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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the representation of bodies in three twentieth-century 

autobiographies: Moments of Being by Virginia Woolf, The Lover by Marguerite 

Duras and Camera Lucida by Roland Barthes. In particular, there is a focus on 

metaphors of physiological sickness and fatigue, aging, depression and desire in a 

reading of these three texts. One reason for such a pathological interpretation of the 

body is to challenge Western notions of identity that rely upon a mind-body separation 

in order to interpret and valorize human consciousness over human physicality. 

Contrary to this Western metaphysical binary, self-identity in this thesis is 

conceptualized as embodied consciousness in order to suggest a representation of the 

self as a temporally and spatially located reality. 

The Introduction discusses the so-called "problem" of autobiography within 

post-Enlightenment philosophy. Whilst postmodern theory has seriously unsettled 

notions of the self and of the individual, fascination for "the body" is often associated 

with recuperating notions of human identity. However, within literary studies, 

postmodernism and theories of the body share a theoretical potential tp unsettle a binary 

model of thinking governing Western metaphysical philosophy that divides and 

marginalizes the "body" - often gendered as "feminine", from the "masculine" concept 

of "consciousness". In this thesis I argue that the autobiographies of Woolf, Duras and 

Barthes treat identity and the body as ambivalent and vulnerable aspects of the self. 

In a reading of female and male autobiographical practices, Chapter One 

questions the polarization of gender in contemporary theories of autobiography and 

argues instead for a reading of self-identity within language that acknowledges the 

representation of "otherness" within the act of self-writing. Within this reading of 

autobiography, the body is read as a sign of otherness within writing. Metaphors of the 

body, therefore, in Woolf s, Duras' and Barthes' autobiography can be interpreted as 

expressing a vacillating subjectivity, where questions of self, gender and even genre are 

questioned. It is argued in this thesis that all three authors, albeit in varying degrees, 



struggle to represent themselves as embodied subjects within language. In doing so, 

their autobiographies textually challenge basic premises of Western metaphysical 

identity that attempt to divide corporeality from consciousness, and even denigrate 

corporeality. 

* * * 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

...if one looks at the history of post-Enlightenment theory, the 
major problem has been the problem of autobiography.! 

The question of the nature of "autobiography" does indeed provoke a 

discussion of the major issues of post-Enlightenment, and, in particular, 

"postmodern"2 theory. Some of these issues include notions of individualism, 

personal identity and subjectivity, the relation between language and selfhood 

and the possibility of self-representation within language. Autobiography also 

raises the vexed but exciting issue of the body and its relation to human 

consciousness and subjectivity within writing. In particular, while the 

autobiographical genre in Western canons of literature has its roots in the 

confessional discourses of Christian spiritual conversion, the autobiographical 

texts under consideration in this thesis appear more concerned with the 

corporeality, rather than spirituality of their identity. To this degree, such 

post-metaphysical narratives of the self mirror Nancy Miller's term, 

"autobiology",3 to suggest an autobiographical writing practice that is 

concerned with the material and, hence, embodied site of its literary 

production. 

^Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "Questions of Multiculturalism", interview by Sneja Gunew (30 

August, 1986), The Post-Colonial Critic: Interviews, Strategies, Dialogues, ed. Sarah Harasym, (New 
York: 1990), p.66. 

^Without risking an image of "massive homogeneity"(64) in describing some of the major 
features of postmodern theory, in this thesis, postmodernism is identified as a governing, yet in 
no way, coherent occidental form of inquiry into the basis of thought and knowledge. Its major 

challenge is directed towards the theoretical interrogation of Enlightenment philosophy's belief 
in transcendent rationalism as the basis of dialectical thought and reality in the world. 
Postmodernism, by contrast, tends to abandon the dialectical image of the totality and unity of 

reality, by grounding knowledge in the fragmented and multiple experiences of everyday 

practices. Reality comes to be seen as a product of subjective and embodied consciousness, 
decentred and heterogenous, or in Jameson's pathologization of the conditions of 

postmodernity, "schizophrenic" and "hysterical"(76). See Jameson's article, "Postmodernism, or, 

the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism", New Left Review, Vol.146, (1986). A revised version of this 

article appears in Jameson's book, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 

(London and N e w York: Verso, 1992). 

J.According to Nancy K. Miller, "one does not ghostwrite an autobiography", but writes with a 

body. From, "Women's Autobiography in France: For a Dialectics of Identification", Women and 

Language in Literature and Society, eds. Sally McConnell-Ginet, Ruth Borker and Nelly Furman, 
(New York: Praeger, 1980), pp.263,273. 



2 

One of the basic premises of postmodern thought is a suspicion regarding 

knowledge that claims to be transcendent disembodied and universal. Instead, 

postmodernism argues that all knowledge, albeit scientific or humanistic, is a 

discourse situated in the material conditions of its history and culture. An 

example of the "situatedness" of knowledge4 is, of course, the lived materiality of 

the human body. As Susan Bordo suggests, "the body is a metaphor for our 

locatedness in space and time and thus for the finitude of human perception and 

knowledge".5 Furthermore, such "knowledge", it can be argued, is not only 

"situated", but "subjective", that is, a product of the individuality of selfhood. 

Thus, it could be argued, that the "problem" of autobiography, especially within 

the postmodern literary scene, is its ambiguity. Rockwell Gray sums up the 

situation in the following passage: 

Yet, though the classical liberal ideology of the discrete individual 
be clearly outmoded, there thrive myriad forms of preoccupation 
with "me", with "self', with the "personal" and the "subjective", 
many which appear to have burgeoned precisely in response to the 
general diminution of our faith in the individual autonomy and 
integrity.6 

4.As Elspeth Probyn suggests, "the production of a speaking position is always tied to the 
practices and politics bound up with daily life." From, Chapter Four: "Materializing Locations: 

Images and Selves", in her book, Sexing the Self: Gendered Positions in Cultural Studies, (London 
and N e w York: Roudedge, 1993), p.86. 

sSusan Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body, (California: University 
of California Press, 1993), pp.228-9. 

6.Rockwell Gray, "Autobiography Now", The Kenyan Review, Vol.4, No.l, (Winter 1982), p.44. See 
also Steven Ungar who argues that "the reduced scope of inquiry - from the general to the 

particular", within the humanities, "is intelligible... as a narrative of confession." Roland Barthes: 

The Professor of Desire, (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1983), p.144. Within 

literary theory, for example, Nancy Miller describes the "outbreak of self-writing... as one of the 

many symptoms of literary theory's mid-life crisis..." From, Getting Personal: Feminist Occasions 

and Other Autobiographical Acts, (New York and London: Roudedge, 1991), pp.ix,x. Within 

historiography, a similar progression from the general to the particular has also emerged since 

the 1970s. In British historiography, for example, the movement within the History Workshop 

was for a "history from below", suggesting an emphasis on social rather than political history. 

Leonore Davidoff, "XVII: Gender, Class and Nation", History Today, Vol.42, (February 1992), 

p.50. Writing a "history from below" also inspires and parallels the cultivation and canonization 
of autobiography within Literature in the 1960s and the emphasis on human agency and 
corporeality within Cultural Studies in the 1970s. 
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M y reading of the following three autobiographies: Moments of Being 

by Virginia Woolf, the English translation of Marguerite Duras' The Lover, 

and the English edition of Camera Lucida by Roland Barthes, is governed by 

the representations of the human body within their texts, acting as registers 

or conduits of personal and subjective identity and autobiographical 

instances of the "self*. It is m y contention in this thesis that such metaphors of 

the body within these three autobiographical texts serve not only to describe 

the self, but to convey the sense of a vacillating subjectivity. Metaphors of the 

body, then, can be interpreted as representations of "ambivalent"7 identity 

within this study of autobiography. 

Chapter One of this thesis provides a general evaluation of 

autobiography as both a practice and a theory, as well as a specific 

consideration of the "masculine" and "feminine" forms of autobiography. 

These historically gendered forms of autobiographical writing are viewed 

from a perspective of gender difference and of gender ambiguity. Thus, for 

instance, while the masculine and theological traditions of the 

autobiographical genre have tended to promote "disembodied" metaphors of 

the self, epitomised, for instance, by the Confessions of St Augustine and 

Rousseau, metaphors of "embodiment" have conventionally been expressed 

within an alternate feminine autobiographical tradition, exemplary among 

these, the confessions of St Teresa. However, Chapter One ultimately 

considers this gendered binary opposition as mobile and subject to change. In 

Chapters Two, Three and Four, respectively, a close reading of Moments of 

Being, of The Lover, and of Camera Lucida are, therefore, provided as 

suggestions of evidence for the mobility of gender identity and of gendered 

representations of the body within the literary genre of autobiography. 

7.The terms "doubleness" and "ambivalence" in this thesis are used interchangeably as references 

of personal identity. See Luce Irigaray's suggestion, for instance, that "the double, thus, is 

ambivalent in the function attributed to it"(emphasis added). From, "Plato's Hysterav, Speculum of 

the Other Woman, trans. Gillian C. Gill, (Ithaca and N e w York: Cornell University Press, 

1974:1985), p.359. 
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In each of these texts, metaphors of the body assume multiple figures of 

identity, including aging, illness, dying and death. These melancholic images 

of embodied identity, which to some degree are able to challenge the 

emphasis on "pleasure"8 and "plasticity"9 within much recent discourse on the 

body, raise interesting issues concerning the gender and pathologisation of 

identity within autobiography and the writer's impulse towards personal 

narrative. In fact, for each writer studied in this thesis, age is a significant 

issue in the autobiographical narrative. Firstly, it divides the biographical 

figure of the writer into two temporal images; one of youth and old age. 

Secondly, the aging of the writer affects the representation of his or her body 

in the text, and thirdly, the aging of the author has an affect on the generic 

style of autobiographical writing. To explore this effect of youth and aging, 

The Lover, published in 1984, is discussed in terms of Duras' earlier text, The 

Sea Wall in 1950. In this earlier text, Duras' autobiographically-based narrative 

declines the first-person narrative conventions of autobiography and instead 

assumes the Active and impersonal style of a novel. Similarly, in Woolf s 

memoirs from Moments of Being, the impersonal narrative voice of Woolf as a 

young girl is challenged by the personal intervention of an autobiographical 

"I" in her memoirs written as a mature female author. In Chapter Four, this 

pattern is found to be repeated in a reading of selected texts by Barthes. In 

particular, in his last published work before his death, Barthes' Camera Lucida 

represents the self, not as an impersonal philological phenomenon, 

8.In his assessment of contemporary cultural theory, for instance, John Docker ponders "the 
dangers of a new orthodoxy developing around the notion of pleasure". Instead, Docker warns 
his reader of his intention "not to be your Happy Postmodernist Theorist, seeing only pleasure 

upon pleasure unto the bright horizon." In, Postmodernism and Popular Culture: A Cultural History, 

(Cambridge, N e w York, Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp.xx,165. 

9.Bordo, for instance, argues that the paradigms of "plasticity" in postmodern culture need to be 
reassessed because of their dangerous frequency in effacing material and social realities. Bordo 
suggests that it is still necessary to recognise the experience and persistence of "duality and 

difference" as examples of "die actualities of power in Western culture." Unbearable Weight, 

op.cit., pp.246,234. 
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characteristic of his earlier writings on human subjectivity, but as an 

embodied image of intimate and original selfhood. 

Age, illness and death confront the writers under consideration here 

with varying degrees, of what will be called throughout this thesis, 

"monstrosity"10 - suggesting an image of selfhood embodied with pathological 

implications and vacillating subjectivities. Such monstrosity, at least for Duras 

and Barthes, m a y be experienced as a productive catalyst for the inscription of 

identity within autobiography, reproducing the subject within terms of 

doubleness or multiplicity. However, in Woolfs situation, or rather, 

predicament, the monstrosity of identity is frequently unwelcomed, 

constituting a condition which the writer endures rather than enjoys. For all 

three authors, however, the autobiographical representation of embodied and 

oscillating subjectivities is as much an experience of pain as of pleasure. 

In The Lover, Duras begins her story with a description of the narrator's 

aging face, lined by alcoholism and fatigue. Duras' image of her old and 

personal face contrasts with that of her body as young and impersonal. Yet, 

both face and body function as consoling motifs and evidence of the author's 

personal identity, ambiguity and lived existence. Alternatively, in Moments of 

Being, Woolf cannot tolerate the image of her face in the mirror and turns 

away from her reflection as a doppelganger in the looking-glass with horror 

and dismay. Along with this negative representation of the ambivalent image 

of her face, Woolf depicts the physicality of her body as a prey to illness, 

insomnia and nervous collapse, suggesting an uninvited experience of the 

body as the mind's monstrous "other". In Moments of Being, therefore, Woolf 

interprets her mind's creativity, consciousness and control as in a perpetual 

struggle with the melancholy and depression caused by her physical life. 

'o.The term "monstrosity" is adapted from Barbara Johnson's notion of "monstrosity" as a theory 

applied to female autobiography. "My Monster/My Self", Diacritics, Vol.12, (Summer 1982), 

pp.2-10. 
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Woolf s autobiographical recollection of the vision of her doppelgdnger in 

the looking-glass is a disturbing revelation of double identity. However, 

Chapter Two also argues that Woolf attempts to redeem and recuperate this 

negative concept of doubleness in her story, Orlando. Despite its ostensible 

generic status as a fictional biography, the autobiographical implications of 

Orlando provide a significant textual contribution to a reading of identity 

within Moments of Being, especially considering its representation of 

ambiguous identity as a positive and productive experience of selfhood and of 

the vacillating monstrosities of the self as an embodied commingling of 

otherness and opposition. Hence, while Woolf s self-identity in Moments of 

Being shares an antipathetic relation to the otherness of its face and body, self-

identity in Orlando is represented as enjoying the changing images and 

genders of its face and body in the mirror. This Chapter also considers the 

extent to which Sally Potter's filmic production of Orlando contributes to the 

recuperation and physical manifestation of double identity on the cinematic 

screen. 

In Barthes' autobiographical writings from 1970 to 1980, his mirror 

image provokes a sense of anxiety, discomfort and ambivalence. In trying to 

come to terms with the ontological effect of his body, as both an expression of 

"essential"11 selfhood, and transient "otherness",12 Barthes uses the term 

jouissance™ to express the often painfully equivocal recognition of the self in 

the experience of one's own body. Barthes' blissful body, then, often marks the 

site of a "wound",14 perpetuating a "tragic"is rather than "heroic"16 subjectivity. 

11 Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard Howard, (London: Vintage, 

1980:1993), p.71. 

12."The Photograph", writes Barthes, "is the advent of myself as other: a cunning disassociation of 

consciousness from identity." ibid., p.12. 

11 John Fiske describes jouissance as "occurring at that moment of fracture when culture breaks 

into nature and exists in that unstable border between the two." Understanding Popular Culture, 

(London: Roudedge, 1989), p.50. 

14Barthes, Camera Lucida, op.cit., p.21. See also Derrida's suggestion that "the signature is a 

wound" because of the ambivalent ontological condition of writing, cf., Hartman, p.60. 
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In fact, the autobiographical writings of all writers under consideration in this 

thesis share a common concern for inscribing identity as a "wound", "seam", 

or "tear" in the fabric of the written text. It is, for instance, frequently on this 

fault line of language that the subject's private morphology and personal 

history, to paraphrase Kristeva, "cracks"17 the otherwise smooth surface of the 

text. Like Geoffrey Hartman's attempt to find "the wound in the word",18 

Barthes' allusions to uncovering the text's "bliss", involve "cutting, "perforating 

and "grazing".19 In doing so, Barthes' ideological movement is discernible from 

his early structuralism, evident for example in Mythologies, where he insisted 

on "nothing but the most profound apocalypse of the present"20 to a later more 

undecided conclusion, that suggested "neither culture nor its destruction is 

erotic; it is the seam between them, the fault, the flaw, which becomes so."21 

Within Barthes' late autobiographical writing, it appears that his search for 

authentic subjectivity is only possible when identity assumes a contradictory, 

ambivalence and ambiguous status in the text, a condition of post-

metaphysical significance, Barthes terms, "a sanctioned Babel".22 It is, however, 

not the intention of this thesis to test the authenticity of the subject's voice 

within language, but the vacillating multiplicity of those voices as they are 

lsBarthes, A Lover's Discourse: Fragments, trans. Richard Howard, (London: Penguin, 1977:1990), 

p.23. 

16.Barthes, Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, trans. Richard Howard, (London and Basingstoke: 
Macmillan, 1975:1977), p.60. 

17.Kristeva suggests that: "the speaking subject finds a refuge when his/her symbolic shell cracks 
and a crest emerges where speech causes biology to show through: I am thinking of the time of 
illness, of sexual-intellectual passion, of death...." In, "Stabat Mater", The Kristeva Reader, ed. Toril 
Moi, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986:1989), p.185. 

18.Geoffrey H. Hartman, Saving the Text: Literature/Derrida/Philosophy, (Baltimore: John Hopkins 
University Press, 1981), p.xxii. 

19.Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard Miller, (New York: The Noonday Press, 
1973:1988), pp.6,8,13. 

20.Barthes, "Myth Today", Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers, (London: Paladin, 1957:1986), 
p.157. 

21.Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, op.cit., p.7. 

^.Barthes suggests that "the Biblical myth is reversed, the confusion of tongues is no longer a 

punishment, the subject gains access to bliss by the cohabitation of languages working side by 
side..." ibid., pp.3-4. 
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represented in the autobiographical text. In the attempt to metaphorically 

"write the body", Barthes' intimate recollection of his mother and his self 

within Camera Lucida, reflects upon the material imprint of the morphological 

dimensions of h u m a n identity within photography, in a desire to confront the 

possibility of the individual's ontological and genealogical essence of 

embodied identity. Barthes' desire for an ontology and phenomenology of the 

self, takes, one could say, "the risk of essence",23 considering a confrontation 

with what Barthes refers to as the "stubborn"24 referent - the atavistic imprint 

of the inherited body. 

Indeed, the figure of "monstrosity" is also a useful analogy to apply 

when discussing notions of sexual difference in Woolf s, Duras' and Barthes' 

autobiographical projects. For each of these writers, notions of sexual 

difference within language assumes a degree of mobility and ambiguity. 

According to Mary Jacobus: 

The monster in the text is not woman, or the woman writer; 
rather it is this repressed vacillation of gender or the instability 
of identity - the ambiguity of subjectivity itself which returns to 
wreak havoc on consciousness, on hierarchy, and on unitary 
schemes designed to repress the otherness of femininity.2s 

Representing the vacillations of subjectivity and the ambiguities of gender, 

reading autobiography and identity as "monstrosity", seems indeed 

appropriate in this thesis. Moments of Being, The Lover and Camera Lucida, for 

instance, not only explore the oscillations of identity within language, but 

within a generically unstable and undecided text. For Woolf, Duras and 

Barthes, the genre of autobiography appears to offer a face-to-face challenge 

^.Diana Fuss, Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature and Difference, (New York and London: 
Roudedge, 1989:1990), pp.1-21. 

24.Barthes, A Lover's Discourse, op.cit., p.44. 

^ M a r y Jacobus, Reading Woman: Essays in Feminist Criticism, (London: Methuen, 1986), p.5. 
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to the logocentric promise of autonomous consciousness and unitary self-

identity. Instead, the practice of autobiography, as studied in this thesis, 

seems to insist on the inter-relatedness of consciousness to corporeality and 

hence on an anti-dialectical concept of the self that is in constant confrontation 

with its gendered and physical "other". Representations of identity within the 

autobiographical texts in this thesis are therefore read as embodying a notion 

of sexual difference and the mixed traits of feminine and masculine genders. 

In order to convey the sense of the writer's identity as mobile and 

unfixed, the figure of the writer is sometimes imagined, as in Duras and 

Barthes' writing, "as a prostitute at the cross-roads of discourse",26 drifting 

amid ideologies and genders and forfeiting allegiance to stable and coherent 

identification. For Barthes, this drifting subject often assumes "the figure of 

the neuter", described by him as an "amoral oscillation" between identities.27 In 

The Lover, the writer-as-prostitute assumes a literal as well as metaphorical 

resonance, forcing the reader to regard sexual difference in The Lover against 

the specificities of female embodiment. Similarly, when Woolf defines a great 

writer, in A Room of One's Own, as having a mind of androgynous capacity 

and receptivity, a reading of her autobiography in Moments of Being, exposes 

the enormous and painful discrepancy between a disembodied aesthetic 

consciousness and the embodied subjectivity of being a woman writer in early 

twentieth century England. 

Alongside these figures of the "prostitute", the "neuter" and the 

"androgynous", the image of the writer as an "orphan",28 a "child"29 and an 

26.Diana Knight, "Roland Barthes: An Intertextual Figure", Intertextuality: Theories and Practices, 

eds. Michael Worton and Judith Still, (Manchester and N e w York: Manchester University Press, 
1990:1991), p.104. 

27.Barthes, Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, op.cit., p.132. 

28.When language personifies itself as an "orphan" its attempt is to abandon authorial 

determination (phallocentrism) as well as prevent absolute abandonment to the pre-linguistic 
realm of the semiotic (maternal). When language is "orphaned" it enters, according to Derrida's 

description, a "lost native country of thought". In, "Differance", Deconstruction in Context: 

Literature and Philosophy, ed. Mark C. Taylor, (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 
1986), p.419. 
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"adolescent" are also frequent in the autobiographies of these writers. The 

orphan's lost parents and the unfinished body of the child-adolescent, invite a 

reading of autobiography emphasising ambivalent sexuality and the 

usurpation of mother and father roles. Indeed, the representation of mothers 

is a problematic one in all of the texts studied in this thesis. The representation 

of mothers within autobiography reveals the ambivalent status of the mother's 

body as conduit or block to creativity. Either way, the mother's body becomes 

erased, appropriated or usurped by the figure of the writer's body within self-

representative narrative that rises to suppress the mother's body in an anti-

Oedipal gesture of creative control and identity within language. Within this 

thesis, such an image of the maternal body is explored through Woolf s and 

Duras' mother/ daughter and Barthes' mother/son relations. 

This thesis also argues that the preoccupation with embodied 

consciousness, particularly within post-war autobiography, coincides with 

contemporary theoretical challenges to the mind-body dichotomy. In an 

attempt to overturn the Cartesian valuing of consciousness over corporeality30 

- a duality that has governed Western metaphysical thinking since Plato and 

Plotinus31 - contemporary literary,32 psychoanalytic33 and cultural theory34 tries 

29.Both Duras and Woolf, for example, in order to create the effect of physical abuse, emphasize 

the beauty and vulnerability of their childhood bodies. In The Lover, Duras' representation of her 

aging face at the beginning of the story contrasts with the description of her pubescent body 

when she was fifteen. 

^.In Terry Eagleton's thesis on aesthetics as an ideology, his theory approaches "the body as the 

enormous blindspot of all traditional philosophy". The Ideology of the Aesthetic, (Oxford: Basil 

Blackwell, 1990), p.234. 

31.The third century Roman philosopher who wrote on the "essence of the soul"(139) and on the 

beauties of intellection and concept which the body imprisons and entombs. He regarded matter 
an inferiority(243) and "embodiment as an evil"(203). According to his biographer, Porphyry, 
Plotinus "seemed to be ashamed of being in a body and hence refused to tell anything about his 

parents, his ancestry, or his country"(v). From, The Ascetical Homilies of St Isaac the Syrian, 

(Massachusetts: Holy Transfiguration Monastery, 1984). 

32.See Derrida's "neither/nor" approach to deconstructing metaphysics within language. He calls 
his theory of mutual inclusion the "double science". In, "Positions", Diacritics, Vol.2, (Winter 1972), 

p.36 and "La double stance" in La Dissemination, (Paris: Editions du SeuiL 1972), pp.201-317. See 

also his theory of "undecidables"("Positions", ibid) which he applies to particular writing styles 

that attempt to escape the metaphysical binaries of oppositional and dialectical thought. His 

examples include a definition of Plato's pharmakon, as "neither the cure nor the poison" and the 
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to undermine the West's binary logic that separates the "mind" from the 

materiality of "the body". One of the major reasons for wishing to dismantle 

binary structuration is its hierarchical devaluation of all that which represents 

the "other" of androcentric consciousness, including most significantly, the 

representation of woman-as-body, and hence as a figure of suppressed 

"otherness".35 The post-metaphysical concept of embodied consciousness is 

therefore a feminist strategy, as well as a postmodern one, aimed at 

addressing the "otherness" of female self-representation within language, and 

in doing so, salvage women's autobiographical practices from the generic and 

gendered "monstrosities" of writing within a masculine tradition of 

autobiography. 

A n autobiographical preoccupation with the inscription of the body 

within texts by men may, therefore, raise various problems concerning the 

specificities of women's experience. An embodied "male" autobiographical 

subject may, on the one hand, challenge the masculine traditions of 

suppressed femininity, while on the other hand, incorporating the feminized 

personification of the "other" with the effect of erasing the category of 

term hymen as "neither confusion nor distinction, neither identity nor difference, neither 

consummation nor virginity, neither the veil nor the unveiling, neither the inside nor the 
outside"(i&«f). See also "La pharmarcie de Platon", La Dissemination, op.cit., pp.71-197. In his 

essay on "Differance", Derrida suggests that within this "undecided" writing style, identity and 
meaning occupy a "middle voice" or "interval" in the text. Deconstruction in Context, op.cit., 

pp.401,406. 

".Consider for instance Kristeva's suggestion that "ambivalence... is the origin of psychology", 

and hence, a mode of thinking that undermines the separation of psychic from physical reality. 

cf., Abjection, Melancholia and Love: the Work of Julia Kristeva, eds. John Fletcher and Andrew 

Benjamin, (London and N e w York: Roudedge, 1990), p.2. 

34.See Stuart Hall for an anti-dialectical analysis of class and social formation in "Changing the 

Subject", Australian New Left Review, (Dec/Jan, 1988-89). According to Hall, one must explore the 

possibility of "unevenness, contradictory outcomes, disjunctions... uncompleted projects, 
overlapping emergent ones" when reading history, hence qualifying Marx's historical dialectic 
and belief in progress, p.26. 

3S.To challenge the mind-body dualism is to also challenge the distinction and subjugation of 

"woman" as the marginalized "other". Anne Cranny-Francis, The Body in the Text, (Carlton South: 
Melbourne University Press, 1995), p.17. 
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difference from the gendered realities of everyday experience.36 Hence, 

Barthes' suggestion in A Lover's Discourse that, "I a m both mother and father",37 

is an intra-subjective attempt to embody sexual difference at the expense of 

diffusing the specificities of gendered experience. As Bordo insists, it is 

important to recognise that "one is always somewhere, and limited."38 Barthes' 

figure of the neuter that "never denies anything" m a y end up suppressing the 

identification of difference. Constructions of selfhood within autobiography 

can lead to an occupation of the "other", which again marginalizes "otherness" 

and re-instates the centrality of self-identity. Nietzsche's claim, for instance, 

that "I k n o w both, I a m both"39 is m u c h an expression of multiple and double 

identity within autobiography as a deluded assumption of the feminine and 

masculine realities of experience.40 

In fact, the term "occupation" resonates with apocalyptic suggestions of 

war, violence, invasion and death. Post-war autobiography is often implicated 

in a "post-Auschwitz" writing practice that struggles to re-occupy the identity 

and even sanctity of the body as barrage against its violent occupation and 

abuse.41 Indeed, in a reading of autobiographies by male authors, including 

36.As Naomi Schor warns, there is a "woman in femininity" with specificities that cannot go 

unacknowledged. From, "This Essentialism Which Is Not One: Coming to Grips with frigaray", 

Differences, Vol.1, No.2, (1989), p.47. 

37.Barthes' attempt here, of course, is to suggest that his identity respects both the symbolic (Law 
of the Father) and the semiotic (aporia of the Maternal). A Lover's Discourse, op.cit, p.99. 

38.Bordo suggests that while it is necessary to relinquish the epistemological fantasies of 
"necessity and unity", one must also do away with those fantasies "intoxicated with possibility 

and plurality." op.cit, p.229. 

39.Nietzsche, Ecce Homo: How One Becomes What One Is, trans. R.J.Hollingdale, (London: Penguin, 

1979:1992), p.8. 

••".For an argument on the dangerous fantasies of "becoming multiplicity" and of the necessities of 

assuming "a more humble approach" to the project of heterogeneity, see Bordo who writes: 

"Denial of unity and stability of identity is one thing. The epistemological fantasy of becoming 

multiplicity - the dream of limitless multiple embodiments... is another. What sort of body is it 
that is free to change shape and location at will, that can be and become anyone and travel 

anywhere?" Op.cit., pp.228-9. 

•".Consider, for instance, Bordo's comment, that "the nightmares of nuclear holocaust and our 
desperate fixation on our bodies as arenas of control - perhaps one of the few available arenas of 

control we have left in the twentieth century - are not unconnected, of course." op.cit, p.141. See 

also Joseph Sungolowsky's essay on "Holocaust and Autobiography: WieseL Friedlander, Pisar" 
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Augustine's Confessions and Jacques Derrida's Circonconfession, Nancy Miller 

suggests that reading canonical male autobiographical texts "after 

Auschwitz",42 compels the critic to offer a more nuanced theory of human 

alterity. For Miller, a sensitivity to alterity means re-reading male identity for 

ambiguity, otherness and difference, rather than as a confirmation of the 

unitary and individualistic traditions of masculine self-representation. 

Reading autobiography "after Auschwitz" may also provoke a nuanced 

appreciation of the effects of human suffering on embodied consciousness. 

According to Terry Eagleton, "Auschwitz" has confirmed the implausibility of 

positing "the body and its pleasures as an unquestionably affirmative 

category" of ontological fullness and existential freedom. Such an ideology, 

continues Eagleton: 

...is a dangerous illusion in a social order which reifies and 
regulates corporeal pleasure for its o w n ends just as relentlessly 
as it colonizes the mind. A ny return to the body which fails to 
reckon this truth... will be merely naive...4j 

As opposed to corporeal pleasure and emancipation, the reading of texts in 

this thesis tends to emphasize the experiences of pain and incarceration 

associated with the vulnerabilities of physical existence. Within French 

postmodern theory, for example, the apocalyptic implications of "Auschwitz" 

can be said to permeate philosophical inquiries on the body and its 

intellectual and historical consciousness. France's experience of the Second 

where he suggests: "As a result of the events of World War II, {autobiography! gained 

considerable significance in France...", Reflections of the Holocaust in Art and Literature, ed. 

Randolph L. Braham, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), p.131. 

42.Nancy K. Miller writes: "Reading Augustine after Auschwitz produces a book of a self more 
entangled with the other who is the mother than critics have sometimes wished to see". In, 

"Representing Others: Gender and the Subjects of Autobiography", Differences, Vol.6, No.l, 

(1994), p.19. 

43.Terry Eagleton, "Art after Auschwitz", The Significance of Theory, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 

1990), p.43. It is also possible to suggest that the existence and spread of sexually-induced 

diseases, in particular HIV and AIDS, has also contributed to the theoretical pressure on 
discourses of bodies in desire and pleasure. 
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World W a r can be said to provide a local rationale for some of the 

developments of French postmodern, or alternatively French "post-Marxist"44 

theory. Several historians have highlighted, for instance, that France's 

humiliating defeat under German Occupation and record of anti-Semitism 

partly informs its philosophical focus on philological rather than empirical 

reality and its fascination for an aesthetics based upon rhetoric, irony, 

ambiguity and paradox.45 From an initial post-war challenge to the governing 

premises of Western philosophy, the aims of French structuralism became 

diluted and shifted in the 1970 to a consideration of the fragmented and more 

intimate minutiae of subjectivity, including sexuality, pleasure, desire and of 

the course, the body.46 This theoretical supposition will form the historical 

backdrop to the discussion of The Lover in Chapter Three. Duras' textual 

corpus has followed a similar teleology, from the confrontational depiction of 

war in Hiroshima mon amour to the less explicit representations of individual 

trauma in The Lover. In a reading of The Lover, the themes of "Auschwitz" are 

related to the author's representation of love, of the body and of sexual 

".Fredric Jameson accredits the phenomenon of much postmodern theory with 'a certain French 
"post-Marxism"', as if to suggest an ethnographic imperative in the development of postmodern 

theory. From the "Forward" to Jean-Francois Lyotard's, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on 

Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi, (Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 1991), p.x. See also Jameson's, Late Marxism: Adorno, or, The Persistence of the Dialectic, 

(London and N e w York: Verso, 1990) where he argues that during the theoretical movements of 
the seventies which were "essentially French", Adorno, Lukacs "and so many other Central 

European thinkers... seemed an encumbrance, not to say an embarrassment, during the 

struggles of that time..."(5). As opposed to these mostiy French theorists, Jameson identifies 
thinkers like Adorno, Lukacs and Habermas as persisting with the dialectical traditions of 
Western philosophical thought(ll). The famous Habermas-Lyotard debate dramatizes some of 
the opposing dialectical and anti-dialectical traditions of continental philosophy during the late 
1970s and 1980s. For a comparison of their views, see Habermas' sense of postmodernity as a 
"legitimation crisis" in his essay "The Tasks of a Critical Theory of Society", Critical Theory and 

Society: A Reader, eds. S.E.Bonner and D.H.Kellner, (New York: Roudedge, 1989), p.310 and in 

Anthony Gidden's essay, "Jiirgen Habermas", in The Return of Grand Theory in the Human 

Sciences, ed. Quentin Skinner, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp.124-126. 

Lyotard, on the other hand, welcomes the breakdown of dialectical philosophy and "the 
invention of the new rules of the game" with "jubilation", declaring "war on totality". From, The 
Postmodern Condition, op.cit, pp.80,60. 

4S.This argument is further developed with references in Chapter Two. 

•^.Jurgen Habermas describes post-Enlightenment philosophers, from Bataille to Derrida, as 
daiming, from "the revelations of a decentred subjectivity... the spontaneous powers of 

imagination, of self-experience and of emotionality [andj to instrumental reason, they 

juxtapose... a principle only accessible through evocation..." From his essay, "Modernity versus 
Postmodernity", New German Critiaue, Vol.22, (1981), p.ll. 
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difference where jouissance is often depicted by Duras, to use Kristeva's 

phrase, as a "power of horror" in her text. 

The image of the body under duress, or occupation in The Lover, is also 

mirrored in Moments of Being. Themes of embodiment and disembodiment, of 

prostitution and virginity, and the reflections of a woman's face and body in 

the glass, reveal many interesting parallels and contradictions in the first-

person narratives of these two female writers. The theme of sexual abuse is 

also shared by both texts, problematizing the state and status of the female 

body within culture. 

According to Eagleton's essay on "Art after Auschwitz", the experience 

and memory of the holocaust confirms "the philosopheme of pure identity as 

death".47 However, the post-war reading and writing of autobiography can 

also be interpreted as writing against such a negative philosophy of identity-

as-death, especially considering that such pronouncements within Western 

philosophy are often "an inverted millenarianism".48 A range of reactions is 

possible, from high anxiety to carnivalesque festivity. Furthermore, in a 

reading that theorizes autobiography as a generic and gendered "monstrosity" 

expressing ambiguity, vacillation and contradiction, identity-as-death is 

always in the process of being overturned by its contrary. Miller and Shirley 

Neuman, for instance, both suggest that autobiography accommodates the 

need to write against death. Neuman observes, that "autobiography is a genre 

*7Ibid. See also the following texts suggesting this "sense of an ending" within post-war Western 

texts on political ideology, historical consciousness and metaphysical philosophy. For an 

account of the "end of ideology", see Daniel Bell's, The End of Ideology: On the Exhaustion of 

Political Ideas in the Fifties, (New York: Free Press, 1962); for "the end of history" see Allan 

MeguTs, "Foucault, Structuralism and the End of History", Journal of Modern History, 51, (1979), 

p.476 and Harvey Kaye's, 'The End of History? IV: Hard Times', History Today, vol.41, July, 

(1991); for a theory on "the end of philosophy" see Martin Heidegger's, "The End of Philosophy 

and the Task of Thinking", Deconstruction in Context, op.cit, pp.242-255. For a theory on "the end 

of man" as a category of the human sciences, see Michel Foucault's, The Order of Things: An 

Archeology of the Human Sciences, (New York: Random House, 1970), pp.303-387. 

48.Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, op.cit, p.l. 
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specifically written against the obliteration of death",49 a gesture which gives 

Miller reason to interpret autobiography as "an autothanotography".50 

Nevertheless, whether autobiography is interpreted as a non-identity of death 

or as a defence against death, one of the governing concepts in a reading of 

women and men's identity within autobiography in this thesis is that of 

"doubleness",51 suggesting duality and alterity. 

The so-called "return to the body" can in some ways be compared to 

"the death of God"52 and its effects within postmodernism.53 As Gilles Deleuze 

suggests in a reading of Nietzsche's philosophy, "the death of God is an event 

with a multiple sense,"54 inviting an end to notions of essentialism and 

metaphysics, as well as attempting to recover a connection between the 

metaphysical and the physical. The return to the body is also an "event" 

within discourse of multiple value, an event capable of signalling, within a 

negative philosophy, the death of transcendental and universal reality but 

also increasing, within an affirmative philosophy, the potential space for the 

creation of subjectivity and its immanent embodiment. As Roland 

Champagne remarks, "in the aftermath of a reputed 'death of man', there are 

resurrections of the human body."55 Postmodernism's characteristic challenge 

49.Shirley Neuman, '"Your Past... Your Future": Autobiography and Mother's Bodies,', Genre, 

Trope, Gender: Critical Essays by Northrop Frye, Linda Hutcheon, and Shirley Neuman, (Ottawa: 

Carleton University Press, 1992), p.57. 

5°.Miller, "Representing Others", op.cit, p.12. 

51 .See Joan Cocks's reading of "the doubleness of the Confessions - its spiritual purpose and its 

sensual impact..." in "Augustine, Nietzsche,and Contemporary Body Politics", Differences, Vol.3, 

No.l, (1991), p.147. 

^.See Barthes' essay on "The Death of the Author" where he suggests that knowing a "subject" 

and not a "person" within language corresponds to a "refusal of God", Image, Music, Text, trans. 

Stephen Heath, (London: Fontana Press, 1977), pp.145,147. 

".Allan Megill interprets the "loss of the Word of God in the Bible" as the loss of trans-historical 

laws, eternal standards, or linear teleology. In, Prophets of Extremity: Nietzsche, Heidegger, 

Foucault, Derrida, (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1985), pp.xii-

xiii. 

^.Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy, trans. Hugh Tomlinson, (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1983), p.4. 

5S.Roland Champagne, French Structuralism, (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1990), p.20. 
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to the "grand narratives" of religion, rationality and science gives way to the 

"small narratives"56 provided by individual subjectivity and individual bodies. 

Indeed, like the double status of Nietzsche's signature, "at once decadent and 

beginning",*1 in his autobiography, Ecce Homo, identity can assume both a 

"dead" and "alive" status in the vacuum left by the "death of God" and of 

man's universality within modernity. In an essay on identity within language, 

Michel Foucault discusses its double and seemingly contradictory effect: 

When language is revealed to be the shared transparency of the 
origin and death, every single existence receives, through the 
simple assertion "I speak", the threatening promise of its o w n 
disappearance, its future appearance^ 

Foucault's double sense of language as "origin and death" of identity is an 

appropriate one with which to read autobiography and the figure of the body 

within this thesis. 

In a sense, the writing of this thesis could be read as proceeding under 

the rubric of Derrida's directive, that "one must not only hear voices, always 

more than one, but also speak several languages".59 This thesis is linked by a 

series of motifs, all linked to the body, rather than by a single author or 

corpus. The image of the body in this thesis is of a multiplicity of bodies, 

young, old, gendered and neutered, healthy and sick, male and female. 

^.Lyotard claims, enthusiastically, that the end of the "grand recit" means the beginning of the 

"petit recit". According to Lyotard, the West's grand narratives of universal reason are being 

usurped by the small, local narratives of subjective being. The Postmodern Condition, op.cit, 

pp.60,xxiv. 

57.Nietzsche describes himself as both his dead "father" and his living "mother" and hence both 
"dead" and "alive", "sick" and "healthy". He explains the "riddle" of his double identity in "Why I 
am So Wise" from Ecce Homo as such: "to express it in the form of a riddle, as m y father I have 

already died, as m y mother I still live and grow old. This two-fold origin... explains that 

neutrality... which perhaps distinguishes me." Ecce Homo, op.cit, p.8 

58.Foucault, "Maurice Blanchot: The Thought From Outside", trans. Brian Massumi, 
FoucauH/Blanchot, (New York: Zone Books, 1986:1987), p.58. 

59.Derrida, The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud and Beyond, trans. Alan Bass, (Chicago and 

London: The University of Chicago Press, 1980:1987), p.344. 
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Despite the literary "death of the Author", then, the literal figure of the writer 

persists in this study of autobiographies, with subjectivity a crucial site of 

concern and the body its critical zone. 

Again, it should be stressed that although this thesis describes The 

Lover, Moments of Being and Camera Lucida as "autobiographical", the generic 

status of these texts is never confirmed by their authors but left open and 

ambiguous. The first-person narrative convention of autobiography, for 

example, is frequently overturned by the novelistic techniques of fiction and 

impersonality generated by an equivocal narrative voice that slides between 

an autobiographical "I" and a biographical, or impersonal, "she" or "he". 

However, the generic undecidability of these texts is continuous with the 

vacillations of identity, especially identity grounded in the materiality of 

bodies subject to change, disability, degeneration and death. 

The theme of embodied consciousness within autobiography in this 

thesis, therefore, experiments with the relation between the literary text and 

the physical body, a relation that hints at the possible substitution of the body 

with the materiality of literary production and publication. Hence, Francoise 

Lionnet's remark, that "the body is on its decline, but the corpus is soaring",60 

suggests a distance between textuality and corporeality, between the body as 

material limit and the endless signification of the text. At the end of Barthes by 

Barthes, a similar comparison is made suggesting the disparities between 

bodies and texts. Barthes imagines a text wrapped with an "endless garment" 

of signification, suggesting the infinity of meaning within language. For 

Barthes, such an endless garment of textuality is able to denounce, what he 

ambiguously calls, the "monster of Totality".61 Barthes interprets "totality" as a 

^.Francoise Lionnet, Autobiographical Voices: Race, Gender, Self-Portraiture, (Ithaca and London: 

Cornell University Press, 1989:1991), p.76. 

61.Barthes asks his reader at the end of his memoirs to imagine "a w o m a n covered with an 
endless garment... ("the endless text")... aims at denouncing the monster of Totality... Totality at 

one and the same time inspires laughter and fear...", Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, op.cit, 
pp.179-80. See also Allen S. Weiss' discussion of Bataille's and Klossowski's notion of "total 
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constriction and limitation of meaning, and may therefore be referring to an 

irresolvable relation between textuality and corporeality. Like Bordo's 

"disturbingly concrete"62 configuration of the body, the "monster of Totality", 

writes Barthes for instance, is able to "rupture"63 the seamless garment of 

textuality that promises the writer continuous meaning and endless identity. 

monstrosity". "Monstrosity", according to Weiss is "the sign of a radical break with the 

rationalist tradition; it is the sign of the excessive, the incommunicable, the different. It 

signifies... the radical sovereignty of the inner experience, the total man." From, The Aesthetics of 

Excess, (Albany: State University of N e w York Press, 1989), p.17. 

".Bordo, op.cit., p.169. 

".Derrida, "Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences", Writing and 

Difference, trans. Alan Bass, (London: Roudedge and Kegan Paul, 1978), p.280. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Twentieth-Century Autobiography and Embodied Subjectivity 

Indeed, it was delightful to read a man's writing again. It was so 
direct, so straightforward after the writing of women. It indicated 
such freedom of mind, such liberty of person, such confidence in 
himself. One had a sense of physical well-being in the presence of 
this well-nourished, well-educated, free mind, which had never been 
thwarted or opposed, but had had full liberty from birth to stretch 
itself in whatever way it liked. All this was admirable. But after 
reading a chapter or two a shadow seemed to lie across the page. It 
was a straight dark bar, a shadow shaped something like the letter T... 
Whether that was indeed a tree or a w o m a n walking I was not quite 
sure... But - here I turned a page or two, looking for something or 
other - the worst of it is that in the shadow of the letter T all is 
shapeless as mist. Is that a tree? No, it is a woman. But... she has not a 
bone in her body...'\ 

Introduction 

It would seem, according to Woolf in the above passage, that a w o m a n w h o writes is 

not only in need of a "room" of her own, but of a visibly and veritably embodied 

identity. Without it, the female "I" has only a shadowy existence. Woolfs 

meditations on the problems confronting women's identity suggests a polarization of 

the unitary masculinist subject "polished for centuries by good teaching and good 

feeding"2 and the amorphous figure of feminine subjectivity. In certain feminist 

theories concerning the precarious status of female self-inscription, autobiography 

localizes many of the issues and problems surrounding the nature and problem of 

one's identity within writing. In A Room of One's Own Woolfs feminist programme, 

however, suggests something beyond women's materialization of identity as a 

writer. Woolf renders the very concept of "female" identity within writing 

'.Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own, (London: Granada, 1929:1985), p.95. 

2.Ibid. 
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ambiguous. Her warning to women who write is that "it is fatal to be man or woman 

pure and simple... for... conscious bias is doomed to death."3 Woolfs reflections on 

the nature of gendered identity within writing can be read as an anticipation of the 

problems befalling feminist theories of autobiography in the post-war period. In 

particular, Woolfs opposition to a gender-conscious identity within writing conflicts 

with feminist theories of autobiography whose programme is "the reclaiming of the 

female subject."4 On the other hand, theories of autobiography that problematize 

female subjectivity by emphasizing gender's intersection with representations of 

bodies and sex are also incompatible with Woolfs ideas. 

Woolfs ideal theory of self-identity in A Room of One's Own is neither 

predicated on a model of conscious feminine bias in the creation of a women's 

autobiographical tradition, nor on a model of identity based on a theory of 

multiplicity and metaphors of the body. The writer, argues Woolf, should not 

identify with one or other sex, but exercise some "collaboration" between the 

masculine and the feminine "mind".5 Woolfs ideal gender is an androgynous state of 

mental creativity, craving no less than the consummation of oppositions in "perfect 

fullness."6 A contradiction of Woolf s dialectical vision of gender can be located in a 

reading of her autobiography Moments of Being. Contrary to the serenity and 

freedom of the androgynous mind, Woolfs identity in this text is haunted by 

metaphors of the doppelgdnger that disfigure the unity of the self. 

A review of some of these competing theories of identity within 

autobiography will help to explain not only Woolfs, but Duras' and Barthes' critical 

proximity to and distance from contemporary theories of gender construction within 

autobiography. This chapter, therefore, identifies two general competing approaches 

\Ibid., p.99. 

4.Belia Brodzki and Celeste Schenck, eds. Life/Lines: Theorizing Women's Autobiography, (Ithaca and 

London: Cornell University Press, 1988), p.2. 

s.Wooif, op.cit., p.99. 

Klbid. 

file:///Ibid
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to the gendered nature of subjectivity within autobiography. The first theoretical 

model involves a construction of women's autobiography as a tradition in opposition 

to the established masculine canon, while the second approach to a theory of 

autobiography resists the polarization of masculine and feminine inscriptions of 

subjectivity. It is this second theory of identity within autobiography that is 

emphasized and developed in the following chapters of this thesis. Embraced within 

such theories of binary resistance are metaphors of doubleness, multiplicity and 

neutrality. It is these metaphors that I apply to a reading of the autobiographies of 

Woolf, Duras and Barthes. Even more specifically, m y interest falls on those 

metaphors of the self that use the body as a fertile terrain from which to generate 

figurative tropes of ambivalent identity. 

This chapter is sub-divided into three sections; Part I: The Polarization of 

Gender in Theories of Autobiography, Part II: The Representation of Bodies in 

Autobiography and Part III: Wounded Subjectivity: Postmodern Theory and the End 

of Autobiography! 

1:1 The Polarization of Gender in Theories of Autobiography 

Georges Gusdorfs essay on the "Conditions and Limits of Autobiography", first 

published in 1956, but not translated from the French until 1980, is n o w a prominent 

reference point for any feminist wishing to revise the Western male canon of 

autobiography. Gusdorfs theories of individualism within autobiography coupled 

with his lack of critical interest in w o m e n writers has made him, within various 

feminist discussions of autobiography, an exemplar of an exclusionary masculinist 

critical method that silences the voices of women. Thus Susan Stanford Friedman 

writes: 

...the individualistic concept of the autobiographical self that pervades 
Gusdorfs work raises serious theoretical problems for critics w h o 
recognise that the self, self-creation, and self-consciousness are 
profoundly different for women, minorities, and many non-Western 
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peoples. The model of separate and unique selfhood that is 
highlighted in his work... establishes a critical bias that leads to the 
(mis)reading and marginalization of autobiographical texts by w o m e n 
and minorities in the processes of canon formation.7 

Contributing to Gusdorfs de-authorization within feminist readings of 

autobiography, Jane Marcus remarks that his theories "turn out to be an unspoken 

canon of white male autobiographers, often including Augustine and Rousseau."8 

Turning to Gusdorfs essay on the "Conditions and Limits of Autobiography", one 

finds ample evidence confirming the views of Friedman and Marcus. Gusdorfs 

study of autobiography is directed at the "masterpieces" of "great men", including 

Augustine, Rousseau, Montaigne, Chateaubriand, Goethe and Gide. His choice of 

texts reflects the fact that for him autobiography "expresses a concern peculiar to 

Western man, a concern that has been of good use in his systematic conquest of the 

universe."9 According to Gusdorf, autobiographies cannot develop outside of this 

Western humanist, and by assumption, masculine paradigm of self-consciousness 

and when they do they are merely the timely expressions of a colonized mentality. It 

is only in recent centuries, particularly since the sixteenth-century Copernican 

Revolution, argues Gusdorf, that the "conscious awareness of the singularity of each 

individual life" and the power of self-determination has emerged as an important 

feature of Western male consciousness.10 Rather than representing the marginality of 

identity experienced by those within minority cultures, Gusdorf claims that "each of 

us tends to think of himself as the centre of a living space".11 The autobiographer, or 

at least, Gusdorfs vision of the ideal autobiographer, aspires towards the "complete 

and coherent expression of his entire destiny", the reconstitution of "his special 

unity and identity across time" and the restoration of "an incomplete or deformed 

7.Susan Stanford Friedman, "Women's Autobiographical Selves: Theory and Practice", The Private Self: 

Theory and Practice of Women's Autobiographical Writings, ed. Shari Benstock, (London: Routledge, 
1988), p.34. See also Shari Benstock's "Authorizing the Autobiographical" and Jane Marcus "Invincible 
Mediocrity: The Private Selves of Public W o m e n " in the same collection for similar views. 

8.Jane Marcus, "Invincible Mediocrity: The Private Selves of Public Women", ibid., p.l 17. 

'.Georges Gusdorf, "Conditions and Limits of Autobiography", trans. James Olney, Autobiography: 

Essays Theoretical and Critical, ed. James Olney, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), p.29. 

w.Ibid., pp. 31,29. 

".Ibid., p.29. 
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truth" in its "totality".12 Gusdorfs analysis lifts the genre of autobiography out of 

literary obscurity, yet as Friedman and Marcus state, he appears not to anticipate 

variant modes of autobiography which do not express the concepts of singular and 

unique identity espoused by Western masculinist individualism. 

Existing within an alternative tradition of autobiographical practice are 

writings by women,13 black women,14 indigenous peoples,15 ethnic minorities and the 

collective subjectivity of Third World testimonials16 that contradict Gusdorfs 

Western humanist model. The emergence of such alternative autobiographical acts 

can be seen to represent "return of the repressed" narratives splintering the esteemed 

literary tradition held together by "great men". Central to that "unspoken canon of 

white male autobiography" suggested by Marcus are the Confessions of St 

Augustine and Rousseau. One spiritual, the other secular, Augustine and Rousseau's 

Confessions are considered crucial texts in the literary genre of autobiography. 

Augustine's Confessions mark a point of origin in the history of the genre, while 

Rousseau's Confessions is an inaugural text in the development of modern 

autobiography since the period of Western European Enlightenment. 

12.Ibid., pp.35, 36, 38. 

13.Scholarship in the area of women's autobiography has burgeoned in the last ten years. Some of these 
include: Estelle C. Jelinek, The Tradition of Women's Autobiography: From Antiquity to the Present, 
(Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1986); Sidonie Smith, A Poetics of Women's Autobiography: Marginality 
and the Fictions of Self-Representation, (Bloomington and Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1987); 

Domna C. Stanton and Jeanine Parsisier Plottel, eds. The Female Autograph: Theory and Practice of 
Autobiography from the Tenth to the Twentieth Century, (University of Chicago Press, 1987); Carolyn G. 
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14.See Joanne Braxton's, Black Women Writing Autobiography: A Tradition Within a Tradition, 

(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1989). 

l5.See Helen Carr's critical essay "In Other Words: Native American Women's Autobiography" in 
Life/Lines, op. cit., pp. 131 -154. 

l6.See Doris Sommer's ' "Not Just a Personal Story": Women's Testimonios and the Plural Self, 

Life/Lines, ibid., pp.107-131. 
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Looking back over his previous life of sexual debauchery, immorality and 

ignorance St Augustine, in the glory of conversion, writes of his supreme 

acquisition of enlightened self-consciousness and knowledge. Casting aside the evil 

otherness of his youth, St Augustine expresses the sentiment: "It is I w h o remember, 

I w h o a m mind. It is hardly surprising if what I a m not is distant from me. But what 

is nearer to m e than myself?"17 Augustine's God-like power of memory acts as a 

surveillance of his personal past testifying to his conversion from the fragmentations 

of sinful becoming to the wholeness of redeemed being. In Book II of his 

Confessions, Augustine records the corrupt "disorder" of his "tossed about and split, 

scattered" adolescent existence. From being "lost in multiplicity", Augustine 

recovers, through Divine communion, a condition of restful "unity". God, writes 

Augustine, "gathered m e together from a state of disintegration in which I had been 

fruitlessly divided."18 Augustine's singularity of identity and journey toward eternal 

wisdom and truth is echoed in the secular teleology of Rousseau's progression from 

childhood to adult maturity. His Confessions begin with the exalted declaration: 

I am commencing an undertaking, hitherto without precedent, and 
which will never find an imitator. I desire to set before m y fellows the 
likeness of man in all the truth of nature, and that man myself. Myself 
alone! I know the feelings of m y heart, and I know men. I a m not 
made like any of those I have seen; I venture to believe that I a m not 
made like any of those who are in existence. If I a m not better, at least 
I a m different... I have shown myself as I was... I have unveiled m y 
inmost self...i9 

Rousseau's is a quintessential affirmation of the individual as unique being. His 

opening declaration seems to affirm Woolfs delight in reading the writings of men: 

"so direct, so straightforward... such confidence". Contrary to the certainty of 

Rousseau's opening statement, in the Life by Saint Teresa of Avila, the sixteenth-

century Spanish nun writes her autobiography not from self-conviction but "at the 

ZSaint Augustine, "Book X: Memory", Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick, (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1992), p. 193. 

l»Jbid., pp.24, 25. 

19.Jean Jacques Rousseau, "Book I (1712-1719)" Confessions: Volume One, trans. Anon, p.l. 
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command of her confessor". St Teresa thus begins her confession by admitting her 

temerity at the prospect of writing: 

May He be blessed for ever who waited for me so long. I pray Him 
with all m y heart for the grace to write this account that m y confessor 
demands of m e both truthfully and with complete clarity. The Lord, 
too, I know, has long desired that it should be written, but I have 
never been bold enough to begin.20 

The ethos of Enlightenment, that which serves as the historical backdrop to 

Rousseau's Confessions, encouraged man to view himself as the repository of 

supreme consciousness. Of this tradition Rousseau is an important and emblematic 

figure. 

Reading autobiography in the shadow of Gusdorfs ideal "conditions and 

limits" stretches the traditional prerequisite of being a "Western man" to encompass 

other cultural, ontological and gendered moments. Tilting the textual focus from the 

"established" centre of European literature favoured by Gusdorf to the antipodean 

expressions of autobiography within Australia makes possible an observation of 

hitherto repressed forms of autobiographical narrative not part of the "solidly 

established literary genre"21 emphasized by Gusdorf. Sally Morgan's My Place, 

Drusilla Modjeska's Poppy and Patrick White's Flaws in the Glass represent the self 

variously as non-Western, non-verifiable, un-unified and unredeemed subjects. 

In piecing together the scattered "jig-saw" of the Aboriginal past, Sally 

Morgan's My Place is a multi-voiced autobiographical journey. Reviving the oral 

traditions of non-Western epistemological practices, Morgan inscribes within her 

narrative the stories elicited from the resistant tongues of her mother and 

grandmother. Her quest for identity and explanation of "what was wrong with being 

20.Saint Teresa, The Life of Saint Teresa ofAvila by Herself, trans. J.M. Cohen, (London: Penguin, 1957), 

p.21. 

2I.Gusdorf, op.cit., p.28. 
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Aboriginal"22 is not the discovery of unique individual being, but of a shared and 

collective sense of the past. Morgan's "My Place" turns out to be the place of her 

family and Aboriginal community obscured and suppressed by the annals of white 

Australian history. Expressing the tightly bound nature of her relation and 

dependence on the family, Morgan writes: 

I'll never forget those evenings, the open fire, Mum and Nan, all of us 
laughing and joking. I felt secure, then. I knew it was us against the 
world, but I also knew that as long as I had m y family, I'd make it.23 

In locating herself in relation to her love and need for others Morgan's identity or 

sense of place in the world is a collective, rather than private one, not based on the 

virtues of individuality. "How deprived w e would have been", writes Morgan on 

behalf of her people, "if w e had been willing to let things stay as they are. W e would 

have survived, but not as a whole people. W e would never have known our place."24 

Morgan's autobiographical narrative is a search for origin and identity outside of the 

Western and masculine conditions and limits that conventionally prevail in and 

restrain the production of autobiography. The voices within My Place are an 

inscription of "return of the repressed" narratives and not the memoirs of "great 

men... heads of government or generals, ministers of state, explorers, 

businessmen".25 Morgan's matrilineal kinship, in particular, raises interesting 

questions in regards to the gendered nature of cultural formations and personal 

expression within autobiography. In Drusilla Modjeska's Poppy, for instance, the 

relationship between a daughter and her mother frustrates conventional biographical 

story-telling. The result of Modjeska's generically blurred text is a narrative that 

fluctuates between biography and autobiography. 

22.Sally Morgan, My Place, (Femantle: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1987:1988), p.279. 

2\Ibid., p.53. 

2\lbid., p.233. 

25.Gusdorf, op.cit., p.28. 
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Oscillating in her roles as both daughter and historian, Modjeska's story of 

her mother adopts the metaphor of Ariadne's labyrinth to suggest the entangled 

maze connecting her life and identity with that of her mother's. Struggling to 

distinguish herself from her mother, Modjeska describes "the cords that bind us have 

many threads and cut deep into the skin."26 Debunking what appears to her as the 

rhetoric of isolated individualism, Modjeska opens her narrative with the image of a 

severed umbilical cord: "The cord is cut and we're out there alone. Where? I don't 

know."27 Instead of enjoying the unanchored identity of a free and floating authorial 

agent, Modjeska finds herself caught within a labyrinthine thread that ties daughter 

to mother. "I knew that by not knowing her", writes Modjeska, "I could not know 

myself. It was a frightened, selfish grief."28 Modjeska's wrestle with the problem of 

finding an appropriate narrative voice, however, is not a necessarily exclusive 

"female" problem for women writers. Furthermore, the marginalized voices of 

women and other oppressed minorities are not the only ones to break the Gusdorfian 

model of autobiography. As Germaine Bree notes, "in the last years, many men's 

autobiographies have broken with the paradigmatic Gusdorf pattern."29 Citing the 

works of Michel Leiris and Roland Barthes as examples, Bree suggests the need to 

acknowledge the "multiplicity of the lived"30 which can reveal unexpected outcomes 

and contradictory experiences in the constitution of selfhood in autobiographical 

practice. 

Biddy Martin's assessment of Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes is also 

receptive to the hybrid forms of identity. Undermining gender-specificity in the 

sexual markings of self-portraiture, Martin finds "Roland Barthes to be a far more 

"lesbian" autobiographer than some explicitly lesbian writers."31 Indeed, rather than 

26.Drusilla Modjeska, Poppy, (Ringwood: McPhee Gribble, 1990), p.60. 

*Jbid.,p.3. 

™Jbid.,p.5. 

29.Germaine Bree, "Autogynography", Studies in Autobiography, ed. James Olney, (New York: Oxford 

University Press, p. 174. 

»./W«/.,p.l75. 

31.Biddy Martin, "Lesbian Identity and Autobiographical Difference[s]", Life/Lines, op.cit., p.78. 
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give priority to gender identification, this thesis takes special interest in the 

indeterminacy and undecidability of gender. Barthes' narrative fragments on the self 

in Roland Barthes By Roland Barthes amount to an acknowledgment of the 

impossibility of the conventional autobiographical project. Resisting identity, 

Barthes "suffers when he is named,"32 as if the signature of le nom propre is the 

inscription of a wound. 

Meditating upon his own reflexion in the glass, Patrick White bitterly 

laments in his autobiography Flaws in the Glass: 

I hated the appearance I had been given, but would not have known 
what to substitute had I been able to choose - unless something strong 
and handsome, as ordinary as those I despised and envied.33 

The "I" that proclaims itself in Flaws in the Glass is not the confident individuality 

encouraged by the ideology of Renaissance man enjoying his centrality in the 

universe. White's self-portrait is not a revelation of singular and coherent identity 

but a "dichotomy of light and darkness", memorably coined "the black in White",34 

in which he plays his roles within "so many different contradictory envelopes of 

flesh."35 Flaws in the Glass does not reflect the polished image of unitary and 

confident masculinity but the flawed portrait of an "indecent hybrid".36 B y not 

strictly adhering to the male autobiographical tradition elucidated by Gusdorf, the 

ambivalent and fragmented subjectivity expressed by some recent autobiographies 

by m e n complicates gender-based theories of women's autobiography that have also 

recently emerged in the field. 

32.Roland Barthes, Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, p.43. 

".Patrick White, Flaws in the Glass: A Self-Portrait, (London: Penguin, 1981:1985), p.3. 

".Ibid., p.33. 

KJbid., p.35. 

ujbid., p.20. 
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Rita Felski asks if the confessional act is not 'a narcissistic soul-searching 

that uncritically reiterates the "jargon of authenticity" and the ideology of 

subjectivity-as-truth which feminism should be calling into question?'37 A feminist 

revision of the mostly male autobiographical tradition, presented by Gusdorf, Roy 

Pascal, Philippe Lejeune and James Olney, usually begins with the symbolic 

shattering of one of its ruling metaphors, that of the autobiography as mirror. 

Gusdorf asserts that "autobiography is the mirror in which the individual reflects his 

own image".38 Alluding to the mirror's dialectical capacity to fuse reality with its 

image, or life and art, Gusdorf confidently espouses the "new spiritual revolution" 

implied by the appearance of autobiography, where "artist and model coincide."39 

The masculine tradition of autobiography invests its faith in the autobiography-as-

mirror metaphor to reflect a supposedly unmediated image of the self as coherent, 

unified and smooth as the mirror's shiny surface. Gusdorfs "spiritual revolution" 

offers the artist a clean mirroring of identity free from any messy and troublesome 

physicality and from the mediations inherent in a linguistic construction of selfhood. 

Olney's theories of the ontological practices of autobiography "mirror" those 

exercised by Gusdorf. Olney argues that it is possible to understand the psychic 

configuration of autobiography as: 

... consciousness, pure and simple, consciousness referring to no 
objects outside itself, to no events, and to no other lives;... an absolute 
existence far transcending the shifting, changing unrealities of 
mundane life... Life in all these latter senses does not stretch back 
across time but extends down to the roots of individual being; it is 
atemporal, committed to a vertical thrust from consciousness down 
into the unconscious...40 

37.Rita Felski, Beyond Feminist Aesthetics: Feminist Literature and Social Change, (Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press, 1989), p.86. 

38.Gusdorf, op.cit., p.33. 

v.lbid., p.31. 

40.Olney, "Some Versions of Memory/Some Versions of Bios: The Ontology of Autobiography", 
Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical, op.cit., p.239. 
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Olney's belief in autobiography's transmission of an unmediated consciousness 

"pure and simple" supposedly un-situated in any time or place other than in the 

individual presence is a reiteration of Gusdorfs faith in the autobiography as "the 

mirror image of a life, its double more clearly drawn - in a sense the diagram of a 

destiny."41 Belief in the self-reflective powers of language informs Roy Pascal and 

Phillipe Lejeune's theories and definitions of autobiography. Identifying authentic 

and aesthetic self-rendering as autobiography's primary features and obligations, 

Pascal laments the extent to which "design" disfigures the "truth" of autobiography.42 

He remarks, for example, that "the very form of the work of art seems to have, that 

is, something insecure about it which is inappropriate to the autobiographer's 

purpose."43 Lejeune is even more insistent in his determination to identify the 

veracity of autobiographical writing by employing the notion of a "contract" 

undertaken by the author and anticipated by the reader. Lejeune's theory of the 

"autobiographical pact" is the author's promise to faithfully record the story of his or 

her life. For Lejeune, autobiography must be a "truth-telling" encounter.44 For Shari 

Benstock, Susan Friedman, Celeste Schenck and Bella Brodzki, their feminist 

revisions of the genre complicate pure and simple consciousness and the clearly 

drawn diagram of the self within autobiography that is presented by these male 

theorists. 

Revealing the "impossibility of its own dream",45 Benstock's critique of 

women's autobiography introduces fissures and cracks into the mirror to suggest the 

vast chasm between ontology and autobiography. In remembering her past, the 

mirror for Luisa Passerini obfuscates rather than clarifies, "the mirror in which I see 

41.Gusdorf, op.cit., p.40. 

42.Roy Pascal, Design and Truth in Autobiography, (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1960), p. 19. 

43.Pascal, "The Autobiographical Novel and the Autobiography", Essays in Criticism, Volume 9, Number 

1, (January 1959),p.l35. 

44.Philippe Lejeune, Le pacte autobiographique, (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1975), pp. 13-45. His output is 
extensive and includes L'Autobiographie en France, (Paris: Armand Colin, 1971), Lire Leiris: 
Autobiographic et Language, (Paris: Klincksieck, 1975), Je est un autre: L'autobiographie, de la 
litterature aux medias, (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1980), and Moi aussi, (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1986). 

45.Shari Benstock, "Authorizing the Autobiographical", The Private Self, op.cit., p. 11. 
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m y imagination reflected is opaque."46 Friedman's essay on women's 

autobiographical writings "shatters the cultural hall of mirrors and breaks the silence 

imposed by male speech." The reflected image of unique individualism that 

autobiography has traditionally offered for m e n "is an illusion" remarks Friedman.47 

Like the image in the mirror, the construction of the self within language does not 

guarantee authentic self-identity and self-consciousness. Following Lacan's 

directive, the child's apprehension of symbolic identity through its image in the 

mirror, and later through its articulation within language, stages the mis-recognition 

of affirmative ego formation. 

As Schenck and Brodzki observe, the autobiography-as-mirror is an 

inadequate model for female self-narrative. In proposing a "feminist re-

appropriation of the mirror", they invert its traditional flat reflective surface with the 

gynaecological instrument of Luce Irigaray's image of the speculum.48 Their purpose 

is to show that consciousness is never pure and simple, but mediated by temporal, 

spatial, ideological, cultural and gendered contexts. Irigaray's experimental tool, the 

speculum, in particular, inverts the masculinist medical gaze of the speculum's 

functional purpose, into an instrument of feminine subversion of Western 

masculinist philosophy historically bound by Plato's ocular metaphors of knowledge 

that give priority to sight as the basis of ontological speculation and perception. 

In the study of Woolfs Moments of Being and Duras' The Lover that follows 

in Chapters T w o and Three, the image of the mirror assumes multiple meanings for 

female subjectivity. Duras' image of her face in the mirror serves as a guarantee of 

identity, the witness to her existence and suffering. Expressing the positive 

ontological effect of the mirror, Duras suggests that it is "the only image of myself I 

like, the only one in which I recognise myself, in which I delight."49 Duras re-

46.Luisa Passerini, Autoritratto di gruppo, (Giunti: Firenze, 1988), p.9. Translations are mine. 

47.Susan Friedman, "Women's Autobiographical Selves", op.cit., p.41. 

48.Schenck and Brodzki, Life/Lines, op.cit., p.7. 

49.Marguerite Duras, The Lover, (London: Flamingo, 1984:1990), p.7. 
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appropriates the image of the mirror for the purposes of establishing a visible 

portrait of the self.50 In The Lover, the mirror guarantees female being. In Woolfs 

autobiography Moments of Being, the mirror serves a less pleasurable and less self-

affirming role, exemplified by "the looking-glass shame" that the reflected image of 

the mirror evokes for Woolf. In struggling to make sense of her embarrassment 

before the looking-glass, Woolf recalls two memories, her "tomboy code" shared 

with her sister Vanessa that prohibited feminine vanity, and a "deeper" insidious 

memory of sexual molestation that took place in front of the mirror.51 Her vision in 

the mirror is haunted by an image not of her own making, the effect of which is to 

transform the looking-glass into a symbol of female oppression and fear for Woolf 

and contributes to the negative interpretation of the autobiography-as-mirror 

metaphor in a feminist analysis of women's autobiography. Thus in Benstock's 

shattering of the metaphorical mirror that guarantees the unity between the self and 

its image within the autobiographical text, Woolfs looking-glass shame is cited as 

evidence of unstable and uncomfortable female identity.52 

Much feminist autobiographical theory, eager to uncover the hidden history 

of women's self-writing, substitutes the masculine bias of traditional 

autobiographical studies with a feminine biased alternative. This has the problematic 

effect of reversing male "subjectivity-as-truth", which it deconstructs thoroughly, 

with a homogenous paradigm for interpreting female subjectivity. The mirror-image 

of unity, universality and self-consciousness becomes predicably replaced by images 

of the fragmentation and dispersion of identity. The work of gender critics Mary 

Mason,53 Susan Friedman54 and Julia Watson55 are examples of feminist 

50.For a positive recuperation of women's relation to the mirror in literature see Jenijoy La Belle, Herself 
Beheld: The Literature of the Looking Glass, (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1988). 
According to La Belle, the mirror can serve an important function for women "particularly during periods 
in their lives when objectification and consciousness of self become necessary," pp. 160-1. 

51.Woolf, Moments of Being, ed. Jeanne Schulkind, (London: Grafton Books, 1976:1989), p.76, 78. 

52.Benstock, op.cit., pp.12-14. 

53.Mary G. Mason, "The Other Voice: Autobiographies of Women Writers", Life/Lines, op.cit., pp. 19-45. 

54.Friedman, "Women's Autobiographical Selves: Theory and Practice", The Private Self, op.cit., pp.34-

63. 



34 

autobiographical critiques that exercise such gender inversion. Germaine Bree 

criticizes this feminist revision as a form of "autogynography", and suggests the 

following: 

Women scholars... tending when they do not overlook the gender 
issue merely to reverse the criteria in use: if male autobiographical 
writing is seen as teleological and linear, female is described as 
fragmented and circular; if male is defined as using a rhetoric of 
assertion, female is defined as using a rhetoric of seduction, and so 
on.56 

De-authorizing Gusdorfs centrality within autobiographical theory, 

Friedman exposes his analysis as the expression of an "unconscious masculine 

bias"57 only to substitute it with her own ingrained criteria for establishing the limits 

and conditions of women's autobiography. Relying on the psychoanalytic 

perspectives of gender Sheila Rowbowtham and Nancy Chodorow, Friedman omits 

the possibilities of autonomous identity, uniqueness and individuality within 

women's autobiographies and insists instead that the historically generated sense of 

"identification, interdependence, and community that Gusdorf dismisses... are key 

elements in the development of a woman's identity."58 The autobiography of Italian 

feminist Luisa Passerini exemplifies this collective model of consciousness. In her 

autobiography that recalls Italian political culture in the 1960s, Passerini composes 

her account of the past around recorded interviews with the protagonists of '68. 

Passerini's attempt is to literally democratize her autobiography with the voices of 

others, as suggested by her title Autoritratto di gruppo (Self-Portrait of the Group).™ 

Julia Watson offers a similar account of female self-hood in her theory of women's 

autobiography: 

55.Julia Watson, "Shadowed Presence: Modern Women Writer's Autobiographies and the Other", Studies 

in Autobiography, op.cit., pp.180-190. 

56.Germaine Bree, "Autogynography", Studies in Autobiography, op.cit., p. 172. 

".Friedman, op.cit., p.38. 

™.Ibid., p.39. 

59.Passerini quotes Gertrude Stein's title Everybody's Autobiography as another example of the attempt to 

reconcile the individual's public and private worlds. See Passerini's Storia e soggettivitd: Lefonti orali, la 
memoria, (Firenze: La Nuova Italia, 1988), p.8. 
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The preeminence of the Other and the quality of sympathy and lack of 
completiveness in the intersubjective relationship are characteristics 
that distinguish women's autobiographies. They transcend the 
boundaries of the self in recognising the real existence... of the 
Other...eo 

Friedman and Watson's binary model for reading male and female autobiography is 

useful in delineating a theory of identity unique to the female subject that 

contradicts the Gusdorfian emphasis on individualism in the male tradition of 

autobiographical narrative. The problem, however, is that although replacing the 

notion of singularity with alterity seems an anti-essentialist move, the dangers of 

interpreting otherness as a "dramatically female"61 gesture can have the inadvertent 

effect of re-essentializing women's identity. As Modjeska desperately asks: "Is that 

the feminine condition, always a life-line to other people's lives and therefore split 

from our own?"62 Reading female identity as inconclusive and amorphous should 

imply, alternatively, that even feminine otherness can contradict itself, and in so 

doing, contradict the idea that there is an essence of a feminine identity. 

Furthermore, the establishment of a tradition unique to women reinforces the binary 

logic of metaphysical thought that feminist strategies have fought to dismantle. In 

her editorial and critical work on autobiography and gender Shirley Neuman's belief 

that the notion of "heterosexual difference" forces a polarization of positions which 

would otherwise exist along a "broad continuum"63 is a very useful model for 

approaching the multiplicity of gendered identity. 

A critique that is sensitive to an aporetics of gendered subjectivity explores 

nuances, ironies and paradoxes belonging to both male and female autobiographical 

traditions. This involves bisexualizing the concept of the doubleness of identity so 

60Julia Watson, op.cit., p.187. 

61.Brodzki and Schenck, op.cit., p.l 1. 

62.Modjeska, op.cit., p. 16. 

63.Shirley Neuman, "Autobiography, Bodies, Manhood", Autobiography and Questions of Gender, ed. 
Shirley Neuman, (London and Portland: Frank Cass, 1991), p. 139. 
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that it does not become encased within the sole province of women's self-

representation. Joan Cocks explores "the doubleness of the Confessions'" by reading 

Augustine's work "as one of the most voluptuous texts" in the tradition of Western 

political thought.64 Nancy Miller, for instance, applies the concept of "alterity", 

usually associated with female authored texts, to autobiographical works by male 

authors, including among others, Jacques Derrida's reworking of Augustine's 

confessions in CirConfession, in which the imbrication of sons and mothers is 

explored.65 The bisexual content of identity, as Helene Cixous emphasizes, is a 

"vatic" condition which does not erase differences as in its classical conception "but 

stirs them up, pursues them, increases their number."66 Motifs of the multiple self in 

a study of subjectivity within language attend to mutations and aberrations of 

gendered identity, paying particular attention to the ways in which the subject's 

corporeality contributes to and thwarts the social constructions of that gender. A 

particular example is the body of the adolescent figure in Duras' The Lover, whose 

pubescence evokes liminal sexuality and an incomplete identification with a singular 

gender. Similarly, the body of her Chinese lover mutates into feminine vulnerability 

when erotically encountered. Multiple identity, in this thesis, accompanies an 

account of Woolf s Moments of Being, Duras' The Lover, and Barthes' self-reflective 

literary narratives. 

Francoise Lionnet's study of autobiography suggests an emerging genre of 

autobiographical theory that emphasizes the ambiguity of gendered identity rather 

than the imposition of Manichean binaries that polarize male and female self-

64.Joan Cocks, "Augustine, Nietzsche, and Contemporary Body Politics", Differences, Vol.3, No.l, 

pp.147, 146. According to her thesis, Augustine's religious aceticism is not a "phallocentric hatred" of the 
horrors of the body but a spiritual renunciation of the body's pleasures and beauties, including especially 
the captivating sexual love of woman. Augustine's self-laceration therefore, reveals an intense love of the 

physical life which is "one of the great confessed secrets of the Confessions." pp.155, 147. 

65.Nancy Miller, "Representing Others: Gender and the Subjects of Autobiography", Differences: A 

Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies, Volume 6, Number 1, (1994), p.4. For a further review of Derrida's 
Circonfession from the perspective of Jewish individuation, see Lawrence D. Kritzman's "Critical 
Reflections: Self-Portraiture and the Representation of Jewish Identity in French", Auschwitz and After: 
Race, Culture, and "the Jewish Question" in France, ed. Lawrence D. Kritzman, (New York and 
London: Routledge, 1995), pp.112-118. 

66.Helene Cixous, "The Laugh of the Medusa", New French Feminism: An Anthology, eds. Elaine Marks 
and Isabelle de Courtivron, (Sussex: The Harvester Press, 1981), p.254. 
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portraiture. This theory shows a critical fascination for autobiographies that "ground 

culture in the body".67 Lionnet's study of Augustine's Confessions and Nietzsche's 

Ecce Homo are critiqued in the light of five non-canonical autobiographies by Maya 

Angelou, Marie Cardinal, Zora Neale Hurston, Maryse Conde, and Marie-Therese 

Humbert. Lionnet's feminist reading of Augustine and Nietzsche is not the 

conventional one of codifying their works as exemplary masculine autobiographical 

texts. Instead, she examines the "feminine" aspects of their work which have been 

largely ignored or appropriated by critics "blind" to the subversive nuances that 

rhetorical language can potentially express.68 To substantiate her hypothesis, Lionnet 

discusses Augustine's assimilation of "what might be termed the feminine elements 

of his North African Roman Catholic culture"69 and Nietzsche's symbolic use of the 

maternal to suggest ambiguous sexual and ethnic narratives, rendering self-identity 

striated rather than smooth. Lionnet promotes a theory of autobiography that 

encourages "the creation of a plural self'.70 Her theory of gendered and ethnic cross-

identification in autobiography differs from the binary inversion theories of 

Friedman, Mason and Watson. 

Grounding identity in the body challenges the disembodied construction of 

ideal consciousness that Western philosophy has developed as masculine, universal 

and intellectual. It also de-stabilizes the neat containment of identity that gender and 

genitalia impose upon the body. Neuman's editorial and critical work in 

Autobiography and Questions of Gender attempts to introduce "new 

autobiographical forms" into the genre that go "beyond women's autobiography and 

beyond heterosexual polarization"71 by a problematization of gender. Her particular 

67.Francoise Lionnet, Autobiographical Voices: Race, Gender, Self-Portraiture, (Ithaca and London: 

Cornell University Press, 1989:1991), p.33. 

6S.Ibid., p. 19. See also Nancy Miller's essay on "Representing Others: Genders and the Subjects of 

Autobiography", where she discusses the possibility of revising the canonical readings of Augustine's and 
Rousseau's Confessions by exploring the "maternal plot" that weaves itself throughout both texts. Op.cit., 
p.4. 

69.Ibid., p.36. 

™.Ibid., p. 16. 

ZNeuman, op.cit., pp.8-9. 
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method for complicating the social and cultural elaboration of gender is to show its 

intersection with sexual identity and physiology. Neuman's study of the Memoirs12 

of nineteenth-century hermaphrodite Herculine Barbin, and Michel Leiris' L'Age 

d'homme (Manhood), for instance, employs the metonymic representation of the 

penis73 to investigate the "anomalous moments in which the masculine body ruptures 

and exceeds the discursive effacement of the corporeal which is characteristic of 

autobiography."74 In a similar critical move, Roger Porter's examination of Barbin's 

Memoirs and Edward Dahlberg's Because I Was Flesh is motivated by their 

exceptional preoccupation with inscribing the figure and disfigurements of their 

body within autobiography. The focus on bodies within autobiography, whether as 

anatomy or metaphor, is an exceptional one according to Porter, because 

"throughout the history of autobiography writers have emphasized their beliefs and 

thoughts far more than their physical natures."75 Neuman's particular interest in the 

autobiographical embodiment of manhood is also due to its potential power to 

subvert the conventionally disembodied style of the masculine autobiographical 

subject. 

In its tragic anatomic dis-figuration, hermaphrodism resists the polarization 

of heterosexual difference. Barbin, who was bom with the sexual physiology of both 

sexes, experienced the first half of her life as a woman before being legally and 

medically ruled a man. That prevailing discourses wished to transform Barbin's 

ambiguity into male certainty attests to the priority given to "masculine" 

morphology.76 At this juncture of transformation, suggests Neuman, Barbin's 

72.Barbin's story first came to critical attention in the twentieth-century via Foucault's archival work for 

The History of Sexuality. Herculine Barbin: Being the Recently Discovered Memoirs of a Nineteenth-
Century French Hermaphrodite. Intro. Michel Foucault, trans. Richard McDougall, (New York: 

Pantheon Books, 1980). 

73.Neuman justifies her choice of anatomy as follows; "This direct, if obvious, metonymy for masculine 

bodies, used in autobiographies, does constitute an explicit subversion of the social relegation of 
penises... concomitant with a minimalization of the penis in "high culture"...", op.cit., p. 139. 

njbid., p. 138. 

75.Roger J. Porter, "Figuration and Disfigurement: Herculine Barbin and the Autobiography of the Body", 

Autobiography and Questions of Gender, op.cit., p. 122. 

76.Neuman, op.cit., p. 144. 
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memoirs also changed from an embodied feminine style to a masculinist rhetoric of 

disembodiment, espousing "spiritual superiority and Promethean defiance".77 Amid 

juridical and medical enquiry that insisted on an either/or account of sexual 

differentiation, Barbin's sexual multiplicity becomes the experience of painful 

identity. Labouring under "the burden of excess knowledge",78 Barbin's eventual 

suicide testifies to the unbearable weight of double identity. With a socially 

unaccepted anatomic aberration, Barbin's body carries the clinical and 

epistemological mark of a wound. Wounded subjectivity, expressed through the 

inscription of bodies within autobiography, is one of the themes in the chapters that 

follow. Within historical constructions of masculinity, the wounded body has been 

negatively associated with the feminine.79 It is my intention to argue that the 

metaphorically and clinically wounded body in these chosen autobiographies 

experiences a doubling rather than diminishing of identity, in which the body 

becomes over-inscribed with material and cultural meaning, which need not be 

limited to the identity of the feminine. This body of excess, metonymically and 

morphologically staged as the body of woman in French feminist theory,80 is I 

believe, misleading when metaphorically associated with the feminine. The 

feminine as motif for multiplicity is an over-compensatory term in contemporary 

theory. In the study of gender, "just as women were once the sex, they are now in 

danger of becoming the gender", that is, the gender par excellence of subversion. 

Furthermore, that this over-compensatory gender renders the masculine a marginal 

theoretical formulation is precarious rather than liberating for women, for it suggests 

once again that the masculine is the stable, unchanging "always already seen" 

category of socio-symbolic legitimation "which need not be represented for it is 

what the reader knows is there."*1 If this is indeed one of the effects of the 

feminization of postmodern identity, perhaps it is time for a change. 

77.Ibid., p. 147. 

78.Porter, op.cit., p. 133. 

79.Neuman, op.cit., p. 150. 

8(,.See Luce Irigaray's description of woman's morphologically "plural" sexuality in This Sex Which Is Not 
One, trans. Catherine Porter and Carolyn Burke, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985, p.28. 

81.Neuman, op.cit., p. 148. 
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The hermaphrodite, as anatomic or metaphoric figure, is a fecund site for the 

generation of monstrous or multiple subjectivity. Monstrosity defies conventional 

categories of the "natural" and normal expectations of identity. Physical 

disfiguration, illness and disease disturb the comfort of symbolic selfhood, therefore 

occupying the realm of the monstrous. Hermaphrodism places clinical pressure on 

the metaphoricity of androgynous identity. In confronting the expectations of the 

"real", that is, the socio-symbolic universe, the body of the hermaphrodite exists on 

the painful edges of a "double discourse",82 hovering between normality and 

aberration, the natural and the monstrous, the healthy and the pathological, the 

"masculine" and the "feminine". Unlike Mason, Friedman and Watson, Neuman's 

critique of autobiography does not delineate male and female styles of self-

inscription, nor does she celebrate "pleasure in the confusion of boundaries",83 but 

responds to the painful embodiments of mixed identity in autobiography. In 

reference to Barbin's misery, Porter remarks, "perhaps w e should say that 

transgressing boundaries is not an act of freedom but encapsulation in 

monstrosity."84 If indeed autobiography registers the wounds of history, "where the 

blood... does not dry",85 autobiography is an appropriate place to start probing those 

wounds. 

Before probing wounded identity in late twentieth-century autobiography, it 

is worth recapitulating briefly and returning to Gusdorfs 1954 "seminal" essay on 

autobiography.86 His essay has indeed acted, for feminist critics like Friedman and 

82.Barthes' lover cries out, "I am caught up in a double discourse, from which I cannot escape", The 

Lover's Discourse, op.cit., p.41. 

83.Donna Haraway, 'A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and Socialist Feminism in the 1980's, 

in Feminism/Postmodernism, ed. Linda J. Nicholson, (New York and London: Routledge, 1990), p. 191. 

^.Porter, op.cit., p.132. 

85.Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "Acting Bits/Identity Talk", Critical Inquiry, Summer, (1992), p.795. 

86.Since the 1954 publication of this essay, which incidentally did not appear in English until Olney's 

translation of it in 1980, Gusdorf has published two lengthy volumes of work on autobiography: Lignes 
de vie I: Les ecritures du moi, and Lignes de vie 2: Aut-bio-graphie, (Paris: Editions Odile Jacob, 1991). 
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Benstock, as a launching pad from which to depart from a male tradition of 

autobiography.87 However, Gusdorfs essay has been made an emblematic text of the 

masculine practice of autobiography-as-mirror of the self at the expense of evading 

some of the nuances and uncertainties that suggest autobiography is more of a 

witness to troubled rather than mirrored identity. 

At various junctures within his analysis, Gusdorf suggests that the creation of 

a self within autobiography does not reflect back to the author the precise image of 

his being but 'another "myself, a double of m y being... more fragile and 

vulnerable,... at once fascinating and frightening.'88 Recalling the apparition of the 

double within the myth of Narcissus, Gusdorf reminds his reader that within such 

folklore the image of the double has always been "a death sign," and a confrontation 

with turmoil and anxiety. In fact, in an interesting allusion to the imbrication of 

otherness, doubleness and death, Nancy Miller suggests that alterity within identity 

involves "writing against death twice: the other's and one's own", making every 

autobiography "an autothanatography."89 The human fascination with the materiality 

of the image in the mirror does not necessarily translate into confident self-

representation in art and literature. In terms of Rembrandt's ceaseless self-portraits, 

writes Gusdorf, the mirror seemed to signify "the impassioned new disquiet of 

m o d e m man" and give evidence to the phenomenon that "man cannot look on his 

o w n image without anguish."90 In giving a second glance to those two crucial texts 

within the canon of male autobiography, Augustine and Rousseau's Confessions, 

again it is possible to read something other than stable and coherent self-

representation. 

87.Of course not all feminist scholars approach Gusdorf in this manner, Mitzi Myers in "Pedagogy as Self-

Expression in Mary Wollstonecraft: Exorcising the Past, Finding a Voice", for example, acknowledges in 
her footnotes that "despite Gusdorfs lack of interest in women writers, his conception of autobiography... 
seems relevant to women's characteristic process approach to the genre", The Private Self op.cit., p.207. 

88.Gusdorf, op.cit., p.32. 

89.Nancy Miller, "Representing Others: Genders and the Subjects of Autobiography", op.cit., p. 12. 

90.Gusdorf, op.cit., pp.33,34. 
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The externality and physicality of mirrors, mirror-images and reflections of 

the self do not appear throughout Augustine's text. Not only is the physical 

expunged, including his own corporeal being, but the world as an external force. In 

Book X, well after his conversion episode in a Milanese garden, Augustine speaks 

to G o d of the greed and lustfulness generated by the scopic vision. In resisting "the 

allurements of the eyes", Augustine renounces earthly vision in an offering of 

"invisible eyes" to God. In the denigration of vision, Augustine is hankering for a 

reality beyond the grasp and tangibility of the present world that "entrap" the eyes of 

man.91 According to Augustine, the individual is glued to the external world through 

the eyes, and "what is inward is superior".92 The masculinity linked to the ocular 

tradition of perception since Plato is suppressed in favour of an interiority of vision 

not based on sight. In a reference to the mirror, Augustine quotes from the 

Corinthians:'"we see now through a mirror in an enigma'", not yet '"face to face'."93 

The effectivity of the mirror in granting recognition does not operate in the 

Confessions. A s Gusdorf suggests, "the theological mirror of the Christian soul is a 

deforming mirror".94 It turns out, therefore, that there is more than one kind of 

mirror even in the male autobiographical tradition, a qualification that Friedman and 

Benstock fail to make in their critique of Gusdorf. In describing the appearance of 

autobiography as a mirror, Gusdorf writes that it is of course obvious "that the 

narrative of a life cannot be simply the image-double of that life."95 The theological 

mirror exposes a contradiction between the image and its veracity. The ontological 

mirror is supposedly the object in which the gap between identity and its 

representation is optimistically sealed. 

In submitting himself to God, Augustine asserts not the "I", but the "not I". 

Attributing his new found identity to God, he writes: "It is not I", but "He" who 

91.Augustine, op.cit., p.210. 

n.lbid., p. 184. 

n.lbid., P.182(lCor. 13:12). 

94.Gusdorf, op.cit., p.34. 

n.Ibid., p.40. 
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"made me."96 Prostrate before the Lord, Augustine renders himself a sick patient in 

need of Christ's benediction, declaring: "You are the physician, I a m the patient." In 

exposing his unworthiness, Augustine humbly writes: "See, I do not hide m y 

wounds."97 Augustine's confessional probing into metaphoric wounds and 

deformations of the soul assume a literal presence in the Confessions of Rousseau. 

Wracked by various physical ailments, including humiliating urinary 

problems that impinged upon his social existence, Rousseau presents to his reader 

an image of the unfortunate vulnerability that marked his life from birth: 

I was brought into the world in an almost dying condition; little hope 
was entertained of saving m y life. I carried within m e the germs of a 
complaint which the course of time has strengthened, and which at 
times allows m e a respite only to make m e suffer more cruelly in 
another manner^ 

Presenting a teleology of physical sickness, Rousseau's Confessions can be 

interpreted as something of a contradiction to the confident and unitary masculine 

subjectivity that may be conventionally expected of men's autobiography. In A 

Room of One's Own, Woolf suggested that "one had the sense of physical well-being 

in the presence of this well-nourished, well-educated, free mind, which... had full 

liberty from birth to stretch itself in whatever way it liked." Yet the sense of 

physical well-being and of a free mind is not the prevailing impression one receives 

from a reading of Rousseau's Confessions. If history has given him full liberty, 

physiological debility and intellectual instability limits that freedom. 

At first, Rousseau lets us believe that he is a true man of the Enlightenment, 

confident, assertive and free, but the unity and "singularity" of his subjectivity is 

96.Augustine, op.cit., p. 184. 

".Ibid., p.202. 

98.Rousseau, op.cit., p.3. 
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transient. Rossseau's character is constantly under threat from disillusion and 

dissipation: 

I am a man of very strong passions... I am cynical, impudent, violent 
and fearless; no feeling of shame keeps m e back, no danger frightens 
me... But all this lasts only for a moment, and the following moment 
plunges m e into complete annihilation. In m y calmer moments I a m 
indolence and timidity itself; everything frightens and discourages 
me; a fly, buzzing past, alarms me; a word which I have to say, a 
gesture which I have to make, terrifies m y idleness; fear and shame 
overpower m e to such an extent that I would gladly hide myself from 
sight of m y fellow-creatures. If I have to act, I do not know h o w to 
find the right words, but in ordinary conservation I can find 
absolutely nothing, and m y condition is unbearable for the simple 
reason that I a m obliged to speak.99 

This hardly appears to be the subjectivity of a coherent, stable and robust 

masculinity. Indeed, as Cixous argues, "phallocratic ideology has claimed more than 

one victim": as well as causing woman anguish, "man has been handed that 

grotesque and scarcely enviable destiny (just imagine) of being reduced to a single 

idol with clay balls."100 In looking for the multiplicity of wounded identity within 

autobiography it is possible to de-polarize the gendered constructions of self-

representation that gender critics impose. Benstock writes that: 

The confessions of an Augustine or a Rousseau... do not admit 
internal cracks and disjunctions, rifts and ruptures. The whole thrust 
of such works is to seal up and cover over gaps... insecurities, 
hesitations, and blind spots.ioi 

As I have shown, Benstock's conclusions are not the only ones possible in a reading 

of the male canon of autobiography. Cocks' critical investigation into Augustine's 

Confessions, for instance, provides "a lesson in reversals", "disjunctions" and 

"transformations".102 A reading that questions gender polarization offers a glimpse of 

".Ibid., p.30. 

l()0.Cixous, "The Laugh of the Medusa", op.cit., p.254. 

101.Benstock, op.cit., p.20. 

102.Cocks, op.cit., p. 145. 
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wounded masculinity that is not conveniently reduced to emasculation or 

effeminacy (which again attributes "error" to the feminine), but another kind of 

masculine subjectivity. Nancy Miller describes this disjuncture between a theory of 

masculinity and its effect in the "real" as the difference between "the 

autobiographical penis and the theoretical phallus".103 This distinction echoes 

poignantly throughout the pages of Rousseau's Confessions, indicating that a sense 

of physical ill-being can also affect the body's capability to adequately express its 

culturally designated gender. 

1:2 The Representation of Bodies in Autobiography 

The hypothesis that the book and the body are curiously related is a seductive one. 

In the context of autobiography, the urge to be published and assume a public 

persona may indeed serve to act as a literal expansion of the parameters of the body, 

a kind of "autobiology".104 In his study of autobiography, John Eakin explores the 

notion of self-invention and self-extemalization through language, suggesting that 

language and the self are a "mutually constituting interdependency."105 In 

externalizing consciousness through the production of texts, lies the assumption that 

autobiography materializes self-expression.106 Nancy Miller suggests that "writing 

for publication - represents entrance into the world of others, and by means of that 

103.Nancy Miller, "My Father's Penis", Getting Personal: Feminist Occasions And Other 

Autobiographical Acts, (New York and London: Routledge, 1991), p. 146. 

104.Nancy K. Miller, "Writing Fictions: Women's Autobiography in France", Life/Lines, op.cit., p.51. 

105.John Paul Eakin, Fictions in Autobiography: Studies in the Art of Self-Invention, (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1985), p.8. See also Avrom Fleishman, for a concept of "the self engendered on the 
page." Figures of Autobiography: The Language of Self-Writing in Victorian and Modern England, 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), p.261. 

106.Even the diary, which theoretically is a private and unpublished medium of self-expression, can serve 
as a physical object constituting a sign of presence. See Roger Cardinal's "Unlocking the Diary", 
Comparative Criticism, Vol.12, (1990), p.71. See also Judy Simon's Diaries and Journals of Literary 
Women from Fanny Burney to Virginia Woolf (London: Macmillan, 1990), for a review of how the 
private medium of the diary functioned as a form of creating and safeguarding female identity for literary 
women. For instance, Woolf writes in her diary that "Now I am a woman again as I always am when I 
write."(Vol.3:231),p.l75. 
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passage, a rebirth..."107 In the second volume of Simone de Beauvoir's memoirs, The 

Prime of Life, the belief in autobiography's ability to give shape and definition to an 

extinguished past identity through the act of writing is expressed in her following 

remarks: 

I had long wanted to set down the story of my first twenty years... 
Nothing, I feared, would survive of that girl, not so much as a pinch 
of ashes. I begged her successor to recall m y youthful ghost, one day, 
from the limbo to which it had been consigned. Perhaps the only 
reason for writing m y books was to make the fulfilment of this long
standing prayer possible. W h e n I was fifty, it seemed to m e that the 
time had come. I took that child and that adolescent girl, both so long 
given up for lost in the depths of the unrecalled past, and endowed 
them with m y adult awareness. I gave them a new existence - in black 
and white, on sheets of paper.iog 

Ink on paper is a visible mark of existence for Beauvoir. Pushing this assumption of 

material identity further, Chantal Chawaf desires a form of writing that is able to 

"reconnect the book with the body", by drawing upon language that remembers its 

"original sources".109 For Chawaf one of these sources is the body, the somatic site of 

language production. The attempt to configure the book and the body within an 

isomorphic continuum is explored throughout the thesis. 

According to Michel Beaujour, the autobiography is unavoidably drawn to 

the corporeality of the writer: 

The self-portrait is the only genre in which writing cannot avoid 
wondering about the site of its production,... The self-portrait thus 
stands in opposition to the philosophical logos.uo 

l07.Miller, "Writing Fictions: Women's Autobiography in France", op.cit., p.54. 

1(,8.Simone de Beauvoir, The Prime of Life, trans. Peter Green, (London: Penguin, 1960:1990), p.7. 

l09.Chantal Chawaf,"Linguistic Flesh", trans. Yvonne Rochette-Ozzello, New French Feminisms: 
Anthology, ed. Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron, (New York: Schocken, 1981), p.177. 

ll0.Michel Beaujour, Miroirs d'encre: rhetorique de I'autoportrait, (Paris: Seuil, 1980), p.307-8, cf., 
Lionnet, op.cit., p. 85. Lionnet's translation. 
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According to Derrida's suppositions on writing and speech, a "metaphysics of 

presence" historically resides in the preeminence of the speech act imposed by 

Greek pedagogical traditions. Writing, on the other hand, stages the irrecuperable 

loss of the subject in the endlessly postponed presence of meaning within 

language.111 The self-portrait, then, according to this formulation would not stand in 

opposition to the logos, but confer its power. As John Mandel points out, 

autobiography "is not a pound of flesh".112 In fact, Western forms of masculine self-

consciousness have conventionally associated, both in the religious and secular 

sense, transcendental self-knowledge with the erasure of the flesh. The confessional 

narrative, which has been a historical and ideological imperative in the development 

of autobiography, is a form of self-portraiture that places its faith in the Logos, (the 

Word as the Word of God) and has only wondered about its site of production in so 

far as it has wished to overcome it. 

In the occidental literary tradition, Augustine's Confessions are frequently 

regarded as having initiated the penitential paradigm for subsequent 

autobiographical narrative,113 and are cited as the West's first autobiographical 

testament. As exegesis of the soul, acts of contrition purge the body of sin in a 

journey toward eternal redemption. The spiritual quest, integral to the theologically 

sanctioned drama of confession, is a disavowal of corporeality, for if "what is 

inward is superior"114 then consciousness must work to remove itself of all 

extraneous physical detail. 

In Book II of his Confessions, Augustine describes how in the nocturnal 

wanderings of his adolescence his soul was clouded by "muddy carnal 

m.Derrida, The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud and Beyond, trans. Alan Bass, (Chicago and London: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1980:1987), pp.470-1. 

|12.Barrett John Mandel, '"Basting the Image with a Certain Liquor": Death in Autobiography', 
Soundings, Vol.57, (1974), p. 177. 

ll3.Robert Elbaz, The Changing Nature of the Self: A Critical Study of the Autobiographic Discourse, 

(London: Croom Helm, 1988), p.35. 

ll4.Augustine, op.cit., p.184. 
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concupiscence" and "deafened by the clanking chain of my mortal condition."115 He 

recognises the holiness of celibacy and the worthy discipline of not touching 

women. Raising himself from the chthonic underworld of "Babylon's belly", 

Augustine remembers the doctrine that "physical things had no soul" when he was a 

student at Carthage.116 In Book X, Augustine reiterates to the reader his acute mental 

faculties of memory and perception. Memory, for him, is unlike any other sense, 

distinct from "any bodily sense-perception". According to Augustine, it gives out 

"no sound or odour", nor can be "tasted or "touched". In an example of his 

metaphysical thinking, Augustine writes: "The mind is one thing, the body 

another."117 The metaphysical view is essential to the development of Augustine's 

text. In the assumption of mind-body binaries, the physical functions as the 

contravention of the spiritual and therefore must be expunged: "I will rise above the 

force by which I am bonded to the body and fill its frame with vitality."118 

Augustinian drama is a transgression of flesh. 

Confession's legacy for autobiography, then, resides in a particular form of 

disembodiment.119 The disavowal of corporeality, however, has not passed with the 

passing of confessional paradigms of self-portraiture. Indeed, according to Shirley 

Neuman, it is a "rare autobiography which represents the body."120 To a very large 

extent, late twentieth-century autobiographical theory is a recuperation of these 

silenced bodies, not only in the critical evaluation of women's autobiography but in 

"\Ibid., p.24. 

"6.Ibid., pp.28, 35. 

117./^.,pp.l90-191. 

ll8./WJ.,p.l85. 

ll9.Porter, op.cit., p. 136. Of course if one reads Augustine's Confessions through Joan Cocks' thesis, a 

nuanced notion of disembodiment is needed. She writes: "The love of physicality of the world is one of 
the great confessed secrets of the Confessions; only through the most painful efforts at self-denial can 
Augustine forfeit that love."(147). Indeed if one turns to Book T w o of the Confessions, Augustine admits: 
"There is beauty in lovely physical objects... W h e n the body touches such things, much significance 

attaches to the rapport of the object with the touch." (Confessions:29). 

l2i).Ibid., p. 139. See also Estelle C. Jelinek who suggests that "the admission of intense feelings... the 
disclosure of explicit sexual matters, or the detailing of painful psychological experiences are matters 
which autobiographers are generally silent." Women's Autobiography: Essays in Criticism, (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1980), p.15. 

file:///Ibid
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an understanding of the culturally-inscribed "masculine" body that undergoes 

confirmation and subversion in men's autobiography. The process of disembodiment 

within Woolfs Moments of Being, explored in Chapter Two, provides therefore, an 

effective contrast to the representation of bodies studied in the autobiographies of 

Duras and Barthes. 

The legacy of disembodiment within autobiography has been historically 

associated with the spiritual, cultural and intellectual quests pursued within men's 

autobiography. According to Porter, this is because while femininity is 

conventionally linked to the body and sexuality, masculinity has been made 

representative of the soul, the intellect and culture.121 In fact, by comparing the 

conversion scenes depicted by Augustine and St Teresa in their confessions, it is 

possible to read Augustine's masculinity as performing a particular disembodied 

spiritual conversion while witnessing the inability of Teresa to escape her 

"feminine" corporeality. 

In Book VTfl entitled "The Birthpangs of Conversion", Augustine describes 

the unbearable "monstrosity" of his physical being where his body will not obey the 

commands of his mind. Unwilling to accept this Adamic condition, he insists there 

can be "no monstrous split between willing and not willing."122 His demands for a 

unity of wills is, of course, the effacement of his body, marking him as a sinful son 

of Adam. Weeping bitterly in the garden of his lodgings, Augustine suddenly hears 

a "voice" of a young child urging him to read from the apostles. "At once m y 

countenance changed", writes Augustine, "it was as if a light of relief from all 

anxiety flooded into m y heart. All the shadows of doubt were dispelled."123 Released 

from "sickness" and "torture" and from the "twisting and turning in m y chain",124 

Augustine's conversion completes his desire for a teleological movement from 

,21./feW., p. 138. 

l22.Augustine, op.cit., p. 148. 

™'.Ibid., pp. 152-3. 

™.Ibid., p. 150. 
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embodied flesh to disembodied spirit. For St Teresa, the experience of conversion 

before the presence of God enacts a different effect upon her physical countenance. 

Firstly, the initial pangs of conversion are recounted by Teresa in quasi sexual 

ecstasy, in stark contrast from the sexually neutered voice of a child that summons 

Augustine to the intellectual exercise of ecclesiastical reading. Jesus comes to 

Teresa not through the disembodied voice of a child but through the "mighty 

impulses" of his love "piercing" her "entrails" with "so sweet a pain that no delight 

in the whole world can be more pleasing. The soul... would be glad always to be 

dying of this ill."125 When the "arrows" of God's love pierce St Teresa: 

The entire body contracts; neither foot nor arm can be moved. If one 
is standing at the time, one falls into a sitting position as though 
transported, and cannot even take a breath. One only utters a few 
slight moans, not aloud, for that is impossible, but inwardly, out of 
pain.ne 

Struck with physical immobility, Teresa's conversion is very different from 

Augustine's experience of freedom from physical bondage in which his suffering 

and pain cease. St Teresa is even granted the privilege of "seeing" God in the 

fullness of figure. Scopic vision, in the Life, is not denied as it is in the Confessions. 

Teresa's apparition of Christ is recorded as if it were an encounter with a lover: 

He was not tall but short, and very beautiful; and his face was so 
aflame that he appeared to be one of the highest rank of angels, w h o 
seem to be all on fire... In his hands I saw a great golden spear, and at 
the iron tip there appeared to be a point of fire. This he plunged into 
m y heart several times so that it penetrated m y entrails. W h e n he 
pulled it out, I felt that he took them with it, and left m e utterly 
consumed by the great love of God. The pain was so severe that it 
made m e utter several moans. The sweetness caused by this intense 
pain is so extreme that one cannot possible wish it to cease, nor is 
one's soul then content with anything but God. This is not physical, 
but a spiritual pain, though the body has some share in it - even a 
considerable share. So gentle is this wooing which takes place 

i2\Ibid., p.208-9. 

l26.Saint Teresa, op.cit., p.210. 
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between G o d and the soul that if anyone thinks I a m lying, I pray 
God, in His goodness, to grant him some experience of it.127 

The "considerable" role of the physical in Teresa's experience of God has probably, 

if anything, been under-described. In the sixteenth-century, as a Catholic nun, St 

Teresa would have needed to nurture and protect the image of her body's chastity, 

for even the confession of her visions put her at risk of being considered a heretic of 

the Church during the Medieval Inquisition that was likely to regard female mystics 

with suspicion. 

Contrary to Augustine's need to do away with the monstrosity of opposing 

wills, St Teresa is more tolerant and accepting of ambiguity and contradiction. In 

coming to terms with the co-existence of pleasure and pain, for example, "I already 

knew", writes Teresa, "that physical pain and spiritual pleasure could exist 

together".128 In her fusion with Christ's agony on the cross, St Teresa is performing 

an imitato Christi.™ It is as if Augustine disembodiment as "man...signifies the 

divinity of the Son of God" and St Teresa's embodiment as woman "His 

Humanity".130 In the study of autobiography in this thesis the emphasis falls on the 

recollection of intense somatic experiences where language is "drawn out" by "the 

overwhelming, the unspeakable, by thrills, stupefaction, ecstasy, dumbness, pure 

violence, wordless gestures...", in effect, sensations which place a "limit" on 

language.131 

In an essay titled "Language to Infinity", Foucault investigates the 

possibilities of finitude within language. He indicates the unending hermeneutic 

™.Ibid. 

m.Ibid., p.212. 

129.Carolyn Bynum, Holy Feast, p.207. 

130.Carolyn Walker Bynum, '"...And Woman His Humanity": Female Imagery in the Religious Writing of 

the Later Middle Ages', Gender and Religion: On the Complexity of Symbols, (Boston: 1986). 

l3l.Foucault, "Language to Infinity", Language, Counter Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and 

Interviews, ed. Donald F. Bouchard, trans. Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon, (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1977), p.60-61. 
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exercise within discourse that undercuts the intentionality of the subject within 

language, suggesting the possibility of "a language fated to be infinite" which 

"postpones death indefinitely by ceaselessly opening a space where it is always the 

analogue of itself."132 To recall Michel Beaujour's statement, the self-portrait is 

unique in the genre of writing because it persists in wondering about its physical site 

of production. The somatic body opposes the logos because it is not infinite and not 

able to infinitely postpone death. Perhaps Beaujour's statement contradicts Derrida's 

theory on writing and speech, for Beaujour suggests not a metaphysical presence 

within writing but a physical one. In other words, an embodied subjectivity places 

certain limits on the physiological logos by challenging its endless signification and 

perpetually deferred endings. In "Language to Infinity", this is indeed what Foucault 

is suggesting. The difference, one could say, is therefore between the notion of a 

finite body and a concept of the infinite autobiographical text. 

The finite body is the body which grows old, changes shape, becomes sick, 

and is in perpetual danger of dying. Writing confronts the "abject"133 nature of its 

corporeality, animality and mortality either by "an ultimate resistance" to, or "an 

unveiling of the abject".134 The philosophic logos serves to conceal by sublimation or 

reveal by representation the abject body that wounds and disturbs the unity and 

identity of the subject. 

In an important allusion to the metaphor of mirrors within language, 

Foucault's suggestion is not the ontological one of mirrors conferring reality and 

identity onto the subject but of an endless semiosis in which "a play of mirrors that 

has no limits."135 Language-as-mirror, according to Foucault's formulation, does not 

"2.Ibid., p.67. 

l33.See Julia Kristeva's, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez, (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1980:1982) where the abject is described as "the void, that is, the unthinkable 
in metaphysics... the braided horror and fascination that bespeaks the incompleteness of the speaking 
being..." p.209. 

^.Ibid., p.208. 

135.Foucault, "Language to Infinity", op.cit., p.54. 
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dominate us by its flat superficiality but rather by its "intangible density" and 

"labyrinth of repetition".136 In this sense, the endless refraction of images projected 

from the mirror guards against the onset of semiotic death. The infinite space within 

language created with the death of the author137 allows the endless garment of 

textuality to veil the subject from its possible death within language. Considering 

death the "limit" and "centre" of language, Foucault suggests that "perhaps the 

figure of a mirror to infinity erected against the black wall of death is fundamental 

for any language..."138 The possibility of writing as the resistance of death is 

explored by Foucault through Blanchot's model of "writing so as not to die."139 For 

Beauvoir, similarly, writing is not only a mark of existence but of possible 

transcendence. Aware of impending old age and death in the third volume of her 

autobiography, Beauvoir writes in Force of Circumstance that: 

Words... are the only transcendent power I recognise and am affected 
by; they vibrate in m y mouth... wrench tears, night, death itself from 
the moment, from contingency, and then transfigure them.140 

Beauvoir's identity is transfigured by language in a manner that guarantees her a 

particular form of immortality. That her writing remains widely read after her death 

has only further contributed to her preservation within language.141 

Having established a theory of language as a shield against the death of 

identity, Foucault assumes a more recent discursive position which perceives the act 

of writing as aligning itself with, rather than warding off, the sign of death: 

ii6.Ibid., p.56. 

137.See Foucault's "What is an Author?", Language, Counter-Memory, Practice, op.cit., p.l 17. 

l38.Foucault, "Language to Infinity", op.cit., p.55. 

w.Ibid., p.53. 

l40.De Beauvoir, Force of Circumstance, trans. Richard Howard, (London: Penguin, 1963:1987), p.666. 

141.Beauvoir writes; "I wanted to be widely read in m y lifetime, to be esteemed, to be loved. Posterity I 
didn't give a damn for. Or I almost didn't." Ibid., p.54. 
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Writing, in our day, has moved infinitely closer to its source, to this 
disquieting sound which announces from the depths of language -
once w e attend to it - the source against which w e seek refuge and 
toward which w e address ourselves. Like Kafka's beast, language 
now listens from the bottom of its burrow to this inevitable and 
growing noise. 142 

While Michel Beaujour emphasizes the body as the source of writing, Foucault's 

emphasis falls on the death of that embodied subject. Listening to the "growing 

noise" of its death, the autobiography can be interpreted as death's resistance, as the 

above passage from Beauvoir's autobiography reveals; and as death's unveiling. In 

The Lover, as well, the desire to write is identified by Duras within the same desire 

that vaguely moves her in the direction of her death. Thus she writes: 

I think I'm beginning to see m y life. I think I can already say, I have a 
vague desire to die. From n o w I treat that word and m y life as 
inseparable... I'm going to write. That's what 1 see beyond the present 
moment, in the great desert in whose form m y life stretches out before 
me. 143 

Writing that attempts to act in complicity with its death explores "the unspeakable", 

the "wordless gestures" and "the limits of the possible".144 Autobiography that 

experiments with this "limit of language" stretches the limits and conditions that 

have conventionally characterized the genre's style and tradition. Rather than 

stabilizing and ensuring personal identity, consciousness doubles back upon itself in 

the autobiographic moment to reveal what Foucault calls "the wound of the 

double".145 The double here may signify the vacillations between an infinite 

language system and the limit placed upon its infinity. If wounded subjectivity is an 

appropriate way to begin exploring the nature of identity within autobiography, it is 

also an appropriate signal of the variant forms that autobiographical writing assumes 

in the postmodern. 

l42.Foucault, "Language to Infinity", op.cit., p.60. 

l43.Duras, The Lover, op.cit., p. 109. 

144.Foucault, "Language to Infinity", op.cit., pp.60-61. 

"\lbid., p.65. 
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1:3 Wounded Subjectivity: Postmodern Theory and the End of Autobiography? 

Various feminist scholars, eager to explore the "undiscovered country"146 of women's 

autobiographical narratives and develop a theory of female identity, insist that the 

postmodern "death of the subject" hinders women's autobiographical attempts to 

construct female selfhood. Such an assessment is likely to cast postmodernism and 

feminism as mutually incompatible projects. In characterizing postmodernism as an 

exclusive male master-narrative, Schenck remarks that having never achieved "the 

self-possession of post-Cartesian subjects" to begin with, women do not have the 

luxury of "flirting with the escape from identity" experienced by the male 

deconstructionist.147 Benstock adds to the tension between "theory" and the 

"practice" of autobiography by suggesting that "this blind enthrallment to theory" 

applied to certain autobiographies can have a "deadly" effect.148 Susan Groag Bell 

and Marilyn Yalom remark in their introduction on women's autobiography that: 

The contemporary debate on autobiography is frequently grounded in 
various post-structuralist theories that deconstruct texts and decenter 
subjects so as to deny or at least question the familiar concept of a 
mimetic relationship between literature and life. A s editors of this 
collection, we, on the contrary, reclaim that relationship.149 

Within this critical paradigm, women's autobiography is configured as a genre 

running against the grain of mainstream postmodern theory. 

Another critical instance of aligning postmodernism with male theory and 

alienating it from feminism is Patricia Waugh's belief that while "male writers 

146.Schenck and Brodzki, Life/Lines, op.cit., p. 12. 

147.Celeste Schenck, "All of a Piece: Women's Poetry and Autobiography", Life/Lines, op.cit., p.288. 

l48.Benstock, op.cit., p.3. In a revision and qualification of her remarks in which she tries to theorize the 

'the notion of "relation"' that reconnects theory with practice see Benstock's essay on "The Female Self 
Engendered: Autobiographical Writing and Theories of Selfhood", Women's Studies, Vol.20, No.l, 1991, 

p.7. 

l49.Susan Groag Bell and Marilyn Yalom eds. Revealing Lives: Autobiography, Biography and Gender, 

(1990), p.2. 
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lament its demise, women writers have not yet experienced that subjectivity" which 

men enjoyed for so long.150 It seems that for Schenck and Waugh, "postmodernism is 

denying [women]... their day in the sun."151 Women's autobiography however, need 

not be read as antipathetical to postmodernism, or as a genre that lags behind current 

theoretical trends, but rather as the complementary literary genre to postmodern 

theories of the subject. 

It is possible, for instance, to read autobiography congruently with Barthes' 

"death of the author" critique. If language "speaks us"152 as Barthes stated in "The 

Death of the Author", then what better way to enjoy the arbitrary T within language 

than autobiography. The irreconcilable split between language and its referent, or 

selfhood and textuality, implied in the act of writing, finds its apotheosis within 

autobiography. In other words, the autobiography seems to demand exactly what 

Barthes ordered, that language "speak us". 

Postmodern theory need not be restricted to the interpretations of Schenck 

and Waugh, who imply that postmodernism aspires to the annihilation of the 

subject. Indeed, rather than the erasure of notional identity and truth, postmodernism 

can be seen to situate knowledge in historical, sociological and material contexts 

which multiply rather than diminish meaning. In fact, taking the rising interest in the 

subjective for granted, Jean-Francois Lyotard welcomes postmodernity with 

"jubilation" believing that the expansion of interest in subjective consciousness is an 

invention of the "new rules of the game" that will potentially lead to "the increase of 

being."153 Furthermore, considering that postmodernism can involve a withdrawal of 

faith from both absolutism and relativity,154 encourages one to regard its 

l50.Patricia Waugh, Feminine Fictions: Revisiting the Postmodern, (London and New York: Routledge, 
1989), p.6. 

151.Susan J. Hekman, Gender and Knowledge: Elements of a Postmodern Feminism, (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 1990), op.cit., p. 155. 

152.Roland Barthes, "The Death of the Author", Image, Music, Text, op.cit., p. 143. 

l53.Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, op.cit., p.80. 

154.Hekman, op.cit., p. 153. 
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epistemology as expressing an ambivalent body of knowledge. Ambivalence breeds 

contradiction and ambiguity, conditions that undermine totalizing systems of 

thought. 

The uncertain epistemic status of the postmodern explains some of its 

persistent and seemingly self-contradictory movements. Two of these include the 

personalization and aestheticization155 of knowledge instigated by feminist and 

postmodern speculation on subjectivity and culture amid claims that both 

aesthetics156 and subjectivity157 are at an end. Postmodern theory then, as I understand 

it, shares rather than undermines autobiography's concern for the human subject. 

Such an alliance can only be accepted if postmodernism is understood as a 

fragmented, uneven and diverse cultural mode and if feminism is also perceived as a 

radically fragmented ideology. The shape of feminism in this thesis is consistent 

with its postmodern critique of the subject; an epistemology of identity as neither 

absolute nor nihilistic, but ambivalent. A postmodern feminist responds to 

particularity and nuance as part of a perception of identity. Susan Hekman's 

discussion of a postmodern feminism which combines a gender sensitive feminism 

with a postmodern philosophy that challenges "dualistic epistemology"158 serves as a 

guide for keeping postmodern subjectivity and feminist theories of autobiography 

supportive of each other's projects. 

Perceptions of postmodern theory as a monolithic masculinist regime ignore 

the work of feminists who practice postmodernism outside of "male-stream" theory. 

155.See David Harlan article on history's "return to literature", op.cit., and J.G. Merquior's theory of the 
"literarization of thought" in postmodern epistemological practices. From Prague to Paris: A Critique of 
Structuralist and Post-Structuralist Thought, (London:Verso, 1986), p.260. 

l56.See Hal Foster's "Preface" in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture, (Seattle, 

Washington: Bay Press,), Foster adopts the discontinuity thesis in regards to his interpretation of 
postmodernism, and therefore entailing a rejection of the forms of aesthetic modernity. He argues for a 
postmodernism of "resistance" and "reaction" and writes that "resistant postmodernism is concerned with 
a critical deconstruction of tradition" and "with a critique of origins, not a return to them." p.xii. 

'".Jameson's report on postmodernism suggests "the disappearance of the individual subject" and "of the 

personal style" as tendencies within its culture. "Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late 
Capitalism", op.cit., p.64. 

l58.Hekman, op.cit., pp.158, 163. 
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If Lyotard embodies some of the idiosyncrasies of postmodern thinking, then his 

declaration; "let us wage war on totality"159 should inspire feminist theories of 

autobiography to celebrate the fracturing of totalizing narratives which have 

silenced the marginalized voices of women. Multiple views of contemporary theory 

are not only possible but necessary to grasp a sense of the fragmentary nature of the 

postmodern. 

The postmodern argument, writes Hekman, "involves rejecting 

Enlightenment epistemology that defines knowledge as either absolute or 

relative."160 A postmodern critique of the modem subject, according to this 

formulation, is not likely to anarchically disqualify consciousness and agency but 

qualify the Enlightenment ideal of stable and autonomous self-hegemony so often 

modelled upon a masculinist subject. To this extent, postmodernism would not only 

appear to be "a natural ally of feminism,"161 but heavily indebted to its historic and 

persistent quest for the "other" in deconstructing the gender order. To this extent it 

acts as "the political conscience of postmodernism".162 Emerging as a product of the 

emancipatory fervour associated with the Enlightenment, feminism has needed 

epistemology to conduct cogent social and political inquiry. Similarly, 

postmodernism's anti-Enlightenment critiques involve the co-habitation of the very 

structures it wishes to dismantle. As neither nihilistic nor absolutist strategies serve 

to explain postmodernism epistemology, "neither objectivism nor interpretationism 

serves women well."163 Hekman's possibilities for a postmodern feminism hinge 

upon her presentation of postmodernism as aiming to express the multiplicity of 

voices rather than the tactical extremities of either/or positions.164 

159.Lyotard, op.cit., p.60. 

160.Hekman, op.cit., pp.152-153. 

161.Linda J. Nicholson "Introduction" Feminism/Postmodernism, op.cit., p.5. 

l62.Laura Kipnis, "Feminism: The Political Conscience of Postmodernism?", Universal Abandon: The 

Politics of Postmodernism, ed. Andrew Ross, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988). 
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Schenck and Brodzki understand the theory and practice of women's 

autobiography as "the imperative situating of the female subject in spite of the 

postmodern campaign against the sovereign self."165 However, a more complicated 

view would most likely interpret the postmodern "campaign" as the dismantling of 

"sovereignty" rather than of selfhood. Lyotard explains this epistemological process 

by suggesting that the West's "grand narratives" of universal reason, science and law 

are being usurped by the small narratives of the individual, the local and the 

subjective being. This epistemological transition from the "grand recit" to the "petit 

recit"166 can be seen to prefigure two instances of the localization of postmodern 

narrative: the proliferation of autobiographical theory and practice, and the 

conceptualization of somatic bodies in autobiography and in literary and 

philosophical theories of the subject. Postmodern theory may be interpreted, through 

selected texts, as moving towards a mapping of personal history and private 

morphology. The confessional and somatic motifs of such a context make 

autobiographical texts accompaniments to postmodern theories of the subject. 

Furthermore, the critique of the subject in postmodernism does not destroy the 

existence of the subject, but de-mystifies its omnipotence. '"Dethroning the 

subject'"167 in theory, then, dislodges the "crown" of intentionality and authority, but 

not the subject. 

To be accurate, the "be-headed" Author does not stage a "return"168 in the 

autobiographical text. The concept of return implies a repetition of the same and 

hence an erasure of difference. This is misleading, for it suggests, contrary to 

Hekman's summations, that postmodernism is driven by absolutist imperatives in 

165.Schenck and Brodzki, op.cit., p. 14. 

l66.Lyotard, op.cit., pp.60, xxiv. 

"".Christopher Butler, "The Future of Theory: Saving the Reader", The Future of Literary Theory, ed. 

Ralph Cohen, (London: Roudedge, 1989), p.230. See also Toril Moi's, Feminist Theory and Simone de 
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Edinburgh University Press, 1992), p.7. 
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bringing back the author. The subject w h o emerges from the dead Author's rubble is 

neither victorious nor vanquished, but is, to paraphrase Barthes, "tragic".169 

According to Barthes, the tragic mode can accommodate the notion of difference 

because it expresses subjectivity as a grossly irreconcilable condition of 

contradiction and ambivalence whose autonomy and consciousness is mediated by 

culture and the materiality of its own body. The tragic subject is therefore the 

wounded subject. 

Benstock's motif of the "seam"™ of autobiographical discourse is also 

suggestive of wounded subjectivity in the attempt to write autobiography. 

Challenging autobiography's ideal dream to offer a seamless mirror-image of the 

self, Benstock suggests: 

The writing moment that promises to seal itself and to heal a divided 
subject instead opens a seam in the autobiographical text... that 
escapes boundaries of any given theory of selfhood or writing 
practice.m(Qmphasis added) 

The "seam" of autobiography creates division and undecidability not only in 

the classification of the genre but in the identity of the subject. The "seam", 

therefore, may splice the "text" of autobiography and the "body" of the subject. 

Benstock's textile metaphor also echoes Barthes' concept of tmesis, translated as "the 

seam or flaw" in The Pleasure of the Text.m Barthes uses the concept to refer to the 

non-coincidence in the text of authorial intentionality and reader reception. Tmesis 

records the abeyance of textual meaning, and marks the confrontation of "two 

prosaic edges with one another".173 Commenting on his own autobiography, Barthes 

writes; "fen suis la tache aveugle", comparing himself to a blind mark, stain or 

169.Roland Barthes, A Lover's Discourse, op.cit., p.23. 

17().Benstock, op.cit., p.9. 

m.Ibid. 

l72.Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard Miller, (New York: Hill and Wang, 1973:1986), 
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flaw.174 The "seam" of writing not only fails to promise a smooth portrait of the self 

but can open up the metaphoric wound in the autobiography. 

Lionnet's employment of the concept "metissage" in her study of 

autobiography signifies "the site of undecidability and indeterminacy."175 The 

multiplication and fragmentation of selfhood in Lionnet's thesis is maintained by 

alluding to the hybrid figure of the metis. The etymological origins of the word 

metis derive from the Latin term mixtus, meaning "mixed" and refers to cloth woven 

from two different fibres.176 Lionnet's figure of the metis evokes the textual "seam" 

of Benstock's metaphor for autobiographical writing in which subjectivity in all its 

humane imperfection is revealed. In other words, the endless garment of textuality is 

not the seamless cloak draped across the body of Christ, but the non-theodicy of a 

flawed textfile). 

The emphasis on flawed and aberrant subjectivity within theories of 

autobiography introduces metaphors of monstrosity which can signal deviation, 

perversion, discomforture or pain within identity. Barbara Johnson, for instance, 

uses the the image of Frankenstein's monster "as a figure for autobiography" in 

which giving birth to the self in the autobiographic text is a risky exposure of 

repressed fears and desires.177 In her autobiography Moments of Being, Woolf recalls 

"a horrible face - the face of an animal" showing over her shoulder in her reflection 

in the mirror.178 The monstrosity of Woolfs selfhood assumes many faces, not all of 

which are loathsome, in Orlando, for instance, the monstrosity of Orlando's gender 

invites flexibity and humour. While for Herculine Barbin, monstrosity afflicted him 

with all the scourges of a curse, monstrosity according to Nietzsche generates a 

l74.Barthes, cf., Histoires de la vie privee, eds. Philippe Aries and Georges Duby, (Paris: Seuil, 1985), 
p.241-2. 

l75.Lionnet, op.cit., p.6. 
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l77.Johnson, "My Monster/My Self, op.cit., p.4. 

178. Woolf, Moments of Being, op.cit., p. 178. 
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productive "multiplicity"179 of perspectives. The "monstrous atavism"180 of his 

genealogy, for instance, is celebrated for its ability to sense the doubleness of 

identity. Lionnet positions the autobiographical narrative in the "intermediary spaces 

where boundaries become effaced and Manichean categories collapse."181 In the gaps 

and interstices of these boundaries and categories, Lionnet suggests that uncanny 

identities may emerge. With reference to Michel Serres' images of the "third man", 

the "demon" and personifications of "noise",182 Lionnet evokes an image of 

monstrosity for measuring radical hybridity. Similarly, Johnson's theory of 

autobiography "as monstrosity"183 offers a model for delineating the uncanny profiles 

of the self within both men's and women's autobiography. 

The notion of "noise" however, is of particular interest to this chapter. 

Recalling Foucault's definition of contemporary writing, language, he suggested, 

can hear a "disquieting sound... Like Kafka's beast, language now listens... to this 

inevitable and growing noise."184 In Ecce Homo, Nietzsche's ears are able to "hear" 

meaning, in what amounts to a hyper-sensitive sensorium which Nietzsche promotes 

as his embodiment of feminine aurality.185 The language of monstrosity and noise, 

intimated by Foucault, is that which can hear the sound of its own death. 

Autobiography as an affirmation of existence and autobiography as its death are two 

ways of reading the expression of selfhood within language. Explaining his "twofold 

origin", Nietzsche writes that "as my father I have already died, as my mother I still 

live and grow old."186 According to Paul de Man's theory of autobiography, the anti-

179.Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, op.cit., p.44. 

m.Ibid., p. 12. 

l81.Lionnet, op.cit., p. 18. 

182.Michel Serres, Hermes: Literature, Science, Philosophy, ed. Josue V. Harari and David F. Bell, 
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dialectical alignment of identity's restoration and defacement should be read as a 

simultaneous gesture. De Man writes that autobiography "deprives and disfigures to 

the extent that it restores."187 A theory of identity within autobiography, like 

Nietzsche's "dead" and "alive" condition, may need to accommodate ambivalent 

subjectivity, an undecided identification with gender, and an ambiguous ontological 

structure making it difficult for gender critics to determine the polarization of 

gender identity in theories of autobiography, and for genre critics to determine the 

conventional conditions and limits of the genre. 

Contemporary theorists of autobiography seem to no longer insist on strict 

generic definitions, rigidly confining autobiography within certain limits and 

conditions, but are more likely to anticipate and enjoy its generic ambiguity. Olney 

suggests that the "endless, open-ended, labyrinthine antiautobiography" is the model 

for contemporary autobiography.188 The sovereignty of the author over his text is no 

longer accepted as philosophically plausible, but even when referentiality within 

language is considered fictitious, the autobiographical project does not come to an 

end. According to Eakin, "the text becomes paradoxically not less precious but 

more" for in making the text "the autobiographer constructs a self that would not 

otherwise exist."189 Postmodern bodies of knowledge may have signalled the end of 

androcentric autobiographical forms, but only in so far as it has opened up 

possibilities for many others permutations. Perhaps this explains the increasing 

interest in autobiography, especially in the last ten years.190 The heterogeneity and 

"plasticity"191 of its forms makes autobiography flexible and inventive and always 

ready to mutate according to specific historical moments. However, to avoid 

l87.Paul de Man, "Autobiography as De-facement", Modern Language Notes, Vol.94, (December 1979), 

p.930. 
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l91.Bree, "Michel Leiris: Mazemaker", Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical, op.cit., p.202. 
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imposing a false critical teleology on the development of genre theory within 

autobiography, it is worth noting Georg Misch's contributions to its generic 

classifications recorded early this century. Regarded as the first comprehensive 

study of autobiography, Misch's two volume history of autobiography in antiquity 

highlights the "Protean" body of autobiographical writings. It boundaries, writes 

Misch, are so "fluid" and indefinable that "hardly any form is alien to it."192 Misch's 

comments reveal the uneven history of genre theory within autobiography. 

In many ways, however, theories of autobiography have come a long way 

from the critical compulsion to subject the genre to a confessional-like interrogation 

where the author and the text are mirror-images of the other. Elizabeth Bruss in 

Autobiographical Acts, for instance, listed three "rules" in the constitution of 

autobiography. Troubled by unorthodox styles, Bruss is emphatic that "we must 

have something in the order of rules which accounts for our ability to recognise"193 

the autobiographical text. In Bruss' hands, autobiographies went through a peculiar 

lie-detecting process in which the measure of verisimilitude between the author's 

life and life-story was considered important and worthy of praise. There is no proper 

autobiographical form, she admitted, but the text must perform certain general 

functions. Rule one obliges the author to share the identity of the individual to 

w h o m the autobiographical text refers, rule two asks that the autobiography makes a 

claim for the "truth-value" of its report and rule three insists that "the 

autobiographer purports to believe in what he asserts."194 However, unlike Lejeune's 

"autobiographical pact" that obliges the author's identity in the text to coincide with 

the Proper N a m e that signs the autobiographical paper,195 and Richard Coe's advice 

that the"nebulous" boundary between autobiography and fiction requires the reader 

192.Georg Misch, A History of Autobiography in Antiquity: Volume One, trans. E.W. Dickes, (London: 

Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1907:1950), pp.5,4. 

l93.Elizabeth Bruss, Autobiographical Acts: The Changing Condition of a Literary Genre, (Baltimore: 

The John Hopknis University Press, 1976), pp. 10-11. 

mJbid., pp. 10-11. 

l95.Lejeune, Le pacte autobiographique, op.cit., p.23. 
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to rely on "the good faith of the author himself,"196 a promise to tell the truth seems 

to no longer be a founding premise of autobiography. 

Instead of legitimacy and authenticity, generic and ontological ambiguity are 

the bases of autobiography. "Precariously poised between narrative and discourse or 

history and rhetoric,"197 autobiography's generic instability has lent itself to various 

definitions and deconstructions including a "lawless"198 genre, "a figure of reading or 

of understanding,"199 "a paradigm for all writing"200 and "a critical strategy in cultural 

interpretation."201 The practice of autobiography has been so thoroughly 

deconstructed that it is now accepted as a philosophic and philologic exercise 

expressing an inventive and subjective body of knowledge that tries "to think and 

use the self'202 rather than the authentic rendering of private experience in the form 

of "recognizable" autobiography. 

The discourse of "truth" within autobiography is not so much a hidden 

treasure waiting to be discovered but a work of art, of fiction and of self-invention 

through language. Telling lies is as much a part of autobiography as the telling of 

"truth".203 In the third volume of his Unreliable Memoirs, Clive James suggests that 

196.Richard Coe, When the Grass Was Taller: Autobiography and the Experience of Childhood, (New 

Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1984), p.4. 

197.Brodski, op.cit., p.245. And Richard Coe describes autobiography as "a genre situated at a midpoint 
between fact and fiction, between prose and poetry, between imagination and experience", ibid., p. 127. 

198John Pilling, Autobiography and Imagination: Studies in Self-Scrutiny, (London: Routledge and 

Kegan Paul, 1981), p.l 19. 

199.De Man, "Autobiography as De-facement", op.cit., p.921. 

200.G. Thomas Couser, Altered Egos: Authority in American Autobiography, (New York:Oxford 

University Press, 1989), p.26. 

201.Probyn, Sexing the Text, op.cit., p. 105. 

2l)2.Probyn's writes: "For me, the trick, at the moment, is to think and use the self - to follow lines of 

subjectification - without falling into a humanist and universal individualism", ibid., p.l 11. See also 
Miller's Getting Personal, op.cit., for a discussion on the personalization of theory within feminism, and 
Burke's The Death and Return of the Author, op.cit., for an analysis of the emerging interest in authorial 
inscription in French postmodern literary and cultural theory. 

2(,3.Timothy Dow Adams, Telling Lies in Modern American Autobiography, (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 1990), p.9. See also Marc Eli Blanchard for a theory of autobiography that 
develops the Cartesian doubting process, where discovering "one's own insecurity is actually the 

necessary condition for establishing the authenticity of one's existence." "The Critique of 
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when trying to "discover" your identity, "you have to unbecome yourself."204 Indeed, 

under the Foucauldian equation of subjectivity equalling subjugation, the subversion 

of the personal quest for "truths" may well serve a political purpose to protect the 

self. The West's fascination for the development of individuality is, for Foucault, 

linked strongly to a knowledge-power nexus. Foucault interprets the monastic and 

ascetic origins of confessional discourses in seventeenth-century Europe as a 

strategy for the surveillance of sexuality "through the obligatory and exhaustive 

expression of an individual secret."205 That "secret" is the manufactured uncovery of 

a sexuality historically produced to be the "truth" of subjectivity. The metaphorics 

of depth and profundity created by discourses of subjectivity are reconstituted by 

Foucault as signifying "an absolutely superficial secret."206 Deeply suspicious of 

interiority, essence and identity, Foucault's anti-Platonic genealogical project is the 

very contradiction of St Augustine's search for truth through the interiority of the 

soul and the purging of meaningless corporeality. For Foucault, "the soul is the 

prison of the body."207 Foucault's skepticism with discourses that promote an 

encounter with the dark night of the soul propels him towards a politics of "bio-

power"208 that insists on the visibility and superficiality of identity. Thus, Foucault 

writes: 

Far from the body having to be effaced, what is needed is to make it 
visible through an analysis in which the biological and the historical... 
are bound together in an increasingly complex fashion...2w 

Autobiography", Comparative Literature, Volume 34, Number 2, (Spring 1982), p. 101. See also Robert 
Elbaz for a theory of autobiography that insists "autobiography can only be a fiction." "Autobiography, 
Ideology and Genre Theory", Orbis Litterarum, 38, (1983), p.187. 

^.Clive James, May Week was in June: Unreliable Memoirs III, (London: Picador, 1990:1991), p.220. 

In an interview with Michael Parkinson, James described autobiography as "a lying art", in John Colmer's 
Australian Autobiography: The Personal Quest, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), p.6. 

205.Foucault, History of Sexuality: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley, (London: Penguin, 1976:1990), 

p.61. 

206.Foucault, "Nietzsche, Freud, Marx", p. 187, cited in Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel 

Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, (Sussex: The Harvester Press, 1982), p. 107. 

207.Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan, (London: Penguin, 

1975:1979), p.30. 

2()8.Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, op.cit., p. 143. 

2m.Ibid., p. 152. 
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Contemporary examples of autobiography seem to be doing precisely that; binding 

personal history with personal morphology. The gross materiality of the body acts 

for Foucault as a radical agent of anti-metaphysical signification. Augustine's search 

for the soul is turned inside out by the Foucauldian process of making-visible-the-

body. 

Foucault's aim to expose the strong relation between subjectivity and 

subjugation in The History of Sexuality renders autobiography's historical relation to 

confessional soul-searching and disembodiment highly problematic. The connection 

suggests that narratives of the self are bogus expressions of self-hegemony and "the 

real me"210 but the effects of a prevailing and elaborate discourse that encourages 

subjectivity for the insidious purposes of keeping watch over its subjects. The 

practice of representing bodies within autobiography, therefore, can perhaps be 

interpreted as an inscribed body-politic that removes subjectivity from its possible 

enslavement in discourses that demand the unravelling of a false and dangerous 

"truth" of the self. 

Binding the biological with the historical, what can the representation of 

bodies in autobiography mean in a post-war literary environment? Susan Friedman 

finds Gusdorfs association between curiosity with the individual self and the 

Copemican revolution "an odd connection, as the impact of the Copemican 

revolution was to diminish man's centrality in the cosmos, not to enhance it."211 The 

threat to an anthropomorphic universe however, is precisely why a fascination with 

the self should ensue. In such a context, the autobiography acts as a resistant text, 

safe-guarding the self against a dominant and impersonal scientific discourse. One 

critic explains the interest in autobiography as follows: 

210.Lisa Appignanesi, ed. The Real Me: Postmodernism and The Question of Identity, ICA Documents 6, 
(London: Institute of Contemporary Arts, 1987). 

21'.Friedman, op.cit., p.35. 
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With so much of our life and even identity beyond our personal 
control, w e perhaps cling all the more fiercely to an institution which 
offers us at least one remaining area of symbolic power over our 
destiny as individuals.212 

A similar association can be made between the experience of the Second World 

War, which threatened the survival of the individual, with the proliferation of 

interest in autobiography in its aftermath. Indeed, Gusdorf opens his two volume 

work on autobiography Lignes de vie in 1991, with a meditation on the personal 

predicament of the French intellectual surveying "the spiritual and physical void" 

left after the Second World War. Having physically and morally survived himself, 

Gusdorf reflects upon the rising uncertainty of being. Escaping the constraints of 

war; the barbed enclosures, the captivity and the vigilant panoptic gaze, a 

reconsideration is forced upon the individual, according to Gusdorf, to interrogate 

the intimate reasons for being, exploring "the enigmatic path toward the space of 

interiority".213 Gusdorfs arguments are important for considering the relevance of 

autobiography in the late twentieth-century, and in particular for considering the 

relevance of the body in the aftermath of the "death" of transcendental significations 

(God, Man, Author) in an attempt to understand the rising interest in the notion of 

embodiment within autobiography. 

The critical attention paid to autobiography has steadily increased since the 

1950's.214 There may be several reasons for the phenomenon, none of which appear 

to be as clear and straightforward as the historical and cultural influences used to 

explain the surges in interest in autobiography that occurred in the late nineteenth-

century and then again in the early twentieth-century. Some of these include the 

212.Bruss, op.cit., p. 163-4. 

213.Gusdorf, Lignes de vie: les ecritures du moi, volume one, op.cit., p.7. translations are mine. 

2l4.See Olney's citation of works from 1956 to 1970's in Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical, 

pp.12-17. For an extensive bibliography of critical works on autobiography see William C. Spengeman's 
The Forms of Autobiography: Episodes in the History of a Literary Genre, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1980), pp.170-245. Spengman begins his list with Georges Gusdorfs La 
decouverte de soi, published in Paris in 1948. See also Karl Joachim Weintraub, The Value of the 
Individual: Self and Circumstance in Autobiography, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978) for 
another extensive bibliography of critical works on autobiography. 
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bourgeois revolutions of the late eighteenth-century which demanded democracy 

and freedom from ruling sovereignties, the cult of individualism provoked by 

romanticism, the Industrial Revolution and social Darwinism in the nineteenth-

century which encouraged the ideology of self-determinism and evolutionary man, 

and the early twentieth-century developments of Freudian psychoanalysis provoking 

intense self-introspection.215 As for clear-cut explanations for the third surge of 

interest in autobiography in the 1950's, none seem available. 

Olney's editorial and critical work on autobiography, beginning in 1972,216 

contributed greatly in the consolidation of the genre's literary status for Anglo-

American audiences. Before its generic legitimacy, Olney suggests: 

Prior to the mid-1950s autobiography was seen as little more than a 
special variety of biography and as a stepchild of history and 
literature, with neither of those disciplines granting it full recognition 
as a respectable subject for study.2n 

Having successfully fostered a once discursively orphaned body of literature, Olney 

announces that autobiography is no longer "a kind of service literature" to other 

disciplines but has generic respectability and autonomy. Trying to explain why such 

a shift occurred, Olney's attempts to define a unique mentality "deeply embedded in 

the times and in the contemporary psyche" do not amount to anything further than 

the suggestion of a "something" which is never defined.218 Barrett Mandel believes 

that the Western dread of death has proven to be a catalyst for the writing of 

autobiography "as much... as any other influence."219 Richard Coe believes that the 

215.Smith, op.cit., p.4. 

216.James Olney, Metaphors of the Self: The Meaning of Autobiography, (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1972), and his combined critical and editorial work in Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and 

Critical, op.cit., and Studies in Autobiography, op.cit. 

As evidence of autobiography's growing status within literature in the 1970s, Peter Abbs' Autobiography 
in Education (London: Heinemann, 1974) attempted to establish a philosophical and educational base for 
the teaching of autobiography as a discipline to students. 

2l7.01ney, "Introduction", Studies in Autobiography, op.cit., p.xiii. 

218.0lney, Autobiography, op.cit., p. 11. 

2l9.Mandel, ap.cit., p. 186. 
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proliferation of childhood autobiographies since World War II and the rising spate 

of critical work on autobiography in the last ten years is a reflection of an 

"unparalleled upsurge of individualism which, paradoxically, is the by-product of 

socialistic levelling." If consciousness of self, according to Coe, "is sharper than 

ever before in the history of man"220 then it is worth considering the experience and 

memory of the Second World War as one possible catalyst.221 

The Italian feminist and author, Luisa Passerini, argues that the modem 

world is characterized by two movements: the need for democracy and the 

movement towards subjectivity.222 Global war enforces an imbrication of the 

personal with the political, destroying the safe boundaries separating public worlds 

from private lives causing a "confusion between life and politics."223 The threat of 

war to civilian life can propel the individual to compulsively protect the figure of his 

or her body from war-inflicted disfigurement and death. In other words, 

autobiography is a "defiance of death."224 The idea of the body as personal fortress 

against the ghastly ravages of war, may explain the spate of critical and theoretical 

interest in embodied autobiography "after Auschwitz",225 or as Rockwell Gray 

suggests, not so much "after Auschwitz as against it, against its legacy and its 

reappearance." Indeed, he continues, "autobiographical testimony sprang up in 

220.Coe, op.cit., p.274-5. 

221.01ney gives a less extravagant reason for the recent increase in the practice of autobiography 

suggesting that the slackening of its generic obligations have made it appear that "everyone" is writing 
autobiography, ibid., p.3. See also Michael Tobias who argues that because "there are no constraints 
today" as to what constitutes autobiography, "there is no denying the enhanced interest which such 
accommodations have incited." "On Thinking About Oneself, The Kenyon Review, Volume 4, Number 
1, (Winter 1982), p.13. 

222.Passerini, Storia e soggettivitd, op.cit., p.8. Translations are mine. 

223.Ibid., p.7. 

224.Mandel, op.cit., p.179. 

225.I am paraphrasing one of Eagleton's chapter titles on Theodore Adorno called "Art after Auschwitz", 
The Ideology of the Aesthetic, op.cit., p.341. See also Lyotard's essay, 'Discussions, or Phrasing "after 

Auschwitz'" in Auschwitz and After, op.cit., pp. 149-179. As an interesting aside, Miller writes that 
reading canonical male texts "after Auschwitz" demands an attentativeness to the concept of alterity that 
for so long has been ignored. For example, she writes: "Reading Augustine after Auschwitz produces a 
book of a self more entangled with the other..." From, her article, "Representing Others: Genders and the 
Subjects of Autobiography", op.cit., p. 19. 
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Auschwitz itself as remarkable signs of an impulse toward survival."226 

Autobiography recuperates a concept of individual humanity that "Auschwitz", the 

saturated sign of Western inhumanity, has depleted. As well as recuperating a sense 

of humanity, the memory of "Auschwitz" has the potential to increase, as Miller 

suggests, our sensitivity to notions of alterity227 - including the "otherness" of our 

own body. War, according to Elaine Scarry for instance, elucidates the absolute 

materiality and vulnerability of the body, "based on a simple and startling blend of 

the real and the fictional", war exacerbates "the incontestable reality of the body -

the body in pain, the body maimed, the body dead...".228 Resisting the imminent 

deconstruction of the subject, autobiography attempts its metaphoric construction. 

Situating the embodiment of subjectivity within a historicized post-war 

setting invites a "hysterical"229 rather than "historical" reading of postmodernism. 

The gestures of hysteria are histrionic and corporeal, they involve mixed sexual 

identification, Oedipal dramas and literal complications of the figurative. The 

hysteric, writes Elizabeth Grosz, "'articulates' a corporeal discourse".230 Hysteria's 

blurring of literal and figural distinctions replicates some of the epistemological231 

and pathological232 issues of postmodernity, highlighting the lived and literal body as 

site of meaning, pain and protestation. 

226.Gray, "Autobiography Now", op.cit., p.54. For a study on autobiographical writing by women under 

wartime captivity see Lynn Z. Bloom's "Escaping Voices: Women's South Pacific Internment Diaries and 
Memoirs", Mosaic, Vol.23, No.3, (1990), pp.101-112. 

227.Miller, "Representing Others: Genders and the Subjects of Autobiographies" op.cit. 

228.Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, (New York and Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1985), p.62. 

229.Jameson names one of the cultural experiences of the postmodern, "the hysterical sublime", involving 
among other things, "the ultimate contemporary fetishization of the human body", "Postmodernism", 
op.cit., p.lA. 

^.Elizabeth Grosz, Sexual Subversions: Three French Feminists, (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1989), 

p.135. 

231.Michael Tobias sees the attention to physical natures in autobiography as the difference between 

"impersonal universalism" and "a devoted cultivation of physiognomy", op.cit., p.20. 

232.Grosz writes that hysteria is "the symptomatic acting out of a proposition...", ibid., p. 134. See also 

Mary Jacobus who suggests that the marginalized "language of feeling can only ally itself with 
insanity...", in Reading Woman: Essays in Feminist Criticism, (London: Methuen, 1986), p.32. 
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Jameson warns in his analysis on the conditions of postmodernity that bodies 

are becoming increasingly prone to being transformed into abstract and impersonal 

commodities in a process called "commodity reification". Characterizing the process 

as a feature of late capitalist culture, Jameson's critique of postmodern market 

ideology defines the "reification of culture" as the transformation of mere image into 

'"literal" reality'".233 The ideological implications of investing abstract images with 

concrete value involves the inversion of the historical into the natural, a distortion 

made famous by Barthes in his coda to Mythologies, "Myth Today". Barthes 

interpreted the process as a mythical reification of culture, creating a "false 

Nature".234 However, the transformation of image into an effect of the "real" is not 

always successful or complete. In fact, one could argue that this very "failure" 

serves to resist the negative ideological ramifications of commodity reification. 

As Freya Carkeek and Paul James stress, commodification/ai/s to produce a 

literal concrete body, performing instead its "increasing abstraction".235 The 

disembodied body of commodity culture fails to provide "ontological depth" and 

insight into "what it has meant to be human."236 The reification of thought, attempted 

in autobiographical and theoretical writings about the body, tries to avoid a 

disembodied abstraction of consciousness that has historically dominated 

philosophical inquiry. Within psychoanalysis, reification is the process of treating 

abstract concepts as if they were concrete things.237 Reification would therefore be 

epistemologicalfy equivalent to a literalization of thought, where knowledge is 

situated in a material and morphological context. With this confrontation of 

epistemology and clinical discourse, corporeal materiality pushes against the limits 

of the symbolic function of language. Drama, hysteria and neurosis all involve 

233Jameson, Postmoderism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, op.cit., pp.315, 277. 

^.Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers, (London: Paladin, 1957:1986), p.156. 

235.Freya Carkeek and Paul James, "This Abstract Body", Arena, 99/100, (1992), p.69. 

wj'bid., pp.83-4. 

237.Charles Rycroft, A Critical Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, (London: Nelson, 1968), p. 140. 



73 

varying degrees of reification because of their tampering with the divisions of 

figurative and literal bodily states. Within chosen texts of this thesis, such "clinical" 

occasions are observed. One of the aims in writing about the clinical is to avoid 

philosophical abstraction, by paying homage to its somatic site of production. In 

fact, it is possible to read "embodiment" within autobiography in the aftermath of 

war as an attempt to confront, "the horror of being",238 and in particular, as coming 

to terms with the horror of abjective being. Applying his concept of death in 

autobiography, Barrett Mandel believes that 'the author's own potential demise 

seems to surface as a controlling force in the very writing of the "life"'.239 If an acute 

sensitivity to the immanence of death encourages the writing of autobiography, such 

a confrontation with horror rehearses the subject for a showdown with monstrosity. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter's survey of autobiography and theories of autobiography from St. 

Augustine's confessional narrative to Nietzsche's journey of anti-theodicy in Ecce 

Homo, various themes have arisen concerning representations of the body. The 

confessional paradigm, it was argued, is characterized by a resistance to the 

corporeality of the individual. The body marks the sign of eventual decay and 

mortality, and acts as a potential conduit of human frailty and sin. In contradiction 

to this Christian paradigm of disembodiment and redemption from death, recent 

autobiography has shown an increasing interest in the issues of embodiment. 

Furthermore, in contrast to the fear of autobiography's demise in a 

postmodern environment, the genre in fact appears to be in no danger of coming to 

an end.240 Indeed, it is because of contemporary philosophy's fascination with the 

structures of language, with consciousness and with subjectivity that autobiography 

238.Kristeva, Powers of Horror, op.cit., p.208. 

239.Mandel, op.cit., p. 176. 

240.In fact, according to Mandel, "autobiographies outsell all other forms of writing", op.cit., p. 187. 
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is not an anachronism within the postmodern but a thriving literary form in which 

selfhood can confront textuality. Postmodernism, conceived as it is in this thesis, 

seems to confirm and contribute to the growing interest in autobiography. Women's 

autobiographical practices, in particular, have benefited from the "petit" narratives 

of the postmodern. Sidonie Smith writes: 

In this time of de-stabilization... women (and other culturally 
disempowered people) have been able to promote their o w n vision of 
empowering selfhood, with more variety, volubility, and authority 
than in earlier centuries. For voices from the margins are louder at the 
moment of cultural instability .24i 

If marginalized voices do indeed speak louder during times of cultural instability, 

this m a y explain Foucault's theory that contemporary writing can hear the "growing 

noise" of its sources and limits. As noted above, Foucault argues that writing is 

moving closer to its source, a source he defined as a "limit of language". In this 

thesis, that "limit" is explored through three selected autobiographical texts that 

examine individual consciousness as well as individual corporeality. Foucault 

defines the "limit" as the end of meaning within language precipitated by discourses 

of madness, ecstasy, violence or passion; in short, by a jouissance that refuses 

containment within language. Foucault is experimenting therefore with an 

inscription of corporeality that is its "source" and "limit". 

Autobiography that grounds personal identity within an embodied 

subjectivity can be characterized as attempting to confront the origins and limits of 

its somatic site of literary production. T o this degree, such autobiography 

experiments with the means and ends of its o w n discourse, and thus at times 

challenges the generic possibility of self-writing, by representing, within language 

of course, the intensely embodied events and experiences of anguish, passion, aging, 

sickness, sex, pleasure, madness and desire. In grazing the limits of its o w n textual 

continuance, autobiography is indeed a precarious genre, not necessarily because of 

its generic ambiguity but because it attempts to explore the very limits of language 

241.Smith, 0/>.cz'f., p. 174. 
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that makes writing about the self and its body both possible and impossible. T o the 

extent that the following three autobiographies are concerned with the 

representation of bodies, either for purposes of "embodying" or "disembodying" 

their identities, their authors: Woolf, Duras and Barthes, do attempt to confront, 

albeit to varying degrees, the "buried narrative"242 of the body within Western 

androcentric paradigms of knowledge and of self-representation within language. 

242.Jameson, "Foreword", The Postmodern Condition, op.cit., p.xii. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Visions of the Doppelgdnger in Virginia Woolfs 

(auto)biographical 

Moments of Being and Orlando 

...the monstrousness of selfhood is intimately embedded within the 
question of female autobiography. Yet how could it be otherwise, 
since the very notion of a self, the very shape of human life stories, 
has always, from St. Augustine to Freud, been modelled on the man?! 

Virginia Woolfs biographical-autobiography, Moments of Being and 

autobiographical-biography, Orlando, present the reader with various ambiguities of 

genre2 and gender. This chapter explores Woolfs ambivalent representation of 

disembodied subjectivity and the troubled nature of double identity within Moments 

of Being and Orlando. The chapter is divided into three parts; Part I: The 

Doppleganger, Part II: The Angel (without wings) in the House, and Part III: The 

Disembodied Ethic of Androgyny. Firstly, however, a discussion of the generic 

ambiguities, gendered subjectivities and pathological implications of identity is 

provided as an introduction to a reading of Moments of Being and Orlando. 

Introduction 

The concept of double identity, in particular, can be said to assume three general 

images in Woolfs work: the doppelgdnger, the angel and the androgyne. In her 

autobiography, figures of the double include the doppelgdnger and the "Angel in the 

House"; while in her biography, the image of mixed identity is expressed through 

the figure of androgyny. In Moments of Being, doubleness is experienced negatively 

".Barbara Johnson, "My Monster/My Self, op.cit., p. 10. 

2.In her reading of Orlando, Pamela L. Caughie suggests that although Woolfs "fantastic novel" seems at 

first to defy biography because of Orlando's historically long life and dual sexuality, the novel still 
proceeds "in the biographical style". Virginia Woolf and Postmodernism: Literature in Quest and 
Question of Itself, (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1991), p.77. 
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as the frightening phantasm of Woolf s doppelgdnger in the mirror - whose "animal" 

face wounds the integrity of her body's image, inflicting a "looking-glass shame" 

upon her gaze in the mirror. As for the other "phantom" in Woolfs life, the 

infamous "Angel in the House" is the shadow of a w o m a n who comes, writes 

Woolf, "between m e and m y paper",3 preventing a w o m a n writer from having a 

mind of her own. Divided between a woman's responsibility to family and her desire 

to become a writer, Woolf describes the Angel in the House as one of the "many 

ghosts"4 with w h o m a woman writer must wrestle before sitting down to write. 

Identity as multiplicity in Woolfs autobiography, then, involves monstrosity, 

provoking an uncomfortable and painful sense of "otherness". 

In fact, the monstrosity of Woolfs identity can be interpreted within a 

negative "pathology",5 personified by Elaine Showalter as the "three faces of Eve" -

hysteria, anorexia and neurasthenia.6 Showalter's tripartite personification is a 

description, or rather, diagnosis, of the fate of many ambitious and talented women 

within late nineteenth and twentieth century England. As Showalter notes, Woolf 

also fell victim to English psychiatry's "fin de siecle epidemic of female nervous 

disorder".7 Woolfs "three faces" are a painful rather than playful and productive 

expression of labile subjectivity in her autobiography. Hence the importance of 

Orlando in supplementing Woolfs notion of human subjectivity, for in this text, the 

three versions of doubleness; the doppelgdnger, the angel and the androgyne are 

employed optimistically by Woolf as expressions of personal identity. 

3.Woolf, "Professions for Women", Collected Essays: Volume Two, (London: Hogarth Press, 1925:1966), 
p.285. 

\lbid., p.288. 

5.Elaine Showalter definition of female pathology is useful here. She argues: 'Instead of asking if rebellion 

was mental pathology, we must ask whether mental pathology was suppressed rebellion. Was the 
hysterical woman a feminist heroine, fighting back against confinement in the bourgeois home? Was 
hysteria "the daughter's disease" - a mode of protest for women deprived of other social or intellectual 
outlets or expressive options?', The Female Malady: Women, Madness, and English Culture, 1830-1980, 
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1985), p. 147. 

KIbid., p. 144. 

\Ibid., p. 164. 

file:///lbid
file:///Ibid
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It can be argued that Woolf stages a positive recuperation of the 

doppelgdnger within Orlando through her biographical experimentation with the 

concepts of androgyny and multiplicity. In this playful and mock-heroic adventure 

story based on the life of Woolfs friend, Vita Sackville-West, the biographical hero 

Orlando transgresses the singularity of gender by witnessing three hundred years of 

English history, from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, as a "man" and then 

converts to a "woman" from the eighteenth to the twentieth century. In Orlando, the 

multiplicities of identity are perceived as productive and positive, granting its 

subject physical, social and gender mobility as well as the pleasures of sardonic 

humour. In contrast with this sense of adventure and optimism, Woolfs 

autobiographical identity in Moments of Being experiences identity as incoherent 

and disorderly, repressed and immobilized by unhappiness, fear and illness. 

Furthermore, Orlando experiments with the generic techniques of fantasy and 

fiction in order to convey an amorphous personal identity, prompting a 

consideration of the cinematic effect of Sally Potter's filmic version of Orlando 

(1993) in visualizing Woolfs temporal and spatial fantasy of androgyny in her 

literary narrative of Orlando. 

This chapter applies Barbara Johnson's theory of "autobiography as 

monstrosity"8 to a reading of Moments of Being and Orlando in order to convey the 

uncanny and frightening figures of identity that emerge in Woolfs writings. Her 

autobiography, for instance, appears plagued by various oppressive images of 

sexual, domestic and physical self-identity, including the doppelgdnger in the 

mirror, the "Angel in the House", and the inert pathologized body. These three 

figures of the self haunt Woolf with varying degrees of "monstrosity", each 

imprisoning her within a claustrophobic "room" from which she battles to escape. 

As Showalter observes, "Woolf is the architect of female space, a space that is both 

sanctuary and prison."9 Indeed, the architectural space of Moments of Being is 

KIbid. 

9.Elaine Showalter, "Virginia Woolf and the Flight into Androgyny", A Literature of Their Own: Bristish 

Novelists From Bronte to Lessing, (Princeton, N e w Jersey, Princeton University Press, 1977), p.264. 
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suggestive of Woolfs mental and physical state of being. Her autobiography, for 

example, contains frequent references to feelings of entrapment and suffocation 

within the confinements of her home and of her body. In response to such images of 

incarcerated subjectivity, Orlando's textual relation to Moments of Being is an 

important one. In its promise of air, space and mobility, it can be argued that 

Orlando functions as a supplementary autobiographical text. This is especially so, 

considering Woolfs modernist and Bloomsbury aesthetic of "impersonality within 

autobiographical biography".10 In Orlando, the multiplicities of desires and identities 

may be played out of houses, histories and bodies. 

Woolfs autobiography, Moments of Being, is neither a generically nor 

chronologically continuous body of work, but consists of various forms of life-

writing from family biography to autobiography, spanning three decades of her 

career. Indeed, one may historically partition Moments of Being with the year 1910, 

marking an age regarded by Woolf as when '"human character changed'".11 Written 

before 1910, "Reminiscences" is an example of what S.P.Rosenbaum calls Woolfs 

"autobiographical biography"12 of her sister Vanessa. Woolfs self-less 

autobiographical point of view and sense of feminine "otherness" could be 

characterized within a gendered tradition of female life-writing. However, given her 

relation to the male-dominated aesthetic of modernism, Woolfs use of the terms 

"we" and "she" in the text can also be interpreted as a commitment to the Eliotic 

ideal of objectivity and impersonality as constituting the "proper writing of lives". 

As Rosenbaum suggests, by focussing on Vanessa's life rather than on her own, 

Woolf was able to create an "original" genre as well as continue the "tradition of 

Bloomsbury family biography".13 This helps to explain Woolfs wish, therefore, as 

pointed out in a letter to Clive Bell in 1908, that her auto/biographical works "be 

l0.S.P.Rosenbaum, Edwardian Bloomsbury: The Early History of the Bloomsbury Group, Volume Two, 
(Basingstoke and London: Macmillan, 1994), p.384. 

".Ibid., p.339. 

l2.Ibid., p.385. 

".Ibid., p.390. 
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judged as a chiselled block, unconnected with my hand entirely."14 By attempting to 

disembody herself from the site of literary production, Woolfs early family 

biography can be read as both a feminine suppression of individual identity and 

gender in favour of representing the lives of her family, as well as, a de

personalized, even "masculine" narrative attempt to achieve objectivity and truth 

through art. 

Woolfs "Reminiscences"15 were composed between 1907 and 1908 when she 

was twenty-five and embarking on a life as a writer. Her memoir is a 

auto/biographical recollection of her and her sister's childhood and adolescence, 

along with family portraits of her mother Julia Stephen and Woolfs half-sister and 

temporary mother-figure, Stella Duckworth. In this text, Woolfs delayed and 

oblique references to her mother, who died when Woolf was thirteen, evoke an 

image of the narrator as detached observer. Describing the death of her mother, Julia 

Stephen, Woolf avoids a personal autobiographical style and instead writes: "the 

effect of death upon those that live is always strange, and often terrible in the havoc 

it makes with innocent desires."16 The biographical sketch here gives Woolf a certain 

emotional distance from the events and experiences that have affected her life. 

Woolf refers to her mother, for example, in the impersonal pronoun of "she", 

describing her mother to her nephew, Julian Bell, as "your grandmother"17 as if 

attempting to avoid the personal intervention of an emotionalized "I" and distancing 

the figure of the mother from the daughter's identity and ability to write in an 

autonomous, if impersonal space of her own. Woolfs early efforts at 

"autobiography", then, may be considered as a desire to avoid the "monstrosities" of 

14.Woolfs letter, number 406, addressed to Clive Bell on Wednesday 15th April 1908. The Letters of 

Virginia Woolf: Volume 1: 1888-1912 (Virginia Stephen), ed. Nigel Nicholson and Joanne Trautmann, 
(New York and London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1975), p.325. 

l5.One should note Rosenbaum's warning that "Reminiscences" in Moments of Being "should not be 

called 'Reminiscences'": "The text that Woolf typed and corrected bears no title at all. To classify this 
writing as reminiscences obscures the work's generic originality and miscontrues its emphasis and tone. 
Woolf is not reminiscing. She is telling a nephew the early family history of his mother, and Woolf comes 
into it primarily as the authorial narrator." op.cit., p.383. 

l6. Woolf, "Reminiscences", Moments of Being, op.cit., p.38. 

".Ibid., p.39. 
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embodiment, emotionality, and hence, an overtly "feminine" autobiographical 

narrative. 

Towards the end of her life, Woolf takes up the autobiographical pen a 

second time, suggesting an attempt to write the story of her life twice: once at the 

beginning of her career as a writer and again at its end. It could be argued that 

Woolfs aging is continuous with her increasing confidence as a writer, and this 

accounts for the changing autobiographical style from third to first-person narration. 

While her imposition of personal pronouns in "Reminiscences" is a tentative one, 

addressing her story, not to herself, but to her nephew, in "A Sketch of the Past", 

Woolf appears more confident in asserting a writing "I",18 spurring LuAnn 

McCracken to argue that this latter text represents the "consolidation" of Woolfs 

identity.19 McCraken's thesis, however, is somewhat spurious, especially considering 

that the autobiographical sketch was written between 1939 and 1940, on the eve of 

global war and of Woolfs sixtieth birthday and her suicide in 1941, suggesting that 

Woolfs textual "consolidation" of identity does not easily coincide with the 

consolidation of an embodied female identity. In fact, the "Sketch" is more like a 

prelude to Woolfs self-liquidation.20 Furthermore, in contrast to Woolfs world as 

she describes it in "Reminiscences": a world "ordered with great simplicity and 

regularity", pleasure and satisfaction, and divided into "two large spaces"; one 

18.Indeed, according to Rosenbaum, Woolfs writing began to change focus at the end of 1910, the year in 

which "human character changed". From reviewing fiction, Rosenbaum remarks that Woolfs reviews 
"had more to do with biography and autobiography', including her own experimentations "with various 
forms of life-writing" and novel writing, op.cit., p.339. Indeed, in her memoirs, "Old Bloomsbury", 
Woolf recalls that sometime during 1910, "we", suggesting the Bloomsburies, "starting talking about 
Marie-Claire', an autobiographical novel by Marguerite Audoux published in France in 1910 (MB:214). 
The movement from fiction to autobiographical writing is a reoccuring one in the work of Duras, 
Nietzsche and Barthes, suggesting a connection between aging and the autobiographical impulse as well 

as the increasing confidence of their role as a writer. 

19.Lu Ann McCracken, "The synthesis of m y being": Autobiography and the Reproduction of Identity in 

Virginia Woolf, Tulsa Studies in Women's Literature, Vol.9, No.l, (Spring 1990), 59. 

20."Gradually, in what we may call a development of the Ophelia complex, the suicidal solution is linked 
to dissolution of the self, fragmentation to flow, The... woman drowns as it were, in her own emotions." 
See Margaret Higonnet's, "Speaking Silences: Women's Suicide", The Female Body in Culture: 
Contemporary Perspectives, ed. Susan Rubin Suleiman, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1985:1986), p.71. 
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indoors in the drawing room and nursery and the other in Kensington Gardens,21 life, 

as recollected in "Sketch", takes place in a confined interior of claustrophobia and 

chaos. The sense of "consolidation" is therefore a problematic one, in which Woolfs 

success as a writer does not necessarily coincide with her identity as a writer who 

also happens to be a woman. Indeed, Woolfs suicide can only be read as an 

ambiguous sign of her identity, signalling both an "affirmation and negation"22 of her 

physical life. Nevertheless, stylistically, there exists a difference between the young 

and the mature Woolf. While the narrative "I" of the young Woolf is largely non

existent, resulting in an impersonal and distant use of the third-person pronoun, the 

older Woolf appears more willing to personalize her narrative and engage directly 

with her own experiences as a child and as a woman. 

An example of this shifting autobiographical perspective can be seen in 

Woolfs recollection of her mother and the effects of her death upon herself at 

thirteen. Addressing her first memoir to her nephew Julian, Woolf relates the event 

of her mother's death through the figure of her sister Vanessa. The effect of this 

narrative technique is to distance Woolf from her own immediate reaction. Instead 

of "my" mother, Woolf tells Julian that "your grandmother's death was 

disastrous "(MB: 3 8), thus displacing her grief, impersonally. In "A Sketch of the 

Past", however, Woolf approaches the subject of autobiographical writing and the 

death of her mother with a different, more personal perspective. She refers, for 

instance, to the unexpressed sorrow of "my mother's death" and the unconscious 

agony that lay buried until the "second blow" of Stella's death that "struck" Woolf 

two years after the death of her mother (MB: 137). Woolf tries, on this second 

autobiographical occasion, to confront the nature of her relation to her mother with 

greater emotional response by adopting the first-person narrative convention of 

autobiography to express her childhood and adolescence. 

2l.Woolf writes: "Our life was ordered with great simplicity and regularity. It seems to divide itself into 

two large spaces, not crowded with events, but in some way more exquisitely natural than any that follow; 
for our duties were very plain and our pleasures absolutely appropriate. Earth gave all the satisfaction we 
asked. One space was spent indoors, in the drawing room and nursery, and the other in Kensington 
Gardens." From, "Reminiscences" in Moments of Beings, op.cit., pp.34-35. 

22.lbid., p.68. 
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Woolf suggests that one of the difficulties of memoir writing and a reason for 

why "so many are failures" is that "they leave out the person to w h o m things 

happened... W h o was I then? Adeline Virginia Stephen...(MB:73). Woolfs second 

memoir revises and corrects the "failures" of the first, or at least attempts a revision. 

The question as to whether Woolf manages to install a version of the "self into her 

last autobiographical project is open to debate. For instance, the transition from 

observer to participant that Woolf attempts in her later autobiography is not always 

sustained, as "that sense of the spectacle; the dispassionate separate sense that I a m 

seeing" is cherished by Woolf as a useful tool in the writer's craft.(MB: 170) In A 

Room of One's Own, Woolf lamented the shadowy presence of the female "I" in 

women's writing as opposed to the "hard as a nut" configuration of the male "I". 

W o m a n , writes Woolf, "has not a bone in her body",23 but despite the lamentations 

of female transparency, Woolfs own attempts at giving flesh and bone to the body 

of w o m a n seem not to materialize in Moments of Being. 

In comparison to McCracken's conclusions, Shari Benstock and David 

Albright consider that Woolfs sense of self remains a ghostly apparition in both her 

first and last autobiographical text, never managing to convey a sense of embodied 

subjectivity. Benstock considers Woolfs autobiographical project to be "poised over 

an abyss of selflessness",24 and Daniel Albright remarks, in a telling phrase, that in 

Woolfs autobiographical attempt, "the subject is not a definite body or face but a 

watery medium."25 Indeed, in "A Sketch of the Past", Woolfs project seems intent 

on draining the body of its organic life by a process of disembodiment and self-

effacement, provoking Carole Slade to read Woolfs text as a "mystical 

23.Woolf, A Room of One's Own, (London: Panther, 1929:1985), p.95. 

24.Benstock, The Private Self op.cit., p.22. See also Linda Anderson's essay "At the Threshold of the 

Self: W o m e n and Autobiography" in Women's Writing: A Challenge to Theory, ed. Moira Monteith, 
(Sussex: The Harvester Press, 1986). Anderson considers Woolfs writing as an exploration of "the self as 
absent", p.65. 

25.Daniel Albright, "Virginia Woolf as Autobiographer", The Kenyon Review, Vol.VI, No.4, (Fall 1984), 

p.2. 
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autobiography"26 in which the self and its body merges with a pantheistic universe 

blurring the physical boundaries of self-identity. Indeed, Woolf herself describes her 

childhood body as an "outworn shell"(MB:119) easily cracked and crushed by the 

constant reality of death and grief that hangs over the Stephen family. Between the 

ages of thirteen to twenty-four, Woolf lost her mother, half-sister, father and brother 

to disease and illness. Woolf writes that after the death of her brother Thoby she 

could feel her self wedged between "two great grindstones "(MB: 150), conveying an 

image of acute oppression and anxiety. The presence of illness and death in Woolfs 

family possibly exacerbated her sensitivity to the vulnerabilities of the human body, 

rendering the fantasy of disembodiment a means of insulation from the physical. In 

her essay, "Am I a Snob?", presented to the Memoir Club in 1936, Woolf discusses 

her vanities as a writer and personal reaction to good and bad reviews of her work. 

Her vanity, Woolf suggests, aids in her self-effacing, depersonalizing defence as a 

writer: 

A review of one of my books by Arnold Bennett appeared in the 
Evening Standard. It was Orlando, I think. H e attacked it violently. 
H e said it was a worthless book, which has dashed every hope he 
might have had of m e as a writer... N o w though very vain... m y vanity 
as a writer is purely snobbish. / expose a large surface of skin to the 
reviewer but very little flesh and blood... My flesh and blood are not 
touched. The only criticisms of my books that draw blood are those 
that are not printed; those that are private, (emphasis added, MB:229) 

Woolfs refusal to expose "flesh and blood" is probably an attempt to protect the 

writer's body from a public violation that had, at any rate, already taken place 

privately. Furthermore, Woolf suggests both a parallel and a distinction in this 

passage between her published books and her private body. Whilst as a writer, 

Woolf exposes "a large surface of skin to the reviewer", she exposes "very little 

flesh and blood". Drawing a distinction between the exteriority of her skin and the 

more visceral interior of the body's flesh and blood, Woolf suggests, that for her, 

26.For a different interpretation of Woolfs self-erasure from "A Sketch of the Past" see Carole Slade's 

article on mystical autobiography. Rather than read Woolfs autobiographical style as "excessively 
subjective or selfless", Slade argues that the "Sketch" "might best be treated as a mystical autobiography" 
not in the traditions of St. Augustine but as a pantheistic view of life that subordinates individual 
existence to the invisible forces at work in the universe and to the lives of all others. "A Definition of 
Mystical Autobiography", A/B:Auto/Biography Studies, Vol.6, No.2, (Fall 1991), p.236. 
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language acts like a "skin", covering and protecting the body's interiority from 

public exposure and hence from public violation. Woolf also declares that it is she 

herself who "privately" holds dominion over the violation and destruction of her 

body. Her suicide, then, as a writer, can be understood as affirming this 

determination for autonomy over her visceral being. Margaret Higonnet suggests in 

her study of female suicide, that for some women, "to embrace death is at the same 

time to read one's own life".27 Woolfs final reading of her life is possibly the private 

suicidal occupation of her body. 

In an interesting construction of gender difference within Woolfs 

autobiographical language, McCracken suggests that Woolfs first autobiography, in 

its rejection of "self-focus" and "individualized identity", seems to follow in the 

footsteps of her father's "formal Victorian memoir writing" exemplified in his 

Mausoleum Book. "Structurally and stylistically, then," writes McCracken, "Woolf 

follows the tradition of the male autobiographers of her family." In presenting a 

masculine stylized portrait of the autobiographical "I", McCracken suggests that 

Woolfs strategy was aimed at achieving "separation from the identity of the 

mother"28 whose early loss threatened to obsess Woolf and prohibit a mother-

daughter separation necessary for the development of identity. At the end of her life, 

however, Woolf no longer needs to distance herself from her mother and openly 

admits to the centrality of maternal presence in her life and of the womb-like images 

that permeate the memory of her childhood: 

If I were a painter I should paint these first impressions in pale 
yellow, silver, and green... I should make a picture that was globular; 
semi-transparent... of curved petals; of shells... showing the light 
through, but not giving a clear outline... sounds would come through 
this petal or leaf - sounds indistinguishable from sights... The sound 

27.Margaret Higonnet, "Speaking Silences: Women's Suicide", The Female Body in Culture: 

Contemporary Perspectives, ed, Susan Rubin Suleiman, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1985:1986), p.69. 

28.McCracken, op.cit., pp.63,65. Indeed, erasing the memory of the mother's identity, and hence body, 

from the text, is a recurrent theme in the autobiographical strategies of writers, including those studied in 
this thesis. As Chapter One outlines, the representation of mothers is an important one within anti-
Oedipal readings of autobiography. 
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seems to fall through an elastic, g u m m y air... a blue g u m m y veil... 
The buzz, the croon, the smell, all seemed to pass voluptuously 
against some membrane...(MB:75) 

Woolfs description suggests a descent into a rich amniotic sensorium. McCracken 

argues that "A Sketch of the Past" is evidence that Woolf "had matured as an artist 

and as a woman"29 because of her ability to confront maternal loss as well as 

maternal identification. However, Kristeva interprets Woolfs "call of the mother"30 

in less successful terms in her work, About Chinese Women. In the autobiographical 

movement across time, from separation to identity with the mother, McCracken 

interprets Woolfs elaboration of this feminine autobiographical identity of maternal 

sensitivity to otherness as marking the "definition of her identity."31 On the other 

hand, according to Kristeva, identification with the pre-Oedipal relation to the 

mother does not define but drowns identity and the recognition of the self: 

I think of Virginia Woolf, who sank wordlessly into the river, her 
pockets weighed down with stones. Haunted by voices, waves, lights, 
in love with colours - blue, green - and siezed by a strange gaiety...32 

Kristeva's reading of Woolfs identification with feminine viscosity is a response to 

the pathological implications of ecstatic withdrawal into a silent maternal world of 

disembodied fantasies. Mirroring the differences between McCraken's and 

Kristeva's assessment of Woolfs late autobiographical identity are the theories of 

Jane Marcus and Showalter. Marcus, for instance, interprets Woolfs suicide as "a 

dignified descent into the arms of mother water,"33 and Showalter reads the 

23.Ibid., p.l \. 

30.Kristeva, "About Chinese Women", The Kristeva Reader, ed. Toril Moi, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 

1989), p. 156. 

31.McCracken, op.cit., p.72. 

32.Kristeva, op.cit., p. 157. 

33.Jane Marcus, "Introduction: Virginia Woolf Aslant", Virginia Woolf: A Feminist Slant, ed. Jane 
Marcus, (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1983), p.4. Marcus, however, does qualify 
her perspective by insisting that one should not "canonize" Woolfs suicide but understand the social and 
political origins of her anguish. Ibid. 

For a discussion of the symbolic significance of Woolfs death by water, see Roger Poole's The Unknown 

Virginia Woolf, (New Jersey and London: Humanities Press International, 1978:1990). According to 
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"tragedy" of Woolfs personal life as the sorry obsession with a female tradition of 

women writers who end their life in "melancholy" and "guilt".34 The ambiguous 

interpretation of Woolfs suicide parallels, according to Higgonet's thesis, the 

ambiguity of women's suicide throughout history. Many women, suggests Higgonet, 

choose to die "in order to shape their lives as a whole",35 a rather fitting hypothesis 

considering Woolfs desire for a sense of resolution and unity in her life. For Woolf, 

it is understandable, then, that her androgynous vision, outlined in A Room of One's 

Own, is based on a synthesizing narrative, where neither masculine nor feminine 

conditions prevail over or overwhelm the other, because, writes Woolf, "a mind that 

is purely masculine cannot create, any more than a mind that is purely feminine."36 

The search for this fusion of identity within narrative suggests ways in which 

Orlando occupies a strategic role and position in Woolfs autobiographical corpus, 

divided on the one hand by the early objective masculine form of "Reminiscences" 

in 1908, and a later feminine subjectivity in "A Sketch of the Past" in 1940. 

Bridging the gap like a "strip of pavement over the abyss",37 Orlando, published in 

1928, connects one gendered reality of identity with another. Both chronologically 

and thematically, Orlando exists in the middle of the spliced autobiographical 

narrative represented in Moments of Being. 

Poole, water represented two things: "the kind of intellection which was not abrupt, logical, male, 
hacking, dominant, fractious and pseudological; but smooth, flowing, integrating, harmonious. Secondly, 
it represented the possibility of the resolution of intolerable conflicts in death."(206) 

In Woolfs Mrs Dalloway, (London: Grafton Books, 1925:1988), a reflection upon death echoes Poole's 
definition and evokes the idea of suicide as an "embrace" for Woolf. The passage reads: 

Death was defiance. Death was an attempt to communicate, people feeling the 
impossibility of reaching the centre which, mystically, evaded them; closeness drew 
apart; rapture faded; one was alone. There was an embrace in death. (163) 

34.Showalter, op.cit., p.264. See also Mary Jacobus who writes that "women's literary geneologies 

threaten them with the story that they have tried to forget the hysteric's story; the story of hopeless 
desire." Reading Woman, p.252. 

35.Higgonet, op.cit., p.69. 

36.Woolf, A Room of One's Own, op.cit., p.94. 

37.Woolf wrote in a diary for Monday the 25th October 1920, that writing helped construct "my... strip of 

pavement over the abyss." A Moment's Liberty: The Shorter Diary of Virginia Woolf, ed. Anne Oliver 
Bell, (London: Hogarth Press, 1990), p. 116. 
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In contrast to the sense of physical immobility, claustrophobic space, 

suffocation, crippling shyness and shame in front of the mirror in Moments of Being, 

it is possible to read Woolfs biography of Orlando as an airing and experimentation 

with notions of androgyny. Furthermore, read as an "autobiographical biography",38 

Orlando expands the generic and gendered possibilities of Woolfs life-writings and 

personal sense of identity. As a species of autobiography, biography can overcome 

some of the "monstrosities" confronting women's autobiography, challenging, as it 

does for Woolf, distinctions between fiction and autobiography, notions of self and 

otherness, of private and public personae, masculine and feminine styles of 

representation within narrative, and the often unbearable disjunctions of being 

simultaneously a woman and a writer. Caught between the historically gendered 

representation of woman-as-the-body and the masculinized image of the writer as 

representative of consciousness, or the life of the mind, Woolfs painful sense of 

irresolvable doubleness often led to depression, fear and self-loathing, and to 

suppressing representations of the experiences of female embodiment. 

Hence, instead of "a room of one's own", Orlando achieves a different kind 

of space at the end of the novel. Having lost, because of her female sex, the legal 

inheritance of possession and property, Orlando's final scene in the text is 

symbolically set under a midnight sky brushed by a "cold breeze", "the roar of the 

wind" and "the roar of an aeroplane coming nearer and nearer".39 In fact, the 

presence of the aeroplane at the end of Orlando acts as an icon of modernity's 

technological dream of freedom from the body and hence a promise of androgyny.40 

Without a room of her own, Orlando is represented within the immensity and 

38.According to Rosenbaum, considering that "self-writing was a fundamental subject for Virginia 

Woolf... lends some literary justification to the endless fascination of her biography for some readers." 
Op.cit., p.355. 

39.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p.215. 

^.Alison Caddick explores the metaphor of "flying" in feminist texts on androgyny by Kate Millet, Erica 

Jong and June Singer. According to Caddick: "The aeroplane is an ideal metaphor for androgny, a 
liberation from the body, for the actual technological extension of human relationships...[and] 
increasingly 'open social setting'. The modern person is offered aeroplane travel as a means of 
transcendence in the same sense that androgyny offers transcendence in the pursuit of new self-
definitions... The aeroplane is sign, but significantly a lived form of the transcendence of the body, as is 
androgyny." In her article "Feminism and the Body", Arena, No.74, (1986), p.79. 
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spaciousness of dark night. Indeed, this metaphor of space parallels Marcus' notion 

of Woolfs androgyny and Wayne Koestenbaum's definitions of sexually "queer" 

identity. Marcus, for example, describes Woolfs creative mind as a "great cathedral 

space"41 equating celibacy with creativity but also creativity with infinite space. 

Koestenbaum also suggests that "queer" notions of identity allow forbidden 

sexuality to "spread its wings", turning "the mind's closed room into an immensity" 

and creating a "spaciousness" where "the view continues endlessly".42 While Woolfs 

autobiography searches for a cloistered and private room of her own, Orlando seems 

to celebrate the loss of boundaries and the dismantling of walled interiors for the 

openness of the English countryside and the endless view of the sky above. Such a 

view constitutes what Woolf describes, as Orlando's "breathing space"43 in the text. 

It is possible to argue that the androgynous figure of Orlando is an empowered 

transformation of the figures of monstrosity that haunt Woolfs sense of otherness in 

her autobiography. To understand how important Woolfs conception of androgyny 

and politics of air-space is in Orlando it is necessary to first turn to her 

autobiographical writings in Moments of Being. 

2:1 The Doppelgdnger 

In Moments of Being, Woolf recalls a nightmarish dream in which split being 

becomes a frightening apparition of monstrosity: 

I dream't I was looking in a glass when a horrible face - the face of an 
animal - suddenly showed over m y shoulder. I cannot be sure if this 
was a dream, or if it happened... I cannot be sure. But I have always 
remembered the other face in the glass... it frightened me.(78) 

41.Marcus, Virginia Woolf: A Feminist Slant, op.cit., p.22. 

42.Wayne Koestenbaum, The Queen's Throat: Opera, Homosexuality and the Mystery of Desire, (New 

York: Poseidon Press, 1993), p. 153. See also Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick's definition of queer as an "open 
mesh of possibilities", in Tendencies, (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), p.8. 

43.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p.84. 
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Woolfs "other face in the glass" hints at a frightening figure of uninvited 

masculinized sexuality whose face resembles, during orgasm, the savagely contorted 

face of an animal. This sinister association helps explain Woolfs fear and 

embarrassment at looking at her figure and face in the mirror and her own reticence 

towards male sexuality. In Room of One's Own, Woolfs hypothesis is that "women 

have served all these centuries as looking-glasses possessing the magic and 

delicious power of reflecting the figure of man twice its natural size."44 Such is 

Woolfs predicament when looking into the mirror, for what she sees is not her own 

reflection but that of a man monstrously magnified. Woolfs apparition of the 

doppelgdnger in the glass, therefore, is not the faithful "other" of her self but the 

unwanted face of an animal that is possibly male.45 The monstrosity of the "other" in 

the mirror may be interpreted as a sexually depraved masculinity and/or as Woolfs 

perception of the monstrosity of her own feminized body, for as Susan Squier 

suggests, mirror scenes in Woolfs writing "reveal subterranean themes of 

confrontation with ambivalence".46 It is this negative and disempowering image of 

woman that Woolfs biography and Potter's film Orlando try to address and 

dismantle, particularly in their use of the mirror which grants Orlando a pleasurable 

and pleasing sight of her female physiology. In Orlando, Woolfs interest in the 

mirror appears to spring from "a psychological and aesthetic commitment to 

confront and accept ambivalence"47 in character and experience. The literary and 

cinematic biographical figure of Orlando can, for instance, be considered as erasing 

the monstrous nightmare in which Woolfs vision of the double is encased, and 

providing, in its place, an image of multiple being and sexual duality that is free of 

the ghastly images perpetuated by Woolfs doppelgdnger. Kristeva remarks, that 

"like an Alice in distressland, the depressed woman cannot put up with mirrors."48 

^.Woolf, A Room Of One's Own, op.cit., p.35. 

45.Roger Poole insinuates "the connection between sexual lust and a horrible animal face" by refering to 

Gerald and George Duckworth's sexual interferences with Woolf, especially during the time of her 
father's illness to cancer. The Unknown Virginia Woolf, op.cit., p.26. 

46.Susan Squier, "Mirroring and Mothering: Reflections on the Mirror Encounter in Virginia Woolfs 
Works", Twentieth Century Literature, Vol.27, No.3, (Fall 1981), p.287. 

*.Ibid., p.273. 

48.Kristeva, Black Sun, op.cit., p.74. 
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Indeed, while Woolfs autobiographical self suggests aspects of feminine depression, 

her portrait of Orlando is more optimistic and hopeful. The recuperate effect of 

Orlando as visual and literary text will be discussed further in this chapter. 

In Moments of Being, Woolf confesses to feelings of guilt and 

embarrassment when glimpsing her image in the mirror. In attempting to construct 

reasons for her negative response, Woolf describes the following childhood 

memory: 

There was a small looking-glass in the hall at Talland House.... When 
I was six or seven perhaps, I got into the habit of looking at m y face 
in the glass. But I only did this if I was sure I was alone. I was 
ashamed of it. A strong feeling of guilt seemed naturally attached to 
it.... At any rate, the looking-glass shame has lasted all m y life... (76) 

Woolf suggests that looking in the mirror perhaps violated the "tomboy code" she 

shared with her sister Vanessa during their childhood, or the "puritan" ethic 

enforced by her father. Alternatively, the Stephen's reputation for attractive 

femininity would have also contributed to Woolfs preoccupation with her mirror-

image, "but I think", writes Woolf, "that my feeling of shame went a great deal 

deeper," and hence she writes: 

I thus detect another element in the shame which I had in being 
caught looking at myself in the glass in the hall. I must have been 
ashamed or afraid of my own body. Another memory, also of the hall, 
may help to explain this. There was a slab outside the dining room for 
standing dishes upon. Once when I was very small Gerald Duckworth 
lifted m e onto this, and as I sat there he began to explore m y body. I 
can remember the feel of his hand going under m y clothes; going 
firmly and steadily lower and lower. I remember how I hoped that he 
would stop; how I stiffened and wriggled as his hand approached m y 
private parts. But it did not stop. His hand explored m y private parts 
too. I remember resisting, disliking it - what is the word for so dumb 
and mixed a feeling? It must have been strong, since I recall it. This 
seems to show that a feeling about certain parts of the body; how they 
must not be touched; must be instinctive... And this throws light not 
merely on m y own case, but upon the problem that I touched upon on 
the first page; why it is so difficult to give any account of the person 
to w h o m things happen. The person is evidently immensely 
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complicated... These then are some of m y earliest memories. But of 
course as an account of m y life they are misleading, because the 
things one does not remember are as important; perhaps they are more 
important.(emphasis added, MB:77-78) 

In this passage, Woolf considers the realities of the forgotten and silenced episodes 

of one's life, in effect, what Freud would have considered as the suppression of 

painful memories buried in the unconscious. For Woolf, the "instinctive" belief that 

certain parts of the body should not be touched are triggered less by some ancestral 

dread of the body than by the suppressed memory of sexual abuse. However, it is 

possible that what Woolf is also trying to do in this passage is to justify the tentative 

style of her autobiography in which self-revelation is held in check. Like her 

instinctive move to veil the genital body from sight and touch, Woolf seems to also 

veil this body from language. As Albright suggests, perhaps "self-exclusion is one 

of the real purposes behind the whole project"49 of Woolfs autobiographical 

impulse. For Woolf, it seems, to shroud the self is to eagerly protect what she called 

the fragile "shell of m y own childish mind and body"(MB:119). The autobiography, 

then, can act for Woolf as a screen that veils the image of w o m a n in the text by 

trying to protect and recuperate an image of the chaste and innocent body of the 

child. In particular, Woolfs emphasis on her childhood and adolescence50 may be 

interpreted as a diversionary strategy to deflect attention from her adult life, the 

nature of her relationship to her husband Leonard Woolf and her tired and aging 

female body. Indeed, a similar reference to the child's body as sacred and vulnerable 

appears in Duras' The Lover. Duras recalls the aggressive and frightening image of 

her older brother, hinting at a childhood experience of sexual abuse. Merging war

time horror with the reign of her older brother, Duras writes that he was "a prey to 

the intoxicating passion of occupying that delightful territory, a child's body..."51 

Woolfs childhood body is also represented in her autobiography as an occupied and 

violated territory whose shell-like membrane has been crushed by violent 

49.Albright, op.cit., p.3. 

50.See Albright's essay for a development of the "theme of infancy" that prevails in Woolfs 
autobiographical writings, ibid., p.8. 

51.Duras, The Lover, op.cit., p.67. 
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masculinity. Duras writes in this same passage from The Lover, that "evil is there, at 

the gates, against the skin."52 Like Woolfs partitioning of skin from flesh and blood, 

Duras evokes the body's skin as a hymenal "gate" under siege. However, while the 

female autobiographical subject in The Lover responds to her own physical and 

sexual abuse by affirming that very same sexuality and physicality through 

prostitution, Woolf turns away from her physical being and attempts some 

transcendence of her predicament through an autobiographical narrative that does 

not emphasize the physical or sexual life of the writer. 

Woolfs "memory"(MB :77) of experiences involving her half-brother Gerald 

Duckworth have raised some conflicting interpretations as to the actuality of 

Woolfs recollections. While Woolfs nephew and biographer, Quentin Bell, 

considers the event within paradigms of neurotic imaginative fantasies, Louise 

DeSalvo interprets the episodes of sexual abuse as events of experience and not 

fantasy that began in 1888 when Woolf was aged six.53 Roger Poole also argues that 

Bell's pathological diagnosis of Woolfs "madness" ignores the situational reality of 

child abuse and bereavement that triggered Woolfs episodes of nervous collapse 

and insists that Bell's use of the term "madness" is an "insouciant" cover-up of 

anything "that is in any way abnormal" in Woolfs behaviour.54 In his own biography 

of Woolf, Bell approaches the Duckworth incident with protective restraint, not 

surprisingly, considering his family ties. While suggesting that the incidence of 

incest and sexual abuse may have caused Woolfs "frigid" nature, Bell argues for 

"congenital inhibition" as the more probable reason for Woolfs asexual behaviour, 

hence absolving the Duckworths of guilt: 

n.lbid. 

53.Louise DeSalvo, Virginia Woolf: The Impact of Childhood Sexual Abuse on Her Life and Work, 

(Boston: Beacon Press, 1989). According to DeSalvo: "The Duckworth brothers' sexual molestation of 
Vanessa and Virginia is surely reprehensible... The Stephen sisters were attacked when they were most 
vulnerable - after an illness or a death in the family. Whatever the pathology of George and Gerald, it was 
part of a family pattern that involved emotional deprivation. They were not monsters. They were victims 
who victimized in reprehensible ways." pp.113-4. 

54.Poole, op.cit., pp.22-23. 
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I think that the erotic element in her personality was faint and 
tenuous... she regarded sex, not so much with horror, as with 
incomprehension; there was both in her personality and in her art, a 
disconcertingly ethereal quality...55 

This "ethereal quality", which can be used to describe one of Woolfs perspectives 

on androgyny, suggests her philosophical separation of consciousness from 

experiences of the body. Bell's interpretation parallels Freud's doctrine of children's 

phantasms of seduction. Freud observed the possibilities of phantasmal thought 

preceding action, where a memory of infantile seduction covers up a child's auto-

erotic activity.56 In positing such a theory, Freud was not denying the reality of the 

sexual abuse of children but attempting to support his claim that childhood was a 

period of rich sexual fermentation rather than of untainted asexuality that pastoral 

idealizations of childhood fostered, particularly within Victorian England. 

Accepting the reality of Woolfs memory of sexual abuse provides an 

autobiographical foundation for her aesthetic of androgyny and the expression of 

horror at her own and other's physicality. Showalter interprets Woolfs androgyny as 

a screen over her anger and resentment of the social, sexual and political 

disadvantages of being a woman in her time, thus serving to camouflage her more 

feminist ambitions as a writer. Androgyny, writes Showalter, "was the myth that 

helped her evade confrontation with her own painful femaleness and enabled her to 

choke and repress her anger and ambition."57 Demystifying the mythic aura of 

androgyny, Showalter evokes the recurrent theme of asphyxiated desire to describe 

Woolfs androgyny. 

In "Laugh of the Medusa", Cixous urges the woman writer to reclaim the 

occupied territory of her body and give it a life of its own within language. Her 

55.Quentin Bell, Virginia Woolf: A Biography, (London: The Hogarth Press, 1990), p.6. 

56.See Nicholas Rand and Maria Torok in "Questions to Freudian Psychoanalysis: Dream Interpretation, 

Reality, Fantasy", Critical Inquiry, Vol.19, No.3, (Spring 1993), pp.567-595. Their focus is on Freud's 
self-contradictory theories regarding the relation of psychical and material reality to real/phantasized 
scenes of infantile seduction. Woolf also suggests, like Freud, w h o m she was reading at the time of 
writing "A Sketch of the Past", that memory is constituted ambivalently. 

".Showalter, A Literature of Their Own, op.cit., p.264. 
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emphatic message is particularly relevant to Woolfs disembodied autobiographical 

subject. Cixous writes: 

By writing her self, woman will return to the body which has been 
more than confiscated from her, which has been turned into the 
uncanny stranger on display - the ailing or dead figure, which so 
often turns out to be the nasty companion, the cause and location of 
inhibitions. Censor the body and you censor breath and speech at the 
same time. Write your self. Your body must be heard.5g (emphasis 
added) 

Indeed, Woolfs "confiscated body" is also a body violated by Gerald and George 

Duckworth. Woolfs molestation before the mirror forces the image of physical 

identity to be simultaneously imaged as the scene of violation. Rendering her body 

strange to herself, Woolfs corporeality turns into the "uncanny stranger on display", 

much like the umheimlich or doppelgdnger confronting Woolf as the odious enemy 

or "nasty companion" of radical female otherness. The experience of sexual abuse 

contributes to Woolfs Westernized notion of the body - particularly her feminized 

body, as "the enemy",59 thus alienating her identity from her body in a masculinized 

attempt to consolidate and cultivate the superiority of her mental life. 

When the female body is "censored", according to Cixous, a gagged silence 

ensues. The themes of suffocation and claustrophobia haunt Woolf, sucking breath 

and life away from her body. In another memoir from Moments of Being, titled "22 

Hyde Park Gate" and composed in 1920, Woolf describes her condition amid the 

uninvited sexual advances of half-brother George Duckworth, as being "like an 

unfortunate minnow shut up in the same tank with an unwieldy and turbulent 

whale."(MB: 185) Wracked with headache, insomnia and exhaustion, Woolfs 

"psychosomatically"60 ill body can be read as a battleground for the unresolved 

issues and inhibitions that stifle her creativity, her sexuality, her potential maternity 

and her happiness. Unable to resuscitate this "ailing" body, illness diminishes 

58.H£lene Cixous, "The Laugh of the Medusa", New French Feminisms, p.250. 

59.Cranny-Francis, op.cit., p.4. 

^.Showalter, "The Female Tradition", A Literature of Their Own, op.cit., p.30. 
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Woolfs will, further alienating consciousness from corporeality. Cixous encourages 

woman to breathe back life into her body in order to "kill the false woman who is 

preventing the live one from breathing" and "inscribe the breath of the whole 

woman."61 Reading Woolfs autobiography compels one to bring Woolf "out" from 

the imprisoning and stifling "cupboard of illness"62 and give back her body. Some 

attempt at this is made in Orlando where the figure of Orlando's male and female 

face and body assume presence, strength, identity and beauty. 

In Woolfs Orlando, the conversion from "man" to "woman" is depicted as a 

positive alteration. In this passage that describes the sexual conversion, Orlando 

witnesses her transformation in a mirror, but this time with delight rather than with 

Woolfs autobiographical dread: 

The sound of the trumpets died away and Orlando stood stark naked. 
N o human being, since the world began, has ever looked more 
ravishing. His form combined in one the strength of a man and a 
woman's grace... Orlando looked himself up and down in a long 
looking-glass, without showing any signs of discomposure... The 
change of sex, though it altered their future, did nothing whatever to 
alter their identity.63 (emphasis added) 

Orlando's strong and graceful naked figure incarnates Woolfs androgynous fantasy. 

The embodied androgyny of Orlando departs from the aestheticized, desexualized 

mind Woolf defines in A Room of One's Own where androgyny is conceived as a 

form of consciousness and not a corporeal condition. The image of Orlando's body 

in the mirror combines in "one" form, masculine fortitude and feminine grace. The 

body is a sealed image of continuous and unified identity, undaunted by any 

monstrous shadow of otherness. In a recuperation of the pleasures of the looking-

glass, the Active figure of Orlando subverts the looking-glass shame that dominates 

female self-imaging in Moments of Being. Free of the paralysing self-consciousness 

that Woolf experienced in observing her own image in the mirror, Orlando offers an 

6i.lbid. 

62.Quentin Bell, op.cit., p.6. 

63.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p.87. 
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escape from the depressive doppelgdnger that plagues Woolfs identity in her 

autobiography. "Without... any signs of discomposure", Orlando's gaze in the mirror 

is an affirmation of embodied androgyny. The configuration of this embodied figure 

is, however, conveniently free from any genitally determined gender. The 

metamorphosis is smooth and painless and physiologically uncomplicated: 

The change of sex, though it altered their future, did nothing whatever 
to alter their identity. Their faces remained, as their portraits prove, 
practically the same... The change seemed to have been accomplished 
painlessly and completely and in such a way that Orlando herself 
showed no surprise at all ... let other pens treat of sex and sexuality; 
w e quit such odious subjects as soon as w e can.(87-8) 

Leaving the issue of sex and sexuality to the "biologists" and "psychologists"(ibid), 

Woolf abstains from the "odious" subject of genital difference. Embodiment, then, 

assumes an ideal form and fusion of the sexes in Orlando, and is Woolfs playful 

experimentation with the notion of sexual sameness and difference. In Orlando, 

sexual physiology does not determine the gender of subjects, for "it is only the 

clothes that keep the male and female likeness."64 The naked figure of Orlando is a 

body without (sexual) organs for Woolf. 

2:2 The Angel (without wings) in the House 

In her novel, Mrs Dalloway, Woolf describes existence as a form of imprisonment: 

Are w e not all prisoners? She had read a wonderful play about a man 
who scratched on the wall of his cell, and she had felt that was true of 
life - one scratched on the wall.65 

This passage from Woolfs novel, however, can also be used to mirror Woolfs own 

sense of entrapment in her life. In her essay on the "Professions of Women", Woolf 

".Ibid., p.m. 

65.Woolf, Mrs Dalloway, op.cit., p. 170. 
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refers to the oppressive image of the good bourgeois woman as the figure of the 

"Angel in the House": 

She was intensely sympathetic. She was immensely charming. She 
was utterly unselfish. She excelled in the difficult arts of family life. 
She sacrificed herself daily... she never had a mind of her own, but 
preferred to sympathize always with the minds and wishes of others. 
Above all -1 need not say it - she was pure. Her purity was supposed 
to be her chief beauty - her blushes, her great grace. In those days -
the last of Queen Victoria - every house had its Angel. And when I 
came to write I encountered her with the very first words. The 
shadow of her wings fell on m y page; I heard the rustling of her skirts 
in the room...66 

"It was she", writes Woolf of this good woman of the house, "who bothered me and 

wasted my time and so tormented me that at last I killed her... I turned upon her and 

caught her by the throat... Had I not killed her she would have killed me. She would 

have plucked the heart out of my writing."67 The traditional role of the "Angel" as 

moral and domestic guardian of the house is one which Woolf does not wish to 

inherit. As Johnson indicates, "the home can be the very site of the unheimlich,"6* 

making women feel like the uncanny stranger in the house. While a "room" may be 

both sanctuary and prison, a house may be an equally ambivalent enclosure for 

women. In Moments of Being, Woolfs literal house is configured as her body, an 

internalized architecture of rooms, whose domestic dramas impinge and cripple 

Woolfs sensitive being. Like the "outworn shell" of her body, Woolfs description 

of "the great echoing shell of Hyde Park Gate"(MB:119,157) evokes a comparison 

between a caged and fragile household and Woolfs worn out and imprisoning body. 

Hyde Park Gate is also divided in two spheres, symbolizing the ambivalent 

expectations and desires of Woolf herself, the "Birmingham business men" side and 

the "ladies from Cheltenham", "the living half of the room" and "the sleeping 

66.Woolf,"Professions for Women", op.cit., p.285. 

67.Ibid., pp.285,286. 

68.Johnson, "My Monster/My Self, op.cit., p. 10. The house can also be the site of Woolfs connection to 

the legacy of her mother and her embodiment of purity and beauty. For Woolf, then, taking the Angel by 
the throat may suggest an anti-Oedipal gesture of matricide within language. 
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half'(MB:137), the "pure convention" downstairs and "upstairs pure intellect". 

Amid these separate spheres, "there was no connection"(MB:171) writes Woolf; the 

two warring sides competed and clashed. Unable to reconcile these deep divisions, 

Woolf writes: 

There were so many different worlds: but they were distant from me. 
I could not make them cohere; nor feel myself in touch with them. 
And I spent many hours of m y youth restlessly comparing 
them.(MB:173) 

Woolf is painfully aware of her inability to perform the Forsterian "connection" of 

opposites69 between the domestic and the academic world, the creative and the 

commercial, the intellectual and the practical. Like Camille Paglia's descriptive 

metaphor for the human body as "a house divided against itself',70 Woolfs body and 

house are equally divided by opposing needs. While Toril Moi considers Woolfs 

androgyny to be a radical undermining of the binary oppositions governing 

metaphysical thinking,71 Woolfs intimation seems to be, at least here, that the notion 

of dialectical synthesis which underlies metaphysical thought is actually deeply 

desired by her. 

In another of Woolfs autobiographical sketches, titled "Old Bloomsbury" 

and presented to the Memoir Club in the early 1920s, Woolf remembers her days at 

22 Hyde Park Gate with mixed feelings of pleasure and horror. It was, according to 

Woolf, a place "tangled and matted with emotion." Dominated by the daily traumas 

of domestic existence, the drama of interior space unfolds: 

When I look back upon that house it seems to me so crowded with 
scenes of family life, grotesque, comic and tragic; with the violent 

69.E.M.Forster's preface to Howard's End reads: "'Only connect...'", ed. Oliver Stallybrass, (London: 

Penguin, 1910:1987). Forster's text is very much concerned with the sense of duality and its reconcilation, 
represented by the novel's image of "the rainbow bridge", that should, writes Forster, "connect the prose 
in us with the passion. Without it we are meaningless fragments, half monks, half beasts..." p.187. 

70.Camille Paglia, Sexual Personae: Art and Decadence From Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson, (London and 

N e w Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), p.423. 

7l.Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory, (London and New York: Methuen, 

1985), p.7. 
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emotions of youth, revolt, despair, intoxicating happiness, immense 
boredom, with parties of the famous and the dull; with rages again, 
George and Gerald; with love scenes with Jack Hills; with passionate 
affection for m y father altering with passionate hatred of him, all 
tingling and vibrating in an atmosphere of youthful bewilderment and 
curiosity - that I feel suffocated by the recollection. The place seemed 
tangled and matted with emotion. I could write the history of every 
mark and scratch in m y room, I wrote later. The walls and the rooms 
had in sober truth been built to our shape. W e had permeated the 
whole vast fabric - it has since been made into a hotel with our family 
history. It seemed as if the house and the family which had lived in it, 
thrown together as they were by so many deaths, so many emotions, 
so many traditions, must endure for ever. And then suddenly one 
night both vanished.(emphasis added: 199-200) 

In an imbrication of interior space with emotional life, Woolfs house is a 

"suffocating" architecture of emotions provoking, most obviously, hysteria, 

unhappiness and depression.72 Considering this autobiographical vignette, it seems 

reasonable to interpret Orlando as a novelistic gesture of release from the 

restrictions imposed by material and embodied reality upon Woolfs existence. 

Indeed, describing Woolfs mental and physical anguish, Quentin Bell remarks on 

the "horrors of the dark cupboard of illness"73 that incarcerated and plagued Woolfs 

life and body, perpetuating the image of a claustrophobic existence. Organic or 

otherwise, Woolf was oppressed by her corporeality and in particular by physical ill-

being, "that odd, amphibious life of headache"74 she perpetually suffered from. 

Showalter suggests in her study of women and madness that women's nervous 

disorders earlier this century expressed as "insoluble conflict between their desires 

to act as individuals and the internalized obligations to submit to the needs of the 

family."75 Split between a desire to be a writer and her duty to perform as Angel in 

".According to DeSalvo: "Virginia Woolf was raised in a household in which incest, sexual violence, and 

abusive behaviour were a common, rather than a singular or rare occurence, a family in which there is 
evidence that virtually all were involved in either incest or violence or both, a family in which each parent 
had lived through childhood trauma. The evidence which has survived presents a frightening picture of a 
family in the most desperate disarray, with its children at supreme risk and adversely affected for a 

lifetime...", op.cit., p.l. 

73.Bell, op.cit., p.77. 

74.V.Woolf quoted in Aileen Pippett's The Moth and The Star: A Biography of Virginia Woolf, (Boston: 

Little Brown and Company, 1955), p.211. 

75.Showalter, The Female Malady, op.cit., p. 144. 
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the house, writing allows Woolf the fantasy of disembodied creativity, granting her 

a sense of transcendental freedom from her body in pain and the fantasy of 

reconciling the contradictory roles and identities of her existence. However, despite 

Woolfs fantasy of a somatically free condition of writing, she often hints at a desire 

to be a writer free to express the embodied nature of her sex. Hence, in her essay on 

the "Professions for Women", Woolf suggests that when a woman attempts to say 

"something about the body, about the passions", she is silenced by men, too shocked 

to hear a woman speak "the truth about her passions".76 Considering these 

suggestions, one may read the disembodied nature of Woolfs subjectivity in her 

autobiography as her inability to speak the "truth about her passions" and her failure 

to completely kill the ghost of the Angel. Of two problems in her professional life, 

Woolf attests to having only solved the first: the killing of the Angel; "but the 

second, telling the truth about my own experiences as a body, I do not think I 

solved. I doubt that any woman has solved it yet. The obstacles against her are still 

immensely powerful..."77 The ghostly, boneless figure of the Angel, concludes 

Woolf, not only makes it difficult for a woman to have a mind of her own but to 

occupy one's own passionate "body". 

In 1930, Woolf wrote an essay "On Being 111" which appealed to an 

embodied practice of writing: 

Literature does its best to maintain that its concerns are with the 
mind... O n the contrary, the very opposite is true. All day, all night 
the body intervenes... The creature within can only gaze through the 
pane... People write always of the doings of the mind... ignoring the 
body in the philosopher's turret... Nor is the reason far to seek. To 
look these things squarely in the face would need the courage of a 
lion tamer; a robust philosophy; a reason rooted in the bowels of the 
earth, (emphasis added)78 

76.Woolf, "Professions for Women", op.cit., p.288. 

".Ibid., p.288. 

78.Woolf, "On Being 111", The Moment and Other Essays, (London: Hogarth Press, 1947), pp.14-15. 



102 

Woolf is pictured as an incarcerated creature, gazing through the pane/pain of her 

prison-house - the body. Unlike Duras, who is able to look at her identity, literally, 

face-to-face, Woolf lacks the courage of one able to confront things "squarely in the 

face" and acknowledge that philosophical reasoning may be "a reason rooted in the 

bowels". Alternatively, as the incarnation of this "robust philosophy", the tall, lean 

and healthy body of Sackville-West functions as a conduit of pleasure and vitality 

for the stifled corporeality of Woolf. The body of Orlando is the "lion-tamer" that 

Woolf cannot be. Woolfs description of Orlando's long slender "legs like beech 

trees,"79 suggests Woolfs admiration and envy for the agility of Orlando's legs80 as a 

refreshing contrast to her own frequent catatonic immobility. Functioning as a sign 

of the mobility of desires and genders, the Queen in Orlando is equally enticed by 

the legs of her young handsome subject. Woolfs description of the Queen's desire 

for Orlando falls on the young man's strong and graceful limbs: 

Eyes, mouth, nose, breast, hips, hands - she ran them over; her lips 
twitched visibly as she looked; but when she saw his legs... Strength, 
grace, romance, folly, poetry, youth - she read him like a page. 
Instantly she plucked a ring from her finger... fitted it to his... and 
bidding him bend his knee, tied round it at the slenderest part the 
jewelled order of the Garter.gi 

The combination of "grace" and "strength" effectively evokes Ellen Bayuk 

Rosenman's image of "the andrognynous Sackville-West". Describing Sackville-

Wesf s appeal to Woolf, Rosenman remarks that she was "competent and robust" but 

with "a womanly sensuality", a combination that seemed to resist the strict dualities 

of masculine and feminine genders.82 Indeed, as opposed to the youthful vitality and 

grace of Orlando's body that captivates the Queen in Woolfs text, in Moments of 

79.Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf: Volume Three, eds. Anne Olivier Bell and Andrew McNeillie, 

(London: Hogarth, 1977-84), p.52. 

80.See Jean O.Love's discussion of Woolfs admiration for "Vita's legs" in, "Orlando and its Genesis: 

Venturing and Experimenting in Art, Love, and Sex", Revaluation and Continuity, op.cit., p. 198. 

8l.Woolf, Orlando: A Biography, (London: Virago Press, 1928:1993), p.10. 

82.Ellen Bayuk Rosenman, 'Sexual Identity and A Room of One's Own: "Secret Economies" in Virginia 

Woolfs Feminist Discourse', Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, Vol.14, No.31, (1989), 

p.642. 
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Being, Woolf refers to the instances where a catatonic condition of muscular rigidity 

freezes the mobility of her body. Provoked by depressive disturbances, these states 

became Woolfs moments of "non-being"(79). No sense of romance or grace 

surrounds Woolfs description of her individual body in her autobiography, instead: 

It was a feeling of hopeless sadness. It was as if I became aware of 
something terrible; and of m y own powerlessness. I slunk off alone, 
feeling horribly depressed.... I seemed to be dragged down... into 
some pit of absolute despair from which I could not escape. My body 
seemed paralysed.(emphasis added:80) 

Woolf describes her body as an unbearably weighted figure of oppression stifling 

and paralysing her mobility and freedom. Trapped in a heavy body, this experience 

of physical paralysis accompanies those moments of "hopeless sadness" when 

Woolf feels blocked off from reality, from human existence and from productive 

creativity. Depression and embodiment become related and even equated in Woolfs 

autobiography making it difficult for her to associate pleasure with physicality. 

According to Cranny-Francis, the perception of the body as an alien or intrusive 

matter that limits and confines the mind is a product of Western thinking that has 

constructed the mind not only as separate from the body but as the superior, 

authentic realm of the self.83 Woolfs perceptions of her own body seem to confirm 

this Western privileging of consciousness over corporeality, thus, when she recalls 

memorable moments of "being" in her autobiography, these are deliberately dis

embodied moments of being. She writes, for example, in her autobiography, of 

being capable of: 

feeling ecstasies and raptures spontaneously and intensely and 
without shame or the least sense of guilt, so long as they were 
disconnected with my own body, (emphasis added, MB:77) 

This expresses Woolfs dis-embodied subjectivity in Moments of Being, or at least 

her efforts at being without a body. In Orlando, Woolf attempts to convert lack of 

being and body into an excessively signified identity where dislocation, 

disconnection and division are exercised as productive and regenerative forces. 

83.Cranny-Francis, op.cit., p.4. 
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Indeed, several instances of "conversion" take place in Orlando; from reality to 

fantasy, from one historical epoch to another, "from one self to another, from 

masculine to feminine, from biography to autobiography".84 Rather than perceiving 

Woolfs Orlando as a text that allows Woolf to present by biographical proxy, an 

inversion of heterosexual desire, Woolf can be seen as appealing to a notion of 

personal identity that embodies conversion. Autobiography, writes Geoffrey Gait 

Harpham, is a "discourse of conversion."85 In Woolfs biography, the mechanics of 

first person narrative conversion take place at a biographical distance and Sackville-

West becomes the yardstick for measuring biographical means of securing space 

between identities. Orlando also violates the spiritual conversion of 

autobiographical narratives in which man turns from a state of mortality and flesh 

into immortality and disembodiment. Instead, Orlando moves from manhood as a 

state of gender transcendence to a condition of femaleness and its associations of 

corporeality, immanence and original sin. Orlando, then, can be read as an inversion 

of St Augustine's redemptive teleology where a body with organs moves towards a 

body without organs. From a narrative of redemption, Orlando ventures towards a 

"narrative of the fall"86 in which "man" assumes the historically stained condition of 

female embodiment. Orlando's corporeality in Woolfs text is emphasized not only 

by the naked image of the body in the mirror but by the birth of Orlando's child at 

the end of the novel. Orlando's experience of parturition, despite appearing to 

seemingly occur in the vitreous humour of the eye rather than through the genital 

orifice,87 also helps to emphasize Orlando's physicality in the text. 

In her autobiographical writings, Woolf suggests that writing performs 

several important therapeutic functions; it helps alleviate her episodes of transient 

84Jacobus, Reading Woman, op.cit., p.24. 

85.Geoffrey Gait Harpham, "Conversion and the Language of Autobiography", Studies in Autobiography, 

Olney, op.cit., p.45. 

86.Kristeva, Powers of Horror, op.cit., p. 126. 

87.Woolf describes the birth of Orlando's son as follows: "Blue, like a match struck right in the ball of the 

innermost eye, he flys, burns, bursts the seal of sleep; the kingfisher; so that now floods back refluent like 
a tide, the red, thick stream of life again; bibbling, dripping; and we rise...", Orlando, op.cit., p. 193. 
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and prolonged depression as well as severing the constricting umbilicus that ties her 

to the memory of her mother and father. In her diary entry on October 25th 1920, 

Woolf begins with the observation that "Melancholy diminishes as I write".88 

Writing relieves the black sun of depression and despair in Woolfs life. In Moments 

of Being, Woolf refers to the cathartic relief in writing out particular frustrations, 

emotions and memories, specifically those involving her relations with her father 

and mother in To The Lighthouse. In a "A Sketch of the Past" Woolf speaks of 

having "rubbed out a good deal of the force of m y mother's memory by writing 

about her". The effacement of the mother within autobiography is an especially 

interesting theme in writer's autobiographies. According to Barthes, "the writer is 

someone w h o plays with the mother's body", not only to "glorify" and "embellish" it 

but "to dismember" the body.89 In the case of the w o m a n writer, "dismembering" or 

dis-remembering the mother's body raises interesting issues concerning female 

sexuality, maternity and creativity. Johnson suggests that the issue of the w o m a n 

writer, of mothering and of autobiography are all "profoundly interrelated."90 One of 

her propositions is that for the female autobiographer, the creation of textual self-

identity often necessitates a sometimes guilty rejection of the mother's mothering in 

order for the daughter to see herself in her o w n self-made image. Furthermore, in a 

largely androcentric tradition of western autobiographical practices, a woman's 

autobiography, writes Johnson, must try to "neutralize the monstrosity"91 of her own 

female gendered story of the self. This attempt at neutralization may partly explain 

Woolfs fantasy of androgyny in her writing. Androgyny, according to this 

interpretation, acts to neutralize the monstrosity of feminine autobiography by 

incorporating elements associated with a masculine sense of self, including a 

disembodied, autonomous identity. 

88.Woolfs diary entry for Monday 25th October 1920. In the same entry, Woolf suggests that writing 

helps to build "my... strip of pavement over the abyss". A Moment's Liberty, op.cit., p.l 16. 

89.Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, op.cit., p.37. 

9().Johnson, op.cit., p.l. 

K.lbid., p.4. 



106 

Banishing the memories of the father is also implicated in Woolfs attempt at 

female authorship, for "he too obsessed me for years. Until I wrote it out, I found 

my lips moving; I would be arguing with; raging against him... How deep they 

drove themselves into me. "(119) In the relation between "parenthood and 

monstrousness",92 Johnson considers, within a reading of Mary Shelley's 

Frankenstein, the historical connection between "literary creation and the death of a 

parent."93 Indeed, in Woolfs autobiography the physical and psychological death of 

her parents helps to give Woolf the creative autonomy to write and think for herself. 

Autobiography may be considered, therefore, as conveying an image of the writer as 

an orphan, relieved of parental ties that may potentially stifle individual creativity. 

In a conflation of the amorous relation with the writer's creativity, for instance, 

Barthes explains, that "fulfilment means an abolition of inheritances".94 Those 

inheritances may be intellectual, emotional or physiological, or as in Woolfs case, 

all three. Woolfs autobiography helps her to confirm her sense of independence 

from the influence of her mother and father and consolidate her own sense of self. 

Considering that a woman's identity has been historically bound by a responsibility 

to the needs and fulfilments of others, Woolfs separation from anxiety of parental 

influence is a particularly important and radical gesture. 

Emerging from the cracked "shell" of the body, the "cupboard" of illness, 

and as some critics would have it, the epistemological "closet" of repressed or 

secretive homosexuality,95 Orlando can be read as granting Woolf a textual "outing" 

from the confinements of gender, corporeality and the conventions of biography. 

The coming out of Woolf in her biography of Sackville West in Orlando should, 

therefore, not be limited to being interpreted as a vehicle for Woolfs sapphic 

expression. Woolfs "outing", for instance, can be considered a form of narrative 

^Jbid., p.l. 

n.Ibid., p.8. 

94.Barthes, A Lover's Discourse, op.cit., p.56. 

95.See Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick's, Epistemology of the Closet, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1990). 
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escape from the gendered and time bound room of her own.96 In Moments of Being, 

Woolf confirms this desire for an "outside" identity by avoiding an emphasis on the 

subjective "inner" life of her self in her writing in preference for the "outer" 

impersonal reality of objectivity within language. The use of humour in Orlando 

also allows Woolf to escape from her more "serious" writing styles97 and permit an 

enjoyable and vengeful venting of her anger at the plight of the woman writer 

throughout history. John Mepham's interpretation of Orlando also includes a 

metaphorical reference to fresh air. He considers that the text's treatment of "such 

subversive themes through fantasy allows them to be aired without too much 

anxiety, and allows moral and cultural norms and prohibitions to be transgressed in 

an unthreatening way."98 Humour and irony filter and disguise strong emotion in 

Orlando, giving it the effect of a frivolous and light-hearted novel.99 Trying to 

relieve Woolf from an image of "the serious, delicate, hothouse Bloomsbury 

lunatic", Denise Marshall insists on an alternative portrait that frames Woolf as a 

feminist writer of "comedic phenomenology" and as a woman who enjoyed laughter 

and gaiety. "Readers all know about Woolfs madness, her frigidity, her delicacy, 

her lack of stamina, her melancholy and her general fragility",100 but not of Woolf as 

a very funny woman. In Orlando, Woolf releases herself from the creative 

"hothouse" of "serious" literary production and escapes into a mock-heroic 

9<s.Despite feminist enthusiasm for the phrase, "A R o o m of One's Own", I perceive a tendency in Woolf to 

move out of her claustrophobic room. M y evidence for this is in her androgynous vision. Since the mind 
of the androgyne, according to Woolf in A Room Of One's Own, was not "separated into different 
chambers"(97) but rather involved a "fusion" where it was "porous" and "undivided".(94) The 
androgynous mind displayed an indifference to boundaries and enclosures, representing for Woolf, the 
height of theoretical promiscuity and freedom. To desire a "room of one's own" in the meta-physical 
sense would be anathema to the androgynous spirit, for the "mind", writes Woolf in Orlando, should be a 
"meeting-place of dissassembles"(113). See also Showalter's suggestion that the darker side of the room 
is "the sphere of the exile and the eunuch." From, "Flight into Androgyny", A Literature of Their Own, 
op.cit,. p.285. Ultimately, of course, as Anderson suggests, Woolf "refused the choice of either being 

locked in or being locked out." Women's Writing, op.cit., p.70. 

97.Freedman suggests that in terms of form and style, Orlando "is something of an anomaly among 

Virginia Woolfs novels", Virginia Woolf: Revaluation and Continuity, op.cit., p. 192. 

98John Mepham, Virginia Woolf: A Literary Life, (London: Macmillan, 1991), p.128. 

".See Judy Little's essay on the radical comedy of Orlando in its undermining of the masculine "truths" 

of gender and "nature". "(En)gendering Laughter: Woolfs Orlando as Contraband in the Age of Joyce", 
Women's Studies, Vol.15, (1988), pp.149-191. 

l00.Denise Marshall, "Slaying The Angel and the Patriarch: The Grinning Woolf, Women's Studies, 
Vol.15, (1988), pp.175,149,173. 
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adventure that ignores time, aging, death, and the Victorian novelistic tradition of 

classic realism. 

Orlando's body is also free from the images of pathological confinement that 

are encountered in Woolfs autobiographical writings. The image of Woolfs 

pathologized body in this chapter suggests an unwilling experience of an embodied 

relation to language and society. In Woolfs age, the pathologization of women's 

bodies included a classification of hysteria as "the quintessential female malady". As 

Showalter remarks: 

"Hysteria" was linked with the essence of the "feminine" in a number 
of ways. Its vast, unstable repertoire of emotional and physical 
symptoms - fits, fainting, vomiting, choking, sobbing, laughing, 
paralysis - and the rapid passage from one to another suggested the 
lability and capriciousness traditionally associated with the feminine 
nature.toi 

Within psychoanalytic terms, hysteria is characterized by extreme emotional lability 

often resulting in a collision of speech with the materiality of the abject body. 

Catatonia, interpretable as a repressed form of hysteria and characterized by 

muscular rigidity, often oppressed Woolfs physical and emotional well-being. A s an 

internalization of emotional conflict, the catatonic body is experienced by Woolf as 

a loss of will-power and control over the movements and reactions of her body. 

Expressing her fear in a letter to Ethel Smyth in 1936, Woolf complained; "It's odd 

h o w sleeplessness... has the power to frighten me. It's connected I think with those 

awful times when I couldn't control myself."102 Woolf appears repelled by conditions 

of overwhelming embodiment when the body loses its conscious powers of 

judgement and determination. Such periods of insomnia seem connected to a fear of 

going mad and losing control. During these periods of illness, Woolf experiences a 

sense of existential crisis precipitated by the discontinuity between her body and her 

"".Showalter, The Female Malady, op.cit., p. 129. As Showalter discusses, this linkage between hysteria 

and femininity began to change "only when hysteria, under the new name it was given during the war, 

became a widespread malady of men..." p.164. 

102.Virginia's letter to Ethel Smyth, June 4th, 1936, cf., Bell, op.cit., p. 195. 
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consciousness. Jeanne Schulkind writes of Woolf, that when her sense of "self 

merges with reality, all limits associated with the physical world cease to exist,"103 as 

if she were attempting, in her union with reality, to dislocate her head from the 

physical reality of her body. Woolfs memory of physical debility not only haunts 

her with the fear of madness and loss of will but with the potential threat of 

rupturing sustained literary discourse - Woolfs primary conduit of physical 

transcendence. According to Elaine Scarry, "physical pain does not simply resist 

language but actively destroys it".104 Being ill, therefore, constitutes a particular form 

of embodied monstrousness for Woolf, occupying her body and forcing her to be 

removed from her writer's desk. W o m e n suffering from nervous disorders during 

Woolfs life-time were, contrary to men's therapeutic practices, directed towards 

absolute rest and inactivity. As Showalter notes, the gendered nature of this 

"enforced passivity"105 was often prescribed at the expense of a women's intellectual 

and physical energies. Woolfs sleepiness and immobility added to the sensation of 

her body as a weight pinning her down to her bed. 

In Woolfs construction of an autobiographical self, one of her expressed 

desires is to move outside of her body - a body that sometimes "seemed paralysed" 

and provoked "a peculiar horror and a physical collapse." W h e n Woolfs reality 

experiences an epiphanic sense of order, it serves to vindicate her belief "that one's 

life is not confined to one's body."(MB:80-1) The creative act for Woolf is a 

sublime expression of freedom from corporeal confinement, however, although the 

disembodying modernist ethic of art as a transcendental signifier helps to confirm 

Woolfs view, the pathological and social conditions of her gendered body made it 

difficult for her not to perceive her lived materiality as a prison house of her 

creativity and selfhood as an artist and as a woman. 

1(,3.Jeanne Schulkind, "Introduction", Moments of Being, op.cit., p.23. 

l04.Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain, op.cit., p.4. 

l05.Showalter, The Female Malady, op.cit., p. 192-4. 
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While the spirit of Woolfs age imposed a constricting bourgeois ideal of 

domesticated femininity, encapsulated in the "Angel in the House", Orlando 

manages to reconcile her vocation and passion for writing with "the spirit of her 

age". Woolf remarks that: 

The transaction between a writer and the spirit of the age is one of 
infinite delicacy, and upon a nice arrangement between the two the 
whole fortune of his works depends. Orlando had so ordered it that 
she was in an extremely happy position; she need neither fight her 
age, nor submit to it; she was of it, yet remained herself. Now, 
therefore, she could write, and write she did. She wrote. She wrote. 
She wrote. 106 

Until Woolf moved into the bohemian and unconventional living arrangements 

associated with the "Bloomsburies", her social and domestic obligations at Hyde 

Park Gate drained her of creative energy and were representative of a painful 

disjuncture in her life as a writer. When Woolf entered the Bloomsbury circle, "all 

that tremendous encumbrance of appearance and behaviour... vanished 

completely."(MB:207) Woolf was twenty two years old when she moved to 46 

Gordon Square in Bloomsbury in 1904. Her father had only recently died and Woolf 

was convalescing after her second mental breakdown. Unattached and orphaned, 

Ellen Rosenman remarks that Woolfs move to Bloomsbury "remade her as an 

independent, unconventional person" free of her corseted Victorian past.107 Her 

move to Bloomsbury, therefore, functioned as a dramatization of her need to erase 

the memory of her parents and physically remove herself from the memories of her 

past at Hyde Park Gate. 

Orlando is written with "a desire that celebrates diversity and 

indeterminacy"108 and in a style that converts the negative and numbing experience 

m.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p. 174. 

l07.Ellen Bayuk Rosenman, A Room Of One's Own: Women Writers and the Politics of Creativity, (New 

York: Twayne Publishers, 1995), p.5. 

l08.Michael R. Olin-Hitt, "Desire, Death, and Plot: The Subversive Play of Orlando", Women's Studies, 
Vol.24, No.5, (1995), p.483. 
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of physical and emotional ambivalence recorded in Moments of Being. Rather than 

the sensation of "this violently disturbing conflict"(MB:120), Orlando's assumption 

of her second sex does not clash uncomfortably or confusingly with his male 

sympathies but is a polymorphous accumulation of selves. Woolf asks mockingly: 

If Orlando was a woman, how did she never take more than ten 
minutes to dress? And were not her clothes chosen at rather at 
random, and sometimes worn rather shabby?... Yet again, though bold 
and active as a man, it was remarked that the sight of another in 
danger bought on the most womanly palpitations... m 

Orlando blends masculine and feminine elements smoothly into his and her self, 

accepting without turmoil the various manifestations of an androgynous being. 

Orlando's mind, observes Woolf, "had become a fluid that flowed round things and 

enclosed them completely."110 In A Room of One's Own, Woolfs definition of the 

androgynous mind as "porous" and "undivided" is an echoing of her description of 

Orlando.111 Orlando's accumulation of womanhood is similarly carried out with ease. 

While the autobiographical Woolf battles with the social and ideological demands of 

her gender, Orlando slides in and out of the roles and expectations of her sex with 

flexibility, irony and humour. As Orlando's narrator-biographer explains: 

She had a great variety of selves to call upon, far more than we have 
been able to find room for, since a biography is considered complete 
if it merely accounts for six or seven selves, whereas a person may 
well have as many thousand... changing her selves as quickly as she 
drove - there was a new one at every comer...m 

Orlando's polymorphousness, mutations, and (auto)mobility spills out of the 

bounded enclosure of a "room" to acquire the vast landscape of the view that lies 

outside. In effect, Orlando's is a room with a view - open, breezy and free. The 

109.Woolf, Orlando: A Biography, (London: Virago Press, 1928:1993), p. 122. 

"o.lbid., p.205. 

"•.Woolf, A Room of One's Own, op.cit., p.94. 

"2.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p.202. 
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advancing technology of a new age, characterized by automobiles and aeroplanes 

impinges upon human consciousness in Orlando. The emergence of cinema as an art 

form within English culture in the 1920s also altered perceptions of movement 

within space. For Potter, film's extemalization of literary images helps to re-create 

Orlando as an embodied character, thereby "revitalizing"113 Woolfs literary 

narrative. Like film, biography moves out from the self to externalize identity by 

projecting personal desire onto the figure of the other. Furthermore, according to 

Potter, film can portray and preserve the multiplicities of identity because of the 

"redemptive possibilities" of cinema's role in the perpetuation of unpredictable 

meaning and experience.114 If Orlando, for instance, is Woolfs narrative 

experimentation with the notion of an incarnate androgyne, then film can help to 

fulfil, or at least empower such fantasies through its semiological projection of 

figure, trope and image. Considering the visual and kinetic images of film, Christian 

Metz describes cinema as having "a materiality, a kind of body."ni The notion of 

image, motion and materiality creates interesting possibilities for Woolfs 

biographical text when translated into film. 

Indeed, in 1926, two years before the publication of Orlando, Woolf began 

to develop an interest in film and film theory as a new aesthetic medium116 and 

outlined film's potential to address the issues of time, movement and space within 

narrative art and the relation between language and motion. In her essay, "The 

Cinema", Woolf speculates about whether cinema can offer "some secret language 

which w e can feel and see, but never speak, and, if so, could this be made visible to 

113.Hankins, op.cit., p. 173. 

ll4.Miriam Hanser, Babel and Babylon: Spectatorship in American Silent Film, (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1991), p.19. 

U5.Christian Metz, Psychoanalysis and Cinema: The Imaginary Signifier, trans. Celia Britton, Annwyl 

Williams, Ben Brewster and Alfred Guzzetti, (London: Macmillan, 1977:1982), p.21. 

116.As Leslie Kathleen Hankins suggests: "In the early decades of the twentieth century, cinema served as 

intellectual common ground for theorizing about aesthetics in general". From, '"Across the Screen of M y 
Brain": Virginia Woolfs "The Cinema" and Film Forums of the Twenties', The Multiple Muses of 

Virginia Woolf, ed. Diane F. Gillespie, (Columbia and London: University of Missouri Press, 1993), 

p.148. 



113 

the eye?",117 hinting at the possibility of cinema's role in manifesting a seemingly 

embodied language of images "seen" and "felt". Indeed, in Orlando, Woolf appears 

to experiment with the manipulation of time, space and linearity that cinema 

attempts visually. When read against Woolfs interest in film theory, and in the 

"queer sensation"118 of film, it does not seem inappropriate, then, to discuss Potter's 

film as a fascinating visualization of Woolfs experimentation with genre and 

gender119 in Orlando. According to Leslie Kathleen Hankins, film criticism in the 

1920s allowed Woolf "a free space" for assessing and challenging the boundaries 

and limitations of the arts, due to its relative autonomy and freedom from 

authoritative male theory that had couched literature within critical elitism.120 In this 

autonomous space, Woolf, writes Hankins, "was free to spin her fantasies"121 - on 

what may have been, the fantasies of embodiment, kinetics, and passionate 

subjectivity122 - or whatever constituted cinema's "secret language". 

In terms of literary form, Orlando is also situated somewhat outside of 

Woolfs creative corpus, signally a narrative "declaration of independence".123 

Biography distances the author from a first-person narrative, effecting an 

externalization of the author's identity by projecting the self onto the figure of a 

117.Woolf, "The Cinema" (1926), Collected Essays: Volume Two, (London: The Hogarth Press, 

1925:1966), p.270. 

"Ubid., p.269. 

119.In a fascinating inversion of the Woolf-Potter continuum, Rene" Clair's Surrealist film on gender 

mixing, Entr'acte (1924), "formed the backdrop for Woolfs parallel fictional technique using gender 
reversal to disorient the reader in Orlando." Hankins, op.cit., p. 154. 

™.Ibid., p.159. 

™.Ibid., p.160. 

122.In contrast to the modernist aesthetic of objectivity and impersonality that Woolf encouraged women 

to adopt in A Room of One's Own in order to attain an asexual and androgynous creative mind, 1920s 
film theory showed a particular interest in the interrelationships between "motion" and "emotion". See 
Hankins, op.cit., p. 149. Cinema's subjectivie possibilities in evoking emotion and conveying a visual 

image of the body suggests its role as a feminine gendered aesthetic as opposed to the modernist literary 
ideal of emotional detachment and "depersonalization" as advanced by T.S.Eliot in his famous essay, 
"Tradition and the Individual Talent" in, The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism, (London: 
Methuen, 1920:1974), pp.47-59. In this essay, Eliot suggests that "the progress of the artist is a continual 
self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality." p.53. 

123.J.J.Wilson, "Why is Orlando Difficult?", New Feminist Essays on Virginia Woolf, ed. Jane Marcus, 

(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1981), p. 174. 
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biographical other. Potter's film can be viewed as a specular accompaniment to 

Woolfs literary narrative in Orlando, aiding Woolf at the task of externalizing 

sensation which she frequently attempted in her writing.124 Woolfs Orlando disrupts 

the stylistic and technical continuity of her corpus and is situated somewhat outside 

of the usual parameters of the writer's serious novelistic world. As Potter has 

suggested, what Woolf was hoping to achieve in Orlando 'unlike her other books, 

was an "exteriorisation of consciousness"... instead of using a literary monologue.'125 

Woolf writes in her biography of Orlando that "openness indeed was the soul of her 

nature."126 Potter realizes and therefore literalizes a desire of Woolf to emerge 

beyond the constraints of the literary aesthetic of the realist novel and experiment 

with the limits of biographical narrative. 

For Woolf, the image of the mirror, for instance, allows the "female" 

Orlando to muse over and enjoy her physical beauty. Playfully undermining the 

"tom-boy" code of her youth in Moments of Being, Woolfs Orlando indulges in a 

pleasurable objectification and externalization of the body associated with female 

vanity: 

"Now", she said when all was ready and lit the silver sconces on 
either side of the mirror. What woman would not have kindled to see 
what Orlando saw then burning in the snow - for all about the 
looking-glass were snowy lawns, and she was like a fire, a burning 
bush, and the candle flames about her head were silver leaves; or 
again, the glass was green water, and she a mermaid, slung with 
pearls, a siren in a cave, singing so that oarsmen leant from their boats 
and fell down, down to embrace her... so astonishingly seductive that 
it was a thousand pities that there was no one there to put it in plain 
English, and say outright, "Damn it, Madam, you are loveliness 

124.See Ruth Miller for a discussion on Woolfs desire in transferring the effects of painting and music into 

her writing. If the brilliant mind was androgynous, in aesthetic terms this would translate itself into a 
technically hybrid novel to which Woolf desired to write. Miller quotes Woolf from one of her critical 
essays that "the novelist after all wants to make us see" (E2:241), p.46. Miller also suggests that Woolfs 
"creative perception" responded in part to G.E.Moore's ideas on ocular perception.p.47. Converting 

Orlando to film offers all the illusions of aesthetic wholeness that Woolf aspired towards in combining 

imagery and music in the text. Virginia Woolf: The Frames of Art and Life, (London:Macmillan Press, 

1988), p.44-55. 

125.Potter quoted in Walter Donohue's "Immortal Longing", Sight and Sound, Vol.3, (March 1993), p. 10. 

126.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p.121. 
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incarnate," which was the truth. Even Orlando... knew it, for she 
smiled the involuntary smile which w o m e n smile when their own 
beauty, which seems not their own, forms like a drop falling or a 
fountain rising and confronts them all of a sudden in the glass...XZI 

The "incarnate" beauty of Orlando in the mirror and her pleasures of the gaze 

directly contrasts with Woolfs lack of confidence and crippling anxiety concerning 

her own physical appearance in Moments of Being. To "powder my nose in public", 

writes Woolf, or "to come into a room wearing a new dress... still frightens me; at 

least makes me shy, self-conscious, uncomfortable."(MB:76) As well as her 

looking-glass shame, Woolfs "dress complex"(MB:228) makes buying and trying 

on clothes an embarrassing confrontation with her face and body. Woolf speculates 

on "some opposite instinct" that blocked her ability to freely enjoy the public 

adoration and image of her physical beauty. For although "femininity was very 

strong in our family", writes Woolf, and "we were famous for our beauty", "my 

natural love for beauty was checked by some ancestral dread." Woolf writes that 

"my father was spartan, ascetic, puritanical. He had I think no feeling for pictures; 

no ear for music; no sense of the sound of words."(MB:77) Orlando's feminine 

sensuality challenges Woolfs inheritance of patriarchal puritanism. Indeed, it is 

Woolfs fondness for femininity and liberated consciousness that draws her to the 

figure and character of her friend Sackville-West. 

Woolf admired Sackville-West's unconventionality as a woman, her 

confident sexuality, her tall and agile physique and her seeming fusion of gender 

disparities that many English writers in the inter-war period sought to incorporate in 

their work.128 As T.E.Lawrence129 was to the "Auden Generation", Sackville-West, 

l27./Wd.,p.ll9. 

128.See in particular Auden and Stephen Spender's poetry of the 1930s in Poetry of the Thirties, ed. Robin 

Skelton, (London: Middlesex, 1964:1977). See also Spender's poem from the 1930s, "Dark and Light" in 
which a poetic vision "binds the dark and light/ Together reconciles and separates/ In lucid day the chaos 

of m y darkness." In Spender's Collected Poems: 1928-1953, (London: Faber and Faber, 1955), pp.91-92. 
See also the poems of T.S.Eliot and the novels of E.M.Forster. 

129.Thomas Edward Lawrence 1888-1935. In 1926 he wrote Seven Pillars of Wisdom: A Triumph, 
(London: Jonathan Cape, 1935). Popularly known as "Lawrence of Arabia", he was an admired figure in 
the 1920s and 30s for combining political action with poetic contemplation. 
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had there been a similar canonization of w o m e n artists, could have been for her own 

female contemporaries.130 In other words, Sackville-West may have embodied 

Woolfs own disparate desires, in an extension and projection of her subjectivity. 

Read this way, Orlando performs a positive transfiguration of the doppelgdnger that 

plagues Woolfs self-image in "A Sketch of the Past". Orlando, writes Quentin Bell, 

is "Virginia's most idealised creation; he/she is modelled near to the heart's 

desire."131 Bell's description further confims the autobiographical potential of 

Woolfs biography. In Barthes' fragments from The Lover's Discourse, the direction 

of amorous discourse turns back towards the self to become an act "of an extreme 

solitude."132 As an amorous discourse, Orlando can be interpreted 

autobiographically. Through her biography of Sackville-West, Woolf is able to 

130.There is much material on the subject of literature and its relation to politics in England's inter-war 

period, revolving around the Great Depression, the Spanish Civil War, proletarian politics, the crisis of 
liberalism and the onset of global war. See, for example, Julian Symons', The Thirties: A Dream 
Revolved, (London: The Cresset Press, 1960); Bernard Bergonzi's, Reading the Thirties: Texts and 
Contexts, (London and Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1978); Stephen Spender's, The Thirties and After: 
Poetry, Politics, People (1933-75), (London: Macmillan, 1978); Ronald Carter's, ed., Thirties Poets: 'The 
Auden Group', (London: Macmillan, 1984:1989). Of course, Sackville-West not only raises the issue of 
writing as a woman during this period but as an aristocratic woman. Class was a provocative issue in 
England's inter-war period. In the context of British social history and the compromise between 
aristocratic and bourgeoise ideology in the 1930s, Sackville-West represents the declining hegemony of 
aristocratic ideology as well as the hidden history of women writers. Indeed, a particularly prevalent 
attitude amongst left-wing male artists in the 1930s can be summed up in the statement, that '"an artist 
who didn't take politics seriously then was a clown, a nobody.'" cf., Symons, The Thirties, op.cit., p.98. If 
this was indeed the mentality, then a female artist who did not take politics, especially left-wing politics, 
seriously was probably considered even more of a clown. As Symons suggests, what the age demanded 
"was simplicity, the direct speech of man to man." op.cit., p. 174. 

Suzanne Raitt, however, does position Sackville-West in a" homosexual subculture of the 1920's and 
1930's"(12). This she defines as "conservative pastoralism" and cites Edward Carpenter as part of this 
coterie as well as the following women writers: Sylvia Townsend Warner, Valentine Ackland, Radclyffe 
Hall, Una Troubridge. 

Raitt also attempts to fill in the gaps within the discourse of Modernism in her "Introduction". Her 
interest is in "the possible political configuration of modernism and lesbianism"(ll), particularly, "the 
interaction of lesbianism and social and aesthetic conservatism that Sackville-West's life and work 
dramatize." There have been of course recent revisionist histories of the movement that recognise the 
impact of female modernism and its intersections with lesbianism, however, Sackville-West slots into a 
slightly different genre considering her novels are not associated with avant-garde aesthetics. Hence m y 
comparison between Lawrence and Sackville-West, not merely from the perspective of homosexualities 
but of their "image", an important concept in the 1930s especially with the emergence of cinema and 
mass advertising. Politically, however, Lawrence's liberalism is incompatible with the aristocratic, quasi-
feudal Toryism of Sackville-West. Vita and Virginia: The Work and Friendship of Vita Sackville-West 
and Virginia Woolf, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993). 

131.Quentin Bell, op.cit, p.l 18. 

l32.Barthes, The Lover's Discourse: Fragments, trans. Richard Howard, (London: Penguin Books, 

1977:1990), p.2. 
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project and displace her own desires onto the character of Orlando, vicariously 

enjoying the pleasures of mixed sexuality and unconventional behaviour. Granting 

her biographical subject the birth of a son133 in "the red, thick stream of life", 

Orlando again becomes a conduit of ecstacy and embodiment for Woolf, giving 

birth to the child Woolf will never have. During her forties, Woolf exclaimed in a 

depressive fit, that she would "never pretend that children... can be replaced by other 

things."134 Woolfs absent maternity can suggest two forms of female self-hood; 

identity as incompletion, or as self-containment. In this latter configuration, Woolfs 

body, sealed from maternity and hence, from the otherness of a child, can be read as 

a metaphor of self-enclosed female identity. Sexuality without fecundity has been 

historically aligned with hermaphroditic infertility and reproductive futility.135 

Remaining childless and encompassing her own alterity may contribute to Woolfs 

androgynous sensibilities. In Woolfs biography, Orlando dreams during a long 

slumberous interlude, an image of three Ladies: "Our Lady of Purity", "Our Lady of 

Chastity" and "Our Lady of Modesty". Perhaps as a self-directed satire at her 

personification of these three sanitized faces of Eve, Woolf gives voice to Our Lady 

of Modesty who cries: 

Virgin I am and ever shall be. Not for me the fruitful fields and the 
fertile vineyard. Increase is odious to me; and when the apples 
burgeon or the flocks breed, I run, I run...136 

As an aestheticized ideal, the presentation of the androgyne's sealed body 

perpetuates an image of self-completion and purity. Of course, in Woolfs 

biography, Orlando breeds a son thus abandoning both virginity and the barren 

fields of Our Lady of Modesty. However, in her own life, according to biographer 

Quentin Bell, Woolf suffered in her relationship with Leonard Woolf and always 

133.Although childbirth for Orlando can be interpreted as Woolfs attempt to embody the figure and 

experience of Orlando's character, Albright remarks of Woolfs "bizarre" description of the event "was 
due to her unwillingness to confront directly the spectacle of labor." op.cit., p.9. For the relevant passage 
see page 193 in the 1990 Vintage edition of Orlando. 

l34.From Woolfs diary, quoted in in Quentin Bell's biography, op.cit., p.89. 

l35.Paglia, op.cit., p.82. 

i«.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p.85. 
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looked to her sister Vanessa as the incarnation of a happy and healthy female 

sexuality and maternity.137 Woolf, however, wavered between positions, sometimes 

wanting children and sometimes abhorring pregnancy and childbirth. In her diary in 

December 1927, Woolf wrote: "I don't like the physicalness of having children of 

one's own,"138 thus expressing a distaste for the corporeality of childbearing and 

what she called the "heaviness of physical life".139 Perhaps, in avoiding children, 

Woolf was attempting to configure her body as a barrier against the patriarchal 

family and the pathologisation of a woman's body that pregnancy and parturition 

was likely to provoke. Chastity and childlessness may therefore function to preserve 

the body as a protective envelopment of the female self. As Marcus remarks on 

Woolfs chastity, "the inviolate body suggests youth and life when compared with 

the body of Victorian motherhood, battered by childhood."140 To avoid this 

physiological "heaviness" of being, Woolfs autobiography attempts to ignore, rather 

unsuccessfully, considering the episodes of her "looking-glass shame", the somatic 

site of her literary production. This is somewhat ironic considering that one of the 

generic features of autobiographical writing is to actually emphasize rather than 

ignore the material reality of the speaking subject. One of the effects of this irony is 

to perpetuate an image of Woolfs autobiography within an androcentric model of 

self-representation that attempts to undermine the materiality of the body in 

determining consciousness and identity. 

Within Woolfs tabernacle of the self, the act of writing is evoked as a 

moment of monomorphic intensity, as echoed in Barthes' notion of language as a 

lover's self-directed discourse. In Orlando, Woolf ponders seductively: 

137.From her diary entry on the 2nd January 1923, Woolf writes,"I am in one of my moods... A desire for 

children I suppose; for Nessa's life...", and on September 15 1926, "I'm unhappy unhappy!... But why am 
I feeling like this?... Vanessa. Children. Failure.", cf., A Moment's Liberty, op.cit.,p.\56 and p.220. 
Although in December 1927, Woolf wrote in her diary; "I don't like the physicalness of having children 
of one's own.", ibid.,p.23%. 

™.Ibid. 

139.In her diary entry for August 8th 1928, Woolf writes of no longer desiring children, "since my ideas so 
possess me... and the slow heaviness of physical life, and I almost dislike people's bodies, I think, as I 
grow older." Ibid.,p.241. 

l40.Marcus, "The Niece of a Nun", Virginia Woolf: A Feminist Slant, op.cit., p.8. 
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W a s not writing poetry a secret transaction, a voice answering a 
voice?... What could have been more secret,... like the intercourse of 
lovers...(213) 

The androgynous moment of being for Woolf can be interpreted in the instance of "a 

voice answering a voice." Autobiography may be read as an author's private 

dialogue with its self. In Woolfs case, the (auto)biographical subject accommodates 

a vacillating subjectivity, hovering between a first-person account of life and the 

novelistic techniques of a third-person narrative. If one reads Orlando as does Mary 

Jacobus, seeing the text as "female autobiography",141 Woolfs biography becomes an 

unconventional extension of her autobiographical writing. Jacobus suggests, for 

example, that "Orlando and her biographer... create each other by mutual 

substitution,"142 allowing Woolf to blend reality with fantasy, and autobiography 

with fiction. In doing so, Woolfs auto-biography is another attempt to neutralize the 

monstrosity of feminine autobiography. Reading Orlando as a covert 

autobiographical text allows Woolfs multiple identity and ambiguous sexuality to 

be expressed in relative autonomy from the conventional expectations of the genre. 

Considering Woolfs biography as an unconventional autobiography renders 

an interpretation of Orlando as an extravagant billet-doux to Sackville-West: a 

rather amusing, if inappropriate one.143 This is because Woolf appears to experience 

the act of writing in Orlando as a private drama - involving no other body - indeed, 

not even her own. Throughout Orlando, Woolf attributes the act of being alone and 

writing to affirming a comfortable position in the universe: "I will write", and "I am 

l4l.Ibid., p.23. 

I42.Jacobus, op.cit., p.23. 

143.Woolf in a diary entry for the 20th May 1926, comments on her relationship with Vita; "I am amused 

at m y relations with her:... A m I in love with her? But what is love?", and on M a y 25th, Woolf expresses 
in her diary her reaction to meeting Vita; "So Vita came... how shy one is; how disillusioned by the actual 
body...", A Moment's Liberty, op.cit., pp.213,214. Emphasis added. See also Jean Love's assessment that 
"in a decisive way... the venture into eroticism [with Sacville-West] had ended with Orlando and in a 
sense the book became a requiem mass for that part of Virginia's life." Revaluation and Continuity, 
op.cit., p.218. 
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alone"144 are frequent exclamations made by Orlando, suggesting that Woolf equated 

the act of writing with the notion of hermeneutic self-identity. Deriving similar 

reassurance from the space of one's own writing, Duras formulates three 

predominating circumstances of her life with clarity in The Lover: the desire to die, 

the desire to be alone, and the desire to write, "that's what I see beyond the present 

moment, in the great desert in whose form my life stretches out before me."145 If, as 

Jacobus suggests, Orlando is ultimately concerned "with questions of writing,"146 

rather than with expressing homosexual admiration for Sackville-West, then Woolfs 

desire in language is for writing to perform a disengagement from corporeality. 

Indeed, in a diary entry in May 1926, two years before the completion of Orlando, 

Woolf wrote of her "amusing" relationship with Sackville-West, her excitement at 

West's imminent visit and her final "disillusionment" with the arrival and presence 

of her friend's "actual body".147 Read against Woolfs diary entries, the erotic element 

of Woolfs biography becomes somewhat misleading with regards to the private 

drama of Woolfs writing process. In Orlando, writing and solitude are affirmed as 

complementary states of being. For Woolf, solitude is a mental and physical attempt 

to transcend not only the body of the "other" but of the "self. 

2:3 The Disembodiment Ethic of Androgyny 

In Orlando, androgyny functions as an almost mystical and Utopian idealization of 

mixed sexuality, smoothly blending masculinities with femininities. As opposed to 

the notions of divinity in androgyny,148 however, hermaphrodism suggests a literal 

I44.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., pp.112, 118. 

145.Duras, The Lover, op.cit., p. 109. 

146.Jacobus, op.cit., p.22. 

l47.Woolf, A Moment's Liberty, op.cit., pp.213,214. 

l48.See Nicolai Berdyaev's divination of the androgyne in The Meaning of the Creative Act (1916), where 
it is suggested: "In truth neither man nor woman is the image and likeness of God but only the 
androgyne..." pp. 180-4, cf., Christian Existentialism: A Berdyaev Anthology, trans. Donald A. Lowrie, 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1965), p.98. For an extended discussion of the Christ-like figure of the 
androgyne as a Judeo-Christian tradition which associates androgyny with the triumph of the "One" over 
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embodiment of mixed sexuality, implying not divinity, but daemonic subjectivity. 

According to Foucault, from around the time of European Enlightenment, 

hermaphrodism came to be seen as a physiological, legal and epistemological 

monstrosity.149 The etymology of "monster", is the Latin monstrare, implying to 

show forth, or, de-monstrate.^0 Hermaphrodism is a physical manifestation of 

ambiguous sexuality often considered a violation of the natural or a sign of 

daemonic incarnation. Conversely, androgyny is traditionally regarded as a meta

physical and ethereal state of angelic being. As a sweet, unaffected idealization of 

the sexes in union with one another, the state of androgyny may be dismissed as an 

unreasonable political aspiration in confrontation with the realpolitik of material 

existence and gendered inequalities. According to Francette Pacteau, for example, 

androgyny can only belong to the "domain of the imaginary."151 The imaginary, 

configured as a moment when the sense of "otherness" disappears into the totality of 

the "self, is a pleasurable pre-Oedipal condition of identity as unity. In this sense, 

androgyny offers the subject a feeling of "double triumph",152 experiencing identity 

as the fusion of masculinity and femininity, or identity as "otherness". Woolfs 

androgyny highlights a particular process of binary thinking based on dialectical 

reasoning. Whereas the doppelgdnger in Woolfs autobiography is a monstrous 

manifestation of double being, androgyny is like a dialectical dream in the 

the "Other" and, hence, as a re-valorization of the male over the female, see Marilyn R. Farwell's 
"Virginia and Androgyny", Contemporary Literature, Vol.16, No.4, (Autumn 1975), pp.438-9. 

149.For an account of the judicial and medical classications of hermaphrodism within a "semiotics of the 

monstrous" from the fifteeth to the twenteith century, see Julia Epstein's "Either/Or - Neither/Both: 
Sexual Ambiguity and the Ideology of Gender", Genders, No.7, (Spring 1990), p.107. There are some 

contradictions to the thesis that hermaphrodism has always and in every context been considered an 
aberrant horror of the natural. While Epstein's thesis, for example, considers hermaphrodism as being 
traditionally located within "teratology" - the study of monsters (100), Foucault's thesis on sexuality 
argues that it is really only since the eighteeth-century, characterized by modern Western society's 
insistence on a single "true sex", that hermaphrodites have been configured as "terror-inspiring 

monsters". See Foucault's "Introduction" in Herculine Barbin: Being the Recentlty Discovered Memoirs 
of a Nineteenth-Century French Hermaphrodite, trans. Richard McDougall, (Sussex: The Harvester 
Press, 1980), pp.vii-xi. 

150.Epstein, ibid., p. 107. 

151.Francette Pacteau, "The Impossible Referent: Representations of the Androgyne", Formations of 

Fantasy, ed. Victor Burgin, James Donald and Cora Kaplan, (London and N e w York: Methuen, 1986), 
p.3. 

152.M.DiBattista, Virginia Woolfs Major Novels: The Fables of Anon, (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1980), p. 19. 
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reconciliation of oppositions. Woolfs double in the mirror is a perpetual litigation 

between opposite selves, a troubling doubleness revealing the pain of ambivalent 

subjectivity. In Moments of Being, the androgynous body is therefore limited to its 

representation by Woolf as a disfigurement of the feminine, thereby entailing a 

double loss; as androgynous unity and feminine identity. 

Elizabeth Meese argues that critical fascination for Woolfs androgyny 

"disguises her lesbian interests - a diversionary tactic"153 employed by both Woolf 

and the critic. The issue of disguise, however, simplistically fabricates a distinction 

between false appearance and genuine reality. Rather than a containable category 

that fixes and formulates, androgyny, suggests Pacteau, signifies that which is 

"excessive".154 Androgyny, then, in Woolfs case, would seem to function more as an 

expansion of consciousness rather than as a limited definition of gender. The notion 

of "expansion rather than definition" also serves as a useful guide to understanding 

the term "lesbian" in Woolfs work.155 According to Rosenman, for instance, Woolfs 

resistance to a "lesbian" identity was less out of moral fear, considering the 

criminalization of homosexuality in 1921 and the obscenity trials in 1928 of 

Radclyffe Hall's lesbian novel, The Well of Loneliness, than out of the 

inappropriateness of fixing relationships and selfhood into sexual categories, 

especially considering the nonconformist ethical context of Bloomsbury.156 A critical 

emphasis, therefore, on the function of androgyny in Woolfs work need not be seen 

as a "diversionary tactic" distracting the reader from a lesbian reading of female 

selfhood. Furthermore, it can be argued that Woolf perceived the coupling of a man 

and w o m a n as an ideal form of romantic androgyny. In "A Sketch of the Past", 

Woolf reminisces over Jack and Stella's engagement as the "first vision then of love 

between m a n and woman": 

153.E.Meese, "When Virginia Looked at Vita, What Did She See; Or Lesbian: Feminist: Woman - What's 

The Differ(e/a)nce?", Feminist Studies, 18, no.l, (Spring 1992), Meese, op.cit., p.103. 

154.Pacteau, op.cit., p.79. 

155.Rosenman, op.cit., p.643. 

iS6.Ibid., p.647. 
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It was through that engagement that I had m y first vision - so intense, 
so exciting, so rapturous... of love between man and woman. It was to 
m e like a ruby; glowing, red, clear, intense. It gave m e a conception 
of love; a standard of love; a sense that nothing in the world is so 
lyrical, so musical, as a young man and a young woman in their first 
love for one another. I connect it with respectable engagements; 
unofficial love never gives me the same feeling... It springs from the 
ecstasy I felt, in m y covert, behind the folding doors of the Hyde Park 
Gate drawing room. I sat there, shielded, being half insane with 
shyness and nervousness; reading Fanny Bumey's diary; and feeling 
come over m e intermittent waves of a very strong emotion - rage 
sometimes; how often I was enraged by m y father then! - love, or the 
reflection of love, too. It was bodiless; a light; an ecstasy, (emphasis 
added: 116-7) 

As neither an "official" nor "standard" love, one may speculate whether Woolf 

perceived her "affair" with Sackville-West as being as "lyrical" or as "musical" as 

the love between a man and a woman. In A Room of One's Own, Woolf also admits 

to "a profound, if irrational, instinct in favour of the theory that the union of man 

and w o m a n makes for the greatest satisfaction, the most complete happiness."157 The 

image and union of man and woman signifies for Woolf the closest materialization 

of inter-subjective androgyny. Furthermore, Woolfs ideal experience of love is 

experienced as a "bodiless" ecstasy, but it remains unclear as to whether 

disembodiment is an ideal condition of love or the result of "being half insane with 

shyness and nervousness." In other words, the disembodied subjectivity of Woolf 

presented in her autobiography is written not so much within the conventional 

tradition of disembodied male autobiography but rather as a consequence of the ill-

effects of a wounded female self. 

In 1977, Showalter declared the need to "demystify the legend of Virginia 

W o o l f by suggesting that Woolf was unable to overcome the sense of an irresolute 

sexual identity and despite her wish for androgyny, "saw her own life in sexually 

polarized terms".158 Feminist critiques that have, for instance, "enshrined Virginia as 

157.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p.93. 

158.Showalter, A Literature of Their Own, op.cit., p.265. 
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its saint",159 must adopt, says Showalter, Woolfs own "murderous imagery" and "kill 

the Angel in the House, that phantom of female perfection who stands in the way of 

freedom."160 Reading Woolf in this way, it is possible to speculate that she too 

intended Orlando as an experiment, an attempt to demystify her own vision of 

androgyny into a literal and therefore comic configuration of the transgendering, 

transhistorical time-traveller embodied in the figure of Orlando. From young 

nobleman to de-classed woman, Orlando is a narrative fantasy of mixed being 

operating as a comic attack on the fantasy of the androgyne. 

Sherron Knopp argues that feminist criticism has largely ignored Woolfs 

Orlando, a consequence of having being framed by both critical and authorial 

intentions as the least serious of her literary work. Indeed, Woolf herself, for 

instance, indicated that when set herself down to write Orlando, she "began it as a 

joke".161 Highlighting Nigel Nicholson's description of Orlando as "the longest and 

most charming love letter in literature,"162 Knopp suggests that there is, throughout 

much feminist work on Woolf, a critical indifference to the text's lesbian 

implications. In her attempt to pin down sapphism and subversiveness in Woolfs 

Orlando, Knopp reads Woolfs' "joke" seriously, because "one must get the 

relationship between Virginia and Vita right".163 In the context of Knopp's essay, 

getting it right means understanding the relationship as "lesbian".164 Woolfs sexual 

identity, however, would be better interpreted as a labile position rather than a solid 

and unchanging integrity, since enshrining Woolf as a "sapphic-slasher" imposes a 

159.Sherron E. Knopp, '"If I saw you would you kiss me?": Sapphism and the Subversiveness of Virginia 

Woolfs Orlando', Sexual Sameness: Textual Differences in Lesbian and Gay Writing, ed. Joseph 
Bristow, (London and N e w York: Routledge, 1992), p. 112. Knopp is actually referring to the feminist 

criticism that enshrines Woolf as a "saint" in sexual terms by refusing to call her "lesbian" but the phrase 
is appropriate in this context because it refers to the manner in which Woolfs image for feminism is 
preserved as being metaphysically subversive and sexually reticent. 

160.Showalter, A Literature ofThier Own, op.cit., p.265. 

161 .Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf, vol.3, ed. Anne Olivier Bell and Andrew McNellie (New York: 

Harcourt, 1980), p. 185. 

162.Nigel Nicolson, Portrait of a Marriage, (New York: Athenaeum, 1973, p.218. 

i«./£>W.,p.H3. 

"*.Ibid. 
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deterministic reading antipathetic to the text's eccentric rendering of time, space, 

gender and being. Woolfs "unrealistic" narrative of sex reversal and mythic time is 

a strategic undermining of "normal" sexual identity and "normal" time. It is perhaps 

more appropriate, then, to read sexual identity in Orlando as particularly "queer" 

and in this way retain the ironies and nuances of Woolfs "antinormative"165 

rendering of sexuality and gender. As David Halperin has suggested: 

Queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the normal, the 
legitimate, the dominant. There is nothing in particular to which is 
necessarily refers. It is an identity without an essence.X66 

This rather "open" definition of "queer" is a suitable one to apply to Woolfs 

autobiographical identity, given its attempts to form an identity without embodied 

essentialisms, and to her biographical subjectivity that does away with one single 

notion of gender. Frequently, literary critics deny Orlando an interpretative space 

outside of lesbian regimes of sexuality. Elizabeth Meese, for example, insists that 

underplaying the sexual and lesbian significance of Woolf and Sackville-West's love 

affair is both a frigid response to the lesbian gaze that surrounds the two female 

literary figures as well as a distorted vision of Woolfs "real" sexual self. Meese 

writes: 

The critical assortment of faulty or incomplete deductions and simple 
analogies produces the barren, imprisoned reading its figures lead us 
to make, as it runs counter to the playful eroticism that marks these 
m o d e m love letters as lesbian.,67 

165.Biddy Martin suggests that in theories of sexuality and gender one should resist "gender 

totalitarianism" and instead explore the ambiguities of "antinormative queerness". She writes: "For those 
of us who have felt constrained, even obscured, by feminist's injunctions to identity with and as women, 
over against men and masculinity, the celebration of an antinormative queerness has been a welcome 
relief." In her article, "Sexualities Without Genders and Other Queer Utopias", Diacritics, Vol.24, No's 
2-3, (Summer-Fall 1994), pp. 120,105. 

166.David M. Halperin, Saint Foucault: Towards a Gay Hagiography, (New York and Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1995), p.62. 

167.Meese, op.cit., p. 106. 
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Meese's implication is that a non-lesbian reading of Woolf is not only "faulty" and 

"incomplete" but imprisons Woolf in an asexual epistemology of the closet. Her 

assumption is that sexuality, in particular, lesbian sexuality must have a liberating 

effect on the reader, since its denial is "imprisoning". Meese emphatically states; "I 

say it matters when a critic avoids (a form of suppression) the word lesbian."™* On 

the other hand, using the word lesbian can have a similarly imprisoning effect on the 

alternative meanings of Woolfs sexual identity, limiting the so-called "horizon of 

possibility"169 that an alternatively "queer" subjectivity may occupy. As Judith Butler 

claims: 

For being "out" always depends to some extent on being "in"; it gains 
meaning only within that polarity. Hence, being "out" must produce 
the closet again and again in order to maintain itself as "out".no 

Butler's suggestion is that the epistemology of the "closet" should perhaps be 

dismantled for its potentially unproductive reconstruction of an eternally regressive 

imagery of "inside" and "outside" discourses of sexual identity and politics. 

Although Woolfs own historical period was described by E.M.Forster in terms of 

sexual identifications, as the "fag-end of Victorian liberalism,"171 it would be 

theoretically damaging to pin down the sexual proclivities of Woolf to one essential 

and unchanging position. To do so would be particularly anathema to the aesthetical 

16*.Ibid. 

169.Halperin, op.cit., p.62. 

170Judith Butler, "Imitation and Gender Insubordination", Inside/Out, ed. Diana Fuss, (New York and 

London: Routledge, 1991), p. 16. 

171.Forster,"The Challenge of Our Time", cf., Alan Wilde (ed.), Critical Essays on E.M.Forster, (Boston: 

G.K.Hall and Co., 1985), p. 15. Forster is an appropriate cite to dwell on in the game of identifying the 

sexuality of artists that has become popular in recent discourses. See for instance the developing critical 
discourse on Constantine Cavafy. Woolfs Orlando for example is often presented as the covert lesbian 
body of Woolf, in the way that other Modernists like Forster and T.S. Eliot are appropriated for 
exemplifying how their gay gazes may be blurred. So compulsively subtle were their metaphysics, that 
ambiguity and ambivalence should be maintained and not used to prove their concealment of "true" 
sexuality. A n example of the lesbianization of Sackville-West and Woolf is in Raitt's, Vita and Virginia, 
op.cit. In her preface, Raitt speaks of her changing perspective towards her critical subjects, "I conceived 
it originally as a study of varying accounts of women's sexuality and of 'femininity'... how they lived and 
experienced their femaleness." "The book as it is now is more explicitly an intervention in debates about 
lesbianism than it was at first."(vii-viii). 
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spirit of narrative experimentation in Orlando. In Moments of Being, Woolf 

describes Forster's delicate presence in a room: 

I felt as if a butterfly... had settled on the sofa; if one raised a finger or 
made a movement the butterfly would be off.(MB:215) 

The figure of the butterfly is also an appropriate one to attach to Woolfs identity. 

Metamorphic and allusive, pinning Woolfs sexual identity into a lesbian fix seems 

inimical to Woolfs identity which, textually, constantly struggles to be free from 

various forms of captivity. "Lesbian" readings of Woolfs work, where identities of 

sexuality are also political affirmations, are often inappropriately blind to the 

eccentricities and ironies of Woolfs notions of personal identity. Meese, for 

instance, celebrates Orlando as a text contributing to her own explorations and 

intentions to write the "lesbian body, as flesh or word".172 Yet, it is this very issue of 

an "embodied" identity that is queried in Woolfs text. If Orlando has a "lesbian 

body", its physicality is only ambiguously drawn, for it is a body that never ages, 

never engages in sexual intercourse, and that experiences parturition without 

pregnancy and without too much physical pain. Knopp considers that lesbian 

sexuality is frequently buried in the critical work on Woolfs writing. Challenging 

"Bell's vision of a timid, asexual Virginia", Knopp critically ignites the "real fire" 

between Woolf and Sackville-West.173 However, rather than bringing Woolf "out" of 

the sexual closet, interpretations such as these are likely to have an inverse effect, 

further locking her into a libidinous room of her own.174 

According to Suzanne Raitt, Orlando is influenced by the eugenic ideology 

of the 1920s and its experimentations with the ideas in Edward Carpenter's The 

Intermediate Sex (1909). Carpenter argued that a third or newly emerging sexual 

172.Meese, op.cit., p.99 

173.Knopp, op.cit., p. 114. 

174.As Butler personally admitted; 'If I claim to be a lesbian, I "come out" only to produce a new and 

different "closet". The "you" to w h o m I come out now has access to a different region of opacity. Indeed, 
the locus of opacity has simply shifted.' From "Imitation and Gender Insubordination", Inside/Out, op.cit., 
pp.15-16. 
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category would greatly affect sexuality in the coming century. These new beings 

were none other than androgynous prototypes, hermaphroditic cupids acting as 

"reconcilers and interpreters of the two sexes."175 Raitt's essay attempts to argue that 

"the eugenic underpinning" of 1920s high culture greatly influenced Woolfs 

characterization of Orlando: 

Identities suspended in narrative are the stuff of sexology... and these 
narratives, autobiographical and biographical, tend to be, like 
Orlando, stories of 'freaks': homosexuals, neurotics, psychotics.nr, 

However, if read against the grain of 1920s sexological discourse, Orlando can be 

interpreted as a parodic experimentation with theories of sexual mutation and 

biological determinism. Considering Woolfs anti-patriarchal strategy of androgyny 

in Orlando, it seems more appropriate to read Woolfs text as challenging rather 

than confirming the quasi pathological and deterministic narratives of sexology 

associated with the theories of Havelock Ellis and Richard von Krafft-Ebing, whose 

ideology of radical sexualities continued to affirm a gender hierarchy that devalued 

the feminine.177 Contrary to this, Woolfs depiction of selfhood and relationships in 

Orlando does not emphasize the sexual life nor devalue the feminine within notions 

of androgynous gender. Thus Raitt's interpretation of Orlando raises various 

problems, especially concerning lesbian identity: 

The freakish nature of Orlando could thus be allied to the distasteful 
curiosity about mutation and 'sports' that lay behind the eugenic 
project... Woolf wanted to control Sackville-West; to mark her out as 
different, and to mark her out as hers. The eugenic obsession with 
anomaly demonstrated a desperate anxiety to 'fix' sexual and racial 
hierarchies: it was fundamentally conservative.i78 

175.E. Carpenter, The Intermediate Sex, p. 14, cf., Raitt, op.cit.,p.54. 

176.Raitt, Vita and Virginia, op.cit.,p.43. 

177.Rosenman suggests that within Krafft-Ebing's sexual taxonomies, "lesbianism emerged as a form of 

masculinity." op.cit., p.640. 

™.Ibid., p.48. 
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Raitt's interpretation of Woolfs desire to both maintain Sackville-West as 

"different" and "fix" her sexuality seem contradictory. Contrarily, Woolfs narrative 

in Orlando is not necessarily aimed at "fixing" identity, but metaphorically giving it 

the breathing space to free it from the restrictions of time, class, history and gender. 

If Woolf is obsessed with anomalous identity, the obsession is less a eugenic one 

concerned with classifying and fixing, but an experimentation with letting the 

fantasy of mutation run wild. Jacobus describes the situation within Orlando as 

follows: 

The monster in the text is not woman, or the woman writer; rather it 
is the repressed vacillation of gender or the instability of identity - the 
ambiguity of subjectivity itself which returns to wreak havoc on 
consciousness, on hierarchy, and on the unitary schemes designed to 
repress the otherness of femininity. 179 (emphasis added) 

Jacobus' suggestions contradict Raitt's eugenicist reading of Orlando. The eugenic 

project of the 1920s relied heavily upon a hierarchical interpretation of human 

morphology, assigning pathologies and criminalities to particular socio-economic 

classed subjects. In opposition to eugenicist's hierarchical and deterministic 

ideology of identity, Woolfs "monstrosity" in Orlando is rather a eugenicist's 

nightmare - disturbing hierarchies and unitary formulations of identity based on the 

affirmation of masculinity. Furthermore, to impose a contemporary ideology of 

lesbian politics upon Woolfs sexual experimentation clouds the contextual nature of 

lesbian identity in England in the 1920s. According to Rosenman, the rather 

patriarchal formulations of lesbianism in the 1920s were not represented by either 

Woolf or Sackville's relationships with women. In particular, Radclyffe Hall's 

personification of "mannish lesbianism" was beginning to create a tradition of 

lesbian experience in England that did not coincide with Woolfs own femininity 

and the attractive ambiguity of gender represented by Sackville-West.180 

Furthermore, "lesbianism was not a political identity" in England in the 1920s and 

179Jacobus, op.cit., p.5. 

180.Rosenman, op.cit., p.641. According to Rosenman, despite its apparent challenge to heterosexism, 

Hall's defense in The Well of Loneliness trial tended to affirm the underlying sexism of its culture, p.645. 
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as far as Woolf and Sackville-West were concerned, "the personal was not always 

political."181 Despite these considerations, however, renewed interest in Woolfs 

Orlando is often characterized by a de-contextualized politics of sexual identity, 

unable to escape its own "historical culpability,"182 and irrelevantly defining Orlando 

within a constrictive lesbian discourse. In its resemblance to the expansive 

definitions of the "andrognynous" and the "queer", Orlando's theatrical and 

exaggerated sense of reality could also be read as "camp", defined by Richard Dyer 

as: 

a characteristically gay way of handling the values, images and 
products of the dominant culture through irony, exaggeration, 
trivialization, theatricalization and an ambivalent making fun of and 
out of the serious and respectable.^ 

Woolfs narrative experimentation with biography explores queer dis-identity rather 

than lesbian messages. Even if one applies a definition of "camp" to a reading of 

Orlando, however, camp sensibility need not always slide seamlessly into a "gay" 

identity but remain a challenge to all regimes of sexuality. Indeed, as one critic 

suggests, "camp people tend to be asexual rather than homosexual",184 an intriguing 

suggestion considering Orlando's attitude to love and sex185 and Woolfs conclusion 

that society's expectations of Orlando's female sex would no doubt assume her to be 

"one of those monsters of inequity who do not love".186 Linda Mizejewski's 

interpretation of camp as a "crisis of knowability" is a more appropriate way of 

approaching Woolfs use of irony, exaggeration, dramatization and valorizing of 

artifice and surface effects. Mizejewski writes: 

181.Raitt, op.cit., pp.4,7. 

182.Alan Megill, "Foucault, Structuralism and the Ends of History", Journal of Modern History, Vol.51, 

(1979), p.476. 

183.Richard Dyer, Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society, (London: Macmillan, 1987), p. 178. See also 

Susan Sontag's 'Notes on "Camp"' in Against Interpretation, (London: Vintage, 1961:1994), pp.275-293 
and Andrew Ross, "Uses of Camp" in No Respect: Intellectuals and Popular Culture, (New York: 

Routledge, 1989). 

184.Mark Booth, Camp, (London: Quartet, 1983), p.20. 

185.Orlando remarks that "there is something highly ridiculous about" love. Orlando, op.cit., p.l 15. 

M.Ibid., pA76. 
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W e can understand camp historically positioned as a part of a crisis of 
knowability, and a serious crisis at that: the challenging of 
heterosexual ideology, the defiance of binary sexuality and order 
through the deliberate imposition of ambivalence, reversals, and 
laughter. i87 

Orlando's "crisis" of gender identity that challenges heterosexual ideology does not 

impose an absolute ideology of homosexuality in its place. Orlando is a perpetually 

mutating subject never stopping long enough to assume definite shape: 

Change was incessant, and change perhaps would never cease. High 
battlements of thought, habits that had seemed durable as stone, went 
down like shadows at the touch of another mind and left a naked sky 
and fresh stars twinkling in it.i88 

The view of a "naked sky and fresh stars" above, indifferent to human identity, 

pleasure and peril, throws open the windows of a closed room of one's own. 

Responding to Showalter's assessment of Woolfs "flight into androgyny" 

made in 1977, Toril Moi argued in 1985189 for a feminist defence of Woolfs 

androgynous vision. According to Moi, the androgynous conception in Woolfs 

aesthetics involves a "radical" undermining of "the notion of the unitary self, the 

central concept of Western male humanism and one crucial to Showalter's 

humanism."190 However, when Woolf explicates in her autobiography her most 

shockingly vivid moments of being, the reality that embraces her is not one of a 

scattered and fragmented being but a form intricately woven, ordered and beautiful. 

In Moments of Being, Woolf describes it thus: 

187.Linda Mizejewski, Divine Decadence: Fascism, Female Spectacle, and the Makings of Sally Bowles, 

(Princeton, N e w Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1992), p.63. 

188 .Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., pp.112-3. 

189.Caughie argues that Woolf criticism changed in December 1985 with Moi's release of Sexual/Textual 

Politics which tried to deconstruct the oppositions between modernist and feminist readings of Woolf. 
Caughie assesses her own work as freeing Woolf from "the cage of modernism and the camps of 
feminism without denying these relations in her texts." op.cit., pp. 1-2. 

190.Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics, op.cit., p.7. 
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Behind the cotton wool of daily life... is... a revelation of some order; 
it is a token of some real thing behind appearances; and I make it real 
by putting it into words. It is by putting it into words that I make it 
whole; this wholeness means that is had lost the power to hurt me; it 
gives, perhaps because by doing so I take away the pain, a great 
delight to put the severed parts together. Perhaps this is the strongest 
pleasure known to me. It is the rapture I get when in writing I seem to 
be discovering what belongs to what; making a scene come right; 
making a character come together. From this I reach what might be 
called a philosophy; at any rate it is a constant idea of mine; that 
behind the cotton wool is hidden a pattern; that w e I mean all human 
beings are connected with this; that the whole world is a work of art; 
that w e are parts of the work of art. Hamlet or a Beethoven quartet is 
the truth about this vast mass that w e call the world. But there is no 
Shakespeare, there is no Beethoven; certainly and emphatically there 
is no God; w e are the words; w e are the music; w e are the thing itself. 
And I see this when I have a shock.(emphasis added:81) 

Words give order and make sense of the disassembled parts. Physiologically, the 

creative process for Woolf can relieve the pain of dismemberment. During Woolfs 

revelation, reality reconciles with art, and life's apparent chaos melds into a 

universally ordered "work of art". Woolfs desire for equilibrium and order also 

coincides with her theory of disembodied androgyny.191 According to Woolf, art 

promises and "proves that one's life is not confined to one's body,"(MB:81) a 

significant promise considering Woolfs equation of embodiment with confinement. 

Indeed, as Nancy Bazin suggests, Woolfs quest for the androgynous ideal within art 

"meant the difference between sanity and insanity."192 It may be possible, then, to 

read Woolfs androgynous ideal as a barrage against the pathologized body of 

feminine hysteria and depression and as an effort to embrace the "granite-like 

solidity"193 and stability of a masculinized identification with reality. In this sense, 

Woolf wishes to meld a feminine imaginary with the phallic law, described by 

191.See Alison Caddick for a discussion of andrognyny as "the hope for escape from the body", op.cit., 

p.74. 

192.Nancy Bazin, Virginia Woolf and the Androgynous Vision, (Rutgers University Press, 1973), p.19. 

,93.In an essay on biography, Woolf writes that the aim of biography is to weld truth and personality "into 

one seamless whole". She perceives "truth as something of granite-like solidity and of personality as 
something of rainbow-like intangibility...", From, "The N e w Biography", Granite and Rainbow: Essays 
by Virginia Woolf, (London: Hogarth Press, 1958), p. 149. 
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Benstock as that which "drives inexorably towards unity, identity, sameness."194 This 

may be operating in the above passage from Moments of Being. Woolfs androgyny 

does not always operate as the subversion of unitary selfhood, associated with the 

masculine, but as the attempt to express a simultaneous collusion of a "masculine" 

and "feminine" aesthetic. The subversion of unitary "masculine" subjectivity in 

Orlando is in some sense an acknowledgment of the inability to achieve unity in 

Moments of Being, for if reality perceived in its "wholeness" has to do with what 

does not hurt Woolf, then its fragmenting and scattering contributes to what does. If 

the androgynous mind, as Woolf writes in A Room of One's Own, "transmits 

emotion without impediment... is naturally creative, incandescent and undivided,"195 

then Moments of Being attests to a failure in achieving the reconciled mind of 

androgynous being. Like Mrs Dalloway, Woolf "must assemble"196 and indeed 

attempts to perform this assemblage of parts in Orlando. According to Woolf, the 

aim of biography is to "weld" the "rainbow-like intangibility" of personality with the 

"granite-like solidity" of truth. Her aim in Orlando, one can therefore say, consists 

in welding the inner world of fantasy and imagination with the outer world of reality 

"into one seamless whole".197 For Woolf, the seamless garment of textuality is thus 

also the promise of a feminine and masculine identity, combining a vaporous 

femininity with the consolidations granted by masculinity. 

There is, of course, an element of undecidability characterizing the 

androgynous ideal in Woolfs writing. Marilyn Farwell describes this vacillation in 

Woolfs work as "the difference between balance and fusion" in an understanding of 

the function of androgyny.198 According to Farwell, critics regard androgyny in 

194.Benstock, The Private Self, op.cit., p. 19. Shuli Barzilai also contributes to the view that epiphanic and 

pleasurable moments of being were for Woolf "a pocket of stability in the midst of all the vicissitudes...", 
'Virginia Woolfs Pursuit of Truth: "Monday or Tuesday", "Moments of being" and "The Lady in the 

Looking-GIass", Journal of Narrative Technique, Vol.18, No.3, (Fall 1988), pp.204-5. 

195.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p.94. 

196.Woolf, Mrs Dalloway, op.cit., p. 165. 

197.Woolf, "The New Biography", op.cit. 

198.Farwell, op.cit., p.434. 
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Woolfs work as either an interplay of oppositions or a smooth dialectical fusion of 

one with the other, a difference which is crucial to an understanding of androgyny. 

While "balance" implies the equal co-existence of male and female principles, the 

dominant and Western notion of "fusion" indicates the incorporation and 

transformation of the Other - which historically has represented the female.199 These 

contradictory approaches, however, are mirrored by Woolfs own writing, which 

appear, especially in A Room of One's Own, to be torn between a balanced desire for 

a female tradition of writing, equal to that of men's, and the need to be read and 

accepted by male critics and within patriarchal canons of literature - in short, a 

fusion of traditions suggesting the triumph of the patriarchal One over the Other. In 

Orlando, a similar indecidability is detectable, first generically and then in the 

presentation of a final gender that will close the narrative. Woolf attempts to convey 

a history of writing and a history of gender through the characterization of Orlando's 

wavering sexuality, but although Orlando's gender is an unbiased blend of 

masculine and feminine elements, the history of writing, as Woolf knows, is not 

unbiased with regards to gender. Woolfs approach seems, therefore, to waver 

between conventional biography and novelistic technique, and between a history of 

the ideal androgynous mind of the writer, as imagined in A Room of One's Own, and 

a history of the w o m a n writer that is unable to coincide with an ideal concept of the 

universal and asexual mind of the writer. 

Woolfs conception of androgyny anticipates a disembodied a-sexual 

experience. In fact, the theme of corporeal chastity and purity in A Room of One's 

Own evokes a virgo-intactic image of Woolfs body. Screening the body from 

potential occupation and sexual depravity, Woolf interprets the historical and 

religious importance placed on a woman's chastity as relating to "the desire to be 

veiled." As late as the nineteenth-century, notes Woolf, chastity protected not only a 

woman's honour but her privacy and "anonymity." Even today, continues Woolf, 

this desire for invisibility persists, w o m e n "will pass a tombstone or a signpost 

"".Ibid. 
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without feeling an irresistible desire to cut their names on it."200 Woolfs fascination 

for the unpossessed body of virginity helps to explain her desire for a body and an 

identity that is psychologically and physiologically untouched. As Jane Marcus 

remarks, "in a Victorian house of sex, violence, incest, and guilt, Virginia Woolf 

forged an ethic of purity, pacifism, and privacy."201 Against such a turbulent 

domestic backdrop it is unsurprising that Woolfs entry into Bloomsbury signified 

relief and release from the Victorian household. A "society of buggers", as Woolf 

referred to them, the Bloomsburies had many advantages for Woolf, one being "that 

there was no physical attraction between us."(MB:211) Showalter understands 

Woolfs version of androgyny as "the sexual ethic of Bloomsbury and an important 

concept of the period, provid[ing] an escape from the confrontation with the 

body."202 Bloomsbury however also helped preserve Woolfs virgo-intactic body and 

tendency towards a disembodied ethic of intellectual and creative atrophy. Marcus 

argues, that chastity constituted "Woolfs model for female power" and a way of 

preserving the body like an "inner cathedral".203 According to Marcus' analogy of 

holy and (whole)some space, Woolf configures her body as a sexually unoccupied 

room of her own. 

In To The Lighthouse, a sense of blissful pleasure is sublimated into an 

aesthetics of writing. Mrs Ramsay's experience of rapturous pleasure is evoked by 

Woolf as an orgasmic androgynous moment of being. Lying in bed one evening, 

Mrs Ramsay looks out from her window to the vision of the lighthouse in the 

distance. Partly identifying herself with its shaft of light whose intermittent 

pulsations enter her bedroom, the w o m a n appropriates the phallic objectivity of the 

200.Woolf, A Room Of One's Own, op.cit., p.49. 

201 Jane Marcus, "Introduction: Virginia Woolf Aslant", Virginia Woolf: A Feminist Slant, op.cit., p.3. 

202.Showalter, A Literature of Their Own, op.cit., p.34. See also Woolfs autobiography, Moments of 

Being, ed. J.Schulkind, second edition, (London: Grafton Books, 1976:1989), in particular, p.77. 

203.Marcus suggests that Woolfs model of female chastity and celibacy derived in part from her aunt 

Caroline Emilia Stephen, a nun and Quaker theologian. "The Niece of a Nun: Virginia Woolf, Caroline 
Stephen, and the Cloistered Imagination", Virginia Woolf: A Feminist Slant, op.cit., pp.7,13. 
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lighthouse but also becomes a conduit of its pleasures, suggesting a self-enclosed 

and solipsistic sexuality: 

...the steady light, the pitiless, the remorseless, which was so much 
her, yet so little her, which had her at its beck and call... as if it were 
stroking with its silver fingers some sealed vessel in her brain whose 
bursting would flood her with delight... and the ecstasy burnt in her 
eyes and waves of pure delight raced over the floor of her mind and 
she felt, It is enough! It is enough!204 

Mrs Ramsay's non-genital jouissance is a cerebral rupture in which pleasure and 

fulfilment bursts "some sealed vessel in her brain" sending waves of delight "over 

the floor of her mind". In Duras' The Lover, on the contrary, the orgasm that draws 

two separate bodies together is genital; "my heart-beat, shifted into the fresh keen 

wound he's made in me"205 recounts a young girl's first sexual experience. By 

contrast, the penetrative or rupturing moment for Mrs Ramsay can be interpreted as 

a form of androgynous self-inclusiveness and celibacy.206 That the plenitude of the 

moment is "enough" for Mrs Ramsay, suggests the unnecessary presence of another 

body in satisfying her desire. Like this portrait of Mrs Ramsay's sexuality and 

desire, androgyny, writes Pauline Johnson, is "a transcendent sphere of aesthetic 

204.Woolf, To The Lighthouse, (London: Grafton Books, 1927:1986), pp.62-3. 

205.Duras, The Lover, op.cit., p.52. 

206.As a comparison with this passage from To the Lighthouse, see also Woolfs description of a woman's 

artistic state of unconscious as an example of female desire in her essay on "Professions for Women". 
The metaphors of water, waves and submersion reoccur: Woolf writes: "I want you to imagine m e writing 
a novel in a trance. I want you to figure to yourselves a girl sitting with a pen in her hand, which for 
minutes, and indeed for hours, she never dips into the inkpot. The image that comes to mind when I think 
of this girl is the image of a fisherman lying sunk in dreams on the verge of a deep lake with a rod held 
out over the water. She was letting her imagination sweep unchecked round every rock and cranny of the 

world that lies submerged in the depths of our unconscious being. N o w came the experience that I believe 
to be far commoner with women writers than with men. The line raced through the girl's finger. Her 

imagination had rushed away. It had sought the pools, the depths, the dark places where the largest fish 
slumber. And then there was a smash. There was an explosion. There was foam and confusion. The 
imagination had dashed itself against something hard. The girl was roused from her dream. She was 

indeed in a state of the most acute and difficult distress. To speak without figure, she had thought of 
something, something about the body, about the passions which its was unfitting for her as a woman to 

say. Men, her reason told her, would be shocked. The unconsciousness of what men will say of a woman 
who speaks the truth about her passions had roused her from her artist's state of unconsciousness. She 
could write no more. The trance was over. Her imagination could work no longer. This I believe to be a 
very common experience with women writers - they are impeded by the extreme conventionality of the 
other sex. For though men sensibly allow themselves great freedom in these respects, I doubt they realize 
or can control the extreme severity with which they condemn such freedom in women, pp.278-88. 
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purity and freedom."207 Woolfs image of androgyny, in other words, functions in a 

similar manner to that of sexuality in her writing, where desire is not necessarily 

consummated in physical contact between the sexes but through a writing practice 

that regards language as promising an escape from material reality. Thus, Johnson 

suggests: 

Woolfs search for an elusive, ideal androgynous self... draws upon a 
modernist aesthetic which posits a transcendent sphere of aesthetic 
purity and freedom.208 

The aesthetic practice of writing is therefore perceived by Woolf as transcending 

human embodiment. In Moments of Being, Woolfs sense of doubleness and 

multiplicity attests to the painful irresolution between desire and actuality and a 

reminder that androgyny can only exist in the imaginary. As Leslie Fiedler observes, 

"only the true Freak challenges the conventional boundaries between male and 

female, sexed and sexless... self and other... reality and illusion, experience and 

fantasy, fact and myth."209 The "true Freak" is a monstrous incarnation of the self as 

a figure of multiplicity, ambiguity and transgression from the self to its "other". 

Many English male artists of the late 1920s and 1930s aspired to poetic 

enunciations of wholeness and unity expressing a view of androgyny as a political 

commitment that reconciled the artist's individuality with his nationalism, or public 

identity with private sexuality. The early Audenite ideal, for instance, included a 

fusion of politics with poetry, and of communism with homosexuality. The period 

between the First and Second world wars witnessed a redefinition of culture, with an 

effort to combine popular cultural forms with the traditions of "high art". Mass 

production and technology forced new agendas for the creation of literature, music, 

painting, photography and cinema, compelling artists to meld and experiment with 

^.Pauline Johnson, "From Virginia Woolf to the Post-Moderns: Developments in a Feminist Aesthetic", 

Socialism, Feminism and Philosophy, A Radical Philosophy Reader, ed. Sean Sayers and Peter Osborne, 
(London and N e w York: Routledge, 1990), p. 107. 

20*.Ibid. 

209.Leslie Fiedler, Freaks: Myths and Images of the Secret Self, (Middlesex: Penguin, 1978:1981), p.24. 
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artistic mediums. With the development of advertising, war propaganda and the 

building of cinemas, a collective obsession with the visual "image" developed in 

Western societies.210 Isaiah Berlin's assertion that "wholeness is everything" and 

Forster's desire to "only connect" were emblematic of a particular mentality in the 

inter-war period among writers and intellectuals attempting to reconcile the 

disjunctive realities of their sexual, social, political, and religious lives. As Farwell 

suggests in her essay on androgyny in Woolfs work, "the obsession with unity was 

highly characteristic of the generation following World War I, an obsession which 

was both aesthetic and religious."211 An example of this is Forster's desire to connect 

his own sense of Englishness with his fascination for the aesthetic and sexual 

sensibilities of Hellenistic culture and attempt to justify and console the erotic 

ambiguities of his sensual life. In desiring to overcome sexual hesitations and 

confusions, literary figures including Forster, T.S.Eliot and Stephen Spender used 

poetry and prose to deal with the sense of irresolvable differences in their sexual and 

intellectual identities. Indeed, in his ethical writing on the "good" and the 

"beautiful", the Bloomsbury philosopher G.E.Moore was also intent on achieving 

dialectical resolution in his thought, particularly in his Socratic collusion of ethics 

with aesthetics. In this Socratic-Platonic continuum, that which is "beautiful" in 

Moore's philosophy is also a representation of that which is "whole."212 This 

equation of beauty with unity is echoed in Woolfs definition of a "moment of 

being" in her autobiography. When Woolf experiences a revelation of unity and 

order in the universe, characterized by the dissolution of boundaries between self 

and art, the individual and the universal and the human and the natural, such 

"moments of being" are expressed within the terms of aesthetic order and beauty. 

210.See Julian Symons, The Thirties: A Dream Revolved, (London: The Cresset Press, 1960). 

211.Farwell, op.cit., p.448. 

212.George Edward Moore's ethical concept defining the beautiful as the good constitutes the principle of 

"organic unities". The beautiful becomes good because it represents a "complex whole"(189, xxv), and is 
not contemplated as an end in itself, this would be hedonism and not aesthetic enjoyment. Moore defines 
the "naturalistic fallacy" as the "subjective" recognition of beautiful things. This is inadequate he says. 
Rather, the process should be an "objective" one where the cognition of the whole "is or not truly 

good".(200) This would not be based upon a difference of opinion. His reason for this:"Anything which 
is good as an end must be admitted to be good without proof."(65) Principia Ethica, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989). 
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In an essay on narcissism, Kristeva suggests that the narcissistic ego "reveals 

it self as a screen over emptiness"2" and is a necessary barrage against existential 

chaos. The following passage from Kristeva's essay forms an interesting prelude to 

an explanation for Woolfs loss of ego and lapse into emptiness before her suicide. 

Kristeva suggests that: 

Narcissism protects against emptiness, causes it to exist and thus, as 
lining of that emptiness, ensures an elementary separation. Without 
that solidarity between emptiness and narcissism, chaos would sweep 
away any possibility of distinction, trace, symbolization, which would 
in turn confuse the limits of the body, words, the real and the 
symbolic.214 

W h e n Woolf loses a stable sense of self-identity, the limits between herself and the 

world become indistinguishable, forcing symbolization or identification into a state 

of confusion. Kristeva defines this state of linguistic and corporeal confusion 

between words and bodies as a hysterical condition. Furthermore, the hysterical 

subject, according to Kristeva, is also characterized by an inability to love. Indeed, 

in Woolfs case, the hysterical loss and confusion of self-identity coincides with an 

inability to express sexual love. Kristeva describes the hysterical subject as being 

auto-erotically locked within its o w n body: 

[S]he is undifferentiated, set within the shattered territories of his 
parcelled body, coiled up about his erogenous zones. [Sine is 
indifferent to love, withdrawn in the pleasure that a provisionally 
reassuring driving-suit gives him.... The auto-erotic person w h o 
complains or boasts of being unable to love is afraid of going m a d -
schizophrenia or catatonia...215 

The "undifferentiated" body of Woolfs hystericized body suggests a similar fear of 

physical incarceration and madness. 

213.Kristeva, "Freud and Love: Treatment and Its Discontents", The Kristeva Reader, op.cit., p.241. 

2".Ibid„ p.242. 

™.lbid., p.252. 
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Visualizing Androgyny: Orlando the Film 

Potter's film, Orlando, offers a visual experience of androgynous fantasy. Filmic 

texts visualize and materialize narratives of the body - albeit by the illusion of the 

screen image.216 The philosophic notions of vision and materiality are integral to 

understanding theories of the body. Film theory has embellished theories of gender 

with its sensitivity to the female and male gazes, its fetishistic imaging of faces, 

bodies and personae. Since its development in the 1970s, through the journal, 

Screen, film theory has been heavily influenced by psychoanalytic programmes of 

thought. Seeing the screen as a reified projection of the unconscious, theorists have 

used the visuality of film and film theory to extend many Freudian and Lacanian 

concepts. Mary Anne Doane, refers, for example, to the seemingly '"perfect fit'" 

between the "concepts" of psychoanalytic theory and the "scenarios" of film which 

can provide theorists with a "cinematic imaging and narrativization of sexual 

difference."217 As Metz has suggested, for the semiologist of film, the cinema 

promises a "restoration" of the "theoretical body".218 This is a rather interesting 

promise considering Potter's visual "restoration" of the androgynous body in 

Orlando. Potter's film provides a specular supplement to Woolfs written text, giving 

readers the chance to "see" Orlando's surface effects magnified and celebrated on 

the cinematic screen. Thus, writes Metz, "film is like a mirror", but a filmic mirror 

of the kind that Woolf would have appreciated, for unlike the conventional looking-

glass, in the clear glass of film, continues Metz, "there is one thing and one thing 

only that is never reflected in it: the spectator's own body."219 In other words, the 

film's mirror offers a scopic vision of the body untainted by the figure of the 

doppelgdnger. The regimes of visuality that engulf the cinema are appropriate 

216.Metz writes that the image operates as a "seeming-real" acting as "a corpus for the semiologist". 

op.cit., p.57. 

217.Mary Ann Doane, Femme Fatales: Feminism, Film Theory, Psychoanalysis, (New York and 

London:Routledge,1991), p.8. 

218.Metz, op.cit., p.80. 

219.Ibid., p.45. 
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accessories to Woolfs text which plays with the notion of hidden and ostensible 

reality, contradicting the superficial artifice of costume and ceremony with what 

"lay hidden beneath." Woolf writes in Orlando: 

The difference between the sexes is, happily, one of great profundity. 
Clothes are but a symbol of something hid deep beneath... it is only 
the clothes that keep the male and female likeness, while underneath 
the sex is the very opposite of what it is above.220 

What lies "deep beneath" is, quite probably for Woolf, the mind of one's own rather 

than one's naked body. Interpreting Orlando's humorous ridiculing of fashion, 

gender and genre, Pamela Caughie writes:"It is not that Orlando's playful surface 

has no point to it...[r]ather, its point is its playful surface."221 Transferring Woolfs 

literary imagination to a literal screen imago, Orlando becomes an open visual text, 

offering diversive patterns of signification and a bold adventure through time, space 

and reality. 

Angels feature as positive paraphernalia in Potter's Orlando in a curative 

revision of the stifling catatonic image of Woolfs "Angel in the House", 

representing the claustrophobia of domesticated femininity. In her essay, 

"Professions for Women", Woolf paints a portrait of the Angel in the House in order 

to slay it. If submissive femininity must be tender, sympathetic and kind, and never 

reveal a mind of one's own, it becomes a matter of creative survival for Woolf to 

strangle the life out of the Angel, for "had I not killed her she would have killed 

me... [and] plucked the heart out of my writing."222 It is possible then, to interpret 

Potter's angel in her film Orlando as an attempt to restore the angel's traditional 

association with transcendence and androgyny. The Angel, then, is not a destructive 

female phantom but "neither a woman, nor a man", as the lyrics suggests in the 

film's concluding soundtrack, "I Am Coming".223 As a hermeneutical subject, 

22°.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p. 121. 

221.Caughie, op.cit., p.77. 

222.Woolf, "Professions for Women", Collected Essays: Volume Two, op.cit., p.238. 

^.Lyrics by Sally Potter. 



142 

Potter's angel brings good news into the private world of Orlando. In fact, Potter 

reasserts the biblically divine gesture of the angel, thereby expanding the possible 

meaning of Orlando's sexuality and identity, for as Irigaray suggests, "angels... 

never remain enclosed in a place" and "are also never immobile." Indeed, Irigaray's 

angelic messengers are the promise of all that Woolf desires from her version of the 

androgynous mind of the writer - space, mobility, ontological and sexual ambiguity. 

Irigaray writes: 

Angels destroy the monstrous, that which hampers the possibility of a 
new age; they come to herald the arrival of a new birth, a new 
morning... As if the angel were a representation of a sexuality that 
has never been incarnated. A light, divine gesture (or tale) of flesh 
that has not yet acted or flourished. Always fallen or still awaiting 
parousia. The fate of a love still torn between here and elsewhere.224 
(emphasis added) 

Destroying rather than embodying the "monstrous", Potter's image of the angel in 

her film helps to restore to Woolfs fantasy the Utopia of disembodied sexuality and 

the dream of new identities, histories and horizons. Instead of demonizing the figure 

of female "otherness", Potter's Orlando is concerned with humanizing the figure of 

androgyny and embodying its image within cinema. Tilda Swinton comments that 

"it is a humanist film, not about gender, but about the immortal soul"225 suggesting 

the androgynous fantasy of a gender-free society. In Potter's film, angels heal the 

gender divide and promise a dialectical Utopia. At the close of the film, an angel 

hovers over Orlando and her child chanting: 

I am coming! I am coming! 
I a m coming through! 
Coming across the divide to you 
In this moment of unity 
Feeling an ecstasy 
To be here, to be now 
At last I a m free 

224.Irigaray, Ethics of Sexual Difference, trans. Carolyn Burke and Gillian C. Gill, (Ithaca, N e w York: 

Cornell University Press, 1984:1993), pp. 15-16. 

225.Tilda Swinton interviewed by Caroline Baum in Harper's Bazaar, (December 1992), p. 196. 
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Yes at last, at last 
To be free of the past 
And of a future that beckons m e 
I a m coming! I a m coming! 
Here I am! Neither a woman, nor a man 
W e are joined, w e are one 
With a human face 
I a m on earth 
And I a m in outer space 
I'm being b o m and I a m dying226 

Acknowledging the film's phantasmagoria, Potter suggests that one approach her 

film with "suspended disbelief."227 In the final lyrics to the song "Coming", Potter 

wishes for androgyny with a human face. In a sense, Potter vita-lizes Woolfs ideal 

by visualization and hence manifesting the fantasy of androgny. Doane also agrees 

with the assessment that "the notion of an orchestration of the gaze has a literal 

resonance in film which it could not have in literature".228 Film's capacity to project 

the imaginary on screen brings visual life to myth, dream and fantasy. When the 

filmic Orlando, for instance, sees her recently converted female body in the mirror, 

it is possible to sense an ameliorative overcoming of Woolfs inability to 

comfortably confront the spectral image of her face and body, with and without 

clothes. The scopic capacity of film has the potential to allow female gazes to freely 

flood the screen, revising the stagnant view that scopophilia is a male preserve. In 

Potter's film, Orlando frequently stares back at the camera thereby undermining the 

realist conventions of film and its traditions of the male gaze. Potter's technique of 

filmic self-consciousness aids in transforming both history and phenomenology into 

instances of superficial textuality. It is therefore possible to interpret Potter's use of 

the female in her film as serving to undermine Woolfs looking-glass shame and 

recover the pleasures of a female gaze. 

226."Coming", song by Sally Potter, Jimmy Sommerville, David Motion, performed by Jimmy 

Sommerville. 

227.Donohue,"Immortal Longing", op.cit., p. 10. 

228.Doane, Femmes Fatales, op.cit., p.5. 
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As a somewhat anachronistic text in Woolfs corpus, Orlando can be read as 

the experimentation with the figure of the androgyne. Within Western paradigms of 

thought, androgyny has been historically framed as a spiritual entity, in which 

masculine idealism and universality has prevailed over the embodied excess of 

representations of the feminine. Hermaphrodism, on the other hand, has been 

perceived as a monstrously disfigured manifestation or literalization of 

andrognynous idealism. During Woolfs morose periods of insomnia, endless 

headaches, loss of appetite and of mental and physical stupor, her body was 

experienced as an incapacitating weight. "She became convinced", documents Bell, 

"that her body was in some way monstrous".229 Potter's film can be interpreted as an 

attempt to rescue and re-invigorate Woolfs androgynous ideal, making the gender-

ambiguous body of Orlando light and inhabitable. 

Lizzie Franke interprets the image of Orlando's conversion into womanhood 

in Potter's film as an "echo of Botticelli's Birth of Venus."220 Orlando's naked body 

generates sparkling speckles of sunlight on the screen, enhancing the fetishized 

contours of feminine flesh. In her Apollonian interpretation of Botticelli's Venus, 

Paglia describes the painting as an image of w o m a n "washed clean of her chthonian 

origins."231 In Botticelli's Birth of Venus, w o m a n is positive spectacle, free of the 

damaging self-consciousness and oppressive physicality displayed by Woolf in "A 

Sketch of the Past." Orlando's naked figure represents a radically other version of 

Woolfs disembodied self. "Female secrecy and entrapment", says Paglia of Venus, 

"are abolished in her frank, yet decorous nudity, her perfect visibility. A n air-blown 

or aerated womanliness."232 A perfect description for the way in which Potter 

configures Orlando's sexual renaissance, Paglia's description of Botticelli is a 

striking contrast to Woolfs trapped and invisible body in Moments of Being where 

there is no sweet sirocco to relieve stifled and choked subjectivity. Potter's filmic 

229.Bell, op.cit., p. 15. 

230.Lizzie Franke, "Orlando", Sight and Sound, Vol.3, (March 1993), p.48. 

^•.Paglia, op.cit., p.51. 

2»/W</.,pp.l50-151. 
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imaging of Orlando's nakedness seems to resuscitate the body of w o m a n for the 

purposes and pleasures of a female gaze. The unveiling of Orlando's female body in 

Potter's film, however, need not necessarily be interpreted as an epistemological 

uncovering of the "truth" of Orlando's sexual identity. Like Woolfs distinction 

between the skin's surface and the body's interiority, Orlando's body is never given 

metaphysical integrity, either in Woolfs language or in Potter's imagery. Tilda 

Swinton describes the story of Orlando as an "emotional journey"233 but the 

interpretation of the text's psychological interiority seems radically contradicted by 

the ironic self-consciousness pervading both film and written text. Furthermore, it 

seems more likely that Potter employed film's visual apparatus to convey Orlando's 

gender as a play of external, interchangeable images paralleling the text's emphasis 

on the superficiality of Orlando's ever-evolving costumes. This mixture of irony, 

self-consciousness and visual sensuousness serves to mock and tease notions of 

sexual identity as metaphysical depth, and instead experiment with the possibility of 

identity as a historicized, costumed performance. 

Orlando is a man for the three centuries of English history, then, becomes a 

w o m a n in the 18th century. Woolfs androgynous ideal provoked a mother/son, 

female/male relationship to end her biography of Sackville-West, manifesting by 

biological reproduction, Orlando "in all her moods and changes... as boy and 

woman... brooding and gay."234 Neither this gender nor that, "Or/l/and/o"m is a 

mobile agent of signification for men or/and w o m e n across ages, epoches, 

mentalites and classes. Orlando is a name and a word that encloses a contradiction 

like the antithetical embodiments of the term "andro/gyne". Within contemporary 

critical theory, becoming woman is a trope for expressing the instabilities of 

identity. Orlando's phantasmagoric flirtation with temporality, spatiality and gender-

reality seems to echo this gendered process. As Grosz notes: 

233.Swinton, op.cit. 

234.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p.207. 

^.F.Defromont, Virginia Woolf: Vers la maison de lumiere, (Paris: editions des femmes, 1985), p.209, 

cf., E.Meese, op.cit, p.l 12. 
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W o m a n comes to be a metaphoric textual infrastructure that displaces, 
defers and delays the various logocentric commitments to an entity, 
substance or identity.236 

As both "man" and "woman", Orlando's gender forfeits a logocentric commitment to 

stable identity, suggesting that even Orlando's masculinity is disruptive of 

logocentric ideology, thus undermining the epistemological exclusiveness of 

"woman" as trope of instability in the text. "Becoming woman", however, is a 

discursive frame in the written and visual texts of Orlando, tempting one to find 

parallels with the metaphoric trope of "becoming woman" in the philosophies of 

Derrida and Deleuze. Derrida's "woman", for instance, functions as a motif for the 

resistance and excess of meaning within texts. His desire for a mobility and 

"multiplicity of sexually marked voices"237 is well served by the metonymic and 

metaphoric potentialities of "Woman". Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari also access 

this signifying vessel in Anti-Oedipus23* and A Thousand Plateaus.239 In their 

formulation, "sexuality is the production of a thousand sexes... [and] proceeds by 

way of the becoming-woman of the man..."240 However, the theoretical privileges of 

"becoming woman" are not equivalent to the "real" conditions and consequences of 

"becoming a woman" in Orlando. Hence, Derrida's suggestion that "perhaps woman 

does not have a history..." echoes ominously through a reading of Orlando and does 

not confirm the theoretical privileges of atopic identity as enjoyed by Derrida. Yet, 

his remarks on the relationship between "woman" and a sense of history are 

interesting in regard to Woolfs ironic narrativization of time in Orlando: 

236.Grosz, Sexual Subversions: Three French Feminists, (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1989:1990), p.35. 

237.Derrida, "Choreographies", Diacritics, (Summer 1982), p.76. For an elaboration of his theoretical 

paradigm for "Woman" see Glas, (Paris: Editions Galilee, 1975), Spurs: Nietzshe's Styles (1979), op.cit., 
Dissemination (1981) op.cit., and The Ear of the Other (1985), op.cit. 

238.GiIles Deleuze and F61ix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. R.Hurley, 

M.Seem, H.Lane, (London: The Athlone Press, 1972:1984). 

239.Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi, 

(London: The Athlone Press, 1980:1988). 

2W.Ibid., p.278. 



147 

Perhaps w o m a n does not have a history... Perhaps she was thinking of 
a completely other history: a history of paradoxical laws and non-
dialectical discontinuities, a history of absolutely heterogeneous 
pockets, irreducible particularities, of unheard of and incalculable 
sexual differences... 24i 

Indifferent to the passing of centuries, Orlando exercises an "imperfect recollection 

of his past life"242 and frequently declines into long periods of deep sleep. Woolf 

may be suggesting, to re-gender Deleuze and Guattari's formulation, that perhaps 

(man) does not have a history either, thereby heroically promising, as J.J.Wilson 

observes, a "fully human history".243 Kristeva suggests that "being a w o m a n has 

always provided a means to another end, to becoming something else: a subject in 

the making, a subject on trial."244 Indeed, Orlando as a w o m a n is always in the 

process of becoming a man, and a man always on the verge of becoming woman. 

The very opening line in Orlando suggests the biographical subject's slippery hold 

on gender: "He - for there can be no doubt of his sex, though the fashion of the time 

did something to disguise it..."245 is indicative of Woolfs frequent interruption of the 

narrative to explain and qualify every affirmative statement made in the text. 

Woolf is contradictory when it comes to the question of gender, hesitating to 

place emphasis on the issue of W o m a n . In A Room of One's Own, an exasperated 

Woolf declares: " W o m e n - but are you not sick to death of the word?"246 Woolf 

oscillates between gender-consciousness and genderlessness, as if her desire for 

androgyny was impossible to reconcile with her feminist imperatives. Ellen 

Rosenman speculates that one of the reasons for the durability of Woolfs essay in A 

™.lbid., p.38. 

242.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p.39. Emphasis added. 

243.Wilson, "Why is Orlando Difficult?", New Feminist Essays on Virginia Woolf, op.cit., p.180. 

244.Kristeva, "Oscillation du 'pouvoir'" (Oscillation between power and denial), an interview with Xaviere 

Gauthier in Tel quel, (Summer 1974), cf., New French Feminisms, op.cit., p.167. 

245.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p.3. 

246. Woolf, A Room Of One's Own, op.cit., p. 105. 
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Room of One's Own is due to precisely the fact that "it often contradicts itself." 

Indeed, as Rosenman observes: 

The celebration of the feminine style coexists with the valorization of 
androgyny; the insistence on gender as crucial to women's perspective 
and experience coexists with a stem admonition to w o m e n not to 
think consciously of their sex.2<n 

The tension and contradiction in Woolfs essay mirrors the absolute ambivalence of 

her perspective and condition in Moments of Being, an ambivalence that is genuine 

and painful rather than tactical and playful. Towards the end of her biography, 

Woolf writes that Orlando is now "rightly or wrongly, a single self, a real self. 

Woolf leaves the reader and indeed herself with the unanswered question of whether 

a single self is the real self or the false reconciliation of a "thousand" selves. Falling 

"silent", Woolfs ideal androgyny would of course embrace these "more than two 

thousand selves" into a comfortable unity that expressed a "real self'.248 Yet, there is 

again the equivocal assertion of identity as singularity or as multiplicity. 

As an appropriate tribute to Sackville-West's passion for gardening, Woolf 

portrays Orlando as resembling her natural environment as if in communion with 

nature. "All this", writes Woolf of Orlando, "the trees, deer, and turf, she observed 

with the greatest satisfaction as if her mind has becomes a fluid that flowed round 

things and enclosed them completely."249 This seems to be an appropriate description 

of Woolfs fantasy of the androgynous mind of the writer, hermetically sealing all 

known contraries into a peaceful co-existence.250 As opposed to this image of 

247.Rosenman, A Room Of One's Own: Women Writers and the Politics of Creativity, op.cit., p.13. 

248.Woolf, Orlando, op.cit., p.205. 

™.Ibid., p.205. 

250.In a poem entitled "The Garden", Sackville-West expresses her patriotism for England and her 

imbrication with its shape, history and destiny: 

So do I say of England:I do love her. 
She is m y shape, her shape m y very shape. 
Her present is m y grief; her past, m y past. 

V.Sackville-West, The Garden, (London, 1946), pp.32-3, cf., Miller, op.cit., p.41. 
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Orlando, however, Woolf portrays herself variously as a moth or butterfly with 

crumpled wings. Ambivalence and the inability to achieve resolution incapacitate 

Woolfs freedom of movement. Describing the antithetical world of Hyde Park Gate, 

Woolf uses the analogy of a butterfly to illustrate her plight: 

But I was thinking; feeling; living; those two lives that the two halves 
symbolized with the intensity, the muffled intensity, which a butterfly 
or moth feels when with its sticky tremulous legs and antennae it 
pushes out of the chrysalis and emerges and sits quivering beside the 
broken case for the moment; its wings still creased; its eyes dazzled, 
incapable of flight, (emphasis added, M B : 136) 

Orlando is not a tremulous, quivering moth unable to successfully metamorphize, 

but a brave adventurer through sexual and historical difference. Woolf often 

portrays her body as a "broken" and mutilated chrysalis, immobilized by grief, 

sickness and nervous collapse. Again in her autobiography, Woolf alludes to herself 

as a butterfly with crushed wings: "I was, with my wings still creased, sitting there 

on the edge of my broken chrysalis. "(MB: 137) Woolfs image of her broken body is 

a sad contrast to Orlando's healthy body. In a biography of Woolf, Aileen Pippett 

writes of how deeply and shockingly Woolf felt "the otherness of other people",251 a 

porousness facilitating her writing, but incapacitating her by rendering the self-

consolidation of identity a sham. While Woolf is left to tackle what she calls, "those 

monstrous, hybrid, unmanageable emotions"252 in her life, Orlando manages to 

skilfully tame her monstrosity. As Michael Olin-Hitt observes: 

Orlando does not see difference and the outer world as a threat to her 
desire, but exploits them as the source of her desire. As a woman, 
Orlando allows society to present various roles which she adopts and 
discards at will... Thus, Orlando plays upon the conventions society 
provides, exploiting society as a means to the multiplication of desire 
instead of seeing society as a block to desire.253 

251.Pippett, The Moth and The Star, op.cit, p. 19. 

252.Woolf, Collected Essays: Volume Two, ed. Leonard Woolf, (Chatto and Windus, 1966-7), p.219. 

253.OHn-Hitt, op.cit., p.488. 
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For Orlando, the doubleness of identity is not an "uncanny stranger" or hostile 

intruder with "the face of the animal", but a friendly other; an obliging guest. 

Orlando confronts life's many opportunities and dangers with bravery and 

pragmatism, taking advantage of sexual difference rather than having her sexuality 

taken advantage of. Challenging this reading, which interprets Orlando's identity 

against Woolfs autobiographical self, Moi disapproves of the critical evocation of 

"biographical evidence" to explain Woolfs writing and asks: "Does it really matter 

whether or not Woolf was in the habit of trembling at her desk?" Moi's question 

seems to express a lack of interest in or rather a discomfort with Woolfs 

autobiographical project, preferring to highlight the potential radicalism of Woolfs 

more politicized texts. Moi contends that in A Room of One's Own and in her 

fiction, "Woolf rejects the metaphysical essentialism underlying patriarchal 

ideology, which hails God, the Father or the phallus as its transcendental 

signified."254 However, contrary to Moi's assessment, Woolf appears to maintain the 

metaphysical separation of the mind from the body by valuing the mind's 

intellectual and artistic pursuits over the body's vulnerability to physical and sexual 

violence, and to disease. Moi does not explore the degree to which Woolf is capable 

of gross incongruities in the work "outside" of her fiction that experiments with a 

patriarchal and metaphorical aesthetic of disembodiment. Woolfs meta-physics of 

being constructs an image of the aesthetical mind in opposition to the 

autobiographical body - a body that Moi erases from her analysis. Moi explicitly 

states her dislike for art treated as an expression of the self, in other words, when 

"all art becomes autobiography."255 Moi believes that liberal humanist feminists, 

including Showalter, read Woolfs art as an annoying and misleading disclosure of 

the soul.256 Moi seems to be doing what Woolf does in her autobiography, giving 

priority to writing and not to the body that writes. Attempting to postmodemise 

254.Ibid., p.9. 

m.Ibid., p.8. 

256.Moi is undoubtedly uncomfortable with the phenomenon of personal expression, especially where the 

theorist is concerned. In an Australian radio interview on feminism and pleasure in 1990, Virginia Bell 

asked Moi, "What's pleasure for you?." Moi responded, "Ah, I think I will restrict m y answer here, 
Virginia. You see I don't believe in feminist autobiography." Radio National Australia, "Late-Night 

Live", (Winter 1990). 



151 

Woolfs feminist aesthetics, Moi couches Woolfs language in Derridean and 

Kristevan terminology.257 Ignoring those elements of Woolfs work that do not 

radically undermine the binary logic of metaphysics, Moi critically discards the 

autobiographical and biographical "rooms" which do not seem to be Woolfs own. 

In "A Sketch of the Past", Woolf writes "there is no Shakespeare, there is no 

Beethoven; certainly and emphatically there is no God; w e are the words; w e are the 

music; w e are the thing itself." In this vision of art, personality and identity dissolve 

and words and music become the only lasting reality. Woolfs perception of art is 

that of a disembodied aesthetic, because her "intuition" of this condition "proves that 

one's life is not confined to one's body."(MB:81) In its sublimation of human 

emotion, art promises for Woolf an escape from personality and corporeality, a 

situation that Showalter suspects is "a psychological equivalent to lobotomy."258 

Woolfs understanding of the creative act and of the practical necessities of money 

and a "room" in consummating creativity in A Room of One's Own displays a greater 

sensitivity to the material relationship binding an artist to her art. Woolf 

acknowledges that works of art are "not spun in mid-air by incorporeal creatures, 

but are the work of suffering human beings, and are attached to grossly material 

things, like health and money and the houses w e live in."259 It is as if Woolf is again 

split between an ideal perception of the creative act, and the "grossly material" 

reality pinning the artist's wings of transcendent desires down into the somatic and 

material sites of literary production. 

Conclusion 

Woolfs use of autobiography raises several interesting issues regarding women's 

traditional autobiographical practices. In Moments of Being, Woolf confesses to a 

257.Moi, op.cit., p. 13. 

258.ShowaIter, A Literature of Their Own, op.cit, p.287. 

259.Woolf, A Room Of One's Own, op.cit., p.41. 
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problematic relation to the mirror image of her face and body, suggesting a troubled 

sexuality and contributing to the silencing of her embodied subjectivity. In her wish, 

however, to emphazise her creative over her physical life, Woolf is not so much 

expressing the masculine traditions of disembodied autobiographical narrative but of 

a suppressed female body. Her disembodied style of writing is, therefore, both an 

attempt to transcend the sense of imprisonment within a feminized body of passivity 

and pathologization as well as an attempt to reconcile this femininity with the 

masculine ideals in her time of art as impersonality and truth. The difficulties and 

contradictions of Woolfs aesthetic ideal, in which that the mind of the writer, 

including the w o m a n writer, expresses an ungendered, asexual, disembodied and 

hence andrognynous consciousness advanced in A Room of One's Own, seem 

glaringly obvious in Woolfs autobiography, where, struggling to express the life of 

a writer's mind, her female and feminized body continually creeps into her narrative. 

The representation of this intrusive "body" assumes many figures in her work, 

including the sexually "abused" body of Woolfs childhood, the pathological figure 

of the "three faces of Eve" and, of course, the "monstrous" body of the vacillating 

subjectivity of the female autobiographer, who must negotiate an identity, marked 

by history as existing outside of language, within a masculine tradition of self-

representation. Hence the three versions of her double identity; the doppelgdnger, 

the angel in the house, and the androgynous mind of the writer, become nightmarish 

articulations of incarcerated and divided subjectivity. 

As an escape route from the generic and gendered confines of traditional 

autobiographical narrative, Orlando can be interpreted as Woolfs "autobiographical 

biography" that gives her the space, both generically and in terms of sexuality and 

gender, to experiment with alternative, and possibly liberating forms of narrative 

self-expression. From the safe distance of biographical subjectivity and the 

unthreatening forms of parody, humour and fantasy, Woolf is more free to argue the 

issues of women's economic, political and physical destinies and embark upon their 

narrative manipulation. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Depression and Desire in Marguerite Duras' The Lover 

Where does this black sun come from? Out of what 
eerie galaxy do its invisible rays reach me, pinning m e 
down to the ground, to m y bed, compelling m e to 
silence, to renunciation? 

Julia Kristeva, Black Sun 

Introduction 

In 1984 at the age of seventy, Marguerite Duras published The Lover, a generically 

undecided text hovering between the personal assertion of an autobiographical "I" 

and the novelistic gesture of a distant third-person "she". In the chronology of 

Duras' corpus of work, The Lover exists as a middle text in a tripartitioning of her 

narrative that begins in 1950, with her novel The Sea Wall, and ends with The North 

China Lover in 1992. All three narratives tell and re-tell the story of a young girl's 

prostitution to a wealthy but weak Chinese man for the benefit of her miserably poor 

white family in French Indo-China in the 1930s. Considered in relation to the two 

other narratives, The Lover is very much a liminal text. Its narrative structure, use of 

language and depiction of character is more fragmented and ambivalently 

represented than in either The Sea Wall or The North China Lover with their more 

lengthy and clearly portrayed descriptions of character, event and setting. It is The 

Lover's generic and narrative ambiguity that I wish to emphasize in this chapter as 

well as the ambivalent representation of the sexed characterization of the young girl 

and her Chinese lover. Furthermore, in order to provide a historical nuance to an 

English reading of The Lover, m y interpretation of a translated version of Duras' text 

is set against the historical connection of French intellectual culture to the Second 

World War, because it is one of the contentions of this chapter that the experience 
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and memory of this war contributes to the ambivalent style of The Lover and its 

melancholic representation of the nature of sexuality and love. 

This chapter is divided into four parts. Part I outlines the historical and 

theoretical background to Duras' literary and political identity in France. In giving 

reasons for her movement from Communist State Party doctrine to a post-Marxist 

literary fascination for individual subjectivity, sexuality and corporeality, this 

section theorizes the epistemological implications of Duras' ambivalent 

representation of identity in relation to two of Foucault's theories on sexuality and 

language within contemporary culture. Foucault argues that the emergence of 

sexuality as a discourse is tied to the death of God, to an ontological void and to the 

liberation of thought from dialectical language. Secondly, Foucault describes 

literature as both an "excessive and deficient" system of signification. These two 

theories regarding the collapse of binary thinking and the double meaning of 

language are pertinent to an understanding of Duras' construction of meaning in The 

Lover. 

Part II considers The Lover from the perspective of French intellectual 

culture since the Second World War; discussing the war's impact on postmodernity's 

increasing preoccupation with the human body by incorporating the views of two 

contemporary European historians; Richard Bosworth and George Mosse. Part III 

weaves together these historical and theoretical issues in order to develop an 

argument for embodied subjectivity in The Lover. Such issues include Duras' 

description of her face, her body, adolescence, virginity, prostitution, eroticism, 

pornography and the representation of the mother within the autobiographical text. 

Part IV presents concluding remarks on Duras' contradictory image of identity, 

desire and gender challenging the "feminine" nature of her writing. The Lover, it is 

argued, produces the effect of a double discourse; meaning occupies a position of 

both aridity and excess in Duras' text, mirrored by the evocation of weak 

masculinity and complex femininity. Duras' female figures, for instance, are 

depicted as figures of excess; harbouring a multitude of sexual and emotional 
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desires, whilst masculinity is frequently portrayed as weak and degenerative. Setting 

her text amid France's crumbling colonial outpost in the East, where Duras herself 

lived until the age of seventeen, is itself a statement of declining masculine authority 

associated with imperial prestige. However, these tropes of gender in Duras' writing 

are often shared and exchanged as mobile expressions of difference. Such is the 

duplicitous presentation of subjectivity as both "double and neutral"1 in The Lover. 

3:1 Historical and Theoretical Background 

Until the time of her death at eighty-one, Duras was a living testament to a radical 

French tradition of post-war political, intellectual and cultural history.2 The nature of 

that radicalism, however, has altered in shape and direction over time. In the 

immediate decades after the war, Duras assumed an actively interventionist role in 

politics, but by the late 1970s the nature of her political engagement began to 

change. Her disillusionment with partisan ideology in general and with Communism 

in particular3 was shared by many other French intellectuals at the time. As Leslie 

Hill remarks, "the collapse of belief in the historically progressive role of the left 

was an important feature of intellectual life in France in the late 1970s."4 In a post-

Marxist intellectual milieu, Duras turned her attention from institutionalized 

political discourse to the psychological and material reality of an embodied subject. 

5.Derrida, The Ear of the Other: Otobiography, Transference, Translation, ed. Christie McDonald, trans. 

Peggy Kamuf, (New York: Schoken Books, 1982:1985), p.16. 

2.In 1943 Duras became an active participant in a resistance group led by Francois Mitterand during the 

Second World W a r and in 1945 joined the French Communist Party until an agonizing split in the early 
1950s. During the following two decades, she worked as a political journalist for the left-wing publication 
France-Observateur showing a particular partiality for the plight of the social and political illegitimacy of 
Jews, children, the poor, and the mentally and criminally insane. She supported Algerian independence in 
1961 and in M a y 1968, joined with students and writers in the "Comite d'Action etudiants-ecrivains" in a 
revolt against authoritarian systems. Her political agenda at this time involved not only the rejection of 

the Gaullist government but of all and any political representation, including women's movements. See 
Leslie Hill, Marguerite Duras: Apocalyptic Desires, (London and N e w York: Routledge, 1993), pp.8-21. 

3.Duras commented in an interview in 1973 that "the thought of any activism after 1968" made her 

"nauseous" because of its saturation by male theoretical activity that silenced the oppressed. From an 
interview in La creation etouffee (Smothered Creativity), cf., New French Feminisms: An Anthology, eds. 

Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron, (London: Harvester Press, 1980:1981), p.l 12. 

4.Hill, Marguerite Duras: Apocalyptic Desires, op.cit., p.33. 
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Throughout her career, Duras oscillated between literature, drama and film 

as if restlessly looking for the appropriate medium to convey the presence of the 

body. As playwright and film-maker, Duras was acutely conscious of the word-

image relation, in particular with the relation between the linguistic act and the 

event of the body within discourse. Bringing visual and aural elements in contact 

with the writer's mute universe and mobilizing the written word with its figurative 

correlative in film, Duras' interest in the image, and in the case of The Lover, with 

the photographic image, mirrors Barthes' post-structuralist experimentation with 

language as a system of representation.Barthes confesses: "I have a disease: I see 

language".5 The embodied expression of the image attracted Barthes to film, 

painting and photography. In his attempt to align language with the materiality of 

flesh, Barthes mobilizes language by grounding its effects in a somatic experience 

which captures, as in A Lover's Discourse, "the figure [of] the lover at work".6 In 

Duras' The Lover, the written text's filmic quality and fascination with the 

photographic image suggest a similar attempt to render events, experiences and 

emotions within a tangible and embodied discourse.7 Infusing the written text with a 

strong sense of the visual, Duras' description of the girl in The Lover is narrated like 

a cinematic still-shot objectifying and distancing her image from the text's first-

person narrative: "she's wearing a man's flat-brimmed hat"8 writes Duras, narrating 

as if directing a film. Like Barthes, Duras also "sees" language, the effect of which 

is to imagine the body as an imminent presence ready to "crack"9 the symbolic shell 

of language. Duras' inter-textuality can thus be read as an effort to represent a 

faithful image of the embodied subject within language. Hill suggests that Duras' 

5.Barthes, Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, op.cit., p. 161. 

6.Barthes, A Lover's Discourse, op.cit., p.4. 

7.According to Gregory L. Ulmer, the photograph is an attempt to capture the body as an "event of 

meaning" signalling an "entry into the real". In "Barthes' Body of Knowledge", Studies in Twentieth 
Century Literature, Vol.5, No.2, (Spring 1981), p.225. 

".Duras, The Lover, trans. Barbara Bray, (London: Flamingo, 1984:1990), p. 15. 

9.In "Stabat Mater" Kristeva suggests that "when his/her symbolic shell cracks... a crest emerges where 

speech causes biology to show through", The Kristeva Reader, op.cit., p.185. 
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interest in the relationship between the image and the written word mirrors "deep-

seated changes taking place in France in the 1970's."10 In attempting to meld 

language with the body, Duras' writing style often appears simple and naive. When 

describing the skin, hair and sex of the man from Cholon, Duras writes the simple 

sentence: 

The body. (42) 

Unadorned by sentiment or by the specificities of gender, the phrase is impersonal 

and abrupt, conveying the presence and corporeal finality of the lover's body that 

lies in bed beside the young girl. Aware of her unadorned style, Duras remarks on 

the "pure imbecility" that characterizes her texts and describes her aesthetics as thus: 

It is as if I had been afflicted with a disease of the eyes, with a 
deformation of sight which is almost total, so that I recognise reality 
only in its simplest terms, almost to the point of naivete.n 

Like Barthes, Duras is similarly afflicted with "a disease of the eyes" permitting her 

to see language in its simplest terms, suggesting that "the body" is a visual image as 

well as a linguistic act. 

Cultivating political consciousness through embodied subjectivity, Duras' 

relationship to politics has accordingly been described as being "more visceral than 

theoretical,"12 suggesting an emphasis on emotional rather than intellectual 

engagement. Duras is fascinated with emotional, moral and sexual transgressions 

that embrace and embody contradiction and conflict, turmoil and flux. Thus her 

repetitive interest is in the inscription of madness, love and love gone mad. Duras, 

believing that writing is a potentially revolutionary gesture, declared in 1972 that 

"revolutionary demands and literary demands are one and the same."13 Yet the 

10.Hill, op.cit., p. 12. 

n.Germaine Bree,"In Interview with Marguerite Duras", Contemporary Literature, 13, (Autumn 1972), 

pp.407,405. 

12.Hill, op.cit, p.23. 

13.Bree, op.cit., p.421. 
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potentially radical gestures of writing are not always faithful to the dictates of law, 

logic and society. Instead of personifying ethical subjectivity, Duras' interpretation 

of writing as an act of moral transgression distances her from the ethics associated 

with the traditions of Sartrean engagement. Instead, she has cultivated a more 

localized and "visceral" resistance symbolized by her creative engagement with the 

political and moral subversities of writing. The embodied nature of this "visceral" 

resistance is particularly crucial in understanding the politics of "the body" in The 

Lover. The representations of bodies in the text can function as both an image of 

ideological resistance and ideological occupation. Positioning Duras within French 

avant-garde culture, Hill remarks: 

Generally in the early 1970s in France, the body is a figure for what 
escapes consciousness and identity. A s a result, it is a site of material 
struggle and change; it is a force profoundly inimical to biological 
purity, determinism, or stability.!* 

According to Hill, therefore, the body can represent "otherness" or, as she suggests, 

the "unconscious", thereby becoming a figure for what lies against or outside 

conventional uses of language. In The Lover, the figure of the body is indeed a site 

of material struggle; it rebels, resists but also endures violent and painful occupation 

not by a roving army of soldiers but by the somatic consummations of passion. 

Writing is considered a radical and "scandalous" undertaking by Duras, capable of 

provoking, disturbing and seducing the reader. In an interview with Dominique 

Noguez in 1983, Duras says: "I feel as though I write outside, openly, indecently, 

and that's what's scandalous."15 To write "outside" is to have access to a language 

that challenges the prevailing logocentricity of discourse whose embedded codes of 

thought are dominated by metaphysical opposition and dialectical resolution.16 

14.Hill, op. cit., p.29. 

15.From an interview on a programme in the series, Au-dela des pages, ibid., p. 19. 

16.See also Foucault's essay on "The Thought From Outside", where he argues that literature "is only 

superficially an interiorization", and far more 'a passage to the "outside"', suggesting an attempt to "unveil 
its own being", escape "the dynasty of representation" and get '"outside of itself". Such language is often 
an effacement of its discourse, depriving the speaking subject of speech and moving toward silence. This 
is language, according to Foucault, that "arrives at its own edge". From, "Maurice Blanchot: The Thought 
From the Outside", Foucault/Blanchot, trans. Brian Massumi, (New York: Zone Books, 1986:1987), 

pp. 12,22. 
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Duras' "outside" writing, then, runs against a particular use of language and is not 

the attempt to abandon the conventional use of language absolutely. In The Lover, 

Duras achieves this "outside" writing effect by depicting a scene of socially indecent 

and scandalous desire involving a young prostitute and her lover whom she meets 

on a ferry crossing the Mekong River from Saigon to Sadec. In their amorous 

exchange, Duras suspends the customary expectations of masculine and feminine 

behaviour by portraying the adolescent girl as emotionally dense and brave and her 

lover, albeit older and richer, as emotionally and physically fragile. The affair is 

entangled within the girl's relationship with a grief-stricken and abusive mother, an 

aggressive older brother and an incestuous, if implicit love for her younger brother. 

The circulation of desire and sexuality in this text is represented as ambivalent and 

without resolution. Duras' representation of sexuality in The Lover can be said to 

function as a mode of thinking that confronts the binary logic and dialecticism of 

logocentric discourse. In the essay, "Preface to Transgression", Foucault provides a 

theoretical explanation for the philosophical consequences of "sexuality" as an 

epistemology: 

Perhaps the emergence of sexuality in our culture is an "event" of 
multiple values: it is tied to the death of God and to the ontological 
void which his death fixed at the limit of our thought; it is also tied to 
the still silent and groping apparition of a form of thought in which 
the interrogation of the limit replaces the search for totality and the 
act of transgression replaces the movement of contradictions. Finally, 
it involves the questioning of language by language in a circularity 
which the "scandalous" violence of erotic literature, far from ending, 
displays from its first use of words.... In its dark domain, w e now 
encounter the absence of God, our death, limits, and their 
transgression. But perhaps it is also a source of light for those w h o 
have liberated their thought from all forms of dialectical 
language...n(emphasis added) 

A s an "event" with multiple values, the emergence of sexuality, and by extension, 

the body, is interpreted by Foucault as being capable of challenging narratives of 

ZMichel Foucault, "Preface to Transgression", Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays 

and Interviews, ed. Donald F. Bouchard, trans. Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon, (Oxford: Basil 

Blackwell, 1977), pp.50-51. 
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totality and forms of dialectical language. His thesis also suggests that sexuality and 

its multiple bodies of knowledge are tied to and perhaps fill the ontological void 

caused by the absence of G o d within modernity. In occupying this vacancy, such 

bodies of knowledge exist at "the limit of our thought", challenging the continuity of 

contemporary discourses. In The Lover, for instance, the representation of the young 

girl's sexualized body does not promise a dialectical unification of desire but can be 

interpreted as questioning the limits of knowledge, thought and language in the text. 

The emergence of this body as an "event" in the text potentially coincides with a 

breakdown or failure of traditional logocentric discourse. 

"The interrogation of the limit", therefore, to repeat Foucault, is an 

appropriate theoretical definition of the epistemological nature of love and desire in 

Duras' autobiographical text. The representation of emotional excess and physical 

exhaustion in The Lover attempts to disturb and transgress the boundaries of 

dialectical language by associating love and desire with unresolved anguish and 

death rather than with resolution and totality. In The Lover, sexuality assumes 

several ontological values. It interrogates the metaphysical basis of identity based on 

binary opposition; the resolution of conflict and identity's unification with the self. 

Instead, sexuality evacuates a space in the text where subjectivity remains 

unresolved and fragmented and where the eclipse of language, thought and writing 

is glimpsed. 

As well as confronting the metaphysical codes of language, Duras tampers 

with its physical components, undoing its grammatical and syntactical logic. Her use 

of narrative ellipsis, broken expression and disjunctive tenses inflict a syntactical 

violence on the language of The Lover that appears to at times jeopardize the text's 

discursive duration. One of the linguistic effects of Duras' depiction of the embodied 

intensities of anguish and passion is to overwhelm language, with its traditions of 

disembodied thought, with an emphasis on the somatic sites of literary production. 

In The Lover, Duras writes, "I'm finding it more and more difficult to speak"(49), as 

if suggesting the subject's aphasic or hysterical loss of voice. Duras' narrative 
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structure does thus appear to at times collapse under the force of a hysterical 

knowledge which abruptly and physically confronts an impatience with grammar 

and desperately falls into silence. Unspeakable passion in The Lover can therefore 

be seen to operate as a restraint on discourse in the text. In another of Foucault's 

essays on "Language to Infinity", the depiction of the "overwhelming" and 

"unspeakable"18 in literature challenges the "infinity" of interpretations within 

language by acting as "limits of the possible". The infinite language system is that 

which guarantees endless signification by perpetually delaying the death of 

Symbolic meaning. The wish then, to articulate that which "lies outside of words",19 

defined here as the representation of the body, threatens the endless interpretative 

openness of the text. B y resisting linguistic appropriation, the embodied conditions 

of madness, sex and death assume a political potentiality as if the body were to 

signal a limit on what is possible within language. While writing can represent a 

textually infinite play of signifiers, the body, as a situated knowledge, produces an 

epistemological limit on the possible meaning of the text. 

The epistemological concepts of "finitude", "death", "exhaustion" and "limit" 

in The Lover can be interpreted as challenging the gendered description of Duras' 

writing as ecriture feminine. The epistemological and rhetorical motifs of 

"limitation" and "finitude" are not only interpretable as aspects of the "feminine" but 

of androcentric discourse. Mary O'Brien insists, for instance, that "a nagging death 

fetish" and "a preoccupation with finitude" is possible "only where thought is 

masculine"20 due perhaps to the logocentric impulse toward unitary discourse and 

dialectical closure. Yet, the annihilation of meaning and identity that occurs during a 

crisis of representation within language has also historically, since Plato, been 

assigned to the rhetorical space of the feminine. Hence, in her discussion of the 

coded space of the feminine within modernity, Alice Jardine writes that " M o d e m 

™.Ibid., p.60. 

u.Ibid., p.61. 

20.Mary O'Brien, Reproducing the World: Essays in Feminist Theory, (Boulder: Westview Press, 1989), 

p.84. 
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Man does seem to be crossing some kind of Great Void" whose map is inscribed on 

the body of woman.21 In Speculum of the Other Woman, Luce Irigaray urges 

women's writing to be representative of a radical language, thus associating the 

feminine with the crisis of traditional representation: 

Overthrow syntax by suspending its eternally teleological order, by 
snipping the wires, cutting the current, breaking the circuits, 
switching the connections, by modifying continuity, alternation, 
frequency, intensity. 22 

Irigaray's image of the women writer as circuit breaker echoes a statement by Duras, 

also from the 1970s, that "feminine literature" is "translated from blackness, from 

darkness."23 According to Irigaray and Duras, therefore, feminine literature must 

attempt to suspend the prevailing teleology and logic of phallocentric thought if 

language is to be shaped into alternate forms of expression. In the attempt to stretch 

the limits of the dialectical and disembodied language of androcentric thought, 

Duras urges women's writing to be "anchored in the... body."24 Such writing tries to 

be faithful to the physical and material origins of thought by revealing a speaking 

subject who is also an embodied subject of knowledge. Whilst "that body" is 

frequently configured as "feminine", Foucault has suggested that literature 

experimenting with the "limits of language" is often ambivalently gendered because 

of its generation of conflicting and contradictory meanings. This is worth 

considering in relation to Duras' "outside" writing attempt in the representation of 

bodies, sexuality and desire in The Lover. 

According to Foucault's thesis, language that experiments with the limits of 

its own discourse is defined as being "curiously double" by producing meaning that 

21 .Alice A. Jardine, Gynesis: Configurations of Woman and Modernity, (Ithaca and London: Cornell 

University Press, 1985:1993), p.64. 

^.Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman, trans. Gillian C. Gill, (Ithaca, New York: Cornell 

University Press, 1974:1985), p.142. 

23.From an interview by Susan Husserl-Kapit, Signs, (Winter 1975), cf., New French Feminisms, op.cit., 

p.174. 

2\lbid., p.238. 
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is both "excessive and deficient."25 It is in this ambivalent mixture of doubled and 

deficient meaning that I interpret identity in The Lover. Furthermore, I choose to 

read The Lover as an "adolescent novel",26 thus perpetuating an image of unfinished 

and confused identity confirming the effect of too little and too much meaning in the 

text. As a narrative structure and central motif, the figure of the adolescent, writes 

Kristeva, is "the emblem of a subjectivity in crisis"27 constituted through and 

through by a central equivocal core of meaning. Interpreted from the perspective of 

an adolescent novel, The Lover explores sexual ambiguity, madness, depression, 

non-identity, the symbolic overthrow of Oedipal triangulation, the "pornography of 

the young"28 and a meditation upon the origin and ends of writing. Read through the 

critical eyes of such an "adolescent" structure, The Lover distances itself from a 

"feminine" aesthetic long enough to complicate its gendered identity. The Lover's 

curiously "double" nature is therefore an issue of gender as well as genre, with its 

generic undecidability being mirrored by an ambivalent representation of embodied 

identity. Duras' ambiguous authorial presence functions as a strategic vacillation 

between a personalized and embodied "I" to a distant and rather disembodied "she". 

As Barthes has suggested in Roland Barthes, "to speak about oneself by saying "he" 

can mean: I am speaking as though I were more or less dead".29 The significance of 

Barthes' statement in relation to the alternating pronouns in The Lover will become 

obvious in the development of this chapter. 

Duras anchors her own autobiographical writing "in the body" of a lover, 

providing an example of recent autobiography that stages personal identity around 

the textual representation of bodies. Duras' own morphologically-inspired narrative 

of the past begins with a description of her face, which predicts, in advance, the 

25.Foucault, "Language to Infinity", Language, Counter-Memory, Practice, op.cit, pp.61,65. 

26Julia Kristeva, "The Adolescent Novel", Abjection, Melancholia, and Love: The Work of Julia 

Kristeva, eds. John Fletcher and Andrew Benjamin, (London and N e w York: Routledge, 1990), p. 18. 

21.Ibid. 

2*.Ibid., p.20. 

^.Barthes, Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, op.cit, p. 168. 
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passage from adolescence to adulthood that unfolds in the pages ahead, constituting 

as it were, the "body" of her text. In exploring identity in The Lover as both 

multiplicity and emptiness, this chapter questions the conventional analysis of Duras 

as a writer of ecriture feminine. The motif of the "feminine", as discussed previously 

in both the Introduction and in Chapter One, can limit an interpretation of multiple 

subjectivity in the text by associating plural identity with the "feminine" at the 

expense of recuperating ambiguity in masculine identity. To classify the aesthetics 

of The Lover as "feminine" is considered counter-productive to the ambivalent 

signification of discursive "excess" and "exhaustion" that structures the meaning and 

representation of gender, sexuality, subjectivity and political identity in the text. 

3:2 The Sorrow and Pity30 of Post- War France 

A n interesting hypothesis to emerge from post-war historiography in France 

suggests that French historians have had difficulty in coming to terms with the 

"sorrow and the pity" of France's experience of the Second World War. In contrast 

to the immense suffering and loss of life during the "Great" war of 1914, France's 

Second World War, according to Richard Bosworth, was "calamitous", "short", 

"humiliating" and "soft". Allegations of collaboration with Nazism and rigorous 

anti-Semitism, in which France became "an active and willing participant in the 

murder of Jews", contribute to such an hypothesis.31 

30.From the Andre Harris, Alain de Sedouy and Marcel Ophuls documentary film, Le Chagrin et la pitie 

(The Sorrow and the Pity). According to Alan Clinton, the film "caused a sensation in 1971 by suggesting 
that collaborators were not necessarily the tiny minority acknowledged by comforting myths." "The 
Resistance in the Pantheon", History Today, Vol.43, (June 1993), p.10. For a further review of the film 
see Naomi Greene's "La vie en rose: Images of the Occupation in French Cinema", Auschwitz and After, 
op.cit, pp.283-298. 

31.RJ.B.Bosworth, Explaining Auschwitz and Hiroshima: History Writing and The Second World War 

1945-1990, (London and N e w York: 1993), pp.95,96,98. For a similar view regarding "French Shame" 

during the war, see David H. Hirsch's The Deconstruction of Literature: Criticism After Auschwitz, 
(Hanover and London: Brown University Press, 1991). Hirsch suggests that "the shock for the French 
resisters... was not the defeat itself but the very absence of a sense of defeat among the general populace, 
where life went on as usual, in total harmony with the Nazi occupiers." p.l 19. For a history of French 
anti-Semitism, see Pierre Birnhaum's, Anti-Semitism in France: A Political History from Leon Blum to 
the Present, trans. Miriam Kochan, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988:1992). In trying to locate evidence 
for anti-Semitism in France, Birnhaum remarks that like Fascism, "it appeared untraceable in France", yet 
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In questioning the relation between French post-marxist theory and the 

phenomenon of "the Second World War which never ended"32 in France, Bosworth 

indicates that it is hardly surprising that "history" and "identity" should assume such 

precariousness and instability within French post-structuralist theory, suggesting the 

hypothesis that postmodernism has emerged as "a phoenix arisen from the ashes of 

France's utterly calamitous, short Second World War."33 Bosworth suggests that 

French postmodernity, unable to come to terms with the Fall of France and the myth 

of its hegemonic resistance to German ideology and European anti-Semitism, 

espouses a philosophy of resistance by "eschewing all systems and avoiding almost 

all answers."34 A frequently cited figure of the ethically dubious nature of the 

postmodern is Paul de Man.35 His refusal to subject himself to a confessional 

discourse outlining his past affiliations with 1930s Nazism has made him a 

he continues, "latent or actual... the anti-Semitic attitude really does constitute a social fact in France. Its 
memory is carefully preserved in police archives as well as in prefect's reports, libraries, and specialist 
archives." pp.2-3. It is worth noting that in Birnhaum's original French edition, the title "Anti-Semitism in 
France" does not appear and is instead poublished as Un my the politique: La 'Republique juive', (Libraire 
Artheme Fayard, 1988). See also Henry Rousso's The Vichy Syndrome: History and Memory of France 

Since 1944, trans. Arthur Goldhammer, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1990) 
which when published in 1990 accused the French political establishment of deliberating forgetting and 
distorting the facts concerning anti-Semitic legislation and behaviour by French authorities during the 

Vichy period. 

32.The term used to suggest the on-going legacy of French guilt and silence regarding the war expressed 

by many French intellectuals from the sixties through to the eighties. Bosworth, op.cit. p.3. See also 
Judith Friedlander's essay on "Anti-Semitism in France, 1978-1992: Questions and Debates", which 
claims: "For the French, the war years have not faded into the pages of history. Vichy's collaboration with 
the Germans continues to haunt and humiliate them." Auschwitz and After, op.cit, p.66. See also 
Geoffrey H. Hartman's "The Voice of Vichy" who writes: "In France, a self-protective silence, though 
punctuated by scandals and revelations, prevailed for close to fifty years after the Occupation, as if public 
memory could not tolerate the truth of French complicity in the persecution of the Jews." Auschwitz and 

After, op.cit, p. 16. 

K.Ibid., p.95. 

i4.Ibid., p.29. For similar, however more extreme, views on the connection between French post-

structuralism/ deconstruction and what happened during the war, see Chapter Five: "French Shame and 
the N e w Theory" in Hirsch's The Deconstruction of Literature, op.cit., pp.118-132. 

".According to Richard Freadman and Seumas Miller, De Man's problematic view of ethics results from 

his "linguistic constructivism" and "cultural relativism" in which ethics arises not from individual subjects 
but from aporetical linguistic structures relative to the culture in which they are found. Such an account of 
ethics, writes Freadman and Miller is "worse than inadequate." Re-Thinking Theory: A Critique of 
Contemporary Literary Theory and An Alternative Account, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1992), pp.64,66,67. 



166 

controversial theorist;36 indeed, de Man's interpretation of the function of theory 

suggests that he finds a protective niche in the political aporias of literary theory. He 

writes, for instance, that nothing can resist theory "since theory is itself this 

resistance."37 In a cautious cultivation of historical amnesia, De Man resists the 

obligation to provide historical veracity, meaning and identity by his refutation of 

the metaphysics of presence that gives meaning and reality to history. Insisting on 

the importance of historical memory, Jameson writes that "history is what hurts".38 

In view of France's war experience, Jameson's remark resonates with significant 

poignancy for the post-war, postmodern problematization of historical 

consciousness. It could be argued for instance, following Bosworth's hypothesis, 

that Foucault's critique of madness, criminality, and sexuality which appears to 

favour the ancien regime of incarceration of the insane, public torture of the guilty, 

and self-jurisdiction over bodies and pleasures, is an idealization of a past historical 

epoch safely removed from twentieth-century politics. French postmodernists could 

be interpreted as forging a mechanism of resistance that avoids confrontations with 

its recent past,39 or accused of staging the refusal of "insomniac knowledge"40 whose 

dialectics of enlightenment made possible the atrocities of European modernity. 

In his history of sexuality, of the asylum and the prison, Foucault marks the 

Enlightenment as a turning point in the intensification of disciplines and modem 

forms of knowledge in which the overt sovereign power of subjugation over bodies 

is transformed into the subtle coercion of the individual through the invisible 

36.See Sean Burke's "Prologue: The Deaths of Paul de Man" in The Death and Return of the Author: 

Criticism and Subjectivity in Barthes, Foucault and Derrida, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
1992), pp. 1-8. See also Chapter's T w o and Four in Hirsch's The Deconstruction of Literature, op.cit, 

pp.69-79,pp.97-117. 

37.De Man, "The Resistance to Theory", Against Theory: Literary Studies and the New Pragmatism, ed. 

W.J.T. Mitchell, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), p.20. 

38.Jameson, Political Unconscious, p. 120, cf., "Ethics and Action in Frederich Jameson's Marxist 

Structuralist Hermeneutics" by Cornell West, Postmodernism and Politics, ed. Jonathan Arac, 

(Manchester University Press, 1986), p. 130. 

39.According to Hirsch, for instance, "postwar European schools of criticism have one thing in common:... 

they all reflect a desire to efface the recent past." op.cit., p.l 15. 

40.Donald Bouchard, "Introduction", Language, Counter-Memory, Practice, op.cit., p. 18. 
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mechanisms of subjectivity. The Foucauldian aim, as elucidated by Dreyfus and 

Rabinow, is "not to discover who we are but to refuse what we are".41 Viewed in 

relation to France's "Second World War which never ended", French theoretical 

resistance to post-Enlightenment expressions of subjectivity and historical 

consciousness raises intriguing questions. Suspicion regarding dialectical 

philosophy's discursive totalities originates in the belief that European 

Enlightenment's invention of disciplinary knowledge and its administration of 

rationality and progress, culminated in "the twisted road to Auschwitz".42 Theodor 

Adorno and Max Horkheimer declared in 1947, that "Enlightenment is 

totalitarian",43 suggesting that its systematization and manipulation of reality and 

knowledge does not signal freedom and truth but the rationalized administration of a 

society directed toward barbarism. The foundations of knowledge - reason, progress 

and the dialectic are reconfigured as potentially dangerous in their close relationship 

to the mechanisms and expressions of power. Referring to the works of Sade, 

Nietzsche and Foucault, Donald Bouchard suggests that these authors came to 

realize "that it is no longer the sleep of reason which breeds monsters... but... an 

insomniac knowledge...,"44 hence the French post-Marxist theoretical fascination for 

"those excessive signs of the disorder of our understanding"45 - madness, criminality, 

homosexuality, violence, passion, desire, pleasure, pathology and sex. 

The postmodern "incredulity" toward master narratives46 including reason, 

history and historical progress can be understood as a reaction to Germany's 

"twisted" path to modernity where "master" narratives became monstrous ones. In 

41.Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermenuetics, 

(London: Harvester Press), p.216. 

42.Karl Schleunes, The Twisted Road to Auschwitz: Nazi Policy Toward German Jews, 1933-1939, 

(Urbana, 1970). 

43.Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. John Cumming, 

(London: Verso, 1944:1979), p.6. 

•".Bouchard, op.cit., p. 18. 

*.Ibid. 

46.Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, op.cit., p.7. 
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Foucault's discussion of incarceration in Discipline and Punish, for example, 

"Auschwitz" is a notable absence. In his theory of European society's discursive 

transitions from "sanguinity" to "sexuality",47 or in other words, from the symbolics 

of blood and death, to life and its management, Foucault omits the phenomenon of 

"Auschwitz". Such an omission could suggest an inability to reconcile the 

sanguinity of the ancien regime with a "modem" symbolics of blood and death 

represented and revived by "Auschwitz". As an aspect of European modernity, the 

phenomenon of concentration camps seems to disturb the continuity of Foucault's 

thesis in the pages of Discipline and Punish, like an unacknowledged historical 

anachronism.48 Existing on the threshold of an archaic ideology of blood sacrifice 

and a highly modernized, mechanized and disciplined civilization, "Auschwitz" was 

neither a public "theatre of terror"49 nor an invisible form of twentieth-century life 

management and rehabilitation. Both "condemned" to the modem form of the 

scaffold and the arrangement of "docile" bodies for work and production, the 

overworked, battered and dead bodies of "Auschwitz" exist in a similar ambivalent 

structure of discipline and punishment that provides the discursive link between the 

spectacular liturgy of "a public execution" and the institutionalized benevolence of a 

banal "time-table".50 It is as if Foucault's account of gruesome bodily torture in the 

opening pages of Discipline and Punish is an event projected on the consciousness 

of post-war subjectivized and subjugated bodies. It is only in The History of 

Sexuality that Foucault expresses to his reader the position of Nazism in his 

genealogy of European society. Foucault writes: 

Nazism was doubtless the most cunning and the most naive... 
combination of the fantasies of blood and the paroxysms of a 
disciplinary power. A eugenic ordering of society, with all that 

47.Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volume 1, trans. Robert Hurley, (London: 

Penguin, 1976:1990), p. 148. 

48.Indeed, as Hirsch considers, 'it is curious that Foucault should have dedicated himself to so meticulous 

an analysis of the "panopticon", ...while he had nothing to say about the way the Germans kept him and 
his neighbors in subjection from 1940 to 1944." op.cit, p. 122. 

49.Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan, (London: Penguin, 

1975:1979), p.49. 

i0.Ibid., p.7. 
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implied in the way of extension and intensification of micro-
powers,... was accompanied by the oneiric exaltation of superior 
blood... It is an irony of history that the Hitlerite politics of sex 
remained an insignificant practice while the blood myth was 
transformed into the greatest blood bath in recent memory.5i 

It is possible to suggest that the ironic and ambivalent meaning of "Auschwitz" in its 

combination of blood fantasies and disciplinary powers52 is one reason for its 

absence from Foucault's survey of the birth of the prison in Discipline and Punish. 

Another may be that the presence of Auschwitz forces France to confront its pitiful 

record of twentieth-century anti-Semitism. 

France's post-war cultural environment provides a historical lens through 

which to magnify the intimate, amorous and exhausted bodies that are represented in 

The Lover. Duras' work has often revealed an intense concern with the issues of war 

and holocaust. In 1959, Hiroshima mon amour, a film written by Duras and directed 

by Alain Resnais, not only gave Duras international recognition53 but rendered the 

image of "Holocaust", as metaphoric trope of physical and emotional distress, a 

reoccuring and disturbing one in Duras' work. Resnais' previous documentary on 

Auschwitz, Nuit et brouillard, undoubtedly lent moral credence and political weight 

to the stark and brutal images of nuclear holocaust in Hiroshima mon amour.54 In 

1979, Duras' experimental film Aurelia Steiner-Melbourne meshed themes of 

holocaust with impossible love55 and in 1985, her war-time memoirs, La Douleur 

51 .Foucault, The History of Sexuality, op.cit, pp. 149-50. 

52."The death camp itself, suggests Hirsch, "is the ultimate example of rationalism gone mad, and 

madness rationalized." op.cit, p. 12. 

53.Hiroshima mon amour received much critical recognition at the Cannes Film Festival in that year 

helping to distinguish Duras as an avant-garde film maker in the 1970s. Hill, op.cit., p.7. 

54.To explain the French avant-garde obsession with images of the Holocaust, Kristeva suggests that after 

the war "a fascination with Judaism" emerged "revealing the guilt of an entire generation of intellectuals 

in the presence of antisemitism and the collaboration [with the Germans] that existed during the early 
years of the war." Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia, trans. Leon S. Roudiez, (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1987:1989), p.223. See also Martin Jay's observation that "one of the most 
arresting developments in France", gripping many French intellectuals in the 1970s and 1980s, was "a 
new appreciation for the legacy of Judaism" and a "new fascination for Jewish themes". Downcast Eyes: 
The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought, (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: 

University of California Press, 1993:1994), pp.546-8. 

55.For a review of this film, see Herman Rapaport's "Duras's Aur61ia Steiner, or Beyond Essence", 

Auschwitz and After, op.cit, pp.313-331. 
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explored the issues of French resistance and collaboration, the first awareness of 

concentration camps in 1945, and the anxious wait for the release of Duras' lover 

Robert Landais from Dachau. Hanging over Duras' texts like a black sun, "the figure 

of apocalypse", writes Hill, "is powerful and irresistible... it dominates each and 

every aspect of Duras's thematic concerns and aesthetic methods."56 The Lover, 

therefore, can be read as emerging from this eclipsed space where the "black sun" of 

depression, despair and irrationality occupies the figure of the body in love. 

Consuming and destructive, desire is configured as an apocalyptic force. The 

adolescent figure in The Lover pursues love and desire "unto death"(79), thus 

rendering it an experience of disturbing jouissance. Searching for a metaphor that 

will describe "the amorous catastrophe", Barthes asks: "Is it not indecent to compare 

the situation of a love-sick subject to that of an inmate of Dachau?".57 However, in 

The Lover love and desire are frequently measured in terms of trauma and pain. 

Considering, then, that my reading of The Lover takes shape in the shadow of post

war French history, in which many intellectuals and artists attempted to make 

personal sense out of large-scale death and violence, Barthes' and indeed my own 

comparison between subjective desires and the "Dachau" experience, is not indecent 

but a humane translation of history for the individual. 

It is one of the contentions of this thesis that Duras' "curious double" vision 

in her writing, in which identity is both multiplied and exhausted, confronts the 

shame and guilt associated with recent French history. Both La Douleur and The 

Lover were published in France in the mid-1980s, a crucial period in the resolution 

of France's relation to its past.58 In La Douleur, for instance, there is, I suggest, an 

attempt to reconcile the popular discourse of Resistance with the sorrow of France's 

defeat under Occupation and the pity of its contribution to Nazism's eugenic 

56.Hill, op.cit, p.37. See also Kristeva for a discussion of "a new rhetoric of apocalyspe" in Duras' texts. 

Kristeva notes that the term apocalypse has etymological links with the word "de-monstration" whose 
disclosure reveals a monstrous nothing, "a monstrosity that blinds and compels one to be silent", Black 
Sun, ibid., p.223. 

57.Barthes, A Lover's Discourse, op.cit, p.49. 

58.Bosworth, op.cit., p.3. 
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programme of the Final Solution. In The Lover, Duras also comments on the 

indistinction between resistance and collaboration during the war, thereby 

suspending any clear boundary that may separate innocence from guilt, love from 

hatred. 

In her attempt to historicize the conflicts and consequences of the war, 

Duras' writing could be said to continue the mentalite of '"the Second World War 

which never ended'"59 and persists in haunting French culture. The phenomenon 

helps to explain why Duras is a controversial writer in France as well as an enduring 

cultural figure. Hiroshima, Indo-China and France are geographic tropes that 

magnify the wounded sites of Durasienne desire in the text. As Hill remarks: "Love 

and the nuclear holocaust... all the agents of subversion Duras enumerates exist in a 

relationship of reciprocal equivalence."60 As the geographic sites alter from 

Hiroshima to Paris in La Douleur and Saigon in The Lover, Duras enacts her own 

violent occupation of language, throwing the reader into a textual landscape in 

which ontologies must be reconfigured in order to apprehend a space where desire 

and death co-exist. According to Kristeva, 'Auschwitz and Hiroshima have revealed 

that the "malady of death", as Marguerite Duras might say, informs our most 

concealed inner recesses.'61 Thus, for instance, the site of absolute amorous 

possession, writes Duras, is where "we want to die."62 In her rather brutal self-

description in the opening pages of The Lover, Duras confesses to her reader; "I 

have a face laid waste". Her skin ravaged by alcohol and age "cracked" and "scored 

with deep, dry wrinkles" is a displacement of the surface of the topological and 

physiological landscape throughout the text. This exhausted face, however, has a 

curiously double signification in the text. While Duras' face is a premonition of 

eventual collapse and death, it is also a face that promises pleasure and desire. 

"That's how everything started for me", writes Duras, "with that flagrant, exhausted 

59Jbid. 

60.Hill, op.cit, p.31 

61.Kristeva, Black Sun, op.cit, p.221. 

62.Duras, "Men", Marguerite Duras, Practicalities: Marguerite Duras speaks to Jerome Beaujour, trans. 

Barbara Bray, (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1987:1990), p.36. 
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face, those rings around the eyes, in advance of time and experience. "(7,8,12) From 

the very opening of The Lover, Duras mixes the depressive images of death with 

those of desire, and political history with personal morphology in a narrative fort 

da63 that moves away from the self towards the otherness of history, politics, family 

and lovers and returns back to the self, to its loneliness, its body and to the 

reassuring and disturbing image of its face. 

In Duras' "visceral" response to politics in her writing, social oppressions are 

deflected through the personal prisms of an embodied human subject. Conflating the 

body and the body politic, Duras' texts in the aftermath of Hiroshima mon amour 

can be read as contributing to a post-apocalyptic body of literature attempting to 

recover a sense of the physical body as a domain for subjective integrity and 

meaningful response. The Lover is fundamental to this project. From bodily 

dismemberment in L'Amante anglaise (1967) and historical amnesia in Hiroshima 

mon amour, Duras' young body in the The Lover is reconstituted with both memory 

and meaning. As I have suggested earlier, recent autobiography may indeed be 

configured as the attempt to salvage a post-war body. In The Lover, Duras' memory 

of childhood is linked ominously with the reign of her feared older brother and the 

presence of war. She writes: 

I see the war as I see my childhood. I see war-time and the reign of 
m y elder brother as one... I see the war as like him, spreading 
everywhere, breaking in everywhere, stealing, imprisoning, always 
there, merged and mingled with everything, present in the body, in 
the mind, awake and asleep, all the time, a prey to the intoxicating 
passion of occupying that delightful territory, a child's body, the body 
of those less strong, of conquered peoples. Because evil is there, at 
the gates, against the skin.(67) 

63.Although the fort da is a reference to Freud's observations of a child playing with a wooden reel tied to 

a string performing a drama of "disappearance and return", in which the mother is sent away then pulled 

back again, in The Lover the drama of abandonment and return is played out on the body of the young 
girl: she abandons her body to prostitution but returns to the reassuring image of her face. "Gone"'(fort), 
therefore, is her body but her face is "there"(da). See Sigmund Freud's Beyond the Pleasure Principle, 
trans. James Strachey, (New York: W.W.Norton, 1961), pp.10-11. 
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War, both global and familial, invades and occupies the privately sanctified territory 

of Duras' young and vulnerable body in The Lover. Like the incestuous violence of 

her older brother, war breaks and enters the skin. According to George Mosse, 

unlike the clear divide between soldier and civilian in the First World War, the 

Second World W a r boundaries separating the battle line from the home front 

became "blurred".64 This domestication of war affected retrospective perceptions of 

the conflict. For one, it incapacitated the affect of war to function as a myth-making 

machine for the production of nationhood, masculinity, bravura and freedom. 

Instead, the post-war generation, according to Mosse's thesis, is more likely to 

approach the concept of total war with attitudes of violence, apathy and images of 

apocalypse. The dissolution of boundaries between soldier and civilian destroyed 

the personally sanctified space of the individual, invading consciousness and the 

body with its frightening proximity to the home front. The Second World War, 

suggests Mosse, led to "a certain brutalization of public and private life."65 The 

eroticized territory of the body in The Lover can, therefore, be understood as a 

powerful narrative of the recuperation of the wounded and brutalized body of war, 

rape, incest, violence and grief through the agency of amorous desire. The Lover 

embarks on an exhausting journey to re-occupy the "intoxicating passion" and "that 

delightful territory" of the female child's body. W h e n Duras writes "we are lovers. 

W e can't stop loving each other"(ibid), the assertion of love is a refinement of power 

amid an environment of despair and hopelessness. 

Duras' double vision in her writing, in which gender, genre and narrative 

point of view present an ambivalent political agenda, makes her an appropriate 

cultural figure for reconciling France with its history. Instead of cultivating the 

myths of resistance, for example, Duras insists on a vision of the war in which 

"both" ally and enemy are responsible and both ally and enemy suffer. Madeleine 

M.George Mosse, "Two World Wars and the Myth of the War Experience", Journal of Contemporary 

History, Vol.21, (1986), p.491. 

65.Ibid., p.506. 
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Borgomano refers to Duras' ambivalent use of the term "occupation."66 In La 

Douleur, Duras expresses the ambiguities of France's political occupation under 

Germany by narrating a story of love with the "enemy" alongside an account of 

French collaboration with Germany. Like Foucault's critical work on madness, 

imprisonment and sexuality, Duras is moved to action both by political and social 

injustices inflicted upon the individual but also irresistibly drawn to the excesses of 

behaviour that lead to madness, crime, violence and unsustainable love. In 1980, 

Duras wrote of: 

...the irresistible force that led me to the French resistance and the 
Algerian resistance and to protest against the government, the 
military, the politicians...Like you, like anyone, I felt an 
overwhelming urge to denounce injustice of all sorts, whether its 
victim was a single person or an entire nation. And I felt a similarly 
irresistible curiosity to understand love gone amok,... thrown off all 
prudence and plunged headlong into crime, dishonour, and infamy...6i 
(emphasis added) 

In a conflation of political injustice with the madness of love, denouncing one -

affirming the other, Duras cannot, or is unwilling to partition personal transgression 

from political responsibility. An example of this can be seen in the theme of 

"occupation" which assumes various meanings in The Lover. Against a backdrop of 

Indo-China's colonial occupation by corrupt French officials, the young female 

protagonist in The Lover permits herself to be occupied by the demands of her 

obsessive and often abusive mother, her aggressive brother and her tormented lover. 

Like other French cultural figures, including Barthes, Foucault and Derrida, Duras' 

intellectual movement from "political" consciousness to embodied discourse can be 

read as being shaped by France's historical position in relation to the Second World 

War. Reading Duras from this contextual angle can provide a link between the 

"fantasmatic universe"68 of Duras' writing with the historical context of French 

political culture in the decades following the war. 

66.Madeleine Borgomano, Duras: Une lecture des fantasmes, (Petit Roeulx, Belgique: Cistre, 1985), 

p.77. M y translation. 

67.Duras, Outside, Selected Writings, trans, Arthur Goldhammer, (London: Flamingo, 1984:1987), p. 10. 

68.Borgomano, op.cit, p. 12. My translation. 
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The Lover won the Prix Goncourt in 1984 and the Ritz Paris Hemingway 

Award in 1986. In making sense of the book's prestigious nomination and popular 

consumption thereafter, Sharon Willis finds herself "wanting to account for such an 

unexpected phenomenon".69 Among Willis' propositions, none mention Duras' 

contextual inclusion within an ideological configuration that reconciles France's 

defeat and suffering with its collaboration with anti-Semitic ideology. However, this 

chapter suggests that Duras does provide, on a microcosmic scale, some historical 

context for the hypothesis that French postmodern thought is an effect of its real and 

imaginative relation to the Second World War. The textual fascination with 

inscribing silence, boredom, grief and depression can stage, rather controversially, 

an evacuation of historical event creating as it were, a "new desert"70 as in 

Hiroshima mon amour, in which memory and history are reduced to blurred and 

broken images, suggesting a culture unable to interpret or tolerate war-time politics 

and civilian experience. Duras' minimalist writing style in The Lover, seemingly 

unfettered by theoretical or aesthetic directives, is itself a kind of blasted textual 

surface whose "frail scaffolding of narrative"71 punctures grammar, law and logic. 

Images of existential horror, which "Auschwitz" and "Hiroshima" represent on an 

historical level, seem to exist for Duras as indicators of the impossibility of 

coherent, dialectical thinking associated with Western Enlightenment philosophy. 

Her phrase, that "very early in my life it was too late", is characteristic of the abrupt, 

eclipsed autobiographical narrative employed in The Lover.12 In a description of 

Bataille's writings on erotica, Duras remarks that Bataille "does not write at all, 

since he writes against language."73 In many ways, Duras' description of Bataille is a 

69.Sharon Willis, Marguerite Duras: Writing on the Body, (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois 

Press, 1987), p.4. 

70.Duras, Hiroshima mon amour: scenario et dialogues, Realisation, A.Resnais, (Paris: Gallimard, 1960), 

p.20. 

71.Saul Maloff, Contemporary Authors: A Bio-Bibliographical Guide to Current Authors and Their 

Works, Volumes 25-28, ed. Carolyn Riley, (Michigan: Gale Research Company, 1971), p.224. 

72.Duras' minimalist style originated in her experimentations in the mid-1950s with the French nouveau 

roman or antinovel in which the writing style was pared down to a minimum. For an example of this style 

see Duras' Le square, (The Square: 1955). 

73.Duras, "On Georges Bataille", La Cigue, 1958, cf., Outside, op.cit., p.30. 
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self-description. Here, to write "against" language is not to stop writing but to 

challenge the prevailing logocentric codes governing European systems of thought. 

Thus when the language of The Lover is punctured by frequent pauses, typographic 

blanks and narrative breakdowns, Duras' textual subversion is best understood as a 

particularized one, directed at forms of language and not language as an absolute 

form. In her belief, then, that "writing is beyond everything",74 Duras is expressing a 

desire for writing that transgresses masculinized and occidental modalities of 

language. 

In the opening pages of La Douleur, Duras attempts to define her style by 

suggesting that 'it can't really be called "writing"... I found myself confronted with a 

tremendous chaos of thought and feeling that I couldn't bring myself to tamper 

with.'75 Duras' description partially explains the bare writing style found in The 

Lover, as if it were the debris of a former thought being offered to her reader. In this 

sense, Duras is always de-cultivating the text as a "desert",76 but also simultaneously 

employing its delirious multiplication of meaning that would seemingly contradict 

the image of annihilating emptiness. In The Lover, Duras gives some explanation of 

this epistemological equivocation in the act of writing, where meaning swings from 

bareness to excess: 

Sometimes I realize that if writing isn't all things, all contraries 
confounded, a quest for vanity and void, it's nothing. That if it's not, 
each time, all things confounded into one through some inexpressible 
essence, then writing is nothing but advertisement. But usually I have 
no opinion, I can see all options are open now, that there seem to be 
no more barriers, that writing seems at a loss for somewhere to hide, 
to be written, to be read. That its basic unseemliness is no longer 
accepted. But at that point I stop thinking about it.(12) 

74.Interview with Duras translated by Heidi Gilpin, 'Exploding the Issue: "French" "Women" "Writers" 

and "The Canon"?', Alice A. Jardine and Anne M . Menke, Displacements: Women, Tradition, Literatures 
in French, eds. Joan DeJean and Nancy K. Miller, (Baltimore and London: The John Hopkins University 

Press, 1991), p.285. 

75.Duras, La Douleur, trans. Brabara Bray, (London: Flamingo, 1985:1987), p.4. 

76.The reference comes from Duras' recollection of a reoccuring dream during the war. Duras dreams of 

exterminating Germany, "the destruction of the Nazi Eden... / was making the desert." In, "Crime: The 

Pleasant Dream", Outside: Selected Writings, Duras, (London: Flamingo Press, 1984:1987), p.233. 
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In wanting to write in a language that will abandon metaphysical duality and 

existential choice, and be "all things", Duras is expounding the curious excessive 

and deficient double effect of language. This can be understood as a strategic 

confusion that hopes to evacuate a textual space for the retrieval and recuperation of 

meaning from the perceptions of existential blankness and void. 

Living in "the long hot girdle of the earth", the narrative voice of The Lover 

laments Indochina's climatic indifference to seasonal variation, "we have just one 

season, hot, monotonous... with no spring, no renewal."(8) The climate's stubborn 

monotony and indifference to the seasonal variation that a more occidental climate 

would provide, mimics the nature of the young girl's desire, which does not 

distinguish feelings of love from feelings of hate, a sense of doom from a sense of 

desire, and a capacity for pleasure from a capacity for anguish. This anti-dialectical 

sense of life often results in an embargo on thought, where thinking comes to a halt. 

The epistemological fusion of differences collapsing into sameness is suggested by 

the overwhelming presence of water that surrounds the geography of The Lover. 

Like the Mekong river whose tides constantly rise and flood the plains, washing 

away the borders between river and bank and river and horizon, the possibility of 

Westernized binary thought drowns in the watery ambience that surrounds The 

Lover's Oriental setting. W h e n the flooding begins, its aggressive indifference to 

human and inhuman habitation "carries everything along, straw huts, forests... fires, 

dead birds, dead dogs... drowned men... all stuck together. Everything flows towards 

the Pacific... all is swept along."(25) So too, the disparate images of obsessional 

love and death are "all stuck together" in The Lover. Like her hesitation to clarify 

the obscure representation of emotions in La Douleur, Duras chooses not to 

disentangle the images of confused emotion in The Lover. 

In the wake of her changing political consciousness, Duras' vision of 

ideology is one that rejects binary opposition. Recalling a dream in an essay from 

Outside, Duras writes that "to fail to see the other is to fail to see one's own 
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shadow... In my dream I kill Nazis and Stalinists..."77 The dream is a premonition of 

her characteristic dilution of clear political boundaries between apparent opposing 

forces. Duras' relation to feminist consciousness assumes a similar ambiguity, 

adopting a tactical hesitation to ideological positioning similar to that exercised by 

Kristeva. According to Hill, Duras has "never attempted to describe herself as a 

feminist,"78 consistent with Duras' disillusionment with political programmes and 

her commitment to collapsing binary oppositional thought, including the loosening 

and dilution of gender specificity. The collapse of gender specific identity is 

especially evident in The Lover where the young girl's adolescent body merges with 

the small non-Western morphology of her Chinese lover. Furthermore, in her 

obsession to see "one's own shadow", Duras' writing can be said to express a 

proximity to monstrosity - that is a proximity to otherness - where the boundaries 

between self and other, writing and reality are diffused. Duras herself remarks that 

when she writes, her faculties of reason and cognition are suspended and she ceases 

to understand her own writing.79 During the long hours of inscription, "I work like a 

brute"80 - says Duras - evoking an image of the writer as a driven subject. 

In her analysis of Duras' work, Sharon Willis hesitates to represent Duras 

within standard feminine iconography as "the woman who seduces by her 

duplicity."81 This is possibly because the female characters in Duras' texts, including 

The Lover, are not necessarily "seductive" in their duplicity, but in grief and anxiety 

over the irredeemably hostile situation in which they find themselves. If standard 

feminine iconography presents woman as seductive temptress, it is indeed worth 

recovering Duras from this tradition of feminine iconography and allowing her work 

the space of contradiction and interpretative multiplicity. After the political 

77.Duras, "Crime: The Pleasant Dream", Outside, op.cit, p.234. 

™.Ibid., p.32. 

79.Bree, op.cit., p.407. 

80.Duras, Le Camion, cf., Christiane Blot-Labarrere, Marguerite Duras, (Paris: Seuil, 1992), p.24. 

Translation mine. 

njbid., p.5. 
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certainties and binaries of Duras' earlier ideological framework up until the 1970s, 

her political objectives are less clearly defined in her work produced in the 1980s. In 

abandoning the separate space that distinguishes self-identity from that which is 

"other" to the self, Duras suggests, with characteristic obscurity that "the division no 

longer exists",82 as if the clear differences between resistance and collaboration, ally 

and enemy, love and hatred, masculine and feminine can no longer be tolerated. In 

destabilizing "myths" of France's resistance during the Second World War, La 

Douleur blurs the distinctions between resistant and collaborative forces, collapsing 

and suspending political judgement by projecting forth an image of "the great 

European common grave".83 La Douleur recounts Duras' experiences in Paris in June 

1944 when France was under German occupation, and in April of 1945, when the 

concluding months of official warfare involved agonising periods of patient waiting 

for the release of prisoners from concentration camps before the formal Liberation 

of Paris. In the following passage, Duras is waiting for news concerning her 

husband Robert Landais. Duras writes: 

...now I can't tell the difference between the love I have for 
him[Robert] and the hatred I bear them. It's a single image with two 
faces:... his breast exposed to the German... the German who's aiming 
at him.84 

The depiction of the strong emotions of love and hate as "a single image with two 

faces", suggests Duras' political, moral and ethical ambivalence and the cancellation 

of ontological distinction. Unlike Bernardo Bertolucci's characterization in his film, 

1900s5, where political ideology remains clear and decisive, Duras executes a 

calculated indecisiveness regarding the identity of good and evil in war. In The 

Lover, ideological boundaries and differences are liquidated as Duras explores the 

82.Bree, op.cit, p.412. 

83.Duras, La Douleur, op.cit., p.47. 

M.Ibid., p.27. 

85.The reference to Bertolucci is not incidental. In the "myths of resistance" discourse that builds around 

post-war French culture, an Italian example of a similar phenomenon can perceived to be operating in 
Bertolucci's post-war film production on Italy's experience of that war. In 1900, the "good" (the 
communist resitance fighters) and the "bad" (the fascists) are depicted in violent binary opposition. 
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unclear borders between resistance and collaboration, both on the historico-political 

plane during the Occupation of Paris, and on the individualized level of amorous 

exchange: 

...collaborators, the Fernandezes were. And I... was a member of the 
French Communist Party. The parallel is complete and absolute. The 
two things are the same, the same pity, the same call for help, the 
same lack of judgment, the same superstition... that consists in 
believing in a political solution to the personal problem.(73) 

Duras equates her misjudged commitment to the Communist Party with the crime 

committed by the Fernandezes' collaboration, believing "the two things are the 

same". Duras introduces the story of the Fernandezes into her narrative directly after 

her encounter with the lover, the wealthy Chinaman from Cholon, as if she herself 

were also collaborating at a personal level with the enemy, that is the racial, sexual, 

social "other" from Cholon. At this personal level of amorous exchange, the sexual 

division between the lover and the girl is also made ambiguous. Hill remarks that in 

the 1970s, Duras had a "starkly polarized view of relations between the sexes."86 

Stark polarity in Duras' work in the 1980s, however, is transformed into an 

ambiguous obscurity in The Lover, and often into a discursive silence when writing 

is "all contraries confounded". Like a "single image with two faces", the thin, 

undeveloped body of the young girl in The Lover merges with the emasculated 

figure of the man from Cholon, as if to create, as Leah Hewitt writes, "the 

connection between sparseness and an ambivalence concerning sexual identity"87 

producing an image of the girl's femininity that is feminine and masculine. 

While Duras' face is the site of speech and personalized subjectivity in The 

Lover, the body mimics the silent and voiceless act of writing as suggested by 

Derrida in his theory on speech and writing. His thesis on the West's historical 

86.Hill, op. cit, p.27. 

87.Hewitt also suggests that over the years Duras' texts appear to be' "embodying" the "thin, undersized" 

physique of her youth... Her novels become progressively thinner, pared down, even undersized...', Leah 
D. Hewitt, Autobiographical Tightropes: Simone de Beauvoir, Nathalie Sarraute, Marguerite Duras, 
Monique Wittig, andMaryse Conde, (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press: 1990), p.l 17. 
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valorization of speech over writing raises interesting questions regarding the silence 

of the body within writing. In his thesis, Derrida's assumption is that the West's 

framing episteme is not the script-centered Judaic-Christian one, but the Greek 

scholastic method of verbal pedagogy. A s Eugene Vance points out, the Greek term 

"hermeneia" is not the excavation of buried meaning but an "act of extroversion by 

the voice".88 Derrida argues for a legitimation of the infinite system of identification 

within writing rather than for the metaphysics of presence that the condition of the 

voice appears to grant the subject. In his essay on "Differance", Derrida questions 

the hierarchy of speech by arguing that only in writing could the meaning of 

differance be apprehended. The difference between difference and differance, writes 

Derrida, is "purely graphic": 

...it is read, or it is written, but it cannot be heard. It cannot be 
apprehended in speech...It is offered by a mute mark, by a tacit 
monument...in which the body of the sign is compared to the 
Egyptian Pyramid... silent, secret and discreet as a tomb.../Ae 
economy of deaths 

Duras imagines in her writing a possible written equivalent to the silence of the 

image where the body can install itself as that tomb of silence, that "mute mark" of 

the text. In this deserted landscape, where bodies exist as stunted remains of a 

former intact identity, the "tomb"'s economy of death still generates meaning and 

confirms a familiar identity for Duras. Acting as scribe from this eclipsed space of 

silence, "It is in the blanks", responds Duras in an interview, that "I recognize 

something".90 Summoning a sense of self-identity and certainty from a deserted 

space of meaning, Duras conveys a contradictory subjectivity in The Lover based on 

an empty and full sense of being. She translates herself from the darkness and 

despair that suffocates her family and writes: 

88.From Derrida's The Ear of the Other, op.cit, p.l 12. Derrida remarked that "I think more in Greek than 

in Jewish,", p. 116. 

89.Derrida, "Differance", Critical Theory Since 1965, eds. Hazard Adams and Leroy Searle, (Tallahassee: 

University Presses of Florida, 1986), p. 120. 

90.Duras and Xaviere Gauthier, Les Parleuse, (Paris: Minuit, 1974), p. 12, cf., Willis, op.cit. Her 

translation. 
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It's in its aridity, its terrible harshness, its malignance, that I'm most 
deeply sure of myself, at the heart of m y essential certainty that later 
on I'll be a writer.(80) 

Duras suggests that her writing originates from a wounded subjectivity which 

writing also promises to seal. "When I don't write for a while", comments Duras in 

an interview, "I feel a lack".91 More than this, however, it is from this sense of 

deprivation that her self-identity can be constituted. This is part of the double 

identity that Duras espouses in The Lover, the simultaneous expression of a deficient 

and excessive, empty and full signification. Duras questions the possibilities of 

whether there can be love amid blanketed hope and misery. Conveying an image of 

simultaneous depression and desire, Duras writes that her family is "a place that's 

intolerable, bordering on death, a place of violence, pain, despair, dishonour. A n d so 

is Cholon..."(81) - the land across the Mekong river where the young girl will meet 

her Chinese lover. In her autobiographical narrative, love is intolerable, painful, 

despairing - in short, monstrous. Binding private melancholia in The Lover with the 

public suffering caused by war, Kristeva suggests that the monstrosity and 

magnitude of human suffering during the Second World W a r stripped political life 

of an autonomy that our consciousness demands but cannot sustain, forcing us to 

"remain faithful to the intensity of horror." In occupying both mental space and 

human corporeality, the domestication of war dismantled the safe boundaries 

between private life and politics. In Duras' writing, according to Kristeva, "private 

suffering absorbs political horror into the subject's psychic microcosm."92 It would 

appear that Duras' jouissance seeks to confirm that the "catastrophe" of Dachau can 

be justifiably compared to the love-sick subject in The Lover. 

9l.Bree, op.cit., p.407. 

92.Kristeva, "The Malady of Grief: Duras", Black Sun, op.cit., pp.224,234. 
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3:3 Embodiment Within A utobiography 

In The Lover, Duras locates an inscription of the self on her body. How to write 

about the self is a crucial question of all autobiographical narratives, but how to 

write about the selfs body is an even more pressing issue for post-war 

autobiography. Approaching one's own body as a location or instance of self-

identity in autobiography is, as suggested in Chapter One, a strategy that subverts 

the historical tradition of autobiography that has privileged the intellectual and the 

spiritual. The absence of mind-body polarities in Duras' text is replaced by a book-

body binary created by the commodification of The Lover - written overtly for 

money, and the commodification of the child's body as prostitute in the text. As the 

roles of writer and prostitute are substituted for one another in The Lover, Duras' 

book and body appear to share an isomorphic relation. If, as Duras declared, 

"writers invite sexuality,"93 then theorists may accept the invitation to explore her 

body of knowledge in The Lover. 

In her analysis of The Lover, Leah Hewitt suggests that Duras' autobiography 

is not so much about her body but rather that "the body is already a form of 

autobiography."94 Indeed, Duras' lengthy description of her "ravaged" face in the 

opening pages of her memoir presents the face as the devastated witness of a 

personal history. To paraphrase Susan Sontag, Duras' face is unveiled as "the 

stigmata of a survivor".95 Duras writes: 

93.Marguerite Duras, Practicalities: Marguerite Duras speaks to Jerome Beaujour, trans, Barbara Bray, 

(New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1987:1990), p.67. 

94.Hewitt, "Rewriting Her Story, from Passive to Active: Substitutions in Marguerite Duras's The Lover", 

Autobiographical Tightropes, op.cit., p. 109. 

95.Susan Sontag, Illness as Metaphor, (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1978:1978), p.41. 
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Between eighteen and twenty-five m y face took off in a new 
direction. I grew old at eighteen. I don't know if its the same for 
everyone. I've never asked. But I believe I've heard of the way time 
can suddenly accelerate on people when they're going through even 
the most youthful and highly esteemed stages of life. M y aging was 
very sudden. I saw it spread over m y features one by one, changing 
the relationship between them, making the eyes larger, the expression 
sadder, the mouth more final, leaving great creases in the forehead. 
But instead of being dismayed I watched this process with the same 
sort of interest I might have taken in the reading of a book. And I 
knew I was right, that one day it would slow down and take its 
normal course. The people w h o knew m e at seventeen, when I went 
to France, were surprised when they saw m e again two years later, at 
nineteen. And I've kept it ever since, the new face I had then. It has 
been m y face. It's got older still, of course, but less, comparatively, 
than it would otherwise have done. It's scored with deep, dry 
wrinkles, the skin is cracked. But m y face hasn't collapsed, as some 
with fine features have done. It's kept the same contours, but its 
substance has been laid waste. I have a face laid waste. (7-8) 

As with her cinematic objectification of images, Duras objectifies her face, reading 

its degenerating features as she would a book. Turning her face into an object of 

fascination and delight, Duras finds the image consoling, familiar, original and 

personal, "It has been my face", she declares with proud ownership. Unlike Woolfs 

rebellion against the mirror image of her face in what amounts to "the looking-glass 

shame", Duras enjoys gazing solipsistically over her face without guilt or shame. 

Jenijoy La Belle suggests that "some female characters are so mirror dominated that 

they are interested in only the visual components of spoken language - the linguistic 

act that is one with the body."96 The image of her face performs a psychological and 

physiological confirmation of identity and existence for Duras who is unafraid to 

objectify both her face and her body. 

Duras' "disease of the eyes",97 permitting her to see language in its simplest 

terms, explains her fascination for the photographic image in The Lover,9* including 

96Jenijoy La Belle, Herself Beheld, op.cit., p. 160. (emphasis added). 

97.Bree, op.cit, p.405. 
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a picture of the mother, of Duras' son at twenty, and of an untaken photograph that 

is of particular relevance to the story. In this text, the photograph provides a material 

testimony to a once lived existence, a fantasy of permanence in the face of 

immanence. In recalling the fateful journey across the Mekong River, Duras 

considers the failure in capturing the momentus event in the image of a photograph: 

I think it was during this journey that the image became detached, 
removed from all the rest. It might have existed, a photograph might 
have been taken, just like any other, somewhere else, in other 
circumstances. But it wasn't. The subject was too slight. W h o would 
have thought of such a thing? The photograph could only have been 
taken if someone could have known in advance how important it was 
to be in m y life, that event, that crossing of the river. But, while it was 
happening, no one ever knew of its existence. Except God. And that's 
why - it couldn't have been otherwise - the image doesn't exist. It was 
omitted. Forgotten. It never was detached or removed from all the 
rest. A n d it's to this, this failure to have been created, that the image 
owes its virtue: the virtue of representing, of being the creator of, an 
absolute.(13-14) 

Without a tangible image confirming the event of her body crossing the river, Duras, 

as a writer, becomes an absolute creator, granting the image its existential virtue. 

Duras' effort to meld the image of the body with language corresponds with 

her delight in the material tangibility of identity. Bodies and faces, for instance, are 

not only testimonies to loss and lack in The Lover, but regions brimming with 

signification and pleasure. Duras writes of her face as being "the only image of 

myself I like,... in which I recognise myself, in which I delight."(7) The mirror 

image of the face is not the site of existential angst, confusion or Lacanian 

"misrecognition",99 but of affirmative recognition and delight. Duras moves outside 

of the psycho-linguistically constituted Lacanian subject for an identity that 

98.The original title for The Lover, according to Catherine Portuges, was "La Photographie absolue". In 

"Seeing Subjects: W o m e n Directors and Cinematic Autobiography", Life/Lines, op.cit, p.347. 

".This is Lacan's theory of the child's pleasing image of unity that its finds when looking at itself in the 

mirror - a unity in the image of itself which it does not experience in its own body. See Terry Eagleton's, 
Literary Theory: An Introduction, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983:1986), p.165. 
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connects the image of its face in the mirror with the reality of its corporeal identity. 

In The Lover, there appears no hierarchy of body parts, the face is the expression of 

a special subjectivity, but is not privileged over the experience of the body. Duras 

recognises herself in the image of her face, but her body also acts as a conduit and 

recuperation of identity and meaning. Just as there are no Cartesian mind/body splits 

in the text, so there is no sustaining priority given to the face over the body in the 

The Lover. Thus Duras writes: 

...when you let the body alone, to seek and find and take what it likes, 
and then everything is right, and nothing's wasted, the waste's covered 
over and all is swept away in the torrent, in the force of desire.(46-7) 

Duras' embodiment of desire100 is an experience of ontological plenitude, satiating 

and sufficient. Desire may be a lacking and a longing but also an overwhelming 

"force" that fills the subject's sense of existential emptiness. Elizabeth Grosz argues 

that Laean's conception of desire derives substantially from Hegel's The 

Phenomenology of Spirit where desire is "a fundamental lack, a hole in being" that 

can only be satisfied by the desire of and for an other.101 To posit the circulation of 

desire in The Lover as "lack and absence" limits the text to the images of the hole: 

desert, holocaust and apocalypse, evoking a wounded or perforated subject. Duras' 

subjectivity, however, is always marked by a double sign: deficient and excessive, 

thus dismantling the dichotomous structure that an exclusively negative conception 

10°.Cranny-Francis suggests that in the 1980s the critique of "desire" began to be replaced by writings on 

the "body". Desire, constituted as a condition of deprivation, frames the body as the negative other of the 
mind, constantly denying the body's fulfillment. As writings on the body emerged in the 1980s, however, 
the hierarchical mind-body binary became replaced by a model of inter-relatedness which perceives 

consciousness as an embodied condition whose body is an active and productive participant of meaning 
rather than negatively subservient to the mind. From, The Body in the Text, op.cit, pp.17-21. 

l01.Elizabeth Grosz, Jacques Lacan: A Feminist Introduction, (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1990), p.64. 

See also Grosz's essay on "Desire, The Body and Recent French Feminisms", for a discussion on negative 
and positive conceptions of desire. Grosz separates philosophies of desire into two broad traditions: the 
Platonic model (including the theories of Hegel, Freud and Lacan), where "desire is doomed to 
consumption, incorporation, disatisfaction and destruction of its object" and the second "'Spinozist'" 
view, "a positive or productivist position" represented by Spinoza, Nietzsche and their contemporaries 
including, Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari, Hocquenghem, Lingis and Lyotard. From, Intervention, 
Vol.21, No.22, (1988), p.29. 
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of desire engenders.102 Desire, as Duras illustrates in the above quotation, has the 

capacity to "cover" the holes of desire as well as create them. Desire in The Lover, is 

often "too much"(78), an excess confronting the subject as an "intolerable" 

challenge.(86) The Lover's image of excess and plenitude prohibits its identification 

with Lacanian desire as lack and absence. Furthermore, Duras does not only not 

require the "other" to fill the "holes" of her subjectivity, but is sustained by the 

negativity of grief as much as by the positivity of pleasure. Although Duras' face 

grants her pleasure and identity, even grief offers her the comfort and familiarity of 

authentic subjectivity. Grief, in effect, serves to act as a form of self-ravishment for 

Duras, constituting one of the "blanks" in her texts from which she recognises 

herself. 

Remarking on the historically hierarchical structure of the body, the face, 

according to Sontag, enjoys preeminence as the most personal and sanctified region 

of the body.103 As the patriarchal framing of the Law of identity and speech, the face 

is an area that Deleuze and Guattari desire to symbolically efface - thus freeing the 

body from its subservience to an imposed subjectivity. In A Thousand Plateaus, 

therefore, anti-oedipal strategies are pursued by working against the hierarchical 

organ-isation of the body, including its faciality.104 The face is metonymically and 

metaphorically imaged, in the empire of signs, as the head of the body politic. The 

face has a voice and thus speaks. To substitute this fa(s)ce-ism with an anti-Oedipal, 

anti-organistic, rhizomatic body without vertical direction, involves a process of de

facing and symbolic removal of the patriarchal crown from the head. 

Deleuze and Guattari's "defacialization"105 acts as an assault on the 

morphology of masculine subjectivity and logocentricity. The demarcation of the 

102.As Cranny-Francis argues: "To abandon the Freudian-Lacanian conception of desire is to relieve 

individuals placed within such a structure of dichotomous experiences" and introduce "the possibility of 
different gratifications". In this way a concept of difference replaces that of otherness. Op.cit, p.103. 

103.Sontag, op.cit, p. 17. 

104.Deleuze and Guattari, "Year Zero: Faciality", A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, 

op.cit., p. 171. 

i05.Ibid., p. 190. 
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face as masculine preserve would leave the body to be located as the domain of the 

"feminine". Defacialization therefore contributes to Deleuze and Guattari's 

rhetorical trope of becoming woman. However, the metaphoric status of the face and 

the body can have a double meaning. According to Jennifer Craik's observation: 

Women have become The Face, yet their achievement of face 
paralyses other social practices. For as the face becomes the canvas 
for decoration, so femininity becomes the product of actions upon the 
body: in contrast, masculinity is a set of bodily parts and the actions 
they can perform.^ 

Craik interprets "the face" as the frozen frame of feminine ornamentation and "the 

body" as conduit for manly action and mobility. In The Lover however, Duras' face-

body binary, which does not grant priority to either body part, undermines both the 

Deleuzian formulation and that of Craik. Firstly, Duras' face is not pictured as a 

frozen canvas but a living, aging cartography of identity. It is a source of intimate 

delight rather than of female oppression. In the opening pages of her 

autobiographical narrative, Duras refers to "my face" as opposed to the third-person 

narrative anonymity of "the body" of the Chinese lover and of her own in describing 

her first sexual experience in the text. As if to absolve her of responsibility and of 

the self-determination of pleasures, Duras abandons the first-person narrative 

familiar to autobiography and describes her encounter with the man from Cholon 

cinematically, that is, by objectifying her body and distancing herself from the 

figure of the young girl in the text. In a process of depersonalization, the young girl 

asks that the Chinese man does not talk or love her. He is "to do as you usually do 

with women".(41) Similarly, when describing the skin and sex of the Chinese man, 

"she", writes Duras, "doesn't look him in the face. Doesn't look at him at all."(42) If 

faces and bodies are gendered as feminine and masculine sites respectively, then 

Duras, it seems, projects both a feminized and masculinized subjectivity of facial 

intimacy and bodied anonymity. 

106.Jennifer Craik,'"I must put my face on": making up the body and marking out the feminine', Cultural 

Studies, Vol.3, (1989), p.6. 
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In Neuman's formulation of the body-politic in autobiography, as suggested 

in Chapter One, western cultures define the nature of self and identity with 

masculine consciousness and culture. As a consequence of this, most 

autobiographies involve the erasure of the body in their work because the body is 

associated with femininity and "nature",107 in other words, that which has historically 

been associated with the loss and confusion of identity. If, for a moment, the mind is 

imaged as the face of masculine consciousness, disembodied and free, while the 

body suggests corporeality and non-transcendence, then the body of the young girl 

in The Lover emits an absolute multiplicity of gender identifications, for it is 

frequently her face which is described in personal pronouns while reference to the 

body assumes the distant and "disembodied"108 voice of a third-person narrative. 

The Lover is an appropriate text for exploring the book-body relation. Like 

the Barthian textual inscription of transgressive somatic experiences, Duras' book is 

written conceptually "through the body".109 Seducing a reading public, the 

transposed photograph on the front cover of The Lover is of a very young Duras. 

Read with the text, the look of her face is uncanny, pubescent yet already 

conspicuously desiring. In The Lover, Duras describes herself as having, at the age 

of fifteen "the face of pleasure, and yet I had no knowledge of pleasure"(12). Duras' 

face predicts her future. The visualization and even fetishization of the face literally 

pre-figures the autobiography, for on its first page, Duras writes: 

I often think of the image only I can see now, and of which I've never 
spoken. It's always there, in the same silence, amazing. It's the only 
image of myself I like, the only one in which I recognise myself, in 
which I delight (7). 

l07.Neuman, Autobiography and Questions of Gender, op.cit, p. 138. 

l08.See Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, op.cit, p. 168. 

m.Ibid., p.80. 
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Considering Duras' engagement with the visual image, her cinematic forays and her 

ongoing commitment to an unspoken language of silence,110 it is appropriate that 

Duras present an "image" of her face, a silent portrait of the self at fifteen, before 

her writing. "There was no mistaking that face...That was how everything started for 

me...in advance of time and experienced 12). Madeleine Borgomano suggests, in a 

reading of The Lover, that there is a "movement" towards the emergence of the 

"image".111 However, in this instance, the image of the face confronts the reader on 

the very first page of The Lover, as well as on its front cover, thus denying the 

teleology of movement suggested by Borgomano. Furthermore, desire in the text 

does not move from innocence to experience or from anticipation to fulfilment, but 

exists in advance of time and experience. According to Lacanian notions, "desire 

is... a movement" toward the other,112 but in The Lover, desire exists on Duras' face 

before its encounter with the otherness of the Chinese lover. 

Duras' description of her face's sudden aging mirrors the teleological 

procession of the text. Rather than a gradual story of a young girl's rite of passage 

into adulthood, the narrative of The Lover matures precociously, shrinking the 

distance between youth and age. Duras subverts the rites of passage from youth to 

maturity, from states of presumed sexual innocence to carnal knowledge. The third 

paragraph of her opening page begins with the dramatic statement, that "Very early 

in m y life it was too late. It was already too late when I was eighteen"(7). Telling a 

story backwards, according to Mary Jacobus, enacts a "betrayal of narrative" 

identifiable with the hysteric's autobiographical imagination.113 The hysteric's 

obsession with reminiscence, as elucidated by Freud, is therefore not a passive 

110Jeanne-Marie Clere,"Marguerite Duras, collaboratrice d'A. Resnais, et le rapport des images et des 

mots dans le textes hybrides", Revue des Sciences Humaine, Vol.8, (April/June 1986). And Janine 
Ricouart, Venture feminine et violence: une etude de Marguerite Duras, (Birmingham: Summa 
Publications, 1991). Silence in this text is equated with a violent refusal to engage with language. 

ni.Madeleine Borgomano, "L'Amant:: hypertextualite illimitee," Revue des Sciences Humaine, (1986), 

op.cit, p.75. 

112.Grosz, Jacques Lacan, op.cit., p.65. 

113.Jacobus, Reading Woman, op.cit., p.217. 



191 

recollection of the past, but a subtle re-orchestration of history, memory and 

experience. Jacobus remarks: 

Because the hysteric always already "knows" (like the text) 
what has gone before, her story has an uncanny element of 
prevision. Its climax is an anticlimax; like the omniscient 
analyst, she has always seen it coming. There are no surprises 
after all - no secrets to unlock or mysteries to unravel - but 
only the repetition which Freud elsewhere defines as the 
secret of uncanny effects.^ 

Like Freud's and Jacobus' hysteric, Duras also "already knows" the story of her life. 

The "uncanny effect" of this hysterical knowing, or what Hill calls, Duras' 

"retroactive logic"115 preempts a particular feminist voice, operating within a 

generational paradigm. 

Duras' knowledge of desire and pleasure as a young girl is a prophetic one, 

anticipating the move from virginity to prostitution with a fateful erasure of 

narrative interlude. Lying beside her lover, Duras turns to him and says; "I know 

this room's what I was expecting"(49). Before the experiential event, the fifteen year 

old "can see it's all there. All there, but nothing yet done"(24). "I knew it... but, 

strangely, in advance"(12). Fate and destiny are determining agents in the teleology 

of The Lover, suggesting a predetermined narrative. Meditating upon the creative 

process in developing a story, Duras remarks in an interview, that "its as though it 

were already there, beforehand. I know only that it has always been there..."116 The 

Lover is not faithful to the traditional couplings of innocence with ignorance and 

experience with knowledge. Instead, subjectivity apprehends itself in advance of 

event, age and experience, undermining notions of "experience" in the text. Jardine 

notes that the ancient relationship between conceptions of "experience" and "reality" 

has emerged as a problematic one for contemporary philosophy. In an era of general 

"4.Ibid., p.219. 

115.Hill, op.ar., p. 122. 

116.Br6e, op.cit, p.405. 
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anti-Platonism, the relationship between the two "is no longer obvious" and "can no 

longer be seen as reflective, natural, or unmediated".117 Duras' autobiographical 

narrative, with its belief in the "body's destiny"(105) and prophecies of desire, 

disrepute and doom, undermines the epistemological function of experience in the 

text. According to Kristeva, the figure of the adolescent transgresses the frontiers 

between "reality and fantasy, act and discourse".118 Conventional notions of the 

interplay between reality, act and experience are indeed all undermined in the 

narrative of The Lover. 

The image of Duras as a girl rather than as a woman raises some fascinating 

issues in regard to Deleuze and Guattari's essay on "Becoming Woman." In defining 

and embodying plateaus of "becoming", the metaphoric trope of woman is refined to 

that of "the girl". Deleuze and Guattari are attempting to salvage a concept of the 

body without organs, that is, a body prior to becoming an organism, attached to 

history, subjectivity and binary meaning. According to Deleuze and Guattari, "the 

body" was first stolen from "the girl". Their elaboration of the term is as thus: 

The girl is certainly not defined by virginity; she is defined by a 
relation of movement and rest, speed and slowness... She never ceases 
to roam upon a body without organs... girls do not belong to an age 
group, sex, order, or kingdom: they slip in everywhere, between 
orders, acts, ages, sexes.... The girl is like the block of becoming that 
remains contemporaneous to each opposable term, man, woman, 
child, adult. It is not the girl who becomes woman; it is becoming-
woman that produces the universal girl, (emphasis added).]]? 

Deleuze and Guattari's psychoanalytic atemporality and universalism needs to be 

qualified in the context of The Lover. At the age of fifteen, Duras is not the 

universal girl but one of its particular variants, a girl rather than "the girl" of her 

text. She is a mutating and elusive Madame Butterfly,120 caught within a conjuncture 

117Jardine, op.cit, p.145. 

118.Kristeva, "The Adolescent Novel", op.cit, p.9. 

119.Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, op.cit., p.266-77. 

120.In Puccini's Madama Butterfly (1904), the young Butterfly is also fifteen. In a reverse parallel, 

Puccini's libretto is coiled in stories of American imperialism. Whereas Lieutenant Pinkerton, on duty in 
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of Oriental signifiers in a decaying political and cultural structure. Her movement is 

static and slippery, already old when young, but semiotically mobile in her 

vacillation of subjectivities and sexualities. Duras' lover "can never move fast 

enough to catch her"(41): her emotional responses, including silent indifference, 

constantly eluding his comprehension. The girl's mobility and the circulation of 

desires in The Lover diffuse the singularity of her gender identification. She is at 

once a "child" to her lover, a mother and lover to her younger brother and the 

breadwinner of her family. In her assumption of roles, Duras does seem 

contemporaneous with the terms man, woman, child, adult. 

In synchrony with Deleuze and Guattari's description, the young girl in The 

Lover "is certainly not defined by virginity". Indeed, as Irigaray also suggests, 

"between us, there's no rupture between virginal and nonvirginal. No event that 

makes us women".121 Like the hysteric's narrative, Duras denies the moment of 

penetration the sense of a climatic event. As a consequence of this, the young girl's 

loss of virginity, in Duras' text, is not experienced as a discursive rupture but as the 

delivered expectation of "not only what she expects, but also what had to happen 

especially to her."(40) In Jacobus' words, "she has always seen it coming." The girl's 

shedding of blood in The Lover is therefore unceremoniously narrated: 

I didn't know you bled. He asks me if it hurt, I say no, he says he's 
glad.(43) 

The dispassionate and spare language in this scene is almost clinical. In an 

interview, Germaine Bree suggested to Duras, 'you are the only person I know who 

Nagasaki, purchases the nubile Butterfly for his bride, in The Lover, Duras is the somewhat ambiguous 
signifier of a crumbling ineffectual French empire in the Far East, allowng herself to be bought by the 
rich Chinaman from Cholon. Postcolonial theories of centre/margin politics (see The Empire Writes Back, 
Ashcroft, Griffith, Tiffen, 1989) seem to lose their efficacy in Duras' text where the West repeats its 
flunked imperial adventures in the east, as if to confirm the moral intolerance of the over-laden signifiers 
of "Hiroshima" and "Vietnam". For a contemporary operatic version of Puccini see Andrew Lloyd 
Webber's Miss Saigon that stages a popular repetition-complusion in an effort to confront the Vietnam 

problematic. 

121.Irigaray, "When Our Lips Speak Together", trans. Carolyn Burke, Signs, Vol.6, No.l, (Fall 1980), 

p.75. 
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can say, "I a m going to eat", and it means something terrifying and stupendous.'122 

Indeed, the concentration of emotion in this scene is achieved by the matter-of-fact 

style dulling the emotions but intensifying the girl's prophetic subjectivity. Like 

Winnicott's psychotic, writes Barthes, "I shudder... about a catastrophe that has 

already taken place."123 In The Lover, thought and knowledge preceed event and 

experience, giving the effect of a run-down narrative mirrored by the girl's 

exhausted face and fate. For Freud, "the omnipotence of thought" is a feature of the 

neurotic subject;124 for Deleuze and Guattari, it is an element of the positive 

schizophrenia of nomadic atemporality. Thus the girl in The Lover is defined neither 

by her virginity, nor by its absence, but by her premature knowledge in advance of 

time and experience - and at the cost of a verging pathology of hysterical narrative, 

neurotic thought and psychotic atemporality. The young girl's precocious sexuality 

and knowledge can be compared to the epistemological excess occupied by the 

hysteric. Like the young girl in The Lover, Moustapha Safouan says of the hysteric 

within psychoanalysis, that "knowing too much" constitutes hysteria.125 Indeed, The 

Lover's expression of a gendered and generic hybridity and of plentitude and 

nothingness reaffirms the image of the writer "as a prostitute at the crossroads of 

discourses",126 wandering, drifting and loitering amid contradictory desires. 

122.Bree, op.cit., p.406. 

123.Barthes, Camera Lucida, op.cit., p.96. Barthes describes how certain photographic images make him 
experience the "vertigo of time defeated". A similar "defeat of Time" is also experienced in a reading of 

The Lover, op.cit, pp.96-97. 

124.Freud writes: "It is in the obsessional neuroses that survival of the omnipotence of thought is most 

clearly visible. What determines the formation of symptoms is the reality not of experience but of 
thought... agreement with external reality is a matter of no importance." cf., Totem and Taboo: Some 

Points of Agreement between the Mental Lives of Savages and Neurotics, trans. James Strachey, 
(London: Roudedge and Kegan Paul, 1913:1961). 

125.Moustapha Safouan, "In Praise of Hysteria", Returning to Freud: Clinical Psychoanalysis in the 

School of Lacan, ed. and trans. Stuart Schneiderman, (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 

1980), p.58. 

l26.Diana Knight, "Roland Barthes: An Intertextual Figure", Intertextuality: Theories and Practices, ed. 

Michael Worton and Judith Still, (Manchester and N e w York: Manchester University Press, 1990), 
p. 104. See also Hewitt's study of The Lover which discusses the ties between the prostitute and the writer. 

op.cit., pp. 116-7. 
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In an English reading practice of The Lover that recognises the "girl" as a 

discursive frame within the text, a feminism with a different generational edge is 

made available. A s a theoretical strategy, the "girl" in The Lover, can be read as 

correlating with Duras' break with overt feminist politics as well as functioning as a 

subversion of the aesthetic trope of the "feminine" within her text. If metaphoric 

"woman" is the space for instability and rupture, then the "girl" further radicalizes 

the dimensions of "woman". While post-metaphysical philosophy has duly accessed 

"woman" as a metaphoric and metonymic trope signifying a postmodern 

legitimation crisis, different generational voices complicate the image and trope of 

"woman" within theory. If, for instance, "a girl" refuses to become woman, where 

can "she" be situated along the continuum of gender identity and in the rhetorical 

drama of gender in contemporary philosophy? 

A "daughter's discourse" in Gallop's theoretical framework, maintains strong 

affinities with the feminine and with the sexual, while "the girl" in The Lover does 

not. Gallop refers to the discursive infidelity of "the feminine side... not faithful, not 

constant to an identity."127 A s adolescent girl, Duras makes strange the position of 

woman, being both sexual and cold, both feminine and masculine. Her mobile body 

circulates amid desires and identities, remaining unfaithful to any single role, like 

Gallop's notion of the feminine, but faithful to a concept of embodied identity that 

denies feminine infidelity to consistent subjectivity. Salvaging its wreckage, the face 

of Duras, for example, is constant, "always there, in the same silence", affirming 

identity and "delight"(7). Accepting and enjoying the face as the mark or stain of 

individualized existence, flies in the face of theory that aims to de-facialize the 

body. In reference to the metaphoric benefits of a feminine liquidity of identity, 

Deleuze and Guattari's plateaus of becoming wish to "dismantle the face", breaking 

down its "walls of significance" and its "holes of subjectivity". Deleuze and Guattari 

exhibit "the rage of Caliban seeing his o w n face in a glass".128 H u m a n beings, they 

127Jane Gallop, The Daughter's Seduction: Feminism and Psychoanalysis, (Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1982), p.51. 

128.Oscar Wilde, "The Picture of Dorian Gray", Plays, Prose Writings and Poems, (London and 

Melbourne: Dent, 1930:1988), p.69. 
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claim "have a destiny, it is rather to escape the face".129 The landscape of the face in 

The Lover, however, grants pleasures that feminist and post-structuralist theories 

cannot dismantle. While the face sparks "horror"130 for Deleuze and Guattari, it 

remains a site/sight of "delight" for Duras. A s a visual sight rather than an 

interiority, the surface of the girl's face can be read as a plateau of superficiality 

rather than as a deep pool of metaphysical truth in The Lover. 

The discursive concept of the "girl" is also implicated in notions of 

degendered subjectivity. This corresponds to a desolate and sole subject that 

challenges the inter-subjectivity and Oedipal stabilization of adult sexual roles. 

Exploratory and curious, "the girl" can also be asexual. In The Lover, Duras often 

practices an aggressively frigid termination of desire. Throughout the physical 

exchange between herself and the lover, indifference and impersonalism pervades 

her subjectivity: "I speak without waiting for an answer"(49), and "I tell him I like 

the idea of his having many women, the idea of m y being one of them, 

indistinguishable."(46) Sensing from the outset the doomed nature of their affair, the 

young girl prohibits herself from feeling any love for the man. Her love will only be 

acknowledged when she hears, on the ship back to Paris, a Chopin waltz "flung 

across the sea" jolting her from a state of emotional indifference. Kristeva suggests 

that feminine frigidity in Duras' novels is the mourning for an impossible love: 

"such a suffering expresses an impossible pleasure; it is the heartrending sign of 

frigidity." Suffering therefore performs what pleasure cannot - "an archaic 

autosensuality of wounded effects".131 Grief, in The Lover, is the female subject's 

pitiful and perverted access to jouissance. A n n Clark also theorizes "the girl" within 

paradigms of frigidity and sexual indifference that are relevant to a description of 

vacillating desire in The Lover: 

129.Deleuze and Guattari, op.cit, pp.171,190. 

wjbid., p.190. 

I31.Kristeva, Black Sun, op.cit, p.240. 
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The Girl is sexual but she is cold. Both sexual and asexual, she is the 
talisman which, conquered or possessed, confers potency.132 

Clark's observation that the girl remains empowered, albeit victim or victor, 

parallels the girl's simultaneous assumption of the seduced and seductress roles in 

The Lover. That the sexual politics are unclear and contradictory and not explicitly 

calculated in master-slave dialogues, renders Trista Selous' judgement that Duras' 

self-portrayal is "chiefly as an object of men's desire"133 an insufficient conclusion to 

the ambiguous exchange of bodies in the text. Binding the notion of "object" to a 

negative identificatory system is too narrow and inconclusive a meaning for The 

Lover. While Duras' earlier narrative in The Sea Wall depicts the girl within a more 

overt narrative of child prostitution,134 in The Lover Duras is not necessarily the inert 

and abused object of a man's desire but a knowing and self-driven object of her own 

desire. Duras' revision of narrative, or of autobiographical narrative, is interesting 

considering her own aging process and desire to commodity The Lover for public 

consumption. While Duras at thirty-six years of age depicts the girl's desire in The 

Sea Wall as reticent, repulsed by the ugly man from Cholon, in The Lover, written 

almost thirty-six years later, the girl's horror at feeling prostituted is re-translated 

into a story of the impassioned horror of love. Indeed The Sea Wall is not a love 

story at all. Rather than an abused child prostitute, the girl in The Lover is savvy and 

smart. In bed with her lover, the young girl "knows he doesn't understand her... It's 

up to her to know. And she does... It depended on her alone."(41) Momentarily 

132.A.K.Clark, "The girl: a rhetoric of desire", Cultural Studies, Vol.1, No.2, (May 1987), p.197. 

133.Trista Selous, The Other Woman: Feminism in the Work of Marguerite Duras, (New Haven and 

London: Yale University Press, 1988), p.252. 

134.In The Sea Wall, young "Suzanne" is encouraged by her mother to seek the Chinaman's fortune and his 

hand in marriage, but the daughter's encounters with "Monsieur Jo" are in no way experienced as 
romantic, erotic or seductive but as physically repulsive. Whilst Suzanne is showering, Monsieur Jo 
pleads for her to open the door so that he may see her naked body. After hesistating she opens the door in 

disgust: "So then, it was just when she was going to open the door to let the world see her that the world 
prostituted her. With her hand on the latch of the door, she hesitated. 

"You're a beast", she said weakly... "You're a dirty swine." 
And she thought: "I'll spit in his face". But when she opened the door the spittle dried up in her mouth. It 
wasn't worth while. This was just a misfortune, this Monsieur Jo, another misfortune like the broken sea 
walls, the horse that died. He was not a person: he was only a misfortune. 

"There!" she said. "Take a look! I spit at you with my naked body!" From The Sea Wall, trans. Herma 
Briffault, (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1950:1967), p.57. 
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offering the space for alternative meanings, Selous asks "What Does the Reader 

Want?"135 but does not offer any other possible readings. Duras' wealthy Chinese 

lover does not embody the Western conventions of strong, courageous and 

autonomous masculinity, but on the contrary suffers emasculation in his disjunctive 

role as both indignant seducer and dutiful son. Stripped of masculinity, Duras 

illustrates his body as lacking in strength and muscle. He is "weak, probably a 

helpless prey to insult, vulnerable". The man from Cholon "weeps" and "trembles" 

for the love of the girl and for the honour of his father.(42) Duras writes: 

I discover he hasn't the strength to love me in opposition to his 
father, to possess me, take m e away. H e often weeps because he 
can't find the strength to love beyond fear. His heroism in me, his 
cravenness is his father's money.(53) 

The Chinese lover is torn between two equally powerful and irresolute forces: love 

for the child and his father's law. Too weak to love the girl and too weak to abandon 

the father, the Chinese lover is caught, and in showing his passion a little, weeps. In 

this situation, to identify Duras as an abused child prostitute, as Kristeva does, may 

credit the Chinese lover with an unaccountable sense of masculine possession and 

control over the novel's narrative of sexual exchange. Such a view may also fail to 

recognise the frightening and heroic force of the young girl's desire, her strength to 

"love beyond fear", in opposition to her mother, and her resolution to write the story 

of her life that "does not exist"(ll) in a gesture of symbolic control and creation. 

Duras is also at pains to show the failed dialectic project of love between men and 

women. Duras' philosophy embraces a profound anti-dialecticism. In a collection of 

interviews in Practicalities, Duras is quoted as saying: 

Heterosexuality is dangerous. It tempts you to aim at a perfect 
duality of desire. In heterosexual love there's no solution. M a n and 
w o m a n are irreconcilable, and it's the doomed attempt to do the 
impossible, repeated in each new affair, that lends heterosexual love 
its grandeur. B6 

"5.Ibid., p. 138. 

l36.Duras, "Men", Marguerite Duras: Practicalities, op.cit., p.35. 
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Understanding the "grandeur" of tragic love in Duras' text helps to explain why 

Duras suspends moral judgement on presenting female desire and female bodies as 

objectified entities that consume and are consumed by men. In The Lover, the 

doomed nature of love emphasizes a narrative with no resolution, no growth and no 

progression. 

The "adolescent" and the "girl" function as semiotic signposts indicating a 

different and difficult relation to an ethically responsible feminism. The adolescent 

girl's engagement with sexual politics in The Lover is a politics of moral and ethical 

transgression rather than of responsibility. In so doing, the adolescent girl rejects an 

ethical doxology associated with particular forms of feminism and, in the case of 

The Lover, an ethical behaviour associated with the demands of her mother. In 

Duras' political life outside of literature, her break with the French Communist Party 

has been followed by a resistance towards all pedagogic structures and moral 

judgements represented by institutions and ideologies. The adolescent girl in The 

Lover can be read therefore as a figure of rebellion and revolution whose body 

exists like an "inner barrage against resignation",137 but also of indifferent and dulled 

emotion. 

In Sade's Philosophy in the Bedroom,136 the symbolic construction of 

"mother" as origin of knowledge in the text explains to some extent w h y mothers are 

revengefully tortured by the libertines. Gallop interprets the Sadean text within an 

entire pedagogic process that witnesses "the confrontation between knowledge and 

innocence".139 Sade's narrative of events climaxes with Dolmanc6s academy of 

libertines torturing the mother in a reversal of conventional Oedipal drives to stamp 

137.Germaine Bree, "Preface", The Sea Wall, op.cit, p.xiii. 

I38.Marquis de Sade, Justine, Philosophy in the Bedroom, and Other Writings, (London: Arrow Books, 

1991). 

139.Gallop, Thinking Through The Body, (Columbia University Press, N e w York: 1988), p.50. 
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out the father. The dramatized encounter between innocence and knowledge in 

Sade's text and the violent enactment of separation from the omnipotence of the 

mother can be parallelled with the young girl's premature knowledge and efforts to 

extricate herself from the physical and emotional dominion of the mother in The 

Lover. Rather than inflicting pain on the mother, however, as in Sade's narrative, 

The Lover intimates that it is the body of the young girl who suffers at the hands of 

her mother. Duras writes of being "still afraid of seeing a certain state of my 

mother's" a state she does not name(90), but associates with the mother's episodes of 

anger, shouting, hatred and madness. In The Lover the young girl recalls a memory 

of being chased by the mad-woman of Vinh Long. Her central fear hovers around 

the protection of her body and its terror of violation. "If the woman touches 

me...with her hand, I too will enter into a fate much worse than death, the state of 

madness."(89) The identity of this woman remains undisclosed, but throughout the 

text, Duras attempts to dis-identify her self from the madness of her mother. 

Demanding to know the truth of her daughter's affair with a Chinese man, the 

mother intrudes upon the girl's existence and violates the private space of her 

daughter's body: 

My mother has attacks during which she falls on me, locks me up in 
m y room, punches me, slaps me, undresses me, comes up to m e and 
smells m y body, m y under-wear, says she can smell the Chinese 
scent, goes even further, looks for suspect stains on m y under-wear, 
and shouts, for the whole town to hear, that her daughter's a 
prostitute, she's going to throw her out, she wishes she'd die, no one 
will have anything to do with her, she's disgraced, worse than a 
bitch. And she weeps, asking what can she do, except drive her out 
of the house so she can't stink the place out any more.(62-3) 

With consciousness and corporeality both violated, the young girl must leave her 

mother in order to salvage the pleasure and privacy of her body's identity. The 

haunting presence of the mother and the daughter's need to separate from her, 

further confirms The Lover's legacy as an autobiographical attempt to recuperate 

and reoccupy a body of one's own and at the expense of rejecting the body of the 

mother. 
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Symbolically overthrowing the authority of the mother is a feature of many 

autobiographical narratives. In The Lover, the girl's separation from the family's 

determinism is recounted at the scene of her entry into the Chinaman's black 

limousine: "As soon as she got into the black car she knew: she's excluded from the 

family for the first time and for ever. From now they will no longer know what 

becomes of her... It's already enough to make you weep..."(39) Separation, however, 

both psychological and geographical, prepares Duras for her future as a writer. She 

writes in the place of her desires and against the wishes of her mother w h o regards 

the child's desire to write as "childish" and "nonsense".(24) Duras is only able to 

write about her mother, "so easily now, so long, so fully"(32) when she has banished 

the memory of her from her consciousness and removed herself physically from her. 

While the mother functions as the daughter's monstrous other, she remains an 

intolerable love object: "The beast, m y mother, m y love"(26) writes Duras in a self-

generating Oedipal triangulation. Duras is caught in the fort-da of identification and 

separation from the mother. According to Barbara Johnson, the struggle towards 

achieving female authorship often involves a textual dramatization of "resistance 

and ambivalence"140 involving not only writing but a relationship to the mother. 

Shirley Neuman suggests that due to autobiography's story of self-individuation, 

"we might therefore expect to find mothers, and particularly mother's bodies, 

everywhere, but everywhere invisible."141 Indeed, in The Lover, the daughter's body, 

its pleasures and desires are exerted "against... mother's prohibition" and act to 

replace the desires of her mother "who never knew pleasure. "(43) In the confessions 

of St Augustine, the death of his mother Monica removes the Bishop of Hippo 

further from the mortality of his corporeal origins and closer to the infinite universe 

of God. As "the mother of m y flesh",142 Monica is a reminder of Augustine's earthy 

maternal origins. In his efforts to render himself and his body worthy of God's 

140Johnson, "My Monster/My Self, op.cit., p.3. 

141.Shirley Neuman, '"Your Past... Your Future": Autobiography and Mother's Bodies,' Genre, Trope, 

Gender: Critical Essays by Northrop Frye, Linda Hutcheon, and Shirley Neuman, (Ottawa: Carleton 

University Press, 1992), p.56. 

142.St Augustine, Confessions, op.cit, p.28. 
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spiritual grace, Augustine renounces his corporeal being, arguably a gesture 

implicating the effacement of the mother's body. Augustine does not want to die as 

he was bom - of the flesh. For Rousseau, birth carries with it the mark of guilt 

because of his mother's death during labour. "I cost my mother her life", writes 

Rousseau in his Confessions. Recalling his father's anguish at having lost his 

beloved wife, Rousseau writes, that "my birth was the first of my misfortunes."143 

The death of the mother, therefore, prefigures not only the autobiographical 

narrative but even Rousseau's life, a life that comes at the expense of the mother's 

physical death. "Is autobiography", asks Johnson, "somehow always in the process 

of killing the mother off by telling her the lie that we have given birth to 

ourselves?"144 Rousseau's birth is marked by an original sin of unconscious 

matricide. Mimicking the adolescent posture, autobiographers rebel against the 

symbolic law of parents in order to access the "imaginary power of the writer"145 and 

in the process, symbolically give birth to themselves in the guise of an 

autobiography. 

Following the "destiny" of one's physical and sexual desires in The Lover is 

equated with the gradual disentanglement from the body of the mother. The young 

girl's first sexual experience with the man from Cholon serves an important function 

in symbolically cutting the emotional umbilical cord connecting mother with 

daughter: 

I didn't know you bled. He asks me if it hurt, Isay no, he say he's 
glad. H e wipes the blood away, washes me. I watch him. Little by 
little he comes back, becomes desirable again. I wonder how I had the 
strength to go against m y mother's prohibition. So calmly, with such 
determination. H o w I managed to follow m y ideas to their 'logical 
conclusion'.(43) 

I43.Rousseau, Confessions, op.cit, p.3. 

144Johnson, op.cit, p.4. 

145.Kristeva, "The Adolescent Novel", op.cit., p.19. 
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Nancy Friday, in her study on women's relationships with their mothers, suggests 

that because the daughter's access to her sexuality and to her own body aids in the 

process of self-individuation, the loss of virginity is often seen as releasing the 

daughter from her symbiotic tie to her mother. Intercourse, writes Friday, is still a 

potent symbol implying "a break, loss, [and] separation."146 In The Lover, the girl's 

loss of virginity to the Chinese lover is an especially powerful symbol of 

transgression because of its violation of multiple prohibitions, including race, class, 

sexual morality and the age of consent. 

As adolescent, the young girl in The Lover functions as a liminal figure of 

pubescence and knowledge. Inhaling the scent of her pubescent skin, the Chinese 

lover is shocked by an unexpected maturity in the white girl's physicality: 

He looks at her... He breathes her in, the child,... he breathes in her 
breath, the w a r m air coming out of her. Less and less clearly can he 
make out the limits of this body, it's not like other bodies, it's not 
finished, in the room it keeps growing, it's still without set form, 
continually coming into being,... stretching beyond sight, towards 
risk, towards death, it's nimble, it launches itself wholly unto pleasure 
as if it were grown up, adult, it's without guile, and it's frighteningly 
intelligent.(105) 

The child's "unfinished" body raises interesting questions regarding subjectivity in 

The Lover. Just as the figure of incest in the text unsettles the Oedipal law governing 

the family, adolescence represents a disruption of the symbolic world's insistence on 

stable identity. The term "adolescent", writes Kristeva, is "less an age category than 

an open psychic structure", entailing no less than the reconstruction of the subject.147 

This "open structure" involves the relaxation of the superego which in turn opens a 

window onto the repressed.148 The adolescent's symbolic disrespect towards the Law 

146.Nancy Friday, My Mother/My Self: The Daughter's Search for Identity, (London: HarperCollins, 

1977:1994), p.302. 

141.lbid., p.8. 

148.This opening up of the repressed contributes to the dark and double image of love and death in The 

Lover. Duras' inclination toward this double image resembles Bataille's statement, that "my obsessive 
need to make love opens out on death like a window on a courtyard." From, Batailles', On Nietzsche, 

op.cit, p.61. 
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is therefore representative, in Kristeva's thesis, to ontological "fluidity" and 

"inconsistency", amounting to a generalized state of "crisis".149 One may consider 

that this is how the man from Cholon experiences the growing body of the child in 

The Lover. Confused, afraid and anxious, his affair represents at least three 

transgressions of the Law, including the literal law of his father. The son's 

possession of carnal knowledge with the "little white whore from Sadec" is beyond 

the acceptance of his wealthy father's family, culture, ethics, ethnicity and class. 

While the adolescent girl manages a psychic separation from her mother, which 

Kristeva interprets as the adolescent's ability to betray "his"150 parents in order to be 

free,151 the man from Cholon, possessing neither the courage nor the strength to 

sever himself from the legacy of his family, obeys his father and marries "as he was 

told to do", the rich Chinese girl from the north who has been promised to him since 

their youth(121). The young girl's self-interpretation as a force of obsessive 

importance in her lost lover's life confirms Kristeva's theory that "the adolescent 

imaginary is essentially amorous and the love object- susceptible to loss - reactivates 

the depressive position."152 Duras writes of her lover's consciousness: 

For a long time she must have remained the queen of his desire, his 
personal link with emotion, with the immensity of tenderness, the 
dark and terrible depths of the flesh. The day must have come 
when... desire for the little white girl was so strong, so unbearable 
that he could find her whole image again as in a great and raging 
fever, and penetrate the other w o m a n with his desire for her, the 
white child. Through a lie he must have found himself inside the 
other woman, through a lie providing what their families, Heaven 
and the northern ancestors expected of him, to wit an heir to their 
name.(121-2) 

149.Kristeva, "The Adolescent Novel", op.cit., p.9. 

150.Kristeva adapts the adolescent model to men only. Ibid. 

151 .Ibid., p. 14. 

i52.Ibid., p. 10. 
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The reactivation of the depressive position in the adolescent imaginary is a major 

theme in The Lover. Duras meditates frequently upon the nature of her pervasive 

sadness. Lying beside her lover, Duras writes: 

I ask him if it's usual to be sad, as w e are. H e says it's because we've 
made love in the daytime, with the heat at its height... I say he's 
wrong... I feel a sadness I expected and which comes only from 
myself. I say I've always been sad. That I can see the same sadness 
in myself when I was small. That today, recognizing it as the 
sadness I've always had, I could almost call it by m y own name, it's 
so like me. Today I tell him it's a comfort, this sadness, a comfort to 
have fallen at last into a misfortune m y mother's always predicted 
for m e when she shrieks in the desert of her life.(48-9) 

Harbouring the space for pleasure before experiencing pleasure, Duras has also 

always been sad, a sadness existing prior to cause or event.153 Duras recognises 

herself in her melancholia, an identification that renders her subjectivity tragic. In 

this perpetual state of adolescent crisis, Duras is often struck with aphasia, a 

condition also identified with the adolescent's interrogation of "speech and 

symbolization."154 As such, Duras writes: "I'm finding it more and more difficult to 

speak;"(49) a paralysis of expression in the desert of her existence in which "the 

story of my life doesn't exist. Does not exist. "(11) The depressed position of the 

young girl's subjectivity is echoed by the mother in the text. The presence of the 

mother in The Lover is ominous and haunting. Duras writes: 

Every day m y mother experienced this deep despondency about 
living. Sometimes it lasted, sometimes it would vanish with the 
dark. I had the luck to have a mother desperate with a despair so 
unalloyed that sometimes even life's happiness, at its most poignant, 
couldn't quite make her forget it... W a s it the death, already at hand, 
of m y father? Or the dying of the light? Doubts about her marriage? 
About her husband? About her children?... It happened every day... 
the despair would make its appearance. And then would follow in 
inability to go on, or sleep, or sometimes nothing, or sometimes... 

153.For a discussion of a woman's depression as "the original fact", see Slavoj Zizek's The Metastases of 

Enjoyment: Six Essays on Woman and Causality, (London and N e w York: Verso, 1994). Zizek suggests 
on a reading of feminine depression as the a priori frame of a woman's subjectivity, "given that with 
woman the linear causal link is suspended, even reversed, what if depression is the original fact, what if it 
comes first... her sliding into the abyss of self-annihilation, of absolute lethargy." p. 121. 

154.Kristeva, "The Adolescent Novel", op.cit, p.9. 
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the moodiness, just the moodiness, the dejection... Or else nothing, 
or just sleep, die.(18-19) 

The maternal signifier is oppressive, pervasive and tormenting in The Lover. Duras 

loves her mother, "loved her beyond love"(60) but is also desperate to be freed from 

the madness and unrelenting sadness that haunts both mother and daughter in a 

constricting symbiosis. Like the light of the eastern sun in The Lover which "blurred 

and annihilated all colour"(86), love spreads over the love-object annulling identity. 

The melancholy lies thick and heavy in the text, blanketing and stifling its subjects 

like the "unendurable" heat. Duras' love for her family is always lived through her 

body, an intensity which lends itself to both an erotic potential and a psychotic one 

where Duras cannot separate the destiny of her body from the fate of her mother, 

brothers and lover. In this respect, Duras' sense of otherness is experienced as an 

illness suffocating her identity and stunting her growth. Yet paradoxically, it is this 

pathological grief that also allows Duras a sense of individual identity. Kristeva asks 

if suffering can be "the supreme individuation?"155 This is a situation which Duras 

writes about in her text. Duras' malady of grief carries her to the brink of madness in 

The Lover, bringing her perilously close to a pathological identification with the 

mother. Duras is both Oedipally entangled in an incestuous family tragedy and anti-

Oedipally inclined in her desolate and deserted subjectivity. 

Gallop acknowledges the too frequent conflation of feminism with maternal 

discourse. She terms this "the theoretical occulting of femininity by maternity".156 

What is possible to visualize in Duras' text is some parallel performance in a 

severing of the maternal lineage. Although not as drastic as Sade's literal torture of 

the mother, Duras enacts her own literal and figurative terminations of desire. In the 

following scene she describes the emphatic cutting of her hair at twenty-three: 

My hair's heavy, soft, burdensome, a coppery mass that comes down 
to m y waist. People often say that it's m y prettiest feature, and I take 

155.Kristeva, Black Sun, op.cit., p.237. 

156.Gallop, The Daughter's Seduction, op.cit., p.l 14. 
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that to mean I'm not pretty. I had this remarkable hair cut off when I 
was twenty-three, in Paris, five years after I left m y mother. I said: 
'Cut it off. A n d he did. All at once, a clean sweep, I felt the cold 
scissors on the skin of m y neck. It fell on the floor. (19) 

Clark's description of the girl as sexual but cold comes to mind in this invitation to 

sensuality which Duras abruptly severs.157 This scene is a central and significant 

moment in The Lover. Freeing herself from the entanglements of the past, Duras 

attempts to sever her maternal lineage, describing her drastic hair cut in the same 

paragraph that announces her departure from Saigon to Paris and hence from her 

mother too. Turning from the Orient to the West, Duras experiences a freeing up 

and a letting go of her history. The girl's hair becomes talismanic in the mother-

daughter drama of connection-separation and of release from family bondage. 

Gallop tells us in her interpretation of Philosophy in the Bedroom that the 

Sadean libertine always demands, as a prerequisite, the pupil's virginity. In Sade's 

text, the innocent virgin summoned to Dolmance's court is the fifteen year old, 

Eugenie. The presence of the hymen in Sade's text dramatically articulates the 

partition between two states of knowing, acting as the "emblematic wall"158 

separating innocence from experience. With the moment of penetration, in the 

Sadean text, comes the "coupure epistemologique", literally the "cut".159 Breaking 

narrative continuity, the rupturing in Sade's text emphasizes a before and after 

effect, represented by a distinct schism in conjunctures of time and thought. In The 

Lover, this "cut" occurs not in the usual Sadean sense of sexual penetration but as 

the displaced event of the girl's lopping of hair. The apparently insignificant gesture 

allows Duras an epistemological break from the mother and from Saigon, with all 

their attendant significations of depression and desire. A w a y from a colonized other, 

Duras is back at the imperial centre - Paris. She attempts a clean sweep of her past. 

157.See also Herman Rapoport's description of Duras' writing of the female body as as "the circumcision 

of pleasure." Auschwitz and After, op.cit., p.324. 

158.Gallop, Thinking Through the Body, op.cit, p.52. 

159 .Ibid. 
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There are two accounts of bodily abjection in this text which contribute to a 

ceremonial purgation of Duras' self-connectedness to the image of her mother. The 

other is her moment of defloration when the loss of blood is reconfigured as a 

bleeding of meaning in the relationship between mother and daughter. In giving 

voice to her mother, Duras interprets the "nothing but blood"(64) metaphor to 

convey the strong physiological link but psychologically troublesome family 

relationship. The children, writes Duras, "had nothing in c o m m o n but... their 

mother... Nothing but blood." In the young girl's first sexual experience, the 

abjection of her bodily fluid and subjection of her body to the desires of her lover 

are welcomed with an ambiguous sense of aggression and release: "I asked him to 

do it again and again. D o it to me. And he did..."(47) As Duras takes pleasure in her 

own body, she considers the fate of her mother who "never knew pleasure" and 

reasserts the materiality of her own body against this sad knowledge. 

Appropriating the maternal role of the biological mother, Duras embarks on 

her own private mothering of her fragile younger brother. In her absorption of the 

maternal configuration, Duras' brother in The Lover becomes indistinguishable from 

her self. Embracing his death as her own, she writes: "my younger brother's body 

was mine as well, I had to die."(lll) In a removal of the literal mother in her life, 

Duras performs a version of the Neronic complex, where positive Oedipus, that is 

the killing of the father, is replaced by a negative Oedipal drive: the expulsion of the 

mother.160 Amidst this wreckage, the father remains absent, dead or merely missing 

from the scene. 

Rather than offering a daughter's discourse, as in Gallop's The Daughter's 

Seduction,161 where the female subject in her desire for knowledge is wrapped in 

paternal romance, Duras' attempts can be considered as an anti-oedipal assemblage 

of the self. Her desire roams and wanders in nomadic desertion. She is a discursively 

orphaned girl, with paternity an absent signifier in the text and maternity perilously 

160.Ibid., p.60. 

161 .Gallop, The Daughter's Seduction, op.cit. 
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lurking in the shadows. She speaks a subjectivity that is not yet "woman", but 

already old, already worn (out). A s textual signifier in the evasions of Oedipus, the 

image of orphan and whore in The Lover parallels the status of autobiography before 

its generic legitimation in the canons of literature. Olney observes that before the 

mid-1950's autobiography was granted little respectability, regarded as "a kind of 

stepchild of history and literature... a kind of service literature..."162 A s a once 

orphaned and prostituted discourse, Duras revives autobiography's illegitimate 

status, flagrantly offering the self and the text as objects for unrestrained public 

circulation. 

In the girl's sexual confrontation with the Chinese lover, it is possible to 

interpret her sexuality as an epistemology of "eroticism" and of "pornography", 

suggesting a vacillating sexual identity. As modalities of thought, the erotic suggests 

a femininized narrative of intimacy, temporal duration and irresolution, while the 

pornographic m a y coincide with masculine anonymity163 and abrupt narrative 

closure.164 Barthes' theory of the "striptease" and the "pornogram", in a reading on 

Sade, substantiates such an epistemology. While "the striptease is subject to a 

logico-temporal order" in which a "belated and time-honored object" - the body, is 

revealed in a final epiphany, the pornogram is the body "immediately denuded", 

offering "all its sites to be molested or occupied." Furthermore, writes Barthes, the 

pornogram "is the fusion... of discourse and body."165 In The Lover, the young girl 

permits her body to be uncovered at once, occupied and abused, rather than 

prolonging the moment of its unveiling. This representation of the uncovered body 

162.01ney, "Introduction", Studies in Autobiography, op.cit., p.xiv. 

163.Sara Suleri warns that when pornography is the realm of the" male" and eroticism the domain of the 

"female", "a dangerous pattern of gendering" emerges. However, in this chapter, pornography and 
eroticism are read as inter-active sexualities that both sexes may assume. "The Pornography Debate", The 
Yale Review, Vol.80, No's 1 & 2, (April 1992), p.201. 

164.Hewitt also interprets Duras' "narrative distance to characters' emotional lives, reduced interpretative 

analyses, [and] extreme economy of words" as "masculine" characteristics in her writing, op.cit, 101. 

165.Barthes, Sade/Fourier/Loyola, trans. Richard Miller, (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 

California Press, 1971:1989), pp.158-9. 
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in the text functions as both a phallocentric model of perception166 and a feminized 

writing style that attempts to meld discourse with the body. 

This narrativized and gendered body of knowledge creates a scene of sexual 

ambiguity between the lovers, as well as inflicting a sense of grief and horror onto 

the scene of sexual experience. In a discussion of the operation of Eros and 

Thanatos in Duras' texts, Michel Nebenzahl suggests, that "the path from icy 

eroticism to pornography... is a long one".167 However, in the case of The Lover, the 

distance between eroticism and pornography does not appear long at all. Duras' 

literary form of jouissance, for example, represents "erotic" effects indistinguishable 

from those of the "pornographic" because of its entanglement with death, anguish 

and illness.168 Like pornography's abmpt closure of narrative continuity, where 

duration as an affect or symbol within language can no longer be conceived, the 

inscription of an embodied jouissance also threatens temporality and duration within 

discourse, resulting in there being '"nothing to say'".169 In relation to The Lover, 

Bataille's perceptions are more appropriate than those of Nebenzahl. In Visions of 

Excess, Bataille suggests that "extreme seductiveness is probably at the boundary of 

horror."170 Contrary to Nebenzahl, eroticism for Bataille is very close to the powers 

of abject horror that one may associate with the pornographic and with Duras' 

rendering of heterosexual intercourse in The Lover. 

166.See for instance Heidegger's Greek term, aletheia, meaning unconcealment, opening or clearing and 

which Heidegger identifies with the truth. Metaphysical logic has traditionally relied on intellectual 
knowledge as enlightenment, literally, on that which can be seen, as opposed to the dark, hidden recesses 
of the body - the feminine, the unconscious. In Martin Heidegger's, Identity and Difference, trans. 
J.Stambaugh (New York: Harper and Row, 1969), p.65, cf., Deconstruction in Context: Literature and 
Philosophy, ed. Mark C. Taylor, op.cit, p. 19. 

167.Michel Nebenzahl, "L'ab-surdit6", Revue des Sciences Humaines, Vol.8, (April/June 1986), p.62. 

Translation mine. 

168.See Kristeva's "Stabat Mater" for a definition of jouissance that evokes fear, suffering and anguish: "In 

sensual rapture I a m distraught. Nothing reassures, for only the law sets anything down. W h o calls such a 
suffering jouissance! It is the pleasure of the damned." The Kristeva Reader, op.cit, p. 175. 

169.Barthes writes, that when one is "no longer able to conceive duration", all that is left, is to speak 'of 

the "nothing to say'", Camera Lucida, op.cit, p.93. 

170.Georges Bataille, Visions of Excess: Selected Writings 1927-1939, ed. Allan Stoekl, trans. Allan 

Stoekl, Carl Lovitt and Donald M . Leslie M . Jr., (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985), p.17. 
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As a central motif in Duras' text, "love" denies itself the pleasure of Utopian 

dreaming and is instead submerged within a fatalistic discourse of profound 

cynicism. In Peter Sloterdijk's Critique of Cynical Reason, the mentality of cynicism 

"lives out its disappointment by pushing over what is already falling".171 Duras lives 

out the inscription of her prematurely aged face: "I acquired that drinker's face 

before I drank. Drink only confirmed it"(12). In recent critical theories on the 

production of subjectivity and sexuality, desire has been discursively controlled as 

an epistemology of continual play, with the moment of bliss being stretched by the 

force of erotic delay.172 In The Lover, however, desire may be considered 

traditionally pornographic in form, as well as erotic, suggesting a prematurely 

closed narrative and one that challenges the post-structuralist sense of the infinity of 

meaning within language. Duras' desire to be a writer, for instance, in The Lover, 

contradicts her belief, that "the story of my life does not exist"(ll), suggesting a 

difficulty with sustaining a sense of desire for both life and writing in the text. In a 

reading of Sadean pornography, Michael Riffaterre suggests that "pornography is a 

type of writing whose meaning is beyond language".173 While it is questionable as to 

whether pornography's meaning is "beyond language", it is possible, considering 

Duras' "outside" writing effect, to read desire in The Lover as functioning within a 

pornographic imagination, that, if not exactly going beyond language, at least 

challenges its conventional forms of story-telling. As opposed to an understanding 

of eroticism as an epistemology of desire's prolonged and infinite meaning, 

pornography can be interpreted in The Lover as a narrative with a mininal sense of 

temporal duration and with a propensity to dismantle the logocentricities of 

discourse. According to Riffaterre, the sense of expectation and progress is denied 

in the pornographic language by a "complusion to repeat the same rituals over and 

over again".174 In The Lover, desire without progress, fulfillment or resolution is the 

171.Peter Sloterdijk, Critique of Cynical Reason, (London and New York:Verso, 1983:1988), p.516. 

l72.Lacan de-posits desire as lack and absence, a yearning for a never satisfied totality of being. Grosz, 

Jacques Lacan, op.cit, p.64. 

l73.Michael Riffaterre, "Sade, or Text as Fantasy", Diacritics, Vol.2, (Fall 1972), p.2. 

™.lbid. 
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endlessly repeated narrative from The Sea Wall to The North China Lover. The 

erotic and pornographic become incorporated as organising tropes within discourse 

involving two different "strategies of time."175 While the erotic suggests the 

protraction of narrative, pornography kills time and "cancels chronologies."176 As 

"strategies of time," The Lover employs both an erotic and pornographic 

temporality. In sexing the text this way, eroticism and pornography are read as 

epistemologies and discourses within writing practices, rather than as constructions 

of social realities within the so-called "Pornography Debate".177 

While critics ask with moral solemnity if Duras' text is motivated by 

publicity,178 the commodification of the textual object parallels the injunction of the 

pawned pubescent body that functions within The Lover. One aspect of the 

"pornographic" is its overt commodication of the body. The mutually inclusive 

configurations of the book and body within the The Lover, permits post-industrial 

"commodity fetishism"179 to operate on two levels of object consumption; a pawning 

of the body and the book. Commodification is one of the narrative's driving forces. 

The isomorphism of body and text is matched by the author who sells her book, and 

the prostitute who "sells" her body in the less than clear exchange of favours that 

occurs within The Lover. "I can become anything anyone wants me to be"(21), 

writes Duras. In The Lover, Duras' young body is a mobile agent of desire, or in the 

gaze of the other, "the little white whore from Sadec"(38). The drive towards 

objectification in Duras' text contradicts the desire for a subjectification that 

operates in traditional accounts of women's autobiographical narratives. Duras' 

sexual economy suggests a legitimation of objects rather than subjects of desire, a 

175.Michel de Certeau, Heterologies: Discourse on the Other, trans. Brian Massumi, (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1986), pp.4-5. 

l76.Sara Suleri, "The Pornography Debate", The Yale Review, Vol.80, No's 1 & 2, April (1992), p.198. 

l77.See Sex Exposed: Sexuality and the Pornography Debate (Virago: London, 1992), eds. Lynne Segal 

and Mary Mcintosh, for a collection of essays surveying the changing topography of the pornography 

debates. 

178.Borgomano, "L'Amant: une hypertextualite illimitee", Review des Sciences Humaine, op.cit., p.69. 

l79.Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, op.cit, p.9. 
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sexualized body depersonalized, stripped of sentimentality and personal ownership, 

"available to all, available to all eyes, in circulation for cities, journeys, desires"(16). 

As an object of exchange in society, the image of the prostitute in Duras' writing is 

not always and only a victim of social pressure and injustice. As Hewitt suggests, 

Duras' prostitution "is freely chosen and... not cut off from her own pleasure."180 In 

becoming a prostitute, for example, the young girl in The Lover experiences bodily 

pleasure and sex in contrast to her mother's misery. 

As floating signifier, the prostitute picks up on society's excesses and is 

overtly engaged in an economy involving a direct exchange of money for labour. 

The exchange value of prostitution literalizes the concept of the commodification of 

bodies within culture. At the turn of the century, observes Mary Doane, the 

prostitute was maligned with the reputation of being the image of decline and 

degeneracy in the social order, signalling the debasement and separation of love and 

sex, the debasement, was, of the sanctity of the body; and signalling its possibilities 

for exchange and profit in the market place. The conflation of woman and city in the 

urban space of modernity found its apocalyptic moment in the prostitute. Wandering 

the streets, she exhibited a "free and unanchored circulation of sexuality and 

money", to the "point where the body and exchange value coincided, where 

capitalism's ruse was exposed."181 Doane explains that while the prostitute raises the 

issue of the "commodification of the human", she also represents "the humanization 

of the commodity."182 While this may have contributed to the declining fascination 

with the figure of the prostitute in the twentieth century, it also suggests the 

affirmative image of overt obj edification that "gives lie to both alienation and 

commodification".183 As an historical arrangement with shifting signification, 

prostitution threatens the already vulnerable distinction between the entities of work 

180.Hewitt, op.cit, p.l 14. 

l81.Mary Ann Doane, "Sublimation", Femme Fatales: Feminism, Film Theory, Psychoanalysis, 

(Routledge: N e w York, 1991), Doane, op.cit, p.263. 

^Ibid. 

w.lbid. 
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and sex, cultural production and sexual pleasure. The economy of sexual exchange 

therefore subtends an economy of sublimation where libidinal energies are displaced 

and poured into cultural activity.184 While prostitution operates upon expenditure and 

excess, sublimation relies on a frugal budget of preservation and resource. 

In The Lover, Duras personifies not a sublimation of sexual energy 

but the delirium of its excesses. Duras moves within a "polymorphously perverse"185 

universe. This is Freud's term to describe the unbarricaded desire of infantile 

sexuality that operates without repressions and without differential categorization. It 

is also used by Freud to describe the libidinal movement of the prostitute. In 

contemporary theory the term has been applied to adult sexuality, with the Freudian 

connotations of infantile regression being shed. As one instance of this revision 

within theory, Deleuze and Guattari's notion of sexuality as "the production of a 

thousand sexes"186 evoke degrees of polymorphic intensities. In The Lover, taboos of 

incest, prostitution and homosexuality are violated while transgressions are made 

across generations, cultures and classes. The body of Duras' school-girl friend 

Helene Lagonelle in The Lover forms a conduit for conducting homoerotic desires. 

Imagining her presence, Duras describes that it is through her body "that the 

ultimate pleasure would pass from him to me."(79) Melding her body with her 

lover, Duras sees Helene "as being one flesh with the man from Cholon". Duras 

repeats their geographic origins stressing, that like the lover, Helene too is "from 

China". Helene and the lover encapsulate the body of the Orient. Otherness is 

orientalized and eroticized, a frequent trope of the post-colonial text. "The Orient", 

as Simon Watney has suggested 'is charged with a deadly cargo of exoticism..., a 

sign of sexual excess and death.'187 Duras, imagines the pleasures of Helene's body 

1M.Ibid., p.26\. 

185.Freud, Lecture 13, "The Archaic Features and Infantilism of Dreams", Sigmund Freud, Volume 1, 

Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, trans. James Strachey, eds. James Strachey and Angela 

Richards, (Middlesex: Penguin, 1962:1991), p.246. Freud also offers a definition of the "perverse" in 

adult life. 

l86.Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, op.cit, p.278. 

187.Simon Watney, "The Spectacle of AIDS", October, No.43, (1987), p.74. 
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whilst recalling the images of the dead bodies of those she once loved. In doing so, 

sexual excess and death meld simultaneously into an image of the "Orient". 

Christine Buci-Glucksmann asserts that the body of the prostitute is "a 

disfigurement of the 'sublime body.'"188 With sublimation aside, in The Lover the 

"little white whore from Sadec" salvages the figure and the ecstasies afforded by the 

body. Intimations of disfigurement are imposed not by prostitution but within family 

life in The Lover. When Duras speaks of going to "have her body laid bare by the 

Chinese millionaire", she utters that there will be "no one to punish her, beat her, 

disfigure or insult her." The violent rages of her brother and the tormented outbursts 

of her mother manifested on the body of Duras are temporarily suspended in the 

room where she finds her pleasures. Duras maintains some aspect of the productive 

capacity of the body in objectivity. In a review of the pornography debate, Sara 

Suleri quotes Jennifer Wicke who argues that both "men and women develop their 

own pornographic lexicons" and that "'objectification' need not be in itself a violent 

act."189 Wicke's is an important statement to be made in relation to the potential 

interpretative embargos often placed on The Lover. The objectification of bodies in 

The Lover fulfils the destiny of Duras' physical being: 

I used to watch what he did with me, how he used me, and I'd never 
thought anyone could act like that, he acted beyond m y hope and in 
accordance with my body's <ie\rtz'ny.(105:emphasis added). 

Duras suggests a plenitude of existence in the life lived through her young 

prostituted body, a fullness not necessarily determined by degrees of pleasure but 

rather in the avoidance of a wasted objective existence. Amid her disfunctional 

domus and the rotted environs of decaying society and landscape, the body of the 

adolescent exercises a capacity that is beyond waste and beyond hopelessness. A 

188.Christine Buci-Glucksmann, "Catastrophic Utopia: The Feminine as Allegory of the Modern," 

Representations, Vol.14, (Spring 1986), p.286. 

189.Jennifer Wicke,"Through a Gaze Darkly:Pornography's Academic Market", Transitions (Winter 
1991), in Sara Suleri's, "The Pornography Debate", The Yale Review, Vol.80, Nos, 1 & 2, (April 1992), 

p.205. 
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naive physicalism perhaps, but in a critique avoiding the constant dissatisfaction and 

deprived [wholeness of the Lacanian body, the body of Duras appears remarkably 

resilient and resistant to the occupation with which the mother, brother, and lover 

threaten to invade her. 

As mobile agent of desire, rather than mere catalyst within the text, Duras' 

commodified body tests the assumption that woman as object exists for men's 

desires only. Trista Selous remarks in her study of Duras' work, that "there is 

something slightly depressing about the role of the object of desire", yet admits to 

the possibility of deriving pleasure from such objectification and suggests: 

Nevertheless, many women, feminist or not and also including 
myself, find some such representations of w o m e n compelling. And 
feminists have also seen the power they exert as a positive thing, less 
in terms of real power over men, than as something which exceeds the 
heterosexual context altogether and which w o m e n can 
enjoy(emphasis added).i9o 

Selous is suggesting that the objectification of bodies appears less depressing when 

it does not involve a heterosexual exchange. An auto-erotic or same-sex relation, for 

instance, can serve a potentially positive and enjoyable function for women 

according to Selous. Duras however, seems less interested in the feminist 

implications of women's positive expressions of power than in its powers of 

indiscriminate intensity. That is, female desire embracing the delightful and 

depressing experiences of heterosexual and homosexual love. 

In Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud explains the role of sublimation in 

"displacing" libidinal movements into the social transactions of work and human 

relations. Libidinal displacement, or sublimation, is "indispensable to the 

preservation and justification of existence in society."191 Under a Freudian regime, 

the denial of sublimation amounts to a specific deformation of social relations. In 

l90.Selous, The Other Woman, op.cit, p.2. 

l91.Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, trans. Joan Riviere, (London: The Hogarth Press, 1930), 

p.259. 
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The Lover, degeneration occurs on a number of levels, personal and familial, 

physical and emotional. Exploding the contained sublimations of sexuality, Duras' 

text violates the incest taboo. As a result, bodily surfaces in The Lover permeate one 

another in an unbarricaded arena of shocking desire. Duras shows a totemic 

blindness towards differences, tampering with the intra-familial taboos of love. In 

bed with her lover, the young girl considers how "the shadow of another man must 

have passed through the room, the shadow of a young murderer"(105). The young 

murderer is the young girl's brother, the memory of whom contaminates the flesh of 

her lover. "My desire obeys my elder brother, rejects my lover... My lover's denied 

in just that weak body, just that weakness which transports me with pleasure"(56-7). 

Her desire is confused by shifting alliances. 

As voluptuousness is mixed with violent memory, The Lover can be read as a 

demonstrative tragedy. The "pornography of tragedy", according to Suleri, confirms 

the loneliness of solitary being, a reminder to "contemporary culture that there are 

indeed communities of one."192 The self-ravished or self-constructive mentality 

pervading Suleri's account of the pornographic matches Duras's desire for 

desolation. The private realm of the self and the writer's universe are paralleled and 

entwined in Duras' wish to die, to be alone, and to write: 

My mother says: This one will never be satisfied with anything. I 
think I'm beginning to see m y life. I think I can already say, I have a 
vague desire to die. From now on I treat that word and m y life as 
inseparable. I think I have a vague desire to be alone....I'm going to 
write. That's what I see beyond the present moment, in the great 
desert in whose form m y life stretches out before me. (109) 

Duras conflates her life with a desire for writing and death. The "desert" of Duras' 

life is another manifestation of the holocaustic universe within which subjectivity 

exists in loneliness. Within contemporary theorizations on identity, an emphasis on 

isolation may be crucial in understanding constructions of desexualization and 

degenderization. Rather than romance and eroticism, desire in The Lover is 

expressed as a desire to write, to be alone and to die. 

'92.Suleri, op.cit, pp. 197,206. 
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3:4 The Feminine Aesthetic in The Lover: 
Rendering Lacan Impotent 

Duras is often personified as a writer of the "feminine", a style, which as I have 

argued, prevents her writing from being read as a double discourse. Janine Ricouart, 

for example, develops an analysis that associates the discursive silence in Duras' 

texts with a gesture of violence, creating a "personnage feminine" to emerge in 

Duras' work,193 and Willis outlines the sense of discursive "limit" and "death" in 

Durasienne language as figures of the "feminine", suggesting: 

With specific reference to Duras, all of her narratives figure a relation 
to the feminine, to the border of the unrepresentable, to death. In her 
textual concern with the unrepresentable, the feminine appears as a 
kind of limit itself... m 

Willis grants the "feminine" an access to the unrepresentable within language, thus 

inadvertedly regarding the "masculine" as that which is already known and 

representable. Furthermore, the ontological borders of knowledge that Willis 

associates with notions of "death" and "limitation" are restricted to a representation 

of the feminine without suggesting a possible equivalence in masculine aesthetic 

tropes. There are many references to physical and emotional fatigue, headache, 

insomina, illness and death in The Lover. "Waste", writes Kristeva in her study, 

About Chinese Women, is the role of "the feminine to assume."195 Kristeva is 

speaking of the position of women in patriarchal class-bound societies. Parallelling 

Kristeva's oriental context, the image of emotional and physical waste pervades The 

Lover. Self-mutilation and destruction, however, need not be always limited to a 

193Janine Ricouart, Ecriture feminine et violence: Une etude de Marguerite Duras, (Alabama: Summa 

Publications, 1991), p.81. See also Marcelle Marini, Territoires du feminin avec Marguerite Duras, 

(Paris: Les Editions De Minuit, 1977). 

194.Ibid., p.24. 

195.Kristeva, About Chinese Women, trans. Anita Barrows, (London: M. Boyars, 1977), p. 14. 
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feminine persona. In The Lover, for instance, Duras' older brother gambles and 

drinks himself to a point of physical death and financial waste which is as 

destmctive as the young girl's willingness to be prostituted. 

In a critical definition of the erotic in Duras, a similar gendered pattern 

emerges. W h e n eroticism is interpreted in Duras' work as an entanglement with 

dangerous and "apocalyptic"196 desires, it is not related to a masculinized sexuality. It 

seems that few writers will assemble Duras' pairing of eroticism and death within a 

"masculine" or "pornographic" paradigm of interpretation. In describing her desire 

for the body of Helene Lagonelle, Duras writes that it's "almost illusory, it's too 

much. She makes you want to kill her... putting her to death with your own hands." 

Indeed, it is the "too muchness" and violence of desire in this text that alters its 

"feminine" eroticism to become a function of a pornographic logic. For Duras in The 

Lover, bodies become loved objects, granting full knowledge to subjects through 

excessive pleasure and pain that offers an apocalyptic sublimity. This is the love 

"until death"(123) notion that the man from Cholon promises to Duras even after 

many decades of separation, and the concept of "pleasure unto death" that Helene's 

body provokes for Duras. Intense states of consciousness are grounded in bodily 

experiences in The Lover where such a body proffers the apprehension of desire that 

consummates and consumes: 

Helene Lagonelle's body is heavy, innocent still, her skin's as soft as 
that of certain fruits, you almost can't grasp her, she's almost illusory, 
it's too much. She makes you want to kill her, she conjures up a 
marvellous dream of putting her to death with your own hands. Those 
flour-white shapes, she bears them unknowingly, and offers them for 
hands to knead, for lips to eat, without holding them back, without 
knowledge of them and...of their fabulous power. I'd like to eat 
Helene Lagonelle's breasts as he eats mine in the room in the Chinese 
town... I like to devour and be devoured by those flour-white breasts 
of hers. 

I'm worn out with desire for Helene Lagonelle. 
I a m worn out with desire.(78-9) 

196.HiIl, Apocalyptic Desires, op.cit. 
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Duras' desire "unto death" narrative is popularly invoked by critics as an erotic 

intertwining of love with death. Yet it is also appropriate to use the paradigm of 

pornography in relation to certain literary tropes within her work. Kevin Kopelson 

defines the erotic as pleasure or "coming" and pornographic bliss as "orgasm".197 In 

an epistemology of desire, pleasure in this sense is definable as a feminine erotic 

strategy of stretched time and pornographic bliss as time's defeat, or as Andrew 

Tilley suggests, eroticism withholds mimetic completion of the image but 

"pornography aims at an exhaustive suggestion of the body's presence."198 Duras' 

meditation upon Helene's beautiful body, wearing her out with desire, is suggestive 

of this exhaustive corporeal presence that should not immediately be assumed 

within an exclusively "feminine" narrative of sexuality. 

It is worth considering Duras'sexual economy in The Lover as a challenge to 

the assumption that her style represents ecriture feminine. Indeed, as Hill observes, 

Duras "has often been seen - mistakenly - as an exponent of ecriture feminine."199 

M y purpose in genderizing eroticism and pornography is to claim that the 

"feminine" is not a sustained aesthetic trope in The Lover. In contemporary literary 

and cultural theory, conceptualizations of "limit", "excess" and "death" are 

appropriated by the "feminine" as a dominant trope of the postmodern "crisis" of 

knowledge. B y looking at The Lover, however, it is possible to confuse the 

rhetorical gender of the feminine by taking those very same notions of 

limit/excess/death and entwining them within narrative configurations of the 

masculine and the pornographic. So as to maintain the interpretation of a doubled 

discursive structure, The Lover's narrative may be configured as either and as both 

feminine and masculine, and as erotic and pornographic. 

197.Kevin Kopelson, "Wilde, Barthes, and the Orgasmics of Truth", Genders, no.7, Spring (1990). See 
also Bataille's thoughts "linking pronography to orgasm", in his text, On Nietzsche, trans. Bruce Boone, 
(New York: Paragon House, 1945:1992), p. 148. 

l98.Andrew Tilley, Erotic Drawings, (Oxford: Phaidon Press, 1986), pp. 14-15. 

'".Hill, op.cit, p.27. 
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Hovering on the point of exhaustion and collapse, the Durassienne sexual 

subject does not prepare for an awakening of hitherto repressed desire but literally 

(re)presents itself as having "already" the apprehension of desires and the shadowy 

longings for desolation and demise. The young Duras steps into the Chinese man's 

black funereal limousine intimating, in a simultaneous image, mobile and morbid 

sexual desires. It is possible to present the preoccupation with discursive finitude in 

The Lover as a "masculine" aesthetic. Although David Amar and Pierre Yana speak 

of The Lover's "impossible closure,"200 the sense of narrative finitude and possible 

discursive closure are instead stylistic tropes that punctuate the text. In support of 

this suggestion, endless openness of the text is considered by Patricia Parker to 

suggest a feminization of narrative,201 thereby interpreting "closure" within a 

masculine teleology. In short, it is becoming increasingly discernible that a feminine 

aesthetic is not a smooth characterization of The Lover. 

The "open structure" of sexuality in The Lover confuses gender-based 

critiques that are applied to the text and questions the intersection of politics and 

sexuality within Duras' text. Critical assessments of Duras may be divided into two 

general categories: those who approach within a frame of ecriture feminine and 

those who do not. Of the former, Marcelle Marini is the most prominent critic, 

interpreting Duras as a writer concerned with representing the "feminine", a term 

she appears to interchange with the "female". The title of her book, Territoires du 

feminin, published in 1977, suggests its preoccupation. In the French, the term 

feminin is ambiguous, meaning both feminine and female. Marini uses Lacanian 

theory to argue that desire in Duras' writing occupies an essentially feminine 

territory. Conflating the feminine with the female, Marini's reading limits the 

symbolic space of women's subjectivity to one genital sex. Surveying women's 

estrangement from history and language,202 Marini contemplates woman's distance 

200 David Amar, Pierre Yana, "Sublime, forcement sublime", A propos d'un article paru dans Liberation, 

Revue des Sciences Humane, (1986), op.cit, p.174. Translation mine. 

201.See Patricia A. Parker's notion of the inflated feminine text in Literary Fat Ladies: Rhetoric, Gender, 

Property, (London and N e w York: Methuen, 1987). 

202.Marcelle Marini, Territoires du feminin avec Marguerite Duras, (Paris: Les Editions De Minuit, 

1977), p.49. 
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from the word (le mot), the Phallic significatory structure posited by Lacan, and 

hence woman's proximity to death (le mort). The absence is psycho-linguistically 

and corporeally located by Marini in the body of woman: "This word concerns the 

secret of a feminine body".203 She remarks further that in Duras' texts "the w o m a n 

waits for representation and the name of her sex."204 Marini's thesis locates her 

understanding of Duras' work within a theoretical paradigm of gendered and sexual 

difference in the text. However, following Duras' own ideological shifts and the 

altering critical perspectives on Duras in the past decade, it is possible to identify a 

shifting ontology from binary to blurred logic. As Sharon Willis writes in 1987, part 

of the inappropriateness of Marini: 

...is the dream of a "proper" femininity..Increasingly, in her recent 
texts, Duras' narrative strategies seem aimed at disclosing the 
mobility of gender positions, in their discursive construction^ 

There can be no "proper" femininity in The Lover because female desire circulates 

outside of the moral order in the text. Selous regards Duras' representation of female 

characters a "problem" in her texts, sympathising with feminist readings that are 

"uncomfortable"206 with the ambivalent power Duras grants her female protagonists. 

This ambivalent power, according to Selous, is the portrayal of "woman-as-object" 

and the "traditional representation and divisions of the sexes". Her concluding 

judgement is that "I would not hold up Duras' work as a landmark in the journey 

towards the end of women's oppression".207 Both Marini and Selous' accounts, 

although different in their configuration of Duras' attitude to the feminine and to 

psychoanalytic theory (Selous writes against the grain of Lacanian theory), take 

Duras' image of the w o m a n literally, endowing it with a sense of political 

203.Ibid., p.26. Translation mine. 

w.Ibid., p.38. Translation mine. 

205.Willis, op.c/r., p. 117. 

206.Selous, op.cit, p.l. 

2m.Ibid., p.252. 
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intentionality that is somewhat inappropriate in the context of Duras' literary work 

in the 1980s. 

In Duras' text, desire is experienced as both an excess and a deficiency, thus 

weakening the binary structuration of desire associated with Lacanian 

psychoanalysis. Durassienne desire can be considered as a deviation from Lacanian 

models of desire which are configured as a constant craving for a never fulfilled 

promise of plenitude. Lacan's image of the subject in language is the empty 

receptacle of absent signification. In the passage from the "Imaginary" pre-Oedipal 

universe into the "Symbolic" realm of linguistic acquisition, the child's initiation 

into language, according to Lacan, is signalled by a painful severing from the 

imagined totality of being it once enjoyed in the Imaginary world. Judith Butler in 

Gender Trouble describes this narrative of lost pre-Oedipal innocence as thus: 

Speech emerges only upon the condition of dissatisfaction, where 
dissatisfaction is instituted through incestuous prohibition; the 
original jouissance is lost through the primary representation that 
founds the subject. In its place emerges the sign...which seeks...a 
recovery of that irrecoverable pleasure. Language is the residue and 
alternative accomplishment of dissatisfied desire,...a sublimation that 
never really satisfies.208 

Contrary to Butler's description of desire, in The Lover, it is the subject's loss of 

speech that signals the emergence of dissatisfaction and not the "emergence" of 

speech. Language, according to Butler, serves a sublimating function substituting 

desire's unfulfillment. The sublimating function of language in The Lover, however, 

is always being undermined by Duras' linguistic dismemberments through 

typographic blanks, the repetition of phrases and a hypnotically rhythmic syntax. 

The repetitive use of the word "nothing", for instance, serves to undermine the force 

of language to express the extent of desolation and grief in Duras' universe, pointing 

instead to the paralysis of symbolism and representation within language, a 

breakdown Kristeva relates to the Second World War's brutalization of 

208Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, (Routledge: New York, 

1990), p.43. 
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consciousness "through an outburst of death and madness that no barrier, be it 

ideological or aesthetic, seemed able to contain any longer."209 The word "nothing" 

in Duras' writing evacuates textual meaning with silence.210 Experimenting with the 

zero-degree of language, Duras' broken sentences indicate a termination of thought 

followed by an attempted entry into the event of the "real" - signified by the 

materiality of bodies, emotions and experience. It is to this unaccountable aspect of 

identity within language that Duras is drawn. T o contradict Butler, therefore, silence 

and not speech emerges upon the condition of dissatisfaction in The Lover with "a 

monstrosity that blinds and compels one to be silent."211 In fact, Duras finds 

conventional language restrictive rather than sublimating and demands an "organic" 

rather than sublime writing that accommodates an image of the suffering, desiring 

body: "One must go back to the world of the senses in order to destroy the 

straight)acket of style", insists Duras.212 That language in The Lover attempts to 

express an exhaustion rather than a sublimation of desire prevents the text from 

being interpretated by Lacanian theory as the function of repressed and unfulfilled 

wishes. A s Kristeva remarks, feminine sexuality in Duras' text is "not a repression 

but an exhaustion of erotic drives."213 Indeed, scattered throughout The Lover are 

etherized bodies of desire, limp, lethargic and drained of vitality. 

Henceforth, instead of achieving sublimation through language, numerous 

prohibitions are breached in The Lover, including the "incestuous prohibition." In 

this transgression of legitimate desire, there is, contrary to Butler's formulation, a 

recuperation of "original jouissance," characterized by the inability to recognise one 

self from the love-object. As Danielle Bajomee observes, incest functions as a figure 

of "confusion" between "distinction and indistinction, between discontinuity and 

209.Kristeva, Black Sun, op.cit, p.222. 

210.Ricouart, op.cit. 

2n.Kristeva, Black Sun, op.cit., p.223. 

212.Bree, op.cit, 409. 

213.Kristeva, Black Sun, op.cit, p.244. 
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continuity".214 In The Lover, for example, Duras cannot separate the body and death 

of her younger brother from her own corporeality and mortality, and so she writes, 

after hearing of her brother's death: "my younger brother's body was mine as well, I 

had to die... M y younger brother gathered m e to him, drew m e to him, and I a m 

dead."(lll) In a constant re-enactment of the fort da of desire, Duras finds the 

inability to separate the self from the other an almost pathological impossibility. Her 

love for her brother, therefore, remains a "wild" and "unfathomable mystery" to 

her.(112) Furthermore, rather than lack of fulfillment in the text, there is, as in 

Duras' description of Helene's naked body, a perception of that which is "too much". 

In explicitly sexual terms, Lacanian desire is an enactment of continual 

foreplay, with the moment of jouissance being endlessly delayed. In The Lover, 

Duras' sexual economy is excessively and overwhelmingly passionate. The 

consummation of desire is a destructive force in The Lover. "I'm worn out by the 

beauty of Helene Lagonelle's body lying against mine... it's too much."(76) Grosz, in 

her analysis of the phallocentricities of Lacanian psychoanalysis, suggests that 

something akin to an empty vessel syndrome exists within psychoanalytic 

discourses, negatively shaping the female body in desire. In Lacanian theory, while 

both m e n and w o m e n are represented by a lack at the level of symbolic process, 

w o m e n are configured as lacking twice, symbolically and anatomically.215 Woman's 

subjectivity is thus more vulnerable to being represented as a hole, or an emptiness 

waiting to be filled. One of the consequences of this is a negative imagery of 

women's bodies as vacant pools of desire in anxious anticipation of phallic 

plenitude. 

According to the hypothesis presented by Grosz, Lacanian theory therefore 

favours a male heterosexual logic, based upon the repression of an initially 

undifferentiated sexual pleasure. W o m e n are designated as perforated subjects of 

214.Danielle Bajomee, '"La nuit battue a mort", Description fragmentaire de l'ecriture du desastre che 

Marguerite Duras', Revue des Sciences Humaines, April-June, (1986), No.8, op.cit, p.29. 

215.Grosz, Jacques Lacan, op.cit., pp.150-1. 
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desire, incomplete and gaping as if a wound. To compensate for this negative 

imagery, Grosz re-inscribes an image of the body of desire as an endless surface 

overcoming the shallow-depth model of the Lacanian "body". With neither an 

"inside" nor an "outside",216 Grosz removes the body from the inevitability of 

penetration, and rewrites a theory of sexual sameness that avoids the "empty well" 

image of woman's sexual morphology and addresses the notion of "the body as a 

surface of libidinal and erotogenic intensity".217 Such a body is like Duras' imagery 

of her own face. Duras privileges the surface of her faciality, the lines and wrinkling 

of her skin over a sense of an empty physicality waiting to be satisfied and filled by 

the sexuality of the Chinese lover. 

Still-Born and Spent 

In a recent study of Duras' creative output since the 1960s, Sharon Willis 

characterizes Duras' narrative mechanism as caught within "a cycle of repetition," 

"recall" and "perpetual rewriting," producing a sense of the "already read."218 In the 

case of The Lover, that cycle of repetition involves the re-writing of her 

autobiography; firstly in 1950, secondly in 1984 and thirdly in 1992. Duras' 

narrative, however, is not repeated but in a state of constant revaluation and 

transformation. For one, the representation of the young girl's body in The Lover is 

very different from that in The Sea Wall. In Duras' 1950 version, "Suzanne" never 

sexually consummates her affair with Monsieur Jo but rather gives away her 

virginity in an undisclosed encounter with a peripheral male character. One could in 

a sense describe the autobiographical narrative of the adolescent body as gradually 

216.Grosz, "The Inside Out" and "The Outside In", Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, (St 

Leonards: Allen and Unwin, 1994), pp.3-27, pp.86-115. Grosz' intention here in these two chapters 
involves an inversion of metaphysical dualisms, including psychical interiority and physical exteriority, 

by interpretating psychosomatic illnesses as subversions of mind-body dualisms and expressions of "the 
irreducibility of psychology to biology and of biology to psychology", p.89. 

217.See Chapter Six, "The Body as Inscriptive Surface". To evoke the body's surface effects, Grozs refers 

to the "inscribing", "etching", "mapping", "tattooing" and "scarification" of meaning across the body. 
Ibid., pp.138-160. 

218.Willis, op.cit, p.3. 
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moving from symbolic concealment to an unveiling in the text, signified by her 

encounter with the man from Cholon in The Lover, where the girl's naked body is no 

longer an object of secrecy and hidden from view as in The Sea Wall. 

After hearing of her lover's death in 1990, Duras becomes "a novelist all over 

again", re-writing The Lover into The North China Lover219 a lengthier narrative 

with a greater representational style and directions for its adaptation into film. 

Duras' rewriting of The Lover is, however, less an example of the inability to escape 

the narrative cycle of repetition, than the staging of a dramatic "return of the 

Author"220 into the interpretative community. Rather than relinquish meaning to the 

endlessly deferred signified, Duras claims authority over (her) writing, making 

subjective - "sacred"221 markings on the text in a gesture of Oedipal re-ownership. 

Duras' revision of The Lover's original screenplay, sparked by her dispute 

with Jean-Jacques Annaud's filmic direction of The Lover, is an example of the 

author's return, or intervention in textual reproduction and reception. Published in 

1992, The North China Lover is an angry riposte to Annaud's direction of The 

Lover. Following the falling out of Duras and Annaud's writer-director 

collaboration, Duras quickly wrote a longer and more detailed version of The Lover, 

releasing the book before the film with filmographic additions and directions. Duras' 

gesture of reclaiming control of her material was commercially successful as The 

North China Lover rose to the best-selling list. This second version of "The Lover" 

is textually demonstrative, directing the reader's and audience's gaze. In her 

directorial intervention, Duras emphatically writes: 

If this book is made into a film, the child can't just have a pretty face. 
That would jeopardize the film. There's something else at work in this 

219.Duras, The North China Lover, trans. Leigh Hafrey, (New York: The New Press, 1992), p.2. 

220.See for example Freadman and Miller for a critique of an approach to literature that attempts to 

promote, what they call, "the neurotically arcane view that authors are in some degree responsible for 

texts." Re-Thinking Theory, op.cit, p.29. 

221 .The "sacred" according to Derrida is the untranslatability of the Proper-Name, The Ear of the Other, 

op.cit, p. 114. 
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child...an untamed curiosity, a lack of breeding...of reticence. Some 
Junior Miss France would bring the whole film down...222 

Reclaiming control over book and film, Duras writes: "This is a book. This is a 

film, "223 trying to impose a final authorial interpretation on her work. Contrary to 

Willis' suggestion that all of Duras' texts enact narrative repetition, The Lover can be 

read as a potential anachronism in Duras' corpus of work. Its narrative mechanisms, 

for example, seem to demand an end to the cycle of endless repetition and recall, 

characterized by the "already-dead" discourse in which the mixture of excessive and 

exhausted meanings seem to threaten the seamlessness of narrative continuity that 

repetition would appear to guarantee. 

Barthes imagines the "endless garment" of textuality as wrapping the body of 

a "woman". His feminization of the notion of deferred endings is countered by his 

horrified, perhaps masculinized, image of "the monster of totality", representing the 

finality and limit of meaning in language and terrorizing Barthes' erotic daydream of 

the draped woman.224 It is this doubled sense of "monstrous" totality and feminine 

incessancy, I believe, that maintains the ambivalent adolescent structure of both a 

feminine and masculine aesthetic and an erotic and pornographic narrative in The 

Lover. 

In The Lover, Duras' old "exhausted face"(12) contradicts her "thin, 

undersized" pubescent body and small "child's breasts"(24). The contradiction 

between an aged face and a youthful body is frequently overwritten by the young 

girl's precocious body of knowledge. Indeed, it is as if Duras' autobiography has 

already been written, and in a sense it has, and is therefore, a dead story. This 

exhausted narrative status is echoed by a description of stunted and festering 

subjectivity and in the text's description of the forest vegetation: "forests full of 

222.Duras, The North China Lover, op.cit, p.61. 

mjbid., p.6. 

224.Barthes, Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, op.cit., p. 179. 



229 

pestilence. Regions of great heat. There's no healthy wind from the sea. There's the 

stagnant din of mosquitoes, dead children, rain every day. "(92) Indifferent to human 

endeavour, The Lover's climate is unrelenting in its endless perpetuation of thick, 

dank air. Bodies occupy a heavy, burdensome presence in the text. The body of the 

young girl is frequently immobilized by heat and headache "which often makes her 

lie limp, motionless, ghastly pale, with a wet bandage over her eyes. And the 

loathing of life that seizes her..."(106) Death, illness and pain are so excessively 

encountered in Duras' writing that her literature, according to Kristeva, comes close 

to resembling a "clinical discourse".225 It is through perpetually ill and grieving 

subjects, that Duras' sexuality and subjectivity is a passionate mix of an emotionally 

deprived state of depression and excessive desire. As a somatic coupling, this 

double discourse of depression and desire often represents Foucault's "limit of the 

possible" within language, creating sexual and generic ambiguity as well as hinting 

at the limits of dialectical language - thus ending the cycle of discursive repetition, 

as suggested by Willis, and challenging the exclusivity of the feminine as 

metaphoric trope within Duras'writing. 

Duras' narrative deja-dit226 mirrors the tragic proportions of Nietzsche's 

"double origin" of identity in Ecce Homo. Nietzsche declares that "as my own father 

I am already dead, as my own mother I still live and grow old".227 Duras' father is 

also already dead and absent from the text, but while Nietzsche's Oedipal triangle is 

productive, Duras' is restrictive. For Nietzsche, maternity is a positive metaphor of 

creativity and productiveness, while the figure of the mother in The Lover is an 

emanation of senility and emotional depravity, "distraught and muttering in the 

wilderness"(50). Duras' narrative, in effect, is a "still-bom" discourse in The Lover -

one that prophecies its death in advance of its birth. The metaphor is not an 

inappropriate one for Duras, translating into a personal experience of giving birth to 

^.Kristeva, Black Sun, op.cit, p.229. 

226.As Derrida explains: "Already (dejd)... is the name for what has been effaced or subtracted 
beforehand, but which has nevertheless left behind a mark, a signature which is retracted in that very 
thing from which it is withdrawn." From, Spurs: Nietzsche's Styles, op.cit, p.39. 

^.Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, op.cit, p.8. 
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a dead child, an event recounted in The Lover through the merging of her child's 

death with that of her beloved younger brother's. Duras interprets the event as 

confirming her sense of "the full horror of such love." Giving birth to a dead body, 

like her prematurely aged face, forces Duras to contemplate death and birth as a 

single image: the "coincidence between his coming into the world and his death... I 

was forced to imagine everything. Immobile, I imagined."228 The still-bom birth of 

her child forces Duras to apprehend birth and death in a simultaneous gesture, or 

double discourse, of impossible love. The narrative style of The Lover conducts 

itself in a similar manner, in which the future is imagined before eventuation thus 

blocking narrative growth and time in the text. 

Conclusion 

The collapse of binary oppositions in The Lover producing the effect of a double 

discourse provides a fascinating focus when set against the historical backdrop of 

France's experience and memory of the war. The historian George Mosse and the 

psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva both insist that World W a r II led to a brutalization of 

consciousness in which the barriers between politics and the private life were 

violated and diffused. With the effacement of such a necessary border, the body 

emerges as prey to forces of occupation. Such was the monstrosity of this war's 

horror, with its massive scale of death, holocaust, and atomic warfare, that a certain 

domestication of death has arguably taken root in the post-war creative and 

intellectual imagination. Within the psychic microcosm of The Lover, this 

domestication of death occupies the space of personal identity and inter-subjective 

love. It does seem that love and death, or love "unto death" becomes so logically 

linked in The Lover that no outside image can be sustained unless locked within this 

double discourse. 

^s.Duras.'The Horror of Such Love", Outside, op.cit, p.231. 
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In this elliptic place, where, to quote Duras, "the division no longer exists", 

all binaries fall within her double vision. In coming to terms with the problem of 

"Auschwitz", for example, Duras writes "that the only possible answer to this crime 

is to turn it into a crime committed by everyone... In order to bear it, to tolerate the 

idea of it, w e must share the crime."229 Duras collapses the ideological differences 

between resistance and collaboration in France, insisting on a view that holds them 

equally responsible for the atrocities of war. In doing this, Duras' writing contributes 

to a revision of French historiography that took place since the war where resistance 

as an official war story is no longer tenable. Her representation of sexual difference 

in The Lover undergoes the same process that ideological difference endures in La 

Douleur. Bodies circulate with an unmarked anonymity in The Lover, creating 

sexual ambiguity and emotional indifference. While the young girl has a face that is 

familiar, private and distinguishable, the image of her thin, underdeveloped, 

adolescent body mirrors the hairless, unmuscular, and convalescent body of her 

lover. Transgressing their cultural, racial, financial, sexual and generational 

differences, these lovers share each others image in a display of the reduplication 

and reverberation of their bodies. While this "mobile notion of difference"230 in 

which identity is incestuously other, unstable and undifferentiated is conventionally 

described as a figure of feminine otherness and fragmentation, the mobility of 

difference in The Lover is better served by remaining constantly open to both a 

feminine and masculine rhetoric of identification. The insistence on an "open" 

structure responds to the adolescent figure in The Lover representing ideological, 

political, Oedipal and sexual infidelities. 

Undermining binary logic, Duras' vision within her writing disturbs a 

metaphysical philosophy of dichotomous and dialectical identity with an embodied 

consciousness where identity is in perpetual ambivalence and irresolution, 

confirming what Kristeva calls Duras' contemplation of "the wound's constancy".231 

229.Duras, La Douleur, op.cit., p.50. 

^.Hewitt, op.cit, p. 101. 

^.Kristeva, Black Sun, op.cit, p.236. 
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Historicizing Duras' vision of love that mixes depression and desire, Kristeva writes 

that Duras' preservation of ambiguity in the text is perhaps the presentation of "the 

postwar version of love."232 It is as if Duras can only make representational sense of 

the experiences of sexual and physical reality by an acknowledgment of the powers 

of horror that war and its memory provide and confirm in contemporary 

consciousness. 

232.Ibid., p.232. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Roland Barthes' Passionate Body of Knowledge in 

Camera Lucida 

I am caught up in a double discourse, from which I cannot escape... a 
trap: I a m condemned to be a saint or a monster: unable to be one, 
unwilling to be the other: hence I tergiversate: I show m y passion a 
little. 

Barthes, A Lover's Discourse:4l-2 

In an imitation of Barthes' fragmented narrative style, this chapter is divided into 

fourteen fragments. 

Introduction 

In this chapter, the term, the "late" Roland Barthes, is not a reference to a deceased 

author but to a period of Barthes' career as a writer when his interest turned towards 

the autobiographical inscription of embodied subjectivity. The "early" Barthes is the 

literary critic w h o between 1950 and 1970 became associated with French 

structuralism's dream of a scientific analysis of language and literature. In the last 

decade of his life, 1970-80, Barthes' style of writing began to change, expressing a 

disillusionment with "scientific" approaches to language, including the French 

avant-garde's staunch anti-humanism in the face of France's pre-war existentialist 

tradition. Instead, Barthes was increasingly fascinated with a revaluation of the 

meaning of language, based less on literary theory, semiology or psychoanalysis 

than on the carnal reality of the writer's body. Such a fascination has prompted 

Virginia Trioli to describe Barthes as an "extraordinarily fleshy writer" whose body 
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keeps "falling into the text."1 Coinciding with the figure of the body in the text is 

Barthes' interest in the notion of the critic-as-artist.2 As Diana Knight suggests, 

Barthes is the literary critic "who will one day become a writer"3 concerned with 

representing the figure of his body within language. From The Pleasure of the Text 

in 1973 to Camera Lucida, published in the year of his death in 1980, Barthes' 

concerns shift from an initial interest in language as prescriptive ideology, to "style" 

as a writer's unavoidably unique bodily inscription. Barthes' notion of style 

interrupts the scientificity of structuralist thought by laying claim to an embodied 

referent that breaks the dialectical foundations of Saussure's semiological structure. 

In the structuralist appropriation of Saussure's theory, self-referentiality within 

language is perceived as a humanist fiction. This is because the relation between 

language and material reality is considered to be a culturally agreed upon, arbitrary 

contract, made to appear continuous, universal and natural.4 Style, on the other hand, 

and according to Barthes' thesis, is a function of an aesthetic originality that is 

neither arbitrary nor culturally determined but an imprint of the writer's material and 

bodily reality. 

Barthes formulated an autobiographical theory of knowledge that embraced 

creativity, confession and ontology. This formulation challenged his previous 

concern with the semiological structures of language that determine subjectivity and 

discourse, argued most notedly in his essay "Myth Today" in 1957. In this essay, 

Barthes' vision of language is as a system of signification that "transforms history 

^Virginia Trioli, "Roland Barthes: Autobiography in Spite of Myself, The Judgement of Paris: Recent 
French Theory In A Local Context, ed. Kevin D.S. Murray, (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1992), pp.55,56. 

2.In an interview with L'Express in 1970, Barthes says: "I would like to be an author", because an author 
"is willing to renounce the guarantees of transparent, instrumental writing." From L'Express, M a y 31, 

1970, "L'Express Talks with Roland Barthes" in Roland Barthes: The Grain of the Voice: Interviews 
1962-1980, trans. Linda Cloverdale, (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 

1981:1991), pp.105-6. 

3.Diana Knight, "Roland Barthes: An Intertextual Figure", Intertextuality: Theories and Practices, eds. 

Michael Worton and Judith Still, (Manchester and N e w York: Manchester University Press, 1990), p.96. 

4.See Barthes' essay on "Myth Today" for an outline of Saussure's semiological system divided into a 

relation between the terms "signifier" and "signified" that together produce the "sign". In other words, the 
relation between "language" (langue) and the reality it refers to is made possible by the "word" (parole) 
that designates the object. From, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers, (London: Paladin, 1957:1986), 

pp.112-3. 
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into nature" thus turning the world "upside down."5 However Barthes, writing in the 

last decade of his life, attests to an important and interesting alteration within French 

intellectual life. Since the war, one of the effects of French structuralism has been to 

expose the fictionality of the "I" within writing as a human essence and instead read 

the self as an "effect" of language. In the 1980s, literary and cultural theory began to 

challenge the logocentricity of much structuralist and semiotic analyses, especially 

that which was prevalent within Marxian social critique and Lacanian 

psychoanalysis. These post-structuralist and postmodern readings of the human 

subject began to explore the possibilities of self-representation within language with 

an "I" that resists and subverts prevailing ideologies. Such theories present the self 

as an "embodied" subject whose material and bodily existence disrupts the logo

centric models of consciousness.6 Barthes' Camera Lucida is one of these texts 

which attempt to accomplish a picture of individual subjectivity constituted by 

discourses other than those dictated by prevailing ideologies. Camera Lucida is also 

an example of Barthes' mutating intellectual persona. From being considered a 

symbol of "the dehumanization of literary study"7 within contemporary culture, 

Camera Lucida, according to one critic, "may some day mark a general turn from 

structuralist and post-structuralist abstraction toward a more pragmatic and humane 

discourse."8 Barthes' gesture of radicalism in his late work turns to a consideration 

of the "humane" sentiments of sorrow, grief, love and of sentimentality itself. 

1: Autobiography as an Undecidable Genre 

Translating knowledge into an intense and passionate subjective and aesthetic 

experience, Barthes' relationship to knowledge, according to one commentator, 

5.Ibid., pp.129, 141. 

6.Anne Cranny-Francis, The Body in the Text, (Carlton South: Melbourne University Press, 1995), pp.6-

13. 

7J.Gerald Kennedy, "Roland Barthes, Autobiography, and the End of Writing", The Georgia Review, 

Vol.35, No.2, (Summer 1981),Kennedy, p.381. 

8.1bid., p.397. 
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assumes the shape of a "bizarre" autobiographical practice.9 Self-representation 

comes close to fiction, appearing, as in Barthes by Barthes and in A Lover's 

Discourse; as essays, lists, ideograms and reproduced photographs. As a result of his 

generic infidelity, within the terms of traditional autobiographical discourse, 

Barthes' "autobiographies" do not obey Lejeune's generic strictures concerning a 

"contract" binding the author to the "I" within the text, nor do they obey Bruss' three 

"rules" of autobiographical writing, as outlined in Chapter One. Indeed, a basic 

undecidability underlines the generic nature of Barthes' later writings, which create 

a genre which may neither be fiction nor autobiography "but something in between", 

ponders Ben Stoltsfus, something like 'a "fictography"'.10 According to Ann 

Jefferson, Barthes generic ambiguity points to a "crisis of commentary"11 regarding 

the nature of writing, subjectivity and the subject of knowledge. In a reading of 

Barthes by Barthes, Jefferson considers the autobiography as a text that gives 

Barthes the ammunition with which to undermine the authorial voice. Jefferson 

writes: 

There is a repeated claim that his text is a fiction, a claim which 
serves to invalidate the text's status as a metatext. The fictional for 
Barthes is not synonymous with the invented or the untrue, or even 
the unserious: it consists in an undecidability about a text's 
seriousness. n 

In other words, the autobiography acts as an undecidable text, whose generic 

ambiguity is echoed ontologically in its utterance of personal identity. Dorothy 

Kelly also interprets Barthes' autobiography as "the undecidable... mystery story of 

the twentieth-century self."13 However, the undecidability of his autobiographical 

9.Ann Jefferson, "Autobiography as Intertext: Barthes, Sarraute, Robbe-Grillet", Intertextuality: Theories 

and Practices, eds. Michael Worton and Judith Still, (Manchester and N e w York: Manchester University 
Press, 1990), p. 112. 

lO.Ben Stolzfus, "Toward Bliss: Barthes, Lacan, and Robbe-Grillet", Modern Fiction Studies, Vol.35, 

No.4, (Winter 1989), p.8. 

11.Jefferson, op.cit., p. 125. 

12.lbid., p.m. 

13.Dorothy Kelly, "The Cracked Mirror: Roland Barthes's Anti-Autobiography Roland Barthes par 
Roland Barthes", French Literature Series, Vol.12, (1985), p. 128. 
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language allows Barthes to convey a passionate subject who feels finally justified in 

expressing a strong outburst of emotion that will adequately describe the subject in 

the trap of a double discourse. "Passion", outlines Barthes in an essay on Fourier, "is 

not the idealized form of feeling" but a "mania".14 As a consequence of this 

excessive accumulation of intensities, Barthes' passionate subject is a state of 

extremity, a kind of "limit-experience"15 that attempts to challenge the limits of 

unitary discourses including that of self-identity. As an expression of his dual 

maternal heritage, Barthes describes himself as being, like his two grandmothers, at 

once "Parisienne" and "provincial".16 Such double origins suggest that Barthes' 

autobiographical subject is simultaneously intellectual and emotional, sophisticated 

and uncultivated, a subject endowed with consciousness, and with a "body", 

particularly a body, confesses Barthes, that struggles to "become thin", for it is "part 

of the intellectual's mythology... the naive act of the will-to-intelligence."17 Barthes' 

generic choice is therefore a deliberate gesture of textuality; a sentimental move but 

also a strategic one in which autobiographical writing will convey not the unity of 

structuralist semiology with bourgeois humanism but a constant equivocation - a 

language whose endless garment of textuality has a "seam"1* - endlessly flawed with 

contrary and irresolute meanings. 

Barthes' writing proceeds by a confusion and a contradiction including, 

writes J.Gerald Kennedy, "a tension between personal confession and implacable 

theory."19 It is the undecidable nature of Barthes' autobiographical subject that 

14.Barthes, Sade/Fourier/Loyola, trans. Richard Miller, (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 

California Press, 1971:1989), p.100. 

15.Foucault in interview with Duccio Trombadori, Colloqui con Foucault, (Salerno, 1981), unpublished 

French transcript translated and quoted by James Miller in "Foucault's Politics in Biographical 

Perspective", Salmagundi, No.97, (Winter 1993), p.44. 

16.Roland Barthes, Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, trans. Richard Howard, (London: Macmillan, 

1975:1977), p. 13. See also Andrew Brown's work which examines "as it were, the country 'Barthes'... that 
is, in Barthes as a writer." in Roland Barthes: The Figures of Writing, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 

P-3, 

u.RB, op.cit, p.30. 

18.Shari Benstock, The Private Self, op.cit, p.9. 

•'.Kennedy, "Roland Barthes, Autobiography, and the End of Writing", op.cit, p.381. 
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produces an embodied subject generically trapped in a double discourse of fiction 

and autobiography, theory and confession. However, in this generic mix of self-

representation and fiction in Barthes by Barthes, Jefferson insists that "if we over-

privilege the status of the novelistic in Roland Barthes and read it only as a fiction, 

we risk repressing the full ambivalence in Barthes' writing,"20 for whilst 

autobiography may be fictive, fiction may be thought of as being grounded 

experientially. It is undoubtedly this "ambivalence" that constitutes the "bizarre" and 

"unusual"21 nature of Barthes' autobiographical writing, allowing him to both resist 

being the "Author" of his text but retain the author's embodied signature of style. 

Barthes' movement away from the "science" of structuralism to the "art" of 

literature proceeds through the figure of the body. Extending Freud and Lacan's 

notion of the unconscious, the older Barthes suggests that bodies act as a reservoir 

and conduit of knowledge, in other words, as an ontology or origin of meaning. 

Barthes' "bodies" of knowledge, however, I argue, also undergo a transfiguration; 

from the "erotic" body of the early Barthes to the "painful" body of the late Barthes. 

In The Pleasure of the Text, Barthes writes: "I am interested in language because it 

wounds or seduces me."22 In A Lover's Discourse, Barthes speaks of having a 

Schopenhaurian "compassion" for the lover's desperate language, a compassion he 

stresses "which might more accurately be called a union within suffering".23 For the 

early Barthes, language functions as a system of "seductions" enticing and caressing 

its reader. However the mature Barthes is primarily "wounded" by language. 

Barthes "latent"24 autobiographical works include the following generically 

undecided texts; Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, A Lover's Discourse, The 

20.Jefferson, op.cit, p. 114. 

21 John Sturrock, ed. Structuralism and Since: From Levi-Strauss to Derrida, (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1979), p.52. 

^.Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard Miller, (New York: The Noonday Press, 1973:1975), 

p.38. 

^.Barthes, A Lover's Discourse: Fragments, trans. Richard Howard, (London: Penguin, 1977:1990), 

p.57. 

24.Jefferson, op.cit, p.l 12. 
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Pleasure of the Text and his last completed work, Camera Lucida, which is of most 

concern to this chapter. These four texts were written in the last decade of his 

career. In his photographic memoir, Barthes experiments with an essentialist notion 

of identity - that is, in a founding subject of knowledge in Camera Lucida that 

subverts his early anti-essentialism. According to some theorists, Camera Lucida is 

something of an anachronism in Barthes' overall corpus of work. Rick Rylance for 

one suggests that: 

The map of the self in Camera Lucida is very different from the 

psychology of depthlessness in recent postmodern revisions of 
traditional psychology .25 

Postmodern revisions of psychology rely heavily on Lacan's linguistically based theory 

of the unconscious to formulate a concept of identity. Such an identity is considered to 

be determined by the symbolic structures of language and not by essentialist notions of 

human subjectivity that conceptualize selfhood as an individual and original entity 

existing outside of the structures of language. Entry into the symbolic entails the 

disanchoring of the referent in which the subject's body is screened off from any 

unmediated access to apprehension without language. In Lacanian terms then, the body 

becomes an effect of the imaginary cut off from symbolic meaning. The diminished 

sense of human agency prevalent in such psychoanalytic discourses is however 

considerably over-written by Barthes' meditative vision on photography in Camera 

Lucida. While for Lacan, the unconscious is structured like a language, for Barthes, it is 

the body that replaces the discourse of the unconscious as the fibre, muscle and sinew 

along which meaning and identity are carried into language. J.Gerald Kennedy also 

describes Camera Lucida as the anachronistic text in Barthes' corpus of work: 

His interest is indeed ontological, but it extends beyond the photographic 
image to the human subject. H e concerns himself with the relationship 
between photography and reality, between the physical referent and the 
metaphysics of being. Beyond questions of composition and technique, 
Barthes explores the photograph as a clue to the mysteries of time, love, 

25.Rick Rylance, Roland Barthes, (Hertfordshire: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1994), p. 140. 
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death, and the soul. As these observations suggest, La chambre claire 

marks a fundamental break with his past writings.26 

That Barthes' emphasis at the end of his career is on an embodied subject of knowledge 

that experiments with an ontological theory of personal identity through photography, 

including the lost presence of his mother, propels Gregory Ulmer to search for the 

"essence" of Barthes,27 and Kennedy to read Camera Lucida as "a resolute conception 

of essence"28 with a "metaphysical dimension."29 It is this element of essentialist and 

humanist responses within and towards Barthes' late work that portrays Barthes as a 

multi-lingual philosopher; structuralist, existentialist, semiotician, phenomenologist and 

classical humanist. Barthes can be seen as experimenting with the Derridean directive 

that one must speak in several different languages simultaneously. 

2: The Body as an Event in Discourse 

Barthes' text can be read as an anachronism and an anticipation of emerging theories of 

embodied subjectivity within language. Generically, Camera Lucida is a hybrid 

mixture of theoretical analysis and personal confession. Within this text, Barthes 

intentions involve probing aspects of human consciousness not governed by Platonic, 

Augustinian, or Cartesian valorizations of consciousness, but by the responses and 

experiences registered by the materiality of the physical, emotional, sick and sexual 

"body". Within contemporary theories of individuality and human agency, the 

constituency of the body is frequently configured as an epistemological "event" 

registering not only a category of bodily experience but a realm of knowledge. Both 

Barthes and Foucault explore notions of embodiment as a discursive "event" through a 

26.Kennedy, op.cit, p.388. 

27.Gregory L. Ulmer, "Barthes's Body of Knowledge", Studies in Twentieth Century Literature, Vol.5, 
No.2, (Spring 1981), p.219. 

28.Kennedy, op.cit., p.390. 

njbid., p.393. 
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notion of the "event of meaning"30 within their work. The basis for such an 

epistemological event in this context is the lived materiality of the body. As a zone of 

knowledge, the event allows, writes Ulmer, a "turn to the real" which corresponds, in 

Barthes case, to a turn to "himself". Barthes' corpus moves from an emphasis on the 

literary image to the image of the photograph, as if trying to move closer to a concept 

of "event" which could possibly function as the apprehension of a being-in-the-real. 

Barthes' fascination with the event of the body within discourse anticipates a 

preoccupation with the referential or essential nature of the photograph which Barthes 

first explores autobiographically in Barthes by Barthes and then more fully in his last 

text, Camera Lucida. The preoccupation with the physiological and pathological 

"referent" of knowledge is a process that repeats Nietzsche's philosophical journey, 

detectable from his first "metaphysical" work in The Birth of Tragedy*1 in 1872 to his 

last completed and autobiographical text, Ecce Homo, in 1888.32 In his physical and 

ideological conversion from a young theorist to an aging and mentally sick philosopher 

in Ecce Homo,33 Nietzsche substitutes an early appreciation of German philology and 

"metaphysics"34 for the sensate and pathological "events" of his physiology.35 Both 

30.Ulmer, op.cit, p.225. 

31.Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy: Out of the Spirit of Music, ed. Michael Tanner, trans. Shaun 

Whiteside, (London: Penguin, 1993). This is Nietzsche's initial title for the book, it later became retitled 
as The Birth of Tragedy Or: Greekhood and Pessimism. See Michael Tanner's "Introduction" in The 
Birth of Tragedy, p.vii. 

32.Although Ecce Homo was completed in 1888, Nietzsche's sister Elisabeth Forster-Nietzsche withheld 
the book's appearance until 1908, twenty-years after its completion and eight years after Nietzsche's 
death. See, G.C. Tunstall, "Autobiography and Mythogenesis: The Case of Georg Kaiser and Nietzsche's 
Ecce Homo", German Life and Letters, Vol.37, No.2, (January 1984), p. 105. 

33.Metaphors of his own health, sickness and recuperation dominate Nietzsche's language in Ecce Homo 

and are used to express his particular philosophical conditions and states of mind. Tanner and Walter 

Kaufmann both indicate in their annotated editions of Nietzsche's work that the philosopher was prone to 

frequent irruptions of mental and physical exhaustion, involving headaches, vomiting, physical collapse 
and paralysis. Ecce Homo, op.cit, pp.xx-xxx. Kaufmann, "Introduction", The Portable Nietzsche, ed. and 
trans. Kaufmann, (London: Penguin, 1954:1988), p. 12. 

34.Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, op.cit, p.5. 

35.Nietzsche declares, for instance, in The Birth of Tragedy, that "the mind is nobler than the body."(91) 
However, some seventeen years later, he writes in his autobiography, Ecce Homo, that "my muscular 
agility has always been greatest when m y creative power has flowed most abundantly. The body is 
inspired: let us leave the 'soul' out of it..."(74). 
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Nietzsche and Barthes seem, therefore, to cultivate a unique body of knowledge for 

themselves. This specifically "written" body, attempts to capture the transient nature 

of materiality, immobilizing its identity within the frame of language. Like a "secular 

conversion",36 Nietzsche's autobiographical expression of physiology as philosophy and 

Barthes' autobiographical assertion of physical geneaology as ontological essence is the 

obverse of Augustine's spiritual quest in Confessions. While Augustine's Christian 

teleology is a movement from mortal and sinful corporeality to the redemptive 

possibilities of the "soul", Nietzsche's textual teleology moves from the metaphysical 

and the Christian to the corporeal and pagan dimensions of human existence. 

Similarly, Barthes' philosophical conversion from the early anti-humanist 

ideology of structuralism to the humanist implications of his later phenomenological 

tendencies is in part a rejection of scientific idealism and binary logic, in favour of the 

tangible referentiality and ambivalent subjectivity of human embodiment. Hence the 

significance of the photograph as manifestation of referential identity in Camera 

Lucida. "The photograph," writes Barthes, "is literally an emanation of the referent... a 

real body, which was there..."37 Within this text, Barthes attempts to suggest that what 

the photograph captures is not so much the soul, or metaphoric38 sense of human 

identity, but the lived actuality of its body. 

Indeed, in an interesting cross-reference, Duras' narrative voice and avowedly 

autobiographical character in The Lover laments the absence of a photograph that 

would have captured for posterity the image young of the girl crossing the Mekong 

River on her way to be transported and transformed by her Chinese lover. The photo 

36.Barbara Spackman, Decadent Genealogies: The Rhetoric of Sickness from Baudelaire to D'Annunzio, 

(Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1989), p.ix. 

^.CL, op.cit, p.80. 

38.In Camera Lucida, the referent of certain photographs, insists Barthes, "is never metaphoric" but 

compels him "to believe its referent had really existed." op.cit, pp.78,77. 
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can immortalize and immobilize the passing of time, promising knowledge and 

evidence of identity as well as evidence of the death of the subject. 

3: The Pain of Barthes' Body in Bliss 

In Camera Lucida, the photographic event attests to this double nature of the image: it 

turns the body into an event giving evidence of prior lived existence as well as 

immobilizing the body in a photographic frame. For Barthes, the click of the camera is 

an event of existential potential, giving access to a "third" meaning that is "obtuse", 

often unintelligible and therefore tilting against the grain of authoritative scientific 

discourse. In an essay on Eisenstein stills, Barthes explores the concept of "the third 

meaning" in relative depth, suggesting it to be an obstinate presence that is difficult to 

name. In Barthes' essay, the third meaning is described as being "on the side of 

carnival".39 In Camera Lucida, however, the concept of the third meaning which 

occupies the notion of the punctum wounds, punctures and pierces. In short, for the 

early Barthes, the unlocatable meaning that escapes translation is that which grants 

pleasure, but for the late Barthes, meaning that is, literally, touching and moving, 

increasingly does so painfully. As Ulmer indicates, "if Barthes' earlier projects tended to 

favor the life principle, his more recent work deals with the death drive."40 Barthes body 

of knowledge therefore alternates from an erotics of desire to a passionate body of grief. 

The teleology of Barthes body is especially Nietzschean in the intimation that suffering 

reveals a unique zone of knowledge to the sufferer.41 Pain is a potent, if uncomfortable 

39.Barthes, "The Third Meaning", Image, Music, Text, trans. Stephen Heath, (London: Fontana, 1977), 

p.55. 

40.Ulmer, op.cit, p.226. ^ 

41.In The Birth of Tragedy, for instance, Nietzsche expresses his admiration for Greek civilization's pre-

Socratic sense of the tragic within drama, asking: "how else could life have been borne by a race so 

sensitive, so impetuous in its desires, so uniquely capable of suffering...! (BT:23) In Nietzsche Contra 
Wagner: Out of the Files of a Psychologist, pain is valorized because of its power to bestow upon 

humanity a sense of profundity and aesthetic sophistication, pain may not makes us better, writes 
Nietzsche, "but I know that it makes us more profound." (Kaufmann:681). In Ecce Homo, Nietzsche 
evokes the ambivalent sense of jouissance with the suggestion: "The world is poor for him who has never 

been sick enough for this 'voluptuousness of hell'". (EH:31). 

See also Barthes' discussion of Michelet's frequent migrains and commitment to writing "in a state of total 
collapse." Barthes writes: "Here then is what his migrains could offer Michelet: creation as a responsible 
choice." Michelet, trans. Richard Howard, (New York: Hill and Wang, 1954:1987), pp.17-18. 
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subversion of the two-valued logic governing Western philosophy's theory of 

consciousness and materiality.42 Physical pain dismantles the mind's presumed 

autonomy from its somatic origins, shattering the illusion that consciousness is the 

crowning determiner of being. 

4: Mother's Body in Autobiography 

Barthes relationship to language is indeed that of a lover's discourse. The writer does 

not authorize the text but as Ulmer suggests, "caresses its subject matter".43 The writer 

forfeits authority to becomes a lover, coaxing and teasing language but also suffering 

what Paul Jay calls, "the burden of being in the text"44 as opposed to being a dictatorial 

author of the text. The figure of the lover can also be seen to function as a "third term" 

in delineating the role of the writer-critic, slotting into "a relationship that is neither 

ignorance nor domination."45 Abandoning the meta-textual aspirations of theoretical 

discourse, Barthes assumes the responsibilties of a writer-lover who dares to see 

himself in the text in "a morality of affirmation."46 Barthes' approach to language is not 

only aesthetic rather than critical, metaphoric rather than definitive, but erotic, playful 

and passionate. It makes sense to explore Barthes' intellectual destination, culminating 

in the photographic memoir of Camera Lucida, because of its magnification of an 

important theme within this thesis: that of the embodied subject of knowledge. 

42.E.Grosz suggests that the work of neurologists, psychologists and psychoanalysists attest to "the radical 

inseparability of biological from psychical elements." Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, 

(St Leonards: Allen and Unwin, 1994), p.85. 

4\lbid., p.222. 

"".Paul Jay, "A Stange Mimesis: The Discourse of Fragmentation", Being in the Text: Self-Representation 

from Wordsworth to Roland Barthes, (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1984), p. 183. 

45.Ulmer, op.cit, p.222. 

46.Barthes in an interview conducted by Philippe Roger, in "The Greatest Cryptographer of Contemporary 

Myths Talks about Love", Playboy, (September 1977), p.305. 
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As Ulmer suggests of Barthes' work, the desire to speak with an individual 

"para-doxical"47 voice is discovered as being "the voice of the body epitomized by the 

act of swallowing."48 The grain of this voice however is neither personal nor original 

but separate and individual.49 In Barthes' later work, the discourse of the "Other" is the 

body - the erotic, the sexual, the tubercular, the body of a lover, his own body, and the 

body of his mother. Barthes' language however is primarily in love with a particular 

body: in A Lover's Discourse it is sometimes a homosexual lover, an invisible and 

silent other, or sometimes himself, but Barthes repeatedly connects the lover's discourse 

to the realm of the Mother - his mother and hence of the Child's relationship to the 

Mother. While his biographical father, who died when Barthes was two, assumes a 

barely-there presence in Barthes' recollections, touching the surface of childhood "with 

an almost silent bounty",50 the mother occupies much of Barthes' embodied 

consciousness in his autobiographical works, culminating in an elegiac reverie upon an 

undisclosed photo of her in Camera Lucida. Kennedy postulates that Barthes' grief 

over his mother not only animates his last work, but "apparently brought about radical 

changes in the way Barthes thought about the nature of the self and the purpose of 

writing."51 Such an interpretation raises an interesting issue concerning the death of the 

mother and the autobiographical impetus. 

In Camera Lucida, Barthes' lover is his mother, but furthermore, she is also the 

figure of and for language - its origins, possibilities and continuity. Barthes' relationship 

with language resembles that of an Oedipal lover. In The Pleasure of the Text, for 

instance, Barthes illustrates such a relationship in his definition of a writer: 

47.Barthes defines the doxa as "opinion" and the paradoxa as "dispute". The paradoxical body is therefore 

one that disputes the legitimacy and power of current and popular opnion. POT, op.cit, p. 18. 

48.Ulmer, op.cit, p.227. 

49.Barthes writes: "The voice is not personal: it expresses nothing of its cantor, of his soul; it is not 

original... and at the same time it is individual: it has us hear a body which has no civil identity, no 

'personality', but which is nevertheless a separate body." From, "The Grain of the Voice", IMT, op.cit., 
p. 182. 

50.RB, op.cit., p.\5. 

51.Kennedy, op.cit., p.387. 
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The writer is someone who plays with his mother's body... in order to 
glorify it, embellish it, or in order to dismember it, to take it to the limit 

of what can be known about the body: I would go so far as to take bliss 

in a disfiguration of the language...52 

The Pleasure of the Text was written four years before Barthes' mother's death in 1977. 

When however, Barthes comes to write Camera Lucida, his mother has already died 

and the figures of "dismemberment" and "disfiguration" of the mother's body convert 

into a re-memberment and re-figuration of the lost maternal corpus. In Barthes by 

Barthes, the child's lingual lover is quite literally the mother('s) tongue. Barthes 

records for example that in his family "language belonged to the women" whilst both of 

his grandfathers "had no part in language."53 More specifically, it is not the mother that 

allows Barthes to write his memoirs but his memory and mourning of her. The death of 

the mother as a catalyst to autobiographical language is a pattern that repeats itself in 

Augustine's Confessions and Duras' The Lover, where the absence of the mother allows 

a subject within language to emerge as an autobiographical one. For Augustine, the loss 

of his mother Monica facilitates his corporeal disengagement from humanity and 

connection with the spiritual world. In the case of the mother-daughter relationship in 

The Lover, the situation is reversed, since for Duras maternal absence contributes to the 

daughter's development of an embodied subjectivity. In Woolfs "A Sketch of the Past", 

the lost mother, whilst a source of grief, also acts a creative catalyst allowing Woolfs 

autobiographical "I" to be more effectively deployed. It does appear in these texts that 

only when maternal inheritance is lost can the son and daughter write the story of their 

own lives. In Rousseau's Confessions, the son recounts the facts surrounding the death 

of his mother at his birth54 thus literalizing the son's symbolic suppression of the 

mother's body in order to be "bom" within autobiography. As Nancy Miller suggests, to 

recreate the mother after death through writing is "to give birth to the author of one's 

life, and hence to authorize himself."55 Like Nietzsche's fondness for the metaphors of 

52.POT, op.cit, p.37. 

55.RB, op.cit, p. 12,13. 

".Rousseau, Confessions, op.cit., p.3. 

55.Nancy Miller, "Representing Others: Genders and the Subjects of Autobiography", op.cit, p.l 1. 
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feminine pregnancy and procreation in Ecce Homo,56 which, according to Sarah 

Kofman, cultivates an image of the philosopher as "mother of himself',57 male 

sympathy for the maternal condition can translate into a self-serving appropriation of 

the maternal figure. 

Within autobiography, the writer's image of the mother is frequently a confused 

one. "To speak about mother's bodies in autobiography is to speak from within a double 

bind in the representational practices of Western cultures", writes Shirley Neuman.58 In 

Augustine's Confessions, for example, the mother is both a marginalized figure of 

physicality and mortality, and of spiritual and metaphorical "centrality"59 in the structure 

of Augustine's autobiography and in Augustine's search for Christ.60 In Camera Lucida, 

Barthes' mother is both the central figure in the recuperation of essential identity in his 

text and the only image left unrepresented in the text's twenty-four reproduced 

photographs. The mother's presence in Camera Lucida is therefore one of physical 

effacement, in which the image of her body is withheld from view. "Tracing this double 

bind in autobiography... we might therefore expect to find", writes Neuman, "mother's 

bodies, everywhere, but everywhere invisible."61 Indeed, in Camera Lucida, Barthes' 

"Winter Garden Photograph" of his mother is the picture that most moves and obsesses 

him and the one he chooses to suppress. 

56.Nietzsche's metaphoric appropriation of the "eternal-womanly"(EH:45) in his text, including the 
maternal represention of his "ear" of understanding (EH:42), the gyneacological allusions to his 
abdominal problems (EH:9), and his metaphors of intellectual pregnancy, are aesthetic appropriations of 
the "feminine" rather than of the "female". Instead, Nietzsche appears to exclude the lived corporeality 
and specificity of the "woman" within femininity. Indeed, as Spackman suggests, "the explusion of 
woman is a precondition of Nietzsche's discourse." Decadent Genealogies, op.cit, p.90. See also 
Derrid's, The Ear of the Other: Otobiography, Transference, Translation, ed. Christie McDonald, trans. 

Peggy Kamuf, (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1985:1988), p.33. 

57.Sarah Kofman, "Explosion I: Of Nietzsche's Ecce Homo", Diacritics, Vol.24, No.4, (Winter 1994), 

p.55. 

58.Shirley Neuman, '"Your Past...Your Future": Autobiography and Mother's Bodies', op.cit., p.53. 

59.Miller, op.cit, p. 10. 

""Un Book I of the Confessions, Augustine tells his reader that though his father had no religious faith his 

mother "laboured to convince m e that you, m y God, were m y father..." op.cit, p. 14. 

61 .Neuman, op.cit, p.56. 
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That Barthes' movement towards fulfilling the autobiographical project 

coincides with the death of his mother may also relate to Barthes' ambivalent perception 

of language. In Barthes by Barthes, Barthes fears that he would be "nothing" if he did 

not write,62 equally however, he risks drowning in nothingness when consumed and 

formulated by the Doxa of language. Barthes feminizes language in this autobiography, 

detailing its origin from his maternal lineage, but he also demonizes the doxa, 

comparing it to the petrifying image of the Medusa and the Gorgons: 

The Doxa is current opinion, meaning repeated as if nothing had 

happened. It is Medusa: who petrifies those who look at her. Which 

means that is evident. Is it seen? Not even that: a gelatinous mass which 
sticks onto the retina. The remedy? As an adolescent I went swimming 

one day at Malo-les-bains, in a cold sea infested with the kind of 
jellyfish w e call medusas... it was so ordinary to come out of the water 
covered with stings and blisters that the locker-room attendant 
phlegmatically handed you a bottle of potassium chloride as soon as you 
left the beach. In the same way, one might conceive of taking... a little 
detergent discourse...63 

Barthes imagines the most degenerate form of language as an endoxal Medusan jelly, 

whose phallic logocentricity castratingly stings Barthes when he is immersed in its 

"gelatinous mass". It is only when having "disinfected" himself of culture's poisonous 

doxa, (and perhaps his perception of venomous female desire), that Barthes' submerged 

autobiographical voice may surface. 

Barthes' suppression of the Winter Garden Photograph from the reader may also 

serve to disempower the reader's interpretive authority over his text. Despite the fact 

that Barthes' early move to de-authorize the text resulted in the birth of the "reader" and 

of reader-response theories, the older Barthes appears to desire a recuperation of the 

author's subjectivity. Whilst in reception theory, in the words of Stanley Fish, "the 

reader is freed from the tyranny of the text and given the central role in the production 

of meanings",64 in Camera Lucida at least, Barthes does not seem to allow the reader a 

62.RB, op.cit, p. 169. 

63.Ibid., p.\22. 

".Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities, 

(Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1980), p.7. See also his essay on "Interpreting the Variorum", 
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central role in the interpretation of the essence of his mother's identity - and for that 

matter - of his own essential subjectivity. In keeping the photograph from the gaze of 

the reader, Barthes keeps something of the text for himself. The Winter Garden 

Photograph remains a secret, an image that the reader will never see. 

According to Jefferson's account of this particular "return of the author" (a 

particularity stressing the embodied nature of the subject - what Barthes would call the 

Stubborn Referent), autobiography's traditional association with a founding subject is 

used by Barthes as a "protest against the vulnerability" of his text "to the new-found 

power of readers."65 If this is indeed the case, Barthes is not alone in his efforts to 

recuperate the material and embodied base of the subject within writing by a gradual 

inclusion and affirmation of the "I" within language. As was argued in Chapter Three, 

Duras stages a similar textual intervention in the filmic interpretation of her novel The 

Lover by re-writing the novel not only with directorial detail in its conversion to film 

but in making her book more overtly autobiographical.66 Like Barthes, Duras' 

autobiographical language is an undecided one, only gradually moving in the direction 

of self-representative writing. In a narrative movement from fiction to autobiography 

that takes up to four decades to develop, it is possible to read Duras' The Lover as an 

autobiography in three attempts, beginning with the Sea Wall in 1952, The Lover in 

1984 and The North China Lover in 1992. In this last text, Duras returns to the scene 

of writing to reduce the generic ambiguity of The Lover and re-inherit the meaning of 

her text. In writing autobiographically, Duras and Barthes are not only in a process of 

becoming personal but in a process of pursuing an ethical subjectivity that recognises 

language's lived materiality rather than scientifically abstract linguistic base. Barthes' 

route, then, from the social to the personal involves "a progressive disclosure of the 

for a discussion of the notion, "interpretive communities", in Debating Texts: A Reader in Twentieth 
Century Literary Theory and Method, ed. Rick Rylance, (Stony Stratford: Open University Press, 

1987:1989), p.169. 

65.Jefferson, op.cit, p.127. 

66.77ie North China Lover opens with a biographical note detailing the news of the lover's death which 

prompts her to become "a novelist all over again" and re-write the story of the North China lover and the 
child because "it wasn't quite there in The Lover, I had'nt given them enough time.", The North China 

Lover, op.cit, pp.2,1. 



250 

body",67 indicating a movement towards the disclosure of an embodied subject. As was 

the case for Duras, the progressive and generic undoing of the text entailing a 

movement from fictionality to autobiography also involves a disclosure of the sexed 

body in which the body of the young girl in the text is progressively unclothed and 

exposed to her lover. 

5: In The Garden of Conversion 

In Barthes by Barthes, the reader is presented with the image of "the three gardens" in 

Barthes' childhood home in Bayonne. Our garden, writes Barthes, "was arranged in 

three symbolically different spaces", each corresponding to three aspects of human life; 

the public, the domestic and the private. More importantly, the three gardens in Barthes' 

text are symbolic of his own literary development from theorist to writer over a period 

of thirty years. As Bartkowski suggests, "Barthes' itinerary can be seen as a passage 

from the public to the private garden",68 in which is cultivated the grain of his personal 

voice within language. 

The first garden is the "worldly" garden through which the "ladies of Bayonne" 

are escorted to the house, in the second garden in front of the house grows "roses, 

hydrangeas (that awkward flower of the southwest France), carpet grass, rhubarb, 

kitchen herbs in old crates, [and] a big magnolia...", but at the back of the house: 

At the far end, the third garden, except for a tiny orchard of peach 

trees and raspberry bushes, was undefined, sometimes fallow, 

sometimes planted with vegetables that needed no tending; you didn't 

67.Frances Bartkowski, "Roland Barthes's Secret Garden", Studies in Twentieth Century Literature, Vol.5, 

No.2, (Spring 1981), p. 133. 

6*.Ibid.,p.Wi. 
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go there much, and only down the center path. The worldly, the 

domestic, the wild: is this not the very tripartition of social desire? b9 

In an echoing of the Biblical implications of gardens, it is worth recalling the story of 

Augustine's conversion, as outlined in Chapter One, which takes place in a Milanese 

Garden in Confessions. For Barthes, it is in the third unkept garden behind the house 

whose untended fruits grow wild that is the symbolic scene of Barthes epistemological 

conversion. The third meaning which is obtuse and unintelligible happens here in the 

third garden. In this garden of conversion rather than of temptation, Barthes, according 

to Bartkowski, attempts to "name the savagery he finds here, the self he finds here"70 

that is unruly, undefined and private. From Mythologies to Camera Lucida, the "style" 

of Barthes' writing experiments with the "tripartitioning" of language from the 

"worldly" intellectual, the "domestic" theorist to the "wild" artist. Barthes' tripartite 

vision is possibly an attempt to overcome the binary logic of his previous scientific 

semiology. Barthes' triadic thinking in his late work can also be understood as an 

attempt to deal with what Patrizia Lombardo calls the "Real" - death and the body.71 In 

Lacan's theoretical triad, the Real is that which constantly checks and disturbs the 

Symbolic and Imaginary worlds. For Kristeva, the Real is the "abject" self, the 

unavoidable body that bleeds, cries, eats, becomes sick, disfigured and decomposed.72 

In Camera Lucida, the photograph is interpreted by Barthes as not only an image 

circulating in the imaginary, but an effect of the real body whose image is being 

represented. 

Ulmer describes Barthes' narrative turn towards the subject of himself as his 

"entry into the real",73 characterized by a distinctly autobiographical or confessional 

writing practice. Barthes' movement from the literary to photographic image is followed 

69.RB, op.cit, p.8. 

70.Bartkowski, op.cit., p. 143. 

71.Patrizia Lombardo, The Three Paradoxes of Roland Barthes, (Athens and London: The University of 

Georgia Press, 1989), p. 133. 

72.See Kristeva's essay on "Approaching Abjection" in Powers of Horror, op.cit, pp. 1-32. 

73.Ulmer, op.cit, p.228. 
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by a movement toward the notion of "event", a being-in-the-real which may correspond 

to an ontological sense of essence. In Foucault's L'ordre du discours, event (sign, 

referent, thing), is distinguished from and given priority over discourse (signified, 

representation, word), because to restore the event within discourse, according to 

Foucault's thesis, is "to lift once and for all the sovereignty of the signifier."74 In 

Barthes' case, to prioritize "event" over "discourse" is to emphasize the "referent" over 

the "signified", a strategy that marks his disengagement from structuralism75 and 

contributes to his explorations of ontological essence. To configure the body as an 

event within discourse is to attempt a dramatization of the subject's material identity 

within language, thus performing a "hystericization" of written history.76 Endeavouring 

to read his body in his text, Barthes is also trying to undermine intellectual and 

scientific discourse that has traditionally silenced the subject's body. As Nancy Miller 

observes, "one's own body can constitute an internal limit on discursive irresponsibility, 

a brake on rhetorical spinning."77 An autobiographical occasion, marked by the insertion 

of a bodily practice, can place a "sense of limit" on the degree of abstraction within 

discourse. Li this condition, Barthes challenges the non-referentiality of language with 

the referential quality of the photographic image. 

6: The Face in the Mirror 

In contrast to traditional androcentric models of autobiography, in which the masculine 

self is reflected in the faithful mirror of language, Barthes' reflections in the looking-

74.Foucault, L'ordre du discourse, (Paris: Gallimard, 1971), p.53, cf., Elsbeth Probyn, Sexing the Self: 

Grendered Positions in Cultural Studies, (London and N e w York: Routledge, 1993), p.l 14. 

75.See Foucault' comments in an interview conducted by Alessandro Fontana and Pasquale Pasquino, in 

"Truth and Power" where he remarks: "One can agree that structuralism formed the most systematic 
effort to evacuate the concept of the event, not only from ethnology but from a whole series of other 
sciences and in the extreme case from history." The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow, p.56. 

76.Barthes suggests in Camera Lucida, that when contemplating photography's documentation of the past, 

"History is hysterical", op.cit, p.65. 

ZMiller, Getting Personal, op.cit, p.xiii. 
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glass of language assume non-traditional motifs of western self-representation, 

including images of multiple and fictive selves. Instead of a masculine conception of 

singular identity, Barthes by Barthes is written in shifting pronouns of "I", "you" and 

"he" to suggest the changing and fluid status of the writing "I". In the opening of 

Barthes by Barthes, the reader is told to consider the text "as if spoken by a character 

in a novel"78 thus diffusing the identity of the autobiography's "real-me" into a series of 

novelistic gestures. 

Barthes' sense of language does not mirror, for instance, Gusdorfs early 

conception of language as a flat mirror of reality as discussed in Chapter One, but rather 

a cracked and "broken mirror"79 in which the self is distorted, disfigured and dispersed 

into a hundred images.80 In a mild state of panic, Barthes writes: 

Where is your authentic body? You are the only one who can never 

see yourself except as an image; you never see your eyes unless they 

are dulled by the gaze they rest upon the mirror... you are condemned 

to the repertoire of its images.gl 

The narcissist is condemned to this hall of mirrors in which he can never indulge in an 

unmediated gaze upon his face. The image acts like a third eye interfering in identity's 

self-love. In a visual exhibition of this this hall of mirrors, Barthes' text contains many 

pictures of the self, split, multiplied and copied so as to create a mirror-image mirrored 

by the titles' structure, Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes}2 While Barthes by 

7i.RB, op.cit, Epigram. 

79.Roland A. Champagne, "Alice and the Looking Glass: Roland Barthes and the Reader in History", 

BucknellReview, Vol.26, No.l, (1981), p.54. 

80.In an essay on Sade, Barthes discusses the westernized mirror and the images of mirror(s) in the East: 
"The Occident has made the mirror, always spoken of in the singular, the very symbol of narcissism (of I, 
of the refracted Unit, the reassembled Body). Mirrors (plural) is quite another theme... " S/F/L, op.cit, 

p.138. 

81 J?B, op.cit, p.36. 

82.Kelly, "The Cracked Mirror", op.cit, p. 125. 
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Barthes may be interpreted as an "impossible"83 autobiography that is continuously 

dismantling the self it creates, Barthes' final autobiographical text explores 

autobiography as a traditional possibility. In Camera Lucida, for instance, Barthes 

appears to formulate a different sense of self in which multiplicity and fictionality 

convert to an image of singularity and a notion of authenticity. Instead of a hall of 

broken mirrors, whose images refract scattered glimpses of Barthes, Camera Lucida 

focuses on one unreproduced image of his mother that channels Barthes' sense of self-

identification. While the writing subject in Barthes by Barthes "suffers when he is 

named",84 in Camera Lucida the subject is named and suffers. In certain photographs, 

writes Barthes, "/ endure myself}5 Indeed, while Roland Barthes and A Lover's 

Discourse express identity as a disintegrated multiplicity, Camera Lucida is touched 

by a "singularity"86 and centrality of perspective in which the subject and its image "at 

last" coincide.87 From lamenting the impossibility of seeing himself face-to-face without 

a mirror, in his last text Barthes finds "the truth of the face I had loved"88 in a 

photograph of his mother as well as the disturbing and irreducible "noeme" of his own 

physicality in the photographic image. 

Barthes' aestheticizing of theory, which has contributed to his increasing 

emphasis on the embodied subject of knowledge, is not, as Eagleton says of Adomo's 

aesthetic philosophy, a case of "reducing cognition to intuition", for aesthetics which 

includes a philosophy of the body furnishes systemic thought "with a model of sensuous 

receptivity to the specific."89 In Barthes' case the specific refers to the inscription of the 

»\Ibid.,p.m. 

M.RB, op.cit, p.43. 

85.Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections of Photography, trans. Richard Howard, (London: Vintage, 

1980:1993), p. 102. 

86.GL, op.cit, p.76. 

87.Barthes writes: "In this veracious photograph, the being I love, whom I have loved, is not separated 

from itself: at last it coincides. And mysteriously, this coincidence is kind of metamorphosis." Ibid., 

p. 109. 

M.Ibid., p.67. 

89.Terry Eaglton, "Art After Auschwitz", The Significance of Theory, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990), 

pp.64-65. 
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subject within writing. The shift then from the theoretical to the aesthetic is never 

entirely absolute nor successful but a method of recognising the subject and the 

subject's body within the text. Exercising the practice of theory and of autobiography in 

which Barthes observes the text and his body within that text has the effect of 

producing, what Virginia Trioli calls "a double discourse"90 that includes two voices; 

the voice of "banality" which everyone hears and knows, and the voice of "singularity"91 

that would come from the fleshy viscera of Barthes' body. The collision of these two 

languages can only be solved, according to Trioli's thesis, by "the schizophrenia of 

autobiography"92 in which Barthes use of the logos must constantly collide with his 

pathos. Hence Barthes' tragic subjectivity is suggestive not only of playful multiplicity, 

but of a textuality immersed in the painful and verging on the pathological. Like 

Nietzsche's polymorphy in Ecce Homo,93 Barthes must "endure" rather than enjoy the 

multiplicity of his identity. Of the several bodies that figure in Barthes by Barthes, for 

instance, two of these are "nauseated" and "migrainous".94 The autobiography as 

schizophrenia opens up a condition of division and suture, in which the garment of 

textuality is not simply and teasingly a veil over an erotic body but a seamed veil over a 

disfigured and sorrowful body. Like Adomo's fable of suffering, the autobiography as 

schizophrenia proceeds as a permanent catastrophe for the subject within the text. As 

opposed to a dialectical unravelling of identity, contradiction defines Barthes' 

autobiographical subject. Eagleton's essay on Adorno suggests the vacillations of such a 

subject: 

The forging of the ego is thus an ambivalently emancipatory and 
repressive event; and the unconscious is marked by a similar duality, 
promising us some blissful sensuous fulfilment but threatening at every 
moment to thrust us back to that archaic, undifferentiated state in which 
w e are no longer subjects at all, let alone liberated ones.95 

90.TrioIi, op.cit, p.53. 

91.CL, op.cit., p.76. 

92.Trioli, op.cit., p.57. 

".Nietzsche writes: "To suffer from solitude is... an objection - I have always suffered only from the 

'multitude'..." Ecce Homo, op.cit, p.37. 

94.RB, op.cit., p.60. 

95.Eagleton, "Art After Auschwitz", op.cit., p.48. 



256 

In Barthes' later writings too, "the self is rent by an internal fissure, and the name for the 

experience of it is suffering."96 Barthes' tragic subjectivity (which incidentally Eagleton 

does not compare with Adomo) is an attempt to write along this seam of the text that 

hovers, in Barthes' words in The Pleasure of the Text, "immorally", between theory 

and the aesthetics of his body. 

7: Hot and Cold Barthes 

It is by now obvious that two Roland Barthes exist in this Chapter; the early and the late 

figure, or in Rylance's terms, the "cold" and the "hot" Barthes.97 The cold Barthes is the 

theorist eager for a scientific theory of language that would explain the origins and 

limits of meaning. The hot Barthes is the sensual and intimate writer whose body acts 

as an ontological origin and limit upon meaning. Steven Ungar remarks that in the 

break with the scientific project, Barthes' writing "is no longer criticism in the 

traditional sense... but something closer to a personal narrative...."98 As the old, cold 

Barthes begins to thaw out and rejuvenate, his science of language moves towards a 

poetics of consciousness whose geographic analogy is a movement from the 

metropolitan to the provincial. Barthes, for instance, speaks of having two local bodies, 

"a Parisian body (alert, tired) and a country body (rested, heavy)."99 This latter body is 

the "hot" and heavy Barthes whose distance from Parisian theory is measured by his 

proximity to the "oddly old-fashioned"100 values of Camera Lucida. 

96.lbid. For an interpretation of Barthes that is based upon the ethic of suffering, see Jost Hermand and 

Evelyn Torton Beck's essay, "The dernier cri of Structuralism" where, like "the tragically doomed 
Nietzscheans", "all that remains, for Barthes too, is tristesse." From, Interpretive Synthesis: The Task of 
Literary Scholarship, Jost Hermand and Evelyn Torton Beck, trans. Jost Hermand, (New York: Frederick 

Ungar Publishing, 1968:1975), p.130. 

".Rylance, Roland Barthes, op.cit, p.ix. 

98.Steven Ungar, Roland Barthes: The Professor of Desire, (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska 

Press, 1983), p. 100. 

99.RB, op.cit, p.61. 

m.CL, op.cit, p.l 16. 
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In contemporary theories of the human subject, bodies are read as a material site 

for the recuperation of human (in the most simple, bodily, sense), rather than 

humanistic responses to twentieth century ideologies that have threatened notions of 

human agency and the validity of bodily experiences in the development of identity. 

Bodies can be considered fragile nodes of subjectivity, both as biological matter and as 

sites of absorbed cultural meaning. John Fiske explains the body's ambivalent and 

fragile signifying status by remarking that "the body is where the social is most 

convincingly represented as the individual and where politics can best disguise itself as 

human nature."101 Being both of and outside of ideology, the body functions as a 

para/doxical ontology. Barthes' writing of the body in his later texts can be interpreted 

as a post-Romantic projection of the body as an original and stubborn materiality 

capable of disturbing cultural and ideological predetermination. Barthes' individualistic 

and stubborn body does not, however, suppress the cultural, the social or the political in 

a deluded gesture of freedom; "the opposing forces are no longer repressed" indicates 

Barthes, for, "nothing is really antagonistic, everything is plural."102 The Barthian body 

is always a polymorphous one, whose excesses are never completely contained within 

social ideology nor completely cut lose and freely drifting outside language and social 

discourse. However, the fragment of the text that does exceed the laws of society, 

ideology and philosophy is an "excess" that Barthes names in Sade/Loyola/Fourier, as 

the moment when a seam opens up in a text and the scene of "writing"103 begins. 

The Marxist critiques of Martin Jay and Terry Eagleton identify the 1970s as a 

turning point for critical theory marked by the rupturing of structuralist ideology by 

poststructuralist thinking. As a consequence of this mpture, Marxist theories of 

ideological totality in which the human subject held minimal determining powers 

became diluted and broken down into fragmented narratives that revitalized theories of 

human agency. Jay, for example, speaks of "the stagnation of Marxism" occurring 

101 John Fiske, Understanding Popular Culture, (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1989), p.70. 

mpoT, op.cit., p.31. 

103.S/L/F, op.cit, p. 10. 
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amongst French theorists in the 70s,104 similarly and more specifically, Eagleton 

characterizes the split discursive persona of Barthes as manifesting itself within the 

1970s also coinciding with a general post-Marxism within literary and cultural theory. 

Jay and Eagleton also suggest that this ideological change corresponded with an 

emerging mentalite, characterized as being particularly unhealthy politically, and 

intellectually unproductive. Jay suggests that "manic explosions of laughter rather than 

the tortured anguish of Adomo and Sartre" are postmodern responses to "the fustration 

of Utopian hopes."105 Distinguishing between the early and the late Barthes, Eagleton 

considers the late Barthes to have produced ideologically degenerative work. Eagleton 

writes: 

The early Barthes sought to undermine traditional liberal humanism... 
W h e n this strategy threatens to become itself coded and contained as the 

academic discipline of 'structuralism', Barthes impudently thrusts it into 
reverse, seizing upon anything - pleasure, the body, the recesses of the 
private - which might be offered (foolishly and delusorily, in m y view) 
as the 'other' of ... a predictably seamless ideological monolith... Soon 
Barthes will end up repeating the ideology of liberal humanism in an 
anti-humanist idiom, heavily celebrating the orgasmic force of the 'text' 
as - it would seem - the sole surviving enclave or oasis of 

emancipation.,oe 

The evocation of theorists erupting into manic episodes of laughter and celebrating 

orgasmic textual forces perpetuates an image of pathological instability and hedonistic 

frivolity.107 "Laughter" and "orgasm" however, are richly suggestive of contradictory 

meanings. Barthes for instance is not always "delusorily" "celebrating" the orgasmic 

force of the text, but lamenting the unsettling and convulsive potential of a text's 

jouissance. As Ann Jefferson indicates, "the tone of Barthes' carnival is one of elegy... 

104.Martin Jay, Marxism and Totality: The Adventures of a Concept from Lukacs to Habermas, (Berkeley 

and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1984), p.512. 

105.Ibid. 

106.Terry Eagleton, "Roland Barthes and After", Ideas From France: The Legacy of French Theory, ed. 

Lisa Appignanesi, (London: Maybank Press, 1985), p. 12. 

107.For an explanation of Eagleton's antagonism towards "humanism" see pages 44-50 in Re-Thinking 
Theory, op.cit. According to the authors, "characterizations of 'humanism'... are simplistic to the point of 
caricature....[Yet] humanism is a complex and varied phenomenon with an array of possible 
committments, political and other." p. 195. 
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and not that of the uproarious epic exemplified in Rabelais."108 It is this nuance of 

grieving jouissance which presents Barthes as a passionate rather than hedonistic 

subject of knowledge that is often missing in a reading of Barthes late mentalite and 

which is emphasized in this reading of Barthes. 

8: The Passionate Nature of Jouissance 

Jouissance is frequently translated by Anglo-American critics as corresponding to 

"orgasm" or "bliss".109 In The Pleasure of the Text, Barthes differentiates between the 

"text of pleasure" and the "text of bliss" forming the basis of the plaisir/jouissance 

split. The text of pleasure that "contents, fills, grants euphoria... comes from culture 

and does not break with it, is linked to a comfortable practice of reading." The text of 

bliss on the other hand, makes the reader uncomfortable and "brings to a crisis his 

relation with language."110 When Barthes' notion of jouissance is aligned with plaisir, 

the painful nuance of jouissance is missed. For instance, Eagleton's interpretation of the 

orgasmic force of the text, as an "oasis of emancipation", leaves no room for 

accommodating the rhetorical chains of Barthes' writing that turns textual emancipation 

into a condition of ontological bondage. It is worth remembering, as Rylance remarks, 

that "for Barthes, bliss remains always in union with pain,"111 thus marking out 

jouissance as a passion rather than a pleasure. 

Barthes' fragmentary incantations on pleasure, desire, love and the body are read 

by Eagleton as constituting the less serious phase of his production in contrast to the 

earlier semiotic work of Mythologies and Writing Degree Zero. He unfairly dismisses 

108.Ann Jefferson, "Bodymatters: Self and Other in Bakhtin, Sartre and Barthes", Bakhtin and Cultural 

Theory, ed. Ken Hirschkop and David Shepherd, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1989), 

p.173. 

109.Fiske translates jouissance as "bliss, ecstacy, or orgasm", Understanding Popular Culture, op.cit, 

p.50. 

110.POT, op.cit,pA4. 

•".Rylance, op.cit, p.95. 
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Barthes' efforts, ("seizing upon anything")112 and with it the domain of subjectivity, as 

just another liberal humanist fallacy.113 Barthes' later autobiographical work however 

provides an appropriate concluding cynosure of the shape and movement of postmodern 

theory fleshed out in this thesis. In the interim that divides the early from the late 

Barthes lies a massive cultural expanse that cannot be reduced to Barthes' gesture of 

"impudently" thrusting structuralism in reverse. As Bartkowski recognises, the body in 

Barthes' thought "has indeed been present from the beginning""4 and was not just a 

sudden post-modem irruption. The late Barthes is not a frivolous attempt to abandon 

the 'science' of semiology for a non-science of physiognomy, but an embodied struggle 

to utter "the J"115 within language. 

Barthes responds to precisely this sort of criticism in his later work. In A 

Lover's Discourse, aware that while his affirmations are spoken by thousands, he finds 

that they are "warranted by no one" and "forsaken", "ignored" and "disparaged" by the 

languages of authority.116 Eagleton is speaking in one of the languages of authority and 

castigates Barthes for what he perceives as ideological laxity. J.G. Merquior contributes 

to this denouncement but describing the late Barthes as "lacking the sharp eye and the 

bold panache of his former semioclastic self."117 In Camera Lucida, Barthes finds 

himself again seeking a "style", and a "voice" which will leave him abandoned in a 

discursively unsanctioned desert: 

Each time I would read something about Photography, I would think of 
some photograph I loved, and this made m e furious. Myself, I saw only 
the referent, the desired object, the beloved body; but an importunate 

112.Eagleton, Ideas From France, op.cit, p. 12. 

113.As Richard Freadman and Seumas Miller have suggested, the devaluation of such categories as "self 

and "life" "is highly typical of deconstructive approaches" to narrative. From "Deconstruction and 
Critical Practice: Gayatri Spivak on The Prelude", On Literary Theory and Philosophy, eds. Richard 

Freadman and Lloyd Reinhardt, (London: Macmillan, 1991). 

U4.Bartkowski, op.cit, p. 135. 

n5.LD, op.cit, p.3. 

"*Jbid., p.2. 

117.J.G.Merquior, From Prague to Paris: A Critique of Structuralist and Post-Structuralist Thought, 

(London: Verso, 1986), p. 147. 
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voice (the voice of knowledge, of scientia) then adjured me, in a severe 
tone... Yet I persisted; another, louder voice urged m e to dismiss such 
sociological commentary; looking at certain photographs, I wanted to be 

a primitive, without culture... I found myself at an impasse and, so to 

speak, "scientifically" alone and disarmed.us 

In wanting to be a "primitive",119 Barthes is drawn to the dynamic integrity of "la 

betise" - stupidity. In The Pleasure of the Text, Barthes suggests that "stupidity is a 

hard and indivisible kernel, a primitive: no way of decomposing it scientifically..."120 

Barthes is suggesting that stupidity blocks interpretation, stubbornly resisting bodies of 

knowledge. In A Lover's Discourse, Barthes is similarly fascinated by the function of 

"la betise". The amorous subject, according to Barthes, is always in danger of being a 

pathetic one, caught up in "the obscenity of stupidity".121 This is because the lover is 

resentful of a doxology whose common wisdom appears abstract, impersonal and 

indifferent to individual nuance. Resisting the "common sense" of the doxa, the lover 

finds explanation of his affectation odious. Explanation will externalize meaning into a 

publicly recognised and "disembodied"122 discourse that suppresses nuance, and in 

moving out from the body, is no longer private or individual.123 In subscribing to a 

doxology, the lover, according to Barthes, must lose part of himself, suffer a certain 

reduction of uniqueness and a certain loss of the physical self. The obscenity of 

stupidity, on the hand, is in its stubborn refusal to be co-opted by the rational discourse. 

Indeed, Jane Gallop confronts this interpretative impasse in reading Camera Lucida. 

"Barthes' sense of photography", she writes, "is both very mystical and very na'ive."124 In 

Barthes reverie upon photography, the figure of stupidity can resist physical 

decomposition by a "dead" endoxal body. Perhaps it is, that in writing with a primitive 

11S.CL, op.cit, p.7. 

ll9.Barthes' desire to be primitive echoes Nietzsche's self-animation in Ecce Homo as a philosopher with 
"animalic vigor", evoking the image of a thinking-animal, op.cit., p.24. See also Vicki Kirby for a 
discussion of Nietzsche as a figure of animality in "Corpus Delicti", Cartographies, p.94. 

l2°.POT, op.cit, p.5\. 

l21.LD, op.cit, p.21. 

l22.Sturrock describes the prevailing language of the day the "disembodied" doxa. op.cit., p.71. 

I23.Barthes writes: "Doxa... is a dead repitition, because it comes from no one's body - except perhaps, 

indeed, from the body of the Dead." RB, op.cit., p.71. 

l24.Jane Gallop, Thinking Through the Body, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988, p. 156. 
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body, Barthes risks being "stupid" but secures an identity for himself. "I a m a primitive, 

a child - or a maniac; I dismiss all knowledge, all culture, I refuse to inherit anything 

from another eye than m y own."125 In relieving himself from the anxiety of influence, 

Barthes renders himself a discursively orphaned subject. 

It is possible to argue, in opposition to the view held by Eagleton, that Barthes 

does not reverse his ideology from one decade to an other but attempts to link his early 

structuralism with his later fascination for an embodied existentialism.126 One of the 

ways in which Barthes negotiates this linkage is by qualifying Sartrean existentialism 

with the notion that intentionality and individuality are frequently thwarted but also 

guaranteed by physiological essence. A s Ungar remarks, Barthes' progression from the 

early structuralist phase to the more intimate writing positions adopted in the late 60s 

and 70s is "neither clean nor irreversible."127 T o return briefly to Writing Degree Zero 

(1953), Barthes distinguishes between language, writing and style.m His exposition of 

style is particularly interesting, for it foreshadows the anatomically introspective 

searches that he pursued in his later career. 

9: Body as Stylistic Event 

Writing Degree Zero explores the relation between the writer and society. Barthes 

defines writing, or ecriture, as an enunciative "form" wedged between language and 

style. Ecriture is a matter of "choice" and ethical "conscience" for the writer, albeit a 

compromised one; as an available form, writing emerges from the determined structures 

125.CL, op.cit., p.51. 

126.As Merquior suggests, Barthes is "the liaison officer between structuralism and existentialism".Op.cit., 

p.187. 

l27.Ungar, op.cit., p. 146. 

128.Roland Barthes, Writing Degree Zero, trans, Annette Lavers and Colin Smith, (London: Jonathan 

Cape, 1953:1970), pp.15-24. 
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of a "social finality"129 and not from the author's embodied individuality. Language, on 

the other hand, does not involve choice, but is a communal medium, a prescribed doxa 

to which the writer adheres. In subscribing to the language of community, the writer 

recognises a "familiar History" and not a personal one. "Style" - the most important 

element of Barthes' triadic partitioning for his late philosophy - prepares the writer for a 

confrontation with a "familiar personal past",130 whose frame of reference is "biological 

or biographical".131 Like language, the writer has no choice in the matter of style, 

issuing as it does from a somatic scene of a pre-determined lineage. However, while 

language is "a social object", style is an individual expression, involving imagery, 

delivery and vocabulary that will "spring from the body and the past of the writer".132 

These personal intimacies feed Barthes' later thought where he develops and explores 

his own style/body. The following explication of style in Writing Degree Zero can be 

read as a prolepsis to the later Barthes: 

Thus under the name of style a self-sufficient language is evolved which 

has its roots only in the depths of the author's personal and secret 

mythology, that subnature of expression where the first coition of words 
and things takes place, where once and for all the great verbal themes of 

his existence come to be installed. Whatever its sophistication, style has 

always something crude about it: it is a form with no clear destination, 

the product of a thrust, not an intention,... it is the writer's 'thing', his 

glory and his prison, it is his solitude.... It is the decorative voice of 

hidden, secret flesh... the outcome of a blind and stubborn 

metamorphosis... where flesh and external reality come together. 

(emphasis added)i33 

"Style" is the author's paradoxical signature of subjectivity. In quasi-Augustinian tones, 

Barthes' style-as-body-in-the-text is both his "glory" and his "prison". Style's glory is in 

its affirmation of nuance, of the individual's irreducible essence of existence. Style's 

prison is in its limitation, its "thrust" rather than "intention", blocking transmutation 

129 .Ibid., pp.2\-22. 

m.Ibid.,pA9. 

m.Ibid., p.17. 

132.Ibid., pp. 15,16. 

13i.Ibid.,ppA6-n. 
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into other possible styles. Barthes' body, "an awkward, fibrous, shaggy, ravelled 

thing",134 evoked as a style in Writing Degree Zero, is biological in origin, but "not 

biologically determined", as Michael Moriarty observes,135 since Barthes' genetic 

essence is mixed with it secret memories, mythology and imagination. Barthes' 

definition of style is the germination of later preoccupations and can be interpreted as a 

key to his thought as well as the continuing thread linking the early with the late 

Barthes. Even in Writing Degree Zero, Barthes was concerning himself with what 

Merquior calls, "this peculiar stress on the somatic".136 However, it is not Barthes' 

emphasis that is peculiar, but rather the somatic as the uncanny trace of "stubborn" 

identity, a stubbornness that Barthes is compelled to elaborate in Camera Lucida. 

Barthes, then, did not suddenly seize the body and the private history of the individual 

in his post-structuralist phase, as Eagleton suggests, but carried it with him from the 

beginning. Barthes shows an awareness, one that anticipates his late work, that 

linguistic structure must compete with the author's "carnal structure".137 The body and 

the voice exist as uncanny continuums in Barthes' writings. 

Some twenty years later after Writing Degree Zero, Barthes searches for "the 

decorative voice of hidden, secret flesh" in an essay on "The Grain of the Voice".138 In 

this essay, Barthes compares the voice of the German baritone Fischer-Dieskau with 

that of the French singer, Panzera. His partiality to the melodie of French language 

indicates his fondness for the rhetorical potential of the French language139 (and mirrors 

Nietzsche's preference for French music, art, food and climate over that of German 

culture). Barthes respects the technical and vocal precision of Fischer-Dieskau, but 

134.RB, op.cit., p. 180. 

135.Michael Moriarty, Roland Barthes, (Oxford: Polity Press, 1991), p.187. 

l36.Merquior, From Prague to Paris, op.cit., p.l 10. 

i37.WDZ, op.cit, p. 18. 

138.Barthes writes; "The 'grain' is the body in the voice as it sings,...", from "The Grain of the Voice", 

IMT, op.cit, p. 188. 

l39.Stolzfus remarks on Barthes' "incestuous relationship" with his mother tongue the French language. 

op.cit., p.701. 
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laments that "nothing seduces, nothing sways us to jouissance", we hear the lungs, but 

"never the tongue, the glottis, the teeth..." However, when listening to Panzera, a 

blissful body can be heard, whose locus of corporeality "is in the throat", the place 

Barthes nominates as that where significance "explodes".140 The grain is the obstinate 

presence of the human body, "the third meaning" that Barthes hears,141 and that he 

writes of passionately at the end of The Pleasure of the Text, it is: 

the language lined with flesh, a text where we can hear the grain of the 
throat, the patina of consonants, the voluptuousness of vowels, a whole 
carnal stereophony: the articulation of the body, of the tongue...,42 

The grain of the voice, however, is "not personal" but "individual" , it has no 

personality but occupies "a separate body."143 Barthes' "passionate" late style, which 

aims to convey the materiality of his individual body, does not seduce or wound all 

critics. Indeed, his "passion" is often mis-interpreted within the narrow confines of 

pleasure, an interpretation that is blind to passion's nuance of pain; it is bliss and not 

pleasure that captivates Barthes.144 Merquior, for instance, describes his later texts as 

being "overtly hedonistic"145 and Philip Thody remarks that "a consciously hedonistic 

approach to experience is clearly part of the ideal self-image which [Barthes] is seeking 

to project in the later part of his career."146 To define Barthes' approach in this way, as 

hedonistic without qualification, is to risk imposing upon the Barthian corpus a flippant 

paradigm of "utopian biology".147 To read the orgasmic force of the text in this way 

would ignore the "hot" and "cold" mix of Barthes' reaction to the pleasure of the text. 

140.GOV, op.cit., p.183. 

141."The Third Meaning", 1MT, op.cit.,p.53. 

142.POT, op.cit, p.66-7. 

143."The Grain of the Voice", IMT, op.cit, p. 182, 

l44.Barthes writes, "I am not necessarily captivated by the text of pleasure...", POT, ibid., p.24. 

145.Merquior, op.cit, p. 146. 

l46.Philip Thody, Roland Barthes:, A Conservative Estimate, (London: Macmillan, 1977), p. 132. 

l47.Rylance, op.cit, p.95. 
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Furthermore, Merquior and Thody's criticism is often phrased as a castigation for 

Barthes' mischievous plummet into "personal pleasure".148 It is with didactic authority, 

for example, that Merquior writes: "on the eve of his final decade, [Barthes] seemed 

eager to trade the duties of interpretation for other, more exciting uses of non-fictional 

writing."149 If Barthes fails in such "duties of interpretation", he nonetheless succeeds in 

stretching their traditional limits. The notion of a somatic author directly confronts the 

traditional obligations and expectations of critical theory. The body is also a figure of 

writing that the early Barthes explored in Writing Degree Zero as well as in his essay 

on "The Death of the Author". 

10: The Death of the Author? 

In order to answer Virginia Trioli's question: "Is Barthes trying to resurrect the author 

w h o died at his hand, and accept his o w n presence within the text?",150 it is necessary to 

explore the nature of Barthes' author and the nature of the author's death. One of the 

premises of Barthes' essay, "The Death of the Author", is that language, not inherent 

identity, determines our being. W h e n the Author writes, it is language and not the 

"person" w h o speaks.151 Barthes' essay, (strategically published in 1968) is a pivotal one 

in the political climate of French cultural theory. It confidently preaches the "truly 

148.Thody, op.cit 

l49.Ibid.,pA47. 

149.Barthes writes, "I a m not necessarily captivated by the text of pleasure...", POT, ibid., p.24. 

149.Merquior, op.cit, p. 146. 
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l51.Barthes, "The Death of the Author", IMT, op.cit, p. 143, 
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revolutionary" gesture that Authorial demise represents. For Barthes, the death of the 

Author translates into a refusal of "God and his hypostases - reason, science, law."152 

The discursive regimes of objective scientism are substituted for their subjective 

correlatives, opening up a space for a passionate subject to emerge within discourse. 

Thus in his 1971 study of Sade/Loyola/Fourier, Barthes speaks of "the amicable return 

of the author": 

Of course, the author who returns is not the one identified by our 
institutions... he is not even the biographical hero. The author w h o 
leaves his text and comes into our life has no unity; he is a mere plural of 
"charms", the site of a few tenuous details, yet the source of vivid 

novelistic glimmerings... he is not a... person, he is a &0<iy.(emphasis 
added),53 

While the singularity and stability of the institutionalized "authorial" body is 

guillotined (removing its signifying function), its be-heading allows a fragmented 

subject to emerge.154 The prestige of identity is challenged by a theory that tolerates the 

labile plurality of meaning. Most significantly however, Barthes' death of the author in 

1968 allows for the birth of the author's "body" only three years later. The dead author 

then, was only the dead body of the doxa - impersonal and abstract. Barthes' returned 

author is not a figure of repetition but the embodied subject of the text. In reply to 

Trioli's question, therefore, Barthes has resurrected not the author but the author's body. 

11: The Ethical Subject: Neutrality and Drifting 

In "The Death of the Author", Barthes makes reference to the "neutral" space within 

writing, where all identity is "lost".155 The neutral space that Barthes believes is cleared 

l52.Ibid.,p.\47. 

153.S/F/L, op.cit, p.8. 

154.0n the recuperation of the subject, see Jean Ristat's interview with Barthes where she asks whether or 

not he is in fact "delicating reintroducing,... the notion of the subject-author taught to us by classical, 
humanistic tradition...", "Les Lettres francaises", February 9, (1972), The Grain of the Voice, op.cit, 

p.165. 

155.Barthes,"The Death of the Author" IMT, op.cit, p. 142. 
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by the writer's hand accommodates a theory of the subject in dispersion as well as an 

atopic subject. In "The Death of the Author", the neutral blotting of social identity acts 

as a liberating effect upon the meaning of the text, disanchoring its signs from "God's 

hypostases", but when Barthes employs these "Figures of the Neutral"156 in his own 

work, as for instance in A Lover's Discourse and Camera Lucida, the neutered space 

within writing, apparently free from "God's hypostases", is less associated with 

emancipated and glorious energy than with the expression of an imprisoning passion. 

This could explain Barthes' fascination for "passion" as a figure of the double and of the 

neuter. In Sade/Fourier/Loyola, for instance, Barthes refers to passion as being 

"natural" and "clean" - clean of "Civilization" and of "Civilized philosophy."157 

Barthes' attempt here appears to be the cultivation of an uncultivated language of 

emotion liberated from formal systems of discourse and civility. 

Neutrality in Barthes' work is also associated with "style", or the figure of the 

body in the text. Lombardo, for example, suggests that Barthes' conception of the body 

as a material mass beyond social and personal will "resembles the neutrality of 

matter"158, whose materiality challenges an epistemological based on linguistic theory. 

Barthes, one could therefore say, is interested in the body as a figure of neutrality whose 

materiality is anti-social and anti-linguistic. The embodied figure of neutrality then, 

may be distinguished by a certain withdrawal from social life and from the Symbolic 

world that gives it its meaning and determines its value and currency within society. 

Lombardo characterizes the neuter in Barthes' work as a figure of "fatigue" and 

"solitude": 

Fatigue represents a recession, a decadent attitude, a regression toward 
the secret of the body,... The neuter is the zero degree, the moment in 
which one withdraws from everyday struggles, outside of society hungry 
for meaning, outside of language that is a social pact. This neutrality of 

solitude, of a stance outside all power, is literally anarchic... a 

l56.RB, op.cit, p. 132. 

157.S/F/L, op.cit, p.100. 

158.Lombardo, op.cit, p.73. 



269 

prelinguistic, antisocial idea of the body as dramatically and primordially 
caught between life and death.|59 

"Caught" between a principle of life and the drive towards death, the notion of 

neutrality in Barthes' work also helps to explain his Janus-faced vision of jouissance. 

The "neutral", writes Barthes, "is a back-and-forth, an amoral oscillation" between 

forces.160 Barthes' suggestion of neutrality as an amoral oscillation can also be 

associated with his sexual meanderings and indecisions. In Barthes by Barthes, for 

instance, sexuality drifts unspecifically towards opportunities, mimicking the scene of 

"abandoned boats, unspecified strollers, boredom's drift: here floated the sexuality of 

public gardens, of parks".161 As "boredom's drift", Barthes' sexuality takes him to no 

particular place and has no firm objective or aim. Philosophically, the drifting subject is 

one that does not respect dialectical unities or binary oppositions within language and 

refuses to identify itself within available discourses; "drift", as Andrew Brown defines 

it, "refuses to be tied down and stabilized, baffling any desire to arrest the meanings it 

produces."162 Barthes writes in The Pleasure of the Text: 

Drifting occurs whenever / do not respect the whole... like a cork on 
the waves, I remain motionless... Drifting occures whenever social 

language, the socialect,/ai7s me... Thus another name for drifting would 

be: the Intractable - or perhaps even: Stupidity. 163 

The figure of the neuter manifests itself as a drifting, difficult, even stupid figure in 

Barthes' work, attesting to an epistemologically unethical philosophy. Barthes 

experiments with the idea of: "Le shifter comme utopie - The shifter as Utopia"164 in 

Barthes by Barthes, however, the idea is unconvincing, since boredom as Barthes tells 

159.Ibid., pp. 104-5. 

m.RB, op.cit, p. 132. 

16[.RB, op.cit, p. 17. 

162.Brown, Roland Barthes: The Figures of Writing, op.cit, p. 13. Brown identifies three philosophical 

driftings in Barthes' work: the drift from a good place (Utopia) to a lost place (atopia), a drfit towards 
"the East" and drifting from the role of intellectual to that of a writer, pp.32,50. 

163.POT, op.cit, p. 19. 

164.Ibid., p. 165. 
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us earlier in this autobiography, is not utopic but a source of "despair", "distress" and 

"panic". Barthes recalls: 

As a child, I was often and intensely bored. This evidently began very 

early, it has continued all my life, in gusts... and it has always been 

noticeable to others. A panic boredom, to the point of distress: like 

the kind I feel in panel discussions, lectures, parties among strangers, 

group amusements: wherever boredom can be seen. Might boredom 

be my form of hysteria. ?m 

For Barthes, the amoral oscillation of his intellectual, ideological and sexual personae 

carriers him not towards an atopic Utopia but to experience an "extremity of meaning"166 

which attacks him with hysterical panic. Barthes himself admits to the impossibility of 

remaining adrift, for "if one were to manage it, the very utterance of drifting would be a 

suicidal discourse."167 Neutrality functions as a zero-degree identity, indifferent to 

ideological allegiance and stable identity. According to Bartkowski, the neuter 

expresses Barthes' "non-will-to-possess".168 If, however, Barthes by Barthes is 

characterized by the amorality of the neuter, in Camera Lucida, Barthes is concerned 

with developing a "private morality"169 that will once and for all admit possession and 

risk sentimentality and essentialist notions of identity. Tired of modernism and the 

strong systems of Marxism and psychoanalysis, Barthes turns his back on the avant-

garde to become demode,110 that is, full of sentiment, pathos, mystery and morality. 

165.RB, op.cit, p.24. See also Barthes' essay, "Soirees de Paris" where he writes: " H o w clearly I saw that... 

I have a melancholy life, that finally, I'm bored to death by it...", Incidents, trans. Richard Howard, 
(Berkeley, Los Angeles, Oxford: University of California Press, 1992), p.73. 

166.Ibid., p. 18. 

167.POT, op.cit, p.19. See also Andrew Brown's Chapter "The Drifter: Losing Ground" for a discussion of 

the floating signifier as a major theme in Barthes' work, op.cit, pp. 13-15,32-37,50,58. Confirming the 

pianful implications of drifting, Brown suggests that Barthes' drift "may seem peculiarly tortured... but it 
is one way in which he responds to the problem he inherited from Sartre: that of engagement." ibid., p.50. 

168.Bartkowski, op.cit., p. 143. 

169.lbid. 

17,,.Lombardo's suggestion is that "Barthes is tired of semiology, of the Text, of the Lacanian orthodoxy, 

of all Parisian intellectual phenomomen." Op.cit, pp. 84-5, 72. 
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Barthes' "scandalous truth about bliss" in The Pleasure of the Text, is that it 

may well be "neuter".m He later suggests that when pleasure assumes this figure of the 

neuter it is "the most perverse form of the demoniac".172 In an interesting parallel, 

Derrida also personifies Nietzsche's riddle of double identity in Ecce Homo as 

"demonic neutrality".173 Nietzsche's demonic subjectivity refers to his genealogical 

embodiment of both his dead father and his living mother - a dual atavistic origin that 

justifies his sense of neutrality and doubleness. Nietzsche wishes upon himself a contra-

polar identity of simultaneity and ambiguity that escapes from and challenges the 

metaphysical logic of opposition and separation that has dominated the Western 

philosophical thought of Plato, Augustine and Descartes. In his textual occupation of 

ambiguity and oscillation, Nietzsche's neutrality is a figure for monstrosity.174 

In A Lover's Discourse, it is "the monster" which emerges as the figure for a 

philosophy of love.175 As the previous chapters demonstrated, "monstrous" 

subjectivity in The Lover, Moments of Being and Orlando, suggests an identity 

without respect for logocentricity's binary logic of opposition and difference. 

Instead, identity as "monstrosity" is an anti-monological process of ambivalent and 

vacillating subjectivities. Neutered,176 monstrous and demonic subjectivities live on 

the edge of the text, on "the seam, the cut", "the site of a loss".177 Precariously placed 

identity is always on the verge of ontological dispersion and grief. On the contrary, 

m.POT, op.cit, p. 16. 

m.Ibid., p.65. 

173.Derrida, The Ear of the Other, op.cit, p. 17. 

174.See also Spademan's discussion of Nietzsche's convalescence in Ecce Homo as a form of neutrality and 

monstrosity. For example, Spackman suggests, that in its mixing of antithetical states, convalesence is not 
only a figure of physiological undecidability but of, "one might almost say, physiological monstrosity." 
op.cit, p.58. 

175.LD, op.cit, p.8. 

176.See, for instance, Irigaray's interpretation of the "neuter" as that which "always stays at an 

insurmountable distance, a respectful or deadly sort of no-man's-land: no alliance is forged; nothing is 
celebrated. The immediacy of the encounter is annihilated or deferred to a future that never comes." 
From, An Ethics of Sexual Difference, trans. Carolyn Burke and Gillian C. Gill, (Ithaca, N e w York: 
Cornell University Press, 1984:1993), p. 14. 

117.POT, op.cit, p.7. 
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when a dialectical figure of the neuter accompanies a reading of Barthes' jouissance, 

interpretations that emphasize Barthes' hedonistic rather than wounded subjectivity are 

likely to arise. Merquior's and Thody's critique of Barthes is an example of the failure to 

read jouissance through the figure of the neuter. A critic who does emphasize the 

vacillations of jouissance is Jane Gallop. She notes, that "in the last decade, at least in 

an English-speaking context, jouissance has become a doctrinal concept: singular, 

unambiguous, steady, and de riguer."178 The failure of the English language to translate 

jouissance, keeping its original French trace of ambiguity, may be, argues Gallop, a 

reason for this Anglo-Saxon insensitivity to the plaisir/jouissance split. Pandering to 

the rhetorical persona of cultural identity, Gallop replies with ironic exasperation, "oh, 

those French!"179 As the "grain" of the voice was more audible in Panzera than Fischer-

Dieskau, Gallop's comment suggests that the neuter, as Barthes understands it, may 

indeed be the trope of an aestheticized and fetishized French discourse. 

Indeed, Barthes' festish for the grain of Panzera's "French" voice, can be 

paralleled with Nietzsche's attempt to abandon his German culture180 and inheritance, 

(including his mother), and adopt an aestheticized French identity in Ecce Homo.m 

Like Nietzsche, Barthes cultivates a rhetorically French provincial persona in his 

autobiographical works towards the end of his life. Nietzsche's intellectual, geographic, 

aesthetic and cultural movement is a journey culminating in the figurative geographic 

adventures of Ecce Homo.182 In his autobiography, Nietzsche refers to the "Provencal" 

concept of "gaya scienza" or the Gay Science, suggesting a philosophy that "dances" 

over puritanical strains of Christian morality, metaphysics, scientific consciousness and 

178.Gallop, op.cit, p. 121. 

™.Ibid.,pA22. 

180.Nietzsche claims, for instance, that he could never tolerate life without "my south in music...", because 

contemporary Germans will never "know what music is". As for climate, Nietzsche is convinced that the 
place to be is southern Europe, because "the German climate alone is enough to discourage strong and 
even heroic intestines." Ecce Homo, op.cit, pp.32,24. 

181.Nietzsche declares: "I believe only in French culture" and "am a stranger in my deepest instincts to 

everything German". Ecce Homo, op.cit, pp.27,30. See also Philippe Sollers', "Nietzsche et l'espirit 
franchise", Magazine Litteraire, op.cit, p.25-27. 

182.According to Lionnet, "there is a specific geographical body linked to the creation of the corpus" in 
Nietzsche's autobiography. Autobiographical Voices, op.cit., p.90. 
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idealism.183 Again, like Barthes' sense of being both "Parisian" and "provincial" in 

Barthes by Barthes, Nietzsche embraces the animalistic vigor that characterizes 

"perfect Proven9alism",M and the cultivated aesthetic of Parisian intellectual and artistic 

life in Ecce Homo.m 

In his thesis on postmodernism, Iain Chambers investigates the phenomenon of 

French postmodern theory and the lure of the "south",186 suggesting its function as a 

theoretical challenge to dominant Western systems of thought including rationality and 

scientific idealism. As if jouissance were an untranslatable ecstacy,187 Nietzsche's love-

affair with French provincial ideology and Barthes' post-Platonic revision of ontological 

essence can be interpreted, in Eagleton's words, as an attempt at "renewing an 

Occidental rationality which has cut alarmingly adrift from its somatic, perceptual 

roots."188 Barthes' emphasis on the writer's embodied site of textual production and 

imprint of identity on the photographic text is, therefore, interpretable as an effort to 

renew the metaphysical, and hence, disembodied ethic of Platonic essentialism by 

translating the traditional ontological dichotomy of appearance and essence189 into a 

biological equation of physical appearance as a continuity of essence. 

183.Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, op.cit., p.68. 

w.Ibid. 

185.Nietzsche believes that "as an artist one has no home in Europe except in Paris". Ecce Homo, op.cit., 

p.30. 

186.In Chapter Three, "Some Metroplitan Tales", Chambers quotes a passage from a piece of creative 

work co-written with Lidia Curd on the Sicilian island of Stromboli: "The south, the south... it is here 
where the 'raw' experiences of nature are sought. Urban space invaders delight in the under-development, 

in the subterranean and sub-Mediterranean language of another world... Refreshed by these 

experiences,the tourists depart... for the 'cooked' environments of their cities." Border Dialogues: 
Journeys in Postmodernity, (London and N e w York: Routledge, 1990), p.59. 

'".Consider Nietzsche's statement: "I do not know how to think of happiness, of the south, without a 
shudder of faintheartedness." Ecce Homo, op.cit, p.32. 

l88.Eagleton, The Ideology of the Aesthetic, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990), p.17. 

l89.For Plato, essence is a truth which "never appears" and is thus the very opposite of the material world. 
Oxford English Dictionary: Volume One, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), p.555. 
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12: Body as Essence 

The body, whether in pleasurable rapture or painful rupture, identified, neutered, with 

and without organs, physical or metaphysical, persists as an objective and subjective 

region of meaning in contemporary literary and cultural theory. Sometimes, as Barthes 

suggests, the body thwarts signification as well as self-determination, advancing "under 

its own responsibility"}90 Embodied subjectivity can be read as the effect of multiple 

determinisms, including those of ideology, consciousness and physiology. Each of these 

are irreducible either to the category of the "natural" or the "cultural", however such 

variables of identity can be considered "essential", that is, in terms of an essentialism 

deriving from the body's register of self-identity and lived reality. This is the type of 

"essentialism" that Barthes grapples with in Camera Lucida, what he calls "an 

experiental order of proof'.191 In looking at specially selected photographs, he is 

surprised at the "stubbornness of the Referent", because it "would produce the essence I 

was looking for."192 Barthes' is, therefore, a calculated "risk of essence",193 based on the 

originality of radical difference that occupies the meaning of bodies rather than an 

inherent, static and universal human nature. In looking at a picture of himself as a child, 

for instance, what strikes Barthes "is not the irreversible" but the "irreducible: 

everything which is still in me", persisting through time, such images "fail to make me 

regret the time which has vanished".194 When regarding Barthes' vision of "essence", it 

is worth considering Naomi Schor's warning against "essentializing essentialism" as 

though there was only one kind of essence. Instead a "multiplicity of essentialisms" may 

operate in a text, requiring the reader to distinguish "naive essentialism from strategic 

essentialism."195 In the context of Camera Lucida, essentialism operates as a strategic 

190.Ibid.,pA7S. 

19\CL, op.cit, p.79. 

192.CL, op.cit, p.6. 

193.See Diana Fuss' essay, 'The "Risk" of Essence", where she discusses the consideration that "perhaps we 

cannot do without recourse to irreducibilities." In Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature and 
Difference, (New York and London: Routledge, 1989:1990), pp. 18-21. 

194.RB, op.cit, p.22. 

195.Naomi Schor, "This Essentialism Which Is Not One: Coming to Grips With Irigaray", Differences, 

Vol.1, No.2, (1981), op.cit, pp.40-41. 
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affront to structuralism's fierce anti-essentialism as well as a naive essence that would 

challenge the scientificity of intellectual discourse. 

The image of his mother in the Winter Garden Photograph kindles Barthes' 

desire to recuperate the essence of her body and reconstruct an adequate memory of her 

existence. To this degree, Barthes appears to abandon the writer's deconstructive 

relationship with language proposed earlier in The Pleasure of the Text. Instead of 

wishing to disfigure language, Barthes is anxious to "re-member" the body of his 

mother through the image of her as a child. As Augustine is converted from the 

temptations of embodied debauchery to a state of spiritual assumption in a Milanese 

garden in Book VIII of the Confessions, it is also at the site/sight of a garden scene that 

Barthes is moved - perhaps even converted, from one state of mind to another. Both 

Augustine and Barthes can be said to experience an ontological conversion and an 

assumption of essence in their confessional texts. However, while Augustine's is the 

Platonic essence of spirited disembodiment, Barthes wishes for an embodied 

recuperation of the lived essence of his mother and of his own biographical and 

biological reality. This recuperation amounts to a passionate subject, for as Barthes 

suggests, there can be no deformation or "decomposition" in passion.196 In his preface to 

Barthes by Barthes, Barthes writes that the image of his being: 

torments and enthrals itself with a vision which is not 

morphological... but organic... such imagery acts as a medium and 

puts me in relation with my body's id; it provokes in me a kind of 

obtuse dream, whose units are teeth, hair, nose, skinniness, long legs 

in knee-length socks which don't belong to me, though to no-one else: 

here I am henceforth in a state of disturbing familiarity... It follows 

that the childhood photograph is both highly indiscreet (it is my body 

from underneath which is presented) and quite discreet (the 

photograph is not of "me").X91 

196.Barthes writes: "Passion is neither deformable, nor transformable, nor reducible, nor measurable, nor 
substitutable...", in S/F/L, op.cit, p. 100. 

197.RB, op.cit., Preface. 
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In other words the image is not so much a picture of the "real-me" (the metaphysics-

of-presence), but of my body - an organic essence that stubbornly confronts the 

gaze-of-the-other which is my-self. Barthes' notion of essence is better considered 

non-Platonic rather than anti-Platonic, for there is a metaphysical aspect to Barthes' 

conversion which, according to Bartkowski, "verges on the mystical."198 Indeed, one 

of Barthes' definitions of passion concerns "the reunion of the integral soul", an 

integrity that seems to vaguely coincide with the body.199 In contrast to Augustine's 

Platonism, the metaphysical-mystical aspect of Barthes' vision is accompanied by a 

strong recognition of the physical contingencies of being. Barthes' vocabulary in 

Camera Lucida involves, therefore, both mysticism and morphology.200 Sturrock 

outlines traditional western paradigms of essentialism in the following definition: 

Essentialism holds that within each human individual there is some 
ultimate essence which does not change and which obliges us to 
behave, as our lives unfold, within more or less predictable limits. It 
is a philosophy of determinism.2oi 

Barthes expands this definition of essentialism. If for instance, essence is a 

philosophy of "determinism", as suggested by Sturrock, it is also the meaning of 

what Barthes calls, a "limitation".202 By interpreting essence as a limitation more 

than a determinant, Barthes qualifies essence to mean that which wounds or bruises 

identity, an organic imagery linking the subject to its body. For Barthes, then, 

essence is both stubborn and persistent - one cannot escape the body- but also 

unstable and ephemeral - this body does not last. The photography attests to this 

double nature of essence: it gives evidence of existence, showing skin, hair, teeth, 

legs, but also attests to the aging, dying nature of essence - in other words to a body 

that lived and to a body that is now dead. The photograph encapsulates this binary in 

198.Bartkowski, op.cit, p. 134. 

199.S/F/L, op.cit, p.100. 

200.Barthes asks if the air surrounding certain photographs is perhaps "ultimately something moral, 

mysteriously contributing to the face the reflection of a life value?", CL, op.cit, p.l 10. 

201.Sturrock, op.cit, p.53. 

202./?5, op.cit, Preface. 
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an instant: "a certificate of existence" and the "already dead".203 The photographic 

image becomes something of a modem day human artefact with an ontological 

value that reproduces the organic imagery surrounding a subject's identity. 

Contrasting Platonic" essentialism with Sartrean existentialism, Sturrock 

considers "essence" a solid and unchanging form, and "existence" a fluid, unstable 

and almost anarchic force "against the rigor mortis of essentialism."204 It is however 

this so-called "rigor mortis" of essentialism that attests for Barthes to the dead and 

alive, stolid and vulnerable nature of the body's organic essence. Whilst essentialism 

is conventionally an ideology adhering to binary thinking and metaphysical duality, 

Barthes' dualisms are neither hierarchical nor dialectical as in the metaphysical 

tradition but a series of mutually valid values with irresolvable differences. Contrary 

to the western metaphysical sense of the totality of being, Barthes' double discourse 

remains trapped and divided by choice, maintaining a philosophy of dysymmetry.205 

Like Nietzsche's philosophy of simultaneity and perspectivism in Ecce Homo, 

Barthes wishes to say "the opposite without giving up the contrary".206 Interpreting 

Barthes' brand of essentialism as a blend of both metaphysical Platonism and 

organic physicality, Kennedy reads Barthes' interpretation of the Winter Garden 

Photograph as embracing both Platonic essence and embodied subjectivity, 

suggesting that Camera Lucida "possesses an end beyond the play of words: the 

rediscovery of a soul (dme)".201 Kennedy's suggestion is an interesting one, further 

linking Barthes' ontological conversion to that of Augustine. 

Barthes' conversion, however, is a secular one, based not upon the 

assumption of spiritual divinity but physical humanity. Furthermore, Barthes' quest 

203.CL, op.cit, pp.87,79. 

204.Sturrock, op.cit., p.53. 

205.See Susan Sontag for an evaluation of Barthes' version of a Nietzschean "gay science", involving a 

"defiance" of antitheses and and being "unafraid of contradiction", in A Barthes Reader, ed. Susan 

Sontag, (London: Jonathan Cape, 1982:1990), pp.xxiii, xxxiii. 

206.Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, op.cit, p.58. 

^.Kennedy, op.cit, p.394. 
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for "a soul" is Oedipal, uncovering atavistic origins that curiously are only made 

possible when his mother has physically ceased to exist. The absence of the maternal 

would therefore seem to coincide with opening a space for redemption and recuperation 

of identity. Consider Kennedy's statement on Barthes' writing style in Camera Lucida 

that "the demise of his mother concentrated his mind wonderfully, produced a sudden 

appreciation of human essence, and bought him to accept and prepare for his own 

death."208 According to Kennedy, then, the son's appreciation of human essence comes 

at the mother' expense. Both the Confessions and Camera Lucida operate amid the 

exclusion of female physicality. Augustine's erasure of female desire is a strategy 

towards the realization of an ascetic spiritualism, and in Barthes' confessional 

writings, woman's corporeality and genitality is suppressed by homosexual love and 

filial devotion that desexualizes the mother by portraying her final image within 

frames of childhood and illness. 

In "Myth Today", Barthes' coda to Mythologies, myth is attacked for its false 

naturalization of the historical. Myth turns History into Nature, an image which is 

"upside down"209: it is the responsibility of the semiotician to turn the image the right 

way up. The late Barthes is less interested in reversing binaries than stressing their 

irreducible difference. In this sense, poststmcturalist readings of the cultural and the 

natural confuse categories but also salvage the possible nuanced existence of essence. 

In "The Death of the Author", Barthes insisted that it was "language" that 

speaks us, but in Camera Lucida, he is struck by the stubbornness of the "referent" to 

produce a particular and unexpected essence. This essence not only surprises Barthes, 

but "wounds" and "bruises" him. The effect of the photograph's referential essence is 

not one of immediate pleasure since it is pain that motivates Barthes utterances. "The 

anticipated essence of the Photograph could not, in m y mind", writes Barthes, 'be 

separated from the "pathos" of which, from the first glance, it consists.'210 Indeed, it is 

*».Ibid., p.396. 

209.Barthes, "Myth Today", Mythologies, op.cit, p. 141. 

210.CL, op.cit, p.21. 
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Barthes' "dystopian"2" foundations of pleasure that Rylance, Kennedy and Brown stress 

in their critique, and not pleasure as an ultimate satiation of Barthian desire. Kennedy's 

reading responds to the grief and sorrow lining Barthes' later works, suggesting that the 

author suffered "a passion of suffocating intensity"212 far from the jovial felicities of 

playful textuality. In Brown's interpretation of style in Barthes' work, style is based on 

the repressions and secrets of a body whose originating event is a "trauma".213 As a 

potentially disruptive and disturbing factor, style's link with jouissance is traumatic 

rather than hedonistically sensual. Jouissance is likely to be granted nuances of pathos 

and pain in Barthes' work when considered as an expression of passion rather than 

pleasure. 

The stubborn essence in A Lover's Discourse is the body. Language speaks us, 

but the body utters a language that can deny the authenticity of construed identity. 

Barthes' ambivalent subjectivity is intimated by a contest between language and "his" 

body. Barthes writes: 

I can do everything with my language, but not with my body. What I 
hide by m y language, m y body utters.... I a m a liar..., not an actor. M y 
body is a stubborn child, m y language is a very civilized adult...2X4 

Barthes configures himself as a noble savage, both raw and cooked, both stubborn child 

and civilized adult. Barthes' "stubborn" body undermines the self-determination of 

consciousness which is a primary tenet of existentialist philosophy. Nonetheless, Ungar 

and Merquior characterize Barthes as an existentialist,215 and Rylance argues that 

Barthes' dedication to Sartre's L'Imaginaire in Camera Lucida suggests an alignment 

211.Rylance, op.cit.,p.%5. 

212.Kennedy, op.cit, p.395. 

^.Brown's fascination is for "the trauma as a secret in the writer's body" and as an event that stands, like 

style, outside the symbolic. Brown, op.cit, pp.245,249. 

214.LD, op.cit, p.44. 

215.Ungar describes Barthes as something of a "closet existentialist", Roland Barthes: The Professor of 

Desire, op.cit, p. 101, while Merquior sees Barthes as "the liaison officer between structuralism and 

existentialism", From Prague to Paris, op.cit, p.187. 
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with "Sartre's early phenomenology".216 While Barthes is aware of the powers of 

imagination, he remains, however, sensitive to the restraints of reality. The body, or 

more specifically, Barthes' body, interferes with the power of language to produce his 

reality. The stubborn essence of the body is neither immanent nor transcendent, but an 

object of persistent corporeality. "My body", writes Barthes, exists for me in two 

general forms only, as "migraine and sensuality". This, he continues "keeps the body 

from constituting itself as... [al seat of intense transgressions". Barthes' existentialism, 

then, is a wounded one, lamented rather than celebrated. "My body is not a hero"217 as 

Barthes says, but a shaggy, ravelled "thing". 

As a structuralist critique of culture, myth and meaning, Barthes' 

Mythologies distinguishes the sign from the signified in a de-mystification of the 

notion of natural and inherent signification. In an essay in Mythologies under the title, 

"The Great Family of Man", Barthes semiotically de-mystifies an exhibition of 

photographs attempting to depict a universal human condition by the images of birth, 

death, work and play. In Camera Lucida, Barthes reacts very differently to the notion 

of birth and death, especially when it relates to the death of his mother and of his own 

eventual death. A photograph of himself shocks Barthes out of critical complacency and 

into poetic thrill, for two reasons; it reminds him that he really does exist, and that he 

will one day be dead. In contrast to this attitude, Barthes, in "The Great Family of Man" 

essay, speculates that it is in the depiction of birth and death that "the failure of 

photography" is evident. He writes: 

Birth, death? Yes, these are facts of nature, universal facts. But if one 
removes History from them, there is nothing more to be said about 
them... The failure of photography seems to be flagrant in this 

connection: to reproduce death or birth tells us, literally, nothing.2i8 

216.Rylance, op.cit, p. 141. 

211.RB, op.cit, p.60. 

218.Barthes, "The Great Family of Man", Mythologies, op.cit.,pAQl. 
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However, while in this passage Barthes dismisses the phenomenological individuality 

of the photographic event of human birth and death, in Camera Lucida the notion of 

loss assumes a personal reality and significance that is too unbearable to regard as just a 

"universal" fact of nature. Thus, when refering to the concealed photo of his mother, the 

facts surrounding her birth and death evoke an intimate identity that literally "exists", 

writes Barthes, "only for me".219 In contrast to the photograph's image of his mother as a 

child, Barthes recalls nursing his sick and aging mother before her death. In an 

inversion of mother-child roles, Barthes interprets his mother "as m y feminine child", 

because it is, "my way of resolving death".220 It is perhaps unclear as to whose death is 

resolved - the recent death of mother or the imminent death of the author. That Barthes 

imagines himself as mother and his mother as child insinuates that Barthes must return 

his mother to the realm of childhood so as to define the maturation of his personal style 

and become the "mother" of his text. Camera Lucida's contemplations of death can be 

read as confirming Sarah Kofman's definition of autobiography as a "work of mourning 

- and in this sense a thanotography."221 Like Nietzsche's Ecce Homo, which is the 

subject of Kofman's analysis, Camera Lucida also faces two ways: its looks back to 

and confirms the existence of History and looks forward toward death's conclusion of 

ontological essence. "I must interrogate the evidence of Photography", writes Barthes, 

"not from the viewpoint of pleasure, but in relation to what w e romantically call love 

and death."222 This is rather different from Barthes' impatient rhetorical reply to the 

question of death in "The Great Family of Man"; "must w e really celebrate its essence 

once more...?"223 Qualification granted, Camera Lucida is not a celebration of essence 

but much more a lament over the pain of essence and presence. Perhaps Barthes is 

unimpressed and unmoved by the universalizing and totalizing tendencies of the 

219.CL, op.cit., p.72. 

220.Ibid., p.72. 

221.Kofman, "Explosion I: Of Nietzsche's Ecce Homo", op.cit, p.58. 

222Jbid., p.73. 

223.Barthes, "The Great Family of Man", op.cit, p. 102. 
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"Great" family of man, but moved by the personal and local family, which in Camera 

Lucida is his own.224 

The question of birth is also intimated in Barthes' reflection on photography in 

Camera Lucida, further indicating his transition from the impersonality of 

structuralism that characterized Mythologies225 to the personalism of the later aesthetic 

style where the subject is freed from some of the authoritative determinisms that 

structuralism identifies.226 Barthes writes that "I had, in her very illness, engendered my 

mother"227 suggesting her infantilization through illness and a re-ordering of subjectivity 

that gives authority to the son. In metaphorically giving birth to his mother, for 

instance, Barthes statement can be interpreted as the son's appropriation of the maternal 

signifier and suppression of the mother's body. In Camera Lucida, the mother's body is 

configured as child or a sick invalid further serving to authorize Barthes as the 

"engenderer" of both mother and text. Autobiography, suggests Gregory Ulmer, comes 

close to dealing with "the problems of origins"228 that exist within all bodies of 

knowledge. Camera Lucida is an autobiographical text which is concerned with the 

origins of individual human identity, in particular with a notion of the subject's private 

history of the body that would constitute the essence of its embodiment. Barthes' desire 

for an originating foundation of ontological essence, a desire that moves him to study 

the images of his family lineage, is motivated by the effect that "the thought of origin 

soothes us".229 Family portraits provide for Barthes the framing of a personal history and 

an origin of shared and inherited bodily traits. 

224.Merquior stresses the "narcissism" that characterizes Barthes' late phase in, From Prague to Paris, 

op.cit., p.159. 

225.See Sturrock's summary of Barthes' early structuralist ethic that undermined individualism, human 

agency and essentialism. Op.cit., pp. 13,53. 

226.Rylance suggests that Barthes' interest in "fictionality" in his later works, leads "to a rejection of the 

postructuralist positions which were his most immediate legacy in Anglo-American theory." Op.cit, 

p.104. 

227.CL, op.cit, p.72. 

228.Ulmer, op.cit, p.234. 

229.CL op.cit., p. 105. 
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The strong mimetic quality of certain photographs creates for Barthes a scene of 

reincarnation, a spectacle of "the return of the dead,"230 and an image of 

"resurrection".231 In relation to his dying mother, however, Barthes does not resurrect 

the image of the mother into a public spectacle of reincarnation but cuts her off from 

the gaze of the other and from entry into the "Real" production of the text. In A Lover's 

Discourse, Barthes echoes Nietzsche's sense of double heritage in Ecce Homo, 

suggesting that: 

The amorous relation has made me into an atopical subject - undivided: I 

a m m y own child: I a m both mother and father (of myself, of the other): 

how would I divide the labor?232 

Barthes translates his atopical subjectivity as a ontological condition that carries with its 

the weight of an insupportable heaviness. Barthes' amorous relation to language 

however is also self-serving, aimed at securing an identity that cannot either be divided, 

that is, owned, or determined or authored by any other than himself. How could it be 

otherwise in Barthes' construction as both self and other, child and adult, mother and 

father of his text? In fact, one could argue that when Barthes writes his final work, he is 

no longer a child but an adult, no longer a father but the mother of his language. 

13: The Stubborn Referent 

The stubborn referent that Barthes experiences within certain photographs, replacing 

the metaphorical function with the literal, occurs when the photograph obliterates its 

own medium in the erasure of mediation. Photography, writes Barthes: 

^Jbid., p.9. 

231 Ibid., p.82. 

232.LD, p.99. See also Barthes' desire "to be at the same time a child and a adult." p.43. 
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may correspond to the intrusion,... of an asymbolic Death, outside of 
religion, outside of ritual, a kind of abrupt dive into literal Death. 

Life/Death: the paradigm is reduced to a simple click, the one separating 
the initial pose from the final point.233 

The photograph does not represent, but is death to Barthes. The ontological intrusion of 

the stubborn referent, imposing the radical presence and the radical absence of the 

subject, is not a blue-print for a new anti-humanist humanism as was suggested by 

Eagleton earlier on, but simply and shockingly the evidence of material existence. In 

"The Great Family of Man", the photographic reproductions of birth or death say 

literally nothing to Barthes. Approaching the death of his mother in Camera Lucida, he 

attempts to override his former nihilism: 

The horror is this: nothing to say about the death of one whom I love 
most, nothing to say about her photograph... I have no other resource 
than this irony: to speak of the "nothing to say." 234 

In order to accommodate for this "irony", Barthes' writing appears less interested in 

tipping the "natural" upside down in order to reveal the mythological, but rather in 

cultivating a "tragic" style that withdraws from the choice of either Nature or Myth. In 

cultivating a tragic subjectivity in his later autobiographical texts, Barthes is suggesting 

an ideological shift from paradigms of binary opposition and dialectical resolution to 

conditions of ontological liminality and irresolution. To this extent, tragic subjectivity 

is a condition of double being. Barthes' late autobiographical style is distinguishable 

from his early work in Mythologies by a poetic use of the ironic, the tragic and the 

dramatic. In "Myth Today", Barthes believes that poetry pretends to speak the truth 

about its subject by trying "to transform the sign back into meaning". In doing this, 

poetry is another language system that "resists myth as much as it can" by wanting to be 

"an anti-language".235 The later Barthes, however, cultivates a different attitude to the 

poetic. In "The Third Meaning", Barthes explains three levels of signification in 

233.Ibid., p.92. 

234.Ibid., p.92-3. 

^.Barthes, "Myth Today", op.cit, p. 133. 
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response to an image from the film Ivan the Terrible, naming the third level, "the 

obtuse meaning",236 which "appears to extend outside culture, knowledge, 

information".237 Barthes is compelled to read the Eisenstein still with a sensitivity based 

"not on intellection" but with "a 'poetical' grasp".238 Barthes' partiality to the poetical, 

imposes a paradigm of passion and drama on to his work. In relation to Barthes' 

poetical style, Ungar suggests that: 

The emergence of a dramatic metaphor points... to the growing distance 
between the "new" Barthes and the earlier ideal of scientism. A Lover's 
Discourse... dramatizes critical utterance...239 

The dramatization of critical utterance informs Barthes' movement toward an 

inscription of the body within his theory and his autobiographical writing. Drama 

involves a hysterization of thought, a histrionic gesture that captures the body in flight. 

This is the dramatic, mobilized body that Barthes ruminates upon in A Lover's 

Discourse. "The Grain of the Voice" and A Lover's Discourse are both concerned with 

"the body's gesture caught in action."240 In one, Barthes studies the figure of the cantor 

in the act of singing, and in the other, the figure of "the lover at work".241 In this intense 

physicality which frames the cantor and lover, Barthes names the fragments of his 

lover's discourse, "figures",2*2 as if it is the physical and not the meta-physical cantor-

lover that cries out a portrait of itself. The vocal utterance in A Lover's Discourse is 

metonymically attached to the articulation of the writer-lover. Each fragment of his text, 

writes Barthes "is a kind of opera aria..." Borrowing Callas' "cantillation" of the word 

"Angoscia!" ("Anguish"),243 Barthes' cross-identification with the diva's plight succeeds 

^.Barthes, "The Third Meaning", op.cit., p.54. 

mJbid., p.55. 

wjbid., p.53. 

B9.Ungar, op.cit, p. 104. 

240.LD, op.cit, p.4. 

241.Ibid. 

242.Ibid., p.3. 

243.Ibid., p.5. 
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in installing and reinforcing the scene of the tragic and the dramatic onto his work. The 

use of figuration in Barthes' work is described by Ungar as the creation of "mobile 

space",244 and usually occurs at a metaphoric or metonymic site. The mobility of this 

space corresponds to a dramatization within writing. Barthes' hysterical body of 

knowledge can be described as "a kind of lunatic sport".245 The seam that connects the 

body with the text is always almost about to come apart, but is held together by Barthes' 

endless garment of textuality. 

14: The Pain of Literal Essence 

The text of pleasure seduces Barthes, but the text of bliss wounds him. As discussed 

previously, the Winter Garden Photograph manifests Barthes' experience of bliss, 

confronting him, face-to-face, with the certitude of his mother's prior essence and 

existence. The Photograph attests, "that what I see has indeed existed. N o w , this is a 

strictly scandalous effect."246 The scandal is one of anatomical and biographical 

essence, and Barthes risks mythology and sentimentality in order to express its 

essence. His utterance, however, is not so much of an inner meaning247 or interiority 

of truth, but a material testament to existence, a materiality that moves out from the 

text. The photograph, writes Barthes, "is literally an emanation of the referent."248 

The notion of a literal epistemology is an interesting one, disturbing the sovereignty 

of language to be the creator and carrier of reality. In the case of the photographic 

image, it does this by indicating a condition of corporeality that exists prior to 

language. 

244.Ungar, op.cit, p.69. 

245.LD, op.cit, p.4. 

246.CL, op.cit, p.82. 

247.Merquior refers to Barthes' anti-expressivism, calling it "his denial of inner meaning", both as subject 

and object, op.cit, p. 171. 

248.CL, op.cit, p.m. 
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Literality also involves a suggestion of hysterical dramatization entailing a 

confusion between sign and signifier, or in distinguishing the real from the 

imaginary. Moriarty writes that "the photograph that truly shocks is the one that 

remains obstinately literal."249 This vacillation from the figurative to the literal has 

been a recurrent one throughout this thesis. Here, its incessant play is essential to 

understanding the traumatic potential of the photograph in Camera Lucida. The 

photograph's image exists as an astonishing "carnal medium"250 for Barthes and 

therefore has an hysterical effect upon him. In looking "for the truth of the face I had 

loved",25' Barthes finds it in the Winter Garden Photograph. This image of the past 

assumes an effect of the real for him, a certification of identity that gives way to 

bliss. As Nietzsche suggests in his autobiography, "it is not doubt, it is certainty 

which makes mad."'152 In Camera Lucida, Barthes considers that "History is 

hysterical",253 suggesting the photograph's ability to blur the distinctions separating 

image from reality. Hence the madness surrounding Barthes' confrontation with the 

"Real"254 material existence of an embodied subject that was his mother and now is 

no longer alive. For Barthes, therefore, the photographic image has animated, or at 

least hystericized, his private history and private morphology. 

Barthes refers to "the profound madness of Photography... which seizes me 

when I look at "myself on a piece of paper."253 The punctum,256 the Latin name Barthes 

249.Moriarty, op.cit., p.197. 

250.CL, op.cit., pM. 

251.Ibid., p.67. 

252.Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, op.cit, p.29. 

253.Ibid., p.65. 

254.The Real here refers to Lacanian distinctions between the Symbolic, the Imaginary and the Real. Ben 

Stolzfus defines the Real as "the individual's unconscious relationship with death", and "corresponds to 

primitive and instinctive levels, to whatever lies behind the effects of socialization.", op.cit., p.700. 

As Steven Ungar has suggested, Barthes' "Priority of the body does not, however, exclude the word, body 
and word interacting in what Lacan describes as the convergence of the Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the 
Real...", Roland Barthes: The Professor of Desire, op.cit., p.120. 

255.Ibid., p. 13. 

256,CL, op.cit, p.5\. 
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gives to that element of the photograph that jumps out from the frame wounding and 

bruising him, also freezes Barthes in a state of fear and panic. Epistemological 

frameworks seize to function because the photo's literal emanation of the referent 

"suspends language."257 The apprehension of this ontological "essence" ensues a 

pathological condition in Camera Lucida; hysteria, aphasia, madness and the 

apparition of death circulate throughout its pages. In contrast to hysteria's animation of 

Barthes' specular relation to the photographic image, the "profound madness" of 

photography petrifies him. He experiences his photograph-portrait as "a micro-version 

of death",258 and in a reversed condition of stage fright (Barthes is the audience looking 

at himself) is overwhelmed with anxiety and inertia. Barthes' image of himself is an 

intimation of his death and hence an evidence of existence that must be endured rather 

than enjoyed. In this sense, Barthes' humanism259 in Camera Lucida is not based upon 

hedonism but upon a Nietzschean drama of suffering and melancholy. 

The photograph of himself transforms Barthes from a subject ('"myself which 

is light, divided, dispersed'), to an object ("the image which is heavy, motionless, 

stubborn").260 Such an ontological conversion from dispersed multiplicity to concrete 

and inert materiality raises interesting queries regarding Barthes' earlier notions of 

subjectivity, in Barthes by Barthes, as a drifting, anchorless signification. From 

identity as a weightless subject, Barthes' sense of self in Camera Lucida assumes the 

often unbearable weight of empirical and experiential objectivity. In this 

transformation, the objectivity of the image does not coincide with the transient 

subjectivity of embodied reality. The image, suggests Barthes, is therefore both a truth -

"yes that is me" - and a lie - "that is me no longer." As proof of human identification, 

the photograph, therefore, occupies an ambiguous and vacillating status; it is 

257.Moriarty, op.cit., p. 197. 

25*.CL, op.cit, p. 14. 

259.For a theoretical account of humanism, see Freadman's and Miller's '"thick"' notion of the human 

subject which "refuses the reduction of the self to language, ideology or discourse, which ascribes to the 
self agency, the capacity for rational deliberation and imaginative activity, and which, crucially, imputes 
moral and aesthetic dimensions to the self." Re-Thinking Theory, op.cit, p.202. 

26Q.Ibid. 
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suggestive of the subject's life and death, birth and resurrection, truth and deception. As 

Lombardo suggests, "this confusion inhabits photography like a germ of insanity".261 In 

this episode of petrification, meaning comes to a standstill. Barthes suggests that when 

w e are "no longer able to conceive of duration", w e are reminded of our "impotence".262 

The impotence of meaning as opposed to its duration operates as an epistemological 

framework in Duras' The Lover. In this autobiographical-novel, erotic desire can be 

read as an analogy for an enduring temporality of meaning, whilst the pornographic 

narrative acts as a metaphor for the exhaustion of meaning and of zero-degree 

temporality. 

Barthes' translation into the repertoire of image, affects both a dramatization, 

hence the hysteria, and a mummification, which explains the petrification. 

"Photography", he writes, "is a kind of primitive theatre,... a figuration of the 

motionless and made-up face beneath which w e see the dead."263 Barthes links 

photography to theatre to emphasize the theatre's original relation to the cult of the 

Dead; "to make oneself up", writes Barthes, "was to designate oneself as a body 

simultaneously living and dead."264 Drama's aspect, then, is ambiguous; it hystericizes 

the image by bringing it to life, but also forces the subject to apprehend itself as a 

ghostly apparition of transient flesh. The notion that Barthes' photographed body is both 

dead and alive forces one to read jouissance ambivalently. Rylance remarks, that "in 

his finale Barthes remains the connoisseur of tragic oxymoron."265 In A Lover's 

Discourse, emphasis again falls on the traumatic and the tragic and not the hedonistic 

as suggested in Merquoir's and Thody's analysis of Barthes' work. Furthermore, the 

hysterical nature of the photograph attests to its veracity as object. The photographic 

image moves from the Imaginary world of images and desire to an entry into the Real in 

which referentiality is traumatically recuperated. Barthes once wrote: "I have a disease: 

261.Lombardo, op.cit, p. 134. 

262.CL, op.cit, p.93. 

263.lbid., p.32. 

264.lbid.,p.3l. 

265.Rylance, op.cit, p. 142. 
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I see language." Barthes' "pathology" is realized in the photographic image hystericizing 

history by removing the analogical function of language. Barthes' "disease" therefore 

feeds his desire for reading without analogy266 - but again the effect is almost 

pathological and not pleasurable. The photographic image functions as Barthes' 

language made visible - and hence the shock of representation - the photo is not like the 

image it represents but evidence of prior material and bodily existence. 

In his reaction to the amorous relation, Barthes' is a psychologically and 

psychiatrically ambivalent body of desire, torn between a lover's fragmented and 

incoherent discourse and the language of doxa. In A Lover's Discourse, Barthes argues 

strongly for an epistemology respectful and tolerant of ambivalence. "The world 

subjects every enterprise to an alternative", writes Barthes, but "I protest by another 

logic: I am simultaneously and contradictorily happy and wretched..."267 In Ecce Homo, 

Nietzsche attempts to express the nuances of his double genealogy, elliptically 

asserting, "I am both" - both mother and father of himself, both decadent and alive. 

Here, Barthes delivers a similar identity of duplicitous self-knowledge and double 

identity. According to Moriarty, the writing of the late Barthes is characterized by the 

affirmation of "polar extremes as a value".268 Indeed, at the conclusion of Camera 

Lucida, Barthes poses a choice for himself and the reader: 

Such are the two ways of the Photograph. The choice is mine: to subject 
its spectacle to the civilized code of perfect illusions, or to confront in it 
the wakening of intractable reality .269 

In "not-wanting-to-seize"270 a position, Barthes refuses to make a decision and drifts. It 

is however, the confrontation with "intractable reality" that will give Barthes bliss while 

266.According to Dorothy Kelly, Barthes' "entire project consists of trying to write an autobiography that 

would not fall into the trap of analogy...", in "The Cracked Mirror", op.cit, p. 124. 

261.LD, op.cit, p.22. 

268.Moriarty, op.cit, p. 195. 

269.CL, op.cit., p. 119. 

270.Bartkowski, op.cit, p. 143. 
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the civilized code of perfect illusions will reward him with comfortable pleasures of 

civilized illusion. In his life of strategies and amorous relations, Barthes emerges 

"neither victor nor vanquished," in A Lover's Discourse, instead, declaring with 

Nietzschean melancholy and melodrama, "I am tragic".271 Barthes meditation upon love 

is therefore not Plato's dialectical, androgynous dream of love's unification of halves. 

For Aristophanes in Plato's Symposium, "love is simply the name for the desire and 

pursuit of the whole",272 in Barthes' book, love is a passionate subject that never finds 

relief. Parallelling autobiography's generic nature, tragedy is a heroic dramatization of 

subjects trapped in liminal conditions from which they cannot escape except through 

death. Tragedy is the experience of a radical and indissoluble difference between two 

equally existent realities.273 In Barthes' later writings, tragedy is the drama of his 

individual pietas, a subtlety that redefines his writings on pleasure and bliss. Lombardo 

describes Barthes' style as "the critical tragedy", in which one is struck by the 

"ambiguity" and "burning paradox" of his language oscillating between tactics of 

revolution and reaction.274 Liminality is being interpreted here as a mode of 

apprehension extending from the tragic genre. The liminal mode is a sensible and 

sensitive approach to understanding Barthes' jouissance in particular, and postmodern 

theories of subjectivity in general. 

The lover's discourse, writes Barthes is "of an extreme solitude."215 In an 

interview Barthes re-defines theory, removing it from the transcendent obligations of 

objective research to the non-transcendent, self-referential realm of the subjective. The 

"theoretical", remarks Barthes: 

m.LD, op.cit, p.23. 

272.Plato, The Symposium, trans. Walter Hamilton, (London: Penguin, 1951:1987), p.64. 

273.Moriarty defines the tragic as "an anti-mythical text", by explaining: "Myth and tragedy both start from 

contradictions: but while the myth aims at mediating them, tragedy keeps them open and rejects 
mediation.", Op.cit, p.208. 

274.Lombardo, op.cit, pp.xi,ix. 

275.LD, op.cit, p.2. 
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doesn't mean "abstract"; from m y point of view, it means reflexive, ie., 
turning back on itself: a discourse that looks back on itself is thereby a 
theoretical discourse.276 

Barthes' statement configures theory as a lover's discourse and hence mirroring the 

autobiographical genre whose writing looks back upon itself. If theory is not a hoped 

for transcendental ontology, its self-reflexivity transfers that hope onto the 

autobiographical impulse to seek self-identity, for it suggests that the autobiographical 

subject can indeed speak about itself. 

Conclusion 

According to Barthes' definition, the writer's "style" bears a textual trace of private 

biography and secret biology, thus literally engendering a signature of subjectivity and a 

space to develop le nom propre within writing. In order to cultivate this embodied 

"style", Barthes turned to the autobiographical genre in the 1970s. As if regarding 

himself as finally reader to become a "writer", Barthes presents Barthes by Barthes as 

"the author's treat to himself, for finishing his book."277 To write autobiographically is 

considered by Barthes to be a privilege bestowed upon the author, in much the same 

way that Nietzsche dedicates Ecce Homo to Nietzsche at the end of his life. As well as 

a genre to be earned by the writer, autobiography's appeal to Barthes is also due to its 

potential for generic and ontological ambivalence. As an "undecidable" text, Barthes' 

autobiographical writing hinges upon a double discourse in which the subject at work is 

endlessly and irredeemably trapped, perhaps ultimately, between its "eventful" body 

and the medium of language through which it must endeavour to express itself. Barthes' 

autobiographical wish is for his "style" and his "writing" to coincide. Instead of an 

identity to emerge from this collision, however, Barthes' subject of knowledge in the 

text expresses "passion" on the seams of its discourse, which aims to provide, in the 

276.From an interview conducted by Stephen Heath, "Signs of the Times" (1971), in The Grain of the 
Voice, op.cit.,p.144. 

211.RB, op.cit, Preface. 
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words of Irigaray, "a meeting place between the most material and the most 

metaphysical"278 which is neither one nor the other. Barthes' passionate body of 

knowledge is therefore represented as an ambivalently embodied subject in his 

autobiographical texts. To express personal identity as ontologically ambivalent and as 

embodied is to challenge the binary structuration of Western rationality based on 

totality and unity and the theological origins of autobiography as a spiritual process of 

disembodiment. 

278.Luce Irigaray, Part II, "L'admiration" (Lecture de Descartes, Les passions de I'ame, art. 53), Ethique 
de la difference sexuelle, (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1984), p.84. Translation mine. 
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CONCLUSION 

The historically divergent autobiographical texts by Woolf, Duras and Barthes, 

studied in this thesis are most usefully linked by the motif of the human body as a 

register of identity within language. Linked by this central motif, rather than by a 

single and central author, a multiplicity of theoretical voices have been called forth 

within this thesis. In doing so, however, this thesis has attempted to follow Derrida's 

somewhat elliptical, but very postmodern, directive that one must "speak several 

languages".1 Indeed, writing about bodies within autobiography has required a 

number of alternative theoretical approaches and styles of writing. Literary theorists 

of "the body", may be personified as "detectives", "doctors" or "lovers", with 

clinical or passionate subjectivities. Cranny-Francis, for example, suggests in her 

study of The Body in the Text, that: 

In working through many different theoretical and critical writings on 
the body, I often feel like a detective, looking for the issues and 
concerns which would provide the clue to what seems a relatively 
recent fascination with 'the body'.2 

While Cranny-Francis may "feel like a detective", tracing evidence for the 

postmodern fascination with the body, Barthes' theoretical and autobiographical 

investigations of "his body" assume the passionate and sometimes traumatized 

relationship of a "lover" with his beloved. In a fragment from A Lover's Discourse, 

for example, Barthes writes: 

Language is a skin: I rub m y language against the other. It is as if I 
had words instead of fingers, or fingers at the tips of m y words. M y 
language trembles with desire. The emotion derives from a double 
contact: on the one hand, a whole activity of discourse discreetly, 
indirectly focuses upon a single signified, which is "I desire you", and 
releases, nourishes, ramifies it to the point of explosion (language 

'.Derrida, The Post Card, op.cit., p.344. Barthes also argues that the epistemological conditions of 

multiplicity, ambivalence and ambiguity reverse the Biblical myth of Babel: "the confusion of tongues is 
no longer a punishment, the subject gains acess to bliss by the cohabitation of languages..." From, The 

Pleasure of the Text, pp.3-4. 

2.Cranny-Francis, The Body in the Text, op.cit, p.ix. 
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experiences orgasm upon touching itself); on the other hand, I enwrap 
the other in m y words, I caress, brush against, talk up this contact, I 
extend myself to make the commentary to which I submit the 
relations endure,3 

Barthes explores the individual language of his body as a passionate lover would 

explore the body of the beloved. Indeed, in this thesis the politics of "pleasure" has 

to some degree been overwritten by the potentially political identity of passion. 

Reading Moments of Being, The Lover and Camera Lucida, self-writing has 

emerged within this thesis as the inscription of a wound, or at least, the inscription 

of personal identity as a wound. In Camera Lucida, Barthes sums up this theme of 

passion within autobiography when he writes, that what you are seeing here is "what 

makes you suffer".4 In this thesis, writing about the self is an emphasis on that which 

makes the subject "suffer", which usually refers to the possibility of producing an 

effect of "essential"5 embodied identity within language. In Moments of Being, in 

The Lover and in Camera Lucida, embodied subjectivity has, therefore, implied a 

relation with the pathological effects of depression, hysteria and neurosis on the 

construction of identity within language. The aim of emphasizing the inscription of 

passion and illness in these autobiographies is to manifest a relation between 

embodiment and consciousness that is not one of dichotomy but contiguity. 

In attempting to represent the sick or convalescent body within 

autobiography, Nietzsche's diagnostic philosophy in Ecce Homo is an exemplary 

autobiographical text where the writer doctors an intimate physiology of 

consciousness within language.6 Within the metaphysical traditions of Western 

philosophy, Nietzsche is considered a pivotal figure. His philosophical writings 

attempt to challenge, for instance, the mind/body dichotomy within Western 

3.Barthes, A Lover's Discourse, op.cit, p.73. 

4.Barthes, Camera Lucida, op.cit, p.7. 

5.Ibid., p.7\. 

6.In Ecce Homo, Nietzsche endows his body with epistemological value, celebrating his critical gaze, his 

perceptual "grasp" of philosophy, his "fingers for nuances"(9) and his ability to hear and smell meaning. 
"I perceive physiologically" and can "smell... the 'entrails' of every soul.", writes Nietzsche, op.cit., p. 18. 
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metaphysical and theological thought, by approaching the human body as a radically 

subjective but productive location of knowledge and perception. Nietzsche's 

physiology of knowledge and of personal identity as expunged in Ecce Homo, 

attempts to turn Cartesian consciousness, and hence an entire history of Western 

thought, on its head. 

In Ecce Homo Nietzsche approaches his body as a doctor,7 diagnosing his 

sickness and his health according to particular philosophical conditions. Hovering 

between pathological sickness and health,8 convalescence becomes for Nietzsche, a 

physiological and hence philosophical condition of ambivalent subjectivity, 

enhancing intellectual sensitivity and perception. "Sickness", writes Nietzsche, 

"liberated me slowly", that is, liberated the philosopher from his former philological 

obsessions, turning his attention from the "book" to the body.9 However, while 

Nietzsche attempts to convert pathological states into productive bodies of 

knowledge, Woolfs experience of illness, from depression to hysteria, in Moments 

of Being, does not translate into an embodied consciousness. Instead, Woolf 

experiences illness in her autobiography as a form of incarcerated subjectivity in 

which identity is locked rather than liberated by the gendered condition of (female) 

embodiment. In experiencing her specifically female body "as confinement and 

limitation",10 Woolfs attempts at disengaging her writing from her body is an 

autobiographical strategy for achieving a disembodied, androgynous identity. 

7.Deleuze described Nietzsche's philosophy as a "symptomology", transforming the philosopher into a 

"physician". From, Nietzsche and Philosophy, op.cit, pp.3,x. 

8.Michel Onfray suggests that Nietzsche produces a "philosophy like a secretion from a sick body". In, 
"Klossowski: un mystique chez l'antechrist", Magazine Litteraire, No.298, (Avril 1992), p.74. 

Translation mine. 

'.Nietzsche writes: "Sickness liberated me slowly: it gave m e a right to a complete reversal of habits;... I 

was redeemed from the 'book', for years I read nothing - the greatest favour I have ever done myself!... I 
have never been so happy with myself as in the sickest and most painful periods of m y life... a highest 

kind of recovery itself!", Ecce Homo, op.cit., p.63. 

10.As an effect of Platonic, Augustinian and Descartian philosophy, the body, according to Bordo, has 

been experienced as "the not-me." Unbearable Weight, op.cit, p. 145. 
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To read the body as a pathological production in Duras', Woolfs and 

Barthes' autobiographical texts is not to consider the body from the perspective of 

Bakhtinian carnivale, where identity is capable of assuming ideological freedom and 

infinite signification, but from a perspective of the body as a condition of identity 

with abjective limitation and finite materiality. As Bordo insists, a body "that is free 

to change shape and location at will... is no body at all."11 Hence the theorization of 

bodies within selected autobiographical texts in this thesis has attempted to 

accommodate for this ambivalent sense of the body as both a metaphor for the 

plurality of identity and as a suggestion of the limitation and finitude of embodied 

subjectivity. Irigaray calls this sensitivity to the ambivalence of the body a 

premonition of otherness: 

Scent or premonition between my self and the other, this memory of 
the flesh as the place of approach means ethical fidelity to 
incarnation. T o destroy it is to risk the suppression of alterity.̂  

However, while "alterity" may express, at least for Irigaray, a faithfulness to the 

body's "incarnation", sensitivity to otherness can also have the adverse effect of 

suppressing the self, as in Woolfs autobiographical representation of her 

doppelgdnger in the episode of the "looking-glass shame". Thus, while Nietzsche 

believes in his ability to transform doubleness and multiplicity into a productive and 

affirmative philosophy in his autobiography, Woolf wrestles with and is plagued by 

the figures of her doppelgdnger in Moments of Being. In a revised passage from 

Ecce Homo, Nietzsche defines his ambivalent subjectivity as well as the three 

"faces" of his dramatis personae: 

This twofold succession of experiences, this accessibility to me of 
apparently separate worlds, is repeated in m y nature in every respect -
I a m a Doppelgdnger, I have a 'second' face in addition to the first 
one. And perhaps also a third...,3 

".Ibid., pp.228-9. 

12.Irigaray, "The Fecundity of the Caress", An Ethics of Sexual Difference, trans. Carolyn Burke and 

Gillian C. Gill, (Ithaca, N e w York: Cornell University Press), p.217. 

13.Nietzsche sent a revised edition of his autobiography to his publisher, which was not discovered until 

1969, on the eve of his collapse. Ecce Homo, op.cit, p. 106. 
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For Woolf, the doppelgdnger is a debilitating rather than propitious circumstance of 

her identity. Indeed, while Nietzsche's "three faces" is a deluded embodiment of the 

masculine, the feminine and the neuter, for Woolf, gender lability is often associated 

with a pathologicalized multiplicity, diagnosed by Showalter as the "three faces of 

Eve"- hysteria, anorexia and neurasthenia.14 Hence, there are several 

autobiographical "bodies" inscribed in this thesis; ambiguously gendered and 

precariously pathologised. The writer's preoccupation with the meaning, the identity 

and the presence of the body - in particular - their individual body within writing, is 

an event of literary and philosophical importance within postwar or postmodern 

culture. 

The attempt to inscribe an embodied consciousness places a degree of critical 

pressure on language, a pressure that Monique Canto defines as the "politics of the 

real".15 Confronting this pressure of the "real", within literary discourse, 

autobiographical writings that concern themselves with the embodied sites of their 

production, often face many contradictions, ironies and peculiarities within 

language. In a sense, it is possible to argue that the disjunction and irresolution of 

the lived "body" and the written "text" challenges postmodemity's o w n challenge to 

the binary structuration of metaphysical philosophy. However, it is also arguable 

that the notion of "embodied consciousness" within language comes face-to-face 

with the ontological disjunction between books and bodies in a significant and 

revealing manner for this thesis. The autobiographical texts of Woolf, Duras and 

Barthes inscribe the very themes of gender "ambiguity", generic "undecidability", 

and a personal ontology of "doubleness", to express human identity within 

autobiography. The notion of embodied consciousness, therefore, is a vulnerable 

and ambivalent condition of identity. It is also a potentially radical expression 

within culture, capable of challenging the philosophical and theological traditions of 

14.Showalter, The Female Malady, op.cit, p. 144. 

15.Monique Canto, "The Politics of Women's Bodies: Reflections on Plato", The Female Body in Western 

Culture: Contemporary Perspectives, ed. Susan Rubin Suleiman, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1985:1986), p.340. 
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