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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Welive in a culture that continues to invest the found object with a particular
magic. Certainly sincethe eraof collage in the early twentieth century, bits and pieces of
debris have acquired a newly revered status as potentid ingredientsin awork of at. A
dray feather caught in the weeds, a snooth stone buffed by the light, a shell fragment
impaled in the sand--these are the grist of memory, narrative, and imagination. Walter
Benjamin, adedicated andyst of modernism and its products, contributes to the object's
enhanced gppedl, as well asto the congtruction of Western childhood, by asserting that
children enjoy a privileged relaionship with modern debris. "They are," he dlaims,
"irresdibly drawn by the detritus generated by building, gardening, housework, tailoring
or carpentry. In waste products they recognize the face that the world of things turns
directly and solely to them.” This scavenged treasure, he continues, is not necessarily used
to imitate the adult world; rather children "bring together, in the artifact produced in play,
meaterids of widdly differing kindsin anew, intuitive relaionship. Children thus produce
their own small world of things within the gregter one” (69).

Benjamin's version of a playful and productive relationship in which the encounter
between child and object unfoldsin the creation of a smal world resonates with the
concepts of certain object relations theorists. Marion Milner, for example, who influenced
D.W. Winnicott's idess about play and crestivity, likens the child's capacity for turning
objects into symbols to the work of the poet. Citing Wordsworth and his "Preface to the
Lyrical Balads' as her authority, Milner surmises that it is the child's tendency to perceive
"the familiar in the unfamiliar™ that lends the work of symbol formation the status of
atigic endeavor. Like Benjamin's musings, Milner's work suggests that, at some early

point in ther lifetimes, individuas wondroudy conjure "their own smdl world of things':



Moments when the origind "poet” in each of us created the outsde world
for us, by finding the familiar in the unfamiliar, are perhaps forgotten by most people; or
else they are guarded in some secret place of memory because they were too much like
vigtations of the gods to be mixed with everyday thinking. ("Role" 87)

It is not surprising to find this quote in D. W. Winnicott's collection of papers
gathered together under the title Playing and Redlity, in which such moments of playful
cregtivity are linked to an unfolding sense of sdf. Winnicott theorizes this sdif as a matter
of process, aweaving together into a"persond pattern” the objects of the outside world
(3). Inthework of both Milner and Winnicott, the infantile illuson that one can author
the universe paradoxicaly lends the self its conviction thet it is both redl and authentic.

Thistheoretica intersection of sdfhood and credtivity yields a playful spacein
which to consder three novels by women, booksin which art and sdf codesce. These
fictiond works gather together a variety of objects and everyday debristo form smal
worlds, reminiscent of the one evoked by Benjamin, patchworks of subjectivity.! This
study undertakes an investigation of the waysin which one version of cregtive process’
coincides with the process of self-creation in Margaret Atwood's Cat's Eye, Colette'sLa

Maison de Claudine, and Monique Wittig's L'Opoponax. Each of these worksisits own

particular rendition of a problemétic genre, the female "Bildungsroman,” or noved of
development, with its coming-of-age themes. In addition to these thematic
preoccupations, however, al three works impress the reader by virtue of the abundant
textud objects that litter their pages with the magicd, narrative apped of Hansel and
Gretel's moonlit crumbs or Oz's yellow brick road. In each of these novels, objects seem
to function as alure, the promise of some fina, yet-to-be-unraveled end, when instead,
ultimately, it is the creation of the game-board pattern that provesto be the god; the fina
amisthework of art.

This accumulation of objects contributes to the modern flavor of these texts,

illugtrating in detail Benjamin's description of the child's creetive encounter with the debris



of everyday life. From this perspective, it can be argued that each of the novelsin ques-
tion should be classfied as a"KUnstlerroman,” a genre that focuses on the protagonist's
journey to creetivity. While Cat's Eye isthe only one of the three novelsin which a
gpecific protagonist explicitly devotes hersdf to an art career, this study seeksto
demondtrate that the function of the object leads to the conclusion that selfhood in dl
three textsis not only a matter of coming of age, but dso amatter of coming to art.

The concomitant treatment of these processesis not new. Drawing on the work of
Charles Taylor, LouisA. Sass, in "The Sdf and Its Vicisstudes," outlines aframework for
an higorical understanding of Western society’s congtruction of the sef. According to this
model, primarily two views of the self have perssted over time since the crises and
transformations of the late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth centuries disrupted the
Arigtotelian view of theworld. From the Aristotelian perspective, humankind derived a
hierarchica sense of place from the outside world, perceived to be a divindy organized
order imbued with harmony and vaue. As scientific discoveries began to formulate and
unlock the secrets of this supposedly ordained exterior perfection, dternativesto the
Aristotelian vision surfaced, dternatives that had to account for amechanical cosmos now
thought to tick according to the laws of cause and effect, a cosmos that was "indifferent”
to humanity's place within it (20-21).

Ultimately, Sass explains, Enlightenment thought reformulates this exterior space
in two different ways. In one verson, the human being losesits privileged hierarchica
niche and is reduced to parity with dl other objects in the exterior world, becoming just
one more concrete entity, equaly subject to scientific investigation. In the works of
Hobbes, Hume, and Bentham, for example, mind is smply another kind of maiter. The
second version, usualy associated with the philosophy of Descartes, renders this exterior
goace as one that is different from the insde space of individua consciousness.
Summarizing Taylor's andyds, Sass points out that while the nature of the outside world



is percelved as determinigtic, the inner redlm isits antithes's, a place where thereisan
absence of congraint, where theindividud is "free to define and control itsdf” (23).

Thislatter verson, which ingsts on a divison between inner saif and outer world,
eventualy yidds two "modern” views of the self that, according to Sass, continue to color
the theories of psychologists and psychoanalysts today. One of these conceptions,
elaborated in Taylor's scheme, is dubbed the "autonomous' view of sdfhood in which the
individua is seen to exercise a"radica freedom” unencumbered by the dictates of either
the naturd or the socid world. It isaviewpoint most frequently associated with the
philosophy of Immanud Kant.

A second undergtanding of the self, called "expressivig,” atenuates the
thoroughgoing separation between insde and outside, between subject/sdlf and
object/world. The halmark of thisvison, then, is connection; and while its roots can be
traced to the "counter-Enlightenment” thought of Vico, it gained its most ample
expresson in thework of the Romantics. Thismodd seeks to overcome a variety of
divisons-between feding, will, imagination, and intellect--opting insteed for avison of
individua wholeness and union with the individud's surroundings. The predominating
metaphor, Sass sresses, isone of "organiciam,” which implies a purposeful unfolding and
ateleologicd endpoint within a greater system of relationship, dthough such an unfolding
may not always be the product of conscious intention (23). Art, then, is not a matter of
imitating the outside world; rether, it isavehicle for sdf-expresson (24). Art and
selfhood tend to overlap as one and the same project.

According to this view of the sdif, there exists within each individud the potentia
for this persond unfolding, but it is an unfolding within the context of connection. This
perspective regjects the radica dichotomy between subject and object that derives from
Cartesian thought. It isinstead a process informed by a harmony or resonance with the
environment that enables the processitsdf. To know the world is not a question of

ordering its objects according to the studied perceptions of an autonomous Consci OUSNESS,



rather, theindividud, or "observer," mus "enter empathicdly into the inner and emotiond
life of the observed” (Sass 24). Thus, the expressivig view of the sdf invests the object
with an important role, that of furnishing a compatible context within which a measure of
empathy obtains. This move, Sass points out, serves to restore a degree of meaning to an
indifferent and mechanigtic world. Sass further emphasizes that, within this perspective,
the unfolding self is placed in peril by any society that, because of its "artificidity” or
"rigidity," fails to accommodeate this organic process (24-25).

Sass goes on to andyze the ways in which these two notions of seifhood continue
to persast in current psychologica and psychoandytic formulations. While he does not
examine object relations theory per se, his gpproach gives ingght into the assumptions that
underlie the work of Milner and Winnicott, aswell as that of Jessica Benjamin, who
elaborates at length on Winnicott's distinction between object relating and object use.
Inasmuch as their conceptions of play, creativity, and selfhood influence this sudy of the
three novelsin question, it may be fruitful to acknowledge some of the historica
underpinnings that inform their theoretica conjectures.

Severd sdlient traits of these theories place their authorsin the expressivist camp.
For example, in the papers gathered together under the title Playing and Redlity, Winnicott
predicates the capacity for both credtivity and authentic selfhood on the individud's ability
to blur the boundaries between the subject and the object. Winnicott posits akind of
gpace, which he refers to as a place of "experiencing,” where the human being's perpetua
task of classifying phenomena as belonging to the interior or exterior world can be
suspended; it is, he suggests, akind of "resting-place for the individual engaged in the
perpetual human task of keeping inner and outer redlity separate yet interrdated” (Rlaying
2). Thisisaplace of illuson and indeterminacy firgt visted by the individud in infancy.
Thanksto aresponsve care giver who provides an environment adequately attuned to the
child's needs, the child can enjoy the impression of having created that outside world when
desire and fulfillment come together as one. As Winnicott putsit, the child experiences



"the illusonthat there is an externd redlity that corresponds to the infant's own capacity
to create” (12).

Thus, in kegping with the expressvig point of view, Winnicott's place of
"experiencing” both reduces the radica separation between interior and exterior and
enadblestheindividud to strike a harmonious resonance, dbelt an illusory one, with the
outsde world. What is more, he accords this space a privileged status, in thet it isthe
perpetuation of this space throughout adulthood that enables the capacity for crestive
endeavor. This understanding echoes the expressivist vison in which self and art overlap,
in which sdf and sdf-crestion coincide:

Thisintermediate area of experience, unchalenged in respect of its belonging to

inner or externd (shared) redlity, congtitutes the greater part of the infant's

experience, and throughout lifeisretained in theintense experiencing that belongs
to theartsand to rdigion and to imaginaive living, and to cregtive scientific

work. (14)

Winnicott's conception of the cresting salf also coincides with the expressvigt view to the
extent that it isan impinging or exigent environment thet blocks or inhibits the unfolding

of thisessentid illuson. In"The Capacity to Be Alone,” Winnicott asserts thet the initid
encounter with this Site of creative experiencing takes place in the presence of areassuring
and protective other. This care giver enables the child to achieve an "unintegrated” dtate
by guaranteeing a safe environment, free from impingement or outsde demands. Itis
under these circumstances that a playful interaction with the environment eventudly leads
to an accumulation of "good internd objects’ through which a sense of integration,
ggnding an "I" with its own internd world, can be achieved. "In this stting,” Winnicott
explans, "the sensation or impulse will fed red and be truly a persond experience” The
protective other isintrojected by the child, making possible an ongoing bief in a"benign
environment" that provides an enduring capacity for play and crestivity, for akind of
"highly satisfactory experience” that isavariety of "ecstasy.” An exigent environment or a



demanding other, who, by contrast, thwarts the unintegrated state, blocks the individud's
perception of persond authenticity and capacity for creativity. Without thisinternaized
sense of the protective other, both the individud's ongoing ability to "fed red™ and the
ability to redlize this ecdtatic experience appear compromised (Maturational 32-35).
Likewise, Milner's exploration of the connections between selfhood and crestivity

in On Not Being Able to Paint addresses the importance of an unimpinging environment:

| had not fully redized thet the restraint of oneswill imposed by authority
could a times fed like athreat to one's whole existence, an attempt to
separate one from the very source of on€'s creetive relation to the world;
and that to give in to thisimposed restraint could at timesfed like the
deepest cowardice and betraya of oneswhole identity. (50)

Thus, to use these theories as part of an interpretive Strategy to andyze the art of
sdf-creation in works by Atwood, Colette and Wittig is to assert the prevaence and
perpetuation of certain aspects of the expressivigt vision in these texts. All three works,
with their intense focus on the object environment, take up the problematics of connection
between subject and object, a connection that reveals both selfhood and crestivity to be a
matter of what Winnicott might term "two-body relationships’ (Maturational 29). Indeed,
this study contemplates the possibility of applying Gerdd J. Gargiulo's assessment of
Winnicott's work to the noves in question; Gargiulo describes Winnicott's thought by
stating: "Human beings...do not have rdationships; they are rlaionships' (142).2 In
addition, these novels dso ingst on the environment's potentia as either obstacle to or
enhancement of the salf's credtive project.

However, to reduce theory and fiction to a reiteration of the expressivist view
would be amisguiding overamplification. Nether renders selfhood soldly as a matter of
an organic unfolding toward some teleologica end point dictated by a predetermined,
innate potentid. While Winnicott's understanding of sfhood may be seen to consst of an
innate "kernd" or "true self" that idedlly develops into a geneticaly predetermined and



unified whole (Marcus and Rosenberg 140-142), this interpretation must dways be
tempered by Winnicott's indstence that this playful self derives from interaction with the
objects it encounters. Given this stipulation, the salf can never be a foregone conclusion.
Rather, it isamatter of process and "ad hoc" negatiation with the outside environment
that must dso have a determining effect.* This rendition of sefhood as an ambiguous or
paradoxica space, one that is neither wholly interior or exterior, resonates with the theme
of self-creetion in al three novels. This study proposes to demongtrate that the subject
represented in each of these works is both determined and determining, a playful entity
that continually engages with the objects a hand. Neither entirely the result of imposed,
pre-existing categories, nor the product of preconceptual, sensory experience, the self-
creating subject accesses a place where these two states--a kind of smultaneous being and
becoming--are sustained. Thus, this sef is never the redlization of a potentia
configuration; it is not an end product that has evolved within the flow of time. Rather it
is a process undertaken within discontinuous space, a matter of repesated individua
interactions within the given context of alarger world that may enhance or diminish this
interchange.

To alarge extent, in these novels, as in Winnicott's theories, cresting is a question
of finding whet is aready there, but finding it for onesdf (Gargiulo 152). The issue of
origins and origindity, asthis study will show, issmply irrdevant. It isingtead a matter of
perpetuating a spontaneous openness to the outsde world, an openness that characterizes
both the object relations theory and the fictional works that come together in this study.
Openness and responsiveness figure prominently in this rendition of self-creation. As
Gargiulo points out, Winnicott is uninterested in formulating a systematized school of
thought that can be applied to human behavior; and, Gargiulo continues, it isthis very
"forgetfulness' of psychologica categories that provides for the kind of innovation that

typifies Winnicott'swork (150). Asa practitioner, Gargiulo states, Winnicott engagesin a



variety of "postic ligening” rather than a diagnogs that relies on psychoandytic rubric
(152).

Likewise in the novels, adimension of forgetfulness comesinto play, and while this
forgetfulness unfolds in a different way in each nove, this phenomenon is consistently
unleashed in the space of "experiencing,” to borrow Winnicott's phrase, a place of non-
integration where subject and object digtinctions are blurred. Thus, the novels explore
varieties of asdfhood that paradoxicaly necessitates aloss of sdf, asif theilluson of
authenticity were most truly discerned when subject and object world appear to mingle. In
Atwood's Cat's Eye, it is the predominating metaphor of the force field that most
frequently summarizes this self-forgetting. As she recounts the formative eventsin her
life, the protagonist-artist repeatedly revedls her attraction to dl that is brilliant. Posting a
loss of sdf from the beginning of the novel, aloss due primarily to the groundless, and
therefore empty, category of femae gender, the main character is perpetudly drawn to the
light of the shiny object, the intellectud brilliance of her brother, the cregtive energies of
her friend Corddlia, or the maignant auraof Mrs. Smeath. Her intense engagement with
these characters ultimatdly resultsin series of vibrant canvases, gathered together in afirst
retrospective of the artist'swork. However, in the end, neither reader nor protagonist is
able to locate anything other than these discontinuous points of light, evidence of an
intense engagement between a creating subject and her object world. The protagonist's
initid despair & this discontinuity is eventually shrugged off with the redlization thet it is
process and playful connection that are centrd to a sense of sdf, rather than some ultimate
product or comprehensive embodiment of the subject.

A variation on the theme of sdf-forgetting is equally gpparent in Coletteés La
Maison de Claudine. This study will argue that the series of vignettes that congtitute this

work are the equivaent of the artist's bright canvasesin Cat's Eye. In other words, they
render in aformd rather than a narrative manner, the discontinuous points of light, the
atifacts that testify to the creative process. While Atwood's story is fragmented by virtue



of its rdiance on flashback, theinitid impresson of narrative discontinuity dissolves asthe
diligent reader pieces together the linear chronology. In Colettes work, however, the
vignettes--like so many paintingsin a retrospective--stand boldly on their own,
unconnected by the convention of the narrative thread. Once again, but with even greater
indgtence, a systematic congtruction of the self has been forgotten in favor of the intense
sudy of the artist's object. Whileit is possible to identify a dimension of the cresting
subject in each of these vignettes, the depicted sdlf is consistently placed in relation to, but
nonetheless overshadowed by, the object, asif there were a confusion between figure and
ground. Asin Atwood'swork, each "canvas" or vignette in this case, manifests its own
vaiety of illumination, rendered by virtue of its brilliant textua surface.

Similarly, in Wittig's novel, the text is srewn with abundant objects which, like a
series of eldetic images, are rendered memorable by virtue of the dengity of description. In
L'Opoponax, however, the author takes a further step away from congtructing a unified or
wholly integrated salf by unhinging the objects from atraditiond narrative. The focus
instead becomes akind of picture production that results from a description of the
characters intense play, a metaphoric engagement with everyday objects that captures, or
doubles, the dynamic of this production process. Theindividud sdf is"forgotten” in the
flow of creative endeavor. What is more, this forgetting is even more apparent when the
notion of a unique protagonist is erased by the novel's focus on collective play.

A textud drategy of saf-forgetting seemsironic or paradoxicd a atime when a
predominantly salf-conscious congtruction of afemae subjectivity persstsasa
contemporary literary concern. Marianne Hirsch notes that novels of development have
become "the most sdlient genre for the literature of socid outsiders, primarily women or
minority groups' ("“The Nove" 300). Lorna Sage identifies the connection between sdf
and text as a dominant theme in recent works by women writers. "The re-birth of
feminism ingoires and/or coincides with a proliferation of first person fictions by women

inventing themsdves aswriters. Or isit the other way around?' (qtd. in Worthington,
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276). The coming-of-age/coming-to-art thematics of the novels examined in this study,
then, reflect the concerns of a broad and ongoing concern, atradition that turns on the
intersection between gender and salfhood. The novesin question here were published at

different historica moments--La Maison de Claudine in 1922; L'Opoponax in 1964; and

Cat's Eye in 1988--yet, as has dready been suggested, they share a number of smilar
approaches and preoccupations.

The degree to which the proliferation of these genres among women writers over
time is the result of actua socid relations, complete with concrete referent, or a discursive
socid congtruct, a product of language, is a complex question that exceeds the boundaries
of these pages. While this essay dedls with works by white women from Western
traditions, Ruth O. Saxton's anthology of articles concerning the construction of girlhood
makes it clear that, while recent fiction explores narrative themes and patterns which
include race, ethnicity, class and sexud orientation, "contemporary literary investigations
into the Girl continue to envision girlhood according to tropes and plots familiar snce the
dawn of noveidtic fiction" (xi).

Someingght into the recurrence of such textua preoccupations might be gained
from Miche Foucault's discusson of "erctics’ in The Uses of Pleasure. Why, he wonders,
is there an abundance of prescriptive texts concerning erotic relations between the free
men and boys of classical Greece in asocia context where there seems to be no specific
proscriptive code concerning sexud behavior? Why this discursive focus, thisintense
textua concern? Foucault responds by isolating a centrd contradiction. In the texts
studied by Foucault, free born men are designated as active sexud players, and it isthis
rolethat is held to be "intringcally honorable and vaorized without question...” (215). As
objects of pleasure, daves were relegated to the passive role by virtue of their socia
position, as were women, who were, moreover, designated as passve by "nature.
However, the position of free born mal e adolescents was more problematic, in that they
were destined to become the future "active” citizens of the state. In other words, how

11
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could a passve love object assume a postion of power and privilege in a society where
male passivity was seen to be nothing short of immora (46-47).> Foucault concludes that
this contradiction gives rise to agood ded of discurgve concern: "When one played the
role of subordinate partner in the game of pleasure relations, one could not be truly
dominant in the game of civic and palitica activity” (220).

Consequently, precriptive texts of the period eaborate socidly viable
performances, including refusal, resstance, flight and escape, that negotiate an acceptable
escape hatch between culturaly clashing polarities of subject and object (224). Moreover,
Foucault astutely points out a pardle between this contradiction, with its concommitant
outpouring of "concern” and the discursive preoccupation with girls virginity, pre-marita
conduct and matrimony in the Christian and modern periods:

No matter what inferior position may have been reserved for them in the
family or in society, there would be an accentuation, a vaorization, of the
"problem™ of women. Their nature, their conduct, the fedings they inspired
or experienced, the permitted or forbidden relationship that one might have
with them were to become themes of reflection, knowledge, andysis, and
prescription. (213)

Given this extrgpolation, it ssems possible to extend Foucault's argument to the
present period, to see the recurring theme of subjectivity among women writers as an
attempt to negotiate an escape hatch between the contradictions that derive from aclash
between gender and selfhood, between the continuing socid congtruction of women as
objects and the persastent liberd and feminigt assertions, which derive from the Enlighten-
ment's articulation of individua rights, and champion women's agency.

With the ingghts of object relations theory regarding play and credtivity, this essay,
then, proposes to examine these three novels as narrative Strategies thet locate the sdf ina
space between the poles of subject and object. In doing o, it draws on the possibilities of
a hypothetica space where a blurring between these contradictory positions can be
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sustained and explored. Of course, this choice draws with it some assumptions that
inform this theoretical perspective, assumptions that need to be addressed and clarified.

As pointed out earlier, Winnicott's work can be seen to affirm a fundamenta
"kernd" of subjectivity that is encompassed within the individua's capacity for creetive
play, play that is vita to achieving authentic sefhood. In this way, these concepts appear
to contribute to the definition of an essentid core that grounds a universal human nature.
What is more, these assumptions resonate with certain feminist formulations concerning
the sdf, effortsin the Anglo-American tradition of the 1970's and 80's, that envison re-
trieving a core sdf, a sdf diverted from its true nature by obscuring patriarcha con-
gructions of femininity. Selfhood is consequently projected as a process of recovery that
can be achieved by dripping away fdse layers until an authentic self emerges untainted.
One of the clear drawbacks of this gpproach isthe intimation that there exists a normative
"femining" slf (Grimshaw 101-102), onethat is not only fashioned in opposition to

patriarchy's object, but is dso tinged with the implication that it condtitutes a natural and
universd feminine core.

In contragt, this study turns away from the assertion that the version of subjectivity
explored in these chapters has universal implications that extend beyond the individua
textsat hand. It isSmply one interpretive strategy among many, one that uses object
relaions theory as a promising toolbox for reading specific narrétives, stories that
approach the object world in aparticular way. In addition, it is helpful to bear in mind that
the notion of authenticity here, in both theory and text, is clearly and paradoxicaly
illusory. It is one where the perception of creating both salf and world baances tenuoudy
on the thin edge of the ludic "asif" principle, bounded on one side by internd dream and
by externd redity on the other. Findly, while dl three novels, as books that return to the
content of childhood, gppear to condtitute missions of recovery--attempts to locate a self
that reaches beyond the unique category of gender--this study proposes that each
ultimately congtitutes an intense quest for process rather than product.
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This investigation shares a number of concerns with Kathi Weeks's Condtituting
Feminig Subjects, which aso seeks an understanding of subjectivity that does not rely on

some notion of ether a"natura core" or an "authentic humanity.” While acknowledging
the various critiques that have focused on humanig, essentidist, and determinist
conceptions of the subject, she nonetheless hopes to retain the subject's capacity for
agency (1). Shedso strivesto step asde from participation in the modernist-
postmodernist opposition, an orientation that would obligate a choice between a
reworking of the humanist subject or an dimination of the subject dtogether. Instead,
Weeks proposes the strategy of drawing selectively, in toolbox fashion, on earlier,
modernist conceptions--in her case, on feminist standpoint theory--in order to adapt useful
elements to ongoing concerns.

One move made by Weeks, in order to provide for the subject's agency, involves
an explication of Nietzsche's eternd return, which she reads through the lens of Gilles
Deeuzesinterpretation of Nietzscheswork. The eternd return, she explains, is separated
into two moments. Inthefird, "...we are presented with the determined, constituted
quality of our identity." The second moment consstsin aredization that "...we must ‘will
the past’," an act that involves choice. Weeks continues: "It is not the eterna return of
the same that Nietzsche invites usto affirm. The eternd return isinstead a selective
principle; it teaches us to salect those aspects that are the product of an active will and
thus condtitutive of alife-affirming stance...." To daborate, she quotes Deleuze's
Nietzsche and Philosophy, in which he asserts that, through such an affirmation, one does

not assume the repongbility for what is; rather, it is"to release, to set free what lives™

Thus, according to Deleuze, the eternd return entails "not affirmation as acceptance, but
as cregtion” (gtd. in Weeks, 41). This reading, Weeks points out, views this affirmation,
this expresson of thewill to power, asa"credtive, evduative will" with the posshility of
both accepting and rgecting dements of one's determined existence (41). Consequently,
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she concludes, it is possible to understand the will to power as "awill to create the sdf
and the world" (46).

The point of thisbrief digressonisto show aparald between Weekss efforts to
formulate afeminist subjectivity that provides for agency and this project, which views
subjectivity through a different theoretica glass, but one that casts a decidedly smilar hue.
Read in light of object relations theory, the salf-creating subjects of these novels confront
the determined and gender-laden objects of their environments with a sense of selective
affirmation which is not an act of resigned acceptance; neither isit Smply areactive
negation, which isto say, an affirmation of what the object is not. Instead, embraced
objects condtitute a paradoxicaly shifting ground that isther art, atemporary treasure to
be increased, reiterated, re-fashioned, dismissed, or smply forgotten in the flood of new
contingencies. To borrow from Weekss reading of Nietzsche via Deleuze, one might say
that these subjects seek an accommodation between being and becoming.

However, while this study stresses a shared preoccupation with subject-object
relationshipsin dl three novels, these encounters run the gamut from the intrasubjective to
the intersubjective. The use of these terms here derives from Winnicott's distinction
between object relating and object use, a distinction explored at length in the theories of
psychoanadyst Jessica Benjamin. An intrasubjective approach to the object is closdy
linked to the phenomenon of "projective identification” where the object seemsto
"embody part of sef" (Benjamin, "Shadow" 91). This study suggests that Elaine Ridey,
the main character of Cat's Eye, ultimately remains within the intrasubjective redm. While
asachild she discovers the ddlight of creetive play through her engagement with brilliant
everyday objects, her ability to sustain a credtive "two-body relaionship” is undermined by
the problematic of gender. The ensuing "two-body" difficulties are explored through
Elaings reaionship to her "twin," her childhood friend Cordelia The promise of cregtive
play between them is often reduced to a sheer power struggle between subject and object
with Elaine and Corddia dternating between the roles of victim and victimizer. Inthe



end, the conflict can only be resolved through a gesture of empathy, amove that relies on
perceiving sameness in the other. From the perspective of Benjamin's theories, then,
Corddiais neither truly other, nor is she asubject in her own right. Elaine's empathy can
be read as aform of guilt, or to borrow from Benjamin, as "a projection of one's own
injured narcisssm on to the other” (" Shadow" 98). Atwood's novel concludes with the
intimation of a different kind of “two-body" raionship, but it is one that remains
unredized within the narretive.

Less programmatic than Atwood's novd in its treatment of subject-object

relaions, La Maison de Claudine imagines a middle ground between the intra- and

intersubjective conceptions of thisdyad. While both novels share the narrative Strategy of
the backward glance or retrospective, Colette opts for a series of vignettes rather than a
continuous narrétive that might invest these parts with the promise of agrester unified
meaning. The house, or metgphorica safe space of credtive play, sandsin contrast to
Atwood's version of this space as a dangerous but exciting edge that implies faling or
fdling gpart. While the protagonist's mother, Sido, features as a predominant character in
the vignettes, she dso serves as a boundary figure, a present absence, that guarantees the
extension and perpetuation of safe creative space. Thus the frudirating antithes's between
subject and object in Cat's Eye, articulated as a power relationship, is configured
differently in La Maison de Claudine. Typically, Jessica Benjamin assarts, selfhood has

been understood as a picture in which "relaionship is the ground and separation is the

figure' (Bonds 25). However, in Colette's novel, separation between subject-daughter and

object-mother isinterminably postponed. | would argue that, as Winnicott proposes,
"separation is avoided by thefilling in of the potentid space with cregtive playing, with the
use of symbols, and with dl that eventudly adds up to aculturd life" (Flaying 109). Thus
each vignette has the quality of a canvas, a space that has been filled with symbols and
artifacts of creative play that forever defer separation. As symbolsin trangitiona space,
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then, they share the amibiguous Satus of the trangtiond object. They are neither entirely
projections of the sdf, nor incorporations of the outside world, but paradoxicaly both.

In contrast to the other two works, L'Opoponax embraces self-cregtionin a
decidedly intersubjective dimension. The notion of intersubjectivity, asit is eaborated in
the work of psychoandyst Jessica Benjamin, involves relationship between two equa
subjects with the capacity to recognize one another as such, rather than relationship
between subject and object, a binary that of necessity implies the dominance of one
dement.® In L'Opoponax, Catherine Legrand achieves a sense of her creating sdif through
her rdationship, both playful and erotic, with her classmate Vaerie Borge. Within their
shared arena of language and poetry, Catherine Legrand discovers she can do more than
samply incorporate and then replicate the found objects presented by her culture--in this
case, the revered and anthologized works of the patriarcha canon. By gathering, cutting
goart, and refashioning her trove of cultural debris, the aspiring author arrives a a unique
collage that both isand is not her own crestion.

It might be argued that the lesbian relationship is the keystone that enables the
condruction of an intersubjective story. While one might view the protagonists of the
other novels as smply turning away from the issue of explicit sexudity to explore other,
athough frequently tangentia themes, one might also conclude that Catherine Legrand is
the only protagonist who attains the status of afully desiring subject. By the same token,
it might also be suggested that the intersubjective dimension of L'Opoponax prevents the
story of the leshian couple from retracing the active subject/passive love object pattern
that is characteritic of the heterosexua plot.” One need not resolve this chicken-and-egg
argument to gppreciate that L'Opoponax explores avariety of subjectivity that Atwood
can only intimate in her nove's conclusion.



END NOTES

While it might be argued that the modern art of collage tends to flatten meaning,
caling attention instead to the objects surfaces or forma properties, one might
aso assart that collage can potentidly invest its objects with new meaning. |
suggest that the novesin this sudy at times reduce and at other times expand or
adter the meanings of their textud debris. Part of the pleasure of these works,
then, consigts in discovering and enjoying the tenson sustained between these
different trestments.

The concepts of play and crestivity proffered by object relations theorists share the
field with competing theories. The notion of crestive process has been congtructed
in awide variety of ways over time. The Credtivity Question, edited by Albert
Rothenberg and Carl R. Hausman, which anthologizes a number of differing
gpproaches to cregtivity--ranging from Greek philosophy to modern empirica
sudies-clearly illustrates this abundance.

Caral Gilligan's examination of women's mora development, discussed in her
book,_In a Different Voice, has been indrumenta in encouraging the understanding
that women are more likely than men to give priority to sustaining interpersona
connections rather than to asserting universa principles when they make ethica
choices. Her work standsin contrast to Lawrence Kohlberg's stages of moral
development, which rank the process of making ethical decisions based on
interpersond terms as hierarchicdly inferior to those that draw primarily on
generd mord principles. Gilligan concludes that such socialy-determined
variationsin decison-making criteria between men and women are a matter of
difference, rather than one of hierarchica mora sophidtication that implies inferior
mord development in women. In brief, Gilligan's research hasled to the
conclusion that afemae saf isonethat is based on relationship.

While Gilligan's work associates women's socidization in a particular cultural
context with an ensuing emphasis on maintaining connections, this sudy
gpproaches connection from a different perspective, that of object relations. Itis
not asserted here that salf-creation through relationship is the unique purview of
women. However, neither doesit find Gilligan's theories wholly incompatible with
some of its arguments. To explore connection in these novels through the lens of
Gilligan'swork might yidld interesting results

Indeed, as | show in the chapter devoted to L'Opoponax, examined dongside the
companion piece of Jessica Benjamin's recent theories, object relations provides for
the possibility of a sustained, athough attenuated, notion of agency in responseto
the "prison house' view of the thoroughly constructed postmodern subject.

In The Use of Pleasure, Foucault anayzes the Greek concept of the "aphrodisia,”
which he defines as "the acts, gestures and contacts that produce a certain form of
pleasure’ (40). He specifies. "For aman, excess and passvity were the two main
forms of immordity in the practice of the ‘aphrodisa” (47).
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In Sacrifidid Logics, Allison Weir critiques Benjamin's version of intersubjectivity,
assarting that Benjamin's formulation of mutual recognition is "unmediated.” Such
intersubjectivity is ameatter of what Benjamin cdls "emotiond attunement,” an
interaction initidly experienced between mother and child that consgs of a
gpontaneous awareness of shared emotion or feding. Weir goes on to object that
Benjamin's understanding of mutud recognition is redtricted to the affective
domain (75).

Without ng the merits or weaknesses of Weir's argument, | hope to point
out in this study that, by reading Benjamin's work in tandem with Wittig's fiction,
one can see that mutua recognition can be atenuous game involving the
negotiation of a battery of shared symbols that are the substance of mediation
between equd subjects. What is more, the arena of shared symbolsin Wittig's
novel is a ste where boundaries between the cognitive, affective and erotic
domains are gppedingly blurred.

In Heterosexual Plots and Leshian Narratives, Marilyn Farwell points out the
difficulties of combining the qualities of agency and desire in afemae protagoni<t,
udng the film Aliens and its heroine Ripley asacasein point: "The film refuses
Ripley alove affair because that would immediately position her as the object of
desire, againgt which the character would have to struggle to maintain her
autonomy” (58).




CHAPTER 2

THE ART OF SELF-CREATION IN MARGARET ATWOOD'SCAT'SEYE

"l have made something of mysdlf, something or other, after dl.” Painter Elaine
Ridey, protagonist of Margaret Atwood's novel Cat's Eye, draws this conclusion as she
contemplates a flyer announcing the first retrospective of her work (20). Theflyer, posted
on the fence of ademoalition Site, includes her photograph to which some passerby has
added amougtache. Her assessment aludesto a process of sdf-cregtion, whileitsirony,
aong with the flyer's dtered representation of the artist, seemsto problematize that very
process. Cora Howells, who views the nove as"Atwood's verson of life-writing in the
femining" (204), reads the defacement as characteritic of the "inherent ingtability” and
"incompleteness' of the "narrating subject” (216).! Indeed, Howells andysis speaks to the
deprecating tone of the artist's remark, atone that subverts the satisfaction and repleteness
associated with the dream of the salf-made man. Atwood's rendering of the self-made
individua invites a closer |ook.

The flyer, in fact, accords Elaine's success a somewhat dubious public recognition.
The flyer refersto her by her last name only--"like a boy"--she notes, while the moustache
prompts her to remember her own similar acts of defacement, where adding a moustache
derived from "the desire to ridicule, to deflate, and the feding of power” (20). However,
from her mid-life perspective, Elaine now sees the benefits of the moustache as "disguise”
one of a series the protagonist will assume throughout the novel. At present, dressedina
pastel sweatsuit, sheis hoping to hide her painter's identity as she heads for the gdlery
where her retrospective will take place. Perhaps she will be taken for "a housewife, a

tourist, someone window-shopping” (19), rather than an artist whose self/creetion will be
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closdy scrutinized and judged. If the flyer proffers socid recognition of Elaine's satus as
subject, that version is only another disguise, as the added moustache seemsto suggest. It
ismerely "aface worth defacing,” afront that masks the disintegration, the demoalition

ste behind the fence (20). A different, more elaborate and authentic version of
subjectivity--the "something or other” contained in the protagonist's remarks--dudes this
public representation.

AsaKunglerroman, or novel of development in which the protagonist's growth
involves the grasp of hisor her "creetive misson” (Holman and Harman 265), Cat's Eye
invites the reader to focus on the act of sdlf-creation. Toronto, where the protagonist's
retrospective will take place, isaso asite of childhood events, therefore, place provokes a
different kind of retrogpective that involves a plunge into memory. One of Elaine's earliest
flashbacks recals her nomadic existence when her entomologist father traveled through
the Canadian bush, family in tow, in order to pursue his research. She remembers sitting
in the rear seet--with the baggage--staring ahead at the shapes of the other family
members. father, mother, and older brother Stephen, who is obliged to St in the front
because he gets carsick. Her position suggests the dilemma of the daughter, who is
typicaly left out of the traditiona family romance and is consequently without a ready-
made story of her own.? Thefirst picture taken with her Brownie box-camerais not taken
by Elaine rather it isapicture of Elaine taken in front of ablank white motel door bearing
the number nine, an image that coincides with anonymity and the blank page. Whet is
more, the number nine proves prophetic. It resonates with the repressed memory of her
ninth birthday, atime when her Toronto playmate, Corddlia, succeeded in convincing
Elanetha she was "nothing.”

Elaines girlhood gpprenticeship does not begin in earnest until her family movesto
Toronto. During the family's travels up north, Elaine comes under the tutelage of her
brother Stephen, who teaches her to skip stones, to play war and to see in the dark.
Dressed in her brother's hand-me-downs, she learns more about being a boy than a girl,
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athough in mogt of their contests Elaine rdaes that sheis"more like an audience' than an
equal participant (68).

Consequently, when she moves to the city, Elaine knows very little about the
behavior of girls. Sheistaken in hand by Corddia and two other girl companions who
persecute her, intimating that her ignorance qudifies her asadisgrace and amidfit. The
persecution culminatesin a sense of lost seifhood with which the protagonist is compelled
to grapple by means of her art.

According to Stephen Ahern's reading of the novel, Elaine arrivesin Toronto as
something of "aculturd tabula rasa,”" because, he asserts, Elaine's experiencesin the bush
coincide with a "traditional romantic discourse of nature equaing innocence’ (9). This
interpretation is supported by details highlighted above, such asthe absence of a
daughter's story and the white motel door. However, the seemingly innocent and so-
cdled natura environment is belied by Elaine's clothes, activities and lack of agency, al of
which bear the unmistakable mark of gender.* What ismore, if Elaine arrivesin the city
with a not dtogether blank canvas, the surfaces on which she must eventudly paint are
complicated by her fedings of nothingness. These are best illustrated by the black hole--
remembered as a"black square” or "door"--into which Elaineis thrown by her little girl
playmates during a game of make-believe in which Elaine is assgned the role of a behead-
ed Mary Queen of Scots. Ultimately, her expression of selfhood must aternate between
the intensities of both light and dark.

The quest for selfhood is a centrd theme in many an Atwood novel and was identi-

fied by critics asamagor concern early on in Atwood's career (Piercy 53; Rubengtein 259).

Subjectivity for Atwood lies somewhere beyond the realm of victimhood, outside of what
she cdlsthe "basic game' of "Victor/Victim." In her 1972 work of criticism entitled
Survivd. A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature, Atwood deemsthis dynamic

characterigtic of Canada's artistic production (36-39). While readers may differ with
Atwood's perception of collective victimhood in Canadian texts, Marge Piercy argues that
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Survivd provides useful ingghtsinto Atwood's own work (53). In Survivd, Atwood
identifies four "Basic Victim Postions' in Canadian literature of which only one provides
any ecape from the vicious victor/victim cirde; it isthe pogtion of the "cregtive non-
vidim'":
In Position Four, creetive activity of al kinds becomes possble. Energy is
no longer being suppressed (as in Posgition One) or used up for
displacement of the cause, or for passing your victimization dong to others
(Man kicks Child, Child kicks Dog) as in Position Two; nor isit being used
for the dynamic anger of Position Three. And you are able to accept your

own experience for what it is, rather than having to digtort it to make it

correspond to others versions of it (particularly those of your oppressors).

In Pogition Four, Victor/Victim games are obsolete. 'Y ou don't even have
to concentrate on rejecting the role of Victim, because the role is no longer
atemptation for you. (38-39).
Despite this promising formulation, the depiction of most artists and writersin
Canadian works, Atwood asserts, is characterized by a pardyzed cregtivity. And what of
Atwood's own work? For Fiercy, the main characters of Atwood's first two novels sharea

narrative pattern: "In both The Edible Woman and Surfacing, the protagonist is awoman

who becomes aware she has lost her identity--her self--who comes to experience herself as
victim, and findly to rgect that date' (54). Unfortunady, Piercy laments, Atwood seems
unable to step beyond the "rhetoric” of Survivd to give the reader a " credtive non-victim”
who could trandate theory into action (65).*

In Cat's Eye, however, Atwood appears to grapple directly with the problems of a
creating and created sdif that seeks to reach beyond a scenario of victimhood. Thisfocus
reflects the historica context in which Atwood began her writing career, the 1960's, a
period in Canada that was characterized both by a'"new nationalism and by an increasing



"feminine consciousness' (Djwa 16).> Today Atwood's work "invites a combined feminist
and postcolonid approach,” according to Diana Brydon, who defines agency as "the
cregtion of an active role beyond victimhood," aformulation reminiscent of Atwood's
"cregtive non-victim" (49).

Donna Bennett and Nathalie Cooke aso point to the intersection of Canadian
nationalism and feminism in Atwood's work, sgnaling that both tendencies have felt
compeled "to congtruct themsdlves out of alarger culture in which they fdt invisble"

(33). Bennett and Cooke elaborate on this process which, they state, includes afriction
between gppearance and authenticity, and a consequent "unnaming” and reinvention of the
world. According to these scholars, this passage from Atwood's poetry collection The
Cirde Game, illudrates the act of reinvention in this author's work:

Taking was difficult. Instead

we gathered coloured pebbles

from the places on the beach

where they occurred.

They were sea-smoothed, sea-completed.
They enclosed what they intended

to mean in shapes

as random and necessary

as the shapes of words

and when findly
we spoke
the sounds of our voices fdl

intothear dngle and
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solid and rounded and redlly
there ("Some Objects of Wood and Stone" 61)

This poem evokes a crestive act that begins with the objects at hand, objects that
are saturated with language and meaning, laden with promise and potentia. Their
selection isameatter of chance, but it is aso determined in some unspecified way--perhaps
by space and time. In addition, they are connected to alanguage that fdls on the side of
authenticity rather than appearance, because "the sounds' that result from their discovery
are"redly there” In short, the poem gives the reader an approach to the process of self-
creation in Atwood's later work. Moreover, the "coloured pebbles’ strewn on the beach
announce the objects that litter the surface of Atwood'stext. The number of objects the
reeder finds lying about in Cat's Eye is striking; the novd is both trash hegp and treasure
trove conjured by Elaines plunge into memory. Objects that are buried in layers of time
float to the surface like so much flotsam. Thoughts of her early nomadic childhood call
forth roadside wild flowers, the caterpillars her father shook from the trees--"blue striped,
and velvety and cooal, like the muzzles of dogs'--and the grey fdt hat that kept the insects
out of hishair. Images of gas pumps float up to consciousness, "human-sized, with round
discs on top, lit up like pale moons or haloes minus the head. On each discisashel or a
dar, an orange maple lesf, awhiterose" The dcohol used for preserving the specimens,
with its smell of "white ename basins," evokes the scent of the stars. They are "cold and
white and sharp, | think they must smell like that" (22-23).

The family's move to Toronto precipitated by her father's career change from field-
researcher to university professor provokes a new accumulation. The objectsin the
Zoology Building, themselves organized into layers according to floor, pile up over
severd pages "jarsfull of dead lizards or pickled ox eyebdls'; "acement pool filled with
thick-looking greenish water in which large turtles st and blink or clamber ponderoudy up
onto the rocks'; "acage full of gigantic African cockroaches, white-coloured and so

poisonous that their kegper has to gas them to make them unconscious every time he



opensthe cage" (35). Objects begin to fill the family's newly acquired dthough spare and
unfinished bunga ow--stove, refrigerator, and card-table.

A different clutter of remembered objects is acquired by virtue of Elaine's
friendships with other little girls, relationships that were once impossible because of her al
too brief gintsin public schools. Because Elaine lacks familiarity with the discourses of
girlhood and domesticity, the names of these objects strike her as extraordinary. Her
companion, Carol Campbell, introduces Elaine to pageboys and chintz, aterm that strikes
neophyte Elaine as more appropriate for a crayfish, or one of the outer space diens
invented by her brother. Equaly strange is the designation used for matching sweaters
cdled "twin sets™" aname that Elaine finds particularly disgppointing because it has
nothing to do with twins. Itisasif Elaine has moved from awilderness world of
metonymy to an urban domain of metaphor. Moreover, Carol treats these domestic
objects with a curious veneration, taking Elaine on atour of her house "as if it'sa museum,
asif she persondly has collected everything init* (51).

Elaine learnsthat girlhood (of adigtinctively white, Protestant, middle class
variety) is closdy tied to the act of accumulation. She discovers how to play at being a
girl. Her mentorsinclude Carol and Grace Smeath, who show her how to cut pictures of
household items from an old Eatons Catalogue and paste them into scrapbooks next to
figures of women representing the proud owners of these objects. Elaine deemsthis game
"tiring," recdling the effort of packing and unpacking that her previous nomadic existence
required. However, for Elaines companions, who envison their pasted "ladies’ in single-
family dwdllings, there is no end to acquidtion. "They can add more and more, Stuff the
pages of their scrapbooks with dining room suites, beds, stacks of towels, one set of
dishes after another, and think nothing of it" (54).

There are the gendered collections of boyhood as well. Once in Toronto, brother
Stephen builds a considerable stash of comic books under his bed. Elaine remembers
Stephen as a perpetud collector. He scavenges milk-bottle tops, pop-bottle tops, licence
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plate Sghtings, and butterfly sghtings. For Elaine, Stephen’'s most sgnificant collection is

ajar full of hismogt prized marbles which he buries in the ravine dong with atreasure

map, buried separately, that revedsthe jar's location.

The succeeding years superimpose additiona layers. Elaines sudiesin Art and

Archaeology--atdling combination of creation and excavation--contribute new images to

the increasing debris. Doric, lonic, and Corinthian columns, Greek and Roman satues

with their missing body parts. A second semester adds new madonnas, contorted saints

and more:

Biblicd subjectstilt towards violence: Judith cutting off the head of
Holofernesis now popular. There are alot more classical gods and
goddesses. There are wars, fights and daughter, as before, but more
confused and with intertwined arms and legs. There are till portraits of
rich people, dthough in darker clothing.

Aswe run through the centuries, new things appear: ships by
themsalves, animals by themsalves, such as dogs and horses. Peasants by
themsalves. Landscapes, with or without houses. Flowers by themselves,
plates of fruit and cuts of mest, with or without lobsters. Lobstersarea
favorite, because of the colour.

Naked women.

Thereis considerable overlap: a naked goddess wreathed in
flowers, with a couple of dogs standing by; biblica people with or without
clothes, plus or minus animdls, trees, and ships. Rich people pretending to
be gods and goddesses. Fruit and daughters are not usualy combined, nor
are gods and peasants. (325-326)

The narrator's styligtic rendering of art history emulates the substance of the rubble

heap, with its confusion of disntegrating categories. Likewise, Toronto, the novd's
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Setting, becomes an excavation Site, where layers of glitz, fashionable boutiques, and chic
retro décor thinly mask the said city of Elaine's childhood.

For Atwood, archaeological projects are part of the Canadian literary landscape;
and while she admits there is nothing very new about rummaging around in the past to find
onés roots, what authors do with the objects found there will sgnificantly vary. In
Survivd, Atwood points out that the nature of Canadian history imposes certain limitson
the artifacts, ating that "\When you've gone through a thin topsoil of immediate
ancedtors, what you hit will not be Richard the Third or the American or French Revolu
tions..." (112-113). Instead, Canadian authors have discovered tales of suffering settlers
and failed explorers, in other words, tales of victimhood. From the perspective, then, of
Atwood's own critical work, the archaeologica project in Cat's Eye appears to militate
agang its canonicd tradition. In Cat's Eye, the "thin topsoil” istransformed into arich,
multicolored, and illuminated treasure, a precious source of materia for the project of sdlf-
cregtion. Found objects enfold, not smply tales of victimhood, but aso stories about
discovered authenticity, growth, and success. This reading provides insght into Atwood's

choice of aquote from Stephen W. Hawking's A Brief History of Time which precedes the

novel'stext: "Why do we remember the past, and not the future?' Both dimensions are
collgpsed into the nove's objects which encompass both a history and avison of thingsto
come.

The accumulation of textud objectsin Cat's Eye is not uncharacterigtic of
Atwood's prose. In Margaret Atwood: A Feminig Poetics, Frank Davey calls attention to

the wordiness, or "verba wastefulness' in the author's novels. He argues that such
gyligtic abundance may signd that "words belong to the surface world of manipulated and
rationalized experience," a surface that obscures deeper "redlities that are best
communicated in code, in gestures rather than articulations of language” (76).

Indeed, Atwood's rubble hegp stands in opposition to rationaly organized
categories and collections. This obscured "underground” requires aternative modes of
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expression, and the pursuit of such forms congtitutes an important focus of Atwood's
fiction aswell as her poetry. According to Davey, Atwood's poetic "oeuvre' seemsto
protest againgt alanguage of rationd generdities that "empties the Sgnified of its history
and particularity....” However, restored context and specificity isonly part of the project.
Davey asserts that Atwood's poems disrupt the logic of chronologica time, proposing
indead atime that is not measured, but rather "fluid, metamorphic, multiple, without
tempora landmarks, in mation but not systematicaly in motion.” The result is a poetry
that is"gesturd” and "gphoridic”; it is alanguage that appears to solicit the aid of other
arts, "mime or one of the plastic arts' (52-54).

Thetextud objectsin Cat's Eye, then, seem asummary of multiple pursuits. Each
isacapsule of collapsed time enfolding both a present and a future; each restores history
and specificity to a particular femae subject, and consequently disrupts the generd
category of femae object. Finaly, each sdected object finds aternative expressonin a
painting by Elaine Ridey, mediated by a description of the painting and its history. The
novel, in fact, aternates between what Howells terms a"doubled narrative’ composed of a
"'discursve memoir verson” and a"figurd' verson presented through her paintings
(204).

This"figural verson” refersto Elaine's descriptions of her canvases, descriptions
inserted at various pointsin the coming-of-age story. Narrative aone, or what Elaine cdls
"the imprecision of words' (3), seems inadequate to the task at hand. For example, the
atig setsforth the details of a sx-pand series aout her mother. Thefirst pand isa
redidtic, colored pencil rendering; the second, a collage of magazine illugtrationsin "rancid
greens and faded blues and dirty-looking pinks" The next pand is "white on white, the
raised parts pipe-cleaners contoured side by side and glued onto a white cloth-covered
backing. Reading across from Ieft to right it looked asif my mother was dowly dis-
solving, from red lifeinto Babylonian bas-rdief shadow" (150). The lower pands
proceed in the opposite sense, from pipe-cleaners, to collage, and findly to redigtic
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representation. "You could read it as a materidization, out of the white pipe-cleaner mist
into the solid light of day,” Elaine explains, adding:
| made thisright after she died. | suppose | wanted to bring her back to
life. | suppose | wanted her timeless, though there is no such thing on
earth. These pictures of her, like everything ese, are drenched in time.
(151)
Language somehow fdls short of the task, and reaches for an eusive visua demernt,
seeking a complement, a means of attaining the unsayable by gesturing toward illustration.

The accumulation of objectsin thisnovel is aso addressed by J. Brooks Bouson,
who cites Alberto Mangud's description of the textud rubble as "an atticful of
memorabilia or "an anthropologica catalogue of the evolution of Toronto's tribal
customs from the forties to the eighties’ (qtd. 160). Bouson, however, reads the massive
detall asaform of defense againg the painful memories of girlhood, whose narrative is
"embedded" within copious documentation (160). While this assessment has merit, it
gives only apartid understanding of the object's role, underscoring its negative function as
obstacle or impediment. However, as this study seeks to demondirate, the relationship
between subject and object world aso condtitutes a promising site of cregtive play and
sdf-redization.

Philosophers and researchers who investigate credtivity have traditionally focused
on agent, process and product (Rothenberg and Hausman 6). While al these components
are essentia features of the protagonist's work, Cat's Eye invites readers to examine the
place of self-creation, what object relations theorist D.W. Winnicott designates as a
"potentid space’ between one's inner psychic world and externd redity (PFlaying 41), a
borderland between ingde and outside. In Cat's Eye, it is apreoccupation with this very
edge between the "me" and the "not-me" that conjures forth objects from Elaine's past.
For example, her arrivd in Toronto for the retrospective revives an old habit: "I've sarted
to chew my fingersagain. Thereésblood, ataste | remember. It tastes of orange
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popsicles, penny gumballs, red licorice, gnawed hair, dirty ice" (9). Theragged
fingernails, arecurring motif in much of Atwood'sfiction, form a blurred boundary, at
once frightening and richly evoceative, asource of literdly raw materidsfor cregting a
sense of Hf.°

The use to which Elaine puts sdected objects can be daborated in light of
Winnicott's theories concerning trangtiond objects. Winnicott posits an initid illusion of
oneness between mother and child: "Psychologicaly the infant takes from a breast that is
part of theinfant, and the mother gives milk to an infant that is part of hersdf* (Playing
12). This perception, however, does not endure as the child learns to distinguish between
sdf and externd world. Winnicott suggests that the passage to anew perception is
accomplished by means of a"trandtiond object,” which congtitutes both the child's first
"symbol," aswell as hisor her "first experience of play” (Playing 96).

The trangtiona object functions as a symbol of the mother (or "some part-object,
such asthe breast”) that staves off anxiety during periods of separation between mother
and infant. However, just asimportant as its symbolic satusis the fact that it belongsto
externa redity; Winnicott specifies that the object is not internaized as amental concept,
but rather it is apossession to be forgotten or discarded when the field of play expandsto
wider cultura experience. In short, the trangtiond object occupies a space in-between; it
is neither wholly insde nor completely outside, neither completdy within the child's
meagica control, nor totaly without in aremote and uncontrollable world. It exigsin the
gpace of aplayful illuson that replaces the initid illuson of oneness.

What is more, the nature of the illuson--which, for Winnicott, expands to
encompass the rems of art and religion in adult life--must remain unchdlenged. To
question whether the object originates from the subjective or objective world would be
ingppropriate and misplaced and would ultimately destroy the game. On the other hand,
to impose the illuson on others as objective redity would congtitute madness (Playing 4-

12). The precarious business of negatiating the insde and outside worlds is never



finished; Winnicott assumestha "...no human being is free from the strain of reaing inner
and outer redity, and that rdlief from this strain is provided by an intermediate area of
experience....Thisintermediate areais in direct continuity with the area of the smdl child
whois'lod' in play" (Rlaying 13).

Winnicott's discusson of play aso hypothesizes an interaction between child and
environment that leads to a moment of ecstasy or satisfaction. However, such an
experience is predicated on the presence of another, the mother figure, who provides an
ambience of safety and support, which in turn alows the infant to become "unintegrated.”
Such adate is reached only in the absence of demands on the child that would require the
child in some way to comply or acquiesce. In other words, the infant isin a purposeess
gate and is therefore free to react spontaneoudy to the sensations and impulses she
encounters. "It isonly under these conditions,” Winnicott concludes, "that the infant can
have an experience that fedsred" (Maturationa 32-34).”

In the early chapters of Cat's Eye, Elaine appears to experience just such moments
of delight which are trandated into expressons of authentic desire. Her childhood travels
give her the opportunity to wander aong the littered margins of gas stations and motel
gteswhere she discovers scraps of shiny silver paper used to package cigarettes. She
beginsto collect it: "I don't know what I'll do withiit," she observes, "but it will be
something amazing” (28). She respondsin asmilar way to a baloon which her mother
presents to her daughter as she nurses her through the mumps. "It was blue, trand ucent,
round, like aprivate moon.” Unfortunately the balloon soon burdts, leaving Elaine
"heartbroken,” but al the while hoping for another, "one that will not bresk™ (28).

The absolute assurance of her desire and pleasure recalls Winnicott's words about
experiencesthat fed red; they aso resonate with Atwood's image of the " sea-smoothed"
pebbles whose "sounds' are "redly there” In light of Winnicott's theories, the narrator
gppears to be tracing the beginnings of an authentic selfhood, informed by the subject's

unimpeded response to surrounding objects discovered within the framework of a secure
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environment. Elaine has now defined hersdf as someone whaose predilection isfor things
shiny, blue, round and enduring, preferences that are elaborated in degper and increasingly
overdetermined patterns of meaning as the novel progresses. As an artist, she concocts
her own recipe for an egg-based tempera, which she prizes for its ability to render a shiny
and resgant surface. In her painting “Life Drawing,” the semi-nude modd isframed by
representations of Elaine's art ingtructor and lover, Josef, and her first husband, Jon, aso
an atis. However, despite her object Satus in the painting, the mode's imperviousness is
sgnaed by her head, "a sphere of bluish glass' (366). Moreover, inthefind chapters,
which recount the opening night of the artist's retrospective, the reader discovers that
Elaines sdf-portrait is named after her treasured blue marble of the title, "Cat's Eye."

However, baloons and slver paper are not Elaines only desires. Shedso longsto
have girl friends. This exigency, which is juxtaposed in the narrative to her wish for the
other two, underscores a contrast between authentic and socially constructed desire.
Elaine has very little experience of other girls, because of her family's protracted travels.
Her knowledge comes, instead, from the school readers used to teach Elaine and Stephen
basc skills as they move from campsitesto motels. In fact, the textbook characters, with
their houses, picket fences and forms of dress, have nothing in common with Elaine.
However, while Stephen draws scenes of war, Elaine draws little girlsin every variety of
dress, from old-fashioned "puff deeves’ to the "big hairbows" sported by her textbook
heroine, Jane. Asthe pictures suggest, Elaine's conception of little girlsis limited to
adornment. "'l don't think about what | might say to them if | actudly met some" she
remarks. "I haven't gotten that far” (29).

Elaine's representation, moreover, begs the question of gender, because the little-
girl category seems without substance, reduced to the externd trappings of fashion history
and a concomitant absence of didogue or story. Detalls pertaining to clothing and fashion
pile up asthe nove progresses, an accumulation whose very weight seems to suggest

ironicaly that the category "femae gender" bears a resemblance to the emperor's new



clothes. The matter of dothing remains problematic throughout the text; clothing serves
primarily as a disguise that will alow the protagonist to "pass’ as she strugglesto fit into a
classfication in which she cannot entirdly believe. However, since Elaine's crested sdf has
its point of departure in the object world, it is not surprising that she must come to terms
with gender viathis abundance of superficid trgppings; the object world of girlhood isthe
realm of excess and decorative surface. Thisformulation adds a new dimension to the
sgnificance of the textua rubble hegp; rather than reject the discards of socid history, the
narrator embraces these materia scraps which are then incorporated into acts of creation
and artigtic transvauation. As an adult, Elaine continues to express a preference for
excess, preferring ornate Catholic churches to the more severe Protestant ones: "I liked
the shameless extravaganza; gold leaf and baroque excesses did not put me off" (197).
However, the gpped of excessis accompanied by ambiguity; a her first show, agroup
exhibit including three other women artists, Elaine worries that her paintings, compared to
the other works in the show, are without substance, because her pieces are "too
decorative, too merely pretty” (350).

Elaine must adapt to a different kind of play in order to master the art of girlhood.
Her efforts are not entirely unsuccesstul, dthough uncomfortable and inauthentic. She
reports that she feds "saf-conscious, asif I'm only doing an imitation of agirl” (52). Her
apprenticeship is dso mixed with afear of humiliation. "I know the unspoken rules of
boys" she explains, "but with girls| sensethat | am dways on the verge of some
unforseen, caamitous blunder (47). Indeed, this perception foreshadows her role asa
victim who isincreasingly punished for her lack of knowledge about and conformity to
middle-class girlhood's tacit standards.

Paradoxicdly, Elanes playmates seem oblivious to the novel's rendering of
femininity as a matter of arbitrary excess, on the contrary, their games concentrate on
remaining within some rigid but unspoken category, games that avoid immerson with
objects by staying a a safe distance from the precarious edge. Elaineisingtructed not to
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touch the rubber plant at the house of her friend Grace Smeeth, aredtriction that evokes
the museum-piece reverence with which Carol treets domestic objects. Grace lets her
companions use her coloring books as long as they promise to say indde the lines.

Certain proscriptions aso apply to playing school; the participants are forbidden to draw
pictures, or pretend disobedience; spelling and math are the only acceptable subjects,
because "Grace doesnt like disorder” (53). However, Elaine has not yet logt her affinity
for the playful edge. She dlimbs up the frame of a partidly congtructed house, leaving her
fearful girlfriends behind. Perched on abeam, she savors ared-gold sunset.” The
tenuous boundary continues to fed sufficiently secure, a perception that is essentid to
ataining Winnicott's unintegrated state. Elaine remembers the experience: "I don't think
about faling. | amn not yet afraid of heights' (62).

The potentia space of play, where the boundaries between subject and object blur,
isby its very nature delightful but aso frightening, according to Winnicott. It gppearsto
contain the irony that one is most onesdlf--at the height of authentic or creetive
experience--when one temporarily loses a sense of sdf. For this reason, Winnicott
consgtently refersto the "precariousness' of play which straddles "near hdlucination” and
"shared redlity.” Games, which are rule-bound, tend to impose a certain organization on
play that "forestd|s' play's frightening dimenson (Flaying 50-52).

Cat's Eye, however, portrays femae gender as akind of game whose rules are
elusve, arbitrary and unspoken. Elaine's experience of girlhood is not unlike Alice's
proverbid plunge beyond the looking-glass into an absurd and unpredictable world. The
sequence posited by Winnicott that begins with the trangtiona phenomenon, and leads on
to individud play, shared play and then to wider cultural experiences (Flaying 51)
becomes short-circuited in the novel. Girlhood play precipitates aloss of sdif rather than a
subjectivity enhanced by shared play and socid integration.

Elane learns that losng onesdf in play is not only ddightful; it can dso be
annihilating. Indeed, play informed by gender rlations implies an interrelationship



between play and power. According to Mihal 1. Spariosu, the concept of play in Western
thought has been consistently commingled with power in ether its pre-rationa form as
"physica, naked, and immediate” or its rationd guise as represented rather than presented
phenomena (Dionysus 7). For Elaine the experience of growing up femae appearsto
aternate between these two expressions of power, between the terror Elaine experiences
at the hands of her girlhood playmates who seek to enforce the unspoken gender code,
and her later efforts to represent the nature of play in her paintings.

The shift from the ddlights of non-integration to the terror of disintegration is
determined in part by the advent of Cordelia When Elaine returns from a summer's
absence, brought about by her father's continuing research in northern Canada, she
discoverstha Corddiahas joined her group of friends. Immediately Elaine sensesthe
possibility of a different space, where boundaries are lessrigid, where edges are filled with
imaginative potentid. On their very first encounter, Elaine redlizes that Corddiais not
preoccupied with staying insde the lines. Remembering that first mesting, Elaine recadls
"She cregtes a circle of two, takesmein" (71). Her new playmate, however, sensng her
companion's gender insecurities, exploits this knowledge in order to enhance her own
power. Elaineisconvinced of her own inadequacy. "I am not normd,” Elaine surmises,
"l am not like other girls. Cordeliatdls me so, but shewill help me' (118).

Corddiaquickly prevails as the leader of the other girls, inventing imaginetive
scenarios that approach the boundary between the subjective and thered. For example,
Cordelialures her companions to the edge of arickety bridge that the girls cross on their
way home from school. The bridge spans aravine, a menacing borderland frequented by
dangerous men, according to neighborhood lore. It is reputed to be an unsafe place for
little girls, dthough Stephen plays there with his friends, and Elaine's mother chooses the
ravine for her solitary walks® Corddlia expands on the ravine's dubious reputation,
asserting that the creek below, clogged with discarded junk, is actudly fed by water from
the cemetery. These "dissolved dead people’ rise with the mist and snatch those who
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gray from the bridge's safety (75). The girls decide to gather a bouquet of weeds for
these spirits, dthough Elaine cant tdl whether they are providing lunch for the living or
offerings for the dead. Elaine assures hersdf that it isdl agame, but is disturbed to find
the bouquet has disgppeared the next day. Inasenseit isthe best kind of game, one that
doesnt ing st on staying between the lines; here subjective and objective worlds seem
hopelesdy blurred.

Cordelia's imaginative pronouncements seem to carry a certain weight in part
because of her greater socia status derived from her family's wedth. She ingtructs her
friends on the importance of gticking apin in the bottom shell of a soft boiled egg "so the
witches can't put out to sed’. Corddias older Ssters also indulge in dramatic
pronoucements-"like an imitation of something," Elaine observes, dthough sheis hard put
to discover what they are imitating (72). Given the household's theatricdity--al three
daughters are named after characters from Shakespeare--it is not surprising that Corddlia,
decked in eyebrow-pencil moustache and velvet-curtain cape, ingsts her girlfriends act out
plays of her invention, dramas that frequently fail to coalesce into a coherent shape.

In fact, when compared with Elaine's experience of the baloon, Corddias play has
aring of inauthenticity. Her smileitsdf is"like agrown up's asif sheslearned it and is
doing it out of politeness’ (70). What Elaine vagudy perceives as a child, but knows with
greater certainty as she grows older, isthat Corddia hersdf isamidfit within her own
family, unable to please regardiess of her effortsto imitate her Sgters femininity. Inlater
episodes, Corddiarecals childhood fantasies, imagining herself seated in complete
dillness and utter Slence in her desireto please. It isthis sense of her own inauthentic and
faled subjectivity that Corddia projects onto Elaine, her newest playmate.

Thus, Corddiaintroduces araw power into girlhood games that require a victor
and avictim. Elane tracesthe beginning of her victimization to a childhood gamein
which she played the part of the beheaded Mary Queen of Scots, a repressed memory that

rises to consciousness with Elaines return to Toronto. Sherecals being lowered into a
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hole dug in Cordelias backyard. The hole is covered with boards and dirt; then, the other
girls run off, leaving Elaine essentiadly buried dive. She has been literaly precipitated over
the edge of play into the terror of the void. Sheis unable to evoke a menta image of
hersdf underground, "only a black square filled with nothing, a square like adoor” (107).
All other memories of the trauma, including her rescue, lie buried in the past.

The persecution continues. Elaine istoo "goody-goody," too dumb, or too smart.
Her posture iswrong. Sheistricked into saying dirty words. She is shunned for her
ignorance. With each supposed faux pas, Corddia confronts her victim: "What do you
have to say for yoursdf?' (117); Elainés only responseis "nothing.” Cordeliafurnishes
Elaine with an image of her disintegrating sdf. Shetells Elaine to imagine ten stacks of
plates. With each mistake, Elaineisto visuaize one stack of plates crashing into
fragments. Each time Cordelia shouts "Crash!”, Elaine ponders what will happen when
the last stack hasfdlen. Gradudly Elaine incorporates Cordelias projection, assuming she
isindeed "nothing.” Asan adult, Elainereflects. "It was aword | came to connect with
mysdlf, asif | was nothing, asif there was nothing there a al” (41).

However, Elaineis ableto resst annihilation thanks to her cat's eye marble. While
Stephen becomes adept at shooting marbles, and he acquires an impressive collection,
Elaine, by contrast, keeps only one, a blue cat's eye with its "bloom of coloured petasin
the centre...." Its shiny surface captures the brilliance of her treasured slver paper, while
its color and shape are reminiscent of the blue balloon in miniature, except that the marble,
true to her earlier wish, is not so easly broken. The marble echoes past experience, but
aso announces avison, the potentid of an unfolding. Cat's eye marbles, Elaine explains,
resemble eyes, "but not the eyes of cats. They're the eyes of something that isn't known
but exigts anyway; like the green eye of the radio; like the eyes of diensfrom adigant
planet” (62-63). Ironicdly, Elaine storesthis kernd of authentic selfhood insde her red
plastic purse, akind of commodity fetish, asymbal (rather than an authentic/ation) of her

gender, acquired in emulation of her girlfriends hoarded objects.
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At times, Elaine puts the marble in her pocket and takes it to school asatadisman,
because she believes in the object's power to protect her. She aso credits the cat's eye
with the power to permeate boundaries, a capacity for "looking out through bone and
coth with itsimpartid gaze...." At the same time, the object confers on Elaine the ability
to withdraw into vison as a means of self protection: "With the help of its power | retreat
back into my eyes”" Thusartistic vison is born as a defense strategy. This ploy
transforms her persecutors into mere abstract shapes, "blocks of colour, ared square of
cardigan, ablue triangle of skirt" (155).

Elaine's encounter with the intricately interwoven nature of gender, power and play
is further complicated when her victimization receives tacit support from the adult world
in the form of Mrs. Smeath, Grace's mother, whose power further diminishes Elaine's
sense of sdf. The narrator describes her in dl her unflattering and maironly detail, her big
bones, her skin "that looks rubbed raw asif scrubbed with a potato brush.” Her bibbed
goron sags at the wad, asif she had "a single breast that goes dl the way across her front
and continues down until it joins her waist." A sparse moustache, sturdy shoes and heavy
stockings "which make her legs look stuffed and sewn up the backs' complete the picture
(57-58).

However, Mrs. Smesth's most important feature is her bad heart, which proves
both literd and figurative. Elaine quickly recognizes the power of illness, sncethe girls
must exercise great caution in their play, so as not to disturb Mrs. Smeseth's afternoon
naps. The notion of abad heart fascinates Elaine, and she conjures up itsimage as she
cuts out valentine hearts at school. She seesit "hidden,” "pumping in the thick fleshy
darkness'; it is"red, but with areddish-black patch onit likerot in an gpple or a
bruise....But the bad heart isdso compdling. It'sacuriogty, adeformity. A horrible
treasure’ (58).

Mrs. Smeath's heart shares certain properties with the cat's eye; it, too, is capable

of penetrating boundaries inasmuch as Elaine credits Mrs. Smeeth with the power to see
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into her own heart and to find it wanting. In counterpoint to the marbl€'s brilliance, the
heart exertsits own dark energy and thus becomes an emblem of the woman's authority to
sanction the destructive power games that the little girls play. Having discovered that E-
laine's family does not go to church, Mrs. Smesath invites Elaine to attend Sunday services.
Despite her parents concern about the dubious vaue of such religious practice, Elaine
accepts so that she can have Grace dl to hersdlf. Everything is new to Elaine, including
the spell-binding luminescence of the dained glass. She dutifully learns Bible verses and
obediently covers her head before entering the place of worship, but despite her efforts,
she senses Mrs. Smeath's disgpprova. She gains proof of it when she surprises a
conversation in which Mrs. Smeeth agreesthat Elaineis"like aheathen." What ismore,
Mrs. Smegth asserts that Elaine merits the persecution of her playmates, which she sees as
nothing short of "God's punishment” visited on afamily of miscreants (179-180).

With the recovery of this long-buried memory, Elaine finds an explanation for her
intense hatred of Mrs. Smeath, whom she has repeatedly painted in indecent poses that
border on the obscene. Mrs. Smeath is a hypocritical enforcer of rigid middle-class
morality, aswell as something of amonster who sanctions cruety in the name of some
higher good. According to Earl G. Ingersoll, Mrs. Smeath isthe "Bad Mother," a
representation of evil split off from Elainegs own maother, who is helplessin the face of her
daughter'sdilemma. Mrs. Ridey, then, isthe "Good Mother," dthough ineffectud,
because she is unable to schoal her child in the ways of "femininity." Sheis"the
representation, like her husband, of the well-intentioned, virtuous, but not terribly effective
liberd humanists who sense that evil exigts but refuse to acknowledge it, snce a knowl-
edge of evil would force them to find a place for it in their world" (20-22).

More importantly for this reading, Mrs. Smeath seemsto invade the psychic space
of play which must fed secure in order that an individual might attain an unintegrated Seate
where the objects in the environment can be experienced asred. Winnicott explains that
the capacity for play isinitialy predicated on "the infant's awareness of the continued



exigence of ardiable mother...." It isthisinternaized avareness that alows for
individua play. In other words, Winnicott's understanding suggests that one is never truly
donein the sense that credtive play assumes a benevolent presence which in turn dlows
the child to believe in a"benign environment” (Maturationa 31-32). Mrs. Smeath's
malevolence, then, contaminates the potential space of self-creation by sanctioning games
of power and impinging on the child's developing sense of sdlf by the impogtion of her
adult demands, which, moreover, the little girl cannot hope to mest.

Mrs. Smeath's power may seem puzzling; however, the narrator makes clear that
the woman exhibits a certain energy, dbet a poisonous one. Elaines menta image of
Mrs. Smesath isthat of a napping woman "luminousin the dim space, like a
phosphorescent mushroom™ (58). Like dl luminous objects, she exerts a attraction,
drawing Elaine into her forcefield. In addition, the reader is struck by a slent distance
separating Elaine and her mother and cresting an emptiness in which Mrs. Smesth can
assart her power. Mrs. Ridey responds to Elaine's increasing unhappiness with usdless,
formulaic wisdom, advising her to "have more backbone' (156). When Corddiareveds
the mydteries of mengtruation to her playmates, the girls are overwhemed by the
inevitability of their changing bodies, finding it impossible to address questions about the
female body to their mothers. "Between us and them,” Elaine recdls, "isagulf, an abyss,
that goes down and down. It'sfilled with wordlessness' (93). Elaine discoversthat the
business of becoming female dudes language; it occupies a space akin to that of the
ravine, a Site aready associated with death and the dangers of sexudlity. Itisdsothe
location of discarded excess--tires, broken bottles, and other uselessrefuse. Not surpris-
ingly, then, the ravine, location of disorder and excess, as wdll asthe Ste of luminous
mystery in the form of Stephen's buried marbles, will become the place of recovered

Credivity.

The attraction exerted by Cordelia and Mrs. Smeeth transforms the potentia space

of play into adangerous razor's edge. Elaine becomes preoccupied with the tenuous
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boundary between inside and outside that now threatens to give way, precipitating a spill
into the void. In dreams, she picks berries from the deadly nightshade plants that flourish
intheravine. Round, shiny-red and fragile, the berries reverse the properties of the blue
marble, with its hard protective surface. Elaine remembers. "As| touch them they burgt,
and the blood runs over my hands® (145).

At the Zoology Building open-house, the heart of a vivisected turtle, which has
been hooked to an amplifier to magnify the sounds of its fading beet, provokesintense
anxiety. The anima straddles that tenuous edge. 1t is both adive and dead, its heart
exposed to view but ill insgdeitsbody. "It's like ahand, clenching and unclenching. It's
like an eye" Elaine recollects shortly before she passes out (170). The image of the turtle
heart rhymes with that of Mrs. Smeeth's diseased heart, which the little girl endows with
vison: "her bad heart floatsin her body like an eye, an evil eye, it seesme”’ (180).

However, the turtle-heart episode has aso given Elaine vauable information. She
discovers her ability to faint, to sep outsde a dangerous Situation. She beginsto exercise
this defense a school, mastering the art of fainting a will. In this unconscious state she
can often see her body lying on the ground, like the victim of a car accident. She has once
again retreated into vison, but thistime she has literally come apart, leaving her victimho
od behind. This moment of fragmentation begins to enhance the reader's understanding of
the artist's assartion: "Thereis never only one, of anyone' (6). Elaine experiencesa
letting-go of rational consciousness, and then learns to master the art of this out-of-body
date "without faling over. At thesetimes" shereports, "l fed blurred, asif there are two
of me, one superimposed on the other, but imperfectly” (173).

Thus, Elaine discovers a means of balancing on the dangerous edge. But fainting
isnot flying; itissurviva, not cregtion. At this point, Elaine ssems to have embodied
Atwood's verson of the dilemma of the subject--at once Canadian and femae--who,
having internalized defeat, can only endure. The narrator captures this sate of affairsin

her description of a conversation over Christmas dinner, when Elaines father explainsto a



guest that the turkey they are edting is vastly inferior to its wild counterpart. The wild
turkey, he explains, is not only smarter; it dso retainsits ability to fly. Elaine ponders her
father's remarks as she hdlps hersdlf to a serving of the domedtic bird: "It'sthe wing of a
tame turkey, the stupidest bird in the world, so stupid it can't even fly any more. | am
edting logt flight" (131).

Nonetheless flying and faling share acommon ste. In Cat's Eye, bath involve
gpproaching the precarious and paradoxica edge of play, where binary categoriestend to
blur. Faling becomes a metgphor for the draw of the brilliant object. Faling is articulated
asamatter of attraction, aplay of force fields, an inevitable part of the physicd world. It
is the dream image of her protective cat's eye, plummeting down like a shooting star, that
Elaineinterndizes as a child and ultimately adopts as the emblem of her art: "It'sfaling
down out of the sky, straight towards my head, brilliant and glassy. It hits me, passes
right into me, but without hurting, except that it's cold" (145). Here, the revered object
emulates the heavenly bodies that so fascinate Elaine's brother. As Stephen shares his
increasing knowledge of astronomy with Elaine, she learnsthat the sar'sradianceisa
meatter of sheer gppearance; sinceits light must travel such avast distance, the star has
gone dark and cold by the time those on Earth percaiveits brilliance. Itsillumination is, at
heart, abeautiful illuson. Faling objects, then, promise brilliance, but aso imply the
menace of the void. In a subsequent dream, Elaine sees hersdlf stlanding precarioudy on a
rickety bridge over the dark ravine. The bridge begins to disintegrate, while her mother
stands on the bank, unable to help.

Elaine tells the reader that her painting Fdling Women portraysfdling in love. It
depicts three women jumping from a bridge, but they are gently floating, their skirts
ballooned like parachutes onto the rocks below. 1n amoment of contentment, Elaine
perceives her firgt hushand as adill life, glowing "like a plum in sunlight, richly coloured,
perfect in form" (341). But things are forever fdling gpart, because time itsdf, Elaine
concludes, is"ablur, the moving edge we live in" (409). When love ebbs, it leaves behind
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avigon of fragments and debris: "broken bottles, old gloves, rusting pop cans, nibbled
fishbodies, bones' (372). The art of sefhood, then, congsts of baancing on the cregtive
edge, where the unintegrated state promises a blurred intengty that is both illumination
and chaos.

The persecution of Elaine culminates with afdl. Elaine anticipates acoming crisis
in the intengity of Corddias mdice: " She's backing me towards an edge, like the edge of a
diff: one step back, ancther step, and I'll be over and faling." Having falen hersdf,
Corddia punishes Elaine for laughing at her by throwing Elanéswinter hat into the
ravine, and then demanding that she retrieve it in order to obtain forgiveness. Elaine
struggles down the banks and out onto the frozen surface, but at that moment the ice gives
way, and the child falsinto theicy water. Her playmates have long since run off. Leaving
her boots in the muck of the creek, she makes her way back to the bank. Cold and
exhaugted, she lies down to deep despite the faling snow, but a voice prompts her to open
her eyes. There is someone standing on the bridge in the dusk.

A woman wrapped in adark cloak floats down from the bridge. Wrapped inside
this robe is something red: "It must be her heart,” Elaine concludes” on the outside of her
body, glowing like neon, like acod.” Elaineisfilled with happiness as she feds hersdlf
surrounded by warmth. "It will be dl right," the woman tells her. "Go home" (189).

Elaine scrambles out of the ravine, and is met by adisheveled Mrs. Ridey, who is
searching for her daughter.

Elanesvison sgnds her ability to restore the illuson of a secure oneness through
her use of the discarded object. The source of Elaing's extraordinary vison isaholy card
she found on the sidewak, a card representing the Virgin Mary, her heart on the outsde
of her robe pierced by seven swords. Elaine had been praying to thisfigure as an
dternative to Mrs. Smeath's inexorable God. She squeezes her eyes shut in an effort to
conjure up the Virgin'simage, but dl she can manageis an image of the heart, which bears

a strong resemblance to Elaine'sred plagtic purse.
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The episode on the bridge isinterpreted by David Cowart as "Elaine's symbolic
death and resurrection...” (126), and the protagonigt's Virgin-like vision as an image of
"ideal womanhood.” The woman on the bridge "is & once the muse within and the
idedlized representation of her own risen sdf, the Elaine Ridey that she will honorably
gpend her life griving to become” (134). Such idedligtic striving, however, seems
contradicted by the vindictiveness with which Elaine portrays Mrs. Smeeth, as well as her
hardened response to other charactersin times of need. What is more, as Sonia Gerns
points out, while Atwood does tend to mythologize the novel's objects, turning them into
icons, she demythologizes them as wdl, painting the Virgin as afierce lionesswith a
gnawed bone and as atired old woman dogging through dush with her groceries (150).

These multiple representations of the Virgin point to the dream+-like nature of
Elaings vison, which in turn gestures to the found object. When Elaine puzzles over the
nature of her vison, she concludes that the woman in the cloak was redlly there, "but in
the same way dreams are”’ (192). The holy card is layered with complex and ambivaent
meaning. Superimposed on the image of Mrs. Smeath's rotten heart is the pierced heart of
the Virgin, which in turn is associated with the purse, symbol of an acquired gender.
However, instead of formulating an equetion between saintly suffering and ided woman-
hood, Elaine turns away from her victim status. Like her treasured, star-like cat's eye, its
image masks the void with brilliant illuson. In emulation of the games she once played
with her brother, Elaine usesthis found object to "seein the dark.” She projects the object
onto the environment in the form of a supportive mother figure, thereby restoring security
to the potentiad space of play. The holy card, then, functions in much the same manner as
the trangtiond object, providing materid for Elaine to conjure the illuson of presencein
times of the mother's absence. Hereit is useful to recal Winnicott's stipulation thet it is
ingppropriate to determine whether the object of play originatesin the subjective world of
theindividud or the objective world of things concrete. Clearly, Elaine's gpparition
belongs to both realms.



Elanesvigon of the Virgin-like figure sepping off the bridge insuires Elaine to
wak away from Cordelia the next time she becomes atarget for her venom. Describing
this new-found ability, she says "It'slike Sepping off adiff, beieving the air will hold you
up. Andit does" Thisact confirms her belief in the hard core of ared sdf that mimics
the cat'seye. Turning her back on Corddia, she affirms. "There's something hard in me,
crysdline akernd of glass' (193). The episode shares with Winnicott's theories an
optimistic conviction that the capacity for cregtive play istenacioudy persstent.
Winnicott assarts:

...one hasto alow for the possibility that there cannot be complete
dedtruction of a human individua's capacity for creetive living and that,
even in the mogt extreme case of compliance and the establishment of a
fase persondity, hidden avay somewhere there exists a secret life that is
satisfactory because of its being cregtive or origina to that human being.
(Playing 68)

Although the gppearance of Elaine's Virgin Mary sgnas arestored capacity for
self-cregtion, the experience is not immediately put to the service of art. On the contrary,
Elaine begins to fashion a sdlf based on the hard surface of her childhood talisman, with its
separation from and imperviousness to the outsde. As an adolescent, Elaine describes
hersdlf as"happy as aclam, hard-shdled, firmly closed” (201). AsElainegs persondity
beginsto harden, Corddlias sartsto fal gpart. Having flunked out of a private ingtitution,
Cordeliareturns to public school and renews her relationship with Elaine. By thistime
Elaine has developed a"mean mouth” which she frequently uses on Corddiafor "target
practice” (235).

Elaine has mastered power-driven gender games, only now the roles of victor and
victim arereversed. Waking home through the cemetery at dusk, Elaine takes greet
pleasure in evoking the same fear Corddia had so cleverly summoned inthe past. Elaine

indgtsthat sheisavampire, and that the Elaine who walks about in daylight is her
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identical twin. Terrified, Corddiainggts that Elaine stop playing, but Elaine can't hep but
savor her new-found power. The gameis only interrupted when they redize that the
cemetery gates will soon be locked for the night.

Commentators characteristicaly read Cordelia as Elaine's double or twin.

Ingersoll suggests that each member of the dyad is "fashioning the other in theimage of a
sdf she could not otherwise confront” (24). Cowart links Cordelia to the hosts of
"shadowy doubles' that abound in Western literature, listing Oscar Wild€'s portrait of
Dorian Gray, Joseph Conrad's secret sharer, and Mary Shelley's mongter as casesin point.
Cordeliaislikewise an "evil or base sdf" which must be "integrated or brought into
harmony with the good self" in order to avoid destruction of the individua (128).
According to these readings, Cat's Eye reiterates the thematic preoccupation of Atwood's
Bodily Harm and attempts to resolve the binary tenson in the sameway. In Bodily Harm,
the heroine Rennie comes to understand her own complicity in victor/victim games with
the redlization that her anonymous persecutor isin fact her double "with slver eyestha
twin and reflect her own" (287).

Bouson in part echoes these readings, concurring that Elaine interndizes Corddlias
persecutory aspect (174). To illustrate, this critic recals the nove's account of acomic
book story the girls read to each other in which a pretty sster discovers the half-burned
face of her twin glaring back at her from the mirror. Later Elaine paints her only portrait
of Cordelia, entitled Half a Face. In the background a second face hangs on the wall
covered with awhite cloth which gives it the gppearance of amask. Its masked nature
recdls the anonymity of the persecutor in Bodily Harm, a sance with which Elaneis ill
reluctant to identify in Cat's Eye. Reflecting on this picture, Elaine muses. "I'm not afrad
of seeing Corddia. I'm afraid of being Corddia. Because in some way we changed
places, and I've forgotten when" (227).

The juxtaposition of the vampire episode and the painting do not so much beg the
question of who Cordeliais, but rather where sheis. The vampire story supports areading
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inwhich Corddiais aprojection of the self. Theincident gppears to coincide with what
Winnicott terms "object-relaing” where an object outside the subject is invested with
meaning. Inthiscase, he explains, "the subject dlows certain dterationsin the sdf to take
place, of akind that has caused usto invent the term cathexis" At the sametime, "the
subject is depleted to the extent that something of the subject isfound in the object,
though enriched by feding." In this sense, the subject "can only feed on the sdlf" (Playing
88, 90). A sdfhood that islimited to object-reating seems narrowly bounded; asthe
fenced cemetery of the text seemsto suggest, this verson of subjectivity is something of a
dead end. In the victor/victim dynamic the double can do no more than feed off itstwin in
true vampire fashion.

However, Elaings painting indicates that the subject is not entirely isolated from
the object’ s difference, asis the case with object-relaing. On one hand, the painting seeks
to maintain the separation by masking the face in the background, and by covering the
eyes. On the other, the representation is belied by thetitle and the artist's fear that she has
somehow taken on Cordelidsidentity. The ambivalence points to a movement away from
object-rdating, where "the subject is an isolate," to what Winnicott cals "object-usage,”
where the object is not an ensemble of projections, but aread and autonomous entity that
participatesin a"shared redity” (Playing 88). Thus, the painting plays with the boundary
between separation and connection.

Once again, the thematic preoccupations of Cat's Eye resonate with those of
Bodily Harm. In the earlier nove, protagonist Rennie ingsts on the difference between
her own status and the victimhood of Lora Lucas, on whose body various power struggles
are played out. At the novel's conclusion, Rennie demondrates her connection with Lora
when she grasps her hand in their shared prison cdl in an effort to draw Lora back to life
(Rubengtein 273). However, the sdf-other problematic, resolved only at the novel's
conclusion through the joining of hands, takes on a greater complexity in Cat's Eye. Inthe
later nove, the boundary between sdlf and other is continually blurred, with its recurring



image of twins evoking Smultaneous separation and connection. At the Zoology Building
open house, for example, Elaine spots ajar of dead identicd twins floating in greyish
liquid; their separation is denied by their shared circulation system that has been injected
with dyes, "so we can see that their blood systems are connected” (169).

It can be argued, then, that Corddiais not only Elaine's double, but aso an
autonomous other with whom Elaine seeks to establish a sense of shared redlity. Such an
awareness is accomplished, Winnicott theorizes, by a child's repested fantasy of the other's
destruction. When the projected destruction fails to come true, the child gleefully
discoversthat the object is congtant, outside the infant's omnipotent control. In thisway,
Winnicott explains, "it is the destructive drive that creates the quaity of externdity” (Play-
ing 90-93). The dynamic between Cordelia and Elaine seems to capture the protagonist's
efforts to move from object-relating to object-use, yet throughout most of the nove she
continudly blursthis digtinction. Elaine does have fantasies of Cordelids destruction; she
dreams of Cordelia plummeting off a dliff, or being trapped in an iron lung. However,
Corddlias autonomous status is called into question by the fact that Elaine dreams of
hersdf inidentical Stuations, rendering Corddias position insde or outside undecidable.

The text's narrative organization repests this dua aspect. Even with the
conclusion of adolescence, Cordelia doesn't go away; like a constant object, she resurfaces
throughout the narrative, first as avirtua high school drop out, then as a bit-part actress,
and finaly asthe victim of a nervous breskdown. During Elaine's stay in Toronto for the
retrospective, Cordelia becomes an obsession. Elaine dreads the return of her persecutor
who once convinced her she was nothing. Anticipating Corddias appearance a the
exhibit, she plans to assume an gppropriate disguise or stance, one that will cast her in the
role of successful artig--avictor at las--and thereby hide her recurring fedings of
nothingness and proving Corddiawrong. At the same time, she moves beyond
resentment, longing for the autonomous Cordelia who could become a partner in the
shared redlity Elaine has represented in her paintings.
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However, while Cordelia appears a constant, she aso moves ever farther avay
from Elaine. Firg Corddias family movesto awedthier neighborhood, after which time
Elaine rardly sees her companion. Cordelia becomes increasingly remote, her presence
conggting only of brief encounters with Elaine, until she disgppears completdy. Formis
echoed by content as Cordelia hersdf becomes increasingly fragmented. Visiting Corddlia
in arest home after her attempted suicide, the adult Elaine observes: "It'sasif Corddia
has placed hersdlf beyond me, out of my reach, where | can't get at her. She haslet go of
her idea of hersdf. Sheislog." (358). Thusthe text creates a paradoxica pattern of
intense concentration counterpointed by increasing dispersion that echoes the interwoven
pattern of connection and separation.

A smilar pattern of intengty and digperson dso obtainsin the rdaionship
between Elaine and her brother Stephen, a character who, | suggest, dso figuresasatwin
inthetext. Itisasif Atwood is reconfiguring Aristophanes conception of primeva
humankind in Plato's Symposium. According to the myth, each symmetricaly round
individua was split in two by the gods, leaving each haf compelled to seek its matching
counterpart in life. The origina beings were of three types, one composed of two male
haves, one of two femae haves and the third, Androgynous, of one made and one femde
component. In thisway, Aristophanes explains the variety of human desre. By following
the attraction established by one's primeva nature, one might redize true love with one's
missing haf in the union of the whole (353-358).

In Cat's Eye, however, there is adouble attraction or intensity exerted by both
Cordeliaand Stephen. In the case of Stephen, the connectedness of twins is suggested by
the play of brother and sster as they accompany their parents on their travels. Elaine
remembers how, placed head to toe in amotd bed to minimize the horseplay, "wetry to
see how far we can get our sock feet up each other's pyjamalegs' (30). Elaine and
Stephen dso partake of a shared redity, as do Elaine and Cordelia. For example, he
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eagerly shares his knowledge with hislittle sgter, teaching her, among other things, to see
in the dark:

Y ou never know when you might need to do this, he says...you have to
day dill, in the darkness, waiting until your eyes become accustomed to no
light. Then the shapes of things begin to emerge, greyish and glimmering
and insubgtantid, asiif they're condensing from air. (26)
This proves to be one of Elaines most vauable lessons, coming to her aid when she
summons the Virgin-like image as she lies on the banks of the ravine.

Theinitid intengty of their rdationship progressvely dims when the family moves
to Toronto. The children now have separate rooms, and their forms of communication--
tin cans atached with string, coded messages and kicks traded under the dining room
table-- announce impending separation. School imposes a gendered code of behavior that
inhibits communication: "Boys get teased for having younger sgters, or Sgers of any
kind, or mothers; it's like having new clothes' (47), so Elaine loydly avoids her brother in
thissetting. At the same time, she seems to sense that separation is not a feasible model
for sdlf-creation, because it impairs one's ability to fly. While Stephen isfond of singing a
World War 11 song that begins with the words " Coming in on awing and a prayer,” Elaine
finds the song sad, reasoning that abird can't fly with one wing, and therefore "the prayer
in the song is usdless' (24).

Theincreasing separation between Elaine and her brother contributesto Elaing's
sense of nothingness. Socia codes prohibit certain boy-like behaviors for girls. When
Elaines friend Carol accompanies the Ridey children on avist to the Zoology Building,
Elaine is unable to join Stephen in teasing Carol when he suggests she have some of the
preserved ox eyebdlsfor dinner. While sheis no longer able to participate in the invention
of "revolting foods, such astoadburgers,” sheis equaly unable to squed and wriggle as
Carol does a the mention of them, because Stephen would immediately spot her
inauthenticity. "So | say nothing," Elaine recdls (50).



There are 4ill, nonetheless, moments of intensty, when Steven shares his
knowledge with hislittle Sgter, teaching her about the sars. "We arent redlly seeing them
a dl," he explains, "we're just seeing the light they sent out years, hundreds of years,
thousands of years ago. The stars are like echoes' (104). Elaine responds to Stephen's
explanations by discovering the stars previoudy unperceived and "wordless' brilliance
which exerts an intense attraction: "l fed asif my body isdissolving and | am being drawn
up and up, like thinning mig into a vast emptying space” (105).

Stephen's growing passion for astrophysics, itsdf akind of intengty that draws him
ever farther from Elaine, reveas to her the playful paradoxes of science. Thetenson
between the concentrated brilliance of the stars and her sense of dispersion in their
presence is elaborated when Stephen corrects the erroneous representation of the atomin
Elainegstextbook. AsElanetriesto help Cordeiawith her physics homework, Stephen
remarks, "They've gill got the atom looking like araspberry.” To correct this error,
Stephen explains that the atom is instead made up of "empty space.” Itisredly "just afew
specks held in place by forces. At the subatomic level, you can't even say that matter
exigs. You canonly say that it has atendency to exist." He turnstoward Corddia, and
saysjokingly, "Cordelia has atendency to exist..." (242).

The remark carries a double meaning aluding both to Corddias inauthentic
performance and to Elaine's evolving conception of subjectivity. Corddias persstent
effortsto mime her ssters verson of femininity fail to codesce, as did her childhood
effortsa drama. Although Cordelia can ape many of the rituas of female adolescence,
Elaine notices that her efforts on thair double dates fal flat; her laugh is artificid, in
imitation of women she has heard on the radio. " She's mimicking something,” Elaine
surmises, "something in her head, some role or image that only she can seg'" (244). When
sheresurfacesin the narrative, Cordelia seemsintent on performing a version of success
(much as Elaine hopesto do at the retrospective), demondtrating to Elaine that she has

overcome her "overegting and failure.” In short, Elaine remarks. "She has reinvented
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hersdf" (301). Inther fina encounter, Elaine discoversthat Corddiahas once again "let
hersdlf go," coming apart both physicaly and mentaly.

"Letting your sef go," Elaine remarks" isan darming notion; it issaid of older
women who become frowzy and fat, and of things that are sold cheap” (Atwood's
emphags, 277). It isby means of Stephen's theories that Elaine beginsto transvaue this
expression in the service of an dtered notion of subjectivity. The autonomous sdif, with
its emphasis on separation, seems as inadequate as the raspberry-shaped atom. The sef is
rather "afew specks held in place by forces,” forces exerted by the attraction of
surrounding objects, such that the "specks' intermingle, making it impossible to determine
the boundaries delimiting ingde and outsde, or sdf and other, thus making the place of
sdfhood the site of play. Like Stephen's atom, the sdlf "has atendency to exist.™

Elaines evolving conception of sdf gains further complexity with the added
discovery that matter itsdlf is nothing more than "widely spaced atoms moving & grester
or lesser speeds’ (220). Stephen revealsthat:
...matter and energy are aspects of each other. It'sasif everything is made
of solid light...if we knew enough we could walk through walls asiif they
were air, if we knew enough we could go faster than light, and at that point
gpace would become time and time would become space and we would be
ableto travel through time back into the past. (220)
Elaines verson of sf, then, becomes aplace of "solid light," a source of brilliant energy
emitting or digperaing its own light and exerting its own force field as do its surrounding
objects. Itisamog asif Atwood is playing on the ambiguity of the psychoandytic term
"object," which can refer to both things and persons (Moore and Fine 129). The subject
dwellsin apananimistic world where both silver paper and cat's eyes, Stephen and
Corddlia, emit an intense and attracting light, as does the "phosphorescent” Mrs. Smeath.*°
The space of these brilliant objects is rendered even more complex by the dimension of
time, with which it coincides. The nove openswith Elaine's condensation of Stephen's
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theories "Timeisnot aline but adimengon like the dimensons of space” Time
becomes:
...ashape, something you could see, like a series of liquid transparencies
...You don't look back aong time but down through it, like water.
Sometimes this comes to the surface, sometimes that, sometimes nothing.
Nothing goes away. (3)
Elaine's congruction of self, then, incorporates a dispersion, a disintegration or letting go,
andogous to the emitted light of gtars, while at the same time it includes the paradoxica
dimension of constancy, where "nothing goes away." It resonates with the star-like
brilliance of the cat's eye that merges Elaine's childhood past with the promise of an artist's
vison in amove that encapsulates past and future, holding within it atotaity of unraveling
time. It issomething akin to the enfolding of chaos* To read the project of self-creation
in this way opens our interpretation onto a more absiract and philosophical discussion of
the self, a discusson that seeks to broaden our understanding of the artist's praxis.

The notion of enfolded chaos was prompted by Gilles Deleuze's discussion of
"folds’ ("plis’) in awork, entitled Foucault, which is devoted to the development of
Miche Foucault'sthought. Deleuze proposes that with the completion of The History of
Sexudlity, Foucault worried that his analysisled to the firmly locked trap of power
relations from which point resistance seemed impossible. In Cat's Eye, Atwood positions
her protagonist smilarly, trapped in slence between the inviable options of male
subjectivity and inauthentic femae performance.

Foucault's gpproach to this dilemma, Deleuze sates, hinges on Foucault's
fascination with the double, which is "never a projection of the interior; on the contrary, it
isan interiorization of the outsde. It isnot adoubling of the One, but aredoubling of the
Other" (98). Deleuze eaborates on Foucault's concept of the "outside" describing it as an

"ultimate spatidity that was degper than time"; however, Ddeuze continues, in Foucault's
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later work "he offers the possibility once more of putting time on the outsde and thinking
of the outside as being time..." (108).

Deeuzesverson of the"Outsde," which obtainsin hisreading of Foucaullt, is
elucidated by Ronad Bogue in "Foucault, Deleuze, and the Playful Fold." Bogue explains
that this verson draws on Maurice Blanchot's articul ation of *absolute memory,” anotion
which Blanchot attempts to evoke by means of a variation on the Tristan and Isolde
romance. A magic potion causes the coupleto fal in love, but the spell wears off after
severd years and the lovers part. However, the passion persigts, taking on an existence of
itsown "asif their separation itsdlf formed a new relation between the two lovers—-a non-
relation...." For Blanchot, Bogue continues, the sory intimates that desire is aforgetting
that is retained, an enfolded, ineffable infinity that can never be known directly.... That
which can only be retained as aforgetting is what Blanchot cdls the Outsde, that
stubbornly resstant dimension of experience that defies Sgnification yet inhabits language
as its shadowy, anonymous unthought. (16-17)

The Outsde aso takes on a spatid dimension in Deleuze's reading of Foucaullt.
The Outsde is not Stuated at the Site of knowledge, which for Foucault is doubly
condtituted by "spesking and seeing, language and light" (Deleuze 109). Rather it is
persstently remote, farther than any imaginable exterior, a Ste that Deleuze likensto a
"bettle or stormy zone where particular points and the relations of forces between these
points are tossed about.” Knowledgeisonly akind of precipitate, or "solidified dust” that
makes the ongoing struggle evident (121).

At the same time, Deleuze argues that, for Foucault, the outsde isfolded indde, to
the degree that power rdations are interndized by the subject, and congtitute thought.
Thought, then, as afunction of power relations, partakes of the continudly shifting and
chaotic play of forces; thought is Stuated at the limit of the seegble and sayable, in the gap
between the two, on an edge between that which can be said today and that which is now

unsaid (or unseen), but which language or light might render tomorrow. The subject,



then, is athinking subject who dwellsin "praxis" a the limit of knowledge ready to take
advantage of shifting forces that precipitate something new, a"new Sdf" that might prove
"a centre of resstance” to existing power relations (Deleuze 115).

Deeuze's discussion of Foucault contains arich spectrum of idess that enable a
broader interpretation of Atwood's salf-creation narrative. The novel Stuates the ongoing
process of selfhood at the edge of a time-space dimension congtituted by memory which is
both individua and collective and virtualy unlimited because "nothing goes avay.” The
sdf is somewhere between the representation of the artist on the flyer and the chaotic
demolition site whose surfaces doublesit like alining, much as Foucault's outside doubles
the slf in Ddeuze'sreading. The sdf is both that which can be remembered--said or seen-
-and that which cannot--that which remains on the Outsde. It is an entity of both light
and dark that resdes & the Site of expectation where things "surface” yielding materia for
the "seeable” and the "sayable," for both Elaings art and her narrative. Situated at this
edge, Elainewaitswith eyes wide open, trying to seeinthe dark. This reading adds new
meaning to Cat's Eye's textud rubble, which now becomes a metaphorica limit of both
light and language. The protagonist's repressed memories also take on a metaphorical
datus, asif they were the painful yet productive fruits of playing on the edge, theironic
pleasures of disperson, of letting go of onesdlf, of becoming lost in play on the boundary
of chaos. Thus Atwood's version of self isaso anon-sef located at the gap between that
which can be seen and that which can be said, open to the possibilities of chance. What is
more, the emphasisis not on product--the production of a new feminine salf--but rather on
"praxis," on the perpetud effort of what can be seen or said today through the artist’'s
production. In thisway, Elaine's process of sdf-cregtion, like Deleuze's understanding of
Foucault's subject of thought, turns away from any universd formulation of subjectivity; it
resdesingtead in the particular and the historic that result from the ongoing play of

forces?
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It might be argued that a formulation of authentic experience based on Winnicott's
object relaions theory seems fundamentaly incompetible with Foucault's thought, in that
authenticity suggests an interiority, or naturaistic consciousness, that dudesthe
determining forces of the exterior world. Does Elaine€s ddight in blue baloons and silver
paper originate in an individua consciousness or is her response determined by the
forceful attraction exerted by the outside object? This question can best be answered by
returning to Winnicott's stipulation that when it comesto trangtiona phenomena, the
guestion is Smply not important: ™ Did you conceive of this or was it presented to you

from without? The important point is that no decision on this point is expected. The

origindity occupy a centra position in Winnicott's theories of play and credtivity.

One might also object that Elaineis not a"subject of thought” in that her attraction
to surrounding objects seems to be based on something other than rationdity. However,
Deleuze makes clear that thinking congtitutes something of a blurred boundary:

Thinking is neither innate nor acquired. It is not the innate exercise of a

faculty, but neither isit alearning process condtituted in the externa world.

Artaud contrasted the innate and the acquired with the "genitd,” the
genitdity of thought as such, a thought which comes from an outside that
is farther away than any externa world, and hence closer than any interna
world. Must this outside be called Chance?' (117)
Thus thinking seems to occupy a Ste Smilar to, dthough far from identical with,
Winnicott's Ste of play. (However, the use of Artaud's formulation clearly distances
Ddeuze from Winnicott, in that Winnicott seeks to separate play from desire))
What is more, the link between thinking and chance reverberates with Atwood's "sea-
smoothed" pebbles, which are both "random and necessary.” Their necessary nature

seemsto dlude to their determined status-—-like the Outside folded within--while at the
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same time they are random, in the gap between the seeable and sayable--on the edge of the
oceanic--where the subject waits in expectation on the random, shifting forces at play.

Elanes variety of "thinking" seems opposed to that of her astrophysicist brother
who is preoccupied with ordering the world. An inveterate collector, Stephen is
preoccupied with categories and accumulation; for Elaine his fascination with the universe
isreminiscent of hisjar of marbles. As Stephen stares at the sky, his sster remarks. "My
brother is collecting again; he's collecting stars’ (105). Stephen's carefully ordered
collections find an echo in other precisdy ordered accumulations, like the specimen jarsin
the Zoology Building and masterpiecesin her art history class, withits"smel of dust and
arlessness..." (274). She sardonicdly qudifies her own efforts as something other than
at: "Art has been accomplished, dsawhere. All that remains to be done with it isthe
memory-work" (276).

The clarity of precise categories, however, is not without a certain apped. The
adolescent Elaine, who il emulates the impervious surface of the cat's eye, is preparing
to become abiologis; sheis her father's daughter, specidizing in exacting and brightly-
colored drawings of sectioned insects. Sheis fascinated by microscopic views of stained
dides "coloured with vivid dyes, hot pinks, violent purples, radiant blues” They remind
her of stained glass, which once exercised such a strong appeal when Elaine accompanied
the Smesths to church. She finds them "breathtaking,” and she diligently tries to duplicate
what she sees, "though | can never get the same luminous brilliance" (247). Her vivid
representation superimposes art on science, signding yet another blurred category,
another st of twinsthat share the principles of play. However, the connection is tenuous.
As she writes her find exams prior to graduation, she is struck with the sudden conviction
that shewill be an artist rather than abiologist. Appropriately enough, the revelaion isan
epiphany, a converson that evokes the attraction of the gars.

Steven's own subjectivity acts as afail to Elanes sdf-cregtion. The stars draw

Stephen in avery different direction. Even in adolescence, Elaine remembers, her brother
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was "moving away from the imprecison of words' toward mathematics. Her descriptions
imply that Stephen's sense of sdf isrardly blurred by the playful paradoxes of his scientific
theories. Consequently, he remains happily unaware of the dangerous edge. Sittingina
tree he has climbed in order to watch afootbdl game for free, he writesto Elaine ashe
eats a peanut butter sandwich. Upon receiving the | etter, Elaine worries about the precar-
iousness of his perch: "Hethinks he is safe, because heiswhat he saysheis' (291).

The episode aso foreshadows Stephen's death. When his plane is hijacked by
terrorists, Stephen is singled out for execution and shot as heis faling from the plane--
athough Elaine would like to believe that before he died he experienced a moment of
"pretended flight" (392). "He died of an eye for an eye...," she concludes, sgnding the
dangers that derive from redtricting the cat's eye to itsimpervious separateness and its
consequent economy of equivalences (388). It isnot so much that Elaine rgjects Stephen's
verson of safhood; it israther that it isincomplete. Stephen cannot fly on one wing.

As Elaine pursues her painting, the cat's eye's hard surface will undergo are-vison.
She will differ from Stephen, who separates the rellms of being and doing. Instead,
Elaine, whose sense of sdif has dready become interspersed with the playful intensity of
Stephen and Cordelia, will blur the lines between life and art. Her apprenticeship begins,
appropriately enough, with acdassin "life drawing,” where she beginsto "let hersdf go,”
experiencing the attraction of the people and the objects that surround her. In her art
class, she garts to connect with the femae body. Confronted with the abundant flesh of a
naked woman, Elaine squeamishly attemptsto follow her ingructor's advice: "You must
think of the fingers, touching the flesh, or the running of the hand over. This must be
tactile" heexplains (272). She"fals’ for her art teacher and her sexud initiation results
from the intense attraction. However, the disperson is countered by illumination, by the
bright things to which she has dways been drawn; she longs to represent "objects that
breathe out light" (326).
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Elane rgects the artistic pursuits of her male counterparts, who seek the cutting
edge by chasing after the art world's latest fashionable abstractions. While they pursue the
origindity they associate with high art, Elaine becomesimmersed in everyday objects.
Inspired by the luminous details, especidly the pier-glass, in The Arndifini Marriage by

Van Eyck, she paints the reflective surfaces that attract her: wineglasses, fake pearls, and
auminum pans. Hoping to capture the shiny surfaces of yet earlier works of the Middle
Ages, Elaine returns to her mother's kitchen where she concocts a recipe for egg tempera.
Her mother uses the leftover egg whites for meringue. While boyfriend and then husband
Jon cregtes abstract squiggles, op art, and motorized congtructions, Elaine perdstsin
painting the luminous. Her work, Jon tells her, is nothing more than illudtration, rendered
passe by photography. Unfazed, Elaine takes commerciad art classes, determined that art
will be more than what her mother's friends deem "something you can dways do at home,
inyour sparetime’ (275). Art for Elaine, becomes "aliving,” away of being, a means of
sdf-creation.

Y et the impervious surface that Elaine perastsin cregting is caled into question
when she discovers she is unexpectedly pregnant. In the past, shiny objects had been a
means of "delaying time, dowing it down" (119). Asachild, she had sared a the glass
coffee percolator, contemplated the slvery toaster as a means of postponing her terrifying
encounters with Cordelia. With the pregnancy, the insde-outside boundary is blurred
once again, and the place of sefhood disintegrates, much asit did when she discovered
Stephen's verson of the sars "'l fed asif I'm at the centre of nothingness, of a black
suare that istotally empty; that I'm exploding dowly outwards, into the cold burning void
of gpace’ (336). Her body isthe site of new life, of an outsde folded ingde: "It tickslike
aclock; timeisingdeit. It has betrayed me..." (338).

The remembrance of the blurred edge precipitates achange in her art, as Elaine
begins once again to see in the dark, painting "things that aren't there' (337), things that

come to the surface from the disordered rubble heap of her past: many versons of Mrs.



Smeath, the nightshade that grew in the ravine, the egg-cup featured in Cordelias lore and
much more. At the same time, she continues to turn away from recognition and
origindity, retaining the hard shiny surface that becomes a hdlmark of her work. In fact,
the shiny veneer protects her paintings when an outraged viewer flingsink on an
objectionable portrait of Mrs. Smeath. Theink smply dides off the surface leaving the
painting unharmed. At the same time, this incident marks the beginning of Elaingsfame,
which is portrayed as something of an accident. Nonetheless, Elaine remarks that paint-
ings capable of provoking "uproar and display, must have an odd revolutionary pow-
er....Some dimension of heroism has been added to me" (354).

Thus Elaines congtruction of selfhood resists the formulation of transgression.
Transgression would involve ataining recognition for the intentiona violation of
proscribed boundaries, a definition that might aso gpply to a modernist definition of
origind art. However, it isthe issue of recognition, or more specificaly her falureto
achieve recognition for her girlhood status, that so terrifies Elaine. The terror of power
gamesis resuscitated by the retrospective, where her work will be judged and perhaps
found wanting. Indeed, Elaine's attempt at self-cregtion begs the question whether female
subjectivity can be atained without faling into the recognition trap, which ismerdly a
verson of the magter-dave dynamic. Cordelia achieves power only when Elaine
recognizes her asthe arbiter of femininity, hoping that Corddiawill in turn recognize her
gendered status. Sheinitialy breaks Corddias power by turning her back on what she
concludesisjust atearifying game, only to discover that she hersdf vengefully longsto
exercise an equaly cruel power. Her paintings of Mrs. Smeeth reved a hateful
ressentiment which Elaine confronts when she sees the paintings once again a the
retrogpective. While she acknowledges the malice with which they were concelved, she
a0 ssemsto judtify the representations, observing that she has endowed the portraits with
light. "I have said Look," she comments. "I have said, | see" (Atwood's emphasis, 404).
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Elaines remarks may best be understood in light of these lines by Canadian poet
Margaret Avison, quoted at the conclusion of Surviva: "Nobody stuffs the world in a
your eyes./The optic heart must venture: ajail-break/and are-creation” (gtd. 246).
Atwood interprets Avison's "jail-break™ not as transgression, but as agency. Atwood
elaborates:

What these lines suggest is that in none of our acts-—-even the act of
looking--are we passive. Even the things we look at demand our
participation, and our commitment: if this participation and commitment
are given, what can result isa"jail-break," an escape from our old habits of
looking at things, and "re-cregtion,” anew way of seeing, experiencing and
imaging--or imagining--which we oursdves have helped to shape. (Surviva
246)
In fact, as Elaine looks at the eyes she has painted, she reads the image sympatheticaly,
perceiving Mrs. Smeeth's "melancholy” and "threadbare decency,” redizing that there was
much they held in common (405). Howells understands this re-visoning as a move from
"blind consciousness to the insight of imaginative seeing” (214).

This verson of agency, while not exempt from power dynamics, skirts the issue of

recognition. Elaineiswel aware that her painter-husband finds her work "irrdevant.”

Her work is margind:
... am off to the Sde somewhere, fiddling with egg temperaand flat
surfaces, asif the twentieth century has never happened. Thereisfreedom
inthis. because it doesn't matter what | do, | can do what | like. (346-347)

Elanesirrdevance gives her the freedom to play on the blurred edge. Returning
for amoment to the Avison poem, one might add that agency entails not only a''re-
cregtion,” but a"recregtion,” or playfulness, that turns away from recognition. Elaine dis-
misses the importance of recognition when she embraces a phrase her mother usesin scorn

of public opinion, saying that "she doesn't give ahoot." The sdf-conscious, adolescent



Elaine who isworried about the judgment of others finds the phrase attractive. "Not
giving a hoot would be aluxury," she muses (Atwood's emphasis, 214). As ateenager,
Elaine happily envisons Corddia and hersdf as "old ladies’ who never say inddethe
lines. Instead, they smear their make-up beyond the boundaries of their features and alow
their outrageoudy colored dips to protrude beyond the hemline. The girlslike this variety
of older women best. "They have a certain gaiety to them, a power of invention, they
don't care what people think.” The adolescents perceive the women's gppearance as a
matter of choice, and conclude "that when the time comes, we also will be free to choose.™

The middle-aged Elaine rethinks this perception, concluding that with age she
notices that her own vison problems make it difficult to apply make-up: "Who knows
what faces I'm making, what kind of modern art I'm drawing onto mysdf?' (5). Whether
the old ladies creativity isamatter of something akin to Winnicott's non-integration--a
matter of free and authentic choice--or whether it is a matter of disntegration--a question
of time on theingde, alitera and metgphorica ageing--remains undecidable. Whét is
more, the artist turns away from this question of agency versus determinism to embrace
what appearsto be akind of creetive entropy, amutud letting go of congtraint, a playful
agreement to color outsde thelines. In the end, what Elaine most hopesto emulateisa
shared play that turns away from recognition.

At leadt, she seeks to find an dternative to the kind of recognition that informsthe
victor/victim dynamic. Perhgps the concept of recognition requires nuance. Elaineis
desperatdly searching for Corddiain order to demongtrate that she has "made something
of hersdf," avictor at last; but she dso hopes to establish a sense of "thereness' that
seems integral to self-creation. Thetext suggests, for example that the eyell of the artist
a0 longsto be seen. As an adolescent, Elaine dreams she islooking in amirror, while at
the same time she senses someone standing behind her. If she positions herself properly,
she will be able to see who it iswithout turning around. Thisimage is reworked in one of
her paintings cdled Cat's Eye. It isasdf-portrait that includes only hdf aface from the



nose up. Behind it hangs a pier-glass that reflects the back of her head. In the convex
mirror there dso appear three girls, suggesting Carol, Grace and Cordelia, their faces
hidden by shadow, looking &t the back of Elaineshead. The painting, with its anonymous
persecutors, echoes the themes of Corddlia's portrait, Haf a Face, but the convex shape of
the mirror and the painting'stitle reiterate the emblem the reader has come to associate
with Elaine's crested selfhood.

Thisre-visoning can be eucidated by turning to what Winnicott terms the "mirror-
role’ of the mother, which he differentiates from Jacques Lacan's understanding of the
mirror function in "'Le Stade du Miroir." Winnicott's theory turns on the baby'sinitia
inability to diginguish the "me" from the "not-me." When the infant looks into the
mother'sface, gheis essentidly seeing hersdf or himsdlf, Winnicott theorizes. The
success of this experience hinges on the act of the mother, who looks at the baby with

delight asif the baby were her mirror. "In other words™ Winnicott explains, the mother is

emphass). By looking at the mother in thisway, children discover ameans of "getting
something of themsalves back from the environment." Deprived of this experience, some
children continue to search the environment; "they study the object and do dl that is
possible to see in the object some meaning that ought to be there if only it could be felt.”
If the mother's mood is clearly disconnected from that of her child, the mirror match does
not take place with the result that the child "will grow up puzzled about mirrors and what
the mirror hasto offer” (Flaying 112-113).

This experience of the mirror takes place when the child isin a Sate of
"formlessness’ described earlier in this study as both a purposeless and an unintegrated
date. Inthis date, theinfant isfree to react spontaneoudy to sensations and impulses
presented through interaction with the environment. Mirroring in this Sate establishes a
sense of sdf, according to Winnicott, athough the individud will not recollect the
experience. Yet asense of sdf will be "lost unless observed and mirrored back by



someone who istrusted....” In hisdiscussion of a case sudy involving awoman who is
searching for a sense of sdf, Winnicott offers this interpretation: "All sorts of things
happen and they wither. Thisisthe myriad desths you have died. But if someoneisthere,
someone who can give you back what has happened, then the details dedlt with in thisway
become part of you and you do not die" (Playing 61). Here, selfhood is portrayed asa
matter of relationship. Eventsthat are not in some way mirrored by an outside other
"wither," like so much grigt without which there is smply no mill. Winnicott ssemsto
suggest that without amirroring relaionship, the substance of sdfhood is somehow lo.

| would argue that Elain€'s art trandates the search for amirror, for a Corddia
who can give back "dl sorts of things' that have been shared, thereby preventing the
"myriad deaths' of the substance of which the sdf ismade. Thelost sdf signaed by
Elaings fedings of nothingnessis reconfigured in the artist's representation of the Virgin
of Logt Things. Asan adult, Elaine frequently wandersinto churches, ostensibly to study
the art, but subconscioudy in pursuit of representations of the Virgin Mary. InaMexican
church she discovers a crownless statue on whose dress have been pinned shiny objects
that Elaine initidly mistakes for sars. They areingtead tiny metalic replicas, "little brass
or tin ams, legs, hands, sheep, donkeys, chickens, and hearts" Elaine discovers. "...she
wasthe Virgin of logt things, one who restored what was log.... There could be some
point in praying to her...But | didn't do it, because | didn't know whét to pray for. What
was lost, what | could pin on her dress[sc]” (198).

Elaine portraysthe Virgin of Logt Thingsin her latest painting, entitled Unified
Feld Theory. Her black cloak is studded with "pinpoints of light"; in her hands she holds
alarge, blue cat's eye marble that replaces the inauthentic shape of the red-purse heart.
The title echoes that of alecture by her astrophysicist brother which Elaine had attended.
In his presentation, "The First Picoseconds and the Quest for a Unified Field Theory," he
discusses the origins of the universe and the nature of the stars, which were created, he

theorizes, by one enormous burgt of light, a"fiat lux" that can only be expressed in the
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language of mathematics. "This sounds alot like metgphysicsto me" Elaine comments,
"athough the men in the audience don't seem to take it amiss' (332).

Does the painting fulfill the function of the mirror role, restoring a sense of logt sdif
in much the same way that Stephen seeks to embrace an ided universe? On one hand, the
painting seems "alot like metaphysics' in that it conflates a number of categories-—-earth
and sky, science and art, light and dark--suggesting the illusion of atranscendent oneness,
dthough the hint of irony in Elaines comment about metaphysics undercuts this
interpretation. Perhaps, the painting reved s the degree to which Elaine's self-creation is
interspersed with that of her male "twin," logst to death but recovered through art. Perhaps
only the successful quest for afemale twin can render up the necessary reflection.

At the retrospective, Elaine surveys the paintings and ponders Cordelias absence.
The last time she had seen Cordelia, her childhood companion wasin arest home, after
having "fdlen apart,” after having "let go of her ideaof hersdf." Elaine now imagines
giving to Cordeliawhat she hersdf seeks "...I could give her something you can never
have, except from another person: what you look like from outsde. A reflection. Thisis
the part of hersdlf | could give back to her (411). As Elaine leaves the exhibition, she
envisons hersdf faling agpart, disntegrating in old age. The next day, plagued by an
emptiness, "asif thereé's nothing more to come," Elaine returns to the bridge over the
ravine, the old wooden form now replaced with a more solid onein concrete. In the
growing dusk, she senses a childhood verson of Corddlia standing behind her, staring at
the back of her head, in imitation of her painting.

Thus, Elaing's ahility to seein the dark yields the reflection she seeks. However,
because she is facing away from the mirror, the image will continue to dude
representation. At last Elaine can paradoxicaly make good her loss by "letting hersdlf
go." Inagesture that embodies her Virgin-like vison, Elaine holds out her hand to
indicate both benediction and release of her persecutor, saying "It's dl right...Y ou can go
home now" (Atwood's emphasis, 419).
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At the same time, the gesture Sgnds another kind of "letting go," arenunciation.
This act condtitutes areworking of Cordelids lore about the pin and the egg cup. One
doesn't prick the shell so that the witches won't put out to sea, as Cordelia once
maintained. One does so to break the vacuum in order that one may separate cup from
shell. Elaine accepts that Corddiaand she will never become partnersin shared play. The
image of the old ladies who don't give a hoot, introduced in the first chapter, is reiterated
inthelast. On her flight home, Elaineis seeted next to two old ladies a play. Asthese
women drink, joke and chest a cards, Elaine addresses her reader asif ghe were amirror
image of her childhood friend: "Thisiswhat | miss, Corddia not something that's gone,
but something that will never happen” (421). Nonethdess, asthe nove closes, Elaineis
flying as she sares out at the stars, affirming her ability to see in the dark, to creste rather
than smply survive,

According to Howdls, Elaines inability to find Corddiasgnads an "incom-
pleteness’ in the author' representation of selfhood. She summarizes: "The best Elaine
Ridey or Margaret Atwood can offer isaUnified Fidd Theory from which inferences
about the subject may be made, but the subject hersdf is always outside, in excess, beyond
the figurations of language. The'I' remains behind the 'eye™ (216). While this reading
addresses the problematic of salf-representation, it fails to acknowledge some of the more
sdf-affirming aspects of the text.

Howdllss interpretation narrows the discussion of salfhood to a question of
imitation, or the degree to which writing or art can accurately and completely represent
the sdf. Thus, the argument hinges on what Miha 1. Spariosu terms "mimesis-imitation,”
aformulation of mimesisfound in Plato, one that gnas atrangtion from an arcchaicto a
rationd mentdity” in the history of Western thought. Spariosu contragts this verson with
apre-socratic or archaic understanding of mimess as"mimesis-play,” aterm connected

with ritua and dramathat suggests ingead a " performative function” that involves
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"'miming,’ 'smulating,’ or even 'presencing (invoking or caling something forth)"
(Dionysus 17-18) 2

The latter verson of mimessis dso useful in formulating Atwood's articulation of
sdfhood inthisnove. Like Corddia, Elaineisadso acting or performing, but unlike her
friend, Elaine is able to embrace both the terror and the delight of the blurred edge of play.
Situated in the gap between the seeable and the sayable, she remains in expectation, ever
open to the new, in a gtate that encompasses the conflated possibilities of both non-
integration and disintegration, at the Site of authenticity. Her subjectivity resdesin
"praxis" or the "presencing” of the illuminated objects that surface at that edge, rather
than in the objects themsdves. The paintings and text produced in turn become brilliant
objects, like Elaines blue baloons and silver paper. The subjectivity of the playful reader,
if modeled on the disintegrating light of Atwood's star, will thus become interspersed with
its otherness through the crestive act of reading, aprocess of reflection that deniesthe
mirrors hard surface.

However, femae subjectivity in Cat's Eye is dways an dternation of light and
dark. In asense, Howdlsisright, the subject dways does remain "in excess, beyond the
figuration of language" but it is an excess that istransvalued in the text. Elaine
transforms the "nothingness' or absence of femae story, characterized by meaningless and
excessve adornment, into the essence of play, the act of "letting go of onesdf.”" Inthe
end, Elaine resolves her dilemma over what to wear to the opening of her show. She has
tried on severd dressesin anticipation of that night, looking for an appropriate victor's
costume. When the moment comes, she opts for something more authentic. She wears
black: "I will haveto do. Come-as-you-are parties, they used to have. | will comeas|
am" (403), the dark star that is merely echoed by its perceived light.

Elaine, then, isnot unlike Plato's lon. In this didogue, Socrates diminishes lon's
at, claming that when he performs Homer's poetry, he isinspired or possessed by the
gods. Itisnot aquestion of art at dl, Socrates explains, because lon is not in his"right
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mind" when he performs; or, as Socratestells lon, "you get besde yoursdf” (19).
Performance, or mimesis-play, is amatter of letting go of onesdf.** Elain€s understanding
of art, then, subverts the Platonic hierarchy by restoring lon's performance to its cregtive
status.’> She anticipates the possibilities of ageing, or disintegration, whose early signs
may be only "the thin edge of the wedge, the crack in the wall that will open, later, onto
wha? What vistas of shining eccentricity, or madness?' (6).1¢

Y et this anticipation is tempered in the end by the renunciation of shared play
between femae subjects. It isasense of mutud creation rather than self-cregtion that
eludes Atwood's fiction. While the author comes closer to narrating a tale of "object-
relating” between women in her 1996 nove, Alias Grace, these relationships are
continualy undermined by the heterosexud plots in which the characters are trapped. In
the end, protagonist Grace Marks seems to renounce the lived experience of shared play
with other women, and turns instead to afigural representation of such relaionships on
her "Tree of Paradise’ quilt.'” While Atwood can imagine avariety of shared play
between women that turns away from power by turning its back on recognition, this
variety of reaionship seemsto defy narration. Thus while sdf-creation in Atwood's
fiction involves the playfully paradoxical act of seeing in the dark, the subject isleft to soar

done.



END NOTES

Howells draws on Paul De Man's essay, " Autobiography as De-facement,” to
elaborate her andysis of the painter's atered photograph, which, according to
Howells, echoes De Man's understanding of autobiography. Citing DeMan,
Howells points out that the novd's episode "ded's with the giving and taking away
of faces, with face and deface, figure, figuration and disfiguration” (gtd. on 207).

Frank Davey reads the stuffed moose family encountered by the protagonist of
Atwood's Surfacing in asmilar way, suggesting that it represents "a conventiond
North American family complete with sexua stereotypes and the eclipsing of girl
by boy” (68).

Earl G. Ingersoll dso overlooks the gendered nature of Elaine's early experiences,
claming she must put avay her "unfeminine clothes and ungendered roles’ when
she moves to Toronto (20).

Other Atwood novels which precede Cat's Eye appear to have asmilar pattern. In
Bodily Harm, the protagonist becomes aware not only of her victim status, but so
of her complicity in the victor/victim dynamic. She returns to Canada from her
harrowing Caribbean experience with a newly acquired lesson in human
connectedness (Rubengtein 272-274), but the novel concludes before the lessons
can be applied. Likewise, the novdist heroine of Lady Oracle seems unableto
pursue agorylinein red life that differs from thet of the persecuted Gothic
charactersin her own fiction. While the narrator is able to "resist others versons
of redity,” sheisunable to invent an dternative vison. Her understanding of her
narrdive trgp is only "momentary” and "does not result in a persond mythology
adequate to oppose the prevailing socia mythology™ (Rosowski 206-207).

Atwood's first published work was Double Persephone, a chapbook of poems that
was privatdy printed. A collection of poems, The Circle Game, was published in
1966, and her first novel, The Edible Woman, appeared in 1969.

Roberta Rubenstein's article on Atwood's novel Bodily Harm first cdled my
atention to the sgnificance of bitten fingernails, a recurring motif in much of
Atwoodsfiction. Inthisnovel, Atwood refers to the gnawed fingers of character
LoraLucas asatroubling "sght of ravage, damage, the edge between insde and
outside blurred like that" (Atwood, Bodily 86).

The words "ecstasy” and "satisfaction” may suggest alink between play and
ingtinct gratification. However, Winnicott clearly satesthat physica arousd
interferes with and eventualy disrupts the play experience. In "Playing. A
Theoreticd Statement,” he specifies that "playing needs to be sudied as a subject
on its own, supplementary to the concept of the sublimation of inginct” (Flaying
39). Unfortunately, to Sddineinginctua desrein thisway places serious limits
on theories of subjectivity that are linked to Winnicott's formulation of creetivity.
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Or, as Jane Flax putsit in Disputed Subjects. "Contemporary psychoandyss
presents us with objects without desire or desire without related objects’ (19).
Thisissue is addressed directly in my discussion of Monique Wittig's nove

L 'Opoponax.

The ravine as magica and menacing borderland recurs in much of Atwood's work.
The poem "In My Ravines' appearsin The Cirde Game (19) and her first nove,
The Edible Woman, accords an important role to thissite. W. J. Keith discusses
the importance of the ravinein this nove as a subterranean "underworld" to which
the heroine must journey in order to solve her dilemma (59-60). In Atwood's third
novel, Lady Oracle, the heroine is cruelly persecuted by members of her Brownie
troop as she crosses a bridge over a neighborhood ravine (54-67). Theravine
episodesin Cat's Eye appear to be areworking and expansion of the Lady Oracle

passage.

Blurred categories are atypicd feature of Atwood novels, according to Robert
Lecker's study of the author's first three novels. For Lecker, it isthe obliteration
of binary categories—the heroine's inability to distinguish between nature and
culture, mae and femae roles, or redity and romantic fiction--that makes it
impossible for the protagonists to achieve a sense of sdlf. Thisreading, he asserts,
contradicts the frequent interpretation that Atwood's characters undertake a
"descent” and then return transformed having "discovered identity, meaning, and
purpose” (186). He explainsthe latter reading is due to the influence of Atwood's
Survivad, whose "theories...have suggested that Atwood's heroines can only
survive by becoming something other than what they were (victor rather than
victim, hunter rather than prey)" (178).

While these remarks suggest that Lecker is unaware of Atwood's formulation of
the "cregtive non-victim,” Lecker's andysis nonetheless has merit. Lecker's
observations concerning the heroines ambivaence and the novels circular
structure support his conclusion that the protagonists appear trapped in aworld
where "the traditiond faith in identity no longer holds' (193). Indeed, sdlfhood in
Atwood'sfiction is never amatter of a unified, autonomous entity, but is rather
fragmented and multiple. However, it should aso be pointed out that two of these
novels, The Edible Woman and Lady Oracle, are satires that cal attention to the
difficultiesinvolved in writing a narrative of femae selfhood. In other words, it is
one thing to critique the problem, as she does in these early works. It is another to
try to find a solution, as she agppearsto do in Cat's Eye, where the blurred edge
gpproximates the site of playful self-creation.

A certain pananimism aso informs Atwood's poetry. See, for example, "After the
Flood, We" in The Cirde Game, where the speaker's companion is unaware of the
metamorphogs taking place: "not seeing/the dmost-human/brutal faces
forming/(dowly)/out of stone”’ (12).
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12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

The notion thet Cat's Eye's version of selfhood fegtures an enfolded chaos was
initidly suggested to me by Rondd Bogue's article, "Foucault, Deleuze, and the
Playful Fold of the Sdf."

For Cora Howdlls, the dternation between the "seeable’ and the "sayable” in this
novel sgnifies adouble remembering condtituted by the "conscious mind's
discurdve narrative and the figura narrative of [the protagonist's] imaginetion”
(213). Thisstudy doesn't seek to refute her reading, but rather to focus attention
on the Ste between the two eements.

A thorough discussion of the double nature of play in Western culture thet is
reflected in these two versons of mimesis, see Spariosu's introduction in his
Dionysus Reborn: Play and the Aesthetic Dimension in Modern Philosophica and
Scientific Discourse.

| am indebted to Professor Spariosu for this reading.

In thisway, Atwood's work seemsto participate in what Spariosu terms the "by no
meansirreversible process of restoring mimesis-play to its high pre-Platonic
culturd gtatus' (20).

Various commentators have compared the narrative patern in Cat's Eye with
Dante's Divine Comedy in that the protagonist's journey through memory is begun
in middle age and takes Elaine from the dark depths of the ravine to the
illumination of art. One might also add that Cat's Eye approaches Dante's
definition of comedy in his"Letter to Can Grande” Elaindsart isStuated & the
edge of art and recognition in the way Dante's notion of comedy is something that
takes place outside the city walls. Moreover, the novel, as awork of popular
fiction, ismargind to the world of literature.

The quilt'stitle suggests the ided nature of Atwood's vison of shared play among
women. Thisview accords with Spariosu's remark in God of Many Names that an
"anarchica, nonviolent” variety of play "from the perspective of Western history,
seems to be on the order of Utopia' (xii).
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CHAPTER 3

FINDING THE FIGURE: THE SUBJECT ASEMBEDDED OBJECT IN COLETTE'S
LA MAISON DE CLAUDINE

In the opening pages of La Maison de Claudine, Colette invites her reader to play a

familiar childhood game, to search for the hidden object. Readersraised on coloring
books will remember hunting for the embedded figure disguised within a maze of
squiggles-—-a rabbit curled up among the branches of atree or asnail tucked under the
edges of acloud. In the book's first vignette, entitled "Ou sont les enfants?'--one of
thirty-five sketches that comprise the definitive 1930 edition--the narrator's myopic mother
scans her enclosed garden, hoping to discern the whereabouts of her children. Immersed
in their object world, the narrator-daughter and her shlingsare dl but invisble, having
blended with their surroundings. Only scattered playthings—-a jump rope, a book, a mock
garden planted with pebbles and the heads of flowers--intimate their presence while
inggting on their slence. A doser ook, however, transforms the glowing triangle into a
face, and two pale spots in the hay become a pair of eyes, while twin pine trees sway
suspicioudy in the background.

The game of the embedded object, then, becomes a search for the hidden subject, a
game that cautions the reader againgt a myopic reading of thetext. If Margaret Atwood's
Cat's Eye renders the subject in terms of disperson, so much disntegrating light and time

on adark ground, the initid sketch in La Maison de Claudine evokes an immersed subject

subtly ensconced in a collection of objects, ingsting not on the outline but on the blur.
While Atwood introduces avisud dimengon to her narrative by means of a"figurd
discourse" that describes her protagonist's paintings, it isthis game of hide and seek that
foregrounds the figured dimension of subjectivity in the early pages of Colette's work.
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The sequence of vignettes can indeed be viewed as a series of visud puzzles, chdlenging
the reader to locate a self within an intricate weave of subject and object.

Like Atwood's text, La Maison de Claudine focuses primarily on episodes from the

narrator's girlhood and adolescence, beginning with experiences of the child at ages seven
and eight. Colette calls attention to the rift between her childhood experiences and those

asamarried woman in Mes Apprentissages, awork that recounts the often unhappy years

with her firgt husband, Henry Gauthier-Villars, the notorious "Willy" of "la belle époque.”
It was only after her discovery of the affair between Willy and Charlotte Kinceler, she
writes, that she could admit to such arift: "...j'ai eu beaucoup de peine a accepter quil
exigét autant de différence entre I'éat defille et I'éat de femme, entre laviedela
campagne et lavie a Paris, entre la présence--tout au moins I'illuson du bonheur et son
absence..." (35).

Colette's remarks resonate with recent observations by a number of American
psychologists who conclude that a child's ability to narrate her girlhood experiencesto
receptive listeners may prove an effective defense againgt a sense of lost or inauthentic
identity. According to Lyn Mikd Brown, such stories could act as a hedge againgt "inau-
thentic or idedlized rdationships’ that are part of a broader culturd narrative about
womanhood (72-72). Moreover, Brown's work with young girls has prompted her to ask
"whether the lucidity women find or gain or develop in later lifeis not in fact alucidity
they once had, then lost, and have since refound and discovered” (83). Likewise, Emily
Hancock's interviews with adult women suggest that "a digtinct and vitd sense of sdf,”
once logt in the process of growing to womanhood, could be regained by "circling back™
to memories of aformer sdif at ages eight, nine, and ten (148).*

This narrative return in the quest for authentic selfhood appears as atextud
drategy in Coletteés work aswell. While many commentators agree that the pursuit of

selfhood congtitutes amgjor thematic preoccupation in La Maison de Claudine, Joan

Hinde Stewart specifically designates thiswork as akind of circling back, as an attempt to
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supply the heroine of her earlier Claudine novels with a past; indeed, some of Colette's
explicitly autobiographica work expresses the author's dissatisfaction with these first
novels? Colette describes the genesis of these early worksin Mes Apprentissages, a story
that has been repeated by commentators and biographers dike and thus congtitutes part of
the myth that has come to surround the author. Willy, dlaiming a shortage of funds, told

his wife to write down memories of her primary-school days, encouraging her to include a
number of "détails piquants' (21). Inthisway, Colette joined the ranks of other ghost
writers who penned the spicy novelstha Willy signed and promoted. These school-day

recollections were published as Claudine a |'école in 1900 and in two months sold some

40,000 copies (Sarde 146). Four more novels featuring the Claudine character were to
follow.®
However, in Mes Apprentissages, published in 1936, Colette judges the first four
of these novels unfavorably:
.jenetrouva pas mon premier livre trés bon--ni lestrois suivants. Avec
letemps, je n'al guéere changé davis, et je juge assez severement toutes les
Claudine....il ne me plait guére de retrouver, S je me penche sur quelqu'un
de cestrés anciens livres, une souplesse arédiser ce qu'on réclamait de
Moi, une obéissance aUx suggestions et une maniére d§ja adroite d'éviter
I'effort. (58-59)
In fact, Colette turns away from the subject matter that characterized the Claudine novels

in order to write Dialogues des bétes, the first work published under her own name.

Commenting on the motivating force behind thistext, Colette asserts. "Je m'éveillais

vaguement a un devoir envers moi-méme, celui d'écrire autre chose que les Claudine”
(Mes Apprentissages 81).

Seen in the context of D.W. Winnicott's theories, Colette's remarks concerning
compliance and obedience appear to addressthe issue of creativity. At times, Winnicott
hones his conception of creativity by describing its opposite; he maintains that individuas
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sense that they are not living creatively when they experience fedings of compliance, "asif
caught up in the creativity of someone ese, or of amachine” ("Credtivity” 65).

This understanding of crestivity further enhances Stewart's conjecture that
Colette's dissatisfaction with the early novelsis based on a" culpable docility,” an indicting
willingness to yield to Willy's scabrous literary tastes (“The School” 260).* Therefore,

Stewart reasons, the decision to feature the schoolgirl heroinein La Maison de Claudine's

title, despite the fact thet this character is never mentioned in the collection of vignettes, is
more than a promotiond technique. While Stewart acknowledges that the title was
proposed by Colette's publisher, eager to capitalize on the success of the early novels,
Stewart concludes that Colette's acceptance of the title indicates a relationship between La
Maison de Claudine, firgt published in 1922, and Colette's early novels. Basing her

judgment on thettitle, the smilarity of themes, and the fact that both works focus on "alife

gory,” Stewart suggests that La Maison de Claudine "recalls and expands on the earlier
fiction" ("The School" 260, 268). Stewart introduces the notion of authenticity in her

comparison of the protagonistsin Claudine a 1'école and La Maison de Claudine,

maintaining that the heroine of the latter work demondirates "a more complete identi-
fication of author and narrator/protagonist.” For Stewart, this enhanced coincidenceis
born out by the protagonist's "grester degree of exigentid authenticity.” Toillustrate,
Stewart points out that while the heroine of the early novel "movesin amord vacu-

um...cregting hersdlf out of nothing, the narrator of La Maison de Claudine isintent on

showing her emotiond and intellectud tiesto afamily and a setting..." ("The School"
269).

Thus, while Stewart's remarks raise the issue of authenticity, it is an authenticity
couched in terms of autobiography and fiction rather than in terms of creetive process. On
one hand, she underscores the importance of a close author/narrator identification to the
autobiographica project, citing the significance accorded to such an identification by
Philippe Lgeunein his examination of the genre ("The School" 272, Note 10). On the



77

other hand, her remarks suggest that the "subject” of La Maison de Claudine is more

authentic because the characterization is based on a cause-and-effect relationship within
the given context; in short, the protagonist of the later work more closdy conformsto the
criteriafor fictiond redlism.

Thisambiguity concerning the classfication of the text raises the issue of genre
digtinctions and their importance in relaion to representations of female subjectivity.
Indeed, avast amount of comment about Colette's work has been prompted by the critics
quest for the real--the authentic--Col ette, a search that proceeds by attempting to sort fact
from fiction. However, much of Coletteéswork defies traditiona genre digtinctions. As
Nicole Ward Jouve points out, Colette, like Proust, rarely wrote about anything other than
her own life (14). Nancy K. Miller grapples directly with the relation between genre and
female subjectivity. Her argument notes that Lejeunés inventory of French autobiography
excludes Colette's work, in part because her "oeuvre' does not meet the requirements of

Le- jeune's "autobiographical pact,” which Miller describes as "a promise to the reader

thet the textud and the referentid 'I' are one" (Miller's emphasis, "Women's' 260).> Miller
does not so much argue with Lgeune's classification of Colette's work as she questions the
usefulness of genre digtinctions that turn a blind eye to the considerations of gender. What
isat gakein Miller'sanalysisis adifferent kind of reading. If the reader seeks to discover
afemde sf in women's writing, Miller recommends a practice thet "would privilege
neither the autobiography nor the fiction, but take the two writings together in thelr status
astext" (Miller's emphess, "Women's' 270).°

In light of Miller's discussion, this study proposes a shift in emphasis by
formulating authenticity in terms of textud Srategy rether that in terms of genre. Nicole
Ferrier-Caverivieres treetment of selfhood in her preface to La Maison de Claudine raises

severd issues that suggest avenues of pursuit toward thisend. Fearrier-Caveriviere

concedes that, like previous works, La Maison de Claudine appears to draw heavily on the

author's life and has often been classified as awork of autobiography. Nonetheless, she
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asserts that La Mason de Claudine is quditatively different. Whereas the pursuit of sdf in

the earlier works appears to be mediated by the creation of fictiond characters—-whether

Claudine or heroine Renée Néré of La Vagabonde and L'Entrave--La Maison de Claudine

"bresks the mirror" of thefictiona doublein an effort to congtruct a sense of sdf thet is
Stuated in the present rather than mired in the past:
Colette utilise les faits passes comme autant de matériaux atravers lesquels
elle va, non pas se perdre...mais se retrouver, cest-a-dire se congtruire. Par
lamagie de I'art, elle recrée son passe, et ne le répete ni nele décrit. Elley
choisit ce qui correspond a ce qu'dle se sent étre, ace queleame, ace
guele désre dans le présent. (xii)

Here Ferrier-Caveriviére favors the process of self-construction over genre,
stressing the author's efforts to create a sense of sdf in the present via the found objects of
the padt, rather than to recondtitute a nostalgic past self that turns away from the present.
She aso raises questions of textua Strategy, signding Colette's departure from the use of
fictiona doubles who function as mirror images.

Some of the texts that precede La Maison de Claudine do, in fact, demonstrate an

interest in doubles and mirrors. Moreover, the solution to Colette's expressed obligation,
to write something other than the Claudine novels, does not seem to liein astraightfoward
gesture of sdlf-portraiture. With the Claudine character, author Catulle Mendés told
Colette, she had created atype, aliterary "tour deforce' aswell as an author's nightmare--
"une sorte de chétiment,” hetold her, "une faute qui vous suit, qui vous colle alapeau....”
She would, he predicted, never be able to escape its shadow (M es apprentissages 46).
Indeed, Claudine proves a tenacious double, and the mirror a problematic conceit

for beginning anew. In"Le Miroir," avignette contained in Les Vrillesde lavigne,

published in 1908, the author describes an encounter with Claudine, who greets the firgt-
person narrator with the words, "Bonjour, mon Sosel” (201). A diaogue ensuesin which

the narrator tries in vain to draw boundaries between self and literary creation, a creation



that sends back an image emptied of the vitdity and particularity of her childhood: "Héas,
Claudine, j'a perdu presque tout cela, a ne devenir gpres tout qu'une femme..." (204). The
mirror, then, lacks relief, its flat surface reflecting the monotonous generdities of an
inauthentic cultura category emptied of memory. In addition, while Colette's use of the
mirror as figure suggests a definitive gap between sdf and image, the space cannot be
sugtained. In the end, the mirror images remain fixed while, at the same time, they merge
in thought like two owls at twilight ("je sens que la pensée de mon cher Sosie argjoint
mapensee...comme les doux hiboux veloutés de ce crépuscule verdissant™) where they
remain suspended in deferred flight (205). Thisimage of reunion and postponed departure
hints a the mirror's falure as an effective textud srategy in the formulation of a selfhood
that definitively breaks with the Claudine tradition; it is perhgps the merged figure that will
prove the more promising.

The mirror regppears as an important leitmotif in Colette's 1910 novd, La
Vagabonde. According to Stewart, the mirror works here as a device that reflectsthe
protagonist Renée Nérés ongoing efforts a saf-definition. While the heroine's given
name sgnas arebirth, the last name, as Stewart points out, condtitutesits "nearly perfect
reverse mirror image” (Colette 43). The reflected persona of the music hdl performer isa
source of advice--a " conseillére maquillée'--but aso one of ingtability as Renée wonders
whether the face in the mirror will melt away with her stage make-up. Moreover, Renée's
mirrors seem bent on returning images of afemale object inextricably enmeshed in the
workings of amae gaze, and in the concomitant anxieties concerning beauty and aging
that such images dlicit. In the end, Renée rgects her wedthy suitor's marriage proposd,
fearing her perception of the world would forever be distorted by the mirror of his eyes
(Calette 41-44).

While the mirror functions as a conventiona trope for identity in La V agabonde,
Miller's andyds of this novel suggests that this device serves as a bads for interrogating its

own effectiveness. On one hand, the heroine's mirrored image inssts on the traditiona



rendering of woman in art--what Miller cals her "status in representation as
representation.” On the other, Miller proposes that the novel explores what lies "beyond a
representation of identity that depends upon the truth of the mirror” (Miller's emphasis,
"Woman of Letters' 230), aformulation of female subjectivity that escapes a poetics of
reflection by means of the protagonist's return to writing.

The earlier examination of Atwood's Cat's Eye found the mirror to be an equaly
problematic device. Cordelia, protagonist Elaing's “twin" or double, provided a
persecutory reflection that progressvely changed into an image of fleshy femininity,
inauthenticity and madness. As argued earlier, Atwood's narrative evokes other possibili-
ties for the double as well; Cordelia represents the potentia for a positive reflection of
Elaines childhood, a figure who could reflect back something of the sdlf from the
environment. However, this potentid is never redlized within the body of the narrative,
and thus remains afesture of Elaine's capacity for seeing in the dark, for imagining that
which remains a the limits of her sory in the form of two playful old women who "don't
give ahoot" and who gppear only margindly at both beginning and end of the nove.

Thus, the mirror proves both a troublesome obstacle and an evolving Strategy in
the representation of female subjectivity. Lynn Huffer views Colette's rendering of the
mirror in apogtive light. In her reading of the previoudy mentioned sketch, "Le Miroir,"
Huffer interprets the gap between author Colette and her mirror image Claudine asa
creative space for the generation of metaphor. It will be recalled that at the end of this
text the narrator and her double face off, while in the mind's eye of the narrator, the two
figures-sdlf and creation--merge in thought where they hover like apair of owls ("comme
les doux hiboux veloutés de ce crépuscule verdissant™). For Huffer, the mirror images are
joined by the metgphor. Theword "as' ("comme") acts as a hyphen that unites the two,
while a the same time sgnaing the gap between narrator and reflection.

According to Huffer, this double image reved's the metaphorica status of
subjectivity. The mirror enticingly promises an exact duplicate of the subject, while a the



same time it indicates the twin nature of reflection, thereby demondtrating that redity and
representation can never coincide. It isonly by dint of metaphor that sdlf and reflected
image appear to unite. The gap between author and salf-representation is an endlesdy
productive and playful space, Huffer argues, the creative space of metaphor whose
meaning can be continualy reread and reinterpreted. For Huffer, Colette's pursuit of
selfhood takes place within this "metaphorica space of sdf-invention” (3).

In summary, Colette does not so much seem to abandon the strategy of the mirror

asto reformulate it. From this perspective, both Ferrier-Caveriviére and Stewart are right.

Colette does abandon the fictional double whose fate the reader follows along the path of
continuous narrative. At the same time, she pursues a different rendering of Claudine, that
is, amore authentic creation of safhood. This essay seeks to demonstrate how Colette
redlizes this project by foregrounding a version of the cregtive process asit evolvesin La

Maison de Claudine. Exploiting the metaphorica space highlighted by Huffer, the

narrator articulates the gap between the creeting artist and her subject as a continuous
dimension that blurs distinctions between sdlf and other, begging the question of difference
between subject and object. As Miller points out, Colette moves beyond a " poetics of
reflection”; the work sends back multiple images that constantly chalenge the reader to
locate the subject of the text. In asense, the salf is both nowhere and everywhere,
perpetualy embedded in the world of objectsthe artist depicts. These strategies with their
emphasis on connection permit areworking of woman's traditiond placein art, her "dtatus
in representation as representation,” by dtering the subject's anticipated place in sdif-
narration.

It is evident that Huffer's remarks about the relationship between metaphor and
s f-representation would hold true for any author engaged in the pursuit of salfhood.
However, the issue in Colette's work that interests Huffer—and the issue that will serve as
adarting point for this andyss-—is the specific "figurd system” that characterizes Colette's
project.
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This study advances the argument that La Maison de Claudine is concerned not

only with the figures of selfhood, but thet it focuses equally on the processinvolved in
imagining these figures. For this reason, | would argue that, like Cat's Eye, the text
functions as a"Kinglerroman,” fashioning the portrait of the artist as ayoung girl.
Atwood's nove relies on what Coral Howells cdls a™figurd’ verson” of the heroine's
narrative, aterm this commentator uses not smply to refer to rhetoricity, but to the

descriptions of Elaine Ridey's paintings which pardld the "'discursave memoir verson”

(204-205). While La Maison de Claudine is not a"Kinstlerroman” per s, it is possible to

read Colette's sketches as a sevies of portraits that condtitute an artist's retrospective. Asa

study of symbol formation, La Maison de Claudine frequently draws on € ements charac-

terigtic of visua representation. In this way the work invokes continuous relationshipsin

space--the contiguity of subject and embedded object--as an dternative to the gap

between sdlf and other. Through avariety of visud poetics, La Maison de Claudine
reimagines the space between sdlf and mirror as acontinuous one.” Thus, if Colette's text
demongtrates a increased identity between author and narrator/protagonist, as Stewart
maintains, this heightened coincidence may derive not Smply from an increased
"exigentid authenticity,” but from arendering of the process of self-cregtion thet is
formalized in the text.

The embedded objects of Colette's opening sketch not only introduce a metaphor
for salfhood, but aso the visud play of figure and ground, one that continually requires
that the reader rethink the nature of subjectivity as part of a creative process, one that

confuses the distinction between subject and object by filling up the intervening space.

The very title of La Maison de Claudine emphasizes a poetics of location, focusng
attention on the narrator's house and garden, the ground of childhood. However, the
traditional boundaries of these spaces become fluid as the terrain of sefhood, the "house,”
expands beyond the garden walls. Theinitid sketch of La Maison de Claudine, "Ou sont

les enfants?" aso encourages the reader to focus on spatid relations by asking the
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question "Where?' The narrator's mother enters the garden in search of her children who
have failed to appear for ether their afternoon snack or their dinner. Her question,
"Where are the children?," is met with sllence. Busy at play, hidden among the branches,
the narrator chooses not to answer.

Catherine Sawy-Sutton attributes this sllence to the limits of language. The
mother's unanswered question, she maintains, Sgnals only one of severd failures of
language in the text. To the lack of verba communication between mother and daughter,
Sawy-Sutton adds language's inability to adequately grasp sensation, the inaccessibility of
animd life vialanguage and the impassibility of recovering the magic of childhood through
words (308). Sawy-Sutton's remarks, then, encourage a consideration of the text as one
that seeks to counter the deficiencies of language with dternative strategies. The mother's
unanswered question provokes a visual search.

The narrator's silence also condtitutes a kind of disgppearance, designated as "une
sorte d'évanouissement miraculeux” (9), or loss of sdf that is characterigtic of play.
Indeed, this sketch seems to establish the idedl play environment described by Winnicott,
where an individud has the paradoxica "experience of being done' in the presence of a
reliable other ("The Capacity" 31). However, the text reverses the typica play dynamic
between parent and child. Hereit isthe mother who seeksto periodicaly verify the
persstent presence of her children despite an exercise of freedom readily granted by the
parents.

The conclusion of the sketch, however, reveds the search to be mutud, asthe
narrator ponders the possibility of the mother's on-going presence despite her desth.
Through a shift in time and tense, the narrator relocates hersdf, moving from the
imperfect of childhood to the present. As an adult reduced from silence to language, the
narrator answers the mother's question, which echoes continuoudy throughout thisinitid
sketch. The daughter findly replies "Deux reposent” (9). Like the mother, two of the

children have died, while the narrator and a second sbling remain dive. Itisasif the



narrator speaks in regponse to the mother's anxiety for her children, an anxiety that perasts
beyond the grave. Now the daughter spesks and the mother issilent. The narrator's
recourse to language despite the mother's death supposes the parent's ongoing presence
and reiterates or mirrors the paradox of play, a continuous twoness in oneness, areliable
presencein absence. The text becomes atwo-way mirror.

In alater work, La Naissance du jour, published in 1928, the mirror image of

mother and daughter takes on an even greater symmetry. Asthe daughter reads a letter
from her aging mother, the mother'sillegible handwriting takes on the festures of the
embedded object:
De sorte que cette lettre, au lieu de la contempler comme un confus délire,
J'y lis un de ces paysages hantés ou par jeu I'on cacha un visage dans les
feuilles, un bras entre deux branches, un torse sous des noeuds de rochers...
(167)

While the two-way mirror of the first sketch organizes a playful space for self-
creation, the text's reflections and reversals dso introduce a spatial confusion between
subject and object. Colette's embedded figures prompt the reader to ask not smply where
the subject is, but who the subject is, amove not unlike the ambiguity introduced in Cat's
Eye between the protagonist and her "twins." Colettestext, in fact, is not a self-portrait,
but rather a portraya of objects that counters smple reflexivity.

Asthisfirgt vignette makes clear, La Maison de Claudine announces a number of

preoccupations examined in the preceding discussion of Cat's Eye, Soecificdly those
concerning questions about the subject's boundaries and location. However, Atwood's
artticulation of these issues rdlies on a different form; essentialy, Atwood uses linear
narrative to tdl the sory of artist Elaine Ridey, agtory that functions in tandem with
descriptions of the artist's paintings. While the narrative must be pieced together from a

series of flashbacks, and while the issue of twins introduces an ambivaence concerning the



autonomous nature of the subject and her boundaries, it is clear that Cat's Eye rdates the
life story of a specific protagoni<.

In contragt, no linear narrative unites Colette's thirty-five sketches, dthough the
order gppearsto be loosdly chronologicd. While a number of the vignettes can be
congtrued as portraits of the narrator as ayoung girl--"Le Curé sur lemur” and "La
Petite," for example--the "subject” of most of these textsis someone else. The narrator
often functions as observer, reporter, witness or minor character, Stuated at the margin of
events, or in some other way "embedded” in the narrative.

While Vdérie C. Lagtinger points out that La Maison de Claudine belongsto the

tradition of firs-person narratives characterized as "souvenirs denfance,” or childhood
memories, she nonetheless argues thet it isthe narrator's mother "Sido,” rather than "le'je
narrateur,” who isthe text's main character. She judtifies her satement by pointing out
that Sido furnishes most of the work's anecdotal material (542-543); and, indeed, Sido
plays acentrd role in twenty-one of the thirty-five vignettes and is in some way mentioned
infive others. Six of the sketches feature anima portraits, while four either mention or
focus on Colette's own daughter, Bel-Gazou, a nickname first used by Colette's father to
designate the author when she was achild. Alternatively, Stewart asserts that the protag-
onigt isamultiple character, a"composite’ of the narrator's various childhood designa
tions--Gabri, "la Petite," and Minet-Chéri--plus Colette's mother and daughter. "These
three," Stewart observes, "rgjoin and repeat each other, just as do the sundry household
pets of the novel's concluding chapters..." (Colette 24).

Accordingly, Stewart seemsto locate the arena of sefhood &t the site of
coincidence between narrator and composite character, in an identity that manifestsa
greater "exigentid authenticity” than did the character Claudine. This study, however,
takes Stewart's hypothes's concerning the pursuit of authenticity in a different direction,
one that locates subjectivity in the playful space between the poles of reflection, between
narrator and text, between artist and portrait. Here, the term "sketch," used to designate
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the vignettes that condtitute thiswork, is taken in both a literd and afigurative sense, as
both text and painting. | argue that the author strives to sustain a double system of
representation that draws on both vision and language, the embedded silent figure and the
unfolding narrative. Asaresult, thisreading suggests a pardld between the artist's retro-
gpectivein Cat's Eye and the "portraits’ of La Maison de Claudine, both motivated by the

task of sdlf-creation. While Huffer's reading of Colette's autobiographica fiction explores
metaphorica or figura space between Colette and Claudine, this sudy arguesin favor of a
pictorial space that questions the linguistic gap between self and other, a space between
artist and object that isthe Site of the creative process.

Portraits purport to render the object, but at the same time they implicate the
atist. Who, then, isthe "subject” of the painting? Portraiture can be construed as a
meatter of relationship rather than as ameatter of clear separation between artist-agent and
represented object; or, as art historian Marcia Pointon asserts, "at its most abstract,
portraiture is aquestion of the relationship between the sdf as art and the sdf inart” (qtd.
in Hoffman 4) 2

Connections between saf and art have been explored by psychoandyst Marion
Milner, whose ideas influenced Winnicott's understanding of play and cretivity.® In
paticular, Milner'sinterest lies in the relationship between cregtivity and authentic sdif-
expresson. Milner's point of departure in thisinvestigation is her own artwork which she
initialy deemsto be "disgppointing.” In her book entitled On Not Beng Able to Paint,

published under the pen name Joanna Field, Milner eaborates, indsting that her paintings
"gave no sense of being new cregtions in their own right, they seemed to be only tolerably
good imitations of something ese; in fact, to be counterfats' (3). In aseries of drawings
undertaken in order to work her way out of this dilemma, Milner began by andyzing her
choice of perspective, her desire, for example, to draw agarden asif "nearly indde it and

surrounded by it" (10). She seeks a sense of embeddedness.



In essence, Milner attempts to lose her sense of separation from the objects of
representation by becoming "more mixed up with them." What is more, she describes her
endeavor as akind of circling back, amove undertaken in order to diffuse her sense of
separation, dthough she at firgt perceives her efforts as "aretreat from the respongibilities
of being a separate person.” However, she refines her remarks, stipulating that it felt
more like a search, a going backwards perhaps, but a going back to look for something,
something which could have red vaue for adult life if only it could be recovered” (10).
Her firg gep in this circling back to explore "the nature of imagination” resdesin her
fascination with the blur, with "the play of edges’ rather than the outline, with the
trangition of one color to the next, with color as movement rather than precise delinestion.

For Milner this process congsts of something other than mastering the techniques
of painting or the rules of perspective; she contragts this process with a"publicly agreed”
or "common sense’ conception of seeing that ingsts on separation and outline. Thus,
Milner'swork does not enumerate the characteristics of credtivity, but instead navigates
the reader through a series of her own drawings which involve the painter in "aworld of
change, of continua development and process, one in which there[is] no sharp line
between one state and the next, as there is no fixed boundary between twilight and
darkness but only agradua merging of the one into the other" (16-24).

Milner's elaboration of crestivity, which renounces artistic prescription without

proposing atransgression of these directives, suggests a modd for reading Colette's text.

La Maison de Claudine thus becomes a gdlery, a series of portraits or "drawings' that
turn away from an earlier compliant or "publicly agreed” and clearly outlined conception
of Claudine, dictated by Willy's notion of the marketable nove of "libertinage” in
exchange for a subjectivity of process, a perpetud circling back, an artis's retrospective
that immerses or hides the sdf in aworld of represented objects.

Clearly, the opening text of La Maison de Claudine exploits the form of the

retrograde circle by concluding with the query "where" a search for the invisble but



embedded object, that sends the reader back to the question of thetitle, "Ou sont les
enfants?" and anumber of additiona sketches explore thisform in different ways. The
second vignetteisacasein point. Thetitle of the second vignette, "Le Sauvage,” seems
to announce the portrait of Sido's first husband, the uncouth heir of gentlemen glass
blowers ("gentilshommes verriers') who had accumulated land and property in Colette's
native Burgundy. Instead of a portrait, however, the narrative is more like afairytae gone
awry. "Le Sauwage' is cast as something of adark prince, with his black beard and his
ghoulish palor ("sa pdeur de vampire distingué"), while Sido—short for Sdonie-isthe
graceful and lively young woman from the city visting her childhood nurse in the country-
sde. But Sido fals short of theided princess, despite her charm, sheis neither pretty nor
rich. Therefore, when "le Sauvage' proposes marriage, Sido, who livesin Belgium as her
brothers dependent, cannot but accept.

This story of marriage fals somewhere between ided and redlity. The words il
I'enleva’--he abducted her or carried her off--signal romance and seduction aswell as
unwillingness and violence. The rumored "belle maison a perron et jardin” turns out to by
something of asham. While it boasts an unexpectedly bright "sdon,” the upper floor
resembles an abandoned attic. Thereis aso the suggestion of evil enchantment. The
kitchen is peopled by old women who spin by candldight and aggressive, cackling cooks:

...des fées barbues projetaient dans un regard, sur la nouvelle épouse, le
mauvais ort, et quelque belle lavan diere ddaissée du mditre pleurait
férocement, accotée alafontaine, en I'absence du Sauvage qui chassait.
(11)
Despite the disillusoning ambience, Sido throws hersdf into her role aslady of the manor,
taking charge of house and kitchen, while "le Sauvage," named for his slence and solitude,
gpends his days hunting done. In the end, though, isolation gets the better of her and she
bresks down intears. "Le Sauvage,” despite hisineptness and confusion, determines her

gate must be due to alack of her accustomed urban amenities and heads for the nearest
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city. Hereturns with precious objects, amortar of rare marble and an Indian cashmere
shawl, offerings that condtitute hisfirst and last disnterested act.

Prized by Sido for their rare and costly nature, these gifts have been handed down
to the narrator, who contemplates them from the perspective of the present at the end of
the text. The mortar, now dull and chipped, can il be used for grinding dmonds, and
the cherry-red shawl has been stitched into cushions and handbags.

Thus, at the end of the story, the reader actudly reaches the beginning by
encountering the objects that appear to have prompted the narrated memory. Here, from
the present, the author/artist contemplate and depicts these now commonplace objects and
thelr potentid for transformation, at firgt, for changing amonds to powder or for assuming
the shape of a cushion, and secondly, for unfolding on abroader canvas in the shape of a
modern fairytae. In thisway, the reader's encounter with the objects evocative power at
the end of the text sends him or her back, in a perpetud circle, to the story's beginning as
the memories they rekindle open once again into story.

At the same time, it should be recalled that the objects do more than cdl forth a
repetition of afamiliar fairy teplot. 1t isneither a happily-ever-after tale of wedlock, nor
aredidic sory about the economic nature of marriage. Faling somewhere between ided
and redlity, Colette's story makes use of objects buried in a conventiond tale to spin out a
narrative that is not, in the end, about marriage, but about the act of cregtion. The
precious gifts, vaued by Sido for their cost and exctic nature, become humble household
objects prized for their everyday transformative powers. However, their use vaue extends
to include their potentia, not only to open out into story, but dso to transform the story
into something new, merging the plot of the narrator-artist with that of the marriage taein
thefind paragraphs. In the end, the text, with its magicd details and eegant circular
dructure, reinstates the objects precious satus, intimately linking them to the act of

creation and the work of art.



Colette's procedure, which approaches salf-creation through the artist's
relationship with everyday objects, finds an echo in the importance critic Water Benjamin
accords to the world of cultura fragments and debris. For example, in hisessay "The
Storytdler,” (Hluminations 83-109), Benjamin sees the tale as a fragment, an object
relegated to the cultural trash hegp when the art of storytelling was displaced by the nove.
Laden with potentid, such afragment encapsulates an entire world within; it is rather like
amonad with the capacity to unfold in the present and seems to have much in common
with the involuntary memory of Prout.

In"Franz Katka," Benjamin includes atae that illustrates the nexus of fragments,
memories and ther inherent potentid. One evening in adark inn, villagers reved what
they would choose if granted one wish. When it comes to the beggar, he expresses his
desire, which is embedded in the tale:

"l wish | were apowerful king reigning over abig country. Then some
night while | was adesp in my paace, an enemy would invade my
country....Roused from my deep, | wouldn't have time even to dressand |
would haveto fleein my shirt....I would findly arrive safely right here at
the bench in this corner.” The others exchanged uncomprehending glances.
"And what good would this wish have done you?' someone asked. "I'd
have ashirt,”" was the answer. (llluminations 135)

Thistde within atale gppears to illudtrate the potentid of the story's fragments. In
his desre for ashirt, the dreamer conjures up atae in which he glimpses himsdf asking.
From this sory, or bit of collective memory, he pries loose one detail, a connection with
the present, which alows the beggar to envison himsdlf in his own persond narrative as
onewho wearsashirt. The unfolding of thiswish, a potentia contained within the tal€'s
fragment, appears to eaborate Benjamin's understanding of imagination expressed in an
earlier text, entitled One Way Street. Here Benjamin describesimagination as "the gift of
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interpolaing into the infinitely smdl, of inventing for every intensty, an extensvenessto
contain its new compressed fullness...” (Reflections 83).
In essence, Sido's precious gifts function in much the same way as the beggar's
shirt, as objects of "intengity” and "compressed fullness' thet invite interpolation. Buried
in agory reminiscent of the cultural conventions of fairy tae and gothic romance are
objectsthat dlow the narrator to envision herself aswriter, as arti, astdler of taes--a

Scheherazade who escapes atraditiona fate through her art. La Maison de Claudine,

then, parries the trend designated by Benjamin; indeed, the work seemsto rescue
gorytdling from the cultura trash hegp in that the book more closdly resembles an illus-
trated collection of tales than anove.

The overdl organization of thefind edition of these tales, aswell as many of the
individua sketches themsdlves, invoke the retrograde circle. Commentators have

characterized the structure of La Maison de Claudine in avariety of ways. Elaine Marks
assarts that thereis "no significant arrangement in the order of the stories,” that they are
primarily held together by the voice of the narrator. Nonetheless, she notes, the sketches
form patterns, "the repested patterns of everyday life, familiar patterns which make the
period of childhood seem eternal.” In addition, she notes, these patterns seem to emanate
from the warmth and security of house and mother. In support of this statement, Marks
cites a passage from the sketch entitled "La Petite," atext that suggeststhe talesform a
series of concentric circles radiating from amaterna center (201-203). Standing outside
the house in the growing twilight, "La Petite’ seesthe glowing light that illuminates her
mother's thimble as she sews:
...cette main et cette flamme, et la téte penchée, soucieuse, auprés de la
lampe, sont le centre et |e secret d'ou naissent et se propagent,--en zones
de moins en moins sensbles, en cerces guatteint de moinsen moinsla
lumiere et la vibration essentielles--le sdlon tiede, saflore de branches

coupées et safaune danimaux paisibles; lamaison sonore, seche, craguante
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comme un pain chaud; lejardin, le village...Au-ddla, tout est danger, tout
est solitude... (22-23)

Louis Foregtier approaches the work's structure thematically. He proposes a
hidden structure that subtends an gpparent themétic organization, one that seemingly
groups the texts under the headings of nature, love and animass, an organization that,
Forestier finds, inadequately speaks to the complexity of the materid. Asan dternative,
Forestier suggests that the collection of tales congtitutes a confrontation between subject
and world. This exploration begins by stuating the individua within the context of family
and birthplace, then by exploring conflicts with society involving language, culture,
politics and contacts with others. The subsequent discovery of the consolation derived
from nature and animasis followed by encounters with the problems of degth, love, and
motherhood. The remaining texts condtitute a response to the earlier sketches, comprising
an invedigation of dementsthat bring relief and ddliverance: "imaginaion, morale, rire,
sentiment, merveilleux retrouvé dans les prestiges de I'enfance” (30).

This"mervelleux retrouvé' isthe subject of the find vignette. La Maisonde

Claudine ends with "La Noisette creuse’ which consists of an inventory of the objects

found in the pockets of Colette's daughter, Bel-Gazou, during a holiday at the beach and
the connection between these objects and the realm of imagination. The collection of
scavenged seaside treasures includes a hollow nutshdl which Bdl-Gazou holds to her ear
asif listening to the sound of the ocean. In aremark characterized by a synesthesa that
shifts from language to vison, eght-year-old Bd-Gazou exclams "Jevoid Jevoisla
chanson! Elle est auss fine quun chevey, ele est auss fine qu'une herbe...” (159).

As Foredtier points out, this text brings the reader full circle: "Parti de I'enfance,
magnifiée par le souvenir, garant d'une sagesse, il Sachéve sur I'enfance retrouvée et, dga,
presque perdue’ (30). At the concluson of the find vignette, the narrator worries that by
the same time next year her daughter may have logt her gift of imagination in the process
of growing up. However, the text also reveds the object's latent potentia for the narrator.
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Forestier concludes that this find sketch signals the rediscovery and permanence of
imagination as a ddliverance from or transcendence of lifés difficulties.

From aformd point of view, the last vignette duplicates the retrograde circles of
earlier ketches. The bits of debrisin Bel Gazou's pockets mirror the everyday objects--
the mortar and shawl, for example, ensconced at the end of "Le Sauvage'--and thereby
clue the reader to the importance of the embedded object in the creative process. Likethe
mortar and shawl, Bel-Gazou's magica bit of debris sends the reader back to the beginning
of the cycle to look more closgly, to hunt for the hidden figure, one whose latent potentia
enfolds not smply a story of childhood, but one of artistic endeavor. Thus, the circular
structure encourages a double reading. On one hand, the subject seemsto look to

childhood as aclosed circlein amythicd past. Inthis sense, La Maison de Claudine

appearsto be a"syngenetic” text, containing the germ that determines and occasons a
repeated unfolding of the subject's various generational forms--Sido, narrator, and Bel-
Gazou. Stewart's understanding of the work's " composite” subject, as figureswho "rgoin
and repeat each other” appears to coincide with this rendition of subjectivity. Onethe
other hand, the text's verson of salfhood is aso an "epigenetic”’ one that involvesthe
artig-protagonist’s continua intervention from the perspective of the present, aremaking
whose raw materids are drawn from childhood, but whose ultimate form is a matter of an
ongoing cregtive process. This second version of selfhood is compatible with Ferrier-
Caveriviére's assessment of the text, which asserts that Colette neither repests nor
describes the past; rather, she recreatesiit.*”

The changing shape of the work as a whole lends credence to this second

interpretation. Three different editions of La Maison de Claudine were published, each
with asomewhat different collection of texts arranged in adightly different order. "La
Noisette creuse,” for example, was not included in the origind text. It was added, dong
with four other vignettes, to the second edition in 1923 and maintained as the concluding
sketch in the definitive 1930 edition.™*



These revised editionsimply arepeated circling back on the part of the author, a
continua reworking and reinvention of the subject. The form and content of "La Noisette
creuse” serve to accentuate the formal properties that emerge as the vignettes accumulate.
The sketch acts as a key to the work as awhole, by inviting the reader to circle back to
the beginning, by suggesting a perspective for re-reading. The retrograde circle suppliesa
figure that gives shape to or formaizes Huffer's metaphorical gap between subject and
reflection, a gap that, according to Huffer, encourages infinite reinterpretation. Thetext's
evolving nature suggedts thet its shape--unlike traditiond linear narrative, with its"a
priori" requirements of beginning, middle, and end--is a function of process, an ongoing
interaction between the narrating subject and textua object. If Colette's rendition of
selfhood is something of a perpetud return, it isaso one that persstently opensinto the
future by means of constant re-cregtion.

While Marks's observation that the vignettes show "no sgnificant arrangement”
indicates the absence of an "apriori” ordering principle, the addition of "La Noisette
creuse’ implies the emergence of an ordering principle that surfaces over time. In her
exploration of credtivity, Milner examines two different gpproaches to form viaa series of
drawings she undertakes in an effort to arrive a an authentic product that is more than a
copy or "counterfeit.” To thisend, Milner evolves a process that she describes as giving
"something that came from within onesdf" to the externa world, a process that could fed
like "a plunge--a plunge that one could sometimes do deliberately but which aso
sometimes just happened, as when onefdlsin love' (26). She undertakes a series of "free
drawings" deciding that she will in no way determine the form or subject métter in
advance--amove akin to that of Cat's Eye's protagonist, who beginsto paint "things that
aent there' (337). Milner redizes that the imposition of authoritative forms can seem "an
attempt to separate one from the very source of one's crestive relation to the world” (50).
However, she dso discovers that abandoning the "ordering principle’ isarisky endeavor.

While a"common sensg" or "publicly agreed” way of seeing can be "hated for its
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restrictiveness,” it can dso be "loved" because it ensures "one's very psychic and physica
exigence" (100), one'sintegration into an accepted socid vision.

What is wanted, Milner decides, is "something in between drawing random lines
with dl thought shut away, and trying conscioudy to make the lines follow amenta
image" (72). Milner describes this in-between place asa"gap,” or "framed emptiness,”
bordered by the artist's understanding on one side and the rhythm of bodily movements
engaged with amedium on the other. What emerges on paper or canvasisakind of
inherent, spontaneous or "non-willed order" that reveds a pattern of the artist's authentic
dreams and desires (103).*

Milner's formulation of a"non-willed" order suggests a means of approaching the

relation between form and sdf-creation in La Maison de Claudine. As of Colette's

decision, her avowd "d'écrire autre chose que les Claudine,” the author experiments with

severd formsthat break with or rework that of the traditiona novel. Didogues des bétes,

for example, iswritten in didogue form; Les Vrillesde la vigne is a collection of skeiches,
and La Vagabonde is part epistolary novel. Thus, Colette gradually abandons the novels
of "libertinage’ and plays with avariety of forms. La Maison de Claudine, with its

juxtaposed sketches, "reads’ like SO many picturesin an exhibition that gradudly fill a
playful gap or "framed emptiness’ where, unhampered by predetermined form, the shape
of the self's dreams and desires unfold.

Colette's self-making process differs from the classic notion of credtivity
formulated by Aridtotle in his Metaphysica. For Aristotle, art, or making, involves both
matter and form, the latter contained "in the soul of the artist.” Art's Sarting point isthe
artig's notion of form, its conceptuaization through the process of thinking which, once
completed, leads on to the process of making.™® The form to be redized is " present
potentidly" and can be expressed negatively as the absence of the form to be achieved, in
the way that illness might be defined as the abosence of hedth. Thus, matter and form
predate the process of making and are both contained within a conceptual formulation
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prior to the actua making. To illudrate, Aristotle offers the example of the "brazen
sphere" averba formulathat implies both the matter and form of object to be made
(Book Z.7-8, 1032a-10344).

In contrast to Aristotle's process of making, the created sdf in La Maisonde
Claudine takes shape gradudly, gains form at the Site of a"framed emptiness’ whereit is

sensuoudy negotiated on paper. In other words, self-making involves a dynamic between
matter and matter, rather than a hierarchica organization of form and matter. Instead,
form is emergent, deriving from the interplay of childhood objects, which trandate the
"meatter" of dream and illusion, and concrete, physicad engagement with the medium, as
pen or paint brush moves aong the surface of paper or canvas.

Moreover, anumber of the vignettes suggest a preoccupation with a shift from the
"apriori” dictates of form to something more akin to Milner's "non-willed order.” The
third sketch entitled "Amour™*, for example, begins with Sido's lament that thereisno
meet for aproper dinner since the village butcher has failed to do his daughtering at noon,
asishiscustom. In her predicament, Sido asks the question: "Qu'alons-nous manger ce
0ir?" The narrator reports the answvers she imagines family members giving in reply: her
father's choice, raw tomatoes with pepper; brother Achille--had he not been studying in
Paris-would have requested red cabbage with vinegar; hot chocolate for brother Léon;
and for the narrator, fried potatoes, nuts and cheese. "Maisil parait que frites, chocolat,
tomates et choux rouges ne 'font pas un diner..."(14). For Sido, the apparent arbiter of
proper form, these vegetarian aternatives are not acceptable; meset is indisputably the
centerpiece of dinner's appropriate shape. When asked why, she smply replies. "Ne pose
donc pas de questions stupides..." (14-15) as she hurries to the butcher to right the Situa-
tion.

Form, then, falls within the purview of adults, most especidly the mother, and
condtitutes part of their arcane knowledge. The fifteen-year-old narrator puzzles over

these imperatives, but also tests her understanding of them by suggesting that Sido,
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dressed in her gardening clothes, should remove her gpron before heading off on her
errand. However, Sido counters her daughter's conception of the requisite forms of
coquetry; after dl, shetelsthe child, sheis going no farther than "rue de la Roche."

If creation, abeit of a domestic nature, requires a conceptudization of ided form
asits point of departure, the daughter isleft in the margins; it is not surprising that she
doesnt fed like accompanying Sido, but instead waits for her mother's return on the steps
of the house, on the edge of insde and outside, where the atmosphere is cool and sad
("fraset trige").

Nonethd ess, the incident engages a contemplation not only of form, but of
process, and the narrator ponders what it means to obtain meat for a proper dinner. In
thisway, sheisled to consder her fascination with the butcher shop, whose display--"ses
couteaux, sa hachette, ses poumons de boeuf gonflés que le courant dair irise et balance,
roses comme la pulpe du bégonia' (15)--exercises the same sensuous apped as a candy
store. However, her experience of the placeis no longer amatter of smple pleasure, a
delight in swallowing up the trangparent ribbon of rosy lard the butcher's wife extends a
the end of her finger. The complexity of the adolescent's perceptions is brought home
through a description of the butcher's daughter. Although sheis as old asthe narrator,
Marie Tricotet has a different sense of boundaries; for her, the offa in the butcher's garden
suggests no sense of separation or difference. Instead, these body parts appear blurred
with the domain of the salf--objects drawn into the child's empire of play. Marie entertains
hersdlf by piercing pig and caf bladders, then stepping on them "pour faire jet deau” (15).

For the narrator, however, the butcher shop evokes a heightened awareness of sdlf
and other, of ingde and outside, of the violence and chaos that are implied by the creation
of aproper dinner: "Le son affreux de lapeau qu'on arrache ala chair fraiche, larondeur
des rognons, fruits bruns dans leur capitonnage immaculé de 'panne rosée, m'émeuvent

d'une répugnance compliquée, que je recherche e queje dissmule’ (15).



By reading this vignette as a story of coming to the creetive process, we may draw
points of comparison with Atwood's Cat's Eye. In Atwood's novel, the violence and chaos
that menace the delights of a non-integrated state, where subject and object blur, are
rendered by the image of the vivisected turtle, whose heart, a the service of scientific play,
remains ingde the body while exposed to view, pounding faintly on the edge of life and
death. Colette's sketch addresses a smilar discovery, but with adifferent emphasis. At-
wood's narrative stresses the attraction of the luminous object, both good and evil, that
surround the artist, drawing her into aplay of forces. Colette's text focuses on the
problematic shift from the gpparently innocent games of Marie Tricotet, whose play
revedls an enviable obliviousness to divisons between sdlf and other, to anew under-
gtanding of cresetion that forces an awareness of separation and difference. Smply
swallowing the outside world--the rainbow colors of the candy store, or the rosy delights
of the butcher shop so necessary to achieving appropriate form--now proves an inadequate
paradigm.

In On Not Being Able to Paint, Milner takes up the same preoccupation. Here,

cregting is an art of selfhood, a means of establishing a rdationship between sdf and
world. It isone thing to recognize the objects of authentic desre as those to which the
non-integrated subject responds unimpeded within a secure environment. However, what
isthe next stlep? Milner objects that to approach art as a means of "spiritua enveloping,”
asaway of imaginatively making the desired object one's own, proves unsatisfactory. For
athough such an undertaking, like eating, she explains, "may satisfy the desire to have the
good thing in one's own possession, it certainly does not preserve that thing's essentia
identity and nature, it rather destroys thisidentity in order to mergeit with one's own"
(56-57).

What is more, the notion of enveloping falls to address the limits of the body, the
Separation between subject and object, an awareness that is forcefully brought hometo the
artist an soon as the pencil, pen, or paintbrush make contact with paper or canvas.

98



99

Making, then, if one abandons an dlegiance to predetermined form in pursuit of Milner's
"non-willed" ordered, entails the gpprehension of loss. "At the moment of having to
redise the limits of the body, when beginning to make marks on the paper, dl the anxieties
about separaion and losing what one loved could come flooding in," Milner elaborates.
One response to such anxieties, she notes, isareturn to "moral law" (57), the prescribed
and predetermined forms, the "publicly agreed” way of seeing.

Inlight of Milner's theories, then, Colette's " Amour” gppears to take up not only
the temptations of a predetermined form, but aso the problems of the paradigm of
envelopment. As Sido leaves the house, the narrator's father goesin search of his
treasured magazines and reviews, "toute provende imprimeée,” which will be svalowed
up, disgppearing into hislibrary, his metaphoricad eyrie ("are"). In anticipation of his
recurring hunt ("chasse") for texts, an activity that echoes Sdo's repested trip to the
butcher's, the children have taken to hiding the most desirable reading materid, a ploy
taken up by the father as well in saf-defense as he tucks the latest copy of Le Temps
under the cushion of his chair.

A later rendering of Captain Jules-Joseph Colette in Sido, published in 1929,
reved s the father's desire to be a producer, as well as aconsumer, of texts. After the
father's degth, the daughter learns that a dozen bound volumes, each bearing a hand-
written title, have been discovered in hisroom. However, aside from a dedication to Sido,
the hundreds of pages they contained were dl blank. "Il y en avait tant, de ces pages
respectées par latimidité ou lanonchaance," the daughter-narrator recounts, "que nous
n'en vimes jamaslafin' (Sdo 55). Her brother, a doctor, uses them for prescriptions,
Sido wraps them around jam jars, and granddaughters use them for their scribbles. The
narrator, already awriter, uses them astools of the trade: "Jy puisai @ mon tour, dans cet
héritage immeatérid, au temps de mes débuts....Josal couvrir de ma grosse écriture ronde

lacursveinvisble.." (Sido 56).
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Commentator Jouve finds Sgnificance for the writer in thisinheritance: "All that
gpace: no need to write in the margins. 'Virgin pages had been given to the daughter
ingtead of the demand that she be agood girl. But the white space had aso been
protected by the father" (51). However, taken in conjunction with the earlier vignette,
"Amour," this freedom--a kind of safe space enclosed by the meticulous binding--is not a
guarantor of creative process. The narrator of "Amour” is problematicaly positioned
between the productive mother's forma imperatives and the father's ineffectua consump-
tion that leads only to the blank page. The narrator's pursuit of her own "non-willed"
order begins, as Milner's theories would predict, with a heightened sense of separation and
loss.

Having garnered al available printed prey, the father inquires after Sido's
wheregbouts as he ssomps off to hislair. The thump of his crutch and cane--the necessary
consequence of his wartime amputation--creste afamiliar rhythm. Despite the familiarity,
however, the narrator experiences anew "maaise,” noticing for the firg time the
prominent veins, the wrinkles, the graying hair: "Cest donc possible quiil ait bientGt
soixante ans?..." (17). When Sido returns, the child iswaiting for her on the steps of the
house, where she gains additiond, pardld ingghts. Sheis disheartened by the awareness
that sheisnot her mother's primary concern, when Sido asks a question, a puzzling onein
that Sdo must certainly dready know the answer. She mirrors the father's inquiries,
asking "Ou est ton pére?' Thus, Sido sends the reader back to the initial question--"Ou
sont les enfants?'--as the daughter ponders the mother's apparency: "...c'est donc possible
gue mamere ait bientdt cinquante-quatre ans?..." (17). In this context, the question
"wher€" ing s on separation and disgppearance, as does the theme of consumption. The
vignette ingsts on the gap between subject and object, and the consequent chaos that
informs both love and creation. Indeed, the reader finds the narrator/writer/"subject”
seated in this metaphoric gap, on the steps, between insde and outside, between mother
and father, between different but untenable versions of creativity. In addition, the text ad-



dresses a series of gapsthat contrast a purported ided with a perceived externd redlity:
the proper dinner and the facts of the butcher shop; the consumption of a ddlicious world
and the eradication of the other; the oneness of eternd love and the awareness of mortal-
ity.

Likewise, Milner's text dwells on the relationship between a similar series of gaps
and the act of authentic creation. Her drawings, she concludes, reved afear of the gep
between subject and object, because this dissonance threatens the individua's identity
which is closdly tied to the desires one directs at the outsde world. The disparity invites
the conclusion that desire and the outside world will never match. What is more, to
engage with such chaos threstens one's sense of "objectivity,” akind of "dislluson that if
known about could seem to threaten al on€e's belief in any goodness anywhere’ (50-52).
Milner's remark about alost belief in goodness can be ducidated by recaling Friedrich
Nietzsche's description of Hamlet as "the Dionysan man” in The Birth of Tragedy, a text

with which Milner's theories resonate. Nietzsche assarts:
...both have once looked truly into the essence of things, they have gained
knowledge, and nausea inhibits action; for their action could not change
anything in the eternd nature of things; they fed it to beridiculous or
humiliating that they should be asked to set right aworld that is out of
joint. Knowledge kills action; action requires the veils of illusion.... (60)
Nietzsche's understanding of Greek tragedy turns on the importance of its artistic illusion.
His theory supposes aform of "proto-tragedy” in which an ecstatic chorus achieves a
perception of oneness with the natura world through the celebration of its god, Dionysus,
thereby obliterating the disparity between subject and object, the gap between apparency
and redity. This proto-chorus, then, becomes "the mirror image in which the Dionysan
man contemplates himsdf" (63). However, the spectator, by virtue of its pogtion in the

"orchestra” is contiguous with this proto-chorus, physicaly engaging with its revelry.
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Therefore, hisilluson, hisidentification with the chorus, is not--at least in its origins—-an
intellectual endeavor, but rather a phenomenon based on action.

In light of thistext, Milner's theories gppear to be areworking of a Nietzschian
theme. Although the body imposes limits on the individud, the imagination, Milner
counters, can transcend these boundaries, fancying itsdf in the shape of its surrounding
objects. She refersto this ability as the capacity of the "imaginative body.” What is more,
her understanding of the relationship between disillusonment and creetivity lead her to a
reconsderation of this capacity. Milner reflects

These questions brought me back to thinking more about the phenomena of
spreading the imaginative body to take the form of what one looked at.
For might not this power to spread around objects of the outer world
something that was nevertheless part of onesdlf, might it not be away of
trying to ded with the primary human predicament of dislluson through
separation and jealousy and loss of love? (55)
Disllusonment is gpproached viatheilluson of art, which serves asabridgeto a
different, and for Milner, amore hopeful perception of the outside world. Itisan
apprehension that attenuates the perception of chaos and despair by spreading around
objectsin which the self has become embedded.

Attaining thisilluson entails two initid moves: first, an avareness of the ggp
where "the inner dream and the objective fact can never permanently coincide, they can
only interact"; second, it involves ressting the temptation to return to preconceived ideas
of appropriate or socidly approved forms. Milner posits:

...if one could bring onesdf to look at the gap, dlow onesdlf to see both the
ided and thefailureto live up to it in one moment of vison, and without

the urge to interfere and dter onesdlf to fit the ided, then the ided and the
fact seemed somehow to enter into relation and produce something quite
new.... (90)
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However, like Nietzsche's theories of Greek drama, Milner'sillusons require action.
Having both acknowledged the gap and turned away from preconceptions of form, the
individud must etablish a rhythm of her own through action by moving the brush over the
canvas. Movement or physica play thus eventualy reveds an evolving form that the mind
can then recognize, eaborate and enhance.*®

With the texts of both Nietzsche and Milner in mind, the reader will recall thet the
fifteen-year-old narrator of "Amour" has acknowledged the gap in both her dtered
experience of the butcher shop and in her sudden perception of the signs of aging in both
parents. However, this knowledge does not impel the child to embrace the dictates of pre-
determined form; instead, the issue of a proper dinner is abandoned. In effect, the
daughter turns away from her initid narrétive to give the reader the action of drama.

Sido's return precipitates a jeal ous quarrel with her husband, a diadogue which
papers over Captain Colette's own knowledge of the gap which has been rekindled here by
his perception Sdo's seemingly long absence. Where has she been--smply to the but-
cher's? No, he discovers, she has aso been to Cholet's to pick up some herbs. And did
she vigt the Mabilat brothers aswell? No? Waell then, she must have been too busy
flirting with the young dandies & the café ("les godelureaux du mastroquet™). The father's
accusations, peppered with popular expressions, and the mother's blushingly vehement
sef-defense lend a passionate verve to a diaogue worthy of apair of adolescents.

The youthful energy of this st piecefliesin the face of the parents gray hair and
wrinkles, ajuxtaposition that strikes the daughter as comic. Here the daughter-narrator
takes on therole of gpectator, but a spectator who is engaged in the rhythmic "play,” in
that she must render the action, with its movement and gestures, for the reader. Although
sheis not the focus, or "subject” of the sketch, the narrator has nonetheless embedded
hersdf in the portraya of the outside world in much the same way as Nietzsche's proto-
tragic spectator finds himself embedded in the action of the chorus.



Findly, it is not dtogether clear whether the concluding didogue isthe action of
comedy or tragedy. At the end of this vignette, the narrator's voice is doubled by that of
an older narrator who senses the dua nature of the drama, who perceives the chaotic
passion, the gap, that subtends the pleasant illusion afforded by comic play. At the age of
fifteen, however, the illusion prevails, making the possibility for action, hope and sdf-
cregtion available to an older, layered, and more complex subject: "Maisjeris encore,
moi, de leurs querelles, parce que je n'al que quinze ans, et que je N'al pas encore deving,
sous un sourcil devielllard, laférocité de I'amour, et sur des joues flétries de femme la
rougeur de I'adolescence” (18).

Affinities between Nietzsche's understanding of tragedy and Colette's work have
been previoudy underscored by Robert Goodhand in an article entitled "Apollo and
Dionysus. Bedfdlowsin Colette's Vagabonde." This essay andyzes the waysin which
heroine Renée Néré, who is both author and music-hdl performer, embodies a number of
the qualities associated with the philosopher's sense of thetragic. In addition to her
acceptance of the cycle of disintegration and rebirth, Goodhand aso signds Renée'sloss
of sdf in the Dionysian ecstasies of dance and the link she establishes between the action
of dance and the movement of the pen. "It isreveding," Goodhand notes, "that Renée
refers to the movement of the word under her pen in descriptive phrases which bring back
to mind the corpored undulations of her dancing” (200).

In La Maison de Claudine, which is published some twelve years after La

Vagabonde, the subject is often embedded in the action as spectator, rather than
highlighted as the main character. One possible interpretation of this later rendering is that
the "dancer” and the "dance’ have now become indigtinguishable. The narrator and her
subjects, the spectator and the dramatic action have blurred, leading the reader to a
concluson reminiscent of Cat's Eye, that the most authentic expression of selfhood

involves aloss of Af.
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It could be argued that this version of sdlf-creation is based on a sense of lack, one
that is provoked through an ongoing encounter with disillusionment, and for this reason
gppears to be something less than sdf-affirming. A second criticism might conggt in
labeling this conception of subjectivity regressvein that it gopearsto involve returning to
aromantic or pre-oedipal oneness that refuses a broader socid integration. Indeed, the
novel's form which emphasi zes the retrograde circle might be said to shore up just such a
critique.

To some extent, these concerns match the preoccupations of scholars who study
the femde "Bildungsroman.” In her article, "Spiritud 'Bildung”: The Beautiful Soul as
Paradigm,” Marianne Hirsch compares characteristics of three nineteenth-century novels
of femade development. She observestha "inner development” of dl the heroines
culminatesin aregresson to a pre-oedipd state of fusion that dictates each novd's
structurd circularity. Each of the protagonists enacts a return homeward toward an
earlier childhood state, "characterized by fusion, fluidity, mutudity, continuity and lack of
differentiation,” areturn that eventudly leads to the heroings deeth.*® Each returniis
paired with a concomitant rejection of integration into a broader world through marriage,
a"refusd of aheterosexud redlity thet violates their psychologica needs, aredity defined
by images of fragmentation, separation, discontinuity, dienaion, and sdf-denid” (27).

Thus, the circular pattern of these novels condtitutes something of alitera deed
end. For these heroines, inner growth fails to open onto aricher life of socid integration,
and gtands in contrast to the outward, linear progression of the "Bildungsroman” of the
same period that feature mae protagonidts. I1n assessing the nineteenth-century femde
"Bildung," Hirsch asserts: " Subjectivity is not an assertion of individud identity and
imaginative power, but a dissolution, an extinction” (47). While Hirsch suggests thet this
pattern may be read as a protest againgt a dichotomization that places crippling limits on
both male and fema e development, her andys's nonethdess links the return of these
fema e protagonigts to an undifferentiated state with the demise of the sdif.
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In comparison with the novels of Hirsch's study, La Maison de Claudine embodies

both the structure and theme of return, but with very different results. Hirsch's article
provides ingght into the means by which Colette's work transvalues an apparently
regressive pattern. In contragting the femae and male "Bildung,” Hirsch points out thet
the mae protagonist who withdraws from society during a period of intense inner growth
has aplot avallable to him that facilitates his re-integration into a broader world. That
narrative structure is the "Kinstlerroman,” a plot that, according to Hirsch, is unavailable
to the femae protagonist during the nineteenth century. "The mae sdif,” Hirsch assarts,
"centered in the creetive imagination which has the power to absorb, interndize, even to
generate the outer world, need not be destroyed by inwardness.” For mae protagonists,
inner growth brings an awvareness that is productive, rather than annihilating, resulting in
the creation of "forms that can be actuaized, communicated, shared” (46).

The difference between the narrative pattern of Hirsch's nineteenth century novels

and La Maisonde Claudine, | would argue, turns on ashift in plot. While the author

doesn't ignore issues of heterosexud love and marriage in thiswork, her narrator, with her
double voice as both child and artist, Steps aside from this traditiona story in order to
focus on the relationship between arich inner life brought about by a return to the past
and the act of creetion that this enhanced inner life makes possible. This study proposes

that La Maison de Claudine be read as a very particular rendition of the "Knstlerroman,”

one that differs ggnificantly from Colette's erlier trestment of the heroine-artist in La
Vagabonde.

In the earlier nove, the heroine, at once writer and dancer, determinesin the end
that she must choose between what she perceives to be mutually exclusive dternatives,
marriage and art. In her anadlysis of this earlier novel, Mary Nod Evans points out that
while Renée comes to aliberating perception of language through which to render her
desires, the writer's pursuit of such alanguage isimpaossible within a socid inditution that

preempts these desires by means of the discourse of heterosexud love. Evans dates.
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"Although Renée continues to assert her independence, this very assertion is now
absorbed into a system of destructive dternatives. All choices involve aloss, and the
accent here is on what Renée has logt by choosing hersdlf* (67). In other words, Renée's
experience is one of disllusonment, where subjective dreamsfail to find their match in the
outside world. Renée does not resolve the experience by an acquiescence to pre-
determined form, by resigning hersdf to the marriage plot. Neither does she pull back into
the remote world of her desires, the decision of Hirsch's heroines, a choice that leads to
extinction. Nonetheless, as Evans indicates, Renée never achieves a sense of socia
integration. Ingtead, the nove's ending is "inconclusive'; despite Renée's new under-
gtanding of language, this form of expresson remains "a homeless, vagabond discourse
with no defined place in a network of sexud, socid, or literary connection” (72).
While La Maison de Claudine is not a"Kingtlerroman” in the explicit sensg, its

narrator, via her recregtion of events, achieves an integration thet ismissngin La
Vagabonde. Through the vehicle of the embedded subject, the reader isimmersed in the
cregtive process, as the protagonist finds her way from the place of subjective desireto a
fusion with a broader world through the illuson of art. Stewart's reading of La Maisonde
Claudine as a more authentic rendition of Colette's earlier heroine, Claudine, supportsthis
view. Stewart points out that in La Maison de Claudine Colette has fashioned a

protagonist with "aliterary past” (Stewart's emphasis, "The School" 266) citing as
evidence the child's understanding and use of language in a vignette entitled “Le Curé sur
lemur.”

In this sketch, the eight-year-old protagonist overhears the word "presbytere” and
begins to ponder what it might mean, using her perception of the word's sensate properties
as her point of departure: "Javais recueilli en moi le mot mystérieux, comme brodé d'un
relief réche en son commencement, achevé en une longue et réveuse syllabe..." (29). She
carries the word with her as she goesto deep, ("je dormais avec le mat," Colette's

emphadgs) and then to afavorite place of play, the wal that separates the garden from the



chicken yard. There she usesthe word to denounce an imagined crowd, exclaming:
"Allez! vous étes tous des presbyteres!” (29). However, her understanding of the word
undergoes revision when she decides that it desgnates ingtead a smdl snail with black and
ydlow dripes.

The child then makes the mistake of identifying the anima as such in her mother's
presence. Sido questions aoud the girl's good sense and ingsts that things be caled by
their gppropriate name, clarifying: "Un presbytére, voyons, c'est lamaison du curé' (30).
Although the child initidly ressts her mother's pronouncement, she reaches a compromise
between authoritative definition and persona connotation:

...Je composai avec ma déception. Rejetant e débris du petit escargot
€crase, je ramassal |le beau mot, je remontai jusgu'a mon éroite terrasse
ombragée de vieux lilas, décorée de cailloux polis et de verroteries comme
le nid dune pie voleuse, je labaptisal "Presbytére” et je mefiscuré sur le
mur. (30)

For Stewart, this sketch condtitutes "a parable of the writer's genesis”” The dory is
one of disllusonment, in which, Stewart claims, "oppostion istota between the
autonomy, magic and mystery of the child's universe...and the rules and boundaries,
arbitrary but unmovable, imposed by the code of adults.” At the same time, Stewart
continues, it is"an embryonic literary fantasy" in which both child and writer use words
"in an aesthetic and non-utilitarian manner, not merely to designate, but to suggest and to
create’ ("The School" 267-268).

While Stewart's interpretation encourages the reader to understand thiswork as a
portrait of the artist as ayoung girl, Milner's articulation of the creative process begs the
reader to reconsder whether the opposition between the child's universe and the adult's
codeisasrigid asit might a first seem. For Milner, anogtdgic return to a Sate of fuson
where subject and object blur is not the ultimate goa of authentic creetion, but rather a

"necessary prelude to anew integration” (154)." In other words, the recovery of the lost
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object issecondary. It isthe artist's creation from the perspective of the present that
counts. The mativating forceis not lack, but rather the desire to make something new
from the debris of the past. Colette's doubled narrator, as both child and artist, captures
past and present dimensions dike. When the narrator states "je composai avec ma décep-
tion," she explaits the multiple meanings of "compaoser,” which can mean both "to
compromisg" and "to create.” Shetells the reader that she picks up the beautiful word, as
if it were a precious object, and carriesit off to the in-between site of play, the broad wall
that separates the two gardens behind the house. There it joins the other dazzling objects
that make up the substance of the wal (“cailloux polis’ and "verroteries'), whose
composite nature suggests the safe space, the nest ("le nid") of the thieving magpie ("pie
voleuse"), who gathers debris and weaves it into its house. Thus, the image of the nest
acts as yet another mirror, one that reflects the work's title by suggesting thet "la maison
de Clauding" is atreasure chest or container for the subject's precious objects, whichin
turn reved aglimmer of the sdlf in a broader environmen.

This configuration of safe space filled with debris whose "compressed fullness’
unfoldsinto play not only announces Bd Gazou's pocketful of objects in the book's fina
sketch; it also corresponds to Cat's Eye's luminous array of scavenged objects that unfold
inaseries of paintings. However, Colette's text ingsts on the dtered status of the dream
object. A kind of double integration has taken place. While the word has now been
incorporated into the child's vocabulary with its socialy recognized meaning, the word has
a0 been embedded in the world of play, an additiond bright pebble in the wal which now
designates astage. The wal has become a " presbytére’ where anew theatrica work
unfolds. Here the child enacts her own dramatic rendition of "curé sur lemur,” a"play”
whose religious context suggests the privilege of naming objects in the surrounding
gardens. However, as the text makes clear, the child does not smply play the role of

"curé" she both dters and embodiesit: "Jétais curé sans obligetion liturgique ni
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préche..mais, al'insu de tous, curé Curé comme vous ées chauve, monsieur, ou Vous,
madame, arthritique’ (29).

Here, asin Milner's theories, the playful act of authentic creation conssts of what
Milner cdls an "interplay of differences that remain in contact” (73), an interaction that
involves areciproca interchange between thought and action, the latter rendered in this
text once again viathe movement of drama. In this sketch, the word "presbytere”
becomes the concrete object, or "peg,” to use Milner's vocabulary, on which to hang a
dream that seems driven by language's pleasurable materidity, woven into the word's
rough contours ("relief réche") that terminate in along and "dreamy” syllable. However,
ingtead of a hermetic boundary between subjective and socia worlds, the result is that
both dream and "peg" end up atered. Milner describes the dynamic in a number of ways,
asa'"reciprocity” or a"two-ness," and the ultimate transformation as akind of
"trandfiguration.” This sense of reciprocd "two-ness' between sdf and other adds
sgnificance to the two-way mirror of the first sketch by suggesting that it is not matter of
reflection, but one of mutud ateration. As Colette's text demondrates, the result of the
child's encounter with the word "presbytere” is an imbrication and transformation that
leaves both worlds changed yet nonethdessintact. Additiondly, the moment of this trans-
formation is textualy recorded in the ketch; it is a transformation, then, whose dramatic
action is doubled by the movement of the narrator-artist's pen along the paper, an action
that recalsthe link between dance and writing evoked by the protagonist of La
Vagabonde.

The process of "trandiguration,” as Milner describesiit, is more than asmple
enveloping or swdlowing of theworld. Itisaway, Milner pogits, of "making red." In
the face of dislllusonment, this undertaking proceeds via a medium--the paper, the canvas,
the sage--an outside "other" that is dl the same "pliant and undemanding,” one that does
not "stridently ingst on its own public nature....” Asthe artist movesin contact with the

medium, this malleable "other" accommodates a temporary fit, anilluson that dream and
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redity are one. Through art, the subject is assured of alife of action, because the
individual has been able to recreate what one loved in actua achievement. What was once
amere story or fable, adream of fuson, istransformed into history, into action in the

relm of the concrete, or "red," with the socid integration that the "objectively” con-
structed world implies (117-120).

The connection between art and safhood in Milner's theories turns on the link
between the act of "trandfiguration” and the process of "making red.” For Milner,
authentic art recreates the desired object without obliterating it, al the while endowing it
with something of the sdf--not merdly vialogic, athough reason plays a part; but aso
through movement, rhythm, and pattern thet involve one's entire being. Milner eaborates.

Through the process of giving life to the portraya of one's subject, of
coming to see it as awhole through the discovery of pattern and rhythm
and so coming imaginatively to appreciate its nature, one is actudly
cregting something, creating the spiritud redity of one's power to love it--if
itislovable or laugh at it or hateit--if it islaughable or hateful. Ultimatdy
then it is perhgps oursdves that the artist in usistrying to create; and if
oursalves, then aso the world, because on€e's view of the one
interpenetrates with one's view of the other. (136)

Thisview of an artisticaly congructed world shifts the nature of Milner's argument
to acongderation of the nature of redlity. For Milner it isthe transfigured object that has
the greater degree of redlity for the subject, an assertion that reverses the commonplace
understanding of objectivity. Milner brings home thisingght, dl the while underscoring
its philosophica dimension, by citing from the work of George Santayana, who congders
the nature of perception. Santayana states. "Perception is not a primary phase of
CONSCIoUSNESS, it is an ulterior function acquired by a dream which has become symbolic
of it own externd conditions, and therefore relevant to its own destiny.” It seemstheat the
dream and the "peg,” or concrete object, come together to form a symbol that is



ggnificant for the subject, a symbol from which perception itself derives. As Santayana
explans. "Such rdevance and symbolism are indirect and dowly acquired: their Satus
cannot be understood unless we regard them as forms of imagination happily grown
sgnificant” (qtd. 26-27).

Santayanas description of symbols as "forms of imagination happily grown
ggnificant” seems an apt interpretation of Colette's gpproach to sdf-creation. Significant
"transfigured” objects become symbolic of a slfhood now embedded in the outside world
and therefore capable of mirroring the subject. The self as embedded object, then, is
something other than a straightforward--and purely narcissstic-- sdf-portrait, in that the
artist-subject frequently occupies only asmal portion of the canvas. Sheis only one
dement in afidd of objects held in tension by the frame of the vignette'®

La Maison de Claudine, then, differs from alonger narrative in that the e ements of

the short sketches, most of which are from three to five pages, can dl be retained within
the reader's mentd "field of vison,” wheress the linear march of alonger work usudly
meakes the mental circumscription of al dementsimpossible. This agpect of the work,
aong with Colette's detailed descriptions and precise imagery, endows the text with
characterigtics often associated with the visud arts and leaves them open to interpretation

viathe criteria gpplied to visud perception. In Art and Visua Perception, Rudolph

Arnheim distinguishes between drama and dance, on one hand, and painting and sculpture
on the other, pointing out that in the visud arts al dements are available within agiven
gpace at the same time and are therefore percelved as coexistent. Dance, drama--and one
might perhaps add narrative--involve a " path of disclosure’ that takes place over time and
across space, with the unfolding sequence of movements and events playing arole in the
perception of thework. "In apanting or statue," Arnheim observes, "the permanent
balance of thetotd 'thing' is built on the actions of forces, which attract and repel each
other, push in particular directions, manifest themsdvesin spatia sequences of shape and
color" (308-309).
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Given this conception of the nature of visud art, | would argue that the vignettes

in La Maison de Claudine can be read as paintings aswell as prose. For example, it is

possible to arrive a an understanding of the sketch entitled ™Y bafiez est mort” via certain
criteriaformulated by Arnheim for analyzing visud works of art.

The vignette is organized into three parts: the "portrait” of a nameess clerk from
Colette's home town; a description of the adolescent protagonist and her female
companions, who, in a sense, share space with the clerk every afternoon; and a story about
the clerk based on what the teenage heroine observes. The portrait of the clerk is prefaced
with remarks by the older narrator, the artist-narrator, who seeks to paint the scene from
memory. While the face of the clerk persistently haunts her deep as she dreams of her
childhood, the narrator ingsts that she cannot remember his name--is it Goussard,
Voussard, or perhgps Gaumeau? However, she can conjure hisimage in meticulous detail.
Thisinitid privileging of the visud over the linguidic is reinforced by a comment that, in
light of the abundant visua details of the portrait, seems playfully tongue-in-cheek: 'S je
peignais, je pourrais faire de Voussard, vingt-cing ans goprés quil adisparu, un portrait
incompréhensiblement ressemblant” (99). In fact she doesjust that. From hisface, stature
and complexion, to his clothing right down to the angle of his hat, to his habits and his
haunts, the narrator renders her subject in eaborate visud detail. The reader dso learns
that this threadbare and penurious notary's clerk, who was not born in the narrator's
village, has never been accepted as a native son by its inhabitants despite his long years of
resdence. Thismargind character, viewed with suspicion by the locas, spends his noon-
time break reading the newspaper while seated on one of two stone benches that flank the
house of Mme Lachassagne.

At this same hour, the second bench is occupied by four adolescent girls, including
"Colette," who have come to show off in the hopes of attracting would-be admirers. In
contrast to the clerk's portrait, which is rendered in dl its particularity, the description of

the girls appears stereotypic. They are portrayed asif they condtituted a single uniform



category in which their individudity is submerged. They dress dike, sport smilarly ragged
hai rcuts--achieved with embroidery shears in defiance of their mothers-—-and behave with
an identica combination of impudence, awkwardness and timidity.

The sketch concludes with the recounting of an incident witnessed on one of these
afternoons by the adolescent protagonist. An office boy, who usudly comes to polish off
his lunch in the company of the clerk, approaches the bench. On this afternoon, the office
boy isthefird to arive. The derk arrives late, sumbling dong as if making hisway in the
dark and dragging his newspaper aong the ground. Placing his hand solemnly on the
shoulder of the office boy, he announces. "Y bafiez est mort. IIsl'ont assassné” Witha
trembling hand, he opens the newspaper to show the boy the latest episode of a seridized
novel, and adds with a bitter laugh, "C'est un coup du cardina Richdieu” (102). The
closing description is one of the clerk transformed by fiction. Hiseyes survey an
imaginary valey, "les yeux jaunes dun conquérant dfles, les yeux cruels et sans bornes
d'un pirate aux aguets sous son pavillon noir, les yeux désespérés du loya compagnon
d'Y bafiez, né [&chement par les soldats du Roy" (102).

If one were to read this sketch as a painting, as afield in which the play of
elements results in abaance or tenson, one might first seek to determine which of the
elements congtitutes the figure and which the ground. At first, the clerk appearsto be the
figure, the "subject” of the sketch, by virtue of the abundant detail with which heisdrawn.
As Arnheim points out, the surface of a picture is perceived to be divided into a series of
receding planes, with the d ements that are most "densdly textured” gppearing to liein
closest proximity to the observer (179). However, the centra |ocation accorded the girls,
the reduced space they occupy, asif enclosed within the clerk’s story, and the contrast
afforded by the differences in age and gender make the adolescent protagonist and her
companions stand out like a patch of color on a continuous ground. At the same time, the
uniformity of their gppearance and behavior--the reader is hard-pressed to distinguish
"Colette’ from the other girls—-is a feature more characteritic of a pictoria ground,
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because the homogeneity of the surface |oosens the contours and flattens the image.
These combined traits seem to work againgt one another. The girls both stand out in relief
on abusy ground, and recede in the distance like a hole cut in a textured surface™ In
short, as aresult of these conflicting tensions, the difference between figure and ground
becomes ambiguous, as these two elements appear both to approach and recede, thereby
blurring these conventiond visud didtinctions.

This"picture’ is rendered more complex by its "frame The vignette is bracketed
by the death of the fictiond character Y bafiez, firdt in thetitle, "Y bafiez est mort,” and
then at the end of the sketch whose closing words refer to the notary's clerk as the loyal
companion of "Y bafiez, assassiné |achement par les soldats du Roy." In thisway, the
fictiona text enclosesthe "red” world of the narrator and enters into the play of figure and
ground.

Framesin thevisud arts, Arnheim explains, derive from the architecturd dements-
-the lintel's and pilasters—-of dtarpieces. With the advent of the individua paintings of the
Renaissance, frames continued to function as architectural components, acting as windows
opening onto a pictoria space that was percelved to extend indefinitely in depth and
width. In other words, the picture space stretched out laterally on areceded plane and
condtituted the ground, whereas the frame, which occupied the plane closest to the viewer,
comprised the figure. However, with time, the frame in Western art progressively
diminished. Asthe frame decreased and even disappeared, the distinction between frame
asfigure and pictorial space as ground likewise decreased (192).

Asapicture frame, then, Y bafiez stands out as the figure of the sketch, pulled into
sharp reief by the conventiond contrast between fiction and redity. Liketheframe of a
window, this hero becomes the window through which the reader perceives the ground of
"red" village life. Heis aso the object on which the notary clerk fixes his gaze a the end
of the sketch. Ybafiez is, in a sense, the created, transfigured object, more "red,” from

Milner's perspective, than the concrete world; or, to return to Santayanas phrase, Y bafiez
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becomes one of the "forms of imagination happily grown sgnificant” that precede and
orient perception. Standing out as the figure, then, one might argue that heisthe true
"subject” of thetext. However, Y bafiez isavery dender frame, amere wisp of atitle, an
gppositive at the end of the sketch. Like the disappearing frames of modern art, Y bafiez
seems to blend with the pictorid space asthe notary clerk steps into the frame, imagining
himsdf as a character in the seridized newspaper narrative.

The problematic subject satus of the adolescent "Colette” in this pieceis darified
by viewing the sketch as one painting in a retrospective; the clerk’s portrait is one of many
transfigured objects whose representation enables the creation of an authentic self. The
adolescent "Colette” of the vignette is one eement of a picture produced by the narrating
artist; the transfigured object--a shunned village clerk--is "made red” for the creating
subject when the object is endowed with something of the self; the artist has embedded her
image in her portrait of the other. In essence, the vignette reiterates the move made by the
notary clerk, whose crestive approach to the text--embedding himself in the newspaper
narrative--lends an unsuspected degree of redity to Y bafiez's sory. Once he has included
himsdf in Y bafiez's gory, the clerk reveds a"more red” dimension of himsdf, one that
both dudes and surpasses his socidly constructed role as a colorless misfit. While this vi-
gnette may gppear to be a cautionary tale sgnaling the dangers of living in adream world,
itisactudly an exemplary one, an intimation of the possihilities of sdf-cregtion that the
author continualy explores as she reworks the image of Claudine.

Read as an artidt's retrospective, La Maison de Claudine, like Atwood's Cat's Eye,

continually calls attention to the project of sdlf-creetion, foregrounding the essentia or
centrd role of the outside object or other to this endeavor while embedding the subject
within the portrait. However, while Atwood's work aternates between afigurd and a
discursive text, between a description of Elaine Ridey's at and anarration of the artigt's
life, Colette's vignettes superimpose these two strategies. Each sketch consists of both a

narrative, a brief anecdote, and a"sketch" as suggested earlier, a smultaneous
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presentation within a circumscribed space of eementsthat are percelved as coexistent, and
therefore suggedtive of the visud arts as defined by Arnheim. Colette's vignettes operate
on two levels at once, incorporating Arnheim's contrast between the static arts, such as
painting or sculpture, and the sequentid arts, such as dance or drama. The former
medium, as Arnheim points out, "defines acting through being; the other defines being
through acting” (309). Thus, in light of Arnheim's analysis, the vignettes can be seen to
portray self-creation as a process that accords an equal role to the intertwined modes of
being and doing.

Thisdua dructure invites a comparison with Winnicott's reading of Hamlet in
"Creativity and its Origins." In this essay, Winnicott gpproaches the notion of being
through a discussion of the "subjective object,” one that has not been relegated to the
world of the "not-me." 1dedly for Winnicott, object-rdating alows for the temporary
illuson that the infant has created the desired objects of her world, an illuson made
possible by presenting the object at the moment when it coincides with the infant's desire
(80). Winnicott hypothesizes that a sense of sdf derives from this notion of being, one
"that antedates the idea of being-at-one-with, because there has not yet been anything dse
except identity” (80). Winnicott designates this notion of being as "the pure female
eement" of the slf.

Hamlet's dilemma, Winnicott proposes, derives from his passage into manhood,
which dictates that he dissociate himsdlf from the "pure femae dement”; however, Hamlet
cannot think of an appropriate dternative to the harmonious mode of existence suggested
by the verb "to be," and in frustration Smply settles for its negetion, an dternative that
leads nowhere. Hamlet turnsto drama, or acting, in an effort to solve his problem, but in
the end the play is not the thing. The play Hamlet stagesis, according to Winnicott,
Hamlet's attempt "to bring to life his male dement” (83-84), to move from the redm of

being to acting. 1n the end, however, his repudiation of being provesfatd. For Winnicott,
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an authentic sense of sAf requires both dements. He concludes: "After being--doing and
being doneto. But firgt, being" (85).

Colette's vignettes, by contrast, seem to conflate both modes of existence without
privileging either. Her imposition of discursive and figurd texts, of the sequentid and the
static--as opposed to Atwood's aternation of these modes--mirrors her doubled narrative
voice that captures both the being of childhood and the action of the artist. By enmeshing
these two modes of representation in a dynamic tenson, Colette resolves the dilemma
presented in Atwood's text, in which the protagonist is mutualy drawn to her two "twins,”
Stephen and Corddia, without redizing satisfactory synthesis. Stephen, the brother
turned scientist, is divorced from "being" and as aresult perishesin the world of "doing
and being doneto" a the hands of terroridts.

Corddlia, by contragt, leaves "doing" progressively behind as she enters
adolescence and womanhood. Indeed some of the remarks Winnicott makes about
Hamlet gpply to Corddiaaswell. When her family moves to an exclusive neighborhood,
Corddiatrangfers from Elaines school, gains weight and sinksinto academic failure. She
fades from her friend’ slife, but resurfaces some years later when Elaine is studying art in
Toronto. Having shed her excess pounds, she regppears, now gaunt and dressed in
clothes that evoke bohemian chic. Cordeliareveasthat she has taken up acting and is
performing minor parts in the Stratford Shakespearean Festival. From her gestures and
intonations, however, Elaine surmises that the roles are "'less minor than she says' (301).
Once again she disappears from the story only to resurface years later in a private menta
clinic where she has been placed asthe result of attempted suicide. Like Hamlet, she has
been unable to sustain the play-acting. When Elaine vigts her childhood friend a the
ingtitution, she focuses on Cordelias body, stressing that, once again, Corddiahas let
hersdlf go. "Hesh," Elain observes, “has been added, but it has did down, toward the
middle of her body, like mud diding down ahill" (356). Corddids capacity to function
rationally has aso been dulled by medication, and she enters the room swaying, "the way
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an eephant does, or some dow, bewildered animd” (356). Corddids story, the
complement of Stephen's, founders on conventiond themes of excess that focus on the
femade body and madness® Once she has |€ft the world of "doing” by abandoning her
tenuous acting career, she sinksinto aworld of isolated "being" that burgeons beyond
contral. Unlike Colette, then, Atwood is unable to bring "being’ and "doing"
harmonioudy together within the same frame. While Cat's Eye critiques this gendered
split by portraying both Stephen's and Corddias narrative trgectories as ultimately
unsuccessful, Atwood's work never resolves the dilemma

It should aso be noted that the relationship of Cat's Eye's protagonist to the
outside other isfraught with anxiety. The subject-object dynamic is often a matter of
"doing and being done to," something of a sado-masochigtic power struggle. Itisonly
through the child's creation and the artist's representation of the Virgin of Lost Things that
ameasure of "being” is restored to the narrative. A amilar anxiety surrounding subject-

object relationsis absent from both La Maison de Claudine and from Milner's theories.

Perhaps Claudineg's house, the space of the novel, smply prolongs theillusion of the
"subjective object” that dlowsthe artist to persst in the playful impression that sheisthe
crestor of the outsde world. In her article "The Role of 1lluson in Symbol Formation,”
Milner likewise ingsts on the importance of temporarily "treating the world as one's own
creation” (100). Milner posits that the move to identify with that which is not the sameis
informed by "the interna necessity for inner organization, pattern, coherence, the basic
need to discover identity in difference....”" (83). From a postmodern perspective this
empeathetic version of the salf-creating subject reveds its humanist overtones?* However,
this observation requires some nuance. It should be noted that Milner ingsts on theillu-
dve nature of thisidentity, while stressing the interplay of differencesinvolved in the

atigt's engagement with the medium. In On Not Being Able to Paint, Milner surmises

"...cregtivenessis not the result of an omnipotent fiat from above, but is something which

comes from the free reciprocd interplay of differences that are confronting each other with
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equd rightsto be different, equd rightsto their own identity” (143). To achieve this

result, Milner continues, is not without difficulties
In one's own imaginative muscles one feds the strain of the mode's pose,
in one's own imaginative body one feds the identity of one's opponent, who
is one's co-creator....To be able to break down the barrier of space between
sdf and other, yet at the same time to be able to maintain it, this seemsto
be the paradox of crestivity. (144)

La Maison de Claudine, with its motif of the embedded subject, illustrates the

possibilities and the limits of this cregtive "tour deforce”” An examination of the sketch
entitled "La Toutouque,” for example, illustrates ways in which Colette reorients
mainstream congtructions of the rapport between artist and other. While the 1923 edition
of La Maison de Claudine eiminated the five anima sketches found at the end of the

origind 1922 version, it included asits centra vignette the previoudy unpublished
anecdote, "LaToutouque." It isthe portrait of amongrel, rescued from extermination by
the narrator's brother, who returns home from voluntary service with La Toutouquein
tow. In the definitive 1930 edition, "La Toutouque' retains its centra position, and the
five other animd portraits are restored to the work's concluding vignettes.

In hisanalysis of the text's structure, Forestier does not stress the centrdity of "La
Toutouque' to the work, but singlesit out instead as one of three essentid texts devoted
to the themes of love and marriage®® However, if the sketches at the beginning and end of
the work play akey rolein its rendition of selfhood, as argued earlier in this essay, one
cannot help but wonder about the center, which is so often the Ste of narrative sgnifi-
cance. Itisasif, inagesure of playful irony, the artist has given pride of placein her
retrospective not to Sido or to amore frankly sdlf-reflexive work, but rather to the portrait
of a humble household pet.

In the tradition of many nineteenth- or twentieth-century artists, Colette's model
for this sketch is decidedly femde. The narrator indgsts on La Toutouques aluring



womanly features as well as on her sharply drawn canine characteridtics. La Toutouqueis
short and broad, evoking the shape of apiglet. Sheisacylinder with short yelow fur, a
black mask, and cropped earsand tail. "Mais jamais chienne ou femme au monde ne
recut, pour sa part de beauté, des yeux comparables a ceux de la Toutouque.” It iswith
her beautiful eyes, so human and so seductive, "son regard couleur de vieux madere, a
peine inquiet, divinateur, éincelant dune humidité pareille a cdle des larmes humaines™
that la Toutouque captures the hearts of the entire family. Sheis especidly appreciated
for her docile and submissive nature, "sa cordidité de nourrice”” She barkslittle, but
manages to express hersdlf, "donnant son avis d'un sourire alévres noires et a dents
blanches, bai ssant, d'un air complice, ses paupieres charbonnées sur sesyeux de
mulétresse” (86).

Indeed, La Toutouque takes the form of an overdetermined feminineicon. Asa
representative of the anima world, she suggests the realm of nature; as nanny, she sgnds
safety and nurture; and as mulatto woman with dark, complicitous eyes, she evokes the
seductive submission and otherness of the oddisque. This latter configuration conjures up
images of Bauddaire's exatic mistress, Jeanne Duva®, or the harem daves portrayed in
the art of Delacroix, Ingres, and Renoir. According to Marilynn Lincoln Board, the
"odaisque motif* was part of "a venerable nineteenth-century tradition” that was revived
in the early twentieth century by Henri Matisse (366). In fact, Matisse painted a number
of oddisgues throughout the 1920's, during which time Colette wrote and edited the

various editions of La Maison de Claudine.

While there is no evidence to suggest that Colette iswriting againg this artistic
tradition with the intention of subverting it, nonethdessit isilluminating to view "La
Toutouque' as something of a canine oddisque, as a portrait that reworksin a playful and
humorous way a number of long unspoken conventions concerning the typicaly made

artig and hisfemae modd.
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In "Congtructing Myths and Ideologies in Matisse's Oddisques," Board examines
the artist's relaionship to these representations of women from aviewpoint she identifies
asthe "margind pogtion of feminist ideology in twentieth-century bourgeois
civilization...." (359). From this perspective, she discloses a number of assumptions that
underpin these works. According to Board, the oddisgue is a motif revived by Matisse at
atime when the Orient was perceived as a threat and a chalenge to European dominance.
Aswoman and oriental, the model is portrayed as symbol of both nature and otherness,
brought within the confines of the studio, where she is rendered meaningful by the sdif-
conscious and cregting artist as representative of culture. Matisse renders hismodd in
what Board cdls a"possessve idiom” (369). "Nature," she states, "has been tamed and
possessed through the creetive act” (370). By enclosing the object of representation
within the studio setting, Board argues, the artist eliminates dl elements of the subject's
unpredictability, waling out the potentid for conflict, desire, or struggle. Within this
pace, the artist and ultimately the viewer adopt "a centra controlling position that
assumesthe artist's own pivota perspective on the subject” (367). From this omnipotent
vantage point, the artist occupies a position of dominance in relationship to the other, who
is portrayed as enticing as well as submissive, remote, and inexpressve. "The faces of
Matisse's models," Board notes, "are empty or impassive; their bodies are motionless; they
have neither persondities nor histories of their own" (372). In fact, Board suggests,
Matisse's oddisgues are "not about hismodels.” They are uniquely about the crestive
articulation of the artist's perceptions and sensations, and in this sense, Board concludes,
"the odalisques are disguised sdf-portraits' (372).

Likewisg, it can be argued that "La Toutouque' is dso a sdf-portrait, but one that
reveds aplayful reworking of the relationship between artist and other. Colette's choice
of the scruffy and somewhat porcine la Toutouque as her moddl immediately suggests the
tongue-in-cheek flavor of pastiche. Even more strongly than Matisse's modds, whose
pairing with flora eements associates them with nature (Board 363), la Toutouque's



animd gatus seemsto link her to the naturd world. However, this category is quickly
blurred when the reader learns that la Toutouque has been cruelly fashioned to meet
cultural standards of canine beauty: "Designares avaient taillé en pointe ses oreilles
coquillardes, et saqueue au ras du derriere’ (86). What is more, la Toutouque is far from
inexpressive and, favoring the visud over the linguigtic, she communicates, not with her
bark, but with her facid expressons. Unlike Matisse's "blank” models, la Toutouqueis
painted with an exuberant particularity. From the very beginning of the sketch, la
Toutouque is amodd with a persondity, a history, amode with a difference.

However, once la Toutouque is brought within the domestic frame, sheis
gpplauded for her ability to conform to culturd vaues. With an intelligence that rivas that
of asmal child, she learns the names of family members dong with a hundred other words
and memorizes the routes her owners take on their village errands. She is characterized by
her gentle, passve nature. Insde the house, la Toutouque can be found lying placidly in
front of the hearth, "vitro, bate,” where she patiently tolerates the persecutions of akitten.
In short, her anima nature has become meaningful by virtue of an imposed cultura
interpretation. Sheistheided pet. Framed by interior space, la Toutouque is portrayed
as docile, submissive and predictable.

In contrast to the "central controlling position” that Matisse adopts in the
representation of his modd, Colette's narrator embraces severa different Strategies.
Initidly, the narrator speaks on behdf of the family, including hersdlf in the first person
plura "nous." As representative of the socid unit, the narrator explains. ...nous Fomes
tous chinchiedt, et nous denims ala Toutouque salarge place devant le eu de bois."
However, from the very art, la Toutouque's inclusion in the domedtic circleisa
reciproca event, amatter of "two-ness," sgnaled when the "nous’ appearsin object as
well as subject position: "ele[la Toutouque] posa sur nous son regard,” "Elle gpprit nos

noms," "Elle nous adopta..." (86).
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Sharing in the collective voice, the narrator as "petitefille’ joinsin the family
perception; but as the sketch progresses and la Toutouque revedls her disarming
compliance, the ten-year-old child begins to scorn the dog's "mansuétude de commere
répue’ (88). Spesking individudly, the daughter finds the al too passive femde modd, in
both senses of the word, somewhat repugnant. This attitude prevails until the girl
discoversthat la Toutouque hasfdlenin love.

La Toutouque, the reeder learns, is not uniquely a cresture of the domestic
interior. Having won the family confidence, she is free to wander about the village, where
sheloses her heart to the café owner's setter named Black. Unfortunately, Black already
has a companion, another setter, Bianca, whose portrait spoofs a different variety of
nineteenth-century female representation. Highly bred, in contrast to the indeterminate la
Toutouque, Biancas behavior is governed by her overly sendtive nature, which borders on
illness. "...nerveuse e sUjette a des vapeurs, dlejetait des cris pour un claguement de
porte et se lamentait au son desangélus' (88). The child first learns of the dogs rivary
when la Toutouque encounters Bianca sprawled languidly in front of the café, her paws
crossed, her ringlets drooping (“ses anglaises défrisées'). One look from la Toutouque
and Bianca smulates injury ("Biancafit le grand cri de la patte écrasée”), seeking refuge
indde the café. However, when the café owner arrives one day to complain about
Biancastorn ear, the family responds with laughter and disbdief, pointing to the docile
"mutt" stretched before the fire.

Nonethdless, avery different image of la Toutouque appears when the easdl is
moved out-of-doors. The rest of the portrait is sketched from a more margina viewpoint.
Standing on a pillar of the garden wall, where sheis engaged in the game of "curé aur le
mur" ("j'y préchais desfoulesinvishles'), the narrator designates hersdf as"stylite,"
sgnding her own disance not only from the socid unit, but dso from the cultura
interpretations she herself can dude through play. From this vantage point, she catches
sight of Bianca, "décoiffée e hagarde,”" chased by her rivd, ayelow blur in hot pursuit. A
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very different portrait of la Toutougue now emerges. She has become "une sorte de
mongtre jaune, hérisse, les pattes ramenées sous le ventre puis projetées de tous cotés, en
membres de grenouille, par la fureur de sa course,--une béte jaune, masguée de nair,
garnie de dents, d'yeux exorbités, d'une langue violacée ou écumait lasdive..." (89).

This bundle of fury disgppears from sght and the ultimate debacle is only intimated
by the sounds of canine combat. Dismayed, the child runs from the garden to the street to
find la Toutouque on the front steps. Despite her wagging tail and her "sourire de bonne
nourrice," the dog cannot disguise her bloodshot eyes or the tuft of golden fur hanging
from her chops. Faced with the evidence of "une force mafaisante” that has transformed
the docile creature into a ferocious beast, the girl is a aloss for words and can only say
"Oh! Toutouque...Toutougue..." (90). The voice of the narrating artist concludes the
sketch, assarting thet, & the time of the incident, the name of this powerful force had
eluded the child of ten.

Once outsde the domestic frame, the dements of struggle, conflict and
unpredictability disrupt the idedlized portrait. La Toutouque turns out to be amodd with
desires of her own, desires that draw her into the broader play of forces. Infact, the chaos
of her battle with Bianca escgpes the artist's brush as the conflict dips momentarily off the
canvas. In keeping with the decorum of classcal tragedy, Colette's art gestures toward
the troubling contingency that hovers beneath the beautiful illusion of representation. The
sketch ingsts on the gap between the idedlized pet and "red” but elusive anima by stress-
ing la Toutouque's black mask. Painted in the enclosed domestic setting, the mask
suggests an imposed disguise. Drawn outdoors, it evokes the thegtrics that mask the
chaos and otherness which forever eude the "imaginative body" of the artist, thereby
sgnaling areticent barrier that ressts the artist's attempt to discover "identity through
difference” Just as Milner has cautioned, sdlf-cregtion through a "free reciproca

interplay™ is not without its difficulties.



126

The garden wall proves the perfect location for attempting this second variety of
portraiture, because it is the stage where the scavenged object, like the word "presbytere,”
unfoldsin renewed play. The designation "la Toutouque” is added to the inventory of
treasures the child and artist accumulate. To revert to Benjamin's lexicon, "la Toutouque”
becomes another fragment, whose compressed intensity holds the potentia for alimitless
unfolding. As child and dog meet on the steps, at the boundary between insde and
outsde, after Bianca's debacle, the only word the girl can find to render the anima's
portrait is "la Toutouque,” which she smply repesats for lack of aternatives that will do
justice to her subject. Because "la Toutouque' is a deformation of "toutou,” achild's
word for dog or doggy, its reiteration appears to sgnd the obdurate limits of language
that can do no more than bang its head againgt tautology, telling the reader that adog isa
dog. However, a the sametime, its childhood silliness places it on the margins of socid
denotation, while its assonance brings to mind words like "nounou,” a child's word for
"nourrice” or "nounours,” meaning teddy bear, the trangtional object "par excellence.”

As such, "laToutouque" becomes the symbol of illusion in which subject and object, artist
and model, come together a the boundary between insde and outside, a astethat is
playfully productive of meaning.

In thisway, "la Toutouque" eudes precise definition. Instead, the expression
enfolds the potentia for the limitless unraveing of stories that implicate the subject,
gtories concerning rivary, jealousy, desire, masguerade, and the ongoing generation of salf
through art. A smilar productive word play resurfacesin Colette's 1939 novd, Le
Toutounier, in which the protagonist and her Ssters revive a private childhood language.

In Colette, Jouve describes thelr exchanges thisway: "'Ma Toutoune, 'my doggy,' isthe

greatest word of lovethe sstersin Le Toutounier can speak, and they have a code, haf-
childish, haf-animd, for taking to each other" (136). Commenting on the title, Jouve
explainsthat "le toutounier,” which literdly means kennd, designates in the novel an

enormous sofa where the ssters deep. It Signas "abond of physicdity between them, a



matrix with its own imaginary language....It is not childish, naither a place nor alanguage
to be left behind...but a haven, a hearth that regenerates...” (140).

Thus, as Milner's theories posit, the barrier between artist and model is
paradoxicaly maintained and broken during the process of sdlf-creation. A return to the
vocabulary of childhood accesses what Julia Krigteva terms the "limits of language’ where
meanings are il ungtable (129). Thus, la Toutouque's return to the domestic circleis not
aregresson; rather, it servesto integrate a new symbol into the artist's repository of
objects, while in the process it opens a gap for renewed meaning.

The centrdlity of la Toutouque's portrait may then indicate the importance
accorded to the author's relationship to othernessin project of sdf-definition. In his

preface to Colette's Douze didogues des bétes, Michel Mercier connects the author's

interest in anima portraiture to a particular art of living that includes a congtant athough
chdlenging renewd of one's sense of wonder. As regards Colette's attention to animals,
Mercier proposes that "leur congtante présence est I'indice du plaisir et de la difficulté guiil
y aavouloir les évoquer, et dune recherche dun art de vivre' (1282).

Thisdifficulty isfestured in the sketch of the leopard, B&Tou. B&Touisa
cumbersome gift bestowed on a Parisian citizen who hopesto palm her off on the narrator

of La Maisonde Claudine. Despite her exotic beauty, B&-Tou, like la Toutouque, isa

discarded object, and smilarly becomes a subject for the artist. Thereis, in fact, anironic
sadness in the opening words of the vignette in which the narrator describes her
acquisition of B&Tou, stating: "Jel'avais capturée quai dOrsay..." (129). The phrase
gathers meaning as the reader discoversthat B&Tou can never redly be "captured.”
Unlike the domesticated Toutouque, who isablur of categories, B& Tou is equated with
pure nature, pure otherness " préservée encore de toute atteinte civilisatrice” (130).
Although B& Tou shares the narrator's home for atime, it soon becomes clear that B&
Tou's uncompromising difference makes cohabitation untenable. The attempt to find a

meeting ground between sdlf and other ends for the artist in failure and in a painful sense
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of guilt when B&Tou is sent to live in the confines of azoo in Rome. Inareversd of la
Toutouque's sory, B&Tou's unpredictability is enclosed in aremote and culturally
regulated outside space, atroubling reminder that the articulation of selfhood in binary
terms more than flirts with the dynamics of power.

The difficulty of this portrait, the impossibility of "capturing” B&Tou on paper or
canvas, is driven home when the narrator tries to render the subject of her portrait by
quantifying the number of her spots: "Unjour, j'a voulu compter les taches noires qui
brodaient sarobe, couleur de blé sur le dos et la téte, blanc divoire sur le ventre; je n'ai
pas pu’ (129-130). The picture that emergesingsts on her admirable but impenetrable
surface. Sheis"le plus magnifique ornement,” comparable in beauty to a piece of Chinese
embroidery ("broderie chinoise’). Sheislikened to a precious art object; her festures are
delicately patterned, "peintes, au dehors, de dessins noir et gris rappelant ceux qui
décorent les ailes des papillons crépusculaires”  Indeed, one might conclude that B& Tou's
mysterious otherness has been honored with the most exquisite decoration.

Infact, the art of decoration is arecurring feature of Colette's "oeuvre’ and, |
would argue, asignificant aspect of sdlf-creation. The decorétive nature of Colette's
writing has contributed to the critics dismissal of her work. According to Suzanne
Relyea, the author's "refusal to consder the world through abstract forms of reference”
has led commentators to label her texts as "purdly descriptive' (150). However, Frangoise
Mallet-Joris sees sgnificance in the attention with which Colette describes the most
ordinary objects, indicating the importance "of giving daily life its symbolic and dmost
sacred meaning, of giving it that ‘precious brilliance in its most humble manifestations’
(12). Likewise, Clare Dehon cdls attention to the decorative quality of Colette's writing,
comparing this feature of her work to that of "art nouvean,” which is characterized by "its
attempt to give an artistic gppearance to everyday objects..." (105).

Indeed, Colette's "decoration” of B&Tou bespeaks the multiple meanings of the
word "décorer," which indicates both pleasurable, artistic embelishment as well asthe
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respectful attribution of honor. Far from superfluous, the descriptive form honorsiits
subject and thereby renders the vignette's content. This aliance is smilarly demonstrated
in the sketch entitled "Mamére et les bétes" The sketch opens with the narrator's
recollection of her childhood tripsto Paris. Her concluding memory is one of her "aver-
son" to the dreariness of Parisian spaces, which characterigticaly lack the enhancement of
plantsand animads. It isarelief to return home to Sido, her garden, and "laronde des
bétes' (47).

The return takes place at a specia hour of the day, "celle de I'arrosage,” sx o'clock
in the evening when the setting sun colors everything with arosy hue from flowersto cats.
The narrator makes the round of household pets, so many unfolding treasures (“trésors
éclos') who have given birth during her absence. She stiopsto marve at atangle of
kittens, "'un chapelet de nouveau-nés" where further investigation reveds that three
generations are nuraing in arow. Bijou, who isfeeding her young, is hersdf suckling from
her mother, Nonoche, who has dso given birth. Thisremarkable chain of nurturance,
whose dmost sacred nature is enhanced by the scene's imagery and illumination, leads the
narrator to her generdization: "A qui vit aux champs et se sert de ses yeux, tout devient
miraculeux et Smple” (48).

However, having reached this conclusion, the narrator does not bring the sketch to
acdose, but instead goes on to illugtrate her idea with numerous, additional examples,
severd of which are elaborated in great detail. Thereisthe cat who smélls violets and ests
grawberries, the feline who ngps on the canary cage, while the birds tranquilly pull hairs
from her tall to line their nest; apair of swalowswho come when they are cdled and go
to schoal in the narrator's pocket. Detail is devoted to the spider who degpsin Sdo's
bedroom. This creature, "le ventre en gousse d'ail, barré d'une croix historiée," descends
at night to drink the remains of Sido's hot chocolate, and then, sated, totters back to its

slkenrigging ("son gréement de soi€"). Findly, thereisthe description of the caterpillar,



"ses bourrdlets d'un vert de chou, cloutés de turquoises saillantes et poilues,” whose
destructively voracious gppetite enfolds the promise of an Emperor moth.

An abundance of decoration illustrates the main idea. An excess of description,
the juxtapositions of the ordinary and the precious or sacred--the garlic and the cross, the
cabbage green and the turquoise--inundate the text's generdization to the degree that its
illustration, rather than its main idea or abstraction, becomes the focus of the sketch. Like
arichly illuminated manuscript, the picture overwhems the text; the effusive decoration
assartsits own visud sgnificance. The sketch of the spider seems particularly apt, in that
the reader redlizes that the narrating subject herself has become obscured by this
decorative web. Embedded in the detail, one finds the adjective "historiée,” which de-
scribes the design on the spider's body, while at the same time it evokes the subject's
strategy of self-creation. According to the Petit Robert, the verb "historier” derives from
the medieva latin "higtoriare," which meant "raconter,” to tell. The word evolved into a
term used to describe the visual arts and referred to the process of decorating scenes with
human figures, especialy scenes drawn from scripture or from the lives of saints.
However, the definition has broadened to sgnify "to decorate,” or "enjoliver dornements
(avec ou sans personnages)” (932).

Thus, theword "higtorier” gathersin avariety of procedures that include narretion,
visua decoration and illumination, inviting the reader to congder the work as both figure
and text. Here one might recal Milner's use of the term "transfigured object” to refer to
the process of "making red" through the act of authentic creation. "To trandgfigure”
implies not only transformation, but glorification aswell. Like the verb "higtorier,” then, it
encompasses the notion of illumination. The outside other is rendered precious and
brilliant for inclusion in the collection of illuminated objects that condtitute the artist's
retrospective of sdf-creation, in much the same way asthe word "presbytere’ is
figuratively added, in both the visud and rhetoricd sense of the word "figure” to the
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"callloux palis' and the "verroteries’ of the magicd garden wdl. Like Elaine Ridey's
retrospectivein Cat's Eye, it istheilluminated figure that predominates®®

However, there are some important differences between the two texts. At the
heart of the illumination of Ridey's art is disillusonment, the preoccupation of the
dispersed subject. Ridey's retrogpective brings the postmodern crisisin meaning hometo
the artist. Sheredizes not only that viewers are free to interpret her paintings as they like,
but dso that she has been unable to sdvage any permanent truth from the chaotic unravel-
ling of time despite theillusive brilliance of her at. As she walks around the exhibit, she
has fantasies of setting it al onfire. Her reason: "Because | can no longer control these
paintings, or tell them what to mean. Whatever energy they have came out of me. I'm
what's left over” (409). Instead of meaning, Atwood's subject finds the darkness of the
expired star behind the brilliance.

Inlight of this conclusion, Atwood's use of chronologica narration, the story that
tiesthe artig'slife to her painting, appearsironic, inviting the reader to search for the
retrogpective's ultimate meaning, when in fact thereisnone. This open-ended conclusion,
however, is subverted when, in the find chapter, the search for Corddiadrawsto a
successful conclusion and narrative closure is reached in a"left over” chapter that extends
beyond the story of the retrospective. What is left over is the continuing process of imagi-
nation, the ability, as Ridey putsit, to "seeinthedark.” In other words, the interest in the
created product is displaced in the end by the process of creation.

In contrast, | would argue that the focus of La Maison de Claudine isfirs and

foremost on process. No continuous narrative holds forth the ultimate promise of
meaning. The retrospective, with its thirty-five sketches, sands on its own, enticing the
reader to look for the "non-willed" order, the resonances and patterns, the embedded
objects, without the anxiety of interpretation. The structure of the retrograde circle,
introduced in the very firg vignette, suggests that self-creation is an ongoing project that
congtantly defers conclusion.
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What is more, where the brilliant paintings in Atwood's novel mask a provocative
disllusonment, the illuminated objects in Colette's sketches cultivate the possibilities of
illusion, which opens a space for the subject to see differently, to re-create. For example,
the sketch entitled "L a fille de mon pere™ concludes with afigure that permits the
narrating daughter to reimagine the ending of apainful tale about gender. The vignette
opens with a conversation between Sido and her adolescent daughter in which Sido
remarks upon the degree of resemblance between her daughter and "lafille de mon pere.”

Pointing to a daguerrotype of the child's grandfather--a picture that the adult
narrator now keeps in a drawer--Sido reved sthat she is not referring to aresemblance
between hersdf and her daughter. 1t seemsthat the grandfather, a philandering chocolate
maker, one day brought Sido a baby haf-sster and instructed her to take care of the
child. Sido explainsthat it isthis half-sster to whom the daughter bears astriking
likeness.

Sido relates that she was consumed with jedlousy when the haf-sster arrived and
took to cruely pinching the baby's fingers, rationdizing that her father, who loved
beautiful hands, would otherwise fall to find the little girl's fingers sufficiently tapered.
Sido adds that she never confessed to this act, and takes the opportunity to unexpectedly
ask her daughter whether she hersdlf has taken to lying less now that sheis growing up.
Having offhandedly sgnaled her awareness of her daughter's dissmulations, Sido
concludes her story. The half-sister grew up to be pretty and to marry, or at least thisis
Sido's conclusion, because one day the father smply took her away without explanation.

Sido associates this memory with the house where she was raised, the same place in which

the chocol ate bars were produced and left to dry on an upper-story terrace. She
concludes. "Et, chaque matin, des plagues de chocolat révélaient, imprimé en fleurs
creuses a cing pétales, le passage nocturne des chats..." (58).

The resemblance between the daughter and the mother's hdf-aster isnot a

promising one. Caling attention to family resemblances often implies a path to be
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followed, and the haf-sister's path is hardly enviable. The story evokes the gendered
nature of family relations. the jedous rivary for the philandering father's attentions, and
the father's right to treat the haf-sister as a mere object of exchange. Thetitle of the
sketch reved s the complicitous role of language in this state of affairs. The expression "la
fille de mon pére" appearsin anew light, sgnaing the usurpation of Sido's place, and
dtering her "titl€" in away that inggts on the father's privilege.

If, as Milner suggests, the process of authentic salf-creation conssts of matching
the individua's dream to a"'peg" in the outside world--in the way the word "presbytere,”
with its gppedling sounds, became the "peg” that matched the child's dream of becoming--
oneisat alossto find an object in this story, a suitable "peg" on which to hang the dream
of selfhood. The discarded object, the daguerrotype of the grandfather tucked away in a
drawer, hardly seemsthe raw materid of apromising symbol. Consequently, the narrator
resorts to a strategy examined earlier in this essay, that of recuperating the embedded
detall and transforming it into a"peg” that holds promise as the vehicle for authentic
desre. Asthe child listensto her mother's story, the detail of the prowling cat captures
the girl'simagination, and her mind wanders off:

Cest quindifférente ala Fille-de-mon-pere, je laissa mameéretirer de
I'oubli les morts qu'dle amait, et je restai réveusement suspendue aun
parfum, aun parfum, a une image suscités: I'odeur du chocolat en briques
molles, lafleur creuse éclose sous les pattes du chat errant. (58)

The narrator turns away with indifference from the mother's sory, but retains the
image with which she concludes the sketch. This gppeding figure, which appearsto
function in the manner of Freud's dream-work, with its festures of condensation and
displacement, diffuses the gendered content of the story. The comportment of the
philandering grandfather is captured in the cat's nocturnd roving, while the crud sculpting
of the infant's fingers finds a counterpart in the indented chocolate flower. Like the

condensed figure of dream-work, the flower's hollow form holds the potentia for endless
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unfolding and interpretation, an aspect that is emphasized in the text by the use of the verb
"éclore.”

Thus, the narrator avoids a confrontationd strategy. Instead of attempting to
argue her way free from the confines of a gendered story by means of language fraught
with treecherous binaries and patriarchd privilege, she chooses the figure. This engaging
image, like the brilliant illustration of an illuminated manuscript, draws the eye avay from
Sdo's naraion. Reminiscent of marginad doodling, it suggests boredom with an al too
familiar sory while a the same time it playfully furnishes an dterndive "peg"’ on which to
pin the authentic dream. Indeed, its affinities with dream-work are gpparent. Thefigure
becomes aform "happily grown significant” and reorients the possbilities for sdlf-
perception.

What ismore, it is difficult, if not impossible, to say what the image means. It
bears a relationship to metaphor by reiterating e ements of the mother's sory in another
form, and it evokes metonymy in that it derives from the story's contiguous details.
However, it does not suggest an dternative to the story of the exchange of women or
patriarcha privilege. One might argue that it isakind of anamorphoss, a distorted figure
that must be read through a different lens®

This interpretation leads to a broader consideration. What status do the so-caled
"visud" elements confer on the text's rendering of subjectivity? To talk about the sketches
asvisud art suggests an attempt to gpproach self-creetion through an aternative means of
representation, asif language in some way lacked the movement, color and rhythm that
another medium might provide. This concernis certainly a part of Milner's discussion of
authentic cregtion through the visud arts. The activity of painting includes "fedings of
weight and spatid position, of up-ness and down-ness, of right and left and three-
dimensiona spreadness, of baance and uprightness and every kind of movement.” In
addition, she assarts, these feelings which relate to space and movement are linked to
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"memories and dreams, which digtinguish the visud arts from the literary ones" the latter
for Milner being more drictly tied to rationa processes (107).

In an article entitled " Colette and Signs. A Partid Reading of a Writer '‘Born Not
to Write," Christiane Makward's assessment of Colette's work asserts that the author
shared a Smilar preoccupation with language's limits. Makward proposes that “for
Colette, not everything passes through nor can be understood through writing that is part
of the complexity of life' (185). Makward daborates. "Colette's fascination with non-
verba graphic Sgnsisarecurring theme. She clearly vaues hieroglyphs and images as
being richer in meaning that words' (190).%’

These remarks lead back to the juxtgposition of the story of “lafille de mon pere’
with the image of the wandering cat who leaves peta-shaped prints on the soft bars of
chocolate. Thisimage, which Sts on the edge of the story, does not Smply render the
account more acceptable by obfuscating the mother's story; nor does it suggest adifferent
meaning for the femae subject. Instead, it taps a dimension of language that is linked to
desire, but which is of adifferent order than thet of the rest of the sketch. While one can
point to metaphorical and metonymic connections, the reeder is hard-pressed to assgn a
gpecific meaning to theimage. At the same time, the image makes new materid available
for amore authentic verson of the sdf. It furnishes the substance or symbols with which
the narrating subject, through ongoing acts of creation, can evolve her own meaning. This
use of the image on the part of Colette's narrator, an image that floats up at the edge of
narration, invites a parallel with Atwood's protagonist, who learns to see in the dark.
Situated at the edge of light and darkness, where memories float to the surface of con-
stiousness, Elane Ridey islocated at the Site of expectation which yidds new materid for
the "seeabl€" and the "sayable.”

Of course, theimage of the cat is not truly apicture a dl; rather it isafigure
mediated by language; neither is La Ma son de Claudine a"bonafide' retrospective in

paint. These are merdly illusons encouraged by a particular reading of the text, areading
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that stresses those strategies of the author which share a great ded with eements of visud
representation. Moreover, recourse to illusion is an authorized move. After dl, while
Sido does not advocate lying, she admitsto her own act of dissmulation in "Lafille de
mon pere" and sgnas--without condemnation--that she is dso aware of her daughter's

chronic lying ("mensonge chronique”’). Thus, self-cregtion in La Maison de Claudine

sanctions an art of illusion, with its emphasis on visud, paia and embedded eements, an
illuson that will perpetuate the perception of continuity in the face of language's persistent
opposition of subject and object. Thisilluson is enhanced by Sido's omnipresencein the
text. 1t will be recdled that the first sketch begins with the mother looking for the
daughter, but concludes with the daughter's search for the mother.  Although the mother
has dready died, the narrator ingsts that the mother must in some way till be present,
searching for her children. Here the mother'simage, like that of the wandering cat,
occupies a place of contiguity, tangent to but at the same time beyond the narrative.

Thefact that in the first vignette both mother and daughter take on the role of the
embedded figure--that which is present while seemingly absent--suggests that Sido isthe
mode for the first "transfigured object,” that eement in the environment that sends back
to the subject areflection of sdf. For Milner, this process of "trandfiguration” isthe
halmark of authentic creation, one that allows the subject to percelve the world as"red.”
Indeed, after thisinitia text, the narrator goes on to demonsirate in succeeding sketches
that sheis adept & the art of "trandfiguration.” Moreover, her proficiency with this
verdgon of the mirror image sharply contrasts with the difficulty Elaine Ridey encountersin
her search for sdf-reflection. In Colette's work, the theme of the search isimmediately
transmuted into a concern with the pursuit of the creative process, while in Atwood's
novd the search for Corddiaremains the narrative's sustaining god.

However, to rdlegate Sido uniquely to the role of mother-mirror isto dimissthe

complexity of her portrait. Susan D. Framan acknowledges that Colette's critics for the
most part have stressed Sido'srole as idedl, ingsting on her positive attributes and equat-
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ing her with archetypa motherhood and matrilineal wisdom. However, Framan points
out that Sido has a darker side as the purveyor of patriarchal culture (46-47). Anne Otavi
cdls attention to the imperious and domineering aspects of Sido's persondity,
characterigtics that ingpire the daughter's need to free hersdf from her pardyzing mode
(184, 188). This essay has called attention to Sido's insistence on prescribed forms, forms
which the daughter abandons as she pursues her own understanding of the creative
process.

More sgnificant than mother's multiple facets is Sido's pervasiveness throughout
the vignettes that comprise the work. Even the rare sketches thet fail to mention her
dlude to her presence via the themes of maternity and nature. Because she seemsto touch
on al these texts, Sido additionaly emerges as the figure of contiguity. Assuch she
sarves as akind of persastent boundary to what Winnicott theorizes as the "potential
gpace” of play. In"The Place Where We Live,” Winnicott posits that the child's
relationship with a trustworthy and reliable other provides atangentia presence that
dlowsthe child to establish a playful space that is"an infinite area of separation,” one that
paradoxicaly isnot perceived as separation, becauseit is aways filled with play. When
play derives from trust and relaxation, "the question of separation in separating does not
arisg' because in this environment the child's symbols come to smultaneoudy represent
the watchful other and the phenomena of the outsde world. Therefore, "it can be said
that separation is avoided by thefilling in of the potentid space with credtive playing...."
(108-109).

In this sense, Sido is the boundary figure, contiguous with the space of play,
continuous with the symbolized world, yet paradoxicdly and necessarily separate. The
connective conjunction "et" that gppearsin the titles of Six of the vignettes Sgnds this
continuity and separation: "Mamere e leslivres” "Mameére et les bétes” "Mamere et le

curé” etc.
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In asketch entitled "La Petite," the child imagines afuture for hersdf asasalor.
She has chosen this scenario in defiance of her playmates, who forsee growing up in the
image of the familiar village inhabitants. Thisrigid imitation, the child decides, revedsa
decided lack of imagination, and for this reason, she begins to describe to them her future
lifeat sea. However, the narrative loses energy, and soon sheis unable to find the right
words. "lls n'évoquent que des pages imprimées, des images en couleur” (22). Asthe sun
sets and the wind announces a sorm of true marine ferocity, the child turns toward the
house. A lamp has been lit, and, within the circumference of light, she perceives the
movement of her mother's hand, capped by a glittering silver thimble. She abandons the
unmotivated relationship between author and text with its gpparent gap between subject
and fictiona double; she rgjects the story of sdf as sailor, and heads for home. She
chooses instead the figure of continuity as the paradigm for self-creetion, a space between
sdf and other that fliesin the face of separation. She optsfor the sivery illuminated
object at the end of Sido'sfinger that holds the promise of an infinite space to be filled

with brilliant treasure.
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END NOTES

Notions of authenticity have come to be connected with an essentiaist concept of
selfhood that has been caled into question by postmodern theorists. However, as
the introduction to this study suggests, when viewed through the lens of
Winnicott' s theories of play and credtivity, the sense of authentic sefhood isa
metter of illuson. The link between authenticity and illuson isfurther explored in
this chapter through a discussion of Marion Milner’s related conceptions of art and
selfhood.

Elaine Marks suggests that the protagonist of LaMaison de Claudine isa
reworking of the Claudine character in her 1960 overview of Coletteéswork: "If
Colette again uses the name "Claudine” [in thetitlg], it is both because she wants
to give anew and truer image of her childhood and adolescence, wants the new
"Claudine" to replace the old, and because the success of the 'other' Claudines
could be advantageous to the sale of the new book™" (Colette 202). However, itis
Stewart who explores the issue in some detail.

These novesinclude Claudine a Paris, 1901; Claudine en ménage, 1902; Claudine
Sen va, 1903--al signed by Willy--and La Retraite sentimentae, signed Colette
Willy, 1907. The extent of Willy's contribution to the vastly popular Claudine a
I'école has been the topic of much debate, an argument impossible to resolve, since
the origind manuscript has been logt (Sarde 145).

Stewart does not cite the material from Mes Apprentissagesin her artide; she
singles out instead Colette's preface to her Ingénue libertine as evidence of the
author's ambivalence toward her early works.

Stewart also takes note of Lejeune's excluson of Colette from his repertory of
French autobiography. She concludes that Colette's work is"a best on the fringes
of the genre’; nonetheless, she continues to argue that La Maison de Claudine
lends a greater sense of unity to Claudines life story, a sense of unity that isaso a
feature of autobiography according to Lejeune's definition. In other words, her
study, unlike Miller's, does not directly examine the relationship between genre and
femde subjectivity.

In advocating that areader sift through both fiction and autobiography to uncover
an author's articulation of afemae sdf, Miller is careful to dipulate that sheis not
advocating areturn to what she cdls "biographica 'hermeneutics” which would
tend to equate the writer's life with her fiction. Miller specifiesthat what isin
guedtion isan "inscription” of femde sdfhood, "a culturd fabrication that names
itself as such” (270-271). Nicole Ward Jouve's book-length study of Colette's work
doesdraw anumber of paralels between the author's life and works. However,
she likewise cautions that "the toing and froing ought to be inspired by something
more than a one-to-one relation. Perhaps the patterns of desire, and self-
projection, and the quest for the sdf in and through language, ought to enter into
it" (14).
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11.

The notion that Colette's text ams to render a patid continuity between self and
other was suggested not only by D. W. Winnicott's and Marion Milner's
gpplication of object relations theory to play and crestivity, but by Jean-Frangois
Lyotard's Discours, figure aswell. According to Lyotard, some dementsin
language seem to defy its system of sgnification, which signifies by means of
opposition, an oppostion that functions by leaving a gap between signs. However,
expressions that function by means of deictics-terms thet refer to another eement
within discourse--evoke another kind of space. This concept is exemplified by
Lyotard's discussion of theword "ici.”

Lyotard elaborates. "Ladéermination del'ici renvoie bel et bien acdle davant,
d'arriére, de droite et de gauche, de haut et de bas; mais ces termes ne sont pas
avec id dans une rdaion comparable adle qui unit un mot aux motsvoisnsdela
méme langue, moins encore a celle dun phoneme avec ses partenaires dans un
tableau phonologique; e leur corréation n'est pas non plus assmilable a celle des
ééments d'un discours, par exemple des mots dans une phrase, et pas méme des
propogitions dans un raisonnement....Au contraire, le lieu indiqué, leid, est saig
dans un champs sensble, comme son foyer sans doute, mais non te que ses
entours soient diminés comme c'est |e cas dans les choix qu'effectue un locuteur;
ils restent 13, dans la présence incertaine et indéniable, curviligne, de ce qui setient
sur les bords de la vision, référence absolument nécessaire al'indication du
lieu...mais don’t la nature est en rupture compléte avec celle d'une opération
linguigique: cdle-ci renvoie aun inventaire discontinu....(38).

Inlight of Lyotard's andys's, Colette's use of the deictics, the reiteration of the
question "where," can be read as a gesture toward continuous relationships that
elude the system of ggnification.

As Katherine Hoffman points out in her study of portraiture entitled Portraits of

| dentity, literature has frequently addressed the blurred boundary between artist
and representation, citing Edgar Allan Poe's"The Ovd Portrait" and Oscar Wilde's
Portrait of Dorian Gray (5).

Winnicott cites Milner'swork in severd of his essaysin Playing and Redlity,
sngling out particularly her contributions concerning symbol formeation.

The application of "epigeness’ to the notion of self-creation was suggested to me
by William Kessen's article "The Child and Other Culturd Inventions.

Notes to LaMaison de Claudine in the edition of Colette's complete works
directed by Claude Pichoisfor "La Pléiade" show that five additiona sketches
were added to the 923 edition. These were "LaToutouque,” "Le Manteau de
spahi," "Printemps past" "La Couseuse," and "La Noisette creuse” Six texts
from the firg edition were omitted. They include the five anima portraits and the
sketch entitled "Le Vellleur." The definitive 1930 edition, however, rencorporates
these Six texts (1624-1629).
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Milner's process bears a striking resemblance to the pursuit of automatic writing by
the surredist writersin the early decades of the twentieth century. However, there
are sgnificant differences. Milner does not formulate the notion of authentic
cregtion in completely binary terms by opposing the unconscious to rationdity,
proposing instead an in-between state. What is more, she insgsts on an order that
emerges from the movement and rhythm of the body as it engages with the
medium.

"Of the productions or processes one part is caled thinking and the other making--
that which proceeds from the starting-point and the form is thinking, and that
which proceeds from the fina step of the thinking is making” (qtd. in Rothenberg
and Hausman 34).

According to the La Pléiade edition of Colette's Oeuvres complétes, published
under the direction of Claude Pichois, this vignette went by the title "Jdouse’ in
the Le FHeuron edition published in 1949, the last edition overseen by Colette
hersdlf. All other editions bear thetitle "Amour” ( Notes et variantes 1626-1627,
1632).

Milner's verson of authentic creetion posits an interplay between the rhythmic
patterns produced through physical action and arationd e aboration of the forms
that are suggested by these patterns. Thus, from a postmodern and afeminist
perspective, both of which frequently examine or chalenge binary oppostions,
Milner's theories seem to perpetuate the traditionad mind-body split.

D. W. Winnicott's 1949 article, "Mind and its Relation to the Psyche-Soma," is
useful in thet it helps to atenuate this division in addition to strengthening the
connection between the body and the imagination.

Winnicott questions the popular conception of mind as something locdized in the
head and brain. He boldly statesin his concluson: "Thereisno locdization of a
mind sdf, and there is no thing that can be called mind" (254). Instead of the
traditional mind-body opposition, Winnicott's point of departure is the psyche-
soma, with the psyche defined as™ the imagindtive e aboration of sométic parts,
fedings, and functions, that is, of physicd diveness' (Winnicott's emphasis, 244).
The care of the psyche-somaisinitidly perceived to be the function of the
environment with which the brand-new individud feds at one. Theinfant
gradudly differentiates between sdlf and world by imaginatively maintaining a
belief in this perfect environment through illusion (through thumb sucking,
trangitiona objects, etc.) when the disparity between insde and outside prevails.
Thus, a continuity of the psyche-soma, which is predicated on this belief, idedly
persgs. Itisonly when the disparities are too greet, seeming to demand a
response from the individud to ward off annihilation, rather than to trust in the
physicdly sustaning environment, that the entity Winnicott deems "mind"
deveops. While Winnicott unambiguoudy affirms the need for an adequately
functioning brain in order for the psyche-somato exi<t, he refuses to separate the
mental and the physica, anchoring the experience of a sdif that fedsred inthe
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individud's sense of mind-body continuity.

Coming a Milner'sinterplay between mind and body from a Nietzschian
perspective, oneis tempted to relegate the body to the realm of Dionysian
freedom, while the mind assumes the role of ordering this energy with an
Apoallonian darity.

The novelsin question are George Eliot's The Mill on the Hoss, Theodor
Fontane's Effi Briet, and and Kate Chopin's Awakening.

Stewart identifiesasmilar pattern of fuson and integration in "Colette's
Gynaeceum: Regresson and Renewd," which examines the narrdive petternin
Colette's 1939 novel, Le Toutounier. After her husband's suicide, the heroine
returns to an gpartment in Paris where she grew up. There, in what Stewart terms
a"gynaeceum,” amid the reassuring companionship of her ssters and the shared
linguigtic "code' of their childhood, the protagonist regains her strength prior to
any attempt at reintegration into the broader socia scenario of heterosexud love.
"The gynaeceum,” Stewart explains, "is only a provisiona source of support, a
place of renewa and repose rather than a permanent abode. Thereisawaysa
male on the horizon...." (668).

This study, then, echoes Stewart's insghts and builds on them by asserting thet the
pattern of fusion and integration may be even more pervasive in Colette's work
than Stewart's article suggests. Moreover, this reading expands the interpretation
of the pattern to include the dynamic of creativity, areworking of the femde
"Bildung," and the process of coming to selfhood.

Colette's approach to self-creation resonates with Santayanas remark concerning
the pursuit of truth, in that he assertsthat it isimpossible for the philosopher to
completely and accurately see himsdlf in the picture of truth he is condructing.
The philosopher can build a"vast monument,” but it will never capture the entirety
of the scene he seeks to represent. "He may paint its wals with a panorama of the
universe, but he cannot include himself painting it--except perhgps in aplayful
episode in one corner..." (The ldler 126-127).

| am indebted to Willard E. Arnett'swork on Santayana for introducing meto this
text.

The characteristics | have used to sort figure from ground in this passage are
drawn from the pages Arnheim devotes to this topic in his chapter on space (178-
187).

Taken a face vadue, Winnicott's designation of being as the "pure femde eement”
contributes to the reinforcement of the cultura binary that assigns passivity and
immanence to female gender and activity and transcendence to the male.
However, in the context of Winnicott's article, it is clear that a sense of sdf for
men and women derives from an integration of both being and doing. Whet is
more, Winnicott's understanding of Hamlet's rgection of the "femde eement” asa
means of passage into manhood anticipates later feminist theories that address
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women's subjectivity. Jessca Benjamin's discussion of the "repudiation of
femininity” in The Bonds of Love isacase in point (159-169).

In her chapter on narrative in Heterosexual Plots and L esbian Narratives, Marilyn
R. Fawdl draws on avariety of critical works to make the point that the femade
body is frequently represented as a grotesque figure of excess that seeksto
transgress prescribed limits. The fact that Atwood does not tell the story of
Corddidsfdling gpart suggeststhat itisafamiliar one, and that it is both
unnecessary and undesirable to repest it.

As Janet Whatley points out in "Colette and the Art of Surviva," Colette's work
aso belongs to a humanist vison. Whatley remarks thet "like Montaigne, with
whom she has certain affinities, she assumesthat any frank sdf-portrait,
conscioudy edifying or not, is of generd use. Sheis part of the French classicd
tradition in her assumption that one can generdize about human experience: there
are maxims, there are communicable rules about living and about what one can
expect from life’ (32).

The sketches that Forestier includes along with "La Toutouque' as important
trestments of thistheme are "La petite Bouilloux" and "Le manteau de spahi.”

In her biography of the poet, Enid Starkie characterizes Baudelaire's descriptions
of Jeanne Duval thisway: "When we caich glimpses of her, sheis dways Stting
adonein slence, reclining haf dressed on a couch, and gazing into the distance
with languid, half-seeing eyes' (87).

| have dready discussed the way in which Colette's Sketches restore the art of what
Walter Benjamin refersto as story telling by savaging the textua object, the bit of
margind debris which becomes a kind of "compressed intengty” or "monad"
cgpable of endless unfolding. Here, in Colette's figures of illumination, she seems

to likewise restore what Benjamin cdlsthe "aurd’ of art, a sacred qudity that he
argues is diminated by the modern processes of technica reproduction. Benja
min'stheory is discussed at length in "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanicd
Reproduction.

The posshility of reading thisfigure as anamorphosis was suggested to me by Bill
Readingss Introducing Lyotard, in which Readings explains that for Lyotard the
rhetoricity of poetry and anamorphodsin painting evoke the "figurd™ in
representation (24-25).

Thisline of argument leads to a consideration of the affinity between aspects of
Colette's work and Jean-Francois Lyotard's notion of the figura which he explores
in Discoursfigure. The figura, however, is not asysem of sgnification thet is
dternaive to language; rather it is that in language which aludes to another spatia
order, thevisud, an order that cannot be reduced to sgnification. In summarizing
some of Lyotard's arguments, Bill Readings mentions Lyotard's understanding of
the letter as something morethan asign. It isaso aplagtic entity, formed by the



trace of aline. Assuch, it "marksafigurd space, it has the quality of atrace of
the unrecognizable, it evokes an unreadability that is condtitutive of the very
possibility of recognition” (19).

Readings further explainsthat Lyotard formulates the figura in part by drawing
on the Freudian unconscious as amode!; in doing so, Readings asserts, Lyotard
rethinks the real and the imaginary, not as mutually exclusive, but rather as co-
present but heterogeneous, or "incommensurable”’ entities. Readings explains that
"...desire borders redity anamorphicaly in that it is present at the edge of redity as
different from it without being diminated” (47-48).

Lyotard's plagticity of line encourages the reader to reconsider the importance of
the diacriticd mark over the"n" in Y bafiez, whose name frames the Sketch
"Y bafiez et mort." To what degree does this graphic flourish gesture toward a
mode of existence that language cannot contain®?
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CHAPTER 4

THE ART OF APPROXIMATION: THE SUBJECT AS COLLAGE IN MONIQUE
WITTIG'S L’OPOPONAX

Catherine Legrand's herbarium, a collage of flowers and verse, emblematizes
Monique Wittig's project of sdf-creation in L'Opoponax. In an effort to communicate her
desire to classmate Vderie Borge, the adolescent student has paired cuttings of broom, a
lily and two roses with sdected excerpts of text during a sesson of "travaux manuds™ a
class supervised by "ma mere de saint Grégoire.” Unaware of the ultimate destination of
the work, the nun gpproves of the herbarium project because, she tells Catherine Legrand,
"vous ne savez quoi faire" (195-196).! Thus, as other students undertake the applied arts
of book binding and gtitching wallets, Catherine Legrand, in her idleness, can indulge in
the pleasure of collage, a process characterized by the delight of juxtaposing found objects
(Perloff 6). However, when fellow students transmit the work to Catherine Legrand's
beloved ideal reader, Vaerie Borge fails to recognize the author's message. She merely
passes the herbarium on to other students without redizing that the work is uniquely
intended for her.

The herbarium, placed at the heart of the work, appearsto function asamise en
abime for the nove's patchwork. The book combines detailed renderings of childhood
experience pasted dongside received language--songs, liturgy, poems and o forth--
borrowed from the broader culture. While the work's fragmented nature, as well asits
"tota disregard for conventiondly recognizable characters and plot," owe much to the
experiments of the "nouveau roman” (Duffy, "Monique' 201), the mixture of gathered
objects and appropriated text echoes the herbarium project. The process of combining
objects linked to intense memory with dismembered text condtitutes akind of

remembering that strikes a resonance with Jessica Benjamin's description of the
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psychoandydt's return to Freudian discourse in Like Subjects, Love Objects. It is perhaps,
Benjamin suggests, a means "of satisfying the need to be located in history, in tradition,
without feding that you have smply been enligted iniit: to accept that you have not

created yoursdlf without being deprived of creativity” (5).

Wittig's collage, however, extends beyond artistic process to encompass the
activity of a second subject, areader, who knows how to find meaning in the work's
juxtaposed dements. In other words, it extends to a encompass relationship with an
outside other who will strive to make sense of the collage. As the herbarium episode sug-
gedts, such averson of sefhood is not without its risks inasmuch as Vderie Borge fallsto
understand the herbarium's significance. Only when Catherine Legrand invokesthe
"opoponax" does she receive the recognition that she seeks.

L'Opoponax, which derives its name from the "opopanax™ plant, was Wittig's first
nove. Published in 1964 by "Editions de Minuit" which had championed the "nouvesau
roman" in France, the work won the coveted "Prix Médicis" Theinitia episode focuses
on Catherine Legrand's first day of school, and the ensuing narrative proceeds to recount
the accumulation of everyday events that happen to thisindividua and her cohorts.
Although traditional markersthat sgna the passage of time are omitted, the work's
chronological progression is revealed by the increasing sophistication of the subject matter
the children study and their evolving socid interaction. The setting and the names of the
children in Catherine Legrand's entourage a so shift, evoking at first a primary school, then
asummer vacation spent at an uncle's in the country, and later a convent boarding schooal.
The nove's second half concentrates on the unfolding relationship between Catherine
Legrand and Vaerie Borge and concludes with an affirmation of their bond.

While one might categorize L'Opoponax as anovel of development, a book about
childhood, or fictiond autobiography, commentators have aso classfied the text asan
"antibildungsroman.” Marguerite Duras describes L'Opoponax  as"l'exécution capitale de
quatre-vingt-dix pour cent des livres qu'ont &é faits sur I'enfance.” Indeed, Wittig's
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seemingly objective trestment of childhood discounts both sentimentdity and nogtagiain
favor of arichly detailed surface that resists the reader's attempts to saturate events with
sgnificance. Duras cdebrates the author's commitment "de n'utiliser qu'un matériau
descriptif pur, et gu'un outil, le langage objectif pur" (283).
In her monograph on Wittig's fiction, entitled A Congtant Journey, Erika

Osgtrovsky stresses ways in which L'Opoponax undermines the conventions of the
"Bildungsroman.” Thetitle, she points out, in no way refers to a specific individua or to
an individud's padt; its enigmatic nature instead |eads the reader to broader expectations.
In addition, Wittig displaces the traditiona "1" or "she" associated with the genre,
cultivating instead the use of the impersond pronoun "on™ which, according to Ostrovsky,
"desubjectifies’ the narrative. Moreover, Ostrovsky asserts, Wittig has created awork
with multiple protagonists rather than a unique heroine, and, in fact, the plurd denotation
of "on," which can be trandated as both "we' and "they” in English, lends some credence
to Ogtrovsky's interpretation. This suggestion of a collective subjectivity is further en-
hanced by strings of children’s names which function together as asingle entity (11-13).
During the "travaux manuds,” for example, "Marielle Baland Sophie Rieux Nicole Marre
Marguerite-Marie Le Monid Denise Causse font de lareliure” (194). These unexpected
concatenations produce a visua flood, whose effect is captured in Durass description of
thenove: "Il sagit de mille petitesfilles ensemble, dune marée de petites filles qui vous
arive dessus et qui vous submerge' (284). Findly, Ostrovsky concludes, Wittig's novel
does not reflect the typicd structure or themeatic preoccupations of the traditional novel of
deveopment. While the book at first gppearsto be asolid block of text, the reader
discoversthat it is divided into seven distinct parts set off by white space on the page.
However, these divisions do not seem to represent specific stages of development.? By
abandoning paragraph divisons and omitting much of the anticipated punctuation, Wittig
has created akind of continuous narration or textua flow that disrupts traditiona

narrative boundaries. The overal effect of these choices, coupled with the author's use of
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the present tense, "perfectly renders the child's perception of tempora flux as opposed to
the adult's insistence on chronologica measurement and segmentetion.” In the end, the
work produces a sense of "duration, continuity, endlessness, and an eternal present” (13-
14).

The notion that Wittig accurately renders childhood experience in L'Opoponax is
encouraged by Claude Simon's reaction to reading the nove: "Je ne suis plus moi,” Simon
clams, "je ne suis pas non plus une cartaine petitefille: je deviens I'enfance” (70).2

However, according to Héléne Vivienne Wenzd, to read L'Opoponax as "a houveau

roman about ‘everybody's childhood™--an dlusions to Mary McCarthy's review of the
work--istoo near-sghted an interpretation. Wittig's "oeuvre," Wenzdl asserts:
issues a profound challenge to canonized literary tradition, to the very
process of reading as an exercise in community understanding. At the
sametime, each [book] setsforth a vison of woman, derived from a
particular feminist ideology, which poses an equaly profound chalenge to
socidly accepted, and very deep-rooted "norms': the vison defies these
norms, threatens them, exposes their limitations and their destructiveness,
and offers serious aternatives to them. (264-265)
Odgtrovsky cites Smon's reaction to Wittig's novel as arendering of essentid childhood in
order to show the author's success in achieving an effect of "universaization” (13), aploy
that promotes awider readership in order that the work might undermine accepted
narrative conventions. 1n an article entitled "The Trojan Horse," Wittig discusses how the
writer must work to "universdize' the novd's point of view. To illudtrate, she eaborates
aliterary verson of the Greek gift that emphasizes both form and reception. The Trojans,
sheimagines, initidly perceive the eponymous horse in a particular way:
It is barbaric for its Sze but aso for its form, too raw for them...But later
on they become fond of the gpparent smplicity, within which they see
sophigtication. They see, by now, al the eaboration that was hidden at
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first under a brutal coarseness. They come to see as strong, powerful, the
work they had consdered formless.... But what if it were awar machine?
Any important literary work is like the Trojan Horse @ thetimeit is
produced. Any work with a new form operates as awar machine, because
itsdesign and its god isto pulverize the old forms and forma conventions.
(Straight 68-69)

Such statements undoubtedly have encouraged critics to focus on Wittig's project
of disruption. Concluding her overview of Wittig'sfiction, Ostrovsky deems the author's
"renversement” of various genres "the fitting accoutrement for a voyage of upheavd,
overthrow, and transgression...” (167).* From the prospect of Wittig's later works, Jean
Duffy deems L'Opoponax a "deceptively innocent” work, aremark that reinforces Wittig's
Trojan Horse theme. He points out that, unlike earlier authors of the "nouveau roman,”
such as Alain Robbe-Grillet and Michel Butor, Wittig writes from a perspective of politica
commitment. In Duffy's estimation, Wittig does not drive to formulate " self-conscious
reflections upon form itself, but to produce a discourse which exposes and subverts the
sexist and heterosexud assumptions underlying the prevalent discourse” What is more,
Duffy continues, the "radicd and uncompromising nature of Wittig's feminism has
precluded awide generd readership or critica vulgarisation” of her work ("“Monique,”
Beyond 201-202).

However, to view L'Opoponax as a uniquely iconoclastic endeavor isto overlook
the "serious dterndtives' to accepted norms that Wenze discernsin Wittig's work.
Wittig's"Trojan Horse' article itself encourages the reader to search for the "daboration”
and "sophidtication” within an gpparent "formlessness.” Indeed, to focus solely on the
destructive and transgressive aspects of thiswork is to overlook the way in which
destruction and creation necessarily function together in the novel. While Ostrovsky
congstently describes Wittig's "oeuvre" as a project of destruction and recreation, her
work stresses the way in which the author dismantles language, genre, and narrative,
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without specifying exactly what Wittig has built from the rubble. This study will examine
the intertwined dynamic of these two seemingly contradictory tendencies of the text in an
effort to demondrate a paradoxical yet compelling connection between destruction and
the capacity to create.

While Wittig's theoretica writings address the problem of women and subjectivity
from aMarxist feminist perspective, the author nonethel ess advocates the €l aboration of
anindividud sense of Sf.° In an article whose title echoes Simone de Beauvair's formu-
lation, "Oneis Not Born aWoman," Wittig argues for the eimination of the category
"woman," which naturalizes an oppressive, socidly congtructed phenomenon. However,
to adhere to a program that seeks the imination of this classfication isnot to define a
sense of selfhood. Wittig Stipulates, ...one needs to know and experience the fact that
one can congtitute onesalf as a subject (as opposed to an object of oppression), that one
can become someone in spite of oppression, that one has one's own identity” (106).

These remarks encourage the reader to appreciate L'Opoponax not smply asa
"Trojan Horse" or arepresentation of childhood experience, but aso as a piecing together
of asdf from the objects at hand in much the same way as Catherine Legrand assembles
the found dements of her herbarium. Wittig's project of subjectivity in this work
resembles the act of collage, a process involving fragments, gaps and juxtapositions whose
principle seems at odds with the fluid textual flow described by Duras and Ostrovsky. |
would argue, moreover, that Wittig has managed to have it both ways by creating a para-
doxical and playful text smultaneoudy characterized by both fluidity and fragmentation.

The image of the kaleidoscope in some of Wittig's later writings helps ducidate the

role accorded to fragmentation in L'Opoponax. |n Brouillon pour un dictionnaire des

amantes, co-authored with Sande Zeig and published in 1976, an entry is devoted to these
toys. They are "fabriqués avec des éclats de verre, du méd, des papiers de couleur, des
plumes et différents morceaux minuscules d'objets.... Les kalédoscopes qui contiennent

les matériaux les plus disparates sont ceux qui permettent les meilleures compostions'



(145). Alsoincluded isadescription of afanciful verson of the toy which features an
auditory rather than avisua congtellation composed of "des soupirs, des chuchotements,
des longs gémissements, des plaintes sfflantes, comparables aux sons qu'on entend dans
certaines grottes et don't il arrive gu'on ne connaisse pas la provenance' (146).

According to Ostrovsky, this later work acts as a " concordance” to Wittig's earlier
books. Although Wittig does not make this intent explicit, Ostrovsky argues that
Brouilloris entries provide ingghts to notions introduced in previous texts (117). Suchis
the case with the kaeidoscope entry which serves as metgphor for the transformation of
language, characterigticaly understood from a postmodern perspective as an immutable
given that congtructs the subject. Ostrovsky considers the kaleiddoscope in Wittig's work
to be "the perfect instrument for effecting a change of view, ametamorphosis of given e
ments, or aseries of visons that are never the same.” Ogirovsky aso stresses that the
connection that derives from the kaleidoscope's disparity of eements and the resulting
excdlence of itsfinished design gives the reeder ingght into Wittig's conception of what
congtitutes awork of art, as does the aliance between auditory and visua components
(136).

Wittig's kaleidoscope, moreover, evokes a resonance with other novelsin this
sudy. The bits of metd, shards of glass, and smadl objects of the dictionary entry find an
echo in the shiny cigarette papers collected by Cat's Eye's protagonist in the hopes of
making "something amazing” (28). The image of the kaleidoscope also suggests apardld
with the "verroteries’ and "cailloux palis,” the dazzling fragments that condtitute the

garden wall which servesasagte of play in La Maisonde Claudine. The reader will recall

that like the nest of the magpie, the wal isthe repository of found objects, including the
word "presbytére," abit of language that undergoes a transformation in this playful space.
Thus the kaleidoscope condenses in a visud way the process of self-creation
elaborated in earlier texts. While the found objects suggest a particular and aready
determined higtory, the toy proposes the possibility of playful transformetion; in short, the
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image encompasses the notion that while the dream of sdlf-creetion is perhgpsillusive, the
potentia for creetivity isnot. The kaeidoscope image indsts on the aspects of chance,
process and open-endedness. No teleological vison determines the fal of the piecesinto a
particular pattern. Nor isthe find picture of ultimate Sgnificance; rather it isthe
anticipation of anew arrangement and the playful process of digtribution, not the ultimate
product, that spur activity. Unlike many other forms of play that involve a sense of findity
or closure, the kaleidoscope promises an open set of combinations. It is a game sustained
uniquely by an ongoing sense of pleasure.

To read L'Opoponax with the image of the kaleidoscope in mind isto gppreciate
the work as a series of congtellations, changing arrangements of visuad and auditory
intengties placed playfully on the page. The first chapter, which beginswith Catherine
Legrand'sfirs day a school, frames a collection of band yet vivid impressons: the
diamond-shaped links of awire face whose corners trap raindrops; spiras of perfectly
peeled orange rind that the nun attaches to the classroom door; snatches of song--"ama
main droitey a[sc] unroser qui fleuriraau mois de mai"--that the children learn in order
to distinguish left from right. It includes a classmate's beige wool socks; childhood games,
such as"combien quil y ade cailloux dans maman®; stilted schoolroom sentences--
"Liliane lave lelinge'--aimed a the mastery of phonetics; and the strewn petds of a cherry
tree that provoke the perception: "Les fleurs se sont cassées cette nuit, maman" (7-14).

This collection recalls the accumulation of debrisin Cat's Eye: the marbles, the
bottle tops, the comic books, the turtle heart, the lyrics and rhymes, the twin sets, the
catalogue cut-outs, the blue baloon, the red plastic purse, and so forth. At the sametime,
thereis a gtriking difference in that the objects of Atwood's text are progressively sorted
according to gender. As she reflects on her efforts to achieve girlhood, protagonist Elaine
sees her younger salf compelled to acquire what she once perceived to be the gppropriate
gender trappings, while other objects are relegated to her brother's ream.



This practiceis prolonged into the adult's present as she unsuccesstully tries on
dress after dressin an effort to find a costume that will appropriately render the persona of
woman artist. Her quest, past and present, isimbued with a sense of hollow illusonin
that femininity isameatter of commodity fetish, a question of masquerade and display. The
point is rather heavy-handedly brought home when aspiring artist Elaine becomesthe love
object of her art ingructor, who indgsts on dressing her as the figure of a pre-Raphadlite
painting.

In comparison to the objects of Atwood's work, those of Wittig'stext resist a
amilarly gendered reading. This effect is achieved in part by steering clear of the stages of
the Bildungsroman whose structure dictates a cumulative and purposeful acquisition of
experience and objects. Typicaly the text's accumulation is brought into focus when seen
through the lens of logic and reason, both gained with increasing maturity.® Cat's Eye
subscribes to this pattern, with an added attention to the binary logic that dividesthe
world into male and femae. In Atwood's book, the narrator recounts her life in
retrogpect--one will recall that the artist's reflections are prompted by afirst retrospective
of her work--a move that invites the mature protagonist to examine her accumulated
objects through a gendered grid.

By contragt, Wittig's narrative is confined to the present tense, a choice that lends
her textud objects both intensity and evanescence. In his overview of Wittig's work,

published in the Dictionary of Literary Biography, Duffy asserts that this present tense

approach coincides with the world of childhood perception. "Redlity," he assarts, "is
reduced to discrete fragments perceived by the child and these fragments are juxtaposed in
the narrative in a naive and often incongruous manner which defies sophidticated criteria
such aslogic and verigmilitude’ (*“Monique™ Dictionary 2). One must add to Duffy's
remarks the fact that the present tense immediacy obviates the need to read the story
through a gendered lens. While Wittig's textud objects are abundant, they resst

cumulative categorization. In L'Opoponax, the status of the object remains tentative; it is
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abrilliant part of an ephemerd design that will disappear only to be replaced by another
when the kaleidoscope is turned once again. 1n a manner of speaking, the kaleidoscope
drategy permits aturning away from the mark of gender by formulating the child's sory in
terms of presence rather than retrogpection. Seen in thislight, Wittig's "criteria’ seem to
equa the "sophidicated” yardgtick of logic proffered by Duffy.

However, it would be inaccurate to say that L'Opoponax completely ignores the
issue of sexud difference. In fact, it isintroduced in the very firgt sentence when
classmate Robert Payen enters the classroom asking "qui c'est qui veut voir ma
quequette” "quéquette’ being childhood dang for "penis” While this physicd
discrepancy between boys and girls provokes Catherine Legrand's curiogity, Duffy asserts
that the theme of sexud difference is smply "undeveloped” in the noved. "Significantly,”
he adds, "the development of heterosexud ettraction is totaly absent, the novel
concluding with the blossoming of an adolescent crush for amember of the same sex.”
The child smply percaives sexud differences as "relative,” he explains, "as opposed to
esntid, differences which will be diminated rather than reinforced intime”  Duffy
continues. "It isjust one detall in the very rich fabric of the childslife; it is certainly not
something to be dwelt upon and is dmost immediately displaced by other demands upon
the child's attention” ("Monique,” Beyond 203).

Sexud difference, then, isjust that--a difference, but not asignificant difference
with which to organize sdf and world. In"Oneis Not Born aWoman," aswedl asin other
non-fictiond works, Wittig explicitly states her intention to refashion theworld in a
manner that eudes heterosexud categories. Wittig understands the term "lesbian society”
to mean that which "destroys the artificid (socid) fact condtituting women as a'naturd
group™ (103), because it imagines a space that is remote from a pervasive heterosexud
organization. At the close of her essay, the author asserts. "Leshian isthe only concept |

know of which is beyond the categories of sex (woman and man), because the designated
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subject (leshian) is not awoman, either economicaly, or politicaly, or ideologicaly”
(208).
In achapter devoted to the leshian subject in her book Heterosexua Plots and

L esbian Narratives, Marilyn Farwell classes Wittig's strategy as one that, in its attempt to

turn away from gender as a self-defining category, herads recent efforts of postmodern
and queer theory to articulate the lesbian subject as aste of playful sdf-cregtion. To
illugtrate, Farwell quotes Nina Rapi's work which describes the lesbian as "someone who
out of necessity invents hersdf, fashioning a sdf in those in-between spaces of the
dominant order that have escaped categorization” (qtd. in Farwell 65). Farwell infers that
Wittig's stance logicaly derives from the postmodern continental tradition dominated by
Derridaand Lacan, atradition that conceives of socid and linguistic structures as closed
systems from which escape or transcendence is the only possible ploy. Nonetheless,
Farwdl is criticd of Wittig's dternative, claming: "Without the conscious and Srategic
use of gender or indeed categorization as a measure of interpretation, we will be op-
pressed by it" (66).

Judith Roof also examines the viability of Wittig's Sirategy. Roof concedes that
Wittig's fiction does gppear to chalenge the heterosexua redtrictions governing
subjectivity. These redtrictions, Wittig asserts, indst that female subjects enter discourse
"inacrablike way, particularizing themselves and gpologizing profusdy” (Straight 81);
these condraints, in short, inhibit women's full access to and participation in language.
However, Roof argues, Wittig's texts not only yield amultiple, de-centered and
undecidable verson of subjectivity that has been typically assgned to femininity in
opposition to a centered epistemologicd certainty; but they aso set up an additiona
binary suggestive of alesbian identity or essence exidting in tandem with the "heterosexud
weltanschauung” that must necessarily ground it (51-52).

What is more, assumptions about the ability of language to transparently render
experience and thereby to dter and transform ideology underpin Wittig's effort to turn
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away from heterosexud categories, according to Roof. It is one thing, she points out, to
imagine an existence outsde the wals of heterasexudity and quite another to atempt their
demolition through language. Roof daborates:
By diding the practicd difficulty of getting from imagined materidity to
representation, Wittig can offer the act of rgecting gender as away of
surmounting it. This utopian gap in Wittig's otherwise perceptive critique
of the ideology of gender exposes her very traditiona reliance on the
originary existence of a subject outside of ideology. (55)

In light of the exceptions taken to Wittig's Strategy, it is gppropriate to look firdt at
Wittig's statements concerning the relationship between language and her textua project,
and then to examine her verson of sdf-creetion in L'Opoponax in order to appreciate her
undertaking. In"The Mark of Gender," Wittig explains that her choice of the pronoun
"on" asthe pronoun of preferencein thisfirst nove--rather than "j€" or "dle'--was
motivated by her desire to evoke a subject characterized by an unimpeded access to
language, one that did not bear the "crablike’ and "particularized" mark of gender. To
illugtrate, Wittig draws on the image of the kaleidoscope: "One, on has been for methe
key to the undisturbed use of language, asit isin childhood when words are magic, when
words are set bright and colorful in the kaleidoscope of the world, with its many revolu-
tions in the consciousness as one shakes it" (Straight 84).

From thisremark it is easy to understand Judith Butler's observation in Gender
Trouble that Wittig supposes a"pre-socid ontology of unified and equa persons’ (gtd. in
Roof 55), aspace in time prior to language from which each individua begins with the
capacity to use a pure and unmarked idiom. From Butler's postmodern perspective,
Wittig's move ignores the problematic "dways dready” nature of language that
immediately shackles the subject to the available positions of discourse. In the face of
Butler's argument, Seyla Benhabib has sought to attenuate the iron grip of language on the
subject by rescuing the subject's capacity to "rearrange the significations of language' (gtd.
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in Shadow Benjamin 83), a ploy that suggests the magic words of Wittig's linguigtic
kaleidoscope. However, as Benjamin points out in " The Shadow of the Other Subject,”
Benhabib's position congtitutes the subject's return to autonomy which consequently
ignores the power of exclusion exercised by the speaking subject (Shadow 83-84).

Rather than pigeonhole Wittig's approach within a particular theoretica camp, |
would argue that Wittig's kaleidoscope vision of language requires a degree of nuance that
draws in a seemingly incongruous manner on different perspectives. the postmodern
conception of the subject as constructed by socid discourse, on one hand, and the notion
of sef aspsychologica process on the other. These views may initialy appear incompeti-
blein that the latter reserves asgnificant role for agency. Benjamin raisesthis ditinction
between "sub-jected” subject and agent in her engagement with feminist theories of
subjectivity; she echoes Benhabib's concern to know the process by which the subject
takes on the structured positions--the content--assigned by language (" Shadow™ 83).

In examining Butler's critique of the statement 1 think," which Butler instead
congirues as ideas, emations, and so forth "come to me" (gtd. in "Shadow™ 87), Benjamin
Stresses Butler's entirely passive congtruction. Approaching the problem initidly from a
Kleinian notion of introjection and projection--from a psychic organization of identifi-
cation and excluson--Benjamin arguesingead in favor of a"psychic agency.” Benjamin,
it seems, turns away from the question of origins. It isnot essentid to determine whether
the stimuli that prompt the congtruction of the subject are internd, ingtinctudly driven
impulses or ructuresin the outsde world that in some way impinge upon the individud.
Whether or not these impulses are understood as coming from auniquely externa source,
the congruction of sdf isan individud matter of sorting the "it" from the "1," akind of
"triage" that is compatible with the notions of activity and ownership.”

This sorting process, Benjamin goes on to explain, approaches the subject in away
that is fundamentdly different from that of Lacan. The Lacanian subject, underpinned by

an initia experience of being that is fragmented and decentered, nonethd ess persigtently
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pursues the illusve wholeness promised by the mirror image, aquest that is continualy
undermined by its fundamentaly splintered and disparate nature.

Cdling attention once again to Butler's passive congtruction, Benjamin emphasizes
that from a Lacanian perspective, "the subject is split." However, from an object rdations
point of view, the sdf is active; the sdf splits. "Unlike the 'split subject,’ a concept thet is
St up in opposition to 'unity'--relying on the falseness of its binary Other to generate its
oppostiond truth--the notion of splitting does not require that we posit a preexisting
unity, or anided of unity to which splitting givestheli€' (Shadow 89).

These various strands of theory and critique invite the reader to reconsider the
weave of Wittig'stext. Rather than interpret the kaleidoscope of language as a
fundamentally pure point of origin or an unproblematic path to a nongendered discourse--
what Roof cals an dison of "the difficulty in getting from imagined materidity to
representation’”--the kal eidoscope can be read as the site of active process where subject
splits world, thereby cresting a collage of sdfhood. The nove disposesits fragmentsin a
gtatement of "ownership” that includes its good and bad objects, its identifications and
exclusons. These scraps of language are then juxtaposed with bits of socid discourse,
such that the resulting collage presents the reader with the gaps between these two
varieties of text. In short, Wittig's text gestures smultaneoudy toward the constructed
subject of discourse and the sdif of psychologica process, suggesting, by virtue of the gap
between the two, the possibility for flexibility, interaction and relationship.

It is sgnificant then, as critics point out, that Catherine Legrand's story begins with
her first day at school, where a child's encounter with varieties of socia discourse, avast
source of externad objects with their potentia for constructing or "sub-jecting” the subject,
is particularly intense. The"triage" of objects must be undertakenin earnest. L'Opoponax
includes many passages describing classroom events, interactions that emphasize the clash
and consequent gap between authorized language and the child's unauthorized version of
things. The geography lessonisacasein point. The dassis conducted by Madame La



Porte who is subgtituting for the students regular teacher. She decidesto havethe
children recite their lesson: "Pouvez-vous me dire ce que cest quune valée? Bien sir
Catherine Legrand a d§jaremarqué que le relief comporte des bosses et des creux. Les
vallées c'edt les creux.”

Madame La Porte smply laughs &t this definition and calls on Frangoise Pommier,
akind of teacher's pet who has perfectly mastered the officia discourse: "Elle dit gu'une
valée c'est une dépression dorigine soit fluvide soit gleciare, que lavdléefluvideala
forme dun grand V, que lavallée glaciaire e plus évasée et alaforme d'un grand U."
This definition is met with enthusiagtic gpprova while Catherine Legrand is punished with
abad grade. "Madame La Porte dit & Catherine Legrand, je vous mets un zéro, seslévres
Sécartent, on voit ses gencives rose pae, un beau zéro, ele sourit” (74).

What the lesson seemsto "teach” isthat the trangtion from materidity to
representation, from sense experience to language, is most certainly problematic; the
lesson leads us to question Roof's assartion that Wittig dides the difficulties of moving
from materidity to representation. The reader's sympathies tend to Sde with Catherine
Legrand, whose definition derives from her own encounter with hillsand valeys. The
teacher, however, perhaps a little too predictably, favors a second-hand version that has
been officidly transmitted in the form of scientifically andytical discourse. What ismore,
Frangoise Pommier's definition weaves the very building blocks of written representation,
the letters of the dphabet, into geography's officia configurations, thereby suggesting the
degree to which the materidity of language, its physica trace, is compromised.

The perpetua tension between these two levels of language repeatedly orients the
novel'stextud pattern. In her discusson of Nathalie Sarrauté's fiction, Wittig elaborates
on thistenson. On one hand, there isthe notion of amallegble "first language,” a
language "which everyonein turn can take, use, bend toward a meaning.” On the other,
thereis socid discourse with its vested power relationships and its catalogue of shared

meanings, or "common places," whose exchange makes interlocution possible. Thesetwo
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perceptions of language lead Wittig to consder that in literature doneisit possble"to
tear open the closdly woven materia of the commonplaces, and to continualy prevent
their organization into a system of compulsory meaning” ("Site" 100).
Wittig's text, then, grapples on alarge scae with the same dilemma as Colette's
eight-year-old protagonist who magicaly invests the word " presbytére” with her own
meaning, using it to designate a black and ydlow snail. Confronted with the word's
accepted definition, the child responds by baptizing her favorite place of play as her
"presbytére,” where she becomes "priest on thewal." In this playful space, language
acquires arare mdlesbility, and in thisway the individua reaches an accommodation
between redlity and dream, between the " sub-jected” subject and sdif.
Likewise, the juxtgposition of authorized and unauthorized language in Wittig's
text does not condtitute the entire tableau. One must take the gap between the two into
account. In L'Opoponax, the gap is embellished with split objects, both good and bad,
that elaborate the child'sworld. As Madame La Porte reads a story to the students, the
attention of the text shifts to a detailed description of the teacher's perpetualy smiling and
hypocritica mouth, a description that ingsts on the mouth's materidity:
Seslevres se soulévent bien haut au-dessus des dents. En permanence on
apercoit les gencivesrose pde. Lasdive de madame La Porte et filante.
Elle saccroche le long des dents, dlefait desfilsblancs qui sy collent ou
qui Sétirent et se posent un ingtant sur lalévre inférieure puis se cassent
comme un éagtique trop tendu ou trop mou, il reste un peu de blanc sur la
levre, unetrace. Ca recommence afaire desfils chague fois que la bouche
s ferme et souvre, que les lévres sécartent verticdlement ou longitu-
dindement. Madame La Porte atrop de ptydine. (75)

The mouth has the apped of an dmogt scientific accuracy, underlined by its dimensions

and the use of theword "ptydine" The description seems afaithful rendering of a neutra

redity. However, despite the controlled and consistent objectivity of the language,
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Madame La Porte's mouth acquires a disagreeable yet fascinating dlure and expands to
occupy a considerable part of the page. It appearsto function as a bad part-object, the
not-me of the child'sintrgpsychic drama, and it achieves a prominent place in the story.

Thus, the mouth intrudes between the authorized and the unacceptable
geographica definitions. It functions as part of a collage, athird eement that disrupts the
materidity/representation binary without seeking to resolve it through compromise, as
does Colette'stext. Instead, asin the art of collage, there is no effort made to establish a
linear reading based on the syntax of the various parts. In her eaboration of the
parameters of collage, Perloff cites David Antin's definition of this art form as "the
dramatic juxtgposition of disparate materials without commitment to explicit syntectica
relations between dements’ (6). Each part condtitutes its own area of interest. Indeed,
the comments of Gertrude Stein concerning Picasso's work provide a useful frame for
gpproaching Wittig's text, in that "one corner [is] asimportant as another corner” (gtd. in
Perloff 41).

The image of Madame La Porte's mouth finds its pardld in the hypocriticd Mrs.
Smeath of Cat's Eye, who features so prominently in the protagonist's paintings. The
reeder will recal that, like thisriveting mouth, Mrs. Smegth, with her palid complexion,
exercises akind of distasteful fascination that the protagonist Elaine likensto a"phospho-
rescent mushroom” (58). Reed as a plit-off bad mother, Mrs. Smeath, whom the artist
pantsin avariety of lewd or humiliating ways, becomes "an evil that generates art"
(Ingersall 22).

Similarly, the passage devoted to Madame La Porte concludes with a description
of her disconcertingly ingppropriate behavior. Having finished the story she was reading
to the students, Madame La Porte asks them to write about what they have just heard.
She moves about the room reading their reactions doud. However, when she getsto
Catherine Legrand, she sweeps the child up in her arms and walks across the room, dl the

while rocking her like an infant, smiling and repeeting "mon bébé, mon gros bébe' (75



76). Having sadigtically ingsted on officidly prescribed definitions, Madame La Porte
now seems unable to digtinguish the boundaries of sociadly proscribed behavior.

However, while both works illugtrate interconnections between splitting, art and
sdlfhood, the texts differ in approach. Atwood's text dternates between Elaings life story
and descriptions of her art. The paintings prove an indigpensable means of accessng re-
pressed memory, and for thisreason infer a privileged link between lived experience and
representation. 1t will be recalled that Elaine agonizes when she admits that this
meaningful connection will be logt in the shift from a persond to asocid context when the
paintings are publicly displayed; she laments: "...I can no longer control these paintings, or
tell them what to mean” (409). Nonethdess, the novel itself suggeststhat, via Elaines
gtory, the meaning of the paintings can be restored to the public domain by an additiond
and therefore privileged layer of representation, the nove's narration. From this
perspective on might say that the gap between life and art is to some extent repaired.

Wittig, in contrast, by no means accords language and narration this enhancing
datus. Indeed, Wittig's strategy takes the reader in the opposite direction by inssting on
the materidity of language. It isnot that Wittig omits the difference between materidity
and language, as Roof assarts; rather Wittig blurs the binary divison by insgting thet
literary language, like the clay and wood of the sculptor, is amalleable medium to be
transformed by the artist. Language hasadud status. Through itsinsstence on the
physica redity of Madame La Porte's mouth, with its éastic bands of sdivaand its
ptydin, Wittig's image plays with the notion of language as an entity that fals somewhere
in between representation and the real, because the two share an element of "pladticity”
(Straght 78). Since language is dready freighted with meaning

..awriter mugt firgt reduce language to be as meaningless as possblein
order to turn it into a neutral materid--thet is, araw materid. Only thenis

one able to work thewordsinto aform. (This does not sgnify that the
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finished work has no meaning, but that the meaning comes from the form,
the worked words.) (Straight 72)
This pronouncement throws light on the dmaost phenomenologicd portrait of Madame La
Porte's mouth which looms large and crowds its way into the chronology of classroom
events, ingging on its own forma importance. In this context, Duffy's dready mentioned
assartion that Wittig's writings do not congtitute *self-conscious reflections upon form
itsdf" requires further evauation.

The emphasis on form, arrangement, materiaity and play are brought home by the
games of Veronique Legrand, Catherine Legrand's younger sster. The reader is
introduced to this pre-schooler through her solitary games which involve the arrangement
and rearrangement of scavenged sticks and pebbles. Seeted in the yard, she unites found
object and narrative: "Elle se raconte des histoires, le petit bout de bois en suit les
péripéties en glissant dans samain, en effectuant tous les mouvements quele veut quiil
fasse' (37). However, in contrast to Atwood's text, the concomitant meaning of the little
girl's cregtion, the narrative, is suppressed. The object-words are reduced to a
meaninglessness. What countsin L'Opoponax is the process, the form, the playful
manipulation of the gticks into shifting patterns: "lls se déplacent suivant un ordre quele
éablit au fur et dmesure soit en ligne draite, soit deux par deux, soit en foule sans aucun
ordre" (38).

Wittig explains that her focus on the materidity of language derives from her
understanding of the theories of Russan formdist Victor Shlovsky, who estimated thet the
impact of literary language could force readersto see things anew. For Shlovsky, she
explains, the writer's role "isto re-create the first powerful vison of things--as opposed to
their daily recognition. But he waswrong in that what awriter re-createsisindeed a
vigon, but the firgt powerful vison of words, not of things' (Wittig's emphad's, Sraight
72). By drawing on the formdidgs, Wittig reinforces her kaleildoscopic vison of language:
"Words, their disposition, their arrangement, their relaion to each other, the whole nebula



of their congtdlations shift, are digplaced, engulfed or reoriented, put Sdeways' (Straight
82). Véronique Legrand's arrangements, then, emptied of their significance, appear to be
part of Wittig's kal eidoscope project.

Having a last arranged the sticks in acircle, Véronique Legrand sucks on the
pebbles she has gathered to make them clean and piles them in the center "ou ils sont tout
blancs les uns a cbté des autres' (39). Sucking on pebbles, transforming them by making
them white, evokes the physical dimension of the writer's objects, their ordity, a
dimension captured in the materid description of Colette's " presbytere” which is "brodé
dun relief réche en son commencement, achevé en un longue et réveuse syllabe..." (29).

A smilar affirmation of the ord materidity of object-words surfaces during a
description of a school outing to the countryside. The passage suggests a counterpoint of
dictated form and spontaneous, unauthorized pattern, of socia regulation dternating with
open-ended play. While the children set off in ordered pairs following the peth of the
highway, it is not long before individuas begin to bregk rank and test boundaries. Reine
Dieu, who has been paired with Catherine Legrand, breaks off stalks of tal grass, sticks
them up her nose and down her partner's blouse. Dirt ends up in shoes and under finger-
nals. "Mademoisdle" reestablishes order as the children sng awell-known marching
song, whose homogenizing influence is not logt on the narrator: "On chante, un kilomeétre
apied ¢cause ¢a use...Quand on dit gauche on doit étre sur le pied gauche. 1l faut rgjeter
I'autre en arriére en faisant un petit saut pour se mettre dans le bon ordre de marche" (41).

However, the "authorized" form does not prevail for long. Soon the two girls are
looking for bits of debris dong the edge of the highway and tugging at each other's
clothing to see who will fall down first. Eventualy the children come to afield dotted
with pink and sky blue wildflowers, whose contours lend the scene "un aspect géométri-
que." Y et once the students engage with the object world, the careful grid is disrupted

and replaced by a kae doscope configuration:
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On cueille desfleurs en prenant toute lalongueur destiges. Reine Dieu
coupe les corolles aras et les met dans sabouche. Elle arrache lesfleursen
courant sans sarréter pendant qu'elle crache les premieres pour les
remplacer par dautres. Reine Dieu se bourre de fleurs, séouffe, on voit
les lambeaux bleus de pétae écrasés sur les levres coinces entre les dents.
On fait lever des papillons qu'on ne voit pas, qui sont de laméme couleur
guelesfleursde lin ou bien les aconits. (43)
The grid of the field is dtered through play. The kaeidoscope has been turned to proffer
anew patern dominated by a mouth covered in blue petals. This good object that
bespeaks creative abundance reconfigures the canvas, it is pasted in opposition to the
image of the previous pages, to that of the smiling, hypocritical mouth of Madame La
Porte, reinforcer of socia discourse.

L'Opoponax's gdlery of brillant objects, divorced as they are from reader
expectations of a tory that endows them with meaning, posed problems for reviewers
when thework wasinitidly published. John Weightman's assessment is sendtive to the
importance of Wittig's arrangements, calling the text "a kaeidoscopic flurry of incident,”
but aso expresses disgppointment at the lack of meaning assigned to them. He complains
that "the jumble of vivid, physica description of childhood is not enough” and adds. "All
the penumbra of childhood emotion...has been removed from these bright little sentences,
which become rather tedious when one redlizes that they are not going to have any further
dimension” (25).

AnnaBdakian's review raises Smilar objections. The book's "vivid canvas of
colors, forms and movements,” Baakian assarts, fdls short of any organized perception
and, for this reason, srains the text's believability. To be credible the child of thefiction
must go beyond mere observations of the world, must fed "the need to put some meaning

into them...." She laments that Wittig, in typicd "nouveau roman” fashion, has deprived



166

childhood of its magicd qudity; instead, "sensations are acting like a drug that numbsthe
artist instead of releasing a series of affectiveilluminations of his[sic] universe' (33).2

The comments of these critics beg the question of whether the notion of
illumination at al gppliesto Wittig's nove as it does to the two novels discussed earlier in
thisstudy. Both Weightman's and Baakian's treatments of the nove link textua
sgnificance to a somewhat Romantic perception of the world reminiscent of idedist
philosophy, where reason discerns a meaningful pattern in the individud's accumulating
catalogue of sense experience. From this perspective, it isthelogic of narration that
confers meaning, and, to follow Baakian's argument, consequently illumines the text.

However, in both Atwood's and Colette's novels, the illumined qudity of thetext is
not entirdy attributable to narrative logic. The theme of illumination in Cat's Eye isan
explicit and overdetermined one; it is a knot whose meaning, temporarily captured in the
painted brilliance of art, repeatedly unravelsto reved a substratum of chaos. Meaning is
dwaysillusve. The shiny objectsthe artist paints, for example, create an impression of
"delaying time" an impresson that only masks its disntegration (119); love, likea
glowing ill life, "aplum in sunlight, richly coloured, perfect in form™ (341), ebbs"like a
tide going out" exposing the chaos of debris, "broken battles, old gloves, rusting pop cans,
nibbled fishbodies, bones' (372). Thus--to borrow from the fundamental binary of
Nietsche's Birth of Tragedy--Atwood's narrative repeatedly invests or "enlightens’ its

objects with Apollonian meaning only to plunge them once again into adark Dionysan
confuson. The project of selfhood likewise baances precarioudy on the razor-thin edge
between the two. Contemplating the retrospective of her work, Elaine concludes:
"Whatever energy they have came out of me. I'm what's left over” (409). While the
narration of the artigt's life story lends meaning to her work, these are only brief moments
of illumination, tenuous points of light on aground of obscurity.

LaMaison de Claudine indnuates an even greater distance between the concepts

of illumination and meaning. 1t will be recdled that in thiswork it is the abundance of



description, the excessive decorative surface of the work that inundates the story and its
generdizations in much the same way that the gorgeous letters of illuminated manuscripts
overwhelm the text. It was earlier concluded that as a consequence of this predominance
of decorative surface over meaningful depth, the demarcation between the figural and the
textud in Coletteéswork is sgnificantly blurred. By means of the dmost visud treatment
of the surface, the precious object is "trandfigured,” or "made red" by virtue of its
brilliance.

By comparison, Wittig's trestment of objectsis closer to Colette's than to
Atwood's. L'Opoponax's gathered objects crowd the text like so many illugtrations. In
fact, some of them are illugraions, like the frightening image of the red, ydlow and blue
totem pole in Alain Trévise's picture book, an object that Catherine Legrand imagines may
come swooping down from the sky to attack her. There is dso arepresentation of
Charlemagne in the children's history book, in which he is surrounded by male children, an
agpect that is not lost on the students of Catherine Legrand's dl-girls school .

Likewise the brief vignettes of the children's activities stand out with an equa
intensity due to the fact that their narration is often abruptly cut short at a point of
heightened energy. These episodes range from the terrifying to the jubilant. One incident
ends when Véronique Legrand, who is scared of automobiles, flattens hersdf againgt the
roadside barrier and screams as two headlights approach. The recounting of amedl turned
food fight terminates when Catherine Legrand squeezes an entire tube of toothpaste all
over Vincent Parme. Later youngsters smear themselves with purple juice asthey gather
berries which they ultimately dump on the ground in a gesture of childish potlatch.
Overcome with contagious laughter, they fling their containersinto the nearby quarry:

"...on les entend tomber les uns contre des souches les autres contre des pierres jusqu'a ce
quil n'y ait plus de mdres plus de framboises plus de bidons' (138-139).

Other images manifest a persstent, satic qudity. There are, for example, the

colored shadows that appear behind the little girl's eyelids as she tries to go to deep, red
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ones and green ones that are pierced by ydlow lines. There are the distant gpartment
buildings that glow in the setting sun, "une masse unique de rouge et de feu,” whose
distant inhabitants appear tiny and covered with blood in the dying light (49).

The novd's abundance of heightened imagery finds a pardld in The Waves by
Virginia Woolf, awork that has aso been likened to the art of collage by Mary Ann Caws.
Caws cites Woolf's decision, reveded in the author's journa writing, to select for this
work eementsindicative of "being” a its mogt intense. Caws surmises that Woolf
selected images as if composing apicture. They would render moments of heightened
individua consciousness, which would in turn suggest a relationship between the sdf and
agreater humanity. Theimagery would be indicative of some " collective essence wherein
each isafragment of thewhole..." (52). Thework, Woolf decided, "was to be
concentrated in its language, fully 'saturated' initsintendity” (gtd. in Caws 52), a
description that seemsto equally capture the images of Wittig'stext. Caw's understanding
of Woolf's object world in The Waves evokes Wittig's meticulous renderings in
L'Opoponax aswdl: "The shape of things, their edge and mass, their proportions and
distortions, are presented as themselves and in themsalves, objects for a painterss eye;
they rise, asfrom the deep, to the visble surface’ (Caws 53).

Indeed, the brilliant and varied topography of L'Opoponax dominates Wittig's
project. Like The Wavess sea patterns which serve as interludes to underline the passage
of time, drawing the reader away from the narrative of various individuas "back to the
surface”" L'Opoponax emphasizes the play of objects on the canvas. Thus, Cawss
goplication of aterm traditiondly reserved for the visud artsto The Waves, the notion of
"not losing the surface" is gppropriate for Wittig's text as well (54).

In the case of L'Opoponax, then, the nation of illumination might best be rendered
by that of the eidetic image. Like the colored shapes that gppear when Catherine Legrand
shuts her eyes, L'Opoponax’'s imagery manifests a persstence that is not dependent on
narrative. When compared to the relationship between surface and depth in Atwood's



work, that of L'Opoponax strikes the reader as digtinctly different. In Cat's Eye, the shiny
and seemingly impenetrable surfaces of Elaine's paintings belie the deeply buried repressed
memories that prompt their creation. The juxtaposed objects that congtitute the surface of
L'Opoponax aso appear drawn from memory's depths and share with Elaine€s art the
intensity of a persond gdlery of good and bad objects, yet they remain unanchored by the
weight of narrative. They bear a closer relationship to those of The Waves, whose
essence for Caws is captured by thiswork's image of alady writing in acdlearing at the
Elvedon forest. That which "underlies and sustains’ the image, according to Caws, is "the
redlization of the stubbornness of the picture as a picture of life and of alady author
writing, doomed, but for theimage® (59). The project of self-creation in L'Opoponax
seemsto cultivate asmilar textua approach, to wit, the process of written picture
production.

The pictures produced in L'Opoponax share anumber of points with the art
produced by the first collage makers of the early twentieth century and echo some of this
art form's assumptions. The nove's paratactic organization of images and episodes,
accompanied by its omisson of dementsthat traditionaly organize the text by means of a
predictable linear logic, recal the tactics of, say, Pablo Picasso or Georges Brague. In
"The Invention of Collage," Marjorie Perloff describes the structure of thisart form,
whose number of elements is open-ended; objects can be added or subtracted, she points
out, "without, so to speak, spailing the plot” (8). Collage, she continues, suggests that
"expogitory linear discourse cannot convey dl the desired meaning” (10).

What is more, by emphasizing the materidity of language, Wittig crestes word
pictures that evoke the found objects of collage artists who stuck pieces of wood and
scraps of newspaper onto the picture surface. In thisway, the nove continualy gestures
toward arelm outside language, ingsting on the text's Smultaneous yet ambiguous

membership in both the representative and the red. This playful flirtation with both redms
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cdlsto mind Jean-Francois Lyotard's discussion of the letter as something more than
representation, as a visua phenomenon connected to the body, to the eye.

In Discours, Figure, Lyotard asserts that the experience of reading a highly legible

text is closer to the experience of hearing than of seeing. The reader ignores the graphic
dimension of the text in the pursuit of units of meaning (“unités sgnificaives') and
engages with the written word beyond the act of inscription (“par dda I'inscription”); that
isto say, the reader engages primarily with signification, asif participating in the act of
interlocution with aspesker. It istheillegible text, he surmises, that calls atention to the
figurd nature, the physical and visua aspect, of writing: "On peut poser en principe que
moins une ligne et 'reconnaissable, plus dle est avair; et ang dle échappe davantage a
I'écriture et serange du cotéfigurd” (217).
The tenson between the discursve and the figural pervades L'Opoponax in a
manner such that the reader is repeatedly required to both "see" as well asread the text.
For example, when Catherine Legrand must learn to write with a pen ingtead of a pencil,
her struggle with this new medium renders her sgns unrecognizable. The nib digsinto the
surface of the paper, trapping fibers and producing doubled strokes. Ink drips onto the
surface and onto hands which then leave atrail of fingerprints as her efforts proceed. The
result is anotebook full of ink blots and holes where the pen has torn through, "une
véritable porcherie" the teecher proclams. Thefigurd character of Reine Dieu's efforts
are even more pronounced as the teacher examines her notebook:
Il a beaucoup de taches et de trous comme celui de Catherine Legrand. 1l a
auss des dessins autour de quoi Reine Dieu a écrit les lettres comme on lui
ademandé delefaire. Elle aessayé de gommer quelque chose par-ci par-
la Cafat un amagame amoitié en relief sur lequel on aenvie de passer les
doigts. (36)

Here the |etters become decorative dements of Reine Dieu's drawing in a confusion of the

discursve and the figurd; moreover, its textured surface lures the reeder awvay from a



sense of logic to alogic of the senses, inviting the viewer to experience this creation
materiadly by touching the surface of the drawing.
On aformd plane, the text repeatedly exhibits an "unrecognizable' qudity as well
and thereby defies legibility in an even more pervasive way. Episodes that begin as
narrative sequences are often interrupted before they reach an identifiable "dénouement.”
The description of Véronique Legrand, abruptly halted at the moment when sheis pressed
againg the roadside barrier, screaming as headlights approach, does more than suggest
intensity. When the narrator hats at this moment, the reader can't help but wonder what
happened "at the end,” because thereisno end. Véronique Legrand issmply left
screaming. It isasif the anecdote's conclusion has been torn off.
This procedure congtitutes a mainstay of the narrator's stock-in-trade as the
various soriesin L'Opoponax are repeatedly interrupted at their most intense moment, at
their cdlimax or crigspoint. The physicaly ecdatic game of jumping from the barn loft
into the freshly havested hay below, for example, peaks when Pascde Fromentin impaes
her hand on the teeth of the harrow that is leaning up againg anearby wall:
Pascale Fromentin retire lamain, on n'entend pas qudle dit quelque chose
mais on voit la déchirure au moment oul elle Sfpare lamain de l'acier
immédiatement recouverte par un jet de sang, on voit que Pascde
Fromentin est toute blanche alors on se met autour dele. |1l pleut. Onest
dans la cabane qu'on set faite danslaforét. Véronique Legrand et Janine
Parme font cuire des pommes sur le four en glaise. (145)

The abrupt hat of one story followed by another seemingly unrelated one which is begun

without trangition is characteristic of the novel from beginning to end. Traditiond

narrative expectations here prompt the reader to wonder what has happened to Pascde

Fromentin. How can the narrator smply leave the child bleeding on the page only to take

up the story of a new game about cooking gpples on arainy afternoon?
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This shredding of the narrative evokes the materid nature of inscription aswell as
the forcefulness of the creative process and is not without its parale in early collage
efforts. Perloff cdls attention, for example, to Picasso's use of newspaper fragmentsin his
1913 work, Stll Life with Vidin and Fruit, in which it is possible to read portions of the

scraps that are juxtaposed on the picture's surface. Torn fragments of severd "faits
divers' prove "illegible" in that it isimpossible to read the story from beginning to end.
One effect of this procedure, Perloff notes, is the problematization of referentidity; while
the words refer to aworld beyond the frame, “the cutting up and fragmenting of the
newspapaers forces us to see them as compositiona rather than referentia entities’ (12).
Perloff's observations, which tip the balance from content to form, recall Wittig's
assartions in the " Trojan Horse" essay, where she ingsts on the materidity of language.
The dress, the author asserts, isformd rather than referentid: "...the meaning comes
from the form, the worked words' (72).

David Rosand aso ponders the nature of the fragment in collage, whether cut or
torn. Thosethat are torn "evoke the energies of their destructive cregtion”; they suggest
vitdity, movement, and ingability. The jagged edge of the tear "mischievoudy frugtrates
legibility" and places greater demands on the viewer's "flexiblity of response” Rosand
concludes. "Thetorn edge, then, returns us to the gestures of rendering, of cregtion in
time' (134).

These pardlds between art and nove indicate not only an affinity between the
visud and the discurdve in L'Opoponax; they aso point to the overdetermined qudity of
the textud tear. While critics have rightly ingsted on the text's fluidity, it isdso the case
that these moments of illegibility trip or arrest the eye, thereby fragmenting thetext. In
other words, Wittig manages to have it both ways, producing a smultaneoudy continuous
and jagged surface.

As a consequence of the tear, the narrative is destroyed or dismembered, but a new

cregtion isleft initswake. The reader visudly stumbles as the torn edge of Pascde
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Fromentin's wound collides with the consecutive anecdote; frustrated in its search for
meaning, the eye must sop to contemplate and interrogate the formd digunction. Bill
Readings ducidates this phenomend dimension of reading in his explication of Lyotard's
theories. Suddenly the reader sees, rather than reads, the line. 1t becomes "afigureon a
ground" and thereby acquires acertain "opacity” or "resstance” (18).

L'Opoponax, then, like the texts previoudy examined in this study, gestures
toward the visud through avirtud picture gdlery of words, conjuring the effect, if not the
form, of aplagtic reemembering by invoking language's materia dimension. In thisway,
the paste-up of the text overwrites (but does not erase) the narrator's paste-up of the pat,
as form and content mutudly reflect the limits as well as the possibilities of language and
memory.®

Theissue of memory and itslimitsin L'Opoponax invites a comparison with the
trestment of thisthemein Cat's Eye. Onerecallsthat, in Atwood's novel, the protagonist
begins painting "things that aren't there," images that serve as a vehicle for accessing are-
pressed portion of her past. As memories surface, Elaine works to disentangle the knot of
gender and selfhood through her art. Sdlf-creation becomes a matter of recovery and
restoration realized through the pursuit and artistic interpretation of the lost object. This
project is both limited and enhanced by the the artist's ability to "seein the dark,” to
perceive and represent that which floats to the edges of consciousness; thus the sdlf-creat-
ing artist must alway's teeter on the boundary of the "seeable’ and the "sayable.”

L 'Opoponax's remembering differsfrom Cat's Ey€sin that its gdlery of objectsis
not motivated by loss and recovery. Its mood is energetic and affirmative. It lacksthe
bitterswveet flavor of nostalgia that pervades Atwood's novel. At the sametime, as
McCarthy points out in her assessment of L'Opoponax, Wittig's book conjures the limits
of memory. By renouncing the flashback, the present tense narration relates events as if
they were being relived in the present, McCarthy states. However, thetext isrdived "asif
it happened to somebody else' (McCarthy's emphasis). McCarthy eaborates. "It is clear
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that between 'me remembering and my previous sdf, thereis a separation, asin the
Eingeinian fidd theory, so that if | write'l" for both, | am durring over an unsettling
redity.” McCarthy concludes that the "on" assumed by the narrator effectively renders
this indeterminate space between a"she" of the past and an "I" of the present (104).

Asin Atwood's work, then, memory in L'Opoponax does not provide an easy clue
to theriddle of sdf. Elaine concludes that sheis not the equivaent of her paintings;
neither isit accurate to say that sheis entirely that which isleft in obscurity. L'Opoponax's
torn memories, like the brilliant images of Elaings paintings, persst with an eidetic
intensity smilar to that of the coveted blue baloon, the cat's eye marble, or the artist's
canvasesin Atwood'swork. Y et, without waxing nogtagic, the tear reminds the reeder of
the missng conclusion, of the unsaid and the unseen. Not suprisingly, thetext is
frequently rent at a point where language would need to spill over into vague abstraction if
the story were to continue. For Véronique Legrand's predicament, discourse would need
to represent terror. For Pascale Fromentin's, it would have to render pain with an added
suggestion of desth and mortdity, states that eude concrete representation. Other
episodes stop on the verge of of shame or the ecstasy of play. As Catherine Legrand and
Reine Dieu snesk away from their classmates to join each other behind the chapd, thereis
the intimation of sexud pleasure. Findly, there are the runny ink stainsin Catherine
Legrand's notebook to express the still liquid possibilities that connect these States, or the
domain of the ineffable, to the writing process. Thus, asis the case of with Atwood's
work, there is the suggestion of aremote and chaotic Outside whose doubled nature lurks
a writing's boundaries, an implication that is reinforced by the doubled nature of the
subject pronoun, the individuad and collective meanings of "on," an Outsde that
nonetheless hovers on the torn edge of the text, intimating new possibilities.

The terror of the edge and its relation to artistic production is frequently invoked
in Atwood'swork aswell. The reader will recdl that, in thiswork, the ecstasy of play and
artistic production, understood as passages to selfhood, are connected to notions of



fdling, of "letting onesdf go," of coming gpart. For the protagonist of Cat's Eye, for
example, the wooden bridge is the frightening boundary between the destructive chaos of
the ravine below and the starlit sky above, the source of cretivity and visonary images
for thelittle girl who haslearned, in afigurative sense, to "seein the dark.” Asan adult,
the artist deplores culture's attempt to deny the similarly scary and uncontainable sense of
dispersion, the terrifying edge, that are part and parcel of her self-creating endeavors. She
is repelled by the neutra galery setting where her retrospective will take place, a space
that has been "rendered safe and acceptable. It'sasif,” Elaine continues, "somebody's
been around spraying the paintings with air freshener, to kill the smdl. The amdll of blood
on thewdl" (86).

While both Atwood's and Wittig's texts capture the frighteningly permesble nature
of self-creation’'s boundaries, Cat's Eye rarely celebrates its exuberant, ecstatic nature. In
contrag, the children in L'Opoponax, with Catherine Legrand in the lead, ddlight in
spilling over traditiond limits and do so with Rabdaisian excess. At play inthe
countryside, the children's wanderings take them to avineyard, where Catherine Legrand
attempts to identify the portion of cultivated land belonging to her uncle. There, she
assures her playmates, they can eat as many grapes asthey like. After some hestation, the
girl identifies her undéesfield and the children greedily stuff themsdves. They don't even
bother to gather the bunches of fruit; instead, they pull the grapes from the vine with their
teeth "comme s on n'avait pas de mains pour ressembler a Rémus et a Romulus quand ils
sont en train de téter lalouve' (141).

Suddenly Catherine Legrand redizes that she ismistaken. Thisis not her uncle's
fidd. So, the children scamper on, crawling at times through the wires that support the
vines, until they reach a section that the girl recognizes as belonging to her uncle. The
childish bacchandia continues as the youngsters consume green and blue grapes by the
handful. However, once again Catherine Legrand discovers she has made a mistake and

the feast moves on from field to fidd with the inevitable results that come from having
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eaten too many grapes. Suddenly the children must look for broad vine stocks behind
which they can squat. As the band hurries home, an odor begins to permeate the entire
gpace and eventudly precedes the group on their way. On this note, the episode abruptly
ends.

On one hand, this anecdote, with its lavatoria humor, illustrates Wittig's striving
for "universdization." Conventiona wisdom grants to childhood a ddight in bodily
functions, the commission of the socidly taboo, and adisruption of spatidly organized
practices—-al of which characterize thisincident. On the other hand, however, the passage
gppears to comment on the practice of writing aswell. Catherine Legrand failsto
recognize the boundaries of her uncle's vineyard--the markers of patriarcha property--
which dretch aong the hillsde, not unlike lines of text. The children spill bodily into the
gaps between these lines as aresult of their ecstatic play, much as Catherine Legrand's
uncontrollable ink spills onto the surface of her notebook, undermining the clarity and
propriety of form. The content of the story, moreover, recalls Wittig's preoccupation with
restoring materidity to writing inasmuch as excrement is commonly rendered in French as
"matiéres” Intheend, it isthe smell that "overwrites' the text, suspended asit is over the
entire vineyard and preceding the children on their way. The story, interrupted &t this
most pungent point, recalls Elaing's comments concerning the sterilization of art and the
galery's metgphorical attempts to spray around her paintings with air freshener in order to
kill the smell. In short, Wittig's torn textua objects do more than destroy narrative expec-
tations; like Elaine's paintings, her textua collage brings back "the smd| of blood on the
wall."® If there exis anumber of pardlds between the painting of Cat's Eye and the
collage of L'Opopona, isit then possible to compare their artists? The answer isnot a
ample"yes" Cat's Eye can be easlly classfied asa"Kunglerroman' with a specific
protagonigt. If the boundaries of Elaine's subjectivity are rendered indistinguishable,
dispersed as they are because of the attraction exerted by the force fields of surrounding
objects, they appear highly stable next to the indefinite "on" of L'Opoponax.
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Commentators tend to agree that the narrator's use of "on" obliterates the
traditional notion of protagonist. McCarthy decides that the effect of the pronoun is"'to
desubjectify Catherine Legrand to the limit of possibility, so that she would become akind
of 'on dit," agenerdly accepted rumor” (104). Ostrovsky agrees with this assessment and
underscores Wittig's pronoun choice as atactic for undermining the "Bildungsroman.”
Duffy dates that L'Opoponax has "no conventiond protagonit,” but concedes. "One
character, Catherine Legrand, is, for reasons of narrative clarity and economy, elected asa
token point of reference’ ("Monique,” Dictionary 2). Y. Went-Daoust explores the impli-
caions of Wittig's "on" a length and points out: "'On’ inclut 'Catherine Legrand' qui peut
étre considérée comme le personnage principa.” Nonetheess, Went-Daoust continues,
portions of the text "rédlisent une totale imbrication des sujets les uns dans les autres...”
(359). Wittig designates "on" asa"strong device" that enables the writer to "locate the
characters outside of the socid division by sexes' and emphasizes its mdleahility; "it wasa
delegate of awhole class of people,” Wittig explains, "of everybody, of afew persons, of |
(the'l" of the main character, the'I' of the narrator, and the 'I" of the reader)" (Straight 82-
84).

The protean qudity of "on" can dso accommodate a self- aswell asasocidly-
created subjectivity. McCarthy suggests that a spesking subject findly emerges from the
collectivity at the end of the book. This emergence is sgndled when the narrating voice
quotes sixteenth-century poet Maurice Scéve, whose verse furnishes the concluding words
of the novd, "jevis" McCarthy proposes that this shift from "on" to "je" is prompted by
Catherine Legrand's love for Vaérie Borge, an aspiring poet singled out by her classmate
aslove object.t* According to this reading, then, the "je" indicates the expresson of
authentic individud desire. Went-Daoudt's article calls attention to yet another possible
ggnification of the pronoun "on,” pointing out thet it equates with the couple and sandsin
for "dles' (359); indeed, in the book's final section, the two young women are on occasion
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referred to as"Vaerie Borge Catherine Legrand,” a single subject with aplurd verb, or, |
would argue, assdvesin rdaion.

Thisintersubjective dimenson of Wittig's narrating voice merits further
examination. Unlike Colette's vignettes, which chalenge the reader to locate the subject's
hidden figure, the boundaries of L'Opoponax's collage artist are dmost impossble to
discern. Moreover, the book's gallery of objects comprises both an intrgpsychic and an
interpsychic dimension, the latter enhanced by the very nature of collage, which requires
both artist and viewer (or reader) to consider the relationship of objects.

The digtinction between the intrgpsychic and interpsychic dynamics of selfhood
invites areview of D. W. Winnicott's conception of object relating and object use.
According to Winnicott, object relating entails the processes of projection and
identification (Flaying 88) and therefore belongs to the realm of the intrapsychic; the
outside object becomes meaningful because it is perceived to be apart of the sdf, an
outside that mirrors an aspect of the insde, and, for this reason, a sense of merger or
sameness between outside and insde results. Thus, the notion of splitting, discussed
earlier in this essay, qualifies as object relating and encompasses not only objects of
identification, but aso objects that are plit off as the "not-me," which arein some way
threatening, other, or different, with Madame La Porte's mouth as a narrative case in
point. Elaborating on the intrapsychic nature of splitting and identification, Benjamin
maintans "The object may be assmilated aslike or opposite, taking the form of the split
unity, in which sdf and other are assigned complementary parts that can be switched, but
never held together" (Shadow 95).

Benjamin's ducidation of this dynamic, with itsirreconcilable poles, recals the way
inwhich solitting is narratively played out in Cat's Eye. In Atwood's novd, the Elaine-
Corddia configuration seesaws between sdlf-other, active-passive, victim-victimizer, asif
the protagonist longed to surpass this seemingly ingluctable dudity by locating Corddia
and restoring a sense of unity. Winnicott describes a self derived from the unique perspec-
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tive of object rdating as aredtrictive "sdf-enclosed self" (Raying 88), or what Benjamin
designates as a""closed energy system" (Shadow 91).

In light of these theories, the process of idedlization dso fals within the realm of
object rdaing, in that the individua seeksto achieve identity with the idealized object.
However, Winnicott expands the territory of self formation by exploring the hypothesis of
object use. The concept of object use differs from that of object relating by stressing a
redlity that is shared by subject and object and by emphasizing a rdationship in which the
object is beyond the subject's control; the subject must recognize the object "as an externa
phenomenon, not as a projective entity..." (89). To make the move from object reating to
object use, the subject must "destroy™ the object in fantasy in order to redize that the
other, having survived the imagined destruction, is not merely "abundle of projections’
(88-90). "In these ways the object develops its own autonomy and life, and (if it
survives),” Winnicott concludes, "contributes-in [stet] to the subject, according to its own
properties’ (90).

Winnicott's turn of phrase, "to contribute-in" suggests a change in substance as
well as achange of direction. Under the conditions described by Winnicott, the other is
no longer a product of that which is projected from the inside outward; the other no
longer matches with individua fantasy, can no longer be rendered in terms of sameness.
The object becomes truly other, a subject in its own right, one that brings difference, "its
own properties” into the transtiona space. Herethe raw materid of cregtive play is
characterized not by its sameness, but by its otherness.

Thisformulation of object use furnishes aframework for exploring a sdfhood that
develops dong interpsychic lines, between two subjects, rather than between a subject and
an object. Much of Benjamin'swork, in fact, focuses on an examination of the possbilities
introduced by Winnicott's notion of object use. This area of investigation, termed
"intersubjectivity," --a desgnation borrowed by psychology from the work of philosopher
Jirgen Habermas--is defined by Benjamin as a"zone of experience or theory in which the
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other is not merely the object of the ego's need/drive or cognition/perception but has a
separate and equivaent center of sdf* (Like 30). Benjamin asserts that the successful
negotiation of an infant's destruction fantasy by the mother and child--a fantasy that is not
met with rgection, withdrawal, or retaiation--congtitutes an experience of love. Benjamin
specifies that the experience is not merely one of accepting aredlity imposed by an outside
other. It isaso the pleasure of discovering redity; "...it isacontinuation...of the infant's
origind fascination with and love of what is outsde, her gppreciation of difference and
novety" (Like 41).

However, while both Winnicott and Benjamin emphasize the joy of learning that
the object has survived the fantasized destruction, making possible the love for ared,
outside other--rather than a projection of one's self--the processis not without itsrisks. In
order for the subject to successfully process this symbolic destruction, Benjamin explains,
the outside other must in some way caich, receive or hold the fantasized negetion, rather
than ignore it, deflect it, withdraw from it, or in some way retaiate againg the subject asa
result of the negation. By acting in this manner, the outside other registers the impact of
the fantasy, thus sgnaling a recognition of the subject's agency; in other words,
dedtruction or negetion is "revaued” by virtue of this positive communication between
subjects. In addition, the other manifests her own survival, thereby disrupting the subject's
intimations of omnipotence. Because of this congtancy, the other is perceived by the
subject as both "outside control and nonthreastening.” If, as Benjamin suggests, omnipo-
tence is only experienced "retroactively,” when confrontation with another subject disrupts
the self-enclosed sdf (Shadow 94-96), then a sense of sdlf may be seen to derive from an
ongoing and reiterated "tension” between intrapsychic and interpsychic worlds.

Thisversgon of destruction in turn suggests a particular understanding of the
novd's collage, an art form whose cut and torn edges evoke a certain destructive violence.
Forma dismemberment of the text features prominently, for example, in an episodein
which the dass of girlsatendsamass. The Latin liturgy has been cut into recognizable
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pieces--"in nomine patris et filii," "introibo ad atare Del," and so forth--and scattered
throughout the story. However, the narrative focuses on the games and pastimes the
children pursue while the massis taking place. Reine Dieu drops one of two pieces of
hard candy on the floor and must crawl along under the pews, dodging her classmates
kicking feet in an effort to recover it. When she is unable to recover it, Catherine
Legrand, smaler and thinner, goes in search of the desired object. She returns with her
trophy, "un bonbon ala framboise poisseux et plein de poussiere’ (86). Reine Dieu then
makes her friend a present of the dusty piece as she swalows the other.

This episode echoes a number of motifs that appear in the story of the children's
romp through the vineyards. There is the transgression of a socidly organized space; here
thereisagrid of pews, ingead of cultivated rows, and adismantling of the mass, atres-
pass that likewise negates the framework of an ingtitutionalized patriarcha discourse,
whether it governs property, religion, or narration. Thereis dso the pursuit of the desir-
able object--candy rather than grapes-- with which one can ultimately merge by means of
internaization. The episode of the mass, however, prominently features the intrapsychic
dimension of the artist's collage with the incluson of Reine Dieu--which trandates literaly
as " Queen God'--a name that superbly captures a sense of omnipotence. In this episode,
Catherine Legrand drives for identity with her classmate, duplicating her moves in pursuit
of the same object. Only a hint of disparity is introduced when Catherine Legrand is
awarded her comparatively sullied prize.

Another difference between the two episodes derives from the fact that the pursuit
of the candy is punctuated by elements of discourse--in this case, the mass--that have been
cut into identifiable pieces. | would argue that these dements differ from the collage
elements discussed eaxrlier, torn narratives that suggest the materidity and fluidity of
language. In hisarticle on collage entitled "Cut, Paste and Plane," Rosand suggests that
the viewer read cut and torn components differently. Clear edges, he argues, enhance
readability and establish certain expectations, "the clarity of the edge attests to the
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ddiberateness of the act, and itsimplicit anticipation of the recongtitutive processes of
collage’ (134).

| suggest that the cut dementsin L'Opoponax place the reader in the position of
the outside other who musgt catch, hold, or receive the e ements of the symbolic
destruction--those of socialy constructed discourse--and recongtitute them, not as the
internalized substance of subjectivity, but as the now margind frame to a story of
intrapsychic agency, a sory that consists of an inventory of its objects. What is more--as
is the case with many a "nouveau roman’--the reader must be able to "survive' the
destructive endeavor by refusing to withdraw (close the book) or retaiate (dimiss or
condemn the work). Instead, the reader must agree to play the game of recondtitution,
thereby registering the impact of the negation and recognizing the subjectivity of the artig.

Catherine Legrand engages in asmilar symbolic destruction when she creates her
herbarium. Having pieced together cut flowers with favorite fragments of verse, she sends
her work to Vderie Borge in the hope that the object of her desre will play the game of
recondtitution. ldedly Vaerie Borge, hersalf an aspiring poet, will recognize Cathering's
credtive act and its message of desire. Unlike Reine Dieu, whom Catherine smply seeks
to emulate, Vaerie Borge, as author, is more than a projection. Rather sheis a poet and
therefore consdered to be "equivaent center of saf.” By virtue of her role as awriter,
she becomes an agent and is therefore perceived to be capable of holding or catching the
symbolic destruction, the collage, and thereby conferring recognition on Catherine
Legrand as subject. Vderie Borge is deemed capable of recongtituting and
comprehending the work's message, much as the reader must do with L'Opoponax.
However, in this episode the process does not result in the desired "survival." Instead,
Vderie Borge doesnot "recaive’ or "hold" the herbarium in amanner that permits a
recondtitution and an effective communication of the message. She smply ignores

Catherine Legrand's efforts and hands the herbarium to other classmates.
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It isonly through Catherine Legrand's creation and deployment of the opoponax
that the symbolic destruction is successfully processed within the narretive. The
opoponax, which makes its first appearence in the middle of the novel, bears a certain
resemblence to the cat's eye marble of Atwood'stitle, because of its richly overdetermined
nature. However, while the hard, shiny, blue object suggests a certain sustained
imperviousness and inaccess bility, the malleable opoponax proves a useful but ephemera
invention once it has opened the subject's intrapsychic world to the realm of
intersubjectivity, to a sdfhood that evolvesin rdaionship.

The opoponax comes to life in the context of language, writing, and desire. It
surfaces in the fifth section of the book in which Vaerie Borge is likewise introduced,
initialy as one of many other dlassmatesin a convent school setting. While language
figures—-in both senses of the word--throughout the nove, it is at this midpoint that
Catherine Legrand'sindividua desire for self-expression clearly unfolds™? It iswithin this
context of creetivity and self-exploration that collage and relationship, what one might call
"the arts of approximation,” crystaizein away tha lends meaning to the nove's
patchwork pattern.

Asbudding artist, Catherine Legrand initialy vacilates between drawing and

writing. Her dassis studying the Chanson de Guillaume, whose verses are, like the

excerpts from the mass, pasted throughout the episode in collage fashion. The excerpts
feature the wife of Guillaume d'Orange, Guibourc, who, decked out in helmet, sword and
chain mall, defends the city againg theinfidd. Theinitia excerpt is juxtgposed with a
description of the student's notebook opened to a grid of tiny squares, each destined to
contain an individud letter. However, some lettersjust wont fit, and the girlsare drawn
to the margins where they sketch adifferent kind of figure:
Catherine Legrand essaie de dessiner Guibourc avec le haubert e heaume
et I'épée en se demandant sil faut faire sortir la robe au bas du haubert pour

montrer que c'est une dame. Catherine Legrand laisse un blanc pour les
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jambes et pour les pieds ou pour larobe alaguelle on pourrait faire une
traine par derriére. Catherine Legrand dessine chaque maille du haubert ca
ressemble a des écailles, Guibourc et un poisson sans queue avec un oell
plus gros que 'autre sous le heaume ce qui fait que Catherine Legrand
efface Guibourc et dessine les créneaux de latour d'Orange. (154-155)

Dissatisfied with her art, adissatisfaction prompted in part by the problematic of
gender and visual representation, Catherine Legrand undertakes a new tactic that
combines the figures of drawing and language:

Alors Catherine renonce a dessiner I'oeil arabe de Guibourc ou le nez
camus de Guillaume.C'est plus facile de commencer |e chapitre avec une
lettrine. On fait lapremiére |ettre tarabiscotée, autour on tortille des lignes
de toutes les couleurs ¢a ressemble de loin a de l'enluminure et on est
content comme ¢a. (163)

The geology lesson, which also precedes the creation of the opoponax, suggests a
preoccupation with determining the appropriate medium for authentic self-expresson.
Read as a metaphor for language, the geography Iesson indicates Catherine Legrand's
fascination with a substance that seems at once both solid and liquid. Asthe girl drawsthe
different layers of the earth's crugt, the teecher cdls attention to obsidian: "...dle
ressemble adu verre noir e brillant mais ele al'ar peu rigide ele al'apparence dun
liquide qui se tient immobile & cause de son poids' (170). As Catherine Legrand contem-
plates the volcanic origin of this substance, she sketches the earth's different strata and
envisons the location of the volcano within the earth: "...Ilatache noire dansle dessin, 1a
quelque chose bouge, cest le lieu de la plus grande modification, c'est le noeud de I'action
terrestre” Sheimagines atunnd piercing the earth from one point on the equator to
another where there would appear "une congtellation de zones noires," places where
ancient volcanos erupt once again. These black, liquid stars would be joined by the erup-

tions of new, previoudy undetected volcanos, whose black liquid expands across the
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asurface: "...puisil ny aurait plus sur le dessin qui représenterait le sol qu'un magma noir et
brillant une surface de verre apeine refroidi.” The earth isthus transformed into a brilliant
black marble. "S on jouait aors aux billes avec les sphéres qui sont dans I'espace,” she
concludes, "on rangerait laterre dans les agates on dirait, cest laplus belle, elle est en
quoi, devinez, dle est en onyx" (171).

Theinky black surface of this beautiful object, less impenetrable and more
mallegble than Atwood's blue cat's eye, announces both transformation and transfiguration
through its luminosity, making it akin to the illuminated objects of Colettéstext. These
quditiesfind an echo in the creation of the "lettring” the initid figure of the text the
student has written on Guibourc, a figure that lends the child's work a resemblance to
"enluminure” or illuminated manuscript. In short, the obsdian is an object invested with
optimism, endowed with a potentia for change of planetary dimensions, with the capacity
for illumination.

A third incident that precedes the opoponax'’s creation seems to predicate
Catherine Legrand's eventud predilection for figured language. During class, the teacher
notices Vaerie Borge's efforts to cover what sheiswriting with her arm. Although
Vaerie Borge refuses to show the teacher her notebook, she is quickly denounced by
Laurence Bouniol, who revedsthat Vderie Borge iswriting verse. With her head and
arms clamped firmly on top of the notebook on her desk, Vaerie Borge protects her
poetry. Asif to divert attention, Catherine Legrand stands and beginsto recite: "et dga
devant moi les campagnes se peignent.” At the sound of these words, Vderie Borge
raises her head and turns to meet Catherine Legrand's gaze as she continues to recite: "du
safran que le jour apporte de lamer.” Laurence Bouniol, who can now see the previoudy
hidden notebook, announces that these are the very same verses that Vaerie Borge has
written. As she witnesses this communication between the two girls, the teacher chides:
"...ce sont de trés beaux vers, Vaerie Borge, pourtant ils ne sont pas devous." Vaderie

Borge now takes her notebook in her arms and runs from class (174).



Thisincident isimportant inasmuch as the episodes of L'Opoponax's collageinvite
the reader to place the textua objectsin relation to one another. Episodes that turn on the
themes of sdf-expresson and relationship are placed in proximity, a ploy that coaxes the
reader of collage to make connections. The creation of the opoponax might be seen to be
based on both the search for salf-expression and on the concomitant desire to establish a
"shared redlity,” in this case the redlm of the written word, between Catherine Legrand
and Vaerie Borge. This shared redity, according to Winnicott, congtitutes an essentid
condition that enables the capacity for object use. How Catherine Legrand came to
discover the contents of Vaerie Borge's notebook is not even considered; it is without
sgnificance. What appears centrd isthe enclosure, as well the disclosure, of the shared
poetic space, the mutua arena of play, that is reveded by Catherine Legrand's recitation.

The teacher misses this point when she ingsts on the notion of origins by pointing
out that Vaerie Borge is not the poem's author. Hereit isimportant to recall Winnicott's
ingstence that it is ingppropriate to determine whether the object of play is created by the
child--originates on the ingde--or is found in the outsde environment. In the domain of
play, the sustained paradox that the object is both created and found is central to
establishing the capacity for object use (Rlaying 88). It isnot the crestion of versethat is
at issue, but rather the creation of aplayful relationship between equivaent subjects, the
indtigation of intersubjective communication.

Like the story of Guibourc and the geology lesson, Catherine Legrand'sinitid
rendition of the opoponax begins asadrawing. During aretreat at the convent, the girls
are given the freedom to choose an individud activity: crafts, reading, sawing, drawing or
writing. This unstructured Situation within a safe space bears a certain resemblance to
Winnicott's "unintegrated” state discussed previoudy, a state which provides the necessary
context for the emergence of authentic desire. It isin this setting that Catherine Legrand
attempts the portrait of a creature she calls the opoponax. However, these efforts are

soon abandoned, as Catherine Legrand shifts from linesto words. The opoponax, she
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writes. "...peut Sétirer. On ne peut pas le décrire parce quil n'ajamais laméme forme.
Régne, ni animd, ni végéd, ni minérd, autrement dit ind&erminé. Humeur, indable, il
n'est pas recommandé de fréquenter I'opoponax” (179).

This description is followed by a"petite hitoire des manifestations de I'opoponax.”
The creature proves a mischievous agent of chance and disruption. It is responsible for
the desk lid that obgtinately refuses to close, the faucet that persistently drips athough it
has been turned off. It isaso adark, shadowy form that one perceives at the point of its
vanishing, an indistinct face in the mirror that disgppears when intercepted by one's gaze.

It isin part the question of origins that encourages commentators to indgst on the
destructive or tranggressive nature of L'Opoponax. Ostrovsky, for example, describes
Wittig's treatment of severd of the textual € ements--the inclusion of verses by Charles
Bauddaire and Maurice Sceve, for example--in terms of gppropriation and incorporation,
aswalowing, digestion and re-projection of the object. Thisinterpretation continuesto
restrict subjectivity to the intrapsychic dimension. | would argue, instead, that the
capacity for crestion explored primarily in the second haf of L'Opoponax viathe relation-
ship between the two adolescents goes beyond the act of taking the outside inside, a
process that merdly leaves the salf-enclosed sdif intact. Perhaps the notion of
approximation rather than gppropriation might prove afruitful way of discussng Wittig's
collage effects. Approximation falls short of identity; the word's etymology, moreover,
deriving from "ad proximare,” to come near or gpproach, introduces the possibility of
bringing close rather than enclosing, of leaving a space that both acknowledges the
presence of a separate and equivaent subject and signals a shared redlity, a spacein
between the two, in which both subjects can indulge in intersubjective play.

L 'Opoponax's fifth chapter, then, establishes a context of creativity and adds an
intersubjective dimension to the project of selfhood. The chepter dso illustrates the risks
involved in intersubjective play, because it is shortly after the invention of the opoponax
that Catherine Legrand tranamits her herbarium to Vaerie Borge, who fails to recognize
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its message of dedre. In fact, Catherine Legrand's efforts to establish a shared redity in
this section of the novel end on anote of fallure. Having searched for Vaerie Borge, she
finds her reading in the garden. With a gtick she writes lines of poetry in the sand of the
garden path. However, Vaerie Borge responds in the same way that the teacher
responded to her own copied verses, sating "ce n'est pastoi qui asinventé cesvers..."
(201). Her focus on origins preempts the poetic space, ignoring the potentia for a shared
redlity that this scrap of verse represents. What is more, Vaerie Borge fails to acknowl-
edge that she found anotein her desk that contained these very same verses. In other
words, she fdls short of Catherine Legrand's fantasy of the perfect reader or the ided
beloved by failing to "receive’ this gesture of artistic destruction.

That Catherine Legrand anticipated a different response is suggested by her
sdlection of verses by Charles d'Orléans for inclusion in the herbarium; its very first page
reads "tout a part moy en mon penser m'enclos et fais chasteaulz en Epaigne et en
France' (197). These verses evoke the enclosure of objects and their transformation
within the intrgpsychic domain. However, Vderie Borge resists intrapsychic enclosure
and idedlization and thus affirms her status as an outside subject with the power to both
grant and withhold recognition.

It isimportant to emphasize that a shifting from intrapsychic to intersubjective
modes of salf does not condtitute a definitive linear progression; as Benjamin siressesin
"Recognition and Degtruction,” opening the world of fantasy to playful interaction with an
equivalent subject truly Stuated outsde the salf announces an ongoing "interplay” or
"tengon” between these different manners of sdf-congruction. One dimension of this
adolescent love will persst in the dimengon of intrgpsychic fantasy. For example, as
Catherine Legrand daydreams through the drone of Latin class, sheredizesthat Vderie
Borge dso gppears to be logt in thought; sheis"...alleurs, on ne sait pasou." Because

Vaerie Borge cannot reved her whereabouts, Catherine Legrand encloses her within an



idedlized fantasy of her own invention. Sheimagines her beloved soaring through a night
of darkness without end:
..aplat ventre sur un cheva sauvage nair blanc gris...on dit que ses
cheveux non attachés sont sur le vent on lavoit les doigts dans les criniéres
et les genoux nus, toute couverte de sueur...On se dit que possible elle est
all eurs, tirée par des mouvements détoiles ele dérive, on lavoit
séoigner, c'est un gd brillant gu'on regarde tourner sur soi, ele voyage a
laplace dune gdaxie. (216-217)
Parts of thislyrica passage will remind the reader of Socratess description of the lover in
Plato's Phaedrus; common eements include the lover's equine vehicle of ecstasy, the
heightened physical state, and the upward voyage to the heights of a pure enlightened
Being where, in Plaio'swork, a glimpse of truth enables the lover to find its echo in the
earthly beauty of the beloved. In L'Opoponax, however, it is the beloved, not the lover,
who makes the journey. Seen in relaion to the Phaedrus, Wittig's rendition seems afable

of identification in which the beloved imitates the lover, asif, as Socrates predicts, the
beloved hasfdlen in love with his own beauty as mirrored in the lover's eyes (Phaedrus
105). Thus, read intertextualy, this erotic rider embodies the sdif's idedlized projection.
The advent of the opoponax, with its ability to siretch into different forms and
shapes, extends the boundaries of salf and desire beyond these intrapsychic boundaries of
projection and identification. When Vaerie Borge refusesto "hold" or "recaive"
Catherine Legrand's shreds of poetry and pursues an increasingly intimate relationship with
Anne-Marie Brunet, the opoponax takes action. Shortly after alesson on Cornellle,
during which the students learn that "'la passion peut devenir agissante” (222), Vderie
Borgereceivesanotein red ink that reads. "Je suis|'opoponax. |l nefaut pasle
contrarier tout le temps comme vous faites"" The opoponax goes on to reved its power

and omnipresence. It can provoke tanglesin the hair and a severe attack of itching just as
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oneisabout to goto deep. In conclusion, it demands awritten response to be placed
behind the piano in the "sdle déude’ (230).

Thus, the destruction fantasy has shifted from the subtlety of torn verseto an
explicit form of menace. Catherine Legrand watches as Vaerie Borge reads the message,
then quickly tucksit in among her belongings to avoid detection by an gpproaching
teacher, Mademoisdle Caylus.

This time the message of destruction has clearly been received, read, and retained;
yet only compliance with the demand for awritten response will definitively corroborate
that the fantasy has been held. It is the reception of a confirming response that herdd's
recognition by an outside other, Benjamin assarts. However, intersubjective relationships
exceed the bounds of smple sdf-affirmation through recognition, she continues, to include
the experience of pleasure, the pleasure of aresponse that is "not entirely predictable and
assmilableto internd fantasy” (Like 32). The subject achieves more than the mere
resssurance that the subject has survived the destruction fantasy; the individud delightsin
the discovery of the other subject as part of the outside world, an experience that Benja
min paraphrases in the sequence: ™'l destroyed you!" 'l love you!™ (Like 40).

Indeed, discovery, delight and ecstasy color the passage that follows the episode of
the opoponax's first message. Catherine Legrand wanders adone through afield of tall
grassin the late afternoon, reciting "la nature t'attend dans un slence augtere I'herbe déve
ates pieds son nuage des soirs' (233). Her perceptions of the natura world are intense
and acute. She shouts her own name, then the names of her classmates over and over, but
omitsthe name of Vaerie Borge. Stretched out on the earth, she perceives her sur-
roundings as empty and Slent:

On n'entend pas un bruit. Les végétaux sont immobiles...On voit que le cid
et vide de nuages sauf al'horizon ot le solell est en train de disparaitre.
Catherine Legrand est saoule a cause de I'odeur des foins...On ne voit pas

une maison. Lesvaches les génisses|es taurealx ne sont pas dansles



champs...On n'entend pas de meuglements. Tout est immobile. Lalumiére
seretire des herbes. (236)
Asthe light fades, Catherine Legrand stands and begins to run toward the sun, her heart
beeting in her head, the sun besating like her heart, until sun and heart appear to explode as
she tumbles face down in the grass. When she looks up again, the sun has disappeared;
there is only the wind that one can seein the trees, sml in the grass, awind one can hear.

This passage, "pasted” next to the account of the opoponax’s first message, opens
up new dimensonsin Catherine Legrand's evolving subjectivity. She wandersin a setting
that approximates the lyrical intensity of the poetry she recites, affirming her sense of sdif
and that of her femae dassmates by shouting their names doud.** However, the name of
Vderie Borgeis explicitly omitted. This reticence may be the mark of the ineffable, of a
"hidden, unspoken love' that is most powerfully conveyed by means of slence (Ostrovsky
19). However, the omisson may aso convey her stature as outside other, dusivein that
she cannot be entirely enclosed or contained. While Vderie Borge is clearly arevered
figure in the nove, not only because she writes poetry, but because sheis dso sought out
by her classmates as a captivating storyteller, she remains arather flat character, given her
Status as the beloved.

In this passage, her scant characterization reinforces her outside status, but aso
conveys the notion of an ided that is Sngularly unimpinging. Thetext in no way reads as
an effort on the part of Catherine Legrand to emulate or submit to an idedlized figure.
Indeed, | would argue that VVaderie Borge functions in a manner that differs sgnificantly
from that of the traditionl idealized other. In abrief overview of the erotics of
transference, entitled "What Angel Would Hear Me?," Benjamin cdls attention to the
higtoricaly traditiona understanding of idedlization, whether persond or politica, eabo-
rated by Freud in hisdiscussion of narcissgtic love. It isaprocess, she points out, that has
often been understood to involve a potentidly dangerous and irrational submisson to the
idedized figure (Like 146). Benjamin's contention is that intersubjective theory can prove
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fruitful in revauing various aspects of this process, claming that idedization, explored
intersubjectively, can have a sdutory dimension.

What is striking about the excerpt from Wittig's text is the overdl slence, the
aoneness, that leaves Catherine Legrand free to elaborate her own poetic world. While
Vderie Borge figures asidedlized other, the potentid for intersubjective relaionship,
signaled by the reading and retention of the opoponax's note, has opened a potential
creetive space for language between lover and beloved that need not be filled with
inauthentic imitation or other form of submisson to theided. The anticipation preciptated
by the act of "holding" and containment, with its promise of recognition and exchange,
engenders aliberating space where Catherine Legrand can now enjoy her own engagement
and symboalization of the outsde. Here the beloved's absenceis not articulated as lack, but
as the opportunity for self-exploration.

According to Benjamin, interaction with an idedlized other percaived asan
idedlized figure of holding or containment, rather than an omniscient one, leads the subject
to a perception of space between sdlf and other. This perception, Benjamin assarts, finds a
pardld in Winnicott's notion of play thet islinked to being alone in the presence of
another. Benjamin elaborates:

| have observed that the unfolding of woman's desire has been linked to
images of such adoneness, an intersubjective space that dlows the sdf to
come dive. In the solitude provided by the other the subject has a space to
become absorbed with internal rhythms rather that reacting to the outside;
this space is a counterpoint to the image of phalic penetration in the eratic
experience of being known. (Like 161).

Vderie Borge, then, for al her linguistic prowess, is not characterized asthe one
who knows. Asafigure of holding or containment, she offers an dternative to the typicd
idedlized figure, eroticized through the power of omniscience in the discourse of

psychoanaysis. Benjamin proposes an dternative to Lacan's formulation of the idedlized
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andys asthe "one supposed to know" by suggesting that the idedlized figurein an
intersubjective setting be deemed "the one who knows me" (Benjamin's emphasis, Like
159). Benjamin dso points out that women perceived to be powerful "are not commonly
imbued with eroticism and do not evoke a paralel experiece of the Ideal.” In keeping with
the arguments of Luce Irigaray, she surmises that thisis the case because such afigure has
been "excluded from conscious representation” (159). What is striking about Wittig's text,
then, isthe articulaion of Vderie Borge as a powerful idedlized figure of containment that
is a the same time unequivocaly erotic.

This formulation of the idedl, however, does not entirely obviate the desire for
submission to or the potentid drive for self-annihilation through the ided, as evidenced by
Catherine Legrand's race toward the sun. What ismore, asin this passage, the sun must
adwayssat. Theided turns out to be truly outside, only intermittently present, dthough
genuingly red. Perhgps most sgnificant is the fact that Catherine Legrand survives her
ecdtatic encounter with the light to enjoy the lesser intendity of the wind, asif savoring her
own bresth.

In terms of intersubjective theory, Benjamin contrasts the difference between an
eroticism that turns on a dynamic of recognition through forced submission and one of
"free surrender” in an unimpinging context as the difference between "empty goodness'
and "good emptiness” Thisdigtinction provides aframe for reading L'Opoponax in thet
the child's progressve mastery of language is to some degree a matter of forced
submisson. The teacher's description of Catherine Legrand's untamed script as a
"porcherie" and Madame La Porte's scornful rgection of the child's definition of avaley
both serve to illugtrate the point. The intense sensations, the gleeful childhood antics, and
the rebdlious transgressons of the nove'sfirgt four sections, while vividly wrought, do in
fact drike the reader as so much "empty goodness™ While the text manages a number of
gaps which are produced for the most part by tearing the narrative, gaps that eude the



dictates of the aready said and seen, Catherine Legrand barely emerges as subject before
sheisonce again immersed in or subjected to the dictates of narrative discourse.

However, with the advent of her infatuation and romance, a different space, one
that might be characterized as a"good emptiness,” opens up, one that revalues lack or
absence. While Vaerie Borgeis not present during the bucolic interlude cited above, the
presence she exerts resullts in a solitary stillness that bespesks the unfolding of a
heightened creative capacity. Thus, with the introduction of VVaerie Borge in the book's
last three sections, the reader senses with progressively greater assurance that Catherine
Legrand isindeed the work's protagonist, a subject who evolves a sense of sdlf through
her cretive acts.

As Catherine Legrand walks through the dormitory, sheis reminded that her riva,
Anne-Marie Brunet, occupies the bed adjacent to that of Vaerie Borge. The opoponax
has till not received areply, so Vaerie Borge gets a second and more menacing note.
The opoponax promises a demongtration of its power, the consequence of failing to
comply with the opoponax's demands. As Vderie Borge reads the message behind her
desk lid, aflame gppears a the window. The students fear the building is on fire, athough
the flames prove to be nothing more than a reflection that resulted from the metal melting
processes a a neighboring foundry. In yet another note, the opoponax clamsthe
gpparent conflagration was merdy awarning and once again demands areply, which this
timeisforthcoming. The destruction fantasy is"held"; the beloved survives and goes on
to recognize the writer, an equivaent subject and author in her own right. In this manner,
the Sage is set for the collage of the find chapter.

The combination of intersubjective theory and the context of self-expresson that
fogters the creation of the opoponax suggest that the creature is more than avehicle of
dedtruction, aliterary Trojan Horse, or awar machine. Ostrovsky emphasizes that the
opoponax is a"threatening force," the means by which Catherine Legrand drives away her
rival, Anne-Marie Brunet. The opoponax, she adds, is aso "atext addressed to areader
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(the beloved) and designed to have a particular effect--to force the reader to have a
desired response’ (19). While both interpretations are vaid, they insst on the opoponax’s
destructive aspect and on its ability to actuaize the intrgpsychic fantasy of the idedl reader
in which the reader is coerced to adopt a foregone interpretation. Ostrovsky supposes a
reader who will respond in a manner that duplicates the writer's wishes. However, seen as
adedtruction fantasy, one that desires the surviva of that which it seeks to destroy, the
opoponax is aso the anticipation of pleasure, of the unpredictable response of another

sdf, a"red"” rather than an idedlized reader, of the discovery of the outside; it isthe
posshility of faling in love with difference--which isto say, with one who is not "sdf-
same," with someone who is something other than the product of intrapsychic projection.

It isimportant to add that commentators suggest that the opoponax is afigure of
leshian desire. McCarthy refersto the creature as "the love that dares not spesk its name”
(110), while Ostrovsky intimates as much by stating that the opoponax's " primary function
isto express an intense feding--without however naming it" (18).* Wittig hersdlf
identifies the opoponax in this manner: "Firgt 'on' completely coincides with the character
Catherine Legrand as well aswith the others. Then the opoponax appears as atalisman, a
sesame to the opening of the world, as aword that compels both words and world to
make sense, as a metaphor for the leshian subject” (Straight 88). Wittig's statement
evokes Benjamin's contrast between "empty goodness" which entails a submersion of saif
intheided, and "good emptiness,” where idedlization opens into cregtive space. Here
Wittig sgnas the opoponax as the key to the crestion of an open space for authentic
expresson. Asafigure, the opoponax occupies an arena of play where its elaboration is
witnessed and, to a certain extent, shared by the beloved. Once the possihility of this
"two-body" relationship has been opened, the figure is no longer needed and disappears
from the text. Leaving asde the question of whether it is possible or desrable to
formulate the nature of lesbian desire or subjectivity, we can say that Wittig's explanation
of the opoponax has a good ded in common with Benjamin's intersubjective understanding
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of an evolving selfhood with its emphasis on the importance of spatia metaphor, the
capacity to create, and the keystone of relationship. Nonetheless, the leshian status of the
charactersis not to be dismissed. It is centra to Wittig's project that the reader redize
that by leaving the heterosexud paradigm, one arrives not Smply at a narrative of margina
interest, but rather a averson of love with much broader implications. She clamsto
grive for an "understanding both globa and particular, both universa and unique, brought
from within a pergpective given in homosexudity..." (Straight 88).

Thefina section of L'Opoponax differsin severa ways from the preceding six.
Here the predominant collage eement consists of Bauddare's poem, “L'Invitation au
voyage," which has been cut into five sections and distributed throughout the chapter.

The entire poem is reproduced, with the exception of its famous refrain--"La, tout n'est
quordre et beauté, / Luxe, calme et volupt€' (Baudeaire 53-54)--which has been omitted.
The poem'sinitia verses introduce the chapter, preceded by "on dit," as opposed to "on
dit que," indicating a shift from indirect to direct discourse.  This move suggeststhe
presence of a spesking subject no longer burdened by the "forced submisson” to language
once experienced by the child, who had such trouble defining "une valée."

While the other chapters congst primarily of a collage of narrated, redistic events
rendered in an objective register, the opening pages of thisfina chapter are descriptive
and impressonigtic. Occasionaly the narrative sequences in this chapter are interrupted
by afew brief linesthat recal the open space or the moments of solitude explored in the
previousone. Theselines, for example, are "glued” between two longer episodes. "On dit
quil fait nuit que Catherine Legrand se couche dans I'herbe mouillée qudle reste laa
regarder les &oiles' (264-265). Thematicaly, this section isaso more unified. The
collage of short episodes repeatedly returns to the topic of "voyage." The events appear
to be redidtic, with the exception of one seemingly imaginary trip that Catherine Legrand
and Vderie Borge have undertaken by themsdves, atrip that concludes with a gesture of

ingenuous, adolescent intimacy. Water becomes adominant motif. Thereisa class outing
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by train to ariver; aslent backseat car ride in the rain; a storm that inundates the
courtyard and garden with ankle-deep rivers. The final episode, ateacher's funera to
which the schoal children trave by bus, takes place amid a shower of melting snow, mud
and wet poppies. The chapter concludes with the final lines of Bauddaire's poem,
followed by a quote from the sixteenth-century poet, Maurice Scéve: "On dit, tant je
I'amais quen dle encorejevis' (281).

Odgtrovsky maintains that the incorporation of Baudelaire's poem and Scéves sngle
verse condtitutes an gppropriation of patriarcha discourse, an act of both destruction and
recreation (23). While thisanayssis both pertinent and in keeping with the work's
collage form, the process may be more complex than the smple act of appropriation, of
taking the outside insde. Ingstead, the text's formd arrangement might be understood as a
work of gpproximation.

"L'Invitation au voyage" proffers an escape to an idedized space of luxuriance and
tranquility that resemblesthe beloved. The Steisan erotic, utopian playground where dl
desres can beredized. The poem evokes arich and peaceful interior juxtaposed with a
serene and watery exterior of deeping vessdls, quiet cands, and radiant sunsets. Thusthe
poem, with its canonicd satus, functions as aliterary ided. However, given Catherine
Legrand's experience of theidedl figure as one of containment and the fostering of crestive
pace, the god is not one of imitation or appropriation, inasmuch as these would
congtitute acts of submission to dictated form. Instead the ideal has been dismembered, as
if by afantasy of destruction; yet the poem survives dmost in its entirety; these scraps of
poetry, distributed throughout the chapter, leave large pools of space within which the
budding author can create her own authentic versons of the "voyage." Bauddaire's poem,
then, functions as an idedlized figure of containment.

The various trips that unfold in these intervas differ markedly from the "voyage"
of the Bauddaire poem. As Catherine Legrand waits for letters during summer break, she

formulates "projets de voyage" to far-off places. the temples of Mexico, Colorado's



orange vdleys, the yellow dust of Chinese desarts. However, once the girls are reunited
as school resumes, the trips, real and imagined, lose their exotic details. During an outing
to the countryside under a pale blue sky, the girls tumble together on the grass, discover
the home of afield mouse, and pry acricket fromitshole. These events seem likely; but,
in the evening, the two return in a covered truck, holding hands undernesth the blanket

that they share. This detail, which suggests an intimate escape from the convent school,

makes the trip appear improbable. Its statusis ambiguous. The reader wonders whether it

isred or imagined. Another trip, thistime a drive through the rain to an unknown
destination, duplicates the "good emptiness' of creative space. Seeted in the back with
her sgter, Véronique, Catherine Legrand is absorbed by the effects of the water: the
glistening highway, the spray that tires send as high as the windows, the sodden fidds
where water lies even with the tips of the grass. No oneison the streets. The village
windows are dl closed. Water drips from the trees and the dectric wires. Thereisone
solitary and immobile bird.

Thus, in part, these forays suggest imagination, process and flow, rather than an
ultimate and fully elaborated destination like that of "L'Invitation au voyage." Spoken by
Catherine Legrand, the words "mon enfant, ma soeur,” the first four words of the poem,
designate not only Vaerie Legrand, but also a"holding" environment of creetive space as
well as aresemblance to, rather than an identity with, theidedl. Instead of attaining a
"projective identity” through an imitation or appropriation of Baudd aire's famous poem,

the find collage gppears to am for what Benjamin terms "mimetic resonance, in which

two separate minds are felt to be present” (Like 91). In contrast to Baudelaire's "voyage,”

it is not the destination that matters. Indeed, it might be argued that only later, in Wittig's
Le Corps |eshien, with itsown idyllic verson of Cythera, isafind destination more fully
imagined. However, herein L'Opoponax, with its gpproximation of Baudeairesided,

author Catherine Legrand learns to set sall.
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A third trip, thistime by train, takes Catherine Legrand and Vderie Borge, dong

with their classmates, to ariver bank. Thissteinvitesavariety of play typicaly
associated with a plunge into nature--tree climbing, the pursuit of snakes and fish, polished
off with aswim inicy water up to the neck. It isthe feashility, the redizable qudlity of
most of these journeys that sets them gpart from Bauddaires artificid destination.
Wittig's down-to-earth version of salf anchors the lesbian subject, Catherine Legrand, in a
context that encompasses the stlandard Western construction of childhood experience.
This movement from border to center contrasts not only with remote, exotic world of the
poems, but also with Baudeaire's representation of the leshian in Les Heurs du md,
specificdly in "Femmes damnées" which Farwell characterizes as a margind figure of
mongrogity:

At the same time that Bauddaire writes thisfigure as an object of mae

eratic fantasy, he dso writes the lesbian as an anomaly, outside of and

therefore a chdlenge to cultural demands. In Les Heurs du md, his

shocking challenge to bourgeois culture, Bauddaire depicts leshian love as

monstrous, excessive, and seductive. Almost because of her mongtrosity,

the leshian becomes the ultimate maleimage of culturd disruption. (76)
The rather ordinary smplicity of L'Opoponax's verson of subjectivity contrasts markedly
with Bauddaire's monstrous notion of leshian relationships. 1n the nove'sfind eaboration
of the credtive space in which Catherine Legrand's selfhood unfolds, Wittig has distanced
hersdf from a margindized, excessve, or exotic seduction. Her common garden-variety
verson of aplayful, exhuberant innocence that is nonetheless sexudly charged argues
agang interpreting the inclusion of Baudelaire's text as awholesae appropriation.

At the same time, the shimmering luxury of Bauddaire's setting, painted in colors

of hyacinth and gold, offers an gopeding dternative to the grim and chilly rain that fdls
during the funera of the dlosing pages. Once again, Wittig manages to have it both ways,

she neither swallows Baudelaire's poem whole, nor does she merdly write in opposition to
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it. She does not completely rgect its brilliance and its plenitude. Wittig's concluding
chapter lacks the completeness or exactness of imitation, yet it achieves a resemblance or
gpproximation to the text she cites.

At the end of the book's final chapter, Catherine Legrand and her classmates travel
by busto atend the wake, the funerd mass, and the buriad of their teacher. Bauddaire's
poem, Ogtrovsky asserts, offers "a powerful contrast” to “the burid of an old maid,”
Mademoisdlle Caylus. This contrast, Ostrovsky continues, stands in opposition to
"abgtinence, lack of fulfillment, absence of love, and death” as does "the blossoming love
relationship of two young beings at the peek of life..." (23).

However, to conclude the book with such a somber incident at first seemsa
curious choice that clashes with the rest of the text. Taken asawhole, the novel describes
the children’s exhuberant engagement with an abundance of objects that leaves little space
for loss. However, the presence of the torn narratives, sites where gaps open to ineffable
moments of injury or terror, countersthisinitid impresson. Moreover, it is gtriking thet
at least one desth occursin every one of the book's chapters. Duffy notes that the account
of theseincidents in no way differs from the more quotidien: "Traumatic occasons are
framed by descriptions of band childish activities, desth and childish games are treated in
the same neutrd and unemphatic styl€' ("Monique” Dictionary 2). For Duffy, this equd
trestment is an example of the way in which Wittig flouts narrétive conventions,
conventions which dictate that momentous events must lend stories their characteristic
shape. However, for Ostrovsky, the objective language used to treat the traumatic and the
band dike in no way resultsin "emationa flatness or indifference” Reticence or Slence
in the face of death, she concludes, creates a more forceful impact than one that can be
redlized through language (26).*

The episodes that dedl with death can be understood as one more example of torn
narrative, sheared off a the moment when language begins to spill into the redm of the
ineffable. In the firgt section, for example, once the children learn that classmate Robert
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Payen had died, they go "en masse" to peer into his house as his family sts around the
dinner table. Perceiving the children, the father shoves back his chair, begins to shout, and
dams the window shut with such force that the glass trembles. Here the episode stops
with agesture that quite literdly cutsit short. This anecdote is followed by the children's
whispered anxiety concerning the holes dong the highway that lead to the sawers. "Des
égouts c'est 1a pour sucer, cafait mourir® (20). Here the content mirrors the narretive
gaps into which language threatens to pill.

It might be argued, then, that despite the overal impression of continuous and
energetic play in which the children embrace an ongoing stream of appedling objects, these
episodes provide afaint counterpoint, areminder of lurking chaos that can spoil the game.
However, a the sametime, it isimportant to keep in mind that, as dements of collage,
these episodes are raw materias that enter into the productive process of creation. Inthis
sense, Wittig's text can be seen as part of a project that Elizabeth Grosz terms "refiguring
desire” Grosz proposes an understanding of desire that draws on a strand of Western
thought derived from the work of Spinoza, Nietzsche, and Ddleuze and Guattari and
views desire as ameatter of production. In thisreconfiguration, desire is not equated with
attaining the eusive, absent, or transcendent object. "Desre” she explains, "isthe force
of pogitive production, the energy that creates things, makes aliances, and forges
interactions between things” Desireis both immanent and "inherently full.” Indeed,
agpects of Grosz's description find an echo in the art of collage, which uses objects at hand
to fill agpace, to produce an art that "forges’ relationships between its dements. This
perspective stands in contrast to that of Freud, who understands desire as driven by a
sense of lack (Grosz 74-74).

Wittig'stext is not so much driven by a search for the ineffable or unattainable as it
isamatter of artistic production. Gaps that suggest the imminence of chaos, an Outsde
that troubles language's ordered logic, become important collage dements, part of the art-
work's forma play, a negative space that ingsts on being read. Indeed, space between



objects, between elements of collage, is the essentid ingredient that obligates the reader to
seek arelationship between them. The scary edges produced by torn narrative are so
much grig for the artist's mill, for the creation of the attainable, which often lurks & the
edge of the gap, of the un-seeable or un-sayable.

With these thoughts in mind, the funeral episode acquires additional meaning. Itis
one more collage ement to be read in relation to the adjacent scraps of text, in this case,
the excerpts drawn from Baudelaire and Sceve. If, as has been argued, the final chapter
represents the gpproximation, rather than the imitation, of aliterary ided--a collage
figured by glimpses of the writer/ beloved (Vderie Borge) interspersed with bits of Baude-
laire's dismembered poem--then thisfina deeth may imply the "fdl from paradise” thet is
inherent in every idedl. In other words, the chapter figures both a cregtion and ademise,
and thus shares common ground with Atwood's rendition of self-crestion as points of light
on aground of chaotic darkness. This reading, moreover, is encouraged by the incluson
of Scéve's concluding ling, inasmuch as the "carpe diem” themeis an implied eement, a
"sous-entendu,” of Sixteenth-century love poetry. While the funerd of Mademoisdle
Caylus, with its chilly, damp setting, makes the young and vibrant love between the two
girlsstand out in rdlidf, it aso intimates the inevitable demise of the idedlized object.

The wake and funerd episode grates againgt the perfection of Baudeaire's glowing
sunsat which follows onitsheds. "Mamere de saint Jules' pushes the girls toward the
cadaver which they kiss on the forehead and cheek. The girls are silent, unable to take
their eyes off the body. Their reaction is not so much one of repulsion or indifference as
oneof dishdief: "On sedemande s Cest vra qudle est morte' (277). When the cadaver's
jaw drops open dightly, Catherine Legrand and Vderie Borge remain fixed, waiting for
Mademoiselle Caylus to speak. On the way to the funerd, the couple forms a quiet,
intimate space on the bus. Vaderie Borge's head rests on Catherine Legrand's shoulder, as
the latter gathers her beloved's hand in her own. Around them the girls joke and clown,

proposing that they divide Mademoisdle Cayluss possessions among them.  Someone will
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take her dentures, another will take her cane. Like Bauddaire's poem, she will, in asense,
be dismembered. At the cemetery, the poppies droop. The crosses that once marked the
graves have falen to the ground. The graves, without identifying inscriptions, bespeak
anonymity.

Thus, whileit is possble to read the find episode as the triumph of the girls desire
over an old woman's sterile existence, as does Ostrovsky, it is dso possible to read the
young artig's brush with mortdity as afitting farewell to idedlization. Idedlization begs
resolution of which there are severd possibilities. Oneisan ongoing belief intheided,
which entails a desire driven by lack, an interminable gtriving for that which cannot be
obtained. A second possihility consgtsin interndizing the ideal, which is tantamount to
appropriation, or a submisson to that which isimposed from the outsde. This option,
from Benjamin's point of view, leads to a tate of "empty goodness' that obstructs the
crestion of space required for self exploration. A third avenue involves admitting to the
impossibility of the ided's perfect existence, which includes acknowledging the
inevitability of loss so much in kesping with the reminders of desth that both punctuate
and conclude the nove. Thisfina option involves the redization, Benjamin Sates, thet it
ispossible "to find away to survive outside paradise...” (Like 172).

Wittig's nove, then, might be understood as the study of a subjectivity outsde
paradise, one that flourishes in the pursuit of artistic production. To read L'Opoponax as
the story of selfhood created through a version of idedlization understood in terms of
containment and cregtive space is to interpret the find episode as a resolution of that
idedization. Inthis case, Winnicott's understanding of trangtiond space, the space of
cregtive play, isentirdy pertinent. As Benjamin points out, in Winnicott's theory, trans-
tiona space "is not internalized as Structure but rather becomes didtributed in cregtive and
culturd activity." Benjamin continues. "In being given up as ‘the red thing, out there the
Idedl must be preserved as an inner capacity for certain states of concentrated being.”
What is gained is the individud's awvareness "of her or his own creativity..." (173).

203



In conclusion then, it would appear that, in this interpretation, the use of Sceve's
find line as the ultimate collage dement, involves more than an gppropriation of the mae
poet's voice by afemale speaker, as Ostrovsky suggests (23). Thewords, "tant jel'amais
guen eleencorejevis" render theided in terms of space, the creative space of language
and poetry. In short, "jevis' assarts an individua subjectivity that surfacesnot in
opposition to death, but perhaps because of a certain kind of degath, a death that
transforms submission to the idedl, an "empty goodness’ or "paradis artificiel,” asit were,
to an ongoing capacity for "good emptiness,” a"paradisréd,” whereliving isthe
celebration of an ongoing credivity.
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END NOTES

In L'Opoponax, author Monique Wittig consistently refersto her characters by
both their first and last names, a choice that produces a particular styligtic effect.
For that reason, | maintain that designation in lieu of the more economica and less
jarring practice of shortening the reference to the character's first name.

The "dassc conception” of the "Bildungsroman” was formulated by Wilhdm
Dilthey in the early twentieth century. Dilthey maintains that the genre consists of
dtages of development, each with "its own intringc vaue," and serving as "the
bassfor a higher stage.” (qtd. in Abdl, Hirsch and Langland 5-6). Accordingly, a
successful pattern of development "requires the existence of asocia context that
will facilitate the unfolding of inner capacities, leading the young person from
ignorance and innocence to wisdom and maturity” (6).

| am indebted to Ostrovsky's work for caling my attention to these remarks.

Osgtrovsky understands each of Wittig'sfictiona works to congtitute areworking
of aparticular genre or literary classc. While L'Opoponax disrupts the
conventions of the "Bildungsroman,” Les Guerrilléresis a"declaration of war"
amed at the epic (33); in Le Corps |eshien the author "appropriates (and
subverts)" the Biblica "Song of Songs' (79); Brouillon pour un dictionnaire des
amantes, written in conjunction with Sande Zeig, takes on the authority of the
dictionary (110); and in Virgile, non, Wittig undertakes the "destruction and
recreation” of Dante's Divine Comedy (140).

Paul Smith's book, entitled Discerning the Subject, takes issue with Marxism's
traditional understanding of the individua as an entity uniquely determined by a
socid context, as areflection of classtraits. Smith's argument proceeds from the
conviction that Marxism has something to gain from revisting the notion of
individua subjectivity. Smith sets out to explore the proposition that indeed "the
subject/individud exigtsin didectica reaionship with the socid but <o lives that
relationship done as much asinterpersonaly or as merely afactor within socid
formations, done at the leve of the meanings and histories which together
condtitute a gngular history."

Smith's formulation helps to throw light on Wittig's project in L'Opoponax.
Despite her professed Marxiam, in thisfirst novel Wittig appearsto focuson a
process by which the femae subject of narrative might congtitute her own identity.

In Season of Youth. The Bildungsroman from Dickens to Golding, Jerome
Buckley asserts that Keatss contribution to the literary paradigm of devel opment
includes the passage from unorganized perception to rationa thought. Kests, he
explains, uses the andogy of the "many-chambered mansion” to develop thisidea
by desgnating development as a movement from the "infant or thoughtless
Chamber" to the "Chamber of Maiden-Thought." It isin the latter, Buckley
continues, that the thinking principleis asserted. It is here that the individud's
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"new-found ddight in idess, the joyous liberty of soeculation, is shadowed by his
[sic] perception of the world's misery and pain, an

awareness which gradualy darkens the bright chamber and at the same time opens
new doors..." (1-2).

Benjamin further argues that the eimination of psychic processes from an
articulation of subjectivity leads to an unfortunate reduction. If, she reasons, the
notion of "an agent or slf that precedes the act...is rgjected, the psychologica
relations that conditute the sdif collgpse. They become indigtinguishable from the
epistemologica and political passons that congtitute the subject of knowledge or
higtory” ("Shadow™ 87).

To some extent, the apparent lack of significance attributed to the nove's objects
isafunction of the experiments undertaken by writers of the "nouveau roman.”
According to John Sturrock, authors like Alain Robbe-Grillet and Michel Butor
drive to take the "psychologism™ out of narration, attempting to render instead a
verson of consciousness, the way in which the mind perceives and processes
experience. Thereault, in part, isan increased demand on the reader to generdize
about the data the author is presenting. Sturrock explains:

The mode of narration is an implicit one, the narrator remains silent on the explicit
ggnificance of theimage of which the novel isan inventory. The responsbility for
abgtraction is surrendered to the reader, who can at least be confident that each
one of these images is significant...(29).

The purpose of the narration, Sturrock continues, is a hidden but not a gratuitous
one, and itsimplicit form must be discovered by the reader. "The picture,” he
explains, "demands the presence of the Other in order for its form to become
explicit” (29).

As Readingss understanding of Lyotard's theories makes clear, the figurd does not
condtitute an dternative form of representation; neither isthe figura

representation’s absolute oppodite. It isnot aquestion of contrasting line and

letter. "If wetry to evoke a pure coporedity of the line (‘'red space), Lyotard will
remind us of the potentidly arbitrary sgnifying function of the line (itswork of
demarcation)” (20). Thus, even the line will in some sense dways serve
sgnification. In Wittig'swork, | suggest, the tear effectively rendersthisin-
between status of the text, smultaneoudly evoking discourse and figure.

L'Opoponax's repeated evocation of the body at the limit of the torn text--the
screams, the blood, the excrement--should not be equated with efforts to represent
an dternative feminine libidinad economy that is associated with Hééne Cixouss
"ecriture féminine”" Hééne Vivienne Wenzd daborates on the differences

between Wittig and Cixousin her article entitled "The Text as Body/Palitics: An
Appreciation of Monique Wittig's Writings in Context.”
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However, this novel's ins stence on the body's materidity announces a centrd
preoccupation of Wittig's 1973 work, Le Corpsleshien. This|ater text congiructs
the femae body through extensve ligts of physicad and anatomica components that
are graphic in both their explicit, often scientific content and aswell asin thelr
form, inasmuch as they extend across facing pagesin large face, bold print letters.
If these works do not seek to articulate a specific femae libido, their assertion of
the concrete appears to conjure an dternative to what Nancy K. Miller terms
women's "status in representation as representation” (Miller's emphasis, "Woman
of Letters' 230). Wittig's books challenge the heterosexudly selective and
idedlized version of the particular.

Additiondly, the vision of relationships proffered in these works does not so much
aticulate abinary opposite, aleshian aternative to heterosexudity; rather, in
keeping with Wittig's theoretica statements, they attempt to condtitute a
"universdl" rendition of subjectivity unfettered by heterosexud grictures. Inthe
1984 "Trojan Horse" article, for example, Wittig suggests that Proust succeeded in
his attempt to "universdize' apoint of view by “turning the red’ world into a
homaosexud-only world." Proust, she continues, shows "that for him the making

of writing is aso the making of a particular subject...So that characters and
descriptions...are prepared, like so many layers, in order to build, little by little, the
subject as being homosexud for thefirg timein literary higory” (Straight 74).

This reading is echoed by Ostrovsky (31) and admitted by Duffy, dthough the
latter finds thisissue peripherd to the book's theme of language acquisition

("Language' 290).

In an article entitled "'Language and Childhood: L'Opoponax by Monique Wittig,"
Duffy assertsthat "the childish acquisition of language” is a theme that organizes
the book's progression as the youngsters acquire increasing linguistic independence
and sophidtication. However, Duffy suggests that Wittig is describing a collective
rather than an individua phenomenon tha gppliesto abudding author. While he
concedes, in agreement with McCarthy, that the "j€" at the end of the text Sgnds
Catherine Legrand's emerging individua desires and preferences, he a no point
suggests that L'Opoponax be read as a 'K tinstlerroman.”

| would argue, however, that, once again, Wittig manages to have it both ways.
The progressive, linear magtery of language skillsin the nove isfeatured in tandem
with an effort to undo a sense of linearity by ingsting on the fluid and malegble
nature of language's materid. In addition, | would assert that Catherine Legrand
surfaces from the collectivity, what Duras cdled "une marée denfants,” in the role
of sef-creating author and collage artist. In this manner, Wittig's novel once again
proves smilar to The Waves, in which Woolf congructs a dynamic of emerson
and submersion, acollage of the individua and the collective.

This passage anticipates the long litanies of names that are interspersed throughout
Wittig's second novd, Les Guerrilleres.
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The vaporous nature of the opoponax lends credence to one of the centra
assartions of Terry Castles work, The Apparitional Lesbian, in which she asserts
that the lesbian "has been 'ghosted’--or made to seem invisible--by the culture’ (4).
The opoponax is described as something of an elusive shadow: "...on est seul et
gu'on surprend une forme noire qui est en train de glisser, qui est en train de finir

de disparditre. Ou bien on se regarde dans laglace et il recouvre lafigure comme
un brouillard” (180-181). A few pages later, Denise Causse informs Catherine
Legrand that "il y aun fantdme dans |e dortoir,” and that Vaerie Borge was the

first to speak of it (186). Part of the project of L'Opoponax, then, can be seen asa
textua embodiment that |ends substance to this ghodtly figure by means of the

materidity of language.

The notion that silence speaks louder than words may serveto explain the
omisson of Bauddaréesrefrain from the find collage. In Brouillon pour un
dictionnaire des amantes, co-authored with Sande Zeig, the term "volupt€’ is
equated with orgasmic pleasure and an except from Bauddaresrefrain, "Luxe,
came, et voupté" is cited to contextudize the expression. Thus, like the torn
narratives of the nove, the omitted refrain congtitutes a gap that dludesto the
ineffable. In addition, the omisson of the refrain enhances one's understanding of
Wittig's art of gpproximation, in that gpproximation is aways an incomplete
verson of the origind.




CONCLUSION

The time has come for my own retrospective, for a backward glance at this
triptych of essays, which can be seen as a collage composed of description, theory, and
interpretation--a disposition of found objects that have undergone my own attempts at the
art of gpproximation. By bringing into proximity text and theory, | have tried, not to
imitate the contributions of object relations theory, but rather to set up a"mimetic
resonance" between some of its sdient concepts and sdlected features of these narratives.
The process of dismembering and remembering the dements of both has, | hope, produced
aset of game board patterns with its own characteristic configurations.

One of these patterns renders an image of the female subject as artist engaged in
the continuous project of saf-congtruction. To some extent, thisimage mitigates earlier
judgments by critics who focus on the difficulties experienced by female writers atempting
to tell stories about women artists. Grace Stewart, for example, suggests that narretive
traditions anchored in myth have inhibited women's ability to produce such astory. "Petri-
archa myths, her own family relationships, and an ambivaent sef-image unite to mold or
to mute [the literary woman's| creation of the artist as heroine”’ (179). Marianne Hirsch
has also stressed the lack of narrative patterns available to women writers who undertake
the creation of a Kinstlerroman that festures afemale protagonist. Such undertakings,
she states, frequently turn out to be about "the potentid artist who fails to makeit"
("Spiritud" 28). This study argues that, with a shift of focusto narratives of cregtive
process or to forma experiment, the image of the femde artist acquires energy and
exhuberance.

The novelsin question here, however, do gesture toward the insufficiency of
traditiond narrative for the purpose of telling the stories a hand. These textud gestures
result in another pattern which | have referred to throughout this sudy asthe illuminated
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text, one that makes the reader aware of language's discursve edge where writing as
figure ever points toward an dusive visud dimenson. | suggest that the three works
evoke the drategy of the illuminated manuscript where pictures and words both play a
part. Atwood resortsto the use of a"figurd discourse,” descriptions of the artist's
paintings that both illustrate the story and "illuminate’ the depicted objects by infusng
them with emblematic and imagidtic intengty. Colette's strategy is one of verba
decoration that covers narrative with its brilliant surface. Abundant description
transfigures the object, rendering it precious by virtue of atextud elaboration that
becomes visudly significant. Wittig has created a kaleidoscopic text of perpetualy
shifting images that take precedence over narrative. The narrative's frequently torn qudity
hints a writing's materid dimenson, which in turn evokes the visud art of collage. The
overdl impresson is one of aseries of eldetic images, of abountiful and vigorous written
picture production.

However, these approaches do not render the Kinstlerroman completely
unproblematic. While the protagonists sustain an intense engagement with their objects,

theissue of sexud desrein Cat's Eye and La Maison de Claudine is moved to the margins

or trested obliquely. In Atwood's novel heterosexud relationships either sap or block
artigtic endeavors, or, asis the case with the protagonist's second marriage, Smply remain
periphera to the narrative. In Colette's work, the protagonist keeps a safe distance from
the heterosexua romance or marriage plot. For example, in one vignette, Colette first
portrays the encounter between the provincia Bouilleux girl and a dashing Parisan from
the glowing perspective of a young adolescent observing arudtic, lantern-lit verson of the
fary tdebdl. Later, however, an older narrator, who signas her own success by
returning to her native village in an automobile, reveds the young seamstresss story to be
that of afailed Cinderdla, whose Prince Charming has never returned--a story that the
older narrator has seemingly managed to escgpe. Itisonly in L'Opoponax, aleshian
narrative that explores the possibility of an intersubjective rdationship, that the desiring



atist/subject attains an explicit and successful sexud dimension that proves vita to her

at. Thisinterpretation of Wittig's novel seems significant, given that even literature's

mogt griking femae artigts, such as Lily Briscoe in Virginia Woolf's To the Lighthouse,

are perceived as escaping the heterosexua plot only by virtue of suppressing sexuality
(Saxton xii).  While identifying the perastence of certain narrative condraints, this
reading locates in these works a persistent pattern of agency, dbeit an attenuated one, that
identifies these femae subjects in these texts as both determined and determining. As
Jessica Benjamin points out, the subject, constructed in terms of certain aspects of object
relations theories, can be understood to process the exterior world through its object
choices, rather than to passvely and wholly interndize the Sructuresiit is presented. This
isnot to say that the choices are dways sdf-affirming. The artis's paintings of Mrs.
Smeathin Cat's Eye, for example, indicate that object choice can also sgnd areactive
negation--an atempt at self-definition by asserting that which the subject is not.
Nonetheless, | would argue that these negative choices are the exception rather that the
ruleinthesetexts. Colette, for example, transforms the significance of her mother's Indian
cashmere shawl, the precious gift from awayward husband, intended as a gesture of
restitution to his captive bride. She includes the shawl in her gdlery of objects, removing
it from its context of heterosexua romance, and transforming it from decorétive treasure
into a set of comfortable and useful cushions.

The collected objects of each text, when understood as an artist's retrospective,
have ause vadue in their ownright. To interpret these objects as artistic productions,
rather than private treasures of persond sgnificance, moves them to a broader, public
domain where they enter the realm of socid discourse. In Bonds of Love, Jessica
Benjamin critiques the modd of the autonomous sdif that strengthens separation between
subject and object. She specifies that one consequence of this paradigm is the relegation
of intersubjective exchanges--where individuas strive to recognize one another as equa

subjects--to the private domain. She states. " The public sphere, an arrangement of
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atomized selves, cannot serve as the space between sdlf and other, as an intersubjective
gpace; in order to protect the autonomy of the individud, socid life forfeits the recognition
betweeen sdf and other" (197).

To understand these novels as stories of crestive process, then, returns
intersubjective space to the public sphere. To make this move isto sympathize with the
anxiety of Cat's Eye's protagonist as she attends the opening night of her retrospective, as

she redlizes that those who scrutinize and evauate her art may not share her interpretation.

However, the importance of her art lies perhaps in the fact that she has opened the realm

of arelation-based subjectivity to public discussion.
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