortably engage with the space. This was evidenced in espace vécu 

through the visceral imagery, sexist language, juxtapositions, and anticlimactic verses used to 

describe the poet’s experiences. Additionally, as explored in this section of the chapter, the 

form of this poetry mirrors this paradox and is particularly significant in understanding how 

this space at one attracts and dehumanises its users, causing this struggle among them to be at 

ease in the space. The non-standard usage of octosyllabic verse especially in poems 

concerning business districts is worthy of further study here to explore how space is 

conceived and perceived in these spaces of struggle in Houellebecq’s work and to underline 

how this is evidenced in the form of his work. While Houellebecq’s discussion of 

supermarket and hypermarket space is predominantly expressed in an (im)perfect alexandrin, 

it may appear upon first glance that octosyllabic verse is an unusual choice to explore this 

aspect of the struggle to engage with space with ease. However, Houellebecq subverts the 

traditional usage and significance of this verse in order to communicate the infiltration of 

power from business districts to users of this space. The ironic use of what has traditionally 

been considered a ‘less serious’ type of form is reflective of these business districts’ spatial 

and architectural conception to render their form and the spatial experience attractive to both 
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its users and its visitors.114 The shorter form which traditionally does not present the poet 

with the space to explore complex ideas also reflects the speed at which life takes place 

within the late-capitalist city, leaving the user disoriented as they struggle to make sense of 

this space. In applying devices such as assonance, however, Houellebecq attempts to resist 

the speed of the late-capitalist city on a micro level.115 In an attempt to once more place the 

human at the forefront of the late-capitalist city, the poet again utilises visceral imagery and 

employs the lyric form. This form is often incompatible with the octosyllabic verse given the 

lack of syllables to explore deeper personal feelings. Such use of the verse to explore this 

struggle to comfortably engage with space once more reflects the tension between the form of 

the poem and its contents, much like the tension between the form of these spaces, what 

happens within them, and how their function is perceived by its users.  

 
114 Other poets have utilised octosyllabic verse in a non-traditional method, whilst 

acknowledging that it is not common practice. Mallarmé, for example, in utilising 

octosyllabic verse in order to construct sonnets, provided a justification for his choice of 

verse, deeming it ‘un grand poème en petit’, since it is a verse traditionally not chosen to 

explore complex or grand ideas, but rather its origins lie in the medieval French verse as a 

means through which to preserve the oral tradition. See David H. T. Scott, ‘Mallarmé and the 

Octosyllabic Sonnet’, French Studies, 31.2 (1977), 149–63 (p. 149). For a further history of 

the medieval octosyllabic verse, see T. M. Rainsford, ‘Dividing Lines: The Changing Syntax 

and Prosody of the Mid-Line Break in Medieval French Octosyllabic Verse’, Transactions of 

the Philological Society, 109.3 (2011), 265–83; Evelyn Birge Vitz, ‘Rethinking Old French 

Literature: The Orality of the Octosyllabic Couplet’, Romantic Review, 77.4 (1986), 309–21. 
115 In Chapter One, an analysis of Roubaud’s public transport poetry demonstrated that the 

speed of the poems as seen through their form on the page, stanza length, use of colour and 

versification, generally reflect a harmony between the built environment and the poet, 

notwithstanding the poet’s critiques of the city. Contrastingly, Chapter Two revealed a 

friction between Réda, poetic form and the speed at which everyday life occurs in the 

twentieth arrondissement; the ageing, frail body and mind of Réda is no longer able to 

complete a project of sonnets as the poet and the built environment are found to no longer be 

compatible. In the case of Houellebecq’s poetry, however, the incompatibility of body, poet, 

and the built environment is portrayed most vividly in the use and misuse of poetic form and 

versification. Unlike Réda, Houellebecq is not incapable of expressing his spatial struggle in 

his form of choice, but rather deliberately underlines it through his use of unlikely 

versification such as octosyllabic verse, the alexandrin and the misused alexandrin in thirteen 

or fourteen syllables.  
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Octosyllabic verse, as Scott notes, has been perceived as a ‘lighter’ form of 

versification in contrast with other forms such as the alexandrin: ‘the rhythmic volatility of 

the octosyllable’ and ‘the swift return of its rhymes’ have led to the verse being attributed 

qualities such as its ‘zestfulness, impermanence even’.116 This frivolousness ascribed to the 

verse suggests that its creator may not take it seriously, or that the content of the verse is 

characterised by this lightness. However, Houellebecq’s use of the verse contrasts with the 

content of the poem which underlines the severity of the feelings of struggle expressed by 

users of these business districts. It highlights the use of light form in espace vécu as an ironic 

method of pointing out the tension between espace perçu and espace conçu. In an untitled 

poem, the anticlimactic use of octosyllabic verse ‘j’aurais aimé être un Apache/Mais je 

travaille à la Défense’ reflects the tension between what Scott deems the ‘zestfulness’ of 

octosyllabic verse, lending itself to the ‘lightness of possibilities’ and the harsh reality of 

working in a business district in Paris, as described in the content of the poetry. 117 In this 

case, Houellebecq’s verse describes the freedom to choose an alternative career path, one 

which is clearly untenable, whilst also alluding to a desire to be somewhere other than the 

late-capitalist city. Ironically, however, this desire for freedom from the late-capitalist city 

also reflects Henri Morier’s description of the octosyllabic verse as ‘un vers que nous avons 

déclaré capricieux et insubordonné par définition’.118 In this case, then, the use of 

octosyllabic verse to describe the fleeting thoughts of the worker suggests a certain harmony 

between the poet and the verse, seeking comfort in its lightness. In this sense, espace vécu at 

times acts as a refuge for the poet from the tension between espace conçu and espace perçu, 

However, as is evident from the anti-climax of the verses examined in this chapter, these 

 
116 Clive Scott, ‘French versification: A summary’, p. 251.  
117 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 58; Scott, p. 251.  
118 Henri Morier, cited in Scott, p 251.  
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thoughts are only ephemeral. They are a temporary respite from feelings of struggle triggered 

by the late-capitalist city, seen below as a reminder, for example: 

Si vous connaissez la tour GAN, 

Vous connaissez mon existence; 

Regardez la forme de mon crâne, 

Imaginez des experiences. 119 

Furthermore, the use of irony manifests itself in the sardonic use of octosyllabic verse in that 

it perfectly mirrors the conceived space of the business district. This same ‘zestfulness’ 

reflects the attractiveness of the business district in its aesthetics, its location, and its form, 

rendering the work that takes place in these spaces exciting and enjoyable (therefore 

ultimately adding to their ‘lightness’). This ‘lightness’ of octosyllabic verse might then also 

reinforce the ridiculous nature of the conceived false openness of these spaces, and, in 

particular, the buildings in which this work takes place. This then alerts the reader of these 

poems to the way in which these areas are perceived and highlights the stark contrast between 

their conception and perception. As discussed, this contrast is witnessed through the 

attractiveness of the open office, long windows, and neon lights. It is felt in the poet’s work 

through the dramatic reading of workers’ disappearances and the visceral imagery of the tour 

Montparnasse’s several floors lighting up in a way in which Houellebecq describes as 

‘comme un rêve englouti’.120 The repulsion felt as a result of this lighting reflects the 

repulsion of the worker, but conversely attracts tourists and passers-by. Thus, in using 

octosyllabic verse as a frame through which to explore feelings of struggle, its lightness 

reflects the irony of and contradictions of the conceived space of the business district itself.  

If the ‘lightness’ of this versification represents the irony of the business district’s 

conception, then the content of the poetry being narrated unusually by a lyric voice is also 

 
119 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 58. 
120 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 80. 



 222 

used in an ironic manner through which to underline its users’ struggle in their spatial 

perception. In using this lyric voice to convey the intensity of the poet’s struggle, a contrast 

between the late-capitalist city and the poet’s childhood memories of picking flowers in the 

countryside reveals a more sinister usage of imagery characteristic of what could be deemed 

pastoral poetry. This usage seeks to turn the conceived lightness of these business districts on 

its head, rather demonstrating how dominant messages of late capitalism infiltrate the 

everyday lives of those who work there. In the untitled Montparnasse poems, this shift 

between the poet’s spatial experience in the Montparnasse area and the spatial experience of 

the poet as a child in a rural area are characterised by a change in the structure of the stanza 

from quatrains to one single stanza of seven lines. Within this stanza, however, the idyllic 

childhood scenes are firstly offset by the visceral imagery of the experience of sleep in the 

late-capitalist city. This demonstrates the infiltration of late-capitalist ideals of constant 

productivity, as Houellebecq states his experience of ‘et s’endormir comme une viande/Sur 

un matelas défoncé’.121 This stands in stark contrast with the idyllic pastoral elements of the 

final two lines of the stanza, in which Houellebecq states ‘enfant, je marchais dans la 

lande/La lande était douce à mes pieds’.122 Additionally, the lack of spatial separation 

between these two contrasting ideas in the stanza (one seven-line verse contains all of the 

above ideas) once again highlights the difficulties in escaping the late-capitalist city, even 

temporarily in the poet’s mind.  

The use of octosyllabic verse to evoke a contrast between rural and urban imagery can 

also be seen in the poems in the presence of the elusive tour GAN. This contrast ultimately 

conveys the poet’s struggle to adapt to the space of the business district in the way in which 

the conception of the space intended. In particular, this is evidenced in an untitled poem in 

 
121 Ibid., p. 81. 
122 Ibid. 
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which the presence of animals such as cows in the city creates a satirical account of the 

extremism of living and working in the city. Here, Houellebecq states:  

Parlons de foin et de fœtus: 

Les vaches, parfois, sont nerveuses 

Et sous les abris d’autobus 

Leur regard douloureux se creuse.
 123

 

The absurdity of the imagery of a herd of cows waiting for a bus descends into pathos in the 

final line of the stanza with the evocation of the animals’ expressions of pain, encouraging 

the reader to consider what this same struggle might look like on a human level. It also 

functions as a device to evoke empathy for the animal. Here, these animals represent the 

idyllic countryside, reflecting Houellebecq’s descent into attempts at pastoral poetry. The 

‘lightness’ of octosyllabic verse is thus contrasted here with absurd melodramatic imagery. 

Once again, Houellebecq’s use of imagery here is reminiscent of Baudelaire’s ‘Le Cygne’, 

with the terrified swan evoked through the poet’s use of the distressed cow. However, while 

the lyric voice and the allusions to pastoral poetry map onto Baudelaire’s poem, 

Houellebecq’s use of octosyllabic verse adds to his use of irony in order to convey these 

feelings of struggle, as opposed to Baudelaire’s use of the alexandrin.   

The perceived ‘lightness’ of the verse is also offset by the contrast between 

alliteration in the above verse, with particular reference to the contrast between the city and 

pastoral imagery. In particular, the third line’s alliteration of particular features of the urban 

environment, namely ‘abris’ and ‘autobus’ function in direct contrast with ‘foin’ and ‘fœtus’ 

in the first line. The use of the ABAB rhyme scheme also reflects the contrast of this 

alliteration; in particular the use of ‘fœtus’ and ‘autobus’ highlight a direct incompatibility. 

As one aspect represents nature and the other the built environment, this contrast alludes to 

 
123 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 58. 
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the unnaturalness of the late-capitalist city, its conceived spaces, and the ways in which it 

attempts to infiltrate everyday life. In Houellebecq’s poems, this is demonstrated through the 

omnipresence of workplaces and ideas of productivity, especially in this verse where La 

Défense, and later in the verse, the tour GAN, once more overshadows this unsettling urban 

scene.   

 This same omnipresence also manifests itself in the speed at which everyday life takes 

place in the late-capitalist city. This is also reflected in the form of these poems concerning 

business districts in that the shortness of octosyllabic verse mirrors this speed, preventing the 

development of expanded ideas and lending itself rather to fleeting thoughts without depth. 

However, upon closer inspection, the use of selected literary devices can be seen to push back 

against this speed in both verse and on a spatial level in an attempt to resist the city and what 

it represents. These acts of resistance are what Michel de Certeau deems to be ‘tactics’, i.e, a 

means through which the poet can regain a sense of the power taken from him by the late-

capitalist city.124 In other words, literary devices act as tactics to demonstrate and interrupt 

the city and the urban experience. In particular, this is evidenced in the use of assonance in 

describing the spatial experience at Montparnasse once more: 

‘C’est notre vie, c’est notre mort 

Qui se dessinent sur les réseaux 

La ville nourrit ses bourreaux 

Et le dégoût emplit nos corps.
125

 

 
124 Michel de Certeau defines a tactic as the following: ‘J’appelle tactique l’action calculée 

que determine l’absence d’un propre. Alors qu’aucune délimitation de l’extériorité ne lui 

fournit la condition d’une autonomie. La tactique n’a pour lieu que celui de l’autre […] Elle 

n’a pas le moyen de se tenir en elle-même, à distance, dans une position de retrait, de 

prévision et de rassemblement de soi: elle est mouvement à l’intérieur du champ de vision de 

l’ennemi, comme le disait Von Bulow, et dans l’espace contrôlé par lui’ (Michel de Certeau, 

L’invention du quotidien. Les arts de faire (Paris: Gallimard, 1980), p. 61.  
125 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 80. 
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The consistent use of ‘o’, ‘[e]au’ and ‘ou’ sounds within the stanza create the illusion of 

slowness which forces the reader to spend more time reading the verse, while the 

versification encourages a fast reading of the verse. This once more presents a tension 

between form and content in espace vécu, but this space in Houellebecq’s writing also acts as 

a means through which to attempt to reclaim time lost to the dominant notions of gaspillage 

productif taking place in these office spaces. By juxtaposing the speed of the octosyllabic 

verse with the forced slowing down of the assonance, the poet highlights the small ways in 

which resistance to the form of the late-capitalist city is woven into his work.  

 Stasis as resistance is also a tactic which is present in the content of selected poems 

set in La Défense: here, it is the physical act of standing still in the business district that 

momentarily functions to ease the pressure of the late-capitalist city’s expectations. The poem 

opens with Houellebecq’s journey to work, during which the ‘machine’ that is late capitalism 

begins to function:  

Dans le métro, sur le périf, 

La machine commence à tourner 

Je m’arrête, soudain attentif: 

J’entends la machine exploser.126 

The explosion of the machine is, of course, allegorical, and temporary. It refers to the poet 

making his way to his place of work after the verse, or simply alludes to an imagining of the 

explosion of the machine in his head. It is significant to note, however, that this sudden stasis 

exists on the métro, since, for the late-capitalist city to function, it must rely on the seamless 

movement of workers from their domestic to professional spaces via the speed of trains such 

as the métro and the express commuter trains. Once more, this notion of speed and lightness 

is reflected in the octosyllabic verse, rendering Houellebecq’s use of versification an act of 

 
126 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 76. 
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resistance alongside his physical resistance, as seen in both espace perçu and espace vécu. 

This physical resistance is also present in ‘Approches du désarroi’, in which Houellebecq 

exclaims that each individual in the city can produce their own ‘sorte de révolution froide, en 

se plaçant pour un instant en dehors du flux informatif publicitaire. C’est très facile à faire: 

[…] il suffit, littéralement, de s’immobiliser pendant quelques secondes’.127 Resistance can 

be found in the intricate details of Houellebecq’s poetry, as well as the tactic of a temporary 

act of stasis for only a few seconds. Once more, however, the influence of the business 

district overpowers these acts. At the end of the poem, the characteristically Houellebecquian 

pathos manifests itself in his ultimate submission to the late-capitalist city, exclaiming that 

‘nous n’avons plus aucune chance’.128 The use of ‘nous’ in particular here also extends this 

pathos to those who work alongside him in these spaces of struggle, in suggesting that they, 

too, are simply disposable subjects of the late-capitalist city. The use of ‘nous’, as the reader 

will now be aware, is unusual in the typically solitary nature of Houellebecq’s poetry. It does, 

however, reflect a collective perception of space. Furthermore, its use in this instance 

demonstrates solidarity in the late-capitalist business district. 

An extended examination of these workers in business districts as disposable subjects is 

undertaken in the poem following the distressing urbo-pastoral scene on page 58. In this 

poem, social prejudices present within the office space of the business district are explored, 

 
127 Michel Houellebecq, ‘Approches du désarroi’ in Rester vivant (Paris: Flammarion/Palais 

de Tokyo, 2016),  p. 54.  
128 It is worth highlighting that this pathos often extends beyond Houellebecq’s poetry. For 

example, there is a link between Houellebecq’s poetry and his photography exhibited in his 

‘Rester Vivant’ show at the Palais de Tokyo: in his photograph ‘Mission #001’, Houellebecq 

places the text ‘Vous n’avez aucune chance. Continuer?’ over a greyscale photo of an aerial 

shot of a town (see Appendix, p 281, Figure 4). In an interview with Yan Céh, Houellebecq 

reveals that this text refers to notions of war, noting that there is a clear idea that the image in 

question is a ‘potentially hostile zone’. (See Michel Houellebecq and Jean de Loisy, Rester 

Vivant [Paris: Flammarion/Palais de Tokyo, 2016], pp. 26–28). Although there remains little 

scope in the thesis to discuss Houellebecq’s La carte et le territoire, it is also worth noting 

the obvious reference in his photography to this work and the significance of mapping in his 

prose work.  
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shifting the narrative focus from the exterior of the business district to its interior, as well as 

from espace conçu to espace perçu. Here, the poem is written in alexandrin verse in a move 

from the expected octosyllabic verse. This change in versification allows for the poet to 

provide an extended commentary on the spatial struggle within the office itself, as opposed to 

the mocking of lightness provided through octosyllabic verse. Here, the alexandrin, as Scott 

claims, ‘is the line of sustained discourse, usually enjoying a certain syntactic completeness’, 

while by contrast ‘the movement of the octosyllable outstrips the development of syntax and 

parcels it into a sequence of momentary tableaux’.129 In this case, the choice of the  

alexandrin helps to explore the discourse of socio-urban matters specifically through the lens 

of gender stereotypes discussing the rupture between the professional and personal life of a 

female secretary. Whereas part one of the poem, which explored the strange struggle in parts 

of what Scott deems ‘tableaux’ (examined earlier in this chapter), is written in octosyllabic 

verse, the alexandrin represents the full spatial experience on a critical level. Houellebecq 

critiques the subservient nature of the woman in question completing the work she is 

assigned (with strong misogynistic undertones). He also underlines the fact that the 

attractiveness of unfulfilling work at La Défense is more fulfilling than the secretary’s life in 

the suburbs: 

Tous les vendredis soir je jetais des dossiers 

Pour retrouver lundi un bureau identique 

Et je l’aimais beaucoup. Elle était pathétique. 

C’était une secrétaire à la viande avariée.  

 

Elle vivait vaguement tout près de Cheptainville 

Avec un enfant roux, des cassettes vidéo 

Elle ne connaissait pas les rumeurs de la ville 

 
129 Scott, p. 251. 
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Et le Samedi soir elle louait des films porno.  

 

Elle tapait du courrier et j’aimais son visage, 

Tant elle s’efforçait d’être une obéissante 

Elle avait trent-cinq ans ou peut-être cinquante, 

Elle allait vers la mort et elle n’avais plus d’âge. 130 

Here, the reader’s attention is drawn to the fact that, in her fidelity to her job in La Défense, 

the secretary misses out on the intricacies of life in her periurban town, such as gossip. This 

highlights once more the ways in which the business district has conditioned its users. 

However, in the octosyllabic verse on the previous page, the secretary in question is 

contrasted with the artifice of other workers in La Défense, demonstrating the tension 

between how space is conceived in the periurban town of residence and how space is 

conceived in the workplace at La Défense. This leads to a complete contrast between the 

poet’s description of the woman in question and the rest of the women that he encounters at 

the tour GAN:  

Les pouliches avancent et reculent, 

Leur comportement est prudent 

Les commerciaux sont des crapules, 

Mais ils sourient à pleines dents.131  

Once more, then, octosyllabic verse here reflects not only the artifice of those working in the 

business district, but also the artifice of the business district itself. Much like the people 

described in the verse, this is a reflection of the false artifice of positive messages of 

gaspillage productif. The conceived ideas of the spaces themselves highlight a contradiction 

between how space is conceived and how it is perceived by its users. Therefore, in addition to 

 
130 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 59; Scott, p. 251. 
131 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 58.  
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the ways in which Houellebecq’s nonstandard use of the octosyllabic verse highlights the 

spatial struggle of the business district’s users, this contrast of octosyllabic verse and 

alexandrin in these two poems, as well as their form on the written page further reinforces the 

contradictory nature of the business district itself and what it claims to represent.  

 

3.8. Trains and train stations as empty spaces which gatekeep the attractiveness of late-

capitalist spaces   

As has been explored throughout this chapter, a key feature in the conception of late-

capitalist spaces that trigger the poet’s struggle to inhabit them is the allure of the exterior, 

such as large neon signage and the aesthetic of the skyscraper in the city’s skyline. This in 

turn creates the illusion that they are attractive spaces to inhabit based solely on aesthetic 

appearance, as conceived by planners and businesses that inhabit the space (espace conçu). In 

Houellebecq’s poetry, the emptiness of commuter trains in particular (RER and SNCF 

commuter trains), similar to that of the non-lieu, function to further highlight this 

attractiveness. These trains serve as a comparative feature to render late-capitalist spaces 

exciting and attractive when transporting users from domestic to professional spaces. This is 

especially evident with regards to the emptiness of the banlieue and the life that takes place 

there, as highlighted in previous explorations of the life of a colleague. However, the typical 

Houellebecquian narrative employed in these poems eventually undercuts this attractiveness, 

once more demonstrating the tension between espace conçu and espace perçu, the reality of 

struggle in these late-capitalist spaces and the challenge to what they claim to represent. This 

is evidenced through the use of simile, visceral language, pathos, and bathos in 

Houellebecq’s description of these urban spaces. In these poems, espace conçu can be 

interpreted as commuter trains promoting a seamless transition between workplace and home 

under the guise of convenience. These are perceived by Houellebecq as otherwise empty 
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spaces to highlight further how the workplace is rendered more attractive in comparison with 

emptiness of life in periurban towns. Lefebvre’s concept of espace vécu (of which the 

individual aesthetic experience of the poet, and indeed of the poem itself, is an expression) is 

highlighted in these poems through the tension between the emptiness of life in these suburbs 

and the infiltration of the late-capitalist city despite this emptiness. This is demonstrated by 

the presence of objects evoking the horror of the hypermarket such as the congélateur, 

referring to Houellebecq’s spatial struggle to navigate the hypermarket as demonstrated 

previously within this chapter. 

  The emphasis on emptiness in the spatial narrative of trains in Houellebecq’s poetry 

echoes what Augé may define as a non-lieu, ‘a space which cannot be defined as relational or 

historical, or concerned with identity’.132 As Augé’s canonical studies of the Parisian métro 

demonstrate, the historical or relational identity in these spaces is at once in flux and 

subjective.133 Here, then, the function of the commuter trains that Houellebecq describes in 

his poetry as otherwise empty spaces serves to highlight their users’ struggle to occupy their 

time on such commutes. This is seen in ‘Paris-Dourdan’, in which the mind is occupied by a 

 
132 Augé, p. 78. 
133 Augé describes the subjectivity of the train user within these spaces as follows, 

highlighting the paradox of the notion of constructed narratives of collectivity: ‘transgressée 

ou non, la loi du métro inscrit le parcours individuel dans le confort du monde collectif, et 

c’est en cela qu’elle est exemplaire de ce que l’on pouvait appeller le paradoxe rituel: elle est 

toujours vécue individuellement, subjectivement; seuls les parcours singuliers lui donnent 

une réalité, et pourtant elle est éminemment sociale, la même pour tous, conférant à chacun 

ce minimum d’identité collective par quoi se définit une communauté’ (Marc Augé, Un 

ethnologue dans le métro [Paris: Hachette, 1986], p. 54). The fractured identity of trains and 

train stations is also explored through the historical lens of the nomenclature of stations in 

Augé’s text, before concluding that ‘prendre le métro, ce serait donc en quelque sorte 

célébrer le culte des ancêtres. Mais, à l’evidence, ce culte, si c’en est un, est inconscient; […] 

les noms de stations n’évoquent ni assez fortement ni assez également l’histoire qu’ils 

célèbrent pour que naisse nécessairement du croisement entre leur référent prétendu commun 

et la diversité des parcours singuliers quleque chose qui ressemble à une émotion collective’ 

(Ibid., p. 34). Instead, Augé claims that it is the tired workers aboard the métro that are of 

anthropological interest within these spaces. Houellebecq’s poetry therefore focuses not on 

the history of these spaces, but on their problematic elements within lived space.   
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distraction from the emptiness of its surroundings by focusing on a crossword puzzle. Many 

of Houellebecq’s poems feature the unsettling objectification of women by the poet deriving 

from his own solitude in the city. However, in this case, his recognition of the need for such 

experiences as crossword puzzles to fill the spatial void temporarily, sees him deciding 

against approaching the woman in question:  

Dans le train direct pour Dourdan 

Une jeune fille fait des mots fléchés 

Je ne peux pas l’en empêcher, 

C’est une occupation du temps.
134

  

The contrast between boredom and the occupation of time, as well as its slowness in the train, 

is further juxtaposed in the poem with the rush of the employees working in the city. This 

renders their lives exciting and space is framed so that the workplace assigns them a purpose 

in life. The space of the commuter train is thus conceived to ensure that the late-capitalist city 

and its speed is seen as attractive in comparison to this slowness and emptiness. This is 

despite their users being unable to comfortably exist in the spaces of the business district:  

Comme des blocs en plein espace 

Les salariés bougent rapidement 

Comme des blocs indépendants, 

Ils trouent l’air sans laisser de trace.
135

 

 Here, the conception of empty space in the train is contrasted through the use of simile in 

which workers are compared to blocks, a reference to the tower blocks where they work. This 

reference, compared with references to speed, assigns a specific purpose to the everyday lives 

of these employees, contrasting the speed of their workplace and the city in which they work 

with the slowness, and therefore inactivity, of the suburbs where they live. This comparison 

 
134 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 100. 
135 Ibid. 
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thus once again emphasises the conception of such spaces as exciting and fast-paced 

environments. They assign purpose to the everyday life of those who work there, while the 

evocation of ‘plein espace’ juxtaposes once more the confined empty space of the commuter 

train and the journey itself.136 Despite this conception of space, however, Houellebecq’s use 

of imagery also once more exposes the interception of late capitalism in the workplace. This 

interception, and its infiltration, is evident in a way that anonymises the individual, as seen in 

particular in the final two lines of the above stanza. This is evident especially with reference 

to ‘sans laisser de trace’, once again reinforcing the disposability of the individual in the 

workplace, furthering their struggle to comfortably engage with the spaces they inhabit. 

Notwithstanding these qualities, however, these spaces remain more attractive to the 

individual than the empty space of the train, demonstrating the power of such late-capitalist 

spaces on the everyday life of the worker in the city.  

Houellebecq attempts to resist this power, however, in reclaiming small moments of 

freedom in the city. In this instance, the poet evokes this freedom through the utilisation of a 

playful method of crossing various métro stations in the city. This is seen to represent 

temporary moments of respite from other spaces of struggle he occupies. Using a ‘game’, he 

evokes the world of play to remove himself from both the emptiness of the train and the 

concept of work.137 Whereas in previous instances, the poet has used stasis as a tactic through 

 
136 The extension of this fast-paced urban environment also translates into the language used 

by employers to recruit staff, for example, through adverts for positions in companies which 

seek to attract those wishing to undertake a ‘challenge’ in a ‘fast-paced workplace’, once 

again masking what Baudrillard deems gaspillage productif in the workplace.  
137 Elements of play within the métro here cast the reader’s mind back to Oulipian constraints 

and texts by OuLiPo members such as Jacques Roubaud and Jacques Jouet. As will be 

familiar from Chapter One of this thesis, Roubaud’s constraints allude to a sense of leisure 

and freedom through his nomadic exploration of the city, whereas Houellebecq’s sense of 

play here refers more to a constraint applied to him to escape the spatial struggle of the built 

environment (here, once more, Houellebecq is approaching Montparnasse via train).   
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which to resist the machine of the business district, here, the poet’s escapism allows him to 

temporarily embrace the freedom of travelling through stations without thinking:  

Dans le métro à peu près vide 

Rempli de gens semi-gazeux 

Je m’amuse à des jeux stupides 

Mais potentiellement dangereux. 

 

Frappé par l’intuition soudaine 

D’une liberté sans conséquence 

Je traverse les stations sereines 

Sans songer aux correspondances. 

 

          Je me réveille à Montparnasse 

             Tout près d’un sauna naturiste, 

               Le monde entier reprend sa place; 

              Je me sens bizarrement triste.138 

By now, however, the reader is accustomed to the appearance of the Houellebecquian bathos 

and pathos. Here it is utilised to once more underline the danger of the perceived ‘lightness’ 

of the business district in evoking his sadness at once more finding himself at Montparnasse 

station. Pathos and bathos are also used to highlight the absurd nature of the late-capitalist 

city in juxtaposing this particular station with a nudist sauna; the imagery here in particular 

mirrors the space of Montparnasse as a business district. This also alludes to the tension 

between espace conçu and espace perçu, evidenced through the high pressure in such 

workplaces to exude productivity in carrying out work which is not as essential as the 

 
138 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 101. 
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narrative surrounding it constructs it to be.139 This short-lived game of freedom is juxtaposed 

with the pathos of the final two lines: ‘le monde entier reprend sa place/Je me sens 

bizarrement triste’. These lines highlight once more the descent into a late-capitalist reality 

from which the speed and potentiality of the métro stations in the city protect the poet, albeit 

temporarily. Here, espace perçu is reproduced as espace vécu in the poem through this 

disappointment as a result of the inability to escape the late-capitalist city despite this 

temporary respite. 

 The temporary excitement of the speed at which the poet can change his direction via 

the city’s métro trains and stations is contrasted with the slowness of life in the suburbs 

outside of work, as has been demonstrated in the spatial experience of the commuter trains. 

This once again highlights how late-capitalist spaces encourage users to ‘buy into’ conceived 

spaces of attractiveness. While the speed of the métro stations in the city intra muros close to 

places of work are attractive to the poet, the commuter trains on the other hand are not. Their 

empty space is also reminiscent of the empty space of the périurbain where the employees 

described by Houellebecq live. Thus, espace conçu of the périurbain and commuter trains 

aim to convey the same message of emptiness to serve as a comparison to the business 

district and its allure.140 As the poet demonstrates, this isolation on a spatial level furthers the 

 
139 The ‘false importance’ of the business district infiltrates the ways in which other spaces of 

the city are conceived. Richard Florida’s work, for example, attempts to argue for the 

attractiveness of the late-capitalist city by merging creativity, technology, and finance (see 

Richard Florida, The Rise of the Creative Class [New York: Basic Books, 2012]). This has 

inevitably led to backlash, especially on social media platforms, and has caused damage to 

cities through further gentrification of neighbourhoods. Although Houellebecq’s poetry is 

primarily discussing the spatial experience of La Défense, this is also applicable to 

Montparnasse.  
140 Houellebecq’s colleagues are not commuting from immediate suburbs of Paris such as 

those in the petite couronne, but rather from periurban towns such as Dourdan and Crécy. 

Yet, as they attempt to further distance themselves from the late-capitalist city, as 

Houellebecq demonstrates, their isolation from it further adds to their spatial struggle, 

proving the late-capitalist city’s infiltration as far as the extremes of the region’s limits. For a 

visual representation, see Chapter Appendix, pp. 282–283 (Figures 5 and 6).  
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‘attractiveness’ agenda of the late-capitalist city itself.141 This is evidenced in his description 

of the residents of Dourdan in a prose poem, ‘Paris-Dourdan’. While those on the exterior of 

the train are described ‘comme des blocs indépendants’ incorporating their being into the 

built environment, the simile used to describe those residing in the periurban location of 

Dourdan is one of rats: ‘À Dourdan les gens crèvent comme des rats’.142 Thus, whilst workers 

in the city are incorporated into the fabric of the late-capitalist urban environment, their 

usefulness and productivity ceases in the evenings and on weekends. During the time in 

which they are returned to their periurban location, their presence is not central to the success 

of late-capitalist ideals such as incessant productivity, as evoked by the spaces of struggle in 

which they find themselves.  

 Despite this, however, Houellebecq insinuates that the late-capitalist city is 

omnipresent even in the emptiness of such periurban locations. Evoking the spatial 

similarities of the commuter train, the domestic here is portrayed by Houellebecq as 

possessing the same qualities of this empty space. In this way, espace conçu and espace 

perçu in both these instances convey the same message which is successfully perceived by 

users of the spaces. This emphasises both its geographical and social isolation: ‘personne ne 

vient vous rendre visite, jamais; le week-end, on traîne bêtement entre son congélateur et son 

garage’.143 Imagery such as the space between a freezer and a garage reinforces this 

omnipresence in recalling the spatial struggle of the hypermarket. The way in which 

 
141 Significantly, this attractiveness of the speed of the city differs from Réda’s spatial 

experience of speed and circulation in the city. The second chapter of this thesis 

demonstrated how the spatial planning of the city, especially living in the vingtième 

arrondissement close to the boulevard périphérique, creates a tension between the speed and 

flow of movement in the city, and the slow movement of the frail body due to ageing in the 

case of Réda. In the case of Réda, speed represents an incompatibility with the built 

environment, whereas in Houellebecq’s poetry it highlights how connectivity provides a 

seamless link between the domestic and the workplace. This link ultimately leads to an 

infiltration of late capitalism into private spheres.  
142 Houellebecq, ‘Paris-Dourdan’, in Poésie, p. 270. 
143 Ibid. 



 236 

Houellebecq makes sense of this space in the hypermarket is now reflected in the domestic 

space, serving as a reminder of late-capitalist messages across these spaces, as reflected in his 

description of the périurbain via espace vécu. In the poem ‘Hypermarché- Novembre’, the 

reader will recall an ascent into bathos rather than a descent, in which the poem opens with 

‘D’abord, j’ai trébuché dans un congélateur./Je me suis mis à pleurer et j’avais un peu 

peur’.144 The absurdity of reprocessing space in such a way that triggers physical bodily 

struggles as well as a struggle to follow the social rules of this space is widespread in the 

poet’s work. This is evident even in the depths of suburban life in the city, far from the 

spaces of struggle of business districts and hypermarkets. Such absurdity in this poetry 

highlights the success of the infiltration of late-capitalist messages into even domestic 

spaces.145  

 

3.9. Poetic form as a response to the seamless transition from domestic to late-capitalist 

spaces  

This infiltration is reflected in the poet’s representation of the late-capitalist city in the form 

of the prose poem. Here, the emptiness of the train echoes the emptiness of life in the town of 

Dourdan, as periurban conceptions of space is conceived are depicted as lifeless, as opposed 

to the allure of the business district. The excessive use of long sentences in this prose poem 

reflects the long journey between the workplace and domestic space: often, these sentences 

 
144 Houellebecq, ‘Hypermarché-Novembre’, in Poésie, p. 143.  
145 Although this poem reflects a conceptualisation of Dourdan rather than the poet’s lived 

experience of it, it is worth noting that the poet discusses his childhood in a periurban 

location in an interview as part of his exhibition, Rester vivant, which draws similarities with 

the spatial experience of Dourdan. Here, the poet describes the arrival of EuroDisney’s 

impact on the periurban location of Crécy-en-Brie and its subsequent urbanisation as a result: 

‘Dans ma jeunesse, c’était encore les plus pauvres des périurbains qui habitaient là. 

Maintenant, ces gens-là habitent à peu près à cent kilomètres de Paris, […] énorme extension 

de ce qu’on appelait naguère la banlieue’ (Michel Houellebecq in Rester vivant, p. 32). 

Periurban locations also feature in Houellebecq’s photography, as evidenced in his 

exhibitions.  
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are between five and seven lines long. This technique reinforces the banality of the commute, 

often accompanied by the use of assonance to highlight the emptiness of Dourdan. Here, both 

the journey and life in the town itself is described as ‘un tropisme lent qui me porte vers 

Dourdan’.146 Despite the perception of Dourdan as an idyllic town, the infiltration of late 

capitalism renders it an undesirable location, as reflected in the banality of the form used to 

describe it.   

The continued ironic use of what Scott deems the ‘zestfulness’ of octosyllabic verse 

to highlight the poet’s struggle to perceive space through late-capitalist norms as designed by 

espace conçu is also utilised in his untitled poems on both the commuter train (p. 100) and 

the spatial experience of métro stations (p. 101).147 In the case of the commuter train, the 

‘lightness’ of the conceived space of this train to construct the narrative of a seamless 

transition between domestic and professional space as reflected in the poem’s form is once 

more undercut by Houellebecq.148 This can be witnessed in his description of the struggle to 

occupy time in this empty space in which he states that ‘il n’y a plus de temps ni de lieu’. 

Here, the poet is concluding that this experience of emptiness at the end of the working day, 

and thus the end of productivity, is due to the idea that the working day in the business 

district is more exciting and more important than other aspects of the poet’s life.149 This is 

 
146 Houellebecq, ‘Paris-Dourdan’, in Poésie, p. 270. 
147 Scott, p. 251.  
148 This perceived ‘lightness’ does draw similarities with Roubaud’s bus poetry in Ode à la 

ligne 29 des autobus parisiens (see Chapter One); however, this lightness can be witnessed in 

form only, unlike in Roubaud’s work. Roubaud’s text paints a more positive picture of the 

poet navigating the city at his own his leisure and providing the reader with a brief cultural 

and architectural history of the city through his critical engagement. Houellebecq’s use of 

‘lightness’ in these verses is ironically juxtaposed with the emptiness of everyday life in the 

late-capitalist city. While both poems on public transport (Houellebecq’s two poems in 

question take place in the train to Dourdan and the other on the métro to Montparnasse), the 

difference in content highlights the contrast in the spatial experience of the city between the 

two poets.   
149 Houellebecq, untitled poem, p. 100. This line, describing Houellebecq’s spatial experience 

within the commuter train, also fits Augé’s description of the non-lieu, particularly the fact 

that ‘la surmodernité est productrice de non-lieux, c’est-à-dire d’espaces qui ne sont pas eux-



 238 

reflected in espace conçu of the business district in the sleek design of tall buildings which 

invite a sense of importance even within the skyline of the city itself. In being part of this 

space, this provides the worker with a sense of excitement to be part of such a distinguished 

area of the city (despite Houellebecq’s struggle to engage with this space and this 

excitement). As such, the emptiness of the commuter train seeks to reinforce the importance 

of the working day by providing a contrast with the bustling space in which much of the day 

has been spent. The irony of the ‘lightness’ of this form is therefore highlighted in the 

emptiness of the space which functions once again to underline the late-capitalist city’s 

attractiveness. This is further demonstrated through the use of the simile of the ‘bloc’ above.  

In contrast to this, the ‘zestfulness’ in octosyllabic verse utilised to describe espace 

perçu in Houellebecq’s spatial experience of the métro (p. 101) can be seen to buy 

temporarily into the lightness and fleeting nature of the conception of everyday life in the 

city.  However, the use of bathos in the final stanza juxtaposes the usage of this 

characteristically light verse once again. Through espace vécu, this verse ultimately 

highlights the absurdity of the late-capitalist city, once again demonstrating the tension 

between form and content in the poem as well as in the form of the city. Espace vécu again 

reflects the tension between espace perçu and and espace conçu in Houellebecq’s spatial 

experience. This tension is witnessed specifically through the elements of possibility offered 

by the space of the train station. Here, the possibility for the poet to take any line and change 

stations as often as is desired is juxtaposed with the obligation of returning to the business 

district in order to observe the late-capitalist norms that have been created in the city.  

 

mêmes des lieux anthropologiques’ in a world which is ‘ainsi promis à l’individualité 

solitaire’ (Marc Augé, Non-lieux, pp. 100–101). This solitary individuality is witnessed in 

Houellebecq’s struggle to occupy time and make meaningful social connections in this space 

as he is transported between the workplace and domestic space, once again demonstrating 

how the conceived space of the business district seeks to render productivity an attractive 

aspect of everyday life in the late-capitalist city. 
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3.10. Conclusion 

The struggle to live comfortably in the late-capitalist city has been examined in this chapter 

in two ways: firstly, through the poet’s struggle to engage with late-capitalist spaces in the 

city of Paris. This was a result of the ways in which the spaces Houellebecq inhabits and 

moves through are conceived by planners, corporations, and architects. This struggle was 

evidenced through espace perçu, i.e, the way in which Houellebecq makes sense of the 

conception of these spaces. Secondly, struggle was examined through espace vécu, and how 

the poet’s struggle to dwell in late-capitalist spaces manifests itself in the form of the text, i.e. 

its formal struggle. An exploration of this struggle has been facilitated using the conceptual 

framework of Lefebvre’s spatial triad: the tension between espace conçu and espace perçu 

has been witnessed in the poet’s experiences in the city. These, in turn, trigger Houellebecq’s 

responses to the built environment in the written form of his poetry, i.e what Lefebvre terms 

espace vécu, or ‘spaces of representation’. Three spaces of struggle: supermarkets and 

hypermarkets, business districts, and trains and train stations, were evoked most clearly and 

most regularly in the poet’s collection. A close reading of form and structure in these works 

revealed that struggle was represented through the use and misuse of poetic form, namely 

versification such as octosyllabic verse, the alexandrin, and prose poetry. It was also 

represented through the use of literary devices such as assonance and alliteration. The use of 

disturbing imagery by the poet served to further escalate the severity of this struggle, in 

particular the use of visceral imagery, as well as the use of characteristically Houellebecquian 

devices such as pathos and bathos. 

  In the case of supermarkets and hypermarkets, the spatial struggle was explored firstly 

through the conception of these spaces, beginning with the juxtaposition of their location. 

Situated in otherwise empty locations on the outskirts of the banlieue in large, empty, 
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nondescript buildings, these spaces are then dominated by late-capitalist ideals of mass 

consumerism. They are filled overwhelmingly with consumerist signs and symbols, rendering 

the perception of such spaces similar to that of a tourist attraction. The contradictory nature 

of such spaces is reflected in espace vécu in Houellebecq’s work using vocabulary with 

double meanings and the use of melodramatic vocabulary to emphasise such contradictions. 

This often results once more in instances of pathos and bathos. On a personal and poetic 

level, Houellebecq struggles to consume these signs and symbols and therefore is seen as an 

outcast in this space (as is seen, in particular, in melodramatic incidents involving the poet 

stumbling into a freezer or projecting his insecurities onto the supermarket’s butcher). It 

would be simplistic to draw parallels between Houellebecq’s use of versification to explore 

spatial alienation with that of Baudelaire’s during Haussmannisation. However, 

Houellebecq’s use of the alexandrin is specific to the late-capitalist Paris in its reference to 

mass consumerist spaces. This is particularly evident through the use of such versification to 

convey visceral imagery underlining spatial struggle. Unlike Baudelaire’s use of the 

alexandrin in Haussmann’s Paris, Houellebecq’s use of the alexandrin provides the 

disoriented poet with a sense of stability. The irregular alexandrin, on the other hand, 

demonstrates the heightened self-awareness of the poet in this space as a result of the 

dominance of these messages and social norms which he does not always follow. The use of 

both of these forms of the alexandrin together is reflective of a push-pull experience in the 

supermarket. Here, the poet is at once enticed by and disoriented by the consumerist 

experience amidst an otherwise empty space which is rendered attractive by the signs and 

symbols surrounding it.  

 The construction of the (false) aesthetic of the business district is also a primary cause 

of the struggle to exist comfortably within these spaces in Houellebecq’s poetry, particularly 

with reference to late-capitalist ideals of productivity resulting from the conception of the 
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space. As this chapter has demonstrated, the perceived space of such areas frame the concept 

of productivity as attractive. In reality, however, such sites are often empty spaces that 

produce jobs centred around what Baudrillard deems gaspillage productif, with a deluded 

sense of grandeur also reflected in the physical planning of the area. The omnipresence of the 

tour GAN, the poet’s place of work, is an example of the dominance of this productivity in 

Houellebecq’s poems, as well as the visceral imagery used to juxtapose the presence of the 

poet’s workplace. This is evident in the poet’s choice of rhyme, such as ‘crâne’ and ‘GAN’.  

The planning of the city (in particular, La Défense and Montparnasse) has rendered these 

business districts tourist attractions in themselves in the way the space is conceived through 

the use of their vantage points, as well as for their location on historical axes of the city. As 

Houellebecq’s poems demonstrate, these axes evoke historical concepts of struggle in the 

city. The espace vécu of the poem displays imagery similar to that of Baudelaire’s ‘Le 

Cygne’, also situated on the axe historique on the Carrousel du Louvre. In the case of 

Montparnasse, once more, the poet’s use of visceral imagery evokes the concept of bodily 

sacrifice, demonstrating the absurdity of the site’s attractiveness and what it has come to 

represent for users of the space. As a result of these buildings’ construction, their presence 

can be perceived from across the city, now part of the city’s skyline. Such dominance makes 

their impact felt through the way in which space is perceived by those at a distance from their 

location. This causes the narrative of productivity to infiltrate the lives of those who work 

there even from a distance. This narrative is then evidenced in espace vécu: the form of 

Houellebecq’s poetry here is primarily written in octosyllabic verse, which serves to mock 

the traditional ‘lightness’ of the form, alluding to the false possibilities presented by these 

districts. In reality, however, these areas seek to only enforce late-capitalist ideals of 

productivity. The use of this verse therefore highlights the lack of freedom in the city as its 

workers spend so much time in offices. The juxtaposition of the use of the lyric voice 
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alongside the lightness of this form in his poetry once more serves to underline the tension 

between perceived and conceived space in these districts. A somewhat disturbing use of 

pastoral imagery within this octosyllabic verse in an urban scene highlights the spatial 

struggle while also evoking the absurdity of the late-capitalist city. This is also juxtaposed in 

the lightness of this octosyllabic verse.  

 Finally, the function of trains and train stations and the ways in which this function 

contributes to this spatial struggle were explored. Firstly, this chapter has examined the use of 

the commuter train in Houellebecq’s poetry as a conceived empty space which seeks to make 

the late-capitalist city more attractive by comparison. This was evidenced through his use of 

the simile of the ‘bloc’ and its significance alongside its workers, as well as the speed of 

workers’ pace outside of the train. A contrast with the slow pace of the commuter train and 

its emptiness results in the need to occupy this empty space on both a physical and mental 

level via the completion of activities such as crosswords. On the other hand, train stations 

within Paris intra-muros are represented as possessing the possibility of temporary escape 

within the city itself as the poet makes his way seamlessly through stations without thinking 

about connections. However, in typical Houellebecquian style, the evocation of bathos at the 

end of the poem retracts this temporary freedom and reinforces the temporality of this respite 

as the poet arrives once more at Montparnasse station. Such poetic devices underline the 

artificiality of the spatial experience. Thirdly, the speed at which these métro stations allow 

the poet to change direction in his spatial practice is contrasted with the portrayal of slowness 

and emptiness of life in the suburbs. This reflects once more the attractiveness of the speed at 

which life takes place in the city intra muros, in comparison with life in the périurbain, once 

more underlining the ways in which the late-capitalist city affirms its attraction. As a result, 

the commuter train is seen an extension of this emptiness that is present in the towns of the 

périurbain.  
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In terms of form, Houellebecq’s struggle to dwell in these late-capitalist spaces is 

explored firstly through the espace vécu of the prose poem with reference to the town of 

Dourdan. Here, the poet’s use of imagery (in this case, the freezer in particular) alludes to the 

imagery of the freezer in previous poems in which the poet explores struggle through his 

spatial experience of the hypermarket. This allusion recalls the poet’s use of the alexandrin to 

detail this struggle to follow late-capitalist messages through the conception of space, and the 

ways in which it infiltrates the form of the poem. Here, the interwoven reference to the 

alexandrin in the prose poem reminds the reader of the infiltration of late capitalism to 

domestic space. Octosyllabic verse is once more used when exploring the spatial experience 

of trains and train stations, both utilised ironically here to critique the attractiveness of the 

late-capitalist city. This is especially significant with reference to its business districts: in the 

case of the commuter train, octosyllabic verse represents the idea of the seamless transfer 

between the domestic and the professional space. The content of the poem, however, 

demonstrates how this emptiness further exploits those on the train by using the lack of life in 

the periurban town of Dourdan to contrast with the fast-paced environment of the city, 

rendering it exciting. This fast-paced environment is also demonstrated through the use of 

octosyllabic verse to echo the ease of the poet changing stations in the métro. The atypical 

use of the lightness of octosyllabic verse also provides an appropriate structure to evoke the 

bathos of returning to the norms of the late-capitalist city, demonstrating once more the 

poet’s struggle to engage comfortably with the dominant messages of late capitalism in the 

business district via Montparnasse station. This chapter, therefore, has highlighted the tension 

between the possibilities the city claims to represent and the reality of those who work in it. 

This chapter witnessed a shift in how espace vécu is used in the poet’s work to 

express the individual spatial experience, Moving from the limitations of constraint in Réda’s 

exploration of the twentieth arrondissement and the liberating use of poetic constraint in 
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Roubaud’s journeys throughout the city, Houellebecq’s reconfiguring of the poetic constraint 

through the use and misuse of versification sought to represent the spatial tension present in 

the poet’s struggle to inhabit the late-capitalist city. This struggle also demonstrated a shift in 

approaches to mobility as examined in previous chapters in the thesis. Chapter One revealed 

the positive nature of Roubaud’s urban nomadic mobility, whilst Chapter Two examined the 

relative immobility of the frail, ageing Réda as he attempts to explore the twentieth 

arrondissement. In this chapter, however, mobility has been examined on a conditional level: 

the poet’s navigation of the city in these poems is solely dictated by the demands of late 

capitalism, such as work and consumerism. Ultimately, the poetic voice of Houellebecq as 

worker, inhabitant, and poet has provided a unique insight into the relationship between 

urban and poetic form in the late-capitalist Paris. Furthermore, this poetry plays a crucial part 

in critiquing the late-capitalist city by recentring the individual and the everyday in urban 

discussions as well as critiquing the late-capitalist city on a spatial and sociocultural level.   
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Conclusion 

 

But now imagine a city like Paris… 

imagine this metropolis of the world…1 

 

In this thesis, I have argued for the role of urban form in shaping contemporary poetic texts on 

the city of Paris. In exploring the relationship between urban and poetic form in the work of 

three contemporary French poets: Jacques Roubaud, Jacques Réda, and Michel Houellebecq, 

this project aimed to underline the role that poetic form in contemporary French poetry can 

play in helping to understand everyday life in the city. This was achieved through reinforcing 

the longstanding Francophone tradition of engaging with the everyday via a reading of poetic 

texts and an engagement with spatial and urban theory. An overarching theoretical framework 

of Lefebvre’s spatial triad underpinned the thesis to give meaning to the spaces that each poet 

engaged with in their texts and how these spaces informed their works. This study drew 

parallels between poetic engagement in the period of Haussmannisation and poetic engagement 

during the urban renewal of the 1990s in Paris, as depicted in the work of the poets in this 

corpus. The shift to redeveloping the east of Paris can be felt in the ways in which the poets in 

this corpus engage with the idea of Paris as an aesthetic entity, like that of poetic engagement 

during the period of Haussmannisation: Houellebecq, for example, lives in eastern Paris and 

travels to work at La Défense and Montparnasse. An examination of his poetic works in this 

thesis explored the perception of space through travel from east to west and to suburban 

hypermarkets, a product of urbanisation in the 1990s. Such journeys from east to west reveal 

 
1 Goethe to Eckermann, 3 May 1827. Cited in Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into 

Air: The Experience of Modernity (London: Verso, 2010), p. 131.  
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the expansion of business districts such as La Défense and Montparnasse, and underline that 

these spaces are conceived as attractions. This redevelopment, as seen through Houellebecq’s 

perspective, demonstrates the ways in which late capitalism influences the city in the way in 

which space is perceived, echoing the alienation felt in Baudelaire’s perceptions of modern 

Paris in the era of capitalism. Additionally, Réda’s dissatisfaction with the urban renewal of 

the twentieth arrondissement in eastern Paris was also explored through his poetry as he 

attempts to navigate the area whilst inhabiting a frail body, resulting in the breakdown of poetic 

form., as witnessed in espace vécu in his poem. Jacques Roubaud’s poetry, on the other hand, 

highlighted the tension between urban renewal and public transport in his poetry via a reading 

of memory, including the poet’s critique of the nomenclature of métro stations in the east of 

Paris such as Campo Formio. This underlined a clivage between how spaces are named and 

how this nomenclature maps onto a Parisian’s perception of place and space. An examination 

of Roubaud’s bus journeys in Ode à la ligne 29 also revealed a shift in poetic form as the poet 

moves from west to east as a result of the lack of engagement with urban stimuli.  

The poets in this corpus engage with poetic form as a reaction to and interaction with 

the built environment that is the subject of their works. In other words, the use of certain poetic 

forms is a means of expressing the reproduction of space as espace vécu. In this study, it has 

been my aim to explore the ways in which this engagement is manifested in each of the poetic 

works. To demonstrate this, three overarching research questions guided the project: firstly, 

how is the making of poetry linked to the experience of the city? This question was explored 

through the concepts and themes presented in the works: mobility and memory, frailty, and 

struggle. The second research question asked: how is the built environment reflected in poetic 

form? This was explored through an examination of the formal structure of the works in 

question, such as the use of poetic constraints in Roubaud’s work, the failed poetic form of 

Réda, and the (mis)use of the alexandrin in Houellebecq’s work. Finally, the thesis explored 
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the following question: what is the role of public transport within the relationship between 

urban and poetic form? This concept was examined through Roubaud’s use of public transport 

as a means through which to engage with the memory through espace conçu. It was also 

examined through Réda’s inability to use public transport due to bodily frailty and the 

topography of the twentieth arrondissement. This is the result of the ways in which the space 

is conceived. This question was also explored through Houellebecq’s depiction of public 

transport as a conceived space which facilitates a smooth transition between domestic and late-

capitalist spaces.  

In the introductory chapter to the thesis, I outlined the ways in which texts by 

Houellebecq, Réda, and Roubaud differ from dominant literary engagement with Paris, 

revealing that their critical perceptions of the city are manifested in the texts in three ways: 

through the use of form, the use of themes and concepts, and their engagement with public 

transport.  I then examined concepts of mobility and memory in Chapter One through a reading 

of Jacques Roubaud’s urban poetry via the lens of potentiality, highlighting mobility and 

memory’s potential to reshape space in the text. This reading also underlined the significance 

of leisurely mobility as a tool through which to engage with the conceived spaces of the built 

environment. Through a reading of the New Mobilities Paradigm alongside Augé and Nora’s 

work on memory, this chapter examined poetic form’s interaction with the built environment 

through a reading of bus journeys, train stations and ghost stations. The chapter also focused 

on the role of poetic constraint in giving meaning to memory in public transport spaces through 

the poet’s perception of space, and how this is reflected in espace vécu in literary devices 

including versification such as the alexandrin, the sonnet, and typography. Chapter Two of the 

thesis witnessed a shift towards the incompatibility of literature with the city in Réda’s text 

through the lens of frailty. This chapter underlined Réda’s relative immobility due to the urban 

environment’s incompatibility with the frail, ageing body through a reading of the urban 
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planning of the twentieth arrondissement. An examination of the formal elements of the text 

demonstrated the problematics of the constraints in Réda’s work as a result of an inability to 

create urban sonnets. Rather, this poetic failure prompted a ‘working through’ of the poet’s 

frailty in the reluctant creation of a poetic essay, namely the final published form of Le 

Vingtième me fatigue. Chapter Three moved from a reading of frailty to a reading of struggle 

in the late-capitalist city through Lefebvre’s spatial triad of espace conçu, espace perçu, and 

espace vécu in Houellebecq’s poetry. It explored how spaces of struggle, i.e late-capitalist 

spaces which provoke a struggle to live comfortably within the city, are represented through 

an examination of the hypermarket, the workplace of the business district, and public transport 

such as commuter trains. The usage of poetic constraint was examined as a reflection of 

Houellebecq’s struggle within late-capitalist spaces in the city, paying particular attention to 

the use and misuse of versification such as the alexandrin and octosyllabic verse.  

This thesis highlighted a critical gap in literary engagement with the city of Paris, 

particularly in the field of contemporary French poetry, a field which has, in this period of 

urban renewal, witnessed few engagements with the built environment. Although poets such 

as Dominique Grandmont, Gérard Noiret, or Yves Martin, have critiqued certain elements of 

urban renewal in their work, this critique is not evidenced in the form of their poetry. Unlike 

other ‘urban poetry’ or prose texts that engage with the city from the same period, meaning in 

the texts in the corpus of this thesis is unlocked through a reading of poetic form in combination 

with the ideas and themes. Contrasting with Surrealist depictions of Paris, the works in this 

corpus do not seek to create an alternative reality of the city, and unlike the classic approach 

of the flâneur to the city, these works do not engage in an aimless walking practice. Rather, 

these texts approach the city in a critical manner, as is evident in their use of concepts and 

themes, in their form, and their engagement with the public transport network in the city. The 
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use of poetic form in the works in this corpus is therefore a result of the relationship between 

the poet and the built environment as depicted through their urban experience in the texts.  

On a broader scale, this thesis bridged the gap between urbanism and literature by re-

engaging with the Francophone tradition of the everyday in urban literature. It reiterated the 

significance of contemporary French poetry in this literary tradition of the everyday, a field at 

present underexamined in terms of Francophone urban literature on Paris. The thesis also shed 

a light on the more understudied texts in the extensive corpora of three prominent writers. 

Although these works have not been examined alongside each other prior to this thesis, I have 

underlined the common interactions between them throughout this project. As the works 

analysed demonstrate, through a close textual analysis and application of urban theory as well 

as the overarching spatial theory of the spatial triad, the interactions between urban and poetic 

form provide a springboard towards a deeper understanding of everyday life in the 

contemporary city of Paris. This was facilitated through the conceptual framework of 

Lefebvre’s spatial triad of espace conçu, espace perçu, and espace vécu. This framework was 

applied to each chapter in order to provide a thorough analysis of the concept of space and how 

the decisions made at executive level affect the way in which space is perceived by its users 

such as the three poets. These decisions and perceptions were then reflected in the way in which 

space was reproduced in the form of the poems in this thesis. This resulted in an understanding 

of the relationship between space and how its users move through and understand it. This 

relationship is witnessed in Roubaud’s engagement with memory in spaces of public transport, 

Réda’s experience of frailty as an inhabitant of the twentieth arrondissement, and 

Houellebecq’s interactions with late-capitalist spaces in his work.  

Beyond the period in which this thesis is situated, urban renewal remains more than 

ever a pressing issue within the city of Paris and the Île-de-France region more generally, 

especially with reference to the rethinking of the metropolitan area as Grand Paris. This plan 
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seeks to reconceptualise Paris as an entity encompassing the region beyond the boulevard 

périphérique.2 Although the works in this corpus mostly predate the ongoing implementation 

of the Grand Paris plans, the same issues reminiscent of the city in Haussmann’s Paris, as well 

as the period in which the works in this corpus are written, will become even more pertinent. 

These issues, such as alienation, discrimination, and inequality due to policies and urban 

planning are indeed present in the corpus of this work.3 Such issues underlined in the corpus 

of this thesis therefore lay the foundation for a future study of the relationship between urban 

and poetic form: for example, how might future poetic works react to these new city limits via 

the Grand Paris plan? Following Roubaud’s everyday mobility as a means through which to 

critique the built environment, how might the city’s new Grand Paris Express transport system, 

the expansion of temporary cycle paths such as the coronapiste or the RER vélo network 

influence poetic engagement with mobility?4 How might poetic works discuss, as demonstrated 

through the work of Réda, future urban renewal’s effects on the ageing or frail population of 

the city? How might late capitalism as depicted through Houellebecq’s work further infiltrate 

urban spaces in the post-pandemic city? How might such spaces be examined through a poetic 

lens?   

 
2 Although historically the city limits of Paris intra muros have often been primed for 

expansion since the Napoleonic era, it was Nicolas Sarkozy, then President, who proposed 

the Métropole du Grand Paris project in 2007. As Hacène Belmessous explains: ‘l’idée d’un 

Grand Paris débordant sur la banlieue ne date pas de 2007. Au milieu du XIXe siècle, 

Napoléon III imaginait déjà étirer la capitale depuis Saint-Germain-en-Laye, à l’ouest, 

jusqu’à l’actuelle Marne-la-Vallée, à l’est.’ (Hacène Belmessous, ‘La poule aux œufs d’or du 

Grand Paris’, Le Monde Diplomatique Manière de Voir: Les Villes, Avenir de 

l'Humanité?, February-March 2021, p.13.) 
3 To my knowledge, the only literary work which directly references the Grand Paris plan at 

present is Aurélien Bellanger’s Le Grand Paris, a fictionalised account of a disgraced 

urbanist on the Grand Paris project who comes to understand the sociopolitical issues of 

eastern Paris through his work. (Aurélien Bellanger, Le Grand Paris [Paris: Gallimard, 

2017])  
4 The term coronapiste refers to the pop-up cycle lanes established throughout the city during 

the Covid-19 pandemic. These cycle lanes are larger in width than the city’s standard cycle 

lanes, prompting conversations as to their potential permanency in the city as a solution to the 

issue of private car ownership and the promotion of active travel.  
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The World Economic Forum reports that the population of cities is rapidly increasing 

and is expected to further increase over time: 52% of the world’s population now inhabit cities, 

while 56.2% of the global population in 2020 was classified as ‘urban’.5 Thus, as the city 

grows, so too must our understanding of the lived experiences that take place within it. By 

exploring the relationship between contemporary French poetry and the city of Paris, this thesis 

has ultimately underlined the significance of the built environment in influencing the everyday 

life of those who inhabit it.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 World Economic Forum, How has the world's urban population changed from 1950 to 

today? (2021) <https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/11/global-continent-urban-

population-urbanisation-percent/> [accessed 1 January 2022]. 
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Appendix 

 

Chapter Two 

La flânerie me fatigue: Frailty, Walking, and the City 

in Jacques Réda’s Le Vingtième me fatigue  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Rue Jouye-Rouve, the relationship between memory and identity (see p. 159). 

 

 

 

 

Google Maps, Google Maps Street View for Rue Jouy-Rouve, Paris, France (2022) 

https://www.google.com/maps/@48.8722518,2.3831285,3a,75y,336.35h,94.81t/data=!3m6!1

e1!3m4!1sDPW9zbyNeCHA2_o0U9bxoA!2e0!7i16384!8i8192 [accessed 14 January 2022]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.google.com/maps/@48.8722518,2.3831285,3a,75y,336.35h,94.81t/data=!3m6!1e1!3m4!1sDPW9zbyNeCHA2_o0U9bxoA!2e0!7i16384!8i8192
https://www.google.com/maps/@48.8722518,2.3831285,3a,75y,336.35h,94.81t/data=!3m6!1e1!3m4!1sDPW9zbyNeCHA2_o0U9bxoA!2e0!7i16384!8i8192
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Figure 2: Rue du Capitaine-Marchal, 75020, highlighting the poet’s reflections on banality 

(p. 161). 

 

 

 

Google Maps, Google Maps Street View for Rue du Capitaine-Marchal, Paris, France (2022) 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Rue+du+Capitaine+Marchal,+75020+Paris,+France/@4

8.8671724,2.4028508,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x47e66d9b0413e003:0xc8829ad7e8

e1994!8m2!3d48.8671724!4d2.4050395 [accessed 14 January 2022].  

 

 

 

Figure 3: Rue de la Justice, 75020, underlining colour as a device to describe frailty (p. 163).
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Google Maps, Google Maps Street View for Rue de la Justice, Paris, France (2022) 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Rue+de+la+Justice,+75020+Paris,+France/@48.869004

2,2.4058553,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x47e66d9c0ee18377:0x608323dd2804ca13!8

m2!3d48.8690042!4d2.408044  [accessed 14 January 2022].  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 

 

Chapter Three 

Extension of the Spatial Struggle in Michel Houellebecq’s Poésie 
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Figure 1: Image of Tour GAN including the base shape of the cross (p. 207). 

 

 La tour GAN, 2014 

<https://3dwarehouse.sketchup.com/model/131b7d846d4cbd544799c55c484f96ba/la-tour-

gan> [accessed 1 December 2021]  

 

 



 279 

Figure 2: Map of axe historique. This highlights monuments on the axe historique de Paris; 

orange highlights important avenues through the 17th arrondissement of Paris to the affluent 

suburb of Neuilly and the business district of La Défense (Courbevoie), p. 212.  

Du Louvre à la Défense: l’axe historique <https://parisci-parisla.fr/?page_id=1708> 

[accessed 1 December 2021].  
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Figure 3: View of the axe historique de Paris from the Grande Arche de la Défense. Arc de 

Triomphe directly in view whilst the Carrousel du Louvre can be seen upon closer inspection. 

Note also public art and vegetation for aesthetic and placemaking purposes. (p. 212). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jean-Marc Aufauvre, Axe historique de Paris vu depuis l’Arche de la Défense, 2009 < 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Axe_historique_de_Paris.JPG> [accessed 1 

December 2021].  

 

Figure 4: Mission 001, from ‘Rester Vivant’, Palais de Tokyo exhibition, 2016. (p. 226.) 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Axe_historique_de_Paris.JPG
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Michel Houellebecq, Mission 001 (2006) in Michel Houellebecq and Jean de Loisy, Michel 

Houellebecq: Rester vivant/to stay alive (Paris: Flammarion/ Palais de Tokyo, 2016), p. 28. 
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Figure 5: Maps demonstrating the distance between the business district and the domestic 

space: La Défense to Crécy-la-Chapelle (p. 235). 

Google Maps, Google Maps directions for transport from La Défense RER station to Crécy-

la-Chapelle SNCF station (2021) <https://www.google.ie/maps/dir/La+Defense-Metro-Rer-

Tramway,+92800+Puteaux,+France/Cr%C3%A9cy-La-Chapelle,+Cr%C3%A9cy-la-

Chapelle,+France/@48.8683871,2.2689008,10z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m14!4m13!1m5!1m1!1s0x

47e66502504fab63:0x71067af350d3e67f!2m2!1d2.238388!2d48.891252!1m5!1m1!1s0x47e

8a60bebd1adcf:0xf784442312970c66!2m2!1d2.9057702!2d48.8594107!3e3> [accessed 1 

December 2021].  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Maps demonstrating the distance between the business district and the domestic 

space: La Défense to Dourdan-la-Forêt (p. 235). 

https://www.google.ie/maps/dir/La+Defense-Metro-Rer-Tramway,+92800+Puteaux,+France/Cr%C3%A9cy-La-Chapelle,+Cr%C3%A9cy-la-Chapelle,+France/@48.8683871,2.2689008,10z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m14!4m13!1m5!1m1!1s0x47e66502504fab63:0x71067af350d3e67f!2m2!1d2.238388!2d48.891252!1m5!1m1!1s0x47e8a60bebd1adcf:0xf784442312970c66!2m2!1d2.9057702!2d48.8594107!3e3
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Google Maps, Google Maps directions for transport from La Défense RER station to 

Dourdan RER station (2021)  <https://www.google.ie/maps/dir/La+Defense-Metro-Rer-

Tramway,+92800+Puteaux,+France/Dourdan,+Dourdan,+France/@48.711739,1.9317615,10

z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m14!4m13!1m5!1m1!1s0x47e66502504fab63:0x71067af350d3e67f!2m2!

1d2.238388!2d48.891252!1m5!1m1!1s0x47e43272d89a23f5:0x7eefab67ebd0e2ca!2m2!1d2.

0096445!2d48.5334818!3e3> [accessed 1 December 2021].   
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