w ith what sometimes seems labored
cleverness, Bernard-Henrj Lévy
Cultivates a tole as Trance's intellectuai
peerby trying to shock his country—again
and again. The wonder is that he succeeds
30 often. In the book that brought Him ce-
febrity seven yearsago, La Barbarie 3 Vi.
age Humain (Barbarism with a Humap
Face), Lévy, then one of France's fashion-
able nouveaiix Philosophes, announced the
death of Marx with the glee of a child
puncturing the myth of Santa Claus.
Belated a5 the discovery may have

looked to many others, it appeared
to startle a French intelligentsia
long imbued with Marxism; the
iconoelastic author’s young face,
framed ig wavy dark hair, graced
just about every bookshep window
inthe country. In 1981, rounding on
the right, Lévy hit the. puy dirt of
controversy again with L Idéologie
Frangaise, a book that charged, pro- :
vocatively enough, that a fascist- §
Like, ‘anti:Semitic strajp has run
through France for the past two cen-
turies. Oncs again, French readers ;
delightedly split into vicious criticg

and hysteric admirersy, .
With hardly an ideological tar-
wnscathed, Lévy, 36,

get of note Icft
has now produced his first novel, Le
Diable on Téte (The Devil Up
Front), which aspires to be nothing
less than the fictionalized history of
the 20t century’s destructive polit-
ical passions. Almost from the day
it was published two monthg ago,
thé 500-page lome moved toward
the top of the bestselter list, selling
160,000 copies so far and bécoming
the season’s most discussed book in
& country where people still talk a
1ot about books. Lévy lost atit on the
prestigious Prix Goncourt—it went
to Marguerite
L dmani—but was given the Prix
Médicis for his sprawling novél of
ideas. The book has received favorable re-
views from, among others, Le Nouvel Ob-
servateur and le Monde: Le Matin's
Franicoise Xenakis suggested that “if peo-
Ple don’t like Lévy, it's probably because
they are jealops, ugly ahd pifply,” Unde-
terred,” Daniel Rondeay of Libération
cailed the noval mediocre “in plot devel-
opment and narrative structire,” Wrote
Angelo Rinaldi of L’Express: “Lévy has
aimed 100 high for the literary means at
His disposal.” : N
From the start the reader is fairly
warned of Lévy's grand ambition: the
novel begins, “At the end of this voyage,
there was the century.” Five people, all
with close links to the protagonist, ther
proceed to tell the story of the 'son of a
French collaborater with the Nazis dur-
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At 42 he retires to Jerusalem, hands over
his confession to the narrator, who is coy-
ly described ds “a new phildsopher nei-
ther very new nor very philosophical »
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and he cannot muster the imagination to
create realistic characters out of his alle-
gorical types.

Asked why he has turned to fiction,
Leévy replies that “in the battle against
barbarism {fascistm and Stalinism?, a nov-
¢l is more éfficient than an ¢ssay. Reason,
is never right. The great rationalists of the
1930s could 1ot fight Nazism * A spectac-
ular example, Lévy says, is provided by
Alexander Solzhenitsyn because “he was
abie to tonvincs people of the evils of §ta-
linism after Fundreds and hundreds of es-
sayists failed. Fiction has a more intimate
rapport with perversion than reason.”

The perversion of politica] idealismn is
at the heart of Lévy’s book. His hero“rep-
gleseiits the limit of what 1 could
shave become myself In the '60s

many oi us believed that man had to
be changed, history broken in two to
start humanity over again. Those
wete the slogans. But beyond this
pure.ard idealistic ambition lies
murder. Look at the K hmer Rouge
" it Cambodia.”” Wity his flair for
] s'elf—draruatizatioﬁ, Lévy declares
. that “our generation of lefiists
was the most radical of all French
. intellectyals.” )

After Lévy’s revolutionary peri-
od, thoug™, came not the deluge bur
the drought. Says he: “For years the
French were drunk on ideologies.
» Now we are havirig to live with the
- hangover. We've put ourselves on
+7 an ideclogy-free diet” For Lévy

* this explains why President Frap.-
¢ois Mitterrand, for whom the au-
thor worked during the 1974 cam-
paign, séems t6 have abandoned
many of hi§ socialist theories to
Dursue whit appears. (o be nonpar-
tisan econvimic and foreign policies,
Lévy, whae today describes himself
as a left-of.center pragmatist, finds
Mitterrand’s present policies the
least of 211 possible evils, “but what-
ever he dues, he is hated by the
Freneh. By somie sort of infernal di-
alectic, everything he does turns
against him.” Lévy insists that

the place of Marxism, inchyding the
present French intellectua] fad for so.
cilled New Coiservatism  (known .in
Frince as New Liberalism), which he dis-
misses as “an empty. collection of slogans
based on the re-glection of Reagan.”

In the meantiine the author presides
busily over his own mustum to his céiti-
t¥'s political .forces, His novel will pe
translated into English,’ and may be
turned into a film. |

_évy was recently seen
lunching with Ttalian Di_réctdr-Bernardo
Bertoluce: at the Hotel Pont Royal, one
of Paris’ many gathering places for the
intelligentsia._Ar_l epic film on the vip-
lent career of a raformed revolutionary
might be in theoffing with—why not?—
Bernard-Henyi Lévy in the starring
tole. —By Fredetick Palriton, Reported by

Tuttie /Pails .
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