
Studies in 20th Century Literature Studies in 20th Century Literature 

Volume 10 Issue 2 Article 8 

1-1-1986 

Twenty Questions for Noël Arnaud Twenty Questions for Noël Arnaud 

Warren F. Motte Jr. 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln 

Follow this and additional works at: https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl 

 Part of the German Literature Commons 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative 

Works 4.0 License. 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Motte, Warren F. Jr. (1986) "Twenty Questions for Noël Arnaud," Studies in 20th Century Literature: Vol. 10: 
Iss. 2, Article 8. https://doi.org/10.4148/2334-4415.1185 

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by New Prairie Press. It has been accepted for inclusion in 
Studies in 20th Century Literature by an authorized administrator of New Prairie Press. For more information, 
please contact cads@k-state.edu. 











292 STCL, Vol. 10, No. 2 (Spring, 1986) 

public several times. But actually we had no relations with the Lettrist 
group or a Lettrist group. I think that it ought to be stated firmly that 
the Oulipo has never considered itself as a group: it saw itself as a 
laboratory, then it became an institution, much like the Academie 
Francaise. Yes, the Oulipo is more comparable to the Academie 
Francaise than to a literary group or school, such as they have defined 
themselves until now. You'll note (and I think this is of a certain 
importance) that the Oulipo's work was kept secret for a long time, 
which behavior is the opposite of that of a literary group or school, 
whose first concern is to publish, publish a lot, publish the works of its 
members. In the Oulipo's case, the contrary happened: even 
Queneau, when he was asked by George Charbonnier to participate 
in a series of radio programs, came to the Oulipo to ask how far he 
could go in revealing the Oulipo's work, principles, and constitution. 

WM: For example, in M. J. Favard's seminar? 

NA: Yes, exactly. Of course, people knew that the Oulipo 
existed in its early days, due to the usual, unavoidable indiscretions, 
but actually nobody knew, for several years, exactly what the 
Oulipians were up to in their monthly meetings. It was rather amusing, 
because many literary figures, well known, laurel-wreathed writers, 
tried their best to get themselves invited to a meeting, out of curiosity 
of course, sheer mundane curiosity. For a long time, from the day that 
we decided to invite a guest of honor to each of our luncheons, we 
preferred to invite scientists rather than writers. Such a preference 
again distinguishes the Oulipo from contemporary or previous literary 
groups. 

WM: What were your relations with the critical community? I 
know that they were at times rather difficult, especially in the case of 
academic criticism. 

NA: Oh, there was never any real polemic. First and foremost, 
we always refused to engage in a polemic with anyone at all (another 
thing which distinguishes us from literary groups with a taste for 
polemic). Actually, there were no official relations with the critical 
community. The Oulipo kept itself abreast of contemporary research 
in linguistics, and of the creations and theories of the New Novel, for 
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example. I must add that personal friendships existed-and still do 
exist-between certain Oulipians and certain Structuralists or 
Poststructuralists. In the beginning, we were particularly interested 
by the work being done in quantitative linguistics; from our first 
meetings onward, we invited certain specialists from this field. 
Essentially though, we felt that our work had its own specificity, so 
that when someone asked us about the relation of the Oulipo to the 
Structuralists (as you have just done), we answered with a lexical 
nuance which may seem like a joke: we said that we were not 
Structuralists, but rather Structure lists. This was not out of "opposi- 
tion" to the Structuralists-who, in a certain sense, were working in a 
field close to our own, in a spirit which in any case was not unfamiliar 
to us-, it was simply to circumscribe our own field of activity more 
rigorously. 

WM: To return for a moment to historical considerations, 
Oulipians often allude to their precursors, whom they call "plagiarists 
by anticipation": what is the precise status of these figures? 

NA: After having inventoried the literary structures, constraints, 
and processes used in modern French literature ("modem" in the 
fullest sense, that is, from the Troubadours until our day), one fact 
became apparent: many structures, often very skillful, had been 
invented. Our goal, our raison d'etre, was to invent new structures. 
Sometimes, an Oulipian would invent a structure ("invent" in the 
sense of "create"), sincerely believing it to be new. And, after some 
thought, some research, the Oulipo would find that this structure 
already existed and that it had been used two or three (or ten) 
centuries earlier. The Oulipian's work was no less worthy for there 
having been a plagiarist, a plagiarist by anticipation, a predecessor. 
To call these predecessors plagiarists by anticipation was a way of 
paying tribute to them. The inventory of extant structures and 
constraints was the Oulipo's first task, proposed moreover by 
Raymond Queneau in the first meeting. It was not enough to establish 
that every literary work has a certain construction, that every author 
(even the most mediocre) uses structures unconsciously, structures 
inherited from tradition, or even imposed by the publisher (today, the 
number of pages in a novel is standardized, normalized); the quality, 
the viability of the old structures had to be measured. We thus chose 
(without excluding a reassessment of our choices) a certain number of 
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constraints which seemed to be still viable and capable of being 
rehabilitated. We began with the idea that certain ancient structures 
had not produced all that they might have. Thus, the palindrome and 
the lipogram: Georges Perec took those forms well beyond what they 
had produced until then. This led us to a new notion: in the domain of 
literature under constraint, every world record is Oulipian, and 
Georges Perec is the world recordman in the lipogram and the 
palindrome-perhaps he will be beaten one day, but for the time being 
he remains the Oulipic champion of those two events. 

WM: To what extent can one speak of an Oulipian "poetics," 
that is, a theory of literature? 

NA: Don't overwhelm us with ponderous words, nor attribute to 
us ambitions which we have never held. Let's examine things more 
concretely. For us, there are two potential literatures, which we call 
"lipos": an analytic "lipo," or anoulipism, whose task is to discover in 
certain authors conscious or unconscious structures and methods of 
creation; and there is a synthetic "lipo," or synthoulipism, whose goal 
is to invent new structures. We have reserved the expression "expe- 
rimental literature" (the formula that moreover defined the Oulipo for 
the space of a meeting, its first meeting) for the past, even for the 
recent past, for literary history: in the Oulipo's eyes, everything that 
precedes it is experimental. Provided that one takes pains to define 
them rigorously, the complementarity of analysis and synthesis is 
frequent and almost necessary to the Oulipo. When we borrow a 
method of creation from an author, ancient or modern, we try to 
sharpen it, to ameliorate it, to render it more operative; sometimes we 
try to mathematize it, which is an important aspect of Oulipian work 
(within the Oulipo, the role played by the mathematicians is a con- 
siderable one). Thus, we sometimes try to mathematize a given struc- 
ture: then, it goes from anoulipism to synthoulipism, because we work 
on it, we ameliorate it, we complete it, we broaden it, and, above all, 
we give it a rigor which it rarely possesses when it's found in literary 
history. There remains the question of the balance of analysis and 
synthesis. Actually, we don't wish to establish a perfect balance: we 
would like the scales to tip in favor of synthoulipism. With all due 
modesty, the number of new structures invented by the Oulipo is 
beginning to become rather imposing. Obviously, if we listed the 
structures invented by the Oulipo against those which already existed, 
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ours would still be fewer, but our work is already very prolific. The 
Oulipo is certainly the greatest producer of structures (and has been 
for twenty-five years)-so much so that one may ask if the Oulipo is 
not the only producer of structures. I look in vain for another one with 
a similar level of activity, having produced such results. Let's be clear 
on this point: during its first years of existence, the Oulipo invented 
structures and constraints, limiting itself to illustrating them with a 
short example (with the exception, of course, of Raymond Queneau's 
Cent Mille Milliards de poemes), and we must not forget that struc- 
ture doesn't guarantee talent. Nevertheless, after a while, voluminous 
works were born, founded upon a given structure, most often upon 
several imbricated structures. It so happens that these works were 
written by people who, in my opinion, possess unquestionable talent: 
Georges Perec, Italo Calvino, Harry Mathews, Jacques Roubaud, 
and others, younger and less famous, whose works have not yet 
become internationally known. Thanks to all of them, the balance of 
analysis and synthesis has been respected and, I feel, if we weighed 
the twenty-five years of Oulipian activity, the scales would tip in favor 
of synthesis. 

WM: What is the role of formal constraint in the Oulipo's work? 

NA: That's a question which seems important, but I wonder if it 
really is, granted that the Oulipo was created in order to define formal 
constraints. Thus, it's a very important role. Can one say that it is 
capital when compared to each author's imagination, his talent, or his 
genius? It's always the same story, the same question: one may be an 
excellent literary theoretician without being a creator. An interesting 
constraint is not necessarily immediately adopted by an author of 
genius; sometimes, it waits for its genius a long while. Take the classic 
example of the sonnet (there's a rather complex formal structure after 
all): typically, it's a structure of extraordinary homogeneity; also 
typically, it has resulted in several masterpieces and an enormous 
mass of mediocre texts. 

WM: At what point does constraint become counterproductive 
in a literary work; that is, is there a point where the constraint, being 
too obvious, warps the reading of the text? 

NA: There, you denounce an evil which we must guard against. 
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Let's remember Queneau's lesson: when the work is finished, the 
scaffolding must be removed, just as masons remove the scaffolding 
from a building once it is completed. The trouble with some 
contemporary works is that the structures, the methods upon which 
they were based are, precisely, too obvious. This sort of thing 
becomes altogether academic. 

WM: But isn't that the case of the Cent Mille Milliards de 
poemes? 

NA: Most certainly, but the Cent Mille Milliards de poEmes is 
intended to be a machine as well as a text; it is both a text and a 
machine for reading that text. No, I'm thinking rather of novels (or 
poems, but above all novels) which try to illustrate a method, a 
process, and where this process is constantly, incessantly obvious: 
ultimately, that becomes bothersome. Works based on constraints 
must be good works if they are published as works and not (as the 
Oulipo has often done in its anthologies) as simple illustrations of a 
structure. Oulipians offer examples (which don't need to be, 
themselves, works of genius) in order to demonstrate that a structure 
is viable, that it can function. But if one uses a structure to construct a 
work, if one offers this work to hundreds or thousands of readers, I 
really see no interest in leaving the scaffolding visible, apparent. Only 
in such cases does constraint become counterproductive. There is 
another means of avoiding this difficulty when constructing a work 
under constraint: that's the clinamen, which we must discuss. 

WM: Among the constraints used by the Oulipo, there are many 
based on mathematical structures. What precisely is the role of 
mathematics in Oulipian work? 

NA: First, I believe that mathematics is beneficial to the Oulipo: 
it's a sort of fence preventing the Oulipo from wandering out of the 
field it demarcated for itself. But it has another role, that of furnishing 
new structures to those Oulipians who are not themselves 
mathematicians. Perec wasn't a mathematician, but he assimilated 
and used mathematical structures brilliantly; this is also true of 
Mathews and Calvino, and of most of the members of the Oulipo 
(Roubaud, for his part, is both writer and mathematician: his case is 
different and ideal). When one considers the role of mathematics in 
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