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Le Desert, a quarter of a century later, he seems to have made peace 
with himself. He has lost the battle to reform the world, and his 
unrelenting and obstinate quest for the absolute, for the good, the true, 
and the beautiful, has led him nowhere. Life has taught him that these 
objectives are impossible to attain. He is now resigned to an 
imperfect world, conscious of the limitations of reason and the 
relativity of human values. His revolt has subsided as a result of his 
disillusionment with human nature and a human society which is "a 
closed circle of victims and executioners, each one torturing someone 
else" (Le S., p. 216). This pessimistic attitude often leads the 
narrator to a fatalistic posture toward life and a progressive aban- 
donment of all hope of a change for the better; all human pursuits are 
in vain if "we can do almost nothing against this collective machine" 
(Le S., p. 215). 

Memmi's great innovation in Le Scorpion lies in the originality 
of its composition. In La Statue de Sel and Agar, the plot evolves in a 
linear series of events recounted in chronological order and the "I" of 
the narrator-author is predominant. But in Le Scorpion, time plays 
no part in the progression of the discourse, and the composition is 
polyphonic: the first person of the narrator is interwoven in an 
imbroglio of characters and voices that contradict him, correct his 
mistakes, his deliberate omissions and distortions of facts, and 
sometimes yield to his logic in an effort to achieve harmony. In this 
"imaginary confession" (subtitle of the novel), Albert Memmi 
reflects on life and the human condition, casts a retrospective glance 
at his past, confesses his shortcomings, his failures, and the inanity of 
his endeavors, as a writer, a teacher, and a philosopher. The author's 
multifaceted personality is split five ways in the guise of different 
characters, each representing an aspect of his life, of what he was, 
what he is, or what he would have wanted to be. 

The plot of Le Scorpion is very simple. Imilio, a writer, 
disappears and leaves behind him an incoherent manuscript, a diary, 
newspaper clippings, and some famous quotations. It is the task of his 
brother, Marcel, a young ophthalmologist, to resolve the enigma 
and bring some clarity in this confusion. Marcel comments on his 
brother's relation of the events and his interpretation of them. In his 
rebuttals, he presents a completely different version of the same 
events. The dialogue Imilio-Marcel appears as a soliloquy of the 
author.' Memmi's apparent purpose is to show the relativity of our 
views, of our attitudes and beliefs, of our Weltanschauung which is 
in a perpetual state of gestation, constantly changing under the 
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pressures of time, the vicissitudes of life, and the historical events 
over which man has no control. Marcel is Imilio at a different period, 
under different circumstances. He is the ophthalmologist that Imilio 
wanted to be and could not be because of the war; his clear-cut 
political attitudes and actions contrast with Imilio's ambiguities and 
indecisions in the first years of Tunisia's independence; Imilio's 
"imaginary" recollections on how his sister was driven to insanity by 
his tyrannical father are simply dismissed by Marcel who peremp- 
torily declares, "we have no mad sister." 

While the verbal confrontation in Le Scorpion is between the 
two principal protagonists, Imilio and Marcel, the author Memmi 
is always present. Like a moderator in contemporary debates, he 
almost invisibly guides the interlocutors in their heated argumenta- 
tion, pulling at will the strings of this complex machine. This arduous 
task is made easier with the help of two secondary characters whose 
supporting roles contribute to the perfect harmony that Memmi 
achieves in this novel: J. H. and Uncle Makhlouf. A disciple of Imilio, 
J. H. (Jeune Homme? = young man) reminds the reader of the young 
Memmi, the author of La Statue de Sel and Agar. He is a brilliant 
intellectual, impatient, radical, uncompromising in his views on 
politics and religion and in his quest for the absolute. Uncle 
Makhlouf is the antithesis of J. H.: he is a wise old man, proud of his 
Jewish heritage, enlightened by the teachings of the Talmud,' 
imbued with the moral precepts of the Ethics of the Fathers,' and 
resigned to the imperfections of the world. Uncle Makhlouf's ideas, 
and his subtle interventions in the narrative, are more representative 
of Memmi's present day attitudes and philosophical outlook. By 
confronting them with J. H.'s ardor, enthusiasm, and intransigence 
(which he has never repudiated), Memmi once more confirms 
what he often called his "inner contradictions, ambiguities and 
impossibilities." 

The effects of this polyphony are enhanced by what we may call 
a polygraphic presentation, the use of different printing types and 
"modes of writing" for different protagonists. To the amazement of 
his editor, Memmi even suggested the use of different colors, a 
procedure both impractical and costly. Memmi devotes a whole 
chapter to this idea, entitled "Project on the colors, for Uncle 
Makhlouf" (Le S., p. 160), in which he attempts to convince the old 
man of the importance of his innovation: "Wouldn't it be more 
convenient," he tells him, "to color differently a text from the 
Haggada, a text from the Halakha, a text from the Chronicles?'" 
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The pink of the Haggada would be the equivalent of your dreaming 
smile. The black or gray of the Chronicles would be the sign of 
seriousness, the neutrality of your voice when you enounce facts. 
When you interpret, or suggest an idea, or discuss, isn't that clear that 
you need another color" (p. 162)? In his commentary, Marcel 
dismisses his brother's "funny" invention. "Emile,"" he says, 
"wins the battle against the Uncle [Makhlouf ] only in imagination, 
that is in pink" (p. 164). 

There is in Le Scorpion a close parallelism between polyphony 
and polygraphy. The simultaneous use of these technical devices 
conveys the idea of unity in diversity. Just as the various musical 
instruments in a symphonic orchestra and their players under the 
baton of the conductor fuse their tunes in a harmonic synthesis, the 
protagonists in Le Scorpion, under the guidance of the author, 
sharpen their wits in a contest of eloquence whose ultimate outcome 
is unity, unity of self despite the ambiguities, and symbolically, unity 
of mankind despite international conflicts, interracial and inter- 
religious hatred, and wars. With some stretch of his own imagina- 
tion," the reader of this "imaginary confession" can perceive some 
kind of optical mechanism, a sort of four-walled hall of mirrors 
reflecting ad infinitum the images of the author-narrator standing in 
the center. As if animated by a clockwork movement, the author, in 
successive quarter-circle rotations, faces the mirrors one after the 
other and sees himself successively as Imilio, Marcel, Uncle 
Makhlouf and J. H. Owing to the parallelism of the walls, the 
mirrors present a series of images that become smaller and smaller as 
they go deeper and deeper into the imaginary space, thus symbolically 
representing the multiple stations in the author's past life, attitudes 
and beliefs. Had he succeeded in his endeavor to use a different color 
for each protagonist, and maybe sub-colors, shades and nuances 
corresponding to various moods, feelings, tones of voice, seriousness 
of intention, socio-political and religious convictions, Memmi would 
have perfected the kaleidoscopic representation of the complexities 
of his inner self and, by extrapolation, the intricate mechanism of 
human nature and society. But even without colors, Le Scorpion 
elicits in the attentive reader-a second reading would certainly 
help-a simultaneous multi-sensual perception. To the polyphonic 
structure and the polygraphic presentation, corresponds a polyvisual 
imagination. Thus, reversing a modern technological trend, Memmi 
has adapted a multimedia show to a literary work of art. His use of 
this artifice is not explicit; it is implied in the context and abandoned 

4

Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 7, Iss. 1 [1982], Art. 7

https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol7/iss1/7
DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1116



Yetiv 81 

to the reader's imagination. This is done not only to embellish his 
literary creation and provide the reader with esthetic pleasure, but 
also to make him think about the grave question of human existence: 
"What are we? Who are we? Where are we going? What is true? Who 
is right?" As we see later in this article, Le Desert provides a partial 
answer to most of these questions. In Le Scorpion, the young disciple, 
J. H., is tormented by the same doubts on the meaning of life and 
death. He finds no solace in his master's attempt to evade the issues. 
Disappointed, he dissociates himself from his mentor whom he used 
to admire and respect: "There is a difference between us," he tells 
him: "I, having discovered that I couldn't bear certain things any- 
more, will refuse to chase them out of my mind or to disguise them" 
(p. 193). J. H. eventually commits suicide, and Imilio reports this sad 
event as if it had to be expected, certain that his disciple would go 
"jusqu'au bout," to the bitter end. He tacitly admits that he, his 
teacher, has, in a cowardly way, avoided the most terrifying questions 
by vainly attempting to find an escape in literature. But when sum- 
moned by J. H. to "admit his failure and clearly recognize that litera- 
ture as exploration is impossible, that literature resolved nothing . ," 
Imilio-Memmi concedes: "I had the impression that I had been 
trapped. [I confess] that my books were neither children, nor a life 
insurance, nor a tool for the transformation of societies, nor a means 
to master the world" (p. 228). The other "voices" do not dispute the 
content of this avowal; "writing," says an anonymous quotation 
inserted in the narrative, "is the reverse and the negation of all 
profession, and maybe of all life" (p. 44). As for Marcel, perplexed by 
the seemingly discordant components of his brother's literary legacy, 
literature is no more than a playful joke, a sterile occupation, a child 
game, an illusion. 

Realism and symbolism are intertwined in the narrative, reflect- 
ing Memmi's skepticism and his views on the uncertainties of our 
perceptions, on the thin line that separates the actual from the 
imaginary, the reality from the dream. The same characters and 
places evoked in Memmi's early novels resurface in Le Scorpion: the 
father, the mother, the wife Marie, the saddler's shop and workers, the 
"Rue Zarkoune" and the "oukala des Oiseaux," (same name in real 
life in Tunis). But they are overshadowed by the symbolism that 
pervades the whole work. The most significant example is in the title 
of the first chapter which is also the title of the whole work, The 
Scorpion. In a brilliant opening of the novel, Memmi tells an 
imaginary story about a scorpion surrounded on all sides by a wall of 
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fire and desperately fighting for his life. After vain attempts to escape, 
and "certain not to find another solution, the scorpion killed himself" 
(p. 10). The vivid realism of the narrative, reminiscent of Flaubert's, 
does not mask the symbolism of the story and its metaphysical 
significance. At the outset of his "tale," Memmi poses the problem of 
life and death, their meaning, and man's freedom to put an end to his 
life by committing suicide. Marcel, his alter ego, rebukes his brother: 
"It is false," he says, "scorpions don't commit suicide. It is a legend, 
and old wives' tale. . . . [The animal died] of exhaustion, not because 
of a noble decision, or a metaphysical discovery" (p. 10). Later in 
the novel, Marcel comments on J. H.'s suicide which he seems to 
ridicule: "Because he does not accept the idea of death, he kills 
himself; because he discovers that we are condemned to an eventual 
defeat, he rushes headlong into it . . ." (p. 231). One would try in vain 
to find, in Le Scorpion, Memmi's explicit philosophical views on 
suicide. But by opposing the views of the main protagonists, it 
seems that Memmi has not departed from Camus' thinking, as 
embodied in Le Mythe de Sisyphe and La Peste, whose influence on 
his own writings he has never denied: in the constant struggle between 
lucid man and absurd world, man's answer is revolt, not suicide. On 
this subject, total harmony exists between Marcel's views and 
Imilio's; and pious Uncle Makhlouf certainly concurs with them. 
Echoing Camus' famous philosophical answer to the absurdity of life, 
"faire son métier" (to do one's job), Memmi concludes the story of 
J. H.'s suicide with an unusual similarity of views of the main 
protagonists: "It is you," Marcel tells Imilio, "who were right against 
this J. H. . . . Wisdom means the handling of day-to-day existence" 
("l'amenagement du quotidien," p. 231). This is, in essence, 
Memmi's message in Le Scorpion, and probably his credo today. 

The last chapter of Le Scorpion is an incoherent collection of 
vignettes grouped under the bizarre title of "Chronique du Royaume- 
du-Dedans" (Chronicles of the Kingdom-of-the-Inside). This is the 
only link with Le Desert, a picaresque story of adventures of a Judeo- 
Berber prince exiled from a kingdom of the same name. None of the 
characters in Le Scorpion appears in Le Desert, except Uncle 
Makhlouf whose name, and inevitable word of wisdom, is quoted in 
exergue, just once, as a carrier and transmitter of the heritage and a 
beacon of light to guide the narrator in his long search for his roots. In 
this fantastic relation of the hero's adventures one finds some allusion 
to the author's mysterious ancestry. The narrator whose name, El 
Mammi, is so transparent and revealing, is a prince who lived in 
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