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Things a Story of the Sixties Man Asleep:
Deconstructing Georges Perec's Novel

Georges Perec's *Things: A Story of the Sixties* (French: *Les Choses*) isn't a typical
narrative. It's a meticulously crafted exploration of consumerism, obsession, and the
suffocating nature of bourgeois life in 1960s France. This article delves into the novel's
intricate structure, examining its unique literary style, thematic concerns, and the lasting
impact of its depiction of a generation consumed by material possessions. We'll explore its
portrayal of relationships, the insidious nature of capitalist desires, and the novel's enduring
relevance in understanding contemporary anxieties surrounding consumption and identity. Keywords
throughout will include: Georges Perec, Les Choses, 1960s France, consumerism, and
existentialism.

The Suffocating Embrace of Materialism: A Synopsis of *Les
Choses*

*Things: A Story of the Sixties* follows the intertwined lives of Jérdme and Sylvie, two young
Parisians driven by an insatiable desire for material possessions. Their relationship, while

initially fueled by passion, gradually becomes entangled with the relentless pursuit of luxury
goods, prestigious apartments, and the finer things in life. The narrative meticulously tracks
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their acquisitions, cataloging furniture, artwork, and appliances with almost clinical
precision, highlighting the ultimately hollow nature of their aspirations. The novel's detailed
descriptions of objects—from antique furniture to modernist designs—aren't mere embellishments;
they form the very fabric of the narrative, reflecting the characters' increasing entanglement
in a cycle of consumption. This obsession ultimately consumes their lives, suffocating their
individual identities and eroding the foundation of their relationship. The meticulous
cataloging of possessions reflects the pervasiveness of consumerism in 1960s France, creating a
powerful sense of claustrophobia and despair.

Perec's Literary Style: Objectivity and the Absurd

Perec masterfully employs a detached, almost clinical narrative style. The author minimizes
emotional displays and avoids explicit judgments, instead presenting the characters' actions and
choices with a stark objectivity. This deliberate lack of sentimentality compels the reader to
confront the absurdity of the characters' obsessions and the ultimately unsatisfying nature of
their material pursuits. The novel's structure, too, plays a crucial role. The seemingly endless
list of objects and possessions is not merely descriptive; it represents the overwhelming weight
of consumer culture and the futility of seeking fulfillment through material acquisition. This
objective, almost clinical approach is crucial to understanding Perec's message — that the
allure of material possessions is a construct, not a key to happiness.

Thematic Resonance: Existentialism and the Consumer Society

*Les Choses* resonates deeply with existentialist themes. The characters' relentless pursuit of
material wealth masks a deep-seated existential anxiety. They are unable to find genuine meaning
or purpose in their lives, instead substituting the fleeting satisfaction of accumulating
possessions for genuine connection and fulfillment. The novel can be seen as a profound critique
of consumer capitalism, exploring how the relentless pursuit of material goods undermines
individual identity and authentic human connection. The characters' inability to escape the
cycle of consumerism highlights the pervasive influence of societal structures on individual
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desires and aspirations. This is especially relevant in a contemporary context where consumerism
continues to dominate cultural narratives and shapes individual identities.

The Enduring Legacy of *Les Choses*: Relevance in the 21st
Century

Despite being set in the 1960s, the novel'’s exploration of consumerism and its impact on
individual lives retains remarkable relevance today. The anxieties surrounding identity, the
pressures of societal expectations, and the seductive allure of material possessions remain
powerful themes resonating with contemporary readers. The novel's focus on the emptiness that
often accompanies material success serves as a cautionary tale, urging a critical examination of
our own relationship with consumer culture. The detailed descriptions of possessions, while
seemingly mundane, serve as powerful metaphors for the traps of capitalist structures and the
anxieties that come with chasing elusive meaning through consumerist ideals.

Conclusion: A Timeless Exploration of Human Desire

*Things: A Story of the Sixties* is far more than just a chronicle of consumerism in 1960s
France. It's a powerful and enduring exploration of human desire, identity, and the anxieties of
modern life. Perec's detached narrative style and meticulous detailing serve to highlight the
absurdity and ultimate futility of seeking fulfillment through material possessions. The novel’s
enduring legacy lies in its ability to provoke reflection on our own relationship with consumer
culture and the importance of seeking genuine connection and purpose beyond the accumulation of
things. The intricate interweaving of the narrative, the careful choice of objects, and the
subtle critiques of societal structures leave the reader with a lingering sense of unease,
prompting a deeper understanding of the complexities of human desire and the challenges of
navigating a consumerist society.
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FAQ: Unpacking *Things: A Story of the Sixties*
Q1l: What makes Perec's writing style unique in *Les Choses*?

Al: Perec utilizes a highly detailed and objective style, often resembling a catalogue. He
minimizes emotional outbursts and subjective judgments, instead presenting the characters'
actions with clinical detachment. This lack of sentimentalism forces readers to confront the
absurdity of the characters' obsessions directly.

Q2: How does the novel critique consumerism?

A2: The novel critiques consumerism by meticulously documenting the characters' acquisition of
possessions. The sheer volume of detailed descriptions underscores the overwhelming nature of
consumer culture and how it consumes their lives and relationships, ultimately leading to
emptiness.

Q3: What are the key existential themes explored in the novel?

A3: The novel explores the existential anxiety of the characters who are searching for meaning
in their lives. Their relentless pursuit of material wealth is a way to avoid grappling with the
profound questions of existence. The emptiness they feel despite their acquisitions is a central
existential theme.

Q4: Is *Les Choses* a depressing book?

A4: While the novel explores dark themes, it isn't simply depressing. Its power lies in its
unflinching portrayal of the absurdity of consumerism and the search for meaning in material
possessions. It compels reflection on our own lives and relationship with consumption.

Q5: How does the setting of 1960s France influence the story?
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A5: The setting in post-war France, a time of burgeoning consumerism and economic growth,
provides the perfect backdrop for exploring the rise of consumerist culture and its effect on
individuals and their relationships. The particular social and economic context fuels the
characters’ desire for status and material possessions.

Q6: What is the significance of the title, *Things: A Story of the Sixties*?

A6: The title highlights the central role of "things" or material possessions in the narrative.
It emphasizes the characters' obsession with objects and subtly suggests the larger societal
trend of material acquisition dominating the 1960s cultural landscape.

Q7: What is the lasting impact of *Les Choses*?

A7: The novel’s enduring impact comes from its ability to resonate with readers across different
generations. It continues to prompt critical examination of our relationship with consumerism
and the challenges of finding meaning in a materialistic world. Its detailed, clinical approach
allows it to endure without being dated.

Q8: What are some of the literary techniques employed by Perec?

A8: Perec employs techniques such as meticulous description, a detached narrative voice, and the
use of lists and catalogs to create a sense of overwhelming detail and highlight the characters'
obsession with material possessions. The almost clinical approach is a key aspect of his unique
style.

Deconstructing Dreams: Exploring the Subtext of Georges Perec's
"Things: A Story of the Sixties Man Asleep"

Georges Perec's "Things: A Story of the Sixties Man Asleep" (translated as "Choses: Une Histoire
des Années Soixante") isn't your typical narrative. It's a deconstruction of consumerism,
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memory, and the disintegration of identity in post-war France. Instead of a conventional plot-

driven chronicle, Perec crafts a mosaic of notes that probe the mundane objects encompassing a

nameless protagonist — a man adrift in the burgeoning affluence of the 1960s. This article will
delve into the nucleus of Perec's masterpiece, dissecting its intricacies and investigating its
enduring importance.

The short story is organized around the individual's efforts to catalogue his possessions. This
listing becomes a metaphor for his fight to grasp his own life and place within the steadily
intricate world enveloping him. The objects themselves — from used furniture to disparate
kitchen utensils — are not merely objects; they become fragments of anamnesis, tokens of
relationships past, and expressions of a life spent in a state of perpetual flux.

Perec masterfully employs a minimalist writing style, eschewing sensational narrative in favor
of precise portrayals. His prose is lucid, yet evocative, allowing the reader to infer meaning
from the undertones of the character's actions and observations. This lack of overt emotionality
allows the reader to participate with the content on a more profound level, reflecting on the
ramifications of the protagonist's predicament.

The key theme of consumerism is stressed by the sheer amount of possessions the character
amasses. These things become a load, a material manifestation of a life defined by the gathering
of physical goods. This fixation with effects reflects a larger societal trend in the 1960s,
where the rise of consumer culture transformed the very texture of daily life.

Further, the short story explores the delicacy of memory and the elusive nature of identity. The
protagonist's attempts to arrange his belongings can be understood as an attempt to organize his
life and reconstruct his identity. However, this undertaking proves to be challenging,
reflecting the illusive nature of self and the broken nature of recollection.

In closing, "Things: A Story of the Sixties Man Asleep" is a deep and stimulating work that
continues to echo with readers today. Perec's minimalist style and exact reflections invite us
to reflect not only the impact of consumerism, but also the character of memory, identity, and
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the search for meaning in a complicated world. The novella's enduring appeal lies in its ability
to evoke a sense of intimacy with the protagonist's personal sphere, and its ability to clarify
the universal struggles we all face in defining our identities and finding our place in the
world.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is the main theme of "Things: A Story of the Sixties Man Asleep"? The main theme is the
exploration of consumerism and its impact on identity and memory in the context of 1960s France.

2. What is Perec's writing style like in this novella? His style is minimalist and precise,
prioritizing detailed descriptions over plot development. He uses clear but evocative language
to create a sense of atmosphere and reflection.

3. What makes this novella unique? Its unique approach lies in its focus on the cataloging of
objects as a metaphor for the protagonist's attempt to understand his own life and identity,
showcasing the fragmented nature of memory and the overwhelming influence of consumer culture.

4. Is this novella suitable for all readers? While accessible, the novella's introspective
nature and minimalist style may not appeal to all readers. Those who enjoy literary fiction and
experimental narratives will likely appreciate its unique approach.

5. What are the lasting implications of the novella? The novella’s lasting relevance stems from
its continuing reflection on the pervasive influence of consumerism, the challenges of identity
formation, and the complexities of human memory in a rapidly changing world.
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