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Case Study: André Gide and Les Faux-Monnayeurs

André Gide reserves the title of novel for only one of his works, Les Faux-Monnayeurs or The Counterfeiters.  In the material of that text, Gide sought to expose the hypocrisy and self-deception with which human beings attempt to avoid sincerity.  The protagonist, Edouard, keeps a journal of events occurring throughout his daily life in order to write a novel about the nature of reality.  Another internal author – our narrator, an intervening first person voice – comments on the action, further distorting any sense of provenance in the novel.  This aspect of the text complicates the ability to mark any opinion within it as wholly Edouard’s or wholly Gide’s, a task that would be impossible if not for documentation we possess from the author himself.  Further within the text, Edouard falls in love with his nephew Olivier Molinier.  Through their story Gide illustrates what he considered to be a constructive homosexual relationship.  Numerous themes are woven into the complex structure of Les Faux-Monnayeurs, not only the self-reflexive medium of a novelist writing a novel about a novelist who is writing a novel about counterfeiting that so many critics have observed.

Indeed, such an obvious comparison forms the very foundation of self-reflexivity, a medium that draws attention to itself and the act of composing that medium.  Here, Gide mirrors his own role as an author in Edouard and shows his readers the act of writing a novel.  Most importantly, he shows Edouard keeping the all-important journal of his experiences as he writes, the same journal that Gide himself kept, and the journal that offers us a glimpse into the author’s mind and his source material.  The intrigues of a gang of counterfeiters symbolize the counterfeit personalities with which people disguise themselves.  The novel ends with the attempted suicide of one character, and the actual suicide of another.  Disparate as these themes may seem, self-reflexivity, counterfeiting, suicide, the three are all linked by a pair of critically important textual documents, and by André Gide’s own journal, in which he identifies those same documents as his source in Les Faux-Monnayeurs.

For the purposes of this case study we may, however, ignore one of these prominent themes.  The concept of self-reflexivity, of art for art’s sake, while of compelling interest in its own right does little to advance the case of public communication, and Les Faux-Monnayeurs is already widely hailed as one of the first exemplary works of metafiction.  Rather, it is on counterfeiting – on the deliberate deceptions perpetrated by André Gide – that we shall concentrate our attention, for it is through that singular act of counterfeiting that Gide offers us a chance to use this case study to observe a dichotomy in the realm of public communication – the distinction between public and private, and the formulation of a definition of privacy itself.  The first of Gide’s deceptions is based in the plot of his novel, based on the veiled retelling of Monsieur le Prince’s story through the character of La Pérouse, and revealed through correspondence Gide had with a reader; through a newspaper clipping we know Gide had access to at the time of his composition.  Both the original letter and its response, along with the newspaper clipping, are made available through Gide’s ‘notebook,’ the journal in which he recorded inch by inch his progress in writing Les Faux-Monnayeurs that is now considered to be a work in its own right.  Those letters and that clipping are reproduced below, and shall be referred to in the discussion to follow:
______________________________________________________________________



Strasbourg, 13 January 1927



Sir:

The striking analogy that exists between the misfortune to which La Pérouse is reduced during the last years of his life and that suffered by Monsieur le Prince, and described for us by Saint-Simon in his Mémoires, proves that Saint-Simon has furnished you with the material for Chapter iii of the third part of your book Les Faux-Monnayeurs.  Not to have said so, at least in your Journal des Faux-Monnayeurs, is proof of an utter lack of candor.  You mention Saint-Simon in a most ambiguous manner in connection with a dream.  You leave your reader, with respect to the aforementioned chapter, under the false impression of an original creation on your part.  Does not your sense of fairness compel you to confess your source?



Please believe me, sir, yours sincerely,

Suzanne-Paul Hertz

______________________________________________________________________

Roquebrune-Cap Martin, 24 January 1927


Madame:

I am grateful that you have called my attention to this astonishing passage in Saint-Simon.  I blushingly confess that I did not yet know it, and I have found the greatest pleasure in reading it in a copy lent me by Monsieur Hanotaux, a neighbor of the friends I am staying with here in the country.

Monsieur le Prince’s case indeed offers a striking analogy to that of my old La Pérouse, but my model was taken from life itself.  La Pérouse was inspired, even to his attempted suicide, by an old piano professor of whom I speak at length in Si le grain ne meurt . . . where I likewise speak of the Armand B., who served as a rough model for the Armand of Les Faux-Monnayeurs.  I cannot understand how the merit of a work of art can be diminished through its being based on reality.  For this reason I have thought it well to give in the appendix to the Journal des Faux-Monnayeurs the various news-items on which my book is based, in particular the story of the Nény boy, which was my primary inspiration.  You will allow me to add thereto:

(1) Your letter, such a charming example of graciousness – and of the error into which we can be led by this modern craze for seeing influence (or “imitation”) in every resemblance we discover, a craze that transforms the criticism of certain academic scholars into detective work and that plunges so many artists into absurdity through an enormous fear of being suspected of possibly resembling someone;

(2) my reply, and

(3) the reference from Saint-Simon,



for the greater profit of the readers.



Believe me, madame, yours very truly,

A. G.

______________________________________________________________________

Journal de Rouen, 5 June 1909

SUICIDE OF A SCHOOLBOY: We have noted the dramatic suicide of young Nény, barely fifteen years old, who, in the middle of a class at the Lycée Blaise-Pascal at Clermont-Ferrand, blew out his brains with a revolver.

The Journal des Débats has received from Clermont-Ferrand the following strange details:

“That an unfortunate child, raised in a family where there took place scenes of such violence that often – in fact, on the very eve of his death – he was obliged to go to stay with neighbors, should have been led to the idea of suicide is regrettable, but understandable.  That assiduous and uncontrolled reading of pessimistic German philosophers should have led him to an ill-conceived mysticism, ‘his personal religion,’ as he said, is also understandable.  But that there should have been, in this large city school, an evil society of youngsters for forcing one another to suicide is monstrous; but unfortunately this must be admitted to be the case.

“It is said that three of these schoolboys drew lots to determine which would kill himself first.  It is certain, however, that the unhappy Nény’s two accomplices in a sense forced him to end his days by accusing him of cowardice, and that on the previous day they made him go through a complete rehearsal of the heinous act, marking with a chalk X on the floor the place where he was to blow out his brains the next day.  A pupil who entered at this moment saw this rehearsal: he was flung out the door with the threat: ‘You know too much – we’ll have to take care of you’ – there was, it seems, a list of those who were to be taken care of.
“It is established moreover that, ten minutes before the final scene, the boy next to Nény borrowed a watch from a pupil and told Nény: ‘You know you are to kill yourself at three twenty; you have only ten – five – two minutes!’  At the time specified, the victim got up, stood at the spot marked with the chalk, took out his revolver, and fired it into his right temple.  It is also true that when he fell, one of the conspirators had the horrible presence of mind to leap for the revolver and spirit it away.  It has not yet been recovered.  What will be done with it next?  The whole thing is an atrocity: the pupils’ parents are emotionally at the breaking-point, as can well be imagined!”

______________________________________________________________________


These documents establish several very important points in the context of the case study.  First and foremost, it provides a point of division for Gide’s sources, one a private document and the other a matter of public record.  By examining both, we can clearly isolate the aspects of the private in our search for a working definition.  Gide goes further by choosing to invert both aspects of these communications in a clever fashion, one that allows us to look deeper into the issues that they present.  Madame Hertz’s correspondence becomes a part of the appendix to the Journal des Faux-Monnayeurs, and though Gide informs her that such will be the case in his reply, he never asks her permission.  That action prompts the first of the salient questions that bear further analysis: What responsibility, if any, does the author him- or herself have in keeping his/her intellectual property private?  To what extent does the intent of any author, in this case Madame Hertz, continue to act on a text after it has left his/her possession?  Through a detailed analysis of Madame Hertz’s correspondence with Gide, the wider implications of those letters on the fundamental constructs of privacy shall be laid out, allowing us to truly give shape to the private sphere, to discussions between individuals as a matter of no larger record.


As a series of such private, individual-to-individual documents will facilitate discourse on the subject of the private sphere, so too will a public document, specifically the newspaper clipping on which Gide bases his story of Boris and La Pérouse.  The ways in which this will be accomplished are two-fold.  First, the article is already within the public sphere.  As such, Gide considers it open to him in terms of a model, a source he can use to model his characters’ behavior after.  This raises yet another question with regard to the public/private distinction of discourse.  Does the fact that a text, in this case the report of a gruesome incident, has been made public once also make it available for reproduction as any person sees fit?  Moreover, the Nény incident will serve to illustrate the larger issue of discretion within these sometimes-moral judgments of privacy.  That is to say, what right does Gide have to force friends, relatives or acquaintances to relive a brutal suicide for the purposes of his fiction?  What mortal authority is given to him as an author, or to a reporter, to intrude into the private sphere and to broadcast what is found there?  For instance, the article taken from the newspaper indicates the widely-held opinion that the entire ordeal was ‘monstrous’ and that the parents are understandably at their emotional breaking-point.  Gide seems to share that sentiment, as even the co-conspirators forcing the Nény/Boris character into this malicious act are depicted as having fits of nervous anxiety upon seeing the body.  Why, then, choose to reenact so heinous a crime in his text?  To what end has he failed to respect the wishes of Nény’s family by recreating, almost verbatim, the incidents surrounding their son’s suicide – a deeply personal, grief-filled matter by all accounts?  Finally, does the service Gide believes he is performing, by making his journal available to all those that are interested in questions of technique, outweigh the probable harm he may be doing to Nény’s family, all those that knew him, and potentially to Madame Hertz by mocking her openly in his reply letter?
These three documents will thus serve to enhance our understanding, not only of the distinction between the public and the private spheres, but also the roles of responsibility that one must adopt in order to enjoy the same rights and privileges afforded by those spheres.  Ultimately, an analysis will yield an evolving definition of privacy, and what precisely constitutes a breach of that privacy wherein all such rights to it are considered forfeit, and fair game in the public eye.  The fact of the matter exists that no material, once removed from the mind of its author and given form on paper, can ever truly remain private.  That singular act of writing establishes information, thoughts and experiences as a part of the larger public record of our society.  Gide is able to show us that, not only by reprinting documents he was given without the express consent of the original author, but also by being unable to keep his Journal on Les Faux-Monnayeurs out of published versions of that text.  Through this, it becomes possible to think of text as property, property that can never be kept private no matter how well it is fenced in, and understanding that allows us to truly breach the very notion of privacy itself – a notion that we vaguely define as “not public” but that we can refine as we delve more deeply into Gide’s work.
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