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When Pascal expressed his anguish at the notion of a universe without
God in the famous sentence, ‘‘the eternal silence of those infinite spaces
terrifies me,’’ he presaged many twentieth century responses to the anguished
consciousness of a universe devoid of significance. Twentieth-century
writers, responding to the death, indifference, absence or ambivalence of
God, have often focused on the inherent emptiness of words, of logos in
both the literal and theological sense. Paradoxically aware of the futility
of the act of literary communication, many modern writers have called in-
to question the coherency of linguistic structures and have used silence as
a contrasting means of exploring and reflecting the writing process. Words
and the empty spaces between words become the artistic expression of the
dichotomy of meaning and meaninglessness, of universal order and universal
chaos.

Traditional realistic novels may be viewed as microcosms of a universe
whose ontology and eschatology reflected a clearly defined and generally
accepted relationship between creator and creation. The inherent meaning
and validity of the creator’s authority and the text’s significance somehow
remain inviolate in the traditional realistic novel. With the fragmentation
or disintegration of that traditional concept of the universe and the literary
constructs which reflect it, a focus on a kind of Pascalian silence imposes
itself as a structural motif, which, in spite of the sheer volume of the words
which fill the twentieth century text, offers an ironic alternative to words,
a kind blank space of silence against which the word-filled pages of the
text must constantly be weighed.

I should like to comment briefly on two twentieth-century novels in
which this Pascalian notion of silence emerges as a central motif, two novels
which, while very different, manifest quite clearly the modern novelist’s
dilemma, that is, how to proceed in constructing a novelistic totality with
words, while manifesting an inherent ambivalence towards those very words.
The twentieth-century novelist cannot present the reader with empty pages
of Mallarméan purity, but he can maintain a constant interplay with the
potential silence of incommunication. Swiss novelist Max Frisch’s 1958 novel
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