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Reassessing Marguerite Duras 

Carol J. Murphy 
University of Florida-Gainesville 

Since her death on March 3, 1996, Marguerite Duras continues 
to "live on" through the ongoing critical appreciation of her works. 
Numerous collections of essays have been published since 1996, 
some in direct homage to her passing, like the special issues of 
the NRF (1998) and the Cahiers Renaud Barrault (1996), per- 
sonal testimonies such as L'Amie (1997) (The Friend') by Michele 
Manceaux, photo albums, biographies (and repeat biographies2), 
others, more coincidental, like Duras, Lectures plurielles (1998) 
(Duras, Plural Readings), the proceedings of a colloquium on 
Duras held in London just before her death, and still others, like 
the special Fall 1999 issue of Dalhousie French Studies. The ap- 
pearance in 1998 of Laure Adler's monumental biography, Mar- 
guerite Duras, and its enthusiastic critical reception, as well as the 
creation of a Center for Durassian Studies in London, where an 
international conference on Duras was held in February 1999, 
have kept the author's name and work alive. Indeed, the title of a 

recent collection of essays, Marguerite Duras Lives On (1998), 
seems to give new meaning to the notion of the immortal author. 
At the very least, continuing critical reception of Duras's works 
indicates the immense interest in an author whose fictional/the- 
atrical/cinematic work was so intimately connected with her life- 
and the foregrounding of that life in the media- that her last 
words were almost "uttered" in print in the body of her brief final 
text C'est tout (1995) (This Is It). 
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The title of this essay points to the opportunity, at the turn of 
the century, to reassess the work of the author (1914-1996), whose 
life and works parallel important historical moments of the twen- 
tieth century in France: the Empire (Indochina); Resistance and 
Collaboration; Decolonization (the Algerian war); the Women's 
Movement; as well as key currents in prose (American-style real- 
ism, New Novel, autofiction), in drama (New Theatre), and in 
film (India Song [1974] and Le Camion [1974] [The Truck]) as 

contestation of the filmic medium itself. It also affords the chance 
to examine some of the recent reevaluations of her work. In this 
regard, my title, "Reassessing Marguerite Duras," rather than the 
"Works of Marguerite Duras," indicates the necessity to consider 
the phenomenon of "Duras," the inseparability of the personal 
and the poetical. How does one reassess the work? Through an 
analysis of its poetics or through the lens of personality which 
Duras so carefully created and cultivated? Through a consider- 
ation of Duras's changing political stances, or in a conflation of 
the physical body with the textual body, as the title of the Spring 
2000 Special Issue of Dalhousie French Studies indicates-Lec- 
tures de Duras: corps, voix, ecriture? (Readings of Duras: body, voice, 

writing?). Recent overviews permit a re-reading of Duras from all 

of these angles-the personal, the poetical, the political, and the 
physical, and one could certainly add the psychoanalytical-and 
thus highlight the contradictions of detachment and engagement, 
fiction and truth, masque and authenticity as confounding mark- 
ers of her life and work. Indeed, Adler's biography is testimony to 
the challenge of finding truth in the historical archives in the face 
of Duras's incessant hybriding of genres, voices, historical and 
imaginative realities, real and fictional spaces, physical and tex- 
tual bodies, and therefore public and private history. 

I would like to survey briefly some of the more recent studies 
on the work as a prelude to a look at the "event" of Adler's biogra- 
phy. In Duras, Lectures plurielles, co-editors Catherine Rodgers 
and Raynalle Udris underscore the very "effet de reverberation 
troublant-disturbing reverberations' (8) in the symbiosis between 
the author and her characters, the author and her writing.' Essays 
in the volume evince, as its title indicates, the plurality of critical 
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approaches that Duras's work elicits-Lacanian, semiotic, post- 
colonial, philosophical, autobiographical, feminist, reader recep- 
tion, and so forth-but one article, in particular, looks at the 
vicissitudes of Duras's work in the cultural context of our times, 
foregrounding Duras's different reading publics and posing some 
of the questions pertinent to the issue of reassessing a contempo- 
rary author, especially a female author, in France. 

Marcelle Marini, in "Fortune et infortune de l'oeuvre 
durassienne" (1998) ("Fortune and Misfortune in/of Duras's 
Works") points out how critics proclaimed Duras's symbolic 
"death" as a writer with each successive work from Les Yeux bleus, 
cheveux noirs (1986) (Blue Eyes, Black Hair) on, and she notes, for 
instance, that Alain Vircondelet's Pour Duras (1995) (For Duras) 
spoke of Duras in the imperfect tense, two years before her actual 
demise. Marini looks at three distinct moments in Durassian 
reception. An early period, in which the fiction was classified as 
either woman's literature or American-style fiction, had a lim- 
ited reading public and escaped serious critical scrutiny. Le 
Ravissement de Lol V.Stein (1964) (The Ravishing of Lol V. Stein) 
and the attendant homage by Lacan, together with the events of 
May '68, and the proliferation of Duras's plays and films, notably 
India Song, constituted a middle period where the work was rec- 
ognized, on the one hand, by the intellectuels de gauche (intellec- 
tuals on the left), and, on the other, by the women's movement. 
Finally, Duras's consecration in 1984 with L'Amant (The Lover), 
her appearance on the set of Pivot's popular television show Apos- 
trophes, and the coup of the Prix Goncourt (at age 70) brought 
together three audiences: "le grand public, la grande presse et 
1'Intelligentsia" 'the general public, the serious press and the 
Intelligentsia' (Marini 170). 

Trying to play to these disparate reading publics was impos- 
sible, but, undaunted and seriously failing in physical and men- 
tal health, Duras persisted in creating a legend which both defied 
and desired critical approbation. Her provocative exhibitionism 
of the 1980s and 90s, characterized by the voyeurism and vio- 
lence of certain essays in La Douleur (1985) (The War: A Mem- 
oir), the short texts L'Homme assis dans le couloir (1980) (The Man 
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Sitting in the Corridor) and La Maladie de la Mort (1982) (The 
Sickness of Death), her meditations on homosexual love, the fic- 
tionalization of her real-life companion Yann Lem& as Yann 
Andrea and Yann Andrea Steiner, the manipulation of and by the 
media in the scandalous affaire Villemin in 1985 and in the inter- 
views in L'Autre Journal (1986) (The Other Newspaper), and the 
four-part television self-portrayal Au-dela des pages (1988)4 (Be- 
yond the Pages), culminated in the publication of what some crit- 
ics called "un livre de trop" 'one book too many,' C'est tout. The 
latter, fifty histrionic and self-parodic pages on her demise,' was 
but one step of a contradictory dual gesture made by Duras in 
1995. On the one hand, the publication of C'est tout illustrated 
the need to shock, to defy death, and to remain in the margins of 
genre and voice. On the other hand, however, Duras's decision to 
hand over her manuscripts, correspondence, audio-visual, and 
unpublished written documents to L'IMEC (L'Institut de la 
Memoire de l'Edition contemporaine) (Institute for the Memory of 
Contemporary Publishing) reflected an obvious wish to be seen as 
"dead" in order to be recuperated by the archives of the literary 
establishment. For Marini, 

[Duras] wishes to be irrecuperable. Irrecuperable by literature, 
all the while of course, entering into literature's domain, and 
irrecuperable by death in this last work, all the while passing on 
into death. This text is thus not about literature, but rather it asks 
us what we demand from literature. (172)6 

As Sharon Willis indicated in a 1989 MLA session on Duras, the 
interesting questions to be asked about Duras concern the reac- 
tions of her readers. For Marini, there are many pitfalls for the 
reader-critic of Duras. They include the problem of distancing 
oneself from an author whose intellectual, ideological, cultural, 
and historical universe is contemporary with our own; the neces- 
sity and difficulty, in France, of legitimizing "les textes de femmes" 
(`women's writings') and the danger of ghettoizing or adulating a 
text by a woman writer, because it is such. Contemporary critics 
of Duras also climb a slippery slope because: 
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Duras cuts critics off at the knees. . . . After, before, during, she 
writes at once the book, the commentary and then the text of the 
commentary and the commentary of the text. You're dizzy and 
on your way to madness. You come out of it either by writing 
about it critically, which is a creative way of dealing with it, or by 
mocking it, which seems to me an underrepresented discourse on 
Duras. (Marini 173)7 

Marini cautions against unmediated readings of/with the author, 
in which the text functions as a holding space between author 
and reader, but she is cognizant of the difficulties that face women 
critics in deriding a woman writer, emblem of the mother. Yet, in 
warning against fusional readings-the Kristevan caveat of the 
Durassian text as dangerous because contagious conveyor of sad- 
ness, death, and melancholy, or what James Williams calls "being 
sutured into Durassian pleasure, the pleasure of control and the 
temporary loss of control" ("The Point of No Return" 91)-Marini 
also asks why critics like Kristeva warn us against Duras and not 
Artaud or Bataille, thereby underlining our very need to read like 
feminists. 

Kristeva's advice for reading Duras in her liminary essay in 
the special NRF issue on Duras in March of 1998, is also mindful 
of the inseparability of the political, the personal, and the poeti- 
cal-whether in the reader or in the author. She reminds us of 
Duras's own maxim in L'Amant, that the personal is political,' 
and maintains that Hiroshima, Auschwitz-crises on a cataclys- 
mic level-are indistinguishable in Duras's universe from the 
crisis of estrangement from the mother (as rendered in what 
Kristeva calls Duras's "white rhetoric of the apocalypse" ["The 
Pain of Sorrow" 1381), a personal rift which is in turn inseparable 
from the notion of language as exile: "Transplanting into a wel- 
coming idiom the sense experiences of a foreign land-child- 
hood, passion, other people, other discourses-is a kind of 
transsubstantiation of suffering which confers the same fate on 
exile, translation and writing" ("Une etrangere" 4).9 Kristeva sees 
the translation of pain into writing and reading as both a strength 
and a danger for Durassian readers. 

Patrick Grainville, in the same issue, reiterates Marini's and 
Kristeva's warnings against the dangers of entering Duras's "hold- 
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