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Reading/Writing Women 
in Myriam Warner-Vieyra's Juletane 

Bella Brodzki 
Sarah Lawrence College 

I write for the still-fragmented parts in me, trying to bring them 
together. Whoever can read and use any of this, I write for them 
as well. . . . I write in full knowledge that the majority of the world's 
illiterates are women, that I live in a technologically advanced 
country where forty percent of the population can barely read and 
twenty percent are functionally illiterate. I believe that these facts 
are directly connected to the fragmentations I suffer in myself, 
that we are all in this together. 

-Adrienne Rich 

In the absence of the kinds of foundational texts that nations 
typically construct in order to account for their origins, Francophone 
Caribbean writing has responded to the implicit question of "How did 
we become a people?" by writing and rewriting-over and over 
again-the very terms of its cultural existence, by either re-emplotting 
the "official" French colonial version of its history or by re-mythifying 
its African "prehistory." As if to ask how many metanarrative options 
are available for a people born of the slave trade, of Middle Passage. 
In Caribbean Discourse, Edouard Glissant writes about the psychic 
disintegration that has been the French West Indian legacy of slavery 
since the 18th century, but also about the stasis and schizophrenia that 
are the by-products of 20th century departmentalization. As Michael 
Dash puts it in his introduction to the English translation of Glissant's 
text, life in the Department d'Outre-Mer is dominated by the Social 
Security Building and the airport: the choice is between dependence 
or escape (xviii). 

No reader familiar with Francophone Caribbean women's writ- 
ing will fail to recognize these thematic preoccupations in Myriam 
Warner-Vieyra's Juletane (1982), whose representation of voiceless- 
ness, alienation, confinement, deracination, rupture, exclusion, dis- 
possession, madness and exile connects it intertextually with other 
West Indies-generated texts, both Anglophone and Francophone.1 
The protagonist Juletane initiates her journal by announcing her 
sense of ontological uncertainty as if it were a badge of collective 
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identification, an inescapable legacy, a doomed destiny: "En naissant, 
j 'etais déjà victime des elements, sans compter trois siecles d'histoire 
de notre peuple dont mes freles epaules devaient heriter ." (13) 'At 
birth, then, I was already a victim of the elements, not to mention three 
centuries of our people's history which my frail shoulders were to 
inherit . .' (2). 

The three points of the "triangle de traite"-Africa, the West 
Indies, and the Metropole-fixed points of reference and sites of 
longing, though privileged differently in the minds and psyches of 
Caribbean subjects, have left their imprint on all Francophone Carib- 
bean writing, but especially on writing by women. For every Emma 
Bovary in a Caribbean text who imagines herself elsewhere, France 
has functioned as the social signifier par excellence, the locus of 
imitation and of educational, economic, cultural, and social opportu- 
nity; Africa has functioned as the mythic signifier, the return to 
authenticity, Terre Ancestrale, Mere-Patrie. 

For Glissant, who bemoans the metropolitan fixation of West 
Indian society, it is imperative that the Francophone Caribbean 
subject envision a new hemispherically-oriented `poitique de la rela- 
tion." Maryse Conde signals the need for a geographic and ideological 
change in orientation as well, but she has focused not on France, but 
on the other symbolic site, Africa. In a 1984 interview, she argues 
against constructing a Caribbean politics of identity around a search 
for lost origins. Conde decries the need to project onto Africa the 
capacity to restore psychic unity where once there was brutal physical 
rupture, the impulse to expect racial identification to transcend 
historical and cultural difference. Even in her recognition of the 
justifications used formerly to underwrite the project of Negritude, of 
the temptation to fetishize Mother-Africa as a way of retaining a 
primordial connection to a collective memory, she considers the 
dream of racial repatriation no longer viable, especially for women: 

Etre femme et antillaise, c'est un destin difficile a dechiffrer. 
Pendant un temps, les Antillais ont cru que leur quete d'identite 
passait par l'Afrique . . . ; l'Afrique etait pour eux la grande matrice 
de la race noire et tout enfant issu de cette matrice devait pour se 
connaitre, fatalement, se rattacher a elle. En fin de compte, c'est 
un piege. (Jacquey 22) 

To be a woman and Antillean is a destiny difficult to decipher. At 
one time, the Antilleans believed that their quest for identity went 
by way of Africa. Africa was for them the great womb of the black 2
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race and every child who emerged from this womb had to, in order 
to know itself, fatally, reconnect with it. In the final analysis, it's 
a trap. (my translation) 

Conde illustrates this problem in two of her novels, Heremakhonon 
(1976) and Une Saison a Rihata (1981), which chart a map of ideali- 
zation, disillusionment, and demystification of Africa through the 
experiences of their West Indian daughters-in-quest. Veronique and 
Marie-Helene, her highly self-conscious and assimilated protago- 
nists, seek their identities in Africa and are unprepared for and 
profoundly disappointed by the discrepancy between fantasy and 
reality. 

The great preponderance of Caribbean novels by women is 
written in the autobiographical or monological mode; Juletane has a 
split structure that ensures against it being purely monological, but it 
stops short of being accurately characterized as dialogical.2 Indeed, 
the ironic pathos of the narrative resides in the fact that Mamadou, the 
intended reader of Juletane's journal, never sees it, whereas Helene, 
who does, reads it too late. Too late, that is, to help Juletane. It is the 
conceit of the narrative to suggest that four years after Juletane and 
Mamadou's death, this narrative about the failure of love becomes a 
testimony to the triumph of writing and its correlative, the power of 
reading. It is precisely the power of reading that accounts for the 
presence of Helene, the character who discovers the journal and 
whose life is changed in response. Not only does the reader outside- 
the-text read over his or her shoulder, as it were, s/he reads Helene 
reading Juletane's text. This is a necessary device of the fictional- 
journal genre, for as much as textual reflexivity refers to the fictional- 
journal's context, it also supplies much of its content: "[I]t is a drama 
of both writing and reading" (Abbott 49). Here thematic specificity 
devolves from a drama of both reading and writing women. 

Juletane's split structure posits four potential readers. One part of 
the narrative consists of the fragmented first-person journal kept by 
Juletane (the protagonist whose name is the title of the novel) 
between August 22 and September 8, 1961. The other part consists of 
the third-person account of Helene, who finds the journal after the 
death of Juletane, and reads it. This captivated reader-in-the-text, 
Helene, is a social worker who had been assigned to Juletane's case but 
was too distracted to attend to it at the time that Juletane (already 
profoundly, clinically depressed) was offered the possibility of return- 
ing to France. Helene is the only other character able to understand 
Juletane's situation, by virtue of her own Caribbean background and 3
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experience of having lived in the Metropole. Just as their narratives 
are contrapuntally related to each other, the two women are doubles; 
their lives and narratives move in parallel but diametrically opposite 
directions. As Juletane "moves from innocence to (a traumatic) 
experience that ultimately destroys her," Helen's jaded and hard- 
hearted view of love and sexual politics is transformed by her reading 
(Ngate 559). She comes across the journal at midnight in the midst of 
packing for a move out of her present apartment and, except for those 
brief respites when she lights a cigarette, pours herself some Scotch, 
plays Beethoven's Ninth Symphony in response to Juletane's own 
action in the text, or reflects on the story and its implications for her 
experience, she reads through until five o'clock in the morning. At that 
point, Helene has come to the final entry in Juletane's journal and has 
been cathartically affected by the tragic experience of her compatriot: 
"Helene redressa avec tendresse les coins ecomes du cahier, le 
referma et pour la premiere fois depuis pits de vingt ans, elle pleura. 
Le journal de Juletane avait brise le bloc de glace qui enrobait son 
coeur" (142) 'Helene tenderly smoothed the bent corners of the 
notebook, closed it, and, for the first time in almost twenty years, she 
wept. Juletane's diary had broken the block of ice around her heart' 
(79). 

The journal is the transcription of a woman's coming-to-writing 
and the various scenes of writing mirror stages of self-consciousness 
and psychic disintegration. Juletane's textual activity begins as a way 
for her to record her thoughts. Then it evolves into a relationship, a 
means of clinging to something, a friend, a confidante, across the 
closed space that becomes synonymous with the sterility of her life: 
"Ma vie se de roule dine tine chambre de cinq pas sur quatre et sous le 
manguier de la cour ou je prend mes repas" (54) 'My life unfolds in a 
room five paces by four and under the mango tree where I eat my 
meals' (26). Although Juletane writes as a way to contextualize her 
inevitable misreading of Africa, perhaps the activity of keeping a 
journal in itself (since it separates her from an entire set of African 
women-as well as the nature of her testimony) only reinforces what 
Jonathan Ngate has called her "difficulty . in meeting the continent 
on its own terms" (553). Perhaps Juletane lacks what Veve Clark 
claims real readers develop by reading other texts that call attention 
to their own allusive activities, "diaspora literacy," which Clark 
defines as the "ability to read and comprehend the discourses of 
Africa, Afro-America, and the Caribbean, from an informed and 
indigenous perspective" (304). Perhaps Warner-Vieyra, a 
Guadeloupean who has lived much of her life in Senegal and had 4
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already been living there for some twenty years at the time that her 
second novel, Juletane , was published in 1982, is offering a cautionary 
tale to those who would attempt to impose a causal logic on the events 
in Juletane's life. Some forms of transcultural exchange do not work 
in the enabling way we would like to think they do.3 

In Warner-Vieyra's novel the orphaned and utterly insulated 
Juletane gets to Africa in the heady days before Independence by way 
of the Metropole, but there she meets her horrific destiny by accident. 
Raised by her grandmother following the death of her mother soon 
after childbirth, Juletane is sent to Paris to live with her godmother at 
the age of ten, when her father dies. Some years later, her godmother 
also dies. Alone, she is susceptible to the lure of love and the bonds of 
family that marriage with a handsome and articulate African law 
student promises. "Moi, je l'aimais avec toute la fougue et l'absolu 
d'un premier et unique amour. Il possedait a mes yeux toutes les 
vertus. N'ayant pas de parents, peu d'amis, Mamadou devint tout mon 
univers" (31) 'For my part, I loved him with all the ardour and intensity 
of a first and only love. In my eyes he was perfect. I had no relatives, few 
friends, so Mamadou became my whole world' (13). Because her 
orphaned status means that she is not only psychologically and 
physically bereft, but also that (in Glissant's terms) she lacks a history, 
her access to the "Other" in the figure of the African Mamadou 
constitutes both an opening up to a wider social and cultural world and 
a return to the motherland. 

Ironically, what appears to be a lifeline leads eventually to total 
closure and enclosure as extreme melancholy deteriorates into mad- 
ness. It is on the boat from France to her new home that Juletane 
discovers inadvertently that Mamadou already has a wife, Awa, and a 
five-year-old daughter who are awaiting his return. Devastated, con- 
fused, and paralyzed with fear, she once again feels the anguish of 
being an orphan: 

L'arrivee sur cette terre africaine de mes peres, je l'avais de cent 
manieres imagine, voici qu'elle se transformait en un cauchemar. 
Je ne me demandais plus comment j 'allais etre accueillie par la 
famine de Mamadou: sure d'être une intense, deplacee, declassee. 
L'autre femme etait avec sa fille, entouree des parents qui l'avaient 
choisie et qui la protegeaient. Et moi, je semis la, ridiculement 
seule en face d'eux, moi l'etrangere. . (35) 

This homecoming to Africa, the land of my forefathers, I had 
imagined it in a hundred different ways, and it had become a 5
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