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MARGUERITE DUR^: TWENTIETH CENTURY NOVELIST

CHAPTER I  

INTRODUCTION

M arguerite  Duras i s  n o t new to  th e  l i t e r a r y  w orld . She c o n s is t ­

e n t ly  proves and improves h e r  w r i t in g  t a l e n t s  which have expanded s in c e  

19^3 t o  in c lu d e , no t o n ly  th e  n o v e l, h u t a ls o  th e  t h e a t r e ,  sh o rt s to ry  and 

cinem a. M arguerite  Duras i s  a  su ccess  in  a l l  g e n re s ; however o n ly  th e  

nove l w i l l  he ta k en  in to  c o n s id e ra tio n  h e re .

Duras i s  an im p o rtan t l i t e r a r y  f ig u r e .  Her n o v e ls  r e f l e c t  th e  

main l i t e r a r y  c u r re n ts  o f  th e  p e r io d s  in  which th e y  were w r i t t e n .  Thus, 

h e r  work p ro g re s se s  from th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  novel t o  th e  nouveau roman. This 

ev o lu tio n  serv es  a s  a  l in k  betw een th e  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  nove l and th e  nouveau 

roman.

The new l i t e r a r y  movement r e f l e c te d  hy a  group o f  w r i te r s  r e f e r ­

re d  to  as  New N o v e lis ts  came in to  e x is te n c e , acco rd in g  to  H enri P ey re , in  

1953 in  France s im u ltan eo u sly  w ith  th e  p u b lic a t io n  o f  R o h h e -G rille t’ s Les 

Gommes:

.. .B y  a  fo r tu n a te  c o in c id e n c e , R o h h e -G ril le t 's  Les Gommes, in  
1953, was h a i le d  a s  a  s t r ik in g  h e ra ld  o f  a  f i c t i o n a l  re v o lu ­
t io n  hy some c r i t i c s  (Roland B arth es , M aurice B la n ch o t) ; and 
L'Emploi du tem ps, hy M ichel B u to r, was adm ired hy p h ilo s o ­
p h ic a l minds when, th re e  y e a rs  l a t e r ,  i t  appeared . Novels



"by s l i g h t ly  o ld e r  -w riters (Samuel B e c k e tt, I fe rg u e r ite  D uras,
N a th a lie  S a rra u te )  which had re c e iv e d  l i t t l e  a t t e n t io n  up to  
th e n  were lumped to g e th e r  w ith  th o se  o f  th e  newcomers, to  
whom Claude Simon, Claude O i l i e r ,  th e  Swiss R obert P in g e t 
were soon added.

The w r it in g  o f  a  nebulous group o f  a u th o rs  c o n s is t in g  o f  such 

names as R o b b e -G rille t, B u to r, S a r r a u te ,  D uras, B e c k e tt , Simon, O i l i e r ,  

P in g e t ,  B lan ch o t, B e s s e t te ,  C ayrol and Y acine seemed a t  f i r s t  appearance 

so r a d ic a l  t h a t  th e  te rm  a n ti-n o v e l  was used  to  d e s c r ib e  t h i s  new ty p e  

o f f i c t i o n .  S ince each w r i te r  i s  d i s t i n c t l y  d i f f e r e n t  in  h i s  approach to  

th e  n o v e l, perhaps th e  on ly  common elem ent t o  l in k  th e s e  a u th o rs  i s  a c tu ­

a l l y  t h e i r  o p p o s itio n  to  th e  n o v e ls  and w r it in g  te ch n iq u es  p e r fe c te d  by 

t h e i r  p re d e c e sso rs . H enri Peyre p o in ts  ou t th a t  th e  a u th o rs  o f  th e  a n t i ­

novel a re  u s in g  th e  f i c t i o n a l  form o f  a  nove l in  o rd e r  to  q u e s tio n  f i c t i o n  

i t s e l f . ^

Laurent Le Sage a lso  n o te s  t h a t  th e re  a re  obvious d if f e r e n c e s  in  

th e  w r i t in g  s ty le s  o f  th e  a u th o rs  grouped to g e th e r  a s  Hew N o v e lis ts .  He 

co n tin u es  to  focus upon th e  p o in t  t h a t  th e  u n q u estio n ab le  l i n k  i s  in  what 

th e s e  w r i te r s  oppose such a s : p sy ch o lo g ica l a n a ly s is ,  s o c ia l  s tu d ie s ,

s to r y  em phasis, en te rta in m en t and e scap e . Le Sage, fu r th e rm o re , su g g es ts  

t h a t  th e re  a re  c e r ta in  b a s ic  te ch n iq u es  which e x i s t  among th e  new w r i te r s  

which he f e e ls  a re  co n stan t enough to  be co n sid ered  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  In  

g e n e ra l .  Le Sage l i s t s  th e  p reo ccu p a tio n s  o f  th e  New N o v e lis ts  u s in g  a  

new approach to  c re a te  c h a r a c te r s ,  hav ing  almost com plete d is re g a r d  fo r

^Henri P ey re , French N o v e lis ts  o f  Today (New York: Oxford
U n iv e rs itv  P re s s , 1967), n . 360.

^ I b i d . ,  pp. 337-395.



chronology , g iv in g  prominence to  o b je c ts  and sp ace , s u b s t i tu t in g  p a t te r n
3

f o r  p l o t ,  and t r e a t i n g  th e  d ia lo g u e  in  an uno rthodn i manner.

H enri Peyre u ses  th e  fo llo w in g  p assage  t o  make a  s t r ik in g  p o in t

on l i t e r a r y  e v o lu tio n :

. . . th e  t r u e s t  re v o lu tio n s  in  a r t  have o f te n  been accom plished 
by  th o se  who b e lie v e d  th e y  were p u rsu in g  th e  work o f  t h e i r  
p re d e ce sso rs  and who were o r ig in a l  w ithou t having to  p roc la im  
i t ,  o r  w ith o u t b e in g  aware o f  i t .

In  t r u t h ,  th e  a ttem p ts  o f  th e  new n o v e l is ts  to  l i n k  them selves 
w ith  e i th e r  phenomenology o r new e th ic s ,  even w ith  th e  specu­
l a t i o n s  on language to  which ph ilo sophy  l ik e s  to  co n fin e  i t ­
s e l f ,  have convinced on ly  a  sm all group among th e  c r i t i c s  and 
r e a d e r s .  The few s o l id  fe a tu re s  common to  th e  re c e n t  n o v e l is ts  
and t o  our age can be v e ry  b r i e f l y  summed u p .^

In  fo llo w in g  her p re d e c e sso rs . M arguerite  Duras began t o  c re a te  

a  newness in  h e r  n o v e ls . This newness was an in d iv id u a l s ty le  which be­

came more o r ig in a l  w ith  each n o v e l. Duras m atures a s  a  w r i te r  and b eg ins 

to  develop  h e r  own d is t in c t iv e n e s s  in  s t y l e ,  she reao v es  h e r c h a ra c te rs  

from th e  p a t te r n s  and te ch n iq u es  p re v io u s ly  adhered to  by th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  

n o v e l i s t .  They p ro g re s s iv e ly  become c h a ra c te rs  w ith o u t many o f  th e  v i t a l  

s t a t i s t i c s  such as p e r s o n a li ty  and in d iv id u a l i ty  accompanied by a  p h y s ic a l 

o r p sy ch o lo g ica l d e s c r ip t io n . These c h a ra c te rs  become in c re a s in g ly  anon­

ymous and f l u i d  w ith  a  minimum o f in d iv id u a l iz a t io n ,  and such q u a l i t i e s  as  

th e s e  a re  w idely  recogn ized  f e a tu re s  in  th e  works o f  th e  New N o v e lis ts .

A lthough a  number o f  themes appear in  th e  n o v e ls  o f  M arguerite  

D uras, th e  fo u r  main ones a re :  lo v e ,  freedom , w a it in g , apathy  and a l ie n a ­

t io n .

3L aurent Le Sage, The French New Novel (P ennsy lvan ia: P ennsy lvan ia
S ta te  P r e s s ,  I 962) , p . 5 

kP ey re , French N o v e lis ts  o f  Today, pp. 388- 389 .
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Love as  a  m ajor theme th roughou t th e  n o v e ls  o f  M arguerite  Duras 

ta k e s  on s e v e ra l  d i f f e r e n t  a t t r i b u t e s .  For many o f  D uras’ c h a ra c te rs  lo v e  

i s  a  go a l which su p p lie s  th e  u lt im a te  in  d e s i r e  and happiness and , th e r e ­

f o r e ,  com pletes l i f e  and makes i t  whole. In  a  few n o v e ls  love i s  co n fin in g  

and a  n u isance  to  th e  person  in  lo v e  because o f  i t s  r e s t r i c t i o n s  on f r e e ­

dom. Love in  t h i s  co n fin in g  a sp ec t h in d e rs  and b in d s  th e  c h a ra c te r  and 

c lo se s  him o f f  from a  co n d itio n  o f  t o t a l  freedom  w ith o u t r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s  

and commitments. The theme o f  lo v e  a lso  appears as  a  way to  f r e e  a  ch ar­

a c te r  from s e lf is h n e s s  and i s o la t io n .  C h arac te rs  experience  each o th e r  

th rough  lo v e  because i t  e lim in a te s  in h ib i t io n s  and r e s t r a i n t s .  Death i s  

mixed w ith  th e  theme o f  lo v e  in  s e v e ra l  n o v e ls  in  which th e  u lt im a te  f u l ­

f i l lm e n t o f  lo v e  o r p ass io n  can be found on ly  in  d e a th .

In  a d d itio n  to  th e  theme o f  lo v e ,  freedom i s  a ls o  im portan t in  

n o v e ls . She i s  o bv iously  concerned about a ch iev in g  an u lt im a te  freedom , 

one in  which a  human be in g  f e e ls  no r e s t r a i n t s ,  no in h ib i t io n s  o f  a c t io n , 

no s e lf - c e n te re d  p e r s o n a l i ty ,  and no p a r t i c u l a r  id e n t i t y .  A person  i s  f r e e  

to  experience  what he o r she w ants, even an o th er id e n t i ty .  Duras p re se n ts  

freedom in  two d i s t i n c t  fa sh io n s : a t o t a l  freedom through in s a n i ty ;  a

p a r t i a l  freedom th rough  in to x ic a t io n . A person  i s  com pletely f r e e  from 

th e  d ic ta te s  o f  s e l f  and s o c ie ty  through  in s a n i ty ,  accord ing  tu  Duras.

No one q u estio n s  th e  a c tio n s  o f a  demented p e rso n . People who cannot 

escape from th e  w orld th rough  in s a n i ty  f in d  a  b r i e f  r e s p i te  from th e  same 

r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f  s e l f  and s o c ie ty  through  th e  u se  o f  a lco h o l. In e b r ia t io n  

i s  th e  c lo s e s t  a  sane person  g e ts  to  th e  freedom which th e  in san e  e n j o y .

The f in a l  theme im portan t in  D uras’ n o v e ls  i s  th a t  o f  a l ie n a t io n .  

She m ainly t r e a t s  t h i s  theme through p o r tra y in g  th e  la ck  o f  communication



between c h a ra c te rs .  However, she does weave o th e r  form s o f  a l ie n a t io n  

in to  h e r n o v e ls . Some o f  th e se  a re  w ithdraw al o f  a f f e c t i o n s ,  m ental de­

rangement and p h y s ic a l i s o la t io n .  Duras p o in ts  o u t t h a t  th e r e  i s  a  g re a t 

d ea l o f  i s o la t io n  w ith in  to d a y 's  s o c ie ty  and makes an a p p e a l, somewhat 

U top ian , th a t  we beg in  ag a in  w ith  a  ta b u la  r a s a .

M arguerite  D uras' s ty le  has evolved from th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  n o v e l is t ic  

te ch n iq u es  to  th o se  o f  th e  New Novel. Her f i r s t  few n o v e ls  p re se n t th e  

more conven tional a sp e c ts  o f  t e l l i n g  a  s to r y ,  d e sc r ib in g  a p lo t  and a  

c h a ra c te r  a long w ith  develop ing  a c h a ra c te r  p sy c h o lo g ic a lly . Thus, th e  

re a d e r  o b ta in s  a  v e ry  d e f in i t e  im pression  o f each c h a r a c te r  and th e  p lo t .

She s e ts  scenes o f  a  fam ily  q u a rre l  o r o f  f i l t h ,  p o v e rty  and s ta rv a t io n  

and ad eq uate ly  d e sc r ib e s  each s i tu a t io n  fo llo w in g  th e  s te p s  o f  th e  t r a d i ­

t i o n a l  n o v e l is t .

Throughout D uras' f i f t e e n  novels d a tin g  from  19^3 to  1971, she 

c o n s is te n t ly  w r ite s  about women and th e  w orld in  which th e y  l i v e ,  th e  

problems th e y  fa c e  and th e  manner in  which th ey  d e a l w ith  th e s e  problem s. 

Although a  man might be n a r r a t in g  th e  n o v e l, th e  ev en ts  rev o lv e  around a 

woman. I t  i s  always a  woman who i s  th e  c e n te r ,  th e  fo c a l  p o in t ,  o f  th e  

n o v e l. T h e re fo re , q u ite  n a tu r a l ly ,  th e  male c h a ra c te rs  in  th e  novels o f  

M arguerite  Duras a re  o f  secondary im portance to  th e  women in v o lv ed .

M arguerite  D uras' f i r s t  works p o r tr a y  c h a ra c te rs  in  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  

manner w ith  th e  au th o r in te rv e n in g  between th e  c h a ra c te r  and th e  re a d e r .

The c h a ra c te rs  a re  s e t  b e fo re  th e  re a d e r  a s  a  good o r a  bad p e rso n , each 

w ith  a  p e r s o n a li ty  and in d iv id u a l i ty .

It is generally conceded that Duras' fifth book. Les Petits Chevaux
de Tarquinia (1953), bridges the transition from her previous traditional



6

s ty le  o f  w r it in g  to  th e  rem ainder o f  h e r  n o v e ls  which sh a re  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  

l in k e d  to  th e  movement o f  th e  nouveau roman. G radually  M arg u erite  D uras’ 

f i c t i o n  becomes an u n fo ld in g  p re s e n ta t io n  o f  a  moment f r e e  from th e  d ic ­

t a t e s  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  f i c t i o n .

M arguerite  Duras u ses  a  s ty le  s u i ta b le  to  h e r  o b je c t iv i ty  and to  

h e r  v is io n  o f  r e a l i t y .  The m ajor dev ice  in  h e r  no v e ls  i s  d ia lo g u e  in  

which co n v ersa tio n  c o n s is ts  o f  t e r s e  exchanges o f c l ic h e s  and mundane ob­

s e rv a tio n s . D uras’ no v e ls  a re  f i l l e d  w ith  in c e s sa n t c o n v e rsa tio n  o r  bab­

b l in g  in  which th e  c h a ra c te rs  say n o th in g  b u t th rough which th e  au th o r 

s u b tly  manages to  re v e a l som ething about a  c h a r a c te r ,  o r  a s  Le Sage p o in ts  

o u t ,  ’’D uras’ ph rases  a re  heavy w ith  th in g s  u n sa id ."^

In  D uras’ adept h an d lin g  o f  w ords, however b r i e f  a  sen ten ce  may 

b e ,  th e re  i s  a s tro n g  p o e tic  q u a l i ty .  T h is q u a l i ty  enhances and e n ric h es  

a l l  h e r  p rose  b u t i s  p a r t i c u la r ly  n o tic e a b le  in  h e r  l a s t  n o v e l, L'Amour 

( l9 T l) .  With th e  appearance o f  L ’Amour she seems t o  have reach ed  a  p in ­

n a c le  in  h e r w r it in g  c a re e r .  At t h i s  s ta g e  a l l  th e  experim ents and i n f l u ­

ences which h e r  w r it in g  has undergone in  i t s  t r a n s i t i o n  have l e f t  t h e i r  

im p r in t. The m ajor elem ents o f  what i s  now d i s t i n c t l y  h e r own s ty le  c u l­

m inate  in  L’Amour. At t h i s  p o in t  Duras can no lo n g e r be c a l le d  a  t r a d i ­

t i o n a l  n o v e l i s t .  Le Sage m a in ta in s  t h a t  Duras wavers between new w r it in g  

and co n v en tio n a l f i c t i o n  because th e  in f lu e n c e s  e x e r te d  by e s ta b l is h e d  

p r a c t ic e s  o f  f i c t i o n ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  f i c t i o n ,  must be f e l t  by a l l  th e  New 

N o v e lis ts . However, w ith  th e  p u b lic a t io n  o f  L’Amour M arg u erite  Duras 

eschews a l l  con v en tio n al p re s e n ta t io n s  o f  e x p o s it io n , n a r r a t io n ,  p lo t  

denouement and c h a ra c te r  developm ent. L ’Amour, which con ce iv ab ly  could

^Le Sage, The French New N ovel, p . 4o.
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be co n sid e red  a s  a  long  p ro se  poem re p re s e n ts  D u ras ' d e f in i t iv e  b reak

w ith  t r a d i t i o n a l  f i c t i o n .  This novel r e f l e c t s  a  t r u e  sp o n tan e ity  on th e

a u th o r ’s p a r t  and c o rro b o ra te s  D uras ' own s ta tem en t about h e r  n ovels  : she

advances o n ly  w ith  u n c e r ta in ty .^

Duras has now developed an in d iv id u a l i ty .  She i s  unique j u s t  as

a].l th e  o th e r  a u th o rs  o f  th e  nouveau rom an/ However, she s t i l l  does no t

c o n s id e r h e r s e l f  to  be p a r t  o f  any schoo l o f  w r i t e r s .  The in d iv id u a l i ty

o f  Duras and th e  Hew N o v e lis ts  i s  an im p o rtan t a d d itio n  to  th e  w r i t in g  o f

n o v e ls . However, in  h is  d isc u ss io n  o f  th e  New N o v e lis ts  H enri Peyre makes

a  p le a  f o r  them n o t to  e lim in a te  to o  much from l i t e r a t u r e :

To make l i t e r a t u r e  th u s  sim ple in  an in c re a s in g ly  complex 
w orld  may be w orthw hile as  a  h e a l th  cu re  o r  a s  a  p u rg e , 
p rov ided  new au th o rs  fo llo w  th o se  a u s te re  g eo m etric ian s  and 
th e o r iz e r s  and undertake  once a g a in , s t a r t i n g  from a  new 
b a s i s ,  t o  make l i f e  more s ig n i f ic a n t  and r i c h e r .  The a s ­
sum ption o f  much th a t  has p reced ed , in  th e  p re s e n t volume, 
was t h a t  th e  n o v e l, o f  a l l  l i t e r a r y  g e n re s , i s  l i a b l e  to  
lo s e  most g rie v o u s ly  i f  i t  a b d ic a te s  th a t  fu n c tio n  which 
makes i t  a  m irro r to  th e  m anners, th e  moods, th e  s o c ia l  
and p o l i t i c a l  h i s to r y ,  and th e  in d iv id u a l  and c o l le c t iv e  
p a ss io n s  o f  th e  peo p le . T echn ica l in n o v a tio n s  seldom s u r­
v iv e  o r  m a tte r  u n le ss  th e y  r e f l e c t  f o r  th e  peop le  concerned 
a  deeper change in  th e  v is io n  and in  th e  way o f  apprehending
r e a l i t y . 7

This i s  n o t to  say th a t  a n o v e l is t  shou ld  s to p  experim enting  w ith  te ch n iq u es  

o r  t r y in g  to  in v e n t new ones. I t  must a ls o  be u n derstood  t h a t  th e r e  cannot 

be s e t  r u le s  fo r  c re a tin g  a  n o v e l. There must always b e , f o r  obvious 

re a so n s , an opening fo r  in p u t from each au th o r to  exp ress h i s  in d iv id u a l i ty .  

Again H enri Peyre s t a t e s :

^ I b id . ,  p . 2 5 .

7P e y re , French N o v e lis ts  o f  Today, p . 392.
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. .  .Not many n o v e l i s t s  and even few er lo v e rs  o f  n o v e ls  would 
d isa g re e  w ith  th e  fo llo w in g  ty p ic a l  answer made hy an ex p e rt 
c ra ftsm an  o f  f i c t i o n ,  Louis G u illo u x , to  an in te rv ie w e r  in  

■ Les N ouvelles l i t t é r a i r e s  o f  December 21, 1935: ’There i s  no
tech n iq u e  o f  th e  novel p ro p e rly  speak ing . There i s  a  te c h ­
n ique  a p p ro p r ia te  to  each novel and i t  i s  n o t t r a n s m is s ib le .
The n o v e l is t  must in c e s s a n t ly  in v en t h is  te c h n iq u e , and t h i s  
means t h a t  th e  work he has j u s t  com pleted te a c h e s  him , as a
r u l e ,  v e ry  l i t t l e  about th e  way in  which he w i l l  w r i te  th e
n e x t. The n o v e l i s t  i s  a  man who i s  obsessed : What a re  th e
means o f  making th e  o b je c ts  o f  h is  o b sessio n s  v i s i b l e ? . . . I f  
th e r e  e x is te d  a  te ch n iq u e  o f  f i c t i o n ,  th e  w r i t in g  o f  n ovels  
cou ld  be ta u g h t .8

T his in c e s s a n t in v e n tio n  o f  tech n iq u e  by an au th o r i s  q u ite  v i s i b l e  and 

t r a c e a b le  th ro ughou t th e  n o v e ls  o f  M arguerite  D uras.

A nother im portan t id e a  to  be kep t in  mind i s  t h a t  M arguerite

Duras can be co n sid ered  as  a  d i s t i n c t l y  fem inine w r i t e r .  A lthough sh e , 

h e r s e l f ,  d en ies  th e  c a te g o r iz a t io n  o f  a  w r i te r  who d e sc r ib e s  on ly  problems 

o f  women and a s s e r t s  th a t  she i s  w r it in g  about u n iv e rs a l  p rob lem s, not 

s o le ly  th o se  o f  women, she s t i l l  p re s e n ts  th e  m ajor p o r tio n  o f  a l l  h e r 

id e a s  th rough  th e  eyes o f  women.

Q
I b id . ,  p . 392.



CEAPTER II

CHARACTERIZATION

The c h a ra c te rs  o f  M arguerite  D uras’ f i r s t  n o v e ls , h o th  men and 

women, a re  t r a d i t i o n a l  c h a ra c te rs  which a re  d e p ic ted  th rough  a  p sy cho log i­

c a l  d e s c r ip t io n . The a u th o r f i l l s  in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  by t e l l i n g  th e  re a d e r 

som ething o f  th e  p r o ta g o n is t’ s p e r s o n a l i ty ,  v i r t u e s ,  and v ic e s .  By p lay in g  

th e  p a r t  o f an in te rm e d ia ry . Duras keeps th e  re a d e r  w ell-in fo rm ed  o f  ex­

p la n a tio n s  f o r  th e  c h a r a c te r ’s a c tio n s  and , th e r e f o r e ,  p ro v id es  reaso n s  

f o r  fu tu re  a c t io n s . G rad u ally , th e se  c h a ra c te rs  a r e  re -sh ap ed  in to  a  

sim ple e x is te n c e  w ithou t a l l  th e  tra p p in g s  o f  a  p sy ch o lo g ica l in t e r p r e t a ­

t io n  o f  a c tio n s  and f e e l in g s . They become ch arac te rs  w ith o u t an a b so lu te  

norm, w ithou t a  p sy ch o lo g ica l e x p la n a tio n , b u t w ith  in c re a s in g  anonymity 

and a  f l u i d ,  ever-chang ing  e x is te n c e . These l a s t  few c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  a re  

common to  th e  New N o v e lis t .

A male c h a ra c te r  may be th e  n a r r a to r  o f  th e  n o v e l, as in  Le Marin 

de G ib r a l ta r ; o r  th e  main c h a r a c te r ,  as in  L ’A près-m idi de M onsieur Andesmas, 

b u t he i s ,  n o n e th e le s s , second in  im portance to  th e  fem ale c h a ra c te r  in  

th e  same n o v e l. The men a re  s im ila r  to  th e  women th e y  accompany in  th e  

n o v e l. As a  m a tte r  o f  f a c t ,  th e  men and th e  women belong  to  two main

9
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c a te g o r ie s  throughout a l l  h e r  n o v e ls : th e y  a re  w anderers in  sea rch  o f  a

p o s s ib le  goal and a lc o h o lic s  in  sea rc h  o f  a  tem porary  freedom from 

p re s su re s  o r  boredom o f  l i f e .

M arguerite  D uras' c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  o f  women i s  f a r  s u p e r io r  -:o 

th a t  o f  men. Her c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  rem ains t r a d i t i o n a l  u n t i l  th e  

n o v e l. Les P e t i t s  Cheveaux de T a rq u in ia  (1953). W ith t h i s  novel she be­

g in s  t o  h o ld  le s s  and le s s  to  th e  c o n v e n t io n a l i t ie s  o f  what i s  co n sid e red  

t r a d i t i o n a l  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n . In  th e  f i r s t  fo u r n o v e ls  h e r women a re  

c a r e f u l ly  d e lin e a te d  and t h e i r  s i tu a t io n  w e ll d e sc r ib e d . M arguerite  L’lra s  

i s  lauded  fo r  h e r e x c e lle n t d e p ic t io n s  o f  women and t h e i r  problem s. F re ­

q u e n tly , D uras’ c h a ra c te rs  rem ain anonymous th roughou t th e  e n t i r e  n o 'e l ,  

o r  u n t i l  v ery  l a t e  in  th e  n o v e l, as  in  Le Marin dé G ib ra l ta r  (1952 ;. ’1er 

in tim a te  g o a l seems to  be th e  sea rch  f o r  a  t o t a l  freedom and th e  escape 

from s e l f - l im i t s  upon each id e n t i ty .

C hild ren  in  D uras ' n o ve ls  se rv e  to  suspend r e a l i t y  m om entarily . 

Through t h e i r  innocence o f  th e  ev en ts  around them , th e y  allow  a  b r i e f  

moment's r e s p i te  fo r  th e  woman in v o lv ed . The c h i ld 's  suspension  o f  th e  

drama o f  e x is ten c e  fu n c tio n s  much l i k e  th e  comic r e l i e f  in  a  p la y . For 

a  few moments now and th e n , th e  woman's a t t e n t io n ,  a long  w ith  th e  r e a d e r 's ,  

focuses upon th e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  th e  c h i ld ,  a  moment which o f f e r s  a  pau^e in  

th e  ev en ts .

M arguerite  D uras' h e ro in e s  sh a re  in  v a ry in g  degrees sev e ra l un­

d e s ira b le  t r a i t s .  One such t r a i t  i s  t h a t  o f s u f f e r in g .  Each f e e l s  a  c e r­

t a in  amount o f  d i s t r e s s ,  o f  unhappiness w ith  h e r  s ta tu s  in  l i f e .  She i s  

shack led  to  an unhappy memory o r perhaps a  r e g r e t ta b le  p re s e n t .  She •“-ccepts 

s u f fe r in g  and c a r r ie s  i t  w ith  h e r  d a i ly .  Perhaps i t  i s  t h i s  s u f fe r in g
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■wiiich weighs c o n s ta n tly  upon h e r m ind, an unhappiness which consumes what­

ever seed o f  p r id e  she cou ld  ev er have p o sse sse d , le a v in g  h u m ilia tio n  o r 

abasement in  i t s  p la c e .

The-women in  M arguerite  D uras' n ove ls  a re  n o t invo lved  in  hypo­

t h e t i c a l  s i tu a t io n s  about l i f e ,  b u t , in  c o n t r a s t ,  a re  invo lved  in  d i s t i n c t l y  

r e a l  s i tu a t io n s .  For in s ta n c e ,  one o f  t h e ,most po ignan t examples o f  

s u f fe r in g  i s  th e  m other in  Un B arrage Contre l e  P a c if iq u e  (1950). Duras 

g ives a  very  f u l l  background o f  t h i s  woman. The a u th o r  ex ag g era tes  th e  

v i r tu e s  o f  h a rd  w ork, p o v e rty , th e  u n fa irn e s s  o f  th e  c a d a s t r a l  government 

in  t h e i r  tre a tm e n t o f  th e  m other and th e  r e s t  o f  th e  p e a sa n ts  in  Indo-C hina , 

in  o rd e r  to  re v e a l  th e  p sy ch o lo g ica l reaso n s  fo r  th e  a c tio n s  o f  th e  m other. 

The r e a l i s t i c  and g rap h ic  d e s c r ip tio n s  o f  th e  m isery  and f i l t h  th a t  th e  

m other and h e r  c h ild re n  must face  each day shocks th e  re a d e r  w h ile , a t  th e  

same tim e , i t  r e in fo rc e s  h is  sympathy f o r  th e  p eop le  who must l i v e  in  such 

sq u a lid  su rro u n d in g s .

La mere in  Un B arrage C ontré l e  P a c if iq u e  i s  a  v ery  good and 

s tro n g  example o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  ty p e  o f  c h a ra c te r  development found in  

th e  e a r l i e r  n o v e ls . She i s  a  woman p i t t e d  in  a s t ru g g le  a g a in s t  l i f e  and 

a g a in s t  th e  odds o f  overcoming th e  ty p e  o f  l i f e  she  must le a d . D uras' 

d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  m o th e r 's  h e a l th ,  id e a s ,  c h i ld re n ,  a c t io n s ,  p e r s o n a l i ty  

and reaso n s a re  c le a r  and accompanied by a  s p e c i f ic  p lo t  which le a d s  th e  

re a d e r  along  an a l l  to o  w e ll-d e f in e d  p a th . Such an e x p lan a tio n  fo llow s 

below;

Lorsque son m ari m ourut, Suzanne e t  Joseph é t a i e n t  encore 
t r è s  je u n e s . De l a  p é rio d e  qui a v a i t  s u iv i ,  e l l e  ne p a r ­
l a i t  jam ais v o lo n t ie r s .  E l le  d i s a i t  que g ' a v a i t  é té  d i f f i c i l e ,  
q u 'e l l e  se dem andait encore comment e l l e  a v a i t  pu en s o r t i r .
Pendant deux a n s , e l l e  a v a i t  co n tinué  à  donner des leço n s de
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f r a n ç a is .  P u is ,  comme c 'é t a i t  i n s u f f i s a n t ,  des le ç o n s  de f ra n ­
ç a is  e t  des le ço n s  de p ian o . P u is , comme c 'é t a i t  encore  in s u f ­
f i s a n t ,  à  mesure que g ra n d is sa ie n t se s  e n fa n ts ,  e l l e  s ’é t a i t  
engagée à  l'Eden-C iném a comme p ia n i s t e .  E l le  y  é t a i t  r e s té e  
d ix  an s . Au to u t  de d ix  a n s , e l l e  a v a i t  pu f a i r e  des économies 
s u f f i s a n te s  pour a d re s s e r  une demande d 'a c h a t  de concession  à 
l a  D ire c tio n  g é n é ra le  du c a d a s tre  de l a  c o lo n ie .1

With a  p lo t  so f u l l  o f  a c tio n  and d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  

t h a t  th e re  i s  no room f o r  doubt as to  what k ind  o f  p eo p le  th e y  a r e .  Duras 

le a v e s ,  a ls o  no room f o r  im ag in a tio n  o r s u rp r is e  on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  

re a d e r .  She p re p a re s  th e  re a d e r  so w e ll t h a t  mid-way in  th e  n o v e l, he 

can p re d ic t  th e  outcome. For Duras i s  t h e r e ,  betw een th e  words and p a ssa g es , 

t o  ta k e  th e  re a d e r  by th e  hand and le a d  him th rough  th e  n o v e l. The re a d e r 

th e n ,  w ithou t th in k in g  to o  much, m erely sym path izes.

A nother view o f  th e  p o v erty  and s u f fe r in g  w hich must be endured in  

Indo-C hina i s  ap p aren t in  Le V ice-C onsul (1966), e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  d e sc r ip ­

t io n  o f  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  th e  p o o r, s ta rv in g  mad-woman who was d riv en  away 

from h e r  own v i l l a g e .  P e te r  Morgan i s  w r i t in g  a book about h e r  and th e  

song she s in g s ,  th e  song o f  Savannakhet. He has o bserved  th e  p o v erty  and 

m ise ry  and f e e l s  he must w r i te  o f  t h i s  mad, beggar-woman because he i s  

drunk w ith  th e  s u f fe r in g s  o f  In d ia :  " Je  m 'e x a lte  su r  l a  d o u leu r aux In d e s ."2

The c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  o f  th e  mad. beesar-woman i s  n o is n a n tlv  re n ­

dered  bv th e  au th o r in  an i n t e r i o r  monologue mixed w ith  d e s c r ip t io n  from 

an om nisc ien t p o in t o f  view . E a rly  in  th e  novel th e  re a d e r  f in d s  th e  

fo llo w in g  i n t e r i o r  monologue:

^D uras, Un B arrage C ontre l e  P a c if iq u e  (P a r is :  G a llim ard , 1958),
p . 19.

^D uras, Le V ice-C onsul (P a r is :  E d itio n s  G a llim ard , 1966), p . 157.
( f u r th e r  re fe re n c e  by page o n ly ) .
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E l le  tro u v e : J e  s u is  une jeu n e  f i l l e  m aig re , l a  peau de
ce  v e n tre  se te n d , e l l e  commence à  c ra q u e r , l e  v e n tre  
tombe su r mes c u is s e s  m a ig re s , j e  s u is  une jeune f i l l e  
t r è s  m aigre chassée  qu i va  a v o ir  un e n fa n t, (p . l 8 )

An ex p lan a tio n  o f  t h i s  g i r l ' s  approaching madness i s  m entioned

"b rie fly  in  th e  nex t q u o ta tio n  g iv in g  some o f  th e  p sy ch o lo g ica l re a so n s  fo r

h e r "behavior now and in  th e  fu tu r e :

Ce n 'e s t  pas encore l a  f o l i e .  C 'e s t  l a  fa im , cachée p ar l a
p eu r qui se  m ontre à  nouveau, l 'a s t h é n i e  qui reg a rd e  l a
l a r d ,  sen t l e s  soupes. C 'e s t  l 'am o u r de sa mère qui s 'ex p rim e
au h a sa rd . E l le  v o i t  qu 'on  l u i  m ontre encens e t  p é ta r d s ,  
e l l e  p a r le  to u te  s e u le , rem erc ie  l e  c i e l ,  l e  marché to u rn e  
sous ses  yeux à une v i t e s s e  e n iv ra n te .

...D a n s  l a  lum ière  b o u i l la n te  e t  p â le ,  l 'e n f a n t  encore dans 
l e  v e n tre , e l l e  s 'é lo ig n e ,  sans c r a in te .  Sa r o u te ,  e l l e  
e s t  sû re , e s t  c e l l e  de l 'a b a n d o n  d é f i n i t i f  de sa  m ère. Ses 
yeux p le u re n t ,  mais e l l e ,  e l l e  ch an te  à  t u e - t ê t e  un chan t 
e n fa n tin  de Barrambang. (pp . 27- 2 8 )

In  such d e s c r ip t io n s  a s  th e  two g iven  above. Duras a d e p tly

weaves th e  p re s e n ta tio n  o f  h e r c h a r a c te r s .  With h e r  c a r e fu l  ch o ice  o f

words she i s  a lso  ab le  to  m a n ip u la te , to  some e x te n t ,  th e  r e a d e r 's  f e e l in g s .

In  th e  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  women M arguerite  Duras le a v e s  no room

f o r  s e lf -e s te e m , v a n ity , o r  p r id e .  The h ero in es  e x i s t  f r e q u e n tly  in  a

s t a t e  o f  u t t e r  r e s ig n a t io n .  A b jectness comes about from a  r e a l i z a t io n

th a t  f o r  h e r ,  l i f e

. . . i s  made up o f  a  h o s t o f  th in g s  t h a t  can never be q u e s tio n ed , 
s im p le , irrem ed iab le  f a c t s :  tim e p a sse s , and i s  broken up by
an a l te r n a t io n  o f  m an 's work and h is  h o lid a y s ; summers a re  h o t ,  
in  c e r ta in  p la c e s  th e r e  i s  always a  b reeze  a t  n ig h t ;  th e  o u te r  
w orld i s  made up o f  hou ses , ro a d s , policem en, workmen, m aids, 
c o n c ie rg e s , e t c . ;  one g e n e ra lly  f in d s  o n e se lf  in  a  c e r ta in  num­
b e r o f  sim ple s ta t e s  such a s  boredom o r  d e s i r e . 3

^Jacques G uicharnaud, "Woman's F a te : M arguerite  D uras, Yale
French S tu d ie s , XXVII (1961 ) ,  p . I 0 6 .
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These sim ple s t a t e s  v e ig h  h e a v ily  upon D uras ' women c h a ra c te r s  who a re  

n e i th e r  m o ra lly  nor p sy ch o lo g ica lly  s tro n g . Boredcm. re ig n s  in  t h e i r  l i v e s ,  

a lth o u g h  th e  d e s ir e  to  lo v e  o r  to  he lo v ed  p a r t i a l l y  suhdues i t .  This de­

s i r e  i s  a  road  to  th e  c h a r a c te r s ' u l t im a te  aim in  l i f e ,  to  he happy. How­

e v e r , due to  th e  weakness o f  c h a ra c te r  in  th e  h e ro in e s , t h i s  horedom 

reduces t h e i r  m ental p ro cesses  to  a  r a th e r  n e u tr a l  s t a t e ,  i ^ iseq u en tly , 

th e  women spend most o f  t h e i r  tim e w a itin g  f o r  h ap p in ess . The m ental 

n e u t r a l i t y  i s  expressed  in  t h e i r  p a ss iv e  n a tu re  and e a p ty , hollow  g e s tu re s  

and words such as  th e  re a d e r  firnds in  D é tru ire  D i t - E l le  (1969) .  The 

c h a ra c te rs  do a  g re a t d ea l o f  s ta r in g  a t  one a n o th e r  and u t t e r  sim ple , 

m ean ing less p h ra se s . There i s  l e s s  involvem ent in  developm ent o f  ch ar­

a c te r s  in  t h i s  p a r t i c u la r  work th an  in  any o f  D uras' o th e r  n ovels  u n t i l  

L'Amour.

The c h a ra c te rs  in  D é tru ire  D it -E l le  a re  some o f  th o se  th a t  

M arg u erite  Duras ta k e s  ou t o f  th e  mold o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  f ig u re  and 

s t r e tc h e s  j u s t  a  h i t  out o f  shape. In  D é tru ire  D i t -E l le  D uras' c h a ra c te rs  

do n o t develop . There i s  v ery  l i t t l e  change in  t h e i r  a c t io n s ,  d ia lo g u e  

o r th e  a u th o r 's  d e s c r ip t io n  o f them from th e  b eg in n in g  o f th e  novel to  

th e  end. S ince p r a c t i c a l ly  th e  e n t i r e  novel i s  w r i t t e n  in  d ia lo g u e , 

th e re  i s  h a rd ly  any o p p o rtu n ity  fo r  th e  au th o r to  in te rv e n e  and add h e r 

own op in io n s  to  th e  c ircu m stan ces . 'When Duras does have th e  chance to  

i n t e r j e c t  h e r own th o u g h t, she rem ains q u i te  o b je c t iv e ,  m erely  re p o r tin g  

a f a c t .  The e x tr a c t  g iven  below i s  an example o f  th e  la c k  o f  psycho log i­

c a l  d e s c r ip t io n ,  l i s t i n g  o f v i r tu e s  and v ic e s ,  and re v e a lin g  op in ions on 

b e h a lf  o f  th e  au th o r:
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—Je  tro u v e  que nous nous ressem blons, murmure A l i s s a . . .
Vous ne tro u v ez  pas? Bous sommes de l a  mâne t a i l l e .

E l le s  s o u r ie n t .

—C 'e s t  v r a i ,  o u i.

A lis s a  f a i t  g l i s s e r  l a  manche d 'E l is a b e th  A lione . Son 
épau le  e s t  nue.

— . . . l a  mène peau , co n tinue  A lis s a , l a  même co u leu r de 
p e a u .. .

—P e u t - ê t r e . . .
It

—R e g a rd e z . . . la  forme de l a  b o u c h e . . . le s  cheveaux.

In  t h i s  passage  A lis sa  p o in ts  ou t to  E lisa b e th  how much th e y  

a re  a l ik e .  The c o n v e rsa tio n  i s  no t heavy in  m eaning, nor i s  i t  s ig n i f ic a n t  

f o r  any o th e r  reaso n  except to  l e t  th e  re a d e r  know t h a t  th e  two women in  

th e  novel a re  v e ry  much l i k e  each o th e r .  Duras has removed c h a ra c te r  de­

velopment and in d iv id u a l iz a t io n  to  show t h i s  freedom to  exp ress  any 

id e n t i ty  o r  p e r s o n a l i ty .

M arguerite  D uras' t r a d i t i o n a l  h e ro in e s  sh a re  a  u n iv e rs a l  s i tu a ­

t i o n ,  th a t  o f  lo o k in g  f o r  a  man. In  t h i s  s i tu a t io n  Duras p re s e n ts  a  

c h a r a c te r i s t i c  sequence o f  ev en ts  and r e a c t io n s ,  each  p re p a rin g  th e  nex t 

in  a  coheren t o rd e r . The man, th e  o b je c t o f  d e s ir e  f o r  th e se  t r a d i t i o n a l  

h e ro in e s , w i l l  b r in g  th e  long  aw aited  hap p in ess  to  them . They can see no 

reaso n  to  l i v e  a lo n e  o r  fo r  th em selv es , r a th e r  th e y  must seek , o r be 

found by, a  man. I t  i s  as though he would be t h e i r  l i n k  to  l i f e  and 

would g iv e  th en  a reaso n  fo r  e x is t in g ,  as Jean  B ess ie re  e x p la in s : "E xpri­

mer l a  j o i e  e t  le s  m isè res  q u o tid ie n n e s , d i r e  l ' a t t e n t e  du bonheur e s t  l a

^Duras, D é tru ire  D it-E lle  ( P a r is :  E d itio n s  de M in u it, I 969 )»
pp. 100-101.
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v o c a tio n  de ses personnages fém in in s , qu i to u s  re c h e rc h e n t l ’homme.” ^ 

However, th e  h e ro in e  never succeeds in  a t ta in in g  h ap p in ess  nor th e  r ig h t  

man. She rem ains u n f u l f i l l e d  in  h e r sea rch  fo r  h ap p in ess  th roughou t th e  

n o v e l.

The f i r s t  f an a le  c h a ra c te r  o f  M arguerite  D u ras’ to  p re s e n t th e

id e a  o f  th e  sea rch  fo r  h ap p in ess  l in k e d  to  -the d e s i r e  fo r  a  man i s  Françou

frcm D uras’ second n o v e l. La V ie T ra n q u il le . Françou says o f  T iêne:

P e u t- ê t r e  f a u d r a i t - i l  f o r c e r  T iêne à m’ép ouser, ne pas l e  
l a i s s e r  r e p a r t i r  c e t  h iv e r ,  f a i r e  de T iêne un ê t r e  de chance 
e t  de m alchance, l e  f a i r e  c h o is i r  e n tre  to u s  l e s  m ariages 
n o tre  m ariage, e n tre  to u s  l e s  em pires c e lu i  perdu  d ’avance, 
chaque f o i s  perdu d ’avance , c e lu i  nommé l e  h o n h e u r ? 6

In  t h i s  r a th e r  len g th y  sen ten ce  th e  re a d e r  c a tch es  a  g lim pse o f  F rançou’ s

re a so n in g  p ro cess  n e a tly  l a i d  "before him hy th e  a u th o r .  Duras has pu t

th e s e  words in  to  re v e a l more about th e  psychology o f  th e  c h a ra c te r

acco rd in g  to  th e  more t r a d i t i o n a l  d ic ta te s  o f  w r i t in g ,  which she w i l l

l a t e r  r e j e c t  in  p a r t .

Most o f  th e  succeed ing  n o vels  echo th e  id e a  o f  sea rc h in g  f o r  a  

man in  o rd e r to  f in d  h a p p in ess . T h is  i s  p a r t i c u l a r ly  n o tic e a b le  in  Le 

Square , where th e  maid l i v e s  in  boredom w a itin g  to  be chosen by a  man so 

t h a t  h e r  l i f e  w i l l  ta k e  on some im portance. However, th e  maid i s  n o t 

se a rc h in g . She goes t o  d an ces , n o t to  f in d  a  man, b u t  to  be found by a 

man:

^Duras, Moderato C a n ta b ile , n o te s  p a r Jean  B e s s iê re  (Les E d itio n s  
de M inuit 1958; r p t .  P a r i s :  B ordas, 1972), p . 15.

^D uras, La V ie T ra n q u il le  (P a r is :  L ib r a i r i e  G a llim ard , 19^^)>
p . 1 6 7 .
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— J * a i "beaucoup r é f l é c h i .  J e  s u is  je u n e , "bien p o r ta n te ,  j e  
ne s u is  pas m enteuse, j e  s u is  une de ces femmes comme on en 
v o i t  p a r to u t  e t  dont l a  p lu p a r t  des hommes s'accommodent.
E t c e la  m * é tonnera it quand mâae q u ' i l  ne s 'e n  tro u v e  pas  
u n , un jo u r ,  q u i l e  re c o n n a î t r a  e t  qu i ne s'accommodera 
pas de moi. J ’a i  de l ' e s p o i r .7

Once a g a in , th rough  th e  m aid’ s words, th e  au th o r in te rv e n e s  to  

g iv e  th e  re a d e r  an in s ig h t  in to  th e  reaso n in g  p ro cess  and p e r s o n a l i ty  o f 

th e  c h a r a c te r .  Duras c a r e f u l ly  e d i t s  th e  p re se n t ex p erien ce  o f  a  ch arac ­

t e r  and molds th e  p e r s o n a l i ty ,  v i r t u e s  and v ic e s  "by showing him co n sc io u s ly  

re a so n in g  about a  pro"blem.

Many o f th e  women in  D uras' novels a re  in san e  o r  heavy d r in k e rs .

In  speak ing  o f  in s a n i ty  M arg u erite  Duras says:

La fo rc e  de fous r é s u l t e  de l e u r  r e f u s  d ’a c c e p te r  l e s  
l im i t e s  du m oi. E l le  ne v o i t  p a s , dans c e t t e  ex ten s io n  
e x trâ a e  du m oi, 1 ’ex travagance  de 1 ’ égotism e, mais s im ple-^  
ment l ’a b o l i t io n  de l a  f r o n t i è r e  q u i l e  sép are  des a u t r e s .

I t  i s  i n  th e  a"bolution o f  s e l f - l im i t a t i o n s  th a t  freedom e n te r s .  The

c h a ra c te r  becomes f r e e  from s o c ia l  and m oral r e s t r i c t i o n s  which th e  sane

f in d  imposed upon them o r w hich th e y  impose upon th em se lv es . In s a n i ty ,

th e n , i s  t o t a l  freedom . I t  opens th e  door to  th e  mind and p e rm its  i t  to

wander w herever i t  p le a s e s ,  th e re b y  a llow ing  i t  to  assume o th e r  i d e n t i t i e s .

The a u th o r b e lie v e s  th e  s t r e n g th  o f  th e  madman to  l i e  in  h is  r e f u s a l  to

p la c e  any l im i ta t io n s  on s e l f .

C ontinuing w ith  th e  id e a  o f  freedom from l im i t a t i o n s .  M arguerite  

Duras in tro d u c e s  th e  heavy d r in k e r .  A s t a t e  o f  drunkenness i s  a  ty p e  o f  

tem porary  in s a n i ty .  I t  i s  a s  c lo se  a s  a  sane person  can come to  em ulating

■7
D uras, Le Square ( P a r is :  G allim ard , 1955), pp . 20-21.

g
Duras, Moderato Cantabile, notes par Jean Bessiere (Les Editions

de Minuit 1958; rpt. Paris: Bordas: 1972), p. k.
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in s a n i ty .  In  seek ing  com plete freedcm  th e  h e ro in e  "begins to  d r in k . The 

more she d r in k s , th e  more r e a d i ly  she sheds v a lu e  judgm ents, w o rr ie s , r u le s  

and h e r id e n t i ty .  T h e re fo re , she p a sse s  frcm  one p e rso n , th e  person  upon 

whom s o c ie ty  "has p laced  e x p e c ta tio n s , who must a c t  w ith in  c e r ta in  s e l f -  

l im i t a t i o n s ,  to  an o th er p e rso n , o r  i d e n t i ty ,  who i s  f r e e d  from o b lig a t io n s  

and r e s t r i c t i o n s .  Under th e  in f lu e n c e  o f  a lc o h o l ,  she  exp erien ces  o th e r  

th o u g h ts  w ith o u t th e  b a r r i e r s  she must fa c e  in  h e r so b e r s t a t e :  " L 'ê t r e

e s t  pudique m ais, pour posséder l e  sens de lu i-m âae , i l  d o i t  se  p a r le r  e t  

v o u lo ir  ê t r e  a u t r u i .  I l  fa u t  ê t r e  dérangé, g a rd e r s a  maison o u v e r te ." ^

There a re  two o u ts tan d in g  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s  o f  madness in  th e  

novels  Le Ravissem ent de Loi V. S te in  (l96k) w ith  t h e  c h a ra c te r  o f L o i, 

and in  L*Amante A ngla ise  (1967 ) w ith  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  C la ire .  These two 

women l i v e  in  a  ty p e  o f i s o la t io n  because o f  th e i r  s ta g e s  o r madness. Each 

s t a t e  o f  madness cou ld  be th e  r e s u l t  o f  a  r e v o l t ,  n o t a  conscious r e v o l t  

o f  a c tio n s  b u t a  r e v o l t  in  th e  sense  t h a t  perhaps t h e i r  s t a t e s  o f  in s a n i ty  

a re  due to  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e y  cannot cope w ith  r e a l i t y  and r e s p o n s ib i l i ty .  

They a re  ex p ress in g  a  freedom which has no b e t t e r  o u t l e t  th an  th a t  o f  mad­

n e ss .

For Loi th e  s l ig h t  derangement g iv e s  her p e rm ission  to  do as 

she f e e l s  and a t  th e  same tim e o f f e r s  an e x p lan a tio n  fo r  h e r a c t io n s .  The 

au th o r r e v e a ls  L o i 's p e r s o n a l i ty ,  o r ,  h e r m adness, th ro u g h  h er unusual 

re a so n in g  p ro c e ss . Such a  p sy ch o lo g ica l in s ig h t  i s  g iven  in  th e  fo llow ing  

passage :

% b id . , p . h.
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E l le  d e v a it to u jo u rs  se  r a s s u re r  davantage a p rè s  se s  
promenades: s i  e l l e  l e  v o u la i t  on l a  v o y a it t r è s  peu ,
à  p e in e . E l le  se  c r o i t  co u lée  dans une id e n t i t é  de n a tu re  
in d é c ise  qu i p o u r r a i t  se  nommer de noms in d é fin im en t d i f f é r ­
e n ts ,  e t  dont l a  v i s i b i l i t é  dépend d 'e l l e .

L o i 's  husband does n o t th in k  o f  h e r a c t io n s  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  in ­

s a n i ty  o r  a  s l ig h t  m adness, b u t o f  h e r re se rv e d  p e r s o n a l i ty .  In s te a d , he 

sees her th ro u g h  d i f f e r e n t  eyes and r a t io n a l iz e s  h i s  w i f e 's  unusual b e ­

h a v io r in  th e  fo llo w in g  manner:

E l le  d i s a i t  chaque jo u r ,  comme s i  c 'é t a i t  l a  p rem ière  
f o i s ,  q u 'e l l e  s ' é t a i t  promenée l à  ou l à ,  dans quel 
q u a r t i e r ,  mais e l l e  ne s ig n a la i t  jam ais l e  moindre 
in c id e n t auquel e l l e  a u r a i t  a s s i s t é .  Jean  Bedford 
t r o u v a i t  n a tu r e l le  l a  ré s e rv e  de sa femme su r se s  
promenades, (pp . ^8- ^ 9 )

The o th e r  o u ts ta n d in g  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  o f  madness i s  th e  c h a ra c te r  

C la ire .  R e f le c tin g  an alm ost t o t a l  freedom in  h e r  m adness, she experim ents 

w ith  se v e ra l i d e n t i t i e s .  She chops wood fo r  two days in  o rd e r to  be l ik e  

h e r f r i e n d ,  A lfonso . Then she s to p s  up her e a rs  so a s  to  be l i k e  her 

deaf-m ute co u sin , M arie-T hérèse . Even h er husband, P ie r r e ,  has d i f f i c u l t y  

in  d e sc r ib in g  what C la ire  i s  l i k e .  He tu r n s  over a l l  household d u t ie s  to  

M arie-T hérèse , th e re b y  f re e in g  C la ire  from any r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  and l e t t i n g  

h e r do as she p le a se s  w ithou t q u estio n s  o r  demands. In  h e r freedom she 

escapes h e r  o ld  id e n t i t y ,  o r searches f o r  a  new o n e , o r  perhaps j u s t  ex­

te n d s  h e r s e l f  to  be n o t one , bu t se v e ra l o th e r  i d e n t i t i e s .  In  t h i s  s t a t e  

she moves beyond r e a l i t y ,  beyond tim e and beyond C la ir e :

— . . .Pour me c o n n a ît re ,  pour me com prendre, on a u r a i t  
d i t  q u 'e l l e  p o u v a it se  p a sse r  de moi.

^ Le Ravissem ent de Loi V. S te in  ( P a r is ;  E d itio n s
G allim ard , 19bk), p .  4 6 . ------------------
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—E lle  é t a i t  p le in e  de quoi? d i t e s  l e  p rem ier mot 
qu i vous v ie n t  à  l ’ e s p r i t?

—Je  ne s a is  p a s , je  ne peux p a s . D’e l le ?

—Mais e l l e ,  qui?

—Je  ne s a is  p a s .^ ^

Through th e  in te r v ie w e r 's  q u es tio n in g  o f  P ie r r e  Duras la y s  th e  

groundwork fo r  e x p la in in g  to  th e  re a d e r  C la i r e ’ s freedom  to  adopt any 

id e n t i ty .  The au th o r v e ry  c a r e f u l ly  p a in ts  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  C la i r e ,  h e r 

problem s, h e r p e r s o n a l i ty ,  h e r  a c tio n s  th rough  th e  o b se rv a tio n s  o f  th e  

o th e r  c h a ra c te rs  in  th e  nove l b e fo re  C la ir e ,  h e r s e l f ,  e n te r s  and responds 

to  th e  q u estio n s  o f  th e  in te rv ie w e r . In  t h i s  manner th e  a u th o r  le a d s  th e  

re a d e r  to  th in k  and f e e l  what she w ishes him to  th in k  and f e e l  about 

C la i r e .  Duras has s e t  th e  s tag e  f o r  C la i r e 's  e n tra n c e .

Drunkenness p lay s  a  s im ila r  r o le  to  th a t  o f  in s a n i ty .  I t  

a llow s th e  woman more freedom from imposed r e s t r i c t i o n s  and in h ib i t io n s  in  

which she only  tu rn s  to  a lco h o l as a  means t o  f r e e  h e r  mind and , t o  some 

e x te n t ,  t o  l i b e r a t e  her a c t io n s . C onsider a s  an exam ple, Anna in  Le Marin 

de G ib r a l ta r . The re a d e r  g a in s  more o f  an in s ig h t  in to  h e r c h a ra c te r  by 

d e lv in g  in to  h e r d rin k in g  problem . She and h e r m ale companion, who n a r­

r a t e s  th e  book, become in e b r ia te d  f re q u e n tly . Most o f th e  tim e  w hile  

s a i l in g ,  th ey  a re  drunk o r c lo se  to  i t .  This drunken freedom  from s o c ie ty  

cou ld  be p a r a l l e l  to  in s a n i ty  in  view  o f  th e  f a c t  th a t  in to x ic a t io n  f r e e s  

th e  mind somewhat, o r a t  l e a s t  a llow s i t  to  wander as t h e i r  b o d ie s  a re  

wandering from p o r t  to  p o r t .  In  some in s ta n c e s  w h ile  under th e  in flu en c e

^^Duras, L 'Amante A ngla ise  (P a r is :  E d itio n s  G a llim ard , 1967):
p . 92.
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o f a lc o h o l , Anna and th e  n a r r a to r  have q u i te  lu c id  moments:

—Ce n 'e s t  p lu s  l u i ,  d i t - e l l e ,  que m ain tenan t j 'a t t e n d s .
—On a t te n d  to u jo u r s ,  d i s - j e ,  quelque chose. Quand 

l ' a t t e n t e  e s t  tro p  lo n g u e , a lo r s  on change, on a tte n d  
a u tr e  chose que v ie n t  p lu s  v i t e .  Des koudous son t 
f a i t s  pour ç a , pour l e s  p e t i t e s  a t t e n t e s .

T h is much l u c i d i t y  w h ile  under th e  in f lu e n c e  o f  a lc o h o l appears to  he 

s ig n i f i c a n t .  Duras has removed th e  c h a r a c te r s  from th e  d a i ly  p re s su re s  

and s t r a i n .  She b e lie v e s  t h a t  th e y  a r e  now ex p erien c in g  th e  g r e a te s t  

freedom  th a t  a  sane person  can . W hile in  t h i s  s ta g e  o f  freedom , however

tem porary  i t  may b e , Anna and h e r  m ale companion re a so n  b e t t e r  and u n der­

s tan d  th in g s  more c le a r ly .  Duras e x p la in s  A nna's dom inant t r a i t s  and 

d e s i r e s  and now i s  in  th e  p ro c e ss  o f  r e l a t i n g  A nna 's aw areness and re sp o n ­

s iv e n e ss  to  l i f e .  Again Duras p re s e n ts  th e  p sy ch o lo g ica l re a so n s  f o r  th e  

a c t io n s  o f  th e  p ro ta g o n is t .

S im ila r ly , Anne D esbaresdes in  Moderato C an tab ile  (1958) u se s  

a lc o h o l as  a  f re e in g  ag en t. She ex tends h e r  s e l f - i d e n t i t y  from th e  p erson  

she i s  to  th e  person  she d e s ire s  to  b e . I t  i s  as  though  she cou ld  become 

th e  woman who was k i l l e d  by h e r lo v e r  in  a  f i t  o f  p a s s io n . The more she 

t a lk s  to  Chauvin about th e  m urder, th e  more she d r in k s  and th e  more in v o lv ed  

she becomes. T his escape in to  th e  o th e r  s e l f  p e rm its  h e r a  tem porary  

haimony w hich, o th e rw ise , she does n o t ex p erien ce : ”S i on ne b u v a it  pas

t a n t ,  ce ne s e r a i t  pas p o s s ib le ? ' ' J e  c r o i s  que ce  ne s e r a i t  pas p o s s ib le ,

13murmura Anne D esb a resd es .” C onsequently , she p a sse s  from one id e n t i ty  

to  an o th er in  a  moment o f  freedom g iv en  to  h e r  th rough  th e  use  o f  w ine:

12D uras, Le Marin de G ib ra lta r-  (P a r is :  E d itio n s  G a llim ard , 1952),
p . 232.

^^Duras, Moderato Cantabile (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1958),
p. 117.
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La sag esse  a p p a r t ie n t  à  Anne D esta resd es  qu i s a i t  l e s  
l im i t e s  de sa  v i c to i r e  e t  l a  n é c e s s i te  ou 1  ' in é v i ta b le  
de sa  d é f a i t e ;  p a r  son mime de l'am o u r e t  de l a  m o rt, 
e l l e  a c c e p te  s a  s i tu a t io n  en même temps q u 'e l l e  l u i  
échappe. La d é f a i te  e s t  du domaine de l a  r é a l i t é ;  l a  
v i c t o i r e  e s t  d 'o r d r e  s e n tim e n ta l.^ ^

Her a b i l i t y  to  mime th e  lo v e  and d ea th  o f  th e  m urdered v ic tim  i s  b rought

about by th e  v in e  v h ich  h e lp s  h e r to  go beyond h e r  s e l f - l im i t a t i o n s .

Duras p re s e n ts  th e  f a c ts  about Anne D esbaresdes th rough  one o f

th e  s im p le s t te ch n iq u es  used  in  th e  developm ent o f  a  c h a ra c te r ,  she has

Chauvin t e l l  Anne v h a t he knows o f  h e r :

—Vous ê te s  Madame D esbaresdes. La femme du d i r e c te u r  
d 'Im p o rt Export e t  des F o n d eries  de l a  Côte. Vous 
h a b ite z  bou lev ard  de l a  Mer.^5

The a u th o r com pletes A nne's c h a r a c te r iz a t io n .  A lthough she i s  

w ealthy  and has  a  s ta b le  m a rria g e , she seeks h ap p in ess  in  a  r e la t io n s h ip  

o u ts id e  h e r m a rria g e . She t r i e s  to  escape  from h e r boredom by look ing  

f o r  p a ss io n  which w i l l  b r in g  her a com pleteness o f  f e e l in g  and, th e r e f o r e ,  

h ap p in ess . The p a ss io n  she w itn e sse s  in  th e  scene  o f  th e  murdered woman 

and th e  man who loved  h er i s  A nne's id e a  o f  h ap p in ess . The r e le a s e  she 

f e e l s  th ro u g h  th e  u se  o f  v in e  h e lp s  h e r  to  become, a t  l e a s t  fo r  a  w h ile , 

th e  m urdered woman and h e lp s  her to  im agine Chauvin a s  h e r lo v e r .

B eginning in  1953 M arguerite  Duras g ra d u a lly  tu rn s  from th e  

t r a d i t i o n a l  methods o f  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  a s  observed  in  th e  p reced ing  

n o vels  to  a  f r e e r  te ch n iq u e  employed by th e  Hew N o v e lis ts . In  t h i s  t r e n d  

tow ard a  more f l u i d  o r ,  p e rh ap s, a  more f r e e  p re s e n ta t io n  o f  c h a r a c te r s .

ll).
D uras, Moderato C a n ta b ile , n o te s  p a r Jean  B ess ie re  (Les 

E d itio n s  de M inuit 1958; r p t .  P a r is :  Bordas: 19T2), p . l 6 .

^^Duras, Moderato Cantabile (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1958),
p. 1̂.



23

th e y  become alm ost anonymous. T his i s  t e s t  seen in  D uras’ l a t e s t  n o v e l,

L*Amour. There a re  no names f o r  th e  c h a r a c te r s ,  m ere ly  th e  words: un

homms, une femme, un a u t r e  homme, e l l e  and i l .  There i s  no background 

in fo rm a tio n ,“p e r s o n a l i ty  d e s c r ip t io n ,  o r any id e n t i t y  o f  c h a ra c te r .  The 

fo llo w in g  passage i l l u s t r a t e s  D uras’ in tro d u c tio n  o f  c h a ra c te rs  in  t h i s  

no v e l:

A gauche, une femme aux yeux ferm és. A ss ise .
L’homme qu i marche ne reg a rd e  p a s , r i e n ,  r ie n  d ’a u tre  que 
l e  sab le  devant l u i .  Sa marche e s t  in c e s s a n te , r é g u l iè r e ,  
l o in t a in e .
Le t r i a n g le  se  ferme avec l a  femme aux yeux fe rm és. E l le  
e s t  a s s i s e  co n tre  un mur qu i d é lim ite  l a  p lag e  v e rs  sa  f i n ,  
l a  v i l l e .
L’homme qu i reg a rd e  se  tro u v e  e n tre  c e t t e  femme e t  l ’homme 
qu i marche au bord de l a  m er.^6

In  t h i s  ty p e  o f  p re s e n ta t io n , i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  id e n t i f y  th e  

c h a ra c te rs  s e p a ra te ly  because th e  re a d e r  t r i e s  to  fo llo w  p a t te r n s  p re ­

v io u s ly  e s ta b lis h e d  by t r a d i t i o n a l  n o v e l is ts .  I t  g iv e s  th e  re a d e r  th e  

chance to  make o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  what he w ishes r a th e r  th a n  having h is  

im pressions t r a n s m itte d  by th e  a u th o r .

Happiness i s  a  s t a t e  o f  mind which M arguerite  D uras’ t r a d i t i o n a l  

fem ale c h a ra c te rs  p a t ie n t ly  a w a it. They pursue  happ iness th ro u g h  d e s ir e  

and lo v e , fo r  e i th e r  must s u re ly  le a d  to  th e  man who w i l l  e v e n tu a lly  

b r in g  happ iness in to  t h e i r  l i v e s .  However, th e  men th e y  en coun ter a re  

w anderers search ing  a ls o  fo r  a  m issing  q u a l i ty  in  t h e i r  l i v e s .  These men 

a re  q u i te  s im ila r  to  th e  women who f in d  them. They e x is t  f o r  no p a r t ic u la r  

reaso n  o th e r  th an  e x is te n c e 's  sake ; t h e i r  l i v e s  a r e  a s  imcomplete as  th e

^^D uras, L’Amour (P a r is :  G allim ard , 19T1), p . 8.
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l i v e s  o f  th e  -women- The V ice-C onsul in  D uras' Le V ice-Consul ex p resses

t h i s  id e a  r a th e r  s u c c in c tly  in  th e  fo llo w in g  s ta tem en t ahout h im se lf : " Je

me s u is  e f fo rc e  d 'a im er à  p lu s ie u r s  r e p r i s e s  des personnes d i f f é r e n te s ,

m ais j e  ne s u is  jam ais parvenu au hou t de mon e f f o r t .  J e  n 'a i  jam ais  é té

ho rs  de l ' e f f o r t  d 'a im e r  F au te  d 'a im e r j ' a i  cherché  à  m 'aim er m ais j e

n 'y  s u is  pas parvenu.

The co n v ersa tio n  het-ween Anna and h er m ale companion in  Le

M arin de G ib ra l ta r  ex em p lifie s  th e  s t a t e  o f  apathy  and n e u t r a l  m e n ta li ty

■which some o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  men c h a ra c te rs  ex p ress :

—Et t o i ,  d em an d a -t-e lle , t u  as  é té  heureux?
—J 'a i  dû l ' ê t r e  q u e lq u e fo is , m ais j e  n 'e n  a i  pas de 

souven ir p r é c i x . . .  J ' a i  f a i t  de l a  p o l i t iq u e ,  d i s - j e ,  
dans l e s  deux p rem ières  années de l ’E ta t c i v i l .  Je  
c ro is  t i e n  que c 'e s t  à  ce m om ent-là.

As a to v e , th e  male c h a ra c te r  i s  al-ways secondary to  th e  fem ale c h a ra c te r  

in  a  Duras nov e l.

The n a r ra to r  o f  Le Marin de G ib ra l ta r  d e sc r ib e s  th e  main ch a r­

a c t e r ,  Anna, -whom he -watches w ith  in te n s e  c u r io s i ty  and whom he d e s i r e s .

I t  i s  she who causes a l l  th e  a c t io n ,  t h a t  o f sea rch in g  f o r  a  s a i l o r  and 

roaming th e  w orld. The n a r r a to r  o n ly  p la y s  a  sup p o rtin g  r o l e .  The 

follo-wing passage i s  an example o f D uras' c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  o f  Anna g iven 

by th e  n a r r a to r :

I I  me f i t  de l ' e f f e t .  J e  l e  s e n t i s  se répandre  dans 
mes b ra s ,  dans ma t ê t e ,  j e  me l a i s s a i s  f a i r e .  E l le  
s 'é t a i t  fa rd é e , e l l e  p o r t a i t  une robe  n o ire ,  q u 'e l l e  
a v a i t  m ise exprès pour a l l e r  au b a l .  E l le  é t a i t

^^Duras, Le V ice-Consul ( P a r is :  E d itio n s  G allim ard , I 966 ) ,
p . 11.

^®Duras, Le Marin de G ib r a l ta r , p . 162. ( f u r th e r  re fe re n c e  
by page o n ly ) .
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ex trâ ao a e n t "belle e t  d é s i r a b le . Les nouveaux venus qui 
ne l a  c o n n a is sa ie n t pas encore l a  reg s ird a ien t "beaucoup 
e t  i l s  p a r la ie n t  d 'e l l e ,  à  vo ix  b a sse , (p . 93)

The n a r r a to r  d e sc r ib e s  Anna and th e  su rround ings, and th e  re a d e r  

sees  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  im pression  o f  Anna. The n a r r a to r  becomes A nna's m ale 

companion and s a i l s  w ith  h e r  in  sea rc h  o f  th e  m arin de G ib r a l ta r ,  y e t  she 

i s  th e  p ro ta g o n is t  o f  th e  n o v e l.

A nother s t r ik in g  c h a ra c te r  p o r t r a y a l  o f  a  man o f  secondary im­

p o rta n c e  to  th e  woman in  th e  novel i s  th e  example o f  Monsieur Andesmas 

in  D uras’ n o v e l, L 'A près-m idi de M onsieur Andesmas. M onsieur Andesmas i s  

an o ld  man whom th e  a u th o r d e sc r ib e s  as  he w a its  fo r  h is  d au g h te r , V a le r ie ,  

to  b r in g  an a r c h i te c t  from th e  v i l l a g e  to  see  about rem odeling th e  house 

he bought fo r  h e r .  The d e s c r ip t io n  re v e a ls  th a t  h is  l i f e  i s  consumed by 

and l iv e d  fo r  h i s  b e a u t i fu l  d au g h te r . At th e  beginning  o f  th e  novel th e  

re a d e r  f in d s  t h i s  s ta tem en t: "Et M onsieur Andesmas c r a in t  pour son en fan t

V a le r ie ,  don t l 'am o u r règne im pitoyablem ent su r  sa  d e s tin é e  f i n i s s a n t e . . .^ 9

In  th e  novel Monsieur Andesmas i s  th e  main c h a r a c te r ,  b u t h is  

im portance i s  d im in ished  as  th e  novel p ro g re s se s  and th e  c h a ra c te r  V a le r ie ,  

a lth o u g h  she does n o t appear u n t i l  th e  v e ry  end, ta k e s  over and dom inates 

th e  o ld  m an 's th o u g h ts  and c o n v e rsa tio n . T h e re fo re , M onsieur Andesmas i s  

a ls o  a  su p p o rtin g  c h a ra c te r  who h e lp s  to  d e fin e  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  t h i s  ex­

q u i s i t e  b e in g , V a le r ie ,  to  whom he d e d ic a te s  h is  l i f e .  He c o n s ta n tly  

th in k s  o f  h e r ,  w hether in  th e  p a s t  o r  th e  fu tu r e :

Un jo u r  ou l ' a u t r e ,  en robe r ic h e  de co u leu r c l a i r e ,  V a lé r ie , 
su r c e t t e  t e r r a s s e ,  g u e t t e r a i t  ce chem in, à c e t t e  h e u re -c i

19D uras, L 'A urès-m idi de M onsieur Andesmas ( P a r is :  E d itio n s
G allim ard , 1952), p . 2k.  ( f u r th e r  re fe re n c e  by page o n ly ) .
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du s o i r .  Sous ce h ê t r e  qui p e rp é tu e r a i t  l e s  b ie rc fa i ts  de 
son ombre à  quiconque s e r a i t  l à  à  c e t t e  h e u r e - c i ,  dans 
l 'a v e n i r ,  en c e t t e  s a iso n  e x a c te , V a lé r ie  a t t e n d r a i t  l a  
venue de q u e lq u 'u n , (p . 65 )

M arg u erite  Duras tu r n s  from th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p re s e n ta t io n  o f

c h a ra c te rs  in  D é tru ire  D i t - E l le . The two men in  th e  novel a re  so s im ila r

t h a t  were i t  n o t f o r  th e  m entioning  o f  t h e i r  names from  tim e to  tim e , th e y

could  e a s i ly  be one man. Duras b eg in s  th e  novel w ith o u t c l e a r ly  d e f in in g

e i th e r  one o f  them v e ry  w e ll:

I I  s 'a s s i e d ,  p rend  une c i g a r e t t e ,  l u i  en o f f r e  une .
—J e  ne vous dérange pas?
—Mon non.
—J e  s u is  s e u l  moi a u s s i  dans c e t  h ô te l .
— ...N o u s  sommes l e s  d e rn ie rs  to u s  l e s  s o i r s ,  re g a rd e z ,

i l  n 'y  a  p lu s  perso n n e. Sa v o ix  e s t  v iv e ,  p resque
b r u ta le .

—Vous ê te s  un é c r iv a in ?  2o
—Non. Pourquoi me p a rle z -v o u s  a u jo u rd 'h u i?

These two men. Max Thor and S te in ,  a c t  a l i k e ,  t a l k  a l ik e  and

even lo v e  th e  same woman A lis s a :

S te in  se  ra p p ro ch e , i l  pose  sa  t ê t e  su r l e s  jambes 
nues d 'A l i s s a .  I l  l e s  c a r e s s e ,  i l  l e s  em brasse.

—Comme j e  t e  d é s i r e ,  d i t  Max Thor.
—Comme i l  vous d é s i r e ,  d i t  S te in , comme i l  vous aim e. (p . h2)

Max and S te in  co n tin u e  to  be v e ry  much a l ik e  th roughou t th e  

n o v e l. They say  th e  same th in g s  and o c c a s io n a lly , even speak fo r  each 

o th e r .  I t  i s  q u i te  obvious t h a t  on ly  th e  names make them d i f f e r e n t  p eo p le ; 

however, t h i s  i s  e x a c tly  what Duras i s  t r y in g  to  accom plish : an anonymity

o f  c h a ra c te r  where one i s  f r e e  to  be a n o th e r .

In  comparing D uras' fem ale to  h e r m ale c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s ,  one 

f in d s  a  rem arkable  s im i la r i ty .  They p o sse ss  s e v e ra l  o f  th e  same q u a l i t i e s :

o n ly ) .

20D uras, D é tru ire  D i t - E l le ,  p . 15• ( f u r th e r  re fe re n c e  by page
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many o f  them a re  w anderers who a re  in  p u r s u i t  o f  a  p o s s ib le  g o a l ,  u s u a lly  

h ap p in ess , which th e y  never a t t a i n ;  th e y  a ls o  seek a  freedom , o r  tem porary  

r e le a s e ,  from d a i ly  p re s su re s  th rough  a lc o h o l . As A lfred  Cismaru s t a t e s :  

"M arguerite  D uras' male c h a ra c te rs  a re  n o t alw ays so c l e a r ly  d e l in e a te d ,

and p o sse ss , on o ccas io n , an a b i l i t y  f o r  e lu d in g , te m p o ra r ily , th e  v i c i s -
21s i tu d e s  o f  t h e i r  c o n d it io n ."

In  e ssen ce . Duras seeks to  p re se n t c h a ra c te rs  who go beyond th e  

i d e n t i t i e s  o f  be ing  j u s t  m ale o r fem ale . Her u l t im a te  g o a l would be to  

have no d i s t in c t io n s  between men and women. T his i s  t o t a l  freedom o f 

id e n t i ty .

21A lfred  Cism aru, M arguerite  Duras (New York: Twayne P u b lis h e rs ,
I n c . ,  1971), p . 155.



CHAPTER III

THEMES

Although lo v e  i s  a  m u lt i- f a c e te d  theme in  M arguerite  Duras '

n o v e ls , i t  appears  more a s  a  n e g a tiv e  fo rc e  th roughou t th e  m a jo r ity  o f  her

works. She p a in ts  t h i s  th e a e  in  d ism a l, l e s s  ap p ea lin g  c o lo r s .  As Jean

B e ss ie re  s t a t e s :

L'amour e s t  l e  mythe de l a  p le n itu d e  humaine. Dans 
sa  p e r f e c t io n ,  i l  e s t  u to p iq u e ; dans ses  formes s o c ia le s ,  
i l  r e p ré se n te  to u te s  l e s  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  d 'a l i é n a t io n ;  
dans ses in c e r t i tu d e s  i l  e s t  l e  s igne  d ’un m a la ise  
m oral ou psycho log ique .1

In  Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de T a rq u in ia  lo v e  i s  a  co n fin in g  annoying fo r c e .

In  h e r  f i r s t  n o v e l. Les Im pudents, th e  lo v e  m o tif  ap p ears  in  

lo v e -h a te  r e la t io n s h ip s .  Maud, a  tw enty  one y ea r o ld  g i r l ,  d e te s ts  and 

a t  th e  same tim e lo v es  h e r o ld e r  b ro th e r  Jacq u es. A fte r  th e  d ea th  o f 

Jac q u e s ’ w ife , Maud goes to  com fort him w ith  th e  purpose o f o f f e r in g  a  

few co n so lin g  words. However, b e fo re  she can say an y th in g , he  b eg in s  to  

speak and , as  i s  a p p ro p ria te  to  h is  c a llo u s  n a tu re , he ends by ask in g  fo r

^D uras, Moderato C a n ta b ile , n o te s  p a r Jean  B ess ie re  (Les E d itio n s  
de M inuit 1958; r p t .  P a r is :  B ordas, 1972), p . 15.
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money. Maud g iv e s  him some money w ith o u t h e s i t a t i o n .  Jacques has borrowed 

from everyone in  th e  fam ily  in  o rd er to  t r y  to  co v er seme o f  h is  d e b ts .

His e g o t i s t i c a l  d e s i r e  to  r u le  th e  fam ily  and h is  s e l f i s h  g reed  p e r s i s t  

th roughou t th e  n o v e l. Maud appears  to  be i r r i t a t e d ,  y e t  p a t ie n t  w ith  him 

u n t i l  th e  end when h e r h a tre d  o f  Jacques overwhelms h e r and she f in d s  h e r­

s e l f  tu rn in g  him in  to  th e  p o l ic e .  Her lo v e  f o r  Jacq u es  has been co m ple te ly

e x tin g u ish ed  by her re sen tm en t, and h a te  now i s  dom inant.

Ah! o u i ,  e l l e  se  so u v en a it. Son m alheur é t a i t  grand 
sans d o u te . E l le  l e  c o n s ta ta i t  sans t r i s t e s s e  e t  même 
avec une espèce de s a t i s f a c t io n .

C e tte  id é e , to u t  de même, de dénoncer son f r è r e !
Saugrenue! Au f a i t ,  Jacques a v a i t  é té  ro u lé  p a r  
T av a iès î . . . E l l e  e s s a y a it  vainem ent de r e t e n i r  sa  h a in e , 
m ais l e s  ra is o n s  q u 'e l l e  s ' é t a i t  données l u i  g l i s s a i e n t  g 
de l ' e s p r i t  comme du sa b le  qui a i t  f i l é  e n tr e  s e s  d o ig ts .

Love i s  a  g o a l fo r  Anna, in  Le M arin de G ib r a l t a r , as she s a i l s

frcm  p o r t  to  p o r t  around th e  g lo b e . T his lo v e  i s  embodied in  th e  f ig u r e

o f  a  nam eless s a i l o r  from G ib ra lta r  who i s  a  f u g i t iv e  and a  d e s e r te r ,  and,

more im p o r ta n tly , th e  man who once gave Anna an in s a t i a b le  d e s ir e  fo r

lo v e . I r o n ic a l ly ,  as th e  n a r r a to r  o f  th e  s to ry  and Anna pursue  th e

s a i l o r ,  th e  lo v e  which beg ins to  grow between them depends upon th e  sea rch

f o r  th e  s a i l o r .

J e  d ev in s  un homme sé r ie u x . C ela commença a p rè s  Tanger e t  
c e la  d u ra . E l le  A ussi, e l l e  d e v in t s é r ie u s e  à  son to u r  e t  
c e la  commença pour e l l e  a u s s i ,  ap rès  T anger, e t  c e la  du ra .
Je  ne veux pas d i r e  que nous l 'é t i o n s  to u t  à  f a i t  lo rsq u e  
nous arrivâm es à  Cotonou, non, m ais seulem ent que nous 
l 'é t i o n s  beaucoup p lu s  qu 'au  d é p a r t .  C 'e s t  long  e t  d i f f i c i l e

Marguerite Duras, Les Impudents (Paris: Librairie Pion, 19^3),
pp. 239-2UO.
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de d ev en ir en un jo u r  n i  même en d ix  jo u r s ,  m ais s e u le ­
ment commencer à  l e  d e v e n ir .-

An id e a  o f  lo v e  a s  encumbering re v e a ls  i t s e l f  in  Les P e t i t s

Chevaux de T a rq u in ia . S a r a 's  p ic tu r e  o f  lo v e  i s  p e r f e c t .  T his i s  shown

in  th e  f a c t  t h a t  w h ile  o th e r  p e o p le , in c lu d in g  h er own husband, a re  having

a f f a i r s ,  Sara  never h a s . The fo llo w in g  q u o ta tio n  i l l u s t r a t e s  h e r  id ea lism ;

C e tte  env ie  de v iv re  à  l ' h ô te l  n ’a v a i t  r i e n  à  v o i r  avec 
l e s  sen tim en ts  que Sara  a v a i t  pour Jacq u es , m ais seulem ent 
avec ceux que personnellem en t e l l e  s ' i n s p i r a i t ,  e l l e  e t  
l a  v i e ,  d ep u is  quelques années. O utre q u 'e l l e  c r o y a i t  que 
c ’ é t a i t  pour e l l e  l e  moment de v i e i l l i r  e t  q u 'e l l e  Jacques— 
c a r  Sara en é t a i t  quand même encore l à ,  à  c r o i r e  que l 'a m o u r, 
l u i ,  ne p o u v a it v i e i l l i r —e l l e  d é s i r a i t  ardemment ne p lu s  
im portuner personne avec son c a ra c tè re  d i f f i c i l e .  A 1 'h ô te l ,  
e l l e  n 'e n  a u r a i t  f a i t  s o u f f r i r  personne. Et l e s  c a ra c tè re s  
d i f f i c i l e s  s 'y  épan o u issen t Jacques é t a i t  e n t iè ra a e n t  
absorbé p ar l a  la n cé e  des f i l e t s . ^

S ara  f e e l s  o n ly  t r u e  lo v e . A gain, Sara  ex p re sse s  h e r  views o f

lo v e :

J 'a im e  pas quand i l  d o r t  t r o p ,  d i t  Ja c q u e s , ca  l ’ a b r u t i t .
Quand i l  e s t  a b r u t i ,  j e  l 'a im e  m oins. Moi j e  l ’aime 
encore  p lu s ,  d i t  S a ra . (p . 71)

—J e  t 'a im e  p lu s  grand que l a  m er, d i t - e l l e .
—Et l ’Océan?
—P lu s que l 'O c é a n , p lu s  que to u t  ce  qu i e x i s t e .
—E t to u t  ce qu i e x is te  pas?
—P lu s  a u s s i  que to u t  ce qui e x is te  p a s . (pp. 137-38)

S o c ie ty 's  in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  lo v e  can be seen  th ro u g h  th e  eyes 

o f  th e  o th e r  c h a r a c te r s :  i t  i s  c o n fin in g , a  source  o f  a l ie n a t io n  from

o th e r  p eo p le . As Jacques rem arks:

M arguerite  D uras, Un B arrage C ontre  Le P a c if iq u e  (P a r is :  
E d itio n s  G allim ard , 1958), p . 236.

\ l a r g u e r i t e  D uras, Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de T a rq u in ia  (P a r is :  
E d itio n s  G allim ard , 1953), pp. 6^ - 6 5 . (F u rth e r  re fe re n c e s  made to  t h i s  
t e x t  w i l l  show page re fe re n c e  o n ly ) .
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Sauf l o r s q u 'e l l e  se  re tro u v e  p e t i t e  bo u rg eo ise  conme
avec l e s  p a re n ts  du d a n in eu r . Mais—i l  s o u r i t—au
fo n d , q u i n 'e s t  pas enferm é avec qui? (p . 73)

The re a c t io n s  o f  th e  group o f  f r ie n d s  su rro u n d in g  S ara  dem onstrate  

t h e i r  annoyance w ith  h e r because  o f  h e r lo v e  f o r  h e r  son . To than, t h i s  i s  

l im i t in g  her frcm ex p erien c in g  o th e r  p a ss io n  and fo rb id s  freedom :

—Ce que j ' a i  rem arqué, d i t  l'homme, c 'e s t  v o tre  
amour pour v o tre  e n fa n t ,  j ' e n  a i  même é té  ag acé .

—Tout l e  monde, d i t  S a ra . (p . 130)

A v ery  b i t t e r  resen tm en t o f  lo v e s ' confinem ent r e v e a ls  i t s e l f  

th ro u g h  th e  sho p k eep er's  rem arks about h is  deceased  w ife :

—Non, d i t  l ' é p i c i e r ,  avec e l l e  j ' a i  perdu  ma jo i e  
de v iv r e .  M ain tenan t, j e  ne s u is  p lu s  qu'am ertum e.
(p . 165)

Love does n o t a llo w  enough freedom  f o r  one to  ex p ress  h im se lf  o r 

to  l i v e  and en joy  l i f e  to  i t s  f u l l e s t .  Ludi makes tv o  rem arks about 

a f f e c t io n  which g iv e  a  good a n a ly s is  o f  M arg u erite  D oras' s ta tem en t on 

rom antic  a rd o r in  t h i s  n o v e l:

—Tu s a i s ,  r e p r i t  L udi, c 'e s t  p e u t - ê t r e  b ien  l 'am o u r 
à  l a  longue qu i rend  méchant comme ç a . Les p r is o n s  
en o r des grandes amours. I l  n 'y  a  r i e n  qu i enferme 
p lu s  que l 'am o u r. Et d 'ê t r e  enfermé à  l a  lo n g u e , ça  
ren d  m échant, même l e s  m e il le u r s ,  (pp. 2^7-48)

A f te r  r e f e r r in g  to  lo v e  a s  a  golden p r is o n , Ludi l a t e r  adm its 

t h a t  th e r e  i s  no e scap e , no v a c a tio n  from t h i s  p a s s io n . U sing th e  a d je c t iv e  

"golden" shows th a t  a f f e c t io n  i s  a  th in g  o f  v a lu e , however, i t  i s  n o t 

e n t i r e ly  d e s ir a b le  o r  good because o f  i t s  c o n fin in g  a sp e c t:

—I I  n 'y  a  pas de vacances à  l 'a m o u r, d i t - i l ,  ça  
n 'e x i s t e  p as. L 'am our, i l  f a u t  l e  v iv re  com­
p lè tem en t avec son ennui e t  t o u t ,  i l  n 'y  a  pas 
de vacances p o s s ib le s  a  ça .
I l  p a r l a i t  sans l a  r e g a rd e r ,  fa c e  au f le u v e .

—Et c 'e s t  ça l 'a m o u r. S 'y  s o u s t r a i r e ,  on ne
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p e u t p a s . Comme à  l a  v i e ,  avec sa  b e a u té , s a  merde
e t  son ennu i, (p . 258)

However, M arguerite  Duras does seen  to  d is t in g u is h  betw een th e  

a f f e c t io n  among f r ie n d s  and th e  rom antic  fondness between lo v e r s .  F r ie n d ­

sh ip  appears  in  a  much more fa v o ra b le  l i g h t .  F rien d sh ip  a llow s freedom 

and does away w ith  b a r r i e r s  between p e o p le . One does n o t ex p erien ce  th e

unknown th rough  f r ie n d s h ip :

— P e u t - ê t r e , d i t  D iana. E l le  a jo u ta :  Mais q u * est-ce
gu i mangue à  to u s  ces  amis? On e s t  to u s  l à  à  s 'a im e r , 
à  s ’aim er l e s  uns l e s  a u t r e s ,  q u 'e s t - c e  qui nous manque?

—P e u t-ê tr e  l 'in c o n n u , d i t  S a ra . Dans c e t  e n d r o i t - c i  
on e s t  drôlem ent coupé de l 'in c o n n u ,

—P e u t- ê t r e ,  d i t  D iana, q u ' i l  n 'y  a  r i e n  qu i coupe de 
1 ' inconnu comme l 'a m i t i é ,  (p . 103)

Toward th e  end o f  th e  nove l Ludi s t a t e s  t h a t  i t  was th ro u g h  

lo v in g  h is  f r ie n d s  th a t  he le a rn e d  th e  meaning o f  f r ie n d s h ip ,  o r  o f  an un­

encumbered a rd o r , a  freedom in  lo v e :

— J e  vous a im era i to u jo u r s ,  t o i  e t  Jac q u e s . Toute 
ma v ie .  J e  vous aime te lle m e n t q u ' i l  me semble 
q u e lq u efo is  que c 'e s t  à  p a r t i r  de vous que j ' a i  
découvert l 'a m i t i é .  I l  a jo u ta ,  to u jo u r s  p e n s if ;
E t to u jo u r s ,  à  p a r t i r  de vou s, j e  tro u v e  que l e s  
gens qu i n 'o n t  pas d 'a m is , comme nous sommes, ce 
so n t des espèces d 'in f i r m e s ,  (p . 2U8)

Hy u s in g  th e  image o f th e  c r ip p le  M arguerite  Duras i s  a b le  to  

p o in t ou t t h a t  p ass io n  no t between f r ie n d s  i s  made up o f  h in d e rin g  o r 

b in d in g  q u a l i t i e s .

The main theme p re se n t in  M oderato C an tab ile  i s  t h a t  o f  lo v e . 

The p re s e n ta t io n  in  th e  n o v e ls  up to  t h i s  p o in t ,  has been somewhat s u b t le .  

M arg u erite  Duras in tro d u ce s  t h i s  them e, now in  a  b la ta n t  manner. C lose 

t o  th e  beg inn ing  o f th e  novel a  crim e i s  com m itted, a  murder o f  p a ss io n  

o ccu rs  a t  a  sm all c a fe . The r e s t  o f  th e  n o v e l rev o lv es  around t h i s
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m urder as  th e  main c h a r a c te r ,  Anne D esharedes, becomes in c re a s in g ly  more 

in te r e s t e d  in  th e  even t and seeks to  d isco v e r more and more ahout th e  f a c t s  

o f  th e  m urder. Anne m eets a  man a t  th e  c a fe .  Chauvin, who a ls o  w itn essed  

th e  m urder. She m eets Tn'w s e v e ra l  tim es  a t  th e  c a f e ,  under th e  p re te n se  

o f  be ing  ou t f o r  a  w alk , in  o rd e r to  d is c u s s  what m ight have happened be­

tween th e  lo v e r s .  The more th e y  t a l k  about th e  lo v e  betw een th e  man and 

woman which f i n a l l y  drove him to  k i l l  h e r ,  th e  more M arguerite  Duras 

in te rm in g le s  l i f e  and d ea th . In  t h i s  novel th e  theme o f  lo v e  cannot be 

se p a ra te d  from th a t  o f  d eath .

Le thème de l'am o u r e t  l e  thème de l a  m ort re v ie n n en t 
constamment, e t  comme a u tan t de v a r ia t io n s ,  su r  l 'im a g e  
i n i t i a l e .  A ce s ta tism e  se  combine une p ro g re ss io n  
q u i ,  d 'a i l l e u r s ,  nous ramène au p o in t de d e p a r t . 5

Anne d rin k s  wine w hile  she and Chauvin t a l k .  M arguerite  D uras'

co n te n tio n  t h a t  a lco h o l f r e e s  one from s e l f - l im i t a t i o n s  and in h ib i t io n s

p la y s  an im portan t f a c to r  in  t h i s  n o v e l. Anne, because  o f  h e r u n f u l f i l l e d

p a ss io n  in  h e r m a rria g e , f e e ls  a  d e s ir e  from deep w ith in  to  be th e  woman

who was s la in  o u t o f  p a ss io n , and who f in d s  th e  u l t im a te  f u l f i l lm e n t  o f

lo v e , o f  p a s s io n , in  d e a th .

. . . E l l e  r e f a i t  avec Chauvin l 'h i s t o i r e  de ce m e u rtre , 
de c e t t e  femme e t  de c e t homme u n is  dans une m ort 
" c h o is ie " .  I l  a p p a r t ie n t  à  l'homme de t e u r ,  à  l a  
femme de m o u r ir .°

As Anne co n tin u es  to  d r in k  she t r i e s  to  become t h a t  woman th ro u g h  th e  r e ­

le a s e  which th e  wine p ro v id es  f o r  h e r by im agining what th e  reason  and

^Duras, Moderato Cantabile, notes par Jean Bessiere (Les Editions
de Minuit 1958; rpt. Paris: Bordas, 1972), p. 30.

^Ibid.5 p. 105•



34

th e  s i tu a t io n  le a d in g  to  th e  d e a th  m ight have been . Jean  B e ss ie re  speaks

o f  h e r  freedom in  th e  fo llo w in g  s ta tem en t:

Une femme en p o sse ss io n  de l ’amour e n tre  dans une 
a v en tu re -q u i l a  l i b è r e  de to u te s  l e s  co n tingences 
fa u s sa n t l e  sen tim en t e t  v o i la n t  l 'a b s o lu  de 1*ex­
p é r ie n c e . L 'e x p é r ien c e  o r ig in a i r e ,  l e  s u b s tr a t  
ém otionnel du roman, l a  r e p ré s e n ta t io n  même d ’Anne 
D ebaresdes son t à  p la c e r  sous l e  s ig n e  de 
l ’ in t e n s i t é .^

One evening Anne and h e r husband g iv e  a  p a r ty .  Anne i s  detached 

frcm  everyone and ev ery th in g  th a t  i s  s a id  to  h e r . The o n ly  th in g  o f im­

p o rtan ce  becomes h e r  d e s i r e ,  h e r  d e s ir e  to  be th e  s l a i n  woman and to  

ex p erience  f u l f i l lm e n t  in  p a ss io n . A ll Anne can th in k  about i s  Chauvin, 

who, a lth o u g h  n o t in v i te d ,  i s  lu rk in g  o u ts id e  th e  g a rd en  fe n c e .

L’homme s ’ e s t  r e le v é  de l a  g rèv e , s ’ e s t  approché 
des g r i l l e s ,  l e s  b a ie s  so n t to u jo u rs  il lu m in é e s , 
prend le s  g r i l l e s  dans ses  m ains, e t  s e r r e .  Gemment 
n ’e s t - c e  pas encore  arrivé?®

L’Homme re v ie n d ra  m algré l u i  su r ses  p a s . I l  
re tro u v e  le s  m agno lias, l e s  g r i l l e s ,  e t  l e s  b a ie s  au 
l o i n ,  encore e t  encore é c la i r é e s .  Aux lè v r e s ,  i l  a  
de nouveau ce  chan t entendu dans l 'a p r è s - m id i ,  e t  ce  
ncm dans l a  bouche q u ' i l  p rononcera un peu p lu s  f o r t .
I l  p a s se ra , (pp . 138-39)

He has been h e lp in g  h e r  to  become th e  o th e r  woman by  f i l l i n g  in  d e ta i l s

o f  th e  m urder. A fte r  she becomes in to x ic a te d ,  an in to x ic a t io n  which f r e e s

h e r from her form er s e l f ,  she goes in to  th e  garden and vo m its . T his i s

s ig n i f ic a n t  in  th e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  re p re se n ts  th e  r e je c t i o n  o f  h er form er

id e n t i ty  and th a t  she has now step p ed , o r p ro g resse d , in to  a  new id e n t i ty .

? I b id . ,  p . 27.
Û
M arguerite  D uras, Moderato C an tab ile  ( P a r is :  E d itio n s  de

Minuit, 1958), p. 137. (Further reference by page only).
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She wants to  he w ith  Chauvin and confirm  h er new s e l f .  B e s s ie re  rem arks

ahout th e  l i a i s o n  between Anne and Chauvin:

S e c re te  a f f i n i t é  née du h a sa rd : deux ê t r e s  son t
tém oins d 'u n  crim e ap rè s  le q u e l  l e  m e u r tr ie r  se
j e t t e  su r l e  co rps de l a  femme q u ' i l  a  tu é e ,  pour
l e  c o u v rir  de b a is e r s .  Anne D esbaresdes d ev in e , 
à  ce  momait, que son fève  de p a ss io n  abso lue  e s t  
p o s s ib le ,  que l 'am o u r tro u v e  sa  p e r fe c t io n  dans l a  
m o rt. E l le  s a i t  comment échapper à  1 ' in d if fé r e n c e  
co n ju g a le  dont e l l e  se se n t p r i s o n n iè r e . . .9

Anne s u c c e s s fu lly  assumes th e  i d e n t i ty  o f  th e  dead woman. Her 

hands a re  always co ld  and so a re  h e r k is s e s .  M en ta lly  she i s  th e  woman

who d ie d  and h er m ental s t a t e  ex p re sses  c o ld , d e a th - l ik e  p h y s ic a l a t t r i ­

b u te s .  For a l l  p r a c t ic a l  purposes she d ie d ,  as  th e  woman had:

—J e  v o u d ra is  que vous soyez m orte , d i t  Chauvin.
— C 'e s t  f a i t ,  d i t  Anne D esbaresdes. (p . 155)

B ess iè re  t a lk s  o f  t h i s  sym bolical d e a th :

...A n n e  e t  Chauvin ne v iv e n t c e t t e  r é p é t i t i o n  que 
symboliquement ou "m agiquanent". I l s  ne r e t ie n n e n t  
qu 'une  seu le  q u a l i té  de l a  m ort: l e  f r o id .  Mains
f r o id e s ,  b a is e r s  f r o id s :  v o i là  l e s  s ig n es  de
l 'a c c o m p li .10

M arguerite  Duras p re s e n ts  an o th er s id e  to  th e  theme o f  lo v e  in  

h e r n o v e l. D é tru ire  D i t - E l le . Here love  a c ts  as  a  f re e in g -a g e n t f o r  th e  

c h a r a c te r s .  Through lo v e  thqyescape s e l f is h n e s s  and expand to  ex p erience  

each  o th e r :

E n tre  ces t r o i s  p e rsonnages, i l  n 'y  a  aucune r i v a l i t é ;  
i l s  p a r ta g e n t une p a ss io n  u n iq u e , v iv e n t dans une 
m anière de con fusion  sen tim en ta le  e t  p resque physique 
oa i l s  tro u v e n t l e  bonheur.

^Duras, Moderato Cantabile, notes par Jean Bessière (Les Editions
de Minuit 1958; rpt. Paris: Bordas, 1972), p. 105-

^°Ibid . ,  p. 105-
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L'amour ne r é d u i t  p lu s  l e  s u je t  à  lu i-m ân e , m ais 
l e  c o n d u it à  l a  re co n n a issan ce  e t  à  l a  l ib é r a t io n  
d ’a u t r u i . ^

Love i s  such an om nipotent fo rc e  th a t  i t  a ls o  becomes a  d e s tru c ­

t i v e  fo r c e .  “ I t  does n o t make th e  c h a ra c te r s  seek d e a th  a s  in  Moderato 

C a n ta b ile , b u t i t  w i l l  d e s tro y  any o b s ta c le  which i s  any th ing  t h a t  i s  n o t 

lo v e , n o t f r e e :

A ussi l 'am o u r n 'e s t - i l  p lu s  a u to -d e s tr u c t io n ,  m ais 
simplement l a  d e s tr u c t io n  de ce  q u i n ’ e s t  pas 
amour .^2

Each o f  th e  th re e  c h a r a c te r s ,  A lis s a , Max Thor and S te in  p o sse sse s  

an  u l t im a te  freedom  th roughou t t h i s  n o v e l. T h e irs  i s  th e  a b i l i t y  to  p a ss  

in to  an anonymity o f  b e in g , to  lo v e  each  o th e r ,  and be l i k e  each o th e r ,  

w ith o u t r e g u la t io n s :

La p a ss io n  supprim e l e s  d iv is io n s  e t  l e s  d if f e re n c e s  
s o c ia le s .  I l  n 'y  a  p lu s  a d u l tè r e  n i  i n f i d é l i t é ,  l a  
femme n 'e s t  pas l e  p ièg e  c o n s t r u i t  p a r  l a  s o c ié té  
"b o u rgeo ise"  pour résum er l e s  i n t e r d i t s  e t  l e s  c o n tra ­
d ic t io n s ;  lo in  de to u te  f ra u d e , e l l e  f a i t  du sen tim en t 
une m anière  de P ro té e  cap ab le  de co n fren d re  to u te s  le s  
co n d u ite s  humaines e t  de c r é e r  une v é r i t a b le  f r a t e r n i t é .

Love exp ressed  in  D é tru ire  D it -E l le  i s ,  th e r e f o r e ,  a  m ix tu re  o f 

humanism, hum anitarian ism  and a  f r a t e r n i t y  o f  mankind. The in h ib i t i o n s ,  

r e s t r a i n t s  and w hatever b a r r i e r s  one f a l l s  v ic tim  to  a re  e ra sed  by t h i s  

u n iv e r s a l  lo v e  w hich, in  t h i s  n o v e l, re n d e rs  u n p a ra lle le d  freedom to  th e  

c h a r a c te r s .  Jean  B ess iè re  g iv e s  such a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  lo v e  theme as 

i t  ap p ears  in  t h i s  n o v e l:

^^ Ib id .

^^ Ib id .

l ^ I b id . ,  p . 22.
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Le personnage se " d i t ” lu i^ ê m e ,  m ais i l  p eu t d i r e  
to u t  a u s s i  exactem ent l ' i n t é r i o r i t é  de l ’a u t r e ,  
comme i l  p eu t l u i  p r ê t e r  son re g a rd  ou sa  r é f le x io n .
S te in  d é c la re  à  A lis s a  l ’amour de Max Thor en même 
temps q u ' i l  l a  c a r e s s e .  C’e s t  l a  f i n ,  de l a  s o l i ­
tu d e  e t  l a  p o s s i b i l i t é  d 'u n e  c ommunic a t  io n . H  n 'y  
a  p as  de c a r a c tè re  p r iv é  de 1 ’ in d iv id u , de sa  v i e ;  
même l e s  g e s te s  l e s  p lu s  in tim e s  son t o ccas io n  de  
s p e c ta c le .  C’ e s t  l a  forme d ’un "humanisme" q u i ne 
rep o se  que su r  l e  sen tim en t. Une t e l l e  " s o l id a r i t é "  
n 'e s t  p o s s ib le ,  que p a ré e  que chacun a  d éc id é  
d ’ ig n o re r  l e s  l im i t e s  de son moi e t  d ’aim er.
...A n n e  D esbaresdes e s s a y a it  de r é d u ire  l a  d is s o c ia ­
t i o n  de son moi p a r  l ’amour; dans D é tru ire  D i t - E l le  
l ’amour n ’ e s t  p o s s ib le  que p a r  l a  d écouverte  de c e t t e
d is s o c ia t io n .

The ty p e  o f  lo v e  p re se n te d  by M arg u erite  D uras in  D é tru ire

D it -E l le  i s  no t one which s o c ie ty  has adopted  o r even reco g n ized : th e

u n iv e r s a l  menage à  t r o i s . As Claude M auriac d e s c r ib e s  in  h is  a r t i c l e :

L’amour, p a r  exemple, qu i n ’e s t  pas ce  que l ’on c r o î t ,  
n i  ce que l ’on d i t ;  qu i peu t se  p ré s e n te r  comme i c i ,  
sous une forme que nous n ’avons pas a p p r is  à  c o n n a ît r e ,  
à  r e c o n n a î t r e ,  amour in d if f é r e n c ié  qu i e s t ,  au même moment, 
l e  b ie n  ( e t  l e  m al) l a  j o i e  ( e t  l a  so u ffra n c e )  de deux 
hommes e t  de deux femmes, amour que l ’ on ne f a i t  p a s , 
amour d é f a i t ,  m ais que rend  ces é tra n g e rs  co m p lic e s .15

The l a s t  o f  M arg u erite  D uras’n o v e ls , L’Amour, has a  very  nega­

t i v e  p re s e n ta t io n  o f th e  theme o f  lo v e . The a u th o r r e tu rn s  to  th e  combina­

t io n  o f  d ea th  and lo v e , such a s  one f in d s  in  M oderato C a n ta b ile , and to  

th e  id e a  o f co n fin in g  lo v e  which appeared  in  Les P e t i t s  Chevaux. M arguerite  

Duras u ses  th e s e  id e a s  a s  a  sp rin g b o ard  from which she launches a  much 

s tro n g e r  s ta tem en t on lo v e .

^^ I b id .

^^Claude M auriac, "Le Cinéma, f lu id e  amour, a r t  v o l a t i l , "  Le 
F ig a ro  L i t t é r a i r e , no. 1228 (1 e r -  7 dec. I 969 ) ,  37-38.
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The worcL lo v e  appears  on ly  a  few tim es in  th e  n o v e l. The m ajor 

p a r t  o f  th e  hook d e a ls  w ith  a  p r is o n , d ea th  and f i r e s  a t  th e  p r is o n . Why, 

th e n , would th e  au th o r t i t l e  h e r novel L*Amour? I t  ap p ea rs  th a t  sh e , in  

o rd e r t o  s tre n g th en  h e r s ta tem en t has kep t to  a  minimum th e  u se  o f th e  

v e ry  word she proceeds to  d e sc r ib e , th e reb y  re n d e rin g  a  p re s e n ta t io n  o f 

lo v e  which i s  alm ost a l l e g o r ic a l .

The th re e  main c h a r a c te r s ,  two women and one man, rem ain unnamed 

th roughou t th e  e n t i r e  n o v e l. The woman who appears i n  p r is o n  a t  th e  be­

g in n in g  s t a t e s  t h a t  she i s  S. T ha la . The o th e r  woman, who i s  p re sen te d  

tow ard th e  end o f th e  n o v e l, says t h a t  she i s  th e  d e a th  o f  S. T ha la . These 

two in s ta n c e s  a re  found in  th e  fo llo w in g :

—I I  m’a  d i t  p lu s ie u r s  noms ce m atin  quand j e  vous 
c h e r c h a i s ^ e l l e  s ’a r r ê t e —j ' a i  c h o is i  c e lu i  de 
S. T hala .
•  •  •

—Je  s u is  l a  m orte de S. T ha la . (p . 8 3 )

I t  seems th a t  M arguerite  Duras i s  is su in g  a  p ro c lam atio n  on love  

which s ta t e s  t h a t  lo v e  i s  as  r e s t r i c t i n g  and co n fin in g  as a  p r iso n  would 

b e . I t  i s o la t e s  and a p p lie s  s t r i c t  re g u la tio n s  upon lo v e r s .  The fo llow ing  

passages exp ress D uras’ id e a s  o f  t h i s  ty p e  o f lo v e :

—La p r is o n —i l  a jo u te —c ’ é t a i t  é te in t  quand je  
s u is  p a r t i —i l  s ’a r r ê t e ,  i l  l ’ inform e—ça b rû le  
souven t.
Les s irè n e s  h u r le n t .  Le voyageur d i t :

— Ça b rû le  encore.
—Oui m ais p lu s  lo in —i l  s ’a r r ê te — ça b rû le  to u jo u rs  

quelque p a r t .  (p . 86)

F ir e s  a re  c o n tin u a lly  b reak ing  ou t in  th e  p r is o n . T his coupled 

w ith  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  young woman came th e re  to  d ie  ap p ea rs  a s  a  sym bolical

^^M arguerite  D uras, L’Amour (P a r is :  E d itio n s  G a llim ard , 1971),
p . 62 . (F u rth e r re fe re n c e  by page o n ly ) .
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p re s e n ta t io n  o f f i r e  a s  p a s s io n . T his p a ss io n  slow ly consumes th e  p r is o n e r  

w ith  th e  f i n a l  r e s u l t  o f  d e a th . T h e re fo re , th e  u l t im a te  f u l f i l lm e n t  o f 

p a ss io n  i s  in  d e a th , an id e a  which was f i r s t  m entioned in  M oderato 

C an tab ile  and which now appears  t o  be confirm ed in  M arg u erite  Duras* 

l a t e s t  n o v e l, L*Amour.

At th e  fo u n d a tio n  o f  a l l  th e  th an es  which M arguerite  Duras employs 

l i e s  an e a rn e s t d e s ir e  f o r  freedom which becomes i n t r i n s i c a l l y  a tta c h e d  

to  each theme and v i t a l  in  th e  com prehension o f  each. The q uest about 

which M arguerite  Duras seems t o  be most concerned i s  t h a t  o f th e  ach iev e ­

ment o f an u lt im a te  freedom. The r e f l e c t i o n  o f  freedom , a t  l e a s t  p a r t i a l ,  

i s  p re se n te d , fo r  th e  most p a r t ,  under two p a r t i c u la r  c o n d itio n s , in s a n i ty  

and in to x ic a t io n .  Although in s a n i ty  o b v io u sly  g ra n ts  t o t a l  freedom , f r e e ­

dom from s e l f  and from a r b i t r a r y  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f s o c ie ty  th e  s t a t e  most 

c lo s e ly  rassem bling  in s a n i ty  i s  th a t  o f  in to x ic a t io n . Ifeny o f  Duras* 

c h a ra c te rs  f in d  a  c e r ta in  f a s c in a t io n  o r ,  p e rhaps, f ix a t io n  w ith  a lc o h o l .

As A lfred  Cismaru n o te s ;

. . .d r in k in g  occupies a  s p e c ia l  p la c e  in  th e  p re c a rio u s  
e x is te n c e  o f  h e r n o v e l*s c h a r a c te r s .  To a  g r e a te r  or 
l e s s e r  d eg ree , champagne, cognac, and above a l l  w hisky 
c o n s t i tu te  th e  v i t a l  in g re d ie n ts  o f  most D urasian  p e r­
so n ag es .1?

The s t a t e  o f  in to x ic a t io n  o f f e r s  each c h a ra c te r  a  sense  o f  f r e e -  

dcmi, th e  ty p e  o f  freedom which o b liv io n  p roduces. Through o b liv io n  each 

c h a ra c te r  f in d s  a  r e le a s e  from th e  b o rin g  l i f e  he le a d s  and th e r e f o r e ,  

u ses  a lc o h o l more and more to  e ra se  p ro b lons o r boredom.

17Alfred Cismaru, "Salvation Through Drinking in Marguerite
Duras* Short Stories," Modern Fiction Studies, (l9T3-7^), +̂87-̂ 95.
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In  Le M arin de G ib ra l ta r  Anne and th e  n a r r a to r  f e e l  th e  need to

d r in k  w h ile  d is c u s s in g  any s u b je c t:

. . . E l l e  m angeait un to u t  p e t i t  peu p lu s  que moi. La 
f a t i g u e ,_sans d o u te , qu i me n o u r r i s s a i t ,  e t  l e  v in ,  
e t ,  qu i s a i t ?  J e  commandai une n o u v e lle  c a ra fe  de 
v in .  —Q u elq u efo is , d i s - j e ,  j e  ne peux pas m’a r r ê t e r  
de b o ir e  du v in ,  c e r ta in s  j o u r s .—J e  s a i s  d i t - e l l e ,
Mais on va ê t r e  s a o u ls .—C’e s t  ce  q u ' i l  f a u t ,  d i s - j e .

—j e  v o u d ra is  s a v o ir  l a  f i n  de c e t t e  h i s t o i r e ,  d i s - j e ,  
de l a  femme du m arin de G ib r a l ta r .  E l le  ne se  f i t  pas 
p r i e r .  On ne m angeait p lu s ,  on b u v a i t ,  on b u v a it to u ­
jo u rs  p lu s .  (p . 1 6 5 )

Cism aru, a l s o ,  f in d s  th a t  th e  m ajor rea so n  f o r  th e  u se  o f  a lc o h o l

in  D uras' n ovels  i s  th e  c re a t io n  o f a  s t a t e  o f  o b liv io n :

D rinking  ap p ea ls  fo r  a  v a r ie ty  o f  re a so n s , o f  c o u rse , b u t 
th e y  can a l l  be summarized by one work: o b liv io n . O bliv ion
o f  th e  s ta s e s  o f  l i f e ,  o f  i t s  ro u t in e  p le a su re s  and d i s s a t i s ­
f a c t io n s  o f  th o se  one lo v e s  o r  b e f r ie n d s  a s  w e ll ,  and o f  
o n e s e lf  above a l l ,  t h a t  cumbersome b e in g , t h a t  be ing  ^  t r o p  
a s  S a r t r e  used to  p u t i t . 19

Anna appears  to  be d i s s a t i s f i e d  w ith  h e r s e l f  d u ring  th e  e n t i r e  

n o v e l. She has an abundance o f  m a te r ia l  w ea lth  and one m ight co n s id e r 

t h a t  w ith  a l l  th e s e  p o sse ss io n s  she must o b ta in  freedom ; however, th e  b o re -  

d(m o f  h e r q u ix o tic  sea rc h  has en g u lfed  h e r l i f e  l i k e  a  drunken s tu p o r . 

C onsequently , Anne must f e e l  som ething o f tro p  a s  she c o n tin u e s  sea rc h ­

ing  and co n tin u e s  d r in k in g . D rin k in g , th e r e f o r e ,  p ro v id es  th e  on ly  

l i b e r a t io n  from t h i s  f e e l in g .

The n a r r a to r ,  who fo r  e ig h t y e a rs  worked f o r  th e  M in is tre  

copying m arriag e  l i c e n s e s ,  d ea th  c e r t i f i c a t e s  and b i r t h  re c o rd s , a  v e ry

x8M arguerite  D uras, Le M arin de G ib ra l ta r  ( P a r is :  G allim ard ,
1952), p . 1 6 5 .

^^Cism aru, " S a lv a tio n  Through D rinking  in  M arguerite  D uras’ 
S hort S to r ie s ,"  p . ^8 9 .
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te d io u s  and monotonous jo b , does n o t change h is  s t y l e  o f  l iv in g  when he 

jo in s  Anna on h e r y a c h t. The on ly  d if f e r e n c e  i s  t h a t  now he i s  unemployed, 

b u t h is  e x is te n c e  rem ains te d io u s  and monotonous. L ike Anna, who has an 

u n lim ite d  supply  o f  w hiskey , he u ses  l i c u o r  to  l u l l  h is  senses in to  a  tem­

p o ra ry  freedom from t h i s  monotony:

J* é t a i s  un homme l i b r e ,  sans femme, e t  qui n ’a v a i t  p lu s  
aucune a u tr e  o b l ig a t io n  que de se  ren d re  heureux . Mais 
on a u r a i t  demande à  c e t  homme pourquoi i l  a v a i t  d éc id é
de q u i t t e r  l 'E t a t  c i v i l ,  q u ' i l  a u r a i t  é té  in c ap a b le  de
l e  d i r e .  J e  v e n a is  de rompre avec l e  monde du bonheur dans 
l a  d ig n i té  e t  l e  t r a v a i l ,  p a rc e  que j e  n 'a v a i s  r é u s s i  à  
l e s  co n v ain cre  de mon m alheur. En somme, j e  ne t e n a i s  
p lu s  mon d e s t in  d 'au cu n  a u tr e  que de moi-même, e t  d é so r­
m ais ma cause  ne c o n c e rn a it que moi s e u l .^ ^

Je  m archais m al, t r è s  le n ta n e n t , e t  c e t  homme l i b r e  
é t a i t  a u s s i  lo u rd  q u 'u n  m ort. Dans to u t  mon c o rp s , l e  
v in  c i r c u l a i t ,  m êlé à  mon sang, e t  i l  f a l l a i t  que j e  l e  
t r a n s p o r te  enco re  avec m oi, encore e t  en co re , ju s q u 'à  ce 
qu’ i l  s o r te  e t  q u ' i l  p is s e  a u -d eh o rs . I l  f a i s a i t  que 
j ’a t te n d e . A tten d re  de p i s s e r  l e  v in ,  a t te n d r e  que du 
v in  de l a  l i b e r t é  dont j ' é t a i s  s a o u l, (p . 87)

S a ra , Ja c q u e s , Ludi and D iana sh a re  th e  f a s c in a t io n  fo r  l iq u o r

in  Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de T a rq u in ia . The most f re q u e n t a c t io n  which

occu rs th ro u g h o u t t h i s  novel i s  t h a t  o f  r a i s in g  a  g la s s  o f  l iq u o r  to  th e

l i p s .  In  th e  sm all v i l l a g e  th e y  have chosen as  t h e i r  summer r e t r e a t ,

th e s e  fo u r c h a ra c te r s  use  a lc o h o l in  o rd e r to  escape  th e  boredom o f t h e i r

su rround ings and o f  each  o th e r .  S a ra  and Diana a r e  known fo r  t h e i r

d r in k in g  o f  b i t t e r  cam paris:

En g é n é ra l e l l e s  é ta i e n t  ensem ble, ce  qui ne s a t i s ­
f a i s a i t  pas l a  p lu p a r t  des a u t r e s .  S ara  e t  D iana

by page o n ly ).

pQ
D uras, Le M arin de G ib r a l ta r ,  p . 86 -87 . (F u r th e r  re fe re n c e
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é ta i e n t  de p lu s  des fe m e s  qu i b u v a ien t d ix  c a sp a r i 
p a r  jo u r ,  qui é ta i e n t  é t r a n g è re s .

Jacques and S ara  adm it to  be in g  bored  b u t do n o th îag  about i t ;

—Tu t 'e n n u ie s ?  C’e s t  ça?
E l le  ne ré p o n d it p a s .

—C’e s t  ça  ou a u tre  chose?
— C 'e s t  ç a . J e  m’ en n u ie , d i t  Sara .
—Moi a u s s i ,  j e  m 'ennuie  beaucoup, d i t - i l .

I l  a jo u ta :  E t de quoi t 'e n n u ie s - tu ?  (p . 68)

Anne in  Moderato C an tab ile  t r i e s  to  r e l i v e  th e  p a ss io n  o f  th e

•woman who has d ie d . In  a  s t a t e  o f  in to x ic a t io n  s ie  becomes detached  frcm

h e r s e l f ,  from h e r  o-wn id e n t i t y ,  and i s  f r e e  to  be t h e  o th e r  woman and

ex p erien ce  what th e  o th e r  woman has ex p erienced . A lfre d  Cismaru rem arks

about t h i s  l i b e r a t io n  th rough  in to x ic a t io n  th a t :

...A n n e  D e s b a re s d e s .. . ,  i s  M arguerite  D uras' l e r o in e  
o f  u lt im a te  freedom , o f  involvem ent, o f  lo v e  and v io ­
le n c e , o f  metem psychosis -  a l l  a t t a in a b le ,  perhaps and 
p a r t l y ,  w ith  th e  a id  o f  l i q u o r . 22

With th e  a id  o f  l iq u o r ,  Anne becomes in to x ic a te d  w ith  
th e  p e r s o n a li ty  o f  th e  v ic tim ; she cannot he lp  m imicking 
th e  g e s tu re s  and movements th e  o th e r  -woman must have 
made o r re p e a tin g  th e  words she must have s a id , in  th e  
in to n a tio n  she must have u sed . Her id e n t i f i c a t io n  -with 
th e  o th e r  i s  h e r r e in c a r n a t io n ,  h e r p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  l i f e ,  
in  th e  m ystery  o f l i f e ,  in  th e  happ iness and v io le n c e  o f  
l i f e . 23

Anne needs th e  a s s is ta n c e  o f  wine in  o rd e r to  t a lk  t o  Chauvin and q u estio n  

bi-m about th e  m urder. The -wine seems to  support h e r  and g iv e  h e r s tre n g th  

where o th erw ise  she m ight be a f r a id  to  co n tinue  a  r e la t io n s h ip  under such

^^M arguerite D uras, Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de T a rq u in ia  (P a r is :  
E d itio n s  G allim ard , 1953), p . 29. (F u rth e r re fe re n c e  by page o n ly ) .

22Cismaru, "Salvation Through Drinking in Marguerite Duras'
Short Stories," p. %92.

^^ Ib id . , p . It93.
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q u e s tio n a b le  c ircum stances. The fo llo w in g  ex ce rp t d e n o n s tra te s  some o f  

h e r r e l ia n c e  upon wine:

—Que j e  h o is  du v in  en v o tre  compagnie, t e r m in a - t - e l l e — 
e l l e  r i t  subitem ent dans un é c l a t —m ais pourquoi a i - j e  
t a n t  râ v ie  de r i r e  a u jo u rd 'h u i? 2^

—J e  v o u d ra is  b o ire  un peu de v in — e l l e  réclam a p l a i n t i -  
v a a e n t , comme d é jà  l é s é e .  J e  ne s a v a is  pas que l 'h a b i tu d e  
vous en v e n a it  s i  v i t e .  V o ilà  que j e  l ' a i  p re sq u e , 
d é jà .  I l  commanda l e  v in . I l s  l e  b u ren t ensemble avec 
a v id i t é ,  mais c e t t e  f o i s  r i e n  ne p re s sa  Anne D esbaresdes 
de b o ir e ,  que son penchant n a is s a n t  pour l ' i v r e s s e  de ce  
v in .  E l le  a t t e n d i t  un moment a p rè s  l 'a v o i r  bu e t ,  avec 
l a  v o ix  douce e t  f a u t iv e  de l 'e x c u s e ,  e l l e  recommença à  
q u es tio n n e r c e t homme.25

Chauvin, a ls o ,  t r i e s  to  r e l i v e  th e  p a r t  o f  th e  man who m urdered 

th e  woman. He assumes th e  p e r s o n a l i ty  o f  th e  man enough to  s a t i s f y  A nne's 

q u e s tio n s  and p lay  a  supporting  r o le  to  h e r . T his assum ption o f  a  new 

id e n t i t y  on th e  p a r t  o f  Anne and Chauvin i s  f a c i l i t a t e d  by  th e  wine which 

th e y  consume during  t h e i r  c o n v e rsa tio n s . The more th e y  d r in k  th e  more 

th e y  a re  r e le a s e d ,  to  a  s ig n i f ic a n t  d eg ree , to  ta k e  on a  new id e n t i ty .

In  Dix heures e t  demie du s o i r  en é té  th e  p ro ta g o n is t .  M aria i s  

on v a c a tio n  w ith  h e r husband, P ie r r e ,  and a  f r ie n d ,  C la i r e ,  who i s  soon 

to  become P i e r r e 's  lo v e r .  M arie knows what w i l l  happen as  she senses th e  

amorous f r i c t i o n  between P ie r r e  and C la i r e .  M aria, though , w i l l  soothe 

h e r  f e e l in g s  in  l iq u o r . I t  i s  obvious t h a t  M aria i s  an a lc o h o l ic .  E very- 

tim e  th e y  s to p , she goes to  a  b a r and d rin k s  to  a t t a i n  freedom . She i s  

f re e d  from her d isag ree a b le  p re se n t s i tu a t io n ,  t h a t  o f  w atching h e r husband 

ta k e  a  lo v e r .  In  h e r s t a t e  o f  in to x ic a t io n  she i s  r e le a s e d  from th e  problem

2kD uras, Moderato C a n ta b ile , p . 71. 

^ ^ I b id . ,  p . 72.
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o f  P ie r r e  and C la ire  and f in d s  a  new M aria when she d isc o v e rs  th e  fu g itiv e *  

P a e s tr a ,  crouch ing  on th e  ro o f  o p p o s ite  h e r a s  she w atches a  summer storm  

from one o f  th e  h o te l  "balconies. Then M aria d e c id e s  to  he lp  P a e s tra  e s­

cape th e  p o lic e  who a re  lo o k in g  f o r  him . She f in d s  a  new id e n t i ty  in  th e  

M aria who p ledges h e r s e l f  t o  th e  escape o f  a n o th e r . Perhaps she sees a  

s im i la r i ty  in  t h e i r  s i tu a t io n s :  she i s  a  f u g i t iv e  from  r e a l i t y .  This

involvem ent accompanied "by in to x ic a t io n  f r e e s  M aria from  h e r s e l f  and h er 

problem s. As Germaine Brêe comments:

. . .T h e  s to ry  o f  M a ria 's  n ig h t o f  anguish  and r e v e la t io n  i s
to ld  in  an atm osphere o f  in to x ic a t io n  and nightm ar e , v is u ­
a l l y  re c o n s tru c te d  a s  in  a  f i lm , each moment sh a rp ly  e tched  
in  darkness o r l i g h t ,  w ithou t any re c o u rse  to  e x p la n a tio n , 
ex traneous comment, o r m oral judgem ent. More m arkedly th an  
in  Moderato C a n ta b ile , th e  in te n s e ly  s u b je c tiv e  y e t  q u a s i-  
im personal v is io n  o f in to x ic a t io n  shapes th e  s tra n g e  sequence 
o f  ev en ts  t h a t  f i l l s  M aria 's  n ig h t .26

I t  i s ,  th e r e f o r e ,  apparen t t h a t  a lc o h o l p la y s  an im portan t r o le

in  D u ra s 'n o v e ls . I t  se rv e s  a s  a  ro ad  to  freedom , even though t h i s  r e le a s e

w i l l  o b v io u sly  be on ly  tem porary . T h is freedom  w i l l  be t o t a l  and com plete

in  D uras' p re s e n ta t io n  o f in s a n i ty .

M arguerite  D uras, always p reoccup ied  by th e  e s s e n t ia l ly  
human problem s o f  communication, o f  s o l i tu d e ,  o f  b o re ­
dom, o f d e s ir e  and lo v e  tem pered and f r u s t r a t e d  by s o c ia l  
d e l ib e ra t io n s  p re s e n ts  u s  f r e q u e n tly  w ith  h e ro es  and 
h e ro in e s  who, w ith  th e  a id  o f  l iq u o r ,  manage to  r e b e l  
somewhat, to  become p a r t i a l l y  and te m p o ra rily  r e in c a r ­
n a te d , and to  consen t l a t e r  to  th e  m e d io c rity  o f  l i f e  
l a t e r ,  when th e  g lo s s in e s s  o f  r e v o l t  has been e ra sed  by 
th e  passage o f  tim e.^T

^^Germaine B rêe, The In tro d u c tio n  t o  Four Novels by M arguerite  
Duras (New York: Grove P re s s , I n c . ,  1965) ,  p .  xv .

27Cismaru, "Salvation Through Drinking in Marguerite Duras'
Short Stories," p. h95.



1̂ 5

The n ex t two n o v e ls  which fo llow ed . Le V ice-C onsul ( I 966 ) and

L*Amante A nglaise  ( I 967 ) ,  a ls o  d e a l w ith  th e  theme o f  in s a n i ty .  In  I 96U

M arguerite  Duras produced a  n o v e l. Le Ravissem ent de Loi V. S te in ,  in

which th e  p ro ta g o n is t .  L o i, i s  m en ta lly  dem ented. L o i never reco v ered

com plete ly  from th e  nervous breakdown she had a s  a  young g i r l  a f t e r  h e r

f ia n c e  broke t h e i r  engagement f o r  an o th e r woman. She rem ained in  h e r room

to r  s e v e ra l weeks w h ile  re c u p e ra tin g  from h e r  breakdown, stopped speaking

excep t to  say how bored  she was?

P u is  e l l e  se  p l a i g n i t ,  p lu s  e x p lic ite m e n t, d ’éprouver 
une fa t ig u e  in su p p o rta b le  à  a t te n d re  de l a  s o r t e .  E l le  
s 'e n n u y a i t ,  à  c r i e r .  Et e l l e  c r i a i t  en e f f e t  q u 'e l l e  
a t t e n d a i t ,  ré c la m a it  avec l 'im p a t ie n c e  d 'u n  e n fa n t un 
rem édie immédiat à  ce  manque. Cependant aucune des 
d i s t r a c t io n s  qu 'on  l u i  a v a i t  o f f e r t e s  n 'a v a i t  eu ra is o n  
de c e t  é t a t .  P u is  Loi c e s sa  de se  p la in d re  de quoi 
que ce  s o i t .  E l le  c e s sa  même p e t i t  à  p e t i t  de p a r l e r .
Sa c o lè re  v i e i l l i t ,  se  découragea. E l le  ne p a r la  que 
pour d i r e  q u ' i l  l u i  é t a i t  im p ossib le  d 'ex p rim er combien 
c 'é t a i t  ennuyeux e t  lo n g , long  d 'ê t r e  Loi 7 . S te in .^ o

T his was th e  f i r s t  e x p re ss io n  o f  h e r d e s i r e  to  be  someone o th e r

th a n  h e r s e l f ;  and th u s  she b eg in s  to  ach iev e  a  t o t a l  freedom  because o f

her m ental in c a p a c ity . Loi i s  n o t com pletely  in s a n e ; b u t she has been

a f fe c te d  j u s t  enough t o  say  t h a t  she i s  n o t re s p o n s ib le  f o r  a l l  o f  h e r

a c t io n s .  This demented s t a t e  g iv e s  h e r a  key to  un lock  th e  door o f r e a l i t y

and wander ou t beyond r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  w h ile  p ro v id in g  a  re a so n a b le  excuse

fo r  h e r a c t io n s .

The p l o t ,  d e a lin g  a s  i t  does w ith  a demented p e rso n , 
c o n ta in s  many p assag es  p o in tin g , to  th e  slow decay o f  a 
human's s p i r i t u a l  l i f e  and to  v a in  e f f o r t s  o f te n  made to  
postpone th e  in e v i ta b le  p a r a ly s is  o f  i n t e l l i g e n c e .^9

28M arguerite  D uras, Le Ravissem ent de L oi V. S te in  (P a r is :  
E d itio n s  G allim ard , I 96U), p .  23-2U.

^^A lfred  Cismaim, M arg u erite  Duras (New York: Twayne P u b lish e rs ,
I n c . ,  1971) ,  p . 110.
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Loi le a d s  a  v e ry  q u ie t  l i f e  u n t i l  she m eets Jack  H old, f o r  whom 

she  has an u n ex p la in ab le  a t t r a c t i o n ,  and d isc o v e rs  t h a t  he i s  hav ing  an 

a f f a i r  w ith  T a tia n a , L o l 's  b e s t  f r ie n d  when she was young. Loi th e n  be­

g in s  going  f o r  walks in  th e  ry e  f i e l d s  behind  th e  h o te l  so she can see  th e

room where Jack  and T a tia n a  m eet. Thus she v ic a r io u s ly  en joys t h e i r  love

a f f a i r .

Lorsque j e  s u is  a l l é  à  l a  f e n ê t r e  de l a  chambre de 
l ’H ôtel des Bois où j 'a t t e n d a i s  T a tia n a  K ar, l e  m ard i, 
à  l 'h e u r e  d i t e ,  c 'é t a i t  l a  f i n  du jo u r ,  e t  que j ' a i  
c ru  v o i r  à  m i-d is ta n c e  e n tr e  l e  p ie d  de l a  c o l l in e  e t  
l 'h ô t e l  une forme g r i s e ,  une fgarnie, dont l a  b londeur 
cendrée  à  t r a v e r s  l e s  t i g e s  du s e ig le  ne p o u v a it p as  me 
trom per, j ' a i  éprouvé, cependant que j e  m 'a t te n d a is  à  
t o u t ,  une ém otion t r è s  v io le n te  dont j e  n 'a i  pas su 
to u t  de s u i te  l a  v r a ie  n a tu re ,  e n tre  l e  doute e t  
1 ' épouvante, l 'h o r r e u r  e t  l a  j o i e ,  l a  t e n ta t io n  de c r i e r  
g a re , de s e c o u r ir ,  de re p o u sse r  pour to u jo u rs  ou de me 
p ren d re  pour to u jo u r s ,  pour to u te  Loi V. S te in , D 'a m o u r .^0

M arguerite  Duras p ro g re s se s  from th e  m en ta lly  demented Loi V. 

S te in  to  a  t o t a l l y  in san e  young Cambodian g i r l  in  h e r  n ex t n o v e l. Le V ice- 

Consul ♦ The young g i r l  becomes p reg n an t and i s  d r iv e n  from h e r v i l l a g e .  

She wanders from v i l l a g e  to  v i l l a g e  u n t i l  h e r p i t i f u l  s t a t e  o f  p h y s ic a l 

h e a l th  adds to  h e r d e te r io r a t in g  m en ta l h e a l th .  She must alw ays be in  

c o n s ta n t sea rch  o f  food and s h e l t e r ;  she i s  always unwanted; she cannot 

communicate w ith  o th e rs  because  she i s  so f a r  from home th a t  no one 

u n d e rs tan d s  h e r language . T h is  cau ses  h e r  to  fo rg e t  where she i s  going 

and why and e v e n tu a lly  to  fo rg e t  who she i s .  Thus, th e  Cambodian g i r l  

becomes a lu n a t ic  f o r  a l l  t o  lau g h  a t  and push a s id e .

^^Duras, Le Ravissement de Loi V. Stein, p. 139.
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T his young g i r l  has ach ieved  t o t a l  freedom  th rough  h e r  in s a n i ty .  

Even th e  most r id ic u lo u s ,  th e  most h iz a r r e  a c t io n  coming from h e r  would he 

im m ediately  d ism issed  from th e  minds o f th e  o th e rs  f o r  she i s  in san e  and , 

th e r e f o r e ,  no t to  he h e ld  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  h e r  own a c t io n s .

One o f  th e  most s t r ik in g  scenes o f  h e r  in s a n i ty  which shows h e r

a n im a lis t ic  b eh av io r i s  found in  th e  fo llo w in g :

E l le  cherche  dans sa  ro b e , e n tre  ses  s e in s ,  e l l e  s o r t  
quelque chose qu’e l l e  l u i  te n d ; un  p o is so n  v iv a n t .  I l  
ne bouge p a s . E l le  rep rend  l e  p o isso n  e t ,  l u i  m o n tran t, 
e l l e  croque l a  t ê t e  en r i a n t  davantage en co re . Le 
p o isso n  g u i l lo t i n e  remue dans sa  m ain. E l le  d o i t  
s 'am u ser de f a i r e  p e u r, de donner l a  nau sée . E l le  
avance v e rs  l u i .  C harles R o sse tt r e c u le ,  e l l e  avance 
en co re , i l  re c u le  encore , m ais e l l e  avance p lu s  v i t e
que l u i  e t  C harles R o sse tt j e t t e  l a  monnaie p a r t e r r e ,
se re to u rn e  e t  f u i t  v e rs  l e  chemin en c o u r a n t . 31

No one would ever co n sid e r having h e r a r r e s te d  because she i s  com plete ly  

mad. In s te a d , th e  peop le  who come in  c o n ta c t w ith  h e r choose to  ig n o re

h e r  o r look  a t  her w ith  amusement s in c e  th e y  cannot r e l a t e  to  h e r condi­

t io n .

The freedom o f  th e  Cambodian g i r l  i s  in  d i r e c t  c o n tr a s t  to  th e

a c tio n s  o f  th e  V ice-Consul in  t h i s  n o v e l. Jean-M arc de H ., th e  V ice-

C onsul, i s  co n sid e red  by th e  o th e r  c h a ra c te rs  to  be a  p e c u l ia r  p e rso n .

His a c t io n s  could  q u ite  p robab ly  be viewed a s  i r r e g u la r  o r a  l i t t l e  on

th e  mad s id e ,  b u t he must answer fo r  them as  he has no t a t ta in e d  th e

freedom o f  th e  young Cambodian g i r l .  Cismaru summarizes h is  a c t io n s :

Jean-M arc de H ., V ice-Consul a t  Lahore, has been removed 
from h is  p a s t because , w ithou t any ap p aren t re a so n , he 
has  sh o t a  gun in to  th e  Shalim ar G ardens, a  d e p o s ito ry

^ ■ ^ a rg u e rite  D uras, Le V ice-Consul (P a r is :  E d itio n s  G a llim ard ,
1 9 6 6 ) ,  p .  2 0 5 .
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o f  le p e r s  and dogs. His sh o ts  were n o t aimed a t  anyone in  
p a r t i c u l a r ,  h u t some ( le p e r s ,  o r dogs, o r  b o th ) d ie d  a s  a  
r e s u l t  o f  th e  a c c id e n t. While th e  French o f f i c i a l s  study  
th e  c a s e , he i s  sen t to  C a lc u tta , s i t e  o f  th e  Embassy.
Here he becomes invo lved  w ith  th e  d rin k in g  crowd o f  th e  
d ip lo m atic  co rps and b e fr ie n d s  th e  A m bassador's w ife ,
Anne-Marie S t r e t t e r . . .  A ll we le a r n  a t  th e  end o f  th e  novel 
i s  th a t  Jean-M arc de H. w i l l ,  p ro b ab ly , be sen t t o  Bcanbay 
and, p ro b ab ly , th e  whole u n in te l l ig ib l e  a f f a i r  w i l l  be 
fo rg o tte n  by everyone concerned .32

The V ice-C onsul f in d s  freedom o n ly  th ro u g h  l iq u o r .  He w i l l  be 

reprim anded fo r  th e  u n in te l l ig ib l e  a f f a i r  fo r  he la c k s  th e  key which un­

lo c k s  th e  door to  th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  o f  h is  a c t s ,  t h a t  o f  Madness.

The l a s t  novel to  d ea l d i r e c t ly  w ith  in s a n i ty  i s  L*Amante

A n g la ise . C la ire ,  th e  p ro ta g o n is t ,  who i s  m en ta lly  d is tu rb e d , has been

f r e e  from r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  many y e a rs . Her husband, P ie r r e ,  h i r e s

C la i r e 's  d e a f  and dumb c o u s in , T hérèse , t o  ta k e  c a re  o f  a l l  household

ch o re s . A fte r  th e  a u th o r i t i e s  d isco v e r th a t  C la ire  i s  th e  one who k i l l e d

T hérèse , th e y  t r y  to  f in d  a  m otive . Of c o u rse , th e r e  i s  no m o tive . C la ire

knew th a t  i t  was som ething which needed to  be done, and t h a t  i s  a l l  she

would say . In  h e r t o t a l  freedom any th ing  i s  p o s s ib le  and a c c e p ta b le .

C la ire  was m erely  a c t in g  w ith o u t any r e s t r a i n t  and a f te rw a rd s  she f e l t  no

rem orse o r  sorrow.

—Vous ne savez pas pourquoi vous l 'a v e z  tu ée?
—J e  ne d i r a i  pas ç a .
—Q u 'e s t 'c e  que vous d i r ie z ?
—Ça dépend de l a  q u estio n  qu 'on  me pose.
—On ne vous a  jam ais posé l a  bonne q u estio n  s u r  ce

crim e?
—Non. Je  d is  l a  v é r i t é .  S i on m 'a v a it  pose l a  bonne 

q u e s tio n  j 'a u r a i s  tro u v é  quoi rép o n d re . C e tte  
q u e s tio n , moi non p lu s ,  j e  ne peux pas l a  t ro u v e r .

32Cism aru, M arguerite  D uras, pp . 112-113.

33Marguerite Duras, L'Amante Anglaise (Paris: Editions Galli­
mard, 1967 ) ,  p . 1 6 5 .
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Even i f  C la ire  i s  p laced  in  an  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  she w i l l  rem ain f r e e ;  

in  h e r mind C la ire  l iv e s  in  a  w orld w ithou t l im i ta t io n s  and r e s t r i c t i o n s .

I t  i s  t h i s  ty p e  o f  t o t a l  freedom , which Duras p a in ts  a s  be in g  p u re  and 

untouched by any o th e r  human, which appears  to  be so d e s i r a b le .

M arguerite  Duras ho lds to  some o f  th e  t e n e t s  o f  th e  school o f  

th e  nouveau roman in  th e  e x p re ss io n s  o f  w a itin g , a p a th y , in a c t io n ,  boredom 

and le th a rg y  which pervade h e r n o v e ls . These moods and fe e l in g  o r la c k  o f  

f e e l in g  a re  b e s t  produced by Duras* in te r p la y  o f  b a n a l ,  monotonous s i tu a ­

t io n s  accompanied by mundane, t r i t e  c l ic h e s  and d ia lo g u e . She i s  so suc­

c e s s f u l  a t  c re a tin g  a  to n e  o f  l a s s i tu d e  th a t  th e  r e a d e r 's  aw areness o f te n  

becomes lu l l e d  in to  a  q u ie t  com placency. However d u l l  t h i s  may seem on 

th e  s u r fa c e , t h i s  a b i l i t y  to  c ap tu re  th e  mood o f a  s i tu a t io n  so com pletely  

t h a t  i t  draws th e  re a d e r  in to  th e  expressed  mood i s  one o f  Duras* f in e s t  

and c e r ta in ly  one o f h e r s tro n g e s t  p o in ts .

One o f  th e  more obvious examples o f  apathy  ap p ea rs  in  th e  n o v e l. 

Le M arin de G ib r a l ta r . What cou ld  be more b o rin g  th a n  commiting o n e se lf  

to  a  seem ingly en d less  sea rc h  fo r  a  s a i l o r  o f  a  vague d e s c r ip t io n  and no 

name who could  be in  any p o r t ,  m ajor c i t y  o r v i l l a g e  in  th e  w orld? The 

commitment i t s e l f  i s  th e  o n ly  j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  The a c t io n  o f  th e  commit­

ment o f search ing  th e  g lobe  f o r  th e  s a i l o r  i s  somewhat b lu r re d  by a l l  th e  

t a l k  o f  a c t io n . The t r u e  a c t io n  o f  th e  novel appears to  be l i t t l e  more 

th a n  c o a s tin g  from one p o r t  to  a n o th e r , th e  d r i f t i n g  b e in g  w e ll camouflaged 

by w ords, empty and m ean ing less w ords. Whiskey a g a in  e n te r s  and d u l ls  

th e  s e n sa tio n s  o f  th e  c h a r a c te r s .  S ince d rin k in g  i s  th e  m ajor a c t i v i t y  

which o c cu rs , th e  c h a ra c te rs  a re  in  such a  s t a t e  o f  la n g o r t h a t  th e y
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cou ld  n o t do much o f  any th ing  even i f  th e y  t r i e d .  Cism aru makes t h i s  

comment :

I n to x ic a t io n ,  fo r  example, a llow s o n ly  r e s t l e s s  s le e p  
and uneven e a tin g  h a b i ts .  T h is  r e s u l t s  in  extrem e 
f a t i g u e , “and th e  c h a ra c te rs  com plain f r e q u e n tly  o f  
b e in g  t i r e d .  T h e irs  i s  n o t a  mere p h y s ic a l w e a rin e ss ; 
i t  i s  a  le th a r g ic  c o n d itio n  t h a t  becomes a  perm anent 
p a r t  o f  t h e i r  e x is te n c e ; i t  d u l l s  s e n sa tio n  and emotion 
and th u s  s h e l t e r s  th e  f r i e n d ly ,  a cq u ie sc in g  v ic tim s  from 
a c tu a l  p a r t i c ip a t io n  in  l i f e .  F in a l ly ,  as  one m ight 
e x p e c t, v e ry  l i t t l e  love-m aking and a  g re a t  d e a l o f  t a l k  
abou t i t . 3^

In  th e  fo llo w in g  passage  one r e a l i z e s  j u s t  how im portan t d r in k ­

in g  i s  in  th e  l i v e s  o f  th e  n a r r a to r  and Anna. The r e p e t i t i o n  produces a  

g e n t le  hypnotic  e f f e c t :

La n a tu re  nous p a r a i s s a i t  fad e  à  c ô te .  J e  r e n t r a i s  
to u jo u r s  t r è s  f a t ig u é  de ces  e s c a le s .  Pour me 
r a c o n te r ,  j e  b u vais  du whisky. J 'e n  buvais de p lu s  
en p lu s . E l le  a u s s i  d 'a i l l e u r s ,  e l l e  en b u v a it de 
p lu s  en p lu s .  E t nous en bûmes to u jo u r s  p lu s  à  
m esure que l e  voyage avança. On b u t l e  s o i r .  P u is  
dans l 'a p r è s - m id i .  P u is  l e  m a tin . Chaque jo u r  un 
peu p lu s  t ô t .  I l  y  a v a i t  to u jo u rs  du whisky à  b o rd .
E l le  b u v a it d epu is  longtem ps, e l l e  b ie n  su r  d epu is  
q u 'e l l e  l e  c h e r c h a i t ,  mais d u ran t ce  voyage e l l e  l e  
f i t  avec p lu s  de p l a i s e r ,  j e  c r o i s ,  qu ’av an t. T rès 
v i t e ,  j e  bus à  son rythme e t  j e  c e s s a i  com plètem ent, 
quand nous é tio n s  ensem ble, de l a  r e t e n i r  de t r o p  
b o i r e .  Sans doute  é t a i t - c e  que nous devions s é r ie u x .
C 'é t a i t  s u r to u t du whisky que nous b u v io n s , e t  a u s s i  
du v in , du pernod. Mais l e  whisky é t a i t  ce  que, b ien  
en tendu , nous p ré fé r io n s .  Avant d 'ê t r e  am érican , c e t  
a lc o o l  e s t  en e f f e t  c e lu i  p a r e x ce lle n ce  des longues 
re c h e rc h e s  en m er. . . .L e  whisky a id a n t ,  p a r f o i s ,  nous 
l u i  tro u v io n s  de l a  d i v e r s i t é . 35

^^Cismaru, "S a lv a tio n  Through D rinking  in  M arguerite  D uras ' 
S ho rt S to r i e s ,"  p . ^90.

^^D uras, Le Marin de G ib r a l ta r , p . 237. (F u rth e r r e fe re n c e  by
page o n ly .
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Toward th e  end o f  th e  novel th e  n a r r a to r  suddenly  d ec id es  to  buy 

an o th e r change o f  c lo th e s  and to  wash. He and Anna have been s a i l in g  a l l

t h i s  tim e and a re  in  such a  s t a t e  o f  apathy  o r  le th a rg y  th a t  th e y  do not

have th e  energy o r  d e s ir e  to  change c lo th e s  o r  wash v e ry  o f te n .  As th e  

n a r r a to r  say s :

Dès C asab lanca; a c h e ta i t r o i s  chem ises g t  j e  recommençai 
à  me la v e r  e t  à  ê t r e  p ro p re . C ela a u s s i  f u t  un peu 
d i f f i c i l e  b ie n  s û r . Mais à  Grand-Bassam j ' é t a i s  
redevenu p resque to u t  à  f a i t  p ro p re , (p . 236)

The n a r r a to r  c o n tin u es  d e sc r ib in g  h is  c o n d itio n  in  th e  fo llo w in g

rem ark and v e ry  p o ig n a n tly  dem onstrates h is  boredom as  a  s t a t e  o f  having

n o th in g  b e t t e r  to  do:

Pour b ie n  c h e rch e r, c 'e s t  comme pour l e  r e s t e ,  i l  ne 
f a u t  f a i r e  que ç a , e t  sans rem ords d 'au cu n e  a u tre  
a c t i v i t é ,  sans d o u te r jam ais que l a  rec h e rc h e  d’un 
s e u l homme v a i l l e  qu 'un  a u tr e  homme y  co n sac re  sa  v ie .
Autrement d i t ,  i l  fa u t  ê t r e  convaincu q u 'o n  n 'a  r i e n  
de mieux à  f a i r e .  C 'é t a i t  pour ma p a r t ,  l e  c a s . Je  
n 'a v a is  r i e n  de mieux à  f a i r e .  J e  veux d i r e ,  q u 'à  l e  
c h e rc h e r , (p . 236)

W hatever a c tio n  does occur ap p ears  a t  tim es t o  be a s  f u t i l e  a s

th e  sea rc h  fo r  th e  s a i l o r . The n a r r a to r  d e sc r ib e s  th e  b o a t a s  though i t

were a  symbol o f t h e i r  own l o s t  movement:

Le b a tea u  se  l e v a i t  comme un c a c h a lo t , p u is  i l  retom ­
b a i t  i n e r t e ,  dans des g o u ff re s  a f f re u x . On a u r a i t  pu 
se  demander. Chaque f o i s  s ' i l  re m o n te ra i t .  Bruno se 
l e  demanda souvent e t  Epaminondas q u e lq u e fo is . Pour 
nous, ce  f u t  d i f f é r e n t  Son mouvement c o n tin u e l e t  
v a in , i l  n 'a v a n ç a it  pas e t  d u r a i t  comme i l  p o u v a it, 
a u r a i t  pu nous f a i r e  tro u v e r  e n tre  nos e f f o r t s  e t  
l e s  s ie n s  une ressem blance , (p . 238).

W aiting  and apathy  a re  ap p aren t in  D uras' Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de 

T a rq u in ia . The t i t l e  i t s e l f  shows b o th  o f  th e  themes s in c e  l e s  p e t i t s  

Chevaux de T a rq u in ia  i s  th e  name o f a  f r e i z e  on some E tru scan  tombs which
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Jacq u es , S a ra , Ludi and Gina t a l k  about going to  s e e  b u t never do . In ­

s te a d  o f  j u s t  d ec id in g  to  go o r  n o t to  go , th e re  i s  th e  a p a th e tic  r e a c t io n  

o f  j u s t  postpon ing  th e  id ea  o f  a  t r i p  u n t i l  l a t e r .  The d is c u s s io n  fo llo w s:

—Un p e t i t  voyage, d i t - i l .  On f e r a i t  Rome d ’une t r a i t e .
P u is  N aples. On d e sc e n d ra it  ju s q u 'à  Paestum . On 
p o u r r a i t  mèae a l l e r  un peu p lu s  lo in .

—I l  v a u d ra it  mieux a t te n d r e ,  d i t  D iana, avec c e t t e
c h a le u r . 36

—J ’a i  re g a rd e  l a  c a r te  c e t t e  n u i t ,  d i t  Jacq u es . En 
a l l a n t  à  Rome on p o u v a it s 'a r r ê t e r  à  T a rq u in ia  pour 
v o ir  l e s  p e t i t s  chevaux é tru sq u es  de L udi. D epuis l e  
te n p s  qu’ i l  nous r e b a t  l e s  o r e i l l e s  avec. A p a r t i r  
de N aples on n ’a u r a i t  pas p lu s  chaud q u ' i c i ,  (p . I 8 9 )

—Dans quelques jo u r s ,  d i t  S a ra .
—Tu p o u rra is  d i r e  pourquoi?
—Je  n ’a i  pas en v ie  en ce  moment, (p . I 89 )

I l  a  t r è s  env ie  d ’a l l e r  v o ir  Paestum , d i t  l ’homme, (p . 192)

Moi a u s s i ,  d i t - e l l e ,  j ’a v a is  env ie  d 'a l l e r  à  Paestum .
—Moi a u s s i ,  d i t  S a ra . Qui n 'a u r a i t  pas env ie  d ’a l l e r  

à  Paestum? Mais j e  ne veux pas qu 'on  m’y o b lig e .
—On a  com pris, d i t  D iana. E l le  a jo u ta :  Comme ça

personne n ’ i r a  à  Paestum . C 'e s t  comme ça qu’on r a t e  
t o u t . . .  (p . 1 9 2 )

The c o n v e rsa tio n  o s c i l l â t e s  about w hether t o  go o r  n o t .  There 

i s  no p a r t i c u la r  re a so n  o th e r  th a n  i t  i s  h o t o r someone does n o t want to  

be o b lig a te d  to  go. The d e c is io n  i s  m erely  postponed o r f i l e d  away in  

o rd e r  to  be decided  upon l a t e r .

Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de T arq u in ia  c re a te s  th e  im pression  th a t  a l l  

anyone does i s  w a it f o r  someone e l s e .  The fo llo w in g  p assage  i s  a  good 

example o f  t h i s  en d le ss  ch a in  o f  w a itin g :

og
D uras, Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de T a rq u in ia , p . I 8 8 . (F u rth e r

re fe re n c e  by page o n ly ) .
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I l s  v iv a ie n t  t r o p  le s  uns su r  l e s  a u t r e s ,  p ré te n d a ie n t 
l e s  u n s , dans une espèce de communauté a r t i f i c i e l l e  
p a rc e  que sans ra is o n  d 'ê t r e  p ro fonde. Ce n 'é t a i t  pas 
une h i s t o i r e  de communauté a r t i f i c i e l l e  ou non, p ré ­
te n d a ie n t  l e s  a u tr e s .  C 'é t a i t  que 1 ' en d ro it é t a i t  
t r o p  exigu d 'a h o rd , e n su ite  sans aucune re s so u rc e  de 
p l â i s i r ,  de d i s t r a c t io n  e t  que c 'é t a i t  pour c e la  q u 'o n  
com ptait t a n t  l e s  uns su r l e s  a u tr e s  pour se  d i s t r a i r e ,  
se  b a ig n e r se  prom ener, b a v a rd e r. Qu'on s 'a t t e n d a i t  
in term inablem ent to u s  l e s  jo u r s .  E t que pour a r r i v e r  
à  se  b a ig n er à  m id i, d i t  une femme, i l  f a l l a i t  s 'y  
p ren d re  dès neuf h eu res du m a tin , commencer dès l e  
le v e r  à  demander à  l 'u n ,  â  l ' a u t r e ,  s ' i l  v o u la i t  b ie n  
c e 'j o u r - l â  se  b a ig n e r avec vous. Cela p a rce  que l 'u n ,  
l ' a u t r e ,  a t t e n d a i t  à  son to u r  un a u t r e ,  un a u tr e  a u tre  
q u i , l a  v e i l l e ,  l u i  a v a i t  prom is d 'a l l e r  se  b a ig n e r 
avec l u i  mais q u i, d e p u is , s ' é t a i t  engagé avec un a u tre  
encore à  a l l e r  se b a ig n er avec l u i .  C 'é t a i t  un 
engrenage d 'a t t e n t e s  ré c ip ro q u e s , sans f i n .  (p p . 106-107)

During a  s im ila r  c o n v ersa tio n  Ludi, G ina, Jac q u e s , Sara  and

th e  g ro c e r t a l k  about th e  d i f f e r e n t  th in g s  to  do in  a  v i l l a g e  l i k e  th e

one where th e y  a r e .  The g ro c e r has been in v i te d  to  v i s i t  a n o th e r v i l l a g e

and seems to  be a t  a  lo s s  as  to  what he could  do th e r e .  The fo llo w in g

i s  p a r t  o f  t h i s  co n v ersa tio n :

—Non, d i t  l e  v ieu x , i l  f a u t  v e n ir .  Le v i l l a g e  donne 
à  l a  fo is  su r l a  mer e t  su r l a  montagne. Un peu 
comme i c i ,  s au f l e  f le u v e , (p . 235)

—Mais q u 'e s t—ce que j ' y  f e r a i?  demanda l 'é p i c i e r ,  
to u te  l a  jo u rn é e , q u 'e s t - c e  que j e  p o u rra i b ie n  y  
f a i r e ?  (p . 235)

—Tu t e  prom èneras, d i t  L udi. Et p u is ,  t u  tro u v e ra s  
b ie n  quoi f a i r e ,  j e  s u is  t r a n q u i l l e ,  (p . 235)

—J e  p o u rra is  to u jo u rs  e ssay e r de v e n ir ,  d i t  l ' é p i c i e r .
C 'e s t  t r è s  p rè s  par l e  c a r .  Une heure .

—C 'e s t  d i f f i c i l e  de changer sa  v ie ,  d i t  Ludi. Rien 
au monde n 'e s t  p lu s  d i f f i c i l e .

—C 'e s t  ceux qui se p la ig n e n t l e  p lu s  de le u r  v ie  qu i 
en changent l e  moins v o lo n t ie r s ,  d i t  G ina, c 'e s t  connu.
(p . 235)

The l a s t  p a r t  where Gina m entions th a t  th o se  who com plain th e

most a re  th e  l e a s t  l i k e ly  to  change ho lds t r u e  in  t h i s  n o v e l. Jacq u es ,
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S a ra , Ltidi and Gina com plain a'bout th e  h e a t ,  th e  food and th e  boredom as

do A ll th e  o th e r  peop le  v i s i t i n g  t h i s  same v i l l a g e .  An example o f  what

th e  p eo p le  t a l k  about a s  th e y  a re  e a tin g  a t  th e  o n ly  h o te l  in  th e  v i l l a g e :

On se  p a r l a i t ,  on s ' i n t e r p e l l a i t  d 'u n e  t a b le  à  l ' a u t r e ,  
e t  l e s  co n v ersa tio n s  en g é n é ra l g ag n aien t to u te s  l e s  
t a b le s  de l a  to n n e l le .  E t de quoi p a r l a i t - o n  s in o n  de 
c e  lie u  in f e r n a l  e t  de ces  vacances q u ' i l  en é t a i t  a in s i  
de  to u te s  l e s  vacances. D 'a u tr e s ,  non Beaucoup se sou­
v e n a ie n t a v o ir  passé  d 'e x c e l le n te s  v acan ces , to u t  à  
f a i t ,  r é u s s ie s .  Tout l e  monde é t a i t  d 'a c c o rd  s u r  ce 
p o in t  q u ' i l  é t a i t  r a r e  de r é u s s i r  ses  v acan ces , r a r e  e t  
d i f f i c i l e ,  i l  f a l l a i t  beaucoup de chance.
En g é n é ra l ,  personne ne se so u v en a it a v o ir  p assé  des 
d es vacances a u s s i  r a té e s  que c e l l e s - c i .
Sur l e s  causes de ce r a ta g e ,  l e s  a v is  d i f f é r a i e n t ,  (p . 106)

I t  i s  ev id en t t h a t  c o n v e rsa tio n  i s  the  main a c tio n . O ther th a n  

ta lk in g  and e a tin g  very  l i t t l e  e ls e  happens. The people  spend th e  m ajor

p o r t io n  o f  t h e i r  co n v e rsa tio n s  com plain ing . While th e y  a re  e a tin g  a t  th e

h o te l ,  th e y  com plain about th e  fo o d , and , a lthough  th e r e  a re  two o th e r  

h o te ls  in  th e  v i l l a g e  j u s t  a c ro ss  th e  r i v e r  from them , th e y  r e j e c t  th e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  changing.

The management se rv e s  th e  same b o rin g  menu. The p eo p le  g e t  

t i r e d  o f  e a tin g  th e  same th in g  a l l  th e  t im e , b u t t h e  management r e fu s e s  to  

change even though th e  o th e r  two h o te ls  o f f e r  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f com peti­

t i o n .  The fo llo w in g  q u o ta tio n  p re s e n ts  a good view  o f  th e  a t t i t u d e s  o f  

th e  management and th e  p eop le :

Comme i l  n 'y  a v a i t  que c e t  h ô te l  on n 'a v a i t  pas l e  
ch o ix  d 'a l l e r  a i l l e u r s ,  du moins s u r  c e t t e  r i v e .  Et 
personne ne so n g ea it à  a l l e r  manger su r l 'a u t r e  r iv e  
où i l  y  a v a i t  cependant deux h ô te l s .  Won, on r e s t a i t  
su r  c e t t e  r iv e  to r r id e  où on m angeait forcém ent to u ­
jo u r s  l a  même chose , l e  p a tro n  ne c ra ig n a n t aucune 
c o n cu rren ce , fû t- c e  même c e l l e  de l ' a u t r e  r iv e :  du
p o is so n , des p â te s ,  du b o u il lo n . Le r a v i ta i l le m e n t ,  
p r é te n d a i t  l e  p a tro n , a r r i v a i t  mal e t  c 'é t a i t  l à  l a
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r a is o n  de ce  s ^ z ^ e te rn e l menu.
C 'é t a i t  une h ab itu d e  à  p ren d re , l a  p lu p a r t  des 
c l i e n t s  l 'a v a i e n t  p r i s e ,  (p . 105 )

Boredom, ap a th y  and a  m o tio n le ss  p re s e n t e x i s t  a ls o  in  Le Square. 

The e n t i r e  no v e l i s  a  m o tio n less  e x p re ss io n  s in c e  t h e  e x te n t o f  th e  a c t io n  

i s  a  c o n v e rsa tio n  on a  p a rk  bench. D uras' young m aid and salesm an b eg in  

a  c o n v e rsa tio n . They b eg in  ta lk in g  about t h e i r  own jo b s  which le a d s  t o  a 

d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a  change. A few o f  t h e i r  rem arks on 

change a re :

Mais e n tre  ce  qu i vous e s t  a r r iv é  i l  y  longtem ps e t  ce  
qu i vous a r r iv e  m a in ten an t, chaque jo u r ,  n 'a - t - o n  pas 
l e  to a p s  de changer e t  de p ren d re  goût à  a u t r e  ch o se , 
à  quelque chose?
—Eh b ie n i o u i, j e  ne d is  p a s , pour beaucoup c e la  d o i t  

a r r i v e r ,  o u i ,  m ais pour c e r t a in s ,  non. I l  y  en a  que 
d o iv en t s'accommoder de ne jam ais changer. Au fo n d , 
ce  d o i t  ê t r e  mon c a s . E t v ra im en t, j e  l e  c r o i s ,  pour 
m oi, c e la  va  d u re r .37

—Vous comprenez. M onsieur, s i  j e  r e f u s a i s  une f o i s  de 
f a i r e  une chose- n 'im p o rte  q u e lle  chose , n 'im p o rte  
q u e lle  ch o se , j e  commencerais a  m 'o rg a n is e r , à  me 
d é fen d re , à  m 'in té r e s s e r  à ce que j e  f a i s .  J e  commen­
c e r a is  p a r  une chose, j e  c o n tin u e ra is  p a r  une a u tr e  e t  
quoi encore? E t j e  f i n i r a i s  p a r  m 'occuper s i  b ie n  de 
mes d r o i t s  que j e  l e s  p re n d ra is  au s é r ie u x  e t  que j e  
c r o i r a i s  q u ' i l s  e x is t e n t .  J 'y  p e n s e ra is .  J e  ne 
m 'e n n u ie ra is  mène p lu s .  A in si j e  s e r a is  p e rd u e , (p p . 61-62)

The young maid co n tin u es  to  say t h a t  she i s  w a itin g  to  be chosen 

by a  man t o  be  h is  w ife . Then she w i l l  open th e  door to  th e  d in in g  room 

when th e  fam ily  i s  g a th e red  to g e th e r  and announce t h a t  she i s  th ro u g h  

working f o r  th a n . By h e r s e l f  she i s  n o t cap ab le  o f  changing h e r s i tu a t io n .  

The fo llo w in g  c o n ta in s  p a r t  o f  h e r e x p lan a tio n  f o r  n o t changing:

37M arg u erite  D uras, Le Square (P a r is :  E d itio n s  G allim ard ,
1955), p. l8. (Further reference by page only).
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—O ui, Ifeidem oiselle, ‘b ien  sû r  ne prenez pas ga rd e  à  
ces  r é f le x io n s .  E l le s  me v ien n en t à  l ’ e s p r i t  à  
1*occasion  de ce  que vous me d i t e s ,  sim plem ent, 
m ais j e  ne v o u d ra is  pas q u 'e l l e s  vous d éco u ragen t.
Au c o n tr a i r e  même, e t ,  voyez-vous, j ’ i r a i  même 
ju sq u ê  vous demander c e c i :  c e t t e  p o r te .  Mademoi­
s e l l e ,  q ue l moment p r iv i l é g i é  a tten d ez -v o u s  pour 
l ’o u v rir?  Pourquoi ne décidez-vous pas de l ’o u v r i r ,  
p a r  exemple, dès ce  s o ir?

—S eu le , j e  ne l e  p o u r ra is  p a s .
—Voulez-vous d i r e .  M adem oiselle, que n 'a y a n t n i  

a rg e n t n i  i n s t r u c t io n ,  vous ne p o u rr ie z  que 
reccanmencer, que c e la  ne s e r v i r a i t  donc à  r ie n ?

—Je  veux d i r e  c e la  e t  a u s s i  a u t r e  chose . J e  d is  que 
s e u le , j e  s e r a is  comme, j e  ne s a is  pas comment vous 
d i r e ,  comme p r iv é e  de se n s , o u i .  S eu le , j e  ne 
p o u rra is  p as  ch an g er. J e  c o n tin u e ra i à  a l l e r  à  ce  
h a l  avec r é g u la r i t é  e t  un jo u r  un homme me demandera 
d 'ê t r e  s a  femme, e t  a lo r s  j e  l e  f e r a i .  Avant c e la ,  
non, j e  ne l e  p o u rra i  p a s . (pp . TO-Tl)

—I l  f a u t  qu 'on  me c h o is i s s e  une f o i s .  De c e t t e  faço n  
j ’a u ra i  l a  fo rce  de changer, (p . 71)

Anne D esharedes in  Moderato C an tah ile  echoes a  s im ila r  id ea  o f 

"being a p a th e tic  tow ard change when she ta lk s  a'bout an  in e v i ta b le  f ix e d  

ro u t in e  around which h e r l i f e  re v o lv e s :

—On ne peu t pas é v i t e r  l e s  heures f ix e s ,  comment 
f a i r e  autrem ent? J e  p o u r ra is  vous d i r e  que j e  s u is  
d é jà  en r e t a r d  su r l 'h e u r e  du d în e r  s i  j e  compte 
t o u t  l e  chemin que j ’a i  à  f a i r e .  Et a u s s i ,  j ’o u b l ia i s ,  
que ce s o i r  i l  y  a  dans c e t t e  maison une ré c e p tio n  à 
la q u e l le  j e  s u is  te n u e  d 'ê t r e  p ré s e n te .

—Vous savez que vous ne po u rrez  f a i r e  autrem ent que d 'y  
a r r iv e r  en r e t a r d ,  vous l e  savez?

—Je  ne p o u rra is  pas f a i r e  au trem en t. J e  s a i s .^

The re a d e r  f in d s  monotony and boredom in  th e  f ix e d  ro u t in e s  and 

id l e  c o n v e rsa tio n s . Anne v e rb a l ly  ex p resses  t h i s  in  th e  fo llo w in g  s t a t e ­

ment about peop le  n o t knowing what to  do w ith  them selves in  t h i s  town:

page only).
gO
Duras, Moderato Cantabile, p. Il4. (Further reference by
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—P a rfo is  enco re , c 'e s t  l ' é t é  e t  i l  y  a  quelques
promeneurs su r  l e  b o u lev ard . Le samedi s o i r  s u r to u t ,  
p a rc e  que sans dou te  l e s  gens ne saven t que f a i r e  
d'eux-mêmes dans c e t t e  v i l l e .

—Sans d o u te , d i t  Chauvin. S u r to u t des hommes. De ce 
c o u lo ir ,  ou de v o tre  j a r d in ,  ou de v o tre  chambre, 
vous l e s  reg ard ez  souven t, (p . 112)

In  Dix Heures e t  Demie du S o ir  en Été th e r e  a re  fo u r  peop le

w a itin g .

P a e s t r a 's  lo n e ly  v i g i l  on th e  ro o f  to p s  r e f l e c t s ,  as  
i t  w ere, M aria 's  lo n e ly  v i g i l  on th e  balcony ; a s  he 
w a its  fo r  h is  in e v i ta b le  c ap tu re  and d ea th  a t  dawn, so 
she w a its  fo r  th e  in e v i ta b le  moment o f  consummation o f  
d e s ir e  f o r  which P ie r r e  and C la ire  a re  w a i t i n g . 39

In  th e  fo llow ing  p assag es  M aria i s  w a itin g  f o r  th e  r ig h t  moment

to  go g e t Rodrigo in  h e r c a r :

Personne ne s 'e s t  r e v e i l l e  dans l a  v i l l e .  R ien ne se 
p ro d u it .  La form e, e s t  r e s té e  d rapée  dans son 
im b é c i l l i t é .  Dans l 'h ô -^ e l r i e n  n 'a  bougé. Mais une 
fe n ê tre  s 'e s t  é c la i r é e  dans l a  m aison qu i touche  à  
l 'h ô t e l .  M aria se  re c u le  lég èrem en t. I l  f a u t  a t te n d r e .

As she a r r iv e s  to  p ic k  up P a e s t r a ,  w a itin g  r a th e r  th an  a c tio n

p la y s  an im portan t p a r t :

M aria , sereinem ent, lè v e  l a  m ain , enco re . I I  répond 
enco re . Ah q u e lle  m erveille. E l le  a  le v é  l a  m ain pour 
l u i  s i g n i f i e r  q u ' i l  d o i t  a t te n d r e .  A ttendez , d i s a i t  
sa  m ain, a - t - i l  compris? I l  a  c o m p ris .. .M aria r e ­
commence, patiem m ent, ra iso n n ab lem en t. A ttendez , 
a tte n d e z  Rodrigo P a e s tra .  A ttendez encore un peu , j e  
v a is  descend re , j e  v a is  v e n ir  v e rs  vous. (pp . T9-8o)

One o f  th e  l e n g th ie s t  p e rio d s  o f w a itin g  ta k e s  up th e  e n t i r e

novel of L'Après-midi de Monsieur Andesmas. As the title suggests this

" p u b lic a tio n  i s  b u i l t  around th e  s o l i t a r y  w a itin g  o f th e  o ld  man whose

^^Brée, p . x iv .

^^M arguerite D uras, Dix Heures e t  Demie du S o ir  en E té  (P a r is :  
E d itio n s  G allim ard , I 96O), p . 75. (F u rth e r  re fe re n c e  by page o n ly ) .
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name appears  in  th e  t i t l e . M o n s i e u r  Andesmas i s  w a itin g  to  g iv e  in ­

s t r u c t io n s  t o  an a r c h i te c t  f o r  th e  c o n s tru c tio n  o f  a  t e r r a c e .  However» he 

never succeeds in  having i t  h u i l t  d u rin g  th e  n o v e l.

From tim e t o  tim e , th e  o ld  man c a s ts  a  g lance  on th e  
v i l l a g e  below . There some s o r t  o f  h o lid a y  i s  b e in g  
c e le b ra te d . And th e  gay m usical fragm ents which spor­
a d ic a l ly  re a ch  h is  e a rs  emphasize h is  p a in fu l  l o n e l i ­
n ess and c o n t r a s t ,  in  mood and tem po, w ith  th e  s t a t i c ,  
p e t r i f i e d  e x is te n c e  he l e a d s . ^2

Here i s  a  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  h i s  w a itin g  which shows th a t  g lan ces

a t  h is  w atch a re  fo llow ed by p e rio d s  o f  dozing o f f  t o  s le e p :

M. Andesmas sou leva son b ra s ,  re g a rd a  sa  m on tre , v i t  
qu’ i l  é t a i t  h h eu res . A in s i , pendant l e  passage du 
c h ie n , M ichel Arc a v a i t  commencé à  p ren d re  du r e t a r d  
su r  l ’heu re  du rendez-vous qu’ i l s  a v a ie n t f ix é  ensem ble, 
i l  y  a v a i t  deux jo u rs ,  su r c e t t e  p la te -fo rm e . M ichel 
Arc a v a i t  d i t  que U heures moins l e  q u a rt é t a i t  une 
heu re  qu i l u i  co n v en a it. I l  é t a i t  U h eu res .
Son b ra s  une f o i s  retom bé, M. Andesmas changea de 
p o s i t io n .  Le f a u te u i l  d 'o s i e r  cragma p lu s  f o r t .  P u is , 
de nouveau, i l  r e s p i r a  rég u liè rem en t au to u r du co rp s  
q u ' i l  c o n te n a i t .^3

Loi S te in  in  Le H avissanent de Loi V. S te in  i s  a  v ery  in a c t iv e  

p erso n . Most o f h e r walks and re a so n s  f o r  going o u t a r e  due to  h e r 

c u r io s i ty  as a  voyeur. For L o i, a c t io n  i s  som ething she w atches o th e r 

engage in .  S ince h e r l i f e  i s  s t a t i c  in  i t s e l f ,  th e  o n ly  enjoyment o f 

a c t io n  ap p ears  to  be ^ in e d  th rough  th e  a c t io n  o f o th e r s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  th o se  

she knows som ething about p e rs o n a lly . Jack  Hold, whom she w atches in  h is  

c la n d e s tin e  lo v e  a f f a i r  w ith  T a tia n a , knows th a t  Loi i s  o u ts id e  th e  h o te l

h i
Cism aru, M arguerite  D uras, p . 100.

lip
I b id . ,  p . 101.

^^Marguerite Duras, L*Après-Midi de Monsieur Andesmas (Paris:
Editions Gallimard, 1962), p. 13.
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in  th e  f i e l d  w atching h i s  window. He re n a rk s  about L o l’ s p re sen ce  in  th e

fo llo w in g  s ta tem en t:

Tout â  coup l a  b londeu r n 'a  p lu s  é té  p a r e i l l e ,  e l l e  a  
bougé p u is  e l l e  s 'e s t  im m obilisée. J ' a i  c ru  q u 'e l l e  
d e v a it s 'ê t r e  aperçue  que j 'a v a i s  découvert sa  p ré se n c e .
Nous nous sommes donc re g a rd é s , j e  l ' a i  c ru . Combien 
de temps?^^

Loi must f e e l  t h a t  t h i s  i s  redeem ing a  p o r t io n  o f  h e r l o s t  and

b o rin g  e x is te n c e  a lth o u g h  she has only  an a p a th e t ic  approach to  l i f e  a s

she must l i v e  i t .  "As we have guessed , w atching T a tia n a  make lo v e  to

Jack  Hold a f fo rd s  o n ly  an in d i r e c t  and ts n p o ra ry  p le a s u re  to  th e  bored

p sy ch ic , l i f e l e s s  L o l."^ ^  There a re  s e v e ra l  o ccas io n s  where L o i, h e r s e l f ,

rem arks t h a t  she i s  bo red  w ith  h e r l i f e :

P u is  e l l e  se  p l a i g n i t ,  p lu s  e x p lic ite m e n t, d 'é p ro u v e r  
une fa t ig u e  in su p p o rta b le  à  a tte n d re  de l a  s o r t e .  E l le  
s 'e n n u y a i t ,  à  c r i e r .  Et e l l e  c r i a i t  en e f f e t  q u 'e l l e  
n 'a v a i t  r i e n  à  p en se r ta n d is  q u 'e l l e  a t t e n d a i t ,  ré c la m a it  
avec l 'im p a t ie n c e  d 'u n  en fan t un remède immédiat à  ce 
manque. Cependant aucune des d i s t r a c t io n s  q u 'o n  l u i  a v a it  
o f f e r t e s  n 'a v a i t  eu ra is o n  de c e t  é t a t .
P u is  Loi c e ssa  de se  p la in d re  de quoi que ce s o i t .  E l le  
c e s sa  même p e t i t  à  p e t i t  de p a r l e r .  Sa c o lè re  v i e i l l i t ,  se 
découragea. E l le  ne p a r la  que pour d i r e  q u ' i l  l u i  é t a i t  
im possib le  d 'ex p rim er combien c 'é t a i t  ennuyeux e t  lo n g , 
long  d 'ê t r e  Loi V. S te in .

Duras th u s  draws th e  r e a d e r ,  com pletely  in to  t h i s  ex p ress io n  

o f ap a th y , boredom and le th a rg y . I f  th e  re a d e r  becomes lu l l e d  w hile  

read in g  a  d e s c r ip t io n  such as t h i s ,  i t  i s  due to  th e  f in e  and acu te  

aw areness o f  th e  a u th o r 's  in s ig h t  in to  human f e e l in g s .

^^D uras, Le Ravissem ent de Loi V. S te in ,  p .  lU l.

UsCism aru, M arguerite  D uras, p . 111.

^^Duras, Le Ravissement de Loi V. Stein, pp. 23-24.
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The th aae  o f  a l i e n a t io n  and s o l i tu d e  i s ,  o f  c o u rse , a  m ajor 

theme ■which, a t  one tim e o r a n o th e r , has been t r e a t e d  hy many a u th o rs  o f  

th e  tw e n tie th  c en tu ry . A lie n a tio n  p re s e n ts  i t s e l f  in  a  v a r i e ty  o f  form s. 

One may t a l k  about th e  e s tran g e n e n t o f  a  p erson  from, a n o th e r  p e rso n  o r  

p e rso n s , th e  -withdrawal o f  a  p e r s o n 's  a f f e c t io n s ,  a  m en ta l derangem ent, a 

p h y s ic a l i s o la t io n ,  o r  a  la c k  o f  communication -with an  in d iv id u a l  o r 

s o c ie ty  a s  a  whole. M arg u erite  D uras' tre a tm e n t o f  th e  theme o f  a l ie n a ­

t i o n ,  a lth o u g h  i t  to u ch es  on a l l  o f th e s e ,  i s  based  p r im a r i ly  on a  la c k  o f  

ccanmunication. W ith in  th e  p re s e n ta t io n  o f  a  la c k  o f  communication she 

w eaves, in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  m en ta l derangement a long  w ith  th e  o th e r  means o f  

a l ie n a t io n .

The la c k  o f  communication i s  ap p aren t i n  Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de

T a rq u in ia . D uras' d ry  and empty d ia lo g u e  p a r a l l e l s  th e  empty, i s o la te d

l iv e s  o f  th e  c h a ra c te r s .

As we view  th e  w orld o f  B i t t e r  Cam paris, t h a t  s o c ie ty  
devoured by th e  s o l i tu d e  o f  to g e th e rn e s s  and th e  boredom 
en an a tin g  from u n e v e n tfu l e v e n ts , we a re  prcaipted to  
w eight our 0"wn p a r t i c ip a t io n  in  t h a t  w orld , t o  m easure 
c a r e f u l ly  th e  ex ac t p o s i t io n  we occupy in  i t ,  t o  r e l a t e  
our ennui to  t h a t  o f  S a ra , our f r u s t r a t io n s  to  h e rs  a l s o ,  
our d e s i r e s  and our hopes a s  w e ll. '

The " s o l i tu d e  o f  to g e th e rn e s s "  to  which Cism aru r e f e r s  i s  com­

mon in  th e  novels  o f  M arg u erite  D uras. H ere, in  Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de 

T a rq u in ia , as  in  many o th e r  n o v e ls , she p a in ts  a  v iv id  p ic tu r e  o f  p eo p le , 

f r ie n d s  who t a l k  c o n s ta n tly  to  each o th e r  -without say in g  an y th ing  and o f 

th o se  who, s im ila r ly  l i s t e n  -without h ea rin g  a  -word. The fo llo w in g  passage

1̂ 7Cismaru, Marguerite Duras, p. 63.
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i s  an  example o f  th e  co n v e rsa tio n  w hich, a t  b e s t ,  co u ld  p ass  f o r  c h a t ty  

d is c o u r s e :

—Oh! que j e  n 'aim e pas ce  goût q u 'e l l e  a  pour to u te s  
l e s  v i e i l l e s  gens du monde, d i t - i l .  I l  l e  d i t  
p resque  devant Gina q u i é t a i t  revenue de chez e l l e .

— Q u 'e s t-c e  q u ' i l  a  d i t ?
—Q u 'i l  aime l e s  p â te s  aux vongole  à  l a  f o l i e ,  d i t  

D iana.
—Demain t u  en au ras  d 'a u t r e s ,  d i t  G ina, mais c e l l e s — 

l à  t u  ne l e s  a u ra s  p as.
—Ce n 'e s t  pas ce  que j e  d i s a i s ,  d i t  L ud i, j e  d i s a i s  

que j e  n 'a im a is  pas ce  goût que t u  a s  pour to u te s  
l e s  v i e i l l e s  gens du monde.

—A lo rs , t u  veux c o n tin u e r , d i t  Gina en s 'a s s e y a n t .
—J e  p r é f é r e r a i s  que t u  me trom pes, à  l a  f i n ,  d i t  

Ludi.
—B i t t e r  cam pari, d i t  D iana, c 'e s t  m agique.
—Oui, d i t  l'homme, j 'a im e  de p lu s  en p lu s  ça . Tout 

l e  monde en r e p r i t ,  sau f Ludi.
—Non, j e  v a is  r e n t r e r ,  d i t - i l ,  e t  manger çes  p â te s  

aux vongole avant q u 'e l l e  l e s  donne à  ces v ieux  
c o n s .^8

W ithin t h i s  sm all group o f  peop le  who a re  v a c a tio n in g  i t  i s  

q u i te  ev id en t t h a t  lo n e l in e s s  and i s o l a t i o n  a re  f e e l in g s  which a l l  sh a re : 

"Chacun p a r la  de sa  v i l l e  avec une é v id en te  n o s ta lg ie ,  un peu comme d 'u n  

e x i l . "  (p . 24k)

A p a in fu l  la c k  o f  communication occurs in  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  o f  

th e  young maid and th e  t r a v e l in g  salesm an o f Le S quare . In  th e  conversa­

t i o n  which b eg in s  on a  p ark  bench, each c h a ra c te r  re v e a ls  a s u b s ta n t ia l  

amount o f  in fo rm atio n  about h im se lf . In  t h i s  r e v e la t io n ,  which consumes 

th e  e n t i r e  n o v e l, th e  re a d e r  re c o g n iz e s , once a g a in , two p eop le  who f e e l  

i s o la te d .  Through th e  slow ly  unw inding d ia lo g u e  one g a in s  a  f e e l in g  f o r

48Duras, Les Petits Chevaux de Tarquinia, pp. 57-58. (Further
reference by page only).
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b o th  th e  maid and th e  salesm an, a  fe e l in g  which i s  more p e rso n a l th an  

m ere ençathy . T h is f e e l in g  seems to  enhance th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  each 

c h a ra c te r  a s  a  s o l i t a r y  and s i l e n t  p erson  l o s t  in  th e  m idst o f so much 

a c t io n  which appears to  he p ass in g  him hy. A t one p o in t th e y  b o th  adm it 

t o  f e e l in g  i s o la te d .  The salesm an adm its t h i s  a s  h e  m entions b r i e f l y  a t  

th e  o u ts e t :

—C 'e s t - à - d i r e  que j e  n 'a i  jam ais t r è s  b ie n  su comment 
c e s  c h o se s - là  se d é c id a ie n t. Je  ne connais personne 
en p a r t i c u l i e r ,  j e  s u is  en peu i s o l é . ^9

Soon a f t e r  th e  beginn ing  o f t h e i r  co n v e rsa tio n  th e  re a d e r  n o tic e s  

t h a t  two co n v e rsa tio n s  ap p ear, in  o th e r  w ords, two m onologues. The maid 

and th e  salesm an a re  bo th  speak ing , one w a itin g  fo r  th e  o th e r  to  f in i s h  

b e fo re  s t a r t i n g  h is  own p o r t io n ;  however, a t  t h i s  p o in t th e y  seem to  be 

speaking a t  each o th e r  r a th e r  th a n  w ith  one a n o th e r . To u n d e rlin e  th e  

a l i e n a t io n  found in  d ia lo g u e  th e  maid adm its t h a t  h e r  days a re  l i k e  a  

d e s e r t  w ith  n o th in g  in  them fo r  h e r :

—Sans r a is o n . A lors l a  co n v ersa tio n  p rend un to u r  
moins g é n é ra l.

—E t a lo r s .  M onsieur, e t  a lo rs ?
—Je  ne r e s t e  jam ais p lu s  de deux jo u rs  dans chaque 

v i l l e .  M adem oiselle, t r o i s  au maximum. Les o b je ts  
que j e  vends ne sont pas d 'u n e  t e l l e  n é c e s s i té .

—H élas! M onsieur. La b r i s e  qui s 'é t a i t  a sso u p ie  
s 'é l e v a  de nouveau, b a laya  de nouveau le s  nuages e t ,  
à  l a  t ie d e u r  soudaine de l ’a i r ,  on d ev ina  encore 
une f o i s  l e s  prom esses d 'u n  proche é té .  Mais 
v ra im en t, comme i l  f a i t  beau , a u jo u rd 'h u i ,  ré p é ta  
1* homme.

—Nous approchons de l ' é t é .
—P e u t- ê t r e ,  M adem oiselle, ne commence-t-on jam a is , 

excusez-m oi, e t  que c 'e s t  to u jo u rs  pour demain.
—Ah! M onsieur, s i  vous d i te s  c e la ,  c 'e s t  q u 'a u jo u rd 'h u i .

^9.Duras, Le Square, pp. 15-16. (Further reference by page only).
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pour vous, e s t  quand mène a ssez  p le in  pour vous 
d i s t r a i r e  de donain . Pour m oi, au jo u rd ’h u i c e  
n ’ e s t  r i e n ,  un d é s e r t ,  (p . 48)

The r e la t io n s h ip  "between Anne and Chauvin in  Moderato C an tab ile

i s  b u i l t  on i s o la t io n .  S ec lu sio n  s tre n g th e n s  th e  a l l i a n c e ;  and when

aloneness cannot e x is t  o r no lo n g e r do es, i t  b eg in s  t o  d e te r io r a te .

The r e la t io n s h ip  between Anne and Chauvin p roves o n ly  th a t  
an a l ie n a t io n  from s o c ie ty  i s  p o s s ib le ,  f o r  a  s h o r t  tim e , and 
th a t  th e  s t ru c tu re s  and r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f  b o u rg eo is  re s p e c ta ­
b i l i t y  can be avoided w ithou t permanent danger by  th o se  
re b e ls  who re p e n t and r e tu r n  w ith in  th e  o rd e r ly  mechanism 
o f accep ted  decorum. J u s t  as  th e  c h i ld  le a r n s  e v e n tu a lly  
th e  meaning o f m oderato c a n ta b i le ,  so do hero and  h e ro in e  
d isco v e r th e  f u t i l i t y  o f  s tu b b o rn ess , o f  c o n tr a d ic t io n ,  o f  
r e v o l t ,  a s  evidenced i n  t h e i r  f i n a l  s e p a ra t io n .50

The a lm o s t- a f f a ir  which alm ost ta k e s  p la c e  between Anne and

Chauvin i s  a  b i t  awkward. Both p a r t ic ip a n ts  must u se  wine and an induced

s t a t e  o f  in to x ic a t io n  to  a s s i s t  th e  growth o f  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  which

sp rin g s  ou t o f  c u r io s i ty  concern ing  th e  murder o f  a  t o t a l  s tra n g e r .  As

th e  wine se p a ra te s  th e  c h a ra c te rs  from t h e i r  p re se n t and d i f f e r e n t  s o c ia l

p o s i t io n s ,  so does th e  s t a t e  o f  in e b r ia t io n  se rv e  a s  a  form o f  a l ie n a t io n

fo r  them. Germaine Brée rem arks:

There i s ,  in  f a c t ,  no a f f a i r ;  on ly  f iv e  c o n fro n ta tio n s  
in  a  b a r ,  a  hand p laced  on h e rs ,  a  b r i e f  k is s  on Anne’s 
co ld  l i p s .  The scan d a l i s  in  Anne’ s t o t a l  a l ie n a t io n  
from s o c ie ty ,  th e  a l ie n a t io n  o f  in to x ic a t io n ,  and th e  
re v e la t io n  o f an o b sess iv e  sexual d e s ir e  l iv e d  t o  th e  
l im i t  o f a n n ih i la t io n .  Moderato C an tab ile  i s  a  modern 
re -s ta te m e n t o f  th e  in c o m p a tib il i ty  o f in d iv id u a l  p as­
s io n  w ith  th e  o rd e r ly  mechanism o f s o c ia l  decorum .51

M arie and Rodrigo in  Dix Heures E t Demie Du S o ir En S té  a re  

bo th  v ic tim s  o f a  lo v e  t r i a n g le  and , th e r e f o r e ,  become o u ts id e rs  in  t h e i r

^^Cismaru, Marguerite Duras, p. 91.
^^ree, p. xii.
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s i tu a t io n s .  Rodrigo caught h i s  w ife  w ith  an o th er man and sh o t them b o th . 

■When M aria, h e r husband, J ac q u e s , and a  fem ale companion a r r iv e  a t  a  h o te l  

in  Spain , Rodrigo i s  in  h id in g  from th e  p o l ic e .  M aria  r e a l i z e s  w ith  much 

p a in  t h a t  Jacques and C la i r e ,  th e  fem ale companion, a re  s e x u a lly  a t t r a c t e d  

t o  each o th e r  and th a t  i t  i s  j u s t  a  m a tte r  o f ho u rs  b e fo re  th e  fu l f i l lm e n t  

o f  t h e i r  d e s i r e .  M aria b eg in s  t o  d r in k  h e a v ily  upon t h e i r  a r r i v a l .  In ­

to x ic a t io n  se rv es  t o  remove h e r from th e  p a in fu l s i t u a t i o n  in  which she 

h as  found h e r s e l f ,  and p ro v id es  h e r w ith  a  com forting  s t a t e  o f  i s o la t io n .  

Germain Bree p a r a l l e l s  th e  lo n e ly  w a itin g  o f  b o th  M aria and R odrigo:

P a e s t r a 's  lo n e ly  v i g i l  on th e  ro o f  to p s  r e f l e c t s ,  a s  i t  w ere,
M aria 's  lo n e ly  v i g i l  on th e  ba lco n y ; a s  he w a its  f o r  h i s  in ­
e v i ta b le  cap tu re  and d ea th  a t  dawn, so she w a its  fo r  th e  in ­
e v ita b le  moment o f  consummation o f d e s ir e  fo r  w hich P ie r r e  
and C la ire  a re  w a itin g . At t e n - t h i r t y  on t h a t  summer n ig h t , 
th e  th r e e  v i g i l s  come to g e th e r  in  M aria 's  p e rc e p tio n . She 
sees P a e s t r a 's  f ig u re  dim ly o u tlin e d  a g a in s t th e  chimney to p s  
as  th e  s i lh o u e t te s  o f  P ie r r e  and C la ir e ,  en tw ined , appear on 
th e  balcony over h e r head . 52

Although M aria comes to  l i f e  somewhat in  h e r  a tte m p t to  h e lp  

Rodrigo escap e , she l a t e r  r e tu r n s  to  h e r  l iq u o r  and m a n za n illa s  and r e ­

s ig n s  h e r s e l f  t o  a l ie n a t io n  th ro u g h  in to x ic a t io n .

The s o l i t a r y  w a it o f  M onsieur Andesmas i n  L 'A près-m id i de

M onsieur Andesmas i s  a  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  th e  s o l i t a r y  and lo n e ly  l i f e  he must

le a d .  Cismaru makes t h i s  comment o f  him:

A fa t ig u e d , obese o ld  man sim ply s i t s  in  f r o n t  o f  h is  
house lo c a te d  on a  h i l l t o p  above an unnamed M ed iter­
ranean  v i l l a g e .  As th e  "book u n fo ld s , a  p ro g re s s iv e  
la s s i tu d e ,  p h y s ic a l and s p i r i t u a l ,  g r ip s  th e  h e ro  and 
causes in  him an alm ost t o t a l  d is a s s o c ia t io n  from l i f e .
His w a itin g  i s  p r a c t i c a l l y  u n in te r ru p te d , a b s o lu te ;

^^Ibid., p. xiv.
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F ran  tim e to  tim e , th e  o ld  man c a s ts  a  g la n ce  on th e  
v i l l a g e  helow . There some s o r t  o f  h o lid a y  i s  being  
c e le b ra te d .  And th e  gay m u sica l fragm ents which 
s p o ra d ic a l ly  re a ch  h is  e a r s  em phasize h i s  p a in fu l  
lo n e l in e s s  and c o n t r a s t ,  in  mood and tem po, w ith  th e  
s t a t i c ,  p e t r i f i e d  e x is te n c e  he l e a d s . 53

M onsieur Andesmas ap p ears  to  be com fortab le  w ith  h is  i s o l a t i o n ,

because  he makes no e f f o r t  to  b reak  lo o se  from t h i s  s i tu a t io n .  At l e a s t

he t o l e r a t e s  i t  in  a  manner which th e  re a d e r  see s  a s  one o f  a c tu a l ly

lo o k in g  forw ard to  s o l i tu d e  a s  he would lo o k  forw ard  to  a  q u ie t  r e s t .

M arg u erite  Duras d e sc r ib e s  h i s  w a it in  a  p le a s a n t fa sh io n :

L 'a t t e n t e  de M. Andesmas f i n i t  une f o i s  de p lu s  p a r 
re d e v e n ir  t r a n q u i l l e .  Le s o l e i l  é t a i t  encore  h a u t.
Du moment qu’ i l  l ' a v a i t  d i t ,  i l  a t t e n d r a i t  ju s q u ’au  s o i r .
I l  s a i t  que l a  p e t i t e  f i l l e  a  o u b lié  l e  v i e i l l a r d .
Conment f a i r e  autrem ent q u 'a t te n d re ?  A tten d re  l 'a u t o  
de V a lé r ie .  I l  r ig o l e .  I l  e s t  enferm é dans l a  f o r ê t  
p a r  V a lé r ie — son e n f a n t .5^

There i s  v e ry  l i t t l e  l e f t  f o r  him to  do b u t t o  w ait f o r  h is  

d a u g h te r , V a le r ie ,  and M ichel A rc, th e  a r c h i t e c t .  In  f a c t ,  i t  ap p ea rs  as 

though h i s  o n ly  l i n k  to  l i f e  and s o c ie ty  comes th ro u g h  h is  d au g h te r . 

Through th e  y e a rs  he sesns to  have d is a s s o c ia te d  h im se lf  alm ost com plete ly  

and l i v e s  alm ost a s  a  r e c lu s e  excep t where h i s  d au gh ter i s  concerned . He 

has no f r ie n d s  o r r e l a t i v e s  l e f t  to  c a re  about him: "Les amis de M.

Andesmas n 'e x i s t e n t  p lu s . Une f o i s  l 'é t a n g  a c h e té , personne ne p a s se ra  

p lu s . Personne. E xception  f a i t e  des am is de V a le r ie ."  (p . IT )

The s o l i tu d e  o f  to g e th e rn e s s  coupled  w ith  th e  a l i e n a t io n  o f  in ­

s a n i ty  b o th  appear in  Le V ice-C onsu l. The V ice-C onsu l, Jean-M arc de H .,

53Cism aru, M arguerite  D uras, p . 101.

^^Duras, L'Après-Midi de Monsieur Andesmas, p. 60. (Further
reference by page only).
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i s  an o u ts id e r  in  th e  d ip lo m atic  s o c ie ty  o f  C a lc u tta . He has behaved

s tra n g e ly  and w ith o u t e x p lan a tio n  and, th e r e f o r e ,  i s  t r e a te d  much o f  th e

tim e a s  an o u ts id e r .  In  th e  fo llo w in g  e x t r a c t  th e  re a d e r  s e s s  a  p a r t  o f

th e  lo n e l in e s s  and i s o la t io n  which th e  V ice-C onsul must f e e l  a lthough  he

i s  p h y s ic a lly  p a r t  o f  a  group:

Chaque s o i r  l e  d ir e c te u r  du C erc le  p a rl'e  des Indes e t  de
sa  v ie .  E t p u is  l e  v ic e -c o n su l de F rance à  Lahore 
ra c o n te  ce  q u ' i l  v eu t su r l a  s ie n n e . Le d i r e c te u r  du 
C erc le  s a i t  s 'y  p ren d re  avec l e  v ic e -c o n s u l:  i l  ra c o n te
d es  choses anodines que l e  v ic e -c o n s u l n 'é c o u te  pas m ais 
q u i ,  q u e lq u e fo is , à  l a  f i n ,  d éc lenchen t sa  v o ix  s i f f l a n t e .
P a r f o is  l e  v ic e -c o n su l p a r le  t r è s  longtem ps de façon  in in ­
t e l l i g i b l e .  P a r fo is  son d isco u rs  e s t  c l a i r .  Ce que 
dev iennen t ses  p a r t i e s  dans C a lc u tta , l e  v ice-consio l semble 
l ' i g n o r e r .  I l  l ' i g n o r e .  Personne, à  p a r t  l e  d i r e c te u r  du 
C e rc le , ne l u i  a d re s se  l a  p a r o l e . 55

Even though th e  V ice-Consul t r i e s  to  communicate w ith  p eo p le , 

he does n o t succeed . T h is b r i e f  ex ce rp t shows q u ite  s u c c in c tly  ju s t  how 

is o la te d  he i s  th ro u g h  th e  la c k  o f  communication w ith  one o f  h is  p e e rs : 

Le v ic e -c o n su l danahde:
—E s t-c e  que vous croyez q u ' i l  e s t  n é c e s s a ire  de  donner 

un coup de pouce aux c irc o n s ta n c e s  pour que l 'am o u r 
s o i t  vécu?

Le d i r e c te u r  ne comprend pas ce que v eu t d i r e  l e  v ic e -  
co n su l .
—E s t-c e  que vous croyez q u ' i l  f a u t  a l l e r  au secou rs de 

l'am o u r pour q u ' i l  se  d é c la re , pour qu 'on  se re tro u v e  
un beau m atin  avec l e  sen tim ent d 'a im er?

Le d ir e c te u r  ne comprend pas enco re , (p . 76)

The s o l i tu d e  o f  to g e th e rn e s s  i s  u n d e rlin e d  by th e  o th e r ch arac ­

t e r s  who f i l l  space in  t h i s  n ove l.

T h e ir v a in  e f f o r t s  t o  communicate, t h e i r  s t u t t e r in g s ,  
t h e i r  p e rsev e ra n ce , th rough  t r i a l  and e r r o r ,  t h e i r  
c a p i tu la t io n ,  a re  rendered  more p o ig n a n tly  th a n  in  any

^^Duras, Le Vice-Consul, p. 75. (Further reference by page
only).
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preced ing  novel in  th e  s e n s e le s s  d ia lo g u e  o f  th e  men and 
wcanen who a tte n d  th e  s o ire e  a t  th e  Iknbassy: fo r  t h e i r
q u estio n s  about and to  th e  V ice-C onsul rem ain t o t a l l y  
unansw ered; no one i s  cap ab le  o f  so lv in g  th e  r id d l e ,  
n e i th e r  th e  g u e s ts , nor th e  o f f i c i a l s  who have seen h is  
d o s s ie r ,  nor th e  hero  h i m s e l f . 56

An example o f  t h i s  f u t i l e  co n v ersa tio n  loaded  w ith  unanswered q u estio n s

d e p ic ts  q u i te  c le a r ly  th e  id le n e s s  and mundane c h a t t e r  o f th e  group a t

th e  Embassy p a r ty . The o n ly  l i n k  among th e s e  people  i s  t h a t  th e y  a re

p a r t  o f  a  group a t  a  p a r t i c u l a r  in s ta n c e ; o th e rw ise , th e r e  i s  a  complete

and u n ig n o rab le  la c k  o f  cohesion :

On pen se : Le v ic e -c o n su l ne p a r t  p a s . Get homme e s t
to u t  à  f a i t  s e u l .  Dans l a  v ie  l ' e s t - i l  to u jo u rs  
a u tan t?  Toujours? A sa  p la c e , d 'a u t r e s  ne ch er­
c h e r a ie n t - i l s  p a s , p a r  exemple, v e rs  l ' i d é e  de Dieu?
Q u 'a - t - i l  tro u v é  aux In d es  qu i l e  déchaîne? Ne 
s a v a i t - i l  pas avan t de v e n ir?  Lui f a l l a i t - i l  v o i r  
pour sav o ir?  (pp . 13^-135)

Ne r i e n  l u i  d i r e ,  pense C harles R o ss e tt ,  r e s t e r  su r 
ses  g a rd e s . I l  n 'a  sans doute  pas encore vu M ichael 
R ichard , D 'a i l l e u r s ,  q u e lle  im portance? Que v o i t - i l ?
E l le ,  on d i r a i t ,  e l l e  seulem ent.
—J 'a i  env ie  de champagne, d i t  C harles R o s s e tt ,  d ep u is  

que j e  s u is  i c i ,  j e  b o is  t r o p . . .
On entend l a  rép o n se : J e  n 'a i  r ie n  à  d i r e  su r l e s
r a i s o n s . . .
On songe: E t quand i l  a  é té  confirm é dans ce q u ' i l
c ro y a it  q u 'é t a i t  Lahore avan t de l a  v o ir  i l  a  ap p e lé  
l a  m ort su r L ahore-
Une femme: Le p r ê t r e  d i t  que Dieu fo u rn i t  l 'e x p l i c a ­
t i o n  s i  on l e  p r i e .  Q uelqu'un se moque.
—Vous v e r re z , d i t  l e  v ic e -c o n su l à  C harles R o s s e t t ,  

i c i ,  l ' i v r e s s e  e s t  to u jo u rs  p a r e i l l e ,  (pp. 137-138)

Running p a r a l l e l  to  th e  s to ry  o f th e  V ice-Consul i s  th e  s to ry  o f  th e  in ­

sane Cambodian g i r l .  T h is i s  th e  more in te r e s t in g  o f th e  two s in ce  she 

i s  a l ie n a te d  from s o c ie ty  th ro u g h  h er own in s a n i ty .  Cismaru ta k e s  n o te  

o f  t h i s  d u a l p re s e n ta t io n  in  th e  fo llow ing  rem ark:

^^Cismaru, Marguerite Duras, p. 115.
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The p l o t ,  w hatever th e re  i s  o f  i t ,  i s  d u a l: on th e  one
hand, th e r e  i s  th e  h au n ting  s to ry  o f  an O rie n ta l  g i r l ,  
chased away by h er m other because o f  a  y o u th fu l m istake  
t h a t  r e s u l te d  in  pregnancy; on th e  o th e r ,  th e re  i s  th e  
d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  cosm opolitan  w orld c e n te r in g  around 
th e  French Embassy in  C a lc u tta , a  w orld o f  p a r ty in g  
p o l i c i t c a l  fu n c tio n a r ie s  in  which P e te r  Morgan, th e  
a u th o r o f  th e  s to ry  m entioned, moves. Throughout th e  
n o v e l, th e  s ta rv in g , th e  le p e r  and t h a t  o f  th e  s p i r i t u ­
a l l y  deprived  ( th e  b o red , th e  a lc o h o l ic ,  and th e  semi­
lu n a t ic  ) ,  a re  c o n s ta n tly  ju x tap o sed  in  such a  way as  to  
ach iev e  "a somewhat hypnotic  e f f e c t  upon th e  r e a d e r . ” 57

The fo llow ing  ex cerp t i s  a  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  p a r t  o f  th e  reaso n

fo r  th e  Cambodian g i r l ' s  growing s t a t e  o f  in s a n i ty :

La faim  â  P u rs a t , depu is P urs a t , c e r t e s ,  mais a u s s i  l e  
s o l e i l ,  l e  manque de p a r l e r ,  l e  bourdonnement e n tê ta n t  
des in s e c te d  de l a  f o r ê t ,  l e  clame des c l a i r i è r e s ,  b ien  
des choses ap p ro fo n d issen t l a  f o l i e .  E l le  se trom pe en 
t o u t ,  de p lu s  en p lu s ,  ju s q u 'a u  moment où e l l e  ne se  trom pe 
p lu s  jam a is , brusquement jam ais  p lu s  p u is q u 'e l l e  ne 
cherche  p lu s  r i e n .  Ce q u 'e l l e  mange, dans ce  p é r ip le  s i  
long? Un peu de r i z  aux abords des v i l l a g e s ,  o u i ,  p a r­
f o i s ,  des o iseaux  égorgés p a r  l e s  t i g r e s  e t  l a i s s é s  l a  en 
a tte n d a n t l 'o d e u r  fa is a n d é e , des f r u i t s ,  e t  p u is  des 
p o is so n s , avan t l e  Gange, d é jà .
Combien d 'e n fa n ts  f a i t - e l l e ?  A C a lc u tta  où e l l e  tro u v e  
l'a b o n d a n c e , l e s  p o u b e lle s  p le in e s  du P rin ce  o f  W ales, 
l e  r i z  chaud devant une p e t i t e  g r i l l e  q u 'e l l e  r e c o n n a î t ,  
e l l e  e s t  devenue s t é r i l e .
C a lc u tta .
E l le  r e s t e .
I l  y  a  d ix  ans q u 'e l l e  e s t  p a r t i e ,  (pp. TO-Tl)

The in sane  Cambodian g i r l  i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  harm less a lth o u g h  she 

i s  f r ig h te n in g  because o f  h e r w ild  appearance and m annerism s. C la i r e 's  

in s a n i ty  in  L '.Amante A ng la ise  goes a  s te p  f u r th e r .  D uring th e  n o v e l, 

which i s  th e  in te r ro g a tio n  o f  C la ire  and o th e r  who knew h e r ,  th e  re a d e r  

f in d s  t h a t  she i s  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  a  s e n se le s s  and b iz a r r e  m urder. She 

has k i l l e d  her d ea f and dumb c o u s in , M arie-T hérèse , c u t h e r  body up in to

5?Ibid., p. 112.
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s e v e ra l  p ie c e s  and dropped them o f f  an o v e r-p a ss  o n to  d i f f e r e n t  t r a i n s  

p a ss in g  helow . There a p p a re n tly  was never any q u a r re l  o r any re a so n  f o r  

th e  m urder. C la ire ,  a l s o ,  i s  a l ie n a te d  because  o f  h e r  m adness. T h is 

e x tr a c t  p ro v id e s  an  u n d ers tan d in g  o f  h e r  unusual re a so n in g :

—La voy iez-vous d i f f é r e n te  de vous m alg ré  son in f i rm ité ?
—Mais non, voyez, m orte , non.
—Et v iv a n te ?
—V iv an te , l a  d if f é r e n c e  c 'e s t  q u 'e l l e  é t a i t  t r è s  g ro s se , 

q u 'e l l e  dorm ait t r è s  b ie n  to u s  l e s  s o i r s  e t  q u 'e l l e  
m angeait beaucoup .5”

—Et s ' i l  y  a  une ra is o n  m ais qu 'on  ig n o re , une ra is o n  
ig n o rée .

—Ig n o rée  de qu i en ce  moment?
—De to u s .  De vous. De moi.
—Où e s t  c e t t e  ra is o n  ignorée?
—En vous?
—Pourquoi? Pourquoi pas en e l l e ,  ou dans l a  m aison, 

dans l e  couteau? ou dans l a  m ort? o u i ,  dans l a  m ort.
La f o l i e  e s t - e l l e  une ra iso n ?

—P e u t- ê t r e .
—A fo rc e  de chercher sans t ro u v e r ,  on d i r a  que c 'e s t  

l a  f o l i e ,  j e  l e  s a i s .
Tant p i s .  S i l a  f o l i e  e s t  ce que j ' a i ,  s i  ma m alad ie  
c 'e s t  l a  f o l i e ,  j e  ne s u is  pas t r i s t e .

—Ne pensez pas à  ça .
—J e  n 'y  pense p a s . C 'e s t  vous qui y  p en sez . J e  s a is  

quand l e s  gens pensen t que je  s u is  f o l l e ,  j e  l 'e n te n d s  
au son de l a  v o ix . (pp. 168-169)

The in te rv ie w e r asks many q u e s tio n s  which C la ire  answ ers in  h e r 

own way, le a v in g  th e  in te rv ie w e r a t  th e  same p la c e  where he s t a r t e d :  Why

d id  she k i l l ?  Where was th e  head o f  th e  v ic tim ?  There has been a  conver­

s a t io n  o f  s o r t s  between them , b u t th e  purpose fo r  th e  in te rv ie w  was never 

accom plished .

In  D uras' D é tru ire  D it-E l le  a l ie n a t io n  ap p ears  in  a  d i f f e r e n t  

l i g h t .  As th e  t i t l e  in d ic a te s ,  "d e s tro y ” i s  th e  key word in  t h i s  form o f

only).
cO
Duras, L'Amante Anglaise, p. lU?. (Further reference by page
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a l ie n a t io n .  T h is  n o v e l d e a ls  w ith  th e  d e s tru c tio n , o f  a l l  s o c ia l  l in e s  o r  

r e s t r a i n t s ,  i n  o th e r  w ords, th e  d e s tr u c t io n  o f  a lL  in h ib i t i o n ,  conformism 

and a l l  e l s e  t h a t  has te e n  e s ta b l is h e d  a s  s o c i a l l y  a c c e p ta b le  in  thought 

and b e h av io r . P h il ip p e  Boyer p o in ts  ou t th e  r u p tu r e  w ith  th e  e x te r io r  

w orld  o f r u le s  and re g u la t io n s  in  h i s  comment on T hor: "Max Thor se

m ontre b ie n  i c i  soumis à  l a  fo rc e  de son p ro p re  d é s i r  in c a rn é  p a r  S te in .

Dès l o r s  i l  va  peu à  peu t r a n g r e s s e r  to u te s  l e s  r è g l e s  du monde e x té r ie u r ,

59du monde de l ' o r d r e . . . ” The d e s i r e  Boyer m en tio n s  does n o t have th e  

u s u a l c o n n o ta tio n  o f  p a ss io n  in  th e  rom antic  s e n s e , b u t th e  d e s i r e  o f 

b e in g  th e  o th e r  p e rso n . T h is i s  a  d e s tr u c t io n  o f in n e r  s e l f  l im i t a t i o n s .  

T h is a l i e n a t io n ,  which s e t  ou t to  d e s tro y  n o t o n ly  s o c ia l  r e s t r a i n t s  bu t 

a ls o  th o se  w ith in  th e  in d iv id u a l ,  i s  mixed w ith  m adness. M arguerite  

Duras l in k s  madness w ith  s o c ie ty  in  t h i s  s t a t a a e n t :  "A madman i s  a  p e r­

son whose e s s e n t i a l  p re ju d ic e  has been d e s tro y ed : th e  l im i t s  o f  th e  s e l f

Duras a ls o  d e fin e s  c a p i t a l  d e s tr u c t io n  a s  " th e  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  someone as  

a  p e r s o n . S h e  goes on to  m ention th a t  t h i s  d e s t r u c t io n  w ith  which she 

d e a ls  in  D é tru ire  D i t - E l le  a p p lie s  a ls o  to  th e  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  memory

and o f  judgm ent. In  o th e r  w ords, she i s  in  fav o r o f  ignorance  in  o rd er

t o  o b ta in  a  c le a n  s l a t e  and to  s t a r t  over a g a in :

I  am sp eak in g , i f  you w i l l ,  o f m an 's  passage  th ro u g h  a  
v o id : th e  f a c t  i s ,  he fo rg e ts  ev e ry th in g . So a s  to  be
a b le  to  s t a r t  o v e r. I  hope t h a t  he w i l l  th u s  be re b o rn .

59 P h ilip p e  B oyer, "T ro is  ê t r e s  de d é s i r , "  La Q uinzaine L i t t é r ­
a i r e , no. 75 (i 6-30 ju in  1969), 5-

^ ^ "D e stru c tio n  and Language," in te rv ie w  t r a n s .  by Helen Lane 
Cumberford, in  D estroy  She S a id , t r a n s .  by B arbara Bray (New York: Grove
P r e s s ,  I n c . ,  1970), p . 109.

^^ Ib id . , p . 108.
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i f  you w i l l .  I f  t h i s  were t r u e ,  one cou ld  r e tu r n ,  p ro ­
v id in g  one were e x c e p tio n a lly  p ru d e n t, t o  a  s t a t e  o f
know ingness.. .Knowledge seems to  me to  he a t  once su sp ec t
and d e s ir a b le .  A c e r ta in  k in d  of knowledge. In  any c a s e ,
I  am b a s ic a l ly  a g a in s t  th e  s o r t  o f knowledge th a t  i s  th e  
p rov ince  o f  c e r ta in  p eo p le , th e  k ind  o f knowledge th a t  i s  
c u t and d r ie d —th e  law s o f  knowledge.®^

In  t h i s  in te rv ie w  Duras co n tin u e s  t o  p roc la im  th a t  s t a r t i n g  w ith  a  c lean  

s l a t e  i s  th e  on ly  way to  re a c h  a b so lu te  ze ro .^ ^

The id ea  o f  d e s tr u c t io n  ap p ears  e a r ly  in  th e  n o v e l. A lis s a  

v o c a liz e s  th e  id ea  and h e r  husband. Max Thor, sm iles a t  h e r ,  understand ing  

th e  meaning o f  i t :  " E lle  se  re to u rn e . Son reg ard  r e v ie n t .  Lentem ent.

'D é tr u i r e ;  d i t - e l l e . A  few pages l a t e r  th e  re a d e r  le a r n s  th a t  l a  

d e s tru c t io n  c a p i t a le ,  which Duras has d e fin e d  a s  th e  d e s tr u c t io n  o f some­

one a s  a  p e rso n , w i l l  come a t  th e  hands o f A lis sa : "La d e s tru c t io n

c a p i t a le  en p a sse ra  d 'a b o rd  p a r l e s  mains d 'A l is s a ,  d i t  S te in . Vous ê te s  

b ie n  de c e t  a v is? "  (p . 3^) As soon a s  A lis s a  t a lk s  to  E l is a b e th  a lo n e  she 

in v i te s  h e r in to  th e  f o r e s t :  "Vous voulez  v e n ir  dans l a  fo r ê t?  Brusque­

m ent, une c e r ta in e  peur dans l e  reg a rd  d 'E lis a b e th  A lio n e ."  (p . 109)

J u s t  b e fo re  tim e f o r  E lis a b e th  to  le a v e , A lis sa  rem arks: " C 'e s t

tr o p  t a r d ,  d i t  A lis s a . P o u r . . .?  Pour vous tu e r —e l l e  s o u r i t— , c 'e s t  

t r o p  t a r d ."  (p . 9 8 ) Here A lis s a  has g iven  up hope o f  changing E lis a b e th , 

o f  d e s tro y in g  th e  form er l i f e  and b e l i e f s  o f E l is a b e th . However, l a t e r  

on in  th e  a fte rn o o n  w h ile  Max Thor, S te in , A lis sa  a r e  v i s i t i n g  w ith  

E lis a b e th  and h er husband, B ernard , E lis a b e th  s t a t e s :  " Je  dev iens f o l l e .

^^ Ib id . ,  p . 110.

^̂ I b id . , p . 111.

^^M arguerite D uras, D é tru ire  D it-E l le  (P a r is :  E d itio n s  De
M in u it, 1969 ) ,  p . 3^. (F u rth e r  re fe re n c e  by page o n ly ) .
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d i t  doucsaent E lisa b e th  A lio n e .” (p . 109) % i s  shows E l i s a b e th 's  a c c e p t­

ance o f  th e  new world p re se n te d  by T hor, S te in  and A l is s a ,  and t h a t  some 

o f  h e r  form er p re ju d ic e s  have been d e s tro y ed . T h e re fo re , a  new p e rso n  i s  

coming in to  e x is te n c e . T h is m etam orphosis i s  re in fo rc e d  when Thor say s : 

" E lle  l ' a  o u b lie , d i t  Max T hor, m a in te n an t."  (p . 117) The moment o f  th e  

com pleted metamorphosis comes w ith  th e  vom iting  o f  E l is a b e th  which s ig n i­

f i e s  h e r  r e je c t io n  o f  h e r  form er s e l f  and form er l i f e .  In  th e  fo llo w in g  

passage  th e  re a d e r  sees  th a t  t h i s  r e je c t i o n  i s  p le a sa n t to  h e r:

—Vous avez vomi? demande A lis s a .
E l is a b e th  a  beaucoup de mal à  form er ses  ses  m ots.
— Oui.
—Comment é ta i t - c e ?

E lis a b e th  r é f l é c h i t .  E l le  s o u r i t .
A gréeab le , d i t - e l l e .
—B ien , d i t  S te in , b ie n . (p . 119)

M arguerite  Duras e x p la in s  t h i s  vom iting and th e  p an ic  o f  E l is a ­

b e th  which preceded i t  a s  th e  l a s t  tim e  E liza b e th  p a n ic s . By vom iting  

she g iv e  up h e r  form er l i f e .  She does no t know t h i s ,  b u t she does know 

t h a t  i t  was a  g ra t i fy in g  ex p e rien c e .

One o f th e  f i r s t  rem arks a t  th e  beg inn ing  i s  t h a t  d e a th , o r 

d e s tr u c t io n ,  comes th rough  th e  hands o f  A lis s a . The purpose o f A l i s s a 's  

d e s ir e  to  a n n ih i la te  E l i s a b e th 's  form er l i f e  i s  t o  f r e e  h e r from in n e r  

r e s t r i c t i o n s  o r s e l f - l im i t a t io n s  and to  d e s tro y  h e r i d e n t i ty .  Boyer adds 

t h a t  th e r e  i s  a ls o  th e  a n n ih i la t io n  o f  what E lis a b e th  has in  o rd e r to  

re v e a l what she i s :

I I  s 'a g i t  i c i  de d é t r u i r e  l e s  ê t r e s  dans ce  q u ' i l s  o n t
(E lis a b e th  a  m ari qu i l u i  même une femme:

^^"Destruction and Language," trans. by Helen Lane Cumberford,
p. 109.
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ra p p o r t  économique de p ro p r ié té )  pour l e s  d é v o ile r  
à  ce  qu’ i l s  s o n t : ê t r e s  de d é s i r  e t  de p e u r.
C’e s t  pourquoi E lis a b e th  r é s i s t é  a  A lis s a .
—”j e  s u is  quelqu’un qu i a  p eu r de t o u t . . . ”
Ce q u i v e u t d i r e :  j e  dev iens f o l l e ,  j e  dev ien s  ce
que j e  s u is ,  c ’ e s t  â  d i r e  vous.

At th e  end o f  th e  novel t h i s  id e a  o f  d ea th  by A lis s a  i s  r e i t e r a t e d :

—Qu’ e s t - c e  qu i a u r a i t  é té  p o ss ib le ?
S te in  ne repond p as.
—Le d é s ir ?  demande l'îax Thor, l ’u su re  p a r l e  d é s ir ?
—O ui, p a r v o tre  d é s i r .
S ile n c e .
—Ou l a  m ort p a r A lis s a , d i t  S te in .
S ile n c e .
—Nous n ’avons p lu s  l e  c h o ix , d i t - i l .  (p . 131)

Not having  a  ch o ice  i s  p robab ly  a  r e p e t i t io n  o f  D uras’ id ea  t h a t  d e s tru c ­

t i o n ,  o r th e  d ea th  o f  a  l i f e  l in k e d  to  r e s t r i c t i o n s  and e s ta b lis h e d  

a c tio n s  imposed by s o c ie ty , i s  a b so lu te  in  o rd e r to  o b ta in  a  c le a n  s l a t e .

The novel ends w ith  music coming from th e  f o r e s t .  A ccording 

to  P h il ip p e  Boyer t h i s  music which th e  th r e e  c h a r a c te r s ,  A lis s a ,  Max 

Thor and S te in  a l l  h e a r i s  sy m b o lica lly  th e  f i n a l  ru p tu r e  from th e  o u t­

s id e  w orld :

T ro is  ê t r e s  qu i saven t a lo r s  en tend re  l a  même m usique.
— "C’ e s t  l a  musique su r l e  nom de S te in ,  d i t - e l l e . ” d i t  
A lis s a  qu i s a i t  d é t r u i r e ,  o u v r ir  l e s  g randes b rèch es  
dans l e s  m u ra il le s  de l 'o r d r e  s o c ia l .  E t c e t t e  musique 
de re s sa c  qu i v ie n t  de l a  f o r ê t , musique su r l e  nom e t  du 
l i e u  de d é s i r ,  marque e n f in , d i s c r è te  e t  v io le n te ,  l a  
r a d ic a le  ru p tu re —quand é c r i r e  c ’ e s t  a u s s i  b ie n  d é t r u i r e :  
donner l a  p a ro le  au d é s i r  e t  t e n te r  de l e  f a i r e  e n te n d re .° '

The f a c t  t h a t  Thor t r i e s  t o  w r i te  a  novel and ends by say ing  

th a t  S te in  w i l l  w r ite  i t  fo r  him, p a r a l le le d  to  th e  f a c t  th a t  t h i s  novel 

has been w r it te n  by M arguerite  D uras, seems t o  im ply t h i s  l a s t  id ea

^^Boyer, p . 5- 

^ ^ I b id . , p . 5.



m entioned "by Boyer: t h a t  to  w r i te  i s  a ls o  to  d e s tro y , s in c e  i t  stems

from  th e  d e s i r e  to  be u n d ers to o d . T h is  i s  perhaps what th e  c h a r a c te r s ,  

A l is s a ,  Thor and S te in ,  have in  common w ith  t h e i r  c r e a to r .  D uras. They 

All a re  s t r iv in g  to  be und ers to o d  th ro u g h  d e s tro y in g  a l l  t h a t  has p re ­

v io u s ly  been e s ta b l is h e d  as  knowledge, a s  h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t s ,  and a s  s o c ie ty ,  

in  o rd e r t o  s t a r t  ag a in  from a  ta b u la  r a s a .-

The f o r e s t  in  D é tru ire  D it -E l le  r e p re s e n ts  h i s to r y  a s  S te in  

e x p la in s  i t :  "Pourquoi dans l a  fo rê t?  I I  lè v e  l a  t ê t e ,  re n c o n tre  l e s

yeux b le u s , se t a i t .  E l le  e s t  c la s s é e  monument h is to r iq u e ,  d i t  S te in ."

(p . 126 ) Throughout th e  n o v e l, th e  m entioning  o f th e  f o r e s t  alw ays p ro ­

duces a  response  o f f e a r  and u n c e r ta in ty .  A lis sa  i s  th e  f i r s t  t o  ask  

about th e  f o r e s t :

— I I  y  a  l a  f o r ê t .
E l le  l a  re g a rd e , ne re g a rd e  que l a  f o r e t  to u t  à  coup.
—Oui.
—E l le  e s t  dangereuse? d e m an d a -t-e lle .
—Oui. Comment l e  s a is - tu ?
—Je  l a  re g a rd e , d i t - e l l e ,  j e  l a  v o is .
E l le  r é f l é c h i t ,  l e s  yeux to u jo u rs  a u -d e là  du p a rc ,
v e rs  l a  f o r ê t .
—Pourquoi e s t - e l l e  dangereuse? d a n a n d e - t- e l le .
—Comme t o i ,  j e  ne s a i s  p a s . Pourquoi?
—Parce  q u ' i l s  en on t p e u r , d i t  A lis s a .
E l le  s 'a d o s se  à  s a  c h a is e , l e  re g a rd e , l e  re g a rd e , (pp. 33-3^)

T h is  f o r e s t ,  th e r e f o r e ,  re p re se n ts  M arg u erite  D uras' id e a s  o f  

th e  e s ta b lis h e d  knowledge, o f  h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t s ,  which she f e e l s  should  be 

d estro y ed  because o f  a l l  th e  pre-judgm ent in v o lv ed . The f o r e s t  i s  th e  

h i s t o r i c a l  p a s t  which t r i e s  to  p re s c r ib e  th e  p re s e n t p la n  o f  a c t io n  and 

to  p re d ic t  th e  fu tu re  p lan  o f  a c t io n  o f  peop le  and s o c ie ty .  The ch a rac ­

t e r s  f e a r  i t  because i t  would no t a llo w  th e  freedom o f  new and unique 

ex p erien ces  which th e y  seek .
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A v ic tim  o f  h i s to r y  ap p ears  in  D uras’ nex t n o v e l, Abahn Sahana,

D avid. When asked why she u sed  a  German Jew , Duras r e p l ie d  th a t  we a re

68a n  German Jew s, we a re  a l l  s t r a n g e r s .  T h e re fo re , th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  th e

Geman Jew i s  th e  symbol o f  a l i e n a t io n .  T h is  a l i e n a t io n  i s  th e  ru p tu re

from s o c ie ty  which i s  p e rhaps due t o  th e  way s o c ie ty  te n d s  to  p igeonho le

p e o p le , ev en ts  and id e a s .

For th e  most p a r t ,  Ahahn, Sahana, D avid, i s  D uras’ p o l i t i c a l

s ta te n e n t  on th e  Jew ish  s i t u a t io n .  However, from th e  p o in t o f  view  o f

a l i e n a t io n ,  i t  se rv es  s ig n i f i c a n t ly  t o  show a  malady w ith in  s o c ie ty ;

s o c ie ty  a l ie n a t in g  i t s  own p e o p le . Jean  B e ss ie re  su p p o rts  D uras’ id ea

o f  h i s t o r i c a l  a l i e n a t io n  in  th e  fo llo w in g  rem ark:

En c h o is is s a n t  un j u i f  pour h é ro s , l ’a u te u r  m a in tie n t 
sa  d ia le c t iq u e  du n éan t e t  de l 'a m o u r, de l a  v ie  e t  
de l a  m o rt, p ré se n te  encore  un personnage en ru p tu re  
avec l e  r é e l ,  m ais p la c e  l a  p rob lém atique  de l ’in d iv id u  
dans l ’o rd re  h is to r iq u e ,  e t  non p lu s  p sy ch o lo g iq u e .^9

Abahn r e a l iz e s  h i s  s o l i tu d e  and a t  th e  same tim e l in k s  i t  to

70th e  s o l i tu d e  o f  th e  r a c e :  "Tu es s e u l a u ss i?  Oui, avec l e s  j u i f s . "

Abahn makes t h i s  announcement e a r ly  in  th e  novel. The re a d e r  i s  a t  

once aware th a t  Abahn i s  much l i k e  many o f  D uras’ o th e r  c h a ra c te rs  who 

f in d  them selves i s o la te d  from  s o c ie ty  th rough  no f a u l t  o f  t h e i r  own m erely  

th ro u g h  t h e i r  p a r t i c u la r  s i tu a t io n  which seems to  be formed from a  w orld 

o f  p re ju d ic e . Again B e s s ie re  comments:

p . 109.-

68"D es tru c tio n  and Language," t r a n s .  by Helen Lane Cumberford, 

^^Duras, Moderato C a n ta b ile , n o te s  p a r  Jean  B e ss ie re  (Les Edi­
t io n s  de M inuit 1958; r p t .  P a r is :  B ordas, 1972), p . l8 .

^^Marguerite Duras, Abahn, Sahana, David (Paris: Editions
Gallimard, 1970), p. 25.
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I l  v ie n t  à  l a  f i n  de l a  longue l ig n e  d 'é t r a n g e r s  
auquels  M arguerite  Duras donne l e  pouvoir de d i r e  
n o tre  v é r i t é :  m e u r tr ie r s ,  dom estiques, o u v r ie r s ,
"bourgeois, to u s  gens d é ra c in é s  e t  d é p lac é s , qu i 
n 'e n t r e t ie n n e n t  aucun ra p p o rt sp é c if iq u e  avec 
l 'H i s t o i r e .

In  d e a lin g  w ith  a l i e n a t io n  th e  re a d e r  comes a c ro ss  a  vehement 

s ta tem en t hy  M arguerite  D uras: t h a t  d e s tr u c t io n  i s  n e ce ssa ry  because so

much a l ie n a t io n  e x is t s  in  our p re se n t day s o c ie ty . She advocates a  Uto­

p ia n  id ea  o f  s t a r t in g  over ag a in  from a  ta b u la  r a s a  by e ra s in g  a l l  p re ­

formed id e a s , knowledge and e s ta b lis h e d  h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t s ,  in  o th e r  w ords, 

an y th in g  which m ight be employed to  p re s c r ib e  p re s e n t o r  fu tu re  a c t io n s  

from som ething which was e s ta b lis h e d  in  th e  p a s t .

The themes o f lo v e , a l i e n a t io n ,  w aiting-boredom  and freedom a re  

p o w erfu lly  d e p ic ted  in  M arguerite  D uras' n o v e ls . They a re  enhanced by 

h e r  s ty le  which i s  d i r e c t  and sim p le , y e t  u n den iab ly  p o e tic  a t  tim e s .

TT_Duras, Moderato Cantabile, notes par Jean Bessiere (Les Edi-
tiones de Minuit 1958; rpt. Paris: Bordas, 1972), p. l8.



CHAPTER IV 

STYLE AND STRUCTURE

A fte r  having  undergone s e v e ra l p e r io d s  o f  change, th e  s ty le  o f 

M arguerite  Duras has evolved in to  a  p re se n t-d a y  s ty le  o f  s o p h is t ic a t io n .

At f i r s t  n e i th e r  M arguerite  Duras nor h e r s ty le  w ere vei*y rem arkable or 

o u ts ta n d in g . With ex p erience  h e r s ty le  o f  -w riting  improved and m atured 

from novel to  n o v e l. Through t h i s  m a tu ra tio n  Duras shed h e r dependency 

upon o th e r  s ty le s  and o th e r  a u th o rs . She now -w rites w ith  much s e l f -  

a ssu ra n ce , and i t  i s  t h i s  se lf -c o n fid e n c e  which a llo w s h er more freedom 

and ex p erim en ta tio n  in  h e r  w r i t in g . I t  i s  th e  change from h e r  more con­

v e n tio n a l  s t y l e  to  her non-conven tional s ty l e  o f  to d a y  which l in k s  Duras 

to  th e  nouveau roman group o f w r i te r s .

The s ty le  o f M arguerite  Duras began a s  a  v e ry  c lo se  im ita t io n  

o f th e  American n o v e l. Were i t  n o t fo r  h e r p re se n t p o p u la r i ty  and s k i l l ,  

th e  f i r s t  few n o vels  she w rote would be l o s t  among many o th e r  f i r s t -  

a ttem p ts  by a u th o rs  who d id  no t ach ieve  re c o g n itio n  in  th e  l i t e r a r y  w orld . 

Duras tran scen d ed  th e  s o -c a lle d  co n v en tio n a l n o v e l: th e  novel w ith  a

s to ry  to  t e l l ,  a  p l o t ,  c h a ra c te r  d e s c r ip t io n  and p sy ch o lo g ica l developm ent.

7 7
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Her f i f t h  n o v e l. Les P e t i t s  Cheveaux de T a rq n in ia ,  v a s  h e r  tu rn in g  p o in t ,

a  b r id g e  hetveen  th e  co n v en tio n a l nove l and th e  a n t i - n o v e l ,  o r  nouveau 

1roman.

M arguerite  D uras ' f i r s t  n o v e l. Les Im pudents (19 ^3 ), shows how 

th e  au th o r b eg ins h e r c a re e r  a s  a  n o v e l i s t .  As A lf r e d  Cismaru says o f  

t h i s  n o v e l: "Les Impudents i s  no t r e a l ly  an A m erican-type n o v e l.

A c tu a lly , i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  l a b e l .  I t  i s  a  b e g in n in g , an obscure  b e g in - 

in g  e n t i r e ly  u n n o ticed  by th e  w artim e l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  o f  occupied  

F ra n c e .”^

Les Impudents i s  lo g ic a l ly  d iv id ed  in to  th r e e  p a r t s  by th e  

a u th o r . In  accord  w ith  th e  s t r u c tu r e  o f  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  n o v e l, th e  f i r s t  

p a s t  i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  an e x p o s it io n , p re se n tin g  th e  fa m ily  and Jac q u e s , th e  

main c a t a ly s t ,  f o r  most o f  th e  f a m ily 's  problem s. He i s  th e  o ld e s t  o f  

th e  th r e e  c h ild re n , a  f o r ty  y ea r o ld  p layboy who manages t o  lo s e  o r ,  in  

some manner, gamble away every  penny o f h is  own money ..plus a l l  th e  money 

he borrow s, e i th e r  from a  bank o r h is  fam ily . The main c h a ra c te r  i s  Maud, 

tw enty  y e a rs  o ld  and th e  second o f  th e  th r e e  c h i ld re n .  The t h i r d  c h ild  

i s  a  younger s te p - b ro th e r ,  H enri. The atm osphere which p r e v a i ls  in  t h i s  

fam ily  i s  l e s s  th a n  am iab le .

D uras' om nisc ien t p re s e n ta t io n  o f  each c h a r a c te r  g iv e s  th e  

re a d e r  a  v e ry  d e f in i t e  im pression  o f  each one o f  them . Jacq u es , who w i l l  

be co n sid e red  f i r s t ,  seems to  be  t o t a l l y  w ithou t s c ru p le s . He squanders 

h i s  w if e 's  dowry l e s s  th a n  a  y ea r a f t e r  th e y  had m a rr ie d , and w ithou t any

^Alfred Cismaru, Marguerite Duras (Hew York: Twayne Publishers,
Inc., 1971), p. 58.

^Ibid., p. 20.
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r e s e r v a t io n ,  goes to  anyone who w i l l  le n d  him monqr, e s p e c ia l ly  h i s  m other
•

and s i s t e r ,  Maud. Of c o u rse , none o f  th e  money i s  ev e r p a id  b ack . He 

n ev er even m entions paying Maud o r  h i s  m other; in s te a d ,  he demands money 

a s  though th e y  owed i t  to  him . Jacques i s  an i r r e s p o n s ib le ,  la z y  p layboy . 

The o n ly  a c t io n  in  which Jacques i s  invo lved  i s  th a t  o f  f re q u e n tin g  lo c a l  

b a rs  and banks. In  f a c t .  M arg u erite  Duras 's t a t e s  th a t  th e  most s i g n i f i ­

c a n t th in g  he ever d id  was t o  m arry : " I I  s ’ é t a i t  m arie  avec M urie l i l  y

a v a i t  à  p e in e  un an e t  ce  m ariage c o n s t i t u a i t  1 ’ événement l e  p lu s  impor­

t a n t  de sa  v ie  c a r  i l  n ’a v a i t  jam ais  r i e n  f a i t . However,  h i s  w ife  d ied  

in  a  c a r  wreck a f t e r  th e y  had been m arried  f o r  alm ost a  y e a r . Thus, 

J a c q u e s ’ chances fo r  s e t t l i n g  down and assuming r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  a r e  dim in­

is h e d , as he r e tu rn s  to  th e  b a rs  and gam bling p la c e s  in  o rd e r to  so o the  

h i s  d e sp a ir  a t  h e r d ea th .

Money i s  th e  d r iv in g  fo rc e  in  Jacq u es’ l i f e .  His w ife  tu rn e d  

over a l l  h e r  fo r tu n e  to  him to  u se  a s  he p le a se d , which he does:

L’a rg e n t de sa  femme a v a i t  fondu a u s s i  rapidem ent que 
l e s  g a in s  r é a l i s é s  p a r d ’ in c e r ta in e s  o p é r a t i o n s . . . .
M u rie l, qui a v a i t  c o n fié  sa  fo r tu n e  à  Jacq u es , a v a i t  
to u jo u rs  ig n o ré  comment i l  1 ’ em p lo y a it. (p . 8)

When M u rie l’ s money runs o u t, Jacq u es tu rn s  to  h is  m other f o r  f in a n c ia l

a s s is ta n c e .  Sometimes she com plains, b u t she always g iv e s  him th e  money.

One such in s ta n c e  fo llo w s:

—J e  s a is  que t u  pe peux pas m’avancer beaucoup, m ais 
f a i s  ce  que tu  p o u rra s . Un b i l l e t  de cen t f r a n c s  me 
s u f f i r a .  I l  f a u t  que j e  t ie n n e .

—Je  c ro y a is  t a  femme r i c h e ,  r i p o s t a i t  sa  m ère. Tu 
tro u v e s  que j e  n 'a i  pas a sse z  de charges?

Marguerite Duras, Les Impudents (Paris: Librairie Pion, 19^3),
pp. 3-b. (Further reference by page only).



80

I l  ne  ré p o n d a it r i e n  pour ne pas g â te r  ses  a f f a i r e s ,  
c a r  i l  d e v in a it  que ses d i f f i c u l t é s  i r a i e n t  c r o is s a n t .
E t e f f e c t iv an en t Mme Taneran a v a i t  lâ c h é  de moins en 
moins d 'a r g e n t ,  au moment même où l e s  b e so in s  de son 
f i l s  n 'a v a ie n t  c e ssé  d 'augm enter, (p . 9)

Jacques i s  t o t a l l y  consumed hy h i s  lo v e  f o r  money. He becomes

a  d i f f e r e n t  p erson  when he has money in  h i s  p o s se s s io n , s in c e  i t  seems to

g iv e  him a  f e e l in g  o f  dom ination;

I I  a v a i t  to u jo u rs  b e so in  d 'a r g e n t .  V o ilà  de beaucoup 
ce q u i im p o r ta it  l e  p lu s  dans sa  v ie .  I l  se  t r o u v a i t  
au c e n tre  d 'u n  to u r b i l lo n ,  d 'u n  v e r t ig e  d 'a r g e n t .

L o r s q u 'i l  en a v a i t ,  i l  d ev en a it un a u tr e  homme. I l  
p o s sé d a it  à  un p o in t  s i  a ig u  l e  sens de son in a n i t é ,  
q u ' i l  l e  d é p en sa it bê tem en t, l e  j e t a i t  p a r  l e s  f e n ê t r e s ,  
s ' i l l u s i o n n a i t  en quelques jo u rs  de quoi pouvour t e n i r  
un m ois. I l  se  r e n ip p a i t ,  i n v i t a i t  to u s  ses  am is e t ,  
dans l e  m agnifique dédain  que l u i  p e rm e tta i t  son 
opulence p ro v is o i r e ,  i l  ne p a r a i s s a i t  p lu s  chez l u i  de 
to u te  une sem aine, dans c e t t e  f a m ille  qu i s a v a i t  f a i r e  
d u re r  l 'a r g e n t  d 'u n e  façon s i  h o n teu se , s i  s o rd id e , 
comme d 'a u t r e s  ménagent le u r s  fo r c e s ,  le u r  p l a i s i r ,  
comme un dom estique a s s e rv i  ménage ses  m a ître s , (pp . 7-8)

Jacques obv iously  l i k e s  to  w ie ld  h is  in f lu e n c e  and power over 

h i s  fam ily  a s  w e ll as h is  f r ie n d s .  His i n a b i l i t y  t o  manage money, o r  

an y th in g  e l s e ,  w ith  any h in t  o f r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  combined w ith  h i s  d e s ir e  

f o r  money causes Jacques to  be th e  c a ta ly s t  fo r  many o f  th e  problem s 

which a r i s e  l a t e r  in  th e  nov e l.

Maud appears to  be  th e  o n ly  one who shows any r e a l  lo v e  tow ard 

th e  members o f  h e r fam ily . Yet t h i s  lo v e  i s  a lso  accompanied by h a te ,  

e s p e c ia l ly  tow ard  Jacq u es. Maud lo v es  h e r  b r o th e r ,  b u t she sees  th e  

d e p lo ra b le  way he t r e a t s  everyone in  th e  fam ily  w ith  h is  t o t a l  in s e n s i ­

t i v i t y  t o  an y o n e 's  needs except h i s  own. The fo llo w in g  passage i s  a  good 

r e p re s e n ta t io n  o f  th e  lo v e -h a te  r e la t io n s h ip  between Maud and Jacq u es.

I t  shows h e r d is g u s t when he a sk s  h e r  f o r  money, which she n e v e r th e le s s
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does n o t re fu s e  to  g iv e  him;

Tout à  coup Maud ne tro u v a  p lu s  de ra is o n  à  sa 
p resence  dans une chambre où e l l e  n 'e n t r a i t  jam ais  
d 'o r d in a i r e .  C e tte  m inute d 'in t im i té  avec son 
f r è r e  1 'h u m ilia i t  a u ta n t qu 'une concession  q u 'e l l e  
eû t f a i t e  à  un ennemi.

E l le  se  le v a . I l  l a  ra p p e la  fa ib lem en t. E l le  ne 
s 'i l l u s io n n a  pas une seconde su r l e  to n  charm eur, 
p resque fè n in in ,  q u ' i l  v e n a it  d 'a d o p te r .

Gêné, d 'a i l l e u r s ,  i l  ne s a v a it  comment s 'e x p l i q u e r . . .
—Je  t ' a i  a p p e lé e , j e  n 'a i  p lu s  l e  s o u . . .
J ' a i  emprunté pour l a  f a i r e  mieux so ig n e r . Et à
maman, tu  comprends, j e  ne peux pas l u i  demander
Ç£L • • •

R etrouvant son s a n g - f ro id , e l l e  p esa  l e  pour e t  l e  
c o n tre , rap idem en t, comme quelqu 'un  qu i a 1 'h ab itu d e  
de t e l l e s  a f f a i r e s .

D éjà, l e  reg a rd  de Jacques d ev en a it f ix e  e t  f r o id  
parce  q u 'e l l e  é t a i t  le n te  à  répondre .

—Combien veux-tu?
Maude ne ré p o n d it p a s . E l le  p r i t  son son sa c , compta
l e  peu d 'a rg e n t  q u 'e l l e  a v a i t  e t  a ff irm a :
—Tu a u ra s  le ' r e s t e  demain, (pp. l k - l6 )

I t  i s  easy to  see th e  d is g u s t Maud f e e l s  fo r  Jacq u es , y e t a t  th e  same mo­

ment she so fte n s  and le n d s  him a l l  th e  money she h a s . She r e a l iz e s  

Jacq u es ' weaknesses and h is  s e lf is h n e s s  and i s  to rn  between h a tre d  f o r  

h is  conniv ing  ways and love  fo r  him as  h e r b ro th e r .

H enri i s  s c a rc e ly  more th an  a  shadow in  t h i s  f i r s t  p a r t .  He 

appears to  be very  q u ie t and a lo o f  w ithou t showing much i n t e r e s t ,  i f  any 

a t  a l l ,  in  what th e  fam ily  does. His f a th e r .  M onsieur Taneran, i s  a lso  

v e ry  much in  th e  background.

Monsieur Taneran i s  th e  o n ly  c h a ra c te r  who i s  a c tu a l ly  a f r a id  

o f  anyone in  th e  n o v e l: he i s  a f r a id  o f  Jacques and i s  e a s i ly  in tim id a te d

by him. He has had to  s t a r t  back to  work in  o rd e r to  support h is  new
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fa m ily , and i t  i s  t h i s  f a c to r  which seems to  ta k e  him away from th e  house

and Jac q u e s ' ov erh earin g  p resen ce :

Taneran re v e n a it  du m in is tè re  de 1 ' In s tru c t io n  
p u b lique  où, a  so ix an te  ans p a s sé s , i l  s ' é t a i t  vu 
o b lig é  de rep ren d re  du s e rv ic e  a f in  de subven ir aux 
lo u rd e s  charges q u i;  depu is  son m ariage, av a ien t 
complètement absorbé sa  fo r tu n e  p e rso n n e lle .

A v r a i  d i r e ,  son en tourage  s'accom m odait fac ilem en t 
de son s a c r a f ic e .  I l  f a u t  a jo u te r  que depuis q ' i l  
t r a v a i l l a i t ,  Taneran éch ap p a it un peu à  l a  ty ra n n ie  
des s ie n s  e t  s 'e n  t r o u v a i t  b ie n  a i s e .  I l  ne s 'é t a i t  
jam ais accoutumé en e f f e t  aux c o n tra in te s  in é v i ta b le s  
q u 'im p liq u e  l a  v ie  de f a m il le ,  e t  i l  v iv a i t  d 'a u t r e  
p a r t  dans l a  c r a in te  c o n s ta n te  de son b e a u - f i l s ,
Jacques G rand .. .

I l  a v a i t  eu un f i l s ,  H en ri, e t ,  s ' i l  l u i  v o u a it une 
s e c rè te  e t  grande te n d re s s e , i l  a v a i t  é té  t r è s  v i t e  
o b lig é  de se  f a i r e  à  l ' i d é e  q u ' i l  n 'é t a i t  nuU enen t 
payé de r e to u r .

A in s i Taneran v iv a i t  en apparence dans une grande 
s o l i tu d e ,  (pp. 5-6)

Through t h i s  b r i e f  ex p lan a tio n  o f  T an e ran 's  s i tu a t io n .  Duras e l i c i t s  a 

sym pathetic  response  from th e  re a d e r  who suddenly becomes aware th a t  t h i s  

sean in g ly  q u ie t man i s  p r a c t i c a l ly  den ied  any im portance o r  lo v e  w ith in  

h i s  own household . One, th e r e f o r e ,  b eg ins to  reaso n  t h a t  perhaps Monsieur 

Taneran has g iven  up t ry in g  to  communicate w ith  a  fam ily  in  which everyone 

appears t o  be s e lf - c e n te re d .

Madame Grand-Taneran p o sse sse s  a  g re a t  a b i l i t y  to  m an ipu la te  

p eo p le . I f  Jacq u es ' main flaw  o r  v ic e  i s  th e  lo v e  o f  money, th e n  th e  main 

v ic e  o f  Madame Taneran i s  th e  lo v e  o f  power and th e  f e e l in g  o f  s u p e r io r i ty .  

She alw ays wants to  be in  command o f  th e  s i tu a t io n .  The lo v e -h a te  r e l a ­

t io n s h ip  once ag a in  becomes ap p aren t between Jacques and h i s  m other:
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" E lle  l e  d é t e s t a i t  p a rce  que l ’amour a  des ‘basfonds p le in s  de h a in e ."

( p .  9 )

A few pages l a t e r  th e  re a d e r  g a in s  even a  b e t t e r  in s ig h t  t o  th e  

t r u e  n a tu re  o f  Madame G rand-Taneran. The lo v e -h a te  r e la t io n s h ip  which has 

appeared  p re v io u s ly  comes ag a in  in to  view . I t  i s  e v id en t t h a t  t h i s  ty p e  

o f  r e la t io n s h ip  e x is t s  f o r  each member o f  th e  fam ily . The fo llo w in g  p a s ­

sage shows how th e  n o v e l is t  d e sc r ib e s  a s  an om nisc ien t n a r r a to r :

Mere de ce v ieux  f i l s »  de c e t t e  f i l l e  in g ra te  e t  
c e rta in em en t m échante, de ce  jeu n e  garçon  p e rv e rs , 
femme de c e t  homme qu i ne s ’ en a l l a i t  p a s , à  c au se , 
c r o y a i t - e l l e ,  de l a  bonne t a b le  e t  p a rce  qu’ i l  
a v a i t  r é u s s i  à  se c o n s tr u ir e  su r  ce so l  mouvant une 
c i t a d e l l e  d ’in d if fé r e n c e ,  e l l e  se  d e v a it  à  to u s .
Pendant un in s ta n t  e l l e  so u h a ita  d 'ê t r e  une v i e i l l e  
femme p a i s ib le  dont l a  tâ c h e  s e r a i t  te im in ée  e t  à  
qu i i l  s e r a i t  f a c i l e  de m ourir ou de v iv re  comme e l l e  
l ’e n te n d r a i t .  E lle  r ê v a i t  d ’une v ie  t r a n q u i l l e  depuis 
quelque tem ps. Pourquoi g a r d a i t - e l l e  ses  e n fa n ts  auprès 
d ’e l l e ,  son f i l s  a în é  su rto u t?  Pourquoi l e  m a in te n a it -  
e l l e  é tro ite m e n t en t u t e l l e ?  Pourquoi 1 'h a b i tu a i t - e l l e  
à  ne pouvoir se p a sse r  de sa  p ré c e n c e , ce qui p ro lo n g e a it 
anormalement sa  m a te rn ité ?  O ui, e l l e  a u r a i t  aû se 
d é tac h e r de Jacques au p lu s  v i t e .  P a r f o is ,  c e t t e  pensée 
l a  t r a v e r s a i t  comme un é c l a i r ,  e t  e l l e  en é t a i t  e f fra y é e  
. . . I l  f a l l a i t  se m éfie r des  e n fa n ts  qu i vous p i l l e n t  
co rps e t  b ie n s . . .L a  f i n  de de c e t t e  s e rv itu d e , m a in te n an t, 
i l  s e n b la i t  qu’e l l e  ne p û t même pas l ’e n v is a g e r . . . (pp. 21-22)

The words used  to  d e sc r ib e  th e  c h ild re n : v ieux  f i l s , f i l l e

in g r a te  e t  m échante, jeune  garçon p e rv e rs  re v e a l th e  a t t i t u d e  o f  Madame 

Taneran tow ard h er c h ild re n . The a u th o r  u ses  words which a re  no t lo v in g  

and warm, in  o rd e r to  show resen tm en t and d isap p ro v a l. T h is d isap p ro v a l 

a ls o  a p p lie s  to  her husband. In  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  h e re  i s  a  man who has 

s u c c e s s fu lly  b u i l t  une c i t a d e l l e  d ’in d if f é r e n c e . The cho ice  o f  words 

le a v e s  th e  im pression  th a t  th e r e  i s  a  b l ig h t  on t h i s  fa m ily 's  r e la t io n s h ip  

to  each o th e r .
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In  th e  m iddle o f  th e  q u o ta tio n  a r e  th r e e  r h e to r i c a l  q u e s tio n s  

each b eg inn ing  w ith  po u rq u o i. The r e p e t i t i o n  o f  pourquoi s tre n g th e n s  th e  

id e a  o f  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  w ith  th e  s i tu a t io n .

Duras c o n tin u e s  to  r e v e a l  th e  m o ther’ s resen tm en t in  th e  p h ra se : 

q u i vous p i l l e n t  co rps e t  b ie n ; and ends w ith  a  s tro n g  f i n a l  d e c la ra t io n  

o f  s e rv itu d e .

The m ajo r p o r tio n  o f  th e  novel i s  c o n ta in ed  w ith in  th e  second 

p a r t  which shows th e  a u th o r ’ s p re d i le c t io n  a t  t h i s  p o in t  in  h e r  c a re e r  fo r  

a  s ty le  and s t r u c tu r e  which develop th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  c h a r a c te r ,  psychology 

and ev en ts  o r  th e  p lo t .

At th e  beg inn ing  o f  th e  second s e c t io n  th e  fam ily  moves to  t h e i r  

co u n try  e s t a t e ,  U deran, which has been abandoned f o r  s e v e ra l y e a rs  and has 

s t a r t e d  to  d e te r io r a te .  Duras b eg in s  t h i s  s e c tio n  w ith  a  background ex­

p la n a t io n  o f  th e  new s i tu a t io n .  Her n a r r a t iv e  s ty le  i s  one o f  long  des­

c r ip t i v e  sen ten ces  which sometimes ram ble . However, th e  vo cab u la ry  r e -  

m aines sim ple and u n a ffe c te d . I t  i s  t h i s  common q u a l i ty  o f  th e  language 

which le n d s  a  c o n v e rsa tio n a l to n e  to  th e  n a r r a t iv e  p a ssag e . Note in  

p a r t i c u l a r  th e  c o n s ta n t r e p e r i t io n  o f  th e  v e rb s  a v o ir  and ê t r e . T his 

r e p e t i t i o n  g iv e s  a  monotony to  th e  ch o ice  o f  words and has a  d u l l in g  

e f f e c t  o f  th e  a u th o r ’ s s ty le .  The fo llo w in g  passage  i s  ty p ic a l  o f  t h i s  

s ty le :

Les P ec re sce  é ta i e n t  l e s  v o is in s  l e s  p lu s  p roches 
d ’Uderan. Leurs a r r iè re -g ra n d s -p a re n ts  a v a ie n t é té  
m étayers  du domaine e t  a v a ie n t ra c h e té  l a  m é ta ir ie  
dont l ’un des p r o p r ié ta i r e s  s ’é t a i t  tro u v é  dans 
l ’o b l ig a t io n  de se  s é p a re r . Depuis l o r s ,  c e t t e  
p r o p r ié té  s ’é t a i t  rég u liè rem en t a g ran d ie  des 
a l ié n a t io n s  que lo s  p rem iers  p o sséd an ts  e f f e c tu a ie n t  
une à  u n e , a f in  le  f a i r e  fa c e  à  l 'e n t r e t i e n  de l a  
grande demeure de l a  seconde m é ta i r ie .
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L 'an c ien n e  m é ta ir ie  é t a i t  f lan q u ée  m ain tenan t d 'u n e  t e l l e  
h a b i ta t io n  de m a ître  e t  d 'u n  g rand ja r d in .  Les P e c re s se , 
devenus de r ic h e s  p ay san s , n 'a v a ie n t  pas borné l e u r s  am b itio n s .

M alheureusement i l s  n 'a v a ie n t  eu qu 'un  f i l s  e t  c 'é t a i t  
au to u r de ce  personnage que s 'é c h a fa u d a ie n t l e u r s  am b itio n s .

On en a v a i t  p a r lé  un moment donné comme du m e il le u r  p a r t i  
de l a  ré g io n , t a n t  p a r  l 'im p o r ta n c e  du b ie n  qu i r e v ie n d r a i t ,  
que p a r s a  p re s ta n c e  qu i é t a i t  b e l l e .  A joutons q u ' i l  a v a i t  
f a i t  quelques é tu d e s , ce qu i l u i  c o n fé ra i t  au v i l l a g e  une 
c e r ta in e  d ig n i té  i n t e l l e c t u e l l e . (pp. 3^-35)

Madame G rand-Taneran and Madame P ec resse  d is c u s s  th e  f e a s i b i l i t y

and m onetary p r a c t i c a l i t y  o f  a  m arriag e  between Maud and J e a n , th e  o n ly

son o f  th e  P e e re s se s . Cismaru q u ite  a p t ly  summarizes th e  s i tu a t io n  in  th e

fo llo w in g  manner:

. . . t h e  T anerans' h o s ts  a re  r i c h  p e a s a n ts , and th e  Uderan 
p ro p e r ty , ru in e d  a s  i t  i s ,  has no v a lu e  excep t t o  an un­
w it t in g  b u y er. Madame P ec re sse  i s  a  shrewd b u s in e s s  woman: 
she w i l l  buy th e  Uderan f o r  50,000 f r a n c s ,  bu t h e r  son w i l l  
m arry Maud in  th e  b a rg a in , w ith o u t th e  n e c e s s i ty  o f a  
dowry, and th e  P e e re sse s  w i l l  th u s  become t i e d  w ith  th e  
a r i s t o c r a t i c  la n d lo rd s  t h a t  th e  Tanerans a re .  Maud, avare  
o f  th e  m ach inations o f  th e  two women, would r e s i s t ,  even i f  
she were in  lo v e  w ith  Je a n , f o r  th e  fun  o f  opposing h e r 
m other whom she d e sp is e s  more and m ore.^

Maud, however, does n o t f e e l  even th e  s l i g h t e s t  a t t r a c t i o n  to  

Jean  who appears  to  h e r to  be v e ry  d u l l  and u n in te r e s t in g .  Jean  does 

no t exp ress any concern  one way o r th e  o th e r  about h i s  own fu tu r e  o r  h i s  

fu tu re  b r id e .  He ab id es  by h is  m o th e r 's  d e c is io n  w ith o u t q u e s tio n . In  

th e  fo llo w in g  d e s c r ip t io n  Duras c l e a r ly  p re s e n ts  J e a n 's  weakness o f  

c h a ra c te r  th ro u g h  such e x p re ss io n s  a s :  t a c i t u r n e , t im id e , l 'o n  p o u v a it

mener fa c ilem en t and s i  l a  mère n 'a v a i t  f a i t  bonne g a rd e . O ther u n p lea ­

san t q u a l i t i e s  a re  suggested  by th e  u se  o f :  un n ig au d , sim ple tâ c h e ro n ,

av a re  and ra d o te u r .

UCismaru, Marguerite Duras, p. 22.
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Cependant, Jean  a t t e i g n i t  ses  v in g t-c in q  ans san s  
s 'ê t r e  décide  au m ariage. On ne l e  v o y a it n u l l e  p a r t  
e t  s a  mère v e i l l a i t  à  ce q u ' i l  ne f r é q u e n tâ t . I l  
d e v in t t a c i tu r n e  e t  t im id e . Les f i l l e s  se  découragè­
r e n t .  (p . 35)

Jean  p assa  pour un nigaud que l 'o n  p ouvait mener fa c ile m e n t, 
une bonne a f f a i r e  en somme, pour une f i l l e  h a b i le ,  s i  l a  
mère n 'a v a i t  f a i t  bonne g a rd e . I l  ne se  p l a i s a i t  pas chez 
l u i  e t  t r a v a i l l a i t  aux champs a u s s i  durement q u 'u n  sim ple 
tâ c h e ro n . I l  a u r a i t  pu a v o ir  des o u v r ie r s .  Mais l e s  
P e c re sse , s ' i l s  s e  dép en sa ien t à  l 'o u v ra g e , t e n a ie n t  à  
le u r s  sous. On d i t  b ie n tô t  de Jean  q u ' i l  é t a i t  av are  e t
un peu ra d o te u r  a u s s i ,  (p . 37)

As Maud's lo v e  f o r  Georges grows so , a l s o ,  does h e r h a tre d  fo r

h e r  b ro th e r ,  Jacques. Maud knows h e r  b ro th e r  w e ll and when th e  o p p o rtu n ity

a r i s e s  fo r  h e r to  u se  in c r im in a tin g  evidence a g a in s t  him , she does no t

ig n o re  i t .  Maud f in d s  th e  body o f  th e  one o f  Ja c q u e s ' g i r l f r i e n d s  in  a

r i v e r .  Everyone b e lie v e s  i t  i s  s u ic id e ,  everyone t h a t  i s ,  excep t Maud,

who b e lie v e s  th e  g i r l  had been pushed in to  th e  r i v e r .  However, Maud uses

t h i s  in c id e n t to  h e r own b e n e f i t  by prom ising no t t o  t e l l  t h a t  she su sp ec ts

t h i s  to  be m urder, in  exchange fo r  which Jacques w i l l  m inim ize h i s  power

and th e  in f lu e n c e  which he seems to  w ie ld  over G eorges. Thus Maud w i l l

be a b le  to  see  him more o f te n . The a u th o r re v e a ls  h i s  f e a r  and su sp ic io n s

in  th e  fo llo w in g :

Sans se  l 'a v o u e r ,  i l  c r a ig n a i t  sa  soeur parce  q u ' i l  l a  
soupçonnait d ’ê t r e  son ennemie l a  p lu s  i r r é d u c t ib le .
I l  n 'é t a i t  pas sû r q u 'e l l e  ne d é v o i le r a i t  r i e n  à  le u r  
mère s ' i l  o s a i t  l u i  re p ro c h e r d 'a c c a p a re r  Georges 
D urieux, d 'a u ta n t  p lu s  q u ' i l  ne se s e n ta i t  pas to u t  à  
f a i t  c e r ta in  q u 'e l l e  f û t  sa  m a îs tre s s e . (p . 112)

Using v e ry  few words such as  c r a ig n a i t , so u p ço n n a it, son ennemie l a  p lu s

i r r é d u c t ib le  Duras cap tu re s  th e  immense fe e l in g  o f  th e  f e a r  which Jacques

now ex p eriences tow ard Maud.
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The a u th o r p o ssesses  a  g re a t  a b i l i t y  f o r  r e a l i s t i c a l l y  p re se n tin g  

em otions. In  h e r cho ice  o f  words and th e  pauses which a re  s c a t te r e d  th rough­

ou t th e  d ia lo g u e . Duras w r ite s  a  c o n v e rsa tio n  r e p re s e n ta t iv e  o f  r e a l  l i f e  

s i tu a t io n s .  The fo llow ing  d ia lo g u e  i s  a  good example o f  how Duras m ixes 

words w ith  pauses in  o rd e r to  re v e a l th e  rea so n in g  p ro cess  o f  Madame 

Taneran:

—Ça tombe b ien ! Je  m 'en d o u ta is ,  que t u  en a v a is  
a s se z . Moi j e  l e  tro u v a is  t r o p  v ieu x  pour t o i .  Je  
v o u la is  t e  d i r e ,  i c i  on ig n o re  que t u  es  demeurée 
chez D u rieu x ...T u  n 'e s  pas s o r t i e ,  t u  as é té  p ru ­
d e n te , c 'e s t  t r è s  b i e n . . .Les P ec re sse  qu i sav a ien t 
l a  chose se  sont tu s .  Tu ap p rend ras à  l e s  c o n n a ître , 
ce  son t de b raves g e n s . . .A lo rs , j e  t e  d i s a i s  q u e . . .
Nous p a rto n s  t e  ch e rch e r, t u  v ie n s  d 'A uch, de chez 
t a  t a n t e ,  l a  soeur de T aneran , t u  entends? chez 
la q u e l le  t u  au ras  passé  qu inze  j o u r s . . .A près, e t  
b ie n  a p rè s , i l  t e  fau d ra  a c c e p te r  ce qu 'on  t e  p ro ­
p o se ra , c a r  tu  es b ie n  com prom ise... (p . 205 )

The au th o r cap tu res  th e  essence  o f Madame T an e ran 's  s u rp r is e  as  

she t r i e s  to  e x p la in  th a t  she made th e  arrangem ent fo r  th e  m arriage  and 

fo r  th e  P ee re sses  to  buy Uderan f o r  50,000 fra n c s  a t  th e  u rg in g  o f  Jacques 

in  o rd e r  to  pay o f f  h is  d e b ts :

— . . .A l o r s ,  t u  a tte n d s  un en fan t?  Ce m ariage avec Jean 
P e c re sse , t u  penses b ie n  que ce n 'e s t  pas m o i . . .C 'e s t  
Jacq u es. J e  s a is  b ie n  q u ' i l  l ' a  f a i t  pour n o tre  b ien  
à  to u s ,  rem arque, m ais to u t  de même ça m 'a  é té  dur 
d 'a c c e p te r . . .Que veux-tu ! J e  t e  sa v a is  chez D urieux, 
m ais i l  n 'a  jam ais vou lu  que j ' y  a i l l e ,  de c r a in te  
d 'é v e i l l e r  des so u p ço n s ...

E l le  s o u f f la  un in s ta n t  avan t d 'a jo u t e r :

—I l  e s t  p lu s  prudent que m oi, c 'e s t  en tendu . M aintenant 
q u 'a llo n s -n o u s  devenir?  J ' a i  touché  e t  même entamé 
largem ent l e s  c inquan te  m il le  f r a n c s . Oui, i l  a  f a l l u  
rem bourser le s  meubles ! Et p u is  Jacques a v a i t  des d e t te s .
. . .  (pp. 206- 207 )
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Diiras han d les  th e  words in  such a  manner a s  to  show an « n o tio n a l 

change w ith in  Madame Taneran. The p reced in g  q u o ta tio n  develops th e  view  

o f  th e  m other a s  a  shrewd b u s in ess  woman. Suddenly Duras changes th e

to n e  o f  th e  d ia lo g u e  and s k i l l f u l l y  m an ip u la tes  th e  change w ith in  Madame

Taneran from a  r a t io n a l  and c a lc u la t in g  m other t o  t h a t  o f  a  m other who 

d ese rv es  p i t y  as  a  v ic tim  o f  c ircu m stan ce . * The a u th o r  u se s  ex p re ss io n s  

such a s : ce  n 'e s t  pas m oi. . . C’ e s t  Jacq u es; Que v e u x - tu I ; p lu s  p ruden t que

moi and Jacques a v a i t  des d e t te s  fo r  th e  purpose o f  showing how she looks 

f o r  sympathy from Maud.

The t h i r d  and f i n a l  s e c t io n  o f  th e  nove l b r in g s  to g e th e r  a l l  th e  

ev en ts  and t i e s  them in to  th e  c l im a tic  ep isode  o f  Maud’ s m a tu ra tio n  in  

th e  cu lm in a tio n  o f  h e r  h a tre d  f o r  h e r fam ily  and e s p e c ia l ly  f o r  Jacq u es. 

Her h a tre d  i s  ig n i te d  when she r e a l iz e s  t h a t  th e  50,000 f ra n c s  which th e y  

p a id  fo r  Uderan w i l l  go to  pay o f f  Jacq u es’ d e b ts . Cismaru sums i t  up in  

t h i s  manner:

I t  i s  th e n  th a t  h e r own h a tre d  ta k e s  shape , t h a t  i t  c eases  
to  be dormant o r p a t ie n t  and i t  s e iz e s  upon th e  o ccasion
in  o rd e r to  commit th a t  one a c t  which w i l l  make h e r p o s i­
t io n  u n eq u iv o ca lly  c le a r  to  o th e rs  and to  h e r s e l f :  h e r
own h o s t i l i t y  sp r in g s  f o r th ,  unashamed and l i b e r a t i n g  th e  
moment she f in d s  h e r s e l f  in  th e  ante-room  o f a  p o l ic e  
s t a t io n ,  fa c in g  th e  serg ean t on du ty  and t e l l i n g  him t h a t  ^
Jacques i s  back in  P a r i s ,  h id in g  from c r e d i to r s  and p o l ic e .

I t  i s  easy  to  t r a c e  th e  cu lm in a tio n  o f t h i s  h a tre d . D uras’ 

language in  th e  fo llo w in g  q u o ta tio n  b u ild s  from an eag e rn ess  to  tu rn  

Jacques over to  th e  p o lic e  to  exp ress em otions o f  h o s t i l i t y  and h a tre d .

The eagerness comes th ro u g h  in  th e  p h ra se  combien f a c i l e .  H o s t i l i ty  i s

^Ibid. ,  p. 23.
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ap p aren t in  th e se  e x p re ss io n s : un v isa g e  d é fig u ré  p a r  l a  pen r and l a

honte en p e t i t e s  tâ c h e s  hlêm es. The p o in t a t  which M aud's h a tre d  i s

obvious i s  in  h e r p ic tu r in g  Jac q u e s ' d ea th : au moment de sa  m ort ; l a

t r è s  b e l l e  la id e u r .

Maud, so n g e a it:  'L a  p o l ic e ? ' P ar un e f f o r t
d 'im a g in a tio n , ohî combien f a c i l e I  e l l e  v o y a it 
Jacques e n tre  deux a g e n ts , avec un v isag e  qu i 
r a p p e la i t  c e lu i  q u ' i l  a v a i t  m ontré un c e r ta in  
s o i r  à  l 'a u b e rg e .

Un v is a g e  d é fig u ré  p a r  l a  peur e t  su r le q u e l  
s ' i n s c r i r a i t  p e u t - ê t r e  encore l a  honte en p e t i t e s  
tâ c h e s  blêm es, a u to u r des lè v re s  e t  des yeux.
C elu i dont on p o u v a it p en ser q u ' i l  s e r a i t  c e lu i  
de Jacques au moment de sa  m ort. Un v isag e  
fa ib lem en t b a lan cé  au d essu s  de l a  v ra ie  t r i s t e s s e  
e t  qui pour l a  p rem ière  f o i s  r a p p e l l e r a i t  c e lu i  
de son en fance , e n f in  s u rg ie  e t  éb lo u ie  p a r l a  
m ort to u te  p ro ch e . De ce v is a g e  v o le r a i t  en é c la t s  
to u te  l a  v a n ité  s i  v iv a n te ,  l a  se m p ite rn e lle  com­
p la in te  du p l a i s i r ,  l a  t r è s  b e l l e  la id e u r .

Duras co n tin u es  to  d e sc r ib e  s tro n g  f e e l in g s .  Through th e  u se  o f

th e  words d é s i r  de m eu tre : comme on d é s i r e  tu e r  une b ê te  she expands th e

p ro p o rtio n  o f  M aud's h a tre d  to  produce th o u g h ts  m urderous to  th e  e x ten t

o f  comparing Jacques to  an  an im al.

À v r a i  d i r e ,  Maud ne s a v a i t  pas ce q u 'e l l e  f a i s a i t  
l à .  E l le  d e v in a it  seulem ent q u 'e l l e  i r r i t a i t  Ja c q u e s , 
de to u te  sa f a ib le s s e ,  de to u te  sa d é tre s s e  sim plem ent 
p ré s e n té e s , ju s q u 'a u  d é s i r  de m eu rtre : comme on d é s i r e
tu e r  une b ê te  in o ffe n s iv e  ap rè s  l 'a v o i r  b le s s é e  sans y 
p e n se r , sans h a in e , (p . 229 )

In  th e  a u th o r 's  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  M aud's em otions t h i s  overwhelming

h a tre d  seons to  th e  re a d e r  to  spread  l ik e  a  d is e a s e  to  in c lu d e  Madame

Taneran in  th e  e x p re ss io n  sa  mère à  e l l e ,  é t a i t  m o rte . In  th e  fo llow ing

few sen ten ces  Duras q u ic k ly  ends M aud's f e e l in g s  f o r  h e r m other:

E l le  n 'y  p o u v a it r i e n .  Sa mère à  e l l e ,  é t a i t  m o rte ,
l a  n u i t  d e rn iè re . E l le  l a  v o y a it ,  e n se v e lie  dans l e
souven ir de l 'a b s e n t ,  s e u le  avec l e  v ieux  T a n e ra n .. .  (p . 236)



90

The manner in  -which Duras ends t h i s  novel -will become h e r  t r a d e ­

mark th roughou t th e  r e s t  o f  h e r n o v e ls , t h a t  o f  le av in g  much o f  th e  ending 

f o r  th e  re a d e r  to  im agine. A lthough th e  re a d e r  may q u e s tio n  th e  in te n t  and 

purpose  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  and t h e i r  b e h a v io r . Duras s u c c e s s fu lly  com pletes 

p ic tu r e s  o f  t r u e - t o - l i f e  peop le  and i s  p a r t i c u l a r ly  adep t in  th e  d e sc r ip ­

t i o n s  o f  th e  problem s, p e r s o n a l i ty  and b eh av io r o f  th e  -women c h a r a c te r s .

D uras' p o e tic  s ty le  ap p ears  in  th e  novel in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f 

th e  lan d scap e . There a re  a  fe-w- p assages which -warrant m ention ing  fo r  

t h e i r  b eau ty . The f i r s t  passage  i s  to  be found on th e  f i r s t  page o f  th e  

n o v e l:

Maud o u v r i t  l a  f e n ê tr e  e t  l a  rumeur de l a  v a l lé e  
em p lit l a  chambre. Le s o l e i l  se  c o u c h a it. I l  
l a i s s a i t  à  sa s u i te  de g ro s  nuages qu i s 'agg lom ér­
a ie n t  e t  se  p r é c ip i ta ie n t  comme av eu g les  v e rs  un 
g o u ff re  de c l a r t é .  Le 's e p tiè m e ' o-u i l s  lo g e a ie n t 
sem b la it ê t r e  à  une h au teu r v e r t ig in e u s e .  On y 
d é c o u v ra it un paysage sonore e t  p rofond  qu i se  
p ro lo n g e a it  ju s q u 'à  l a  t r a în é e  sombre des c o l l in e s  
de Se-vres. E n tre  c e t  h o rizo n  l o i n t a i n ,  bourré  
d 'u s in e s ,  de faubourgs e t  1 ' appartem ent ouvert en 
p le in  c i e l ,  l ' a i r  chargé d 'u n e  f in e  brume re s se m b la it ,  
g lauque e t  dense , à  de l 'e a u ,  (p . l )

The com bination  o f  q words such a s  de g ro s  nuages q u i s 'a g g lo m é ra ien t e t  

p r é c ip i t a i e n t  comme aveug les v e rs  un g o u ff re  de c l a r t é  and l ' a i r  chargé 

d 'u n e  f in e  brume se r e s s e m b la i t , g lauque e t  dense , à  de l 'e a u  has a  d e f i ­

n i t e  v is u a l  appea l in  th e  images o f  c lo u d , a i r  and w a te r .

A nother passage showing D uras' f in e  p e rc e p tio n  o f  n a tu re  i s  

tow ard th e  end o f th e  n o v e l. As th e  words v e r d i s s a ie n t , b lanche  l-um iere,

1 ' ombre f lu id e  b lend to g e th e r  th e y  p a in t  th e  c o u n try s id e  fo r  th e  re a d e r . 

T here  i s  a ls o  a  d e l ic a te  f l u i d i t y  o f  sound produced by th e  ' s '  and 'c h ' 

sounds in  th e  words: to u c h a i t , m oissons, m oissonneurs, s e u le s ,  v e r d is s a ie n t .
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'b lanche, c e l l e ,  f r a îc h e s ,  s u r g i r ,  e sp ace , p a s s a i t  and v i t e s s e .  To add to  

t h i s  d e s c r ip t io n  a re  v e rb s  which g iv e  energy: to u c h a i t , s u r g i r ,  t r o u b l a i t ,

p a s s a i t  and eû t f u i .  The com bination o f  a l l  th e se  e lem ents c re a te s  o u t­

s tan d in g  images :

J u in  to u c h a i t  à  sa  f i n .  Les m oissons a t te n d a ie n t  l e s  
m oissonneurs. S e u le s , l e s  v ig n e s , e ta lê e s  su r l e s  
f la n c s  des co teau x , v e rd is s a ie n t  encore sous l a  
"blanche lu m iè re , p ré fé ra n t  pour m û rir c e l l e  p lu s  te n d re  
e t  p lu s  rêv eu se  de l ’automne.
Les hommes dans le u r s  f r a îc h e s  m aisons a t te n d a ie n t ,
pour s u rg ir  de nouveau au grand jo u r ,  que s 'a c c o m p lit  l ’ é té .

Rien ne t r o u b l a i t  l a  to rp e u r  de l ’espace e t  de l a  
campagne, s in o n , de temps en tem ps, l ’ombre f lu id e  d ’un 
nuage qui p a s s a i t  bas e t  à une é tra n g e  v i t e s s e ,  comme 
s ’ i l  eû t f u i  l e  calme in q u ié ta n t  du c i e l .  (p . 193)

T h is a b i l i t y  to  ph rase  a  d e s c r ip t io n  p o e t ic a l ly  i s  one o f D uras’ 

s tro n g e r  p o in ts .  In  th e  succeeding no v e ls  th e  re a d e r  can expect more o f  

th e  p o e tic  e la n e n t. I t  becomes more and more g ra c e fu l  a s  h e r s k i l l  

improves w ith  each  su ccess iv e  n o v e l. Then, as  th e  u l t im a te  ach ievanen t 

o f  b e ing  a b le  to  u se  a  p a r t i c u la r  elem ent w ith in  an  a u th o r ’ s works. D uras’ 

l a s t  n o v e l, L’Amour, could  p o s s ib ly  be co n sid ered  a  long  p rose  poem.

Les Im pudents, as  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  n o v e l, p re s e n ts  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  

s t r u c tu r e  o f  e x p o s it io n , c o n f l i c t ,  and dénouement. At t im e s , th e  a u th o r 

seems a  b i t  s lu g g ish  in  h e r e x p o s itio n  as  though she were encumbered by 

th e  c a r e fu l  com pleteness o f invo lved  d e s c r ip t io n s ;  y e t ,  a t  o th e r  tim e s . 

Duras employs an economy o f  w ords, u s u a l ly  found in  th e  d ia lo g u e , a s  

though sh e , to o , were t i r i n g  o f th e  slow ness o f  th e  s to ry  and were try in g  

to  speed th in g s  up a  l i t t l e .  T h is su c c in c t s ty le  o f  p re se n tin g  d ia lo g u e  

w i l l ,  a l s o ,  become a  tradem ark  o f  D uras’ w rit in g  s ty le .
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M arguerite  D uras, having f i r s t  drawn i n ^ i r a t i o n  from th e  Ameri­

can n o v e l, co n tin u es  under i t s  in flu e n c e  in  h e r t h i r d  n o v e l. Un Barrage 

C ontre l e  P a c if iq u e . Armand Hoog summarizes th e  ty p e  o f  American novel 

t r a n s la t e d  in  Europe a t  t h a t  tim e  a s :

. . . t h a t  on b a lan ce  ag re ea b le  com bination o f  a d v e n tu re , 
b r u t a l i t y ,  d runkenness, g a ie ty ,  g eo g rap h ica l e x c u rs io n s , 
e a r th in e s s ,  au tom obile  o u tin g s , sexual a g re s s iv e n e s s  
and p sy ch o lo g ica l 'b eh a v o rism .'

. . .T h a t  i s  even more e v id en t in  th e  volume which f i r s t  
made Madame Duras known to  th e  g re a t  p u b lic .  Un B arrage 
Contre l e  P a c if iq u e  (1950).6

The s t r u c tu r e  o f  Un B arrage C ontre l e  P a c if iq u e  i s  q u ite  s im ila r  

t o  th a t  o f  h e r f i r s t  n o v e l. Les Im pudents. The a u th o r  d iv id e s  th e  book 

in to  two p a r t s :  th e  f i r s t  d e sc r ib e s  th e  sq u a lid  fa m ily , l i f e  o f  Suzanne,

Joseph and t h e i r  m other in  a  n a t iv e  h u t o u ts id e  Bam; th e  second p a r t  p re ­

se n ts  t h e i r  adven tu re  in  th e  c i t y  where th e y  go t o  s e l l  th e  diamond r in g  

which M onsieur Jo  gave to  Suzanne. Once ag a in  th e  a u th o r  fo llo w s th e  con­

v e n tio n s  o f e x p o s it io n , c o n f l i c t  and denouement i n  h e r  n o v e l, on ly  t h i s  

tim e  she w r ite s  w ith  more a u th o r i ty  and w ith  much improvement and 

m a tu r ity  in  h e r s ty l e .

D uras' re a lism  i s  th e  most po ignan t e la a e n t in  t h i s  th i r d  n o v e l. 

I t  s tro n g ly  resem bles t h a t  found in  th e  w r it in g  o f  S te in b eck  and Heming­

way. Duras s e ts  Un B arrage C ontre l e  P a c if iq u e  in  h e r n a tiv e  Indoch ina . 

T h is f a c t  perhaps e x p la in s  th e  in te n s i ty  o f  emotion in  th e  n o v e l, b u t 

w hatever th e  re a so n , th e  d e s c r ip t io n s  a re  some o f  h e r  v e ry  b e s t .  I t  i s  

c e r ta in  t h a t ,  a lth o u g h  h e r s ty le  rem ains s tro n g  and she g a in s  more w orld

^Armand Hoog, "The I t i n e r a r y  o f M arg u erite  D u ras,"  Yale French 
S tu d ie s , no. 23-2k (1959), pp. 68- 69 .
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wide l i t e r a r y  re c o g n itio n  from h e r  l a t e r  w orks, th e  re a l is m  and th e  

fo rc e  o f  th e  an o tio n s  in  h e r  d e s c r ip t io n s  h e re  a re  n ev er b e t t e r  o r  more 

pow erfu l:

I I  y  a v a i t  heauceup d 'e n f a n ts  dans l a  p la in e . C 'é t a i t  
une s o r te  de c a la m ité . I l  y  en a v a i t  p a r to u t ,  p e rch és  
su r  l e s  a rb re s ,  su r  l e s  b a r r i è r e s ,  su r  l e s  b u f f le s ,  
qu i r ê v a ie n t ,  ou a cc ro u p is  au bord  des m a rig o ts , qu i 
p é c h a ie n t, ou v a u tré s  dans l a  vase  à  l a  rech erch e  des 
c rab es  n a in s  des r i z i è r e s .  Dans l a  r i v i è r e  a u s s i  ou 
en t r o u v a i t  qu i p a ta u g e a ie n t , jo u a ie n t  ou n a g e a ie n t.
E t à  l a  p o in te  des jonques qu i d escen d aien t v e rs  l a  
grande m er, v e rs  l e s  î l e s  v e r te s  du P a c if iq u e , i l  y  
en a v a i t  a u s s i  qu i s o u r ia ie n t ,  r a v i s ,  enferm es ju s q u 'a u  
cou dans de grands p a n ie rs  d 'o s i e r s ,  qui s o u r ia ie n t  
mieux que personne n 'a  jam ais s o u r i  au monde. Et 
to u jo u rs  avan t d 'a t t e i n d r e  l e s  v i l l a g e s  du f la n c  de l a  
montagne, avan t même d 'a v o i r  aperçu  le s  p rem ie rs  man­
g u ie r s ,  on r e n c o n tr a i t  l e s  p rem iers  e n fa n ts  des v i l l a g e s  
de f o r ê t ,  to u t  e n d u its  de s a f ra n  c o n tre  l e s  m oustiques e t  
s u iv is  de le u r s  bandes de ch ien s  e r r a n t s .  Car p a r to u t  
où. i l s  a l l a i e n t ,  l e s  e n fa n ts  t r a în a i e n t  d e r r iè r e  eux l e u r s  
compagnons, l e s  ch ien s  e r r a n t s ,  e f f la n q u é s , g a leu x , 
v o le u rs  de b a sse s -d o u rs , que l e s  m a la is  c h a s sa ie n t à  
coups de p ie r r e  e t  q u ' i l s  ne c o n se n ta ie n t à  manger q u 'e n  
p é rio d e  de grande fam ine, t a n t  i l s  é ta ie n t  m aigres e t  
c o r ia c e s . Seuls l e s  e n fa n ts  s 'accom odaien t de le u r  
compagnie. Et eux n 'a u r a ie n t  sans doute eu q u 'à  m ourir 
s ' i l s  n 'a v a ie n t  pas s u iv i  ces  e n fa n ts ,  dont l e s  excrém ents 
é ta ie n t  le u r  p r in c ip a le  n o u r r i tu r e .^

The d e s c r ip t io n  co n tin u e s  to  m agnify th e  f i l t h ,  th e  s ta r v a t io n  

o f  peop le  in  a  lan d  to o  poor t o  support th a n , and th e  sq u a lid  c o n d itio n s  

under which th e se  p eo p le , n a t iv e s  and poor w h ite s , l i v e .  D eath i s  common­

p la c e ,  o r p e rh ap s, a  b le s s in g  in  d is g u is e  to  r e l i e v e  some o f  th e  people  

o f  t h i s  m ise rab le  e x is te n c e , e s p e c ia l ly  th e  c h ild re n :

I I  en é t a i t  de ces e n fa n ts  comme des p lu ie s ,  des f r u i t s ,  
des in o n d a tio n s . I l s  a r r iv a ie n t  chaque année, p a r  m arée 
r é g u l iè r e ,  ou s i  l 'o n  v e u t ,  p a r  r é c o l te  ou p a r f lo r a is o n .

YMarguerite Duras, Un Barrage Contre le Pacifique (Pairs:
Gallimard, 1958), PP- 98-99* (Further reference by page only).
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Chaque ferm e de l a  p la in e ,  t a n t  q u 'e l l e  é t a i t  a ssez  
jeu n e  pour ê t r e  d é s ir é e  p a r  son m a r i , a v a i t  son en fan t 
chaque année. A l a  sa iso n  sèc h e , lo rs q u e  l e s  trav au x  
des r i z i è r e s  se  r e lâ c h a ie n t ,  l e s  hommes p en sa ien t 
davan tage à  l 'am o u r e t  l e s  femmes é ta i e n t  p r is e s  
n a tu re lle m e n t à  c e t t e  s a is o n - là .  E t dans l e s  mois 
s u iv a n ts  l e s  v e n tre s  g r o s s i s s a ie n t .  A in s i ,  o u tre  ceux 
qu i en é ta i e n t  d é jà  s o r t i s  i l  y  a v a i t  ceux q u i é ta ie n t  
encore  dans l e s  v e n tre s  des femmes. C ela c o n tin u a it  
ré g u liè re m e n t, à  un rythm e v é g é ta l ,  comme s i  d 'une  longue 
e t  p rofonde r e s p i r a t io n ,  chaque année , l e  v e n tre  de 
chaque femme se g o n f la i t  d 'u n  e n fa n t ,  l e  r e j e t a i t ,  pour 
e n s u ite  re p re n d re  s o u f f le  d 'u n  a u t r e ,  ( p .99)

Duras r e in fo r c e s  th e  c y c le  and r e p e t i t io n  o f  th e  b i r t h  o f  c h i ld ­

re n  th ro u g h  th e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  th e  words e n fa n t , femme, v e n tre  and é ta i e n t  

combined w ith  words l i s t e d  in  a  s e r i e s  l i k e  des p lu ie s , des f r u i t s , des 

in o n d a tio n s . These elem ents produce a  c i r c u l a r  e f f e c t .

In  th e  fo llow ing  d e s c r ip t io n  th e  a u th o r p a in ts  a  v e ry  r e a l i s t i c  

and d ep re ss in g  p ic tu r e  o f  a  p e a s a n t 's  l i f e .  She perm eates th e  d e s c r ip t io n  

w ith  d e a th , d is e a s e  and u nhapp iness. In  o rd e r  to  c ap tu re  th e s e  f e e l in g s  

Duras r e p e a ts  forms o f  th e  word d e a th : m o u ra it , m o rts ; and u ses  o th e r  

words which a re  f re q u e n tly  l in k e d  w ith  d e a th : s é p u ltu re ,  c h o lé ra , mangue

v e r te  and e n fa n ts  a ffam és. She b r in g s  about a  sadness by u s in g  e x p re ss io n s  

such a s  p l e u r a i t , se  n o y a ien t dans l e  ra c  and m ouraient d 'i n s o l a t i o n  ou 

d ev en a ien t a v e u g le s .

. .  .C ar i l  en m ourait te l le m e n t que l a  boue de l a  p la in e  
c o n te n a it  b ie n  p lu s  d 'e n f a n ts  m o rts  q u ' i l  n 'y  en a v a i t  
eu qu i a v a ie n t eu l e  temps de c h a n te r  su r l e s  b u f f le s .
I l  en m oura it te lle m e n t qu 'on  ne l e s  p le u r a i t  p lu s  e t  
que d epu is  longtem ps d é jà  on ne le u r  f a i s a i t  pas de 
s é p u ltu re .  Simplement, en r e n t r a n t  du t r a v a i l ,  l e  
p è re  c r e u s a i t  un p e t i t  t r o u  devan t l e  case  e t i l  y 
co u ch a it son en fan t m ort. Les e n fa n ts  re to u rn a ie n t  
simplement à  l a  t e r r e  comme l e s  mangues sauvages des 
h a u te u rs , comme l e s  p e t i t s  s in g e s  de 1 ' embouchure du 
r a c .  I l s  m ouraient s u r to u t  du c h o lé ra  que donne l a  
mangue v e r t e ,  m ais personne dans l a  p la in e  ne sem b la it
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l e  s a v o ir .  Chaque année , à  l a  sa iso n  des m angues, on 
en v o y a i t ,  perches su r l e s  b ran ch es , qu sous l 'a r b r e ,  
q u i a t te n d a ie n t ,  a ffam és, e t  l e s  jo u r s  qu i s u iv a ie n t ,  
i l  en m o u ra it en p lu s  grand nombre. E t d 'a u t r e s ,  
l 'a n n é e  d 'a p r è s ,  p re n a ie n t l a  p la c e  de su r ces  mêmes 
m anguiers e t  i l s  m ouraien t à  le u r  to u r  c a r  l 'im p a t ie n c e  
d es e n fa n ts  affam és devant l e s  mangues v e r te s  e s t  é t e r ­
n e l l e .  D 'a u tre s  se n o y a ien t dans l e  r a c .  D 'a u tre s  
encore m ouraien t d 'in s o l a t io n  ou d ev ena ien t av eu g les .
D 'a u tre s  s 'e m p lis s a ie n t  des mêmes v e r s  que l e s  ch ien s  
e r r a n ts  e t  m ouraien t é to u f f lé s .  (pp . 99-101)

A lthough such s ta r k  re a lism  i s  sometimes shocking  to  re a d , 

I fa rg u e r ite  Duras does n o t u se  i t  f o r  shock e f f e c t .  I t  i s  m erely  a  s id e  

o f  l i f e  to  which she i s  w e ll accustom ed, and t o  l ig h te n  o r le a v e  ou t such 

d e s c r ip t io n  would n o t re n d e r th e  t r u e  p ic tu r e  o f  such a  l i f e  in  t h i s  

dep riv ed  s e c tio n  o f  Indoch ina . T h e re fo re , h e r  d e p ic t io n s  o f  th e  c o n d itio n  

o f  l i f e  and th e  seem ingly c a llo u s  a t t i t u d e  o f  th e  peop le  tow ard d ea th  

cause  th e  re a d e r  to  m arvel a t  h e r ad ep tn ess  in  w ording h e r passages to  

c a p tu re  j u s t  th e  r ig h t  mood and th en  to  t r a n s f e r  t h i s  mood to  th e  r e a d e r ,  

th e re b y  s e t t in g  th e  s to ry  in  th e  p ro p e r atm osphere n e ce ssa ry  f o r  under­

s tan d in g  th e  re a so n s  why th e  c h a ra c te rs  do what th e y  do. As in  h e r f i r s t  

n o v e l, th e  au th o r m a in ta in s  th e  th ir d -p e r s o n  p o in t o f  view  th roughou t th e  

novel in  o rd e r to  e s ta b l i s h  th e  c o r re c t  s e t t in g s  and p sy ch o lo g ica l p a t te r n s  

f o r  h e r  c h a ra c te rs  so t h a t  th e y  may be u n derstood  in  th e  p e rs p e c tiv e  which 

she in ten d ed .

The m other o f  Suzanne and Joseph t r i e s  f o r  a  w hile  to  h e lp  some 

o f  th e  c h i ld r e n . However, she soon becomes d isco u rag ed  by t h e i r  dying and 

f e e l s  t h a t  h e r  e f f o r t s  a re  no lo n g e r accom plish ing  a n y th in g . The fo llo w ­

ing  i s  a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  what happened to  th e  l a s t  c h i ld  she took  in to  th e  

fam ily :
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La p e t i t e  f i l l e  v écu t t r o i s  m ois. P u is  un m atin  en e f f e t ,  
ta n d is  q u 'e l l e  l a  d é s h a b i l la i t  pour l a  l a v e r ,  l a  mère 
s 'a p e rç u t  que se s  p e t i t s  p ie d s ' ê t r a i e n t  e n f lé s .  La mère 
ne l a  la v a  pas ce  j o u r - l à ,  e l l e  l a  recoucha e t  l ' em brassa 
longuem ent; 'C 'e s t  l a  f i n ,  d i t - e l l e ,  danain  ç a  s e ra  ses 
jambes e t  a p rè s  ça  s e ra  son coeu r. E l le  l a  v e i l l a  pen­
dan t l e s  deux jo u rs  e t  l a  n u i t  q u i p récéd è ren t sa  m ort.
L 'e n fa n t é to u f f a i t  e t  r e n d a i t  des v e rs  q u 'e l l e  l u i  
r e t e n a i t  de l a  gorge en l e s  en ro u lan t a u to u r .d e  son d o ig t .
Joseph l ' a v a i t  e n te r ré e  dans une c l a i r i è r e  de l a  montagne, 
dans son p e t i t  l i t .  Suzanne a v a i t  re fu s é  de l a  v o i r .
Q 'a v a it é té  b ie n  p i r e  que pour l e  c h ev a l, p i r e  que to u t ,  
p i r e  que le s  b a r ra g e s , que M. J o ,  que l a  d év e in e . La mère
qui p o u rtan t s 'y  a t t e n d a i t ,  a v a i t  p le u ré  des jo u rs  e t  des
jo u r s ,  e l l e  s 'é t a i t  m ise en c o lè r e ,  e l l e  a v a i t  ju r é  de ne 
p lu s  s 'o ccu p er d 'e n f a n ts ,  'n i  de p rè s  n i  de l o i n ' .
(pp. 102-103)

The re a lism  w ith  which Duras p a in ts  th e  p eo p le  and la n d  and th e  

p ite o u s  c o n d itio n s  under which th e  people  a re  fo rc e d  to  e x i s t ,  g iv e s  a  

c le a r  understand ing  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  in  t h i s  n o v e l.

Duras b eg in s  h e r e x p o s it io n  w ith  th e  background o f th e  mother

and fam ily . The ap p ea l o f  an ex o tic  l i f e  in  th e  C o lon ies  i s  to o  much fo r

th e  m other and h e r husband, b o th  school te a c h e r s ,  t o  r e s i s t :

F i l l e  de pay san s , e l l e  a v a it  é té  s i  bonne é c o l lè r e  que 
ses  p a re n ts  l 'a v a i e n t  l a i s s é e  a l l e r  ju sq u 'a u  b re v e t  
su p é r ie u r . Après q u o i, e l l e  a v a i t  é té  pendant deux ans 
i n s t i t u t r i c e  dans un v i l l a g e  du Nord de l a  F ran ce . On 
é t a i t  a lo r s  en 1899* C erta in s  dim anches, à  l a  m a ir ie ,  
e l l e  r ê v a i t  devant le s  a f f ic h e s  de propagande c o lo n ia le .
'Engagez-vous dans l 'a rm é e  c o lo n ia le ',  'J e u n e s , a l l e z  
aux c o lo n ie s , l a  fo r tu n e  vous y  a t t e n d . ' A l 'o m b re  
d 'u n  b an an ie r c ro u la n t sous l e s  f r u i t s ,  l e  couple  c o lo n ia l ,  
to u t  de b lanc  v ê tu , se  b a la n ç a it  dans des ro c k in g -c h a irs  
ta n d is  que des in d ig èn es  s 'a f f a i r a i e n t  en so u r ia n t 
au to u r d 'eu x . E l le  se m aria  avec un i n s t i t u t e u r  q u i, 
ccamae e l l e ,  se  m ourait d 'im p a tien ce  dans un v i l l a g e  du 
Nord, v ic tim e  comme e l l e  des tén éb reu se s  le c tu r e s  de 
P ie r r e  L o t i .  Peu a p rè s  l e u r  m ariage, i l s  f i r e n t  ensemble 
le u r  demande d 'ad m iss io n  dans l e s  cad res de l'en se ig n em en t 
c o lo n ia l e t  i l s  fu re n t nommés dans c e t t e  grande c o lo n ie  
que l 'o n  a p p e la i t  a lo r s  l 'In d o c h in e  f r a n ç a is e ,  (p . l8 )
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A fte r  th e  d e a th  o f  th e  f a th e r  th in g s  "become v e ry  d i f f i c u l t  fo r  

th e  e n t i r e  fam ily . The m other b eg in s  g iv in g  p iano le s s o n s  and works a s  a  

p ia n i s t  fo r  th e  Eden Cinema h u t th e r e  i s  s t i l l  n ev er enough money f o r  her 

and th e  two sm all c h ild re n . She saves up money to  buy a  co n cession  o f  

la n d  from th e  government. She co u ld  pay o f f  th e  m ortgage w ith  th e  money 

to  be  made from th e  h a rv e s t ;  however, th e  government r e ta in e d  th e  r ig h t  

to  ta k e  th e  la n d  back i f  i t  was n o t p ro p e rly  c u l t iv a te d  acco rd in g  to  

government in sp e c tio n . What th e  m other d id  no t know was t h a t  du ring  th e  

r a in y  season th e  lan d  flo o d ed . At f i r s t  t h i s  d id  n o t tro u b le  h e r to o  much 

because she had v is io n s  o f  b u ild in g  a  r e ta in in g  w a ll t o  p r o te c t  th e  crops 

from th e  invading  w a te rs . She even convinced th e  n a t iv e s  o f  th e  re g io n  

t h a t  t h e i r  crops would a ls o  be spared  i f  th e y  would h e lp  h e r b u i ld  a  

l a r g e  enough re ta in in g  w a ll. So th e y  a l l  jo in e d  hands in  a  m ag n ificen t 

show o f  confidence in  th e  id e a  o f th e  r e ta in in g  w a ll .  They were n o t aware 

t h a t  th e  c ra b s , would proceed  to  e a t  on i t  u n t i l  th e r e  was l i t t l e  l e f t  to  

c a l l  a  w a ll;  th u s , th e  r a in s  washed away th e  c ro p s . With much s tre n g th  

and d e te rm in a tio n  th e  m other came up w ith  an o th e r p la n  f o r  a  d ike  th a t  

would be s tro n g e r th an  th e  w a ll b a r r i e r ,  bu t th e  c ra b s  a te  h o le s  in  i t  so 

t h a t  i t  had th e  appearance o f a  s ie v e . The r e s u l t  i s  d e sp a ir  and u t t e r  

h o p e lessn ess  on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  m other and th e  n a t iv e s .  T h is seemed to  

be th e  beginning  o f th e  b reak  in  th e  s tre n g th  and hope o f  th e  now aging 

woman. She even went so f a r  a s  to  seek help  from th e  c a d a s tr a l  government 

ag en ts  in  o rd e r to  b u ild  some k ind  o f  p ro te c t io n  from th e  se a . They 

m erely  sneered  a t  h e r and con tinued  th re a te n in g  th a t  th e y  cou ld  s t i l l  ta k e  

away her la n d .
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The two c h i ld re n , Joseph  and h i s  younger s i s t e r ,  Suzanne, 

r e f l e c t  th e  w ild e rn e ss  in  which th e y  l i v e .  They re c o g n iz e  t h e i r  m o th e r 's  

power, though , a s  a b so lu te ;  th e y  a r e ,  th e r e f o r e ,  n o t  a t  l i b e r t y  to  do a s  

th e y  p le a s e  a s  long  a s  she l i v e s .  Throughout t h i s  j un g le  ty p e  o f  e x i s t ­

ence th e y  1 e n te r ta in  in  some fa sh io n  a  hope o f  e scap in g  someday. Joseph  

f in d s  a  sm all amount o f  freedom in  h is  h u n tin g . Scsaetimes he i s  gone fo r  

d ay s , away from t h i s  p o v e rty  and f i l t h .  Ho one c a ^ l a i n s  o f  h is  exped i­

t i o n s ,  no m a tte r  how long  th e y  m ight t a k e ,  because  h e  keeps meat on th e  

t a b l e  w ith  th e  an im als he sh o o ts . Suzanne s i t s  f o r  hours by th e  s id e  o f  

th e  road  in  hopes t h a t  someone w i l l  s to p , perhaps t o  a sk  d i r e c t io n s ,  and 

ta k e  h e r w ith  him. T h e ir  o ld  phonograph i s  th e  o n ly  th in g  which s u s ta in s  

th e s e  hopes. They have a few re c o rd s  and p la y  th a n  over and over in c e s ­

s a n t ly .  T h e ir  f a v o r i te  rec o rd  i s  "Ramona" which h a s  come to  sym bolize 

escape fo r  them. They a lso  have one o ld  movie m agazine t h a t  th e y  can 

re a d  t o  ta k e  t h e i r  th o u g h ts  away from t h e i r  m eager e x is te n c e . Both Joseph  

and Suzanne a re  caught up " in  th e  messy web o f  M a's b a rra g es  (a g a in s t  th e  

s e a , a g a in s t  th e  c a d a s tra l  governm ent, a g a in s t  Mr. J o ,  indeed  a g a in s t  th e

\  I I 8u n iv e r s e ) .

On th e  second page o f  th e  n o v e l th e  au th o r g iv e s  a  fo rew arn ing  

o f  an ev en t t o  come around which th e  novel re v o lv e s . D uras, s t i l l  in  her 

c o n sc ie n tio u s  e f f o r t  to  make su re  t h a t  th e  re a d e r  i s  f u l l y  aware o f  what 

i s  happening , g iv e s  th e  fo llo w in g  s ta tem en t a f t e r  Jo seph , Suzanne and 

t h e i r  m other decide  to  go in to  town: "E t c 'e s t  l e  lendem ain à  Ram q u ' i l s

0
Cismaru, Marguerite Duras, p. 37.
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d e v a ie n t f a i r e  l a  re n c o n tre  qui a l l a i t  changer l e u r  v ie  à  t o u s . ” (p . 10) 

T h is  even t tu r n s  o u t t o  be m eeting  M onsieur J o ,  th e  son o f  a  w ealthy  

p la n ta t io n  owner. Suzanne, th e n , becomes th e  o b je c t  o f  h is  d e s i r e .  Her 

m other has hopes th a t  th e y  w i l l  m arry; th e n  th e y  w i l l  a l l  be saved from 

t h e i r  d e s t i t u t e  l i f e  by M onsieur J o 's  money. In  th e  fo llo w in g  ex p lan a tio n  

o f  M onsieur J o , th e  om nisc ien t a u th o r d e sc r ib e s  him a s  an in s ip id  young 

man;

M. Jo  é t a i t  1 ' en fan t d e riso ire m en t m a lh ab ile  de c e t  homme 
in v e n t i f .  Sa t r è s  g ro sse  fo r tu n e  n 'a v a i t  qu 'un  h é r i t i e r ,  
n 'a v a i t  pas une ombre d 'im a g in a tio n . C 'é t a i t  l à  l e  p o in t 
f a ib le  de c e t t e  v i e ,  l e  se u l d é f i n i t i f :  on ne sp écu le  pas
su r  son e n fa n t .  On c r o i t  couver un p e t i t  a ig le  e t  i l  vous 
s o r t  de dessous l e  bureau  un s e r in .  E t q u 'y  f a i r e ?  Quel 
re c o u rs  a - t - o n  c o n tre  ce s o r t  in ju s te ?  (p . 5^)

L a te r  M onsieur J o 's  c h a ra c te r  i s  compared to  a  b lem ished  diamond

which he g iv e s  Suzanne. As S uzanne 's  m other v i s i t s  s e v e ra l  je w e le rs  and

f in d s  t h a t  th e  diamond i s  n o t so h igh  q u a l i ty  a s  M onsieur Jo had to ld  h e r ,

she b e g in s  to  see  th e  com parison between th e  b lem ishes o f  th e  diamond and

th o se  o f  M onsieur Jo . The a u th o r p e n e tr a te s  th e  th o u g h t p ro c e sse s  and

t e l l s  what th e  m other th in k s  a s  she v i s i t s  th e  je w e le rs .  The ex p re ss io n s

to u jo u r s  enveloppée du même p a ie r ,  un d é fa u t grave and un crapaud can

ap p ly  b o th  to  th e  diamond and to  M onsieur J o .

Munie de l a  bague enferm ée dans son sac e t  to u jo u r s  
enveloppée du même p a p ie r  de so ie  dans le q u e l l ' a v a i t
m ise M. J o ,  l a  mère commença à  p a rc o u r ir  l a  v i l l e  pour
e ssa y e r de l a  vendre l e  p r ix  que M. Jo a v a i t  d i t
q u 'e l l e  v a l a i t :  v in g t m il le  f r a n c s . Mais l e  p rem ier
d iam an ta ire  auquel e l l e  l e  proposa en o f f r i t  d ix  m il le  
f r a n c s .  I l  l u i  annonça que l e  diamant a v a i t  un d é fa u t 
g ra v e , un 'c r a p a u d ',  qu i en d im in u a it considérab lem ent 
l a  v a l e u r . . . .M ais a p rè s  qu 'un  quatrièm e d ia m a n ta ire  l u i  
eu t encore  p a r lé  de c rap au d , e l l e  ne manqua pas de 
commencer à  tro u v e r  urne r e l a t i o n  obscure  e n tr e  ce  d é fau t 
au nom s i  év o ca teu r e t  l a  personne de M. Jo . Après
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t r o i s  jo u rs  de dém arches, e l l e  commença à  l a  fo rm u le r , 
d 'u n e  façon  a ssez  vague i l  e s t  v r a i .  (p . 152)

Suzanne i s  d e p ic te d  a s  a  young g i r l  -who i s  ex trem ely  f l a t t e r e d

t h a t  someone so r i c h  a s  M onsieur Jo  should  ta k e  such an  in t e r e s t  in  h e r .

She has no t had a  b o y frien d  b e fo re . She i s  o n ly  i n te r e s t e d  in  Monsieur

Jo  because o f  h is  background, h is  g i f t s  and h is  fan cy  c a r .  O therw ise,

she seems v e ry  u n a ffe c te d  by h is  p re sen ce . Suzanne i s  v e ry  dependent

upon h e r  m other. She fo llo w s o rd e rs  which h e r m other g iv e s  h e r ,  b u t she

depends upon Joseph to  g iv e  h e r  support and a d v ice . E a r ly  in  th e  novel

th e  re a d e r  d isco v e rs  h e r c lo se  a ttachm ent to  Joseph :

Suzanne a t t e n d a i t  que Joseph v ienne l a  ch erch er pour a l l e r
se  b a ig n e r . E l le  ne v o u la i t  pas s o r t i r  l a  p rem ière  de
dessous l e  bungalow. I l  v a l a i t  mieux l 'a t t e n d r e .  Quand 
e l l e  é t a i t  avec l u i ,  l a  mère c r i a i t  m oins, (p . 1 5 )

Upon th e  ad v ice  o f  Jo sep h , Suzanne t e l l s  Ifo n sieu r Jo  t h a t  he 

can no lo n g e r come to  see  h e r . He knows th a t  Jo seph  h a te s  him, and he 

th e r e f o r e ,  i s  a f r a id  o f Jo sep h , so he does a s  he i s  t o l d .

Joseph  i s  th e  one to  whom Suzanne and h e r  m other b o th  c l in g .

He i s  a  v e ry  c o lo r fu l  c h a r a c te r ,  v e ry  much a  p a r t  o f  th e  w ild  and unsoph is­

t i c a t e d  co u n try  where he l i v e s .  His em otions a re  th e  most in te n s e  th rough­

out th e  n o v e l. He lo v e s  and h a te s  w ith  such p a ss io n  t h a t  th e  re a d e r  can 

alm ost f e e l  th e  te n s io n  going on w ith in  him. The fo llo w in g  ex ce rp t i s  

one such example o f  h i s  lo v e  in te rm in g lin g  w ith  h is  h a te .  Duras communi­

c a te s  h is  lo v e  and compassion f o r  h is  s i s t e r  by t r y in g  t o  g ive  h e r h e lp fu l  

ad v ice  w ith  th e  command: I I  fau d ra  que t u  t e  souviennes de ces  h i s t o i r e s .

At th e  same tim e she dem onstrates h is  g re a t lo v e  f o r  h is  m other in  th e  

p h ra se : i l  n 'a im e ra i t  .jamais aucune femme comme i l  l ' a i m a i t . The au th o r
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th e n  Jux taposes h is  lo v e  w ith  h is  resen tm en t o f  h e r  power o ver h i s  l i f e

hy say in g : m ais v iv re  avec e l l e ,  non, ce  n * é ta i t  p as  p o s s ib le .

C 'é t a i t  te lle m e n t in te n a b le  de se ra p p e le r  ces choses su r 
e l l e ,  q u ' i l  é t a i t  p ré fé ra b le  pour l u i  e t  pour Suzanne , 
que l a  mère meure: ' I l  fau d ra  que t u  t e  souviennes de
c e s  h i s t o i r e s ,  de l 'E d e n , e t  que to u jo u rs  t u  f a s s e s  l e  con­
t r a i r e  de ce q u 'e l l e  a  f a i t . ' P o u r ta n t , i l  l 'a i m a i t .  I l  
c ro y a i t  même, d i s a i t - i l ,  q u ' i l  n ’a irm e ra i t  jam ais  aucune 
famae comme . i l  1 ' a im a it . Qu ' aucune femme ne l a . l u i  f e r a i t  
o u b l ie r .  'M ais v iv re  avec e l l e ,  non, ce  n 'é t a i t  pas p o s s ib le . '
(p . 2k5)

Through Jo se p h 's  a c t io n s  and adv ice  Suzanne g lean s  in fo rm atio n  

and le s so n s  as  to  how she must a c t  in  o rd e r to  su rv iv e  in  t h i s  w orld .

They a re  no t th e  most adm irable q u a l i t i e s  one cou ld  s e t  b e fo re  a  young 

g i r l  j u s t  le a rn in g  to  d e a l w ith  w o rld ly  problem s, b u t th e y  s u f f ic e  a s  th e  

o n ly  example Suzanne has to  fo llo w .

As Joseph r e l a t e s  th e  s to ry  o f  th e  m is tre s s  he has found to

support him , th e  re a d e r g a in s  g re a t  in s ig h t  in to  J o s e p h 's  n a tu re  and how

i t  i s  changing . T his i s  an example o f  how D uras' s t y l e  i s  slow ly  evolv ing

f o r  she has p u t more emphasis upon th e  d ia lo g u e  th a n  she d id  in  h e r  f i r s t

n o v e l. The re v e la t io n  o f Jo se p h 's  change comes from h is  c o n v e rsa tio n  w ith

Suzanne r a th e r  th an  as  a  d e s c r ip t iv e  passage to ld  from  th e  a u th o r 's  t h i r d -

p erson  p o in t o f  view:

— 'C 'e s t  l à ,  to u t  s e u l ,  que j e  me s u is  d i t  que j ' é t a i s  
en t r a i n  de changer pour to u jo u r s .  J ' a i  reg a rd é  mes 
m ains e t  j e  ne l e s  a i  pas reconnues; i l  m 'é ta i t  
poussé d 'a u t r e s  m ains, d 'a u t r e s  b ra s  que ceux que 
j 'a v a i s  ju s q u e - là . Vraiment j e  ne me re c o n n a is s a is  
p lu s ,  n  me sem blait que j ' é t a i s  devenu i n t e l l i g e n t  
en une n u i t ,  que j e  com prenais e n fin  to u te s  l e s  choses 
im p o rtan tes  que j 'a v a i s  rem arquées ju sq u e - là  sans le s  
CŒnprendre v ra im en t. Bien s û r ,  j e  n 'a v a is  jam ais connu 
de gens comme eux, comme e l l e  e t  a u s s i  comme l u i .  Mais 
ce  n 'é t a i t  pas to u t  à  f a i t  à  cause d 'e u x . J e  sav a is  
b ie n  que s ' i l s  é ta ie n t  a u s s i  l i b r e s ,  a u s s i  p le in s  de
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l i b e r t é ,  c 'é t a i t  S urtou t parce  q u ' i l s  avaieiÉt beaucoup 
d 'a r g e n t .  Non, ce n 'é t a i t  pas à  dause d 'eu x - J e  c ro is  
que c 'é t a i t  d 'ab o rd  parce  que j 'a v a i s  env ie  d 'u n e  femme 
comme jam ais  encore j e  n 'a v a is  pas à  cause  d"eux. J e  
c r o is  que c 'é t a i t  d 'ab o rd  p a rce  que j 'a v a i s  env ie  d 'u n e  
femme, e t  e n s u i te ,  pa rce  que j 'a v a i s  bu e t  qoe j ' é t a i s  
s a o u l. Toute c e t t e  in te l l ig e n c e  que j e  me s e n ta is ,  j e  
d ev a is  l 'a v o i r  en moi depu is  lo n g ta n p s . Et c 'e s t  ce 
mélange de d é s i r  e t  d 'a lc o o l  qui l a  f a i t  s o r t i r . . . E t  
c 'e s t  l 'a l c o o l  qui m 'a illu m in é  de c e t t e  évidence: 
j ' é t a i s  un homme c r u e l ,  un homme qu i q u i t t e r a i t  sa 
mère un jo u r  e t  qui s 'e n  i r a i t  apprendre  à  v iv re , lo in  
d 'e l l e ,  dans une v i l l e .  Mais J 'e n  a v a is  eu honte 
ju s q u e - là  ta n d is  que m ain tenan t j e  com prenais que 
c 'é t a i t  c e t  homme c ru e l  qu i a v a i t  r a is o n , ( jp .  23T-238)

Duras h e re  g iv e s  th e  e x p o s itio n  more through  d ia lo g u e  th an  

t h i r d  p erson  n a r r a t iv e ,  and she p re s e n ts  th e  c o n f l ic t s  fo r  th e  most p a r t ,  

w ith in  th e s e  d ia lo g u e s . The main o b s ta c le s  o f  c o n f l ic t  a r e :  th e  c rab s

who keep e a tin g  away any ty p e  o f  b a rr ic a d e  a g a in s t  th e  s e a , th e  c a d a s t r a l  

ag en ts  who re fu s e  to  g iv e  any a s s is ta n c e  to  th e  people  l iv in g  on th e  

lan d  co n ce ss io n s , and th e  i n a b i l i t y  to  s e l l  th e  diamond f o r  enough money 

to  pay o f f  th e  m ortgage.

At th e  end, even when th e  problem  o f th e  u n re le n tin g  c a d a s tr a l  

ag en ts  seems obvious t o  a l l  except th e  m o ther, she r e s t a t e s  th e  n e c e s s i ty  

t o  do som ething about th e  la n d . The au th o r emphasizes th e  endurance o f  

th e  m ether by l e t t i n g  her e x p la in :

—Tu l e  s a i s ,  t u  l e  s a is  que j ' a i  t r a v a i l l é  pendant 
quinze ans pour pouvoir a c h e te r  c e t t e  concession .
Pendant qu inse  ans j e  n 'a i  pensé q u 'à  ça . J 'a u r a i s  
pu me re m a rie r , mais j e  ne l ' a i  pas f a i t  pour ne pas 
me d i s t r a i r e  de l a  concession  que j e  l e u r  d o n n e ra is .
E t t u  v o is  ou j 'e n  s u is  m ain tenan t?  J e  v o u d ra is  que 
t u  l e  v o ie s  b ie n  e t  que tu  ne l 'o u b l i e s  jam a is , (p . 301)

The th i r d  and f i n a l  c o n f l i c t  o f  th e  p lo t  i s  th e  hoped -fo r 

s e l l in g  o f  th e  diamond which Monsieur Jo  gave Suzanne. The diamond
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"brings th e  m ost hope v i t h  i t  "because th ro u g h  th e  s e l l in g  th e  fam ily

m ight be saved from t h e i r  m ise rab le  e x is te n c e .

—J ’a u ra is  dû m’en m e fie r  dès l e  prem ier jo u r  de ce 
crapaud , dès que j e  l ’a i  vu pour l a  p rem ière  f o i s  
à  l a  c a n tin e  de Ram.

Ce diam ant à  l ’ é c la t  trom peur, c 'é t a i t  b ie n  l e  diam ant 
de l ’homme dont l e s  m il l io n s  pouvaien t f a i r e  i l l u s i o n ,  
qu’on a u r a i t  pu p ren d re  pour des m ill io n s  qu i se  
do n n era ien t sans r é t ic e n c e .  E t son dégoût é t a i t  a u s s i  
f o r t  que s i  M. Jo  l e s  a v a i t  v o lé s , (p . 153)

In  t h i s  re n u n c ia tio n  o f  b o th  th e  diamond and Monsieur Jo  th e  

m other v e n ts  h e r d isappo in tm en t and f r u s t r a t i o n  a t  n o t b eg in  a b le  to  

r e a l i z e  a l l  th e  w orth which e i th e r  o f  them had le d  h e r  to  b e l ie v e  was 

a t t a in a b le .  The p resen ce  o f  th e  r in g  and M. Jo had buoyed h e r  hopes 

beyond r e a l i t y .

Even among th e  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  such a  w retched  environm ent Duras

w rite s  p o e tic  p a ssa g es . One such example i s  found in  th e  fo llo w in g :

Le s o i r  to m b ait v ra im en t t r è s  v i t e  dans ce  p ay s.
Dès que l e  s o l e i l  d i s p a r a i s s a i t  d e r r iè r e  l a  mon­
ta g n e , l e s  paysans a llu m a ien t des feux de "bois v e r t  
pour se  p ro té g e r  des fauves e t  l e s  e n fa n ts  r e n t r a i e n t  
dans l e s  c ase s  en p i a i l l a n t .  Dès q u ' i l s  é t a i e n t  en 
age de com prendre, on a p p re n a it aux e n fa n ts  à  s e  
m é fie r de l a  t e r r i b l e  n u i t  paludéenne e t  des fa u v e s , (p . 2 6 )

A lthough th e  scene th e  au th o r i s  p a in t in g  i s  n o t rom antic  nor 

b re a th - ta k in g ly  b e a u t i f u l ,  th e  re a d e r  s t i l l  i s  im pressed  w ith  th e  cho ice  

os words which l i k e  b o is  v e r t , t e r r i b l e  n u i t  paludéenne le n d  an a i r  o f  

p o e try  to  t h i s  ru d e , ju n g le - l ik e  s ty le  o f  l iv in g .  T h is  i s  re in fo rc e d  by 

th e  g re a t  v a r ia t io n  o f  a c t io n  expressed  in  th e  verfes: to m b a it, d is p a r a is ­

s a i t ,  a l lu m a ie n t, se  p ro té g e r , and r e n t r a i e n t . The words b lend  to g e th e r  

n ic e ly  and th e re  i s  a  p le a s in g  consonance in  th e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f th e  "p"
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sound. D uras’ f l a i r  f o r  l y r i c a l  p ro se  in c re a se s  a s  she w r i te s ,  and i t  

becomes more ap p aren t in  l a t e r  works.

M arg erite  D uras’ f i f t h  book i s  o f te n  accla im ed  a s  th e  novel 

which b r id g e s  th e  t r a n s i t i o n  between th e  f i r s t  fo u r t r a d i t i o n a l  n ove ls  

and th e  rem ainder o f  h e r  w r it in g  which can be co n sid e red  p a r t  o f  th e  move­

ment o f  th e  nouveau roman. S ince no au thor'm akes a  sudden and com plete 

tra n s fo rm a tio n  from one s ty le  o f w r i t in g  to  a n o th e r , th e  co n v en tio n a l 

s ty l e  o f  w rit in g  and th e  b eg in n in g s  o f  D uras’ new te n d en c ie s  tow ard th e  

nouveau roman a re  q u ite  ap p aren t in  t h i s  p a r t i c u la r  n o v e l. Les P e t i t s  

Chevaux de T a rg u in ia  (1953).

Armand Hoog rem arks about D uras’ changing s ty le  in  Les P e t i t s

Chevaux de T a rg u in ia :

But a f t e r  1953 th e  manner and to n e  o f  h e r work re a c h  a  
new le v e l . . .T h e  f i c t i o n a l  m a te r ia l  i s  here  reduced  to  
n o th in g  more th an  an u n fo ld in g  and t r a n s i t i o n ,  a  c e r ­
t a i n  b re a d th  o f  pu re  t im e , w ith o u t p l o t ,  w ithou t a c t io n  
a s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  u n d e rs to o d , a lm ost w ithou t names ( a t  
l e a s t  w ithou t fam ily  nam es).9

P ie r r e  de B o isd e ffre  p o in ts  to  Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de T a rg u in ia

a s  th e  novel which b r id g e s  th e  span between D uras’ American novel and th e

a n ti-n o v e l  o r nouveau roman.

The s t r u c tu r e  o f  Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de T a rg u in ia  no lo n g e r flow s

along  th e  l in e s  o f  e x p o s it io n , c o n f l i c t  o r  p lo t ,  and denouement. Here

th e r e  i s  ex p o sitio n  th ro u g h  th e  th ird -p e r s o n  p o in t o f  view  and th rough  

d ia lo g u e , and an u n fo ld in g  o f  s e m i- in te re s t in g  e v e n ts , none o f  which, how­

e v e r , c o n s t i tu te s  a  p lo t  o r  c o n f l i c t .  Jacques and h is  w ife , S a ra , and

^Hoog, "The Itinerary of Marguerite Duras," p. 71.
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t h e i r  son and maid accompany t h e i r  f r ie n d s ,  Ludi and G ina, a long  w ith  

a n o th e r woman, who perhaps i s  Jacques* m is tr e s s ,  to  a  sm all I t a l i a n  r e s o r t  

f o r  a  v a c a tio n . A fte r  e s ta b lis h in g  t h i s  f a c t  th e  rem ainder o f  th e  novel 

i s  m ere ly  th e  p ass in g  o f  tim e f o r  th e se  people  f o r  whom no th ing  seems to  

have much im portance. The c o n v e rsa tio n s  which ta k e  p la ce  a re  mundane.and 

b o r in g . No one appears  to  have much o f  an op in ion  on an y th in g  excep t th e  

h e a t ,  th e  o n ly  p o in t on which th e re  i s  agreem ent, th e r e f o r e ,  i t  i s  one o f  

th e  main to p ic s  o f  c o n v e rsa tio n :

—La c h a le u r , d i t  S ara . E t ce  chen in  i d i o t ,  sans un seu l 
a rb re  ju s q u 'à  l a  p lag e . J e  ne peux p lu s  l e  su p p o rte r .
I l  me dégoû te , j e  ne peux p lu s  l e  s u p p o r t e r

Any q u e s tio n s  a re  u s u a lly  re p e a te d  l a t e r  and p robab ly  w ithou t 

e l i c i t i n g  any re sp o n se . An example o f  t h i s  in d i f f e r e n t  a t t i t u d e  i s  th e  

fo llo w in g  p assag e:

—J e  s u is  sû re  que mène l ' a u t r e  r iv e  d o i t  ê t r e  p lu s  
f r a îc h e .

— I l  y  a  douze ans que j e  v ie n s  i c i ,  t u  n 'y  connais 
r i e n ,  a v a i t  d i t  Ludi.

Jacques n 'a v a i t  pas d 'a v is  quant à  l a  d if fe re n c e  e n tre
l e s  deux r iv e s .  Pour S a ra , i l  é t a i t  év id en t q u 'u n  ven t
f r a i s  d e v a it  y  s o u f f le r  to u te s  l e s  n u i t s ,  (p . 12)

Through en d less  d ia lo g u e  o f  b o rin g  and everyday to p ic s  Duras 

l e t s  th e  re a d e r  experience  th e  w e ig h tin e ss  o f  t im e , boredom and fa t ig u e  

f e l t  by th e  c h a ra c te rs :

—E lle  a  de l a  chance, d i t  S a ra , e l l e  e s t  t r è s  
i n t e l l i g e n t e .

—Q u 'e s t-c e  que ça à  v o ir?
—R ien. C 'e s t  une r é f le x io n  que ça  me f a i t .  C 'e s t  

l a  femme l a  p lu s  in t e l l i g e n t e  que tu  a ie s  connue.
—Je  c r o i s ,  o u i . f'kiis ça veu t r i e n  d i r e .

^^Marguerite Duras, Les Petits Chevaux de Targuinia (Paris:
Gallimard, 1953), pp. 1J+-15» (Further reference by page only).
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—C 'e s t  dommage, d i t  S ara .
—Quoi?
—Que t u  me l ' a i e s  donnée.
—Pourquoi?
—P arce  que j e  n 'a i  r i e n  à  en f a i r e ,  de l ' i n t e l l i g e n c e .

(p . 1U2)

T his ty p e  o f  d ia lo g u e  which p e r s i s t s  th roughou t th e  n o v e l, marks 

th e  m ajor change between t h i s  novel and th e  f i r s t  fo u r  n o v e ls .

Ib e  d e s c r ip t io n  which Duras aaployed so abundan tly  b e fo re  i s  

now a t  a  minimum. Her d e s c r ip t io n s  now a re  a ls o  more b r i e f  l i k e  t h i s  

d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  maid:

E l le  é t a i t  to u te  p r ê te ,  chaussée d 'e s c a rp in s  v e r n i s ,  à
ta lo n s  h a u ts , violemment fa rd é e , e l l e  re s se m b la it  à  une
j o l i e  p e t i t e  p u ta in , (p . 128 )

Meals and w eather occur and a re  re c e iv e d  in  th e  same lan g u id  a t t i t u d e  o f 

th e  c h a r a c te r s .  There a re  a  young boy who has been blown up b y  a  mine 

l e f t  from th e  w ar, h is  p a re n ts ,  who re fu s e  to  s ig n  th e  d ea th  c e r t i f i c a t e ,  

a  man who comes w ith  a  new b o a t, and a  smaüLl f o r e s t  f i r e .  The man w ith  

th e  b o a t i s  th e  h ig h e s t p o in t o f  i n t e r e s t  fo r  th e se  peop le  who e x is t  in  

a  somnambulant s t a t e .  A m ajor concern  f o r  them i s  th e  p e r tu rb in g , i f  any­

th in g  in  th e  novel cou ld  p o s s ib ly  be c l a s s i f i e d  as p e r tu rb in g , q u estio n  

o f  who w i l l  g e t to  r id e  in  th e  boa t n e x t. O ther th a n  t h a t ,  th e  even ts  

come and go a s  though viewed th rough  a  haze . I t  i s  t h i s  co n d itio n  o f  

s tu p o r and la n g u o r, r e f le c te d  in  th e  d ia lo g u e , which causes th e  novel to  

move along  a t  such a  slow pace . The d ia lo g u e  i s  r e p e t i t i v e  and monotonous 

and i t  produces a  l u l l i n g  e f f e c t  upon th e  re a d e r  a s  though he were a  p a r t  

o f  t h i s  l e s s  th a n  e x c it in g  v a c a tio n . I t  i s  t h i s  im m obility  o f  th e  novel 

which s t r i k e s  th e  re a d e r  as  one o f  th e  q u a l i t i e s  produced by th e  Hew 

N o v e lis ts .
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Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de T a rg u in ia  i s  d iv id ed  in to  fo u r  ch ap te rs  

v h ich  c o n ta in  some symmetry in  t h a t  th e y  beg in  in  much th e  same manner.

The r e p e t i t iv e n e s s  used  h e re  i s ,  a l s o ,  an a sp ec t l in k e d  to  th e  movement 

o f  th e  nouveau roman. Compare th e  beg inn ing  parag raphs from each o f th e  

fo u r  c h a p te rs :

(Ch. l )  Sara se  le v a  t a r d .  I I  é t a i t  un peu p lu s  de d ix  
h eu re s . La ch a le u r é t a i t  l à ,  ég a le  à  e lle -m ên e .
I l  f a l l a i t  to u jo u rs  quelques secondes c laque  m atin  
pour se  so u v en ir q u 'o n  é t a i t  l à  pour p a sse r  des 
vacances. Jacques dorm ait to u jo u r s ,  l a  bonne 
a u s s i ,  (p . 9)

(Ch. 2) Mais l o r s q u 'e l l e  s 'é v e i l l a ,  l e  tem ps, encore 
une f o i s ,  s ' é t a i t  le v é .

E l le  n 'a v a i t  dormi qu 'une  h eu re . E l le  se  le v a  
doucement pour ne pas r é v e i l l e r  l 'e n f a n t  q u i 
dorm ait to u jo u r s .  La bonne n 'é t a i t  pas en co re  
r e n t r é e .  Jacques a u s s i  dorm ait to u jo u rs , (p . 63)

(Ch. 3) Le lendem ain, l a  c h a le u r  é t a i t  to u jo u rs  l à ,  
ég a le  à  elle-m êm e.

I l  n 'é t a i t  pas tombé une g o u tte  d 'e a u  dans l a  
n u i t .  La b r i s e  n 'a v a i t  pas é té  t r è s  f o r te  e t  l e  
fe u , dans l a  montagne, n 'a v a i t  pas beaucoup 
gagné. Sara  se  r é v e i l l a  encore une fo is  l a  
p rem iè re , encore  une f o i s  v e rs  d ix  h eu res . E l le  
tro u v a  l 'e n f a n t  a s s i s  au même e n d ro it  que l a  
v e i l l e ,  su r l e s  m arches de l a  véranda sa. t r a i n  de
contem pler l e  j a r d in  d é jà  é c ra sé  de s o l e i l ,  (p . 136)

(Ch. h) Mais l o r s q u 'e l l e  se  r é v e i l l a ,  l e  tem ps, encore
une f o i s ,  s ' é t a i t  le v é .  La sem p ite rn e lle  p e t i t e  
b r i s e  s 'é t a i t  rem ise  à  s o u f f le r ,  comme chaque jo u r ,  
depu is  q u ' i l s  é ta i e n t  a r r iv é s ,  (p . 199)

The s im i la r i ty  i s  th e  r e p e t i t i o n  n o t o n ly  o f  th e  s i tu a t io n  b u t

a ls o  th e  v ocabu lary . I t  i s  th e  same ty p e  o f  r e p e t i t io n  Duras u ses  th rough­

o u t th e  novel which c r e a te s  a  sem i-hypnotic  s t a t e  in  th e  r e a d e r .  In  

each in tro d u c tio n  to  th e  fo u r  c h a p te rs  S ara  i s  g e t t in g  up . In  th re e  o f 

them she i s  g e t t in g  up in  th e  morning and in  th e  t h i r d  one she i s  g e t t in g
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up from a nap- The words and th e  g e s tu r e s ,  i f  n o t th e  same, a r e  s im i la r .

There i s  th e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  th e  w ords: to u jo u r s ,  en co re , l a  c h a le u r ,  se

r é v e i l l a ,  and l a  h r i s e . They ap pear in  alm ost th e  same sen ten ce  s t r u c tu r e

w ith  th e  same a r t i c l e s ,  nouns and v e rb s . D uras' u se  o f  r e p e t i t i o n  c r e a te s

an  e f f e c t iv e  atm osphere o f  d e s o la t io n ,  boredom and a  s t a t e  o f  e n n u i.

Cismaru rem arks o f  h e r s ty le  in  t h i s  nove l th a t  :

Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de T a rg u in ia  may be s a id  to  be  one o f  
M arguerite  D uras' b e s t  a tte m p ts  a t  f i c t i o n .  Her pen i s  
no lo n g e r th a t  o f  a  b e g in n e r: i t  has g a ined  a ssu ra n c e ,
a u d a c ity ;  i t  has le a rn e d  how t o  p o s i t io n  and re p e a t  words 
in  o rd e r  to  c r e a te  th e  unm istaken  mood o f  d e s o la t io n  th a t  
she w ishes to  im p art; i t  has p e r f e c te d ,  above a l l ,  t h a t  
a b i l i t y  to  combine a  number o f  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  o f  th e  
A m erican-type novel w ith  th e  to u c h in g , c ru sh in g  b u t never­
th e le s s  s t i l l  c a th a r t i c  f a c e t s  o f  a l i t e r a t u r e . . .M arg u erite  
D uras ' novel can th u s  be viewed a s  an awakening a g e n t, a  
sp rin g b o ard  t o  lu c id i ty .  And even th e  most p la c id  re a d e r  
i s  bound to  be a f f e c te d  to  some d e g re e .H

The p o e tic  elem ent i s  s tro n g e r  in  t h i s  novel th a n  i t  has been 

in  th e  p a s t  few. Once a g a in . Duras c r e a te s  b e a u t i f u l  passag es  o f  d e sc r ip ­

t i o n  o f  th e  landscape  even though th e  people  h e re  a re  s u f fe r in g  from th e  

h e a t .  Here a re  se v e ra l examples o f  t h i s  p o e tic  te ch n iq u e  which Duras i s  

p e r f e c t in g :

Le f le u v e  c o u la i t  à  quelques m è tre s  de l a  v i l l a ,  l a r g e ,  
d é c o lo ré . Le chemin l e  lo n g e a i t  ju s q u 'à  l a  mer qu i 
s ' é t a l a i t  h u ile u se  e t  g r i s e ,  au l o i n ,  dans une brume 
co u leu r de l a i t .  (p . 10)

I l s  s 'e n  a l l è r e n t .  Le chem in, a p rè s  l a  p la c e , n 'é t a i t  
p lu s  é c la i r é .  Mais l e  f le u v e  r e f l é t a i t  l a  c l a r t é  du 
c i e l  e t  on y  v o y a it  suffisam m ent c l a i r .  I l  é t a i t  t r è s  
p ro ch e . La marée m o n ta it . On e n te n d a it l e  b ru issem ent 
de l 'e a u  l e  long  des b e rg e s , p a r saccad es, au rythme 
l e n t  de l a  h o u le , (p . 126)

^^Cismaru, Marguerite Duras, p. 63.
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In  th e s e  passages th e  a u th o r ’ s -words a re  w e ll a rran g ed  l i k e  l e  

f le u v e  c o u la i t  à  quelques m ètres de l a  v i l l a ,  l a r g e ,  d é c o lo ré . The p h ra s ­

in g  i s  s im p le : i l s  s ’en a l l è r e n t , i l  é t a i t  t r è s  p ro ch e . They im part th e

fe e l in g  o f  an ou tdoors t h a t  i s  c le a n , r e f r e s h in g  and se ren e . The re a d e r  

i s  a s  much a t  peace w ith  t h i s  c o u n try s id e  as  any o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  cou ld  

he .

Le S quare , th e  s ix th  novel o f  M arguerite  D uras, shows a  m ature  

a u th o r who has com plete c o n tro l over th e  c h a ra c te r s  and th e  e v en ts . 

A c tu a lly , th e  even ts cou ld  he narrow ed to  j u s t  one: th a t  o f  th e  conversa­

t i o n  which ta k e s  p la ce  between two p eop le  who meet on a  p a rk  bench. T h is  

m eeting  c o n s t i tu te s  th e  p lo t .  T his i s  a  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  D uras’ a ttem p t t o  

s im p lify  and r e f in e  h e r  s ty le .  Le Square p re s e n ts  an  i s o la te d ,  b r i e f  mo­

ment in  th e  l i v e s  o f  two people  who, u n t i l  now, were t o t a l  s t r a n g e r s .  The 

im portance o f  th e  novel l i e s  n o t in  th e  s im p l ic i ty  o f  th e  p lo t  o r  b r i e f  

ep iso d e  b u t in  th e  o ao tio n s  and th o u g h ts  which a re  in te n s e ly  ex p ressed  a t  

t h i s  p a r t i c u la r  moment. Germaine Brée m entions t h i s  p a r t i c u la r  id e a  o f  

th e  n o v e l:

These a re  moments when, coming ou t o f  t h e i r  i s o l a t i o n ,  h e r 
c h a ra c te r s  a re  w il l in g  to  communicate, o r  to  make an a ttem p t 
a t  communication. To speak one to  th e  o th e r  i s  in  essence 
to  r e l a t e .  That i s  why th e  d ia lo g u e  i s  th e  key  to  M arguerite  
D uras’ s w orld and why, no d o u b t, h e r s to r i e s  move so e a s i ly  
from n a r r a t iv e  to  s tag e  o r scen a rio .]-^

The c h a ra c te rs  make more o f  an e f f o r t  t o  communicate in  Le 

Square th a n  th e y  do in  Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de T a rg u in ia . The maid and 

th e  man d is c u s s  t h e i r  jo b s  w ith  one a n o th e r and b r in g  out th e  good and

^^M arguerite  D uras, Four N ovels by M arguerite  Duras (New York: 
Grove P re s s ,  I 965 ) ,  Germaine B rée’ s In tro d u c tio n , p . iv .
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"bad p o in ts  o f  each . Such a  d isco u rse  i s  in  th e  fo llo w in g  e x tr a c t :

—O ui, M onsieur, sans d o u te , mais voyez v o u s, s ' a l l e r  
de v i n e  en v i l l e ,  comme ç a , sans a u tre  compagnie 
que c e t t e  v a l i s e ,  m ai, c 'e s t  ça  qu i me r e n d r a i t  
f o l l e .

—On n ’e s t  pas to u jo u rs  s e u l ,  j e  vous f e r a i  rem arquer, 
s e u l à  d ev en ir fo u , non. On e s t  su r des b a tea u x , 
dans des t r a i n s ,  on v o i t ,  on éco u té . E t ,  ma f o i ,  
s i  l ’occasio n  de d even ir fou  se p ré s e n te , on p eu t 
se  f a i r e  à  l ’ é v i t e r .

—M ais, a r r iv e r  à  se f a i r e  une ra is o n  de t o u t ,  à  quoi 
c e la  me s e r v i r a i t - i l ,  pu isque ce que j e  veux c 'e s t  
en s o r t i r  e t  que vous. M onsieur, c e la  ne vous s e r t  
q u 'à  to u jo u rs  tro u v e r  de n o u v e lle s  ra is o n s  de ne pas 
en s o r t i r ?

—Pas exactm ent, non, p u isque , s i  une occasion  v a la b le  
de changer de m é tie r  se p r é s e n ta i t  à m oi, j e  l a  
s a i s i r a i s  a u s s i t ô t ;  non, e l l e  me s e r t  a u s s i  à  a u t r e  
chose , p a r  exemple à  me ren d re  compte des avan tages 
que comporte quand même ce m é tie r ,  qu i so n t, d 'u n e  
p a r t ,  de voyager to u t  l e  te m p s .. .^ 3

In  th e  above q u o ta tio n , th e  two people  a r e  making an e a rn es t 

e f f o r t  to  have t h e i r  p o in t o f  view  un d ers to o d  and t o  t r y  to  understand  

th e  o th e r ’ s p o in t o f view . T his i s  q u ite  th e  c o n tra ry  o f th e  conversa­

t i o n  in  Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de T a rg u in ia  where no one has o r ex p resses an 

o p in io n , and th e re  i s  no e f f o r t  to  have any u n d ers tan d in g  brought to  

an y o n e 's  a t t e n t io n .

There i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  no p lo t  and no in t r ig u e  in  t h i s  n o v e l.

The psychology o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  can o n ly  be p e rc e iv e d  from th e  comments 

co n ta in ed  in  th e  d ia lo g u e . The au th o r has removed h e r s e l f  from th e  scene 

and does no t in te rv e n e  to  t e l l  th e  re a d e r  what i s  happening o r  what should  

be expec ted . She le a v e s  a l l  t h i s  e n t i r e ly  to  th e  c h a ra c te rs  them selves

^^Marguerite Duras, Le Square (Paris: Gallimard, 1955)» P» 26.
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and l e t s  each one g ive  h is  own id e n t i ty  th rough  th e  co u rse  o f  th e  novel 

hy th e  u se  o f  d i r e c t  d is c o u rse . The fo llo w in g  q u o ta tio n  r e v e a ls  some o f  

th e  in n e r  fe e l in g s  and th o u g h ts  o f  th e  maid and th e  man a s  th e y  s i t  on a  

p a rk  hench:

— . . . C ’ e s t  vraim ent un to u t  p e t i t  m e tie r  que l e  m ien , i l  
e s t  i n s ig n i f i a n t ,  e t  c ’e s t  à  p e in e  un m é tie r , en somme, 
à  p e in e  s u f f i s a n t  pour un homme, que d i s - j e ,  pour une 
m o itié  d ’homme. A lo rs j e  ne peux pas même un in s ta n t  
en v isag er un changement de ma v ie  comme ô e lu i - l à .

—A lo rs , M onsieur, dans v o tre  c a s , p e u t - ê t r e ,  encore  une 
f o i s ,  vous s u f f i r a i t - i l  de changer de m étie r?

—M ais, même, de ce m é tie r , comment en s o r t i r ?  Comment 
s o r t i r  de ce  m é tie r  qui ne me permet même pas de p en ser 
à  me m arier?  Ma v a l i s e  m 'e n tra în e  to u jo u rs  p lu s  l o i n ,  
d ’un jo u r  à  l ’a u t r e ,  d 'u n e  n u i t  à  l 'a u t r e ,  e t  même, o u i ,  
d ’un rep as  e t  e l l e  ne me l a i s s e  pas m 'a r r ê te r  e t  p ren d re  
l e  temps d 'y  p enser suffisam m ent. I l  f a u d r a i t  que l e  
changement a r r iv e  v e rs  m oi, j e  n 'a i  pas l e  l o i s i r  d 'a l l e r  
v e rs  l u i .  E t p u is ,  o u i ,  j e  l 'a v o u e ,  non seulem ent j ’a i  
l e  sen tim ent depu is  to u jo u rs  que personne n ’a  b e so in  de 
mes s e rv ic e s  n i  de ma compagnie, mais i l  n ’a r r iv e  même, 
p a r f o is ,  de m 'é to n n er de l a  p la c e  q u i, dans l a  s o c ié té ,  
me r e v ie n t ,  (pp. 23-24)

Germaine Brée n o te s  th e  a r t  o f  D uras’ s ty l e  and h e r  i s o la t io n

o f  a  b r i e f  moment in  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  a  c h a ra c te r  o r  c h a r a c te r s :

Though M arguerite  Duras th u s  i s o l a t e s  what m ight appear 
a s  a  fragm ent o f  e x is te n c e , she does n o t p re se n t fragm ents 
o f  ex p erien ce , b u t w ith in  th e  l im i t s  s e t  by th e  m olding o f  
th e  n a r r a t iv e ,  she re a ch e s  tow ard an e s s e n t ia l  moment 
when, in  a  f la s h  o f  aw areness, th e  in n e r t r u t h  o f  a  s i t u a ­
t io n  comes to  l i g h t  in  th e  form o f  pu re  emotion-

The n ex t q u o ta tio n  i s  such an example o f  a  moment ou t o f  th e  

m aid’ s w orld . Duras u ses  d ia lo g u e  to  l e t  th e  c h a ra c te r  d e sc r ib e  a  moment 

which ho lds a  v e ry  deep , s t r o n g - f e l t  emotion o f  h e r  id e a  o f  having to  be

^^D uras, Four Novels by M arguerite  D uras, Germaine B rée’ s 
In tro d u c tio n , p . v .
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chosen. T his i s ,  p e rh ap s , th e  one p r in c ip le  o f  h e r  ex p lan a tio n  f o r  h e r 

own e x is te n c e ;  i t  i s ,  w ithou t a  d oub t, h e r most in te n s e ly  f e l t  id e a :

—Vous canprenez. M onsieur, vous comprenez, j e  n ’a i  jam ais 
é té  c h o is ie  p a r perso n n e, s a u f  en ra is o n  de mes c a p a c ité s  
l e s  p lu s  im p erso n n elles , e t  a f in  d ’ ê t r e  a u s s i  in e x is ta n te  
que p o s s ib le ,  a lo r s  i l  f a u t  que j e  so is  c h o is ie  p a r 
q ue lqu ’un, une f o i s ,  même une s e u le .  Sans c e la  j ’e x i s t e r a i  
s i  peu , même pas v o u lo ir  c h o is i r  à  mon to u r .  C’e s t  pour­
quoi j e  m 'acharne ta n t  su r  l e  m ariage , vous comprenez.

(p . 72)

At t h i s  rem ark th e  man, o b v io u sly  moved by such a  s ta tem e n t, 

p o in ts  o u t t o  h e r  th e  f a c t  which she has overlooked , t h a t  o f  b e in g  a b le  

t o  do th e  choosing:

—O ui, M adem oiselle, sans d o u te , m ais j ' a i  beau f a i r e ,  
j e  ne v o is  pas t r è s  b ie n  comment vous espérez  ê t r e  
c h o is ie  s i  vous ne pouvez c h o is i r  vous-même. (p . 72)

D uras’ d ia logue  i s  rem arkable th roughout th e  novel co n s id e rin g  

t h a t  th e se  two people form a  bond th ro u g h  everyday c l ic h e s  and s i tu a t io n s  

because th e y  bo th  a re  making a  con sc io u s  a t t a n p t ,  however awkward i t  may 

appear a t  t im e s , to  communicate. The fo llow ing  e x tr a c t  shows t h e i r  need 

t o  a s s e r t  an id e n t i ty  and, th e re b y , m om entarily in te r r u p t  th e  i s o la t io n  

which th e y  must u s u a lly  f e e l  a s  th e y  co n tin u e  in  t h e i r  meager p ro fe s s io n s :

—Comme s i  l ’on p re n a i t  p eu r to u t  à  coup d 'ê t r e  comme en 
e s t ,  d 'ê t r e  comme on e s t  au l i e u  d ’ê t r e  a u tr a a e n t , au 
l i e u  même d ’ ê t r e  a u tre  ch o se , p e u t-ê tre ?

—Oui, d ’ê t r e  à  l a  f o is  comme to u s  l e s  a u t r e s ,  e t  d ’ê t r e  
on même temps comme on e s t .  O ui, c ’e s t  c e la  même, j e  
c r o i s ,  d ’ê t r e  de c e t t e  e sp è c e - là  p lu tô t  que de n ’ im porte 
q u e lle  a u t r e ,  de c e l l e - l à  p ré c is é m e n t. . .

— S i com pliquée, o u i. M onsieur, j e  comprends.
—P arce  que de l 'a u t r e  p e u r . M adem oiselle, c e l l e  de 

moinrir sans que personne s ’en ap e rço iv e , j e  tro u v e  q u 'e l l e  
p eu t d ev en ir à  l a  longue une ra is o n  de se r é jo u i r  de son 
s o r t .  Lorsqu’on s a i t  que sa  m ort ne f e r a  s o u f f r i r  perso n n e, 
pas même un p e t i t  ch ien , j e  tro u v e  q u 'e l l e  s 'a l l è g e  de 
beaucoup de son p o id s .
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—J 'e s s a i e  de vous vom prendre. M onsieur, m ais non, j e  l e  
r e g r e t t e ,  j e  ne l e  p u is  p a s . E s t-c e  p a rc e  que l e s  femmes 
so n t d if f é r e n te s ?  Moi, j e  s a i s  que j e  ne p o u r ra is  pas 
me su p p o r te r , comme vous l e  f a i t e s ,  s e u le ,  avec c e t t e  
v a l i s e .  Ce n 'e s t  pas que j e  n 'a im e ra is  p as  voyager, 
non, m ais sans des a f f e c t io n s  quelque p a r t  dans l e  monde, 
qu i m 'a t te n d r a ie n t ,  j e  ne p o u r ra is  pas l e  f a i r e .  Encore 
une f o i s ,  j e  c ro is  b ie n  que j e  p ré fè re  en ê t r e  encore  où 
j ' e n  s u is .  (pp. 30-31)

Cismaru makes th e s e  rem arks concern ing  t h i s  d ia lo g u e :

Under th e  w r i t e r 's  pen th e  g i r l  and th e  man rem ain e n t i r e ly  
s u b je c t iv e ,  th em se lv es . T his i s  a  p a r t i c u l a r ly  to u ch in g  
a sp e c t o f  Le S quare , f o r  i t  em phasizes th e  v e ry  p e rso n a l 
q u a l i t i e s  o f c h a ra c te rs  who, r e fu s in g  to  speak and f e e l  
f o r  a l l  th e  o th e rs  in  t h e i r  c l a s s ,  speak and f e e l  f o r  me.

The co n v e rsa tio n  between th e  man and th e  m aid i s  marked w ith  

t r u t h f u l  s ta tem en ts  o r  id e a s . They do no t d is g u is e  any o f  t h e i r  rem arks 

o r  h e s i t a t e  to  re v e a l  t h e i r  own o p in io n s  f o r  th e  sake o f  th e  o th e r  o n e 's  

f e e l in g s .

In  Le Square D uras' s ty le  has improved a  g r e a t  d e a l ,  a s  Cismaru

n o te s  in  th e  fo llo w in g :

In  Le Square M arguerite  Duras ap p ears  to  have come to  term s 
w ith  th e  o ld  problem  o f c re a t in g  c h a ra c te r s  who ach iev e  an 
em otional in t e n s i ty  and u n ity  going beyond th e  l im i t s  o f  th e  
o u te r  ev en ts  r e l a t e d .  T hese, h e ld  to  th e  b a re s t  minimum 
and u n co rro b o ra ted  by th e  a u th o r 's  d e s c r ip t iv e  in te rv e n t io n s ,  
b e n e f i t  e f f e c t iv e ly  from th e  c a r e f u l ly  w r i t te n  v e rb a l exchanges 
betw een th e  c o u p le , in  th e  accuracy  o f  th e  nuances th e y  
e x p re ss , in  th e  r e s t r a in e d  images th e y  evoke, sometimes in  th e  
sober r ic h n e s s  and tim id  s e n s u a l i ty  which do t th e  c o n v e rsa tio n ; 
t h a t  i s ,  in  them selves ; in  th e  t r u e s t  and most p a in fu l ly  
ex p lo red  f ib e r s  o f  th e  sp eak e rs .

S ince  th e  novel i s  alm ost p u re  d ia lo g u e , th e r e  i s  th e  n o tic e a b le  

absence o f  au th o r in te r fe re n c e  and h e r id e a s . T h is i s  th e  m ajor s tre n g th

^^Cism aru, M arguerite  D uras, p . 86. 

^ ^ Ib id .
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o f  Le Square. The re a d e r  f e e l s  more in t im a te ly  in vo lved  w ith  th e  c h a ra c te rs  

because he g le an s  th e  in n e r  psychology and depth  o f  f e e l in g  d i r e c t ly  from 

th e  words spoken hy th e  c h a ra c te rs  them selves and n o t from what th e  au th o r 

says about them. In  o th e r  w ords, th e r e  i s  no in te rm e d ia ry , j u s t  a  o n e - to -  

one r e la t io n s h ip  o f  th e  re a d e r  to  th e  maid and th e  man.

The s t r u c tu r e  i s  sy m e tr ic a lly  s im ila r  to  t h a t  o f  Les P e t i t s  

Chevaux de T a rg u in ia . The novel i s  d iv id e d  in to  th r e e  p a r t s  each one 

resem bling  th e  o th e r  tw o. Compare th e  beg inn ing  o f  each o f  th e  th re e  

c h a p te rs :

(Ch. I )  L’ en fa n t a r r iv a  tra n q u ille m e n t du fond du sq u are  e t  
se p la n ta  devant l a  jeune  f i l l e .
—J 'a i  fa im , d e c l a r a - t - i l .
Ce f u t  pour l'homme l 'o c c a s io n  d 'en g ag e r l a  c o n v e rsa tio n .
—C 'e s t  v r a i  qtie c 'e s t  l 'h e u r e  de g o û te r , d i t - i l .
La jeu n e  f i l l e  ne se fo rm a lisa  p a s .
Au c o n t r a i r e ,  e l l e  l u i  a d re ssa  un s o u r ire  de sym pathie; ..........

(p . 9)

(Ch. I l )  L 'e n fa n t a r r iv a  t r a n q u i l la n e n t  du fond du sq uare  e t  
se p la n ta  de nouveau devant l e  jeune f i l l e .
—J 'a i  s o i f ,  d é c l a r a - t - i l .
La jeu n e  f i l l e  s o r t i t  un therm os e t  une tim b a le  de 
son sac .
—C 'e s t  v r a i ,  d i t  l'homme, q u 'a p rè s  a v o ir  mangé ses  

deux t a r t i n e s  i l  d o i t  a v o ir  s o i f .
La jeune  f i l l e  m ontra l e  therm os e t  l e  déboucha. Du 
l a i t  encore b ie n  chaud fuma dans l e  s o l e i l ,  (p . 8 l)

(Ch. I l l )  L 'e n fa n t a r r iv a  tra n q u ille m e n t du fond du square  e t  
se p la n ta  devan t l a  jeu n e  f i l l e .
—Je  s u is  f a t ig u é ,  d é c l a r a - t - i l
L'homme e t  l a  jeu n e  f i l l e  re g a rd è re n t a u to u r  d 'e u x .
L 'a i r  é t a i t  moins doré  que to u t  à  l 'h e u r e ,  e f f e c t iv e ­
m ent. C 'é t a i t  l e  s o i r .
—C 'e s t  v r a i  q u ' i l  e s t  t a r d ,  d i t  l e  jeune f i l l e .

L'homme, c e t t e  f o i s ,  ne f i t  aucune rem arque La 
jeune  f i l l e  n e tto y a  l e s  m ains de l 'e n f a n t ,  ram assa 
se s  jo u e ts  e t  l e s  m it dans l e  s a c . T o u te fo is , e l l e  
ne se  le v a  pas encore du banc. L 'e n fa n t s 'a s s i t  à  
se s  p ie d s  e t  a t t e n d i t ,  to u t  à coup la s s é  de jo u e r .

(p . Ih3)
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The r e p e t i t iv e n e s s  used  in  th e  beg inn ing  o f  each ch ap te r  

1 ' en fan t a r r iv a  tra n q u ille m e n t du fond du square  i s  no t o n ly  an o th er l in k  

t o  th e  school o f  th e  nouveau roman, b u t a ls o  a  s t y l i s t i c  d ev ice  to  g ive  

novel b a lan ce  and c o n tin u ity . As Germaine Brée says o f  th e  s ty le :  ''The

Square te n d s  tow ard e q u ilib r iu m , s t a s i s ,  and th e  ccm plete , c a r e f u l ly

17spoken parag raphs g ive  th e  r e q u i s i t e  im pression  o f  v e ig h t  and b a la n c e ."

The p o e tic  elem ent m entioned in  th e  p reced ing  n o v e ls  o f  Marguer­

i t e  Duras i s  ex trem ely  l im ite d  in  Le Square due to  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  novel 

c o n s is ts  alm ost e n t i r e ly  o f  d ia lo g u e . However, th e re  i s  one n o tic e a b le  

p o e tic  moment in c lu d ed  in  th e  d ia lo g u e . I t  comes a t  a  p o in t where th e  man

i s  d e sc r ib in g  a  garden  t o  th e  young m aid:

. . . J e  ne pouvais pas me d é c id e r  à  q u i t t e r  ce ja r d in .  La 
b r i s e  s ' é t a i t  donc le v é e , l a  lu m ière  e s t  devenue jaune  de 
m ie l , e t  l e s  l io n s  eux-mêmes, qu i flam b aien t de to u s  le u r s  
p o i l s ,  b â i l l a i e n t  du p l a i s i r  d 'ê t r e  l à .  L 'a i r  s e n t a i t  à  
l a  f o i s  l e  feu  e t  l e s  l io n s  e t  j e  l e  r e s p i r a i s  comme 
l 'o d e u r  même d 'u n e  f r a t e r n i t é  qu i e n f in  me c o n c e rn a it .
Tous l e s  p a ssa n ts  é ta i e n t  a t t e n t i f s  l e s  uns aux a u tr e s  e t  
se d é la s s a ie n t  dans c e t t e  lu m iè re  de m ie l. J e  me so u v ien s , 
j e  tro u v a is  q u 'i l s  re s se m b la ien t aux l io n s .  J 'a i  é té  
heureux b ru sq u a ie n t. (pp. 56- 57 )

The com bination o f  th e  words l i k e  l a  lum ière  e s t  devenue jaune

de m ie l and l ' a i r  s e n ta i t  à  l a  f o i s  l e  feu  e t  l e s  l io n s  b lend  in to  a

b e a u t i f u l ly  exp ressed  sen tim en t. The re a d e r  i s  t ra n s p o r te d  in to  t h i s  

moment o f  s e re n ity  and happ iness  d e sc rib e d  by th e  man. T h is im pressive  

d is p la y  o f  th e  cho ice  o f  words l i k e  flam b aien t de to u s  le u r s  p o i l s  and 

b â i l l a i e n t  du p l a i s i r  c o n tin u es  to  be one o f  M arguerite  D uras' ex cep tio n a l 

g i f t s .

duction, p. X.
17 XD uras, Four Novels by M arguerite  Duras, Germaine B ré e 's I n t r o -
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Le Square p lace s  Duras on th e  f r o n t i e r  o f  th e  nouveau roman,

f o r ,  a s  Cismaru ex p la in s  i t :

To b eg in  w ith , th e  au th o r had been f l i r t i n g  w ith  th e  New Novel 
f o r  a  long  tim e , and Le Square appears to  be a  n a tu ra l  o u t­
growth o f  e a r l i e r  ten d en c ie s  m atu ring  and kept under a 
m a s te rfu l c o n tro l .  M oreover, th e  l a b e l  ’a  to u r  de fo rc e ' 
does n o t ta k e  in to  c o n s id e ra tio n  th e  w r i t e r 's  concern , in  
t h i s  n o v e l, fo r  e s s e n t ia l ly  human em otions which appeal even 
more th a n  th e  unusual b i t te r s w e e t  d ia lo g u e  o f  th e  com position .

T h is  new s ty le  o f  s to ry  t e l l i n g  which b r in g s  to  l i g h t  p a t te rn s  

o f  em otions t r u e  to  l i f e  and honest w ithou t an a ly z in g  them , w i l l  rem ain 

th e  main fo c a l  p o in t o f  D uras' s ty le  th roughou t h e r  o th e r  n o v e ls .

Moderato C a n ta b ile , M arguerite  D uras' sev en th  novel c o n ta in s  

some s t y l i s t i c  d ev ices  which l in k  h e r  even more c lo s e ly  to  th e  New Novel­

i s t s .  S ev era l c r i t i c s  have p o in te d  o u t a  m usical in f lu e n c e  in  D uras' 

s ty l e .  Germaine Brée says o f  Moderato C a n tib le : '

In  form and mood. Moderato C an tib le  (1958) i s  q u i te  
d i f f e r e n t  from The Square, more f l u i d  and m u s ic a l, and 
a p p a re n tly  l e s s  coheren t in  I t s  developm ent. 'M oderato 
c a n ta b i le ' su g g ests  a  tempo and l y r i c a l  mode t h a t  a re  
in  d i r e c t  c o n tra d ic t io n  w ith  th e  v io le n c e  o f  th e  crim e, 
w ith  th e  f i e r c e  d e s ir e  th a t  e n g u lfs  Anne and Chauvin, 
and w ith  th e  s tran g e  new detached  mode o f  p e rc ep tio n  Anne 
a c q u ire s  in  h e r s ta t e  o f  in to x ic a t io n .^ ^

The novel beg ins w ith  a  music le sso n  in  which Anne i s  l i s t e n in g  

to  h e r son p la y  a  so n a tin a  by D ia b o U i. A sonata  i s  a  m u sica l com position  

c o n s is t in g  o f  th re e  o r fo u r movements in  c o n tra s t in g  keys. The use  o f a  

so n a tin a  to  open th e  novel la y s  th e  fo u n d a tio n  fo r  th e  ju x ta p o s i t io n  o f 

c o n tr a s ts  in  th e  even ts  which ta k e  p la c e . For example, A nne 's-son  i s  

p lay in g  th e  so n a tin a  which th e  re a d e r  would expect to  produce a  t r a n q u i l

18Cism aru, M arguerite  D uras, p . 8 7 .

^^Duras, Four Novels by Marguerite Duras, Germaine Bree's
Introduction, pp. xi-xiii.



117

s t a t e  in  th e  people  l i s t e n in g  to  th e  m usic . Anne, how ever, i s  ne rv o u s,

pacing  around th e  room, making nervous g e s tu re s  u n t i l  th e  music te a c h e r

f i n a l l y  rem arks: ”—Q uelle  n e rv o s i te ,  d i t  l a  dame en l e s  re g a rd a n t to u s

20deux d 'u n  a i r  ré p ro b a te u r ."

Anne’ s son i s  a ls o  r e s t l e s s  and f id g e t s  a t  th e  p ian o . S ev e ra l

tim es  he s to p s  and re fu s e s  to  p la y  as  h is  te a c h e r  i n s t r u c t s  him to  do.

D uras, w ith  m iracu lo u s ly  d e f t  f in g e r s ,  w r i te s  one s h o r t  p a rag rap h  which 

ju x ta p o ses  h is  nervousness w ith  th e  sounds o f  th e  sea  and a  p o e tic  d es­

c r ip t io n ,  l e  ro se  du c i e l ,  o f  th e  sky:

L’en fan t ne bougea pas davan tage. Le b r u i t  de l a  mer 
dans l e  s i le n c e  de son o b s t in a t io n  se  f i t  en ten d re  de 
nouveau. Dans un d e rn ie r  s u r s a u t ,  l e  ro se  du c i e l  
augmenta, (p . l6 )

I t  i s  t h i s  ty p e  o f  s k i l l ,  th e  adep t h an d lin g  o f  words l i k e  une

p la in te  lo n g u e , co n tin u e , s ’ é l e v a . . .en  f u t  b r i s é ' and th e  b r e v i ty ,  p u is  e l l e

s ’a r r ê t a ,  n e t ,  which Duras employs th roughou t which makes a  rem arkable

com position  o f  M oderato C a n ta b ile . A nother p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  c o n tr a s ts

o ccu rs  im m ediately a f t e r  th e  c h i ld ’ s r e f u s a l  t o  p la y :

Dans l a  ru e ,  en b as  de l ’ immeuble, un c r i  de femme 
r e t e n t i t .  Une p la in te  longue , c o n tin u e , s 'é l e v a  e t  
s i  h au t que l e  b r u i t  de l a  mer en f u t  b r i s é .  P u is  
e l l e  s 'a r r ê t a ,  n e t .  (p . l6 )

I t  i s  e v e n tu a lly  t h i s  s h r i l l  scream which le a d s  Anne to  become 

invo lved  w ith  Chauvin and , th e r e f o r e ,  w ith  h e r d e s i r e  t o  b reak  th e  mono­

to n y  o f  h e r l i f e .  The scream comes from a  woman j u s t  b e fo re  she i s  

k i l l e d  by h er lo v e r  f o r  reaso n s M arguerite  Duras never e x p la in s . Anne 

becomes envious o f  th e  d e s ir e  which must have le d  up to  t h i s  m urder.

20M arguerite  D uras, Moderato C an tab ile  ( P a r is :  E d itio n s  de
Minuit, 1958), p. 1 6. (Further reference by page only).
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V ic to r ia  Weiss p o in ts  o u t th a t  M arguerite  Duras u ses  tim e  c a re ­

f u l l y  to  h e r  b e s t  advan tage , v h e re a s , some o f  th e  New N o v e lis ts  te n d  to  

d i s t o r t  o r  d e s tro y  co n v en tio n a l tim e . There i s  a  co n v en tio n a l chronology 

o f  tim e  and ev en ts  u n fo ld in g  du rin g  th e  p ro cess  o f  th e  e ig h t c h a p te rs  o f  

th e  n o v e l. Weiss a ls o  b r in g s  to  th e  r e a d e r ’ s a t t e n t io n  D u ras ', u se  o f  

te n se s  in  h e r v e rb s . In  Moderato C an tab ile  he rem arks upon th e  s t r a te g y

behind  th e  u se  o f  th e se  v e rb  te n s e s .  A ll o f  th e  n a r r a t iv e  p a r t s  o f  th e  

book a re  in  th e  p a s t  te n s e  excep t in  C hapter V II, where th e  p re s e n t and 

fu tu r e  te n se s  a p p ea r. The ev en ts  o ccu rrin g  w ith in  th e  c h a p te r  a re :  th e
21d in n e r p a r ty ,  th e  pacing  o u ts id e  Chauvin’s house and Anne’ s in to x ic a t io n .

The u se  o f th e  p re se n t te n se  in  Chapter V II le n d s  a  f e e l in g  o f

d ram atic  i n te n s i ty .  The p re se n t te n s e  re in fo rc e s  th e  drama o f  th e  in n e r

c o n f l ic t  and tu rm o il which Anne i s  ex p e rien c in g , a s  she i s  to m  between

conform ing to  s o c ie ty ’ s e x p ec ta tio n s  and b reak ing  away from h e r d u l l  l i f e .

Duras changes to  th e  fu tu r e  te n se  in  th e  f i n a l  parag rap h s o f  t h i s  c h ap te r

where Anne v o m its , as  Weiss d e c la re s  in  h e r a r t i c l e ,  because  th e  vom iting

i s  th e  in e v i ta b le  r e s u l t  o f  abandoning h e r s e l f  to  d r in k  and , th e re b y ,

causing  th e  d is s o lu t io n  o f  h e r  m arriag e . T h e re fo re , Anne’ s fu tu r e  w i l l

be  a  m a tte r  o f  re tu rn in g  t o  th e  ro u tin e  e s ta b l is h e d  over s e v e ra l  y ea rs  o f

22m arriage  and t r y in g  to  a to n e  fo r  h e r  b r i e f  ad v en tu re  o r  waywardness.

The a c t  o f vom iting  co u ld , however, be viewed in  a  s l ig h t ly  

d i f f e r e n t  l i g h t  th an  t h a t  o f  Anne’ s paying  f o r  h e r  d r in k in g  escapade. One

^ ^ i c t o r i a  W eiss, ’’Form and Meaning in  M arg u erite  D uras' 
Moderato C a n ta b ile , ” C r i t iq u e , XVI, no . 1 (197%), pp . 79-87-

^ ^ Ib id ., pp. 79-87.
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o f  th e  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  o f D uras’ s ty le  i s  th a t  she does n o t impose a  

d e f i n i t e ,  u n a lte ra b le  ending f o r  th e  re a d e r ;  th e r e f o r e ,  th e  re a d e r  i s  

f r e e  to  choose h is  own ending o r  come to  h is  own co n c lu s io n s  about what 

may happen a t  th e  c lo se  o f th e  n o v e l. I t  i s  con ce iv ab le  t h a t  Anne’ s 

vom iting  co u ld  re p re se n t h e r r e je c t i o n  o f  h e r s t a t i c ,  d u l l  e x is te n c e .

She does r e tu r n ,  in  th e  f i n a l  c h a p te r , t o  th e  c a fe  t o  meet Chauvin one 

l a s t  tim e . She m entions s e v e ra l  tim es t h a t  she i s  a f r a id .  Perhaps Anne 

i s  a f r a id  o f  th e  fu tu re  because o f  h e r  r e je c t io n  o f  h e r  p re v io u s ly  monoto­

nous l i f e .  She th en  r e l iv e s  th e  d ea th  o f  th e  m urdered woman. Duras u ses  

words l i k e  m ains f r o id e s ,  pose m o rtu a ire  and r i t e  m o rtu a ire  to  d e sc r ib e  

t h e i r  l a s t  m eeting , th e  way th e y  to u c h , a s  though sh e  were d e sc r ib in g  

dying o r  dead peop le:

Leurs m ains é ta i e n t  s i  f r o id e s  q u ’e l l e s  se to u ch è ren t 
i l lu s o ire m e n t dans l ’ in te n t io n  seu lem ent, a f in  que ce 
f û t  f a i t ,  dans l a  seu le  in te n t io n  que ce l e  f û t ,  p lu s  
au trem ent ce n ’é t a i t  p lu s  p o s s ib le .  Leurs mains 
r e s t è r e n t  a i n s i ,  f ig é e s  dans l e u r  pose m o rtu a ire .
P o u r ta n t , l a  p la in te  d ’Anne D esbaresdes c e ssa . (P . 1%9)

E l le  s ’avança v e rs  l u i  d ’a sse z  p rè s  pour que le u r s  lè v re s  
r e s t è r e n t  l ’une su r l ’a u t r e ,  p o sée s , a f in  que ce  f û t  f a i t  
e t  su iv an t l e  même r i t e  m o rtu a ire  que le u r s  m ains, un 
in s ta n t  a v a n t, f ro id e s  e t  tre m b la n te s , (pp. 152-153)

In  t h i s  way Anne’s d ea th -w ish  becomes p o s s ib le .  On th e  l a s t  

page Anne adm its t h a t  she i s  dead , th u s ,  Anne has been  a b le  to  r e l iv e  

p sy c h o lo g ic a lly  th e  p a ss io n  and d e a th  o f  th e  woman who was m urdered a t  

th e  beg inn ing  o f  th e  novel.

C hapter V II i s  th e  most in te r e s t in g  from th e  v iew poin t o f  s ty le .  

Throughout th e  c h ap te r  Duras in te rm in g le s  e v e n ts , ag a in  in  ju x ta p o s i t io n ,  

which c r e a te  an im pression  o f  Anne’s d iz z in e s s  and in to x ic a t io n .  The
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au th o r i s  so s k i l l f u l  a t  m ixing th e  m u lt ip le  ev en ts  t h a t  th e  re a d e r  r e ­

t a in s  an im pression  th a t  t h i s  i s  one in c id e n t .  The fo llo w in g  example o f  

D uras' a r t f u l  m ix tu re  o f ev en ts  comes from  th e  f i r s t  few p arag rap h s;

Sur un p l a t  d 'a rg e n t  à  l 'a c h a t  duquel t r o i s  g e n e ra tio n s  
o n t c o n tr ib u é , l e  saumon a r r iv e ,  g la c é  dans sa  forme 
n a t iv e .  H a b illé  de n o i r ,  g an té  de b la n c , un homme l e  
p o r te ,  t e l  un en fan t de r o i . . .

De l 'e x t r é m i té  nord du p a rc , l e s  m agnolias v e rs e n t 
l e u r  odeur qu i va de dune en dune ju s q u 'à  r i e n .  Le 
v e n t ,  ce  s o i r ,  e s t  du sud. Un homme rô d e , bou lev ard  
de l a  Mer. Une femme l e  s a i t .

Le saumon p asse  de l 'u n  à  l ' a u t r e  su iv an t un r i t u e l  
que r i e n  ne tro u b le ,  s inon  l a  p eu r cachée de chacun que 
t a n t  de p e r fe c t io n  to u t  à  coup ne se  b r i s e  ou ne 
s 'e n ta c h e  d 'u n e  tro p  é v id en te  a b s u r d i té .  D ehors, dans 
l e  p a rc  l e s  m agnolias é lab o ren t le u r  f lo r a is o n  funèbre  
dans l a  n u i t  n o ire  du prin tem ps n a is s a n t ,  (p . 125)

When th e  e a tin g  b e g in s , th e  a u th o r q u ite  u n o b tru s iv e ly  p la c e s

th e  scenes o f  th e  people devouring th e  m eal to g e th e r  w ith  th e  p a ss io n

devouring  Anne and Chauvin, who i s  p ac in g  back  and f o r th  o u ts id e :

Le s e rv ic e  du canard  à  l 'o r a n g e  commence. Les femmes se 
s e rv e n t. On l e s  c h o is i t  b e l le s  e t  f o r t e s ,  e l l e s  fe ro n t 
f r o n t  à  t a n t  de c h è re . De doux murmurers montant de 
l e u r s  gorges à  l a  vue du canard  d 'o r .  L 'une d 'e l l e s  
d é f a i l l e  à  sa  vue. Sa bouche e s t  desséchée  p a r  d 'a u t r e
faim  que r i e n  non p lu s  ne peu t a p a is e r  q u 'à  p e in e , l e
v in .  (p . 13^)

I l  ne mange p a s . I l  ne p o u r ra i t  p a s , l u i  non p lu s ,  
n o u r r i r  son co rp s  tourm enté p a r d 'a u t r e  faim . (p . 131)

M arguerite  Duras d e p ic ts  th e  ev en ts  o f th e  man pacing  o u ts id e , 

o f  Anne n e rv o u sly  and im p a tie n tly  t r y in g  to  g e t th ro u g h  d in n e r , y e t  a l l

th e  tim e th in k in g  o f  Chauvin, and o f  th e  g u e s ts  a t  th e  d in n e r-p a r ty

consuming th e  food in  th e  same way u s in g  r e p e t i t io n  l i k e  p a r  d 'a u t r e  fa im . 

W ith t h i s  s ty le  Duras m a in ta in s  a  chose r e la t io n s h ip  between th e  d e v a s ta tin g  

p ass io n  o f  Chauvin and Anne and th e  consum ption o f  th e  food.
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M arguerite  Duras co n tin u es  to  shov an  a f f i n i t y  f o r  some o f  th e

tradem arks o f  th e  Hew N o v e lis ts  in  h e r  u se  o f  r e p e t i t i o n s ,  la c k  o f  s p e c if ic

d e t a i l s  and most n o tic e a b ly  in  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  n o v e l, th e  broken fragm ents

o f  d ia lo g u e . As Germaine Brée n o te s :

U nlike th e  g i r l  and" th e  man in  The Square, t h ^  do no t 
speak in  c a r e f u l ly  c o n s tru c te d  sen ten ces  and co h eren t 
p a rag rap h s . They speak in  sn a tc h e s , h e s i t a n t ly ,  r e ­
s t a t in g  fragm ents o f  th e  them e, t h e i r  exchange o f  words 
re v o lv in g  around a h idden  c e n te r ,  which i s  t h e i r  u rge  
t o  r e l i v e  th e  p a ss io n  o f  th e  couple  t h a t  had d ie d .^ 3

The d ia lo g u e  i s  u s u a lly  in  fragm ents and in te r r u p te d  p o r tio n s  

o f  c o n v e rsa tio n . A lthough th e r e  a re  many u n f in ish e d  p a r ts  o f  th e  d ia lo g u e , 

th e y  seem to  f i t  to g e th e r ,  r a th e r  l i k e  a  c o lla g e  t o  form  an id ea  o f  th e  

w hole:

—La d e rn iè re  f o i s ,  d i t - e l l e ,  j ' a i  vomi ce  v in . I l  
n 'y  a  que quelques jo u rs  que j e  b o i s . . .

—Ça n 'a  p lu s  d 'im p o rtan ce  désorm ais.
— Je  vous en p r i e . . . s u p p l i a - t - e l l e .
—Au fo n d , c h o is is so n s  de p a r le r  ou de ne r ie n  d i r e ,  

comme vous l e  voudrez, (pp. l4 6 - l4 î )

The n a r r a t iv e ,  a l s o ,  i s  b r i e f  and compact. The sen tence  s t r u c ­

tu r e  i s  ex trem ely  sim p le , w ithou t many s p e c if ic  d e t a i l s :

E l le  bu t son v e r re  de v in  d 'u n  t r a i t .  I l  l a  l a i s s a  
s 'em poisonner à  son g ré . La n u i t  a v a i t  envahi 
dêfin im en t l a  v i l l e .  Les q u a is  s 'é c l a i r è r e n t  de 
le u r s  h au ts  lam p ad aires . L 'e n fa n t jo u a i t  to u jo u r s .
I l  n 'y  e û t p lu s  t r a c e  dans l e  c i e l  de l a  m oindre 
lu e u r  du couchant, (p . 117)

T his b r e v i ty  o f  s ty le  len d s  a  b a lan c e  t h a t  enhances th e  novel 

w ith  a  f lu id  p o e try  in  th e  words. In  M oderato Cantabi l e , more so th an  in  

any o f  D uras' p reced in g  n o v e ls , th e re  i s  a  sim ple p o e tic  re n d e rin g  o f

23Duras, Four Novels by Marguerite Duras. Germaine Bree's
Introduction, p. xiii.
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s ty l e .  P o e tic  language» zéb ru res  n o ire s  and nuages o c re s , i s  s c a t te r e d

th roughou t th e  novel in  th e  n a r r a t iv e  p a ssag es ;

Les co u leu rs  du couchant d ev in ren t to u t  a coup s i  
g lo r ie u s e s  que l a  b londeu r de c e t  e n fan t s 'e n  
tro u v a  m o d ifiée , (p . 15)

...D e v a n t eux, à  1 ' e x tré m ité  sud de l a  v i l l e ,  l ’h o rizo n  
é t a i t  o b scu rc i de zéb ru res  n o i r e s ,  de nuages o c res  que 
v e r s a ie n t  v e rs  l e  c i e l  l e s  fo n d e r ie s ,  ^ p . 50)

La so n a tin e  se f a i s a i t  sous le s  m ains de l ’ en fa n t— 
c e lu i - c i  a b se n t—m ais e l l e  se  f a i s a i t  e t  se r e f a i s a i t ,  
p o r té e  p a r  son in d i f f é r e n te  m aladresse  ju s q u ’aux 
c o n fin s  de sa  p u issa n c e . A mesure q u 'e l l e  s 'é c h a f a u d a i t ,  
sensib lem ent l a  lu m iè re  du jo u r  dim inua. Une monumentale 
p re sq u ’î l e  de nuages in c en d ié s  s u r g i t  à  l 'h o r iz o n  dont l a  
sp lendeu r f r a g i l e  e t  fugace  f o r ç a i t  l a  pensée  v e rs  
d 'a u t r e s  v o i e s . . .  Le b r u i t  de l a  mer mêlé aux v o ix  des 
hommes qu i a r r iv a ie n t  su r  l e  quai monta ju s q u 'à  l a  
chambre, (pp. 101-102)

Duras m ingles th e  m usica l atm osphere, l a  so n a tin e  se  f a i s a i t  

sous l e s  mains de l 'e n f a n t ,  w ith  th e  d im in ish in g  o f  th e  l i g h t ,  th e  c lo u d s , 

sky and th e  v o ic e s  o f  men w ith  th e  sounds o f  th e  s e a . I t  i s ,  in  e f f e c t ,  

a  c inem atic  ren d e rin g  o f  th e  scene and su rro u n d in g s. T h is  te c h n iq u e , 

which mixes sound w ith  c o lo r  and s ig h t  i s  an o th e r s t y l i s t i c  l i n k  w ith  th e  

Hew N o v e lis ts .

The c r i t i c ,  H enri H e ll ,  in  rem arking on th e  m u s ic a l i ty  o f  th e

com position c a l l s  Moderato C an tab ile  a  t r u e  c l a s s i c a l  trork:

Moderato Cantabi l e , modéré e t  c h a n ta n t, t e l  e s t  b ie n  
l e  roman de M arguerite  D uras, dans sa  com position qu 'on  
p eu t d i r e  m u s ic a le . . .Ces d i f f é r e n ts  thèmes se  fonden t 
en un to u t  harm onieux, s o r te  de musique de chambre, 
s e c rè te  e t  in te n s e ,  qu i s u i t  l e s  l o i s  d i f f i c i l e s  de l a  
l im p id i té  e t  de l a  c o n c is io n . Avec ce l i v r e  l i s s e  e t  
r ig o u reu x , sans an a ly se  psycho log ique, sans form ules de 
m o ra l is te ,  sans fa u s se  é légance  de s t y l e ,  M arguerite  
Duras a  é c r i t  l 'u n  des p lu s  beaux r é c i t s  c la s s iq u e s  
f r a n ç a is  qu 'on  a i t  lu s  d ep u is  longtem ps. I l  es  v r a i .
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q u 'à  1 ' en co n tre  de t a n t  de nos jeu n es  é c r iv a in s ,  e l l e  
n 'a  pas d écidé  de r e f a i r e  Adolphe ou l a  P r in c e s s e  de 
Cl&ves.2*

Jean  B ess iè re  observes t h a t  M arguerite  D uras m o d ifie s  h e r  s ty le

in  t h i s  nove l and breaks f a r th e r  away from th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  n o v e l:

Depuis Moderato C an tab ile  e t  p a ra llè le m e n t au 'nouveau  
ro m an ', M arguerite  Duras m o d ifie  l e s  ra p p o r ts  t r a d i ­
t io n n e ls  du le c te u r  e t  du l i v r e ;  e l l e  p o u r r a i t  f a i r e  
sienne l a  d é c la ra t io n  de R o b b e-G rille t : 'C ar l o i n  de
l e  / ï e  l e c t e u ^  n é g l ig e r ,  l 'a u t e u r  a u jo u rd 'h u i proclam e 
l 'a b s o lu  b eso in  q u ' i l  a  de son concours, a c t i f ,  
c o n sc ie n t, c r é a te u r . Ce q u ' i l  demande, ce  n 'e s t  p lu s  
de re c e v o ir  to u t  f a i t  un monde achevé, p le in ,  c lo s e  su r 
lui-m êm e, c 'e s t  au c o n tr a i r e  de p a r t i c ip e r  à  une 
c r é a t io n ,  d 'in v e n te r  a in s i  à  in v e n te r  sa  p ro p re  v i e . '

Duras has s u c c e s s fu lly  s e iz e d  a  p r iv i  ‘ ^ e d  moment in  l i f e  and 

p u t i t  in to  w r i t in g  w ith o u t adding  any o f  h e r  own b e l i e f s  o r  a n a ly se s  to  

th e  e v e n ts . B ess iè re  co n tin u e s  to  n o te  t h a t  th e  lo g ic  o f  D uras' composi­

t i o n  and th e  in t r ig u e  a r e  n o t in  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  l i g h t  o f  p re s e n tin g  a  

s to ry  b u t an adven tu re  in  which a  woman f in d s  h e r s e l f :

La lo g iq u e  de l a  com position  de Moderato C a n ta b ile  e s t  
a in s i  opposée à  c e l l e  du roman t r a d i t i o n n e l , où l e  
personnage e s t  doué d 'u n e  c e r ta in e  autonomie ( l e s  
a u te u rs  l 'e x p r im e n t en d is a n t  qu 'une  f o i s  l e  personnage 
suffisam m ent c a r a c té r i s é ,  i l  f a u t  l e  l a i s s e r  a l l e r  de 
lu i-m ân e) e t  tro u v e , dans l e  tem ps, dans l e  sen s  de 
l a  d u ré e , l e  moyen d 'e n r ic h e r  sa consc ience  de lui-même 
e t  d 'é v o lu e r .  La lo g iq u e  de M oderato C an tab ile  e s t ,  au 
fo n d , c e l l e  d 'u n e  in tr o s p e c t io n  où l e  'p o u rq u o i a - t - i l  
tu é ? ' se  transfo rm e en un 'q u i  s u i s - j e  que m 'e s t - i l  
p ro m is? ' Le roman d ev ien t un a c te  de connaissance  en 
m e tta n t su r l e  même p la n  i n t é r i o r i t é  e t  événements
e x té r ie u r s .

Duras does n o t ,  however, fo llo w  th e  extrem e modes o f  ex p re ss in g  

c o ld , a b s t r a c t  and d is in te g r a te d  them es o f  some o f  th e  New N o v e lis ts .

^^M arguerite D uras, Moderato C an tab ile  ( P a r is ;  B ordas, 1972), 
26. (N otes p a r Jean  B e s s iè r e ) .

^^ I b id .,  p . 30.
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She manages t o  keep a  human elem ent in  th e  s t y l i s t i c  dev ices which she 

chooses in  common w ith  th e  New Novel movement.

D é tru ire  D i t - E l le , th e  th i r t e e n th  n o v e l o f  M arguerite  D uras, 

b r in g s  in to  l i g h t  a  good example o f  h e r  new ty p e  o f  f i c t i o n .  The ch arac ­

t e r s  a r e  in  an i s o la te d  s i tu a t io n ,  in  a  c o n v a lscen t h o te l .  B ess iè re  

su g g es ts  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a  ty p e  o f  human experim ent where th e  m alades o f

s o c ie ty  a re  g a th e red . He a ls o  p re d ic ts  t h a t  th e  o n ly  cu re  f o r  th e  m alades
27

i s  th e  t o t a l  d e s tru c t io n  o f  bonds w ith  s o c ie ty .

E l iz a b e th  A lione i s  a  w ealthy  woman s u f f e r in g  from d ep ress io n  

a f t e r  having l o s t  a  c h i ld  im m ediately a f t e r  b i r t h .  She keeps to  h e r s e l f ,  

e a ts  and re a d s  a lo n e , u n t i l  she m eets Thor, h i s  w ife , A lis s a ,  and S te in  

who i s  b o th  a  f r ie n d  o f  Thor’ s and A lis sa * s  lo v e r .  These th r e e  people  

seem t o  pose a  t h r e a t  to  E liz a b e th . She l i k e s  them and i s ,  a t  th e  same 

tim e , a f r a id  o f them. A lis s a ,  Thor and S te in  a re  f r e e  o f  l im i ta t io n s  

which th e y  and s o c ie ty  impose on them . They t r y  t o  p e rsuade  E liz a b e th  to  

become l i k e  them and lo s e  th e  i d e n t i ty  which s o c ie ty  has p re s c r ib e d  fo r  

h e r .

There i s  a  g re a t  d e a l o f  lo o k in g  a t  o th e rs  and some voyeurism  

th roughou t th e  n o v e l. This elem ent seems t o  come from Duras* e x i s t e n t i a l  

code , which has j u s t  become p e r c e p t ib le ,  where th e r e  must be th e  f i d e l i t y  

o f  an o th er p e rso n ’ s gaze in  o rd e r to  s u s ta in  one’ s e x is te n c e :

28S te in  ne s ’a r r ê t e  pas devant eux m ais i l  l e s  re g a rd e .

”11 y  a  d ix  jo u rs  que j e  vous re g a rd e ” , d i t  Max Thor.
(p . kk)

^^ I b i d . , p . 21.

28Marguerite Duras, Détruire Dit-Elle (Paris: Editions de
Minuit, 1969), p. 38. (Further reference by page only).
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Max Thor d é tou rne  son re g a rd  t r è s  légèrem ent v e r s  A lis s a ,
A lis s a  qu i l a  re g a rd e  sams a t te n t io n  p a r t i c u l i è r e ,
s e m b le - t - i l .  (p . 4%)

Voyeurism i s  a ls o  co n ta in ed  in  seme o f  th e  lo o k in g  which occurs 

between th e  c h a ra c te r s .  A lis s a  and S te in  open ly  adm it i t :

—Nous fa is o n s  l 'a m o u r , d i t  A lis s a ,  to u te s  l e s  n u i t s  
nous fa is o n s  l 'a m o u r.

—J e  s a i s ,  d i t  S te in . Vous l a i s s e z  l a  f e n ê tre  o u v e rte  
e t  j e  vous v o is .

—n  l a  l a i s s e  o u v erte  pour t o i .  Nous v o i r .  (p . 52)

This newness o f  s ty le  in  D é tru ire  D i t - E l le  causes th e  re a d e r  to  

wonder a t  tim es what a c tu a l ly  i s  happening. Yet a t  th e  same tim e Duras 

manages to  s u s ta in  th e  i n t e r e s t  in  th e  n o v e l.

I t  i s  in  t h i s  novel th a t  Duras p o ig n a n tly  re n d e rs  th e  id e a  o f  

d e s ir e  o f  th e  o th e r .  There a re  no names used  f o r  some tim e  a t  th e  beg in ­

n in g . The d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  a re  so s im ila r  t h a t ,  even when 

names a re  g iv en , th e r e  rem ains some u n c e r ta in ty  o f  i d e n t i t y .  Thor and 

S te in  a re  a  g re a t  d e a l a l ik e  in  p h y s ic a l appearance . Then, o f  c o u rse , 

th e re  i s  th e  p h o n e tic  s im i la r i ty  between th e  names o f  A lis s a  and E l is a .  

A lso , th e re  i s  th e  German sem antic s im i la r i ty  o f  Thor ( th e  god w ith  th e  

hammar) and S te in  ($ s to n e ) .  Twice in  th e  beg in n in g  pages o f  th e  novel 

where Duras ex p re sses  th e  id e a  o f  be ing  fa s c in a te d  and tro u b le d  a t  th e  

same tim e . The f i r s t  tim e  S te in  read s  from a  l e t t e r :

— 'Madame, l i t  S te in . Madame, i l  y  a  d ix  jo u rs  que 
vous re g a rd e . I l  y  a  en vous quelque chose qu i me 
fa s c in e  e t  qu i me b o u lev erse  dont j e  n 'a r r i v e  p a s , 
à  c o n n a ître  l a  n a tu r e . ' (p . 26 )

The second tim e t h i s  id e a  appears i s  s h o r t ly  a f t e r  S te in  read  

th e  l e t t e r .  Thor say s:

— I I  y  a  dans c e t  h ô te l  quelque chose qu i me t ro u b le  
e t  qui me r e t i e n t . . .  (p . 38)



126

These s ta tem en ts  seem t o  echo th e  re a d e r" s  im p ressio n s  o f  Duras*

p re s e n ta t io n  and s ty le  w ith in  D é tru ire  D i t - E l le . 23ie p a r t i c u l a r  s ty le  o f

t h i s  novel c ap tu re s  th e  i n t e r e s t  and c u r io s i ty  o f  th e  re a d e r  in  a  much

d i f f e r e n t  manner from any o f  h e r  p reced in g  n o v e ls . Claude M auriac rem arks

upon th e  o b sc u r ity  which ap p ears  h e re :

C 'e s t  de l ’excès mène de l a  c l a r t é  que n a î t  l ’ o b s c u r ité .
Aucune p r i s e  ne nous e s t  donnée. Nous f lo t to n s  au 
g ré  d ’un couran t i n v i s i b l e .^9

L a te r  in  th e  same a r t i c l e  M auriac r e f e r s  to  Duras a s  a  "p o è te  de

l ’ in v is ib le .  De l ’ in a u d ib le . De ce que nos sens ne peuvent c a p te r ,  m ais

qu i n ’en e s t  pas moins r é e l .^ ^  M arguerite  Duras i s  a b le  t o  to u ch  th e

re a d e r  in  a  manner even th e  re a d e r  f in d s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  d e sc r ib e .

The in te rm in g lin g  o f  i d e n t i t y ,  as  Germaine Brée p h ra se s  i t ,  i s

p a r t  o f  ”an  ever f lu id  in te rch an g e  and re la t io n s h ip  between th e  s e l f  and

31th e  d e s ire d  o th e r ."  The s t y l e ,  th e r e f o r e ,  i s  a  form at f o r  th e  id e a s .

I t  i s  a  r e f l e c t io n  o f  th e  au th o r in  id e a  and com position , b o th  b e in g  

p a r a l l e l .

The s t r u c tu r e ,  a t  a  g la n c e , i s  n o tic e a b le  d i f f e r e n t  from D uras’ 

p re v io u s  n o v e ls ; though i t  i s  s t i l l  m ostly  d ia lo g u e , i t  has a  v is u a l  

im pact a s  a  poem w ith  much w h ite  space on th e  page. I t  seems to  be a  

lo n g  p rose  poem in  th e  way th e  sen ten ces  and l in e s  a re  a rran g ed  on th e

^^Claude M auriac, "Le Cinéma, f lu id e  amour, a r t  v o l a t i l , "  Le 
F ig aro  L i t t é r a i r e ,  no. 1228 ( le r - T  déc. I 969) ,  pp. 37-38.

^°Ibid.
31 ^D uras, Four Novels by M arguerite  D uras, Germaine B rée’ s

In tro d u c tio n , p . x v i.
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page. The fo llo w in g  s e c tio n  o f  th e  nove l i s  an example o f  sp ac in g :

A lis s a  f a i t  s ig n e  qu’e l l e  l ’ ig n o re .
E l le s  se t a i s e n t .

— I l  y  a  deux ans lo r s q u ’ e l l e  
e s t  a r r iv é e  chez m oi, une n u i t ,
A lis s a  a v a i t  d ix - h u i t  a n s , d i t  
Max Thor. (p . 63)

The lan g u ag e , a lth o u g h  q u i te  s im p le , i s  n o t p a r t i c u l a r ly  r e ­

m arkable f o r  i t s  b eau ty . However, in  i t s  s im p l ic i ty  i t  s t i l l  r e t a in s  a  

flo w in g  q u a l i ty :

C répuscule dans l ’h ô te l .  Dans l a  lu m iè re  de néon 
de l a  s a l l e m a n g e r  l a  v o ic i  e n co re , d é co lo rée , 
v i e i l l i e .

Tout à  coup, dans un g e s te  nerveux , e l l e  v e rse  de 
l ’eau dans son v e r r e ,  ouvre l e s  f la c o n s ,  prend des 
p i l u l e s ,  a v a le , (p . l4 )

D uras’ ch o ice  o f  words in  D é tru ire  D it-E l le  i s  ex trem ely  sim ple 

and c le a r .  Her language i s  r e f in e d  and th in n e d  down a s  though i t  were 

meant f o r  th e  th e a t r e .  In  th e  s u b tle  c l a r i t y  th e re  l i e s  a  h idden  ambig­

u i t y  because th e  co n ten t and id e a s  a re  much more complex and p e rp le x in g

th a n  th e  language would le a d  one to  b e l ie v e .  C onsider th e  f i r s t  page o f 

32th e  n o v e l:

Temps c o u v e r t.
Les b a ie s  so n t ferm ées.
Du c ô té  de l a  s a l l e  à  manger où i l  se t ro u v e , on ne 
p eu t pas v o ir  l e  p a rc . E l l e ,  o u i ,  e l l e  v o i t ,  e l l e  
re g a rd e . Sa ta b le  touche l e  re b o rd  des b a ie s ,  (p . 9)

In  t h i s  sim ple and s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  p re s e n ta t io n  o f  language

th e r e  i s  a l s o  an ab ru p tn ess  o f  change, w hether in  th e  scene o r  th e  a c t io n s

o f  th e  c h a r a c te r s .  T his a b ru p tn ess  b r in g s  to  mind th e  d i r e c t io n s  and

Op
"Look O ut," Times L i te r a r y  Supplem ent, no. 3%99 (March 20,

1969) , p. 286.
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a s id e s  w r i t te n  in to  p la y s :

Le r i r e  s 'e s p a c e .  E l le  l e s  re g a rd e  chacun à  l e u r  
t o u r .  De l ' e f f r o i  a r r iv e  dans l e s  yeux. Le r i r e  
c e s se .

C répuscule dans l e  p a rc .
- - C 'e s t  "bien, d i t  Max Thor.
E l is a b e th  A lione  v ie n t  de jo u e r .
E l le  a  r é u s s i  à  f a i r e  p a sse r  l a  bou le  sous l ’a rc e a u  
du c ro q u e t, (p . S î)

B e s s iè re  f in d s  th e  ty p e  o f s ty le  u sed  i n  t h i s  novel to  be  a

r e s u l t  o f  w r i t in g  fo r  th e  cinema and th e  t h e a t r e .  As he say s:

L 'é c r i t u r e  de D é tru ire ,  D i t - E l le , p a r t i c ip e  du cinema 
e t  du th é â t r e .  M arg u erite  Duras a  d é co u v e rt, en  
r é a l i s a n t  se s  f i lm s ,  q u ' i l  e s t  i n u t i l e  de c o n s t r u i r e  
l a  p h ra se , q u ' i l  n 'y  a  l à  que temps p erdu . A ussi 
t o u t  e s t - i l  en p e rc e p tio n s  dans l e  t e x t e .  S eu le  une 
s é r ie  de n o ta t io n s  d e s c r ip t iv e s  r é d u i te s  à  un m ot, 
s e u l un d ia lo g u e  aux ré p liq u e s  b rèv es  peuvent c r é e r  
une im p ressio n  d 'im m éd ia te , e t  tra n s fo rm e r l ' é c r i t  
ou l a  p a ro le  en s p e c ta c le .33

In  t h i s  novel th e re  i s  s t i l l  an o th e r new elem ent in  M arguerite  

D uras ' s t y l e . She co n tin u es  to  s im p lify  and red u ce  language and d ia lo g u e  

t o  th e  e s s e n t i a l s .  In  t h i s  manner she manages t o  show a  s ty le  which i s  

in tim a te  and human. At t h i s  p o in t in  h e r c a r e e r .  D uras has removed from 

h e r w r i t in g  a l l  e lem ents which a re  n o t a b s o lu te ly  n e c e ssa ry , and y e t ,  h e r 

id e a s  co n tin u e  to  p ro g re s s  in to  a  more complex s t a t e :  one re q u ir in g  much

th o u g h t and tim e in  o rd e r to  be a b le  to  examine and c o n s id e r th e se  id e a s  

w ith  a t t e n t io n  and in  d e t a i l .  In  h e r  abandoning o f  th e  conven tions in  

s ty le  and e x p o s it io n , she moves c lo s e r  and c lo s e r  to  th e  a n ti-n o v e l  o f  

th e  New N o v e lis ts .

OODuras, Moderato Cantabile, (notes par Jean Bessière), p. 22.
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The l a t e s t  novel o f  M arguerite  Duras i s  L'Amour (1971) h e r 

f i f t e e n t h  n o v e l. I t  com pletes th e  e v o lu tio n  o f  h e r s ty le  and re p re se n ts  

th e  cu lm in a tio n  o f  a l l  i t s  m ajor e lem en ts . A ll th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  components 

o f  s t y l e ,  as  f a r  a s  e x p o s it io n , background, p l o t ,  denouement and c h a ra c te r  

development a re  concerned a re  conspicuous because o f  t h e i r  absence in  

L'Amour. T h e re fo re , i t  f i t s  more p r e c is e ly  in to  th e  fo rm at o f  th e  nouveau 

roman.

The s t r u c tu r e  o f  th e  novel fo llow s v e ry  much t h a t  o f  D é tru ire  

D i t - E l le : i t  ap p ears  to  be more l ik e  a  p ro se  poan th a n  a  n o v e l. There

i s  much w h ite  space on th e  page s e p a ra tin g  sen ten ces  and parag raphs from 

each o th e r .  The f i r s t  few pages i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s  ten d en cy :

Cet homme a  l e  pas r é g u l i e r  d ’un p r is o n n ie r .

Le jo u r  b a is s e .

La m er, l e  c i e l ,  occupent l ’ espace. Au l o in ,  l a  mer e s t  
d é jà  oxydée p a r l a  lu m ière  o b scu re , de mène que l e  c i e l .

T ro is ,  i l s  so n t t r o i s  dans l a  lu m ière  o b scu re , l e  ré sea u  
de le n te u r .

L'homme marche to u jo u r s ,  i l  v a , i l  v i e n t . . .bouge.
I l  se  met à  m archer. ,
Q uelqu'un m arche, p rè s .

The language used  in  th e  above n a r r a t io n  i s  ex trem ely  b r i e f ,  

y e t  q u ite  p o e t ic ,  oxydée p a r l a  lum ière  o b scu re , in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f 

th e  s e a , l i g h t ,  and th e  sky. Duras has condensed h e r language to  th e  

b a r e s t  minimum w ithou t lo s in g  h e r  f a s c in a t in g  p o e tic  q u a l i ty .

■'^Marguerite Duras, L’Amour (Paris: Gallimard, 1971), pp. 8-9.
(Further reference by page only).
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The d ia lo g u e  a lso  appears  in  a  d i f f e r e n t  s t r u c tu r e  w ith in ^ th e

n o v e l. I t  i s  s e t  to  one s id e  o f  th e  page:

. . .L e  voyageur l a  s u i t  des yeux longtem ps, ju sq u ’à sa 
d i s p a r i t io n  d e r r iè r e  l a  m asse n o ir e .  I l  d i t :

—I l  v ie n t  de p a sse r  l à - h a s ,  
i l  m archait v i t e ,  i l  ne 
r e g a rd a i t  r i e n .

E l le  d i t  c la irem en t:
— I l  cherche  — e l l e  a jo u te  
— i l  f a u t  l e  l a i s s e r ,  (p . 36)

The d ia lo g u e  i t s e l f  i s  sp a rse  and broken in to  sen tence  fragm en ts , 

much l i k e  th e  n a r r a t io n .  A few lo n g  sen ten ces  a re  in te r s p e r s e d  in  th e  

ab ru p tn ess  o f  th e  sh o rt fragm en tary  sen ten ces .

There a re  no names u sed , s im ila r  to  th e  s ty le  o f  R o b b e -G rille t,

excep t o f  th e  tow n, S. T h a la , and th e  f a c t  t h a t  a  woman c la im s t h a t  she

i s  S. T hala . T h e re fo re , Duras ach iev es  com plete anonym ity w ith  L'Amour.

The a u th o r u ses  th e  words un homme, un a u tr e  homme, une femme and un 

voyageur to  r e f e r  to  her c h a r a c te r s .  There has been no background in f o r ­

m ation  to  e x p la in  th e  reaso n  f o r  what i s  ta k in g  p la c e . In  f a c t ,  th e  a c tio n  

i t s e l f  i s  no t c le a r  a t  tim es  because th e re  i s  a  sw itch ing  back and f o r th  

from one event to  a n o th e r . The am biguity  o f  ev en ts , lin k e d  to  th e  anon­

ym ity  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  and th e  monotonous s ty le  o f  th e  au th o r produce a 

d ream -lik e  e f f e c t .  T his e f f e c t  i s  su s ta in e d  by th e  somnabulous pace o f  

th e  n o v e l, which b r in g s  to  mind La M o d ifica tio n  o f B u to r, p reced in g  

L’Amour by some fo u r tee n  y e a rs .

As in  D é tru ire  D i t - E l le ,  th e re  i s  q u ite  a  b i t  o f  lo o k in g  in  th e

n o v e l. T his s e a a s , a g a in , t o  be a  r e f l e c t io n  o f  D uras’ t i e s  t o  e x is te n ­

t i a l i s m  and th e  need to  e s ta b l i s h  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  persons and th in g s  by
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g lan ces :

Un homme.
I l  e s t  dehout, i l  re g a rd e : l a  p lag e  l a  m e r . . .
I l  ne "bouge p a s . H  re g a rd e .
La m er, l a  p la g e , i l  y  a  des f la q u e s ,  des su rfa c e s
d 'e a u  calme is o lé e s .
E n tre  l'homme qui reg a rd e  e t  l a  m er, to u t  au  bord
de l a  m er, lo in ,  q u e lqu 'un  m a rc h e ... (p . 7) .

On en tend : l e  pas s 'e s p a c e . L'homme d o i t  re g a rd e r
l a  femme aux yeux ferm es posée su r  son chemin.
Oui. Le pas s 'a r r ê t e .  I l  l a  re g a rd e .
. . .  La femme e s t  re g a rd ée , (p . 10)

L'Amour, p e rh ap s , can he co n sid e red  a s  th e  cu lm in a tin g  p o in t  o f 

M arguerite  D uras' w r it in g  b o th  in  te ch n iq u e  and in  c o n te n t . Her p ro fe s ­

s io n  a s  a  w r i te r  has undergone many d i f f e r e n t  in flu en c es  which have l e f t  

an in d e l ib le  mark upon her s ty le  a s  i t  m a tu res . L'Amour, h e r  most re c e n t 

n o v e l, c a p tu re s  th e  essence  o f  h e r  w r i t in g  and shows th e  m ajor e lem ents 

o f  h e r s ty le .  She has eschewed th e  conven tional p re s e n ta tio n  o f  e x p o s it io n , 

n a r r a t io n ,  p lo t ,  dénouement and c h a ra c te r  developm ent. There i s  no lo n g e r 

any con v en tio n al suspense o r psychology in  h e r work. The c h a ra c te rs  a re  

viewed in  a  l i g h t  f r e e  from la b e l s ,  e x p la n a tio n , a n a ly s is  and p h ilo so p h y . 

D ialogue rem ains o f  utm ost im portance , b u t th e  vocabu lary  has been reduced  

to  a  sk e le to n  in  com parison to  h e r  f i r s t  n o v e ls . Her p o e tic  p ro se , how­

e v e r , has rem ained co n stan t th roughou t h e r  work.

B ess iè re  rem arks t h a t  Duras m a n ife s ts  a  sp o n ta n e ity  which 

resem bles au tom atic  w r i t in g . T h is le a d s  th e  a u th o r to  c re a te  f r e e ly  

w ithou t f i r s t  p lann ing  where she would l i k e  th e  novel to  go. He c o n tin u es  

to  emphasize th e  t o t a l  freedom in  M arguerite  Duras* s ty le  and th e  f a c t  

t h a t  th e re  could  n o t p o s s ib ly  e x is t  any s t r a te g y  a t  a l l  in  h e r w r i t in g .

35T his i s  q u i te  apparen t in  th e  l a s t  few o f  h e r n o v e ls , e s p e c ia l ly  in  L ' Amour.

3$ VD uras, Moderato C a n ta b ile , (n o te s  p a r Jean  B e s s iè re ) ,  p . 13.
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M arg u erite  D uras, h e r s e l f ,  d a im s  t h a t  t h e  o n ly  w orry should 

he th e  u se  o f  language because i t  i s  th rough  l a  -parole t h a t  t r u e  communi­

c a t io n  o ccu rs  betw een th e  a u th o r and th e  re a d e r .  The message i t s e l f  i s  

n o t a s  im p o rtan t a s  th e  c o n ta c t e s ta b lis h e d  betw eaa th e  a u th o r and th e  

o th e rs  which w i l l  be th e  m ost im p o rtan t. For D uras, t h e  novel has th r e e  

channels th ro u g h  which to  p re se n t meaning: ( l )  communication between th e

au th o r and th e  n o v e l, (2) communication between th e  re a d e r  and th e  n o v e l, 

and (3 ) th e  communication o f  th e  novel on i t s  own m e r i t .

^^Ibid. pp. 12-14.



CHAPTER V

MARGUERITE DURAS: the reality of a vcman's -world

In  M arguerite  D uras' d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  human r e l a t i o n s  she p a r­

t i c u l a r l y  and v i-v ld ly  c a p tu re s  th e  essence  o f th e  w orld  o f  -women and t h e i r  

problem s. In  h e r  work, men alw ays p la y  secondary r o l e s ;  th e  c e n t r a l  

em phasis i s  upon women, l i k e  Maud in  Les Im pudents; l a  mère in  Un B arrage 

C ontre l e  P a c if iq u e ; Anna in  Le Marin de G ib r a l ta r ;  th e  m aid i n  Le Square; 

Anne in  M oderato C a n ta b ile ; M aria in  Dix Heures e t  Demie du S o ir  en E té ; 

Loi in  Le Ravissem ent de Loi V. S te in ;  and C la ire  in  L'Amante A n g la ise .

AU o f  th e se  women f in d  them selves in  s i tu a t io n s  t h a t  n o t o n ly  re v e a l  

c h a r a c te r ,  b u t a ls o  many o f  th e  e s s e n t ia l  p ro b laa s  o f  b e in g  fem ale in  

th e  tw e n tie th  c en tu ry .

M arguerite  Duras i s  q u ick ly  emerging upon th e  l i t e r a r y  scene as 

one o f  th e  most ta le n te d  women w rit in g  to d ay  in  F ran ce . She c re a te s  

s tro n g  fem ale c h a ra c te rs  in  h e r  n o v e ls . These c h a ra c te r s  make a  l a s t i n g  

im pact upon th e  re a d e r  by r e f l e c t i n g  a t t i t u d e s ,  p rob lem s, and em otions 

o f  th e  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  woman. The im pressions o f  th e s e  women a re  r e a l  

and memorable, d em onstra ting  D uras' a b i l i t y  to  c a p tu re  v ig o ro u s ly  in  

words a  -woman's w orld.
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In  D uras' f i r s t  n o v e l. Les Im pudents, Maud f ig h t s  a g a in s t  a  

w orld and a  fam ily  whose id e a s  and a t t i t u d e s  she f in d s  d i f f i c u l t  to  a cc e p t. 

Maud knows th e  p a r t i a l  tre a tm e n t g iven  to  th e  o ld e s t  son in  a  fam ily .

She w atches h e r o ld e r  b ro th e r  ta k e  f u l l  advantage o f  h i s  p r iv i le g e s ,  even 

i f  i t  means s a c r i f i c e  to  o th e r s .  As a  woman Maud fa c e s  m arriag e  a rranged  

f o r  h e r  by  h er m other in  o rd e r  to  s tre n g th e n  th e  fam ily  f in a n c ia l ly .  The 

main em otional problem which p lag u es  Maud th roughout th e  novel i s  one o f  

having  been tau g h t th a t  a  woman i s  p a t i e n t ,  lo v in g , fo rg iv in g , and a cq u i­

e sc in g . As a  r e s u l t  o f  th e se  id e a s  Maud: l )  s tru g g le s  a g a in s t  c o n tro l­

l in g  h e r  h a tre d  fo r  h e r  b ro th e r  and m other; 2) t r i e s  to  re p re s s  h er d i s ­

t a s t e  f o r  t h e i r  a c t io n s ;  3) su p p resses  h e r  own p e rso n a l d e s i r e s  and w ishes. 

L a te r ,  a s  she le a r n s  how t o  cope w ith  th e se  d i f f e r e n t  em otional a sp e c ts ,.  

Maud m atu res from an o b ed ien t s c h o o l- g ir l  in to  a  woman when she f i n a l l y  

acknowledges t h a t :  l )  she does h a te  h e r b ro th e r  and m other; 2) i t  i s

a c c e p ta b le  to  d i s l i k e  t h e i r  a c t io n s ;  3) i t  i s  re a so n a b le  to  have d e s ir e s  

and w ishes and to  pursue them.

At th e  beg inn ing  o f th e  novel th e  re a d e r  i s  q u ite  aware o f  th e

resen tm en t Maud f e e l s  fo r  h e r o ld e r  b ro th e r ,  Jacq u es. He never h e lp s  th e

fam ily  b u t ,  in s te a d ,  squeezes each member fo r  more money. Under th e se

c ircu m stan ces , Maud lo s e s  what l i t t l e  s i s t e r l y  conqpassion she now f e e l s

fo r  him . Because Maud i s  a b le  to  p e rc e iv e  Jac q u e s ' u n fa i rn e s s ,  she f in d s

him d is g u s tin g :

P ar l a  p o r te  de l a  s a l l e  à  m anger, p a r 1 ' é t r o i t  c o u lo ir  
n o ir  e t  nu , p a rv en a ien t l e s  s a n g lo ts  de Jacq u es. . .
Maud ne s e n ta i t  r ie n  que son coeur qu i b a t t a i t  pesamment.
Un degout d if f ic i le m e n t  surm ontable r o u l a i t  en e l l e  m ais
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son co rp s  l e  c o n te n a it t i e n ,  p a r e i l  à  l a  b e rg e  s o l id e  
d ’un to r r e n t .] -

Thus, Maud lo s e s  h e r  compassion f o r  h e r b ro th e r  because  she can no lo n g e r 

f e e l  lo v e  f o r  someone who t r e a t s  h e r ,  a s  w e ll a s  t h e  r e s t  o f  th e  fam ily , 

a s  n o n -e x is te n t u n t i l  he needs f in a n c ia l  su p p o rt.

At t h i s  p o in t ,  a lthough  Maud has no t v o c a liz e d  any o f  h e r  op in ­

io n s  o r  id e a s ,  th e  re a d e r  a lre a d y  has a  c le a r  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  h e r con­

c ea le d  d is c o n te n t and h e r s tro n g  sense o f  independence. At Uderan Maud 

grows independent o f  h e r fam ily  a s  though , by b e in g  h e re , she f e e l s  un­

shack led  from th e  s o c ia l  p re s su re s  o f th e  c i t y .  For h e re , in  th e  coun try  

su rround ings o f Uderan, Maud does e x a c tly  a s  she w an ts , no lo n g e r y ie ld in g  

to  th e  w ishes o f  h e r m other.

lfe.ud d isco v e rs  th a t  h e r m other and Madame P ec re sse  have a rranged  

to  m arry h e r to  th e  son , Jea n , b u t she re fu s e s  to  have any th ing  to  do w ith  

him. She i s  r e p e l le d  by Jean  P ec resse  and has no in te n t io n ,  w hatsoever, 

o f  m arrying him. Maud has f a l l e n  in  lo v e  w ith  Georges Duri eux, who has 

been in  Jacq u es ' company. A lthough Georges i s  in d i f f e r e n t  tow ards Ifeud, 

she makes up her mind th a t  such in d if fe re n c e  i s  tem porary :

Dans son o p p o s itio n  m u e tte , e l l e  en g ag ea it to u te  l a  
v o lo n té  d 'u n e  femme décidée  à  triom pher co û te  que 
co û te  d 'u n  re fu s  dont e l l e  ig n o ra i t  même l a  cause .

(p . 75)

With t h i s  s ta te m e n t, th e  au th o r p o r tra y s  Maud's s t r e n g th  and s e l f ­

a s s e r t iv e n e s s .  She goes to  see  Georges one evening fo r  th e  s o le  purpose 

o f  be ing  made lo v e  to  by him fo r  two main re a so n s : f i r s t ,  because o f  h e r

s tro n g  a t t r a c t i o n  to  him p h y s ic a l ly ;  second, because o f  h e r d e s i r e  to

^Marguerite Duras, Les Impudents (Paris: Librairie Pion, 19^3),
p. 3.
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p la c e  h e r s e l f  in  a  compromising p o s i t io n  to  's p i t e  h e r m other and h e r 

b ro th e rs  who p lan  to  m arry h e r  to  th e  s p in e le s s  Jean  P e c re s se . Maud's 

d e c is io n  to  have Georges make lo v e  to  h e r i s  a  p o s i t iv e  move fo r  h e r in  

l i g h t  o f  th e  a l t e r n a t iv e ;  l e t t i n g  h e r  m other m arry  h e r  to  Jean . I t  i s  

a  c le v e r  manoeuvre, one which w i l l  d e f in i t e ly  make i t  im p o ssib le  fo r  

Madame Grand-Tanneran to  c a r ry  ou t th e  p re -a rra n g e d  m a rr ia g e .

A fte r  spending th e  n ig h t w ith  G eorges, Maud r e tu r n s  to  th e

P ee re sses  and h e r fam ily  o n ly  to  f in d  th a t  th e y  have been  spying on h er

and know where she h as  been . She suddenly r e a l i z e s  t h e i r  i n f l e x i b i l i t y  in

m arry ing  h e r  to  Jean  and th a t  th e y  w i l l  n o t l e t  h e r  le a v e  th e  P ec resse

p ro p e rty  a lo n e  a g a in . S tr ic k e n  w ith  f e a r ,  Maud d e c id e s  t h a t  she must

le a v e , once more, on a  more permanent b a s is  in  o rd e r to  p r o te c t  h e r s e l f :

L 'h o rreu r q u 'e l l e  r e s s e n t a i t  à  se  r e tro u v e r  encore  une 
f o i s  parm i l e s  s ie n s  l u i  l a i s s a i t  son e n t iè r e  l u c i d i t é
d 'e s p r i t .  ' I l  n 'y  a  p lu s  q u 'à  d e sc e n d re , ' se d i t - e l l e ,
e t  e l l e  s 'y  d éc id a  calmement.

C e r te s , e l l e  ne p o u r r a i t  p lu s  le u r  t e n i r  t ô t e  avec sa  
f i e r t é  p assée! Mais e l l e  d é s i r a i t  l e s  f u i r  avan t t o u t ,  
é v i t e r  l ' i n t i m i t é  désorm ais od ieuse  à  la q u e l le  i l s  l a  
c o n v ie ra ie n t c o lè r e  p assée .

Sa d é c is io n  p r i s e ,  e l l e  s 'a cco u d a  à  l a  f e n ê tr e  un 
in s t a n t .  L 'im age de son amant l u i  r e v in t  a lo r s ,  d i s ­
t i n c t e  e t  f ig é e ,  (pp. lh^-lk6)

Maud i s  a  v e ry  determ ined young la d y  and once she has made up

h e r  mind to  do som ething she l e t s  n o th in g  in t e r f e r e .  She has decided  to

go back t o  Georges and to  l i v e  w ith  him f o r  th e  rem ainder o f  t h e i r  vaca­

t i o n  in  th e  co u n try . No one comes fo r  h e r u n t i l  th e  day o f  th e  f a m ily 's  

d e p a r tu re  fo r  P a r i s .

Walking a long  th e  p a th  which le a d s  from G eorges' home to  th e  

P e e re sse s , Maud's m other b eg in s  to  inform  h er o f  th e  agreem ent between
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th e  two fa m ilie s  and th e  term s o f  th e  arrangem ent to  m arry  Maud t o  Jean . 

T h is  co ld -b looded  d is c u s s io n  i s  more th an  Maud can s ta n d  a t  th e  moment 

and she q u ick ly  s t a t e s  t h a t  she i s  p regnan t and cannot m arry Je a n .

Maud f e e l s  th e  need now to  a c t  openly  and h o n e s tly  abou t h e r 

f e e l in g s  tow ards Jacques which she has been f ig h t in g  to  c o n ce a l. There 

have been more l e t t e r s  from th e  bank w arning him o f h is  p re c a r io u s  f in a n ­

c i a l  p o s i t io n .  Maud suddenly  r e le a s e s  a l l  h e r  pen t-up  h a tre d  and d is g u s t  

f o r  Jacques and goes t o  th e  p o lic e  to  t e l l  them th a t  he i s  back in  town.

Maud's f i n a l  g e s tu re  tow ards h e r b ro th e r  i s  th e  cu lm in a tin g  

p o in t  o f  her m a tu ra tio n  s in c e  she can now d e a l w ith  h e r em otions h o n e s tly  

and a c t  a s  she f e e l s  w ith o u t g u i l t  o r  rem orse o f  any k in d . She i s  now 

co m p le te ly  f r e e  from h e r dependence upon h e r  fam ily . At t h i s  p o in t ,  she 

has  a cq u ired  h er independence and h er womanhood. She has been f r u s t r a t e d  

by th e  p re s su re  to  obey h e r  fa m ily , and y e t has seen c le a r ly  t h a t  in  o rd e r 

to  l i v e  th e  l i f e  she d e s i r e s ,  she must d isobey  t h e i r  w ish es . Maud does 

t h i s  f o r  she i s  strong-m inded enough to  know what she must do and what 

makes h e r happy; th e r e f o r e ,  she goes about making h e r  own d e c is io n s  w ith ­

ou t any h e lp  from anyone e ls e  in  o rd e r to  ach iev e  h e r h ap p in ess .

Maud overcomes h e r in h ib i t io n s  about h e r t r u e  f e e l in g s .  As she 

fa c e s  each  emotion and problen. and acknowledges th a t  i t  e x i s t s ,  she i s  

m a tu rin g . At f i r s t  Maud re p re s s e s  much o f  what she t r u l y  f e e l s  in  o rd e r 

to  conform to  b e l i e f s  o f  h e r  fa m ily  and s o c ie ty . She i s  ho n est about h e r 

own d e s i r e s  and em otions. As she a llow s them to  e x i s t  and r e a l i z e s  th a t  

i t  i s  a c c e p ta b le  n o t to  f e e l  s i s t e r l y  o r f i l i a l  com passion, t h a t  i t  i s  a l l  

r i g h t  to  d e sp ise  a c tio n s  o f  members o f h e r fam ily , she grows tow ards
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vomanhood. Thus, a t  th e  end o f  th e  n o v e l, Maud i s  a  woman w ith  a  good

u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  who she i s  and what she w ants.

La m è re , .in  Un B arrage C ontre l e  P a c if iq u e  cou ld  p o s s ib ly  be

re g a rd ed  a s  a  s tu d y  in  endurance and s u f f e r in g .  The novel beg ins w ith

th e  s to r y  o f  how th e  m other and h e r  husband happened to  go to  Indo-C hina, 

and th e  re a d e r  g lim pses a  young, i d e a l i s t i c  woman in  sea rch  o f  adv en tu re  

and a  ch a llen g e  to  prove h e r s e l f  in  a  new w orld and new environm ent. She 

i s  g u l l i b l e  and th e  p o s te r s  r e p re s e n tin g  l i f e  in  th e  c o lo n ie s  in  In d o - 

China p ic tu r e  u n r e a l i s t i c  p la n ta t io n  ow ners, w ealth y , and in  l e i s u r e l y  

su rro u n d in g s . They have an enormous im pact upon t h i s  young woman.

S ev e ra l y e a rs  l a t e r  a f t e r  th e  d ea th  o f  h e r  husband, l a  mere hears  

o f  th e  la n d  co ncessions th e  government has fo r  s a le  where she can r a i s e  

c ro p s . The id ea  o f  independence in  b e in g  h e r  own boss and growing r i c e  on 

h e r  own lan d  ap p ea ls  to  th e  m other and she works f o r  te n  y e a rs  to  save 

enough money to  buy a  co n cessio n  o f  la n d .

When she and h e r  c h i ld re n  move t o  th e  co n cessio n , th e y  p la n t

th e  r i c e ,  th e n  w a it p roud ly  fo r  i t  to  grow. The r a in s  come, and to  th e

an g u ish  o f  th e  fam ily , wash away th e  s e e d lin g s . What th e  government

f a i l e d  to  t e l l  th e  m other about th e  la n d  was t h a t  th e  China Sea flo o d ed

th e  e n t i r e  a re a  during  th e  r a in y  season  and, th e r e f o r e ,  made i t  v i r t u a l l y

im p o ssib le  to  grow any th ing  a t  a l l .  Id ea lism  and p e rsev e ran ce , once

a g a in , p r e v a i l  in  th e  m other. She has an id e a  about b u ild in g  a  dam t o

keep th e  w a ter back and seems to  sh a re  th e  a u th o r ’ s s ta to a e n t  about id e a s :

Comme quoi une id ée  e s t  to u jo u rs  une bonne id é e , du 
moment qu’ e l l e  f a i t  f a i r e  quelque ch o se , même s i  to u t  
e s t  e n t r e p r is  de t r a v e r s ,  p a r  exem ple, avec des chevaux 
m oribonds. Comme quoi une id é e  de ce genre  e s t  to u jo u rs
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une bonne id é e , même s i  to u t  échoue lam entab lem ent, pa rce  
q u 'a lo r s  i l  a r r iv e  au moins qu 'on  f i n i s s e  p a r d e v en ir  
im p a tie n t, comme on ne l e  s e r a i t  jam ais  devenu s i  on 
a v a i t  canmencé p a r p en se r que l e s  id é e s  q u 'o n  a v a i t  
é ta i e n t  de m auvaises i d é e s . ^

The le a d e rs h ip  q u a l i t i e s  o f  th e  m other make i t  p o s s ib le  fo r  h e r

t o  convince th e  peop le  th a t  h e r id e a  w i l l  work fo r  a l l  o f  them i f  on ly

she can g e t them to  h e lp  h e r  b u i ld  th e  r e ta in in g  w a lls .  She inform s th e

government ag en ts  o f  h e r p ro je c t  to  b u ild  th e  w a lls  to  ho ld  back th e  w a te r .

They do no t p r o te s t  b u t m erely  l e t  h e r  co n tin u e  in  h e r  n a ïv e té  w ithou t

warning h e r  o f  th e  c rab s  and t h e i r  powers o f  d e s tr u c t io n :

F o r te  du d é la i  que l u i  a v a i t  v a lu  son bungalow, l a  mère 
m it l e s  ag en ts  de Kam au cou ran t de ses  nouveaux p r o je t s .
C eux-ci c o n s is ta ie n t  à  demander aux paysans qui v iv a ie n t 
m isérablem ent su r l e s  t e r r e s  l im itro p h e s  de l a  concession  
de c o n s t r u i r e ,  en commun avec e l l e ,  des b a rra g e s  c o n tre  
l a  m er. I l s  s e ra ie n t  p r o f i t a b le s  à  to u s .  I l s  lo n g e ra ie n t 
l e  P a c if iq u e  e t  rem o n te ra ien t l e  ra c  ju s q u 'à  l a  l im i te  
des m arées de j u i l l e t .  Les a g e n ts , s u r p r i s ,  tro u v è re n t 
ce  p r o je t  un peu u to p iq u e , mais ne s 'y  o p p o sèren t p a s .

(p . 23)

The m other co n tin u es  to  persuade th e  p e asa n ts  th a t  th e y  a re  doing th e

r ig h t  th in g  to  t r y  to  f ig h t  f o r  th e  lan d  and t o  t r y  t o  convert th e  flo o d ed

la n d s  in to  p ro d u c tiv e  la n d s . She i s  fo r c e fu l  and unwavering in  h e r p le a s :

Une v i e i l l e  f e m e  sans moyens qui le u r  d i s a i t  q u 'e l l e  
a v a i t  d éc id é  de l u t t e r  l e s  d é te rm in a it à  l u t t e r  comme 
s ' i l s  n 'a v a ie n t  a tte n d u  que c e la  depu is l e  commencement 
des tem ps, (p . U5 )

A fte r  many long  months o f  work to  b u i ld  th e s e  r e ta in in g  w a lls ,  th e  flo o d s  

come. With th e  flo o d s  come, even more im p o rta n tly , th e  c rab s  who proceed  

to  e a t  h o le s  in  th e  w a lls  so th a t  a l l  th e  w ater comes th ro u g h . This d es­

t ro y s  a l l  hope o f  th e  people  o f  th e  a re a  who s lav ed  t o  b u ild  th e  w a lls .

Marguerite Duras, Un Barrage Contre le Pacifique (Paris:
Gallimard, 1958), p. 10.
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T h ^  g iv e  up . ITo one had though t ahout th e  d e s tr u c t io n  o f  th e  c rah s  and 

no one knew how to  p rev en t th e  c rah s  from e a tin g  a»ay th e  w a lls .

Follow ing th e  d e s tr u c t io n  o f  th e  w a lls ,  la . mère becomes i l l .

She s u f fe r s  from s e v e ra l  sev ere  a t ta c k s  o f  e p ile p sy . However, she does

n o t e n t i r e ly  g iv e  up hope. L a te r  she b eg in s  to  make p la n s  f o r  an o th er

w a ll o f  c o n c re te . Now she needs to  th in k  o f  a  way t o  g e t th e  co n cre te

which th e y  would need in  o rd e r t o  b u ild  such a  la r g e  w a ll .  I l l n e s s  and

o ld  age wear down h e r r e s i s ta n c e .  She i s  much more r e a l i s t i c  th a n  she

has ever been , b u t ,  a lth o u g h  she fa c es  s ta r v a t io n ,  p o v e r ty , d ea th  and

f i l t h  every  day o f  h e r l i f e ,  she r e ta in s  a  spark  o f  hope th a t  some day

she can f ig u re  out j u s t  th e  r i g h t  scheme to  g e t h e r  and h e r  c h ild re n  ou t

o f  t h i s  p lace  and in to  a  c i t y  where th e y  can work and t r y  f o r  a  b e t t e r

ty p e  o f  e x is te n c e :

KLle a v a i t  aimé démesurément l a  v ie  e t  c 'é t a i t  son 
espérance in f a t ig a b le ,  in c u ra b le ,  qu i en a v a i t  f a i t  ce 
qu’ e l l e  é t a i t  devenue, une désespérée  de l 'e s p o i r  même.
Cet e sp o ir  l ' a v a i t  u sée , d é t r u i t e ,  m od ifiée  à  ce  p o in t ,
que son sommeil qui l 'e n  r e p o s a i t ,  même l a  m o rt,
s e m b la i t - i l  ne p o u v a it p lu s  l e  d é p asse r, (p . 122)

Hope i s  d e s tro y in g  t h i s  woman and y e t ,  a t  th e  same t im e , i t  i s  th e  on ly

th in g  which i s  s tro n g  enough to  s u s ta in  h e r th ro u g h  t h i s  u g ly , rugged

w orld which she must fa c e  d a i ly .

The m o th e r 's  p la n s  ta k e  on a  d i f f e r e n t  p e r s p e c tiv e  and im portance 

which in s p ire s  more hope in  h e r  and in  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  fam ily  when Suzanne's 

s u i to r .  Monsieur Jo , g iv e s  Suzanne a  diamond r in g .  Seen th ro u g h  th e  

m o th e r 's  ey es , t h i s  r in g  re p re s e n ts  t h e i r  t i c k e t  t o  freedom , an escape 

from t h i s  re p u ls iv e  e x is te n c e . The fam ily  goes t o  th e  c i t y  to  t r y  t o  

s e l l  th e  diamond r in g  t o  th e  h ig h e s t b id d e r . However, th e  m other b e lie v e s
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th e  r in g  to  he w orth much more th a n  any o f  th e  fo u r  Jew ele rs  o f f e r  t o  pay 

f o r  i t .  She re fu s e s  to  g iv e  i t  up so e a s i ly  and f o r  such a  low p r ic e .

The m other th en  e n tr u s ts  th e  r in g  to  h e r  son , Jo sep h , to  s e l l .

Joseph le a v e s  h i s  m other and s i s t e r  t o  s ta y  w ith  a  w ealthy  woman. Hot

knowing where Joseph i s ,  th e  m other ta k e s  Suzanne and r e tu rn s  home. She 

i s  p h y s ic a l ly  broken. Her s p i r i t s  a re  low because h e r son has d e se r te d  

them w ithou t s e l l in g  th e  r in g .  She d ie s  from a  s e iz u re  n o t many days 

l a t e r .

Throughout t h i s  novel th e  m other i s  a  woman o f  amazing s t re n g th  

and hope in  th e  fa c e  o f  so much s u f fe r in g . She i s  an i n t e l l i g e n t  woman 

who u se s  h e r in te l l ig e n c e  t o  h e lp  h e r make th e  p la n s  which she f irm ly  

b e lie v e s  w i l l  b e t t e r  th e  s i tu a t io n  o f  th e  fam ily . However, in  s p i t e  o f  

h e r  in te l l ig e n c e ,  l a  mère i s  v ic tim iz e d  by th e  c a d a s t r a l  ag en ts  f o r  two 

re a so n s : l )  she i s  a  woman; 2) she i s  p o o r. Y et, in  th e  fa c e  o f  a l l  her

t r o u b le s ,  th e  m o th e r 's  le a d e rs h ip  a b i l i t i e s  rem ain s te a d f a s t .  She organ­

iz e s  h e r p ro je c ts  w e ll and convinces th e  p easan ts  th a t  th e y  should  h e lp  

h e r  w ith  them fo r  th e  improvement o f  t h e i r  s tan d a rd  o f  l iv in g .  T h is 

woman, who a f t e r  becoming a  widow ta k e s  on th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s  o f  b o th  

a  m other and a  f a th e r ,  does no t sh r in k  from a  w orld where th e  l iv in g  con­

d i t io n s  a r e  ex trem ely  h a rsh  and c ru e l  fo r  any l iv in g  b e in g . She t r i e s  

h e r utm ost to  do th e  b e s t  she can and p e rsev e re s  th rough  any s i tu a t io n .  

The m other must be admired a s  a  woman who knows th e  f e a r  o f  s ta r v a t io n .  

She r e s id e s  in  a  w orld o f th e  d isad v an tag ed . Her s tre n g th  l i e s  in  h e r 

endurance and h e r hope. The m other i s  a  woman who l i v e s  one ty p e  o f  

l i f e  w h ile  hoping fo r  a n o th e r , and con seq u en tly , i s  doomed to  s u f fe r in g
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a s  an o p t im is t ic  -woman l iv in g  in  a  pessim i s-bic -world. She r e p re s e n ts  

some adm irab le  q u a l i t i e s  o f  -women, th o s e  o f  endurance, p a tie n c e  and s a c r i ­

f i c e .

Anna, in  Le Marin de G ib r a l ta r ,  i s  a ls o  a  -woman o f  g re a t  p e rs e ­

v e ran ce . She i s  com pelled to  sea rc h  ev ery  p o r t ,  no m a tte r  how d i s t a n t ,  

in  o rd e r to  f in d  a  man she once knew and lo v e d , l e  m arin  de G ib r a l ta r :

—On p eu t vous demander à  vous a u s s i  ce  que vous f a i t e s ?  
d a n a n d a i- je .

E l le  r é f l é c h i t  un peu.

—Je  cherche  q u e lq u 'u n , d i t - e l l e ,  j e  voyage.
—Lui?
—Oui.
—Vous ne f a i t e s  que ça? _
—Que ç a . C’e s t  un t r a v a i l  énorme.

C onsidering  th e  background o f  t h i s  woman, Anna, th e  re a d e r  

comes to  b e l ie v e  t h a t ,  because o f  th e  consuming d e s i r e  to  f in d  th e  s a i l o r ,  

p erhaps th e  s a i l o r  r e p re s e n ts  an i d e a l ,  hap p in ess  f o r  h e r .  She m a rrie s  

th e  owner o f  a  y a c h t. L a te r  she m eets th e  s a i l o r  and f a l l s  in  lo v e  w ith  

him , b u t he d isap p e a rs  one day a f t e r  going a sh o re .

A f te r  Anna and h er husband r e tu r n  t o  London, she le a v e s  him. 

A nna's husband th e n  shoo ts  h im se lf . She i s  o s tr a c iz e d  from th e  w ealthy  

s o c ie ty  o f  h e r  h u sb an d 's  a cq u a in tan ces  fo r  obvious re a so n s . She goes to  

P a r is  t o  -wait f o r  th e  s a i l o r  to  come back to  h e r s in c e  h e r husband i s  

dead. He comes one day and s ta y s  w ith  h e r fo r  f iv e  weeks th e n  le a v e s  

a g a in  -without t e l l i n g  h e r  where he was g o in g . I t  i s  a t  t h i s  p o in t t h a t  

Anna s t a r t s  to  s a i l  from p o r t  to  p o r t ,  from sea  to  s e a , so t h a t  she can

1952), p. 105.
2Marguerite Duras, Le Marin de Gibraltar (Paris: Gallimard,
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f in d  th e  lo v e  and th e  h app iness  th a t  she knew f o r  su ch  a  b r i e f  tim e  w ith  

t h i s  s a i l o r -

Anna p ro b ab ly  has been d is i l lu s io n e d  as a  young g i r l .  A lthough 

th e  re a d e r  does n o t know much o f  h e r l i f e  b e fo re  sh e  ra n  away from home, 

one can guess t h a t  she i s  sea rch in g  fo r  adven ture  and  an id e a l  happ iness 

a s  alm ost any young g i r l  does. She m a rrie s  th e  w e a lth y  owner o f  th e  

y ach t w h ile  s t i l l  v e ry  young. This p ro v id es  Anna w ith  f in a n c ia l  s e c u r i ty  

and th e  y ach t s u p p lie s  ad v en tu re  f o r  h e r ,  bu t she s t i l l  la c k s  h ap p in ess , 

in  t h i s  c a se , lo v e .

Throughout th e  voyage, Anna’ s main companions a re  th e  yach t and 

th e  whiskey b o t t l e ,  in te rm in g led  on o ccasio n  w ith  crew  members and a  

lo v e r  o r  tw o. Much d r in k in g  ta k e s  p la c e . T h is  d r in k in g  i s  n o t j u s t  fo r  

th e  sake o f  d r in k in g , b u t f o r  th e  purpose o f  becoming drunk. Anna i s  an 

a lc h o l ic  who d r in k s  to  f r e e  h e r s e l f  from boredom and  lo n e l in e s s .  She i s  

a  woman seek ing  an id e a l ,  lo v e , and h ap p in ess , in  o th e r  w ords, p a ra d is e .

So f a r  in  h e r l i f e  she has experienced  love  on ly  b r i e f l y .  Anna, a lthough  

she i s  r i c h ,  i s  v e ry  i s o la te d  and lo n e ly . Through d rin k in g  she can f in d  

a  r e le a s e  from h er boredom and ease h e r  passage  th ro u g h  r e a l i t y  by b lu r ­

r in g  i t  u n t i l  she f in d s  what she needs to  make h e r  l i f e  com plete and happy.

The re a d e r  becomes more aware t h a t  th e  m arin  de G ib ra l ta r  i s

more th a n  j u s t  a  lo v e r  from th e  p a s t in  re a d in g  p a ssag es  d e sc r ib in g  him,

such a s  th e  one g iven  h e re :

Les re s so u rc e s  de M. l e  m arin de G ib ra l ta r  so n t nombreuses 
e t  v a r ié e s .  E l le s  p o r te n t  en g é n é ra l su r ce que l e s  b lan cs  
a p p e lle n t i c i  l e  t r a f i c .  J e  c ro is  que ce mot d é sig n e  une 
a c t i v i t é  com m ercial à  l a  f o i s  n o u v e lle , o r ig in a le  e t ,  comme 
on d i t ,  t r è s  p e rs o n n e lle . Ce t r a f i c  p o r te  s u r  l e s  o b je ts  
de n o tre  a r t i s a n a t  dahoméen e t  a u s s i  su r l ' o r .  I l  n 'e s t
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p as s e u l à  l e  f a i r e .  On d i t  que M. l e  m arin de  G ib ra l ta r  a  
des hommes à  l u i  dans to u te  l 'A f r iq u e ,  en p a r t i c u l i e r  dans 
l a  C ô te -d 'Iv o ire ,  dans l a  N ig e r ia ,  dans l e  Soudan o r i e n t a l ,  
m ais a u s s i  dans l e  F o u ta -D ja lo n , à  Labbé, e t  ju sq u e  dans l e  
b a s s in  de l ' Q uelle chez l e s  peup lades m ontboutous, . . .

Chez nos âmes s im p les, nos b e rg e rs  des h au ts  p la te a u x , i l  
p a sse  pour davantage en co re , pour un homme im prenable e t  
p ro teg e  des d ieu x , (pp . 2hk-2h^)

Throughout th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  s a i l o r ,  th e r e  a r i s e  many 

s to r i e s  about him which, a t  t im e s , cause one to  b e l ie v e  t h a t ,  p e rh ap s , 

t h i s  i s  some leg en d ary  f ig u re  and n o t a  r e a l  man a t  a l l .  As th e  l a s t  

p a r t  o f  th e  q u o ta tio n  su g g e s ts , t h i s  i s  a  man -who i s  im pregnable and p ro ­

te c te d  by gods. With th e  m ention ing  o f  a l l  th e  d i f f e r e n t  c o u n tr ie s  one 

g e ts  th e  f e e l in g  th a t  he i s  everyw here, t h a t  no b o u n d aries  can c o n ta in  

him. I f  t h i s  man i s  so unconquerab le , im possib le  t o  lo c a te  and so f o r ­

tu n a te  a s  to  g a in  th e  p r o te c t io n  o f  th e  gods, i s  h e , th e n ,  r e a l?  The 

inq>ression ren d ered  h e re  i s  th e  image o f  a  dem i-god. I t  consequen tly  

seems more lo g ic a l  to  m a in ta in  t h a t  th e  s a i l o r  in  q u e s tio n  i s  no th ing  

more th a n  an i l l u s iv e  b u t t e r f l y  o f  happ iness  -which Anna i s  t r y in g ,  in  

1 d e sp e ra tio n , to  c ap tu re  fo r  h e r v ery  o-wn. The s a i l o r ,  f o r  a l l  p ra c ­

t i c a l  p u rp o ses, e x is t s  o n ly  -within h e r  mind and she  must e i th e r  d e s tro y  

th e  id e a  o r  in c a rn a te  i t  in to  o th e r  m orta l forms in  o rd e r  to  ach iev e  h e r 

d e s i r e .  U n ti l  Anna a llow s h e r s e l f  t o  experience  some o f th e s e  i l l u s iv e  

q u a l i t i e s  -within th e  r e a l  w orld , she co n tin u es  t o  d r in k ,  and , th e r e f o r e ,  

in  th e r  s t a t e  o f  drunkeness e ra se s  a l l  th e  pain  o f  h e r f a i l u r e  to  f in d  

th e  s a i l o r .  I f  she cou ld  b r in g  h e r s e l f  to  see in  o th e r  peop le  some o f 

th e  q u a l i t i e s  f o r  which she i s  sea rch in g  she cou ld  th e n  beg in  to  experience  

some happiness in  h e r r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  them.
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The n a r r a to r  g iv e s  an a l t e r n a t iv e  ex p lan a tio n  o f  h ap p in ess . He 

b eg in s  t o  e x p la in  vh a t th e  hunt fo r  a  koudou, a  b i r d ,  s ig n i f i e s ;

“ L orsqu 'on  d o r t ,  d i s - j e ,  e t  qu 'on  l e  s a i t  l à ,  
é tendu  devant l a  t e n t e ,  a lo r s ,  on c r o i t  q u 'a u -  
d e là  de ce  koudou, ce s e r a i t  t r o p ,  qu 'on  n 'e n  
au ra  jam ais d 'a u t r e ,  que c e l u i - l a  s e ra  l e  s e u l .
C 'e s t  un peu ça l e  bonheur, (p . 283)

In  m ention ing  th a t  more th a n  one kudu would be to o  much and th a t  she w i l l

never have a n o th e r , th e  n a r r a to r ,  p e rh ap s , i s  r e f e r r in g  to  dreams. In

t h i s  p a r t i c u la r  case  i t  cou ld  be a  dream o f  th e  p e r f e c t  lo v e , th e  id e a l

which alw ays rem ains j u s t  beyond re a ch . The n a r r a to r  m ight be s ta t in g

th a t  happ iness i s  co n ta in ed  in  dream s, even though th e se  dreams may no t

be a t t a in a b le .

Anna i s  an independent who must f in d  s tre n g th  from someone o r  

som ething because she has been l e f t  a lo n e  to  face  th e  w orld . She i s  r e ­

je c te d  by th e  w ealthy  s o c ie ty  f o r  h e r  b e h av io r , unaccep tab le  acco rd ing  

to  s o c ia l  d ic t a t e s .  S o c ie ty  would p r e f e r  th a t  a  woman o f h e r w ealth  

a t te n d  p a r t i e s ,  operas and b e n e f i ts  and , th e re b y , l i n k  h er money to  a  

re s p e c ta b le  p o s i t io n  and name. She should be concerned w ith  h e r  appear­

an ce , c lo th e s ,  and companions. However, Anna l i v e s  in  c o n tra d ic t io n  to  

a l l  o f  th e  ex p ec ta tio n s  which s o c ie ty  p la c e s  on women o f  h e r  w ealth .

These a sp e c ts  o f  s o c ie ty  p ro v id e  none o f  th e  happ iness and adven tu re  she 

d e s i r e s .

Anna seems to  be faced  w ith  th e  need to  f i l l  a  v o id  in s id e  h e r ­

s e l f .  Every day she encounters a  w orld o f  boredom and lo n e l in e s s ,  and 

alm ost a s  o f te n ,  seeks re fu g e  in  a  b o t t l e  o f  whiskey. Why w hiskey and 

no t a n o th e r ty p e  o f  a lco h o l?  Because in  th e  American n o vels  th e  c h a ra c te rs
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alTJays d r in k  w hiskey. I t  i s  an American d r in k . Aina i s  q u ite  f a m il ia r  

w ith  th e  n o v e ls  o f  Hemingway and, th e r e f o r e ,  a s s o c ia te s  h e r voyages and 

pred icam ents w ith  th o se  ap p earin g  in  th e  American no v e l o f  ad v en tu re . 

Through A nna's a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  th e  American n o v e l, th e  re a d e r  g lim pses 

th e  id e a lism  and excitem ent which she ex p ec ts  to  f in d  in  l i f e .  T h is i s  

ty p ic a l  o f  many young women who f in d  l i f e  d u l l  and "boring ; th e y  tu r n  to  

th e  excitem en t o f  n o v e ls . The more th e y  re a d , th e  m ore d i s s a t i s f i e d  th e y  

"become w ith  t h e i r  own l iv e s .  With such d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  and "boredom comes 

a  ty p ic a l  re sp o n se : th e y  tu r n  to  a lc o h o l to  l u l l  th e  senses and th e  p a in

o f  boredom. Anna i s  a  young and i d e a l i s t i c  woman who seeks more th a n  what 

so c ie ty  has in  s to re  f o r  h e r .  R e je c tin g  s o c ie ty ’ s w ish es , she a l ie n a te s  

h e r s e l f ,  and a s  a  bored  and lo n e ly  woman, becomes an a lc o h o l ic .

A nother o f  D uras' women i s  th e  maid in  Le Square . She i s  in  

c o n tra s t  w ith  Anna because th e  maid p o sse sse s  a  s t r e n g th  which she does n o t 

b e lie v e  h e r s e l f  to  have. Y et, she i s  l i k e  Anna f o r  she has a  g re a t  d e a l 

o f  p e rsev e ran ce . The young g i r l  adm its t h a t  she has  th e s e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  

p e rsev e ran ce , endurance and p a tie n c e  w hile  ta lk in g  t o  th e  man about h e r 

jo b :

—V oyez-vous, j e  p e n sa is  q u ' i l  f a l l a i t ,  pour f a i r e  ce 
t r a v a i l - l à ,  c e r ta in e s  q u a l i té s  in d e sp e n s a b le s .. .d es  
q u a l i t é s  d 'en d u ran c e , de p a tie n c e  p l u tô t ,  e t  a u s s i  
de p e rsév é ra n ce .^

Here i s  a  young woman who i s  a  maid fo r  a  v e ry  w ealthy  fam ily .

She has many r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s  around th e  house and seems to  hand le  th e se  

w ith  ease  because she rem arks t h a t  she does h e r  jo b  w e ll and t h a t  th e

^Marguerite Duras, Le Square (Paris: Gallimard, 1955)» P- 1̂ «
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fam ily  t r u s t s  h e r .  Y e t, she ta k e s  f o r  g ra n te d  h e r  independence and a b i l i t y  

t o  cope v i th  th e s e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  because th e y  asere easy  f o r  h e r .  In  

h e r humble way, th e  young maid f a i l s  to  see  J u s t  îanr in ^ o r ta n t  she i s  to  

th e  household and J u s t  how im portan t h e r  d u t ie s  a r e .

The man on th e  bench a sk s  h e r i f  she h as  e v e r th o u g h t about 

changing Jo b s. The m aid r e p l i e s  t h a t  by  h e r s e l f  ^ e  canno t change h er 

s i tu a t io n .  She co n tin u e s  to  say  th a t  she i s  w aitia®  t o  be chosen by some 

man f o r  m arriag e . Then, o n ly  a f t e r  having  been chosen , w i l l  seh be a b le  

to  change.

The f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  young maid knows t h a t  she w i l l  someday q u it  

her Job and e x a c tly  how she w i l l  b reak  th e  news to  th e  fam ily  p roves t h a t  

she has an independence w hich, a t  t h i s  p o in t ,  i s  h idden  w ith in  h e r ; y e t 

t h i s  s tre n g th  e x i s t s .  Her d e te rm in a tio n  on t h i s  p o in t i s  a p p a ren t in  th e  

fo llo w in g  q u o ta tio n :

—Oui. Mon é t a t  n 'e s t  pas un é t a t  qu i p u is se  d u re r .
I l  e s t  dans sa  n a tu re  de se te rm in e r  t ô t  ou t a r d .
J 'a t t e n d s  de me m a r ie r . E t dès que Je  l e  s e r a i ,  
c 'e n  s e ra  f i n i  pour moi de c e t  é t a t .  (pp . 18- 1 9 )

— J 'o u v r i r a i  c e t t e  p o r te  du sa lo n . M onsieur e t  v o i l à ,  
ce se ra  f a i t  d 'u n  se u l coup e t  pour to u jo u r s ,  (p . 68)

The poor young g i r l  la b o rs  under some d ic t a t e s  which s o c ie ty  

imposes upon h e r and o th e r  young women o f  th e  tim e : t h a t  a  woman's e x is ­

te n c e  comes no t from h e r s e l f  and h e r own i d e n t i t y ,  b u t from a husband.

I f  th e  maid were to  s to p  and ta k e  a  long  look  a t  h e r s e l f  in  a  m ir ro r ,  she 

would, no d o u b t, be s u rp r is e d  a t  h e r good q u a l i t i e s .  She i s  a  v e ry  

capab le  maid who responds to  many r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  w e ll .  She i s  p a t ie n t  

and k ind  and i s  q u ite  determ ined  to  b e t t e r  h e r c o n d it io n , in  h e r  o p in io n .
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t y  e v e n tu a lly  g e t t in g  m arried - The m aid , a lthough  she does n o t f u l l y  

r e a l i z e  i t ,  i s  independent and m atu re  because she a lre a d y  knows h e r  

d e s i r e s  and -vdiat would make h e r  happy. However, she o p e ra te s  under th e  

handicap  t h a t  she does no t have th e  a b i l i t y  to  be su c c e ss fu l and happy 

w ith o u t a  husband. T h is one th in g ,  and on ly  t h i s ,  can  g iv e  h e r  th e  sup­

p o r t  she needs in  o rd e r r e a l l y  t o  l i v e  and be happy. She w a its  and longs 

f o r  a  husband: "Non, d éso rm ais , i l  me fa u t  un homme pour le q u e l  j ' e x i s t e r ­

a i s ,  a lo r s  j e  l e  f e r a i . "  (p . 110) The m aid, a lth o u g h  young, seems to  be 

q u i te  m ature and r e a l i s t i c .  She s e t s  a  g o a l, m a rria g e , and makes p lan s  

abou t h e r fu tu re  and what she w i l l  do once she has been chosen a s  a  w ife . 

She alw ays rem ains v e ry  r e a l i s t i c  about h e r jo b  s i tu a t io n  and th e  possi-r 

b i l i t i e s  f o r  h e r f u tu r e .

Anne D esbaresdes o f  Moderato C an tab ile  has p le n ty  o f  s e l f -  

con fidence  and money. However, th e re  e x is t s  in  h e r a l l- to o -w e ll-p la n n e d  

l i f e  a  v o id  which she seeks to  f i l l .  Anne tu r n s  to  a lc o h o l a s  a  r e le a s e  

from boredom and to  a  s to ry  o f  a  murdered woman w ith  whom she  t r i e s  to  

id e n t i f y  in  o rd e r to  f e e l  some em otion.

One day Anne h e a rs  some n o ise  a t  a  c a fe  and goes t o  see  what 

th e  t ro u b le  i s .  She sees  a  woman ly in g  dead and h e r lo v e r  bending o v e r, 

k is s in g  h e r .  There has been a  l o v e r 's  q u a rre l and he has k i l l e d  th e  

woman. To Anne t h i s  i s  th e  g r e a te s t  f u l f i l lm e n t  o f  d e s i r e :  to  lo v e  

someone so much th a t  deep f r u s t r a t i o n  occurs and th e  loved  one i s  m urdered, 

o n ly  t o  cause th e  m urderer t o  r e a l i z e  th a t  he loved  h e r  even m ore. For 

s e v e ra l  days she m eets a  man. Chauvin, in  th e  b a r  and each  day im plores 

him t o  t e l l  her a l l  t h a t  he knows about th e  m urder. I t  seems v e ry
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im portan t t o  h e r  th a t  she knov a l l  th e  d e t a i l s  p o s s ib le  about happened.

She en joys t a l k i ng about th e  lo v e  and d e s i r e  th a t  must have e x is te d  b e -  

tv e e n  th e  two lo v e rs .

At each m eeting w ith  Chauvin Anne d rin k s  more and more v in e  

u n t i l  she becomes in e b r ia te d . She d rin k s  in  o rd er t o  fo rg e t  h e r  s o c ia l  

p o s i t io n ,  and so th a t  she can more e a s i ly  experience  p sy ch o lo g ica ll y  th e  

d e s i r e ,  p a in  and death  o f  th e  m urdered woman.

A nne's l i f e  p re v io u s ly  c o n s is te d  o f  a  f ix e d  ro u tin e  w ith  h e r

c a r ry in g  o u t th e  s e rv ic e s  o f  a  d u t i f u l  w ife . She ap p ears  to  be so v o id  o f

emotion t h a t ,  a t  tim e s , she lo o k s  a t  h e r son w ith  s u rp r is e  and wonders

i f ,  in d eed , she has n o t in v en ted  him out o f  h e r own im ag in a tio n :

—Q uelquefo is j e  c ro is  que j e  t ' a i  in v e n té , que ce 
n 'e s t  pas v r a i ,  t u  v o is .

L*étonnement de Anne D esbaresdes, quand e l l e  r e g a r d a i t  
c e t  e n fa n t, é t a i t  to u jo u rs  ég a l à  lui-même depu is  l e  
p rem ier j o u r .5

Anne i s  a  woman who has been used  as a  show th in g ,  l i k e  th e  

women a t  th e  p a r ty  who a re  covered w ith  jew e ls  acco rd ing  to  t h e i r  husbands' 

bank r o l l s :

Les femmes son t au p lu s  sû r de le u r  é c l a t .  Les 
hommes l e s  c o u v rire n t de b ijo u x  au p ro r a ta  de 
l e u r s  b i la n s ,  (p . 130)

Anne now r e a l iz e s  th e  need to  f e e l  d e s i r e ,  f e a r ,  lo v e ;  and th e  

o n ly  way she knows to  accom plish t h i s  i s  th ro u g h  th e  use  o f  a lco h o l in  

o rd e r to  become f r e e  from in h ib i t io n s  about who she i s  and what she should 

o r should  no t do in  s o c ie ty ' ey es . The o n ly  way f o r  h e r to  f e e l  in te n s e

^Marguerite Duras, Moderato Cantabile (Paris: Les Editions de
Minuit, 1958), p. 6̂.
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human em otions i s  to  become p sy ch o lo g ica lly  th e  m urdered -woman vho was 

k i l l e d  in  a  moment o f  extrem e p a ss io n .

Anne re p re s e n ts  a  -woman o f th e  u p p e r -c la s s ,  one -who has a l l  th e  

m a te r ia l  th in g s  money can buy. She i s  n o t p lag u ed  by s ta r v a t io n  a s  i s  

th e  m other in  Un B arrage Contre Lé P a c if iq u e . As a  modem, w ealthy  woman, 

Anne i s  p lagued  by an em otional v o id  in  h e r l i f e  s im i la r  to  th a t  o f  Anna 

in  Le M arin de G ib r a l ta r . In  h e r sea rch  f o r  em otions o r  any th ing  to  r e ­

p la c e  h e r  boredom, she b eg ins to  d rin k  to o  much. By becoming drunk, she 

can r e le a s e  a l l  te n s io n  and in h ib i t io n s  which have been p laced  upon h e r  

by s o c ie ty . In  a  drunken s t a t e  she f e e l s  f r e e  to  p re te n d  to  be someone 

e l s e ,  th e  m urdered wouan. She tu rn s  to  t h i s  id e n t i t y  because t h i s  -woman 

p o ssessed  one im portan t th in g  which Anne cou ld  n ev er buy: a  deep ly  in ­

vo lved  em otional l i f e .  Through in e b r ia t io n  Anne t r i e s  to  f e e l  some o f th e  

same emotions and th o u g h ts  th a t  t h i s  o th e r  -woman must have f e l t .

Anne i s  a  p ro to ty p e  o f  a  tw e n tie th  c en tu ry  woman who has m ater­

i a l  w ea lth , y e t  must tu rn  to  a lco h o l in  o rd e r to  escape h e r  mundane l i f e .  

She seeks freedom in  th e  s t a t e  which d r in k in g  to o  much can produce. She 

must e i th e r  change h e r  l i f e  from w ith in  h e r s e l f  o r  rem ain doomed to  f in d ­

ing  h e r escape only  th ro u g h  th e  use o f  a lc o h o l .

The woman, M aria, in  Duras* Dix Eeures e t  Demie du S o ir  en Eté 

i s  a  v ery  r e a l i s t i c  -woman who appears to  have a  good d ea l o f common sen se . 

She adm its t h a t  she i s  an a lc o h o lic  and fa c e s  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e re  i s  no 

lo n g e r any lo v e  between her and her husband, P ie r r e .  The only  bond h o ld in g  

th e n  to g e th e r  now i s  t h e i r  d au g h te r , J u d i th .  M aria i s ,  a l s o ,  much a-ware 

o f  th e  d e s ir e  which t h e i r  f r ie n d ,  C la ire ,  and P ie r r e  f e e l  f o r  each o th e r ;
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and does n o t t r y  to  fo o l h e r s e l f  about th e  r e a l  reaison why C la ire  accom­

pan ied  them on t h i s  sh o r t v a c a tio n  t o  Spain . M aria acknowledges th a t  C la ire  

i s  q u ite  a t t r a c t i v e  and does n o t blame h er husband f o r  having  an a f f a i r  w ith  

h e r .  S u rp r is in g ly , M aria i s  o b je c t iv e  about t h i s  a f f a i r .  She even goes as  

f a r  a s  making conscious e f f o r t s  to  l e t  them be a lo n e . In  th e  fo llo w in g  

q u o ta tio n  M aria i s  h e s i t a t in g  to  r e tu rn  to  P ie r r e  and C la ire  in  th e  d in in g  

room;

I I  n 'e s t  pas beaucoup p lu s  t a r d  que d ix  heures du s o i r .
L’heu re  e s t  dépassée à  la q u e l le  e l l e  a u r a i t  dû l e s  
r e jo in d re  dans l a  s a l l e  à  m anger, a r r i v e r ,  s ’ in tr o d u ir e  
e n tre  le u r s  re g a rd s , s ’ i n s t a l l e r ,  e t  l e u r  r e d i r e  une 
n o u v e lle  f o i s  encore  c e t t e  su rp ren an te  n o u v e lle .°

In  one s e c t io n ,  when I4aria r e a l i z e s  t h a t  th e  lo v e  she and P ie r r e  

once shared  i s  dy ing , she r e f e r s  t o  C la ire  in  an u n u su a lly  te n d e r  manner 

as  "ce f r u i t  s i  beau de l a  le n te  d eg rad a tio n "  o f  t h e i r  lo v e . (p . 8 l)  I t  

ta k e s  a  tremendous amount o f  s t r e n g th  and r a t io n a le  to  make a  s ta tem en t 

l i k e  t h a t  about h e r  h u sb an d 's  m is t r e s s .  I t  shows t h a t  M aria e x e rc is e s  

s e l f - c o n t r o l  even though she m ust be exp erien c in g  s tro n g  em otional f e e l in g s .

At tim es M aria w atches P ie r r e  and C la ire  in  in t im a te  an.braces  o r  

j u s t  th e  way th e y  look  a t  each o th e r .  She does not ex p erien ce  je a lo u sy  

b u t a  ty p e  o f a p p re c ia tio n  f o r  th e  lo v e  th e y  o b v io u sly  sh a re . I t  alm ost 

ap p ears  to  be a  f e e l in g  o f  s a t i s f a c t i o n  in  t h a t  she i s  g la d  t h a t  P ie r r e  

has a  woman to  lo v e  who a ls o  lo v e s  him a t  a  moment when h is  w ife  no lo n g e r 

can love  him.

M aria i s  an a lc o h o lic  and , a lth o u g h  h er husband p le ad s  w ith  h e r 

no t to  d rin k  so much, she r e s o r t s  to  a lco h o l a s  o f te n  as  p o s s ib le .  The

Marguerite Duras, Dix Heures et Demie du Soir en Eté (Paris:
Gallimard, I96O), pp. U3-UU.
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fo llo w in g  shows M aria r e f e r r in g  t o  h e r s e l f  a s  an a lc o h o lic :  " tu  m’a tte n d e s

â  l a  s a l l e  à  m a ^ e r ,  l e  r é v e i l  des a lc o o liq u e s  d o i t  ê t r e  s o l i t a i r e . "  (p . 

118).

The a u th o r does n o t supp ly  enough in fo n a a tio n  to  e s ta b l i s h  

w hether o r  n o t M aria became an  a lc o h o lic  b e fo re  she knew o f  th e  a f f a i r  

betw een C la ire  and P ie r r e  o r a f te rw a rd s . I t  c e r ta in ly  could  be  argued 

t h a t  M aria tu rn e d  to  d rin k in g  a s  a  manner o f  escape from having  t o  face  

th e  f a c t  t h a t  h e r husband i s  u n f a i th f u l  to  h e r . I t  i s ,  p e rh a p s , th e  many 

o b se rv a tio n s  o f  P ie r r e  and C la ire  to g e th e r  th a t  d r iv e  M aria back to  th e  

b o t t l e  each tim e . Her o b je c tiv e n e s s  i s  a  r e s u l t  o f  a  p a in le s s  f e e l in g  de­

r iv e d  from sen ses  d u lle d  by a lc o h o l .

A lthough th e  cause o f  M a r ia 's  d rin k in g  problem  i s  n o t c l e a r ,  i t

i s  c e r ta in  th a t  she i s  a  woman o f  endurance and has a  sense  o f  independence.

Throughout th e  n o v e l, which d e sc r ib e s  th e  t r i p  to  S p a in , she must endure

th e  s i tu a t io n  between h e r husband and h i s  m is t r e s s ,  and M a r ia 's  accep tance

o f  d e fe a t when she th in k s  about h e r  lo o k s  and r e a l i z e s  th a t  she i s  n o t as

p r e t t y  a s  she once was:

E l le  p a sse  sa  main su r son v is a g e . C 'e s t  aux m ains su r son 
v isa g e  q u 'e l l e  l e  s e n t ,  q u 'e l l e  l e  s a i t ,  q u 'e l l e  fu t  b e l l e  
m ais q u 'e l l e  a  commencé à  l ' ê t r e  m oins. C 'e s t  à  l a  faço n , 
sans aucun ménagement, dont e l l e  p a sse  l e s  m ains su r  son 
v is a g e , q u 'e l l e  s a i t  q u 'e l l e  a  a ccep té  d 'ê t r e  d é f a i t e ,  à  
ja m a is , (p . 119)

M a r ia 's  independence comes in  h e r  in s is te n c e  on h e lp in g  th e  

c r im in a l ,  Rodrigo P a e s tr a ,  escape  from th e  p o l ic e .  T his i s  th e  o n ly  tim e 

in  th e  novel t h a t  M aria ta k e s  d e f in i t e  s te p s  to  accom plish  a  g o a l. P e r­

haps she see s  t h i s  s i tu a t io n  as  one in  which she m ight be a b le  t o  h e lp ;  

o r  p e rh a p s , she id e n t i f i e s  w ith  Rodrigo in  fe e l in g  th a t  th e y  sh are  a
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h o p e lessn ess  in  each o f  t h e i r  own l i v e s .  Whatever t h e  re a so n , M aria p la n s  

to  h e lp  R odrigo. She sees him h id in g  on th e  ro o f  a c ro s s  from h e r ba lcony . 

In  th e  m iddle o f  th e  n ig h t when she th in k s  everyone i s  a s le e p , she s l ip s  

down t o  th e  garage to  g e t h e r c a r .  She c a l l s  to  ham s o f t ly  and m otions 

f o r  him to  g e t in  h e r  c a r  and h id e . She s u c c e ss fn lly  g e ts  p a s t  th e  p o l ic e  

because she t e l l s  them th a t  she i s  a  t o u r i s t  a t  th e  h o te l  and cannot 

s le e p ,  th e r e f o r e ,  she i s  going ou t f o r  a  r i d e .  Then M aria l e t s  Rodrigo 

o u t in  a  f i e l d  and prom ises t o  r e tu rn  f o r  him around noon, th en  goes back 

to  th e  h o te l .  However, soon a f t e r  M aria le a v e s  him, Rodrigo shoo ts  him­

s e l f .  Perhaps M a r ia 's  a lcoho lism  i s  l i k e  R odrigo’s  d e a th , a  form o f  

s u ic id e .

A nother in te r e s t in g  woman i s  Loi V. S te in  in  D uras’ n o v e l. Le 

R avissem ent de Loi V. S te in . She i s  somewhat demented a f t e r  having  an 

em otional breakdown when h e r f ia n c e  ru n s  o f f  w ith  an o ld e r  woman. Due to  

t h i s  breakdown, a  s l ig h t  change o ccu rs  in  th e  mind, and , th e r e f o r e ,  in  

L o l’ s b e h av io r . She sees h e r s e l f  as  s u f fe r in g  f r c a  an i n f e r i o r i t y  complex 

from hav ing  been j i l t e d  as  th e  fo llo w in g  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  h e r c o n d itio n  

e x p la in s  :

C e tte  p r o s t r a t io n  de L o i, son accab lem ent, sa  grande p e in e , 
s e u l l e  temps en a u r a i t  r a i s o n ,  d i s a i t - o n .  EU e f u t  jugée 
moins grave que son d é l i r e  p rem ie r, e l l e  n 'é t a i t  pas 
s u s c e p tib le  de d u re r beaucoup, d 'e n t r a în e r  une m o d if ica tio n  
im p ortan te  dans l a  v ie  m entale  de L o i. Son extrême jeu n ess  
l a  b a l a i e r a i t  b ie n tô t .  E l le  é t a i t  e x p lic a b le : Loi
s o u f f r a i t  d 'u n e  i n f é r i o r i t é  p assag ère  à  se s  p ropres yeux „ 
p a rce  q u 'e l l e  a v a i t  é té  abandonnée p a r  l'homme de T. Beach.

YMarguerite Duras, Le Ravissement de Loi V. Stein (Paris:
Gallimard, 196k ) , pp. 2k-23-
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Loi*s fam ily  and f r ie n d s  t r e a t  h e r a s  a  weak and f r a g i l e  g i r l  

who cannot endure p re s su re  o r m ental s t r a i n .  Everyone c o n s id e rs  Loi n o t 

q u ite  in  f u l l  c o n tro l o f h e r m ental f a c u l t i e s :  T h e re fo re , no one asks

f o r  any ex p lan a tio n s  o f  h e r a c t io n s ,  no m a tte r  how i r r e g u la r  th e y  seem.

The man who m a rrie s  L o i, Jean  B edford, i s  in tr ig u e d  by h e r and

f in d s  h e r f a s c in a t in g .  The f i r s t  tim e  Jean  m eets L o i i s  when she fo llow s

him home one evening:

C e tte  condu ite  in t r ig u a  Jean  Bedford. Evidemment i l  
pensa à  l a  f o l i e  m ais ne l a  r e t i n t  p a s . Ni 1*a v e n tu re .
E l le  jo u a i t  sans d o u te . E l le  é t a i t  t r è s  je u n e , (p . 27)

When Loi i s  spoken t o ,  she appears charm ingly p a s s iv e  and unconcerned w ith

ev e ry th in g , even h er own s a fe ty  a t  be ing  ou t by h e r s e l f  a t  n ig h t .  She

appears unaware t h a t  she has fo llow ed Jea n . Jea n , knowing L o l 's  background,

does n o t ask  fo r  a  reaso n  fo r  h e r a c tio n s  as  he u n d e rs tan d s  and r e a l iz e s

th a t  she would have no e x p lan a tio n  to  o f f e r .  Jean  c a l l s  L o l’s m other, who

comes over to  g e t h e r and ta k e  h e r home.

S h o rtly  a f t e r  t h i s  in c id e n t ,  Jean  m a rr ie s  L o i. Loi has no 

o p in ion  on th e  q u e s tio n  o f  m arrying him, b u t n e i th e r  does she oppose i t .  

T h e re fo re , she f in d s  h e r s e l f  m arried  one day t o  Je a n  B edford . To Jean ,

Loi i s  no t in sa n e , m erely  d i f f e r e n t .

Jean  and Loi move to  U. B ridge . Here Loi seems to  be happy and

encourages Jean  in  ev ery th in g  he does, in  b u s in e s s , in  m usic , even in

re la t io n s h ip s  w ith  o th e r  women:

E l le  p a r a i s s a i t  c o n f ia n te  dans l e  déroulem ent f u tu r  
de sa v ie ,  ne v o u lo ir  guère changer. En compagnie de 
son m ari on l a  d i s a i t  à  l ' a i s e ,  e t  même h eu reu se .
P a r fo is  e l l e  l e  s u iv a i t  dans ses  déplacem ents d 'a f f a i r e s .
E l le  a s s i s t a i t  à  ses  c o n c e r ts , l 'e n c o u ra g e a i t  à  f a i r e  
de l a  m usique, l 'e n c o u ra g e a i t  à  to u t  ce q u ' i l  a im a it
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f a i r e ,  à  l a  trom per a u s s i ,  d i s a i t - o n ,  avec le s  t r è s  
jeu n es  o u v riè re s  de son u s in e ,  (p . 36)

Perhaps i t  i s  due t o  a  f e e l in g  o f  i n f e r i o r i t y  t h a t  Loi ru n s  th e  

household in  a  v e ry  s t r i c t  m anner. E very th ing  happens a t  a  c e r ta in  tim e 

each day and she does n o t v a ry  th e  sch ed u le . Along v i t h  t h i s  r i g i d  

schedule  v h ich  Loi imposes i s  th e  f a c t  th a t  she i s  an  im m aculate house­

keeper a s  th e  fo llow ing  examples s t a t e :

Un o rd re  rig o u reu x  r é g n a i t  dans l a  maison de Loi à  U.
B ridge . C e lu i-c i  é t a i t  p resque t e l  q u 'e l l e  l e  d é s i r a i  , 
p re sq u e , dans l 'e s p a c e  e t  dans l e  te n p s . Les h e u re s  
é ta i e n t  re s p e c té e s . Les emplacements de to u te s  ch o se s , 
égalem ent. On ne po u v a it approcher davan tage , to u s  en 
convenaien t au to u r de L o i, de l a  p e r fe c t io n , (p .  37)

E lle  c o n sa c ra i t  ses  m atinées e n t iè r e s  à sa  m aison , à  
s e s  e n fa n ts , à  l a  c e le b ra t io n  de c e t  o rd re  s i  r ig o u reu x  
q u 'e l l e  seu le  a v a i t  l a  fo rc e  e t  l e  s a v o ir  de f a i r e  
r é g n e r , . . .  (p . U9 )

L o l’ s o b sessiv e  com pulsion fo r  o rd e r and c le a n l in e s s  i s  p robab ly  

a  r e s u l t  o f  h e r i n f e r i o r i t y  complex. She may f e e l  t h a t  she has m issed

th e  ty p e  o f  m arriage  she wanted o r  was in  some way ch ea ted  by  th e  boy who

broke th e  engagement. T h e re fo re , she b u ild s  h e r ego by  e x c e ll in g  in  th e  

c le a n in g  and running o f h e r household . Perhaps t h i s  p ro v id e s  some s o r t  

o f  r e le a s e  o f  te n s io n  o r  s e l f - p i t y .

Jean  and Loi e v e n tu a lly  move back to  L o l 's  hometown, o f  S.

T ah la . Loi beg ins to  go fo r  walks in  th e  a f te rn o o n s . D uring one o f

th e se  w alks she reco g n ize s  h e r form er b e s t  f r ie n d ,  T a tia n a , m eeting  a

man. Loi i s  s tra n g e ly  a t t r a c t e d  to  th e  man because he resem bles h e r  

f i r s t  boy f r ie n d ,  th e  one who broke t h e i r  engagement. She d e l ig h ts  in  

th e  f a c t  th a t  she has d isco v e red  th a t  T a tia n a  i s  having  an a f f a i r  w ith  

t h i s  man. She pursues t h i s  one s te p  f u r th e r :  she fo llo w s  them to  th e
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h o te l  and w atches th e  window o f  t h e i r  room from th e  f i e l d  beh ind  th e  

h o te l .

Loi even goes so f a r  a s  to  i n v i t e  T a tia n a , h e r  husband and h e r 

lo v e r ,  Jacq u es , f o r  d in n e r in  o rd e r  to  g e t t o  know them b e t t e r .  The p u r­

pose f o r  t h i s  seems obvious: th e  b e t t e r  Loi knows T a tia n a  and Jac q u e s ,

th e  more she can f e e l  c lo se  to  them and t o  t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip .  Conse­

q u e n tly , Loi encourages them to  keep m eeting  a t  th e  h o te l  and a t  each 

m ee tin g . Loi i s  th e r e  ex p erien c in g  t h e i r  lo v e  w ith  them a s  a  voyeur.

Loi i s  an in se c u re  woman who a s s e r t s  a u th o r i ty  in  th e  o n ly  way 

she knows how: by e s ta b lis h in g  a  ro u t in e  f o r  her household and making

su re  t h a t  i t  i s  a s  c le a n  a s  i t  can p o s s ib ly  b e . The in s e c u r i ty  o r doubt 

a s  t o  w hether o r no t she can cope em o tio n a lly  w ith  f r u s t r a t i o n ,  o r  th e  

f e e l in g  t h a t  she p o s s ib ly  has m issed  som ething in  h e r  l i f e  le a d s  h e r to  

s e ^  f u l f i l lm e n t  th rough  voyeurism . T h is  i s  th e  s a f e s t  way p o s s ib le  fo r  

h e r  t o  exp erien ce  lo v e  o r  an  a f f a i r .  Loi p ro b ab ly  g a in s  a  com pleteness 

o f  em otional f e e l in g  in  observ ing  h e r b e s t  friend*  s lo v e  a f f a i r  w ith  a  

man who, oddly  enough, resem bles th e  boy to  whan L o i was f i r s t  engaged. 

People  view  Loi as  d i f f e r e n t  and s tra n g e  in  h e r ways. Loi i s  weak and 

f in d s  d i f f i c u l t y  in  coping w ith  some o f  l i f e ' s  h a rsh  a s p e c ts .  T h e re fo re , 

she h id e s  from th e s e  p ro b len s  and f in d s  san c tu a ry  in  h e r  m en ta l weakness 

o r  s tra n g e n e s s . Loi i s ,  a l s o ,  a  shy woman whose o n ly  a s s e r t iv e n e s s  

ap p ea rs  in  h e r  r i g i d  management o f  th e  household . Many women f in d  s e c u r i ty  

in  a  home and fam ily  much a s  Loi d o es, b u t t h i s  a lo n e  does no t s a t i s f y  

L o l 's  em otional needs. Thus, she tu r n s  to  voyeurism .

C la i r e ,  in  D uras' L'Amante A n g la ise , p o sse sse s  t o t a l  freedom  

th ro u g h  h e r in s a n i ty .  C la ire  c la im s th a t  she was d riv en  to  in s a n i ty
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"because she -was in cap ab le  o f  d e a lin g  v i t h  th e  in te l l ig e n c e  v i th in  h e r .  As

C l a i r e 's  husband, P ie r r e ,  d e sc r ib e s  in  t h i s  e x c e rp t ,  C la ire  cou ld  no t

d is t in g u is h  between r e a l i t y  and f i c t i o n :

Les choses de 1* -im agination e l l e  ne l e s  com prenait 
p a s . Une h i s t o i r e  in v e n te e , une p iè c e  à  l a  r a d io  p a r  
exem ple, on n 'a r r i v a i t  pas à  l u i  f a i r e  ad m ettre  
q u 'e l l e  n 'a v a i t  jam ais  e x is té .®

As t h i s  example shovs, C la i r e 's  v is io n  o f  r e a l i t y  i s  d i f f e r e n t  from t h a t

o f  m ost. I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  h e r  to  u n d e rs tan d  th e  im ag in a tio n  o f  o th e r

p e o p le , even though h e rs  i s  q u i te  s tro n g  i t s e l f .  T h e re fo re , i t  -would seem

lo g ic a l  fo r  h e r  t o  spend th e  m ajor p o r t io n  o f  h e r  l i f e  l iv in g  th ro u g h  h e r

im ag in a tio n  a s  P ie r r e  rem arks:

. . . e l l e  ne com prenait pas 1 ' im ag in a tio n  des a u t r e s .
Son im ag in a tio n  à  e l l e ,  c 'e s t  s û r ,  c ’ e s t  c e r t a in ,  
é t a i t  t r è s  f o r t e .  E l le  d e v a it  t e n i r  une p la c e  p lu s  
grande que to u t  l e  r e s t e  dans sa  v i e .  (p . 8 9 )

C l a i r e 's  husband t r i e s  f o r  a  v h i le  to  h e lp  h e r -with h e r read in g

and -w riting , to  improve h er knowledge o f  th in g s  by ask in g  h e r  q u e s tio n s

over what she re a d s . P ie r r e  i s  no t s u c c e s s fu l so he  s to p s . T h is makes

C la ire  se an to  be s tu p id ,  w hereas, she may be an i n t e l l i g e n t  person  who

i s  m erely  u nab le  to  cope w ith  a l l  her in te l l ig e n c e  and , th e r e f o r e ,  re b e ls

a g a in s t  a l l  fo rm al ed u ca tio n  and any a ttem p t to  h e lp  h e r le a r n .  During th e

in te rv ie w  she ad m its :

J e  d o is  vous d i r e  que q u e lq u e fo is  j e  me s u is  s e n t ie  
t r è s  i n t e l l i g e n t e  su r  ce banc en c im en t. A fo rc e  de 
r e s t e r  im m obile, t r a n q u i l l e ,  l ' i n t e l l i g e n c e  me v e n a i t ,  
j 'a v a i s  des pensées i n t e l l i g e n t e s ,  (p . 151)

T h is  adm ission  th a t  she has i n t e l l i g e n t  th o u g h ts  which come to  h e r  i s

p. 86.
Q

Marguerite Duras, L'Amante Anglaise (Paris: Gallimard, I967),
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q u ite  s u rp r is in g .  Perhaps C la ire  r e a l l y  i s  an  i n t e l l i g e n t  woman who does

n o t know what t o  do w ith  h e r  in te l l ig e n c e  and who, c o n seq u en tly , s l ip s

in to  th e  w orld o f  in s a n i ty  fo r  freedom from t h i s  trem endous r e s p o n s ib i l i ty .

C la i r e ’ s husband, a l s o ,  makes a  rem ark t o  th e  e f f e c t  t h a t  maybe, i f  her

f r ie n d  A lfonso had been sm art enough to  u n d ers tan d  C la i r e ,  he cou ld  have

guessed  what would happen and he lped  t o  p rev en t i t :

Personne n ’a u r a i t  pu l e  d e v in e r . Mais s ’ i l  y  a v a i t  
eu quelqu’un à  V iorne qu i a u r a i t  p e u t- ê t r e  pu com­
p ren d re  qu’e l l e  a l l a i t  à  l a  c a ta s tro p h e , c ’a u r a i t  é té  
A lfonso , o u i. S i A lfonso a v a i t  é té  i n t e l l i g e n t  i l  
l ’a u r a i t  com pris, (p . 122)

The d e s tru c t io n  o f  C la i r e ’ s m enta l c a p a c ity  i s  q u ite  p o ss ib ly  

th e  r e s u l t  o f  c r e a t iv i t y  and in te l l ig e n c e  tu rn e d  in  upon i t s e l f  by co n stan t 

f r u s t r a t i o n .  The f r u s t r a t i o n  o f  no t knowing what to  do w ith  in te l l ig e n c e ,  

a p p a re n tly , i s  th e  m ajor cause o f  h e r  in s a n i ty .  P e rh ap s , i t  i s  when th e se  

i n t e l l i g e n t  th o u g h ts  b eg in  to  appear to  h e r  th a t  she f ig h t s  a g a in s t  them, 

th e r e f o r e ,  behaving in  an in san e  manner because she i s  n o t a b le  to  ex p la in  

o r  to  r a t io n a l i z e  what i s  happening to  h e r . The m urder which she has 

committed cou ld  r e a l i s t i c a l l y  be th e  r e s u l t  o f  p en t-u p  f r u s t r a t i o n  coming 

ou t in  an a g g re ss iv e  a c t .  O therw ise, th e re  i s  no re a so n  f o r  C la ire  to  

have k i l l e d  h e r deaf-m ute c o u s in , M arie-T herese , and chopped h e r body in to  

s e v e ra l  p ie c e s . As many peop le  have t e s t i f i e d ,  C la ire  had never b e fo re  

shown any s ig n s  o f  v io le n c e  o r any s ig n s  o f  d i s l ik e  fo r  h e r c o u sin . For 

tw enty-one y e a rs  C la ire  and M arie-T hérèse had g o tte n  a long  w e ll.

The in te rv ie w e r  i s  n o t in te r e s te d  in  C la ire  p r im a r i ly  because 

o f  th e  murder b u t because she i s  someone who has never come to  term s w ith  

l i f e  i t s e l f :  ”—P lu tô t  p a rce  que c ’e s t  q ue lqu ’un q u i ne s ’ e s t  jam ais
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accommodé de l a  v i e ."  (p . 99) T h e re fo re , C la ire  a a s t  appear to  him a s  a  

p erson  vho i s  no t c rin in a lly  in sa n e , hu t one who r e j e c t s  a l l  a c c e p ta b le  

p r a c t ic e s  o f d e a lin g  w ith  l i f e .

C onsidering th e  f a c t  t h a t  C la ire  i s  in sa n e , she makes a  few 

ex trem ely  lu c id  rem arks, such a s  th e  one g iven  below:

—Parce que je  d is  to u t  ce qu 'on  veu t que je  d is e  e t  
que ça  n 'y  change r i e n .  J ' a i  compris que s i  j e  me 
t a i s a i s  l e  r é s u l t a t  s e r a i t  l e  même, on me g a rd e ra i t  
a u s s i  b ie n . (p . 138)

The f a c t  th a t  C la ire  s t a t e s  t h a t  w hether o r  no t she t e l l s  them what th e y

want o r  n o th in g  a t  a l l ,  th e y  w i l l  keep h e r  in  p r iso n  shows an a s to n ish in g

amount o f  p e rc ep tio n  on h e r b e h a lf  y With t h i s  remark th e  re a d e r  b eg ins

to  q u e s tio n  w hether she i s  a c tu a l ly  in san e  o r n o t, o r  w hether o r  n o t i t

i s  s o c ie ty  who i s  in san e . Perhaps s o c ie ty  i s  re sp o n s ib le  f o r  C la i r e 's

in s a n i ty .

To a l l  outward appearances C la ire  i s  a  v e ry  meek and calm woman 

who most people  claim  i s  in sa n e . She has never shown any s ig n s  o f  v io le n c e  

b e fo re  th e  murder and, a f te rw a rd s , rem ains j u s t  as calm a s  b e fo re . C la ire  

ro n a rk s  th a t  she was a f r a id  w h ile  she was in  th e  p ro c e ss  o f d isp o s in g  o f 

th e  body. She adm its t h a t  t h i s  f e a r  alm ost drove h e r  c razy :

—Non, ce que j ' é t a i s  en t r a i n  de f a i r e  me f a i s a i t  
te lle m e n t p e u r, je  n 'a v a i s  peur de r ie n  d 'a u t r e .
J 'a v a i s  peur à  d ev en ir f o l l e  dans l a  cave. (p . 135)

C la ire  i s  i s o la te d  by h er uniqueness and a ls o  by h e r  f e a r .  I f  

she i s  a f r a id  o f  her in te l l ig e n c e ,  th en  th e  o b sessio n  to  k i l l  may have 

been h er on ly  way to  conquer o r  r e le a s e  th e  f e a r .  I t  may be t h a t  she i s  

a  v ic tim  o f  h e r own mind, and r e a l iz in g  th a t  she cou ld  no t cope w ith  h e r 

in te l l ig e n c e  and th e  w orld , C la ire  f in d s  so lace  in  a  w orld o f  in s a n i ty .
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E v id e n tly , th e  re fu g e  o f  in s a n i ty  i s  n o t enough t o  ta k e  away th e  f e a r  and 

f r u s t r a t i o n  she must be ex p e rien c in g . These in n e r  f r u s t r a t i o n s  and f e a r s  

about what to  do w ith  h e r s e l f  f in d  t h e i r  way t o  th e  su rfa c e  th ro u g h  an 

o v e rt a c t  o f  ag g re ss io n , in  t h i s  c a s e , a  b r u ta l  and b iz a r r e  m urder.

M arguerite  D uras' d e p ic t io n  o f  women i s  v e ry  r e a l  and c r e a te s  a  

v ib ra n t  image o f  each woman as a  human be in g  f i r s t ,  th e n  a s  a  c h a ra c te r  

w ith in  a  n o v e l. Through each woman th e  re a d e r  has a  glim pse o f v a rio u s  

problem s, s t r e n g th s ,  w eaknesses, a t t i t u d e s ,  em otions, and am bitions which 

th e s e  women ex p erien ce . With such v a s t  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  a t  hand. Duras p ic k s  

and chooses an asso rtm en t o f  women in  c o n tra s t in g  s i tu a t io n s .  They a re  

r i c h ,  p o o r, m id d le -c la s s , educated , uneduca ted , b o red , a f r a id ,  t i r e d ,  

m e n ta lly  sound, com plete ly  in sa n e , and a lc o h o l ic s .  Duras m a g n if ic e n tly  

c ap tu re s  th e  essence  o f  each woman and h e r w orld a s  though  sh e , h e r s e l f ,  

were in t im a te ly  f a m il ia r  w ith  i t .

Through M arguerite  D uras' uncanny a b i l i t y  to  choose j u s t  th e  

r ig h t  word and s e t  i t  in  an e q u a lly  a p p ro p r ia te  s i t u a t io n ,  she c re a te s  

l i v in g ,  b e l ie v a b le ,  m ature women so c lo se  to  l i f e  t h a t  th e  re a d e r  m ight 

wonder a t  tim es i f ,  indeed , he i s  no t re a d in g  a  b iog raphy  o r  a  c o l le c t io n  

o f  t a l e s  a s  people  have re p o r te d  th a n . I f  no th ing  more were s a id  about 

M arguerite  D uras' t a l e n t ,  i t  cou ld  be m a in ta in ed  t h a t  she re p re s e n ts  

h o n e s tly  th e  a t t i t u d e s ,  problem s and am otions which many women m ight en­

co u n ter in  to d a y 's  s o c ie ty .



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION

As a  n o v e l is t  M arg u erite  D uras' r o le  in  th e  l i t e r a r y  w orld i s  

tw o fo ld ; f i r s t ,  she i s  a  m ir ro r  o f  th e  main l i t e r a r y  c u r r e n ts ,  r e f l e c t in g  

po p u la r te ch n iq u es  in  w r i t in g ;  second, and perhaps fo rem o st, she i s  an 

im portan t l i n k  "between th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  novel and th e  nouveau rom an.

Duras* main l i t e r a r y  te ch n iq u es  evo lve  from a  s ty le  a c c e p ta b le  

to  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  novel m andates t o  a  un ique  s ty le  o f  h e r own which comes 

c lo s e r  to  th e  id e a s  p rocla im ed  "by c r i t i c s  to  "belong t o  th e  nouveau roman. 

The grow th o f th e  nouveau roman has come under much c r i t i c i s m  encompassing 

s e v e ra l  d i f f e r e n t  o p in io n s  as  t o  w hether o r no t i t  i s  a  r e s u l t  o f  a  l i t e r ­

a ry  o r p h ilo so p h ic  movement. T his p o in t may never be com pletely  re s o lv e d ; 

however, th e  b i r t h  o f  th e  nouveau roman appears  to  be th e  r e s u l t  o f  a  

h igh  degree  o f  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  w ith  th e  tw e n tie th  c en tu ry  novel form 

in h e r i te d  from th e  n in e te e n th  c en tu ry  n o v e l i s t s  such a s  Balzac and Z ola. 

T h e re fo re , th e  group o f w r i te r s  who tu rn e d  away from th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  novel 

d id  so , n o t in  a  p h ilo so p h ic  movement, b u t more in  a  l i t e r a r y  movement a s  

a  ty p e  o f  re s e a rc h  n e ce ssa ry  in  o rd e r to  promote th e  growth o f  th e  novel
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a s  an a r t  form . B utor and R o b te -G r il le t  b o th  adm it t h a t  th e  nouveau roman

i s  a  ty p e  o f  l i t e r a r y  re s e a rc h :

C ette  v o lo n té  de rech e rch e  ("Le Roman comme rech e rch e"  
e s t  l e  t i t r e  d 'u n  e s s a i  de B u to r, e t  R o h h e-G rille t 
a f f irm e : "Le Nouveau Roman n ’ e s t  pas une th é o r ie ,  c 'e s t
une re c h e rc h e " ) ex p liq u e  q u ' i l  s o i t  de to u te  façon  
im possib le  de f i x e r  l e  Nouveau Roman: i l  e s t  d i f f é r e n t
avec chacun de se s  t e n a n t s ,  en c o n s ta n te  é v o lu tio n  de 
l i v r e  en l i v r e  pour chacun d 'e n t r e  eux,- T rès rap id em en t, 
l e s  Nouveaux Romanciers se  son t engagés dans d es  v o ie s  
t r è s  d i f f é r e n te s  de c e l l e s  q u ' i l s  a v a ie n t p a ru  su iv re  
dans l e s  années c in q u a n te -c in q : l 'u n iv e r s  m enta l q u ' i l s
vont p e in d re  s e r a  de p lu s  en p lu s  exclusivem ent c e lu i  du 
C ré a te u r, e t  l e  roman va  d i s p a r a î t r e  au p r o f i t  de form es 
p lu s  l a r g e s ,  p lu s  so u p le s , p lu s  p roches du poème.
L 'h i s to i r e  de l ' é c r i t u r e  e t  de l 'é c r i v a i n  d ev ien t peu à 
peu l e  s u je t  obsédan t de le u r s  oeuvres r é c e n te s .  Le 
Nouveau Roman m ontre l a  v o ie  au ' l i v r e  f u tu r .

V ivian  M ercie r a ls o  upholds t h i s  id e a  o f  re s e a rc h  in  th e  nouveau

roTnar in  h e r book when she comments t h a t :

^  no means a l l  th e  New N o v e lis ts  th in k  o f  them selves 
e x c lu s iv e ly  a s  a r t i s t s ,  however. B u to r, R o b b e-G rille t , 
and Itoe S a rra u te  a l l  h in t  in  t h e i r  essay s  a t  th e  p o s s i­
b i l i t y  t h a t  th e y  a re  s c i e n t i s t s ,  capab le  o f  making new 
d is c o v e r ie s  about human ex p erien ce  i f  th e y  use  t h e i r  
in s tru m e n t, th e  n o v e l, a r ig h t .^

A lthough M arg u erite  Duras i s  grouped w ith  o th e r  w r i te r s  under 

th e  t i t l e  o f a  New N o v e lis t ,  she rem ains, as  th e  o th e r  New N o v e lis ts  do, 

a  h ig h ly  in d iv id u a liz e d  w r i te r .  S ince h e r f i r s t  n o v e l, p u b lish e d  in  

19^3 , she has c o n tin u a lly  improved and expanded h e r  w r i t in g  t a l e n t s .

^ J .  B e rsa n i, M. A utrand , J .  Leearme, B. V e rc ie r ,  e d . , La 
l i t t é r a t u r e  en F rance  d ep u is  19^5 ( P a r is :  B ordas, 19T0), pp . 578-579-

^V ivian M erc ie r, The New Novel from Queneau to  P in g e t (New York: 
F a r r a r ,  S trau s  and G iroux, 1971), p . I 6 .
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Duras* c h a ra c te r iz a t io n s  "begin in  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  fa sh io n  as 

p e r fe c te d  "by th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  n o v e l i s t s .  The c h a ra c te rs  a re  des­

c r ib e d  so th a t  th e  re a d e r  sees  them a s  th e  au th o r w ishes them to  a p p ea r. 

Thus* r e f l e c t in g  tre n d s  in  th e  l i t e r a r y  movement in  th e  f i r s t  few n o v e ls . 

M arg u erite  Duras beg ins to  a cq u ire  a s ty le  a l l  h e r own. She c o n tin u es  to  

show in flu e n c e s  o f  m ajor l i t e r a r y  te ch n iq u es  b u t in s te a d  o f  s to p p in g  h e re , 

she adds h e r  own charm to  th e s e  te ch n iq u es  and c o lo rs  them in  a  hue to  

become more and more d i s t i n c t l y  reco g n ized  as  th a t  o f  M arguerite  D uras.

As Duras m atures she i s  a b le  to  f r e e  h e r s e l f  from th e  p a t te r n s  p re v io u s ly  

e s ta b l is h e d  fo r  n o v e l i s t s .  C onsequently , she beg ins t o  use  l e s s  in d iv id ­

u a l i z a t io n  o f c h a ra c te r  and more anonym ity.

The main themes re c u r r in g  th roughou t Duras* n ovels  a re  th o se  o f  

lo v e ,  freedom , w a itin g -ap a th y  and a l ie n a t io n .  These themes a re  n o t unique 

in  th em selv es; however M arguerite  D uras does p re se n t them in  v a r io u s  ways 

showing se v e ra l d i f f e r e n t  f a c e ts  o f  each them e. Such an example o f  v a r i a ­

t i o n s  on a  theme i s  th e  theme o f  lo v e  as  i t  appears in  th e  n o v e ls : Les

Im pudents, Le Marin de G ib ra l ta r ,  Les P e t i t s  Chevaux de T a rq u in ia ,

M oderato C a n ta b ile , D é tru ire  D it-E l le  and L'Amour. In  th e se  n o v e ls  th e  

re a d e r  f in d s  love  l in k e d  to  h a tre d , th e  id e a l ,  i s o la t io n ,  d ea th  and d es­

t r u c t io n .

M arguerite  Duras* s ty le  o f  w rit in g  has a ls o  gone th ro u g h  a  

g re a t  m etam orphosis. In  i t s  weak b eg in n in g s  her s ty le  was a c tu a l ly  an 

im ita t io n  o f  her p re d e c e sso rs , ihe  t r a d i t i o n a l  n o v e l i s t s .  L a te r  she b e ­

g in s  to  in c o rp o ra te  many te ch n iq u es  employed by w r i te r s  r e f e r r e d  to  as  

a n t i - n o v e l i s t s .  This i s  th e  rea so n  she i s  now lin k e d  w ith  t h i s  group o f
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•w riters a s  a  Hev N o v e lis t , even though she co n tin u es  to  deny any a l l i a n c e

v i t h  any school o r  group o f  w r i te r s .  As Germaine Bree p o in ts  o u t;

M arguerite  Duras has never been an e s s a y is t ,  an exponent 
.of e s th e t ic  th e o r ie s  and id e a s . But she shares  w ith  h e r 
con tem poraries th e  d e s ir e  to  d is c a rd  many o f  th e  r a th e r  
v o m o u t conven tions o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  n o v e l, conventions 
which she pu t to  e f f e c t iv e  u se  in  h e r f i r s t  w orks,3

D uras' s ty le  has evolved th ro u g h  s e v e ra l p e rio d s  o f  change and 

to d ay  she has a  rem arkably s o p h is t ic a te d  s ty le ,  unique from th a t  o f  any 

o th e r  n o v e l i s t .

There i s  more to  M arguerite  D uras' w ritin g  th a n  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n ,  

s ty le  and them e. Although she tra n sce n d s  th e  i d e n t i t i e s  o f  male and fem ale 

c h a ra c te rs  in  o rd e r to  p re se n t u n iv e rs a l  s itu a tic x is  and problem s, a  v e ry  

im portan t a sp e c t o f  D uras' n o vels  i s  h e r p re s e n ta tio n  o f  th e  essence  o f  a  

wcsnan's w orld in  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  s o c ie ty .  The a u th o r 's  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  

o f  women r e f l e c t s  a t t i t u d e s ,  problem s and em otions common to  women to d ay . 

Duras r e v e a ls  in  h e r  novels  th e  s e n s i t i v i t y  o f a  woman who kno"ws human 

n eeds, human f r a i l t y  and th e  impact o f  em otion. T h e re fo re , t o  a  g re a t  

e x te n t ,  she  can be co n sidered  a  d i s t i n c t l y  fem inine w r i te r .  Cismaru sum­

m arizes  D uras' a b i l i t i e s  l i k e  t h i s :

. . . s h e  has succeeded in  sy n th e s iz in g  th e  q u a l i t i e s  o f what 
i s  g e n e ra l ly  c a l le d  th e  'American N ovel' w ith  th e  engaging 
a sp e c ts  o f  th e  New Novel now ra g in g  th roughout Europe.
She has managed to  become n e i th e r  so famous a s  Hemingway, 
fo r  example, n o r so n o to rio u s  a s  A la in  R obbe-G rille t . But 
h e r  a b i l i t y  to  combine th e  fo rc e s  o f  th e  o ld  w ith  th e  
lu c id i ty  o f  th e  new seems to  a ssu re  h e r p la ce  in  modern 
F rench  l i t e r a t u r e . ^

2  ̂
D uras, The Four Novels o f  M arguerite  D uras, Germaine B re e 's

In tro d u c tio n , p . iv l  (New York: Grove P re s s , 1965 ) .

^Alfred Cismaru, "Marguerite Duras and the New Novel,"
Dalhousie Review, XLVII, no. 2 (summer I967), p. 211.
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As evidenced in  h e r  n o v e ls . Duras w i l l  p ro b a b ly  co n tin u e  to

change, t o  experim ent in  sea rch  o f  a  form which re sem b les  no o th e r  n o v e l.

D uras, h e r s e l f ,  e x p la in s  w r it in g  in  t h i s  way:

Ou l a  m usique. Ou l a  re v o lu tio n . Ou l a  m ort. Ou 
l'hum our. Ou ce que chacun voudra. L ire  ce  l i v r e ,  
c 'e s t  1 ' é c r i r e .  A cause de c e la  un l i v r e  où l 'o n  
se  se n t l i b r e . 5

M arguerite  Duras i s  an a u th o r w ith  much t a l e n t  and o r ig i n a l i t y .  

As she co n tin u es  h e r  endeavors in  th e  f i e l d  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  she su re ly  w i l l  

c a r ry  w ith  h e r a  g re a t  im pact. Duras i s  an im p o rtan t au th o r in  French 

l i t e r a t u r e  to d ay  who prom ises an even b r ig h te r  f u tu r e  f o r  th e  development 

o f  th e  French n o v e l.

^M adeleine C hapsal, "Le p lu s  beau s u je t  de M arguerite  D uras," 
L 'E x p ress , no. 925 (31 mars -  6 a v r i l ,  I 969 ) ,  pp . 6O-6I .
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