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The words quoted [here] are precisely the ones I don’t need to realize. If they stay 
in my memory, it is by radiating — wounding, irresorbable — an excess of reality.

It’s rather all of the rest of language and thought that seems to me affected by 
a lack of reality. And it is in relation to those words — cited as inclusions — that I 
try to realize, to create sentences that realize, and realize themselves. Or rather it is 
a whole volume that should then, around these quoted words, take form, and hold 

.— fragile, but real. This volume should be made of sentences that move in relation 
to one another, balance each other and suspend each other reciprocally.

Some actually should be whispered, hardly audible, others should be felt in one 
blow — yes, like a vibrating blow —, even while remaining obstinately, as sentences, 
unfoldable (so as to deliver, if one wishes, a whole content).

And this volume, finally, would not be exactly closed. At least it should leave 
the impression that other sentences could still come there to play with those that 
are written and printed.

— Claude Mouchard

In three large frescoes — made up of splintered quotes and documents scored 
for the page in Mallarméan fashion — Claude Mouchard gives witness to what  
arrives, bearing testimony to the onset of his mother’s silence in the last phase 
of her struggle with Alzheimer’s, to the travails of those who land undocumented 
(“sans papiers”) in France, to the story of a refugee from Darfur who lived in his 
house in Orléans for eight years. But Mouchard in these texts does not merely 
stand witness: he is both the guest and the host (hôte) of those to whom he tries 
to speak and listen. The gift of this poetry lies in its unflinching hospitality. Mary 
Shaw’s loving translation has now permitted it a welcome — and a residence — in 
our speech.

— Richard Sieburth
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Three spots of color on a map 
of Orléans …

The thick heavy knapsack had 
been sitting there for months 
after Khaled’s death.

Yesterday, I finally opened it.

Full of administrative papers 

.— Written in Khaled’s hand: 
lists of addresses or telephone 
numbers in Arabic, and writ-
ing exercises.

This map, why had he kept it 
since after eight years in our 
house he knew the city per-
haps better than I did?

The green spot is the French 
Immigration Office, in front of 
the train station.

The red spot is the Central Post 
Office (and the square where, 
at any time almost, “Blacks, 
Africans — probably — (quite 
a few women, children chas-
ing pigeons) are assembled, in 
small groups …” — Papers ! ).

The yellow spot is the house 
(or the street: the color has 
blurred the outlines).

There is no spot on the banks 
or the islands of the Loire 
where he looked for shelter 
before coming to live with us.
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v

In comes the performative : —
“To perform” would be synonymous with “to realize.” Perhaps it is appro-

priate to hear the injunction in English first, whence performance comes to us, 
or rather comes back to us, surrounded by its lexical family (perform, perform-
ing …). The Anglo-American “performs” even more than the French “realizes.” 
We know how great is the vogue (I almost said “discovery,” or rediscovery)11 that 
accompanies, amplifies, establishes, the regime of performativity, the influence 
and glory of Austin.

Yet where poetry is concerned, the performative formula switches the terms 
of the famous Austinian title (in its French iteration),12 since poetry is when do-
ing is saying.13 The poem does (poïeï, poïema, is its name) ; its doing is a saying.  
It says what a thing does when it does that which it is like. In the case of Ponge, 
for example, the oyster does the oyster, and the sun, the sun. The proper doing of 
the poem is its techne, its operation that says what a thing does by being like itself : 
love by making love,14 for instance.

Poetry’s other doing is its pratteïn (its praxis), of which I won’t say anything 
here, when the poetic act (action, activity) tries to transform a circumstance into 
that which it can say ; to act within the circumstance through a “reading” or in any 
other way. What remains to be analyzed is the conjunction (the re-union) of this 
poïeïn and this pratteïn.

11    Since the invention, administration and practice of the sacraments (“ex opere op-
erato”) are as old as Christianity (“This is my body”), and since their “theological” 
study fills an immense library, more replete with in-octavos than that of The Name 
of the Rose, even if filming it would be less exciting …

12    Austin’s How To Do Things With Words was translated into French (by Gilles 
Lane) as Quand dire, c’est faire (When Saying Is Doing). [tn] 

13    As we know, “c’est quand” [ literally : “it’s when”] launches the puerile, childish 
definition (presentation) of the exemplary ; as in “poetry, it’s when …” Wie wenn 
according to the Holderlinian incipit.

14    In 18th-century parlance, in Marivaux for example, “You made love to me, and 
frankly that made me happy” ( Jacqueline in The Surprise of Love) signifies : “You 
are courting me by speaking of love to me,” which already the sexual adolescent of 
the 21st century can no longer hear. In this case, the Pongian doing would get us  
to tackle “Mimesis” again — which I cannot elaborate on here.
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 “Who if I cried out […] ? ”15 Writing encloses language in silence : what is 
called interiority. This mother-tongue vociferated amongst ourselves, or from 
myself-to-myself, down to the inaudible, mouth-moving , imperceptibly uttered, 
self-addressed mumbling which gives to every solitary walker the appearance 
of a lunatic, how can we make it heard ? Mouchard brings it near in Entangled. 
Traveling across space, infinite distance, the immense interval, it arrives at and 
through reading , which has been silent since Ambrose and yet deafens the  
secluded reader, the “addressee.”

Doesn’t this aporia duplicate that of the Hegelian “sense certainty,” all the 
more blatant since sensation, the myth of a pre-logical experience, the cult of  

“unmediated living” by way of sonorous yet aphasic images, institutes — like a 
sedition, like a Great Day’s vigil of the people — the suspicion and contempt  
of “language” ; the desire to do without it .

You don’t feel what I feel. I am suffering , I am dying three feet from you  
(here the pronouns can be swapped), and you feel nothing ! Emotion and sensi-
tivity are shattered by viewing … But “testimony,” deprived of the visible (or as 
we prefer to say today, the visual)‚ reported, related, narrated, does not trans-
port (no meta-phorical transport suffices) pain nor actual bliss into “the other.” 
Its reality would have to travel through the infinite silence where sensation has 
disappeared, and then be “realized” inside someone else … People asked them-
selves, for a whole generation, about the silence of the deported, more incredible 
still in those of Auschwitz … The what’s the use of speaking about the “unsay-
able,” since it will not be “realized” and thus not be believed, seems to have sealed 
their lips on the untestifiable … until today’s insurrection of victims rising from 
the earth, as in Signorelli’s fresco, for a resurrection preceding eternal silence …

Too late, perhaps, since “the world” has become concentrationary, exil-
ing , expatriating its refugees by the millions ; both genocidal and negationist .. 
Against which Mouchard’s written clamor tries “one last time” to seek another 
form of testimony, an other cry of silence, perhaps even more desperate … But 
is it possible today, when the réalisateur has become the filmmaker, master  
of the real ?

15    Mouchard uses these words, the first words of Rilke’s first Duino Elegy, as a title  
for his study of “œuvres-témoignages.” See page xii of the Introduction. [tn]
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Powerlessness in every respect, but first in making oneself heard, and by 
oneself ? 16

A writing is not a cry of pain. Yet it suffers and endures not being able to 
be that. “This is not a cry.” Written tears are crocodile tears (assuming that the  

“real” crocodile never cries). And every true condolence letter contorts itself for 
not being able to cry (or make cry). This intimate and intrinsic contrariness (pug-
nacity of oppugnancies and repugnance) within testimony deepens its infirmity ; 
its constitutive weakness is such that there will always be negationism — it’s 
within us ! ? — like a kind of ventriloquism of denial, of denegation (or rejection, 
or contempt) of what I am in the process of reading or writing. The “Yes, that’s 
how it is ! ” must always confront and surmount the “I can’t believe it.”

What remains of what took place ? “Nothing will have taken place” … ? Or 
perhaps, as I sometimes have it : “Nothing … will have taken place.”17 We call 

“trace” what subsists, meaning a material fragment that is still (always) present  
in the perception of the living. All is ruin, the poem says, and the ruin is a spiri-
tual contour : memorizable, thinkable. Scraps of utterances — which were ut-
tered — create a picture for a reader. The “rest” is this constant (uninterrupted) 
materiality‚ that which fell under the tact of contact. The Noli me tangere to 
Magdalene and the “put your hand into my wound” to Thomas reinforce one 
another. Pass the past on to me ; quotations and things. Quotations consist in 
their materiality. Things are things. Witnesses are things. 

The staging (on the page) of the powerless “if I cried out,” of the witnesses’ 
witness’s testimony, is typographical.

Intensities, tones, timbres, voices, reliefs, asides, suspension of exclama-
tion, music of gasps, of sideration … the list begun here is inexhaustible. To cut 
one’s own speech off and then take it back ; to go on, interrupt … to pass under-
neath, pass ahead, raise or lower one’s tone, this calligram of possible voices, this  
neumatics of emissions, quotations, evocations, offers itself to reading , which is  
to say in every instance to the capacity of a reader.

16    Did Greek theater achieve this in the 5th century bc ? Terror and Pity on all sides ? 
But it no longer is, in our “cities,” a matter of catharsis.

17    The two phrases in French are “Rien n’aura eu lieu” and “Rien … aura eu lieu” ; 
in the second one, a standard element of negation is missing , which reifies “Rien,” 
making nothing something , so to speak. [tn]
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In the same way that the modern technique of double exposure allowed cin-
ema, and then screenization — technologies endlessly chasing innovation in their 

“high definition” — to mime our shredded existence, the burning-hot-cockles 
game of perceptive planes, here writing undertakes to transpose the sonority in 
which we live surrounded by voices, by silences, the unheard and the ultrasonic, 
by “cries and whispers,” the muffled and the deafening …

Perhaps the art (technè) here has more affinity with the hidden camera than 
with the throw of the dice … Writing has to follow. 

I will close with an “impression”: the words’ obstinate bumping up against 
the right “justification” for me changes the white margin into a Wailing Wall 
struck with clenched fists … And so, to recast the enigma one last time, the  
partitioning , which plays such a decisive role in Mouchard’s understanding 
of “who Khaled was,” is also represented by this beseeched wall.

Michel Deguy
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Claude Mouchard is a deeply stirring poet, who writes like no one else.  
I first met him in 1996, shortly after the publication of Enchevêtrée (Entangled). 
An unassuming , self-effacing man, he is little known by English-speaking read-
ers, though he has long served as associate editor-in-chief of Po&sie, one of 
France’s leading poetry journals, and published many important critical writ-
ings as well as three beautiful collections of poems : Ici (1986), Perdre (1979 ; 
1989), L’Air (1997) ; the “pamphlet-poem” Papiers ! (2007) ; and several series 
of poetic Notes (in Po&sie and elsewhere), selections from which are included 
in this book. Over the last ten years Mouchard’s poems have remained as fo-
cused on what has been happening in the world as attuned to his inner experi-
ence, dealing largely with the plight of the exiled and homeless — an urgent 
problem of global consequence, as terrible events linked to the migrant crisis 
keep reminding us daily. Yet the quiet, ongoing notation of what Mouchard has  
come to call “political sensations,” though always fed by and receptive of current 
information, has nothing to do with what is simply “new” or  “passing.”  Rather, 
the radically innovative poetry that he offers, which began to appear as a kind 
of lyrical extension of (or supplement to) his last critical opus, Qui si je criais… ?, 
a reflection on testimonial writings around 20th-century political catastrophes, 
is quite literally the work of a lifetime. It is an œuvre-témoignage in its own right, 
in which the poet refuses to advance his own voice alone, choosing rather to 
have it always accompany or let itself be shot through with the voices of others 
who have been or risk being silenced.

Upon encountering a highly singular poet whose paradoxical starting 
point is to refuse singularity, readers will perhaps not be surprised to learn that 
Mouchard has also worked for decades as a translator of other contemporary 
poets from several languages and many distant parts of the world ( Japan and 
Korea in particular) — often in collaboration with the poets themselves or 
with other native speakers.1 His current primary project has been to shepherd 

01    Thus, although Mouchard is only beginning to receive the recognition his work 
warrants in the West, he is quite well-known elsewhere — a book of his translated 
work was published in 2015 in China, and another will soon appear in Korea.  
Qui si je criais… ? Œuvres-témoignages dans les tourmentes du XXe siècle (Laurence 
Teper, 2007) was translated into Chinese by Li Jinjia (Shui,  zai wo huhan shi…. 
ershi shiji de jianzheng wenxue. Shanghai : Presses Universitaires de l’Université 
Normale Supérieure de Huadong , 2015).
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the translation and publication in Po&sie of poets from all over the African 
continent.2 My aim in the following remarks will be to elucidate some of the 
strong yet intricate ties linking Mouchard’s life as a politically engaged critic 
and translator with his profoundly original poetry.

How is Mouchard’s poetic writing linked to his practice of translation ? 
Entangled,3 the opening work in this volume, though more intimate and less 
concerned with “others” and “the world” than the subsequent Papers ! or Notes, 
already shows this link very well. For it manages to mark and make us feel the 
loss of an other’s identity through language, across a widening divide. Entangled 
brings alive and sets in a complex form the ephemeral circumstances, thoughts, 
and feelings surrounding the final words uttered by the poet’s mother, who lost 
her ability to speak due to Alzheimer’s. The poem thus exposes not only the 
high stakes but also the stumbling blocks inherent in all translation, in that it 
lays bare the difficulty and range of experiences a writer can have in trying to 
seize, interpret, and transform another person’s words into a different mode 
of expression — another way of thinking and speaking — and emphasizes at 
the same time how much our experience of things is mixed with that of a given 
language form.

In the fall of 2003, I asked Mouchard to tell me about the context sur-
rounding the creation of this poem. He answered that what he was trying to 
achieve was a “déroulement,” an “unwinding” of the elements of reality embed-
ded in (and thus “entangled” with) those particular sentences that his mother 
last spoke in attempting to articulate something about her dog — compelling 
yet hard-to-grasp words, which he had often been tempted to recount and 
which had remained seared in his memory.

What am I trying to do with such sentences ?
“Realize” is the expression that comes to me. The lasting hope, 
which makes me write around them and for them, is that of 
realizing. Might it be in the sense that we tend to say, when 
witnessing certain events or hearing certain words, that we do 

02    See the two volumes of this ambitious enterprise, Afriques 1, Po&sie, №s 153–154 
(Paris : Belin, 2016), and Afriques 2 , Po&sie, №s 157–158 (Paris : Belin, 2017).

03    Enchevêtrée, published in the journal Le Nouveau Commerce (Paris), Cahier 100 
(Automne – Hiver 1996) 47–67.
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not “realize” or had not “realized” in the moment, that time is 
needed to “realize” what has been seen or heard ?

In one sense, Mouchard’s aim to consciously seize, recapture, reconstitute 
a subjective reality that has been lost in time seems close to the project articu-
lated in Proust’s Le Temps retrouvé, in the famous lines where the narrator  
presents all great writing as a kind of translation :

[…] the only true book, a great writer does not have, in the 
usual sense, to invent it, since it exists already in each one of 
us, but to translate it. The duty and the task of the writer are 
those of the translator. 4

But there is also something fundamentally dialogical in Mouchard’s way of writ-
ing and reconstituting reality through language. His texts manifest, I would say, 
an unsettled performative approach, and yet one that also underlines — and 
this is what is perhaps most unusual — the value and necessity of communica-
tion in every sense of the term.

Thus, in Entangled, the unwinding of words seeks not only to preserve frag-
ments of self-expression, be they the mother’s or the poet’s own, but also to 
represent the necessarily open-ended exchange that takes place as one tries to 
move (in) language between disparate voices, different ways of speaking. Rath-
er than seizing a certain, definitive reality within a fixed and sealed monument, 
Mouchard’s writing seeks to set itself in motion and remain open through time. 
This ambitious project, immediately felt as one reads through the poems of this 
collection, was formulated quite precisely in Mouchard’s letter on Enchevêtrée :.

But the words quoted are precisely the ones I don’t need to  
realize. If they stay in my memory, it is by radiating — wound-
ing , irresorbable — an excess of reality.

It’s rather all of the rest of language and thought that 
seems to me affected by a lack of reality. And it is in relation 

04    Marcel Proust, A la recherche du temps perdu, ed. Jean-Yves Tadié, Œuvres complètes 
IV (Paris : Gallimard, 1989) 469. Unless otherwise noted, French quotes in this 
volume are rendered in English by the translator.
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to those words — cited as inclusions — that I try to realize, to 
create sentences that realize, and realize themselves. Or rather 
it is a whole volume that should then, around these quoted 
words, take form, and hold — fragile, but real. This volume 
should be made of sentences that move in relation to one an-
other, balance each other and suspend each other reciprocally.

Some actually should be whispered, hardly audible, oth-
ers should be felt in one blow — yes, like a vibrating blow —,  
even while remaining obstinately, as sentences, unfoldable  
(so as to deliver, if one wishes, a whole content).

And this volume, finally, would not be exactly closed. At 
least it should leave the impression that other sentences could 
still come there to play with those that are written and printed.

Indeed, as is obvious at first glance, the complex typographical play of 
Entangled — its varied use of lines and spaces, of capitals and of roman and  
italic type — makes visible and ideally, in performance, also audible the inextri-
cable interrelations of a musical, multidimensional reality that is at the same 
time very abstract and very concrete. In this respect, and in the general com-
plexity of its form, the poem recalls Mallarmé’s Un coup de dés.

In Entangled, however, the subject matter is deeply personal, and the mode 
far from hypothetical : the roman type generally recounts the basic true “story” 
of the poet’s mother’s last utterance, whereas the italics convey a rush of af-
terthoughts or a running gloss on that story, elements that the poet fills in as 
a response to thinking about it. Sometimes the italicized remarks take on the 
form of meta-linguistic questioning , of analytic commentary, while at other 
times they supplement and develop concrete details in the narrative. But there 
are also several instances where the roles of the roman type and the italics ap-
pear crossed, representing , perhaps, the inevitable entanglement of the different 
kinds of reflection — on experienced fact, but also on language and represen-
tation — that are at work in the poem and occurring at many different levels.

Mouchard’s poem is monolingual, yet it unmasks what any process of 
translation actually requires but ultimately hides : a constant shuttling not 
just between different languages, but between speakers, voices, ways of speak-
ing. Its dialogical character inevitably produces a hybrid poetic genre, a cross 



mary shaw

xvi

between a reflexive narrative, a dramatic staging , and a lyrical and meditative 
evocation. As such, Entangled also fulfills its performative function, offering 
a “requiem,” a musical rite honoring the poet’s mother’s memory upon her 
death. The poet releases his mother’s memory along with his own by purify-
ing it, by fully recognizing first its loss and then allowing all that lingers from  
her voice in a whispered chant to return to the light and air. And, in a paradoxi-
cal development that is wholly natural yet surprising , this intimate preserva-
tion of the mother’s words, this honoring of the mother’s life that leads to a  
new form of writing , ultimately also gives rise in Mouchard’s works to a wider, 
though still private, still protected space that preserves and embraces other lives, 
other voices within the poet’s community, reaching , through conversation, a 
dramatic opening of poetry to the world.

* * *

We begin to see this paradoxically intimate socio-political dimension of 
Mouchard’s dynamic poetics quite clearly in his pamphlet-poem Papers ! 5 This 
work, published in 2007, expands the dialogical character of Entangled and an-
nounces the open-ended polyphony of the vast series of Notes, which manage 
to integrate a deeply rooted lyric within a new and relentless form of analysis, 
a questioning of all orders of relations within the self and between the self 
and others. Presenting itself explicitly as a tract and published in tandem with 
Mouchard’s last critical masterwork (Qui si je criais…), Papers ! at first appears 
less grounded in the poet’s ongoing life story than Entangled, or the Notes that 
follow. Papers ! is in some ways a more polemical and self-contained work, in-
sofar as it remains anchored in a very specific political crisis — the beginning 
of the influx of and hardening against people seeking asylum in Europe — ;  

05    Papiers ! pamphlet-poème (Paris : Editions Laurence Teper, 2007); an earlier version 
of this text also appeared in Po&sie, № 117–118 (Paris : Éditions Belin, 2006). 
For an acute and far-reaching critical analysis of this poem and its relation to  

“Qui si je criais” and Mouchard’s other works, see Martin Rueff ’s essay, “« A l’ici, 
même lointain, la poésie touche seule » — Sur Claude Mouchard, Qui si je criais ? 
Œuvres-témoignages dans les tourmentes du xxe siècle et Papiers !,” in Agenda de la 
pensée contemporaine, №s 9–10 (winter 2007 ; spring 2008).
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and also presents itself to “us,” even as it questions who “we” are, as a call,  
a cry even, for action.

Opening with summaries and quotations of all-too-fleeting October 2006 
news reports on the arrival in Europe of refugees from the slaughter in Dar-
fur despite strenuous efforts by the European community to keep them out, 
the poem fixes our attention in an increasingly personal way on the miserable  
conditions of illegal immigrants and other homeless people in contemporary 
France. What does it mean to expel, to ignore, the “others” who inhabit our 
space, those who live among us within the boundaries of our countries, our cit-
ies, our lives ? When we pretend not to even see them, and thus refuse to ac-
knowledge their humanity, no less welcome them, what does this do to us ? 

In Papers ! Mouchard simultaneously registers what is reported, what is 
happening around him, and the effects he observes, on himself and others, of 
tightening borders, the difficulty of obtaining shelter, and the egregious condi-
tions of those who remain homeless in his country. He thus ultimately reflects 
as much on what it means to have as not to have identity papers. Necessary 
and life-defining as they can be, these documents ultimately say nothing about 
who we are. Yet, contrary to what one might expect, poetry is not at all for 
Mouchard a vehicle for “identity” politics. “Nothing ,” he stated in a recent in-
terview about his work in Mediapart, a French online news organization, “is, 
perhaps, so anti-identitary as poetry and the translation of poetry.”6 And the 
paradoxical tension inherent for him in composing a political poem — the text 
is political because it clearly points to a problem within the public space and 
moves us to wish to resolve it, but remains poetic insofar as it does not pretend 
to resolve the problem in this way — becomes especially trenchant in the last 
pages of Papers ! For the poet’s most moving and striking encounter is with a  
mysterious “frozen man,” clearly of African origin, yet who may or may not have 
papers, and whom the poet ardently wishes to help, but feels he cannot begin 
to know. The motif of the poet’s ever-accumulating debt to those he reaches out 
to is brought to a climax in this part of the poem.

06    Claude Mouchard : “Par le poème, il y a des événements qui ne cessent plus d’arriver.” 
Interview with Patrice Beray, August 11, 2014 (www.mediapart.fr/print/438793).
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Entangled



she stumbles.  Her lower lip droops.
It’s the old distrust flaring up again, but with a doubt, I think, completely new.
Flecks of ash are floating , under the beams, the enormous roof. 

_________________________________________________________

.Weave a story out of these instants ?  I wanted to (conversations …)
just afterwards — but cut myself off right away.

_________________________________________________________

Her doubt dazzles. “you…,” she says,
standing in the room’s doorway.
She extends her right index finger, thin, trembling …

Metallic gray hair twisting in the light, rough, coarse —
each strand could be counted.
Would she want to stay frozen ?

Behind her the next room is, almost horizontally, lit. Flowing in, through the bay-window, 
the sun of an early March evening — spread out pale and cold on the fields where last year’s 
stubble lingers, the dried remains of corn stalks.

_________________________________________________________

Does she, from this point on, feel the air any differently ? What does she see, in each minute, 
fibrillating or granulating ? Will space stop being navigable for her ?

The present, written here : crude.
It tries, short-winded, to hook these sentences (the time they take) on … or in … what happened then.
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(or in what should not be allowed, merely, to have happened — at least not if what she attempted, 
thus in extremis , must not remain blocked there.)

_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

The radio, barely audible in one of the bedrooms. Door half-opened ; draft.

Coming (say) : across the likely foggy hollow formed by the nearby fields, a call — of cow, or 
chicken — or, from yet further off, carried by bursts of wind, the minuscule and incessant 
snippings of hundreds of guinea-fowl under corrugated roofs.

She holds her hands clasped at the height of her chest,
a silhouette where other silhouettes are dancing.

She depends entirely now, distrustful, exposed, on a gesture that I will make ; 
take her by the elbow,
guide her slowly to the stained red armchair in front of the newly built brick fireplace.

Is it doubt that breathes through her 

or, very old, a desire to believe that
is trying to re-kindle 

—  in order to pass beyond, vanish in a glow of embers …

_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

Clearly, there is nothing familiar to her anymore. Everything turns around on her, against her,
stops her. 

Everything coarsens 
(grayish ? or wildly colored ?  Neither I nor she have access to what she feels)
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and sticks to her face,
slithers on her watering corneas.

At least, in this too vast and too temporary room
(a stable’s naked frame :

soft masses of dust hanging on splinters of wood
continuously undo themselves,
white throbs in the air)

where I was wrong to take her and where I must now guide her gently, there is one thing that 
she discovers with joy :
the fire.
Suddenly she speaks of it, in a barely audible voice.

Noise in the fireplace :
burnt wood collapsing or metal creaking as it dilates.

Flames — whose surges she begins to comment on (with small, crumb-like, exalted, 
almost imperceptible exclamations)

as (wind rushing in) they suddenly
illuminate her, heat her —

she,
sitting as she is now,

would never tire of them
(does she sense at the same time that which, obscure, avid, 

has already insinuated itself
and envelops and confuses her thoughts ?)

_________________________________________________________

But all of a sudden, what she notices even more keenly, it’s —
back from the fields and the hedges (bushes without leaves, long 
flattened grasses yellowed by winter, crawling mint stems, 

	 and the tracks of field mice or grass snakes) —
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her black dog  
which, short and tail awag , nudges her hand with her snout.

“dog” ? That’s saying too much.
For precisely, as her mumblings, now garrulous, bump into one another,
she does not use this name.

Could it be that she no longer has access to this word ? It seems rather (was I sure of it then ?) 
that she (was avoiding it)
avoids it.

_________________________________________________________

this small, dark, warm body, jumpy, prancing ,
gleaming with an ugly ( for me ?) dampness

belongs obviously to the more-than-known, to the “made for,”
to all that which, suburban houses and yards,
well-traced streets,
raspberry and rose-bushes, pyracanthas,
believes itself to be absolutely predictable,
would like to see itself (rough-cast edges, dull lines)
shot through with obviousness,

but springs from it, there,
uttered … in the barn (the void) by this old mouth,

uttering in order to
flash-realize the banality 
flesh formed in the air only,
by her gasps and gestures,

and eats — through its power for mixing and simplification —
the name I still might want to give it …
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…fluctuation,
(burning saliva) …

		  would all words be at that moment
potentially affected, softly weakened ?

_________________________________________________________

Hasn’t she, in what she will never name again,

 …I feel it less while looking at
the dog

(even though, snuggled up against her,
she is the precise result of what she wanted)

than while trying , from the brief hints
of her whispers, her formless gestures

to discern or to condense
(along with her, but differently)
right in front of her face or very close to her hands
in the bluish evening

a stain, unstable

slipped in and kept (dissimulated ?) for years,

a remnant of her oldest

 (contracted, over there, during the first world war)

animal

alliances or repulsions

— those which, inherited, age-old,

risked — in what a life like hers had become, not being able to go any further
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and having to remain

unchanged and cruelly starving , 
in the depths of her childhood — where very slow time emerged,
 
where childish-animal odors and breaths would lie forever in wait,

contacts
flank against flank or thigh,

skin or little girl’s skirt
against wool and short coat 

in the twilight, sheep and dogs

brought together on the steep edge of the plateau
and, emanating from the frozen boulder crashes 	

opened just before night

(I had, as a child, felt it in her long before
knowing what it was),

terror — iron teeth.

_________________________________________________________

“she,” says she, entreated again by the wet snout.
Or, suddenly : “that.”
Less than words

emitted quivering in the ever-colder air
where motes of dust float, or flecks of ash 
(sun very low, fire, shadows closing in)

_________________________________________________________

“She” …

Did I suggest : “the dog ? ”
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… “ She,” she repeats, annoyed, “that.”
She heard the word that I said, but ignores me. 

Gathered up in this void,
she must, from minute to minute,
worry about this small … what ? … presence ? sustain it …
where ?

“Her” focus more than dog-flesh pulsating halo 
she tends to it with half-words that she chews (verbal scraps and sensations)
into a saliva paste

under her weak but obstinate gums
doubts and certainties become equal in a vital, milky continuity
for “her” for

“that.”

_________________________________________________________

She whispers: “her,” “that,” her her mmm
she feeds it with the continuity of her throat and saliva sap

	

the small presence that yes her in out

 …do I then feel poles of 
identities gravitate materialize lunar blues

in the early March evening

do her breaths (chch, mm) suspend positions and relations

depending on her — “her”
for the link to that … ?

_________________________________________________________
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Pale, the night, through the small window-pane above us.
She murmurs, she hums.

_________________________________________________________

Is she making me (without meaning to, of course) enter for a second into the as-if of stories

as when in the shabby second-floor apartment
time was condensed by the war, the snow,

	
and everything behind the plane-trees’ foliage, between those walls, despite the anxiety, 
was a game ? 

_________________________________________________________

 … metamorphosis beating …

even if she barely speaks anymore, and seems
only able at this point

to pant — isn’t it 
rhythmically, with very brief effects ?

… and could it be that through her murmurs the composure of everything … changes and that 
every gap fills itself up — with what silky substance, what mud made of realization-mutability ?

_________________________________________________________

She dozes, lit up by the dwindling fire.
The dog has gone to sleep, curled up on her lap.
Has everything lightened ?
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_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

Cries — of night birds. feet on the roof suddenly dance.

She wakes up. She may have only slept a quarter of an hour. 

How feverish her drooping face is 
and bitter her mouth !

The dog stretches.

Here is
(this is what I wanted — thought I wanted ? — to get to …) 

what she 
tells me

(me ?
no : this was it then, once and for all,
no more stories addressed to me or whomever)

passionately,
though with a barely audible voice

to listen to her continuously
(to her who speaks not to me but to the void),

is it to feel erasable that I need ?

I set my eyes on (hanging loose from one of the plaster walls) a
 light-bulb, its cold gleam (pressure …)

that she saw her, “her,” thus,
not leaping around anymore, but …
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Papers !



23

For Jean, for Daniel
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Canary Islands … Boats emerge from the night amidst searchlights. Then, on a dock, 
bodies reel, held up by men in plastic white gloves. Are there any dead left in the boats ? 
(Corpses will probably be washed ashore. We’ll see pictures of them.) 
It was on France 2, Monday September 2, 2006. At a late hour, it’s true. But who has not  
seen things like that ? Photos, in Le Monde, in Libération, etc. And on the internet.

Everyone has seen, everybody knows, etc. What is the use, here, of churning out sentences ?
(Or of copying them ?)

In broad daylight (a little later, in the same France 2 report), two men, teenagers rather, are 
walking on the dock. They were unloaded there a few weeks before. They have been able (the 
voice-over tells us) to remain there, hired as interpreters. One of them says : “had I known,  
I would have stayed in my Africa, over there, there was always someone …”

October 4, 2006 : seen by happenstance on LCI,1 a Canary Islands resident (who, the voice-over tells us,  
takes care of illegals — as a psychologist ? I only caught this in passing , I’ve forgotten, already) suggests (but should 
his very suspicion be suspected ?) that the country’s authorities count on this flow of illegals to earn European aid.
He also implies that those undocumented people will be exploited by construction companies — in the heart of 
the Canaries’ tourism boom (along those beaches where — as other images show — bathers sometimes discover 
bodies cast off by the sea).

Ladders made of scraps of wood … of anything , absurd grapples, against, atop,  
barbed wire …
Late September 2005, or early October, there had been (so they said) the “assault” (what  
a word ! ) on the borders of Ceuta et Melilla , Spanish enclaves on African land.
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Libération, March 27, 2006 :

“The wire fences of Ceuta or the electronic barriers of the Canaries or elsewhere will not discourage all those 

for whom an illegal’s misery in Europe beats rotting in a village without hope in Sahel or in the forgotten 

outskirts of some African megalopolis.”

What can 
these bits (news, memories of news) gathered here

(and immediately detached from present times … : in a void)
trigger beyond our usual sighs (while turning off the TV) :

“this should not” be happening …, this “shouldn’t have …” ?

The illegals, if they are nothing but the debris, in “our” present,
of a future where everything would be accounted for and everyone settled,

how could “we” really 
 think about them ?

Might the question of illegals be outdated
from the start ?

And again, and indefinitely :

 “First are the eyes, crazed, frightened, wandering without finding what to latch on to in
the whirlwind of new images. The arms, outstretched to get something to drink,

again and again, and quench the bottomless thirst …”

Benoît Hopquin, Los Christianos, Le Monde, October 14, 2006

 
These quotations, or others (how many others could there be !),

to transport them here, to have them received (by way of these rough sentences),
is that to feel-test the attention that they

will have supposed or attempted — in what “us” — to arouse

 ( following , of course, that which could only be counted on
by the “eyes,” the “arms, outstretched”) … ?
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“Our” shores, “our” borders …
And further, elsewhere — where the treatment of illegal migrants is being “externalized” ?.

“The so-called asylum externalization projects began appearing in European debates at the end of 2002, 
referring to policies meant to delocalize, to camps placed outside the European Union, the processing 
of asylum requests as well as the reception of asylum seekers and refugees. Developed by European 
governments in collaboration with the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (HCR) 
and the European Commission, these projects aim to create ‘special safety zones’ in certain regions of the 
world (central Africa, the Middle East …) in order to keep the refugees concentrated there and avoid in  
this way their migration toward European countries.” 2

Resolve the problem of migrants where that of human rights will not be raised … ?

“When the neighboring States, and then, more broadly, the ‘partner’ States (notably within cooperation, 
development aid and humanitarian assistance programs) are led to do the work of retaining , locking up 
and deporting migrants in transit, it is no longer asylum that is being externalized, but the repression and 
detention of migrants.”

From Cairo — December 30, 2005 (special correspondent from Le Monde) :

“It’s as though a hurricane had struck Moustafa-Mahmoud Square, just a few yards from downtown Cairo, 
in the upscale, peaceful neighborhood of Mohandessin. The forced evacuation of 1,500 Sudanese refugees 
by Egyptian police, on the night of December 30th, has left at least 23 dead [10 children, 7 women and 6  
men, it is specified later on — with ‘all anonymous’ added ] as well as an unknown number of wounded 
among the refugees, and transformed the square into a ravaged field.”

In Cairo — where do they hide, the “lost boys of Africa ? ”

“Though the phrase has come to be used specifically for the young Sudanese separated from their family 
when fleeing the civil war in the 1990s (Caroline Moorehead, Human Cargo),3 […] Cairo is full of lost boys, 
though most are no longer boys now, but young men from Sierra Leone and Liberia, Ethiopia and Eritrea, 
Sudan, Guinea, the Ivory Coast, Rwanda and Burundi. Over the last ten years, they have come to Cairo 
by a hundred different paths, on foot, by ferry, in airplanes, by trucks and trains, by camel or horseback, 
believing that, for all its horror, life was still worth living , that Egypt would be the gateway to a future, and 
that their past as victims of the savagery of civil war and modern conflict was somehow their passport to 
that future.”
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“our” shore, what is it becoming , and what is happening to 
our “within,” our “among ourselves”
today

 …wholly different from a few years or decades ago ? 

Boats gliding out of the night among search lights … Then used
by Vietnamese or Cambodians …

Those, some (= “we” ?) would look for,
extending a hand to them …

January 3, 1980 : it’s the date in the “diary of a Christian survivor” that “Kim”
(who, just before the invasion of Phnom Penh by the Khmer Rouge,

had finished his “dentistry studies”),
having fled Cambodia, and finally found refuge in the Chanthabury camp (Thailand)

wrote by hand, in French and in English 
in order to try to be admitted by the United States or France

(journal that he ultimately left here, “at home” — where (in October 2006)
I am copying , just as they are, two or three fragments) :

 “[…] Despite fever, hunger and exhaustion,
I was able to set out alone for two nights and 3 days

across the flooded plain of November and forests 
in the strictly controlled border zones of Battambang province.”

[But hunger, he explains, forces him to approach a village, where he is immediately arrested …]
“I know that a horrible, cruel death will await me very soon.”

“[…] I am being closely watched and followed, in an abandoned pagoda, 
with my section of little guerillas dressed in black.

Around the country, this particular chief is known for his genocidal acts.
Anyone crossing his path, dares not look at his face,

bows low and yields the way with respect.
Except for me, no prisoner handed over to him escapes death.

Within the pagoda precinct I saw ditches,
freshly filled with dirt stained with human blood […]”

 

 …Kim, who came from a camp in Thailand, had been sheltered for a few days
in a reception center in the southwest of France
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before being taken to Orléans,
here (we had given our address in response to a call published by Libération),

where he arrived, limping heavily,
skin and bones (with the neck of a baby bird smashed naked on a sidewalk),

and got … at last
to eat

(mixing in a frying pan on the range, in a bath of sizzling oil,
eggs, sardines, butter),

and so — thanks to those few months, here, with us —
to become (not without bitterness, not without moments overwhelmed by powerlessness)

a caretaker for the elderly … for
pallid bluish crumpled bodies.

 …we
I tell myself — where ? at home ? in which places in the city ? at which moments of our lives ?

what are “we” becoming —, month after month, under the impact of what is thrown at  
us by newspapers or television, or by the (massive furtive) presence of those who (across 
deserts, seas and mountains, barbed wire, threats and checks)
get here — get to “us” ?

What do we metamorphose into in each of those cases where we claim that “we” 
(our “among ourselves” — whose obviousness is obviously only an image at once peeled off, 

flaking —,
our supposed “ lifestyle,”

our rights — reserved for us ? marks of what election ?

are safe from the irruption
(or if we attempt to ignore it still) ?

As with the pressing of an overly cool palm (opaque-dazzling) on one’s eyes,
when does the “we,” in the streets, in the city’s differentiated places 

(or in the whirling “between” gnawed again in the air),

 slam down on my attention
— that of one who, non-migrant,

sedentary
will have for a whole lifetime stomped around these same places —
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so as to open me wide, smash me again
well short of myself

— of that being-oneself with which, like anyone, I will have been burdened —
and take me apart in the air in fickle spots of free receptivity

that don’t look back at themselves … ?  

The “within,” the “we” : to crudely taste, in the odor of the streets, on the bridge, at 
home (in the entrance, the hallway, the air that changes from one room to the next)
its ferrous flavor, its rippings, its violence ? 

The warm reddish “among ,” re-exhaled everywhere from moving bodies, from faces as they 
project themselves on it,
how to realize it as it reveals itself (yet fades again at once, formidable) in the moments 
when the effects of its outer limit (of its determination — or that of arranged access paths 

.— by power) make themselves felt
or in the moments-places
where this very limit passes through the middle
that is to say

always, presumably, by plugging itself, black fluid, into the “within’s” inner divisions, 
its equivocations and reversals,

but especially, violently, insolubly, today, through the “illegals.”

In an “all-security city ” like Orléans

where I try
(at my home, yes, protected, certainly : ancient family core … doors, windows,

walls (which have always, in truth [since the (world) war], seemed steeped in night) —
to set these sentences

without, perhaps, stopping
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their rehashing in the heart of the “within’s”
own element

— a testing ground of sarkozysm, for many years now —

for example in the streets leading down to the Loire, which, ancient, narrow,
have been repaved whitened :

the making of a ferocious sheep’s “we”
for which it was necessary to wash, off the walls, the life of time

(erasing the precious, decipherable — Balzacian — black-rusty layers)
and realize, irreversibly, the idiotic ideal whereby

every stone is disguised (as Deguy would more or less put it) as itself

how, in the very places where gazes are directed, could one not sense that one’s own 
sensations are being followed by wakes
the furtive arrivals of those whom smugglers will have dropped here (rather than in Paris ?), 
in the streets, in the middle of the night …

Chechens, two or three years ago, noticed
by members of one of those associations

which alone try to keep watch
(a resource that Sarkozy has undertaken to destroy)

as they were wandering in the darkness under the November rain ….
H. goes … :

discussion on the spot — then, in the days and months to follow :
mediations, oppositions, compromises with institutions, etc.

And who were they, those glimpsed
(by H. and me, while driving , by chance)

one freezing night, in the center of the city,
between the museum and the cathedral,

and to whom ( from a small truck) the Red Cross
itself embroiled (instrumentalized ?) in what negotiations

with the “authorities” (the prefecture, whitish mass nearby ?) —
was giving out soup … ?
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 “They have to suffer,” a secretary from the prefecture supposedly said, two or three years ago,

“So they won’t get used to it.” “So they won’t attract others …”  

On the edge of the loire (south bank, maybe one or two kilometers east of  
the city), off the road,

in one of those muddled zones where an absence of checking seems to prevail (yet too far, 
this particular spot, from the city for there to be, as in other places of this kind, trafficking , 
deals, sexual among others)

willows, osiers, masses turning over in the wind, the current,
suddenly, 

so bright (merging then with the sky),
high thickets,

strips of shifting sand,
fragrant Loire mud subtly colored and marvelously fine

(like that drawn from inside a clog

in which Andersen tale ?)

and birds, rodents of all sizes

banks that one could see, at the end of the forties
(broken, collapsed bridge : slanted blocks, metal stems)

from long black boats

or, on a bicycle, some years later,
in the semi-darkness where the paths vanished,

to feel (the ground rolling out in the halo of headlights) the real
crackling with maybes

or (grainy ocher power of the continuous)
 emerge from itself in amazing myriads of intermediaries 
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Notes
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From Darfur to the Loire
with Ousmane

to begin

				    Who asks your opinion of this stranger ? 
And if you give it without having being asked, 

go then night after night
with his sores on your feet, go on, and don’t come back.

								        Ingeborg Bachmann14.

“come on”: he makes a cutting gesture with his hand in the white air.
For months now, on a regular basis, we have been talking — in the kitchen usually. Have I 
made him believe that on top of the three or four years of deprivation he has recently gone 
through we would be able, as long as he is living with us and we take the time we need, to  
lay down words day after day, like the soothing fold of a blanket ?

“Come on, get going.” With his earthy-bitter voice, and his arm (dark silhouette against 
the light), he mimes those who free you or chase you away. In a street, back then, in Libya.  
Or, after an overnight police custody, in a street of Paris or Orléans. Or at the door of a 
detention center, by a road in the Orléans forest, miles away from anything (“What do I  
do ? ” he asked the policeman. “Not my problem … Come on, get going.”)

“Come on, get …” He expels into the air sentences that, for months, have stayed implanted 
in him like stings.

But suddenly, it is he who, standing in front of the glowing glass door, facing me, addresses 
these words to himself : “Come on, get going.”

“Get going …” He has nowhere to go, except to this family of “whites” (as he said to me), 
this house where he has been living for nearly a year now, this kitchen …
Have we given him false hopes ? Papers, a job : his or our helplessness — administratively 
maintained — is too likely to become final.

“Here,” he says, plunking himself down again in the chair, “this is not a life” — or  
(I’m transcribing) “not-my-a-life.”
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“Claude,” he says, looking at the gray tiles, “I’m going to leave.” Where for ? To risk 
disappearing in a Khartoum prison ?  Or, if he gets out after several months, to try to find 
his vanished mother and sisters … or, perhaps, only the devastated site of his village, or  
the remnants of his house ?

“Here,” he hammers — and I’ll have nothing to answer —,  “this is not-my-a-life.”

*

Words of Ousmane — or “O.” — an exile from Darfur …
Why did I begin with those — among so many others, which I have been hearing from  
his mouth for almost a year now, and which I keep (as I’m completing these very lines) 
hearing still ?

He had said them weeks ago … But until now they had remained suspended in the air —. 
imminent. It’s only very recently — May 20, 2008 — that I decided to write them down —. 
or, by my hands, to let them strike, pitch-black.

*

Jot down what O. says, for the year, almost, that he has been living here and regularly coming 
to talk — in the kitchen, in the late afternoon —, it bothers me to do it while he speaks. 
He hesitates, stumbling less because of gaps in his vocabulary or breaks in his syntax than 
because of his rough pronunciation. Then all of a sudden his sentences rush out, and now, on 
the cluttered table (newspapers, vegetables, crumbs), I can’t find paper ; I grab a newspaper 
scrap, or a torn envelope, a random pencil — to end up barely scribbling , sideways, on the 
sly, sheepish.

And I am loath to interrupt him. Still, shouldn’t I repronounce his words, or send his 
sentences back to him, recomposed ?

*

O. often interrupts himself, his face turned toward the ground.
If he suddenly raises his eyes, I get embarrassed to be caught looking at him too intently. And 
what would he think if he had access to sentences like these, which describe him ? 
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With his index finger he scratches the wood-frame — rough varnish peeling off, pine 
fibers — of the table ( the top is enameled metal : the style of a good thirty years ago). 

Noises coming , then, through the windowpanes — changing with the hours or the seasons. 
Wind, small bell hanging from a corner of the kitchen’s low roof … Or, coming through  
the half-open garden door, chickadee cries, needle-like … Or …

But what is it, emanating from his existence, near-mute for so long , as well as from mine, often 
verbose, that thickens above the table, between our faces ? A double, redoubled, helplessness.

*

Sometimes, I drop the pencil, give up …
I cannot take notes anymore whenever, at sunset (he is about to leave : he never accepts to eat 
here, he’d rather go to a bread line on the street, or to a soup kitchen, or will do his own “petite 
cuisine”), he starts speaking in outbursts.

Tomorrow, at the darkest moment before dawn, will certain words of his, beyond the breaches 
of sleep, reappear and press me to transform them into my own sentences … although, to be 
sure, mere sketches still ?

*

“Come on, get going”… “… not a life,” “not-my-a-life…”: words exhausted with 
helplessness, blows from the hand or the arm or the voice, against what masses, surrounding 
them from all sides …

Those very words,
why did they have — at the moment (early May 2008) when I undertook to “set” (sour and 
dumb, that word) the notes I’d taken of our conversations for nearly a year — 
to fly back in my face
     and

at the risk of making me unable
to fulfill the promise I had made him months before,

that of making — but for whom ? — what he would say legible some day
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 …without, it’s true, his ever showing the slightest concern 
	 about this project

except, just once, for a (perhaps ironic) remark
on my endless delays — comparable (thought I, vaguely bitter)

to the appointments he sometimes missed, his lapses or
oversights ?

stop me ?

*

So, May 20, 2008 : O. had just come home with a document from the Prefecture (where  

.— mistakenly, in our judgment — he had gone unaccompanied) : a residence permit  
(a “pass,” he says) for a month.
Whereas, until then, he had been given three-month permits.

Why, I wondered, this reduction ? What could be the reason for this sudden restriction 
concocted by the administration ?
I went on to imagine (in a bout, as happens too often, of inefficient, even dangerous, panic) 
that the process officially begun a few months before (after more than two years without any 
kind of permit) would come to a halt … and then what … expulsion … ? 

But no, three days later, O. received a summons for the signing of an “integration contract.”

Except that in this document (which I read to him, since he could not decipher it), he 
was being asked yet again — but this may have been due to the sheer automaticity of 
administrative forms or rituals — for a passport.

Where he was from, he explained to me one day (as he attempted to do with the administration), 
he had never had any papers. Only in the city did one have papers. In his village (one hundred 
and fifty kilometers from Nyala), there was no such thing. Identities didn’t need to be written. 
An “old timer” would remember people, everyone and their relatives ; and should that old 
timer falter, or die, another one was ready to take his place.
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Auswandern (Emigrating), 1933, Paul Klee
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elle bute. Sa lèvre intérieure s’alourdit. 

C’est la vieille méfiance qui s’est ravivée, mais d’un doute, je crois, tout nouveau.

Des parcelles de cendres flottent, sous les poutres, le toit énorme.

_________________________________________________________

Faire de ces instants une chose à raconter ?  Je l’ai voulu (conversations …)
 juste après — pour m’arrêter aussitôt.

_________________________________________________________

Son doute éblouit. « vous … », dit-elle,

debout dans l’embrasure de la porte de la pièce.

Elle tend son maigre index droit qui tremble …

Cheveux gris métalliques tordus dans la lumière, rudes, gros —

chacun pourrait être compté.

Voudrait-elle rester figée ? 

Derrière elle la pièce voisine est, presque horizontalement, illuminée. Afflue, à travers la 

baie vitrée, le soleil d’un soir de début mars — répandu pâle et froid sur les champs 

où subsistent des chaumes de l ’année précédente, des restes desséchés de tiges de maïs. 

_________________________________________________________

Sent-elle autrement, maintenant, l’air ?  Que voit-elle, dans les minutes, fibriller ou granuler ?  
L’espace va-t-il cesser de lui être traversable ? 

Le présent, ici écrit :  grossier.
Il tente, souffle court, d’engrener ces phrases (leur durée) sur … ou dans … ce qui eut lieu alors
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(ou dans ce qu’il faudrait ne pas laisser, simplement, avoir eu lieu — si du moins ne doit pas  
rester bloqué là-bas ce qu’elle essaya, donc, in extremis.) 

_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

La radio, à peine audible dans l’une des chambres. Porte mi-ouverte ;  courant d’air.

Arrive (disons) :  à travers le creux probablement brumeux que forment les prés proches, un 
cri — de vache, de poule — ou, de plus loin, portés par des sautes de vent, des cisaillements 
minuscules et incessants de centaines de pintades sous des tôles. 

Elle a les mains fermées, les tenant à hauteur de la poitrine,
silhouette où dansent d’autres silhouettes.

Elle dépend entièrement, maintenant, soupçonneuse, exposée, du geste que je vais faire ; 
la prendre par le coude,
la conduire lentement jusqu’au fauteuil rouge sali face à la cheminée récente en briques.

Est-ce du doute qui respire par elle 

ou, très vieux, un désir de croire qui
cherche à re-brûler

— pour passer hors, s’évanouir en rougeoyant …

_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

Il n’y a, à l’évidence, plus rien de familier pour elle. Tout se retourne vers elle, contre elle,
l’arrête.

Tout se fait brut

(grisâtre ?  ou follement coloré ?  Ni moi ni elle n’accédons à ce qu’elle sent)
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et lui colle au visage,
rampe sur ses cornées qui larmoient.

Du moins, dans cette pièce trop vaste, et trop provisoire
(charpente nue d’étable : 

de molles masses de poussière accrochées aux échardes du bois se
déforment continûment,
du blanc palpite dans l’air)

où j’ai eu tort de la faire venir et où il faut maintenant la guider doucement, est-il une chose 
qu’elle découvre avec joie : 
le feu. 
Elle en parle soudain, d’une voix à peine distincte. 

Bruit dans la cheminée : 
du bois brûlé s’effondre ou c’est du métal qui grince en se dilatant.

Des flammes — dont elle se met à commenter (à petites exclamations émiettées, exaltées, 
presque imperceptibles)

		  les sursauts (vent s’engouffrant) qui brusquement
		  l’illuminent, la chauffent —

elle,
         assise comme elle est maintenant,
 ne se lasserait pas

 (pressent-elle en même temps ce qui déjà
s’est insinué, obscur, avide,

et enveloppe et confond ses pensées ? )

_________________________________________________________

Mais tout à coup, ce qu’elle remarque plus vivement encore, c’est, 
revenue des champs et des haies (buissons sans feuilles, longues 
herbes couchées jaunies par l’hiver, tiges de menthe qui rampent — 
et trouées de mulots ou de couleuvres)
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sa chienne noire
qui, courte et frétillante, lui pousse la main du museau.

« chienne » ?  C’est trop dire.
Car justement, dans ses marmottements qui maintenant se bousculent, volubiles,
elle ne lui donne pas ce nom.
 
Serait-ce qu’elle ne dispose plus du mot ?  Il semble plutôt (en ai-je alors été sûr ? ) qu’elle 
(l’évitait)
l’évite

_________________________________________________________

ce petit corps tiède et noir, agité, se dandinant dru, 
brillant d’une laide (pour moi ? ) condensation

appartient évidemment au plus que connu, au « fait pour », 
à tout ce qui, pavillons et jardins de banlieue,
rues dessinées,
framboisiers et rosiers, pyracanthas,
se croit ultra-prévisible,
voudrait se voir (arêtes de crépi, lignes pauvres)
transi d’évidence,

mais il en jaillit, là, 
dit … dans la grange (le vide) par cette vieille bouche,

à dire pour
réaliser en éclat la banalité
chair qui n’est formée que dans l’air,
par ses souffles et ses gestes,

et mange — de sa puissance de mélange et simplification —
le nom que je pourrais encore vouloir lui donner …
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 …fluctuation,
(salive qui brûle) …
tous les mots seraient-ils à cet instant

potentiellement touchés, doucement affaiblis ? 

_________________________________________________________

N’a-t-elle pas, dans ce qu’elle ne nommera plus jamais,

 …je le sens moins en regardant
la chienne
(même si, blottie contre elle,
elle est l’exact résultat de ce qu’elle a voulu)

qu’en essayant, suivant les indications courtes de 
ses chuchotements, ses ébauches de gestes

de discerner ou de condenser
(en même temps qu’elle, mais autrement)
juste devant son visage ou tout près de ses mains
dans le soir bleuâtre

une tache, instable

glissé et logé (dissimulé ? ) depuis des années,

un peu de ses plus vieilles

(contractées, là-bas, sous la première guerre mondiale)

alliances ou répulsions 

animales

— celles qui, héritées, séculaires,

étaient menacées — dans ce qu’était devenue une vie comme la sienne, de ne pouvoir 

passer plus loin
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et de devoir rester
inchangeables et cruellement affamées,
au fond de son enfance — là où débouchait du temps très lent,

là où resteraient pour toujours en attente odeurs et respirations enfantines-animales

contacts
flanc contre flanc ou cuisse,

peau ou jupe de fillette
contre laines et pelages ras

au crépuscule, moutons et chiens

rapprochés sur le bord escarpé du plateau,
et, émanant des écroulements de pierre figés
ouverts juste avant la nuit

( je l’avais, enfant, perçue en elle bien avant de
savoir ce que c’était),

la terreur — dents de fer.

_________________________________________________________

« elle », dit-elle, sollicitée encore par le museau humide.
Ou, soudain :  « ça ».
Moins que mots

émis palpitants dans l’air de plus en plus froid
où flottent des poussières ou des parcelles de cendres
(soleil très bas, feu, avancées d’ombre)

_________________________________________________________

 « Elle » …
Ai-je suggéré :  « la chienne ?  »
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…« Elle », répète-t-elle, agacée, « ça ».
Elle a entendu le nom que j’ai dit, mais elle m’ignore.

Ramassée dans ce vide,
il lui faut de minute en minute,

se soucier de cette petite … quoi ?   …présence ?  la soutenir …
où ? 
Foyer « elle » plus que chair-chienne halo pulsatile
elle l’entretient de mi-mots qu’elle mâchonne (bribes verbales et sensations) 
en pâte ensalivée

sous ses gencives faibles mais obstinées
doutes et certitudes s’égalisent en continuité laiteuse vitale
pour « elle » pour
« ça ».

_________________________________________________________

Elle chuchote :  « elle », « ça », elle elle mmm
elle la nourrit de sa continuité de gorge et salive suc

la petite présence ça oui elle dans hors 

 …est-ce que je sens alors graviter
des pôles d’identités se concrétisant bleus lunaires

 dans le soir précoce de mars
ses souffles (chch, mm) se font-ils suspens de positions et de rapports

selon elle — « elle »
pour le lien à ça … ?     

_________________________________________________________
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Pâle, la nuit, dans le vasistas au-dessus de nous.
Elle murmure, elle chantonne. 

_________________________________________________________

Me fait-elle (sans le vouloir, bien sûr) entrer une seconde dans le comme si des contes

comme lorsque dans le mesquin appartement au premier
le temps était condensé par la guerre, la neige,

et que à hauteur des feuillages de platanes tout, entre les murs, en dépit de l’angoisse, jouait ? 

_________________________________________________________

…de la métamorphose bat …
 
même si elle ne parle presque plus, et si elle

semble ne pouvoir guère, elle, maintenant
que souffler — n’est-ce pas

rythmiquement, avec de très courts effets ? 

…et se pourrait-il que selon son murmure la tenue de tout … change et que tout écart s’emplisse 
— de quelle substance soyeuse, de quelle boue de réalisation-mutabilité ? 

_________________________________________________________

Elle somnole, éclairée par le feu qui baisse.
La chienne s’est endormie, enroulée sur ses genoux.
Tout s’est-il allégé ? 
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_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

Cris — d’oiseaux de nuit. pattes sur le toit dansent soudain.

Elle se réveille. Elle n’a peut-être dormi qu’un quart d’heure.

Comme son visage, alourdi, est fiévreux
et amère, sa bouche ! 

La chienne s’étire.

Voici
(c’est là que je voulais — croyais vouloir ?  — en venir …)

qu’elle
me raconte

(à moi ? 
non :  c’en fut alors fini, une fois pour toutes,
des récits à moi ou à quiconque adressés)

passionnément,
quoiqu’à voix à peine audible

pour l’écouter continûment
(elle qui parle non à moi mais au vide),

est-ce de me sentir effaçable que j’ai besoin ? 

je fixe, pendant le long de l’un des murs en plâtre, une 
ampoule, sa lueur froide (pression …)

qu’elle l’a vue, « elle », donc,
non plus bondissante, mais …
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…comme elle était triste !  se plaint-elle …

je l’ai vue, dit-elle
(pas à moi, dans le vide),

se coucher, oui,
non, 
se laisser tomber sur le seuil de l’école.

_________________________________________________________

Couchée, « elle »
sur la pierre
corps étalé — ayant subi, « elle », « ça », brutalement humiliée,
quel refus ?  rejet ?  —

pantelante, douloureuse, sifflant
à l’entrée de la cour,

sur, donc, probablement,
 un rugueux bout de calcaire
(bribe de falaise grise orangée) (mousses, herbes) …

_________________________________________________________

Oui oui
c’est là 	 marmotte-t-elle

(elle martèle à mi-voix, doigts tressautant sur la chienne 
d’opaques formules de colère)

c’est de là
(flamboiements sur les parois en brique)
la voici qui s’indigne dans l’obscurité

qu’« elle »
regardait. 
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Canaries … Des barques sortent de la nuit sous des projecteurs. Puis, sur un quai, 
des corps titubent, soutenus par des hommes gantés de plastique blanc. Est-il resté des 
morts au fond des barques ?  (Des cadavres seront probablement rejetés sur la côte. On en  
verra des images.)
C’était sur France 2, le lundi 2 septembre 2006. À une heure tardive, il est vrai. Mais qui 
n’a pu voir des choses comme ça ?  Photos, dans Le Monde, dans Libération, etc. Et internet.

Tout le monde a vu, chacun sait, etc. À quoi bon, ici, faire des phrases ? 
(Ou en recopier ? )

En plein soleil (un peu plus tard, dans le même reportage de France 2), deux hommes, 
des adolescents, plutôt, marchent sur le quai. Ils ont été débarqués là quelques semaines 
auparavant. Ils ont pu (nous apprend la voix off) rester sur place, engagés comme interprètes. 
L’un d’eux dit :  « si j’avais su, je serais resté dans mon Afrique, là-bas, il y avait toujours 
quelqu’un … » 

4 octobre 2006 :  vu par hasard sur LCI, un habitant des Canaries (dont la voix nous dit qu’il s’occupe de 
clandestins — en tant que psychologue ?  je n’ai capté qu’au vol, j’ai oublié, déjà) avance (mais son soupçon lui-
même aurait-il à être suspecté ? ) que les autorités du pays tablent sur ces afflux de clandestins pour obtenir des 
aides européennes. 
Il insinue aussi que ces sans papiers seraient exploités par les entreprises de bâtiments — en plein boom 
touristique aux Canaries (au long de ces plages où — comme le montrent d’autres images — des baigneurs 
parfois découvrent des corps rejetés par la mer).

Échelles de bouts de bois … de n’importe quoi, grappins absurdes, contre, sur, des 
barbelés …
Fin septembre 2005, ou début octobre, ç’avait été (comme on a dit) l’« assaut » (quel mot ! ) 
aux bords de Ceuta et Melilla, enclaves espagnoles en terre africaine.
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Libération du 27 mars 2006 :  
« Les grillages de Ceuta ou les barrages électroniques des Canaries ou d’ailleurs ne décourageront pas 
tous ceux pour qui la galère d’un clandestin en Europe vaut mieux que de croupir dans un village sans 
espoir au Sahel ou la banlieue oubliée d’une mégapole africaine. »

Que peuvent-elles,  
ces bribes (informations, souvenirs d’informations) ramassées ici

(et tout de suite décrochées des présents … :   dans le vide) 
susciter de mieux que nos habituels soupirs (en éteignant la télé) :  

 « ça ne devrait pas » avoir lieu …, ça « n’aurait pas dû … » ? 

Les clandestins, s’ils ne sont que les résidus, dans « notre » présent, 
d’un avenir où tout serait réglé et chacun à sa place,

comment pourrions-« nous » réellement y 
penser ? 

La question des clandestins serait-elle d’emblée
 périmée ? 

Et encore, et indéfiniment : 

« Il y a d’abord les yeux, hagards, apeurés, qui errent sans trouver où s’accrocher dans 
le tourbillon d’images nouvelles. Il y a les bras qui se tendent pour avoir à boire, 

encore et encore, et étancher l’inextinguible soif …»
Benoît Hopquin, Los Christianos, Le Monde du 14 octobre 2006

 Ces citations, ou d’autres (combien d’autres possibles ! ), 
 les transporter ici, les donner à recevoir (par les phrases frustes d’ici),

est-ce sentir-tester l’attention qu’elles
auront supposée ou auront tenté — en quel « nous » —  de susciter

(à la suite, bien sûr, de celle sur laquelle n’ont pu que compter
les « yeux », les « bras qui se tendent ») … ? 
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« Nos » bords, « nos » frontières …

Et plus loin, ailleurs — là où on « externalise » le traitement des migrants clandestins ? 

« Les projets dits d’externalisation de l’asile sont apparus fin 2002 dans les débats européens, pour 

désigner des politiques tendant à délocaliser dans des camps placés hors de l’Union Européenne les 

procédures d’examen des demandes d’asile ainsi que l’accueil des demandeurs d’asile et des réfugiés. 

Elaborés par des gouvernements européens en collaboration avec le Haut-Commissariat aux Réfugiés 

de l’ONU (HCR) et la Commission européenne, ces projets visent à créer des « zones de protection 

spéciale » dans certaines régions du monde (Afrique centrale, Moyen Orient …) afin d’y concentrer les 

réfugiés et d’éviter ainsi leur migration vers les pays européens. »

Régler le problème des migrants là où celui des droits de l ’homme ne se posera pas … ? 

« En amenant les États voisins puis, plus largement, les Etats « partenaires » (notamment dans les 

programmes de coopération, aide au développement et action humanitaire) à faire le travail de rétention, 

d’enfermement et d’expulsion des migrants en transit, s’opère une externalisation non plus de l’asile mais 

de la répression et de l’enfermement des migrants. » 

Du Caire — 30 décembre 2005 (envoyé spécial du Monde) :

« C’est comme si un ouragan avait frappé la place Moustafa-Mahmoud, à deux pas du centre-ville du 

Caire, dans le quartier chic et tranquille de Mohandessin. L’évacuation forcée par la police égyptienne de 

1500 réfugiés soudanais, la nuit du 30 décembre, s’est soldée par au moins 23 morts [10 enfants, 7 femmes 

et 6 hommes, est-il précisé plus loin – et « tous anonymes » est-il ajouté] et par un nombre inconnu de 

blessés parmi les réfugiés, et a transformé la place en un champ dévasté. »

Au Caire — où se cachent-ils, les « garçons perdus d’Afrique » ?     

«  …à l’origine, la formule désignait les jeunes Soudanais séparés de leur famille en fuyant la guerre civile 

dans les années 1990. » (Caroline Moorehead, Human Cargo).

« Il y a beaucoup de garçons perdus au Caire. À vrai dire, ce ne sont plus aujourd’hui des garçons, mais des 

jeunes hommes originaires de Sierra Leone, du Liberia, d’Éthiopie, d’Érythrée, du Soudan, de Guinée, 

de Côte d’Ivoire, du Rwanda et du Burundi … »

« Au cours des dix dernières années, ils sont arrivés par différents circuits, à pied, par le ferry, par avion, 

par le train, en camion, à dos de chameau ou à cheval … »  

«  …persuadés que, malgré les horreurs, la vie valait encore la peine d’être vécue, que l’Égypte allait leur 

ouvrir les portes d’un avenir pour lequel leur passé de victimes de la barbarie des guerres civiles et des 

conflits modernes leur servirait de passeport. »
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« notre » bord, que devient-il, et que deviennent 
aujourd’hui
notre « dans », notre « entre nous »

 …tout autres qu’il y a quelques années ou décennies ? 

Des barques glissant hors de la nuit sous des projecteurs … Ce fut
celles de Vietnamiens ou de Cambodgiens … 

Eux, on (= « nous » ? ) les cherchait,
on leur tendait la main …

3 janvier 1980 : c’est la date du « journal intime d’un chrétien rescapé » que « Kim »
(qui, peu avant l’invasion de Phnom Penh par les Khmers rouges, 

avait achevé ses « études dentaires »),
ayant fui le Cambodge, et enfin réfugié au camp de Chanthabury (Thaïlande),

a écrit à la main, en français et en anglais
pour tenter d’obtenir d’être accueilli aux Etats-Unis ou en France

(journal qu’il a finalement laissé ici, « à la maison » — là où (octobre 2006) 
j’en recopie, telles quelles, deux ou trois bribes) : 

« […] Malgré la fièvre, la faim et la fatigue,
 j’ai réussi à m’aventurer seul pendant deux nuits et 3 jours

 à travers plaine inondée du mois de novembre et forêts
 dans des zones frontalières strictement contrôlées de la province de Battambang. »

[Mais la faim, explique-t-il, le contraint à s’approcher d’un village, où il est aussitôt arrêté …]
« Je sais qu’une mort atroce, cruelle va m’attendre dans peu de temps. »

« […] je suis surveillé et suivi de près, dans une pagode abandonnée, 
avec ma section de petits soldats-guérilleros habillés en noir. 

Dans le pays, ce chef est réputé par ses actes de génocide. 
Quelqu’un le croisant en chemin, n’ose pas voir sa face,

 se courbe l’échine et lui cède le pas avec respect. 
À mon exception, aucun prisonnier qui lui a été livré n’échappe à la mort. 

Dans l’enceinte de la pagode, j’ai vu des fosses, 
fraîchement comblées de terre souillée de sang humain […] »

 …Kim, sorti d’un camp en Thaïlande, avait été pour quelques jours hébergé 
dans un centre d’accueil du sud-ouest de la France 
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avant d’être conduit à Orléans, 
ici (nous avions donné notre adresse en réponse à un appel paru dans Libération),

où il arriva, boitant lourdement,
décharné (nuque d’oisillon assommé nu sur un trottoir),

 pour …  enfin
manger

(mêlant dans la poêle sur le gaz, en un bain d’huile crépitant,
des œufs, des sardines, du beurre),

et pour — à la faveur de ces quelques mois, ici, donc, avec nous —   
devenir (non sans amertume, non sans moments accablés d’impuissance) 

aide-soignant pour des vieux … des
corps blêmes bleuis fripés.

…nous  
me dis-je — où ?  à la maison ?  dans quels endroits de la ville ?  en quels instants de nos vies ? 

que devenons-« nous » —, mois après mois, sous l’impact de ce qui nous est jeté par les 
journaux ou la télé, ou par la présence (massive furtive) de ceux qui (à travers déserts, mers 
et montagnes, barbelés, menaces et contrôles)
arrivent – « nous » arrivent ?

En quoi nous métamorphosons-nous dans chacun des cas où nous prétendons « nous » 
(notre « entre nous » — dont l’évidence n’est évidemment qu’image aussitôt décollée,

 écaillée —,
 notre prétendue « manière de vivre », 

nos droits — à nous réservés ?  marques de quelle élection ? )

protéger de l’irruption 
(ou si nous tentons encore de l’ignorer)?

Comme d’une pression de paume trop fraîche (opaque-éblouissante) sur les yeux,
quand le « nous », dans les rues, dans les lieux différenciés de la ville, 

(ou dans  l’« entre » tourbillonnant remordu en l’air)

se rabat-il sur mon attention
— celle de qui, non-migrant, 

sédentaire
aura toute une vie piétiné les mêmes lieux —
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pour m’écarquiller, me réécraser 
en deçà de moi

— de cet être-soi dont, comme quiconque, j’aurai été chargé — 
et me défaire dans l’air en taches fluentes de libre réceptivité 

sans retour sur elles-mêmes … ? 

Le « dans », le « nous » :  en sentir crûment, dans l ’odeur des rues, sur le pont, à la 

maison (dans l ’entrée, le couloir, les différences d’air entre les pièces), 

le goût ferreux,  les déchirements, la violence ? 

L’« entre » chaud rougeâtre, réexhalé partout des corps en mouvement, des visages tels qu’ils 
s’y projettent,
comment l’effectuer tel qu’il se révèle (mais en se redérobant aussitôt, redoutable) aux 

instants où les effets de son bord (de la détermination de celui-ci — ou celle des accès 

ménagés — par le pouvoir) s’y font sentir

ou dans les lieux-instants

où ce bord  même passe au milieu 

c’est-à-dire

toujours, sans doute, en s’abouchant, noir fluide, aux divisions internes du « dans », 

à ses équivoques et renversements,

mais spécialement, violemment, insolublement, aujourd’hui, par les « clandestins ».

Dans une « ville sécuritaire » comme Orléans 

là où j’essaie 

(chez moi, oui, protégé, certes :  dedans familial ancien … portes, vitres, 

murs (qui de toujours, à vrai dire [depuis la guerre — mondiale], parurent irrigués de nuit) —

de fixer ces phrases 
sans, peut-être, arrêter
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leur remâchement au cœur de l’élément même
du « dans »

— terrain, depuis plusieurs années, d’expérimentation du sarkozysme —

par exemple dans les rues descendant vers la Loire qui, anciennes, étroites, 
ont été repavées blanchies : 

fabrication d’un « nous » de moutons féroces
 pour lequel il a fallu lessiver, sur les murs, la vie du temps

 (effaçant les précieuses couches noires-rouillées à déchiffrer :  balzaciennes) 
et réaliser, irréversiblement, l’idéal idiot où 

la moindre pierre est travestie en (comme dirait, à peu près, Deguy) elle-même

comment, là même où les regards sont guidés, ne pas sentir ses propres sensations longées 
par des sillages
les arrivées furtives de ceux que des passeurs auront ici (de préférence à Paris ? ) abandonnés, 
dans les rues, en pleine nuit …

Tchétchènes, il y a deux ou trois ans, signalés
par des membres d’une de ces associations 

 qui seules essaient de veiller
(ressource que Sarkozy a entrepris de détruire)

en train d’errer dans l’obscurité sous la pluie de novembre …
H. y va … :   

pourparlers sur-le-champ — puis, dans les jours et mois qui suivront : 
médiations, résistances, transactions avec les institutions, etc.

Et qui étaient-ils, ceux entrevus 
(par H. et moi, passant par hasard en voiture)

 un soir glacial, au centre de la ville, 
entre musée et cathédrale,

et à qui (depuis une camionnette) la Croix-Rouge
elle-même empêtrée (instrumentalisée ? ) dans quelles négociations 

avec les « autorités » (la préfecture, masse blanchâtre non loin de là ? )  — 
distribuait de la soupe … ? 
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« Il faut qu’ils souffrent » aurait dit, il y a deux ou trois ans, un fonctionnaire 
de la préfecture.

« De peur qu’ils s’habituent. » « De peur qu’ils en attirent d’autres … »

Au bord de la Loire (rive sud, à un ou deux kilomètres peut-être à l’est de la ville),
à l’écart de la route,

dans une de ces zones confuses où semble régner une vacance des contrôles (mais trop 
éloigné, cet endroit-ci, de la ville pour que s’y passent, comme dans d’autres comparables, 
des trafics, des affaires, entre autres, sexuelles)

saules, osiers, masses qui, sous le vent, dans le courant, se renversent 
soudain

 si clairs (unis alors au ciel), 
hautes broussailles, 

bandes de sables variables, 
odorante boue de Loire nuancée et merveilleusement fine 

(comme celle puisée au creux d’un sabot
dans quel conte d’Andersen ? )

et oiseaux, rongeurs de toute taille

rives qu’on apercevait, à la fin des années quarante
 (pont cassé, effondré :  blocs obliques, tiges de métal),

depuis de longues barques noires

ou bien, à vélo, quelques années plus tard,  
  dans la mi-obscurité où les chemins se perdaient, 

sentir (sol déroulé sous le halo des phares) le réel 
grésiller en possibles

ou (puissance ocre ganuleuse du continu) 
sortir de lui-même en myriades émerveillantes d’intermédiaires
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Du Darfour à la Loire
avec Ousmane

pour commencer

				    Qui sollicite ton avis au sujet de cet étranger?
	 Et si sans qu’on te le demande tu le donnes,
	 alors va-t’en de nuit en nuit

avec ses ulcères aux pieds, va !  et ne reviens pas

Ingeborg Bachmann
		

« allez » : il fait un geste du tranchant de la main dans l’air blanc.
Régulièrement, depuis des mois, nous parlons — dans la cuisine, en général. Lui ai-je 
fait croire que, sur les trois ou quatre récentes années de dénuement qu’il a vécues, nous 
pourrions, dès lors qu’il vit chez nous et que nous prenons le temps qu’il faut, rabattre jour 
après jour, des paroles, comme un pli apaisant de couverture ? 

« Allez vas-y. » De sa voix, terreuse-amère, et du bras (silhouette sombre à contre-jour), il 
mime qui vous libère ou vous chasse. Dans une rue, naguère, en Libye. Ou, après une nuit 
de garde à vue, dans une rue de Paris ou d’Orléans. Ou à la porte d’un centre de rétention, 
au bord d’une route dans la forêt d’Orléans, à des kilomètres de tout (« Comment je fais ?  » 
a-t-il dit au gendarme … « Pas mon problème … Allez vas-y. »)

« Allez va … » Il expulse dans l’air des phrases qui, depuis des mois, sont restées incluses en 
lui comme des dards.

Mais soudain c’est lui-même qui, debout devant la porte vitrée lumineuse, face à moi, 
s’adresse à lui-même ces mots : « Allez vas-y. » 

« Allez … » Il n’a nulle part où aller, sinon cette famille « de blancs » (comme il m’a dit), 
cette maison où il habite depuis bientôt un an, cette cuisine … 
Lui avons-nous donné de faux espoirs ?  Papiers, travail  :  son ou notre impuissance —. 
administrativement entretenue — a trop de chances d’être définitive. 

« Ici », dit-il en se rasseyant lourdement, « c’est pas la vie » — ou ( je transcris) « pas- 
ma-la-vie. »
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« Claude », dit-il en regardant le carrelage gris, « je vais partir. » Vers où ?  Pour risquer  
de disparaître dans une prison à Khartoum ?  Ou, s’il en sort au bout de plusieurs mois,  
afin de tenter de retrouver sa mère, ses sœurs disparues … ou ne serait-ce que l ’endroit 
dévasté de son village, ou les débris de sa maison ?

« Ici », martèle-t-il — et je n’aurai rien à lui répondre —, « c’est pas-ma-la-vie. »   
  

*

Paroles d’Ousmane — ou « O. » —, exilé du Darfour …  
Pourquoi avoir commencé par celles-ci — parmi tant d’autres que, de sa bouche, j’aurai 
entendues depuis près d’un an, et que je continue (au moment où j’achève ces lignes) 
d’entendre ? 

Il les avait dites voilà des semaines … Mais elles étaient jusqu’alors restées en l’air — 
imminentes. Ce n’est que tout récemment — 20 mai 2008 — que je me suis résolu à les 
écrire — ou à les laisser, par mes mains, s’abattre, noires.

*

Noter ce que dit O., depuis bientôt un an qu’il habite ici et qu’il vient régulièrement parler 
— dans la cuisine, en fin d’après-midi —, j’ai scrupule à le faire pendant qu’il parle. Il hésite, 
il se heurte moins à des manques de vocabulaire ou aux défaillances de sa syntaxe qu’à sa 
rugueuse prononciation. Et puis soudain, ses phrases se bousculent, et voici que, sur la table 
encombrée (journaux, légumes, miettes), je ne trouve pas de papier ;  j’attrape un bout de 
journal, ou une enveloppe déchirée, un crayon qui traîne — pour ne griffonner que mal, de 
côté, à la dérobée, gêné.

Et puis je répugne à l’interrompre. Ne faudrait-il pas, pourtant, reprononcer ses mots, ou 
lui retourner, recomposées, ses phrases ? 

*

O. s’interrompt souvent lui-même, visage tourné vers le sol. 
S’il relève soudain les yeux, je suis gêné d’être surpris à le regarder trop attentivement. Et 
que penserait-il s’il avait accès à des phrases qui, comme celles-ci, le décrivent ?  
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Il gratte de l ’index le cadre en bois — grossier vernis qui pèle, fibres de pin — de la table 
( le plateau est de métal émaillé : mode d’il y a bien trente ans).

Bruits, alors, arrivant à travers les vitres — variant selon l ’heure du jour ou la saison.
Vent, clochette au coin du toit bas de la cuisine … Ou, par la porte entr’ouverte sur le jardin, 
cris d’aiguilles de mésanges … Ou …

Mais qu’est-ce qui, émanant de son existence si longtemps quasi muette comme de la mienne 
souvent verbeuse, s’épaissit au-dessus de la table, entre nos visages ?  De l’impuissance 
double, redoublée.

*

Parfois, je lâche le crayon, renonce … 
Je n’arrive plus à noter quand il arrive qu’à la tombée du jour (il va sortir :  jamais il n’accepte 
de manger ici, il ira plutôt à une distribution de nourriture dans la rue, ou à un foyer, ou se 
fera lui-même une « petite cuisine »), il se mette à parler avec emportement. 

Demain, au plus noir de la préaube, certaines de ses paroles, au-delà des ruptures du 
sommeil, réapparaîtront-elles, m’imposant de les transformer en phrases miennes … encore, 
il est vrai, à l’état d’ébauches ? 

*

« Allez vas-y » … «  …pas la vie », « pas-ma-la-vie … » :  paroles épuisées d’impuissance, 
coups de la main ou du bras ou de la voix, contre quelles masses environnant de toute part … 

Ces paroles-là,
pourquoi a-t-il fallu — au moment où (début mai 2008) j’ai entrepris de commencer à  
« fixer » (aigre et bête, ce mot) les notes que j’ai prises de nos conversations depuis bientôt 
un an — qu’elles me reviennent en pleine figure
      et

au risque de me rendre incapable 
de remplir la promesse que je lui avais faite il y a des mois, 

celle de rendre un jour lisible — mais pour qui ?  — ce qu’il dirait
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 …sans, il est vrai, qu’il ait jamais l’air de se soucier
de ce projet

sinon, une fois, par une remarque peut-être ironique 
sur mes délais indéfinis  — comparables (me suis-je dit vaguement amer)

à ses rendez-vous parfois manqués, ses oublis ou
négligences ? 

m’arrêtent ? 

*

20 mai 2008, donc :  O. venait de rentrer avec un papier de la Préfecture (où — à tort,  
avions-nous jugé — il s’était rendu sans être accompagné) :  un permis de séjour (« laissez-
passer » dit-il) d’un mois. 
Or, antérieurement, il recevait des permis de trois mois. 

Pourquoi, ai-je pensé, cette réduction ?  Qu’est-ce qui pouvait motiver cette soudaine 
restriction fabriquée par l ’administration ?  
J’ai alors imaginé (dans un accès, comme trop souvent, d’affolement inefficace, voire dan-
gereux), que le processus engagé depuis quelques mois (après plus de deux années sans le 
moindre titre de séjour) allait s’interrompre … et quoi alors … expulsion … ?  

Mais non, trois jours après, O. a reçu une convocation pour la signature d’un « contrat 
d’intégration ».

Restait pourtant que, dans ce papier (que je lui lisais faute qu’il puisse le déchiffrer), on lui 
réclamait une fois de plus — mais peut-être n’était-ce qu’automaticité des formulaires ou 
rituels administratifs — un passeport.

Chez lui, m’a-t-il expliqué un jour (comme il a tenté de faire pour l’administration), il 
n’a jamais eu de papiers. C’est à la ville qu’on avait des papiers. Dans son village (à cent 
cinquante kilomètres de Nyala), rien de pareil. Les identités n’avaient pas besoin d’être 
écrites. Un « vieux » se souvenait des gens, de chacun et de sa famille … Et si ce vieux-là 
venait à décliner ou quand il mourait, il y avait déjà un autre pour prendre le relais. 
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Aujourd’hui, cependant, a-t-il ajouté (sur le même ton âcre qui lui vient quand il constate 
l’impossibilité de rien savoir de ce qui, après sa fuite, est arrivé à sa famille — sa mère, ses 
sœurs, seules, sans homme), le vieux qui aurait pu se souvenir de lui n’avait-il pas disparu, 
déplacé ou mort — avec, peut-être, tout le village ?  

*

Mais d’abord … pour commencer …
(tourbillons d’accès — il faudrait simultanément tout réouvrir)

qu’est-ce qui « prouve » qu’il est bien du Darfour ? 
 
L’OFPRA, puis la commission de recours — en 2005 — n’ont pas ajouté foi à ses explica-
tions et assertions, lors d’auditions où l’interprète semble n’avoir pas bien compris son arabe, 
ou du moins sa prononciation … 
Les attendus, sommaires, du refus incriminent sa manière de s’exprimer, jugée « stéréotypée ». 
A-t-on voulu insinuer que les précisions sur le Darfour par lesquelles il avait essayé de 
répondre à des questions soupçonneuses, auraient pu être recueillies par lui hors du Darfour 

.— au Tchad, par exemple, parmi des réfugiés (foules, abords de quelque camp …) ?  
(Ou bien — avatar grotesque de « notre » tradition oratoire et de « nos valeurs » — pour 
« réussir » devant ces commissions, les candidats à la régularisation auraient-ils à déployer 
un art de persuader qui, de surcroît, avec élégance, saurait se dissimuler comme tel ? )

*

« T’as vu »  :  c’est souvent (peu après être arrivé dans la cuisine) par ces mots qu’il 
commence, en s’asseyant face à moi (sous la lampe … la musique continue dans la pièce à 
côté), à raconter, à essayer d’expliquer …

« T’as vu … C’est pas-la-vie » … 
Moins de vie (de droits, de possibles) que tous les autres ? 

Avec tous les autres du Darfour qui comme lui s’étaient réfugiés au bord de la Loire, il avait 
été emmené dans un centre pour y attendre le résultat de l’examen de son dossier.  Mais il 
est seul à ne pas avoir été régularisé. Vu autre, désormais, même par eux. Tombant hors.

*
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« t’as vu … » — être retombé, sans plus d’attache
 

dans les rues, tant de voix, 
et des visages soudain sentis trop expressifs,

ou seul au bord du fleuve (toujours susceptible, pour qui survit dans les îles, de se 
gonfler brun menaçant) 

quand il pleut, la voûte en béton d’une arche du pont de chemin de fer,

et toujours chercher à manger dans les rues
et revenir s’endormir par terre

se laver, au réveil, dans l’eau terreuse, 
pas de quoi se changer 

« t’as vu »
 … décourageants, les moindres soins de soi,

pour qui est plombé de fatigue et d’humidité, membre à membre, 
en autant de poids insoulevables

contacts puants de la peau ou des muqueuses enflammées
 à elles-mêmes,

 boue et secrétions les fondent ou soudent 
aux plis et coutures des vêtements

se toucher écœure

*

 quand il faisait trop froid,
 il arrivait que des copains logés en foyer le fassent entrer en fraude dans la cuisine où dormir 

quelques heures, tête sur la table (à cinq heures du matin, sortir …)
et dans l’aube attendre l’heure où s’ouvrirait, par exemple, la médiathèque où

 (« on est gentil, personne dit rien »)
somnoler des heures …
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*

Mais d’abord, il ne s’appelle pas « Ousmane ». 
 
C’est lui qui, soudain, le 23 avril 2008 (alors que nous conversons depuis plusieurs mois), m’a 
demandé de ne pas écrire son « vrai nom » — celui qui figure, désormais, sur ses papiers. 

Quel nom lui donner dans ce que j’écris ?  lui ai-je demandé.  Il m’a proposé celui d’un ami :  
Ousmane. 
Ne serait-ce pas gênant, ou, qui sait, dangereux pour l’ami en question ?  
Cet ami, m’apprend-il, est mort.

Ousmane a été tué en octobre 2003, dans le nord du Darfour, du côté d’El Fashir, alors 
qu’il cherchait à passer en Libye. 
Personne, dit O., ne sait vraiment ce qui est arrivé. Tout le groupe avec lequel Ousmane 
voyageait, dans « un gros camion », a été tué. Les tueurs étaient sans doute des jenjawids, 
qui devaient savoir que ces voyageurs partaient pour la Libye, et qui ont voulu « l’argent des 
gens pour leurs passages » — et le camion. 
Tout le monde est mort, répète O. 

Mais la mort d’Ousmane, comment l’a-t-on sue ?  Il avait une carte d’identité (lui qui avait 
vécu en ville) que la police a retrouvée. 
Le responsable du village (« t’as vu, c’est pas exactement le maire, mais c’est un peu comme 
ça ») a été averti et a lui-même annoncé la mort d’Ousmane au village, à la famille : son 
père et sa mère, sa femme, ses deux enfants.

« Il avait 35-36 ans quand il est mort.
Il avait été mon ami pendant près de deux ans. 
Il avait fait des études, il était intelligent. Il aurait pu trouver du travail.
Il avait travaillé à l’Est du Soudan, au bord de la mer Rouge, dans un port. Il s’était marié là. 
Puis il avait emmené sa femme jusque dans l’Ouest du Soudan.
Au village, il habitait pas loin de chez moi. Pas la même famille, mais juste à côté. Mon 
grand-père connaissait sa famille. »

*
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Pierre Senges, Ahab (Sequels)
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Comparative Literature at Université Paris 8 — Saint-Denis, and associate 
editor-in-chief of Po&sie, one of France’s leading poetry journals. He is the 
author of many critical works, including Un grand désert d’hommes, 1851–1885.  
Les équivoques de la modernité (1991) and Qui si je criais…? Œuvres-témoignages 
dans les tourmentes du XXe siècle (2007), a wide-ranging reflection on testimonial 
works born of 20th-century political catastrophes. He has published three 
collections of poetry (Ici, 1986; Perdre, 1979 and 1989; L’Air, 1997), the “pamphlet 
poem” Papiers ! (2007), and several series of what he simply calls Notes, whose 
experimental language focuses on the plight of the exiled and homeless in 
France. He is currently completing a critical volume on Korean poetry, Voix de 
Corée, and three poetic works: La vie douce, Avec Khaled, and Rafales Grünewald. 
Entangled — Papers ! — Notes, a bilingual edition of selected works, offers the 

first English translation of Claude Mouchard’s poetry.
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M a ry  S h aw  is a poet and professor of French Literature at Rutgers Uni-
versity — New Brunswick. Along with such critical works as Performance 
in the Texts of Mallarmé (1993), The Cambridge Introduction to French Poetry 
(2003), and Visible Writings: Forms, Cultures, Readings (co-edited with Marija 
Dalbello, 2011), she has published two children’s books and a collection of 
poems, Album Without Pictures (2008). Her dreamscapes regularly appear in 
the online journal Transitions, and have also been published in Hyperion: The 
Future of Æsthetics (2017) as a series entitled “A Mallarmé Fan Suite,” as well as 
in the journals Po&sie (2015) and Versants (2015) in French translations. She 
is currently working on gathering a first volume of these texts, to be entitled  

dreamscapes — 100 nights.



c l a u d e  m o u c h a r d

The words quoted [here] are precisely the ones I don’t need to realize. If they stay 
in my memory, it is by radiating — wounding, irresorbable — an excess of reality.

It’s rather all of the rest of language and thought that seems to me affected by 
a lack of reality. And it is in relation to those words — cited as inclusions — that I 
try to realize, to create sentences that realize, and realize themselves. Or rather it is 
a whole volume that should then, around these quoted words, take form, and hold 

.— fragile, but real. This volume should be made of sentences that move in relation 
to one another, balance each other and suspend each other reciprocally.

Some actually should be whispered, hardly audible, others should be felt in one 
blow — yes, like a vibrating blow —, even while remaining obstinately, as sentences, 
unfoldable (so as to deliver, if one wishes, a whole content).

And this volume, finally, would not be exactly closed. At least it should leave 
the impression that other sentences could still come there to play with those that 
are written and printed.

— Claude Mouchard

In three large frescoes — made up of splintered quotes and documents scored 
for the page in Mallarméan fashion — Claude Mouchard gives witness to what  
arrives, bearing testimony to the onset of his mother’s silence in the last phase 
of her struggle with Alzheimer’s, to the travails of those who land undocumented 
(“sans papiers”) in France, to the story of a refugee from Darfur who lived in his 
house in Orléans for eight years. But Mouchard in these texts does not merely 
stand witness: he is both the guest and the host (hôte) of those to whom he tries 
to speak and listen. The gift of this poetry lies in its unflinching hospitality. Mary 
Shaw’s loving translation has now permitted it a welcome — and a residence — in 
our speech.

— Richard Sieburth
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poetry by Claude Mouchard. It includes the original French 

texts along with English translations, and has a preface by 

Michel Deguy and an introduction by Mary Shaw. It is the 

first ever presentation of Mouchard’s work in English.
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