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The choice to devote further study to Les Illuminés is 

powered largely by the desire to bring out the uniqueness of this 

work and the rich valences of the concept of eccentricity, tackling 

tracks less explored by Nerval’s work scholars. Specifically, we 

study the mechanism of operation of the integrated concept in a web 

of relationships with other words, concepts, images and metaphors. 

The first two chapters are made synthetically, by focusing 

on the concepts of light, Enlightenment, eccentricity and their 

derivatives or synonyms that are always integrated into the period, 

especially in the eighteenth century. 

In the first chapter, The Age of Enlightenment is discussed 

in a complex perspective that overcomes the dichotomous analysis of 

the relationship between the Illuminism and The Age of 

Enlightenment. Thus, the romanticism appears to be another 

underground face of the Enlightenment. Critical and lexical approach 

that is proposed in the analysis of the concept of eccentricity 

otherwise refuses reductionist and a simplistic formulation in both 

the medical and literary discourses, eccentricity does not appear to be  

generalized. Nerval’s eccentrics cannot be framed in grids or 

characterological analysis described in a simplistic perspective and 

using an external speech concerning their behaviors or thoughts. 

In the second chapter, the focus is on the eccentric writing 

of Les Illuminés, where the Nervalian speech is divided into 

rhizomes, so without a fixed or stable center and where many 

digressions interact without a common source. The eccentric 

structure of writing has its origin in the journalistic practice of the 

author. This obviously refers to the text in mosaic. Furthermore, this 

structure highlights the eccentric literary Nerval’s identity itself 

devoid of integrity and ex-centric compared to its origin or its 

original and intimate center. Plagiarism, intertextuality and madness 



are closely linked to the experience of a subjective identity and of a 

textual ex-centric one. 

The following chapters are devoted to the actual analysis of 

the texts collected in the volume Les Illuminés. The chapter on Raoul 

Spifame is distinguished by the analysis of space, light and quirky 

identity. The character’s split personality involves a shift from its 

real identity and implicitly eccentricity relative to its intimate and 

definitional center. 

Free indirect discourse is a clear indication of a narrative 

identity itself split and ex-centric. In the chapter on Cazotte, the 

attention is centered on the issue of fantasy which in turn refers to 

the obscure relationship between Iluminism and The Age of 

Enlightenment. The last chapter is devoted to monographic studies, 

Nerval giving the portraits of two eccentric -Cagliostro and Quintus 

Aucler. The outbreak of the eccentric Enlightenment of these two 

characters cannot neglect the historical  age in which the illuminated 

reproduced their ideas about religion, Christianity and paganism. 

In the thesis, Figures de l’excentricité... the main purpose 

is to study more precisely the concept of eccentricity mechanism of 

operation. The term "figure" part of the title refers to Gerard de 

Nerval’s characters, designed as figures, or under Gérard Genette 

attributed to this term (rhetorical construction or production of 

meaning), or themes or literary motifs. Say at the outset that the 

double resemblance, the devil, the Enlightenment, madness, dreams, 

love, hallucination, fantasy, realism, syncretism, hell, attic, fetishism, 

are discussed and analyzed as figures of eccentricity. It is in this way 

- by analyzing the metaphorical and symbolic value of these figures - 

we can then highlight the eccentricity constructive content status. 

The Nervalian criticism is extremely rich and vast, but it 

has not analyzed until now, systematically or exclusively, the 

phenomenon of eccentricity in the Gerard de Nerval’s work, even 

less in Les Illuminés. Over the years, we have offered various 

interpretations of Nerval’s work, covering different areas such as the 



esoteric (Jean Richer, G. Breton, Bian Juden, Roger Mazelier), 

psyche (Michel Jeanneret, Shoshana Felman, Michel Collot Jean 

Rigoli), dream and fantasy (Jean-Pierre Richard, Georges Poulet, 

Kurt Sharer), travel (Ross Chambers, G. Schaeffer, JP Richard), 

religion (Michel Brix, Hisashi Mizuno, Jean-Nicolas Illouz, Bertrand 

Marchal, Jean Guillaume) theater ( Gabrielle Malandain) and 

journalistic writing (Michel Brix). Structuralist approaches 

orientation or semiotic (Jacques Geninasca, Leon Cellier, Gerald 

Scheffer, and Ross Chambers Marina MURESANU Ionescu) and 

interpretations that offer different perspectives (Jean-Nicolas Illouz, 

G. Malandain, Henri Bonnet, J. Bony, Daniel Leech, Bruno 

Tritsmans, Dagmar Wieser) are, also, rewarding and revealing in 

several respects view. Do not forget to include in this series of 

scholars or Nervalian experts, study Keiko Tsujikawa that intersect 

most often ours, because the word "limbo", around which the author 

builds his critical discourse is not far from the word of eccentricity.  

Note that Georges Gusdorf, to give one example, had the 

insight to design eccentricity as the "anthropological foundation of 

Romanticism" or in terms of fundamental aesthetic category for the 

study of eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, especially when read 

from the ontological point of view. In the case of Les Illuminés the 

eccentricity analysis  from an ontological perspective is essential to 

Nerval seen that this presents an identity problem or his being’s lack 

of unity. 

The notions of "eccentricity", respectively of "eccentric" 

cannot be conceived in an absolute way, as objects made once and 

for all, which is why the analysis of their meaning or meanings 

application to open a wider field of research that cannot abandon the 

nineteenth century ideological, historical, philosophical, religious 

and literary content, in which these concepts are born and grow rich. 

That said, our speech focuses, one hand, on a dual 

perspective - contextualization of eccentricity and highlighting the 

uniqueness of Nerval’s work - on the other hand, it focuses on a 



semantic axis able to bring together both the neighbors, synonyms 

terms of eccentricity  and the words of his closest Latin etymology, 

namely outside the center which implies a difference, displacement, 

distance, gliding, transition or movement. Although the texts 

collected in the volume Les Illuminés were written at different times, 

they converge around the eighteenth century that presents itself as an 

epistemological changing landscape and which is opposed by those 

who want to focus much more on the feeling than on the progress of 

reason and the society industrialization. The consequences of 

scientific ideology, which has been a real growth in this century, 

have been considerable. Any knowledge outside the scientific sphere 

is cataloged by the ultra-rationalist as subjective and prejudiced or 

regarded as a product of the imagination. The very notions of light 

(divine) or spirituality become suspicious, so they are rejected in 

favor of reason and described as pure fantasy and illusion ornament. 

In this single level of reality, the lights shout, nothing can exist: the 

new freedom of imagination and creativity in art  are compromised. 

However, outside this era of reason and history, where the political 

center is as inflexible as an ideology or fixed geometry, born and 

develops the romantic movement, so animated by the same 

Enlightenment. With the Revolution, the frames of reference and 

integrity quake, this leads to the relativity of power, authority, and 

the standard of moral and ethical values. 

Paradoxically, the eighteenth century, centered on worship 

of reason and progress, causes the proliferation of new centers, many 

metamorphoses center and new conceptions of centrality. It is 

precisely the fixity of ideological center that leaves room for the 

growth of instability, descentration, of recenterings, turnovers, 

finally ebbs and flows. Might as well say that the eccentricity is seen 

driven by the same Enlightenment.  

The eighteenth century in France is crossed simultaneously 

by the influence of light, the Enlightenment and the current ideas 

together in what is called the Illuminism. The difficulty of 



reproducing a complex picture of this century, and thus having an 

overview on the different contexts consists not only in its many 

disparate faces, crossed by various internal contradictions, but in the 

rich and varied aspects that this century offers to the exegete. 

The Enlightenment is the century of radical thinkers like 

Descartes, Wolf, Holbach, Fontenelle, Bayle or Condorcet, but also 

the century of Malebranche, Diderot, Swedenborg, Saint-Martin, 

Eckartshausen, Rousseau, Joseph de Maistre or Lady Stael. And, 

curiously or not, in the "belly of the Crocodile" coexist, at least for a 

time, men in search of the "prosperity in the light", those in search of 

the "light of lights" and " men desire. " 

The treatment of the Enlightenment and  Illuminism cannot 

lose sight of the complex aspects of the evolution of the term light, 

especially considering the turns, ambivalences, contradictions and 

conversions into new meanings that the term undergoes throughout 

this century. Highlighting the complexity of the evolution of the 

term, whose independence is beyond, helps us to explain better the 

relationship that develops between the current trends and 

dixhuitièmistes ideologies. 

There are many ways to approach the dynamic interference 

between writing and eccentricity, in the case of Les Illuminés, and to 

highlight the peculiarities of poetic writing and quirky text. The 

analysis of the genesis and the  text’s structure is intrinsically linked 

to the analysis of the eccentricity and its forms of manifestation. 

Constantly worked by the writers of the first half of the 

nineteenth century, the eccentricity allows a reassessment of the 

relationship between the book, the press and the literary institution, 

between the novel and the Romantic movement and to a more 

limited extent, between work, text and speech. 

Our study includes the first half of the nineteenth century, 

the decisive period, firstly in terms of the transition from 

Enlightenment to Romanticism, secondly from the perspective of the 

emergence of the eccentricity and eccentric terms. Literary texts on 



eccentric minor or unknown are not lacking in the first half of the 

nineteenth century, which is why we find among the writers a great 

curiosity to explore all kinds of deformities literary and poetic 

deviations or to collect the grotesque heads originals, eccentrics, 

visionaries, dreamers or fourierists. Despite the proliferation of these 

singular artists individuality, critical studies of this period that 

explore literary texts on eccentric characters are not also prolific. 

From the nineteenth century, fortunately beginning to pay attention 

to the eccentric story. Daniel Leech, Patricia Lojkine Peter Shulman, 

Miranda Gill, Sophie Ames Stokes and Laurent Mellet, Michel 

Dansel are among those who open the way to the analysis of the 

eccentricity. 

The "eccentricity" generally understood both in the literal 

sense (a term borrowed from astronomy and geometry) and in its 

symbolic meaning (the eccentricity as aesthetic category), is a key 

concept that energizes and defines the act of Gerard de Nerval’s 

writing, his mind and soul, not only in Les Illuminés, but also in the 

entire work. Basically, it is constitutive of the act of Nerval’s literary 

creation, it determines and activates the mind of the author, his 

actions and behaviors, reason and madness, doubts and certainties, 

creeds, and aspirations. The eccentricity addressed as metaphor in 

Nerval’s writing catalyst themes, profound ideas and movements, 

given that the metaphor is not simply rhetorical, but the engine of the 

generation and meaning regeneration. Similarly, our contribution is 

represented by a new dimension of eccentricity research, namely the 

analysis of this concept as a tool for study. The goal is not, of course, 

to provide a comprehensive approach to the eccentricity, 

respectively, of the eccentric, because these notions overcome the 

linguistic framework. Instead of conceptualizing terms, we focus on 

the operating mechanism of these notions, referring simultaneously 

to the notion of center and outside the center. 

Before attempting to analyse this term as an object of study 

or as an analytical tool, it is very necessary to identify the  reasons 



that trigger the eccentric movement or centrifugal thrust. In a play on 

words, it seemed interesting to us to see what excentrise an eccentric 

or what determines him to become eccentric. The analysis of the 

poetics of the eccentricity is not impossible, even if the term is left 

not framed in a rigid definition. Although the poetic formulation 

requires certain principles, rules and laws, we cannot however give 

up theorizing the concept of gap that the center implies. Although we 

cannot establish clear paradigms framing the concept of eccentricity, 

this does not prevent us from building a coherent discourse around 

this term. However, even if the eccentricity cannot be described 

through dichotomous concepts, the differences between the terms 

cannot be dimmed or abolished. 

Understanding of eccentricity through oppositions 

inevitably leads to a schematic and rigid vision, to a depletion 

synonym of a conceptual reduction. By using a classical or 

dichotomous archetypal explanation of this term, we may be 

distorting the work, or deny, or simply quit. Avoiding this is 

possible, only if the eccentricity is understood not in its negativity, as 

clear and irrevocable break with a given center, but rather as a shift 

that involves the center in the movement away.  

The ex (-) centricity, which inevitably involves a gap 

cannot occur outside of the concept of the center. This is why the 

approach is based on the eccentricity of a visible-invisible apparently 

binary structure, such as center-periphery, inside-out, mind-body, 

because madness, day night, standard-periphery general-particular-

tolerance exclusion, expansion-contraction. These terms not oppose 

the contrary; each defines a reality of what they say. In addition, it 

helps us to show that these terms in pairs, together with their bias and 

collusion, are instead included a third element, namely the 

eccentricity. From there, we manage to understand and explain the 

operating mechanism, the dialectical dynamics between eccentricity 

and madness, dream and hallucination in the Illuminati. 



To summarize, the eccentricity is not contrary to the center 

(it is an idea, consciousness, God) or fixity. Central and outside the 

center are not separated from each other. Between fixity and mobility 

there is a permanent dialectic. The eccentrics of Nerval, who reject 

their own fixity center and any externally imposed and managed to 

get out, at least for a time, not really escape fixity or folding on 

themselves. By dint of generating fixity for escape mobility (physical 

or mental), the eccentric of Nerval generate much more excitement. 

Similarly, to force generate multiple decenterings so respond to any 

fixity, the characters come to settle on the move even eccentricity. 

This is why the eccentricity may direct or focus to progressively 

illness disorders of thought and behavior, as the fixity also can 

prevent the eccentric impulses to multiply or get carried away. 

The rest is creative eccentricity, but at the same time, the 

stable positioning becomes detrimental to the creation and Nerval is 

certainly facing that fear. However, if there is no fixity or centering 

in the mind of the author or his writing, there will be no meeting, 

exchange and expansion possible with the thought and writings 

another. Thus Nerval’s seen torn between two forces- the centrifugal, 

the other centripetal, but failed to reconcile them or to find their 

balance. This train of thought follows the idea that the eccentricity 

und the unstable does not exist in a pure state. The approach to the 

concept of eccentricity is only possible in a very fine way, given that 

the "thing" will always be larger than the concept. 

In short, the output of the center does not mean the total 

output of the center, being it ontological, epistemological or physical. 

Whoever emerges from the center keeps with him, at least 

unconsciously, the footprint of the center where he was released and 

this center, or at least the remains of the center are taken once with 

the eccentric movement. It is precisely the memory of this center, 

which juxtaposes or blends with new acquisitions or accumulations 

through the displacement (Nerval, the term is more often 

synonymous with physical or mental trip). In this context, we show 



that the further away from the center, the better it gets. It is in this 

way that the eccentricity highlights both the instability psycho-

literary of Gérard de Nerval, his precarious identity, or rather the 

impossibility of his being and his constant quest for the center of 

order, unity, finally, recovery focused its interiority. 

The eccentricity is not a major consequence in the sense 

that it is not obvious, we do not find in his work a radical aesthetics 

of eccentricity which is reflected in the white pages, short writing by 

an eccentric in the extreme. Also, do not expect to find in Les 

Illuminés the extravagant characters worthy of a madhouse. Instead, 

the eccentricity will be penned by Nerval, always the boundary 

between reason and madness. Offset of reason, his eccentric does not 

fall into madness, and allowing it to twirl between reason and 

madness is precisely this gap that eccentricity specifies. What affects 

the eccentricity, however, in this author, it is not the surface plane of 

the writing, but the level of depth, then the whole idea of discourse 

continues, logical and coherent. I bet that this notion of eccentricity 

help us through seven successive chapters of the thesis, to see what is 

personal poetic Nerval of religion, love and writing. 

 

Key words: Lights, Enlightenment, eccentric, eccentricity, eccentric 

text, writing eccentric, spread center, concentrated eccentricity, 

eccentric space, excentriscopie, excentriciterologie, fantastic, 

Christocentrism, politeocentrism.  
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