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SUSANNA LEE 

Punk Noir: Anarchy in Two Idioms 

This essay examines connections between punk rock music and con- 
temporary French crime fiction. It focuses in particular on the roman 
noir, a style that arose from the Anglo-American hard-boiled novel, 
came to prominence in France through the Serie noire, and underscores 
social disorder rather than narrative or judicial resolution. The rich as- 
sociation between punk and noir resides in sounds and images as well 
as in mood, atmosphere, ideologies, and audience. It represents an im- 
portant convergence not just of media and philosophies but also of crit- 
ical perspectives-a place from which the limits of ethical and socio- 
logical approaches to literature can be fruitfully explored. 

To open, I will discuss two popular contemporary crime authors, 
Michel Steiner and Daniel Pennac. Steiner has published six novels 
since 1998, including Mainmorte (1998), Petites morts dans un h6pi- 
tal psychiatrique de campagne (1999), Rachel la dame de carreau 
(2000), and Les jouets (2001). Pennac is the author of Au bonheur des 
ogres (1985), La fde carabine (1987), La petite marchande de prose 
(1989), and Comme un roman (1992), among others. These authors fur- 
nish a valuable departure point because they embody two principal 
strains in the contemporary representation of social disorder. One is 
the representation of chaos as an aesthetically fascinating endeavor, as 
an art. The second is the representation of chaos as a source of fun and 
recreation, as an antidote to boredom. 

For Michel Steiner, as for numerous other noir authors, the 
wounded or murdered body-as well as the scene that surrounds that 
body-is a work of art. Mainmorte, Steiner's first novel, opens with the 
victim found cooked in his apartment: "Cooked! The body had been 
cooked from head to toe. The head was prepared in the manner of a tite 
de veau. Stuffed neck, chopped liver with eggs and onions, heart 
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saut6ed with parsley, ragout lungs, intestines in the style of Caen. The 
right leg was roasted, the left arm was cooked in a pastry crust, which 
has been artfully carved."' 

Petites morts dans un h6pital psychiatrique de campagne opens 
with a man who has been drugged, given a sex-change operation, 
dressed, made-up, coiffed, and left unconscious in a psychoanalyst's of- 
fice: "A revolting drag queen was slumped in an armchair, legs spread, 
arms dangling. His thick, curdled saliva eroded the lipstick on his lower 
lip and carried shrimp-colored smears that trickled down his neck."2 
"He produced throaty sounds similar to the sound of a sink regurgitat- 
ing as it empties" (13). "The cops pushed this work of art marinating in 
its juices to the back of the elevator" (15). 

Keeping in mind these Cremaster-esque installations, we turn to 
Pennac's scenes of semi-choreographed mayhem.3 His Au bonheur des 
ogres, translated in English as The Scapegoat and based (very) loosely 
on Zola's Au bonheur des dames, gives us on the one hand the daily life 
of a Monoprix, complete with socioeconomic decline and urban en- 
nui.4 But it is also a chronicle of serial explosions. During one of the 
detonations: "The bigger [customers] were trampling over the smaller 
ones. Some of them were even dashing directly along the counter tops, 
splashing socks and underwear all over the store. A hefty character in 
a violet jacket had been thrown through a cosmetics display case.... 
The Store was one gigantic scream."s After another such incident: 
"Cazeneuve got his face smashed in. But not by me. By the old lady's 
torn-off arm. I watched the perfect curve drawn by the geyser of blood 
that was spurting out of her" (39). Even on days without explosions, 
product failures produce a kaleidoscopic bedlam in the store: "This 
fridge had suddenly transformed itself into an incinerator. It was a mir- 

1. Michel Steiner, Mainmorte (Paris: Baleine, 1998), 9. All translations in this arti- 
cle are my own unless otherwise specified. 

2. Steiner, Petites morts dans un h6pital psychiatrique de campagne (Paris: Baleine, 
1998), 10. 

3. Matthew Barney, "The Cremaster Cycle," 1995-2002. See, for examples, http:// 
www.cremaster.net. 

4. I have argued elsewhere that Ogres traces the banalization and contamination of 
consumerism, of the capitalist enterprise, and of the bourgeois family in the hundred 
years since Dames and, furthermore, that it connects that contamination to the residual 
effects of both war trauma and urban violence. Susanna Lee, "Au bonheur des ogres and 
Au bonheur des dames: The dismantling of foundations in the Serie noire," Dalhousie 
French Studies 63 (Summer 2003): 45. 

5. Daniel Pennac, The Scapegoat, trans. Ian Monk. (London: The Harvill Press, 
1998),6 
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acle that our lady customer hadn't been burned alive when she'd 
opened its door this morning" (3). Further on: "A woman was scream- 
ing. A deodorant spray had turned into a grenade in her delicate hand, 
swelling it up into a boxing glove" (129). 

In Steiner's scenes, disfiguration is a monstrous still-life; in Pen- 
nac's scenes, a sort of obscene video game. But in both cases, the em- 
phasis is on violence and chaos-from mutilation of the body to dis- 
turbance of the peace-as a visual and musical spectacle. Sound (the 
transvestite gurgling, customers screaming, glass smashing, appli- 
ances igniting) and visuals (gaudy dribbles, carved body parts, a drag 
queen marinating, a violet vest as projectile, customers soaring, blood 
spurting, hands inflating) abound in these scenes. Also fundamental to 
these interludes is the use of the banal (cooking, an elevator, a refriger- 
ator, deodorant, a discount store) as backdrop or as material for the sin- 
ister and the chaotic. Furthermore, in both cases, the reaction of the 
detective and indeed the entire public is one of ironic-or hard-boiled- 
detachment. In Petites morts, the police are amused at the sight of 
the mutilated monstrosity. "She's a cutie! Friend of yours? " (14). In The 
Scapegoat, the grisly scenes of carnage are caught on camera by the 
store's photo booth and published on the front page of the paper, to 
the amusement of the Malaussene children. 

FACE TO FACE WITH HIS OWN DEATH!" screamed the next day's 
headlines, followed by four blow-ups of photo booth snaps which took 
up the entirety of the page. ... In the third photo, his face was breaking 
up. The pointed arches of his eyebrows were subsiding, his forehead and 
skull had shock waves running over them, his pupils had gobbled up his 
irises, his mouth was a diagonal crevice cutting his face in half. (The 
Scapegoat, 119; my ellipses). 

In a sense, the increased representation of violence and chaos is pre- 
cisely what marks the transition from the r6cit de detection to the ro- 
man noir in the second half of the twentieth century. This transition is 
often described in criticism in terms of narrative order versus disorder, 
finitude versus infinitude. Dorothy Sayers wrote in 1929 that the de- 
tective novel as such would some day come to an end, simply because 
the public would have learned all the tricks. Writes Roger Caillois: "In 
the roman policier, the narrative follows the order of discovery.... 
Reasoning eliminates sensation."6 In response to the specter of intel- 

6. Dorothy Sayers, cited in Uri Eisenzweig, Le rgcit impossible (Paris: Christian 
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lectual and experiential finitude, the policier-especially in France- 
found a source of boundlessness in violence. 

The representation of exuberant social disorder, expanding in scope 
and sensation, is inextricably intertwined with-and, in criticism, 
most discussed in terms of-the influence of cinema.7 Cinema gave us 
a series of images, a sense of motion, a fusion of sound, visual excite- 
ment, and emotional energy. I want to concentrate on this cinema-driv- 
en expanded sensory overload-sound and visual images and emo- 
tion-as well as on the contamination of the banal or bourgeois and on 
the atmosphere of amused detachment in the face of chaos, all of which 
we find in modern crime fiction. And these elements, I would propose, 
move us from the 40s to the 70s and 80s, from the classic hard-boiled 
to the contemporary Serie noire, and, importantly, from the sensation- 
alism of cinema to the sensationalism of punk rock. 

The lines between contemporary French crime fiction and punk 
rock are so numerous as to demand comment, though this connection 
has not been discussed in literary criticism. Their association is cru- 
cial, though, for through it we can both understand the particular ap- 
peal of the modern roman noir and discern contemporary transforma- 
tions in the social function of literature. On the one hand, punk and the 
roman noir cover the same aesthetic terrain: exuberant colors, loud and 
cacophonous sounds, a celebration of the ugly and grotesque, an incli- 
nation to spectacular or disturbing visuals, an ironic contamination of 
the everyday. The same thematic terrain: the underworld, the seedy, 
the socially unproductive, the morally unexemplary, outcasts, vio- 
lence, drugs, crime, alienation. A similar formal construction: explo- 
sive verbal bursts or scenes of violence alternated with social and po- 
litical criticism, a chaotic patchwork of images, high velocity, high 
volume, and a strong rhythm.8 The same emotional terrain: amused 

Bourgois, 1986), 179. Roger Caillois, Le roman policier (Buenos Aires: Editions des let- 
tres frangaises, 1941), 11, my ellipses. 

7. See, for example, Claude-Edmonde Magny, L'dge du roman americain (Paris: Edi- 
tions du Seuil, 1948) and Francis Lacassin, Mythologie du roman policier (Paris: Union 
generale d'6dition, 1974). 

8. A review of J. P. Manchette's fiction described the form and content of his writ- 
ing thus: "Manchette's protagonists aren't crime solvers, and his stories aren't page-turn- 
ers in the conventional sense. Rather, his heroes are angst-ridden anti-heroes, his stories 
those of alienated men who unexpectedly find themselves with blood of their own, and 
others, on their hands. Both The Prone Gunman and 3 to Kill are full of nasty, sadistic vi- 
olence, leavened just enough by irony and black humor to be tolerable." And then: "To 
call Manchette's style plain would be an understatement..,. he writes a cool and lean 
prose; each sentence exists only to advance from disaster to disaster, or to relay some 
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belligerence, contempt, ennui, rebellion, apathy, hate. (Marcel Du- 
hamel, founder of the Serie noire, included in his autobiography this 
rather punk rock rumination on his bucolic roots: "Little villages of Pi- 
cardie, I hate you."9) Given the combination of ironic humor and mis- 
anthropic derision that infuses both genres, it is not surprising that 
punk songs resemble noir narratives as noir narratives resemble punk 
songs. Indeed, so close are noir and punk in ethos and aesthetic that it 
is hard to discern which among the following are book titles and which 
are songs: "La mort au choix," "Macadam massacre," "H61'ne et le 
sang," "Noir les horreurs," "Vive le feu," "Graine de violence," "A 
bout portant," "Rue des fusill6s," "Bout du monde," "On n'est pas des 
chiens," "Pitbull," "Der des ders," "Plut6t crever."l0 

In this comparison of punk to crime fiction, I understand punk in 
terms of atmosphere and aesthetic. I do not endeavor to determine 
which musicians are punk and which are not, nor to define punk ide- 
ology exhaustively. Instead, I follow the lead of Greil Marcus, who de- 
scribed various social movements in terms of punk rock even as he de- 
scribed punk rock in terms of those social movements. In Lipstick 
Traces, Marcus examined philosophy from perspectives not so much 
metaphysical as aesthetic, sensational. The parameters of "punk" used 
in this article are similarly more atmospheric and emotional than the- 
oretical. For instance, writes Legs McNeil, one of the authors of Please 
Kill Me: "The word punk seemed to sum up the thread that connected 
everything we liked-drunk, obnoxious, smart but not pretentious, ab- 
surd, funny, ironic, and things that appealed to the darker side.""11 Greil 
Marcus likens punk to postmodern disenchantment as described by 

painful moment from the past." Hillary Frey "The Pleasures of Crime," The Nation 
(March 15, 2004): 33. Were one to think in terms of musicians rather than gunmen, of 
chord progressions rather than sentences, these descriptions would be quite reminiscent 
of punk music criticism. Kristin Ross writes of detective fiction's tension between mat- 
ter and form: "The very velocity of the form, the feverish acceleration in pace of her- 
meneutic frenzy that plummets the reader head forward to the final moments demands 
a solid, reliable closure, a reaffirmation of some comforting order and stability in the 
world." Kristin Ross, "Watching the Detectives," in Postmodernism and the Re-Reading 
of Modernity, ed. Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, Margaret Iversen (Manchester: Manches- 
ter University Press, 1992), 46-65. 

9. Marcel Duhamel, Raconte pas ta vie (Paris: Mercure de France, 1972), 16. 
10. "La mort au choix," "Macadam massacre," "Hdlne et le sang," "Noir les hor- 

reurs," and "Vive le feu" are songs by Berurier Noir. "Graine de violence," "A bout por- 
tant," and "Rue des fusilles" are songs by Molodoi, and "Bout du monde," "On n'est pas 
des chiens," "Pitbull," "Der des ders," and "Plut6t crever" are fiction titles from the Serie 
noire. 

11. Legs McNeil and Gillian McCain, Please Kill Me (New York: Penguin Books, 
1996), 204. 
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Adorno: "You can find punk between every other line of Minima Mo- 
ralia: its miasmic loathing for what Western civilization had made of 
itself by the end of the Second World War was, by 1977, the stuff of a 
hundred songs and slogans."'2 (It was also the stuff of romans noirs, as 
Claire Gorrara has pointed out.)'3 Sylvie Faure writes of French punk 
(the description is also valid for English and American) in terms of what 
she calls the "courage or audacity of the ugly."'14 Disillusionment, so- 
cial criticism, "miasmic loathing," high volume, momentum, relent- 
less rhythm, a sense of visual, musical, and social cacophony, ennui, 
marginalism, ferocious color and emotion, a bemused ruination of the 
bourgeois: such is the common ground of punk and the noir. 

The historical time line is similar for punk rock and the roman noir. 
The Serie noire was born about the same time as rock and roll and many 
of its most popular authors-Daniel Pennac, Francis Ryck, Pierre 
Siniac, Didier Daenincxk-published in the punk rock era of the sev- 
enties and early eighties. Furthermore, the geographical courses of 
crime fiction and punk were comparable. In both domains, France im- 
ported heavily from America and England.'5 And in both alternative 
music and crime fiction, English and American artists, seen as the 
founders of their respective genres, have an enormous following in 
France. Raymond Chandler, James Hadley Chase, Peter Cheyney, 
Dashiell Hammett, and Jim Thompson (always more popular in France 
than in his native America), have an almost cult following in modern 
France, as do Lou Reed, Iggy Pop, and the Velvet Underground. 

The mechanics of distribution for punk and for the roman noir are 
also analogous. Each represents the dark underside of its respective 
genre, and in both cases, underground labels or sublabels are instru- 
mental to their distribution. The Serie noire was in a sense to fiction 
what Dischord and Rough Trade and Last Call were to music. And with 
the Serie noire now canonical in its way, other imprints (Baleine, Flo- 

12. Greil Marcus, Lipstick Traces: A Secret History of the Twentieth Century (Cam- 
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990). 

13. Claire Gorrara, "Reflections on Crime and Punishment: Memories of the Holo- 
caust in Recent French Crime Fiction," in this issue. 

14. "French punks made a goal for themselves: to make people move, to make them 
react against everything that was putting them to sleep." Sylvie Faure, "Le mouvement 
'punk:' Un processus de seduction" in La chanson dans tous ses 

,tats 
(New York: Inter- 

link, 1987). 
15. Writes Faure: "Even though France has the same social problems as the rest of Eu- 

rope, punk there starts out as an import; the French don't think right away of producing 
it locally" (224). 
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rent-Massot) have come to replace it as the outsider. Also common to 
the two idioms is the rapid-fire pace of production and distribution- 
innumerable small acts on small labels, with uneven distribution and 
small underground followings. 

At times, French punk explicitly aligns itself with the roman noir. 
The publicity copy of the French independent label Last Call records 
proclaims of the band Warum Joe: "Clever lyrics, barbed wire grooves, 
punk guitar spirals and spartan power .... These French guys seemed 
to emerge from a dark detective novel ... track after track of fantastic 
stories about exotic dictators, family spies, Russian astronauts, or 
washed-up soldiers."16 This alliance is not surprising, as punk bands, 
perhaps more than other sorts of bands, have long drawn inspiration 
from literature. Press releases for the French punk band Berurier Noir 
compare the band to characters in Clockwork Orange: "At a very des- 
perate time, when punk rockers were wearing black and shouted their 
'no future' slogans, our duo was creating a world of extravaganza, 
colours and wild feasts. Dressed as clowns-and far from the resigna- 
tion of the new-wave circa-their lyrix [sic] were wild with irony and 
social claims."" Carrie Noland describes Patti Smith's studied evoca- 
tion of Rimbaud, writing: "Rimbaud's vision of the smithy at his 
'chantier,' beating and mutilating both his art and his self to achieve a 
new art, a new self, becomes for Smith an analogy for the transgressive 
experimental musical practice to which she, and other punk musi- 
cians, will aspire."'8 France's premier punk band M6tal Urbain drew 
inspiration from that literary predecessor of Glam Rock, the late nine- 
teenth-century decadent anti-naturalism of Huysmans.19 These lines 
of influence are not limited to France: the Sex Pistols' Johnny Rotten 
found a model in Richard III,20 while the Velvet Underground honored 
the nineteenth-century German author Leopold Sacher-Masoch with 
their musical version of "Venus in Furs." 

16. Web site for Last Call records, 1997: http://www.lastcallrecords.com/ biographies/ 
warum_eng.html 

17. Web site for Last Call records, 1985. 
18. Carrie Jaures Noland, "Rimbaud and Patti Smith: Style as Social Deviance," Crit- 

ical Inquiry 21 (Spring 1995): 581-610, 601. Patti Smith is not alone in her alliance with 
Rimbaud. Molodoi's "Ame errante," for instance, is yet another song that refers to the 
poet. 

19. Interview by Susanna Lee of tric Debris, lead singer of Metal Urbain, Washing- 
ton, DC, April 7, 2004. 

20. "I saw there was a role model, another bloke with a curved spine. Deformed. De- 
formed." Julien Temple, The Filth and the Fury. This 2000 movie alternates Sex Pistols 
concert footage with scenes of Laurence Olivier as Richard III. 
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As punk draws from literature, so, too, does the roman noir evoke 
(explicitly and implicitly) the sentiments, the cacophonies, and some- 
times even the precise words of punk. Maurice Dantec, for instance, 
dedicated his Babylon Babies to Nine Inch Nails and Prodigy. Francis 
Ryck's Le testament d'Amerique has its principal character declare, 
three years before the Sex Pistols: "We are made for chaos,"21 while 
Patrick Eudeline's Ce siecle aura ta peau, in a nod to Lou Reed's grimy 
urban scene, has its principal character following the woman he later 
murders "down the foutu Boulevard. "22 

In addition to these commonalities, punk rock and the roman noir 
sometimes have the same practitioners. The aforementioned Patrick 
Eudeline, rock critic for the magazine Best, started the punk group As- 
phalt Jungle and wrote a book called L'aventure punk, a cult manifesto, 
before turning to crime fiction. Maurice Dantec, author of Babylon Ba- 
bies and Les racines du mal, wrote lyrics for the French bands Artefact 
and No One is Innocent.23 There is also considerable overlap between 
rock criticism and the roman noir. In 2001, the Magazine litteraire pub- 
lished a story entitled "Ces critiques rock qui deviennent 6crivains." 
The author discusses Philippe Paringaux, who wrote for Rock et folk 
through the 70s and then turned to the suspense novel and to the 
policier (books include Cochon pendu, La mort fait mal, and Le rosaire 
de la douleur, the last two from the Serie noire). Still another Rock et 
folk critic, Laurent Chalumeau, published Neuilly brule-t-il? and 
Topodoco, both of which feature Rock and Roll, two special agents.24 

In this comparison, I have concentrated on similarities in form and 

21. "What's astonishing isn't that the world is absurd; it's that we have a certain idea 
of logic and reason. Mark got up, scratched his head: basically, it's reason and logic that 
are absurd. We are made for chaos, and we would be perfectly at ease in it if crazy people 
hadn't gone and invented reason." Francis Ryck, Le testament d'Amdrique (Paris: Galli- 
mard: 1974), 129. 

22. Patrick Eudeline, Ce siecle aura ta peau (Paris: Editions Florent-Massot, 1997), 
94. Lou Reed, "Dirty Boulevard" (No one here dreams of being a doctor or a lawyer or 
anything / They dream of dealing on the dirty boulevard / Get to end up, on the dirty 
boulevard / Going out, to the dirty boulevard / He's going down, on the dirty boulevard). 

23. http://www.cafardcosmique.com/auteur/dantec.html 
24. Philippe Lacoche, "Ces critiques rock qui deviennent ecrivains," Magazine lit- 

teraire 404 (December 2001): 61-65. The commonalities between rock criticism and un- 
derground literature are not peculiar to France; Greil Marcus closes In the Fascist Bath- 
room, an anthology of his rock criticism, with a short story entitled "I am a Cliche," a 
first-person tale of murder, sex, and torture strongly reminiscent of Kathy Acker's Blood 
and Guts in High School. Marcus, In the Fascist Bathroom: Punk in Pop Music 1977- 
1992 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), 389-408. 
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content and in pace and atmosphere, rather than on theoretical or ide- 
ological connections. But even in the realm of declared ideological 
foundations, punk and the roman noir share an ancestor in the French 
Situationists. Kristin Ross connects the Los Angeles evoked in Ray- 
mond Chandler with the postmodernist vision of the Situationists: 
"During a mutually beneficial collaboration with the Situationists in 
the early 1960s, Lefebvre had begun to argue that in late capitalism 
practices of consumption act to legitimate and reproduce the system, 
regardless of an individual or group's particular beliefs or values." And: 
"The Situationists were among the earliest theorists of postmodernism 
to focus on Los Angeles" (Ross, 56). In his Lipstick Traces, Marcus 
refers to connections between Situationist International and the Sex 
Pistols, writing of the song "Anarchy in the U.K.": "The song distilled, 
in crudely poetic form, a critique of modern society set out by a small 
group of Paris-based intellectuals" (Marcus, 18). And then: "The Situ- 
ationists saw boredom as a social pathology: they looked for its nega- 
tion among sociopaths" (Marcus, 52). 

In a book entitled Le rock: Aspects esthetiques, culturels et sociaux, 
a sociologist surveyed audience members outside a 1990 David Bowie 
concert to find out why they had attended it. The responses for Bowie 
are probably not what they would be for the Sex Pistols, but the possi- 
ble responses proposed are themselves of interest to the present com- 
parison: strong sensations, feeling, ambiance, lifestyle, evasion, emo- 
tional outlet, evocation of adolescence, violence, and rebellion.25 Punk 
would probably command a broader interest in rebellion, or at the least 
in the prospect of an emotional outlet, than David Bowie. Nonetheless, 
the appeal to "strong sensations" (the winner among the Bowie goers) 
stands, I believe, at the heart of both rock music and crime fiction. Both 
punk and the roman noir illustrate how boredom and disillusionment 
(the cultivated boredom of the existentialist or the boredom of the ado- 
lescent) can be cured by mayhem.26 Furthermore, both testify to how 
mayhem itself, interesting as it might be as a sociological or psycho- 
logical phenomenon, is first and foremost compelling as entertain- 
ment-as an aesthetic and, more than this, a sensational phenomenon. 

It is not just in France that punk rock music and crime fiction cover 
the same thematic, emotional, aesthetic, and formal terrain. But in 

25. Le rock: Aspects esthetiques, culturels et sociaux, ed. Anne-Marie Gourdon 
(Paris: CNRS editions, 1994), 101. 

26. This same idea has recently been reprised in cinema, in films such as Fight Club. 
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France, the relationship is unusual, or unusually close. On the one 
hand, France is unique in its prolific Serie noire and other crime fiction 
imprints. On the other, France has a less well-developed punk scene 
than England and America (two countries that have consistently fed 
crime fiction as well as alternative music into France). The roman noir, 
in other words, is on numerous levels punk rock for France. Now, why 
talk about this? What are the implications of this comparison? My in- 
tention is not just to indicate aesthetic or ideological commonalities, 
though punk rock and crime fiction do share a somewhat Rabelaisian 
carnivalesque. There is indeed something of the mosh pit to Pennac's 
Magasin, and something of the Iggy Pop concert to Michel Steiner's 
grotesque tableaux. I want to propose that when we have a literature 
that is about attitude, that speaks the same language as music, uses the 
same distribution patterns, and is sometimes produced by the same 
people, then we have in a sense another idiom for loud social com- 
mentary. Or, we have at least a familiar idiom-literature-that occu- 
pies a different social space and can be read from new aesthetic and eth- 
ical angles. 

Commonalities between punk and crime fiction are important be- 
cause they break down the conceptual divisions between the social 
roles of music and literature. Literature, run through the intricate and 
infinitely mediated mechanism of the written word, is read and judged 
profoundly differently from music. Listening to music is considered 
much more about who you are, rather than what you like to think 
about; it is as much an expression of attitude and social position as it 
is a matter of taste. As Alex Ross has written: "It is a strange American 
dream, this notion that music can give you a new personality, a new 
class, even a new race. This out-of-body experience is thrilling as long 
as it lasts, but most people are eventually deposited back at the point 
where they started, and they may begin to hate the music for lying to 
them.""'27 The same promise cannot be said to emerge from literature, 
partly because reading is usually a less public act than listening to mu- 
sic-no loud chords for families and neighbors to hear, no clothes or 
tattoos for others to look at, no concerts to be seen at. For this reason, 
perhaps, moral and ethical criticism of music implicates the consumer 
and assumes coherent ideological commonalities in a way that literary 
criticism does not. The person who buys the music or sees the con- 
cert is assumed to share or at least be open to the musician's Weltan- 

27. Alex Ross, "Listen to This," New Yorker (Feb 16 & 23, 2004): 146-155, 150. 
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chauung, and this assumption becomes stronger the more marginal the 
music. One need only compare modes of describing people: to say that 
a person went to a Black Flag concert is a much stronger descriptor than 
to say, for instance, that that person read and enjoyed Clockwork Or- 
ange. Reading can indicate intellectual interest, while music speaks to 
character and self-image. One can read for academic purposes, but gen- 
erally the only reason to have a record on at home is because one likes 
it. And yet, the similarities between punk and noir systematically and 
provocatively undermine these theoretical divisions. 

Punk represents and probably always will represent a marginal at- 
titude, that is, an attitude of those who see themselves on the margins. 
The similarities between punk rock and crime fiction become provoca- 
tive because crime fiction is not only not marginal, it is becoming less 
marginal by the day. Numerous imprints and titles (the Serie noire has 
over 2600 now) mean the embracing of a genre whose carnivalesque vi- 
sion of the violent and antisocial has a long and not-so-venerable his- 
tory in a parallel genre. And this embracing amounts to the prolifera- 
tion and legitimization of an attitude that has in numerous other 
contexts been called threatening. We remember the concert-goers' 
stated motivation for attending the David Bowie concert: the pursuit 
of "strong sensations." The similarities between punk music and crime 
fiction assume potentially scandalous implications because they situ- 
ate both idioms in that place in the mind where "strong sensations" as 
entertainment blur into an actual mindset, an actual worldview. Jude 
Davies wrote of Dick Hebdige's Subculture: "Hebdige's subculture typ- 
ifies the sociological approach that acknowledges the oppositional 
force of subcultures only by limiting that force to ritual or symbolic re- 
sistance." And: "The closeness of punk to academic theories of the 
postmodern is found in two main areas: its problematizing of commu- 
nity and its awareness of recuperation even when articulating its most 
radical political message."28 Davies, like Marcus, presents punk as a 
thread that runs through communities rather than a phenomenon that 
stands outside them. The asymptotic convergence of punk and the ro- 
man noir is both a testament to and a vehicle for this incorporation, 
challenging both the marginal nature of punk and the cerebral and me- 
diated nature of literature. 

The roman noir is most often situated in criticism on a literary his- 

28. Jude Davies, "The Future of 'No Future': Punk Rock and Postmodern Theory," 
in Journal of Popular Culture 29/4 (Spring 1996): 3-25, 5. 
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torical continuum that starts with Emile Gaboriau and Gaston Leroux, 
then moves through Simenon to the modern polar. Without contesting 
this genealogy, I would propose that the genre also rides on a parallel 
track, that of rock and roll and punk music. In proposing that noir fic- 
tion is punk rock for France, I do not want only to suggest that it is to 
literature what punk is to music. I propose also to attribute to the id- 
iom of literature properties that have traditionally belonged to punk 
music. The mainstreaming-and more than this, the explosion-of a 
literature that has so much in common with punk rock is in itself a 
provocative phenomenon, for structural and thematic connections 
with music greatly raise the stakes of the noir. Were a literary genre to 
claim the sort of cultural weight that has long been the province of the 
musical, then we could be on the way to a reevaluation of literature's 
place in society, and also of the role of the author. We could also arrive 
at a novel perspective on the place of the reader and on our modern def- 
initions of ideological and aesthetic communities. 
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