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Powering Textual Action:

Duras’s Space in Véra Baxter or The Atlantic Beaches
Lars Sætre

University of Bergen

By way of analytical examples and the elaboration of a theoretical perspective, this study attempts to investigate and provide answers to three basis question clusters that keep recurring in research on the late modern relationship between performative language and topographical patterns. First, in what resides the powering energy, the driving force in the alignment of textual action and topography? Second, how can the occurrence of elements converging the genres, art forms and media of theatre text, prose fiction, film and painting be related to the identification of the animating force in the space/textual action nexus? And third, can the motoring energy of that nexus and the converging play a role in the de-ideologization of culture?
I Preliminaries – Research trajectory – Savannah Bay; Agatha
Both of my previous Duras studies, as does the present one, argue for a particular Duras’ian representational mode of obliqueness and slowness. In this respect, my major interest in Duras criticism rests in the attempts made to circumscribe a ”de-fascinating” or de-humanizing vein in the aesthetic language of her œuvre (Bange, referring to Heinich). Important are as well the rhetorico-psychoanalytical approaches to Duras’s dominant paradoxical figuring of images, things and characters – as the processual writing of contradictory entities of literal (”object”) separation and metaphorical fusion (Hill; Knapp; Willis). Such poststructuralist contributions function as one of the backdrops for my reading (2005) of Marguerite Duras’s Savannah Bay. There, I mainly inflect the aesthetic paradoxes of the theatre text to an interpretation of the ”de-fascinating” functions of memory and oblivion on the levels of thematics and of the ironic language of aesthetic form. Poststructuralism is also one of the backdrops of my analysis (2007) of Duras’s Agatha, which focuses on the theatre text as textual action, basically concerned with the figuration of an ever-widening paradoxical space. My second – theoretical – backdrop in these cases, consists of psychoanalytically oriented contributions to the theory and the analysis of art, mind and culture (Lacan; Salecl; Dolar; Žižek). These ”inspirational clusters” of mine in Duras criticism (poststructuralism and psychoanalysis) have been attempts to come to terms with object, image and character figuration. In my contributions I extend them to comprise reflection on what I hold to be a crucial quality precisely of Duras’s installation of space in its relation to textual action – its creative paradox of ruptures and extension, of disclusion and inclusion.


In keeping with this, central concepts in my approaches to Savannah Bay and Agatha refer to the primary separation between the Real and the Imaginary, in which separation there are traits of both violence and illimitable bliss. I refer to the border zone of ”being-encompassed” and ”being-separated”, and to the emergence of two paradoxical partial objects: the object voice, and the object gaze – both of which are imbued with qualities of being ”not mine” and ”mine” at the same time. Those partial objects may spectrally haunt and figure in the mature life of the individual, and in culture as well as in art: The voice that makes sound/speaks (me) is both the voice of another, and mine; I hear and am sounded/spoken by a voice split off from me, but which is still a part of my body. And the gaze that sees me seeing, is both the gaze of another and mine; I have the vague notion of being seen by a gaze that I cannot fully apperceive, that is split off from my own grasping perspective, but which is still a part of me. – Before I go on to deepening a viable theoretical perspective on the space/textual action nexus in the present study, a gloss on Duras’s configuration of space as textual driving force in Agatha will substantiate my line of inquiry.

As textual action, Agatha uses topographies and images to install a peculiar spatiality beyond the immediate topographies and images themselves. Textual and semantic extensions, graftings (anaclises), repetitions and substitutions mold this space into one of frequent ruptures between, as well as of an encompassing extension of, localized spaces (Fr. ”rupture” and ”multiplicateur”).
 Duras’s space, then, figures as local disconnections that are strangely perforated, therefore also spilling and flowing into each other, in a serial play of metaphorical cohesion and literally disruptive collation. Her space includes (into a phrasable, fused wholeness) and discludes (onto an enigmatic, ineffable otherness) at the same time.

My reading of Agatha traces this perforated space as textual action in the ever-expanding series of localized performatives, and in the figuring of topographies and images: From the dramatized depiction of the fragmented dialogue between He and She, the text ”acts on” to rendering the side-textual narrator’s space, and to addressing the reader’s/spectator’s space, conflating and opposing different gazes and spatial perspectives. From the two characters as individuals in discourse, the text ”acts on” to the literal separation of gazes and voices from those characters’ bodies. Furthermore, from the opsis of the drawing room, the text installs and undermines the link to the nebulous Atlantic winter light outside. Discursively, in the narrator’s comments and in narrative memory fragments in the characters’ dialogue, the text extends across separated localities, from drawing room to bedrooms, to beach, to river bank, to neighbouring village hotel. Further (in name-giving and in story fragments) the text includes – by a topographical linkage that is simultaneously ruptured – the spatial trajectory from the Atlantic Ocean, to Africa and the colonies, and to America. In fragmented local images, motifs, names and phrases (and screams!), the contradictory figuring movement extends to other parts of Duras’s literary œuvre, but also to Duras’s films, and to filmatizations of the film sets. Further, by minute topographies spun by dialogue, the use of names and in thematic chords, it flows over into Plato’s Symposium, and from there to Robert Musil’s The Man Without Qualities. From such kinds of localized spaces, the figuring movement of ever-expanding metaphorical fusion and literal (”object”) rupture, goes on to encompass-and-split off also the spaces of artistic writing and of the process of reading. These spaces are rendered as phenomena both disruptively ”illimitées” and ”personelles” (1981: 63) [”limitless” and ”personal” (1992: 49)]. The latter – the ”personal” – is thematized in the dramatized dialogue as the semantically oriented, ”encompassing” reading-for-understanding. Interestingly – and well beyond a mimetic representational mode – the obliqueness of the textual action powered by the dynamics of this immense, perforated space, is inscribed in the (narrator’s) text. In this inscription, the generated textual energy is disconnected from character action and story-line, with slowed-down consequences for the velocity of dramatic action: ”Il se relève. Ils se regardent. Ils ne se parlent pas. Puis ils détournent leur regard. Et ils se parlent. Alors, seul le texte bouge, avance.” (1981: 63) [”He gets up. They look at each other. They don’t speak to each other. Then they look aside. And they speak to each other. Then, only the text moves, advances.” (1992: 49)]

Duras’s configuration of space as textual driving force, actively works on signifiers and semantics by disrupting and recasting them, turning them into a performative paradox of textual action. It transpires as a space paradoxically extended between exteriority and phenomenalism, between the juxtaposition of serial, literal ”object” separation and metaphorical fusion. This configuration of space qualifies Agatha as an aesthetically and culturally counter-ideological work of art. In its de-personalizing and de-fascinating operations, it actively reminds late modernity of basic human conditions of possibility, of a beyond. So it does by questioning phenomenal life-world categories of experience and understanding, behaviour and knowledge. Obliquely, it installs a possibility of alterity, as well as a dream of difference. The animating traits of this aesthetics produce an ever-expanding, encompassing, figuring linearity – in which, on the other hand, images, motifs, phrases, partial objects, things and localized topographies are freed, by disruption and suspense, from conventional encodings. These entities are enabled to become visible and to speak their (hitherto) silent language as objects, now unfettered from a representative system of human action. This textually acting, aesthetic language offers representation to muted and unseen aspects of objects, images and localized spaces – to aspects of the inter-dit (those that are forbidden, inter-rupted, and which must speak in the interstice, or from outside or beyond).


At this stage of my inquiries, the question of the relationship between space and textual action has reached the level of an hypothesis – that Duras’s peculiar configuration of space is the prime powering force of textual action in the materials under scrutiny. This hypothesis can be substantiated – and my investigation taken a step further – by, on the one hand, extended analytical work (as in this study, below), and, on the other, by deepening a viable theoretical perspective on the space/textual action nexus, beyond poststructuralism and psychoanalysis. This will be my initial objective in the following paragraphs. What we know about Duras’s peculiar space so far, is that in the linkage of localized sensorial things set free, with a linear phrasability set free from conventional hierarchies and encodings, things are enabled to release other visibilities and to obtain a previously unheard, now ”unmuffled”, phrasal sayability within an obliquely emerging space of alterity. In keeping with this, central categories in Jacques Rancière’s reflections on the dynamics of aesthetic images and art, seem to offer the further theoretical frame sought for, which is necessary to comprehensively grasp the basis problems posed.


With reference to Rancière,
 it may be argued that what is represented in Duras’s textually acting space is unfettered from a representative regime of art. Art works of the representative regime are normatively structured with hierarchical importance rendered to narrative plot and character action, to wholeness, verisimilitude, and decorum – all of which elements in their intrinsic totality turn representative works into ”fiction”. In this regime, the sensorially visible (raw, material pathos and things), is suppressed in favour of the sayable (the elements of mythos and logos). In such works, affects are permitted only to the extent of the representatively delimited segment of reality (i.e. to the fictional plot/character/conflict nexus). – Opposed to this, and clearly emulating with Duras’s aesthetics of space and textual action, stands the aesthetic regime of art, whose works break with those normative rules: In representation within the aesthetic regime, the elements, on the one hand, of opsis/pathos/anagnorisis/katharsis, and, on the other, of mythos/logos, are set free. These two series of elements are made equivalent, and any phrasability is open to be used. Visibilities and affects are made equivalent with sayabilities and phrasing, which means that the apperceptible materiality of things may emanate (powerful) emotions and affect. Things and images are not muted or left to remain unseen. In Rancière’s wording of the aesthetic regime as an unfettering equivalence of pathos and logos – pathos stands for a sensorial, material presence, for the visible, and for the ruptures and suspenses caused by the impact of that presence. On the other hand, under logos are subsumed the distancing, mediating, re-encoding, significatory dimensions of the work of art, the dimensions pertaining to establishing meaning and to the reading/readability of the work, as well as to the syntactic, ”story”-molding of raw sensorial presence.

The link that my study at this juncture establishes between Duras’s animating space and Rancière’s analyses of aesthetic images and art, seems to be as important as it seems obvious. Rancière offers the possibility of a crucial, both deepened and broadened perspective on the qualitative layers and strands operative in Duras’s peculiar installation and transformation of space as the animating force of textual action. Such layers and strands operate performatively in localized topographies towards the emergence of an oblique, immense, perforated Duras’ian spatiality. Some of these strands and layers are e.g. the psychoanalytical, the material, the affective, the sensorial, the rhetorical, the linguistic, those of the image, and those of the language of aesthetic form. Others are e.g. the significatory, the semantic, the aesthetic, and those of the converging and conflating of genres and art forms, as well as of art and culture. Some of them are established objects of analysis in Duras scholarship; some have so far been ignored and will have to be studied in closer detail in the time ahead.

By way of Rancière, the present study takes a closer look at the material, image-producing, affective, linguistic, converging, and de-ideological dimensions of Duras’s textually animating spatiality. Textual action in Duras – till now established as a paradoxical space of literal (object) separation and metaphorical fusion – comprises forces that emulate with the powers Rancière describes in The Future of the Image. Those powers are operative in what he calls the aesthetic sentence-image. That image is the linkage of the phrasal power of continuity and the imaging power of rupture (45–46; 58):

[The aesthetic sentence-image is] the combination of two functions that are to be defined aesthetically – that is, by the way in which they undo the representative relationship between text and image. [...] The sentence-function is [...] that of linking. But the sentence [...] links in as much as it is what gives flesh. And this flesh of substance is, paradoxically, that of the great passivity of things without any rationale. For its part, the image has become the active, disruptive power of the leap – that of the change of regime between two sensory orders. The sentence-image is the union of these two functions. It is the unit that divides the chaotic force of the great parataxis into phrasal power of continuity and imaging power of rupture. [...] As sentence, it accommodates paratactic power by repelling the schizophrenic explosion. As image, with its disruptive force it repels the big sleep of indifferent triteness of the great communal [and commodified] intoxication of bodies. The sentence-image reins in the power of the great parataxis and stands in the way of its vanishing into schizophrenia or consensus (46).

The language of aesthetic sentence-images is ineffable, and of epistemological mystery. While arising out of that linkage as textual action, it offers representation to a silence inscribed on muted and unseen bodies of any things, images and localities – generators of illimitable sensorial agonies and sublime bliss, in a new, affective spatiality that gets textually phrased.

In the perspective of space and action, Véra Baxter is more complex than Savannah Bay and Agatha (certainly complex enough in themselves). Two aspects in particular motivate the reference to Rancière (and behind him: Foucault) in trying to get hold of this complex structure of space and textual action in Véra Baxter. On the one hand – if Duras’s space is extended between exteriority and phenomenalism, the poetics of this space emulates with (Foucault’s and) Rancière’s discourse-analytical focus, within regimes of art, on the historically conditioned relationship between the sayable and visibilities, and between these and knowledge. A working hypothesis is that the complex structure of Véra Baxter carries elements of both a representative and an aesthetic regime of art. Leaning on Rancière facilitates, better than in previous criticicm, the investigation of elements of such regimes, as well as the relationship between them. On the other hand, all three theatre texts not only ”converge” with other versions in the same genre or in another medium within Duras’s œuvre. More importantly, certain elements in them also allow for the converging between genres, art forms and media. The prevalence in Véra Baxter (and in Duras) of the latter type must be accounted for. The hypothesis is that the questions of converging between theatre text, prose, film, and the art of painting in Véra Baxter, may be better posed and discussed than till now, when seen as aspects connected to the upheaval of a representative and the appearance of an aesthetic regime of art. Rancière’s perspective covers all relevant genres, art forms and media, also in relation to their historical conditions of possibility – from the 17th Century up till today.
 Not the least, the inquiry into the crucial link between space/textual action and converging, will, with the theoretical incorporation of Rancière, be deepened, and add to necessary aesthetic and inter-generic/media-oriented theoretical insight in the case of Duras’s and of late modern art, and to some extent to its historical perspectives.

II Véra Baxter or The Atlantic Beaches

The Véra Baxter material figures in three French versions. It first appeared in 1968 as a theatre 

text, the play entitled Suzanna Andler.
 Subsequently, it appeared as a film under the title Baxter, Véra Baxter (1977).
 Again rewritten and recirculated, now as ”scénario” [screenplay] as well as a theatre text and a play for the theatre, it was then published as Véra Baxter ou Les Plages de l’Atlantique in 1980. The latter – abbr. Véra Baxter – is my main reference in what follows.
 The other versions will be drawn in when natural to further substantiate my argument.

In what, then, resides the animating force of, the driving energy in, the alignment of textual action and topography or space in Véra Baxter? Where, and how, can the link between space and textual action be located? As what, in what, is the link between textual action and space acted out? How might the abundance in Véra Baxter of converging modes of theatre texts, prose fiction, films, and painting be related to the identification of the animating force in the space/textual action nexus? What, if any, are its relations to cultural ideologies? These are some of the basis questions inflected and reflected upon in my following sketch of a reading of Véra Baxter or The Atlantic Beaches (1980).

Véra – a lady in her late thirties, filled with desire, but also with care; mother of three, faithful as wife and mother for nearly18 years, now suicidal, deceptive, alcohol-ridden – and a thoroughly unfaithful, wealthy, travelling, fornicating, and gambling-addicted husband: Those are some of the character traits of the personae in dramatic conflict in the play, which is thematically trivial, banal, almost excessively quotidian. – Another conflict relation is the one between Véra and The Stranger – a man who towards the end tries to make her formulate a usable story of her plight, and to help her reshape something of an identity. – A third is between Monique Combès and Michel Cayre, and Véra. Monique is one of Véra’s husband’s previous lovers; Michel is the heavily drinking, but in his desire for Véra also suffering man, whom the husband (Jean) has paid to make Véra take and stay in a rented, Atlantic Coast summer house during the season. As well, the husband has paid Michel to make love to his ”catholique” (29), nun-like Véra (which they have, quite recently) – in order, as the dialogue speculates, for Véra to boost her desire, and for the husband to regain desire for his wife (51, 82–99). Both Monique and Michel, in other words, are in Jean Baxter’s service in the deception of Véra. – Among the immediate themes, then, are desire (a singular? a plural one?) and a wrecked marriage, truth and deception, faithful- and unfaithfulness, as well as faith as personal belief and commitment, next to lies and untruthfulness.

The play does possess elements of traditional plotted action – e.g. in the framing of Véra, and in the anagnorisis-fragments of her identity remake. However, the plot/character nexus has a lot missing to it, and the themes of desire and death, truthfulness and lies, are disseminated onto all the characters. They are all, it turns out, imbued with desire’s, love’s and lying’s ambivalences and contradictions, just like Véra. An uncritical interpretation certainly might find Véra (and Michel and Monique) underway to a better life in the (still very open) end. However, such a narratively oriented reading would in fact leave out the greater part of the text, which disrupts the plotted mythos, and so transgresses a representative regime of art. That greater part of the text are things and images and gazes in space formations – unsayable as integral elements in the rudiments of character action that may be identified. The central movement of the play clearly belongs to those images and things in space formations. That movement is connected to the peculiar way in which those objects are rendered as visibilities in spaces, and are made sayable in the text. It seems, then, as if the animating force of the play rather belongs to an aesthetic regime of art. Images, objects and spaces are working to be freed out and to be unhinged from the mythos/character-bond. It appears they are at work to find a phrasing for their own sensorial or material qualities outside the narrative story-line, in order to ”speak” their own ”muted” language. They need to be accounted for accordingly.

III First spatial segment

Above all, Véra Baxter is a complex arrangement of things, images, gazes, and spaces. The reader is struck and arrested by three spatial segments – that are moving next to, in between, and onto one another in the flow of the text. Let me account for them one by one.


The first spatial segment functions as mirror or extension in the metaphorical service of the narrative line of the story. Repeated hints to the framing of Véra, and about the plotting to have her take a lover and a summer house – both of which, she eventually realizes, have in effect already been hired for her – make up the emplotment. In its turn, this could be said to lead up to the formation of a personal insight in Véra, and to her possible identity remake at the end, which, however, leaves it open what she will do – join The Stranger, return to her husband, commit suicide, etc. The story-line of character action is extremely vague in the play, but it does figure. And its rudiments are fused to a tripartite structure of space making out the first segment, where, on the one hand, there is a stable, unchangeable and impenetrable space, and, on the other, its opposite: a space without borders. In the middle, this segment figures a space of ambivalence, of indecision, and of possible change.

In a ”reading for the plot”, the play figures Véra’s husband Jean Baxter in the stable, impenetrable space. His speaks, the narrator tells us, with a voice ”à sortir d’une espèce d’épaisseur de silence qui rappelle celui d’une chambre sourde” (54) [”emerging from a kind of thick silence reminiscent of the thick silence of a soundproof room” (30)]. He is characterized by the others as unchangeable. His life is at one with the rules of circulation of the commodity and consumer world. He is stuck in his inability to love, and hardly shows empathy or emotion. He is an automaton of the world of money and sex. Likewise, descriptions and self-characterizations place the former Véra in a structurally similar space. Her commitment and faithfulness have known no exteriority. These characters know nothing beyond themselves; they inhabit a space of sheer identity and sameness. – The present Véra is exposed to the other extreme, the space without borders. Characterizing it – and her – are the boundlessness of the Atlantic Ocean and its beaches, the open French windows of the huge ”Colonnades” mansion, the largeness of the garden, and the surrounding darkness that it extends into. But also the blurring effects on her of alcohol, the sounds of music and cries emanating from a surrounding party, and so on.

Between these thematized spaces figures a space of possible change – bordered by both boundlessness and impenetrability. In this topography, the possible identity remake of Véra might be said to be going on. Above all, this space is figured in Véra’s discourse, but also in that of the split and agonized Michel, whom Jean has taken advantage of. Her speech is inconsistent and ambivalent. It expresses truthfulness and commitments – as well as the ”favourable” effects of drinking, dissolution, the blurring of time orientation, and even lies and deceptions about her recent framed affairs with lovers. The middle space of processual ambivalence is that of The Stranger, too, with his double discourse of truthful compassion in eliciting a re-orienting, self-formulated story from Véra, and of aroused, uncontrollable desire for her. 

Unchangeably impenetrable; borderless; and ambivalent – these three space dimensions, then, constitute the first spatial segment of Véra Baxter. Rudimentary, though mimetically recognizable, it serves the narrative story and character conflicts in the life-world of the play. It is motivated and powered by the normative requirements pertaining to representative art (Rancière). Here, objects and images do not speak or make themselves visible in a sensorial and material objectness of their own. They are fictionally subsumed under the hierarchical prevalence of plot and character action, wholeness, and verisimilitude, one might say that they function merely as ”props”.

IV Second spatial segment

The operating mode of Véra Baxter’s two other spatial segments is quite different. There, the sensorial quality of objects and images certainly comes to bear – as the emergence of another space, obliquely beyond that of the first segment. First, a few examples:

[LS: At the ”Colonnades” estate, where Véra is:] Et voici la mer. Forte. Blanche. – Son bruit tout à coup qui se mêle à celui de la turbulence et puis qui disparait. [...] La musique de la turbulence, tout à coup, toujours vive et aiguë, lointaine. [...] Rires et cris arrivent sur la villa fermée. (10) [...] On découvre ainsi que la turbulence extérieure et ”Les Colonnades” sont à deux cents mètres l’une de l’autre, qu’elles se regardent en quelque sorte : l’une repliée sur elle-même, inerte, l’autre impudente, indiscrète, l’offensant, l’éclaboussant de sa violence. (11) [...] La turbulence arrive par bouffées vers le bar, dans les parcs, dans Thionville, repart, revient, comme cherchant à entrer, à se poser quelque part : menace étrange, démenti en puissance. (16) [...] Et déjà, la turbulence extérieure se fait entendre, aiguë, ironique (comme si elle se jouait de cette vérité en question). (20) [...] Au contraire de la trouver abattue, isolée, calfeutrée contre le monde extérieur, nos trouvons Véra Baxter dans l’écoute intense de ce monde extérieur. – Comme aveuglée, profondément distraite, elle essaye – non sans une certaine gaucherie – de danser sur l’air de la turbulence extérieure. A s’accorder à elle, au dehors. Au dehors de l’histoire de Véra Baxter. [...] Des phrases en langue étrangère lancées à travers les parcs français de Thionville, comme des appels. (21) [...] Bruit de la mer. – Et toujours ces restes de cris et de rires d’une fête apaisée. – On voit ce qu’elle regarde : la turbulence extérieure. Elle est en amorce dans l’image. On la regarde avec elle. [...] Un homme [voit] et regarde à son tour. – Le lien d’un regard – après celui du bruit – s’opère. Véra Baxter a ètè vue. Et voit. (22) [...] [LS: Description of the castle at Chantilly, also traversed by the outside turbulence, where Jean is staying:] Cérémonial gigantesque de cette histoire d’amour, hors de toute légende. Nous parlons de celle moyenâgeuse, de Véra et Jean Baxter, nos contemporains. (54)

[LS: At the ”Colonnades” estate, where Véra is:] And here the ocean. Loud. White. – Suddenly, its roar which blends into that of the turbulence, then fades. [...] Suddenly, the music of the turbulence, continuously fierce and harsh, distant. [...] Laughter and cries descend on the shut estate. [...] So, one realizes that the outside turbulence and ”The Colonnades” are a hundred metres from one another, that they look at each other of sorts: the one folded in upon itself, motionless, the other shameless, indiscreet, violently trespassing, spattering the other. [My transl., LS] [...] Gusts of turbulence in the bar, [on the grounds, in Thionville,] coming and going, as if trying to enter, to find a place somewhere: a strange threatening presence, a potential contradiction. (22) [...] The outside turbulence grows more audible, harsh, ironic [(as if it were gibing at this truth in question)]. (23) [...] Instead of finding her battered by, isolated, impenetrable to the outside world, we find Véra Baxter intensely tuned in to listening to this exterior world. – Like a blind, deeply absent-minded, she attempts – not without a certain clumsiness – to dance to the tune of the outside turbulence. To tune herself to it, on the outside. Outside the story of Véra Baxter. [...] Phrases of strange language launched across the French grounds of Thionville, like summonses. [...] Roar of the ocean. – And all the while these lingering remains of cries and laughter from an assuaged celebration. – One sees what she is looking at: the outside turbulence. In the image she is blurred foreground. One looks at it with her. [...] A man [sees] and then looks. – The bond of a gaze – subsequent to that of roar – takes effect. Véra Baxter has been seen. And sees. [...][LS: Description of the castle at Chantilly, also traversed by the outside turbulence, where Jean is staying:] Gigantic ceremonial of this love story, outside of all legend. We are speaking of this medieval one [as a textual play on the word, arguably also: this middle-age one, LS], of Véra and Jean Baxter, our contemporaries. [My transl., LS]

The text expressly being a film script as well as the basis for a play at the theatre, it has a vivid, even creative, inter-aesthetic quality – particularly in the many broad and lengthy narrator’s sections, in which, here and there, cinematographically related terms blend in. Yet the objects, images, and spaces called forth by the narrator, and the (mainly auditive and visual) process of apperception and interpretation of them, certainly carry their own aesthetic weight. Much of this is also shared, repeated and nuanced by the characters in dialogues – as well as in their bodies and minds, as seen in the indirect narration. Beyond the odd technical filmic term, a world to be heard and seen and (re)perspectivized arises and addresses us by means of active perception and interpretation by narrator and characters. It exerts an external pressure to be included into phenomenality. The alterity of that world’s space, outside of legend and narrative, obliquely away from the triviality of the story, emanates from the upheaval of binary opposites (outside/inside, subject/object), and from the processual repetition of objects, images and local spaces. Some of these are the ocean, the grounds, the turbulence and rhythm of roar, music and cries, the blending and superimposition of gazes and of hearing, and of names and landscapes, and not the least the material qualities, the apperception, and the visibility and sayability of all of this. (Below, I organize them analytically into a second and a third spatial segment.)


In the emergence of this kind of spatiality, objects and images uncanningly demand attention to their own sensorial visibility and audibility. They make us feel we are ”observed” by them and somehow might have ”known” them before, at the same time as we feel they are separated from the characters and us, on the outside, as well as from a mimetically recognizable life-world. Like Véra in the uncanny process of blending with them, the reader starts wondering: What is this? Where is this? Could not this also be related to me; cannot this space also be mine? Spatially emerging, objects and images act in and on language in textuality, similar to the double poetics of the aesthetc image found in modern thinkers (Sartre, Bachelard, Blanchot): On the one hand, the image negates the world, takes leave of the thing as we know it; this negation is animating, it gives life to an imaginary space which is distanced from the life-world, and this space can be formulated in language. On the other hand, this image is presenced to me, materially, sensorially, affectively, but it comes near me merely as a reduplication or repetition (dédoublement) of itself, in ruptures. It is separated from my life-world, and makes itself, and the space that it engenders, seen or heard in my life-world merely by impact, and so it challenges and traverses language’s phrasal power.

A double negation is at play, two kinds of powers, as textual action. The image challenges and activates the phrasal power of continuity, while it at the same time negates my world by its imaging power of rupture (Rancière). This paradox in aesthetic art is made possible by the equality established between pathos and logos, between opsis and mythos, resulting in the possible redistribution of the sensible. The clash between pathos and logos may reorganize the structure of what can be seen, and of what can be said. Something different may come near me to be seen, and may be apperceived as working to be heard speak, to be phrased. This is the same phenomenon as in Agatha – the empowering of textual action by a flowing, perforated space produced by metaphorical fusion between objects sensorially presenced only by their literal, ruptured separation from each other. It can be seen also in the second and the third spatial segments of Véra Baxter; here, some examples from the second:


Opsis: Mainly two separated locations – the hotel bar and ”The Colonnades” mansion (there is also a short sequence at Chantilly) – constitute the opsis of the play. The traffic between them connects them. Characters in one location sit waiting for and talking of those of the other, and the narrator tells us of characters moving between the two. However, the perforation of the localities into one another occurs by way of isolated material elements figuring in both locations: alcohol, emptiness, darkness, luxuriousness, the roar of wind, dancing, music, laughter and cries. In relation to the story, this is already a representational sideways slide (to the margins of diegesis), distancing side shots away from the existentially recognizable character action, and from the space – the first spatial segment – that it is aligned with. That slide opens up an imaginary space. The side shot sensorially presences the objects by reduplicating them, as themselves, over and over. On the one hand, then: the fusion of two rooms, but on the other: the foregrounding of the literal separation from the rooms of the objects found in them. The spatial fusion comes into being by a rupture: the presencing impact of sensorial elements. Quite apart from the story-line of character action, this textual action is produced by objects and images that make themselves free by breaking away as an independent, emerging spatiality. The textual action emerges as another, sensorially inter-rupted ”story”.

Mediation: This fused-but-suspended spatiality extends further, now into the topography of mediation, in which the importance of the sensorium can be seen also in the dynamics of the play’s gazes, its gaze-ness. An unusually active narrator’s perspective interrupts the reader’s perspective on localities, characters and dialogue. Interpretatively, he addresses the playing as well as us. Thus, reader’s gaze is fused to narrator’s gaze. What is linked in this series, however, is at the same time refracted and disrupted, and the material presence of the gazes as gazes is foregrounded. By ruptured linkage, this spatial trajectory (opsis – reader’s gaze – narrator’s gaze), extends even further, and includes The Stranger, too, the hotel guest whose signalled aloof and impartial perspective – the knowledgeable consciousness one might think would set things right – gets refracted and woven into the oblique gaze-ness of the play. In the narrator’s ironically disruptive phrasing: ”Le lien est noué avec le client, c’est-à-dire le spectateur privilégié de l’histoire” (19) [”The connection has been made with the customer: the privileged observer of the story” (23)]. Despite The Stranger’s seemingly phenomenal ”understanding” of the thematic problems of framing, desire, untruthfulness and dissolution, and of how to ameliorate or redeem them, he too, in his comments and elaborations, gets engulfed by the very same problems (not the least when with Véra, who clearly awakens his desire). His gaze breaks away from privileged ”content”, sidelong of any insight, and emerges by affective impact in its mere material quality as a gaze onto other gazes (he sees the characters, and us, seeing). In this off-zone – a topography of gaze-ness – perspectives (not contents) are fused, since the reader and the narrator likewise see him seeing. A further slide foregrounds the acting characters’ gazes; in a series of instances, side-text and dialogue foreground how they are seeing, not the ”contents” of what they see. – The sensorial qualities of opsis, then, fused with the materiality of mediation, open beyond signification a spatiality of imagination, presenced and freed out to be phrased anew by the power of continuity. An estranged, oblique linkage occurs – of material entities that are literally separate, as well as broken apart from everyday, phenomenal use, encoded signification and meaning. This actually occurs – performatively happens – as textual action. And this action is powered by the sensorial installation of this segment of spatiality, which allows for something distant to emerge, spectrally, into presence.


Places, landscapes: In what emerges, sensorial traces of places and landscapes are inscribed as well. Linked to this ever-widening spatiality is the textual movement into cities, villages, landscapes and continents. In the dialogue lines, these are in part places where Jean and Véra have spent time together, but mostly where they have eloped with their lovers, and might be going with them in the future. Yet the sensorial qualities of these locations break away from the character/story nexus, and stand forth as a spatially fused, oblique visibility. Linked are the materialities of Thionville-en-mêr (where the play is set) and those of Paris, Chantilly, Bordeaux, Arcanges, Venice, the Balearic Islands, Cannes, and further, the Atlantic beaches, and California. The sensorial qualities of these landscapes and places come to bear – the desertness, dryness and vastness of California, the weather, lakes and forests of Chantilly, the heat of Cannes, and the immensity, cold- and darkness of the Atlantic Ocean and its beaches. This fusion extends into the other works of the Véra Baxter ”cycle”, and into Duras’s œuvre, where the same or similar torn-out objects and their linkages connect the Véra Baxter-text to the topography of Duras’s entire lifework of living, art works, agony and bliss. So, the quotidian, tellable thematic trivialities of the phenomenal life-world – of faith and unfaithfulness, truth and lies – fade from focus.

Names: When asked by Véra why he has come to see her, The Stranger replies:

A cause de votre nom je croix. (ferme les yeux, cherche) Dès qu’il a été prononcé, là-bas, à l’Hôtel de Paris, pour la première fois, j’ai eu envie de voir qui le portait. (temps) Seulement à cause de ces deux mots (temps) : Véra (temps) Baxter (temps) De ce nom. – VÉRA BAXTER (répète son nom comme si elle l’entendait pour la première fois) : Véra Baxter. – L’INCONNU : Oui. (temps) Je l’ai reconnu. (temps) Vous vous souvenez ? – VÉRA BAXTER (entre dans la folie, sans le sentir) : Non. (105)

Because of your name I think. As soon as I’d heard it, back there at the Hôtel de Paris, for the first time, I wanted to see the person who had that name. (Pause.) Just because of those two words. (Pause.) Véra (pause) Baxter. (Pause.) That name. – VÉRA BAXTER [(repeats her name as if she heard it for the first time; LS)]: Véra Baxter. – THE STRANGER: Yes. (Pause.) I recognized it. (Pause.) Do you remember? – VÉRA BAXTER [(enters into a state of madness, without being aware of it; LS)]: No. (40)

A topographical archaeology of oblique traces are inscribed into the main character’s names, Véra Baxter. Etymologically, the name-image of ”Véra” carries the archaeological-sensorial elements of faith/faithfulness, truth, care, and identity stability. A person named Véra sees, and (supposedly) believes what she sees. But by contrast and rupture, the name-image of ”Baxter” (a variant of ”baker”) carries archaeological-sensorial elements of the folk-myth scorn of de backer’s or the baker’s, i.e. an illegitimate, fatherless child. The name ”Baxter” speaks of an identity genetically unaccounted for and without stable roots, of one exterior to firm fixation of a personal identity. Such a person, it may be argued, observes without quite seeing (who she is), and is observed without quite being seen. The entire name-image of ”Véra Baxter”, then, carries the paradoxical qualities of the one who faithfully knows herself, and of the one who fathoms and is observed by an unknown, unseen and muted ”truth” and ”knowledge” of herself, lodged in topographical reaches of an unattainable, yet sensorially intervening beyond.

Furthermore, the spatial installation of these material refractions extends to include the title names of the two other works of the ”cycle”: the film (1977) and the first play (1968). The film’s name-image of Baxter, Véra Baxter serially intensifies the ruptures between phenomenal truth and a muffled yet intervening ”knowledge” of an object gaze and voice – shifting back and forth between the archaeological-sensorial qualities of the name-images in the fusion of a widening, slanted spatiality. – The name-images of title of and main character in the first play of the cycle, Suzanna Andler, has a similar, silenced ”overdetermination”. ”Suzanna”, whose archaeology goes back to the apocryphic anecdote of Shoshannah, the pure ”lily”, in the Book of Daniel (Ch. 13), and extends through the entire history of art, carries the same aspects as those of ”Véra” – truth-steadfastness-faith in the world one sees. And in similar fashion to ”Baxter”, the name-image of ”Andler” has the archaeological quality of being seen (by another gaze) without oneself seeing that gaze. It plays on ”antler” (the deer-stag’s horns), from ante ocularis. ”Andler/antler”, in other words, obliquely speaks as that which resides before the eyes, yet cannot – or can only hardly – be seen by them, but by another gaze. Also the entire name-image of ”Suzanna Andler”, then, is linked to the emerging spatiality under analysis. That name-image paradoxically fuses literally disrupting object sensoria.

In sum, we now better realize how the plays, in an obliquely emerging material-sensorial spatiality opening up for imagination, can link the impacting, rupturing elements of opsis localities, place and landscape topographies (”that which can be seen”), to those of the complex topography of gazes (”that supposed to see”), and further to those of names and identities (”that delimiting knowledge and meaning”): In all of them, refractively and now unmuffled, something sees and/or speaks back. Hence, also the play’s title – Véra Baxter or The Atlantic Beaches. It is a fusion established by material disruptions, by literal, sensorial object separations. Its objects and images merely keep redoubling and multiplying themselves as nothing but themselves. It is as if they were saying: we make ourselves visible and sayable by freeing out the sensoriality embedded in our archaeology. Thus the constitution of topographies we phenomenally have faith in, of how we phenomenally apperceive what we have faith in, and of the knowledgeable meaning we phenomenally elicit, are radically questioned, in an ever-extending imaginary spatiality. In that imaginary realm, the materiality of localities, gazes, names and identities are freed to be seen and heard, as locality-ness, gaze-ness, name-ness, and eventually, perhaps even to mean differently hereafter. This second spatiality, then, animates and functions as a generator of textual action, in that it opens up for something to be seen and to be heard by performative impact – not by logos, mythos or narrative story-line. It is a paradoxical spatiality; it is a space that animates the phrasal power of continuity by the imaging power of affective, performative breaks, suspensions and ruptures. In this way, a redistribution of the sensorial traits of what human space and of what human apperception are made up of – of visibility and sayability – and thereby of meaning and knowledge, is made possible.

V Third spatial segment

Rancière’s theory of aesthetic image and space formation as sentence-images (2007: 46) helps us see how textual action is driven by disrupting images concatenated as the emergence, installation and transformation of spatial structures. Their imaging power of rupture turns representation into wonder, affect, pathos and emotion, as performative impacts occurring in writing and interpretative reading under the phrasal power of continuity. Such a concept of the aesthetic image-space basically belongs to a poetics of linguistic orientation. Rancière understands the animating work of objects and images in space as a textual action – ”the great parataxis” (2007: 46) – which joins a combinatorics with the affects of the impact of suspense and ruptures. The linguistic orientation also helps account for the textual force of images emerging as space not only in literature and theatre, but in a variety of other art forms, media and genres. Its theory is inter-aesthetic, and also furthers the study of converging in, and between, art forms and genres.

Having identified above some basic dynamics of aesthetic images and space as driving forces of textual action (as opposed to image and space extensions of character-action and story-line in fragments of the representative art regime), I will here substantiate those dynamics in a reading of what I delimit as Véra Baxter’s third spatial segment. I will as well formulate some initial comments pertaining to the second cluster of basis problems posed initially – how phenomena of converging in Véra Baxter can be related to the animating force in the aesthetic space/textual action nexus. – Definitely most dominant and radical – still, the third spatial segment is clearly of the same typology and structural kind as the second. Yet, motivating my subdivision is, first, its force of impact, its accent value in the text, i.e. the sensorial prevalence of things and images that make it up. Second, its images for the greater part belong to the world of natural phenomena. Finally, examples of this image-spatiality best clarifiy the contribution and propensity of Véra Baxter’s textual action to converge with other genres, art forms and media.


The turbulence: Interspersed into the dialogic exchanges of side characters as well as of Véra and Jean about their miserable lives of deception, desires and death wishes, the text repeats and multiplies, from beginning to end, the powerful image of turbulence. In merely reduplicating itself, the linkage of its sensorial presences makes an ineffable space emerge, modulated in a number of ways. It figures as sounds coming and going (music, laughter, screams; 1980: 9–11, 35, 46, 50, 98; 1986: 21, 26, 29, 39); as gusts of air, as a storm, and as wind (1980: 16, 79–80; 1986: 22, 35). It is presenced as vibrations, as light coming and waning (1980: 87, 108; 1986: 36, 41), as a place, as an ”everything”, and as a strange language (1980: 9, 21). There is also the element of the turbulence violently spattering its gaze upon the phenomenal world, which is folded in upon itself (1980: 11). Crucial is also the element of Véra beginning to merge with it – by appearing as blurred foreground, and so the material inaugural zone, of the thing-image of turbulence that she, and we, are looking at (1980: 22). Importantly, the impact of the turbulence stems obliquely from an outside, sidelong of trivialities of story, legend or narrative, trying to utter itself, and to establish itself as an alterior space within phenomenality. There, it represents a challenging, critical threat and a rectifying contradiction:

[La turbulence arrive] comme cherchant à entrer, à se poser quelque part : menace étrange, démenti en puissance (16) [Gusts of turbulence [...] as if trying to enter, to find a place somewhere: a strange threatening presence, a potential contradiction (22).] – Et déjà, la turbulence extérieure se fait entendre, aiguë, ironique (comme si elle se jouait de cette vérité en question) (20) – [The outside turbulence grows more audible, harsh, ironic [(as if it were gibing at this truth in question)]. (23)] – Cérémonial gigantesque de cette histoire d’amour, hors de toute légende. Nous parlons de celle moyenâgeuse, de Véra et Jean Baxter, nos contemporains. (54) – [Gigantic ceremonial of this love story, outside of all legend. We are speaking of this medieval one [as a textual play on the word, arguably also: this middle-age one, LS], of Véra and Jean Baxter, our contemporaries. [My transl., LS]]

The multiplied turbulence thing, then, strives for a visibility hitherto unknown, and seeks a phrasable language, out of which something could be re-formulated, as other stories. It exemplifies how ruptures of the aesthetic image install and animate space, and how space as sentence-image becomes a textual driving force.

Moreover, the turbulence complex exemplifies the occurrence of generic converging. In the case at hand (and in a theatre text), the prosaic-novelistic ”flatness” of dedramatized representation figures as a corollary precisely to the textually powering engine of the space-engendering image. Slowness and obliqueness are the peak effects. The progress of character action is slowed down in favour of durative textual action (also abundantly marked by the narrator throughout). The intruding space as well spills over into the dialogue, which gives increasing attention to the strangeness of the emerging space, and defocuses from the immediately familiar thematic conflicts of the character action. The emerging space’s search for phrasing then side-tracks representation. It shifts the representative focus away from character-action and plot and onto the textual progress, which takes the shape of slow, dedramatized representation. More will be said below about Véra Baxter’s various dedramatizing representational modes, whose converging propensities inflect the theatre text towards other genres and art forms (prose fiction, film, and painting). Crucial is the insight gained – that converging seems to occur as a corollary to the sensorially rupturing and textual phrasing dynamics of the thing-image to emerge as spatiality, i.e. as a function of the paradoxical work of separation-and-fusion.

In part separately, in part traversing and blending with that of the turbulence, other thing-images in Véra Baxter operate in a similar dedramatizing fashion. In the flat prose both of characters and narrator they gain attention as a spatiality of strangeness and mystery. Examples of such spatial boundlessness are the Atlantic wind, the Atlantic Ocean and the Atlantic beaches. Further, the forest landscape of Thionville, and the ponds and woods of Chantilly. Connected are as well comprehensive topographies of light and of sounds. And the continuous flaring up and waning of auditive and visual phenomena install a tactile topography of rhythm. While not strictly natural phenomena, also the narrator’s and characters’ lateral dwelling on buildings and apartments, and their topographical, discursive panning of rooms and objects of furniture must be mentioned here. The semantic qualities of such material sensoria groping for linguistic phrasing challenge the characters’ life-world; they are ”scary”, they ”contradict”. But the space they intrude as, is also an ”invitation” to be engulfed in a boundlessness. While strange and violent, yet not overtly so, it activates wonder and mystery, even redemption and bliss.

The terrible grounds: A brief look is allowed for, into one more powerful thing-image – that of the terrible grounds leading down to the beaches around the mansion.
 Some random examples, here from Véra’s lines:

ces parcs ici... c’est terrible... terrible” (57); ”et puis, ces parcs... tellement déserts [...] on crierait... personne ne viendrait” (62); ”Les parcs font peur.” (102) – [”the grounds here . . . it’s terrible . . . terrible” (30); ”and then the grounds . . . so deserted [...] if you screamed . . . no one would come” (31); ”The grounds are frightening.” (39)])

The affective impact of an invitation to join seems missing here, semantically the image-space seems to figure as mere terror, as pure negation, as sheer exteriority. Yet, only apparently so, since also this element of the third spatiality, on the final pages of the play, finds a phrasing which transforms that territory of violence into creative textual action. Véra’s and The Stranger’s discourse attains a peculiar shape of affective alterity, in which they are conduced to circumscribe these material grounds. The agony-arousing space appears in their brief, staccato narrative speculations about an originary, encrypted place, laterally off the beach landscape, on which an originary event and act of violence, a violent separation, have taken place.

While Véra’s version of ”the terrible grounds” inflects her agony to the owners of the mansion, and to the near past (conjugal separation, mortal domestic violence), The Stranger places the originary event in the distant past of sequestered women on the Atlantic Coast during the Crusades.

VÉRA BAXTER : Ils sont plus ou moins séparés. Ils ont fait construire ça et puis... (silence assez long). Il a dû se passer quelque chose ici, il y a quelques années... je me souviens mal... C’est la femme qui a essayé de se tuer, ou bien on a essayé de la tuer... (arrêt). (103)

[[VÉRA BAXTER:] They’re more or less separated. They had it built and then . . . (Rather long silence.) Something must have happened here, a few years ago . . . I can’t remember too well . . . the wife tried to kill herself, or else someone tried to kill her . . . (Stop. She falls silent. Silence.)” (40)]

L’INCONNU : C’était il y a milles ans, pas ici, dans ces forêts au bord de l’Atlantique, il y avait des femmes... – [Narrator, LS:] La mer. Nuit. Au-dessus, sauvage, la masse compacte de fôrets plongées dans la nuit. La caméra balaie la mer et la forêt. Encre noire d’une nuit millénaire. – L’INCONNU : ... leurs maris étaient loin, presque toujours, à la guerre du seigneur, à la Croisade, et elles restaient parfois pendant des mois dans leur cabane, seules au milieu de la fôret, à les attendre. (temps) Et c’est comme ça qu’elles ont commencé à parler aux arbres, à la mer, aux animaux de la fôret... – VÉRA BAXTER (off) (temps, se souvient) : On les a brûlées ?... – L’INCONNU : C’est ça, oui. (temps) L’une d’entre elles s’appelait Véra Baxter... (106)

[THE STRANGER: It was a thousand years ago, not here but in the forest on the Atlantic Coast, there were some women . . . (40) [– [Narrator, LS:] The ocean. Night. Above, savagely, the compact mass of forests plunged into the night. The camera pans from the ocean to the forest. Ink-black colour of a millennian night. [My transl., LS] – THE STRANGER:] . . . their husbands were almost never there, fighting in the holy wars during the Crusades and sometimes they’d stay for months in their huts all alone in the middle of the forest, waiting for them. (Pause.) And that’s why they began talking to the trees, to the sea, to the animals in the forest . . . – VÉRA BAXTER [(off) (Pause, she recalls.) [My transl., LS]]: Were they burned? . . . – THE STRANGER: That’s right, yes. (Pause.) One of them was called Véra Baxter. (Increasing darkness. The turbulence continues.) (40)]

Véra produces a rudimentary textual narrative out of the impact imparted to her by the sense of initial, speechless void in the space of the thing-image, and of fear, whereas The Stranger’s narrative sees the solitary women handling their separation by generating discourse.

As does Véra Baxter’s textual action today – the characters, and in particular the medieval women, are here witnessed outlining the contours and installing co-ordinates of an ever-widening, emerging and created topography – habitable, a new home, a space of alterity. Such a space is here conduced by frightful (or blissful, or sublime) material impacts of natural phenomena, sensorially separated and fused by phrasing into frail yet productive dwellings that still, in late modern aesthetic art, can be made ”mine”. Semantically, such habitats are ”oppositionally” alternative, they generate new and liveable meaning. They critique the representational regime, and liberate from that which – bogged down to seemingly irremediable trivialities – was and has been. Yet – so The Stranger’s narrative – at the millennial remove of medieval times (and, as the arguably textual play on ”moyenâgeuse” (54) has it: in the quotidian lives of wealth in the middleaged boulevard class), such creative productivity imprinted the stamp of witches on the female gender. They could be and were, and by metaphorical inference still today might be, burned for it. (40)

A reference, at this point, to J. Hillis Miller substantiates further these emblematically meta-poetic, textually productive but strange instances. He reflects precisely on the generating and animating force of textual action – a power that resides in a space of what he calls ”the preoriginal ground of the ground”, in the space of ”an unplaceable place” (1995: 7). Both phrasability and story-telling in art is a way of coping with the originary, violent separation from such a phenomenally groundless place and placeless space – with any material, object separation. Phrasability in art, therefore, is based on such a disruptive, literal and sensorial performative act in a space-about-to-become. Such a space turns what is ”not me” into something that might or can be ”me”. Discursive action therefore figure ruptures that are traces of the violence, or the bliss, of this unnameable outside, where the separation must have taken, or is taking, place. In art, then, the exterior returns as sensorial, material suspense, with the propensity for creative redistributions and reorganized discourse. This exteriority furnishes a condition of possibility of human life and of language. The atopical is Hillis Miller’s name for that locus of primary separation and the originary performative event. – Even the most ”negative” thing-images of Véra Baxter’s image-space, then, bear a powering relation to textual action and creativity.

VI Converging phenomena in Véra Baxter or The Atlantic Beaches

In relation to earlier Duras scholarship, a Rancière’ian theoretical perspective helps identify and diversify between aesthetic regimes in Duras’s art, in the endeavour to establish its textually active power – that of the creative combinatorics of material ruptures of the image-space, and the phrasal power of textual continuity. Yet, it also helps initiate the investigation of converging elements, and their relations to the animating force in the space/textual action nexus. The present section will, in greater systematic detail, point out the variety of converging factors in Véra Baxter, and complete my discussion of the empirical material, leading up to conclusions regarding the third basis question cluster: how the motoring energy of the space/textual action nexus and converging, can play a role in the de-ideologization of culture.

It is precisely to the rupturing/rephrasing qualities of the space-engendering image, that the phenomenon of converging gets installed. The sensorial and affective exertion of Duras’s textually acting images fundamentally depends upon two qualities, one in the continuity dimension of the play, the other in its register of focalization: slowness (linked to duration), and obliqueness. A handy phrase to characterize textual progress in Véra Baxter would be ”Slow, dead slow; and sideways!” In this dramatic text, paradoxically, slowness and obliqueness (markers of mode) are prime movers within its representational mode – for the impacts of the images to get stated, reach a level of sayability, and textually perform exertion for a changed visibility. Stated in structuralist aesthetic terms – while slowness in the continuity dimension refers to the syntactic or syntagmatic level, opening onto alterity to be ”said” or formulated; obliqueness refers to the paradigmatic level of equivalence, i.e. that of similarity and difference, opening onto alterity to be apperceived or ”seen”.

Reflecting in such terms on the prime qualities of the text’s representational mode – slowness/duration, and obliqueness – is not merely a play with words. It shows, first, that the changed visibilities and sayabilities for which Véra Baxter prepares the conditions of possibility, are closely linked to the immediate qualities of the theatre text’s representational mode (slow and oblique). Second, it shows that the alterity installed by the visible and the sayable in Duras’s aesthetic practice is closely related to Rancière’s theory of aesthetic art’s exertions of image and space as sentence-images. Third, it emphasizes the basically linguistic provenance of Rancière’s aesthetics of the sentence-image. And, fourth, these considerations underscore that the immediate qualities of Véra Baxter’s representational mode (slow/durative, and oblique), fundamentally match precisely the dominant qualities of the series of converging representational modes that this theatre text prompts for use, i.e. the text’s propensity for modes characteristic of other genres, art forms and media (and vice versa). The reason why this is so, it turns out, is that the prime qualities of these converging forms are, on the one hand, precisely the combinatorics of stating/”telling”/writing/presenting slowly and at length, and, on the other, (by sliding, sweeping, panning foci) showing beyond/behind/below/to the side/askew. – Let us look briefly into the major converging modes in question, of which all variants conduce the reader to focus, not only on what the single phrasal variant statingly represents, but also, and importantly, towards the margins of the represented, for what the represented obliquely might make visible.


Temps mort (1): Typical of Véra Baxter’s representational mode are innumerable sequences, some short, many unusually long, that are renderd in part as ”straight” stage and/or camera directions, tuned to underline a mimetic character/story-line/scene representation. A great many of them are pause and silence indicators. Yet – only in part so, since the silences, the pauses, and even the ”camera instructions” attain a frail, while strongly sensorial, textual-dramatic existence, a topography, of their own. For example, they extend way beyond being a cue to pan. They develop a fragmentary story or ”poem”, on how the gaze of the camera either lags behind the character’s gaze, or moves up to and surpasses it. They even phrase scenes where the object of the character’s gaze is rendered as an image – whose blurred, gazing character is an integral part as foreground of the image (1980: 22). Furthermore, silences and pauses pervade the text in all kinds of dialogic as well as (no longer directionally, but) full-fledged narrator’s segments, in which the narrator’s often lengthy, interpretational glosses are integral. Such pauses also possess the quality of blurring or superimposing a shot or a panning onto another one, frequently another local topography. Pauses and silences even take on the function of pausing ”silences” – in which the sensorial sound or image of one shot, gets superimposed onto the image and the sound of another. As fundamentally germane to the play’s representational mode, such silences, ”silences”, pauses, even lingering or developing images as ”pauses”, are rendered in an abundant and complex, apperceptive variety. They slow down the phrasing and the textual progress, and repeat or duplicate themselves in slightly alternative textual formulations. ”Mimetically”, they reduce the velocity of progress and development within the slice of represented reality in question. And they clearly – both on textual level as well as in represented reality – install a temporal dimension of vast duration. – These elements phenomena converge Véra Baxter with those of numerous temps mort variants – well-established, integral components of modern film and of the modern novel, as for instance in the tradition of the nouveau roman.


Tableaux: With the art of painting, moreover, Véra Baxter in a great number of scenes shares the tableau (of characters). Character positions are given, and gaze directions projected. Before, and irrespective of any dramatic action, represented time gets radically slowed down, and the image and the space represented are retained, for the exertion of sensorial affect. While – in the progress of reading the tableau and its further repetitions and variants – we observe its image and given space, yet we are conduced to looking sidelong of the retained image, for visibilities in its margins. By the same token, textually presented time (in which no character action occurs) is prolonged, for duration. Even the textual signifiers, then, are in a sense ”slowed down” and made to linger before our eyes. This double effect of tableaux – the slowing-down of represented image, and of presented phrasing – strikes one with impact, and contributes obliquely to the coming-to-sight of a peculiar spatiality. In some cases, the accessory of an overwhelming silence accompanies the tableau. While not primarily side effects of dramatized action but representational, self-generated ”plenitudes” – silences figure paradoxically in their own sensorial right, as occurring events represented in the text (”Silence partout. Ici et au dehors. Silence comme un événement.” (98) [”Silence everywhere. [Here and on the outside. LS] Silence as if it were an event.” (39)] Silence in a sense performs itself, sensorially. Also on the textual level, the duration of silence signifiers lingers on, the apperception of their sequentiality ”slowed down”. While the (initial) contrast between silence and sounds gets blurred, yet both sounds and silence, read as textual signifiers, perform themselves as ”events” or ”incidents”. The effect of such a peculiar phrasing is that represented images, as well as images as presenced signifiers, are endowed with a propensity to be gazed upon and apperceived at length. Reading gets conduced to be looking sidelong of or beyond the images, towards an imaginary space they make emerge.


Postures of gazes figure as another representational mode – a converging component that the play shares with the art of painting. Sometimes the gazes of two characters meet and are retained. Sometimes tableau-like postures occur, as when a character’s gaze heads in one direction (and sometimes, as it happens, two characters’ gazes look different ways), while another character’s gaze is directed at the one looking (sees the one seeing). Here again, while getting directed towards the represented postures and gaze directions, our apperception is inflected towards the sensorial margins of the postures, for oblique visibilities. Also textually, the repeated presencing of postures as concatenated, material signifiers to be phrased, make us look beyond or to the side, towards a hitherto unseen spatiality of imagination.

Dedramatization: Space emerging sidelong of the retained tableaux, pervading stillnesses, silences of fixed gazes, and ”silences” of shots, pannings and sound images in sliding motion or reciprocal superimposition – all of them figure as dedramatization of character action and ”story-line”. As such, the theatre text with its paraphernalia of drama shares its representational mode with the ”flatness” of prose fiction of both the 19th and the late 20th Centuries. A variety of prose art foregrounds the duration and the slowly developing continuity dimension of represented slices of reality, but also that of the textuality of signifiers. To be sure, the representational modes of such prose allows for the exertion of sensorial impacts of objects, things and images, as well as of textual signifiers, to perform their work of making an alternative spatiality emerge.


Temps mort (2): Véra Baxter’s representational modes shared with modern film and modern novels of the nouveau roman movement that we have in mind, are those appearing in works by artists such as Michelangelo Antonioni, George Perec and the Oulipo group. The temps mort mode of their art is frequently referred to as post-diegetic representation. For our purposes in the context of Duras, the term can be extended, and phrased as a lateral-, pre- and post-diegetic mode. In film, this mode frequently implies the lingering shot on a space, a landscape or a scene to the side of or beyond characters, after the ”action” has finished or moved on, in this manner giving the ”background” or the ”setting” a performative life of its own. Obviously, the topographically affective visuality and the pictorial interest of things and objects are particularly enhanced, as ”textual” action, at the cost of story-lines and narratively arranged character actions. Several of Marguerite Duras’s films are well-known to possess this quality. She as well developed the aesthetic practice of sidelongly filming the filmatic shooting at and of the film sets. In the micro-realism of the nouveau roman, textual time moves slowly, and it forwards things, again at the expence of plot, character and story time. In film, the camera lingers on, or wanders along the materialness of objects, signs and gazes, with the affective consequence of alternative visibilities appearing, obliquely off those in the service of emplotment and characters.

De-ideologization: The emergence of an alternative spatiality in Véra Baxter is coupled with the slow and oblique textual action within such representational modes. To these modes belong as well the innumerable disruptions and the traversing presence of ellipses in the play. Factually pervading the dialogues and narrative segments (dots, and punctuated words and incomplete phrases), but also appearing in the wider sense of separating omissions and phenomenal disparitions common to all the modes discussed here – ellipses continuously suspend, shift, superimpose, and alter perspectives and contexts. As well, ellipses radically side-track the quotidian, ”conscious understanding” of the material image-spaces that keep interfering with the selected, trivial story-line of the slice of commodified, boulevard ”reality” represented in the play. That ”reality” is estranged from the creative, fundamental potentials of the muffled, immense material alterity of the spatiality emanating in its textual action. This sideways shifting, lipogrammatic asethetics with its elliptical bracketing, as critique, of the ideologically stifled, inauthentic misery of the narrowly delimited, late modern existence of its characters, seems to be the ”raison d’être” of Véra Baxter as a work of art. The play, then, and its constantly slightly altered variants and circulated repetitions as ”scénario”, stage play and film, are perforce a critique of ideology. Based on Marx, Althusser, and de Man, such a critique, states Hillis Miller, is precisely the working, textually active rearrangements of the spatial upheavals of ”an erroneous relation between consciousness and material reality.” (1995: 194; my ital.)
The roles of the most telling examples of converging phenomena in these rearrangements are those of the play’s second and third spatiality. There, the typically flowing, lateral Duras’ian image-space comes into being in the fusion of and the separation – from each other, and from a ”human” life-world – of the localities, gazes, landscapes, names, identities, other art works, and powerful natural phenomena: While shifting attention away from story-content in the register of textual continuity (slow), their functions in the register of focalization (oblique) inaugurate topographies that come to bear precisely by the lateral/pre/post-diegetic spatiality of the temps mort. Materially, they are all given time – and endowed with the propensity to be sensorially presenced and reflectively reformulated in opposition to quotidian, instrumental existence.

VII In conclusion

In my analytical sketch we have studied how aesthetic space installations contribute to the power of textual action. Duras’s peculiar space offers, in scope, magnitude, and powerful impacts, a critique of ideology, of frozen truths turned erroneous, of life-world trivialities. This space happens – in the manner of emblematic thing-images we have witnessed embedded in the text, affectively working their way into becoming a space of alterity: the “turbulence extérieure [qui] se fait entendre, aiguë, ironique (comme si elle se jouait de cette vérité en question).” (20); as well as those of the nothingness of silence as ”événement” (98) – [the “outside turbulence [that] grows more audible, harsh, ironic [(as if it were gibing at this truth in question)].” (23); and silence as ”an event” (39)]. Duras’s space prompts us to reflecting upon basic conditions of possibility: upon the visible and sayable, and what can be made to be so; upon what is “not mine”, and what could be, or can be “mine”.

The exposure to sensorial and phrasable redistributions – that Rancière’s thoughts on objects, images, space, phrasability, art forms, inter-aesthetic converging, and political de-ideologization of culture has broadened the scope for and insights into, beyond those of poststructuralism and psychoanalysis – does not necessarily chain us to enhanced violence, pain, grief, sadness, and melancholy in the quotidian. While exposures to Duras’s peculiar spatiality are also a highly constructive otherness, they are the basis, even, for the emergence of possible, blissful realizations of dreams. The ideologies of truths and lies, faith and deceit certainly regulate the human life-world. When becoming unbearable to the extent of undoing our lives, they win strong proclivities for reformulation in a textually phrased and acting space, in which sensorial materiality matters. In such a space, categorized, instrumentalized and repressed things and images around us, are made, first, to be seen, and, second, to be formulated afresh. Faced with rule-ridden spaces of commodified narratives, the sensorial emergence of a spatiality of images-as-things and objects represents an alterity – for things have no will or intentions or plots. While phrasability is free, the “story” will have to be made – differently. Materiality matters.
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� Duras testified to ”multiplicateur”, ”rupture” and ”découpage” as actively and extensively applied creative modes in her work, generically as well as inter-aesthetically/medially. Cf. e.g. 1970’s interviews by Xavière Gauthier, Michelle Porte, and Susan Husserl-Kapit (Willis 15, et passim).


� Central to this study are The Future of the Image; The Politics of Aesthetics; and Film Fables.


� According to Rancière, the genres and media of  drama, prose fiction, film, and the art of painting possess representational structures installed by way of an aesthetic rupture occurring historically further back in art, and in the discourse on art, than merely in the course of the last 50–60 years (late modernity). In The Politics of Aesthetics and in The Future of the Image, Rancière argues that the aesthetic regime was introduced in early 19th Century prose fiction, and that it has, by way of 19th and 20th Century discourse on art, important preconditions in the Classical age of (genre and family) painting already in the 17th Century.


� In Théâtre II. It was written in the course of a few weeks for Duras’s friend, actress and playwright Loleh Bellon. Says Duras, it is a ”sorte de gageure boulevardière” [”a kind of venture into the boulevard world”] (”Notes de l’auteur” 1980: 5), implicitly referring both to its elements of emplotment, theme, and theatre conventions. – Philippa Wehle – Véra Baxter’s translator into English – is right in seeing Suzanna Andler as ”a rather conventional drama” (12) – yet, only in terms of plot (rudiments) and dialogue. Wehle clearly reads spaces merely as (metaphorical) mirrors or extensions of the main character’s states of mind (e.g .13), and overlooks elements of oblique space that are already embryonic in Suzanna Andler. – Rønnaug Alten’s 1972 translation of Suzanna Andler for the Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation’s Radio Theatre is highly abbreviated, unprecise, at times even downright mistaken, and relies only on dialogues (it bears close to no trace of the activity of the ”side-textual” and interpreting narrator).


� Directed by Marguerite Duras. With Claudine Gabay, Noëlle Chatelet, Delphine Seyrig, Claude Aufaure, Nathalie Neil, and Gérard Depardieu, and with Duras herself as Narrator (voice-over).


� A note on versions: Duras’s own, published reflections on and preferences among the three versions are exclusively concerned with her favoured and developing poetics of ”dédoublement”, and the representational possibilities in productions (film or stage). In this perspective, it was in her opinion the decision to film Suzanna Andler (as Baxter, Véra Baxter) that decisively ameliorated the material, when she introduced a third main character eclipsing and doubling the paid lover Michel Cayre. Véra Baxter’s story of love was then not merely played out in front of our eyes, but told by her to an unknown third party (i.e. ”dédoublement” of characters, as well as of representational mode). It is, however, the third textual version – despite more or less identical dialogues in the second and the third – that should have been the basis for the film, she says: When shooting the film, she made the major mistake of turning the third character into a woman – a flaw that could not be balanced even by an actress of Delphine Seyrig’s format. Therefore, it is the third textual version (the Albatros edition of 1980, and the main object of this study) that holds the greatest value for Duras, and which she recommends for future film or theatre productions. Here, Véra searches for words for her plight in the final, lenghty dialogue with the unnamed man (the hotel guest/The Stranger). Duras also indicates how the spatial objects and topographies of the third textual version might be represented and produced (for effect) on screen and stage. (”Note de l’auteur” 1980: 5–6.)


� A note on translation: Philippa Wehle’s 1985 English translation of Duras’s third textual (Albatros) version as Véra Baxter or The Atlantic Beaches (published 1986), is used here for citations in English. Wehle is faithful to Duras’s comments on representation and production, in as much as she basically turns the text into one for staging: Reduced are the original’s proliferating, side-textual topographical headlines and segments (that a textual reading will connect to a representing and interpreting narrator’s activity). Reduced are as well the variations of gazes and perspectives in them (e.g. in connection with the camera’s angles and movements in relation to those of characters and readers/spectators). The translation also has a clear 5-act subdivision, not to be found in the original. While much might, and some does, go lost this way, yet the translation is by no means poor, and it retains sufficient emphasis on spatial objects, obliquely sliding spatiality, and low velocity to emulate with the original. In my opinion, though, Wehle does underplay the dominant obliqueness of objects and space in her translation.


� In Suzanna Andler (where the doubling character of The Stranger has not yet been introduced into the material) the final, lenghty dialogue takes place between Suzanna and Michel Cayre. Here, the parallel textual marker of a spatially oblique, archaeological ”overdetermination”, and the presencing of a beyond, are pronounced by Michel: ”Tu n’as pas pensé... qu’autre chose... une autre histoire, plus, plus lointaine... intervenait? Mais sans qu’on le sache? sans qu’on la voie? [...] Que tout au long de votre vie il y ait eu – à l’insu de tous – cette durée que personne ne peut atteindre.” (77–78) – ”Has it never occurred to you... that something else... another story, more, more distant... intervened? But without us knowing about it? without it being visible to us? [...] That your entire life through there may have been – unbeknownst to all – this lasting permanence unattainable to anybody.” (My transl.)


� It figures extensively in the last scenes – in Véra’s phone conversation with her husband, and in the lengthy exchange between Véra and the Stranger.


� Arguably, a contextual reference is the revived reception and the public debate in France of the works and the corporeal thinking of the historian Jules Michelet (1798–1874), partly induced by Roland Barthes’ admirable book Michelet par lui-même (1954). A case in point, especially, are Michelet’s prodigious – and to many, provocative – recurring motifs of the woman, her body and her blood as crucial driving forces of historical generation, distributed between Michelet’s ”maleficent” and ”beneficent” thematic complexes. Michelet’s works and charged opinions about the French Revolution are among his most central contributions, yet he wrote extensively and continuously on almost any historical period, and on innumerable social topics. His nexus of the motifs of womanhood with ideas of the witch – medieval or modern – was coined and established to endure and to proliferate in a great variety of his production, but particularly in works about the Middle Ages, as well as in La sorcière (1862). – In Suzanna Andler’s parallel, fragmentary narrative about the women and sorceresses of the forests during the Crusades (there pronounced by Michel Cayre), the opening line reads: ”Tu connais les femmes de Michelet?”, and further down: ”C’est comme ça qu’a commencé le règne des sorcières. [...] On a puni les femmes d’être en intelligence avec la nature, on a brûlé les sorcières. [...] Vous n’avez plus la fôret. Il vous reste ces mariages.” (68) [”Are you familiar with Michelet’s women? [...] That was the way the reign of witches started. [...] Women were punished for their secret complicity with nature, the witches were burned. [...] You do not have the forest any longer. These marriages are what remains for you.”] [My transl., LS] – Suzanna is unfamiliar with this story; Véra after a pause seems to slightly recognize and remember something of that kind of existence. However, in Véra Baxter there is no mention of Michelet. – Relevant pages for further reflection in Roland Barthes’s book (1987): pp. 57–58, 147–157, 167–168.


� Modes analyzed here are well established in Duras 1968, and dominantly prominent in Duras 1977/2008.





