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GILL RYE AND MICHAEL WORTON

Introduction

The 1990s proved to be an exciting period for women’s writing in France.
It was a decade in which publishers and the media celebrated a ‘new gen-
eration’ of writers, and writing produced by women assumed its place at
the forefront of what is new — and sometimes controversial - on the French
literary scene. Paperback publishers J’ai lu and Pocket both launched new
series (Nouvelle génération and Nowvelles voix respectively) devoted to new
names, among them many new women authors. Thus, a wide-ranging
readership was introduced to the work of writers such as Christine Angot,
Virginie Despentes, Linda Lé and Lorette Nobécourt at the very same time
that these authors were still in the process of establishing their names.! On
the cusp of a new century and, of course, a new millennium, it is both time
and timely to publish this collection of critical essays on writing by women
in contemporary France. The writers discussed include a number of
important names, such as Angot, Marie Darrieussecq, Régine Detambel
and Agnes Desarthe, whose work was first published in the 1990s, as well
as providing the first sustained critical evaluations of lesser-known writers
like Clotilde Escalle and Louise L. Lambrichs. The volume also includes
essays on writers whose work began to gather interest in the preceding
decade but who, in the 1990s, were still in the process of becoming firmly
established, like Paule Constant, Sylvie Germain, Marie Redonnet and
Leila Sebbar.

In her influential book on 1970s and 1980s French women’s writing,
one of Elizabeth Fallaize’s stated aims is to make the texts she translates in
her volume available to anglophone readers and ‘recognised as forming
part of the pool of texts from which reading-lists are constructed and book-
shop shelves filled’.? Similarly, part of our own project in this volume is to
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introduce to English-speaking readers, through critical readings, some of
the most interesting writing published by women in France in the 1990s.
This volume is none the less more than a celebration or commemoration
of contemporary women’s writing. On the one hand, we and our contrib-
utors foreground and explore some of the key themes and issues that we
have identified in this particularly dynamic moment for contemporary
French women’s writing. On the other hand, we are looking forward into
the twenty-first century, to the next decades, as we chart the ways in which
contemporary women writers are themselves in the process of shaping
wider literary debates. In all these ways and in its specific focus on writing
by women in 1990s metropolitan France, Women’s Writing in
Contemporary France marks out its difference from existing volumes on

French women’s writing.3
g

Historical context

The second half of the twentieth century was a period of substantial change
and experimentation in literary writing in France, notably with regard to
the novel. The publication in 1948 of Sartre’s Qu’est-ce que la littérature?
marked a major turning point in the development and the willed and per-
ceived stature of the novel, since it led many writers and theorists to re-
evaluate the relationship between literature and society and the part that
could be played by fiction in modifying social attitudes and, ultimately,
even societal structures. The influence of writers of littérature engagée or
‘committed literature’ dominated post-war literary culture, with Jean-Paul
Sartre, Albert Camus and Simone de Beauvoir continuing up to - and
beyond - the death of Sartre in 1980 and of Beauvoir in 1986. Indeed, in
1981, a survey conducted by the literary magazine, Lire, demonstrated that
Beauvoir was considered one of the ten most important intellectuals in
France, the other writers being the (traditional) novelists Michel Tournier
and Marguerite Yourcenar and the poet and artist, Henri Michaux.
Furthermore, in many millennium polls conducted in France, the UK and
the USA, Camus’s L’Etranger (The Outsider) (1942) was voted one of the
most important books of the twentieth century. While the political influ-
ence of these writers was undeniable, they focused more on content
than on form, seeing their novels as vehicles for messages and politico-
philosophical debates and thereby maintaining patriarchy’s structures
through their use of the genre and through their own discourses at the very
time that they were questioning post-war society. Beauvoir is still revered
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as the mother of feminism, yet her own espousal of, or sharing in, the
Sartrean model of writing has caused some second-wave feminists to
accuse her of behaving socio-culturally and of writing like a man.*

The most radical experiments in novel-writing were undertaken in the
1950s and 1960s by the writers, grouped together under the label of le
nouveau roman. The group comprised, essentially, Michel Butor, Jean
Ricardou, Alain Robbe-Grillet, Nathalie Sarraute, Claude Simon, with
Marguerite Duras and Samuel Beckett as novelists often included in the list
of key figures. What characterised all of their work was a rebellion against
the traditional ‘Balzacian’ novel, with its commitment to and dependence
on character, plot, and the distinction between form and content. For them,
form was content, as well as determining it. Consequently, their novels
explicitly examine and foreground their own signifying processes, espe-
cially the ways in which language can — and must - be used to programme
the reader and his or her modes of receiving and processing the text. While
their works may today seem outdated and overly self-conscious to some,
their experimental audacity undoubtedly continues to exercise an influ-
ence on writers and to suggest new ways of engaging simultaneously with
the constraints and the possibilities of language and with the function of
the reader. In many ways, the nouveau roman ‘group’ was nothing more
than a publishing ploy orchestrated by Jéréme Lindon, literary director of
Editions de Minuit,and Alain Robbe-Grillet, literary adviser to Minuit and
himself both an experimental novelist and a theorist, much as some con-
temporary women writers are branded and packaged as the ‘New
Barbarians’. However, the fact that, at one and the same time, several
writers were turning their backs on realist literary techniques and assump-
tions and confronting the need to find new modes of saying and telling has
been important in the construction of new ways of writing and reading.

After the seismic events of 1968, the focus of much political, psycho-
logical, social and cultural thought became the issue of otherness and
difference. Many writers turned their gaze away from the ‘failures’ of France
and Europe towards other cultures which offered alternatives to what they
saw as the cultural impasse in which Western Europe was trapped. On the
one hand, this involved travelling to the East to explore political and eco-
nomic alternatives to the American and Soviet models and reconsidering
European culture and practices in the light of these discoveries, as with
Kristeva’s Des chinoises (Of Chinese Women) (1974), or Roland Barthes’s
L’Empare des signes (The Empire of Signs) (1970), in which he presents a
highly subjective and partial construct of Japan. This new Orientalism
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became more and more bound up with questions of individual and collec-
tive identity and enabled such recent fictional expressions as Christiane
Baroche’s Le Collier (1992), which, modelling itself on the Arabic tradi-
tions of storytelling and calligraphy shows how two cultures are often
almost invisibly embedded and implicated in each other and how moral
and social codes can never be fixed but must always remain fluid and open
to modification.” Interestingly, Baroche chose for her Oriental tale not the
conventional novel or short story, but, rather, an album with paintings and
calligraphies by Frédéric Clément which counterpoint the written text and
present different signifying systems to the reader. Le Collier is a hybrid text,
one in which language is not privileged but presented as only one of a series
of possible expressive media. In this way, the work challenges the reader to
reconsider his or her presuppositions about language (and about fiction).
Experiments with hybridity are increasingly to be found in the work of
today’s women writers, with particularly interesting examples being
Detambel’s exploitation of ¢mplicit iconicity in her play with the
Renaissance genre of the blason anatomique and Sophie Calle’s photo-
textual works which address the nature of the creating subject and its self-
implication in the artwork through what can in some ways be seen as
illustrated diaries. Significantly, in much recent women’s work of this type,
the concern with the other and otherness weaves in and out of a concern
with the self as creator, created and yet-to-be created.

When the full extent of China’s totalitarian oppression was revealed,
some French intellectuals turned their gaze in the opposite direction,
towards another place of ‘exotic’ otherness - the USA, which, despite its
rampant capitalism and cultural imperialism, was now read as the site of
possible cultural transformation and transcendence because of its ‘melting
pot’ nature and the vast variety of its social, ethnic, cultural and sexual
groups. While the global dominance of American English continues to be a
major source of anxiety for France and the French, its capacity to assimilate
and integrate not only the concepts but also the discourses of seemingly
endless stream of groups from ‘elsewhere’ fascinates cultural theorists. It is
worth noting, however, that the interest in the USA is expressed mainly in
works by male thinkers, the most celebrated recent example being Jean
Baudrillard’s America (1986). While Beauvoir was, for personal as well as
intellectual reasons, seduced by North America and while writers such as
Paule Constant embed in their works references to America and terms
coming from American English, Americanism/Americanisation has hith-
erto proved much less attractive to women writers than Orientalism.® As
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globalisation moves on apace and as the new technologies, ineluctably asso-
ciated with the USA and the Gates-Microsoft empire, enter our lives ever
more permanently, not only with their insidious promotion of American
English but also, more positively, with the new possibilities they offer in
terms of democratisation, identity formation, self-modification and self-
replication, it will be interesting to see whether more French women writers
turn their attention to the otherness that is (in) the USA.

In the 1970s, feminist literary criticism drew attention to the stark lack
of horizons for women writers in France because of the overarching male
dominance of the literary canon. Female authors who came to prominence
in the 1990s are the first to benefit from a visibly rich female literary heri-
tage. They write in the wake of the explosion in published writing by
women that was an outcome both of feminist movements of the 1970s and
of feminist archaeological work which has revealed a heterogeneous female
literary tradition that had hitherto been lost from view. In the climate of
radical feminist activism of 1970s France, women’s writing was heavily pol-
iticised. Cixous’s écriture féminine, which, it must be remembered, was a
term that she applied to male-authored texts of the past as much as to
women’s writing of the future, was a political project. It was conceived in
the tradition of the avant-garde as writing which would transgress and
subvert literary conventions both through and for the expression of femi-
nine difference or otherness.” Ecriture féminine itself proved to be impos-
sible to pin down; although part of Cixous’s point, this fuelled much
controversy and even outright rejection as having little to do with the situ-
ation of real women.® None the less, writing by women more generally in
France in the 1970s did gain a high profile, making the personal political,
bringing into the public domain - into culture - what had previously been
considered personal and private and unworthy of literary concern:
women’s bodies, women’s voices, women’s experiences and relationships
- all from women’s perspectives, as diverse as these have proved to be.

The political (feminist) thrust of 1970s French women’s writing - in
particular the work of Marie Cardinal, Annie Ernaux, Benoite Groult,
Annie Leclerc and, of course, Cixous herself - fuelled much discussion on
the aesthetic categorisation of both ‘women’s writing’ and écriture fémi-
nine. The debate occupied anglophone feminist critics of French literature
for some time, muddied and muddled by arguments about essentialism and
the pros and cons of asserting the (potentially unitary) identity ‘women’
over and above the diversity of individual women and different groups of
women. The rather controversial search, which was characteristic of
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French ‘difference’ feminism, for a language and aesthetics of writing to
express women’s own perspectives must be taken in the context of the intel-
lectual climate of that time. In the 1970s, Lacanian psychoanalysis was
highly influential, and its focus on language and the Symbolic precluded
the expression of what Lacan deemed was inexpressible, especially, that is,
women’s sexuality. Predictably perhaps, such an unequivocal decree as
Lacan’s worked more to provoke, rather than to prevent, women’s literary
experimentation, and, as Fallaize charts, what was at stake in much 1970s
writing by women was precisely women’s bodies (Fallaize, pp. 9-14). The
essays in this volume on Darrieussecq, Detambel, Escalle and Sebbar show
how this theme reverberates in the 1990s even as it has developed in very
different ways. The commercial hype and media activity in 2001 surround-
ing Catherine Millet’s La Vie sexuelle de Catherine M., an account of the
narrator’s voluntary, indeed actively desired, participation in sexual orgies
and ‘gang-bangs’ confirms that, in the new millennium, women who write
about their bodies continue to be both provocative and controversial.”

From their visible, albeit still marginal, position in relation to the main-
stream of French literature in the 1970s, women gradually began to accede
to a more central place in the 1980s. Two very different writers, Marguerite
Duras and Annie Ernaux, became established as commercial and, to a sig-
nificant degree, literary successes.'” A number of female authors won both
literary recognition and commercial momentum along with literary prizes
and appearances on prime-time television shows, and these cautious suc-
cesses continued into the 1990s with a growing profile.!! As Marion
Sadoux’s essay endorses here, Christine Angot’s controversial appearance
- or rather performance - on ‘Bouillon de culture’ in the Autumn of 1999,
when she attacked a fellow guest, confirmed her status as le phénomene
Angot and Uenfant terrible of the French literary scene.

Reading and writing subjects

If the events of 1968 contributed enormously to the move towards a focus-
ing on otherness and difference as the defining issues for social and per-
sonal understanding and development, they also catalysed the dramatic
loss of authority that would lead both to Barthes’s seminal essay, ‘La mort
de I'auteur’ (1968), which ends with the proclamation that ‘la naissance du
lecteur doit se payer de la mort de PAuteur’ (‘the birth of the reader must
be at the cost of the death of the Author’),'? and to Michel Foucault’s
response in his 1969 lecture, ‘Qu’est-ce qu’un auteur?’ (‘What is an
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author?’), which examined the institutional mechanisms employed by a
society to give authority to a discourse and thereby itself to ‘author’ it.'?
The writer had previously occupied a privileged position as a respected
and legitimate commentator, even if he or she was regarded as contestatory
or subversive, as with Sartre and Beauvoir. However, after 1968, the writer
began to be seen as marginal. The irony of Barthes’s theorising having itself
an authoritative force cannot be denied in the context of the new women
writers who were coming to the fore in the 1970s even as they remained
marginal to the mainstream literary canon. While some still lament the
demise of the writer’s oracular status, many seized on this apparent dimi-
nution in their social power in order to experiment not only with form but
also with subject matter and to push back the frontiers of what was per-
ceived as political. By exposing - and themselves accepting — the fact that
every text necessarily articulates an ideology (of which the writer may or
may not be explicitly aware), writers have positioned the reader differently
and included him or her in their conception of how their texts operate and
signify. In this movement, women theorists have played a crucial role,
notably through their questionings of gender positions and identities and
through their quests for new modes of writing that will say rather than falk
about what it is to be a woman, a sexual and sexualised being, a friend, a
mother, a child, etc.'*

In 1980, the poet and theorist, Adrienne Rich, famously wrote of the
compulsory heterosexuality that lies at the heart of the determining struc-
tures of modern society, affirming that at the heart of this compulsory
heterosexuality, like a Russian doll, lies a firm and unquestioned belief in
sexual difference as a system that operates functionally like a binary oppo-
sition - and this beliefis often tantamount to considering that sexual differ-
ence is indeed itself a binary system.!® More recently, in a key text,
Masculin/Féeminin: la pensée de la différence, the French social anthropol-
ogist Frangoise Héritier has considered the ways in which sexual differ-
ence, as a determining social structure and mechanism, organises human
thought by its imposition ofa largely binary model. Reminding us that one
cannot conceive of the individual in isolation, since s/he exists only in a
relational way, in his or her interactions with others, Héritier analyses the
social, which, she argues, is to be understood as a construct of individuals
united under a set of somewhat arbitrarily established rules, in which social
filiation cannot be reduced to pure biology or anatomy as destiny.'

Luce Irigaray has convincingly argued that, in ethical terms as much
as in political terms, sexual difference is one of the most - if not the most -



8 Introduction

essential issues to address in the modern world,'” and this belief, shared by
other theorists cited in this volume, underpins much of the thinking artic-
ulated by the contributors in their evaluations of individual writers. As we
recognise ever more that identity is performative rather than fixed and
stable (and, furthermore, that in patriarchy it is usually reactive in its per-
formativity), we rightly become more and more aware of the dangers of
essentialist conceptions of what it 1s to be a woman or a man. However,
while it is important to remember that masculinity and femininity are above
all culturally specific ideologies and contextually determined practices, it
should not be forgotten that the biological body has a more than symbolic
role in their formation. Consequently, both individual and collective aware-
ness of the body’s physicality and its performance and performativity must
be taken into account when seeking to assess femininity or womanness.
After all, as Diana Fuss persuasively argues, ‘essentialism underwrites the-
ories of constructionism and . . . constructionism operates as a more
sophisticated form of essentialism’.’® The role of the body will be dis-
cussed more fully later, but for the moment it is appropriate to highlight
recent shifts in our understandings of the subject and the role played in
these shifts by the theoretical and creative writings of women.

Julia Kristeva has always had an ambivalent relationship to feminism,
and 1n a 1990 interview on the avant-garde, she argues that, instead of
trying to establish ‘women’s writing’ as a homogenous, albeit political, cat-
egory, women should, rather, value the singularity and diversity that is
evident in writing by women, in order to allow for the full expression of
individual voices.!® If, in the 1970s, the experiential was understood as bor-
dering on the essential and fired the search for new forms and new aesthet-
ics of writing, women’s writing today has developed into a chorus of
diverse, even occasionally discordant, voices. Importantly, women as
writers (and artists and filmmakers) are now firmly part of French culture
as subjects of writing rather than simply as objects of representation (of
male desire, fantasy or fear). This is a major achievement, particularly in
the intellectual climate of the late twentieth century and early twenty-first
century, in which the very notion of the subject has been radically called
into question. What characteristics enable woman writers to assert their
authorial voice in the shadow of the dominant literary conceit of the 1970s,
the Barthesian dissolution of the authority of the writing subject over the
interpretation of the texts she or he writes? Furthermore, what is the nature
of these new female (and/or feminine) writing subjects in the 1990s as they
continue to operate in the tension between the postmodern deconstruc-
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tion of the subject and a feminist, queer or post-colonial interest in iden-
tity politics? On both counts - the postmodern fragmentation of the
subject and the demise of authorial power - female/feminine subjects were
threatened even as they at last began to come to the fore in French culture.

Kristeva’s term, le sujet en procés (subject in process and on trial), is
rarely used to describe the late twentieth-century subject of women’s
writing in France, but, in practice, the notion is apposite. Far from privileg-
ing a nostalgic pre-Oedipal plenitude, or even a schizophrenic negativity,
le sujet en proces 1s a speaking subject which is characterised by its mobil-
ity. It allows productively for the disrupting influence of what has been
repressed (the semiotic) on the social order (the symbolic) as well as for the
slippage of a dynamic subject between what may otherwise be considered
opposing terms: for example, between the individual and the collective in
concepts of subjectivity and identity; between the autobiographical and
the fictional in texts. Indeed, what is most striking about contemporary
women’s writing is precisely the slippage between these latter two terms,
between these two types of writing subject.

The use of the first person in writing by women 1s extensive, but con-
ventional definitions of genre no longer retain their hold in the 1990s.
Third-person narration is, of course, traditionally associated with narra-
tive authority, whereby the writer (or his or her narrator) is vested with
omniscience, knowledge and insight. First-person narration, on the other
hand, is usually received as being perhaps sincere, but necessarily to be
read with a certain scepticism, since it is personal and subjective — auto-
biographical, and therefore prone to the partiality of memory and the
foibles of prejudice. The privileging of ‘objectivity’ over ‘subjectivity’ goes
back to the Enlightenment’s elevation of, and dependence on, reason and
rationality. However, in fictional texts, both the first person and the third
person are equally artificial. Why then believe one rather than the other?
Why choose objectivity — or ‘sincere’ subjectivity, for that matter - rather
than its apparent opposite? As can be seen in many of the works dis-
cussed in this volume, the distinction between first-person and third-
person narration is dissolved by several writers. Building on the
experiments with point of view and narrative voice carried out by
Nathalie Sarraute and especially Marguerite Duras, today’s writers see
fiction not as the vehicle for dissemination of information and ideas or
even the locus of the construction of meaning but rather as the site of an
exploration both of the self as other and of the self as a discernible and
familiar identity.
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Indeed, much contemporary women’s writing does not sit comfort-
ably with a distinction between autobiography and the novel, even allow-
ing for the fact that all autobiography has its fictional aspects, and fiction,
to a greater or lesser degree, emanates from the life or concerns of the
author - as, in this volume, Margaret-Anne Hutton analyses the extent to
which Sylvie Germain’s Christianity is in tension with her literary aesthet-
ics. The misfit does not, however, warrant the creation of a subcategory,
‘the autobiographical novel’, or even a blurring of the category ‘novel’
towards a less specific idea of “fiction’, or of ‘non-fiction’ towards récit (nar-
rative); and it is certainly not a question of imposing biographical criticism
on creative works of art. Already in the 1970s and 1980s, writers like Cixous
and Ernaux (and their publishers) eschewed generic classification on the
covers and title pages of their books, the very ambiguity of genre being part
of the point. In the 1990s, Christine Angot was one of the writers at the fore-
front of this trend, in which new relations between autobiography and
fiction were actually in the process of being forged. The hybrid term auto-
fiction is certainly useful here (as Marion Sadoux reasons in her essay on
Angot in this volume). However, as recent post-colonial theorising has
shown, the hybrid, for all its liberating potential, also risks homogenising
anew. The existence of a ‘third term’ does not necessarily allow for greater
flexibility or nuancing than the binary system of identification that fixes
meaning — and people - as either ‘one’ or the ‘other(s)’.2° Rather, in the tra-
dition of earlier avant-garde movements, we are seeing the strategic use of
play between previously understood generic categories upon which a more
monolithic notion of the literary canon (or ‘Literature’ with a capital ‘L?)
rests. On the one hand, this play may be (or at least claim to be) a politically
subversive move in itself. On the other, however, it points to the inabil-
ity of old criteria of classification to accommodate the writing of a new
generation of writers who need not only to mark out their own stylistic
originality but also to introduce ‘new objects of thought’ into their
writing.?! What is required is that ‘autobiography’ and “fiction’ are
rethought as a literary continuum rather than as separate, albeit them-
selves hybrid, categories.??

This development is not, it has to be said, restricted to writing by
women; for example, Angot’s interstitial work builds on, even as it marks
out its space as difference from, what has gone before. Rejecting the novel
as a satisfactory form of writing, even within the very texts which were
categorised roman (novel), Angot’s work has affiliations with that pro-
duced by male writers such as Hervé Guibert and Serge Doubrovsky as
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well as with female precursors from outside the French tradition, like
Gertrude Stein.”> However, in Angot’s case, the impetus for the change in
writing style, both for the writer within the texts and for the author who
writes the texts we read, each of whom is Christine Angot, is motherhood.
This is not to say that becoming a mother has changed Angot’s own style
of writing — although the possibility remains — but rather to say that she
renders it so within the text. In her ‘novel’, Léonore, toujours, the narra-
tor/writing subject is forced into ever more mobility as she negotiates the
tensions between being a mother, being a woman with a particular psycho-
social history, and being a writer.

In pushing at the limits of genre, in working at the very boundaries
between reality and text — boundaries she both contests and reaffirms - in
exploring (the sometimes unacceptable nature of) fantasy as integral to
reality rather than in opposition to it, Angot engages with contemporary lit-
erary debate as, by means of her writing, she moves it on. The always uncer-
tain relationship between Angot’s first-person narrator (Christine Angot),
the real-life woman (Christine Angot) and the Foucauldian author-figure
(Christine Angot) presents a challenge to the reader, who is moreover con-
fronted with, and may even be implicated in, statements which may offend
and shock, such as: ‘Si on me donne le choix entre violée et lesbienne [pour
Léonore],je prendsle viol’ (Léonore, toujours, p. 46) (IfThad to choose [for
Léonore] between being raped and being a lesbian, I'd choose rape); or
‘Comme tous les mongoliens, la fille de Maurice Compaing est laide’
(Normalement, p. 58) (Like all Down’s Syndrome children, Maurice
Compaing’s daughter is ugly). In turn, however, Angot’s stage-managed
confusion means she does not — and cannot - completely dissociate herself
from her textual narrator and thus, as author, does not let herself off the
hook. Christine Angot, in whatever way we choose to understand that
persona, is implicated — and implicates herself - in her readers’ interpreta-
tions of her writing. The uncertain status of a narrating ‘I’, as performative
as Angot’s, at once announces and undermines the writing subject, pro-
ducing a slippery sujet en proces which provokes and resists at the same
time, and setting up a politics of reading which tempts (re-)containment
and (re-)appropriation of the writing subject even as it works against it.
The writer/narrator Angot’s subsequent counter-statements and claims,
within her texts, to be misinterpreted are an intrinsic part of what has been
seen as a narcissistic monologue, but which, by its provocative nature, is
rather an ongoing dialogue that she and her texts are enacting with her
readers. As Johnnie Gratton suggests in his discussion of Sophie Calle’s
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phototextual projects in this volume, the tension between experiment and
experience and the self-implication that is involved is a risky business for
contemporary (women) writers and artists.

In French Fiction in the Mitterand Years,in the wake of the dominance
of the nouveau roman in French literature during the 1950s and 1960s, and
in the context of debates about the future of ‘the novel’, Elizabeth Fallaize
and Colin Davis identify three ‘returns’: ‘the return to history, the return of
the subject and the return of storytelling’ (p. 13). In the texts discussed in
this volume, the subjects who have ‘returned’ range from strong subjects to
subjects in deep crisis, all asserting their gendered experiences - as
mothers, as lovers, as abused daughters, as perpetrators of violence, as voy-
euses, as writers. Here, the female subject is sometimes traumatised (Angot,
Chawaf, Constant, Darrieussecq, Lambrichs), misunderstood (Desarthe),
or on a quest for identity (Redonnet), yet elsewhere in this volume, more
positive formulations are to be found. In Margaret Majumdar’s analysis of
Sebbar’s work, the female subject subverts the subordinating gaze. In Gill
Rye’s reading of Baroche’s novels, narrative uncertainty is an enabling
factor leading to transformative possibilities in the gendered subject. In
Michael Worton’s discussion of Escalle, the female subject is not so much
a victim of sexual violence as an agent of transgression.

In all these works, there is a concern not only to tell stories, but also to
tell women’s stories, all of which are, in one way or another, variations of
Woman’s story. And they want to tell, to say, rather than to describe or
embellish, hence the sparseness of the discourse of writers such as, say,
Angot or Escalle. We should remember, also, that narrative structures are
inherently conservative and that to change them requires considerable con-
viction - and creative energy. Narratives enable us to navigate and to order
our emotions, to understand and evaluate the work of our senses, and
thereby to engage with — and, ultimately, to shape — the world. Narratives
also bind us socially to others. Without shared narratives and without a
shared grasp of how narrative functions (even if this functioning is not
always successful), we are isolated and it becomes impossible to establish
any identity: without the other’s presence in our actions as much as in our
minds, we cannot develop or separate ourselves from the prison-house of
solipsism.

While femininity/womanness continues to be a social and political
phenomenon, it needs to be increasingly recognised as a personal narrative
or representation. Writers share their concerns with their readers in uncer-
tainty and often with hesitation, rather than handing them down from an
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Olympian height or from some oracular cave. They turn inward toward
themselves, not (only) because that is what they know best but because that
is where they can best explore what it is to be in the world, to have a sense
of Dasein.

Writing the body

In his part-autobiographical study, part-theoretical treatise, Roland
Barthes by Roland Barthes, the theorist affirms that ‘the body 1s irreducible
difference, and itis also at the same time the principle of all structuration’.?*
Itis undeniable that each of our bodies is absolutely unique, yet it is equally
true that the body is what we have in common with everyone else and also
that it is what structures all social relations, being both the site of desire and
the outward image of inner changes. Furthermore, and crucially, the body
is invisible: it is what we are, yet we cannot ever see it in its totality. The gaze
of the other sees us and our bodies ‘better’ than we can ever see ourselves,
and for this reason our relationship with our individual bodies is necessar-
ily not only mediated by but also facilitated by the other who stands outside
us yet is borne inside us. Furthermore, the body is simultaneously both the
self-centring site of desire, and therefore intensely personal, and also the
locus of manifestations of inner changes, and therefore ineluctably public.
And, crucially, the individual body must remain invisible to the person who
inhabits it and is defined by it: it is what we can never see properly, even if
we can feel it totally. The communication of the feelings aroused by this
knowledge 1s one of the great challenges of contemporary fiction: there is
the need to write the body - to bring it into view and into existence - yet
the more one focuses on one’s own body and personalises the definitions
and descriptions of it, the more one potentially risks losing one’s reader.
However, in the work of today’s women writers, the personalising of the
body is no privatisation or appropriation or manipulation of power
through secrecy and overcoded referentiality. It is a staging of difference, a
play of and with representation that entails a repositioning of the ques-
tion(s) of gender outside the traditional binary oppositions of male—female
and heterosexual-homosexual.

The body is the site and the living proof of mortality, as it sags, sickens
and ages; it is also the site and the (submissive) medium of social control,
asits activities and its very shape are determined by institutional(ised) rules
and norms. To write the body is therefore to engage in a political act as
much as in a personal one. And to write the body is different from writing
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about the body or even on the body. Itis to say and thereby bring into pres-
ence in the imagination of the reader something which is in essence radi-
cally other and absent.

We cannot see our bodies totally. However, we should not as a result
fall into the trap of hoping to find some impossible, unified body, as can
occur during the mirror stage of psychic development discussed by
Lacan.?” None the less, the body is often represented societally and conse-
quently even internally as a protective dwelling place, the locus of whatever
certainty we can have, our one true home. This 1s, of course, a fiction, but
it has force, and so any narratives that present the fragmentation or fragil-
ity of the body are threatening and induce anxiety.

The dislocation, exploitation and dismemberment of the body oper-
ated and represented in much of the recent fiction under consideration
here should be seen in the context of the controlling mechanisms of patri-
archy which the writers wish to transgress. As women take possession of
their bodies and of what may or may not be done with them, they may
choose to engage in sexual practices that not only express their liberation
from oppressive norms but also challenge social conventions and defy
established taboos. This enterprise is, it must be noted, not solely one of
sexual exploration or of the quest for (new) pleasure; rather, it is a search
for agency and autonomy. In these circumstances, the use of narrative is
appropriate, for interdictions, taboos and transgression are, as Georges
Bataille, has shown, bound together in a powerful narrative structure:
“Transgression belongs to humanity given shape by the business of work.
Transgression itselfis organised. Eroticism as a whole is an organised activ-
ity, and this is why it changes over the years’.?® According to Bataille,
taboos are fundamentally irrational in absolute human terms, although
they are certainly necessary for society to function and control; for this
reason, Bataille goes so far as to make the controversial statement: “The
taboo is there in order to be violated’ (p. 64). Today’s women writers
understand the power of the taboo, but they question its validity and chal-
lenge its authority. To take one example: Bataille notes the way in which we
‘fence off certain areas to be kept free of sexual activity’; these areas ‘pro-
tected’ from eroticism include the doctor’s surgery where ‘the most inti-
mate kind of nakedness is not obscene’ (p. 216). In Escalle’s Ou est-il cet
amour, the novelist precisely confronts this taboo, making of the consult-
ing room not only a trysting place for illicit sexual encounters between the
gynaecologist and his patients (whom he will later abort) but also the site
of necrophiliac desires and enactments. The effect is to shock, but it also
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engages the reader in (anxious but ultimately healthy) speculation on the
role of taboos and the nature of both direct and vicarious transgression.

The focus on women’s bodies and women’s desires has led to accusa-
tions that some of the new writing is little more than pornography. One can
see that works such as Millet’s La Vie sexuelle de Catherine M. lend them-
selves to being considered pornography passing themselves off as literature
in order to gain cultural legitimacy — as well as millions of euros in royal-
ties! However, in the past decade, attitudes towards pornographic writing
have changed. In her introduction to Making Violence Sexy (which mainly
considers male heterosexual pornography), Diana E. H. Russell differen-
tiates between the pornographic and the erotic according to one key moral
criterion: respect for the other, whoever or whatever that other may be. For
her, pornography is material that combines exposure of the genitals with
abuse and degradation, and she insists that it is not the acts depicted or
described that are pornographic but the position of the pornographer.?” In
other words, there is nothing inherently immoral or pornographic about
engaging in or representing ‘perverse’ sexual acts as long as respect is main-
tained. This position seems clear and useful. However, it does pose the
question of whether we do really know what ‘respect for the other’ is.

If women are to exist autonomously in society, they need to explore
their own relationship with sexuality, eroticism and even violence. As Linda
LeMoncheck puts it: ‘Without the ability to create a woman-identified
model of the relation between sex and power, feminists have no way ofloos-
ening the patriarchal stranglehold on defining sexual power as the power
of victimization’.?® A woman-identified model does not mean that only
women can understand or work with it; rather, it is a model which calls into
question the ways in which (male-determined) society operates its regula-
tory and monitoring procedures. The 1990 Operation Spanner case is a dif-
ferent but useful example of how society deals with sexual activity that
deviates radically from its norms. The police came into possession of
videotapes of a group of gay men who engaged in sadomasochistic sex.
This involved hitting the penis with a ruler, caning and dripping hot wax
on the genitals, all of which are activities not normally associated with gay
sex. However, crucially, all were consenting adults. Fifteen of the men were
given criminal convictions, five of these being prison sentences. They
appealed to the European Court of Human Rights, which, in 1997, upheld
the convictions on the grounds that assault cannot be consented to. The
implications of this case are grave, for it is evident that the state (in this case,
both the individual sovereign state of the UK and the federated state of the
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European Union) has usurped and diminished personal rights and, more
importantly perhaps, has removed responsibility for one’s actions from
anyone engaging in ‘perverse’ activities — which are not actually forbidden
by legislation but which contravene the social code of what is permitted.
Musing on this case in 4 Defence of Masochism, Anita Phillips concludes
that ‘this backlash against sexual freedom is the same kind that first brought
masochism into disrepute over a century ago. From being an illness, it is
now definable as a crime’.’

Transgression is therefore not merely a question of contravening
moral codes; it risks bringing the perpetrator into conflict with the aptly
named forces oflaw and order. Within this context of increasing state inter-
ventionism into private lives (despite legislation such as the Human Rights
Act 2000), the act of writing transgressively becomes both more daring and
more necessary as there is an ever greater need to fuse the personal and the
political, the fictional and the lived, the subject and the object, the victim
and the oppressor.

Trauma

A significant number of the chapters in this volume are concerned with
pain, loss or death and throw into relief a darker side to women’s writing
in the 1990s. This trend - and its prevalence allows it to be identified as
such - points to a trauma at the heart of the writing subject and indicates
that much women’s writing is produced in response to the experience of
loss or pain. This is not the same loss or lack or absence that has been the-
orised (in psychoanalysis, in philosophy) as being at the heart of women’s
identity,*® though some examples may be particularly connected with
women’s experiences in a still male-dominated society - vis-a-vis the
trauma that, Shoshana Felman argues, women’s lives implicitly contain.’!
In particular, as Siobhdn Mcllvanney’s chapter on beur writers argues, the
texts of first-generation French-born Algerian writers involve the negotia-
tions for identity between French culture and education and Algerian
culture and repressive family relationships. As we have seen above, the
1970s saw a search, in writing, to express the inexpressible - a reparative
impulse, in which the subject - women as subjects - came into being in and
through writing. Over the past decades, the diversity of writing by women
shows they have both created the cultural loci and found countless differ-
ent voices in which to become, precisely, subjects of writing.

Traumatic experience is of course not gender specific but rather part
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of the human condition. The twentieth century saw the publication of a sig-
nificant number of ‘witnessing’ texts, by both men and women, bringing
into the literary domain, for example, the accounts of Holocaust survivors
and AIDS victims.*> “Traumatic experience’ can be understood more
widely, however, to include the loss - the death - of loved ones, abuse
(physical, mental or sexual), terminal illness, exile and experience of col-
lective tragedies: wars, terrorist attacks, major accidents, natural disas-
ters.” Indeed, the currency of the term has led Hal Foster to identify a
general tendency in contemporary culture ‘to redefine experience, individ-
ual and historical, in terms of trauma’, linked to the theoretical and cultu-
ral return of the subject we have discussed above. In trauma discourse,
trauma entails a loss of self, but 1s at the same time an event that guarantees
the subject - the traumatised subject - as ‘witness, testifier, survivor’.%*

Trauma is, by definition, what cannot be narrated, but, as Victoria Best
shows in her analysis of dreams in Louise L. Lambrichs’s work in the
opening chapter of this volume, narrative can be identified as fundamental
to the process of healing or, at least, to the validation of the traumatic expe-
rience. Analysts of life writing, like Suzette Henke in Shattered Subjects,
value above all the act of writing itself as therapy.”® Still other theorists
point to the importance of the reader. In Testimony, Shoshana Felman and
Dori Laub address Holocaust witnessing principally, but their sensitive
discussion of the problematics of listening to — and reading - testimonial
accounts can inform more widely.?® The point of bearing witness is to com-
municate the experience or event, and thus the listener has to take respon-
sibility as ‘the enabler of the testimony’ (p. 58). In the healing process, the
listener/reader is likewise crucial to this process as ‘an addressable other . .
. who can hear the anguish of one’s memories and thus affirm and recog-
nize their realness’ (p. 68).

Felman and Laub do not deny, however, that reading harrowing
accounts of traumatic loss is risky - to the reader and to the writer. Not only
does the witness, therapeutically, need the listener or reader to enable the
testimony and to validate the account, but also the interpretation of the
reader is needed, textually, to make the text meaningful. Indeed, if trauma
is literally unspeakable - if it cannot be narrated - then the reader must
locate it in the gaps, in the ellipses, in the metaphors and images, rather
than in the story that is being told. In this volume, Kathryn Robson shows
how the figure of the female vampire in Chantal Chawaf’s Vers la lumiére
gives voice to the unspeakable loss of the narrator’s mother as, elsewhere, she
reads the trauma of childhood sexual abuse in the fragmentary aesthetics of
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Béatrice de Jurquet’s writing.®” Literary testimonies can challenge the
limits of our practices of reading. How should we - and, indeed, can we -
ethically negotiate the tension between reading as listening to a testimony
and reading as interpretation of a text? It is precisely this challenge that, in
Chapter 5, Elizabeth Fallaize’s analysis of Jacques Lacan’s daughter
Sibylle’s Un pére: puzzle makes explicit. Fallaize tackles the power of the
intellectual legacy of Lacan-pére on readings of the daughter’s autobio-
graphical text (about her father), and, creatively, suggests alternative theo-
retical frameworks through which to read it.

One particular framework that lends itself to reading narratives where
traumatic experience is evident is psychoanalyst Melanie Klein’s work on
mourning, employed in Chapter 4 in Gill Rye’s reading of Paule Constant’s
little girl characters. Klein’s account, as set out in her essay ‘Mourning and
its relation to manic-depressive states’ (1940), differs from Freud’s more
well-known ‘Mourning and melancholia’ in several ways.?® In particular,
Klein conceives of the mourning of lost loved ones throughout life as
reworking the psychical processes of early infancy which enable the child
to deal with the loss of; or separation from, the primary love object (for
Klein, the mother) and to become an independent individual. This
involves both destructive and reparative impulses, the conflicts of which
are worked through over a period of time, resulting, on the one hand, in the
internalisation of a realistic (rather than idealised) lost love object, and on
the other, in the rebuilding of the self that has been damaged by the loss.
The psychical work involved in reparation renders Kleinian mourning a
creative process, and Klein herself indeed valued the creativity of art and
literature as an important part of the process of dealing with loss. The
number of texts by women that deal directly or indirectly with experiences
of loss point to the reparative nature of writing even as they attest to
women’s survival and creativity in the face of loss of all kinds, from the
everyday to the apocalyptic.

Identity

According to Klein’s work, negotiations with loss are defining moments of
the self, from the perspectives both of originary loss and, in mourning,
throughout life. For Klein, the selfis psychically determined: the inner and
outer worlds interact, but it is the work done in and by the psyche that
makes us what we are. Moreover, the ways in which infantile conflicts are
dealt with, psychically, determine our relations with others throughout life.
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Psychoanalysis continues to be an influential discourse of the self into the
twenty-first century, and is the motor for both Victoria Best’s perceptive
teasing out of the complexities of Lambrichs’s Journal d’Hannah and
Robson’s analysis of the image of the vampire in Chawaf’s work, as well as
Rye’s placing of Constant’s Confidence pour confidence at the heart of this
writer’s ceuvre. Psychoanalysis is not, however, the only way of thinking
about our/selves and our identities. Sociologists, such as Liz Stanley,
eschew the unconscious and consider that identity is, above all, forged
socially in and by relations with others.*® For her part, Carolyn Steedman
looks to the way memories and desires are transmitted across generations
in a case study of her own family, in order to supplement the shortcomings
of sociological, economic, historical and psychoanalytical accounts in
explaining how the individual consciousness of social class becomes an
aspect of identity."’ In this volume, Aine Smith examines the role of
memory in relation to writing and the photograph and its place in the con-
stitution of identity in the work of Marie Redonnnet.

The self had become a complex phenomenon in late twentieth-
century discourse, and terms like ‘the subject’, ‘the self’, and ‘identity’ are
understood differently depending on whether they are being used in
psychoanalytical, sociological, political, philosophical or textual contexts
or within perspectives such as ethnicity, sexuality or gender. ‘Identity’ is,
on the one hand, a positive political category of perception and locus from
which to speak in identity politics. On the other hand, from a more philo-
sophico-literary standpoint, identity is linked with representation, and
thus may be considered to be dangerously retrospective — always already at
risk of being fixed and frozen into stereotypes.*' The main problematic
of identity relates to the gaps between the two positions of self-perception
and the perceptions of others. We have already noted above the mobility of
the writing subject in much contemporary literature. If the subject is, here,
‘a position of enunciation’ and thus structural, identity, according to
Margaret Whitford in her discussion of Irigaray’s work, is ‘imaginary’ and
‘pours itself into the available structures to form representations’.*?
Representations ‘flesh out’ the subject, but, in order to avoid rigidity, iden-
tity also needs to be thought as dynamic.*’ Chapter 8 shows how Baroche’s
use of uncertainty avoids the fixing of identities and self-other relations in
a none the less realist mode of writing,.

The chaptersin PartII, “Writing the dynamics of identity’, are most cen-
trally concerned with this issue. Between them, they plot, temporally as well
as spatially, the vagaries of identity, the intersections between the individual
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and the group, the interconnections between self and other, as in Siobhdn
Mecllvanney’s discussion of beuridentity. None theless, identity, in all its het-
erogeneity, is actually a unifying factor in this book, since all the essays relate
to it, in one form or another, from Elizabeth Fallaize’s weaving of the photo
of Sibylle Lacan on the cover of her book into that author’s search for under-
standing of her paternal legacy to Marie-Claire Barnet’s discussion of
Régine Detambel’s inscription and dissection of the writer in the aesthetics
of her writing.

As society changes rapidly, the place of literature in it naturally
becomes modified, the role and the function of readers change, and writers
assume a different position both within and in relation to social structures.
One of the most welcome features of recent years has been the turn towards
ethical criticism and a greater understanding of the fact that the stories we
tell and hear or read are not merely reflections of the society in which they
are produced but are reflections or it. More even than this, they play an
important role in determining how we respond to experience and what we
are, both as individuals and as members of a community. Furthermore, they
contribute significantly to the shaping of the values that underpin society
and permit the bonding that is essential if that society is to cohere and
survive. As Colin McGinn puts it in Ethics, Evil, and Fiction:

Stories can sharpen and clarify moral questions, encouraging a dialectic
between the reader’s own experience and the trials of the characters he or
she is reading about. A tremendous amount of moral thinking and feeling
1s done when reading novels (or watching plays and films, or reading
poetry and short stories). In fact, it is not an exaggeration to say that for
most people this is the primary way in which they acquire ethical atti-
tudes, especially in contemporary culture. Our ethical knowledge 1s aes-
thetically mediated.*!

McGinn is right to stress that we feel as well as think when reading fiction
—and he is also right to equate them syntactically, since the feeling is of the
same order of creative seriousness as the thinking. However, one might go
further than McGinn and suggest that our ethical knowledge is not only
aesthetically mediated but is actually to a great extent determined by the
stories that we read — and by the stories that can be told (and published).
In the Introduction to Love’s Knowledge, Martha Nussbaum argues that lit-
erary works are concerned among other things with extreme emotions
such as those of grief, pain and loss. These texts are sometimes difficult to
read, but they are crucial testaments in the modern world, since they are
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‘subversive of morality narrowly construed’.*” As we have suggested above
and as several of the chapters in this volume discuss, suffering and pain are
real and so must be said and told. Yet the saying is more than narrowly, per-
sonally therapeutic: it is reparative, recounting the past survival of women,
demonstrating and proclaiming survival and creation in the present of the
writing and the reading, and promising future survival to those who have
yet to encounter loss and trauma.

As we move decisively into the third millennium, the world is under-
going massive transformations, not only technologically, politically, legally,
economically, demographically but also in personal relations and in how
we perceive ourselves and others. The essays in this book throw light on
these changes, and affirm that contemporary French women’s writing
functions at once as a reflection of the changing times and as a space for
innovation. The women who write are exploring and experimenting with
form, genre, aesthetics and representation, as they cross boundaries and as
they push at the old limits and freedoms of textuality.

Notes

1 See Emilie Grangeray, ‘Nouvelle génération’, Le Monde (8 October 1999),
www.lemonde.fr.

2 Elizabeth Fallaize, French Women’s Writing: Recent Fiction (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1993), p. 2.

3 Other volumes can be divided into four main categories: (a) Anthologies: see, for
example, Mary Ann Caws et al. (eds), Ecritures de femmes: nowvelles cartographies
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1996), a wide-ranging anthology
of texts selected from across the twentieth century and across a broad sweep of
French and francophone cultures, arranged thematically with short introduc-
tions; Madeleine Cottenet-Hage and Jean-Philippe Imbert (eds), Paralléles
(Quebec: Ulnstant méme, 1996), a critical anthology of short stories by women in
French; Fallaize’s French Women’s Writing: Recent Fiction, which, together with
a substantial and informative introduction, presents introductions to and English
translations of selected 1970s and 1980s texts; Martin Sorrell (ed.), Elles: A
Bilingual Anthology of Modern Poetry by Women (Exeter: University of Exeter
Press, 1995), poetry in both French and English with a bio-bibliographical intro-
duction by each author whose work is included; (b) Collections based on confer-
ence papers: see, for example, Ginette Adamson and Eunice Myers (eds),
Continental, Latin-American and Francophone Women Writers (Lanham and
New York: University Press of America, 1987 (vols. I and II); 1997 (vols III and
IV)), drawn from a series of conferences in the 1980s; Michael Bishop (ed.), Therty
Voices in the Feminine (Amsterdam and Atlanta: Rodopi, 1996), a collection of
short papers from a 1994 Canadian conference on contemporary French and
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Rewriting the past






1 VICTORIA BEST

Louise L. Lambrichs: trauma, dream and
narrative

The novels of Louise Lambrichs are brilliant but troubling psychological
dramas focusing on the traumas that inhabit the family romance: incest,
sterility, the death of those we love and the terrible legacy of mourning.
Bringing together themes ofloss and recompense, Lambrichs’s novels trace
with infinite delicacy the reactions of those who suffer and seek obsess-
ively for comfort and understanding. But equally they perform a subtle and
often chilling evocation of the secrets, lies and crimes that bind a family
together and create a pattern of behaviour that can motivate or cripple sub-
sequent generations. Louise Lambrichs’s ceuvre comprises five novels but
also a number of factual or biographical works on medical issues such as
cancer, dyslexia and sterility. These concerns are reflected in her novels
which often deal with the pain of having, losing and desiring children, and
indeed the two novels I shall be discussing here, Journal d’Hannah and 4
fon image, conform to this pattern.' Journal d’Hannah concerns a woman
forced to abort a much-wanted second child and subsequently rendered
sterile, while 4 ton image deals with the issues of cloning and incest.
However, the fascination of Lambrichs’s novels lies less with the medical
issues than in the psychological perspective she adopts. Her work persist-
ently explores the creative possibilities inherent in our psychic resources -
the way that unconscious mental life conjures up both convoluted resolu-
tions and swift, brutally annihilating breakdowns in the aftermath of trau-
matic experience. Memory and dream dominate Lambrichs’s work as she
explores the mind’s ability to reorder and retell damaging experience.
The telling of stories is always central to her novels and for Lambrichs,
when narrative fails or proves insufficient, dreams provide powerful and
significant stories too. The links between narrative and the dream will
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provide the focus of my analysis on Lambrichs’s work, in which I will
suggest that dreams function as densely signifying microcosmic narratives.
Dreams are related to memory, and to traumatic memory in particular, in
the way that they offer a form of symbolic expression to events that would
otherwise remain beyond the power of narrative to represent. In retrospect,
the protagonist’s first-person narrative in Lambrichs’s texts often turns out
to have performed a slow and exacting elaboration of the intense but con-
fusing message which the dream conveys. My aim, then, in this analysis, is
to consider the interplay between dream and narrative in the long process
of rehabilitation and expiation performed by the narrators of Lambrichs’s
novels in their endeavour to survive trauma.

The most striking exploration of dreams to be found in Lambrichs’s
texts comes in Journal d’Hannah, which recounts in diary form the story
of a Jewish woman forced to abort her much-wanted second child by her
husband who is fighting in the Resistance. The operation leaves her sterile
and traumatised, but the child she has lost lives on in an intense and vivid
dream life. These dreams develop into a kind of parallel existence for
Hannah, a phantasy life in which her aborted child grows and ages in real
time. It is a life which denies loss and mourning, for in these dreams not
only Louise, the baby she lost, but also her family, deported during the war,
are restored to her. This is then, quite literally, a haunting novel that unites
the personal tragedy of a lost child with the historical tragedy of genocide.
In both private and public cases of trauma the problem of memory is para-
mount. In her diary Hannah asks ‘Comment faire pour ne pas oublier sans
vivre hanté par le souvenir?’ (p. 201) (How to manage not to forget without
living on haunted by memory?), and this enquiry provides a hidden
guiding principle to the text, a principle that is rarely articulated, but is bla-
tantly manifest in the workings of her dream life. Hannah embarks on a
series of dreams a couple of months after her abortion that will continue for
some twenty years. She gives birth to a baby girl, Louise, who will develop
in perfect conjunction with temporal reality: je m’apercevais que mon réve
la représentait a I’dge exact qu’elle aurait eu, si elle avait vécu’ (p. 60) (I real-
ised that my dream showed her at the precise age she would have been, if
she had lived). But more than this the dreams themselves have a narrative
quality to them that is astonishing. Hannah writes: ‘les images que je vois
sont si vraies, st logiquement assemblées, s1 conformes a la représentation
habituelle du monde réel, que j’ai 'impression d’assister a un spectacle ot
un autre que moi, qui simplement porte le méme nom, Hannah, s’occupe
d’élever une petite fille, Louise’ (p. 61) (the images are so real, so logically
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put together, so true to the usual picture of real life, that I have the impres-
sion of watching a drama where someone other than me, who simply shares
my name, Hannah, is busy bringing up a little girl, Louise). These are
dreams, then, because they take place at night, while she is asleep, but not
dreams in the usual understanding of the term.

Dreams are not narratives in the conventional sense; they do not gen-
erally tell coherent stories or generate readily understandable significance.
Instead they tend to play havoc with our notions of cause and effect, rework
and reformulate relations of space and time, and push back the boundaries
of representation in their excessive use of symbolism and metaphor.
Dreams are to reality what particularly obscure modern poetry is to the
novel; they are playful improvisation with a dash of karaoke, instead of the
sober method acting of everyday life. Dreams are performative in the
Butlerian sense of the word; they bring something into being, enact some-
thing, and this process is taken to its logical excess in Fournal d’Hannah.
Freud suggested that dreams were the dramatisation of an idea: ‘But this
feature of dream-life can only be fully understood if we further recognise
that in dreams . . . we appear not to think but to experience’.? And the ideas
that we experience in our dreams are essentially derived from the transla-
tion of reality as a whole into a field of emotive forces. The longing, the
wishing, the fearing, underlying our everyday behaviour becomes the stuff
of our dreams, but recontextualised in odd and unsettling ways. The emo-
tional punch of Journal d’Hannah lies in the unspoken recognition that
Hannah’s loss is too unbearable to accept and is instead transformed into
the hallucinatory experience of her dream life with Louise.

Freud’s essential premise in The Interpretation of Dreams was that
dreams are exercises in wish-fulfilment, but that wishes are disguised and
distorted so that the dreamer’s sleep should remain untroubled. While T#e
Interpretation of Dreams was written almost before the birth of psycho-
analysis proper,’ dream analysis has subsequently become intrinsic to clin-
ical practice. The hope remains that unravelling the complex web of
associations and symbols will lead back to the unconscious wishes lying
behind a patient’s neurosis. Melanie Klein understood dreams as being
made from the stuff of unconscious phantasy.* To borrow Hanna Segal’s
definition: ‘a phantasy is an unconscious wish, worked on by logical
thought so as to give rise to a disguised expression and imaginary fulfil-
ment of the original wish’.> Klein watched young children at play and
noted the extent to which phantasies dominated the child’s game and
guided his or her perception. She came to believe that phantasy is with us
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from the earliest moments of subjectivity (in opposition to Freud who
believed that fantasies came much later in life and then only intermittently),
and that there can be no desire without an imaginary picturing of its fulfil-
ment, and no form of hunger that is not experienced mentally as torture or
persecution. Wishes are insistent, demanding but ambivalent creatures,
urging us on to the joys of their satisfaction, but reminding us always of the
terror underlying absence or loss. Wish-fulfilment phantasies defend us
against the unpalatable thought of not having while continually reminding
us that our fragile mental balance requires such excessive defence.

This ambivalence is openly apparent in the Lambrichs text. To begin
with, pleasure and comfort characterise Hannah’s dreams, along with their
curious lifelike quality. But as the journal progresses her struggle to regain
control over her life reflects her investment in the dream existence. Periods
of profound stress are also periods of intense dreams, and the desire to stop
dreaming about Louise always accompanies the desire to ‘return’ to her
family. Hannah’s ambivalent response to her dreams goes beyond the
ambivalence of wish-fulfilment to reflect a more profound schism in the
structure of her life. Hannah’s dream life marks the start of a period of
extreme instability, fraught with psychic traumas, near breakdowns, perse-
cutions and paranoia, and recounted with odd breaks and lacunae. In com-
parison her dreams are impossibly coherent, linear and representational. It
would seem that, in this text, dream and reality have changed places,
dreams providing a compensatory narrative to combat the nightmare of
Hannaly’s existence. But the pleasure of these dreams 1s nevertheless trans-
gressive and forbidden. They are too real, transcending the rules of dream-
work and becoming alarming in their own right. And while they represent
a recompense for an unbearable loss, that recompense cannot be recon-
ciled with reality. The recompense takes place, precisely, in another life, an
alternative, not a complement to the one she inhabits.

One reason why this dream life is so complex in its motivation involves
the excessive mourning that surrounds Hannah’s lost fertility. As a covert
accompaniment to the narrative of her aborted child, Hannah mourns the
loss of her Jewish identity and the death of her family members. In the
dream landscape she creates, her father, mother and sister share her life
with Louise. The guilt of the survivor inhibits her mourning work, trans-
lated into other forms of implied, understated, but crippling guilt: guilt at
having denied her Jewishness in order to avoid deportation, and guilt at
having ‘murdered’ her baby as she puts it, in order to avoid detection. This
private atrocity renders her, in her own eyes, complicit with those who
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murdered her family. Occasionally the relationship between war trauma
and abortion trauma is made painfully explicit: ‘Mot je ne peux pas. Ni faire
des enfants. Ni oublier la guerre. Peut-étre en effet, cela va-t-il de pair’ (p.
107) (As for me, I can’t. Have children. Or forget the war. Perhaps in effect
the two go hand in hand). ‘Mot je ne peux pas’, she states, and it is the
‘cannot-ness’ here that is so striking and so unconquerable. The convo-
luted interrelation of loss, guilt, anger and anxiety proves impossible to
overcome or assimilate in any meaningful way. In order to continue at all in
the face of such loss, Hannah needs a neurotic solution in the form of a
symbol, created to carry the weight of her trauma; that symbol is Louise.

I'will return to this concept of symbol formation in more detail below,
but the function of a psychic symbol is beautifully illustrated within the text
itself. Hannah recounts a nightmare in which she is bouncing a ball against
a wall with her friend Elizabeth, who has just betrayed her in real life. She
knows that if she drops the ball she will be deported to the concentration
camp by Elizabeth, but she has just sustained an injury to her hand and will
bleed to death unless she can attend to it. ‘Jai le choix entre deux morts’ (I
have the choice between two deaths) Hannah recounts, and at this precise
moment Louise arrives and takes her place in the game. This scenario
offers a neat figurative representation of her psychic life, caught between
two deaths: the death of her Jewish identity represented by the fear of the
concentration camp, and the death of her maternal identity, represented by
the cut that will cause her to bleed to death. The fact that what she most
fears has already happened - she 1s sterile and a Gentile - 1s psychically
irrelevant. Her unconscious mind is unable to accept the finality of her loss
and she is simply caught between these deaths, facing the prospect of
radical breakdown represented in the dream by her inability to play the
game any more. Into this stalemate situation comes Louise who will play
on for her. Her investment in Louise does not solve the problem of these
two deaths, but 1t provides a viable alternative to breakdown in the face of
trauma which cannot be assimilated.

So,although Hannah’s dreams may appear superficially to be paradise
dreams, their motivation stems from extreme anxiety. Implicitly, the story
of'this curious dream life is really the story of a psychic breakdown, the pro-
cesses of which I will now attempt to uncover. The psychoanalysts van der
Kolk and van der Hart make a distinction between traumatic memory and
narrative memory.’ Narrative memory functions like a kind of personal
soap opera, in that every little scene we experience is assigned a meaning
because we recognise it as part of an ongoing plot. The mind is continually
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sifting experience to fit into existing categories, as well as seeking new ways
of putting things together. This kind of memory is wholly flexible, but also
perhaps, unreliable, somewhat distant from the events that inspired it.
Traumatic memory, by contrast, concerns horrific, terrifying events that
cannot be tamed into general narratives. Under these circumstances the
memory enters psychic space as an insistent image that cannot be pos-
sessed because it cannot be mentally digested, broken down into under-
standable parts and assimilated. The memory therefore loses none of its
lived reality and returns to consciousness as if it were happening all over
again. At this point there is, I believe, an important link to be made between
the memory of trauma and the dream life that Hannah experiences in the
novel. This link involves the process of symbolisation.

Symbolisation is the basic process in the creation of phantasies, which
are, as I discussed earlier, the means by which the mind copes with desires
and fears. There is a necessary distinction between what we can hold in our
minds and what we experience in reality, just as the contents of our stom-
achs are not identical to the food that we eat; in both cases transformation
takes place and symbolisation is the main way that mental digestion occurs.
In Dream, Phantasy and Art, the psychoanalyst Hanna Segal makes an
opposition between two forms of symbolisation, one healthy and one
neurotic, that echoes the distinction between memory categories by van
der Kolk and van der Hart. Segal opposes the healthy symbolic representa-
tion, where the symbol represents the object but is not experienced as the
same thing, to the neurotic symbolic equation where a mental symbol is so
identified with the object symbolised that the two are equated. Segal argues
that symbolisation is essential in the work of mourning, where the mind
deals with loss by creating a symbol in place of the object, which can then
be mentally internalised. Symbols do not deny loss, but rather actively
work to overcome it by offering a valid psychic recompense for the lost
object. Segal argues that: ‘It is only if the dead person can be felt as sym-
bolically introjected and the internal object is symbolic of the lost person
that internal reparation, necessary to overcome mourning, can be achieved’
(Dream, Phantasy and Art, pp. 37-8). However, when symbol formation
goes wrong, that symbol is experienced concretely, that is to say, not as a
representation of the lost object, but as the object itself. I think that
Lambrichs’s text offers a possible perspective on this kind of pathological
mourning. It can be understood as a kind of mental indigestion whereby
the introjected symbol resists the mind’s attempt to break it down and
remains instead autonomous, separate, solid. Hannah introjects her lost
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baby in her process of mourning, but the nature of the baby’s loss, bound
up as it is with the loss of her family and her personal guilt, make this such
an overdetermined symbol that a hitch occurs in the mourning. Louise and
her family live on inside Hannah, that is the symbolic recompense, but they
live an autonomous existence, a life experienced as ‘real’, which is the
neurotic solution.

That this neurotic solution should be accomplished through dreams
is interesting for a number of reasons. Freud’s premise that all dreaming
was covert wish-fulfilment ran aground when it hit the anxiety or trauma
dream: he could find no satisfactory explanation forit.” As I argued earlier,
Hannah’s dreams, although fulfilling wishes to some degree, are actually
closer to anxiety dreams in structure and motivation. Trevor Pateman
argues that: ‘An anxiety dream is a failed dream - a dream which fails to
symbolize the anxiety-creating wishes which it represents in such a way
that the dreamer can sleep on without waking’.® Hannah’s dreams reflect
this argument to a certain degree, but any failure of symbolic achievement
in Hannah’s dreams is offset by their persistence. The twenty-year span of
her dream life would imply that some kind of mental work was neverthe-
less underway. In his essay “The psychological function of dreams’ James
L. Fosshage presents a useful summary of current theory, arguing that
instead of wish-fulfilment: ‘new models of dream formation . . . have
emphasized the function of integration, synthesis and mastery’.’ In other
words, dreams have a significant role to play in maintaining, and also
repairing, the healthy psychic structures of the mind. We can understand
the dream as a space in which the mind’s creativity comes into juxtaposi-
tion with both trivial details of the day and the excessively significant
emotive forces of the unconscious. In this crucible, symbolisation takes
place, promoting the process of healthy mental digestion, albeit in a hap-
hazard if ingenious fashion. While the dreams represented in Lambrichs’s
texts certainly seem to aim for this reparative function, the texts themselves
show this process to be long, imperfect and perhaps endless without the
help of narrative. I stated at the beginning of this analysis that I would argue
that the dreams in Lambrichs’s texts constitute condensed stories that
need a narrative reworking and interpretation in order to perform success-
fully their restorative function. This point is clearly illustrated by reference
to the dream that stands at the heart of Lambrichs’s later novel, 4 ton tmage.

A ton image tells the chilling tale of Jean Letertre, an obstetrician des-
perate to escape the incestuous crimes of his childhood. Seduced by his
retarded younger sister the night before he leaves for medical studies in
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Paris, he discovers that she has been repeatedly abused by his father. Like
Oedipus before him, he attempts to leave these sins as far behind him as
possible, little knowing that he is unwittingly moving towards a dramatic
confrontation with them in the future. In Paris he meets an older woman
who has lost her husband and sons in a car crash. They marry and, when
Francoise turns out to be sterile, he secretly arranges for her to clone a
child. Jean adores his daughter, France, but her existence fills him with
fear; fear for her future well-being, fear that Frangoise will find out she is a
clone (she does eventually and commits suicide), and an unknown, primal
fear that stems from his own childhood. Their story ends in tragedy when
France, developing unusually fast for her age, seduces him (she is after all
fulfilling her destiny as a replica of Frangoise, she is not his biological
daughter) and full of anger, shame and guilt, Jean kills her. This complex
and mesmerising novel is along disquisition on love, desire and the vulner-
ability of parents. It is an exploration of traumatic memory and the ambiv-
alence of sin, a sophisticated enquiry into issues of cloning, genetic
inheritance and repetition, but most significantly here it is a hymn to the
power of the dream. ¢J’avais aimé, révé et tout perdu, j’avais a la fois réalisé
et tué mon réve’ (p. 365) (I had loved, dreamed, and lost everything; I had
both brought my dream to life and killed it) Jean declares at the end, and
the dream refers to the way France troubled the borderline between fantasy
and reality, as well as the dream of a happy childhood unscarred by incest
which Jean had dreamed for himself, as well as for France. Actual dreams
are a recurrent feature of the text, and one dream which stands at its centre
provides a key prophetic moment. In this dream Jean enters a hall full of
mirrors and people where a clown guides them through a series of games.
Jean cheats by using a pack of cards he has in his pocket, but pleasure at
winning is offset by fear of being found out. In the final game the clown dis-
plays letters on an overhead projector, but rather than spelling out ‘clown’,
as they should, the word ‘clone’ appears. Jean fears the worst but the clown
blames the machine, the people leave and Jean is injected with truth serum.

Many details in this scenario offer transformed representations of key
elements in the text; the hall of mirrors signifies the reflection and repro-
duction of cloning, ‘using his own cards’ signifies the insider knowledge he
took advantage of to create France, and the fact that he has to build a house
of cards in one game points to the fragility of his domestic situation. The
figure of the clown mirrors Jean’s position, emphasising disguise and illu-
sion and the masking of his identity (‘Ce que j’étais vraiment, ce que je suis,
je nel’ai partagé avec personne’ (p. 366) (The truth of who I was, who I am,
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I have never shared with anybody)). Although it is necessary for him to
create a new, successful persona, he longs to take off the mask to reveal and
understand himself. Above all the dream’s emotive field is one of deceit.
Transgression and guilt colour the dream and motivate its twists and turns,
but equally they capture the mood of Jean’s narrative as a whole. Jean is
writing the narrative retrospectively as he waits in prison for his trial
(although the reader does not know his crime until the end), but what his
narrative resists above all is hindsight:

lire Phistoire a rebours, Pinterpréter a la lumiere de la fin, désormais
connue, est-il légitime? Si la lecture qui en résulte est cohérente et ainsi
plus satisfaisante pour Iesprit, elle trahit & mes yeux ce qui fait le prix de
Pexistence, cette part d’inconnu et de hasard, cette incroyable succession
de croisées de chemin ot chaque fois, on a cru librement choisir sa direc-

tion. (p. 47)

(Is it permissible to read the story backwards, to interpret it in the light of
the conclusion, now that it is known? If the reading that results is coher-
ent and therefore more intellectually satisfying, it fails to represent what I
see as the price of existence: the part played by chance and the unknown,
that unbelievable series of crossroads where, every time, we thought we
chose our way freely.)

The importance of the borderline between chance and predetermination
is represented in the dream by the series of games Jean plays and his cheat-
ing. But the meaning attached to chance is bound up covertly, significantly
with France; as a clone her biological future, her health and mental well-
being are entirely unpredictable, and the narrative continually hints that
she is at risk in this respect. The bitter irony resides in her perfect predict-
ability as the exact replica of her mother. She will come to desire Jean and
bring about their downfall.

This too is inscribed in the dream but, appropriately and tellingly, in
a tiny detail; the tapestries on the walls depict a hunting scene where the
hunters are men and the prey women. But all is not as it seems: ‘je me
rendis compte que le danger venait moins des hommes, qui tenaient leurs
fusils comme des stylos, que des femmes qui, toutes, dissimulaient dans
une main la lame brillante et aiguisée d’un poignard de poche’ (p. 217) (I
realised that the danger came less from the men, who held their guns like
pens, but from the women, whose hands contained hidden the brilliant,
sharpened blades of pocket knives). Although Jean is ostensibly the crim-
inal, he has been a victim of the overwhelming desires of the women he has
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loved; his sister’s desire for him, France’s desire for him and Frangoise’s
desire for a child. Jean’s real crime has been an inability to oppose their
wills - this craven lassitude stems from his childhood: ‘avec une implac-
able constance j’avais dans cette maison choisi la soumission comme une
solution de facilité’ (p. 39) (with unshakeable consistency I had chosen
submission as the easiest option in that household). But what I suggest is
most interesting about the scene on the tapestries is precisely the sudden
switch that accompanies its interpretation. The picture is not what it
seems; women are the aggressors, just as Jean’s crime is not what it seems;
he is not France’s father but her creator. The abrupt volte-face of interpre-
tation becomes a guiding principle of the narrative overall; where we
expect harm to come to France from an external source, it is Jean who loves
her who is her murderer; where we are afraid Jean will be caught out for
conducting the experiment, the court of justice dismisses the claims that
France is cloned as ridiculous. The impossibility of anticipation orders
this narrative as it orders any dream narrative, but equally the conse-
quences of Jean’s actions are perfectly logical with hindsight, or at least
with a second glance, a look that sees differently, that assembles the ele-
ments of his narrative from a different perspective. And of course dream
interpretation behaves in exactly this way, seeking a latent content from a
manifest one. Shoshana Felman in her work What Does @ Woman Want?
tells how she ‘learned how dreams are indeed, concretely and materially,
the royal road to the unconscious, how they were susceptible of telling us
about our own autobiography another story than the one we knew or had
believed to be our own’.1?

Dreams, then, offer a way to experience our difference within, our
internal and hidden otherness that nevertheless has a profound impact on
our lives. Dreams act out the conflictual motivations that both dominate and
cripple our psyches, but of course, the dream as an experience is confusing
and complex. It requires recounting and interpreting if it is to be of psychic
value, and Jean’s dream exemplifies this. It gains its significance from the
narrative context in which it is situated and plays its part in the psychoana-
lytic scenario that the text enacts. Jean writes his narrative for his defence
lawyer: ‘Comme si le seul fait d’avoir un lecteur autre que moi-méme
donnait enfin du sens 2 mon entreprise’ (p. 29) (As if the mere fact of having
a reader other than myself gave some sense to my venture). Jean’s dream
dramatises the cleavage he feels between his role as instigator of criminal
actions, transgressing the rules of chance, and his sense of being an impo-
tent spectator in his existence, prey to fear of disclosure precisely because
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he has tried to control and deny fate. What he finally comes to terms with is
the inescapable repetition and circularity of the family romance. Like
Oedipus before him, he has tried and failed to evade his family destiny, and
like Oedipus, he has been punished for attempting to play God.

Iftelling his narrative does not manage to elucidate and reduce the mys-
terious power of the family romance, Jean does at least end his tale both re-
conciled to it and making a final attempt to exert his will. He bequeaths
some of his DNA to his defence lawyer in the hope that she will mother his
clone. This is a narrative cure of sorts, but a more striking cure is effected in
FJournal d’Hannah. Hannah’s dream life continues for many years until,
suddenly, Louise falls ill. Hannah is afraid not only oflosing her phantasised
daughter but of being unable to survive the loss. At this moment she makes
the link to narrative, realising that she has been writing her journal in order
to trace the contours of her subjectivity, in order to be in communication
with herself. As she writes this she is unconfident in narrative’s ability to
rescue her, arguing that: ‘Lécriture n’est pas une béquille. Elle aussi n’ex-
iste qu’a condition d’étre une vie en plus. Comme Louise’ (p. 226) (Writing
isnota crutch. Italso exists on condition of being an extra life. Like Louise).
This is a fascinating equation, investing autonomy in the text that is emo-
tionally equivalent to Louise’s autonomy, that is to say, excessive, alarming,
luxurious, compensatory. And indeed what happens next is that narrative
does rescue her. Visiting a doctor she has never seen before she tells him the
story of Louise, a story she has never told before (just as Jean has never
before told the ‘truth’ of his tale), and this simple, if painful, expedient ends
her dream life. I suggest that the dream life has fulfilled its purpose at this
point, hence the weakness of Louise. It has provided a neurotic solution to
carry Hannah over an impossibly difficult period of mourning, but now
Hannah is finally ready to move on. The account of the narrative is
described as: ‘une espece de vomissement entrecoupé de larmes, comme si
tout mon corps participait a ’expulsion de ce réve impossible’ (p. 239) (a
kind of vomiting, interspersed with tears, as if my whole body were involved
in expelling this impossible dream). The terrible and wonderful secret is
finally given up as a kind of vomiting, a symbolic expulsion of that mental
indigestion, but equally a symbolic transformation from a concrete internal-
ised sign to the more fluid and flexible representations of narrative. After all,
Hannah has made the equation herself: narrative, like Louise is ‘une vie de
plus’. Louise and her lost family can live on, but elsewhere.

In the final analysis, these two texts highlight the paradoxes that struc-
ture the workings of the psyche, the way that the mind creates complex and
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clever solutions in times of impossible conflict, and also the way that those
solutions are often partial, neurotic and fraught. The dream exemplifies
this contradiction perfectly, being at once a creative and masterful dramat-
isation of psychic disorder, and a troubling, haunting revelation of irrecon-
cilable difference within. Dreams can provide powerful recompense in the
face ofloss and clever encapsulations of psychic dilemmas. However, they
are incomplete without their interpretation in narrative. This is possibly
why dreams fascinate so: they demand explanation as their essential
counterpart. Both narratives point to the limits of the mind’s creative power
in the face of trauma. The events of the Holocaust, for instance, continue
to prove resistant to any form of symbolisation. Yet, in the final analysis,
creativity holds our best hope of mental health, not just in the mind’s spec-
tacular resources, nor in the infinite possibilities of narrative, but in the
process of transformation between the two. Lambrichs’s work urges us to
consider the alchemy of metamorphosis that takes place between inner and
outer worlds, between experience and its internalisation, and between
differing forms of symbolic representation, to discover to what extent we
can truly possess our many lives.
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2 AINE SMITH

Evermore or nevermore? Memory and
identity in Marie Redonnet’s fiction of
the 1990s

The body of writing produced by Marie Redonnet between 1985 and 2000
is an unusually coherent one. Settings and characters drawn up in one text
are echoed in later works; certain stories and motifs figure again and again;
the style of writing rarely changes from one text to the next. This is not to
suggest, however, that the work does not evolve over the period. Indeed,
while there is a large degree of overlap between the works published in the
1980s and more recent texts, there are also significant differences, of which
the most obvious is increased realism in characterisation and setting. Thus,
whereas the characters in the early texts lack physical attributes and
psychological depth, are endowed with nonsensical, nursery-rhyme-like
names, and exist in the most indeterminate of landscapes, characters in the
texts produced in the 1990s are more fully realised, have more realistic
names, and figure in places such as Paris and Brooklyn. This shift towards
the construction in the later texts of a more realistic if not also more con-
temporary fictional world is reinforced by a number of sporadic references
to the attributes of modern life. Thus, in Candy story, the central character
Mia drives a Golf GT1, while the Internet plays a role in promoting the
islanders’ struggle against a despotic dictator in Villa Rosa. Moreover, the
essentially age-old and fairy-tale quality of the stories evoked in texts like
Doublures and Rose Mélie Rose is superseded in the later texts by sinister
tales of Mafiaesque corruption, murder, greed and prostitution.! And what
can be described as the increasingly Americanised flavour of Redonnet’s
later fiction is compounded by the incorporation into the texts of elements
of the classic detective novel.

But if certain elements of the ceuvre have changed, others have proved
to be more abiding. Still very much to the fore in the later texts is what one
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critic has termed the ‘disarming simplicity’ of the writing.” Equally endur-
ing has been the thematic interest in the notion of identity. Indeed, identity,
and more specifically the quest for identity, remains at the very core of
Redonnet’s work. It is even possible to argue that the texts of the 199os are
merely updated or modernised versions of the story played out in the earlier
texts, with the following proviso: if the quest for identity taking place in the
texts of the 1980s 1s a predominantly female one, that quest has been broad-
ened out in the more recent texts to include a number of central male char-
acters whose sense ofidentity is as fragile as that of their female predecessors.

Identity is a particularly elusive commodity in Redonnet’s textual uni-
verse. From the eponymous doublures (doubles) of the 1986 text who
strive, however erroneously, to compensate for their radically depleted
sense of self via the assimilation, even plagiarism, of the attributes and
characteristics of others, right through to the 1996 text Villa Rosa whose
protagonist — an artist called Henri Matisse — must divest himself of his
name and forge a new identity if he is to be able to produce paintings which
are more than mere copies of the works of his illustrious namesake, the
struggle to elaborate a more coherent and enduring sense of self than that
which originally exists is the main issue at stake in Redonnet’s work. There
are, of course, a number of factors which can be used to account for the
enfeebled - and ultimately enfeebling - nature of the identity with which
characters are afflicted. The majority of Redonnet’s characters exist in a
largely hostile landscape, one which threatens not only some abstract
notion of identity but their very material existence. A recurrent feature of
the ceuvre is the threat and/or eventual experience of death through en-
gloutissement (being swallowed up) by the landscape. Much more signifi-
cant, however, than the threat to identity posed by the landscape are the
implications for identity of the complete absence of characters’ immediate
forebears. The absence or erasure of the protagonists’ biological parents is
virtually de riguenr in Redonnet’s ceuvre, with the result that they never
know or have only the scantiest of information about their origins. One
consequence of this deletion of the protagonists’ antecedents is that they
are effectively denied access to the past: there are no forebears to act as
repository of the past, to foster andfor pass on memory and identity.
Hence, when Mélie in Rose Mélie Rose remarks, ‘Quand Rose m’a trouvée
dans la grotte, j’étais sans rien’ (p. 10) (‘When Rose found me in the grotto,
I'had nothing’ (p. 3)), one may read her words not merely as a statement of
physical destitution. One may also infer from them a much more profound
and debilitating kind of impoverishment; that is, the absence or loss of the



44 Rewriting the past

psychological inheritance which memory, knowledge and understanding
of the past constitute.

For many of Redonnet’s characters, then, the past is a blank and their
memories are either full of holes or completely non-existent. In Splendid
Hétel, Adel is described as having gaps in her memory (p. 20), while Ada
suffers from amnesia.? In Rose Mélie Rose, Mélie starts out upon her quest
for identity with just one memory or souvenir,! while in Nevermore, Cassy
Mac Key can empathise with Willy Bost because both of them lack memory
(p- 158).% Although it is never made explicit, the consequences of this defi-
clent memory - or consummate lack of memory - for characters thus
afflicted are that their quest for identity will be a frustrated and empty one,
if it is not premised first upon a quest for memory. To put it quite simply,
the ramifications of lacking memory include the inability to forge a lasting
identity. The fundamental role played by memory in the formation of iden-
tity is pointed up by Milan Kundera in the novel Identzty:

Remembering our past, carrying it with us always, may be the necessary
requirement for maintaining, as they say, the wholeness of the self. To
ensure that the self doesn’t shrink, to see that it holds on to its volume,
memories have to be watered like potted flowers, and the watering calls
for regular contact with the witnesses of the past.°

Similarly, for Luce Irigaray, memory is ‘the place where identity is formed,
the place where each person builds his or her ground or territory’.” If
memory s the place where identity is formed, if ‘wholeness of the self” is
indeed contingent upon one’s ability to remember the past, then little
wonder that so many of Redonnet’s characters, devoid of a past or with a
severely truncated knowledge ofit, are destined to remain identity-less. For
those who do go on to develop a more fully-fledged sense of self, at least
part of their success is, as we are about to see, due to their capacity to make
memory for and of themselves, to create a past.

The artistic endeavour is a recurrent feature of Redonnet’s texts. From
Doublures, with its cast of costume-makers, toy-makers, acrobats and per-
formers, right through to Villa Rosa, whose eponymous villa is a haven for
painters, dancers and musicians, the desire to invent and create is one
which impels a vast array of characters. In many cases a veritable compul-
sion, the creative act is seen by Redonnet’s characters as a means of gener-
ating identity, or, at the very least, of elaborating a fuller, more cohesive and
enduring sense of self than that which originally exists. This, as will be
seen, 1s because of its ability to preserve, and even to produce memory.
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The range and diversity of creative acts carried out by the characters
is, at times, bewildering, but certain forms crop up again and again. In
Candy story and Villa Rosa, (self-)portraiture is a common pursuit, whilst
photography, and its correlative of film-making, feature in the texts Rose
Meélie Rose, Candy story, Le Cirque Pandor and Fort Gambo.® The impor-
tance of the photograph is illustrated in many of Redonnet’s texts. In
Candy story, Ma’s photograph album is a cherished possession, the only
thing retained by the narrator, Mia, when Ma dies, while in Seaside, the
grandmother’s tenacious grip on her album is relinquished only as a result
of her death.® In each of these cases, the photograph and/or photograph
album is perceived and treated as a kind oflifeblood, a potent symbol of the
past and a means of retaining some kind of grip on, or control over it.

Atits mostbasiclevel,a photographis evidence, a visual sign or signifier
of the existence now or in the past of an individual or thing. As Susan Sontag
puts it in On Photography: ‘Photographs furnish evidence. Something we
hear about, but doubt, seems proven when we’re shown a photograph of it
. . . A photograph passes for incontrovertible proof that a given thing hap-
pened’.! The evidential capacities of the photograph are what render it so
important in Redonnet’s ceuvre. In the quest for, and construction of, iden-
tity taking place in her works, photographs play a vital role because they offer
visual - and thus seemingly irrefutable - proof of the subject’s existence. But
what Sontag neglects to make explicit here is that the photograph is also a
means of gaining purchase upon the past. The real significance of the photo-
graph as far as Redonnet’s work is concerned resides in the fact that it not
only offers an entrée into the past, but can also actually create a past for those
characters whose history is a blank, as well as acting as an incitement to, or
trigger of, memory. Annette Kuhn contends that the photograph is ‘a prop,a
prompt, a pre-text: it sets the scene for recollection’.!! This contention is
clearly borne out in the following excerpt from Candy story:

Jat seulement emmené une photo . .. C’est la plus belle photo de Ma que
je connaisse. On ne voit qu’elle sur la photo. Elle sourit d’un sourire que
je ne lui connais pas. C’est de ce sourire-1a que j’ai envie de me souvenir.

(p- 65)

(AllTtook away was a photo . ..It’s the most beautiful photo of Ma I know.
All you can see 1s her. She is smiling a smile I don’t recognise. It’s this
smile I want to remember.)

What is most interesting about the above is the way in which the narrator
Mia construes the photograph not merely as a prompt to memory, but,
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more significantly, as a means of filling in the gaps in her own memory, as a
means, therefore, of manufacturing memory: as she makes clear, Mia has
never actually seen Ma smile as she does in the photograph. This capacity
of the photograph to witness the past and thereby to create or make
memory is particularly important in Redonnet’s textual universe, made up
as it is of characters starved of memory, and explains also the avidity with
which they take and hold onto photographs.!? In Redonnet’s ceuvre, there
seems to be a consensus among the characters that, as Sontag puts it,
‘photographs are not so much an instrument of memory as an invention of
it or a replacement’ (p. 165).

In Family Secrets, Kuhn includes the photograph in the genre of
what she terms the ‘memory text’ (p. 4). This is a category into which
many of the artefacts resulting from the creative exploits of Redonnet’s
characters fall. In addition to photographs, there is a variety of other
types of ‘memory text’in the process of being constructed, some of them
solely visual in nature, some made up of writing, some a mixture of both.
Villa Rosa, for example, closes with an evocation of the abandoned Villa
Rosa, upon whose walls the traces of the paintings of monsieur Jean still

remain:

Entre les plantes et les fleurs . . . un visiteur curieux aurait pu découvrir
... des morceaux de fresques et de tableaux, aux couleurs toujours vives
... Il aurait pu alors réver a la Villa Rosa telle qu’elle avait dii &tre avant de
tomber en ruines, et en réinventer ’histoire pour en sauver la mémoire.

(p- 81)

(Among the plants and flowers . . . the curious visitor could have found
... remnants of frescoes and paintings, their colours still bright . . . He
could then have dreamed of the Villa Rosa as it must have been before it
fell into ruin, and have reinvented its history in order to preserve its
memory.)

When all else has faded and fallen into ruin, a veritable treasure trove of
images, their bright colours undimmed, has resisted the passage of time.
The capacity of the painting to act — in much the same way as the photo-
graph - as a witness to the past is made clear, and its capacity for endu-
rance pointed up. More importantly, the role imputed here to the visitor
of the future is that of the (re)creation or (re)invention of the past and thus
the memory of Villa Rosa. That this invention may well be pure fabri-
cation based on the visitor’s imagination or dreams is of little signifi-
cance; what is important is the need to preserve memory, fictional or
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otherwise, and the paintings will constitute the raw materials of, or cata-
lyst to, the process of memory production. In Villa Rosa, it is also worth
noting that what becomes the artist’s haven of Villa Rosa was used for-
merly as a refuge for members of the island’s resistance movement. An
analogy between the act of (political) resistance and the artistic act is
thereby implied, and the artistic endeavour does indeed become a form
of resistance in Redonnet’s ceuvre; that is, resistance against amnesia.
Thus, for Willy Bost in Nevermore, the production of a written text is a
means both of resisting a dearth of memory as well as restoring lost
memory, irrespective of whether the memory thus created is a fictional or
imagined one:

Willy Bost a beau chercher dans sa mémoire, il ne se rappelle rien de ses
parents . .. Ce qui rend son livre si difficile a écrire, c’est d’étre un livre de
mémoire qui s’écrit d’une absence de mémoire. Cette mémoire s’invente
au fur et & mesure qu’il écrit. (pp. 142-3)

(Willy Bost searches his memory in vain, for he remembers nothing of his
parents . . . What makes his book so difficult to write is that it’s a book of
memories founded on an absence of memory. As he writes, memory is
being invented.)

Incidentally, the memory that Willy Bost is inventing here takes on a
particularly sinister configuration, for, as the text progresses, it becomes
clear that his parents died in a death camp which has now been erased. His
text, and by extension, Redonnet’s ceuvre, may thus be read as an allegory
of the necessity for the creative act, and especially writing, as a means of
resisting memory loss or collective amnesia. And Nevermore in particular -
seeking to resist the deletion of the memory of the horrors of the past -
might even be read as a contemporary commemoration of the victims of the
Holocaust.

Willy Bost is far from being alone among Redonnet’s characters in
ascribing to writing the role of making and saving memory. Indeed,
writing is one of the most common forms of artistic endeavour in her
work, and books or written documents tend to be perceived by many char-
acters as preferable to those ‘memory texts’ constituted purely of visual
images. Evident in Redonnet’s L’Accord de paix, for example, is a subtle
vilification of the contemporary cult of the visual image, symbolised by the
flashy and futuristic Palais de I'Image (Palace of the Image), and an under-
lying sense of regret at the way in which books are being increasingly side-
lined by the creation of more sophisticated - but perhaps also more
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ephemeral - technologies.'? Similarly, in Rose Mélie Rose, a sneaking dis-
trust of the effectiveness on its own of the photographic ‘memory text’ is
implied by Mélie’s assiduous formulation of a written inscription to
accompany each image: ‘Au dos de la photo, j’ai écrit: Mélie @ douze ans,
photographiée par le photographe de Oat aw 1 rue des Cigognes’ (p. 47) (‘On
the back of the photo, I wrote: Mellie aged twelve, photographed by the
photographer of Odt at 1 Storks Street’ (p. 33)). Whereas Roland Barthes
argues that writing, because it is made out of language, can never be as
trustworthy as the photographic image (for him the ultimate means of
authentication),' Redonnet’s Mélie has limited faith in the capacity of the
photograph alone to capture the past. She sees the need for words as well
as for images, and her inscriptions are intended to flesh out, but also to
anchor the image, to fix its meaning. That there is much need for this kind
of anchorage is implied by Sontag when she writes: ‘A photograph is only
a fragment, and with the passing of time its moorings come unstuck. It
drifts away into a soft abstract pastness, open to any kind of reading’ (p.
71). Given the particularly wayward quality, even at the moment of their
conception, of the photographs in Redonnet’s ceuvre (in Rose Mélie Rose
alone, they are imprecise and blurred, even empty of their intended sub-
jects),'® the supplementation of a written inscription is utterly essential if
they are to act as meaningful and lasting ‘memory texts’.

Ofall of Redonnet’s texts, it is, however, in Candy story that the role of
the writer as a witness to the past and that of the written text as a repository
of memory and potential identity are most fully explored, since a bewilder-
ing number of characters (Witz, Curtz, Rotz, Dilo, Stev, Will, Lou, Erma,
Bobby Wick, to cite but a few) engage in the act of writing. Thus, the nar-
rator Mia is a writer, whose first book is significantly entitled ‘Sise
Memories’, Sise being the name of a place in the text. It is my contention
that the English homonym contained in the title of Mia’s text acts as
Redonnet’s imperative to her characters to grasp onto or sezze memory, in
much the same way that the book itself1s a means of seizing, containing and
preserving the memories of the place named Sise.'¢ Further examples of
the text’s multifaceted capacity to seize and preserve memory are demon-
strated when Mia recounts the story ofloss and obliteration underpinning
Sise’s past, and also when she claims to have signed ‘Sise Memories’ not
with her own name but with that of Ma. This desire to safeguard via the
text both memory and identity is contrasted starkly with the story of the
ship’s captain who, in spite of an illustrious past, dies unknown and largely
forgotten:
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Ma m’a toujours dit que les habitants de Sise ne ressemblaient a personne
... Cétaient les rescapés d’un grand naufrage. Dans leur barque de sau-
vetage, ils étaient arrivés a Sise . . . Ma me racontait que le commandant,
qui avait disparu avec son bateau, était le premier a avoir découvert
I’Amérique. Mais il avait emporté sa découverte dans la mort et son nom
était resté inconnu. Son fils, qui commandait la barque de sauvetage, était
I’ancétre de son grand-pére, le gardien du phare de Sise, qui portait son
nom. C’est pour continuer de porter ce nom que Ma ne s’est jamais
mariée, et c’est pour que ce nom ne se perde pas que j’al signé Sise
Memories du nom de Ma. (pp. 49-50)

(Ma always told me that the inhabitants of Sise were like no one else . . .
They were the survivors of a great shipwreck. They arrived in Sise in a
lifeboat . .. Ma told me that the captain, who went down with his ship, was
the first person to discover America. But he took his discovery with him
to his death and his name remained unknown. His son, who took charge
of the lifeboat, was the ancestor of [Ma’s] grandfather, who was light-
house-keeper in Sise and who had the same surname. It was in order to
preserve this name that Ma never married, and it was to prevent this name
from dying out that I signed Sise Memories with Ma’s name.)

This perception of the written text as a means of preservation is illus-
trated again and again in Candy story. Thus, another more contemporary
captain attempts to capture his own memories by writing his memoirs.
When his text is discovered after his death, it turns out to be nothing more
than a notebook containing lists of numbers and calculations, its cover
stained in blood (p. 76). And yet, one might well argue that this captain does
indeed succeed in leaving behind a text replete with memory and identity,
for what more effective and tangible means of (self-)inscription can there be
than a notebook imprinted with one’s own blood?'” Other characters who
attempt to produce what are quite literally ‘memory texts’ include Witz, the
celebrated spy-novelist, who is engaged in writing his memoir (p. 24), and
Lou who throughout her life has kept a diary or journal (p. 55). That ‘Candy
story’, the text Mia purportedly sets out to write at the end of the text, is also
a kind of memoir, even an autobiography, seems plausible, given that the
book is, as its title suggests, the story of Candy, Mia’s alias.

This effort on the part of the characters above to render memory into
text, to render themselves in text is contrasted with those characters in
Redonnet’s ceuvre who are not inscribed in or via text. Thus, in Silsze, the
memory of the engineer will eventually be occulted, for, without some
form of inscription, that memory will not endure: ‘Personne 4 Dolms ne se
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souvient de I'ingénieur, sauf Souie et moi. Pour Souie, c’est un souvenir
sans paroles’ (No one in Dolms remembers the engineer apart from Souie
and me. For Souie, the memory is one without words).'® An identical fate
awaits the mine in which the engineer spent so much of his time. Not men-
tioned in the town’s archives, it is destined to fall into oblivion: ‘La mine
appartient au passé de Dolms . . . et C’est un passé sans archives’ (p. 125)
(The mine belongs to Dolms’s past . . . and there is no archive of this past).
It is the wordless memory or the archiveless past which the memory-
makers in Redonnet’s ceuvre are so desperate to avoid, for their own place
in that past will be fixed and confirmed, perhaps even immortalised, if only
they can succeed in rendering that past into text.

Of course, not all Redonnet’s memory-makers do succeed, and
immortality is far from being guaranteed. In Candy story alone, Witz will
drown, taking with him his memoir (p. 70), and the captain’s bloodstained
notebook will be burnt by Mia (p. 78), who also gives away Ma’s self-
portrait to a random security guard, himself engaged in the deletion of
memory (p. 78). Thus, while many of Redonnet’s characters are the guar-
dians of memory, others (and sometimes even those characters who simul-
taneously attempt to preserve it) engage in its wilful destruction. In an
article on memory in Redonnet’s work, Marie Darrieussecq claims that
there is no real consensus in Redonnet’s ceuvre about the benefits of
remembering versus the dangers of forgetting, and that it is, in fact, quite
difficult to decide which is the more threatening - forgetting or remember-
ing.!® While I agree with Marie Darrieussecq’s contention that a kind of
ethics of memory is established in Redonnet’s work, I would argue that, as
far as identity is concerned, and in keeping with Kundera’s and Irigaray’s
contentions about the role of memory in the construction of identity, a lack
or loss of memory is far more dangerous than the act of remembrance.
Moreover, it is more often than not the ‘good’ characters - Rose and Mélie
in Rose Mélie Rose, Mia and Ma in Candy story — who succeed in making
and preserving memory and inscribing identity. And it is the memorial
made out of writing which is perceived as the surest way of preserving
oneself as well as others, for, in the uncertain and treacherous spaces of
Redonnet’s texts, it is the written sign or text which lasts longer than any-
thing else. Thus, in Candy story and in other of Redonnet’s texts, the ‘never-
more’ (the constant threat of death and obliteration) is resisted or, at the
very least, tempered by the ‘evermore’ of the characters’ inscriptions. The
past (and its inhabitants) may indeed be gone forever, but as Redonnet’s
work intimates:
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that does not mean it is lost to us. The past is like the scene of a crime: if
the deed itself is irrecoverable, its traces may still remain. From these
traces, markers that point towards a past presence, to something that has
happened in this place, a (re)construction, if not a simulacrum . . . can be
pieced together. (Kuhn, p. 4)

In an article on the contemporary novel in France, Christian Michel
claims that, in the work of novelists such as Marie Darrieussecq and Marie
NDiaye, it is possible to identify an interrogation of the function of litera-
ture and, more specifically, of writing as a means of safeguarding the past
and transmitting memory.?’ In the same article, Michel characterises
writing (interestingly, in contrast to the photograph) as ‘[le] dernier, voire
unique, média a avoir la mémoire longue’ (p. 66) ([the] last, indeed the
only, medium with a long memory). Although he makes no mention of
Redonnet’s fiction, the pertinence of his remarks for her work is striking.
For, in Redonnet’s work, the act of writing is perceived as a palliative - to
lapsed, lost or obliterated memory as well as to the fragile or fragmented
identity which is a consequence of it. More than that, writing offers some
kind of protection against the ephemeral nature of life, the vagaries of
memory and the omnipresence of death. Protected, even immunised
against obliteration by their (self-)inscriptions, characters like Mélie can
expire in peace. And that this urgent compulsion to write impels Redonnet
herselfis revealed in ‘Réponses pour une question brouillée’, in which the
writer notes the text’s power to save: ‘Je n’écris pas pour la postérité, mais
pour sauver ma vie en faisant une euvre’ (italics mine) (I am writing, not
for posterity, but in order to save my life by making of it an ceuvre).?! For
Redonnet, therefore, as well as for the characters who people her texts, the
creative endeavour — and the act of writing in particular - is no mere
pastime or trivial pursuit, but lifeblood and lifeline, a thread which may
save.
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The female vampire: Chantal Chawat’s
melancholic autofiction

Julia Kristeva opens her text, Soleil noir: dépression et mélancolie, with the
claim that ‘Ecrire sur la mélancolie n’aurait de sens, pour ceux que la
mélancolie ravage, que si ’écrit méme venait de la mélancolie’ (‘For those
who are racked by melancholia, writing about it would have meaning only
if writing sprang out of that very melancholia’).! This chapter explores the
possibility of writing ‘de la mélancolie’ through focusing on the work of
Chantal Chawaf, whose writing may be described as ‘melancholic
autofiction’, melancholic autobiographical fiction. We know from inter-
views and publicity notices accompanying Chawaf’s texts that she was
born during a bomb explosion in Paris in 1943 in which her parents were
killed and she was extracted from her dying mother’s womb by Caesarian
section.? Since Chawaf’s first novel Retable/La Réverie (1974), which fea-
tures a melancholic orphan whose parents were killed in a bomb explosion
in the Second World War, her novels have repeatedly returned to fictional-
ised scenes of parental death.’> This chapter deals with Chawaf’s 1993
novel, Vers la lumiére, which is narrated by a woman, France, who wit-
nessed the brutal murder of her parents as a very young child - or, perhaps,
while in the womb - in the family home, Meininguel. France is melanchol-
ically unable to articulate and come to terms with her traumatic loss and
remains haunted by the vampiric figure of her dead mother until she
commits suicide by drowning at the end of the text. This text foregrounds
the question of how to speak, or write, melancholia. In the first pages of
Soleil noir, Kristeva assumes the subject position of a melancholic: ‘La
blessure que je viens de subir’ (p. 13; my italics) (“The wound I have just
suffered’ (p. 3)). In speaking as a melancholic, rather than as an analyst, she
seems to suggest that melancholia demands a first-person subject position.



54 Rewriting the past

Yet psychoanalytic theories of melancholia following from Freud repeat-
edly emphasise that melancholia precisely cannot be spoken in the first
person. In this chapter, I focus on the figure of the female vampire in Vers
la lumiére in order to explore what it means to ‘write melancholia’ in the
first person.

Chawaf’s stated aim is “écrire, pour que 'indicible puisse se dire’ (to
write, so that the unspeakable can be spoken): Chawaf claims to write in
order to give voice to the unspeakable in and beyond her own experience.*
She associates the ‘unspeakable’ with the body, with bodily sensations and
symptoms that are excluded from language: ‘Ecrire un roman, pour moi,
aujourd’hui, c’est chercher a accueillir dans le langage ce qui était relégué
hors du langage et restait bloqué a I’état de pulsions, confusion, symp-
tomes’ (‘Donner aux émotions’, p. 10) (Writing a novel, for me, now, means
trying to bring into language what was relegated outside language and
remained blocked, on the level of drives, confusion, symptoms). If the
‘unspeakable’is repeatedly linked to the body in Chawaf’s writing, it is also
related to the mother’s traumatic death that recurs throughout her texts
and yet can never be articulated as such, to the loss that cannot be
mourned. In Vers la lumiére, this unspeakable loss is given voice through
the figure of the female vampire: this text draws on alongstanding tradition
of dead mothers returning to their daughters as vampires and explores a
specifically feminine melancholia. Yet the figure of the female vampire also
offers a suggestive means of reading Chawaf’s writing as autobiographical
fiction. A recurring figure of a bleeding female vampire in Vers la lumiére
shows up the ways in which melancholia stains and contaminates autobio-
graphical writing, reconfiguring the relation between text and writing
subject and even, perhaps, allowing unspeakable loss to be spoken.

Melancholia and vampirism: Freud and Kristeva

In his 1915 essay, ‘Mourning and melancholia’, Freud posits mourning and
melancholia as different responses to the loss of a love object. Where the
mourner gradually withdraws libido from its attachments to the lost object,
the melancholic, unable to avow the loss, desires to incorporate the lost
object into the self.’> This incorporation is oral: Freud writes that ‘The ego
wants to incorporate this object into itself and [. . .] it wants to do so by
devouring it’, so that the melancholic ego feeds vampirically off the lost
object.® Where the mourner must symbolically ‘kill off’ the love object, the
melancholic directs the murderous impulses inwards and thus tends
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towards suicidal fantasies. Melancholia, imaged as ‘a painful wound’ (p.
268), figuratively drains the subject of his/her lifeblood: it is like ‘an open
wound [. . .] emptying the ego until it is totally impoverished’ (p. 262).
Kristeva develops this vampiric imagery in Soleil noir, describing the mel-
ancholic as one of the living dead. Assuming the subject position of a mel-
ancholic, she claims that ¢Je vis une mort vivante, chair coupée, saignante,
cadavérisée’ (p. 14) (‘I live a living death, my flesh is wounded, bleeding,
cadaverized’ (p. 4)). In Kristeva’s formulation, the melancholic cannot bear
to lose the object and thus vampirically tears open its flesh and devours it:
in her words, ‘plutét morcelé, déchiqueté, coupé, avalé, digéré. . . que
perdu’ (p. 21) (‘Better fragmented, torn, cut up, swallowed, digested. . . than
lost’ (p. 12)).

In Soleil noir, melancholia is associated particularly with the loss of the
mother, with what Kristeva calls the ‘deul impossible de Uobjet maternel’ (p.
19) (‘empossible mourning for the maternal object’ (p. 9)). In Kristeva’s
model, the melancholic subject, unable to mourn and thus exiled from lan-
guage and symbolisation, remains attached to the mother. To move into the
Symbolic order, Kristeva insists, means symbolically killing and mourning
the mother, gaining access to a language and symbolisation that compen-
sate for the mother’s loss. Yet this process is gendered: matricide - in her
words, ‘notre nécessité vitale’ (p. 38) (‘our vital necessity’ (p. 27)) - is par-
ticularly difficult for a daughter, who sees her own image reflected in her
mother and thus cannot symbolically kill an image of herself. Assuming the
subject position of a melancholic daughter, Kristeva writes:

Comment peut-Elle étre cette Erinyes assoiffée de sang, puisque je suis
Elle ...Elle est moi? En conséquence, la haine que je lui porte ne s’exerce
pas vers le dehors, mais s’enferme en moi . . . une humeur implosive qui
s’emmure et me tue en cachette. (p. 39)

(How can she be that Bloodthirsty Fury, since I am She ... She is I ?
Consequently, the hatred I bear her is not oriented towards the outside
but is locked up within myself . . . an implosive mood that walls itself in
and kills me secretly. (Black Sun, p. 29)

The melancholic daughter in Soleil noir locks her death-bearing hatred
inside her own body, and is thus symbolically inhabited by death, a ‘crypte
habité par un cadavre vivant’ (p. 241) (‘crypt inhabited by a living corpse’
(p- 233))-

Vers la lumiére extends this imagery of female melancholia as an
eternal yet unspeakable living death, yet it is describing a different scenario
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from that presented in Soleil novr. For Kristeva, the loss of the mother refers
not to her literal death but to the separation from the mother concomitant
with the subject’s entry into the Symbolic order; Kristeva does not con-
sider how traumatic bereavement may be experienced differently from
physical separation. Vers la lumiére seems to present us with an extreme
loss: not the separation from the mother that every child goes through as
sfhe grows up, but loss engendered by a traumatic death, loss that is
‘unspeakable’ for different reasons. My aim here is not, however, to analyse
different experiences of loss, but to focus on how the loss of the mother is
articulated in Vers la lumiére through the figure of the female vampire.

The female vampire

Since Dracula, most vampire stories have featured a bloodthirsty male
vampire feeding off and seducing female victims, a plot used by Chawafin
her 1986 novel, L'Intérieur des heures and her 1989 novel, Rédemption.”
There is, however, also a long-standing female vampire tradition in which
vampires are commonly associated with deceased mothers: in Paul
Barber’s words, ‘although vampires are far more often male than female, the
exception to this rule is commonly women who have died in childbirth’.®
Where the male vampire story tends to involve violent seduction, the
female vampire tradition is rooted in an intimacy and identification
between women that is often associated with the relationship between
mother and daughter; the female vampire is often portrayed as a melan-
cholic mother figure. This is exemplified in a founding text of female vam-
pirism, Sheridan Le Fanu’s nineteenth-century novella, Carmalla,in which
the vampiric Carmilla is likened to the dead mother of the narrator, Laura.’
Although it is Laura’s mother who is dead, it is Carmilla who seems mel-
ancholic; gradually, however, Laura seems to be contaminated by
Carmilla’s melancholia. Carmilla declares to Laura, ‘I live in your warm life
and you shall die - die, sweetly die - into mine’ (p. 21). The two women
seem to merge into one another and share in a common melancholia
figured as a shared living death (p. 35).

Although Vers la lumiére bears little resemblance to contemporary
vampire fiction or to modern versions of Carmilla, Chawaf’s text implicitly
refers back to Carmilla through the character of Carmilla, the woman who
employs France to ghost-write her dead husband’s memoirs and to whom
France refers as a ‘meére vampire’ (p. 167) (mother vampire). The most strik-
ing vampire in the text is, however, associated with France’s dead mother:
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France claims that: ‘Mo1, dans mon cceur inhabité, je sentais que j’étais la
fille de la vampire’ (p. 89) (Me, in my inhabited heart, I felt that I was the
daughter of the vampire). This vampiric figure embodies France’s melan-
cholic fantasy that her mother’s death does not mark her loss, but rather
the beginning of an eternal life in death. The presence of the vampire (even
in fantasy) allows France to deny her loss: to rephrase Kristeva, better dead
than lost. Yet, according to popular Eastern European folklore, vampires
cannot be easily killed off, and abide eternally in a living death. In imaging
the lost love object as a vampire, Vers la lumiére highlights the near impos-
sibility of symbolically killing it off and thus emphasises the extreme diffi-
culty of overcoming melancholia.

The vampiric mother figure in Vers la lumiére evokes and recalls the
vampiric Carmilla but, where Carmilla moves between life with Laura and
her father and death in her tomb, the vampire in Chawaf’s text exists in a
perpetual state of living death. Like Carmilla, the vampire in Vers la
lumaére, named Vampyra Mélancholia, is, as her name suggests, a melan-
cholic, haunting France throughout the text and calling for her to join her
in death (p. 156). Vampyra appears to embody France’s own sorrow, per-
forming the extreme grief that France cannot articulate directly, so that
France projects her own melancholic refusal of loss onto the fantasised
figure of the vampiric mother.

This projection of griefand reversal of roles is emphasised by France’s
narrative deployment of the Greek myth of Demeter and Persephone, a
myth described by Anne Juranville as ‘un mythe de la mélancolie originaire
propre 2 la femme’ (a founding myth of female melancholia).!® France
repeatedly alludes to herself as Persephone, ‘en langue infernale: la traduc-
tion de mon nom’ (p. 156) (in infernal language, the translation of my
name), casting her husband Dagan as Hades and her mother as Demeter.
In Homer’s Hymn to Demeter, Persephone is kidnapped by Hades and
taken to the Underworld, whereupon Demeter grieves her daughter excess-
ively."! In Vers la lumiére, France assumes the role of Persephone, abducted
by Dagan, ‘le dieu des morts’ (p. 17) (the god of the dead), and taken to his
underground home. The vampiric mother figure, like Demeter, searches
obsessively for her daughter. Yet where in the myth, Persephone is symbol-
ically ‘killed’ (by being abducted to Hades, the world of the dead) and
Demeter grieves, in this novel it is the Demeter figure who is killed. In the
myth, the living mother grieves for the dead child, whereas in the novel the
dead mother grieves for her living child. This reversal highlights France’s
projection of her unspeakable grief onto a fantasy of her dead mother as a
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melancholic vampire. France’s first-person narrative of loss appears com-
pelled to voice melancholia through the (fantasised) wounds of the other,
the grieving mother.

Although this fantasised projection of grief does not figure in Freudian
or Kristevan accounts of melancholia, it plays an integral role in the account
of melancholia given by Maria Torok and Nicolas Abraham in L’Ecorce et
le noyau (The Shell and the Kernel). According to Torok and Abraham, the
melancholic constructs what they call an intrapsychic crypt inside the
subject, in which secretly to preserve the lost object. The object, however,
succeeds in escaping from the crypt to be, in their words, ‘réincarn[ €] dans
la personne méme du sujet’ (‘reincarnated in the person of the subject’),
like a vampire sustained through feeding off human blood.!? For Freud,
this process marks the ego’s identification with the lost object, as the ego
comes to imitate the object it cannot bear to lose (‘Mourning and melan-
cholia’, pp. 259-61). Torok and Abraham take this further in proposing
that, in the ego’s fantasy, the object also imitates the ego. In melancholic
fantasy, the object embodies and acts out the subject’s grief, so that subject
and object are united in sadness, a shared living death. This fantasy of a
shared living death, Torok and Abraham suggest, may be used as a basis for
successful mourning. In their model, as in Freud’s, melancholia marks a
fantasy, a denial of so-called ‘reality’ (in Freud’s words: ‘a hallucinatory
wishful psychosis’ (p. 253)) while mourning constitutes a gradual process
of acknowledging the ‘reality’ of loss. Unlike Freud, however, they claim
that it is through fantasy that loss can be realised. The melancholic is
invited to ‘pousser & bout son fantasme de deuil: “Si celui qui m’aime doit
me perdre pour de bon, il ne survivra pas a cette perte” (L’Ecorce, p. 275)
(‘push his fantasy of mourning to its ultimate conclusion: “If my beloved is
to lose me forever, he will not survive this loss”™ (The Skell, p. 138)). This
melancholic fantasy that the lost object is so overcome with grief that she
or he will commit suicide enables the melancholic to come to terms with
the object’s death, not as a betrayal but as a sign of grief. Moving from mel-
ancholia to mourning, for Torok and Abraham, means using fantasy to
accept the ‘reality’ of loss.

‘Cure’ and contamination

In Vers la lumaére, the fantasy of mourning traced by Torok and Abraham
is figured as a shared living death in which France and the vampiric mother
figure are unable to identify themselves either as living or as dead. In this
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text, melancholic subject and lost love object merge and bleed into one
another. Feminist analyses of the mythology surrounding Demeter and
Persephone have emphasised how these myths rewrite the psychoanalytic
insistence on matricide and construct a more positive model of relation-
ships between women based on love and sharing rather than on separation
and symbolic murder.'® In Vers la lumiére, however, this fusion between
self and other, far from enabling a liberating interchange between mother
and daughter, suspends both in a form of living death. France remains
attached to the traumatic loss of her parents by an umbilical cord, a ‘cordon
... rouge’ (p. 9) (red cord). This umbilical cord that cannot be cut, even
after birth, does not transmit life-giving nourishment from mother to child,
but a destructive and contaminating death. France, ‘allaitée par une habi-
tante des ruines sinistres’ (p. 88) (suckled by one who lives in the deathly
ruins), sucks blood rather than milk from the mother’s breast.!* She feeds
parasitically off her parents’ bloody deaths, not a foetus nourished by the
mother, but a blood-sucking vampire. She is haunted by an insatiable vam-
piric thirst, ‘cette soif qui hante’ (p. 114) (this haunting thirst).

This contamination impedes a normative process of mourning:
Vampyra blocks France’s ability to mourn and to move on to substitute love
objects, leaving her symbiotically attached to her traumatic loss.
Conventional rites of inheritance are impossible: France cannot claim her
ancestral home, because the spectre of her mother will not bequeath it to
her (‘Ma mére, la revenante, ne m’ouvrirait jamais la porte’ (p. 154)) (My
mother, the ghost, would never open the door for me)).!® France’s mother
teaches her how to ‘mourir’ (p. 9o) (die) instead of how to live. Vers la
lumaere traces an unending process of contamination, as France, increas-
ingly obsessed by her mother’s death, in turn contaminates her daughter
Jasmine, whose anguished voice blurs into France’s own.

This process of endless contamination culminates only in France’s
suicide by drowning at the end of the text, when a third-person narratorial
voice reports that ‘Le soir . .. on retrouva France Meininguel noyée’ (p. 190)
(In the evening . . . France Meininguel was found drowned). In dying,
however, France remains trapped in her own melancholic fantasy. She
describes her death as a rebirth: ‘Je pousse le cri que lance le nouveau-né
quand il est expulsé du ventre de sa mére a sa naissance’ (p. 189) (I let out
the cry of a newborn baby ejected from the mother’s stomach at the
moment of birth). It is as though she is dying only to be reborn as a
vampire; death, far from ending her melancholic fantasies, seems bound up
in the melancholic fantasies that have structured and shaped her narrative
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throughout. There is no possibility of mourning, no escape from melan-
cholic fantasy, which, like the vampire it conjures up, pervades and contam-
inates the narrative on every level. The text is drawn into and infected by
France’s fantasy, as even the third-person narrative voice remains unable to
offer an external viewpoint on France’s narrative. The movement in the text
between first- and third-person narrative almost passes unnoticed, as the
third-person narrative voice adopts France’s imagery and perspective, as
we see in the following quotation:

Terreurs et extases dont on retient un tempo assourdi qui continue de
palper dans les artéres, dans les vaisseaux, et nous congestionne, et pour-
rait nous pousser & mourir plus vite pour ne plus entendre cette musique
obsédante du sang, (p. 60)

(Terrors and ecstasies leaving us with a muffled sound that keeps palpat-
ing in the arteries, in the vessels, and makes us flushed, and could push us
into dying faster in order to hear this obsessive music of blood no longer.)

The bodily images of anguish - blood, arteries, death - echo France’s own
descriptions of her state of mind cited above, while the long sentence, with
its piled-up clauses, imitates France’s sentence construction. Moreover, the
use of ‘on’ and ‘nous’ in relation to France suggests an affinity between the
narrator and France, so that the third-person narrative voice becomes
indistinguishable from France’s own voice. This blurring of the distinc-
tions between subject positions or narrative voices is highlighted further
through France’s job, ghost-writing a dead actor’s memoirs, which impels
her to merge her narrative with his. The text foregrounds the difficulty,
even impossibility, of narrating one’s own story and maintaining a stable
subject position. The different narrative voices contaminate each other like
France and the vampiric mother figure, blurring the distinctions between
fantasy and so-called ‘reality’. It remains unclear whether the vampire is
merely a product of France’s fantasy, or whether it is seen to exist outside
that fantasy.

Whereas Torok and Abraham situate their psychoanalytic ‘cure’ in
the distinction between melancholic fantasy and the ‘reality’ of loss, in Vers
la lumiére there is no analyst to draw such distinctions. The reader, like
the third-person narrator, is unable to demarcate the boundaries between
fantasy and ‘reality’ in this text and thus prevented from occupying the
position of analyst in relation to the text. Vers la lumaiére does not offer a
‘case study’ of a melancholic, but, in exploring the relation between mel-
ancholia, fantasy and narrative, shows up the impossibility of describing



Chawaf’s melancholic autofiction 61

melancholia from one fixed and stable subject position. The merging of
first- and third-person narrative voices highlights how in this text melan-
cholia is always spoken from shifting subject positions that blur into each
other. This also offers an alternative reading of Kristeva’s self-positioning
in Soleil noir and of her claim that writing on melancholia must come ‘de
la mélancolie’ (from melancholia). Although Kristeva initially assumes the
subject position of a melancholic, she goes on to occupy the position of a
psychoanalytic linguist (chapter 2), an analyst (chapter 3), an art critic and
a literary critic without considering the differences in these positions. To
write ‘de la mélancolie’ is perhaps not, as I suggested in the opening page
of this essay, to write in the first person as a melancholic, but to speak from
different subject positions without being able to fix one’s own position in
relation to melancholia. If we read Soleil noir alongside Vers la lumieére, it
appears that melancholia, in refusing either an entirely external perspec-
tive or an ‘inside’ position implied in the use of the first-person narrative
voice, destabilises subject positions. This is, of course, a crucial point to
bear in mind in relation to writing described as aufofiction such as
Chawaf’s. In the last part of this chapter, I will address the question of
Chawaf’s subject position in her own mel