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ABSTRACT 
 
The article focuses on the formation and functioning of discursive and narrative strategies in Boris Vian’s 

novel L’écume des jours. The research makes an attempt to differentiate between “text” and “discourse”, describe 
the essential characteristics of the literary discourse, and define the notions of “textual strategies”, “discursive 
strategies”, and “narrative strategies”. The study identifies the tactics that were created in the novel using the 
combination of devices and means for expressing sensory characteristics. The combinations of tactics, in turn, 
form semantic strategies, which cooperate with narrative strategies in order to create the global strategy of a 
novel, thus allowing the reader to understand the author’s intentions. 

 
Key words: literary discourse, textual strategy, narrative strategy, discursive strategy, tactics, devices and 

means for expressing sensory characteristics 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Since the cognitive-communicative approach to language research first came to the fore within the new 

scientific paradigm in linguistics, the problem of discursive strategies has remained of great interest to 
researchers. The analysis of strategies and their functioning requires an interdisciplinary approach. The strategies 
of the literary discourse are much less studied than the strategies in political, journalistic, and advertising 
discourses. The purpose of the present paper is to identify the essential mechanisms of creating the global 
discursive strategy in Boris Vian’s novel L’écume des jours. The choice of the novel is due to its genre of magical 
realism, which allows to see more clearly the functional interaction between the narrative strategies and 
discursive strategies in a novel. However, before getting to the analysis of how the strategies are functioning in 
the novel, it is necessary to define the key terms used in this research, such as “literary text”, “literary discourse”, 
“textual/discursive/narrative strategies”, because researchers often attribute various meanings to each of these 
terms. 

 
2. LITERARY DISCOURSE 
 
Not so long ago the question of how the notions of “text” (“literary text” in particular) and “discourse” relate 

to each other was the center of heated discussions among linguists. One opinion was that a text should be 
viewed as a result, and a discourse - as a process (1); on the other hand, in many studies the terms “text” and 
“discourse” were used interchangeably. There is yet another point of view, when “discourse” is understood as a 
set of layers that are built upon the narration, i.e. the text consists of a story line/plot and a discourse (2). 
Recently, most researchers have agreed that the terms “text” and “discourse” have the same referent. According 
to Oswald Ducrot and Jean-Marie Schaeffer, the answer to the question about the correlation between “text” and 
“discourse” may depend on how one defines “discourse”. If “discourse” is understood as a set of statements 
characterized by a thematic unity at the global level, than “discourse” and “text” mean essentially the same thing 
(3). Furthermore, since reading and comprehension (interpretation) of a text by a reader’s consciousness are 
essential processes for the text’s existence, we agree with V. Demyankov who believes that a text is “a verbal 
object that is subject to interpretation and behind which one can observe the flow of discourse” (4). 

The literary discourse differs from any non-literary discourse by a number of essential characteristics, such 
as the transformation of all other language functions under the influence of the aesthetic function; implicit 
meaning; polysemantic nature; specific semantic organization; subjectivity; absolute anthropocentrism; fictionality, 
etc. 

Some linguists, like V. Tyupa (5), believe that the term “discourse” can denote both a single text as an 
utterance and “a stable form of the social practice of verbal behavior, i.e. a certain type of speaking or writing”. 
We agree with that opinion and understand the term “literary discourse” as 1) a literary text in the process of 
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reader’s cognitive-communicative activity which reconstructs the author’s cognitive-communicative activity; and 2) 
a type of writing that possesses all the mentioned above essential characteristic of a literary text. 

 
3. TEXTUAL/DISCURSIVE/NARRATIVE STRATEGIES 
 
The concept of a textual strategy was introduced by the representatives of reader-response criticism. They 

understood strategies as various methods employed to involve a reader into a text. Such methods create the 
organizational structure of the textual meaning, and this structure of the meaning is optimized in the process of 
reading depending on the background knowledge of the reader (6). Text theorists approaching the text from the 
perspective of strategies talk about communicative, textual, narrative, and discursive strategies. Clearly, the 
choice of a term depends on the approach, the purpose of the study (narrative organization or reader’s perception 
of a text), and whether the terms “text” and “discourse”, or “narration” and “discourse” are understood as 
synonyms. 

The notion of “communicative strategy” is understood by the representatives of the Russian Cognitive 
Linguistics School as a speaker’s plan of a complex verbal impact on a speech partner; a sequence of speech 
acts organized according to the purpose of the interaction (7). It is the most general term referring to the 
strategies of both oral and written discourses, including the literary discourse. 

Some researchers believe that the terms "narrative strategy" and "textual strategy" are synonymous and 
define them as the author’s means for influencing the reader (8). Umberto Eco understands textual strategies as the 
Model Author (autore modello) (in the narratologists’ terminology – the implicit / abstract author) and the Model 
Reader (lettore modello) (implicit / abstract reader) (9). According to this theory, the actual author generates a text 
using strategies for predicting the reader’s actions (creating the Model Reader) in line with the author's intentions; 
and the actual reader perceives the text following the strategies prepared by the author, thus re-creating the Model 
Author. 

As for the narrative strategy / discursive strategy correlation, one must start from answering the question of 
what the narration (narrativity) is and how it corresponds with the notion of discourse. According to narratology, 
the text on the surface level consists of two components: narration and discourse. Narrativity is a sequence of 
states and transitions between these states inscribed in the discourse and responsible for the creation of the 
textual meaning. The analysis of the narrative component reveals a network of relationships and operations 
responsible for the narrative organization of discourse. The narrative component can be viewed as the 
compositional methods of text organization; the discursive component can be viewed as the linguistic means used 
for the semantic organization of the text (10, 11). Accordingly, it can be assumed that the narrative strategies are 
formed using the compositional means, while the discursive strategies are created using the linguistic means. 

It seems that the term "textual strategies", as defined by Umberto Eco, can be considered a hyperonym in 
relation to the narrative and discursive strategies. The relation between the narrative and discursive strategies 
requires a special study on a representative material of literary texts; it appears, however, that the interpretation of 
a literary text by a reader requires taking into account all the components of the text, the compositional, i.e. 
narrative, as well as the linguistic ones. Therefore, we will not specifically distinguish here between the narrative, 
textual, and discursive strategies; instead, these terms will be used as synonymous and understood as a series of 
tactics and techniques (both linguistic and compositional) used by the author to program the reader's perception 
of the main idea of the literary text, the author’s worldview and the author's intentions. 

Our previous studies of social, detective and fantasy novels allowed us to identify: 
- semantic strategies, which are divided into the global strategy (the strategy of expressing / 

formulating the main idea of the text) and thematic strategies (the strategies of expressing / 
formulating the individual themes of the work of fiction); 

- formal and structural strategies, created with single-level means that prevail in the text (i.e. lexical, 
stylistic, syntactic, compositional means and devices, etc.). 

 
4. SEMANTIC STRATEGIES IN «L'ÉCUME DES JOURS» 
 
There is no doubt that the author’s choice of strategies depends on the genre (subgenre) of his work and 

type of text / discourse. Boris Vian’s novel L’écume des jours received mixed reviews from readers and critics 
alike. According to Jacques Bens, some readers fail to understand the novel, start searching for the means to 
understand it and then believe they have understood something; others understand even less and come to the 
conclusion that there is nothing to understand in the first place (12). Boris Vian himself described his novel as a 
projection of the reality onto a different surface, bumpy and curvy, where a fevered atmosphere arises of twisted 
life circumstances (13). Reality and unreality bizarrely intertwine in the novel. This kind of narrative, when the 
irrational or unusual is not presented in the form of a direct conflict between the generally accepted reality 
(rational) and something else that denies the reality (the supernatural, surreal), is sometimes called "magical 
realism” or “palimpsest narration”. This type of narration is characterized by a fictional story line; presence / 
absence of inexplicable magical events; and philosophical, theological, or literary allusions and implications that 
break the timeline, creating a magical effect (14, 15). 

Boris Vian’s world is based entirely on the language, i.e. it is born from the language and it finds its every 
expression in the language (16). Two characteristic features of the novel attract our attention: 1) modification of 
space, 2) the abundance of means for expressing sensory characteristics, i.e. the characteristics of particular 
objects perceived by the senses and realized by a person as a result of a single-stage operation of mental 
comparison to a reference model. We have classified the linguistic means into several groups according to the 
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sense organ responsible for perceiving the sensory characteristics (17). The novel contains 500 linguistic means 
for expressing sensory characteristics (i.e., adjectives, nouns, verbs), including 9% describing the sound, 5% 
describing the smell, 3% describing the properties of the surface determined by the nature of light reflection, 9% 
indicating variations in lighting, and 74% indicating presence/absence of color and the number of colors. Let us 
pay a closer look to the last group, as the words expressing the variations in color are the dominant means in the 
novel. 

The story line of the novel has two distinct parts (compostitional or narrative strategy) according to the 
author’s intentions, as evindenced by Boris Vian’s unpublished note:  

“Dans la préface, rappeler qu’il y a deux périodes, celle où l’on s’habille soigneusement, et alors la vie 
consiste à s’habiller presque tout le temps, c’est avant qu’on soit marié, et on guette, le samedi soir, la venue du 
bouton qu’on aura sur le nez le dimanche, et ensuite on est plus tranquille, c’est-à-dire qu’on commence à avoir 
des malheurs parce qu’on a cessé de ne penser qu’à soi” (18).  

(“In the preface, remind that there are two periods in life, one when people dress neatly, and the meaning 
of life then is to dress up all the time; this is before you get married and, on a Saturday night, you are watching out 
for a pimple that is going to appear on your nose on Sunday, and then you get quieter, that is to say, you begin to 
have troubles because you stop thinking just about yourself,” – my translation). 

Thus, there are three main themes in the novel: the carefree life, wedding, and responsibility (the fight for 
Chloé’s life); correspondingly, there are three semantic (thematic) strategies. 

 
4.1. Semantic strategy “carefree life” 
Several tactics using linguistic means for expressing the variations of color/light support this strategy: 
 
4.1.1. Characters’ appearance description tactics 
The main character, Colin, has light hair (cheveux claires), mat eyelids (paupières mates), golden skin 

tone (teint doré). Alise has blond hair (cheveux blonds), blue eyes (yeux bleus), golden skin (peau dorée). Chloé 
has red lips (lèvres rouges), brown hair (cheveux bruns), blue eyes (yeux bleus). The twin brothers have black 
hair (cheveux noirs), white skin (peau blanche), blue eyes (yeux bleus), one has yellow eyelashes (cils jaunes), 
the other – green ones (cils verts). It appears, however, that in the last case, the adjectives do not merely serve to 
describe the appearance of the characters, but also to characterize their personalities. Two adjectives - yellow 
(jaune) and green (vert) – show that the twins have their differences, both in their behavior and tastes, which is 
proved by the following context (dialogues between the brothers) (19). 

 
4.1.2. Characters’ clothing description tactics 
The first half of the novel offers a detailed description of the outfit of the girls that Colin meets. For 

example, Alise, who Colin first sees at a skating rink: 
 
Elle portrait par un hasard étrange, un sweat-shirt blanc et une jupe jaune. Elle avait des souliers 

blancs et jaunes… et des soquettes blanches… Elle comportait, en outre, un foulard de soie vert vif (20). 
 
Colin is impressed with Alise. He is not yet in love, but he feels something. He wants to be in love. He 

wants to fall in love with Alise, but she loves his best friend. Colin dreams of meeting someone else, some other 
girl, but that other girl still looks like Alise in his dreams: 

 
Elle serait vêtue d’un sweat-shirt blanc, d’une jupe jaune et elle s’appellerait Al…Onésime…(21). 
 
Thus, the description of Alise’s clothing becomes symbolic. “A white sweater and a yellow skirt” – it 

becomes an image, a dream, an anticipation of love, a state of mind. 
Such a combination of color adjectives in clothes description occurs in the novel thrice. This is the way 

another girl Colin knows, Isis, is dressed at the rink: 
 
Isis,…était parvenue à se munir … d’un sweat-shirt blanc et d’une jupe jaune avec un foulard vert 

acide, de chaussures blanches et jaunes… (22). 
 
Isis is dressed almost exactly like Alise, except for one small detail: Alise’s head scarf is bright green, while 

Isis’s head scarf is acid green. Changing the shade of green color with the modifier “acid” (acide) does not merely 
point out the difference in the way Isis is dressed; it characterizes her in a certain way. There is no explicit 
characterization of Isis in the novel. The negative characteristic, expressed through the modifier “acid” in Isis’s 
description, is amplified by the following parcellated construction with an adversative compound sentence: 

 
Elle était jolie. Mais Colin connaîssait très bien ses parents (23). 
 
We find a similar resemblance of outfits in chapter XI, the part about a party at Isis’s. Here is the 

description of Isis’s outfit : 
 
C’était une petite robe toute simple, de lainage vert amande avec de gros boutons de céramique dorée et 

une grille en fer forgé formant l’empiècement du dos (24). 
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At the party, Colin for the first time meets Chloé, who will become his true love. 
 
L’une d’elle portait une robe en lainage vert amande, avec de gros boutons en céramique dorée et, dans 

le dos, un empiècement de forme particulière (25). 
 
Just as in the case discussed above, the girls are dressed almost identically, with subtle differences, which 

this time do not relate to the color, but rather to the little details in the trimming on the back of their dresses: Isis’s 
dress is decorated with an iron lattice, while Chloé’s dress has an “unusual yoke on the back." However, this 
vague, unspecified detail tells something about Colin’s attitude to Chloé. For him, she is a beautiful stranger, a 
mystery, she is unusual. 

Isis is the girl that Colin had known before he met Alise and Chloé. Isis did not make him dream about 
love. Meeting Alise and Chloé changes his life. They are not like Isis, and the author shows this difference 
comparing Isis to them, only it is not their personalities or actions that are compared, but the color of their clothes. 
Characters’ personalities and/or Colin’s attitude to them is expressed through seemingly insignificant differences 
against the background of identical colors. 

 
4.1.3. Discord tactics 
It seems interesting to note that in the first part of the novel, which tells about the carefree life of Colin and 

his friends, there are two episodes that are discordant to the rest of the story. The episodes are related to the 
tragic accidents, when Colin and his friends witnessed the death of some strangers: 

 
1) Ils se rangèrent en arrivant à l’extrémité droit de la piste pour laisser place aux valets-nettoyeurs, 

qui, désespérant de retrouver, dans la montagne de victimes, autre chose que des lambeaux sans 
intérêt d’individualités dissociées, s’étaient munis de leurs raclettes pour éliminer le total des 
allongés (26). 

2) …il fit un signe de croix car le patineur venait de s’écraser contre un mur de restaurant à l’extrémité 
opposée de la piste, et restait collé là, comme une méduse de papier mâché écartelée par un 
enfant cruel (27). 

 
Real life events are depicted with an abnormal perspective. The accident at the skating rink, where many 

people died, is described as a routine event happening every day. The rink workers habitually clear the skating 
surface from the dead bodies with a bulldozer, dumping the corpses into hatches specifically made for such 
accidents; and other skaters at the rink are quietly waiting for the end of this procedure so that they could 
continue skating. The fact of death thus becomes such a minor event for the witnesses that it is perceived as 
nothing more than a regular waste removal. In the first case, people are compared to a bunch of garbage, in the 
second – to a smashed jellyfish. The accidents must have looked several times more dramatic than, for instance, 
the scene of Colin’s best friend Chic’s death, but the author does not use a single color adjective. 

It is abnormal from the point of view of a sane, reasonable person; but then again, the same reasonable 
person reading newspaper reports of hundreds and thousands of deaths from disasters or acts of war reacts 
much the same way: they simply go on about their business, because it does not directly concern them, it is 
abstract, unreal. People are unable to take to heart the misery and suffering of others unless they feel those 
hardships themselves; and that is exactly what happens to our heroes later in the novel. 

It appears that the absence of color adjectives in the bloody scenes is a literary technique that the author 
uses to demonstrate the detachment of people who live in their isolated trouble-free world where there is no 
illness, suffering, or death. 

 
4.2. Semantic strategy “wedding” 
One tactic should be noted here – the interchange of white and red colors. 
The interchange of white and red starts before the wedding ceremony: 
 
Toute la chambre était pleine de fleurs blanches… et, sur l’oreiiler du lit défait il y avait un pétale de rose 

rouge… Alise portait une orchidée mauve dans les cheveux, Isis une rose écarlate et Chloé un gros camélia 
blanc (28). 

 
Another important detail here is the costumes of children performing ballet against white cloths during the 

wedding ceremony at a church: 
 
Ils étaient revêtus de blouses blanches, avec des culottes rouges et des souliers blancs. Au lieu de 

culottes, les filles portaient de petites jupes rouges plissées, et elles avaient une plume rouge dans les cheveux 
(29). 

 
We believe that the combination of white and red colors has two meanings here. On the one hand, it is a 

wedding day – Colin and Chloé are happy, red is the color of joy, the red and white combination looks festive and 
renders the atmosphere of happiness and elation. 

On the other hand, red is associated with alert and danger (30). 
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A wedding is a transitional stage, the border between the carefree life and the struggle for Chloé’s life; the 
combination of, or rather the contrast between the red and white, the color of the bride, is a wake-up call, the red 
color in this case is the prospection of misery that awaits the characters in the second part of the novel. 

 
4.3. Semantic strategy “responsibility (struggle for Chloé)” 
One of the tactics that support this strategy is the tactic of alteration the space around the characters. This 

tactic is created with the linguistic means for describing the physical changes of Colin and Chloé’s apartment, as 
well as with the means for describing the color and light. 

As it was mentioned above, the novel is divided into two parts, the two periods in Colin’s life. The first 
period is a light-hearted, serene life in anticipation of love; the second period is a painful, unsuccessful struggle 
for Chloé’s life and the tragic finale. A drastic change in Colin’s life is expressed not only through the narration of 
events, actions and feelings, but also through the depiction of his apartment. Compare, for example, the image of 
the kitchen corridor in the first and second parts of the novel: 

 
1) Le couloir de la cuisine était clair, vitré de deux côtés, et un soleil brillait de chaque côté, car Colin 

aimait la lumiére. Il y avait des robinets de laiton soigneusement astiqués, un peu partout. Les jeux des soleils sur 
les robinets produisaient des effets féériques. Les souris de la cuisine… couraient après les petites boules que 
formaient les rayons en achevant de se pulvériser sur le sol, comme des jets de mercure jaune [(31). 

2) A travers les vitres, de chaque côté, on distinguait un soleil terne, blafard, semé de grandes taches 
noires, un peu plus lumineux en son centre. Quelques maigres faisceaux de rayons réussissaient à pénétrer dans 
le couloir, mais au contact des carreaux de céramique autrefois si brillants, ils se fluidifiaient et ruisselaient en 
longues traces humides. …La souris ne pouvait plus jouer sur le sol avec des rayons d’or, comme avant (32). 

 
Describing the kitchen corridor, the author uses linguistic means for indicating the varying illumination and 

the properties of the surface determined by the nature of light reflection. In the first case, these means have a 
common meaning “light”, "bright" and "shining". In the second case their meaning changes to “dark”, “dull”. In 
addition, the size of the apartment changes, it gets smaller, it cringes, and by the end of the novel the ceiling 
merges with the floor. 

Two descriptions correspond to two periods of Colin’s life: the first one – to his light-hearted, bright and 
harmonious life before the marriage; the second one – to his life after the marriage, marred by Chloé’s illness and 
the struggle for her life. We can assume that these portrayals correspond to Colin’s mood and his state of mind: 
the bright and shiny narration relates to the serenity and anticipation of love and miracle; the dark one relates to 
anxiety, worry, sadness, and hopelessness. 

In the first chapters of the novel there are quite a few lexical means used to denote various colors and 
color shades, for example: jaune clair, vert d’eau très profonde, jaune, bleu pâle, beige-rose, bleu clair, bleue et 
rose, orange et grise, vert amande, vert foncée, couleurs diaprées, lumineux de toutes les couleurs, versicolores, 
etc. Closer to the end of the novel, however, when the events take a tragic turn (Alise setting bookshops on fire; 
Alise’s death; police officers coming to Chic; Chic’s death; Chloé’s funeral), colors are getting more dramatic and 
contrasting; they become less frequent and color shades almost disappear. Among the lexical means used in this 
part of the novel are multiple repetitions of the adjectives noir and rouge (fumée noire, figure noire, silhouettes 
noires, boîte noire, mains rouges, sphères rouges, cuir rouge, poils rouges, etc.) and shades of these colors 
(cheveux noircis, cœur rouge claire). 

As we can see, pastels and light colors have disappeared, except for one last mention of the living Chloé: 
 
Ses mains… tenaient à peine une grosse orchidée blanche qui paraissait bien à côté de sa peau 

diaphane (33). 
 
Delicate pastel shades in the portrayal of Chloé are her leitmotif, they reveal her fragility and vulnerability, 

as well as Colin’s gentle, reverent attitude to her: 
 
Chloé vêtue d’un pyjama de soie mauve et d’une longue robe de chambre … d’un léger beige orange… 

Ses pomettes étaient un peu roses…[Vian, 112] ; …la belle couleur crème de sa peau (34). 
 
In chapter LXVI, in the episode about the road to the cemetery, the colors get duller and merge into one 

dark-grey blot: 
 
…on accédait à l’île par une longue planche souple et grise… Ils tenaient la boîte noire … et le second 

porteur commençait à suffoquer, il devenait tout violet; sur le gris du brouillard, cela faisait très triste… Les 
feuilles des plantes tournaient au gris léger… le jour produisait un halo blanc, sans éclat. … Seules, des feuilles 
grises se détachaient parfois… lourdes chaussures marquaient sur l’écorce spongieuse, de profondes 
meurtrissures bleuâtre… on pouvait… entrevoir…le ciel, croisé de noir (35). 

 
5. CONCLUSION 

 
The linguistic means for expressing sensory characteristics, particularly, the color and the light, change 

along with the development of the story. Tender, harmonious, pastel and bright, cheerful colors at the beginning 
are replaced by sharp, contrasting colors in the middle of the novel, and then all these colors fade, everything 
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seems to be clouded by a gray mist. The riot of contrasting colors and the play of shades are replaced with 
nothing more than a gray foam. Here the metaphorical title "L'écume des jours" (The Foam of Days) is actualized 
and it is well known that in most cases the title contains the concept of the whole literary work. 

The means for expressing sensory characteristics enhance the story line, highlighting the contrast 
between the two parts of the novel and drawing the line between them (the contrast between the red and white 
colors at the wedding), and thereby participate in the expression of the author's intention. Thus, in this novel the 
narrative strategies (the compositional means, including the organization of the plot) and discursive strategies (the 
means for expressing sensory characteristic, means for expressing the alterations in the apartment chronotope) 
superimpose and form the global discursive strategy designed to express the main idea of the novel (in other 
words, its concept). 

In his novel, Boris Vian confronts two worlds – the ideal world (a carefree youth) and the real one (a real 
life). The ideal world is a world of harmony, nonchalance, peace, dreams, love and lightheartedness. The real life 
is heaven and hell, love and suffering. The realities of life are greed, envy, subservience to wealth. This is what 
the heroes of the "paradise lost" face, and they die unable to oppose anything to it, because they were not ready 
for such tests. 

All people, until they reach a certain age, live in this paradise, live in their dreams and fantasies, and it is 
only natural. But one should not forget that life is a struggle for existence, it requires a lot of effort and willpower; 
and love is not just happiness and fulfillment of dreams, but also responsibility and fighting for a loved one. Colin 
and Alise lost their idyllic world, because they felt responsible for their loved ones and were willing to fight for 
them and their love. That is, in our opinion, the main idea of the novel, to which the global strategy leads in 
accordance with the author's intentions. 
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