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the interwar years1

Abstract
Journalists and novelists of  the interwar period often compared the 
outskirts of  Paris, in particular the “zone”, to the battlefields of  the 
Great War. For literary flâneurs, it was the zone’s topographical or 
social elements that were most suggestive of  the Front. For avant-
garde writers, the zone confirmed the existence of  an unconscious 
death drive, originally posited by Freud in an attempt to understand 
the blood-letting of  1914-1918. The revolutionary Left was more 
concerned with renewing the zone’s pre-war political vocation to 
condemn bourgeois militarism and capitalism while energising 
the working classes. For a variety of  reasons, the zone thus 
became a significant site of  counter-memory at odds with official 
commemorations of  the war that tended to glorify the sacrifice of  
French soldiers while ignoring their lived experience.
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Introduction
In 1933, while strolling through the “zone” on the northern edge of  
Paris, the proletarian writer Eugène Dabit (1898-1936) was struck 
by its “nouvelles bicoques qui font souvenir du front” (Dabit, 1990, 
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32). This was not an isolated observation; other journalists and 
novelists of  the interwar period associated the immediate outskirts 
of  the French capital with the battlefields of  the Great War in ways 
that underlined its enduring impact. For literary and artistic flâneurs 
such as André Warnod (1885-1960), André Billy (1882-1971) and 
Louis Cheronnet (1899-1950), it was the zone’s topography that was 
most suggestive of  the Front. For avant-garde writers, in particular 
Louis-Ferdinand Céline (1894-1961) and André Breton (1896-1966), 
the zone confirmed the existence of  an unconscious death drive, 
originally posited by Freud in an attempt to understand the blood-
letting of  1914-1918. The revolutionary Left was more concerned 
with renewing the zone’s pre-war political vocation to condemn 
bourgeois militarism and capitalism while energising the working 
classes, as attested in the pages of  L’Humanité or the socialist-
realist fiction of  Louis Aragon (1897-1982). Yet the novelist Albert 
Crémieux (1899-1967) imagined the zone as both the cradle and the 
grave of  a communist uprising whose cataclysmic fate evoked the 
bloodbath of  the trenches.

The following article is a modest contribution to the cultural 
history of  the Great War rather than a detailed exercise in literary 
analysis. It brings together a wide range of  sources that differ in 
both content and form, and addressed different audiences. The 
common thread that nonetheless runs through these sources – and 
gives this article its thematic unity – is their use of  the marginal 
space of  the zone to convey diverse perspectives on the war which 
were often at odds with the idealising or abstracting tendencies of  
official commemoration. Additionally, many if  not all of  the writers 
mentioned by name had direct experience of  the Front, whether as 
combatants, medics or stretcher-bearers.2

The “zone”
The historic function of  the zone made it an obvious space in which 
to think about war. The term “zone”, short for zone de servitudes 
militaires, originally designated a no-man’s land thirty-four kilometres 
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long by 250 metres wide, located just beyond the imposing fortified 
wall built around Paris in the early 1840s to protect the city against 
a potential invasion by European coalition forces. The fortifications 
and the zone were formally decommissioned in 19193, but the 
military maintained a presence in or near the area for much of  the 
interwar period. A vast parade ground in the south-western suburb of  
Issy-les-Moulineaux, incorporating the local zone, was still used for 
manœuvres (Billy, 1930, 162). The Clignancourt barracks overlooking 
the zone to the north of  Paris were extended to accommodate 
colonial recruits (Dabit, 1987, 53). Warnod encountered an army 
band practising in the moat of  the fortifications near the gare de la 
Chapelle, from where troops had been dispatched to the Front in 
August 1914 (Warnod, 1927, unpaginated).

Yet the zone had served its defensive role only twice, during 
the Siege of  Paris (19 September 1870–28 January 1871) and the 
Paris Commune (18 March–28 May 1871).4 It had long been used 
for a variety of  other purposes, including crops and vegetable 
gardens, residential settlements, heavy industry, flea markets and 
entertainment venues. Ironically, it was these non-military and often 
unofficial uses of  the zone that writers most commonly associated 
with the Great War. Dabit compared a “guinguette” in the northern 
zone of  Saint-Ouen to “un foyer du soldat du temps de guerre” 
(Dabit, 1987, 57). The railway yards in the north-western zone of  
Clichy inspired Billy to muse on “le grand champ de manœuvre des 
wagons et des locomotives, où luisent, avec des reflets de sabres 
et d’éclats d’obus, des bouts de rail et des tas de charbons, où une 
herbe intrépide s’acharne à pousser sur des cadavres de talus” (Billy, 
1930, 85). Cheronnet even compared the colour of  the Bièvre river, 
which entered southern Paris via the zone and which had been used 
by generations of  tanners, to the “feldgrau” of  the German uniform 
(Cheronnet, 1929, 29).

“Bicoques” and “biffins”
Above all, it was the residential spaces of  the zone that conjured up 



170

James Cannon

the most vivid memories of  the Great War. Despite the diversity of  
the zone’s built environment, it was best known for its sprawling 
shantytowns, whose bicoques, cobbled together with corrugated iron, 
tarpaper and roofing felt, were exposed to the elements, surrounded 
by mud and vermin, and baptised by their residents with ironically 
grandiloquent names. For all these reasons, they bore a striking 
resemblance to the makeshift shelters constructed by soldiers at the 
Front. They also recalled other wartime landscapes. “Sitôt passées 
les fortifications”, explained Warnod, “commence le pays des 
‘biffins’, des chiffonniers. On se croirait dans un village bombardé 
pendant la guerre; de larges brèches trouent les murs, les maisons 
sont veuves de portes et de fenêtres, la rue entre dans les masures 
et ne fait qu’une avec elles” (Warnod, 1930, 273). A shantytown in 
the zone of  Gentilly, on the southern edge of  Paris, brought back 
painful memories of  his incarceration in a German prisoner-of-war 
camp (Warnod, 1927, n.p.). 

The inhabitants of  these shantytowns also embodied 
memories of  the Great War. One of  the zone’s most conspicuous 
minorities – its ragpickers – recalled the plight of  ordinary soldiers 
in a particularly poignant way. Indeed the only veteran portrayed in 
detail by Warnod was an illiterate ragpicker, nicknamed “N’a qu’un 
bras” after losing an arm in battle (Warnod, 1927, n.p.). Ragpickers 
had always been present in the zone, but moved there in greater 
numbers from the 1880s as efforts to close down their intramuros 
settlements intensified. Their trade consisted primarily of  collecting, 
sorting and recycling urban waste for use in heavy industry or for 
sale at the zone’s flea markets. Although sometimes associated with 
the so-called “classes dangereuses”, by the end of  the nineteenth 
century they were more commonly portrayed as “braves gens” in 
spite of  their reported promiscuity, filth and alcoholism. Since the 
Romantic period, poets and artists had also used the figure of  the 
ragpicker to dramatise their own sense of  marginalisation.

A different metaphor emerged in military slang during the 
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late 1870s, when the Marine Corps employed the term biffin – a 
familiar synonym for chiffonnier or ragpicker – to disparage the 
less well turned-out foot soldiers of  the Ground Army.5 During 
the Great War, the term was widely appropriated by foot soldiers 
themselves. Many apparently preferred biffin to the virile, heroic 
connotations of  poilu (Saux, 2014, 42); it certainly corresponded 
more closely to the common experience among infantry of  being 
exhausted, surrounded by mud and squalor, and misunderstood or 
marginalised by the military high command as well as the civilian 
population at home. In a more positive sense, the term suggested 
resourcefulness in the face of  adversity, an ability to recycle materials 
in ingenious ways and what the veteran Jacques Meyer described 
as the soldier’s unerring “instinct du collectionneur” (Meyer, 1928, 
104). The complete war journals of  Meyer, a lieutenant in the 329th 
Infantry Regiment, were published in November 1928 as La Biffe. 
In his preface, Henry Malherbe explained that “la Biffe, ce terme 
que d’autres n’auraient pas osé appliquer aux combattants à pied, 
les fantassins se l’ont donné à eux-mêmes comme par orgueil de 
leur immense misère. Aussi bien le titre de ce livre a été choisi 
spontanément au cours d’une réunion des revenants du 329e”. 
Malherbe noted that many pages of  La Biffe had already appeared 
in L’Œuvre as early as 1917, but that subsequent attempts to forget 
the war or exclude veterans’ voices from commemorative activities 
– compounded by the fatigue and reticence of  many veterans 
themselves – had delayed the publication of  Meyer’s book. He was 
hopeful that its appearance on the tenth anniversary of  the armistice 
was a sign that publishers and society in general were becoming more 
receptive to authentic testimony (Meyer, 1928, préface de Malherbe, 
x-xviii). The following year, Jean Norton Cru paid tribute to Meyer’s 
“témoignage de premier ordre”, which he described as beautifully 
written yet free of  the artifice that had characterised many previous 
accounts of  the war (Cru, 1929, 107-111).

It should be noted that Meyer himself  more commonly 
referred to the men under his command – nearly all of  whom 
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were Norman farmers – as “bonhommes” rather than “biffins”. 
Moreover, few if  any writers seem to have used the latter term 
explicitly to associate the foot soldiers of  the Great War with the 
ragpickers of  the Parisian periphery. Yet various observers made 
indirect links between the two groups by commenting, for example, 
on the military paraphernalia glimpsed inside ragpickers’ shanties 
or on the stalls of  the Saint-Ouen flea market. Established by 
ragpickers in the 1880s to supplement their meagre income, the flea 
market abounded in what Dabit described as “toutes les épaves des 
guerres coloniales et européennes” (Dabit, 1987, 55). Its popularity 
among soldiers from the nearby Clignancourt barracks, its proximity 
to ragpicker settlements and the melancholy strains of  bugle calls in 
the area were also recurrent themes. In Voyage au bout de la nuit (1932), 
Céline associated another aspect of  the ragpickers’ trade – the 
incineration of  waste – with the stench of  war, and their dereliction 
with a civilisation brought to its knees by perennial blood-letting 
and economic crisis. However, he also portrayed ragpickers as 
small-time profiteers. Their chronic tuberculosis contrasts ironically 
with the blood shed at the Front, while their wish for peace is 
undercut by their fatalistic, mercenary attitude. Of  particular note 
is their unwillingness or inability to engage in the kind of  social 
revolution that many Left-wing militants considered a prerequisite 
for ending all war. Céline’s ragpickers, “ces biffins pleins de litrons 
et de fatigue”, attest instead to its inevitable and ubiquitous presence 
(Céline, 1952, 241-242).

“Instincts de mort” and “instincts sexuels”
In Voyage au bout de la nuit, the outskirts of  Paris – including the zone 
– loom large as one of  several settings in which Céline’s narrator 
and alter-ego, Bardamu, relives the horrors of  the war. During the 
war itself, while recovering from an injury, he suffers a psychotic 
breakdown at a dormant carnival in the parc de Saint-Cloud, where 
a shooting-gallery – Le Stand des Nations – leads him to imagine 
that everyone is under immediate threat of  enemy fire. Bardamu 
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is subsequently hospitalised: first in a converted school at Issy-les-
Moulineaux, where all the patients are suspected of  malingering; 
and later in a new clinic at the Fort de Bicêtre, where the head 
psychiatrist administers electric shock therapy with patriotic fervour, 
where highly-sexed nurses are aroused by fantastic tales of  military 
heroics and where “tout comme dans la nuit des Flandres la mort 
nous tracassait” (Céline, 1952, 91). Towards the end of  the 1920s, 
after completing a medical degree, Bardamu moves to the fictive 
suburb of  La Garenne-Rancy, where he opens a general practice on 
the edge of  the zone, “cette espèce de village qui n’arrive jamais à se 
dégager tout à fait de la boue” (Céline, 1952, 331). The inhabitants 
of  La Garenne-Rancy and its zone reveal destructive, sadistic or 
homicidal impulses similar to those witnessed by Bardamu on the 
battlefields of  1914.

Céline himself  had fought with the 12th Cuirassier Regiment 
and was discharged after being injured in October 1914. Like many 
writers of  his generation, he was influenced by Freud and in particular 
by the latter’s hypothesis that the war pointed to an unconscious 
death drive among soldiers and civilians alike. Freud speculated that 
the death drive had both a suicidal and a homicidal dimension: on 
the one hand, all living organisms seemed impelled to resolve the 
inherent tensions of  existence by returning to an inanimate state; 
on the other hand, this impulse could be turned outwards in the 
form of  aggression towards an external object. As part of  his wider 
interest in the theme of  ambivalence, Freud contrasted the death 
drive with the sex drive – the creative, life-giving forces of  “Eros” 
– while arguing that, paradoxically, the latter could serve the former 
in ways that were not yet properly understood (Freud, 1990, 37-47).6 
Some of  these ideas found literary expression in Voyage au bout de la 
nuit. The urban fringe as it appears in the novel – engulfed in mud, 
shrouded in darkness and haunted by people in thrall to their primal 
impulses – could be characterised as a metaphor for the unconscious. 
As an imaginary site of  unrestrained violence and sex – a dangerous 
“other” – it had long been a staple of  popular culture. However, 
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Céline turned this “other” into a “universal”, partly by associating 
it with the mass slaughter of  1914-1918. At one point, Bardamu 
is called to the bedside of  a neighbour, “une belle athlète pour le 
plaisir” who risks bleeding to death following her third abortion: 
“Je voulus l’examiner, mais elle perdait tellement de sang, c’était une 
telle bouillie qu’on ne pouvait rien voir de son vagin. Des caillots. 
Ça faisait ‘glouglou’ entre ses jambes comme dans le cou coupé du 
colonel à la guerre” (Céline, 1952, 261). Libidinal energy that might 
have produced new life instead leads to death, of  the foetus, but 
also, we learn later, of  the young woman herself. Images of  sex, 
blood and war thus converge on the edge of  the zone to bear out 
in shockingly crude terms Freud’s proposition. This was particularly 
provocative at a time of  heightened anxiety about depopulation and 
draconian anti-abortion laws.

For the founder of  Surrealism, André Breton, the zone 
– specifically the sector occupied by the Saint-Ouen flea market 
– provided a more constructive way of  processing the war and 
understanding the unconscious drives defined by Freud. In 1916, 
Breton had worked as an intern at a military psychiatric hospital in 
Saint-Dizier, where he began to experiment with psychoanalytical 
techniques. After the war, he used chance encounters with unusual 
objects at the flea market to explore his own inner world. In April 
1934, he visited the site with the sculptor Alberto Giacometti, who 
bought a bizarre metal mask; Breton himself  chose a hand-made 
wooden spoon in the form of  a shoe, whose shape was cleverly 
replicated in miniature at the end of  the handle. The friends 
pondered at length the original, practical uses of  these objects as 
well as their unconscious motives for buying them. Giacometti’s 
mask, which they mistook for a German fencing visor, would 
subsequently inspire him to complete his most recent sculpture. 
Breton’s spoon emerged as an avatar of  Cinderella’s lost slipper 
which he had once asked Giacometti – in vain – to recreate in the 
form of  an ashtray, and which he now understood to be symbolic of  
both male and female genitalia, and, ultimately, “une femme unique, 
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inconnue, magnifiée et dramatisée par le sentiment de ma solitude et 
de la nécessité d’abolir en moi certains souvenirs” (Breton, 1937, 
44).

Breton published these musings in June 1934 and again, in 
1937, with two additional details.7 In the interim, he had learned 
from the poet Joë Bousquet that Giacometti’s mask was in fact a 
disastrous French invention of  the Great War that Bousquet “eut à 
distribuer à sa compagnie en Argonne, un soir de boue de la guerre, 
à la veille de l’attaque où un grand nombre de ses hommes devaient 
trouver la mort et lui-même être atteint à la colonne vertébrale de 
la balle qui l’immobiliserait” (Breton, 1937, 45). Breton had also 
been told by a former lover and her new companion that they had 
seen him and Giacometti handling the mask at the flea market and 
had done the same only seconds earlier. This news, combined with 
Breton’s recollection of  his unease upon seeing the mask for the first 
time, led him to conclude that, at that very moment, it had suddenly 
become a vector for “l’‘instinct de mort’ longtemps dominant pour 
moi par suite de la perte d’un être aimé, par opposition à l’instinct 
sexuel qui, quelques pas plus loin, allait trouver à se satisfaire dans la 
découverte de la cuiller” (Breton, 1937, 46).

Material artefacts from the Great War, particularly those 
that evoked soldiers’ heads or faces, seem to have possessed well 
into the interwar period the capacity to move observers or what 
Fabio Gygi has described as “an intensely powerful ‘energy charge’” 
(Gygi, 2014, 28). While Breton argued that other objects at the flea 
market might have fulfilled a similar function, Giacometti’s mask 
produced a uniquely rich sequence of  associations, becoming by 
turns a source of  artistic inspiration, a tragic reminder of  the war 
and a vehicle for apprehending the death drive as both a collective 
and individual phenomenon. Its pairing with Breton’s spoon further 
suggested the interdependence of  the death drive and the sex drive. 
If Breton’s interpretations seem fanciful, it is worth noting that 
they were accompanied by genuine feelings: of  sorrow, but also 
of  liberation. Like Céline, Breton rejected reason as a sham; unlike 
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Céline, however, he thought of  the unconscious as a creative force 
that, when properly understood through free association or dreams 
– and through collaboration with like-minded people – could liberate 
the imagination and revolutionise society.

“Buttes rouges” and “zones rouges”
The Butte du Chapeau-Rouge, in the north-eastern zone of  Le Pré-
Saint-Gervais, provided a platform for the anti-militarist Left to 
denounce the Great War and its ramifications as crimes committed 
in the interests of  bourgeois capitalism and international finance. 
More generally, the zone became a crucible, along with many of  
its neighbouring municipalities, for the “class war” interrupted by 
the “sacred union” of  1914. The Butte du Chapeau-Rouge had 
already hosted a series of  working-class demonstrations against a 
government proposal to reinstate compulsory military service for 
three years. The most important of  these, which coincided with 
the annual commemoration of  the Paris Commune on 25 May 
1913, reportedly attracted 150,000 participants and featured a 
rousing speech by the Socialist leader Jean Jaurès, a fiercely eloquent 
opponent of  the proposed “Three-Year Law” who believed that 
war could be averted through international diplomacy and a general 
strike. During the 1920s, regular meetings were held on the Butte 
du Chapeau-Rouge to honour the legacy of  Jaurès (assassinated on 
31 July 1914) and to protest against persistent militarism in all its 
forms: court-martials of  French soldiers, the occupation of  the Ruhr 
Valley, war debts, the rise of  fascism, “imperialist” opposition to the 
Chinese and Russian revolutions, the Rif  War and a government 
proposal in 1927 to mobilise all French citizens during wartime 
without regard to age or sex. These protests were usually tied to 
deteriorating living conditions.

The Butte du Chapeau-Rouge remained an important locus of  
working-class identity for most of  the 1920s. Post-war demonstrations 
were unevenly attended but, according to L’Humanité (founded by 
Jaurès in 1904 and taken over by the fledgling Communist Party in 
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1921), drew 100,000 participants on three occasions (L’Humanité, 2 
August 1920, 1; 9 May 1921, 1; 2 May 1927, 1).8 These were festive 
as well as militant events, although they sometimes led to savage 
reprisals by police and far-right groups. L’Humanité described the 
demonstrations in lyrical terms, often highlighting the importance 
of  revolutionary songs in reinforcing the atmosphere of  proletarian 
communion. L’Internationale, La Jeune Garde, Révolution and Bandiera 
Rossa were mentioned by name; one wonders whether Montéhus and 
Georges Krier’s La Butte Rouge (1922) – which tied the terrible losses 
on the Butte de Bapaume during the Battle of  the Somme (1916) to 
the financial interests behind the war – was added to this repertoire, 
especially given that L’Humanité sometimes referred diminutively to 
the Butte du Chapeau-Rouge as “la Butte Rouge” (L’Humanité, 22 
December 1924, 1; 1 May 1927, 4). Montéhus, a celebrated anti-
war songwriter before 1914, had been discredited in revolutionary 
circles after investing his creative energies in the “sacred union”. 
He was nonetheless the author of  the original version of  La Jeune 
Garde (Le chant des jeunes gardes, 1912) and La Butte Rouge – apparently 
an attempt to redeem himself  – was perfectly in tune with the anti-
militarist sentiments of  the 1920s.

The political significance of  the Butte du Chapeau-Rouge 
declined during the 1930s with the annexation of  the zone of  
Le Pré-Saint-Gervais to Paris, the redevelopment of  the Butte 
du Chapeau-Rouge as a public park and the Communist Party’s 
campaign to reclaim the streets of  the capital (Tartakowsky, 2004, 
64). However, in his 1936 novel Les beaux quartiers, the communist 
writer Louis Aragon highlighted the historic role of  the Butte du 
Chapeau-Rouge in the formation of  proletarian consciousness. In a 
fictionalised account of  the demonstration of  25 May 1913, Aragon 
imagined Jaurès’s speech as a tribute to insubordinate behaviour by 
“la jeunesse armée” in the nation’s barracks, as a condemnation of  
poverty and as a prophecy announcing the horrors of  the Great 
War, the brutal repression of  the mutinies it provoked, and the 
advent of  “la grande armée rouge des peuples qui se donneront 
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la main et fusilleront leurs maîtres” (Aragon, 1936, 341). He also 
invoked Jaures’s L’Armée nouvelle (1911) in support of  revolutionary 
violence, while passing over the fact that Jaurès had only argued for 
a defensive people’s army in the case of  a threat to national territory. 
This aspect of  Jaures’s thought, absent from Aragon’s novel – and 
from the demonstrations of  the 1920s as they were reported in 
L’Humanité – was nonetheless in keeping with Communist Party 
policy from the mid-1930s, after it renounced its policy of  “class 
against class”, joined the anti-fascist coalition of  the Popular Front 
and supported national rearmament in the face of  renewed German 
belligerence (Boireau, 2013, 171-174).

In the meantime, the zone as a whole had become an 
important recruiting ground for the Communist Party, which 
organised humanitarian relief  for its impoverished inhabitants and 
campaigned vigorously against their expropriation. Observers of  
various political persuasions associated the zone with the emergence 
of  the banlieue rouge, which L’Humanité celebrated using the language 
of  war. The electoral gains of  the communist Bloc ouvrier et paysan 
during the first round of  legislative elections in May 1924 led Marcel 
Cachin to salute “les 300.000 soldats parisiens de la Révolution”, 
while Paul Vaillant-Couturier warned workers that “c’est encore 
votre ennemi de classe qui tient le fusil…” (L’Humanité, 13 May 1924, 
1). Largely forgotten today, the expression zone rouge – like ceinture 
rouge – was often used at the time as a synonym for banlieue rouge, 
thereby heightening the association between the zone proper and 
the communist bastions of  suburban Paris. The far-right Jeunesses 
Patriotes, for example, threatened violent action “aux alentours de 
Paris, dans la fameuse zone rouge” (L’Humanité, 26 April 1925, 1). 
Following a lockout of  metalworkers at the Renault and Farman 
factories, Vaillant-Couturier fulminated: “Toute la zone rouge 
tressaille sous l’insolence du patronat” (L’Humanité, 22 May 1926, 1). 

The appearance of  the expression zone rouge in the context of  
class war is all the more suggestive given that it was also the official 
term for the devastated regions of  the Western Front. L’Humanité 
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published a series of  articles arguing that the rehabilitation of  these 
regions was being undertaken at the expense of  local working-class 
communities who had already paid an excessively high price during 
the war. It condemned the unequal payment of  damages – along class 
lines – reflected, for example, in “la zone rouge” near Albert, where 
“une coquette petite maison bourgeoise” stood in stark contrast to 
“cinq gourbis de carton bitumé, rapiécés, minables” inhabited by 
local workers and their families (L’Humanité, 4 July 1923, 1). Readers 
may well have associated such imagery with similar descriptions of  
the zone rouge in Paris, where the notoriously “defective allotments” 
of  working-class suburbs elicited comparisons with the shantytowns 
of  the original zone. L’Humanité also pointed out that the war was 
continuing to kill workers employed to clear the former battlefields 
of  unexploded munitions (L’Humanité, 26 November 1932, 5).9

Even if  such reports did not explicitly link the two “zones 
rouges”, at least one writer made a deliberate connection between 
the Paris zone as a communist stronghold and the Front, but for 
entirely different reasons. In his 1929 novel, Le Grand Soir, Albert 
Crémieux – a former communist and contributor to L’Humanité 
– imagined an abortive revolution in France (and Algeria) during 
which an attack on central Paris by allied forces from the banlieue 
rouge and the zone leads to terror, sectarian atrocities and a pitiless 
counterrevolution: “La zone maudite, où est née la révolution est à la 
fois une souricière et un charnier entourés de barbelés. Les dernières 
troupes rouges cernées, désemparées, affamées, haillonneuses, 
maudites, achèvent d’y mourir dans une promiscuité abominable”. 
One of  the last revolutionary leaders to die literally confuses his 
surroundings with the trenches of  the Great War: “La bataille, dans 
ce trou, la mort dans cette boue, c’est décembre 1917 qui ressuscite; 
seulement, maintenant, on ne sait plus du tout pourquoi on se bat.” 
(Crémieux, 1929, 205 and 211).10

Parts of  Le Grand Soir have a phantasmagoric quality 
comparable to Voyage au bout de la nuit, although Crémieux took care 
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to explain the dynamics of  poverty, crime and revolt while insisting 
that his pessimistic vision was based on “une connaissance, que 
je crois sérieuse, de la psychologie des foules ouvrières”. He was 
particularly preoccupied by the “bolshevisation” of  the Communist 
Party during the 1920s, arguing that, unlike the French revolutionary 
tradition, bolshevism constituted “un déchaînement pur et simple 
de toutes les convoîtises”. He also expressed concerns about the 
inevitable presence of  a lumpenproletarian minority – “que ce soit 
la canaille traditionnelle de la zone, ou la canaille nouvelle née de la 
guerre” – in any potential uprising (Crémieux, 1930, 1). Crémieux 
remained deeply committed to the working-class movement, but the 
message of  his novel was clear: a communist revolution in France 
could only result in a bloodbath comparable to the Great War.

Conclusion
The squalor and poverty of  the zone were potent reminders of  
the misery of  the trenches; its bric-à-brac and the purportedly 
uninhibited impulses of  its residents pointed to the unconscious 
motives behind the war; politically, it served to condemn bourgeois 
militarism while strengthening proletarian militancy. Despite its 
primitive appearance, it was a peculiarly modern space – at least in a 
metaphorical sense – that challenged the Third Republic’s confidence 
in progress and reason. If  the connection between the “biffins”, the 
“Butte Rouge” and the “zone rouge” on the edge of  Paris and their 
counterparts on the Western Front was more latent than actualised, 
the zone nonetheless became an important site of  counter-memory 
at a time when, as Jean-Louis Robert has shown, the capital largely 
failed to make visible the sacrifices of  its own inhabitants (Robert, 
2002, 149-158). Other marginal spaces no doubt fulfilled a similar 
function, both in France and elsewhere.11

La Trobe University

____
1 Some of  the material in this article is drawn from my book, The Paris 
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“zone”: a cultural history, 1840-1944, which I have recontextualised and, in 
some cases, amended. I am immensely grateful to the anonymous reviewers 
for their perceptive insights and suggestions.
2 I have been unable to find detailed biographical information on Billy, 
Cheronnet and Crémieux for 1914-1918. Billy seems to have spent the war 
in Paris as a journalist and literary critic.
3 Most of  the fortified wall was razed during the 1920s and replaced by 
various buildings including cheap public housing. The zone was supposed 
to be redeveloped as a “ceinture verte” of  parks and sporting facilities, 
which largely failed to materialise. For more on the urban history of  both 
sites, see Cohen and Lortie, Des fortifs au périf.
4 In August 1914, the military governor of  Paris, General Gallieni, armed 
the fortifications but, unlike his predecessors in 1870, decided not to raze 
the buildings that had been unofficially allowed to proliferate in the zone.
5 See “Troupes de marine”, https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Troupes_de_
marine, and Le Trésor de la langue française, https://www.le-tresor-de-la-
langue.fr/definition/biffin, consulted 31 August 2018.
6 Freud’s Das Ich und das Es, first published in 1923, appeared in English as 
The Ego and the Id and in French as Le Moi et le Ça in 1927. I have mostly 
used the term drive in this article, but retained the term instinct where it 
appears in translations of  the original German.
7 Breton’s first account appeared under the title “Équation de l’objet 
trouvé” in June 1934, in the Belgian journal Documents 34. The second 
version appeared in his 1937 book L’amour fou. Both versions included 
photographs by Man Ray of  the objects in question.
8 L’Humanité is freely accessible on Gallica for the years 1904-1947, https://
gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb327877302/. 
9 L’Humanité also used the expression “zone rouge” to describe the 
“zone de la guerre révolutionnaire” during the Spanish Civil War (eg. 24 
December 1934, 1).
10 In evoking the trenches of  December 1917, Crémieux was perhaps also 
alluding ironically to the armistice signed that month between Russia and 
the Central Powers.
11 See Jay Winter’s ground-breaking book on the Great War, Sites of  memory, 
sites of  mourning, for a brilliant demonstration of  comparative cultural 
history.
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