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Abstract 

The novel Dernier Amour by Christian Gailly is an impressive narrative that meditates on 

existence with the aesthetic means of literary minimalism. The article highlights the 

intertextual properties of the text and provides a detailed analysis of its striking similarities 

with Beckett’s prose and Camus’s philosophical thinking. By exploring various analogies and 

differences between characters, the study tries to identify the particular features of Gailly’s 

art and to justify his place among the greatest minimalist writers.   

 

Résumé 

Le roman Dernier Amour de Christian Gailly est un récit impressionnant qui médite sur 

l’existence avec les moyens esthétiques du minimalisme littéraire. L’article met en évidence 

les propriétés intertextuelles du texte et fournit une analyse détaillée de ses similitudes 

frappantes avec la prose de Beckett et la pensée philosophique de Camus. En explorant 

diverses analogies et différences entre les caractères, l’étude tente d’identifier les 

particularités de l’art de Gailly et de justifier sa place parmi les plus grands écrivains 

minimalistes. 

 

Rezumat 

Romanul Dernier Amour al lui Christian Gailly este o meditație impresionantă asupra 

existenței cu mijloacele estetice ale minimalismului literar. Articolul evidențiază proprietățile 

intertextuale ale scriiturii și oferă o analiză detaliată a unor similitudini izbitoare cu proza 

lui Beckett și cu gândirea filosofică a lui Camus. Explorând diverse analogii și diferențe, 

studiul încearcă să identifice, pornind de la personaje, particularitățile artei lui Gailly și să îi 

justifice locul alături de cei mai mari scriitori minimaliști. 
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1. Introduction 

A remarkable example of French minimalist literature, Christian Gailly’s novel 

Dernier Amour depicts the moving odyssey of an artist, the musician Paul Cédrat, who 

embodies a new type of existentialist hero. Gailly’s view of life and his portrayal of the main 

character reveal his special affinity for Beckett’s heroes and Camus’s existentialist 

philosophy. Taking this assumption into consideration, a comparative analysis of the book 

may address the following questions: in what way do these literary sources contribute to the 

portrayal of Gailly’s protagonist? How does his hero differ from those of his two 

predecessors? Why does his artistic achievement in Dernier Amour represent a great 

contribution to minimalist literature?  

The attempt to compare Gailly’s hero with Beckett’s prose characters and with 

Meursault, Camus’s hero in The Stranger, may provide valuable answers to these questions. 

As a result, the comparative approach will explore the influences of the two writers on 

Gailly’s artistic thinking by studying the role of intertextuality in his novel and by pointing 

out various similarities in the delineation of the main characters in the works of these authors. 

Furthermore, the analysis of the aspects that distinguish Gailly from Beckett and Camus may 

offer a better understanding of his exquisite writing and the way in which he reinvented the 

minimalist tradition in literature.  

  

2. The Influence of Beckett on Christian Gailly                

From an intertextual perspective, it is significant that the book begins with an epigraph 

from Beckett, the writer who served as a tutelary figure for Gailly. Suggesting the theme of 

death, it says: “Et voilà qu’en très peu de temps on est dans l’impossibilité de ne plus jamais 

rien faire” (GAILLY, 2004, 9).
1
 This intertextual reference to L’Innommable, together with a 

quotation from Schoenberg introducing the theme of music, creates the context of the events 

to come and prepares the readers for an impressive narrative about the tragic essence of 

human existence.  

Faithful to Beckett’s aesthetic creed of rendering the unspeakable into words, Gailly’s 

major concern throughout the entire novel is to show a poetic and melodious confrontation of 

man’s consciousness with his own finitude by capturing his thoughts and feelings right before 

the end of his life. The well-known Beckettian theme of life as waiting hopelessly for death is 

illustrated by the story of Paul Cédrat, a failed musician who, having only a short time to live 

because of a terminal disease, is travelling to a seaside villa where he wants to spend the last 

moments of his life. At a symbolical level, the villa represents not only the final destination in 

his life but also the place where he can isolate from other human beings and find solace in 

tranquil solitude. In much the same way as Beckett’s characters, he experiences feelings of 

emptiness, loss and loneliness, suggestively expressed by the word “vide” or by his perception 

of time as a brief postponement of the inevitable disintegration of the self before it ceases to 

exist: 

  

“Il se sentit encore plus seul. Dans un vide vraiment vide.” (GAILLY, 2004, 30)
2
  

“Il y aura encore des jours. Personne ne sait combien. Au moins un. Celui-ci.” 

(GAILLY, 2004, 90).
3
  

 

                                                 
1
 “And you soon find yourself powerless ever to do anything again”, translated by Samuel Beckett, The 

Unnamable, in Three Novels: Molloy, Malone Dies, The Unnamable (New York, Grove Press/Atlantic, Inc., 

2009), p. 285. Originally published as L’Innommable (Paris, Éditions de Minuit, 1953).  
2
 He felt even more alone. In a truly empty void. - Translation of the author. 

3
 There will still be days. Nobody knows how many. At least one. This one. - Translation of the author. 



Paul may be regarded as another version of the moribund protagonists, and also narrators, of 

texts like Murphy, Molloy, Malone Dies, First Love and How It Is. Similarly to these solitary 

“collapsed figures” whose biological degradation turns them into “corpses in the making” 

(LOZIER, 2013, 100-101), Paul’s body bears the marks of imminent death, signalled by the 

motif of boniness or skinniness in recurrent images: “Grand spectre osseux”, “main aussi 

proche du squelette”, “maigreur épouvantable” (GAILLY, 2004, 42, 106, 112).
4
 Used to 

depict Paul’s frail and sickly appearance, the motif also recalls Malone’s “bony” body or the 

“carcass” of the narrator in First Love, demonstrating the “palimpsestuous” quality of Gailly’s 

novel. From an intertextual viewpoint, it means that the hypertext (Dernier amour) intersects 

with Beckett’s work, which functions as a hypotext, defined by Gerald Prince as “an earlier 

text that it imitates or transforms” (PRINCE, 1997, ix).   

Gailly, however, does not share Beckett’s interest in portraying the decay of the 

human body and its regression towards the non-being by dint of the unusual and the extreme. 

In spite of his life-consuming disease, Paul Cédrat is always part of the living world, whereas 

characters such as Molloy, Moran and Malone have an uncertain status, seeming to be more 

dead than alive. As Lozier explains, they are “in their various ways dead or close to death 

either explicitly or ambiguously” (2013, 101). Furthermore, Beckett fully exploits ugliness 

when drawing the portraits of his protagonists. Always in an advanced state of physical 

degradation, they have a revolting appearance (Molloy is toothless and loses his toes) or 

endure a bizarre condition (Malone is bedridden, the protagonist of How It Is is crawling 

through the mud, etc.). Instead, Gailly distances himself from the aesthetic of ugliness 

cultivated by his predecessor and portrays a hero who, despite his progressing physical 

weakness, maintains both lucidity of the mind and elegance of the body: “maigre comme un 

clou, malade à crever, Paul restait un élégant grand maigre” (GAILLY, 2004, 47).
5
 

 Another significant dissimilarity between the characters of the two writers should also 

be noted. As is well known, Beckett’s protagonists, in prose and plays alike, represent 

variations of the same existential status. Enslaved by time and old age, they are “engaged in a 

perpetual act of waiting” (WORTON, 2008, 75), which takes the form of a typical 

immobility. Unlike Beckett’s creatures who spend “most of the time lying down” or “remain 

still for long periods” (LOZIER, 2013, 100-102), Paul Cédrat is less often described as a 

sufferer lying in bed and more often as a mobile hero. Thus, the reader can see him travelling 

from one place to the other or wandering along the beach, attentive to the varied spectacle of 

the world. By shifting the focus from stillness to motion, Gailly enriches the connotations of 

the Beckettian metaphor of “life-as-waiting” (WORTON, 2008, 75) for death with what he 

calls “un sixième sens” (GAILLY, 2004, 78),
6
 or a feeling of “urgence” (GAILLY, 2004, 78)

7
 

that dominates the hero’s emotions and thoughts. As exemplified by the following passage in 

which Paul muses on time, it is this state of emergency that urges him to fully live the present 

moment:   

 

Le délai expirait. Il était même carrément expiré […] Le temps qu’on lui avait promis. 

Alors. Un peu plus un peu moins. On verra ça demain. Si je peux encore tenir debout. 

Du moment que je tiens debout. J’ai bien envie d’en profiter encore. De quoi ? 

D’aujourd’hui (GAILLY, 2004, 74).
8
   

                                                 
4
 Grand bony apparition, skeleton-like hand, appalling thinness - Translation of the author. 

5
 Thin as a rake, sick to death, Paul remained an elegant tall skinny man. - Translation of the author. 

6
 A sixth sense - Translation of the author. 

7
 Emergency - Translation of the author. 

8
 The delay expired. It was downright expired […] The time that was promised to him. So. A bit more a little 

less. We will see that tomorrow. If I can still stand. As long as I stand. I really want to enjoy it again. What? The 

present day. - Translation of the author. 



 

It is worth stressing that the characters of both writers resist their hopeless situation, but their 

will to survive is depicted differently and conveys opposite meanings. Trapped between 

memories and a nonsensical illusion of the future, Beckett’s senile protagonists talk and 

fictionalize to fight against the disintegration of their ego and their continuous biological 

degradation, while Paul Cédrat challenges the increasing weakness of his body by connecting 

himself to the concrete reality around him through his senses and perceptions. For this reason, 

the solipsistic Beckettian characters, always prisoners of their barren universe, “remain 

isolated from the rest of the world” (HERREN, 2007, 63), whereas the protagonist of Dernier 

Amour, despite his self-induced isolation, appears to be anchored in the world longing for life 

and enjoying it.                  

 Unlike Beckett’s heroes who desperately try “to deaden awareness and lessen the 

agony of consciousness” (CORNWELL, 1973, 51), Paul does not fall prey to despair, dread 

or suffering when confronted with his own extinction. What he feels is only the desire to 

protect his wife from the horror of such a moment (“Je ne veux pas que tu assistes à ça” - 

GAILLY, 2004, 29)
9
 and a strong need for aloneness, which serves as a prelude to the totally 

unshared experience of dying. His matter-of-fact attitude towards his illness and inevitable 

end is evident throughout the novel, but it stands out in the episode presenting his encounter 

with “la nageuse” (GAILLY, 2004, 66)
10

: 

 

Elle : Pourquoi dites-vous ça ? Lui : Parce qu’en principe je devrais être mort. Elle : 

Qui vous a dit ça ? Lui : Les médecins. […] Elle : Combien de temps vous 

accordaient-ils ? Lui : Devinez. Elle : Bah oui, bien sûr, évidemment, excusez-moi, 

je suis stupide. Paul : Oui, enfin non, enfin bref, inutile de nous attendrir. Dites-moi 

comment vous vous appelez et puis partez (GAILLY, 2004, 79).11  

 

As can be easily seen in the dialogue between them, there is no sign of emotion or regret in 

Paul’s brief confession, and he rejects any sentimental involvement on the part of his deeply 

impressed interlocutor. His desire to hinder the others’ compassion for him or any possible 

empathetic response to his situation reminds the readers of the dignity that great heroes are 

able to display in the face of inimical fate.  

 

3. Paul Cédrat as an Existentialist Hero 

 Paul Cédrat’s feeling of detachment from the self and his destiny allows an analogy 

between himself and Meursault, Camus’s absurd hero in The Stranger, who shows 

indifference to his fate as he considers it futile and senseless. Grasping the absurdity of human 

existence condemned to nothingness in an irrational universe, Meursault justifies his non-

involvement with life at the end of the novel when he states:  

 

It was as if that great rush of anger had washed me clean, emptied me of hope and, 

gazing up at the dark sky spangled with its signs and stars, for the first time, the first, 

I laid my heart open to the benign indifference of the universe. To feel it so like 

myself, indeed, so brotherly, made me realize that I’d been happy, and that I was 

happy still (CAMUS, 1982, 154).  

                                                 
9
 I do not want you to take part in it. - Translation of the author. 

10
 The woman swimmer - Translation of the author. 

11 She: Why are you saying that? He: Because in principle I should be dead. She: Who told you that? He: The 

doctors. […] She: How much time did they give you? He: Guess. She: Yeah, sure, obviously, I’m sorry, I’m 

stupid. Paul: Yes, well no, in short, no need to feel sympathy. Tell me what your name is and then you may 

leave. - Translation of the author. 



 

The same awareness of pointless suffering lies at the basis of Paul Cédrat’s calm resignation 

to what is happening to him. In this sense, he admits that the only thing left for him is to take 

the prescribed medication and “attendre gentiment que la mort le tue” (GAILLY, 2004, 

30),12 which proves that in Gailly’s text the Beckettian image of life-as-waiting for death 

becomes stoic endurance in the face of the irremediable.  

 Acutely conscious of his destiny and nourishing no illusion, Paul Cédrat can be 

regarded as another embodiment of Sisyphus, Camus’s symbolic figure, whose heroism 

expresses “that unspeakable penalty in which the whole being is exerted toward 

accomplishing nothing” (CAMUS, 1991, 120). The choices that Paul and Meursault make in 

the remaining moments of their lives demonstrate their Sisyphean defiance of their 

meaningless fate, therefore rendering them fit for the role of tragic heroes. Thus, the former, 

although terminally ill, surpasses the constraints of his disease by keeping his interest in the 

world alive and by reacting emotionally to its colourful spectacle. The latter rejects the system 

of values imposed on him by society and remains an outsider, determined to play by his own 

rules although he runs the risk of being convicted and sentenced to death by guillotine. Both 

characters assert their will to do what they feel and think appropriate in an irrevocable limit 

situation, illustrating the tragedy of the human being confronted with death consciously and 

imminently. 

It should be emphasized that, although the two heroes epitomize Sisyphus, there are 

significant differences between them. One of the most peculiar features of Camus’s hero lies 

in his insensitivity, that is, his inability to express emotion or remorse for his acts. As a matter 

of fact, it is his disinterestedness in everyone and everything that paves the way for his 

estrangement and tragic end. After haphazardly shooting an Arab, he becomes aware of the 

absurdity of human existence and, from that moment on, he refuses to defend himself, 

accepting to be condemned and executed as proof that life has no meaning. Once he gets to 

know this truth, he feels free to die on his own terms. In other words, the Moirai dwell within 

himself or, as McCracken argues, he commits “a tragic flaw due to which his downfall is 

predestined” (McCRACKEN, 2014, 23). Gailly’s hypersensitive character, on the contrary, 

cannot be seen as an agent of his own downfall because, in his case, fatality takes the shape of 

an illness with an inexorable progression. In spite of his frail condition, he has the power to 

cling to life and enjoy any minute of it, which makes him the opposite of Camus’s apathetic 

hero who remains indifferent to the world. Paradoxically, Paul’s senses, which are “trop 

sensibles” (GAILLY, 2004, 57)
13

 because of his disease, reconnect him to a vivid reality and 

help him to regain the joy of being alive. This multitude of fleeting sensations and feelings 

that Paul is experiencing in these moments forms the substance of his “derniers petits plaisirs” 

(GAILLY, 2004, 110).
14

 One of them, namely the pleasure of being in the company of the 

woman swimmer, stands out as a last opportunity for him to love life and its beauty.   

Their quality of tragic heroes cannot be separated from what existentialist philosophy 

means by authenticity. As an authentic individual, Paul Cédrat is true to himself when he 

chooses to die alone in the seaside villa, his decision representing a conscious and courageous 

act that challenges his moribund condition and even his limits as a human being. Paul’s 

choice implies sincerity not only towards himself but also towards others who consequently 

respect his feelings (for instance, his wife understands his need for solitude, and the woman 

swimmer will give him a ride in her convertible to fulfill his last wish). As to Meursault, he is 

also honest with himself when displaying an uncompromising attitude towards social 

conventions and falsehood. Consistent in the way he thinks and dedicated to truth regardless 

                                                 
12

 Be patiently waiting for death to kill him. - Translation of the author. 
13

 Too sensitive - Translation of the author. 
14

 Last little pleasures - Translation of the author. 



of consequences, he remains an authentic hero throughout the novel. As Golomb puts it, his 

“integrity lies in his not lying to himself about his feelings and his convictions and not 

compromising about what matters to him most, even in the shadow of the guillotine” 

(GOLOMB, 1995, 183). Both attitudes, that is, doing what matters to yourself and refusing to 

falsify the truth of existence, represent authentic human choices that express the protagonists’ 

reconciliation with their “earthly and limited happiness” (GOLOMB, 1995, 183).       

 In line with Camus who uses the image of Sisyphus to show that happiness and the 

absurd are inseparable like two “sons of the same earth” (CAMUS, 1991, 122), Gailly creates 

a character able to find happiness within his ontological limits. As he has learned to cope 

with the certainty of his impending death, which in Camus’s view means the 

acknowledgement of the absurd, Paul Cédrat changes the tragic sense of his life into a kind of 

victory. Similarly to Meursault who can reach happiness because he has freed himself from 

hope, Paul incarnates the paradox of being happy in the absence of any hope. Paul’s particular 

way of living without falling into despair is to open his soul to the multiple signals of the 

world through his senses and allow himself to be enthralled by all the beauty around him. 

 

4. Conclusion  

 Gailly’s kinship with Beckett and Camus can be discussed from many points of 

view, but what characterizes him most is his poetic refinement and his great originality in 

character delineation. By reinterpreting the Beckettian metaphor of life-as-waiting for death 

and the image of Sisyphus as a representation of the absurdity of existence, he creates a new 

tragic hero with the aesthetic means of literary minimalism. Embodied by the composer Paul 

Cédrat, such a protagonist, who echoes the features of Beckett’s moribund characters and 

Meursault’s indifference to his own fate, opposes death and nothingness by choosing “la joie 

de vivre” and the intensity of the fleeting moment. All these elements, together with the 

author’s laconic and poetic writing style, constitute the uniqueness of the novel Dernier 

amour, assuring its distinct place within minimalist literature. 
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