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“La Silence de la Mer”:  The Currents Beneath Resistance
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Still photos from, “Le Silence de la Mer”,  Jean-Pierre Melville, Director 1947, Melville Productions. 
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Resistance art is as widespread today as its most public manifestation, graffiti, which materialises ceaselessly on metros, buildings, monuments and any other paintable public space.   But, it was during World War Two that people in occupied Europe began to use art and clandestinely published books as a way of fighting with ideas not arms.  Among the best-known works of art to emerge from European resistance movements during World War II was the short novel, La Silence de la Mer.   

In 1942, at the height of the German occupation, the Parisian artist Jean Bruller wrote and clandestinely published his first book,  La Silence de la Mer.  He used the pseudonym “Vercors”, after the mountains in southern region of France where resistance fighters took refuge.   In the book, a German offic[image: image2.jpg]


er is billeted in the country home of an elderly French gentlemen and his adult niece.  The old man and his niece refuse to speak to the German since it is the only act of resistance open to them.  Still, each night when he returns, their unwanted German guest makes a point of stopping and speaking as they sit in front of the fire.  

The German speaks to them as if they were attentively listening friends.  In long monologues in French, he tells them of his adoration for France, for music, and for literature.  He tells of his life, his disappointments, and his philosophy.  The destiny of Germany, he says, is to capture the silence of France, the ‘distant princess.’  Each night the officer leaves the same way, bowing and bidìng them good night.   Each evening the man and his niece listen in silence, never saying a word.  But, soon they come to expect his nightly visits. Their silent resistance becomes also a silent waiting. One night the German does not come.  They are disappointed.  

La Silence de la Mer, describes a world where the officer, like the old man, reads Racine and Molière and where his niece and the German both play Brahms and Beethoven on the piano.  It is a world where silence is a closing and at the same time an opening.   It is a world where even in the extremes of resistance, in the complete silence between enemies, between occupier and occupied, humans still inevitably and inexorably,  as E.M. Forester says,  “only connect.”   
As the Italian Resistance gained momentum, Natalia Ginsburg, one of the great post-war Italian writers,  translated La Silence de la Mer into Italian. Her translation, Il Silenzio del Mare, was published in 1945 by the antifascist publishing group, Einaudi.  She undertook this work in the final year of the war by which time she had seen her father and brothers imprisoned and her husband killed for their resistance to facism.

Bruller’s book resonated as well in non-occupied England.  The British literary critic, Cyril Connoly did  the English translation in 1944 and the BBC aired a radio play of the book as part of its first week of programming after the war.   Jean-Pierre Melville read the English translation while in London with the Free French.  In 1947, Melville launched his career and French new wave cinema with a movie based on  Bruller’s book.  

For us today, Bruller’s story seems an odd one to have become a symbol of the European Resistance since it is about connecting despite all odds, rather than resisting.   The mythologies and popular beliefs that have grown up around the German occupation over time tend to paint things in black and white, underlining only the animosity, oppression, hate and acts of violence that necessarily divided Germans from the countries they occupied.  As French historian Henry Rousso suggests, this simplistic view of the occupation is a “syndrome” in which post-war collective memories have reduced the rea[image: image3.png]IL SILENZIO
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l complexity of relationships that existed in occupied Europe.

In fact, the world of occupied Italy, France, and Europe ----and the world we glimpse in La Silence de la Mer ---- held everything from indifference to sympathy, disdain to respect, and hate to affection between occupier and occupied.    As the title suggests, it was a silent seaworld beneath which flowed currents and sentiments beyond clear classification.  
La Silence de la Mer  became an intellectual gathering point for the French and other Resistance movements throughout Europe precisely because they were living in the midst of this complexity.  People at the time seized upon the way in which Bruller’s novel intuitively understood and captured the psychological greyness of occupation.  It was dangerous, difficult, and dehumanizing not only because the enemy was evil and oppressive but also because there were also moments when he not.  Bruller, it is said, was inspired to write the book after he walked passed a German officer several days in row who each time smiled at him.  Bruller never returned the gesture even though he thought, “Next time I will smile back.”  On their last encounter, the German soldier smiled as usual, Bruller turned his head away, and later felt a profound regret.  
La Silence de la Mer reminds us of the intricate range of dynamics set in motion when one culture systematically occupies another,  as occurred in France or Italy in the 1940s, and as is happening in the Mideast and elsewhere today.  We know well the violence that marks the terrain of occupation.  Bruller points towards the risks of connection within it as well.   


