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Screaming without Sound

Writing isn’t just telling stories. It’s exactly the opposite. It’s telling everything
at once. It’s the telling of a story, and the absence of a story. It’s telling a story
through its absence.1
Marguerite Duras

O

ne expects water to freeze at 0° Celsius. Just as one might expect misery
to be miserable, a scream to be audible, or a communist to believe in
communism.2 One expects a woman to suffer if betrayed by her fiancé
(The Ravishing of Lol V. Stein) or a disgraced diplomatic official to tender
his resignation (The Vice-Consul).3 If a family cannot pay their water bills, ought
they not to expect that the water will be cut off? “An oak in every acorn.”4 Such is
the case… for the most part.

When expectations are met, when the affairs of life unfold in accordance with “that
celebrated ‘thread of the story,’” to quote Robert Musil’s The Man without Qualities, one utters a sigh of relief.5 “Lucky the man who can say ‘when,’ ‘before,’ and
‘after’!” Lucky the man, in other words, that can appeal to a “narrative order,” for
“the basic law of this life, the law one longs for” is that of a sequence that makes
sense, that allows one to plot out a course of action, which is to say, represent “the
overwhelmingly manifold nature of things” within a “unidimensional order.” This
is the metaphysical function of the “thread of the story.” It guarantees a sense of
direction, a promise of completion, in short, a sense of wholeness.
Most people relate to themselves as storytellers. They usually have no use
for poems, and although the occasional “because” or “in order that” gets
knotted into the thread of life, they generally detest any brooding that goes
beyond that; they love the orderly sequence of facts because it has the look
of necessity, and the impression that their life has a “course” is somehow
their refuge from chaos.
Having a likely, or better, a necessary story to tell allows one to forget life’s elementary uncertainty “as an actor who forgets the scenery and his makeup, and believes
that he is really living his part.”6
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In the Poetics, Aristotle defines the story (muthos), which he claims is the ground
(archê) and soul of poetic art, as “the composition of the things done.”7 Events that
“seem to have happened as if by design,” he claims, make for better, more wondrous
and “more beautiful” stories.8 The foundational function of the story guarantees
that what happens does not happen by “chance or luck” but in accordance with an
end. This end is guaranteed if and only if the story accords with what is natural,
which is to say, what happens for the most part.9 Unlike the historian who speaks
of “things that have happened,” the “work of the poet” is to speak of things that
“might happen and the possibilities that come from what is likely or necessary [tò
eikòs ḕ tò anankaĩon].”10 The story is not merely a sequence of actions, but a composition that makes out of them a whole.11 The meaning of this whole may indeed be
obscure and difficult to comprehend, but it is not itself in question.
Yet, literature, or what Marguerite Duras often prefers to simply call writing, begins
when the part leveraged to determine the most gives way. It no longer holds. The
story comes unhinged. It becomes unbearable. One can no longer make sense of
things, because one’s sense of expectation must forgo an expected sense. One finds
oneself like Musil’s Ulrich bereft of “this elementary, narrative mode of thought.”
Ice does not form at 0° Celsius.
To write, for Duras, is a matter of pitting oneself at the heart of this calamity, reaching that point when misery is no longer miserable:
The wonderful misery is perhaps that torture, that entreaty which allows
no respite, that uprooting of self which leaves you forsaken and lost when
it ends with the book. You know too. To be the object of one’s own madness
and not to go mad, that could be it, the wonderful misery. All the rest is
beside the point.12
•••
Duras likens the loss of the feeling of being whole to watching a poorly dubbed film
that lacks even the semblance of a plot.
You never know, in life, when things are there. You can’t grasp them. You
were saying the other day that life often seems as if it were dubbed. That’s
exactly what I feel: my life is a film that’s been dubbed – badly cut, badly
acted, badly put together. In short, a mistake. A whodunnit without either
murders or cops or victims; without a subject, pointless. It could have been
a real film, but no, it’s a sham. But who’s to say what one would have had to
do for it to be otherwise? I suppose I should have just stood there in front of
the camera without saying or doing anything; just being looked at, without
thinking about anything in particular. Yes, that’s it.13
Life without a story to make of it a whole falls mute. Duras posits something like
a fundamental lack of synchronization at the heart of being.14 Words and things
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are fatally partnered but mismatched. Life is thus hopelessly awkward, lopsided. It
limps. “A reality that’s ragged and hollowed out.”15
Duras might occasionally fantasize about such literal muteness. Just as she dreams
of a book that would have no raison d’être other than the meandering drift that she
calls the motorway of the word: “I’d like to write a book the way I’m writing at
this moment, the way I’m talking to you at this moment. I’m scarcely conscious of
the words coming out of me. Nothing seems to be being said but the almost nothing there is in all words.”16 However, Duras recognizes that such a book is strictly
speaking “impossible.”17 A book about nothing,18 without a story or direction, a
book that like a motorway goes “in all directions at once” is no book at all. “The
only alternative is to say nothing. But that can’t be written down.”19 So the writer’s
conundrum is how to write down nothing, the nothing that cannot be said.
Duras attends to this problem by listening to what remains unsaid or to that which
is said but not heard: moments in which language loses its fluency and writing its
polish. Born Marguerite Donnadieu, her decision to adopt the pen name Duras –
the name of the village in Lot-et-Garonne where her father was born – with its
pronunciation of a regionally specific “sibilant s,” as Rachel Kushner reminds us,
acts as an insistent reminder of the importance of this positive lack of refinement.20
Duras makes us hear the “s’s” silence. Her writing resonates with awkward silence,
socially awkward presences…the kind of silences that social etiquette seeks to dispel or at least to smooth out. Duras’ “aesthetics of awkwardness,” as Julia Kristeva
aptly formulates, consists in the manner in which she sheds the presumption that
writing ought to minimize abnormality. As Kristeva stresses, this is not a result
of Duras’ interest in formal concerns. “If there is a formal search,” she writes, “it
is subordinate to confrontation with the silence of horror in oneself and in the
world.”21 Duras’ singular distaste for polished writing is more visceral than intellectual, an almost physical disgust with the effort to eliminate imperfection and
regulate life’s crippled cadence. Her writing preserves a certain untidiness that can
make one question the veracity of a memory: is it Indiana Song or India Song, S.
Thala or S. Tahla, Richard or Richardson?22 Her sentences are frequently mere syntactical fragments as if an incumbent meaning has been aborted. The overall effect
is that of the carefully indefinite. Things are messy but not careless. The reader is
thus in doubt as to what is being said, left with nothing but a residue, the remains,
of a story.23 “The longing for a story.”24
•••
Not a story but not not a story, Duras’ books are tasked with the contradiction of
not just telling a story, but its opposite. The opposite of the story is not just life but
life devoid of sense. What she terms “the fundamental futility of life.”25 Writing
that is equal to life’s futility proceeds without the assurance of a sheltering sky. The
sky, rather, is “unwholesome-looking,”26 as Duras describes the sky of Calcutta in
The Vice-Consul. The lack of such assurance lends writing, like the “white residents”
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of Calcutta, a liverish hue. It is sickly intelligent. Without a story to assure it, writing is dispossessed of an identity, haunted by an indigency just as the story of The
Vice-Consul is haunted by the beggar woman from the village of Battambang.
She is a figure of absolute abandonment. A human living without the assurance of
humanity. Destitute beyond anything one might expect. Nameless because she has
forgotten her own name. A stranger amongst strangers, a Cambodian amongst the
Calcutta lepers, sleeping along the banks of the Ganges river.27 “She grows more
and more confused, until at last, suddenly, all confusion ceases, because she no
longer seeks to understand anything.”28 She has become a cipher of life’s futility, of
its scattered remains: “‘Meaningless utterances and profound silence,’ says Michael
Richard.” All that is left of her in Calcutta is her laugh, “drained of all color” and the
song, “the word ‘Battambang’ that she repeats incessantly.”29 Prompted to speak of
this “odd creature” by Charles Rossett, the Vice-Consul says: “Death in the midst of
life…death following but never catching up.”30 What is not just life but its opposite
is not death, but, perhaps, death in the midst of life.
The character of Peter Morgan, a “young” writer – “Twenty-four years of age. On
his first visit to India”31 – is the one whose ambition is to tell her story. “[D]runk on
the sufferings of India,” he believes it is his task, the task of the writer, to become
one with her suffering and to explain why the reader ought to be interested in her.
To the question – “Why her in particular?” – he answers, “Because nothing more
can happen to her, not even leprosy.” 32 The Vice-Consul begins with his effort to free
and indirectly enter the beggar woman’s story:
She walks on, writes Peter Morgan.
How to avoid going back? Get lost. I don’t know how. You’ll learn. I need
some signpost to lead me astray. Make your mind a blank. Refuse to recognize familiar landmarks. Turn your steps towards the most hostile point on
the horizon, towards the vast marshlands, bewilderingly crisscrossed by a
thousand causeways.33
Yet, to be precise, the novel does not begin with his effort. It begins, rather, inelegantly by marking a disjunction between two narrative positions, ensuring that
the reader read his writing, position its story in relation to another writing, a different narrative voice. The story thus begins with a disidentification.
Peter Morgan wants to tell the story of her madness. He does not allow madness to
truly enter into the writing of her story. His writing may speak about the hostile
point of the horizon, but it fails to evoke it. And as he announces much later in the
novel in a discussion with George Crawn, Michael Richard, and Charles Rossett, he
seems careful to avoid such a slippage: “I shall abandon her before madness overtakes her…that’s for sure; but all the same I need to understand the nature of her
madness.”34 I do not believe that Duras thinks that we should read him derisively.
But we misunderstand what is at stake in the novel if we do not think the gap that
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she institutes at the book’s beginning. Duras’ book thus has a delayed beginning. It
begins with the interruption of Morgan’s efforts.
It is this interruption that enables Duras to pose the problem of the novel, which
touches on writing as such, namely the relation between the song of Battambang
and the Vice-Consul’s screams. We must attend to the inscription of the difference
between what Peter Morgan knows – “This is what he knows.” – and how he imagines. By establishing this gap within the narrative, the reader is shown what he fails
to grasp or take interest in: the relation between the Embassy and its outside, the
Vice-Consul and the beggar woman. “Peter Morgan has followed her through the
streets of Calcutta,” but he fails to see what is written, which only we readers are
in a position to see: “There she is, opposite the residence of the former Vice-Consul
of France in Lahore. In the shade of an overhanging bush, her dress of coarse sacking still sopping wet, she lies asleep.”35 Whereas Peter Morgan is absorbed in India’s miseries – “misery and yet more misery, he thinks” – Duras’ novel poses the
problem that only appears when this gaze is interrupted and the beggar woman is
placed opposite the Vice-Consul.
It is this interruption that makes it possible for Duras to shift the problem of the
book from the ambition to tell a story (the story of India) to the task of writing
about a figure – Jean-Marc de H., the French Vice-Consul of Lahore – who has no
story to tell. Peter Morgan talks about India and its suffering, about “the mad beggar-woman,” but he maintains a safe distance from his object, between himself and
the immensity of India’s suffering. The difference between the Embassy grounds
and city of Calcutta is preserved despite spending his night following her through
the streets. His interest in “the mad beggar-woman” blinds him to the conundrum
of the Vice-Consul, his embarrassing and disturbing presence, to the “truth” that
will “hit” Charles Rossett “blindingly”: “it’s impossible, it’s absolutely impossible to
dwell on. . . the fact of his existence. . . . How can one possibly feel human affection
of any kind for the Vice-Consul of Lahore?”36 For a storyteller like Peter Morgan,
the Vice-Consul is, no doubt, too close to home, too disruptive to all and any peace
of mind. To grasp the truth of the Vice-Consul is to grasp an I that has annihilated
all distance from the suffering that surrounds it and within which it is immersed.
This truth has to be blotted out in order for Peter Morgan to maintain his fictitious
transgression, his fictitious journey outside the compound. Peter Morgan’s declaration “That’s enough of him!” is a bit too insistent.37
The difference between writing and storytelling becomes the object of the novel
only once Peter Morgan’s fictional gaze is itself positioned as an object. We then
glimpse that the “young” writer’s desire “to shoulder the misery of Calcutta,”
“plunge into its depths…to get it over, so that wisdom may start to grow out of
bitter experience”38 is itself fictitious and radically opposed to the Vice-Consul’s
altogether fundamental incapacity to shoulder the misery of Lahore. His inability to get used to Lahore finds outlet through an unfathomable violence: randomly
shooting from his Embassy balcony into the Shalimar gardens. The Vice-Consul’s
screams are the screams of the writing of literature.
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That which screams in writing is the silencing of sense. These silences mark a
break-down in cohesion, in synchrony, a collapse of “the correlation between cause
and effect”39 that makes one question the story as such and as a whole. In all of
Duras’ writing, the story turns around a resistant kernel.40 Cause is absent: that
essentially awkward man – “a man at a distance from other men”41 – the French
Vice-consul of Lahore shoots at the lepers in the Shalimar gardens. The beggar
woman from Tonle Sap emerges from a lagoon near The Prince of Wales Hotel with
a live fish and bites its head off. “Laughing more than ever, she chews the fish head.
The decapitated fish jerks in her hands.”42 In L’Amante Anglaise, Claire Lannes kills
and dismembers her deaf-mute cousin, Marie-Thérèse. Where the head is hidden
will remain a mystery. André Berthaud commits suicides. “Now as then, when the
events took place, I see Berthaud’s gesture not as his only way out but as a refusal
to take part in the deadly comedy staged by the police. In this instance his mental
incapacity served him well: he chose his own death.”43 Lol V. Stein at the ball in S.
Thala forgets to follow the thread of her own story: “so carried away by the sight of
her fiancé and the stranger in black,” as Duras puts it, “that she forgets to suffer.”44
She forgets what we expect from the story of a girl in love. “She had forgotten the
age-old equation governing the sorrows of love.”45 Lol incarnates a gap between the
story and its absence and “her whole life will unfold around that very loss, that
very void.”46 She is unable to forget this moment of forgetting. By forgetting her
storyline, she forgets herself.47
Duras’ stories are not stories, but stories born of their interruption, of the suspense
of an expected sense:
Like a phenomenon related to the freezing of water. Water turns to ice at
zero degrees, but sometimes, when the weather’s very cold, the air is so still
that the water forgets to freeze. It can descend to minus five degrees and
freeze only then.48
Water too, like stories, can deviate from its script.
•••
One begins to write, not when one begins to tell a story, but when one’s sense of expectation is absent. When water forgets to freeze. Such a deviation has its scientific
explanations. It may be caused by the impact of an increase in barometric pressure
on water’s molecular structure or may be the result of water being very pure and
still. In such cases, ice crystals cannot form since there is nothing for them to bind
to: no flecks of dust, no tiny vibrations, no impurities to catalyze the change. Yet,
such explanations aid the cause of meaning. They explain the reason why water
does not conform to our expectation. The form of expectation itself is thus not in
peril. The explanation allows a sense of reality to be preserved. Yet, the event itself,
water’s failure to conform to expectation, shows that reality is untenable. It is this
untenability that fiction must respect. The suspense of water’s sense must become
interminable.
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Duras’ metaphor, “water forgets…”, is not an explanation. It fails to explain. The
failed form of an explanation is substituted for the form of expectation. Water’s
forgetfulness forces us to ascribe an identity to water that it lacks. Water is itself
absent minded. It forgets itself; it loses its sense. It forgets just as Lol V. Stein forgets
to suffer. The metaphor seeks a language in the face of language’s inadequacy to
determine the loss of water’s identity, of its relation to an expected sense.
Something unbecoming comes to pass. Water’s awkward beauty. Water retains its
form when it ought not to have. Perhaps, we can say that it is a form that has shed
its identity. Forgetful of itself, it does not live up to expectation. For a brief spell
water fails to register the fact that it ought to be ice. But it is not. And having lost
the limits defining the stability of its form, water loses the assurance of its identity,
haunted by the anomaly of this not. Within this suspended interval, as water dips
below 0° without freezing, it encounters the loss of its sense. Shorn of its sens (sense
and direction) and the end to which its story ought to conform, it must suddenly
confront itself as nothing but a relation to this absence, as nothing but this forgetting. Water parts way with itself. “In a solitary confrontation with change.”49
Water remains water but has shed the expectation of its form. It occupies the hollow place of an absent sense. Having lost a relation to its signification, it becomes
nothing but a shell of a word. A block of signifying material: w-a-t-e-r. The metaphor here directs the mind to an absent sense. Water can only forget to freeze in language. But the metaphor prompts language to say nothing: “Nothing seems to be
being said but the almost nothing there is in all words.”50 Duras’ metaphor stresses
that the event that could indeed so easily go unnoticed befalls language, specifically the sense that accrues to the word water. Its signification is held in suspense.
It is presently absent. The word’s non-sensical place is substituted for the word’s
signification. Water is not water by retaining its form when it ought not to. When
it no longer aligns with what we expect from its physical properties, the word persists without sense. In forgetting to freeze, water for a brief stint forgets what it is: a
word that has a meaning. It becomes a mere thing in relation to a word whose sense
can no longer seize it. Such a seizure is after all what we expect from language. It
ought to mean something,51 but language here fails to act as it ought. And Duras
suggests as much through a violation of its meaning: water is too cold to freeze. A
proposition whose truth does not make sense.
In The Lover, Duras describes a scene while sitting with her mother in which she
suddenly loses her sense:
I looked at my mother, I could hardly recognize her. And then, in a kind of
sudden vanishing, a sudden fall, I all at once couldn’t recognize her at all.
There, suddenly, close to me, was someone sitting in my mother’s place who
wasn’t my mother, who looked like her but who’d never been her. She looked
rather blank, she was gazing at the garden, a certain point in the garden, it
looked as if she was watching for something just about to happen, of which I
could see nothing. There was a youthfulness about her features, her expres-
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sion, a happiness which she was repressing out of what must have been habitual reticence. She was beautiful. Dô was beside her. Dô seemed not have
noticed anything. My terror didn’t come from what I’ve just said about her,
her face, her look of happiness, her beauty, it came from the fact that she was
sitting just where my mother had been sitting when the substitution took
place, but that that identity irreplaceable by any other had disappeared and
I was powerless to make it come back, make it start to come back. There was
no longer anything there to inhabit her image. I went mad in full possession
of my senses. Just long enough to cry out. I did cry out. A faint cry, a cry
for help, to crack the ice in which the whole scene was fatally freezing. My
mother turned her head.52
Just as the event of water’s failure to conform to what we expect of its sense is not
a concern of water as such but the language tasked with its signification, here it is
Duras, the I of the narrator, who “goes mad in full possession of her senses.” Speech
fails her and the only response to her mother’s substitution is a cry. To write this
cry is to substitute its silence, the muteness of the word, for its demand to be heard.
A silent cry cannot be heard, but only read.
“Screaming without sound.”53 This is one of Duras’ formulas for writing. The anomalous event of water’s forgetting to freeze demands that its relation to lack, the void
of its identity, be exhibited. Language’s sense falls silent. The writer has to exhibit
water that has forgotten to freeze. But to do so, he or she must produce a silent
scream.
•••
“A writer is an odd thing,” Duras writes. “He’s a contradiction, and he makes
no sense. Writing also means not speaking. Keeping silent. Screaming without
sound.”54
Writing positions the voice as absent. Written words do not speak but are spoken.
When one speaks words are animated by a voice which always lends whatever
has been articulated a singular inflection. Aristotle defines the voice (phônê) as “a
sound belonging to something with a soul.” Yet, sound need not be meaningful.
Speech itself, which is to say, speech about something, can always be obliterated
by the voice when it, for example, is screamed. To describe writing’s contradictory
relation to sense and speech, to logos, as screaming without sound suggests that
writing is overloaded by the voice’s absence, by this absence’s amplification. Speech
can always be upset by the voice: in screams, cries, or laughter. One might think
here of the Vice-Consul’s “curiously toneless delivery, the voice pitched a fraction
too high, as though he were with difficulty restraining himself from shouting.”55
A certain kind of writing, which reaches its fulfillment in bureaucratic writing, the
writing of officialdom, opposes the written not simply to the voice but its absence.
It does not want us to hear what has been evacuated. It believes that writing can be
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the compliment of a perfectly measured voice, geared toward frictionless communication. This is to confuse writing, according to Duras, with “good form, in other
words the most banal form, the clearest and most inoffensive.” “Good form,” for Duras, can only result in “prim books…charming books, without extension, without
darkness. Without silence. In other words, without a true author.”56
Duras insists on writing’s abnormality. Not only the writer but writing itself is
“odd.” Writing is abnormal. This is something that everybody who has learned to
write knows, but promptly forgets. A forgotten knowledge that returns insistently,
however, each time one must confront its beastly difficulty.57 Such forgetting is
requisite for learning how to write tout court, let alone to write well. “Well” meaning the kind of writing that makes it possible to believe that one can indeed make
oneself understood, that missives and other communiqués can meet their mark.
Such “writing” strives toward a conformity between the object represented (what
one wants to say) and its means of expression (how it is said).
For Duras, however, this has nothing to do with writing, true writing, “the writing
of literature.”58 Strictly speaking, one never learns to write. As soon as one learns
it, something else is substituted in its place which domesticates it, turning an altogether “savage” practice into the most normal thing in the world.59 Writing is
something that can only be unlearned. It makes of the written a thing that always
will have been abnormal.
Writing, then, restores to the written its oddness, that all too material reminder
that language is not one with the sense of what is uttered. Something that is so palpable in those who write poorly, those who feel betrayed by language, who do not,
as Duras puts it, have a way with words. Lack of facility always makes one feel in
the wrong, “the typical, incurable attitude of the poor.”60 This feeling is most acute
when one is summoned to explain oneself, to give an account. Duras is interested
in those who refuse to explain themselves. Figures like André Berthaud or Claire
Lannes, as already mentioned, but also figures like Simone Deschamps who “has
nothing to say, because the court forces her to say it in its language.”61 Like Christine Villemin62 or the nameless, “backward” women described in “The Cutter-off of
Water” who decides with her husband after their water has been shut off by some
bureaucrat to take their two children and lie down on the tracks of the high-speed
train line.
They all died together. Just a hundred yards to go. Lie down. Keep the children quiet. Sing them to sleep perhaps.
People say the train stopped.
Well, that’s the story.63
The journalists that report on this story attend to the functionary’s actions and
statements, the family’s sensational response, even the fact that the woman in the
interim went into the village with her two children and into café. But they pass
over what does not make sense to tell, because the woman herself left it unsaid.
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They focus on just the story and fail to mention what Duras calls “the incident.”
“By incident I mean what happened when she went out with the two children after she decided the whole family must die. When she went off for some reason we
don’t know, to do or say something she had to do or say before she died.”64 In this
interval, a second story unfolds populated by words that nobody remembers and
nobody cares to remember, because they are deemed irrelevant to what is to come:
“the implementation of death.” These are words consigned to silence. Yet, Duras
claims: “Whatever she said to the owner of the café,” – even if only a remark about
the heat – “her words said everything.”65 These banal words become the equivalent
of the silence to which her life had been consigned.
To attend to these words is to hear a scream that cannot be heard: a scream that
would have warned those who heard them of the “unfathomable violence” to come.
These words, screamed silently, even though uttered by a woman “who everyone
said was retarded” contain the whole intelligence of literature: what Duras calls
the “illness of intelligence.”66 She grasps with extreme lucidity her own utter and
complete abandonment:
she knew she couldn’t count, now any more than ever, on anyone’s helping
her and her family out. She knew she was abandoned by everyone, by the
whole of society, and that the only thing left for her to do was to die. She
knew that. It’s a terrible, fundamental, awful knowledge. So the question of
her backwardness ought to be reconsidered, if anyone ever talked about her
again. Which they won’t.67
•••
Jean-Marc de H., the French Vice-Consul in Lahore, is the embodiment of such a
“terrible, fundamental, awful knowledge.”
“What sort of a man is he?”
“Oh! A dead man.”68
In his “written statement regarding the incidents in Lahore” (my italics) he too refuses to explain himself:
I cannot go into the reasons for my conduct at Lahore, nor explain why I feel
obliged to remain silent on this subject. I do not believe that anything I could
say would be of interest either to the Department or to any outside agency.
I trust that my refusal to speak will not be misunderstood. I suspect no one.
I condemn no one. I can do no more at this stage than simply assert that I
find it impossible to give an account, in terms that would be understood, of
what took place in Lahore.69
He neither explains nor resigns. The Ambassador, the husband of Anne-Marie
Stretter, does not know what to do with him, with this “unhappy business,” with
his awkward, ungainly presence, nor does anybody else. What to do with a man
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who nobody can stand: “It’s a terrible thing to say, but I just can’t stand him.”70 His
mere presence destroys everybody’s peace of mind.71 Like the death of a fly, he is
death unhinged from any significance.72
In the essay, “Writing,” Duras claims: “The Vice-Consul is the one I believe in.
The Vice-Consul’s scream, ‘the only true politics.’”73 With this qualification of his
scream, she links this scream to Le Camion and the woman’s declaration: “Let the
world go to ruin. It is the only politics.” It is a statement that in my view attempts
to unhinge what we expect from an expected sense. Ruin here is unhinged from
ruination, happy from happiness. Despair loses its sense just as misery is not miserable. Duras speaks thus of the path of joyful despair. The Vice-Consul himself links
his utter despair to hope.74 As he tells Anne Marie Stretter as they dance: “Lahore
was also, in a sense, hope.”75 Yet, the Vice-Consul’s hope appears unexpectedly. She
writes,
As one might pray each day, he screamed. It’s all true: he yelled very loud,
and in the Lahore night he would fire on the Shalimar Gardens in order to
kill. Kill anyone, but kill. He killed simply to kill. So long as “anyone” was all
of India in a state of decomposition. He screamed in his home, his Residence,
and when he was alone in the dark night of deserted Calcutta. He’s mad, the
Vice-Consul, mad with intelligence. Every night he kills Lahore.76
The Vice-Consul’s struggle is at once naïve and revolutionary.77
The Vice-Consul is declaring the end of the world with the shots which he directs
at the lepers, at leprosy, at himself, at his mirror image. With these shots he wants
to, above all, kill killing, to kill that difference between those who kill and those
killed, those who have the power to kill and those who can be killed indifferently
without consequence. He kills because he quite simply cannot bear the world’s very
existence. He is thus trying to kill in himself the demand that the world itself have
a meaning and the belief that we can make sense of the difference between life that
is killable and life that ought not to be killed. “We’ve been taught from childhood
on,” according to Duras, “that all our efforts ought to go toward finding the meaning of life we lead, of the one offered to us. We must find a way out. And it should
be joyful.”78
The Vice-Consul is a catastrophe to the story as a whole, to stories as such. As
Anne-Marie Stretter answers Charles Rossett’s query after her dance with Marc
de H.:
“Is he the catastrophe?”
“Yes. Admittedly, it’s the central concept of classical drama, but none the less
true for that. No need to look any further.”79
The Vice-Consul is a catastrophe, as he suggests during their dance, not simply
because “there is nothing that he can say about Lahore, nothing,” but that it is of
necessity that there is nothing to say, because his actions had to take an unforesee-
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able course. He could no longer do what was expected of him, namely adjust to
misery. Get used to it. In Lahore, the Vice-Consul finds himself trapped within the
confines of his own story with the expectation that he would adjust himself to the
circumstances, to the climate, to the poverty, to the Colonial context, that he would
do his job like the cutter-off-of-water. It is this plot that he destroys.
He finds himself in a situation not unlike the situation of the old woman that Duras
describes in her treatment of Charles Laughton’s Night of the Hunter. Tasked with
having to defend the group of orphaned children from the murderous figure of the
father (played by Robert Mitchum) with insufficient means, whilst beset with a
character whose typology bars her from killing; “classed with goodness and love in
the American myth,” as Duras suggests, she is forced to improvise. “The old woman
improvises by singing ‘Moses’.”80 She sings the tune that the “killer-father” so ominously whistles. And as he begins to sing along, he sheds, if only for the duration
of the Night, his murderous identity. He forgets himself. He forgets that he is there
to kill the children, to commit a crime. So the crime forgets to kill, just like water
forgets to freeze. Unhinged by the song, which erects “an insurmountable barrier
for the crime,” he is dis-identified, and the crime begins to drift from its expected
place: “it will be distracted, forgetting to kill, and relieving the criminal for a moment of the weight of his insanity. So that he will leave it alone for the time of a
night.”81 Duras describes this as a “miracle” that serves to derail the story from its
expected sense:
What is suddenly established among these people is a connection which
up to then is impossible to predict and which escapes all classification, all
analysis. First it’s a question of a way of behaving that the old woman invents and the criminal then repeats. These people, so different, suddenly
agree to take the film in hand and decide its fate, as if an author were finally
getting into the act and, liberating the movie, carrying it off, free. Suddenly,
we don’t know anymore what we are seeing, what we have seen. So accustomed are we to seeing in the same way. Suddenly there’s a switch. All the
narrative elements of the movie appear to have put us on the wrong track.
Where are we? Where is the good, the bad? Where is the crime? The movie
progresses with no morality. It ceases to be the classic fiction of fifty years
of American cinema. It has no predetermined outcome, we have no indication of the way it’s going to go. We no longer know what we are supposed to
think of what we are seeing…82
This is writing’s promise which promises nothing. One gets nothing in return for
one’s losses. Nothing in return is not something, but is not nothing. It is the almost
nothing in all words. If the despair of the Vice-Consul is also hope, it is not because
he has something to hope for. It is only when he has nothing to hope for, in the pit
of despair, that he can hope without being hopeful. He finds love without either
being lovable or demanding that he be loved. Writing’s silent scream touches upon
song: sound without sense. Such an account is not blind to the hell in which we
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live, but we ought not to think of it as tragic. As Jean-Marc de H. tells Anne-Marie
Stretter: “It may help you to see the man who is waking up as a clown.”83
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