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ABSTRACT 

Interest in Joyce Mansour has centered mostly on the 

ambiguity and the lack of "sixbjective identity" in her 

poetic works. This dissertation proposes to investigate 

that notion and demonstrates that Mansour's discourse is 

that of a woman poet's assertive, complex, and universal 

voice in the realm of post-surrealism. Chapter 1 introduces 

Mansour's poetic corpus, and provides the theoretical 

approach of our study in view of various critics' 

interpretations of Joyce Mansour's lack of "subjective 

identity," as well as other recent, more positive readings 

of her literary production. Chapter 2 provides pertinent 

information about the surrealist movement and its founder, 

Andre Breton. It also considers the role of women and their 

artistic contribution to the movement. Chapter 3 expounds 

on the uniqueness of Mansour's assertive voice via the 

technique of poetic-collage, and highlights the function of 

eroticism as a liberating force. Georges Bataille's study 

of Eroticism in literature and surrealism contributes to our 

study. This chapter also recognizes Mansour's use of 

Egyptian myths as one of the pillars of her narrative 
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structure. It will show that the poet favors a language of 

self-regeneration in which the dichotomies between light 

versus dark, and life versus death are underscored. 

Chapter 4 explores the role of archetypal images in 

Mansour's poetry. While the Mother archetypal images 

demonstrate the universality of her poetry, the Jungian 

concept of a collective unconscious further clarifies 

Mansour's poetic discourse. An analysis of archetypes in 

women's literature contributes to the identification of 

other archetypes(the Devil, God, and Aphrodite) present in 

Mansour's discourse. Chapter 5 acknowledges Mansour's 

pronominal gender play. Monique Wittig's approach to gender 

theories and our textual concordances of Mansour's poems 

will provide the underlying theory for discussion. The 

conclusion supports the notion that Mansour's discourse of 

plurality is that of a woman who, fearful of humanity's 

inevitable fate, confronted death through a literary 

exuberance that became her identity and personal signature. 

Our conclusion reveals the existence of two texts that are 

not part of Mansour's published collection. These texts 

contribute to a better understanding of Mansour's literary 

contribution. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Biographical Elements 

Joyce Mansour was born 2 5 July 192 8 in Bowden, a small 

town in the Sub-district of Altrincham, County of Chester, 

situated in Northwest England. Her parents, Emile David 

Ades and Nelly Nadia Ades (also foirm.erly Ades, which 

indicates that they may have been cousins) were Egyptian 

merchants whose family originated in Syria. She was born at 

Dingle Bank, East Downs Road, Bowden. Her parents' 

permanent residence was in Cairo, at 6 rue Sheik±i Arbein, 

Kasr Dobara.^ 

The daughter of a wealthy shipping merchant, Joyce 

Mansour spent most of her time in Egypt before she 

established herself in Fran.ce: 

Elle passe son enfance dans le milieu de la 
communaute anglophone, au Caire, villa cosmopolite 
et multilingue. Apres la perte tragique de son 
premier mari, a un tres jeune age, qui la laisse 

^U.K. General Register Office: Register of Births, 
1928, no. 130, Sub-district of Altrincham, County of 
Chester, Bucklow Registration District. See copy of 
Certified Copy in Appendix. 
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veuve a 19 ans, elle epouse Samire Mansour et 
s'installe avec lui a Paris vers la fin des annees 
1940. Elle y vit jusqu'a sa raort en 1986.^ 

Joyce Mansour was beautiful, multi-talented, exotic, and 

very much a myth: 

II en est d'elle comme des pyramides qui font 
coexister une realite de reve et une realite de 
fantasme...Dans 1'imaginaire de la critique, la 
beaute orientale de la poetesse se confond avec 
celle du reve de sable et du feu egyptienJ 

Mansour's oeuvre v/as born from a traumatic experience with 

death. At the young age of fifteen she lost her mother to 

cancer: 

Nee de la souffrance (Joyce Mansour fait remonter 
la naissance de sa voix poetic[ue a 1' epoque ou, 
dans sa vie, se sont succedes les deuils),toute 
son oeuvre est 1'exorcisme de cette obsession de 
la mort et de la maladie.^ 

When she came to Paris to live, in 1955, the surrealists 

there discovered an elegant and cheerful young lady of 

^Katharine Conley, "La femme-amphore de Joyce Mansour," 
in Marc Kober, Irene Fenoglio, Daniel Langon, ed, Entre Nil 
et sahle: Ecrivalns d'Egypte d' expression frangaise (1920-
1960), Documents, actes et rapports pour 1'education (Paris: 
Centre national de documentation pedagogique, 1999), 205. 

^Marie-Laure Missir, "Joyce Mansour, une 'etrange 
demoiselle,'" in Kober, Fenoglio, and Langon, eds., Entre 
Nil et sable, 215. 

^Ibid., 223. 
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hyp no tic charm: 

Sa beaute fascine: en parler devient dans la 
presse un veritable exercice de style, un passage 
oblige. Nous ne citerons qu'un seul de ces 
portraits. II est de Philippe Audoin: "Tous les 
yeux sont tournes vers une jeune voyageuse 
nouvellement debarquee d'Egypte. Elle est d'une 
beaute surprenante; a considerer son profil aigu, 
le casque lourd de ses cheveux noirs, ses levres, 
ses paupieres, ses sourcils parfaitement ourles, 
on jurerait qu'elle s'est echappee a 1'instant du 
serail ou les scribes et les princesses veillent 
sur les princesses, filles d'Akhenaton. 

Mansour was a woman who embodied elegance and class 

throughout her life: 

Elle fait partie de ce qu'il est convenu d'appeler 
la 'haute societe'. Les journaux feminins se sont 
interesses a son somptueux appartement, a la 
collection d'oeuvres d'art qu'elle et son mari ont 
constitute.® 

The poet's enigmatic character attracted attention. She was 

sophisticated and refined, and yet she wrote with a 

masculine agenda of sexual violence and smoked big cigars. 

She suirprised, she shocked, she was the woman all Paris 

talked about as she made her debut in the literary circles 

and high society of Paris: 

^Ibid., 223-224. 

®Ibid., 224. 
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Que cette ferame cotnblee fasse en meme temps partie 
du mouvement surrealiste, mouvement qui n'a cesse 
de trainer apres lui une farouche odeur de 
souffre, etonne la chronique."' 

Mansour's expected role was to be a sensible, well educated 

young woman, not to be a member of a literary movement that 

was considered despicable by the rich bourgeois circle to 

which Mansour and her husband belonged. Moreover, the 

surrealist group consisted mostly of men: 

D'autant plus que Joyce Mansour est alors, dans ce 
groupe essentiellement masculin, I'une des rares 
femmes, et certainement celle dont les oeuvres ont 
fait le plus parler (a 1'exception des femmes 
peintres comme Toyen) 

Highly cultured, wealthy, and foreign, Mansour could not be 

made to conform to any set image, for she was not Parisian, 

not French, not British, not truly Egyptian, but a fusion of 

all these cultures. She felt free to pursue her interest in 

surrealism and she participated in all surrealist meetings, 

reviews, and artistic expositions: 

C'est chez elle que le 2 decembre 1959, a lieu le 
pre-vernissage de 1'exposition Eros. Devant une 
assemblee de pres de deux cents personnes, Jean 
Benoit se revet d'un costume cree par iui...ce 
costume est une somme sinistre de cagoules. 

'ibid. 

®Ibid. 



heautnes, bequilles, pectoraux f euilletables, 
chaussures a klaxons, tombe roulan.te, masques-
totems, vits ambulants.^ 

One can well imagine the atmosphere of such an entourage, 

and the outrage it must have inspired on the part of some 

unsuspecting neighbors. 

In his "Farewell Joyce Mansour," Jean-Jacques Lebel 

writes: 

Elle fumait de gros cigares et ne s'interessait 
qu'aux signes de desir - visibles ou invisibles -
Joyce Mansour. Encore une "Meteque" - anglo-
egyptienne en 1'occurrence - devenue par 
predilection, ecrivain de langue frangaise. C'est 
en 1953, sur les conseils de Georges Henein, 
qu'elle envoya Cris - son premier recueil de 
poemes - a Andre Breton. Cette rencontre orienta 
toute son existence. 

Mansour wrote mostly in French, in a style that was 

curt, as if representative of the type of visions or 

hallucinations she was prone to have. J. H. Matthews 

remarks on the distinction between her prose and her poetry 

A revoir les narrations mansouriennes, on y 
discerne un ton et une atmosphere qui les 
distinguent des textes consignes aux recueuils 
poetiques. Certains des poemes mansouriens 
manifestent bien un humour. . . . Par contre, les 

^Ibid. , 225. 

^°Jean-Jacques Lebel, "Farewell Joyce Mansour," 
Quinzaine Frangaise 469 (1986) : 31. 
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narrations de Joyce Mansour enchantent leur auteur 
par leur drolerie."*^ 

Mansour did not favor poetry or prose but wrote both genres 

at regular intervals. For example, the plays Les Gisasitzs 

Sa.tisfa.its and Jules Cesar (1958) followed the poems Cris 

and Dcchirures (1956) . She wrote Le Bleu des Fonds (1968) ; 

Qa (1970), and Histoir&s Novices (1973) in parallel with 

Anvil Flowers (1970) and Predelle Alechinsky a la ligne 

(1973) . 

Joyce Mansour's poetic corpus is extensive. She 

published her first book of poems in 1953. Entitled Cris, 

these poems gained her the acclaim of Breton, leader of the 

surrealist movement, and immediate acceptance among the 

group. Two years later, in 1955, Dechirures was published, 

followed by Rapaces (1960) and Carre Blanc, this last a 

collection of poems dedicated to Andre Breton in 1965, a 

year prior to his death. Joyce Mansour remained an advocate 

of surrealism and continued writing even after the movement 

started to disintegrate. Written in 198 6, the year of her 

death, her last poems were entitled Trous noirs, a fitting 

'•^J. H. Matthews, Joyce Mansour, Collection 
monographique Rodopi en litterature frangaise contemporaine, 
no. 3 (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi B.V., 1985), 61. 
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1.2 Critical Approaches 

For the purpose of this dissertation, critical analysis 

will be limited to the author's body of poetry. My research 

is based on a variety of theories that will bring to light 

the diversity as well as the richness and complexity of 

Joyce Mansour's poetic corpus. Armed with contempt for 

man's fate, Mansour holds death at bay with the tools she 

has at her disposition; black humor and eroticism are the 

main sources of her poetic energy, as we read: 

Les vices des hommes 
Sont mon domaine 
Leurs plaies mes doux gateaux 
J'aime macher leurs viles pensees 
Car leur laideur fait ma beaute. 

"Man's vices are my domain," declares Mansour in the above 

poem "and their wounds are my sweets." When she wrote these 

erotic, aggressive lines, in 1953, society was not 

hospitable to such violent language from women. Women's 

role was at that time primarily that of caretaker and child 

bearer for a patriarchal, French, bourgeois society. 

Joyce Mansour, Prose et poesie: oeuvre complete 
(Aries: Actes Sud, 1991), 327. 
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Although social prejudices are not now what they were in the 

early fifties, thanks to the women's liberation movement of 

the sixties, erotic literature remains today a gray area in 

many societies. 

Erotic and transgressive literature has always been a 

subject of debate, particularly in Western culture. Viewed 

by society as dangerous because of its passionate and often 

violent nature, transgressive literature has often been 

censored and declared off-limits to the public. 

In an article written in 1967, Pierre Bourgeade states, 

Oublions Palerme et lisons Joyce. Que la femme 
soit ce qu'elle est, et autre chose que ce qu'elle 
est, et jusqu'au contraire de ce qu'elle est, 
c'est la moindre des choses, qu'a I'egard de la 
femme, nous hommes desirions...Miss Plurabelle. 
Joyce Plurabelle Mansour: c'est ce que je suis 
tente d'ecrire.*^ 

We shall explore Joyce Mansour's erotic, humorous, and 

sometimes violent discourse not only as a subversive form of 

literature, but also as a weapon and a liberating force 

against the demons that seemed to haunt her. We shall also 

inquire into the plurality of her discourse as an 

affirmation of a subjective identity for Mansour's voice is 

'•^Pierre Bourgeade, "Joyce Mansour, Joyce I'artichaut, 
Dieu," Les Cahiers obliques no. 19 (January 1967): 26. 
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erotic, enigmatic, and diverse. We will, for the purpose of 

this research focus on four structural components that we 

have identified as pillars of this author's poetic corpus 

collages, archetypal images, Egyptian myths, and pronominal 

play. Once unraveled, these stiructural components that make 

Mansour's poetiry rather difficult and obscure to read will 

prove to be an essential key to a better understanding of 

her poetic genius. 

Joyce Mansour's poetry is like a prism that scatters 

sunlight indiscriminately, each facet possessing its own 

attributes yet remaining part of the whole. The 

multiplicity of images, themes, movements, and language 

present in her work helps create a space that enables the 

poet to explore and inscribe her persona as an assertive and 

universal voice, or what Andre Breton commonly refers to as 

^^plonger dans 1'a.hime du soi. Critics have commonly read 

Mansour's discourse as ambivalent, ambiguous, and lacking a 

subjective identity. This study proposes to refute that 

notion and to demonstrate that although difficult to read, 

Mansour's discourse is that of a woman's assertive, complex, 

^"'Andre Breton, Le Surrealisme (Paris: Larousse, 1972), 
15 . 
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and universal voice in the realm of post-surrealism. In 

order to better support our assertion we shall now 

investigate some of the contemporary literairy critics' 

evaluations of Mansour's poetics. 

• 

Madeleine Cottenet-Hage focuses on female body imagery. 

Hage finds that in Mansour's imagery "the recurrent images 

of senility and decay seem to indicate a possible anxiety 

about the Self, as well as a possible need to re-appropriate 

the deformed body portrayed in the male surrealist art."^^ 

Hage clearly interprets the representation of sexual 

violence in Mansour's work as "ambiguous and ambivalent, 

creating difficulties for the reader to locate the subject's 

position in the text." She further interprets Mansour's text 

as obsessed with the open body: 

Profoundly ambivalent, riddled with anxieties, 
impulses to life and death, a devouring monster 
called to be devoured, ... a body hungering for 
penetration. There is a sense of an inner empty 
space which can only be filled/reassured by the 
violent appropriation or absorption of the 
Other." 

^^Ibid., 77. 

^°Ibid., 81. 
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Although one must agree that Mansour's language does favor a 

universe of the macabre ruled by Eros, we must read her 

pulsating, devouring discourse as that of an individual who 

seeks life in its most elementairy form, cannibalism. 

Cannibalism is a common theme in surrealist art, for "il est 

avere desormais que le plus pur moyen de temoigner de 

1' amour a son prochain est bien de le manger."^'' Cannibalism 

becomes an essential part of the surrealists' illusionairy 

world of dreams and fantasies. Joseph Campbell has said of 

cannibalism that: 

One of the main problems of mythology is 
reconciling the mind to this brutal precondition 
of all life, which lives by the killing and eating 
of lives. . . . vegetables, they too are alive. 
Life lives on lives, and the reconciliation of the 
human mind and sensibilities to that fundamental 
ritual consists chiefly of killing--in imitation 
as it were, of that first primordial crime, out of 
which arose this temporal world, in which we all 
participate. 

Mansour's discourse is that of a poet who seeks life, even 

in death, as I will demonstrate during the analysis of the 

poet's use of Egyptian myths, archetypal images, and 

^"'Jean-Paul Clebert, Dictionnalre du Surrealisme, 
(Chamalieres: Le Seuil, 1996), 131-132. 

Joseph Campbell, with Bill Moyers, The Power of Myth 
(New York: Doubleday, 1988), 43. 
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pronominal play as structures of a poetic discourse that is 

aimed towards rebirth and self-assertion, not towards self-

pity or a violent need for the Other. 

Judith Preckshot finds the ambiguity to which Hage 

refers significant: "Although Mansour does not question 

authorship specifically in terms of gender, the shifting 

gender identities of her narrators reveal a crisis in 

textual authorial identity."^® She also explores the issue 

in the framework of bilingual ism. Preckshot points out the 

fact that Mansour's bilingu.alism necessitates "self-

translations": 

A foreigner whose native language is not French, 
coupled with the fact that as a woman writer, it 
is necessary for Joyce Mansour to insert "Other" 
into the male surrealist discourse, it may be 
possible to view her work in terms of "a self-
translating discourse.^® 

I do not favor Preckshot's view. Although Mansour is 

multilingual, her appropriation of French was simultaneous 

to her usage of English, and arabic. I believe, therefore, 

that there is no need for her to self-translate her poetics. 

^^Judith Preckshot, "Identity Crisis: Joyce Mansour's 
Narratives," Dada Surrealism 18 (1990): 113. 

^°Ibid., 113. 
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I see her literairy expression as a reflection of an identity 

that includes multilingual, multi cultural, and gender 

issues. 

Although Arabic became the official language of Egypt, 

French prevailed in the literary circles. A language within 

a language, French was spoken in Egypt by an intellectual 

elite and did not compete with Arabic, a language spoken by 

the majority. This particular phenomenon may be interpreted 

as reveling the need for Francophone authors of Egypt to 

resist the new leadership. French becomes an acceptable 

tool for resisting any form of control, political or 

otherwise. In using French to write her poetry (a genre 

revered by the Egyptian elite), Mansour regains control over 

a precarious situation, that of being neither a true 

Egyptian, British, or French subject. There are no true 

Egyptians in a nation that has become a cosmopolitan center 

of Greeks, Italians, French, English, and Lebanese people 

who gravitate around major religious, educational, 

political, and literary circles. Joyce Mansour is a woman 

poet who claims her identity through her work and her usage 

of the French language, a language of the elite class of 

intellectuals to whom she belongs. 
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Mary Ann De Julio notes the disturbing effect of a 

split in the self portrayed by the ambiguous status of the 

je versus ^You' tu, and further examines Mansour's use 

of Egyptian mythology as a possible re-inscription of the 

self as creative subject. Although I concur with De Julio's 

remarks, my focus on the status of the personal pronouns and 

the presence of Egyptian myths in Mansour's language should 

demonstrate that the need for a re-inscription of the self 

leads to a positive interpretation of her work. This need 

simply represents the poet's initial subjectivity, not a 

lack thereof. 

In her novel Le Corps Leshien, the contemporairy writer 

Monique Wittig has attempted to deconstruct the traditional, 

heterosexual framework of language through pronominal play. 

While Mansour does not openly claim to intentionally 

lesbianize her poetic discourse in order to displace what 

Wittig views as a means to perpetuate the oppression of 

women, Mansour's inversion of personal pronouns does confuse 

her reader. Wittig claims that the universality of a 

language is held within the feminine, not the masculine. It 

is in that light that I will investigate the parallel 

between Mansour's language and Wittig's narratives. I will 
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also use textual concordances to unveil Mansour's "Je," as 

one would, a mannecpj.in, and show that under all the artifice 

of literary layers, one finds a formidable subject-identity 

whose voice screams out her Desire to live in an erotic 

rage. 

While J. H. Matthews agrees that Joyce Mansour is an 

"etrangre demoiselle," he gives a positive interpretation of 

the female body imagery present in her work as that of a 

weapon against death. Through Desire and Eroticism, the 

body, according to Matthews, becomes a path to the marvelous 

"in which, the amoral universe that prevails in the 

Mansourian discourse, is the basic principle of action 

against oppression.Our chapter on collage supports 

Matthews"s evaluation of Mansour's v/ork in reference to 

Georges Bataille's assertion: "L'erotisme est je crois, 

1' approbation de la vie j usque dans la mort".^^ 

Katherine Conley also offers a possible interpretation 

of the Mansourian body when she writes, "In a manner 

H. Matthews, Surrealist Poetry in France 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1969), 166. 

^^Georges Bataille, La. Litterature et le mal (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1957), 13. 



reminiscent: of the Bakhtinian 'xinfinished and open body, ' 

Mansour creates a new body within the old corpus of 

surrealist writing. . . . Although this is true, since 

Joyce Mansour, as a post-surrealist, writes in a male foirm 

of discourse with male appropriated symbols, we cannot 

assume that she mimics the male discourse simply because she 

uses symbols that originate from the male dominion. 

Instead, I will look at how she re-appropriates these 

symbols to make them her own. Another critic, Xaviere 

Gauthier, has declared that she finds little difference 

between sexual motifs in Mansour's work compared to male 

surrealist's writings, but she finds that she, like so many 

women writers of her time, mimics her male counterparts. 

She states: 

As long as women remain silent, they will be 
outside the historical process. But, if they 
begin to speak and write as men do, they will 
enter history subdued, alienated; it is history 
that logically speaking, they should disrupt.^'' 

^^Katherine Conley, "Joyce Mansour's Ambivalent Poetic 
Body," French Forum 20 (1995), 230. 

^•^Xaviere Gauthier, "Women's writing and Women's 
Language," in Robert Con Davis and Ronald Schleifer, ed.. 
Contemporary Literary Criticism: Literary and Cultural 
Studies, ed. (New York: Longman, 1994) , 59. 
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Again, Joyce Mansour is a post-surrealist writer, and as 

such, she does use surrealist techniques and themes. Eros 

and Desire, being the sine qua non of surrealism, are 

certainly an integral part of Mansour's narratives, but to 

say that she fits a mold is truly misreading and undermines 

Mansour's corpus and its contribution to the literary world. 

Dictated by her libidinal energy, Mansour's writing reflects 

a rage against death while her eroticism comes to life in 

the 'jouissance' of images that her fantasies evoke. 

It is evident that most of the readings of Mansour's 

works have a rather negative undercurrent to their critical 

evaluation. I believe that most critics have overlooked the 

fact that Mansour's cultural background differed from the 

French Bourgeois society. Chapter V stresses Mansour's use 

of the first person pronoun ^I' as that of a subject whose 

identity is multi-lingual, multi-cultural, and whose textual 

themes reflect these particular aspects of her persona. 

Furthermore, while I recognize that Joyce Mansour's poetry 

tends toward the macabre, I posit that aspect of her works 

as a claim to life. I will show that Mansour's violent, 

erotic, macabre and illusionary poetic universe reflects 

humor, erotic urges, sensitivity, irony, joy, fear, and many 
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more emotions that are simply an integral part of her 

siobject identity. To interpret the demonic, violent, 

playful, erotic side of Mansour's personality as negative, 

is to deny her the right to subjectivity. 

A look at Claire Louise Duiker's analysis of Mansour's 

literary production supports our positive interpretation of 

the poet's distinctive, assertive, multi cultural, and multi 

lingual female voice. Duiker, in a chapter of her 

dissertation titled "Joyce Mansour's Erotic Carousel," 

writes: 

An Egyptian writer and second generation 
Surrealist, Mansour also wrote shocking works, 
with graphic scenes of violence and an 
overpowering female passion. Her writing was all 
the more shocking because she was an Egyptian 
woman competing in the male-dominated Surrealist 
world. 

Although I do not like to categorize Mansour as "An 

Egyptian" for reasons I have stated above, Claire Louise 

Duiker argues that Mansour is after all not a native French 

writer. She also says, "Ironically, her free exploration of 

female eroticism earned her criticism from both her male 

^^Claire Louise Duiker, "Literature as Exorcism: The 
Trangressive Writing of Isidore Ducasse, Joyce Mansour, and 
Paul Van Ostaijen (France)" (Ph.D. diss.. The University of 
Texas at Austin, 1995), 4. 



colleagues and from feminists."^® Mansour, according to 

Duiker, is so distinct from her contemporaries that it is 

difficult to put her into any sort of category: 

As critics tried to pin her down, she constantly 
slipped out of their grasp; though raised in Egypt. . . 
she was schooled in England and Switzerland, but 
writes in French, she is a woman but writes with a 
male's sexual aggressiveness. Mansour's work 
merits a reading responsive to the joy and exuberance 
of her texts, which are usually considered 
angry and aberrant. 

Of all the critics, Claire Louise Duiker is certainly the 

most favorable, for she sees clearly Mansour's ambiguous 

position as a non-native, multi-lingual female surrealist 

writer, and thereby opens a window on the distinctiveness of 

her poetics rather than a need for re-inscription, self-

translation, or even mimicry. 

•k 

The aim of this dissertation is to show that Mansour's 

poetic voice is ruled by Desire. Hers is a language that 

uncovers a world in which individuals are not confined to a 

passive role. There is no explicit pre-determined gender in 

Mansour's impetuous cries, only the power of sex and a quest 

^^Ibid., 84. 

"Ibid., 85. 
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for pleasure. It is a place where partners seek pleasure 

from each other, at any time, at any age. It is Desire, not 

love, that is the driving force of her poetic language and 

her passion is at the root of her creative energies. 

Obsessed with human fate, she tries to conc[uer her fear of 

death by creating a sexualized universe in which fantasy 

overrules reality and death engenders life, for there is no 

beginning and there is no end in Mansour's words, just an 

ongoing quest towards the unknown and a claim to 

immortality. 

The following remarks serve to clarify Mansour's close 

association with Andre Breton and her role as a second-

generation surrealist poet. 

In the early twenties, disillusioned by the confinement 

of established moral codes of bourgeois society, many young 

men and women desperately sought a new path towards 

individual freedom of expression in their life styles, as 

well as in the arts. In 1924, convinced that society's 

moral standards were the core cause of man's oppression, 

Andre Breton, leader of a group of young and rebellious 

artists, published the "First Manifesto" of Surrealism. It 

is that same man who would, almost thirty years later, read 



Mansour's explosive and erotic poetry and refer to her works 

as "le jardin des del ices du siecle, au volet de droite d'un 

hleu-nuit toujours plus devorant" What a tribute indeed 

from the leader of surrealism. 

The founder of Surrealism, Andre Breton was a dominant 

figure as well as a complex, enigmatic, and charismatic 

individual. Called a "Pope" or a "dictator" by some and a 

guru by others, what matters to us is not the man's persona 

but his intellectual legacy as embodied in a multiple 

collection of essays, poems, and short stories. His works 

lay out for us the theoretical concepts of the movement and 

the particular phases of its development. Chapter 2 of the 

present study will provide pertinent information about 

Breton, and the major periods of Surrealism--1919-1925, 

First Manifesto and the intuitive period; 1925-1930, Second 

Manifesto, towards a new dialectic materialism; 1930-1935, 

Third Manifesto and the crisis of the object--in order to 

better situate Joyce Mansour as a second-generation 

surrealist poet. 

^®Quoted in Jean Orizet,"Une Etrange demoiselle: Joyce 
Mansour," Revue des deux mondes (July-August 1991): 140. 
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We will alLso consider the role of women surrealists 

within the movement, as well as the nature of their artistic 

contribution. Although their private lives, cultural 

background, ancd artistic achievements greatly differ from 

Joyce Mansour's, it is important to understand the women who 

contributed to the movement and the atmosphere in which they 

evolved, for contrary' to the general consensus, most of 

these women did. not feel oppressed or used by the male 

surrealists. Z^s a matter of fact, they find such a 

viewpoint offensive. 

In a book entitled Surrealist Women: An Internationa.1 

Anthology, Penelope Rosemont seeks to gather the works of 

many surrealist, women who have been, until now, ignored or 

forgotten. Rosemont's v/ish is to bring these women to 

light; through her work, "for the first time, . . . women 

are allowed to speak in their own voices and in a 

specifically surrealist context--which is, after all, the 

context they chiose for themselves."^' It is true that only 

a fev/ of the women surrealists were recognized and that most 

^'Penelope Rosemont, ed., Surrealist Women: An 
Internationa.! ̂ ^thology (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
19 98), xxxi. 



of those, Oppenheim, Kaplan, Fini, Cunard, Hugo, Carrington, 

to name a few, were closely associated with famous male 

surrealists. Rosemont points out however, that the fault 

resides mostly in the critics' attitude towards the movement 

as a whole, not in male surrealists' oppression of women, as 

implied. 

Mansour is both similar to these other women and 

unique. Not the first to use transg'ressive literary 

creation as a means to exorcise her deeply rooted fears of 

death and to express her strong dislikes of injustice and 

traditional values, Joyce Mansour differs from other 

surrealist poets (men or women) in the manner in which she 

appropriates surrealist concepts. Embodied in her poetic 

corpus, eroticism, death, desire, and the marvelous create a 

universe in which Egyptian myths mingle with pronominal 

gender play, and collages of metaphorical images coexist 

with elements of passion in which eroticism, death, beauty, 

and the grotesque are linked. Mansour takes elements of the 

real, or that which is understood to be normal, and changes 

their role in order to create a new reality, one that is 

abnormal to the reader, as our study will testify. 

Part of the Mansourian universe is a play on gender 



identity. By confounding the masculine and the feminine 

through a non-traditional use of personal pronouns, Joyce 

Mansour allows gender to be undermined, thus giving the 

transgressive a formidable force in the erotic adventure 

that unfolds. Although this aspect of Mansour's poetic 

discourse could easily be construed as a conscious venture 

towards feminism, it would be inappropriate to refer to thi 

particular poet as a pre-feminist or feminist. She--like 

most surrealist women--strongly objected to being 

categorized outside of the realm of surrealism, as will 

demonstrate our discussion on women surrealists and their 

contribution to the movement. While most of these artists, 

women and men, devoted their life to a new art form, some 

through painting or sculpture, others via photography and 

cinema, Joyce Mansour adopted the technique of collage. 

Reserved previously to the medium of painting, this 

technicjue led to a better understanding of unconscious 

desires as well, as we shall discuss in Chapter 3. 

Chapter 3 expounds on the uniqueness of Mansour's 

assertive voice via the linguistic collage, a technique 

related to the value surrealism placed on dreams and the 
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variety of mental images they spanned. While dreams are 

recognized by the unconscious, they take the form of mental 

images that in turn seirve as a medium of metaphorical 

representations. The surrealists believed that new images 

were the only access to man's unconscious, for once these 

images materialized as dreams at the level of consciousness, 

they could in turn be concretized as a written or painted 

form. While collage was a technique commonly used by 

painters, Mansour's own linguistic collage can be explored 

in reference to Masson's personal creative experience. 

Masson, a famous surrealist painter who fell in and out 

of grace with Breton, was asked by Matisse, one of his 

contemporaries, how he painted. Here is his reply: 

Je fais d'abord une sensation de rythmes colores. 
Traites par la couleur, ces rythmes trouvent peut-
etre leur origine dans ce que j'ai vu 
exterieurement, mais je n'en sais rien. Tout a 
coup je me sens envahi par une sorts de couleur 
qui est rythmique, c'est du vert ou du violet. 
...j'interroge ces taches...et puis tout d'un 
coup, j'y vois...cela devient un massacre...des 
jeunes filles qui etranglent des oiseaux. 
Pourquoi, je n'en sais rien. Parce que la couleur 
me le suggere, voila tout. Le mouvement meme de 
la couleur. 

^°Alain Virmaux and Odette Virmaux, Andre Breton: Le 
pole ma.gTLetique (Paris: Olbia, 1998), 111. 
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Masson tells Matisse that there is nothing complicated or 

premeditated about the way he paints. He first starts to 

paint various colors on the canvas, as a background. These 

rhythms of color, he says, find their origin in something he 

has seen, but he is not conscious of where or when. What 

follows is the overwhelming need for a particular color that 

in turn produces a certain rhythm of green or puirple. As he 

starts to question these "spots" of color, uncertain of 

where they originated, he suddenly becomes aware of images, 

such as that of birds being strangled by young girls. 

Attentive only to the color's movement and its suggestive 

powers, Masson however, does not know why a particular color 

brings about the image that he paints. 

While Mansour is not a painter, she is a painter with 

words, and it is in that sense that we acknowledge a 

parallel between Masson's visual dreams and Joyce Mansour's 

apprehending of dream-images on the drive to Cairo from 

Alexandria. In "Farewell Joyce Mansour", Lebel writes: 

Son oeuvre releve des arts visuals plutot que de 
la litterature: au lieu de composer des vers, des 
phrases, des chapitres, elle peignait avec les 
mots et en faisait des collages . . 

^^Lebel, "Farewell Joyce Mansour," 31. 



I draw the parallel between Mansour's poetic corpus and a 

visual arts collection because her texts reveal the 

technique of collage through the verbal images she paints. 

As a painter uses colors, Mansour uses words. She assembles 

them seemingly at random, for there is no linear 

progression, no rhyme, only the throbbing, incessant flux 

and reflux of the sexual impulse. 

Collage is distinguished from other artistic techniques 

by its bringing together of artifacts of heterogeneous 

nature; this is done in such a way as to create a tension 

between the artifacts' function in the new artistic work and 

their "original" function. Instead of objects, Joyce 

Mansour collects dream-images that she assembles in her 

peculiar way. Throughout her poetry, Mansour grasps 

elements of the masculine and the feminine, life and death, 

the whole and the fragmented, beauty and the grotesque, love 

and passion, to transfoirra the textual body. She creates a 

universe in which the reader cannot rest, for his/her 

attention is constantly in motion, shifting from the inside 

to the outside, between the corporeal and the mental, 

between presence and absence, from ascension to descent, as 

if on a roller coaster ride. I will inquire into the 
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technique of collage in the visual arts to establish the 

link between Joyce Mansour's erotic language and the imagery 

present in her work. Georges Bataille's approach to the 

role of eroticism in literature will contribute to this 

research. 

I v/ill also explore this poet's use of Egyptian Myths. 

Mansour's poetic corpus is a discourse of "self-

regeneration" in which the dichotomies of light/dark and 

life/death are conducive to rebirth and rejuvenation. Joyce 

Mansour's elaborate use of Egyptian Myths provides her with 

a tool that facilitates the re-appropriation of death 

outside of the Western, Christian cultural context. In 

Egyptian mythology, death is but a continuation of life as 

long as it is spatially and ritually kept within the 

culture. The burial of the physical body on the native soil 

of Egypt ensured that the soul of the departed would remain 

at peace, for if buried elsewhere, the soul was condemned to 

wander looking for its proper place of burial. 

Written on papyrus. The Story of Sinuhe dates from 

Ancient Egypt (1875 B. C.), and illustrates the concepts of 

life after death and of spiritual rebirth. Sinuhe has been 

in the seirvice of the Pharaoh and attendant to his daughter 



for many years. However, fearing a coup by one of the sons 

of the deceased Pharaoh, he leaves Egypt and finds refuge 

among an Asiatic tribe. He marries, has children, friends, 

fortune, all that a man can want, yet he yearns to go back 

to Egypt, for if he does not return his soul will never rest 

and his chance for rebirth will be nil. Having grown old, 

he receives word from the Pharaoh: "You shall not die 

abroad! nor shall Asiatics inter you . . . too long a 

roaming of the earth! Think of your corpse, come back! . . . 

a funerary domain was made . . . with fields and gardens. 

. Sinuhe would rather face death at the hand of the 

Pharaoh (should he not be pardoned for his flight from 

Egypt) than to allow his body to be buried in a foreign 

land. He returns to Egypt. 

It was through reunion with the body (buried in Egypt) 

that the soul of the deceased had hope of rebirth. Quite 

contrary to the Christian solace of ascent to Heaven, 

ancient Egyptians believed in preserving the body after 

death through specific and elaborate rituals, that took 

^^Donald. S. Gochberg, World Litera.ture and Thought, 
vol. 1, The Ancient Worlds (Fort Worth: Harcourt College 
Publishers, 1997), 55. 
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place on Egyptian soil. Once the body was mummified and 

entombed, the soul was free to rejoin the body for a voyage 

to the other world. 

Therefore, if the reader accepts the value of this myth 

as a collective way of thinking within Ancient Egypt's 

culture, it is clear that Mansour's usage of Egyptian myths 

encourages us to look in her works for the concept of 

rebirth as she herself is reminiscent of Sinuhe's wish to 

return to Egypt: Retrouver le desert/ Mon pays desseche et 

secret/ la vie la vie meme."^^ Her allusions to the myth of 

Isis and Osiris will be significant in this regard. 

Although writing and living in France, Mansour was 

well aware of her Egyptian culture and its myths, and as 

Duiker remarks: "Sometimes it seems that Mansour's oeuvre is 

a journey on a foreign soil, the unrest expressing itself 

with the text's boundaries."^'' The fact that in the 

Egyptian language, the word for sky (Nut) is feminine, 

while 'earth,' (Geb) is of the masculine gender, provides 

helpful hints in relation to our last chapter, which 

^^Mansour, Ou le bas blesse, 403. 

^''Duiker, "Literature as Exorcism," 126. 
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consists of a study of Mansour's pronominal gender play. 

But first we will inquire into this author's frequent use of 

archetypal images. I concur with Pierre Brixnel when he 

writes: "Myths in literature do indeed constitute exemplary-

stories. . . . But any tale or image worthy of a literary 

expression can ultimately be linked to one or more 

archetypesMoreover, Brunei informs us that: "All this 

implies that the archetype is invariably to be found at the 

end of any investigation of literary myths. It is 

therefore fitting that our next chapter should focus on 

archetypal patterns in Mansour's poetic corpus. 

Chapter IV supports the notion that Joyce Mansour's 

voice is that of mankind and focuses on the third structural 

element of Mansour's poetry, archetypal images. C.G. Jung's 

archetypal study of the collective unconscious and Annis 

Pratt's research on archetypal patterns in women's literary 

works clarify our position. 

While conducting his research, Jung found that 

^^Pierre Brunei, Companion to Literary Myths, Heroes 
and Archetypes (New York: Routledge, 1992), 110. 

"Ibid., 111. 



archetypal psychology "originates in the workings of the 

poetic imagination . . . and assumes a poetic and 

mythological basis of mind."^'' Hence, if a verbal artist 

follows what James Hillman refers to as "an image-focused 

therapy founded upon the primacy of the imagination, the 

dream becomes a statement in words, a linguistic image" 

however, one must be aware that the term "image" does not 

always refer to verbal imagery, but to mental 

visualizations. These take shape in the unconscious and may 

later manifest themselves at the conscious level of writing 

in the form of verbal images. According to Hillman, the 

image does not take shape as a conscious idea, but at the 

primordial level of the unconscious, in which case dreams 

serve as a bridge from unspoken mental images to verbal 

structures. In turn, the writer can use these verbal 

structures to "return the linguistic components of the dream 

text to their imaginal background in an attempt to expose 

Collected Works of C. G. Jung-, ed. Herbert Read, 
Michael Fordham, and Gerhard Adler, vol. 15, The Spirit in 
Man, Art, and Literature, trans. R. F. C. Hull (Mew York: 
Pantheon Books, 1966), 65. 

James Hillman, Re-visioning Psychology (Mew York: 
Harper and Row, 1975), 9. 



41 

the "archetypal significance ... in the depth of our 

words." 

C.G. Jung's research, led him to investigate the 

connection between word associations and dreams as "an inner 

psychic factor lying outside of consciousness and exerting 

an extraordinary influence on the formation of dreams and 

linguistic associations."^® The presence of archetypal 

patterns in Mansour's poetic discourse is significant in 

terms of the universal, as well as the personal realm of 

literary communication, and, as Jung remarks: 

That is the secret of great art, and of its effect 
upon us. The creative process, so far as we are 
able to follow it at all, consists in the 
unconscious activation of an archetypal image, and 
in elaborating and shaping this image into the 
finished work.^® 

Carl Jung's approach to archetypal images and their 

significance closely resembles the surrealists' principle of 

automatic writing, although it seems much more sound and 

''Ibid., 10. 

^^The Collected Works of C. G. Jung, ed. Michael 
Fordham and Gerhard Adler,. vol. 2, Experimental Researches, 
trans. Leopold Stein in collaboration with Diana Riviere 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973), 12. 

'®Jung, The Spirit in Man, Art, and Literature, 83. 
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significant, as we will discover during our inquir-y into 

Surrealism and its various phases. 

But while Carl Jung was the uncontested authority on 

the study of archetypes, his approach may have been somewhat 

reductive in terms of the literairy function of these 

archetypes in women's artistic contributions. Annis Pratt, 

a literary critic and herself a devotee of archetypal 

studies, points out that a woman's use and interpretation of 

common archetypes may differ from that of a man. Jung 

himself acknowledged that "archetypes thus constitute 

images, symbols and narrative patterns that differ from 

stereotypes in being complex variables, subject to 

variations in perception."''® Pratt further remarks that an 

archetypal image of a goddess, such as Isis in Joyce 

Mansour's text, may not be representative of the Evil mother 

archetype, that which is feared by the masculine, but on the 

contrary be "An erotically independent, self-regenerative, 

and organically powerful archetype, . . . more likely to 

appear beneficent than destructive to the woman writer."''* 

"Ibid., 84. 

"^Annis Pratt, Archetypal Patztzerns in ?7omen's Fiction 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1981), 138. 
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In the course of my investigation of Mansour's use of 

archetypes, I point out that Pratt's approach is very 

consistent with our poet's use of archetypal figures such as 

Hathor, Isis, and Aphrodite. Moreover, read in that 

context, Mansour's poetics do not reflect subjective 

ambiguity, for her discourse is that of an authorial ego 

that is not concerned with the personal aspect of social 

retribution against her erotic and turbulent literary voice. 

While many critics have wondered about Joyce Mansour's 

subjective voice, as we have attested in the beginning of 

this chapter, I now introduce the fourth elem.ent that I 

choose as a pillar of her narratives, that of pronominal 

gender play and its role in a conscious effort by the poet 

to displace the traditional place of the subject in order 

to shock her reader and assert herself as the primary voice 

within the poems. 

Chapter V investigates Mansour's pronominal gender play 

in view of Monique Wittig's theoretical approach on gender 

identity. The poet's play on gender affixed to personal 

pronouns such as je, tu, and elle has led various critics 

and readers to conclude that the writer was unable to 
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position her "self", as subject within her discourse, as we 

have mentioned in Hage's criticism of her poetics. We argue 

Mansour's pronominal gender play in light of Monique 

Wittig's approach to gender theories, and the poet's 

shocking effect on her readers as a result of gender 

category experimentation. Through this experimentation, 

Mansour encourages us to read her text outside of the 

heterosexual discourse, which reinforces our notion that 

hers is a complex, assertive, and universal voice. Textual 

concordances of Mansour's poems facilitate our investigation 

of the poet's use of ^<Je' as a unique and powerful 

authorial voice that transcends the limits of time. 

Monique Wittig is a well known contemporary feminist 

author whose project was to destroy the categories of sex in 

politics and philosophy, through the use of language. While 

Wittig believes that a writer should assert a voice of 

authority as a speaking position, she is convinced that 

heterosexuality is not an institution but a political 

regime, and refuses to see woman accept the concept of 

"difference" or to be relegated to the category of "other." 

Moreover, she stresses that the need to speak "I" as the 

self-assured one, not as the reluctant sheepish "Other" 
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should be evident. In Le Cozrps Lesbian, Monique Wittig 

rewrites the Egyptian myth of Isis and Osiris by addressing 

the other tu in the feminine; . -j/e trouve ton nez una 

pa.rtie de ta valve ton clitoris... j/e te rassemble hout a 

bout, j/e te reconstitue, j/e remets en place les yeux" 

Wittig maintains the basic premise of reconstruction and 

rebirth, yet it is not the male anatomy that prevails in her 

narratives, but the female vulva and clitoris. Wittig 

substitutes the male phallus for a clitoris to allow the 

text to undergo a sexual transformation: 

. . . m/oi Isis la. tres puissante j/e decrete gxze 
comme par le passe tu vis Osiris m/a tres cherie 
m/a tres affaihlie j/e dis que comma par le passe 
nous pourrons faire ensemble les petites filles 
qui viendront apres nous, toi alors m/on Osiris 
m/a tres belle tu m/e souris defaita epuisee.*" 

The ambiguity of the text results from the fact that Osiris, 

known as a masculine God, possesses female attributes; a 

clitoris and a vulva. Furthermore, when Isis, his/her lover 

has finally reconstituted the body, she addresses Osiris in 

the feminine. In effect, Monique Wittig neutralizes the 

"^Monique Wittig, Le corps lesbien (Paris: Minuit, 
1973), 87. 

^^Ibid. , 86. 
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gender opposition present in an heterosexual context, and 

renders the text incoherent unless the reader gives it a 

more universal reading. 

Mansour's lines, "Hier soir, j'ai vu ton cadavre, tu 

etais moite et nue dans mes bras . . . c'est ainsi que je 

t'ai preferee ma fleur,"^"^ favor a parallel with Wittig's 

text. lie (feminine gaze) upon tu (feminine other) 

exemplifies a conscious attempt by Mansour to shock the 

reader, a technique that stands in the tradition of the 

surrealist aim. By playing with the personal pronouns, the 

poet is able to neutralize the gender opposition that would 

normally prevail in a heterosexual discourse. Mansour thus 

achieves a claim to a freedom of expression found outside 

the confines of a heterosexual dynamics. Monique Wittig's 

"j/e te cherche m/a rayonnante a travers 1' assemblee""'® 

opposed to Mansour's "Rien ne restait de tes seins poteles / 

Et pourtant c'est ainsi qpae je t'ai preferee / Ma fleur,"''® 

creates a destabilization of the language based on the lack 

"^Cris, 313. 

^^Wittig, Le corps lesbian, 65. 

"^Cris, 313. 
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the lack of continuity of the gender identity. 

• Mansour's poetics bring to life a positive and 

inclusive sense of renewal; either the poet looks upon her 

body as "other," that which gets old and decays, or portrays 

an "other" that is also of the feminine gender. Such a 

technique leads to an ambiguous reading that forces the 

reader outside of the paradigm of a traditional reading, 

into what Wittig refers to as the "universal," rather than 

the "particular'.""" 

Again, if we approach Joyce Mansour's poetics on a 

cultural premise outside the French bourgeois society, we 

find that this poet's relationship with death, illness and 

injustice, to name but a few themes present in her work, was 

not intended as negative, but on the contrary was worthy of 

her black humor and keen observation of humanity in general. 

We will now turn to chapter 2 and the information it 

provides about the surrealist movement, as well as its 

founder Andre Breton. In view of the rather negative 

evaluation Joyce Mansour has received from literary critics 

I have found it necessary to include a section on Surrealist 

^'Monique Wittig, The Straight Mind and Other Essays 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1992), 67. 



women's artistic contributions and their perspective on 

their role within the movement. It becomes clear while 

reading Rosemont's interviews with many surrealist women 

that these artists were very comfortable with their 

contribution and their place within the movement. It is 

also evident that they repudiate derogatory comments made 

about Breton, his followers, and the movement as a whole. 
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CHAPTER II 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

2.1 Andre Breton and Surrealism 

Joyce Mansour was 25 years old and had just arrived in 

Paris when her first book of poems, entitled Cris, was 

published by the Editions Seghers. Armed with sincerity, 

exotic beauty, and a desperate need to fight boredom and 

death, she quickly won Breton's attention, as Brisac tells 

US: "D'ailleurs Joyce Mansour se refugia bien vite aux cotes 

de Breton, pour avoir moins peur, dans sa chasse aux hasards 

objectifs, aux objets magiques, aux moments uniques".^ 

Who was Joyce Mansour? It seems that her privacy was 

something she valued, but what is certain is: 

Qu'elle ne voulait pas mourir, elle qui n'avait 
jamais cesse d'ecrire son horreur de la mort, sa 
volonte de la regarder en face, on croit deviner 
une femme paniquee et pleine de courage, 
sophistiquee et sauvage, orgueuilleuse et timide. 
Andre Breton I'appelait: "celle que le conte 
oriental nomm.e la tenebreuse enfant".^ 

It was to Andre Breton that Mansour dedicated Carre Blanc, a 

"Genevieve Brisac, "Joyce Mansour 1'intrepide," 
Magazine Litteraire, no. 290-294 (July-December 1991): 97. 

^Ibid. 
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series of poems she wrote one year before his death. She 

remained true to the surrealist movement even after his 

death in September of 1966. 

2.1.1 Breton: The Mind Behind the Movement 

Andre Breton was born Februairy 19, 1896 in Tinchebray, 

France. Forced to pursue a medical career in order to 

please his authoritarian mother, Breton came into contact 

with Freud's work while he was a student of psychiatry. 

This encounter would change the course of his life. In 

1921, fascinated by Freud's interpretation of dreams, the 

young Breton wrote him a letter ("the most touching that I 

have ever received", Freud was to say later)^ and requested 

an interview. When he was free to turn his interest from 

medicine to literature, Breton found in psychoanalysis a way 

to reconcile the objectivity of scientific research and the 

philosophical introspection of literary pursuit. Surrealism 

saw its birth not in art, but as a way of life and a 

philosophical pursuit. 

^Andre Breton, Les Pas perdus (Paris: Gallimard, 1924), 
118 . 
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2.1.2 1919-1930: First and Second Manifestoes 

Never claiming to be a movement, yet often referred to 

as such. Surrealism is said to have officially begxm in 1924 

with the publication of The First Manifesto, in which Andre 

Breton, leader of the group, wrote his famous definition: 

Surrealisms: n.m. Automatisme psychique par lequel 
on se propose d'exprimer, soit verbalement, soit 
par ecrit, soit de toute autre maniere, le 
fonctionnement reel de la pensee. Dictee de la 
pensee, en 1'absence de tout controle exerce par 
la raison, en dehors de toute preoccupation 
esthetique ou morale. 
Encycl. Philos. Le surrealisme repose sur la 
croyance a la realite superieure de certaines 
formes d'associations negligees jusqu'a lui, a la 
toute puissance du reve, au jeu desinteresse de la 
pensee. II tend a ruiner definitivement tous les 
autres mecanismes psychiques et a se substituer a 
eux dans la resolution des principaux problemes de 
la vie. On fait acte de SURREALISME ABSOLU n.m. 
Aragon, Baron, Boiffard, Breton, Carive, Crevel, 
Delteil, Desnos, Eluard, . . . Peret, Soupault, 
Vitrac.* 

There is no doubt that the social upheaval associated 

with World War Two was a major factor behind the literary 

revolutions that took place, first in 1916, the year during 

•^Andre Breton, Manifestes du Surrealisme (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1924), 36. 
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which Tristan Tzara proclaimed the absurdity of his times in 

Dadaism, and later in 1924, with Andre Breton's First 

Manifesto. Beyond that, the language in which Breton's 

definition is couched makes it clear that Freud's 

psychological studies, and later Jung's theory of the 

collective unconscious and archetypes, were decisive factors 

in establishing the parameters of Surrealism. 

Praising Freud's recognition of the value of dreams and 

convinced of "la primaute de 1'esprit sur la nature et de 

I'authencite du subconscient, " ̂ the young rebel and his 

followers had a new vision that would soon gain world-wide 

recognition. Convinced that true poetry came from the 

unconscious, or from the irrational part of man's nature, 

surrealists, as they were now called, were interested in the 

free association of dreams as a method, of liberating man's 

creativity. Their task, they claimed, v/as to teach man to 

rediscover his own unconscious so long stifled and inhibited 

by logic and rational thought. In Les vases communicants, 

Breton gives full credit to Freud's qpaest: "Que deviennent 

^Andre Breton, Qu'est-ce que le surrealisms? ed. Elisa 
Breton and Aude Elleouet, (Paris: Actual le temps qu'il 
fait, 1986), 11. 
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dans le reve, le temps, I'espace, le principe de 

causalite?"® Could dreams serve as a bridge to link the 

unconscious to the conscious, and if so, would the verbal 

communication of these dreams shine a new light upon man's 

unspoken desires? 

Azmed with contempt for French bourgeois society, 

surrealists first advocated spiritual rebellion rather than 

a change in economic and social structure. Breton and his 

followers, convinced that religion had left man in the dark, 

attacked the clergy as well and often employed extreme 

measures to demonstrate their new found ideologies, for 

example that of decorating toilets with sacred objects 

stolen from churches. It is no wonder that their 

transgressive behavior enraged the French bourgeois society,-

of course the surrealists, far from being disturbed by the 

constant assaults of the press, actually provoked and 

welcomed the revolt. Their aim v/as to shock French 

bourgeois mentality and force people to reexamine prejudices 

and moral codes to which they had grown accustomed. 

The practice of automatic writing became another source 

®Andre Breton, Les Vases communicants (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1955), 15. 



for the discovery of the unconscious mind. The idea was to 

exclude all outside noises and disturbances and allow the 

unconscious mind to communicate freely with the conscious 

through the association of words and images. Certain that 

there was no true duality between dream and reality, the 

surrealists insisted that they were not mere idealists. 

Breton, for instance, was convinced that a balance could be 

found between the material world and the psyche: 

Tout porte a croire qu'il existe un certain point 
de 1'esprit d'ou la vie et la mort, le reel et 
1'imaginaire, le passe et le futur, le 
communicable et 1' incommunicable, le haut et le 
bas cessent d'etre perqius contradictoirement. 

Assured of the existence of a space in which "life and 

death, real and imaginary, past and present may be perceived 

as complimentary elements rather than opposites," Andre 

Breton held a key to what seemed a possible link between the 

world of dreams and reality. Automatic thinking was to 

become the common basis of surrealist poetry and art, and a 

way for the surrealists to rethink their notion of reality 

through the study of dreams. 

It was also a path to the creation of a different kind 

"'Breton, Manifestos du Surrealisme, 66. 
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of art and poetry: 

La poesie sera mode de connaissance; par elle I'ame 
parlera a I'ame, le reve a la pensee, les images ne 
seront plus les ornaments de surface mais des 
projecteurs ou des eclairs d'orage destines a 
illuminer les cavernes de I'etre.® 

The surrealists wanted poetry to be free. They believed 

that if the poet could reach into the depth of hiis soul and 

allow its hidden fears and desires to surface at the 

conscious level, poetry itself would be transforrmed. No 

longer a writing process to be practiced by the talented 

few, poetry could become a method toward self-discovery and 

accessible to all. 

Recognized by Freud as a visual language taking place 

at the subconscious level, yet able to relay only that which 

the subconscious was willing to communicate, the unconscious 

would enable the poet to objectify his dreams through 

images, a central element of surrealist poetry. That which 

the subconscious provided in terms of dreams, thie poet could 

seize and transfer to a written form by word associations. 

In turn, these words when put together would lea.d to the 

formation of images. New images, said the surrealists, were 

®Andre Breton, Les Vases communiquants (Par-is, 
Gallimard, 1955), 33. 
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the essential element in surrealist art. Sprung from the 

unconscious, they became the only form of access to man's 

unknown desires or fears: 

"L'image" disait Pierre Reverdy, "est une creation 
pure de 1'esprit. Elle ne peut naitre d'une 
comparaison, raais du rapprochement de deux 
realites plus ou moins eloignees. Plus les 
rapports des deux realites rapprochees seront 
lointains et justes,plus 1'image sera forte plus 
elle aura de puissance emotive et de realite 
poetique. 

Freud had provided a light to man's unconscious in order to 

solve psychological problems; Breton reached further. The 

freedom of mental activity exerted by the surrealists was 

not a form of escape from the real, but a means to a better 

knowledge of that reality and its significance in man's 

existence. He believed that the individual needed dreams 

not as an interpretation of his daily life, but as a way to 

transform it, to expand his horizon and enrich his 

existence, as a bridge to the marvelous. 

For the surrealists, the marvelous was to be the 

necessary element of poetry that helped transcend man's 

daily reality. Man, they thought, perceived himself in 

^Breton, Manifestes du Surrealisme, 49. 



relation to the objects with which he surrounded himself. 

With the acknowledgment of the importance of objects in 

man's daily life, it became mandatory within Western dualism 

for the surrealists to pursue their understanding of the 

concrete versus the abstract. Paul Eluard, a surrealist 

poet, pointed out that poetic activity consisted of 

"inventing objects by deviating from their admitted physical 

properties and accepted roles, and thereby changing the 

world. These young artists were aware that they could 

invent objects by redefining themes outside of their 

traditional, social context, and then assign these themes to 

newfound objects, thus giving them a new role. This process 

convinced the group that the difference between drawing the 

object to one's self to then make an abstraction of it, and 

projecting one's self into the concrete existence of that 

object, changed that object's reality from the realm of the 

concrete, into the imaginary. Hence, for the surrealists, 

the dream experiment's validity lay in the process that 

takes place from the abstract to the concrete and from the 

subject to the object, leading finally to the state of 

^°Anna Balakian, Surrealism: The Road to the Absolute 
(New York: Button, 1970), 133. 
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dream-wakefulness. 

This first phase of Surrealism, also called the 

intuitive period, possessed distinctive qualities. The 

surrealist writer has transformed the poetic image and 

proven that mental imagery does not simply provoke a 

representational picture to facilitate the reader's 

interpretation of his/her world, what is called the real, 

but on the contrary, forces him/her to seek new ways of 

interpreting that world, thus offering a glimpse of a new 

reality. We will now explore what form that new reality 

takes. What was to have been a revolutionary mode of 

expression, a challenge to the passive mentality of 

bourgeois society, as well as a means to the understanding 

of man's existence, no longer sufficed. 

1925-1930 Towards a new dialectical materialism and The 
Second Manifesto 

Basically what distinguishes the manifestoes 
is that in the first he is primarily involved 
in finding inner targets for the practice of 
liberty, whereas liberty in terms of exterior 
action was to be more prevalent in The Second 
Manifesto. 

^^Anna Balakian, Andre Breton: Magus of Surrealism (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1971), 89. 
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As early as 1928, tension among the surrealists 

escalated with the introduction of a political goal that 

Andre Breton deemed essential to the survival of the 

movement. However, unwilling to participate in a political 

movement as revolutionary as Marxism, such figures as the 

painter Masson, the literary critic Bataille, and the poet 

Leiris, content with an intellectual rather than a 

politically grounded revolution, left the group. 

It was in order to respond to accusations that Breton 

wrote The Second Manifesto. The verbal and symbolic 

violence demonstrated by the young rebels had merely caused 

a momentary shock to the bourgeois world. If the surrealists 

were to succeed in freeing man's soul from his bourgeois 

mentality, claimed Breton, the actual "revolution" had to 

include a political reality. As leader of the movement, 

Andre Breton understood the need for Marxism: "Marxist 

principles gave Surrealism unity and purpose. Without this 

philosophy it could never have survived. In reality, the 

movement was faced with a new social attitude, regardless of 

the fact that the idea of collaborating with other groups 

"Breton, Les pas perdus, 9. My translation. 
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was a totally new and difficult concept: 

No coherent political or social attitude made its 
appearance until 1925, that is to say (and it is 
important to stress this),until the outbreak of 
the iVIoroccan war which, re-arousing in us our 
particular hostility to. ..armed conflicts. ., 
abruptly placed before us the necessity of making 
a public protest. La Revolution d'ahord et 
toujours, October 25. Surrealism suddenly 
perceived the necessity of . . . dialectical 
materialism, insisting on the supremacy of matter 
over mind.'-^ 

The contradiction between purely intellectual and 

political involvement created a conflict in ideology and the 

eventual collapse of the surrealists' collaboration with 

com.munism. It was however very clear in Breton's mind that 

the surrealist revolution was not a road to Utopia, but was 

born of an urgent need to expand from idealism to 

materialism: 

Comment admettre que la methode dialectique ne 
puisse s'expliquer valablement qu'a la resolution 
des problemes sociaux? Toute 1'ambition du 
surrealisme est de lui fournir des possibilites 
d'application nullement concurrentes dans le 
domaine conscient le plus immtediat. Je ne vois 
vraiment pas . . . pourquoi nous nous 
abstiendrions de soulever, . . . la Revolution: 
les problemes de 1'amour; du reve, de la folie, de 

^^Helena Lewis, The Politics of Surrealism (New York: 
Paragon House, 1988), 35. 
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I'art ou de la religion.*"' 

The Revolution, asserted Breton, invoked not only 

intellectual transformation, but also social changes within 

the established structures of the present bourgeois society. 

Love, dreams, madness, art, and religion were all subject to 

heated debates. For him, an essential question remained: 

should the strategy be to first reject bourgeois morality in 

order to attain freedom of the mind, or was it preferable to 

liberate the mind through intellectual exercises and only 

break the boundaries to which it has been accustomed? 

In the summer of 1928 Andre Breton met Salvador Dali. 

Invited to see the film Un Chien An.da.lou, produced by Bunuel 

in collaboration with Dali, Breton befriended Dali. This 

friendship led to a collaboration: Breton wrote the preface 

of Dali's first exhibition of paintings, which took place in 

Paris. In July of 1928, the first edition of Le surrealisme 

au service de la Revolution." confirmed the formulation of 

the group's political agenda and introduced Dali's method of 

paranoia, cri tzique. " 

^" 'Breton, Qu'  est-ce-que le Surreal isme?, 12. 
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2.1.3 193 0-3 5: Dali and The Third Manifesto 

In his Genese et Perspective Artistique du Surrealisme, 

Breton had claimed that a work could not be called 

surrealist unless it embodied the entire psycho-physical 

aspect of discovery. This of course meant that madness, a 

possible source of images capable of creating a new reality, 

was to be valued and explored on equal terms with mad love. 

In order to study the states of mental abnormality, Breton 

and Eluard collaborated to prove that: 

the mind, poetically conditioned, is in a normal 
man capable of reproducing in their broad lines 
the most paradoxical and eccentric verbal 
manifestations . . . without risk of lasting 
trouble, and without compromising its faculty of 
equilibrium. 

Breton's plea for better understanding and acceptance of the 

insane led him to experiment with stages of insanity. He 

and Eluard set out to imitate delirium and to assume various 

forms of insanity. Their aim was to investigate the range 

of mental activity during the individual's induced and 

temporary state. Contrary to Freud, Breton found that 

individuals suffering from mental disability were possibly 

^^Andre Breton and Paul Eluard, L'immaculee Conception 
(Paris: Editions surrealistes, 1930), 28. 
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closer to the liberation of the mind, and held a key to the 

mysteries of the unconscious. 

Breton found in Dali's method of paranoia a valuable 

tool for the surrealists' intellectual revolution: 

L'experimentation surrealiste . . . a ete reprise 
totalement; ses perspectives et ses fins ont pu 
etre pa.rf aitement eclaircies L'impulsion 
maitresse qu'elle a subie pour cela est celle de 
Salvador Dali. . . Dali a doue le surrealisme d'un 
instrument de tout premier ordre, en 1' espece la 
methode paranoia-critique. . . 

Dali capitalized on his natural state of paranoia to unleash 

inner forces of his mind through the use of free 

associations brought forward from his unconscious to the 

realm of the conscious. In turn, he would create artistic 

representations based on his uninhibited personal 

experiences- It is this type of exploration of sensations, 

beyond the restraint of the rational, that would 

revolutionize the arts. In 1934, Dali, according to 

Breton, 

entreprend de donner une definition de son 
entreprise: 
Paranoia: Delire d'interpretation comportanL une 
structure systematique. 
Activite paranoiacp-ie-critique: Methode spontanee 
de "connaissance irrationnelle" basee sur 

^^Breton, Qu'est-ce que le surreal isme?, 25. 
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1'objectivation critique et systematique des 
associations et d'interpretations delirantes. 

The mental state of paranoia, therefore, seems to stem from 

an obsession that leads the individual to perceive images of 

the real (exterior) world as unstable and transitory. That 

individual has 

en son pouvoir de faire controler aux autres la 
realite de son impression. Un etat, par exeraple, 
de 1'image multiple qui nous occupe pouvant etre 
un ane pourri, la "cruelle" putrefaction de 1' ane 
peut etre tenue pour "le reflet aveuglant et dur 
de nouvelles pierres precieuses. 

That power creates a path from the irrational and secret 

imagination of the inner self, and allows it to surface via 

concretized images unrelated to the exterior world. Andre 

Breton sees Dali's mental activities as a "preuve formelle a 

1'appui de la toute-puissance du desir qui reste, depuis 

I'origine, le seul acte de foi du surrealisme." Based on 

Jacques Lacan's research on paranoia,Dali wrote: 

''Ibid. 

'®Ibid. 

'®Ibid. 

^°Jacques Lacan had just published his thesis entitled 
"On Paranoia and psychosis and its effects on personality." 
Lacan's findings will greatly influence the surrealists and 
their conception of reality versus dreams. 
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La paranoia se sert. du monde exterieur pour faire 
valoir 1'idee obsedante avec la troublante 
particuliarite de rendre valable la realite de 
cette idee pour les autres. La realite du monde 
exterieur sert comme illustration et preuve, et 
est mise au service de la realite de notre 
esprit. 

Dali conceived that paranoia derived its obsessive images or 

ideas from the exterior world to validate a new reality, 

that of the mind. 

This notion, rooted in the unification of the 

subjective and the objective as a possible basis for a new 

perception of reality, was quickly adopted by Breton, "il 

s'agit de travailler a ce que la distinction du subjectif et 

de I'objectif perde de sa necessite et de sa valeur".^^ In 

fact, Breton became aware of the next step facing 

surrealism, for if reality and objects were associated so 

closely with man's perception of himself, then it was time 

to examine the role of objects in daily life. 

* 

In his Second Manifesto, Breton had emphasized the need 

for verbal reconstruction. Convinced that literature had 

^'•Maurice Nadeau, Histoire du surrealisme (Paris: 
Seuil, 1964), 217. 

^^Breton, Qu'est-ce-que le surreal is ine?, 26. 
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reached an impasse, the surrealists believed a linguistic 

revolution was to take place, not only to revive literature 

but also to give the objects it designated a new meaning. 

Freud's methods of psychological analysis had been at the 

source of the intuitive period of Surrealism. By 1930, the 

surrealists were faced with a moral and intellectual crisis. 

As leader of the movement, Andre Breton understood that 

"Marxist principles gave Surrealism unity and purpose. 

Without this philosophy it could never have survived. 

Yet it was time to confront the new intellectual and 

political current and its consequences for the modern 

artists' production: 

In the face of the difficulties that have been 
encountered, in France for example, by the 
surrealists' adherence to various revolutionary 
organizations, difficulties that have proved to be 
insurmountable for a certain number of us, it is 
not at all an exaggeration to say, . . . that the 
situation of these innovating young writers and 
artists is dramatic. They find themselves . . . 
in the face of a dilemma: either they must give up 
interpreting and expressing the world in the ways 
that each of them finds the secret of within 
himself . . . or they must give up collaborating 
on the practical plan of action for changing this 

^^Breton, Les pas perdus, 9.  
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world. 

In the midst of political unrest modern artists found 

themselves in an intolerable predicament; on one hand they 

wished to remain true to their initial cause, that of 

revolutionizing the bourgeois consciousness; on the other, 

they faced the misuse and misunderstandings of their art: 

"And we barely escape being asked why we don't write in 

alexandrines any more, why we don't paint historical scenes, 

or at least apples, like Cezanne. 

Mot only are these artists ridiculed, but their art, 

designed to fight against the corruption of society, is 

viewed as mere entertainment. Such a distortion has to be 

remedied: "I say that this art can find its justification 

only through searching analysis and systematic 

objectification of its resources."^® What Breton advocates 

is to look at the techniques used by the modern artists and 

emphasize the reasons that led the artist to adopt new 

^"'Andre Breton, Manifestoes of Surrea.lism, trans. 
Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1986), 214. 

^^Ibid, 215. 

^^'Ibid. 
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techniques. Moreover, art was not to be used as a political 

tool or as propaganda for Marxism, but rather as an 

intellectual tool derived from man's imagination toward a 

new freedom of expression. 

By the mid-thirties, Andre Breton repeatedly speaks of 

a fundamental crisis of the object: 

Le surrealisme poursuivant son cours s'est repandu 
tumultueusement non seulement dans I'art mais dans 
la vie. . . . J'observe et je vous prie de 
remarquer cpae sur son dernier passage est en train 
de se produire une crise fondamentale de 1' 
"objet". C'est essentiellement sur I'objet que 
sont demeures ouverts ces dernieres annees les 
yeux de plus en plus lucides du surrealisme . . . 
il est indispensable, pour continuer a comprendre, 
de centrer sur ce point 1' interet. 

Breton and his colleagues are aware that objects are not 

only part of man's daily perception of reality, but that 

these objects in turn reflect man's projection of that 

reality back upon him, thus creating a perpetual cycle. 

Moreover, since the objective of surrealism is to transform 

the way that man thinks, a possible solution may be to give 

these objects a new meaning by placing them in an 

incongruous context. 

An example of the surrealists' concept of the 

^'Breton, Qu'est-ce que le Surreal isme?, 23. 
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displacement of object and its representation can be seen in 

the work of Andy Warhol, a controversial artist of the 80's. 

Warhol took an insignificant object, a can of Campbell's 

soup, and transformed that object into a work of art. He 

built two cans that exactly resembled the initial can, 

except for their size. Standing about 10 feet in height, 

two new cans were displayed around the nation as an 

aesthetic form of art. While some hated them, others found 

in the cans an intriguing new concept of art, and regardless 

of the individuals' like or dislike, no one could look at 

these gigantic cans without being aware of their original 

shape and role versus their present size and place. 

Although it was in the 80's, some fifty years after Breton's 

Third Manifesto, the concept of the usual versus the unusual 

remained a valid path to the abolition of man's apathy. In 

other words, the usual must make way for the unusual and the 

unexpected, that which can stimulate man's mind and force 

him to seek a new reality based upon his unconscious, 

unspoken needs and desires. 

Breton believes that by addressing the object dilemma 

artists may find a new path toward freedom of expression 
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where a space called, the marvelous can be found between the 

real and the imaginairy: "In fact he wants to substitute the 

marvelous which is revelation for the mysterious, which 

is symptomatic of blindness and ignorance, as he sees it."^® 

The marvelous is not the beautiful but the search for truth, 

that which brings light to man's dark unknown. "Breton 

plays the role of Lucifer, not as the fallen angel of 

Christian dogma, but as the dark prince of light, rebellious 

in the search of knowledge."^' 

For Breton the marvelous can manifest itself anywhere, 

at any time. Spontaneous walks through the meandering 

streets of Paris provide chance encounters of persons and 

objects, each filled, with the element of magic, each able to 

bring a new experience to life. Recognized as an essential 

part of man's daily life, objects are there for the 

surrealists to discover, create, use, or destroy: 

"remarquables dispositions sensorielles le mettant en mesure 

de pouvoir changer en le regardant fixement, un objet 

^®Balakian, Andre Breton, 88. 

^®Ibid. , 99 . 
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creative process that real objects acquire a new value and 

become surrealist objects. 

In an essay titled "Objets surrealistes: objets a 

fonctionnement symbolique" published in 1931, Dali described 

the development of the concept of the object in terms of 

"desir pour I'objet, 1'objet tangible.The concept of 

Desire, discovered by Breton and Eluard during their 

experiments with induced delirium, helped situate the object 

of "Desire" and its transformation . The role of the object 

as an aesthetic value, affirmed Dali, was to force man to 

accept his inner self without fear; then and only then, 

could man freely accede to true freedom of expression. 

Dali's concept had provided Breton and his group with a 

new perspective on the uninhibited manipulation of objects 

to stimulate Desire. They believed that the re-

appropriation and manipulation of objects could help man to 

acknowledge his inner self and the realization of the secret 

^°Breton, Qu'est-ce-que le Surreal i sme ?, 25. 

^^Salvador Dali, "Objets surrealistes; objets a 
fonctionnement symbolique," Le surrealisme au service da la. 
revolution, no.5 (1931): 16. 
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forces within; "Nous nous trouvons ici en presence d'une 

nouvelle affiinnation, ... a I'appui de la toute puissance 

du desir qui reste depuis I'origine le seul acte de foi du 

surrealisme. . . Concentrating their efforts on 

exercises in uninhibited, sometimes erotic, writing and the 

exploration of sensations beyond the control of reason, 

while including Freud's obseirvation on the role of language 

in dreams and dream interpretation, the surrealists aimed to 

revive poetic imagery. Desire, the fundamental truth of the 

surrealist quest, was finally brought forward from Dali's 

unconscious to the realm of the conscious. 

Recognized as a possible link between the dream state 

and reality, Desire, as the product of man's deepest inner 

self, could become the key to changing man's perception of 

reality. If, as Surrealists believed, man perceives himself 

in relation to the objects he surrounds himself with, then 

the key to freedom is to change the interpretation of 

objects that surround man. 

In Surrealism and the Crisis of the Object, Haim 

^^Haim N. Finkelstein, Surrealism and the Crisis of the 
Object, University Studies in the Fine Arts: The Avant-
garde, no. 3 (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1979) , 43. 
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Finkelstein confirms the importance of objects in surrealist 

aesthetics. Tangible, but with endless possibilities, these 

objects can assume many roles, such as, "objet onirique, 

objet a fonctionnement symbolique, objet reel et virtuel, 

objet mobile et muet, objet fantome, objet trouve . . 

What is clear is that man's perception of an object can be 

altered if that object's pre-assigned significance is also 

changed. "In its interaction with people--exhibited, 

circulated, acting and being acted upon, . . . transforming 

the world"--the object contributes to the establishment of 

this culture."^'' Individual consciousness of objects 

becomes more acute as artists experiment with various 

intriguing, often shocking, operations upon objects and the 

significance of their new role. 

Even if the new literary expression called automatic 

writing had proven to be a new form of artistic creation, 

the question remained: could surrealism provide a solution 

for the persistent dichotomy between the psychic world of 

dreams and the material world? Yes, said Breton, "Tout 

^^Finkelstein, Crisis, 27. 

^"'Finkelstein, Crisis, 43 . 



porte a croire a la resolution du monde psychique et du 

monde materiel, qui malgre leur apparence contradictoire de 

reve et de realite, peuvent mener a une realite absolue, ou 

surrealiste"^^ Freud had provided the Surrealists with keys 

to some of the enigma; Hegel would now contribute to the 

quest. In Qu'est-ce que le surrealisme? Breton maintained 

that the influence of Hegel was uncontested at a time when 

the surrealists were concerned with long term knowledge and 

the mode of expression: "Hegel stressed the superiority of 

the concrete over the abstract, and believed in the inner 

unity of contradictory conditions or phenomena, and 

knowledge as the linking of thought with its object."^® If 

so, a possible way to understanding man's existence was to 

gain a knowledge of the interrelation of the subjective and 

the objective. 

In 1935, Andre Breton and Paul Eluard were invited to 

Prague for the opening of an International Exhibition of 

Surrealism. The event was marked by a memorable lecture on 

the "Situation surrealists de I'ohjet," in which Breton 

^^Breton, Manifestes du surrealisme, 133. 

^®Breton, Qu'est-ce que le surrealisme?, 25. 
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declared that imitation was a thing of the past. Breton, 

while addressing concepts of surrealism in painting, 

recognized the influence of Hegel upon the surrealist 

painters: because the object was to go through a deviation 

from its natural state, the painter, according to Hegel, 

could avoid falling into the obsequious process of imitation 

and therefore reach a new dimension on the road of discovery 

and victory over man's banal existence. 

The object, once seized by the poet or the painter's 

attentive gaze, was to assume a new role and v/as given a 

more universal function. Breton's notion that "deviating 

the object from its assigned role or out of its habitual 

context, and reconstructing it according to the dictates of 

desire," will result in an ̂ ^approfondlssement de 

1' humain," confirms the role of the object as a central 

element of surrealism and objectivization (the act of 

imposing one's siibjectivity or desire upon an object) as a 

major breakthrough in the domain of surrealism. 

Eager to continue their search for the marvelous. 

Finkelstein, Cris is,  6.  
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Breton and his colleagues would haunt nearby cafes, winding 

streets, market places, areas filled with chance encounters, 

the bizarre and the unexpected. Their aim, the discovery of 

the "ojbjets insolites/' led them to small shops and flea 

markets, where lost, discarded objects are to be found. 

These new, out-of-context concrete objects once acquired 

were stripped of their previous, although often previously 

unknown, significance. Meaningless, the ^ohjet trouve' was 

given a new identity that was representative of its new 

owner's otherwise incommunicable, unconscious desires. This 

technique was at first an experimental form of art, peculiar 

to male surrealists. It allowed the artist, and recipient 

of the new found object, to project upon it his unspoken 

carnal desires for women. While 'Desire,' the sine qua non 

of surrealism, reigned as the supreme power of the 

surrealist artistic creation, its source was love, or what 

Andre Breton and his friends professed as ^^1'amour fou." 

Breton had declared "Nous reduirons I'art a sa plus 

simple expression qui est 1'amour." True to form, male 

surrealists were suddenly engaged in a love affair, with 

^®Breton, Manifestes,  136. 
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woman, as the object of their reverence. Love was to find a 

new form of expression through erotic carnal love in which 

latent sexual desire became a structuring principle. 

Love takes first place in the surrealist frame of 

thought, and is the source of its creative inspiration. 

While moral concerns related to social taboos are 

undermined, love, however, is sublime, regardless of its 

form or its path. The greatest ill against it would be to 

ignore it, for love manifests itself in all aspects of 

surrealist artistic expression. 

In the realm of the aesthetic, love is linked to 

eroticism: 

J'avoue sans la moindre confusion mon insensibilite 
profonde en presence des spectacles naturels et des 
oeuvres d'art qui d'emblee, ne me procurent pas un 
trouble physique caracterise par la sensation d'une 
aigrette de vent aux tempes susceptible d'entrainer un 
veritable frisson. Je n'ai jamais pu m'empecher 
d'etablir une relation entre cette sensation et celle 
du plaisir erotique. . . 

Intrigued by Dali's assertion that the pleasure from 

acting upon an object is related to sexual fantasies and 

desires, the surrealists, in their discovery phase of 

^^Andre Breton, L'Amonr fou (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), 
11. 
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objectivization, had a tendency to project desire on things 

as well as beings; sexual fetishes (shoes, hair, legs, 

hands, and various parts of the female body) could seirve as 

a vehicle of sexual fantasies. According to Breton, all 

that led to sexual freedom could be exploited as a tool to 

free man of the social taboos that prevailed. 

Man's imagination seirved to bring about the extreme 

degree of coirporeality in which the surrealist object 

"functions as a concretized metaphor. Its domain 

encompasses the deepest layers of desire, the most elusive 

sensations related to sexual peirversions. It ensues that 

a woman's body becomes the center of attention, the sublime 

sxibject/object of surrealist art, "La femme qu'ils ont 

magnifiee plus qu'aucun poete est devenue le pain de tous 

les jours. . . 

Created independently of the surrealist influence in 

1933, Hans Bellmer's ^Doll', ^la poupee', became the most 

provocative surrealist source of erotic fantasies. "This 

doll could be reassembled in various postures and 

^"Finkelstein, Crisis, 68. 

^^Nadeau, Histoire, 265. 
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combinations, offering uncanny juxtapositions of elements 

representing a female body."^^ For the male surrealists, 

the doll embodied both the sentiment of sixbmission and 

sxxbversion to which the body of the woman was linked. "Thus 

dressed and adorned, the mannequin reveals the fears, joys, 

hopes and frustrations of man vis-a-vis his own self."^^ 

Eros, acclaimed during the objectivization phase of 

surrealism, was to become the sine qua non of male and 

female artists. 

What interests us in the present study is the 

surrealists' emancipatory strategies. Men as well as women 

used eroticism and sexuality as a v/eapon against well-

established patriarchal bourgeois prejudices and morality. 

Many young people rejected the traditional bourgeois notion 

of marriage, in which women and men alike were condemned to 

live their lives through parental approval. While it has 

been suggested that the surrealist movement was truly that 

of the masculine gender, and that women's surrealist 

creative art forms were simply a mimic of their counterpart. 

"^Finkelstein, Crisis, 72. 

''^Finkelstein, Crisis, 73 . 
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we will challenge this assumption during our investigation 

of surrealist women's artistic contribution, and their 

comments on the movement and the men who remained their 

friends, colleagues, and supporters. 

2.2 Women and Surrealism 

In her Surrealist Women: An International Anthology, 

Penelope Rosemont writes, "In all the arts and major genres 

of writing, women helped develop surrealism's radical 

poetic/critical outlook and thus helped make it what it was 

and is. To ignore their contribution is to ignore some of 

the best surrealism. Rosemont gives credit to the many-

female artists who not only collaborated with their male 

counterparts, but were themselves creating nev/, imaginative 

and challenging surrealist art in various parts of the 

world. 

Rosemont's approach is refreshing and clearly differs 

from most literary critics of the surrealist movement. 

Painfully aware of the lack of recognition women were 

granted, she asks us to acknowledge that from the start 

^''Rosemont, Surreal ist  Women, xxix. 
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women's artistic contributions were included in surrealist 

publications as well as surrealist exhibitions; that their 

contributions have been ignored is the fault of the critics: 

Certain critics and curators have attempted to 
isolate women surrealists from the Surrealist 
Movement as a whole, not only by reducing their 
work to the traditional aesthetic frameworks that 
surrealists have always resisted but worse yet by 
relegating them to a subbasement of the art world 
known as "Women's Art." Ironically, the old 
(mostly male) critics who ignored or minimized 
women in their studies of surrealism are not that 
different from these newer (often female) critics 
who ignore or minimize surrealism itself in their 
studies of women who took part in it/^ 

Rosemont defends the surrealist males and emphasizes 

that more often than not it is the critic's approach to 

women's art that perpetuates the misconception of the 

surrealist movement as a "Men Only" movement. Sifting 

through the works and declarations of surrealist women such 

as Meret Oppenheim, Toyen, Ann Ethuin, Suzanne Mezar, 

Valentine Penrose, and others, Penelope Rosemont found that 

many of them never renounced their support for the movement 

or their opposition to the isolation of the sexes. Asked to 

contribute to the pxiblication of a rather sexist literary 

collection, Ann Ethuin wrote to Professor Georgiana M. 

''^Ibid. , xxx. 
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Colvile and requested that this anthology "not be in any way 

separatist or antagonistic to surrealism," as the paragraph 

below suggests: 

I have never thought that art and poetry could 
have a sex. On days when I feel the urge to write 
and create images, I do not decide before I begin 
that I am going to make a woman's work. I have 
lived and worked for forty-seven years in a 
perfectly mixed milieu and I have no intention 
of changing now."^® 

In essence, surrealist art is not the voice of the 

feminine versus the masculine, but a way of life. Joyce 

Mansour herself was an advocate in the defense of 

surrealism. Although the transcript of a broadcast she did 

on 19 February X960 on the BBC broadcast entitled "In 

Defense of Surrealism," is not available, Mansour's 

eloquence and support was noted: "It's the painter and the 

painter's vision of life."^'' Mansour is explicit: artistic 

contribution ancd its value should rest upon the individual's 

vision of life, not on gender. 

According to Rosemont, there are many women writers who 

expressed themselves in a surrealist voice worldwide, but to 

''®Ibid. , xxx-xxxi. 

^'Ibid., liv. Rosemont translated from excerpts in 
BIEF: Jonction surrealiste 12 (15 April 1960) . 
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address all of them would be an impossible task at this 

time. Therefore, for the purpose of the present project we 

simply note the participation of female precursors and their 

contribution to surrealism as recognized by Breton and other 

surrealists. This section also clarifies some of the 

surrealists' viewpoints of both genders. Moreover, we 

identify some of Mansour's contemporaries (1953-1986) and 

discuss what they took, what they gave, and how they 

developed their personal surrealist discourse. 

2.2.1 Precursors of Surrealism 

Rosemont demonstrates that women precursors, although 

acclaimed and often cited by male surrealists, were almost 

never recognized by critics, and their influence on the 

movement was most often ignored. There were numerous and 

diverse women precursors, claims Rosemont, who are worthy of 

the critics' attention today. For the purpose of this study 

we will note a few of those whose impact had a lasting 

effect on surrealism. Marceline Desbordes-Valmore (1786-

1859) was almost unknown when in 1924 Breton wrote his First 

Manifesto and cited her as "surrealist in love." It is only 



84 

by 1955 that her works were again published by Seghers' in 

the series Poetes d'aujourd'hul. Also in the domain of 

love, Marianna Alcoforado (1642-1723), a Portuguese nun, was 

the author of passionate love letters. Letters of a 

Portuguese Nun, piiblished anonymously in 1669. Alcoforado 

was praised by Benjamin Peret in his Anthology of Sublime 

Love (195 6) . He wrote, "Jamais 1'amour sublime n'a ete 

exprime avec tant d'intensite. 

These women are but a few of the precursors who 

contributed to the development of surrealism over the years, 

and much remains to be done to evaluate their work. It is 

clear however that 

the male founders of surrealism readily identified 
themselves as the intellectual and poetic heirs of 
a sizable contingent of women, thinkers, dreamers, 
rebels, innovators, and social critics. Apart 
from feminism, is there any other movement that 
boasts so many women ancestors? 

Whether these particular women's influence helped other 

women to join the surrealist movement is not clear. Some of 

the contemporaries interviewed by Penelope Rosemont were 

•^^Benjamin Peret, Anthologie de 1'amour suhlime, 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1956), 132. 

^®Rosemont, Surreal ist  Women, xliii. 



often unfamiliar with the works of the female precursors 

much admired by Breton and his friends; yet most knew of 

Blake, Lewis Carrol, Sade, and Lautreamont and had read 

their works. 

The political climate of the intuitive period of 

surrealism led to rebellion against the atrocities most of 

the young men had witnessed during the war and, more 

specifically against the systems that permitted or 

encouraged them. A climate of misogyny still prevailed at 

the early onset of surrealism, as Susan Suleiman remarks: 

II semble done que le surrealisme de la premiere 
heure et I'historien du mouvement reservent aux 
seuls hommes la position de sujet actif, 
producteur. . . . Ce n'est pas la provocation 
consciente du misogyne qui se manifeste ici, mais 
plutot le sexisme ordinaire de 1'homme. . . . 

It is quite amazing to read of the surrealists' attacks on 

the social patriarchy of which most of them were a product 

They concentrated their attacks on the apparatus 
of patriarchal oppression: God, church, state, 
family, capital, fatherland, and the military. 
All the ruling male chauvinist obsessions of the 
power elite of those years--productivity, 
progress, punishment, racial purity, repopulation, 
efficiency, nationalism, the conquest of nature, 
and all the rest--were objects of the surrealist 

^°Susan Suleiman, "En marge: les femmes et le 
surrealisme," Pleine Marge 17-18 (1993): 58. 
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derision. 

It is therefore not surprising that young people, regardless 

of their gender, would rebel with such animosity and join a 

group that supported and understood their effort toward 

freedom of expression. 

In terms of gender and sex, the first surrealists, men 

and women alike, were all rebels and revolutionaries and, as 

Rosemont points out "The maxim, 'Thought has no sex' set 

forth by Andre Breton and Paul Eluard in their 192 9 'Motes 

on Poetry' indicates an affirmation of women's intellectual 

ec[uality that was still rare in France in those years" 

Surrealists artists should, in that light, be recognized as 

advocating women's intellectual, and artistic independence: 

For these men, women were not mere objects of male 
consumption, child-bearing instruments, or status 
symbols. They recognized women as sources of 
revelation, as provokers of wonder, dreams, and 
freedom: as muses, as one might say, but also as 
active subjects with their own desires. 

The ideal, for surrealist men and women alike, was not 

marriage and family, but rather a life of inquiry where love 

^^Rosemont, Surrealist Women, xliv. 

"Ibid. 

^^Ibid. , xlv. 
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could prevail through free unions with equally free spirited 

beings. That is not to say, however, that contradictions 

were non-existent. As with all emerging philosophies, 

conflicts will emerge and as surrealism evolved so did its 

early rhetoric. 

Andre Breton, who in the First Manifesto (1924) wrote 

"We shall be masters of ourselves, masters of women and love 

too, " would twenty years later declare in Arcanum 17 that 

"the time had come to make the ideas of women prevail at the 

expense of those of men."^^ It is safe to assume that the 

collaboration of women and their influence on the men of the 

movement led to the evolution of surrealism. As more and 

more women joined the surrealists, they helped expand and 

change some of the founding precepts and misconceptions of 

earlier years. As Penelope Rosemont remarks: "Surrealism's 

increasing openness to women's full participation could not 

have occurred had the men who founded it been as hopelessly 

sexist as they have sometimes been portrayed. And 

^''Andre Breton, Arcanum 17. Translated by Zack Rogow. 
Los Angeles: Sun & Moon Press. Originally published in 1947 
as Arcane 17 Paris: Seghers:88. 

^^Rosemont, Surreal ist  Women, xlviii. 
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indeed, how could an individual claim to be a surrealist if 

he could not free himself from the very prejudices the 

movement to which he belonged despised and fought against? 

2.2.2 The Twenties 

The political atmosphere in which women lived in the 

twenties was surely conducive to their rebellious frame of 

mind. "For women," states Rosemont "the primary rebellion 

tends to be sexual, because sexuality is the aspect of their 

behavior that is most subject to societal and parental 

control and censure."^" Young women rebelled against all 

that stood as the ruling values of the time; they consumed 

large amounts of alcohol, smoked cigars, experimented with 

drugs, went to all-night parties, and practiced uninhibited 

sex. 

Although it is true that most of the women who 

contributed to surrealism in the beginning of the movement 

were not often recognized or published, their impact had 

long lasting effects. Penelope Rosemont mentions Renee 

Gauthier as a possible influence on later writers such as 

"Ibid., 4. 
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Mansour: "More than any other text by a woman surrealist in 

the twenties, Gauthier's flamboyantly erotic dream 

prefigures the assertive dynamism of such later women 

surrealist writers as Joyce Mansour, Nelly Kaplan, and 

Carmen Bruna . " 

Gauthier's "Dream I am in a field . . was published 

in the first edition of La revolution surrSaliste in 

December 1924. In her dream, Gauthier speaks of her desire 

to make love with the man she calls Jim, but as she looks 

for an appropriate place, the situation turns rather 

awkward; giant birds wearing what seems to be black ties and 

black shoes descend in a nearby field. She and her friend 

Jim get closer to the birds to try to steal their shoes. 

Unsuccessful, she closes in on the largest of the birds to 

discover that "he has the head of a man now, but his arms 

are wings that close, open and close upon me again. . . . 

Suddenly, I feel myself stretched out alongside of him, my 

head on his breast. . . . I've just become his mistress."^® 

Gauthier is said to have said that the dream referred to her 

^'ibid. , 6 . 

^®lbid., 16. 



childhood fear of one of her mother's stories about 

"deafening noises of men and beasts who passed over in the 

sky. . . Based on the surrealists' use of 

psychoanalysis, one can say that the object of Gauthier's 

unconscious fear assumes the shape of a bird while the 

repressed sexual desire is acted upon as a welcome sexual 

interlude with the bird. 

The erotic element present in Gauthier's text differs 

from Mansour's in that there is no violence linked to the 

erotic encounter. On the contrary, there is a sense that 

the female welcomes the experience. Whatever the case may 

be, Gauthier's erotic dream exemplifies Breton's conviction 

that the conscious and the unconscious, together with the 

individual's imagination, transform reality into a poetic 

experience that takes shape as a written form. 

2.2.3 The Thirties and the Forties 

The 193 0s were to witness a critical impasse in the 

development of surrealism. The surrealists' involvement in 

"Ibid., 15. 
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the support of Marxism baffled many critics, yet it was a 

period of expansion in poetry and the arts. Economically, 

the thirties were very difficult years; the rise of fascism 

in Germany and of Stalinism in Russia signaled the 

possibility of yet another world war. The depression, 

unemployment, and recent murders committed by young women 

against their abusers provided French society with the 

perfect alibi to make women the scapegoats of all their 

ills . 

The surrealist group filled the void for young women 

who, rebelling against oppressive societal norms, were eager 

to seek a new life style. The use of psychoanalysis in the 

service of poetry and a surrealist revolution also 

contributed to the popularity of surrealism among the young 

women who found in it a source of self awareness and 

discovery. 

Women's contribution to surrealism increased 

dramatically in the thirties: "No fewer than nineteen women 

published texts--poems, tales, articles, and contributions 

to games-during the thirties.Among them Claude Cahun, 

®°Ibid. , 45 . 
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Nancy Cunard, Valentine Penrose, Lise Dehairme, Mary Low, 

Gisele Prassinos, and Leonora Carrington piiblished books. 

Others simply took part in international surrealist 

activities. Many newcomers, especially women, came to Paris 

in the late thirties, often eager to leave their oppressive 

surroundings in the hope of fulfilling their vision of what 

freedom should be like. 

Surrealist women of the thirties were "more numerous, 

more vocal, more assertive, more active, and more 

productive," as poets, writers, painters, graphic 

artists, photographers, bookbinders, and makers of jewelry 

or furniture. The ones among them who became known and 

gained more visibility seem to have been in the area of the 

visual arts. The young poet Gisele Prassinos was an 

exception. Her young age (14 years old) and her precocious, 

erotic transgressive literature delighted Breton, to whom 

she was introduced in 1934 by her brother, Mario Prassinos. 

In 1988, Madeleine Cottenet-Hage published a book 

entitled Gisele Prassinos ou le Desir du Lieu Intime. 

Intrigued by Prassinos's silence of twenty years following 

"ibid., 47. 
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her involvement with the surrealists and skeptical of the 

movement's direction and its validity, Hage wondered if the 

literairy contribution of Prassinos as an adult was as good 

as what she had written during her adolescence: 

Enfant geniale ou imposture? Le surrealisme, 
mouvement qui s'est voulu revolutionnaire, ne fut 
guere 1'instrument de la creation feminine. 
Certes, les femmes graviterent en nombre autour 
des apotres, mais egeries, inspiratrices, rarement 
artistes, sinon tres passagerement comme en 
s'excusant, il fallait done retrouver la trace de 
la petite Prassinos, savoir si elle avait survecu 
a sa gloire precoce et comment.®^ 

After extensive research, as well as inteirviews with 

Prassinos herself, Hage concluded that Gisele Prassinos was 

indeed the talented author of La Sauterelle Arthritique 

(193 5) , "La jeune Prassinos ne dut pas sa renomme a une 

operation publicitaire . . . mais elle fut et reste un 

ecrivain doue, une voix originale."" Moreover, Hage 

points out in her book that Prassinos's twenty year reprieve 

following the surrealists' acclaim was the true benefactor 

of her writing career: 

"Madeleine Cottenet-Hage, Gisele Prassinos, ou, Le 
Desir du lieu intime (Paris: Editions Jean Michel Place, 
1988), 9. 

"Ibid., 10. 
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Car tot ou tard, 1'inspiration automatique 
s'assecherait . . . I'ecriture survivrait-elle a 
la tentation de se repeter? Or Les vingt annees 
de silence presque total qui ont suivi la parution 
des textes automatiques confirraent que le passage 
du "delire surrealiste" a une ecriture consciente 
s'est fait lentement et difficilement 

Gisele Prassinos's discourse, filled with violence and 

eroticism, provides a commonality to Mansour's poetics that 

is worth exploring. Although Joyce Mansour was introduced 

to Breton twenty years later than Prassinos, the fact that 

both used a similar language and wrote well into the 1980s 

is intriguing, not only in relation to their participation 

within the surrealist movement, but especially in terms of 

their literary production and its development. 

*• 

Suffering in the years of The Depression seemed mild in 

retropsect after the occupation of France and neighboring 

countries by the German military during World war II forced 

many into exile. Women and men who resisted and continued 

to be active in the surrealist movement were arrested and 

sent to concentration camps. Yet, as in any movement 

determined to spread the value of individualism, members of 

"Ibid. 
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the group pursued their goal: "During World War II 

surrealist groups were publicly active in England, Egypt, 

Martinique, and New York, and some form, of agitation was 

carried on in Mexico, Cuba, Haiti, and the Dominican 

Republic."®^ Although one would think that the 

collaboration of artists from all different parts of the 

world would have led to stronger support for surrealists and 

their movement, it seems that the opposite was more likely, 

as Rosemont remarks: "Resentment against foreigners and 

radicals was especially rife in the highly competitive art 

world. Most New York artists and intellectuals greeted the 

surrealist refugees from Nazi Europe with nativist 

chauvinism. " 

Despite the harshness of the times, many women rallied 

around Breton and b.is friends: "The three issues of WV 

published in New York from 1942 to 1944 not only include 

more texts and images by women than any earlier surrealist 

journal but they include more than all previous surrealist 

®^Rosemont, Surrealist Women,120. 

"Ibid. 
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periodicals put together."®'' Rosemont also tells us that 

the influx of women into the movement promoted the 

recognition of their art as separate from the men's. 

In 1943, an exhibition of women-only art took place in New 

York and featured the work of thirty-one women 

including Leonora Carrington, Frida Kahlo, 
Valentine Hugo, Jacqueline Lamba, Louise Nevelson, 
Meret Oppenheim, Kay Sage, Dorothea Tanning, and 
Julia Thecla. Contemporary critics responded to 
this surrealist initiative with typical sexist 
condescension and ridicule.®® 

Women writers who started to write during this period 

have remained virtually unknown. "In the years 194 0-1945, " 

writes Rosemont, "at least five--Penrose, Carrington, Low, 

Ikbad El Alailly, and Laurence Iche--published books, but 

most were printed in small editions, and copies are not easy 

to find."®® Although not renowned, these women continued to 

assert their interest in surrealism and its aims, social and 

poetic freedom. One woman in particular was to contribute 

greatly to the international surrealist movement, Suzanne 

Cesaire, wife of the renowned African writer, Aime Cesaire: 

®'lbid. 

"Ibid. 

®®Ibid., 121. 
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As a woman, black. West Indian, a scholar well-
read in philosophy and ethnology as well as 
poetry, and a gifted theorist, she exemplified all 
that was most audaciously new in wartime 
surrealism. More specifically, she embodied the 
greatly expanded awareness of race, gender, pre
capitalist societies, popular culture, and the 
natural world which distinguished surrealism in 
the forties. . . 

Surrealists had used Freud's psychology and Hegelian 

philosophy as pillars of their inquiries. In the forties 

the influence of an international diversity provided the 

group with a new approach based on the role of history and 

ethnography. Armed with liberating ideas and a new 

understanding of cultural and social changes, surrealism was 

entering a new phase in its development. Unfortunately, the 

late forties and the fifties would bear witness to yet 

another crucial period of politically motivated suppression, 

the Cold War. 

2.2.4 The Cold War Years (1946-1959) 

Surrealism had survived the Great Depression and the 

Second World War. It was now facing a period of discord 

between the two major political powers of the time, The 

^°Ibid., 122. 
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United States and Russia. In view of the threat of each 

other's nuclear force and impending destruction, these giant 

powers held the rest of the world in a constant state of 

fear, hopelessness, and ennui. Although surrealism was 

still thriving internationally, many of its supporters who 

lived in eastern Europe were forced to go underground in 

order to escape Stalinist brutality. 

While the first fifteen years of the Cold War Period 

proved to be challenging, some of the surrealist women 

continued to be active, as did for example Nora Mitrani, a 

philosopher and a sociologist whose writings dealt in the 

area of critical theory and feminist issues. Another 

surrealist, Marianne van Hirtum, wrote during the same 

period of time as Mansour and was also very well regarded by 

Breton and his friends: "Van Hirtum's bold wilderness-

restoring imagery startles us with her delightful sense of 

disaster and her desperate love of risk. Savage and 

shimmering, her lyrics are as androgynous and prehensile as 

sleep itself."''' 

Mostly known as a surrealist cinematographer, Nelly 

'^Ibid., 203. 
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Kaplan also published.: "Kaplan's narratives pixblished under 

the pen name of Belen are some of the blackest humor ever 

set loose on an unsuspecting public."''^ Kaplan's dark humor 

was no exception in relation to the prevailing mood of that 

epoch, nor was Joyce Mansour's: "Dark Humor enriched with an 

aggressive sexuality is also the hallmark of the tales by 

Joyce Mansour. . . What differentiated these women 

from other artists was the skill they displayed at 

harmonizing sexuality and black humor to make it a signature 

of their own. 

The late forties and fifties were productive years for 

surrealist poets, internationally as well as in France. 

Joyce Mansour was to be acclaimed as the most important 

surrealist writer of the time: "Asked by an interviewer in 

1960 to name the three most important French-language 

surrealist poets of the postwar years, Breton replied: 

Malcom de Chazal, Jean-Pierre Duprey, and Joyce Mansour."''^ 

She published her first poems, Cris in the surrealist 

'^'Ibid., 202. 

•'^Ibid., 203. 

''Ibid. 
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journal Medium: commixn±ca.t.ion surrealiste in 1953; well 

received, Mansour settled in Paris and joined the surrealist 

group the following year. 

Mansour has become the best Icnown of them all, not 
only in France but internationally. With her 
deep-sea insolence, mountain-high erotic rage, and 
bitter, insect-leggy laughter, Joyce Mansour gave 
the world an astonishing body of poetry such that 
no woman had ever written."'^ 

After Breton's death (September 28, 1966) and the near 

dissolution of the surrealists in Paris, Mansour 

participated in the Bulletin de liaison surrealiste. 

Throughout the years following her debut as a poet and a 

writer, Mansour published an impressive number of poems and 

stories, most of which were illustrated by such well known 

surrealist artists as Hans Bellmer and Pierre Alechinsky. A 

strong advocate of surrealism and its tenacity after nearly 

fifty years of political and social upheaval, Mansour 

continued to write and contribute to the movement until her 

death in 1986. 

'=Ibid. 
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2.2.5 The Sixties: Resurgence of Surrealism 

Previously, the movement had. been subject to harsh 

criticism by the press and the public. The revolutionary 

views of Breton and his colleagues had, both in the early 

years of the movement and well into the late fifties, 

provided the bourgeois society with a scapegoat. Viewed 

either as inconsequential or threatening to the bourgeois 

establishment, the surrealists found no middle ground in 

which they could thrive. Furthermore, the movement's 

opposition to France's President De Gaulle's political 

agenda did not favor its access to aiirwaves or any sort of 

"good piiblicity." 

Nevertheless, the political diversity of the late 

fifties and early sixties was to bring about a new vision of 

the world. The Cuban revolution, 

the ongoing struggle for independence in Africa, 
and the civil rights movements in the US—all 
welcomed by surrealists--also stimulated the rise 
of a youthful radical resurgence. . . . Many young 
dissidents were so eager to distinguish their ends 
and means from the corrupt social-democratic and 
Stalinist traditions that they began to call 
themselves a new Left.'® 

'^Ibid. , 286. 
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In 1960, the movement had its first opportunity to 

reach a large audience outside of France. A live broadcast 

was to provide the long awaited support needed to bring 

surrealism out of the margins and into the mainstream. One 

of the voices in support of the g-roup was that of Joyce 

Mansour: 

"In Defense of Surrealism," a February 19S0 BBC 
radio program, offered a foretaste of the sixties' 
surrealist resurgence. . . . Spokespersons for the 
movement on this live-discussion broadcast were 
Joyce Mansour . . . Nora Mitrani . . . Robert 
Benayoun, and . . . Octavio Paz."'"' 

In the political arena, the New Left was to denounce 

everything that meant oppression; church, state and capital. 

But the difference from the first stance of surrealist 

activities lay in a conscious effort toward a new life style 

that involved men, women, and children from all over the 

world and from every social walk of life. Surrealism was 

given a long awaited recognition: 

From the Hegel revival to women's liberation, from 
sexual freedom to deep ecology, from anti-
psychiatry to animal rights, there is hardly a 
facet of sixties (or post-sixties) radicalism that 
surrealism did not anticipate. 

Just as surrealism helped shape a New Left, so too 
the new radicalism of the sixties gave surrealism new 

"Ibid. 
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strength and greater social impact. As the youth of 
all coimtries united in struggle, interest in 
surrealism spread like wildfire--and so did the 
international Surrealist Movement.'® 

Penelope Rosemont, who joined the surrealist group in 1966, 

describes that period as a fertile ground for women's 

artistic contribution: 

When I joined the Surrealist Group in Paris in 1966 
I was immediately impressed by the forceful, energetic 
presence at the group's daily meetings, of such women 
as Mimi Parent, Nicole Espagnol, Joyce Mansour, Elisa 
Breton, and Toyen."'® 

According to Rosemont, these women were not only supportive 

of the group internally, but they now had a voice that could 

be heard in the public realm. While some women became 

editors of surrealist journals and anthologies, others such 

as Mansour had a direct influence via exhibitions and 

manifestations: "Joyce Mansour was part of the surrealist 

delegation to the Cultural Congress of Havana in 1967."®° 

Freedom of the human spirit, the cause for which Andre 

Breton had fought his entire life, was to emerge suddenly as 

the leading force behind the 1968 students' rebellion, first 

'®Ibid., 287-288. 

"Ibid., 290. 

®°Ibid. , 290. 
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in Paris, later aroiind the world. The death of Breton in 

1966 had not meant the end of surrealist activities. The 

journal L'Archlhras started pxiblication in 1967, "bursting 

with the spirit of *May ^68' a year in advance."®^ 

The victory was short-lived, and although the sixties 

brought about many changes for students and minorities in 

particular, the French authorities were to criticize the 

movement and condemn its publications as offensive to 

President DeGaulle and the police. Internal tensions were 

to be at the root of the official dissolution of the 

surrealist group: "In March 1969, after forty-five years of 

uninterrupted agitation in Paris and in exile, the worlds's 

first Surrealist Group splintered. ... A majority of the 

group, however, including Mimi Parent, Joyce Mansour, 

Micheline Bounoure, and Marianne van Hirtum, resolved to 

continue surrealist activity and in 197 0 published the first 

Bulletin de liaison surrealistsMansour continued to 

write and publish until 1986. 

®^Ibid. , 288. 

"Ibid., 289. 
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* 

Today^ many who opposed surrealist activities from the 

movement's early beginnings to the present continue to 

disregard its contribution and accomplishments in all 

aspects, political, social, and artistic. Some critics, 

eager to cast surrealism aside simply as a trend of the past 

or, in Rosemont's words, "Western European," "French," 

"historically completed," "male-dominated," or "misogynist," 

often deny the presence and consistency of Breton's 

principles as the catalysts that brought the changes: 

poetry, love, freedom, dream, humor, play, Eros, revolt and 

revolution- Obviously, much remains to be done in regards 

to the movement's literary contribution, particularly by 

women surrealists in poetry as well as prose. 

Joyce Mansour was a proponent of surrealism until her 

untimely death in 1986. As Rosemont's anthology 

demonstrates, the movement was a positive environment for 

women who, like Mansour, needed freedom of artistic 

expression against personal and social prejudices. 

Andre Breton and his colleagues, women and men, 

promoted a new form of art based on a variety of techniques 

that rested, upon the idea of automatic thinking and the 
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dream images that came forth from the unconscious. 

Surrealist painters in particular developed the technique of 

collage, which consisted in putting together a variety of 

pictures and objects on a canvas. These different elements, 

juxtaposed with colors, or texts, were representative of the 

dream images dictated by the unconscious, and once 

acknowledged, provided the artist with a new medium of 

communication. 

Chapter III expounds on the technique of collage and 

demonstrates Mansour' s own acquisition of that artistic form 

in her literary production where fragmentation, 

untraditional syntax and juxtaposed metaphorical images 

contribute to a technique of self discoveory. 
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CHAPTER III 

COLLAGE AND EGYPTIAN MYTHS 

In 1986, Jean-Jacques Lebel wrote of Mansour, "Son 

oeuvre releve des arts visuals plutot que de la litterature: 

au lieu de composer des vers, des phrases, des chapitres, 

elle peignait avec les mots et en faisait des collages."^ 

This section of our study describes the technique of 

collage in the visual arts and its impact on literary 

production. Second, it explores the role of eroticism in 

linguistic collage and examines Georges Bataille's theory of 

continuity as a link between eroticism and death. Third, we 

appraise Mansour's poetic collages in relation to the layers 

of meaning and the multiplicity of connotations that her 

word-images suggest. 

3.1 Collage 

3.1.1 The Technique of Collage in the Visual Arts 
and Its Impact on Literary Production 

Historically, scientific discoveries of the twentieth 

century were to have a serious impact on the arts. 

^Lebel,"Farewell Joyce Mansour," 31. 
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Einstein's theory of relativity changed people's 

understanding of the concrete, visual world they had grown 

accustomed to. Artists were now faced with new concepts of 

space and time, and were free to explore unknown avenues. 

It was the dawn of the space age and a fresh interpretation 

of the world led to revolutionary concepts in all areas. 

Art was no exception: 

The concept of collage absorbs ideas the same way 
the technique fuses stray images, objects and 
materials, assimilating whatever the course of 
modern art, life, and history has happened to 
bestow upon it. . . . Collage has been the carrier 
of the crucial issues of the modern era. ^ 

The technique of collage was to become a great source 

for the surrealists' artistic expression. A revolutionary 

mode that, according to Levin, "takes bits and pieces out of 

context to patch them into new contexts . . . adapting to 

various styles and concerns,"^ collages enabled the artist 

to convey new ideas, to disrupt bourgeois complacency, and 

most of all, to rationalize a world they thought had gone 

mad. Overwhelmed with the realities of war and its effects 

^Kim Levin, forward to Katherine Hoffman, ed. Collage: 
Critical Views, Studies in the Fine Arts: Criticism, no. 31 
(Ann Harbor: UMI Research Press, 198 9), xix. 

^Ibid. 
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on man's artistic freedom^ painters and writers alike, eager 

to explore the unknown teirritories of man's unconscious, 

adopted collage as an arta.stic device. 

Although critics first viewed collage as naive because 

the idea of incongruous otnjects sometimes glued together 

seemed more representative of child's play than legitimate 

art, it was eventually recognized as a new method of 

inquiry. Margaret Miller notes that "collage cannot be 

defined adequately as merely a technique of cutting and 

pasting, for its significance lies not in the technical 

eccentricity but in its relevance to . . . the nature of 

reality and the nature of painting itself.""^ As we have 

stated in Chapter 2, the surrealist aim was to disrupt the 

existing social structure and its oppressive, inclusive, 

absolute grip on man's intellectual freedom. It was clear 

that a break with all traditions was crucial; collage 

provided the young surrealists with a revolutionary mode of 

expression. 

The technique olf collage is linked to the 

^Cited in Hoffman, Ccjllage, xxi. 
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ni3-^E~V"slous, or that, which can be found between the real and 

the imaginazy. For the surrealists the significance of the 

marvelous does not reside in the superficiality of a 

material world. Instead, it is a tool that leads to the 

path of self-discovery. Breton himself is convinced that 

the key to the marvelous is that of the chance encounter. 

It is the impromptu, the unexpected event, or the new found 

object that will trigger unspoken *Desire' to surface from 

the unconscious to provide the recipient with a new 

sensorial experience. 

A search for the marvelous led Breton and his 

colleagues through the streets of Paris, on spontaneous 

walks and impromptu visits to small shops and flea markets. 

A veritable garden of delights, these places were filled 

with discarded objects awaiting a new role. As we discussed 

in Chapter II, a new found object became an essential 

element of surrealist inquiry. Surrealists believed that 

man perceives himself in relation to the objects that 

surround him, and therefore if the object's function is 

changed while out of context with its traditional 

surroundings, the object no longer serves the purpose it did 

prior to being found. Breton's notion is that an object 



gains a new meaning according to the dictate of desire, and 

that desire is that which man projects upon it. In 

surrealist aesthetics the influence of objects is of great 

importance because it allows the artist to project his/her 

unconscious 'desire', the sine qua. non of surrealist art, 

upon the object, and enables him/her to bring out an 

otherwise hidden "subjective identity." 

Scientific discoveries forced man to acknowledge that 

absolute reality was a thing of the past, and that a chaotic 

and fragmented world existed. Collage as a technique 

enabled artists to express the psychological impacts these 

discoveries had upon man. "The concepts of disintegration, 

fragmentation, and integration are particularly important 

for the medium of collage."^ The technique of collage had 

an incongruous effect, for in direct opposition to the 

absolute, it allowed the artist to redefine his/her 

subjectivity in terms of the unknown and chaotic world he 

now faced: 

In practice, collage displays a situation of 
irreducible tension between a subjectivity eager 
to identify itself yet incapable of completely 
doing so, and an objectivity in the process of 

'Hoffman, Collage, 3. 
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breaking down-objects in the process of losing 
their hold on subjects.® 

As Donald Kuspit argues here, a collage reflects the 

stJTuggle by the artist between the objective world of 

entities and the siibjective world reflected by the 

individual's power of creation. While the need for 

reconciliation between the subjective and the objective is 

felt, the artist must reconcile himself to the fact th.at 

relativity, not logic, must prevail for the new art form to 

have meaning: "The data of life and art--the fragments--

indisputably exist, but there is no necessary logic by which 

they can be ordered."'' A collage must therefore reflect 

movement, iinpredictability, pure experience, and evoke "an 

attempt to sound the depths of the soul."® 

While Mansour is not a painter, it has been noted, that 

her narratives parallel the techniques of the visual arts, 

that of collages in particular. Instead of objects, J"oyce 

Mansour collects dream-images and assembles them into a 

^Donald B. Kuspit, "Collage: The Organizing Principle 
of Art in the Age of the Relativity of Art," in Hoffma.n, 
Collage, 47. 

'Ibid., 55. 

®Ibid. 
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textual frame where the masculine and the feminine, life and 

death, beauty and the grotesque coexist to form a body of 

text that appears dislocated and dismembered while sustained 

by the pulsation of an erotic universe, as in "L.es 8 se 

dessinent. / Autour de mes seins. [Cris, 340) Here, the 

number eight allows the vision of a ride one finds in a 

^ fete forraine, ' or the shape of the contours of a woman's 

breasts, or simply stands for its place in alchemy, a 

numerical order, or a symbol of infinity--with no end and no 

beginning, it holds within a continuous motion. What is 

important is that eight, like an ^objet trouve,' is out of a 

traditional context and its meaning remains boundless. 

As noted earlier in our study, the reading of Mansour 

is an experience that can be compared to a wild roller 

coaster ride. The incessant movement of shifting words and 

images makes reading her work a difficult experience. True 

to surrealism, the technique of collage allows a continuous 

and multiple process of creativity, which for Mansour leads 

to the abolition of political, religious, social, and sexual 

oppression associated with a manifest disgust for old age, 

decay, and death. 

As a leitmotif that dominates the surrealist discourse. 
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collage was easily adopted by artists: "To move beyond 

ciibism, the artists, many of whom were poets, collaborated 

with poets in Dada and other circles to create an art of 

painted poetry or poetic painting."® If collage proved an 

innovating way of reaching man's unconscious in the visual 

arts, now "the word-image became a vehicle by which Dada and 

Surrealists could investigate language as it was understood 

then."^° Once embodied in the poetic discourse, "collage 

encouraged the notion that words and other foreign elements 

in the visual arts represented a transformation of 

traditional art practices."" 

Collage was a technique used by the poet to transform 

the traditional meaning of a poem, as Duchamp comments 

during an interview with Arturo Schwarz: "There would be a 

verb, a siibject, a complement, adverbs and eveirything 

perfectly correct, as such, . . . but meaning in these 

sentences was a thing I had to avoid.It is therefore in 

®Judi Freeman, The Dada & Surrealist Word-Image (Los 
Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1930) , 14. 

"Ibid. 

^^Ibid. 

^^Ibid. , 22 . 
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the ambiguity of the language that the manifestation, of the 

a-rt-form occurs, as Mansour's poem reflects: 

Je reve de tes mains silencieuses 
Qui voguent sur les vagues 
Rugueuses capricieuses 
Et qui regnent sur mon corps sans equite 
Je frissonne je me fane 
En pensant aux homards 
Les antennes arabulantes apres au gain 
Qui grattent le speirme des bateaijix endormis 
Pour I'etaler ensuite sur les cretes a 1'horizon 
Les cretes paresseuses poussiereuses de poisson 
Ou je me prelasse toutes les nuits 
La bouche pleine les mains couvertes 
Somnambule marine salee de lune 

There is no immediate, rational meaning to Mansour's poem 

and a traditional reading only renders her work incoherent. 

We have a subject who, while addressing an unnamed other, 

reveals her lust through erotic images of hands that reign 

upon a body that shivers, mixed with visions of lobsters 

that, condemned to die because of man's greed, scratch the 

sperm of sleepy boats that dance upon the ocean's crests 

filled with the dust of fish, where she rests every night. 

The ambiguity of the poetic language is obvious because of 

the juxtaposition of images and their attributes. The 

reader is thrown into a chaotic atmosphere of erotic sex, 

^^Rapace, 3 74. 
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social commentaries on the fishing industiry, and the savage 

beauty of the sea. Because the images are unrelated to each 

other, the poem appeals to the reader's emotions, sense of 

esthetics, and imagination, but also causes the traditional 

notion of space to be completely shattered by the lack of 

continuity in the visualization process. As a painter lays 

out undefined, multicolored shapes, Mansour lays out words 

and metaphors that surpass a reader's passive frame of 

reference to create a sense of mystery, of unknown 

boundaries to be broken. 

* 

As an artistic method collage was no doxibt a major 

turning point in the world of the arts and a welcome form of 

expression for the surrealists. In the course of our study, 

we have said that surrealism was greatly influenced by the 

psychological studies of Freud, and that Freud's influence 

prompted the surrealists to investigate the phenomena of 

dreamlike images and their connection to man's subconscious. 

In the field of the visual arts, the painter Max Ernst was a 

decisive figure, for not only did he adopt collage as a 

method of inquiry into the siibconscious, he also explored 

its literary significance. 
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Ernst studied, psychology at the University of Bonn from 

1910 to 1914 and explored the new possibilities that collage 

could offer as a medium of artistic expression. He began by 

cutting and combining fragments of books, photographs, and 

drawings that were popular at the time. This unconventional 

foirm was to replace the more traditional form he had been 

accustomed to: "Ernst's . . . collages and paintings and 

then his surrealist works were interpretations of the inner 

life in a modern and irreverent medium replacing the freely 

painted and more traditional emotional expressions of his 

college years."'-"' Furthermore, "in his later works Ernst 

concerned himself with their almost literary significance 

rather than their formal beauty.Most notably, critics 

find that the real significance of Ernst's surrealist works 

lies in the fact that he used Freud's discussion 
of verbal mechanisms such as puns as the basis of 
organization in his collages, which like 
sentences, are made up of pre-existing units that 
take on new meaning from their interrelationships 
with other units. 

^''charlotte Stokes, "Collages as Joke Work: Freud's 
Theories of Wit as the Foundation for the Collages of Max 
Ernst" in Hoffman, Collage, 254. 

'^Ibid. 

^®Ibid. , 255. 
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For example, Freud used the term "alcoholidays," to 

represent the religious aspect of Christmas day associated 

with the secular side of the season and drinking. When read 

as a single word the two distinct elements, alcohol and 

holy, create, by their association, a completely new 

perspective on what the meaning of the season as a whole may 

be. In this case the technique of collage demonstrates that 

the association of the two entities (Christmas and alcohol) 

helps fuse two distinct cultural concepts, and is 

representative of crucial social issues of the period. 

Among Max Ernst's artistic works, the painting Oedipus 

Rex is seen as the most allusive to myths : '•^Oedipus Rex is a 

Surrealist retelling of the old story with the modern 

methods of psychoanalytic practice and the j iixtaposition 

inherent in the collage technique. . . ." The 

juxtaposition of unrelated objects (birds, hand, balloon, 

wall, fingers) present in Ern.st's collage helps to elicit an 

immediate reaction from the recipient. Words could in a 

literary context have the same effect, as demonstrated in 

Mansour's poem: 

^'Ibid. , 257. 
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"Comptine pour une courtisane" 

Une tombe 
Deux seins 
Phares verges frissons 
Pommes intrepides 
Trois cailloxix 
Quatre doigts 
Pour tenter un retour a 1' ovule 
Cinq soleils 
Six poils 
Jardins foisonnants 
De magnolias carnivores 
Sept agaves 
Huit sources obliques 
O col de 1' uterus 
CEil mi-clos de la colere souterraine 
Aiguille de ce midi 
qui alourdit tes neuf membres 
Dix plaisirs 
Vains desirs 
Aux eboulements de plomb 
Dix plongees aux fols battements d'ether 
Vingt raz-de-maree aux sanglots de volcan 
Une deux tombes de ma mere 
Dans le sillage du spasme 
Tout le monde est pieton 

The poem, with no apparent syntax and no semantic 

continuity, cannot claim to be a rational representation of 

Mansour's camivalesque discourse. But while the recipient 

does not have an immediate, coherent interpretation of the 

poem, he is nevertheless transported into a sensorial 

"garden of delights," as breasts, fingers, hairs, uterus. 

le Bas Blesse, 404. 
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volcano, tomb, mother, suns, and the nine essential parts of 

the human body join ten desires and vain pleasures in a 

turbulent spasmodic dance. Of course, one can always seek 

an interpretation of the poem, but this is not our aim. The 

critic Charlotte Stokes notes: 

The startling interrelationships in surrealist art 
and literature are not created merely to suirprise, 
but rather to bring out some new truth that the 
unlikely relationship provoked in the mind of the 
artist and eventually the mind of the spectator.^® 

The images created by the association of the disparate 

objects are at once provoking and destabilizing to the 

viewer. Unable to depend on a previous order, the viewer is 

forced to assign a new role to the object perceived. 

However, this role cannot be based on logic since the 

objects themselves are not placed in a logical order and do 

not seirve a familiar function. It is nov/ the viewer's 

imagination that will help him interpret the artist's 

intent. What is important is that the imagination of the 

recipient be stimulated by illogical, fragmented, and 

unrelated objects to create new and subversive images that 

stem from the depth of his being rather than from the power 

^^Stokes, "Collages as Joke Work," 259. 
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of reasoning, as was the case in a traditional mode of 

artistic expression. 

In the Visual Arts, the technique of collage reinforced 

the value that surrealism placed on dreams and the variety 

of images they spanned; dreams surface from man's 

unconscious as images and act as media of metaphorical 

representations. 

The technique of collage had liberated the visual arts, 

and has given poetry a new source of expression as well. 

While the logical, traditional form of expression was now a 

thing of the past and "conventional syntax was a taboo . . . 

Surrealist poetry was to transcend poetry."^® In his 

"Poeme-ojbjet", written in 1941, Andre Breton himself 

experimented with collage in poetry: "The poeme-objet 

reasserted language's role in telling a story or 

communicating a narrative, a quality not easily realized in 

traditional painting, and offered the poet an expanded 

vehicle in which to present his poetry. Hence, collage 

was a technique that enabled the artist to coax the 

^°Freeman, Dada and Surrealist Word-Image, 36. 

=^^Ibid., 53, 
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unconscious, the mysterious side of man, out of the realm of 

the Tonknown. Magritte even claimed that: "Sans le mystere 

il n'y a rien"; moreover, "Le mystere ne correspond a aucune 

doctrine, le mystere sans lequel aucun monde ni aucune 

pensee ne sont possibles."" The inevitability of death 

remains mankind's greatest mystery. It is not surprising 

that Mansour devoted her life to it. To do justice to her 

literary production we identify Georges Bataille's 

theoretical approach on the link between Eros, life and 

death as a window into Mansour's erotic world of dream 

images, for as she claims: ^^Mon erotique, c'est I'ecriture, 

et I'ecriture ma seule methode de pensee. 

3.1.2 Eroticism and Transgressive Literature 

We noted in Chapter 2 that Eroticism is the main focus 

of transgressive art forms. But what is not always clear to 

the viewer or reader is the nature of man's perception of 

life and death in connection with eroticism. A brief look 

^^Rene Magritte, Ecrits complets, ed. Andre Blavier 
(Paris: Flammarion, 1979), 379. 

^^Clebert, Dict:ionna.ire du surrealisms, 254 (referring 
to Louis Aragon). 
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at Georges Bataille's (1897-1962) theory on the subject of 

eroticism and death clarifies these major themes and their 

role in transgressive artistic manifestation. 

A renowned, often controversial author and literary 

critic, Bataille theorized that eroticism and death were 

linked. In his book La Lltterature et le ma.1, Bataille 

states: 

L'erotisme est, je crois, 1'approbation de la vie 
jusque dans la mort. La sexualite implique la 
mort, non seulement dans le sens ou les nouveaux 
venus prolongent et remplacent les disparus, mais 
parce qu'elle met en jeu la vie de I'etre qui se 
reproduit. Se reproduire est disparaitre, et les 
etres assexues les plus simples se siobtilisent en 
se reproduisant. 

Bataille believes that the sexual encounter between two 

individuals ec[uates to the negation of one's self and, 

although there is no apparent physical death of the 

individuals involved, the ego in surrendering: 

De toute f aqion, le fondement de 1'effusion sexuelle 
est la negation de I'isolement du moi, . . . Qu'il 
s'agisse d'erotisme pur (d'amour passion) ou de 
sensualite des corps, I'intensite est la plus 
grande dans la mesure ou la destruction , la mort 
de I'etre transparaissent. 

^^Bataille, La littSrature et le ma.1, 13. 

^^Bataille, La lltterature et le mal, 13. 
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Thus linked, eroticism and death make strange bedfellows in 

life as well as in the arts. Bataille further theorized 

that three different levels of eroticism existed--the 

physical (bodily sensuality), the emotional (love-passion), 

and the religious. Moreover, the critic suggested that all 

three levels of eroticism had for their purpose to give the 

isolated individual a desperately sought relationship or 

"interrelationship" with something or someone. 

Bataille argues that one individual's desire to merge 

with another in the sexual act is expressed violently during 

orgasm, and it is at that moment in time that one is 

stripped of one's ego and identity. Furthermore, it is 

during that uncontrolled dissolution of the self that 

violence and death become apparent--the French refer to a 

sexual orgasm as "la petite mort," a term that literally 

means "a small death" and implies discontinuity of the self. 

Aware of the latent and potential violence within, man 

has established rules to maintain law and order, and to 

insure the continuity of the human species. However, the 

individual's constant struggle between the good and the bad, 

the traditional and the unconventional, is inevitable, for 

he is constantly pulled upward and downward while seeking 
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self preseirvation on the one hand (union, procreation) and 

the need to satisfy carnal desires (orgasm) on the other. 

It is this paradoxical aspect of man's nature that 

surrealist writers address under the umbrella of 

transgressive literature. Demanding the subordination of 

logic to the irrational, these revolutionary artists seek a 

reconciliation between the conscious reality of reason, fear 

of death, and the incommunicable world of the subconscious' 

unspoken carnal desires. 

Lautreamont's poetic collage, Les Chants de Maldoror, 

is an example of a blatant denial of language in its 

traditional form, one that undercuts a conventional reading. 

A precursor of surrealism, Lautreamont gave significance to 

the ambiguity of language in a verbal collage. The poet 

brought together familiar objects (an umbrella and a sewing 

machine) , and placed them in the unconventional setting of a 

dissecting table. For the viewer, the incongruity of the 

mental image is revealed through the presence of the 

dissecting table, and the juxtaposition of the objects in 

relation to it: "The beauty of the Lautreamont image can 

catch and hold the imagination after reasoned objections 

have surrendered to irrational forces released through 
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associations evoked by the dissecting table--the locus where 

the strange encoxinter takes place. The ambiguity of the 

image rests upon the unconventional syntax and the multiple 

possibilities of meaning. Although Lautreamont' s image has 

been interpreted as that of two individuals lying in bed, 

the immediate ambiguity comes from the words and their 

placement within the texts. 

A priori, what is confusing to the receiver of that 

image is the way in which the juxtaposition of disparate 

objects placed in an unusual setting leads to a productive 

and continuous interaction of the elements that such an odd 

and out-of-context arrangement inspires. In this case, one 

can say that a new level of collaboration exists between the 

heterogeneous elements of the collage and the viewer's 

perception of these images. 

In a study of collage as "an erotic and procreative 

encounter", Robin Lydenberg remarks that 

most critics acknowledge the collage artists' 
heightened attentiveness to the sensual reality of 
their materials and to the complex relationships 
between the components of their works. Very few, 
however, pursue the implication of these 

H. Matthews, The Imageiry of Surrealism (Syracuse: 
Syracuse University Press, 1991), 23. 
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characteristics--the notion that the process of 
collage experimentations, both verbal and visual, 
may be seen as an erotic encounter and its fertile 
outcome. 

Furthermore, the process of verbal and visual collage 

is often perceived negatively by critics. Eager to 

acknowledge the abstract aspect of it, they are c[uick to 

dismiss the presence of the erotic element: 

This reluctance on the part of the critics to 
acknowledge the sexual component of collage is 
particularly surprising because so many artists 
and writers working with collage techniques 
describe the interaction of elements in their work 
in terms of desire, copulation, and 
regeneration. 

Many artists focus on the sensual rather than the abstract 

aspects of collage and "draw attention to its sensual 

immediacy, to its creative power as a continual process, and 

to its function ... as an emblem of the cycle of life and 

death, whereby collage becomes an extension of the 

hallucinatoiry powers of its author. 

Eager to explore man's inner secrets, surrealists seek 

^^Robin Lydenberg, "Engendering Collage: Collaboration 
and Desire in Dada and Surrealism," in Hoffman, Collage, 
2 1 2  .  

^®Ibid. 

^'Ibid. 
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to compreh.end what Bataille views as the "destiructive" side 

of man. After all it is through corporeal experiences that 

man's life revolves. An individual goes through birth 

alone, and dies alone. Although surrounded by others, it is 

when the individual takes his/her first and last breath, 

that he/she is the most intimately bonded to the collective 

experience of mankind. 

The sexual encounter evokes in man the collective sense 

of solitude a being experiences through the two most 

significant experiences of life (birth and death). Contrary 

to animals, man finds in the erotic aspect of the sexual 

encounter the physical and emotional satisfaction he so 

desperately seeks, for eroticism provides him with a glimpse 

of death. Eroticism can be said to be an exorcism against 

the fear of death, and man's salvation. 

3.1.3 Joyce Mansour's Erotic Collage 

The dynamics between what is often referred to as 

"verbal cannibalism" and the inscription of male and female 

anatomy within Joyce Mansour's narratives have been the 

source of various speculations. The tone of her poetics is 
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fo^rceful and. demands the reader's attention. Joyce 

Mansour's erotic appetites need to be fulfilled without the 

preoccupation of giving life for it is simply an act of pure 

satisfaction of corporeal desire; what Bataille refers to as 

the abnegation of the self. 

Haunted by the fear of death, Mansour's subconscious 

releases thoughts and images as she asks, "Comment soulager 

1'ombre passive de la mort / silencieusement elle veille mon. 

coeur ce mort mal lave" {Cris, 3 56) . A liberating force, 

these word-images arise from the depth of an uncontrollable 

desire: "To perceive collage as an erotic and procreative 

encounter is to reemphasize its importance not just as an 

abstract experiment or a moment in art history, but as a 

continuous cosmic adventure."^" Mansour claims that writing 

is as much a physical impulse as eating: "I write when I 

have to, like eating, being sick or going to the loo."^^ 

Her creative energy manifests itself the same as any other 

physical demands that are part of our daily experience; part 

^°Lydenberg, "Engendering Collage," 271. 

^^Karin Llona Pohlmann. "Joyce Mansour's (;:a and 
Histoires Novices: Translations and Critical 
interpretations." (Ph.D. diss., SUNY-Bingharton, 1974), 119. 
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of living. J.H. Matthews obseirved that 

la pratique du language liberateur n'a rien de 
volontaire, de reflechi chez Joyce Mansour. Bien 
au contraire, c'est en se mettant a la disposition 
des images qui se suivent, s'engendrent dans son 
esprit que Joyce Mansour est devenue ecrivain et 
I'est restee, sans que jamais ne s'use la 
parole. 

Ma.nsour let her emotions surface into a liberated, prolific 

voice that translates her experiences from unconscious 

dr^eams into word-images that are assembled into a literary 

collage. If Mansour found sexual and mental liberation in 

th.e medium of erotic, linguistic collage, she also used this 

revolutionary form of art to speak her mind and give free 

rein to her sexual fantasies without compromising her self. 

As a poet, she was able to convey messages that lay deep 

inside her subconscious by evoking dream-images and exposing 

th.em to the outside world and the reader's gaze. 

The technique of collage, as we have seen in Chapter 

II, is a useful tool that leads to self-discovery. It 

pjTomotes the emergence of unexpected, impromptu images that 

reflect one's unspoken desires. Mansour projects her Desire 

into an erotic collage that in turn, allows her hidden 

^^Matthews, Joyce Mansour, 71. 
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^ s\ibj ective-identity' to surface. 

A probe into Mansour's erotic dreams reveals three 

levels of eroticism: the physical (bodily sensuality), the 

emotional (love-passion), and the religious. I propose that 

we look at what constitutes these three distinct aspects of 

eroticism and inquire as to whether Joyce Mansour undermines 

one or two of them in favor of another, and what this means 

in terms of the poet's literairy production. 

Women artists have often been accused of narcissism and 

an inherent inability to produce anything that is not based 

on imitating what her male counterpart has already done. 

Mansour's poetic, erotic, infuriating, excessive, abrasive, 

yet touching discourse tells of a woman's experiences in the 

real world, as well as the imaginary. There is nothing 

passive, emotional or hysterical in her poetics. On the 

contrary, she offers the reader a window to the inner self 

where the male/female can coexist equally. Often 

misunderstood, her artistic vision is uniqpae for it is the 

dictate of her own erotic imagination: "de cette demoiselle 

hantee qui, au cours du trajet de quatre heures du Caire a 
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Alexandrie . . . entendait dans sa tete des images. . . 

But while Mansour writes with what Duiker calls "male 

agressiveness," her poems nevertheless express the solitude 

of mankind as the poet redirects her gaze away from the 

personal realm of her subconscious and into the intimate 

space of lovers, who represent mankind: 

Je vous ai vu enlaces 

Je vous ai vu couches dans 1'or fielleux des 
aj oncs"^"* 

Mansour's penetrating eyes see all and although she does not 

condemn it, she warns us of humanity's apathy, for she has 

learned first-hand that death stalks unsuspecting lovers, 

indiscriminately. 

According to Bataille, the most violent form of 

eroticism is physical eroticism, or "bodily sensuality" ; 

what drives man to the sexual encounter is the primeval 

desire to satisfy the carnal instinct, as well as a 

collective need to merge with another in the sexual act. It 

is in the hope to attain the unattainable that one is 

stripped of the "self" and that inherent violence comes 

^^Matthews, Joyce Mansour, 71. 

^'^Dechirures, 367. 
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forth: "The sexual instinct is a primordial, almost demonic 

force.Mansour screams: 

Tu fremis de honte 
Mais tu aimes fremir 
Tu gemis de peur 
Mais tes larmes sont douces. 
Tu te caches a ma vue 
Esperant que j e te trouve. 
Tu veux ta destruction.^^ 

The violence inherent in the sexual act is felt through the 

violence of the words and the metaphoric images rendered. 

Kept at a distance, the reader witnesses a mortal combat in 

which the hunted cannot escape the hunter, for his will 

fails him. While words make love, shame and fear are 

jLixtaposed to soft tears, and the game of hide and seek 

leads to the ultimate destruction of the self. However, 

Mansour tells us that in order to gain mutual satisfaction, 

the hunted has to become the hunter: 

Je veux me montrer nue a tes yeux chant ants 
Je veux que tu me voies criant de plaisir. 
Que mes membres plies sous un poids trop lourd 
Te poussent a des actes impies.^"' 

Polhmann. "Joyce Maxisour's Qa and Histoires Novices: 
Trajislations and Critical interpretations129. 

^^Cris, 322-23. 

"Cris, 323. 
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In the sexual encounter, pleasure is, in Mansour-'s words, 

egalitarian. She wants to be seen crying not from fear but 

from pleasure. She seeks impious acts, and welcomes the 

pain that insures the fear that is accompanied by the 

violence of the sexual encoixnter. Mansour's poems evoke the 

joy of simply bexng alive: "Eroticism is the celebration of 

life in the face of death; a festival of desire guided by 

the light of the imagination."^® We note that the poet uses 

the same technique in her plays. For example the play "Les 

Gisasits sat.isfa.±tzs'"^^ has a main character named. Marie who 

has "I'honneur de servir, a man who is known to be an 

assassin and claxms that he will kill her. Afraid, yet 

drawn to him, she enjoys her violent, erotic life until the 

man does indeed decide to kill her. This play exemplifies 

Mansour's use of erotic fear and violence as a way to 

survive boredom, which to her, is to be feared more than 

death. 

But while Mansour's universe exists in the imaginary 

^®Duiker, "Literature as Exorcism," 96. 

^^Les Gisants satisfaits, 13. 

"Ibid.,15. 
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world of sexual fantasy, there is no mention of romantic 

love. Painfully aware that the sensual, erotic experience 

is not always enough to fight off solitude, she writes: 

Couchee sur mon lit 
Je vois ton visage reflete sur le mur 
Ton corps sans ombre qui fait peur au mien 
Tes allees et venues frenetiques et cadencees 
Tes grimaces qui font fuir les meubles de la piece 
Sauf le lit ancre par ma sueur de mensonge 
Et moi qui attends sans couverture ni espoir 
L' angoisse. 

What we observe is that the playful, sensuous, joyful 

and direct gaze of the sexual partners in the two previous 

poems we have read has given way to an oblique gaze filled 

with anguish and boredom. Mansour invites the reader into 

her erotic collage, where the world of dreams is confounded, 

fused with reality. There is nothing conventional about the 

syntax and although the reader is familiar with the words, 

he/she is thrown into a room where the furniture is driven 

away by the grimaces of the man and the bed and the wall are 

as lifeless as she is. Moreover, there is no physical 

dialogue since only one individual is actively engaged in 

the sexual act while the other looks on, waiting in naked 

solitude. In this case, Mansour does not portray physical 

^^Cris, 325. 
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eroticism as her salvation. On the contrary, aware of the 

illusory and temporary comfort of sexual orgasm, "on a bed 

anchored by my sweating lie," she fears not the violence of 

the act, but the solitude that comes after the dissolution 

of the self. 

Although the reader assumes the role of voyeur during 

the imaginary violence of carnal desire, the absence of a 

physical dialogue conveys to the reader the experxence of 

fear and loneliness as we read, "Et moi qui attends sans 

couverture ni espoir / 1' angoisse. There is no hope, she 

tells us, no cover to hide under, for solitude is our 

collective fate. 

Hubert Nyssen has said of Mansour's erotic language 

that 

les fleurs insolentes de son langage, la 
perversite de ses metaphores, I'obscenite de 
certaines images,les conflagrations illuminant ses 
dialogues, 1'humour devastateur de ses 
imprecations, mais aussi parfois un realisme 
bouleversant, sont d'un ecrivain defiant jour 
apres jour la mort avec les seules armes dont il 
dispose. 

"Ibid. 

^^"Avant-propos de I'editeur," in Mansour, Prose et 
poesie, 8. 
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While Myssen acknowLedges the insolent fantasy world of 

eroticism present in her poetic language, he also notes that 

behind Mansour's excessive and ludicrous erotic collage 

there exists a distxirbing and painful realism. To read 

Mansour only in relevance to the carnal images that fill her 

discourse would be a grave injustice. Her linguistic 

collage is made of words that are connotative of sex, decay, 

and death that permeate the physical and emotional need to 

break the walls of solitude. 

* 

The second aspect of eroticism is what Bataille calls 

emotional eroticism, or love-passion. Although the fear of 

death and the quest for unity are also present in emotional 

eroticism, its aim i.s to insure continuity of the self and 

collective survival of the human species. It also implies 

that the attraction shared by two individuals is not always 

a purely physical need (carnal desire) but an inherent wish 

for communication and self-preservation. 

In this section our task is to identify the presence of 

emotional eroticism in Mansour's poetics as a way to 

advocate love-passion and procreation, or on the contrairy to 

condemn it--condemn it to the extent that for her it does 
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not bring fulfillment, only the acknowledgment of the 

contrary impulses an individual faces when confronted with 

traditional norms of a society that advocates maternity for 

women. Old age, self-satisfaction, and a lack: of maternal 

instinct are elements of Mansour's erotic collage that 

support the idea that the poet's preoccupation is not 

traditional love-making, but one that seeks self-

satisfaction above anything else, and through whatever means 

possible. 

Passion does not reside in romantic love even if "the 

violence of her imagery testifies to her passions."'*'' 

Mansour's bodies revel in carnal lust as their passions for 

the sensual, physical, erotic adventure drive them closer to 

the abyss, even in old age: 

J'aime tes bas qui raffermissent tes jambes. 
J'aime ton corset qui soutient ton corps tremblant 
Tes rides, tes seins ballants ton air affame 
Ta vieillesse contre men corps tendu 
Ta honte devant mes yeux qui savent tout 
Tes robes qui sentent ton corps pourri. 
Tout ceci me venge enfin 
Des hommes qui n'ont pas voulu de moi.''^ 

^^Duiker, "Literature as Exorcism," 107. 

"Cris, 309. 
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Here again, the affirmation of physical desire is explicit. 

The lover's direct gaze shames her partner, not simply 

because of the vulnerability one experiences in the urgency 

of sexual pleasure, but because it ackxiowledges the foul and 

ugly sight of old age. The hanging breasts together with the 

aging body tightly pressed against the other form images 

that explode with mortal awareness of time's ravages upon 

the body. 

Mansour's imaginary world does not tolerate passive 

acceptance, for to do so would mean humanity's defeat, as 

well as her own, in the face of death. Not repulsed by the 

smell of rotting flesh, she seeks a welcome release against 

men who have ignored her and finds vengeance in the sexual 

encounter with another woman. After all, sex is not defined 

by gender but "Fucking keeps death at bay."''® Mansour's 

strength rests upon her total disregard for what society may 

or may not find acceptable. The element of lesbianism 

present in this poem confirms her pledge of revolt against 

death; as Jean-Jacques Level writes, "La spontaneite 

jubilatoire et la conception subversive de I'erotisme 

Anvil Flowers, 509. 
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qu'avait Joyce tranchait sur son personnage apparemment 

mondain. . . . Derriere la femme du monde, il y avait une 

fille du feu."^'' Desire rules the fire within, and Mansour 

succumbs to it rather than to death. 

Mansour's discourse denounces sexual encounter as an 

act of liberation for mind and body, not as an act of 

procreation since the individuals are either too old, 

androgynous, or too self-sufficient to sustain a wish for 

reproduction. In Mansour's erotic universe, physical 

eroticism prevails and sexual, erotic encounters lead to 

self-satisfaction: 

Ses cheveiix roux sentent 1'ocean 
Le soleil couchant se reflete sur le sable mort. 
La nuit s'allonge sur son lit d'apparat 
Tandis que la ferame haletante tremblante 
Regoit entre ses jambes flechies 
Les derniers baisers d'un soleil mourant.''® 

The imagery of this poem reflects the sense of despair 

that death brings. The sand and the sun are both dying, yet 

the obscurity of the night is welcomed by the woman who, 

legs apart, trembles in anticipation. The erotic scene 

comes to life through the powerful juxtaposition of the 

•"Lebel, "Farewell Joyce Mansour," 31. 

"^Cris, 314. 
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metaphoric images. As the night lays down upon her bed, so 

does the woman upon the sand; both are awaiting the last 

embrace of the sun. 

Moreover, the poet tells us that the woman's red hair 

smells of the ocean. While the color red reminds the reader 

of a bright sunset, the approaching night will turn the sand, 

a pale grey color, that same dull color a human body has 

when blood stops flowing through its veins. The association, 

of the dying sand and sun reminds the spectator of his/her 

impending death, yet it is the physical aspect of eroticism 

that takes precedence in the reader's imagination. 

Mansour's poems are ruled by sensuality and excessive sexual 

energies that must find release. The image of a woman lying 

on the sand with her legs open, trembling in anticipation, 

announces an erotic adventure. Mansour's complexity lies in 

the explicit sensuality of her imagery in which the woman, 

filled with sexual energies, awaits the satisfaction of 

orgasm possibly brought on by letting the ocean's caressing 

waves reach her willing body. 

Mansour lets her fantasies guide her and invites the 

viewer to do the same. There is no sense of shame, love, or 

even affection present in this erotic collage, only the 
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awareness of the explosive force of the natural elements 

mixed with fierce human sensuality. While eroticism is one 

element of Mansour's poetic collage, it comprises the many-

facets of our Btrangre demoiselle where physical, emotional, 

and social constraints converge to give free rein to the 

erotic adventure, as witnessed in "Gibier de Macadam." 

In "Gibier de Macadam," Mansour's metaphoric play is a 

one-way ride towards the abyss of sexual fantasies. The 

dictates of desire transform the act of love making into a 

demonic combat between mechanical and human components. The 

poet's unconventional setting creates a universe charged 

with carnal energies in which inherent violence prevails: 

II y a vos mains dans le moteur 
Mes cuisses sur le caisson 
Le frein entre mes genous 
Votre chair contre ma peau 
II y a un oiseau sur le ventilateur 
Un homme sous les roues 
Vos mains dans le moteur 
Qui jouent avec un clou 
II y a un cri dans le moteur 
Un gendarme et son calepin 
Une route dans le retroviseur 
Du vent entre mes genoux 
Un colosse sans tete conduit le vehicule 
Ce sont mes mains sur le volant 
Mon sexe candide qui implore"*® 

'^^Rapa.ces, 379. 
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While in "Gibier de Macadam" the incongruity of the 

mental image is first revealed through the presence of a 

female passenger in an automobile driven by a headless 

giant, the layer of interpretation thickens with the 

concurrent juxtaposition of heterogeneous objects and 

people. There is a man under the wheels, a bird on the fan, 

and a scream in the motor. A new level of collaboration is 

made possible, first between the unusual objects and their 

interactions and second through the interpretation that 

these images of heterogeneous objects produce. Sexuality is 

deviant, almost vulgar in Mansour's poem, for what the poet 

seeks is to let the conscious mind speak freely via the 

poetic expression. 

In this poem body parts and mechanical parts have 

become active participants in a sexual encounter. The 

poet's collage of multi-mechanical parts (motor, ventilator, 

rearview mirror, box, brakes, nail, and steering wheel) in 

association with female body parts (thighs, knees, and 

genitals) would have no particular effect on the reader's 

imagination were they not linked in a frantic melee that 

ends with the woman's hand on the steering wheel and the 

sudden scream of a motor. Mansour's meaning is clear: 
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carnal appetites have to be satisfied through violent, 

sexual, erotic encounters in order to gain gratification of 

one's Desire. Nonetheless, critics view her erotic 

exhilaration as "haine de sa condition de femme."^" I 

prefer to consider it as the poet's projection of 

unconscious, unspoken, erotic desires to facilitate self-

discovery. 

We note that there is a parallel between Dali's method 

of paranoia and Mansour's own obsession with death. She, as 

Dali, creates artistic expressions that allow her to unleash 

inner forces held in her imconscious. The poet's free 

associations of man, machine and erotic encounter create an 

artistic representation that stimulates an exploration of 

sensations, beyond the restraint of the rational. Mansour's 

images are derived from personal experiences that in time 

validate a new reality that is expressed in her poem. 

The technic[ue of collage is supported by Mansour's 

eclectic images. As a painter uses colors, the poet uses 

words and scatters them with no particular aim other than 

her own benefit since: "Elle ne s'est jamais interrogee sur 

^°Regine Deforges, ed. , Po&nes de feirnne: des origines a 
nos jours (Paris: Cherche-Midi, 1993), 247. 
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le sens de la litterature. . . . Chez Joyce Mansour 1'acte 

d'ecrire n'a rien a voir avec des intentions prises a 

I'avance."^^ This does not mean that there is no poetic 

corpus to be analyzed. It only supports the fact that a 

rapport between text and author is unconditional. Mansour 

speaks to it of her pain, fears and desires as she would a 

friend. There is no need for restraint. If she changes a 

word, or even a phrase, it is not to improve the aesthetic 

quality of her poem, but to simply inquire further into the 

depth of her subconscious, as a testament of her subjective 

identity. In the next poem Joyce Mansour further undermines 

the level of passion present in eroticism: 

Je me souviens de la mat rice de ma mere 
Elle etait tendrement rosee 
Et ses parois sentaient la peur. 
Je me debattais debout 
Petite dents serrees 
Avec le chat aux queues croquees 
Et son ennemi mon pere. 
Mon enfant est ne dans le ventre de ma mere 
Ses yeux bleus refletent mon nom 
Dans leur opaque stupidite 
Et il ressemble aux petits chats 
Qui hantent les rues obliques 
Et qui cachent leurs queues croquees 
Dans les poches vides de leurs manteaux.^"" 

^^J.H. Matthews, "Joyce Mansour," 8. 

^^Dechirures, 3 66. 
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As she tells of the soft pink womb, the poet recalls the 

smell of fear that emanated from its walls and the child's 

own plight at the hands of the enemy, "my father." Not even 

born, she stood and fought against man, for it is he who is 

the source of suffering. For Mansour, procreation engenders 

pain and fear. The unborn child, she says, is already aware 

of its fate and the horrifying experience of birth will 

insure his role in the inescapable cycle of life and death. 

Mansour further acknowledges that maternal love will 

not bring salvation, either to the child or the mother. In 

the poem, her child is born from her mother's womb, not her 

own. The author emphasizes that women are so closely linked 

in their procreative role that one engenders the other. 

Mother, daughter and child share a common fate, that of 

peirpetuating the cycle of life and death through 

procreation. Moreover, she states that the child's blue 

eyes reflect her name in their opaque stupidity. While 

there is no clear antagonism against the child, there are 

also no motherly instincts of pride or love present. On the 

contrary, tenderness, passion, and human love are secondary 

to sensuality's demands. 

To say that Joyce Mansour condemns maternity would be 
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irresponsible and untrue. Mansour's message is simply that 

one should satisfy his/her caimal appetites without the 

burden of procreation: "Je voudrais effacer le sang de mes 

reves / En abolissant la maternite."" As we have shown 

eroticism is not for Mansour the path to procreation, only a 

road that leads to self-discovery. 

* 

Religious eroticism is the third aspect of Mansour's 

erotic collage. Duiker confirms that the poet's "universe 

is free from the Christian concepts of the soul, of sin and 

of guilt. This is not a confirmed truth for, as we 

know, Mansour is Jewish. The next poem displays a lack of 

religious reverence, as we read: 

II y a du sang sur le jaune d'oeuf 
II y a de I'eau sur la plaie de la lune 
II y a du sperme sur le pistil de la rose 
II y a un dieu dans I'eglise 
Qui chante et qui s'ennuie.^^ 

The recurring "il y a" gives the poem a musical overtone 

associated with children's nursery rhymes. Playful, 

"CriSr 317. 

^"^Duiker, "Literature as Exorcism," 117. 

^^Dechirures, 331. 
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humorous, and satirical, Mansour acknowledges the presence 

of "a god" who himself tries to fight off his boredom by 

singing in a church. As he sings, there is a bloody yolk, 

water on the moon, and sperm upon the pistil of a rose. The 

eroticism of these images permeates through the association 

of rose/sperm (sex); blood/egg (fecundity) and water/moon 

(female creativity) that reveal the natural cycle of life, 

and their juxtaposition to a god chanting his complicity. 

The religious element of eroticism identified in this 

poem serves to transcribe humanity's desperate attempt to 

relate to someone or something. Although religion seems to 

be the traditional resource against man's solitary plight, 

the poet warns us that it is but an illusion, since even God 

cannot fight solitude. But while Mansour's language breaks 

down the barrier of morality and religious indoctrination, 

she remains free of guilt in her pursuit of erotic ecstacy. 

Je suis redevenue 
Heureuse 
Pareille aux autres femmes 

goutte a goutte 
Dans 1'eternuement etrange 
De I'orgasme granitique"^® 

^^L'hGure erongene," 43 7. 
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In the end, Mansour's sine qua non endures. Eros reigns in 

a universe of sexual fantasies that yield to a freedom of 

artistic expression that otherwise would not exist. 

Georges Bataille argues that the fragmented universe 

present in Mansour's poetry does not signify complete chaos, 

for she creates her own erotic universe ruled by Desire: 

L'lmivers disloque n'est pas I'univers tombe dans 
le chaos, il s'agit d'un monde ou I'erotique donne 
a tout une orientation et une valeur q^e seul le 
desir parvient a comprendre. 

Mansour is extremely conscious of her fear when she says, 

"Dieu comme j'ai peur."^® Bataille explains this element of 

fear as necessary and present in all aspects of eroticism. 

The fear contributes to the author's ability to achieve a 

universal truth in an attempt to cross the bridge of 

humanity's fundamental sense of isolation. Conscious of the 

void, the poet writes: 

Le vide sur ma tete 
Le vertige dans ma bouche 

Un ceil de pelerin qui cherche son Dieu.^® 

^^Georges Bataille, Oeuvre Complete, (Paris: Gallimard, 
1987), 37. 

^^Rapaces, 3 79. 

"Cris, 313. 
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Attentive to the fact that a void is above her head and 

vertigo in her mouth, Mansour experiences disorientation but 

stays in control. The eye of the pilgrim remains soft while 

searching for his God and God whoever, whatever he is, 

ensures her salvation through the act of writing. She is a 

pilgrim in search of her own desires and is determined to 

fight for her cause: 

Ecoute-moi 
Tes mains m'ecoutent 
Ne fezrme pas tes yeux 
Mes j ambes restent ouvertes 
Malgre la lumiere hurlante de midi 
Malgre les mouches 
Ne refuse pas mes paroles 
Ne hausse pas tes epaules 
Ecoute-moi mon Dieu 
J'ai paye la dime 
Et mes prieres valent autant que celles de ma 
voisine. 

The poet's words are forceful, even demanding as she 

addresses God. There is no room for tears or imploration in 

Mansour's universe, only that of crude reality mixed with 

fantasy. As one would a spouse, she commands God to listen, 

and with him the reader. Don't turn away and shrug your 

shoulders, she tells him, for my prayers are as good as my 

^°Dechirures, 367. 



151 

neighbors. With her legs open, even the flies and the 

oppressive mid-aftemoon heat cannot quench her thirst for 

gratification. 

Mansour's image of a woman telling God to listen and 

not look away while she awaits sexual satisfaction could 

easily be interpreted by the unsuspecting reader as 

sacrilegious and void of meaning. But as Matthews warns: 

Baffouee, la raison perd pied, deroutee, Joyce 
Mansour donne libre cours a 1'imagination 
antirationaliste non pour amuser son public mais 
pour avancer dans la zone, ou, pour elle, la 
poesie prend feu. La, face aux images 
liberatrices, le refoulement abandonne la 
partie. 

As an aspect of Mansour's collage, religious eroticism 

differs from the physical and the emotional in that it shows 

the reader a compassionate side of the poet. Although eager 

to pursue her qpiest for salvation through the satisfaction 

of carnal desires, she is nevertheless sensitive to paths 

that other individuals may pursue. Far from condemning 

emotional and religious eroticism, the poet reminds the 

reader of the many pitfalls each form of eroticism holds. 

For her, emotional eroticism means that one experiences a 

"j.H. Matthews, "Joyce Mansour," 42. 
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passion, that is separate from physical desire. For Mansour, 

that sort of love/passion leads to social constraints, such 

as maternity. It is also not compatible with the surrealist 

concept of Desire. As we have seen, the pursuit of Desire 

implies sexual freedom, that which a one on one love 

relationship does not favor. 

As for religious eroticism, the poet views it as an 

illusion that leads to self-pity and passive acceptance of 

one's fate, that which Mansour strongly opposes. In her 

body of poetiry (as well as in her plays) , Mansour's 

transgressive language does not reflect a concept of guilt; 

as we recall the poet has said that we must sin to enjoy 

life to the fullest. 

While the tone of Joyce Mansour's poetic discourse 

remains somewhat humorous, playful, and satirical (God is 

bored, and even an accomplice of her erotic energies) in 

religious eroticism, a more serious undertone is apparent in 

emotional eroticism. Not content to identify the tragic lot 

of mankind, she tells us, "Je me debattais debout," while in 

her mother's womb. The reader in this case is compelled to 

identify with the innocent child's struggle to escape the 

horrible fate that awaits him. 
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* 

In conclusion, we can say that Mansour undermines both 

the emotional and the religious facets of eroticism in favor 

of physical eroticism. The poet's discourse clearly shows 

that her only salvation is to be found in the joy of carnal 

lust and sexual orgasm. All else enhances man's fears and 

leads him further away from conquering them. 

The technique of collage was used by the surrealists as 

a way to bring out the inner, unconscious part of the 

individual. Not constrained by conventional format or 

syntax, the poet was free to explore at random, his/her 

inner thoughts. Words, like objects, are stripped from pre-

assigned meaning and manipulated in such a way that they are 

able to take part in a magical dance that leads to images 

filled with mystery, humor, and erotic adventures. Through 

literary collage, Mansour communicates what is otherwise 

forbidden or simply impossible to express in the real world. 

While her imagination dances on a thin line between the 

real and the marvelous, Mansour's fear of illness, decay, 

old age, and death springs forth as formidable dream-images. 

As a painter uses colors to transcend his artistic visions, 

and a brush to refine his work of art, Mansour, pen in hand, 
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translates dream-images into word-images: "The variety and 

scope of Mansour's language and imageiry makes her universe a 

pleasure to explore"" and a feast for our eyes. Linguistic 

collage is but one of Mansour's textual dimensions as we 

proceed to unravel her tapestry of dreams and the motifs 

that find their source in Egyptian myths. 

3.2 Egyptian Myths: A Device for Self-regeneration 

In Remembering Osiris, Tom Hare reminds us that 

Ancient Egypt is dead. No one can claim a natural 
ethnic or linguistic privilege with it. But the 
extraordinary remoteness of its "timelessness" and 
all the potency of nostalgia raise Egypt from the 
dead And in Egypt remains the self." 

Ancient Egypt may be dead, but its pyramids and temples 

remain as a memento of the time of the great Pharaohs and of 

the myths they left behind. Although born in England, Joyce 

Mansour spent much of her time in Cairo. Her long drives 

alone in the Egyptian desert provided her fertile, poetic 

"Duiker, "Literature as Exorcism," 109. 

®-^Tom Hare, Remembering- Osiris: Number, Gender, and the 
World in Ancient Egyptian Representational Systems 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), 4. 
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imagination with yet another source of creativity, Egyptian 

myths. Furthermore, Egypt and France have a longstanding 

relationship that dates far back, at least to the time of 

Napoleon Bonaparte. However, as Robert Sole tells us, "II 

faut savoir que la passion frangaise pour I'Egypte n'est 

rien a cote de la passion qu'ont eprouvee certains Egyptiens 

. . pour la France et pour sa langue."""^ As we know, 

Joyce Mansour belonged to the elite of Cairo, it is 

therefore not surprising to find Egyptian myths as a 

persistent them^e in her body of poetry, and in surrealist 

literature, as Mark Kober testifies: 

Or L'Egypte moderne a autre chose a nous apporter 
que son patrimoine archeologique et artistique. 
Elle est forte d'une litterature en langue 
frangaise qui doit etre exhumee hors d'un oubli 
non moins important que certains vestiges 
pharaoniques. Si les textes sacres hantent les 
ecrivains occidentaiix, comme «omie d'Ibis» incante 
quelques pages d'Andre Breton, et si I'Egypte 
revient encore dans cet «ajour»: «L'Ibis», le 
chacal, le vautour et le serpent, assistes de 
Nephtys, n'attendant plus qu'un signe."®^ 

It was said of Cairo that it was "un petit Paris," filled 

with young intellectuals who gained international acclaim: 

^''Robert Sole, "Preface," in Kober, Fenoglio, and 
Langon, eds., Entre Nil et sable, 7. 

®^Ibid., 7. 
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Edmond Jabes, Albert Cossery, Georges Henin, Ramses Younane, 

Ahmed Rassim, Georges Cattaui, Out-El-Kouloub, Andre Chedid, 

and Joyce Mansour, to name a few. Unfortunately, political 

pressure will force many to die prematurely, or to leave 

Egypt against their will; Jabes in June 1957; Henein in 

March 1961, Joyce Mansour in 1956. 

* 

In the eyes of French Society, Mansour is herself an 

Egyptian myth: 

La coexistence d'une extreme beaute et d'une 
extreme violence etant, dans une culture 
manicheenne, un rapport impossible, elle reste 
inexplicable done etrange. Cette etrangete, parce 
qu'ancree dans lone Egypte plus fantasmee que 
connue, fascine comme un mirage, comme tout ce qui 
nous echappe: Joyce Mansour n'est-elle pas une 
«reine pharaonique»?®® 

Mansour's poetic imagery is first born under the spell 

of the Egyptian sun, where Mansour creates a fantasy world 

rejuvenated by cries of uninhibited carnal passion. That 

passion, inherent to the creative act, addresses man's 

universal fear of physical and spiritual death, and enables 

the poet to conquer her own terror while faced with the 

®®Missir, "Joyce Mansour," in Kober, Fenoglio, and 
Langon, eds. , Entre Nil et sahle, 225. 
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inevitable disappearance of the self through old age, 

illness, and decay. Her poetry emerges from "les profondeurs 

de I'etre,"®"' in which Egyptian gods, a bestiary, and the 

all-seeing eye of Mansour/Horus mingle in a universe where 

past and present coexist with life and death. Some critics 

have viewed Mansour's usage of a bestiary as negative for: 

"The creatures of Mansours's surrealist bestiaiy are 

dreadful because their continual desecrating metamorphoses 

make them fluid, encompassing, inescapable co-extensions."®® 

I do not agree, for it is in their portrayal that the poet 

seeks life, as we shall see during our investigation. 

This chapter addresses Mansour's poetics in the context 

of Egyptian myths to show how these myths have contributed 

to the poet's spiritual and literary self regeneration. 

Campbell and Moyers' discussion on myths provides us with a 

good point of departure for a better understanding of myths 

and their function within the culture from which they 

"jean-Louis Bedoin, "Joyce Mansour," Medium, nouvelle 
serie (May 1954), 8. 

®®Marilyn Gaddis Rose, Joyce Mansour's Bestziary," 
Dada./Surrealism 8 (1978) , 107. 
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derive. A brief look at the role of myths in surrealism and 

the Egyptian myth of Osiris (as well as some of the deities 

associated with that myth) will help us understand aspects 

of Mansour's multi-cultural identity. Lastly, we shall 

examine the poet's use of Egyptian myths as a device for 

self-regeneration whereby the poet calls upon death through 

the intermediary of Egyptian gods--a formula that becomes 

her signature. 

3.2.1 Cultural Function 

In The Power of Myt±L, Joseph Campbell tells us that: 

A myth is a narrative projection of a given 
cultural group's sense of its sacred past and its 
significant relationship with the deeper power of 
the surrounding world and universe. It is a 
projection of an aspect of a culture's soul.®' 

A people may physically die, as in the case of Ancient 

Egyptians and their rulers, but their legacy lives on. 

While temples, churches, and pyramids delight our eyes and 

testify to the great civilizations that once ruled, myths, 

whose physical survival is at best secondairy (in the form of 

textual or graphic representation) remain on the other hand 

^'Campbell and Moyers, Power of Myth, 32. 
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xmiversal in their power. 

A myth is a search for meaning that leads to the 

expansion of the limits of our world. Joseph Campbell 

reminds us that it is the experience of meaning that is 

emphasized, for Man creates myths to better understand his 

environment and the power he exerts over it, or vice versa. 

While Mansour is not preoccupied with a search for the 

meaning of life, she does seek an understanding of her 

experiences as well as humanity's. 

According to Campbell, there are four functions of myth 

to which an individual may relate his or her life: 

The first is the mystical function realizing 
what a wonder the universe is, and what a wonder 
you are, and experiencing awe before this mystery. 
Myth opens the world to the dimension of mystery, 
to the realization of the mysteiry that ujiderlies 
all forms. If you lose that you don't have a 
mythology. . . . 

The first function pertains to the aspect of the myth that 

relates to a search for meaning and to a more primitive 

sense of the self. The second function of a myth is its 

"cosmological dimension, the dimension with which science is 

'°Ibid., 31. 
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concerned."''^ In the cosmological dimension, the scientific 

element contributes to man's evaluation and rationalization 

of himself. As his scientific knowledge increases, the 

mystery surrounding his universe decreases and, as a result, 

the purely mythical fxinction of the myth dissipates, while 

its cosmological function remains untouched. 

Yet even if man becomes less of a mysteiry to himself, 

the need for order amid chaos persists. The third function 

of a myth, "the sociological one--supporting and validating 

a certain social order,provides man with a sense of 

identity, a connection with a particular place and group of 

people. When one speaks of social order, however, one must 

not forget that it varies from culture to culture. Myths 

that emanate from various cultures must also differ in 

meaning as well as context: "The myths vairy enormously from 

place to place. You can have a whole mythology for polygamy, 

a whole mythology for monogamy, . . 

The sociological function of a myth will therefore 

'^rbid. 

•'^Ibid. 

'^Ibid. 
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remain valid only in terms of its particular role in a 

specific place, at a specific time. A myth can also be kept 

alive through artistic motivation: "Myths are so intimately 

bound to the culture, time and place that unless the 

symbols, the metaphors are kept alive by constant recreation 

through the arts, the life just slips away from them."'"' 

The fourth function of a myth seems to be the one that 

Campbell advocates as useful for modern man; this function 

"is the one that I think everyone must try today to relate 

to--and that is the pedagogical function, of how to live a 

human lifetime under any circumstances. Myths can teach you 

that."'^ What Campbell tells us is that although a myth 

may have been created thousands of years ago, its validity 

is secured when one re-appropriates that myth in a 

pedagogical sense. It does not restrict that function of 

the myth to the realm of academia; rather it implies that 

the pedagogical function of a myth can and should be applied 

in the broader sense, that of learning about the self. 

Campbell's assertions of a sociological and a 

'^Ibid., 59. 

•'^Ibid., 31. 
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pedagogical function of a myth supply us with a typology of 

Mansour's use of Egyptian myths as a self-regenerating 

device. First, Egypt3.an myths are grounded in a specific 

culture, that of Ancisnt Egypt, and are therefore of the 

sociological order. Second, the pedagogical function of 

myth provides Mansour with a way to cope with the 

circumstances of humari life, and also contributes to a 

creative energy that has become her passport to, if not 

immortality, at least a semblance of spiritual longevity. 

Mythology plays s very important role in surrealism, 

which is often considered as a mythologie moderne 

Dans la mesure oCa il est syrabolique, ou il 
signifie I'aveu c3'impuissance de la raison a faire 
saisir par la logique des mysteres cosmogoniques, 
il procede par rsisonnement analogique, rejoignant 
ainsi la pensee pDrimitive et la quete surrealiste 
d'un decryptage uiniversel et par sa forme et par 
son contenu."'' 

The aim of the surrealist is to create a new myth: 

"^Clebert, Dictionnaire du Surrealisme, 395. 

''"'Gerard Durozoi and Bernard Lecherbonnier, Le 
surrealisme: theories, themes, techniques (Paris: Larousse, 
1972), 147. 
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Utilisation d'uxi raisonnement analogique pour 
tenter une explication et ion dechiffrage du 
mystere universel - action sur 1' inconscient 
collectif en orientant son desir vers la 
realisation de ce mythe - changements des 
structures sociales et mentales par leur 
adaptation a cette fin."'® 

Breton and his colleagues seek the myth in the city of Paris 

and the enchantment it provides: "Pour Breton, le mythe ne 

se deploie pas dans ujie foret d'Ardenne . . . mais dans tel 

cafe, dans telle rue avec ses marchands de charbon."" The 

surrealists take a myth that was born in antiquity and set 

it in a totally new environment, so that while it retains 

its classical mystery, it also addresses modern dilemmas: 

Certains de ces mythes . . . ont la vie dure. lis 
ont une telle force d'impact et une telle 
malleabilite qu'on peut dire qu'ils servent 
encore. Ceux qui sont attaches aux figures 
emblematiques . . . d'Osiris continuent de nourrir 
1'imaginaire et de hanter la civilization 
moderne. 

Andre Breton was particularly fond of the myth of 

Osiris. He saw it as a symbol of a superior synthesis 

between the divine and the demonic, where light and darkness 

•'^Ibid., 119. 

'^Clebert, Dictj.onna.lre du Surrealisme, 395. 

®°Ibid. 
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can converge and "la fin de 1'opposition entre le bien et le 

tnal. Osiris meurtri, mutile, ecartele, morcele . . . et en 

fin de compte ressuscite par sa soeur epouse."®^ Whereas 

Joyce Mansour was no doubt inspired by Breton's interest in 

the Egyptian myth of Osiris, the fact remains that she used 

it differently. While in a surrealist context Egyptian 

myths symbolize an aspect of the exotic and the ma2rvelous, 

for iVIansour it is a cultural experience that is part of her 

subjective-identity, as we have mentioned earlier. Besides, 

as Matthews indicates, 

1'important ce n'est pas que les surrealistes 
approuvent les poemes de Joyce Mansour. C est que 
celle-ci trouve une place au sein du groupe 
surrealiste tout en restant fidele a ses buts 
personnels. On peut discerner une parente entre 
le surrealisme et la poesie mansourienne, 
ouvertement reconnue par Joyce Mansour, mais 
aucunement genante. Sans jamais fausser le ton, 
sans se soumettre aux contraintes d'une mode, 
d'une maniere, la voix du poete garde une 
fraicheur qui assure aux ecrits mansouriens leur 
authenticite indisputahle 

Matthews' statement supports our notion of Mansour's 

authorial signature as unique among other post-surrealist 

writers. Although her narratives evoke the sine qua. non of 

®-Ibid. 

®^Matthews, Joyce Mansour, 37. 
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the movement, her rapport with Egyptian Myths takes on a 

very personal tone. 

3.2.2 Sociological F-unction 

Ancient Egypt is gone, Joseph Campbell reminds us that 

an aspect of any culture's heritage lives on through its 

myths. The myths, Campbell asserts, 

are metaphorical of spiritual potentiality in the 
human being, and the same powers that animate our 
life animate the life of the world. But also 
there are myths and Gods that have to do with a 
specific society or the patron of deities of the 
society . . . 

As we know, Joyce Mansour lived in Egypt for many years 

before her exile to France. She took refuge in the 

imaginary world of her subconscious while driving alone in 

the Egyptian desert, where dream-images appeared as a 

metaphoric medium and later were released into a written 

form. Although Nut is the only Egyptian goddess that is not 

mentioned by name in the poet's corpus, her presence is 

detected: 

Par consequent il ne faut pas supposer que Joyce 
Mansour ait voulu faire allusion de fagon 

®^Campbell and Moyers, Power of Myth, 23. 
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systematique a la raythologie de I'Egypte antique. 
Cependant on trouve assez de references 
mythologiques dans ses textes pour se persuader 
qu'elle reste sensible aux, traditions d'un pays ou 
le patrimoine culturel differe profondement de 
celui de son pays d'adoption. 

The myth of the God Osiris is an integral aspect of 

Ancient Egyptian culture and has been kept alive through the 

millennia by artists and writers alike. It is a myth based 

on the stories about gods, which leads one to ponder over 

the origin of these gods and the particular role that was 

attributed to each one. "A god," says Campbell, "is a 

personification of a motivating power or a value system that 

functions in human life and in the iiniverse--the powers of 

your own body and of nature."®^ Indeed, we will notice that 

in Egyptian mythology, the individual and nature are closely 

linked together. If "Myths and. dreams come from the same 

place,"®® one could argue that in Mansour's case that place 

is Ancient Egypt and its myths. 

The mythology of Ancient Egypt reflects the uniqueness 

of its geography. The people's welfare rested solely on 

^''Matthews, Joyce Mansour, 28. 

®^Campbell and Moyers, Power of Myth, 23. 

®®Ibid., 32. 
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the river Nile and the sun. Without the annual flood of the 

Nile, the land along its banks would remain as infertile as 

the rest of the desert that surrounds it. The duality of 

these two life-giving forces was to the Egyptians a constant 

reminder of the juxtaposition of life and death, as well as 

of the coexistence of the two, and led to their myths of 

creation. It is there that he spat forth Shu, the god of 

the air, and Tefnut, the goddess of moisture, and in turn 

these two xinited and gave birth to Geb, the god of the 

Earth, and Nut, the goddess of the sky. It is from their 

union that the non-cosmic deities Osiris, Isis, Seth, and 

Nephthys were born. We must mention that Sky is feminine 

and Earth is masculine, contrary to Western creation myths. 

In Heliopolitan cosmogony, it was said that Atum, the 

original god of Heliopolis, had emerged from the primeval 

waters. As we have shown in our discussion of erotic 

collage, Mansour's eroticism does not derive from religious 

guilt. Desire takes form as a God in Mansour's illusionary, 

erotic universe. Thus, as we would an "objet trouve," the 

poet assigns Desire a new function that lies in the sacred, 

and eroticism finds its origin in the Divine as she cries: 
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"Laisse-moi t'aimer / Laisse-moi lecher tes yeux fermes."®^ 

Mans our' s allusion to Atum is understood if we recall that 

in Egyptian myths Atum used to look at Mun (primordial 

water) with his eyes closed in order not to lose his 

radiance. 

The murder of Osiris became the best known of Egyptian 

myths. According to Heliopolitan theology, Osiris, Isis, 

Seth, and Nephthys were the children of Geb and Nut. Osiris 

was married to his sister Isis and Seth was the husband of 

Nephthys. Osiris's popularity as a wise and knov/ledgeable 

ruler caused Seth to become jealous. After entrapping 

Osiris in a chest, he set his body adrift down the river and 

out upon the sea all the way to the island of Babylos. 

Isis, sister and devoted wife, set out to find her husband's 

body and brought it back to Egypt. In fear of Seth she hid 

the body, but she eventually gave birth to Horus, son of 

Osiris and posthumously conceived. 

While hunting, Seth discovered the coffin in which the 

body of Osiris lay to rest. Enraged, Seth cut Osiris's body 

into pieces and scattered them throughout Egypt. Again, 

" Oris, 309-10. 
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Isis set out to find the pieces and she reconstituted her 

husband's body. Osiris's son Horus later avenged his 

father's death by castrating his uncle Seth. Acquitted of 

any wrongdoing, Osiris was "restored to life, not as a 

living king but in his new role as king and judge of the 

dead in the underworld."®® His son Horus was proclaimed a 

living king and Seth was disgraced for eternity. 

The sociological impact of this particular myth is that 

it clearly expresses a belief in the eventual defeat of 

evil (Seth) by good (Isis and Horus). The effect of the 

myth of Osiris upon the Egyptians was the rise of the 

Osirian concept of the afterlife, which introduced the idea 

that man's continuance after death depended upon his actions 

during his lifetime. It was believed that on the Day of 

Judgement, the individual would be accoiintable for his 

actions before a tribunal made of gods. Should these gods 

find him unworthy of resurrection, his soul was condemned to 

seek in vain for his body; if found worthy he would find 

blessed eternity in the underworld. 

• 

Richard Cavendish, ed.. Mythology: An Illustrated 
Encyclopedia, (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1993), 106. 
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Because survival depended upon the dual effect of the 

annual flood of the Nile and the heat of the sun, a 

preoccupation with the afterlife and rebirths permeates 

Egyptian consciousness. Other myths based on birth and fate 

had various deities and served different functions. While 

some deities were concerned with the order of the universe, 

others operated within the realm of the individual' s fate. 

Ma'at, goddess of justice and tiruth, was brought forth 

by the sun-god Re, her father, to establish unity and order 

in the world. Ma'at played an important role in the life of 

an individual after death, and even the king was expected to 

uphold her principles. Portrayed as a woman wearing a 

single feather as a headdress, she was present on the Day of 

Judgement. The heart of the deceased was weighed in the 

balance against the feather of Ma'at to assess his 

worthiness in front of the tribiinal of gods. 

The ibis-headed Thoth, the god of wisdom and learning, 

presided over the balance of justice while Anubis, the god 

of embalming, ensured that the proceedings were carried out 

according to the rules. Thoth was also the god of arts, 

sciences, and magic as well as the scribe of the gods, and 

was associated with the ibis and the ape. 
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Anubis, who served as the guardian of cemeteries, was 

often represented as a canine or a crouching desert dog. 

Anubis is also known as the adopted son of Isis, revealing 

an attempt to "incorporate the independent deity of Anubis 

into the Osirian Pantheon."®® 

Hathor, goddess of joy and love, whose appearance was 

that of a sacred cow, was also associated with Isis and was 

the symbolic mother of the Pharaoh. Daughter of the sijn.-god 

Re, she takes many forms: "a) Lithe lady on whose wig is a 

crown of cow horns and a sun disk, b) Completely bovine as 

the "Great Wild Cow."®° Hathor can also be represented as a 

lioness, a snake, or a sycamore tree. 

While she is of "nature, predominantly benign, she does 

have a destructive streak which is best evidenced in the 

legend involving the narrowly-avoided annihilation of the 

human race by Hathor as the ^Eye of Re' Hathor is also 

known as the supreme goddess of sexual love in Ancient Egypt 

and is often identified with Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of 

®®George Hart, Dictionary of Egyptian Gods and 
Goddesses, (New York: Routledge, 1986), 26. 

®°Ibid., 76. 

'^Ibid., 77. 
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love. To quote Hart: "The turmoil or ecstasy which can 

result from physical desire are reflected in the conflicting 

forces of Hathor's personality as a goddess of destruction, 

as the ^Eye of Re' or a goddess of heavenly charm. 

Horus, son of Osiris and Isis, is often represented as 

a Falcon-god, or "Lord of the Sky" ; he was a symbol of 

divine kingship. His status as ruler was to be transferred 

to the Pharaoh. Seen as a manifestation of the "living 

Horus" on the throne of Egypt, the king had an incontestable 

position. 

There are many more deities associated with Egyptian 

myths, but these are the major gods that are connected to 

the myth of Osiris and either implicitly or explicitly 

present in Mansour's poetic body. Moreover, these deities' 

roles in the myth of Isis and Osiris reveal an attempt to 

unite opposites. Anubis, for instance, is a carnivore who 

preserves bodies on which he normally might feed. Hathor is 

either a sacred cow, a lioness, or a snake. A cow, of 

course, would normally be the prey of a lioness, but the two 

animals are combined in one figure here. Joyce Mansour 

®^Ibid., 80. 
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creates a fantasy in which opposites are one and where life 

and death • coexist side by side. The poet draws from the 

myths a possible solution to her fears. 

3.3.3 Pedagogical Function in Mansour's Poetry 

Georges Bataille has said of Joyce Mansour that she was 

a demoiselle fighting her own demons, death and social 

injustice. Mansour's quest was to live life to its fullest 

as a means to keep death at bay. She wrote as she lived and 

used whatever device possible to face life and death on 

equal terms. Death, in a sense, is the final social 

equalizer, for it chooses whom it pleases, when it pleases. 

Horrified and helpless in the face of humanity's doom, Joyce 

Mansour chose to fight in a rather provocative way. 

Although preoccupied by the thought of death, our poet did 

not waste time questioning the meaning of life: 

Toute son ecriture va dans le sens d'une 
liberation de cela qui monte en elle, qpj.i veut 
eclater. Chaque geste ecrit lance un defi a la 
mort, fonde un espace ou I'exorcisme puisse lutter 
contre la resignation, contre toute possibilite de 
calcification ontologique. 

®^Matthews , Joyce Ma-nsour, 8 . 
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She seeks death through eroticism, allowing voluptuousness 

and death to confront each other, knowing full well that at 

the end, it is death that wins: 

Et captive fascinee de ton abdomen velu 
Je plongerai sans retard ni bourrade echangee. 
Dans le miroir rembruni 
De 1' obscene®'' 

Mansour accepts inevitable death, but only on her own terms. 

Inspired by erotic images that act as liberators of her 

inner fears, she takes the reader into a universe that is 

filled with images that hold magic in their erotic powers. 

When asked who speaks in metaphors today, Joseph 

Campbell replies, "All poets. Poetry is a metaphorical 

image," and a metaphor "suggests the actuality that hides 

behind the visible aspect.Joyce Mansour is a poet whose 

metaphorical images appear from her unconscious to bring 

back Ancient Egypt and its myths in a context of erotic, 

violent encounters. Joseph Campbell said that it is the 

poet "who communicates myths for today. But he has to be an 

artist who understands the mythology and humanity, and isn't 

^'^Ou le ba.s hlesse, 409. 

®^Campbell and Moyers, Power of Myth, 59-60. 
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simply a sociologist with a program for you."®® 

Joyce Mansour is a far cry from a sociologist with a 

program. A woman filled with a passion for life, she not 

only xmderstands mythology and humanity, she lives them via 

the creative act of poetry. In her poems, she addresses 

humanity's inability to alter death in relation to one's 

self and the culture in which one evolves: 

Tu etais moite et nue dans mes bras 
J'ai vu ton crane luisant 
J'ai vu tes os pousses par la mer du matin. 
Sur le sable blanc sous un soleil hesitant 
Les crabes se disputaient ta chair 
Rien ne restait de tes seins poteles 
Et pourtant c'est ainsi que je t'ai preferee 
Ma fleur.®"^ 

Cottenet-Hage, as we have mentioned, interprets Mansour's 

images of decay and senility as a revenge against old age. 

While the poet's images of decay constitute a world of 

physical eroticism and, while the metamoirphosis may, as Hage 

implies, equate with a need for revenge, Mansour does not 

simply attempt to negotiate with the deformed body, she 

boldly appropriates the ugly putrefaction of decay and 

transforms it into a vision of beauty, a flower. A symbol 

®®Ibid., 99. 

"Cris, 313. 
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of temporal beauty, this flower carries some of the 

associations of the lotus flower. 

In Egyptian mythology, the Lotus is seen as a cosmic 

flower from which the world's soul, light, life, air, and 

sun will rise. It is also associated with the myth of 

Osiris's rebirth as a primordial god. Thus, Mansour 

envisions the resurrection of one's soul in her 

heterogeneous collage of words. The sea is often portrayed 

as the giver of life, and crabs are in Egyptian mythology 

representative of aquatic life that are linked to underwater 

caverns. Dark, associated with danger, these caves remind 

the poet of her fears. Although the poet's apprehensions 

take on the appearance of old age and decay, she ends her 

poem with a positive note. While crabs are scavengers, they 

eat flesh to survive and generate life. As such, they again 

hold the concept of opposites-in-one and provide the poet 

with a positive image of death, that of a flower. Moreover, 

crabs illustrate Mansour's obsession with Cancer, for this 

constellation, too, has the shape of a crab, and is a 

scavenger. Also, as a Jewish woman Joyce Mansour may have 

perceived crabs (scavengers) as unclean. In this case, the 

transgressive effect of her language is intensified. 



I l l  

Mansour reaches into Egyptian myths in order to 

facilitate a concrete representation of her fears. In Crls 

we observe the presence of crab and cats: 

Fievre ton sexe est un crabe 
Fievre las chats se notirrissent a tes mamelles 

vertes 
Fievre la hate de tes mouvements de reins 
La hate de tes sales baisers de tes grimaces 
Ouvre mes oreilles et laisse entrer 
Ta frenesie.®® 

The repetitive anaphor of fever emphasizes the erotic 

element of the physical, carnal passion. Fever has a dual 

corporeal function: while it is associated with an erotic 

sexual encounter, it can also signal physical illness. 

Fever is a crab and cannot be trusted, for to it is 

attributed unknown dangers. Mansour invites us into a 

semantic, sensorial dance in which body parts (rem.inders of 

Osiris's mutilated body) mingle with an Egyptian bestiary. 

The poet does not seek, hainnony, nor does she wish to be in 

control of her chaotic, frenetic erotic impulses, for it is 

through them that she finds comfort: "La signification du 

mythe est amplifiee. Le corps disloque d'Osiris est una 

®®Cris, 325. 
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metaphore du plaisir."®^ 

In Egyptian mythology, the cat is symbolic of the 

watchful eyes of Basted, a goddess sent to protect man. It 

is also associated with Hathor, the goddess of fertility, as 

well as the destructive "Eye of Re." Again, the presence 

of both goddesses implies the duality between life and death 

and the fact that man's fate is inexorably linked with it. 

Furthermore, the act of writing is also a form of eroticism 

and an expression of the ambiguous role it plays in a poet's 

life. 

As Bataille reminds us, "poetry leads to the same place 

as all forms of eroticism. ... It leads ... to eternity 

. . . death, and through death to continuity. Poetry is 

eternityWhile frenzy and haste suggest the 

unrestrained, violent aspect of eroticism, the writer begs 

for fever to open her ears and let its frenzy in. This poem 

reflects Joyce Mansour's defiance in the face of her fate. 

^^Marie Louise Missir, Joyce Mansour une etrange 
demoiselle: naissance d'un mythe," in in Kober, Fenoglio, 
and Langon, eds. , Entre Nil et Sable, 222. 

^°°Georges Bataille, Eroticism: Death and Sensuality, 
trans. Mary Dalwood (San Francisco: City Light Books, 
1986), 25. 
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She finds her solace in writing and prefers erotic frenzy to 

passive acceptance: "L'ecriture est alors la stenographie de 

la sensation pure selon un systeme de representations qui 

n'est plus celui de la raison, mais qui va de la 

desarticulation des corps a leur recomposition dans I'ordre 

du desir."*°^ Mansour beats death at its own game, for she 

finds in writing the gratification of her desires. She is 

also able to find continuity of 'self through the birth of 

her oeuvre, and as such, she gains immortality. 

The imagery in Egyptian mythology is also echoed in 

Cris as Mansour warns: 

Singe qui veut une epouse blanche 
Singe qui desire des seins menus 
Singe qui aime les lits de femmes 
Singe laid, singe pauvre singe sans cervelle 
Entre tes mains aucune femme ne peut sourire 
Singe choisis bien ta femelle.*°^ 

In the context of Egyptian Mythology a monkey represents the 

patron of scholars and scriptures, and as divine scribe he 

also registers the word of Ptah, God of Creation. Mansour's 

portrayal of the dual, often rebellious and lewd personality 

of the monkey serves as a metaphor for her own creative 

•°^Missir, "Joyce Mansour, " 222 . 

^°^Cris, 319. 
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inspiration. "Monkey without a brain, monkey who wishes a 

white £emale with small breasts, beware, and choose wisely." 

A universal symbol of mankind, the ape is often associated 

with Th.oth, the god of wisdom. He is an artist, a friend of 

flowers, of beauty and magic, and is capable of reading 

mysterious hieroglyphics. 

In this particular poem, the anaphor creates an 

incantatory quality that emphasizes the paradoxical role of 

the monkey. While he chooses a white bride (which, although 

not explicitly named, symbolizes Hathor, the goddess of 

fertility) he may also, if not careful, choose his own 

destruction (Hathor as the Destructive Eye sent by Re, the 

Sun-God.) . Moreover, the poet reflects upon the existing 

polarity between life and death in relation to her own 

subjectivity as a writer. Freed from the aegis (the monkey) 

she is no longer a simple source of creation but is able to 

inscribe herself in the act of writing, and as such gains 

immortality, since "poetry leads to eternity." 

Mansour's frequent use of a literary bestiary indicates 

the powers of the sixbconscious to exceed the real as a way 

to uncover hidden aspects of her identity: 

La route vide noire sablonneuse 
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Les caveaijjc les tombes les chiens qui rodent 
Les chiens qui hurlent pour les cadavres nouveaixx 
Pour des tornbes fraiches pour des cercueils disloq[ues 
Les morts mal morts qui ne veulent pas se resigner 
A nourrir la terre seche de leurs chairs endolories. 

Symbolic of Aniibis, the canine god of cemeteries and 

embalming, a dog is the keeper of invisible empires. The 

primairy mythical function of the dog is that of a 

psychopomp, or according to Jung, "a mediator between the 

conscious and the unconscious and a personification of the 

latter,"^®'' whose role is to guide man through death, and to 

remain his loyal companion in death, as he was in life. 

Images of obscurity and unattended tombs invite the reader 

into the brutal reality of the afterlife. 

Mansour's semantics demonstrate the "opposites-in-one" 

concept, for the dogs are howling, waiting for new cadavers. 

The protector is also an aggressor. This imagery is 

representative of the dual aspect of dying. Again, Mansour 

reconfigures the myth to satisfy her agenda. Life and death 

mingle so closely that it is difficult to recognize the 

boundaries between the two. The poet tells us that the dead 

^°^Cris, 32 0. 

G. Jung, Aspects of the Feminine, trans. R. F. C. 
Hull (London: Ark Paperbacks, 1992), 173. 
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who are not well dead do not wish to feed the dry earth. 

How can the dead not be dead? Mansour's black humor offers 

a refreshing glance into the disdain she holds for mankind's 

passive acceptance of death. On the Day of Judgement 

Mansour acts as a guide to facilitate the reader's passage 

from the real into the imaginairy. Thus, the poet assumes 

the role of Anubis as a guide for the soul of the dead into 

the afterlife. 

As Mansour's reality succumbs to the powers of the 

unconscious, her magic universe gains strength within the 

mythical world of Ancient Egypt: 

Chien bleu nez enfonce dans la terre 
La tete foisonnante de oris de chasse d'amour 
D'amour gaspille. 
Les feuillages de la foret le connaissent 
lis le chassent de leurs mains rousses, 
Chien bleu animal sans secours 
Nourris-toi du sang des pauvres 
Pour etre aime il faut etre cruel. 
Animal si tu veiix etre domestique 
Vends ton ame aux hommes . 

The color blue is a protective force against the evil 

eye and represents truth. Blue also represents a new level 

of consciousness and hope. Here, the dog is blue and alone 

with his muzzle sunk into the earth, and his head is filled 

^°^Cris, 323. 
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with cries of love, wasted love. In this particular poem 

the dog, representative of Aniibis, seems unable to 

disassociate himself from the existing duality of his 

functions, the first as psychoporap and seeker of the dead, 

the other as a loyal friend to the living. 

Even the autumn leaves hold out their yellowing hands 

to chase him away. The dog's identity remains ambiguous to 

the forest and man alike. As the guide of the dead soul, he 

is not welcome. However, the color blue signifies the other 

role of the dog, that of man's companion in life. Dog and 

man are condemned to the same fate. Blue dog, says the 

poet, you are helpless among the living; in order to be 

loved, you have to be cruel. 

There is no time for sympathy in Mansour's universe and 

a conscious revolt is the only acceptable means to keep her 

fears of death at bay. As she tells the helpless blue dog 

to either feed on the blood of the poor or sell his soul to 

humanity, the message is clear: In order to survive, the 

poet must choose between passive acceptance of physical 

decay and eventual death, or go on fighting with whatever 

means possible. 

Another element of Egyptian mythology is the creative 
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female principle. In these lines from the poem "Pour celles 

qui desirent dans 1'ombre et le broulllard," Mansour refers 

to the Sky Goddess Nut in explicit terms: 

Nout 
Sans repit 
Aux rongeurs sacrifice 
Nout 
Coiffee de sa vulve tel un reve prolonge 
Nue comrae une fille dans la bouche du canon 
Kodak^°® 

Nut is one of the personifications of the cosmic elements in 

the shape of a human female, or as the Sky Cow. Here, Joyce 

Mansour recalls the Goddess's difficult birth. In the 

Egyptian myth of Heliopolis, Nut is represented as a naked 

female whose body is arched above Geb, the earth god. Their 

father, Shu, the air-god, fearful of their power, remains 

between them to prevent their union. Determined to give 

birth, she seeks help from Hermes, the moon-god. He allows 

her to win sufficient light for five extra days, and she 

eventually conceives Osiris, the Sun-god. Mansour, 

likewise, does not give in. She continues to surmount her 

fears and the obstacles to the rapture of life through the 

creative act. But, as she tells us, it is not easy, for 

325. 
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darkness succeeds daylight. The ancient Egyptians' belief 

is that Nut swallowed the Sim-god and gave him birth again, 

at dawn: 

Nout mere du veau naissant chaque fois que I'aube agite 
Son plumeau de flammes au dessus de 1'horizon 

Elle hurle et se debat 

Foudre recurrente ferveur corrosive 
Ventre a ventre 
vJambes dega 
Jambes dela 
Elle m'enlace et puis s ' envoie^°^ 

Mansour is aware that while daylight brings hope, darkness 

is inevitable. While she screams and fights against the 

night's demonic forces she also submits to her embrace, for 

in it she finds her strength: 

Mais inversons I'etoile 
Nout ton sexe est un coq 
Qui sur mon crane lentement se degorge 

Nout la nuit 
Si 1'eclair fendant I'eau est un penis aveugle 
Et le ciel croute ingrate une clef faussement 

dechiffree 
Qui parsemera ton corps de bourgeons stupides 
Qui osera s'endormir 

The reference to Nut's dual role as mother of the Sun-god 

^°''Les Damnations, 504. 

'•°^Cris, 324. 
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that is reborn each day and as protector of the dead serves 

as a metaphor for the unity of good versus evil, and life 

versus death. The concept of creativity is representative 

of the female giving birth. A long, difficult process, it 

never ceases to inflict pain. But Mansour tells us that 

without the pain, there is no life, there is no form, there 

is no content, only void. Who would dare fall asleep in 

view of such a grim possibility? Although it is at times 

unbearable, she must continue to inflict the pain upon 

herself, for in the end it will prove to be her salvation: 

Une femme creait en elle le soleil 
Et ses mains etaient belles a voir 
La terre s'ouvrait sous ses pieds fertiles 
Et 1'enveloppait de son haleine orangee 
Fecondant ainsi la serenite.^°® 

Read in the context of Egyptian mythology, the rosy hue of 

the dawn represents the first morning of every day, when 

Nut, sky Goddess, lies upon Geb, God of the earth, and gives 

birth to Osiris, the god of vegetation. 

Here, Mansour reclaims an Egyptian female creation myth 

to impose her desire for serenity through the creative act. 

As the earth opens up beneath the fertile feet of the woman. 

^°®Cris, 325. 
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Mansour submits to the powers of the unconscious and the 

principle of female creativity. It is in the process of 

literary creation that the poet finds an alternative to her 

fears. It is a painful process, for to give birth takes 

time: 

Le clou plante dans ma joue celeste 
Les comes qui poussent derriere mes oreilles 
Mes plaies saignantes qui ne guerissent jamais 
Mon sang qui devient eau qui se dissout qui embaume^^° 

The poet's implicit recall of Hathor, the goddess of 

fertility, expresses Mansour's aches for all of mankind. 

The physical pain is relentless; wounds never heal. Yet it 

is in pain that one is born, and it is through death that 

one is reborn. The coexistence of life and death within the 

Egyptian myth tames her fears. She simply experiences each 

of life's moments as it reveals itself to her subconscious. 

In Dechirements, the horrifying pain of birth seems to 

be man's only hope for resurrection: 

Hurlements d'une montagne qui accouche 
La mer sa soeur arrete ses fols amours 
Car le veau d'or apparaitra des flanes en labeur 
II arrivera sans tache des entrailles contractees (333) 

According to one version of the Egyptian Myth, the cow's 

^^°Cris, 3 09. 
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skin that enveloped Osiris's body symbolized the sky goddess 

Nut, mother of Osiris. She lays upon him and her skin 

becomes a cradle while he awaits rebirth. Found free of any 

wrongdoing by the gods, he rises again as a Primordial God 

of the underworld, where he will reign over the dead. The 

use of the myth of Osiris is significant of Mansour's 

spiritual rebirth through the labor of writing, for as 

Marie-Laure Missir observes: 

Au lieu de faire appel au mystere qui peirmet de ne 
rien expliquer, ne faut-il pas reconnaitre a cette 
femme une sensibilite extreme? L'intensite qu'elle 
met dans ses livres serait alors la meme que celle 
qu'elle mettait a vivre toutes choses. Ainsi se 
retrouverait la coherence que le mythe lui 
refuse. 

If indeed, Egyptian myths cannot offer a key to the 

mysteiry of life, it provides Joyce Mansour with a device to 

route her creative energies into a positive, fertile ground 

for the conquest of her fears. While the creative act finds 

its source in dream-images that surge from the unconscious, 

these images reflect the poet's unspoken rage against 

disease, boredom, and death, as well as the emotional scars 

they inflict. She writes: 

^^^Missir, "Joyce Mansour," 225. 
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Tu as fait de tes mefaits 
Un oeuf petite fille 
Tu doirmais paisiblement dans 1' ennui 
Du tombeau 
Et I'oeuf s'est mis a germer sur ton flanc 
Affolee, impuissante tu appelais, tu pleurais 
Sans resultat. 
Alors m.oi, ton mari toujouors obligeant 
J'ai envoye ma main gantee pour cueillir I'oeuf 

genant 
Et en me reveillant apres une nuit tranquille 
J'ai mange ton oeuf frit ma cherie 
Au lit.^" 

"Certaines images semblent aussi des carrefours temporels. 

Le reseau qui nous semble le plus pertinent est celui de 

I'oeil et de I'oeuf. In Egyptian mythology the egg is 

primarily feminine. According to the Egyptian myth Will 

emerges from Nun, a personification of the primordial ocean 

that contains the awaiting germ of creation. Will 

represents a mound on which an egg will hatch. It is from 

the Egg that the god Khonoum will come forth and, through 

self-awareness, generate the germs of life: 

It [the Egg] was an entity now. Then it thought, 
"What should I be afraid of, I'm the only thing 
that is." And as soon as it said that, it felt 
lonesome, and wished that there were another, and 
so it felt desire. It swelled, split in two, 
became male and female, and begot the world. Fear 

^"Cris, 341. 

^^^Missir, "Joyce Mansour," 220. 
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is the first experience of the fetus in the womb. 
Without any sense of or of being. . . fear is 
the first thing that says 

In the context of Mansour's poem, the author creates a new 

psychic reality. The girl, unaware at first, is passively 

waiting asleep in the boredom of her tomb while the egg 

grows. When she becomes aware and cries in fear, it is too 

late. However, the presence of the husband's hand come to 

pick the egg signals the existing duality between the real 

world and the unconscious. In this case, the bothersome egg 

is consumed before it can hatch and multiply. 

The metaphoric image of an aborted birth indicates 

Mansour's own fears and hesitation. If her egg--that is, 

her imaginative power--is consumed, it means the end of her 

creativity and death. But the poet expresses hope; 

L'hiver est venu 
Les cygnes quittent nos lits pour des climats plus 
tendres 
Nous laissant leurs oeufs comme eternelle garantie 
De leurs retours triomphants une fois l'hiver 
reparti. 

In the realm of Egyptian myth, a swan is symbolic of the 

Will upon which the Primordial Egg will hatch. It 

^"Campbell and Moyers, Power of Myth, 51. 

^^^Dechirures, 342. 
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incarnates light and can be feminine or masculine and a 

symbol of sexual desire, as well as be remioiscent of the 

creative act. In this poem, Mansour expresses hope, for 

although winter and its subsequent absence of productivity 

have come, the eggs remain as an eternal guarantee of 

resurrection. Triumphant over death, the swan will rise 

again, just as Osiris resurrected from the cSead after his 

journey through the underworld. Again, Joyoe Mansour re-

appropriates an Egyptian myth to create a universe of hope 

in her assurance that after winter, there is spring and new 

beginnings. 

* 

As we have mentioned, the theme of the "eye" is common 

to Egyptian myths. While the symbol of an eye is 

representative of a visualization of some ki_nd, its 

association with an egg indicates an act of creation. In 

"Le Chant Arabe" the reference to Isis beconnes apparent as 

the "Eye of Re." 

L'oeil bascule dans la nuit au moment do trepas 
O la blanche fulgurante folie des ailes qu'on ne 
connaxt pas Ouatees de silence elle frole le bras sur 
1'oreiller 
Et ouvre l'oeil rond de la nuit impalpable 

La route feutree de mon abdomen se fige de peur demente 
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Et I'oeil qui cloitre mes reves qui nage et qui 
clignote 

L'oeil envah.it mes nuits 
La nuit la nuit d'orage 
L'oeil eblouissant aux floraisons etranges 
L'oeil raalade d'images^^® 

The eye's diabolic force is frightening, for it is at once 

welcomed by the unconscious world of dreams and rejected by 

the real. Hathor, like a bird, has silent v/ings unfamiliar 

to man. The poet is paralyzed by fear and unable to fight 

the powers of the unconscious as the Eye overtakes her 

stormy night, as its unseen wings brush the arm upon the 

pillow. 

Mansour's poetic source is the world of dreams. At 

once fearful and delighted, she watches helplessly as it 

allows her to move into the world of the marvelous. The 

creative act becomes the poet's faithful companion and fills 

her dreams with strange, relentless blossoms that conquer 

her imagination. As a medium of man's unspoken desires she 

is committed to freeing her imaginative powers through the 

painful act of literary creation. 

Written in 1965, in honor of Andre Breton, the 

'^^Rapaces, 3 73. 
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following poem, entitled "Dans le Sillage du Mont Arbois," 

invites the reader to gaze into the poet's universe, in 

which the present and the past co-mingle with death: 

Je pense a ce petit morceau d'anguille 
Chair verdatre sous le vernis blanc 
De ta fagade 
Flamme rouge entre mes cuisses 
Quand a genoux dans la neige 
J'arrose nos pas de mes larmes tardives 
Je pense a I'ete gardien de musee 
Aux fleurs brunies de mon ventre 
A I'asphodele sous le corail de mes fesses 
Dormantes 
A tous les jouets que j'ai casses dans ma fuite 
Ci-git Juillet mois de la longue plume 
Tendresse de I'azur toute mediterraneenne 
Manchette babillarde du desert 
Comment avale-t-on 1'indifference et la peste 
Ma bouche se veut tombe mais ne sait pas mentir 
Triste vacainne du degel dans I'obscurite bovine 
Sperme de boudin sur la page puerile 
L'hiver 
Je pense a mon amour et mes yeux distillent Mercuria 
Bee de gaz fuligineux 
Seringue de la derniere marche 
Seule ma bouche se defend et te suffit 
Seule ma bouche te gaspille^^' 

The action verbs pense and a.rrose, preceded by the 

pronoun Je, alert the reader that the speaker is taking 

charge and is actively seeking past experiences. While Je 

strolls upon the path of life's raptures via the eyes of old 

le has blesse, "Dans le Sillage du Mont-Arbois," 
411. 
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age, tu's white face hides the green decay of the flesh_. 

The attempt is in vain, for it cannot disguise the face- of 

death, and Je's belated tears water their footsteps upo^n the 

snow. 

In ancient Egypt, death seems to have been regarde^d as 

a mere interruption of life, an obstacle through which man 

had to pass in order to attain eternal life. The metap-horic 

language signals that winter has come and death is neai^. 

But Mansour keeps death at bay while body parts unite i nto 

erotic innuendos. A mixture of cuisses, genoux, ventres, and 

fesses leads the reader from the implicit world of the 

corporeal sensuality into a climax where only ma. jbouche? 

suffices. From the mouth, words are spoken and silencer is 

defeated once more. 

While the tenderness of the Mediterranean sea coexiists 

with the talkative desert, the poet ponders over humanity's 

indifference. My mouth, she tells us, wants to be a tomb, 

yet it does not know how to lie. The bovine darkness, 

reminiscent of Hathor as the all seeing Eye of Re, sile=ntly 

observes the sad noise of the dying sperm. But even if^ the 

prolific month of July is dead, the poet's words endure:. 
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The critic De Julio said of Mansour's work that "it can 

be argued that Mansour's poems particularize a longstanding 

tradition of Eros and Thanatos an.d that they draw heavily 

upon the Egyptian cult of the dead to explore and express an 

inner psychic reality."'--® Indeed, the cult of Osiris reigns 

as a supreme example of life and death's eternal link with 

the present in a language that is erotic, clairvoyant, and 

universal, as Tom Hare acknowledges: 

We can see the phallus of Osiris as both actual 
phallus and symbol of resurrection; the 
resurrection of Osiris is then a figure of his 
virility, and his virility is a symbol in turn, of 
the vitality of the natural world. 

The myth of Osiris enables the poet to undermine the 

dichotomies of life and death. Her passion for life is 

endless, just as "The passion of Osiris must come again and 

again, repeated endlessly, a guarantee of the renewal of 

life."'^° 

Like the myth of Osiris, Mansour's poetic truth is a 

-^®Mary Ann De Julio, "Joyce Mansour and Egyptian 
Mythology," Dada Surrealism, 18 (1990) : 114. 

^^®Hare, Rememhering' Osiris, 245. 

'2°Ibid., 15. 
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great work of literature: 

Myths are of interest not only from a detached 
point of view, for what they reveal about human 
psychology and culture, but for their own sake, 
for the poetic truth which distinguishes great 
myths, like great works of literature, from 
trivial fiction."^ 

The presence of Egyptian myths in Mansour's discourse 

contributes to the poet's self-regenerated rebirth, where 

death is not a polar opposite, but becomes a version of the 

self. As we have demonstrated, Mansour creates a space in 

which life and death coexist via Egyptian myths. It is 

therefore possible for the poet to symbolically transform 

the distance that exists between the two in order to lessen 

the fears it imposes on her and mankind, for as Mansour 

declares: "la seule chose qui soit tangible pour moi, c'est 

la peau de chacun."^^^ 

• 

Campbell said that a myth provides us with a sense of 

belonging and a better understanding of our world and 

universe. Joyce Mansour uses Egyptian myths as a way to 

^^^Cavendish, Mythology, 12. 

"Recorded on the BBC, "Le dialogue de Londres," Bief 
12 (April 15, 1960) 
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connect with the unknown. Throughout her discourse, 

Mansour's references to Egyptian myths carry with them a 

thread that links life and death, and allows them to 

coexist, if not in the real world, in the poet's illusionary 

world. 

In relation to their sociological function, the myths 

that are displayed throughout the various poems that we have 

examined, give us a glimpse of Ancient Egypt's culture and 

its people's perception of death. Second, the pedagogical 

aspect of the myth enabled Mansour to regain control of her 

anguish, and to turn it into a positive experience from 

which she draws her creative energy. 

Finally, Joyce Mansour used Egyptian myths in a 

surrealist context of modern mythology. The poet is aware 

that reason alone cannot answer the universal questions 

about humanity's fate and its fear of death. However, by 

recapturing primitive beliefs she is able to reconstitute 

her own self-regenerating myths as part of her identity, 

that of a woman and a post-surrealist poet. If at first the 

myth of Osiris seems negative in its content, it is in death 

that Mansour finds regeneration, as Duiker comments: 

The element of destruction can be considered a 
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positive trait ... it makes room for the new Iby 
destroying the old and obsolete . . . it is a 
powerful' weapon, and it is a celebration of force. 
. . . Could we not see in Horus, sight and 
vision?^^^ 

It is therefore the reader and the critic's ability "to seek 

a new meaning, and a new interpretation to Joyce Man^sour's 

voice. As Ancient Egyptian myths provided Mansour ^with a 

valuable source for her artistic impulse, they also ILed to 

the recognition of archetypal images, since "archetyrpe is 

invariably found at the end of any investigation of ^Literary 

mythsOur next chapter will therefore focus on 

archetypal patterns identified in Mansour's poetic corpus to 

determine their contribution to the plurality and uniqueness 

of her literary voice. 

^^^Duiker, "Literature as Exorcism," 147. 

^^^Brunel, Companion, 110. 
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CHAPTER IV 

ARCHETYPES AND SUBJECTIVITY 

4.1 Archetypal Images and Poetry 

Annis Pratt gives the etymology of the word archetype 

as follows: "The term archetype derives from the Greek 

arch!, a beginning or first instance, and typos, a stamp, 

and denotes the primordial form, the original, of a series 

of variations."^ The fact that archetypal images find their 

source in the context of the primordial gives them the power 

to endure, for they are able to express some of humanity's 

eternal concerns, social as well as psychological. 

Recurrent patterns in Joyce Mansour's poetry often 

refer to a "dual mother." Inasmuch as there is no maternal 

solicitude in the poet's language, as we have shown in our 

chapter on collage, the mother figure is primarily 

characterized by goddesses of fate, such as Isis, or simply 

as the 'Evil mother, ' who advocates the abolition of 

maternity. Their presence in the poetic corpus constitutes 

an element of Mansour's texts that supports our notion that 

^Pratt, Archetypal Patterns, 1. 
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her poetry not only reflects her subjective identity, but 

also humanity's primordial fears and their impact on 

mankind's social and psychological development. 

For the purpose of our investigation, we shall first 

inquire into Carl Gustav Jung's study on the subject of 

archetypes and his theory of ^anima' and 'animus' . Second 

we shall investigate Annis Pratt's viewpoint on Jung's 

findings: 

The difference between the way that men and women 
writers and scholars perceive archetypes derives, 
as I have indicated throughout this study, from 
their different experiences in society. The 
radical otherness of women's experience is borne 
out in the eccentricity, a patriarchal outcome.^ 

Pratt's approach should give us a good starting point for 

the analysis of Mansour's archetypal images, for it offers 

new reading of Jung's archetypes with the understanding of 

the differences that exist between men and women's 

interpretation of these archetypal images. 

* 

Carl Gustav Jung's findings on the subject of 

archetypes proved very beneficial to surrealism. A Swiss 

psychiatrist and disciple of Freud, Jung theorized that 

^Ibid., 138. 
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unconscious forces, which he calls ^primordial images' or 

'archetypes,' were residua of past experiences that have 

happened not to the individual but to his/her ancestors, and 

that these experiences are inherent, and also determinants 

of an individual's own experience. 

In "The Relation of Analytical Psychology to Poetry," 

Jung discusses the relation of analytical psychology to 

poetry. Although he agrees that "The practice of art is a 

psychological activity" and as such "derives from psychic 

motives,"^ he is also quick to warn that such a reductive 

view can be misleading, since 

only that aspect of art which consists in the 
process of artistic creation can be a subject for 
psychological study, but not that which 
constitutes its essential nature. The question of 
what art is in itself can never be answered by the 
psychologist, but must be approached from the side 
of aesthetics.'^ 

With regard to our present study of Mansour's archetypal 

images we know that dream-images surfaced from her 

unconscious: "Proses et poemes lui venaient au hazard 

d'errances dans le reel ou d'enfermements dans le reve, 

^Jung, The Spirit in Man, Art, and Literature, 65. 

^Ibid.; p.69. 
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textes qu'elle dispersaient aussitot comme elle eut 

ensetnence un champ d'incertitude.As such, these images 

have the potential to be read based on a Freudian approach 

to psychological analysis; this however is not our aim since 

our interest in Mansour is strictly confined to the poet's 

artistic production. 

Jung rejects Freud's medical evaluation of the process 

of artistic creation because he believes that the essence of 

religion and art cannot be put under the umbrella of 

psychological activities. Carl Jung's theory was that an 

impersonal psychic realm existed: 

Just as the human body shows a common anatomy over 
and above all racial differences, so, too, the 
human psyche possesses a common substratum 
transcending all differences in culture and 
consciousness. I have called this substratum the 
collective unconscious." 

While Freud had focused on the personal and intimate aspect 

of individual psyche, Jung expanded to the realm of 

^Nyssen, "Avant-propos de I'editeur," in Mansour, Prose 
et poesie, 1. 

^The Collected Works of C. G. Jung-, ed. Gerhard Adler, 
Michael Fordham, Herbert Read, and William McGuire, trans. 
R. F. C. Hull, vol. 13, §11, quoted in C. G. Jung, Word and 
Image, Edited by Aniela Jaffe. Bollingen Series 97:2 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979; First 
Princeton/Bollingen Paperback edition, 1983), 53. 



203 

universality. This difference in their theoretical 

approach, among others, was to cause the breakup of a long 

teirm 'student and mentor' relationship between Freud and his 

pupil, Carl Gustav Yung. 

Jung acknowledges the value of dreams as an important 

source of artistic creation. He further believed that dream 

interpretation could lead to the discovery of what emotions 

lie behind a particular image. He once advised a young 

woman to 

create for instance a fantasy. Work it out with 
all the means at your disposal. Work it out as if 
you were it or in it, as you would work out a real 
situation in life which you cannot escape. All 
the difficulties you overcome in such a fantasy 
are symbolic expressions of psychological 
difficulties within yourself, and inasmuch as you 
also overcome them in your psyche, . . 

Jung further advocated the need to concretize the images 

that surface from the unconscious: "Images should be drawn 

or painted assiduously no matter whether you can do it or 

not."® This technique of "active imagination"® coincides 

'Letter dated 25 November 1932. Jung, Word and Image, 
116. 

®Letter dated 23 April 1931, ibid.,116. 

®Ibid., 115. 
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with Andre Breton's perception of artistic expression. 

In Les Vases Communlquants Breton writes that: "La poesie 

sera mode de connaissance; par elle I'ame parlera a I'ame, 

le reve a la pensee . . . Breton believes that it is 

through dreams that the poet is able to explore his/her 

inner self, for once acknowledged by the conscious these 

dreams become images destined "a illuminer les cavernes de 

I'etre."'-'- Jung's approach supports the surrealist view 

that dreams play a major role in the creative expression: 

A very important source for knowledge of the 
unconscious contents is provided by dreams, since 
these are direct products of the activity of the 
unconscious. The essential thing in Freud's 
reductive method is to collect all the clues 
pointing to the unconscious background, and then, 
through the analysis and interpretation of this 
material, to reconstruct the elementary 
instinctual processes. Those conscious contents 
which give us a clue to the unconscious background 
are incorrectly called symbols by Freud. They are 
not true symbols, however, since according to his 
theory they have merely the role of signs or 
symptoms of the subliminal processes. The true 
symbol differs essentially from this, and should 
be understood as an expression of an intuitive 
idea that cannot yet be formulated in any other or 
better way.^^ 

^°Breton, Les vases communiquants, 33 . 

'"Ibid. 

^^Jung, The Spirit in Man, Art, and Literature, 70. 
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Carl Jung's notion is that in order to fully appreciate 

a work of art, one cannot be influenced by the medical 

aspect of its creative energies: "For a work of art is not a 

disease, and consequently requires a different approach. 

In other words, one must focus on the meaning of the work 

and not its determinants since a work of art goes beyond the 

realm of the personal: "Indeed, the special significance of 

a true work of art resides in the fact that it has escaped 

from the limitations of the personal, and has soared beyond 

the personal concerns of its creator. 

Our analysis of Joyce Mansour's poetics demonstrates 

that she created a dream/fantasy world from which images 

emerged to later be recorded in concrete form, that is, in 

writing. Mansour was therefore applying Jung's technique of 

"creative imagination" as well as Breton's surrealist 

principle of ^illuminer les cavernes de I'etre'. 

Jung further observes that there are two different 

types of literary creation. The first is that which comes 

from the writer's intent and with a specific aim in mind. 

"Ibid., 71. 

"Ibid. 
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In this instance "The artist is totally identified to 

his/her work and his faculties are indistinguishable from 

the act of creation itself.The second type, he says, 

is based on the creative impulse of the individual as 

something that rises form the unconscious. While the first 

type of creativity was imposed by the artist, the second 

type is representative of the artist's subjectivity, for "in 

spite of himself he is forced to admit that it is his own 

self speaking, his own inner nature revealing itself and 

uttering things that he would never have entrusted to his 

tongue."^® We propose to study Joyce Mansour's artistic 

creation and the archetypal images that are part of her 

discourse in conjunction with Jung's ^second type of 

literary creation' . First, we shall inquire into Carl 

Jung's concept of the "collective iinconscious" and its role 

in the manifestation of archetypes in an artist's works. 

Second, we shall explore the meaning a critic gives to a 

specific work according to Annis Pratt's approach in her 

book, Archetypal patterns in women's fiction. 

^^Ibid. , 72. 

^®Ibid. , 73. 



207 

4.2 Jung's Theoretical Approach to Archetypes 

4.2.1 The Collective Unconscious 

Carl Jung states that before one can interpret a 

creative art form, one must distance oneself from the work 

and "look at it from the outside; only then does it become 

an image that expresses what we are bound to call 

meaning."^' Moreover, the image, claims Jixng, is not just 

symbolic of an individual's experience, but it goes back to 

his/her primordial heritage, that which Jung labels as "the 

collective unconscious."^® The surrealists also adopted 

this term, but with a modification in meaning. Jung favors 

the social unconscious, that which refers to shared 

experiences that date back thousands of years and are common 

to a society, not the personal unconscious. The 

surrealists, however, emphasize daily, individual 

experiences that are shared with a given group, at a given 

time. These experiences are embedded in the unconscious, 

and eventually surface as dream-images during sleep or day 

dreams. 

"Ibid., 78. 

^®Ibid., 80. 
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According to Jiing's research, a work of art does not 

have its source in the personal unconscious of the poet, but 

in "a sphere of unconscious mythology whose primordial 

images are the common heritage of mankind. I have called 

this sphere the collective unconscious to distinguish it 

from the personal unconscious."^® It is not to say that the 

personal unconscious is non-existent and takes no part in 

the creative process, says Jung, only that it is siibordinate 

to the primordial: "The collective unconscious shows no 

tendency to become conscious under normal conditions, nor 

can it be brought back to recollection by any analytical 

technique, since it was never repressed or forgotten. 

Consequently, archetypal images do not belong to the realm 

of the individual's immediate and personal unconscious, but 

to the unknown sphere of the primordial unconscious. 

Jung further theorizes that the collective unconscious 

is a potentiality "handed down from primordial times in the 

specific form of mnemonic images or inherited in the 

anatomical structure of the brain," and that it is "only by 

^®Ibid. 

^°Ibid. 
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inference drawn from, the finished work [that of the 

archetypal image] can we reconstjruct the age-old original of 

the primordial image. Therefore, according to Carl Jiing, 

the collective unconscious embodies instincts and 

archetypes. While Jung's definition of an archetype is 

similar to that of Annis Pratt's, he tends to emphasize the 

mythological aspect of archetypal images: 

The primordial image, or archetype, is a figure--
be it a demon, a human being, or a process--that 
constantly recurs in the course of history and 
appears wherever creative fantasy is freely 
expressed. Essentially, therefore, it is a 
mythological figure. 

How does the artist experience the recurrence of this 

figure? 

A particular set of circumstances will bring forth 
the primordial image. The moment this mythological 
situation reappears is always characterized by a 
peculiar emotional intensity; as though forces 
whose existence were never suspected were 
unloosed. 

Joyce Mansour was said to have felt frightened and lonely 

during her four-hour drives between Alexandria and Cairo. 

^^Ibid; p. 81. 

"Ibid. 

"Ibid. 
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Based on Jung's theory we may deduce that the circumstances 

of her trips, compounded with the creative forces inherent 

in the poet's nature, helped bring forth the manifestation 

of dream-images that she later transferred into a written 

form. In fact, the element of fantasy is at the root of 

what Jung refers to as the second type of creativity: 

The mythological figures are themselves products 
of creative fantasy and still have to be 
translated into conceptual language. Only the 
beginning of such a language exists, but once the 
necessary concepts are created they could give us 
an abstract, scientific understanding of the 
unconscious processes that lie at the roots of the 
primordial images. In each of these images there 
is a little piece of human psychology and human 
fate, a remnant of the joys and sorrows that have 
been repeated countless times in our ancestral 
history, and on the average follow ever the same 
course. 

Various goddesses throughout Mansour's creative works, such 

as Hathor, Isis, and the Virgin Mary, seirve as mythological 

figures of the mother archetype, and as such help link the 

personal experiences with the social ones in a universal 

context. 

To quote Duiker again; "What is important here is that 

Mansour's entire oeuvre is this way; one long waking dream. 

^"Ibid. 
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Her whole world is fluid and fluctuating with these dream 

like images that follow no pattern of reality . . . While 

we agree that there is no distinct pattern of reality in 

Mansour's discourse, we note that there are elements present 

in the four pillars we have identified--collage, archetypes, 

Egyptian myths, and pronominal gender play--that merge into 

a world of fantasy ruled by Eros and black humor, as seen in 

the following lines: ''J'ai explique au chat strie / Les 

raisons des saisons et les regies du hibou" (DSchiirures, 

331); or, "Un nid de visceres / Sur 1'arbre desseche qu'est 

ton sexe" (Dechlmres, 3 3 6) ; and "Douze pet its orteils / 

Crucifies sur des clous" ("Chanson pour pieds," Rapaces 

385). The reader finds himself/herself thrown into a world 

that is not at all modeled on reality, which reflects what 

Duiker asserts when speaking of Joyce Mansour's "dream like 

images that follow no pattern of reality."^® Instead, the 

reader notices a linguistic collage made up of animals, 

energized by the power of reason, coexisting with body parts 

that symbolize death and regeneration. Such a fantasy world 

^^Duiker, "Literature as Exorcism," 109. 

^®Ibid. 
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is more typical of the type of dissociation one experiences 

during the dream stage, when the conscious and the 

unconscious seem to find each other in a universe that 

contains elements of the real and the marvelous. 

* 

Jung's hypothesis of a collective unconscious differs 

somewhat from Breton's approach. While Jung's collective 

unconscious reflects on an individual's experience as that 

of mankind's or that which refers to the universal, the 

surrealists recognize the individuial' s experiences as two 

different layers of the collective. The first layer is that 

of an individual's collective experience within a group, and 

the second is that individual's escperience as part of 

mankind. When we apply this premzise to Mansour's oeuvre we 

discover that her discourse reflects both layers of the 

collective. Mansour's obsession with death, for example, is 

an experience that is first shared as a primeval experience, 

second as a social experience, and third as an individual 

experience. 

Jung further explains the difference between an 

individual's personal unconscious and the general 

unconscious that links the individual to his/her ancestors. 
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It is the aspect of the general unconscious that Carl Jiing 

refers to as being part of the universal: 

I have chosen the term "collective" because this 
part of the unconscious is not individual but 
universal; in contrast to the personal psyche, it 
has contents and modes of behaviour that are more 
or less the same everywhere and in all 
individuals. 

Applied to Mansour's poetics, Jung's theory allows the 

critic to identify layers of the collective unconscious as a 

linguistic collage. The dream-images present in her 

discourse are revealed as "feeling-tone complexes as they 

are called; they constitute the personal and private side of 

psychic life."^® Alone, these particular dream-images do 

not constitute an archetype, for according to Jung only that 

which constitutes collective, possibly primitive, 

representation of a universal theme may be referred to as an 

archetype. Therefore, motifs of an instinctual nature are 

linked to dreams-images as archetypal ideas: 

These typical images and associations are what I 
called archetypal ideas. The more vivid they are, 
the more they will be colored by particularly 

^'C. G. Jung, Four Archetypes: Mother, Rebirth, Spirit, 
Trickster, trans. R. F. C. Hull (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1973), 3-4. 

^®Ibid. , 4 . 
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strong feeling-tones. . . . They impress, 
influence and fascinate us. . . . Because of its 
instinctual nature, the archetype underlies the 
feeling-toned complexes and shares their 
autonomy. 

An individual is not aware of past experiences that 

relate to a primordial stage of life, even if it is at the 

level of the unconscious; however, Jung postulates that it 

is not the actual experiences that one recalls, but the 

traditions that emanate from them: 

Primitive tribal lore is concerned with archetypes 
that have been modified in a special way. They 
are no longer contents of the unconscious, but 
have already been changed into conscious formulae 
taught according to tradition, generally in the 
form of esoteric teaching. This last is a typical 
means of expression for the transmission of 
collective contents originally derived from the 
unconscious. 

Essentially it is not the experience itself that one is 

aware of, but the transcendental aspect of collective 

themes: death, love, life, evil versus good, creation, are 

all questions that are part of the eternal quest of mankind 

as a whole. So, what Jung advocates is the idea that we 

acquire the knowledge of these "common experiences" through 

^^Collected Works, vol. 10, §847, quoted in Jung, Word 
and Image, 227. 

^°Jung, Four Archetypes, 4. 
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traditions that are passed on through the ages and become 

part of the society in which we evolve. 

In the case of Joyce Mansour, the fact that she was 

born and educated in England, lived in Egypt, and wrote in 

France, makes her heir to diverse traditions. Her frequent 

references to Egyptian mythology, as well as the presence of 

archetypal images that are associated with rebirth, and the 

mother figure, are part of that which is synonymous with 

Joyce Mansour--the woman, the poet and mankind. Mansour's 

poetic voice also reflects voices of the past, for as Jung 

claims: 

The impact of an archetype, whether it takes the 
form of immediate experience or is expressed 
through the spoken word, stirs us because it 
summons up a voice that is stronger than our own. 
Whoever speaks in primordial images speaks with a 
thousand voices; . . . he transmutes our personal 
destiny into the destiny of mankind, and evokes in 
all of us those beneficent forces that ever and 
anon have enabled humanity to find a refuge from 
every peril and to outlive the longest night. 

Joyce Mansour speaks with a thousand voices, and it is in 

the manifestation of dream-im.ages, archetypes, collage, 

pronominal play, and Egyptian myths that she finds refuge 

from the peril of old age, boredom, and death, as portrayed in 

^^Jung, The Spirit in Man, Art, and Literature, 82. 
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these verses: 

Un vieux et sa vieille caches soous la terre 
Main pourrie dans la main pourri.e, bien au chaud dans 

la crasse 
Se parlant a travers leurs levre^s disparues se comprenant 

sans mots 
Ecoutant le chant grave et lent de la terre qui se nourrit 
Se demandant dans leur coeur 
Si jamais ils mourront. 

Joined in death, as they were in life, the old couple waits 

while the earth chants gravely snd feeds off of their 

decaying bodies. The archetypaL. image of rebirth is present 

through the transcendental aspect of the images present in 

this particular poem. Life and cSeath are intimately linked 

with the dead lovers and their attentiveness to the grave 

song of the earth nourishing itself with their decaying 

flesh. Mansour's dream-images a.re representative of a 

conscious realization that in death there is no time, no 

space, and no concrete physical attributes, simply a 

continuous void that leads to imfinity. In allowing the 

image of the couple together in death, as they were in life, 

Mansour defies ^aspectus mortis^ and is able to textually 

confront and manipulate death acrcording to her Desire. 

• 

^^Cris, 313-314. 
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C. G. Jung speaks of four archetypes in particular: 

Mother, Rebirth, Spirit and Trickster. For the puirpose of 

the present study we shall focus on the mother archetype. 

We will assess the mother archetypal images in Mansour's 

discourse in view of Jung's "Good Mother versus Evil 

Mother." We shall also inquire into Annis Pratt's 

perception of archetypal patterns in women's literary 

discourse to determine whether there is a significant 

difference between the readings of Mansour's archetypal 

images based on Jung's notion of ^anima' and ^animus', 

versus Pratt's own assumption that 

the first aspect of the journey inwards takes the 
form of an acute consciousness of the world of the 
ego and is a consequent turning away from societal 
norms that the author often graphically and 
specifically details. 

Jung theorized that archetypes are products of fantasy, 

and as such "are not disseminated only by tradition, 

language and migration, but can arise spontaneously, at any 

time, at any place, and without any outside influence."^'' 

According to Carl Jung, archetypes are present in every 

^^Pratt, Archetypal Patterns, 138. 

Collected Works, vol. 9, i, §155, quoted in Jung, 
Word and Image, 221. 
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individual's psyche as "empty and purely formal, nothing but 

a facultas praeformandi."^^ As a result it is this non-form 

that in itself holds 

a possibility of representation which is given a 
priori. The representations themselves are not 
inherited, only the forms, and in that respect 
they correspond in every way to the instincts, 
which are also determined in form only. The 
existence of the instincts can no more be proven 
than the existence of archetypes, so long as they 
do not manifest themselves concretely.^® 

Carl Jung elaborates on the idea that since they are not a 

concrete manifestation, archetypal images cannot be proven, 

but they can in fact be recognized as representations of 

humanity's universal experiences, such as motherhood and 

rebirth. Jung also ascribes 'anima' and 'animus' as the 

basic phenomena that lead to the mother archetype. Because 

'anima' and 'animus' imply the notion of gender, we shall 

now consider Jung's theory and its contribution to the way 

one uses and inteirprets archetypal images. 

4.2.2 'Anima' and 'Animus' 

"No man is so entirely masculine that he has nothing 

''Ibid. 

'®Ibid. 
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feminine in him, says Jiing, and thus, . .the whole 

nature of man presupposes woman, both physically a.nd 

spiritually."^® Jung believes that man's "system i.s tuned 

in to woman from the start. . . . Likewise parents, wife, 

children, birth, and death are inborn in him as virtual 

images, as psychic aptitudes.These images are also 

referred to as categories that prevail as part of the 

collective unconscious and are "in a sense the deposits of 

all our ancestral experiences, but they are not th.e 

experiences themselves. Jung further argues that man's 

unconscious inherits a collective, eternal image of woman, 

not the image of this or that particular woma.n, 
but a definitive feminine image. This image is 
fundamentally unconscious, an hereditary factor of 
primordial origin engraved in the living orga.nic 
system of the man, an imprint or 'archetype' of 
all the ancestral experiences of the female, a 
deposit, as it were, of all the impressions ever 
made by woman. . . . 

While Jung says that man's ideal picture of himseLf 

^'Jung, Aspects of the Feminine, 78. 

^®Ibid., 79. 

"Ibid. 

"Ibid. 

^^Ibid. , 80 . 
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represses his feminine side, anima, he also warns that "The 

first bearer of the soul image is always the mother."''^ 

Consequently the ^anima' (that which corresponds to the 

maternal Eros''^) takes the form of the mother-imago. 

Furthermore, Western tradition views all that is inward as 

dark and incomprehensible. Mankind thinks of darkness as a 

source of danger: "It is the psychic primal night which is 

the same today as it has been for countless millions of 

years. The longing for light is the longing for 

consciousness"^"' It is the dark unknown that man fears 

most, a fear that is projected upon the Evil Mother 

archetype. On the one hand, a mother is a life giver; on 

the other she is part of the mystery, hence the separation 

between Good Mother and Evil Mother archetypes. 

A figure of feminine gender 'anima' supplements the 

masculine consciousness. While the function of 'animus' 

'^Ibid. , 86. 

"^Ibid. , 171. 

^''C. G. Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, recorded 
and edited by Aniela Jaffe, translated by Richard Winston 
and Clara Winston (New York: Pantheon Books, 1963), 2 69-252. 
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(that which corresponds to the male Logos*^) is similar to 

that of ^anima' , Jung finds that the masculine side of women 

takes on a negative aspect: 

An inferior consciousness cannot eo ipso be 
ascribed to women; it is merely different from 
masculine consciousness and personal relations are 
as a rule more important and interesting to her 
than objective facts and their interconnections. 
The wide fields of commerce, politics, technology, 
and science, the whole realm of the applied 
masculine mind, she relegates to the penumbra of 
consciousness; while, on the other hand, she 
develops a minute consciousness of personal 
relationships, the infinite nuances of which 
usually escape the man entirely.^® 

Whereas this interpretation of the ^animus' is 

stereotypical, versus that which pertains to an individual, 

be it woman or man, we must remember that Carl Jung 

theorized at a time when the feminist movement was still 

embryonic in the field of literature and in other areas that 

belonged mostly to men. It is with that comprehension in 

mind that we further inquire into the presence of archetypal 

images in Mansour's poetry. This search will support our 

notion that modern female critics such as Annis Pratt, 

differ greatly from Jungian interpretation in their 

^^Jung, Aspects of the Feminine, 171. 

"Ibid., 95. 
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readings. Before we proceed to the actual analysis of 

Mansour's work, we must look at the ^animus', that which 

resembles the masculine side of women. 

Carl Jung believes that because women's realm of 

experience is much narrower compared to that of men, major 

differences will materialize between the ^anima' (feminine 

being *"') and the ^animus' (mind or spirit^®) . 

We must therefore expect the unconscious of woman 
to show aspects essentially different from those 
found in man. If I were to attempt to put in a 
nutshell the difference between man and woman in 
this respect, i.e., what it is that characterizes 
the animus as opposed to the anima, I could only 
say this: as the anima produces moods, so the 
animus produces opinions; . . 

Jung's conclusion is that the 'animus' tends to surface as 

"animus opinions that are invariably collectivewhich 

gives women the tendency of being self-opinionated and 

annoying: 

In intellectual women the animus encourages an 'I 
am always right attitude' since, instead of the 
woman merely associating opinions with external 

''^Jung, Aspects of the Feminine, 171. 

"^Ibid. 

^'Ibid. , 96 . 

^°Ibid. , 97. 
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situations--situations she ought to think about 
consciously--the animus, as an associative 
function, should be directed inward, where it 
could associate the contents of the unconscious.^^ 

In other words, the coming to terms with both the 'anima' 

and the 'animus' is similar for both genders. While "the 

animus is the deposit of all woman's ancestral experiences 

of man,"^^ the 'anima' is man's ancestral experiences of 

woman. The difference between the two exists in the 

transcendental aspect of collective experiences, such as 

life and death, or good versus evil. Carl Jung also 

observes that "All archetypal manifestations, thus also the 

animus and anima, have both a negative and a positive, a 

primitive and a differentiated aspect."®^ Essentially, Jung 

posits that the 'animus' and the 'anima' should function as 

a pathway to the collective unconscious. 

Moreover, Jung states that while the 'anima' 

constitutes a "uni-personality," the 'animus' consists of "a 

^^Ibid., 98. 

"Ibid. 

^^Collected Works, Vol 16, §521, quoted in Jung, Word 
a.nd Image, 22 6. 
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plurality."^'' It is in that sense that Jung asserts that 

"the conscious attitude of a woman is in general far more 

exclusively personal than that of a man."^^ The logic 

behind his observation stems from the fact that man 

perceives himself mostly in relation to his mother, while 

women's world is made of father, mother, brothers, sisters, 

husbands, and children, or families that are essentially, he 

says, interested in themselves. On the contrary, "the man's 

world is the nation, the state, business concerns, etc. His 

family is simply a means to an end, one of the foundations 

of the state, . . Jung furthers suggests that "the 

general means more to him than the personal; his world 

consists of a multitude of co-ordinated factors, whereas her 

world, outside her husband, terminates in a sort of cosmic 

mist. " 

Again, we must take into account that Carl Jung wrote 

at a time when a woman's role was perceived as that of a 

^•'Jung, Aspects of the Feminine, 98. 

"Ibid. 

^®Ibid., 99. 

"Ibid. 
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housewife, an individual of the feminine gender whose world 

revolved around her family, and as Pratt tells us, "although 

he sees androgyny, involving the transcendence of gender, as 

a necessary element in human development, his definitions of 

these gender qualities tend to be rigid to the point of 

stereotyping. This does not preclude our use of the 

Jungian theory of the collective unconscious, and its link 

to archetypal images in the language of poetry, that of 

Mansour's in particular. 

4.3 Armis Pratt and The Mother Archetype 

'Anima' is a projection-making factor of the feminine 

in man, and she appears as dreams, visions, and fantasies: 

She takes on personified form, thus demonstrating 
that the factor she embodies possesses all the 
outstanding characteristics of a feminine being. 
She is not an invention of the conscious, but a 
spontaneous product of the unconscious . . . and 
an archetype present in man.^® 

The mother archetype, like any other, appears in various 

aspects; some are that of the "personal mother and 

^®Pratt, Archetypal Patterns, 6. 

®®Jung, Aspects of the Feminine, 170-171. 
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grandmother, stepmother and mother-in-law; then any woman 

with whom a relationship exists . . Second, there are 

mothers in a figurative sense: "To this categoiry belongs the 

goddess, and especially the Mother of God, the Virgin, and 

Sophia. 

According to Jung, there are further aspects of the 

mother archetype that are represented as symbols of the 

mother in a figurative sense, that of the need for 

redemption, for instance: 

. . . Paradise, Heavenly Jerusalem. Many things 
arousing devotion or feeling of awe, as the 
Church, xiniversity, city or country, heaven and 
earth, the woods, the sea or any still waters, the 
imderworld and the moon." 

Jung further recognizes as archetypes of the mother places 

that are connected to fertility, such as a garden, a cave, a 

spring, a rock, or flowers shaped like a vessel (as a rose 

or a lotus) . Of course, the uterus, the Yogi, and some 

animals--such as the cow, hare, and other domesticated 

animals that prove helpful to humans--are also emissaries 

®°Jung, Four- Archetypes, 15. 

®^Ibid. 

"Ibid., 15. 
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of the Good Mother archetype. 

* 

There is likewise the ambivalent aspect of the mother 

archetype, comments Jung. It is usually associated with 

goddesses of fate, or witches and devouring animals such as 

a dragon, a large fish, or a serpent. Other things that 

are connected to death are also portrayed as the Evil mother 

versus the Good mother; for instance a grave, a sarcophagus, 

and deep water. Qualities associated with the good mother 

archetype include 

maternal solicitude and sympathy; the magic 
authority of the female; the wisdom and spiritual 
exaltation that transcend reason; any helpful 
instinct or impulse; all that is benign, all that 
cherishes and sustains, that fosters growth and 
fertility. The place of magic transformation and 
rebirth, together with the \inderworld and its 
inhabitants, are presided over by the mother." 

Negative connotations attributed to the mother archetype are 

"anything secret, hidden, dark; the abyss, the world of the 

dead, anything that devours, seduces and poisons, that is 

terrifying and inescapable like fate." It is clear that 

Jung has identified two characteristics of the mother 

"Ibid., 16. 

"Ibid. 
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archetype, that of the "loving and the terrible mother. 

However, Annis Pratt obseirves that 

whether responses to goddess archetypes derive 
from the universal experience of the powerful 
mother or carry within them a stimulus to the 
remembrance of some maternal divinity, they endure 
as the archetypes through their ability to 
galvanize a response in both poet and audience.®® 

Archetypal images hold their validity in the eternal, 

spiritual, and universal perspective they bring to the poet 

and his/her audience. It is that universality that we shall 

now address in Mansour's archetypal images of the mother. 

An artist must have a vision, a vision that sets him or 

her apart from the crowd for the creative act to have a 

value beyond the realm of the personal: 

The normal man can follow the general trend 
without injuiry to himself; but the man who takes 
to the back streets and alleys because he cannot 
endure the broad highway will be the first to 
discover the psychic elements that are waiting to 
play their part in the life of the collective. 
Here the artist's relative lack of adaptation 
turns out to this advantage; it enables him to 
follow his own yearnings far from the beaten path, 

"Ibid. 

®®Annis Pratt, Dancing with Goddesses: Archetypes, 
Poetry and Empowerment (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1994) 100. 
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and to discover what it is that would meet the 
unconscious needs of his age. 

Mansour's persona as an artist was an uncommon one "Une 

etrange demoiselle: C'est ainsi que se designait elle-merae 

Joyce Mansour, etonnant personnage qjui traversa de maniere 

assez fracassante le monde des lettres, de la poesie et de 

la peinture . . 

Mansour herself projected an enigmatic figure that fit 

the Jungian "Mother" archetype as that of an "ogresse du 

poeme, et du corps, ce vampire poete . . . cette pretresse 

de messes noires, cette heroine de cauchemars, cette 

dechireuse d'Eros, cette cavaliere d'Apocalypses rouges."®® 

Mansour's works remain a celebration of life against death, 

by a woman "campee sur sa rage,"''° who has no time to waste 

on sentimentality: "Chez elle, les mots sont crus, la 

sexualite est sale, les sentiments absents."'^ The 

®''Jung, The Spirit in Man, Art, and Literature, 83. 

®®Orizet,"Une etrange demoiselle," 140. 

"Ibid., 141. 

'"Marie Etienne, "Campee sur sa rage," Quinzaine 
litteraire 584 (1 September 1991): 6. 

'^Ibid. 
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following poem exemplifies the "Evil mother" archetype that 

is often present in Joyce Mansour's poetic universe: 

J'aime jouer avec les petites choses 
Les choses pas nees roses sous mes yeux de folle 
Je gratte je pique je tue je ris 
Mortes les choses ne bougent plus 
Et moi je regrette ma fievre de folle 
J'ai pitie de mes parents degeneres 
Je voudrais effacer le sang de mes reves 
En abolissant la maternite.'^ 

The poem is significant of Mansour's siibjectivity in the 

sense that the unconscious impulses she cannot voice out 

loud find freedom via the primordial images and their 

associations. Jung refers to these images as archetypal 

ideas that have their origin in the archetype, which in 

itself has no shape. Mansour's conscious experience allows 

it to take shape as an abstract form, that of the "Evil 

Mother" archetype with no material existence of its own. 

Mansour's short, rhythmic sentences driven by the presence 

of an imperative voice, ^I', convey an obsessive fury that 

can only be appeased as the creative energies manifest 

themselves in a concrete, written form. 

Death seems at first a result of the mad woman's deeds, 

but Mansour tells us that the little things were not born. 

'"^Crisr 317. 
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The killing therefore does not take place, but it is 

metaphorical of childbirth and unborn children, dead before 

they could experience life, either through natural 

miscarriage, or by abortion. I pity my degenerate parents, 

she says, and I wish I could erase the blood of my dreams by 

abolishing maternity. 

To read this poem and assume that Mansour's message is 

reflective of her personal decree against childbirth would 

be reductive. First, there is no evidence that Mansour had, 

or did not have a child; second, if we think of a poet's 

voice as universal, then the meaning that emerges is that of 

her revelation of mankind's fate and the pain that all of 

humanity experience at birth, a time of struggle between 

life and death. It is also portraying a woman's role as a 

mother as forced upon her by sex and by society, therefore 

leaving her no choice but that between a Good Mother versus 

the Evil mother. As the author tells us, the only solution 

possible against the inevitability of humanity's sorrow lay 

in the abolishment of maternity. Although the images of the 

mother,^!', playing with little pink, unborn things, 

scratching, poking, killing, and laughing -ontil death takes 

hold of them, portray a vicious, mad woman, the meaning of 
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the poem rests in the images of the imiversal, not the 

personal. 

Mansour's imagery reveals her personal fear of death, 

that unknown often portrayed by man as dark, evil, and 

feminine, as well as that of mankind's fear. Death takes no 

account of gender in Mansour's next poem: 

Un homme souriant regardait la mort en face. 
Elle etait grise sur son lit d'azur 
Metallique et belle elle dorraait. 
II se baissa tendre et curieux 
De gouter sur ses levres la vie des fleurs d'un 
j our 
Le sang des enf ants des animaux des poissons. 
II toucha ses levres de sa bouche insensible. 
Et moumat sans comprendre. 
Son incomprehension.'^ 

Again, this poem constitutes a collective representation of 

a universal theme, that of Death, and as such can be 

referred to as an archetypal image of the Evil Mother 

disguised as a beautiful woman. 

The figure of the metallic beauty sleeping upon her 

ephemeral bed recalls the fairytale "Sleeping Beauty." Man, 

her prince, is entrapped by her feminine chaarms as she leads 

him to his doom. While his Ego pushes him forward towards 

her lips, his ^anima' surfaces in the tenderness and 

'^Cz-is, 319. 
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curiosity upon his face. As Jung theorized, "The first 

bearer of the soul image is that of the mother,"'''* and as 

such, the anima., or the maternal Eros, confuses man, for 

she, mother/wife/lover figure, holds the mysteries of 

fertility. All embracing, she possesses the power to give 

and take life, as her lips hold the breath of flowers, and 

the blood of children, animals, and fish. 

Mansour's view is that males are unable to experience 

that which woman alone exhibits, the gift of life. The 

universality of Mansour's poem, and its beauty, rest on the 

poet's ability to bring the language into the realm of 

humanity's fate. The poet reminds us that regardless of 

their age or gender, all individuals seek an understanding 

of death. Moreover a female, because of her sex, is 

empowered with the gift of life while a male is condemned to 

die without ever being able to comprehend the mystery of 

giving birth. Men remain alienated from womankind because 

they can never experience the act of childbirth. 

The ambivalent aspect of the mother archetype is often 

associated with a goddess of fate. In the next poem, the 

'"'Jung, Aspects of the Feminine, 87. 
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implicit presence of Isis manifests itself through images of 

a dismembered body, which reminds the reader of the Egyptian 

myth of Isis and Osiris. An image of the "loving and 

terrible mother" is obvious in Joyce Mansour's poem: 

Ton cou tranche. 
Ta tete qui saigne 
Separee de ton corps 
Grimagante et aveugle. 
Ton cou qui saigne des gouttes de folie 
Tes yeux qui pleurent des larmes de desir 
Et moi qui bois 
Ta vie qui part."'^ 

The imagery of violent, erotic pleasure anticipates a 

primeval scene. While the eyes of the dismembered body, 

whose head grimaces and whose neck bleeds of madness, cry 

tears of desire, she drinks his departing life. At once the 

good mother, in the figure of Isis as a loyal wife, sister 

and mother, she also represents a terrifying, devouring, 

self-regenerating woman who holds the power of fertility and 

the secret of rebirth. 

The reader observes that read in the context of Jung's 

theory on archetypes, Mansour's discourse reveals the 

duality of man's psyche, ^anima' and ^animus': "The Gnostics 

had long felt 'its' presence, and, indeed, it doubtless pre-

'^^Cris, 32 0. 
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existed the idea that we have always had of the soul, from 

Egyptians . . While the role of the mother is that of 

a life giver and the feminine side of man, or 'anima', she 

on the other hand remains distant and feared, and displays 

the masculine side, or ^animus', since all individuals, 

according to Jung, possess these dual aspect of their 

persona. 

To again quote Jiing, "For a man the mother typifies 

something alien, which he has yet to experience, and which 

is filled with the imagery latent in the unconscious."''' 

In other words, because of her sex, a woman is able to 

experience, if not childbirth itself, that which is 

connected to the mystery of reproduction. Man, on the other 

hand only gains a glimpse of it through his association with 

another woman; a wife or a mother. 

The magic of archetypal images lies in the fact that it 

gives mankind a sense of togetherness, a link from the past, 

and a vision into the future: 

At its heart is the implicit certainty that we are 
neither alone, nor absurd, and that a 

"'^Brunei, Companion, 115. 

""Jung, Four Archetypes, 39. 
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transcendental ideal justifies our existence - in 
short there is always an archetype that will 
ultimately welcome us in our wanderings or put an 
end to our exile.'® 

It is through the poet's unconscious leap into the past and 

her ability to translate the dream-images into written 

archetypes that the reader is able to gain a sense of self 

vis a vis mankind, as Mansour herself writes: 

C'etait hier. 
Le premier poete urinait son amour 
Son sexe en deuil chantait bruyamment 
Les chansons gutturales 
Des montagnes 
Le premier dieu debout sur son halo 
Annongait sa venue sur la terre evanouie 
C'etait demain. 
Mais les hommes a tete de chat 
Mangeaient leurs yeux brouilles 
Sans remarquer leurs eglises qui brulaient 
Sans sauver leur ame qui fuyait 
Sans saluer leurs dieux qui mouraient 
C'etait la guerre."" 

It was yesterday, when the first poet urinated his love, 

that the first God stood upon his halo, and it was tomorrow 

that men ate blindly while their churches burned down, 

writes Joyce Mansour. Unaware of their fate, men with cats' 

heads did not even attempt to catch their fleeing soul, nor 

"'^Brunei, Companion, 115. 

''^DGahlmres, 3 3 5-336. 
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did they honor their dying gods: it was war. 

The words yesterday, tomorrow, and war, offer an 

atemporal element that alerts the audience as to the 

generality of the discourse. Mansour invites her reader out 

of the personal and into the universal. The poetic language 

has the power to transport us back in time to when creation 

was in process, when Mother Earth lay bare, and the first 

god was to come. Mansour's juxtaposition of yesterday's 

world at the dawn of its birth, versus tomorrow's, and its 

loss of innocence, suggests man's need for redemption. It 

also implies the poet's ability to help him find it, if only-

he would listen. 

The presence of the mother archetype differs in this 

poem in the sense that it takes on an aspect of urgency. It 

is no longer man's inability to comprehend his 'anima', or 

the feminine, that is at stake, but humanity as a whole. As 

Jung pointed out, things of devotion or awe, such as the 

church, and the earth, are usually connected with the 

positive, the Good Mother archetype. However, churches also 

represent oppression. In that case we find that the 

oppression comes from both the 'anima' and the 'animus', 

since images of churches ablaze imply that while the mother 
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symbolizes goodness and devotion, she also represents man's 

fear of that which she signifies; the unknown mystery of 

life and death. Aware of mankind's ability to destroy, the 

poet appeals to man to listen and to stop the atrocities of 

war; unfortunately in the context of the universal, 

Mansour's message is undermined by man's obvious inability 

to understand that he brings upon himself a fate worse than 

death: possible extinction of the species. 

While Carl Jung's concept of ^anima' and ^animus' may 

seem a bit narrow in view of today's perception of women, 

Annis Pratt points out that Jung did not wish to be 

stereotypical in his analysis: 

Jung does not intend his archetypal categories as 
fixed absolutes. He recognizes that fluidity is a 
basic characteristic and that a single archetype 
can be siibject to a variety of perceptions, not 
only from culture to culture but even within a 
given culture or the mind of a single individual. 
Archetypes thus constitute images, symbols, and 
narrative patterns that differ from stereotypes in 
being complex variables, s\ibject to variations and 
perceptions. 

Since archetypal categories are not absolute, it is possible 

to read Mansour in a context that differs from the Jungian 

approach. 

®°Pratt, Archetypal Patterns, 83. 
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4.4 Arciietypal Xznages in Hansouf's Poetry 

Joyce Mansour's body of poetics is full of recurring 

patterns, some of which we have addressed as archetypal 

images. While we observed and analyzed the presence of the 

"dual mother archetype" in some of her poems in relation to 

Jung's theory of the ^anima' and the 'animus', we shall now 

look at images that represent what Pratt refers to as 

archetypal patterns. "Archetypal patterns, as I understand 

them, represent categories of particulars.... One must 

not reduce categories down into a body of material but 

induce them from images, symbols. . . Annis Pratt's 

theory on archetypal patterns in women's literary works 

points out the difference that exists between the 

experiences of women and those of men. Moreover, she 

acknowledges the possibility that these differences may be 

reflected in the way women use archetypal images in their 

texts. If such is the case, a different reading of Mansour 

is possible. 

While Carl Jiang believes that a fully developed 

personality must transcend gender, he developed his theory 

®^Ibid., 81. 
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of 'anima' and 'animus' in relation to the biological nature 

of woman. As a result, Jung's "dual mother" archetype, for 

example, reflects man's perception of the mother as an alien 

figure, a separate entity that evokes fear. Woman is a 

mystery, the unknown, the incomprehensible that will remain 

such throughout a man's life. On the other hand, while a 

woman experiences her mother as the 'other', in a concrete 

sense, she is also part of her 'self, as a member of the 

same sex. Thus, mother does not signify the abstract or 

the mysterious that man perceives, but part of the whole. 

It is therefore logical that the Ego and the Self may be 

projected very differen.tly in the archetypal images of 

women's texts, for, as Annis Pratt observes, 

the ego extends only as far as the conscious mind, 
whereas the self comprises the whole of the 
personality, which includes the unconscious as 
well as the conscious component. The Ego is thus 
related to the self as part of the whole 

If the self is represented as the whole, that is the 

personal and the universal, then, 

whatever is experienced in the inner journey must 
be understood as at one and the same time 
individual and collective, the materials of the 
unconscious deriving from the repository that Jung 

®^Ibid., 137. 
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spent his lifetime codifying according to what he 
termed its intrinsic organization in "definite 
recognizable patterns."®^ 

The difficulty arises when one wishes to analyze these 

patterns in women's artistic productions- Since women's 

experience is perceived as socially marginal, it follows 

that there is "not as frequent a correlation between 

unconscious and * recognizable patterns' in women's social 

experience as in men's."®"' Furthermore, as we have 

understood in Jung's approach, in the Western frame of mind, 

ego, or consciousness, is identified with the ^masculine', 

while the world of dreams, or the unconscious, is attached 

to the 'feminine'. 

Moreover, the feminine 'anima' is "a C[uality that 

translated into male religions, myths, and cult practices as 

alien and fearful --women must com.e to terms with unconscious 

materials distorted by cultural bias."®^ If such is the 

case, a critic must be careful when analyzing archetypal 

images. For example, the image of a goddess may be 

"Ibid. 

®^Ibid., 138. 

®^Ibid. 
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synonymous with the Evil Mother archetype for a male critic, 

while it may be that for a woman she simply represents "an 

erotically independent, self-regenerative, and organically 

powerful archetype . . . more likely to appear beneficent 

than destiructive to the woman writer."®® It is clear from 

Pratt's evaluation of recurring patterns in women's 

discourse that these archetypes differ not only at the level 

of the author's unconscious, but also in the mind of 

scholars and critics who perceive them according to their 

own social and personal experiences, and their given 

culture. 

The result of these differences gives rise to textual 

archetypal images that are symbolic of rebirth, a quest for 

maturity, and an apparent need to "turn away from societal 

norms."®'' Mansour's amarital Eros, androgynous lovers, and 

social commentaries contribute to archetypal patterns 

symbolic of feminine selfhood and power. Read in that 

context, Joyce Mansour's poetics neither reflect the 

ambivalence of the subject nor a lack of ^subject-identity'. 

®®Ibid. 

"ibid., 139. 
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Archetypes of the Devil, God, Shepherd, and Aphrodite will 

support our claim. 

• 

As the critic becomes more acquainted with Mansour's 

poetic corpus it becomes apparent that images of the Devil, 

God, Aphrodite, and the Medusa are recurring archetypes 

present in her discourse. We shall look at poems that 

reflect each of these archetypes and evaluate the social and 

personal meaning behind them. In the poem Dechirures, the 

reader joins the poet in what seems, at first glance, a 

peaceful pastoral game with goats frolicking in the fields: 

Les chevres galopaient dans les pres sales 
Suivies par le diable habille de satin. 
Je prenais 1'air sur mon toit ardoise 
Et j ' ai vu ecraser le berger par la horde joyeuse. 
J'ai appele le diable avec ses cornes truffees; 
J'ai saute du haut de ma perche aeree, 
Et j'ai pris part a mon tour a la chasse au berger 
Dans les champs et les pres ou les morts rodent apeures 
Ou les enfants des pauvres sont des bergers ailes 
Qui gardent les chevres pour se faire pardonner 
Les peches de leurs peres trop souls pour payer 
Eux-memes . 

The enchanting tone is qpaickly destabilized by the presence 

of a Devil figure who, dressed in satin, follows the joyful 

herd of goats while they trample a shepherd to death. While 

Dechirures, 354. 
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one might expect th.e observer to be horrified by such a 

scene, she calls ou.t to the Devil and joins the chase. 

The archetypal image of the devil illustrates Mansour's 

conscious rage against disease and death. The poet's erotic 

violence against death is an internal force that resides 

within her unconscious. She unconsciously rejects the good 

Shepherd image, tha.t which may characterize her mother, and 

her husband-these a.re two individuals whom she loved, 

trusted, and lost. These two figures, representative of 

that which is good, surface as the shepherd that is overcome 

by Evil. While the the Devil is a threat to society, he is 

consistent in his q^uest. It is not surprising that Mansour 

eventually chooses to join him in his game. 

Mansour juxtaposes the opening, inspiring image of open 

fields and frolicking goats to that of a devil that leads a 

flock to murder an innocent shepherd. In her textual 

imagery, Mansour opposes the forces of good against evil as 

a means to combat her own rage. The presence of a Devil 

archetype, concurrexit with a Shepherd archetype, alerts the 

reader that the polarity between good and bad is an 

essential theme of the poem. Although conscious of the 

devil's defiance against the divine, or in this case the 
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social order, the poet joins him in his game. Mansour's 

archetype of the devil emphasizes her scorn for proper 

conduct: 

Sur le plan psychologique , le Diable montre 
I'esclavage qui attend celui qui reste aveuglement 
soumis a 1'instinct, mais il souligne en meme 
temps 1'importance fondamentale de la libido, sans 
laquelle il n'y a pas d'epanouissement humain et, 
pour pouvoir depasser la chute . . . il faut avoir 
ete capable d'assumer ces forces redoutables d'une 
fagon dynamique . 

Mansour's need for self-affirmation resides in the 

power of Eros, for it is in the satisfaction of carnal 

pleasures that she finds solace when she claims: 

Il faut que pecheur peche jusqu'a la bestialite 
Afin de tout recommencer 
Afin de mieux savoir attendre."®° 

Mansour's voice is clearly that of a woman who does not 

compromise. In the realm of the personal she remains loyal 

to the 'self and pursues her game with Eros, in the figure 

of the devil. In the social scheme, her discourse is that 

of an individual who, conscious of prevailing injustice, 

®®Jean Chevalier and Alain Gheerbrant, Dictlonnaire des 
symboles: Mythes, reves, coutumes, grestes, formes, figures, 
couleurs, nombres (Paris: Editions Laffont/Jupiter, 1982), 
353 . 

^°Rapaces, 381. 
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deplores humanity's fate. Mansour, as we have said before, 

does not approve of people who passively await death. For 

her, it is better to sin and live than to be trampled by 

death without first having lived. 

In the next poem the archetype of God, which in a 

religious context is symbolic of the divine figure of the 

father, the judge, the omnipotent, omnipresent ^He' who 

knows and sees all, is stripped of its powers as we read: 

Les murs s'elevent 
Ayez pitie, Dieu de nos peres, de nous les damnes 
Les murs bruns du desespoir cement nos tetes, nos 

cieux, nos maisons 
Epargnez-nous la colere des envieux 
Pardonnez-nous, vous qui voyez notre detresse 
Oubliez nos pensees, nos passes, nos peches 
Donnez-nous de I'espoir meme s'il n'y en a plus 
Les murs du mepris nous enferment malgre nos oris 
Aidez-nous, aidez-nous, vous qui ne pouvez plus 
Vous qui etes sourd, paralyse, fatigue 
Trop vieux pour nous sauver meme si vous le vouliez 
Dieu des impuissants, Dieu des innocents 
Dieu qui n'a plus d'occupation 
Excepte celle de mourir.®^ 

Mansour's poem reminds the reader of the Catholic prayer 

"Pater Noster." Have pity, God of our fathers and of us, 

the damned, she begs. Our first impression is that the 

poet's aim is to implore forgiveness for our sins, our past, 

^^Dechirures, 339-340. 
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and even our evil thoughts. However, the prayers remain 

unanswered, for God almighty himself has succumbed to 

disease and old age. 

The poet's humorous irreverence lies in the 

a-lliterative aspect of her voice. As an individual 

confesses all that he/she thinks may belong under the 

umbrella of sin, Mansour covers all the possibilities, as 

she tells God to have pity on us, to protect us, to forgive 

us, to forget our vile thoughts, to give us hope, and to 

help us. The reader's first reaction is to be incredulous, 

or simply to laugh. It is difficult to take her discourse 

seriously, for the resonance of the repetitious 'nous', 

coupled with the second person form of the imperative tense, 

produces a tone that is commanding and childish, rather than 

solemn and repentant. 

Joyce Mansour's humorous, playful way of addressing God 

does not imply a denial of his existence, for to think that 

would be to deny the presence of 'Self as an integral part 

of the unknown. As an archetypal representation, Mansour's 

God does not exist. It acquires a form only in the context 

of that which it projects within the written body, as 

dictated by the poet. God is an archetypal image that 
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reflects that which is iinknown: "Le nom de Di«eu ne serait 

qu'un symbole pour recouvrir I'inconnu de I'ertre, tandis que 

I'etre ne serait qu'un autre symbole pour ren'voyer au Dieu 

inconnu."®^ Thus the meaning of God falls int o the realm of 

universality. While Mansour implores and commiands God, she 

undermines her personal to allow Mankind's voice to come 

forth through the usage of the subjective proatioun "nous." 

In this particular case, Mansour's archefltypal God is 

not our savior, nor our judge. She has strip3>ed him of his 

powers for even 'He' has grown old and shares humanity's 

ultimate fate, death. If there is an existence in Mansour's 

discourse, it is that of the self, that unkno\im part of the 

whole. 

This chapter on Archetypal images would not be complete 

without the mention of the archetypal image otf Aphrodite. 

Although Mansour never uses Aphrodite's archetrypal name, as 

she has done with God, Devil, and Shepherd archetypes, she 

brings her to life as the goddess of love and fertility, as 

a representation of Desire's physical pleasures. As we have 

seen during the course of our study, Mansour's salvation 

®^Chevalier and Gheerbrant, Dictionnaire, 355. 
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resides in the world of erotic fantasy and sensual delights. 

After all, men's vices and their vile thoughts make her 

beautiful: 

Les vices des hommes 
Sont mon domaine 
Leurs plaies mes doux gateaxxx 
J'aime macher leurs viles pensees 
Car leur laideur fait ma beaute. 

As we read this brief yet clearly erotic poem, we are 

immediately aware that it alone cannot contain Mansour's 

libido. The first person pronoun carries within it two 

voices: Mansour's and Aphrodite's. Mansour's incantation to 

the love goddess is so powerful that it becomes difficult to 

separate the real from the imaginary. The poet appropriates 

all that encompasses erotic pleasures in a few, short lines, 

as men's vices, wounds, and vile thoughts all reside in her 

domain. 

Mansour's aim is not to conform, but to assert herself 

as an author and a woman. In this context the "vices of 

men" implies Aphrodite's power over men as she casts her 

spell on them with delights of physical pleasures. 

Mansour's voice becomes one with Aphrodite's, for there is 

^^Cris, 327. 
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no sign of guilt, doubt, or subservience in her role, only 

that of delight as she seeks reciprocity from caimal 

fulfillment: 

Laisse-moi t'aimer. 
J'aime le gout de ton sang epais 
Je le garde longtemps dans ma bouche sans dents. 
Son ardeur me brule la gorge. 
J'aime ta sueur. 
J'aime caresser tes aisselles 
Ruisselantes de joie. 
Laisse-moi t'aimer 
Laisse-moi lecher tes yeux fermes 
Laisse-moi les percer avec ma langue pointue 
Et remplir leur creux de ma salive triomphante. 
Laisse-moi t' aveugler. 

The archetype of Aphrodite has always symbolized woman's 

physical beauty and the power her sex exerts over man: "Elle 

egare meme la raison de Zeus qui aime la foudre, lui le plus 

grand des dieux . . . , meme cet esprit sage elle 1'abuse 

c[uand elle veut . . Mansour's language is that of 

Aphrodite indeed, as she tells her lover: let me love you, I 

love your sweaty armpits filled with joy; let me pierce your 

eyes and fill them with my triumphant saliva, let me blind 

you. The rhythmic, demanding tone of Mansour's incantation 

to the pleasures of love is reminiscent of the sexual act. 

®^Cris, 309-310. 

®^Chevalier and Gheerbrant, Dictionnaire, 55. 
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Furthermore, the image of eyes that are pierced and filled 

with saliva remind us of a feminine vulva, moist with 

passion. Here, Mansour takes the masculine role of the 

penetrator and allows her discourse to undermine gender 

specification. 

* 

We must note that archetypes only exist in relation to 

the form that the poet's discourse takes. But while in 

ancient times, "Aphrodite exprimera la per^rersion sexuelle, 

car I'acte de fecondation ne peut etre cherche qu'en 

fonction de la prime de jouissajice que la. nature y 

attache,this representation has somehow evolved. Read 

in the context of surrealism, fulfilment of ^Desire' is the 

main objective. For the surrealists, human sexuality is no 

longer a social taboo, nor is it acceptable only in terms of 

procreation. Eroticism is Mansour's god and salvation, and 

her voice is that of Aphrodite. It is in that spirit that 

we read Joyce Mansour. Her text is a celebration of Eros, 

and the affirmation of mankind's inexhaustible lust for 

life. 

^^Ibid. 
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There is no repression of siibversive desires in 

Mansour's erotic language, only an authorial ego that is 

disdainful of what is proper and acceptable by society. 

Moreover, there is no apparent disj-unction between the 

author's social conscience and her need for self-

affirmation. Mansour's erotic language is filled with 

images of violence, lust, body parts, and sexual fantasies 

that transgress social taboos of her time, as well as that 

of many societies today. As a post-surrealist writer, 

Mansour adheres to many of the movement's principles. 

Desire, the sine qua. non of surrealism, rules Mansour's 

poetics and has two major functions. First, at the personal 

level, it facilitates the exorcism of Mansour's fears of 

death. Second, it is used as a social tool to force 

bourgeois society out of its apathy; a goal that the 

surrealists held supreme. 

Carl Jung's comments on the value of great art supports 

Mansour's artistic production: 

That is the secret of great art, and of its effect 
upon us. The creative process, so far as we are 
able to follow it at all, consists in the 
unconscious activation of an archetypal image, and 
in elaborating and shaping this image into the 
finished work. By giving it a shape, the artist 
translates it into the language of the present. 
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and so makes it possible for us to find our way-
back to the deepest springs of life. Therein lies 
the social significance of art: it is constantly 
at work educating the spirit of the age, conjuring 
up the forms in which the age is most lacking. 
The unsatisfied yearning of the artist reaches 
back to the primordial image in the unconscious 
which is best fitted to compensate the inadequacy 
and one-sidedness of the present. The artist 
seizes on this image an.d in raising it from 
deepest unconsciousness he brings it into relation 
with conscious values, thereby transfojrming it 
until it can be accepted by the minds of his 
contemporaries according to their powers.®^ 

Although Joyce Mansour and others who participated in the 

surrealist movement did not transform the representation of 

an image from the deepest unconsciousness until it could be 

accepted by their contemporaries, they aspired to compensate 

for the inadequacies of the present through radical 

measures, as we ascertained in the first chapter of our 

present study. Jung's comments reflect Mansour's role as a 

poet, and the value of her art as a language of the 

universal, that which holds the mysteries of the past to 

bring them forth to the present, as a gift from beyond in 

the form of archetypal images, born from "the collective 

unconscious" which in a sense reflects man's spiritual 

immortality. 

^'Jung, The Spirit in Man, Art, and Literature, 83. 
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CHAPTER V 

MANSOUR'S PRONOMINAL PLAY 

The aim of this dissertation it to challenge the notion 

that there is an an±>iguity of 'subject identity' in 

Mansour's discourse and to demonstrate the universal quality 

of her literary voice. This section of our inquiry 

investigates Mansour's apparent pronominal gender play and 

supports the premise that her language is filled with a 

self-assertive, self-generative, universal authorial voice. 

In addition, concordances to Mansour's poetry will disclose 

that she uses the first person singular je as a means to 

assert her presence in the narratives. The obscurity of her 

language intensifies the subject's presence and reenforces 

her voice as that of an individual who is not afraid to 

question, demand, feel, satirize, and delight. The presence 

of "I" as the speaking s\ibject creates an atmosphere of 

intimacy between author and reader and compensates for the 

non-traditional aspect of her language. 

Mansour's subjective voice comes to life in a language 

that is filled with erotic demands, fear, boredom, rage, 

humor, satire mixed with demonic joy, boundless energy, and 



255 

a lucid, diabolic gaze upon the world: "Je vois ton visage . 

. . {Cris, 325) ; Je t'ai regard^ avec mes yemc . . {Crls, 

326); "Je dors les yeixx ouverts . . . Je suis 1'animal de la 

nuit" {l^er-r-es Fumes, 459) ; "Je seme mes yeux a tous vents" 

{Damnations, 473). Mansour does not waste time on 

questioning the meaning of life, nor does she concern 

herself with social taboos. While she addresses many 

issues, she never strays from her initial aim: to keep at 

bay death, boredom, illness, and all that is connotative of 

mankind's suffering. Joyce Mansour's lucid evaluation of 

humanity's plight is clear--"tout ce qui est vivant 

pourrit," *--but her despair does not lead to sentiments of 

self-pity, as she assures us: "Ivre il faut vivre ivre."^ 

Her language is intoxicating, for like wine it throws the 

reader into an imaginary world where fantasy reigns. The 

poet impels us to join her in a violent, tumultuous world 

filled with a pulsating force that flows outside physical 

boundaries and into the imaginary world of dreams, where 

everything is possible. 

^L'Heure erogene, 428. 

^Phallus et momies, 503. 



Moreover, Joyce Mansour's discourse does not evoke the 

voice of a woman who is personally oppressed by men, but 

that of a woman who has witnessed social injustice as a 

result of war and discrimination: "Je pensais aux Allemands 

. . . (Ou le jbas blesse, 399} ; Je suis juive il est vrai" 

(Verres fumes, 459) . She was not exempt from political 

unrest, as Missir tells us: "[E]lie vient en France au 

printemps 1955 (avant de s'y installer definitivement en 

1956, contrainte par les menaces qui pesent en Egypte sur 

les personnes ayant des sympathies profran^aises ou 

probritanniques)It follows that she would address some 

of these issues in her works. I believe that Mansour's 

pronominal gender play has a significant role in the poet's 

cries against social injustice, mankind's fate, and her own 

destiny. Further analysis of her discourse will confirm 

that Mansour's use of a non-traditional, non-heterosexual 

language in many of her poems is a technique that allows her 

gaze to wander freely without the constraints of space and 

time, and gives her voice a transcending quality that 

enables her to speak in the universal 'I' . 

^Missir, "Joyce Mansour, " 223. 



2S1 

5.1 Mansour's Pronominal Play: A Universal Voice 

Joyce Mansour cannot be called a feminist, for women 

artists affiliated with, surrealism refused to be placed in 

that categoiry, as Penelope Rosemont demonstrates in her book 

Surrealist Women: An Tntematzlonal Anthology. Indeed, we 

can identify certain aspects of Mansour's discourse that 

relate to a conscious desire to assert the self not 

necessarily as a woman, although Mansour is a female poet, 

but simply as a voice of the universal. 

Mansour's pronominal gender play is apparent in various 

poems v/here both personal pronouns--je, ̂ I' , and tu, ̂you'--

are juxtaposed to verbs whose objects are decaying bodies of 

a feminine gender. Mansour's device is often interpreted by 

various critics as an apparent search for identity. For 

example, Madeleine Cottenet-Hage states: "The recurrent 

images of senility and decay seem to indicate a possible 

anxiety about the self, as well as the need to re-

appropriate the deformed female body portrayed in the male 

surrealist art."'' Read outside of the heterosexual context, 

however, Mansour's poetics can be pictured in a new light. 

''Cottenet-Hage, "The Body Subversive," 81. 



258 

I find that Joyce Mansour's anxiety, although correctly 

perceived by Hage in terms of the poet's confessed fear of 

boredom, illness and death, does not indicate a need for re-

appropriation or a lack of self-identity. Likewise, there 

is no moral judgement and no apparent guilt in her words: 

"Je n'ai point d'ame / Point d'angoisse cachee sous ma 

criniere automnale."^ Mansour's universe is ruled by Desire 

as she shamelessly surrenders to it: "Je t'abandonnerai mon 

corps" (Ou le has blesse, 410); "Je frolerai I'extase" 

{Verres fumes, 451); "Je crie" {L'Heure erogene, 43 0); "je 

jouis" (ibid.)°; . . je t' a.ime" {L''Heure erogene, 431). 

A careful inquiry into poems that contain a pronominal 

gender play exhibits a conscious desire on the part of 

Mansour to express herself as what Monique Wittig calls 

the self-assured one,"'' and not as a writer whose subjective 

Heure erogene, 431. 

®In this chapter, "ibid." is used in a series of run-in 
quotations to reference a line from the same poem as the 
previous line quoted but separated from that line by two or 
more lines. If the line occurs on a different page, the 
page number is added. In block quotations, a line of 
ellipsis points indicates one or more omitted lines 
(including-rarely-stanza breaks). 

"'Wittig, Straight Mind, 32. 
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identity remains unclear. Although Monique Wittig's theory 

has its source in feminist lesbianism and her position is 

rooted in a political realm, her theoretical approach 

contributes to a better interpretation of Mansour's 

discourse as that of a xmiversal, self-inscribed voice for 

mankind. 

* 

Daughter of Belgian poet Henri Dubois, Monique Wittig 

is a feminist French writer and poet. Wittig's realm of 

influence is multi-dimensional and her discourse is not only 

literary but political and theoretical as well. For the 

purpose of our present analysis, we will focus our attention 

on her essays "The Straight Mind" (198 0) and "ie Corps 

leshien. In "The straight Mind," Wittig announces: 

We must produce a political transformation of the 
key concepts . . . For there is another order of 
materiality, that of language, and language is 
worked upon from within by these strategic 
concepts. It is at the same time tightly 
connected to the political field, where everything 
that concerns language, science and thought refers 
to the person as subjectivity and to her/his 
relationship to society.® 

Wittig refutes the traditional, heterosexual framework of 

®Ibid., 30. 
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language as a means of communication that perpetuates the 

concept of the oppression of 'other'. She implies that most 

men's unconscious 'desire' for women surfaces in a male 

dominated narrative and consequently forces the female 

writer and reader to fall into the category of the 

oppressed. Mansour's erotic sphere is unique in the fact 

that she depicts women whose youth has been ravished by time 

and who are still desired--and desiring, as this poem 

testifies: 

J'aime tes bras qui raffermissent tes jambes. 
J'aime ton corset c[ui soutient ton corps tremblant 
Tes rides tes seins ballants ton air affame 
Ta vieillesse contra mon corps tendu 
Ta honte devant mes yeux qui savent tout 
Tes robes qui sentent ton corps pourri. 
Tout ceci me venge enfin 
Des hommes qui n'ont pas voulu de moi.' 

J"e as subject vows vengeance against men and mankind. 

In a traditional reading the relation of desire to object 

that is assumed of male speakers is transferred to the 

female speaker of this poem. The identity of the subject 

'I' implies that the female writer is gazing upon the 

''other," whose gender is also feminine. "I" claims her 

passion for the female other, who has hanging breasts and 

^Cris, 3 09. 
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dresses that smell of a decaying body. Mansour disturbs the 

heterosexual framework by implicitly assigning the same sex 

to and ^you'. If "in the abstract, mankind, Man, is 

everybody--the Other, whatever its kind, is included,"^® the 

speaking subject therefore becomes a neutral ^one' whose 

gaze is upon a neutral 'other' , and this gives the poem a 

new dimension. CTe and tu now share a common identity and a 

mutual fear of death. The speaking subject je merges with tu 

as a witness to humanity's social and physical ailments. 

Another possible interpretation is that Mansour gives death 

a voice, in which case it, as Je, addresses Mansour in the 

intimate form tu. This gives them both an equal voice. In 

accepting death as a bedfellow, Mansour negates its power 

over her. 

Wittig states that "there is no such thing as being-

woman or being-man." "Man" and "woman," she says, "are 

political concepts of opposition. In that light 

Mansour's discourse is universal as well as personal, since 

the heterosexual concept of "subject identity" is undermined 

^°Wittig, Straight Mind, 56. 

^^Ibid., 29. 
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and "we work also at the level of language/manifesto, of 

language/action, that which transforms, that which makes 

history."" Surrealist discourse was meant to be a 

manifesto and Wittig's notion applies to any poet who uses 

pronouns outside of the traditional norm, regardless of 

gender or sexual orientation. 

Wittig's concept of transformation reminds us of the 

surrealist's premise of the objet. trouvS. As we recall, 

Breton and his colleagues would wander around Paris in 

search of chance encoimters with people and things. Objects 

were particularly useful in their quest for the marvelous. 

Found in a flea market, for example, these objects were no 

longer associated with a specific person or m.ilieu. 

Stripped of their original identity, the newfound objects 

were assigned a new role according to their finder's desires 

and fantasies. The concept of "-objet trouve' also applies 

to words and poetic creativity. A word alone is not much 

different from a newfound object, for it also needs a 

context or a point of reference within a story or a poem 

(comparable to a new milieu for an object) . Mansour 

"Ibid., 32. 



263 

collects words and strips them of their original meaning. 

Just as she uses pronominal play to frustrate a traditional 

reading of her poem, she opposes words to create new 

metaphors. 

In the next poem Joyce Mansour's erotic scene is 

manifested through what I call a sensorial effect embedded 

in three particular elements: space, motion, and sensations. 

Couchee sur mon lit 
Je vois ton visage reflete sur le mur 
Ton corps sans ombre qui fait peur au mien 
Tes allees et venues frenetiques et cadencees 
Tes grimaces qui font fuir tous les meubles de la piece 
Sauf le lit ancre par ma sueur de mensonge 
Et moi qui attends sans couverture ni espoir 
L' angoisse. 

The power of sexual desire is conveyed to the reader by the 

poet's choice of words. "Frenetic" and "cadenced" are 

adjectives that allude to an implied motion. The proximity 

of nouns such as "wall," "room," "bed," "furniture," and 

"cover" serves to situate the activity taking place within a 

precise area. Other nouns or noun phrases, such as "body," 

"shadow," "fear," "comings and goings," "grimaces," "sweat," 

"lie," and "anguish," assist in the rendering of sensual 

emotions that the lovers may experience. There is a priori 

"Cz-ls, 325. 
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nothing unusual about the scene. Read in standard context, 

the word je assumes the role of a female subject who gazes 

upon tu, a male partner whose sexual activities incite fear 

rather than pleasure in the female partner. In such a 

reading, we have the image of a woman oppressed by a man. 

However, it is the presence of je's gaze upon the lovers 

that intervenes against a traditional reading of the poem. 

Wittig's concept of "language/action, that which 

transforms," yields a new reading of the poem. While the 

elements of space, sensations, and movement remain the 

same, the words Je and tu are stripped of their gender 

identity and are assigned a new role, prompting the 

subject's interaction with the 'other' to change, since the 

identity of tu becomes irrelevant. Consequently, Mansour's 

own fear of death resides in the unconscious, and is 

expressed in the concrete reality of the written language, 

where 'other' is either her own image or simply the 

projection of death in the form of a phantom. 

In the poem below, Joyce Mansour's discourse is 

undermined by the gender attribute present in the word 

seule, and is perceived as ambiguous because the reader 

identifies only with the feminine: 
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Seule je rode dans les cavernes sombres du desespoir 
Seule je goute aux viandes impures 
Seule je meurs, seule je survis. 
Sans oreilles pour entendre les hurlements des 

holocaustes 
Ma bouche vide de mots, gemit. 
Je suis la terre quand I'eau I'a quittee 
Je suis 1'amour quand Dieu a cree 
Je suis moi-meme 
Je suis 1'ennemie 
Seule . . . 

It is this very assumption that gender must be conceived in 

terms of two sexes that Wittig rejects. Mansour's feminine 

gender is not a concrete identification of 'self as woman 

(as in a traditional reading); it is a way to extend the 

perimeter of her discourse into the realm of universality 

where 'man' and 'woman' have lost their specificity and 

reside under the umbrella of mankind. 

Mansour's literature is not aimed towards a specific 

social, political, or even psychological goal. She does, 

nevertheless, intend to reform humanity's passive acceptance 

of its fate through a language that is, in tradition with a 

surrealist agenda, shocking: "La rue n'est que masturbation 

/ De femme" (Verres fumes, 446). 

We can do justice to Mansour's literary production by 

^^Dechi rures, 3 3 7. 
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expanding o\j_r understanding of her poems. As Wittig asserts, 

"One must as sume both a particular and a universal point of 

view, at lea.st to be part of literature. That is, one must 

work to reach the general, even while starting from an 

individual o^r from a specific point of view."^^ 

It woul d therefore be inappropriate to read Mansour in 

a traditiona.l or "straight" context only, for doing so would 

only emphasi ze the concrete, the feminine, and overlook the 

universal aspect of her poetry, a language that defines life 

and death as a "Desir sans fin."^® 

The tas k of the writer, says Wittig, is to "Re-create 

the first po"werful vision of words--as opposed to their 

daily recogn.ition. " The writer must manipulate words in 

order to produce a body of literature that is different, 

perhaps shocking, as in the case of Mansour. According to 

Monique Witt ig, "The shock of words is produced by their 

association, their disposition, their arrangement, and also 

^^Wittigg/ Straight Mind, 67. 

^®Les Damnations, 475. 

"Wittigj, Straight Mind, 75. 
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by each one of them as used separately."^® We shall now 

consider the manifestation of the pronoun je and its 

pa-3rticular role within the construct of Joyce Mansour's 

discourse. 

5.2 Jei Maxiifestation of a subjective identity 

Joyce Mansour uses "I" throughout her poetic coirpus and 

leaves no doxibt as to the formidable expression of a 

* subject's identity' . While Wittig claims that women fall 

pray to a system that perpetuates the domination of one 

class, the masculine, over the other, the feminine, it is 

clear that critics as well as writers are not exempt. 

Additionally, they again make her a victim of the gender 

system by projecting their own anxieties. Because of the 

fact that Mansour was part of a male-dominated literary 

movement, it is conceivable that critics have had a tendency 

to project upon her oeuvre their own sense of frustration 

with the issue of gender inequality. Instead of 

perpetuating this tendency, we should evaluate her poems in 

light of a subject whose identity reflects a self-promoting 

"Ibid., 72. 
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individual whose outlook on life was neither male nor 

female, but that of "a total subject. . . . For each time I 

say 'I,' I reorganize the world from my point of view, and 

through abstraction I lay claim to universality.""^ Mansour 

propels her life's experiences into the realm of the 

universal through the proclamation of Desire: 

Je nagerai vers toi 

Je te trouverai homme sans frein 

Et tu feras de moi ton lit et ton pain 
Ta Jerusalem 

There is nothing that is sacred or mysterious; after all, 

the poet has witnessed the world's woes: "J'ai vu vomir 

I'humanite dans la cuvette instable de I'eglise."^* As we 

shall see later, Joyce Mansour witnessed the ravage of 

cancer at a very young age. 

While Mansour conducts a self-inflicted exorcism via 

the act of writing, her poetic voice transmits images of a 

space that is at once intimate and universal: "Je veux me 

montrer nue a tes yeux chantants / Je veux que tu me voies . 

^^Wittig, Straight Mind, 80. 

^°Rapaces, 3 74. 

(Dechirures, 332) 
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. (Cris , 323) . An investigative look at textual 

concordances of iVIansour's poetic corpus reveals that she 

used je 45 4 times, and j ' 230 times throughout the entire 

collection of her poems. A probe into the role of the 

first person singular allows an intimate gaze into Mansour's 

persona, for as we proceed to analyze--outside of a 

particular poem's frame of reference--each line that 

contains J~e, we gain a new vision of Mansour's identity. 

Further analysis into the position of the pronoun and its 

direct association with verbs such as "to see," "to hear," 

"to laugh,-" "to kill," "to love," "to scream," "to smell," 

"to eat," ^nd "to want," unveils a distinct pattern in the 

progressiom of the subject's tone of voice. In other words, 

once we disrobe the poetic body of everything else, we 

uncover a skeleton in which 'I' presides; the *1' sees, 

fights, scnreams, loves- laughs, wants, demands, desires--and 

reveals an intimate portrayal of Mansour: "Tous ses contes 

sont d'origine autobiographique. . . La realite revee et 

^^Ther-e is no published concordance to Mansour's works. 
The present writer generated concordances and word lists for 
this disse^rtation by using TACT (a text-analysis and 
retrieval system) on a database made by scanning Mansour's 
poems into a file. 
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racontee, c'est pour Joyce Mansour la realite rachetee par 

1'humour exorciste. We expose a poetic corpus whose 

stoiry and birth, parallels that of Mansour. 

* 

In Cris, Mansour screams her rage as a newborn gasps 

for air, yet she remains untouched by the passing of time: 

"Je sens a peine le temps ..." (Cris, 314) . The poet's 

rebellious cries reverberate through life's labyrinth in 

search of death's passionate embrace: "Je connais ton corps 

vicieux" (ibid.) ; "Je t'attends" (Cris, 317) ; "Je t'ai vu 

egorger le coq" (ibid.) . Mansour's incestuous, erotic dance 

with death intensifies as she seeks life with Eros attending 

as her guide: "Je fremis sous tes mains . . ." {Cris, 320) ,-

"J'aime le gout de ton sang . . (Cris, 3 09) ; "J'aime ta 

sueur" (ibid.); . .j'ai vu ton cadavre" {Cris, 313); J'ai 

vu ton crane luisant (ibid.); "J'ai tout embrasse" {Cris, 

319); "J'ai tout accepte" (ibid.); "J'ai penetre" {Cris, 

322); "J'attends I'effet du poison" (ibid.). 

Fearful of death's fatal embrace, Mansour vindicates 

herself with linguistic exuberance while the tone of her 

^^Matthews, "Joyce Mansour," 61. 
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poem leaves no latitude for passive acceptance as her 

pulsating, violent, erotic energy encounters that of death: 

"J'a-i croque tes yeux" (Cris, 324); "J'ai bu ton sang" 

(ibid.) ; "Je gratte je pique je tue je ris" {Cris, 317) . 

Triumphant after a mortal combat, she perversely 

celebrates death: "Je chante ton nom et mes reves . . 

{Oris, 320) ; . . je te trouve" iCris, 323) ; "Je vois ton 

visage . . {Cr±s, 325) . The poet's odd relationship with 

death becomes more astounding as she demands recognition 

from it: "Je t'ai regarde avec mes yeux . . (Cris, 326) ; 

"Je veux ta rage" {Cris, 327); "Je veux tes frissons" 

(ibid.). Tired, as if in need to catch her breath, Mansour 

ends Cris with a confession: "J'ai un esprit inqpaiet" {Cris, 

32 6). While the poet concedes that she fears death, it is 

her fascination with death that sustains and fuels her 

Desire to live. For her, there is a fate worse than death, 

namely boredom, and a woman would rather die than succumb to 

it: "Une femme prefere mourir dans un soudain tremblement / 

Que de stagner dans la taniere."^^ 

^^Faire signs au machiniste, 542. 
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While Cris ends with a passionate cry against boredom, 

Dechixrures offers a voice that extends to the arena of the 

universal as each word delineates a fragment of her literary 

work: 

Je suis la nuit 

Je suis 1'argent 

Je suis I'homme 

Je suis la terre . . . 
Je suis 1'amour . . . 

Je suis I'ennemie^® 

"Je suis heureuse laide comme je suis" {Dechirures, 3 3 5) . 

Here, Mansour's claim outweighs the parameters of death as 

she jubilantly alleges that she is night, money, man, the 

enemy, the earth, and love. As she writes her rebellion, 

she transcends life, defies the powers of death, and draws 

us into an imaginairy world of excess: . . je me livre a 

tes levres" {Dechirures, 337); . . je goute aux viandes 

impures" {Dechirures, 337). 

There is no rhyme or reason in the chaotic universe of 

Mansour as she: 

^^Dechirures, 333-3 34. 

^^Ibid., 337. 
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donne libre cours a 1' imaginatzLon. 
antirationaliste, non pour amuser son public, mais 
pour avancer dans la zone ou, £)our elle, la poesie 
prend feu. La, face aux images liberatrices, le 
refoulement abandonne la partie.^"' 

Mansour's discourse appears incoherent and spasmodic as we 

read, . . je meurs, seule je suirwis," iDechirures, 337); 

vJe veux m'enfermer . . {Dechirures^ 339) ; "Je ne veux 

plus entendre . . , (ibid.) ; "Jamais je cesserai de marcher 

. . ." {Dechirures, 343) ; "Je veux cju'on me parle . . ." 

{Dechirures, 339); "Meme pendant que je dors" {Dechiirares, 

341) ; ". . . je m'enferme dans mon sommeil . . ." 

{Dechirures, 34 9) ; yet we find that she seeks refuge in 

sleep. It is there that liberating dream-images fuel her 

ironic humor as she irreverently saJ.utes God ("Je vous 

salue, dieu . . Dechirures, 350)* and demands wine and 

bread, both symbols of resurrections "Je demande un pain" 

[Dechirures, 350); "Je demande du vin" (ibid.); "J'attends 

Dieu I'embryon" (Dechirures, 347). 

While she awaits "God the embryo," Mansour turns her 

gaze upon the ills of mankind, as well as her own, as she 

writes: "Je ne veux plus de mon mal'" (Dechirures, 350) ; 

^"'Matthews, "Joyce Mansour," 42-
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J'en ai assez des rats 

J'en ai assez des plats 

J'en ai assez des poissons . . . 

J'en ai assez des pauvres 

J'en ai assez des crimes 
J' en ai assez de mon tombeau 

J'en ai assez de tout.^® 

Mansour tells us that she is tired of rats, crimes, the 

poor, even her tomb; she is tired of everything. The 

presence of black humor contrasts with the divine to 

accentuate the essence of her revolt against social 

injustice and death. While she never claimed to be 

politically ^engag-e', Mansour's language confronts the 

grievances of the human condition. Her personal rebellion 

carries with it a universal tiruth as we read: ". . .je suis 

le vagabond . . {Dechirures, 355) ; "Je suis nue" 

{DSchiruresr 362); ". . . j'attends ma mort, muette, . . 

( D e c h i r u r e s ,  3 5 0 ) .  .  j ' a i  v u  e c r a s e r  l e  b e r g e r  . . .  J  

J'ai appele le diable . . ." {Dechlrures, 354) ; . . j ' ai 

cherche son visage . . ." {Dechirures, 359) ; "J'ai vole, je 

le sais mais . . {Dechirures, 365) ; and "J'ai paye la 

^^DSchirureSf 348. 
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dxme" {Dechimres, 361) . 

Joyce Mansour calls upon Satan as easily as she demands 

bread and wine from God, for there are no taboos in her 

literary creation. She is the vagabond who, naked, awaits 

death; she is a witness to murder and an unrepentant thief 

who has paid her dues. Mansour never dwells in self-pity, 

nor does she retreat in front of adversity; she advances 

well-airmed to face her next battle: "J'irai a sa rencontre 

armee ..." {Rapaces, 371) . 

* 

Once undressed of all that constitutes a text, except 

for the subjective pronoiin and the immediate verb or 

sentence that follows it, Mansour^s body of poetry is left 

bare. There are no feathers, no jewelry, no artifices of 

any kind to be found, only the poet's angry voice as she 

screams in rage against the human condition, and reveals her 

identity: ^^J'ai abandonne mon masque . . ." {Rapaces, 377) ; 

J'en ai assez de leurs vertus . . . 

J'aspire a redevenir vide . . . 

J'aspire a redevenir astre.^® 

^^Rapaces, 3 74. 
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Not content to simply witness the ills of society, Mansour 

validates her literary voice: "J'ecrirai des deux mains" 

{Ra.pa.ces, 375) . 

Joyce Mansour authenticates the act of writing as her 

safeguard against boredom and her weapon against death's 

ultimate claim on life. Although she discloses her disgust 

for mankind, she is savage in her quest for life: . .je 

suis degoutee des hommes" {Rapaces, 3 74); "Je crierai a 

plein ventre / Le jour que je mourrai" {Rapaces, 375). 

Mansour is relentless in her aggression against death, and 

the tone of her discourse remains hopeful even when she 

admits, "Je m'enfonce dans la boue de la nuit" {Rapaces, 

211); "Je ne sais plus aimer" {Rapaces, 377). 

As we have observed throughout our research, Eros rules 

Mansour's poetic universe. But while this is apparent 

during our investigation of some of the particulars that 

constitute her discourse--collages, Egyptian Myths, and 

Archetypes--once disrobed, Mansour's body of poetics reveals 

a pulse that is sustained through a violent, creative energy 

that allows her to oscillate between life and death. She 

wonders, ". . .je signe / . . .je tue" {Rapaces, 378); "Je 

parle du nez" {Rapaces, 3 79) . 
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A parallel is established between Mansour's identity 

and that of her work. While the incongiruity of her 

discourse makes us smile, the emotional undertone of the 

creative act becomes clear. As a signature presupposes the 

acceptance and affirmation of one's identity, there is 

always the option to kill one's creation, or to disguise 

one's voice. Mansour confronts life and death on even 

terms, since 

une promesse de vie est aussi une promesse de mort 
. Joyce Mansour confronte le mythe a la 

realite. Elle n'y cherche pas une harmonie 
perdue. Elle le prolonge, se I'approprie pour 
qu' il devienne le signe de sa propre 
representation. 

While she ponders her fate, Mansour is at once sincere, 

playful, and disdainful as she confesses that she has lied 

and has conspired with death: 

J'ai menti cher ane . . . 

J'ai peche cher ane . . . 

j ' ai informe la mort 

J'ai mal agi 

Although the presence of the verbs "to lie," "to sin," and 

^°Missir, "Joyce Mansour," 221. 

^^Rapaces, 386. 
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"to inform" projects a sensation of impending doom, Mansour 

apologizes for her sins to a donkey and transfoirras the 

ordinary aspect of her discourse into a dialogue filled with 

disdain. In her eyes, man is an imbecile, and Mansour has 

no time for pity, either for herself, or humanity. Her 

intent is to pursue her quest for the fulfillment of Desire. 

In this chapter we identify Mansour's use of the first 

person pronoun as proof of a distinct subject identity 

within her poetic language. Linguistically the sign 'I' is 

both signifier and signified and acquires meaning in and 

from its context. Although one is familiar with it as 

signifying an identity, it is not clear as to whose identity 

it is or what are its actions unless it is read in reference 

to other elements, verbs in particular. The place that 'I' 

holds in relation to the content of the discourse is what 

draws the attention of the reader and forces upon him or her 

either a new or uncommon meaning. While "je" stands for 

Mansour's subjective identity throughout the literary work, 

the critic is conscious of a significant change in the 

progression of the literary voice. 

•k 

In the next series of poems, entitled Blessures, 
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Mansour divulges that she has lied. Although she does not 

offer an apology, she justifies her action: 

Je mentals . . . 

Voila pourquoi je hais 1'eau de Cologne 

Je me souviens des gifles 

Je me souviens de tout . . 

Mansour tells us that she hates cheap perfume and slaps, and 

that she remembers it all. It is the memory of life's 

experiences that fuels her rage as she continues to find 

gratification in erotic violence: 

J'aime faire 1'amour. . . . 

J'aime extraire les organes 

J'aime engloutir les furieux^^ 

Je n'ai pas peur 

Je ne pleure pas 

J'aime faire couler la haine.^^ 

There is no fear and no need for useless tears in Mansour's 

universe, only the impression of a world in which dreams and 

le has hlesse, 397-398) 

"Rapaces, 3 99. 

^'^Ra.paces, 400-401. 
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fantasy reign to the point of madness: "Je reve consumee par 

une folia . . (Ou le has blesse, 403); "Je reve oui je 

reve sans espoir de retour" (ibid.) There is no turning 

back, either on life or on the creative act, as she 

ejaculates: "Je ne suis plus qu'une femme . . (Ou le bas 

hlesse, 405); . - je suis avec ma folle envie" (Ou le has 

blesse, 406); . . Je suis avec ma folle amie" (ibid.). 

The poet: is unmasked as she emerges from the depth of 

madness: "Je suis ta soeur ..." (Ou le has hlesse, 410); 

. . j'attends demain" (Ou le has hlesse, 415) . 

Relentless in her quest, she remains true to her credo--

Desire--and awaits tomorrow. 

In the next collection, entitled Erogene, Mansour 

declares, "Je suis de retour" {L'Heure erogene, 420) ; "Je 

tombe et je remonte . . ." (ibid., 421). Madness has not 

claimed her, for as an essential part of mankind, she is 

only a victim of life's ups and downs, and remains in 

control: "Je suis revenue trop tot" (ibid.); ". . .je 

demeure" {L'Heure erogene, 421); "Je me tais un instant" 

(ibid., 422). Although not quite ready to speak, she opts 

for silence, but only for an instant, as she casually 
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annoTonces, "Je partirai detnain" {L'Heure erogene, 427) . 

Mansour's obsession with death, contributes to her 

productivity. She calls upon death to acquaint herself with 

it, inasmuch as it is the unknown that strikes fear into 

humanity: 

. . . je veux mourir 

Je suis bien contente 

. . . je ne savoure que la mort^^ 

"Je retiens mon souffle ..." {L'Heure erog-ene, 429) . All 

at once Mansour screams with pleasure and proclaims her 

uncontrollable passion: "Je crie" {L'Henre erogene, 43 0) ; 

. . je jouis" (ibid.); ". . .je t'aime" {L'Heure erogene, 

431) ; "Je voudrais fermer mes cuisses . . {L'Heure 

erogene, 434); "Et je ne peux plus rien" (ibid.); "On dit 

que je naquis" {L'Heure erogene, 434) . Eros and death 

fraternize in a passionate embrace to engender life, one 

into which Joyce Mansour grants an intimate glance as she 

confesses that: "Ma mere ne sut jamais que je fumais de gros 

cigares" (ibid.). The authorial presence intensifies as the 

poet acknowledges the passage of time and its ravages: 

Heure erogene, 428-429) . 
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Je veux vivre lentement . . . 

Je veiox titiller de desespoir . . . 
Je veiox etre lys sur ton ottibre . . 

As Joyce Mansour reminds us that she remains firm in her 

combat with death, her attention turns to the simple things 

in life: "Je pense aux cereales" {L'Heure erogene, 436); "Je 

suis redevenue" (ibid., 437); "Helas Je voudrais me devetir" 

(L'Heure erogene, 440); " J'ai envie . . (L'Heure erogene, 

426); "Parce que j'ai toute la vie devant moi."^'' Mansour 

is optimistic and turns to Eros as a proclamation of life. 

In the next set of poems, Verres fumes, Mansour regards 

the real and the imaginary as parallel to life and death, 

all involved in a precarious march towards the ephemeral: 

"Je jette mes cartes . . ." {Verres fumes, 443) ; "Je suis 

victime de la trappe . . (ibid.); "Je mangerai la terre" 

{Verres fumes, 445) . While she cannot alter her fate, nor 

that of mankind, Mansour takes refuge in her intimacy with 

death: "... je me deshabille" {Verres fumes, 447); "J'aime 

^^L^Heure erogene, 43 6) . 

^'This last is a title, to the twenty-ninth poem in 
Ij'Heure erogene, 43 9. 
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me representer morte" {Verres fumes, 453). As she lies with 

death, it is her fear of loneliness that revives her: "J'ai 

peur d'etre seule" {Verres fumes, 462); J'attendais 1'ennui 

etendue" (Verres fumes, 4G4). The poet recalls that in 

writing she finds salvation, as in the past: "Je revais et 

j'en reve encore" (ibid.) 

In the next lines Joyce Man.sour's tone confirms that 

death is inevitable: "Je pressens la mort prochaine" {Verres 

fumes, 447) ; "Je sens que je pleurerai . . (ibid.) ; "Je 

prie gravement" (Verres fumes, 450) . Whether she dreams of 

death, or hears its footsteps, Mansour semantically draws 

the real and the imaginary closer together, as if to form a 

shield against the enemy: "Je reve" (ibid.); "Je vois des 

piques herisses . . ." (Verres fumes, 450); "Je viendrai 

chez toi ..." (Verres fumes, 451); "Je frolerai I'extase" 

(ibid.); "Je gratterai ton nom sur I'ogive du tremolo" 

(Verres fumes, 454). The poet dreams, sees, moves, takes 

pleasure, and makes use of all her senses while, forewarned, 

she stands guard against the enemy's advances: "Je dors les 

yeux ouverts . . ." (Verres fumes, 459) Mansour is not 

vanquished, as she tells us that: "Je connais tant de ruses" 

(ibid.); "Je suis I'animal de la nuit" (ibid.); "Je volerai 
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je volerai" {Verres fumes, 460) ; "Je construirai des sexes . 

. {Verres fumes, 462). She is a night animal, she will 

fly, she will build sexes, and just as Isis reassembled 

Osiris, she will bring life into death: "Je m'endors pour de 

bon . . (Verres fumes, 460) . Mansour's literary work 

gives her assurance, as she points out that death is a 

journey, and its approach lures us into a space between past 

and present, where the real and the imaginary will 

eventually unite: "Je voyage" (Verres fumes, 463) ; "Je 

reviens vers raa jeunesse" {Verres fumes, 466) . 

Mansour's voice entices the reader into the confines of 

a more intimate space as she writes, "Je suis juive il est 

vrai" (ibid.) ; "Je maudis en moi la femme . . (ibid.) 

Here, Mansour's authorial voice leaves no ambiguity as to 

her identity. While the fact that Joyce Mansour 

distinguishes herself as a Jewish woman seems at first 

rather banal, her revelation confirms the role of exorcism 

that writing holds in her life. It is important to recall 

that Joyce Mansour's poetic coirpus does not advocate 

motherhood, as we testified in Chapter II; on the contrary, 

she writes to eulogize Eros as a means to fulfill her 

Desire. 
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Katharine Conley associates the image of an amphora 

with Mansour's discourse, as she writes: 

Chez Joyce Mansour, le corps parle par la musique 
des mots, des sons, et par les ressemblances 
visuelles et semantiques: une amphore, en raison 
de sa ressemblance avec une femme "parle" du role 
du corps feminin dans la societe corame vase 
(porteur d'enfants et par consequent du sang 
legitime patriarcal) . . . . 

Conley focuses on the ambivalence of the open body imagery 

present in Mansour's poetics as that of a body that either 

procreates or remains empty; 

Mais, puisque 1'interieur de 1'amphore s'assimile 
a un "ventre" de femme . . . un corps de femme 
vivante, mais qxii se sent vide. . . . [C'est un] 
signe a la fois de la fertilite pocentielle et de 
la perte de I'espoir de grossesse. L'experience 
de la personne pluriculturelle est aussi 
representee. . . . L'amphore, naguere pleine, se 
transforme en femme vide. . . . 

While the imagery of an amphora as a female body is 

fascinating, it is also possible to consider Mansour's 

textual body as the amphora. In this case, the body is no 

longer sterile and empty, since Mansour propels into it her 

violent, erotic energies as a way to dominate her fears of 

^®Conley, "La femme-amphore de Joyce Mansour," in 
Kober, Fenoglio, and Langon, eds., Entre Nil et sahle, 211. 

"Ibid., 213 
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death and boredom, and gives birth to her oeuvre. 

In Damnations, the poet's gaze widens as if to embrace 

the world :"Je seme mes yexix a tous vents / Je porte en moi 

un peuple" (Les Damnations, 440) . Mansour identifies 

herself as a woman who carries within her a people, and as a 

poet whose voice speaks for mankind. A consistent use of 

the first person pronoun imposes a subjective identity on 

the poetic corpus. It is ^I' whose passions surge from her 

entrails, oblige her to labor, and give birth to a text that 

holds within a personal, as well as a universal, "I". 

As we have said, Mansour's aim is not to defeat death. 

Her objective is to keep it at a distance yet within reach, 

in order to tame it: "Je viens vers toi riante . . (.Les 

Damnations, 474) ; "Je ne suis plus qu'une image . . ." 

(ibid.); "Je suis le tourbillon . . {Les Damnations, 

478) ; 

. . . je sais etre la tombe 

Je veux que tu saches . . . 

Je retoumerai dans mon pays'*® 

While surrealists were fascinated by death, Mansour's 

^°Les Damnations, 4 79-481. 
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own obsession with death stems from the fact that her first 

husband succumbed to cancer at a very young age, as 

"L'autovaccin anti-mneraonique," a poem dedicated to Ragnar 

von Holten, testifies: 

Cancer 
Veuve a dix-neuf ans 
Debout entre deux bougies 
Je vis sur le drap rouge . . 

It is therefore not a surprise that her discourse betrays 

ambivaLence. The ambiguous aspect of her discourse lies in 

the contrast between Mansour's violent, erotic literary 

voice and her cheerful disposition, a disposition she 

candidly admits to possessing: . . je suis d'une nature 

heureuse" (Les Damnations, 481). Moreover, one is 

intrigued by the fact that her literary universe dwells in 

decay, old age, disease, and violence, while her exotic 

beauty is equal to her many talents. Missir concurs: 

Sa beaute n'est pas le seul element qui surprenne 
et fascine. Joyce Mansour serait aussi, dit-on, 
une sportive accomplie. II est vrai qu'elle a 
remporte en Egypfce un cent metres plat, et qu'elle 
montait en course pour I'ecurie de son pere.''^ 

*^L'Heure erogene, 434. 

''^Missir, "Joyce Mansour," 224. 
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The plurality of Mansour's discourse reflects the 

author's own cultural diversity: 

Dans les traits de son visage, dans ses cheveux 
noirs, dans son accent, dans ses gestes - dans un 
metne corps et dans un meme monde imaginaire -
Joyce Mansour elle-meme incorporait des bribes de 
1'Angleterre, de la France, de I'Afrique du Mord, 
de I'Egypte antique, arabe, juive, colonialiste, 
et peut-etre surtout cosmopolite 

The many cultural layers that are intrinsic to Mansour's 

subjective identity are revealed within the body of poetry, 

in both her syntax and semantics. As we have shown, hers is 

a discourse of plurality. While it is tedious to emphasize 

a primary voice in the context of her works, the removal of 

a textual layer facilitates the emergence of a voice that, 

if not completely void of all other existence, closely 

resembles Mansour's intimate self as she continues to speak: 

"Je vis je tue je pique je ris" (ibid.). The lack of 

punctuation does not allow time to reflect on the actions 

that 'je' performs. However, this particular syntax is 

worthy of attention because we notice its presence in only 

two poems, Cris and Damnations. We note that Mansour 

replaces the verb "grratte" (to scratch) with the verb "vis" 

"Ibid. 
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(to live) as if to note the passage of time and the 

evolutionary aspect of her life. She further comments that: 

Je vois encore 

Je suis le fugitif qui court . . . 

Je suis les barreaux 
Je suis la route libre . . 

Mansour's rage is not tamed by the passage of time, and her 

inexhaustible desire for freedom is reflected in her 

semantics. Imprisoned by her fears, Mansour acknowledges 

that she is her own enemy, but asserts that she holds within 

her the key to freedom, as the road lays empty in front of 

her. Mansour's salvation, as we know, is in the act of 

writing. It is her own creative energies that offer the 

path to freedom, and she is aware that without them, without 

the momentum they provide, she will be lost: "Je sais que je 

suis perdue" {Les Damnations, 486); "Je suis tout ce qui 

reste . . ." (Les Damnations, 488); "Je reste la" (ibid., 

489); J'aurai froid" (Les Damnations, 486). The poet is 

acutely conscious that she cannot stop writing, for she 

exists within the body of her oeuvre "J'ai enterre mon 

image" (Les Damnations, 488); "J'ai mal" (ibid., 492). 

''^Les Damnations, 48 9, 491. 
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Mansour's impulse to create a textual body is synonymous 

with a need to concretize her fears, as she listens to the 

sounds of her painful labor "J'ecoute" (ibid.) ; "Un jour je 

lacherai la rampe" (ibid.). 

* 

In Phallus et Momies, (1969) and Pajidomenium (1973) , 

Mansour concedes that she has contempt, even hate, for those 

who simply accept their fate: "Je hais les satisfaits" 

{Phallus et momies, 501); Je ne puis me faire au silence" 

{Predelle Alechinsky a la ligne, 517) . Disillusioned, she 

presumes that it may be best to leave this world: "Je pars 

Mieux vaut que je parte" (ibid., 518). The presence of a 

capital ^M' in the comparative adverb "Mieux" signals an 

introspective glance into an interior space that is the 

poet's own, and inaccessible to the reader as Mansour comes 

to a halt: "Je reste la Ma tete appuyee . . (Pandemonium, 

524); "Je n'attends plus . . ." (ibid.). Again the 

distinctive capital ^M' is affixed to the personal pronoun 

"Ma," which in the context of this reading suggests that it 

belongs to Mansour's own head, which holds the power to 

create and to reflect: "J'ai creve dans ma peau" {Phallus et 

momies, 501) ; "J'ai souvent reve . . {Pandemonium, 523) . 



291 

Ma-nsour has reached an impasse and is forced to assess the 

r&levance of her existence. There can be no concession, for 

to» live means to write, and to disconnect one from the other 

wo»uld result in death, hers and the text's. Hence, the poet 

ha_d no choice--as she recalls, '^J'ai suivi la route . .." 

{F'ha.llus et momles, 501)-as she resumes her infernal dance 

ma_cabre. 

Mansour's exhilarating pace resumes in Falre Signe an 

MaLChiniste as she professes a new appetite for life: "J'ai 

fa_im" {Faire signe, 531) ; ". . . je mange de la chair" {Faire 

signe, 533) ; ". . . je mange le cerveau . . ." (ibid.) . 

Wh-ile her cannibalistic humor exhibits a need for 

r&juvenation, she displays her demonic joy for life: "J'aime 

1' ete la poussiere . . ." (Faire signe, 529) ; 

,je creuse . . 

j e me venge . . . 

je hurle . . 

, j e sens couler ton sperme . . 

"J"e te verrai plus tard" (Faire signe, 538) . As a leaf 

da_nces her last waltz with the wind, Mansour cries out in 

'^^Faire signe, 534. 
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despair: "Je cache ma douleur . . {Falre signe, 542) ; "Je 

regrette Thebes . . (ibid.); Je pleure mes pieuses 

falaises . . {Fa.lre signs, 546) . Mansour's poetic tone 

descends from a high crescendo to that of a passive voice of 

acceptance: . .je sens que je vieillis" {Fairs signe, 

544). However, true to form, just when one is tempted to 

believe her resignation, she spits out a jubilant rage at 

our gullibility: "Merde dis-je car je ne serai pas 

victime."''® The poet reaffirms her contempt for death and 

the ferocity of her spirit in a simple, yet highly 

suggestive 'Merde'. Mansour's dialogue with mankind is near 

to completion, as she prepares to fall in the abyss, as the 

title of her next and last poems indicates: Le Grasid Jamais, 

Trous Noirs and Posthumes. 

As we read Mansour's last poems, we are av/are of the 

presence of a subjective voice first at the level of syntax, 

and second in the context of her semantics. At the outset, 

the poet speaks in the past tense to emphasize that which is 

done, as if to validate herself: "J'ai aime / J'ai tue" (Le 

Grand Jamais, 567) ; . . j'ai du rever" {Le Grand Jamais,, 

'^^Faire signe, 552, tr. from English original by 
Christine Le Bceuf and Hubert Nyssen. 
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568) . Overpowered by death, she lies between the real and 

the imaginary as she depicts the physical torments that it 

imposes on her body: . . j' aspire je m'asphyxie" {Jasmine 

d'Hiver, 581); "J'ai envie de rendre" (Jasmine d'Hlver,, 

584). Mansour's tone becomes intimate as she shares her 

experience with the reader. We are allowed a glance into 

the poet's soul as she creates a fictional window to breach 

the gap between life and death. Mansour's last words draw 

the reader into an interior space that she has thus far 

guarded viciously. She shares her anguish: "j'attends le 

tournant . . ." (Trous noirs, 603); "J'ai le corps pourri . 

. (ibid.) . It is a temporairy reprieve, and the window is 

shut once more as she draws a line between an interior and 

an exterior space with a pen labeled black humor. She 

writes, "Je plongerai tete-beche riant . . (Le Grand 

Jamais, 574) ; "Je veux je veux je veux" (Le Grand Jamais, 

575) ; "Je suis en retard ..." (Trous noirs, 598) ; "Je suis 

hantee . . ." (ibid.); "J'ai vu ejaculer Jack . . ." 

iPosthumes, 611). Mansour's writing is symbolic of a male 

and female voice, a voice that is at once personal, and a 

voice that ejaculates mankind's fear of death into a textual 

body that remains a testimony of her revenge against death. 
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By stripping the textual body of its excess, as one 

would shed clothes and jewelry, we uncovered a body that 

holds within a single voice, that of Mansour. It is a voice 

that comes almost raw, for it takes us into the depth of 

Mansour's subjective identity. Although she never consents 

to intimacy, the poet nevertheless becomes more transparent 

as we identify the stages of her life through the tone of 

her discourse, in parallel with the birth of her text. We 

may summarize it with the titles of her poems: Born with 

Cris and torn by Dechirures, in a world of Rapaces that 

inflict Blessures in the ephemeral realm of I'Erogene and 

Fume, her soul is led into Damnations of Phallus at Momies. 

After a futile attempt to Faire Signs au Machiniste for a 

last demonic waltz against fate, she falls into Le Grand 

Jamais, a space filled with Trous Noirs, and leaves behind 

Posthumes, that which leads to immortality. 
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CONCLUSION 

This study has established and described the 

unquestionable presence of Mansour's ^subjective identity' 

within her poetic corpus. Mansour's literary discourse is 

that of a woman whose voice is complex, strong, assertive, 

erotic, humorous, and universal. It is a voice that is 

unique, for it does not mimic others, it does not hide 

behind social norms, it does not hesitate to say the 

unthinkable, it does not pity, it does not compromise. It 

is "Je," it is Eros, it is archetypal, it is a myth, it is 

Mansour--a poet, a subject with an indisputable presence. 

Mansour's discourse haunts us because it is universal, 

and because it is the voice of a woman conscious of the 

power of language as a way to transcend her fears . The poet 

vacillates between the real and the imaginairy, as her 

humorous voice claims: 

Je suis le fou-rire de 1'occasion perdue 
Je suis le fugitif qui court entre les murs 
De sa peine 
Je suis le cerne de ta vaste clairiere 
Je suis les barreaux qui meurtrissent ta raison 
Je suis la route libre et la chair'*"' 

^'Les Damnations, 491. 
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There is no question as to what position je holds in this 

poem, regardless of gender. Indeed, is laughter, 'I' is 

the fugitive of pain; 'I' plays many roles, but in the end 

only one remains as the affirmation of life: 'I' is the road 

of freedom and the flesh; 'I' is Mansour's thousand voices 

that ascend from the collective unconscious, making it 

unique and yet universal. 

Joyce Mansour's poetic corpus has many facets. The 

plurality of her discourse generates a voice that is 

incomparable to others, for only she can so candidly say 

that 

II faut chanter la fievre 
La masturbation 
Hurler la beaute de la chair.''® 

In Eroticism, Death and Sensuality, Georges Bataille has 

remarked that 

poetry leads to the same place as all forms of 
eroticism--to the blending and fusion of separate 
objects. It leads us to eternity, it leads us to 
death, and through death to continuity. Poetry is 
eternity; the sun matched with the sea."''® 

Mansour is "the sun matched with the sea." 

Joyce "Plurabelle" Mansour has many facets to her 

identity. As a woman born in England who lived in Egypt, 

'^^Astres et Desastres, 4  9 5 .  

"^'Bataille, Eroticism, Death and Sensuality, 25. 
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was educated, in Switzerland, and wrote in France, it is 

inappropriate to fit her into a specific cultural parameter. 

As we have said in Chapter I, Mansour is multi-lingual and 

multi-cultural. It is not surprising that critics who 

assign Mansour an identity--that of an Egyptian woman, or a 

French writer, or a surrealist poet, or a feminist, to give 

just a few examples--find either that she lacks a subjective 

identity, that it is ambiguous, or that she has a need to 

translate. Mansour's choice of French as a literary 

expression is best explained by Irene Fenoglio: 

A partir de la fin du XlXe/ne siecle, la 
langue frangaise a ete adoptee, pratiquee par une 
part bien definie de la societe egyptienne qui 
s'est progressivement elargie jusque vers les 
annees cinquante: ce fut d'abord 1'aristocratie 
puis la haute bourgoisie. Pour une part de cette 
elite, elle est devenue langue exclusive. 
L'expression frangaise etant alors un element 
essentiel de distinction. C'est ainsi que les 
premieres filles instruites le furent en frangais, 
a 1' interieur du Harem et que s'exprimer en 
frangais devint rapidement un rituel de 
convivialite dans les relations mondaines et dans 
1'entourage du Palais royal. 

We find that Mansour's literary voice reflects a plurality 

of discourse that is symbolic of an individual whose subject 

^°Irene Fenoglio-Abd El Aal, Defense et illustration de 
1'Egyptienne, dossier 2 (Le Caire: CEDEJ, 1988), 44. 
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identity is composed of multi-cultural, multi-bilingual 

experiences. These experiences are what the poet projects 

on the text, not ambivalent, ambiguous multi-identities. 

Traumatized by the deaths of first her mother and later 

her first husband, Joyce Mansour spent a lifetime to combat 

her ^^horreur de la. mort."^^ She used the erotic, creative 

energies at her disposition to exorcize her fears. 

Mansour's mundane appearance and her social status as a 

married, well educated, and wealthy young woman often 

clashed with her sense of justice, her desire to provoke, 

her need to revolt, and her irreverence for the constraints 

of society's rules, as this small anecdote illustrates: 

...alors qu'elle etait myope... Cela lui valut 
quelques aventures desopilantes . A 1'epoque ou 
Castro faisait la cour aux intellectuels elle fut 
invitee avec d'autres a la Havane. Son sang ne 
fit qu'un tour lorsqu'elle aperqiut dans une 
reception officielle le peintre mexicain 
Siqueiros, implique dans la premiere tentative 
d'assassinat de Trotsky par le Guepeou. Joyce 
s'appuya sur le bras de Michel Leiris, releva sa 
jupe et langa "de la part de Benjamin Peret" un 
formidable coup de pied dans les fesses qu'elle 
croyait etre celles de la crapule stalinienne. 
Mais, toujours aussi bigleuse, elle s'etait 
trompee de fesses et avait botte celles d'Edouard 
Pignon (lequel ne meritait pas cette marque 

^^Genevieve Brisac, "Joyce Mansour 1'intrepide, " 97. 
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d' infamie) I " 

While Mansour's "coup de pied" is perceived as humorous, it 

also indicates the presence of an underlying fierceness. In 

addition, I find that Mansour's illusionary, erotic, 

violent, and humorous literary discourse parallels her 

provocative display of revolt against injustice. 

For the purpose of this dissertation, the critical 

analysis has been limited to the author's poems. However, a 

brief inquiiry into two of her plays, Jules Cesar and Les 

Gisants Satisfaits, supports our conclusion that Mansour's 

'subjective identity' is consistent throughout her oeuvre. 

In Jules Cesar^^ Mansour speaks of two twins: "lis 

etaient nes ensemble, a Sodome d'une vache et d'un fossoyeur 

apres deux heures de travail bien arrosees de biere." The 

violence of the metaphoric imagery provokes the reader. 

What shocks and disturbs us is the juxtaposition of these 

images. While we first imagine two babies being born, we 

immediately learn that their mother is a cow, and their 

father a grave digger. A cow is symbolic of life,- a grave 

^^Jean-Jacques Lebel, "Farewell Joyce Mansour," 
Quinzaine Francpaise 469 (1986) : 31. 

^^Joyce Mansour, Jules Cesar (Paris: Seghers, 1958), 9. 
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digger reminds us of death. As we have observed throughout 

our study, Mansour consistently opposes images of life to 

those of death as a way to control her fears. 

The poet finds reassurance in the fact that death 

fraternizes with life, even if only within the text that she 

has brought into the world. Besides, she is being droll in 

telling us that it took only two hours for the twins to be 

born, and that the event was promptly celebrated with heavy 

beer drinking. Mansour's rendering of the birth reenforces 

the visualization of two innocent babies (what else can they 

be?) as the poet even assures us that: "ce sont des enfants 

normaux."®'' She confesses however, that they "goutent aux 

delires des secretions renales continues, que la liberte du 

nombril enchante et qui se jurent 'avec des baillements 

sucres de boire tout le sang du monde."^^ Here, the poet 

reminds us of the birth of Pantagruel in Rabelais' 

Gargantua. Although we are not told that they are monstrous 

in size, the fact that the twins swear to drink all of the 

v/orld's blood presupposes gigantic appetites. 

^''Ibid. 

"Ibid. 
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What makes Mansour's discourse unusual is not the 

exaggeration of the birth's circumstances, or even the 

delights of infants in tasting their feces. It is the 

blending of the normal with the abnormal, the r&al with the 

imaginary, that disturbs the reader's sensibility. The 

author enhances her consciousness of life's adv&rsities via 

the writing process. Because she refuses to giv~e in to the 

sorrows life has to offer, she modifies and distorts reality 

to make it bearable: 

Profondement antirationaliste, 1'oeuvre de Joyce 
Mansour brule et se brule, vaste conflagration qui 
fait preuve de I'energie et du pouvoir de 
resistance exceptionnels d'une femme voulan_t a 
tout prix nier, renverser meme, un sort qui la 
brutalise. 

Mansour reinvents the normal, the chaste, the sacred, the 

beautiful, and turns it into the abnormal, the grotesque, 

the inadmissible: "Elle . . . epingle les vices pour en 

faire de la beaute." Her style reminds us of Charles 

Baudelaire, who, close to death and haunted by a compulsion 

to find redemption for his sins, asked his readeor to 

testify: 6 vous soyez temoins que j ' ai fait mon -devoir comme 

un parfait chimiste et comme une ame sainte. Cair j ' ai de 

'°J. H. Matthews, Joyce Mansour, 43. 
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chaque chose extrait la quintessence, Tu m'as donne ta boue 

et j ' en ai fait de I'or."^"' Contrary to Baudelaire, Mansour 

does not concern herself with "1'image du peche,"^® because 

. . elle existe toute seule,"®® in an amoral religious 

universe where, as we have seen in the course of our study, 

she frolics with Satan and demands bread and wine from God. 

After all, she has paid dues equal to those of her neighbor. 

In the opening lines of her 1958 play, Les Gisants 

satisfaits, Joyce Mansour summons her reader into the sacred 

realm of Genesis. The section title "Marie ou I'honneur de 

servir" leads us to believe that our poet has submitted 

herself to virginal servitude: 

Au debut, quand Dieu habitait un trou dans la 
terre et que son frere jumeau dormait au ciel, que 
I'univers etait sans forme et vide, seuls quelques 
restes d'huraanite vivaient au fond des profondeurs 
brouillees par la pensee creatrice, dans un hotel 
de Nord-Africains avec vue sur la mer.®° 

^''Charles Baudelaire, Les Fleurs du mal et autres 
poemes, Introduction by Henri Lemaitre (Paris: Garnier-
Flammarion, 1964), 14. 

^®Ibid. ,p . 12 . 

^®Etienne Marie, "Campee sur sa rage," La Quinzaine 
litteraire (September 1991) : 7. 

®°Joyce Mansour, Les Gisants satisfaits, 15. 
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de Nord-Africains avec vue sur la mer. 

Mansour's Eden is strictly her own. It is a universe that 

has no shape and is empty except for a hotel with a view of 

the sea, where North-Africans who live as left-overs of 

humanity are served by Marie. The author's metaphorical 

images reveal a world that is upside down. It is a world in 

which God lives in a hole on earth while his twin brother 

sleeps in the sky. Mansour's contempt for humanity's 

passive acceptance of religious and social dictates is 

obvious, inasmuch as her paradise is not under anyone's 

control except hers. She is free to let her imagination run 

wild. Furthermore, it is clear that whether we choose to 

join her or not is of no consequence to Mansour, for she 

knows how to play alone in her imaginary garden of delights. 

As the play develops we find that Mary lives close to 

the hotel where the North Africans live in poverty and 

filth. Bored with her life and conscious of time's ravage 

"Je suis vieille,"®^ she holds on religiously to the 

dictates of her Desires, convinced that "1'existence 

®°iJoyce Mansour, Les Gisaiits satisfaits, 15. 

"Ibid., 17. 
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commence a chaqpie instant."" Ma2ry deligh.ts in her new 

found weapon against boredom as -she becomes a sexual slave 

for a man she knows will kill her "Je te tuerai."" 

In the course of our investigation of Joyce Mansour's 

poetics we uncovered the voice of a woman who, determined to 

experience life, let Desire guide her to a secret door that 

leads to a world of fantasy where Eros reigns supreme. As 

we have shown, Mansour's ^subjective identity' is fully 

revealed in her poems. Likewise, we find that it is even 

more apparent in her narratives, for as she becomes further 

embedded in the development of the main character of her 

plays, the poet lets down her guard and allows the reader to 

step into her fantasy world. The dialogue that transpires 

between Mary and her lover/murderer is indicative of 

Mansour's own inner dialogue with death: 

Elle flottait entre deux eaux, les membres 
mous, resignee a une mort precoce. "Je me noie", 
repeta-t-elle faiblement aux mains de 1'assassin 
qui erraient sur son corps comme des crabes. "Je 
te tuerai", dit-il, car les seins de la femme se 
dressaient sous ses doigts...elle.,.appela au 
secours puis sombra dans une feroce jouissance 
sous I'oeil de I'assassin...Elle gemit d'abord, 

"Ibid. 

"Ibid. 
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puis sa voix tnonta...et leurs corps cornmxiniquerent 
leur incandescence.... 
Elle parla aux tnaramelons de 1'assassin: "je ne 
veux pas raourir, je te donne ma vie, mais, de 
grace, pas encore aujourd'hui." L'horame lacha le 
cou meurtri et reflechit. "Tu vivras pres de moi 
dans ma chambre sur le port, tu me serviras et, un 
jour je te tuerai. - J'accepte", dit Marie et la 
mer devenue incertaine, 1'entendit." 

I do not wish, to die, says Mansour, over and over again, 

throughout her discourse. It is a plea that resonates with 

mankind's fear of the unknown. The poet would rather siibmit 

to violent eroticism than to boredom or death, for in 

physical eroticism she, as we have demonstrated in our 

chapter on Collage, finds pure satisfaction of her Desire, 

and an affirmation of life. 

Concerned not only with her own spiritual, physical and 

emotional welfare, Mansour's works reflect her social 

concerns as well. While our present focus has been mostly 

on Mansour's poetry and the confirmation of a *subject 

identity,' much remains to be said about her oeuvre as a 

whole. A study on thematic differences and similarities 

among surrealist women would be a good point of departure. 

Also, we have used textual concordances to unveil Mansour's 

"Ibid., 18. 
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numbers and seasons as an alchemy of textual images, and 

what it means. 

We cannot conclude our voyage into Mansour's poetic 

domain without mentioning two texts that are not included in 

Prose & Poesie. The first text, Elements Mnemotechniques 

pour un reve futur, is a critical commentary on 1'Exposition 

Internationale du Surrealisme, 1965-1966. This of course, 

differs from Mansour's usual writing style: 

Paru initialement dans le premier numero de 
I'Archibras (avril 1967), Elements Mnemotechniques 
pour un reve futur ne fut jamais repris en volume. 
. . II revele pourtant un nouvel aspect de 
I'ecriture mansourienne, en offrant 1'apergu 
inedit d'un travail critique auquel 1'auteur ne 
semblait pourtant guere enclin.°^ 

Regarded as a critical v/ork, this text confirms 

Mansour's humorous, at times contemptuous literary voice as 

she comments on her desire to exit--anyt\/'here-- in order to 

escape the Consommateur. As Caron emphasizes, the poet's 

apparent disdain for any type of prescribed literary agenda 

is obvious: 

. . . ce texte accompagne en effet une serie de 
cliches realises par Suzy Embo, qu'il commente, ou 
plutot illustre sur le mode poetique. Car 

^^Stephanie Caron, "Elements Mnemotechniques pour un 
reve futur," Pleine Marge, no.25 -26 (1997): 70. 
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is obvious: 

. . . ce texte accompagne en effet une serie de 
cliches realises par Suzy Embo, qu'il commente, ou 
plutot illustre sur le mode poetique. Car 
refusant 1'eloquence, le didactisme ou meme 
1'objectivite, ce texte se presente comme une 
somme de visions interieures, qui tout en se 
deroulant au rythme de la visite, transposent sur 
le plan de 1' imaginaire les elements tangibles du 
spectacle. Defiles d'images, done, plus 
qu'inventaire d'une realite donnee, . . 

What is striking about this commentary is the poet's split 

visualization and overlapping experience of the event, as 

she writes: "Ainsi, ce jour-la, je me trouverai 

simultanement a I'interieur de la galerie de I'OEil, rue 

Seguier, et devant la vitrine allumee de cette meme galerie 

en train de voir virevolter une des annees demieres: 1965." 

Mansour's oblique gaze betrays a desire to observe the real 

through the prism of the imaginary, that which is part of 

her literary signature. 

*• 

The second text, "Trop plain," is a poem that was found 

among Henri Michaux's papers: "C'est dans les papiers 

d'Henri Michaux que fut retrouve le manuscrit de Trop plein, 

poeme inedit de Joyce Mansour dont la date de redaction 

"Ibid. 
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n'est pas precisee, tnais qui porte, de la main de son 

destinataire, la mention "A garder"."" Drawn together by a 

common interest in music and the cinema, and by a taste for 

world documentaries, the two remained intimate friends. It 

is said that they met once a week and corresponded with each 

other often, for many years. 

This poem exhibits a strong resemblance to Mansour's 

last poems. Conscious of death's immediacy, yet true to her 

style, she shows no mercy and no sign of compromise, but 

curses the enemy: 

Maudite, 
Miserable Misere 
Qu'aucune compromission N'EXCORPORE. 

Mansour's use of the word "compromission" intrigues us 

because it implies a dishonest compromise. Mansour has 

tried everything in her struggle against death, as we have 

seen during our investigation of her literary corpus. She 

spoke of Satan and God, life and death on ec[ual terms, as if 

wishing to "vomit" her hate, but to no avail. 

• 

^'Stephanie Caron, "Joyce Mansour: Trop plein," Pleine 
Marge, no. 25-26 (1997) : 78. 

"Ibid., 79. 
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would have, for as we have seen, her ^subjective identity' 

is that of a woman whose voice is a far cry from pitiful. 

Mansour could not avoid physical oblivion; nevertheless, she 

lives on through her discourse as her voice lingers: 

Avez-vous lu? 
Avez-vous ecrit? 
Avez-vous lu ce que vous avez ecrit? 
Qui etes-vous?®® 

®®Le Grand Jamais, 567. 
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