
CHAPTER 25

Perec in the Lab

1961–1978

France Benoît, the girlfriend of Regis Debray, and hence the Perecs’ tenant
at Rue de Quatrefages, ran into her cousin André Hugelin at a family
gathering in the summer of 1961. Hugelin was still in his thirties and
already a medical professor, in charge of his own research unit at the
Hôpital Sainte-Anne. He asked France if she knew of anyone who might be
suitable for a new post that had just been awarded to his unit by the CNRS,
the scientific research funding council. It was not exactly a secretary that he
was looking for, though an ambitious and bright typist might be able to
work her way into the job. What Hugelin was after was someone to fill the
post of documentaliste, or scientific archivist. The job called for library
skills, or at least a notion of information-retrieval techniques. France put in
a word for her landlord, who was, she knew, quite desperate for work.
Hugelin was sceptical. The man France was describing was no more than a
stranded Left Bank intellectual, with no grounding in science, no education
to speak of, and no vocational training, not even a typist’s diploma. This
Perec did not sound at all like the sort of person he had in mind for his lab.
But France protested: Perec was a virtuoso when it came to filing and
sorting! There was nothing he didn’t know about information retrieval! He
was the king of filingcard schemes! She must have been eloquent; in the
end André Hugelin agreed that she could tell her landlord to call him.

France Benoît reported all of this to Perec, and he made the call. He
spoke on the telephone so timidly and with such a high-pitched voice that
Hugelin thought it was a woman enquiring about the vacant post. He began
to answer, “Alors, chère mademoiselle . . .”. Perec interrupted, Je ne suis
pas UNE documentaliste, Monsieur le professeur, je suis UN
documentaliste. Voilà.



Hugelin thought he should at least interview the candidate. The young
man who came into his office at the appointed time looked awful. He was
not dressed properly, not by lab standards, and he appeared to be unwashed
as well as sloppy. When he grinned diffidently, he bared blackened front
teeth. Perec had no qualifications he could prove beyond the baccalaureate:
why not? Hugelin asked. Because of my bad relationship with my uncle, he
remembers Perec’s replying. What made him want a job as an archivist cum
secretary? Because he was a writer. It seemed odd. But the candidate was
intelligent, to a high degree; he was keen, not just to get a job but to involve
himself in information analysis, storage, and retrieval. He said he knew
English well, which would be useful, since Hugelin’s own knowledge of the
language was poor. Most important, he was available there and then, and if
an appointment were not made soon, the post might be lost. So Professor
Hugelin set aside his reservations and appointed Georges Perec on the spot
to the job that was to be his for nearly two decades, that of documentaliste,
graded for official purposes as Technicien IIIB. He would start on 1 October
1961. Even after his scale had been readjusted to that of Technicien IIB
(when he was able to prove that he had passed propédeutique) Perec’s
salary was not much different from what a typist or a primary-school
teacher was paid.

Hugelin’s research unit, officially CNRS Laboratoire Associé 38, or LA
38 for short, was a province of the empire established by Paul Dell, the
rough-mannered buccaneer of French neurophysiology. At the end of the
war Dell had gone to the United States; when he returned to France in the
1950s, the country was still extremely poor, but contract work from the U.S.
Air Force and funding from Marshall Aid programmes had enabled him
nonetheless to set up his own research laboratory devoted to the physiology
of the brain stem. In the 1960s, Dell’s scientific enterprise spanned several
distinct sub-fields. One of his assistants, Suzanne Tyc (later Tyc-Dumont),
specialised in the physiology of eye movement. Another member of the
team, Marthe Bonvallet, worked on the central nervous system or CNS (in
French, SNC), studying in particular cats’ brains, a brace of which she
dissected every week. Henry Gautier, a medical doctor, concentrated on
human breathing but allowed himself to digress into such respiratory
curiosities as feline purring.*1 As for the laboratory’s primary focus and



Dell’s own specialism, the neurophysiology of sleep and wakefulness, that
was being carried forward by the rising star of the group, André Hugelin.
By definition, no one knew which of these (or other) overlapping areas
would come up with the first real breakthrough, but the common goal of the
whole team was clear: they were to make a leap forward in the
understanding of how the nervous system actually functioned in the head
and win the Nobel Prize for it.

In October 1961 Perec became a staff member of the Laboratoire de
neurophysiologie médicale (over which Paul Dell held sway for several
more years) in a unit that was exclusively funded by the CNRS, not by
outside contract work. Between 1961 and the mid-1970s, Hugelin’s LA 38
grew just like Topsy: at its peak, it had a staff of around seventy-five, from
medical doctors to scientific researchers, technicians, photographers,
engineers, cat minders, secretaries, and typists, right down to one archivist
cum information officer, who also happened to be a famous writer. In the
serious world of medical research, that made not a whisker of difference.

Perec’s statutory duties were to work forty hours a week, with thirty
days’ paid holiday a year. Hugelin was not an unreasonable patron, and he
agreed from the start that Perec would be free to work the hours that suited
him, provided that the job got done and the terms of appointment were
respected overall. Some of the unit’s work involved live animals and
experiments in real time, so the premises were lit and the doors open round
the clock. It was not unusual, in the 1960s, for his colleagues to find
Georges Perec crouched over his typewriter late at night, with a Gitane or a
Celtique burning in the ashtray beside him. No one in the lab recalls seeing
him there at eight in the morning, however: Perec was not an early riser
until much later in his life.

Perec’s job was to organise the information contained in the unit’s
research library so that people could get out of it anything that might
concern their current work. The unit subscribed to about thirty general and
specialised scientific journals, but it lacked an indexing system for locating
what was in them. Perec set about designing such an index, for a highly
technical field about which he knew exactly nothing. It would have to be
capable of answering very specific questions, typically along the lines of,
What work has been published, by whom, in which countries, about this
part of the brain, using that technique and relating to such and such a



hypothesis? The system also had to be a relatively open one, able to serve
present and future research specialisms equally well. The first problem was
one of categorisation: How could the field most usefully be divided up?
How many different categories would be needed, and what were they? It is
just the sort of quandary faced by the editors of cookery books. Should the
index include entries for lemon flavouring and garlic as as well as for soups
(cold) and perhaps tomatoes (ways of using), to allow the reader to access
gazpacho under four rather than only two of its features? In a cookery book,
of course, one can always flick through until one finds the relevant
illustration, recipe title, or ingredient. In a research laboratory, in contrast,
the sheer number of possible locations and the impenetrability to most
scientists of work outside their own specialism rule out browsing as an
information-retrieval device. There has to be a system that works, or else
everyone wastes their time.

Dividing the field into its constituent categories was only the first part of
the exercise. Next came the related problem of hierarchising the categories
chosen. For instance, should an article reporting experiments on the
hypothalamus of cats be indexed under “CAT: brain (hypothalamus)”, or
under “HYPOTHALAMUS, cat”, or under “BRAIN: hypothalamus
(feline)”? What is the least time-consuming way of linking, in a stack of say
ten thousand articles, all those that contain references to both the
hypothalamus and to cats? And this is but a trivial instance of the more
general problem. The shortest line between two points is a straight one, but
what is the shortest line connecting x points dotted randomly around n-
dimensional space? (Before large computers came into general use, no one
knew how to calculate with certainty the shortest route joining all 50 state
capitals of the U.S.A., in merely two-dimensional space, and a large cash
prize was offered – by a company with a vested, cable-laying interest in the
matter – to anyone who could discover a formula that would demonstrably
produce the right answer.) Someone mentioned to Perec that there was a
branch of modern mathematics which tackled the general area of nonlinear
solutions, called graph theory. Perec read his way into the field through the
work of a distinguished mathematician who happened to be French, Claude
Berge.*2 He could have had no idea at the time that Berge had recently



joined a discreet little group that called itself the Ouvroir de littérature
potentielle (“Workshop for Potential Literature”), or OuLiPo.

Perec could have had no inkling either of the mathematics involved in
graph theory. Jacques Roubaud, Pierre Getzler’s brother-in-law, got to know
Perec well around 1966 and recalls that he had no more mathematical
knowledge than the average twelve-year-old. In 1961, however, Perec
found something in graph theory that fascinated him, and he kept trying to
tell his friends about it. How many terms are there, he would ask as a riddle,
between ruban (“ribbon”) and cadeau (“present”)? The question would
stump most people for a moment or two. Aha! Just one! Georges would
interrupt with glee: faveur (a word meaning both “hair-ribbon” and
“favour”). This was supposed to be an example of graph theory, as was the
oft-repeated “fact” that between any two persons A and B chosen at random
– let’s say, the barman over there and the president of the Republic – there
has to be a pathway connecting them through no more than two
intermediate points (so that, for example, the barman’s [A’s] window-
cleaner [1] would be the second cousin of the president’s [B’s] chauffeur
[2]).

As part of his information-gathering tasks, Perec also set about
reassessing the unit’s sources of scientific knowledge. To supplement the
journals under subscription and to afford a window on the wider world of
scientific publishing, Hugelin used the abstracts in the Bulletin signalétique,
published in French by the CNRS. Perec had firsthand experience of how
the Bulletin was put together (on the arts side) and was sceptical of its
value. He went to a talk about the handling of scientific information given
by Eugene Garfield at the American Center, and came back convinced that
Current Contents would provide a more reliable input into the system he
was about to set up. In the end, Perec insisted on the change, and was given
free rein. His patron was impressed with the scientific patter that his scruffy
documentaliste had already acquired; the intensity of his interest in
information management was striking. Hugelin congratulated himself on
having made a good appointment.

The system could not be made to work with the sort of filing cards that
Roger Kleman had taught Perec to use. It was no longer a matter of sorting
things alphabetically, or chronologically, or by genre or theme; it all had to
be organised every which way at once. Perec must have looked long and



hard in specialised stationery catalogues before finding what he wanted: a
card system called Flambo. Measuring 200 by 215 millimetres, Flambo
cards have twenty-one numbered divisions printed along the top edge, with
twin slits cut beneath each division so plastic tags can be inserted. Let us
say tags of seven different colours are used. The Flambo system does not
give just 147 (or 7 x 21) different combinations, nor even 168 (8 x 21) if the
absence of any tag at all is counted as significant. It gives 821 separate
specifications, 8 to the twenty-first power, which is a very large number
indeed. If the problems of categorisation and hierarchising are solved
competently for the field in question, Flambo allows rapid and detailed
interrogation of a database of considerable size. It might become
impracticable beyond fifty thousand entries, given the physical dimensions
of filing-cabinet drawers, but such a number would represent many years’
output of articles in neurophysiology.

In consultation with the scientists in the unit and especially with his one
real friend amongst them, Henry Gautier, Perec established the twenty-one
field divisions and the colour-coding of the tags. He presented the projected
system to Hugelin and was told to go ahead with it. On each card he would
type the bibliographic reference for one article; then he would insert the
appropriate tags into the relevant slots and put the card into the permanent
file drawer. It no longer mattered what order the cards were in; instead of
searching for a thematic heading or section of the index, one would look
for, let us say, slots 7 RED and 9 GREEN, the “keys”, perhaps, for
RESPIRATION and CAT, and HYPOTHALAMUS and EXPERIMENTAL.
As long as the cards were stacked in a line, their order was irrelevant to the
search. The literary researcher’s fear of dropping his index box and having
to sort his filing cards into order all over again was a nightmare of the past.

Perec was expected to put away about four thousand Flambo cards a year,
and he did. In practical terms, that involved scanning maybe a hundred
highly technical articles or résumés every week, then typing up a reference
for each and tagging the card under its key words. It was not a purely
mechanical job; an elementary grasp of the contents was a sine qua non, for
a Flambo system was no different from a computer: if you put garbage in,
you got garbage out. In fact, Perec’s information system was much admired,
and word of it got around to other research laboratories. Emissaries would



drop in for a chat, so it seemed, but while there they would also have a look
at the cards, and the coding sheet. It is said that several similar systems
were set up elsewhere in the following years.

Perec’s virtuoso performance with the Flambo cards did not make him an
equal among scientists, for he had no doctorate, nor even a first degree, and
could only ever be a Technicien IIB. In French it is much trickier than it is
in English to sidestep marks of social and professional hierarchy, since the
language itself contains grammatical signs of status relations that are
difficult to avoid in even the shortest conversation. It is neither natural nor
correct to say just “Hullo” in French; one says “Hullo, darling”, “Sir”, “Mr
Professor”, “Smith”, “Tracy”, or “Mrs Mop”, as the situation demands. Nor
can one say “How are you?” without first deciding whether to use the
singular and familiar form tu, or the plural, usually more formal vous, for
the “you”. The rules of usage are not absolutely uniform; there are specific
variations for particular social and professional contexts. Because CNRS
LA 38 was a unit staffed in part by medical doctors who rank higher than
doctors of science, “hospital rules” applied. In the medical world, male
colleagues address each other by their surname only (so “Bonjour,
Gautier”); female scientists are addressed by male colleagues of equal rank
as Madame (or Mademoiselle) followed by their surname; and nonacademic
female staff are called by their forename, preceded by Mademoiselle (or
Madame) when spoken to by their superiors. Relations between members of
different generations or rank are signalled by the use of vous. “Comment
allez-vous, Mademoiselle Yolande?” may seem to mean no more and no
less than “How are you, Tracy?” but in fact it says many things about both
Yolande and the person speaking to her that the plain English words do not
communicate. In a medical environment, “Bien. Et comment vas-tu,
Gautier?” would not be just a cheeky rejoinder to such a greeting; it would
be a revolution.

Perec stuck out like a sore thumb in the conventional language system of
the lab. He was not a woman and therefore could not be called “Madame
Georges”, according to the formula used for other staff of equivalent rank;
nor could he be called “Monsieur Georges”, as that would have made him
sound like a janitor. Only the professors themselves were entitled to have
the honorific appellation Monsieur coupled to their surname and then only
when being addressed by a member of the lower ranks. For lack of a real



alternative, then, Georges Perec was assimilated in this one respect to the
status of scientific colleague, and was called simply “Perec” by the research
team and by Hugelin. He wore a white coat at his typewriter, just to rub it
in, for he was not in any other sense a ranking member. Hugelin could
never have said tu to him; if Gautier used the familiar form, it was only
because he became a real friend. To tease Henry for his lofty status, Perec
never called him anything other than “Gautier” – even when he went skiing
with him, or flying in his two-seater aeroplane.

On the one hand, Hugelin was not an illiberal, conventional or
overbearing boss by normal standards: he never enquired where Perec was
when he was not in the lab, never made him apply for leave for his various
absences abroad, never pressured him to go onto a part-time contract, and
always turned a benign blind eye on his other activities, which might well
have been considered improper by another patron, since Perec’s standard
contract as a full-time employee of the science research council explicitly
forbade him to undertake other gainful employment. On the other hand,
Hugelin gave Perec little sign of recognition and never thought of trying to
get him promoted. (In principle, it was for Perec to request his own
upgrading, but without a higher qualification, he would have stood little
chance of success.) Perec came to resent the reserved, distant and
condescending professor. He may even have hated Hugelin, and the whole
hypocritical unit, whose members depended on his work for all their
scientific information and even had him type up their applications for
promotion to higher ranks and larger salaries, whilst they treated him as an
oddity and paid him a pittance. Perec clearly enjoyed his work, perhaps
even loved it obsessively, but he had no love for the lab itself.

In 1965 Hugelin’s unit moved from its premises in Rue des Saints-Pères,
and from the Hôpital Sainte-Anne, to new and much larger accommodation
in the first purpose-built teaching hospital in Paris. Its new letterhead read:
UNIVERSITE DE PARIS – FACULTE DE MEDECINE

⎯⎯⎯⎯
CENTRE HOSPITALIER ET UNIVERSITAIRE SAINT-

ANTOINE
⎯⎯⎯⎯

LABORATOIRE DE PHYSIOLOGIE



⎯⎯⎯⎯
27, RUE CHALIGNY PARIS – XII

PARIS – XII

An information-storage-and-retrieval scheme even grander than Flambo
could now be envisaged. Perec researched the alternatives and came up
with Peekaboo, a system of cards with number-coded locations around all
four sides that could be hole-punched using a mechanical, number-driven
device. Each hole position would indicate the presence (punched) or
absence (not punched) of a key word in the article indexed by the card. The
user operated the system by placing a stack of cards in front of a light
source and shuffling them until all the required key positions showed light
shining through. Unlike Flambo, Peekaboo was not a hierarchised system
but rather what would nowadays be called a random access database. It
allowed for even greater specificity in searches, since the cards afforded a
far higher number of slot combinations than Flambo.

Perec worked out the larger “thesaurus” of key terms for the new system
and then convened and chaired a meeting of the whole scientific team to
amend, refine, and confirm his proposals. The meeting was a resounding
success and Peekaboo went ahead. In time it comprised a grand total of a
hundred thousand cards, every one of them typed up, coded, and hole-
punched by Georges Perec, who was, though few really grasped the point,
simultaneously one of Europe’s most prolific experimental writers. Just as
he was first setting up Peekaboo, he happened to win an important literary
prize. Ah well, said people in the lab, this year we didn’t get the Nobel; the
Renaudot Prize will have to do.

Perec got his own back, both in the lab and outside, in writing. One of his
tasks, in addition to information handling (which he got through in rather
less than forty hours a week), was to compile bibliographies for the articles
that the researchers in LA 38 wanted to publish. His work was never
acknowledged in print, and thus it will never be possible to establish an
exhaustive bibliography of the work of Georges Perec, which ought to
include these modest, scholarly, but not insignificant appendices. One item
that can be included is the bibliography of André Hugelin’s 1967 treatment
of electrocortical activity connected to states of sleep and wakefulness, for
it is no less a part of Perec’s oeuvre than the index of Life A User’s



Manual.*3 If proof were needed, one has only to read the opening pages of
A Man Asleep, which constitute a “translation” in subjective terms of the
process that Hugelin’s thesis describes with electrochemical objectivity:
what happens between the eyelid, the retina and the cerebral cortex as one
falls asleep.

Perec extorted occasional bibliographic quid pro quos for his work.
Though he never flaunted his writerly fame in the lab, he did slip a card
coded up for his novel Things into the Flambo system and, in the
bibliography of one of Gautier’s publications, he inserted a reference to an
article entitled “Attention and Respiration”, published in Konink. Akad.
Wetenschap. Amsterdam Proc. Sect. Sci 1 (1899): 121–138, by a Dutch
scientist called Caspar Winckler.1 He played other tricks, too, on the world
of neurophysiological research. Gautier’s telephone rang one day; it was a
long-distance call from a colleague in an American lab with an urgent,
frantic enquiry: Who was this chap Lévêque referenced in his latest
publication? Where did he work? What else had he done? Gautier was
baffled, and then he checked. Light dawned. Perec had replaced the name of
a distinguished scientist called Bishop with his own silly translation (évêque
is French for bishop), just for fun – and to give Gautier’s rivals palpitations
over the appearance of a new and unknown research team.

For André Hugelin, Perec hardly ever typed anything straight the first
time off. He would always put in his own red herrings, puns, irreverent
asides, fancy layouts, and subversions of every imaginable kind. It was a
waste of time, of course, but it amused him. Hugelin saw no point in
correcting Perec’s first-draft derisions. Do it again, Perec, he would say, and
this time do it properly. Why should he say please?

To get promoted to senior positions in the French scientific
establishment, one has to put in not just an application but a whole dossier,
including a narrative account of one’s own career and intellectual
development. It is a tiresome sort of thing to compose. When Suzanne Tyc-
Dumont gave Perec her first draft to type, she got back a text incorporating
numerous emendations by the typist, such as a specially concocted epigraph
in English that was even more French than her own, studiously “improved”
verb endings in the past historic tense (usually reserved for formal



narrative), and bizarre fluctuations between the scientific and street-corner
registers of French, which had surely not been there in the original draft.

On other occasions, Perec embellished otherwise undistinguished reports
of laboratory experiments with quite special layouts:



II HYPOTHESES ET SYNTHESES
 
“The one who thinks that one will one day elucidate the sophisticated
intrication of the nervous machinery, is fouring himself a finger in the eye
until the elbow”

John Carew ECCLES

A l’époque où j’entra au laboratoire de Paul DELL, l’hypothèse déjà
ancienne, d’une formation nerveuse centrale responsable de la vieille,
avait été confirmée, quelques années auparavant, par une expérience
désormais classique de MORUZZI et MAGOUILLE (1949): la
stimulation électrique de n’importe quoi partiquement n’importe où
entre le bulbe et l’hypothalamus provoque une réaction d’éveil
electrographicocortique.*4

Three kinds of play ran through Perec’s subversions of his colleagues’
attempts to write up their work. The first was a schoolboyish taste for puns,
spoonerisms, misspellings, mispronunciations, and other primary distortions
of written language. The second, just as significant to an understanding
Perec’s more public work, was the interpenetration of English and French.
About three quarters of the typing Perec did in the lab, representing perhaps
a fifth or a quarter of all the typing he did overall, was in English – or to be
more precise, in that ineradicably Gallic pseudo-English in which French
scientists publish. Perec’s games with English involved making the
scientists’ garbled syntax so much worse that even they would have to get
the point. He inserted French words apparently at random and applied to
written English spelling distortions that represented the sound of atrocious
French accents, often compounded by spoonerisms and metatheses. In his
diabolical joke-typist persona, Perec murdered the English language, but his
aggression was directed as much towards the unfunny ghastliness of
scientific pseudo-English as towards the language itself, which he knew
well and could bend quite effectively to his own humour. The third thread in
Perec’s bad-boy behaviour at the keyboard was his delight in making
creative use of the typewriter, and especially in using incremental
indentation to compose diamond-shaped, E-shaped, triangular, V-shaped, or



diagonal slabshaped texts. Since all of these exercises were done at the
expense of Perec’s free time (he knew he would have to do them all over
again “properly”), he must have loved typing for its own sake, as if he
wanted to be able to say, like Jules Michelet, that before writing books he
composed them, in the material sense.*5 He loved the actual machines, for
their feel, their various clatterings, and the different scripts they could
produce. His first faithful servant was a manual Underwood, on which he
worked at home throughout the 1960s. He commemorated its eventual
demise by casting it as a musical instrument in the last of the plays that he
wrote for German radio. For sequence 16 of Konzertstück für Sprecher und
Orchester, entitled Sonate für ältere Schreibmaschine (“Sonata for an
Ageing Typewriter”), the composer/performer was instructed to use only an
Underwood Four Million model. Tryouts were performed on Perec’s own
machine in Paris; the German radio station found an identical one in
Saarbrücken for the final recording of the play.

The Underwood was replaced by a secondhand electric IBM golf-ball
machine, of the kind that Perec had used at the lab for years, purchased
from a shop in Rue de Rennes. The novels that Perec wrote in the 1960s
contain churlish references to the authoritative look of evenly spaced IBM
typescripts (see, for instance, T 84), which he associated during that period
with the hierarchical atmosphere of Hugelin’s lab; once he had an IBM at
home, however, he saw golf-ball type rather differently. On occasions Perec
would put in the Greek character set when typing notes in French to his
friends, producing a relatively transparent kind of modern macaronic. It was
on the IBM, also, that he wrote the final version of Life A User’s Manual.

The third special typewriter in Perec’s life was the Olivetti ET 221 that
he was allowed to use during his stay in Australia in 1981. It opened up the
magical world of daisy wheels and page memories for him. When he got
back he boasted to his German translator, Eugen Helmle, a constant
improver of his own office gadgetry, that he had used a typewriter more
magnificent than any of Eugen’s toys. Well, as a matter of fact, Eugen
admitted with a blush, I’ve had an Olivetti ET 221 myself for some while
now. Perec was distinctly downcast at the news.

Did he type well? Superbly, according to Suzanne Tyc-Dumont, faster
and more accurately than a trained typist. Gautier agrees that he typed fast,



but remembers that he used only some of his fingers, and did not work like
a trained typist at all. Hugelin, for his part, thought that Perec was a
hamfisted joker who made countless involuntary keyboard mistakes.

Perec appropriated the literature of CNS research only once as
unmodified material, in his own work. Fonctionnement du système nerveux
dans la tête (“The Functioning of the Nervous System in the Head”) is a
radio play that he wrote in 1972 for Cologne Radio. It bears a formal
resemblance to Perec’s early works, in that it comprises two separate texts;
in performance, these are spoken simultaneously but kept discrete by the
use of stereo sound. Track One is an academic lecture on how a visual
message travels from eye to brain, which Perec cobbled together from
snippets of articles written by the staff of the lab and by other authorities on
the subject. Track Two, which is fragmentary at the beginning but grows in
quantity and volume as the play proceeds, consists of the subjective
responses of the brain to the visual stimulus whose route the learned
lecturer is describing. That stimulus turns out to be a mythical tableau
inside the lecturer’s head: Freud’s “primal scene” itself, the sight of parents
copulating.*6

If the radio play is the only example of direct transposition of the work of
LA 38, lab life nonetheless figures in one way or another in most of Perec’s
literary publications, from a genuine technical reference to experiments
with cats in W or The Memory of Childhood (page 77) to the tale of
elaborate professorial skulduggery in kidney*7 research in Life A User’s
Manual (pages 474–480). Perec invited all of his lab colleagues to the first
performance on stage of his hilarious bureaucratic tragedy, L’Augmentation
(“The Increment” or [for American readers] “The Rise”), which presents the
infuriatingly repetitive and finally self-defeating attempts of a nameless
little cog in a great organisational machine to obtain an additional increment
or pay-rise from his boss. The point seems to have struck home, judging
from reports that the performance “did not endear Perec to his colleagues”.
But Perec’s ultimate riposte to André Hugelin, his magnificent retaliation
for years of humble service to bizarre scientific pursuits, was an apparently
serious scientific article of Perec’s own, written in what might seem in
French scientists’ eyes to be English and entitled “Experimental
Demonstration of the Tomatotopic Organization in the Soprano (Cantatrix



sopranica L.)”. It was composed as a contribution to a specially-bound
volume of articles by members of LA 38 presented to Marthe Bonvallet on
her retirement in 1974. For many years ever-fainter photocopies of Perec’s
typescript circulated from hand to hand around the world of
neurophysiology. A copy found its way to a lab in New Zealand and at
international conferences, small groups of attenders sometimes still gather
at the back of the bar-room to listen as someone reads out Perec’s account
of the electrochemical coordinates of soprani subjected to regulated tomatic
pelting. For years it was just about the most-heard-of and least findable
nonpublication of LA 38 of the CNRS, as if Perec the champion of
information retrieval were also making a point by the way he put his work
into the underground circuit: who needed Flambo, Peekaboo or, God forbid,
a data-processing machine for an article people actually wanted to read?

“Experimental Demonstration” [CSL 13–33] can gravely compromise
one’s composure, especially if one begins by taking it seriously. At a
meeting of the CNRS biochemistry commission, it is said, the chairman
glanced at a photocopy of Perec’s spoof that had been slipped (by mistake?)
into the pile of papers in front of him. He scanned the first page, began to
redden, then spluttered and had to hold on to the sides of his seat.
“Experimental Demonstration” precipitated the only recorded instance of a
CNRS commission granting itself an adjournment for laughter.

In the article Perec experimentally demonstrates the neural routes or
pathways (usually written passe-ouais in Perec’s other role, as joker-typist)
that lead to YR (the “yelling reaction”) in sopranos pelted with common
tomatoes, “tomato rungisia vulgaris”. (The choice of prima donnas for
vivisection is a dig at Gautier, Perec’s only real pal in the lab, who was, and
is, amongst other things, an opera buff.) The techniques applied to the 107
specimens provided by the Conservatoire National de Musique (mean
weight: 101 kilograms) are those used by Suzanne Tyc-Dumont and Marthe
Bonvallet on cats:

Halothane anasthesia was utilized during the course of tracheotomy,
fixation in the Horsley-Clarke, and major operative procedures. 5%
procaine was injected into skin margins and pressure points. [ . . .]
Spinal cord transections were performed at L3/T2levels, thus
eliminating blood pressure variations and adrenaline secretion



induced by tomato throwing (Giscard d’Estaing, 1974). The fact that
the animals were not suffering from pain was shown by their constant
smiling throughout the experiments.

[CSL 16–17]

The article’s bibliography is a minefield of puns, only some of which can be
understood by monoglot French speakers. It is an Anglo-French “cod”
bibliography, a constellation of classroom jokes so elaborate, so
unremitting, and so well aimed (since in every reference there is something
relating to real science) that it almost transforms silliness into an art form.
Entries for Marks & Spencer and Wait & See are transparent enough to
English readers, whilst the listing for Timeo (W.), Danaos (I.) & Dona
Ferentes (H. E. W.), authors of an article on “Brain cutting and cooking”,
requires a bit of classical knowledge, and that for Donen (S.) & Kelly (G.),
responsible for “Singing in the Brain”, appeals to movie fans. The only
fishy thing about the entry for the real neurologists McCulloch, Pitts, and
Levin is that Perec has them publishing in Proc. Leap & Frog Ass. Finally, a
little mathematical knowledge is necessary for an understanding of the dig
in the last reference:

Zyszytrakyczywsz-Sekrâwszkiwcz, I. The Monte-Carlo theorem as a
use in locating brain and other sites. J. math. Vivisec. 27, 134–143,
1974.

Illumination is provided by the dream which the avenging murderer, Sven
Ericsson, recounts in a letter to Madame de Beaumont, on page 146 of Life
A User’s Manual:

Standing beside a huge blackboard covered in equations, a
mathematician was concluding his demonstration, in front of a
turbulent audience, that the celebrated “Monte Carlo theorem” was
generalisable [ . . .]: a roulette player placing his stake on a random
number had just as much chance of winning as a martingale player
systematically doubling his stake on the same number on each loss in
order to recoup eventually.



In 1975 there was a fire at Hôpital Saint-Antoine which did extensive
damage, and LA 38 had to be evacuated from its premises in Rue Chaligny.
Stopgap accommodation during rebuilding was found for Hugelin’s unit at
the CNRS campus at Gif-sur-Yvette, in the southern suburbs, almost at the
end of the line to Saint-Rémy. The unit never really got over this disaster:
Suzanne Tyc-Dumont took her research off to Marseille, technicians left
and could not be replaced, and the operation moved into a lower gear.
Perec, for his part, found himself a contraflow commuter from central Paris.
He hated it. He tried to use the forty-minute stints on the train to do minor
work, such as composing crossword puzzles, or making up exercises or
games, but the crowded and bumpy carriages were not conducive to
invention, and he resented the wasted time. His position at the lab had also
changed by then. He was the virtuoso of manual information-retrieval
systems, but every other leading lab in the field was now using computers.
Peekaboo had become old-fashioned – not yet old enough to be a historical
monument but too outdated to be mentioned to visiting professors from
America, even if it did work. Perec was asked if he would like to retrain as
computer data-base operator. He thought about it. He was nearly forty and
in the throes of creating what must be his masterpiece, his long-planned,
meticulously prepared omnium-gatherum, Life A User’s Manual; he did not
want to learn new tricks now, and frankly, he was intimidated by computers.
He said no. Hugelin suggested that he ought to resign, but he could not: his
CNRS salary, miserable though it may have been, was his only truly regular
income. He had a tenured post as a documentaliste, not as a computer man;
Hugelin could not sack him. It was an awkward, irksome stalemate.

Ten years earlier, when Perec won a substantial sum of money with the
Renaudot Prize for Things, his lab colleagues had wondered why he
bothered to carry on with his lowly job in a medical research unit. To one or
two of them Perec explained his position: he wanted the freedom to be a
writer, most certainly, but he was equally determined to remain free as a
writer. It seemed at that time too dangerous for him to depend on writing
alone for his livelihood. It would put unpredictable, unliterary constraints
on what he wrote; he might become just a hack, which was not his ambition



at all. So despite his overall aim to be a writer and nothing but, he resisted
the temptation to go freelance. It seemed a reasonable bargain to give up
forty hours a week to medical science in return for the licence to write his
own work, in his own way.

By the mid-seventies, however, Perec’s feelings had shifted on that score.
Why should I, who work on words, not be paid as a researcher? he asked
his colleagues in front of a journalist who had come out to Gif-sur-Yvette to
investigate the pay and conditions of scientific researchers. You, he said to
the scientists whose information he handled, you undertake experiments so
as to produce articles, and so do I. So you can see why I’m jealous!*8

But the CNRS would not pay him a salary just to write, so he continued
to search for a publisher who might. After several disappointments, Perec at
last obtained an arrangement whereby he was assured of being paid
advances on royalties in monthly instalments, in imitation of a salary. He
acted slowly, and with some trepidation, but in September 1978 he finally
made the break with the CNRS and resigned from what was by now a
redundant post. Flambo and Peekaboo were put out with the rubbish. Perec
became a writer full-time.

Based on the recollections of Mireille Archinard, Marie-Claude de
Brunhoff, Philippe Drogoz, Henry Gautier, Eugen Helmle, Geneviève
Horcholle-Bossavit, André Hugelin, Marie-Claude Lavallard-Rousseau,
Michel Martens, Harry Mathews, France Mayo, Jacques Roubaud, Suzanne
Tyc-Dumont, and on archival information kindly provided by the secretarial
staff of LA 38.
Biblio. Gestion de fichier bibliographique. (Paris: CHU Saint-Antoine,
1989), compiled by J.-F. Vibert, is dedicated to Georges Perec, whose
bibliographic work constitutes the source of the computerised bibliography
to which this handbook is the current user’s manual.


