Sand Readings – The Novels of Tahar Ben Jelloun

(Abstract)

The doctor’s thesis entitled Sand Readings – The Novels of Tahar Ben Jelloun is a study of Maghrebian literature in French, study done by analyzing the works of one of the most famous representatives, the writer of Moroccan origin, Tahar Ben Jelloun. For the Romanian critical research, this study has an innovative character, the studying of francophone literatures, especially of Maghrebian literature of French expression being at an early stage. Thus, thanks to the topic chosen, the objective of this doctor’s thesis is the diversification of university research and facilitating access to the knowledge of a complex literary territory, that of literature written in the French post colonial period, in the 50s, in the three countries of Maghreb, Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia.

This writer’s work, comprising novels, essays and poetry, is translated into over 24 languages, his success being increased by winning the Goncourt award in 1987, for the novel “The Sacred Night”. Starting with this event, the academic studies in the French and francophone space have developed, our research paper having as references an impressive number of papers dedicated to his work. The critical approaches are extremely varied and they have improved in time. We can especially notice thematic and ideological approaches, meant to emphasize the subversive character of the texts so obvious in the first novels, Harrouda (1973), La Réclusion solitaire (1975), Moha le fou, Moha le sage (1978), La Prière de l’absent (1981). The characters who are recurrent in these novels as in the subsequent novels as well, the fool, the emigrant, the prostitute, the child, represent as many ways of emphasizing a complex network of victims of political or patriarchal power, of denouncing a society marked by taboos and interdictions, inclined to discourage the assertion of personality and the right to speech. It is no wonder therefore that the exegeses  approached a thematic analysis of the literary works, with sociological nuances. Moreover, the critical reflection is oriented towards formalistic, narrative, semiotic, psychoanalytical or socio-linguistic approaches. The reproaches referring to the strictly thematic character of the research papers has led to a good thing, namely the development of a textual analysis approach.     
Our research paper puts things into a new perspective by trying to reunite two critical approaches, the thematic approach in the light of the theories on the Imaginary and the analysis of writing strategies from the point of view of intertextuality. Our conviction is that a method cannot prove to be efficient by excluding another, but by its capacity to be enriched and completed by other methods; that is why, a multiple approach can lead to a profound knowledge of a writer’s work. On the other hand, the innovative character of our hermeneutical approach consists in integrating more recent literary productions into the corpus of the novels studied, productions that have not been subjected to research work yet. Thus, alongside with the novels La Prière de l’absent (1981), L’Écrivain public (1983), L’Enfant de sable (1985) and La Nuit sacrée (1987), novels analyzed in various doctor’s theses, our analysis comprises three other novels La Nuit de l’erreur (1997), L’Auberge des pauvres (1999) and Cette aveuglante absence de lumière (2001), which have not been subjected to rigorous scientific research in the papers written about Ben Jelloun’s works. 
The general introduction established the frame of the critical approach by justifying the interpretation of the writer’s work using the metaphor of the sand. Starting from the constitutive data of the sand, in terms of geology, we tried to emphasize, the possibility of this matter to offer symbolic interpretations, supported by the variety of its composition, origin, way of formation. The sand is a mineral with a complex structure, paradoxical because of its ambivalence: either permeable or impermeable or permeable to a certain extent, endlessly subjected to mobility, ready to invade any lot of land, as long as there is the strength of the wind and of the water; generally speaking, the sand is considered infertile, hostile to life. It is seen as an inhospitable environment and because of its elements’ lack of adherence it is a matter that arises a feeling of restlessness to the human spirit searching for stability and an anchor into the firm land of certitude, homogeneity and safety of the dwelling place.  The sand is more than what can be seen, it is what it is made of, the heterogeneity of its elements, the memory of the water and the winds that form it and move it incessantly, of the sun reflected in it; it keeps in it a remainder, a surplus which is an invitation to an absent transcendent significance; housing a part of the visible and one of the invisible, of hidden and seen, shaped as an ambiguous matter; oscillating between the state of fluid and that of liquid, the sand offers a symbolic image according to the definitions that Jung, Lalande or Gilbert Durand offered to the symbol, a presence which  evokes an absent thing or a thing hard to perceive. 
Inspired from the recurrent images of the desert in Tahar Ben Jelloun’s novels, our hypothesis states that the sand offers a multitude of interpretative possibilities due to its symbolical resonances: conferring a specific status to the characters, as sand beings whose identity is constantly threatened by breaking and erosion, reflecting upon the status and the role of the word, dangerous and betraying when confronted with authentic living and last but not least a specific modality of the writing practices.
The general introduction offers an overview on the general context of the apparition and the evolution of Maghrenian literature in French, locating the most important writers and their literary productions, according to a famous classification. We followed the evolution of the Maghrebian novel along the “pre-modern” period which coincides with the beginning of decolonization, the “modern” period, also called “contesting”, marked by two important events, the publication of the novel Nedjma by Kateb Yacine (1956) and the literary movement formed around the Moroccan magazine Souffles (1966) by writers such as Abdellatif Laâbi, Abdelkebir Khatibi, Mohammed Khaïr-Eddine and Tahar Ben Jelloun. The third period is that of postmodernism, characterized mainly by moving from the problematic of collective identity to the individual problematic of the ego confronted with its own alterity These points of reference on the evolution of the Maghrebian literature were necessary to the understanding of the context in which Ben Jelloun produced his work and to the understanding of the Maghrenbian influences upon his work. However, our analysis could not be devoid of an extremely current problem which appears when discussing the concept of francophone literature, namely its evolution towards the more hospitable denomination of “litterature-monde” “world-literature” created by the manifest “Pour une littérature-mode”, Tahar Ben Jelloun being one of its signers. It is an attempt to go beyond the borders which separate the French literature from the francophone one and it still uses peripheral and central terms. Our research paper is included in this context, adopting an interpretative analysis of Tahar Ben Jelloun’s novels from a strictly literary perspective, convinced, in compliance with the words of one of the characters from the novel “La nuit de l’erreur”, that a writer’s country is the book, a fiction in several languages, that its place is not stable, its territory being in itself. The introductory chapter includes biographic and bibliographic data, as well as the presentation of the main directions of Ben Jellouns’s exegeses, an opportunity to locate our own approach in the university research of the respective work. 
Inspired by the theories of Gaston Bachelard and Gilbert Durand on the Imaginary, our critical approach is close to the hermeneutical method of Jean-Pierre Richard, regarding an interpretation which focuses on the richness and the fertility of the imaginary universe of the novels studied. On the other hand, starting from the palimpsest metaphor, the second part of the study is based on the intertextuality theories in order to analyze writing procedures which reflect a continuous search for meaning, obsessive in Ben Jelloun’s work. The meaning of the title Sand Readings reflects a double significance of our hermeneutical objective. Paraphrasing the words of Jean-Pierre Richard, we can say that this interpretation is a multiple one with a view to revealing some structures and some meanings progressively because any reading represents an interpretation. The meaning of a human work is to be discovered; there is no standard formula which reveals it; thus, any reading is a sand reading, hiding and revealing at the same time, approaching the literary work as a place for the possible and the probable. 
The first part of our study, The Imaginary of the Sand, starts with some theoretical considerations on the concept of metaphor, underestimated for a long time by the Cartesian rationality, under the danger of subjecting the interpretation to illusions, to some distortions of the imagination, incompatible with the act of thinking. Jean-Jacques Wunenburger’s considerations from the article entitled “The Analogy of the Metaphor” 
 have accompanied our attempt to rehabilitate the metaphor as an instrument of expressing and facilitating the understanding of feelings, of aesthetic experiences, of the spiritual consciousness.  We have also looked into the evolution of the concept of “image”, and the way it was put into value thanks to Gilbert Durand’s contributions from “The Anthropological Structures of the Imaginary”.
Chapter I, entitled The Lost Meaning, emphasizes a feeling of loss, which, invariably, dominates the consciousness of Ben Jelloun’s characters. This loss is a multiple one: the loss of memory, of memories, of the name, of a unitary perspective on identity. If there is a way to define these sand beings, wandering characters in a permanent state of search, then this can be done through the terms “image”, “shadow”, “appearance”, as possible illusory answers to the obsessive question “Who am I?” Our interpretation is sprinkled with quotations from the novels studied, emphasizing certain structures of recurrent images, admitting to a vain search for a unitary identity. The existential anxiety caused by this permanent state of loss is enhanced by the threat of dissolution, of breaking, of pulverizing the body which seems to break into pieces and fall down, just like a skeleton made of sand. The day light, the noises of the outside world, the image reflected in the mirror seem to be threatening corporal integrity. The breaking motif appears under various forms, illustrating the fears connected with time erosion, a fundamental lack of solidity of the organic, a downfall of matter, a scarcity of living. We have focused on this permanent wandering of the characters, whether in the real spaces (the desert, the cities of  Morocco, the maze-like streets, the tentacle-like space of Naples) or in imaginary territories (memories, dreams, desires). Our analysis points to a constant element: the image of a long, restless road, associated with walking through the desert, most commonly without a precise destination and leading back to the starting point. The image of the circular repetitive route will be enhanced by the motif of the labyrinth, the wandering being in fact related to the labyrinth. The desert, most often the space of the story, coincides metaphorically with the interior labyrinth of the characters which are in search for a way to the light. According to Bachelard’s analyses, the repetitiveness and this circular character, the feeling of loss which trigger the search, lead to the archetype of the labyrinth, traceable in our corpus of novels. We have emphasized the fact that the motifs of blindness and interiorization are related to the labyrinth and to a metaphorical crossing of opacity and darkness. Analyzing various images from the corpus of novels, we have shown that the paradigmatic movement is that of the fall, used as a background, leading to wandering and confusion, enhanced by the feeling of pain, vertigo, fall, unbalance, the imminence of sinking. The fear of time lapse is enhanced by the marks that time leaves on the faces: wrinkles, scars, burns caused by the sun in the desert, traces which cannot be effaced.  The words themselves are not enough to talk about the truth of the existence, the body itself must be a witness and testify. 

There is nothing left but anxiety, danger and hostility, as long as the being is overwhelmed by an imaginary of the daily existence, which is dominated, from the point of view of Gilbert Durand, by the oppositions light/darkness, masculine/feminine, absence/presence, material/spiritual, exterior/interior.


In the second chapter, The Refuge, we have established a typology of the characters’ refuge analyzing images of the Bachelardian “happy space”. Whether real or imaginary, the spaces talk about a determination to stay rooted in the world, about a symbology of intimacy which belongs to the mystical structures of the imaginary, according to Gilbert Durand’s terminology. We have identified these  toposes of the refuge in forgetting the past which becomes a condition to survive for Tahar Ben Jelloun’s characters, in the marine landscape, space of freedom which gives rise to intense reveries marked by sensuality and erotism, in the escape towards the dynamic, fluid space of the clouds, in the ambivalent presence, almost material of the words which become a life buoy  against the existential decay; love, or rather the presentiment of a comforting sensuality allow the existence of a universe of intimacy in which the being can find a feeling of security, offered by the image of mother’s breast.

Our interpretation goes beyond these spaces of refuge of the novelistic universe of Beb Jelloun. The world is not enough, even if it saved by comforting images of intimacy; a careful reading instills the desire of passing beyond the veil that covers the things and the human beings to transgress reality and the immediate sensation. It is possible to find a meaning in Ben Jelloun’s work after painful attempts which lead to the discovery of void, of absence of meaning, of a dialectic view which opposes light to darkness and absence to presence to finally get to an epiphanic reversal of values. Only then does the void become fertile, the night becomes bright, the sand particles become a recomposed unity. This ontological adventure of surpassing wandering, of lighting darkness, of deciphering the labyrinth, of discovering meaning by giving value to misunderstanding and keeping a transcendental secret is influenced by the mystical thinking of the Sufi. Chapter III, Towards Meaning, views a mystical interpretation of the light and darkness metaphor, of the vision revealed thanks to the heart, of the cage-body metaphor and of giving up any link that uproots the human being, of the world’s appraisal, stating from Henri Bergson’s consideration according to which intelligence is characterized by a natural misunderstanding of life, of the willingness of keeping the mystery.

The second part of our study The Sand Writing, envisages an analysis of the writing strategies, putting an emphasis on the relations that connect the texts with various works from the cultural Maghrebian or western space. Chapter IV, Intertextuality and intertextuality, represents a presentation of the theories on intertextuality, focusing on the notions of text, transtextuality, on the typology of intertextual relations established by Gerard Genette, on intertextuality as an effect of reading, and, finally, on the palimpsest metaphor. In our view, the palimpsest is a hermeneutical model; one text reveals the meaning of another, writing is similar to weaving, a text reveals other hidden texts. 

In Chapter V, Tell Me a Story, we have analyzed the connection between Ben Jelloun’s texts and the Arabian stories from One Thousand and One Nights. One essential characteristic of these stories, which is also the reason why they have fascinated many readers over the years, is their impossibility to offer an ending to the stories, their appearance of an infinite book, the need to go on telling stories. Starting from the example provided by One Thousand and One Nights, Tzvetan Todorov defines the structure of a frame story (l’enchâssement du récit), including in the main story other micro-stories, whose function is either thematic or explanatory, going as far as to the technique of the abyss. We have analyzed this technique in Ben Jelloun’s novels, exquisitely rendered in L’Auberge des pauvres. The common point Between Ben Jelloun’s novels and the Arabian stories is the manner of conceiving the story as an infinite story, whose apparent ending is nothing but a new beginning. So is the story of the desert, infinite, it appears so in the novels studied marked by ceaseless desire to resume. On the other hand, in Ben Jelloun’s case telling gains an ontological status, being synonymous with living. The opening, the mobility, the resuming, the rejecting of finitude function as a matricidal structure, features of the Arabian stories being recognizable in his palimpsestic writing. 
Chapter VI, The Sufi Intertext, focuses on the influence that the text of the Sufi mystics has on Ben Jelloun’s writing. Our starting point is the question whether his text can be read from this point of view, because it has been claimed by critics that the simple allusions to the Sufi mystique cannot account for such an interpretation. We have noticed the manner in which famous Sufi thinkers such as ‘Ibn Arabi or Al Hallaj are present in Ben Jelloun’s novels through allusions and quotations, as well as their influence on the characters, on the search for identity or on the writing technique. Therefore, it seemed to us important to briefly present the Sufi mystic current, its sources, the contradictory etymology of the word Sufi. Then, the inventory of Sufi references in Ben Jelloun’s texts are a proof of the strong influence that these thinkers have on the writer. 
Chapter VII, Fiction in Dialog, analyses the dialog of Ben Jelloun’s novels with various writers and literary works. Influences from Borges’ work are obvious, both by the presence of the Argentinean writer in the novel L’Enfant de sable, as story-teller, and the frequent references to the infinite library, symbol of infinite knowledge, by the mirror images, by the maze writing technique or the mystery novel. Quotations from Nietzsche are recurrent in the characters’ speech; the recurrent image of the acrobat also makes reference to the German philosopher. References to Jean Genet, Albert Camus, to the French and Maghrebian writers, to Salman Rushdie are also present in our corpus of texts. Thus, his texts have a profound character of mixture; they are a meeting place in which the written word appeals to other words in order to become complete. 
The last chapter of our paper, The Written and Spoken Word, focuses on the way in which Tahar Ben Jelloun’s novels include types of oral speech, the reason why the writing appeals to the oral register, the significant aesthetic effect of this writing technique, which is a steady practice of the Maghrebian literature in French. The strength which the spoken word gives to the written word proves that we deal with a writing marked by reflection upon its own status, admitting to a structural fragility, to slipping from one register into the other, to hesitation, to endless questioning. In this case, we can talk about a writer-teller, author of mixed texts, hesitating between writing and telling, whose technique can be defined by a speech deliberately controlled in writing, marked by the desire to break the norms of linearity, to border reversibility, to complete writing by the powerful influence of the spoken word. The idea of using words related to mineralogy is obviously inspired by the writer’s texts, in which we come across associations between the word and the stone or the sand (« le silence des sables », « le sable des mots », « Chaque pierre était une phrase. Phrase arabe. Phrase orale. »). Our interpretation states that the written text, the stone word, evokes authority, firm verdict, certitude, infallibility, triumph. A permanent questioning and desire for relativization characterize the sand word, the utterance meant to rehabilitate weakness, fragility and doubt.
The first part of this chapter, Strategies of the Spoken Word, analyses the consequences of being between two languages, maternal Arabic and French, the writing language, the abundant use of words, graphics, proper names belonging to his mother tongue. This practice seems to be a desire to dwell on mixtures, heterogeneity and to diminish uniformity, monolingualism, to relativize and make room for alterity. Our analytical approach also noticed the intrusion of proverbs, of prayers, ways of cultivating repetition and the oral tradition of the Arab-Muslim world. The second part, The Practice of Stories, analyses the narrative forms borrowed from the tradition of oral stories. We can notice that Tahar Ben Jelloun chooses the story-tellers as narrators, and we can also notice his determination to describe the speech situation, the extra-linguistic context of the stories, gestures belonging to drama, the voice of the story-teller, mimics, addressing the audience, the development of the stories in the form of a scenario, technique which belongs to story-telling. 
By using the oral speech and its specific values, Ben Jelloun’s writing proves that it belongs to tradition, to continuity within the Maghrebian cultural space, but also a desire to transgress it, to break loose. The spoken word is used in the written text, using an open multiple word, in a continuous change. The image of the palimpsest text is completed by the specificity of the story-telling of the Maghrebian tradition, which appears as a first writing whose influences can be seen in the novel belonging to the western tradition. 
Conclusions. Inspired by the recurrence of the sand images in Tahar Ben Jelloun’s work, Sand Readings is guided by the symbols of this ambivalent mineral, half-way between fluidity and solidity, permeable or impermeable, by its continuous movement hiding and revealing rocks or ruins that the eye cannot perceive, obedient when housing the signs but ready to efface them at the first wave or wind blow. Symbolic element more than natural background, the sand provides a collection of images which offer a perspective on the world, a sensitivity and a sense of being, a restless search for meaning, but also writing strategies in a continuous change, movement, desire to resume, unwilling to accept finitude, hospitability of dialogue towards other works or voices. 

The major steps of the characters’ spiritual itinerary reflects first and foremost an existential crisis, perceivable through the images and motifs of dissolution, erosion, breaking, fall, the search for identity, through the maze-like route, the impossibility of finding points of reference. However, an imaginary process of value reversal
 leads to diminishing or even annihilating the feeling of anxiety, through comforting images of intimacy, places of refuge, real therapies against fear, through the reverie in which the characters find support, even though fragile, fluctuating, vulnerable. The imaginary confers meaning through epiphanic reversals: darkness becomes a source of light, the absence changes into presence, sensuality leads towards a doctrine of love, the meaning is deciphered by preserving mystery, confusion reveals things in a more profound way. 
The analysis of intertextuality in Ben Jelloun’s novels represented a way of acknowledging his writing as a junction point of several layers coming from different horizons. The image of writing in the sand reflects the processes of writing, of effacing, of writing again, of construction and deconstruction, of rejecting the authority of the written univocal immutable literature. The texts speak about their fragility, about the imminence of effacement, so easily possible by the metaphor of the wind which spreads the words and the letters from the book, by the light of the sun or the moon which dries the ink until it becomes invisible. Owing to the opportunity offered by its own fragility, this writing speaks about absence, wandering, forgetting, ghosts that haunt the imaginary universe of Tahar Ben Jelloun. 
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