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Higgins 451 

supplementary detail, an address, the slightest evidence about the 
life of one person or another. Some had left a trace."' Eventually, 
with Klarsfeld's help, Modiano was able to find photos of Dora and 
her parents, which he describes in detail in Dora Bruder (1997) and 
which appear in the book's English translation.' 

Attempts to recreate the life of a missing person are familiar to 
Modiano's readers: Yvonne in Villa triste (1975), Ingrid in Voyage 

de noces (1990), a father almost everywhere, a mother in La Petite 
Bijou (2001), a series of character sketches in the fifteen brief texts 
of Livret de famille (1977), to name just a few. This last volume spells 
out the typical procedure followed by the various narrators, who 
are all, more or less, stand-ins for Modiano himself: in search of a 
certain Harry Dressel, one seeker's first step is to "gather material 
proof of Henry Dressel's passage through life In the process of his 
investigation, he meets a dog lover and kennel owner who keeps an 
archive of photos and pedigrees, because "He was tormented by the 
thought of all those thousands and thousands of dogs who died in 
total anonymity and without having left the slightest trace:'4 The 
modus operandi resembles that of a detective, but the narrator of 
Dora Bruder, like the others, undertakes a quest that is both intel- 
lectual and affective, and through which he strives both to know and 
to mourn. Inevitably however, at some point documentation fails, the 
trail reaches a dead end, and then, as Harry Dressel's narrator decides, 
"I had no proof, and my dossier was rather thin, but I planned to 
give free rein to my imagination. That would help me find the real 
Dresser' Modiano follows a similar procedure in Dora Bruder, while 
imposing one additional overriding rule, as we shall see. 

My reading of Dora Bruder begins in February 1831, the date 
of Victor Hugo's first preface to Notre-Dame de Paris. Hugo's point 
of departure, and the foundation upon which his novel is built, is 

a single word cut into the stone wall in an obscure corner of one 
of the cathedral's towers. This graffito-the Greek word "ananke," 
variously translated as souffrance, tortures, and fatalite-is described 
as the "stigmata of a crime or of distress branded on the forehead 
of the old churchf The hand that scratched the graffito is long dead 
and forgotten, and as if this evidence were not meager enough, the 
inscription itself has since disappeared as well; the stone has been 
rubbed smooth by time, leaving only a memory. "Thus aside from 
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the fragile memory that this book's author devotes to it, nothing re- 
mains today of the mysterious word engraved on the somber tower 
of Notre Dame. We know nothing about the unknown destiny it 
described with such melancholy."6 Like Klarsfeld's Memorial, Hu- 
go's novel serves as a tribute and monument to that anonymous 
suffering. Unlike Klarsfeld, however, and more like Harry Dressel's 
narrator, Hugo will use imaginative fiction to flesh out the desper- 
ate soul who left it there and tell his story: many pages later, we will 
peek through a door left ajar to watch Claude Fro llo, in the throes 
of psychological and spiritual torment, scratching the mysterious 
word onto the stone. 

Modiano's novels echo Hugo's "nothing remains today" ["Il ne 
reste plus rien aujourd'hui "] again and again, as he too labors to 
stem the tide of disappearing traces. Hugo could have penned what 
Modiano writes about Dora: "It takes time for what has been erased 
to resurface" (Dora 9).' Both have access to historical documents 
and supplement these with a Romantic and topographic (archaeo- 
logical, architectural, cartographic) imagination. And each produces 
his eponymous book as a scriptural monument or memorial, even a 
replacement: Hugo declares that his book will eventually be all that 
remains of the cathedral. The cover of the translated edition of Dora 
Bruder resembles a tombstone. 

Unlike Hugo, however, and following Klarsfeld instead, Modi- 
ano imposes the additional rule of disciplining and channeling his 
impulse to fictionalize: he will not use invention to fill gaps in the 
historical record. To be sure, there is a place for imagination in Dora 
Bruder, but it is carefully circumscribed. Before undertaking this 
book, Modiano had already tried giving Dora's story fictive form 
in Voyage de noces, but there, he realizes he had merely "captured, 
unconsciously, a vague gleam of the truth" (Dora 44).8 The chal- 
lenge he sets himself in Dora Bruder is more rigorous. The narra- 
tor's (and we can safely infer this is Modiano's own) meticulous re- 
search into documents relating to Dora and his tireless treks across 
Paris in her wake aim to assemble her papiers d'identite and restore 
her real etat civil.9 He wants to breathe life into Dora's story without 
putting words in her mouth. And although his quest is motivated 
by multiple losses (the "enfants sans identite" of the Holocaust, but 
also others, including his dead brother and his always elusive, now 
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deceased father), and although like Freud's Dora, she is mute, he 
will not follow Freud's example and invent her motives or otherwise 
explain her. His need to know merges with his equally compelling 
desire to respect the reality of her life and death, forcing him to modi- 
fy his conception of the novel genre and to forge for the novelist a new 
professional ethics-what in French is called a "deontologie"-that 
will bring his project into harmony with his subject. Otherwise, to 
speak in Dora's place might risk entering somehow into league with 
those who invented her in the first place (as a Jew), only to erase her. 

What, then, is a novelist to do when confronted with a dead 
end, when he fails to find even the faintest trace, when there exists 
not even "a single clue, a single witness who might shed light on 
these four months of absence, [which remain] for us, a blank in her 
life" (Dora 73)V0 Modiano tells Klarsfeld that the Holocaust made 
him doubt the power of literature-made him ask whether there 
can be novels after Auschwitz, to paraphrase Theodor Adorno's fa- 
mous question-but at the same time, he is by profession a novelist. 
Although it contains and depends on history, Dora Bruder is not a 
work of historiography. Even Klarsfeld calls the book a novel." The 
question we might ask, then, is not so much whether or not Dora 
Bruder is a novel, but rather, how does Modiano mobilize his skills 
as a novelist in the service of the particular task he has set himself? 
What strategies might make it possible for him to call upon imagi- 
nation while remaining faithful to historical truth? 

Before outlining some of the narrative strategies that might 
accomplish this goal, it is important to understand what exactly is 
at stake. Dora's narrator is literally attempting to prove her exis- 
tence-that is, to establish her legal etat civil. Dora's father, probably 
in an attempt to protect her, avoided mentioning her when he went 
to the local police station in October of 1941, to register himself as 
a Jew, according to the laws of the Vichy government. Modiano suc- 
ceeds in finding Dora's birth certificate, but he fails to find written 
records of her school attendance. He seeks these documents because 
without written traces, Dora quite literally remains an anonymous 
"enfant sans identite." 

An anecdote will illustrate the significance of this within the 
assumptions of French forensic law. A few years ago, my univer- 
sity charged me with establishing an off -campus study program in 
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Paris. In order to do this, I had to apply for the proposed program's 
legal status in relation to the Ministries of Education and Finance. 
The French lawyer with whom I was working to assemble the nec- 
essary documents asked me for copies of my own employment 
contract and my university's articles of incorporation. I laughed 
and explained that the only document I had was an annual letter 
of appointment, and that Dartmouth College was established by a 
Charter, drawn up in 1769 by the College's founders, including the 
legendary Eleazer Wheelock. The good Maitre laughed in his turn, 
and pointed out that this only confirmed his understanding that the 
United States operated on an Anglo-Saxon system of common law, 
based on precedent, in which oral contracts are binding. By con- 
trast, he went on to explain, French law-the Napoleonic Code-is 
written law. And then he summed up: "Si c'est pas &fit, ca n'existe 
pas:' If it's not written, it doesn't exist. 

Whether or not I have succeeded in conveying the legal intri- 
cacies of the situation, the implications of this distinction are im- 
mense. It suffices simply to reverse the proposition to show its rel- 
evance to Dora and Modiano: if it's written, it exists. The newspaper 
notice announcing that she had gone missing, hospital records, her 
father's army enlistment papers, even the numbers on her family's 
apartment building, and ultimately her name on the deportation 
list constitute written proof that she lived and died. Similarly, the 
fragments of letters assembled near the book's conclusion are the 
beginnings of analogous resurrections of other lost citizens. The 
narrator of Dora Bruder is attempting to write Dora into existence, 
along with these others; his book will serve as their identity papers. 

The story our narrator is thus able to patch together is more 
than a biography of BRUDER, Dora (although that would have 
been achievement enough). He writes in order literally to save her 
life, that is, to rescue her from oblivion (from being an "enfant sans 
identite"), and not only in the existential sense but also as a legal 
member of the French (and the human) community. About another 
unidentified woman-the one who occupied the police van with 
the narrator's father, but who turned out not to be Dora Bruder- 
Modiano has this to say: "Were I not here to record it, there would 
be no trace of this unidentified girl's presence [. . .1" (Dora 53).12 

Dora Bruder is thus both a novel and a document with a specific 
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legal status. It is all the more crucial, then, to identify the narrative 
strategies that permit the writer to use the toolbox of the novelist 
while remaining faithful to Dora's historical reality. 

Like several of the New Novelists (with whom most critics 
take pains to avoid comparing him), Modiano constructs his book 
around an absence or a void: Dora herself, and more specifically, her 
fugue. The stakes are high here, and as in many Nouveaux Romans, 
the narrative procedures tell a key part of the story that cannot be 
told thematically, in the process giving us a window into how novels 
work, how they interact with historical realities, what their powers 
are, and their limits." The example that comes most immediately 
to mind is Main Robbe-Grillet's Le Voyeur (1955), where the au- 
thor uses the figure of erasure (which he had already deployed in 
Les Gommes 1953) to convey through its absence the existence of a 
crime that leaves a hole at the center of the story. The missing crime 
erupts transformed in odd places and distorts the narration, creat- 
ing undercurrents, double entendres, and lapses in coherence and 
intelligibility, so that it is only the text's mysterious structures and 
convoluted style that figure and thus betray its secret. Comparing 
the purely fictional Le Voyeur to Dora Bruder is problematic, how- 
ever, because if readers were to focus on the productive power of the 
signifier and on the capacity of language to create meaning, as the 
New Novelists' experimental writing asks us to do, we would run 
the risk of erasing Dora herself by suggesting that she is no more 
than a language effect. While he prowls the streets of Paris in search 
of traces, the narrator of Dora Bruder walks this perilous line. This 
is why he takes such care not to invent. The double emphasis in his 
tale on the methods of his quest and the overdetermined nature of 
the evidence makes the book into a site of negotiation between lan- 
guage and reality and between analytical detection and the psychic 
work of mourning. 

On several occasions, Modiano permits himself to take detours 
through other stories that might elucidate Dora's itinerary, fashion- 
ing a complex intra- and intertextual web that circles around the 
central lacuna. Reconstructing Dora's activities during the first of 
her two "fugues" leads to an abrupt but illuminating allusion to an- 
other "traversee nocturne de Paris," Jean Valjean's escape just ahead 
of Javert's police. Rereading Hugo's Les Miserables leads Dora's nar- 
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