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INTRODUCTION 

Writing Feminist Criticism 

And it is but a rwin bet with this, that in France alone woman 
has had a vital influence on the development of litera ture; in 
France alone che mind of woman has passed like an electric 
currcnr through the language, making crisp and defin ite what 
is elsewhere heavy and blurred; in France alone, if the writings 
of women were swept away, a serious gap would be made in 
the national history. 

George Eliot, "Woman in France: M adame de Sable" 

The custom among the ancients-
as Priscian testifies-
was ro speak quite obscurely 
in che books they wrote, 
so that those who were to come after 
and study chem 
m1ghr gloss the letter and supply its significance 
from their own wisdom. 

Ma rie de France, Prologue co the Lais 

THE WRIT I NG of this book has from the beginning been bound 
up with two sepa rate but fo r me a lways interrelated scenes, 
the semi nar and the acade1nic conference. ln that very particular 
sense of a work's location, this book began to take shape in the 
fall of 1977 when I taught for the first time a course on \vomen's 
writing 1 then called (daringly, I thought) "French Women Writ­
ers: Toward a Defi nition of the Feminine Text. " In r977 Elaine 
Showalter's study of British women novelists, A Literature of Their 
Own, had just appeared; Ellen Moers's Literary Women: The Great 
Writers, the previous year. Although Moers's book included dis­
cussions of Stael, Sand, and Colette, and indeed as early as 1973 
Germaine Bree had brought out a collection of public lectures on 
a traditio n of French fen,inist literature, on the whole it would be 
fair to say that those of us working " in French" felt ourselves to 
be without a critical tradition. 
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No course on women writers had ever been offered in the French 
Departn1ent at Columbia, and at the time I knew of no others to 
draw upon. This did not, however, seem an altogether bad thing: 
we n1ight not have known just what it was, b'ur we had the sense 
of doing 'something. From my admittedly apocalyptic point of view 
on things, 1noreover, rt seen1ed almost subversive (a good thing) 
for an assistant professor to offer a course on the "feminine text" 
in the seminar roon1 in which I had been a graduate student (and 
in which the subject, needless to say, had never come up). Looking 
back now after ten years, I run the risk of mythologizing the mo­
n1ent, but I think the students in the seminar took as much plea­
sure as I did in the complicities of a slightly dangerous (at the very 
least, we thought, professionally radical) experience behind closed 
doors in the paranoid corridors of the fifth floor of Philosophy 
Hall. 1 

It was in the spirit of that adventure that I accepted an invitation 
to speak on a panel at the r978 annual Barnard "Scholar and Fem­
inist" conference, whose theme that year was ca lled "Creating 
ferninist Works." The lone scholar's voice between those of a painter 
and a poet, I spoke in terms l hoped might be both personal (not 
too academic) and representative (not too personal) about what I 
thought was at stake in the study of women 's writing (an academ­
ic's idea of being creative).2 What bothered me then and still both­
ers me now was a double problem of theory and language: on 
what grounds was it possible to locate the question of female au­
thorship? In what metaphors could one figure the discussion? At 
the time I played around with a vegetarian tropology: I cornpared 
artichokes to onions. Following out the i111plications of an oppo­
sition which distinguished as separate critical activities the critique 
of men's writing (sexual politics) and the analysis of women's writ­
ing,3 I contrasted in this account of my own work the stripping 
away of leaves in order to get-past the choke-to the heart of 
the matter, the (n1ale) text's ideological core (textual politics), \Vith 
the peeling away of layers that ends son1ehow without closure, 
without ever arriving at a discernible (son1ehow feminist) center. 
I opposed the exciten1ent that con1es fro1n an emphasis on prod­
uct, rneaning unveiled, to a more diffuse and an1biguous erotics of 
process. 

In the opposition of two n1odes of textual pleasure, I was of 
course reinventing Roland Barthes's theoretical wheel; even his 
metaphors, though r was blithely unaware of it at the tiine. 4 In an 
essay called "Style and Its Image," Barthes co1npares an already 
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superann uated vie\>v of the text as a "fru it with a kernel (an apri­
cot , for example)" with a more curren t critical perspective o n lit­
erary acts : "an onion, a construction of layers (or levels, or sys­
tems) whose body contains, finally, no heart, no kernel, no 
irreducib le principle, nothing except the unit of its own su rfaces'' 
(10) . As 1 rev iew this history of my critical moves, I an1 struck by 
the fact that from the beginning I have cast the issues of a pre­
dominantly Anglo/A n1erica n feminist discussion of female au­
thorship in tenns that rehearse French post-structuralist paradigms 
of textualiry, by way of a Barthesian poetics (this is especially true 
of "Arachnologies" and " Changing the Subject"). At the same time, 
if, over the years, Barthes has seduced 111e with an attractive point 
of departure, I invariably part company with hirn at a crucial mo­
ment in the journey. My difference typically takes the form of a 
resistance to the end point of the argument. Thus, though in this 
occasional piece for the Barnard conference I entertain the possi­
bility that women's writing might not have an identifiable core or 
center, l do not draw Barthes's conclusion that therefore nothing 
is to be found beyond " the unit of its own surfaces," that the body 
of women's (onion) writing contains nothing but signifiers to gloss. 
In my homelier (kitchen) expansion of the onion metaphor, I ar­
gue, for instance, that the layers of an onion are perceived only 
by a cut through its body. For me, a supplement of experience 
comes to check a critical politics dependent for its practice on the 
free-play of signifiers. The question of experience requires a theo­
rization that refuses to scrap the material of its formation. 

Despite the inadvertent but implicit support offered by Roland 
Barthes, onions and artichokes did not finally seem specific enough 
to support a poetics of women's writing. But by the fall of 1978, 
when I began to take the question of women's writing on the road, 
I had arrived at a language in which to begin to talk about a po­
etics of reading wo1uen's writing: plots and plausibilities.5 In a way, 
each of the chapters in this book constin1tes a si milar effort to find 
working n1etaphors for the problems involved in creating a critical 
discourse in which to talk about women's writing both within the 
field of fe,ninist studies, and within the criti ca l debates that have 
dominated literary studies in the United States over the past twenty 
years. (These bave not usually been the sa 111e discussion.) Empha­
sis added, tropes and sensible shoes, fen1ale pastoral, con1ing to 
writing, performa nce, arachnologies, overreading the underread , 
changing the subject: these formulations have all been part of my 
desire to theorize female authorship and put on the table the tex-
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tual and political stakes of female signature in the production, re­
ception, and circulation of women's writing. 

More locally, I have tried to articulate through a variety of crit­
ical n1odes and strategies the possibi lity of elaborating a feminist 

• 
literary theory and practice that emerges from working at the junc-
n1res where French lite?-ature, theory, and the realities of American 
institutions intersect.6 Put another way, this book is about coming 
" from French" and being in Women's Studies. Jr has mattered to 
me, for instance, in symbolic and material ways not always easy 
to define, but that 1 know have played a shaping role in my critical 
positioning, that most of the essays in this book were written while 
I was running the Women's Studies Program at Barnard, and 
reach.ing, some of the time, in a French department-across the 
street at Columbia-of which I was nor a voting member. 

l N Subject to Change I explore ways of reading women as writ­
ing subjects, of tracking the erratic relations between female au­
thorship and literary history in a particular cultural context. Of 
the "vriters whose work is most centrally the focus of this book­
Lafayette, Graffigny, Stael, Sand, Colette-only Graffigny's name 
is likely to be unknown to tnany readers. But if these \.vriters, and 
especially Sand and Colette, function to son1e extent as figures in 
a national literary landscape, this does not 1nean that their work 
(with the exception of The Princess of Cleves) belongs co the his­
tory of rereadings that have co1ne to constitute that literature's 
canon of self-reference. One of the ai1ns of this book, then, is im­
plicitly to call the canon of exclusions into question by repopu­
lating the landscape, and at a closer focus, to display the writing 
of these figures and the figures of their writing. 

At stake, however, is not si1nply the reconstruction of another 
feminist literature. To the extent that alJ critical 111odels exist and 

' operate in a dialogical relation '"'ith the literature they account 
for, to change literatures is to change the subject of their criticis1n. 
If I want to add to the repertory of feminist criticis1n the perfor­
mances of other iuriting subjects, it is also in order to articulate 
other models, other mctaphorics. Building n1ore narrowly on 
Adrienne Rich's notion of a " politics of location," I'm propos­
ing a "poetics of location" that would acknowledge both the geo­
graphies of the writing it reads and the limits of its own project. 
(In this sense, l'n1 working toward a n1ore historiciied poetics, 
which, in an emphasis on local specificities- co1nparative bod-
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ies of \.vriting?-works against the temptations of a feminist 
reuniversa l ization.) 

Despite che national emphasis and the focus on feminist writing, 
this is not a book about "new French fen1inisn1s" (or "French fem­
inise theory'') except co the extent that these in1porcs to the U.S. 
scene emerge from the critical upheaval produced by the political 
events of May r968 in France, and whose discourses operate now 
in co1nplicated ways within both feminist theory and literary stud­
ies. Although the argument I will make here is deeply (ii arnbiva­
lently) indebted co the kind of thinking that this move1nent has 
engendered, this is not the French connection I'n1 after. I'm inter­
ested in another kind of "traffic in women," the circulation 
throughout literary history of French feminist writing. 

THE FIRST five chapters deal with the issues 1 see as central to 
the question of women's writing and fe1ninist critical theory, fore­
grounding as exemplary instances for constructing the subjects of 
criticism-The Princess of Cleves, The Mill on the Floss, The Por­
tuguese Letters, Indiana, and Villette, in addition to the autobio­
graphical writings (writing fictions) of Sand, Daniel Stern, Colette, 
and Beauvoir. In chapters 6- 9, under the thematics of "con1ing to 
writing," I cake four novels of feminist signature to expose and 
work through a certain number of proble1ns in contemporary crit­
ical theory, notably the question of (female) authorship itself. In 
the discussions of individual novels, The Peruvian Letters, Corinne, 
Valentine, and The Vagabond, which like "Emphasis Added" grew 
out of reaching situations and are structured as readings, I am es­
pecially concerned with articulating both a general critical ma­
trix- women's writing as a feminist literature of dissent-and 
specific strategies of figuration: the revision of female plot and the 
reappropriation of cultural space by a challenge to the rna le gaze 
I call "writing from the pavilion." Unlike "The Text's Heroi ne," 
"Arachnologies," and "Changing the Subject," which, as J indicate 
in the frames that precede them, were all originall y written for 
conferences that carried their own agendas, polemics, and cast of 
characters, these chapters were written as a return co the work of 
the seminar, by which I mean primarily a scene of novel reading. 
Taken together in this uneven weave of textures and origins, the 
chapters, 1 hope, will point to the ways in which the intersecting 
claims of pedagogy, literary history, and theory coexist materially 
in feminist practice. 
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Although the novels I take up are " representative" in the con­
ventional sense of reflecting a recognizable historical spectrum of 
a national licerature-r678-1910-choices have of course been 

I 

made. Why these and not others? For the beginning of an answer 
I will turn briefly here co Gail Godwin's account of the Norton 
Anthology of Literaturl by Women (entitled in the New York Times 
Book Review), "One Woman Leads to Another." In Godwin's view 
the anthology's greatest flaw is that it is "organized to bear out 
Virginia Woolf's opinion chat women's 'books continue each other' " 
(13). Godwin goes on to object that " the editors might more ap­
propriately have subtitled their anthology "The Feminist Tradition 
in English ... " (1 4). Presumably the recourse to Woolf is rneant 
to invalidate the whole project. But when one returns to the con­
text of Woolf's re1nark in A Room of One's Own, it is not at all 
clear that her discussion either supports Godwin's opinion or 
explains the absence of aesthetic criteria in the anthology that 
Godwin deplores. 

Reading the first novel of Mary Carrnichael, the novelise Woolf 
has invented to speak of a future of women's ·writing, Woolf's fem­
inist subject reflects upon the critical approach to a work that may 
be concerned with "writing as an art, not as a method of self­
expression" (83). Confronted with this new novel, she wonders 
how best to read: 

It seems to be her first book, I said to myself, but one rnust 
read it as if it were the last volume in a fairly long series, 
continuing all those other books that I have been glancing at­
Lady Winchilsea's poems and Aphra Behn's plays and the 
novels of the four great novelists. For books continue each 
other, in spite of our habit of judging the,n separately. And I 
must a lso consider her-this unknown woman-as the des­
cendant of all those other \vomen whose·circumstances I have 
been glancing at and see what she inherits of their character­
istics and restrictions. (84; emphasis added) 

While it is clear that Woolf is indeed talking about a tradition of 
women writers, the part of the sentence Godwin quotes-"books 
continue each other"-does not itself bear the "mark of gender" 
(Wittig, 63). Rather, Woolf rnakes a state1nent about reading and 
about what today we might \.Vant to call intertextuality: books are 
not individually authored works of art but textual productions 
caught up in a web of quotation and rewriting. 

Woolf here speaks the universal from the woman writer. More 
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than fifty years later, the possibility of wo1nen engendering the 
universal has yet to beco111e an operative critical reality, for as we 
see, God,vin assuines that Woolf's generalization refers only to 
women writers (111ore typically, the gender of generalizations goes 
the other way).7 Thus, for Godwin to say with recourse to Woolf 
that the anthology should have been called one of feminist Liter­
ature does not really carry the point (her anxiety about Authorship 
notwithstanding). Woolf's poetics neither legislates a particular 
thematics for a literature written by wo111en nor distinguishes fen1-
inist writing fron1 (women's) art. 

Jf I have taken the time to rehearse the terms o f this pole111ic as 
it has come to attach itself to the question of the Norton, it is not 
to defend the anthology as an object (this others have done else­
where), but to object quite self-interestedly on theoretical grounds 
to the terms in which its project is attacked. Woolf's notion that 
" books continue each other" (just as do feminist critics) is central 
to the question of women's writing and to the critique of canon­
formation feminist literary history performs by its very existence 
(' 'n1asterpieces are not single and solitary births" (68]). In France 
that history turns, not surprisingly, a round questions of identity 
and difference. In Women Writers in France: Variations on a Theme, 
Gerrnaine Bree organizes her discussions around the "querelle des 
femmes," a debate about woman's nature and women's rights that 
began in the early modern period and that in many ways remains 
a subject of serious controversy today (between feminists and the 
forces of the new right; between women, but also, between fen1-
inists). In part because this has always been a fe111inist question, 
and in part because the network of associations that attach the1n­
selves co the terms "feminine" and " female" create other proble1ns 
of connotation, Bree chooses to call the women's writing she dis­
cusses " feminist literature," which she defines "as referring 1nerely 
to literature written by women" (5). I will follow Bree's lead here, 
though I will say a little more about what I mean by fen1inist, and 
argue that the novels I take up here indeed supply exa1nples of 
(another) French feminism. 8 

Bree takes Christine de Pisan as the first in a small group of early 
1nodern French women writers she ca lls " initiators" (16) . Although 
in certain historical perspectives Christi ne has been seen to occupy 
the place of "first author" (Poirion, in Bree, 21), for the devel­
opment of the novel as I see it, I want to refratne the inaugural 
moments of feminist authorship. In a gesture meant to blur the 
moment of origins, I prefer to evoke Marie de France on one side 



8 Writing Feminist Criticism 

of Christine's writing whjle placing Lafayette on the other, both 
before and after. 

ln "Lafayette's Ellipses : The Privileges of Anonymity," Joan 
Dejean, connecting Marie de France's (twelfth -century) poetics of 
gender to Lafayette's, and placing Lafayette in a tradition of sev­
enteenth-century won1en writers who precede her, argues that "the 
complex relation that Lafayette engineered between author and 
text provoked a new type of reading for women 's fiction and may 
thus have altered the course of criticism in France" (887). Although 
Dejean does nor make a historical claim for Lafayette's originary 
status, she identifies a moment of text productjon that will come 
to give the French novel and French women writers' relation to it 
a very particular alignment and coloration. In a variety of ways 
all the novels I study in this book re\.vrite the effects of Lafayette's 
signature: "the trace of her authority that must simultaneously 
assert her power and protect her person" (887) . While only 
Graffigny, after Lafayette, literally withholds her name from the 
title page of her fiction, all the writers whose work is in question 
here understand and stage the drama of fe1nale signature for their 
heroines and their authors. The Peruvian Letters ( r 747 ), Corinne, 
or Italy (1807), Valentine (1832), and The Vagabond (1910) all 1nay 
be said to " continue" The Princess of Cleves as feminist texts. 9 

As a poetics derived from a specific cultural production, the de­
scription of feminist writing that follows is not meant to bear the 
weight of a universal authorship. If it sketches a horizon of writing 
that will enable other cartographies and ocher scenes, it will have 
served its purpose. At a first level, then, feminise writing articulates 
as and in a discourse a self-consciousness about woman's identity. 

(

I mean by this both an inherited cultural fiction and a process of 
social construction. Second, feminist writing makes a clai1n for the 
heroine's singula rity by staging the difficulty of her relation as a 
.woman in fiction to Woman. Third, it contests the available plots 
of female develop1ne11t or Bi/dung and embodies dissent from the 
dorninant tradition in a certain number of recurrent narrative ges­
tures, especially in the 1nodalities of closure that Rachel DuPlessis 
has called "writing beyond the ending. " 1° Finally, through an in­
sistence on singularity, fe1ninist writing figures the existence of other 
subjective economies, other styles of identity. 

In its attack on the fathers Corinne thematizes most explicitly 
an indictment of patriarchy (Colette's Renee Nere refers to the 
regime of "patriarchal laundry") . But from The Princess of Cleves 
to The Vagabond in a variety of tones the protest can be heard. 
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In these novels, for instance, we can read as feminist writing the 
princess of Cleves's celebrated "refusal of love" repeated in Zilia's 
decision not to marry Deterville and Renee's not to 1narry Maxin1e, 
and even (perversely, perhaps) reenacted in Corinne's choice of 
Osv\1ald as the man least likely to marry her. The "refusal of love," 
of course, more pointedly seen as the critique of marriage as a 
political institution, is also at work in the clearly overdetennined 
failure of Benedict and Valentine's love to culminate in proper 
marriage. 

In another set of intertextual relations, the princess's forest pa­
vilion as a representation of female-controlled space that would 
exist outside the demands of plot is reappointed in Valentine's pa­
viHon on the estate of her patrimony, in Zilia's library, Corinne's 
Italy, and Renee's borrovved " Elysian refuge." 171ese places all 1nark, 
to different degrees, a form of resistance to the plausibilities of 
patriarchal plot. On still another level of continuity, Zil ia's refusal 
of marriage, which coincides with the literal mastery of writing 
itself, throws into relief the sense in which the princess of Cleves's 
most singular gestures-the confession, the rejection of Nemours, 
the final retirement to fe1nale spaces-speak a desire to control 
story by refusing its plots that constitutes the trope of the woman 
writer in France par excellence. 

1f the Inca princess's "writing lessons" in the language of the 
do,ninant culture by their insistence on the costs of "coming co 
writing" supply a n1etaphorics for all of these novels as instances 
of feminist revision-rewriting conventional ERectations for fe: 
male protagonists-th"at ,netaphorics must at the same time be 
understood as tfie effect (or language) of the critique of the ide­
ology of a woman's identity that I have called "changing the sub­
ject." Under this attention to the possibilities of cultural resistance 
1 emphasize the deconstruction of the gaze and the reconstruction 
of the scene of writing itself. Thus, if at one end of the scale the 
princess of Cleves chooses to desi re the duke of Nemours in a rep­
resentation she controls, looking at his portrait within the walls 
of her pavilion, and removing herself ( or trying to) from the 
empire of his gaze, the better to inhabit her desire; at the other, 
Corinne represents herself theatrically in public, offering herself to 
her lover's gaze the better to bring hirn into a mode of pleasure 
outside the specular regime of patriarchy. The captive Peruvian 
princess, the anthropologist's exotic object, becomes the writing 
subject of an ethnography on colonial culture that challenges the 
universal claims of the Enlightenment subject. Renee, the star of 
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a1nbiguous vaudevil le shows, returns to a writing of which she is 
the visionary. Jn Valentine's short- lived feminist utopia, the woman, 
forgetting conventi on, and wanting to see for herself, fantasizes 
herself briefly as a painter. Corinne and The Vagabond boldly dis-

' play in their texts the relations between writing and the gaze, the 
gaze and performance,'-performance and the scene of writing. But 
in both novels the attempt to change the subject through perfor­
mance proves to be vulnerable to the cultural power of the dom­
inant male gaze observing; in both cases, only the production of 
writing-an authored text- offers an escape from the survei l­
lance of masculine regard. Writing gives forrn to the vision of an 
imagi nary elsewhere. 

In a way, however, the difficulty of imagining a beyond-the-1nale-

l
gaze may be inherent to the plo ts of heterosexual fiction. If all the 
novels dissent from an ideal of love, suffering, and conformity to 
female plot, each ending suggests nonetheless that the daughter's 
destiny is somehow fatally blocked: the daughters all thus come 
\o mark the end of the line, of a certain line, a refusal to circulate. 
It is not only that they do not marry: they will not beco1ne moth­
ers. They are final daughters. Is this bypassing of maternity the 
ultimate effect of the indictment of patriarchy? The fate of the 
daughters who appear at the end of Corinne and Valentine's nov­
els raises (without solving) real problems of interpretation. Is little 
Ju liette or little Valentine the signature of a difference as yet co 
corne to writing? It may be that after the great period of novel 
writing for women in France, th ese new daughters come to em­
body a way of imagining another tradition. It may be also be that 
the difference of another corning to writing requires an outside to 
heterosexual economies. At best we can say that the value of the 
new daughters ' signs, I ike the currency o f a ne\.v country, rernains 
subject to change. 

IF The Princess of Cleves is the new novel of 1680, seen by the 
critics o f its time as a rupture with the idea of the novel itself 
(Rousset, 17-19), what about The Vagabond and the novel in 1910? 
If the conventions of literary history that grant The Princess of 
Cleves inaugural status as the first psychological novel add justi­
fication for that position in this partial account of women's \.vrit­
ing, what of Colette in last place? Why end here, in 1910? 

Woolf, in her 1924 essay "Mr. Ben nett and Mrs. Bro\vn," asserts 
famously and fla1nboyantly that "in or about December, 1910, hu­
man character changed" (320) . In this refl ection about "'charac-
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ter' in fiction" and "the question of reality" (319), the change Woolf 
is interested in identifying is a shift in hun1an relations, a shift 
accompanied by "a change in religion, conduct, politics, and lit­
erature" (321). Much in the sty le of A Room of One's Own, Woolf 
concrerizes her argument in a story she tells about observing a man 
(Mr. Smith) and a "vo1nan (M rs. Brown) in a railway carriage. The 
interactions of Mr. S111 ith and Mrs. Brown cake Woolf to the ques­
tion of representation-how to make Mrs. Brown "seem real" (326), 
and how Mr. (Arnold) Bennett "vould have one do it. (Woolf's 
essay may also be read as a parable about sexism and fen1inism 
and what chat means for the production and reception of women's 
writing [Daugherty, 269)). 11 The proble1n for the "men and wo1nen 
who began writing novels in 1910 or thereabouts," Woolf writes, 
was that "there "vas no English novelise from "vhom they could 
learn their business" (326). Concluding chat to render Mrs. Brown 
\viii require " tools" and "conventions" different from the dated 
ones of earlier periods, Woolf recommends patience: " But do not 
expect just at present a complete and satisfactory presentment of 
her. Tolerate the spasmodic, the obscure, the fragmentary, che fa il­
ure" (33 7 ). If we recall the language she uses to imagine Mary 
Carmichael's imaginary novel, we see the extent to \.vhich Woolf's 
vision of a future of women's writing is bound up with new forms 
and practices of literature; practices already visible in Colette's 
writing, even before 1910. 

The question of 1910 is not only a matter of the continuities and 
discontinuities of ferninist writing and women's texts. Ani1nated 
by a rather different agenda, Alain Robbe-Grillet, in the opening 
essay of his 1963 revisionary poetics Pour un nouveau rornan, also 
identifies 1910 as a watershed year in the history of the novel in 
France: "Flaubert was \¥ricing the new novel of 1860, Proust of 
1910. The writer must accept to bear his date, knowing that there 
are no n1asterpieces in eternity, only works in histo ry ; and that 
they survive only to the extent that they have left the past behind 
them and announced the futu re" (10). Although Robbe-Grillet, one 
knows, has remained unregenerately indifferent to questions of 
women's writing, the language in which he 1nakes his choice 
of Proust in 1910 renuns us to the question we raised earlier of 
Colette's date and place in the conventions of French literary his­
tory. For if I have been arguing that books continue each other as 
feminist rewritings in the verticality of a fe1nale affiliation, it is no 
less the case that in the lateral positionings of a national literature 
women's books exist alongside men's: what happens, for instance, 
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to Colette's date seen together with Proust's? Proust's with Colette's? 
To the extent that the study of canon formation is a question of 
locatable instances of reading, it also becon,es important to take 
the sign<ltures together: reading at the intersections. 12 

Colette's new woman writer in 1910, before Mary Carmichael, 
casts her gaze on the ''i nfinitely obscure lives" of the "majority of 
women" whose stories remain unrecorded, and adds to the human 
co1nedy, portraits "of the other sex," like those of Mr. Woodhouse 
and Mr. Casaub.9n, which reveal "char spot the size of a shilling 
at the back of the head" (94) . But if Colette's novel thus anticipates 
Woolf's poetics, does chis mean that her work comes after "1910"? 
Yes and no. In The Vagabond Colette both continues and breaks 
with the traditions of writing fro111 which she emerges. She clearly 
belongs co a line of feminist writers and yet begins to unravel its 
pact with the conventions of representation ; her novel marks a 
shift in location .13 

le might, finally, be 111ore useful co place Colette like her heroine­
writer, as a liminal figure in the history of women's writing; 
on the edge of another kind of literary production. Thus, while 
Bea uvoir produces after Colette feminist novels that formally and 
the111atically follow the lines of a pre "1910" novel, Duras, Sarraute, 
Wittig, Cixous-the list is both incomplete and ar bitrary-pro­
duce works that radically break with the old plot and the very 
notion of "character" in fiction. In that spirit I would now propose 
Wittig's Les Guerilleres (1969) as an emblematic " after" co that 
tradition. Wittig's revisionary epic replaces closure with circular­
ity, and female subjectivity at radically obl ique angles to compul­
sory heterosexual structures. In Les Guerilleres the signifiers of 
women's names march across the pages in a textual adventure that 
leaves the women beyond both men and the representation of 
women; freed from the sign of Woman, the particular femaJe sub­
ject becomes plural and potentially universal: elles. 

I w A NT TO return now to my retrospective of writing feminjst 
criticism. When I began working on women's writing I felt, as I 
said then, that I somehow had to justify this act, by which I meant 
theorizing it. This is how I put it in 1978 (parodying myself through 
Woolf): 

But why, you n,ight ask, does reading women's writing im­
mediately translate into a compulsion to 1nake theory? 

If a person whose function in this world is not to be a lit-
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erary critic decides co read a woman writer, that person only 
has to decide after the fact whether she or he likes the work 
in question. If, hov.ever, the reader, not having Virginia Woolf's 
recommended income of 500 pounds a year, earns her living 
by writing and talking about texts in an institution (of higher 
learning), that reader has a rather more arduous task to per­
forn1. That reader, as she inscribes the critical act within the 
academy, must not only justify the choice of the work in the 
first place (because most won1en's writing has no obvious, i.e., 
canonical claim to consideration), but, if she is to survive, she 
must also for political and intellectual reasons say something 
about the writing qua ,vomen's writing. ("Creating Feminist 
Works," 19) 

But to whom was this justification of the need for justification 
addressed? Since that study was on the £ace of it highly, even un­
ambiguously valued within the precincts of a dominant feminist 
scholarship, whose authorization was 1 worried about? To the ex­
tent that 1 was vividly untenured, I of course worried at all tin1es 
about everyone. But it seems to me today that my concern was 
really both more and less disembodied. 

Having worked for years on 1nale authors within an intellectual 
climate that cook itself for the scene of theory and imagined no 
outside co its language, it was inevitable that good daughter that 
l was, leaving men's writing for women's would make me anxious. 
Reading male-authored texts for the ways in which ideology con­
structed Woman was one thing; seeing the ideology of a dominant 
tradition through its exclusion of women writers as the construc­
tion of literary history itself was another. Was that a subject of 
theory, subject to theory? I now \.vanted questions of women's 
writing to "count" as theory; I wanted my (feminist) theory to be 
persuasive to " them"; I wanted the discussion of women's writing \ 
co reveal co them that their theories of text, subjectivity, poetics, 
che canon, etc. were in need of revision (not the other way around!). 
l wanted these things, but at the same time I continued to worry / 
about the grounds of my own position in their terms. (This is part 
of what is going on in "The Text's Heroine," "Arachnologies," 
and "Changing the Subject.") 

But if the problems between "us" and "them" loomed large in 
institutional terms-tenure, promotions, journals, fellowships, etc.­
the question over female authorship-how to authorize it-for 
me was equally bound up with another problem of alignment: the 
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borders and range of positions structuring (and fracturing) the field 
of feminist literary studies, the famous "Franco-American Dis­
Connection" that characterized so much of the rhetoric of the late 
1970s an(jl which is still with us. 14 In other wo~ds, frorn the begin­
ning my desire to justify the question of female authorship was 
knotted from within irtternal tensions of fen,inist debate. 

Debate is probably not the right word to describe the profound 
differences in assumptions about language, identity, sexual differ­
ence, and politics that underlie unevenly and freight asyn1IDetri­
cally the discussions of this period. On the whole this has been 
coded as a polarization between Anglo-American and French ap­
proaches to literature. lt more accurately has had to do with one's 
relation to "theory"-construed as deconstruction, psychoanaly­
sis, and neo-Marxism-and co a profound ambivalence within a 
certain feminist analysis to those bodies of theory as "male." (We 
could also see this as a problen, of signature: a tension between 
the cultural and political force of unitary theory grounded by proper 
names as an effect of the "already read" and the attempt to theo­
rize frotn a n,ultiplicity of w,derread perspectives. Put another way, 
what seemed to so1ne as "untheorized" may also be understood 
as the not-yet-theorized.) Since I analyze these issues at length in 
both "Arachnologies" and "Changing the Subject," for now T sim­
ply want to point to the crucial thematics of the debate over theory 
as it played itself out in the study of women writers. This is the 
reflection on textuality that may be sum1narized in the title of 
Barthes's famous 1968 essay "The Death of the Author." 

As someone "in French" I had two specific problems in coming 
to women's writing, a field whose outlines had been defined by 
critics working in English and American studies, or in Women's 
Studies. On the one hand, as someone who had (as theory) read 
Levi-Strauss and Barthes before Virginia Woolf and Adrienne Rich 
(as feminism), it was no easy matter to invent a way to reembody 
the author (who had never been alive for me in the first place). 
On the other, the women "in French" (this of course includes some 
women "from English") whose work I 1nost admired because it 
was theoretical were not interested in \¥Omen's writing as a chal­
lenge to the Dead Author in the ways that I was-as a politics 
of signature located in institutional pedagogies of exclusion. 
They, like the theorists with \vhom they engaged-Freud, Lacan, 
Derrida-insisted on the complexity of a fe1ninine not necessari ly 
attached to won,en's bodies, but as bound up in stories of sexua l 
difference. T thus found myself caught between two conflicting at-
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tractions. J also found myself in an oscillation of my own ambiv­
alence inhabiting two positions: a "formalist" to certain feminists, 
a certain feminist to .my friends "in theory." 

In 1977, for example (though the essay was published in 1980), 
Peggy Kamuf "vas already arguing that to reduce a "literary work 
to its signature" will "produce only tautological statements of du­
bious value: won1en's writing is writing signed by women" ("W rit­
ing Like a Woman," 285-86). Mary Jacobus, after Kamuf, writing 
in "ls There a Won1an in This Text?" (1982), also sketches out the 
implications of such a position, naming it and placing it within 
Anglo-American positions on the woman writer, in contrast to a 
" French insistence on ecriture feminine-on won1an as writing­
effect instead of an origin" (109). Jacobus holds (as do Showalter 
and Gilbert and Gubar on this), that ''the category of 'women's 
writing' remains as strategically itnportant in classroom, curricu­
lum o r interpretive cominunity as the specificity of women's 
oppression is to the women's movernent," but like Kamuf she draws 
the line at the question of signatu re: "And yet to leave the question 
there, with an easy recourse to the fe1nale signature or to fen1a le 
being, is either to beg it or to biologize it" (108). Like Kamuf, 
Jacobus refuses "to posit the woman author as origin and her_!jf~ ~ 
as the .£rimary locus of meaning" (108). While Kamuf was taking 
as her example of "a certain feminist criticism" remarks by Patricia 
Meyer Spacks in The Female Imagination (1975), for most main­
stream feminist critics the question of signature itself simply was 
not perceived as a matter of philosophical debate. For them the 
question was not so much on what theoretical grounds to place 
the discussion, as what claims could one make for the body of 
writing one had assembled: the various " heroinisms" of Moers's 
" literary women" (1976) ; Showalter's " literature of their own" 
(1977); Gilbert and Gubar's figure of "the madwoman in the attic" 
(1979). In those volumes, female authorship poses itself as a set of 
problems within a politics of literature that is already a grounded 
context. 

1f the challenge to the signature from deconstructive and psy­
choanalytic positions has nor on the whole been picked up directly 
by the feminist critics working on women's writing co whom it 
seemed addressed, it has, however, continued to surface in other 
quarters, coming from other places. On the one hand, as we have 
just seen, a wariness about signature is central to the attack from 
the traditionalists on the Gilbert and Gubar Norton Anthology 
(1985 ) for its principles of inclusion or exclusion - the worry being 
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chat " literary art and individual talent" are sacrifi ced to feminist 
values (Godwin, 12; Donoghue, 147) . Or, as another disgruntled 
critic of the volume put it: "Why might a woman writer prefer 
not to b~ a Woman Writer? Perhaps for the 'same reason a frog 
dislikes co be used as a den1onstracion of the nervous system. It's 
afraid that might be a'l l there is to life" (Rose, 89). On the other 
hand, at the other extreme of the critical spectrum, we find 
the philosophical questioning of identity chat engenders Kamuf's 
analysis of the trope "a wom an writing as a woman" enlisted in 
Jonathan Culler's discussion of feminist cri ticism in On Decon­
struction, " Reading as a Woman." 

Thus we observe this curious situation in which the study of 
women's writing is put into question both by the believers in arc, 
origin, meaning, intention, and the individual talent and by those 
who believe in none of the above. Is this necessarily what the al­
ternatives boil do,vn to? Essentialism or theory? Artichokes (apri­
cots) or onions? 

It seems to me that the study of wo1nen's literature has made it 
possible co unhook signature from the interpretive securities of 
Authorship by rematerializi ng the relations of subjecrivity, writing, 
and literary theory in very specific ways. In the critical turns I have 
made since writing The Heroine's Text (artichokes), I have t ried 
to imagine authorship as a more complexly contextual activity than 
I had dreamed of in my original training and incarnation as a 
hardline structuralist: as a matter of writing that includes the 
problem of agency-the marks of a producing sub ject; and as a 
question of reading that includes the gendered effects of critical 
and institutional ideologies. 

In " Writing Fictions: Women's Autobiography in France" I sug­
gest that locating the signature of a woman's writing across the 
body of writing allo"vs fen1inist critics to reproblematize the ques­
tion of authorship and biography as interpretive ground. It is 
in part for this reason that I have in cl uded that essay in the argu­
ment I am 111aking here. The stories of Sa nd , Stern, Colette, and 
Beauvoir are accounts of coming to writing in a historical real. In 
this sense they provide a social field of contrast to the metaphor­
ical accounts of corning to writing that I read in the novels of 
femin ist writers.15 But that relation of course is too simple, since 
it is as clear that beco1ning a writer for a writer is a lso about mak­
ing texts. Seen together in fiction and autographics, 'the scenes of 
authorization layer our understanding of the writing project as a 
negotiation between the subject and the social. 
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For n1e, the signature of the. won1an writer who is also a feminist 
writer is the 1nark of a resistance to dominant ideologies; for the 
fe1ninist critic, the signature is the site of a possible political dis­
ruption. To insist on a n1eaning that attaches to signature is to 
value the challenge it can bring to the institutional arrangements 
based on its exclusion. This is not to say that I ignore the dangers 
of the claim or the appeal of a headier (sexier, as these things go) 
destabilization fro111 deconstructive, psychoanalytic, and neo-Marxist 
perspectives. On the contrary. The chapters of this book all testi fy 
co my awareness of their seductions. But in the end, the critical 
theory I am looking for goes other ways. 

At the Pembroke conference (1985) at which I first presented 
"Changing the Subject," Naomi Schor addressed the problem of 
viewing feminine specificity (what T talk about as female signature) 
from the bridge of French post-structuralist theory. Articulating 
her O\vn resistance as a feminist to the " discourse of sexual indif­
ference/pure difference," Schor wondered whether the insistence 
on indifferentiation in Barthes and Foucault wasn't perhaps the 
"latest ruse of phallocentrism," and observed that a significant 
number of feminist theorists have adopted other strategies for 
"subverting the unitary subject," strategies that take the form of 
a doubling more complex than the simple erasure of the tell-tale 
marks of sexual difference. Like Myra Jehlen, whose argument for 
"the clainJ of difference" (the understanding that " the other will 
have to Live as other") as the crucial piece in a critique of the "male 
universal norm" Schor enlists in her own polemic, Schor concludes 
that only che dissymmetry of difference can undermine the grounds 
of repetition; providing "perhaps the only chance we have to con­
struct a post-deconstructionist society which will not si1nply re­
duplicate our own" (110) . 

When I say, then, that I want to 1nake clain1s for the fen1ale 
signature but not in the name of a biocritics of intention, I am 
saying in part that I want to have it two ways (tropes and sensible 
shoes)-French and (North) American. I am also sayi ng that those 
terms themselves gjve us false dilemn1as and equally false choices. 16 

While I myself have continued to invoke those two positionings 
as if this outline constituted a reliable 111ap of the territory, that is 
to a great extent because [ ha ve had a role to play in it (it is part 
of my history), and because 1 have been located in it by others. At 
the same time I have come to find this relentless redrawing of the 
boundaries a narrowing process rather than a gesture of compli­
cation. I long to see a more international gee-graphics in feminist 
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writing. lt seen1s to me that as feminist critics we do ourselves in 
by playing the old Franco-American game of binary oppositions 
(theory and e1npiricism, indifference and identity) as though it were 
the only gan1e in town, as though we ltnew all the rules by which 
it could be played, as though layers were all there is to an onion, 
a pit to an ap1'icot, or a heart to an artichoke; as though there 
weren't also Italians, for instance. 17 

l ORIGINALLY WANTED to call my book Changing the Subiect. 
By this I meant to evoke both a voluntaristic desire for change­
let's change the subject (this is boring), let's talk about something 
else (women writers, feminist criticism), let's make the subject dif­
ferent (refigure the universal, change the canon), etc. But when I 
learned to my chagrin that a book \>vith that tide had already been 
announced for publication, I decided to change my tide to a phrase 
that had appealed to me earlier. 18 Now, "subject to change," of 
course, typically is followed by "without notice," and for a while, 
I resisted the new title precisely because of a certain programmatic 
arbitrariness (and a certain resulting annoyance from its effects­
higher prices, cancelled trains) implicit in it. It \.Vas close to the 
original, but did it take me coo far? It seems to me now that a 
dose of the arbitrary is not a bad thing; that the phrase nicely 
reappropriates cliches of femininity (la donna e mobile) while an­
nouncing a resistance to closure and readiness for revolution: this 
is all vulnerable; it all can go. 

Finally, I have co111e to feel that "subject to change" suits the 
garnble of this book; that l could bring together pieces from my 
critical history and let the111 inhabit a space with newer ones that 
while not perhaps presenting radical contradictions, at the very 
least contain their own reworking of the earlier formulations (1 
argue the same cases with different en1phases). I have revised the 
essays in varying degrees, changing titles, playing with epigraphs, 
adding and deleting notes, intervening to clarify points now lost 
even on me, but it is certain that publishing as one goes bu ilds in 
very real problen1s. The most obvious one, of course, is the con­
straint involved in reprinting pieces already taken up in dialogue, 
or anthologized. As 111uch as I might have wanted to in places, I 
wasn't able to rewrite the history of the past ten years. lt has also 
seemed to me that at a 1noment when writing on feminist criticisrn 
is tending to draw up positions (battle lines?)• as if they couldn't 
change, as if no one's thinking evolved, as if nothing overflovved 
the neat paradigms we have been tempted to construct in order to 
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have a history "of our own," it was worth running the risk of 
leaving in the traces of the difficulty and embarrassment of doing 
the ,vork (its scenes, in all senses of the word) in the hope that we 
not-playing Athena co Arachne-cut ourselves off from a pos­
sible furure of subjects co change. 

NOTES 

1. The students 111 that graduate seminar, whom I thank collectively here 
for helping me begin, were: Louise Adler, Elvire Borenstein, Theresa Bowers, 
Mary Jane Ciccarello, Marie-Claude Hays, Claude Holland, Alice Jardine, 
Judith A. Low, Carol V. Richards, Sylvia Richards, Paulette Rose, Fran~oise 
Thybulle, Margaret Waller. 

2. lvly contribution was published as an edited record of the proceedings 
in pamphlet form by the Barnard Women's Center, r978. 

3. This was the distinction betwen feminist critique and femi nist criticism 
char Elaine Showalter had elaborated informally at an earlier "Scholar and 
Feminist" conference at Barnard, and that became the unevenly valued op­
position of critique and "gynocri tics" of "'Toward a Feminist Poetics." 

4. After rhe conference, Margaret Waller, then one of rhe students from 
rhe seminar on French women writers, gracefully brought Barches's onion 
metaphor to my attention. 

5. As 1r turned our, it was largely from the work of that first seminar that 
"Emphasis Added: Plots and Plausibilities in Women's Fiction" emerged. I 
wrote "Emphasis Added" for a public lectu re at the Universi ty of Michigan 
ar Ann Arbor (Fall 1978) where l had been mvited by the French department 
ro spend a week visiting and reaching in Michel Pierssens's seminar on crit­
icism and theory. This was my first public lecture, and I had been asked to 
speak to an audience who would not necessarily be " in French." At the rime, 
that request seemed daunting, and I smoked through the entire lecture. Look­
ing back, l am grateful char I was asked co address myself to a more "general" 
public. Otherwise, I might still be in French. 

6. This intersection of concerns is close in spirit to the configuration of 
relations mapped in the title of the important 1981 special-collectively ed­
ited at Dartmouth-issue of Yale French Studies, "Feminist Readings: French 
Texts/ American Contexts." 

7. I'm thinking of Elaine Showa lter's remarks in " \X'omen Who Write Are 
Women" : "The female wirness, sensitive or nor, is sti ll not accepted as first­
person universal'' (33) . 

8. On the history of Feminisms in France see New French Feminisms, 
edited by Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Counivron, and M ai're Albisrur and 
Daniel Armogathe's Histoire du feminisme fran<;.ais. 

9. 111 the tradition l describe I would include before Sand works by 
Villedieu, Tencin, Riccoboni, and Claire de Duras. The writing that takes 
place in what appears to be a gap between Sand and Colette remains to be 
explored as a history. Some individual names are known-Louise Colet, Daniel 
Stern, Gyp, Rachilde, Juliette Adam- but for now their literary relations have 
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not been traced. Cheryl Morgan, a doctoral candidate in the French depart­
ment at Columbia, ha~ begun to explore the reasons for the feminist critical 
blank. 

10. Despite the very different corpus with which she ,wocks, Rachel DuPlessis 
and I haye quite similar ideas about a poetics of feminist writing. Thus, 
DuPlessis says of the writers she discusses: ''These authors are 'feminist' be­
cause they construct a v::tciety of oppositional strategies to the depiction of 
gender institutions in narrative" (34). l develop our contiguities more explic­
itly throughout the individual readings, especially in my chapter on Graffigny's 
Peruvian Letters. 

In part because of these kinds of intertextual connections, in part because 
of the theoretical complications it raises (about reading literature in history), 
despite my sense that a poetics (even of gender) needs to be grounded, I have 
not sought to tie a definition or feminist writing to the historical moments 
of feminist movements or currents. In A Literature of Their Own, for in­
stance, Elaine Showalter identifies feminist writing (as opposed to what she 
calls feminine and female literature) with the period 1880 to 1920 and wom­
en's right to vote (although she a lso reserves the possibility of a more fluid 
use of the term). And most recently, in the introduction to her new book, 
''Mothers, Daughters, and Narrative," Marianne Hirsch chooses to restrict 
the use of the term ''feminist" to the feminist movement of the 1970s and 
1980s, ''an aesthetic connected to a movement of active social resista nce." 

11. Beth Rigel Daugherty's "The Whole Contention Between Mr. Bennett 
and Mrs. Woolf, Revisited," offers enormously useful derail about the actual 
exchange. I thank Brenda Silver for bringing the essay to my attention. " Mr. 
Bennett and Mrs. Brown" is the central fable of Mary Ann Caws's moving 
"Centennial Presidential Address 1983: Realizing Fictions"; and the writing 
fiction of a thoughtful position paper by Shari Benstock, " Reading the Signs 
of Women's Writing." 

r2. By this 1 mean that we have co find new ways to get at the weave of 
writing at a given historical moment in order co see what has been retained, 
and why. In French Novelists of Today (a book first published in 1955 and 
reprinted in r967), for example, Henri Peyre, following Woolf's chronology, 
a lso locates a "revolution in French fiction" in 1910. ln his survey, which is 
meant to appraise, Peyre, in passing, places Colette (whom he sees as '·an­
tedeluvian"). While he acknowledges her '·skilled workmanship" and com­
pares her use of the adjective to Proust's, he judges her qualities as a novelist 
co be " grossly overrated and ... responsible fo'r the sad plight of feminine 
writing in France up to the fourth decade of the present century" (276-77). 
Although a look at these moments of canon formation has not been my proj­
ect here, I think now rhat the study of women's writing in the future will 
need to focus on these intergendered occasions in literary history. 

13. To point to an area 1 have left underdeveloped in this discussion: before 
the twentieth century, the imaginary of French women writers under the sign 
of Lafayette is generally aristocratic. Although the question of money and 
productive activity for women subtly punctuates most of these novels, only 
in The Vagabond does the issue become a central feamre of woman's identity 
as it is bound up with a scene of work. The attention co money, class, and 
work comes much earlier iD the novels of English women writers. 

14. I'm alluding to the arguments articulated in Domna Stanton's essay in 
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The Future of Difference, and indeed rhe premises of rhe conference ("The 
Scholar and the Feminist VI'' ), conceived and orchestrated by Alice Jardine, 
that took place at Barnard in 1979, and that led to the volume. This is the 
moment when French theory as a powerful intervention begins to have its 
day in feminist and nonfeminist contexts. Mary Jacobus identifies a similar 
chronology, and ics imporrance ro her own evolution in the preface to Read­
ing V?oman. Margaret Homans, who has rehearsed these issues in several 
essays, seeks in Bearing the \'Qord to elaborate a productive practice through 
the "criucal contradictions" (xiii) posed by Anglo/ An1erican and French 
positionings. 

rs. It is also the case that the essay on autobiography was my first attempt 
to come ro terms with women's writing, and char to che extent that l am 
reconstructing my own history as a femin ist critic I wanted to include it. In 
the notion of ''a dialectics of idennficarion" that constituted the first part of 
the essay's original title, I was rehearsing the notion of "overreading" that I 
develop 1n ·'Arachnologies." 1n the shift now to "Writing Fictions," l am 
concerned with promoting the actrition of genre. That l began working on 
women·s writing by writing on autobiography has something co do with good 
fortune-in 1977 Domna Stanton invited me co speak at a panel she was 
chairing on women's autobiography at the meetings of the Northeast Modern 
Language Association- and something to do with the status of this material 
in the French tradition: the aucobiographical writings o f Sand, Colette, and 
Beauvoir are well known (and in print- Sand's aurobiography in a Pleiade 
edition) and they provided me with an accessible point of departure (given 
che status of women writers in France as figures, this is not surpris.ing). l 
needed more of an education co discover the rexes of women's fiction. 

16. I'm rhinking about rhe reification of this polarization operated by Tori! 
Moi in Sexual/Textual Politics. Moi manages co collapse each side of the 
American/French divide with an astonishing lack of concern for the bodies 
(and positions) under erasure. On the one hand, she declares: "So far, lesbian 
and/or black feminist criticism have presented exactly the same methodo­
logical and theoretical problems as the rest of Anglo/ American feminist crit­
icism " (86). On the ocher, she makes Julia Kristeva (whose reluctance co be 
identified with fem111ism is well documented) the heroine of French feminism 
and ends her book in Derrida's words. Ir would be rhe subject of another 
book to restore the complexities co "French" and "American" eradicated here, 
but more crucially to redefine the "textual theory" that supplies Moi 's cat­
egories. Naomi Schor acutely reviews Moi's moves in " Introducing Feminism." 

17. This is of course playful and serious. I'm thinking specifically of Teresa 
de Laureris and Rosi Braidorti's critical projects, and the voices of Ita lian 
feminism. But I'm also thinking more generally of the necessity co look else­
where, beyond the inevitable metropolitan references, for different locations 
and material, beyond the exclusions of another, feminist "already read." 

r8. When I chen learned from Carolyn Heilbrun that Lois Gould had just 
completed a novel called Subject to Change, 1 had to acknowledge the futi lity 
of trying not to bear one's date. 
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Emphasis Added: Plots and Plausibilities 
W omen's Fiaion 

Nothing came down rhe street; nobody passed. A single leaf 
dcrached ir elf from rhe plane tree at the end of the street, and 
in that pause and suspension fell. Somehow it was like a signal 
faUing, a signaJ pointing to a force in things which one had 
overlooked. 

Virginia Woolf, A Roon-, of One's Own' 

. 
in 

IF WE TAKE The Princess of Cleves as the first text of women's 
fiction in France, then we may observe that French women's fic­
tion has from its beginnings been discredited. 2 By this I mean lit­
eraUy and literarily denied credibility: "Mme de Cleves's confes­
sion to her husband," writes Bussy-Rabutin to his cousin Mme de 
Sevigne, "is extravagant, and can only occur in a true story; but 
when one makes up a story it is ridiculous to ascribe such extraor­
dinary feelings to one's heroine. T he author in so doing was more 
concerned with not resembling other novels than with using com­
mon sense. " 3 Without dwelling on the local fact that a similarly 
"singular" confession had appeared in Villedieu's Les Desordres 
de /'amour some three years before the publication of Lafayette's 
novel, and bracketing the more general fact that the novel as a 
genre has from its beginnings labored under charges of invrai­
semblance,4 let us reread Bussy-Rabutin's complaint. In a true story, 
as in " true confessions," the avowal would be believable because 
in li fe, unlike art, anything can happen; hence the constraints of 
likeliness do not apply. In a made-up story, however, the confes­
sion offends because it violates our readerly expectations about 
fiction. In other words, art should not imitate life but reinscribe 
received ideas about the presentation of life in art. To depart from 
the limits of common sense (tautologically, to be extravagant) is 
to risk exclusion from the canon.5 Because-as Genette, glossing 
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this same document in "Vraisemblance et motivation," puts it­
"extravagance is a privilege of the real" (74), to produce a work 
not like other novels, an original rather thap a copy, means par­
adoxically that its literariness will be sniffed out: "The first ad­
venn1re of the Coulorq_miers gardens is not plausible," Bussy-Rabutin 
observes later in his letter, "and smells of the novel [sent le roman]." 

Genette begins his essay with an analysis of contemporary re­
actions to The Princess of Cleves. Reviewing the writings of sev­
enteenth-century poeticians, Genette shows that vraisemblance and 
bienseance, "plausibility" and "propriery," are wedded to each 
other; and the precondition of plausibiliry is the stamp of approval 
affixed by public opinion:6 " Read or assumed, this 'opinion' is 
quite close to what today would be called an ideology, that is, a 
body of maxin1s and prejudices which constitute both a vision of 
the world and a system of values" (73) . What this statement means 
is that the critical reaction to any given text is hermeneucically 
bound to another and preexistent text: the doxa of socialities. 
Plausibility then is an effect of reading through a grid of 
concordance: 

What defines plausibility is the formal principle of respect for 
the norm, that is, the existence of a relation of implication 
between the particular conduct attributed to a given charac­
ter, and a given, general, received and implicit maxim .... 
To understand the behavior of a character (for example), is 
to be able to refer it back to an approved maxim, and this 
reference is perceived as a demonstration of cause and effect. 
(174-75) 

lf no maxin1 is available to account for a particular piece of 
behavior, that behavior is read as unmotivated and unconvincing. 
Mme de Cleves's confession makes no ~ense in the seventeenth­
century sociolect because it is, Genette argues, "an action without 
a maxim" (75) . A heroine without a maxim, like a rebel without 
a cause, is destined to be 1nisunderstood. And she is. 

To build a narrative around a character whose behavior is de­
liberately idiopathic, however, is not merely to create a puzzling 
fiction but to fly in the face of a certain ideology (of the text and 
its context), to violate a gramn1ar of 1notives that describes while 
prescribing, in this instance, what wives, not to say women, should 
or should not do. The question one n1ight then ask is whether this 
crucial barbarism is in any way connected to the gender of its au­
thor. If we were to uncover a~ fe1nin ine "tradition"-diachronic 
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recurrences-of such ungrammaticaliries, ,vould we have the basis 
for a poetics of women's fiction? And what do I mean by women's 
fiction? 

Working backward, I should say first that I do not mean what 
in a certain French fen,inism is called ecriture feminine, which can 
be described roughly as a process or a practice by which the female 
body, with its peculiar drives and rhythms, inscribes itself as text.7 

"Feminine writing" is an important theoretical formulation; but 
it privileges a cextualicy of the avant-garde, a literary production 
of the late rwentieth century, and it is therefore fundamentally a 
hope, if not a blueprint for the future. In what is perhaps the best­
known statement of contemporary French feminist thinking about 
women's \vriring, "The Laugh of the Medusa," Helene Cixous states 
that, ''\vith a few rare exceptions, there has not yet been any writ­
ing chat inscribes femininity" (878). On the contrary, what she finds 
historically in the texts of the "immense majority" of female writ­
ers is ·'workmanship [ which is] ... in no way different from n1ale 
writing, and which either obscures women or reproduces the clas­
sic representations of women (as sensitive-intuitive-dreamy, 
etc. )" (878). I think this assertion is both true and untrue. It is true 
if one is looking for a radical difference in women's writing and 
locates chat difference in an insurgence of the body, in what Julia 
Kristeva has called the irruption of the se1niotic. 8 And it is true 
again if difference is sought on the level of the sentence. lf, how­
ever, we situate difference in the insistence of a certain thematic 
structuration, in the form of content, then it is not true that wom­
en's writing has been in no way different from male writing. I con­
sider the "demaximization" wrought by Lafayette's novel to be 
one example of how difference can be read. 

Before I proceed to other n1anifestations of difference, let me 
make a few general remarks about the status of women's litera­
ture-about its existence, in my view, as a viable corpus for crit­
ical inquiry. Whether one believes, as does Cixous, that there is 
"male writing," "marked writing ... run by a libidinal and cul­
tura l-hence political, typically masculine economy" ("La ugh of 
the Medusa," 879), or that (great) li terature has no sex because a 
"great rnind must be androgynous," literary history remains a male 
preserve, a history of writing by men.9 In England the history of 
the novel admits the names of Jane Austen, the Brontes, George 
Eliot, and Virginia Woolf. In France it includes Lafayette, al­
though only for The Princess of Cleves and always with the nag­
ging insinuation that La Rochefoucau ld had a hand in that. Stael, 



28 READJ NG WOMEN'S WRITING 

George Sand, and Colette figure in the national record, although 
mainly as the scandalous heroines of their times. Nevertheless, there 
have always been women writing. What is ope to do with them? 
One can leave them where they are, like so many sleeping dogs, 
and mention them oqly in passing as epiphenomena in every pe­
riod, despite the incontrovertible evidence that most were suc­
cessful and even literarily influential in their day. One can con­
tinue, then, a politics of benign neglect that reads difference, not 
to say popularity, as inferiority. 10 Or one can perform two simul­
taneous and compensatory gestures: the archaeological act of re­
covering "lost" women writers and the reconstructive act of es­
tablishing a parallel tradition, as Elaine Showalter has done in A 
Literature of Their Own and Ellen Moers in Literary Women: The 
Great Writers. The advantage of these moves is that they make 
visible an otherwise invisible interrext: a reconstituted record of 
predecession and prefiguration, debts acknov,rledged and unac­
knowledged, anxieties and enthusiasms.11 

Elizabeth Janeway, by way of T. S. Eliot, has suggested _another 
way of thinking about women 's literature. She cites the evolution 
in Eliot's attitude toward that body of texts we kno"v as American 
literature. At first he held, as many critics have about women's 
literature, that it does not exist: " There can only be one English 
literature. . . . There cannot be British or American literature." 
Later, however, he \.vas to acknowledge "what has never, I think, 
been found before, two literatures in the same language" (344). 
That reformulation, as Janeway adapts it to delineate the conti­
nent of women's literature, is useful because it locates the problem 
of identity and difference not on the level of the sentence- not as 
a question of another language- but on the level of the text in all 
its complexities: a culn1rally bound, and 1 would even say, cul­
turally overdetermined production. This new 1napping of a parallel 
geography does not, of course, resolve the oxy1noron of margin­
ality: how is it that women, a statistical majority in our culture, 
perform as a " literary subcu~ture" (Showalter, A Literature, 14-
15)? But it does provide a body of writing from which to begin to 
identify specificities that derive fro1n that relation. Because won1en 
are both of the culture and out of it (or under it), written by it 
and remaining a largely silent though literate n1ajoriry, to look for 
uniquely " feminine" textual indexes that can be deciphered in 
"blind" readings is pointless. (Documentation on the critical re­
ception of Jane Eyre and Adam Bede, for example, has shown how 



Emphasis Added 

silly such pretensions can be./ 2 There are no infallible signs, no 
failsafe technique by \,vhich to detennine the gender of an author. 
But that is not the point of the post-cotnpensatory gesture that 
follows what I call the new literary history. At stake instead is a 
reading that consciously recreates the object it describes, attentive 
alvvays to a difference- what T. S. Eliot calls "strong local flavor" 
(in J aneway, 344) not dependent on the discovery of an exclusive 
alterity. 

The difficulty of the reading conies fro1n the irreducibly com­
plicated relationship wo1nen have historically had to the language 
of the don,inant culrure, a playful relationship that Luce lrigaray 
has described as " mimeticisrn": 

To play with mimesis is, thus, for a woman to try to recover 
the place of her exploitation by discourse, without allowing 
herself to be sin1ply reduced to it. It means to resubmit herself 
... to "ideas," in particular to ideas about herself, that are 
elaborated in/by a masculine logic, but so as to make "visi­
ble," by an effect of playful repetition what was supposed to 
remain invisible: the cover-up of a possible operation of the 
feminine in language. It also n1eans "to unveil" the fact that 
if women are such good mimics, it is because they are not 
simply reabsorbed in this function. They also remain else­
where . ... (76/74) 

This "elsewhere" -which, needless to say, is not so easily pin­
pointed-is, she adds, an " insistence" of ",natter" and "sexual 
pleasure" ("jouissance"). u l prefer to think of the insistence lrigaray 
posits as a form of emphasis: an italicized version of what passes 
fo r the neutral or standard face. Spoken or written, italics are a 
modality of intensity and stress; a way of marking what has al­
ways already been said, of making a con1n1on text one's own. 14 

Italics are also a form of intonation, "the runes," McConnell-Giner 
writes, " to which we set the text of our talk." "Intonation," she 
continues, "serves to underscore the gender identification of the 
participants in certain contexts of co1nmunication," and because 
of differences in intonation, "women's tunes will be interpreted 
and evaluated from an androcentric perspective" (542). When I 
speak of italics, then, l mean the e1nphasis added by registering a 
certain quality of voice. And this expanded metaphor brings n,e 
back to my point of departure. 

Genette codes the perception of plausibility in terms of silence: 
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The relationship between a plausible narrative and the system 
of plausibility to which it subjects itself is . . . essentially 1nute: 
the conventions of genre function like a system of natural forces 
and c9nstraints which the narrative obeys 

I 

as if without no­
ticing them, and a fortiori without naming them. (76) 

l. 

By fulfilling the " tacit contract between a work and its public" 
(77) this si lence both gives pleasure and signifies conformiry with 
the dominant ideology. The text en,ancipated from this collusion, 
ho\.vever, is also silent, in that it refuses to justify its infractions, 
the "motives and maxims of the actions" (78). Here Genette cites 
the silence surrounding Julien Sorel's attempted murder of Mme 
de Renal and the confession of Mme de Cleves. In the first in­
stance, the ideologicall y complicitous text, the silence is a function 
of "vhac Genette calls " plausible narrative"; in the second it is a 
function of "arbitrary narrative" (79) . And the sounds of silence? 
They are heard in a third type of narrative, one with a motivated 
and "artificial plausibility"; this literature, exemplified by the 
"endless chatting" of a Balzacian novel, we might call "other-di­
rected," for here authorial con1n1entary justifies its story to sociery 
by providing the n1issing maxims, or by inventing them. In the 
arbitrary narrative Genette sees a rejection of the ideology of a 
cenain plausibility-an ideology, let us say, of accountabiliry. This 
"inner-directed" posture would proclaim instead "that rugged in­
dividualiry which makes for the unpredictability of great actions ­
and great works" (77). 

Tvvo remarks are in order here. Arbitrariness can be taken as 
an ideology in itself, that is, as the irreducible freedo1n and orig­
inaliry of the author (Bussy-Rabutin's complaint, en somme). But 
n,ore specifically, the refusal of the demands of one economy may 
mask the inscription of another. This inscription may seem silent, 
or unarticulated in/as authorial contntentary (discours), without 
being absent. (It may simply be inaudible to the dominant mode 
of reception.) In The Princess of Cleves, for example, " extrava­
gance" is in fact accounted for, I would argue, both by maxin,s 
and by a decipherable effect of italicization. The 1naxims l refer 
to are not direct commentary; and it is true, as Genette writes, 
that "nothing is more foreign to the style [of the novel] than sen­
tentious epiphrasis: as if the actions were always either beyond or 
beneath all commentary" (78). It is also true that within the nar­
rative th e characters do comment on the actions; and although 
Genette does not "count" such co1n1nents as "chatting," [ would 
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suggest that they constitute an internally n1otivating discourse: an 
artificial plausibility en aby,ne. This intratext is maternal dis­
course; and its perforrnance through the "extraordinary feelings" 
of Mine de Cleves is an instance of italicization. The confession, 
to state the obvious, makes perfect sense in terrns of the idiolect 
spoken by Mme de Chartres: "Be brave and strong, my daughter; 
withdraw frorn the court, force your husband to take you away; 
do not fear the n1ost brutal and difficult n1easures; however awful 
they may seetn at first, in tbe end tbey will be milder in their effects 
than the misery of a love affair" (69/68).is Moreover, the confes­
sion qua confession is set up by reference to a "real Life" precedent 
and is presented by tbe prince himself as a ,node! of desirable be­
havior: "Sincerity is so important to n1e that I think that if my 
mistress, and even my wife, confessed to 1ne tbat sbe was attracted 
by another . . . I would cast off the rol e of lover or husband to 
advise and sympathize 'vVith her" (76/76). Seen frotn this perspec­
tive the behavior of the princess is both n1otivated within the nar­
rative and supplied with a pre-text: the conditions of irnitation. 

But the confession, which I may already have overemphasized, 
is not an isolated extravagance in the novel. It is a link in the chain 
of events that lead to Mme de Cleves's decision not to marry 
Nemours, even though in this instance, the maxims of the sociolect 
might support, even expect, the marriage. As Bussy-Rabutin again 
observes, "And if, against all appearances and custo1n, this combat 
between love and virtue were to last in her heart until the death 
of her husband, then she would be delighted to be able to bring 
love and virtue together by marrying a man of quality, the finest 
and the most handsome gentleman of his time." Mme de Lafayette 
clearly rejects this delightful denouement. Now, Stendhal has spec­
ulated that if Mme de Cleves had lived a long life she wou ld have 
regretted her decision and would have wanted to live like Mme 
de Lafayette (111). We shall never know, of course, but his com­
ment raises an interesti ng question: why shou ld Mme de Lafayette 
keep Mme de Cleves from living in fiction the life she herself had 
led? The answer to that question would be an essay in itself, but 
let us tackle the question here from another angle: what do Mine 
de Cleves's " renunciation" and, before that, her confession tell us 
about the relation of women writers to fiction, to the heroines of 
their fiction? Should the heroine's so-called " refusal of love" be 
read as a defeat and an end to passion-a "suicide," or "the de­
lirium of a precieuse" (Doubrovsky, 48; Rousset, 25)? Or is it, rather, 
a bypassing of the dialectics of desire, and in that sense, a pecul-
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iarly femin ine "act of victory" (Varga, 524)? 16 To understand the 
refusal as a victory and as, I believe, a rewriting of eroticism (an 
emphasis placed "elsewhere" - as both Irigaray and Woolf say), 
from w~ich we tnight generalize about the economy of represen­
tation regulating the heroine and her authors, let us shi ft critica l 
gears for a while. ~ 

Claudine Herrmann describes the princess as a heroine "written 
in a language of dream, dreamt by Mme de Lafayette" (77). What 
is the language of that dream, and what is the dream of that lan­
guage? In the essay called "The Relation of the Poet to Daydream­
ing" (1908), Freud wonders how that "strange being, the poet, comes 
by his material" (44) . He goes on to answer his question by con­
sidering the processes at work in children 's play and then moves 
to daydreams and fantasies in adults. When he begins to describe 
the characteristi cs of the mode of creativity, he makes a blanket 
generalization about its impulses that should i1n1nediately make 
clear the usefulness of his essay for our purposes: "Unsatisfied wishes 
are the driving power behind phantasies; every separate phantasy 
contains the fulfillrnent of a wish, and improves upon unsatisfac­
tory reality" (47). What then is the nature of these wishes and, 
n1ore to our point, does the sex of the dreamer affect the shaping 
of the daydrea1n 's text? Freud writes: 

The impelling wishes vary according to the sex, character and 
circu1nstances of the creato r; they may easily be divided, how­
ever, into two principal groups. Either they are ambitious 
wishes, serving to exalt the person creating them, or they are 
erotic. In young women erotic wishes don1inate the phantasies 
almost exclusively, for their ambition is generally comprised 
in their erotic longings; in young men egoistic and ambitious 
wishes assert themselves plainly enough alongside their erotic 
desi res. (47- 48; emphasis added) 

Here we see that the either/or antinomy, ambitious/erotic, is im­
medi ately collapsed to make coexistence possible in masculine fan­
tasies: " in the greater nu1nber of ambitious daydreams ... we 
can discover a woman in so,ne corner, fo r whom the daydreamer 
performs all his heroic deeds and at \¥hose feet all his triumphs 
are to be laid" (48) . 

But is this observation reversible? If, to make the logical ex­
trapolation, romance dominates the female daydrea1n and consti­
tutes its primary heroinis1n, is there a place in which the ambitious 
wish of a young woman asserts itself? Has she an egoistic desi re 
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to be discovered "in so1ne corner"? Freud elides the issue-whil e 
leaving the door open (for us) by his modifiers, "almost exclu­
sively" and "generally co1nprised" -presun1ably because he is on 
his ,vay to establishing the relationship between da ydreaming and 
literary creation. The pertinence of differences there is moot, of 
course, because he conjures up only a 1nale creator: not the great 
poet, however, but " the less pretentious writers of ron1ances, nov­
els and stories, who are read all the same by the widest circles of 
men and women" (so). Freud then proceeds to identify the key 
"marked characteristic" of these fictions: "They all have a hero 
who is the centre of interest, for who1n the author tries to win our 
sympathy by every possible means, and whom he places under the 
protection of a special providence" (so). The hero in this literature 
is continually exposed to danger, but we follow his perilous ad­
ventures with a sense of security, because we know that at each 
turn he will triumph. According to Freud, the basis for this arm­
chair security, for our tranquil conten1plation, is the hero's own 
conviction of invincibility, best rendered by the expression " Noth­
ing can happen to me!" And Freud comments, " It seems to 1ne 
.. . that this significant mark of invulnerability very clea rly be­
trays-His Majesty the Ego, the hero of all daydreams and all 
novels" (s 1; emphasis added). 

Now, if rhe plots of male fiction chart the daydrean1s of an ego 
that would be invulnerable, what do the plots of female fiction 
reveal? Among French women writers, it would seem at first blush 
to be the obverse of " nothing can happen to me." The phrase 
that cha racteri zes the heroine's posture might .veil be a variant of 
Murph y's law: if anything can go wrong, it will. And the reader's 
sense of secu ri ty, itself dependent on the heroine's, co1nes from 
feeling not that the heroine will triun1ph in so1ne conventionally 
positive way bur that she will transcend the perils of plot with a 
self-exalting dignity. Here national constraints on the imagination , 
o r what in this essay Freud calls " racial psychology," do seen1 to 
matter: the second-chance rerouting of disaster typical of Jane 
Austen 's fiction, for example, is exceedingly rare in France. To the 
extent that we can speak of a triumph of Her Majesty the Ego in 
France, it lies in being beyond vulnerability, indeed beyond it all. 
On the whole, French won1en writers prefer what Peter Brooks 
has described as "the melodramatic imagination," a dreamlike and 
111etapho ri ca l drama of the "moral occult" (20) . There are recur­
rent melodramatic plots about women unhappy in love because 
men are n1en and wo1nen are women. As 1 said earlier, however, 
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the suffering seems to have its own rewards in the economy of the 
fe,nale unconscious. T he heroine proves to be better tha n her vic­
timizers; and perhaps this ultimate superiority, which is to be read 
in the choice to go beyond love, beyond "erotic longi ngs," is the 
figure that the "a,nbitious wishes" of women writers (drean1ers) 
takes. 

ln the economy of Freud's plot, as we all know, fantasy sce­
narios are generated by consciously repressed content; and so he 
naturally assumes a ,no tive for the "concealn1ent" of "ambitious 
wishes": "the overweening self-regard" that a young man "ac­
quires in the indulgent atmosphere surrounding his childhood" must 
be suppressed "so that he may find his proper place in a society 
that is full of other persons making si1nilar claims" (48)-hence 
the daydrea1ns in which the hero conquers all to occupy victo­
riously center stage. The content that a young woman represses 
comes out in erotic daydreams because "a well-brought-up woman 
is, indeed, credited \Vith only a minimum of erotic desire" (48). 
Now, there is a class of novels by women that "maximizes" that 
minimum, a type of fiction that George Eliot attacks as " Silly Nov­
els by Lady Novelists": "The heroine is usually an heiress ... 
with perhaps a vicious baronet, an an1iable duke, and an irresist­
ible younger son of a marquis as lovers in the foreground, a cler­
gyman and a poet sighing for her in the middle distance, and a 
crowd of undefined adorers dimly indicated beyond" (Essays, 301-
2). After sketching out the variations of plot that punctuate the 
heroine's "'starring' expedition through life,'' Eliot comments on 
the security with which we await th e inevitably happy end: 

Before matters arrive at this desirable issue our feeli ngs are 
tried by seeing the noble, lovely and gifted heroine pass through 
1nany niauvais 111.oments, but we have the satisfaction of 
knowing that her sorrows are wept into embroidered pocket­
handkerchiefs ... and that whatever vicissitudes she may 
undergo . .. she comes out of them all with a complexion 
more blooming and locks more redundant than ever. (303) 

The plots of these "silly novels" bring grist to Freud's mill-or 
rather, the grist I bring to his n1ill-in an almost uncanny way; 
and they would seem to undennine the argument l a.111 on the verge 
of elaborating. But as Eliot says: 

Happily, we a re not dependent on argument to prove that Fic­
tion is a department of literature in which wo1nen can, after 
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their kind, fully eq ual men. A cluster of great nan1es, both 
living and dead, rush to our 1nen1ories in evidence that won1en 
can produce novel noc only fine, but an1ong the very finest;­
novels coo, char have a precious speciality, lying quite apart 
from n1asculine aptitudes and experience. (324) 

(Let 111e \.VOrk through her essay to my own.) What Eliot is at­
tacking here is not on ly the relationship of certain won1en writers 
to literature but the critical reception given wo1nen's fiction. We 
n1ighr also say that she is attacking, the better to separate herself 
from, those won1en writers whose language is structured exactly 
like the unconscious that Freud has assigned to them, those writers 
(and their heroines) whose ambitious wishes are contained entirely 
in their erotic longings. And she is attacking these novelists the 
better to defend not those women who write like men (for she 
posies a "precious speciality" to women 's productions), but those 
women who \Vrite in their own way, "after their kind," and im­
plicitly about something else. Silly novels are that popular artifact 
which has always been and still is known as "women's litera­
cure"-a term, I should add, applied co such fiction by those who 
do not read it. 17 

Won1en writers then, in contrast to lady novelises, are writers 
whose texts \.Vould be " among the finest'' (to stay with Eliot's ter­
minology) and for whom the "ambitious wish" (to stay with Freud's) 
manifests itself as fantasy within another economy. In this econ-
01ny, egoistic desires would assert chen1selves paracactically along­
side erotic ones. The repressed content, I think, would be not erotic 
impulses but an impulse to power: a fantasy of power that would 
revise the social grammar in which women are never defined as 
subjects; a fantasy of power chat disdains a sexual exchange in 
which women can participate only as objects of circulation. The 
daydrean1s or fictions of women writers would then, like chose of 
men, say, "Nothing can happen to me!" Bur the 1nodaliries of that 
invulnerability would be marked in an essentially different way. 1 
am talking, of course, about the power of the weak. ,a The inscrip­
tion of chis power is not always _easy to decipher, because "the 
most essential form of accommodation for the weak is to conceal 
what power they do have" (Warson, 113) . Moreover, to pick up 
a lost thread, when these modalities of difference are perceived, 
they are genera lly called in1plausibiUties. They are not perceived, 
or are misperceived, because the scripting of this fantasy does not 
bring the aesthetic " forepleasure" Freud says fantasy scenarios 
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inevitably bring: pleasu re bound co recognition and identification 
(54), the "agrement" Genette assigns ro plausible narrative. (Per­
haps we shall not have a poetics of women's literature until 'vve 
have 111ore weak readers.) 

In Les Voleuses de langue, Claudine Herrn1ann takes up what 
I ca ll the politics of 0reams, or the ideology of daydreaming, in 
The Princess of Cleves: 

A daydream is perpetuated when it loses all chance of coming 
true, v,hen the woman dreaming [la reveuse] cannot make it 
pass into reality. If women did not generall y experience the 
love they desire as a repeated impossibility, they would dream 
about it less. They would dream of other, perhaps more in­
teresting things. Nevertheless, written in a language of dream, 
dreamt by Mme de Lafayette, the Princess of Cleves never 
dreams . . . for she knows that love as she imagines it is not 
realizable. What is reaLizable is a counterfeit she does not want. 
Her education permits her to glimpse this fact: men and women 
exchange feelings that are not equivalent .... Woman's 
"daydreaming" is a function of a world in whid1 nothing comes 
true on her tern1s. ( 7 7- 79) 

"Men and \!\'Omen exchange feelings char are nor equivalent. " Mme 
de Cleves's brief experience of the court confirms the principle of 
difference at the heart of her 1nother's maxims. Mme de Cleves's 
rejection of Nemours on his terms, however, derives its necessity 
not only from the logic of maternal discourse (Nemours's love, like 
his na1ne, is negative and plural: ne/amours) bur also from the 
den1ands of Mme de Lafayette's dream. ln this dream nothing can 
happen to the heroine, because she understands that the power 
and pleasure of the weak derive fron1 circumventing the laws of 
contingency and circulation. She withdraws then and confesses not 
n1erely to resist possession, as her n1other' v,ould have wished, but 
to i1nprove on it: to rescript possession. 

The plausibility of this novel lies in che scructuration of its fan­
tasy . For if, to continue spinning out Herrmann 's metaphor, the 
heroine does not drea1n, she does daydream. And perhaps the n1ost 
significant confession in the novel is ne.ither the first (co her hus­
band, that she is vulnerable to desire) nor the third (to Nen,ours, 
that she desires him) but the second, which is silent and entirely 
telling: I refer, of course, to her nocturnal reverie at Coulo1nmiers. 
Although all three confessions prefigure by their extravagance the 
heroine's retreat from the eyes of the world, it is this dreamlike 
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event that is least ambiguous in underlining the eroti c valence of 
the ambi6ous scenario. 

At Coulomn1iers, her country retreat, Mn,e de Cleves sits one 
warm evening, secretly observed by Nemours, winding ribbons of 
his colors around an India cane. ([ take her surreptitious acqui­
si t ion of his cane to be the counterpart of his theft of her minia­
ture, in this crisscrossing of desires by metonymy.) As Michel 
Butor observes in his famous reading of this scene, "the mind of 
the princess is operating at this n1oment in a zone obscure to her­
self; it is as if she is knotting the ribbons around the cane in a 
dream, and her dream becomes clear little by little; the one she is 
thinking of begins to take on a face, and she goes to look for it" 
(76- 77 ). Thus, having finished her handiwork, she places herself 
in front of a painting, a historical tableau of members of the court 
that she has had transported to her retreat, a painting including a 
likeness of Nemours: "She sat down and gazed at this portrait 
with an intensity and dreaminess [reverie] that on ly passion can 
inspire" (168/155). And Butor comments, "One hardly needs a di­
plon1a in psychoanalysis to detect and appreciate the symbolism 
of this whole scene" (76). Indeed, it is quite clear that the princess 
is seen here in a moment of solitary pleasure, in a daydream of 
"fetishistic subbmation" (Grossvogel, 134). This autoeroticis1n would 
seem to be the only sexual performance she can afford in an econ­
omy regulated by dispossession. 

Her retreat to Coulommiers, though, must be thought of not 
as a flight from sexuality but as a movement into it. As Sylvere 
Lotringer has observed, Mme de Cleves leaves the court not to flee 
passion but to preserve it (517). To preserve it, n1oreover, on her 
own tern1s. Unlike Nemours-who is not conten t to possess the 
object of his desire in representation (the purloined portrait) and 
who pleads silently after this scene, "Only look at me the way I 
saw you look at my portrait tonight; how could you look so gently 
at my portrait and then so cruelly fly frorn my presence?" (171/ 
157)-rhe princess chooses "the duke of rhe portrait, not the man 
who seeks to step out of the frame" (519). Here she differs from 
Austen's heroine Elizabeth Bennet, who stands gazing before her 
lover's portrait and feels "a 1nore gentle sensation towards the 
original than she had ever felt in the height of their acquaintance" 
(272) . Elizabeth can accept the hand of the n1an who steps out of 
the frame; the princess cannot. for if, in the world of Pride and 
Prejudice, "between the picture's eyes and Elizabeth's hangs what 
will be given shape when the marriage of the lovers is formal ized" 
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(Brownstein, 130- 31), in the world of the court the princess's re­
sponse to Nemours must remain specu lar. Her desire cannot be 
fran1ed by marriage-a /' anglaise. If, how<=;ver, as I believe, the 
withdr.iwal to Coulommiers is homologous to the final with­
drawal, then there is no reason to imagine that at a remove from 
the world-or, rathe}, in the company of the world contained by 
representation in painting- the princess does not continue to ex­
perience her ·'erotic longings." But the fulfillment of the wish is 
to be realized in the daydream itself. 

The daydream, then, is both the stuff of fairy tales ("Someday 
my prince will come") and their rewriting ("Someday my prince 
will co1ne, but we will not live happily ever after"). The princess 
refuses to 1narry the duke, however, not because she doesn't want 
to live happily after but because she does. And by choosing not 
to act on that desire but to preserve it in and as fantasy, she both 
perforins maternal discourse and italicizes it as repossession. Her 
choice is therefore not the sin1ple reinscription of the seventeenth­
century convention of fen1inine renunciation, dependent on the logic 
of either/or, but the sign of both/and, concretized by her final 
dual residence: in the convent and at home. " Perverted conven­
tion," as Peggy Kamuf names it, writ ing of another literary fetish­
ist (Saint-Preux in Jul ie's closet): ' 'The scene of optimal pleasu re 
is with in the prohibit ion which forms the walls of the house. J ust 
on this side of the transgressive act, the fetishist's pleasure . . . is 
still in the closet" (203-4). This form of possession by metonymy 
both acknowledges the law and short-circuits it. Nobody, least of 
all the duke of Nemours, believes in her renunciation (just as her 
husband never fully believed her confession): 

Do you think that your resolutions can hold against a man 
who adores you and who is fortunate enough to attract you? 
It is more difficult than you think, Madan1e, to resist the at­
traction of love. You have done it by an austere virtue which 
has almost no example; but that virtue is no longer opposed 
to our feelings and I hope that you will follow them despite 
yourself. (1 91/174-75; emphasis added) 

Mn1e de Cleves will not be deterred by sheer difficulty, by mere 
plausibility, by Nemour's maxi1ns. She knO\.VS herself to be with­
out a text. " No woman but you in the world," she has been told 
earlier in the novel, "would confide everything she 'knows in her 
husband" (123/1 16). "The singularity of such a confession," the 
narrator comments after the fair accompli, " for which she could 



Emphasis Added 39 

find no exan1ple, made her see a ll the danger of it" (134/ 125) . The 
danger of singularity precisely is sociolinguistic: the attempt to 
com1nunicate in a language, a n idiolect, char would nonetheless 
break with the coded rules of commun ication. An impossibility, 
as Jakobson has seen: "Private property, in the don1ain of lan­
guage does not exist: everything is socialized. The verbal ex­
change, like every form of human relation, requires at least two 
interlocutors; an idiolect, in the final a nalysis, therefore can only 
be a slightly perverse fiction" (33; en1phasis added}. Thus in the 
end Mme de Cleves herself becomes both the impossibility of an 
exan1ple for ochers "in life" and its possibility in fiction. " Her li fe," 
the last line of the novel tells us, which "was rather short, left 
inimitable t!xamples of vi rtue" (198/ 180). The last word in French 
is the challenge to reiteration-inimitables, the rnark of the writ­
er's ambitious \vish. 

I hope it is understood that I am not suggesting we read a her­
oine as her author's double- a biographical conflation that from 
the beginning has dominated and distorted the literary criticisn1 of 
women's writing. 19 Rather, I arn arguing that the peculiar shape 
of a heroine's destiny in novels by "vomen, the in1plausible twists 
of plot so common in these novels, is a fo rm of insistence about 
the relation of women to w riting: a comment on the stakes of dif­
ference with in the theoretical indjfference of li tera ture itself. 

Woolf begins her essay on Eliot in the Common Reader by say­
ing, "To read George Eliot attentively is to becorne aware how 
little one knows about her" (166) . But then, a few pages later, she 
comments: 

For long she preferred not to think of herself at all. Then, 
when the fi rst flush of creative energy was exhausted and self­
confidence had con1e to her, she wrote more and more from 
the personal standpoint, but she did so without the unhesi­
tating abandonment of the young. Her self-consciousness is 
always marked when her heroines say what she herself would 
have said. She disguised them in every possible way. She granted 
them beauty and wealth into the bargain; she invented more 
improbab.ly, a taste for brandy. The disconcerting and stim­
ulating fact ren1ained that she was compelled by the very power 
of her genius to step forth in person upon the qu iet bucolic 
scene. (1 73; emphasis added) 

What interests me here is the "marking" Woolf identifies, an un­
derlining of what she later describes as Eliot's heroines' " demand 
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for something-they scarcely know what-for something that is 
perhaps incompatible with the facts of human existence" (17 5). 
This demand of the heroine for something else is in part what I 
mean by " italicization": the extravagant wish for a story that would 
turn out differently. 

In the fourth chapter of book 5 of The Mill on the Floss Maggie 
Tulliver, talking with Ph ilip Wakem in the "Red Deeps," returns 
a novel he has lent her: 

"Take back your Corinne," said Maggie. . . . "You were 
right in telling me she would do me no good, bur you were 
wrong in thinking I should \vish to be like her." 

"Wouldn't you really like to be a tenth muse, then , Mag-
. ;> ) ) g,e. . .. 
"Not at all," said Maggie laughing. "The muses were un­

comfortable goddesses, I think-obliged always to carry rolls 
and musical instruments about with the1n ... " 

" You agree with rne in not liking Corinne, then?" 
" l didn't finish the book," said Maggie. "As soon as I came 

to the blond-haired young lady reading in the park, 1 shut it 
up and determined to read no further. I foresaw that light­
con1plexioned girl would win away all the love from Corinne 
and make her miserable. l'm determined to read no n1ore books 
where the blond-haired women carry away all the happiness. 
l should begin to have a prejudice against the111. If you could 
give 1ne son1e story, now, where the dark woman triumphs, 
it would restore the balance. I want to avenge Rebecca, and 
Flora Macivor, and Minna, and all the rest of the dark un­
happy ones. . . . " 

"Well , perhaps you will avenge the dark women in your 
own person and carry away all the love from yoUI cousin Lucy. 
She is sure to have some handsome ydung man of St. Ogg's 
at her feet now, and you have only to sh ine upon him- your 
fair little cousin will be quite quenched in your bea1ns." 

" Philip, that is not pretty of you, to apply my nonsense to 
anything real," said Maggie looking hurt. (348-49) 

Maggie's literary instincts were correct. True to the laws of genre, 
Corinne- despite, or rather because of her genius and exception­
ality- is made miserable and the blond Lucile, her hal f-sister, car­
ries the day, although she is deprived of a perfectly happy end. But 
whatever Eliot's, or Maggie's, "prej udices" against the destinies 
of Scott's heroines, Maggie no 1nore than Corinne avenges the 
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dark woman in her O\.vn person. Even though, as PhHip predicts, 
Maggie's inner radiance mornentarily quenches her fairhaired cou­
sin Lucy, ''reality"- that is to say, Eliot's novel - proves to be as 
hard on darkhaired women as literature is. What is in,portant in 
this deliberate intercextuality, which has not gone unnoted (Moers, 
r74), is that both heroines revolt against the text of a certain "hap­
pily ever after." As Madelyn Gutwirth observes in her book on 
Germaine de Stael, Corinne prefers "her genius to the ... bonds 
of rnarriage, but that is not to say she thereby renounces happi­
ness. On the contrary, it is her wish to be happy, that is to be 
herself and to love, that kills her" (225). Maggie Tulliver, too, would 
be herself and love, but the price for that unscriptable wish proves 
again to be the deferral of conventional erotic longings, what 
Maggie calls ''earthly happiness." Almost two hundred years after 
the challenge to the maxirn wrought by the blond (as it turns out) 
princess of Cleves, George Eliot, through the scenario of definitive 
postponement, "irnitates" Lafayette. 

The last two books of The Mill on the Floss are called, respec­
tively, "The Great Temptation" and "The Final Rescue." As the 
plot moves toward closure, rhe chapter headings of these books­
"First Impressions," " Illustrating the Laws of Attraction," "Borne 
Along by the Tide," "Waking," "St. Ogg's Passes Judgement," "The 
Last Conllict"-further emphasize the sexual struggle at the heart 
of the novel. For, as Philip had anticipated, Maggie dazzles blond 
Lucy's fiance, Stephen Guest, in "First Impressions," but then, surely 
what Philip had not dreamt of, the pair is swept away . Maggie, 
previously unawakened by her own fiance, Wakem, awakens both 
to her desire and to what she calls her duty, only to fu lfill both 
by drowning, attaining at last that "wondrous happiness that is 
one with pain" (545 ). Though I do some violence to the scope of 
Eliot's narrative by carving a novel out of a novel, che last two 
books taken together as they chart the culn,ination of a heroine's 
erotic destiny have a plot of their own-a plot, 1noreover, with 
elective affinities to the conclusion of The Princess of Cleves, and 
to the conclusion of n1y argument. 

Like Mme de Cleves after her husband's death, Maggie knows 
herself to be technically free to marry her lover but feels bound, 
though not for the same reasons, ro another script. And Stephen 
Guest, who like Nernours does not believe in "mere resolution" 
(499), finds Maggie's refusal to follow her passions "unnatural" 
and "horrible": "If you loved me as I love you, we should throw 
everything else to the winds for the sake of belonging to each other" 
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(447). Maggie does love him, just as the princess loves the duke, 
passionately; and she is tempted: part of her longs to be trans­
ported by the exquisite currents of desire. Bur her awakening, like 
that of the princess, though again not for the same reasons, is dou­
ble. She falls asleep pn the boatride down the river. When she 
awakens and disentangles her mind "from the confused web of 
drean1s" (494), like Mme de Cleves after her own brush with death, 
Maggie pulls away from the man who has briefly but deeply tempted 
her. She will not build her happiness on the unhappiness of others: 

It is not force that ought to rule us-this that we feel for each 
other; it would rend me away from all that my past life has 
made dear and holy to me. I can't set out on a fresh life and 
forget that; f must go back to it, and cling to it, else I shall 
feel as if there were nothing firn1 beneath my feet. (502 ) 

What is the content of this sacred past? Earlier, before the waking 
on the river, when Maggie was tempted only by the "fantasy" of 
a "life filled with all luxuries, with daily incense of adoration near 
and distant, and with all possibilities of culn1re at her co1nmand," 
the narrator had commented_ on the pull of that erotic scenario: 

But there were things in her stronger than vanity-passion, 
and affection, and long deep n1e1nories of early discipline and 
effort, of early claims on her love and pity; and the stream of 
vanity was soon swept along and mingled in1percepribly with 
that wider current which was at its highest force today .... 
(457) 

M aggie's renunciation of Stephen Guest, then, is not so sin1ple as 
J have made it out to be, for the text of these "early claims" this 
archaic wish has a power both erotic and ambitious in its own 
right. That "wider current" is, of course, the broken bond with 
her brother. And the epigraph to the novel, " ln their death they 
were not divided," is the telos toward \.Vhich the novel tends; for 
it is also the last line of the novel, the epitaph on the to111bstone 
of the brother and siscer who drown in each other's arms. 

Maggie, obeying what Stephen called her "perverted notion of 
right," her passion for a "mere idea" (538), drowns finally in an 
implausible flood. Maggie, no 1nore than Mme de Cleves, could 
be persuaded (to invoke Jane Austen's last novel); fo r neither re-, 
garded a second chance as an alternative to be embraced. Maggie's 
return hon1e sans husband is not understood by the community. 
And the narrator explains that "public opinion in these cases is 
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always of the fe1ninine gender-not rhe world, but the world's 
wife" (512 - 13). Despite the phrase, Eliot does not locate the in­
adequacy of received social ideas in gender per se; her attack on 
the notion of a "master-key that will fit all cases" is in fact directed 
at the "men of n1axims": "The 1nysterious complexity of our life 
is not to be embraced by 111axin1s" (521) . This commentary seeks 
to justify Maggie's choice, her turning away from the maxin, , and 
thus inscribes an internal "artificial plausibility": the text vvithin 
the text, as we saw that function in The Princess of Cleves. The 
comn1enrary constitutes another reading, a reading by "reference," 
as Eliot puts it, to the "special circu111stances that mark the indi­
vidual lot" (52 r) . Like Mme de Cleves, Maggie has been given ex­
traordinary feelings, and those feelings engender another and ex­
travagant narrative logic. 

There is a feminist criticism today that laments Eliot's ultin,ate 
refusal to satisfy her heroine's longing for that "something . . 
incompatible with the facts of human existence": 

Sadly, and it is a radical criticisn1 of George Eliot, she does 
not commit herself fully to the energies and aspirations she 
lets loose in these women . Does she not cheat them, and cheat 
us, ultimately, in allowing chem so little? Does she not excite 
our interest through the breadth and the challenge of the itn­
plicarions of her fiction, and then deftly dan1 up and fence 
round the mo1nentum she has so powerfully created? She di­
agnoses so brilliantly "the common yearning of woman­
hood," and then cures it, s01netimes drastically, as if it were 
indeed a disease. (Calder, 158) 

It is as though these critics, somewhat like Stendhal disbelieving 
the conviction of Mme de Cleves, would have Maggie live George 
Eliot's life. The point is, it seems to me, that the plots of women's 
literature are not about "life" and solutions in any therapeutic sense, 
nor should they be. They are about the plots of literature itself, 
about the constraints the maxim places on rendering a female life 
in fiction. Lafayette quietly, George Eliot less silently, both italicize 
by the demaximization of their heroines' texts the difficulty of cur­
ing plot of life, and life of certain plots.20 

In her essay "On Women and Fiction," Lynn Sukenick describes 
the uncomfortable posture of all won1en writers in our culture, 
within and without the text: what I would call a posture of im­
posture. And she says of the role of gender in relation to the lit­
erary project: " Like the minority writer, the female writer exists 



44 READING WOMEN'S WRIT I NG 

within an inescapable condition of identity which distances her 
from the mainstream of the culture and forces her either to stress 
her separation fro1n the masculine literary tradition or to pursue 
her resemblance to it" (28) . Were she to forget her double bind, 
the " phallic critics" (as Mary Elln1an named them) would remind 
her that she is dreaml'ttg: "Lady novelists," Hugh Kenner wrote 
not so long ago, "have always claimed the privilege of transcend­
ing niere plausibilities. It's up to men to arrange such things .... 
Your bag is sensitivity, which means knowing what to put into 
this year's novels" (in Sukenick, 30; emphasis added). And a re­
viewer (in 1978) of a woman's novel in Newsweek: 

Like n1osr fe1ninist novels [this one] represents a triu1nph of 
sensibility over plot. Why a strong, credible narrative line that 
leads to a satisfactory resolution of conflicts should visit these 
stories so infrequently, I do not know. Because the ability to 
tell a good story is unrelated to gender, I sometimes suspect 
that the authors of these novels are simply indifferent to the 
rigors of narrative. (Prescott, I 12) 

The second gentleman is slightly more generous than the first. He 
at least thinks women capable of telling a good-that is, credi­
ble- story. The fault Jjes in their indifference. The magazine re­
viewer echoes, with curious persistence, the objections of Bussy­
Rabutin's correspondence. 

The attack on female plots and plausibilities assume chat women 
writers cannot or will not obey the rules of fiction. It also assumes 
that the truth devolving fron1 verisimilitude is male. For sensibility, 
sensitivity, "extravagance"-so 1nany code words for feminine in 
our culture that the attack is in fact tautological-are taken to be 
not merely inferior modalities of production but deviations from 
some obvious truth. The blind spot here is both political (or phil­
osophical) and literary. lt does not see, nor does it "vant to, that 
the fictions of desire behind the desiderata of fiction are masculine 
and not universal constructs. It does not see that the n1axims that 
pass for the truth of human experience and the encoding of that 
experience, in literature, are organizations, when they are not fan­
tasies, of the dominant culture. To read women's literature is to 
see and hear repeatedly a chafing against the " unsatisfactory real­
ity" contained in the maxim. Everywhere in The Mill on the Floss 
one can read a protest against the division of labor that grants 
men the world and women love. Saying no to Philip Wakem and 
then to Stephen Guest, Maggie refuses the hospitality of the happy 
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end: " But I begin to think there can never come much happiness 
to me from loving; I have always had so much pain mingled with 
it. I wish I could make myself a world outside it, as men do" (430). 
But as in so much women's fiction a world outside love proves to 
be out of the world altogether. The protest against that topograph­
ical in1perative is more or less muted from novel to novel. Still, 
the emphasis is always there to be read, and it points to another 
text. To continue to deny the credibility of women 's literature is 
to adopt the posture of the philosopher of phallogocentrism's 
"credulous man who, in support of his testimony, offers truth and 
his phallus as his own proper credentials" (Derrida, "Becoming 
Woman," 113). Those credentials are more than suspect. 

NOTES 

1. Although what is being pointed to ultimately is an "elsewhere" under 
the sign of an androgyny I resist, I respond here to the implicit invitation to 
look again. The quotation should be replaced both in its original context and 
within Carolyn Heilbrun's concluding argument in Toward a Recognition of 
Androgyny, which is where J found it (again). There is an interesting discus­
sion of this passage in Jane Marcus's Virginia Woolf and the Languages of 
Patriarchy (160-62). Marcus reads the falling of the leaf as a textual maternal 
legacy, which in my argument oddly refigures the face of the fina l daughter 
in Lafayette's novel. 

2 . II one must have a less arbitrary origin-and why not?-the properly 
inaugural fiction would be Helisenne de Crenne's Les Angoysses doulou­
reuses qui procedent d'amours, 1538. But The Princess of Cleves has this crit­
ical advantage: it also marks the beginning of the modern French novel. 

3. Bussy-Rabutin's oft-cited remarks on the novel are most easily found 
in Maurice Laugaa's volume of critical responses, Lectures de Mme de 
Lafayette, pp. 18-19. The translation is mine unless otherwise indicated. 

4. 011 the function and status of the confession in Mme de Villedieu's 
novel and on the problems of predecession, see Micheline Cuenin's intro­
duction to her critical edition of Les Desordres de /'amour. The best account 
of the attack on the novel and the problem of vraisemb/ance remains Georges 
May's Le Di/emme du roman au XVIII' siec/e, especially his first chapter. 

5. J aUude here (playfully) to the first definition of " extravagant" in Le 
Petit Robert: "S'est dit de textes non incorpores dans !es recueils canoniques" 
[Used to refer to rexes not included in the canon]. 

6. In my translation-adaptation of Genette's analysis I have chosen to ren­
der vraisemblance by " plausibility," a term with a richer semantic field of 
connotations than "versimilirude. " 

7. The best overview of the discussion about women's writing in France 
remains Elaine Marks's r978 " Women and Literature in France." 

8. For Kristeva's (1977) position on a possible specificity to women's writ­
ing, see " Questions a Julia Kristeva." 
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9. The opposition between these positions is, l think, more rhetorical than 
actual, as Woolf's gloss on Coleridge in A Room of One's Own shows. 

ro. I understate the stakes of an apparently passive indifference. As 
Edward Said has written in another context: "Any phi losophy or critical the­
ory exists ,and is maintained in order not merely to be there, passively around 
everyone and everything, but in order to be taught and diffused, to be ab­
sorbed decisively into the mstitutions of society or to be instrumental in main­
taining or changing or perhaps upsetting these institutions and that society" 
(682 }. 

n. When I wrote "Emphasis Added" in the fall of 1978, I was unaware 
of Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar's groundbreaking work. Obviously Mad­
woman in the Attic has radically transformed our understanding of women's 
writing. To the extent that my book records its own history, I have preferred 
simply to place in a note here my esteem for their accomplishment. 

rz. See, for instance, Showalter's chapter "The Double Critical Standard 
and the Feminine Novel," pp. 73-99. 

r3. Mary Jacobus has written interestingly about lrigaray's and Eliot's 
metaphorics of women and language in "The Question of Language: Men of 
Maxims and The Mill on the Floss." 

14. Eliot herself has commented on the use of italics by lady novelists: "We 
imagine the double-refined accent and profusion of chin which are feebly 
represented by the italics in this lady's sentences!" ("Silly Novels," 315) 

15 . t-1y translations from The Princess of Cleves are deliberately literal; 
page references to the French are from the readily available Garnier-Flam­
marion edition (Paris, r966) and are incorporated within the text. The pub­
lished English translation is Penguin (New York, r978) and I have included 
page references to it. 

16. Jules Brody, in "La Princesse de Cleves and the M yth of Courtly Love'' 
(.1969), Domna C. Stanton, in "The Ideal of Repos in Seventeenth-Century 
French Litera ture" (1975), and Joan Dejean in "Lafayette's Ellipses" (1984) 
also interpret the princess's final refusal of Nemours and her renunciation as 
heroic and self-preserving actions within a certain seventeenth-century discourse. 

q . On the content of popular women's literature and its relat ionship to 
high culture, see Lillian Robinson's "On Reading Trash." 

18. See Elizabeth Janeway's discussion of this notion in her essay ' 'On the 
Power of the Weak." 

19. On chis desperately unimaginative hermeneutics, see my discussion of 
Jean Larnac in "Writing Fictions." ' 

20. l'm playing here with the terms of Peter Brooks's analysis of the re­
lations between " plot" and "life" in his illuminating essay "Freud;s Masterplot." 
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Writing Fictions: Women's Autobiography 
in France 

Were I a writer and dead, how I would love it if my life, through 
the pains of some friendly and detached biographer, were to 
reduce itself to a few derails, a few preferences, a few inflec­
tions, let us say co "biographemes." 

Roland Barthes, Sade, Fourier, Loyola 

Is there, for me, no other haven than this commonplace room? 
Must I stay forever before this impenetrable mirror where I 
come up against myself, face to face? 

Colette, The Vagabond 

THE OFT-C ITED and apparently transparent epigraph to Colette's 
Break of Day-"Do you imagine in reading my books that I am 
drawing my portrait? Patience: it's only 111y model"1- challenges 
the reader's competence in distinguishing life from art, namre from 
imitation, autobiography from fiction. Although this inaugural 
gesture, anticipating both our misreading and our improper la­
beling of the text, will prove to be more than a simple inveighing 
against the fallacy of reference, let us, for the moment, proceed as 
docile and linear readers. The novel opens with a letter, and the 
author's first words ostensibly authenticate the document: "This 
note, signed 'Sidonie Colette, nee Landoy,' was written by n1y 
mother to one of my husbands, the second. A year later she died 
at the age of seventy-seven" (5). The invitation thus extended 
to seal the identity gap between the " I" of narration and Sidonie 
Gabrielle Colette is reissued in the second chapter. Defending her­
self against "one of my husband's" claims that she could write 
nothing but love stories, the narrator (a novelist) reviews the his­
tory of her fictional heroines and the genealogy of her name: 
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In the,n l called myself Renee Nere or else, prophetically, I 
introduced a Lea. So it ca,ne about that both legally and fa­
miliarly as well as in n1y books, l now have only one name, 
which is n1y own. Did it take only thirty years of my life to 
reach that point, or rather to get back to it? I shall end by 
thinking that it wash't too high a price to pay.2 (19) 

Who is speaking? And in whose name? The liminary warning op­
erates like a free-floating anxiety, already there at the very thresh­
old of the text to prevent the foreclosure of identification. The " I" 
of narration may, like Colette, have "only one name" but her proj­
ect is no less a1nbiguous for that symmetry.3 To bypass the am­
biguity would be to assun1e, for example, that the fiction of Break 
of Day is a page from Colette's autobiography, and hence to per­
forn1 a "rnasculine" reading: 

Why do men-writers or so-called writers-still show sur­
prise that a woman should so easily reveal to the public love­
secrets and amorous lies and half-truths? By divulging these, 
she manages to hide other important and obscure secrets which 
she herself does not understand very well . . . Man, my friend, 
you willingly make fun of women's writings because they can't 
help being autobiographical. On whom then were you relying 
to paint women for you? ... On yourself? (62; emphasis 
added) 

"Colette" would have her critics not confuse "the illuminated zone" 
of the feminine sector, love's brilliant disasters, with the darker, 
shadowy text of the female self, "the true intimate life of a woman" 
(62-63}. But that intimacy, that 1naskless self, has to do with 
"preference," and here, we are told, she will "keep silent" (45 ). 

Shall we take "Colette" at her word then? That what we have 
are deliberate fictions of sel£-representat1on, "rearranged frag­
ments of ... emotional life" (45) as she calls them, and not au­
tobiography after all? Philippe Lejeune, whose L'Autobiographie 
en France constitutes the first attempt to define and classify au­
tobiography in the French tradition as a genre, would have it so. 
He excludes Colette from his repertory, citing her own reluctance 
to talk about herself; but more to the point, the absence of what 
he poses as a necessary condition of autobiography: the "auto­
biographical pact" (72-73). This pact is a declaration· of autobio­
graphical intention, an expl icit project of sincere truth telling; a 
prornise to the reader that the textual and referential " I" are one. 
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For Lejeune, however confessional a text n1ay seem, without that 
covenant of good faith , ,;ve remain in the realm of fiction. 

It seems, perhaps, perverse that despite the caveat implicit in 
"Colette's" jibe at the male reader expecting to find autobiogra ­
phy seeping through the pages of women's literature, we so reluc­
tantly accept her exclusion from the French autobiographical canon.4 

This resistance comes not so 1nuch fro1n doubts about Lejeune's 
criteria (as they do or do not apply to Colette) as from a hesitation 
about e111bracing wholeheartedly any theoretical model indifferent 
to a proble,natics of genre as inflected by gender. With this hesi­
tation in mind, let us consider instances of those female autobiog­
raphers included by Lejeune- George Sand, Daniel Stern (Marie 
d'Agoult), and Simone de Beauvoir. Taking his criteria as a point 
of deparnue, and moving dialectically between the points of tex­
tual production and reception, of authorship and readership, 
we will return in closing-with some stops along the way-to 
Colette. Thus by virtue of her undecidable relation to the andro­
centric paradigm, Colette will serve as the fiction, the pretext really, 
which aUo\vs us to play with the theory. 

L EJE U N E 'S DEFINI T ION of autobiography as the "retrospective 
narrative in prose that someone makes of his existence, when he 
places the main emphasis on his individual life, especially on the 
history of his personality" (14), provides a point of departure from 
which to ask the question: is there a specificity to a female ret­
rospective; how and where in the narrative will it make itself felt? 
To the extent that autobiography, as Diane Johnson has put it, 
"requires some strategy of self-dramatization" and "contains, as 
in fiction, a crisis and a denouement" (19), what conventions gov­
ern the production of a female self as theater?5 How does a wo1nan 
writer perform on the stage of her text? 

Historically, the French autobiographer, male or female , has had 
to come to terms with the exhibitionist performer that is Jean­
jacques Rousseau.6 Both George Sand and her contemporary 
Daniel Stern take a certain distance from the Confessions because 
of the inclusive quality of his rememorations. Sand, for exampl.e, 
asks in the ' ' pact" to Histoire de ma vie: "Who can forgive hi,n 
for having confessed Mme de Warens while confessing himself?"

7 

(2:13). Daniel Stern takes up the same point in her Memoires, re­
jecting Rousseau's promiscuous gesture, and concluding that for 
herself, " I felt neither the right nor the desire, in recalling my own 
memories, to n,ix in, inappropriately, those of others" (11). And 
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both issue warnings that the reader hoping for scandalous reve­
lations will be disappointed; their truth, if not their me1nory, will 
be selective. Now the problem of selectivity is of course not a 
problem for women only . Every autobiographer must deal with it. 
Chateaubriand, for one, writes in the preface to the Memoires 
d'outre-tombe that h~ will "include no name other than his own 
in everything that concerns his private life" (1:547). To some ex­
tent, then, this reticence about naming names is a matter of his­
torical context: the nineteenth-century backlash to the tell-all stance 
of Rousseau-especially in the area of the sexual connection, the 
erogenous zones of the self. But not entirely. The decision to go 
public is particularly charged for the woman writer. 

Jn the preface to her second volume of memoirs, The Prime of 
Life, Si1none de Beauvoir too goes back to Rousseau: " It may be 
objected that such an inquiry concerns no one but myself. Not so; 
if any individual-a Pepys or a Rousseau, an exceptional or a run­
of-the-rnill character-reveals himself honestly, everyone, more or 
less, becomes involved. It is impossible for him to shed light on 
his own life without at some point illuminating the lives of oth­
ers." (ro) But then, following this relative indifference to the in­
evitable contiguity of other lives, a familiar caveat: 

At the same tirne r must warn [1ny readers] that I have no 
intention of telling them everything. I described my childhood 
and adolescence without any omissions .... I cannot treat 
the years of n1y maturity in the same detached way- nor do 
I enjoy a similar freedom when discussing them. I have no 
intention of filling these pages with spiteful gossip about my­
self and my friends; I lack the instincts of the scandal monger. 
There are many things which I firmly intend to leave in ob­
scurity. (ro; emphasis added) 

And she adds (in the next sentence): "On the other hand, rny life 
has been closely linked with that of Jean-Paul Sartre. As he intends 
to write his own life story, l shall not attempt co perform the task 
for him." It is fair, l think, to assume chat while for all autobiog­
raphers already figures of public fiction there is a strong sense of 
responsibility about speaking out, because being known, they ex­
pect their words to have an i1npact within a clearly defined read­
ers' circle, the fen1ale autobiographers know that they are being 
read as women; women, in the case of Sand, Stern,and Beauvoir 
(and this is no less true for Colette), known for (or even through) 
their liaisons with famous men. The concern with notoriety then , , 
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functions as an additiona l grid or constraint placed upon the truth, 
upon " the shaping of the past'' as truth (Pascal, 5) . 

Daniel Stern articulates with the greatest insistence the role played 
by a feminine identity in the autobiographical venture, and the 
gender of sincerity. She asks a friend in 1850, years before actua ll y 
writing the fi rst volu me of her memoirs: " How do you think a 
work of this sort ,vritten by a woman, by a 1nother, should be 
composed? .. . I would favor a grave confession, narrow in scope, 
disengaged from detail, rather moral and intellectual than real. But 
l am told that that would be without charn1" (in Vier, 4:250). And 
thirteen years later, in a diary entry (but by this time, it would 
seem, she has already begun writing): "No, n1y friend, l \von't 
write my Memoires . ... My instinctive repugnance has con­
quered ... l had conceived of a daring book. Feminine confes­
sions as sincere as and consequently more daring (because of pub­
lic opinion) than those of Jean-Jacques. Once I thought this book 
was going to come about: L 'Histoire de ma vie was announced. J 
cannot do it" (in Vier, 4:255).8 The book does get written, how­
ever, and in the preface co Mes Souvenirs, Stern traces the logic 
of her hesicarions: " I was a woman, and as such, not bound to a 
virile sincerity"; but when a ,vo1nan 's life is not governed "by the 
common rule . . . she becomes responsible, more responsible than 
a man, in the eyes of all. When this won1an, because of some chance 
or talent, comes out of obscurity she instantly contracts virile du­
ties" {viii-ix). Th us an exceptional woman, by virtue of that ex­
ceptionality, becomes subject to a double constraint: masculine re­
sponsibilities and feminine sensitivity. For whatever is wrong in 
the world, Stern contends, "woman has felt it more completely in 
her whole being"; if a woman is an instrument n1ore sensitive cban 
a man in picking up the "discordances" of society, ho,vever, she 
must nevertheless be more discreet than a n1an in rendering those 
vibrations: "My persuasion being ... that a won1an's pen was 
more constrained than another's by choice within the truth" 
(M emoires, 11). 

Although, as Georges Gusdorf has written in his well-known 
essay on a utobiography, "the man who tells his story ... is not 
involved in an objective and disinterested occupation, but in a work 
of personal justification," and although such self-justification in 
the eyes of the world may well constitute " the most secret inten­
tion" (115) of any autobiographical undertaking, for Stern (as is 
true in varying degrees of intensity for Sand and Beauvoir) the self 
being justified is indelibly n1arked by what Beauvoir calls ferninitude: 
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a culturalJy deterrnined status of difference and oppression (in L'Arc, 
12). Thus Stern would show (and surely this is the not-so-very­
hidden agenda for Sand and Beauvoi r) that while a woman may 
fly in t~e face of tradition, that is, of traditional expectations for 
women, particularly in regard to the insti tution of marriage, she 
is no less a human biing of merit; that while on the face of it she 
is an outlaw, the real fault lies with society and its laws. To justify 
an unorthodox life by writing about it, however, is to reinscribe 
d1e original violation, to reviolate masculine turf: hence Stern's 
defensiveness about the range of her pen. The drama of the self 
(to return to the histrionic metaphor proposed earlier) is staged in 
a public theater, and it is thesis drama. The autobiographies of 
these women, to invoke another literary genre, are a defense and 
illustration, at once a treatise on overcoming received notions of 
femininity and a poetics calling for another, freer text. These au­
tobiographies, then, belong to that type of women's writing Elaine 
Showalter in A Literature of Their Own has described as "fem­
inist": "protest against [the] standards of art and its views of social 
roles," and "advocacy of minority rights and values, including a 
demand for autonomy" (13). The subject of women's autobiog­
raphy here is a self both occulted and overexposed by the fact of 
her fe1nin inity as a social reality. 

It should come as no surprise that for women determined to go 
beyond the strictures of convention, conventionally female mo­
ments are not assigned privileged status. One does not find even 
metaphorical traces of what H elene Cixous calls for in her "fem­
inine future"; " the gestation drive-just like the desire to write: 
a desire to live self from within, a desire for the swollen belly, for 
language, for blood" (891). Autobiology is not the subtext of au­
tobiography. It is not, however, entirely repressed. George Sand, 
for example, who gives birth nine months after her marriage, em-

• 
braces her pregnancy with pleasure and female solidarity: " l spent 
the winter of 1822-23 at Nohant, rather ill, but absorbed by the 
feeling of maternal love that was revealing itself to me through the 
sweetest dreams and the liveliest aspirations. The transformation 
that co1n es about at that moment in the life and thoughts of a 
woman is, in general, complete and sudden. It was so for me as 
for the great majority" (2:32). Forced by her doctor to remain in 
bed and perfectly still for six weeks, Sand comments: "The o rder 
... was severe, but what wouldn't 1 have done to' maintain the 
hope of being a n1other?" (2 :35) And the account of childbirth 
itself, if abbreviated and discreet, is no less positive: "My son 
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Maurice came into the world June 30, 1823, v;ithout mishap and 
very hardy. Jt was the 111ost beautiful moment of my life, that 1no­
ment when after an hour of deep sleep which followed upon the 
terrible pains of that paroxysm, I saw, on waking up, that tiny 
being asleep on my pillow. l had dreamed of him so much ahead 
of time, and I was so weak, I wasn't sure l wasn't still dreaming" 
(2 :37) . 

Colette, in that sl i11_1 volume of ren1iniscences called The Evening 
Star, also gives pregnancy a few pages of retrospective attention. 
Colette, taken by surprise at age 40, is, in the beginning, less san­
guine and more anxious than (the younger and at that point in 
her life 111ore conventional) Sand: "I was simply afraid that at 1ny 
age I would not know how to give a child the proper love and 
care, devotion and understanding. Love-so I believed-had al­
ready hurt me a great deal by monopolizing 1ne fo r the past twenty 
years" (in Phelps, 199/132).9 This concern results in secrecy about 
her condition, which when fina lly revealed to a male friend leads 
him to say: "You're behaving as a man would, you're having a 
masculine pregnancy!" The "masculine" pregnancy, however, 
te1nporariJy gives way to a slightly ironic but no less " feminine" 
text: 

Insidiously, unhurriedly, the beatitude of pregnant females 
spread through me. I was no longer subject to any disco,nfort, 
any unease. This purring contentn1ent, this euphoria-how 
give a name either scientific or familiar to this state of pres­
ervation ?-must certainly have penetrated me, since I have 
not forgotten it and am recalling it now, when life can never 
again bring me plentitude .... One gets tired of keeping to 
oneself all the unsaid things-in the present case my feeling 
of pride, of banal magnificence, as I ripened my fruit. (Phelps, 
200/ 13 2- 33) 

Despite the euphoria, Colette continued to write: "The 'masculine 
pregnancy' did not lose all its rights; l was working on the last 
part of The Shackle. The child and the novel were both rushing 
me, and the Vie Parisienne, which was serializing my unfinished 
novel, was catching up with me. The baby showed signs that it 
would win the race, and I screwed on the cap of my fountain pen" 
(Phelps, 203/135) . The account of childbirth itself is characterized 
less by benign irony and humorous reticence than by a brutal dis­
tancing from the female lot: "What followed ... doesn't 111atter 
and I will give it no place here. What followed was the prolonged 
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scream tbat issues from all women in childbed .... What fol­
lowed was a restorative sleep and selfish appetite" (Phelps, 203/ 
136). But the anaphora already perceptible in ~he passage cited above 
("WhaJ" followed"/ la suite) continues to structure insistently the 
narrative of this haf?ax, chis unique moment in the writer's life, 
connecting an undifferentiating and hence (for Colette) negative 
female bond co a singular and bittersweet experience, her post­
partun1 response co her daughter: "But what followed was also, 
once, an effort to crawl toward n1e made by my bundled up little 
larva that had been laid down for a n1oment on my bed. What 
animal perfection! The little creature guessed, she sensed the pres­
ence of my forbidden milk, and blindly struggled coward that 
blocked source. Never did I cry more brokenheartedly. Dreadful 
it is to ask in vain, but small is that hurt when compared with the 
pain of nor giving ... " (Phelps, 203-4/136). 

Colette accords a few more paragraphs to her passage into 
motherhood, but she returns quickly co the "competition between 
the book and the birth," the saving grace-for her writing-of 
her "jot of virility," co conclude with speculation about her own 
1nocher's probable reaction to this improbable 111aternity: "When 
I was a young girl, if 1 ever happened to occupy myself with some 
needlework, Sido always shook her soothsayer's head and com-
1nented, 'You will never look like anything but a boy who is sew­
ing!' She would now have said, 'You ,viii never be anything but 
a writer who gave birth to a child,' for she would not have failed 
to see the accidental character of my maternity" (Phelps, 205-6/ 
13 7). 

A writer who gave birth to a child, this hierarchization of roles 
has everything to do with the shape of the autobiographies under 
consideration here: mothers by accident of nature, writers by de­
sign. While marriage (and for Beauvoir tl~e decision not to marry), 
and childbearing (and again for Beauvoir the decision not to bear 
children) sharply punctuate the female retrospective, they are not 
self-evidently signifying moments. They shape lives rather in coun­
terpoint to the valorized trajectory: the transcendence of the fem­
inine condition through writing. lf there is, to return to the lan­
guage of theatricality invoked earlier, crisis and drama and 
denouen1ent in the staging of the autobiographical self, it takes 
place around the act of "vriting. Although Beauvoir is the only 
autobiographer of this group to oppose in mutually' exclusive cat­
egories writing and n1aternity, her assumption of writing as a vo-
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cation and as locus of identity is emblen1atic: "l knew chat in order 
to become a writer l needed a great measure of tin1e and freedom. 
I had no rooted objection to playing at long odds, but this was 
not a game: rhe ,vhole value and direction of my life lay at stake. 
The risk of comprornising ir could only have been justified had I 
regarded a child as no less vital a creative task than a work of art, 
which I did not" (67 ). Mothers or not, maternal or not, destiny is 
not tributary of anatomy in these cexts. 10 

Sand, who is the lease arnbivalent of the three about her mater­
nity, in the autobiographical account of her apprenticeship co writ­
ing in Paris tells (with great relish) the following anecdote about 
writing and children. As a young woman, already a mother (Sand 
comes to live in her Parisian 111ansard with her liccle daughter), she 
ponders the ways of the world of letters and wonders whether she 
has what it takes to make it as a writer in Paris. On the recotn­
mendation of a friend, she pays a visit to a certain M . de Keratry, 
the successful author of Le Dernier des Beau,nanoir (a story in 
which a \voman, thought to be dead, is raped by the priest whose 
task it is to bury her), and seeks his advice about her project. The 
man is terse: " I'm going to be frank with you. A woman shouldn't 
write." Sand decides to see herself out, but the ,nan suddenly be­
comes loquacious. He wants to expose his theory on women's in­
feriority, "on the impossibility for even the most intelligent among 
them to write a good book." Finally, seeing Sand about to make 
her exit, he utters his parting shot (that Sand characterizes as an 
example of Napoleonic wit): "Believe me, don't make books, make 
babies" (2:150). 

The cogito for Sand, Stern, and Beauvoir would seem to be, I 
write, therefore I am. Writing-for publication-represents en­
trance into the world of others, a nd by means of that passage a 
rebirth: the access through writing to the status of an autonomous 
subjectivity beyond the limits of fe,ninine propriety established by 
a Kera try. 11 The meaningful trajectory is thus literary and intel­
lectual.11 The life of the mind is not, however, coolly cerebral. lt 
is vivid and impassioned. Thus Stern describes her motivation in 
becoming a writer: " [ needed to gee outside myself, to put into my 
life a new interest that was not love for a man, but an intellectual 
relationship with those who felt, thought, and suffered as l did. l 
published therefore ... " (Me,noires, 215) . The textualization of 
a female "I" means escape from the sphere inhabited by chose 
"relative beings" (as Beauvoir has characterized women) who ex-



READING WOMEN'S WRITING 

perience the world only through the mediation of men. To write 
is to co1ne out of the wings, and to appear, however briefly, center 
stage. 

It is in those terms that Beauvoir describes the publication of 
her first novel: "So through the medium of my book I aroused 
curiosity, irritation, ~even sympathy: there were people who ac­
tually liked it. Now at last l was fulfilling the promises I had made 
myself when l was fifteen. . . . For a moment it was sufficient 
that I had crossed the threshold: She Came to Stay existed for 
other people, and J had entered public life" (441 ). One arrives, 
then, at this curious but finally not very surprising paradox: these 
autobiographies are the stories of women who succeeded in be­
coming more than just women, and by their own negative defi­
nition of that condition. 

Sand, for example, reflecting on Montaigne's exclusion of women 
from the chapter on friendship by virtue of their inferior moral 
nature, protests and would exempt herself-at least partially­
from that category by virtue of her education: 

I could see that an education rendered somewhat different from 
chat of other women by .fortuitous circumstances had modi­
fied my being .... I was not, therefore, entirely a woman 
like those whom the moralises censure and mock; in my soul 
I had enthusiasm for the beautiful, thirst for the true, and yet 
I was indeed a woman like all the others, sickly, highly strung, 
dominated by n1y imagination, childishly vulnerable to the 
tender emotions and anxieties of maternity. (2:126-27) 

While Sand in this reflection concludes that "the heart and che 
mind have a sex," and that "a woman will always be more of an 
artist and a poet in her life, a man always n1ore in his work" (but 
objects to an interpretation of that difference as a definition of 
"moral inferiority"), she no less aspires to transcendence, dream­
ing of those "male virtues to which women can raise themselves" 
(2:127). The question one must now ask is whether the story of a 
woman who sees conventional female self-definition as a text to 
be rewritten, who refuses the inscription of her body as the ulti­
mate truth of her self, to become, if not a man, an exceptional 
woman (hence like a man), is a story significantly different from 
that of a man who becomes an exceptional man (particularly in 
this instance of figures who became exceptional by' virtue of their 
writing).13 

The difference of gender as genre is there to be read only if one 
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accepts the terms of another sort of "pact": the pact of commit­
ment to decipher what women have said (or, more important, left 
unsaid) about the pattern of their lives, over and above what any 
person tnight say about his, through genre. I say " his" deliberately. 
Not because men in fact lead genderless lives, but because the fact 
of their gender is given and received literarily as a mere donnee of 
personhood; because the canon of the autobiographical text, li ke 
the literary canon, self-defined as it is by the notion of a human 
universal, in general fails to interrogate gender as a meaningful 
category of reference or of interpretation. This is no t to say, of 
course, that the male autobiographer does not inscribe his sex­
uality. And Rousseau is hardly silent on the matter. But when, for 
example, Rousseau writes at the beginning of his Confessions: " I 
want to show my fellow men [mes semblables) a man in all na­
ture's truth," he conflates in perfect conformi ty with the linguistic 
econorny of the West maleness and humanity, as do most of the 
readers of autobiography cited in these pages. 

To read for difference, therefore, is to perform a diacritical ges­
ture; to refuse a politics of reading that depends on the fiction of 
a neutral (neuter) econon1y of textual production and reception. 
This refusal of a degendered reading fiction is a movement of os­
cillation which locates difference in the negotiation between writer 
and reader. The difference of which I speak here, however, is lo­
cated in the " I" of the beholder, in the reader's perception. I would 
propose, then, the notion of gender-marked reading: a practice of 
the text that would recognize the status of the reader as a differ­
entiated subject, a reading subject named by gender and commit­
ted in a dialectics of identification to deciphering the inscription 
of a fema le subject. (This move is what in "Arachnologies" l will 
call "overreading. " ) 

Let us now engage a less docile reading of our autobiographers, 
and especially of Colette. Toward the end of the The Evening Star, 
Colette imagines a publisher asking her: "When will you make up 
your mind to give us your memoirs?" And has herself answer: 
"Dear Publisher, I will write them neither more, nor better nor 
less than today" (141). She thus rejects the specifically autobio­
graphical project in its generic specificity. But then she suddenly 
wonders about an earlier female writer and autobiographer: 

How the devil did George Sand manage? Robust laborer of 
letters that she was, she was ab le to finish off one novel and 
begin another within the hour. She never lost either a lover 
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or a puff of her hookah by it, produced a twenty volume His­
toire de ma vie into the bargain and I am completely staggered 
when I think of it. Pell-mell, and \.Yith ferocious energy she 
piled ,up her work, her passing griefs, her ' limited felicities. I 
could never have done so much, and at the moment when she 
was thinking forward to her full barns I was still lingering to 
gaze at the green, flowering wheat. (Phelps, 502/141) 

Colette, reading Sand, wonders about that life: the weave of writ­
ing, love, happiness, unhappiness. And rnakes the comparison to 
her own: she/I. If, as Gusdorf suggests, the "essence of autobiog­
raphy" is its "anthropological significance" ( r 19), Colette is a good 
reader of autobiography because the text of another's life sends 
her back to her own (which has been the challenge of autobiog­
raphy since Augustine). Why Sand, and how does Colette think 
back to Sand? Having introduced, as we have just seen, the ques­
tion of memoirs, and having rejected the undertaking, Colette then 
imagines her i111age in a publisher's eyes: "God forgive me! They 
n1ust expect a kind of 'Secret Journal' in the style of the Goncourt 
brothers!" (141) By ellipsis Colette rejects this negative and i111-
plicitly masculine dirty-secrets model. Instead, thinking about hovv 
mucli time and what sacrifices were involved in the elaboration of 
her own life's work-"lt has taken 111e a great deal of tin1e to 
scratch out forty or so books. So many hours that could have been 
used for travel, for idle strolls, for reading, even for indulging a 
feminine and healthy coquetry" (Phelps, 502/141 )- Colette makes 
a feminist connection: how did Sand manage? 14 

This structure of kinship through which readers as women per­
ceive bonds relating them to writers as women would seem to be 
a " natural" feature of the autobiographical text. But is it? Are 
these autobiographies the place par excellence in which the self 
inscribed and the self deciphering perform the ultimate face to face? 
I don't think so. Despite the identity between the " I" of authorship 
and the "l" of narration, and the pacts of sincerity, reading these 
lives is rather like shaking hands with one's gloves on.15 ls this 
decorun1 a feature of gender? To the extent that autobiography, 
like any narrative, requires a shaping of the past, a 1naking sense 
of a life, it tends to cast out the parts that don't add up (what we 
might think of as the flip side of the official, reconstructed per­
sonality). Still, autobiography can incorporate what Roy Pascal 
has called the "cone of darkness at the center"; indeed, as he com­
ments, "it see1ns to be required of the autobiographer that he should 
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recognize that there is something unknowable in him" (184-85). 
One has the in1pression reading Stern, l6 Sand, and Beauvoir that 
the determination to have thei r Lives make sense and thus be sus­
ceptible to universal reception blinds the1n, as it ,.vere, to their own 
darkness : the "submerged core," " the sexual n1ystery that would 
make a drama" (Kael , 100- 1 ) .

17 It is as though the anxiety of gen­
der identity, of a culturally devalued femininity, veiled its inscrip­
tion in strategies of representation. 

But should we give up so easily? We are, after a ll, given clues 
in the autobiographies telling us where to look (or not to look) 
fo r ,vhat Colette calls the " unsaid things. " When Beauvoi_r, for 
example, describes the stakes of her fiction writing, how she wanted 
to be read, she tells us something important about her other self: 

I passionately \.vanted the public to like my work; therefore 
like George E lio t, who had become identified in my mind with 
Maggie Tulliver, I would rnyself beco1ne an imaginary char­
acter, endowed with beauty, desirability, and a sort of shim­
mering transparent loveliness. It was this metamorphosis that 
my ambition sought . . . I dreamed of splitting into two selves, 
and of having a shadowy aJter ego that would pierce and haunt 
people's hearts. It would have been no good if this phanton1 
had had overt connections with a person of flesh and blood; 
anonymity would have suited me perfectly. (291) 

Sa nd points us in the same direction: 

It was inevitably said that Indiana was my person and my 
story . It is nothing of the sort. I have presented many types 
of women, and I think that after reading this account of the 
inipressions and reflections of my life, it will be clear that I 
have never portrayed myself [mise en scene] as a woman [sous 
des traits feminins]. I am too much of a romantic [trop ro­
manesque] to have seen the heroine of a novel in my mirror. 
... Even if I had tried to make mysel f beautiful and dram­
atize my life, I would never have succeeded. My self, con­
fronting me face to face would have da mpened my enthusi­
asm. (2: 160) 

By suggesting, as I am, that a double reading-of the autobiog­
raphy with the fiction-would provide a more sensitive rneasure 
for deciphering a female self, I am not proposing a return to the 
kind of biographical "hermeneutics" that characterizes a Jean Larnac 
(in his 1929 Histoire de la litterature feminine). Like Colette's in-
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terpellated male reader in Break of Day, Larnac reads all women's 
fiction as autobiography: ''In the center of every feminine novel, 
one discovers the author. ... Incapable of abstracting a fragment 
of themselves to constitute a whole, [women writers] have to put 

• 
all of themselves into their work" (253-54). (It is not, of course, 
a question of sayir;g, as he does, Indiana is George Sand- in fe­
male drag.) 

I an1 proposing instead an intratextual practice of interpretation 
which, in articulation with the gendered overreading I have just 
proposed, would privilege neither the autobiography nor the fic­
tion, but take the two writings together in their status as text. 18 

Germaine Bree has performed such a reading. In an essay on George 
Sand entitled "The Fictions of Autobiography," Bree isolates what 
she calls the "matrix of fabulation" (121) and analyzes its function 
in both the autobiography and the fiction. The matrix is that struc­
ture through which Sand deals with the problem of origins and 
identity. Bree decodes the Sandian inscription of the self, aJlowing 
the "fictional fiction" and the "fictions of autobiography" to il­
luminate each other (446). Because of the literary protocol and cul­
tural constraints that historically have governed women's writing, 
and the problems of imagi'ning public female identities, not to per­
form an expanded reading-in this instance, not to read the fic­
tion with the autobiography-is to remain prisoner of a canon 
that bars women from their own texts. 

And Colette? 
Let us return briefly to the epigraph from Break of Day. Early 

in the novel, the narrator gives us a portrait of her mother taking 
stock at the end of her life. The metaphor used for this putting­
into-perspective of the past is that of a painter before a canvas: 
"She stands back, and returns, and stands back again, pushing 
some scandalous detail into place, bringing into the light of day a 
memory drowned in shadow. By some unhoped-for art she be­
comes-equitable. Is anyone imagining as he reads rne, that l 'm 
portraying myself? Have patience: this is merely my model" (34-
35; emphasis added). In context, then, the epigraph seems to nar­
row its focus. Indeed, it has been taken to mean that the model 
in question is " the model of the mother," and that this "affiliation, 
recognized and reclaimed" constitutes the deep structure of the 
novel (Mercier, 46); painter of her mother, and through her mother, 
herself. This is no less, ho"vever, the portrait of the writer in this 
same novel as autobiographer: "No other fear, not even that of 
ridicule, prevents me from writing these lines which I am willing 
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to risk will be published. Why should I stop my hand from gliding 
over this paper to which for so many years I've confided what I 
know about myself, what I've tried to hide, what I've invented and 
what I've guessed?" (62) Every inscription of the self is an ap­
proximation and a projection; a matter of details, shadows, ad­
justment, and proportion-an arrangement of truths. Still, does 
the collection of self-portraits make an autobiography? Robert 
Phelps tried to construct one in a volume called Earthly Paradise: 
An Autobiography in which be strings together moments in Colette's 
life through passages from her works in a thematic and roughly 
chronological continuu1n. Lejeune rejects Phelps's construction as 
just chat: one does not ghostwrite an autobiography; the "pact" 
cannot be concluded by a third party. 

How then to conclude? 
At the end of an article published two years after L'Autobio­

graphie en France, Lejeune renounces his previous attempts to find 
a definition of autobiography that would be coherent and ex­
haustive. Having decid~d that autobiography is as much a mode 
of reading as a mode of writing, he looks instead to a history (as 
yet to be written) of autobiography that would be the history of 
the way in which autobiography is read. To be sure, Lejeune is 
not concerned \.vith female autobiography. But his notion of a con­
tractual genre dependent upon codes of transmission and reception 
joins our purposes, because it relocates the problematics of au­
tobiography as genre in an interaction between reader and text. 

And Colette? 
To read Colerte is not, perhaps, in the final analysis (pace 

Lejeune), to read (generically) a woman's autobiography. 19 1t is, 
however, to read the inscription of a female signature: a cultural 
fabrication that names itself as such, and that we can identify 
through the patient negotiation we ourselves make with the nei­
ther/nor of " memoirs mixed with fiction, fictions compounded of 
fact" (Gass, 12). Colette's textua l " I" is not bound by genre. For 
Sand, Stern, and Beauvoir, despite their pact, the locus of identi­
fication, I would suggest, is no different. The historical truth of a 
woman writer's life lies in the reader's grasp of her intratext: the 
body of her writing and not the writing of her body. 



62 READlNG WOMEN'S WRITING 

NOTES 

t. See', for example, Elaine Marks in her critical study Colette, p. 2 r3; 
translation is hers. All future references to Break of Day, however, will be 
drawn from the Enid McLeod translation. 

2. Christiane Makward has pointed our the importance of chis evolution 
in her analysis of patronyms and their relationship both to women's writing 
and the representation of femininity: "not only is the father's name feminized 
and stripped of its function (to signify descendence) but it takes the place of 
a first name. 'Colette' is no longer a first name, a patronym or a pseudonym 
but the name that a free woman took fifty years to make for herself. " '"Le 
Norn du pere: Ecritures feminines d 'un siede a J'aurre," paper delivered at 
the Third Annual Colloquium in Nineteenth-Century French Studies, October 
1977, Columbus, Ohio. 

3. Elaine Marks comments, citing the same passage: if the narrator is .. no 
longer wearing an obvious mask ... she is, however, wearing the mask of 
'Colette'." And this "Colette" only exposes a self protected by inverred com­
mas. Colette, pp. 2r2-r3. 

4. It is a nice paradox that Colette is always read biographically, and ac 
the same time excluded from the corpus of autobiographical writing. Perhaps 
this is a useful way to think about the place of women's writing. 

5. In Lejeune's terms, autobiographical writing itself is an act of " stag­
ing'': l'ecriture yest mise en scene (73). In a way, the theatr icality of female 
subjectivity is central to feminist writing, thematically autobiographical or 
nor. I dea l with this notion more fully in chapters 7 and 9. 

6. For Lejeune, French a utobiography begins officially with Rousseau; and 
he dates the genre as beginning around 1 760. As for the response to Rousseau, 
Lejeune writes: "Rousseau is the only one to say a loud what everyone thinks 
in private. All the autobiographical pacts that follow are written against 
Rousseau's disastrous frankness" (82 ) . 

7. Beatrice Didier, in "Femme/ldentite/Ecrirure: A propos de l'Histoire 
de ma vie de George Sand," begins her a rticle with an excerpt from Sand's 
correspondence: "I confess that I am neither humble enough to write confes­
sions like Jean-Jacques nor impertinent enough co praise myself like the lit­
erary Lights of the century. Furthermore, 1 don't believe that private life falls 
within the purview of the critics" (561). 

8. Thus Stern distances herself from Sand's Histoire de ma vie as weU as 
Rousseau's Confessions. Stern comments on Sand's work-based on an in­
complete reading-in the following manner: " It seems to me that [the work] 
is true or not true enough, and that is nor how I would conceive of Confes­
sions"; letter to Hortense Allan, dated 1855, cited by Vier, 4:307, n. 727. 

9. Colette's Evening Star (L'Etoile Vesper ) has been translated by David 
LeVay. His translation, however, often misses Colette in spirit and style and 
I have chosen instead to use those passages cited from this volume of rec­
ollections as anthologized by Robert Phelps in Earthly Paradise. Phelps's 
translator, Herma Briffault, seems closer ro Colette's rhythms. For those who 
might wish to consult the passages ci ted in context, I have provided the page 
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rc:tert·n.:e, ro th<' complcre rr.1n~Lit1011: ,f only one p:ige reference appea rs, it 
1~ co LeVay. 

10. The contrast between Sane.I anc.l Srt:rn 1~ important 10 nore. Sand writes, 
for example, about marernal feelmgs: " I wasn 'r deluded by passion. l had for 
the art ist (Chopin] a kind of very intense, very true maternal adoration, but 
which could not for an instant compete with maternal love ({'amour des en­
trai/les], the only chaste feeling that can be passionate" (2 :433). Stem, for her 
pan, reverses the hierarchy: "Let (women l say and repeat that maternal love 
surpasses all ocher forms of love, while they cling ro it as a last resort I un 
pis-al/er], and because they have been coo cowardly, coo vain, coo demanding, 
co experience love and co understand friendship, those two exceptional feel­
ings which can only germinate in strong souls" (J\1emoires, 82). 

11. This emphasis on intellectual pursuits is not restricted ro women writ­
ers in France. In "female Identities," Patricia Spacks comments on the au­
robiographkal works of four eighteenth-century English writers, Mrs. Thrale, 
Mrs. Pi.lkingron, Mrs. Clarke, and Lady Mary \Xlortley Montagu: "With an 
almost mythic insistence ail four of these women reiterate a theme common 
in the cenrnry's fiction: the female apology, heavily ringed with resentment, 
for the life of the mind. Men think, therefore exist; women, who-men be­
lieved-hardly think at all, have, therefore, perhaps a questionable hold on 
their own exisrences" (78- 79). 

12. Sand's Histoire de ma vie, Beatrice Didier maintains, "is especially and 
in che end the story of a birth to writing- a difficult birth deferred, some­
times occulted, of which the narrative traverses the entire text . .. this birth 
becomes ... the very object of the book" (567-68). 

13. Historically, for example, for women writers in France, artistic activity 
must seem to be economically motivated to be socially justified, to justify the 
violation of gendered identity. In this sense, Claudine Herrmann argues in 
Les Voleuses de /angue that George Sand "sought in every way to convince 
her readers that she was writing to earn a living." This (al ibi?) is placed in 
the context of Stendhal's discussion of female authorship in De /'amour. Sten­
dhal (who, Herrmann comments, audaciously compares women's condition 
to that of black slaves in nineteenth-century America, and who further ob­
serves that "all geniuses born as women are lost co the public good") re­
marks: "For a woman under the age of fifty to publish a book, is to subject 
her happiness to the most terrible of lotteries; if she is fortunate enough to 
have a lover, the first th111g that wil l happen is that she will lose him. I see 
one exception only: a woman who writes books [fait des livres] ro feed and 
raise her family" (3r-33). 

14. This is oddly close in language to Woolf's remarks on Colette 's writing. 
In a letter to Ethel Smythe about an article of Colette's on Anna de Noail les, 
Wooli says: ''I'm a lmost floored by the extreme dexterity insight and beauty 
of Colette. How does she do it? No one in England could do a thing like 
chat. If a copy is ever going I should like to have one-to read ic again. and 
see how its done: or guess. And co think I scarcely know her books! Are they 
all novels? Is it the great French tradition chat lifts her so serenely, and yet 
with such a flare, down, down to what she's saying? l'm green with envy 
... " June 25, 1936 (49). I am grateful ro Brenda Silver for finding this ref­
erence for me. 

15. I am tempted, though the context is radically different, by the passage 
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in Morrison's Sula where we read this contrast between "that version of her­
self ... she sought to reach out to and touch with an ungloved hand" and 
''the naked hand" ( r2 r) as a way of talking about degrees of intimate contact. 

r6. I must here, somewhat belatedly, distinguish b~tween Stern's Mes Sou­
venirs (r8p6- r833) and her Memoires (r833-r854). Both were published post­
humously, in r88o and 1927, respecrively. The later text, which is an account 
of her love affair with Lislzt, is extraordinarily moving. However, the volume 
itself is a construction, a compilation made by the editor, Daniel Ollivier. It 
includes journal entries (hers and Liszt's), notes, and fragmentary chapters of 
the unfinished Memoires. (As one might imagine, the journal is the more pas­
sionate, disturbed and disturbing document.) Stern herself seems to have fa­
vored this installment of her life's story. In a letter dated r867, cited by Vier 
(262), Marie d'Agoult writes: "I am just finishing the second volume of the 
Memoires: the story of passion that will not be a masterpiece, but my mas­
terpiece;" italicized in the text. As 1 will argue, if one is reading to discover, 
uncover, a female self, the corpus must be expanded by breaking down the 
barriers of genre; or rather the hierarchies of the canon: fiction, autobiog­
raphy, correspondence, diaries, and so on. Here, Vier's remarks on reading 
the Memoires with the correspondence are very much to the point: " It is 
Marie whom the Memoires portray; the letters give us glimpses of the Count­
ess d'Agoult; the former is fragile and passive, the latter chatelaine and suz­
eraine; the former belongs completely to the man she loves and admires, the 
latter knows herself to be an original mind and senses in herself a literary 
vocation" (r :175 ). 

17. Pauline Kael, reviewing Lillian Hellman's Julia with Pentimento, the 
filmic fiction with the autobiography. Not surprisingly, Hellman's conclusion 
ro the volume of her memoirs called An Unfinished Woman points to the 
dangers lurking in the passion for a coherent self: " I do regret that I have 
spent too much of my life trying to find what I called 'truth,' trying to find 
what 1 called 'sense'. l never knew what l meant by truth, never made the 
sense 1 hoped for. AU I mean is that I left too much of me unfinished because 
I wasted coo much time. However." (244) 

18. Gusdorf himself seems to make a case for a double reading when he 
remarks: "There would therefore be rwo versions, or two instances of au­
cobiography: on the one hand, the confession strictly speaking, on the other, 
the enrire work of the artist which takes up the same subject matter in com­
plete freedom and with the protection of incognico" ( 1 2 r). 

19. Reading this essay over and revising it for this book ten years after I 
wrote it, l am struck and slightly dismayed by the dogged way I follow through 
and worry about Lejeune's moves. (Particularly since I know how profoundly 
irreversible the interest is!) And yet am I today cured of the gesture to revise, 
ro begin by turning to the male model to see how and where it doesn't work? 
When will there be an end to the double work of revision, I wonder. 
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Arachne & Athena: An Invitation to Dinner. An installation by Sheila 
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The Text's Heroine: A Feminist Critic and 
Her Fictions 

"The Text's Heroine" was originally written for a Symposium on 
Feminist Criticism held at Cornell University in October 1981. The 
conference had been conceived, at least in part, as a forum in which 
to discuss French and American views on the theory and practice 
of feminist criticism. After the event, the editors of Diacritics saw 
the exchange between Peggy Kamuf and me as a "dialogue" on 
the conference's general therne and published it the following year, 
labeled as such, in an issue of the journal called "Cherchez la £em1ne: 
Feminist Critique/ Feminine Text." 

Since this exchange has generated a certain measure of scrutiny, 
I want to comn1ent here on an asymmetry one can read in 
the "dialogue" that is only partly circumstantial (I read Peggy 
Kamuf's piece before writing my own). To the extent that 1 had 
been following her work for several years and since we often worked 
on the same texts, in a sense I was already responding to Kamuf's 
position before even reading "Replacing Feminist Criticis1n." Thus, 
"The Text's Heroine" should be read just as much in "dialogue" 
with the earlier essay "Writing Like a Woman" as with " Replac­
ing Feminist Criticism" written for the occasion. For her part, Kamuf 
"replies" to a certain American fe1ninism. Why I felt the need to 
make a case for a feminism from which l myself had already clearly 
marked my distance (in "Emphasis Added," for instance) is an­
other matter, but I have come to regret the impasse in feminist 
literary theory created by the current sclerosis of "French/ A1ner­
ican" positions and especially the role the Kamuf j Miller "dia­
logue" continues to play in keeping this oppositional structure alive 
o n those terms. Both pieces should be replaced within a very par­
ticular historical and critical moment. On the other hand, and for 
some of those very reasons, it has seemed impossible for me not 
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to include this moment as such in the self-consciousness of this 
book's pro;ect. 

l 

l will go so far as ro risk this hypothesis: The sex of the ad­
dressor awaits its determination by or from the other. It is the 
other who will perhaps decide who l am-man or woman. 
Nor is this decided once and for all. le may go one way one 
time and another way another time. 

Jacques Derrida, The Ear of the Other 

Man has been raised in order ro function, in order ro address 
the world like a text destined to find its readers, while woman 
was elected to constitute a metaphorical other-world, a repose 
of thought which steps aside in order co dream for an instant. 

Claudine Herrmann, Les Voleuses de langue 

WHEN THE fe1ninist critic instin1tionalizes the woman writer, what 
story authorizes her to do so? As I begin to answer that question, 
I will be locating myself in a djscursively pole111ical (but personally 
irenic) relation ro Peggy Kamuf's questions about what might con­
stitute an "effective feminist practice of criticism" ("Replacing 
.Feminist Criticism," 44), particularly in relation to the epistemo­
logical mapping and Foucauldian paradigms she so elegantly out­
lines. I want to say at the start, however, that I foresee no real 
agreement on this n1atter here or elsewhere, because I think that 
the question of an effective feminist practice is insoluble. Or rather, 

' while there indeed exist effective practices-written documents or 
strategies which by their analyses and accounts move, persuade, 
even transform-I do not believe it is possible to theorize, to think 
aloud, the grounds of such a practice in a way that transcends 
powerful internal contradiction. (This may always be the case when 
practice and its demands precede theory, which historically has 
been the case with feminism.) 

Before addressing the question of the woman writer-the woman 
who signs "woman" and the fe1ninist critic who places her in the 
institution-I want now to map out the territory of the dilemma. 
It is characterized by the polarities of "vhat might be thought of 
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as metonymies as opposed to metaphors; psychohistorical needs 
as opposed to epistemological claims; material contingencies as 
opposed co theoretical urgencies. Those oppositions have also been 
named by Elaine Marks-in a presentation she described as ex­
isting in a zone somewhere between a working paper and a po­
sition paper at a Barnard College Women's Issues Luncheon (spring 
1981)-as the Atnerican, empirical, and social science model of 
Women's Studies vs. the French ludic endeavor; the latter emerg­
ing from the more speculative operations of ''les sciences de 
l'homme" engaged in by decentered subjects of the "feminine" 
(rather than "feminist") persuasion. This problen1atic may also be 
understood in relation to shoes: as in the sturdy, sensib le sort ·worn 
by ''American" feminists, and the 1nore frivolous, elegant type worn 
by Cixous herself. This is in fact a Cixousian exemplum. In the 
course of an informal presentation, also at Barnard, in the fall of 
1979, Helene Cixous figured the same (American/French) para­
digm in shoes in order to make a point about difference and 
recuperation: the danger of a feminist ident ification too readily 
perceived; and the distinction as well between lesbian and 
" hornosexuelle. " 

I think that these polarizat ions are unfortunate, if all too ac­
curate, when they separate effectively women who (ideally) rnight 
otherwise collaborate within a single instin1tion or (more realisti­
cally) within the larger project of feminist scholarship, but they do 
not seem about to go away. And they are not going away, I think, 
because of a larger problem in the women's move1nent itself, a 
problem currently reflected in the debates on the proper place 
of Women 's Studies- in the 1nargins or in the n1ainstrean1-that 
Kamuf alludes to in her paper. The problern has everything to do 
with sexual identity and the ways in which those two terms should 
be understood, separately and conjoined. For the purposes of ar­
gument, but also because of the scene of my enunciation, I will 
align myself with those on the side of what Peggy Kamuf in these 
pages calls "correction"; with those who wish to "rectify or re­
verse wo1nen's exclusion" without, apparently (or at least suffi­
ciently), raking the proper measure of the episte,nological dangers 
implicit in such a position. 

l will speak as one who believes that "we women" .must con­
tinue to work for the won1an who has been writing, because not 
to do so will reauthorize our oblivion . Perhaps I can expand upon 
my conviction that it matters who writes and signs wornan by an 
exarnple that in many ways works against me. It is the case of the 
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Portuguese Letters. These are five letters published anonymously 
in Paris, in 1669, as being the translation of letters written in Por­
tuguese. They were enonnously popular, an? fo r some the debate 
over th,eir origins and authenticity is not over. (Indeed, in a 1979 
paperback edition of the Letters [Lettres de la religieuse portu­
gaise], Yves Florenne rehearses the "evidence" yet again, arguing 
for the true sound of "a woman's voice" [77], the pained cries of 
a woman in love; or at least for the possibility that anonymous 
was a woman.) l believe- as ultimately Kamuf seems to-that the 
letters were probably written by a man, a Frenchman and literary 
type (a hack, so1ne say) nan1ed Gu illeragues, though thought for 
centuries (by many) to have been written by a real Portuguese nun. 

Why bother with this slight text, written (perhaps) in the final 
analysis, by a man? It serves in the French history of the novel not 
as the first novel, as opposed to other forms of prose fiction-for 
that place is occupied by the anonymously published Princess of 
Cleves-but literally as its pre-text. [r prefigures-one might also 
say, it engenders or at least generates-the production of an ep­
istolary fiction whose fundamental trope, I have argued in "'l's' 
in Drag," is that of a "penultimate n1asochism, the always rene,v­
able figure of feminine suffering" (56) . The nun's last ,vords in the 
face of her fickle lover's persistent silence are these: "But l wish 
nothing more of you; I am mad to repeat the same things so often: 
I must give you up and think no more of you; I even think l will 
no longer write to you. Am 1 obliged to give you an exact account 
of all my various moven1ents?" The Portuguese Letters are a re­
writing of Ovid's Heroides. Ovid famously feminized the epic model 
of female suffering by scaling it down, casting it in elegiac verses: 
the imagined love letters, prin1arily written by abandoned women 
to their lovers, of which the exemplary case is Virgil's Dido, who 
made the fatal error of believing the man would stay and respect 
her in the n1orning. 

It matters to me that the letters from a "Portuguese nun," as 
the case in point, situate their line of descent in a patrilineal fash­
ion, because I think that the textualization - hence glamoriza­
tion-of fen1ale suffering around the male is an important issue 
for won1en, though less simple than some feminists want to imag­
ine, before and after the epistemological rupture Foucault diag­
noses (Kamuf, "Replacing Femjnist Criticism," 43- 44). Indeed, so-

(

. ciety did not wait for the invention of man to repress "wo1nan" 
or oppress women, and the "end of man" in no way precludes the 
reinscription of woman as Other. What bothers me about the me-
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talogically "correct" position is what I take to be its necessary 
implications for practice: that by glossing "won1an" as an archaic 
signifier, it glosses over the referential suffering of women. More­
over, and i1nplicitly, to code as "cosrnetic," and to foreclose as 
unrin1ely, discussions of the author as sexually gendered subject in 
a socially gendered exchange- who produced, for example, this 
masochistic discourse and for whose benefit? - is to be too con­
fident that nondiscursive practices will respond correctly to the 
correct theory of discursive practice. It may also be the case that 
having been killed off along with " man," the author can now be 
rethought beyond traditional notions of biography, now that 
through the feminist rewritings of literary history the adequacy of 
a masculine identity to represent the universal has been radically 
questioned. 

In "Writing Like a Won1an," Kamuf, preparing to review the 
debates over the origins and authorship of the Portuguese Let­
ters- vvritten by a man or by a woman-declares (argu ing "vith 
Patricia Meyer Spacks in The Female Imagination): 

If the inaugural gesture of this fe1ninist criticism is the reduc­
tion of the literary work to its signature and to the tautolog­
ical assumption that the feminine "identity" is one which signs 
itself with a feminine name, then it will be able to produce 
only tautological statements of dubious value: women's writ­
ing is writing signed by women .. . . If these ... are the 
grounds of a practice of feminist criticism, then that practice 
must be prepared to ally itself with the fundamental assump­
tions of patriarchy which relies on the same principles. If, on 
the other hand, by "feminist" one understands a way of read­
ing texts that points to the masks of truth with which phal­
locentrism hides its fictions, then one place to begin such a 
reading is by looking behind the mask of the proper name, 
the sign that secures our patriarchal heritage: the father's name 
and the index of sexual identity. (285 - 86) 

Kamuf concludes, after applying deconstructive pressures to the 
terms of the debate, that by refusing the tautological and e1npirical 
definition of identiry (writing as a woman is to be a won1an writ­
ing) in favor of an attention ro the figuration of resemblance (writ­
ing as a won1an) one has at least staged another kind of reading: 
a reading that by refusing the metaphors of a hegemonic paterni­
ty - the signature-allows fo r the ernergence of a less stable rhet­
oric of maternity; " reading a text . . . as if, in other words, it 



'\ 

THE SUBJ E C TS OF FEMlN IST CR I T IC ISM 

were illegitimate, recogn ized by its rnother who can only give it a 
borrowed name" (298). But Kamuf-like Krisceva, whose interest 
in a female practice is related primarily to a more general concern 
with an avant-garde, dissident, and marginal' work in language­
would prefer to see "feminist" criticism address itself not to the 
productions signed by biological woman alone but to all produc­
tions that put the "feminine" into play-the feminine then being 
a modality or process accessible to both men and wo1nen. (Th is 
might also be said to be the case of Cixous in "The Laugh of the 
Medusa," where in one of her famous footnotes she lists Genet 
along with Colette and Marguerite Duras as examples of French 
writers who have produced inscriptions of femininity. )1 

More locally, it doesn' t 1natter to Karnuf's reading whether the 
Portuguese Letters were written by a wo1nan or by a man, but 
it does to 1nine. Just as l care if The Story of O was written by 
"Pauline Reage" or Jean Paulhan, which is in fact the same ex­
ample (though for me the pornographies of female submission is 
no more than-surely no worse than-the rhetoric of sentimental 
masochism). I prefer to think that this positioning of woman is the 
writing of a masculine desire attached to the male body. Just as I 
like to know that the Brontean writing of fernaJe anger, desire, and 
selfhood issues from a female pen. This preference, as I indicated 
earlier, is not without its vulnerabilities. It could, 1 suppose, one 
day be proven definitively that the heroines of the Letters and The 
Story of O were female creations after all. I \vould then have to 
start over again. But it would be a different story, si nce the story 
of the woman who writes is always another story.2 In " Ad/d Fem­
inarn" Catharine Stimpson astutely assesses the political in1plica­
tions of these bodily identities: 

. . . male writers-a Genet-can appropriate the feminine 
as a stance for the male through which to express receptive 
subordination before God or a god-like phallus. . . . Still other 
male writers, like a Henry James, write about wornen, partic­
ularly lovely victims. Self-consciously empathetic, they speak 
of and for the feminine. 

Each of these strategies is lin,ited, if only because of the 
-obvious anatomical differences .... A rnale writer 1nay speak 
of, for, to and fro1n the fe1ninine. He cannot speak, except 
fictively, of, for, to and from the female. This inability hardly 
has the dignity of a tragic fact, but it does have the grittiness 
of sin1ple fact. ( r 79) 
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This "grittiness of simple fact" has everything to do with the ways 
in which the signature of wo1nen has functioned historically: in 
terms of the body, the sexual ideologies that define it; in terms of 
civil status, the legal restrict.ions that construct it. I want to invoke 
briefly Virginia Woolf's speculation about Judith Shakespeare: 

And undoubtedly . . . her work would have gone unsigned. 
Thar refuge she would have sought certainly. It was the relic 
of the sense of chastity that dictated anonymity to women even 
so late as the nineteenth century. Currer Bell, George Eliot, 
George Sand, all the victims of inner strife as their writings 
prove, sought ineffectively to veil themselves by using the name 
of a rnan .... Anonyn1ity runs in their blood. The desire to 
be veiled still possesses them. (5 2; emphasis added) 

The desire to be veiled that unveils the anxiety of a genderized 
and sexualized body, I would argue, is fnot what runs in the blood 
of the "Portuguese nun. " What is at work there instead, 1 think, 
is a male (at least masculine) desire to paper over an anxiety about 
destination and reception: a sense of powerlessness about writing 
in a new genre addressed to an unkno\.vn "destinataire" that takes 
the abandoned woman's body-the next best thing to a female 
corpse-as its pretext. The woman-in-love figured here is the mas­
ochist Simone de Beauvoir analyzed in The Second Sex, whose pas­
sion turns to self-mutilation when it turns out that " no man really 
is God" (612 ). 

In other v,ords, what I read in the Portuguese Letters is an ide­
ology of desire that allows wo1nan to become a subject only upon 
the condition of her "subordination before ... a god-like phal­
lus." Just as we read of 0: 

0 was happy that Rene had had her whipped and had pros­
tituted her, because her impassioned submission would fur­
nish her lover with the proof that she belonged to hi1n, but 
also because the pain and sha1ne of the lash , and the outrage 
inflicted on her by those who compelled her to pleasure when 
they took her, and at the same time delighted in their own 
without paying the slightest heed to hers, seen,ed to be the 
very redemption of her sins. ( 93) 

"Mariane" the "nun" writes her third letter: " I saw you leave, l 
can't hope to ever see you return and yet I'm still alive: I've be­
trayed you, I beg your forgiveness. But don't grant it! Treat me 
severely ! Don't judge that my feelings are violent enough! Be more 
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difficult to satisfy! Tell me that you want me to die of love for 
you! And I beg you co give me this help so that I can overcome 
the weakness of my sex .... " (80) . If "dying of love is a trope," 
as Kamuf queried during the round cable, what is it a trope of? 
Kate Millett has interrogated the psycho-logics of these feminine 
investments in pain: 'tit is ingenious," she writes of Freud's "Fem­
ininity," "to describe masochism and suffering as inherently fem­
inine .... [l]t justifies any conceivable domination or humiliation 
forced upon the female as mere food for her nature. To carry such 
a notion to its logical conclusion, abuse is not only good for woman 
but the very thing she craves" (194-95 ). 

I arrive here, however, at the end of my "American" posture. 
For the next step in that agenda typically is co establish reading 
lists chat reflect orthodox feminist positions, and to call for the 
production of literature with positive role rnodels. To be fair, this 
prescriptive esthetics represents only one strain of criticism; it does 
not tell the whole scory.3 Nevertheless, hortatory formulations of 
this sort, "But women's literature must go beyond the scenarios 
of cornpromise, madness and death. Although the reclamation of 
suffering is the beginning, its purpose is to discover the new world," 
threaten to erase the ambiguities of the feminist project, unless 
they are at the same time reproblematized, as is the case here with 
Elaine Showalter, who goes on, in her review of feminist tropol­
ogies, to cite literature, like Adrienne Rich's poetry, that has "gone 
beyond reclaiming suffering to its re-investment" (134).4 Nor would 
I argue that reading works by women because of the signature is 
an activity ethically superior-because marginal-to that of read­
ing works by men; or works by women alongside those of men, 
though I myself feel it to be an absolutely compelling project. 
lndeed, I think that " intersextuality" (to borrow a coinage frorn 
Naomi Schor) , has much to teach us ("La Perodie," 85). Sand's 
reading and rewriting of Rousseau is as i'ruportant as her reading 
of Stael; and what would James have done ,vichout Eliot? Never­
theless, I do believe in books and courses based on the signature 
even if, as in the case of the Portuguese Letters, The Story of 0 , 
and the novels of the Brontes, the signature was not at the time 
of reception a rel iable index of sexual identity. (The exceptions in 
the final analysis only point to the rules.) Even though such lists 
and such courses may betray a na·ive faith in origins, humanisn1, 
and centrality, because they also make visible the marginality, ec­
centricity, and vulnerability of women, they concretely challenge 
the confidence of humanistic discourse as universality. 
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Let us turn ro Foucault before closing; to Foucault perhaps against 
Foucault at the end of "\Vhat ls an Author?" He in,agines what 
would happen in a society "without need for an author": 

No longer the tireson1e repetitions: 
" Who is the real author?" 
" Have we proof of his authenticity and originality?" 
"What has he revealed of his most profound self 1n his 
language?' 

New questions will be heard: 
"What are the modes of existence of this discourse?" 
"Where does it come from; how is it circulated; who controls 
it?" 
''Wha t placernents are detern1ined for possible subjects?" 
"Who can fulfill these diverse functions of the subject?" 

Behind all these questions we would hear little more than 
the murmur of indifference: 
"What matter who's speaking?" (138) 

This sovereign indifference, l would argue, is one of the " masks 
... behind which phallocenrrism hides its fictions" (138); the au­
thorizing function of its own discourse authorizes the "end of 
woman" without consulting her. What matter who's speaking? I 
would answer it matters, for example, to women who have lost 
and still routinely lose their proper name in marriage, and whose 
signature-not merely their voice-has not been worth rhe paper 
it was written on; women for whom the signature-by virtue of 
ics power in the world of circulation-is not imJnaterial. Only those 
who have it can play with not having it. We might want to rernind 
ourselves of the status of women's signatures in France before the 
law of 1965: 

since 1965, a woman can exercise any profession without her 
husband's permission. She can alone establish a contract which 
concerns the maintenance of the ho rne and open a personal 
bank account. Hereafter dual consent is necessary in order to 
buy, sell, mortgage a building ... finalize a commercial lease 
... or make purchases on credit. (Albistur and Armogathe, 
641-42 ) 

In the place of proper closure, and in the face of insolubility: let 
us retain a ·'modern," posthumanistic reading of "literature" that 
has indeed begun to rethink the very locations of the center and 
the periphery, and within that fragile topology, the stability of the 
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subject. But at the same ti1ne, we 1nust live out (the hortatory al­
ways returns) a practical politics within the institution grounded 
in regional specificities. This is to call for, then, a decentered vision 
(theoria) but a centered action that will not result in a renewed 
invisibility. If feminists decide that the signature is a matter of in­
difference, if Womefi'S Studies becomes gender studies, the real 
end of women in the insti.tution will not be far off. The text's her­
oine \>viii become again no more than a fi ction. 

What we might wish for instead, perhaps, is a female materi­
alism attentive to the needs of the body as well as the luxuries of 
the mind. Can we imagine, or should we, a position that speaks 
in tropes and walks in sensible shoes?5 

NOTES 

r. Elsewhere in the essay, and in subsequent work as well, Cixous a.lso 
makes claims for a feminine specificity, attached ro a female body and libido. 

2 . Kaja Silverman, in a complexly argued essay on The Story of 0, puts 
the matter well : " I do not intend to enter here into rhe general speculation 
about the identity of Pauline Reage. To some degree that speculation is ir­
relevant, since regardless of who actually wrote the novel, the subjectivity 
designated by the name 'Pauline Reage' is a pornographic construction" (348). 

In this sense, perhaps, the pornographic signature, is always terminally con­
ventional in the gendering of its positions. 1n O m'a dit, a book of "inter­
views" that Regine Deforges conducts with Pauline Reage, "Reage" describes 
the context of authorship: " I would never have been te1npted ro write [the 
book) if I hadn't met someone who wanted to read it. l would never have 
written it if there hadn' t been this need to write a Lener. Ir's a letter" (100). 
ln an inrerview with Germaine Bree about erotic writing, Alain Robbe-Grillet 
talks about men's and women's fantasies, and speculates about Do minique 
Aury ("Pauline Reage") and Jean Paulhan: "She wrote it for Paulhan. Or 
perhaps they wrote it together; I don't really know, l 'm not familiar enough 
with it. Perhaps they really did both write it; no one has any idea how it was 
done. From the start, she's been the one who has collected the royalties, but 
what was Paulhan's role? It's a couple's fantasy, it's nor necessarily someone's 
solitary fan tasy" (91; emphasis added). 

3. This position is laid out clearly enough in Cherri Register's ''American 
Feminist Literary Criticism: A Bibliographical introduction," in the Donovan 
volume Kamuf refers to. But it really seems an easy and early (1975) targer. 

4. In a later overview, ''Feminist Criticism in che Wilderness," Showalter 
takes a nonprescriprive position which is much closer to my own: " feminist 
critics," she concludes, must address themselves " to what women actually 
write, not in relation to a theoretical, political, metaphoric, or visionary ideal 
of what women ought to write." (205) • 

5. I would like ro thank Sandy Petrey and Christie V. McDonald for their 
help at several key moments in the development of this essay. 



Arachnologies: The Woman, the Text, and 
the Critic 

"Arachnologies" had its first incarnation as a paper for the 
Georgetown Conference on Literary Theory organized by Susan 
S. Lanser and Michael Ragussis. The theme that year (1984) was 
"Interpretation." I had been elaborating the concept of "over­
reading" as a reading strategy for noncanonical works, and more 
specifically women's writing. This was a double-sided project, his­
torical and metacritical. Building on Annette Kolodny's "revision­
ary rereading," I wanted to construct a poetics that could account 
for the probletn of signature posed by the "underread," iuorks ex­
cluded from the library of general culture, the volu1nes of the al­
ready read (or the deja lu) . To talk about this I had taken as pos­
sible tropes of feminist literary agency examples from antiquity of 
women's weaving. I was really not interested so much in weaving, 
however, as in the representation of writing as instances of a tex­
tuality hopelessly entangled with questions of its ,naterial. W eav­
ing, in that sense, provided me with an irresistible metaphorics: it 
allowed me to figure a writing identity as grounded and located 
in a scene of work, thus holding together representation and cul­
tural production. (1 had in fact originally conceived the account 
of Craffigny's knots and Zilia's quipus as part of this discussion.) 
I saw this concern as being necessarily at odds with a postmodern 
suspicion about the subject, and in the contrast I establish between 
Arachne and Ariadne my aim is to make these two embodiments 
of women in the text display the differences that separate feminist 
readings from the current rhetorics of indifference and a poetics 
that imagines itself beyond the effects of gender. In my reading, 
Arachne is self-positioned as a feminist, Ariadne troped as mas­
culinity's feminine other. This has everything to do with the pol­
itics of critical pleasure. 
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With the thematic framework of the conference in mind, how­
ever, I emphasized in the earliest version of this chapter the exotic 
landscape of Indiana as an occasion for overreading, for the prac­
tice of a feminist hermeneutics. I was at that point particularly 
attract~d to the hieroglyphics that the (young, male) narrator pon­
ders at the end of S(J!fld's novel as an open invitation to a feminist 
reading: a solicitation to decipher the presence of another text, 
that in turn points to a poetics of dissent, a critique of the dom­
inant culture. In the many revisions this essay has undergone, the 
hieroglyphics have lost their original centrality, but the practice of 
reading topographically as a way of making sense of women's plots 
has reniained central to my concerns here and throughout the book. 

Speaking as a feminist reader at the conference (at which there 
was only one other woman panelist, Gayatri Spivak) I felt, as I 
said in discussion then, figured by Arachne. It seemed to me that 
the fate of Arachne's text-first discredited, then detached from 
the cultural record, and finally ignored-was not entirely unlike 
that of feminist critics ivhose writing, like Arachne's tapestry, con­
stitutes a critique of phallomorphic privilege and a certain insti­
tutionally authorized violence. 

It was therefore especially sweet to read the paper again at the 
Poetics of Gender Colloquium in the fall of r984. There, in a rooni 
I knew well, filled tnainly with other feminist critics and students, 
1 felt that I was speaking not so much as Arachne as for her. In 
fact, the performative heroine I invoked then was Lucy Snowe. 
Like Lucy Snowe, the feminist critic, as T suggest in "Changing 
the Subject," perforn1s a challenge to the dominant discourse by 
insisting on the particulars of another subjectivity. As Mary 
Jacobus remarks in Reading Won1an, like Lucy Snowe and Charlotte 
Bronte·, the feminist critic is "bound, if she's to gain both a living 
and a hearing, to install herself within the prevailing conventions 
of academic literary criticism. To this extent, hers must also be an 
ex-centric text, a displacement into criticisni of . . . hunger, re­
bellion, and rage" {60). At the Poetics of Gender conference, which 
transformed an annual colloquium on ( dominant) poetics into a 
feminist event, the tension between feniinist critical studies and 
literary studies, the eccentric and the central 1nodes of their un­
equal positionings, seemed temporarily suspended (perhaps only 
reversed). It was an interesting moment. l'rn not sure now that it 
wasn't finally an effect of Brigadoon, but it was nice ,while it lasted. 
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0 Jack! that such a sweet girl should be a rogue! 
Her morning gown was a pale primrose-coloured padu­

asoy: the cuffs and robings curiously embroidered by che fin ­
gers of this ever-ch:irming Arachne, in a running pattern of 
violets and their leaves; che light in the flowers silver ; gold in 
the leaves. A pair of diamond snaps in her ears. A white hand­
kerchief, wrought by the same inimitable fingers, concealed-
0 Belford! what still more inimitable beauties did it not conceal! 

Richardson, Clarissa 

Most of the reasoning of women a nd poets is done in para­
bles. Now rhink of a spider. 

Diderot, D'Alembert's Dream 

79 

IN ONE of the final segments of The Pleasure of the Text ( 1973), 

Roland Barthes elaborates a typically etymological definition of 
one of the key words in his title: 

Text means Tissue; but whereas hitherto we have always 
taken this tissue as a produce, a ready-made veil behind which 
lies, more or less hidden, meaning (truth), we are now em­
phasizing, in the tissue, the generative idea that the text is made, 
is worked out in a perpetual interweaving; lost in this tissue­
this texture-the subject unmakes himself, li~a. spider dis­
solving in the constructtve secretions of [her] web. Were we 
fond of neolog1sn'is, we might define tfie theory of the text as 
an hyphology (hyphos is the tissue and the spider's web). (64) 

As one may guess from the title of this essay, we too are fond of 
neologisms, and in a moment will offer our theory of the text as 
an arachnology. But first let us review this fable of metamorphosis. 
In the move from product to production, fro1n work to text, as 
Barthes puts it in an earlier essay by that name, the emphasis moves 
also from the image of a centrally strong or unitary subject to a 
more ambiguous and fragile identity dependent upon the indeter· 
minacy of process. The subject in this model is not fixed in ti1ne 
or spac-e. but;..susp~rH:!~i.n..a coqtin1.1almo.men.t.0Lfufu1c<lli9n. 

In the theorizing on the status of the text that bas taken place 
in this country over the past ten or so years, two of Barthes's tropes 
in this passage have become fashionably postn1odern: that the tex­
tual is the textile; and that the text maker, previously known as 
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the author, to the extent that he is still figurable, paradoxically 
~we s his representation to an undoing: a destabilization of the terms 
of identitf itseifbrought about by a breakdown tn the boundaries 

I --betweeQ inside and outside (and other well-known binary oppo-
sitions). At issue for me, however, is not so much the " Death of 
the Author" himself ~in so many ways, long overdue-but the 
effect the argument has had of killing off by delegitimating ocher 
discussions of the writing (and reading) subject. 1 This suppression 
is not simply the result of an arbitrary shift of emphasis: when a 
theory of the text called "hyphology" chooses the s.pider:.'.s w eb 
over the spider; and the concept of textuality called the '\,vriterly" 
chooses the threads of lace over the lace1naker (Barthes, S/Z, 160), 
the subl:_ct is self-consciously erased by a 1nodel of text production 
wluchacts to foreclose the question of agency itself.2~ -

- ·n1e recasting of the text as texror~-fnebetter to bring about 
the dissolution of the subject- has other important, if ironic, im­
plications for feminist critics (who themselves often favor the tro­
po logy of the loom) that parallel the effacement of the spider and 
the lacemaker. For one thing (and J will return to the question in 
some detail at the end of this chapter), the language of textiles 
tends to engender in the do.minant discursive strategies of much 
contemporary literary criticism a metaphorics of femininity deeply 
marked by Freud's account of women and weaving.3 For another, 
the discourse of the male weavers stages " wo1nan" without in any 
way addressing women. This "masculine recuperation" of the fem­
inine (Schor, Breaking the Chain, 5)4 is a variant of the phenom­
enon Alice Jardine has named gynesis-"the putting into dis­
course of 'wornan' " (Gynesis, 25 )-and Gayarri Spivak has 
described, somewhat differently, as the "double displacement."5 

In ocher words, if Barches had been less fond of neologisms, and 
a feminist, he n1ight have named his theory of text production an 
"arachnology." ln English, the \vord exists to describe the study 
of spiders, so we would have had not a neologism but a catachre­
sis;6 or a "gynocritics" (Showalter, " Toward a Feminist Poetics," 
185). We will want to remember that Arachne, the spider artist, 
began as a woman weaver of texts. By--arachnology, then, I mean 
a critical positioning \.vhich reads against the weave of indiffer-- -entia~ie-rr-tird-iscoveFtne embocliment in writing of a gendered sub-
jectivity..; to recoverwithin representation the emblemsof its con-: 
struction. It is from that perspective chat I propose' now to read 
Arachne's story: both as a figuration of woman's relation of pro­
duction to the do1ninant culture, and as a possible parable (or crit-
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ical n1odeling) of a fen1inist poetics.7 Arachnologies, thus, involve 
more broadly the interpretation and reappropri ation of a sto ry, 
like many in the histo ry of Western literature, that deploys the 
interwoven structures of power, gender, and iden ti ty inherent in 
the production of mimetic art. 

A R A C H NE 'S TAPESTRY 

IN Boo K 6 of che Metamorphoses, we learn the story of the moth­
erless daughter of a wool dyer, Arachne, who, though " lowborn" 
had ' ·gained fan1e [nomen memorabile] for her skill [studio] ." In 
face her accomplishn1ents in the "art of spinning and weaving wool" 
[artis] made those who carne to see her " finished work," or " watch 
her as she worked" assume that Pallas Athena (Minerva) had caught 
her (289) (despite the Latin origins of the tale, the Greek name has 
become the more fami1iar one). But Arachne refuses this implicit 
hierarchy of talents and claims equality in artistic skill with the 
goddess. Disguised as an old woman, Athena co1nes to warn 
Arachne against defiance of the gods, but Arachne persists in her 
daring, and the two engage in a contest of representation: "They 
weave in pliant threads of gold , and trace in the weft some ancient 
tale" (293). Athena "pictures [pingit] the hills of Mars ... and 
that old dispute over the naming of the land. There sit twelve heav­
enly gods on lofty thrones in awful 111ajesty, Jove in their 1nidst; 
each god she pictures [inscribit] with his own familiar featu res" 
(293). Athena also represents herself separately armed and victo­
rious. The central display o f Olympian power is restaged in the 
margins: "she weaves in the four corners of the web four scenes 
of contest, each clear in its own colours, and in miniature design. " 
In each of these "pictured wa rnings," a mortal is punished by 
transformation out of human identity for having challenged th e 
gods. These embedded rnininarratives may, I think, also be seen 
as self-reflexive, internal commentaries on the authority o f rep­
resentation itself. Thus, when she finishes her work at the 100111, 
and in a final gestu re of authorization, the goddess signs her text 
by a self-referring metonymy, with a "border of peaceful olive 
wreath ... [from) her own tree" (295) . 

Against the classically theocentric balance of Athena's tapes­
try, Arachne constructs a feminocentric protest: Europa, Leda, 
Antiope, are the more familiar na mes of women carried off against 
their will by the "heavenly crimes" of divine desire, whose stories 
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she weaves; Medusa, and more obscurely Erigone, who in one ac­
count, deceived by Bacchus, "later hangs herself on a nearby tree."8 

When Arachne completes her "realistic" figuration of the ancient 
heroines of the oldest western stories of secluction and betrayal, 

• like Athena she too frames the finished product, but the legibility 
of her signature is rhore ambiguous: "The edge of the web with 
its narrow border is filled with flowers and clinging ivy inter­
twined" [ intertextos]. 9 

As the exempla in the corners of Athena 's tapestry had antici­
pated, this is not a contest for a mortal to win. And thus though 
the product is judged flawless in the signifiers of its art-the ver­
isimilitude of its representation-"real bull and real waves you 
would think them"-its producer must be punished for its sig­
nified. Thus, outwomaned, and in phallic identification with 
Olympian authority, the goddess destroys the woman's counter­
cultural account: she "rent the embroidered web with its heavenly 
crimes" (297) . Sy1nptomatically (we recall that Athena identifies 
not only with the gods but with godhead, the cerebral male iden­
tity that bypasses the ferna le) she goes on not only to mutilate the 
text, but to destroy its author by beating her over the head with 
the shuttle-their shared emblen1. 10 Arachne, in indignation, tries 
to hang herself, at which point Athena both pities and transforms 
her; she is to hang and yet to live: her head shrinks, her legs be­
come "slender fingers" and, virtually all body-the antithesis of 
the goddess-she continues the act of spinning: "and now a spi­
der, she exercises her old-tin1e weaver art." 

(n the neologism of the text as hyphology, the mode of pro­
duction is privileged over the subject, whose supervising identity 
is dissolved in the work of the web. But Arachne's story, as we 
have just seen, is not only the tale of a text as tissue: it evokes a 
bodi ly substance and a violence to the teller that is not adequately 
accounted for by an attention to a torn web. Represented in Ovid's 
writing re-presenting the stories of sexual difference as a matter 
of interpretation, Arachne is punished for her point of view. For 
this, she is restricted to spinning outside representation, to a re­
production that turns back on itself. Cut off from the work of art, 
she spins like a woman. 

Barthes maintains in S/Z that "there is no first reading"; that 
if we act as though " there were a beginning of reading, as if every­
thing were not already read," we are "obliged to 'read the san1e 
story everywhere" (r6). I want to suggest here that the poetics of 
the "a lready read" depends upon the same logic as that of the 
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"subject lost in the tissue": in both cases the animating assumption 
of the critical model depends upon the confident posture of mas­
tery that a post-Cartesian subject enjoys in relation to the texts of 
his culture. As Annette Kolodny argues in "Dancing Through the 
11inefield," "we read well, and with pleasu re, what we already 
know how to read; and what we know how to read is to a large 
extent dependent upon what we have already read (works fro1n 
which we've developed our expectations and learned our interpre­
tive strategies)" (154; emphasis added). Only the subject who is 
both self-possessed and possesses access to the library of the al­
ready read has the luxury of flirting with the escape from iden­
tity-like the loss of Arachne's "head"-pron1ised by an aes­
thetics of the decentered (decapitated, really) body. 

What 1 \Vant to propose instead as a counterweight to this story 
of the deconstructed subject, restless with what he already knows, 
is a poetics of the underread and a practice of "overreading." The 
aim of this practice is double. lt aims first to unsettle the interpre­
tive model which thinks that it knows when it is rereading, and 
what is in the library, confronting its claims with Kolodny's coun­
terclaim that "what we engage are not texts but paradigms" (153) . 
In a second, parallel gesture, this practice, like Kolodny's "revi­
sionary rereading" ("A Map," 59), constructs a new object of 
reading, women's writing. Specifically, the latter project involves 
reading women's writing not "as if it had already been read," but 
as if it had never been read; as if for the fi rst tirne. (This assun1p­
tion has the added advantage of being generally true.) Overreading 
also involves a focus on the moments in the narrative which by 
their representation of writing itself might be said to figure the 
production of the female artist. This might 1nean a scene like 
Arachne's that thematizes explicitly the conditions of text pro­
duction under the classical sex/gender arrangements of Western 
culture, or more coded representations of female signature of a 
sort we will consider in a moment. 

To overread is also co wonder, as Woolf puts it famously in A 
Room of One's Own, about the conditions for the production of 
literature: "fiction," she writes, "is like a spider's web, attached 
ever so lightly perhaps, but still attached to life at all four corners . 
. . . When the web is pulled askew, hooked up at the edge, torn 
in the middle, one remembers that these webs are not spun in n1id­
air by incorporeal crean1res, but are the \1/0rk of suffering hu1nan 
beings, and are attached to grossly material things, like health and 
money and the houses we live in" (43-44). 11 When we tear the 
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web of women 's texts we discover in the representations of writing 
itself the marks of the grossly materi al, the son1etimes brutal traces 
of the culture of gender; the inscriptions of iFS political structures. 

'I. 
REPRESEN TTN G WRITING: OPHELIA DROWNS 

[Prosper Merimeel o nce opened his eyes, in rhe raw winter 
dawn, to sec his compa nion, in a dressing gown, o n her knees 
before the domestic hearth, a candlestick beside her a nd a red 
madras round her head, making bravely, with her own hands, 
the fire thar was ro enable her ro sic down betimes to urgent 
pen and paper. The story represents him as having felt chat 
the spectacle chilled his ardour and tried his taste; her ap­
pearance was unfortunate, her occupation an inconsequence, 
and her indust ry a reproof-the result of all which was a lively 
irritation and an early rupture. 

Henry James, "Notes o n Novel ists" 

1 N HI s 1893 essay on George Sand in French Poets and Novelists, 
H enry James considers " wnat makes things classical" and con­
trasts Sand's novels to Balzac's. He concludes that Balzac will 
last longer: " We cannot easily imagine posterity travelling with 
'Valentine' or ' Mauprat,' 'Consuelo,' or the 'Marquis de Villemer' 
in its trunk." But he also in1agines that " if these admirable tales 
fall out of fashion, such of our descenda nts as stray upon them in 
the dusty corners of old libraries will sit down on the bookcase 
ladder with the open volume and turn it over with surprise and 
enchantment. What a beautiful mind! they will say; what an ex­
traordin ary style! Why have we not known more about these 
things?" (180-8r ).12 lt is against that qµ estion that I propose a 
novel of George Sand for an exercise in overreading. Taking more 
specifically the closural 1noves of her " signature" novel Tndiana 
(1832), I want to suggest the ways in which, by an internal fig­
uration of its own ambivalent relationship to the domina nt liter­
ature and its critics, the narrative itself s tages the difficulty of read­
ing women's writing. 

Because the novel has remained la rgely unread, it 1nay be useful 
to provide a brief account of its n1ajor events here. 13 Indiana 
is a young, beautiful creole fron1 the lle Bourbon ' married to a 
much older and thorough ly unpl easant man, the retired Colonel 
Deltnare. Living with her husband and cousin in seclusion o n a 
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country estate in France, she meets Raymon, a handson1e, aris­
tocratic rake from a neighboring estate, who has already seduced 
her maid and foster sister, Noun. When Noun, who is pregnant, 
realizes that Raymon is falling in love v.rith her mistress, she drowns 
herself. Indiana blindly continues to believe in Raymon and fan­
tasize :ibout love, but when Colonel Delrnare's business fails, and 
he decides to return to the Ile Bourbon, Indiana suddenly throws 
caution to the winds and comes alone to Raymon's rooms. Ap­
palled by the irnplications of her gesture of self-sacrifice, Raymon 
sends Indiana away, and in despair, she heads for the Seine. She 
is saved from drowning by her faithful cousin Ralph (led to her 
by her dog Ophelia). Ralph retu rns to the island with the unhappy 
couple, and continues to watch over Indiana, who continues to 
dream of Raymon and of another life. Then, in a repetition of the 
earlier episode, Indiana, encouraged by Raymon's rhetoric of love­
he writes a letter of regret for having failed to value her love­
returns to France alone, overcoming enormous physical difficulties 
(in a particularly brutal scene, Ophelia is killed trying to follow 
her) only to find that he has married a rich woman, Laure de Nangy, 
and taken over her former property. Rejected once again, she is 
found and saved by Ralph, and the two return to the Ile Bourbon, 
this time making a joint suicide pact. (The husband has died dur­
ing lndiana's trip to France.) In the penu ltimate scene of the novel 
Ralph confesses his love to Indiana, then taking her in his arms in 
a final embrace they poise to plunge to their death into the ravine 
below. 

The novel was an overnight success and ';made" George Sand. 
But the ending Sand chose for her "signature" novel, the first novel 
she published without the collaboration of Jules Sandeau, then and 
now posed problems for its readers. In his review of the novel, 
reprinted in Portraits contemporains (1870}, Sainte-Beuve refers to 
"les etranges invraisemblances vers la fin" (471), the "strange im­
plausibilities [that occur] toward the end of the novel"; and Pierre 
Salomon, in his introduction to the Garnier edition, speculates: 
"The ... epilogue might have been added for purely opportu­
nistic reasons. It is not absurd to imagine that the end volume was 
considered too slim and that to have the right nurnber of pages, 
the publisher proposed the addition of a comn1ercially satisfying 
conclusion, not exactly a happy marriage, but so1nething equiva­
lent" (vi). I don't want to argue here all the ways in which ideology 
leads and rnisleads that interpretation of the conclusion, and the 
closure of wornen's fiction in general. I would like instead to con-
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sider briefly the metacritical function of the final volume. What 
might it tell us about how to read the novel it integrally frames? 
And, more generall y, as l have asked elsew,here, what does the 
"strang<;" and implausible ending tell us about reading for the plot 
of \VOmen's fiction? 14 

In the pages often r"eferred to as the epilogue, and which bear a 
separate address (to A. J. Neraud), the narrator, whom the reader 
meets for the first ti1ne, finds himself on the island, and meets the 
couple who in fact did not fall into the abyss; they are living to­
gether in their "Indian cottage" on the island, freeing the slaves, 
and caring for the poor. And we learn that it is from Ralph himself 
that the narrator has heard the story we have just read. The nar­
rator, we are told in the preface, is a young man who "abstains 
from weaving into the woof of his narrative preconceived opin­
ions, judgments all formed" (np/78). What are we now ro make 
of this male "weaver" who wanders into the wilderness and tries 
to decipher the mysteries of its landscape? 

1 halted at the foot of a crystallized basaltic monument, about 
sixty feet high and cut with facets as if by a lapidary. At the 
top of this strange object an inscription seemed to have been 
traced in bold characters by an i1nmortal hand . . . curious 
hieroglyphics, mysterious characters which seem to have been 
stamped there like the seal of some supernatural being, writ­
ten in cabalistic letters. 

l stood there a long time, detained by a foolish idea that 1 
n1ight find a meaning for those ciphers. This profitless search 
caused me to fall into a profound 1neditation, during which I 
forgot that time was flying. (316/341 ) 

Hieroglyphs a re of course a commonplace of Romantic writing, 
and constitute by their semiotic protocol, an automatic appeal to 
interpretation. But in the pause, during which the narrator con­
templates nature's messages and tries co decipher the meaning of 
its "mysterious characters," the reader, I think, ponders more lo­
cally the fate of the lovers left on the "threshold of another life" 
and the meaning of their suspended narrative. In other words, I 
want to suggest that, coming after a certain narratological flam­
boyance, a literal cliffhanger marked by the ( ... ) punctuation of 
suspense (deleted in the English translation), this sudden staging 
of the hern1eneutic act forces us to pay particular attention to its 
operations. i\ t stake here is what a1nounts to a mise en abyme, as 
it were (the pun is not only terrible and irresistible but important), 
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of a signature, the delineation of a writer's territory. For the ''fe­
n1ale landscape" is not only, as Ellen Moers has shown, a scene 
within which to read metaphors of sexuality (2 55), it is also the 
iconography of a desire for a revision of story, and in particular 
a revision of closure. This desire for another logic of plot which 
by definition cannot be narrated looks elsewhere for expression: 
in the authorization provided by the novel 's discours and in de­
scriptive e111blems tied to the representation of writing itself. A 
practice of overreading self-consciously responds to the appeal of 
the abyss. 15 

Gilbert and Gubar have argued that the story of female au ­
thorship, its mode of self-division, may often be read as a "pal­
impsest" (73) through the script of the dominant narrative. Tn 
Indiana that story is figured by this canonical representation of 
the romantic artist who measures his creativity against divine (or 
diabolical) makers. Thus the narrator speculates about the creators 
of this awesome scene, and wonders who could have "toyed with 
mountains as with grajns of sand, and strewn, amid creations which 
man has tried to copy, these grand conceptions of art, these sub­
lin1e contrasts impossible of realization which seem to defy the 
audacity of the artist and to say to him derisively: 'Try it again' " 
(3 16/341). Against what model can a female artist 1neasure herself 
in nineteenth-century France? Like the young male narrator who 
meditates upon nature's blueprint, Indiana perceives the poetic 
structures of landscape. But when she wanders over the island and 
contemplates the sails on the horizon, her vision does not translate 
into acts of representation. Instead, the woman is in1mobilized by 
her own imagination; she dreams not of making art, but of being 
in love in Paris (24 :229-30/254). 

And she writes. Like the heroine of an eighteenth-century ep­
istolary novel prevented from acting in the world, Indiana writes 
as a way of establishing control over her lack of control. Indiana 
"had adopted the depressing habit of writing down every evening 
a narrative of the sorrowful thoughts of the day. This journal of 
her sufferings was addressed to Raymon, and, although she had 
no intention of sending it to him, she talked with him, sometimes 
passionately, sometimes bitterly, of the misery of her life and of 
the sentiments which she could not overcome" (2 6:248/268). That 
the construction of such a text is a gesture of potentially trans­
gressive self-empowerment can be seen in her husband's response 
to discovering its existence. Having broken open the box that con­
tained her papers-which included Raymon's letters - the hus-
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band, in his rage, "unable to utter a word ... seized her by the 
hair, threw her down, and stamped on her fo rehead with his heel" 
(26:249/269). This marking-what we 1night think o f as the dom­
inant signature- generates the final seq uen~s of the novel, and 
Indiana'_.; heroinism. 

To be sure, Indi an<\'.s ,vriting by itself canno t produce effective 
forms of protest against the powers of the social text, but Sand 
grants her heroine a literary victory o f so rts. Thus, when Raymon 
panics at the social implications o f Indiana's decision to live for 
love and beyond convention, and mocks her for having studied 
society in novels "written fo r the entertainment of lady's-maids" 
(2 0:1 91/210), Sand in her novel challenges that literary judgment 
by returning it to him. Indiana writes from the island: " You see 
I was mad; according to your cynical expression I had acquired 
my knowledge of life from novels written for lady's-maids, from 
those gay, childish works of fiction in which the heart is interested 
in the success of wild enterprises and in impossible felicities" (23:222/ 
240). Indiana's writing is incorporated within a critique of the love 
narrative itself, which in turn becomes the frame for a different 
social realism. It is, after all, the dog named Ophelia who drowns. 
And unlike the victim of fe111ale plot, the darker double, Noun, in 
the end the heroine of these " strange implausibilities," does not 
die of unrequited love; indeed, she may, with Ralph, live the "im­
possible felicities" she had read about. 16 

In L'Histoire de ma vie, Sand explains that writing Indiana also 
marked the end of a collaboration characterized by its inefficiency: 
one of them would spend the day unwriting what the o ther one 
had written the day before. This double autho rship [ce remanie­
m ent successif] , she explains, "made of our work an embro idery 
like Penelope's" [faisait de notre ouvrage la broderie de Penelope 
(2 : r74)} . In Indiana the traces of a certain doubling seem to re­
main. A contemporary critic, thinking Sandeau was still on the 
scene, imagined that he saw what we n1ight call today a " bisexual" 
origin in the authorship of Indiana: "One would say that this bril­
liant but unharmonious material [cette etoffe brillante mais sans 
harmonie] is the work [oeuvre] of two very different workers [ouv­
riers]; the hands of a young man stretched the strong, sturdy fabric 
and the hands of a woman embroidered flowers of silk and gold" 
(2:1343, n. 4). In a way, it is true that the novel offers a dual model 
of authorship, but the division of labor is not 1narked ~imply along 
the fault lines of sexual difference. If we read the fem inine hand 
in lndjana's embroidery work, " the flowers that had bloomed be-
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neath the breath of fever, \.vatered by her daily tears," we might 
also read the " 1nasculine" identity figured in a less docile fe1nale 
figure, in Sand's other portrait of the fetnale artist cast in the body 
of a won1an who paints: Laure, a rich aristocratic young woman 
who appears fleetingly at the beginning of the novel long enough 
to label Raytnon a ladies' man, a Lovelace. Sitting at the place 
fonnerly occupied by the worktable where Indiana embroidered, 
Laure, at the novel's close, to an1use herself copies the wall hang­
ings of the chateau in \.vatercolor. She parodies the rococo pastoral 
"fictions" of eighteenth-century France- which are already his­
torical commentaries-and marks the ambiguous status of her sig­
nature in the corner of her painting: in the place of her name she 
writes the word "pastiche" (28:266- 67 /288). 17 

Like Arachne at her loom, Lau re at her easel offers a represen­
tation of che female signature of protest. An ironic nineteenth-cen­
tury female artist refuses the pathos and limits of the \voman who 
embroiders her way through the plot of her li fe: eighteenth-cen­
tury woman, whose proper activity according to Laure is " paint[ing) 
fans and produc[ing) masterpieces of threadwork." Like Myth un­
der Arachne's threads, H istory under Laure's satirical brush de­
rides the pastoral, the Boucher-like landscape in which the " cos­
tumes of the boudoir and the shepherd's hut [are] curiously 
identical" (28:267 /288). But like " the engravings representing the 
pastoral attachment of Paul and Virginia'' (7:59/82) that decorate 
Indiana's virginal bedroom, recontained by women 's writing, pas­
toral comes back to indict histo ry. Thus it is not so surprising that 
in the end Sand relocates Indiana on the island of her beginnings. 
The novel moves backward from France to its colonies, and at that 
distance points to the limits of the dominant narrative. Sand's nos­
talgic preromanticism-like George Eliot's insistence on the daisy 
fields of childhood in another v,atery text-is itself a mode of 
cnttque. 

Pastiche is a term particularly charged for Sand, since it is the 
word with which her mentor Latouche measures her progress as 
a writer. As she tells the tale in her autobiography, his first re­
action (flipping through the pages) to Indiana is not flattering: 
"Come now, this is a pastiche! School of Balzac! Pastiche! What 
do you mean by it?" (2:173). Latouche con1es to regret his hasty 
evaluation, and writes the following morning: "Your book is a 
masterpiece. I stayed up all night to read it. No woman alive can 
sustain the insolence of a comparison with you. Successes like those 
of La1nartine a .. vait you . ... Balzac and M erimee lie dead un-
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der Tndiana" (2 : r 342, 11. r ). Literary history has not borne out 
Latouche's judgment, but that is another story. The pleasure of 
the text is also a critica l politi cs. 

Toward the end of his 1893 essay on Sand,,James claims that he 
has beep trying to " read ... over" the "author's romances," but 
that he must "frank!-( confess that we have fou nd it i1npossible" 
(r8o). George Sand, he writes, " invites reperusal less than any mind 
of equa l eminence," and wonders whether this is " because after 
all she was a woman, and the laxity of the female intellect could 
not fail to dai1n its part in her?" (181). The question, being after 
all rhetorical, is left without an answer. Although earli er in the 
essay Ja1nes accepts the objection to the novels that they "contain 
no living figures ... who like so many of the creations of ocher 
novelists, have become part of the public fund of allusion and quo­
tation" (156), the invocation of sexual logic here suggests that the 
grounds of citational difference in fact derive fro1n an older poetics 
of gender. It is precisely the persistence of that move in criti cal 
discourse that overreading seeks to challenge. 

THE ARIAD NE COMPLEX 

l could not have been Ariadne: it's a ll right that she gives her­
self out of love. But to whom? Theseus doesn't tremble, doesn 't 
adore, doesn' t desire; following his own destiny, he goes over 
bodies that are never even idealized. Every woman is a means. 
I see that clearly. 

Helene Cixous, The Newly Born Woman 

IN AN ESSAY called "The Voice of the Shuttle Is Ours," Patricia 
Joplin reviews Geoffrey Hartman's "Tht Voice of the Shuttle: 
Language fron, the Point of View of Literature," which turns on 
a gloss of Aristotle's recording of a phrase from a lost play of 
Sophocles based on Philomela's story: " As you know," Hartman 
explains, "Tereus, having raped Philomela, cut out her tongue to 
prevent discovery. But she weaves a telJ-tale account of her vio­
lation into a tapestry (or robe) which Sophocles calls ' the voice of 
the shuttle.' If n1etaphors as well as plots or myths could be ar­
chetypa l, I would non,inate Sophocles' voice of the shuttle for that 
distinction" (25). 

Joplin argues, as does J ane Marcus in " Liberty, Sorority, Mis-
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ogyny" (88), that when l-Iartman interrogates the power of th e 
metaphor he "celebrates Language and not the violated woman's 
emergence fro,n silence. He celebrates Literature and the male poet's 
trope, not the \voman's elevation of her safe, feminine, don1estic 
craft-weaving-into a new means of resistance ... . When 
Hartman exuberantly analyzes the structure of the trope for voice, 
he makes an all too familiar elision of gender" (26). "The specific 
nan1re of the woman's double violation,'' she comments further, 
"disappears behind the apparently genderless (but actually male) 
language of 'us,' the ' [, ' and the 'you'," who in Hartn1an's account 
"arrest to that which violates, deprives, silences only as a mys­
terious unnamed 'so rnething.' For the feminist unwilling to let 
Philomela become universal before she has been met as female, this 
is the primary evasion" (30). Joplin's attention to the universal­
izing moves in Hartman's discourse away from the details of 
Philomela 's silencing, and her reappropriation of the Philomela story, 
forcefully raise the question of a more specifically "fentinist po­
etics" (28) that would reclaim the voice of the shuttle from the 
myth of a poetics beyond gender. 

l would like to turn now to an essay of J. Hillis Miller's which, 
l will argue, like Geoffrey Hartman's, fails to "meet" the female; 
in this case, the female in Arachne. The essay, which many of you 
will know, is entitled "Ariachne's Broken Woof." It takes as its 
pretext a passage from Shakespeare's Troilus and Cressida (Miller 
quotes from the Variorum): 

. . . This is and is not Cressid: 
Within my soule, there doth conduce a fight 
Of this strange nature, that a thing inseperate, 
Divides more wider than the skie and earth: 
And yet the spacious bredth of this division, 
Admits no Orifex for a point as subtle, 
As Ariachnes broken woofe to enter. ... (45) 

Much is at sta ke here, since to make sense of or n1erely co decipher 
the phrase 'Ariachne's broken woof'-is it a "slip of the tongue 
or of the pen?" (45)-for Miller involves nothing less than a gloss 
on the relations between the sexes and a theory of the text. Ar 
stake as well in my choice of chis essay is a look at the relations 
between deconstruction and feminism as practiced in the United 
States, two critical movements which like Arachne and Ariadne 
are both "alike and different" (57). The question through which I 
will more specifically address the problem of that relationship in 
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these final pages is this: what grounds allow one to link or sep­
arate the two names Arachne and Ariadne, which conflated in "a 
single word, Ariachne, mime the mode of relationship between two 
myths which exist side by side in a culture, a(ld are similar without 
being identical"? (55) 18 

Miller comments 'i_>n the sexual transpositions imaged in these 
ambiguous lines: "Ariachne's broken woof, figure of a torn or de­
flowered virginity, becomes, in a mind-twisting reversal of the sexes, 
itself a ' point' which might tear, though it can find in this case no 
orifex to penetrate .... Tearer and torn here change places, as 
Ariachne's broken woof both is and is not male and is and is not 
female, as the stories of Ariadne and Arachne are both alike and 
different" (57). But does the inversion of penetration, the blurring 
of the lines of sexual difference that Miller enlists to "justify" 
the yoking of the two women's names in the lines of Troilus and 
Cressida, also inhabit their stories outside the Shakespearean con­
text? Are all differences created equal? 

Put another way, if viewed from a position which presun1es the 
indetenninacy of n1eaning and the insecurity of all identity, tearer 
and torn trade places in a linguistic play of indifference, does it 
follow that no significant di,fference inhabits the two stories? Put­
ting the matter politically, if we can't tell the difference between 
the stories, what are our chances of identifying the material dif­
ferences between and among women that for feminist theory re-
111ain crucial? If Arachne and Ariadne change places in the threads 
of the loo1n, is nothing lost in the translation? In a way this is also 
to worry whether we can, at least in critical practice, preserve women 
from the fate of "woman." 

As a way into and, by the logic of the labyrinth, out of these 
questions, let us briefly review Ariadne's story. In the Metamor­
phoses, Ariadne is never named in an account which figures a 
trajectory and an engagement that take place essentially between 
men. Minos, the father /king, to hide the 1nonster produced by his 
wife and a sacrificial bull, commissions Daedalus, the architect/ 
Artist, to build an enclosure; a space designed to provide no exit. 
Theseus, the adventurer (and ladies' man), arrives to press his clain1 
to fame. This heroic gesture brings death to the Minotaur "v,hen, 
by the virgin Ariadne's help" (the Larin reads, ope virginea; ops 
also means might and power) the difficult entrance, which no for­
mer adventurer had ever returned to, was found b,Y winding up 
the thread (419) . Having provided the thread that unravels the maze, 
Ariadne, madly in love, is carried off, seduced and abandoned on 
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the island of Naxos by the faithless hero. In alternate endings of 
the story, she is then either rescued and consoled by Dionysos, 
who marries her and offers her a crown of stars which he sends 
up to the skies; or disconsolate, like Arachne, hangs herself with 
her own thread. 

What then is figu red by Ariadne's thread, the woman or the 
thread? the agency of her desire or thep rocess of solution she au­
thorizes? When the critic suffering from an "Ariadne complex" 
(Schor, Breaking the Chain, 3) follows the thread of a read­
ing practice common to the post-structuralist models of Barthes, 
Derrida, Deleuze-and more locally, of Hill is Miller-that by its 
metaphors and metonymies associates itself with the feminine, whose 
story is it? When the critic foll-0-ws-the thread handed _!O hun..by 1 the '~ oman in the text," the thread that enables him to weave his 1 
way back through-the meanders of the path already taken, whose 
powers do we admire?19 The man who entered.to.kill, or the woman 
"vho allowed him ro exir ali.\le? Or is chis a case, like the minotaur - - -and the mermaid troped by Dorothy Dinnerscein, of an uneasy but 
no less powerful heterosexual arrangement founded on the deadly 
inseparable ("inseperate") relation between the two? 

"Ariadne's du:ead," Millei; writes in the. essay by that name, " is 
both the labyrinth and a means of safely retracing the labyrinth" 
(r56). Thus, in his textural metaphorics, within its reversible fab ric 
Ariadne's story, like Arachne's, figures sexual difference only to 
undo fr: 

The stories turn on enigmatic oppositions: making/solving, 
hiding/revealing, male/female, or is it female/ma le, united in 
a mbiguous o r androgynous figures, like Dionysus himsel f, 
o r like Ariadne, who · is perhaps coo aggr.ess-ive to- be purely 
" feminine" in tfie ma le chauvinist sense of the word, or like 
Arachne, devouring phallic mother, weaver of a web, erion in 
Greek':'which also, as Jacques Derrida observes in Glas, means 
wool, fl eece, the ring of pubic hair. (154) 

Philology makes odd bedfellows: how shall we square our account 
of Ariadne as the epitome of the resolutely feminine with Miller's 
"aggressive" type?20 Or Arachne as "devouring phallic mother" 
with Joplin's reading of the woman artist battered into silence by 
the phall ic woman (49)? 

As the fixed expression "Ariadne's thread" confirms, Ari adne 
remains tied to her gift as a kind of package deal. Confident in 
her knowledge of the figures of the text, her feel for its turns, she 
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rewards the seeker who makes his way to her with a way out. She 
, is that which allows the male adventurer, the legislator, the ladies' 
man , the critic who fancies himself all of the above, to penetrate 

, the space of the great artist like Daedalus (or Ovid himself) with­
out the risk of getting stuck there. In this sense Ariadne is but the 
pretext for the homQSocial bond Eve Sedgwick has described that 
links and separates men in western culture.21 Ariadne is thus the 
" woman in the text" the critic cakes into the abyss of discourse 
that constructs his identity. Domesticated, female desire becomes 
the enabling fiction of a male need for mastery. Or, more perverse­
ly, as Nietzche's Dionysos si ngs to Ariadne's lament: " I am your 
Labyrinth." 

Ovid in the Heroides represents Ariadne as an abandoned woman. 
Alone on the island where Theseus has forgotten her, "abandoned 
on a solitary shore," Ariadne, like Indiana writing in her journal 
of lamentations, writes to Theseus and pleads not to "be stolen 
fro1n the record of [his] honours," when he tells "glorious! y" of 
"the death of the 1nan-and-bull, and of the halls of rock cut out 
in winding ways" (10:131) . Lost or found, dead or married to the 
figure who represents the eternal return of male narcissistic desire, 
Ariadne's letter is written for the record of the already read; the 
question of her desire circulates only as repetition of the trope: the 
abandoned woman. Ovid in fact repeats Catullus, who in his poem 
(64) details Ariadne's sufferings on "an embroidered ... coverlet." 

In a note to the title of "Ariachne's Broken Woof," Miller ex­
plains that his "essay is a segment cut from a work in prog­
ress ... to be called Ariadne's Thread" (44). The choice of title 
for the forthcoming book-"on linear imagery and narrative 
form"-1 think confirms a preference for the Ariadne matrix al­
ready at work in the body of both texts. In the choice between 
proper names, Miller takes the name of the woman who leaves the 
cl assical rnetaphors of representation intact. 22 

OVID'S SlSTER 
23 

I SAID at the beginning that we might want to read Arachne's 
story as a parable of women's writing, a model for understanding 
how it has classically been read. As in the standard library refer­
ences, the dictionaries, and the encyclopedias-the cultural text 
Ja1nes called the "public fund of allusion and quocarion"-in Hiilis 
Miller's account of Arachne reference is not made to the repre-
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sentations of Arachne's tapestry, to what she has been weaving.24 

Miller thus elides \.vhat l take to be the critical difference that sep­
arates, finally, Arachne from Ariadne: the making of a text. The , 
image of Arachne Miller offers, the "arachnid who devours her j I j 
mate, weaver of a web which is herself, and which both hides and ! , 
reveals an absence, the abyss" (161) is the image of the spider 

1
, 

Arachne the spinner becomes. When Miller moves from the abyss 
to Arachne's "text as mise en abyme" he installs a vacancy her 
tapestry refuses. Arachne in fact recontains the iconography of 
Ariadne's tale: according to Graves's etytnologies, Ariadne is also 
known in antiquity as Erigone, one of the despairing female bodies 
we saw earlier portrayed in Arachne's tapestry. 

Athena's punishment returns Arachne to the li1nits of fe1nininity, I 
to the eternal reproduction of fe1nale labor, to precisely the secre- I 
tion of the spider, subject of Barthes's neologism, to the threads , 
in the hands of the lacemaker he invokes in S/Z as a figure of text 
production. Despite the recognition Arachne's art is granted within 
the narrative of its production-after all (and this is not the case 
of the mortals in Athena's exempla) she does not lose the con­
test-her posterity as an artist is cut o ff by the female guardian 
of the law. 25 In a move ana logous to Barthes's invention, then, of 
the spider and her web, Ovid tells a story in which a female desire 
to produce art is staged, _but no sooner does he textua 1 ize that ,·A--,, 
agency than he deauthorizes the story that motivated its produc- ly(' 
tion in the first place. The artist is returned to "woman"; co the ) ' 
domain of the natural in which, as Joplin observes, she weaves : i 

1 
only " literal webs, sticky, incomprehensible designs" (50-51). , W""' 

In the aftermath of her tale, the spider woman seems to block ' b-1: 
completely the won,an weaver of golden threads: it is as though ' 
Athena's punishment had destroyed not only the figures of a wom-
an's text, but Ovid's. O r rather, Ovid has succeeded only too well, 
since his "intention," he writes in his opening lines, was to tell of 
"bodies changed to different forms." That we remetnber the spider 
and not the woman is in part a function of the poet's project: good 
readers, we retain the metamorphosis, the metaphors of the trope 
as turn. But it is Ovid's legacy and its effects that I arn putting in 
question here, not his mastery: how in history the portrait of the 
artist becomes (spider) woman. ln the many revisions of the Me­
tamorphoses the images of Arachne's tapestry have been consis-
tently reappropriated by interpretive gestures that dematerialize the 
gender of cu ltural productions, and in the process of displacen1ent 
allegorize the referential claims of the female body in representa-
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tion to representation. 26 It is thus also the task of feminist criticism 
to read for Arachne, which is to say not only for her, for the "other 
woman," but for emblems of a female signature elsewhere and 
otherwise, as I have tried to in chis book for ,a tradition of feminist 
writer9. 

In a gesture of re~ognition Gilbert and Gubar have described, 
the eighteenth-century poet Anne Finch remembers nostalgically 
Arachne's contest with Athena as an earlier assertion of female 
agency and ambition. [n the "Tapestry of old," Finch writes, 
Arachne "Whilst sharing in the Toil ... shar'd the Fame,/ And 
with the Heroes rnixt her interwoven Name. No longer, Females 
to such Praise aspire, / And serfdom now we rightly do admire" 
(" A Description of One of the Pieces of Tapestry at Long-Heat," 
in Madwoman, 525). ft is not so much the lament that interests 
me here, however, as the rendering of the signature: "The edge of 
the web with its narrow border is filled with flowers and clinging 
ivy intertwined" was the way, we remember, Arachne finished off 
her representation. The line in Latin ends on the word intertextos. 
Reinscribing the " interwoven Name," the won1an poet recognizes 
the signature of the female precursor and restores her to her text. 

Curiously, however, Finch doesn't seem to remember the con­
tent of the representations chat brought Arachne fame as a weaver. 
Pamela White Hadas does, though, in a poem called "Arachne"; 
she ren1en1bers the grounds of her protest as well (Designing 
Women, 20-21): 

My craft unwinds 
confabula beyond 

self-portrait: dense 

sublimities of rape: it takes all kinds 

to teach defeat. 
l won, 

so lost my bead 
by blov, and henbane, 

hanged me 
by my thread. 

To remember Arachne only as the spider, or through the dangers 
of her web alone, is to retain the archetype and dis111e1nber, once 

V again, with Athena, the subject of its history: to underread. The 
goal of overreading, of reading for the signature, is to put one's 
finger-figuratively-on the place of production that marks the 
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spinner's attachn1ent to her web. This is also, of course, to co1ne 
closer to the spider's art itself: in the end, the material of arach­
nologies tnay a llo,v us to refuse and refigure the very opposition 
of subject and text, spider and web. 

This n1ove, then, co recover the figurations of Arachne's tapes­
try-like the gold and silk flowers of Indiana's en1broidery and 
the pastoral landscape of Laure's watercolors - is meant not only 
to retrieve those texts from the indifference of the aesthetic uni­
versal, but to identify the act of this reading as the enabling sub­
jectivity of another poetics, a poetics attached to gendered bodies 
that may have lived in history. 

NOTES 

1. ·'The Death of the Author" (1968) and " From Work to Text" ( c97 r) 
appeared in English in 1977 in a volume of essays translated by Stephen Heath, 
lniage/Text/ Music. " La more de !'auteur" and "De !'oeuvre au texte" were 
collected in France in Essais Critiques IV: Le Bruissement de la langue, 1984. 
I think iris important to keep these dates in mind as markers of a powerful 
disjunction between French rhythms and contexts of production, and Amer­
ican cadences and frameworks of reception and consumption. The time lag 
and difference between institutional structures are perhaps more important 
ro understanding Franco-American critical relations than the linguistic prob­
lems of translation. 

I take on the more specifically political relations between the deconstrucrive 
resonances of the "Death of the Author" and the reconstructive project of 
the feminist cri tic in "Changing the Subject." I argue there rhar in the wake 
of the Dead Author we might usefully distinguish between the discussions 
around patriarchal texts that move to dismantle the originating powers of 
authorship, and the readings o f women's writing that seek to establish the 
material and figurative grounds for elaborating a history of fema le authorship. 

2. Lt might also be noted in passing that both models bear the "mark of 
gender": the spinn ing spider is after a ll female, as is the lacemaker. In both 
c~ses a female subject is bound co the mindless work now performed by women, 
overwhelmingly of the Third World, in what has come co be known as the 
" integrated circuit." See Haraway, 84-85. 

3. Freud in the essay on " Femininiry," described weaving as women's unique 
contribution to civilization, an invention symbolically bound up with their 
"genital deficiency" ( 132). In weaving, the argument goes, women reenact 
nature's arc of concealment by which pubic hair comes to hide what is said 
to be missing. In his essay, "The Clarification of Clara Middleton," J. Hillis 
Miller reads the weaving as a "metaphor claiming the existence of what is 
not there (a "mock phallus"] so covering the fact that the phallus is not there" 
(109). It is this second degree of metaphor, I think, that leads him ro argue 
so readily for the interchangeability of male and female: "The phallic thicket 
becomes a vaginal gap" (109), ere. 
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4. ln the essay "For a Resrricred Thematics," written in 1975 and re­
printed in her book Breaking the Chain (1985), Naomi Schor, citing the pas­
sage from Barthes with which I began, and the quotation from Freud, de­
scribes the persistent relationship between rhe "rexrural" and the textile as 
an "Ariadne Complex" (3-5). ' 

5. Spivak focuses more specifically on Derrida in "Displacement and the 
Discourse of Woman.' \. 

6. Barthes wrires interestingly of catachresis in his "Conclusions" co the 
Colloquium at Cerisy, 1977, of which he was the "pretext": "You remember 
that catachresis occurs when one says, for example: the arms of a chair ... ; 
it's a way of speaking which produces an obvious effect of metaphor (arms}, 
and yet behind these images there is no word in the language which allows 
one to denote the figure's referent; to designate the arms of the chair there 
are no other words than 'the arms of the chair.' Modern discourse is 'ca­
cachretic' because it produces a continuous effect of metaphorization, but on 
the ocher hand, because there is no possibility of saying rhings orherwise ex­
cept by metaphor" (438-39}. This has everything to do with current feminise 
attempts to describe women's writing. 

7. Early in the elaboration of this material, which then included a dis­
cussion of the figures of Philomela and Penelope, J discovered Patricia Joplin's 
important work on Philomela and feminist poetics. My work on Arachne has 
been informed by hers, as the subsequent acknowledgments in this essay should 
make clear. 

Book 6 of the Metamorphoses opens on Arachne's story and ends on 
Philomela's; the young women's stories frame the central momenr of Niobe's 
rext of marcrnal agony. 

8. In "Ariadne's Thread" (150) Hillis Miller, by an associative logic that 
l will refer to later, connects Erigone to the srory of Theseus and Ariadne via 
Dionysos. 

9. In his commentary on the Metamorphoses, William Anderson suggests 
that Ovid seems generally (if ambivalently) to be attracted ro Arachne's "kind 
of composition: freer, more mannered, more dramatic and distorted, less spe­
cifically didactic" (r6o). He specifically reads the "rhetoricalJy ordered rep­
etition [verum taurum ... (reta vera]" as both an "editorial note on rhe 
realism" of her representation of Europa's fate, and "an appeal co the au­
dience fo r agreement" (165 ). 

At the Bunting Institute (Spring 1984}, I learned from Blair Tate, who is a 
weaver, that Ovid, who gets most of the o ther derails of the mechanisms of 
weaving right, misrepresents the framing of the border which produces the 
effect of a "signing." Since a tapestry moves up on the loom from the bottom, 
the border would be integrated from the beginning. I've taken the risk of 
drawing the inference char Ovid here insisrs on the mark of rhe signature as 
the emblem of a writing identity. 

10 . Athena herself raises problems of identity and identification-whose 
side is she on?-that I have not tried to answer in this paper. Nor have l 
addressed the ways in which this is a story (clearly) that takes place between 
women: in a context generated by women tellers and spinners. We learn in 
book 4 that Athena is worshipped by spinners, the daughters of Minyas, who 
prefer to tell stories than worship Bacchus. For this they will be transformed 
into bats. More generally, in addition to the emblems of a masculine warlike 
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identity-the shield, helmet, etc.-Athena is a lso associated with the do­
mestic signs of the distaff and the spindle. On the ambivalences attached to 
these instruments for the female spinner who also wants to wri te, see Ann 
Jones's discussion of Renaissance women poets in The Poetics of Gender. On 
the relations between woven and written texts embedded through the figure 
of Athena herself, see also Fran<;ois Rigolot's discussion of the role played by 
the Arachne/ Athena srory in the work of Louise Labe. 

11. This passage from Woolf provides the epigraph to Susan Sniader 
Lanser 's important book The Narrative A ct: Point of View in Prose Fiction. 
I'm grateful to her for her exceptiona lly helpful comments on the essay in its 
earliest form. · 

12. James wrote several essays on Sand. Patricia Thompson's study, George 
Sand and the Victorians, discusses the evolution of his complex attitude to­

ward her work in some detail (216-44). 
13. Although the long out-of-print 1962 text of Indiana in the Classiques 

Garnier was reissued in 1983, the novel like most of Sand's fiction, despite 
the enormous impact it had on her contemporaries, has onJy recently received 
any serious critical attenrion. This neglect has begun to be repaired by the 
general interest in women's writing produced by feminist scholarship, and by 
a more specific interest in Sand herself stimulated in part by the centenary of 
her death in 1976 and largely sustained by a small committed group of schol­
ars in France. Nonetheless, because Sand's work, unlike Balzac's, does not 
belong co the French canon of the nineteenth-century novel-which is essen­
tially the realist uadirion and its legacy-virtually no critical tradition of 
Sandian readings exists. The "underread" therefore has important implica­
tions for the history of literary hisrory. To what extent do we continue ro 
read, and teach, and write about the already read because it has already been 
written about? Some recent contributions to a new point of departure for 
readings of Indiana include Fran~oise van Rossum-Guyom's " Les Enjeux 
d' lndiana l," in the collection of papers (1983) from the George Sand Col­
loquium ar Cerisy held in 1981; and Naomi Schor's "Portrait of a Gentleman." 

14. James writes perversely: " We believe Balzac, we believe Gustave 
Flaubert, we believe Dickens and Thackeray and Miss Austen. Dickens is far 
more incredible than George Sand, and yet he produces more illusion. In spi re 
of her plausibility, the author of 'Consuelo' a lways appears to be telling a 
fa iry-tale. We say in spite of her plausibility, but we might rather say chat 
her excessive plausibility is the reason of our want of faith" ("Notes on Nov­
elists," 156). See also Arlene Bereille's "Ou finit Indiana? Problematique d'un 
denouement," and my " Emphasis Added." 

15. The abyss here is not infinitely (i.e. , deconstructively) regressive. Mieke 
Bal argues both chat the mise en abyme always interrupts the linearity and 
the chronology of the text, and that we should therefore see its "ef­
fect ... as a general mode of reading" (Lethal Love). See also Bal's "Misc 
en abyme et lconicite." Nancy Goulder, a recent Columbia Ph.D. in English, 
has done interesting work on the ways in which iconography in the novel 
carries its own (often disruptive) narrative. 

16. The literariness of the critique of the love plot 1s doubled in the novel 
by Noun's letter to Raymon, a pleading love letter the reader is not given to 
read, a letter Raymon never finishes reading: "lt was a masterpiece of in­
genuous and graceful passion; it is doubtful if Virginia wrote Paul a more 
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charming one after she left her native land." Bur the power of the pastoral 
model (see also below) is wid1out effecr in Raymon 's economy: "Poor girl! 
That was the last stroke. A letter from a lady's maid! Yet she had taken satin 
finished paper and perfumed wax from Madame Delmare's desk, and her 
style from her heart" (4:32-33). Sryle is not enough, without class. On the 
woman 'who allows woman to write, see also Jane Gallop, "Anqie Leclerc, 
Writing a Love Letter.'\ 

ln "George Sand and the Myth of Femininity" Leslie Rabine argues rhar 
"the use of Noun in the novel demonstrates how the prostitution of lower 
class women was necessary ro preserve the chastity of bourgeoise women 
for the sake of bourgeois men, and their system of property inheritance" 
(14). Bur Sand's rewriting of Bernardin de Saint-Pierre's drowning of the 
pure Virginia is still more complex, I think, and participates in the irony of 
pastiche. 

17. lves's English translation, "copy," misses the painterly origins of rhe 
word, which appears in France for the first time at the end of the eighteenth 
century. 

I want to thank Gina Kovarsky, a graduate student in Slavic at Columbia, 
for her analysis of rhe double figure, romantic and ironic, of rhe artist, and 
for her attention to the notion of pastiche (Seminar, French Women Writers 
and the Novel, Fall 1984). P. Salomon, editor of the Garnier edition, also 
connects the use of the term "pastiche" to Latouche's language (288, n. r). 

r8. In a feminist poetics the two names begin the alphabet of female pre­
cursors. "Like Ariadne, Penelope, and Philomela, women have used their loom, 
thread and needles both to defend themselves and silently to speak of them­
selves" (Madwoman, 642). Curiously, Arachne is not named in this discussion 
of Dickinson's "spider artist." Hillis Miller also, though to different ends, 
connects these women weavers and wonders "how to stop the widening circle 
of contextual echoes" (58). 

19. I'm adapting the phrase tO my purposes from Mary Jacobus's analysis 
of the relations between women and theory, women and writing, in "ls There 
a Woman in This Text?" 

20. I'm thinking of George Eliot's use of Ariadne (Madwoman, 526-28; 
and in those pages Eliot's use of the web). See also on Ariadne and Eliot, 
U. C. Knoeplflmacher's "Fusing Fact and Myth: The New Reality of Mid­
dlemarch." On Miller's version of the web and the "adventure of critical 
feminism," see Teresa de Lauretis in Alice Doesn't (2 and 187, n. 5). 

2 1. See especially the " Introduction" co Between Men (1- 20) . Like the little 
boy in Freud's fable who practices mastery by casting a reel out of his crib 
and pulling it back, thus dominating his passive anxiety about maternal ab­
sence; like Theseus rising to the challenge of the monster, the masculist critic 
uses Ariadne to negotiate his encounter with the woman perhaps in himself, 
the monstrous self the male critic might meet at the heart of the maze of 
heterosexuali ty. 

22. That is, M.iller embraces a Freudian poetics. On che appeal of the lab­
yrin th as abyss in critical discourse, see Frank Lenrricchia 's account of recent 
critical history, in particular the chapter, "History or the Abyss: Poststruc­
turalism," which begins with Georges Poulet's metaphorics; and the latter's 
influential invocation of the ''threshold of the labyrinth" (158). 

Taking an altogether different perspective on the implications of Ariadne's 
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fate, Carolyn Hei lbrun, in "James Joyce and Virginia Woolf: Ariadne and the 
Labyrinth,'' argues fo r a positive or at least less relentlessly " feminine" read­
ing of Ariadne's destiny as metaphor after the labyrinth: "Theseus betrayed 
Ariadne, leaving her open to the world of femal e myrh and female possibility. 
It was that world mro which Woolf would follow Ariadne." Jane Marcus in 
Vrrgima Woolf- A Feminist Slant, describes the new feminist cri ticism on Woolf 
as an "Ariadne's thread ... a braided narrative with three separate strands 
of th-ought" that offers ways out of Woolf's fictiona l mazes (2) . 

23. By the title "Ovid's Sister" I refer of course to Woolf's tale of Shake­
speare's sister. Bur I a lso want to invoke Ariadne's sister Phaedra, who offers 
a whole other network of associations for the French tradition of this myth. 
Lawrence Lipking has offered his provocative but finally problematic notion 
of a feminist poetics in ''A ristole's Sister." In "Fictions of Sappho," Joan Dej ean 
takes on Lipking's claims and rereads both Ovid and Racine's treatment of 
Phaedra. She questions the "recurrent critical desire to consign prominent 
literary women to abandonment" {787). 

24. A typical example reads: " In Greek mythology, woman of Lydia who 
challenged Athena ro a trial of skill in weaving. Angered at such presumption, 
the goddess destroyed Arachne's work, whereupon rhe woman hanged her­
self. Athena then turned her into a spider." The New Columbia Encyclopedia, 
1975 (132). In Le Dictionnaire des antiquites grecques et romaines, Arachne's 
story appears only as a subset of Athena's (191 5) . 

25. What is at stake in having a woman stand in for the law? To what 
extent cou ld we read the destruction of Arachne's text by Athena as a Bloom­
ian symptom: the poet 's need ro vanquish the precu rsor? Is it completely far­
fetched ro argue that Ovid stages here through women his own "anxiety of 
influence"? (For a feminist reading of rhe male paradigm, see Gilbert and 
Guba r, Jvf.adwoman, 46 ff. ) On Athena as an alibi or pseudo-woman, " the 
Law (giving) daughter," see Spivak, "The Double Displacement" (187); see 
also 174, 179. 

26. le is rhe tendency co read allegorica lly, reading woman our-aren't these 
just stories of human overreaching, Apollo and Marsyas, etc. - rhat over­
reading works self-consciously against: reading woman back in. My example 
here is the only visual representation of Arachne as artist I have encountered, 
Velazquez's Fable of Arachne (r644- 68). lam grateful to Marcia Welles for 
bringing this painting to my arrention. Although it was " long thought to be 
a realistic view of the Royal Tapestry Factory of Santa Isabel of Madrid," 
the work is now typically read as an "allegory of the arts." It is of no small 
interest to my case that in the Velazquez painting Arachne's tapestry is re­
figured, in fact replaced by Titian 's Rape of Europa, which then functions as 
a pictorial inrertext. Arachne appears as an artist only to disappear, trans­
formed back into a woman in the rext. 

On rhe complicated intertexrual relations between the Rape of Europa and 
the fate of Arachne's tapestry in the Renaissance, see David Rosand's ·• • Ut 
Pictor Poeta': Meaning in Titian's Poesie," especia lly 540-46. Rosand's anal­
ysis of Velazquez 's reading of Titian demonstrates (though this is not of course 
its aim) the ways in which male artists pay tribute to each other through the 
figuration of a rape. In "i\lluiopotomos: o r the Fate of the Butterflie," in 
which Spenser rewrites Ovid's account of Arachne's text, emphasis also falls 
on the representation (in derail ) of the rape of Europa. 
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Changing the-..Subject: Authorship:, Writing:, 
and the Reader 

In the spring of 1985 I wrote "Changing the Subject" for two con­
ferences that provided me with an occasion after "Arachnologies" 
to elaborate my thinking about the wo,nan writer and her feminist 
reader in relation both to questions of feminist theory and to the 
various post-structuralist discussions of writing and sexual differ­
ence. The first of these events was held at the Pembroke Center, 
Brown University in March 1985; its agenda was flagged in the 
punctuation of its title, "Feminism/Theory/Politics"; the second, 
held at the Center for Twentieth-Century Studies of the University 
of Wisconsin-Milwaukee in April 1985, was entitled "Feminist 
Studies: Reconstituting Knowledge." 

The session at which I spoke at the Pembroke conference was 
called "The Feminist Politics of Interpretation," and the panelists 
were asked to reflect upon a crux of issues very similar to the 
general charge of the Milwaukee conference as Teresa de Lauretis 
described it in her opening remarks (now the introduction to Fem­
inist Studies/Critical Studies). Both call for an interrogation of the 
current state of feminist projects: "What is specifically feminist 
about the varieties of feminist critical practice? Are feminist strat­
egies of reading written and visual texts transferable to the study 
of such things as social and political institutions?" (Pembroke con­
ference, emphasis added). in de Lauretis's letter to participants: 
" there are a general uncertainty, and among feminists, serious dif­
ferences as to ·what the specific concerns, values and methods of 
feminist critical work are, or ought to be. . . . Speakers will seek 
to identify the specificity of feminism as a critical theory'' 
(Milwaukee conference, emphasis added). 

These are not easy questions, and in this essay I have not at­
tempted to describe the specificity of fe1ninist theory and practice 
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directly. Instead I ha·11e chosen to rehearse a certain nu1nber of 
positions against, frotn, and through which fe1ninist critical theory 
might define itself as it emerges within the discourse of literary 
studies. This rehearsal identifies tiuo chronologies, post-structur­
alist and feminist; two rhetorics, dilatory and hortatory; and, to 
return to the figure of the "exquisite dance of textual priorities" 
na,ned by Hortense Spillers and evoked by de Lauretis at the open­
ing of the conference (13), two moves, or rather a hesitation be­
tween, say, the calls of a square dance and the ritual of a n1inuet, 
as the dance searches for the right steps and rhythm, perhaps the 
waltz satirized by Dorothy Parker, or as one of the participants 
suggested after the conference, the fox trot (which has interesting 
possibilities). 1 

Though I may indeed be looking for a third tropology (in the 
ferninist spirit of always mapping the territory of (uture perspec­
tives), I want ;ust as strongly to leave the hesitation in place, and 
refuse the temptation of a synthesis, because the question forming 
before us is none other than the question of female subjectivity, 
the formation of female critical subjects. And this, in face of the 
current trend toward the massive deconstitution of subjectivity, is 
finally the figure I'm looking for. 

AUTHORSHIP, WRITING, AND THE R EADER 

THE QUEST ION of authorship has been on the agenda of intel­
lectuals and literary critics in France since at least 1968, a date that 
also marks a certain theoretical repositioning in political and so­
cial chronologies. ln 1968, for exa1nple, Roland Barthes contended 
in "The Death of the Author" that the author, as we have known 
him, has Lost what was thought to be a "natural" authority over 
his work. The author gives way to writing, a theory and practice 
of textuality which, Barthes argued then, "substitutes language it­
self for the person who uncil then had been supposed to be its 
owner" (143). From such a perspective, the emergence of this dis­
embodied and ownerless ecriture in fact requires cbe author's 
suppression.2 In the structuralist and post-structuralist debates about 
subjectivity, authority, and the status of the text that conti nue to 
occupy and preoccupy the critical marketplace, the story of the 
Author's disappearance has remained standard currency. 

No,v, to the extent that the Author, in this discourse, stands as 
a kind of shorthand for a whole series of beliefs about the function 
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of the work of art as (paternally authorized) monument in our 
culture, feminist criticism in its own negotiations with mainstream 
hegemonies might have found its positions joined by the language 
of those clairns. It is, after all, the Author anthologized and insti­
tutionatized who by his (canonical) presence excludes the less-known 
works of women and minority writers and who by his authority 
justifies the exclusion. By the same token, feminist criticism's in-

I sistence on the in1portance of the reader-on positing the hypoth-

( 
esis of her existence- might have found affinities with a position 
that understands the Birth of the Reader as the necessary coun­

,terpoint to the Death of the Author. (Barthes actually puts it a 
good deal more apocalyptically: " the birth of the reader must be 
at the cost of the death of the Author" [148).) 

The political potential of such an alliance, however, has yet to 
be realized. The removal of the Author has not so much made 
room for a revision of the concept of authorship as it has, through 
a variety of rhetorical moves, repressed and inhibited discussion 
of any writing identity in favor of the (new) monolith of anony­
mous textuality or, in Foucault's phrase, " transcendental anonym­
ity" (120) . If "writing," then, as Barthes describes it, "is chat neu­
tral, composite, oblique space where our subject slips away, the 
negative where all identity is lost, starting with the very identity 
of the body writing" (142), it matters not who writes. ln the same 
way, the shift that moves the critical emphasis fron1 author to reader, 
from the rext's origin to its destination, far from producing a mul­
tiplicity of addressees, seems to have reduced the possibility of dif­
ferentiating a1nong readers altogether: "the reader," Barthes de­
clares, "is without history, biography, psychology" (148}. What 
matters who reads? The reader is a space and a process. The reader 
is only "someone" written on. (I also think that the failure of an 
effective critical alliance is more generally due to the fact chat the 
relationship between mainstrean1 feminisn, and the practices and 
positions that have come to be grouped together under the label 
of deconstruction or post-structuralism in U.S. academic scenes has 
not been one of a working complicity: of fighting the same insti­
tutional battles. But this deserves a discussion of its own.) 

I want nonetheless to make a distinction bettueen the asymmet­
rical demands generated by different writing identities-rnale and 
female, or more perhaps more usefully, hege1nonic and rnarginal. 
It is inarguable that the destabilization of the paternal-patriar­
chal, really-authority of authorship (Milton's for exarnple) brought 
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about through deconstruction has been an enabling move for fem­
inist critics. But it does not address the problem of his "bogey" at 
the level of subjectivity fonnation. The effect of his identity and 
authority on a female iuriting identity remains another matter and 
calls for other critical strategies. The psychological stress of that 
negotiation in literature for the nineteenth-century woman writer 
has been formulated dramatically by Gilbert and Gubar in Mad­
woman in the Attic. Here I ani trying to resituate that question at 
the level of theory itself, or rather theory's discourse about its own 
project. 

So why remember Barthes, if chis n1odel of reading and writing 
by definition excludes the question of an identity crucial to fe1n­
inist critical theory? Well, for one thing because Barthes's interest 
in the sen1iotics of literary and cu ltural activity-its pleasures, 
dangers, zones, and codes of reference- intersects thematically with 
a feminist emphasis on the need to sin1ate, socially and syn1boli­
cally, the practices of reading and writing. Like the fe1ninist critic, 
Barthes maneuvers in the spaces of the tricky relations that bridge 
the personal and the political, the personal and the critical, the 
interpersonal and the institutional (his seminar, for example). Barthes 
translates seductively from within French thought the more ar­
duous writings of Derrida, Lacan, Kristeva, for or into literature; 
and in the same gesture represents n1etonymically outside the Pa­
risian scene (or in North Arnerican literature departments) most 
of the concepts that animate feminist (and other) literary critics 
not hostile to Theory's stories: currently, the post-structuralist ep­
istemologies of the subject and the text, the linguistic construction 
of sexual identity. 

In the preface to Sade, Fourier, Loyola (r97 r) Barthes returns to 
the problem of authorship: "For if," he writes, "through a twisted 
dialectic, the Text, destroyer of a ll subjects, contains a subject to 
love-un sujet a aimer-that subject is dispersed, somewhat like 
the ashes we strew into the wind after death" (8). And he continues 
poignantly in the same sentence, "were l a writer, and dead [s i 
j'etais ecrivain, et mortj how 1 would love it if my life, through 
the pains of some friendly and detached biographer, were to re­
duce itself to a few details, a few preferences, a few inflections, let 
us say: to 'biographemes'" (9) . What interests 1ne here, more than 
yet another nomination, another code, is Barthes's acknowledg­
ment of the persistence of the subject as the presence in the text 
of perhaps not someone to love in person, but the mark of the 



' 
106 SUBJECTS Of FEMINIST CRITICISM 

need co be loved, the persistence of a peculiarly human(ist?) desire 
for connection. lt is as though thinking of a writer's life-a "life" 
of Sade, a "life" of Fourier appended to a reading of their writ­
ing-generated a thinking of self: for Barthes then imagines him­
self "a writer. " 3 Bue we have just seen the writer is already dead, 
his ashes scattered ro ·the winds; and the self fatally dispersed. Thus 
no sooner is the subject restored metaphorically to a body through 
love, than he is dispersed figuratively through death. If one is to 
find the subject, he will not be in one place, but modernly multiple 
and acopic. 

Will she? 
The postmodernist decision chat the Author is Dead and the sub­

ject along with him does not, 1 will argue, necessarily hold for 
women, and prematurely forecloses the question of agency for them. 

(Because women have not had the same historical relation of iden-
!' tity to origin, institution, production that men have had, they have 

~

.ot, I think , (collectively) felt burdened by too much Self, Ego, 
Cogito, etc. Because the female subject has juridically been ex­
luded from the polis, hence decentered, "disoriginated," deinsti­

tutionalized, etc., her relation to integrity and textuality, desire and 
authority, displays structurally important differences from that 
universal position . 

.In Breaking the Chain, Naomi Schor takes up Barthes's analysis 
in S /Z of the cultural discourse on "femininity," which he locates 
for the sake of argument in a passage from Balzac's Sarrasine. Cu­
riously, this is also the passage that serves as the opening citation 
of "The Death of the Author": "This ivas woman herself. .. . " 
(etc.) Following Schor's lead, it is interesting to puzzle the con­
nections that for Barthes join ecriture and "woman" in a defini­
tion of textuality that refuses a coherent subjectivity. 

In " Mapping the Postmodern" Andreas Huyssen asks: "Isn 't the 
'death of the subject/author' position tie'd by rnere reversal to the 
very ideology that invariably glorifies the artist as genius, whether 
for marketing purposes or out of conviction and habit? . . . 
[D]oesn't poststructuralism, where it simply denies the subject al­
together, jettison the chance of challenging the ideology of the sub­
ject (as male, ivhite, and middle-class) by developing alternative 
and different notions of subjectivity? (44) . 

In "Women Who Write Are Women, " Elaine Showalter, ar­
guing against Cynthia Ozick's belief (subsequently raarticulated by 
Gail Godwin in the sa1ne publication) that ''ivriting transcends 
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sexual identity, that it takes place outside of the social order," 
pointedly observes that in the gender asytnmetry of dominant cul­
ture "the female u1itness, sensitive or not, is still not accepted as 
first-person universal" (33). 

It see1ns to n1e, therefore, that when the so-called crisis of th e 
subject is staged, as it generally is, within a textual n1odel, that 
performance must then be recomplicated by the historical, politi­
cal, and figurati ve body of the won1an writer. (That is, of course, 
if we accept as a \Vorking metaphor the location of women 's sub­
jectiviry in fe n1a le a uth orship.) Because the discourse of the uni ­
versal historically has fai led to include the testi mony of its others, 
it seems imperative to question the new doxa of subjectivity at this 
juncture of its formation . 

Feminist cri t ics in the United States have on the whole resisted 
the fable of the author's demise on the grounds that stories of 
textualiry which trade in universals- the Author or the Reader­
in fact a rticulate marked and differentiated structures of what 
Gayatri Spivak has called masculine " regulative psychobiogra­
phy." Feminist critics, I argue in "The Text's Heroine," have looked 
to the material of the female authorial project as the scene of per­
haps a different staging of the drama of th e writing subject. But 
what does it n1ean to read (for) the woman writer when the Au­
thor is Dead? Or, how can " reading as a woman"-a deconstruc­
tionisr phrasing of a reconstructionist feminist project-help us 
rethink the act of reading as a politics? I'd like to see a more self­
conscious and deliberate move away from what 1 think remains 
in dominant critical n1odes, a metaphysics of reading. As Foucau lt 
asks in "What ls an Author": " ln granting a primordial s tatus to 
writing (ecriture), do we not, in effect, simply reinscribe in tran­
scendental terms the theological affinnation of its sacred origin?" 
(120). 

In her presentations at both the Pembroke and the Milwaukee 
conferences, Spivak contrasted the psychobiography of a male sub­
jectivity based on naturalized access to dominant forms of power 
with that of the "postmodern female subject" created under late 
capitalism (emble1natized by the hegemony of the computer chip): 
women of color whom imperialism constructs as a permanent ca­
sual labor force doing high-tech work for the rnultinationals. Her 
relation to networks of power is best understood through the con­
cept of "women in the integrated circuit," which Donna Harau1ay 
describes as " the situation of women in a u1orld ... intimately 
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restructured through the social relations of science and technol­
ogy" (84- 85). It is not self-evident what form testimony would 
take in such an economy. 

Speaking from within a certain "new Frenth feminism," Helene 
Cixous' makes a homologous argument for the need to recognize 
a deuniversalized subiectivity: "until now, far more extensively and 
repressively than is ever suspected or admitted, writing has been 
run by a libidinal and cultural- hence political, typically mascu­
line-economy" (879). This definition of a sexually "marked writ­
ing" that expresses and valorizes masculine access to power emerges 
from the critique of phallogocentrism, but because of its place in 
the network of Derridean operations, it remains at odds with the 
reconstructive impulses of much feminist literary criticism in the 
United States: the analysis of canon formation and reformation 
through the study and valorization of women's writing. 

Thus, in his concluding remarks to the section of On Decon­
struction devoted to feminist criticism, Jonathan Culler builds on 
Peggy Kamuf's troping of signature and identity in "Writing as a 
Woman": "For a woman to read as a woman is not to repeat an 
identity or an experience that is given but to play a role she con­
structs with reference to her identity as a woman, which is also a 
construct, so that the series can continue: a woman reading as a 
woman reading as a woman" (64). The question for feminist crit­
ical theory is how to imagine a relation between this logic of de­
ferral and the immediate coniplexities of what Adrienne Rich calls 
"a politics of location" (Blood, Bread, and Poetry, 215). 

l want to offer one ki nd of political reading with a passage frorn 
a fan1ous account of a fe1nale "psychobiography." I take it as an 
example of what has been characterized as the "first moment" or 
fi rst stage of feminist criticism, a criticism Jonathan Culler de­
scribes as "based on the presun1ption of continuity between the 
reader's experience and a v,oman's expetience" (46). The account 
is Adrienne Rich's " When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vi­
sion," which, she explains in a retrospective frame, was originally 
given as a talk on "The Woman Writer in the T wentieth Century" 
in a foru1n sponsored by the Commission on the Status of Wo1nen 
in the Profession at the MLA in 1971. l cite Rich's return to the 
context of her talk by way of suggesting that we review these is­
sues both in "women's time" and in men's, the Eastern Standard 
Tin1e of n1ainstream events. (I'm referring here to , Elaine Show­
airer's personal take on the history of femin ist criticisn1.)4 

Rich notes: 
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A lot is being said today abot1t the influence that the myths 
and images of wotnen have on all of us wbo are products of 
culture. I chink it has been a peculiar confusion to the girl or 
woman who cries to write because she is peculiarly susceptible 
to language. She goes to poetry or fiction looking for her way 
of being in the world, since she is looking eagerly for guides, 
1naps, possibilities; and over and over . . . she comes up against 
something that negates everything she is about: she meets the 
i,nage of Woman in books written by men. She finds a terror 
and a dream, she finds a beautiful pale face, she finds La Belle 
Dame Sans .Nlerci, she finds Juliet o r Tess or Salome, but pre­
cisely what she does not find is that absorbed, drudging, puz­
zled, sometimes inspired creature, herself, who sits at a desk 
rryiJ1g to put words together. (39) 

Rich's woman "susceptible to language," like Roland Barthes, 
goes to literature as a writing subject: she does not, however, find 
there ''un sujer a ain,er." She finds instead, a terror and a dream. 
To find "somebody to love," as the song goes, Rich, like Barthes, 
would have to find someone somehow like her in her desire for a 
place in the discourse of art and identity frorn which to irnagine 
and image a writing self-"absorbed, drudging, puzzled" - at a 
desk. For the girl "susceptible to language" the words have estab­
lished a split she cannot overcome: Woman whose image, whose 
"beautiful pale face" has installed in her place a regin,e of the 
specular and excluded her from production.5 Woman leaves the 
woman poet in exile. 

In her 1983 essay, "Blood, Bread, and Poetry: The Location of 
the Poer" (where she outlines the borders of scenes of writing in 
North America and in Central Arnerica), Rich returns to the bi­
ography of her reading, or the history of its subject, to develop in 
more explicitly political terms the implications of the split between 
the girl and the poet, "rhe girl who wrote poems, who defined 
herself in writing poems, and the girl who was to define herself 
by her relationships with men" (40). To close "the gap between 
poet and woman," Rich argues here, the fragmentation within the 
writing subject requires rhe context of a "pol itical community" 
(536). For Rich, on this side of identity, the condition of dispersal 
and fragtnentacion Barthes valorizes (and fetish izes) is not to be 
achieved, but overcome: 

I write for the still-fragmented parts in n1e, trying to bring 
them together. Whoever can read and use any of this, I write 
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for them as well. I write in full knowledge that the n1ajority 
of the world's illiterates are women, chat 1 live in a techno­
logica lly advanced country where forty per cent of the people 
can barely read and twenty per cent are functionally i.lliterate. 
I believe that these facts are directly connected to the frag­
mentations I suffe~ in myself, that we are all in this together. 
(540) 

In "Blood, Bread, and Poetry," Rich maps the geopolitics of a 
poetics of gender. This vision of a global context for women's 
writing emerges from a progran1 of text production as a collective 
project. In the sixties, under the logic of "the personal is the po­
litical," the cornrnunication with the corn1nunity involved writing 
"directly and overtly as a woman, out of a woman's experience," 
taking "women's existence seriously as theme and source for art" 
(535). In "When We Dead Awaken," Rich had contrasted this eu­
phoric turn to feminocentric production- a more prosaic, or rather 
less lyrical account of the agenda valorized by Cixous (in "The 
Laugh of the Medusa") - with the anxieties of the fifties where, 
she writes, "I began to feel that 1ny fragments and scraps had a 
common consciousness and a common theme, one which l would 
have been very unwilling to put on paper at an earlier time because 
I had been taught that poetry should be 'universal,' which meant, 
of course, nonfemale" (44). Now, in the eighties, the forn1ula " the 
personal is the political" requires a redefinition of the personal to 
include most immediately an interrogation of ethnocentrism; a po­
etics of identity that engages with the "other woman. " 6 If for Rich 
in 1971 the act of women's reading as a critique of the dominant 
literature was seen not merely as "a chapter in cultural history" 
(135) but as "an act of survival," in 1983 the act of won1en's writ­
ing becorn es inseparable from an expanded definition of, and ex­
panded attention to, the social field in which the practices of read­
ing and writing are located and grounded. Now the question arises, 
if the ethics of feminist writing involve writing for the woman ,vho 
doesn't read- to push this model to its limits-then what would 
be required of a responsive, responsible feminist reading? 

The question will remain open and generate other questions. Does 
the specificity of feminist theory entai l reading for the other won1an? 
Would this 1nean reading as the other woman? In her place? 
Wouldn't this assumption reinstate a universal or an interchange­
ability of women under the name of wornan and thereby "col­
lapse,'' as Denise Riley put it to me at the Pembroke conference, 
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"the different temporalities of 'women'" which she glosses as " the 
uneven histories of the different formations of different categories 
of 'wo1nen' fro1n the side of politics"? In 1nore strictly literary renns, 
I would now say that we 1nust think carefully about the reading 
effects that derive fron1 a poetics of transparence-writing directly 
fro1n one's o,,vn experience, especially when doubled by an ethics 
of wholeness-joining the fragments. 

Rich speaks in this essay of her discovery of the work of con­
temporary Cuban women poets in a book edited by Margaret 
Randall called Breaking the Silences. And it is in part because of 
reading this book (her tolle e legeJ that she decides to go to Nic­
aragua (a decision which provides the occasion for " Blood, Bread, 
and Poetry"). To what extent does this active/activist model of 
reading establish the grounds for a prescriptive esthetics-a "po­
litically correct" program of representation-of the sort that shaped 
the arguments of Barbara Smith and Sondra O 'Neale at the 
Milwaukee conference?' 

Against the necessarily utopian rhetoric of an unalienated art 
that Rich reads in Cuban women poets ("the affirmation of an 
organic relation between poetry and social transformation" (537]) 
I want now to juxtapose the discourse with which I began 
chis discussion of critical strategies. On the back jacket to Sade, 
Fourier, Loyola Barches sta tes the "theoretical intention" of his 
project. It is a kind of self-referential challenge: to discover "how 
far one can go with a text speaking only of its writing [ecriture]; 
how to suspend its signified in order to liberate its materialist de­
ployn1ent." " Isn ' t the social intervention achieved by a text," he 
asks rhetorically, located in the " transport" of its writing, rather 
than in rhe "message of its content"? In the pages of the preface, 
Barthes addresses the problem of the "social responsibility of the 
text," n1aintaining that since there is "today no language site out­
side bourgeois ideology," " the only possible rejoinder" to, say, the 
establishment, is "neither confrontation, nor destruction, but only 
theft: fragment the old text of culture, science, literature, and change 
its features according to forn1ulae of disguise, as one disguises [ma­
quille] stolen goods" (10). We see here the double move we saw 
earlier in "Death of the Author": on the one hand disperse the 
subject, on the other, fragment the text, and repackage it for an­
other mode of circulation and reception. 

Dispersion and fragmentation, the theft of language and the sub­
version of the stereotype attract Barthes as critical styles of desire 
and deconstruction, rupture and protest. Certain wo1nen writers 
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in France like Helene Cixous, Luce lrigaray, and I would a rgue, 
paradoxically, Monique Wittig, have also been attracted to this 
model of relation: placing oneself at a deliberately oblique (or tex-

1 tual ) angle to interventio n. Troped as a subversion-a political 

\ 

intertexcuality-this positi onality remains in the end, l think, a 
fon11 of negotiation1. within the dominant social text, and ulti-
1nately, a local operation. 

Because it is also my sense that the reappropriation of culture 
from within its own arenas o f dissemination is still a political ur­
gency, I will recast my earlier question a bout the female subject 
in feminist theory to ask more narrowly now: what does it mean 
to read and write as a wo,nan within the institutions that authorize 
and regulate most reading and writing in the university? 

" O UBLIEZ LES PROFESSEURS" 

I N CHARLOTTE B RONTE'S Villette acute attention is paid to the 
constructio n of female subjectivity, and in particular to the way 
in which female desire as quest aligns itself uneasily with the ques­
tion of mastery (including, importantly, mastery of the French lan­
guage), m astery and knowledge within an academy necessarily, in 
J853, a female one. In the scene I will review here, the heroine, 
Lucy Snowe, is dragged off to be examined by two professors, 
"Messieurs Boissec and Rochemorte" (the etymology is of course 
motivated). T his exa1nination perceived by Lucy as a "show-trial" 
set up to prove that she indeed was the author of a remarkable 
essay the men suspected their colleague M. Emmanuel, Lucy's pro­
fessor/friend, of having written for her (forging her signature in 
order to document his pedagogical agency) p rovides us with a vivid 
account o f the institutional power arrangements that historically 
have constructed female experien ce. These two specimens of dead­
wood interroga te Lucy: 

They began with classics. A dead blank. They went on to French 
history. J hardly knew M erovee from Phacamond. They tried 
me in various 'ologies, and still only got a shake of the head, 
and an uncha nging 'Je n'en sa is rien.' (493) 

Unwilling o r unable to reply, Lucy asks permission to leave the 
room. 
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They would not let me go: I n1ust sic down and write before 
them. As l dipped n1y pen in the ink with a shaking hand, and 
surveyed the white paper with eyes half-blinded and over­
flowing, one of n1y judges began n1incingly to apologize for 
the pain he caused. (494) 

They name their theme: ''Human Justice." 

Human Justice! What was l to 1nake of it? Blank, cold ab-
straction, unsuggestive to 1ne of one inspiring idea .... (495) 

Lucy re111ains blocked until she reme,nbers that the two examiners 
were in fact known to her; "the very heroes" who had "half fright­
ened [her] to death" (495) on the night of her arrival in Villette. 
And suddealy, thinking how little these men deserved their current 
status as judges and enforcers of the law, Lucy falls, as she puts 
it, "to work." 

' Human Justice' rushed before me in novel guise, a red, ran­
dom beldame with arn1s akimbo. I saw her in be.r house, the 
den of confusion: servants called to he.r for orders or help which 
she did not give; beggars srood at her door waiting and starv­
ing unnoticed; a swarm of children, sick and quarrelsome, 
crawled round he.r feet and yelled in her ears appeals for no­
tice, sympathy, cure, .redress. The honest wornan cared £or none 
of these things. She had a warm seat of her own by the fi re, 
she had her own solace in a short black pipe, and a bottle of 
Mrs $weeny's soothing syrup; she smoked and she sipped and 
she enjoyed her paradise, and whenever a cry of the suffering 
soul about her pierced her ears too keenly- my jolly dame 
seized the poker or the hearth-brush .... (495-96) 

Writing '·as a woman," Lucy Snowe domesticates the public al­
legories of Human Justice. Her justice is not blind (hence serenely 
fair), but deaf to the pathetic cries that invade her private space: 
arbitrary and visibly self-interested, n1arked not by the sword and 
scales of neoclassical iconography, Lucy's " red, random beldame," 
smokes her pipe and sips her syrup. 

However perversely, J am tempted to take this scene in which 
a woman is brought forcibly to writing as a parable of-which is 
not to say a .recom1nendation for-the conditions of production 
for female authorship (or for the practice of feminist criticism). 
Because she reappropriates the all egory of timeless indifference 
particularized through the identification of the men and fiction-
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alized through the imagined body of an aging woman, Lucy both 
overcomes the terror of the blank page and undermines the regime 
of a universal self-reference. 

1 should perhaps have mentioned that the chapter in v,hich this 
writing out takes place opens with a line rich in implications for 
the conclusion of my argument: "Oubliez les professeurs." Now 
in context, this imperative is a warning issued by Mme Beck that 
Lucy not think of M. Paul for herself. But clearly in this collegial 
psychodrama the relation to him is not only a question of female 
rivalry and the love plot. As I have just suggested, the scene asks 
n1ore generally the question of women's relation to the arbitrari­
ness of male authority, to the grounds of their power and their 
laws. 

Lucy, we know, can't forget her particular professor, for she is 
1noved more than she will say by his offer of friendship. But in 
her apprenticeship to the world of work, she has learned to make 
distinctions. To accept M. Paul does not mean that she accepts the 
system of institutional authorization in which their relation is in­
scribed. Nor is the point of her essay, its style, lost on M. Paul 
who, having read the exan1 paper, calls her "une petite moqueuse 
et sans coeur" (496). Lucy's. mockery, which is the flip side of her 
pathos, could also be figured as irony, which is, I think, a trope 
that by its status as the marker of a certain distance to the truth, 
suits the rhetorical strategies of the feminist critic. 8 

The chapter in which the scene of writing is staged is called 
"Fraternity," for it is here that M. Paul asks Lucy to be the ' 'sister 
of a very poor, fettered, burdened, encun1bered man." His offer 
of " true friendship" (501), of a "fraternal alliance" (503), while not 
exempt from its own ironies, nonetheless announces a less de­
pressing mode of relations between wo1nen and institutional au­
thorities than that of the "daughter's seduction" diagnosed by Jane 
Gallop, for it figures a working ground•of parity.9 At the end of 
Bronte's novel, through the enabling tern1s of the alliance, Lucy 
Snowe has not only her own seat by the fire but her own house 
and school for girls. Within that space, she rnakes Paul a "little 
library"; he whose mind, she had said earlier, was her library, 
through which she "entered bliss" (4 72 ). And of course, in his ab­
sence, and in his place, she writes the narrative of Villette. 

This being said, one might, in the final analysis, do better to 
restore to the fraterna l its historical di1nensions. W.omen writers' 
idealization of fraternity belongs to a long and vexed tradition of 
feminist discourse about equality and difference that in 1949 pro-
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vided Simone de Beauvoir with the last words of The Second Sex: 
"To gain the supreme victory, it is necessary ... that by and 
through th eir natural differentiation men a nd women unequivo­
ca lly affirm their brotherhood" [fraternite] (8r4) . 

SUBJ ECT TO CHA NG E 

IN 1973, in a n essay called " To,vard a Woman-Centered Univer­
sity," Adrienne Rich described her vision of a future for feminist 
studies. In it ,ve read: "The university I have been trying to imag­
ine does not seem to me utopian, though the problen1s and con­
tradictions to be faced in its actual transformations are of course 
real and severe" (153). Yet looking back over the past ten to fifteen 
yea rs of Women's Studies, can we say that "masculine resistance 
to ,vomen's claims fo r full humanity" (as Rich defines the project) 
has been overcome in any serious way? Nothing could be less sure. 

In fact, I think that though we may have our Women's Stud ies 
programs, our centers, journals, and conferences, feminist scholars 
have not succeeded in instituting the transformative claims we ar­
ticulated in the heady days of the midseventies. Supported by the 
likes of William Bennett, Rochemorte and Boissec are going strong: 
they continue co resist, and to attack, feminism's fundamental un­
derstanding that the deployment of the universal is inherently, if 
paradoxically, partial and political. And the M. Pauls, who like 
Terry Eagleton et al. offer fri endship and the promise of "fraternal 
alliance," seem to be saying at the same time: " fe1ninism is the­
o retically thin, o r separatist. Girls, shape up!" (Spivak, "The Pol­
itics of Interpretations," 2 7 7 ). More serious, perhaps, because it is 
supported by the prestige of philosophy, the ultimate purveyor of 
universa ls, is the general fa ilure on the part of most male theorists, 
even those most interested in " feminine identity," to articulate suf­
ficiently in the terms of their own enunciation what Rosi Braidotti 
calls "the radical consciousness of one's own complicity with the 
very power one is trying to deconstruct" (Ms.). Like the human­
ists, they have not begun to question th e grounds on which they 
stand, their own relation to the "sexual differential " that inhabits 
"every voice" (Spivak, 277); their own difference from the univer­
sal, from the institution which houses them a nd from which they 
speak. 

But we have of cou rse participated in our own fai lure to chal­
lenge the " 'ologies" and their authorities in a significant way. Our 
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greatest strength in the seventies, l would argue, was our experi­
ence, through consciousness raising, of the possibility of a collec­
tive identity resistant to but intimately bound up with Woman­
in fact our account, analysis, and valorization of experience itself 
(de Lautetis makes the point forcefully at the end of Alice Doesn't). 
For reasons I cannot~fully articulate here, but which have to do 
on the one hand with the difficulty of constructing theoretically 
the discourse of won1en's experience, a difficulty derived in part 
from the ferninisc bugaboo about essentialism- which can only be 
understood in relation to a 1nassively theorized "antiessentialis111" 
(Russo, 228); and on the other, particularly for those of us working 
in things French, with the prestige of a regime of accounts of post­
gendered subjectivities, we seem to have have gotten stuck be­
tween two varieties of self-censorship. 

In the face of a prevailing institutional indifference to the ques­
tion of women, conjoined with a prevailing critical ideology of the 
subject which celebrates or longs for a mode beyond difference, 
where and how to move? On what grounds can v.re remodel the 
relations of female subjects to the social text? In the issue of Tulsa 
Studies devoted to the current state of feminist criticism (repub­
lished in Feminist Issues in Literary Scholarship) there is at least 
one pressing· call to forget the professors, theorists masculine and 
feminine, to "reject male formalist models for criticism" in the 
belief, Jane Marcus writes, that "the practice of formalism pro­
fessionalizes the ferninist critic and makes her safe for academe" 
("Still Practice," 90). We must, I think, see this as too simple. Not 
only because, as Nina Auerbach argues in the same issue, "whether 
we like it or not, we live in one world, one country ... one uni­
versity departtnent with men" (155 ), but because we don't. If 
Women's Studies is to effect institutiona l change through critical 
interventions, we cannot afford to proceed by a wholesale dis­
missal of "male" 1nodels. Rather, like Lucy in the school play (in 
another forced performance), who refuses to play a man's part 
dressed in 1nen's clothes and instead assumes "in addition" to her 
"woman's garb" the signifiers of masculinity (209; emphasis added), 
the effectiveness of future feminist intervention calls for an ironic 
manipulation of the semiotics of performance. 10 

Earlier in Villette, Ginevra pressed Lucy to explain herself, to 
reveal some deeper truth that seen1s to elude her grasp: "Who are 
you, Miss Snowe?" And Lucy, "amused at her rnystiiication," re­
plies, "Who am l indeed? Perhaps a personage in disguise. Pity I 
don't look the character" (392-93). But Ginevra is not satisfied 
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with this flip account: "But are you anybody?" This time Lucy is 
slightly more forthcoming, supplying infonnation, at least, about 
her social insertion: " Yes . .. I am a rising cha racter: once an 
old lady's companion, then a nursery-governess, now a school­
teacher" (394). Ginevra persists in thinking there is rnore to Lucy 
than Lucy will say, but Lucy will offer nothing more. lf we take 
Lucy Snowe's account o f herself at face value, not persisting like 
Ginevra in a hermeneutics of revelation that is structured, Barthes 
has taught us, on oedipa l narrato logies, we begin co take the mea­
sure of Bronte's radical achievement in this novel: creating a her­
oine whose identi ty is modulated through the cadences of work; 
through the effecrs of institutions. This is not to suggest that Lucy's 
subjectivity is reconcained by a work history, circumscribed by its 
hierarchies of class. On the contrary, we have seen Ginevra's con­
viction that despite the institutional inscription, Lucy so1nehow 
continues to escape her, no t only because Ginevra is looking for 
a social language she can understand-"a name, a pedigree"­
but because in some palpable and troubling \,Vay, Lucy, like the 
Lacanian subject she anticipates, also resides elsewhere in the "field 
of language" which constitutes her otherness to herself (Mitchell, 
241 ) . 

I want to float the suggestion, then, a nd by way of a gesture 
toward closure, that any definition of the female writing subject 
not universalized as Woman that we try to theorize now n1ust in­
clude Lucy Snowe's ambigu ities: in work, in language. This is a 
process that recognizes what Elizabeth Weed describes as the " im­
possible ... relation of women to Woman" (74) and acknowl­
edges ou r ongoing contradictions, the gap and (and perhaps per-
1nanent) interna l split that rnakes a co ll ective identity always a 
horizon, but a necessary one.1 1 It is a fragn1entation we can, how­
ever, as feminist readers work with and through. This is the move 
of resistance and p roduction that allows Lucy to find language "as 
a woman" despite the power of the "'ologies," despite the a lle­
gory of human justice. 

At the end of "Femininity, Narrative, and Psychoanalysis" (1982) , 
an essay in which she takes as her example E1nily Brontif's Wuth­
ering Heights, Juliet Mitchell outlines a question by way of pro­
viding herself ivith a solution of closure to her discussion of the 
female (writing) subject and a critique of Kristeva's valorization 
of the semiotic, the heterogeneous space of the subject-in-process. 
To her own question of ivhat identity and text might mean con­
strued along the lines of such a theoretical model- "in the process 
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of becoming what?"- Mitchell responds: "1 do not think that we 
can live as human subjects without in some sense taking on a his­
tory; for us, it is mainly the history of being men or women under 
bourgeois capitalism. In deconstructing that 'history, we can only 
constru~t other histories. What are we in the process of becom-
ing?" ( 294). \. 

Mitchell shrewdly leaves the question open, but since this is my 
essay and not hers, l have felt it important to risk a reply. At the 
Pembroke conference, l ended by saying: I hope we are becoming 
won1en. Because such a reply proved too ironic to occupy the priv­
ileged place of the last word, l will now say: 1 hope we are be­
coming feminists. In both phrases, however, the hope I express for 
a female future is a desire for all that we don't know about what 
it might mean to be women beyond the always already provided 
identity of Women with which we can only struggle; the hope for 
a negotiation that would produce through ferninism a new "social 
subject," as de Lauretis puts it in Alice Doesn't (186), and that I 
have figured here as the work of female critical subjects. 

NOT ES 

WITH TH£ EXCEPTION of rhe introductory remarks, which 1 read in slightly dif­
ferent form ar Milwaukee, the material that appears in italics was written 
after the events of the paper as discursive endnotes; nor so much as side is­
sues, as asides pointing co the limits of rhe essay's rhetorical space. lrs place 
here in dia logic relation to the main body of the text is the result of an ex­
perimen t brought about by the always imaginative critical judgn1ent of the 
editor of the volume in which it first appeared, Feminist Studies/Critical Studies, 
Teresa de Lauretis. Once I saw it in print, l decided to reproduce it here in 
that form, with a few editorial changes of my own. 

T. The foxtrot is defined in Webster's Third as "a ballroom dance in du­
ple time that includes slow walking steps, quick running steps, and two steps." 
What appeals to me here is the change of pace, the doubleness of moves 
within the shape of the dance, and the collaborative requirement. The latter 
will reemerge at the end of this paper, but really runs through the argument: 
the deadendedness of che one-way street that bears the traffic (co mix a few 
metaphors) between feminist and dominant critics. 

This figuration of the problem bears a certain resemblance to my discussion 
of shoes and tropes in "The Text's Heroine." My current position has been 
reformulated for me by Biddy Manin, who said at the Milwaukee conference 
that indeterminacy (what l am thematizing here as the dene'gat ion and de­
nigration of identity) is no excuse for not acting; that we must find a way to 
ground indeterminacy so that we can make political interventions. T he ques-
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rion before us then becomes how to locate and allow for particularit ies within 
rhe collecrive. 

2. Barrhes's essay should be situated within the discussion of changing 
definitions of art in conjunction with the laws governing authorship in France, 
in particular a r957 law which attempted ro account for new kine.ls of artistic 
and authorial production nor covered by the copyright law (droits d'auteur) 
of T793· I am indebted ro Molly Nesbit's "What is an Author," for an illu­
minating explanation of this material. Nesbit points out chat the death of rhe 
author for Barthes eems to have meant "really the imprinting author of n93"; 
she also describes the original occasion for the essay: " in r967 in America for 
Aspen magazine, nos. 5+6 ... dedicated to Stephane Mallarme." It is boxed 
(li terally) along with a ll kinds of ' ·authorial work, much of it technologically 
based" (241-43). See also "Le Drott d'aureur s'adapre a la nouvelle economie 
de la creation," in Le Monde, August 3, 1985. These are pieces of a more 
contextual history of criticism. 

3. Ar the Cerisy colloq uium of which he was the " precexte," this phrase 
drew a certain amount of artenrion. In his comments on the meaning of the 
phrase Banhes situated his own relation to the historical context of writ­
ing Sade/Fourier/Loyola: " It was rhe heyday of modernity and the text; we 
talked about rhe dearh of the author (I talked about it myself) . We didn't use 
the word writer [ecrivainJ: writers were slightly ridiculous people like Gide, 
Claude!, Valery, Malraux" (4 r 3- 13). 

4. Ln "Women's Time, Women's Space: Writing the H istory of Feminist 
Criticism," Showalter adopts Julia Kristeva's "genealogy" of subjectivity; of 
a space of generation which is both "European and trans-Eu ropean" ( r5). In 
writing the history of American feminist criticism, she wants "to emphasize 
irs specificity by narrating its developmenr in terms of the internal relation­
ships, conrinuities, friendships, and institutions char shaped rhe chinking and 
wrinng of the lasr fifreen years" (30). As examples of asymmetrical evenrs in 
these nonparallel chronologies, Showalter contrasts rhe 1966 conference on 
"the Structuralist Controversy and the Sciences of Man" (Johns Hopkins Uni­
versity) with "rhe first feminist literary session at the Chicago MLA in r970" 
(32), neither of which I attended. In r97r I was reading Roland Barrhes, not 
Adrienne Rich. The discovery o f Rich, for me a belated one, comes from 
bemg involved wi th a Women's Studies Program; this trajector>' , I think, fig­
ures an inverse relation co the reading habits of much mainstream American 
feminise criticism, while remaining outside the classical reading patterns of 
women in French ; which may or may not explain rhe feeling people have had 
that l am mixing things- Barthes and Rich - that somehow don't belong 
rogether. What is worrisome co me is the way in which conferences in literary 
studies continue ro fo llow their sepa rate paths: though women are invited ro 
English Institute (for which Showalter wrote this essay), Georgetown, etc. and 
men co Pembroke and Milwaukee, there is no evidence yet that feminist crit­
ical theory has affected dominant organizations and theorizations. 

5. The stories of readers and writers emerge in both Rich and Bar.rhes 
from a gendered poetics of sexual difference and family romances. For Banhes, 
like Rich, the Author is male, and in his effects, patriarchal: " As an insti­
rution, the author is dead: ... dispossesed, his [identity] no longer exerts 
rhe formidable paternity over his work that litera ry history, teaching, opinion 
had the responsibility of establishing . .. bu t m rhe text, in a certain way / 
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desire the author: l need his figure (which is neither his representation, nor 
his projection)" (45-46) . In Barthes's model of desire the reader and the wrircr 
participate in a system of associations that poses the masculine experience as 
central and universal. This "I" who desires che author, and desires to be de­
sired by riim, who worries about the return of the father (having banished 
him), who takes his pleasure in a fragmented subjectivity, desires, worries, 
enjoys within an economy as (he of course says it himself) a son. The failure 
to differentiate (the question, for example, of the daughter's desire) becomes 
more than a matter of philosophy or style when allied with che authority­
of the intellectual, writer, teacher-that supports the concept of indifference 
in the first place. On the politics of indifference, see Naomi Schor's "Dream­
ing Dissymmetry: Barches, Foucault and Sexual Difference." 

6. This move corresponds to Gayatri Spivak's insisrence on "a simulta­
neous other focus: not merely who am I? bur who is the other woman? How 
am 1 naming her? How does she name me?" "French Feminism in an Inter­
national Frame," 179. On the "other woman,'' see a lso Jane Gallop's "Annie 
Leclerc Writing a Letter, with Vermeer." 

7. Smith wrote in her 1977 essay, "Toward a Black Feminist Criticism," 
from which she read at the Milwaukee conference: "I finally want ro express 
how much easier both my waking and sleeping hours would be if there were 
one book in existence that would tell me something specific about my life. 
One book based in Black feminist and Black lesbian experience, fiction or 
nonfiction. Just one work to reflect the reality that l and the Black women 
who l love are trying to create. When such a book exists then each of us will 
nor only know better how ro live, bur how co dream" (184). For O'Neale's 
position, see her " Inhibiting Midwives, Usurping Creators: The Srruggling 
Emergence of Black Women in American Fiction." 

In the New York Times Book Review, June 2, t 985, Gloria Naylor, in a 
survey of writers' favorite opening passages, comments on the beginning of 
Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eye. Naylor writes: "While che novel handles a 
weighty subject-the demoralization of black fema le beauty in a racist so­
ciety [also the subject of O'Neale's paper]-it whispers in rhe mode of min­
imalist poetry, thus resulting in the least common denominator for all clas­
sics: the abi lity to haunt. It alerts my students to the fact that fiction should 
be about storytelling, the 'why' of chings is best left ro the sociologists, the 
'how' is more than enough for writers to tackle ... " (52). It seems to me 
that we are in desperate need of a specifically text-based discussion between 
black and white feminist critics and writers on tl:\e relations between the why 
and the how, between reference and representation . Without it we run the 
risk of a devastating repolarization of the sort chat at times during the Mil­
waukee conference resulted in bitter asides and accusations of racism. 

8. At the Milwaukee conference Jane Gallop asked about the implicit risk 
one runs that irony can misfire. ln A flandlist of Rhetorical Terms Richard 
Lanham describes this problem under the rubric of "rhetorical irony" (6r). 
He poinrs out that che "relationship of persuader and persuaded is almost 
always self-conscious to some degree," and goes on ro make the claim that 
"every rhetorical posture except the most naive involves an ironical color­
ation, of some kind or another of the speaker's Ethos." To 'the extent that 
the ethos (character, disposition.) of feminism hisroric:.llly has refused the dou­
bleness of "saying one thing while it tries to do another" (the mark of clas-
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sical fem.ininity one mighr a rgue), it ma)' be rhar an ironic feminist discourse 
finds itself at odds bo th w irh itself (its identity to itself), and with the ex­
pectations its audience has of its position. If th is is true, then irony, in the 
final analysis, may be a figure of limited effectiveness. O n the o ther hand, 
since nonironic, single, sincere, horta tory feminism is becoming ineffectual, 
it may be worth the risk of trying our this kind of duplicity on the road. 

In " A Manifesto for Cyborgs," Donna Haraway, calling for a greater use 
of irony "within socialist femi nism," argues: " Irony is abouc contradictions 
that do not resolve inro la rger wholes, even dialectically, about the tension 
of holding incompatible things together because both or all a re necessary and 
true" (65 ). 

9. The task of "dephallicizing rhe father," as Ga llop puts it in The Daugh­
ter's Seduction, to succeed must break out of the limits of the fa m.i ly circle 
(xv). 

ro. If Lucy in the classroom writes her way our of humiliation and in to 
agency, on stage rhe use of language becomes a question of voice. The dif­
ficulty, Lucy discovers, once she begins to speak, lies not in the audience but 
in her performance: "When my tongue got free, and my voice took its rrue 
p1tch, ru1d found its natural cone, I thought of nothing but the personage I 
represented" (2ro). In both instances, Lucy's pcrformative subjectivity is 
structured through a text and in another language. I have a 111ore sustained 
analysis of this phenomenon in the chapters on Corinne and The Vagabond. 

rr. In "A lvlan's Place," a ta lk she gave at the 1984 MLA sesion on "Men 
in Feminism," which has been published in the volume Men in Feminism, 
Elizabeth Weed bri lliantly outlined many of the issues with which I struggle 
here. 
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Paris Boulevard, r9ro. T. T. Swann. Color lithograph. Private collection, 
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The Knot, the Letter, and the Book: 
Graffigny' s Peruvian Letters 

Faire des noeuds c'esr ne rien 
faire, er ii faut tout autant 
de soin pour amuser une femme qui 
fair des noeuds que celle qui 
rienr Jes bras croises. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Les Confessions 

In fact, it wasn' t me my brother told about going to Los An­
geles; one of my sisters cold me what he'd rold her. His version 
of the story may be better than mine because of its bareness, 
nor twisted into designs. The hearer can carry it tucked away 
without it taking up much room. Long ago in China, knot­
makers tied string into buttons and frogs, and rope into bell 
pulls. There was one knot so complicated that it blinded the 
knot-maker. Finally an emperor outlawed this cruel knot, and 
the nobles could no t order it anymore. If I had lived in China, 
1 would have been an outlaw knot-maker. 

Maxine Hong Kingst0n, The Woman Warrior 

1 N o NE of the most remarked upon scenes in the history of the 
French novel, the heroine sits alone at night in her country estate 
making knots. ln the secluded forest pavilion she has had con­
structed for her personal use, the princess of Cleves daydreams 
about the man whose cane she decorates with knots and bows, 
and who, unbeknownst to her, watches her work. The 1nan and 
the woman, fixed in representation, framed by its laws, might be 
said to figure the perfect erotic relation between the sexes in the 
fe1ninine fictions of seventeenth-century France: she gazes at his 
portrait; he tries to capture her gaze; apart together, they fantasize 
possession at a distance.' This elegant standoff is a 1non1.ent of 
tension the narrative must find a way to resolve; an "involve1nent" 
[le noeud de l'intrigue]-to invoke the language of Aristotle's dis-
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course on plot-a knot of desire chat requires a denouement, an 
untying of the knot.2 

In the end, we know, the novel does not unite these lovers. When 
the princess is freed by her husband's death to marry the most 
desirab'le man at the court, she chooses instead to remain alone, 
spending part of the wear in the convent, part of the year at home. 
We sa\v in "Emphasis .Added" chat this choice, which by failing 
to retie the knot through ma rriage has come to be known as "the 
refusal of love," continues to divide the critics of the novel who 
debate whether the ending represents the death of desire or its vic­
tory. I want, then, to bracket that question here but, leaving it in 
place, consider the ways in which a female subject may be con­
stituted in the displacement of desire; a displacement that literally 
and metaphorically relocates the scene of its operations in a fash­
ioning of closure outside the conventions of marriage. This move-
1nent may, l chink, be read emblematically as a coming to writing, 
even though this is not the language of its articulation in Lafayette's 
novel; for by coining to writing l include the psychological and 
sy1nbolic gestures that authorize a writing subject.3 

Almost fifty years later, Franc;oise de Graffigny's Lettres d'une 
Piruvienne (1747) rewrites that passage from knot to denouen,ent 
in a way that thematically and rnaterially grounds the seventeenth­
century account of a subjectivity constituted through the refusal 
of the love story and retreat from its places. By its insistence on 
the material processes of coming to writing, on the apprenticeship 
to the act of writing itself, the eighteenth-cenn1ry text explicitly 
stages the move beyond female plot as a repositioning of feminine 
desi re through authorship. But in neither case does the denoue-
1nenc undo rhe originary knot. Both strategies of closure bear the 
mark of the irreducible a mbiguity of \voman's desire, but more 
pointedly of her ambivalent relation to its expression in a social 
world: to the writing of fictions and to' the authority of readers 
that interpret them and adjudicate their place in the library. 

In "Emphasis Added" I showed that from the tin,e of its pub­
lication readers of The Princess of Cleves have so1nehow not be­
lieved in or accepted the refusal that engenders the novel's ending. 
We will see a si1nilar resistance on the part of readers and critics 
to the decision that shapes the ending of the Peruvian .Letters. This 
resistance con1es, l think, from the reading effect of what Rachel 
DuPlessis calls "writing beyond the ending": "Writing beyond the 
ending," she argues, "produces a narrative that denies or recon­
structs seductive patterns of feeling that are culturally 1nandated, 
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internally policed, hege1nonically poised" (5). Such narratives re­
fuse what I have described as the alternatives of the "heroine's 
text": the "choice" constructed for the female protagonist between 
death and marriage. That formulation about the textual politics 
of closure emerged fron1 a reflection on n,ale-authored fiction in 
eighteenth-century f ranee and England. It seen,s to me now, look­
ing at the question in the context of a reflection on the tradition 
of women's writing (the possibility of establishing that t radition), 
that frorn the beginning of women's fiction in France, another kind 
of plot has in fact been put in place by female authors; and at the 
same time, that son1ecimes even the "old plot,, rewrinen by women 
also supplies a critique of the available cu ltural solutions.4 As I 
argue in "Arachnologies," we 1nay read these fernale fictions as 
parables that reenact the fables of Arachne's tapestry : both as fig­
ures of the artist 'vvho protests woman's place in the dominant nar­
rative and as metaphorical modelings of a fetninist poetics. 

THE GAZE OF THE OTHER 

On peut etre cranquille, je viens parler ici 11i du drame de Cenie, 
ni meme des Lettres peruviennes, de ces ouvrages plus ou moins 
agreables a leur moment, et aujourd'hui rout a fait passes. 

Sainte-Beuve, Causeries du lundi 

LIKE MOST women's wnnng in France the Peruvian. Letters en­
joyed tremendous popularity when it was publ ished, and in this 
case even a certain posterity: thirty editions, including ten in English 
and Italian, until 1777, and then continuous publication until 1835. 
Nonetheless, despite its contemporary popu lar and critical rec­
ognition (it was one of the most widely read novels in the eigh­
teenth century), like most women's fiction, the novel does not fig­
ure seriously in the standard accounts of the eighteenth-century 
novel, nor even the rnore recent literary histories:' Unlike rnany 
female-authored novels, however, the Peruvian Letters have had 
a reprieve of sorts. In 1967 an Italian scholar, Gianni Nicoletti, 
brought out a critical edition of the novel which had not been 
republished since the early nineteenth century. And in r983, Garnier­
Flammarion issued a paperback edition based on Nicoletti's work 
in a collecrion of love-letter novels. This volume has made it pos­
sible for the first time to teach the novel as a ,natter of course. 
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Will this be the case? Despite the materi al availabi lity of the text, 
without a rethinking of the criteria char consigned the novel to 
oblivion in the first part of the nineteenth century, without a crit­
ical reflection about the act of women 's writing as a type of cul­
n1ral intervention, it is not at all clear that the Peruvian Letters 
will en1erge from the margins to be read alongside, for example, 
the Persian ones. I want co offer a brief digression to illustrate the 
problem. This is the story of a footnote, a real one and a meta­
phorical one.6 

About six hundred pages into Burney's nine-hundred page novel, 
Camilla, the heroine receives the visit of the ebullient Mrs. Mittin. 
Mrs. Mittin eagerly tells Camilla the story of her getting to know 
Mrs. Berlinton; a story, we might say, about the status of women's 
writing in the canon. 

I happened to be in the book shop' when she came in, a nd 
asked for a book; the Peruvan Letters2 she called it; and it 
was not at hon1e, and she looked quite vexed, for she said she 
had looked the catalogue up and down, and saw nothing she'd 
a n1ind to; so I thought it would be a good opportunity to 
oblige her, and be a way to make a prodigious genteel ac­
quaintance besides; so I rook down the name, and I found out 
the lady that had got the book, and I made her a visit, and l 
cold her it was particular wanted by a lady that had a reason; 
so she let me have it, and l took it co my pretty lady, who 
was so pleased, she did not know bow co thank 1ne .... (606) 

Frances [Fanny] Burney's 1796 novel was republished by Oxford 
University Press in 1983 in an annotated edition established by 
Edward A. Bloom and Lillian D. Bloom. T he editors' footnotes 
are abundant, informative and useful, authoritative in tone, and, 
on the face of it, scrupulously documented. Thus on this passage, 
for " book shop" they offer: "obviously a circulating library. In 
The Southampton Guide (6th ed., c. r8or, pp. 74-75) [the story 
takes place in Southampton] there is a description of such a li­
brary: 'T. Baker's Library, in the High street, contains a well cho­
sen selection of nearly seven thousand volumes, forming a more 
general collection of useful and polite literarure than is usually found 
in circulating libra ries. The books a re lent to read, at 15s. the yea r, 
4s. 6d. the quarter, and 5s. for the season.'" As someone who 
rarely does this kind of research herself, l love having access to 
information provided with such detail. The precision of it-"4s. 
6d . the quarter"-feeds the fantasy (which l occasionally enter-
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tain) that one might be able to reconstruct the true past of reading; 
the n1aterial history of letters. 

Despite the seductions of its information , however, this is not 
the footnote I just referred ro; 1nerely its context. The note in ques­
tion comes (next in sequence) to explai n the title of the volume 
requested, the " Peruvan Letters." The editors 'vvrite: "Mrs. Mittin 
meant either Charles de Secondat Mo ntesqu ieu 's Persian Letters 
(tr., li22 ) or George Lyttleton 's Letters from a Persian in England 
to his Friend in Ispahan (1735). In her ignorance she failed to dis­
tinguish benveen Persia a nd Peru" (949-50). The fai lure to distin­
guish between Persia and Peru, however, is neither securely nor 
uniquely a matter of Mrs. Mittin's ignorance. The editors th em­
selves fail to distinguish between Montesquieu and Graffigny. 
Franc;oise d 'lssembourg d'Happoncourt Graffigny's Lettres d'une 
Peruvienne were translated in England in 1771, 1774, and 1782.7 

Gestures like these, born less of prejudice, J imagine, th an over­
sight and happenstance- after all, why Burney and not Graffigny?­
have come nevertheless collectively to constitute the set of refer­
ences that through its exclusions-the either/or's-form the canon. 

The literal failure to read women's writing has other theoretical 
implications. Unlike the reading of the "classics" which almost al­
ways includes the frame of interpretations that have been elabo­
rated over generations of critical activity, reading wo1nen's writing 
has had to compensate for the absent structure of critical com­
monplaces.8 In this perspective the deconstructive injunction to re­
read, i.e., to read "as if everything were ... already read" (S/ 
Z, 16) must be seen to depend and build on the library o f canonical 
texts. The reconstructive project of reading women's writing, as I 
argue in "Arachnologies," necessarily involves different textual 
strategies, since its materials have been cut off from the kind of 
historical and metacritical life that characterizes the works of ma­
jority French literature, the volumes o f the deja lu. In the presence 
of the underread , the sous lu, o ne overreads. 

At stake in overreading, I have shown, is first a reading (intra­
textually) for the signature of a gendered subject. By this l mean 
more na rrowly a n icon o r emblem within the fiction itself that 
obliquely figures the symbolic and material process entailed in be­
coming a (woman ) writer. But it must also involve what I will call 
here, reading outward (intertextually) toward the literature it en­
gages through its own writing; or reading "in pairs": reading at 
the gendered intersections of literary production to suggest the lines 
of another history of the novel, a history more like th e one that 
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actually cook place: of ma le and female writers.9 ln the pages that 
follow, I will trace out the thematics of writing and authorship 
that structure the Peruvian Letters as an e~ample of overreading 
in this,double sense. 

Because the novel still is not generally known, I will provide the 
briefest idea of its pf or. 

Zilia, the heroine, is an Inca princess. When abducted by Spanish 
invaders from the Temple of the Sun, £ro1n which she was to emerge 
married to Aza, prince of the Sun, and transported against her will 
from sixteenth-century Peru to France, Zilia becomes the subject 
of an eighteenth-century epistolary novel. She writes incessantly to 
her fiance, Aza (v,rho is carried off to Spain) even though she can­
not be sure she will ever be able to send or that he will receive 
this record of her thoughts. Despite the violence of this radical 
alienation, Zilia manages to describe her innermost feelings of pas­
sion and distress, analyze the contradictions of European behav­
iors, and comment in detail on native custon1s. Not merely a her­
oine, then, Zil ia becomes a philosophe. 

Deterville, an honorable Frenchman of noble birth , who super­
vises Zilia's transfer to civilization and oversees her progress in it, 
becomes so devoted to her happiness that he tracks down and re­
covers both fiance and her lost Inca treasures. The novel (which 
is brief-about roo pages) seems to build toward a happy end: the 
reunion and 1narriage of the lovers cruelly separated by fa te. But 
the narrative a second titne swerves violently away from the eu­
phoric denouement, when a faithless Aza betrays Zilia's expecta­
tions of perfect union. Deterville, long enamored of the Inca prin­
cess, declares his love and devotion. But Z ili a replies that her heart 
will not "consent to wear new chains," and offers friendship in 
love's place as she imagines for herself instead a life outside the 
limits of the heroine's text and the plaµsibilities of heterosexual 
plot. Against those fan1iliar teleologies, but in dialogue with them, 
she invents the figure of a woman alone installed in a house of her 
own at a calculated distance from the city, and from the man whose 
name 1notivates the deflection from it, Deterville (detour-ville). 

Even without benefit of a plot summary, the workings of the 
already read would probab ly have conjured at least t\.vo textual 
models for Graffigny's title in the minds of tnost readers of eigh­
teenth -century novels: Montesquieu's Persian Letters (1721), and 
Guilleragues's Portuguese Letters (1669). 10 Indeed; to the exten t 
that the Peruvian Letters appear at all in histories of the French 
novel, they are typically situated in reference to these texts, to the 
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witty standard of the philosophe, to the passionate rhetoric of the 
woman in love. The relation to the don1inant predecessor is nor­
mally cast invidiously: Montesquieu did it better, at least, the 
"philosophical part" (Coulet, 383). My concern will be to read the 
novel not in those evaluative tenns but nonetheless through the 
concept of derivation, in order to consider what the derivation, or 
the structure of belatedness, might be able to tell us about the pos­
ture of the won,an \Vriter in eighteenth-century France. 11 

Graffigny's apparent reinscription of the precursors' projects 
signals a complex project of its own. To invoke the genre of the 
philosophe may be read as a desire to be counted if not among 
the philosophers - at least among the authors who count; a pro­
ducer, then, not merely of novels - a genre abundantly associated 
with women in the eighteenth century-but of knowledge, of cul­
tural information. But if to rewrite the story of the dominant gaze 
by changing the subject- making the classical object of human 
science and letters their beholder-is a challenge to Enlightenment 
assumptions about female identity and authorship, by the same 
token, choosing to organize a love story around a female subject 
who will abandon the model of writing put in place by the (1nale 
in female drag) precursor's tropes, ironizes the story of the aban­
doned woman told in the Portuguese Letters. I see these two pieces 
as intertwined authorial strategies. The ain, of our reading is there­
fore also double: first, to replace the Peruvian Letters in literary 
history as a feminist commentary from the margins on the central 
age-of-reason preoccupation with custom, law, and the nature of 
the human subject. And second, at the sa1ne time to understand 
the novel's recasting of the "female" precursor's narrative as part 
of a same anxiety about originality and derivation, identity and 
posterity, about writing as a woman intellectual in a man's En­
lightenment (this is how l read the novel's ending) . Put another 
way, as I have argued about The Princess of Cleves, the Peruvian 
Letters is a novel structured by both an erotic and an ambitious 
wish. 

The avertissement, or prefatory note, that frames the novel be­
gins with a brief allegory of reading: "lf the truth strays fro1n ver­
isimilitude and loses its credibility in reason's eyes, it is not a lost 
cause. But if the truth goes against prejudice, it rarely gains ac­
ceptance before its tribunal" (2 49). The discourse on truth artic­
ulates two eighteenth-century lines: the Enlightenment's commit­
ment to cultural relativism and the novel's negotiation with reality. 
It also codes the woman writer's particularly vulnerable relation 
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co the culture's central notions of plausibility. The difficulty of that 
relation (which at the very least rnay be read here as an authorial 
anxiety about the ending of the novel) continues to find expression 
in the r;iext paragraph, which more specifically addresses the ques­
tion of audience and reception: 

'I. 
What hasn't the publisher of this work to fear in presenting 
the public with the letters of a young Peruvian woman, whose 
style and thoughts bear so little relation to the not very flat­
tering idea [rnediocrement avantageuse] that an unjust prej­
udice has given us of her nation? (249) 

If we produce a shift from "publisher" to "woman writer" and 
" nation" to " sex," the question slightly recast provides an emblem 
of the female anxiety of going public in the age of Enlightenment: 

What hasn't a woman writer to fear in presenting the public 
with the letters of a young Peruvian wo1nan, whose style a nd 
thoughts bear so little relation to the not very flattering idea 
that an unjust prejudice has given us of her sex? 

The overlap in se1nantic territory shared by "sex" and " nation" 
(contiguity, if not interchangeability), is expressed in praise for the 
novel by a contemporary critic. Freron writes, in 1749: "Madame 
de G'" " ' has contributed to the glory of her sex & her nation" 
(80) . But as the editor/publisher of the Peruvian Letters, Graffigny 
speaks only in the universalizing plural of degendered origins: nous, 
we, on, one/they. In the preface to this anonymously published 
work, Graffigny addresses not the matter of fen1ale subjectivity 
but the letters' relation to the authorial intertexts that might be 
seen to situate this collection of "original" material. In the familiar 
ironic style of eighteenth-century philosophical discourse, she re­
grets the power of prejudice that leads " us" (the French) to scorn 
other nations, notably the Indians, "except to the extent that their 
customs imitate ouis, that theiI language resen1bles our idiom" 
(249) . "We" 1night today as feminist cri tics interpret this statement 
as bearing on the Other of sexual difference, as a gloss on the 
status of won1en's writing in the dominant culture. "We recognize 
only what mirrors and mimes us" also says: the canon retains what 
it knows how to read only when it recognizes its own language. 

The critique of self-reference is directly followed by the incor­
poration of probably the most fan1ous line from ·Montesquieu's 
letters: "Comment peut-on etre Persan?" How can one be Persian? 
What does it mean to be Persian, or rather, what does it mean to 
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be French? This is the pithy sentence that gives both the measure 
of hegetnonic discourse-the Same determines the truth of the 
Other-and the basic trope of Montesq uieu 's prose in the letters, 
irony. Graffigny I.eaves the citation without co1n1nentary (or quo­
tation marks), but the source is given its due: the first of the an­
notations in the novel reads, "Lettres persanes" (249). 

This notion of i1nitation in which they (Peruvians) constitute (and 
play) the other to ou r self-identity (French) also embodies Luce 
lrigaray's notion that women's rel ation to language is one of mi ­
meticism. Imitation, but also within her model, subversiveness 
through reappropriation. The woman writer reenacts in narrative 
th at relation to the dominant discourse: she plays with her cultural 
subordinarion in the symbolic order by replicating herself in the 
syntax of its familiar gra rnmar, but always as a commentary on 
it. Frotn withi n literature's con1n1onplaces, she performs an op­
eration of displacement. Like Lafayette, Graffigny pushes against 
rhe limits established by the maxims of the collective doxa. But if 
subversion from within here receives increased political resonance 
by the structure of colonial relations, Graffigny's choice of the fe­
male co lonized "savage" as the central consciousness of her work 
is not without problems of its own. Jf the gaze of the female Other 
allows Graffigny to point to an important blindspot in the En­
lightenment's project to reorganize knowledge-its failure co cake 
the measure of female subjectivity-it also runs the risk of effacing 
"the other woman" by writing in her place. 12 

Graffigny then goes on to lament the face that the history of the 
Incas, "these unfortunate peoples," is both already there to be read­
"in everybody's hands," and yet unread. The ignorance preva ils 
despite the fact that "one of our greatest poets," she writes, re­
ferring to Voltaire (whose text "Alzire" is also identified in a no te), 
"has sketched Indian customs in a dramatic poe1n, which must 
have helped make them known" (249). The strategic function of 
these references to the literature of the "al ready read" seems to 
prepare the reflection that follows: "\vith so much light shed on 
the character of these peoples, one shouldn 't have to fear seeing 
o riginal letters taken for a fiction" (26). This "fea r" of course be­
longs to the generic staging of the epistola ry mode (according to 
which all published letters are authentic}. But I \vant to suggest 
that this move may disguise another, perhaps more interesting one: 
the fear the "original letters" will seem a "fiction" is no less a 
coding of an ambitious wish for the work to be appreciated for 
its singularity (the last words of the preface refer to this ''singu-
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lar work") despite and because of its belatedness; coming after 
Montesquieu a nd Voltaire, but also writing with them at the in­
tersections of philosophical reflection.

13 

The letters, we learn, "needless to say" were " translated by Zilia 
I 

herself: one can easily guess that being composed in a language 
and traced in a 1nanher that are eq ually unknown to us, the col­
lection would never have reached us if the same hand hadn' t writ­
ten them in our language." The insistence upon the coincidence of 
author and translator is worth reflecting upon. Both the anony­
mously published Persian Letters and the Portuguese ones are ex­
plicitly announced as translations (yet another topos). From 
the au lecteur on the title page of the anonymously published Por­
tuguese Letters we learn that not on ly Mariane but the person to 
whon1 the letters were sent and the person who translated them 
are unknown. This triply anonymous text, however, is to pass for 
original letters: unlike the Persian product, this is "an exact copy 
of the translation [une copie correcte]'' the better to preserve the 
authenticity of the fiction of female passion.14 For his part, 
Montesquieu explains that he merely copied the letters, which were 
written by the Persians who lived wim hi1n during their stay in 
Paris (some of the letters without their permission): " M y function, 
therefore, has been merely that of a translator; all I have taken 
the trouble to do is adapt the work to our own habits" (39). The 
adaptation has taken the form of editing: he has "relieved the reader 
of oriental turns of phrase," and " preserved him from countless 
lofty expressions which would have bored him sublimely." But if, 
as we shall see, Graffigny reinscribes the aggressive, hence ironi­
cally undercut ethnocentrism, in her publishing position she does 
not take on the bravado of his stance. Montesquieu writes: " I'm 
not asking anyone's protection for this book. People will read it 
if it is good, and if it is bad I do not care \'Vhether they read it or 
not." Though Montesquieu plays with anonymity- he might pub­
lish other letters if the public likes these, but only if he can remaj n 
" unidentified"-"if n1y na1ne were to become kno\.vn l should keep 
silent from that moment on. I know a wo1nan who walks quite 
gracefully," he writes, but, he adds, follo\ving out the logic of 
his posture, "she limps as soon as anyone looks at her" (39) . 
Montesquieu writes fro1n the position of the beholder. 

What are we to make, then, in Graffigny's break with conven­
tion, of the unusual continuity of same to sa1ne? Does the work 
of "identity"-the same hand- erase the play of difference be­
tween the before and after of her story, bet\veen the Indian and 
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the French? Without the self-authorized translation, the story would 
never have passed into the community of French readers. But the 
insistence on Zilia 's agency in her own translation is not 1nerely a 
1natter of transmission. The translation becomes the text's 1neca­
phor for its own bilingualism. By this I 1nean that the embedded 
presence of the other, maternal language, at the level of both the 
sentence and the plot strucn1re, points to a project of ,.vriting through 
difference. The account of the editorial intervention that like the 
translation preceded publication, I think must be interpreted in the 
sa n1e spirit. S01ne judicious cutting (Montesquieu's "adaptation") 
has taken place. Graffigny /Editor explains: "We [on] li mited our­
selves to suppressing a great nu1nber of figures no longer used [hors 
d'usageJ in our style: we only left in what was necessary to dem­
onstrate the necessity of cutting chem out." Suppressed, then, is 
that which doesn't fit the dominant discourse, the figures not cur­
rent in our collective style. 

Freron, reviewing the novel when it appeared, co1nments on this 
passage as it then stood: 

"We limited ourselves," they say, "to suppressing a great 
number of Oriental terms and comparisons that had escaped 
from Zilia." . . . If by Oriental comparison one means the 
figurative, on what grounds was one persuaded that Peruvian 
style and eloquence were in what we call oriental taste? It seems 
to me, therefore, that it would have been better to say that 
Zilia let escape not terms, but expressions, turns of phrase in 
coniormity with the genius of her language, even though she 
knew French perfectly. (8r) 

Bue "Oriental" or Peruvian, what do these figures figure? What 
key to identity lies in the turn of phrase? I want co suggest that in 
the account of suppression-we eliminated just enough to let you 
know there was a co1nplete original version-Graffigny recon­
structs the question of won1an's identity as a problem of figura­
tion. Put another way, the Enlightenn1ent allegory of cultural dif­
ference is no less a fen1inist fable of sexual identity in language. 
In "Sexual Linguistics," Gilbert and Gubar argue suggestively that 
Woolf's famous discussion of a "woman's sentence" may be read 
as a "fantasy about a utopian linguistic structure," a desire to ''re­
vise not woman's language but woman's relation to language" (523). 
In this sense, we might want to think about Zilia's access to and 
mastery of two languages-both the materna lingua of the "orig­
inal" and the patrius senna of its version for the library-as a 
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fantasy of woman's empowerment (539) in eighteenth-century dress. 
How can one be "une peruvienne," a Peruvian woman, a French 
woman, a women, a won,an writing? To write "as a woman" is 
to write at a remove from one's represented identity, but in dia-

' logue with it, with chat self as Other. In these framing gestures, 
then, Graffigny refuses, or at least declines to name, the writing 
model critics have generally provided for her-that of another for­
eign woman in translation, Mariane, the Portuguese nun, whose 
desperate discourse reen1bodies the letters of Ovid's abandoned 
women in the Heroides, and thus launches, it has been argued, the 
great vogue of the epistolary novel in eighteenth-century France. 
But unlike Montesquieu (a nd the great poet Voltaire), the irnper­
sonated female precursor is neither named nor alluded to in 
Graffigny's text. 

Graffigny's silence on the fiction of the abandoned woman would 
see,n to situate her book outside the expectations of female au­
thorship. By casting herself instead in the role of the Editor of 
the dorninant culture, Graffigny performs what we might call 
(after Gayatri Spivak) "a double displacement." On the one hand, 
by not acknowledging the emblematic heroine of epistolary desire, 
the quintessential woman-in-love-as-text (the woman her heroine 
nonetheless is in part), Graffigny cakes her distance from a glam­
orized "fen,inine" suffering.15 On the ocher, by situating woman 
in the observer's place, she implicitly interrogates the universal­
izing ground of the male precursor whose text inaugurates the an­
ticonvencional literature of the Enlightenn1ent. Through her radi­
cal revision of the flow of power in the anthropological gesture­
the policies of the gaze chat structures subject/object relations­
Graffigny's text both rereads critically the model of authority chat 
organizes high Enl1ghcenrnenc prose, revealing the desires of its 
reasons, and stages a productive, performative subjectivity. 

By imagining a female ethnographer in love, Graffigny tests the 
limits of gender, identity, and generic constraint. Con1bining what 
in the century tended to remain separate, the roman sentimental 
and the roman philosophique (Coulee, 382-83), and locating her 
subject of difference in writing and language-as opposed to the 
ceremonies of the seraglio-she provides a figure of what female 
Enlighten1nent might n1ean. Writing as a woman, Graffigny pro­
duces not so much minor fiction as a ,ninority literature of protest, 
which of necessity de111ands to be read in majority context, against 
what we have learned to see as the n1onu1-nents of the donunant 
culture. As Myra Jehlen has argued: "the work of a woman-
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whose proposal to be a writer in itself reveals that female identity 
is not naturally what it has been assu,ned to be- may be used 
con1paratively as an external ground for seeing the dominant lit­
erarure whole" (585). Thus, we might also claim chat when Zi lia 
translates her own letters, she enacts and reproduces through her 
"double-voiced discourse" (to borrow Susan Lanser's important 
formulation in "[Why] Are There No Great Women Critics?" 86) 
the peculiar situation of the fen1ale critical subject: writing from 
the ·'wild zone," perhaps, but trained to negotiate the spaces of 
the dominant structures (Showalter, "Feminist Criticism in the 
Wilderness," 200 ff.), Zilia produces fe1ninist writing. 

KNOTS 

Each civi lization insisted in its own way before it went away. 

Gertrude Srein, The Making of Americans 

IN THE 1752 edition of the novel, which has become the basis for 
modern editions, the narrative is doubly framed. A "Historical In­
troduction" follows the avertissement, and in a few impassioned 
pages Graffigny reviews the unfortunate destiny of the Inca peo­
ples with an emphasis on the ultimate decimation of their culture 
by the Spanish. (She ends with a quotation from Montaigne-"On 
Vehicles"-attesting to the extre1ne violence of this devastation.) 
Graffigny's invocation of human suffering is followed by a sum­
mary of lnca customs at the end of which she observes: "Al though 
the Peruvians were a people less enlightened than ours, and pos­
sessed fewer arts, they had sufficient to supply every want" (19) 
[pour ne n1anquer d'aucune chose necessaire (255)] . This self-suf­
ficiency in the face of what might see111 to be a culture of lack is 
precisely the organization of another economy that will allow Zilia 
finally to refuse European closure (lack being located in the eye of 
the beholder). 

The novel begins against this text of what takes itself for a self­
conscious ethnography, but its story is placed under the sign of 
the sentimental \>vith a heroine's apostrophe to her beloved fiance: 
"Aza, mon cher Aza!" The palindrome of his identity imperfectly 
mirrors the heroine's name itself: anagran1s of each other (bo th 
marked as other for the European reader by the "Z"), 16 their nan1es 
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embody the plenitude of self-identity (from A to Z and Z to A). 
On the threshold of conjugal life, the bride has conceived a proj-

ect of representation, a text of the couple: 

eager to perform what n1y fondness had inspired during the 
night, I ran to my, Quipos, and availing myself of the silence 
that still reigned throughout the temple, hastened to knot them, 
in the hope, with their assistance, to im,nortalize the history 
of our love and felicity. As l advanced in 1ny work, the un­
dertaking appeared to me less difficult; till, by degrees, this 
immense clew of threads beca1ne under my fingers a faithful 
representation of our sentiments and our actions, as it was 
formerly the interpreter of our thoughts during long intervals 
of absence. ( 1: 2 8 / 2 58) 

A footnote explains quipo: "a great number of little strings of dif­
ferent colours, which the Indians used instead of writing [au de(aut 
de l'ecriture], to reckon the pay of the troops, and the number of 
people. Some authors assert that they likewise served to transmit 
to posterity the memorable actions of their Incas" (1:28/258). Qui­
pus (or quipos as they alternatively are spelled) are knots, a system 
of knotting, to be more precise, used throughout the lnca empire. 
Quipus were used for all the record keeping requirements of the 
bureaucracy-which were elaborate-and have been character­
ized by anthropologists as the emblen1 of Inca culture (see Ascher 
and Ascher, 48 ff. ). 

Graffigny relied heavi ly, aln1ost exclusively, on the work of the 
sixteenth-century historian, Garcilaso de la Vega, for her infor­
n1ation about quipus and other features of Indian life. His history 
of the Incas was extremely popular in eighteenth-century France, 
and had been reprinted in 1744. 

The Inca knots, as Garcilaso describes them, were primarily an 
accounting instrument for maintaining inventories of arms, stocks 
of foodstuff, regional demographics, etc. They were also used as 
a kind of aide-memoire: knots were placed at different points in 
the strings as reminders of dates or other things one might want 
to re,nember (like tying a string around one's finger). Although 
official scribes- called quipucamayus-used quipus to record the 
shape of historical event, technically speaking they could not be 
used to write words. Freron's criticism of Zilia's use of "figures" 
(which Graffigny seems to have heeded in the 1752 edition) points 
indirectly, I think, to what interested Graffigny in the Incas as Other: 



The Knot, the Letter, and the Book 1 39 

the quipus as rhe n1ark of Inca specificity. Without that material 
derail she could have chosen any non-Western Ocher-since the 
referent of difference rends to disappear under the wash of Ori­
enralisn1. The detail of the knoc, I will argue, guarantees her sig­
natu re as a fe1ninist writer. 

Garcilaso explains rhar the quipucamayus were "imperi al ac­
countants" whose task it appropriately was to totalize: "every­
thing that cou ld be counted, was counted in this way, even to .. . 
royal speeches" (159). The quipus rhus play writing to speech, and 
nor surprisingly, as writing they articul ate what Derrida has de­
scribed as a "genealogical anxiety" (0/ Grammatology, 124). One 
cou ld argue that rhe anxiety here works in two directions: reach­
ing into the pasr, of course, but also looking into the future with 
an eye to preserving the present as past. Thus Garcilaso specifies 
that the transmission of historical information passes from father 
to son: as historians, "they never let their quipus out of their hands 
. .. so as not to forget the tradition behind all these accounts" 
(159). In these public acrs of rememoration, the "authors" are male. 
So when Graffigny maintains that "some authors" claim that qui­
pus could store information for posterity, we 1nust be careful to 
understand what "memorable actions" are involved and who per­
formed the recording. Garcilaso is attracted by the analogy that 
links knotting to writing, and tempted to elide the distance be­
tween the noting of "numbers, places and dates" in the recording 
of historical detai l, and the writing of history as text: ''the Incas 
used a fo rm of messages," he observes of the quipus, " th at ,night 
almost be said to have been written" (158; emphasis added). The 
temptation to blur the distinction despite his own statement that 
it "was only possible to record numbers in this manner, not words," 
is no t lost on G raffigny. 

What then of the knotting woman? A recent edition of Garcilaso's 
Royal Commentaries includes illustrations by the contemporary 
artist, Guaman Poma de Ayala. Of particular interest to us is his 
own com mentary on a series of drawings, "The Ages of Woman": 
"the widows and old women wove coarse wool for the common 
people; they a lso served as chambermaids and cooks and kept the 
qu ipus for the household accounts" (r65) . In her work on Gra f­
figny, Cha rlotte Hogsett also describes the quipus by virtue of their 
status as textile as "a typically female forn1 in which co work. " It 
is perhaps because of the domestic limits of female access to qui pus 
chat Graffigny does nor address the issue of woman as scribe, the 
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improbability of a female composition in knots destined to private 
writerly ends. 17 Instead she flaunts its impossibility by making it 
her master trope. 

By not raising the issue of che rwo kinds o'f knotting and its tv.ro 
spheres-for history and for the housebold-Graffigny appears 
to elide this problem of female signature under the attention to 
cultural difference, leaving the unsaid of female su bjectivity-de­
spite the feminine inflection of identity in the book's title-to the 
work of the plot. Or so it would seem. It is perhaps precisely the 
question of sexual difference in the material structures of symboli c 
language that the preface with its attention to sryle and syntax 
figures. ln the same way, Graffigny's choice of knots, which in 
eighteenth-century France, are, as my epigraph suggests, an em­
blem of feminine handiiuork as leisure calls attention co the con1-
plex status of women's social and cultural work. 

In Zilia's project of representation, as we have seen, the knots 
are to become a public text: a representation (in her words, "une 
peinture fidele") for others unknown to her to admire. ln this de­
sire to i1n111ortalize the story of love that ties her to Aza, however, 
Zilia must abandon temporarily the "epistolary" fiction she has 
been writing with him for a different form-the memoir novel­
though the basic material of course remains the same. lo this sense, 
we might argue that Graffigny stages here, obliquely to be sure, 
the question of the gender of genre and the gender of writing.18 

Writing " like a woman," in an exchange of letters, Zilia dwells 
on the private and ephemeral realm of feeling ''to the mon1ent" : 
writing " like a man" fo r a reading public, she accedes to the ter­
ritory of the memorable. But the ambitious project to create a text 
for posterity is cut off when the 1novement chat was co rnark the 
climax of the ero tic plot is also cue off by the violent invasion of 
the virginal female space. The doors co the temple are thrown open, 
and soldiers take Zilia prisoner. The kriots (which, with Pamela­
like reflexes, Zilia thinks to hide under her dress) again become 
the intennediary of a private communication. Z ilia n1ust stop me­
morializing their happiness as text in order to retrieve her own 
identity in the epistolary novel over which she has suddenly lost 
narrative control. Though fata l to the story she inhabits, this dou­
ble swerve fron1 genre is utterly generative of the story whose her­
oine she is to become. ln the original model, she weaves the nar­
ratology of the couple. Indeed, the process of , knotting and 
unknotting articulates the terms of the lovers' relationship: "the 
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same kno ts chat shall apprize you of my existence, by assuming a 
change of form under your hands, will li kewise acquaint 1ne with 
your lot" (2 :31/260). Quip us literally en1body the metaphor of their 
relation, the inseparabi lity of self and other. 

Torn from the w·eb of union, Zilia will end by constructing a 
si ngular self. But chis new fabulation necessarily passes through a 
demystification of the dream of sy1nmecry figured in their names 
and that overdetermines their destiny in the old plot. Thus Zilia 
·writes of the first knotting/unknotting exchange: "As I unravel 
[en denouant] the secrets of your heart, mine is bathed in a sea of 
perfumes. You live! and the bonds [chafnes] chat ought to have 
united us are not broken" (2 :33-34/26r) . ls chis identification­
heart to heart-a delusion? Are they links in the same chain 
(Alnnan, 15)? 

In a fen1inist rhetoric which inevitably conjures, perhaps self­
consciously, the rebellious discourse of Roxane in the Persian 
Letters, 19 Zilia praises Aza for having crossed the barriers of cus­
tom co raise her to his level: 

Had you been like other men, I might have continued in chat 
darkness which my sex is conde1nned to; but your soul, su­
perior to vulgar prejudices; your soul, greatly disclaiming the 
distinctions of custom, prostrated its barriers, in order to exalt 
me to your own importance. You could not suffer a being like 
your O\vn to be confined to the humiliating advantage of merely 
giving life to your posterity. lt was your pleasu re that our di­
vine Amautas should adorn my 1nind with their sublime phi­
losophy. Yet, oh light of my life! without the desire of pleasing 
you, could I have reconciled myself co quit my careless ig­
norance for the laborious pursuit of science [etude]? (2:34-
35/261; emphasis added) 

It is important, I think, to see the extent to which the represen­
tation of the classical {European) model of female destiny is un­
dennined from inside the rerms of its " primitive" arrangements. 
Thus, though overdetermined by union with the superior Other 
through an education in philosophy, Zilia's fate has nonetheless 
already been moved beyond the li1nits of (mere) patriarchal re­
production-his posterity-thereby displacing and challenging the 
confident regime of signs fro1n within. In Graffigny's fable, Zilia 
will develop from a destiny of love, union, and domestication to 
sy1nb0Jic "individuation" through a mastery of cultural semiotics. 
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The shape of the book articulates that passage through the ap­
prenticeship of languages, to the poetics of her own production: 
writing for her own posteriry.20 

'fHE WRITING CURE 

Memoirs 
When I began to fill the pages of this notebook, l wrote hur­
riedly, expecting to bare in haste what normally lies hidden 
under the courtesies and constraints which make human beings 
bearable ro live with: I mean the unique conjunction of feeling 
and event which, I presumed, forms the matrix of our histo­
ries like the memory knots on an lncan quipu. Somehow 1 
expected to peel off the mask of my everyday self, revealing 
half-forgotten mysteries and surprising meanings. 

Caroline Richardson, Sweet Country 

IN THE first moments of her captivity, Zilia struggles to maintain 
her identity despite the loss of an interlocutor; her privileged 
destinataire. 

These knots, which strike my senses, see111 to give more reality 
to my thoughts. A kind of resemblance, I imagine them to 
have with words, creates an illusion that beguiles my pain. 1 
fancy myself speaking to you; telling you of my love, assuring 
you of my vows, and tny fidelity. This sweet deception is the 
co1nfort of my life. lf my work is interrupted by the fulness 
of my heart, I sigh at your absence. Thus wholly dedicated to 
rny tenderness, there is not one of my moments, that belongs 
not to you. (4 :54- 55/270) 

Like words, knots figure presence; they 'stand in for the power of 
the voice. The woman in love (mis)takes the illusion of presence 
for life itself. As it turns out, only when the contract of identity 
that abolishes the difference bet\-veen self and other is broken will 
the heroine of the old plot perceive the possibility of living another 
life story. The affective logic that Simone de Beauvoir analyzed in 
her portrait o f the grande amoureuse is the n1odel of feminine de­
sire incarnated in the Portuguese nun so adn1ired in the first part 
of the eighteenth century (The Second Sex, 605 ff.). ("The Portu­
guese nun," she writes, "could only be abandoned" [ Le deuxieme 
sexe, 2:577) .)21 Of course, as 1 have suggested, it is also against 



The Knot, the Letter, and the Book 143 

this organization of fen,ale identity chat Graffigny writes, with and 
against in the play of intertexnialities. At stake in Graffigny's novel 
is the possibility of repositioning the figure of (masochistic) desire, 
who "fascinated by [her] own status as object, through the agency 
of others" seeks to abolish boundaries in a drea1n of "ecstatic union" 
(Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 611). 

Though the n1ovement from identification to singularity, the 
translation from knotting to writing, of which we read the results 
after the fact, in the end deconscructs the illusion of presence and 
voice and lays bare the loneliness of writing in absence, it is none­
theless an apprenticeship that must pass through the acquisition 
of language and the valorization of phonology. The first French 
words Zilia deciphers are "Deterville," the word for the ''floating 
house" which is ship, and the land of their destination, which is 
France. Thus her first words articulate a primitive form of female 
plot: the story of a being brought to destination . In Zilia's char­
acteristic trope, the passage from Peru to France takes place in a 
"floating house." It could be argued further, as Melinda Sansone 
has suggested, that this floating house, with its "perpetual ba l­
ance" (3 :45/266), is a metaphor as well for the hesitation between 
plots and strategies of closure that will be resolved only at the end 
of the novel, just as Zilia advances from periphrasis to proper names 
through an understanding of metaphor itself.22 

Missing at this point from Zilia's first atten, pts at French is a 
verb. le is soon supplied by the man whose plan it is to relocate 
her within a European version of the marriage plot {the Indian 
version now suspended). Zilia learns literally by repetition. But the 
pedagogical stakes of this spoken French lesson, "yes, T love you 
... l promise to be yours" (9: 74/278), will attain its fi nal i1n­
plications only when the pupil will explicate in writing to the mas­
ter's mortification the difference between love and friendship, be­
tween the verbs co love and to like. 

The movement of the novel itself seems to hesitate between fear 
of premature closure and the desire for the end, fo r revelation and 
proper closure. This hesitation, which prefigures the valorization 
of intransitive writing at the end of the novel, finds expression near 
the middle of the narrative when Zilia confronts a crisis in the 
material grounds of communication: 

I have so few Quipos left, my dear Aza, that I am almost 
afraid to use them. When I fain would proceed to knot them, 
the dread of seeing them exhausted stops me, as if by sparing 
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I could multiply them. l am goi ng to lose the pleasure of my 
soul, the support of my life. No resource will then be left me 
to relieve the weight of your absence: I shall sin k under it. 
(16: 109/295) 

' Writing is the central, li fegiving activity which maintains the 
proper balance ber~een conserving and spending. Zilia derives 
pleasure from taking in, monitoring internal and external events; 
she finds sensual enjoyment in analyzing private reactions and 
identifying public quiddities: "I tasted an exquisite delight in pre­
serving the reme1nbrance of the most secret movements of my heart 
co offer you its homage. I wished to preserve the memory of the 
principal customs of this singula r nation, to amuse your leisure in 
more happy days" (16: 109/295). But in her economy, this pleasure 
is incon1plete without its conversion into instrumentality: the point 
of re1nembering, of recording is to offer it to the beloved, absent 
other. Like the representation of the couple's actions and feelings 
undertaken in the temple, these knots are being tied for Aza to 
read in a happier time. Making knots co mpensates for absence: to 
lose the power to communicate is to lose a central definition of 
self. The importance of the quipus, then, would seern to be exclu­
sively relational: Zilia "writes" to preserve history for the other. 
This, of course, is not the whole story. On the one hand, we might 
think of the account of the " principal custo1ns of chis si ngular na­
tion" as a plan for a third book, a book like, say, the Persian 
Letters; a book for the others, for the public that is not Aza. On 
the other, I would like to suggest-but this will be the burden of 
the rest of my argument-that Zilia also, even primarily, writes 
for herself, to preserve the "exquisite delight" [volupte delicate] 
(r6 : 109/295 ) within herself. But perhaps ·we should not separate 
th e project of critique-subjecting the other to the gaze of judg­
ment and knowledge-fron1 a pleasure pf the text located in the 
act of production. T aken together, they a rticulate a poetics of dis­
sent that in turn offers at least a working description of fe1ninist 
wnnng. 

T H E WR IT ING LESSO 

A LO CA L "savage" is hired to give Zilia lessons in writing: "a 
method in use here," Zi lia explains to Aza, "of rendering a sort 
of existence to ideas." ln this, indeed, writing is a lot like making 
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knots, except that one uses other instruments: "This is done by 
drawing with a fea th er certain small figures, which are called let­
ters, upon a whjte and thin substance, they term paper. These fig­
ures have names, \vhich being put together represent the sounds 
of words." The learning process, Z ili a insists, is difficult: "These 
names and sounds seem to differ so little fron1 each other [si peu 
disti11cts], that if one day 1 succeed in learning them, I an1 sure it 
will cost me a great deal of trouble" [beaucoup de peines]. The 
apprenticeship is doubly a rduous: "This poor savage takes incred­
ible pains to instruct me, and I take n1uch rnore co learn" (1 6: 110/ 
295). 

Zilia's desire to penetrate the 1n ysteries of the dominant cul­
ture-a desire legitimated and euphemized in the fiction by her 
need to reconnect ,.vith Aza-seems to explain che insistence on 
the regime of pain. In ligh t of the pleasure associated with the 
quipus, ho\vever, chis regin1e of pain is worth dwelling upon briefly. 
Thus Zilia claims she would give up the writing lessons completely 
if another means of enlightenment were available. Bue when she 
laments chat since there is no ocher, and that her "only pleasure, 
therefore, consists in rrus new and singular study" (16: 11 r /296), 
we want ro linger a moment over the place pleasure takes in the 
new economy: " l would willingly be alone" [vivre seule], Zilia 
goes on co explain, "in order to pursue it without interruption" 
[m 'y livrer sans re/ache] (16: 110/296). ln the wish co live alone and 
give herself over to study we can a lso read a wish that cannot be 
named directly; a desire, I want co dain1, for authorship, which 
will be put in place only by the undoing o f che o ld plot of identity 
through love: "alas! my Quipos are just finished; l am come to 
the last thread; J a1n tying the last knots. Those very knots, which 
appeared to me a chai n of comm unication between n1y heart and 
yours, are now only the melancholy objects of 1ny regret" (16: 117 / 
299). Despite this nostalgia for originary knots, the chain letter 
attacrung Zilia to systems of the past, the apprenticeship to writing 
on paper comes to console Zilia for the loss of material that seems 
to threaten her identity. 

As her mastery increases, Zil ia expresses the extravagant im­
pulse to " inscribe" (tracer ) her love for Aza " upon the hardest 
metal, upon the walls of my chamber, upon my gannents, upon 
every thing that surrounds me, a nd to proclaim it in a ll languages" 
(18: 120/300). The desire to go public is not only a figuration in 
sentimental codes of the overpowering feelings that today we call 
romantic. As 1 argued earlier for the autho rial choice of the quipu 



' FEMINIST SIGNATURES 

as emblem of difference, the heroine's wish here is, I think, rather 
clearly the desire for authorship: to inscribe one's feelings in all 
languages is to move not only from the intimacy of the epistolary 
to the public judg1nent of audience, but beyond the naturalized 
writing of epistolary relations to the guilty pleasures of publishing 
and transmission, di~semination and translation. 

Graffigny's graffiti are the signature of a minority writer with 
fantasies of majority status, and the anxiety that must attend such 
a wish expresses itself here in an e111phasis on material difficulty: 
Zilia has trouble forn1ing the letters themselves, she cannot always 
read her own handwriting, reconstruct her train of thought. In the 
same way, she thinks the problems of composition would vanish 
if the objects of representation were feelings, if all she had to paint 
were the "expressions of tenderness": if at stake was only the writ­
ing of letters. But this, clearly, is not the case: at stake is the au­
thorship of a book. 

The Portuguese Letters end with a question: "Am I obliged to 
give you an exact account of all my various movements?" The 
question remains unanswered, for poignantly, pointedly, the ab­
sent other is beyond any sort of reply. The rhetorical conventions 
of these famous letters inhabit Zilia's lover's discourse as well. Like 
the Portuguese nun, Zilia writes love letters from within an ide­
ology of feminine writing that enjoins woman to tell all-without 
discrimination to a privileged interlocutor. But at the same time 
she writes with a feminist awareness that "woman's experience" 
does not of itself take narrative form. Zilia wants more. She wants 
to account for everything that has happened, everything she has 
done: " I would not have you ignorant of any of my actions. They 
have been of late, however, so uninteresting and so unifonn, that 
it "vere impossible to distinguish one from another" (19: 123/301). 
Like the names and sounds Zilia had trouble telling apart in the 
writing lessons, the condition of narratability lies precisely in the 
act of differentiation. 

To be sure, the proble1n here is not simply a n1atter of being 
able to make distinctions. At work as well is the ideology of lit­
erary categories themselves. The story of feelings is also the lit­
erature George Eliot wi ll call "silly novels by lady novelists." Zilia 
brackets this literature (or rather, in1plicirly restricts it to the orig­
inal function of the quipus). The story of actions, on the other 
hand, the relation of events is a way to deal with information, 
knowledge, history. The difference between writing letters about 
the self and writing a book about the \'Vorld has been enacted by 
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the formations of the canon. Zilia would have been chagrined 
to learn that Graffigny's Peruvia11 Letters in the standard refer­
ence are grouped under the rubric, the novel of feeling [le ro­
man senti1-nental] and publi hed as a "love-letter novel," while 
Montesquieu's Persian ones count as philosophy. This distinction 
is in part traceable co the hierarchy of tropes and the vicissitudes 
of esthetic n1odes: Montesquieu, it is said, manipulates irony: 
Graffigny, pathos. Bue if it is true that Graffigny represents feelings 
in a style that in the chronologies of literary history (Coulee, 378) 

bridges the gap between Lafayette's (classical) Princess of Cleves 
and of Rousseau 's (prero1nantic) New Heloise, in the Peruvian 
Letters she also rewrites pathos by revising its final figures. 

CODA (TO THE WRJTING LESSON) 

Le ·'pli" d1sparait, ii faudra en trouver d'autres, mais ce sera 
a la fois l'empire sans limice d'une cartepostalisation qui com­
mence avec le trait meme, avant ce qu 'ils appellent l'ecrirure 
(avant meme le courrier des sticks-messages et des quippos ), 
et la decadence de la carte postale au '"sens erroit," celle qui, 
depu1s a peine plus d'un siecle mais cornme un des derniers 
phenomenes, un signe d'acceleration ver.s la fin, fait partie du 
systeme posral '"classique," de la "posta, '' de la station clans 
l 'acheminement du courrier, du " document" a transmettre, 
support et message. 

Jacques Derrida, La Carte postale 

w E CAN perhaps take a more interesting measure of Graffigny's 
revisions if we retain their indebtedness to dominant Enlight­
enment strategies. In this sense J want to juxtapose rapidly 
Graffigny's account of Zilia's "coming to writing" with Levi­
Strauss's " Writing Lesson," and more specifically, the writing les­
son revisited (critically) by Derrida in Grammatology.23 Levi-Strauss, 
we recall, describes in Tristes Tropiques a scene in which the Nam­
bikwara, who do not know how co write (or draw), learn what 
writing is, what it can do, from the anthropologist, by i1nitation: 
"Without understanding [theJ meaning or [end] of writing, they 
make 'wavy lines' in their calabashes and they call the act of writ­
ing, 'drawing lines'" (in Grammatology, 123). Derrida writes: 

It is quite evident that a literal translation of the words that 
mean " to write" in the languages of peoples with writing would 
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also reduce that word to a rather poor gestural signification. 
It is as if one said that such a language has no word desig­
nating writing-and that therefore those who practice it do 
not know ho·w to write-just because they ,use a word mean­
ing "t© scratch," "to engrave," "to scribble," "to scrape," "to 
incise," "to trace," {'to imprint," etc. As if "to write" in its 
metaphoric kernel, meant something else. ls not ethnocen­
trism always betrayed by the haste with which it is satisfied 
by certain translations or certain domestic equivalents? (123) 

I want to suggest that in Graffigny's account, which makes 
the "native" the anthropologist but maintains (ethnocentrically) 
the passage to writing in the classical (properly anthropological) 
order-from quipu to handwriting-we have nonetheless the 
possibility of seeing a powerful example of a feminist ethnog­
raphy that consistently refuses the "domestic equivalents." Does 
Graffigny's internal miming of the writing process challenge 
Derrida's general critique of translation? Yes and no. Derrida writes, 
" If it is true as I in fact believe, that writing cannot be thought 
outside of the horizon of intersubjective violence, is there any­
thing, even science, that radically escapes it?" (127). If in the in­
stances we have seen, Graffigny, in "thinki11g" writing, themati­
cally locates its production along that horizon of violence (Zilia is 
torn away from her originary text, physically debilitated when she 
cannot con1n1unicate by the writing "lessons," etc.), it is no less 
true that her fantasies of authorship attest to the desire for writing 
to be produced outside the "intersubjective violence" of its pre­
cincts; as though graffiti weren't always a form of social aggression. 

FIGURES OF SELF-AUTHORIZATION 

Z I LIA CONT J. NUES to justify her desire to master the language of 
her French captors in terms of her quest for information about 
how to find Aza, her need to place their story within the European 
landscape. Th is pretext is necessary given the conventions of the 
novel: hov, else co create a heroine-but nor a "precieuse ridi­
cule"-who would become superior to her lover and yet re1nain 
"guided by the light of [his] mind" (25: r62) [soumise ates lumieres 
(319)) ? It is again an issue of translation: Zilia will ex;plain to Aza 
everything she learns in their language; keep nothing for herself. 
The account of Z ilia's discovery of books, however, suggests that 
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this desire to know is not simply :. desire to 10..:ate Aza, to put an 
end to her anxiety about him, but a desire to find something else. 
" I am indebted for a part of this information," she explains, " to 
a kind of writing, which they call books" (20: 131/305). In Zilia's 
taxonomy, the books are of tvvo sorts: sotne teach of what men 
have done, others what they have thought. Zilia experiences a pas­
sion for books. Bue their itnportance for her is nor entirely a matter 
of desire in language. Books as a source of pleasure and knowledge 
are also the scene-or screen-of authorship. "I cannot express 
to you, my dear Aza, the infinite pleasure I should take in reading 
them, if I understood them better, nor the extre1ne desire I feel to 
be acquainted with son,e of their divine authors" (20: 131/305). If 
Zilia does nor move to distinguish the divinities of male authorship 
from fen1ale, she does distingu ish herself as a female rea.ding sub­
ject from DeterviJle's sister Celine: "she has scarcely given it a 
thought that books were con1posed by 1nen: she knows nothing 
of their na rnes, nor even whether they are still living" (20: 132/ 
305 ). Unlike the unenlightened Celine, Zilia longs to n1eet the au­
thors so that she might further learn from the1n; of this she despairs. 

Zilia 'sown desires fo r authorship (her relation to the book ) un­
til the final n1rn of the plot, remain identified with the knot of her 
connection to Aza; for the act of writing itself is isomorphic with 
that relation, whether the writing is in knots or on paper. This 
representation of the writing self emerges from the constructions 
of classical feminine identity; the metaphysics of the writing woman 
requires the enabling fiction of the masculine other as interlocutor. 
Thus Zilia's definition of existence is articulated only \.vithin the 
terms of the couple; the founding doubt she seeks to erase through 
writing is that of not being known to Aza. How can she be sure 
she exists, if he doesn't know where she is, that she is: "you will 
never know where I am, whether 1 love you, whether I exist" (6: 62/ 
273). Necessarily, then, when the structure of destination seems to 
collapse, feminine writing solipsistica ll y turns on itself: " n1y letter 
is finished and the characters are traced only for myself" (23: 152/ 
314). The consolation of writing to rhe ocher as a promised end 
co anxiety thus proves illuso ry. What the novel will work out is 
the transformation of this model from transitivity to intransitivity, 
from "writing to" to writing. 24 The terms of closure make it pos­
sib le for the pleasure of sol itude experienced in writing to the other 
to be transformed into the pleasure of writing as an ace of self­
reference-or rather, self to the world, neither authorized nor me­
diated by the fiction of the unique masculine other. 
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Until that point, however, the move toward denouement within 
the space of rhe novel follows the logic of a lovers' reunion that 
typically organizes the erotic plots of epistolary fiction. Zilia writes: 

Be it as it may, my heart is subject to your laws. Guided by 
the light of your mind, I will implicitly adopt everything that 
,nay render us inseparable. What have l ro fear? Shortly re­
united to my comfon, to my being, ro my all, my every thought 
shall emanate from you. I will live only for your sake. (25: 162/ 

319) 

One is struck by the neat way in which the rhetoric of passion as 
subordination to the other maps onto the language of enlighten-
111ent as liberation: literally, "submissive to your lights, I will blindly 
adopt." Love for the woman writer is thus also ironically wedded 
to the hierarchy of phallic arrangements. The novel's task will be 
to remap these symmetries. 

MISE EN ABYME 

o N c E AZA has been found, a second, more classically epistolary 
period of expectation is inscribed (intercalated, really) within the 
fiction. As Zilia waits for her letters co reach Aza in Spain, and 
then for him to come co France, chests that the devoted Deterville 
has located arrive, bearing the "sacred remains" of the couple's 
Inca existence. Zilia's personal choice of objects is animated by 
the rules of affective metonyn1y: "All that comes fron1 you, all that 
is nearly connected with your remembrance, I preserve in my own 
hands" (27: 176/325). And in her room, she reconstructs in mini­
ature [en raccourci] "[the image] of chose magnificent gardens, where 
l have so often indulged in the idea of you" (27: 177/326). Thus 
Zilia reconstructs metaphorically as a representation the scene of 
her old relation of love and worship. An authorial note explains 
that in Peru "the gardens of the Ternple and those of the royal 
palaces, were filled with all sorts of imitations in gold and silver" 
(27: 177 /326). Thus it is that in1itation in the second degree relo­
cates Zilia in the liminal posture of her past: the golden chair, 
e1nblem of patrilineal descent, "placed on one side of [her] chan1-
ber in the form of a throne," represents Aza's greatness and rank; 
and Zilia prostrates herself before rhe image of the sup suspended 
above her head (26: 176/325). This is the figuration of the heroine 
fixed in repetition. In order for Zilia to become the heroine (and 
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translator) of the Peruvian Letters, this miniaturization itself has 
to be recontained. In letter 35 (out of 41 letters) Zilia's roorn of 
her own (in the convent "'' here she briefly resides \'Vith Celine) will 
becon1e a house of her own, and in that positioning of the "pre­
cious monuments of the past" Graffigny both grounds securely the 
final gestures of closure and installs the conditions for its "after­
texr": "the perspective envisaged beyond the termination o f writ­
ing" (Berg, 214). 

T HE COND IT I O NS of Z ilia 's authorship, like her voyage to 
France, are nor sought but thrust upon her: she is made the her­
oine of a scenario her French benefactors, Deterville and Celine, 
brother and sister, imagine, stage, and enact for her. On a country 
estate outside Paris, and in the mysterious absence of the rnistress 
of the house, Zilia has been charged, they announce, to "do the 
honors of the house" (39 : 2: 36/ 34 7 ). She willingly consents to the 
game, but the festivities, it seems, require lega l authentification as 
well. Zilia rnust sign her consent to the role " in writing." Then 
witho ut reading the document placed before her, and thinking she 
had entered a fairy tale, Z ilia appends her signature to "a paper 
al ready written on" (35 :2 :36/347). After a day spent in various 
pastoral events-young virgins dressed in white, with flowers in 
their hair, sing Zilia's praises; peasants arrive bearing greetings, 
etc.-Celine explains that the house and the grounds belong not 
to a friend away on a visit, but to Zilia. The brother and sister 
had wanted to provide the displaced princess with "at all events, 
a dwelling that took [her) fancy, and for rendering [her] life, in 
future, comfortable and independent." Zilia thus learns that she 
had signed not a play document but "the authentic instrurnent, 
that makes [her) 01istress of both" (35 : 2 :40/349). This metaphor­
ics of entitlement now so familiar from A Room of One's Own, 
like the coming to writing that begins with the quipus, seen1s to 
guarantee the authority of female signa ture within the novel. We 
must also see, however, the limits that structure the fantasy of 
entitlement. 25 

The woman writer's clain1 to a place in the world, and the par­
allel desire to have her writing assure her a life of independence, 
are cast in the wish-fulfillment patterns of fairytales and day­
dreams, just as the impulse to write is itself cast in the erotics of 
the love story. We will want also co think about the ways in which 
the signature, here bound to the possession of independence through 
property, is also bound up with the desire property ho uses : what 
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story is to be written from within this protected space, a space 
that maintains sociality at a distance, and that figures the ideal 
social relation as heterosexual friendship within a female-con­
trolled space, but a space nonetheless designed by a complicity 
with hierarchies of power? What new story can be written upon 
"paper a lready writteo on"? (This is always the question of worn­
en's writing in its contradictory relation to the traditions of the 
novel as representation.)26 

Let us then consider in detail two crucial aspects to chis unusual 
act of female empowerment: its financing and its primary symbolic 
valences. To an an1azed Zilia, Deterville explains that he has taken 
the throne fro1n the original temple of the sun, and through a 
"magical operation" converted the golden chair (which we saw 
earlier in Zilia's room) into "a house, a garden, and domain" 
(35: 2: 44/ 351). Inside the house .Deterville has had the games and 
ceremonies of the lnca city reproduced in painting on the walls of 
a special room. This "new temple of the Sun" reintegrates within 
the domain of the "enchanted palace" (36:2 :47/352 ) the objects 
of her past Zilia had arranged worshipfully in her convent room. 
No longer the entire sphere of her existence, "the wonderful closet" 
as miniature becomes a discrete secular space she can open and 
close at will with a golden key, and that coexists under the same 
roof with a library and cupboards filled (by Celine) with women's 
things [tout ce qui est a !'usage des femmes (35:2:45/351 )]; con­
tiguities of tnasculine and fe1ninine. 

The fairytale princess imagines she \¥ill inhabit the "enchanted 
palace" with the " being like [her] own" ,vhose identity has shaped 
her story fron1 the beginning. But when the prince proves to be 
unfa ithful-not the matchless (br)other-he is abruptly removed 
from her plot: Aza arrives in France only to return Zilia's letters, 
and returns himself to Spain co marry another woman. Zilia suf­
fers greatly, wishes to die, but survives the betrayal.27 After this 
brief flirtation v,ith the destiny of the abandoned woman, her first 
desire on recovery is to withdra,v to the solin1de the French brother 
and sister have constructed for her (40:2:63/359). From within that 
European space, regulated by servants under her authority, Zilia 
turns to the supply of books in her library, reads to overcome her 
unhappiness, and writes in the final letter of the novel her refusal 
to belong to Deterville on his terms. She offers instead the fidelity 
of friendship and a program of exchange: he ,viii , increase her 
knowledge of arts and sciences, she will help him develop the vir­
tues of the heart. 
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Despite the conventional division of labor these gender arrange­
ments present- his brains vs. her heart-Zilia 's proposal radi­
cally breaks •,vith n1asculine traditions of female destiny as love or 
death. Occupied in the library and studying nature, Zilia proposes 
a nonrelational and intellectual ideal: "the pleasure of being" 
(41 :2 :69/362). This pleasure requires only the self-conscious thought 
of one's exisrence-"I am, I live, I exist" (41: 2: 70/362)-and not 
the dependent attachment to the lover as interlocutor whose val­
idation alone gives meaning to those verbs. In this revised oncol­
ogy, the verb " to love" critically falls out of the definitions of iden­
tity and existence. Thus, against Deterville's claims of love and 
devotion, Z ilia asserts the counterclaims of independence and sol­
in1de: alone in her chateau, she may imagine rhe beginning of an­
other kind of life, an anti-story, perhaps, but like the retreat of 
the princess of Cleves, it remains unfigured by plot, and histori­
cally unfinishable. 

A LIBRARY OF ONE'S OWN 

ALTHOUGH Graffigny's imaging of closure as a solitary refuge 
from " turbulent passions" (2: 70/362) is perfectly consistent with 
an ideal of retirement common ro the fiction and rhe philosophical 
discourse of the period (particularly the memoir novels of the 17 3o's), 
to many readers this "female utopian fantasy" seemed unsatisfac­
tory because it felt like "an unfinished story" (Showalter, " Lettres," 
r6). Thus, despite the enormous popularity of the novel, readers 
actively resisted the grounds of the denoue1nent: seq uels appeared, 
the most fa1nous of which (1749) reprinted in n1any editions along 
with the original (as was the case with the Portuguese Letters), 
has the sto ry end with the n1arriage between Aza and Zilia. This 
solution, which English Showalter has shown appealed to 1nale 
readers, pleased women readers less: women would have preferred 
co see Zilia n1arry Deterville. Graffigny rejects both n1asculine and 
feminine preference for the couple; and the signed 1752 edition of 
the novel, with its addition of letters addressing the social relations 
between the sexes, confirms the logic of the original solution. 
Showalter suggests that the public's desire (as manifested in the 
sequels) for the more conventional closure- marriage, with either 
of the rwo men; or death, Zilia's-indicated that the novel was 
not judged by Enlighten1nent standards for philosophical texts-
1.e., a frame of mind predisposed to the iconoclastic, the uncon-
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ventional - but as "escape literature." Like The Princess of Cleves, 
Graffigny's novel was read as "wo1nen's fiction." 28 

Another way of looking at this problem-readers' desire for the 
happy ending-would be to examine the overtly feminist dis­
course oi the novel; and in particular letter 34, one of three letters 
added to the signed epition of 1752, in which Zilia wonders, for 
instance, about the range of n1asculine power: "When you know 
that here authority is entirely on the side of the men, you will see 
my dear Aza, that they are accountable for all the disorders which 
happen in society" (2: 30/ 345). And having determined that the 
injustice of the la\.YS is of a piece with this authoriry, Zilia ex­
presses her doubts about n,arriage a la fran~aise: " In short, 1ny 
dear Aza, it see1ns that in France, the ties of marriage are recip­
rocal only at the moment of its celebration, and fron, th at hour 
the women alone are bound to observe them" (34: 2: 3r/ 345). This 
letter directly precedes the description of the "charming retreat" 
[charmante solitude (35 : 2 :43/351)) offered to Zilia by Deterville 
and Celine, and thus functions as a prelude to Zilia's refusal to 
marry, to tie the knot. But it might also be argued that tbe attack 
on marriage comes after the fact, to underwrite explicitly the re­
fusal of marri age that frustrated the readers of the first edition 
more comfortable with the predictability of the "heroine's text." 

In the transfer that takes Zilia from the temple of pure con­
templation to the library as the scene of translation, we can read 
Graffigny's attempt to locate female textualiry outside patriarchal 
plausibilities. But like the conten,porary audience, some modern 
readers see this move instead as a defeat for the heroine. Nicoletti, 
for example, ends his introduction to the critical edition of the 
novel with a description of Zilia at the novel's close: "a foreigner, 
a virgin, and unhappy" [straniera, vergine e infelice (44)]. Isabelle 
Landy-Houillon, one of the two Garnier-Flammarion editors, 
drawing on a different lexicon, draws similar conclusions: " the 
repose so vaunted by Zilia in r 74 7 bears a very strong resemblance, 
despite the Rousseauian enthusiasm [elans], to the Augustinian 
dreariness [grisaille] of Mn1e de Lafayette" (18). And in the intro­
duction to the novel itself, the editors, reviewing the "ideological 
perspectives" opened by the novel, have this to say of the text's 
feminisn1: one can point to "the feminist indictment firmly launched 
by [Graffigny whom] her friends, always fond of nicknames, called 
" la Grosse," and who certainly was unhappy in many aspects of 
her life as a wornan" (246). It is the dreariness of this kind of rea­
soning about fernale destiny (and fen1inism)-the grisaille of a 
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(pleasantly plu1np) feminist's life outside plot-that overreading 
reads against. 

For example, early in the novel, Zilia describes a dream to Aza 
I think we can interpret as a fantasy of the powers of powerless­
ness from which to understand the stakes of fen1ale authorship in 
Graffigny's novel. At death's door, Zilia writes: 

l fancied myself transported into the interior of you r palace; 
I arrived here just as they \Vere telling you the news of my 
death. My imagination painted in such lively colours what 
\vould indeed have happened, that the truth itself could not 
have made on me a more sensible impression. I saw you, .my 
dear Aza, pa le, disfigured, deprived of your senses, like a lil y 
parched by the burning heat of noon. ls love therefore some­
times cruel? Yes, I triumphed [jouissais de] in your grief, I 
rejoiced to excite it by sorrowful adieus; l found a sweetness, 
perhaps a pleasure in spreading over your days the poison of 
regret; and yet chat same love which made me so barbarous, 
harrowed my heart with the horror of your pain. (3 :48-49/ 
267-68) 

In the dream, Zilia (like Pamela before her) excites herself by pic­
turing herself dead to the beloved other. She thrills to imagine his 
perpetual suffering; this will be her legacy, as opposed to the pro­
duction of his progeny. In the fiction Graffigny subsequently imag­
ines for her heroine, the ecstasy of this fantasy is transmuted: the 
sexual valences of passive desire are converted to active textual 
operations. Alive in her leisure, Zilia calmly translates her quipus, 
resubmitting to her control the material emblem of her place in 
the knot. Beyond the constraints of female denouement, Zilia re­
places her story within a system of exchange in which readers (not 
fathers) determine the rules of circulation. Although Zilia's book, 
we learned in the preface, bore the marks of an editor's hand­
that left in some "grammar n,istakes" and "stylistic lapses" 
[negligences de style] for local color- it is not, like the letters its 
heroine writes, subject to the reception of an absolute arbiter (as 
Zilia used to na1ne Aza). Rather, this ''singular work" has been 
freely communicated to Deterville, who, as the interpreter berween 
private and public spaces, brings the text to the judgment of read­
ers in the marketplace. 

Fran~oise de Graffigny, we know, was abandoned by a man with 
whom she was passionately in love. She claims in a letter (to 
Panpan, her privileged interlocutor) that the letters published in 
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the novel were merely "reminiscences" of her own letters to the 
lover (English Showalter, 18). In this sense, we could perhaps say 
that the original letters, like the quipus, were ''translated" by 
Graffigny herself. By this I 111ean that when the woman in love 
goes public on her own tern1s (as Riccoboni will ten years later) 
the letters become a bpok, and by that transformation, the poetics 
of abandonment beco111es a politics of reclamation.29 

But if the staging of a coming to writing entails the rejection 
of classical female destinies-Dido on the pyre; the figure of 
Ariadne, abandoned, writing to Theseus, rewritten as the Portu­
guese nun; if it rewrites instead the more austere desires of the 
princess of Cleves; to the extent that at stake in female authorship 
is a negotiation with the real, this novel, unlike its more purely 
aristocratic precursor, situates the material conditions of author­
ship within the fantasy of empowerment itself. 

Thus, despite the ironic restrucruration of patriarchal space 
achieved in the "enchanted palace," that masterpiece of feminist 
bricolage, as readers we are not allowed to overvalue the disap­
pearance of the paternal throne. Indeed, the signifier of paternal 
authority has merely been dispersed, not erased. The remainder of 
the conversion-the "ruins". or "debris" of the chair-has been 
cleverly transformed into pieces of gold for use in the French sys­
tem of exchange: "This you must know is not the least necessary 
article," Detervi lie explains to Zilia (35 : 2 : 44/ 35 r). Like the figures 
of speech retained from the original version of Zilia's correspon­
dence through the intervention of her own translation, the house 
with its perfect replications of the past-"the image of the Sun 
suspended fro1n the middle of a ceiling" (35: 2 : 43 / 35 r )-displays 
the ambiguity of the woman writer's always mediated relation to 
the patriarchal narrative, the absent but no less present model of 
the circulation of 111eaning and goods, books and money. 

If Zilia writes originally from the zones of a radically female 
discourse-the virgins' space within the temple-the transmission 
of her writing depends finally upon her negotiations with a man 
of the world: as I have just suggested, it is only through the in­
termediary of Deterville, we learn in the preface to her text, that 
her correspondence has reached us. It is no less his manipulation 
of the rules of currency and circulation that enables Zilia to trans­
late " in her leisure," and read the "prodigious nutnber of books" 
in her library. For if Zilia writes in her leisure, we also see that 
the leisure has been purchased, that she writes from within an 
economy. As she had wondered earlier: " I have neither gold, nor 
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lands, nor industry, and yet necessarily compose a part of the cit­
izens of this place. Oh heaven ! in what class ought I to be ranked?" 
(20: 130/304). Puzzling over the status of " those wonderful men 
who compose books," Zilia wonders what " rank they held in the 
,vorld ... what honours or triumphs they were decreed for so 
many advantages they afford to society" (32: 138-39/308). She is 
shocked co learn char despite their superio rity these rnen are often 
"obliged co sell their th oughts, as people sell , to get a livelihood, 
the meanest productions of the earth" (32: 139/308).30 

On the title page of the 1747 edition of the novel, the words "A 
Peine" stand as a placename in the place of Paris. Critics have read 
che substitu tion biographically, seeing in Z ilia's critique of life in 
France reflections of Graffigny's unhappy days in Paris (Bray and 
Landy-Houillon, 246). We might also imagine that to mark the 
place of a book's authorshjp under the sign of " Pei ne" is to signal 
the difficulty of char production, its trouble and cost; and its con­
tingency-"A peine"; like the apprenticeship to writing: "This poor 
savage takes incredible pains to instruct me," she explained to Aza, 
"and J take much more to learn." Fran~oise de Graffigny had to 
pay n1en to correct the spelling and grammar of the Peruvian Let­
ters, and put in proper punctuation. An agent, of course, was re­
quired co sell the manuscript she wanted to circulate as a book in 
Paris. 

Graffigny wrote over tv,10 thousand letters to her friend Panpan. 
The Peruvian Letters was her only novel. In letters to her friend 
she describes her need as a writer for solitude, the freedorn to be 
alone. Paradoxically, the literary success she finally achieved de­
prived her of the time she required to write, and by 1752 (the sec­
ond edition of the novel), sociability overtook the literary career. 
As it turned out, then, the dream of knowing authors that stim­
ulated Zilia when she discovered the existence of books proved to 
be incompatible in Graffigny's world with the demands of au­
thorship as a working condition (Showalter, 21). Alone in the house 
designed for her authority, beyond the surveillance of the gaze, 
Zilia in fiction controls precisely chat which escapes control in a 
woman's life. 

NOTES 

r. On rhe recontainmenr of the princess's gaze by the masculine scopic 
power arrangements char structure this novel, sec Michael Danahy's " Social, 
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Sexual, and Human Spaces in La Princesse de Cleves," especially his discus­
sion of che construction of Coulommiers as an arrempt to estabUsh a scene 
under feminine control (218-19). 

2. In "Aurre crude de femme," Balzac connects che feminine, seduction, 
the laws of novelistic closure and the truth through ti-le semantics of the knot: 
"Cette repoose etair u.ne de celles quc les juges et les avoues nomment dila­
toires. Rosalie me paraiSS@it situee clans cette histoire romanesque comme la 
case qui se trouve au milieu d'un darnier; elle etaic au centre meme de l'inreret 
de la veri te; elle me semblait nouee clans le noeud. Ce ne fut plus w,e seduction 
ordinaire a tenter; ii y avait clans cette fi lle le dernier chapitre d 'un roman 
... " ( ro6; emphasis added). 

J. The phrase, "corning to writing," to describe a possible specificity of 
a woman's relation to language belongs to Helene Cixous (in La Venue a 
l'ecriture). Joan Dejean makes suggestive use of Cixous's concept in a recent 
essay, "Stael's Corinne: The Novel's Other Dilemma." Myra Jehlen analyzes 
the process (minus Cixous) in "Archimedes and the Paradox of Femjnist Crit­
icism" as, "the anterior act by which women writers create their creativity 
... ; a conceptual and linguistic act: the construction of an enabling rela­
tionship with a language that of itself would deny (women] the ability to use 
it creatively. This act is part of their work ... and organic to the literature 
that results" (583; emphasis added). This problematics of authorship as a 
movement toward writing (in more psychological terms) is of course also at 
the heart of Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar's Madwoman in the Attic. 

4 . Joan DeJean, Charlotte Hogserr, Susan Lanser, and Melinda Sansone 
have begun to document this tradition of cri tique in sevenreenrh and eigh­
teenth-century women's writing. 

5. For a case in point, see the volumes devoted to the eighteenth century 
published by Arthaud in 1984. 

6. l am indebted to my friend and colleague Rachel Brownstein for rrus 
reference, which l might otherwise have missed. 

7. I rely here on Nicolerci's history of publication. English Showalter tells 
me that Nicoletti has missed a few translations himself. 

8. The situation has begun to change for a small number of texts where 
several feminist readings are currently available. The Princess of Cleves clearly 
is one, Indiana is becoming another; in English, the list of obvious candidates 
is much longer, The Mill on the Floss, Villette, Frankenstein, etc. In fact some 
would argue that a feminist canon of critical writing on these texts has al­
ready been installed. Bur I think my argument r.emains widely true, and es­
pecially in French studies. 

9. Georges May's Le Dilemme du roman au XVTTT' siecle (1963) shows 
chis importantly. More recently, Myra Jehlen has called for a gendered lit­
erary history-"a radical comparativism"-and Naomi Schor h:is identified 
instances of ''intersextuality" in nineteenth-century France. Using Elaine 
Showalter's paradigms in " Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness" (262 ff.), we 
could say that the novels of women writers, while written in part from the 
"wild zone" of fema le experience, also and necessarily pass through the sym­
bolic economy of the dominant culture embodied in d,e structure of its fa,n­
guage. Thus women's texts connect in a tradition to women's writing, and 
to a tradfrion of men's literary texts. One might even want to argue that 
this double intertextualiry is the mark of women's writing, a specificity based 
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not on essence but on complex rela tio ns of language, power and space. (In 
her recent work on black women writers, " Black Women Writers: Speaking 
in Tongues," Mae Henderson do ubles that intertexrna licy.) 

10. 1 should note he re that the English title of the tra nslation I am using, 
(by R. L. Whitehead, Esq. , Hatchard, Bookseller to Her M ajes ty, London, 
1805) has t\ivo distinct drawbacks. The first is that it shifts the emphasis from 
a s ingula r producing fema le subject- "d'une Peruvienne"-to a national 
product, or artifact; the second 1s that it suppo r ts a false symmetry between 
Graffigny's a nd Montesquieu's texts. There are some translations of the title 
that maintain the French construction, Letters of a Peruvian Princess ( r8r8), 
and Letters Written by a Peruvian Princess (r748, 177 1), but they in rurn in­
troduce an insistence absent from the French title. 

The history of the titles of the Portuguese Letters is equally mixed. Current 
editions vary in the French: Lettres portugaises (the original title) published 
by Garnier-Flammarion, and Lettres d'une religieuse portugaise, Librairie 
Generate Frarn;:aise, 1979. The English translatio ns also vary. 

11. Th is line of thinking slightly modifies G ilbert and Gu bar's revision of 
Bloom's theories about the relations o f struggle that obcain between male 
poers (Madwoman in the A ttic, 45 ff.). I think w hat we see here is a mixed 
structure: on the o ne hand, Graffigny looks to the female precursor in 
Lafayette for authoriz.acion co write " beyond the ending"; but on the other, 
she 1s arrracted to a form of writing associated with men who belong ro a 
tradition of mora1 conlffient-Montesquieu, Voltaire, Montaigne, etc. (See 
also Elaine Showalter on double parenting for women writers (265]). I do n't 
yet know to what extent this double allegiance-not necessarily in a line of 
descent, however-is characrerisric of other women writers in the eigh teenth 
century, or in other periods; though George Sand comes immediately to mind­
her sense of competitiveness with the ma le w r iters, Balz.ac a nd Hugo, w ho 
are her conte mporaries (Histoire de ma vie, 2: 4: 15, 154 ff. ). The study of this 
"horiz.ontal" interaction bet\veen male and fema le writers is crucial to canon 
re-formation, but becomes possible only when the vertical continuities of 
women's writing have been put in place. 

12. On dominant white (French) feminises' blindness to " the other woman," 
see Gayatri Spivak ( r981) and Jane Gallop (1986). 

13. Graffigny's sense of the importance of The Persian Letters may have 
been shaped by the 111vidious remarks as reported in her Lettres de Cirey: " I 
heard yesterday chat the Lettres persanes were puerile: it's mediocre, a light­
weight book . . . I don' t know why yet, bur 1 'll cry to find out a Little later" 
(quoted in Fernando Cipriani, 17 r). On Graffigny's anxiety of originality, see 
English Showalter, r7-r8. 

14. On the general trafficking in fema le passion in seventeenth-century 
France, see DeJean's " Lafayette's Ellipses." 

15 . As I argue in ;'The Text's Heroine," it is impo rtant to understand the 
power o f thjs tro pe as a fantasy of a certain t ype of imagination. J a ne M arcus 
calls Lawrence Lipking's reflection on a " poetics of abandonment," a "po­
etics of need," a " tragic essentia l ism f that] focuses on eternal victimization," 
and writes: "The suffering posrure o f the abandoned woman is appealing ro 
the phallic femi nist because the absent male is ar the center o f the woman 
writer's text ... " (82). See a lso my" 'J's' in Drag." 

16. Starobinski writes of the "Z" in the eighteenth century: "'Z' is the 
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exotic letter of our alphabet" (L'lnvention de la liberte, 23) . And Freron, at 
length : "The names Z ilia and Aza remind me that over the years the 'Z's 
have become very fashionable in the names of heroes of novels or tragedies. 
One sees almost no names without 'Z.' Zaire, Zaide, Zelisca, Zu lime, Alzire, 
Zamore, Zolinder, Zirphe, Zirphile, Za'is, Zu lrrtis, Zelm a'ide, Alzaide, 
Althaza'id'e. l could cite thousands of o thers. T here are philosophers so stiff­
necked that they make a£ argument against our customs based on this soft 
and effeminate pronunciation" (82). I'm especially struck by the contiguities 
of "A" and "Z." And then there is of course Barth es on "Z" in S/Z, espe­
cially, p. rr3, as a letter of mutilat ion and sexual ambiguiry. 

r 7. Freron takes up the matter of the knots' plausibi l iry as a means of letter 
writing. " But the quipus were used only to help [sou/ager] the memory and 
not ro write letters. The Peruvians did not possess rhe art of writing to those 
far away: they had couriers in relays from distance ro distance, who often 
passed on orally [de vive voix] the orders of the rulers from one province lO 

another; which proves that quipus were normally insufficient ... . Zilia 
therefore could not have made the quipus the interpreters of her passion. Bur 
you would legitimately accuse me of injustice and bad temper if L picked out 
the defects of implausibility in novels. We read [novels] with the same eyes 
that we see our Operas. To enjoy either one, one must necessarily ad,nit 
certain presuppositions" (84; emphasis added) ( r749). 

18. I owe the notion of generic modeling within Graffigny's novel here and 
later in the chapter to Charlotte Hogsett. 

r9. Although some critics see Montesquieu's narrative decision to end his 
fiction with Roxane's suicide as a feminist protest, a protest, precisely, over 
the question of fema le identity and the subjugation of women's desire, I'm 
less convinced that his thematics of freedom and independence problematize 
the question of female subjectivity itself, the central point of Grnffigny's fic­
tion. In Montesquieu's Enlightenment text, imprisorunent becomes a meta­
phor for humanity, but for Graffigny woman is not substitute to herself. 

20. The originating marriage plot, thus, is interrupted and displaced by a 
quest structure of female Bi/dung which culminates in the reappropriation of 
a place in the world. In DuPlessis 's terms, a ''quest plot may be any pro­
gressive, goal-oriented search with stages, obstacles, and 'battles,' which in 
general involves self-realization, mastery, and the expression of energy, where 
this may be a t the service of a larger ideo logy (e.g., in Pilgrim's Progress or 
in Parcival )." She contrasts this structure ro the ''romance o r marriage plot" 
in which "conjugal love [is] a telos" (200, n. 21) . In Graffigny's novel the 
marriage plot is displaced by the quest fo r knowledge. ln this sense, the belief 
that knowledge as instrumentality brings access ro the truth, and syllogisri­
cally, happiness, a basic Enlightenment cliche, could be described as the "larger 
ideology." But as it turns out, in this feminiza tion of the period's topoi­
only "an aquaintance ... with the language of this country will satisfy me 
of the truth, and put an end to my anxiety" ( rr :80/281)-truth and illumi­
nation will bring a kind of pain which with an end to anxiety will put an 
end ro the desire for story altogether. 

2r. The sentence, mysteriously, does not appear in the English translation. 
I am grateful to Elizabeth Houlding for having brought this to my attention. 

22. Sansone reads the boat that rakes Z ilia from Peru to France as a met­
aphor for literary innovation, the hesitation that marks the invention of new 
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strategies of representation, notably the construcrion of an autonomous fe­
male subject. On the general use of periphrasis in the novel, see the intro­
duction to the Garnier-Flammarion edition (47). 

23. Barbara Babcock sent me back to these pages in Levi-Strauss. On 
the writing stakes in Derrida's reading of Levi-Strauss, see Christie V. 
McDonald's "Writing," 22-24. 

24. This transformation is what makes ir possible for me to read Zilia's 
apprenticesh ip tO wnting as the portrafr of the artist as young woman ; as 
opposed, for example, to the dysphoric trajectory of Emma Bovary. See Naomi 
Schor's analysis of Emma, for whom, as is the case for the heroines of male­
authored eighteenth-cenrnry novels, " coming t0 writing" is linked with re­
nunciation and death ( Breaking the Chain, 15-20) . 

25 . One might want to think here about the histodcal status of woman's 
signature in France, Valentine's signing away-without taking rime co read 
the paper pur before her by her husband-all rights to her "patrimony," for 
example. For the seventeenth century, see Dejean's analysis of signature in 
its symbolic and material valences, in "Lafayette's Ellipses." 

26. I am suggesting that che creation of privi leged spaces for women-the 
princess's and Valentine's pavilions, Indiana's island, Corinne's l.ta ly, the va­
gabond's landscapes- offers grounds char constitute non-narrative solutions 
to the requirements of the dommant plot. 

27. In dialogue with Zilia's amorous discourse, Aza's infideliry can be read 
as authorial need co prevent the solution the novel's narracological desires 
naturalize. (Graffigny here probably rewrites Valville's " French" infidelity in 
La Vie de Marianne. ) 

28. The escape from the agitation and temptations of city life, the desire 
for the country retreat is an old mainstream desi re and dream. Since Horace's 
beatus vir, it generally embodies an androcentric poetics-Des Grieux's li­
brary, the count's at the end of Duclos's Les Confessions du Comte de ***· 
Nonetheless, women writers, particularly seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
memorialises, have often been a ttracted co the pastoral retreat as a form of 
protest: protest against the rules of circu lation that make women victims of 
love and marriage plots; Graffigny's choice of the library sharpens the focus 
of her resistance: in the library Zilia does not merely read novels " like a 
woman." She becomes a subject of knowledge. 

On problems of closure and women's writing in the eighteenth century, 
including Graffigny's novel, see Elizabeth MacArthur's insightful essay, " De­
vious Narracives." MacArthur argues that tO some extent openendedness was 
built into the epistolary form itself. 

29. I' m chinking especially of Riccoboni's Fanni Butlerd. Charlotte Hogsett 
has interestingly contrasted the two acts of publication and female publicity. 

30. I give Freron the last word: "The Peruvian finds it strange that Authors 
sell their thoughts; if she had been a little more frenchified, she would have 
scarcely admired those who give them for nothing" (99) . 
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Perfognances of the Gaze: 
Stael's Corinne, or Italy 

What then of the look for the woman, of woman sub jects in 
seeing? The reply given by psychoanalysis is from the phallus. 
If the woman looks, the spectacle provokes, castration is in 
the air, the Medusa's head is not far off; thus, she must not 
look, is absorbed on the side of the seen, seeing herself seeing 
herself, Lacan's femininity. 

Stephen Heath, "Difference" 

"WHAT JS CORINNE, FATHER?" 

AT THE BEGINNING of the novel that is to bear her 1narried name 
as its title, Mademoiselle de Chartres, shortly after her arrival at 
court, goes alone to a jeweler's: "she went to match some precious 
stones [assortir des pierreries] at the house of an Italian who did 
a world-,...,ide traffic in such things. . . . While she \Vas there the 
Prince de Cleves arrived .... [He] gazed at her with admiration, 
unable to believe that such a beauty and of the highest rank (as 
he saw by her manner and her attendants) could exist without his 
knowing who she was" (3 7 / 42 ). In her suggestive reading of this 
passage, Peggy Kamuf argues that the que'stion raised by their en­
cou nter is not, like the prince's, bound to the enigma of identity­
"Who is this wo1nan?" - but rather to the mystery of a woman's 
desire: 

"What does this woman want that she does not already 
have?" The precious stones that she brings with her, that part 
of her inheritance that she carries out of the maternal home, 
is brought to the stranger so that he might supply their mate, 
the jewel missing from the set her mother gave her. The miss­
ing piece of the puzzle is not M lle de Chartres's name, the 



Performances of the Gaze 

va lue of the stones already in her possession, but the name of 
another, in its hard brilliance, its perfect shape, and its ines­
tin1able worth. 

Thus the motive for Mlle de Chartres's visit to rhe jeweler's 
repeats and displaces the n1otive for her mother's return co 
coun, a return which is prompted by the desire to find a match 
of equal value for the young woman. (Fictions of Feminine 
Desire, 71-73; emphasis added) 

Like the matter of identity, the question of the mother's n1atch is 
quickly resolved: the prince marries the beautiful girl with whon1 
he had fallen in love at first sight, and names her. 1 But the daugh­
ter's question is less simply settled. Beyond the mother's motive, 
what the daughter is looking for that would go with what she 
already has, ,vhat she might hope to find that she does not already 
have, remains for the novel and its readers to worry about and 
work through. 

If we approach the plot as a logic of events, however, what seems 
to be an answer con1es in the form of the man as rnissing piece: 
when the duke of Nemours, the most handsome man at court, 
"nature's masterpiece" (31/37), dances with the princess when they 
meet for the first time shortly after her marriage, "a murmur of 
app lause ran around the ballroom" (52/54) as if to confirm col­
lectively and publicly acknowledge the perfection of the match. In 
this sense, then, we might be tempted to say the match is th at 
which though perfect as representation fails to work in narrative 
and th us does the work of narrative. But is this fa ilure simply a 
case of bad timing, or does the prohibition of woman's desire a l­
ways precede her in the literatu re of its representation? Put a n­
ocher way, in the daughter's displacement of the mother's match­
making, we may a lso read a nother story: the need for something 
that ,vould suit might a rticulate not just the marital syn1metry of 
a perfect couple (un couple bien assorti) but another, less classical, 
less closural form of desire: a suitor perhaps, as distinct from a 
partner in marriage (un parti). 2 

O n the face of things, in Germaine de Stael's enigmatically en­
titled Corinne, or ltaly,3 Lafayette's exquisitely crafted novel of a 
daughter's desire and a mother's march would seem to be radically 
refigu red through what ,night properly be called an epic of female 
vocation:4 the extravagant staging of a wo1nan's performance 
(demonstration) of what she wants. ls th is the case, or has the 
problem merely shifted territory from a matching prohibited by a 
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previous marriage, and then inhibited by the maxims of maternal 
discourse, to a marching inhibited but not precluded by a prior 
engagement and the will of a dead father? Do the displacements 
from a scene of social identity to a scene of cross-cultural conflict 
produce a critical difference o r do we ren,ain, in the end, within 
the troubled econom"o/ of the rnissing piece, with the unfinished 
business of a woman writer's fantasy? 

l want to ground this question by a return to the scene at the 
jeweler 's with which we began and in which the trope of the "male 
gaze" (the lover 's discourse as vision) comes to delimit the field of 
woman's quest. Astonished by Mademoiselle de Chartres's beauty, 
the prince can't help staring; he keeps looking at the woman as 
though this act could reveal an answer to the enigma of his desire: 
how could she exist without his knowing who sh e was? His ad­
n1iration disturbs the object of his look: "he noticed that whereas 
most young people enjoy seeing the effects of their beauty upon 
others his glances [ses regards] embarrassed her" (38/42). Unlike 
other women, Mademoiselle de Chartres becon,es impatient under 
the constraints of this scopic tribute, and her reaction, here as 
throughout the novel, is to withdraw from the arenas of surveil­
lance. This scene thus both ,exposes the basic model of the look 
of sexual difference as articulated famously by John Berger in Ways 
of Seeing-the man surveys the woman who is constituted within 
that glance- and suppl ies a gesture of critique: a woman's resis­
tance to being n,apped within its precincts. ln this interaction, the 
woman's awareness of that scrutiny becomes an integral part of 
feminine identity: of woman's sense of herself as sighted and sited 
in a dialectics of power. Reviewing Laura Mulvey's now classic 
positions on the subject from a similar position, fi lm theorist 
E. Ann Kaplan argues in " ls the Gaze Male?": "To begin with, 
111en do not simply look; their gaze carries wirh it the power of 
action and of possession which is lacking iri the female gaze. Women 
receive and return a gaze, but cannot act upon it" (31 ). 

Because the gaze is not simply an act of vision, but a site of 
crisscrossing meanings in which the effects of po\.ver relations are 
boldly (and baldly) deployed, it is not surprising that fe1ninist the­
orists and writers should take it up as a central scene in their cri­
tique of patriarchal authority. Given Beauvoir's analysis in The 
Second Sex of subjectivity as a way of looking at the world, 
lrigaray's theoretical work on the politics of visibility in the fo r­
mation of sexual identity, and the recent work in feminist filn1 
theory and art history on the look as a centra l. piece in the pro-
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duction of ideologies of desire, it seems somehow inevitable that 
fe1ninist readings of literary rexes would also focus, as I do in this 
chapter, on the gaze in representation. But should this shift be ar­
ticulated rnore carefully? Does the literal or material mediun, of 
the visual-film, for instance-entail a specificity distinct fron, a 
metaphorics of seeing in literature? It seerns to me that in the larger 
project of theorizing the social, cu ltural, and political context in 
,vhich the elaboration of women's subjectivity takes place, the col­
lapse of differences l operate here between the categories of the 
visual and the literary would have to be taken on as a subject of 
theorization itself. But I wane co run the risk of proceeding ac­
cording to a certain Barthesian overconfidence in semiotics, for it 
also seems to me that in reading the culture for the signs in which 
woman is figured, the regimes of the visual and the literary relay 
each other in complicated ways; that love at first sight, for in­
stance, is as much a figure in speech as a figure of speech, or an 
appeal to a text that would embody the visual surprise. 

To what extent, then, l will be asking, does Stael's novel as a 
feminist text engaged with issues of subjectivity as process support 
or unsettle the claim that woman's place in culture is constructed 
by man's view of her, by a look that emana ting from his position 
of self-identity seeks to circumscribe hers? Can the gaze of a woman 
writer "speak" the body differently in images that don't "fix her 
in the frame" (Doane, 34)? 

In Corinne where as a performer the object of the gaze takes 
pleasure in being admired and is ac the same time in her own right 
the producing subject of a gaze, one would expect the lines of sight 
to complicate the structuring effects of the dorninant gaze. In the 
same way, since Corinne's identity as a woman takes place, so to 
speak, in scenes foreign to its privileged witness, Oswald (and pre­
sumably to its French readers), paradigms of sight in the novel are 
articulated with codes of cultural reference that, already inter­
twined, map on to the constructions of sexual difference. The text 
both dramatizes the power of the gaze co delimit the proper sphere 
of femininity and offers a powerful resistance to it. Put another 
,vay, Stael's novel engages the possibility of an authoritative vision) 
within femininity that refuses the legitimacy of a permanent pa­
triarchal construction. The novel, in this sense, is a book about 
the fathers as an authorizing, all powerful location and body of 
intention; about the name of the father, about the fatherland, about 
the organization of separate spheres in which the letter of the fa­
ther's law compells the son's desire, and the daughter's seeks ro 



' 
166 FEMINIST SIGNATURES 

inhabit another, perhaps maternal space. With all this in mind, I 
want now to track the power of the gaze elicited by performance, 
produced by its effects, and perhaps reopen the question of its sex, 
or at least of its gender.5 

' 
I 

'\. 

LOVE AT FIRST SIG HT? 

1 F, then, in Lafayette's novel both the prince and the duke first 
lay eyes on the princess within a world in which all the parties 
know each other- or will-and where the behaviors of desire are 
strictly regulated according to the rules of a self-perpetuating so­
cial discourse, Lord Nelvil's first sight of Corinne occurs in a con­
text organized by an economy of radical otherness. Although in 
the seventeenth-century fiction both the prince and the duke reg­
ister amazement at their first glimpse of the blond beauty who 
appears unexpectedly in their midst, when in Stael's novel Oswald 
awakens, his first day in Rome, co the sound of church bells and 
cannons announcing the crowning at the Capitol of "the most cel­
ebrated woman in Italy ... Corinne, poet, writer, improvisatrice, 
and one of the most beautiful women in Rome," he n1ust negotiate 
a surprise of a rather different order (2: 1: 19/ 49) . It does not nec­
essarily follow, n1oreover, that such hyperbolic distinction in a 
woman wou ld predispose hi1n to fall in love at all. On the con­
trary, the narrator underlines the fact chat "focusing the public eye 
on a woman's fortune" [cette grande publicite1 ran counter to "an 
English1nan's custo1ns and opinions" (2: 1: 19/ 49) and explains that 
" the combination of rnystery and public notice" ,ivould be harshly 
judged by Os,ivald in England as a violation of social protocols 
through which femininity becomes a public riddle, a circulating 
text to be glossed: "Her last name was not known; her first work 
had co1ne out five years earlier signed only Corinne. 1'-Jo one knew 
where she had lived before or what kind of person she had been" 
(2: 1: 20/50). But the Englishman is in Italy. Out of place, observer 
of a scene to which by definition he does not belong, Oswald sus­
pends the conventional rules that regulate social life in England 
and becon1es a fascinated spectator ·who anticipates the coronation 
as though it were a work of poetic imagination (2: 1: 20/ 50). He 
is indeed dazzled by the performance and when he rneets Corinne 
privately, enchanted by her, but is this a 111atch? What do they see 
in each other? 

The work of the gaze as a gendered and (gendering) asymmetri-
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cal operation of looks fro1n the beginning structures the relations 
of po,.ver and desire between Corinne and Oswald. Oswald sees 
Corinne for the first ti1ne before she begins to speak, whi le she is 
still an object of discourse and admiration, and in that mo1nent it 
is her look that inaugurates their exchange: "her expression, her 
eyes, her smile, spoke in her favor, and one look [/e premier re­
gard j n1ade Lord elvil her friend even before any stro nger fee ling 
brought hi1n into subjection" (2: r: 21/50). Despite the power of 
Corinne's self construction as a visible pub lic object-a woman 
pleased to be ad111ired; despite the extraordinary context of Oswald's 
first sight; Corinne, in ,.vhite, dressed like Domenichino's Sibyl, 
seated in an antique chariot Jra,.vn by four white horses-and th e 
"electrifying" effect of this sight on his imagination (2:1:22/52), 
when Oswald then watches Corinne at the crowning itself, on the 
stage of the Capitol, he sees only the wo1nan in the performance. 
Corinne's performing gaze offers the spectacle of genius located in 
a woman's body, but as spectator Oswald insists on separating the 
genius from the wo1nan: "in the very midst of all the splendor and 
all her success, Corinne's eyes [par ses regards] pleaded for the 
protection of a friend, a protection no woman can ever do with­
out, however superior she may be. And he felt that it would be 
gratifying to be the sustaining strength of a person whose sensi­
bility alone made sustenance necessary" (2: 2: 22 /54) . This flagrant 
gesture of interpretation as self-reference by which the 1nan reads 
the woman's unexpressed needs in her eyes because she is a won1an 
instantly privatizes the public meanings of a woman's gaze, and 
installs the couple firn1ly within the regime of what Monique 
Wittig in " The Straight Mind" calls "the heterosexual contract" 
(110). 

Oswald's resistance co stepping outside his own categories leaves 
hin, fixed in his identity as the judge of wo1nan. This inability to 
see except as a nzan is, J think, the central piece in Stael's critique 
of patriarchy, a critique, l should emphasize, attentive to the dam­
age done to its sons as well as its daughters. 6 I will make the fur­
ther claim that the narrator's insistence on the liinits of Oswald's 
vision of Corinne as a performer is part of what n1akes the book 
fc1ninist, or rather 1nakes the question of representation for a fern­
inist reader inseparable from a politics of the gaze. I£ Os·wald watches 
Corinne like a n1an, through a legacy of patriarchal looks, the reader, 
authorized by the narrator's fen,inist writing, refran1es his gaze, 
rereading as a woman.7 We might ,vonder who owns the gaze here?8 

In every way, the three brief chapters of book 2, "Corinne at 
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the Capitol," provide an emblematic figuration of the complex lines 
of force that structu re Stael's novel. Through this mise en abyme 
the crowning will become both the catalytic moment in the nar­
rative of Corinne and Oswald's erotic relation,, and the central event 
of Corihne's trajectory as an artist: the moment of glory fantas­
maticall y rewarded. It seems worth underscoring the fact that this 
crucial point of reference is inti111ately bound up with the valences 
of the gaze as a constitutive effect of power and heterosexual plot. 
Thus, in his introduction to Corinne's performance, during which 
he invites foreigners to "gaze on [Corinne as] the image of our 
beautiful Italy," Castel-Forte uncannily catches the look in Oswald's 
eye: " 'Yes,' he continued, his gaze happening to faU on Oswald 
just then, 'look on Corinne if you can spend your life with her, if 
the double existence she will give you can go on for a long time. 
But if you are condemned to leave her, then do not look upon her: 
so long as you lived, you would seek in vain the creative soul that 
shared and rnultiplied your feelings and your thoughts, for you 
would never find it again"' ( 2 : 2 : 24-2 s / s 7). What does the Italian 
see in the foreigner's look? 

Before Corinne improvises at the crowning, she is described in 
a recital of sonnets and odes.9 The poets in their portrayal of her 
genius are properly respecth1l, but Oswald is "impatient": "he 
thought that just by looking at her, he could have done a portrait 
of her more accurate, true, and detailed, a portrait that would fit 
no one bur Corinne" (1: 1: 23/20). What besides his position as the 
subject of desire, perception, and knowledge (a conflation of agen­
cies which roUed·up into one constitute a unita_ry subject in power), 
entitles Oswald to believe in the power of his "regard," co believe 
that he has access to woman 's truth merely by looking at her? In 
part, Corinne's signs of regard for him. During the ceremony of 
the crowning, Oswald separates hin,self from the crowd with the 
intention of speaking privately to Corinne. Corinne notices his moves 
but is careful ·not to reveal her attention: she doesn' t want him to 
notice that she notices. But as she leaves the scene of her triumph, 
she turns back to see the n1elancholy man she has picked out of 
the crowd of admiring faces . Like the heroines of feminocentric 
novels who precede hers, in taking notice of the man the woman 
rnakes a misstep-a mouvernent en arriere; or rather the move­
rnent causes her crown co fall. She does not fall, sprain her ankle, 
or make a faux pas that catches her gown. But displaced upward 
from the foot to the head, the gesture of feminine vulnerability 
produces the same sequences of masculine plot: when the woman's 
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need to see as a won1an causes her crown to fall and the n1an 
gallantly picks it up for her, their relation is detheatricalized and 
conventionally regendered. The text of their i.nteractions through­
out the novel is structured by this oscillation in the narrative be­
tween a public display designed for spectators in \,Vhich Corinne 
is a powerful figure of female genius who takes pleasure in her 
performance and a private exchange in v.,hich she is brought (and 
brings herself) back into the ordinary fictions of femininity. Every 
spectacular scene is closed down by a domestication chat brings it 
al I back home. 

Immediately after this exchange, for example, Oswald, in a state 
of dreamy reflection, finds his thoughts wandering back to his fa­
ther. He removes the miniature portrait of his father he wears around 
his neck and guiltily consults what will later in the novel be de­
scribed as its "silent gaze" [regard muet] (8: 1: 131/201). Here and 
throughout the text, as the gesture is repeated, it is as though the 
father's look, concrerized in a visible em blem of security, func­
tioned as an apotraic device or talisman designed to ward off 
woman's power of enchantment, to counter the petrification her 
laughing gaze threatens (and the father's severity guarantees). 10 If 
the power of patriarchy is thus ferish ized, what does this tell us 
about its sons' desire? At the very least, it suggests that Oswald 
as the son of a father identified with an o rigina ry authority is not 
only the producer of the desiring gaze that in heterosexual topoi 
fixes its object, but also the vulnerable object of patriarchal judg­
ments. In this sense, Stael might also have called her novel, Oswald, 
or England. 

At the scene of the crowning, I argued, Oswald's views on sep­
arate spheres prevented him from submitting to the regime of ex­
citement offered by Corinne's public self-display. l did not, how­
ever, emphasize the ways in which that judg1nenc is grounded in 
a discourse of national difference. Oswald sustains his position on 
sexual difference by his allegiance to national codes: the codes of 
behavior that in England govern domestic and public life, what 
historian Joan Kelly calls "the social relations of the sexes" (809-
24). It is perhaps the constant elaboration of the clain,s of national 
identity in the text that leads Ellen Moers in her pioneering work 
on women wri ters to make the claim that Corinne "is not in any 
polemical sense a feminist work. Indeed [Stael's] point," she writes, 
"is to show that regional or national or what we call cu ltural val­
ues determine female destiny even more rigidly than n1ale .... " 
She goes on to conclude with a leap directly into the next para-
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graph: ''Oswald's father is quite right. Corinne really is not a proper 
wife for Nelvil, or for anyone else" (207 ). What interests n1e here 
is the way in which despite herself Moers hits on the very piece 
of Stael's fiction that in my view makes the novel classically, even 
polemically femin ist. And this is precisely the role of Oswald's fa­
ther, indeed we ,night say of patriarchal authority given as a syn­
onym for England. What n1otivates Moers's apparent non sequi­
tur, then, is that she follows the logic of the fathers that in woman 
see only wife: the 1natch of equal value; the laws of propriety that 
make woman-even a national heroine-finally subject to the laws 
of patriarchy. In another vein, it strikes me as worth remarking 
that Moers here gives a vivid demonstration of what it means to 
read "as a rnan" (the literary equivalent of the male gaze). Like 
the keepers of the nineteenth-century French canon \.vho retain, fo r 
their reading lists, the Stael of De L 'Allemagne while disdaining 
the novels, Corinne and Delphine, M oers is embarrassed by the 
won,an who, by "making a spectacle of herself," threatens a re­
versal of social power arrangements that turns the fathers off (Russo, 
216- 17). 

At the same time, of course, it is perfectly true, as Moers n1ain­
tains, that the novel is about the ,;,vays in which human lives are 
shaped by national values. What a feminist analysis that takes the 
personal and the political, the private and the public together as 
concatenated scenes of operation can provide, however, is an ac­
count of the deeply imbricated nature of these relations. ln that 
sense, for instance, both Corinne's and Oswald's lover's discourse 
is inseparable fro1n the figurations of ltaly and England. Corinne's 
offer of a guided tour is both a demand for love and a cultural 
. ' 

1ntervent1on. 

SHOWING • 

WHAT CO RIN NE wants Oswald to love in Italy is another time, 
another economy, another set of values. She also wants hi1n to stay 
in Italy, so that he will love her. Provoked by her friend and ad­
visor Castel-Forte's skeptical view of the couple's future as a prob­
letn of taste-"you know to what extent the English are slaves co 
the customs and habits of their country" (4: 1 :49/90)- Corinne 
looks on the tour as a ,,vay of keeping the Englishman in Italy. The 
verb in French is fixer, a verb rich in associations for readers of 
the eighteenth-century novels Corinne revises. To take a case in 
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point, in Laclos's Liaisons dangereuses, both the virtuous Mrne de 
Tourvel and the canny Mme de Merteuil fear that they would not 
be able to "fix" Valmont in the name of love-to stop the rna­
chine of libertine sequence that requires the rnasculinist hero to 
keep moving on down the list-and hold onto him. In Stael's novel, 
Corinne's desire to keep Oswald {though to be sure Oswald is no 
Valmont) transforms the feminine yearning for a pause, a meta­
phorical space of feeling, by grounding it as space and as such, an 
alternative to plot. 

1n Stael's novel, a woman's space, like Coulommiers and 
Valentine's pavilion, has a story of its own. Space suspends the 
masculine plot (Oswald's anxiety about closure and destination) 
by an insistence on description that puts plot itself into question. 11 

Not surprisingly, however, given a canon that "keeps" Adolphe, 
the formal experiment here-the travelogue, the "interpolated" 
descriptions of ltaly which embody the resistance to conventional 
plots-seen1s to have resulted in the novel's emargination, its ex­
clusion fron1 the very tradition of patriarchal writing the novel 
n1aps frorn its edges. In this reading of Corinne l want to evoke 
both the critique of men's writing and the creation of a new writ­
ing for wo1nen I am calling fen1inist that Stael puts in place through 
the play of cultural tropes. We might also think of this review or 
revision of earlier literature as the work of a feminist gaze. 

A great deal, then, is at stake in the Italian inaterial. 12 The first 
place Corinne has chosen for their visit of Rome is the Pantheon. 
As they enter the building, Cori nne tries to define what makes this 
monument Italian. She explains to Oswald that because the de­
struction of the Caesars' empire destroyed the possibility of polit­
ical independence it is not the figures of statesn1en or military n1en 
that have come to replace the pagan gods; rather "the genius of 
imagination" (4: 2: 54/96). Thus, "the busts of our most famous 
artists ... decorate the niches where the gods of antiquity once 
sat" (4: 2: 54/996). Corinne a rgues that a country that values the 
talents of its people deserves "a nobler destiny." (Oswald is hard 
on nations: they get what they deserve. If Corinne is [like] a na­
tion, does she get what she deserves? to be a beautiful victim?) She 
goes on to embrace that destiny by identifying with the spirit of 
Italy's people, "the artists among us who love glory," whose goal 
it is to "win a place here. I have already marked out mine" (4: 2: 54/ 
96). The niche Corinne has claimed for herself is empty (an edi­
torial note in the new French edition informs us that it sti ll is!). 

In claiming her place a rnong the artists of Italy, her place in the 



' 
r72 FEMINIST SIGNATURES 

Pantheon of greatness, Corinne, we might say, signs Stael's work: 
its ambitious plot. But we must also see that the wish for recog­
nition as an artist is never in this novel entirely separable fro1n an 
erotics of acknowledgment bound up with other desires. Indeed, 
having' identified herself with the love of glory, Corinne attaches 
the man to the scepe of its fulfillment. She imagines Oswald 
returning co the Pantheon after her death and seeing her bust 
placed within its walls. Thus with the signature of a female artist's 
posterity, Corinne creates at the same time the classical figure of 
the ma le mourner (poetically) in love with a dead woman. (Or 
rather she revises the trope already put in place by the reference 
to Petrarch whose poetry provides the epigraph to the novel and 
by the paternal death that frames her story with Oswald.) In the 
111ove that refigures the female artist as a beloved dead woman, 
Corinne's character articulates a contradiction the narrative never 
undoes; this is a necessary effect of the coexistence and incom­
patibility between public and private desires. The story of the novel 
plays itself out within the knots of this double bind, the competing 
differences within feminist desires. 

Against the brilliance of Corinne's improvisation-the poetry 
that would earn her a place in the Pantheon-works the prose of 
domestic life: Oswald's sense of destination-England, his fa­
therland; the woman the father has chosen. But in a characteristic 
instance of the ideological conflict thar inhabits this text, despite 
her passionate attachment to Italy-which I read here as the n,a­
temal landscape of her desire-throughout the guided tour, Corinne 
herself recurs to the cultural values of the patriarchal text which 
separate her from Oswald. Thus, when Corinne and Oswald visit 
the cemetery outside Rome, the grave Corinne chooses to stop over 
and contemplate monumentalizes a form of exemplarity radically 
opposed to that of the niche in the Pantheon. The gravestone, " the 
one tomb still altnost intact" is that of a daughter, a young girl; 
the monument was erected by her father (5: 1: 79-80/131). For dif­
ferent reasons, the two "orphans" (as Corinne and Oswald see 
themselves) are moved by this reversal of nature's logic. The pres­
ence of arms on the ton1bstone-even though it is rhe grave of a 
woman, the daughter participates in her father's trophies-leads 
Corinne to remen,ber an elegy of Propertius that provides her with 
an invidious intertext for her own life: the 1nodel of Ron1an fem­
ininity, Cornelia. She repeats the lines of Cornelia's heroinism: "from 
marriage to the funeral pyre, no spot has stained my life; pure I 
have lived between the tiuo flaming torches." What Corinne fi nds 
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sublime in this image is the integrity of the life it en1bodies: ''How 
enviable the fate of a woman who has 1nanaged to retain the most 
perfect oneness in her destiny, and who carries only one memory 
off to the grave! That is enough for a life" (s: r: 80/130). Corinne 
thus articulates her attractions to the two aspects of the ideal fe ­
male life (purity and w1ity), against which measures her own nec­
essarily will seein inadequate. 

lf we understand the ascription of her place in the Pantheon of 
talent and genius as a 1von1an as the emblem of the text's feminist 
project in the novel, an iconographic representation that supplies 
and images an oblique commentary on the negative inevitabilities 
of female plot (a critique of essentialism), we must now reread 
Corinne's gloss on Roman patristics in the cemetery (rnonuments 
to what Engels ,vill call the "perfect type" of paternal power in 
the family), as the fate of that commentary in narrative. As we will 
see, the novel's dissenting relation to the familiar structures of fic­
tion that conflate narrative resolution and female destiny as a mat­
ter of marriage or death entails a disruption of story. 

Corinne's explication of the Italian text through its 1nonu1nents 
constitutes a strategy of deferral the narrator compares to the fa­
mous storytelling of Sherehezade (5:1:81/133) . The narrator's 
analogy points to Corinne's fear of Oswald's power to decide her 
fare, bur it also points more generally to the workings of .male 
authority within literature and its judgments about women's texts: 
Corinne fears Oswald's attachment to patriarchal plots, and like 
her precursor she tries to forestall their closure through the elab­
orate show and tell she performs as a guide to Italy (staying alive 
by keeping Oswald in Italy). 

The stakes of narration-,-what will Oswald think and do when 
Corinne cells him her story-are knotted up with the plots of 
abandonment that operate in the novel as a kind of anxious in­
tertext; as though the act of revelation, following the rules of oed­
ipal narratology, necessarily entailed punishment. Thus, when 
Corinne decides to accompany Oswald to Naples-to delay fur­
ther and at rhe same time to give him a "proof of love" ( 10: 6: 187 / 
277)-the count Erfeuil, who as a Frenchman is given the most 
conventional discourse in the novel, warns Corinne about the con­
sequences of such a decision: "What! You really intend to set off 
with Lord Nelvil even though he is not your husband, even though 
he has not pro1nised to marry you! And what will become of you 
if he leaves you?" [que deviendrez-vous s'i/ vous abandonne?] 
(10: 6: 187 /278; emphasis added). 13 Corinne's reply that she would 
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be miserable only if Oswald ceased loving her, that her idea of 
love transcends reputation , does not deter Erfeuil from sketching 
out the logic of seduction and betrayal rhat is the stuff of French 
eighteenth-century novels and that echoes •Castel-Forte's earlier 
warnings about rhe power of English plot: "Lord Nelvil is a man 
like any other ... he will go back to his country, pursue his ca­
reer: in a word, he will be reasonable" ( ro: 6: r 88/2 79). Although 
Corinne scoffs at the count's predictions, placing herself and her 
love outside " the usual broad categories for which ready-made 
precepts [maximes toutes faites ] exist" (10:6:188/280), before pre­
senting her story of origins to Oswald, she organizes an impro­
visation at Cape Miseno so that he might hear her once more as 
"Corinne," "as she had been that day at the Capitol, with all the 
talent she had received from heaven" (8:4:240/348), as though 
"Corinne" could protect her from the fate of woman. The theme 
requested by the audience thls rime is "the memories recalled by 
these places" (8:4:241/348), and Corinne ends the improvisation 
with what we might think of as her own Heroides-"Some mem­
ories of the heart, some names of wo1nen, also lay claim to your 
tears"-as she evokes not the heroes of antiquity, but the women 
left behind, silent heroines attached to the pain of absence (8: 4: 244/ 

353). 

TELLING 

THE DAY at Cape Miseno marked by Corinne's verbal brilliance 
ends, however, with an instance of Oswald's physical heroism. On 
returning to Naples from Vesuvius, Oswald dives into the water 
to save an old man from dro~rning. 14 That the gesture is, of course, 
tied to Oswald's guilt about his father is signaled by the conse­
quences of taking the plunge: water darnages the father's portrait. 
The effaced image was barely recognizable, but a fev, days later 
Cori nne returns the portrait to Oswald "repaired"-and "·with a 
much more striking likeness than before" (8: 7: 249/ 359) . We nught 
want to think about this restoration of the image as an emblen1 
of the central gamble at the heart of the novel. 

Corinne's docility here as a brilliant copyist does not produce 
the ironic twist of feminist signature Laure's manipulation of ar­
tistic tradition through pastiche figures in Indiana, but we Lnay 
perhaps overread it as a troubled figuration of the ways in \vhich 
a woman artist re-presents ideology. More specifically, we might 
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also wonder to what extent the very gesture of restoring the image 
by definition reinforces the regin1e of the specular (concretized in 
the gaze) that Corinne struggles against throughout the text. Put 
another way, it may be that this adding to the conventions of rep­
resentation, of resemblance and identity, is a symptom of the text's 
self-contradicrions: its challenge to representation's hegemony 
(through performance, lyric, discontinuity, spatial ization-e111-
phasis added); and at the san1e ti111e, its obsessive need for rep­
resentation's support: Corinne's unerring choice of the man 1nost 
likely to replace her, precisely, in the feminine identity required 
and created by patriarchal plots. 

Oswald interprets Corinne's uncanny ability to reproduce the 
father's image as a sign that she should reign over his life forever. 
And as if breaking with his own principles of deferral, in a gesture 
of good faith, he removes his father's ring from his finger (the ring 
his mother wore), to give ir to Corinne before she delivers her story. 
Thus Corinne's long-delayed account of her "secrets" is doubly 
framed by emblems of the father's rule. In book 14 (there are twenty 
books in this epic novel), we are finally given to read Corinne's 
\.vrinen account of her name and o rigins. Born in Italy of an Italian 
mother and an English father, Corinne rejoins her father in En­
gland at age fifteen, five years after her mother's death, and after 
an education in letters in Florence. The first-person narrative of 
her six years in England makes clear the interdigitated relations 
benveen gender and culture, and the crucial role played by a fa­
ther's will in their articulation: her father and his. If Corinne, who 
is unhappy in England, senses she could not conforn1 to the model 
of life her own father has e,nbraced by his return ro it, she is no 
less subject to its law as long as she lives under the paternal roof: 
"I was almost rwency when my father decided it was time for n1e 
to marry, and ir was then that my appointed destiny started to 
unfold" [c'est ici que toute la fatalite demon sort vase deployer] 
(14:2:259/24i) -

The particular fatality that regulates a woman's lot in fiction is 
always bound up with fathers. Here that configuration becomes 
inseparable from the tropes of performance and the patriarchal 
gaze chat judges the performing woman. Corinne's father, having 
picked our Os\vald as her future husband, invites Oswald's father 
to visit with the family. Corinne is flattered by this choice, since 
she has heard much about Oswald and awaits the arrival in a state 
of anxiety [une veritable anxiete] (14: 2: 260/JiJ)]. Wanting pas­
sionately to please Lord Nelvil, Corinne shows everything she can 
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do-singing, dancing, improvising-and fears that in this aston­
ishing performance she has somehow gone too far. That she has 
indeed been too much for this father-une personne trop vive 
(r4:2 :373)-will be confirmed in writing. Latel' in the novel, Oswald 
is given' to read posthumously a letter exchanged by the fathers in 
\.vhich Lord Nelvil se'tlior locates Corin ne's unsuitability as a wife 
for his son in her desire to be seen: "she has a great need to please, 
to captivate, to attract attention . . . and I do not know what 
theater would be broad enough for the active rojnd, the impetuous 
imagination-for the passionate character, in short, perceptible in 
her every word" (16:8:329/466). Corinne's need for a theater-a 
scene in which to display herself-is also pointed to by the step­
mother's discourse (in bitter remarks to Oswald) as the o rigin of 
Corinne's undesirability: "she needs a theater where she can dis­
play all those gifts you prize so highly, and that make her life so 
difficult" (16:6:325/461). The geographical conclusions such a need 
to be seen entails are self-evident: this kind of spectacle belongs 
to Italy " In even the smallest Italian towns," Corinne observes, 
"there is a theater, music, actors" (14: r: 25 7 / 369). In England "a 
perfected mechanical doll." (258/369) might as well live in her place. 

With the death of her father, and the inheritance at her majority 
from her father and her mother, the question of Corinne's mar­
riage- the father's desire-becomes instead of one of destiny, what 
renan1ed as Corinne she might become; and then more simply, of 
destination as geography: the return to Italy. But Corinne does not 
construe the return as the simple refusal of all English cultural 
values. Rather, in her account, she imagines a more complicated 
fonn of existence for herself; beyond the exclusive, either/or models 
of the fathers: "Thanks to the rare combination of circumstances 
that had given me a dual education and if you will, t\.VO nation­
alities, 1 cou ld think myself destined for special privileges" 
(14:3:264-5/379). I think the doubleness,' or marks of "differences 
within" that Corinne identifies as a positive groundi ng for a pro­
ductive subjectivity, may also be read metaphorically as Stael's way 
of accounting for a more radical idea of feminin ity than her plot 
can handle, and that takes form in the performances the text 
en1bodies: the exphrasis of the travelogues and the lyrical . . ' 
1mprov1sat1ons. 

At the same tin1e, therefore, despite the cited advantages of dif­
ferent maternal and paternal heritages, the condition of Corinne's 
return to Ita ly requires a suppression of the English difference as 
patriarchy at the crucial level of the proper name: rather than hurt 
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her (English, half-) sister's chance of a future "establishment" 
by the reputation of her own {Italian) "extraordinariness," "Miss 
Edgermond," follo,ving her stepmother's instructions, disappears. 

Bur Corinne also goes beyond the erasu re of the name of the 
father. She con1pletely refigures an identity. She takes a single name: 
"l took only the name of Corinne, after the poet and friend of 
Pindar l had co1ne co love when l learned her story" (14: 4: 269/ 
386). 15 What l want to emphasize here beyond the relationship to 
a fe1nale poet of antiquity as precursor, is the textual impact for 
the reader produced by the suppression of not only the trouble­
some patronymic that could bring shan1e on the Edgermond fam­
ily, but Corinne's given first name. Plausibly, this would have been 
a name chosen by the 1nother, an Italian name, perhaps, but a 
name the narrative never discloses. I will discuss the implications 
of this silence later in the chapter. For the mon1ent, let us retain 
the evacuation of all originary identity in the gesture of self-naming. 

When Os\.vald finishes reading Co rinne's account, he thinks he 
still loves the won1an, but feels hurt by her story. The effect of 
Corinne's critique of English life, her acknowledgmen t of other 
stories and desires, moreover, is to bring Oswald back to the ques­
tion of paternal authority, to the authorized version. Thus the 
woman's testimony, far fro1n challenging the son's view of things, 
confirms, as Corinne suspected, the father's vision: the epitaph in 
the Roman cemetery. The aftertext of Corinne's history n1oves the 
narrative closer to the plot of abandon1nent whose tropes, of course, 
have been in place from the beginning. For the return to Italy, 
where theaters and music do exist for Corinne's fulfillment, does 
not, as we have already seen, resolve the issue of feminine identity 
for a fen1ale poet and perfonner. 

PARADOXES OF THE COMEDIENNE 

ALTHOUGH in the representation of Corinne's glory the crowning 
is the event the narrator and Corinne ren1rn to as the ultimate 
euphoric reference of her existence-the moment, in the terms of 
my argument, in which the performance of an identity creates a 
productive female gaze-the scene in which Corinne plays Juliet / 
shows more complexly the stakes involved in what Naomi Schor 
in "Portrait of a Gentleman" has called "the battle of the gazes' ~ 
in this novel, the struggle between the judgments of patriarchyand 
the desires of a feminist subject. The perfonnance of Shakespeare's 
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tragedy of paternal prohibitions and fata l visions (translated by 
Corinne and returned as it seems to the audience to ''its native 
tongue" [sa fangue maternelfe] (8:3:126/194), dramatizes, we n1ight 
say, both Corinne's need for a theater in which to be seen and 
Oswald's desire to replace that scene with himself. He will tolerate 
the praise of the world Corinne elicits only if "the look of love, 
more heavenly still than [her] genius," is directed uniquely at him 
(7:3: 125/193). Once again, as in the scene at the Capitol, the man 
needs to separate the woman from the genius in order to consol­
idate his own identity. 

Corinne's perspective involves a different kind of separation. On 
stage she knows she is acting. She can see the effect her acting has 
upon Oswald, and she splits herself from Juliet within the act of 
performance itself: " How happy Corinne felt on the day she played 
that noble tragedy for her chosen friend! How many years, how 
many lives would be dull after such a day!" (7 :3: 125/197 ) In this 
public moment we see the work of Corinne's performing gaze, the 
field of its 1nastery, and the scene of her ultin1ate pleasure: "Uving 
for a mo111ent in the sweetest of the heart's dreams." This plea­
sure-fa jouissance pure- is not, however, and this has its im­
portance, an erotics cut off· from her private feelings for Oswald. 
On the contrary, if "for the authority of art" Corinne would not 
want Oswald to play a part on the stage in the play \.vith her, she 
does \.Vant him in the audience: she wants him there to see the 
extraordi nary power of her emotional range: "See what capacity 
I have for love!" (7 :3: 128/198). The na rrator analyzes the complex 
natu re of Corinne's pleasure in performance: it is to experience 
"a ll the charm of emotion with none of reality's agonizing dis­
tress" (128/198) and at the sa me t in1e the reality of emotion's ef­
fects : both the pleasure of public recognition-applause, etc. ­
and the satisfaction of laying all that " through the look in her 
eyes" ( r29/ 198) at Oswald's feet. This econo,ny of pleasure resem­
bles the calculus of fantasy that adds the erotic to the ambitious 
wish Freud assigns co men in the essay on creativity, "The Poet 
and Daydrea1ning" (48) . l want si n1ply to note here the way in 
which the fantasy is undermined from within by the narrato r's 
discourse, as it goes on to characterize the object of Corinne's de­
sire: at the feet of the one object whose approval " was more pre­
cious to her than glory" (129/198). Th is internal subversion is part 
of the contradiction-the ideological muddle-that inhabits Stael's 
novel from beginning to end. For like Oswald , Corinne is also 
ten1pted by the look of love, and that gaze like the look that judges 
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is embedded in patriarchal plots; not the ecstasy of stasis, the per­
fect jouissa11ce of the 1non1ent Corinne exalts in. Thus, the prob­
lem here is not simply the sex of the gaze, but its literature. 

By its intertext Corinne's gaze as Juliet is bound to a pleasure 
in death: Juliet's lines upon learning Rorneo's name, lines repro­
duced in English in the novel: "Too early seen unknown and known 
coo late!" Like Juliet Corinne comes to learn that a body is not 
easily parted from its name under patriarchy's eye even if her own 
renaming has tried to undo those continuities; she learns very ex­
actly "v,hat's in a name." In the sarne way, when after the play, 
staggered by Corinne's perfonnance as Juliet and no longer able 
co distinguish tn1th frorn fiction, Oswald comes backstage, he finds 
himself speaking Romeo's lines in English: "Eyes look your last! 
arms take your last emb race"; they also suggest that vision under 
che paternal regi me is deadly. 

The problem the excess of Corinne's public presence causes the 
fathers may also be traced co the intimacies of etymological de­
rivations: theater and theory (in Greek) share a root- thea- to 
see: both theater and theory are, then, in this sense scenes of spec­
tating, beholding, conten,plating. Now spectators at the various 
cheaters of ancient Greek life (including the events of the polis) 
\.Vere predominantly if nor exclusively male; so \.Vere the spectators 
of representation (also known as philosophers). 16 When Corinne 
is viewed as theater by rhe father and the son thei r look articulates 
and regrounds the position of authority occupied by the figure of 
that privileged spectator of Greek life. 17 Put another way, the gaze 
is ma le when its act of seeing cannot separate itself from these 
dominant powers; seeing enacts ideo logy. "The privilege of sight 
over other senses, oculocentrism," Jane Gallop has argued in her 
reading of lrigaray's revision of Freud's "old d ream of sym1netry" 
through his "blind spot," supports and unifies phallocentric, sex­
ual theory." "Every .. . viewi ng of the subject," she continues, 
"will have always been according to phallomorphic standards" (The 
Daughter's Seduction, 58). 

Stael's production of Corinne's performing gaze wants to un­
settle that conflation of contemplation, theory, maleness, phallic 
authority by showing the political investments of spectating, the 
lin1its of its vision from father to son, and by complicating the 
notion of spectacle. Th is double move in fact connects the two 
problematics: of a woman's performance as theater-what she by 
her gaze might give to be seen, otherwise; and what it would take 
for it to be received. We 1night usefully borrow here fro1n 1v1ary 
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Ann Doane's discussion of lrigaray's project to "provide the woman 
with an autonotnous symbolic representation" (31). In her devel­
opment of the notion of a feminine specificity that would not be 
an essentialisrn, Doane points to the distinction (drawn from Plato) 
that l rigaray makes between mi1nesis as "specularization" and an 
earlier "productive" mimesis: this first repressed mimesis, Irigaray 
writes, "would lie more in the realm of 1nusic" (This Sex, 131/ 
129). In an analysis oddly reminiscent of Kristeva's formulation of 
the semiotic as a space of rhythm and 1nusic that "precedes and 
underlies figuration and thus specularization" (Revolution, 26) , 
lrigaray imagines the possibility of "a woman's writing" "in the 
direction of, and on the basis of, that first mimesis" (131/129). 
Throughout the novel, Stael shows the productive, transformative 
power of this mode, a mode systen1atically repressed by a dis­
course of what l rigaray calls "adequation," the commensurability 
of word and thing. The relation between the two modes, the re~lm 
of "music" and the severe zones of the gaze will be rehearsed or 
placed in representation by the figuration of the tension between 
Italian and English paradig1ns. Corinne's dancing of the Tarentella 
offers an exemplary case: 

Jr was in no way French dance, so remarkable for its ele­
gance and the difficulty of its steps; rather it was a talent much 
closer to imagination and feeling. The quality of the rnusic 
was expressed by 111ovements that were in turn precise and 
languorous. As if she were improvising, as if she were playing 
the lyre or sketching faces, Corinne con1municated her feel­
ings directly to the souls of the spectators through her dance: 
everything was language to her. Looking at her, the musicians 
were moved to n1ake the essence of their music felt more 
strongly. It is impossible to explain the impassioned joy, the 
imaginative sensitivity that electrified everyone ,vatching that 
magical dance, transporting them into an ideal existence where 
happiness not of th is world is dreamed. (6: 2: 92 - 93/148) 

The explosive potential of this physical improvisation, this body 
language of imn1ediacy that emerges fro111 a woman's in1agination, 
provides a challenge to the old patriarchal order very much in the 
spirit of Cixous's celebrated call, that l have evoked elsev.,here in 
this book, for an "ecriture fe,ninine," a women's writing that would 
bring women "into the world and into history by her own 1nove­
ment" (245). Stael's text in fact embodies another, poetic libidinal 
economy that writes "the very possibility of change, the space that 
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can serve as a springboard for subversive rhought, the precursory 
movement of :i transforn1ation of social and cultura l structures" 
(249). But the novel :ilso tells the fate of that gesture when it is 
read by the representatives of the old order. 

If the Italians, as 1nen who are moved by women, are trans­
ported by dance and music into the ideal, Oswald, the Englishman, 
remains fixed on the threshold of his real: "Trying ro hide his dis­
tress, his fascination, and his suffering, he 111anaged to say: 'Well 
Corinne, what homage, what success! But a1nong all chose men 
\.vho worship you so enthusiastically, is there one brave and reli­
able friend? ls there a lifelong protector? And should the vain up­
roar of applause be enough for a soul like yours?'" (6: 2: 93/ 149-
50). ln the end, it seen,s Stael's (Romantic) recovery of another 
mimesis, of a modality of dance and poetry, ecstasy and transport 
fails to ach.ieve its transformative aims because in the writing of a 
novel Stael necessarily comes up against genre; narrative's need for 
the linear metonyn1ies of story, for the realities of representation­
the demands of Osvvald's plot, for instance. (Corinne's persistently 
somatic relation to performance is a sy1nptom of that inevitable 
failure. ) It "vould be a mistake, however, to conclude too quickly. 
For in the posterity of the text that is Corinne, or Italy and that 
contains the story of Corinne and Oswald, the image that remains 
attached to Corinne's body, that we might say becomes the ico­
nography of her representation (reproduced notably on the cover 
of the FoLio edition ), she is figured as a transforming presence with 
her lyre. 

Corinne appears on stage a last time in Venice in a production 
of Gozzi's comic opera, the Figlia dell'aria. At the end of the per­
formance, the character Corinne plays sits on a throne from which 
she commands her subjects: the audience rises spontaneously to 
applaud Corinne as though she were a real queen (16:2:306/435) . 
Bur when the curtain falls, Corinne learns the ne"vs she has dreaded 
since the backstage theatrics of Romeo and Juliet: Oswald must 
leave for England. In the emotional violence of their exchange, 
Corinne faints, and falling hits her head against the ground. When 
she comes back to herself, she measures the distance that separates 
this from their first meeting: "Oswald, Oswald, 1 was not like this 
the day you met me at the Capitol. On my forehead I wore the 
crown of hope and glory, now it is stained with blood and dust" 
(16:3:308/438). Although Oswald swears on her father's portrait, 
on a "father's name" that their love will continue, the narrator 
strikes a son1ber note: " In point of fact, to vanquish love once 
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1narks a solen1n step in the progress of love: the illusion of its 
on1nipotence is finished' ' ( 16: 4: 315/ 44 7 ). Thus the discourse of the 
novel co1nes to elaborate the power of the maxim to shape and 
regulate behavior. ' 

' 
\ 

SUFFERING AND THE SPECULAR 

THE STORY of Oswald and Corinne shows that as long as woman 
is on display, however sublime her perfonnance, she will be 
subject to the rigors of patriarchy; the letter of the father's law 
Bakhtin calls "the dead quotation" (345). But, as we will see now, 
paradoxically, it is only in the unfolding of the abjection that 
Corinne endures when she stops perforn1ing that we finally take 
the measure of patriarchy's indictment in this text. 

Once Oswald returns to England we witness the figural de­
crowning of Corinne, her insertion as object into the regime of the 
male gaze as the support of representation; and it is precisely at 
this point in the narrative that Maggie Tulliver, we recall , in The 
Mill on the Floss stopped reading Stael's novel: "As soon as I came 
to the blond-haired young lady reading in the park, I shut it up 
and detennined to read no further. I foresaw that that light com­
plexioned girl would win away all the love from Corinne and make 
her miserable" (432- 33) . Maggie was a good, stage one resisting 
feminist reader, who knew enough about images of women in lit­
erature to feel su re that this book would not end well for Corinne; 
and she wishes for "son1e story ... where the dark woman 
triumphs" (433). Was Maggie right to stop reading? 

The last five books of the novel display the "miserabilization" 
of the dark woman M aggie predicted. The reader tracks the fall 
frorn the exaltation produced by the tropes of public admiration 
into the abjection of the woman who now unseen becomes the 
spectator of staged events in \vhich she does not perform; indeed 
has no place except that of witness to her own exclusion. The 
internal insistence on the dysphoric symmetry of these scenes, 
however, produces a complex reading effect: for paradoxically, the 
melodramatic moments of intense pathos caused by Corinne's " in­
visibility" give her in the reader's eye and her own the "theater" 
she needs by representing her peripeteia as theater: as scenes of 
beholding. 

At home in England, Oswald reads his dead father 's letter of 
judgn1ent about Corinne and hesitates about what to do. As 
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Corinne waits in anguished paralysis for Oswald to write, she re­
ceives the visit of a won,an who bears in her body the image of 
Corinne's internal crisis: "The person entering her roo111 was to­
ta ll y deformed, her face disfigured by a dreadful illness; she was 
dressed in black and covered by a vei l meant to conceal the sight 
of her from those she came near." The woman, who is seeking 
charity nor for herself, bur for the poor, is stunned by Corinne's 
appearance, and the narrator underlines the irony of their rela­
tions: "the poor \1/0man, long since resigned to her own fate, looked 
at chis beautiful person with astonishn,ent ... Italy's rnost bril- , 
Liant person who \.vas succumbing to despair!" (17:2:336/475). This I ,1. 

figurarion of Corinne brought down from the heights of a per­
forming brilliance to the obscure zones of an object of pity wi ll 
limn the final stages of the novel in which we read the destiny of 
the dark wo1nan, as she becomes the woman in black who hides 
herself from view. 

Corinne finally decides to come to England herself. In London, 
she goes see Mrs. Siddons perform in Isabella, or the Fatal Mar- ' r­
riage. Not knowing that Oswald has returned to England, but not 
wanting to "attract the attention of some Englishman who might 
have known her in Italy," Corinne arrives at the theater veiled. 
She chooses a small box for herself "from which she could see 
everything without being seen" and follows both the play and the 
actress (who Os\.vald has said is like her) with absorption (I7:2 :340/ 
480). But during the intermission she notices "all eyes [tous /es 
regards] turning coward a box" (340/481) . In a flourish of hyper­
bole thar echoes the description of the effects produced by the ap­
pearance of rhe princess of Cleves at the courc-"even in England 
where won1en are so beautiful, it had been a long time since any-
one so remarkable had appeared"-Lucile (her own half-sister) is 
posed as the specular ideal. But it is not enough for Corinne to 
corn pare herself to the image of youth and find herself lacking; the 
degradation of the fall into specular suffering requires another turn 
of the spjral. Corinne suddenly sees Oswald, and seeing hi,n for 
the first time since their separation, follows his gaze, which like 
the others' attaches itself to her sister's body. When the play is 
over, Corinne again hides herself fron1 the crowd, and fron1 an 
opening in her box watches Oswald escorting the young beauty 
from the theater, "the most beautiful person in England through 
the countless admirers following in her footsteps" (17:4:342/483). 
Nonnally an acute, even paranoid, reader of the slightest fluctua-
tion in Oswald's feelings, suddenly faced with the new configu-

7 
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rations of desire, Corinne resists interpretation and reserves judg­
ment. Postponing the privacy of the tete-a-tete, she chooses instead 
a scene of public display-the review of Oswald's regiment in H yde 
Park-as a theater in which to detennine with' "her own eyes" the 
status of his true feelings for Lucile. 

In a reversal of positions which makes Corinne the spectator and 
Oswald the spectacle, as she prepares to go and watch the man 
on parade, Corinne now worries about her appearance. She hes­
itates about how to present herself, what to wear; and then sud­
denly, looking at herself in the n1irror and seeing in its reflection 
her sister's face "light as air" decides against display and dresses 
in black, draping herself in a mantle, Venetian style (17 :4:346/ 488). 
When Corinne, who is accustomed to being viewed as the figure 
of "Corinne," poet and improviser, and not simply as a woman, 
observes Lucile being seen as a woman, she immediately experi­
ences her subjection to the law of the male gaze by seeing herself 
through it, or mirrored in it. In John Berger's analysis of this effect 
of vision: " Men look at women. Women watch themselves being 
looked at. This determines not only most relations between men 
and won1en but also the relation of women to then1selves. The 
surveyor of woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus 
she turns herself into an object-and most particularly an object 
of vision: a sight" (47) . Once Corinne becomes this sight she enters 
a realm of acute suffering. Cuc off from the mobile jouissance of 
performance, through which she defies the conventional inscrip­
tion of wo1nan's body, Corinne seems to enter the borderline zones 
of an identity in crisis; the state, neither subject nor object, that 
Kristeva describes as abjection.18 

Like the disfigured wo1nan dressed in black who had come to 
beg for charity, Corinne, in turn, her face protected from sight by 
the depth of a carriage, watches Oswald. Prancing on horseback, 
he performs like the hero of a ninetenth-century novel, in honor 
of the remarkably blond Lucile toward ,.vhotn once again all ad­
miring gazes turn: "Oswald gazed at her with looks that pierced 
Corinne's heart; the unfortunate won1an knew those looks; they 
had been turned upon her" (17 :6:346/ 489) . The narrator thus un­
derscores in discourse the repetition in plot of the general structure 
of reversal which organizes the last 1novements of the novel; em­
phasis reiterated on still a third level of the text in the narrator's 
rendering of Corinne's thoughts: " 'Ah,' Corinne thought, ' it was 
not like this, no, that l made my way to the Capitol the first rime 
I met him; he has hurled n1e from the triun1phal chariot into the 



Performances of the Gaze 185 

unfathomable depth of orrow'" (347/489). We may understand 
the fall from the height of art, from the triumph of Corinne's pub­
li c, even national performance, to the depths of individual suffer­
ing as Corinne's descent into the privatized spheres of femininity. 
The political econo n1y of this reversal is based in the regime of the 
look that constitutes Corinne as Woman. 19 

When Corinne returns co Italy this time, it is not to Ron1e but 
to Florence, the scene of her education and her earliest literary 
efforts: "l re,nembered how my first attempts at poetry had won 
praise from a very fev,1 but well-qualified judges in Florence. I ex­
ulted in the successes I might win one day ... " (14:3:265/379). 
Now, far from those youthful illusions, bereft and lonely, she wan­
ders through the streets and galleries of Florence; she is suddenly 
drawn to a statue of Niobe clasping her "daughter to her breast 
with heartbreaking anxiety" (18:3 :368/519), and it is her powerful 
reaction co this figure that engenders fo r rhe first time since the 
separation from Oswald a desire to write. The choice of Niobe, I 
who as a figure of a ruined female destiny, is both a plausible and 
paradoxical embodiment of Corinne's grief.20 

What of Corinne's maternity? And why the choice of the final 
daughter, the ''littlest one" (Metamorphoses, 6:295 - 303)? The text 
does not answer those questions directly here, for \vhat follows 
the description of the statues is instead an account-and then a 
demonstration by incorporation-of Corinne's a tternpt co return 
to writing. Bue I think the fina l pages of the novel show clearly 
enough that Corinne suffers from an anxiety about crans1nission­
an anxiety of influence abou t what is to fo llow-in which writing 
(as posterity) and n1aternal descent are intimately bound up with 
each other. 

Here, reflecting on the works of art she has just seen, tortured 
by a wandering mind that stops her hand at every page, Corinne 
measures the distance she has come: " How far she was now from 
the gift of improvisation!" {18:4 :368/519) . The violence of her 
emotions compels her to portray her own feelings. But the per­
sonal poetry that results is judged as a kind of negative poetics: 

But no longer were there any general ideas or the universal 
feelings chat correspond co all 111en's hearts; it ·was the cry of 
grief, ultimately rnonotonous as the cry of birds in the night 
coo fervent in expression, too vehement, lacking in subtlety . 
. . . Good writing requires a base of genuine-but not har­
rowing [dechirante]-emotion. (18:3:368/519) 
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Unlike Niobe's "heartbreaking anxiety" that has been transfig­
ured to make art, the repetitious rhythms of Corinne's pain seern 
to require a transformation beyond the (Ron,antic) powers of art. 

As if to figure Corinne's trauma and the difficulty of her recov­
ery, the ' novel includes several pages of her attempts at writing 
from this period. Like. Clarissa's "mad papers" written after the 
rape, Corinne's "reflections" both rehearse the violence she has 
undergone and obsessively embody its aftermath. Entitled "Frag­
ments of Corinne's Thoughts" they tell the story of a double, if 
circular failure: a suffering that undoes talent; and the collapse of 
the erotic plot. The first stanza reads: "My talent no longer exists, 
and l mourn for it. I would have liked my name to reach him with 
some glory attached; I would have wished that as he read son,e 
piece of mine, he felt in it some empathy with him" (18:3 :369/520). 
In her book on Stael, Madelyn Gutwirth argues that Corinne gen­
erally suffers from a "terror of invisibility," and needs Oswald "to 
be witness to her success" (206). Here, then, Gutwirth continues, 
as in other ''scenes of despair . . . it is nonrecognition of the her­
oine as herself by the beloved and through him by the world, that 
is the cause of the trauma" (207). But what would it take for Oswald 
(or England) to recognize Corinne "as herself" ? 

If we now return to the reflection with which we began this 
chapter- what is this \'Voman looking for that she does not al­
ready have-the fragtnents offer a mise en abyme of the quest in 
that question. Corinne wants, I think, not so 1nuch a match in 
marriage as the perfect destinataire: the addressee basic to the 
transactions of na rrative communication; a privileged interlocutor 
and reader in the form of a friend and lover. As she explains to 
Oswald at the beginning of the rour of Rome: " I did nor imagine 
the coronation at the Capitol \.Vould win me a friend, but all rhe 
while I sought glory, l have hoped it would make me loved. What 
use would it be without that hope, for wornen at least!" (4:3:55/ 
98). In Corinne's need for sorneone \'Vho \.Vil! know hovv to read 
her-what she writes, what she feels-and who will at the same 
tin,e authorize her glory, she describes wh::it might be seen as a 
fe1ninist fantasy: to recapture the unconditional love of the mother, 
the dead mother who nan1ed her and \1/hO mapped out her destiny 
by locating her education in ltaly with a woman amidst art; she 
perhaps wants to be loved as the daughter whose name has been 
erased in this text: for herself. But can a man love like a mother? 
Is he the "brother," who in Adrienne Rich 's language becomes the 
" 1nan-who-would-understand"?21 Not if he positions himself in the 
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line of the patriarchal gaze which surveys, judges, and regu lates; 
not if he also occupies the pb ce of the fathe r: not if as a ivornan 
she also wants him co love her as a ,nan. 

This, then, is the text's feminist knot, or one of them. For 
Corinne needs not only an interlocutor and a reader, she requires 
what in Colette's discourse about women and love in The Vaga­
bond is called ·'the eager specta tor to [one's] life and [one's] per­
son'' (111/147-48) ; and this perforce generates the deadly specular 
logic of representation; for that spectator rends to believe only what 
he sees : the \VOrnan as sight; or as Woolf has shown, his mirror. 
The witness who looks and sees without a n1irror seems co inhabit 
a lost maternal plenitude. The novel en1bodies the conflicted at­
cempc co construct (perhaps reconstruct) a female subject ivity 
through work and desire without a maternal support and against 
the pO\ver of che paternal gaze to circumscribe that project within 
the identity of Woman. Stael's fiction challenges the legitimacy of 
char power in writing-the narrator's and Corinne's; but at the 
same time, we are also given to see the cosc of pro test as it is lived 
out in a son1atic body, the vulnerability of its text subjected to the 
prerogatives of the canon. 

FEMINIST WRITING /FEMA LE AUTHORSHIP 

Public opinion seems co release men from any obligation co­
ward a woman acknowledged as having a superior mind: with 
her you can be ungrateful, fa ithless, cruel. ... Isn't she an 
extraordinary woman? That says it all. She is abandoned to 
her own resources, left all alone to struggle with her sorrow. 

Germaine de Stael, "Des Femmes qui cultivent les Lenres" 

IN A NOVEL of dissent that places women and li terature in social 
context, the private and privatized tropes of the unhappy love story 
(the plots of abandonment)-rhe won1an alone (' 'dying of grief") 
cannot be separated from its effects in the public and publicized 
agora of writing. Thus when Oswa ld renirns to lta ly and inqui res 
about Corinne, he learns that she has \Vithdrawn from the public 
eye: " that she had published nothi ng in the past five years, and 
lived in the deepest seclusion" (19:6:394/554); " he was told ... 
that no one knew anything about her since she had stopped see­
ing anyone and did not write a nymore. O h! this was not the way 
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Corinne's name was heralded once; and could the man who had 
destroyed her happiness and her brilliance forgive himself?" 
(19:7:398/559). Like Corinne's posthumously published fragments, 
the discourse of public opinion itself here, as1 it has done through­
out the \1arrative, interweaves the end of writing-the production 
of the name-with the consequences of female plot. Thus, al­
though the novel is framed by Oswald's story, the matter of (his) 
blame and forgiveness remains finally for the reader a matter bound 
ro the text of Corinne's destiny. Although to the question the nar­
rator asks in the concluding paragraph-"but did he forgive him­
self for his past behavior?"-the answer is evasive-"I do not 
know, and on this score l wish neither to blame him nor to grant 
hirn absolution"-the reader gets the point. Moments before her 
death Corinne replies to her sister's plea that she see Oswald that 
she has forgiven him: "I forgive him ... for breaking my heart. 
. . . Men do not know the harm they do, and society persuades 
them that it is a game to fill a heart "vith happiness, only to follow 
up with despair" (20:5:418/585). But her forgiveness is followed 
by a powerful indictment of male advantage. 

Thus Castel-Forte, who had predicted that Oswald would suc­
cumb to the plausibilities 0£ English plot, does not now hesitate 
(usi ng Corinne's own language) co condem n Oswald to his face: 
"A dagger thrust is punished by law, and breaking a sensitive heart 
simply occasions a joke, so we would do better ro choose the dag­
ger thrust" (20:2:404/566-67).22 The novel indeed makes clear on 
several levels that Oswald cannot possibly forgive himself; and 
provides him with a punishment that Corinne herself finally re­
covers her talent co write. ln this sense, I want to argue that while 
the ambitious wish Corinne e1nbodies in her performances and im­
provisations is shown repeatedly to be a vulnerable, or rather dan­
gerous one for a won1an who wishes also to love, in the end it 
does not remain without a subversive, or at least critical force. 13 

Put another way, although Corinne's final performance demon­
strates the heavy price involved in producing fen1ale subjectivity 
within a field of social relations that constitute 111en as men and 
wo111en as women, at the san1e tirne it does so, precisely, through 
the production of a text that by its difficulty, the failure of its 
excess, is Corinne. 

Oswald 's reappearance in Italy at the end of the novel both en­
genders the final stages of the plot, the outcome of the knot of his 
impossible relation to Corinne, and revives the question of the power 
of the gaze. We might say that be returns in order to complete the 
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framing with which the novel began. Unlike the episodes of the 
first part of the novel, however, which deal with Corinne's pro­
duction in performance and Oswald's ro le as spectator (the se­
miotics of intersubjectivity), here (except for the final scene) the 
narrative focuses more specifica lly on the stakes of representation 
as a minietic act because they deal with the image of wo111an fixed 
. . . 
111 painting. 

In the move that locates Corinne in painting we cake the full 
01easure of the gaze as the support of the dominant ideology­
the discourse that identifies woman's place-and that move as a 
crucial one in the feminist polemic that animates this text. Thus, 
when Oswald goes to see Castel-Forte with the hope of speak­
ing to Corinne, he is allowed to see her only in representation. 24 

Castel-Forte shows Oswald two paintings. The first is a portrait 
of Corinne as Juliet. The narrator re111inds the reader of the hap­
piness of that moment, indeed of the day Oswald "had felt most 
swept away by her" (20:2:404/566) . The reader may, however, re­
member that day otherwise: as the scene of Corinne's ultimate 
jouissance (7 :3:128/198), perforn1ing tragedy for the delectation of 
the beloved; and after the play, her terror that Oswald ,vould 
abandon her. Juxtaposed to that portrait of Corinne playing Juliet 
is one of Corinne as the woman in black: "pale as death, her eyes 
half closed, her long eyelids veiling her gaze and casting a shadow 
over colorless cheeks ." Across the bottom of the portrait was writ­
ten this line from The Faithful Shepherd: "A pena si puo dir: questa 
fu rosa [Scarcely can one say: she was a rose]" (20:2:404/566-67). 
The sight of what Corinne has become plunges Oswald into a panic 
over what he has lost and he writes ro ask to see Corinne again, 
and co be seen by her. This gesture engenders a final exchange of 
stories. Oswald invokes destiny and the will of a dead father; 
Corinne's reply marks not the reopening of epistolary desire, but 
its burial. 

As she comes to incarnate the rrope of the woman dying of grief, 
Corinne gathers meaning from the tradition and revises it for the 
final twist of the novel: what we might think of as Dido's revenge; 
or epic rewritten from the woman's point of view, another, per­
formative sort of Heroides (not unlike the improvisations at Cape 
Miseno). Corinne imagines Oswald as the male 1nourner to her 
fading gaze: a classic trope. But this is not all. The conclusion of 
Corinne's letter also turns to her sister and her daughter with 
Oswald in a mode that not only insists on the reversals we have 
already seen in the structure of rhe novel but also points co a re-
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fusal. In her fantasy for the final performance of her life as a spec­
tacle that she will not witness, Corinne first places Oswald at her 
funeral as her "brorher"-her brother-in-law; and having thu~ le­
gitin1ately placed him at the scene, she then imagines herself pass­
ing in a'coffin along the route she had traveled in her ''triumphal 
chariot" and Oswalch. returned to the very spot at which he had 
picked up her crown (20:3:409-10/573). But if she then pulls back 
from the simple gratification of orchestrated regret over the vio­
lence inherent in the thematics of "then" and "now" (like the in­
scription under rhe portrait of the woman in black), it is also to 
produce another form, but a n1uch more complicated one, of post­
hu1nous testitnony. Against the predictable destinies generated by 
the authorizing wills of the dead fathers, Stael imagines an open­
ended or at least a1nbiguous aftermath to Corinne's suffering as 
the abandoned woxnan, sacrificed like Dido on the altar of na­
tional vocation. Although she will place herself through a self-con­
scious gesture of final mastery in that figuration of authorized vi­
olence, it is only after a living legacy is put in place; a legacy chat 
seeks to subvert and challenge patriarchal rule. 

When Oswald returns to England after the war and discovers 
his three-year old daughter, . he is struck by the resemblance she 
bears to Corinne, especially her hair and eyes (19:4:386/542) . This 
dark child, then, has been na1ned Juliette, presumably by Lucile 
alone in Oswald's absence. The lack of con1ment about or expla­
nation for this name in a novel that operates through redundancy, 
repetition, and even authorial footnotes is cu rious; and I chink chis 
silence might usefully be put into relation \vich the blank vve draw 
about Corinne's first name. What 1naternal wish, or anxiety, is 
expressed here in the choice of a name that famously evokes a 
literature that thrives on, indeed requires, exquisire cadavers, vic­
ti1ns of a fatal bad timing? What might be at stake in Lucile's 
unwitting and uncanny participation in • the en1blem of perfor­
mance and bliss chat bonds and binds Oswa Id and Corinne? To 
what extent does nan1ing the child of the future with the name of 
the past, literary or fatnilial, paradoxically (or rather, perversely) 
challenge the inevitability of patriarchal descent?25 

After her first visit to Corinne, Juliette describes by way of reply 
to her father's questions her aunt's pedagogical project: "She 
promised to teach me everything she knows. She says she wants 
me to be like Corinne. What is Corinne, father? [Qu'est-ce que 
c'est que Corinne, rnon pere?] The lady didn't want to tell me" 
(20:4:411/(575) . What would it mean to be like Corinne? Unlike 
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the restrictions in1posed by her step-mother Lady Edgennond on 
Corinne's instruction of Lucile in England, Juliette's curriculun1 
pointedly includes rnusic (in addition to Italian). But to rese1nble 
Corinne is not only a question of lessons; it is also a question of 
performance. Thus, Oswald is given to see as a "spectacle" his 
daughter holding a "lyre-shaped harp made for her size, in the 
san1e way that Corinne held it, and her little anns and pretty 
expression [ses iolis regardsl in1itated Corinne perfectly. It was like 
seeing a beautiful painting in n1iniature ... " (20:4:411/575 ). 
Lucile understands and n1utcly accepts Corinne's desire to pass on 
her talents as "a legacy she was pleased to bequeath while she was 
still alive" (20:4:411/575 ). But as she watches Osv;ald watch his 
daughter play a Scottish air on her little harp, Lucile takes the 
measure of Corinne's \.Yriring for the future. The melody Juliette 
plays, the narrator reminds us, is the one Corinne sang to Oswald 
in her gallery at Tivoli as he contemplated a painting of Ossian 
chat "retraced" in his mind his father's grave and the paternal 
landscape of Scotland. Corinne underscored the poignancy of the 
iconography for Oswald through the words of the song which de­
scribe leaving one's country and which are concretized in the sig­
nifiers "no more" (the words are in English in the text). They wept 
then, as Oswald weeps now a lone at the question i1nplicit in the 
insistence upon the n,emorial: 26 "Would you be the worthy con1-
panion of my life, just as you are its charm and enchantment?" 
(8:4: 158/2 38). At that point in the narrative, the question of the 
relation between those two modes of attachment was seen to de­
pend on the revelation of Corinne's long-delayed story, the hidden 
truth of her past, the enig1na of a woman's identity. But if in the 
novel the disclosure seems to engender the inevitable narratology 
of truth and consequence, it is perhaps more important to observe 
the ways in \.vhich che impossibility of a si1nple (i.e., positive) an­
swer to the formulation ha!> throughout been inscribed in che text; 
and in che language of Oswald's gaze; in his view of woman's 
place. 

If Oswald is stricken as little Juliette brings back to him the time 
of enchantment, he weeps when the rest of Corinne's n1essage is 
delivered. Juliette's teacher has 1nade her promise to play the song 
for her father every year: on Noven1ber 17, the anniversary of 
Oswald's fatal departure frorn Corinne and Italy (like the warrior 
in the song who leaves his country and his mistress). The living 
heritage, therefore, must be seen to authorize the complex and 
contradictory agendas of the text: the legacy of the exceptional 



' 
FEMINIST SIG ATURES 

woman; the posterity of the won1an as writer; the bypassing of 
reproduction and the inheritance of patrimony through an oblique 
form of maternal descent: thinking back through the mothers. But 
at the same rime, of course, this line is not simply jubilant. To 
embody the heritage in the daughter of patriarchy within its very 

J bosom, so to speak, il; also to operate an ambivalent dialogue \vithin 
\ the terms of its desire. 

Corinne's punishing forgiveness rereads the li terature Oswald's 
masculinity crisis enacts as a question of genre. In her final per­
formance, not surprisingly, we are returned to Dido. In the scene 
at Tivoli referred to above, Corinne shows Oswald other paintings 
in her collection, notably, for our purposes here, a representation 
of Dido and Aeneas as they meet in the underworld. Corinne's 
exphrasis is brief, but to our point: " The indignant shade moves 
off, pleased that she no longer bears in her breast a heart that 
might still beat with love at the sight of the guilty man" (8 :4:155/ 
234) .27 When Corinne settles in for the final performance and looks 
for Oswald in the audience, the iconography of Virgil's poem re­
appears. In an involuntary movement, Corinne reaches out to 
Oswald, but then immediately pulls back, "turning her face away 
like Dido when she meets ·Aeneas in a world where human pas­
sions may no longer penetrate" (20:4 :415/581). As was the case 
when Corinne played Juliet, O swald must be restrained from mak­
ing a spectacl e of himself in front of the audience. Unlike Virgil's 
Dido who shows only by her anger and flight that human passions 
still animate her (Aeneid 6: r :617-23), Corinne reveals her con­
tinuing engagement with the man who like Aeneas knows he is 
guilty and blames fate. More important still, Corinne, unlike Dido, 
is nor the heroine of an epic of male destiny, but the heroine of a 
novel that puts that destination into question as it produces, o r 
tries to, another kind of fen1ale sub ject (Peterson, s 7- 58). Corinne, 
finally, watches O swald from the distanced gaze of the Author. 

Thus Corinne stages the context in which the final meeting with 
Oswald wi ll take place, and the narrator underscores her moti­
vation: "she ,vanted the ungrateful man who had deserted her to 
feel once more that he had given the death blow to the woman 
who in her ti1ne knew best how to love and how to think .... 
Perhaps she wanted to re rnind h in1 of her talent and her success 
before she died, indeed of everything she was losing through u n­
happiness and through love" (20:5:414/580). In a double gesture, 
the last chapter of the novel's conclusion insists melodramatically 
on the violence that construct~ the trope of abandonment: o n the 
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one hand we have the reinscription of the metaphor-the woman 
"dying of grief"; on the other its rewriting as an indictment of the 
transparency of che grounds of substitution. We may then ask 
whether revisited in fiction the figure leaves the nostalgia of poetry 
in place. Put another way, two questions arise here about the out­
come of Stael's project: is the Corinne destroyed as a woman in 
the love plot also destroyed as a iuriter in the ambitious plot? (ls 
her talent all gone?) Or is there a way in which the operatic dev­
astation of Corinne, emblematized in the recurrent figure of the 
broken heart, constitutes a critique of the love plot and an inscrip­
tion for posterity of Corinne the poet: poetic justice? This is also 
by .. vay of asking whether Corinne's legacy to and in Juliette for 
the women \>Vriters who follo\>v comes to challenge the inheritance 
of patriarchal plots.28 

LAST WORDS 

OMPHALE CORINNE ELFREDA 
LU-HOU MEI-FEI VJCVAVARA 
QI-JI VIJAYA BHATITARIKA 
LUDGARDE GERTRUDE DIANE 
ROGNEDE MALAN C LEOPATRE 
AMERIZ BETHASABEE CLAUDE 

Monique Wittig, Les Guerilleres 

ELLEN MOERS introduces her discussion of Stael's novel by com­
menting that "Corinne is one of the very few works by women 
which is trivialized rather than honored by being read as a wom­
an's work" (182). By this she seems to have n,eant that to read the 
work as being about "female genius" as opposed to the contem­
porary reception of the novel as a "celebration of the rights of 
spiritual genius and intellectual freedom" is seriously to miss Stael's 
"principal intention" which was to "politiciz[e] ... genius."29 Since 
Moers then goes on to show (interestingly) the impact the novel­
and the crowning as the emblem of its ambitious wish - subse­
quently had on women writers as readers and their (reading) her­
oines (like George Eliot and Maggie Tulliver), we might more use­
fully re\>vork the analysis by refusing its implicit and hierarchical 
distinctions: political vs. feminist. Whatever Stael's intention may 
have been, her gestu re in feminizing genius in a public forum is 
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from a fe1ninist perspective politicizing. To see this, however, would 
require Moers to take woman as the ground of critique, rather 
than its n1etapbor, or its effect. 

Moers makes the point that "as a won1an 'writer concerned with 
the th~me of fame, Mn1e de Stael was in1pelled to bring her her­
oine's genius out of'.the study and into the public eye, where she 
cou ld be shown in the act of swaying the multitude; and as a nov­
elist, Mn1e de Stael was perhaps the first to discover that book­
writing is an anti-novelistic subject" (r85). I think we can go fur­
ther here to argue that if Stael was indeed concerned with "literary 
genius," it is not simply the problern of representing the act of 
\.vriting th at has Stael bring Corinne into the public eye, but the 
problem of representing woman writing. Indeed, the very public 
nature of Corinne's identity as a writer is bound up \vith three 
sepa rate but related issues for a won1an writer's representation of 
a writing subject: the ways in which female subjectivity is con­
strued in the public sphere; the vulnerability of the exceptional 
woman to the regulatory power of the male gaze (public opinion); 
the reception of a won1an's text by the male spectator /critic/reader.

10 

By choosing to n1ake Corinne a perforn1ing artist, an improviser, 
Stael deals not only with the (Romantic) question of genius and 
farne, but with a woman's control or mastery over artistic au­
thority, and the matter of female posterity.3 1 So when at the end 
of the novel, in the splitting off of writing from performing (im­
provising) Stael returns her heroine to the regime of signature, n1uch 
is at stake. Since her withdrawal from the world, Corinne, we learn, 
" no longer had the strength to improvise, but in her solitude she 
still wrote verse, and she seemed to take a livelier interest in writ­
ing since Oswald had come" (20:5:414/580) . What see1ns partic­
ularly important about the status of this writing in private is its 
separation from Corinne's body. 

Too weak to perform, Corinne arranges to have her "sv1an song" 
read by a girl dressed in white, "crowned with flowers" (20:5:415/ 
581), whi le she herself, veiled, plans to watch Oswald (destinataire 
and betrayer) without being seen. Thus, in Corinne's fina l pro­
duction, we have a radical shift away from talent (or genius) as 
as physical activity inseparable from other physical qua lities-like 
beauty, or cha rm , o r charisrna. ln this sense, one could argue that 
sepa rating the signature from the body of the perforn1er grounds 
female textua l authority .32 Others have argued that this is after a ll 
a high price to pay for authorship, the na1ne on the bound volurne, 
the place in the library, the niche in the Pantheon of talenc.33 But 
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I have literary support for the line I am raking here that I find 
telling. 

As a ,,voman writer preoccupied with a writer's public identity, 
George Sand returns interestingly to chis mo1nent in Lelia. Lelia, 
described as having the ''serious gaze of a long-ago poet" (29/ 45 ) 
is likened by Trenn1or to a type: like the poets Tasso and Dante, 
Shakespeare's heroes-Romeo, Han1let, "Juliet half-dead, hiding 
the poison and the n1emory of a broken love in her heart. . . . 
Corinne, dying, must have been plunged into mourn fu l attention 
when she listened to her last poen1s being spoken at the Capitol 
by a young girl" (20/ 46). ln Sand's misrepresentation, her trans­
position of the recital from the academy in Florence co the Capitol 
in Rome, we have a woman reader's tribute to the public authority 
of the precursor's text. By rewriting the last performance as the 
first, Sand marks the po\.ver of the female poet Stael created. 
Through her revision, Sand enacts the possibility of a different sore 
of literary community /continui ty of women.34 Not the biological 
and murderous simplicity that appeals so much to the father and 
son tea1ns of our cultural paradigtns (Harold Bloom, Sigmund 
Freud), but a more complex legacy that like Corinne's passes on 
its values in life co another generation through reading women's 
writings and their performatives (Berg, 214). Thus, I want to sug­
gest, it is paradoxically when she is no longer performing that 
Corinne becomes the figure of the woman writer; that she con1es, 
finally , we might say, co writing. 

After Corinne's public fa rewell to life, Oswald faints and this 
sight marks the decisive turn in Corin ne's fad ing into death. But 
there \.vill be yet a final moment. In the presence of a priest, Castel­
Forte, Oswald, and Luci le, Corinne has the last word; o r rather, 
in this rnelodramatic universe, where gestures punctuate the scenes 
with meanings that cannot be put into words, the last gesture.35 

As Corinne looks out the window at the sky, she points to a moon 
covered with a cloud. Once again, the narrator supplies the inter­
pretation: chis was the same cloud Cori nn e had pointed our ro 
Oswald on their trip to Naples; the night they had spent together, 
Oswald's desire "immolated" to Corinne's "virtue." She had then 
found the cloud "deathly": " 1 have always known the sky co loo k 
paternal or angry and 1 tell you, Oswald, tonight it condemned 
our love" (11:r:r96/289). That night Oswald had dismissed the 
omen's impl ications; faced now with the uncanny return of 
Corinne's dying gestu re he becomes wild with grief. But faithful 
to her desire for his behavior after her death, he follows the fu -
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nereal march in Rome and then returns alone to the gardens at 
Tivoli where her ashes are buried. Despite the resemblances to 
Adolphe's fate, this solitary seclusion is not to be Oswald's lot. 
More like Des Grieux and the eighteenth-century heroes who pre­
cede htm, Oswald in the end returns home. 

At the very end 0£. the novel, with a twist that irresistibly calls 
up the last Lines of The Princess of Cleves, the narrator comments: 
"The order and purity of Lord Nelvil 's do1nestic life were exem­
plary" (20:5:419/587). But unlike Lafayette, Stael is not satisfied 
to close the scene on the understatement of the unreadable (De­
jean, "Lafayette's Ellipses," 900); and because her subject is not 
that which might escape representation (Corinne's Italian first name) 
but that which founds it (the bracketed English patronym), the last 
words beco111e the question and answer about the framing subject 
we referred to earlier; of his forgiveness of himself, or his consol­
ability, of the meaning of his destiny as a man: "But did be forgive 
himself for his past behavior ? ... Was he satisfied with an or­
dinary lot after what he had lost? J do not know, and on chis score 
l wish neither to bla1ne him nor to grant him absolution" (20:5 :419/ 
587). This "l" of partial knowledge 1nakes its only appearance here 
in the narrative, and in its r:hetoric of ignorance and negation, in­
vites the reader to admire the ironies of onmiscience that have 
framed the novel. That it can decline the authority of phallic con­
viction at the end is no less a "mark of gender,"36 for like Corinne's 
hand pointing to the paternal irritation that animates the sky, it 
knows-at whatever cost-it has had in this story the last word. 

AFTER WORDS 

THE QUESTION re1nains, nevertheless, of the cost, on the one hand, 
and its secondary gains. Put another w:ty, like the retouching of 
the father's portrait n1eant to console Oswald for his loss, but chat 
can't help but supplement the authority of paternal desires, does 
the gan1ble of an exceptional \voman that she is beyond conven­
tion arrest or sustain the inevitabilities of 1nale plots? Or should 
we perhaps conclude that it is fatal to construct a feminist poetics 
(of performance) dependent on the gaze, on the assent of the spec­
tator? Corinne den1onstrates vividly the ways in which the singular 
challenge to the grounds of representation posed by the woman 
of genius is defeated by the lin1its of social reality. For performance 
to be perfonnative, transforn1ative, it requires a collective assent. 
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Despite the spectacular nature of her final performance, in the end 
Corinne still points to the paternal horizon; and Oswald wanders 
guiltily through its landscape. 

NOTES 

ELU.N MOERS in her Literary Women: The Great Writers (1976), Madelyn 
Gurwirth in Madame de Stael, Novelist: The Emergence of the Artist as Woman 
(1978), and Carla L. Peterson in The Determined Reader: Gender and Culture 
in the Novel from Napoleon to Victoria (1986) all provide rich and provoc­
ative analyses of Corinne that students of the novel will pursue with profi t. 
My notes may not indicate the full extent of my debt or my agreement with 
these earlier studies. This is not a mark of ingratitude, but an effect of in­
renextualiry and absorption. 

Stael has also been the subject of important new translations, which should 
allow a broader public to have access to her writing. Avriel H. Goldberger's 
Corinne or Italy (1987) and Vivian Folkenflik's Stael reader, An Extraordi­
nary Woman: Selected Writings of Germaine de Stael ( r987). I want to thank 
Leslie Mitchner, Senior Editor at Rutgers University Press, for allowing me 
to consult the Corinne in page proof. 

As this book goes to press, I note two further contributions to the renewal 
of interest in Stael: Charlotte Hogsett's The Literary Existence of Germaine 
de Stael, and Marie-Claire Vallois's Fictions feminines: Mme de Stael et Jes 
voix de la Sibylle. 

r. The novel thus begins wirh a clear-cut example of the circulation of 
women at the heart of dominant sex/gender systems famous ly analyzed by 
Gayle Rubin in "The Traffic in Women: Notes on the 'Political Economy' of 
Sex." 

2 . Putting this scene in which the princess looks around for a partner and 
is assigned by the king to dance with Nemours in relation with the encounter 
at the jeweler's, Kamuf argues interestingly that Nemours becomes the name 
for "the desire that separates the mother's 'unattainable woman' from this 
other self" (78). I rake off from this to make the claim that what the princess 
is looking fo r belongs to but fina lly escapes from any heterosexual couple 
she might form. ln its most extreme representation this permanent gap or 
internal fissure becomes the deliberately aimless wandering of Loi V. Stein. 
When asked what she is looking for, Loi, pretexting vague household errands, 
replies guiltily: "Oh, some pieces of china impossible to match [des assiettes 
depareillees, pour tou7ours], for one thing. You keep hoping some store in 
the suburbs will have the pattern you want'' (85). What I want to contrast 
here is the notion of endlessly filling in a pattern by definition, or by design, 
impossible to maintain intact, and the binary set of the couple, which fetish­
izes the match, rotalizes identity. (Duras a lso provides here a parody of the 
domestic ideal and the meaning of privatized spheres for women.) 

3. In Stael's novel, the impossibility of assembling what a woman wants 
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in one place is given in the title, Corinne, or Italy. The disjunction, or rarher 
the ambiguity bound to valences of the conjunction "or"-which equates or 
differentiates-becomes more striking when seen against eighteenth-century 
feminocen tric titles: /ulie or The New Eloise, Clarissa or the History of a 

• I 
Young Lpdy, Evelina or the f-/1story of a Young Lady's Entrance into the 
World, Maria or the Wrongs of Woman. In this tradition, whar is joined co 
a woman's name functior'l6 as a form of redundancy: the woman's name stands 
in for, o r is redoubled by more of the same-an illustrious precursor; any 
woman- Mary; the "sex" at large. But more important for our purposes is 
that typically in these titles o f fiction, the question of identity implicit in the 
woman's name (who she is whose story this will be) becomes by it!. subtitle 
narrativized through structures of time, exemplified in plot (what's her story'). 
The oddity of the place name in a novel title raises the possibility of a plotless 
identity (neither a history, nor adventures) and establishes a dialogical model 
for its invention in the play between its terms. On the title as an emblem of 
Stael's project, see Marie-Claire Vallois's "Voice as Fossil, Madame de Stael 's 
Corinne or Italy: An Archaeology of Feminine Discourse." 

4. Carla Peterson suggests: "Stael's novel may be seen as a repetition of 
the plot of the Aeneid, rhe central texr of Corinne's second improvisation; 
indeed, we may even say that Corinne constitutes a female revision of chis 
founding myth of patriarchy in which the heroine plays at least three parts: 
the Cumaean sibyl, the tragic queen Dido, and, finally, the questing hero 
Aeneas" (55). 

5. lt also seems worth stressing the point thar most discussions of rhe gaze 
and its sex assume a heterosexual paradigm of white male dominance. The 
question of the female gaze within this economy (and outside irs politics) is 
now beginning co be elaborated. This reading of Corinne is one piece of a 
possible reworking of the concept. Joan Dejean has proposed a modeling of 
the female gaze as an act of me1norialization beginning with Sappho. See a lso 
the work of Mary Ann Doane and the collection of es~ays by German fem ­
inists, Feminist Aesthetics (1985), several of which address this issue. 

6. Like Charriere writing at the end of the cenmry (Caliste, r788, Mistress 
Henley, r784), Stael bui lds here on a line of problematic men in the nov­
els of eighteenrh-century women writers. Oswald joins Riccoboni's Alfred, 
Ossery and Marquis de Cressy, Tencin's Barbasan and Comminge, as a man 
insufficiently aware of the superiority of the woman in love with him; and 
blind to his own flaws. This double blindness sometimes reverses irself in the 
end, but more typically, recognition of what has been lost comes too late. At 
the same time, Oswald belongs co rhe heroes of his own generation, that of 
the ma/ du siecle; Adolphe, o f course, and most famously, Rene. He is, in 
Margaret Waller's apt phrase, a " male du siecle," whose malady has as c ru­
cial sympton the inability to assume the life plot set our for him by the pa­
ternal maxims; an anguished impotence 111 the face of the requirements to 
form a couple and take his legitimate place in che social rexr. 

7. This framing vision of the man's refusal to be moved by a spectacular 
performance that leaves him instead fixed as the judge of woman is rewritten 
in Charlone Bronte's Villette. When Lucy Snowe and Dr. John ("that cool 
young Briton!") watch at the theater in Brussels the "marvellous sight: a mighty 
revelation," a "spectacle, low, horrible, immoral'' of Vashti (Bron re's trans­
la tion of the French actress Rachel), Lucy in ecstacy at the performance dis-
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covers that the doctor is really a man: " 'How did he like Vashti?' I wished 
to know. ·Hm-rn-m' wal> the first scarce articulate answer .... In a few terse 
phrases he t0ld me his opinion of and feeling toward<;, the actress: he judged 
her as a woman, nor an arrisr: ir was a branding judgment" (.399/442). 

8. There 1s a homologous effect in The Princess of Cleves when by the 
narrator's perspective the reader 1s given to l>t:e rhe "chain of three men" 
watching the prince:,:, contemplate Nemours's portrait (Dana hy, 219). 

9. This scene is a rewriting of Scudery's novel Cyrus (see Borowitz, 4 z) 
and hence another way of figuring the relation between women writers 111 rhc 
French rrad1rion. 

10. Thus 111 his c:irly "captivated" reaction to the power of Corinne\ pres­
ence, Oswald worries about Corinne\ gaze: "he wondered whether ir were 
possible co b~ loved by her, to have concentrated on oneself a lone such di­
ven,e beami, of light." ls rhe plural, excessive gaze of a woman-its diverse 
beams fta11t de rayons ]-too much for one man? Is one man enough fo r her? 
And he puzzles over the paternal rule: "'Oh farher,' wondered Oswald, ' if 
you had known Corinne, what would you have thought of her?'" (3:39/7;). 

11. I am grateful to Rachel Kranrz, a student 111 my seminar on French 
women writers at Columbia (1983) for her illuminating reading of space and 
plot in Stael', novel (ms.). 

12. On rhe function of the Italian material in the novel see Marie-Claire 
Val101s's ·'Voice as Fos,il." 

13. The count plays a similar role with Oswald: "Marry Corinne! ... 
Believe me, my dear Nelvil, if you want to do something foolish, do some­
thing chat can be set righL, but where marriage 1s concerned, we must look 
to social convennon" (3:3:46/87). 

It must abo be l>aid that the trip ro Naples, which will be the scene of 
muwal revelations, is framed by several levels of negative anticipation re­
gardless of che outcome: abandoned or married. Corinne worries: " If her 
destined happmess was ro have Oswald a<; husband, he wou ld have to take 
her away to England, and what would they th111k of her there?" (10:6:190/ 
281). Castel-forte, echoing these sentiments, recasts the question not in the 
language of love but 1n terms of adm1rat1on: "But if you marry Lord Nelv il , 
you shall have to leave Italy ... where you are so warmly admired! ... 
Where will you be loved as you are here?" (10:6: 191/282). 

14. Oswald manifests here and throughout rhe novel many of the elements 
of a behavior Freud describes in "A Special Type of Choice of Object Made 
By Men" (1910) ; a choice that reveals rhe effort to "reconcile the demands 
expressed 111 ••• phantasy with the exigencies of real life" ( 162}: a type of 
object choice "effecred by men" that Freud calb 111 thi~ essay, "love for a 
harlot" (164). What Freud find!. "astonishrng" in this type i, not that a man 
should love such a woman, but that he desi res to" 'rescue' the beloved. The 
man is convinced that the loved woman has need of him ... that [he] saves 
her from her fate, therefore, by nor )erring her go ... " (165}. Freud connects 
the impulse to rescue with the child's sense that he "owes his life to his par­
ents" which leads him to form the fantasy LO repay rhem by ''saving" them. 
This might mean "weav[ing] a phancasy of saving his father's life on some 
dangerous occasion by which he becomes quir with him" ( r70). In conclusion, 
Freud adds that "various significations of 'saving' in dreams and phanrasies 
are especially clearly recognizable when they occur in some connection with 
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water" (n2). It seems ro me that this matrix of elements is curiously central 
to the structure of Oswald's motivation as a character in Stael's novel. 

15. In her well-documented essay, "The Unconfessed Precieuse: Madame 
de Stael's Debt to Mademoiselle de Scudery," Helen,Borowitz argues that the 
choice ol "Corinne" was mediated for Stael by Scudery's Greek pseudonym 

(44). 
ln an authorial foom'l;)te, Stael explains: "The name Corinne is not to be 

confused with that of Corilla, an Ita lian improvatrice everyone has heard of. 
Corinne was a Greek woman well known for her lyric poetry; Pindar himself 
studied with her" (Notes, 431/592 ). 

16. In her sharp and witty introduction to a special feminise issue of Para­
graph (Autumn 1986) Diana Knight reviews Geoff Bennington's play on the 
derivations of theory and the procession as the " locus of theory" through 
Woolf's speculation on rhe "procession of educated men" in Three Guineas. 
J am grateful to Helene Foley for her remarks on theory and theater. 

r7 . Thus as Oswald-in Rome-contemplates the production of Romeo 
and Juliet, he worries about loving a superior woman. Like his father, he 
fears her excess: ''she was too remarkable in every domain" (i:3:125/192 ). 
Like Stael's novel, the text of a woman's excess overflows (li terary) cate­
gories: ''elle etait trop remarquable en tout genre." 

18. For a discussion of Kristeva's model of abjeccion and its relation co the 
maternal-its potential and danger for feminist theory- see Mary Russo's 
" Female Grotesques: Carnival and Theory" (219-21) and Gayatri Spivak's 
critical response to Kristeva 's work on the subject in "The Politics of Inter­
pretations" (278). 

19. As Stael writes in the chapter on love in De /'influence des passions 
(1796): "Oh women! you the vict ims of the temple where they say you are 
worshipped, listen to me. It is true the love that women inspire gives them a 
moment of absolute power; but in life taken as a whole, even in the devel­
opment of a feeling, their wretched fate reclaims its ineluctable dominion" 
(169). The novel charts the taking back of the power that Corinne had ex­
ercised in her person. As Castel-Forte, ErfeuiJ, and Corinne herself had fore­
seen, returned to England, Oswald is released from the claims of the adored 
woman's charms. 

The copography of the abyss [l'abi'me des douleurs] is reminiscent of the 
metaphorics of The New Eloise, a novel central co Stael's remapping of eigh­
teenth-cenniry fiction. Her rewriting of the male precursor will be clearer in 
the invention of Julie-tee we will discuss at the' end of the chapter. The met­
aphors of the fall of course also recall "the romantic image of the artist" 
Maurice Shrader has emblemarized in the figure of Icarus. But what happens 
when " the revolt of the son against his father" (Shroder, 56) is carried out 
by a daughter? 

20. In "From Patria to Matria: Elizabeth Barrerr Browning's Risorgi­
menw," Sandra Gilbert cites Byron's images of Rome as the " Lone mother 
of dead Empires," "The Niobe of Nations!" (195). But I am less here inter­
ested in the " tropes of Italy" that proliferate, as Gilbert nicely remarks, "like 
flowers in Fiesole," than in Corinne's gesture of identification with Niobe 
(she has a copy of the statue in her gallery in Rome). Here when she contrasts 
the statues of Niobe and Alexander, Corinne distinguishes Alexander's in­
dignation at not having conquered _nature, a male posture of heroism, from 
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Niobe's specifically fema le, maternal anguish (18:4:368/518}. Niobe, then, fig­
ures Corinne as Italy through loss and fata lity; as a punished maternity. 

z 1. ln an illuminating analysis of the ''consequences of maternal absence 
and paternal alliance" in the novels of ninereenth-cem ury women writers, 
Marianne Hirsch in "Female Family Romances" argues: "Predictably, per­
haps, the woman writer does not simply hand her heroine from mother to 
father; she attempts to compensate for the loss of the mother by replacing 
the father with another man w ho would offer an alternative to patriarchal 
power and dominance. The fema le fantasy which emerges from this will to 
difference can perhaps be under rood in Adrienne Rich 's terms as rhe fantasy 
of 'the-man-who-would-understand,' the man who, unlike the father, would 
combine maternal nurturance w ith paternal power. ln this rransformation of 
the marriage plot, the husband takes the form of a 'brother' who can be 
nurturing even as he provides access to the issues of legitimacy and authority 
central to plotting. M.ost importantly, perhaps, he can protect the heroine 
from becoming a mother and rhereby he can help her, in spite of the closure 
of marriage, to remain a subject, not ro disappear from plot as the object of 
her child's fantasy" (40). 

On the maternal man, another twentieth-cenru.ry fantasy, Cixous's in La 
Venue a l'ecriture: "If everything is metaphor, nothing is metaphor. A man 
is your mother. If he is your mother, is he a man? Ask yourself instead : is 
there a man who could be my mother? ls a maternal man a woman?" (55). 

22. This is exactly rhe eighteenth-century language Stael hersel f uses in De 
/'influence des passions (1798) to describe the unequal relations between the 
sexes and the double standard that fails to take the measure of violence to 
women. ln the earlier writing Stael's discourse is Lmambiguous in its feminis t 
analysis: "reputauon, honor, esteem, all depend on the conduct women have 
displayed in that respect; whereas according to the public opinion of an un­
just world, the laws of morality itself seem suspended in the case of relations 
between men and women; men can have an honorable repuracion and yet 
have caused women the most atrocious pain that the strength of human emo­
tion can produce in another soul" ( r 70). 

23. Gurwirth writes: ''We [as readers) are invited to rebel against what has 
crushed Corinne: the terror of a woman's parmer before the idea of her su­
perioriry" (256). 

24. This scene takes place after a viewing of rwo paintings that "represent" 
Corinne and her sister in the novel's imaginary. In char discussion, the novel's 
discourse on the paintings, like the narrative that generates it (bur what here 
is cause, what effect?) requires splitting woman in two. Oswald on his second 
ltalian cour (this rime wife in tow) contemplates in sequence, but compara­
tively, the Madonna and the Sibyl, rhe angel ic mother and child, and the 
woman as oracle, genius, ralent (19:7:400/562). The Sibyl is noc so much de­
scribed for the reader (like rhe Madonna's veiled gaze, she is pure enigma) 
but prejudged: her rime has passed-"her genius, her talent are all finished 
now." Gutwirch, who has a developed analysis of the paintings, sees the rep­
resentation of the sisters as an "internal schism, aspects of a woman's nature 
seen as a diptych, the divided parts of what ought robe a unity" (241). I chink 
J would want ro push a Little further to suggest that if the division between 
the women records the split in Oswald's desire (the mother and t he "harlot" 
in Freud's scenario), it more importantly represents the permanent fractures 



202 FEMINIST S I GNATURES 

in Corinne's singular economy, an economy of desire that seeks to connect 
public and private, Italy and England. 

25. According to Simone Balaye, "Juliette [as a name] refers equally to 
Shakespeare's heroine as to the first name of Mme Recamier" (2 c) 0Ltliette 
Recamier was a very close friend of Stael's). The child's name thus remains 
equally 1tcached co public performance and legendary beauty. 

26. As if the repreSeJ\tation of separation as death were not sufficiently 
coded, at the end of che scene in her gallery in Tivoli, Corinne tells Oswald 
that her ashes will be returned to her garden and instructs him (as in the 
scene at the Pantheon which constitutes him as the male mourner) to rentrn 
there after her death. 

27. Stael wrongly bur interestingly places Dido and Aeneas in the Elysian 
Fields. They in fact meet in the Field of Mourning which 1s home to those 
who died of grief. Would this suggest that for Stael's imagination of rhe cou­
ple, the only place co be happy-i.e., rhe Elysian fields-necessarily is a 
scene of death? Like the uropian pavilion in Sand's Valentine? 

28. If Sand in Valentine rewrites the maternal bypass leaving the little girl 
who is not the heroine's daughter as a liminal figure in a graveyard of the 
past, Stael here rewrites the end of The New Eloise in which Julie's niece 
Henriette startles the assembled company by her physical and moral resem­
blance co the dead woman. 1 am indebted to Joan Dejean's analysis of the 
inrertext and of Stael's novel as a critical gloss on Rousseau's patriarchal ta le 
("Stael's Corinne: The Novel's Other Dilemma"). 1 return ro this issue in 
" Writing from the Pavilion." 

29. Madelyn Gucwirrh offers a sharp reading of Moers's posirion in "Cor­
inne, or the Appropriation of Allegory," a paper presented at the Berkshire 
Conference, Smith College, c985. Gucwirth comments: "But what Moers does 
not seem to recognize is rhat the novel is claiming the 'defense of spiritual 
genius and intellectual freedom' as woman's work" (ms; emphasis added). 

30. On rhe tension between public and privare that structures a woman's 
"coming to wriring" in France, see " \'<'ricing Fictions." 

3r. For a powerful discussion of the ways in which in "Renaissance gender 
ideology, fame was not for women," see Ann Rosalind Jones's '·Surprising 
Fame: Renaissa11ce Gender Ideology and Women's Lyric" ( 74) . Her ana lysis 
of prohibitions against fame for women in early modern Europe remains oddly 
pertinent for early nineteenth-century France-under Napoleon. 

32. I am caking off from Joan DeJean's analysis of the suppression of au­
thorial signature as a way of maintaining authority for the text ("Lafayette's 
Ellipses," 899-900). Dejean, however (see below), does not read the return 
to the written (that I take as the valorizarion of signature in Stael's novel) as 
empowering. 

33. Like Dejean, Peterson sees the end of the oral as a defeat for Corinne 
and for the feminine. "After all, Corinne's claim to fame is the uniqueness 
of her performance," and "her oral improvisations, by nature flexible, un­
fixed, impermanent, are for the most part lost to posterity" (59). 

34. It is not absolutely clear to me what Sand made of her illustrious pre­
cursor. In the introduction to Sand's Lettres d'u11 voyageur, Georges Lubin 
comments on the "rather curious coincidence" that Stael had written a story 
Sand had to know, " Mirza ou Lettres d 'un voyageur·• that was collected in 
a volume along with Reflexions sur le suicide, a work of Stael's that greatly 
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interested Sand (2 :635). We find :i few remarks on Stael, in addition t0 con­
firmarion that Corinne was one o f the books in her gi rlhood library 
(2:147t). In a discussion of Re(lexio11s, Sand writes, "I read [this work] out 
of curiosity, wanting to see how chis man/ woman understood life" (2:752). 
The 1:xpression ··man/woman" so often used to account for Sand's own "dif­
ference" from and superiority to other women strikes me as a crucial piece 
in Sand's sense of Stael's accomplishment and her relatio n to it. (For an ac­
count of the history of Staci's literary reputation as an obsession wirh Stael's 
"viriliry," see Noreen J. Swallow's "The Weapon of Personality: A Review 
of Sexist Criticism of M _me de Stael, r j85-197 5. " ) ln that same letter (4), Sand 
notes her agreement with Stael's reading of Julie's deathbed letter in The New 
Eloise as the text through which Julie "once again becomes dear ro the reader," 
describing Stael affectionately here in these terms: "logical, argumentative 
[raisonneuse]. useful" (2 : 756) (these a re very much the terms in which Sai11t­
Preux in the novel refers co Julie). Finally, on the pleasures of reading and 
losing rrack of time: ·'Happy times! oh my Black Valley! oh Corinne! oh 
Bernardin de Saint-Pierre! ... " (2 :826). 

35 . On the role of gesture in melodrama see Peter Brooks's chapter "The 
Text of tvluteness," in The Melodramatic Imagination. 

36. l had wanted ro use Wittig's phrase "the mark of gender" as a short­
hand to suggest the gender of the narraror as a woman. I remain quite se­
duced by Peterson's discussion of her role in the novel, her discours as the 
ultimate female genius (60- 61) . When 1 gave part of this chapter as a lecture 
at Duke (Spring 1987), Wirtig, who was in the audience, said that she re­
gretted my gendering of the narrator, feeling that as a space of language nar­
ration should be imagined as neutral. Ir seems to me finally that what we 
have in Stael's novel is a feminist narrative voice. The question then becomes 
whether ir is more useful to see fem inist voice as an effect of language or of 
gender. 
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Writing fram tl1e Pavilion: George Sand 
and the Novel of Female Pastoral 

The first version of this essay, "\"llriting (fro,n) the Feminine: George 
Sand and the Novel of Female Pastoral,,. iuas written for the 1981 
,neetings of the English Institute at Canzbridge. Patricia packs 
invited ,ne to participate in a session entitled "The Representation 
of Won1en in Fiction,' ' a panel that included Susan Gubar .1nd 
Elizabeth Ernzath. This was the first progran1 specifically devoted 
to fenzinist criticisn1, which if not an agenda, at least established 
a not entirely innocuous focus for the audience of this event 1uhich 
brought t,(Jith it a certain collectively gendered history (on this see 
Carolyn .Heilbrun's introduction to the volume of papers that 
emerged from the meetings). As it turned out all three papers dealt 
with the novel, tivo with the nineteenth century, t1.vo 1uith u,0111-
en's ivriting. 

My decision to present 1vork 0 11 Sand, like the decision in "Ar­
achnologies" to "ouerread" a Sand novel as an exe,nplary instance 
of women's ivriting, was to some extent a strategic one responsive 
to the contexts of this event. I zvas, after all, son·zeone " in French'' 
speaking at the English Institute. In choosing Sand, 1 felt I iuas 

' referring to a na,ne that would be recogni::,ed by an audience of 
people "in English," and even better, the na,ne of an author people 
111ight feel they ought to have read (in what I take to have been a 
sin1ilar 1nove, Leo Bersani had spoken the previous year on Sade). 
At the same tirne, Sand provided nze with an unobsc11re (etninist 
reference (even though the nature of Sand's fetninisnz is in fact the 
subject of sonie debate). Sand also offered the advantage of bei11g 
a nineteenth-century 1vriter who was read by 1nany 1,(Jell-k1101vn 
writers, male and fenzale, and influential in their developn1ent. Sand's 
canonically intertextHal relations, iuhich ,nade her, I thought, of 
some interest to a non-French, nonfe111inist audience, of course al.so 
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coincided with my CJWn pro1ect to elaborate the weave of a fem-
1n1st writing tradition. 

·1 he essay on Valentine represented my first efforts to block out 
the pieces of a feminist literary history of novels that "continued" 
The Pnnce'>s of Cleve<,. I began with the question of what had been 
figured 1n the space of the precursor's pavilion, how this fragile 
room of one's own came to impede the relentless deployment of 
fJatriarchal plot, or at least to postpone its most familiar opera­
tions and to house prov1s1onally another scene of desire. Unlike 
the seventeenth-century text, however, the nineteenth-century novel 
also stages the wish to make that space a scene of production. 
Here 1 call this particular intersection of literary and social mo­
dal1t1es female pastoral. remale pastoral as a critique of plot thus 
becomes a variant of feminist utopianism. By this I mean an at­
tempt to relocate woman's story outside the conventions of linear 
narrative and by that move, paradoxically, to suggest the tensions 
of history: a resistance through which a woman would not merely 
be, but do (this 1s also Sand's atte1npt to articulate the complex 
relations between gender and class identities). In that sense, 
Valennne, like the PeruvLan Letters, Corinne, and The Vagabond, 
participates in the "poetics of critique" that characterizes feminist 
writing. 

Nonetheless, when I look now at the chapters of the readings 
in this section on Graffigny, Stael, and Colette that I wrote three 
years after the Sand, it ts clear that in several important ways Sand 
1s "different" and that the shape and style of the chapter on Valentine 
reflect another emphasis. Sand's novel does not in the turns of its 
plot fespecrally in the lines of closure) conform to the critical nar­
rative of the "coming to writing" of the feminist author that I see 
as crucial to the French tradition. At the same time, however, it 
seems to me that in the narrative of Sand's coming to writing Val­
entine has its place. By reading the fiction intratextually with the 
autobiography, as I suggest in "Writing fictions," it becomes pos­
sible to see the ways in which Valentine's self-conscious position­
ing as an artist in the pavilion and the coding of the pavilion as a 
scene of work are also figurations of Sand's early struggle. In the 
change in titles from "Writing (from) the Feminine" to "Writing 
from the Pavilion," I am marking a shift in emphasis from the 
gender of authorship as an inflection of authority to the scene of 
wnung; a scene for women writers necessarily located in an inti­
mate relation to patriarchy's discursive domains, but also at a dis­
tance, at a remove from the powers of its gaze. 
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In the margins, then, of my central argument, 1 want to suggest 
that Valentine represents e1nblematically the story of Sand's com­
ing to writing in Paris (the actual writing at Nahant notwithstand­
ing). This niove111ent into authorship that we read in the auto­
biography does not na1ne itself in fiction, but it is decipherable to 
us as readers in the -appropriation of pastoral. 

Valentine is the second of the novels signed by George Sand 
alone under the pseudony1n G. Sand that was to assure her live­
lihood and eventually her place in literary history. Between 
the overnight success of Indiana (May r832) and the violent crit­
ical response occasioned by the publication of Lelia (July I833) , 
Valentine (Nove1nber r832) marks a kind of pause or space of in­
terrogation in Sand's elaboration of an identity as a writer and a 
public figure: " 1 would like to have lived in obscurity," she writes 
in her autobiography, "and since, from the publication of Indiana 
until that of Valentine I had succeeded in ren,aining sufficiently 
incognito for the neiuspapers always to refer to me as monsieur, 
I flattered myself that this little success wouldn't change my se­
dentary habits and an intimate circle composed of people as un­
known as rnyself." By the time Lelia was published, Sand's "re­
treat" and "solitude" (Histoire de ma vie, 2: 182) were lost, as iuas 
the fantasized protection of an ambiguously virile identity. 

We might conclude for now that part of Sand's difference from 
the women writers I discuss in this book, but also many of 
the writers I would have liked to take up-Villedieu, Tencin, 
Riccoboni, Charriere, Claire de Duras-who ca1ne to writing "as 
wonien" before Sand and who constitute her pre-texts, is bound 
up in the fantasy embodied in the signature G. Sand: a u101nan 
writer who like Lafayette did not want to be read "as a u1oman," 
but who also dreamt of writing "as a man."1 

They were aU about love, lovers, sweethearts, persecuted la­
dies fa inting in lonely pavilions, postilions killed at every re­
lay, horses ridden to death on every page, sombre forests, hearr­
aches, vows, sobs, tears and kisses, little boatrides in the 
moonlight, nightingales in shady groves, gentlemen as brave 
as lions, gentle as lambs, virtuous as no one ever was, always 
well-dressed, and weeping like fo Lmrains. 

Flaubert, Madame Bovary 
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Valentine opens, a do many French nineteenth-century novels, with 
the fic tion of a traveler arriving from Paris who, as a stand-in for 
the reader, is invited ro ponder the semiotics of a provincial to­
pography. But the intertexcual power of that ironizing convention 
fades after this inaugural move, for the fictional world of the Black 
Valley, unlike Stendhal's Verrieres or Balzac's Saurnur, is located 
not under the sign of history and its agitations but under that of 
pastoral-"the absolute repose of ... unknown regions" (1 :3/ 
2).

1 "Luxury has not found its way thither, nor the a rts, nor the 
tnania for scientific investigation, nor the hundred-armed monster 
called industry. Revolutions are hardly perceptible there .... The 
principal virtue of that race of tillers of the soil is heedlessness in 
the matter of antiquities" (1 :4/2). And yet, despite the narrator's 
insistence upon a profound, peasant indifference to revolution and 
historical event, the story of the novel is not located in a timeless 
n1oment. This '·delicious pastoral scene" [nature suave et pastor­
ale] (1 :3/1) is grounded precisely in the history of a domain sold 
"as national property during the Revolution, and redeemed under 
the Empire" (9:i3/78). Indeed, the before of the novel is con­
structed by a marriage uniting "ancient names"-Raimbault-with 
"newly n1ade fortunes" (9:74/79), and ics after is posited on a chiastic 
reinscription of that same fonnula: "lt was worth but little to be 
a landowner if one were not a noble" (39:335/361). Nor can the 
lovers whose destiny is plotted in the novel properly be identified 
outside chis space in time: Valentine is the rightful heiress of the 
Chateau de Raimbault; Benedict, who becomes her lover in the 
novel, is a peasant whose uncle leases the farm Grangeneuve from 
the aristocratic owners of the chateau. 

I want to consider here the specific ways in which these places, 
the chateau and the farm, are (a) originally opposed as materially 
and symbolically discrete spaces; (b) subsequently 1nediated by an 
architectural construction-a third real and fanrasmatic place­
a pavilion; and (c) finally collapsed inro a single signifying space, 
the chareau. At the same time, because the pavilion in Valentine, 
as a place which is meant to fix desire outside possession, penul­
timately locates the p lot of Sand's novel of adultery as a fiction of 
femal e sublimation, we will want to see to what extent this par­
ticular topographical organization of an erotics can tell us some­
thing not only about the representation of fema le pleasure in the 
French novel but also about how to read what else that represen­
tation figures . What might women want beyond what can be fig-
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ured as desire? What story cannot be told? lf, for example, the 
pavilion in Valentine must be read intertextually with the pavilion 
in The Princess of Cleves-by way of a detour through Julie's 
garden in Rousseau's The New Eloise-what can these p rivileged 
places lell us about reading for fernale plot? 

By female plot I mean quite simply that organization of narra­
tive event which delirnits a heroine's psychological, moral, and so­
cial development w ithin a sexual fa te (a face J linked in " Emphasis 
Added" to 1naxims about the inevitable " truths" of heterosexual­
ity). Female plot thus is both what the culture has always already 
inscribed for woman and its reinscription in the linear time of fic­
tion. [r is generally mapped by the heroine's engagement with the 
codes of the dominant ideology, her obligatory insertion within 
the institutions which in society and in novels name her-mar­
ri age, for exa n,ple. These are the bare bones of a narratology that 
is most commonly plotted in scenarios of courtship leading (at least 
in theory) to marriage in the eighteenth-century novel, and stories 
of rnarriage gone wrong in the nineteenth. It cornes to us, of course, 
from male as well as from female imaginations-Pamela, say, or 
Madame Bovary. But female-authored literature generally ques­
tions the costs and overdetermination of this particular narrative 
econom y with an insistence such that the fictions engendered pro­
vide an internal, dissenting con1mentary on fema le plot itself. They 
thereby solicit a reading that takes into account the ideology at 
work in this 111ap of fen1ale experience. (This is also what l de­
scribe throughout the book as the grounds o f "female signature.") 

Valentine begins with a double-courtship plot. Under the het­
erogenous and con,edic e1nblem of a fete champetre, two entirely 
appropriate marriages are announced. Both assure homogeneity 
and the proper transmission of property. Valentine, whose dowry 
includes both the Chateau de Raimbault and eventually the farm 
at Grangeneuve, is betrothed to a coun't. Benedict is engaged to 
marry the heiress to the farm. Betrothed to others, Valentine and 
Benedict 1neet at th e ball on the first o f May. The ritual of the 
local dance- the bourree- requires and authorizes Benedict to kiss 
his partner Valentine under public scrutiny. But despite the blush­
ing and laughter that punctuate the event, what matters in this 
scene is not so n,uch the predictable erotics of social difference as 
an insistence on the heroine's refusai of the erotic plot: " Valentine 
did not dream of passion. . . . She promised herself that she would 
steer clear of those ardent fantasies which made other women mi­
serable before her eyes." More like the Princess of Cleves on the 
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eve of her n1arriage, Valentine fully embraces that woman's des­
tiny "which society imposed upon her like a duty." Although 
Valentine does not perceive this "reserve" "as a law," the law comes 
nevertheless to consolidate her identity within its discourse (5:41/ 
42 ). 

In cJ,e weeks before the marriages, however, Valentine and 
Benedict, while playing innocent games on the banks of the river, 
become subject to the laws of female plot. Valentine gazes at 
Benedict gazing with rapt adn,iration at her image in the water: 
''Absorbed herself in a reverie v.1hich had no definite subject she 
yielded to that hazardous curiosity which analyzes and co1npares. 
She discovered that there was a vast difference between Benedict 
and Monsieur de Lansac .... Benedict at that moment was a n,an: 
a man of the fields and a 1nan of nature" (13 :111/118). But the 
discovery through the lure of the male gaze of that difference­
the awakening, essentially, to desire as a differentiation within what 
was all the san1e-does not lead Valentine directly to a heroine's 
fiction. Rather, in what will become a characteristic gesture of de­
ferral, Valentine postpones the consequences of her new knowl­
edge. Thus, though in the name of true love Benedict will break 
his engagement to the farmer's daughter, at the end of the second 
part of this novel in four parts two 1narriages are nevertheless cel­
ebrated. Valentine marries the count of Lansac; Benedict's former 
betrothed, Athena·is, despite her very real disappointment, weds 
another suitor from the village. When the peasant wedding party 
comes to che grounds of the chaceau for a joint celebration, the 
novel again flirts with the possibilities of a comedic equivalence 
between (me) brides. But the euphoric poetics of celebration can­
not resist the dysphoric tension chat underwrites the two con­
tracts: the proper circulation of won,en breaks down, revealing the 
price- or the ideology-of that economy.3 

Thus, between the public, verbal consecration of the marriages 
and the private ritual of the wedding night, Sand opens a gap by 
revising the expected chronotope,4 and the novel breaks with the 
familiar conventions of representation. Pamel.a, for example, mar­
ried in the morning, is still writing in her closet at eleven o'clock 
mat night. She anxiously asks her husband for permission to con­
tinue for another quarter-hour. She writes, "two glasses of cham­
paign, and, afterwards, a glass of sack ... kindly forced upon 
[her)": "so sweetly terrible did he appear to my apprehensions"; 
and in her very last virginal inscription to her parents, trusting 
herself to God, she invokes "this happy, yet awful moment" (37T-
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72) . The denouen1ent is announced in the next entry, dated the 
following evening: " O how this dear excellent 111an indulges 1ne 
in every thing!" Pamela's rhetoric of elision co1nes to undo the 
oxymorons of her feminine anguish (thus gi"'ing rise to the 1naxim, 
which •Richardson later attempted to refute, that a reformed rake 
makes the best husb~nd-if his wife, of course, like Pamela, vows 
to "obey . . . in every thing"). 

If we look in the French nineteenth-century novel for an inter­
text to this rhetoric of elis ion which figures respect for the sacred 
unsaid of marriage, we find this silence in Madame Bovary: 

Charles, who was anythi ng but quick-witted, did not shine 
at the wedding. H e answered feebly to th e puns, doubles en­
tendres, compliments and the customary pleasantries that were 
dutifully aimed at him as soon as the soup appeared. 

The next day, on the other hand, he seemed another man. 
It was he who ,night rath er have been taken for the virgin of 
the evening before, ,vhilst she gave no sign that revealed any­
thing. The shrewdest did not know what to make of it, and 
they looked at her when she passed near them with an un­
bounded concentration of mind. But Charles concealed noth­
ing. He called her "my wife," addressed her by the fa1niliar 
" tu," asked for her o f everyone, looked for her everywhere. 
. . . (2 I) 

Although here in the elision that takes us from the soup course to 
the morning after, Flaubert on the whole respects v,rhat I take to 
be an unwritten law of the dorninant narratology until the twen­
tieth century (where it reverses itself, at least in popular fiction), 
that the sacred penetration re,nains sacred by virtue of its ineffa­
bility, he also unsettles it slightly by reversing the gender of the 
performers: the transformation implicit in penetration is incar­
nated in the male; Charles, deflowered, as it were, becon1es a new 
man. Emma, however, rema ins no less woman in that unknow­
able. Emma's "self-contro l" lets nothing show. By showing noth­
ing, Flaubert leaves the enigma intact. Thus it is curious to note 
that in this novel - and in Emma's body-where the institution 
of marri age is relentlessly desacralized to the point v.rhere even 
adultery can' t save it, this founding physical mon1ent of the social 
contract which makes two people " man and wife" is left veiled. 
We might usefully recall here Terry Eagleton's remark that "ide­
ology is not simply a matter of plentiude but also of elision" ( 153-
54). 
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What, then, does Sand do with the representation of an event 
that even in Flaubert turns away fron1 representation? To begin 
with, the novel insists that ,vc ,vitness the acts of the night through 
the perspective of a male gaze. In Sand's fe1nale plot, the heroine, 
having been allo,ved to postpone her husband's en joyment of the 
first night, spends it "a lifeless statue" (22:19r/205), drugged with 
opium according to her "vishes. She is not, however, alone. Benedict 
has managed to lock himself into the room with his beloved in 
order to deliver her, as he puts it, from "th is legitimate degrada­
tion . .. the vilest degradation inflicted on wo1nan ... rape" 
(22:184/ 198) . T he wedding night begins with Benedict's fascinated 
conce1nplation of Valentine, a nd in this sense seerns si111ply to rein­
scribe the specular econo1n y of desire whose po"ver we saw in the 
mirroring that rook place on the banks of the river. There Benedict 
had earlier "adored [Valentine's) reflection in the water" [son im­
age repitee dans l'eau] (23 :193/208). Though now in the absence 
of witnesses the gaze could with impunity become an act of carnal 
knowledge, the modality of desire valorized in this scene will be 
that of a renewed deferral. 

This is the time of stasis (of ecstasy); the moment of sublimated 
perfection toward which the novel strains and which necessarily 
it never maintains: "Benedict imagined that the night would never 
end, that Valentine would never wake, and that he would live out 
his eterni ty of happiness in that room" (23:194/209). This longing 
for a state of bliss chat would defy change and therefore bypass 
all negotiations with reality is a tnodel typica lly associated with 
che heroine for whom happily-ever-after has no form, no shape in 
time, only an intensity of affect. We could then ask whether by 
this inversion-ljke the one undergone by Charles-Sand renews 
the cliche in a feminist script. 

Licerarily the case is complicated, for this lover's discourse has 
indeed been written from the masculine. By Rousseau, for exan1-
ple. And for the reader fan1iliar with The New Eloise (as the French 
nineteenth-century reader would have been), it is difficult to enter 
Sand's stagi ng of hysterical adoration without feeling interference 
from the Rousseauist intertext.5 

Sainr-Preux, before Benedict, writes his fetishistic pleasure fro1n 
a place whose doors open and close within patriarcha l authority. 
"Writing ro the moment," from within Ju lie's closet, he records 
and, as he says, "moderates his ecstasy by describing it." As he 
awaits Julie's arrival in the flesh (a reunion p lanned under the sign 
of danger, the death that might result from the legitimate double 
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penetration of the father from hi s entrance into the room and the 
thrust of his sword ), Saint-Preux both anticipates the fulfillment 
of his desires and fulfills them in anticipation . For the privilege of 
living out an hou r- the hour of possession~he willingly "gives 
up the fest of his life co nature's severity." Now the hour of pos­
session, unlike the ~ur of anticipation, necessarily can be ac­
counted for only after the fact. (Even Valn1ont must take a break 
from writing co perforn1 with the "wo111an as desk. ")6 And in the 
aftern1ath, a reevaluation of pleasure takes place. Although Saint­
Preux, from whose perspective "chat inconceivable night" is re­
cou nted, begins the next letter in the correspondence with an in­
sistence on the plenitude of the experience- "Oh let us die, my 
sweet friend ! Let us die, beloved of my heart! What shall we do 
hencefo rward with an insipid youth now that we have exhausted 
all of its delights?"-when he reviews the events of the night, he 
revises their hierarchy of pleasure. Indeed, what he wants to pre­
serve, what he wants returned to him after the fact (of consum-
1nation), is what Julie had earlier clai,ned in her economy to be 
superior to possession: "Come to swear, even in the midst of plea­
sures, that fron1 the union of hearts they draw their greatest charm." 
Saint-Preux now accedes to her language, a discourse of desire \vhich 
dematerializes possession: "Give me back that intimate un ion of 
souls you had told ,ne of and which you have made me enjoy so 
well [si bien gouter]." By revising in this sense, Saint-Preux con­
demns his previous (masculinisc) difference fron1 Julie-"I wish to 
enjoy Uoui.r] and you ,~ish to love; I have ecstasies and you have 
passions" -and laments his distance fron1 the ocher's self-suffi ­
ciency: " that charming state which is enough in itself!" "The charm 
of possession," Saint-Preux now writes, ''was in the soul, no longer 
n1omentary but eternal." The key to the reva lorized temporality 
thus is a time of feminized permanence that preserves pleasure from 
history: " ii du rait toujou rs." 

But how to fix jouissance? How to make the fleeting monu-
1nental? Saint-Preux selects the hour after possession as the priv­
ileged mo111ent: " It is of all the hours of my life the o ne which is 
most dear to me, and the only one I should have vvished to prolong 
eternally." This crucial lesson \Vas acq uired, however, through the 
fu llness of temporal possession. An authorial footno te-glossing 
the word eternally-m akes the point: "Too compliant ,voman, do 
you wish to know if you are loved? Exa mine your lover as he 
leaves your arms. Oh love! !f l miss the age at which you are en-
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joyed [goi,ter] ir is not for the hour of possession: it is for the hour 
\.Vhich follows it." 

This passage permits us, l think, to differentiate among three 
chronotopic modes of desire in a sexual and textual economy: 
n1asculinist (in its extre1ne, libertine) discourse, which prizes the 
time of possession (:ind possession as penetration); feminizing dis­
course, which seeks a loving negotiation with the feminine (Saint­
Preux enamored in the hour after; ultimately, Roland Barthes); 
and finally a feminist discourse which in these novels indirectly or 
directly valorizes the hour that precedes and essentially precludes 
possession (though not enjoyment, which then becomes jouissance 
minus penetration). This last figure is the ti1ning of desire achieved 
in The Princess of Cleves and ultimately muffed in Valentine. 

ln Valentine's chamber, Benedict conte1nplates his sleeping beauty, 
\Vho suddenly stirring from a euphoric, opiu1n-induced dream and 
.. hovering between reality and illusion ... innocently revealed all 
her secrets to him" (23:195/210) . Her secret is a variant of Julie's 
fantasy before "that inconceivable night": pursued by her hus­
band, "with drawn sword, she threw herself on Benedict's breast 
and exclaimed as she put her arms about his neck: 'Let us both 
die!'" Benedict, like Saint-Preux, welcomes such a death but in­
serts a condition: "Be 1nine and let us die!" But Valentine returns 
to her dreams, and Benedict struggles against his desire to make 
Valentine his: "He raised her thick tresses and filled his mouth 
with them to prevent himself fron1 crying out; he wept with love 
and frenzy. At last in a moment of indescribable anguish, he bit 
the round, white shoulder which she uncovered before him" (23:196/ 
211 ). This last has the effect of arousing Valentine: she deliriously 
imagines that Benedict is her husband and welcomes him as such 
to her bed. The wedding night in its representation thus becomes 
the scene of its own subversion through the fantasized substitution 
of the violation for the law, the forbidden for the contractual. 
Benedict (whose fantasy this also is) in response " threv,r himself 
upon her in desperation and, on the point of yielding co the vio­
lence of agonizing desires, . . . uttered nervous, heart rending cries" 
(23 :197/212). The literal violation of the marriage bed, however, 
is here postponed a second time-neither the husband nor the 
lover-by a key turning in the lock and an openi ng of the door. 

Returned to his senses, so to speak, Benedict detennines to leave 
and kill himself, but not before supplying a text of his passage in 
a letter to Valentine. He explains the contradiction of her position 
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after chis exceptional wedding night: on the one hand, she is still, 
he assures her, "pure and unprofaned": on the other, and not only 
by virtue of his tin1ing, Valentine is "tnore entirely in his power 
than [she] ever will be in [her] husband's." B6nedict has taken her 
virginity symbolically; he has glued his lips to the "unsubstantial 
garment which hardlY\.covers [her]" and thus "possessed her in his 
thoughts" (23:199-200/214; emphasis added). Thus in a way he 
has had what he wanted, but not quite. In her dreams, Valentine 
has only almost returned his caresses (23:199/214).

7 The novel will 
struggle with the status of this almost- the story of Benedict's 
"lack" and Valentine's submerged desire - until the plot finds the 
terms of its closure.8 In these romantic representations of a con­
tradictory fe1ninine "desire to be blindly ravished, to melt, and the 
desire to be spiritually adored, saved from the humiliation of de­
pendence and sexual passivity through the agency of a protective 
male who will son1ehow n1ake reparation to the woman he loves 
for her powerlessness" (Snitow, 261), Sand, we might say, is writ­
ing nineteenth-century n1ass-market romance. 

Let us return to our earlier question, what does Sand bring co 
the traditional representations of the wedding night? M.ost simply, 
she insists that marriage is always irreducibly referential for won1en.9 

"Wo1nan," for the feminist writer is more than a site for elabo­
rating the signifiers of Otherness; woman's body, as I argue in the 
"Text's Heroine," is a lso a grounded space of material in1plica­
tions. When Sand fleshes out the elision that masks and respects 
the ineffability of the marriage transaction, she literalizes the 
phantasmagoria of pcnetration.10 

At this point in Sand's novel, however, the rights of possession 
and their place in a narrative economy remain unchallenged. For 
Benedict, we have just seen, believes that Valentine belongs to hin1; 
and at the same time according to the law, the husband through 
his possession is nonetheless entitled to ' the orderly transfer of 
property to his name. 11 What thus remains subject to resolution 
and ren1ains so until the quirky twists of Sand's ending is the mat­
ter of inheritance. le is in this displacement within marriage, this 
deferral which beyond the inscription of a nonconsummated union 
(a topos of feminist protest in itself) threatens the si1nplicities of 
legiti1nate descent-that a rewriting of the marriage plot in the 
novel should be located. 

This emphasis in Sand's novel upon the material grounds of 
1narriage takes the fonn of what we might call deictic elision: a 
" supplied," or supplemented ellipsis which adds emphasis to the 
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plenitude of its own unsaid with such insistence that ellipsis turns 
to periphrasis. 12 A L11ore farniliar example of this figure 111ight 
be the ren1arkable wedding night scene in Daniel Deronda: 
Gwendolen Grandcourc's fit of " hysterical violence" on the thresh­
old of her wifely career. Ellen Moers co111n1ents on the 111etaphor­
ical power of the dia111onds that have come to comn,ernorate this 
liminal mornent: '·There is ... nothing that could remotely be 
called pornographic in George Eliot's treatn1ent of Gwendolen's 
deflowering by her husband ... ; the matter .is not even n1en­
tioned, directly. But indirectly, by rneans of the jewel case .. . 
Eliot conveys all that need be told about Gwendolen's hysterical, 
virginal frigidity; about Grandcourt's sadistic tastes; and about, in 
addition, 111ercenary 111arriages, wedding night custon1s, and sexual 
hypocrisy" (2 53) in the nineteenth-century thinking about women. 

The ,vedding night (and its ornan1ents) is of course not the only 
locus for the woman novelist's protest against the hegen1ony of 
male desire supported by the law. I want to turn now to a topical 
atternpt to erect an alternative to the house of n1arriage and 
its grounds in fiction: a literal space that would in its own meta­
phors of representation exist outside the law and outside history, 
Valentine's pavilion. 

When the count leaves the chateau for his en,bassy appointment 
in Russia, Valentine becomes, we are told, the "sovereign mistress 
of her chateau of Raimbault" (2 6:222/240). This ostensible free­
dom and authority, however, arc in fact restricted in several im­
portant ways, since rhe objects of her affection-Benedict and 
Valentine's sister Louise-literally are out of place in the chateau. 
Louise, the mother of an illegitimate fifteen-year-old adolescent 
boy named Valentin, who has been banished fron1 the family 
grounds as a consequence of her female plot, refuses ro enter the 
chateau as an intruder bearing her father's name-which is also 
to say her own. In response, Valentine cakes over the pavilion in 
the park-originally designed to serve as a guesthouse (indeed 
Lansac had his room there during the engagernent period)-and 
converts it into a space in theory subject to her authority alone. 11 

She brings her books and easel to the pavilion, which is thus legiti­
mized as a "sort of study" (26 :223/241). A piano soon follows. 
Louise brings Benedict to the pavi lion in the evenings. (Louise has 
been nursing Benedict-after his suicide atten1pt-in his hermi­
tage, as it is called, his " hut in the ravine," situated in the space 
separating the farm from the Chateau de Rairnbault). They make 
n1usic: " During the summer evenings Valentine adopted the cus-
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tom of having no light, so that Benedict might not detect the vi­
olent e1notion which often took possession of her" (2 7 :23 r / 249). 
Like the princess of Cleves before her, Valentine entertains the il­
lusion that if her desire remains invisible, if her lover re,nains, pre­
cisely, ir/ the dark as co the power of her feeling, the maxims of 
sexual plot can be eluded in<lefinitely. But the music melts the lov­
ers, and once Benedict sees her by her tears that Valentine is "yielding 
to one of the most irresistible fascinations that ever woman faced" 
(27=232/250), the next step becomes inevitable. The danger of the 
relation, already in place, plays itsel f out in the familiar topo­
graphical codes of moral disaster inherited from eighteenth-cen­
tury fiction: "Valentine felt that she was on the brink of the abyss 
into which her sister had fallen" (2 8:239/257 ). 

At this point in the narrative, as the novel begins to move co­
ward closure, the plot seems to find its moral and psychological 
center. In much the way that Julie's garden, Elysium, can be read 
as the emblem of virtue in The New Eloise, Valentine's pavilion 
becomes the novel's repository of value. As an effect of its pres­
ence, the relations arnong the characters are reorganized spatially 
in relation first to the pavilion and second to Benedict's cottage. 
Symbolically, economically, and in the play of signifiers, the cot­
tage should be opposed to the chateau (chaumiere/chateau). But 
that polarization, like the original one opposing the farm to the 
chateau, is mediated and displaced by the pavilion. Though the 
pavilion claims for itself an identity which supersedes origins and 
social difference, because it is in fact an aristocratic space, its claims 
are always vulnerable to the hege1nony of the chateau: 

Valentine caused a fence to be built around that part of the 
park where the pavilion stood. That little reservation was very 
thickly planted and very dark. On its borders they planted 
clu1nps of climbing plants, ramparts of wild vine and bfrth­
wort, and hedges of yotmg cypresses of the sort that are trimmed 
like a curtain and form a barrier impenetrable to the eye. Amid 
all this verdure, and behind those trustvvorthy barriers of shade, 
the pavilion stood in a delightful situation, near a spring, fron1 
which a bubbling stream escaped among the rocks, 1naintain­
ing an incessant cool 1nurmur about that mysterious and dreamy 
retreat .... 

Thus the pavilion was a place of rest and pleasure to all at 
the close of day. Valentine adn1itted no profane interloper to 
the sanctuary, and allowed no communication with the people 
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of the chateau. Catherine alone was a llowed to enter, to take 
care of the place. It \.Vas Valentine's Elysium, the world of her 
poetic fancy, her golden life. Ac the chateau all was ennui, 
slavery, depression; her invalid grandmother, unwelcome vis­
itors, painful reflections, and her oratory with its ren1orse-laden 
atmosphere; at the pavilion, happiness, friends, pleasant rev­
eries, fears fo rgotten, and the pure delights of a chaste love. 
It was like an enchanted island in the n1idst of real life, like 
an oasis in the desert (29:249-52/268-71). 

The repetitions that n1ark the end of the description-"like an 
enchanted island in the midst of real life, like an oasis in the des­
ert"-underline by their 111etaphorics the contiguity of the rwo 
spaces. The pavilion, moreover, is totally dependent upon the fi­
nancial viability of the chateau for its right to exist as property­
an exclusive property-and this dependence is crucial to the sta­
tus of the fantasy. But if like the pavilion in Lafayette's novel and 
the garden in Rousseau's, Valentine's pavilion is the fantasized space 
of an u-ropic retreat within privilege, it is also, in its desire for a 
sublimated ideal, opposed to the license o f privilege and the " lav, 
of conventionalities and prejudices" (29 :249/268). This desire to 
figure a place that would guarantee happiness against the pene­
tration of history, the attempt to withdraw from the sphere of the 
public gaze, can also be read as a variant of the topographical 
model Tony Tanner has described as housing the pl ay of desire in 
the novel of adu ltery: the polarization of fictional places that maps 
the split occasioned by the irruption of forbidden desires. 

The attempt to exclude the social in th e name of the natural (or 
rather the natural supervised by vi rtue) is of course at work in the 
eighteenth-century intertext. And the reader of The Neiu Eloise 
wi ll not wonder long whether Sand's rewriting will also reinscribe 
the earlier failure to sustain what Tanner calls a "genuine out­
side" (23). For if in antiquity the Elysian fields derive their tranquil 
beauty from their in timate relation to death, this is no less true of 
Rousseau's self-conscio us quotation. Julie explains to Saint-Preux: 
" In truth, my friend ... days spent this way suggest che happiness 
of the next life, and it is not without reason that in thinking of it 
I have given the name Elysium to this place."14 The golden life at 
Valentine's pavilion lasts, we are told, for fifteen months: "Fifteen 
months of tranquility and happiness in the lives of fi ve persons is 
almost supernatural. Yet so it was" (30:254/274) . 
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The silence that surrounds these remarkable months not only 
points to the unsaid of a woman's pleasure that may o r may not 
take place in the blanks; it codes the paradox of a female pastoral 
where ~on1en's verbs-predicates of doing-are disguised as states 
of being, the better to pass unnoticed. Indeed, Sand's transfor­
mation of an essential~y frivolous place (in eighteenth-century France 
this sort of construction was called a folie ) into a scene of artistic 
and intellectual production is the crucia l piece to my reading of 
the pavilion as a feminist appropriation of the pastoral matrix. 
Thus, Valentine, who has chosen to pursue painting over music­
her "natural" vocation, but one that "puts a woman too much in 
evidence" (6 :50/52)-imagines th at this talent will help her to 
"support herself in society" if one day her patrimony again be­
comes state property. Located in the pavilion of an asocial (artis­
tic) productivity that would bring an active identity and autonomy 
to woman in society, this fantasy, I think, is no less rhe anguished 
alibi of the woman who would justify her passage to writing. 15 

Can the fable survive its insertion within the srructu re of the 
novel? Benedict and Valentine see1n to wish to remain outside lit­
erature, through they are perpetually cast into the standard plots 
of sexual destiny. To Benedi.ct, who like Saint-Preux before him 
claims to prefer virtue to beauty, mind to body, Valentine replies 
that she, like Julie, has learned through his teaching that the "non­
material alliance" they have formed is "preferable to all earthly 
ties" (30: 258/278) . Can one contract a non1naterial alliance [une 
alliance immaterielle?] While an "alliance" can be understood in 
nonmaterial terms (theologically, for exa1nple), the more co1nmon 
and more compelling sense of the word in this context is of course 
that of the social bonds relating families through marriage. And 
as Valentine should know but refuses to acknowledge, such an 
alliance, for exa mple her own with Lansac, is nothing but 1nate­
rial: grounded in the quantifiable, the coRcrete, the real. 

The husband's unexpected return-he arrives to sell the very 
property that supports his wife's fantasy-brings Valentine abruptly 
up against the rea li ty of her relation to Benedict as well. After 
(blindly) signing papers that will dispossess her of all property and 
fortune, Valentine, on the eve of her husband's departure, deter­
n1ines to implore his assistance in her vain struggle to avoid the 
abyss she sees before her: "a sublime and ron1antic project," the 
narrator underlines, "which has tempted more than. one wife at 
the moment of committing her first error" (33 :281/ 305). Like the 
princess of Cleves before her, Valentine confesses: "There is still 
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tin1e co save me. Do not let me succumb co my destiny; rescue me 
from the seduction that environs n1e and presses me close. . . . I 
atn a poor ,,veak woman, left alone, abandoned by everybody; help 
n1e!" (34:289/312). Unlike the prince of Cleves, the count of Lansac 
ren1ains un,noved by chis archaic rhetoric of pathos, and he replies 
in the wordly language of circulation rbat condemned the princess 
within her fiction: .. All this is subli1ne, n1y dear, but it is absolutely 
ludicrous. You are very \vrong; cake a friend's advice: a woman 
should never take her husband for her confessor; that is asking o f 
him more virtue than is consistent with his profession" (34:291/ 
31 4). With this failed repetition of heroic fe1nale plot, Sand's novel 
swerves away from the fierce sublimation of Lafayette's solution 
and moves toward a dysphoric closure. 16 Unlike the princess, 
Valentine, seduced by the discourse of a Rousseauist erotics, will 
finally succumb to a sexual fate. In the face of a Benedict literally 
swooning fron1 the struggle to repress his passionate nature, 
"Valentine, vanquished by pity, by love, and above all, by fear, 
did not again tear herself fro1n his arms" (36 :307/331) . Thus, some 
nvo years after her marriage, and in the thirty-sixth chapter of 
thirty-nine, Valentine, who had sworn she would die "rather than 
belong to any 1nan" (32 :2 7 7 / 298), loses her virginity within the 
very walls of Raimbault, in the room said to be her own. 

The timing and the language of the "fatal moment" (36 :307/331) 
both score and underscore the Rousseauist intertext: Valentine's 
fall, her capitulation to the laws of " natural" desire, repeats Julie's 
virginal lapse, the filial transgression which in Rousseau's novel is 
repaired by a proper marriage docile to paternal authority. But 
unlike Rousseau, Sand writes the act of adultery only fantasized 
under the cover the incest in Julie into her plot. She thus takes her 
distance from Rousseau here-and by the same token from the 
erotics of the Lafayette text admired by Rousseau. 17 However de­
ferred, her novel finally inscribes the rights of the body driven from 
its own fictions, fron1 Elysium. But the gesture cannot rewrite its 
own consequences: what is the proper space for adulterous love? 

No reader of nineteenth-century fiction would expect to see this 
union integrated legitimately within the novel. Nor is it. Valentine 
must leave the chateau, which has become the property of a usurer, 
and she takes refuge with the Lhery family at the farm within whose 
walls the novel opened. With the evacuation of the primary sig­
nifiers of the spatial oppositions-the pavilion as the scene of chaste 
love outside time, the chateau as the incarnation of the historical 
con£irn1ation of socia l difference-how is desire to be figured? 
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The husband dies, killed according to the hazards of his class, 
in a duel. And Benedict renews his claim for pastoral union: 

Do you not remember that one day you regretted that you 
were not a farmer's daughter, that you co'uld not escape the 
slavery of a life of opulence, to live like a simple viUage maiden 
beneath a thatched\ roof? Well, now your longing is gratified. 
You shall be queen in the cottage in the ravine; you shall raise 
your own flowers, and sleep ,vithout fear or anxiety on a 
peasant's breast. {38:32 7 / 353; emphasis added) 

In this play with the codes of social difference-"queen in the 
cottage"-Benedict seeks to will into existence through language 
the collapse of referential polarities that have structured the novel 
throughout. But the power of narrative overrides the iconography 
of his poetic representations. 

Benedict is killed by his old rival with the weapons of their 
class- by the thrust of a pitchfork-and dies on Valentine's breast. 
Valentine dies a week later. Benedict's murderer dies exactly one 
year later, having drunkenly mistaken a river for a road. Athena1s, 
the farmer's daughter to whom Benedict originally was engaged, 
now widowed, through an inheritance buys the Chateau de 
Raimbault; her father exhanges his land for the remaining estates. 
And closure? 

The final chapter of the novel-two pages that serve as an epi­
logue to the flurry of events- opens with the return to the Black 
Valley (from Paris) of Louise and her son Valentin, ,vho has be­
come, ,vith the passage of time, a "man"-and a doctor. They are 
housed by the Lherys in the pavilion, returned to its original func­
tion as a guesthouse. It was "a sad consolation for them," the 
narrator comments, "to live in the pavilion." 18 What is at stake in 
the melancholy of this penultimate destination must be under­
stood, l think, in its relation to the tradiiion into which Sand in­
serts herself. To the extent that one can claim that the French novel 
after the Princess of Cleves always looks back nostalgically to the 
universe figured there as one which "reconciles fantasy ,vith real­
ity" for the last time, one can also argue that the dominant desire 
of that tradititon is for an aristocratic universe within which the 
only destabilizing difference is sexual (Rustin, 222).

19 That " real­
ity" is a homogeneous aristocracy defined by wars with a national 
Other-like the Homeric universe; it is a "consolii:ig" universe. 
By the 1750s the model of an "aristocratic Eden" has become an 
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ironic point of reference for novelists, rhe golden age irrevocably 
past. Rousseau, in 1761, fantasized a modern rewriting, relocating 
Elysium in Sv.ritzerland. But the dream cannot resist the dysphoric 
encroachment of bourgeois reality. 20 

In the case of Sand after the Revolution, closu re looks back out 
of rime. The Raimbault name ren1rns to the property. Valentin­
rerurning without the suffixal e of the feminine to con1pensate 
nevertheless for the feminine loss of the inheritance-through a 
detour becomes the heir Valentine had always and earlier wished 
him to be. 21 And through the descendance of a second mesalli­
ance, the second alliance of old names and new money (Valentin 
Raimbault and Arhena·is Blutty), a second Valentine continues in 
the image of the Other. In some sense the child legiti1nately in­
scribes rhe outlawed love of Benedict and Valentine. She could 
thus be read as the sign of historical difference come to interrupt 
the pastoral continuity of the Black Valley. But little Valentine is 
nor the direct issue of rebellion. She is, rather, its doubled dis­
placement through docile reproduction. Therefore we must won­
der whether the perpetuation of "the beloved name of Valentine" 
(39:336/363) is the mark of social transfonnation or the sign of 
circulariry-Valenrine/Valentin/Valentine-an empty repetition 
that might also be called a "defunct ideological sign, incapable of 
constituting an arena for the confrontation of living social inflec­
tions" (Voloshinov, 44), son1ething like the fate of the fen1injst 
pavilion. 

Sand's novel takes as the site of its closure the place marked off 
for death in the architecture of social life.22 And the last sentence 
of the novel takes up again the perspective of the traveler with 
which it began : "The traveler, as he passes the village cemetery, 
frequently sees the lovely child playing at Louise's feet, and pluck­
ing the cowslips that grow on the double grave of Valentine and 
Benedict" (39:336/363) . Here the traveler observes a scene en1pty 
of any local meaning, for the flowers, which by their name-f)ri­
mevere-signal youth and renewal, growing as they do on a to1nb­
stone, overcode the already formulaic conjunction of life and death 
achieved by placing a beautiful, fair-haired child in a cemetery. 
The novel thus marks in its closing moves the shift of emphasis 
away from the natural setting of pastoral "onto the child" that 
Empson has located in the nineteenth cen tury (254). But if this 
shift, like the emergence of the graveyard within the pastoral do­
n1inion-following the familiar iconography of the memento mori-
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confirms in the end the staying power of the pastoral code, is there 
a fen,inist inscription to be read there as well? It the little girl 
Valentine the figure of lin1inal difference, of a rewriting to come? 
Or does her presence at this site reinscribe theipower of repetition? 

If by not rnarrying the duke of Nemours, the princess of Cleves 
forestalls what she fe6js to be a certain destiny of unhappiness, she 
also forecloses another form of repetition. Unlike her 1nother­
who n1ay have been in the world of the court the only won1an to 
have enjoyed the love of a husband and a lover without being found 
out, but who nonetheless like other women has a child-the prin­
cess is a fina l daughter.23 As such, she makes an end in her person 
to the continuation of female plot. Whatever his admiration for 
Lafayette, Rousseau after Lafayette returns to the reproduction of 
daughters, and "continues" his Julie through her cousin Claire's 
Henriette. Joan Dejean argues convincingly that "at the close of 
Corinne, Stael evokes Rousseau's family novel, the most important 
eighteenth-century forerunner of the nineteenth-century genealogi­
cal fictions that seek to confine won,an to a subordinate role in 
the rime of generations." But in Stael's evocation of the male pre­
cursor, there is also, Dejean notes, "an act of revenge on the pa­
ternal literary order" (87). Corinne's text \viii be continued by 
Jul iette. ln Sand's play of interrexts, we have to wonder which text 
she revises. It is clear that the fate of the dead heroine's living 
image is proposed as the figure to the answer, but it is equally 
clear that the answer is withheld. After unveiling the feminine past, 
the veil of narrative covers up the tropes of a feminine future. 

Ir is not altogether surprising that Sand proposes no clues to 
the story to corne, no more than Eliot, say, writes a future for 
Gwendolen Grandcourt on the verge of a new life at the end of 
Daniel Deronda. Sand writes in 1842 in preface to a new edition 
of her first novel Indiana that for years she had sought to resolve 
an "insoluble problem": "to reconcile th-e happiness and dignity 
of individuals oppressed by society ivithout modifying the consti­
tution of society itself' (16; Sand's emphasis). The Sandian solu­
tion in the face of this radical insolubili ty is to stage a protest 
against what she describes in this san1e text as "the injustice and 
barbarity of laws governing women's existence in marriage, fami ly 
and society." The protest takes the forr11 of a not so subtle attack 
on what we have been calling fema le plot: ''Marriage, society, all 
existing institutions, l hate you !" is Benedict's silent cry (22:182/ 
198). And the narrative of Valentine's wedding night in itself rep-
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resents the refusal of a 1nythified fetna le destiny. But is that an end 
to repetition? It is im possible, I think, to know whether little 
Valentine will in her ntrn become the epony1nous heroine of a novel 
about marriage and desire that ends in a graveyard. But it is also 
the case that this henneneutic impasse is largely overdetermined: 
Sand's antiproleptic closure is her vision for the future, or at least 
its tnetaphor. 

1 \-Vant now to move away fron1 the dead end of the cemetery 
and back to the pavilion for the elements of a conclusion. 

\Xlhen the count returns to Rain1bault wfrh his creditor, he asks 
the n1an what the pavilion is worth: "Almost nothing, " was the 
reply. "These luxuries and fancy buildings are worth nothing on 
a country estate .... In a city it's different. But when there's a 
field ... around chis building, or ... a meadow, we'll say, what 
will it be good for? Just to tear down for the stone and lumber 
that are in ic:" (31:269/290). The disparity between the n1an's mar­
ketplace evaluation of the pavilion and Valentine's private one­
"the secret hiding-place of pure and n1odest happiness" (3 r : 2 70/ 
290)-is the 1neasure of the founding incotnpatibility between a 
new fictional female plot and the "laws governing won1an's ex­
istence in marriage, fan1ily and society," to reinvoke the tenns of 
Sand's analysis. Thus necessarily Valentine's aristocratic fantasy of 
a feinale-controlJed stasis that could withstand both the relic pres­
sure of male desire and the contiguities of the dominant narratol­
ogy is written off by the laws of economic circulation and back 
into an older plot. 

Nonetheless, the desire for another te111porality-a night that 
never ends-and another topography in which to live it has been 
written. That the time of perpetual deferral and its space in the 
end are subsumed by the necessities of fictional closure does not 
erase the inscription, just as the narrator's ambiguous injunction 
at the end of Villette to "picture union and a happy succeedi ng 
life" does not erase our sense that Monsieur £n1manuel has 
drowned, nor-more to the point-that Lucy Snowe has found 
her voice. Although in the end Sand's fiction pulls back before the 
radical solution put in place by Lafayette-the refusal of male sex­
uality as a plot, and a patriarchal plot destined to repetition­
it revises the Rousseauist fascination with the filial by placing 
Elysiun1 outside the paternal sphere. Valentine is fen1ale plot in 
Restoration France: nured in nostalgia for what can never be again, 
hesitating on the threshold of what might yet be. 
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NOTES 

1 WOULD LIKE ro thank Peggy Brawer, Carolyn Heill:>run, Sandy Petrey, and 
Peggy \Xlaller for their cri tical responses co an earlier version of this essay. 

1. In her autobiogra-phy, Sand comments on the reception of Indiana in 
terms of her writing identity: " The newspapers all spoke of M. C. Sand with 
praise, insinuating that a woman's hand had to have slipped in here and there 
in order to reveal to the author certain delicate matters of the heart and mind, 
but declaring that the style and the judgments were coo vir ile not to be those 
of a man. They were all a little (like) Keratry" (2:174). Although she goes on 
to cla im that this reaction didn't bother her, but did hurt Jules Sandeau's 
pride, l think we can read Sand's personal investments here dearly enough. 
(For more on Keratry, see "Writing Fictions.") 

The most interesting work on Sand's difference is being done by Naomi 
Schor. See "Female Fetishism: The Case of George Sand," and "Reading 
Double: Sand's Difference." 

l would like co thank Judith Kates for encouraging me co read Valentine 
as the novel of another pavilion. 

2. Both Le Rouge et le Noir (1830) and Eugenie Grandet (1833) depend 
for rhe economy of their fiction on a figured relation between the local history 
of the provinces in its intersections with a recognizable event and the story 
of its (local) characters. The Vallee-Noire, which is Sand's invented toponym, 
derives irs importance here from another system of connotation: chat of genre. 
The Berri, we are told, is picturesque. On the possible implications of Sand's 
topographies, see Ellen Moers's all too brief, provocative chapter on female 
landscape, " Metaphors: A Postlude,'' in Literary Women (243-64). 

Unlike Tndiana and Lelia, Valentine is not available in a scholarly (Garnier) 
edition. An 1869 edition (Paris: Levy) and a 1976 edi tion (Paris: Aujourd'hui) 
exist: the latter is the reedition of an 1843 edition. I will be quoting from the 
English translation by George Burnham lves (Chicago: Cassandra, 1978), which 
is a reprint of a 1902 edition. References ro chapter and page are noted par­
enthetically; the French pagination corresponds w the 1976 edition. 

3. I allude to the circulation of daughters at the heart of the socia l con­
tract as described by Claude Levi-Strauss. 

In an episode that embodies the cost of repression, Blurry, the jealous groom, 
provokes Benedict, taunting him about his feelings for Valentine. The fallout 
of their quarrel has Slutty, in a rage, throw a glass of wine at Benedict which 
misses its object and instead covers "the bride's lovely dress with indelible 
stains" (zr:177/190). Benedict catches the glass, however, thereby saving 
Athena'is from bodily injury; but the consummation of the marriage is mo­
mentarily suspended. (At the end of the novel, Slutty corrects his aim and 
succeeds for the wrong reasons.) 

4. l borrow the term "chronorope" from M.ikhai l Bakhtin. ''We will give 
the name chronotope (literally "time space") to the intrinsic connectedness 
of temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in liter­
ature .... In the literary artistic chronotope ... time, as it were thickens, 
takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible; likewise space becomes charged 
and responsive to moments of time, plot and history .... The chronotope 
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as a formally consrirurive category determines to a significa11t degree the im­
age of man in literarure as well. The image of man is always intrinsically 
chronoropic" (The Dialogic Tmagination , 84-85). 

5. Peggy Kamuf has provided a compelling, psychoanalytic account of the 
Rousseau material in "inside J u/ie ·s Closet." 

1 will be quoting from Jean-Jacques Rousseau, La Nouvelle Heloise: Julie, 
or the New Eloise, pare r, letters 54 and 55, pp. 122-24. The corresponding 
French pages in the Garnier, 12 r-25. 

6. I'm referring ro Valmont's troping of "to rhe moment" in letter 4 7 and 
48 of Choderlos Laclos's Les Liaisons dangereuses, where he writes literally 
on one to another: "But l must leave you for a moment to calm an excitement 
which mounts wich every moment, and which is fast becoming more than I 
can control" (ru). The confusion of presence and absence whereby one wom­
an's circulating body allows the desire for rhe Other ro be sustained will ul­
timately confound rhe libertine-but too late. 

7. Tanner brings useful etymologies from Vico: "The second solemnity is 
the requirement that the woman be veiled in token of that sense of shame 
that gave rise to the firsr marriages in the world. This custom has been pre­
served by all nations; among the Latins it is reflected in the very name 'nup­
tials,' for nuptiae is from nubendo, which means 'to cover.' . . . The third 
solemniry-also preserved by the Romans-was a certain show of force in 
caking a wife, recalling the real violence with which the giants dragged the 
first wives into their caves" (59). 

8. Tony Tanner identifies a similar construction in Goethe's Elective Af­
finities: "The kiss [between Charlotte and the Captainj is almost returned 
. . . In chat almost lies all the felt constraints of the marriage vows, the re­
straining pauses that law can put on passion" (198). 

9. On what did or didn't happen and the relac.ion of Valentine's virginity 
to Jacques Derrida's trope of the hymen see "La Double Seance" in La 
Dissemination. Parts of Derrida's analysis follow: "The hymen is located be­
tween the inside and the outside of woman, consequently, between desire and 
fulfillment. It is neither desire nor pleasure but between the two. The hymen 
only cakes place when it doesn't take place, when nothi11g really happens" 
(41 ). lo the course of her analysis of the famous scene of interrupted deflor­
ation in Salammbo, Naomi Schor provocatively interrogates the Derridean 
discussion of the hymen (Breaking the Chain, rr8-19). Although the neither/ 
nor of the hymen allows Flaubert to play with what may or may not be 
known, Sand insists that we (do) know. Leslie Rabine takes Derrida's "The 
Double Session" as a scene in which to reconsider the relation between fem­
inism and deconstruction in "The Unhappy Hymen Between Feminism and 
Deconstruction." She identifies what remains undeconstructed in Derrida's 
mecaphorics: "the lexical network chat marks the hymen not as what belongs 
to woman, but as what makes woman into the property of man, and that 
comes into play whether acknowledged or not." The hymen, she pointedly 
observes, is "an organ of the male in1aginat1on through which man has re­
lated to woman as to something to be owned." In rhis sense, we might say, 
Valentine's wedding night a lso allows us to deconsrruct deconstruction through 
feminism. 

10. This project interests women writers other than Sand. Daniel Stern (Marie 
d'Agoulc), George Sand's contemporary, provides an unambiguously dys-
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phoric account of a wedding night (seen from the heroine's perspective) in 
her novella Valentia (1847). The heroine is given bouillon which produced a 
drugged scupor: "Then he approached me. I wanted to speak but I felt it 
inconceivably difficult to move my lips. My head suddenly felt very heavy; 
my mind became jumbled, and my eyelids drooped. In vain l tried to open 
them. "fhe wal l coverings seemed to leap off the walls, come toward me, 
envelop me .... M y lis.nbs grew numb. Soon after, I felt nothing at all bur 
my heavy breath in my throat ... and l fell into a deep sleep." The next 
morning the heroine observes rhe disorder of her hair and the pallor of her 
complexion and draws the " humiliating" conclusions. Leslie Rabine, who cites 
this passage in her interesting essay "feminist Writers in French Romann­
cism," comments on the disparity between the Gothic code "which evokes 
supernatural and extraordinary experiences, and, on the other hand, a com­
mon, ordina ry experience (of the bride on her wedding night), familiar ro 
many readers bur which is never talked about and which is extraordinary 
. . . as the subject of a literary passage" (499-500). 

Colette supplies a brief, barely oblique description of a wedding night in 
Claudine en menage (r902): Claudine bravely claims not ro be afraid and 
insists on undressing herself; then, embarrassed by Renaud's gaze, she throws 
herself on the still-made bed: "He joins me there. He holds me there so rightly 
that l can hear his muscles trembling. Completely dressed, he embraces me, 
keeps me rhere,-Good Lord, what is he waiting for to get undressed too'­
and his mouth and his hands keep me there, without his body touching me, 
from my quivering rebellion up to my frantic consent, up to the shameful 
moans of pleasure that I wanted to hold back out of pride." That night, 
though Renaud ultimately undresses, the bed remains made, and Renaud "asks 
me for nothing, except for the freedom to give me as many caresses as 1 need 
to sleep, at daybreak" (t3-t4) . 

This kind of writing becomes possible only in the twentieth century, but it 
should not be seen as the whole story either. There is also Colette's invocation 
of the room that awaits the newly married couple in ·'La Nace," La Maison 
de Claudine (1922}: ' 'the massive shutters, the door, all the exits of this stifling 
little tomb will be closed upon them" (70); and Isak Dinesen's story " The 
Blank Page" tells a tale of silence, of framed virginities. 

rr. In a further indictment of bourgeois marriage, in Sand's plot, once the 
count assures the payment of his considerable debts by taking possession of 
his wife 's property (what she thinks of as her patrimony}, the contractual 
enjoyment of her person becomes a matter of con1plete indifference. As a 
husband, Lansac '"insists" no further; classically, he finds his pleasLtre else­
where. On the other hand, when, as a result of the altercation between Benedict 
and Bluccy, Athenai:s wants to remain with her father, rhe necessity of pos­
sessing a wife's body is made clear. The father exclaims: " ·1 am still at liberty 
to shut the door on you and to keep my daughter. The marriage is nor con­
summated yet. Athena'is, srep behind me' .... And she clung with alJ her 
strength to her father's neck. Pierre Blutty, whose title as his father-in-law's 
heir was not assured as yet by any legal document, was struck by the force 
of these arguments" (21 :1j9/192-93). The variants are a matter of class. 

r2. ln this opposition of ell ipsis to periphrasis, I am following the cate­
gories of Pierre Fontanier in Les Fig,~res du discours. Ellipsis is a figure of 
understatement, periphrasis, of emphasis. 
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13. Kate Chopin's The Awakening. Carolyn Heilbrun has reminded me, 
figures a similar refuge: '·The ' pigeon-house' stood behind a locked gate, and 
a shallow parterre that had been somewhac neglected. There was a small front 
porch, upon which a long window and the front door openetl. The door 
opened directly inro the parlor; there was no l>ide entry. Back in the yard was 
a roon1 for servants, in which old Celestine had been ensconced" (99). 

1.~. Rous~eau, La Nouvelle Heloise, n :313. See Tanner's section on 
Elysium, Adultery in the Novel, 143-65. In this same letter, Saint-Prcux com­
ments on two hours he spent dreaming in Julie's garden, "two hours to which 
I prefer 110 other time in my life'' (emphasis added). And he characterizes 
rhese extraordinary feelings as being due to ''the enjoyment of virtue" [/a 
1011issa11ce de la uertu. 1 lt is mteresring ro consider the intersection between 
thi~ privileged moment of ple:isure in Julie's virtuous space and the hour ·'af­
ter" we discussed above. 

15. The scorn heaped upon a woman who merely wishes ro think is scored 
by Sand when she has Lansac comment on the activities in the pavilion: "Tell 
me, are you in search of the philosopher's stone, or the most perfect form of 
government? l ee that we are wasting ttme out in the world cudgelling our 
brains over the desnny of empires; it is all pondered and arranged in the 
pavilion in your park" (3 r :268/289). 

Colette ends her pastoral novel Break of Day on the word oasis: a space 
of produetion that reshapes the sexual into a book, open and without limits 
[lwre sans bornes ouvert.] What is the space of the female self who would 
imagine? 

16. It could also be argued, of course, chat while the prince is moved by 
his wife's plea to be saved from the celos of her desire-after all, he was the 
one who had encouraged her to do so-he no less leaves her to find her own 
(re)solurion. In this sense, che "good" husband can't be distingu ished from 
rhe "bad." 

Ti. ''I am not afraid to compare the Fourth Part [of Juliel with the Pri11-
cesse de Cleves" Uean-Jacques Rousseau, Confessions, book u , 505). 

18. For altogether mysterious reason~, this line, "Ce fut une triste conso­
lation pour eux que d'habiter le pavilion," which should be the second line 
of the second paragraph, is deleted in the English translation. 

19. Sylvere Lotringer has argued the point in his article " La Structuration 
romanesque." 

20. Jacques Rustin ends the argument of Le Vice a la m ode on that failure, 
reading in Rousseau "the mstinctive refusal of the very future he outlines, the 
passionate denial of the grear bourgeois dream chat his dear Robinson had 
concretized in his flourishing de!>ert island: the absurd and won<lerful, naive 
and diabolical dream of a profitable paradise" (z42 ). 

21. To a Benedict worried-for her-that Valentine will foolish ly sign away 
her wealth, Valentine explains the symbolic project animating her: "Ir is t rue 
that, for my own part, I would be content with chis pavilion and a few acres 
of land .... Bue chis property of which my sister was defrauded, this, at all 
events, I propose to bequeath co her son after my death: Valemin wiJJ be my 
heir. I propose chat he shall be Cornre de Raimbaulr some day. That is the 
object of my life" (32:276/297). 

n . The inaugural paragraph of the narrative had already proposed, after 
a brief mur of the scene, "a cemetery a few rods square, enclosed by a quick-
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set hedge, five elms arranged in a quincunx and a ruined rower" as the ex­
emplary social space of a bourg ( r:3/2). 

23. In "A Mother's Discourse," Marianne Hirsch speculates interestingly 
about reading the exceptional woman at the court as che mother and the 

' effect t~is positioni11g might have had on the daughter (85-86). I continue to 
see the daughter's repositioning as going beyond the mother's discourse. Beth 
McGroarty, in the cours~ of a st>minar on the "Female Protagomst" at Barnard, 
helped me sec the subversive power in rhe trope of the "final daughter." 
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Woman of Letters: 
The Return to Writing in Colette's 

The Vagabond 

Ir is nor rhat the Author may not "come back" in the Text, 
in his rexr, bur he then does so as a "guest." if he is a novelist, 
he is inscribed in the novel like one of his characters, figured 
LD the carpet; no longer privileged, paternal, aletheological, 
his inscription is Ludie. He becomes, as it were, a paper-au­
thor: his life is no longer the origin of his fictions but a fiction 
contributing to his work; there is a reversion of the work on 
to rhe life .... 

Roland Barrhes, " From Work to Text" 

She had been looking all along for a friend, and it rook her 
a while to discover that a Jover was not a comrade and could 
never be-for a woman. And that no one would ever be that 
version of herself which she had sought to reach out and touch 
with an ungloved hand. 

Toni Morrison, Sula 

B10GRAPH1 CS: WRITING AS A WOMAN 

I N T HE opening scene of The Vagabond, the persona the heroine 
calls that " painted mentor" [cette conseillere 1naquillee] returns 
her gaze from the mirror and addresses her double waiting in the 
dressing room for her turn to go on stage: 

Is that you there? All alone, there in that cage where idle, 
impatient, imprisoned hands have scored the white \Valls with 
interlaced initials and embellished them with crude, indecent 
shapes? On those plaster walls reddened nails, like yours, have 
unconsciously inscribed the appeal of the forsaken. Behind you 
a feminine hand has carved Marie, and the name ends in a 
passionate mounting flourish, like a cry to heaven. (5-6/1067-
68) 
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Why, the mentor goes on to ask, are you there all alone? Why 
there and not elsewhere? 

The dialogue of idenrity- "ls that you there?" "it really is me 
there"-that becomes the story of the vagabond whose wandering 
is fixed (in the feminine) in the novel's title, 1 begins at the site of 
these indoor graffiti,'l.under the emblem of a classically female sig­
nature; the anguished cry of abandonment signed Marie, the most 
significant and at the same time most ordinary name a woman can 
have in a Catholic country. Against this gesture of anonymous 
femininity that marks and ren1arks upon the pain of being alone 
and waiting, Colette maps the trajectory of a woman who will 
choose, precisely, nor to embrace the solution of the couple- "the 
interlaced initials" of heterosexual salvation-but to remain alone 
and on the move; to return to the solitude of writing. 

Locating the question of fen1ale identity in a theatrical setting­
the heroine, Renee Nere, is a 1ni1ne (also a dancer and actress)­
is itself a way of restaging the literature of fen1ale destiny sun1-
1narized in the handwriting on the wall. The conventions of the 
scene behind the scenes - the dressing roon,, the madeup gaze that 
flirts with the cliches of mask and reality-overcode the already 
stylized figuration of woman's identity, its status in representation 
as represen tation. The novel thus asks from within these familiar 
tropological zones: what might there be for women beyond a rep­
resentation of identity that depends upon the truth of the mirror 
and the passionate flourish of fe1nale script? 

In A Roo1n of One's Oiun Woolf offers a reading of a novel she 
has invented to embody her discussion of \VOmen and fiction. What 
interests rne specifically here in that famous exercise of practical 
criticism is first the figure of the in1aginary author of that novel, 
Mary Carmichael. Because of the dual legacies of money and space 
provided by Mary Beton and Mary Seton, the Mary of the twen­
t ieth century is in a position to write a ' new kind of fiction, one 
that breaks with the literature of the past by " tampering ,.,,itb the 
expected sequence" (DuPlessis, 31- 32, A Roo1n, 85). That rupture 
of expectations is captu red in the entence ''Chloe liked Olivia" 
and its sequence: ''They shared a laboratory" (A Roon-,, 87). To­
gether the sentences (much glossed by fe1ninist critics) articulate 
and generate the possibility of a subjectivity constin1ted not through 
the old scenarios of love and 1narriage but through new topo­
graphies of work and friendship (DuPlessis, 34). For Coktte, writ­
ing before and after A Roo,n of One's Own, the i1npli cations of 
that displace1nent are inseparaqle from a coining to signature, and 
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a n1atrix of rhetorical 1noves a\.vay from the inevitabilities (the 
maxims) of female plot. ln The Vagabond, this "poetics of cri­
tique" (DuP\essis, 20) first put in place by the dialogics of the look­
i_ng-glass, then undercut by the banal markers of feminine tradi­
tions (Marie's passion), becomes a form of com1nentary on the 
dominant discourse on woman (in T910) that in turn structures the 
novel and engenders the tenns of its closure. 

Like Woolf's Mary Carmichael, Colette's Renee Nere refuses the 
sequence of fixed expectations and available identities implicit in 
the signature of love and its italics. In that desperate chirographies 
(Ong, 2) nails like her oiun have tried to express an original desire, 
but they have been able only to repeat an already familiar story: 
the initials of nan1es linked together in a figured embrace a re the 
shorthand of fe111ale plot. The reddened nails inscribe a need for 
son1ething, so1nething that 1nounts from the unconscious and ends 
m an ellipsis of deferred closure. In Colette's fiction there is no 
way out for Marie, but it will fall co Renee Nere, whose name 
anagramarically en1bodies the signifiers of renewal, to break the 
''expected sequence" in her own writing. By proposing in the ma­
terial support of her heroine's name a symmetry that points to the 
logic of the 1nirror and its reversals, Colette plays with the gender 
asymmetry of specular econon1ies.2 

Much of Colette's work is a n1editation on solitude, on the pos­
sibility-for a wo1nan-of living alone beyond despair. ln the 1928 
narrative, Break of Day, the heroine, a writer, reflects upon "a 
second place," emblem of the daily life of the couple: the plate, 
the glass, the other's napkin ring. On the days this place is not set, 
she reflects, "I am merely alone, and not abandoned" (ro/ 44). In 
The Vagabond, in many ways a rehearsal for the later text, the 
heroine is less able to draw such neat distinctions in the self-por­
trait of female autonon1y. When Renee returns home after her per­
for111ance and looks in the 1nirror again, she no longer sees the 
"painted image of an itinerant n1usic-hall artiste": the mirror re­
flects "only-myself." But this self-''just as l am!"-is a woman 
more ambiguously, more conventionally alone: "Behold ,ne then, 
just as I am! Alone alone, and for the rest of 1ny life no doubt. 
Already alone; it's early for that .... Alone! Indeed one n1ight 
think I was pitying myself for it! ... Alone ... and for a long 
tin1e past" (11- 13/1072-73). As she interrogates the meaning of 
her state, she returns to the 1nirror, but the gaze in turn passes 
through the dialogue th at constitutes the dominant voice of this 
novel: "And if I talk to myself it is because 1 have a writer's need 



232 FEMIN JST SIGNATURES 

to express my thoughts in rhythmical language" (13/1073) . It is 
this rhythn1 as text within the weave of the novel that challenges 
the regi1ne of reflection: " Facing me from the o ther side of the 
looking-glass, in that mysterious reflected room, is rhe image of 'a 
won1ad of letters who has turned out badly'" (13/1073). At this 
moment in the narrati,.,e, the images of the "artiste" and the "won1an 
of letters" are out of phase, and seem to be incompatible. But I 
want to argue that the story of the vagabond, of the "artiste" on 
the road, is the account of a return to letters-a rerighting of the 
original version-that incorporates the rhythn1s of performance 
in writing.3 

At the beginning of The Vagabond, however, being a performer 
means unbeco1ning a writer: "'A woman of letters who has turned 
out badly': that is what f must re1nain for everyone, I who no 
longer write, who deny myself the pleasure, the luxury of writ­
ing .... " What is the status of this writing? "To write, to be able 
to write" [Ecrire! Pouvoir ecrire!] ( 14/ 1074). The exclamation gen­
erates its own and three more paragraphs of explanations which 
begin: "To write is ... " The definitions of writing, the pleasures 
and passions of the hand, the pen, and the page, are lyrical ac­
counts of the internal negotiations between the "scribbling uncon­
sciously" [griffonnage inconscient] that becomes its o·wn arbitrary 
graffiti and "need to note and describe." Both modes have am­
bivalent effects: the "joy and torment of the idle." 

Against the generalized luxury of writing under the regime of 
idleness, the heroine itemizes the costs of \.vriting as work: "It takes 
up too much time to write. And the trouble is, I am no Balzac" 
[Et puis, je ne suis pas Balzac, mot] (15/1074) . The reference to 
Balzac is glossed immediately to n1ean faced with the intrusions 
of everyday life, the demands of the tradespeople, shoemaker, law­
yer, agent, I am not able to keep on writing. But not to be Balzac­
the accounts of whose uninterruptable productivity are insepara­
ble from his authority as the novelist of the nineteenth century in 
the French n1ythology of its own literary history - is not only a 
matter of a (female) vulnerability to interruption .4 

To say "l'm no Balzac" is to say several things at once. If Balzac 
stands for the triumph of a realism in the novel that entails a cer­
tain relation of 111astery over the "vorld of things, the codes of ref­
erence that support his realism also depend upon a cercajn gen­
dered relation of writer to reader ; of n1ale author to female reader. 
Thus when the partisans of the nouveau roman close the book on 
the literature of the past with disdain for its authors' belief in the 
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power of the sign to secure n1eaning, it is to Balzac that they turn 
for their exa1uple. But not simply as the representative of an old 
guard of writing; n1ore problematically as the en1blem of an older 
and pernicious tradition of reading. The new novel denigrates the 
old by identifying the latter's reception and circulation with the 
scene of the feminine: a literature marked by its solicitation of the 
lectrice-the won1an reader; or perhaps more inclusively, the reader, 
male or female, as woman. ' Colette, we know, was a great reader 
and admirer of Balzac. "No body of novel writing can be com­
pared to Balzac's" [Aucune oeuvre ronianesque ne se compare a 
cel/e de Balzac] Colette writes in 1944 (cited in Oeuvres, 1297). 
What does it mean for a writer of fiction, looking back on a career, 
to cake Balzac as the measure of a body of work? What would the 
grounds of value and comparison be? 

Perhaps this is to pass coo quickly frorn the reader to the writer. 
In Claudine a Paris, reading functions as a transitional object: "I 
read, I read. Everything. Anything. Ir's the only thing that distracts 
me, chat gets n1e away from here and out of rnyself" (Oeuvres, 
322). Removed from the lessons of schoolwork, fron1 explications 
de texte, reading belongs to pure idleness and a certain anxiety: 
"You wander in the vast apartment, you abandon the old and dear 
Balzac, you stop, your gaze vague and lost, before the looking­
glass of your room which shows you a long slim young girl ... " 
(Oeuvres, 347). Reading in The Vagabond is also situated between 
the mirror and the escape from reflection; but it becomes associ­
ated more specifically with the escape of travel and the rn etaphors 
of displacement: "This evening I shall not feel sleepy, and the spell 
of the book-even a brand-new book with that smell of printer's 
ink and paper fresh from the press that makes you think of coal 
and trains and departures-even that smell will not be able ro 
distract me from myself" (11-12/1072). Although for Renee Nere 
reading is a matter of the new as diversion, for Colette (and 
Claudine) the volumes of Balzac, like her own writing, are a con­
tinuum of present, past and future: "my cradle, my forest, my 
journey" ("Le Kepi," cited in Oeuvres, 1297). These words repre­
sent for Colette the netvvork of affective values which constitute 
the work of writing as a scene that paradoxically retrieves origins 
in a fantasmatic projection of future identities. As we will see, in 
the novel of travel called The Vagabond, Renee has stopped read­
ing, the better, it seems, to daydream, ro drift; and the dreams 
circle around the material attached to these terms of identity. Here 
in the context of a writer's biography the woman of letters who 
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has turned out badly dwells on the material obstacles that stand 
in the way of a career of writing as a woman.6 Renee Nere de­
scribes the fa te of a heroine after the solutions of closure that his­
torically have termi nated the vicissitudes of female plot: ''The 
probleln is, since I have been livi ng a lone, that I have had first to 
live, then to divorce; and then to go on living. To do all that de­
mands incredible activity and persistence. And to get where?" (15/ 
1074-75) Where is there to go after the ending? Is it a question of 
arriving somewhere? 

In the discussion of the Peruvian Letters I argued that "coining 
to writing" as a trope of self-authorization supplies an alternative 
figure for female autonomy, an opening onto a world beyond the 
lin1its put in place by the heroine's text. At the same time, how­
ever, I suggested that this figuration of a radical change in rep­
resentation-the woman a lone, not merely reading for pleasure in 
the library but translating and writing-offered itself as the n1et­
aphorica l account of a less strictly li terary project. By this I meant 
the process through which female subjectivity cnight constitute it­
self within a scene of work. In The Vagabond as in Corinne that 
project operates on two levels: how to irnagine a different scene 
of desire; and how to perfonn it, bringing its effects into the rnore 
complex public arena of what Jan e Ton1pkins has called "cultural 
'wo rk'" (xv) . 

I think it is important to consider the ways in which the jubi­
lation of earning one's living- "On n1y good days I joyfully say 
over and over again to myself that 1 earn 1ny living!" (28/1085 )­
alters the economy of identity beyond the pleasure and unpleasure 
of work: "The 1nusic-hall where I becan1e nun1e, dancer and even 
on occasion, actress, turned me also, despite 1ny astonishn1ent at 
finding 1nyself reckoning, haggling and bargaining, into a tough 
little business wo1nan. The least gifted of won1en soon learns ho,v 
to be that when her life and liberty depend upon it" (28/1085 ). In 
this sense, The Vagabond as the fiction of a return to writing ma­
terializes the rhetoric of A Roon1 of One's Oivn: Renee's perform­
ing career enacts the fragility of being without the five hundred 
pounds and room of her own that would pcrn1it a woman to write. 

Another way of thinking about Colette's staging of fen1ale sub­
jectivity is offered by Teresa de Lauretis's important discussion in 
Alice Doesn't of "experience." I cite her elaboration of the concept 
at some length here because it theorizes the constructed nature of 
subjectivity, a nd because the relations it posits between the subject 
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and the social seern very close in spirir co Colette's account of a 
performing (sometimes performative) identiry: 

I use the term [experience) not in the individualistic, idiosyn­
cratic sense of son,ething belonging to o ne and exclusively her 
own even though others might have "sirnilar" experiences; but 
rather in rhe general sense of a process by which, for all social 
beings, subjectivity is consrnrcted . Through that process one 
places oneself or is placed in social reality, and so perceives 
and comprehends as subjective (referring to, even originating 
in oneself) those relations-material, economic, and interper­
sonal-which a re in fact social and in a larger perspective, 
historical. The process is continuous, its achievement unend ­
ing or daily rene\:ved. For each person, therefore, subjectivity 
is an ongoing construction, not a fixed point of departure or 
arrival from which one then interacts w ith the world. (159) 

Although de Lauretis's definition of subjectivity does not delimit 
an exclusively or uniquely female process, the logic of her argu­
ment grounds an understanding of what women's subjectivity tnighc 
mean; or rather hoiu it might co1ne to mean, co1ne to gather 
mea111ng. 

De Lauretis begins the discussion in "Sen1iotics and Experience" 
\Virh the passage in A Roo,n of One's Oiun in which Woolf's "l" 
cornes to learn what it n1eans to be a woman. As in most academic 
institutions, the proble111 is one of turf: "This was the turf; there 
was the path. Only the Fellows and Scholars are allowed here; the 
gravel is the place for me" (r59) . This coming to consciousness of 
one's place "as a wornan"; not a Beadle (or a Fellow or a Scholar); 
the gravel of the path, the steps to the library, not the library itself 
("ladies are only admitted to the library if accompanied by a Fel­
low of the College or furnished with a letter of introduction"); 
chis interaction, central to the constitution of women's subjectiv­
ity, can be read in Colette's writing thematically-as the narrative 
of a woman's apprehension of a world that plays with the gestures 
of identity - and structurally, as a fractured linearity punctuated 
by a rhythm of reverie and return. 

In a passage toward the end of A Roon-1 of One's Oiun, Woolf 
offers another way of getting at th at process of identification, of 
becoming a wo1nan through exclusion and disenfranchisement: "if 
one is a woman one if often surprised by a sudden spl itting off of 
consciousness, say in walking down Whitehall, when from being 
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the natural inheritor of that civilisation, she becomes on the con­
trary, outside of it, alien and critical" (101). This passage has be­
come something of a locus classicus for feminist critics. Thus Rachel 
DuPlessis, expanding upon Mary Jacobus's earlier work on the 
itnplications of this experience for the woman writer of "not only 
exclusion, but an internalized split" (Reading Woman, 38) , deci­
phers a "contradictory quiver" set in motion by the tension be­
tween the seductions of ideological conformity ("natural inheri­
tor") and the coming to consciousness of its ("alien and critical") 
costs (39). For the woman writer (or the figure I have called the 
"female critical subject") chis awareness produces "a rewriting of 
gender in dominant fiction" (43), a rewriting that is seen 111ost clearly 
in the "transgressive invention of narrative strategies, strategies that 
express critical dissent from dominant narrative" (5). DuPlessis reads 
this "poetics of critique" in the work of twentieth-century Amer­
ican, British, and Canadian writers. l think we can read the "cri­
tique of story" (43) in earlier (and later) European \vriting as \vell. 
(This is also the point of "En1phasis Added.") 

As Renee reviews her current situation, she begins, like a her­
oine, with the available love stories. One is offered by a young 
admirer who writes a twelve-page letter imagining himself as a 
"Prince Charming, poor lad, rich and powerful too" (23/ 1080). 
Renee contrasts herself with the "wretched youth," vvho, " lost in 
his azure palaces and enchanted forest, could dream of someone." 
Beyond drean1s and letters, she imagines herself alone and una­
waited: " But there is no one waiting for me on the road I follo\.v, 
a road leading neither to glory nor riches nor love" (23/ro8r). The 
Colettian text looks forward and backward in the complex ne­
gotiations between a past marked both by the perfect past of child­
hood imaged in the bonds with the mother; the imperfect past of 
the catastrophic first love and marriage; and the question of the 
future, that can never match the past iti either domain, and that 
is never evoked without a return on itself. Thus the metaphorics 
of the road seen1 always to reverse directions: 

What ren1ains of n1y life reminds me of the pieces of a jigsaw 
puzzle. Have I got to try and reconstruct, piece by piece, the 
original scene of it [le decor prirnitif]: a quiet house in the 
middle of a wood? No, no, I can't, someone has jumbled to­
gether all the outlines of that sweet landscape; l shouid never 
be able to find again the bits of blue re.of patterned with yel-
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low lichen, nor the virginia creeper [la vigne vierge], nor the 
deep forest without birds. . . . (24/ 1081; emphasis added) 

The story of con1ing to \Vriting, its interruption, ren1rn, and daily 
reinscription throughout Colette's career, depends on the impos­
sibility of returning to this scene. The pieces, fragments of the fan­
tasy of the perfect origin, re1nain as testimony to another order 
and another econo1ny against which every new construction is 
measured. But in a way, because the original scene never is de­
constructed-merely disassembled and jumbled [brouillej-the 
reconstruction can never bring about an entirely new scene: in this 
econon1y the ne\v landscape remains marked by the nostalgia (with 
an emphasis on the etyrnology of return) of an archaic order, a 
lost horizon. In this retrospective of the career of the woman of 
letters who has turned out badly, the lost landscape is placed be­
tween the lovers of the present and the ruin of love that constitutes 
the past; a marriage of seduction and betrayal. Writing, in Renee's 
fiction, comes as a way of cornpensating for the infidelities that 
regulated the marriage: " I settled down to suffering with an un­
yielding pride and obstinacy, and to producing literature" [a faire 
de la litterature] ( 2 7 / 1083- 84). 7 The literature consists of three ti­
tles: The Ivy on the Wall [Le Lierre sur le Mur], Next Door to 
Love [A cote de /'amour], and The Forest Without Birds [La Foret 
sans oiseaux]. The first, described as being "a little provincial novel" 
written as a refuge fron1 the suffering of the present, .is located in 
a "still recent past" and metaphorically placed as a piece of land­
scape: it is in spirit like " the pools in [her] part of the world" 
and is extravagantly successful, an overnight success (like Sand's 
Indiana ). If in the fiction, unlike the life, the author signs alone, 
"Renee Taillandy," and is immediately recognized for her talent, 
the success (in this biography) nonetheless becomes a production 
of the couple (like that of Colette and Willy); or in the terms of 
the fiction, produces the couple: they become " ' the rnost inter­
esting couple in Paris'" (3:27-31/1084). But if the account of worldly 
recognition is marked ironically by the use of inverted commas, 
the language describing the act of writing (the second book) is 
lyrical: " Yet in giving birth to it [en mettant celui-la au mondeJ l 
had savoured the voluptous pleasure of writing [la volupte d'ecrire],8 

the patient struggling with a phrase until it becomes supple and 
finally settles down, curled up like a tamed animal, the rnoti onless 
lying in wait for a word by which in the end one ensnares it" 
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[l'affut qui finit par charmer le rnot] (2 7-28/ ro84). This very bod­
ily account of the mating of words and sentences as a negotiation 
between pleasure and stru ggle in which both agent and materia l 
are animated and animal may be seen to constitute the specificity 
of Cofette's language about writing: a modern(ist) insistence on 
the agency of the letter, the physicality of language, the materia l 
force of its signifiers. lt is the recovery of this writing that the 
finally solitary signature of The Vagabond enacts. 

The third book, Ffhe Forest Without Birds, was a flop, and yet 
this is the author's favorite: her "unrecognised masterpiece" (28/ 
ro84). 9 The more she likes her work, the less the public does, and 
the writer inveighs against the inadequacy of readers: 10 

Inco1nprehensible? Perhaps it is for you. But for me its warm 
obscurity is clear as day; for me a single word is enough to 
create again the smell and colour of hours l have lived through. 
It is as sonorous and fu ll of mystery as a shell in which the 
sea lives, and I should love it less, I think, if you loved it too. 
But rest assured, l shall never write another like that, I never 
could. (28/ro84) 

Like the physical act of ,vriting, the book is a record of sensations: 
or rather, memory is located in the sign ifi ers beyond their signi ­
fying function. This writing of the self, from the self in which the 
author coincides with the subject of its prose, is now relegated to 
the past. At the end of The Vagabond Renee Nere will return to 
the pleasure of this text. In the space between those two points, 
travel and performance st and in for the solitary passion of words 
on the page: "At present ocher tasks and cares fill my rime, es­
pecially that of earning my living, bartering my gestures, my dances 
and the sound of my voice for hard cash" (28/1084). In this system 
of exchange, gestures and minting do the work of words. 

But there is a mon,enr of biography to be accounted for in Renee's 
narrative of the apprenticeship co writing, and that is the passage 
from the i1nmobil ized suffering of the "abandoned wo1nan" to the 
liminal figure of the woman on the stage. After eight years of en­
during the infidelities of Taillandy, Renee, pushed out of her own 
house ("shown my oiun door'' ), finally leaves to becon1e a woman 
alone. The "story" (we are reading) "ends-or begins" at that 
1non1ent of no return (30/ 1086), in the twist on the n1odel of se­
duction and betrayal which locates the abandonment within mar­
riage, as though Ariadne had left Theseus at home with the other 
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\VOn1an. Despite the variation, the heroine passes through the clas­
sical poetics of pain. 

The ten1pt:uion of the 111axim that punctuates Colette's own prose 
conies to structure the account of suffering as a iuon1an. It is not 
the tears chat interest her-"that is the 1nost ordinary part of n1y 
story"-nor \vhat follows: "the retreat into the1nselves, that pa­
tient withdrawal which follows their rebellious tears!" What in­
terests the female narrator is won1an's capacity for suffering: " I 
will do [wo1nenJ this justice, which flatters n1e too: it is only in 
pain that a woman is capable of rising above n1ediocrity. Her re-
istance to pain is infinite'' (31/1087) . 

To \vhat extent does Colette underwrite this naturalization 
of suffering? What for example, does she make of her beloved 
Balzac's discourse on the subject: " in love and sorrow, feeling and 
self-sacrifice, will always lie the theme of won1en's lives" [Sentir, 
ain1er, souffrir, se devouer sera toujours le texte de la fe1nme] 
(Eugenie Crandet, r82/129). When in the place of an Ariadne dis­
solved in tears on Naxos her narrator offers the Medea-like figure 
of female excess and rage, does the counter example inscribe an­
other essentialism? "She grows supple in the practice of suffering 
and dissimulation, as if they were daily exercises full of 
risks .... Sometimes, if she is too weak or too loving, she kills. 
And when that happens she will be able to astonish the whole 
world with an example of chat disconcerting fe1ninine resistance" 
(32/1087). The fate of the i1naginary woman continues to unfold 
as the narrator places ber subject on trial. People will say: "she's 
made of steel!" [Elle est en acier!] (32/1088). But the narrator in1-
mediately transposes this commonplace expression, like the cliches 
of the minimal dysphoric fe1nale plot- "She's dying of 
grief .... She has died of grief" (31/ro8i) - rejected earlier, into 
the discourse of another, ho1nelier ,nythology: " No, she is merely 
made 'of wornan'-and that is enough" [Elle est en femmel (32/ 
1088). 

What is the status of this insider's knowledge of the truth of 
femininity? Where is the wo1nan in this text? 11 

In one of the more famous footnotes in the brief history of French 
feminist literary criticis1n, Helene Cixous asserts chat in the body 
of twentieth-century French (as opposed to Anglo-Saxon) writing, 
''the only inscriptions of femininity" she has seen "were by Colette, 
Marguerite Duras ... and Genet" (8i9) . Cixous has never further 
elaborated on the fe,nininity of these three writers; and given her 
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own personal de1nonstrated preferences for Clarice Lispector, Kleist, 
and Joyce, it is hard to know what marks of femininity she has 
found there. But in a way, Cixous's discovery of the feminine in 
Colette is perhaps best articulated in the rhythms of her own writ­
ing. 1n k'The Laugh of the Medusa," for example, the call to writ­
ing- "Write your self" /"To Write" (880)- the rhetoric of writing 
as an emancipatory strategy for women, to get back what belongs 
to her, " her goods, her pleasures, her organs, her immense bodily 
territories which have been kept under seal ' ' (880)-rewrites the 
passages on the writing from the body that open The Vagabond: 
"the orgy of inspiration from which one emerges stupefied and 
aching all over, but already recompensed and laden with treasures 
that one unloads slowly on to the virgin page in the little round 
pool of light under the lamp" (14/1074). One might see in the plea­
sure of the signifier enlisted in the exposure of a female subjectiv­
ity, the fluency of a certain femininity. 

Arguably, Colette's texts self-consciously describe a fen1ale na­
ture; they in fact constitute a discourse on woman, a kind of Sec­
ond Sex in fiction, an "ecriture feminine" avant la lettre. Added 
together, Colette's own 1naxims n,ake up a kind of handbook or 
co1npendium of practical wisdom; female lore that ranges fron1 a 
girl 's childhood to the psychological preparation for death. 12 But 
if her works are studded with details of a female materialism, they 
are not necessarily the stuff of a fen1ale essentialism-if by this 
one means the kind of fatalism, the always already of female des­
tiny, that delimits an unchanging map or biological tracking of 
possibility and i1npossibility. Rather, the oeuvre in its variety­
fiction, me111oirs, journalism, theater, correspondence-con­
structs a record of experience that in its concern for the idiosyn­
cratic calls into question the cliches of sexua l difference, and by 
the sarn e token, the truth of gender. 13 (Having said this, l want to 
bring to bear here Mary Russo's sharp ren1arks on the subject of 
essentialisn1 in a crucial footnote: "The dangers of essentialism in 
posing the fe,nale body, whether in relation to representation or 
in relation to 'won1en's history, ' have been well stated, so wel l 
stated, in fact, that 'anti-essentialism' ,nay ,vell be the greatest in­
hibition to work in cultural theory and politics at the moment, 
and must be displaced" [228].) 

Against Balzac's mythology of obligatory fen1ale (self-)sacrifice 
seen from the outside, or at least from the precincts of a masculine 
realism, Colette offers fen1inist fables of resistance and self-pres­
ervation seen from within, " naturally," as it were, but also criti-
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cally revised. 1n Colette's human comedy, the figure of wo,nan 
takes her distance fron1 the classical text of femininity. In that ges­
ture, Colette negotiates che space for a writing of another point of 
view: 1'111 not Balzac. Bue in that space of differentiation, in tbe 
n1ove away from identity and toward a female subjectivity, an 
asyn1metry is produced: Colette becornes a woman writer. As she 
is described in the rnost recent edition of Le Petit Larousse illustre: 
·'French woman of letters ... painter of the feminine soul ... 
and of the nature \.Ve know." A "woman of letters," is no Balzac: 
'·French writer ... author of The Human Co1nedy ... fresco 
of French society." To be sure, Colette's scenes of private life, her 
portraits and types, her resisting reader-" Man, my friend"-are 
appreciated within the culture as a form of self-reference (a na­
tional treasure): the na1ning of a Place Colette in Paris to mark 
her location in the Parisian landscape; tbe creation of a museum 
in her native village. But the work nonetheless remains marginal 
to the canon of twentieth-century writing, or perhaps more ex­
actly, it is perceived as local, appreciated as a kind of a vernacular 
realism. 14 In 1984 the Pleiade edition of Colette's works began to 
be published. 1t will be interesting co see whether this high-culture 
recognition will have a significant effect on her place in the body 
of writing retained for the trans1nission of values within the pur­
view of dominant institutional organizations-curricula, anthol­
ogies, literary history. 15 

The question, of course, turns on the issue of the universal, the 
body of its representation. ls it possible for the voice of female 
subjectivity to occupy the position of writer-not woman writer? 
ls the resistance co the particular appeal of fe1nale subject matter 
susceptible co a breaking down without a massive coming to con­
sciousness about the gender of reading? These questions are rep­
resented en abyme in Colette's novel. ln The Vagabond Colette 
demonstrates the ways in which structures of reception and des­
tination-who addresses whom-are inseparable from the read­
ing of gender. Renee's return to writing has everything to do with 
the destination and reception of the "difference of view" embodied 
by a fen1inist subjectivity. Challenged (arnorously) by the n1ascu­
line universal, the woman writer replies with a counter text. 

ln her essay on The Vagabond, Erica Eisinger argues that "the 
self Renee discovers behind the n1ask of the heavily made-up music 
hall artiste is the writer. The two professions are alike; both are 
creative and rhythmic" (ror): "Nothing is rea l except making rhythm 
of one's thought and translating it into beautiful gestures" (47 / 
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1099} . But if in this translation from thought to gesture the body's 
effect is to chann the creatures in the audi.ence (48/1099), like the 
tan1ing of the word she learned to do in the dance of writing (27-
28/ 1084), at least one important difference rodically distinguishes 
the twd gestures both as an activity and as a profession. 

On stage, whatevelr her gestures of control and powers of se­
duction, the actress by definition is subjected to the classifying 
scrutiny of the gaze: here the men "crane forward with that curi­
osity, that cynical courtesy which men of the world display to­
wards a woman who is considered 'dedassee.'" Despite her will 
to render the spectators imaginary-"Do these people really exist, 
I ask myself? No, they don ' t. The only real things are dancing, 
light, freedom and music"-by the logic of the gaze that thinks it 
possesses what it sees, Renee is "real" for them: the real woman 
" whose finger-tips one used ro kiss in her drawing-roo1n and who 
now dances, half naked, on a platforn1" (47 /1099). The actress's 
vulnerability to the spectators' gaze is aggravated by the ambig­
uous intimacy of the setting-"le cachet en ville," "the social en­
gagement at the house of sorne people of very good position but 
not in the habit of paying large fees" (15/1074) - in contrast to 
the theater where this authorized intrusive scrutiny is mediated by 
the "barrier of light" that separates the actors from "thern" (44/ 
1096). On stage, the 1naterial world of the theater offers Renee a 
scene of control: "The harsh light sustains me, the music governs 
my gestures, a 1nysterious discipline controls and protects me . . . 
all is well" (8/ 1069). Nonetheless, despite the supports of theat­
ricality, the perfonning body of the woman in public, like Virginia 
Woolf's fictional "I" crossing the turf of the campus of Oxbridge, 
is subject to interpellation: 16 "At the back of the roorn a man's 
silhouette gesticulates and calls out 'Bravo!'" (48/to99). Unlike 
the hand on the page exercising its powers in the circle of light 
that illun1inates its sphere on the 'vvritin'g table, and that reaches 
out in a gesture of n1astery to an imaginary reader through words, 
the body on the stage is an object of sight, and therefore subject 
to the "disequivalence between sexual and symbolic differentia­
tion" (Silvern1an, 272) produced by the male gaze. 

One might, I realize, want to object that the gesticulations of 
the Beadle, who, as " the enforcer of academic patriarchy" (A lice 
Doesn't, 155), is entitled by his role to bar the won1an's way and 
show her her place, have little in con1n1on with the conventionally 
enthusiastic responses to what is after all a public performance 
that calls for a response. On what grounds can I argue that the 
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Big-Noodle's (as he is dubbed by Renee-le Grand-Serin) gestures 
and shou ts of "Bravo," despite rhe theatrical codes of behavior 
that would seen1 to naturalize chem, work to delimit Colette's fic­
tional " I" in the novel as "wo1nan" (Alice Doesn't, 159) as pow­
erfully and surely as the man in the "cut-away coat and evening 
shirt" designates the p roper path for a woman to take? How is 
' 'Bravo" genderizing? Perhaps the male spectator is si1nply (ge­
nerically) enthusiastic? 

The answer is in part bound up with the t raditional represen­
tations of the actress in fiction: the perforn1er as wo,nan, which, 
as \\'e saw \.Vith Corinne, is a theatrical variant of the structuring 
power of the male gaze. We could here say of Dufferein-Chautel, 
as we did earlier of John Bretton's conventionally gendered ap­
praisal of Vashti in Villette, that '· he judged her as a woman, not 
an artist" (322 ) . Two models of the actress a re rewritten here; tv,o 
classic texts of the gaze through which we might usefully situate 
Colene's project : Zola's Nana and Stael's Corinne. In radically 
different modes, and to different ends, both texts mythologize the 
figure of the \VOman as performing artist, and locate her in the 
inevitable osciJ lacions bet\.veen the public stage and private life, 
spectators and lovers. Between the actress of hyperbolic powers of 
seduction and the artist who tra nscends seduction through her ge­
nius, Colette creates a nonheroic artist. ln Colette's rewriting, the 
figuration of the actress is grounded in a historical 1no111ent in which 
it becomes possible to imagine tropes of identity that emerge from 
a daily scene of work. 

Once the man who cries "Bravo" detertnines to enter the life of 
the actress (forc[ing] the door of 1ny dressing room!" [79/1123)) 
the play of gazes becomes mo re cornplex. The man with the ri­
diculous name, Maxin1e Dufferein-Chautel, who sends £lowers and 
cards, is not completely master o f the prerogatives of the (male, 
aristocratic) gaze he by birth inherits: for he 1nust also learn to 
wait "like a woman"-"1-fappy because he has seen from my look 
that l have recognised him, he fo llows my n1ovemcnts, n1y comings 
and goings on the stage, with his head, just as my dog Fossette 
does when I am dressing to go o ut" (56/1105)-to be acknowl­
edged by another's gaze. The figuration of desire in chis passage 
operates as an e1nblem both of their relation a nd of the structure 
of the novel. Unlike the classical n1odel glori fied by Ovid in the 
Heroides, according co which the won1an waits as the man ap­
pears, disappears, and sometunes reappears, her life suspended be­
tween waiting rewarded and waiting forever installed; here the n1an 
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waits in the position of the feminine although in the dialogics of 
their couple, his identity finally is located within a conventiona l 
n1asculiniry: " It's because . .. this fellow is a man. l can not forget 
that he is a man" (81 /11 25). (In the same way ~he will write: "There 
is nothing new in my life except a patient man lying in wait for 
me" (56/1106].) 

' The crux is formed: once the man comes on the scene, what 
happens to the woman 's scene? What denouement can come from 
the knot of this criss-cross: the woman on stage/the man in the 
audience? On the one hand, like Oswald faced with Corinne's ad­
mirers, Max hopes to capture Renee by making his gaze replace 
the others. On the other, the ,voman sees the man as inseparable 
from the story of conventional destiny she is determined to resist: 
for Renee, at home on the road, "home" also 1neans " homme." 
(The choice of the English signifier is key, since in French my­
thology the English embody the conventional, and in particu lar, 
the dream of a domestic ideal. ) 17 Like Corinne in Ron1e, Renee in 
Paris is tempted by the notion of attach1nent-English comforrs­
buc pulled by another figure of herself, and torn between home 
and abri: a "shelter, and not a home, that is all I leave behind 
me. . . . Hotels of every type, and sordid music-hall dressing rooms 
. .. have been tnore fa1niliar and benevolent to 1ne than this place 
which n1y love calls 'a channing, cosy nest'" (170/1 194) . The logic 
of the plotting in the novel derives fro m the competing claims of 
these places. 

TH E DROPPED STITCH 

The Vagabond is divided into three unequal pares. The first , as we 
have seen, opens backstage in a dressing r9om, and closes at home 
as the scene of future departures: "My lately acquired and rather 
artificial liking for uprooting [deplace1nents] and travel firs in hap­
pily with the peaceful fatalism natural to the bourgeoise that l am" 
(73/1119) . This double truth results in a contradiction in terms that 
e1nbodies the novel 's narrative tension: " A vagabond, 1naybe, but 
one who is resigned to revolving on the sa1ne spot like my com­
panions and brethren" (74/1119). The paragraph that ends this 
section of the novel glosses the paradox of the traveler who re-
1na ins behind: iS 
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It is true that departures sadden and exhilarate 111e, and what­
ever I pass through-new countries, skies pure or cloudy, seas 
under rain the colou r of a gray pearl-something of 1nyself 
catches on it and clings so passionately th at I feel as though 
I were leaving behind me a thousand little phanton,s in 1ny 
image, rocked on the waves, cradled in the leaves, scattered 
an,ong the clouds. But does not a last little phantom, more 
like nie than any of the others, remain sitting in my chi111ney 
corner, lost in a dream and as good as gold [reveur et sage] 
as it bends over a book which it forgets to open? (74/1119; 
emphasis added) 

Js the "last little phantom" the self that belongs to the woman 
,vriter who neither stays nor leaves in any si mple or singular way? 

The second part of the novel opens on the interior of the "woman 
of letters who has turned out badly" seen fro1n the eyes of her 
"admirer": "What a charming, cosy nest! I 1nust say it 's hard to 
imagine your existence in the music-hall when one sees you here 
between this rosy lamp and that vase of carnations" (75 /1120). To 
Max's view from the ou tside, Renee opposes the view from within; 
she mocks his failure to perceive the shabbiness behind the glow 
of her arrangen1ents; his failure to read the signs: " to think that 
all that can so dazzle the casual visi tor as to n1ake him imagine, 
between these faded green walls, the secluded, contemplative and 
studious life of a gifted worn2n [une fen-zme superieure]. Ab, but 
he hasn 't noticed the dusty inkpot, the dty pen and the uncut book 
on the empty box of stationery!" (75 /1119). If the image of re­
tirement and study may be read for irony, the details that counter 
the vision may not, for they are the material emble1ns-inkpot, 
pen-of the writer's activity Renee has abandoned. Max's diffi­
cu lty in understanding, after a first evening spent with Renee at 
home, how she could li ve privately the way she does and yet choose 
to appear on stage is a problem of vision that will be given its full 
weight at the end of the novel, in Renee's refusal to see the world 
reflected in a lover's gaze (222/1232). But before Renee turns away 
definitively from the desire of that gaze to map her identi ty in the 
world, the narrative sets in place two tracks of more or less suc­
cessful resistance to its powers: she tries to negotiate her way around 
M ax's gaze by catch ing it at work (78-79/1123); and she retrieves 
the power of her own through a return to childh ood visions. 

What are we to make of the woman who has stopped reading, 
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who does not even bother to cut the pages? Who is she to the "last 
little ghost," "good as gold,'' who sits dreaming over a book it 
forgets to open; and to the child, a girl of twelve, whose gaze is 
"almost sexless"? The "last little ghost" is the most like her, and 
yet not 9er. 

I 

The train very slowly followed a track under repair. ... A 
child, stand ing at the edge of the wood, watched us pass, a 
little girl of twelve whose resemblance to myself struck 
me .... Her unsociable look, too , and those ageless, a lmost 
sexless, eyes which seemed to take everything seriously, were 
mine also, really mine. It was indeed my own shy childhood 
which stood there, dazzled by the sun, at the edge of that cop­
pice and watched me pass. (92/1132) 

If the heroine has split off from her childish self but recognizes 
herself in it, what is the relationship between the two looks: the 
unselfconscious and "natural," the self-conscious and "critical"? 

In the second and longest seginent of the book, the heroine re-
1nains in Paris, rehearsing for the tour, fantasizing about travel, 
about leaving and staying. She falls asleep one afternoon and 
a,vakens fron, a dream in which she had returned co her origins, 
to the forest, to the vision and voice of the daughter. 

Who was it, while l slept, who loosened the coronet of plaits 
coiled about 1ny brows like the tresses of a grave young Ceres? 
I was . . . I was . . . there was a garden . . . a peach-col­
oured sunset sky . . . a shrill childish voice answering the cries 
of the swallows ... yes, and that sound like distant water, 
sometimes powerful and sometin,es muffled: the breath of a 
forest. I had gone back to the beginning of my life. What a 
journey to catch up with 1nyself agai n, where I am now! (119/ 
I 154) 

If there is no return to the originary space except in drean1, is there 
anywhere to go, except in circles? Are these trips on the road the 
fu lfillment of childhood drean1s or their rnockery: v.rhat is it to be 
Renee Nere? 

As for the new cities and ne.,,v countrysides, so briefly glin1psed, 
so quickly passed that they grow blurred in the 1ne1nory, are 
there such things as new countries for one who spins round 
and round in circles like a bird held on a string? Will not my 
pathetic flight, begun anew each 1norning, inevitably end 
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up each evening at the fatal "first class establishment" which 
Salomon and Brague praise so highly to me? 

I have seen so many first class establishments already! 
... Must 1 discover and perpetually renew in myself that 
rich fund of energy which is essential to the life of wanderers 
and solitaries? Must I, in short, struggle- ah, how could I 
forget it?-against solin1de itself? And how to achieve what? 
What? What? (120- 21/1154- 55) 

We n1ight say chat the task of Colette's novel is to invent for 
the heroine a form and scene of work that would avoid the dis­
appointment that follows from the failure of promises held out in 
childhood-"Effort brings its own rewards"-to come true in 
adulthood-"! am still waiting" (121/1155), and a plot that would 
provide a detour fron1 the equally unreliable com1nonplaces of 
grown-up economies: the offers that con1e from the n1an who pro­
poses as a husband to replace her work with himself through his 
money (143/1173). 

As Renee vacillates between the rehearsals of the tour and the 
fixed destination of home and homme that Max represents, 19 she 
evokes for her friend Hamond a landscape glirnpsed from a train 
window, and in which she imagines herself grounded with " him" 
in a life of available satisfactions, "within reach of my mouth and 
my hands" (150/1178): 

At noon, the farm girls would be milking the cows in the fields: 
I could see, in the deep grass, pails of burnished copper where 
the foaming milk squirted in thin straight jets ... I want to 
enjoy, all at the same time, everything I lack: pure air, a gen­
erous co untry where everything is to be found, and my love. 
(150-51/ I 1 78) 

In the face of this representation of plenitude, fixed in the lush 
iconography of timeless pastoral, Hamond asks the question of 
history, or at least of story: "And then, my child, afterwards?" 
(151/r178). And then what? Will she give up the road? Will she 
pick up "that witty pen which is growing rusty"? (151/1r79) And 
then, with the instincts of an "ex-genre painter," Hamond paints 
in the details of domestic life; a child, for instance. 

If Renee can't see the scene of reproduction in representation, 
Maxime gets the point immediately: "And then, at least, you'd 
never be able to leave n1e ... you'd be caught [prise]" (153/1180). 
The domestic scena rios of wo1nan's destiny-the fa ithful hus-
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band, the beautiful baby (r52/1r79)-produce a familiar narrative 
of n1ale and female roles under patriarchy's roof: "And he shall 
ask me: 'Where are you going?' as though he were my master. A 
female I was and, for better or worse [pour ett souffrir et en jouir], 
a femaLe I find myself ro be" (158/1184). Within these arrange­
ments of mastery an~ pleasure, the essentialist positioning of the 
couple engenders an equally familiar li terature of female despair. 
The heroine-once, as we saw, in the biographical figures of her 
self-representation, an "abandoned wo,nan," here still bears the 
mark of its pain: " 'Everyone leaves me, I'm a ll alone.' Loving me 
as he does, he well knows that there is no need of words or rea­
sonings to calm me, but only cradling arms, a warm murmur of 
vague caressing words, and kisses, endless kisses" (157/1183). De­
spite the panic that seems to underwrite chis mode of attachment 
figured by the "hands of a drowning [woman)" (156- 57/1183) 
drenched in tears and clinging to her lover, Renee finally leaves 
for the tour. 

Thus, the second part of the novel ends on the departure re-
hearsed and reviewed: 

How many times, in fleeing from myself, have I not fled from 
this ground floor? Today \Vhen, beloved and in love, I am 
leaving, I would like to be still more loved, still more loving, 
and so changed as to be unrecognisable in my own eyes. No 
doubt it is too soon, and the time has not yet come. But at 
least l am leaving with a troubled mind, overflowing \>Vith re­
gret and hope, urged to return and reaching out cowards my 
new lot with the glorious impulse of a serpent sloughing off 
its dead skin. (170/ 1194) 

The stakes of this departure lie in the question of its difference 
fron1 the others, of her difference fro1n herself; if she is loved and 
loves enough no longer to resemble herself. Leaving in love at least 
allows for a change in genre. Indeed, the third pare of the novel 
opens on a letter, her first, she says, love letter. This third brief 
section rnay be read as an epistolary novel revised. Or rather, one 
could argue that through the return of the letter, Colette rejoins a 
feminist epistolary tradition: against the erotic paralysis of the 
Portuguese nun, Renee Nere, like Graffigny's Zilia and Riccoboni's 
Fanni Butlerd , will write her way out of the standard plots. 20 More 
specifically, and perhaps more usefully , we could say that by letter 
writing Renee returns herself to literature, to the older mastery of 
a hand moving across a page. 
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As the train moves away from Paris, Renee, half-asleep, is agi­
tated by the tiring rhythm of "childish arithmetical dreams": "lf 
you have left half of yourself behind, does that mean you have lost 
fifty per cent of your original va lue?" (173/1197) . The problems 
of childhood math are of cou rse adult calculations: what is the 
value of a woman not attached to a man? And that question about 
female identity also has a specificity for Colette's syn1bolic map­
ping, which, we have seen, is bound up with place. ln her third 
letter she \1/rites: 

My darling, l've just passed through, without stopping, a re­
gion which belongs to me because l spent n1y childhood 
there .... 

Nothing has changed there. A few new roofs, bright red, 
that's all. Nothing has changed in my part of the world­
except n1e. Ab, my darling love, how old l am! Can you really 
love such an old young won1an? 1 blush for myself, here. Why 
did you not know the tall child who used co trail her regal 
braids [ses royales tresses] here, silent by nature as a wood 
nymph? All that, which l once was, I gave to another, to an­
other than you! (175- 76/1198) 

There is a way in which this novel make sense onl y in terms of 
the values of that place; and the fasci nation of the lost story, the 
tresse or weave of narrative inseparable from its topograph y. The 
story, perhaps in fact no story at all, but a scene, a stance, a gaze. 

In Colette's text that child exists in a scenario of abandonn1ent 
fata lly interwoven with the story of the woman's desire. Inside the 
woman's body, "the fe1nale body lying there, which bars my way 
.. . that brute bent on pleasure, is l myself. " But if one can do 
battle with chat enemy, there is one worse: "the lost child [l'enfant 
abandonnee] who trembles inside me, weak and nervous and ready 
co stretch out her arms and implore: 'Don't leave me alone!"' (203/ 
1217-18). ]n the Critical Inquiry issue on "Canons," Lawrence 
Lipking has argued that the cries of that female child constitute 
the sentence that might generate a wo1nan 's poetics: "Abandoned 
women know that the world can shift too fast to be imitated, that 
the harmony of art is made to be broken. I-fence their poetics 
obeys another law of nature, the unsatisfied craving of chi ldren 
who cry to be held" (78). 

While one can agree with Lipking's general claim that a "won1-
an's poetics" would probably valorize a modality of imitation dif­
ferent fro1n Aristotle's, an imitation based upon another appre-



' 250 i"E .'vi!NIST SIGNATURES 

bension of the natural, it would not, l think, found itself in a 
naturalization of female suffering, and an identification of "the 
lost child" with adult women. In The Vagabond, for example, if 
this "need" prevails inside a woman's body, it is also transformed, 
reworkod by language. 

The poetics of the ~eturn to writing involves displacing the cries 
of the child afraid of the dark; and also of the woman in,mobilized 
by her own desire, whose body stretches out "barring the way" 
of the woman on the move. Although the heroine speaks of over­
coming the "lost child" (203/ 1218), I don't think we should see 
this so much as a gesture of repression as the rezoning of an econ­
omy that would al low for a permanent oscillation between the 
rhythms of childhood and the orders of adult life. 

As Renee travels and Max waits and writes for her to retu rn 
and become his, "the woman of letters who has turned out badly" 
suddenly can't stop writing: 

,vith a fullness and a freedom difficult to explain. I write on 
wobbly pedestal tables, sitting sideways on chairs that are too 
high, I write with one foot shod and one bare, the paper lodged 
between the breakfast tray and 1ny open handbag, all an1ong 
the brushes, the bottle of scent and the button-hook; 1 \vrite 
sitting at a window that frames part of a courtyard, or the 
most delicious gardens, or misty mountains. l feel n1yself at 
home amid this disorder of a camp, this no matter where and 
no matter how, and freer than among my haunted furniture. 
(209/222) 

T he return to writing begins with letter writing about returning to 
Max, but the return to writing will also require the displacement 
and transfonnation of that epistolary fiction through letter writ­
ing. How does this happen? The process of writing itself undoes 
the structure of destination: just as Renee suddenly finds herself 
at home (chez ,noi) on the n1ove, in the same way, movement itself 
takes her past the notion of return. 

In a n10111ent of absence to herself, "half asleep, like the sea, and 
yielding [abandonneeJ to the swaying [bercementJ of the train, I 
thought I was skimming the waves, so close at hand, \Vith a swal­
low's cutting flight" (207/1220); in this state between sleeping and 
,..,aking, awash in the vague rhythms of the 1naternal, 21 Renee sud­
denly realizes-through the work of memory-that. she has for­
gotten Max: Max suddenly becomes brutally subordinated to an­
other desire: " to seek for words, words to express how yellow the 
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sun is, how blue the sea, and how brilliant the sa lt like a fringe of 
white jet. Yes, forgotten him, as if the only urgent thing in the 
world were 1ny desire to possess through my eyes the 1narvels of 
the earth" (207/ 1220-21). The writing that returns as desire is not, 
at least in this mon1ent of at.nose physical urgency, a desire for 
story, for another plot. Rather it is a more literal apprehension of 
the material of language: the yellow sun, blue sea-almost a child's 
vocabulary and coloring book in1ages of the beach, but for the 
writerly flourish that signs the seascape with a contradiction: " the 
fringe of white jet." To come to this writing requires a forgetting 
and a refusal of the "natural." 

I have been reading this third epistol ary section as a mise en 
aby,ne (with an internal signature that marks the self-conscious­
ness of the s tructure) of the novel as a whole, in the sense that it 
rehearses and replaces the questions o f the fiction iconographi­
cally, or metaphorica lly within the text as a matter of vision. But 
the figure that fi nal ly cornes to name the process of reconstruction 
that results in Renee's decision to bypass the destination of female 
plot derives from another thernatics. Not surprisingly, the meta­
phor chosen to bear the weight of the heroine's choice comes from 
a childhood scene: 

If only I could wind back again the months that have expired 
up to that winter day when Max walked into my dressing 
room . . .. When I was small and learning to knit, they made 
me undo rows and rows of stitches un ti l I had found the little 
unnoticed fau lt, the dropped stitch, whi ch at school was called 
"a lapse." A " lapse"! That's all he wo uld have been in my 
li fe, then, this poor second love of mine whom l used to call 
my dear warmth, my light. He is there, quite close at hand, l 
can take bold of him-and I flee. (21 4/1225) 

The tenn that Renee chooses to characterize the love affair with 
Max, in French une n-1anque (a regionalisrn), supplies the feminist 
measure of the decision not to take what is at hand, since the most 
common use of this noun is in the masculine, which is how Freud 's 
notion of lack as the constitutive female experience is translated 
in French: le ,nanque. When Renee finally "drops" Max, it is pre­
cisely against that sense of lack and fro rn a posture of plenitude. 

It is as though the unconscious self-aba ndonment ro the (ma­
ternal) rhythms of the train had "organized" in her a desire for 
escape, "far away, down in the depths of my being, without my 
taking so far any direct part in it" (2r4 /12 25). The effects of this 
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internal event lead to a reversal of the o ld story-''what 1 was" ­
in which "horribly alone" now emerges as the definition of a pos­
itive freedom. In the story of abandonment she would have said: 
"take me." Here she asks: "What are you giv~ng me? Another my­
self? There is no other myself" (214/1226) . The move from female 
to feminist, knitting tQ unknitting, entails a revalorization of econ­
on1ies: "A look of his can rouse me and I cease to belong to myself 
if he puts his mouth on n1ine? In that case he is n1y enemy, he is 
the thief who steals me from myself." Against the theft of herself 
through the body is the offer of a material gain: "I shall have 
everythi ng that money can buy" (215/1226). But Max's offer of a 
place at the "edge of a white terrace" from which to see others 
pass misses the language of Renee's desire. When he beseeches her 
to return to live among her "equals," she replies: " I have no equals, 
I have only my fellow wayfarers" (215/1226) . 

To choose the tenns which might locate a subjectivity outside a 
lexicon of hierarchy-master, equal-but within a notion of fel­
lowship and movement is to pose the possibility of a female iden­
tity self-consciously constructed through work. (In l rigaray's uto­
pian vision this is the sort of demystification that might occur "if 
the 'commodities' refused to,go to 'market,'" if th~y " 1naintained 
'another' kind of commerce, among themselves'' [196/193).) The 
shift from the discourse of sex to that of class (or from the body 
to real estate-the white terrace vs. the shabby ground floor ) is a 
move toward unsettling the problematics of the gaze; displacing 
the emphasis fro1n the sexual axis along which the man's look 
circu,nscribes the woman as object to the material experience of 
a producing subjectivity. To refuse to look dov,n and contemplate 
the wanderers is only one piece of the revision: the other is to look 
in order to record. 

C HA NG I NG SUBJECTS: \'1/'0MA N OF LETTERS 

RENEE WRITES her first love letter fron1 the road from her ground­
floor roon1s as though she had already left, as though she were 
al ready on the road; hoping, as she puts it, to beco,ne unrecog­
nizable in her own eyes. The question of the epistolary " novel" 
that completes the fiction of The Vagabond is almost exactly that: 
whether Renee can see herself otherwise. As she hesitates between 
continuing as she is and becon1ing " no longer . .. Renee Nere 
but My Lady Wife" {191/1209), she focuses her doubts and suf-
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fering on an image: the snapshot Max sends her of himself playing 
tennis with a girl. This image of youth becomes the text and pre­
text of the decision finally produced not to return to Max, not to 
marry (him). ln a long letter about the girl, the inevi table unknown 
younger wo1nan rival, that anticipates the language and structures 
of Cheri, Renee rehearses a refusal comprehensible to M ax's mas­
culinity; a classically feminine insecurity about appearance that leads 
Max to reply, like the king in "Snow White," with the discourse 
of authority derived from the mirror: "You vvill always be the most 
beautiful!" (206/1220). The conventionality of this reply shows Renee 
that Max has not understood the gravity of her resistance; that 
she has written only "almost sincerely!" and principally for her­
self: '·l hope it may bring me relief, that sort of interior s il ence 
which follows a sudden utterance, a confession" ( 199/ 1214). ln this 
writing, which she describes as a mode chat like her " rnobile face" 
chat in Max's words expresses too much, the excess of language 
serves to carry its subject beyond the require1nents o f communi­
carion as dialogue. This becomes a writing that returns itself to 
the sender; though without the fi ction of destination (the lover as 
receiver) it would not come into being. 

Against the anxiety crystallized in the fixed image o f Max and 
the (generic) girl at the tennis court, against the fa miliar logics of 
possession in which woman fatally is seen, and evaluated in her 
feminine identity (199/1215), Renee opposes the need to see for 
herself: " I want to see again, under this heavy sky, my Elysian 
refuge, the Gardens of the Fountain" (201/1216). The si te of this 
garden is the scene of the struggle discussed ea rlier in chis chapter 
in which the child within the woman 's body cries out in anguish 
her panic at being left alone. In this garden, which is Renee's 
"kingdom," but on ly to the extent that she identifies with the pas­
sersby, the "wanderers and solitaries" \ii/ho stop there o n their way 
elsewhere, the struggle to free herself from Max's story fi nally comes 
to consciousness: "this dispute is s lowing rising up and fo rci ng its 
way into the daylight" (202/1217). What emerges from the econ­
omy of the unconscious is a sentence; a sentence that li ke that o f 
the writing on the wall at the beginning of the novel seems fata l: 
"This time the formula is clear. I saw it w ritten in my mind and 
J see it there still, printed like a judgment in small , bold capitals" 
(203/12 17 ). The message of tbis writing is contained in the hope 
offered by the single word "escape" [ /'evasion] (203/1217).

22 

I suggest in "A.rachnologies" that what Ellen Moers called " fe­
male landscape," the mapping and iconography of privileged places 
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in women's writing, may also be read as a desire for a revision of 
story, in particular o f closure; a desi re, as we have seen, chat fa lls 
outside the masculinist conventions of plausible narrative. In Tn­
diana, Sand cakes her heroine to the ravin~s of an island in the 
Indi an Ocea n; in Valentine, closer to home, she designs an Elysia n 
retreat, an "enchant\ d island in the midst of real life," a scene of 
escape from the demands and violence of heterosexual ploning. In 
The Vagabond as in Valentine, to invoke Elysium is to conjure a 
space immune to the passage of time. Last year's spring is still this 
year's: ''lt is so fairy-like in this place where the spring hangs mo­
tionless over all things" (201/1216). 

In this garden where "nothing changes" (201/1216), Renee peers 
into the " baths of Diana," which return co her gaze not rhe image 
of her face but the "Judas trees, the rerebinths, the pines, the pau­
lownias "vith their 1nauve flowers, and the double purple thorns" 
(201/1 216) : a garden of reflections that do not evoke Narcissus' 
1nirror. But in the text of a writer who rarely borrows fro,n a 
classical library, v.1hat is the reading effect of the classical reference 
to Diana in the context of this exquisite retreat of gardens and 
fountains protected by black gates?23 Perhaps the most pertinent 
of the myths surrounding Diana is that which records her fierce 
protection of the precincts of her own space; her resistance to the 
male gaze that seeks to penetrate her boundaries. Here no spec­
tator impinges upon Renee in the borrowed virgina l enclosure­
"the approach of the storm has driven away all intruders" (202 / 
1217)-thar is her kingdom for the rime of her passage. Diana, 
we know from the myth, turned aga inst the violation of the 
gaze as self-depossession and through her divine powers caused 
Acteon's destruction, his dismemberment and dispersal. In The 
Vagabond, against the equally intrusive gestures of an arrogant 
masculinity, in a double move of self-repossession, Renee Nere will 
reclaim the a uthority of her own vision and reconstruct her po\.\,ers 
through a dispersal of her imaged self. 

As we saw in Corinne, the male spectator who aligns hin1self 
with the legacy of patriarchy poses a threat to the security of fe­
male authority, to the extent that the {performing) \.VOn1an is tempted 
by the look of love. Thus, Renee at a crucial moment in the un­
folding affair with M ax admits to herself: " I must confess, tha t in 
allowing this man to return tomorrow, I was giving way to 1ny 
desire to keep, not an admirer, not a friend, but an eager spectator 
of my life and 1ny person .... Could I sincerely declare that, for 
a few weeks past, I have not taken pleasure in the attention of this 
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passionate spectator ?" (r1r-1 2/1 r48). ln her chapter on "The 
Won1an in Love," Beauvoir cites chis passage as an exan1ple of 
woman's joy " co find in her lover a witness" (717) . ''Love," she 
writes, ''is the development that brings out in clear, positive detail 
the dim negative, otherwise as useless as a bland exposure" (718). 
In her choice of the metaphorics of photography, Beauvoir points 
to the double message effect of the male gaze: on the one hand, 
the spectator of one's life confers meaning on existence by focusing 
it, cornposing it lovingly as a spectacle, a performance-hence the 
possible occasion of a responsive, mobile exchange; on the other, 
because the spectator's gaze is classically gendered, it tends to fix 
its object as an image of woman, within the conventions of an 
eternal femininity. 

To some extent, of course, the threat of the male gaze in Colette's 
novel is ahvays tempered by its recontainment within a feminine 
and feminise discourse, the vigilant eye and self-conscious voice of 
the narrator. Writing "as a wornan," th e narrator is scrupulous 
about the complications of heterosexual positionings within the 
gaze. There is first the conventional displacement of onstage, off­
stage dialectics of recognition and 111isrecognition. Max turns up 
unexpectedly after rehearsa l and Renee feels uncomfortable being 
seen, 

under the strong, noonday light, with my ha ir out of cu rl un­
der my h1r cap, my nose sh iny for lack o f powder, a nd my 
mouth dry \>Vith hunger and thirst ... [T] he Big Nood le is 
looking me over as if he had never seen me before. 

I stifle a sudden childish longing ro cry and instead I ask 
hin,, as if I were about to bite him: "What is it? Have I got 
a srnut on my nose?" 

He rakes his ti me to reply: " No ... but ... it's odd ... 
when one has only seen you in the evening one would never 
believe you have grey eyes. They look brown on stage." 
... Come to that, I too had never seen him so well, in fu ll 
daylight. His deep-set eyes are not black, as I thought, but a 
rather tawny brown, like the eyes of sheep-dogs. (66/111 3) 

In this exchange, which begins with a classical ly Colettian self­
consciousness about a woman's unmadeup appearance (that reaches 
hyperbolic form in Cheri and in the critique of it perforn,ed by La 
fin de Cheri), the woman ends by equalizing what she takes as a 
negative judgment, by returning the observation-as though look­
ing were merely seeing; as though looking entailed reciprocity and 
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a mark of intimacy. Early in their affair, Renee will say, as she 
observes Max in her aparttnent unbeknownst to him: "To be en­
tirely honest, let me mention what I like best in him: a look that 
is sometirnes absent and seeking, and that kind of private sm ile in 
the eyes which one sees in sensitive people who are both violent 
and shy" (78/1 123). As the love story that structures The Vaga­
bond starts to fall apart, that look changes for Renee frotn a source 
of improvised, personal pleasure, a self-confident play of glances 
meeting and not meeting that confirms one's necessity for the other, 
to the images of a stereotypical masculinity, framed in the black 
and white record of the photograph, and framing with its text an 
anxious and rebellious prose of dissent. 

The scene in the garden in which Renee comes to read the "sen­
tence" of her deepest desires is framed at the beginning with the 
letter to M ax about the photograph of the girl on the tennis court. 
It ends with a refusal-"my first victory"-to call him to comfort 
the abandoned child who "pines merely because she is nor cher­
ished enough" (203/1218) . Although in some sense one could argue 
that the whole third part of the novel is about the power of land­
scape to revise story in this way, I think that th e pause at Diana's 
fountain-the "warm stone of rhe ruined temple" (201/1216) rhat 
Renee lovingly caresses, the silence of the water's dispute-is the 
moment at which I would locate its e1nblematic turn; a moment 
of signature to be articulated subsequently with the writing of for­
getting, the "lapse" discussed earlier, but that occurs later in the 
narrative. Although Renee is n1oved by the discourse on solitude 
of her friend and mentor, Margot-"One has co get terribly old 
... before one can give up the vanity of living in the presence of 
someone else" (111/1r48)-and forced as we have just seen, to 
admit its truth - "Could I sincerely declare that, for a few weeks 
past, I have not taken pleasure in the attention of this passionate 
spectator?" ( 112 / 1 r48)- in the end, like the princess of Cleves, she 
will choose to remain outside its surveillance. The vanity of living 
in the presence of someone else presents its own dangers to a worn-

' . ans vanity. 
Toward the end of the tour, which is also to say toward the end 

of the novel, as Renee prepares to return to Paris, she and her 
fellow travelers are offered the possibility of a tour in South A1nerica. 
The "sound of those two words," their "glittering na1nes," dazzle 
Renee as she imagines their possibilities of pleasure and excite-
1nent. But the in,ages Brazil and Argentina evoke for her (because 
of a picture her friend Margot g_ave her) of "a spider with a silver 
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stornach and a tree covered with fireflies" are stopped by "but 
... what about Max?" Max becon1es a "question mark" around 
which she turns looking for an answer to the problen1 of desti­
nation-"Whar about me, then, do I exist n1erely to bother my 
head about this cumberson1e capitalist?" In her hesitation, she 
contrasts the "enchanted ,-veb of falling stars, giant flowers, pre­
cious srones and humming birds," the cliches of the New World, 
with a less appealing, old world vision of domestic life: "what will 
you do" in " that tub of a houseboat," 24 demands to know the 
"foul-mouthed ancestor" whose voice carries on with a will of her 
own inside her (2 11/1223). That voice, like the mentor's in the 
mirror in the open ing scene of the novel is part of the dialogisn1 
that strucrures Colen e's writing. When it grows dark, Renee sud­
denly thinks ' 'how good it would be to lean now against the shou l­
der of the man [she] ,.vas humiliating a moment ago" in her rnind 
(212/1224). Faced with the contradiction, she sets out to write a 
letter: 

I switch on the ceiling-light and, for something to do, try a 
temporary arrangement of the writing-table, opening the blot­
ter between the cheval-glass and the bunch of narcissus; I'n1 
trying to make the place look like home [un semblant de home] 
and what I long for is hot tea, golden bread, my familiar lamp 
with its pink shade, the barking of n1y dog and the voice of 
my old Hamond. A large sheet of white paper lying there ternpts 
me, and I sit down. (2 12/1224) 

The temptation of the blank page moves the heroine into the de­
cision to move on and to choose the improvised, th e mobile, and 
rhe approximate-"un semblant de home"-as opposed to the 
"sunny enclosure, bounded by solid walls" that marriage repre­
sents to her (191/1208). But if the improvised home offered by an 
anonymous hotel room, like the public train carriages of a trav­
eler's journey, are the valorized scenes of a performer's life, we 
may also understand them in relation to the fragile walls of the 
princess of Cleves's pavi lion and the elaborately private spaces of 
Zilia's library. At stake, then, in Renee's refusal of marriage and 
the reclamation of autonomy is not so much life on the road for 
its own sake as the imagination of new domains of subjectivity, 
an elsewhere \.Vithout ''patri archal laundry" (1223) . Thus, the de­
sire to escape from the conventional arrangen1ents the man Maxime 
wants to offer along with his name (194/1211) coines to "con­
tinue" the precursor's plot and revises it as coming to writing. 
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FEMINIST MODERNISM 

THE TH t Ro PART of the novel operates t~rough a series of re­
fusals flnd reversals that in the end replace the fixed identity of 
woman with the in1~rovised mobility of a feminist s~bjecti_vicy, a 
feminist 111odernist whose desires in language remain subJect to 
change. In these pages Renee glosses and translates her lase letter 
to Max, the one she will call "unfinished" (221/ 1231). 1f she ex­
plains to hirn that she could not "resun1e the habit of loving" (220/ 
1230), when she addresses him through the reader outside the 
structure of the " real" destination, she is less kind: "Dear intruder, 
whom I wanted to love . . . I reject you and I choose . . . all 
chat is not you" (222/1231 ). The logic of the sweeping rejection is 
bound up with a feminist critique of the economics of the male 
gaze: "I refuse to see the most beautiful countries of the world 
microscopically reflected in the amorous n1irror of your eyes." Un­
like Woolf's patriarch who relies upon the reflecting powers of 
woman as looking glass (35), who depends on its lying gaze for 
his "vitality," Colette's "beggar-woman" (222/1232 ) wants to see 
for herself unprotected by the play of mirrors. 

In the same rhetoric of critique, Renee refuses the values of Max's 
vision-or point of view: "You wanted to brighten me with that 
commonplace dawn, for you pitied me in my obscurity. Call it 
obscurity, if you will: the obscurity of a room seen fron1 without. 
I would rather call it dark, not obscure." Ac stake in this redefi­
nition of terms is nothing less than a rearriculation of and chal­
lenge to the grounds of subjectiviry: what (and whose) interest de­
termines the apprehension of experience itself. Thus, as she rejects 
Max's offer of a happiness which would " illuminate [her] with its 
com111onplace dawn," Renee proposes, almost pedagogically, a gloss, 
a poetic text on the theme of darkness that concludes: "Dark, with 
the red glea rns of an agonizing n1emory. But you are he in whose 
presence I should no longer have the right to be sad" (223/1232 ). 
Renee's room is illun,inaced according to an economy in 'vvhich 
reflection is generated by an ethic of passion and memory, not by 
the optics Max's view n1aintains: the specular judgn,ent of au­
thorization that banishes or adn1 its the right to feeling. We 111ight 
think of the "difference of view" produced by won1en's 'vvriting as 
emerging from the zones of this darkness within. 

When Renee returns to her rooms from the tour in orde~ to leave 
aga in without seeing 1\1.ax, she passes through her refuge "without 
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writing a nan1e on the 6100111 of dust" that covers the furniture; 
she leaves the "unfinished letter" for her lover "signed and dated" 
(22 1/1231 ), but resists the auton1atic gesture of the graffiti artists 
whose scra\vls marked their passage on the walls of her dressing 
roon1 at the opening of the novel. The reticence in face of a com­
monplace senti1nentality is of a piece vvith the choice to move on: 
at one with a desire beyond a notion of plot th at requires the des­
tination of "hon1e." The novel thus ends on the invocations of a 
desire separable from the definition of a single place: 

I shall desire you as 1 desire in turn the fruit that hangs out 
of reach, the far-off water, and the blissful little house that l 
pass by. In each place where my desires have strayed, I leave 
thousands and thousands of shadows in 1ny own shape, shed 
from me: one lies on the warn, blue rocks of the ledges in my 
own country, another in the damp hollow of a sunless valley, 
and a third follows a bird, a sail, the wind and the wave. You 
keep the most enduring of them: a naked and undulating 
shadow, trembling with pleasure like a plant in the stream. 
Bur time will dissolve it like the others, and you will no longer 
know anything of n1e until the day when 1ny steps finally halt 
and there wi ll fly away from me a last small shadow. (223/ 

1232) 

The novel closes on these images of a multiplicity of selves 1nade 
up of sites of desire; on the ellipsis (the final punctuation of the 
French version) that also leaves the process of dispersion open. It 
is possible to read this refusal of the master narratives, the images 
and structures of fixed identity as the culmination of a modernist 
strategy to dissolve the guarantees of subjectivity and selfhood in 
the free play of language. It is equally possible to shore up such 
an argument with an insistence on the disjunctive effects of land­
scapes like these: the interruption and suspension, displace1nent 
and deferral performed by the accu1nu lation of i,nages and 1net­
aphors of move1nent, dispersal, and vision. But does the language 
of multiple desires signal modernly the deconstruction of the subject? 

I think not. Rather, the refusa l of the props of identity [cher 
appu1] which both "rest and wound" [repose et blesse (223/1232)]; 
of the nostalgia for integrity that locates itself in a "home" and 
the signature of patriarchal law-Mme ma femme-are displaced 
by modalities of desire and being that attach to another project: 
the project of a subjectivity that on the one hand experiences its 
desires "in turn," in a nonlinear heterogeneity-the man, fruit, 
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water, house-all marked by the trait of their unavailability; and 
on the other, that leaves traces of identity behind, like so many 
shadows of its author's body to become the vagabond of its own 
fiction. 25 

For C!:olerre, then, the multiplicity of desires scattered across the 
landscape is not fina/_ly rando1n, figured by the "unbridled (pan­
demic) circulation of signs, of sexes, of forces'' (S/Z, 216/222) that 
characterizes the modernist project; the relentlessly self-referential 
engagement with language. To the extent that modernism involves 
the struggle with the dead father, and panic at the powers of the 
archaic mother, female 1nodernism, or at least feminist rnodern­
istn, as one might imagine, en1erges from rather different alliances 
and ron1ances. 26 For Colette, thinking back through her mother, 
the n1apping of sites of desire is an act of reconstitution. 

In the penultimate paragraph of Break of Day Colerre reads her 
mother's last letter like one of those "haunted landscapes \Vhere, 
to puzzle you, a face lies hidden among the leaves, an arm in the 
fork of a tree, a body under a cluster of rock" (142/185 ). It is the 
1nother's lesson about renunciation in the face of death that teaches 
the daughter about the ethics of desi re. Thus the writer/heroine 
of Break of Day banishes per lover-" Fly my favourite ! Don't 
reappear until you have become unrecognisable" ( 140/ 182; em­
phasis added)-with the words, we recall, Renee in The Vaga­
bond had used for herself: that she would leave and return "un­
recognisable" in her own eyes (74/1194). In Break of Day, as the 
fiction reaches closure, the heroine reveals the transformation to 
be an act of literature: "But I only have to help him and lo! he 
wi ll turn into a quickset hedge, spindrift, n1eteors, an open and 
unending book, a cluster of grapes, a ship, an oasis ... " (143/ 
185; emphasis added). 

What should we make of these pern1utations between subject 
and object, female artist and its other sell, female artist and male 
lover, subject and landscape? Self or lover, the authority of vision 
returns to the artist who fro1n her posture of solitary observer re­
shapes desire and replaces it in an "open and unending book." 
The "woman of letters who turned out badly" in The Vagabond 
is the writer Renee Nere becomes and who will, as we saw In 

"Writing Fictions," reclaim her signature in Break of Day: 

in them l called myself Renee Nere or else, prophetically, l 
introduced a Lea. So it came about that both legally and fa­
miliarly, as well as in my bo?ks, l now have only one name, 
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which is my own. Did it take only thirty years of my life to 
reach chat point, or rather to get back to ;t? I shall end up by 
thinking chat it wasn't too high a price to pay. (19/53; em­
phasis added) 

In both cases, the signature of the woman writer aligns itself in­
corrigibly with the material of the love story-"chapters dedicated 
to love, or regret for love, chapters blind with love" (Break of 
Day, 19/53). But at the same time the feminist signatu re authorizes 
a reflection on woman's contradictory relation to its limits as a 
story, a critique of the plots that define women's plausibilities 
in fiction and draw the boundaries of their lives around the 
"home." To the extent chat the forma tion of new subjectivities 
takes place as a continual negotiation within and against those 
limits, Colette's writings are its own open and unending book. 

NOTES 

r. Colene tried to use " The Vagabond" as the title of fictions featuring 
Annie, who appeared in La Retraite sentimentale and Claudine s·en va; she 
had also thought of caUing Claudine s'en va "Je m'evade," but Willy wanted 
the name Claudine ro remain in the title in order to exploit the success of the 
previous Claudines. In r944, in a note written to Maurice Goudeket about 
rhe original edition of the novel, Colette writes: " I rook back, not without a 
major struggle, the title that suited the novel at hand, the first novel l signed" 
(in Oeuvres, r582 ) . 

We may perhaps read rhe signature of the feminine hand as a stand-in for 
the signature of the writer for whom the name of the signature was from the 
beginning part of struggle about an identity in writing. 

In Le Petit Robert the title of Colene's novel is given as an example for 
rhe feminine form of the noun. The measure of innovation in creating a fe­
male vagabond may be taken in Agnes Varda's 1986 much remarked upon 
film "The Vagabond"-in French, "Sans coit ni loi"-in which the escape, 
more modernly, proves to be only an impasse. 

2. On the self-reflexive nature of Renee Nere's name and mirror images, 
see Joan Hinde Stewart's Colette, 47 ff. 

3. In the preface to the Fleuron edition of La Vagabonde, L'Entrave, and 
L'Envers du music-hall, Colette celebrates the pleasures of her life as a per­
former, and describes its effects on her writing: " l t was then that I undertook 
to submit my work as a writer to the rhythm of my existence as an artist. 
The odd thing is that I succeeded .... When I look back on my past, I never 
contemplate this period of healthy and simple labor without gratitude" (in 
Oeuvres, r236). 

4. Woolf's famous remarks in A Room of One's Own on the relationship 
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between writing and physical conditions, and the signi ficance this might have 
for a theory of sexual difference, seem particularly apt here: "The book has 
somehow to be adapted to the body, and at a venture one woulci say that 
women's books should be shorter, more concentrated than those of men, and 
framed so thar they do not need long hours of steady' and uninterrupted work. 
For inrehuption there wi ll always be" (8r). The form of The Vagabond em­
bodies this mode of disqpntinuiry. 

5. l aln grateful to Alice Y. Kaplan for references to Robbe-Grillct's re­
marks on this subject: see especially, in Pour un nouveau roman, the con­
nection of Ba lzac with Lafayette as origin of psychological analysis (15, 22; 
and the association, negative of course, of the novel and women, 33). 

6. Sido remarks in a letter shortly after the novel 's publication: "1 can't 
help thinking you are writing your biography, because, because . .. these 
things are lived and all the more interesting" (in Oeuvres, r 583). 

7. One would have co turn to Mes Apprentissages ( 1936) for a derailed 
aurobiographical account of the marriage with Willy, and the terms of the 
original coming to writing, imposed on her by Willy and his finances {his 
Book). Here these relations of force are passed over in silence. 

8. We might contrast here Zilia's description of the "volupte delicate" 
she experiences in writing (see chapter s, p. 144). 

9. I rake this to be another tribute to Balzac, whose Le Chef d'oeuvre 
inconnu is famously the story of an artist's struggle. 

ro. To what extent is the mystification of the readership a function of gen­
der? As in Break of Day: ''Man, my friend, you willingly make fun of wom­
en's writings because they can't help being autobiographical. On whom then 
were you relying to paint women for you . . . ? On yourself?" ( 19}. See 
chapter 2, "Writing Fictions," on the " marked" readership of women's writing. 

Tr. I am of course playing around with Mary Jacobus's argument in ·'Is 
There a Woman in this Text?" 

1 2. Colette self-consciously comments on chis aspect of her writing, by 
quoting one of her husband's recommendations within the fiction of Break 
of Day: "When you're about fifty you ought to write a son of handbook to 
teach women how ro live in peace wi th the man they love, a code fo r life as 
a couple" (22). 

13. Beauvoir in The Second Sex turns to Colet te as an authority on wom­
en's experience. Colette is the only woman writer she refers to systemaricaUy. 

14. Thus in the Lagarde and Michard literary manual (1966) for rwenrieth­
cenrury literature, for example, Colette appears under the large general rub­
ric, " The Novel from r9r9 co 1939," under "Man and Nature" [L'hom,ne 
devant la nature]. The entry begins with a quotation from Colette's own work 
locating her as the queen of the earth. To her accounts of nature, her mother, 
children, and dai ly life is added her skill as a portraitist of Paris 1900. 

15. Certainly the existence of a Pleiade edition affects a writer's fare as an 
object of study. The first volume of the new edition has brought together 
writing and information about Colette's early writing career never before as­
sembled in one place. ln the case of this chapter , I can say that this material, 
especially the accounts of reception, importantly changed my sense of the 
novel's position in the oeuvre. 

As for Colette's place before the Pleiade (and perhaps after), Henri Peyre 
writes in French Novelists of Today ( 1967): "Her niche is probably assured 
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in anthologies of French prose, but her place as a French novelist is not se­
cure" (39). 

16. In her reading of Althusser's famous notion of interpellation, Kaja Sil­
verman argues thac "the family plays as central a role within the Althusserian 
scheme as it does in the Freudian or Lacanian ones. It remains to determine," 
she then asks "whether that role is seen as ideological or as transcultural, as 
ic is in the other rwo models . Needless to say," she writes '·chi~ is a critical 
determination smce it includes the all important issue of sexual djfference" 
(2 r9). Silverman concludes rhat Althusser perceives fami ly as "elaborately me­
diated by ideological representations" (220), hence implicitly attentive to that 
is~ue. Ir seems to me, nonetheless, that rhe cultura l context of "hailing" by 
the police, given by Althusser as an exempla ry commonplace occurrence, is 
blind in its meraphorics to the unequal posirionings of male and female sub­
jects within che commonplace itself. In other words, the model of ''incerpel­
larion" as the constituting moment of subjectivity does nor necessarily render 
the specificities of female subjects in the social text. To return co che text at 
hand: when the Beadle inrerpellares Woolf's " I," and Max, the female per­
former, they reenact the specific positionings of dominant and subdominant. 

17. Like Lucy Sn owe, Renee Nere remains outside the comforts "plaited" 
, by little Polly Home; a patriarchal identity attached to a ferish ized place of 

origins. On plaiting and female plot, see Chrisrine Froula's "Out of the Chry­
salis: Female Initiation and Female Authority in Virginia Woolf's The Voyage 
Out" (71 ) . 

18. The same formulation appears in the earlier Claudine en menage: 
"Renaud called me a seared vagabond. Laughing, I replied that his home 
could be put into a valise" (Oeuvres, 415) and in the prologue co La Retraite 
sentimentale. 

19. See also, this bit of dialogue, an exchange between the homosexual 
character, Marcel, and Claudine that in Claudine en menage sets up the play 
on words home/homme: 

- For whom are you leaving me? 
- For me. I'm on honeymoon with my little home [in English in the text]. 
-You have a new little . . . 
-Yes, with one m. Didn'r you know? (494) 

20. On cbe epistolary tradition that informs Colette's novel, see Joan Stew­
art's Colette, 36-48. 

2 1. The French makes the associations of mer and mere inevitable, and it 
is doubled by the associations of bercement- the rocking of a cradle, etc. 

z2. We recall that the term of escape appeared in one of rhe versions of 
titles Colette imagined for the history of Renee Nerc's authorship- L'Es­
clavage-L'Evadie-and that Je m'evade was the original title of Claudine 
s'en va (Oeuvres, 1607). In all of the versions the title articulates a particular 
thematics of refusal-an escape from the constra_inrs of marriage. 

23. ln a letter ro Hamel, dared April 26, 1909 (Lettres de la Vagabonde) 
Colette describes "the marvelous gardens here, and che Roman baths and the 
temple of Diana, in chis green shade and exuberant spring" (Oeuvres, r635). 
The local reference, however, doesn't stop the flow of associations for the 
reader. 

24. Deleted from the English translat1011 is che phrase that follows directly, 
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ou 1'011 blanchit une lessive partriarcale. This is a rare use of expl.icirly fem­
inist discourse in Colette's writing. 

25. Earlier in the novel, Renee writes, "How far away T feel, as if I had 
already left, cut adrift Ldispersee] and taken refuge in my journey!" (103/n4r) 

26. On these issues, see Christiane Makward's ~ssay, "Colette and Signs: 
A Parti~l Reading of a Writer 'Born Not to Write.' " 

\. 
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