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ABSTRACT 

This thesis is a study of the fatherdaughter relationship and how it is bound to the 

issue of ferninine subjectivity and writing. The main aim of the study is to examine the 

compiexities of the fatherdaughter relationship in order to demonstrate how it is 

represented in certain contemporary women writer's work as a means of dissenting 

from the organization of sexual difference, as a means of questioning the paternal 

funcrion. Through close t e m a l  analysis of selected works by Hélène Cixous, Marie 

Redonnet and Annie Ernaw, the dissertation examina how the paternal figure is 

implicated in the daughter/heroinels corning of age as a woman in their t em.  The 

textual analyses concentrate on how a hysteric structure is staged in each writer's 

work, a structure that is read as the articulation of dissent from woman's place in the 

social order. 

The work begins with an introduction to the problem and to the key 

psychoanalytical concepts that will be used. In Chapter 2, Hélène Cixous's Dedans 

(1969) and Or: les lettres die mon père (1997) are studied. Cixous's work presenu the 

father as the ultimate objea of desire and stages the relationship to the father as the 



basis for her writing. Chapter 3 takes up the work of Annie Ernaux, concentrating on 

La Place (1983) and LII Honte (1997), where a portrait of the father as a humiliated 

figure is developed. The anachment and identification with the father are analymd to 

show how the hysteric structure supports the author's critique of gender and class. A 

discussion of Marie Redomet's trilogy - Splendid Hôtel (1986). Forewr Vuhy (1987), 

and Rose, Méfie, Rose (1987) - constitutes the fourth chapter. The three heroines' 

attempts at creating a work of sublimation are progressively investigated while 

regarding the role of the father. The texmai analyses trace out each author's 

problematizing of women's subjectivity and discw how the question of writing as a 

woman is addressed in the works. 
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Introduction 
Fathers, Daughters and the Oedipus Complex 

Roland Barthes, when reflecting on the pleasure we procure from texts, stated that al1 

narratives in their quest for truth or knowledge urne back to the father.1 AU nories, 

he said, are a mise en scène du Père (Batthes, 20). In a portmodern age of disbelief in 

metamrratives, the subject in crisis and feminist challenges to patriarchal authority, 

how does Barthes' remark hold up? This is merely one of the questions that is 

im~licated in this thesis. In order to address this question, we will observe how the 

Oedipal conflict is represented in severai contemporary French rem: what is the 

facher's imaginary status, what images and fevs does the father evoke? 1s there any 

father at dl? And more precisely, we WU ask what some emblematic women writers 

are saying about the father. 

In this study, we wiil address the question of how the father functions in the 

narrative structure of several French contemporary prose works written by women. 

Through close textual anaiysis of chosen tenu from three French writers - Hélène 

l ~ o l a n d  Barthes, Le Phisir du fexfe, Puis, Seuil, 1973. 



Cixous, Marie Redonnet and Annie Ernaux - we will examine the varying 

representations of the father in the Oedipal structure that is mounted in each t e s .  Al1 

of the works have a heroine who is also the narrating subject, speaking of her passage 

chrough Oedipus and constructing a personal history. We argue that through the 

differenr incarnations of the paternal figure, each writer fictionaiizes a questioning of 

the father's role and the position that this role imposes on the feminine subject after 

the Oedipal process has been completed. 

The father is a personnage chat has received much critical attention in the last five 

years.2 However, feminist Literary research on the father when conducted has largely 

consisred of countering patriuchal power and the father as a figure of this power and 

authority. Studies such as Kowaleski-Wallace and Yaegar's Refigrring the F a t . :  New 

Feminist Readings in Patrirrrcby are an exception, they seek to move past this type of 

analysis, opening up the discussion to aiternative readings of the father: 

What does it mean for feminist discourse that father figures have been 

excluded from the stories of multiple identity and ideological self- 

construction that characterize a feminist exploration of subjectivity? When 

7 - See for exarnple: Nina Schwartz, Dead F a t k  & Logic of Transference in Modem Narrative, Ann 
Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 1994; Henk Hillenaar and Waiter Schonau, F a k  and M o t h  in 
Lirerature, Amsterdam, Rodopi, 1994; Barbara Sheldon, Danghten und Fatbers in Feminist N m h ,  
Frankfurt am Main, Peter Lang, 1997; Nordgud mages, Look k c k  in Angtrr. MothmDaughtm and 
Farher-Dartgbtw Relutionshipr in Wornen i Aa~tobiogruphicui Wn'tings of tbe 1970s and 1980s, New York, 
Peter Lang, 1995, among others. 



feminin writers construe the father as a metaphor for patriuchy, we lose 

sight of the complexities of paternity and the paternal function.3 

The editors of this anthology suggest however that a Lacanian feminist approach 

to paternity is not fruitful for taking up some of these complexities. The 

disembodiment of the symbolic father in Lacan's theory is problematic for Kowaleski- 

Wallace and Yaegar because it is, they claim, the father's body that "compels and 

obsesses his daughters". Besides the fact that this statement seems to suggest that 

daughters carry an unresolved incestuous desire for the father, it misreads Lacan by 

ascribing an absolute hegemony to the symbolic order. The symbolic does not exist 

separately from the imaginary order and the real. It is only in Lacan's euly  work that 

he sees the subject as developmentaily moving from one dimension to the other, 

becoming cut off from the dimension that preceded. Later on he modified this schema 

by representing the three orders with the so-called Borromean ho t :  he hence 

illustrared how the orders overlap and iotersect. There is no absolute privileging of the 

symbolic - the imaginary and i u  effects are irremediably fused with it. Kowaleski- 

Wallace and Yaegar, by describing the symbolic father in the Lacanian mode1 as the 

only father with which the subject has to ded, overlook this important change in 

Lacan's thought: "With its overt privileging of the symbolic, Lacanian theory has 

Berh Kowdaki-Wdlace and Patricia Yaegar (eh.), Rcjgnring Ihe F ~ t k  NCY Féminin Reading in 
Patriarchy, Carbondaie and Edwudsville, South illinois University Press, 1989, p. xi. 



demonstrated Little interest in actual fathers. Lacan himself insisu that the symbolic 

father is the dead father" (Kowdeski-Wallace and Yaegar, xiv). In their discussion, the 

concepts of the imaginary and the real father - the paternal imagos and the father as a 

man in flesh and blood - are overlooked.4 These concepts are crucial however if we are 

to consider the complexity of the father figure. 

Robert Con Davis, who in the 1980s worked on advancing a theory of the father 

in narrative, also overlooks the significance of the imaginary and real fathers. He 

defines the fictional father as hnctioning via the operations of the symbolic father in 

the text.5 For Davis, narrative displays a common structure or plays out an elemental 

scenario - the reconciling of desire with the law. This is where the symbolic farher's 

function cornes in: "[The father] is the essential 'no' expressed as a dilemma (riddle to 

be solved, family member to be found, etc) that comes at the beginning of every 

narrative to generate its structure" (Davis, 170). The father then, is not so much a 

figure in narrative that participates in stories, but a function that causes narrative to 

develop. 

We will explain below the definition that L.acan gives to the fathers belonging to the reai, symbolic 
and imaginary orders. 

Roben Con Davis (ed.), ïhc Fidional F 1 k  Lacaninn Readings of the T m ,  University of 
Massachusetts Press, 198 1. 



Davis' approach assigns greatest import to the father str ict l~ as opposition or 

limitation on the subject's jouissance - the father in his role as the representative of 

authority and Law. For the author, the "father in narrativen is the forbidding Oedipal 

father, the Lacanian symbolic father: " . . . the binding of desire to the law is the 

essence of the father's discourse and the structure of al1 narrativesn (Davis, 13). In other 

words, the father limits jouissance and reconciles the subject's desire with the Law 

through his discourse. In emphasizing the disembodied character of the Lacanian 

concept of the father - just as the ferninisr critics Kowaleski-Wailace and Yaegar do - 

Davis diminishes the complexity of the father. h fact, the imaginary and the real 

fathers are inseparable from the very concept of the symbolic father. If the symbolic 

father unites desire with the law, this means that the subject must benceforth articulate 

desire through the signifier. Yet, the inadequacy of discourse to articulate desire gives 

rise to fantasy.6 It is through desire and fantasy that the imaginary father is created and 

rhat rhe imaginary interferes with the illusory hegemony of the symbolic. One may 

locate the subject's diffkulites with the law through the figurations of the imaginary 

father. For the uniting of desire with the law is not always a smooth, untroubled 

process. The form that the imaginary father takes on tells us something about the 

6 We c m  briefly define fantasy as a type of defence formation chat shields the subjea againa castration 
and ailows her or him to sualin desire. For Lacan, each dinicd structure - perversion, hyneria, 
obsessional neurosis, etc. - may be distinguished by a fundamental fantasy scene that ai& the subjea in 
her/his attempt to conceai castration. 



subject's accord with the law and her/his relationsbip to the symbolic father. For 

example, we will explain below how the hysteric subject creates for himlherself an 

imaginary father that supports the fantasy of attaining jouissance and avoiding the 

truth of castration. Our smdy focuses not only on the symbolic father but also on this 

imaginary father, the father invented and reinvented in fantasy by the subjea - a figure 

created by the child so that desire may be fantasmatically satisfied or so that truth or 

horror may be averted. 

Davis' theory of the father in narrative reflects what Barthes was alluding to in 

his essay on pleasure when he nated that stories are always a staging of the father. For 

Davis, the elementd structure that founds narrative is the Oedipal structure, and the 

father's function therein is to unite the "hero's" desire to the law. The father-hero 

conflict that Davis views as fundamental to ail narratives fin& its origin in the classical 

father/son Oedipal struggle for the mother, the object of desire. In the end, the son 

attempts to defeat the father in order to avoid castration and remain "in pleninide" 

with the mother. The literary quest to "defeat" the father through the Oedipal 

enterprise is largely characterized as an issue berneen men. Teresa de Lauretis has 

developed this argument by presenting the vuious theories of fairy tales, myths and 

folk tales which have been shown to perpetually stage the Oedipal drama.7 She 

' Teresa de Laureris, Alice Doan 'r. Feminirm, h i o t i a  nnd Cinema, Bloomingmn, Indiana University 
Press, 1984. 



convincingly details the feminine role in Oedipus, demonstrating that woman's 

structural place in the conflict is never as heroine, as subject. The woman is removed as 

heroine in the Oedipal process, set up rather as a lanbcape or space through which the 

son must cross in order to resolve the conflict (de Luretis, 128). Woman is constructed 

in the rnyth as a "personifid obstaclen: "The story of femininity [and] Freud's question 

DJQhat does woman want?]. . . have a single answer, one and the same meaning, one 

term of reference and address: man, Oedipus, the human male person" (de Lauretis, 

133). 

The problem implied by de Lauretis' work is that of the feminine relation to 

desire: woman is continuously posed as desirable and not as desiring, she is never the 

subject of desire: "And so her story, like any other ztory, is a question of bis desire . . 

. ." (de Lauretis, 133, my emphasis). The author's analysis makes clear that woman as 

desiring subject is exctuded from the founding myth that structures narratives. The 

psychoandytical Oedipus in Freudian and Lacanian theory describes in fact, how 

ferninine subjectivity is "normalized out": the femaie child is prepared in Oedipus for 

her role as desirable. Lacan States, as we will explain, that there is no signifier in the 

symbolic order for the feminine sex as desiring subject (unless, as we will see, she 

creates it herself) - there is only absence. This whole process begins with the paternal 

function and its rask is to place the femde child in the ferninine position. Most fernales 

come througt the process without difficulty, others for a multitude of reasons, refuse 

the process and remain at the margins of the syrnbolic order, rejecting the feminine 



position and demanding what is structurally impossible: this is the hysteric position 

and it hinges on the relationship between daughter and father. 

In order to begin to theorize woman as subject of desire (as desiring) - which we 

believe to be a legitimate goal for feminist theory - it is necerrary to analyze cultural 

representations of the fatherdaughter relationship. Although this has recently begun to 

be dealt with in feminist literary theory, we need - as Kowaleski-Wallace and Yaegar 

believe - to further examine its complexities. This thesis proposes to take a step in that 

direction by studying contemporary images of this relation with the aim of opening up 

the discussion as it specifically relates to the problematic of woman as desiring subject. 

As we stared above, few of the ferninist approaches to the fatherdaughter relation have 

explicitly treated the significant connection between the two issues - woman as subject 

of desire and the fatherdaughter relation. 

The fatherdaughter relationships that we will highlight in Our corpus differ from 

those most often considered in literary criticism. Cixous, Ernaw and Redonner's 

portraits of the father do not compietely conform to the authoritative, sometimes 

tyrannical or paternalistic image of the father who imposes his will on the daughter. 

The conflicts that arise in these texts are played out in the representations of ferninine 

desire. Modifying Freud's question "What does woman want?", we will ask rather 



"What does woman, as daughter, wuit from her father?"s We will look at the relation 

of jouissance becween daughter and father, but also go hrther than just unveiling the 

daughterls unconxious desire for the father. We will explore what the daughter's 

Oedipal desire does, how it functions, what it signifies in the text. We want to  show 

the implications of this desire. By taking this approach, we surpw the supposition that 

daughters want to be their father's lover. We will analyze desire to see how it "rnems" 

in the narrative, to observe the structures that the daughter's desire generates. We will 

read theferninine Oedipal narrative, which, as de Lauretis has so rigorously shown, has 

traditionally been derailed, detoured, transformed to link up with and become 

subsumed under the masculine narrative. 

8 ~ n  order to avoid an essentidkt definition of "wornrn", when we spcrk about 'woman" or "women" in 
our audy we will be referring not to all t hox  beings who possess femde biological traits - womb, 
breasts, genitalia, etc. For us, "women" are rather those subjects who by and large identify with the 
socially constructed category "woman" as it is defmed in the patriuchai sociai order (for example, 
psychoiogicai traits and culturaily defined markers of femininity). This avens any essentiai definition of 
" woman" as based solely on anatomy: for while most subjects who identify themsehes as women are 
dso biologically femde, there are aiso those who do nor have femde sex characteristics but who identify 
with the ferninine position, that is, those who identify with the place wigned to women in the socio- 
cultural and semai structures of the patriarchal order. For Our purposes then, "woman" refers to borh 
those who have female sex characteristics and identify themselves as women (it m u s  be both and not 
only biological) a s  well as those who do not have the biological traits of the femaie but nevenheless 
identify themselves as women. Even though the latter group is a smail one, it is important to state that 
sexual identities are not biologicdy determined and that there is a cornplex process through which each 
person must travel in order to arrive at one sexuai identity or the other. Sexuai identity is neither 
categoricai nor "natural". There are points where biology and sociai construction overlap and there are 
points where the two do not coincide at ail. Hence, the "essentidist" view of s e x d  identity is 
unnecessary for a feminin poIiticd position: we c m  simply spcak about subjms who are "sexed" as 
women of which some will have fernale biologid chuact&stics and others will not. It is a question of 
where each subject's sexuai identification lies that determines to which group he or  she belongs. 



What we find when we look at the literary expression of the Oedipa 

18 

1 heroine's 

journey is an underlying dissatisfaction. It is not insignificant that elemenu of hysteria 

are found in al1 three author's narratives that tell the story of the feminine trajectory 

through Oedipus. We read this as an underlying discontent, r e M  even, of the place 

to which the feminine subject is socialized to occupy after passing through Oedipus.9 

Femininity and sewal difference in these texts, are in crisis. But interestingly, it is 

through the nurating subject's representation of thefither that this crisis is articulated. 

Sometimes it is a radical challenge to the woman's place in the symbolic order, 

sometimes it is an implicit contestation. But as we will explain, where there is hysteria, 

there is a fundamental questioning, a protest against the place accorded to the feminine 

subject in an order where she is defined by not having the phallus, by occupying the 

place of the object of desire. This questioning or challenge does not only take place at 

the diegetic level, but also, as Our analyses will demonstrate, at the strumrai level of 

the narratives. The texts then, do not merely tell the story of the daughter's difficulties 

This raises the question of the relitionrhip between patriuchy and the Oedipus cornplex. It is very 
difficuit co make a generd statemcnt about this but we can mlke certain suppositions. The Oedipal 
process introduces the child to hidher socio-semai position in society and to the laws and vdues of the 
culture. It goes h n h e r  than the prohibition of incesr and the sepvation from the puent; Oedipus 
initiates the child into semai identity and to  culture. It is hencc d i f f d t  to  imagine that, in a patriarchai 
society, the Oedipai process is completely free of and wholly unaffecteci by patriuchal vdues; especidly 
when its very function is to  introduce the subject into a socid r d i t y  that is structureci by these values. 
What is more difficult to say, and musr be determintd case by use, is to  what extent the patriuchai 
structure of semai difference is implicated in the Ocdipal process and to what extent each individuai 
accepts o r  refuses this structure. 



with the paternal hinaion, they also protest against it by means of the narrative 

structures and the texnul strategies employed in them. 

As we stated above Our objective is to demonstrate the complexities of the father- 

daughter relation in the hope of contributing to laying the groundwork for a feminist 

theorization of woman as subject of desire. We have chosen to conceptualize our 

investigation within a Lacanian theoretical framework for severai reasons. The first is 

perhaps the most evident. The very goal of psychoanaiysis is ro bring the analysuid, 

through discourse, to recognize her/his unconscious jouissance and corne to terms with 

it. Lacanian theory gives us, as reader, the tools with which to readhecognize 

incestuous jouissance and the "effects" it generates in narrative discourse. In light of 

certain Lacmian concepu - which we wiil explicate below - we propose to read these 

"effects of desire", in order to demonstrate how they are at work in the t e w ,  

questioning the father and the role he plays in bringing the daughter to the ferninine 

position in the symbolic order. More specificaliy, Lacan's theory of the father - who is 

by no means a stable, unified instance - through the tripartite concept of imaginary, 

real and symbolic father allows us to negotiate the multiple, contradictory imagos that 

compose the father figures in each text. Most importantly, the Lacanian paradigm 

convincingly describes the process of the fernale's initiation into the patriarchal sociai 

order as object of desire and it theorizes the questioning of this structure through 

hysteria. Ir therefore makes clear the importance of the hysteric's relationship to the 

father - describing how the latter is closely implicated in her protest against the logic 



that constructs sexual identity - and the implication of the father in the issue of 

feminine subjectivity. 

Desire and the Father - the Lacanian Oedipus Compiex 

Ln psychoanalytical theory, the Oedipus complex is conceived of as the founding 

stntcture of human desire, for it is the point after which the child understands his or 

her social sewal identity; it is the "étape ultime du développement psycho-sexuel 

permettant l'accès à la réalité et aux valeurs morales et socialesm.10 The Oedipus 

complex is the mechanism through which desire cornes into existence by means of the 

subject's introduction to the law of the symbolic. It is here that the child comes to 

accept the asyrnmetry between what one seeks and what one obtains, between the the 

satisfaction one receives and that which was aimed at. Imponantly, the child takes up 

his or her sexual identity after Oedipus, identifying with the feminine position or the 

masculine one. Let us begin by looking at Lacan's account of Oedipus which elaborates 

on Freud's theory, but emphasizes 

the child's normalization process. 

the role of the phallus and the father's function in 

l0 Pierre Barrès, "Prychandpx et oedipe', in Oedip et Lpsychanelyse rl~jourd 'hui, Henri Saulman (ed.), 
Toulouse, Édouard Privat, !978, p. 17. 



Lacan first addressed the Oedipus complex in the essay Les CompkwfamiCiaux 

dans la formation de I 'individa Essai d Lmiyse d kne fonction en psychoIogiel 1 and his 

account there did not differ greatly from Freud's.12 However, in his seminar of 1957- 

1958, Les Formations de L'inconscient, Lacan's concept departs in some important 

respects from the Freudian version.1) The major difference in the Lacanian schema is 

that both the female and the male child end up in a relationship of identification with 

the father which terminates the complex: the sewal identity of the child then, is 

deterrnined, not by the sex of the parent with whom the child identifies but by the 

chiid's relationship to the phalh .  

The Three Times of the Oedipus Complex 

Lacan sets up the complex in three logicai rimes or phases. In the first tirne, the child 

has already constructed whar 

garne that Freud explained in 

Lacan calls the first symbolization: this is the fort-da 

which the child represenu the mother's comings and 

Jacques Lacan, 119381 Les Complexa fimifiaux &m hz formation de 1 'individu. k s a i  d 'anuiyse d bne 
fonction en prychologie, Puis, Navarin, 1984. 
12 We will only give a few referenm to Freud's ~t- i t ingr on Oedipus i n a n d  of discussing it n t  length 
because it is quite well known. Freud's elaboration of the Oedipus complex came in 1923 with the 
article "The Ego and the Id" (in The Standard Edirion of the Complere Psychologicul Works of Sigmrrnd 
F~ezld, vol. XIX,  London, The Hogarth Press, 1961, pp. 28-39) and he continued to develop the cheory 
in: [1924] "The Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex" in The Standcrrd Edirion ..., vol. XIX, 1961 pp. 173- 
179; [1931] "Fernale Sexudity", in 7%e Standard Edition ..., vol.XXI (1927-1931), 1961; [1925] "Some 
Psychical Consequences of the Ana tomid  Distinction between the Sexes", in The Standard Edirion ..., 
vol. VII, 1953. 

l3 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire. Livre K Les Fomtdons  de i'inmmcient (1957-1958), Puis, Seuil, 1998. 



goings by throwing a bobbin back and forth.14 The child soon realizes that there is an 

explanation for the mother's presence and absence: there is something or someone else 

that the mother desires. She wants something else besides the child itself and this 

explains her absences: 

C'est la mère qui va, qui vient . . . je la sens ou je ne la sens pas, le monde 

varie avec son arrivée . . . . La question est quel est le signifié? Qu'est-ce 

qu'elle veut? Je voudrais bien que ce soit moi qu'elle veuille, mais il est bien 

clair qu'il n'y a pas que moi qu'elle veut. Il y a autre chose qui la travaille. 

(Lacan, Les Formations, 175) 

The child becomes gradually aware that it is not merely the mother's whims that 

cause her to disappear and come back again. The child learns that what causes her to 

appear and disappear is someone who incarnates the phallus - the mother's object of 

desire. Subsequently, the child is signified as lacking and wams to become the phalius 

for the mother, entering into an infmite quest to be what the other (the father) is or to 

have what he has. In so doing, the child could satisfy the mother's desire and she 

would never again be absent: "L'enfant . . . peut arriver très tôt à entrevoir ce qu'est le 

x imaginaire et, une fois qu'il l'a compris, à se faire phallusn (Lacan, Les Formations, 

175). In this first time of the Oedipus cornplex, the child identifies with the mother's 

l4 Sigmund Freud, [1920] "Beyond the Plelnrre Principle", in 73e Sczndnrd Edition ... vol. XVIII, 1955. 



object of desire, the signified of her absences - the phailus. Thus, the paternal instance is 

announced in the child's universe, for the latter is aware that there is someone else, an 

other, who possesses what the mother desires, what she lacks. 

In the second rime of the cornplex, the father intervenes as the law to forbid the 

phallus frorn the mother. But he does so in the foliowing way: the child learns that the 

mother is deprived of the phallus and that there is someone who deprives her of it.15 It 

is hence, the realization that the motber is deprived of the phdus by an outside 

presence that anchors the child's contact with the law. The mother's castration is 

revealed to the child at this time: 

C'est sur le plan de la privation de la Mère qu'à un moment donné de 

l'évolution de l'Oedipe la question se pose pour le sujet d'accepter, 

d'enregistrer, de symboliser lui-même, de rendre signifiante, cette privation 

dont la mère s'avère être l'objet. Cette privation le sujet enfantin I'assume 

ou ne l'assume pas, l'accepte ou la r ehe .  (Lacan, Les Formations, 185) 

This acceptance or refusal of the mother's privation is a turning point. Neurosis 

results when the child does not accept the fact that the mother is deprived of the 

phallus. Hysteria cm be defined as the subject's refusal of castration, a refusal to accepr 

15 We could say he or shc because the father is a function that c m  be inurnared by a man or a woman. 
As we will see below in Redonnet's F o m  Va&, the paternd funaion is incamated by a woman. 



that he or she does not have the phallus. In the case of ferninine hysteria, if the linle 

girl refuses to assume her mother's castration - that is, the mother's privation, her lack 

of the phallus - then she (the child) wili not assume her own castration. As we know 

from Freud, the little girl discovers that the mother does not possess a penis and 

subsequently reaiizes that she too, is "castrated". In the Lacanian schema, the mother 

desires something from the father that she does not possw - the signifier of this lack is 

the phallus. If, for example, the mother reveals herself as having no desire for the father 

(as we will see represented in Ernaux's work), the child wili not be able to recognize 

the mother's castration, s e d  difference will be denied and hysteria will be the only 

way out. Hence, ambiguities in sexual identifications are a common feature in hysreric 

subjects. The recognition and acceptance of the father's capacity to deprive the mother 

of the phallus is a crucial moment in Oedipus and has fundamental future 

repercussions for the subject. 

If everything procedes as it should, the child's acceptance of the privation of the 

mother makes evident that she is subject to an other law, one that is not her own: the 

satisfaction of her desire depends on someone else. This Other (the father) is seen by 

the child as desirable - he has something of vaiue that both mother and child want. 

This stage inscribes the first appearance of the law for the child. It is what Lacan calls 

the nodal point: "C'est à ce niveau que se produit ce qui fait que ce qui revient à l'enfant 

est purement et simplement la loi du père . . . conçue comme privant la mère" (Lacan, 

Les Formations, 192). The agency of privation (the father) is placed by the child in the 



position of the law; the father is in charge of the phallus for he is able to give it or not 

give it. Once the father is recognized as the one who has the phallus, the one the 

mother desires, the subject lets go of her/his identification with the phallus: "C'est le 

stade . . . nodal et négatif, par quoi ce qui détache le sujet de son identification le 

rattache en même temps à la première apparition de la loi sous la forme de ce fait, que 

la mère est dépendante d'un objet . . . que l'Autre a ou n'a pas" (Lacan, Les Formations, 

192). 

We stated above that in this phase of the complex the child positions the father in 

the place of the law. But this only t h  place through the word of the mother. The 

child only recognires the existence of a law beyond the mother if she articulates it in 

speech to the child; if she endows the father with "phallic value". A mother who does 

11ot endow the father with phdic  value will provoke hysteria or perversion in the 

child.16 For, if the father does nm have the phallus, there is no law. It is hence, upon 

the mother's word that the father's authority as representative and support of the law 

depends: 

Ce qui est essentiel, c'en que la mère fonde le père comme médiateur de ce 

qui est au-delà de sa loi à elle et de son caprice, à savoir . . . la loi comme 

l6 We can cd1 the father the "Other of the mother", the one on whom the satisfaction of her desire 
depends, the one who is the origin of the Law. Another scenario might be chat if there is no "Other of 
the mother", she will remain the law for the child, and the law will be based on the former's jouissance 
and will. 



telle . . . . Et c'est en cela qu'il est accepté ou qu'il n'est p u  accepté par 

l'enfant comme celui qui prive ou ne prive pas la mère de l'objet de son 

désir. (Lacan, Les Formrrtions, 19 1) 

In the third rime of the Oedipus complex, the child definitively recognizes the 

father as the one who possesses the  hallu us. The child not only realizes that the father 

has the phallus, but that he is capable of giving it to the mother. He becomes the one 

who supports the law and who forbib the mother as object of desire. Thus the incest 

caboo is introduced. The phailus is reinscribed as the object of the rnother's desire that 

rhe father can deliver to her. This is where the complex passes into the real: "Le 

troisième temps est ceci - le père peut donner à la mère ce qu'elle désire parce qu'il l'a. 

Ici intervient donc le fait de la puissance au sens génital du mot - disons que le père est 

un père potent. De ce fait, la relation de la mère au père repasse sur le plan réel" (Lacan, 

Les Fomzatzons, 194). 

Finally when the father is revealed as the one "who bas it", the child identifies 

with the farher who thus becomes the child's ego idea. The little girl as well, identifies 

with the father as soon as she realizes that it is with him that the phallus is found. Yet 

rhis is one of the problems in the construction of sexual difference which Oedipus 

functions to institute. The young girl, the sarne as the boy, identifies with the father at 

the end of the Oedipus complex. There is an asymmetry in this process: the boy gives 

u p  the morher as object of desire and identifies with the father - the parent of the sarne 

sex. On  the other hand, the female child is forced to take the sarne path as the male, 



identifying with the father, the parent which might be for her of the oppoite sex. The 

girl, as Lacan explains, mut  take an extra detour in the Oedipal conflic~l7 

Hence it is not Oedipai identification that situates the subject in one sexual 

position or the other (masculine or  feminine) as it had been for Freud. For Lacan it is 

the phallus. The masculine and feminine positions are established through the logic of 

having or  not having the phallus. The little boy, in identifyiq with his father, takes up 

the position of having the phalius - or a t  leas, his possession of the phallus is promised 

to him, "deferredw until a later date. The little girl gains her sexud identity through 

negation or exclusion - she does not have the phalius. The only sexuai signifier in the 

symbolic is the phallus; there is no feminine equivalent of it, meaning that there is only 

absence, a gap to represent woman's sex: "Il n'y a pas à proprement parler . . . de 

symbolisation du sexe de la femme comme tel . . . . L'imaginaire ne fournit qu'une 

absence, là où il y a ailleurs un symbole très prévalent" (Lacan, Les Psyrhoses, 198). The 

question of the hysteric, miculated through symptoms, challenges the phallicism of 

the symbolic order: if one c a n o t  symbolise woman's sex, what is a woman? As Lacan 

points out in his seniinar on psychosis, the hysteric's question, man or woman, is the 

same - it is about her/his semai position (Lacan, Les Psychoses, 191). 

Hysteria is just one indication of how the process of finally arriving at one sexual 

position or the other is a complex and difficult one. This is because there is no signifier 

l7 Jacques Lacan, Le Sémimire. Livre III. L s  Pgchoses (1915-56). Puis. Seuil, 198 1. p. 198. 



for sexual difference as such. Although the phallus aligns each subject on one side or 

the other, one is never fully certain of her/his position. For the phallus is, in effect, a 

signifier for the absence of a signifier of m a l  difference. 

The phallic function - which Lacan uses for his equations of sexuation - refers ro 

castration: one gives up wanting to be the phalius and renounces the mother as object 

of satisfaction. The subject is hence, brought into the symbolic where his/her body is 

regulated by certain w t o m s  and rules. One's existence us a subject is henceforth 

"sexed"; one is either a masculine or  ferninine subject from the moment we are 

introduced into the social order, s e w d  identity being an inherent part of subjectivity. 

The phallic function indicates or  accounu for the relation between the two sexes. Yet 

it is only culturally symbolized by the sex of one - by the penis. 

When Lacan sets up the equations representing the masculine and the ferninine, 

he shows that there is a part of "woman" that remains outside of the phallic hnction 

and hence castration: women are "pas toutes", "not-ail, not completely" implicated in 

castration. There is a parc of undecidability in woman's relation to castration. Woman 

may become rhen, constructed as a partial object in relation to masculine desire. "Nor 

all" concerned by castration, Woman is fantvized by the masculine subject as that 

which may fulfil his desire, that which rnay fulfil his provisional fantasy of wholeness. 

She functions as the objet a, the object that is the cause of desire, the partial object that 

is seen as completing the subject: " . . . le sujet homme n'a de rapport à l'autre sexe 



qu'en tant que celui-ci prend pour lui fonction d'objet (a)?* Woman is hence, 

positioned as desirable, the object of m d n e  desire. With no signifier to represent 

her sex, only the phallus by which she is defined by negation, woman's identity as 

subject of desire is problematic in the symbclic order. She is placed as object of desire 

because man, faced with his own lack after symbolic castration searches for that partial 

object which would make him whole, complete. Woman becomes man's fantasy of 

satisfaction, of pleninide, through the imaginary illusion of unity that she is 

construned to figure. In turn, the female assumes her place in the symbolic as woman 

by identifying with the position of object. In the seminar Encore, Lacan changed from 

his early work such that it w u  no ionger that women were objects of exchange, but 

that they were objects as a category in laquage, tbe object (of fantasy).19 In this 

schema, the position of subject of desire is unavailable to woman, her image is cast as 

object of fanrasy, dways seen as the desirable and not the desiring. Lacan States that 

woman's status as desiring subject is at "anotherl' locality, she possesses an "otherl' 

jouissance that cannot be articulated in the symbolic order: " F a  femme] a, par rapport 

à ce que désigne de jouissance la fonction phallique, une jouissance supplémentaire" 

(Lacan, Encore, 68). This poses the question of her status as desiring subject. 

l8 Catherine Millor, Nobodaddy. L 'Hystérie LN ie siècle, Paris. Point Hors Ligne, 1988, p. 129. 

l9 Jacques Lacan, Le Sémimire. L i m  XX Encore (1962-63). Paris, Seuil, 1975. 



The female's construction as womui, the desirable, is carried out by the father 

through the paternal huictioion. The symbolic father, through the mother's discourse, is 

responsible for the human subject's position as sexed, as masculine or  ferninine. 

Through the mechanisrns of the Oedipus complex, organized and mediated by the 

father, rhe fernale moves into the position of having no signifier for her sex, of being 

desirable and not desiring. Hysteria emerges when the process of sexuation goes off the 

rails. And as  we will discuss below, it is towards the father that the hysteric directs her 

protest to the mïssing signifier for her sex. It is necessary, in investigating the ferninine 

subject's resistance to her place as fantasy, as object of masculine desire, to look at the 

representations of hysteria that are staged in the fatherdaughter relationship. Our 

corpus of texts will allow us to do this. 

For Lacan, the end of Oedipus institutes the child's confrontation with the Iaa- 

of the symbolic order. The father's work in this process is referred to as the paremai 

frrnction. In fact, Lacan's entire conception of the father is founded on the notion of 

function. Lacan defines paternity as an "effect of the signifier", an effect of what he 

cdls the Narne-of-the-Father.20 The Nuneof-the Father is established through the 

p a t m l  metaphor, metaphor referring to the substitution of one signifier for 

Jacques Lacan, 'D'une question préliminaire i mut traitement possible de la psychose" in Écrits, 
Paris, Seuil, 1966, p. 555. 



another.21 In Our discussion of the Oedipus cornplex, we mentioned the child's first 

symbolization in which he or she represents the mother's comings and goings. The 

primary signifier, the child's first "signifying transaction", is formed by the 

representation of presence and absence. It is in fact, a signifier for the "desire of the 

mother", understood transitively and intrmsitively. In the action, for example, of 

throwing the bobbin to and fro, fort-&, the child represents the mother's desire - that 

"something else" which takes her away from the child - and his or her own desire for 

the mother. The paternal rnetaphor brings the child fully into the signifying chain by 

replacing this primary signifier: 

Quelle est la voie symbolique? C'est la voie métaphorique . . . c'est en tant 

que le père se substitue à la mère comme signifiant que va se produire le 

résultat ordinaire de la métaphore. L'élément signifiant intermédiaire 

tombe, et le S entre en possession p u  voie métaphorique de l'objet du désir 

de la mère, qui se présente sous la forme du phallus. (Lacan, Les Formations, 

176) 

When the child discovers, as we related above, that the mother is subject to 

another 1aw that is not arbitrary, the p n m q  signifier is replaced by another signifier. 

21 O n  rnetaphor a d  metonyrny and the unconrcious see "L'Imance de la lettre dans l'inconscient ou Ia 
raison depuis Freud". Écrits, Puis, Seuil, 1966, pp. 493-528. 



The substitution of the "desire of the motherw (Lacan's term for the primary signifier) 

with the Name-of-the-Father marks the child's entrance into the symbolic. Thus, the 

Narne-of-the-Father elides the "desire of the motherw and establishes itself as an 

organizing principle in the child's heretofore disordered pre-symbolic universe. The 

Name-of-the-Father is the signifier that holds the key to signification, to using laquage 

to generate meaning; it "makes sense" of the outside world and confers upon the 

subject a place in the symbolic order. The world is no longer a precarious place, 

varying with the mother's "whims", by her "random" comings and goings, but 

organized by the father's intervention into a signifying structure: the father embodies 

the cause of the mother's whirns which henceforth becorne a desire for this cause, a 

desire for the phailus. Hence both Lacan and Freud place the father in the position of 

the one who guides the subject in his or her first encounter with the law. The resulting 

experience of loss is every subject's destiny and the father is the came of this loss. The 

subject, once integrated into the symbolic order, is condemned to lack and must give 

up the desire to be the phallus for the mother.22 The father henceforth comes to 

signify the subject as lacking. Introduced by this process into the "redm of the 

22 In our use of the term "lackW, we have simplified Lacan's definition beause the concept changes with 
the develo~ment of his work. This definition - lack as the deprivation of the phallus (the subject may 
nor be the phailus for the mother) cornes from his seminar of 1956, La Rekztion d'ob/ét, puis, Seuil, 
19941. Later on, in his seminar of 1957, Lacan designates lack as the lack of a signifier in the Other: that 
is, the signifier is never completc despite the endless atternpts of the subject to locate one that would 
fuily represent his o r  her being. Hence, the missing signifier (-1) defuies o r  constitutes the subject. Cf. Le 
Séminaire. Ltwe  K Les Formations de Z'znconsciÊnr, 



signifier", the child must articulate his or her demand through the signifying chain. 

The entrance into language is what Lacan calls the inauguration of desire. The father is 

hencefonh the figure who the child may look at as the permanent focal point of his or 

her desire. He is the source, the root of the subject's desire. The mother is the 

primordial object of satisfaction but the father is the reason that desire exists. Through 

the Name-of-the father, he cornes to signify the subject's desire. If we are to begin to 

attempt to articulate woman's desire, woman's position as desiring subject, one 

approach is to start at the personage who is the cause of desire - the father. 

We have sought here, to demonstrate with Lacan's concepts the extent to which 

the father is im~licated in the subject's relationship to desire. If the father is the cause 

of desire, it is because the Nune-of-the-Father is the signifier on which the entire 

symbolic order rests, it is the signifier of desire. It is not surprising then, that it is 

rowards the father that the subject often turns when she or he comes to question 

her/his desire. This questioning is typical of the hysteric position and it is to the father 

that her/his question is directed. We will begin to demonstrate some of the ways that 

the father is inserted into the ferninine Oedipal narrative by analyzing t e w  that deal 

directly with the problem of the family and that question the father and the symbolic 

structure for which "he" is deemed responsible. We will show that the father is not just 

someone against whom the small Oedipal rival nruggles in order to escape paternai 

authority nor someone that the good son identifies with, obeys, and subrnits to. The 

father does not play his role in Oedipus and then disapppear. The father is aiso an 



imago, an imaginary representation that the subject invents and reinvents according to 

her/his encounters with the law and confrontations with desire. 

Hence the subject has many fathers - many imaginvy fathers who corne and go 

and are constantly reincarnated in fantasy. In the Lacanian schema, this imaginary 

father is one of three possible fathers belonging to the symbolic, the real, and the 

imaginary. The symbolic father has a specific funaion and may be incarnated by 

various individuals throughout the subject's life. And there is the real father - the man 

in flesh and blood that is the les t  theorized. We will not discuss any real fathers in Our 

study for we have no access to them through the subject's narration; only the 

silhouette of the imaginary father can be provided by the narrating subject's discourse, 

rhat and the structural fwictioning of the symbolic father. Let us discuss the three 

Lacanian fathers in more detail. 

The Father: Real, Symbolic and Irnaginary 

In the Lacanian model, the father's role is not dependent on the physical presence of 

the man in flesh and blood who might or might not have participated in the act of 

procreation. The status of the father as the "Other of the mother" and then a 

representative of the Iaw is more important as a function in the normalizing process of 

the child. Although the mother remains a carnal entity and her body is inscribed in the 

conceptualization of maternity, the reai father, the person, hgs next to no importance 

in paternity if he does not take up the place of the law. Lacan explains: 



. . . aucune femme n'enfante sans avoir eu un coït . . . Or ce crédit est très 

précisément ce qui n'a pas dans la question la moindre importance . . . - 

C'est bien ce qui démontre que l'attribution de la procréation au père ne 

peut être que l'effet d'un pur signifiant, d'une reconnaissance non pas du 

père réel, mais de ce que la religion nous a appris à invoquer comme le 

Nom-du-Père -23 

The rymbolzcfather is the father that we have just discussed. He is the father chat 

institutes the law in Oedipus. Lacan's description of the symbolic father reveals the 

influence of Freud's work on the orîgins of religion. The myth of the prima1 father 

elaborated in Totem and Taho is closely linked to the image of the symbolic father.24 

After the horde of sons murders the father, a symbol - the totem - cornes to statnd in for 

him. The law is thus established; incest and destruction of the totem become the taboo 

that al1 the members of the horde must respect. The brothers adhere to the law because 

of the remorse and guilt they feel for their crime. The sons' violent crime is repressed, 

becoming the rraumatic core of the real upon which the law rests, and only the law 

with its totems and taboos remains as the symbol that replaces the murdered father. It 

is the symbol that replaces the real. The law covers over the crime, removing it from 

23 Jacques Lacan, Le Sémiwire. Li- IV, La Rekation d'objet (1916-13, Puis, Seuil, 1994, p. 556. 

24 Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo, t-S. James Strachey, London, Routledge uid Kegan Paul. 1950. 



memory such chat the its origin is repressed. The law iuelf represents the symbolic 

father. Invisible and absent like the pimal father, the symbolic father cm only be 

represented, symbolized by someone who stands in for it, just as the totem stands in 

for, symbolizes the murdered father. Lacan calls the symboiic father "inconceivable" 

because he does not intervene in the subject's worlci, never directly addressing him or 

her, never showing his face; he is invisible, like the monotheistic god, nowhere to  be 

seen and yet dl-knowing and dl-powerful (Lacan, ta Relation, 2 10). 

The symbolic father intervenes in reality through the intermediary of the real 

fatber. The reai father steps in, incarnathg the symbolic father in the third time of the 

Oedipus complex. The real father is crucial in the Oedipal conflict. He is the mediator 

that steers the subject's desire ouuide of the fazdy, away from the incesmous rnother- 

child dyad. If we look at how Freud's myth connects to Lacan's real father, we 

understand why the larter is characterized as an unknowable figure. Lacan associates 

"him" with the   ri mal father because after the latter's murder, the law replaces him. 

The act that founds the law is repressed dong with the tyrannical figure who took 

pleasure in al1 the women of the horde while forbidding the same women from the 

sons. The real - the terrible father and the violent crime of the sons - becomes 

inaccessible, forgotten afrer onginal repression. The Law of the totem is not based on 

the father as he "really" was, but on the transformed figure that the sons' guilt and 

remorse produced. For the subject, the real father is also "replaced" by the law; because 

the reai father incarnates the symbolic father and curies out the paternal function, the 



person that he "really is" is obscured, blockeâ by his role as representative of the law. 

Of course, this is not entirely the case - there is always some father. For it is 

detrimental to the subject if the real father identifies too much with the law. But on the 

other hand, it is dso problematic if the real father does not identify at al1 with the law. 

The failure of the real father to effect the mediation between the law and the subject's 

desire can form the basis of neurotic structures. For example, in la Refation d'objet, 

Lacan demonstrates the outcome of the real father's inability to Mfill his funaion. In 

his re-reading of Freud's case Analysu of a Phobirr in a Five-Year-Old B@, he shows 

that it is because Ham' father does not move into the castrating position that the linle 

boy's phobia appears.26 

In his article on the family romance, Freud elaborates on the fantasmatic activity 

that takes place around the father when the child discovers that he or she w u  born 

from the mother's body.27 In 

child builds a family romance, 

understanding the incertitude regarding the father, the 

a fantasy of an ideal father: he or  she imagines the father 

25 Sigmund Freud, "Analysis of a Phobia in a Five-Yeu-Old Boy" in 7he Standctrd Edition . . . Volume 
X, London, The Hogarth Press, 1955, p. 5-149. 

26 Jacques Lacan, Le S é m i ~ i r e  L i m  ICI Lz Relation d 'o&f . . . pp. 199408. Lacan explains: "Une chose 
est cerraine, c'est que la guérison [de Huis) arrive au moment où s'exprime de la façon la plus daire, 
sous la forme d'une histoire articulée, la castration comme telle. C'est i savoir que I'instdlateur ainsi 
nommé vient, la lui dévisse, et lui en donne une autre. C'cst exactement là que s'arrête l'observation. O n  
peur en conclure que la solution & la phobie est liée i la constellation de cette triade - orgie imaginaire, 
intervention du père réel, castration symbolique . . . La mise au jour de la castration donne son terme à 
la phobie" (Lacan, 230). 

27 Sigrnund Freud, "Family Romuica", 7i.w Standmd Editim ... vol. M. London. Hogiuth Press, 1961 
pp. 237-241. 



to be a king or an uistocrat. The reai father is hence "set aside" but at the same cime 

elevated to an idealized figure. In what Paul-Laurent Assoun c d s  a "dialectic of 

incarnation", the real father is transformed and re-incarnated according to the various 

fantastic and fantasmatic imagos that the subject invents.28 In Lacan's theory, the 

imaginary father is, in some respects, anaiogous ro the invented, fantasized father of the 

family romance. Once again, he has nothing to do with the real father: the subject 

creates a fantasmatic persona to whom h is  or her dialeaicd relationship of aggression 

and identification refers. This imaginary relationship forms the psychologicai support 

of the subject's future relations to his or  her sembkzbfe, to other human subjects. 

The imaginary father c m  take on different, contradictory forms. Sometimes he 

takes the form of a frightening ogre-like figure who persecutes the subject: 

Nous voyons fréquemment intervenir dans les fantasmes de l'enfant une 

figure à l'occasion grimaçante du père, et aussi de la mère, qui n'a qu'un 

rapport extrêmement lointain avec ce qui a été présent du père réel de 

l'enfant, et qui est uniquement lié à la fonction que joue le père imaginaire à 

un moment du développement. (Lacan, La Relation, 220) 

28 Paul-Laurent Assoun, "Fonctions freudienta du père' in Le P h  métaphovepitmeiie et/onctzons du 
père. L 'Interdit, fa Fiiïution, la Transmission, Puis, Denoël, "L'espace andytique", 1989, p. 36. 



Sometimes the imaginary father is represented as God or as the idealfitber. This 

is the father that the hysteric seeks; he is the "remedy" to the law: "Audelà de h Mère, 

Autre réel de la demande dont on voudrait qu'elle cdme le désir (c'est-à-dire son désir), 

se profile l'image d'un père qui fermerait les yeux sur les désirs."29 The ideai father is 

the one who would overlook his function of integrating the child's desire with the law 

and allow the child total satisfaction. In other words, he would eradicate desire: "Le 

père souhaité est clairement . . . le Père mon. Mais aussi bien un Père qui serait 

parfaitement le maître de son désir, ce qui vaudrait autant pour le sujetn (Lacan, 

Subvmion, 824). Hence, the ideal father is a father who would permit the subject's 

jouissance. 

The ideal father will be an important concept in the analysis of our corpus: his 

figure often surfaces when there is an impasse in the Oedipal process. This figure is 

constructed as a recourse in the subject's resistance to castration. The hysteric 

fantasizes an ideal father who can procure for her the jouissance that she stnves 

towards. Our discussion will return to the ideal incarnation of the imaginary father 

when we address the question of hysteria in the work of Cixous and Ernaux. For the 

moment, we will turn our attention to hysteria in order to explain its intimate 

connection with the father. 

29 Jacques Lacan, "Subversion du sujet et dialectique du désir cians l'inconscient freudienn, Éoits, Puis, 
Seüil, p. 821. 



Hysteria, Jouissance and the Paternai Function 

In Catherine Millot's study of hysteria and the father, the author draws a line through 

Freud's work on hysteria and makes clev the conneaion of this neurosis with the 

father.30 Millot points out that when Freud CO-wrote the StudiPs on HyneM31 he noted 

rhat many of his female patients were experiencing great trauma brought on by the 

death of the father (Mîilot, 16). Later on, in his leners to Fliess, Freud believed that the 

traumatic event that induced hysteria was seniai in nature - an anempt by the father to 

seduce the daughter. Even though Freud rejected the credibility of the sexual trauma 

provoked by the father to which many of his patients testified, Freud found that 

hysteria had very much to do with the father. The Oedipus complex replaced the 

seducrion theory and a repressed desire for the father became the explanation for 

fantasies of sewal advances by the father. Leaving vide the debate and discussion over 

Freud's controversial manoeuvre, we observe that from the beginning of his research 

inro hysteria, the father has aiways had some important involvement in this psychic 

structure. 

In Our investigation of literary representations of the feminine Oedipus complex, 

the question of hysteria is associated throughout with the daughter-father relationships 

)O Catherine Millot, Nobodrrddy. L'Hystérie &m le s V d e ,  Paris, Point Hors Ligne,1988. 
31 Josef Breuer and Sigmund Freud, LI8951 "Studies on Hynerirn, in 7he Stmdard Edition..,vol. II. 



staged in the corpus of tem.  From the Cixoiian nurator's inability to mourn the 

hysteric fantasy of the ideal father, to Ernaw's identification with the hysteric image 

of the helpless, weak father through to Redonnet's illustration of the jouissance of 

indifference so common in the hystek structure, the consistent surfacing of the 

problem of hysteria and the father's part therein cannot be overlooked. In addition, the 

recurrence of themes - such as androgyny or sacrifice - that are so intimately tied to the 

hysteric are mounted throughout these women's works. We argue that the figure of 

the hystenc c m  be read as having a certain function in the authors' writing: to play the 

role of the one who questions, the one who challenges the law of the symbolic. We 

will dernonstrate in each writer's work how the representation of hysteria constitutes a 

challenge or questioning of the structure of the symbolic and the law of the father. For 

the moment however, we will discuss what it is exactly that the hysteric seeks to 

contest. 

In order to understand the hysteric's challenge to the "order of things", we must 

first ask why hysteria mostly concerns women? Millot provides an important answer: 

Si c'est le féminin qui vient ici sous la plume à propos de l'hystérie, c'est 

dans la mesure où les femmes, plus directement concernées par la carence de 

ce qui viendrait désigner leur être dans le symbolique, se voient amenées à 

interroger de manière plus radicale la structure de ce symbolique, 

interrogation qui est au fondement de la position hystérique. (Millot, 105) 



The hysteric uks  questions, she challenges the paternal function and the 

problematic position of the feminine subject in the symbolic. As we explained above, 

the phallus is the only sipifier of sexual difference in the symbolic order; in fact, what 

it signifies is the absence of a signifier for senal difference. There is only one signifier 

and the optical support for it is the penis; the feminine sex is excluded from the 

phallus. There is no feminine equivalent for it. Hence, symbolizing woman's sex is 

quite a cornplex matter. 

The hysteric refuxs the feminine position and challenges the paternal function 

which founds her problematic inscription as a woman in the symbolic. Paradoxically, 

her neurosis is supponed by the father. As Millot explains, there are two prevalent 

imaginary paternal figures in hysteria: " . . . celle du   ère mort, dès lors impuissant à 

abriter de la jouissance et celle du père pervers, séducteur, par qui le scandale arrive" 

(Millot, 16). These two figures, which constitute the hysteric's fantasy of the ideal 

father, are the form that the father takes in the hysteric's protest against the paternal 

hnction. In our discussion of Cixous's work, we will defme more precisely these two 

figures and analyze how they are used to represent an escape from castration. 

The hysteric's ultimate goai is jouissance even if it is paradoxically imagined as 

being held off until the future. The father's presence as an obstacle to this forever 

deferred jouissance is not without contradictions. The hysteric appeals to these 

contradictiotis, plays on them in her incestuou fantvy of an ideal father. Millot's 

outline of the paternal function and the father's p u r  in the subject's quest for 



jouissance is fruithl for our uialysis. Basing her dixussion on the work of Ferenczi3?, 

she describes the intervention of the father on the Oedipal scene not only as a loss of 

innocence for the child, but as a loss of jouissance W l o t ,  36). The fantasized exit from 

the rnaternal universe where plenitude and h i o n  with the mother would be wured is 

seen as what has been lost: this lost state of jouissance (what Lacan terms the jorrissance 

de 1 'Autre) can be conceived of as a passive position of rest or peace. Millot artidates it 

as "une jouissance que l'on pourrait quaiifier de léthale, à l'image d'un sommeil qui 

s'approfondirait jusqu'i la mort . . . "(Millot, 39, my emphasis) 

The father brings difference into the child's universe through the introduction of 

phallic jouissance. The latter is diametricaily opposed ro the satisfaction of needs, the 

jouissance enjoyed pre-Oedipally with the mother. With the intrusion of phallic 

. . 
Jouissance, the child becornes conscious of the mother's castration, her lack (once 

again, the child realizes that she desires the father because he has the phallus and he can 

give it) and sees her desire as something infmite that c a n o t  be satisfied. The child's 

newly acquired knowledge of the mother's unsatisfiable desire opens up the way 

towards a jouissance of destruction played out through the wish of self-sacrifice, the 

desire to become the phallus that would make the mother whole, not lacking. The 

encounter with this jouissance marks a split in the subject: she/he identifies both with 

32 Millot dircuses in paniculu Ferenczi's conceptian of trauma. Cf. Sindor Ferenczi, "Confusion de 
langue entre les adultes et l'enfant" in Oerrvres compktes, vol. IV, Paris, Payot, 1982. 



the "aggressorw aud, at  the svne time, wishes to sacrifice herhirnself to the materna1 

Other in order to fulfil the latter's lack. This very first identification, this primary 

desire is one of selfdestruction: to be the phallus for the mother produces a jouissance 

of sacrifice. The father's entrance onto the scene provokes a movement towards self- 

destniction, in itself a form of jouissance that the father will forbid in Oedipus when 

the law is introduced. Millot designates this movement towards destruction as 

jouissance sacrz~ielle in which the child "[accepte] de se sacrifier à la toute-puissance de 

I r  Autre" (hhllot, 36). The patemal funaion thus produces a paradox: 

Le père apparaît donc à la fois comme celui qui interdit la jouissance de 

l'Autre, qui est le responsable de la perte . . . du monde de I'innocence, 

monde exempt de la faute et du manque, et comme celui par l'intervention 

duquel s'ouvre la dimension de l'incomblable béance du désir maternel, 

celui qui livre ainsi à l'abîme de la jouissance destructrice. (Millot, 41) 

The father simultaneously forbids the jouissance of the Other (the fusion with 

rhe mother) and provokes the drive towards a jouissance of destruction, of self- 

sacrifice. This leads to the hysteric's contradictory appeal to the father: ". . . qu'il sache 

dire non à l'impératif surmoïque de la jouissance, y apporter une limite protectrice, 

qu'il sache ne p u  succomber à la fascination du sacrifice . . . et qu'il sache en même 

temps fermer les yeux sur les désirs et ne pas troubler la jouissance léthalew (Millot, 42). 

The hysteric wants the father to protect ber from the horror of the iqerat ive of a 



sacrificial jouissance and yet, she wmu the father to disregard her strive towuds lethal 

jouissance, that movement back to the original state of fbsion with the mother, the 

death-like calm in which there is no difference, no separation. The dual appeai to the 

father then is to prorect from one mode of jouissance and at the same time, permit the 

other. 

The hysteric's appeal becornes problematimd when it cornes up against the 

parernal function which offers no guuantee of the satisfaction of desire. The father's 

intervention marks the interdiction of pleninide: effectuating castration and separation, 

the su bject 's existence "in desire" begins: 

Le père est la cause (le responsable) du désir, mais il ne l'apaise pas . . . . Le 

désir naît de la tension de la différence, ainsi que du déséquilibre entre ce 

qui est visé et ce qui est obtenu . . . . La loi, c'est le désir, mais c'est une loi 

sans garantie contre la jouissance, car le désir ne saurait être promis à la 

satisfaction. (Millot, 42) 

In other words, although the father introduces desire, he will never abolish desire 

or promise its satisfaction. This is however, the hysteric's hope. The fantasy of an ideal 

father - that father who wiil not disturb the incestuous union - is produced by this 

predicament where by the paternal function provokes doomed expectations. Yet the 

hysteric fanta~rnaticall~ constructs an ideal father, one who will assure the mastery of 



desire. Millot's work makes clear the fundamental place of the father in the hysteric 

structure. He is the focal point of her neurosis: 

Le père apparaît ainsi comme le point de butée des associations, la limite du 

dicible . . . . Le père comme signifiant, point de capiton des associations de 

l'hystérique, marque ainsi la place obscure d'où s'origine le désir. Point 

limite pour la pensée . . . ,il se présente comme le point de résistance majeur 

du discours. (Millot, 17) 

In the hysteric structure, he constitutes a point of resistance, a limit. If we are to 

investigare the figure of the father in women's writing, the questions that hysteria 

poses ought to be considered. The two modes of jouissance - lethal and sacrificial 

jouissance - of which we spoke above will be played out in relation to the father. 

Sustaining the hysteric structure in the texts, lethal and sacrificial jouissance will 

emerge in Our readings of Cixous, Ernaw, and Redonnet. We will read the 

representation of hysteria and jouissance as a challenge or resistance to the paternal 

function of castration that institutes woman's place without a signifier for ber sex and 

as object of masculine desire. As a figure that contests and questions the structure of 

the symbolic order, the hysteric's diverse means of protest may- be read as an objection 

co the universai phlilicism of the social order and the economy of exclusion that ir 

generates. The phallus is singular in its topology, based on the economy of One; it does 

not include the ferninine. We read hysteria then as a symptom of dissent, a reaction 



against the exclusion of women Y desiring subjecu in the social order. The analyst's 

work, according to Millot, mua be to "faire entendre la plainte hystérique autrement 

que sous la forme pétrifiée du symptôme ou dans la ségrégation asilaire" @fillot, 160). 

Millot sees hysteria in this century as a boundary or barrier against totalitarian 

tendencies that an unchecked universal phallicism might foster. She concludes: 

Par sa résistance à la prétention à l'universel du phalficisrne . . . assumant 

d'incarner ce qui ne s'y laisse pas réduire, elle fait valoir ce qui ne saurait 

être éliminé sans conduire au pire. Parfois dramatiquement identifiée au 

laissé-pour-compte du symbolique, elle peut être tentée d'incarner jusqu'au 

sacrifice suprême la vérité que nos temps modernes menacent de forclore. 

(Millot, 156) 

The author does not pose hysteria as the ultimate answer but rather as an 

observation of the smail pockets of resistance, as the pressure that is necessary for 

resistance against the increving danger of segregation and exclusion. And if hysteria 

more often affiicts women, it is because they have something at nake in the structure 

of the symbolic; and there are more than a few who oppose it, sometimes successfully 

through politicai action and sometimes unsuccessfully through the somatic conversion 

of opposition - the symptom. Our intent is to use Millot's conception of the hysteric as 

"garde-fou" and as "questioner", as a prism through which we will read the hysteric 

structures and figures of the father represented in our corpus. These texts fascinate 



because they articulate some son of chdienge to the ~aternal  funaïon while 

continuously invoking, appealing to the figure of the father throughout. They do not 

stage h~steria as a romantic ideal or as a viable position for women, but they do 

demonstrate how hysteria metaphorizes discontent with the status quo, presenting 

images through which the question of feminine desire and subjectivity - which in a 

patriarchal order are unseparable [rom women's relation to the father - are 

problematized. 

Three Conternporary French Writers 

Despite the general similarities of Cixous, Ernaux and Redonner, what is compelling 

about studying them together is their differences: Cixous's ornate prose, her complex, 

non-linear narrative structures and intricate plays on language contras grearly with 

Ernaux's fragmented, detached writing that expresses a nripped b u e  redity which, on 

the surface, appeus to be related without emotion or judgement; Redomet's naive, 

child-like narrators that speak in a sparse prose consisting only of nominal sentences 

create a fantastic or fairy tale-like atmosphere in her novels. Yet the rïgidly fured 

composition of some works and the author's black humour lend a simultaneously 

ironic and orninous tone to the work. But these three authors with very different 

narrative styles will demonstrate for us the complexity of the figure of the father and 

its import in the question of women's subjectivity. 



Cixous and Ernaux are recognized wnten whose works have received very much 

critical attention both in France and in North America. Marie Redomet's work 

however is less recognized aithough it is gradudy, since her first publication in 1985, 

becorning the object of more and more critical discussion. Al1 three authors' work has 

especially been discussed in relation to their contributions to feminine writing and to 

issues of gender. Although the problem of the father seems to implicitly insinuate itself 

throughout each of the writers' oeuvre, criticism of their work has seemed to overlook 

this problem or deal briefly with it in relation to other themes. Afrer having surveyed 

the writing of many contemporary French writers - especiaily those writing "family 

fictions" - we observed chat these three adhere with each other through their cornmon 

representation of the hystenc structure and their preoccupation with the father, 

unavoidably raising issues and demonstrating connections between the Oedipus 

complex and the problems of feminine subjectivity. Not only does our corpus 

contribute to the investigation of cultural representations of the fatherdaughter 

relationship, the very themes and problems that we will be taking up are ones that 

have not been widely addressed in the critical discussions of the authors' work. 

Perhaps the most notable example of this is Hélène Cüous.33 Hélène Cixous's 

rich body of work - consisting of plays, literary criticism, prose, essays and fiction - 

33 Because Ckour' body of work bas been developing for over 30 yeus, rhere ir much more criticism of 
her fiction than that of Ernaux and Redonnet. The question of the father has been raised in some articles 
on her work but nor, as we will do, in reiarion to  hyneria and sexud difference. 



spans three decades and continues to develop today. However, she has been especidy 

recognized in North America for her polemical texts which address the question of 

wnting and gender. Her writings on sexual difference have stimulated much 

discussion, especially in the Anglo-saxon feminist milieu. Her literary works take up 

many of the issues in her critical and theoretical texts - language, subjectivity, the 

relation to the other and é~~itureféminine.34 We have chosen to study two of Cixous's 

texts because her oeuvre, in generai, constitutes an important contribution to the 

exploration and representation of feminine subjectivity and desire through this concept 

of é c h u e  féminine. It is interesting then, in light of the author's theoretical and 

fictional endeavours to articulate feminine desire in writing, to examine how and if the 

father has some role to play. Cixous herself refers to the importance of the father as the 

inspiration for her writing: "My father has so far incarnated the wrinen word for me, 

he was this tragic protagonist. 1 have, almost without exception, wrinen tragic texts"?j 

In addition, in an essay that maps the development of her oeuvre, she writes: "Il y a 

quelque chose de simple et de mystérieux dans l'origine d'une écriture: 'Je' suis dans le 

père que je porte, il me hante, je le vis. Ii y a un rappon entre père et langue, père et 

34 Cixour' theoretical rems that address the question of writing 'in the feminine" and that have been 
most widely read, translated and discussed are: [with Catherine Clément] La jeune née, Paris, Union 
Générale d'Éditions, 10/18, 1975; Soufier, Puis ,  d a  femmes, 1975; "Le Rire de la Méduse", L'Arc 
(Simone de Bearivoir), 61, 1975, pp. 39-54; [with Madeleine Gagnon and Annie Leclerc] La Venue à 
I0éo+rrre, Paris, Union Générale d'Éditions, 197ï. 

35 Tuvn Konstr6m. ^Hélène Cixous: tragedins och komedins dotter", Hufz~ucistadsbkadet. Helsinki, July 
4 ,  1999 (my translation). 



'symbolique'".36 The father is intimately tied to her position as a (feminine) writing 

It is ~lausible then, that Cixous's work wili have something substantial to tell us 

about the fatherdaughter relationship and how it is attached to the question of 

feminine subjectivity and writing as a woman. Hence, the taro most evident t e w  to 

examine in Cixous's enormous body of work will be those two that directly address 

the father-daughter relationship. The father appears as a significant figure in the 

author's first novel, Dedans, for which she won the Prix Médicis in 1969.3' This same 

paternal figure appears thirty yevs later in one of Cùtous's most recent works, an 

autobiographicd tem entitled Oc les lemes de mon père.38 It is on these two works that 

our analysis will focus to demonstrate how the fantasized relationship to the figure of 

the dead father undertakes to challenge the law of separation. In both texts, he is 

fantasmatically ressurrected through the scenarios, dialogues and oniric sequences that 

articulate loss and at the same time, seek to evade or deny castration. This struggle 

with absence and separation and the drive towards jouissance that the avoidance of 

separation implies, wili generate an hysteric structure that can be read in the narratives. 

36 Hélène Cixous, "De la scène de l'inconscient i h scène de l'Histoire", Hélène CUror<r chemins d'me 
ém'tztre, Muriam Diaz-Diocaretz and Française van Rornim-Guyon (eds.), Saint-Denis, Presses 
universitaires de Vincennes - Amsterdam, Rodopi, 1990, p. 19. 

37~é lène  C~XOUS, Dedans, Puis, Éditions d a  femmes, 1986 [Grassgr, 19691. 

38 Hélène Cixous, Or: les letrres de mon ph?, Puis, Éditions des femmes, 1997. 



This structure works as a trope of resistance to the paternal function and we will show 

how it hinges on an unresolvable desire for the father. In Dedans, we will uial~ze: the 

protagonist's Oedipal desire and the representation of the "hysteric's father" that this 

desire generates. In Or: les l e m  de mon père, we will show that despite the signs that 

mark the attempt to mourn the father, the Oedipd scenario that structures Cixous's 

first narrative remains intact in the text written thirty years later, leaving certain 

hysteric elements intact. 

Although the father is an important figure in her literary writing, mort of the 

criticism of Cixous's work has focused on the more polemical writings and the theme 

of the feminine and the body. Morag Shiach, Susan Sellers and Mairéad Hanranhan 

have briefly discussed the father in Cixous's work in their discussions of Dedans.39 

Anne-Marie Picard however, - in a tem that Iooks at Dedans and Or: les lettres de mon 

père - has taken up the question of the father and drawn a line through the author's 

oeuvre that links her works to an imaginary figure of her fragile dead father: 

Ses propres peuples d'anges incarnés dans ses fictions et son théâtre . . . sont 

ses 'guides' . . . . Nous savons que son premier ange, la mère de tous et le 

j9 Cf. Mairéad Hamanhan, "Hélène Cixour's Dnliins: The Father Makes an Eut." Contemporary k n c h  
Fiction by Women: Fminist Pmpertizles, Margaret Atack and Phil Powrie, (e6.) Manchester, Manchester 
University Press, 1990, pp 151-162; Morag Shiach, Hélène Cixous: A Politics of Wnting, London, 
Routledge, 1991; Susan Sellers, Hélène Cimus: Authorshlp, Autobiograpby and Love, London, Polity 
Press. 1996. 



prototype de tous les frêles jeunes hommes de ses épopées, était et est 

toujours, son père. Il est le premier homme qu'Hélène a désiré enlever au 

Destin. C'est donc de lui qu'il va être question.40 

By discussing the Oedipal bond with this imaginvy figure of the father in Ckous's 

work, Picard concludes that the father is the ongin of the author's writing. He is, as 

Picard calls it, lepère de Iëcriture. 

Picard also discusses how the desire to  protect the dead is implicated in Ckous's 

writing - specifically, to protect this imaginary father whose figure is threatened by the 

separation that the symbolic order imposes (Picard, "Cette tombe", 1). More generally, 

Cixous's task is to resuscitate the disappeared, the forgotten - protecting them from 

effacement and oblivion. Cixous States: 

Je rêve de protéger les vivants et les mow. Car on peut aussi tuer les morts, 

on peut les enterrer, les effacer à l'infini. Il faut arriver, en écrivant . . . à 

'donner la main à ce que l'on a perdu' . . . . Protéger est mon fantasme. 

(Cixous, "De la scène", 20) 

40 Anne-Marie Picard, 'Cette tombe est une source, Le Pire de l'kriruren, mimeo. University of 
Western Ontario (conference papcr CUcozm croisées d'une oeuvre, June 1998, Cerisy-LÎ-Salle, France), p. 
3. 



It is the final separation brought on by death that her writing seeks to  elude, to 

push away.41 Cixous's practice of "writing in the feminine" has k e n  conceived of as 

that which resists complete surrender to the symbolic: "une économie libidinale qui 

s'oppose à celle, marquée par la coupure et la retention . . . toute entière soumise à la 

Loi et au symbolique" (Diaz-Diocaretz and van Rossum-Guyon, 6). As we will show in 

the next chapter, we too read this drive in her narratives to avoid separation as 

resistance to the paternal function that effectuates the split from the other, cailed 

castration. For Cixous, writing, instead of confirming separation and mourning, seeks 

to avoid it. It seeks to maintain the Oedipal bond with an imaginary father who can 

provide accw to ferninine jouissance which eludes the symbolic. 

Annie Ernaux's first novel, Annoires vidq, published in 1974, is a young 

woman's interior monologue that relates her attempts to gain autonomy from her 

parents and the working class environment to which they belong.42 Her other tens 

such as Ce qu'ifs d d m  ou tiett (1977), La Femme gelée (1981) and Passion simple (1992) 

have feminine narrators teiling their stories of disillusionment and resistance to the 

sexuai identity and the role expected of them.43 Al1 of Ernaux's works are loosely 

autobiographical and al1 of her heroines share some sirnilar qualities with the author. 

41 This point has also been made by Shiach (1991), Scllcrs (1996), and Picard (1998). 

42 Annie Ernaux, Annoires vides, Puis, Gallimard, 1974. 

43 Ce q~ ' i ls  dirent OH rien, Paris* Gdlimard, 1977; La Fmme gelée* Paris, Gallimard, 198 1; Parrion simple, 
Paris, Gallimard, 1991. 



Some are written as "autobiognphicai fiction" (early works such as Annoires vidés and 

Ce qu 'ils disent ou rien) and others constiture "authentic" autobiographical texts (Une 

femme, La P h ,  and La Honte).« An important rmtrring theme in her work is the 

distanced relationship to her parents and the alienation experienced in bourgeois circles 

because of her working class origins. Effectuaring the break with the past appears to be 

an on-going project. Her entire oeuvre is dedicated to unraveling the tightly coiled 

knots of her divided identity: her past, growing up in the French working class milieu 

of the 1950s and her present, a confirmed member of the bourgeoisie - a lirerature 

teacher and a writer. From her first book to her Iatest, the coming to terrns with the 

class difference between herseif and her parents and the separation that t h  difference 

imposed has been evoked. This theme is almost always intertwined with issues of 

gender and sewality, for her own alienation and revoit as a woman within the 

bourgeois milieu is aiso an important, inseparable marrer. 

Ernaux's work contribures to Our study in rhat it - like Cixous's work - presents 

an intimate connection between the father and the act of writing. The author pursues 

an investigation of gender and the construction of ferninine subjectivity. The implicit 

link between the father and (ferninine) writing is closely attached to the political 

project in her work which presents and opposes the alienation and exclusion of women 

44 Annie Ernaux, Une fmmc, Paris, Gailirnud, 1988; La Pke, Paris, Éditions Gallimard, 1983; Ln 
Honte, Paris, Éditions Gallimard, 1997. 



in a patriarchal society. We have selected rwo texts in particular that we consider to be 

the point of crystallization for the fatherdaughter bond in Ernaux's oeuvre and its 

relation to ferninine subjectivity: La Phce, for which she won Le Prix Renaudot, and 

La Honte, one of her most recent texu. These two works place the father in a 

privileged position in relation to the persona the author constructs of herself. We will 

explore both t e w  in order to show how a profound identification wirh the father 

seems to structure these narratives that (retrospectively in the case of La Honte) lay the 

psychological groundwork for her other t em.  

The two texts are comected in that La Honte funaions as the final conclusion to 

the uncompleted t uk  undenaken in La Place. A portrait of the father as a powerless, 

hurniliated figure is developed in the fim text, a figure with whom the author 

identifies and maintains a relationship of desire. This figure is transformed in the 

second work into that of a frightening father who rises up in fury against the 

domineering mother, violently carrying out the paternal function of introducing 

difierence into the child's innocent, maternal universe. The anachment to the father is 

covered over in most of the author's other works, the father appearing as a rninor 

character beside the mother's forceful, dominant personality. In La Honte, we will 

show that the author's critique of class and gender belies a relationship of identification 

and jouissance between daughter and father that originates at the traumatic event. 

When we look at the portrait of the father in La Phce and the narrating subject's 

identification with this personnage, we see how the questioning of sexuality and class is 



posed as an Oedipal problematic that conforms to the hysteric structure. In this way, 

the author interrogates the entire process through which subjects - especidy women - 

are placed into particular senul and socid positions in the symbolic order. 

Marie Redonnet's writing career began after seven years of psychoanalysis and 

after her father's death. Her first publications were collections of poerry, Le Mort et 

Cip, and short stories, DoubIures.45 Subsequently, she wrote her trilogy which was 

published at Éditions Minuit - SpImdid Hôtel, Fo~ever Vc~liey, Rose Mélie Rose? 

Redonnet's work has been connected, by several critics, with a group of contemporary 

French writers that have become prominent since the eighties: François Bon, Jean 

Echenoz, Jean-Phillipe Toussaint and Patrick Deville among others.47 However, as 

45 Le Mort et Cie, Paris. P.O.L, 1985; Darrbfures, Paris, P.O.L, 1986. 

46 Marie Redonnet, Spfetzdid Hôtel, Paris, Minuit, 1986; Forever Valley, Paris, Minuit, 1987; Rose Méfie 
Rose, Paris, Minuit, 1987 

47 See m o n g  orhers: Yvan Leclerc, "Autour de Minuit" in Dnlhouiie French Studies, Spring 1987, p. 63- 
74; Nain Robbe-Grillet, "The French Novel: from nouveau t o  new" in Times Literary Supplement, Oct 
13-19, 1989, p. 1122; Fieke Schoots, 'Passer en douce à la d o u n e '  L %it~re rn inimake de Minuit: 
Dedie, Echenoz, Redonnet, Toussaint, Amsterdam, Rodopi, 1997; Warren Motte, Smaff Worlds. 
Minimalism in Conremporary French L irerature, Lincoln, University of Nebraska Press, 1999. We should 
note that despite the very rich body of Iiterzry works that has b e n  produced in the last 25 years in 
France, the majority of the literary critics that have resevched contemporary French literature have not 
come from France. For example, the Dutch publishing howe Rodopi in Amsterdam and the University 
of Nebraska Press in the U.S. have, in the 1 s t  few years, come out with several titles deaiing especidy 
with this period. In France howwer, there are very few critical works that have concentrated on the 
conternporary period. The majority of titles on the 20th century only offer a synthesis of literature 
published up  to  the 1970s and usuaily indude a smdl section on more recent work published in the 80s 
and 90s. Some examples of these are: Pierre Brunel, Lz Littératurefianpise aujourd'hui, Vuibert, 1997; 
Henri Mitterand, La Lirtératurefinçaise du XXe siécle, Nathan Université, colleaion 128, 1996; Bruno 
Vercier and Jacques Lecarme, Lu littérature en France depuis 1%8, Paris, Bordas, 1982; JeamClaude 
Lebrun and Claude Prévost, Nou- teniroim romanesques, Paris, Messidor - Éditions sociales, 1995. 
Some French literary reviews howwer, have contnbuted to the criticd discussion of contemporary 
writers by producing special numbers. Some notable examples are: "Où en est Ia littérature?" A. 



Yvan Leclerc and Fieke Shcoots have observed in their work on the writers of Minuit, 

despite the many similarities, it is difficult to assemble the writers in a school or a 

movement without the N k  of forcing them into a mould or tradition with which they 

would not identify. Nevertheless, one can definitely situate Redonnet within a 

particular wnting practice that is recognizable among several of her contemporarïes, 

designated by some critics as "narrative minimalismU.48 

Redonnet's trilogy - Splmdid Hôte!, Former Va&, and Rose Méiie Rose - 

especially contributes to our study in that it provides a re~resentation of the father- 

daughter relationship that constrasu with the ones de~icted in Cixous's and Ernaux's 

work. The trilogy presenu the coming of age story of the feminine subject and her 

quest for independence in the social order in which she is situated; it is an Oedipal 

narrative that represents the specifically feminine journey to sexual and social identity. 

Katherine Gingrass-Conley has read Redonnet's exclusion of the father as a character 

in the texts (with the exception of Forever Valley) as a refusal to treat the question of 

the father, as the htility of the father to participate in the formation of the ferninine 

Nadaud, (ed.) L'Infini, 19, sumrner 1987; "Génération 89", F. Berchet, (ed.) L'Infini, 26, sumrner 1989; 
"Où va la littérature fmnC;iise?" Lu Quinzaine lit&-aire, 532, May 16-31, 1989; "Où va la littérature 
française. 24 écrivains des années 90 répondenta La Quinzaine littéraire, 711, Mvch 1-15 and 712, March 
16-31, 1997; "Que peut le roman?" Le débat, 90, May-Augwt 1996; "Lisez-vous les contemporains?" Le 
Fran~ais arijorird'brti, 75, Sept. 1986. 

48 Warren Motte has observed a minimaiin esthetic in the work of quite diverse conremporary French 
and Belgian writers such as: Annie Ernaux, Eugène Savitzkaya, Hervé Guibert and Jean-Phillipe 
Toussaint. Cf. "Redonnet's Symmctriesa in fiench Forum, Nicholuville, May 1994, 19:2, pp. 215-28. 



subject.49 We would, however, agree with AnneMarie Picard and Yvetre Went-Daoust 

in stating that the trilogy places the death of the father as the event after which 

women's writing and autonomy can take ~lace.50 Ir is &er the father's death that the 

subject cornes into being, that she is able to create and to establish an identity. Unlike 

Cixous and Ernaux, x h o  represent feminine subjectivity as being somehow bound up 

in an Oedipal attachment to the father, Redonnet treau the paternal function as a 

necessary process. Hence, we have chosen Redonnet's trilogy for its representation of 

the daughter's break from the father (as opposed to the unsevered bond with the father 

in the other te=) which brings about feminine subjectivity. Nevertheles, the trilogy 

conforms with the works of Ckous and Ernaux for the hysteric structure is dso staged 

here, signaling a problematic stance in relation to the paternal hnction. 

In chapter 4, we will read the triptych as a continuous narrative that stages the 

process of separation. We will show how the paternal function is carried out, imposing 

separarion such that the subject's identity may be anchored within a social order. The 

father's absence drives the fim panel, Splendid Hôtel, towards failure, for there is no 

separating instance to curtail the heroine's desire for h i o n  with the materna1 figure. In 

49 Katherine Gingrass-Conely, ^Check-out Time at the Spfendid Hôtel: Marie Redonner's New 
Mythological Space", in Neophilologrcs, Dordrecht, Netherluids, J u i u u y  1993, ml, p. 51-59. -- 
'O Anne-Marie Picard, 'Dans le paysage, une figure ... presque féminine: le triptyque de Marie 
Redonnet" in Alcstralian h c b  Studier, Clayton, Vic., Australia, 1994, 31:2, pp. 228-40. Yvette Went- 
Daoust "Écrire le conte de fées; l'oeuvre de Marie Redonnet' in Neopbilollogw, Dordrecht, Netherluids, 
July 1993, 77:3, pp. 387-94. 



rhe second panel, F o r w  Valley - the central and mon important narrative in the 

trilogy related to the problem of the father - the father makes his only appeuance as a 

character. The paternai hinaion is carried out and separation takes place. But, as we 

will show in Our analysis, the integntion of the subject in the social order is not 

successful. It is on this panel that Our anaiysis will concentrate for it functions as a 

turning point in the Oedipal trajectory. The father is eliminated from the last panel, 

Rose Méiie Rose, except for some characters who are negative paternal figures, broken 

by their failed attempts to cary out their projem. Here, the heroine is wholly 

separated and independent from the father. Our analysis of the triptych will 

progressively lzy out how the feminine subject works towards the goal of 

sublimation51 while discussing the Oedipal process takuig place in each panel. 

We will begin Our analysis with Hélène Chcous, for her work presents a 

paradigm from which the other taro writer's texu diverge: the father is represented as 

object of desire. Ernaux follows the Cixolian mode1 of attachment to the father with 

several important distinctions. And Redonnet's work can be considered as representing 

a relation to the father opposing that of Cixous and Ernaux: sepvation from the father 

as a necessary condition for feminine creativity. 

51  We ma>. define sublimation as the production of an object o r  the p u m i t  of some endeavour rhac is 
recognized by a given culture. 



Jouissance, Separation and the Imaginary Father 
in Cixous's Dedans and Or: les lettres de mon père 

De tous ceux que j'aime charnellement, qui habitent mon 
corps, que je nourris de mon sang, qui me rendent malade 
ou immortelle c'est selon, il se trouve que c'est lui mon 
père qui fit toujours peser sur mon coeur la lourdeur de sa 
main . . . . (Cixous, Or, 51) 

Hélène Cixous refers to her first novel, Dedans, as a necessary process. The texr tells 

the story of her father's death which brought her to writing: "Quand j'avais écrit 

Dedans c'était d'une certaine manière dans la tombe et hors la tombe de mon père . . . 

en résistance à la perte" (Cixous, De La scène, 19). Her statement seems to imply that 

succumbing to separarion and mourning the dead father would efface the fantasy that 

propels and upholds the act of writing. The fantasy of escaping death implied 

throughout Cixous's oeuvre suggests the dream of a limitless space in which the union 

with the other is possible. Her first novel fictionalizes this space and her subsequent 

works seem to express the longing "back" to this "original space" (the first space 

represented in fiction and the space of "origin", where symbiosis and pleninide c m  be 

sustained) . 

Anne-Marie Picard also speaks in spatial terms in her discussion of Dedans: she 

States that the figure of the father in the novel creates a space in which the Cixolian 



subject of writing is born (Picard, "Cette tombe", 4). For Picard, the text articulates the 

condition for writing as separation fiom the father: 

Ce qui est dit et qui est lisible est que la séparation d'avec le père en tant 

qu'il est mort, et donc autre que le sujet . . . est la condition de la venue à 

l'écriture . . . Dedum. . . est le résultat de ce processus et . . . simultanément 

le récit de ce processus difficile. (Picard, "Cette tombe", 10) 

But for Mairéad Hanrianhan, in her article on the novel, the space created in the 

novel is a maternal zone. Hanranhan addresses the figure of the father in Ckous's first 

novel, but removes the father from her analysis. We would agree, as she suggests, that 

the father's death is linked to  the binh of the "In of the narrating subject of the text. 

But she goes on to Say that the text is an anempt to elaborate a maternal 

representation. Although, as Hanranhan points out, the sexual identity of father and 

mother becomes blurred in the text - the father coma to have maternal attributes and 

vice versa - the work stages, as we will show in Our analysis, a strong desire and 

identification with the father. Hanranhan says: "The death of the father engenders an 

'1' capable of conceiving of other kinds of relations . . . where differences are not 

watertight" (Hanranhm, 157). The image of the father's death that Hanranhan 

proposes - allowing, in his absence, the possibility of only a partial suppression of 

difference and thus the birth of a ferninine subjectivity in which otherness is affirmed - 

covers over the complexity and ambiguity of the paternal representations in the text. 



We will describe the manner in which the father is represented in order to unveil the 

intricate nature of the father-daughter relation. Ckous's work stages the representation 

of an unbroken Oedipal attachment to the father. This throws into relief the faimsy of 

eluding loss and of protecting and resuscitating the dead which, as we quoted above, is 

a common thread throughout the author's work. In both Dedans and a..., we read 

Cixous's depiction of the resistance to castration as an exploration of the limits of the 

law of the symbolic, of the paternal function. We will discuss not only how the 

Cixolian figure of the dead h h e r  undertakes the task of chailenging the law of 

separation but dso, how this figure is set up as the carcse of the te=' narrative 

structure. The dead father lies at the origin of these two narratives that ultimately seek 

to resist the castration that the end of the Oedipal conflict imposes. Puadoxically, it is 

the image of thefa& that is constructed as the one who iids in resisting the paternal 

function. 

The connection to hysteria in this project of denying the redity of (ferninine) 

castration is unmistalcable. We will outline the psychoanalytical dixussion on the 

hysteric's fantasies of the father in order to illustrate afterwards the elements of a 

hysteric structure in Dedans. The hysteric position fictionalized in the text, we will 

suggest, contributes significantly to the representation of the father as the one to whom 

the subject turns in order to contest the phallic function that divides subjects in a logic 

of having and not having. We will demonstrate how this process is at work in Cixous's 

text. In the second part of Our discussion, we will look at how the Oedipd impasse is 



still quite prevalent in the text written thirty yevs later, Oc les lemes de mon père. The 

imaginary father still constitutes the locus frorn which the narrative structure develops 

and he is still the object of the narrating subject's unconscious desire. The search for 

unity, oneness with the father is still implicated in the images and devices used to 

de pin the fatherdaughter relationship. Jouissance and the denial of separation are 

achieved through this imaginary father who permits the woman to be "Alll' (Toute), 

complete. 

Dedans - Jouissance and the Hysteric's Father 

Before we begin Our analysis, it is nece- to look at the conneaion between 

jouissance and the image of the dead father. It is this comection that we will emphasize 

in Dedans. Lacan takes up this problern in his seminar of 1969-70, L'Envers de lu 

psychamlyse.j2 In addition, Catherine Millot's work will aid us in our discussion. 

In L'Envers de la psychanalyse, Lacan examines the two major figures of the father 

in Freud's theory: the father in the Oedipal fantasy and in the myth of the prima1 

horde. The importance of the death of these rwo fathers, Lacan observes, implies 

opposing significations. In the Oedipal scenario, the wish to murder the father implies 

the distant possibility of jouissance @cm, L'Enws,  131). The hope of attaining 

j2 Jacques Lacan. Le Srniimire Liure XWL L 'En- de L psychrlnaiyse, (1 %9-70), Paris, Seuil. 199 1. 



jouissance subtends the Oedipal framework because if one could remove the father, the 

ultimate obstacle, jouissance with the mother could be attained. Therefore, the dead 

father in the Oedipal xene represents the possibility of jouisunce. By contrat, in the 

myth of the primal horde, the death of the father represents the opposite - the 

impossibility of jouissance. For, despite the fact that the primal father incarnates 

jouissance - for it is he that possessed and took pleanire in d l  the women of the horde 

without allowing any to the sons - his death resrilts in the establishing of the law that 

regulates sexud relationships and institutes the incest taboo (Lacan, L 'Envm, 143). The 

myth evokes a paradoxical representation of "un mon [qui] jouit" (Miliot, 76). For 

Lacan, the dead father is " . . . ce qui a la garde de la jouissance, et ce d'où est parti 

l'interdit de la jouissance, d'où elle a procédé" (Lacan, L'En=, 143). 

In both the primal myth and the Oedipal scenuio, the father is seen, by the child 

as being whole, complete, as possessing that which the child lacks. For the sons of the 

horde, the father attains jouissance through his sewd relations with al1 the women, 

enjoying relations that they were forbidden to have. For the Oedipal child, the father 

is the one who has the phallus. Hence in both scenarios, the father is seen as having the 

instrument which procures jouissance for the mother - the phallus. He has what the 

child lacks. The father's death however, signifies opposing possibilities in relation to 

jouissance. 

For the hysteric, the father's connaction with jouissance is an important element 

in her representation of him insofu as he is the one who can support her refusal of 



castration. The woman hysteric arrives at a position of apped to the father as the result 

of an impasse in the Oedipal drum. It is only when she discovers the mother's 

castration (and hence, her own), that Oedipus properly begins for the girl: when the 

little girl discovers that the mother desires something fiom the father (the phallus), the 

girl sees the mother as lacking. She Nrns towards the father to provide her with an 

equivalent of the phallus: 

Le désavantage où se trouve la femme quant à l'accès à l'identité de son 

propre sexe, quant à sa sexualisation comme telle, se retourne dans 

l'hystérie en un avantage, grâce à son identification imaginaire au père, qui 

lui est parfaitement accessible, en raison spécialement de sa place dans la 

composition de l'oedipe. (Lacan, Les Psychoses,î93) 

The hyneric questions the absence of a representation of her sex in the symbolic. 

If there is no signifier for the ferninine, what is a woman? she asks. Her relationship to 

rhe father becornes aitered and depans from the path of someone who has acceded to 

the feminine position: "Devenir une femme et s'interroger sur ce qu'est une femme 

sont deux choses essentiellement différentesn (Lacan, Les Psychoses, 141). In essence, the 

hysteric refws the urisymbolizable place for her in the symbolic and she turns to the 

father to eradicate the problem. The Other jouissance, which is alien to the symbolic 

and associated with the feminine, plays an important part in what she sees as the 

resolution of the problem. The father's connection wirh jouissance brings her to 



question him. There are car0 possible figures of the father that she creates - the 

powerless or the seductive father. Both of these figures render the fantasy of an ideal 

father more tangible; these figures provide her with the hope for an ided father whose 

jouissance is of vitai interest to her. The ideal father, one version of the imaginary 

farher, is fantasized as being able to provide an escape from castration; ideal because he 

would annul the law by preventing castration and procure jouissance for the subject. 

In his discussion of Dora in La Relation d'ohet, Lacan explains the relationship 

chat Freud's patient had with her father.53 One of the points he emphasizes as a central 

component of Dora's attachment to her father is his impotence: 

Toute l'observation repose sur la notion centrde de l'impuissance du père . 

. . . La carence phallique du père traverse toute l'observation comme une 

note fondamentale, constitutive de la position . . . . Ce père dont elle ne 

reçoit pas symboliquement le don viril, elle lui reste très attachée . . . avec 

toute une série d'accidents hystériques nettement Liés à des manifestations 

d'amour pour ce père qui . . . apparaît décisivement comme un père blessé 

et malade . . . (Lacan, La Relation, 139) 

According to Lacan, the phallic deficiency of Dora's father is pivotai in the case. 

We can see how the figure of the "weak" father may impel the ferninine subject 

j3 Lacan, La Refution, pp. 13 1-146. 



towa rb hysteria. If the father is impotent (be it im aginary or re al) then the child views 

the mother as having no desire for him: she is hence seen as not lacking, uncastrated. 

The linle girl, who normaliy upon discovering her mother's lack recognizes her own, 

would instead move into the hysteric position where castration is not assumed. 

Millot also describes the figure of the powerless father in the hystenc structure as 

one of its significant elements. The author explains why the hysteric constructs this 

figure: 

Au père symbolique répond la figure du père impuissant à tenir les 

promesses du désir, i assurer de la jouissance . . . . Reflet des limites du 

symbolique, l'impuissance vient ici se substituer à l'impossible, comme 

laissant de l'espoir en la possible existence d'un Père idéal. (Millot, 77) 

The weak father reveals to the hysteric the "weaknesses", the limits of the 

symbolic order, encouraging her belief in an ideai father. The possibility of the 

existence of an ideal father is crucial for the hysteric because she seeks to be excluded 

from the phallic function, she wishes to "escape" castration. To her, the symbolic is 

defective and she wants to be exempt from it. Hence, she searches for an escape route 

via the father who governs the subject's entrance into the symbolic order. 

The second figure of the father in the hysteric structure is that of the seductive 

father. He responds to the hysteric's longing for the existence of jouissance, fanrasized 

as the fulfilment of the incesmous wish. 'Le père séducteur répondrait au rêve . . . 



[d']un père qui aurait, avec le savoir, la clef de la jouissance . . . ." (Millot, 77). The 

seductive father conjures up images of the repressed primal father for the hysteric. The 

primal father is, as we explained above, the embodiment of jouissance, the one who 

possessed ail the women of the horde. H e  is represented as the figure who never 

uttered "no" to jouissance, participating in incestuous relations in his pursuit of 

satisfaction. The primal father for the hysteric is the one who would permit himself 

the incestuous union wirh the daughter, the one who would refuse any law. In the 

hysteric's imagination, if he has the key to jouissance, he can also deliver it to her. This 

is what the seductive father represents in the hysteric structure - access to jouissance 

(Millot, 78). 

These fathers are two incarnations, two different versions, of the ideal father. 

According to Millot, in the hysteric's attempt to be excluded from the phallic function 

- to be exempt from the logic that positions men and women as respectively having and 

not having the phallus - she investigates the father's capacity to Say no to the symbolic 

order, to the loss implicated in the entrance into the symbolic. If he has the authority 

to interdict the child's Oedipal wish, the hysteric wanu to know if he is capable of 

making an exception. She seeks to be the exception: not only to the separation implied 

by the symbolic order but to the phailic function which renders the female sex 

unsymbolizable (Millot, 131). Hence, the stake in entering the symbolic is high for the 

female, the 103s she experiences is twofold: the loss entailed by castration and the lack 

of a cultural representation for her sex as a desiring subject. The hysteric protests 



againsr this absence, this gap in the symbolic order. In short, she examines the father's 

relation to jouissance - an other jouissance that is outside of the symbolic - in order to 

see what the nature of his relationship to the bon symboliqrre is: 

L'hystérique interroge aussi le père sur son rapport à la jouissance . . . celle 

qui est exclue du signifiant rejetée p u  le symbolique . . . . C'est le rapport 

du désir [du père] à sa jouissance qu'elle questionne ainsi, en particulier son 

rapport à la femme qui cause son désir. Autrement dit, elle veut savoir 

jusqu'où il soutient son rapport à la jouissance d'une femme, celle qu'il a 

d'elle, mais aussi celle qu'elle a . . . hors symbolique, c'est-à-dire, jusqu'où il 

soutient ce qui du féminin, n'est pas symbolisé. (Millot, 158) 

It is perhaps here, in this passage from Millot that we may locate the key to the 

Cixolian texts under discussion. As we wilt show, throughout these t e w ,  the narrating 

subjecdheroine will investigate the father's jouissance - how to unveil it, where to find 

traces of it: questioning the mother, laying in the conjugal bed, and rewriting her 

father's biography and his love affair with the mother. These are al1 means of 

questioning the father's jouissance in order to examine the "unsyrnbolizable ferninine". 

The hysteric questions the father because the female sex cannot be symbolized. 

The father's association with jouissance produces a connection with the hminine. 

Since the ferninine is not represented by a signifier in the symbolic, it is associated with 



that which lies ouuide of the syrnbolic.54 The father's supposed knowledge of the hors 

symbolique, via his jouissance, signals to the hysteric that he has some extraordinary 

understanding of feminine desire (Millot, 73). Hence, the ideal father has knowledge to 

offer the woman hysteric, knowledge that cannot be symbolized, that escapes the 

symbolic and articulates feminine desire. The ided father stands as a figure who c m  

help in the hysteric's question to know about feminine desire and jouissance. 

The r e h a l  of castration that is implicated in the hysteric position is mounted in 

Deduns through the nurating subject's fantasized relationship to an imaginary, 

jouissant father - the ideal father in the hysteric mode. In the next section, after relating 

a short summary of the novel, we will discuss the heroine's resistance to the mother's 

position as the castrating third element in the fantasmatic Oedipal relation and how 

desire for the father and the representation of his jouissance are staged in the text. 

Hysteric Figures of the Fathcr in Dedans 

In Dedans, the narrating subject and protagonist remain anonymous but the 

autobiographical features of the text are unmistakable. For example, the farnily 

members ressemble those of the author - she has a father (who is a doctor), a mother 

and brother - and the references to the unidentified city they live in suggest Oran, the 

54 Millot dctds the reason for this conaection between wornan and the outside of the symbolic and its 
implication in hyseria through a discussion of Lacan's "equations of sexud difference". Cf. "Du 'tout' 
au 'pas tout': Les quuiteun de la sexuationw in NobUdaddy ... pp. 115-129. 



aurhor's native city. The intradiegetic rem can k read as a quest for identity in which 

the heroine tries to piece together her father's f d y  history. But also, the narrating 

subject seeks to recall and re-create her relationship with the father who died when she 

was a child. The novel is divided into nvo sections. In part 1, the female narrating 

subject describes her childhood and how it w u  affecred by the father's death. She 

awaits the dead father's return: "'Mon père est le meiileur des hommes - vivants ou 

morts.' A partir de cette déclaration je me mis à attendre ses visites, et dans les 

moments d'espoir sans borne, son retour définitif" (13). In this section, the protagonist 

narrates not only childhood mernories but also fantasmatic scenes with her father, 

playing on spatial metaphors of inside and outside. Alternaring between past and 

present, fantasy and reality, the first part of the novel generates an intricate narrative 

structure that revolves around the l o s  of the father. 

The complexity of narrative tirne is an important aspect of the text: it works to 

heighten the oniric, fantasmatic atmosphere of death and resurrection. The fluid use of 

the pst  and present tense has the effect of setting up an ambiguous relation between 

the narrating subject and the subject of narration. The narrating subject, located in 

rime TO. becomes indistinguishable from the self that she w u  as a child (the subject of 

narration) in time T-1, for the narrative switches unexpectedly between the two 

temporal instances. The heroine's pu t  self becomes inseparable from her present self 

through the intermittent rotation and overlapping of narrative time. This timelessness 

evokes a dream-like imaginary space, implying a nrong relationship of identification 



with the past. It is uncleu where the narnting abject is located in relation to her 

utterances. Especidy in part 1, the reader becomes unsure of the distance between the 

events and the narrating subject's temporal position in relation to these events. This 

only becornes definitively clear in part II, when the narrating subject aates that she hu 

returned twenty years later to her native town. 

In part II, the heroine's return home is a search for traces of her lost father. She 

speaks in a fragmented, elliptical muiner about her relationships with different lovers, 

suggesting that these men ue/have been inadequate substitutes for her father. The 

heroine's father "reappears" suddenly near the end of the narrative: that is, he re- 

appears in fantasmatic sequences. In one of the lut scenes, the words "Il est revenu" 

appear in capital letters, ifidicating that the heroine has not left behind her Oedipal 

longing for the father. But instead of begging him to stay or pursuing him in a 

nightmarish scenario or fantasiring that she exists inside of his body, as she does in part 

1, it is the father that engages her, inviting her to join him. The heroine must make the 

choice between the p s t  and present, between fantasy and reality, finally between a 

lover that is dead or  one that is alive: reviens, mieux vaut le vif que le mort, le 

chaud que le froid . . . . Mieux vaut l'amant vivant que l'amour mort" (198). 

Finally, it is not clear whether she chooses life over death because the ambiguous 

last lines of the text relate the father's seductive cal1 to her to join him in a fantasmatic 

relation, in death: 



Viens, dit-il, allons en prison, nous deux ensemble, sans elle sans eux . . . . Si 

tu veux de moi je t'étreindrai et nous créerons les nouvelles histoires, si tu 

ne veux pas je te demanderai pardon. Tu seras en haut et en bas et je serai 

dedans. Dehors le mystère des choses s'asséchera, les générations reflueront 

morts sur mots sous le soleil, mais dedans nous aurons cessé de mourir. 

(209) 

Before illustrating the manner in which the image of the father conforms to the 

hysteric structure, let us begin by reading the desire in the text. The narrating 

subject/heroinels desire for the father is represented through various devices. There are 

not only metaphors of existing in the father's body and sequences that create a 

relationship of identification with him, there is also an erotic tension in the 

representation of the father that produces a dialectic of desire and identification, a 

movement between desiring the father and wanting to be in the "place" of the father. 

This fluctuating imago of the father drives the narrating subject's discourse in opposing 

directions and contributes to the complexity of the narrative structure. 

Desire for the Father 

In one scene that exemplifies the erotic desire implicated in the text, the narrating 

subject, standing before her father's tomb, gazes down at the flowers in her hmds and 

describes them: 



Bouquet sans doux parfum pour le mort, dahlias à peine poivrés, sèches 

crêtes-de-coq, arums rigides, quatre et six dix et cinq quinze. Les quinze 

grosses tiges bavent sur mes doigts quinze gros vers gonflés de jus visqueux. 

Une petite chenille noire à poils beiges pollinisés s'est enroulée à la base du 

pistil du plus gros arum, anneau sur le doigt jaune et froid. (94) 

This scene produces a succession of images that teil of not only an Identifkatory 

relationship with the father but of an erotic desire for him. One possible reading of it 

might be the depiction of the resolveâ course of Oedipai desire. For as the chapter 

proceeds, desire's movement becomes more insistent as the heroine advances from 

reality to fantasy. First let us consider the organization of the chapter in which this 

scene appears. It begins with a description of the parents' wedding photograph: it is 

closely smdied by the heroine and the image of the couple brings tears to her eyes. The 

mother's words - "C'est ton père qui voulait des arums . . ." - rupture the heroine's 

absorption and set off a new chain of associations. It is here that she turns towards the 

arums and describes them as quoted above. The image of a caterpillar coiled around the 

flower becomes associated with an erotic memory (fantasy?) of the father: "Tu te 

souviens quand j'étais ta chenille et que je faisais le tour de tes cuisses sur mon ventre 

. . . . Je glissais contre ta peau, je passais ma tête entre tes cuisses, puis mon buste suivait 

. . . ."(94). 

Let us look more closely at the chain of associations suggesting erotic desire in 

this passage in light of the Freudian interpretation of flowers as a symbol of the 



genitals.55 There is a clev association between the flowers and her father. In the 

description of the puenu'  wedding photo, she describes the father's hair as "sa crête de 

coq frisée noire" (93) and in her hancis there are also "des sèches crêtes-de-coq" (94). As 

the heroine continues, her gaze focuses on the "fat" stems of the flowers which are 

personified with the verb "baver" and then given an unmistakable phallic attribute. 

The "swollen" flower stems ("gros vers") that release a thick juice on her fingers 

become a not-so-veiled metaphor for the wish for her father's sperrn.56 The heroine's 

Oedipal wish to c u r y  out the sexual act is also metaphorized in the next sentence. A 

caterpillar coils itself around the pistil of the arum in her hand; the worm-like insect is 

nestled inside the petals, wrapped around the female sex organs of the flower, forming 

a ring around it. The ring JO alludes to the preceding scene where the narrator 

describes her parents' wedding photograph, serving to anchor the association between 

the father and the flowers. in this scene, the partid object - the father's sex - is 

metaphorized, substituted by the swollen flower stem. 

The caterpiliar winding its way around the pistil of the flower actualizes two 

possible interpretations. In the first one, the caterpillv forms a ring around the female 

sex organs of the flower, symbolizing the wished-for conjugal union - the wedding ring 

55 For Freud's discussion of "flower dreams" see Sigmund Freud. "The Interpremtion of Dreams" in The 
Basic Wrirings of Sigmund fieud, transl. A.A. Brill, New York, Rîndom House, 1938, p. 382. 

56 In the chapter that prcceda rhir one, flowen are ais0 associard with wniality. The heroine describes 
the flowers at the cemetery as: ". . . les grasses petites fleurs, putes des morts pleines de jus blanc acidew 
(94 - 



is placed on the finger, "anneau sur le doigt jaune et froid" - between father and 

daughter. In the second, which reveals an ambiguous sexual relation, the caterpillu, a 

worm-like creature with a phallic shape, wraps itself uound the pistil, forming a ring, a 

hole through which the pistil (which is feminine but connoting - described as a finger - 

nevertheless the masculine sex), penetrates. Both interpretations place Oedipal desire at 

the origin of the image. But the latter evokes a figure where the feminine and 

masculine sexes intersect, where their contours metamorphose and perpetually 

exchange roles: this suggesu a fantasmatic formation that includes the ferninine and the 

masculine, a sexud relation that c m  be symbolized by both sexes and that is 

ambiguous, changing. In the next image, the difference between masculine and 

feminine is again blurred. The heroine entwines her body uound the father's, 

mimicking the action of the caterpillar. Subsequently, the passage progresses towards 

the fantasy of existing inside the father's body - expressing the wish for the father to 

give birth to her, to possess a womb in which she could stay: 

Je glissais contre ta peau, je passais ma tête entre tes cuisses, puis mon buste 

suivait, je refermais les cercles de mes membres, mes b ru  noués haut, mer 

jambes croisées sur tes chevilles . . . et ton sang communiquait à mon corps 

un tressaillement répété . . . . J'aurais voulu être née de toi, avoir vécu 

longtemps sinueuse dans tes veines au creux du genou, bercée dans ton sang 

. . . .(94) 



A space is produced inside which sewal difference is contained and exchanged. 

The clear, distinct opposition between masculine and ferninine is effaced.57 Inscribed in 

this figure of sexual metamorphosis and exchange lies the ultimate question of the 

hysteric: " What is a woman?" The bisexuality of the hysteric is played out through the 

fantasy of a universe where there is no sexual difference. J-D. Nasio explains: 

O n  dit souvent, et avec raison, que les hystériques sont des êtres bisexuels. 

En effet, dans un univers où l'opposition des sexes n'existe pas, et où la 

femme se confond avec l'homme, ils glissent aisément du rôle masculin au 

rôle féminin et vice versa . . . ils ignorent la différence des sexes . . . .58 

This hysteric sexual uncertainty is displayed in Cixous's novel through the 

heroine's relationship to her brother. Their bodies are indistinguishable, difference is 

not recognized: "(Plus tard j'ai su que celui-là c'était mon frère: car mon frère est mon 

seul toi.) . . . . Le regret me colle à ce toi-là qui est lui, qui a le même corps que moi; en 

fait mon corps ou le sien c'est le même . . . ." (23) The heroine's desire for sexual 

difference to be equivocal, for gender identities to be exchangeable, is dso expressed in 

the fantasy of the father giving birth to her. The heroine wants the father to possess a 

womb, to be feminized. She also imagines suckling at his breast: "Dissoute, je n'ai ni 

j7 ̂ Ensuite j'abolir la dininaion entre l'homme et la femme qui me semblait être l'excuse de toutes les 
paresses. . .Quant à la mon je savais bien qu'elle n'était qu'un mot" (19). 

58 J.-D. Nasio, L 'Hystérie ou ['enfant magnz$que de &psychmdyse, Paris, Payot, 1990, p. 86. 



masse ni poids. Mon coeur se détache et tombe dans la poitrine de mon père. Je ne suis 

plus qu'une bouche attachée à son sein" (82). The "fernininityu of the father 

demonstrates the heroine's fantasy of a space that erases sexual difference, a space 

without castration.59 

This same wish to be born from the iather's body is iound in the reference to 

Moses that closes this passage. It recalls the myth of the abandoned child floating in a 

body of water. This image can k dexribed as a metaphor for the child in the womb60: 

J'aurais voulu être . . . lovée dans une membrane transparente, moïse [sic] 

au ni1 rouge. La fdle du pharaon le regarde glisser entre les roseaux, et c'est 

Moïse qui décide d'approcher la rive où attend la femme vêtue de blanc. 

C'est moi moïse en ton sang mais je ne veux pas aborder. (95) 

This image expresses the child's desire not to leave the paterndmaternd body, 

the desire not to be "discovered" by the waiting woman who will take over the father's 

59 We refer to a fantasmatic space nther than an originary tirne because of the r-rring metaphors in 
the text that connote enclosure and union with the father. The motif of escape ("Viens, dit-il, ailons en 
prison") not to mention the title, fidans, d l  seem to evoke the construction of a safe space, severed 
from the outside world to which the daughter and father would flee. 

60 Otto Rank illustrates the passage from chiidhood illusion to the acceptane of castration and death as 
the transformation of the family romance of unconxious fantasy to  a culmraily integrated form. In 
"The Myth of the Binh of the Hero", Rank compares the story of the hero of vuious culturai myths 
and the fiction created by the child in the family romance. He shows thac the fantuy of the latter is 
realized in the myths of various cultures one of which being the story of Moses placed in a box and 
abandoned in a river. The river being a metaphor for the womb and the discovery of the child as the 
castration o r  separarion procw. Cf. Otto Rank, The Myth ofthe Birth of the Hero and Otbm Wrirings, 
PhJip Freund (ed.), New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1959, p. 72. 



place and become the mother. This signals the desire for the father to be the figure 

with whom the daughter exisu in the pre-Oedipal, unseparated state of symbiosis. The 

mother - "la femme vêtue de blanc" - appears as the one who will pull the child out of 

the water, separating her from the father's body, effectuating castration. It is the 

mother who is represented as the one who intemenes on the imaginary dual relation. 

Once again, sexuai identities are reversed such that the (castrating) father is embodied 

by the mother and the (imaginary) mother by the father. 

The image of physicai union with the father recun throughout the text; the wish 

to be complete, in pleninide, to be One, is metaphorized in several places through the 

fantasy of an embrace that would bnng about the fusion of father and daughter. In the 

flower scene, the heroine's desire for the father moves from a metaphorized to a 

concrete representation of symbiosis. There are repeated scenes where this syrnbiosis is 

imagined by the heroine through the joining of their bodies. The father is placed in the 

position of the imaginary other - the unseparated counterpart. In one such scene, the 

distinction between reality and fantasy is obscured. The protagonist describes an 

embrace with her father in which her body becomes indistinguishable from his: 

. . . nous roulons l'un sur l'autre, l'un l'autre, ses bras sont mes bras, mon 

corps se divise pour être lui et moi, ses lèvres emplissent mes Ièvres d'un 

sourire immobile et mes yeux glissent entre ses paupières . . . . Tout coule, 

l'air sèche notre seul corps . . . mes yeux dans ses orbites voient le noir . . . 

476) 



These fantumatic xenes articulate the love relation and its imaginary effects. The 

father becomes the one with whom the subject is caught in the illusion of totd 

fulfilment and pleninide: "L'inattendu et l'attendu s'épousent comme lui et moi, . . . je 

perds l'espoir à force de satisfaction, . . . il était déji l i  puisque nous avions déji tout et 

que j'étais lui et qu'il était moi" (76). The heroine Nrns away from the reaiity of her 

father's absence, fantasizing an unseparated nate where the subject and the love object 

become one entity, where the satisfaction of desire and longing are fulfüled through 

the unbroken embrace. Here, the fantuized union signals the longed-for "lethal 

jouissance", the death-like state of cairn, with the father. Usually, if al1 goes well, it is 

the father that interrupts the state of pleninide that Millot calls jouissance léthale. Here, 

the text depicts the hysteric's fantasy in which the father permits it. 

Identification and the Jouissance of the Father 

The wish for fusion with the father is juxtaposed with the representation of him 

possessing a special connection to jouissance, as having attained it by succumbing to 

death. These passages are often friuned by the narrating subjecdheroine's identification 

with the father. For example, in the passage at the end of part 1, the narrating subject 

imagines her "secret father" speaking about his own death. Without using quotations 

or any other indicators to show that it is the father speaking, the narrating subject is 

placed in his enunciative position, inventing his words, identif~ing with his (imagined) 

satisfaction. 



The narrative mode is tramposeci such that the father becomes the f d z e r  of 

the passage: "Et pourtant je l'ai eue, m'a dit mon père secret. Je n'osais pas y croire. En 

un certain sens je la souhaitais. Mais j'avais honte de la souhaiter, si forte honte 

. . . ."(133) Because of the speech indices, "m'a dit mon père secret", we know that this 

is speech reported by the nurating subject through indirect discourse. This creates the 

effect of what we would cal1 ui embedded focalization. Although the farher is the 

focalizer of the passage, the heroine imagines that her "secret father"61 - a fantasized 

figure - is saying these words. The result is a doubling of focalization where one 

character's subjectivity is inseparable Lom the other. One subject of focalization is 

embedded inside another. The heroine's speech is concealed behind the secret father's 

=.ho is actudly, in turn, an imago invented by the former. This device mimics the 

daughter's identification with (her fantasized image of) the father. 

In this sequence, the father is portrayed as having wanted to die because he 

believed that death would deiiver fulfilment: "J'ai rêvé que la m o n  était la plus belle 

des femmes froides, et qu'elle avait promis de vivre si je consentais à l'épouser. J'ai rêvé 

que la mort me disait: viens je te comblerai . . ."(l3 1); " . . . j'avais honte de la vouloir si 

fort et parce que je craignais qu'à la vouloir si fort, je ne la fasse reculer justement, 

sachant combien la mort est coquette et se plaît aux prières" (135). Death is personified 

61 This is the term Cixous uses to daignate the father in her imagination, her invented father. For 
exarnple: "Mon e ère secret et moi, nous eûmes pounant un diaiogue heureux, mais nous chuchotions 
pour ne pas aller contre la nécessité du réelw (31). 



as a woman that the father desperately desires. The pexsonification is sunlined 

throughout the passage as the father explains the circumstmces of his death: "Nulle 

n'aime être facile: de plus je comprenais qu'elle devait s'offenser, souffrir peut-être des 

brusques abandons de ceux qui l'avaient pressée avec le plus d'ardeur, à plus grands 

hurlements. Je suis fidèle" (135). Here, he dexribes death as an abandoned woman to 

whom he remains faithful, justifjkg his departure. The nurating subject places death 

as the ultimate jouissance for the father: she believes that death is a woman chat he 

finally chooses over her. 

The creation of this fantasy evokes Miiiot's description of the hysteric 

interrogation of the father. As we mentioned above, the hystenc wants to know about 

the father's relation to jouissance and to women, the cause of his desire. Up to what 

point, the hysteric inquires, does the father support that which of the ferninine canot  

be syrnbolized? (Millot, 158) Here, the narrative subject represents the father as wholly 

accepting the bon-symbolique of the feminine; he chooses the woman who c m  satisfy 

his desire (viens, je te comblerai . . .) but who requises him to subrnit to death where 

the law of the symbolic no longer holds. 

The father's link with jouissance is also carried out through the recurring 

references to the parental bed. The narrating subject often describes the bed that her 

parents shared and the hole in the middle of it. She dexribes going to the parent's bed 

and laying blissfully in the hollow in the mattress. This hole cornes to take on an 



important function for her. It becomes dosely comected to the heroine's desire for the 

father: 

w o n  père] est mon  dans le creux; on ne peut pas ne pas rouler au milieu 

. . . . La veille du jour où nous avons éventré la toile, j'ai habité le creux 

pendant ses dernières heures. C'était la première fois que je couchais avec 

mon père mort. Le creux é t t  sa seule trace, . . . il avait dormi là quand il 

existait. (68) 

The hole in the mattress is a substitute for that which remains unsymbolizable - 

it is the metaphoric space of the incesmous union; a fantasmatic zone that does not fall 

under the hegemony of the symbolic. The heroine roiis her body in the hole 

immersing herself in the fantasy of jouissance that it evokes - pretending to sleep with 

the father: 

C'est mon tour. Je roule dans le creux du lit tiède. Hier, c'était mon tour. 

Autrefois, c'était le tour de mon père. Les draps ne savent pas. O n  les lave 

et on les plie, ils ne gardent rien. Mon père n'avait pas d'odeur quand il 

vivait. Dedans il fait brun et chaud, nous sommes seuls, le corps et moi, . . . 

je roule dans le trou chaud au bord duquel le corps de ma mère me tourne 

le dos. (63) 

Through the sensual associations implied in the description of the warmth and 

darkness of the bed and the odour of bodies, the bed becomes linked to the parent's 



sexual relationship, to the primitive scene, the obscure xene of jouissance. The odours 

in the sheets have an erotic connotation and point to the mother as object of the 

heroine's desire. It is hence the father's jouissance that is evoked in the bed and the 

heroine identifies with his position. By laying in the hole, the heroine "becornesu her 

father. In fact, she states that it is "her turnu to be the father and take pleasure in the 

bed. Fascinated by the conjugal bed, she inquires about the hole: 

Est-ce qu'il y a toujours eu ce trou au centre du matelas? O h  non, dit ma 

mère, c'était un beau matelas. Ii faudrait le carder. O n  le carde. Ainsi 

disparaît l'empreinte de mon père . . . .(68) 

But the daughter's question to the mother about the hole in the mattress seems to 

turn the scene in another direction. It indicates that the heroine wants to know more 

about what went on in the parent's bed. We could even say that the heroine questions 

the mother not only about the father, but also questions her about her role as a 

woman. In other words, she wants to know about the rnother's position as object of 

desire for her beloved father. This recalls Lacan's reading of Dora in which he states 

that hrr question "What is a woman?" is awally ~ o s e d  to Mme K - the object of her 

father's desire, the woman whom he desires beyond D o n  herself. 

Qu'est-ce que mon père aime dans Mme K se présente comme quelque 

chose que son père peut aimer au-delà d'elle-même. Ce à quoi Dora 



s'attache, c'est à ce qui est aimé p u  son père dans une autre, en tant qu'eue 

ne sait pas ce que c'est. (Lacan, La Relation, 141) 

The narrating subject in Dedans wants to know about her mother's place as 

object of desire for the father; she directs her question to the one he loved above and 

beyond herself when he was alive. The heroine is captivated by the clues that evoke her 

parents' sexuality. As we wilI see, this same identification with the mother and father's 

sexual positions is also ponrayed in Or: les lemes de mon père. The heroine of Dedans 

investigates secretly or inquires innocently about what took place in the conjugal bed: 

- Dis-moi, quelle odeur avait sa peau? 

- Il n'avait pas d'odeur. C'était un homme très propre, qui se lavait les pieds 

tous les soirs. 

- Et son sang, quel goût avait son sang? Quel goût, quel goût avait son sang. 

Quel goût? (69) 

The daughter even asks the mother about the father's body after death: "'Au bout 

de combien de temps est-on pourri?' . . . . Elle n'en savait rien, dans son livre 

[d'anatomie] on ne parle que de l'homme vivant ou à peine mon. Alors je ne sais pas 

où il en est" (64). The mother never responds with the answer that the little girl seeks. 

Her responses always seem to obstruct the forbidden desire of the subject, either by 



banalizing the questions - thus the mention of the father washing his feet every night - 

or by disregarding them: "Ma mère apprend l'anatomie. J'Y hâte qu'on en soit au 

coeur, pour voir comment battait le petit coeur de mon père. 'Qu'est-ce qu'il t'a dit?' 

Je sais qu'elle va dire 'Rien' avec sa voix de gorge . . . ." (48). In this sequence, the 

mother's repeated negative responses seem aimed at diverting the child's intense 

interest: "'RIEN.' La voix de ma mère chantonne . . . . Mon père est fait d'os et de vers, 

d'ongles et de cheveux, de terre et de Rien' (49). 

In the previous passage when the heroine asks if the hole in the bed had always 

been there, the mother detours around the question - "Oh non, c'était un beau matelas" 

- and decides that the hole in the bed must be repaired, plugged up. She denies the 

narrating su bject the pleasurable game of identification in the conjugal bed and negates 

her curiosity about sexuality. The mother effaces the last inscription of the father's 

body in the house, barring him as object of desire. The hole in the mattress is the only 

thing that the heroine is certain about regarding the father's body, for her mother 

reveals nothing about the intimacy she shved with him, reveals nothing about his 

body. The hole is the only point of certainty - "on ne peut pas ne pas rouler au Mlieu" 

- she knows that her father had once laid in the very rame hole. It is the point that 

escapes the mother's forbidding discourse, it evokes something which escapes the law 

of castration that the mother represents. Inside the hole, the heroine may "sleep" with 

the father; that is, she may lay in his place and thus, be joined with him. There, the 



fantasy of jouissance is possible, the ultimate union with the father may be 

fantasmaticdly attained. 

However, let us observe the ambiguity of the heroine's identification: she lays in 

the hole beside the mother and "becomes" her father, identif~ing with his position of 

jouissance. Yet the probing questions to the mother suggest ariosiry reguding her 

ferninine identity: what does her mother have that the father wants? These alternaring 

positions of identification throw into relief the equivocal se& identities inherent to 

the hystenc structure. Let us now turn to the various images of the father that the 

narrating subject creates. 

The Seductive Fathcr, the All-Knowing Fathcr 

The narrating subject is the focaiizer of severai scenes in which the dead father speaks, 

appealing to her to join him. And death finally becomes the site where the ultimate 

union is possible. The finai fantasmatic scenes of the text place the father in the 

position of the seducer. In the protagonist's fantasy, the father wants her to follow 

him. He thus takes on the shape of one of the hysteric's ~aternal  figures - the seductive 

father, holding the key, in her imagination, to jouissance. These scenes appear in part 

II, in the lu t  chapters of the tem. The nurating subject is haunted by the 

"reappearance" of her father. His voice calls to her in the middle of the night, asking 

her to corne with him: "IL EST REVENU . . . . Viens, allons en prison, tous les deux 

ensemble, nous serons heureux, quand tu  me salueras, je m'agenouillerai et je te 



demanderai pardon" (193)). He continues to c d  to her and she decides to "go" with 

him: "Donne ta main, dis-je. C'était bien elle. C'était bien lui donc. Viens, allons en 

prison, avait-il dit . . . . Je viens, dis-je. MW dis-moi d'abord comment elle est" (195). 

The attempt to mourn the mernories of her childhood and the desire for her father is a 

iailed endeavour. The father remains linked to jouissance, to an escape where an eternal 

union is conceivable. Death is often employed in the text as a figure of jouissance. In 

death, the father offers her an existence of plenitude: "Le sud est pour toi. J'y crée un 

hangar . . . il est rempli de pommes, de pêches, de maïs, de fleurs coupées et quand le 

vent le traverse, les odeurs" (196). In the closing passage of the novel, he makes his finai 

appeal to her to join him: 

Viens, dic-il, allons en prison, nous deux ensemble, sans elle sans eux . . . . Si 

tu veux de moi je t'étreindrai et nous créerons les nouvelles histoires, si N 

ne veux pas je te demanderai pardon. Tu seras en haut et en bas et je serai 

dedans. Dehors le mystère des choses s'asséchera, les générations reflueront 

morts sur mots sous le soleil, mais dedans nous aurons cessé de mourir. 

(209) 

This passage is the utterance of a fuit- to exclude aU others and to exist in 

symbiosis with the father. Yet the words "allons en prison" connote the punishment or  

danger that awaiu them in death. The final exclusion of the mother is stated ("nous 

deux, sans elle"), inxribing her position as the one who threatens the relation. We wiil 



discuss below how the mother, in some sequences, is placed in the paternal position, 

sometimes intervening to block the forbidden Oedipal desire of the subject. Here, 

however, the father's promise of satisfaction and plenitude is declared, representing the 

fantasy of his privileged access to jouissance. Death is the space where there is no more 

desire: "Et tant que nous étions enfermés dans l'anneau, nous étions immorrels, ou bien 

morts, ce qui ne faisait pas de différence, puisque ainsi nous étions hors d'atteinte, nous 

dormions audessus du sommeil, tout-puissants et paisiblesw (83). 

The ideal father is, in Lacan's words, the "maître du désir", the one who is 

beyond desire, who is not subject to the law and cm thus provide the guarantee of 

satisfaction. The contours of this figure of the ideal father are etched into the narrative 

of Cixous's novel through the heroine's fantasmatic "secret father": 

Mon père secret et moi, nous êumes pourtant un dialogue heureux, . . . je 

n'arrivais pas à comprendre le sens des mots . . . . Tout ce que je pus saisir 

du mumure c'était les sons les plus caressants que j'aie jamais entendus, et 

insufflaient à mon corps un feu tel que je le pris pour cette joie qui permet 

aux êtres humains de voler. (31) 

In rhis quote, the heroine scribes to the secret father a unique knowledge of 

language. He speaks a language that is unheard of and incomprehensible; but the 

heroine, who listens to its caressing sounds, experiences a sort of rapture. This "joy 



that allows human beings to fly", caused by the father's whisper, c m  be read as the 

satisfaction of desire or jouissance, as the hors symboIipe.62 

There are severai orher instances where the narrating subject mentions her 

father's knowledge of language: "Mon père connaissait tous les mots, j'avais confiance 

en son savoir" (30); "Hier le temps, le monde, l'Histoire, la vie, toutes les sciences 

étaient dans la tête de mon père . . . .(27). For the heroine, the father is dso God: "Je 

commençai par révoquer Dieu . . . et je le remplaçai par mon p&e" (19). One could 

argue that these sequences position him as the representative of the symbolic father, 

the one who steers the subject out of Oedipus and into the symbolic order.63 

However, the position of the father in the t e s  is not that of the one who prohibits 

Oedipal desire but who, through his fantasized invitations, provides a passage to 

satisfying it: "Puis j'entendis qu'il me disait: . . . . Viens d o n s  en prison rien que nous 

deux ensemble . . . ." (194). The father's knowledge, for the heroine, does not funcrion 

as a sign of his authority to forbid, to impose castration, but funcrions rather, as 

"proof" that he knows all, jouissance included. The persistent h o p  for jouissance is not 

impeded by the ail-knowing father but provided by him. 

62 Vcrena Anderxnatt Conley h u  dso diwu+ud how the fathcr, in this passage, ir rcpresented as being 
outside of the law. She sees in this another instance where the feminizltion of the father takes place. Cf. 
"Délivrancew in Hélène Cixorrrr, chemins d'me tbitnm, Saint-Denis, Presses Universitaires de Vincennes, 
1990, p. 38. 
63 This is Picard's reading. Cf. "Gtte tombe', p. 12. 



These representations of the father - first, as the seducer and then, as dl-knowing, 

the master of laquage - generate the hysteric figures of the father that we discussed 

earlier. They have the effect of establishing the protagonids fantasmatic appeal to the 

father to eradicate castration, to defeat separation. The figure of the hysteric's father 

implies the fantasy of an ideal who could provide an enclosed space in which father and 

daughter could be whole, One, exempt from the phallic function. The representarion 

of sexuai ambiguity, or sexual inciifference, ais0 promotes the hysteric structure. 

The Mother's Rolt 

There is however, a separating instance in the text that occupies the place of the third 

term in the Oedipal structure. This is the p u t  of the heroine's mother. We have 

alluded above to the moments when she takes on an interdicting function and is placed 

in a position to block the heroine's fantasy of jouissance with the father. For example, 

the negation of the child's inquiries about the father not only deflected the questions 

but also set up a barrier that would negate Oedipal curiosity. The mother's attempa do 

not always succeed in pulling the daughter away from the dead father; and the heroine 

sometimes violently displays hostility towards the mother who is her Oedipai rival: 



"PARCE QUE JE LA HAIS, MA &RE N'EST PLUS. Ce que j'appelle la haine, 

c'est ce qui ressemble le plus à la mon . . . ." (65).M 

In the sequence where the hole in the mattress is repaired, we observe the effect 

of the mother's attempt to "plug up" the daughter's desire. The narrating subject 

participates in the task and describes the scene without emotion: 

Nous avons tout mis dehors, en silence. Puis clans l'espace froid et clair, 

carrelé de noir et de blanc, nous avons fendu le matelas. Le crin sent le 

varech et la poussière. Elfe ne croyait pas qrt 'il vivrait, elle avait tellement 

I 'habitude. Elle s ëui t  mise en col&re d~puis longtemps contre les hommes avec 

leur entêtement à d é !  la volonté de Dieu . . . .(72, my emphasis) 

In the first part of the passage, the mattress is split, breaking open the hole that 

metaphorized the father's jouissance. But there occurs a nrange "split" in the narrating 

subject's discourse which mimics the split in the mattress. The heroine jumps suddenly 

from the description of the mattress ro fragmented, incoherent thoughts about the 

grandmother's doubt of whether her son would survive as a child, and about her 

relationship to her husband. The repairing of the mattress implies the necessary 

mourning process and the renouncing of jouissance. However, the narrating subject 

avoids the scene of the destruction of the hole and turns to a completely unrelated 

64 Picard aiso rnakes this point. Cf. Picard, "Cette tombe", p. 6. 



chah  of thoughu in the same paragraph. She obliterates the scene before her, as though 

to repress what has taken place. The break that appears in the rniddle of the scene - Iike 

a cinernatographic "cut" - implies a denial of the lors involved in the repziring of the 

hole. The mother's attempt at castration, her attempt to bring the daughter to mourn 

the lost father, is unsuccessful. The imaginary attachment to him, the quest for the 

satisfaction of the incestuou wish may hence, be punued. 

It is the very fact that the father is dead that the heroine punues her Oedipal 

project. In the novel, death renders the father accessible as the daughter's object of 

desire because the mother's attention is turned elsewhere. Even though the mother 

cornes to play a paternal role in the Oedipal scenario,65 the daughter mostly sees her as 

being distracted from this role. The heroine ofren dexribes the mother's forgetting of 

the father: "Elle ne savait plus d'où mon père était venu, elle ne savait plus où il était'' 

(15). Usually, the child sees the desire of one puent for the other as the reason for 

leaving behind their Oedipal desire - the child realizes hidher inadequacy: 

Sans doute y-a-t-il dans l'inconscient du sujet la pensée que le père s'est 

impliqué auprès de la mère parce qu'il y trouve plus d'avantages, et en effet 

cette relation est fondunentale dans toute entrée de l'enfant dans l'Oedipe, 

65 As we showed above, the parental d e s  and sexual identities are arnbiguous. The father is feminized, 
described as possessing a womb. And the mother, in a reversai of roles, is placed in the paternd position, 
forbidding the father as the daughter's Oedipai object. 



c'est à savoir la supériorité écrasante du rivai adulte. (Lacan, Les Psychoses, 

145) 

But in Cixous's novel, death appears to break this Oedipd mechanism; death 

provides an opening, an escape route from the law: when the father dies, the child 

notices that the mother's desire is focused on other projecu ("Au début, nous avons 

pris sa distraction pour une recherche du passé", 14) and other men: 

Le lit est tiède et vieux, il a dû connaître d'autres hommes qui vivent encore 

. . . des hommes d'un certain âge . . . et qui ne sont pas mes pères bien qu'ils 

écrivent à ma mère. Je connais bien la jeunesse de mes père putatifs, je me 

souviens de la jeunesse de ma mère . . . .(49) 

The narrating subjectfs suspicions about the mother's desire for other men is 

described in this passage. The bed is once again mentioned but now it is warm and old, 

connoting the lovers the mother may have had. The mother's distractions, her plans, 

and especially her supposed desire for other men only foment the daughter's desire for 

the father - for they seerningly open up a breach in the Oedipal structure, an escape 

route. Although the mother sporadically takes on the paterniil function before the 

heroine's desire, it is insufficient to threaten the subject's Oedipai aim. In a scene 

where the heroine fuituizes, in her bed, of speaking with her father, begging him to 

join her, the mother enters the bedroom, intervening on the Oedipal scene: 



'Donne-moi le temps de te connaître. Dis oui. Promets-moi. Je dessinerai le 

monde entier pour toi, tous les jours autre chose, pour te distraire, ainsi 

vois-tu, à la fin, toi et moi, nous aurons tout'. Ma mère revenait faisait 

craquer le sommier, puis repartait en direction du mur, elle était très loin, 

sans doute rêvait-elle que la maison avait une pièce de plus . . . . (8 1) 

The mother enters the room, interrupting the daughter's imaginary dialogue 

with the dead father, "cracks" the base of the bed and leaves the room. The heroine 

perceives that the mother is absorbed in other matters - "elle était très loin". After she 

leaves the room, the narrating subject returns to her fantumatic reverie, her imagined 

quest to re-join the father and find jouissance: "Mais si nous étions un, il n'y aurait plus 

d'espace entre nous deux . . . s'il était moi, si j'étais lui, qui aurait pu nous 

interrompre?" (82) The heroine perceives the distraction of the mother and believes 

that there is a way beyond the limit of the symbolic. Millot echoes this as the hysteric 

stance towards the Oedipal prohibition: "L'interdit oedipien tenu pour responsable du 

défaut de la satisfaction ouvre la perspective de la jouissance comme gouffre de 

I 'apeiron: la limite engendre l'illimité . . . . 'Passer les bornes, il n'y a plus de limite"' 

(Millot, 98) If one could only remove the mother, the limit, jouissance would be 

attainable. We will observe the same stance towards the mother in Annie Ernaux's 

work. However, in Ernaux's text, La Honte, the wish will be granted by the father 

through a horrifying act of violence against the mother. The heroine in Cixous's text 

sees the mother's desire as k i n g  turned elsewhere, away from the father, granting 



permission to the daughter's forbidden desire: "Chaque nuit quand ma mère 

disparaissait avec ses rêves dans des maisons géantes, . . . je retrouvais mon père du côté 

de notre silence, à l'intérieur de notre immorralité sans mou" (83). Thus, the heroine's 

fantasmatic play, her imaguiary union with the father continues more or less 

unthreatened and unimpeded by the mother's presence. 

Or: les lettres de mon père: The Work of Mourning and the Residue of 

The work of mourning that the mother, in the scenes above, attempts to bring the 

daughter to do, is depicted as a possibility in the book written aimost thirty years later: 

Or: les lemes de mon père opens up the potential of lening go of the imaginary farher 

and undertaking the work of mourning. When the nurating subjedprotagonist of the 

work is confronted with the letten her father has written, coming to terms with 

separation seems inevitable for her. These are not jun  any letters, but love letters 

written to the mother - six hundred of them, written every day for two years. 

The cext is an exploration and a journey. Through fantasmatic scenes, 

reminiscences and imagined dialogues, the nurating subject reflects on what these 

letters represent to her and how they dauntingly introduce the revelation of her father 

as a man in flesh and blood and not an imaginary one, as he had always been for her: 



Et maintenant modestes puissantes nombreuses, elles attendent . . . un geste 

de ma part . . . . J'ai vécu quarante ans avec mon père personnel à moi 

réservé par moi récréé décomposé, relevé. Et voici que je me réveille à la 

porte de mon désen familier. Terminus. (32) 

Hence the protagonia mut, if she is to read the letters, confront the reai father's 

desire. Picard also observes how the letters unavoidably imply the father's desire: "Lire 

les lettres fait entrevoir un père manquant car désirant une autre, la mère" (Picard, 

"Cette tombe", 19). We will return below to the father's desire with which the letters 

are laden, and the daughter's coming to terms with it, for it is on this problematic that 

Our reading centers. 

This confrontation with the father's desire however, is ultimately rejected. The 

figure of the father maintains its place as the object of Oedipal desire because the 

narrating subject is unable to bring herself to read the letters. The writing subject 

continues ro articulate the unresolved problematic of the father. Still an important 

element in her writing, she devotes this text to the beloved "interior father" who 

cornes and goes when she needs him and who is threatened by the appearance of the 

real father's letters.66 

6 6 ~ h e  aurobiographid natus of this t e s  is more evident than in Dedans: there is no indication on the 
book's cover thac ic is a novel and the names of some of the "characters" correspond to those in reaiity - 
the father is Georges Cixous and the mother is Eve Klein. 



Or... is also an articulation of the ultimate feu  that the letters represent - the 

possibility of betrayal. The daughter/narrating subject speaks of the characters, 

dialogues, fantasies and musings that she has created about a man she has never known; 

these invent a figure who is perhaps a betrayal of the reai father that will emerge in the 

letters. The letters announce the potentiai unveiling of a complete stranger, someone 

unrecognizable who would chase away the imaginary figure, the muse of her story, the 

inspiration of her wriüng: 

Mais la chose animée écrite c'est pierre et Dieu. Je m'incline devant elle. 

C'est pourquoi je fraie les eaux avec crainte en direction des lettres. Quand 

je les aurai lues c'en sera fini de ma liberté. Je serai devant elles comme 

devant ma Fin. Il ne pourra me venir à l'esprit d'apporter ni modification 

ni contradiction. Ce sera. C'est déjà. L'idée de mon père terminé, terminal, 

cette oeuvre d'art accomplie plus grande que moi audessus de tout moi 

plane comme un aigle fixe. (197) 

The imagination and creativity that the figure of the father evokes will be stunted 

by the unknown person that the ietten contain. The implication of the ideal father in 

writing is vitai; but by reading the father's words the daughter will have to confront 

the real person and the fantasy, the muse that generates writing will be obliterated. For 

Cixous, this ideai father is the key to jouissance - the key thus, to writing in the 

ferninine which moves t o w u b  jouissance, seeking to express it. Ferninine desire and 



its articulation are tightly bound up with the hysteric fantasy of the ideal father - losing 

hirn poses the risk of the loss of writing in the ferninine. Although this text articulates 

the beginning of the exit from the Oedipal impasse, renouncing the figure of the ideal 

father is a difficult task. Or... briefly undertakes the mourning work only finally to 

reject it. There is a flumiating tension, a hesitancy in the text that denies the process of 

castration. While the figure of the father is in some ways different frorn the one 

represented in Dedans, the narrating subject's inability to read the father's letters, 

which would introduce a reai father and replace the imaginary ideai father, attests to 

the insistence of Oedipal desire. In this section, we will look at how the rnourning 

work that is initiated in the text is finally underrnined by the insistent "clinging" to 

Oedipal desire. We will study a series of scenes which demonstrate the t e m a l  

strategies used to deny the father's desire for the mother: strategies used to maintain 

the image of the father as the jouusclnt ideal father. 

Reading and the Letters 

When the fatherfs letters are presented to her, the narrating subject redizes that 

reading actually poses a threat to her relationship to the ideal father who returns from 

the dead, the revenant on whom she can count to corne back when she needs him. Or. .. 

begins with a reflection on the act of reading and re-reading. In this introductory 

sequence - separated typognphically from the r a t  of the text by the use of a different 

font (pp. 11-26) - the narrator articulates what she sees as the contradictory nature of 



re-reading: it simulta.neously resuxitates and erases, for it activates our mernories of 

what we read the first time but, at the ume time, it erases, replacing new, unexpected 

images with those which we had forgotten. But also, re-reading brings back to life the 

passages, images, descriptions that we had long forgotten. By opening a book for the 

second time, we 'resurrect" that which had been dead, forgotten: 

Nous lisons et oublions nous lisons pour oublier . . . oublier le livre qui se 

retire dans les limbes, va se coucher dans la tombe qu'il est comme un mon 

chéri prêt ri revenir à 1 'appel de son nom pour nous porter secowïs iorsqw 'il nom 

manque, lui, justement celui-là, dont nous avons d'un côté tout oublié sauf 

le nom, et la puissance. Ce qu'il nous a laissé c'est le souvenir lointain mais 

assuré d'avoir quelque chose d'essentiel à nous dire. (12, my emphasis) 

For the narrator, forgetting and coming back to life is an integrai part of reading. 

The act of reading then, is Lnked to the relationship to the cherished dead. Cixous 

describes ber own relationship to the imaginary or "interior" father and rnakes a 

parallel between this and the act of re-readiag an important book: 

C'est pour cela que j'aime les livres. Parce qu'ils vont et viennent meurent 

et ressuscitent ici même dans ma chambre . . . jour et nuit. Parce qu'il sont 

fidèles comme mon père qui est un revenant sur lequel je peux compter je 

crois. (12) 



Reading provides a path back into the open for that which h a  k e n  forgotten, 

for that which is dead - a means of returning, of coming back to life. But as this 

sequence continues, the emphasis on the effacement that reading operates is heightened. 

Reading shows us that we have forgotten: "Relire, c'est-à-dire lire, c'est-à-dire 

ressusciter-effacer c'est-à-dire oublire" (16). This play on words evokes that which is at 

stake in the act of reading (lire) for the narrating subjecr: not only is forgeaing (oublier) 

implied in reading, but oubli, oblivion - the object of Our reading becomes a void, 

nothingness, effaced by the second reading. The narrator makes clear to us, at the 

beginning of the rem, what is at stake in the act of reading, justifying her subsequent 

inability to read the father's letters. 

In the first section of the text, excitement is evoked at the prospect of reading, at 

the prospect of bringing the dead back to life. But, as the narration proceeds, the stakes 

of reading are raised: not only does reading resuxitate, it erases the fantasies, the 

illusions, invented beforehand by the reader. Later on in the text, this realization is 

articulated: "C'est donc maintenant que je vais te connaître, quarante ans après ta mort 

. . . . Jusqu'alors tu étais mon père intérieur, mon personnage principal personnel . . . . 

Mais c'est fini, c'est fini . . . ." (78). The existence of the leaers forces the narrating 

subject to confront her imaginary relationship with the dead father. She is compelled 

to face the "real father" and to contemplate effacement of the imaginary father: "Et ce 

matin c'est mon père, l'autre, le vrai qui entre quand nul ne l'attendit . . . . Je tremble 

entre deux pèresn (34). 



Although, the narrating abject speaks about the lerters - d e n  they were 

written, to whom, how many - taiks to her mother and brother about them, invents 

many scenes around them, she never succeeds in reading thern. Throughout the entire 

work, the narrating subject uciculates her inability to read the father's words insread 

of talking about what the letters contain. It is, once again, a question of avoiding the 

mourning of the dead father: to read bis leners would be to pus  through the mourning 

work and watch the cherished fantasmatic figure dissipate. But to write the father 

without having read his words escapes the danger of los: "Je pris quelques lettres, je ne 

les lus pas . . . ."(85). The memories/fanruies of him remain unaltered: "Ces cahiers 

gardent tout . . . . Tout ce que j'oublie, ils n'oublient pas. Je ne les lis pas. Je n'ouvre 

pas la mémoire" (72). Yet, their very presence signds to the heroine the imminent end 

of her relationship to the father. 

While De&m constructed a place in which the protagonist couid retreat from the 

world, could be enclosed "inside" with the "secret father", Or. .. constitutes the 

dismantling of the fantasmatic space: "Dehors! Nous sommes sortis de la grotte où 

nous avons emménagé il y a quarante ans en frottant nos paupières effrayées . . . ." (78). 

Thus, the text moves beyond Dednm; the subject clevly States that her fantasmatic 

relationship to the father is coming to a close, an ineluctable end is at hand. This is 

most evident in the descriptions of the father's illness and finally, of his death. 



The Death of the Father 

Ir is through the representation of the dying father that the author alters the image of 

the dl-knowing, seductive father - the master of language and desire - that we andyzed 

in Dedans. Some of the most moving sequences in Or... are those that describe the 

father's illness and the time before his death. It is here that we may locate the most 

striking traces of the mourning work. In Dedans, the father's vulnerability is alluded 

to, but his death is represented as a temptation for the daughter: she is dnwn by the 

seductive dead father towards the supreme union, towvds jouissance, and death is the 

metaphoric space in which the union can take place.67 The "prisonn of death towards 

which the daughter is iured is a space of plenitude. The narrating subject confronts a 

choice benveen life and death, between plenitude and separation offered by the ideal, 

dead father. In contrast, Or. .. frighteningly details the father's disease; the daughter 

describes how it renders him unrecogniuble: 

Je chante la méchanceté de la douleur qui fait du blessé un étranger aux 

deux mondes . . . à son corps qui n'est plus à lui-même, mais un monstre 

inhabitable qui le mord et le tient déchiré entre des crocs inimaginables. 

(1 19) 

67 Thcrc arc rwo wayr in which death is metaphorinxi for Cixous: there is death as a figure for 
jouissance and death as oblivion, sepvation and l o s .  



The vulnerability of the father's body, his graduai slipping away from the f d y ,  

is painstakingly narrated. Let us recall how in Dedans, death w u  personified as a 

woman who seduces the father; he is portrayed as having chosen to succumb to dearh. 

Cixous also uses personification in Or..., this rime to dexribe her father's fatal illness. 

It is a much more chiiling image compared to death in Deddns, which was "la plus belle 

des femmes froides" : 

La maladie veut nous avoir p u  la peur et la fascination . . . elle exerce 

l'extraordinaire pouvoir de la persécution . . . elle nous tient par la 

répulsion, elle nous embobine p u  la honte, elle exerce des droits qu'elle n'a 

pas, elle est chez nous . . . elle saupoudre ses griffes de formules 

obséquieuses . . . malheur à qui accepte de lui répondre, aussitôt elle saute 

sur la langue sur la gorge et elle file au cerveau. (122) 

Here, there is no promise of jouissance on the path towvds death. There are no 

magic, incomprehensible murmurs from the father on his deathbed. The father in Or... 

is brutally defeated, rendered helpless and torn against his will from the family: 

Un rêve l'attrape p u  le bras droit le traîne durement jusqu'au seuil et le 

jette dans l'escalier abrupt. C'est une indignité. Dans sa chute il crache un 

énorme sanglot. Tous ses efforts pour remonter son corps l'enfoncent 

davantage dans la cave . . . . D'en bas il fait signe [à la famille] de s'en aller 



. . . . Allez-vous en! Allez! Je reviens! . . . . Il ne veut pas qu'on le voie mort. 

(185) 

Here, Cixous depicts a singular image of the father as weak and undone, 

struggling against his fate. The family stands as helpless witnesses to the scene. The 

daughrer, with the words - "Je m'en vais vite. Il ne veut pas qu'on le voie mort. Il ne 

veut pas qu'on le croie mort. Je fais sa volonté" (185) - articulates her knowledge of the 

father's imminent death. Precipitously abandoning the xene, she grants the wish of the 

dying father. 

Hence, the representation of death and illness is quite different from those in 

Cixous's first work. The author utters what she could not thirty yeus before: episodes 

of the father's suffering and his terrible separation from the farnily. The mourning 

work is initiated by these scenes thar recount the suffering and loss wociated with the 

father's death. 

Identification with the Father 

Despite the haunting scenes of death that are de~icted in the text, the various devices 

used to convey identification are sustained throughout. Even in the long section at the 

centre of the book that dexribes the father's illness and death, the narrating subject 

identifies with the father. Some passages that we might describe as "third person" 

narration - for there is no "1" to indicate the identity of the speaker - still suggest 



identification with the father: for example, the following passage which closes the 

section on the father's death (pp. 107-133): 

Ce n'est pas le trou dans le poumon qu'il faut craindre le plus, c'est le 

déchirement caverneux de l'esprit pendant la nuit. Que p u  insomnie ou 

mégarde l'on relâche les pensées, et c'est une meute de scies de pics de 

pioches à réaction, d e s  ont vite fait de découper le crâne de la terre . . . une 

horrible folie perce cette personne d'une couronne de clous et la persuade 

de suivre l'insens qui mène au meurtre de la vie. (133) 

Although there is no "1" in the above citation, the tone of the passage evokes 

proximity with the dying father. The separation berneen narrating subject and subject 

of narration is so reduced that it is not clear, until the end of the passage, whose 

suffering is being depicted.6* The first sentence uses the impersonai expression ilfaut, 

giving the impression that it could be either the narrating subject, out of concern for 

her father, who fears "le déchirement caverneux de l'esprit" during the night or it 

could be the subject of narration, her father. The same holds for the following 

sentence; because again, of the use of an impersonai subject, l'on, the nightmarish 

thoughts described could belong both to the speaker and/or to the one about whom 

68 The narraring subjm even identifia with the father through his illness: -Je suis dans Ir caverne de 
mon père. Je suis mon père dans la caverne. Maintenant je cherche i attraper la Tuberculose de mon 
père." (146) 



she is speaking. It is through this ambiguity in the narrative dixourse that the 

retationship of identification is constructed. 

In addition, some parts of this section are wntten in the first person where we 

understand that the father is speaking. Although there is, mort often, a hyphen to 

indicate thar it is reponed speech, this speech is, the reader assumes, invented by the 

narrating subject: 

. . . ce que j'ai est encore un secret, c'est un ntmarr [sic], je n'en ai parlé à 

personne. Mon but est de me faire extraire ce message mortel comme une 

dent dans la journée. Il faisait beau . . . j'étais moi-même grand et beau avec 

cette énigme dans la poitrine: le futur. (123, emphasis in original) 

Some of these passages where the father speaks about his illness are quite long. 

The disposition of the text on the page - blocks of text with no paragraph breaks - 

renders the hyphen that indicates directly reported speech far removed. The result is an 

effect of fusion between the narrating subject's discourse and that of the subject of 

narration. In one very long sequence, in which the reader is certain that it is the 

narrating subject's fantasy, the effect of identification is heightened. The father is 

irnagined as returning from the dead and visiting the family's house: 

Que de reconnaissance d'abord: à droite la rangée d'arums contre le mur. 

En remontant dans l'ordre les rangs de dahlias et de chrysanthèmes . . . . Au 

fond les massifs de bougainvillées, j'étais chez moi oui je n'avais pas changé 



du tout. J'entre . . . . Il y avait là ma femme et tous les enfants. Je voulais à 

tout prix parler à ma femme ta mère et qu'elle m'explique. (117) 

This sequence goes on for two entire pages without any puagraph breaks. It is a 

long solid block of text in which the narrating subject fantasizes the return of her 

father. Directly following this passage, the narrating subject States: "Je m'interroge 

depuis ce matin pour savoir si cette scène est bien vraie, et pas seulement celle-ci mais 

dix autres . . . . Je me déroule entre 1910 et 1995" (118). The clear demarcation 

between reality and fantasy, between past and present becomes blurred in a fantasmatic 

delirium that threatens to overtake the subject: 

je suis vaste je suis longue, j'ai quatre enfances je vis dans cinq villes sans 

difficulté . . . . Comment espérer mettre de l'ordre dans une éruption. On 

ne peut pas arrêter un dé rond. Le temps roule autour de moi. Je vois une 

fin inconnue jeter son ombre sur les commencements de mes parents . . . . 

Je sens sous mes côtes un violent duel entre mes deux pères pulmonaires. 

(1 19) 

Here, the identification with the father is presented in a more ominous manner 

as the storyteller loses control of her own "story", loses control over the lirnits 

between fantasy, invention and reality. The text evokes a desperate struggle between 

the narrating subject, her imaginary father and the foreboding presence of "the Letters" 

(spelled in this sequence with an upper case). 



Identification with the father is present in many other passages of the text. Some 

passages are quite remarkable in that the narrative discourse moves from addressing the 

father in the thirci person, then switching suddenly to the second - addressing the 

father as "tu" - and then finally back to the third person again. In one sequence, the 

narrating subject, on the same page, progressively moves "dosern to the father until the 

father is present before her: finally the narrative discourse switches back to the first 

person, the ambiguity of who is the "referent" of the pronoun "1" (the narrating subject 

or the father) leaves a strong impression of identification between father and daughter: 

A Ia fin en 1939 il se mit à faire du cheval. Plus tard ce fut la moto . . . . Il 

ne dort pas . . . . Pourquoi consultes-tu ce miroir sans arrêt? Tu t'imagines 

que le temps va changer de vitesse si tu insistes? Ce que je crains c'est 

l'arrêt. Tu ne peux pas nier que le temps est capable de s'arrêter si nous n'y 

prenons garde . . . . Tu connais la clé de mon existence je suis très 

raisonnable . . . :étant pauvre, j'ai choisi la science, puis j'ai choisi pour 

fiancée une jeune fille pauvre et pardessus le marché allemande . . . . (88-89) 

This sequence illustrates the chaotic movement back and forth from the third 

person where the narrative discourse de~cnbes the father's actions, to the second 

person - the narrating subject addresses the father as "tu", asking him questions, and 

finally to the first person where the father speaks, moving into the position of the "1". 

The oscillating motion in this long sequence, from daughter to father, from narrating 



subject to subject of narration, produces an effect of overlapping voices and 

identification. 

At times, the narrator places herself in the discursive position of the father, as we 

demonstrated above, at other times she displaces her identification with the father, 

believing that it is the mother who confuses her daughter for the husband. In the 

following quote, the protagonist, in a domestic scene with the mother, imagines her 

mother imagining her daughter in the place of the father: 

Un jour c'était mon père assis à ma place en face de sa femme dont j'héritai 

jadis pour mère. Aujourd'hui comme il y a cinquante ans tous les soirs elle 

me pousse à manger à sa place elle sert mon père, c'est lui son mari qu'elle 

nourrit. Jusqufici je csoyuir que c'était moi. Doucement pour ne pas la 

réveiller de la réalité je cours très vite en sourdine loin derrière ses oreilles. 

(42, my emphasis) 

Here, the narrator States that it is her mother who mistakes her for the father. In 

the next passage, after this quote, instead of "waking her mother to reality", the 

daughter sends a barrage of questions to the mother, wanting to know everything 

about the leners: "Par quel moyen y urivèrent-elles? Dans quel état? Faillirent-elles 

être perdues? Quelqu'un d'autre que mon frère en eut-il connaissance? Pourquoi 

maintenant?" (43) Yet the probing questions, almost nvo pages of them without any 

responses, connote feu or dread. The nurating subject wlnts to know how and why 



they suddenly appeared. The menace that they pose to ber identification with the 

father is unveiled through these frantic questions that have no answers. 

As in Dedans, the narrative discourse works to  sustain identification with the 

father. Despite the images of the weak, dying father that suggest to us that some work 

of mourning is represented in the text, OedipaI jouissance insists.69 In addition to the 

narrative devices that produce a relationship of identification, there are other textual 

strategies that evoke the desire of the father - both truisitively and intransitively. 

The Desire of the Father 

As we mentioned above, for the narrating subject to read the leners is for her to take a 

face-to-face look at the father's desire. The disregard for the mother that took place in 

Dedans - the paradoxical avoidance of and curiosity about the parent's relationship - is 

rendered impossible in this text because of the letters. The mother's presence is implied 

in each of rhem - the letters were meant for her. Or. .. articulates the parent's 

relationship in a manner that is completely different from the work written thirty 

years earlier. If we recall, in Dedans, the protagonist ofien asked the mother questions 

about the father; she lay in the conjugal bed, trying to identify with the jouissance of 

che father that the hole in the mattress symbolized. The mother w u  an (unsuccessful) 

69 Although we rnight recail that one of the figures of the hyaeric's ideai father ir the weak, powerless 
father. Hence, one could dso read these scenes of the father dying as a representation of the hysteric's 
ided that contribute to the deniai of castration. 



obstacle to the daughter's desire for the father. In Or..., the mother has been displaced 

from her role as rival or threat to the daughter's union with the father: the text 

describes the love relationship of the engaged couple. In one passage, the narrating 

subject invents the words of love that her father might have said to the mother: 

Dis, estse que tu m'aimes? Je n'ose pas te le demander, j'ai peur de la 

réponse. Je t'écris tous les jours, premièrement pour construire un pont de 

papier entre le port d'Oran et la ville de Paris . . . . (75) 

In another sequence, she describes the photograph that the father kept of her 

mother: 

C'est alors que mon père eut recours au tiroir. Il épingla la photo debout 

tout au fond du tiroir de son bureau . . . . Et l'avantage de cette invention 

c'est qu'elle est protégée des commentaires amicaux inconvenants . . . . 

Dans le tiroir l'image est à l'abris des coups. (65) 

In numerous sequences, the border is blurry between the real and the imagined: 

they suggest, nevertheless, the opening up of the daughter's acceptance of the mother as 

the father's love object, of the real father's desire for her mother. For, the description 

of the parent's relationship (the author's represenration of it) constitutes an important 

part of the ten.  

However, the daughter's desire to be included in the conjugal scene, her desire to 

be the mother or to screen the mother's identity as her father's lover is still implied in 



some of these sequences. For example, the mother is w d y  referred to as "la fiancée". 

The effect of not ushg her mother's name, Ève, nos "ma mère" is one of distanciation. 

The mother is subtly distanceci from her identity as the father's lover by the use of the 

definite article and by the absence of her name. It adds ambiguity to the identity of the 

father's fiancée - we become unsure if "la fiancée" was really the mother. The narrator 

herself is unsure. In the foiiowing passage, she attempu to distance the mother from 

the woman who was her father's lover: 

Adressées à qui, c'est difficile à dire absolument. Toutes ces pensées vont à 

Elle, dois-je dire maman ce serait une erreur ce ne serait pas faux toutes 

vont à une qui n'est plus aujourd'hui l'autre qu'elle était hier. Toutes pour 

une qui fut sa fiancée, ma mère porte aujourd'hui le nom de celle qu'elle 

n'est plus . . . . Et . . . six cents jours récités . . . dédiés vécus pour la 

destinataire disparue que ma mère fut précédemment à elle-même. (42) 

For the narrating subject, not only is the mother no longer the woman to whom 

her father addressed the letters so many years ago, the letters are now destined for her, 

the daughter. In her imagination, she becomes the addressee of the letters, replacing her 

mother: "Mais aujourd'hui c'est à moi que leur apparition s'adresse . . . . Faisant de moi 

leur désignée leur proie leur toi" (42). 

If we look more closely, we apprehend certain devices that signal resistance to the 

mother as love object, and that aiso cloud the distinction between the mother and 



daughter. For example, in the passage when she describes the photograph of her 

mother that the father kept in his desk drawer, the daughter surreptitiously inseru 

herself into the scene: 

Mon père avait inventé la photo à éclipses. Ayant constaté que la photo de 

la fiancée qu'il avait placée en face de lui-même sur la cheminée ne lui 

souriait plus, il essaya alon un ravivement aux fleurs . . . . D'un côté - avec 

la photo surexcitée - on a l'impression de pouvoir mieux se dominer, d'être 

plus fort, de pouvoir mieux travailler à sa thèse, de supporter l'étrange poid 

du temps qui nous sépare sans avoir cette sensation horrible d'être aplati 

sous le pied d'un fantôme. O n  est tout simplement normal . . . . Mais cette 

euphorie normale et d'origine hallucinatoire ne dura qu'une semaine . . . . 

La fiancée séchait. C'est dors que mon père eut recours au tiroir. (64, my 

emphasis) 

The "nous" inserted into the passage h u  the effect of including the speaker in the 

desire and longing the father feels while being separated from his fiancée. The nurating 

subject becomes the addressee of the letter, she becomes the one the father misses, the 

one from whom he is separated. In addition, the use of th2 pronoun "on" is ambiguous. 

The passage begins by speaking about the father with the pronoun "ilw or the subject 

"mon père". Then, in the section where the narrating subject describes the photograph 

as helping to relieve loneliness, the pronoun changes to "onw, which cm be read as the 



impersonal. But the "on" c m  also be read as including the speaker, as the first person 

plural. Just as the "nous" inserted into the passage places the daughter in the xene, the 

pronoun "on" indirectly &es her as implicated in the father's desire, shving it with 

him: she becomes included in her conjecture on the how the father feels, they go 

through the difficulty of separation together. 

Subsequently, the narrator States that she will rewrite, translate the father's 

words, she witl put herself in his place: "C'est su filk suivante, son urrtar ignoré qui 

traduit sa pensée. l e  me mets à sa place . . . et j'invmte. Puirsé-je inventer sans oflmer" (185, 

emphais in original). But in the sequence immediately following this quote, she places 

herself in the mother's position instead of the father's. Without quotations or hyphens 

to indicare quoted speech, the narrating subject's voice becomes indistinguishable from 

that of the mother's, the daughter places herself in the position of object of desire. This 

passage of identification continues for two pages in which the "fiancée" speaks of her 

love for her husband-to-be (the father): 

Ce matin justement . . . pendant que je ruisselais rapidement vers toi tu as 

jeté dans mon eau une de ces phrases qui vont au fond avec un voeu: 'Je t'ai 

envoyé une petite lettre' m'as-tu annoncé un peu de côté, moi j'ai fait 

comme si je ne t'avais p u  vu lancer l'anneau comme je fais toujours en cas 

de joie . . . . (188) 



Demonstrating a doubling effect in the focalization, the nurating 

subjecddaughter conceals her desire for the father, her desire to be the father's lover, 

behind the words she invents for the mother: "Je ne te l'ai jamais dit mais tu le sais tes 

lettres sont mes anneaux de fiançailles . . . . O ù  que je sois j'ai sur moi ta parole. Ce 

n'est pas une lettre. C'est un fil tendu entre nos tombes futures" (189). If we read this 

overlapping of the mother and daughter's identities as the latter's identification with 

the father's object of desire, we observe how the embedded f d z a t i o n  serves to 

displace the mother's position and to insinuate the daughter in the scene of the parent's 

desire. Despite the narrator's attempt to articulate the parents' relationship, to come to 

terms with the father's desire for her mother, çhere remains a residue of Oedipal desire 

that seeps into the daughter's discourse. 

Narrative, Desire and the Father 

We read the shifting identities of the narrating subject as a continuation of the hysteric 

structure that we analyzed in Cixous's earlier novel. The narrating subject identifies 

both with the father and the mother. The vacillating sexual identities that this implies 

indicare the indecision of the hysteric in regards to her sexuality. Am 1 a man or a m  1 a 

woman? In Or. .., the question is posed as "Am 1 the object of desire o r  the subject of 

desire?" By placing herself in the father's discursive position - especially when she 

invents the loving words and actions of the father towards the mother - the narrating 

subject identifies with the subject of desire, the masculine position. The reverse holds 



for the passages in which she inseru herself into the mother's place; the narrating 

subject, as object of desire for the father, identifies with the feminine position. 

Identification then, becoma a trope of the 'problematic" feminine position: the 

unstable, shifting position of identification voices the hysteric's refusal of sema1 

difference but also points to the difficulties of writing from the feminine position. 

Cixous's text seems to ask: from where can a woman write her desire, from which 

su bject position? 

The various narrative techniques used to achieve the altemating movement 

between mother and father structure the text such that the Oedipal drama and its 

identificatory processes form the underlying organization of the work. If the narrating 

subject identifies with the father, it is in order to  support the fantasy of jouissance with 

which he is associated. Identification with the mother would be the representation of 

an act of jouissance: the narrating subject moves into the position of the father's lover. 

The crystallization of the wished-for incesmous union presents itself through such 

sequences. The protagonist's position as subject is dependent on this fantasy of the 

father. Writing feminine desire seems to consist in the very shifting back and fonh 

between subject and object. The question then is: does writing as a woman (and not as 

a man) require taking up this arnbiguous position? Cixous seems to Say yes, but we will 

see that for Ernaux and Redonnet, the answer is found elsewhere. 

Other elements that we have discussed also contribute to the construction of the 

father as the point of convergence for the various scenarios, voices, reflecrions and 



points of identification that coarritute the narrative: the "removai" or  distancing of the 

mother as the father's lover, the subject inxning herxlf into the scenes involving her 

parents, the re-creation of the father's life and death, the meditation on the act of 

reading. Although the teln connitutes a story on the beginnings of the work of 

mourning, the Oedipal attachment to the father is nistained: this is the effect of the 

father as locus of the narrative. The father is constructed as the cause of the text which 

narrates incestuous desire. Once again, this desire is implied as the key to ferninine 

subjectivity: an incesmous relation to the father appears to offer an alternative 

representation for subjectivity as a woman. 

The text ends with the subject's promise to read the father's letters. The complete 

work of mourning is deferred, promised but delayed until the hture. The l u t  lines of 

the rext read: "J'avais toujours pensé que je finirais par ne pas lire ces lettres . . . . Je les 

lirai demain, dis-je, à haute voix. C'est promis" (199). The text closes without having 

completely resolved the Oedipal impasse. A residue of incestuous desire remains 

untouched; hence the narrating subject's discourse avens loss instead of confronting it. 

Dedans stages the same act of averting loss. It constructs a figure of the father that 

is the ideal, the wished-for father that would be the master of desire, guaranteeing 

satisfaction for the subject. We have shown how the narrating subject constructs 

fantasies that permit the by-pusing of mourning: the fantasy of complete unity with 

the father; the image of the dead father who can ensure the satisfaction of desire 

because he hirnself has none; the disregard for the mother's attempts at barring Oedipal 



desire, at bringing the heroine to undertake the work of mourning. These components 

of the novel connitute the representation of a subject who resists castration. The 

hysteric structure can be louted in severai places in the text: the ambiguity of sexual 

identities signais the hysteric's equivocal stance towards sewal difference; the 

representation of the father as d-knowing and seductive and able to procure jouissance 

for the heroine produces the hysteric figure of the ideal father; fmally, the heroine's 

refusal of the mother's separating function consritutes another form of resistance to 

castration. This constructs the imaginary father as the "point of convergence" for the 

plethora of metaphors, fantasmatic dialogues and images. It is here that we apprehend 

the father as cause of Cixous's writing, he is posed as the object of desire that sustains 

writing: the cause, perhaps, of what Cixous c d s  é&tnre féminine. For this incestuous 

pursuit of the imaginvy M e r  is an attempt to abolish difference, to embrace the Oost) 

other through the act of writing. 

In both works, we would Say that the fantasmatic figure of the father provides an 

escape route, a way around the law of the symbolic, liberation from death as a figure of 

separation and loss. The father in these texts is not the excluded third who intervenes 

on the Oedipal scene to demand separation. On the contrary, he is rhe figure who 

promises jouissance instead of forbidding himself as object. The narrative discoune 

upholds this fantasmatic jouissance, it supports the incesmous union. But this desire is 

not resolved: both narratives finish with an "open" ending - desire is neither satisfied 

nor unravelled. At the end of Dedans, there was the cal1 towards death from the 



seductive father and at the end of Or..., the mw of unread letters awaits the 

protagonist. The father as figure of authority or  domination is completely absent in 

Cixous's texts: the ideal father drives the narrative not through his authonry but 

through the fantasized promise of satisfaction, his imagined capacity to eradicate desire. 

The narrative that constnicts this father is irremediably incomplete, interminable - 

infinite as the unresolved incesmous desire that the narrative relates. Perhaps it is this 

openness that Cixous's te- attempt to incorporate: by dislocating the father's 

authoritative position, the author presents a unique relationship between father and 

daughter. The incesmous desire for the father is not, in itself, unique or unheard of, but 

this relation problematizes the writing of woman's desire. This is i u  singularity. 

Narrative becomes the articulation of the daughter's pursuit of the fantasized father as 

"master of desire" or her protection of him (as we saw in Or...). With this figure of the 

jo~issant father, Cixous produces a work that explores her version of ferninine 

subjectivity vis-à-vis the law of the symbolic. It is through the father that the narrating 

subject seeks to stage a relationship that resists the separation that the paternal function 

carries out. 

If Cixous's works ofien return to the themes of separation and exile, it is perhaps 

to conquer them, to restore the lost other: "The other in al1 his or her fo rm gives me 

i. It is on the occasion of the other that Icatch sight of me. . . It is the other that makes 



my portrait".7* We could Say that in Dedans and OY: les lettres de mon père the 

fantasmatic father is that which defeats separation, and sustains the wnting "In, sustains 

the narrating subject's voice. Cixous stories, which originate at the Oedipai impasse, 

tell of heroes and heroines that nrive towuds a place that in effect, resists 

symbolization, a space where the ideal father awaits with the promise of plenitude. 

Paradoxically challenging the paternal function via the imaginary paternal figure, the 

works become a sort of writing against writing, as they are caught in the Oedipal 

impasse where the story never ends. Within this space, narration circles endlessly 

around the beloved figure who is the cause and origin of the Cixolian ferninine 

subject's story. 

And yet the subject's story, which seeks to restore the lost father is not only 

about an individudis lost object of desire; it is a story that works to resurrect the dead, 

the forgotren, those who have been obliterated too soon from memory. If there is a 

political project running through Cixous's works, it must be this resuscitation of the 

foqotten, of those condemned to oblivion. Cixous's depiction of the fanrasmatic corps- 

à-top with the lost father is constructed as a metaphor for the defeat of death and 

destmction, a representation of the resurrection of the disappeued. If we look at these 

two teMS in relation to her other works of fiction, we apprehend the beloved father, 

70 Hélène Cixous and Mireille Caile-Gmber. Rwpinzs: Memory and L i f k t i n g ,  (tram.) Eric 
Preno witz, London, Routledge, 1997 [Photos de racine, Paris, des femmes, 19941. 



and the protection of his fragile form, as a symbol for restoring the weak, the 

oppressed, those threatened with extinction.71 And if we cannot avoid reading the dull 

burning of Oedipal desire at the hem of her texu - this desire for non-separation, for 

union - we read it as a means of keeping a vigil for those who un no longer teil their 

own story. Whether it is Mandelstam, Twetaeva, Mandela, the people of Cambodia or 

her father who died too young, we can read the Oedipal impasse, the resistance to 

castration as a resistance to the stifling mechanisms of oblivion, a r e M  of the 

forgetfulness of history. If we sense in her stories the echoing cry of the hysteric, it 

functions perhaps as a way of representing the relation to the other (that penon who is 

unlike oneself) as unse~arated, attached. It reprerents a rehtrn to One, where exclusion 

and segregation are rejected. 

The hysteric structure that presenu iwlf  in Cixous's work constitutes a 

challenge to the patemal function; on the limit of sewal difference, questioning the 

farher's relation to woman, Cixous t e m  stage the hysteric's appeal to the father, the 

hysteric's indecision at taking up the ferninine position of desire. Let us take Cixous's 

works as paradigmatic in our study of the father. For, in the next chapter on Annie 

Ernaux, we will see a similar appeal to the father: the protagonist of the author's works 

(which are largely autobiographical) manifesu an Oedipal anachment to the father that 

is comparable to that represented by Cixous. We will apprehend a strong relationship 

71 Cf. Picard, "Cette tomben, p. 3. 



of identification with the figure of a powerless father. Like Cixous, Ernaiur presents 

the father as being significantly implicated in her writing, in her narratives that 

construct a subject's confrontation with the Oedipal h a .  However, the imaginary 

father is a frighteniq figure from whom the dutiful daughter cannot separate. Ln 

chapter 4, we will observe how Marie Redonner's texts lead us away from the structure 

set up in Cixous's work. In contrast, Redonnet's trilogy produces a narrative structure 

that seeks to negate the influence of the father through the very process that Cixous's 

narratives attempt to suppress, namely separation. 



Identification with the Father and the 
Inheritance of Shame: Annie Ernaux's La Honte 

and La Place 

'Reality' is a fantasy-connruct which embles us to mask 

the Real of our desire.1 

In this chapter, we will study Annie Ernaw's La Phce and La Honte in order to 

demonstrate how the hysteric structure in these texts c m  be read as constitutive of 

resistance to the paternal function and its obligation on the subject to occupy certain 

positions within the sociai order. Like in Cixous's works, the narratives find their 

locus at the figure of an imaginary father that is generated in each text. The figure of a 

hurniliated father dominates both works. This figure is wociated with the hysteric 

structure: the humiliated father can be considered as an incarnation of the weak, 

powerless father that we saw emerge in Our discussion of the hysteric's paternal 

representations. 

Slavoj Zirek, 7he SvMUne Oùjecz of IdevIogy, London and New York. Verso. 1989, p. 45. 



This hysteric structure is consistent with the general oppositionai stance of 

Ernaux's work which seeks to critique the social inequalities determined by class and 

gender. However, this political project is in some ways at odds with the confessional, 

personal tone of Ernaux's autobiographical writings; her delikrate approach, which 

focuses on the sociologicd rather than psychologicai elements of her personal 

experience, seeks to do away with abstraction in order to represent the material 

conditions of class and gender oppression. Hence, she concentrates on the social 

environment of the working clvs milieu of her childhood in order to emphasize the 

lack or possession of material objecu as an important factor in one's experience of 

class. Yet the absence of an inner reflection on the emotional effects of clas or  gender 

and the distrust of memory to provide concrete knowiedge about long p u t  events 

mean chat the psychologicai aspects of subjective experience are suppressed in her 

writing. This is the paradox of Ernaux's work. Her literary project consists of a search 

for social and personal "truth", but the former seerns to overtake the latter. In several 

places, she states her refusal of subjective memory, perceived as a barrier to knowledge, 

a distraction from social reality and presenting the risk of self-ind~l~ence.2 In La 

Honte, she states "Il n'y a pas de vraie mémoire de soi" (37), and in La Place: 

Lyn Thomas discusses this aspect of Ernaux'r vriting and irs reiationship ro the "îurobiographiul 
pact" in the author's oeuvre in Annie Emarrxl- An intnninction to the Writer and Hm Audience, Oxford, 
New York, Berg, 1999, pp. 33-42. 



La couleur du ciel, les reflets des peupliers dans l'Oise toute proche, 

n'avaient rien à m'apprendre. C'en dans la manière dont les gens s'assoient 

et s'ennuient dans les salles d'attente, interpellent leurs enfants . . . que j'ai 

cherché la figure de mon père. J'ai retrouvé dans des êtres anonymes 

rencontrés n'importe où, porteurs à leur insu des signes de force ou 

d' humiliation, la réalité oubliée de sa condition. (101) 

It is not memory, nor lyrical reflections on remembered evenu that unveil the "truth" 

about one's social condition, but the am,  habits, gestures that are practised in social 

milieus, the material evidence more than personal interpretation. Ernaux wants her 

works to be more "scientific", based on observable facts and not on emotion or 

reminiscence which diston and alter reality. But in this search for "truth", for a 

material description of the mechanisms of social ciifference, there is resistance to the 

unconscious truths that remain unexamineci in the author's narratives. Ernaw ovenly 

rejects the capacity of psychoandysis to articulate the emotional traumas that stem 

from an unjust society.3 As Lyn Thomas observes, Ernaux's descriptions of social 

reality foreground the impact of having or  not having economic or cultural capital 

rather than psychoandytical explmations of behaviour (Thomas, 57). It seems that 

despite Ernaux's autobiographical pact with the reader (the events described are to be 

In our discussion of L.a Honte, ore will return to Ernaux's resinuice to psychoandysis. 



read as having a d l y  taken place) and the private subject maner of her writings, she 

is more inrerested in explorhg the collective phenornenon of social inequality rather 

than understanding her own subjective, emotional experiences. She uses her personal 

experience as an exvnple or illustration, a "case study" as it were, in her "sociological" 

study of society as a whole. 

Her writing technique, which elirninates poetic or lyrical effects and scribes to a 

"social reaiistn mode of expression, merely ailudes to the emotionai or psychological 

States in a detached, euphemistic manner. It is as though this uea of the author's 

experience is left for the reader to interpret for tbemrelves. These allusions and hints 

present a rich illustration of an aspect of Ernaux's work that the author herself passes 

over and that some critics have failed to address. The figure of the father in La Honte 

and La Place functions on a psychological level that has not been dixussed in the 

criticism of Ernaux's work. And while Ernaux anaiyzes the social context and 

environment in which her father lived, she does not investigate the psychological 

significance of her relationship to the father. Our discussion takes up the implications 

of the gaps created by her sociological approach to the question of the father. We will 

show how Ernaw's "materialist" style of writing belies a hysteric structure that is 

manifested rhrough the author's portrait of the father and her identification with the 

paternal imago. 



We will begin Our analysis by looking first at LP Place, concentrating on how the 

family configuration of the authorial persona4 conforms to a "hystericizing" 

arrangement where castration is unlikely to take place; this arrangement, as we will 

show, contributes to  the daughter's hysteric depiction of and identification with the 

father as a weak, humiliated figure - both socially and within the f d y .  This portrayal 

of the father in some respects introduces the "traumatic scene" that is narrated in La 

Honte ,  a text wrinen fourteen years later. By analyzing what Ernaux describes as a 

traumatic scene that is her reason for writing, the foundation of her bookss, we will 

describe the locus of the hysteric structure. This is the "scene of madness" where 

Ernaux witnesses, at the age of twelve, her mother k i n g  attacked by her father. La 

Honte undertakes an analysis of the repercussions of the father's am, placing it as the 

defining moment for the author's existence "in shame". We will demonstrate in what 

muiner hysteria is present in both of these t e w  and suggest that the hysteric 

representation of the father is bound up with the wider aim of Ernaux's work - to 

contest sociai inequdities resulring from gender and class. 

W h e n  we use the rerm "authorid persona", we refer ro the nurating instance of the t e x  as a 
constructed persona that, in the work's status as autobiographid, is understood to have some close 
relationship to the author's "red" idcntity. This darifies why w e  will interchange the use of the terms 
narrator, narrating subjea and "author", the latter being an abbreviation of  the above "authorial 
persona". 

Cf. Ernaux, La Honte, p. 31. 



Portrait of the Humiliated Father - La Place 

La Place begins with a significant scene in which the author passes her CAPES6 exarn. 

It is her final initiation into the dominant culture: 

J'ai attendu là qu'on vienne me chercher pour faire mon cours, objet de 

l'épreuve, devant l'inspecteur et deux assesseurs, des ~ r o E  de lettres très 

confirmés. Une femme corrigeait des copies avec hauteur, sans hésiter. Il 

suffisait de franchir correctement l'heure suivante pour être autorisée à faire 

comme elle toute ma vie. Devant une classe de première, des matheux, j'ai 

expliqué vingtcinq lignes - il fallait les numéroter - du Père Goriot7 de 

Balzac. (1 1) 

This scene takes on the signification of a rite of passage where the author 

describes the lut test which allows her to leave behind her working class ongins and 

proceed into the bourgeoisie: pwing the exam gains her admittance into the 

educational institution. But her description of the event reveals her feelings of 

fi CAPES: concours d'aptitude au professorat de I 'enseignement secondaire. 

' The reference to Bahc 's  Père Goriot in the opening scene is not incidental. It is the novel which she had 
to analyze to pass the CAPES. One of the great works of French literature, Balzac's novel serves, perhaps, 
as an ahsion to her own life, mirroring her own perception of her relationship to the father. Recall that it is 
the story in which a father, in order to support his &ughtersl luxunous lifestyle in high Society, is 
condernned to live alone in utter poveny, rejected by his daughters because of their class difference. It is 
the story of the abandonment and betrayal of the father by his daughters. The mention of the title has a 
doubIe signification, a signifier of high culture (a classic text in the French literary canon) and of oficial 
French education which she had just become a part of but, at the sarne time, signahg the protagonist's 
origins and her class difference and separation from her own father. 



ambivalence and discontent: "Je n'ai pas cessé de penser à cette cérémonie jusqu'à l'arrêt 

de bus, avec colère et une espèce de honte" (12). Her successful initiation into the 

teaching profession - the confirmation of her exit from her working class roots - causes 

her to feel disturbed and humiiiated. The dosing scene is dosely related to this one. 

Ernaux recognizes the cashier at the grocery check-out counter as one of her former 

students. She senses a feeling of shame, uneasiness in the young woman and the latter 

finally says: "Le C.E.T, ça n'a pas marché" (114).8 Ernaux, at that moment, sees herself 

in the other woman's uncornfortable gaze. Forced to return to her working class 

origins, the former student is now a grocery cashier. This very l u t  image is contrasted 

with the opening scene which depicu the author's promotion into the "other" culture. 

These two scenes fran:e the text, tying together the fundamental relationship between 

her father's difficult life, and her own success which is experienced as betrayai. The 

two scenes contribute to the circularity of the text: the oppositions of success/failure 

and bourgeoisie/working c l w  are set up in order to underiine the motif of chance 

which plays a great role in the author's conception of these oppositions, of the passage 

from one class to the other. 

Following the CAPES scene, the author nurates in detail the preparation of her 

father's body for the hneral and the events surrounding the burial. This long sequence 

recounts the final sepvation with the father. When returning home, she describes 

C.E.T: "Collège d'enseignement technique". 



feeling a great need to write about her father, demonstrating that the sepvation has 

been more difficult than what appears in the author's faenid, detached description of 

his death: "Je voulais écrire au sujet de mon père, sa vie et cette distance venue à 

I'adolescence entre lui et moi. Une distance de classe, mais particulière, qui n'a pas de 

nom" (23). The narrative goes on to relate the story of the father's life beginning with 

his childhood, moving on to his youth as a f u m  worker and f i n i s h g  up again at his 

death. As the author narrates her father's life, she reconstructs her own past identity 

which is incompatible with her present world. The reader begins to understand that 

this text is an attestation to her inability to abandon the memories of her origins. For, 

the relling of the father's story is a means of aniculating her own story, of articuiating 

that which, in her bourgeois milieu, is unspeakabie. The narration of her father's life 

becomes like the return of the repressed, where long ago effaced memories of scenes, 

conversations, customs that reveal her father's way of life corne flooding back through 

the narrative process: "Le déchiffrement de ces détails s'impose à moi maintenant avec 

d'autant plus de nécessité que je les aï refoulés . . . ." (72). 

The Father's Place in the Family 

In order to understand Ernaux's description of her relationship with the father, it is 

essential to observe how she depicts her mother's position in relation to him. For, in 

general, it is the mother's stance towards the father that determines how the child 

perceives him. It is the mother's desire, or lack thereof, for the father that positions 



him as having p h d i c  value or not. The mother's desire for the father signals to the 

child his or her own lack, his/her inability to satisfy the mother. It is this inadequacy, 

this impossibility of king the phallus for the mother, that causes the child to  renounce 

her as the object of satisfaction. The little girl, at this point, turns towards the father as 

her object of desire while the boy will identify with him. But what becomes of the 

child whose mother has no interest in the father, has no desire for him? In La Place this 

is the position of the mother vis-à-vis the father. Ernaux describes her mother as a 

dorninating figure in the farnily. The frustration at her thwarted social ambitions are 

often taken out on her husband through a mothering stance towarb him or  through 

humiliation. Her aspirations to rise up from their working class condition is hinted at 

in La Place, but it is in Unefemme - a text written about her mother's life some weeks 

after her death - that the author elucidates this aspect of her parents' relationship: 

Tous deux, le même désir d'arriver, mais chez lui, plus de peur devant In 

lutte à entreprendre, de tentation de se résigner à sa condition, chez elle, de 

conviction qu'ils n'avaient rien à perdre et devaient tout faire pour s'en 

sortir 'coûte que coûte' . . . . Il l'a suivie, elle était la volonté sociale du 

couple. (39) 

The mother contributed significantly to the daughter's perception of her father as 

a humiliated figure. When Ernaux, in La Place, recalk her parents' arguments and the 

insults that they would hurl at each other, we see that she discerned the father's 



humiliation as originating not only from the outside, from society, but also from the 

inside: it was unleashed from within the family, by the mother. For exarnple, Ernaux 

recounts how after the wu,  the only work her father could find wu filling up the 

holes left behind by bombs. Her mother's reaction: "Quelle position!" When rhey 

would argue she would sometimes Say: "Tu n'étais pas fait pour être commerçant" 

(comprendre: tu aurais dû rester ouvrier)" (71). 

The balance of power in her parents' relationship w u  in favour of the mother: 

"Elle ne disait pas comme d'autres femmes 'mon mari va me disputer si j'achète ça, si je 

vais là'. Elle luifaizait Irr guerre . . . pour qu'il perde ses muvaires manières (c'est-à-dire 

de paysan ou d'ouvrier)" (43). The author relates the smaii details in which her father's 

deference to the mother w u  played out: ber mother took care of the orders and the 

numbers in the business because she w u  "une femme qui pouvait aller partout"; she 

was able to traverse social barriers whereas the father could not. Even in the shop, the 

submission of the father was displayed by their work uniforms: the mother wore a 

white blouse but the father wore a blue shirt, a worker's shirt. 

In addition to her dominance in the household and the business, Ernaux observes 

her mother's sexuai indifference towards him. For exarnple she describes her mother's 

shame before her husband's desire for her: "Elle a toujours eu honte de l'amour. Ils 

n'avaient pas de caresses ni de gestes tendres l'un pour l'autre." (La Place, 37) In Une 

femme, her mother's modesty regarding her sexual relationship with her husband is 

revealed to the daughter by an aunt: "Les premiers soirs - confidence à une soeur - elle 



est entrée dans le Lit en gardant sa culotte sous sa chemise de nuit. Cela ne veut rien 

dire, l'amour ne pouvait se faire qu9à l'abri de la honte, mais il devait se faire quand on 

était 'normal'" (Unefemme, 38). In both texts, shame is an integral part of the sewal act 

for the mother, restraint, if not indifference, is demonstrated in front of the child, in 

regards to showing affection or desire t o w u b  her husband. O n  the other hand, the 

father is represented, in La Plare, as desiring the mother who was uninterested in sexuai 

love: "Tl lui disait souvent des choses ordinaires mais en la regardant fixement, elle 

baissait les yeux et s'empêchait de rire. En grandissant, j'ai compris qu'il lui faisait des 

allusions sexuelles " (39). 

The father's sexuality is also ailuded to in a short puagraph that is detached 

typographically from the rest of the text by large blank spaces before and after it: 

Ce dimanche-là, il avait fait la sieste. Il passe devant la lucarne du grenier. 

Tient à la main un livre qu'il va remettre dans une caisse laissée en dépôt 

chez nous par l'officier de marine. Un petit rire en m'apercevant dans la 

cour. C'est un livre obscène. (78) 

This short passage, mysteriously insened into the t e s ,  displays the linle girl's 

apprehension of her father's sexual being. The author never returns to this scene, never 

elaborates on its significance. But when read with the scene that directly follows, it 

illustrates not only the father's desire but the daughter's desire for him. The next scene 

is a description of an early photograph of the narrator: 



Une photo de moi, prise seule, audehors . . . . Sans doute n'ai-je encore de 

notions esthétiques. Je sais toutefois paraître à mon avantage: tournée de 

trois quarts pour estomper les hanches moulées dans une jupe étroite, faire 

ressortir la poitrine, une mèche de cheveux balayant le front. Je souris pour 

me faire l'air doux. J'ai seize ans. Dans le bas, l'ombre portée du buste de 

mon père qui a pris la photo. (78) 

The young girl poses in a suggestive m n e r ,  trying to stand in such a way that is 

flattering to her figure. The description indiutes that she is imitating the poses so often 

seen in men's magazines - the seductive femmefitizle, the object of masculine desire. 

The shadow of the father's head enters the photograph, revealing that it is his gaze 

which frames the image. The daughter poses for him. The relationship between the 

father's "obscene book" and the daughter's seductive pose becomes more evident. The 

passage demonstrates the daughter's interest in her father's desire for the "other 

woman". That is, the wornan that he sexually desires that she knows nothing about. 

This recalls Lacan's reading of Dora's great interest in Mme K., her father's mistress: 

"Toute la situation s'instaure comme si Dora avait à se poser la question - Qu'est-ce que 

mon père aime dans Mme K .  . . . " (Lacan, La Relation, 141). In Ernaux's text, it is this 

same attachment to that which the father desires in another that underlies the passage. 

The mystery of the pages in the "obscene book" that she never managed to see in order 

to find out what arouses her father's senial desire is implied in the above scene. The 

daughter attempts to mime the gestures that rem& hidden in the pages of her father's 



book, she tries to become the desired womui according to the images that she h a  seen. 

The juxtaposition of the two images - the daughter "catching" him with an erotic book 

and her seducrive pose for the father - can be read as her desire to be the other woman, 

to fulfil the father's unsatisfied desire and her own. The father then, is shown here as 

being the object of desire for the daughter. This relation of desire, however, is veiled, 

presented in images rather than being explicitly nated in words. 

Although the child perceives the father's sexuality, the mother completely 

overlooks it, maintaining a maternal relationship to the father. But the mothering 

relationship is also a castrating one; because she has no desire for the father, he c a n o t  

occupy the phallic position. This organizes a defect in the daughter's Oedipai struaure. 

The author describes how, during ber early adolescence, she identified with the 

mother's rejection of the father - the two beurne allies against him: "Une complicité 

me liait à ma mère . . . . Elle cherchait à employer mes mots . . . . O n  n'avait pas besoin 

de lui . . . . Je lui faisais des remarques sur sa façon de manger ou de parler" (82). The 

mother's "castration" of the father is taken up by the daughter: she in turn participates 

in the father's humiliation. It is this figure of the father as rejected and humiliated 

which pursues the author as an adult, haunting her after his death. The scene that 

becomes an emblem for the father's powerlwness is found at the beginning of the text. 

Taking place after his death, it narrates, in detail, the process of preparing the body for 

the funeral: 



Pour la première fois de ma vie, j'ai vu le sexe de mon père. Ma mère l'a 

dissimulé rapidement avec les pans de la chemise propre, en riant un peu: 

'Cache ta misère, mon pauvre homme.' (15) 

The father's sex, seen for the first time, is exposed and then concealed by the 

mother. His sex is his "povertyw, - it is not an object of desire. The mother does not 

"endow" her husband's penis with any value becaw her desire is found elsewhere - in 

social status. The scene is a literal acting out of the hystericai Oedipd fantasy: the 

rnother openly rejects the father's sex, rtnpping him of the phallus before the 

daughter's eyes. It becomes the l u t  trace of his shame, the final humiliation. The 

dominating mother, in the impentive, commands him, even after death, ro hide his 

inadequacy . 

We undentand from the opening scene mentioned above that the father's inferior 

social position wu not entirely the reason for the daughter's perception of him 

hurniliared. His muginality in relation to the dominant culture, his submission to 

work, his inadequacy in language were merely confirmation of the mother's authority. 

It was the mother's daily degradation of the father which affected the child's perception 

of him. We see, for example, that her understanding of his inferior social place is 

mediared through the mother: because of her class aspirations - aspirations that her 

husband did not shue - and their inability to move up the social ladder, her husband 

was constantly the target of her feelings of defeat before a c l w  structure that wu 



impenetrable. The daughter witnessed how he wu held responsible for the rnother's 

failed goal of moving into the middle d w :  "C'est un homme de la campagne, que 

voulez-vousn (67), her mother would Say. 

The daughter's awareness of her father's marginal place in society, a p m  from the 

mother's humiliating remarks, is bbrutally introduced in La Honte. It is in this work 

that the author explains how the disapproving gaze of bourgeois society is introduced 

and her perception of the father's humiliatecl position is secured in her psyche. In La 

Place he remains a dominated figure because of the mother's lack of desire for him. He 

remains incapable of satisfying the mother's desire and thus, his place for the daughter 

in the Oedipal structure becomes distorted. The narrating subject's consistent 

representation of the father as humiliated and powerless relates the elements that 

indicate a hystenc psychic structure. Recall chat the hystenc fantasizes a powerless 

father so that the "defect", the fault in the symbolic order vis-à-vis the feminine 

position is unveiled: if the farher is weak then the hyneric remains unconvinced that 

jouissance is impossible. She does not believe that woman's jouissance, which is outside 

the symbolic order, cannot be attained, it simply means that the father is incapable of 

providing it.9 The weak, powerless father feeds the hysteric's belief in the existence of 

Cf. Millot, p. ï7. 



an ideal father that can deliver jouissance, that c m  exempt her from the ferninine 

position in the symbolic. 

The Father's Social Place 

As its title demonstrates, the theme of "place" is of great importance in this text. Here, 

place refers to social position, to c lw.  But, as Ernaux describes the social milieu, we 

understand how clas is not necessariiy a question of one's economic means but 

something that pervades one's k ing  - revealing itself in one's behaviour, customs and 

manner of communicating. She illustrates Bourdieu's concept of the bubitus which is 

produced by the social conditioning of a par t idu  c l a .  The habiw consists of the 

systems of order, stnictures that generate and organize the pnctices and 

representations of a given group or class of people.10 Ernaux often refers to the fact 

rhat maintaining his "placen was one of the most essential things for her father: "Il ne 

buvait pas. Il cherchait à tenir srr place. Paraître plus commerçant qu'ouvrier" (45). 

Although the father had managed to advance from his position as a factory worker to 

become a shop owner, almost a petty-bourgeois, he would live in constant fear of k i n g  

exposed as a peasant through some involuntary gesture, some act or  opinion that 

Pierre Bourdieu, Le Senrprcftque, Puis, Minuit, 1980, p. 88. 



belonged to the habitus of the iaferior clas, thereby revealing his origins. This f e u  w u  

an integral part of the generd culture in which he lived. 

Owning a shop w u  not enough to belong to the merchant clw. There were 

signs of class, markers which betrayed one's "original" place. For example, Ernaux 

shows how the working c l w  bas specific, rigidly engrained traditions, opinions, ways 

of greeting people, topics of conversation. These would ail be constitutive of the 

habitus for that particular class. However, each member of the group was aware that 

some of these traditions - sorne of the elemenu within the habitus - were something to 

hide, for they revealed the inferior position of their class group relative to  the 

merchant class. We see then, as Bourdieu explains, that class is more than one's level of 

education or  how much income one earns. It is also determined " p u  tout un ensemble 

de caractéristiques auxiliaires qui . . . peuvent fonctionner comme des principes de 

sélection ou d'exclusion réels . . . ."il In other words, certain traits or  rnanner of 

conduct also come into play in the determining of d u s  position, working to include 

some people and to exclude others from a chosen group. 

The habitus of certain social groups - especidy the working or pesant classes - 

were immediately recogniuble and thox  who wanted to be wociated with a higher 

social group concealed their own practice of the custorns of the inferior class: 

Pierre Bourdieu, La Distinction, Puis. Minuit, 1979, p. 113. 



Personne à Y.. ., dans l a  classes moyennes . . . ne veut avoir l'air de 'sortir 

de sa campagne'. Faire paysan signifie qu'on n ' a t  pas évolué, toujours en 

retard sur ce qui se fait . . . . [O]n regardait moins les manières des gros 

cultivateurs . . . . Le pire, c'était d'avoir les gestes et l'allure d'un paysan 

sans l'être. (70) 

The author then, in describing her father's f e u  of losing his "place", also 

articulates the father's submission in an oppressive society which regulated one's 

movements, one's speech, one's way of behaving; a milieu which kept people "in their 

place" through the replation one's body, especially when confronted by those from a 

higher class.12 Thus, her father (and herself Iater on, for that matter) subjected himself 

to restrictive behaviour, rigid bodily control, in situations where traces of one's 

"peasanr ways" were at risk of k ing  exposed. When Ernaux describes her father's 

anguish at those moments of terror when some small mistake amounted to the loss of 

his dignity, we perceive his alienated pride in his social stanis that w u  higher than the 

customers he served: "Autre souvenir de honte: chez le notaire, il a dû le premier 

'lu et approuvé', il ne savait pas comment orthographier, il a choisi, "à prouver". Gêne, 

obsession de cette faute, sur la route du retour. L'ombre de l'indignité" (59). Most 

l2 Bourdieu discusses the imponmce of the body in relation to clas: "Dimension fondamenraie du sens 
de l'orientation sociale, l'hexis corporelle est une manière pratique d'éprouver et d'exprimer le sens 
qu'on a . . . de sa propre valeur socide." LP Distinnion, p. 552. 



often, says the author, rather than risking the vicious aing of shame in the presence of 

"importantn people, her father would becorne stiff and silent, trying to dissimulate his 

inferiority, the involuntary emergence of the habitus of his class.13 

These memories from the author's childhood reveal how deeply affected she was 

by her father's experience of humiliation. For she discloses in La Honte how she 

inherited this desire to maintain or dissimulate her own "place". Shame w u  felt when 

her "tme place" w u  exposed. Shame is an integrai part of the imaginary figure she 

constructs of him and an integral component of her memories of him. The notion of 

place and the father's struggle to preseme it are an important emblem for the figure of 

the humiliated, oppressed father that is represented in the tem. This is aliuded to in the 

passages where she mentions how she had hidden or repressed her own class origins in 

her bourgeois milieu: "Je me suis pliée au désir du monde où je vis, qui s'efforce de 

vous faire oublier les souvenirs du monde d'en bas comme si c'était quelque chose de 

mauvais goût" (73). 

In one pmicular sequence of the text, the author constructs an interesting 

portrait of her father that is important in the question of place: 

l3 Bourdieu points out that men though the habitus is a social construction its practices are, 
nevenheless, so engraincd thar they are unconsciousiy carried out and become inalterable: "Les schèmes 
de I'habirus. . . doivent leur efficacité propre au fair qu'ils fonctionnent en deci de la conscience et du 
discours, donc hors des prises de l'examen et du contrôle volontaire." La Distinction, p. 543. 



Un été, il m'a emmenée trois jours dans la f d e ,  au bord de la mer . . . . 

Pour ma tante, il a tué un poulet qu'il tenait entre ses jambes, en lui 

enfonçant des ciseaux dans le bec, le sang gras dégouttait sur la terre du 

cellier. Ils restaient tous à table jusqu'au milieu de l'après-midi, à évoquer la 

guerre, les parents, à se passer des photos autours des tasses vides. 'On 

prendra bien le temps de mourir, marchezr (66) 

In this passage, the narrator speaks more specifically about the habitus of her social 

milieu - her father's attitudes, opinions, his general lifestyle: he had never been to a 

museum, his sense of humour consisted of loud, dirty jokes, his "unsophisticated" 

eating habits, the tedious routine of each week's work, etc. It is in these sequences that 

we perceive how the notion of "place", organimd his entire existence. For in his 

everyday life he maintained the habits of his class of origin. Whereas when he w u  

faced with people from a higher social class, he had to "tenir sa place", hide his 

working class manners and attempt to appear as "one of them". This sequence presents 

lack of social place in relation to the rniddle c l w  as the underlying element that 

deterrnined and stmctured her father's chuacter and experience. 

The Language of the Father 

Although there were a multitude of acts, gestures and dress that revealed the habitus of 

one's social group, the most apparent trace of the father's displacement was his use of 

laquage. By describing how the laquage that her father grew up speaking wu 



ridiculed and parodied in popular culture, the author demonstrates another level at 

which he is inxribed as the humiliated father: 

Aux kermesses d'Y ..., des fom en bagout, costumés à la normande, fusaient 

des sketches en patois, le public riait. Le journal local avait une chronique 

normande pour amuser les lecteurs. Quand le médecin ou n'importe qui de 

bazrt p h é  glissait une expression cauchoise dans la conversation comme 

'elle pète p u  la sente' au lieu de 'elle va bien', mon père répétait la phrase 

du docteur à ma mère avec satisfaction . . . . (62) 

Patois was direnly comected to the father's degraded position and at times, the 

emergence of certain words and expressions could not be controlled: "Toujours parler 

avec précaution, peur indicible du mot de travers, d'aussi mauvais effet que de lâcher 

un pet" (63). In certain situations, the father chose not to speak - for the involuntary 

eruption of a "vulgu" word w u  comparable to the loss of control of one's own body. 

Speech for the working class, is placed on the same level as the body, to be tamed and 

regulated. 

Thus the conflicts arising between her and her father reguding language remah 

painfully embedded in the author's memory: "Tout ce qui touche au langage est dans 

mon souvenir motif de rancoeur et de chicanes douloureuses, bien plus que l'argent" 

(64). The narrating subject explains that behind the father's language, which she 

imitated at home, wu the fear of k ing  humiliated at school; for it could, at any 



moment, erupt inadvertently and "poliute" the proper French which she was expected 

to speak at school: 

Enfant, quand je m'efforçais de m'exprimer dans un langage châtié, j'avais 

l'impression de me jeter dans le vide. Une de mes frayeurs imaginaires, 

avoir un père instituteur qui m'aurait obligée à bien parler sans arrêt, en 

détachant les mots. O n  parlait avec toute la bouche. (64) 

In the same sequence, she corrects her father's French, sending him into a rage. 

Here, the powerless father's inability to fulfil the paternal function, to direct her into 

the l u i  page  of the symbolic order of the dominant culture becomes evident. The f e u  

of "inheriting' her father's language and thus his humiliation is expressed in the 

reprimanding censorship of the father: "'Comment voulez-vous que je ne me fasse pas 

reprendre, si vous parlez mal tout le temps!'"(64). At the same time, the daughter 

shares his humiliation because she cannot help speaking the way he does. The 

increasing distance between her parents' milieu and the school environment which 

served ro "cultivate" its students, was especially played out in language. Language's 

connections to identity, culture and social statu placed him, in relation to the 

dominant class, in a marginal position. 

Through the use of italics, which report the father's speech, and fragmented 

sentence structure, the narrative anchors the imaginary father's position of 

powerlessness; it becomes inscribed in the daughter's speech. For example, the italics 



are explained by the author as a means of underlining the words and phrases that were 

used by her father. These w o r b  articulate the boundaries of her father's world, they 

inxribe him in the social milieu of the working class. In order to mark out the distance 

between the world she is describing and that of those belon& to the class who 

consume cultural works, those who would probably read her work, she places the 

popular expressions, clichés or  incorrect w o r b  in italics. She States that these italics are 

not meant to signal any marks of complicity with her reader. She refuses complicity, 

attempting to delineate the boundaries of a world that would be alien to most of her 

readers. 

The effect of the itaiics is twofold. They huiction to designate her father's 

marginality: the italics stand out from the page, demarcating the vast distance between 

not only the reader and her father's world, but that exists between herself and her 

father. The reader literally sees this irnmutable distance on the page. Yet, the clichés, 

banalities and hackneyed expressions are amplified by the italics. They force the reader 

ro stop, to contemplate her father's language. His words become meaningful, a hiding 

place for the suffering that he could not communicate in any other way: "On était 

heuren quand même. Il falkit bien" (32); "Leitmotiv, il ne fart pus péter plus harct qu 'on 

r aw (59). 

The quotations ohen Say more than the banality or cliché itself. Michelle 

Bacholle's article on the progressive change in Ernaux's stance vis-à-vis the clichés of 

her parents from Ce qu'ils d k r  ou rkz up to Une femme shows that, in her later work, 



Ernaux rehabilitates the cliché.14 Represented as a negative element, against which she 

staged her revolt from the working c l w  in her earlier works, her parents' language 

becomes transformeci into evidence of the unsaid: something necessuy to explore in 

order to locate the truth about herself: ". . . ces formes . . . constituent la partie emergée 

d'un iceberg, l'autre partie étant formée du vécu' (Bacholle, 30). The clichés, vulgarities 

and popular expressions of her father become the market for a repressed part of her 

identity; for she had used these very same words when she was a child, when she still 

belonged to her father's world. As Emaw progressively moved into the middle class 

these expressions were erased from her speech. The italics then signal the repressed, 

that which had been buried when another set of values w u  introduced, defeated by the 

obligations of the symbolic order of the dominant culture. Hence, we cm read 

Ernaux's use of her father's popular language as a veiled form of Vate~~ehm~cht - 

nostalgia for the father. His language evokes a longing back to the losr place of her 

childhood; rhere where she and her father spoke the siune language, where they shared 

the same condition, occupied the same place. 

This nostdgia or longing is dso articulated through the effects of identification 

found in the use of itdics. For example: "J'avais deux blouses d'école. La gosse n'est 

privée de rien. Au pensionnat, on ne pouvait pas dire que j'avais moins bien que les 

l4 Michelle Bachollc, -Annie E r n u :  Lieux communs et lieu(x) de véritén in LirtéR&Iité, 7:l-2, 1995, p. 
2940. 



autres . . . ." (56) Identification is set up in the passages where the narrating subject's 

speech becomes entangled with that of the subject of narration. In the quote above, we 

see how this device functions to focaiize the passage. The author narrates in the first 

person but her parents' words are used, shifting the identity of the focalizer from 

herself to her parents. The result is a certain double focalization in which the 

perspective of the narrating subject and the subject of narration coincide: "Sous le 

bonheur, la crispation de I'aisance gagnée à l'arraché. Je n'ai pas quatre bras. Même pas 

une minute pour aller au petit endroit. La grippe, moi, je la fais en marchant. Etc. 

Chant quotidien" (58). The same device is used again in this quote where the speaker's 

w o r b  are net placed between quotation marks. Here, the father's words slide into the 

narrative discourse without the italics to distinguish them from the narrating subject's 

words. The clichés in the father's speech are assimilated and absorbed into the 

narrating subject's discourse. We apprehend here the author's attempt at rehabilitating 

the language of her father's milieu. 

But his language says nothing about his individuality, his subjective experience. 

He remains moored to the restricted confines of the milieu Ernaux describes. He never 

emerges as an individual in the narrative, he remains a static figure. This c m  be read 

however, as one of the author's devices. If the father never speaks outside of the clichés 

and commonplace sayings of his social group, it is perhaps to suppon the author's 

portrait of the father as an opprwed figure in the social order. The father is created as 

a type, a general mode1 for the working c l w  subject: the author's portrait is meant to 



unveil, render evident the experience of subjugation and exclusion that clvs divisions 

impose on those from the lower classes. Never venturing outside the restricted 

linguistic bounduies of his milieu, the father represents the dominated figure. In 

contrast, the mother, who was more interesteci than him in upward mobility and 

always attempted to expand her vocabuluy is associateci with the Other clw: she has 

ambitions to move into the middle class and great hopes for her daughter, suggesting 

that she identified with her diiughter's success.15 

Ernaux's work is often interspersed with fragmented sentences in which the 

grammatical subject is Mssing. These sentences mon ofien occur when the author is 

speaking about her father. In one instance, she describes a photograph of him: 

Une photo prise dans la courette au bord de la rivière. Une chemise blanche 

aux manches retro&, un pantalon sans doute en flanelle, les épaules 

tombantes, les bru  légèrement arrondis. L'air mécontent, d'être surpris p u  

l'objectif, peut-être, avant d'avoir pris la position. Il a quaranre ans. Rien 

dans l'image pour rendre compte du malheur passé ou de l'espérance. Juste 

les signes clairs du temps . . . ceux, plus &rets, de la condition sociale . . . 

l5 There arc allusions to the mother's ambitions of upward rnobiiity in La P k  and we will return to 
them below in discussing the mother ;md father's reiationship. However, it is in Une femme that Ernaux 
speaks more explicitly about her mother's desire to be acccptcd in the merchant ciw. 



les cabinets de la buanderie qu'un oeil petit-bourgeois n'aurait pas choisis 

comme fond pour la photo. (47) 

The photograph is meaat to hinaion as a mini-portrait of the father, unveiling 

the visible signs of his condition and his experience. The narrator looks first at her 

father's clothing: the white shirt indicates that the photo was taken on a Sunday - the 

only non-working day, and yet the shin sleeves are rolled up, implying that he is 

always prepared for work. His social condition is reveded in the small "signs" the 

author mentions. Not only are these signs of his social condition inscribed in what the 

author sees in the photo, it is also inscribed in her discourse. In this long passage, the 

personal pronoun referring to the subject of narration is mentioned once ("If a 

quarante ans"). The rest of the portrait consists of sentence fragments where the subject 

and predicate referring to her father are absent. Ernaux, by removing her father's 

subjectivity, evokes within the narrative dixourse his position as sorneone excluded 

from the dominant class. By contras, in the passages where the author describes 

photographs of herself, the fragmented, subject-less sentences are absent. This counters 

the possibility that the regulu syntax disappears because of the fact that the narrator is 

describing an image and has arrested the flow of the narrative. For example in 

describing a photo of herself, the author writes: "Sans doute n'ai je pas encore de 

notions esthétiques. Je sais toutefois paraître à mon avantage: tournée de trois quarts 

pour estomper les hanches moulées dans une jupe étroite . . . . Je souris pour me fair 

l'air doux. J'ai seize ans." (78) In another description of the parents' wedding photo, we 



find regulv syntaxe: "Sur la photo du mariage, on lui voit les genoux. Elle fixe 

durement l'objectif sous le voile . . . Elle ressemble à Sarah Bernhardt ..." (37). It is only 

in the description of the father alone that we find the grammatical subject absent. In 

another passage, outlining the father's routine, the fngmented sentences reappear: 

Le dimanche, lavage du corps, un bout de messe, parties de dominos ou 

promenade en voiture l'après-midi. Lundi, sortir la poubelle, mercredi le 

voyageur des spiritueux, de l'alimentation, etc . . . . Chaque dimanche 

manger quelque chose de bon. La même vie désormais, pour lui. (77) 

Here, the broken sentences mime the flat, unchanging routine of each day. The 

verbs in the infinitive imply the imperative, s ignahg  the fact that tthere w u  no choice 

but to carry out these tasks without fail, for economic s w i v a l  depended on them. The 

missing subject in each sentence has the effect of representing the father's dienation. 

He is somehow removed from each task: he does his work autornatically, 

unquestioningly, in the same order, in the same way. His leisure time is unvaried, 

completing the same activities each week. The absence of a grammatical subject 

suggests that the father's autonomy or individuality is undermined by the unaltered, 

unending tasks of which his existence w u  constituted. Once again, Ernaw places the 

father in the position of an archetype through this narrative device: thesa unchanging, 

mechanical routines were not only curied out continuously by her parents but by 

many other nameless, faceless people who belonged to the same milieu. Notice how 



the father's portrait is made up of fragmented parts - his clothing, his body, his 

surroundings. The absence of subject and predicate - Il porte une chemise blanche. il a 

l'air mécontent . . . etc. - fu a metonymic image in place whereby the fragmented parts 

represent the whole. A second instance where we see fragmentation in the portrayal of 

the father is in the description of his work as constituting his identity. This manner of 

presenting the father c m  also be read as an attempt to demonstrate how he w u  one of 

many that led this aiienating existence. Fragmentation underlines the lack of 

"wholeness" - variety, individuality, power to choose - that a life devoted to working 

for sumival implies, the subject becomes subsumed to their work, defined by it. This is 

discussed by Lyn Thomas who points out Ernaux's emphasis on the material 

conditions of experience: ". . . there is a constant awareness of the impact of material 

security on the cultural and even emotional oppominities available to an individual." 16 

In the image of the father discussed above, Ernaux demonstrates visuaily, through the 

description of the photograph, (and also through his laquage), how someone who is 

consumed by economic survival has less tirne and freedorn at their disposal to 

participare in activities that the middle class takes as given. 

The project to write "objectively" about her father's life becomes more and more 

difficult for Ernaux, his very figure seems to fade before her. Some details, inevitably, 

become erased from memory and others are invented through fantasy: "J'écris 

l6 Thomas, p. 56. 



lentement. En m'efforçant de révéler la trame significative d'une vie dans un ensemble 

de faits et de choix, j'ai l'impression de ~ e r d r e  au fur et à mesure la figure particulière 

de mon père" (45). Here, the author demonstrates her awareness of the unreliability of 

memory, the illusion of objectivity: her wnting then, is an experiment, an attempt to 

find the truth. The text that intends to  write the father's life is transformed into a self- 

andysis. Li the act of writing, her own imagination and desire are implied by the 

scenes she remembers, the organization of the facts and the details left out. It is that 

which is left out of the text that imposes itself mort on the reader; that which is 

missing in her story that weighs heaviest. For it is only after fourteen years that she 

could write La Honte where she elaborates on the shame she felt of her farnily's 

condition. Yet in La Place, the author's own experience of shame is never explicitly 

expressed but is, at the same time, strongly insinuated throughout. Sharne underlies her 

father's entire experience. This text is r e d y  about his constant confrontation with 

shame and how he sought to escape it, to maintain his "placen. And the text written 

much later could be read as its continuation, the next generation's encounter with 

shame. 

The Traumatic Scene of Desire - La Honte 

La Honte is not merely about shame; it is a puciculu type of coming of age story, an 

explanation of how, as the author narrates it, at the age of twelve, she came to 

apprehend the rupture between two different worids - that of those who are the 



privileged class and those underneath them. The inauguration of the perception of clvs 

difference - so fundamental a part of Emaux's entire oeuvre - begins at a decisive 

moment. The firn sentence of Lz Honte begins: "Mon père a voulu tuer ma mère un 

dimanche de juin, au début de l'après-midi" (13). The author goes on to recount the 

scene in detail: she returned home after mus and are lunch with her parents in the 

kitchen. She realized from the mother's mood that her parents had been fighting. 

Suddenly, her father begins to tremble in anger, grabs her mother and drags her into 

the cellar with a biilhook in one hand: 

D'un seul coup, il s'est mis à trembler convulsivement et à souffler. Il s'est 

levé et je l'ai vu empoigner ma mère, la traîner dans le café en criant avec 

une voix rauque, inconnue . . . . Je me suis précipitée au bas de l'escalier, 

j'appelais 'Au secours!' de toutes mes forces. Dans la cave mal éclairée, mon 

père agrippait ma mère p u  les épaules, ou le cou. Dans son autre main, il 

tenait la serpe à couper le bois . . . . Je ne me souviens plus ici que de 

sanglots et de cris . . . . Je pleure sans pouvoir m'arrêter. Mon père n'était 

pas redevenu normal, ses mains tremblaient et il avait sa voix inconnue. Il 

répétait 'pourquoi tu pleures, je ne t'ai rien fait à toi.' Je me rappelle une 

phrase que j'ai eue: 'Tu vas me faire gagner malheur.' Ma mère disait, 

'allons c'est fmi'. Après, nous sommes partis tous les trois nous promener à 

bicyclette dans la campagne des alentours . . . . Ii n'a plus jamais été 

question de rien. (15) 



This memory of the father's violent wault  against her mother is described as a 

rurning point afier which the author, as a young girl, fully understands the laws and 

rites of her working c l w  milieu. The young girl also perceives her milieu's complete 

opposition to that of the middle class society for which she wu cultivated at a Cathoiic 

private school. The r d t  is a profound awueness of the boundary between these two 

opposing worlds and the understanding that the former is subordinate to the latter. But 

the terrible episode is more than this: it does more than introduce the young girl to 

class. It also constitutes a traumatic version of the primai scene. This is the scene that 

the child witnesses (fantasmaticaily) where he or she interprets the sounds or  sight of 

the parents lovemaking as the father carrying out a violent act against the mother. In 

Ernaux's rem, the primal xene is like the literal acting out of the father's imagined 

aggression towlrds the mother. But the scene threatens to drive the child mad with 

fear, hence the expression gagner malheur. We suggest that there is another reading of 

this scene that looks at the unconscious elements of the described episode. For the 

aurhor however, the scene remains anchored in the social. Following the witnessing of 

the murderous scene, she feels ashamed of her family's social and economic condition, 

a feeling that surges fonh at particular moments when the disgrace of their social 

~osition reveals iuelf: 

Tout de notre existence est devenu signe de honte. La pissotière dans la 

cour, la chambre commune, . . . les gifles et les gros mou de ma mère, les 

clients ivres et les familles qui achetaient i crédit . . . marquaient mon 



appartenance à une classe vis-&vis de laquelle l'école privée ne manifenait 

qu'ignorance et dédain. (13 1) 

Ernaux spenb much of La Honte explicating in detail the charamer of the socio- 

symbolic order of the working clw, provincial comrnunity in France of the 1940's and 

50's. The book can be divided into three sections. The first d o n  begins with the 

narration of the scene, followed by a pwage that relates the author's memories of 

events and fears that directly followed the episode (we wiIl discuss this section in d e t d  

below). The second section, which takes up the majority of the text, describes the two 

separate social worlds to which Ernaux belonged as a child. The 1 s t  section consists of 

fragmented scenes and episodes the most significant of which is the pilgrammage to 

Lourdes that the author takes with her father. But it is the description of the social 

environment that is the most important aspect of the tes:  

Pour atteindre ma rédité d'alors, je n'ai pas d'autre moyen sûr que de 

rechercher les lois, les rites, les croyances et les valeurs qui définissaient les 

milieux, l'école, la famille, la province où j'étais prise et qui dirigeaient, sans 

que j'en perçoive les contradictions, ma vie (37). 

Ernaux relates the physical environment of her childhood, the region, the town 

and her neighbourhood. She moves on to  discuss the habitus of her family's social 

milieu: the gemires, the way of speaking to one another, customs, topics of 

conversation, rules of courtesy, beliefs. Secondly , and importantly she discusses in 



great detail the culture of the private Catholic school she attended: irs rules, religious 

rites, festivals, teachers, imposed behaviour, etc. It becomes evident that the values and 

ideology advocated at the Catholic school had already been internalized by the young 

girl, even before she became explicitly aware of the difference of her own milieu from 

that of the school: "Je reconstruirai maintenant l'univers de l'école privée catholique, 

oit je passais le plus de temps et qui domimit uns doute le plus ma vie, en unissant et 

confondant indissolublement deux impératifs et deux idéaux, la religion et le savoirw 

(71, my emphasis). 

Ernaux chooses to concentrate on the social context, the social environment of 

her childhood in order to cluify and understand the scene, to explain it to her readers. 

But the more remote signification of the scene is not narrated; it remains unaddrwed, 

concealed. Before analyzing the different elements of the narrative that demonstrate an 

underlying desire in the text, let us look at how Ernaux interprets the scene by 

following the "reading path" that she carefully sets out for the reader. Afterwards, we 

d l  show that through the organization of the text and the way certain scenes are 

articulated, there is an alternative reading that imposes itself through the author's 

insistence on "reality" and her avoidance of the unconscious or psychological aspects of 

the scene. 



Class Difference and the "Scenc of Madncss" 

Afrer describing the traumatic scene, the author States that she is unsatisfied with her 

mernory of it: "Naturellement pas de récit, qui produirait une réalité au lieu de la 

chercher. Ne pas me contenter non plus de lever et transcrire les images du souvenir 

mais traiter ceile-ci comme des documents qui s'éclaireront en les soumettant à des 

approches différentes" (38). Instead of relying on her memory of the scene, she decides 

to look at the universe in which she lived at the age of tarelve in order to understand 

the change that took place in her outlook on the world after the traumatic scene. We 

can designate the young girl's conxiousness of class difference as the opening up of a 

new dimension within the symbolic order; something of which she had "passive" 

knowledge before the father's violent eruption. This new component shows the 

symbolic order as possessing a border that splits off the working class from the 

privileged middle class. The rules, conventions and language of the rniddle class 

differed from those that had been familiar to her: the existence of an other world, 

opposed to that of her family's, opens up before her, installing the gaze of the symbolic 

Other into her previousiy closed, innocent world. For example, in one scene that the 

author characterizes as a continuation of the father's attack, she returns home one 

evening with her teacher and classmates: 

. . . ma mère est apparue dans la lumière de la porte, hirsute, muette de 

sommeil, dans une chemise de nuit froissée et tachée (on s'essuyait avec, 

après avoir uriné). Mlle L. et les élèves se sont arrêtées de parler. Ma mère a 



bredouillé un bonsoir auquel personne n'a répondu. Je me suis engoufrée 

dans l'épicerie pour faire cesser la scène. Je venais de voir pour la première 

fois ma mère avec le regard de l'école privée . . . . à travers l'exposition du 

corps sans gaine, relâché, et de la chemise douteuse de ma mère, c'est notre 

vraie nature et notre façon de vivre qui étaient révélées. (1 10) 

Her mother's nakednw and her urine-stained night shirt are, through the gaze of the 

others, transformed into symbols of the family's impoverished condition. Because she 

now understands the norms and values of her middle class companions, she apprehenb 

the scene with horror. Before anyone else from their milieu, the mother's state of dress 

would not have provoked shame. But when she sees the mother through the vantage 

point of the other class, the radical contradiction between the working c l w  and the 

middle clvs is rendered evident, unavoidable by the mother's emburassing state of 

undress. The third instance who witnesses or oversees the exchange between subjects, 

the Other becomes incarnated, for Ernaux, by those members of the ruling c l w  who 

re-structure her behaviour and her relationship to language. The earliest incarnation of 

the Other is illustrated in this scene where the teacher and ber classrnates confirm the 

split between her family's milieu and that of the private Catholic school. 

The symbolic order cm be described as the network of symbols - the rules, 

customs and rituals - that structure the subject's relationship to the social order; it is 

hence, the domain of culture. As we have already d i d ,  it is the father that steers 

the child towards the symbolic order d e r  the Oedipus complex. The child is shut off 



from the imaginary, dyadic relationship to the mother through the fatherf 

intervention and is introduced to the structure of rulu and symbols that constitute the 

social universe. The child is, at this rime, subject ro the law. The law is made up of the 

basic codes or ~rinciples that subtend ail social relations - it is synonymous with the 

symbolic order. The crimes of rnurder and incest, for example, are two of the most 

fundamental taboos of which Freud explkates the ongins in Totem and Taboo. These 

are the two elemental laws that govern Our relationship to others. 

Lacan characterizes the symbolic as king universal in chuacter, encompassing 

the subject once he or she is initiated into it: "L'ordre symbolique est donné d'abord 

dans son caractère universel. Ce n'est pas peu à peu qu'il se constitue. Dès que le 

symbole vient, il y a un univers de symboles".l7 For Lacan, there is no gradua1 

transition into the symbolic order. However, it is presumable that there exist some 

symbols or rules that are already acting upon us without Our king explicitly aware of 

them or without undemanding their function. This is the case for Ernaux's early 

relationship to clvs difference. Despite the fact that from the moment of her entrance 

into the symbolic order, class difference - and d l  the rules and customs that are 

associated with it - already existed, she, as a Young child, wu not conscious of it. As 

she explains in the text, she followed the system of rules or used the luiguage that 

l7 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire L i m  II. Le Moi dam ka théorie de hn<d et hns L techique de /a 
psychanalyse (1 954-55), Puis, Seuil, 1978, p. 29. 



marked out her clvs wirhout explicitly understanding their origin or  imponance. It is 

only as an adult, r W n g  the habits and customs of her milieu that they become clear 

markers of clas: "La mise à nu des règles du monde de mes douze ans me rend 

fugitivement l'insaisissable pesanteur . . . . Des mots d'usage indissolublement unis aux 

choses et aux gens de mon enfance, que je ne p e u  pas faire jouer. Des tables de la loi" 

(69). Some symbols, some unwritten laws, are more obscure or opaque than others, 

rheir function only k i n g  reveaied at certain moments of the subject's history. Ernaux 

writes that it is at the crucial moment of the violent xene that the opacity of some of 

the symbols of her universe kcome elucidated for her at the age of twelve: "Nous 

avons cessé d'appartenir à la catégorie de gens corrects, qui ne boivent pu, ne se battent 

pas, s'habillent proprement pour aller en ville . . . je ne ressemblais plus aux autres filles 

de la classe" (108). 

Although Lacan de~cnbes the symbolic order as a totaiity, an dl-encompassing 

universe that arranges the human order (Lacan, Le Moi, 43), there are, of course, some 

symbols that exist among cenain groups that are excluded or contradictory to those of 

another. We can illustrate how the existence of class difference within the symbolic 

order produces separate structures that ase organized such that they intersect at some 

points and are totally at odds with each other at other points: In other words, there 

exists, within the realm of the symbolic, symbols, conventions and rules that are class 

specific. We can visuaily represent the transformation of Ernaux's childhood universe 

if we imagine a sphere representing the babittrr (the structures that organize the 



practices and representations of a given group or clas of people) of one dus that is 

partially eclipsed by that of another larger one.18 

Bou 

Class 

Fig. 1. Habitus of Class within the Symbolic Order 

In this figure, we see how the sphere representing the working c l w  is overlapped by 

that of the bourgeoisie; the overlapping area representing the numerous rules and 

symbols common to both social orders. But the section of the small circle that lies 

outside of the bigger one illustrates the componenu of the working class habitus that 

are non-existent or completely contradictory to those of the middle class. Hence, the 

l 8  We c m  articulate the concept of habitats with that of the symbolic ordcr in that the latter could be 
conceived of as the aggregation, the sum total of ail the habitus of the different groups or sociai classes 
existing within a given sociecy. 



leners g/-g in the respective circles denote a symbol or custom that exists in one order 

and its opposite exining in the other - g and not g. It is important to distinguish 

however, that the social order of the bourgeoisie dominates and structures, to a large 

extent, that of the working clw; but there remaias a small, marginal area that lies 

outside of the dominant culture's domain, the habitus specific to the working class. 

This is the reason for the difference in size of the circles. In the case of La Honte, the 

superimposition of the second, larger circle to which the s d e r  is subordinated 

becomes evident to the young girl at the age of twelve. She apprehends the distinct 

border between the cwo orders and the marginal character of the area rhat lies outside 

of the space of the dominant class; this outlying uea is understood as inferior and is - as 

she related in La PIace - concealed by her father from those belonging to a more 

privileged class. 

Hence the father's attack on the mother appeus in radical contradiction to the 

rnorals, the lifestyle and images of the family to which she had k e n  exposed through 

the culture of the rniddle class. The emergence of shame and terror occurs when the 

young girl realizes at the moment of the scene that her fvnily is unlike the families of 

the other children at school, the families she has read about in books, seen in films, the 

family life advocated by the private Catholic school. She sees her own as irremediably 

defective and inferior: "Je suis devenue indigne de I'école privée, de son excellence et de 

sa perfection" (109). This is how the author explains her "enrrance into shame": this is 



what can be inferred from the way the text is o r g d ,  the commenu made, the 

scenes represented. 

The Traumatic Scene and the Red of Desire 

But this does not seem to be a completely satisfactory explanation. The traumatic and 

terrifying effect of the scene seems to come from more than the exigencies of rniddle 

class ideology. For, at the end of this long section of the text, the author States that the 

horrific scene w u  whoily incompatible with both of the separated cultures. It wu 

outside of her entire experience, completely foreign to it: 

J'ai mis au jour les codes et les règles des cercles où j'étais enfermée. J'ai 

répertorié les langages qui me traversaient et constituaient ma perception de 

moi-même et du monde. Nulle part il n'y avait de place pour la scène du  

dimanche de juin. Cela ne pouvait se dire à personne, dans aucun des deux 

mondes qui étaient les miens. (108) 

The author returns to the evenu surroundhg the scene in an attempt to place it 

within the history of her identity, to stabilize it in her memory in order to dissect and 

analyze it. But the reconstruction of the symbolic order of her childhood allows no 

room for the deadly scene. Her detailed description of the social environment excludes 

an equally detailed inward reflection on the emotional effects of the scene. There are 

only fragments, pieces of text that describe the psychic significance of the trauma. For 



example, throughout the tun, the scene is defined as k i n g  indexribable, beyond 

worb: ". . . cette scène en moi comme une image sans mots ni phrases . . . les mots que 

j'ai employés pour la décrire me paraissent étrangers, presque incongrus" (17); "la 

rerreur sans mors qu'a été pour moi ce dimanche" (21); "L'avoir mise [la scène] en mots 

n'a rien changé de son absence de signification. Elie est toujours . . . une chose de folie 

et de mort" (30). The frightening episode lies outside of the symbolic, entirely 

inconsistent with it. Cui we not describe this as the frightening upnirge of the red 

within the symbolic - the element that cuuiot be reduced to the symbolic for it is 

unassimilable? The real is that which causes horror for the subject, that which cannot 

be described in language and emerges at unforeseen moments. 

' h e n  the young girl responb to her father after the attack she says: "Tu vas me 

faire gagner mlheur" (15). The author explains the meaning of the Normand 

expression - to become mad and heartbroken as a result of fright - and it articulates the 

horror and fear that is attached to the red. The phrase uners the paradox of jouissance 

- gagner malheur, "to winn something that would bring misfortune, unhapiness; it 

utters the traumatizing effect of the jouissance of the scene. The young girl believes 

that she will become mad from witnessing the terrible violence. This f e u  of falling 

into madness folloa-s the author, the episode constituting itself as the traumatic kernel 

rhat founds the part of the subject that cannot be reduced to the symbolic order. Lacan 

called this part, this remainder that refuses to be symbolized and assimilated, the objet 

a; it is that which is radically interior, an integral part in the subject and yet exterior, 



embodying jouissuice; Lacan dexribed it as extime. For Ernaux, this "chose folle et 

mortelle" wu something that could not be described and yet, something intimately 

part of her: 

À quelques hommes, plus tard, j'ai dit: 'Mon père a voulu tuer ma mère 

quand j'allais avoir douze ans.' Avoir envie de dire cette phrase signifiait 

que je les avais dans la peau. Tous se sont tus après l'avoir entendue. Je 

voyais que j'avais commis une faute, qu'ils ne pouvaient pas recevoir cette 

chose-là. (16, my emphasis) 

She would try to describe the scene to those with whom she felt close or intimate 

indicating that it constituted some innermost part of her. Yet it is described as a thing, 

cene chose-22, an object that she aiways curies with her, an irreducible piece of the red: 

"Cette scène figée depuis des années, je veux la faire bouger pour lui enlever son 

caractère sacré d'icône à l'intérieur de moi . . . ." (30). The ohet a is not only the 

unassimilable remnant of jouissance that cannot be integrated into the symbolic, it is 

also the cause of the subject's desire, it is that which founds desire. 

There is clearly an other meaning, another sense to  the scene that the author's 

carehl exploration of the social context occludes. This scene that is consistent with the 

objet a, the traumatic kernel, is the centre of the subject's desire; yet the meticulous 

description of the social reality leaves no room for the psychic reality that is hinted at 

and alluded to throughout the tem. We suggest that the unspeakably terrifying scene 



plays out a hysteric structure in which, for a vanishing instant, for one moment of 

madness, the father is transformed iato the hysteric's ideai fatber - the father who 

parantees the satisfaction of the child's every demand, who removes the obstacle to  

jouissance, he becomes the father who opens the floodgate on desire and permits the 

incesntous union. Let us go back and look at the organization of the first section of the 

text where the author describes the events and mernories following the episode; we 

will observe the mamer in which she avoib saying exactly how the scene affected her, 

and examine how the scenes and allusions to an unconsciow desire for the father and 

disregard for the mother are nurated. 

It seems to be what the author fails to narrate that is most suggestive. Directly 

after describing the fearsome xene, the author turns to seemingly peripheral matters 

such as the circumstances of writing the scene - "J'écris cette scène pour la première 

fois. Jusqu'à aujourd'hui il me semblait impossible de le faire . . . ." (16); She also 

recounts episodes that followed the attack that allude to the traumatic effect of it - for 

exarnple, a Song on the radio at the time which evoked the chaos and noise of the scene 

and a list of objects from 1952 that she ail1 possesses. She does not nurate the 

irnmediate psychological effects of the scene, how it affected her relationship with her 

father and mother, how it affected her relationship with others.19 Ernaux is 

l9 Although Ernaux does not explicitly nurate h o v  the scene affected her relationship with her father, 
the long description of their trip together to Lourdes, discussed below, connitutes a suggestive reflection 
on their relation in the aftermath of the scene. 



uninterested in the unconscious inscription of the xu ie  in her story, for she rejecu the 

capacity of psychoanaiysis to concretely articulate the trauma experienced: 

Je n'attends rien de la psychanalyse ni d'une psychologie familiale dont je 

n'ai pas eu de peine à établir les conclusions rudimentaires depuis 

longtemps, mère dominatrice, père qui pulvérise sa soumission en un geste 

mortel, etc. Dire 'il s'agit d'un traumatisme familial' . . . n'entame pas une 

scène que seule l'expression qui m'est venue alors pouvait rendre, gagner 

malbew. Les mots abstraits, ici, restent audessus de moi. (31) 

The expression gagner malheur is used q a i n  in this passage that displays 

resistance to psychoandysis and what it might uncover. The author believes that 

abstract concepts cannot express the meaning, the ex-timité of the scene as adequately as 

the words used in childhood, words that are intimate and full of meaning for her. But 

the phrase, gagner malbezw, is most likely an unfamiliar term to the rnajority of her 

readers for there is a footnote that explains its meaning. In this sense, it is a way of 

distancing the reader, encoding her inner dread by expressing it in an ununial, even 

unknown term. It is a way of saying, but not saying what she really feus. The term is 

used again in another passage: "Hier, je suis ailée aux Archives de Rouen consulter 

Paris-Normandie de 1952 . . . . C'est une chose que je n'avais jamais osé faire non plus 

jusqu'ici, comme si j'allais gagner malheur de nouveau en ouvrant le journal de juin" 

(3 1). The effect of the traumatic episode can only be uttered in the childhood language; 



for her it cm only k articulated in this language which, like the xene, is ni11 an 

integral part of her despite its distance in time. In another sequence, she relates some of 

the expressions that were used in her milieu, providing a short explanation for each 

one: "Il n'y avait presque pas de mots pour exprimer les sentiments. Je me suis 

drrpe pour la désillusion, j'érais mauvaise pour le mécontentement. Ça m 'afait derril se 

disait du regret de laisser du gâteau dans l'assiette et de la tristesse de perdre un fiancé. 

Et gagner mlbear" (70). Although she describes the context in which the other phrases 

are used, she remains silent about gagner miheur, an expression that perhaps cannot be 

fully translated, for the trauma to which it is irremediably joined is unspeakable, the 

context in which it was used indescribable. 

There is only one place in the text where Ernaux actually pronounces, in 

standard French, how she felt afier the attack. When referring to the language of her 

milieu, she explains: "Me servir de ces mou, dont cenains exercent encore sur moi leur 

pesanteur, pour décomposer et remonter, autour de la scène du dimanche de juin, le 

texte du monde où j'ai eu douze ans et rru dewni+folew (38, my emphasis). Here, the 

author explicitly States that the episode neuly caused her to break down, confirming 

the connection between the attack and jouissance which threatens to destroy the 

subject. 

The avoidance of commentary on the psychological consequences of the scene, 

carried out by allusions without elaboration o r  by insistence on social redity suggest 

that there is resistance to the unconscious truths that are hinted at but unaddressed in 



the text. 1s Ernaw's evasion of the unconxious fantasies implicated in the traumatic 

scene, her cveful reconstruction, without inner reflection, of the outer reality 

surrounding it, a means of masking the unbearable real of her desire? Lacan's rereading 

of the "burning child dream" that Freud anaiyzed may help us to clarify this 

question.20 He stated that the father encounters in his dream the reality of unconscious 

desire (the child's reproach that reveds the father's guilt) and that this was more 

horrifying than the external reality. The father wakes up, escapes into "reality" in 

order to elude the real of his desire in the dream, the unconscious: 

Si la fonction du rêve est de prolonger le sommeil, si le rêve, après tout, 

peut approcher de si près la réalité qui le provoque, ne peuton pas dire qu'à 

cette réalité, il pourrait être répondu sans sortir du sommeil? . . . . La 

20 Freud describes the dream: "A father h d  been watching day and night beside the sick-bed of his 
child. After the child died, he retired to rest in an adjoining room, but left the door ajar so that he could 
look from his room into the n a ,  where the child's body Iay surrounded by tall candies. An old man, 
who had been installed as a watcher, sat beside the body, murmuring prayers. After sleeping for a few 
hours the farher dreamed that the child was standing by bis &ri, clasping hzi a m  and q i n g  reproachfuIIy: 
'Farher, don 't you see that Iam ùurning?'The father woke up and noticed a bright light coming from the 
adjoining room. Rushing in, he found that the old man had failen aslcep, and the sheets and one arm of 
the beloved body were burnt by a fallen andle." "The Interpretation of Dreams" in 73e h i c  Writings 
of Sigmrrnd Freud, ed. and trans. A.A. Brill, New York, &dom House, 1966, p.468, emphasis in 
original. Freud's interpretation w u  that in order to prolong his sleep, the father constmcted a dream 
based on the exrernal stimulus, the smoke, until the irritating element became too nrong and he was 
awakened. This demonstrated the thesis that one of the funaions of dreams is to enable the subject to 
prolong sleep. 



question qui se pose . . . c'est - Qu'est-ce q ~ i  réveille? N'estie pas, dans le 

rêve, une autre réalité.21 

For Lacan, this "other reality* found in the father's dream, in the unconscious 

desire, is so terrible that facing the surroundhg extemal rellity is actually a means of 

avoiding it. We suggest that this is, in part, what drives Ernaux's anaiysis of the sociai, 

external environment surrounding the traumatic episode. She does not look into the 

fantasies or dreams that may have followed the event, she refuses an exploration of the 

"other reaiity", because it is much more t e r r i fpg  than the social reality that is 

nevertheless profoundly comected by the author to the shame that pursues her into 

adulthood. Ernaux's insistence on external "reaiity" is a constnict that enables the 

masking of the real of her desire - her identification with the father's act of jouissance 

and the incestuous desire implied by it. 

But Ernaux does not completely avoid the real of her desire. It is not a question 

of repression, for she includes bits and pieces of the psychic reality, like parts of a 

puzzle lefi to the reader.22 Ernaux's technique is to "show" unconscious desire instead 

21 Jacques Lacan, Le Sémimire L i m  XI. Les concepts fondamentaux de & psycbmadyse, Paris, 
Seuil, 1973, p. 68, emphasis in original. 

22 For example, rhe describes how one of her cousins d t s  her mother'r sister in the nreet, a few 
weeks after the father's attack: "Dans la rue, sous les regards des voisins et les encouragements de mon 
oncle Joseph, son père, assis sur le taius, mon cousin a roui de coups sa tante. Elle a surgi en sang et 
couverte de bleus dans l'épicerie. Ma mère l'a accompagnée i la genâarrnerie et chez le médecin" (112). 
Ernaux implicitly describes the tonnent that the event causes in the next paragraph. Following the 
cousin's attack, her eus  become clogged from a temble cold such that she c a n o t  h e u  her own voice 
and that of others is hevd only through a muffled fog. She stops speaking "Je me croyais condamnée à 



of relling it. She recounts fragments of xenes, describes sipificuit objects, pieces of 

memories or  thoughu from that time without analyzing them. When we examine 

these fragments and suggestions, one fin& a remarkable incestuou attachment to and 

identification with the father that is consistent with the hysteric structure. This is 

especially evident in her descriptions of certain memories after the scene. For example, 

she talks about ber f e u  of corning home one day and seeing the task accomplished; but 

she emphasizes her anxiety about what would happen to her farher if it did happen: "Il 

n'y avait de faute ni de coupable nulle part. Je devais seulement empêcher que mon 

père tue ma mère et aille en priconw (19). After this sentence there is a blank space. The 

narrating subject does not mention the rnother, but feus that her father will end up in 

prison. The first anxiety that she utters is that of losing her father. 

When narrating moments after the attack that were frightening because they 

somehow brought back the terror of the scene, she relates: "Un jour mon oncle m'a 

tendu le roman policier qu'il était en train de lire: 'Qu'est-ce que tu dirais si ton père 

était accusé d'un meutre et qu'il ne soit pas coupable?' Je suis devenue toute froide" (20, 

my emphasis). The father is somehow not guilty, not to blame. The punishment of the 

vivre ainsi" (1 12). The phys id  symptoms are narratecl as the somatic response to this scene, reveaiing its 
devastating significuice. We understand that the xene is so intolerable because it d l s  forth once again 
her own father's act. It is the finished reproduction of the originai scene and the brutai resurgence of the 
real of her desire. The intolerable scene of jouissance is re-cnlcted again, playing out to the end what she 
had unconsciously desired and draded. The young girl's illness is nvrated without commentuy, but it 
demonstrates how she sinks into the frightened silence of one who cvlnot speak their anguish. She 
fin& rhrough the body, the only means of speaking the agonizing encounter with the r d .  



father seems to be what preoccupies and terrifies the daughter. Interestingly, none of 

the passages that describe the young girl's fears after the episode evoke horror towarb 

her mother's deah  or  concern for her sdety. 

Ernaux, in another passage, refers to how her father wu not to blame for what 

had raken place, implying that she could undemand why he did it; she is able to 

identify even, with his rage against the mother: "C'est une scène qui ne pouvait pas être 

jugée . . . . Comme ma mère était plus chrétienne que mon père, qu'elle s'occupait de 

l'argent et recontrait mes maîtresses, je devais considérer comme naturel qu'elle crie 

après lui de la même façon qu'après moi" (20). The mother's dominant place in the 

farnily placed the daughter and father in an alliance, for they were both subject to the 

mother's reproaches and criticism. We outlined above in our discussion of La Place the 

mother's authoritative position in the household. We set that here too, the daughter 

cakes up a relationship of identification with the father. 

After the attack, the author remembers feeling empathy for the father, fear at his 

being sent to prison, terror when she thought of him k ing  accused of a murder he 

didn't commit, she envisions, after a news item in the paper, the rhree of them 

murdered at the side of the road - but concern, feu, pity for the mother alone are 

strikingly absent from these pages. There is even a description of a photograph, taken 

three months after the amck. It shows the young girl posing with her father in 

Biarritz. This photo is juxtaposed with one taken some tirne before the scene: the 

author concentrates on her sewal maturity in the later photo, compared to the earlier 



one, where she is in communion d r a s  and l o o k  Wre a "petite fille sérieuse": "Dans 

cette tenue, je ressemble à une petite femme. Mon père est en veste foncée, chemise et 

pantalon clairs, cravate sombre . . . . J'ai sans doute gardé celle-ci parce que . . . nous y 

apparaissions comme . . . des gens chics, des villégiaturistes" (24). The mother is absent 

from rhe presenred photo. The young girl and her father stand sidcby-side in elegant 

clothes; they appear like a couple on vacation rather than a father and daughter who, as 

we find out Iater in the text, had been forced by the mother to attend the religious 

pilgrimage. 

We c m  Gnd, if we look back through Ernaux's oeuvre, clues that rnight help us 

to read the incesmous desire implicated in this episode; for the author's oeuvre reads 

like a continuous autobiographical text, each work adding more details to the 

preceding one. One can dixern in several of her works a strong current of hate, a 

repressed matricidal desire, even though the daughter is dways ponrayed as 

desperately loving her mother. Claire-Lise Tondeur alludes to this desire when 

discussing the author's relationship with her mother and its influence on her sexuality. 

Ernaux States: 

'Tant qu'elle vivait, quelque part il y avait un frein' dit l'auteur . . . . Une 

fois la mère dispaxue, la fille pouvait 'aller jusqu'au bout', faire tout ce qui 



restait défendu auparavant. Cela avait toujours été le rôle de la mère de faire 

respecter l'interdit sexuel? 

Up to  the violent episode in La Honte, the mother represented the law in the 

family. She is consistently designated in the author's work as the dominant figure in 

the family: taking c u e  of the family business, nuining the household, making the 

important decisions. In addition, the author has often described her mother's insistence 

on vime,  repressing the daughter's sexuality which w u  presented as a taboo, 

something to suppress: ". . . faut pas toucher à ça jamais le montrer à personne tu 

entends. Qu'elle. Le laver, l'habiller de culottes fraîches" (Ck qrr'ifs disent, 129). As long 

as her mother was alive, there was a constraint, an obstacle. 

In Ce qu'ils disent ou Tim, the fantasy of k i n g  free from the mother is explicitly 

expressed by the protagonist, named Anne: "J'aurais aimé autant qu'elle soit partie, 

morte, puisque de toute façon je suis partie d'elle dans ma tête" (Ce qu'ils dkmt, 126). 

The matricidai fantasy in this particular text has been taken up by Lucille Cairns. Her 

commentary on Ernaux's t e s  raises the same questions that aise in Our reading of the 

La Honte: 

23 ClaireLise Tondeur, wErotica/Poromorotica: Pasion rimplc d'Annie Ernaux" in 73iq Voices in the 
Ferninine. Ed. M. Bishop, Amsterdam, Rodopi, 1996. In this quote, Tondeur paraphrases Emaux words 
from an interview. Cf. Claire-Lise Tondeur, "Entretien avec Annie Emauxw in 7he French Review, 69:1, 
October 1995, p. 41. 



[TJhis death-wish on the 'bad' rnother also vises from the mother's 

frustrating the child . . . . Ir can fairly be raid that one may often veer, even 

as an adult, between love for and sublirnindy murderous hostility towards 

an overdominant parent . . . Ernaux unflinchingly confronts a psychic 

phenornenon no more palatable because kept under check - rnatricidai 

frustration.24 

In the text about her mother's life, Une femme, the author confronts the 

ambiguity and intensity of the motherdaughter relationship, referring to her mother's 

violence towards her - the slaps and insults, for example, that she would deliver when 

she became angry: "Elle me battait facilement, des gifles surtout, pasfois des coups de 

poing sur les épaules ('je l'aurais tuée si je ne m'étais pas retenue!')" (Une femme, 51). 

Although the mother is an essential figure in Ernaux's books, a person with whom the 

daughter identifies and has much affection for, both father and daughter were subject 

to the mother's domineering personality: "J'essaie de ne pas considérer la violence, les 

débordements de tendresse, les reproches de ma mère comme seulement des traits 

personnels de caractère, mais de les situer aussi dam son histoire et sa condition sociale" 

(Une femme, 52). Heace, the daughter's reasons for perhaps identifying with her 

24 Lucille Cairns, 'Annie Ernaux. Filid Arnbivdcnce and CP qu *ifs disent OU rien" in Romance Studk, 
Fdl, 27, 1994, p. 83. 



submissive father can be located in the mother's capacity for violence and her 

dominant role in the family. 

Yet the father's brutal uprising against the mother becomes the dreaded parwge à 

l 'me;  and the child, nearly descending into madness, sees the mirror reflection of her 

own rage, her own hate for the mother in her father's deadly act - but also, her own 

Oedipal desire for the father. This is impiied in the pages following the description of 

the scene that demonstrate a clear attachment to the father rather than the mother in 

the choice of memories described, f e u  and anxieties experienced, even the photograph 

where they appear as a couple, one of the only materid rernnants from that time. The 

scene constitutes the passage of fintasy into the real. Instead of saying "no1' to 

jouissance, to the incesmous union berween parent and child the father threatens to 

remove the mother, opening up the possibility for the realization of the child's 

Oedipal wish. In fact, the author talks about it as something forbidden: "J'écris cette 

scène pour la première fois. Jusqu'i aujourd'hui, il me semblait impossible de le faire, 

même dans un journal intime. Comme une action interdite devant entraîner un 

châtiment" (16). It is the unveiling of the unconscious desire at the moment of the 

anack that is perhaps so horrifying, so unspeakable, something that deserves 

punishment. Shame is not only a result of the experience of class difference, it is also a 

result of the traumatic encounter with the real of her desire. The father's violent act is 

the equivalent of a horrifying act of jouissance, and it opens up the paradox of 

jouissance for the daughter; it exposes the danger of the unconscious wish that if 



granted would bring about the annihilation of the subject, this is acknowledged at the 

moment when she cries: "Tu vas me faire gagner malheur". 

The Hysteric's Father in La Honîe 

What is the statu of the father during the xene? How does he fulfd the hysteric 

fantasy of the father? In La Honte, the father is the one who directs the murderous 

scene after which shame issues forth. He is clearly situated in the text as the cause, the 

one responsibie for the trauma: "F scène] ne s'est jamais reproduite. Mon père est 

mort quinze ans après . . . ." (20) The father's death guaranteed rhat the scene could not 

happen again. During the episode, a frightening contradiction in the paternal hnction 

occurs. The father's brutal act not only closes off the childhood universe - separates the 

child from the innocence of childhood and maternai primacy, which is the goal of the 

paternal function - it &O, simultaneously, opens up before the daughter the frightening 

possibility of the satisfaction of the incestuous demand. The scene constitutes an act of 

jouissance in which both father and daughter are implicated. 

The father occupies both the position of the syrnbolic father, incarnated as the 

castrating father that introduces difference, and the imaginvy father with whom the 

child identifies and fantasizes as the hysteric's ideal - the one who would eradicate 

desire. This paradoxical representation of the father corresponds to the demand that 

the hysteric makes on her father. As we discrisxd in chapter 1, Millot describes this 

double demand as the contradictory wish for the father to prevent or  protect the 



hysteric from the jouissance of sacrifice - where the child succumbs to the infinite 

desire of the maternal Other, becoming the phallus for her - and to, at the same tirne, 

permit lethai jouissance, the nate of inertia and cairn in the incesnious relation (Mdot, 

42). In the traumatic scene, the father is reprccented as responding to these two 

demands. The attack against the mother c m  be read as the interdiction of the 

jouissance of sacrifice because threatening to remove the mother results in the 

daughter's separation from maternal primacy and the childhood univene of innocence. 

By contras, the attack also signals the possibility of Iethal jouissance with the father, 

for if there is no mother the incesmous union may take place. This contradictory 

image places the father in the position of the ideal in the hysteric's fantasy. Hence the 

attachment to the father is established at the terrifying moment - for the father's act of 

jouissance promises to fulfil the hystenc demand, a demand that is wished-for and 

dreaded. 

Identification with the Father 

Identification with the father is a result of the scene. In order to hold on to the 

momentary appearance of the ideai father, the daughter, in the hysteric position, clings 

to the figure of the weak powerless father. This we have seen already in Dora's 

attachment to her "weak", impotent father. For Ernau~,  it is a question of identifying 

with the humiliated paternal figure, representing him as the father that she knows 

more than anyone because she is so like him. She h a  experienced humiliation together 



with hirn. We ciin find this identification in both La Pkace and La Honte - interestingly, 

always at the end of the text, an image that is perhaps meant to stay with the reader. 

One of the final xenes of La P k e  anchors the identificatory relationship, leaving 

the reader to conclude that the daughter h u  inherited her father's sense of 'place" and 

his struggle with shune. Ernaw dmribes a trip to the municipal library with her 

father: 

Un dimanche après la messe, j'avais douze ans, avec mon père j'ai monté le 

grand escalier de la mairie. On a cherché la porte de la bibliothèque 

municipale. Jamais nous n'y étions allés . . . . Deux hommes nous 

regardaient venir depuis un comptoir très haut barrant l'accès aux rayons. 

Mon père m'a laissé demander: 'On voudrait emprunter des livres.' L'un 

des hommes aussitôt: 'Qu'estse que vous voulez comme livres?' A la 

maison, on n'avait pas pensé qu'il fallait savoir d'avance ce qu'on voulait, 

être capable de citer des titres aussi facilement que des marques de biscuits. 

O n  a choisi à notre place . . . . Nous ne sommes pas retournés à la 

bibliothèque. (1 12) 

In this scene, the feeling of strangeness, of intimidation - "le grand escalier", "On 

a cherché la porte . . ." - of aiienation in this place where, neither she nor ber father had 

before set foot, is experienced together. The opposition between the familiar and its 

diametrical opposite, the foreign - is sown throughout the passage: miss and the city 



hall are set in opposition u places where they belonged and where they did not. The 

titles of books, of which they knew none, are comically set off against cookie brands 

which they could easily lin. These oppositions create the immense distance between 

their familiar milieu and this arange place where they had never gone before. 

Everything about the library w u  unknown to both of them: the odour of the 

books, the parquet floor, the silence. The barred access to the shelves of books, the rwo 

men at the elevated counter who seem to guard the books, render the library 

mystenous and off-limits to them. The entire experience is one of great dienation and 

embarrassment. The humiliation felr at having the books chosen for them by the 

librarian is exprwed in the shon nominal sentence: "Nous ne sommes pas retournés à 

la bibliothèque". This scene, at the very end of the text, emblematizes the identification 

that the author feels with her father. Finally, it is the mother who returns the books to 

the library: "C'est ma mère qui a dû rendre les livres, peut-être, avec du retard" (1 12). 

Both father and daughter refuse to return to this unwelcoominng space. 

Immediately following this scene, there is a blank white space and then a 

fragment of a scene that illustrates the close relationship and identification between 

father and daughter: "JI me conduisait de la maison à l'école sur son vélo. Passeur entre 

deux rives, sous la pluie et le soleil. Peut-être sa plus grande fierté, ou même la 

justification de son existence: que j'appartienne au monde qui l'avait dédaigné" (1 12). It 

is the father that drove her each day to  the private Catholic school, symbolically 

"carrying' her across the passage from the working clus to the middle clw. It is at the 



end of the text that the author xems to open up the nory of the father so that the 

alliance between father and daughter, the similarity of their experience of class is 

disclosed. 

In La Honte, the same kind of identification and Jliance is described in a long 

passage towards the end of the tex< where the author recounu a bus trip to Lourdes 

with her father. It is a pilgrimage uranged by the mother, during which they both feel 

entirely out of place and alienated in relation to the others.25 This is an important 

passage because it emblematizes and consolidates the conneaion between daughter and 

father; said to have taken place two months afier the attack, this passage consritutes a 

reflection on the relationship between father and daughter in the aftermath of the 

scene. The author States: 

Nous n'avions eu aucune représentation réelle de ce voyage. Il y avait 

beaucoup d'usages que nous ne connaissions pas. Les jeunes filles de la 

bijouterie avaient un guide touristique qu'elles tenaient à la main . . . . Elles 

sortaient de leur sac de plage du chocolat et des gâteaux secs. A l'exception 

7 -  -' The mother is descnbed by Ernaux as governing the religious practices of the household. The 
mother's religious devotion, which was not shared by the father nor the daughter, wu another aspect 
that alligned the two together against her: "Mon père et moi nous nous sommes acquittés des exercices 
de dévotion prévus par ma mèrew (120); "Un jour ma mire nous a reproché, i mon père et moi, de ne 
pas avoir prié à la grotte. Nous nous sommes esclaffés et elle a rougi, comme si elle venait de révéler une 
relation avec le ciel que nous étions incapables de comprendre" (129). This demonstrates the mother's 
association with the vllues of the bourgeoisie, while the father, indifferent to religion remîins anchored, 
in the author's representazion, outside of the dominant clw. 



d'une bouteille d'alcool de menthe avec des sucres, en cas de malaise, nous 

n'avions rien emporté à manger, pensant que cela ne se faisait pas. (122) 

It is on this trip that the young girl's understanding of their social condition is 

deepened. She apprehends her father's shame in an elegant restaurant in Tours which 

mirrors and confirms her own, that which renders it unavoidable, irremediable. Ar the 

restaurant, she and her father are seated at a table with the rest of their group. The 

wairers ignore them and they must wait a very long time between courses. The father 

and daughter sit in silence, feeling awkward amongst the sophisticated clientele: 

Mon père s'est plaint ensuite avec une violence inhabituelle de ce 

restaurant . . . . Plusieurs semaines après, il manifestait encore une hargne 

profonde vis-à-vis de ce &ner . . . . Façon de dire sans dire - c'est peut-être là 

que j'ai commencé d'apprendre à la déchiffrer - toute l'offense subie, avoir 

été traité avec mépris parce que nous ne faisions pas partie de la clientèle 

chic 'à la carte'. (125) 

The father's powerlessness is discerned here by the child, his inability to protect 

her from harm is revealed. He too, is vulnerable. They become equals, sembfables in 

rhis passage. They become allies, bound together by their mutual experience of 

exclusion and shame. The mother is absent from the scene: she does not undergo the 

same humiliation, the experience of not belonging. However, when the daughter looks 

at her father and sees his awkwardness and malaise, it mirrors her own. 



She describes a young, elegant girl in the restaurant in Tours, dining with her 

father. The girl is tanned and dressed in a lowcut dress: "Je voyais tout ce qui me 

séparait de cette fille mais je ne savais pas comment j'aurais pu faire pour lui 

ressembler" (125). The narrator sees herself and her own father as the devastatingly 

inadequate reflection of them: Her envy of the young girl's close relationship with her 

father is implied in her description of them which connotes the intimacy of lovers: "Ils 

parlaient et riaient, avec aisance et liberté, sans se soucier des autres" (124). But this 

alliance in shame is frightening. For every subject requires from the father, that he 

protect them from the danger of the real, he demonstrates the danger of jouissance and 

shelters the subject from it by saying no to it. For the girl, the father is not a figure of 

auchority, of strength, who protects her; he is rather, her coumerpart. This leaves an 

open space for the girl's fantuy of the father as lover, as imaginary other. But it is, at 

the same time, a frightening possibility; for there is no guuantee that the horror of the 

traumatic scene will not occur again. The subject, thus feels lost, insecure, unprotected 

against the reappearance of violence, of horror. Ernaux describes this impression of 

Ioss and vulnerability as follows: ". . . la sensation d'un désastre qui doit suivre son 

cours, quelque chose comme 'nous sommes vraiment dans la folie maintenant'. Il y a 

ceci dans ia honte: l'impression que tout maintenant peut vous arriver . . . ." (1 13). 

The trip is depicted as a total failure. It ail the more establishes the girl's 

identification with the fatlier's shame and at the same time it confirrns her repressed 

identification with him at the moment of the attack. As stated, the hysteric's 



attachment to the weak father fuels her belief in the possibiiity of an ideal father who 

will deliver her from the paternal function, who will provide jouissance. In Ernaw's 

narrative the process is reversed. She represents the weak, humiliated father as a 

product of the sudden emergence of the ideai joirisrant father, she only sees his 

humiliation a* the traumatic scene; she understands his shame and identifies with it 

after his act of jouissance. Does this representation of the father not help to maintain 

and justify the daughter's attachment to a father who is capable - as he demonstrated at 

the moment of the scene - of delivering jouissance? The downtrodden father in La P k e  

is momentarily replaced by the "ideal father" in La Honte only to  be reinstated later in 

the text as  the powerless father with whom the daughter identifies and c m  thus remain 

incestuously bound to. 

This is, we suggest, the connection between the portrait of the humiliated father 

and the hysteric representation of the father at the moment of the scene. The former is 

a construction chat supports the desire for the latter. Slavoj Zizek's formulation cm 

help us to understand this in the following way: 'Reality is a fantasyconstruct which 

enables us to mask the reai of Our desire."*6 The reality of the father's oppression and 

marginaiization in relation to the dominant culture and the author's "materialist" 

representation of it enables her to conceal the real desire, the reaf father to whom she is 



unconsciously attached. La Honte opens up the reai but does not pume  it becaw it is 

too terrible. The scene is a trauma and shame is something that pursues the young girl 

into adulthood. How is shame implicated in this relation to the father and in the act of 

writing? 

Shame, Hysteria and the Act of Writing 

In The Sublime Ohect of Zdeoiogy, Slavoj Zizek c o n c e p t u h  shame as emanating from 

a question from the Other posed to the subject, the answer to which is constitutive of 

the subject.27 According to Zizek, the question from the Other always has an obscene 

n' dimension in that it aims at one's innermost core - it lays open, exposes, denudes its 

addressee, invades his sphere of intimacy" (Zizek, 179). Directed at the point in the 

subject where w o r b  fail, the question elicits shame because it touches on the intimate 

kernel, the irreducible part that cannot be syrnbolized, the o&t a: "[This point of the 

Real in the very h e m  of the subject . . . produced as a residue, a remnant, a leftover of 

every signifying operation . . . an object which simultaneously attracts and repels us . . . 

divides Our desire and thus provokes shune" (Zizek, 180, emphasis in original). The 

genre of confessional writing, which unveils some "secret" in the writing subject, 

which "confesses" a fault, the lack in the subject, c m  be conceived of as a type of 

27 Zizek, p. 178. 



answer to the Other. La Honte exemplifies Zizek's conception of shame. Ernaux's text 

seeks to uncover the traumatic kernel, the horrifying scene revealing the point from 

which shame emerges. The confwional tone of the work is established through the 

pact the author sets up with the reader to reveal her innermost secret that had been 

impossible to pronounce, but which constitutes the foundation of her writing, some 

intimate part of her identity: " . . . prenez et lirer car ceci est mon c o p  et mon sung qui 

sera vmé POH+ V O I I S ~  (39, emphasis in original). For Zizek, the traumatic kernel that 

provokes shame in the subject has a hystericizing effect: "The question as such 

produces in its addressee an effect of shame and guilt, it divides, it hystericizes him, and 

chis hystericiwtion is the constitution of the subject" Vizek, 181). The subject, faced 

with the traumatic imbalance at the core of her or  his being, cornes to a deadlock - one 

can elude shame by taking up a place in the symbolic network, by identibing with a 

"symbolic mandatew, as Zizek c d s  it, recognizing him/herself as a man or woman for 

example, or they can t h e  the hystek position of questioning, of indecision in regard 

to their place in the symbolic. 

In Ernaux's work, the continuous encounter with shame reveals tbe fundamental 

deadlock in the subjectivation process; shame is the residue of the unsymbolizable 

kernel, the insistence of the traumatic scene and the desire to which it is bound. It 

renders an unquestioned identification with the signifiers "middle class woman" 

problernatic. Articulating the exclusion or  humiliation she (and her father) experienced 

because of her working class origins, her writing quenions social hierarchies based on 



gender and clus, questions the socio-symboiic "place" (an important concept in her 

work) of women and the working class.28 In this sense, we can dexribe her writing as 

"hystericW. The hysteric position is embiematic of a position of dissent or resistance, it 

stages a challenge to the social order. For the author, this challenge, that can be found 

rhroughout her oeuvre, originates from the remnant of jouissance, the episode in her 

life that resists integration, that ex-im. Ernaux's narrators find themselves at odds with 

the place they are expected to take up in the ~~rnbolic.29 H e r  teru seems to Say "What 

about me? 1 do not want to be what I'm supposed to." This is the hysteric's plea, yet 

when it is aniculated in a ten and placed in the context of social issues such as gender 

and class, it becomes a political act. 

Ernaux's work goes put the goai qf an individu4 working through of personal 

trauma. Writing is an attempt to arrive at the "truth" of her experience and the social 

reality in which it is anchored, and she offers it to her readers as a form of social 

engagement. When speaking about La Place, Ernaux commented: 

'* Ernîux deais more directly with issues of gendcr and how it interseas with clas in tens such as 
Armoires vides (1974)- Cè qu 'ils disent ou rien (1977)- La Femme gelée (198 1). 

29 Ernaux's early writings such as Cè QU 'ifs disent ou rien and Annoim vider dcpia heroines who reject 
their working class origins, attempt to identify with the middle c l w  and find their illusions shattered 
when they meer resistance or connraint because of gender or dw origins. They then rake up a position 
of lissent or opposition to these constraints. Later on, in the works from La Phce and forward, the 
author cakes up an explicitly criticai position towards gcnder and dw. 



But when it's about my father, the derisory mode of speaking is impossible, 

because of the danger of f&g into miserabilism, or equally of writing 

from the standpoint of the dominant world, and of making a social 

judgement. Hence, the question, as a result of which 1 concluded that the 

am of writing is a social cornmitment, not just in the content but dso in the 

choice of form.30 

The choice of using a simple, unadorned style of writing, Ernawt's trademark 

detached, impersonal dixourse, is closely connected to her social engagement that seeks 

to impartiaily relate her ( a d  her parents') experience of marginality and dienation 

within the dominant culture. This type of flat, declarative language seeks to peel away 

the abstractions of metaphor and lyricism which she sees as distancing or obscuring the 

material foundations of inequaiity. The unadorned description of the material world 

results from that author's strong belief in the socially constructed nature of c l w  and 

gender difference, and the links between this construction and its material or economic 

base (Thomas, 56). For example, Ernaux declares in La Place that her intent is not to 

transform her father's life into a "moving" or "passionate" work of art, but to narrate 

the "objective" facts of a life "soumise à la nécessité": "Je rassemblerai les paroles, les 

gestes, les goûts de mon père, les faits marquants de sa vie, tous les signes objectifs d'une 

30 Lyn Thomas, quote from unpublished interview with Ernaux in Annie EmuxX An Introduction to 
the Wnter and Hm Audience. . . p. 32. 



existence que j'ai aussi partagée" (24, my emphasis). To write poetry about her father's 

life would be to render abstract the material lack and the segregation of the father's 

milieu in relation to her own. Hence, Ernaux's "materialkt writing" seeks to 

unconditionally aniculate the concrete experiences and conditions of oppression and 

exclusion; it also anchors her position of dissent within the dominant culture. 

The articulation of feminine subjectivity is perhaps sought by means of this 

writing of opposition. Ferninine subjectivity seems to be assumed ac resistance to or 

dissent from an unjust social order. For Emaux, this subject position cannot exclude 

the issue of c lw.  By attempting to write the material elemenu of a working c l w  

woman's experience in her "travel" into the middle clus, by searching to arrive at the 

"truth" of this experience through a discourse that is stripped of any poetic effects, the 

author opens up a space that opposes the injustices in the dominant culture and 

articulates her own version of ferninine desire.31 Writing her personai experiences, her 

autobiography is undertaken as a critique of society. To write as a woman then, for 

Ernaux, is to write her experience unconditionally, in an attempt to understand the 

conditions of fernininity in a capitalist and patriarchal sociai order. Whether this is 

31 Although arc have not de& with it here because it is outride the m p e  of our nudy of the father- 
daughrer relationship, Ernaux's articulation of  feminine desire is dso curied out through a deliberate 
exploration of feminine sexudity. She addresses this in Lu Femme gel& and in other rems such as Passion 
simple and "Fragments autour de Philippe V" (in Lyn Thomas, Annie E m u x -  An Introducrion ro the 
Wn.rer and Her Audience, pp. 177-180): in these texts she writes, in her "materialist style" about passion, 
love and sexuaiity. 



writing experiences of passion, horror, love or exclusion, she aims to uncover what we 

do not always want to see. This is not to say rhat it entirely succeeds - for it cannot, 

there is always resinance, represion, censorship when writing; the hard kemel of the 

real cannot be wholly symbolized. 

But if Ernaux's writing is a search for truth, certain truths, however, are more 

important to her than others. The author does not artempt to examine the real of 

desire, it is in fact avoided by concentrating on the outer reality, the sociai context 

surrounding the traumatic scene, instead of the "other re&tyn, the unconscious desire 

implicated in it. The psychologicai reperwions of the trauma are only hinted at, 

alluded to or reiated without commentary. The fragmented style that refuses to Say 

everything, that cannot Say everything, leaves wide open gaps where an unspeakable 

desire can be located. But perhaps this is Ernaux's means of engaging the reader, 

leaving her/him to infer the significance of the traces of the real, the shreds of desire 

that traverse her works. 

What we rnight cal1 the "hysteric moments" in Ernaux's texu that we have 

discussed here are a testimony to these gaps and traces. The hysteric structure in La 

Place was found in the description of the hysteric Oedipal configuration - the phallic 

mother and the weak father with no phallic value; the daughter coma to identify with 

the powerless, humiliated father, securing her anachment to him. In La Honte, the 

father's act of jouissance, the brutal attack on the mother, responds to the dual hysteric 

demand to the father: he dismantles the mother's primacy and the childhood universe 



of innocence, protecting the child from sacrificial jouissance. Paradoxically he opens 

the way for lethal jouissance: by threatening to kill the mother he places before the 

child the possibility of the incesmous union. Identification and amchment to the 

father were demonstrated in the text as a repercussion of the scene. Ernaux explains 

that her shame stems from the introduction of class difference and the realization that 

her family belonged to the inferior class. But Our reading suggests that in addition to 

this, the identification with and desire for the father at the moment of the scene are the 

underlying causes of shame. This relationship to the father conforrns to the hysteric 

structure; a structure that we find implicated in Ernaux's style of writing that stages a 

critique of the social order. 

Although through very different means, Ernaux, like Cixous, employs her 

representation of the father to articulate a challenge to the paternal hnction. For 

Cixous, the representation consists of an all-knowing, seductive father who can provide 

an escape from the separation irnplicated in the paternal function, to evade castration. 

For Ernaux, the father is a humiliated, subjugated figure with whom she identifies, 

writing her experience in order to disclose the problematic nature of the place of the 

"other" - the other sex, the other class - in the symbolic order. In the l u t  section of Our 

study, we will discuss in more detail the common traits and the distinctions between 

the authors' devices for mounting their opposition to the law and the phallic logic on 

which it is based. These devices, we suggesr, have important implications for writing as 

a woman, for women are always obliged to confront their position as desirable when 



writing - whether or not they struggle against it or accept it. In Our next chapter, we 

will examine Marie Redomet's trilogy in order to discuss her o w n  attempu at 

articulating the ferninine by means of the father-daughter relationship. In contras to 

Cixous and Ernaux, the relation will be one in which separation and autonomy from 

the father are of great impon. 



Separation, Creation and the Feminine Subject 
in Marie Redonnet's Trilogy 

The depiction of hopeless, lost characters with monosyllabic names, the b1ea.k 

landscapes and absurd scenarios that recur throughout Marie Redomet's work have 

caused some critics to place her in the tradition of Beckett and Kafka.1 Redon.net 

herself States that her trilogy seeks to be the birth of a new Literature, a new tradition 

based on the poetry of the nineteenth century: 

. . . the triptych would mark a border beween what rnust be saivaged from 

[the poetry of the nineteenth century] and what must be reinvented in the 

novel . . . . Like the New Novelists, 1 seek to begin something new, but my 

attempt, unlike theirs, takes place at the intersection of two histories: that 

of poetry and that of the novel.2 

The overlapping of poetry and the novel is apparent in the first panel of the 

triptych, Splendid Hôtel. Formatted as a narrative poem, written in "cantos", it opens 

Marianne Boahard, 'Marie Redonner et Chantai Chavaf: Divergences et convergences dans deux 
écritures engagéesn in ï%irzy Voices in tk Feminine, Amsterdam, Rodopi, 1996, p. 174. 

"The Story of the Triptychw in Rose M& Rose, tranr Jarclan Stump, Lincoln, University of 
Nebraska Press, 1994, p. 112. 



the way to the next r u o  panels that take on the novelistic form and complete a 

journey. Redonnet's writing then, aiso places i d f  in the tradition of the euliest genre 

that combines poetry and narrative, the epic. The tales of the triptych describe a heroic 

journey, both fuitastic and mythical, in which the protagonist undergoes a learning 

experience, after which she the charge 

autonomous. But Redonnet's work especialiy tells of the binh of the ferninine subjen 

and her quest for identity and autonomy in a world where patriarchal institutions 

present obstacles to these goals. It is ais0 the tale of the severing of the Oedipal tie to 

the father and the mother, represented as necessary for ferninine sublimation and 

The trilogy tells the tale of three heroineharrating subjects and their stniggle to 

leave behind the landxape in which they grew up and to affirm their sexual identities. 

Splendid Hôtel, the first panel of the triptych, takes place in a deteriorating hotel built 

on the edge of a s w a p .  The second panel, F o r w  Valley, is situated in an abandoned 

harnlet at the foot of a mountain. And in Rose Mélie Rose, the heroine begins at the 

Commenting on the role of autobiognphy in her arork, Redonnet nated in an interview: "The nory 
of my work doubles my autobiography in order to  trinxend it". wdonne t ,  "Interview", Forever 
Valley, crans. Jordan Stump, Lincoln, University of Nebraska Press, p. 112.1 One may certainly read the 
trilogy as an allegory to the nory of Redonnet's coming to  writing. Her writing, as we nated eulier, 
was undertaken after seven years of analysis and, si@~untly, zfter her father's death - a man, she nates 
chat she was attached to "par la haine et l'horreur". It is interesting to note that before taking up her pen 
to write, Redonner changed her name from L'hospitalier, her father's nune, to Redonnet, her mother's 
maiden narne as though giving up the name of the father w u  a necessvy condition to writing as a 
woman. 



rocky cascades and arrives in Oat, a depopulated seaside town. Each lanbcape is on the 

verge of min and the heroines of each text are faced with the threat of k ing  uprooted, 

forced to leave. By reading Redonner's triiogy as a continuous t e s  chat stages the 

process of sepa.ration4, we wili show how the patemd function is carried out, imposing 

separation such that the subject's identity may be established within a social order. Yet 

in each case, it is a crumbling social order, a community that is disappearing because of 

an outside threat (the depopulation of the town in Rose Mé& Rose) or because of 

interna1 decay (the decrepit hotel in Splmdid Hôtel and the flooded hamiet in Forever 

VaIIey). The first two panels - Spletzdid Hôtel and Forezler Valley - constitute failed 

attempts to achieve sublimation. The lut panel, Rose Méfie Rose, represents the 

complete separation of the subject and her successful creation of a work, the story of 

her life. 

We wil1 show how the three panels gradudy nage the ferninine normaiization 

process - that is, the introduction of the ferninine subject to her position as woman in 

the symbolic order. The trilogy depicts the feminine corning of age in reverse order: 

the ageless heroine of Splendid Hôtel that Redonnet describes as a "menopausée 

Elizabeth Fallaize and AnneMarie Picard have both diSCUSSCd this allegorical process. Cf. Eliuberh 
Fallaize, "Filling in the Blank Canvas: Memory, Inheritance and Identity in Marie Redonnet's Rose Méfk 
Rose" in Forum for Modem Lngnage Studies, 26.4, 1992, pp. 321-334; Anne-Marie Picard, "Dans le 
paysage, une figure ...p resque féminine: le triptyque de Marie Redonnet" in Awtralian fiench Studies, 
3 1.2, 1994, pp. 228-40. 



érernelleW5 opens the cycle, the sixteen year-old in Forpwr Valley who has not 

developed into a woman is in the rniddle position and finally, the twelve year-old 

Mélie of Rose Mélie Rose whose story begins with her menstruation and ends with her 

giving birth to a baby girl. It is not a smooth, easy transition through the Oedipal 

landscapes to the feminine position, however. There is faiiure, resistance and loss 

involved in the constitution of woman as subject. The first two panels articulate the 

undeniable importance of the father in the formation of ferninine subjectivity. In 

Splendid Hôtel, the undifferentiated space in which the heroine and her sisters live 

marks the consequences of the absent father, the failure of the paternal function. We 

will discuss how the paternal deficiency in this t e s  leads to a jouissance of sacrifice: the 

heroine, instead of accepting difference and castration - separation from the maternal 

object - sacrifices herself to the maternal figure through her futile efforts to repair and 

maintain her grandmother's hotel, resulting in work that inscribes itself into the logic 

of repetition. 

The significant part of our analysis concentrates on the second panel, Fortwr 

Valley, because it is here that the paternal instance intervenes, cuning off the heroine 

from the childhood universe - the space where she grew up. It is also in this novel that 

the hysteric structure surfaces through the heroine's resistance to taking up her place as 

a woman. Although the nameless heroine of Forewr Valley does not directly resist the 

Marie Redonnet, 'Redonne après rnaidonnc" in L'infini, 1987, 19, p. 163. 



paternal function, - for she is reterritorialized in a new community, separated from her 

childhood universe - it is her apathy, her jouissance of dissatisfaction that testify to the 

hysteric structure. We propose to dexribe this structure, as it is depicted in the novel, 

as a resistance to the role expected of her as a woman in the new social order. 

Findly, we will bnefly diseurs the l u t  panel of the triptych, Rose Mélie Rose, in 

order to underline how the heroine cornes to assume femininity. She leaves the 

mother's home and establishes herself in a new community; but even here there is 

difficulty and loss - the social order is disintegrating. By analyzing chosen scenes and 

examining how they contribute to the Oedipal story, we read Redonnet's triptych as 

the construction of the myth of the birth of womui: it is a myth that critiques the 

patriarchal order by representing the obstacles involved in feminine subjectivity and of 

creating a work Y a woman. 

Trapped in the Mire of the Imaginary - Splendid Hôtel 

Let us begin by exploring the absence of the father and the representation of non- 

separation in the first panel of the triptych. The book, described on its cover as 

twenty-three cantos, reads in fact like an epic poem in which the protagonist takes on 

the task of saving the decaying hotel, lamenting her travails and suffering. This is 

hence, the first cycle of Redonnet's legend of the birth of the feminine subject (Picard, 

"Dans le paysagen, 229). Spîetzdid Hôtel recounts "la Passion du Splendid", the heroine's 

"Christ-like" sacrifice to the hotel, her cherished object, giving up her life so that the 



hotel may survive (Redonner, "Interview", 107). As we will show, the heroine remains 

trapped in an imaginary space, refushg to let go of the maternal object. The text nages 

a representation of the jouissance of sacrifice in which there is no paternal instance to 

prevent the daugther from attempting to satisfy maternal desire. 

Splendid Hôtel is narrated by a nameless, faceless woman who has inherited her 

grandmother's hotel, the Splendid. The maternai heirloom is a decrepit hotel built at 

the edge of a s w a p  that conaantly threatens to engulf the building. The story 

revolves around the heroine/narrating subject's endles work to keep the hotel nuuiing 

and her customers satisfied. The hotel's entire structure is beginning to decay - the 

plumbing is leaking, the foundations are eroding and the wood is being eaten by 

Worms. The heroine is perpetually unclogging the lavatories, chasing away rats, spiders 

and flies, disinfecting, scrubbing, washing and dusting. In addition to  all this work, she 

also waits on her two sisters - Adel, an unsuccessful actress and Ada who is chronically 

ill. Her sisters continually create more work for the heroine: she must take care of 

them when they are sick and ensure that they do not bother the guests. 

The narrative recounts the disasters and epidernics in the hotel and the 

continuous anempts of the rdway company to build tracks across the swamp. The 

guests in the hotei are most often men hired by the railway company to study the 

swamp and finally complete a construction project. A team of construction workers 

arrives first, then prospectors, geologists and engineers. Their work turns out to be 

fruitless. It is impossible to build anything on the swamp: it engulfs anything that 



comes into contact with it. It overflows the cemetery, swallows the ernbankment built 

by the construction team, and continues to approach the hotel, also threatening to 

engulf it. At the end of the story, Ada and Adel die after becoming infected with a 

virus from the head of the construction tum who was binen by a rat. The heroine 

breaks into their locked bedroom to find a utastrophic sight: the ceiling joist hzs 

crashed to the floor leaving debris everywhere. Ada and Adel lay in each other's um, 

the former is dead and the latter is barely dive. 

Yet the heroine, utterly devoted to the Splendid, will not leave the hotel that is 

destined to min. She renounces her eternal labour of unclogging the lavatories but 

continues to increwe her debt to the repairmen who corne to fix the falling roof, the 

corroded pipes and the eroding foundations. She circles tirelessly around the 

condemned hotel, refusing to leave this place of death and decay, repairing and 

cleaning, as the swamp advances. 

The Splendid as the Matcrnd Objcct 

The Splendid is the beroine's life, her most treasured possession: "Je comprends grand- 

mère. Le Splendid Hôtel, c'était sa vie. Moi aussi, sans le Splendid Hôtel qu'est-ce que 

je deviendrais?" (31j. It is her reason for living, her only desire. She expresses her 

devotion to the Splendid through her strong identification with the grandmother who 

founded the hotel and who passed it down to the heroine. This identification with the 



maternal figure is confirmed throughout the text.6 First of dl ,  the heroine's mother is 

presented as an obscure persona that the former has never r e d y  known: "Mère est 

partie d'un seul coup avec mes soeurs en me laissant seule avec grand-mère. Elle n'est 

jamais revenue" (13). The protagonist does not even remember what her mother 

looked like: "Je n'ai p u  connu mère. Mes soeurs devaient lui ressembler. Je ne sais 

même pas où eile est enterrée. Ada et Adel ne parlaient jamais de la mort de mère" 

(110). However, the nurating subject takes over the mother's place in caring for her 

two sisters, which was her mother's responsibility before she died. The mother leaves 

this task to her. She also leaves her the task of caring for the sick hotel: "Mère a dit que 

c'était à moi de payer, puisque j'hérinis du Splendid Hôtel selon la volonté de grand- 

mère. Elle m'a laissée me débrouiller toute seule" (11). Hence, the heroine, through her 

inheritance, is placed in the maternal position, identifying both with a mother she 

Because it is the grandmother and not the mother to whom the heroine forms an attachment, we 
consider the former to be a maternai figure who takes the place of the mother; for it is the grandrnother 
who raised the heroine while the r d  mother had been mostly absent. The heroine rarely refers to her 
"real" mother, her biologicd mother, always mentioning that she nwer knew her. In the t ex ,  there is 
no indication of any kind of mother-child relationship between thern. The biologicd rnother is removed 
from the heroine's nory. Ir is n ther  the "adoptive" mother, the grandmother, who takes up the 
materna position for the heroine. Our andysis is baseci o n  this reading of the grandmother occupying 
the place of the mother. For Redonnet direct family relationships, bascd on genemtion or biology seem 
to be absent throughout the triptych. Not only in the first panel is the "red" parent substituted by 
another, in the second panel the heroine hu an adoptive father and in the third, the heroine has an 
adoptive mother. BloodIines are constantly diluted o r  altogether absent in the author's familial relations. 
These type of relations add to the m y t h i d  or fairy taie-like aspect of the trilogy; for often in myths and 
fairy taies the hero or heroine is an adopted chiid (or often a stepchild) who knows nothing of his o r  her 
biologicai parents. Like myths, the triptych evokes the childhood fuitasies of the family romance. O n  
the connection between myths and the f d y  romance sec note 60 above. 



never knew and with the grandmother who wu the one that cared for her and the 

hotel. 

The heroine is attached to the Splendid through her anachment and 

identification with the grandmother. She does not Wear any other dresses but her 

grandmother's old, tattered dresses: "Mes robes sont usées. Je porte une robe de grand- 

mère. Adel trouve que je suis démodée, elle a voulu me donner une de ses robes. J'ai 

préféré garder la robe de grand-mèrew (29). From the opening of the text, the 

grandmother's identity takes on a more important place than her own. The incipit 

describes the grandmother, rather than the narrating subject who remains completely 

anonymous and faceless: 

Le Splendid n'est plus ce qu'il était depuis la mort de grand-mère. Il faut 

sans arrêt déboucher les sanitaires . . . . Avoir un hôtel à eue, c'était son 

rêve depuis toujours. Elle avait voulu bien faire les choses . . . . Elle était 

fière du Splendid Hôtel. Il y a une photo d'elle p&e le jour de l'ouverture. 

Elle se tient bien droite, appuyée sur sa canne. (9) 

The "1" of the narrating subject-heroine is not inscribed in the narrative discoune 

until the end of the first page, anchored in the discourse by the possessive determinant 

"mes soeursn. The "1" does not appear until the second page. Hence, the autodiegetic 

text begins with weak markers of the narrating subject's identity. Rather, her identity 

is substiruted, erased even, by that of the grandmother who occupies the opening 



passage of the text. The narrating subject sets up her identity in deference to the 

grandmother - she effaces herself behind the image of the grandmother, does not 

distinguish herself as separate and individual in relation to her. 

The narrating abject often speaks about the grandmother, suggesting how she 

Mght have reacted in cenain situations or referring to her knowledge. For example, 

when the clients become especially demanding of her she States: "Grand-mère savait 

tenir tête au clients. Elle avait l'autorité dans le sang. Mais elle savait aussi à quel point 

le Splendid Hôtel était demandé. Moi, je ne peux rien me permettre, je suis aux ordres 

des clients" (63). Hence there is a nostalgia that runs through the narrating subject's 

discourse that expresses the wish to return to the hotel's previous state, its original 

position as a grand hotel that the grandmother single-handedly established: "Même s'il 

n'est plus ce qu'il était, c'est le seul hôtel de la région. Grand-mère a été une pionnière. 

Personne n'avait eu l'idée de construire un hôtel aussi près du marais" (42). The 

heroine however, is not concerned with the preservation of her grandmother's 

memory, the hotel is the only thing that is sacred. Unlike her sister Ada, she is 

uninterested in preserving the cemetery and the grandmother's grave which eventually 

is inundated by the swamp. It is rather that she wants to be the grandmother. The 

heroine displays a strong desire for fusion: she walks with a cane as the grandmother 

did and wears her dresses. The endless cleaning, disinfecting, unplugging and sweeping 

constitute a part of her work of devotion to the supreme object that the hotel 

constitutes for her. Even though the Splendid is in fact the grandmother's work of 



sublimation, the heroine does not consider it as such; it is not an object that could be 

modified and transformed into her own work. She does not attempt to produce 

anything new. She seeks to return to the original =te of the object; there is a constant 

endeavour to return back to a state that is lost, irretrievable. For the building is in such 

disrepair that it is no longer recognizable: 

Petit à petit le Splendid devient méconnaksable. Quand on regarde la photo 

du h d ,  on ne dirait pas que c'est le même hôtel. Il n'a gardé que son nom, 

Splendid Hôtel, qui bdle encore la nuit quand les enseignes au néon sont 

allumées. Pourtant je fais tout ce que je peux pour tenir l'hôtel aussi bien 

que grand-mère. (1 1) 

Her endless work revolves around retuming to an anterior state, a return to the 

sarne. We see this in contrast to Mélie's heirloom from Rose, her adoptive mother in 

Rose Mélie Rose. The Book of Legends that Rose gives Mélie is pwed down and the 

heroine modifies it, insening her own created objects (photographs) such that the 

materna1 gift is aitered by the daughter's identity and experiences. Here, in Splmdid 

Hôrel, the heroine seeks to return to the same. This is the difference between the 

creative projects of the two heroines: Spfendid Ho'tel depicts repetition while Rose Méfie 

Rose represents the heroine's work of sublimation. The photos of Mélie's friends and 

her husband, the places she has spent time reflect her own experiences, her life story. 

The heroine of Splendid has no desire (only jouissance, as we will show) - she repeats 



the same tasks in the hope of returning to the time and space of the maternal: "Je 

comprends grand-mère. Le Splendid Hôtel, c'était sa vie. Moi aussi, sans le Splendid, 

qu'est-ce que je deviendrais?" (3 1) 

The Imaginrry Space 

The union with the maternal object founb the imaginary space where identity and 

subjectiviry are inseparable, indistinguishable. The irmginary effecu that are found in 

the t e s  are unrnkakable. The hotel is depicted as an isolated house built on the edge 

of a swamp. It is far from any other village or town, hidden in the marshy landxape. 

An almost eerie atmosphere is created by the dilapidated structure located in a humid 

no man's land, with the three eccentric sisters living there in seclusion. The sisters Adel 

and Ada are often conhised, their identities are entangled just as the heroine's is blurred 

with the grandmother's. Ada's dreams of being Adel occur when she is suffering from 

an abscess and a fever: "Ada fait toujours le même rêve. Elle rêve qu'elle n'est pas Ada, 

mais Adel" (23). When Adel becomes disillusioned and depressed by her failed acting 

career, she believes that she has become Ada: "[Adel] perd de plus en plus la mémoire. 

Il lui arrive de se prendre pour Ada" (41). This exchanging and shifting of identities, of 

losing grip of where one person ends and where the other begins is a characteristic of 

what Lacan h u  called the "imaginary order". 

The sister's relationship also exhibits the agression and rivalry associated with 

the imaginary: "[Ada] va tellement mal qu'elle ne demande même plus la chambre 



d'Adel. Mais elle lui en veut. Elle s'est mise à la haïr sourdement." (30). When Ada is 

caught searching through the belongings of the hotel guests, Adel locks her in her 

room: 

Adel l'a enfermée à clef dans sa chambre. Je n'aurais jamais osé le faire, mais 

c'est vrai qu'Ada risquait de nuire à la réputation du Splendid . . . . J'espère 

qu'elle ne prépare rien de mal. Je ne sais jamais ce qui lui passe par la tête- 

Adel dit qu'elle n'est pas dangereuse, qu'il suffit de la punir comme un 

enfant. (34) 

The aggression which borders on sadism swings back and forth between the 

sisters. First one terrorizes the other and then the other dominates her persecutor in 

return. For example, the tables turn when Adel refuses the only acting role she is 

offered. Ada torments her over her decision: "Adel souffre du comportement dtAda. 

Ada fait tout pour écraser Adel sans en avoir l'air. Adel s'efface devant Ada. Ada 

triomphe" (54). Although the heroine is alienated from her sisters and daims that she 

does not know them very well, their aggression is often directed t o w u b  her. At one 

point, the heroine cornplains of her sisters' attempt to dispossets her of her important 

place in the Splendid: "Elles n'hésitent pas à me critiquer dès qu'un sanitaire se bouche 

dans une chambre, sans tenir compte de tous les efforts que je fais pour que tout 

fonctionne à peu près normalement . . . . Pas un client ne sait que le Splendid dépend 

de moi. Elles se donnent toujours le beau rôle" (55). The sisters even work together to 



destroy the heroine's hard work to keep the hotel from complete decay: 'le Splendid a 

changé. C'est de la faute à mes soeurs. Au lieu de m'aider, elles dégradent tout. Elles 

font un tort inestimable à l'hôtel. C'est leur but inavoué de ruiner le Splendid" (63). 

The varying positions of alliance, identification, aggression and destruction are 

played out repeatedly by each sister, sometimes pulling the third sister into their tangle 

of absurdity. They are knotted together in an inescapable imaginary space that mounts 

the fusional and hostile relation of the unseparated subject. Ada and Adel, at the end of 

the text, finally exit this lethal amalgam through death. The heroine however, remains 

inside the hotel, refusing to leave the imaginary space of the maternai, the only place - 

and she often repeats this - that she has ever known: "Ada et Adel ont quitté l'hôtel 

très jeunes avec mère . . . Il n'y a que moi qui n'ai jamais quitté le Splendid Hôtelw (10). 

The heroine's quest is to remain inside the gruidmother's house, to remain fused 

with the maternal object, the inherited, decaying hotel. Her quest then, is to repel 

separation from the object, to harnw the forces that impose castration, that would 

compel her to depart from the maternal space. In addition, the heroine's futile labour 

to restore the Splendid to its former state places her goal in the realm of the impossible. 

The Splendid Hotel, in its brand new condition, a first-clus hotel that the 

grandmother created and maintained, becomes for the heroine the ultimate object 

which she seeks to retrieve. But because of the ruined state of the hotel, her work is 

fruitless - she cannot reach her goal. 



Anaining this object - the Splendid in i n  brand new, fim-dass condition - is 

impossible: it becomes the equivalent of the satisfaction of the incestuous demand.7 If 

she could restore the hotel, she could secure the threatened union with the materna1 

object. Dashing from one end of the hotel to the next to serve the guests, patching the 

leaking pipes, accumulating debt to the repairmen, al1 of these futile acrions serve to 

recover something that c m  never be anained. Freud called this uitimate and 

irremediably lost object das Ding - the Thing that the subjea continuously searches for 

due ro the pleasure principle but can never obtain.8 In his Seminar of 1959-60 on 

erhics, Lacan continues Freud's discussion of rtrc Ding and its relationship to 

sublimation.9 He equates the Thing with the mother: ". . . tout ce qui se développe au 

niveau de llinterpsychologie mère-enfant . . . n'est qu'un immense développement du 

caractère essentiel de la chose maternelle, de la mère en tant qu'elle occupe la place de 

cette Chose, de d a  Ding" (Lacan, L IÉthi~uce, 82). The subject's goal, the subject's push 

towards the privileged object is in fact, the strive towards the incestuous union with 

the mother. Lacan explains that the law which interdias incest does not arrest the 

subject's attempts to procure satisfaction. However, the Iaw renders it strucmrally 

' The pre-Oedipd dyad of the imaginary order is represented by the hotel which is a wornb-like 
(connected to the maternai) space to inhabit where there is no differentiation. The men who come ro 
the hote1 "threaten" this femininc space with difference marking the ternporary nature of the imaginary. 
Separation - which will happen in the next panel - is graduaily beginning to take place. 

Sigmund Freud, "Esquisu d'une psychologie scientifique', in La Nairrnre de & psychamfyse. lettres 2 
WiIhelm Fliess, notes et plans, Puis, Presses Universitaires de France, 1956, p. 307-96. 

Jacques Lacan, Le Çémimire. LMC VI. L 'Éthique de la p~ychnalyse (1 919-601, Paris, Seuil, 1986. 



impossible such that the subject will search for that which is precisely impossible to 

acquire: "C'est de sa nature que l'objet est perdu comme tel. Il ne sera jamais retrouvé" 

(Lacan, L 'Éthique, 65). 

This paradox of human desire to strive towards a lost object is comicdly played 

out in Redonnet's t e s .  The absurdity of the heroine's attempt to remain fused with 

the maternai object, to remain living in the grandmother's hotel, that much more 

depicts the desperation with which the subject c h g s  to that which is impossible. For 

the heroine, the mother is the Thing and the Splendid metonymically represenu the 

mother. But it is a degnded, decaying object that she mut perpetually repair and 

protect from ruin. There are many forces in the text that "invade" the hotel, 

anempting to drive the heroine from the maternal space and give up the attempt to 

satisfy the desire of the mother. 

The Separating Forces 

The presence of the masculine is constmcted as a threat to the Splendid Hotel. 

Associated with progress, scientific knowledge, commerce, the masculine is represented 

by the railway company and the repairmen who come to fm the hotel. The railway 

company sen& different te- to snidy and build on the swamp: construction 

workers, geologists and surveyors come to conduct research and construct a railway in 

an attempt to conquer the swamp. As their work continues, the heroine gndually 

becomes dependent on them for they are the only guests who come to stay in the 



hotel. Without them, the hotel c a n o t  survive. At the end of the story, when the 

railway company gives up iu project, guests rarely arrive. Yet they are dso a threat: 

the workers are responsible for the death of Ada and Adel who are fatally infected by 

the foreman. The repairmen - the plumber, the electrician, the carpenter and the joiner 

- are another threat to the hotel because the heroine becomes more and more endebted 

to them. But she is dependent also on them, for if she did not ask them to come the 

hotel would fil1 to the ground. Finaliy, the railway company abandons the swarnp and 

the protagonist can no longer pay for any repairs. The hotel, as a result, falls into utter 

disrepair. Nevenheless, the heroine remains living there, despite the fact that the 

foundations are roning and the building leans to one side because of the advancing soft 

terrain. 

The swamp is another instance that at fi nt appears to threaten the Splendid. It is 

a dangerous, hostile presence. At the same time, the heroine knows the swamp 

intimately: when the geologisu arrive, they need her to guide them through it. The 

swamp is acidic and corrosive, it is teeming with organisrns that contaminate, infect 

and desrroy; it not only invades the hotel with its odour, its waters submerge and 

engulf dl that comes close to it. For example, it claims the embankment and the 

cemerery and seizes the grandmother's and the sisters' graves: "Grand-mère et mes 

soeurs appartiennent au marais" (126). 

But the swamp embodies an unmoving, unchuiging permanence, an effacement 

of the passage of tirne. Jordan Smmp has written about the function of water in 



Redonner's trilogy and indiutes an interesting property of the swamp. For Stump, 

water constitutes the source of death, disappearance and effacemedo At the sarne 

time as the s w a p  connotes death and min, Stump points out that it also preserves the 

hotel, never quite reaching it, staying back far enough so that it is not completely 

fiooded: 

Le marais efface toute tentative de modernisation, car le chemin de fer ne 

sera jamais fini. Il annihile égaiement toute trace du passé, puisque le 

cimetière sera englouti . . . . MW cet effacement semble justement 

maintenir l'hôtel, lui garantir une sorte d'immortalité: sans passé, sans 

avenir, le Splendid restera toujours égal à lui-même. (Stump, 108) 

The swamp not only infects and rots that with which it comes into contact, it 

also seems to promise the deteriorated hotel a son of constancy or immobility. Stump 

refers to the noxious qualities of the swamp and to iu stability: because of the approach 

of the soft terrain the hotel leans to one side. The heroine d ~ n b e ~  it as "un bâteau qui 

aurait échoué là sur la neige avec sa coque de bois à moitié pourri" (125). The hotel will 

not completely sink precisely because it has run aground, wedged into the snow: ". . . 

l'eau crée une instabilité dangereuse, mais qui mène malgré tout à une certaine stabilité. 

l0 Jordan Sturnp, "L'Eau qui efface, l'au qui anime: du triptyg:w de Marie Redonnerw, in L'Eùu: Source 
dune écrirure dans les littérarnres fCmininesJirrncophones, Yolande Helam (cd.), New York, Peter Lang, 
1995, p. 104. 



L'hôtel continue d'exister grâce à sa dégradation et son délabrement." The swamp 

upholds the hotel and at the same time siowly destroys it. 

The swamp is like the heroine's d ly  in the qua t  to remmin in the hotel, to pursue 

the complete union with the materna1 object. It even strengthens her identification 

with the grandmother: "Grand-mère connaissit bien le marais. Moi aussi, je le connais 

bien" (15). At the end of the text, the "grounded" hotel is tentatively held in place by 

the swamp and the swamp, immobilized by the frost, ceases its approach. It is rendered 

inert, its threat is momentvily withdrawn and lethal jouissance appears to be 

obtainable by the state of calm and immobility describeci at the end: "De loin, le 

Splendid doit ressembler à un bateau qui aurait échoué sur la neige . . . . Il n'a aucune 

chance de sombrer, puisqu'il s'est échoué" (126). The swamp is an integrd part of this 

imaginary maternd lanbcape, symbolizing the chaos and ambiguity of the imaginary: 

it represents the danger of incesmous jouissance which always threatens to engulf and 

annihilate the subject and at the same time, it is associated with the iliusory stability, 

union and pleninide that the latter searches for through her or his incesmous desire. 

The Heroine's Sacrifice 

In her discussion of the hysteric's tendency towards sacrifice and passivity, Catherine 

Millot takes up Freud's theory of masochism and its relation to the death drive (Millot, 

37). Millot asserts that the latter may manifest itself in two opposing directions vis-à-vis 

the pleasure principle. The first seeks a complete interruption of tension, moving 



towards an inanimate nate - it remains at the iimit of the pleasure principle. The other 

direction of the death drive endeavours to go beyond the pleasure principle through 

"un accroissement indéfini de l'excitation, jusqu'i outrepasser la limite où elle est 

compatible avec la vie" (Millot, 38). According to Millot, these two opposing 

tendencies correspond to the two modes of jouissance that we discussed in Chapter 1 - 

lethal and sacrificial jouissance. 

In "Le Problème économique du masochisme", Freud explains that the death 

drive is dorninated by the libido which NmS it towardc objecu in the exterior world.11 

It is the father, as representative of the libido, who usually intervenes to detour the 

dearh drive, altenng the course of jouissance by turning the destructive d ive  outwards 

(Millot, 39). The sacrificial jouissance surfaces at the point when the child wmts to 

become the missing phallus for the mother, to fulfill her lack after discovering her 

castration: "Du fait de la castration de la mère, signifiée par le père à l'enfant, qui se 

voit, par là, débouté du fantasme d'en être l'objet adéquat . . . . Seul le sacrifice totai de 

soi peut, dès lors, délivrer de l'impératif de combler la béance [du désir maternel]" 

(Millot, 41). However, as we have previously dixussed, the child soon realizes his or 

her inadequacy next to the father. The paternd metaphor purs an end to the quest for 

jouissance, the wish to sacrifice oneself to the mother, by interdicting Oedipal desire. 

Sigmund Freud, "Le Problème économique du masochisme", in NPMose, psychose et perversion, Paris, 
Presses Universitaires de France, 1973, p. 288. 



In Ernalur's La Honte, although the father's traumatic eruption opened up a 

paradox, sanctioning the satisfaction of the incesmous demand by removing the 

mother, his violent act also unveiled the mother's castration. Hence, it provoked the 

loss of what Millot calls "lethai jouissance" - the condition of stability, "le monde de 

l'innocence exempt de la faute et du manque" (Millot, 36), the world without 

difference. The father's brutal intervention against the mother introduced the young 

girl into the social order, it introduced her, through a traumatic act to social difference. 

But what happens if there is no paternal metaphor, no interdicting instance which 

reveals the mother's castration and signals to the child that sshe or  he c m  never M i l l  

the mother's lack? What happens when there is no presence to alter the course of the 

death drive chat ~ t r i v e ~  t o w u b  the jouissance of sacrifice? S ' d i d  Hôtel produces this 

scenario: the heroine succumbs to "sacrificial jouissance" where she gives up her own 

desire in order to satisfy the infinite maternai desire by saWig the grandmother's hotel. 

There is no sublimation here, no difference, it is a question of repetition that seeks 

union, jouissance with the mother. The jouissance of the mother requires that the 

subject sacrifice her/himself and become the object of desire, the phallus for the 

mother. 

Through her infinitely repeated tvks  - cleaning, disinfecting, repairing - the 

heroine continues to pursue her goal of sustaining the ravaged hotel, seeking a return 

to its original state. For repetition, as a manifestation of the death drive, constitutes a 



mode of jouissance.l2 We read the heroine's eternal repetition of tasks as representing 

the jouissance of sacrifice. She c m  be everything for the mother, but the price for the 

child is self-destruction o r  annihilation. There is no force or instance that would set up 

a barrier to the heroine's jouissance and bring her out of the realm of death and min. 

The absent paternd instance means that there is no one to Say "no" to this self-sacrifice, 

no one to forbid her from attempting to be the mother's   hall us. There is no one to 

introduce difference and separation. 

In Redonner's first panel of the triptych, the heroine is not able to leave the space 

of fusion and death. She is represented as being doomed to infhte ly  repeat work that 

does not create anew nor represent ber identity: in other worb,  her tasks do not lead 

towards sublimation. The heroine's work merely leads her close; to death, closer to an 

inevitable decay. She remains lost in the mire of the mother's desire. Hence the 

narration of the "Passion du SplendidWl3 is the doomed chant of the subject a-ho will 

never be. Ir is the heroine's passion story, recounting her jouissance of sacrifice. 

l2 In his serninar of 1969-70, Lacan discu- repetition in the context of his notion of knowledge as a 
form of jouissance. Here, he recails Freud's connection between repetition and the death drive that was 
developed in Beyond the Pfmure Princzpie (1920) [The Standard Edition . . . vol. XVIII, 7 ]  where the 
death drive is esentially played out  through repetition. Lacan states that that which runs contrary to the 
conservation of life and moves towuds  destruction implies jouissance. The death drive and its impulse 
towards an inorganic nability, towards destruction, is dosely bound to jouissance: For Lacan, repeticion 
is founded on "un retour de la jouissance", the search to go beyond the lirnit of  the pleasure principle. 
Cf. Lacan, L 'Envers, pp. 47-55. 

l3 This expression is used on the brck cover of the novel. 



In the second panel of the triptych, For- Valley, an interdicting force WU 

enter to bring the heroine out of the childhood space. However, sepvation from the 

irnaginary space does not guarantee that the heroine's integration into a social order 

will be untroubled.14 The quest to create a work, represented by a failed project, is dso 

carried out in an environment that is on the verge of decay and ruin. Forever Valley - 

the intermediary step in the journey of Redonnet's heroine, incarnated by three 

different female nura ton - is the text which mon importantly represents the paterniil 

function. It is the only text in the trilogy to actualiy have a character that is a father. 

This teM hence forrns the turning point of the trilogy. 

Separation and Desire in Forever Valley 

Foreue7 Vaiiey is narrated by another nameless, faceless heroine. We know that she is 

sixteen years old and lives with "the father" in a rectory that is falling into ntins. "The 

father" is the former priest of the depopulated h d e t  called Forever Valley and he is 

the girl's adoptive father. Massi, the woman who lives across from the rectory, is the 

widow of the former mayor and schoolmaster of Forever Valley. The heroine nurates 

l4 In the Iast panel of the triptych, we will see how the heroine participata in the sociai order rhrough 
her experiences: Mélie will eduacc hcrself, have fricnds and lovers and creace a work that she will pass 
down to her baby Rose. This is represented as the "successful" integration of the ferninine subiecc in a 
community where she lives and fully experiences diffcrcnt social relations. These experiences are 
impossible for the heroines of Splrndid Hôtel and F o m m  VrrlIey. 



her nory in a naive, detached rnanner. Her language is simple, using o d y  nominal 

sentences with no stylistic figures. The syntax and vocabulary are uncomplicated and 

reflect the speech pattern of an innocent and simple-minded girl who does not 

comprehend the implications of her actions and who shows alrnost no emotion, 

reflection or judgement when narrating the events of the story. The child-like voice of 

the narrator creates an atmosphere that suggests faky tales or  myths, yet the events of 

the story lend a dark and troubling tone to the text because of the progressive approach 

of death, abandon and nin - the rectory where she lives is slowly crumbling and the 

hamlet will be abandoned so that it can be flooded to build a dam. 

Massi, the father and the heroine are the only inhabitants remaining in the 

hamlet and on Saturday nights, M w i  mns a dance-hall and brothel in her house rhat, 

during her husband's life, had been the school and town hall. The shepherds and the 

customs officers from the valley below frequent the dance-hall and the heroine, who 

turns sixteen at the starc of the story, is sent by the father to work for Massi as a 

prostitute. The girl, who is completely ignorant in matters of sewdity and her own 

body, is almost indifferent to the "work" she does in the brothel. For example, afier 

her first sewal experience with the cunoms officer, she States: "Il n'y a presque pas eu 

de sang. J'avais la tête un peu vide" (35). The heroine, who cannot read or write despite 

the father's efforts to teach her, pursues her "personal project" throughout the story: 

she digs four graves in the garden surrounding the church to see if there had been a 

cemetary there. This "personal project" that the girl undertaka independently, c m  be 



read as her attempt to create a work and to achieve autonomy. It has an important 

fünction in the evolution of the story and we will disas  it in m o n  detail below. 

As the story evolves, the father's health condition deteriorates as does the state of 

the church whose wails finally crumble to the ground. The father's paralysis gradually 

increases until he cm no longer speak. M w i  closes down the duicehall/brothel and 

moves to the valley below. Bob, the sickly probationary customs officer and one of the 

heroine's clients at the brothel, befrienb the heroine and moves to the reaory with 

her and the dying father. But before a relationship develops berneen him and the girl, 

he becomes lost in the mountains, pursuing his own project to  go past the col of the 

mountain. The protagonin rwues him but by the time she reaches Forever Vailey, he 

is dead. The father had died shortly before Bob. The heroine buries the father and Bob 

in rwo of the four graves she had been digging throughout the story and she is left 

alone in Forever Valley. She finally decides to leave the hamiet and join Massi in the 

valley below. She Lives there in isolation in Massi's bungalow and unhappily works as a 

seamstress for her. The hamiet is finally flooded in the modemiution project for the 

valley below and the protagonist's past is erased by the barrage that inundates Forever 

Valley. 

In this section we will fimly discuss how the heroine is introduced into a social 

structure which constitutes the beginnings of the separation process for her. Then we 

will look at how the personal project and the heroine's relationship to the two 

authority figures, Massi and the father, contribute to protagonist's coming of age as an 



individual. As we wili show, M w i  incarnates the paternal funaion in that she 

introduces the heroine into a symbolic structure and at the same time introduces her to 

femininity. The process of introducing the girl into the social order in her role as a 

woman will corne to a hysteric deadlock. We Ml1 demonstrate how the troubled 

process (illusrrated by the hysteric structure) of coming to womanhood and the 

problem of creating a work are played out in F o r m  Valley. The representation of this 

very process produces a text that goes prn the first panel of the triptych where the 

heroine was smck in the hotel where there was vimialiy no sexuai difference and no 

separation. In Forever VaiIey, there is a decaying social structure into which the heroine 

is introduced and she attempts to create a work within that nructure, but her project 

ends in failure and she does not beccme a woman. 

Narrative and Social Structure: The Dance-Hd and the Rcctory 

Redonnet's novel recounts five weeks in the unidentified heroine's life. The structure 

of the rem is rigidly composed of twelve chapters that outline her weekly routine. At 

the centre of the intradiegetic narration of events is the protagonist's personal project, 

carried out from Monday to Friday, and the Saturday nights when she works in the 

brothel. The narration of these two activities alternates in each chapter. While chapters 

one and two introduce the setting, characters and the protagonist's persona1 project, 

chapters three, five, seven and nine describe the heroine's work as a prostitute in 

Massi's house. h chapters four, six, eight and ten, she describes the digging in the 



father's garden at the rectory. The l m  chapter recounts the work the heroine does for 

Massi in the valley below. 

The setting of each chapter alternates berneen the rectory, the father's house and 

the dance-hall/brothel, Massi's house. These two locations and the actions that take 

place in them are set in strict opposition through the alternating narrative structure. 

This opposition contrasu the passive constrained role that the protagonist h u  in 

Massi's house and the freedom to pursue her project at the rectory. The houses are 

even described in opposition by the heroine: "C'est une grande maison, 

disproportionnée pour le hameau. Le presbytère fait tout petit à côté" (12). Massi has 

electricity and a modern gramophone in her house while the father h u  no electricity 

and an old, worthless, out of tune harmonium. While the dance-halvbrothel is 

beautifully maintained, the rectory and church are crumbling to the ground. Massi's 

house is full of Iight on Saturday nights and the rectory disappears in the darkness. 

Massi's house is built on buren rock and the father's home has a fertile garden. The 

dance-halVbrothe1 and the rectory are set in opposition to emphasize how the former 

represents modernity and progress, the latter representing the old and archaic that is 

slowly falling into ruin. 

The p a s  of the neat, well-preserved dance-hall as the town hall and school are 

firmly inscribed by the sign on the house that is repainted regularly. The house was the 

centre of the social order, the location of the institutions and laws of the community. 

Massi ensures that its heritage is kept intact by making sure that the signs can dways be 



clearly read. There are no mysteries, no secrets about the house's history, nothing 

buried beneath the sterile rock on which it is built. It is not like the rectory which is in 

a state of deterioration, on the verge of loss. By contnn,  the history of the rectory is 

unknown: the heroine does not know how old the father is, nor how long he has lived 

there. The heroine's own history is also a mystery: she never tells anything about her 

origins and does not reflect on them. Next to the modernity of the dance-hall and irs 

preseverd history, the rectory becornes a place that evokes that which has been buried 

or repressed. 

In the text, the heroine's search for the dead is linked to the fact that she grew up 

in the rectory: "[Missi] dit que c'est parce que j'ai été élevée au presbytère que j'ai eu 

cette idée de chercher les mom, je ne l'aurais pas eue si j'avais été élevée au dancing" 

(93). 1s rhis because the town hall has been preserved, while the recrory has not been 

cared for by the father, hence there are no traces that tell about its put?  The recrory 

stands as a timeless space with no history, no objects to preseve its past, and with no 

future - it is progressively disappearing. Even its relation to the former social order and 

irs institutions have vanished: 

La toiture de l'église a fini par s'effondrer. Le père n'a rien dit. Ça fair 

longtemps qu'il se désintéresse de I'église, depuis qu'elle est fermée . . . . 

L'église est vide. Tous les biens de l'église ont été vendus aux enchères de la 

vallée d'en bas. Ça a été une bonne vente. Le père s'est fait un petit pécule. 

(9) 



The space of the rectory, with the ailing father and the church in ruins incites the 

heroine to pursue her archeological exploration, mining for lost objecu from an earlier 

rime, objects that might teil her something about her own mysterious heritage. For the 

father leaves behind no legacy after his death: he allowed the rectory to  f u l  apart and 

has sold al1 the precious objects in the church. The heroine, right from the outset of 

the story, tells how the father has sold off what might have been her inheritance, or at 

least what rnight have told her something about the cornrnunity of the past. The father, 

instead, profits from the objecu, seing them only for their monetary value. The image 

of a patrilinear heritage is absent in the text, the father is represented as having nothing 

to offer the heroine: he fails to teach her to read, sells off the objects in the church for 

profit and neglects the rectory until it f indy fdls into complete disrepair. After the 

death of the mayor, the father is the last vestige of a community that is disappearing, 

that is in ruin, he is the last representative of the old institutions. He is hence 

associated with the old and archaic. 

Although she is interested in the hamlet's history, the heroine is unconcerned 

wirh the vdley below and that which lies beyond her immediate surroundings: 

Je n'ai pas envie de quitter Forever Valley. Dans la vallée d'en bas, il y a 

beaucoup trop de trafic . . . . Le hameau est presque au pied des montagnes. 

Sur l'une des pentes, il y a un sentier très raide qui monte au col. II paraît 

qu'au col c'est aussi la frontière. Je n'y suis jamais montée. Ça ne me tente 

pas. Je préfère rester au presbytère. (1 1) 



The heroine is not attracted to the unknown, the border of the neighbouring 

country, nor to the modern community of the valley below. Massi, on the other hand 

is associated with progress, enterprise and the modem. The two registers, the old and 

the new, have a significant function in the heroine's coming of age and her atternpu to 

stay behind in the rectory which can be seen as the archaic universe of childhood. The 

heroine's alternating movement from the dance-hall to the rectory symbolizes her 

progressive depamire from the disordered childhood space into a symbolic order. 

In Mwi's house, there is a rigid social stnicnire in place. When the protagonisr is 

sent to work there, she is introduced into the structure of the brothel: the women who 

work there are defined and regulated by the different coloured tickets that the men buy 

for their s9rvices: 

Massi] m'a montré tous les billets du dancing qu'elle garde dans le tiroir de 

sa caisse. Il y en a de toutes les couleurs . . . . Les billets roses, c'est pour les 

bergers qui ne font que danser avec les filles de la laiterie, c'est les moins 

chen. Les billets bleus, c'est pour ceux qui ne vont que dans les chambres. 

Les billets verts, c'est pour ceux qui veulent d'abord danser et qui ensuite 

montent dans une chambre avec une fille de la laiterie. Les billets jaunes et 

les billets blancs, c'est les plus chers, c'est réservé uniquement aux douaniers 

. . . . Les billets jaunes, c'est quand les douaniers ont des précautions à 

prendre. Les billets blancs, c'est les plus chers, quand il n'y a plus de 

précautions i prendre, c'est les meilleurs pour les douaniers. (24) 



The heroine enters into this "signifymg chah" where a system of colours 

determines each womrn's position as object in the hierarchy of services available to the 

male buyers. Yet even though she finds herself at the top of the hierarchy (she accepu 

only the white tickets, the most expensive - there are no "precautions" to be taken with 

her because she does not menstruate), she still returns to the father's garden every 

Monday to undertake the project that is her very own. Even though she is presumably 

better paid, or more highly vaiued than the other prostitutes, she does not identify 

with or take pleasure in her position as object of masculine desire. She continues her 

digging, perhaps even as a consequence of her work in the brothel. When she digs, she 

is no longer in a passive position, she is not an object of exchange. The project allows 

her to place herself in the position of desiring, and not desirable, impossible in the 

social structure of the brothel. Entering into the system implies loss and separation for 

the girl: for once she enters into the symbolic order as a womm, she will be 

progressively sepanted, fut off from the rectory. We will see however that this 

identity is impossible for the heroine, she will never completely become a woman: her 

body remains unchanged and she refuses to participate in the community when she 

moves to the vailey below. 

Massi, although she is a woman, incarnates the paternai function in the tes .  She 

cakes over from the father's  lace in educating the girl, introducing her to the social 

order and the modern world - symbolized by the beautihl dresses, the furniture in the 

house, the gramophone and electricity: "Chez Massi, tout est électrique. Elle trouve 



que l'électricité, c'est la plus grande découverte de tous les temps. Elle est fière de son 

groupe électrogène" (19). As we described above, M w i  introduces the narrating subject 

into the social order of the dance-hWbrothe1 and to  her position as a woman. She is 

hence, the representative of the symbolic father who castrates the subject, who 

separates the subject from the pre-symbolic. Inserted as the third term in a triangular 

relation, she cuts the heroine off from the archaic world of the dyad metaphorized by 

the rectory and the isolated existence with the father: 

C'est tout nouveau pour moi, le dancing, ma formation, ce que je dois faire 

avec les douaniers dans ma chambre. Jusqu'à maintenant, j'ignorais que je 

n'étais pas encore formée. Le père a toujours fait comme si tout était 

normal, sauf que je ne sache pas lire. Pour Massi, c'est sûrement aussi 

important d'être formée que de savoir lire. (25) 

Through Massi, the heroine discovers sexud difference, she learns that it is as 

important to be sexually mature, prepared for her position as a woman, as it is to be 

able to read. Before this, the heroine lived in a sexually undifferentiated universe: she 

did not know that her body should change and she was ignorant about the relations 

between the sexes: 

Massi m'a aussi expliqué ce que j'aurai à faire quand je monterai avec un 

douanier dans ma chambre . . . . Massi dit que je n'aurai qu'à me laisser 



faire, les douaniers savent ce qu'il faut faire . . . . Tout ce que M w i  m'a dit 

se mélange dans ma tête. C'est tout nouveau pour moi. (24) 

The rectory is a place, in the girl's perception, where there is no difference; she 

lives in an ungendered aor ld  where sexuai difference does not seem to exin, a sort of 

imaginary dimension where difference has not yet been introduced. Afrer explaining 

the sexual act that wiil take place with the customs officers, Massi explains the ticket 

systern that we quoted above. The symbolic order is set in place in this scene: a 

signifying system is set up where tickets and colors represent different values. Even a 

class system exists within this mini-structure: the girls from the dairy, the other 

prostitues, make up the lower c lw.  They may only take care of the shepuds, while 

the heroine is reserved for the customs officers who are the preferred clientele: 

Il y a bien les filles de la laiterie de la vailée d'en bas qui travaillent au 

dancing, mais Massi dit qu'elle ne peut pas compter sur elles pour tout. Elle 

m'a dit qu'elle me présenterait aux douaniers. Les douaniers, c'est sa 

clientèle préférée. Elle dit que j'ai droit i la meilleure clientèle parce que le 

père m'a donné la meilleure éducation. (14) 

Until M w i  enters the scene to "educate" her, the heroine is ignorant of the 

world outside of the rectory uid of her place as a woman. In the rectory, there is no 

such signifying system - for she does not know how to read - no structure of signs, no 

institutions. As we know, the paternal function introduces the law and brings the 



subject into the symbolic order where she/he assumes a m a l  identity. M w i  carries 

out this function by "educating" the protagonia, introducing the organization of rules 

and structures and sexual difference that were non-exisrent in the rectory: 7'ai  la tête 

qui me tourne de penser i tout ce que m'a dit Massi. Le père m'a élevée dans 

l'ignorance" (25). 

The Father and the Personal Projcct 

When the protagonist is at the rectory she pursues her project and develops 

independence, physical strength and her own will. O n  the other hand, when she 

describes what she does afier her work in the brothel on Saturday nights, it becomes 

evident that the "work" is debilitating and exhausting: 

Je suis perpétuellement harcelée p u  les bruits que fait le père . . . . Il 

n'apprécie p u  que je me repose dans ma chambre le dimanche au lieu de 

chercher les morts. Il dit qu'à mon âge on n'a pas besoin de reprendre des 

forces. On  voit bien qu'il n'a jamais été au dancing. Le dimanche, je ne suis 

pas dans mon état normal. (64) 

The reader understands that the heroine is starting to form her own opinions and 

ro exercise her own will. She even begins to show dislike for the work as a prosritute, 

about which she had been totaily naive and had made no judgemenu or refusals when 

rold what to do. Aker working at the brothel for taro weeks, she States: 



J'ai beaucoup appris en deux semaines. Je ne peux compter ni sur M w i  ni 

sur le père. M w i  n ' a  pas un modèle comme le père disait toujours. Et le 

père, il est tout le contraire de ce qu'il dit. (72) 

The girl's relationship with M w i  and the father becomes more ambivalent as she 

develops a critical attitude towards them. When she returns from Mwi's "training 

session" for example, she r e h  that the father has not really taught her everything 

she needs to know: she is sixteen years old and has not yet reached puberty. As the 

story continues, the heroine realizes that she can trust neither the father nor Massi: "Le 

père peut se paralyser autant qu'il veut. Je n'ai plus confiance en lui . . . . Et Mwi ,  elle 

veut se décharger sur moi de tout ce qu'elle ne veut plus faire avec les douaniers" (40). 

The narrating subject's hypotheses about the father illustrate her growing 

independence and her gradual refusai of his authority: "Le père aurait voulu que je 

creuse [la deuxième fosse] juste à côté de la première, mais je ne l'ai pas écouté" (64). In 

fact, the father's deteriorating health renders him more and more dependent on the 

heroine to take care of him. As the heroine realizes this her confidence increases: "[Le 

père] n'a plus sa résistance d'autrefois. Qu'est-ce qu'il fera sans moi?" (46). The 

relationship benveen them becomes altered: the girl becomes more confident while the 

father begins to mistnist her and even regret what he has done to her: "Les morts, au 

fond, le père n'y connaît rien. Il se repose sur moi . . . . Je me suis approprié les outils 

de jardin du père. Il ne peut plus s'en servir puisqu'il est condamné à l'immobilité à 

cause de ses jambes" (41). On the other hand, the father l o c h  away the money she 



earm in a drawer and becornes miserable on Saturdays. He no longer wanu her to 

open the windows so that he c m  listen to the music of the gramophone and see the 

bright lighu coming from the house: 

Le samedi matin, le père est toujours morose. Au Lieu de profiter de la fosse, 

il anticipe déjà sur ce qui I'attend, cette longue journée et demie à se 

morfondre tout seul dans le presbytère . . . . Je ne sais pas pourquoi le père a 

de L'angoisse dans son propre presbytère. C'est peut-être de savoir qu'à 

partir du samedi midi je n'ai plus la tête aux morts, j'ai la tête au dancing. 

Le dancing lui est devenu étranger depuis qu'il ne s'intéresse plus à l'argent 

que je gagne. (74) 

The father and the heroine progressively become more like equals. As we saw 

from the quotes above, a t  certain moments, she h a  the upper hand and decides for 

herseif what she will do. At other moments, the father uses his authority ro control 

her: "Le père dit qu'il veut être là où je creuse pour surveiller tout ce que je fais. Je ne 

peux rien dire, c'est son jardin" (43). The heroine's disposition towards the father 

fluctuates. Her shifting descriptions of him range from suspicion and mistrust - "C'est 

mon projet, pas le sien. J'ai même eu une mauvaise pensée. Je me suis presque dit que 

c'était tant mieux que les jambes du père se paralysent. Comme ça, je peux être 

tranquille . . . ." (27) - to pity and affection after his death: "Le père est mort . . . . Il est 

mort petit à petit sans que je m'en aperçoive . . . . J'ai toujours vécu avec le père. Je 



n'avais jamais pensé qu'il pourrait mourir un jour. Même quand il était entièrement 

paralysé, je ne croyais pas encore qu'il pourrait mourir" (110). The ambivalent 

relationship to the father and the synthesis of various contradictory imagos 

characterizes the imaginvy relation where hate, love and aggression are intertwined 

and unseparable. 

This relationship is held together by the penonal project. For example, there are 

several scenes where the heroine is digging in the garden and she describes the father's 

desire to take her place: "Il se penche trop pour regarder ce que je fais . . . . Il est excité. 

On  dirait presque que c'est lui qui creuse. Il est impatient que je trouve. II me dit 

d'aller plus vite" (44). The sepvation between the two of them becomes blurred when 

the heroine is digging, resulting in a relationship of identification: "Je vais enterrer le 

père dans la première fosse . . . . Le père avait de l'espoir alors, il pensait que j'allais vite 

trouver les morts. Il était si excité qu'il croyait presque que c'était lui qui creusait" 

(1 IO). She often attempts to guess the father's thoughts regarding her project. In her 

conjectures on what he is thinking, she transfers her own desire onto him, making it a 

desire that they share: "Je suis trop préoccupée p u  samedi soir . . . . Le père en profite 

pour penser aux morts à ma place. Ça se voit i son air qui n'est pas comme d'habitude. Il 

m'a même dit qui'il me guiderait pour chercher les morts" (27, my emphasis). By 

attributing to the father the same desire that she has, the nurating subjen anchors the 

relationship of identification in her discourse, rernarking that he is as occupied with 

the search for the dead as she is: 



Je lui ai proposé une promenade dans le jardin . . . . Il a longtemps regardé 

la première fosse . . . . Le père a dit que c'était une belle fosse. Aprés on s'est 

arrêté devant la deuxième fosse . . . . Je lui ai dit que demain je creuseni la 

troisième fosse devant l'église. Ii a approuvé. Il a dit que c'est une très 

bonne place, la place d'honneur pour les morts. (85) 

In addition, an implicit rivalry develops between the heroine and the father that 

contributes to the imaginary relation. He would like to guide her in the work and tell 

her how to go about digging but the heroine refuses. Because of his physical weakness, 

the father cannot impose his will on her: "J'ai remarqué qu'il ne disait plus qu'il 

voulait me guider. Il se rend compte qu'il n'en est pas capable" (43). He is forced to be 

a passive spectator, while the girl actively digs: 

Sûrement qu'il doit souffrir d'en être réduit à regarder, lui qui savait si bien 

manier la pelle et la pioche. Il doit se dire qu'il s'en est bien mal servi, qu'il 

aurait mieux fait de chercher les morts au lieu d'entretenir son jardin pour 

qu'aucune mauvaise herbe n'y pousse. (43) 

The relationshi~ between the father and the heroine, characterized by rivalry, 

suspicion, affection and identification, can be described as belonging to the imaginary 

dimension where the relation between self and other is fraught with ambivalence and 

oppositions. This relationship dong with the absence of semai difference and symbolic 

structures (symbolized by the heroine's illiteracy, the father's "powerlessness" and the 



metaphoric value of the decaying "institution" of the church) leads to a reading of the 

rectory as an imagînary, undifferentiated space, as the pre-symbolic. But it is a space 

that is disappearing - the father is dying, the buildings are crumbling and the entire 

harnlet will be flooded. The heroine's work in Massi's house is her first introduction to 

a syrnbolic order.15 She WU eventually be forced to leave behind the landxape of 

childhood when she is reterritoridized in the valley below. This will establish the final 

detachment from the rectory, from the imaginary space of indifferentiation. But before 

she leaves this archaic space, she attempts to carry out her "personal project" which she 

begins when she starts working in the brothel. 

The heroine's personal project cm be seen as a form of opposition to the two 

figures of authority - Massi and the father. At the beginning of the t e s ,  the narrating 

subject is sent by the father to Massi bec au^ she has reached the age of sixteen and it is 

Massi's turn to take over her upbringing. The heroine's social role as object of 

masculine desire is set up for her and normalized in her "training sessions" with Massi. 

There she learns how to dance: "Il me semble que wwi] danse bien. C'est elle qui 

m'entraîne . . . . Elle me dit de me laisser entraîner . . . . Elle me montre comment faire 

pour plaire aux douaniers" (21). And she learns about sex: "Massi m'a aussi expliqué ce 

l j  The heroineer work at the brothel dso introducer the dimension of rime. As the heroine comments, 
before working at Mwi's, each &y wu d m  and quiet: the rectory wu a timeless space as in the 
imaginary dimension - each day indifferent from the nun. After beginning her work at Massi's, the 
week is rigidly struaured - Saturchy night at the brothel, Sunday is the &y of rcst and the rest of the 
week is spent working on her personai project. 



que j'aurai à faire quand je monterai avec un douanier dans ma chambre . . . Massi dit 

que je n'aurai qu'à me laisser faire . . . ." (23). In the brothel she is passive, she does 

what she has been instructed to do. Her role and her actions have been already 

determined. There is no variation and she mlkes no decision; she even sees the customs 

officers in an unchanging ordec  assi si] m'a désigné celui avec lequel je devais danser 

en premier. Ils sont inscrits dans l'ordre. Je dois respecter l'ordren (35, my emphasis). 

However, the personal project functions as an opposing activity. The heroine is no 

longer in a passive position, following orders set up by someone else; the project is 

underraken on her own initiative, it is her only act of autonomy. 

But how can we read what lays behind the protagonist's mynerious search for 

the dead? What is the meaning of the personal project? Redonnet has commented on 

her own work stating that her trilogy depicts the heroine of each text in the quest to 

find a name, a signifier to represent herself, by creating a work (Redonnet, "Interview", 

110). She hence poses the problem of woman's relationship to the symbolic and to 

sublimation. In Forarer Valley, the personal project cui be read as an anempt at 

sublimation, the heroine's effort to write her self, her king, that is suppressed by her 

position as desirable, as pwified object of masculine desire in the brothel. The personai 

project becomes a type of counterbalance, a forai of opposition to the ferninine 

identity to which Massi introduces her. The personai project attempts to inscribe 

something that cannot be symbolimd within the social structure at Missi's house. The 

project is carried out in the rectory, hidden from Massi because it is incompatible, 



irreconciliable with the ferninine position: "Le père m'a encore répété de ne rien dire i 

Massi . . . . Pourquoi est-ce que je lui d i n i s ?  Les morts, ça n'a rien i voir avec le 

dancing" (19). Cui we not read the personal project as the heroine's anempt to 

inscribe, map out, another position for femininity which, in the text, is defective (her 

body is not sexually mature) and exploited (Massi's education makes her into a 

prostitute)? 

When working on her personal project, she is in charge of her own body. She is 

in an active position - deciding where she will dig, how long and how fu down. The 

heroine hence creates for herself another position where she is subject of desire rather 

than object. The act of mining the guden, the only fertile earth in Forever Valley, of 

transforming the landscape of the rectory, constitutes the construction of a form that 

symbolizes her sex outside of the social structure into which she has been introduced. 

It is so important that it becomes her reason for living: "Je ne pourrais pas vivre sans 

mon projet" (27), she says. It is a vital part of her existence, a first attempt at 

sublimation which will be abandoned as the ruin and decay of the rectory continue. 

But the heroine never manages to explain exactly why she is digging for the dead, 

as though it cannot be articulated within language. She oken States that others don't 

understand her project. For example, when M w i  discovers her digging, the heroine 

States: "Elle ne peut pas supporter que je cherche les morts juste en face du dancing 

. . . . Je ne lui en veux pas. Ce n'est pas de sa faute si elle ne comprend rien aux morts" 

(90). The formation and identity that M w i  offers is incompatible with the heroine's 



project. Massi could not possibly understand what she is trying to accomplish. When 

she tells Bob, the probationvy customs officer, about the dead, not only does he not 

understand, but the nurating subject's explanation is not narrated in the text such that 

the reader too, does not understand the dead: 

Pob] a vu les fosses aussi. Je lui ai dit que je cherchais les mom. Je ne veux 

rien lui cacher. II m'a regardée sans comprendre. J'ai essayé de lui expliquer. 

Je n'ai pas dû bien lui expliquer, parce qu'il n'a toujours pas compris après 

mes explications. (96) 

Even the father, who encouraged the heroine to pursue the project is sometimes 

said to misunderstand the dead: "Le père se demande ce qu'il faut penser des morts, il 

ne sait plus ce qu'il faut en penser. Il dit que j'ai peut-être eu tort de vouloir chercher 

les morts . . . . n se fait une conception fausse pour que ça lui cause son tourment 

intérieur" (92). Hence, searching for the dead is constructed in the narrative as 

something of which the nurating subject does not speak, and when she tries to explain 

the project it is incomprehensible to  others. l6 

The four graves hollowed out at the four compas points around the church take 

on the status of a mysterious hieroglyph that c m  only be read by the heroine. And she 

l6 By contras, Mélie'r projm in Rose Mdie Rose ir perfectly cornprehensible as ia work of sublimation 
that tells her life story t o  the n a  generation. 



cannot communicate i u  meaning to anyone else. It is a sign in her own rnagic language 

that cannot be transmitted to those that surround her; it is an empty s i p ,  for it has no 

meaning that cm be accessed by anyone else and it refen to something that the heroine 

cannot articulate. It is hence, outside of the sigdying chain, unrecognizable and 

untranslatable. For in order for communication to take ~ h c e ,  signs must be 

recognizable and comprehensible to the community in which they are used; like in 

language, they must conform to the rules and structures that exist outside of the 

individual, that precede the individual. The heroine's "hieroglyph" in the father's 

garden could not communicate anything. Hence, her search to write herseif, or  to 

write her sex, in the landscape of Forever Valley ends in failure: there is no one who 

can read her message and it is, at the end, effaced "forever" by the flooding of the 

valley . 

The personal project reveais the heroine's distorted relationship to the symbolic. 

The inscription of the graves belongs to the heroine's own signifying system which, at 

the end, shows itself to be permeated by superstition: "Quand le jour s'est levé, j'ai 

pensé que ça m'avait porté malheur de ïouloir chercher les morts" (116). The relation 

between reality and the symbolic is faulty, for she believes that the "sign" that she 

creared is the cause of the destruction of Forever Valley. In addition, her relationship 

ro language is distorted by the fact that she cannot read. There are only two words that 

she learns to recognize, two words that signify her position as a subject in the symbolic 

order. The first word is "dancingw and it has significance as a noun (in French) and as a 



verb (in English): it is the name of the social structure in which her place as a woman 

was initiated, and it is the action that she curied out in her ferninine role - dancing 

with the men, following their lead, performing as the object of masculine desire. The 

second word is "barrage" and it is, ironicaily, written on the large sign that is the only 

remaining evidence of the heroine's work (her personal project) in the rectory, for the 

graves have been flooded, obliterating her unreadable traces in the garden. Also, her 

access to the rectory has been cut off, "barred": she can never remrn to the childhood 

imaginas. space. This word that she can read is a symbol of her separation, she is now 

a "barred" subject. There is some recognition of the symbolic and her place in it. But it 

is an incomplete, faulty knowledge - hence, her inability to create a work of 

sublimation. The heroine could not even properly mourn the dead father because she 

could not write his narne on the tombstone: "Je ne sais pas écrire. Sinon j'aurais écrit le 

nom du père sur la [tombe] . . . . Je regrette de ne pas savoir écrire. A cause de moi, le 

père n'aura pas son nom sur sa tombe" (111). In the end, the protagonist regrets her 

defective relationship to the symbolic: she will never be completely delivered of the 

dead because she is incapable of properl~ burying the father and presenting his 

mernory. 17 

l7 The search for the dead, the r m e r y  of i Ion  history, and the presenration of the mernory of the 
dead are connected to the father in dl three authors' work. For Redonnet, the heroine's life project 
consists of mining the father's garden for a buried hinory; for Cixous it is preserving the father's 
memory, which is aiso an act of protecting those who have been forgotten; Ernawc's dso writes to 
preserve her pas, her history, and she bcgins by writing her father's history, La Phce (1983), before the 



The personal project too is washed away, her inscription on the father's territory 

is destroyed, it will never be read or remembered. Progres and modemiution efface 

the last traces of the old, but ako the last traces of the heroine's anempt at creation. 

Hence, Redonnet depicts a fded  act of sublimation, for not only is the work 

destroyed, never to be seen, but to those who did see it, the work is a meaningless 

trace, a sign that cm be read by no one - it is incomprehensible. We will see in the next 

panel that the heroine's work will be preserved and passed down to the next 

generation such that something of the heroine, Mélie, remains for her daughter, even 

after the former's death. 

Separation and the Hystcric Position 

Because of the approaching flood, the heroine can no longer stay in Forever Valley. 

Despite her resistance to the world outside of the hamiet, despite her desire to rem& 

after the father's death, she is forced to leave. Mwi,  as before, introduces the heroine 

into the social order in the vailey below. The entry into the symbolic order is 

represented as inescapable. M w i  tries to integrate the heroine, to encourage her to 

panicipate in the community, but she is unable to completely convince her. She hires 

mother's Une femme (1988). In ail three women's work, d t i n g  on chefather's tom& is some kind of 
imperative. The inability to do so, in Redonnet's text, signals the defeat of the heroine - she gives up and 
wastes away in hyneric apathy. And the repeated attempts in Cixous and Ernaux's work imply that ir is 
somehow tightly bound to the entire writing endeavour, to the sublimation. 



the girl to work as a seamstress in her new dressmaking business. Longing back to 

Forever Valley, the heroine prefers her first dress to the new, fashionable dresses Massi 

offers her; she wanu to have the organdy dress she wore when she lived in the rectory 

with the fatheri*: 

Massi] veut que je m'habille comme [les filles de la vallée d'en bu], parce 

qu'elle dit que moi aussi je suis une W e  de la vallée d'en bas maintenant que 

j'ai quitté Forever Valley. Les nouvelles robes que fait Massi ne me vont 

pas. Ce n'est pas mon genre. Ça ne ressemble pas aux robes à volants en 

organdi. Mais c'est M w i  qui décide pour moi. (123) 

The heroine has no more ambition. She becomes completely passive, giving up 

her will to the Other. Massi makes decisions for her while she, like the hysteric, falls 

into a state of passiviry and indifference. She isolates herself from the comrnunity, 

refusing to participate in her new life. She is disatisfied with al1 of the gadgets and 

marerial objects that M w i  offers her: "Je ne m'habitue pas à la vallée d'en bas. Tous les 

appareils fonctionnent dans le bungalow depuis qu'il y a de l'électricité. Je m'en sers 

peu . . . ." (126). The heroine has no desire, she chooses muginalization rather chan a 

l8 In SpZendUi Hôtel, we sair thar the heroine dwayr wore the grandmother's old dr-s, never trying 
any of the new dresses that her sister wore. This anchored her position of identification with the 
grandmother. Here, the refusal of the new, fashionable dresses are not only a refusal of mature 
femininity, but aiso a rejection of the modem - she prefers her old organdy dress. On the theme of 
dresses in the tdogy, see Picard, "Dans le paysage", p. 234. 



social order that seems to have nothing to offer. The result is apathy: "J'essaie de faire 

comme Massi me montre. Je n'ai pas d'initiative" (124). 

The permanent separation from the hamlet is represented in one of the l u t  

scenes. Forever Valley is flooded in order to buiid a dam that supplies electricity to the 

valley below. The heroine, in her organdy dress, naring into the obscure water of the 

Forever Valley Dam, throws her high-heeled shoe into the water and watches it slowly 

disap pear: 

J'y ai jeté le soulier verni à talon qui me restait du dancing . . . . Il a coulé à 

pic. C'en sûrement profond . . . . Tout se mélange dans ma tête quand je 

regarde l'eau du barrage, et que je pense que tout au fond il y a le hameau, il 

y a le jardin qui est un cimetière, il y a la tombe du père et la tombe de Bob. 

(125) 

The water is so deep and duk that she cannot see the bottom. There remain no 

visible traces of her p u t  except a tattered dress and the seemingly bottomless dam. The 

only remaining sign of that p u t  part of her life is a sign that marks the dam: "Barrage 

du Forever Valley". "Barrage", as we mentioned above, is the second word the heroine 

learns to read, reminding her that she c m  never return to the undifferentiated space of 

the reaory. The sign a u  as a limit, a border beyond which she cuuiot p a s  It is the 

inauguration of the sign: the girl must now symbolize her desire through the signifying 

chain. But she cornes to the valley below with a desire that cannot be satisfied nor 



sublimated: "Je vis à l'écart de la vallée d'en bas. Massi n'a pas l'air de se rendre compte 

que je n'aime pas coudre, et que je n'aime pas le bungalow non plusw (126). The 

heroine refuses to become one of the "young girls of the valley", and renounces any 

further attempt at sublimation because of her naive belief that her first attempt caused 

the death of the father and Bob: 

Les morts sont maintenant dans le jardin presbytère, fond 

première et de la troisième fosse. J'ai repensé à ce que m'avait dit M w i  sur 

les morts. Elle avait peut-être raison de dire qu'il ne faut jamais les chercher 

. . . . Je ne pouvais pas savoir que je creusais des tombes quand je creusais 

des fosses . . . . Je ne creuserai plus jamais de fosses. (1 17) 

She carries out her tasks for Massi in an indifferent, emotionless manner. The role that 

is expected of her is unpalatable and she refrains in protest, moving into the hysteric 

position of objection. She refuses to participate in the social order, standing on the 

limits looking in with indifference. 

The castration of the subject, the depunire of the heroine from Forever Valley 

and her re-settling in the valley below is, by no means, a "happy endingw. The girl is 

only partly "castrated", she is still an incomplete subject for she has not "developed", 

has not become a woman - and she never will: "Je n'ai plus seize ans. Mais je ne suis 

toujours pas formée. M w i  dit que maintenant c'est trop tard, je ne le serai jamais" 

(126). There is no mark of sexual difference on her body and she spurns her social role 



as a young woman - in short, she evades femininity. We wdi see how Rose M é k  Rose 

advances pu t  the second panel: for the heroine is also reterritorialized. But she wiil 

participate in the community's institutions, make friends, fall in love, have a child and 

create a work. 

We can look at the heroine of Forcuer VaIfsy as Gnding another form of 

jouissance through her insatisfaction. The only thing left to enjoy is her own privation. 

Isolated from others in the valley below, working for M w i  with no project of her 

own, the heroine enters "cette dimension de la jouissance, si ambiguë chez l'être 

parlant, qui peut bien théoriser et faire religion de vivre dans l'apathie" (Lacan, 

L'Envers, 56). The heroine displays the neurotic elemenu of the jouissance of 

privation. She cannot be integnted into the socid order for she cannot accept her 

displacement from Forever Valley. She remains unhappily at the margins of her new 

home: "L'insatisfaction . . . prend un autre statut, celui d'un mode de jouissance: le 

moins de satisfaction, c'est le plusde-jouir. L'insatisfaction vient ici, paradoxalement, 

pallier le défaut structural de la jouissance, elle y suppléen (Millot, 109). The heroine 

lives in a state where unhappiness seerns to supply a provisional remedy for Iack of 

jouissance. 

This jouissance of dissatisfaction is a profound questioning of the paternal 

function. For ir is the father that brings the child to her/his sexual position at the end 

of Oedipus. If the subject refuses this position, it is often an interrogation of the 



father's function and the phallic logic that it sets in place. This explains the privleged 

place of dissatisfaction in the hysteric structure: 

Notons, tout d'abord que l'insatisfaction a une ~ o r t é e  universelle pour qui 

habite le langage . . . barrant ainsi la voie d'une satisfaction naturelle. La 

demande impliquée dans toute parole introduit la discordance entre ce qui 

est à l'origine du message et ce qui répond à son appel: ça n'est jamais ça. 

C'est en substance . . . la plainte de l'hystérique. (Millot, 106) 

The division of the subject is unacceptable to the hysteric and the fault in the 

symbolic where woman's sex is concerned is problematic. Hence, "elle ne joue pas le 

jeu . . . on pourrait a w i  parler à son propos d'objection de conscience" (Millot, 112). 

Can we not regard Redonnet's heroine in this way? She perfuncrorily perform her 

work for Massi and is unresponsive, detached from everything: "Le docteur de 

l'hospice a trouvé que je faisais de l'anémie. Il m'a donné des fortifiants. Mais les 

fortifiants, je ne les supporte plus. Bob, il avait une lésion. Je peux bien avoir de 

l'anémie1' (126). She refuses to cake the vitamins that wili cure her anemia. Can we not 

read anernia here as a metaphor for her jouissance of dissatisfaction? By rejecting the 

vitamins, she actively supports ber sickly, deathlike existence in the valley below. 

Refusing to be cured, she chooses to "enjoy her symptom", sustaining the deficiency in 

her blood as she sustains her desire rrr unsatisfiable. Millot explains that in hysteria, it is 

not simply that the subject is unsatisfied: ". . . [on] a besoin de se créer un désir 



insatisfait. C'est ce point que reprendra Lacan en . . . donnant une portée générale pour 

cette structure: l'hystérique, dit-il, soutient son désir comme insatisfait" (Millot, 106). 

Although the heroine of the novel is removed from the space of the imaginary by the 

represenrative of the law, she opposes castration by refishg to participate in the social 

order, she stages a pwive revolt against the patemal function, fomenting her symptom 

by remaining at the mugins, apathetic to  that which surrounds her. 

This panel of the trilogy advances one s e p  funher than Spiendid Hôtel, in which 

the heroine remained absurdl~ devoted to the repetitive repair of the decaying hotel, a 

hotel that symbolites the archaic, originary matemal space. The heroine's project, her 

desire is to elevate the hotel to its anterior condition - to raise it to the level of the 

Thing - is irremediably doomed. She is condemned to eternally unplug the toilets as 

the structure in which there is no difference slowly sinks into the swamp. Former 

Valky portrays the heroine as entering into a symbolic order, being cut off from the 

irnaginary, the undifferentiated space of the rectory. It is a process in two movements. 

Firstly, she enters the brothel where there is a social stnicture in place. Here, she is 

introduced to sexual difference and to a pwive, exploited femininity where woman is 

defined as prostitute. Although she accepts the work without any judgements or 

reflections, she feels that it is also time to begin her personai project. An euly  attempt 

at sublimation, the heroine tries to create a work that is her own. This differs from the 

heroine's project in Spiendid Hôtel which wu driven by repetition and decay: the 

repeated tasks constituted a jouissance of sacrifice, where the heroine's life w u  



consumed by her devotion to the (matemal) object. The digging of the graves in 

Foreve~ Valley is also the heroine's life project; she manages to transform the father's 

garden, leaving her own inscription there. But fmally, the project fails: she does not 

find what she was looking for and the "sign" that she leaves behind is unreadable, it 

does not participate in the signifying chah, for no one else understands her project. At 

the end, her work is destroyed because of the modemiution process taking place in 

the valley below. Her inscription, her myaerious hieroglyph in the soil, is flooded, 

effaced by the waters of the Forever Valley dam. When the final step in the separation 

process is completed, that is, when the heroine moves to the valley below, she 

renounces sublimation and rejects the role as a woman that Massi encourages her to 

rake up. Refusing the stylish dresses, isolating herself from the others in the village, she 

moves into the hysteric position deriving uiother sort of jouissance from her 

unhappiness: "Je n'aime pas les morts ni les tombes. Je n'aime pas la vallée d'en bas, ni 

le barrage de Forever Valley avec ces montagnes qui se reflètent dans l'eau et le col 

qu'on aperçoit tout au fond, là où se cache l'ancien hameau de Forever Valley" (126). 

Although she is - unlike the heroine of Splendid Hôtel - introduced by a paternal 

representative into the social order, she still longs back to the place where she could 

pursue her search for the dead. 

As for the subject's participation in a social order or community and the creation 

of a work that sublimates desire, that articulates one's being, these will have to wait 



until the last panel of the t~i~tych.19 For- Valley then, functions as an intermediary 

text between the depiction of the doomed heroine of Spfendid Hôtel and the heroine 

who creates and procreates in Rose Mélie Rose. Fororever Valley nages the beginnings of 

the separation process, the strive to achieve autonomy and to create a work. It retells 

the first heroine's story and goes further, depicting the girl's doomed attempt at 

femininity - in Spiendid Hôtef,the heroine is sexless - and at sublimation. But the text 

ends quite tragicdly - the heroine srifles her lament against her place in the syrnbolic 

order, remaining unheard by the Other, Massi. 

The third novel of the trilogy takes a new direction. Instead of staging the fatal 

repetition of Spiendid Hôtel and the death and destruction of Forever Valley, Rose Mélie 

Rose represents the successful participation of the heroine in a dissipating social order: 

she assumes her femininity and creates her life story that will be a gift to her daughter. 

Rose Mélie Rose and the Birth of the Feminine Subject 

Rose Mélie Rose is the story of a young girl, Mélie, who was raised by an old woman 

named Rose. Rose found Mélie abandoned at birth in a cave called the Grotte ~ r u f é e s .  

The novel begins when Milie has just turned twelve years old. Rose dies on her 

l9 Rose Méfie Rose presents these rwo as achievements for the feminine subiea. In the firn two panels, 
the heroines are cut off from any sort of community or culture, they live in isolation and dthough rhey 
try to create their own work, they do not succeed. Redonnet commenu on Rose Méfik Rose: "wélie] is 
the first narrator to move away from her place of origin . . . And from this life that she lived as 
thoroughly as she could, from her very singular inheritance, she creates her book - her twehe photos 
that tell in the manner of a poem the story of her life in Oât." "The Story of the Triptych", p. 117. 



binhday which is also the same day that Milie begins to mensrruate. Before her death, 

Rose tells Mélie that it is time for her to leave the Hermitage, the old house and 

souvenir shop where they Live, and to make her way across the island they live on to 

Oat, a small seaside town. Mélie leaves the Hermitage and sets out on foot, bringing 

with her the sign from the souvenir shop and Rose's Book of Legendr, wrinen in the 

old alphabet that Rose has taught her. On her way through the forest, Mélie meeu a 

truck driver who gives her a ride to Oat and she has her firn senual experience with 

him. Afrer pwing through two important phases, the heroine is ready to begin her life 

without her adoptive mother, away from the Hermitage. 

Mélie is the narrating subject of the novel and tells of her experiences and the 

people she meeu in Oat. She lives with Nem, whose house may or may not have been 

Rose's, in the quartier des Charmes and befriends "Mélie", the old woman next door 

who may have been a friend of Rose, but she cannot remember. The older "Mélie" has 

a painting that she claims is of Rose when she was young, but the portrait has faded 

and there remains only a blank canvas. There is a continuou confusion of identities in 

the story - names, places and people and dates are misrecognized, misremembered and 

forgotten. Even Mélie conhises her old friend "Mélie" with Rose. The heroine visits 

with "Mélie" once a week, learns the new alphabet, earns her diploma as a translater 

and obtains an identity card at the towo hall - she is hence registered and participates in 

the institutions of the social order unlike the heroine of Former Valfq. She also 

becomes friends with Mademoiselle Marthe, the administrator of Oat, with whom she 



goes dancing on Sunday afiemoons at the Continental. There she meets her friend Pim 

every week with whom she dances and has sex. She d e s  other friends in Oat - the 

photographer, the second-hzad man, and Cob. As a gift from the photographer, Mélie 

has a Polaroid with which she takes twelve picnires, wnting an inscription on the back 

of each one, in both the old and the new alphabet. After marrying Yem, a young 

fisherman who disappears at sea after their wedding night, Mélie discovers that she is 

pregnant. She gives birth to a baby girl, names her Rose and leaves her in the Grotte 

aux fies where her mother Rose had died and where Mélie herself had been found 

sixteen years eariier. The heroine leaves her daughter the sign (Ifensei,,) from the 

souvenir shop, the precious Book of Legends, written in the "ancient alphabet", and 

the twelve Polaroid photos - taken of herself and her friends in Oat - with the 

"legends" on the back. This becornes the baby Rose's inheritance from a mother that 

she will never know. Mélie makes the same journey through the forest that she made 

at the beginning of the story. But instead of returning to Oat, which has been almost 

completely depopulated, (her friends have either died or  left for "the continentn), she 

goes to the Plage aux Mouettes. There she lays in the back of her friend Cob's rusty, 

abandoned Buick and dies of a haemorrhage. 

Elizabeth Fallaize describes the Hermitage where Mélie grew up as belonging to 

the maternal: 

The Hermitage is an Edenic worid, the dommin of the mother, of 

harmonious nature, ouuide social institutions, where the maternal laquage 



(the 'old alphabet') is leamt and the codes governing this semi-magical 

mode of existence are absorbed through the Book of Legends. (Fdlaize, 

3 22) 

The author's reading positions Mélie's leaving from the Hermitage as the 

equivalent of the journey from the pre-Oedipal imaginvy into the symbolic order 

(Fallaize, 323). In contrat to F o m  Valey which ends with the heroine's departure 

from the hamlet, Rose Méiie Rose opens with this fundamental sepvation from the 

childhood imaginary space. The departure that could not take place in the first panel of 

the triptych and occurred in the second, only after the destruction of the childhood 

landscape, is presented right from the ouuet of the third te=: "Dans mon sac, j'ai mis 

mes affaires personnelles, des provisions pour le voyage, l'enseigne de l'Ermitage . . . et 

mon livre de légendes . . . . Je m'enfonce de plus en plus dans la forêt là où je ne suis 

jamais allée" (15). However, even though the story begins with the depanure from the 

materna1 space, the heroine carries with her, on the journey, the heirlooms from the 

mother. 

The real father is conspicuously absent from the l u t  panel. As the heroine makes 

her way, she encounters several paternal figures. But none of them transmit any 

knowledge to her that she can use in her experiences in Oat. The only thing she 

receives from the father figures is the Polaroid camera from the rnelancholic 

photographer who retires from the world, locking hirnself in his duk room after the 

death of mademoiselle Marthe. There is Nem who realizes after many years that his 



project of translating the volumes of books written in the old alphabet is a failure 

because he has translated them incorrectly; Cob who is dwastated by his unanainable 

dream of saïling to the channel in the Reine h f é a  ship. Al1 of the masculine chuacters 

are destroyed by their inability to achieve their goals, to fmish their projects. Mélie, by 

contrast, manages to succeed without any paterml transmission that would give her 

"keys" to the symbolic order. She manages to overcome this paternal deficiency 

because, so it seems, of the mother's gifu. 

The t e s  foregrounb the heroine's autonomy which is facilitated by the 

knowledge she is given by her mother. Anne-Marie Picard reab  the departure from 

the Hermitage as an experience which wiii bring her independence and the capacity to 

create because of the "gifts" from the mother: ". . . l'autonomie de Mélie vient du fait 

qu'elle sait lire, écrire et qu'elle a un prénom. Ses liens à l'ancêtre et à ses lieux ont déjà 

été coupés puis suturés p u  cet accès au symbolique qu'elle a reçu" (Picard, "Dans le 

paysage", 237). The ability to read and write, of which the nameless heroine of Forever 

Valley was incapable, were taught to Mélie by Rose before she left the Hermitage. As 

soon as Mélie arrives in Oat, she begins to leun the modern alphabet: the will have the 

key to language, rnaking sublimation possible. Her life story is inscribed in both 

alphabets, accompanied by the photographs; by inserting the photographs into the 

Book of Lcgends, Mélie inscribes the story of her life in the symbolic and passes it 

down as an heirloom to the child to whom she gives birth. By contrast, the projects 

undertaken by the heroines of Splendid Hôtel and Forever Valley were doomed because 



the process of Separation had somehow failed or  because of a faulty relationship to the 

symbolic. The heroine's project of saving the Splendid Hôtel w u  a futile attempt to 

maintain the bond with the matemal object. The endlessly repeated work did not 

move towards the creation of the heroine's own work, it rather imposed the i n h i t e  

circling of the dilapidated hotel, leading towards no issue, only repetition of the same 

without modification. In Forewr Vaiky, the search for the dead w u  a beginning, an 

early, unsuccessful attempt at creation and autonomy: but rather than seeking to 

represent or  inscribe herself within the symbolic, the heroine's personal project 

pursued that wbich w u  irrepresentable. Her personai project initiated the drive for 

independence but ir w u  not a project which iascribed a recognizable, readable sign in 

the symbolic. When she moves to the valley below, her apathy and &content render 

any new project, any new attempt at sublimation, impossible. 

As Picard observes, the coming of the subject into her own speech is divided, for 

Redonnet, into three moments, the l u t  text staging the finai introduction of the 

ferninine subject not only into the symbolic but into a matrilinear genealogy: "Rose 

Méfie Rose marque dors le chiffre d'une généalogie minimale, une matriléarité qui 

permet de sortir du deux (mire/enfant) où le moi et l'autre se confondent et empêchent 

de penser la différence, le détachement salutaire pour les filles" (Picard, "Dans le 

paysage", 238). It is the creation of life that allows the heroine to escape the danger of 

the double, presented earlier as the heroine's determined attachment to the maternal 

object in Splendid Hôtel and the imaginary identification with the father in Forever 



Valley. The birth of Mélie's daughter Rose, becornes the third term that breaks the 

duai relation and initiates a genealogy of women. 

The Father in the Trilogy 

The constitution of the matrilinear trinity cornes into king with the help of Mélie's 

husband, Yem. However, the father is not represented u a permanent element in the 

structure, for he fulfdh his procreative role and then disappears, pursuing his own 

persona goal. Hence, Rose will be r a i d  by adoptive parenu. For R e d o ~ e t ,  there is 

always doubt in regard to the parents. The conventional structure of the f d y  

through lines of kinship is deconstructeci, there are no blood relations that are not 

ambiguous, if not non-existent. The patriarchal kinship structure is inversed in 

Redonnet's matrilinear world; ir is not based on blood but on structure, position, 

depending on the place that one occupies. The patriarchd stmcture of inheritance is 

also deconstrucred through the representation of indirect lines of kinship. The 

matrilinear genealogy establishes an alternative way of deterrnining kinship lines and 

inheritance: in Spiendid Hôtel it wu indirect inheritance and in Rose Mélie Rose, 

inheritance was conferred upon the adopted Mélie (the Book of Legends) and upon a 

child who will never know the people who lefc the precious gifu behind . 

The father in Redonnet's trilogy plays an ambiguous part in the "birth" of the 

feminine subject: the role of the syrnbolic father is incarnated in Foreve~ Valey by a 

feminine character and the "real" father is ailing and powerless - unable to teach the 



heroine the essenual things she needed to know to survive. He fails to teach her to read 

and he does not teach her about sexuality - he is a father who does not function. In 

Rose Mélie Rose, the father h a  only a reproductive role. It is the women who give 

Mélie the knowledge she neeb - fim Rose, and then Mademoiselle Marthe who gives 

Mélie brochures on how to read the new alphabet. Thus, the paternal firnction is 

necessary in Redonnet's fictional world even though the father in fiesh and blood is 

not: Mélie, the only heroine that "survives" and creates is the one who hu the 

necessary knowledge that has been transmitted to her by another generation. In the 

trilogy however, we might call it the m a t m l  function because it is c u k d  out by 

women. 

Redonnet's ferninine subject is consrructed as completely sepuated, independent 

from the father, existing in a patriarcha120 universe where women provide the 

important lessons. The female characters that are closely identified with the patriarchal 

structure seem to usuaily provide information that will ailow the heroines to survive 

within the structure, but not to oppose it or transcend it. Mademoiselle Marthe ensures 

that Mélie h a  the proper identification and is registered at the town hall, in keeping 

z0 The patriarchal churcter of the worlds dcpiaed in the trilogy can be found in the appropriaring rolc 
of cechnology and modernity which are dways wociated with maie chuacters: the surveyors that try 
to build a rail way on the swarnp in Spletfdid Hôtel, the customs officials who control the heavy rraffic in 
the valley and the mayor who decrees the flooding of the hamlet in Forawr Vdfey, the second-hand man 
who buys dl the vaiuable objects in Oat and sells them for profit o r  places them in the museum on the 
continent. 



with the regdations of the institutions. But 

figure: she is found dead in the toilets of the 

Mademoiselle Marthe is a condernned 

Bastringue dancehall. The enterprishg 

and ambitious M w i  is aiso a problematic figure: she teaches the heroine about sex so 

that she c m  hire her as a pronitute. She teaches her to sew so that she can hire her 

again as a seamstress for her new business. Although M w i  never forces any of the 

women who work for her to do so, she exploits them for personal profit. 

However, despite a lack of real fathers, the Name-of-the-Father is not suppressed 

in Redonnet's work. On  the contruy, the author depicts the danger of the absence of a 

separating term, of the castrating third in Splendid Hôtel: sacrifice amd decay are that 

which await the heroine of that text. The paternal funaion of separation or castration - 

which is also tr.msmined by a woman who identifies with the symbolic father's place 

(Massi and the mother Rose) - is presented as essential for the subject to fully 

experience life and to create a work within a social order. 

Sexual identity is only completely assumed in the l u t  panel. In Splmdid Hôtei, 

there was no differentiation: Adel and Ada's identities were h e d  together while the 

ageless, sexless heroine identified with the grandmother. Even though sexual difference 

begins to make itself seen through the opposition between the male workers that stay 

in the hotel and the three sisters, the relation between the sexes remains ambivalent 

and equivocai. The heroine of Forever Valley will never become a woman, her body 

will never c u r y  the marks of semai difference because she is "undevelopedn. Even the 

love affair with Bob, which would have produced a relation between the sexes, failed 



before it started. But Rose Mélie Rose opens with the heroine's first menstruation and 

her sexual initiation, indicating that the she is sexudly mature as a woman. She wili 

identify with the signifier "womui" when she creates a work of self-representation 

with her inheritance; her work of sublimation will partly corne from her mother Rose 

- the sign, the Book of Legenb - but the rest she will acquire herself, dong the way: the 

camera, the identity card, the new alphabet. Her work initiates a system of inheritance 

and creation, producing a matrilinear genealogy beginning with the three generations 

designated by the novel's title. It is the cultural objects, accumulated with each 

generation, that sustain a matrilineu tradition, creating cultural representations of the 

feminine. 

Death, Decline and &donnet's Writing 

We can relate this theme of inheritance and sublimation to the constant presence of 

death in Redonner's work. The author's landscapes of min and decay cannot be 

overlooked, for even in the l u t  panel there is death and loss. Her texts seem to always 

lead up to death - whether it is the death of characters or the decline of a community. 

The heroine Mélie succeeds in becoming a feminine subject, but she dies alone, at 16, 

after giving birth. The island, Oat, becomes depopuhted and those who remain are 

isolated and tormented. h is rather a dinopia into which the ferninine subject is born, 

her journey being irremediably marked by death. In Redonnet's universe, death always 

wins, everyching returns to that original state of calm, the suffocation of life - recall the 



heroine's inert state at the end of Spkndid Hôtel, the heroine of Forewr Valley pwively 

awaiting death, Mélie lying lifeless in the rusted Buick. 

The death drive, the propulsion towards annihilation and calm, runs like a 

current through the trilogy, foregrounding the law of entropy. This dark side of 

Redonnet's work thematizes the struggle to create, to articulate onself in a world that 

is progressively deteriorating, that is disappearing and that must be recreated: "Each of 

these three narrators [of the triptych] is in a way a metaphor for the writer that I am: a 

writer trying to buiid a body of work upon the end of a literature, upon the lost utopia 

of a generation, upon a society in crisis . . . ." (Redonnet, 'The Story", 113). 

Redonnet's singular heroines, with their naive voices, struggle to tell their stories in a 

distopic, dissipating universe. Mi three heroines are placed in such a context and must 

try to work their way through it, attempting to build a work that will survive or 

transcend the disappearing civilization in which they live. They attempt, in other 

words, to defeat death. This is related to what the author States as part of her ethic in 

writing, the stmggle for "the preservation of transcendence through the force of 

poetry" (Redonnet, "Interviewn, 112). To create is to revolt against death and decline 

that are an inherent part of the order of nature. This k the challenge that presents itself 

to each of the heroines. It is in the lut panel of the triptych that Mélie "defeats" the 

danger of repetition and death by creating a work that is preserved for the next 

generation. The Book of Legends with the photographs inscribed with her own 

legends will transcend the heroine and the decaying community. Lefi behind for her 



baby Rose, it will in mm inspire creation and contribute to creating history. Hence, it 

is not fusion with the Other that Redomet's texts move towuds, but sepamion and 

then sublimation in a world ravaged by decay and wute. 

The p e d  presented by repetition in the texts seems to constitute a mode of 

jouissance that arives to threaten the process of creation or life itself. For example, the 

almost arithmetical structure of repetition in For- Vaiiey stages a deliberate, 

regulated, progressive path towards dissipation and decay. Repeated narrative elements 

are combined, slowly aggregating the events that provoke the final disintegration. In 

Splendid Hôtel, the heroine's 23 "cantosw are narrated with uniforrnity of length and 

order, with recurring refrains. They are transformed into a litany that narrates the 

approach of death - the only thing stopping it is the temporary frost and the flickering 

neon sign "Splendid", that is like a reurue beacon in the swarnp. In Rose Mélie Rose, 

there is also uniforrnity and numerical repetition - Mélie is twelve years old at the stut, 

there are twelve chapters, twelve characters and twelve photographs for the baby Rose. 

There is something heavy and menacing in the rigorous composition of Redonnet's 

works, somerhing forboding about their repetitive, calculated approach towards death. 

Jouissance insists through combinatorid sequences as if destruction and oblivion were 

not determined by a twist of fate or a sudden, unexpected cataclysrnic explosion, but 

by computed steps, just as an atornic bomb's explosion is determined by precise 

ordered equations. This seemingly predetermined structure is combined wich the lone 

heroines and their tiny voices who recount their stories in an alrnost unbearable 



simplicity. They narrate the progression of violence and death without passion, in a 

startling lucidity. The child-like innocence cornes up against the ngid systems, the 

"equations" that fix the cenainty of death, the unrelenthg pressure of the death drive. 

This peculiar mixture of naiveté with a calculated structure is what distinguishes 

Redonnet's style of writing. The complexity of her texts is found at the level of 

composition while language is ~tripped down to an exmeme qmtacticd and lexical 

simplicity. The result is narrators who speak tentatively, but directly; the simplicity 

challenges ornamentation, artifice and masquerade, producing an intimacy and purity 

in their voices. At the same time, this economy of expression belies an elaborate 

network of symbols and allegoria. The texts read like faky tales or legends evoking 

dreams, make-believe and magic. According to the author, the trilogy seeks to be an 

allegory for the women's movement: 

Written in 1985-86, the triptych cornes afier the great period of feminist 

stnxggle and the writings that illwrated it. 1 think the triptych could only 

have been wrinen afterwards, as a way of transforming al1 that history into 

fiction, becorning its legend. (Redonner, "Interview", 106) 

The trilogy narrates not only the human struggle against death, but aiso women's 

efforts to construct a history in a time of crisis and conflict. Redonnet's heroines tell of 

their endeavour to create, to articulate an identity as woman, in the rnidst of forces 

that progressively tend towards dissipation: "In the triptych, it is the women who 



fight, who seek, who create . . . . Pt] tells of a violent cultural crisis between men and 

women, at a time when women, through their emancipation, were forging a history" 

(Redonnet, "Interview", 106). If this nory is told in a lucid, uncomplicated mamer, it 

is perhaps in order to produce a dixourse that resounb in its simplicity, that obliges 

the reader to listen to the heroines' s d  but piseci voices. 

In our previous chaprers, we analyzed how Cixous and Ernaux naged the figure 

of the father in an hysteric structure that questioned or protested the paternd funnion 

and the statu of "woman" in the symbolic order. This was carried out either through 

an hysteric Oedipal configuration or an hysteric representation of and appeal to the 

father. Redonnet's trilogy mounts this same questioning, but it is not a question that is 

directed towards the father. When the hysteric stnicture appears in Forever Valley, it 

functions as the result of a femininity that is in crisis. But the trilogy moves past the 

hysteric position of protest or refusd and presenu the symbolization of the feminine 

in the 1 s t  panel. The hysteric representation of the father as having privileged 

knowledge of feminine jouisunce is absent: knowledge of the ferninine cornes from the 

mother. Not only from the essential utools" she provides for the "daughter", but also 

from her works, her gifu that inspire the daughter to create. The triptych fictionalizes 

the difficulties of sublimation for women, of writing feminine desire, only to 

overcome them in the final panel through the creation of a ferninine cultural tradition 

and history that transcends death and the decline of a doomed social order. The 

hysteric questioning in the second panel is transformed into woman's sublimation in 



the third. The trilogy seems to Say that if there is no signifier for woman's sex, it is up 

to women to attempt to create one through sublimation, passing down their lifeworks 

to the next generation of women. 

In the lu t  section of our midy, we will summarize our fmdings in the three 

authors' work in order to addres the wider issue that is implied in the three preceding 

chapters. What is the relation between the woman writer and hysteria? Is the hystenc 

structure and its questioning of the ~aternal function the recourse for the woman who 

objects to the absence of a sipifier for her sex? If we look at what our analyses of 

Cixous's, Ernaux's and Redonnet's texts teli us, we may begin to address these 

questions that pose themself when a woman begins to write. 



Conclusion 

O u r  readings began with Hélène Cixous and finished off with Marie Redonnet in 

order to dernonstrate a progression in the representation of the fatherdaughter 

relation. If we began with Cixous, it w u  to demonstrate how in her work subjectivity 

irself was founded on the incesmous relationship with an imaginary father. In Dedans, 

the dead father w u  portrayed as the ultimate ideal father. The master of language, dl- 

knowing, promising jouissance to the daughter if only she would join him in death, the 

Cixolian image of the father conforms to the hysteric fantasy of what a father should 

be. He has intimate knowledge of jouissance and cm provide it for the heroine: "Si tu 

veux de moi je t'étreindrai et nous créerons les nouvelles histoires . . . dedans nous 

aurons cessé de mourirn (&&m. 209). What is more, the t e s  played on sexual 

difference, introducing ambiguity and androgyny. The father was ferninized and the 

mother was placed in the position of the castrating third. When the narrator of Dedans 

shified into the father's enunciative position - inventing his words, re-creating him as 

having anained jouissance through death - and sought traces of his jouissance with the 

mother in the conjugal bed, she moved into the hysteric position, associating the father 

with that which lays outside of the symbolic. She questioned the mother - as Dora 

questioned Frau K. - about the father's desire for her, seeking to find out what it is that 

her father desired in the mother. Through these fantasmatic scenarios, images and 



dialogues, through the discursive shiftings and ambiguities, Dedam presented the 

quintessential hysteric relation to the father: he was positioned as the one who can 

provide answers to the subject on the hors-symboIique, that place where the feminine 

escapes the symbolic. Presented as a figure who h n m  jouissance, the father w u  

depicted as the key to feminine subjectivity bon-la-loi. The resistance to the phallic 

function, to castration, is an essential characteristic of the hysteric structure and this 

was played out in Dedans as a protest to the feminine position, a refusai to be "woman" 

who has no signifier for her sex, who is "not-all". 

The hysteric appeal to the father was staged in the novel as the search to 

articulate the unseparated relation to the other. This relation wu tightly bound to the 

place of the "1", the subject of enunciation, generating an aiternative "place" for the 

feminine. In Or: les lettres de mon pire, this relation - interspened with moments that 

expressed the coming separation from the father - was smained although the fantasy of 

eternal union, of an enclosed space of jouissance, w u  abandoned: "Dehors! Nous 

sommes sortis de la grotte où nous avons emménagé il y a quarante ans en frottant nos 

paupières effrayées. . ." (78). The relation to  the other w u  represented rather, through 

rhe continua transposition of the narrating subject's position in discourse. Moving to 

and fro in her identifications with the father, as subject of desire, and the mother, as 

object of desire, the narrator construaed feminine subjectivity as equivocai. "Am 1 a 

man or woman?" these infinite displacements seemed to  uk. It is once again a question 

of re-writing, re-creating the father - but this time, as desiring subject. The narrating 



subject inserted herself into the imagined content of the father's love letters to the 

mother. The hysteric fantasy of the father as jotrirsant wu absent but the Oedipal 

desire for him remained. The incestuous relationship to the father remains the key to 

the narrator's position as feminine subject. 

Ckous's texts epitornize the hysteric's plea to the father, staging the resistance to 

the paternal function that works to c a r y  out separation and to introduce the subject to 

her or his sexual position in the symbolic. The author's te= strive towards writing a 

place for woman that is unxpvated from the other; the father figure as the dtimate 

O bject sustains this writing, which for Ckous miculates the feminine. Cixous, Ernaux 

and Redonnet, as we have argued, work towardr this rejection and rewriting of 

femininity, but they do so in various ways. Cixous, for example, writes as the hysteric, 

in the place where the hysteric cannot speak, for she can only express herself through 

the symptom. For Cixous, it is a question of attempting to write "through the bodyw - 

writing the rhythms and gestures of the body. It is the representation of an eternal 

embrace with the other, where there is no separation; phallic logic falls away in her 

wriring, it is not a matter of k i n g  or having for there is no possession and no separated 

identity in this relation to the other. This mode of writing seeks to elude woman's 

place of exclusion, of not having, seeks to elude the symbolic conventions of 

signification b w d  on difference. Because of this, the problem of "readability" presents 

itself in Cixous's fiction. The famasrnatic enclosed embrace that her texu aspire to 

reproduce almost excludes the reader: her fiction is very difficult and perhaps for that 



reason remains largely unread. Her fiction requires another mode of reading.1 Her 

work cuinot be completely appropriated or mastered; it follows the logic of the 

entredeux2 where the fixed position of object and subjea is suppressed. There is no 

separation, there are no assignable positions, no identity unless it is bound to the other. 

Cixous's fiction explores this mode of representation, and the anempt to grasp ont0 

stable meanings, stable identities when reading the te- wili be confounded. The 

indeterminacies in her texu oblige the reader to alter her own position, to pmicipate 

as reader in a different manner, to engage in the endless wuiderings of the tem.  In this 

way, Cixous restages oppositions, blurring differenca. The entredeux is a trope of 

hysteria, for hysteria is founded on a fundamental indecision, an incapacity to take up 

one's position in the symbolic nerwork. The author uses this position to challenge 

phallic logic through ambiguity and mobility. 

Ernaux's and R e d o ~ e t ' s  work proceed gradually away from the Ckolian 

relation to the father, Ernaux's work constituting an intermediary position between 

Cixous and Redonner. Emau ' s  tens contain what might be called "hysteric 

moments", for the hysteric structure is not as thoroughly inscribed in the "fabric" of 

the texts as in Cixous's. In Cixous's work, the hysteric structure is presented by the 

For Cixous* discussion on the reception of her texts, see Hélène Cixous and Mireille CdlrGruber, 
Rootprints: Memory and Life WWriring, trans. Eric Prenowitz, London and New York, Routledge, 1997, 
pp. 7-11. 

Cixous uses this term in her rem entitled aalugc, Paris, Éditions der femmes, 1992. 



formal elements of the text - it organizes the narrative and conninites an integnl part 

of the narrator's dixourse through, for example, focalization and enunciative shifts. 

For Ernaux, however, the fatherdaughter relationship is founded on an identification 

that functions to secure the narraring subject's position of dissent with respect to 

unjust social structures. The detailed portrait of the father in La Pkzce constructed the 

imaginary father as a powerless, marginal figure, as a member of the working dass and 

as subordinated to the dominant personality of his wife. As the narrator progressed in 

her description of the father, as shown, there w u  a simultaneous rehabilitation of and 

identification with the father. This portrayai nabilllcd the author's identity as a 

working class woman who had made a "clus traveln into the bourgeoisie; for what 

begins as the narration of her father's history transformed itself into a self-andysis: in 

the act of narrating, her own imagination and desire were evoked by the scenes she 

remembered, the organization of the facts and the details left out: =J'ai l'impression de 

perdre au fur et à mesure la figure particulière de mon pèrew (La P k e ,  45). 

But it was not only the image of the powerless father that entered into the 

author's discourse. There were dso the representations of the rnother who had 

ambitions of moving into a higher social position: hence, her experimentations with 

new expressions, her identification with the daughter and their alliance again« the 

father. The author describes her awueness of the mother's rejection of the father both 

sexuaily and socially: "Ma mère: c'est un homme de la campagne, que voulez-vous" (La 

Place, 67). The ultimate scene of the mother's indifference, her nondesire for the father 



was staged in the xene before the father's funeral. As discussed, the mother hides the 

father's penis, exclairning: "Cache ta misère, mon pauvre homme" (La Pkzce, 15). This 

passage inscribed and affirmed the hysteric Oedipd scene in which the mother was 

represented as uncastrated - she had no desire for the phallus. This "hysteric moment" 

in the text confirmed the father's subordinate place in the family and showed how the 

daughter's image of the father came not only from certain social situations - his 

deference before 'important" people, for example - but also from her mother. The 

belittlement of the father contnbuted to the daughter's attachment to him. The 

hysteric subject identifies with the father and we see how, in Ernaux's work, this 

identification is linked to her political position. Yet it is in la Honte that we came to 

understand the origins of the author's relationship to the father. 

In La Honte, the author's identification with the father took on a more ominous 

cast. The father's attack against the mother consituted the momentary convergence of 

the imaginary and the red, where an imaginary identification with the father as 

Oedipal object is fused with his brutal fury. Unable to wimilate the scene to the 

milieu of the private school nor that of her family, the narrating subject described it as 

"une image sans mots ni phrases". The scene could not be completely articulated in the 

symbolic. As are suggested, the xene established an act of jouissance: the weak, 

powerless father is transformed into the ideal father who would permit the incestuous 

fatherdaughter relation. It wu this moment that produced the trauma which was 

converted into shame. The father, at the moment of the xene, frighteningly responded 



to the double demand of the hysteric: he says "no" to the jouissance of sacrifice - in 

which the subject would succomb to the mother's infinite desire - by dismantling 

materna1 primacy and the childhood universe of innocence. At the same time, the 

anack dso signaled the poisibility of lethd jouissance with the father, for if there was 

no mother the incesmous union could take place. The wene terrifyingly enacted the 

fufilment of the hysteric's dual appeal to the father. The young girl's enraged father 

becomes the ideal father of the hysteric. 

The relationship with the father - the consciou and unconscious identification 

with him - gives voice not only to a position of resistance to a social order that 

excludes the "other" class, but &O founds the "hysteric moments" that are scattered 

through her texts. These moments differ substantially from Cixous's representation of 

h~steria. Instead of resisting separation in an anempt to construct an ided father, as 

Cixous does, the hysteric structures in Ernaux's work reinforce her questioning stance, 

the opposition that runs through her texts - opposition not only to the place of 

"woman", but to the place of the working class subject, for which her father is 

presented as the prototype in La Pkce. There is rnovement away from Cixous's 

position. Although there is a common attachment to the father in their work - he is a 

jozrlcsant figure for both authors - for Ermux, the father's jouissance is unveiled in one 

ruthless moment. Jouissance is represented in iu  terrifyingly paradoxicai nature - it is 

the wished-for union that, if granted, annihilates the subject. The father's jouissance - 



in great contrast to that shown in Cixour - is disclosecl in an instance of "madness and 

death". For Cixous, it figures as that which could provide calm and plenicude. 

In Ernaux's writing, jouissance has nothing to do with the blissful union of 

plenitude with the other as it does for Cixous. It is the violence of the traumatic scene 

where she identified with the father's rage againn the mother. This scene, described 

without commentary, marks the attempt to articulate the traumatic kernel. This 

endevour rnight be said to be one motivation for Ernaux's "materialist" writing. It is a 

style that seeks to strip away the abstractions of metaphor and lyricism which she sees 

as distancing or obscuring the material foundations of inequality. We c m  read this 

approach as a search for truth - the truth of her experiences and of her origins; it is also 

an attempt to suppress the imaginary effects of poetic language. But this insistence on 

social reality obscures the psychic reality, the jouissance that was implicated in the 

scene; the "other" reality is only hinted at by Ernaux, touched on through allusions 

and fragmented episodes. 

In Ernaux's work, feminine subjectivity seems to be wumed ar resistance to or 

dissent from an inegalitarian social order and this subject position cannot exclude the 

issue of class. By attempting to write the material elements of a working class woman's 

experience in her "travel" into the bourgeoisie, by searching to arrive at the "tmth" of 

this experience, the author creates a space that lays bare the injustices in the dominant 

culture and that articulates her own version of feminine desire. Yet Ernaux's writing 

privileges the representation of material objects over fuit- and imagination. In her 



fictional world, objects are caiied upon to bring us closer to social reality. It is as 

though the associations and images of the unconscious do  not have anything to tell 

about truth - only the evocations of objecu in their material reality. At the same rime, 

it is not completely clear that Ernaux rejem the t ~ t h s  that the unconsious offers; for 

even if she refuses the lyricism and fantasmatic representations that articulate the 

movements of the unconxious - and this is the great difference becween her and 

Cixous, for the latter's fiaional universe is built upon the movernents, bursts and 

displacements that unveil the unconxious - her texts are Littered with fissures and gaps. 

The often fragmented arrangement of scenes and descriptions opens up a gaping split 

between the said and the unsaid, between that which is sayable and is not. It is here, in 

the perforations, the holes of her te=, that another desire emerges, where the 

conscious deliberate, even-tempered narration of events comes up against a desire that 

proclaims itself through silence. Lr this why Ernaw's autobiographical texts are always 

so thin? The majority of her works are barely more than 100 pages. They always leave 

the reader feeling that there is more to Say, that c a n o t  be said perhaps because it is 

unknown to the author. This could be why the author's books are so popular. At first, 

they appear simple, clear, accessible. She "confessesn her experiences to the reader in a 

straightforward, unadorned language. This is her unique method for announcing the 

political dimension of her work - in a personal, intimate discourse. Yet there are 

breaches in her stories, silences that evoke something more: one never feels that they 

have been able to "consumew the texts, to exhaust the meanings in them. 



For both Ernaux and Chcous, the bond with the father undergirds the act of 

writing. Both position the father as the origin of the political dimension in their 

writing. For Cixous. it is a question of preserving the memory of the dead, of the 

disappeared. Her writing resists the srifling rnechanisms of history that cannot record 

every person, every detail, every death. For Ernaux, it is uiother type of act. 

Identifying with the marginal, the excluded subjects, she outlines the figure of her 

father as a symbol for these subjects. While Cixous clings to the father to protect the 

forgotten, those who vanished too soon to tell their own stories, Ernaux embraces the 

father to rernind us of the living; to narrate the experience of those who do not fit - 

who cannot or who (like the hysteric) will not - in a social order where there is 

exclusion and privilege. For both writers, the father is not only a fantasmatic figure, 

enveloped in unconscious desire and identification, the father is also a literary figure, 

an emblem used towards the political project in their work. 

Lady we discussed Redonnet who rejected the bond with the father. Her vision 

of the fa therda~~hter  relationsi+ cm be regarded as the inverse of that of Cixous. The 

trilogy successively stages the emergence and exit of the father in the three-phased 

coming of age of the ferninine subject. From the jouissance of sacrifice in Splendtd 

Hôtel to the jouissance of privation in Forewr Valley, the father is implicated in the 

heroine's quest to become a subject and to create a work but is then written out of the 

story. In Splmdid Hôtel, the absence of a paternal instance to separate the nameless, 

sexless heroine from her beloved object is represented as the cause of her inability to 



create a work of her own. The heroine is doomed to endlessly repeat the same tasks, 

sacrificing her life through her "passion" for the ravaged hotel, an imaginary space 

where there is no ciifference. In FOYM Valfq, the father is portrayed as a corrupr and 

decrepit figure. He profits from making the heroine into a proninite and his advancing 

paralysis serves as a metaphor for his incapacity to carry out the paternal function. He 

is a disfunctional father in that instead of occupying the place of the symbolic father 

and giving the heroine the tools she neeb to survive in the symbolic order, he 

identifies with her, sharing her ambition to complete the "personal project". As shown, 

there developed a relationship of imaginary identification between the father and the 

heroine: ambivalence, suspicion and afTection dominated their rapport as the heroine's 

digging continued. Mwi,  as we have ugued, incvnated the symbolic father in that she 

introduced the heroine into the sociai structure of the brothel and she educated her 

about her sexual position. Yet this relation was also exploitative: Massi gave the 

heroine the knowledge she needed in order to work for her. The fatherdaughther 

relationship in Forever Valley w u  irremediably defective: the two characters that 

occupied the position of imaginary and symbolic father were obstacles to the girl's 

autonomy and creativity. Although M w i  brought the heroine towards separation and 

introduced her to the symbolic, the young girl's relationship to the symbolic remained 

damaged, incomplete: there were only two worb  that she knew how to read and she 

would never occupy the feminine position (syrnbolized by the fact that her body aras 

"undeveloped"). In addition, the heroine's "personai project", read as an attempt at 



sublimation, w u  unsuccessfd. The four graves that surrounded the church constituted 

a mysterious hieroglyph in the luidsupe of the hamlet. N o  one could "readw the sign 

that the girl made, nor could she explain it to anyone. Even before the heroine filled 

the pits back up with rocks, they constituted a meaningless trace, an incornpiete 

signifyiq transaction, a signifier with no signified, outside of the symbolic network. 

The heroine was doomed to waste away in the valley below; working for Massi 

without any project or m y  reason for living. The hystenc position into which the 

heroine moved w u  emblematized by her apathy, her dissatisfaction with the social 

order in which she had been obliged to live. In this rem, hysteria was a figure for failed 

femininity; it signaled the heroine's silent protest against the place uçribed to her in 

the symbolic order. If she had consented to king a prostitute in the h d e t ,  at leasr 

there had been her own work, her personal project, which counterbalanced her passive 

position as object of masculine desire in the brothel. 

In the last panel, Rose M é k  Rose, hysteria wu surmounted. At the very start of 

the novel, the heroine, Mélie, w u  sent away from the childhood landxape to Oat 

where she started a new life. She wu given, unlike the heroine of Forever Vdiey, the 

necessary knowledge for survivd in the new social order. The mother Rose gave her 

this knowledge and she learned more through ber friend Mlle Marthe. Mélie had been 

fully prepared by her adoptive mother to lead an autonomous life with frienb, lovers 

and many experiences. As shown from the first panel, separation is a necessary process 

- but it is not sufficient in itself. The subject, according to the trilogy, musr also receive 



"symbolic tools" in order to create and to participate in a social order. For Redonnet, 

these tools do not corne from the father. R e d  that even though the heroine of Forever 

Valley appropriated the father's garden tools, they were not enough to  produce a work 

of sublimation. The symbolic tools came necessady from other wornen, the maternal 

figures. The "realn father figures were functionless in the trilogy, powerless. If Mélie 

had been able to achieve sublimation in a social order that wu slowly disintegrating, it 

was because she had been given the gift of knowledge from her mother and an 

inheritance. 

Redonnet's trilogy closes this study because it tranxendr the hysteric position of 

dissent in order to represent the feminine subjen's coming to writing, the anempt to 

inscribe cultural representations of woman as desiring subject. The three novels present 

rhe dangers and mares that confront women in the quest to write the feminine. 

Ultimately however, the feminine is written, like in Ernawr's work, through the 

narration of the ferninine subject's experience - her loves, her friends, her difficulties - 

from her life story. Independence and freedom to create are shown as essential: the 

heroine of Splendid Hôtel w u  bound to her hotel and, in F o r w  Valley, the father had 

to be present when the young girl was digging. These heroines were not "freen in their 

attempts at sublimation; whether they were constrained by jouissance or by a corrupt 

father, they were confined by some influence that made sublimation impossible. 

Finally, it is women's writing, women's works of sublimation that outlast the 

dissipating social orden in which the feminine subject fin& herself. 



Redonnet can be said to shue with Ernaux a minimalisr aesthetic in writing: 

relating their stories with a clarity and purity that stems from reduced and simplified 

for mal characteristics - regular syntax, short nominal sentences, diminished literary 

figures and lexical spusity. As dixussed, for Ernaux this is an integrai part of her 

marerialist style of writing. Redonnet's works however seem to be conceived of in a 

language that distinguishes iuelf from literary tradition. It is as though the author's 

legends rhar create a ferninine rnythology somehow refuse the conventions of literary 

style. Complexity establishes itself at another level in Redonnet's work - at the level of 

composition rather than laquage. Simplicity and understatement are relied on for 

effect. The author's singular heroine's with their small, naive voices, struggle to tell 

their stories in a distopic, dissipating universe. Her writing evokes the death drive for 

decay and ruin are always close at hand: the corrosive, infected swamp closing in on 

the condemned hotel, the walls of the church gradudly falling to the ground, rhe 

seaside town that is slowly k ing  abandoned as characters die off or leave for a better 

life elsewhere. Repetition in the texts constitutes a mode of jouissance that strives 

towards dearh and destruction. For example, the almost uithmetical structure of 

Forever Valley stages a deliberate, regulated, progressive path towards dissipation and 

decay. In Spleadid Hôtel, the heroine's 23 "cantos" are nurated with uniforrnity of 

length, with recurring refrains narrating the progressive advance of death. In Rose MéZie 

Rose, there is aiso repetition - the number twelve constitutes a recurring element that 

determines parts of the narrative structure (twelve chapters, twelve characters) and 



reappears in diegetic details (twelve years old and twelve photographs). The lone 

heroines describe violence and death without emotion, in a child-like innocence. It is 

this innocence and simplicity that seem to oblige the reader to listen to their stories. 

Their tales ciin be read as the legend of the women's movement, the myth of women's 

emancipation. Redonnet fictionnalizes women's history in these fairy tale-like works 

chat each feature a heroine at different ages, at different moments, in the corning of age 

as a ferninine subject. While the work of Cixous and Ernaux presents feminine 

subjectivity as a position of opposition to the paternai funaion, Redonner moves past 

this position. The idea is to create, through the representation of a developing body of 

women's works, a feminine culture and history that tells of women's desire in a 

masculine world. Her triiogy suggests that if woman in a patriarchal socid order is 

largely represented as object of masculine desire, it is women's cultural objem that 

resist and then transform this representation. 

The progressive positioning of each of the three writers illustrates their different 

approaches to the question of feminine subjectivity via the figure of the father. As we 

proceeded through their works, we began to catch a glimpse of the stakes involved in 

wriring as a woman about femininity. For Cixous it is the fragile bond to the other and 

the indeterminate position of the "1"; for Ernaux contestation of femininity in the 

dominant culture; for Redonnet, the recording of women's struggle to  create in a 

decaying social order. Through their works, ali of these authors question the symbolic 

place of woman as the object of desire that would Mfil m a n ' s  fantasy of wholeness, as 



lacking a signifier for her sex. This questionhg of woman's place in the symbolic 

network is the hysteric position, contesting and refusing to assume a femininity that 

cannot be symbolicaily represented. The hysteric position in each of the author's work 

was progressively attenuated as we proceeded in Our readings - Cixous's work 

representing the fully wumed hyneric position, Ernaux's revealing only hysteric 

moments, and Redonner's arriving at and then tranxending the hysteric stmcture. Yet 

some elements of the hysteric structure c m  be found in each of their works that seek to 

question or re-invent woman's place in the patriarchal social order. 

The question that arises then, is whether hysteria is a necessary position for the 

woman writer who challenges the definition or representation of femininity, who 

questions the organiution of sexual difference in the symbolic network? Julien 

Mitchell has addressed this question and has wrinen that the woman novelist is 

"necessarily hysteric, wanting to repudiate the symbolic definition of sewal difference 

under patriarchai law, unable to do so because without madness we are al1 unable to do 

~ 0 . ~ 3  In order to write, to narrate her desire, the writing woman is already in some 

sense questioning the ferninine position as desirable, as object of desire: whether or not 

she identifies with rhat position when writing, the question is always posed. And yet, 

Julier Mitchell, "Femininiry, Narrative and Psychoanaiyris' in Wornex 7he L o n g a  Remlurion, 
London, Virago, 1984, p. 294. 



in order to write, which is a symbolic am, one must d l  adhere to the symbolic 

organization of sexual difference or the work would not be comprehensible. 

But, as we have shown, there are blind spots, pressure points where the hysteric's 

refusai can be articulated or metaphor id  in dûcourse. Mitchell expresses the 

challenge of writing as a woman, of temporarily taking up the place of the hysteric, 

symbolizing the hysteric's rejection of femininty but at the same rime trying to re- 

create femininity, to re-write it: 

The woman novelist must be a hysteric. Hysteria is the woman's 

simultaneous acceptance and refusal of the organisation of sexuality . . . . It 

is simultaneously what a woman can do to be ferninine and to refuse 

femininity within patriarchal discourse. (Mitchell, 289) 

Mi tcheil recognizes that hysteria is fundamentaliy an in-between position; the 

hysteric subject is caught between being a woman and rehsing to be one. But the very 

position implies a resistance to femininity. And the work of writers such as Cixous, 

Ernaux and Redonnet succeeds in uciculating the hysteric question which, as Slavoj 

Zizek articulates it, is posed to the Other as - "Why a m  I what I'm supposed to be, 

why have 1 this mandate?") Why am 1 the desirable, woman? The syrnboliurtzon of this 

question, through writing, is what thex writers do, articulating the question to make 

Slavoj Zizek, 77n Sublime OL+ct of Ideology . . ., p. 113. 



the hysteric's muted plea heard, a plea that in itself a tesu  to womm's problematic 

place within the patriarchal order. We have atteropted to  demonstrate how there is 

something in these women's writings that calls into question the feminine position not 

onIy as object of desire, but ais0 as lacking a signifier for her sex: ambiguities in surual 

difference, for example, in Cixouc's work, the unveiling of the traumatic kernel in 

Ernaux's, the insistence of death and violence in Redonnet's work. These writings 

suggest to us that the exclusion of the ferninine in the topology of the phallus does not 

have to be understood as permanent or  irremediable. Through the work of analysts, 

theorists and - as we have tried to suggest here - through the work of writers, the 

configuration of the phallus can perhaps be transformed into an intertwining entity 

rhat includes both the m d i n e  and the feminine sures. To p a s  through the hysteric 

stnicture, to symbolize the hysteric's question, her dissent, through writing is one of 

the possible paths towards the recreation, retranscription of the economy of One so 

that there is room for the feminine, a double knoning of the phallus. 
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