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" T h a t necessary v i o l e n c e responds to a v i o ­
lence that was n o less necessary.. . . If I d is ­
t i n g u i s h the text f r o m the b o o k , I s h a l l say 
that the d e s t r u c t i o n of the b o o k , as i t is n o w 
u n d e r w a y i n a l l d o m a i n s denudes the sur­
face of the t e x t . " 1 

" T h e d is t rus t of the stereotype ( l i n k e d to 
the b l iss of the n e w w o r l d or the u n t e n a b l e 
discourse) is a p r i n c i p l e of abso lute ins ta ­
b i l i t y w h i c h respects n o t h i n g (no content , 
n o choice) . . . . A n o t h e r bl iss (other edges): it 
consists i n d e - p o l i t i c i z i n g w h a t is a p p a r ­
ent ly p o l i t i c a l , a n d i n p o l i t i c i z i n g w h a t 
a p p a r e n t l y is n o t . " 2 

" H o w to speak to get o u t of their p a r t i t i o n -
ings , s q u a r i n g s off, d i s t i n c t i o n s , o p p o s i ­
t ions . . . . H o w to u n c h a i n ourselves f r o m 
their terms, free ourse lves f r o m their cate­
gories , divest ourselves of their names? D i s ­
engage ourse lves alive f r o m the i r c o n c e p ­
t i o n s ? " 3 

" T h e y (a n e w g e n e r a t i o n of w o m e n ) are 
a t t e m p t i n g a r e v o l t w h i c h they see as a 

r e s u r r e c t i o n b u t w h i c h society as a w h o l e 
u n d e r s t a n d s as m u r d e r . T h i s a t tempt c a n 
l e a d us to a n o t less a n d s o m e t i m e s m o r e , 
d e a d l y v io lence . O r to a c u l t u r a l i n n o v a ­
t i o n . P r o b a b l y to b o t h at o n c e . " 4 

" T h e D i s i n t e g r a t i n g C h a p t e r , " the subt i t l e of 
Brossard ' s theore t i ca l f i c t i o n , L'Amer, p o i n t s to 
the effect th is u n a u t h o r i z e d c o m m u n a l f e m i n i s t 
text has i n d i s s o l v i n g the a u t h o r i t y of a m a l e 
t r a d i t i o n of the b o o k . F o r i t d e n o u n c e s the eco­
n o m i c s of p r o p r i e t o r s h i p o n w h i c h a u t h o r s h i p 
is based, e x p o s i n g the v i o l e n c e of b o t h e c o n o m i c 
a n d l i t e r a r y codes of e x c h a n g e w h i c h are based 
o n a n a p p r o p r i a t i o n of matter . T h e s e are to be 
r e p l a c e d by m a t e r n a l values of in terdependence 
a n d m u l t i p l i c i t y . 

It is d i f f i c u l t to w r i t e a b o u t N i c o l e Brossard ' s 
w o r k for it reaches i n t o the u n n a m e d , w e a v i n g 
itself a r o u n d a series of c o m m u n i c a t i v e events. 
U n i q u e m o m e n t s , these are p r o d u c e d by the 
" e x u b e r a n t c o r t e x , " the " a r d e n t c e n t r e " w h i c h 
e x p a n d s i n v e r t i g i n o u s m o v e m e n t t h r o u g h the 
f i s s i o n of its energy . A m o b i l e text a n d thus 
d i f f i c u l t to a p p r e h e n d , L'Amer i s a l s o a p a r a -



d o x i c a l o n e , i n v o l v i n g a r e t u r n to o r i g i n s a n d a 
n e g a t i o n of th is g e n e r a t i n g source, w r i t t e n to 
resist the m o t h e r f r o m w i t h i n the c i r c l e o f her 
embrace . A s s u c h , the text inv i tes n e w c r i t i c a l 
a p p r o a c h e s w h i c h c a n stretch w i t h the d a n c e of 
its a t o m s a n d c o n t r a d i c t i o n s . O n e m i g h t , as 
L o u i s e F o r s y t h has d o n e , 5 m a k e of the c r i t i c a l 
text a n a m o r o u s o n e , a d i a l o g u e i n the l a n g u a g e 
of the o r i g i n a l text, to a v o i d the t rap of meta-
c r i t i c i s m , o r i n a s i m i l a r s p i r i t a r t i c u l a t e a g l o s ­
sary of key B r o s s a r d i a n w o r d s as S u z a n n e L a m y 
has d o n e . 6 M y a p p r o a c h to B r o s s a r d w i l l be 
s o m e w h a t d i f ferent i n that I w i s h to expose the 
cutting edge of Brossard ' s v i s i o n , her effort to 
break i n order to r e m a k e , the c u r a t i v e surgery 
(p.48) she has u n d e r t a k e n to p e r f o r m o n tropes 
a n d l a n g u a g e w h e r e i n w e order o u r p e r c e p t i o n s 
o f r e a l i t y . I n d o i n g so I s h a l l use the l a n g u a g e of 
Brossard ' s m a j o r sources, those theoret i c ians 
q u o t e d i n e p i g r a p h , i n a n effort to e l u c i d a t e the 
e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l i m p a c t o f her texts i n a f e m i n i s t 
c o n t e x t . A n d here I take m y l e a d f r o m Brossard ' s 
o w n c l u e as to the i n i t i a l m a t r i x of the text i n the 
w o r d " d i f f e r e " to a d v a n c e a d i f f e r e n t i a l a n a l y s i s 
s t i l l w i t h i n the l i n g u i s t i c f r a m e of her text b u t 
e s c h e w i n g p a r a p h r a s e . 

F o r there is n o d e n y i n g L'Amer is a v i o l e n t 
b o o k . It is a session of W e n d o , of self-defence 
a g a i n s t the v io lences of p a t r i a r c h a l d iscourse . 
" C ' e s t le c o m b a t . L e l i v r e . " ("It is c o m b a t . T h e 
b o o k . " ) 7 a n n o u n c e the o p e n i n g sentences a n d 
Brossard ' s a i m , to d e n o u n c e this i d e o l o g y 8 that 
c o n t r o l s the w a y i n w h i c h m e a n i n g is p r o d u c e d , 
is p u n c t u a t e d by the l e i t m o t i v " d e r i v e " ( u n ­
m o o r e d , p.34), " d e l i r e " (un- read , p.51), " d e f i g -
u r e " ( d i s f i g u r e , p.61) a n d " d e - f a i r e " ( u n - d o , de­
feat, p.61). T h e p r o t a g o n i s t is descr ibed as " a 
fuse a n d p o l i t i c a l " (p.68) w h o w i l l shatter the 
b o o k f r o m w i t h i n , hence " t h e d i s i n t e g r a t i n g 
c h a p t e r " of the subt i t l e . 

T h i s v i o l e n c e d o n e to f o r m f i n d s a corres­
p o n d i n g p h y s i c a l m a n i f e s t a t i o n . C h a p t e r s are 
a b o l i s h e d i n f a v o u r of f ive m o m e n t s ; the f irst of 
these " L ' A m e r " — w h i c h means a n t i - m o t h e r , m o ­

ther a r t i c u l a t e d the s i lent " e " a b o l i s h e d , bitter, 
l o v e , sea—commences w i t h a p r i m a l act of v i o ­
lence, m a t r i c i d e , w h i c h is a lso a s u i c i d e : " J ' a i tue 
le v e n t r e " ("I 've k i l l e d the w o m b " p . l 1). T h i s is 
the p r o t a g o n i s t ' s re jo inder to c o m p u l s o r y m o t h ­
e r h o o d , a response to the i n s t i t u t i o n a l v i o l e n c e 
w h i c h w o u l d v a l o r i z e w o m a n o n l y i n her r o l e as 
s y m b o l i c m o t h e r , o n l y i n her dependence u p o n 
m a n . T h e s u i c i d e of a f i c t ive self is a sa lu tory first 
step t o w a r d a u t h e n t i c s e l f - h o o d . A s present ly 
c o n s t i t u t e d , w o m a n ' s p o s i t i o n i n society m u s t be 
a r r i v e d at t h r o u g h i n i t i a t i o n to the d o m i n a n t 
m a l e . B r o s s a r d describes this r e l a t i o n s h i p i n 
terms of v i o l e n c e d o n e to w o m e n . C o i t u s , e n c o d ­
i n g the s u p i n e p o s i t i o n of w o m e n i n society, is 
descr ibed i n terms of battle: " a l o r s fuse m i t r a i l l e 
des e n t r a i l l e s " ( " f r o m guts bul le ts jet o u t " p.93), 
" u n c o u p de b l a n c " ( w h i c h m e ans b o t h " a jet of 
w h i t e " a n d " a w h i t e b l o w " p.13) or as n u c l e a r 
" f a l l - o u t " ( " A m e p o l i r u n oeuf c o n t r e le m u s c l e 
l o u r d d ' u n m a l e tout l o u r d des retombees de s o n 
s a v o i r " p.92). A series of i m a g e s c o n v e y s the 
p h y s i c a l v i o l e n c e of these p o w e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
o r d a i n e d by the p e n i s / w e a p o n r a n g i n g f r o m the 
surgeon ' s k n i f e c u t t i n g a c h i l d f r o m the w o m b to 
the same k n i f e a m p u t a t i n g a cancerous breast. 

E v e n m o r e pervasive t h a n this d i s m e m b e r ­
m e n t of the female b o d y is the a g g r e s s i o n of the 
m a l e eye t h r o u g h w h i c h he a p p r o p r i a t e s , f rag­
ments , a n d reifies w o m e n . A s subject, he l o o k s at 
w o m e n to c lass i fy h is u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e m 
a n d projects h i s desire o n t o t h e m as objects. 
B r o s s a r d describes these acts of p e r c e p t i o n i n 
terms of rape i n the sect ion " L ' A c t e v i o l e n t de 
l ' o e i l a u m a u v e " — t h i s " m a u v e " a l l u d i n g to Les 
hanch.es mauves, a b o o k o n s a d o - m a s o c h i s m by 
Y v e s G a b r i e l B r u n e t — w h e r e " l e regard s a i s i t " 
the w o m a n , " a p p r e h e n d s " her, " p e r c e p t i o n " 
i m p l y i n g " c a p t u r e , " t a k i n g . L i k e m a n y other 
w o m e n wr i te rs f r o m Q u e b e c , B r o s s a r d is expos­
i n g the i m p l a c a b l e v i o l e n c e — s e p a r a t i o n , castra­
t i o n — c o n s t i t u t i n g the s y m b o l i c o r d e r f r o m 
w h i c h w o m e n feel the i r affective l ives or c o n d i ­
t i o n as s o c i a l be ings are b r u t a l l y e x c l u d e d , 
i g n o r e d by e x i s t i n g d i scourse or p o w e r . F o r 
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t h e m , the s o c i a l order is exper ienced as sacr i f i ­
c i a l , a contrac t w h i c h they are a f f i r m i n g they 
have been forced to assume aga ins t their w i l l , the 
v i o l e n c e of the i r exacted s u b m i s s i o n b e i n g expe­
r i e n c e d as rape ( "ecran p r o p r e a j u s t i f i e r de fait le 
v i o l " p . 15) o r i m p r i s o n m e n t ( " f i l s barbe les , " 
" b a r b e d w i r e " p.16). 

Brossard ' s text a i m s to c h a n g e this s i t u a t i o n 
by b r e a k i n g i n t o the s y m b o l i c order to o p e n i t u p 
to the f e m a l e exper ience , that is to a n act ive 
exper ience of otherness o r di f ference w h i c h w i l l 
o v e r t h r o w the p a t r i a r c h a l m o n o p o l y w i t h its 
" m a s t e r y " over the p r o d u c t i o n of m e a n i n g . 
L'Amer i n t r o d u c e d the free p l a y of s ign i f i e r s to 
escape the t y r a n n y of the o n e by d i n t of m u l t i p l i ­
c a t i o n . I n so d o i n g it breaks the rules of g r a m ­
mars , l i n g u i s t i c a n d l i terary ones as w e l l as s o c i a l 
a n d e c o n o m i c . B r o s s a r d has a N i e t z c h e a n sense 
of l a n g u a g e i n w h i c h c o n c e p t a n d f i g u r e w o r k to 
repress dif ferences , centra l a m o n g these b e i n g 
s e x u a l di f ference w h i c h , i n the w o r d s of I r igaray , 
is D i f f e ren ce itself. B r o s s a r d o r i g i n a l l y p l a n n e d 
to t i t le her b o o k En differe o r Dans le differe9 to 
u n d e r l i n e her project of e x p l o r i n g different or 
deferred meaning. By e x a m i n i n g w h a t they sus­
p e n d or suppress i n society, w o m a n , she hopes to 
expose the excessive m e t a p h o r s of the d o m i n a n t 
males , just as F o u c a l t ' s d i f f e rent ia l ana lys i s of 
i n s a n i t y exposes the excesses of r a t i o n a l i t y . I n 
the b o o k , th is s u s p e n s i o n of m e a n i n g has been 
m a d e concrete . " F i c t i o n a l theory: w o r d s w i l l 
have served o n l y i n the u l t i m a t e embrace . T h e 
first w o r d l i p s and sa l iva s t icky o n the breasts. 
T h e o r y b e g i n s w h e n the breast or the c h i l d 
moves a w a y . Strategic w o u n d or s u s p e n d e d 
m e a n i n g " (p.6). T h e B r o s s a r d i a n text is located 
i n that space between the breast a n d the c h i l d , 
the narra t ive r e v e a l i n g itself as the r e p r o d u c t i o n 
of the species a n d the theoret ica l text a b o u t its 
o w n processes of p r o d u c t i o n , m o v i n g back a n d 
f o r t h f r o m m o t h e r to aga ins t m o t h e r . T h r o u g h 
its u n g r a m m a t i c a l i t y , its b r e a k i n g of the rules , 
L'Amer w o u l d effect a r a d i c a l c r i t i q u e of the 
" p h a l l o g o c e n t r i s m " of m a l e discourse . A s this 
t e r m a n d the other f a m i l i a r f e m i n i s t w o r d " p h a l -

l o c r a t " suggest, these codes intersect v e r t i c a l l y i n 
the text a r o u n d the issue of centre o r a u t h o r i t y 
w h i c h is m e t a p h o r i c a l l y represented by the ego 
i n p s y c h o l o g y , the father i n the f a m i l y , G o d i n 
r e l i g i o n , the l o g o s i n p h i l o s o p h y , the p e n i s i n 
s e x u a l p o l i t i c s . A brief e n u m e r a t i o n of these f i g ­
ures o v e r t o p p l e d ( a n d the i r c o r r e s p o n d i n g codes 
shattered) w i l l i l l u m i n a t e the n a t u r e of Bros ­
sard's " s e x t u a l " r e v o l u t i o n . 

1. Social Codes 

B r o s s a r d engages i n a c r i t i q u e of s o c i a l o r g a n i z a ­
t i o n u n d e r p a t r i a r c h y by r e f l e c t i n g o n the f i g u r e , 
w o m b , a l o n g w i t h its h o m o n y m s , t o m b a n d 
r o o m . U n d e r the Fa thers , a c c o r d i n g to B r o s s a r d , 
w o m a n is mat ter/mater , r e d u c e d to the b o d y . 
W o m e n ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n society is l i m i t e d to 
that of r e p r o d u c t i o n . H e r w o m b is thus not her 
o w n b u t o c c u p i e d by the p e n i s f irst , t h e n the 
c h i l d , a process e x p e r i e n c e d as a r a d i c a l s p l i t t i n g 
of the self a n d d o u b l i n g of the b o d y . " L ' e s p e c e , 
de c o r p s m e u r t r i s " ( " T h e species, f r o m m u r ­
dered b o d i e s " p.26), wr i tes B r o s s a r d , u n d e r l i n ­
i n g the p a r a d o x i c a l d e s t r u c t i o n of b i r t h . O n l y by 
b e c o m i n g a s y m b o l i c m o t h e r (p . 19) o r a w h o r e 
c a n a w o m a n p a r t i c i p a t e i n the s o c i a l order , o n l y 
by s u b m i t t i n g herself to a m a l e f i c t i o n of her 
w h i c h reduces her to her b o d i l y f u n c t i o n s . " I n 
a p p r o p r i a t i n g for h i m s e l f the ent i re s y m b o l i c 
d o m a i n , that is to say a v i s i o n , m a n has a f f i r m e d 
h i m s e l f by l a y i n g h a n d s o n a l l the mo de s of 
energet ic p r o d u c t i o n of the h u m a n b o d y ( b r a i n , 
uterus , v a g i n a , a r m s , legs, m o u t h , tongue) . Inas­
m u c h as it is f r a g m e n t e d , w o m a n ' s b o d y , w o m a n 
c a n n o t b r o a c h the g l o b a l v i s i o n of m a n " (p . 19). 
W o m a n thus o b t a i n s n o p r o f i t f r o m her p a r t i c i ­
p a t i o n i n the s y m b o l i c order w h i c h , u n d e r the 
p a t r i a r c h y , is a m o n o p o l i s t i c one . H e r c h i l d r e n , 
w h o are her p r o f i t , are n o t e x c h a n g e a b l e . M o r e ­
over , the p a t r i a r c h a l m o t h e r s s i t t i n g o n the 
b e n c h w i t h their p r o d u c t s , c h i l d r e n , have been 
rendered m u t e (p.24). " S t u c k i n matter a n d o n 
the i r c h i l d r e n " (p . 19), they c a n n o t separate f r o m 
a p r e s u m e d state of n a t u r e a n d c o n s t i t u t e the 
s igns a n d s y n t a x of l a n g u a g e that is i n t r o d u c e d 



w i t h a n a r t i c u l a t e d n e t w o r k of dif ferences refer­
r i n g to objects separated f r o m a subject . N o t ab le 
to separate f r o m the breast a n d p r o d u c e theory, 
they r e m a i n objects. 

T o cease to be a m o t h e r is to break o u t o f th is 
o r d e r o f r e p r o d u c t i o n , a break w h i c h the p r o t a g ­
o n i s t effects by k i l l i n g her w o m b a n d w r i t i n g it . 
S h e k i l l s the s y m b o l i c m o t h e r , m o u t h l e s s a n d a l l 
w o m b for r e p r o d u c t i o n , w h i c h is a m a l e p h a n ­
t a s m of her . I n this w a y , she becomes di f ferent 
f r o m herself , s e p a r a t i o n a n d coexis tence o f the 
self a n d a n o t h e r — n a t u r e , c o n s c i o u s n e s s , a n d 
speech . A n d she wri tes herself i n t o l a n g u a g e , 
i n t o h i s t o r y t h r o u g h her n e w p r o d u c t , the b o o k , 
w h i c h reta ins a c o n n e c t i o n w i t h the o l d mater­
n a l o r d e r o f the breast a n d of t o u c h as o p p o s e d to 
the p a t e r n a l order of the w o r d ( p p . 31 -2) t h r o u g h 
the very m a t e r i a l i t y of this b o o k w h i c h she p r o ­
duces. S h e n o w has a " r o o m of her o w n . " 

2. Economic Codes 

Brossard ' s v i s i o n of society, as w e have seen, is 
s h a p e d by a M a r x i s t a n a l y s i s of the p o s i t i o n of 
w o m e n i n society a n d the h e g e m o n y of i d e o l o g y , 
those m y t h s of representa t ion t h r o u g h w h i c h 
i n d i v i d u a l s are r e c o n c i l e d to the i r s o c i a l p o s i ­
t i o n s . M a l e / f e m a l e r e l a t i o n s h i p s are e q u a t e d to 
the d o m i n a t o r / d o m i n a t e d p o s i t i o n s of the c a p i ­
tal ist a n d the pro le tar ia t . W o m e n ' s d e s t r u c t i o n 
o f the i r r e p r o d u c t i v e c a p a c i t y has a f f i n i t i e s w i t h 
the L u d d i t e attack o n m a c h i n e r y , w i t h a t e l l i n g 
d i f fe rence , h o w e v e r , i n that they create a n e w 
o r d e r . F o r the w o m a n , the w h i t e p a g e becomes a 
s y m b o l i c w o m b i n r e p l a c e m e n t of the rea l one , a 
" c o r t e x " (p.57) or " b o d y / t e x t . " T h r o u g h this 
c r e a t i o n of a s y m b o l i c order , t h r o u g h her w r i t ­
i n g of a b o o k , the p r o t a g o n i s t creates a p r o d u c t 
that leaves the d o m e s t i c e n c l o s u r e to c i r c u l a t e i n 
the m a r k e t p l a c e . T h e w o m a n c a n earn p r o f i t 
f r o m this p r o d u c t a n d has wrested c o n t r o l over 
her body/text . 

3. Biological Codes 

" E n toutes lettres J E S U I S S T E R I L E " ( " i n a l l 
letters I A M S T E R I L E " p.45) a n n o u n c e s the 
p r o t a g o n i s t , e n t e r i n g the w o r ( l ) d of m e n . W h e n 
the w o m b is k i l l e d , the s e p a r a t i o n effected 
between M o t h e r a n d N a t u r e leads to the d i s r u p ­
t i o n of the b i o l o g i c a l processes of r e p r o d u c t i o n . 
N o l o n g e r w i l l the trajectory o f the species c o n ­
t i n u e u n i m p e d e d . T h e r e s u l t i n g " d i s s o l u t i o n of 
f o r m s , l i k e a n e n d of the w o r l d p l a y e d o u t o n the 
stage of the flat b e l l y " (p.25) makes w o m a n a 
b i o l o g i c a l a b e r r a t i o n , a grotesque, as she seeks 
o u t n e w modes o f l o c o m o t i o n i n order to c i r c u ­
late. H e r uterus is n o w c a r r i e d beside her l i k e a 
k n a p s a c k (p.25). F o r , i n e x c h a n g i n g her w o m b 
f o r a b o o k , the p r o t a g o n i s t has ex terna l ized it , 
m a d e it p o r t a b l e . A l t h o u g h this re jec t ion of her 
b i o l o g i c a l f u n c t i o n w o u l d seem to m a k e the p r o ­
t a g o n i s t a n i m i t a t i o n m a l e s t a n d i n g o u t s i d e a n d 
a g a i n s t nature , this n e w woman-as - sub jec t is 
expressed i n t a n d e m w i t h a di f ferent i m m e r s i o n 
i n n a t u r e e x p l o r e d i n the f o u r t h sect ion , " V e g e ­
t a t i o n , " w h e r e the e v o l u t i o n a r y process is expe­
r i e n c e d inverse ly . H e r e " i n the m i d d l e of the 
grass d r e a m of the letter i n the b e g i n n i n g ' r iver 
w o m a n w i t h dog's tee th , ' " (p.78) the p r o t a g o n i s t 
"proceeds civilized a m o n g the v e g e t a t i o n " (p.79) 
m o u l t i n g (p.45) a n d m u t a t i n g to create a n e w 
species of w o m a n w h o is c i v i l i z e d because of her 
b o d y , her senses. H e r very i n s e p a r a b i l i t y f r o m 
n a t u r e makes her l i terate : "versa t i l e m i s c i b l e 
t o n g u e w i t h the noise salt s k i n to c o n v i n c e y o u 
before the p a t r i a r c h y that the m o u t h stirs w i t h 
a n I — it 's c i v i l i z e d I a m m a k i n g me l i terate b u t 
b o d y l i k e the sea" (p.83). T h e p l a y o n the w o r d 
" t o n g u e " ( i a n g u e ' i n F r e n c h a lso means l a n ­
guage) a l l o w s her to w r i t e the b o d y . T h e f lesh is 
m a d e w o r d , not the w o r d made f lesh. 

4. Historical Codes 

T h e p a r a d o x i c a l m o v e m e n t of e v o l u t i o n sketched 
i n by this r u p t u r e of b i o l o g i c a l n o r m s is at the 
heart of the d i s l o c a t i o n of h i s tory effected by 
L'Amer. A s r e p r o d u c t i o n ceases, the te leo-
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l o g i c a l i m p u l s e of h i s t o r y is subverted, the tra­
j e c t o r y of the species n o l o n g e r m o v i n g i n l i n e a r 
f a s h i o n f r o m g e n e r a t i o n to g e n e r a t i o n t h r o u g h 
the m u r d e r e d bodies o f w o m e n , b u t o p e n i n g to 
i n c l u d e w o m e n — m o t h e r s a n d d a u g h t e r s , every 
w o m a n a d a u g h t e r — i n the i r v a r i e d in terre la ­
t i o n s h i p s i n w h a t const i tutes a c y c l i c a l v i s i o n . 
B r o s s a r d situates her text between the s h i f t i n g 
p e r s p e c t i v e s , s i m u l t a n e o u s l y e x p e r i e n c e d , o f 
hersel f as m o t h e r a n d as d a u g h t e r , the three 
w o m e n b o u n d i n a s i n g l e embrace . H i s t o r y 
becomes hers tory . S t o r y becomes w o r d (of w o m ­
an ' s b o d y ) . A s B r o s s a r d ' s p u n s o n the w o r d " h i s -
t o i r e " — m e a n i n g b o t h h i s t o r y a n d story — 
m a k e c lear , that l i n e a r v i s i o n has been a m a l e 
f i c t i o n w h i c h has a l i e n a t e d w o m e n f r o m the i r 
true selves, w h i c h are s h i f t i n g a n d m o b i l e i n a 
s p i r a l that c o n t i n u a l l y turns back o n itself. H e r 
' s tory , ' l i k e the n e w w o m e n ' s h i s t o r y , is a l so a 
s p i r a l cons t ruc t . T h e t e m p o r a l sequence of Bros­
sard's f i c t i o n rejects the f o r m a l concepts of 
b e g i n n i n g , m i d d l e a n d e n d a n d is s t r u c t u r e d 
a r o u n d f ive m o m e n t s . It a l so p a r a d o x i c a l l y s y n ­
thesizes f u t u r i s t s c i e n c e - f i c t i o n i m a g e s of the 
n e w w o m a n w i t h the a r c h a i c great m o t h e r 
w h o s e statue, t o p p l e d to the g r o u n d , has taken 
r o o t , s h o o t i n g u p s p r o u t s . U t o p i a n v i s i o n , fus­
i n g past a n d fu ture , a g a i n s t history. 

5. Legal Codes 

A s they exist , l a w s c o n c e r n i n g m a l e / f e m a l e re la­
t i o n s h i p s rel f lect the p o w e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s of 
d o m i n a t o r / d o m i n a t e d . I n m a t r i m o n y , the h a n d s 
"are g i v e n i n m a r r i a g e " (p.81), the w o m a n 
offered u p to the f r a g m e n t a t i o n of her b o d y as 
the m a l e a p p r o p r i a t e s her means of p r o d u c t i o n 
for h i s p r o f i t . T h i s d i s m e m b e r m e n t is recognized 
l e g a l l y . S h e has n o n a m e , n o l e g a l i d e n t i t y 
except that c o n f e r r e d o n her by her h u s b a n d 
w h o s e n a m e she bears. M o r e o v e r , she becomes 
h i s d e p e n d e n t o r chat te l (chatelaine) , a m i n o r 
u n d e r h is tutelage. " L ' i n s e n s e de l a m i s e en 
t u t e l l e " ( " the senselessness of b e i n g p u t i n t o 
t u t e l a g e " p.81) wr i tes B r o s s a r d . B u t i n k i l l i n g 
her w o m b a n d w r i t i n g i t , the w o m a n inscr ibes 

her s i g n a t u r e , asserts her n a m e . " I n the C i t y , 
traces, leave the stakes, n i c o l e , w i t h o u t e r a s u r e " 
(p.95). 

M o r e o v e r , i n the very i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of w o m a n 
a n d g i r l i m p l i e d i n the l ega l e q u a t i o n of w o m e n 
a n d m i n o r s l ies the seed for s u b v e r t i n g this order . 
T h e phrase " A cote d'el le , posee c o m m e u n e 
f i l l e , u n e f e m m e " ( "Beside her p o s e d l i k e a g i r l , a 
w o m a n " p.25) u n d e r l i n e s the s h i f t i n g perspec­
t ive of the p r o t a g o n i s t , n o w m o t h e r , n o w d a u g h ­
ter. A c o n s c i o u s r e t u r n to her g i r l h o o d o p e n s o n 
to a t i m e before m e n s t r u a t i o n w h e n her b o d y 
w a s her o w n . N o m e n s t r u a t i o n , as the p r o t a g o ­
n is t wri tes , is " d e r e g l e m e n t , " " i r r e g u l a r i z i n g , 
c a t a c l y s m of f o r m s " (p.32). It a l so b r i n g s to the 
surface the na ture of the r e l a t i o n s h i p s between 
m o t h e r a n d d a u g h t e r , based o n t o u c h , a n d 
o p p o s e d to those of father a n d c h i l d dependent 
u p o n the l i t i g a t i n g w o r d . R e m e m b e r i n g this 
" d i f f e r e n c e " (p.34), h o w she d r e a m e d a b o u t w r i t ­
i n g o n her m o t h e r ' s tombstone i n a s e p a r a t i o n 
f r o m the b o d y , she generates l i terary a c t i v i t y . 
" C o m m e u n e oeuvre d'art: a l p h a b e t c a l l i g r a -
p h i q u e de m o n enfance. C e dessein d ' e n f a n t . " 
( " L i k e a w o r k of art: c a l l i g r a p h i c a l p h a b e t of m y 
c h i l d h o o d . C h i l d ' s d e - s i g n " p.34). B y b e c o m i n g 
a c h i l d a g a i n , she c a n create w o r d s , for she has 
n o t yet become the m u t e d f e m i n i n e w o m b . H e r 
creat iv i ty is dependent o n this w i l l e d m a t r i c i d e / 
s u i c i d e , o n this s e p a r a t i o n f r o m the breast ("des-
s e i n " ) . H e r e , too, the w a y b a c k w a r d is the w a y 
f o r w a r d . 

6. Logical Codes 

A t the heart of Brossard 's r u p t u r e of rules is her 
s u b v e r s i o n of the ru les of l o g i c . A s she wr i tes : 
" ( I d e o l o g i c a l ) . W e are e n t e r i n g o n a t i m e w h e n 
the l o g i c of i d e n t i t y is v i s i b l e c o m i n g i n t o b e i n g : 
h o m o i n d i v i d u a l " (p.43). I n the t h i r d sec t ion 
e n t i t l e d " T h e State of D i f f e r e n c e " she deve lops a 
g r a m m a r of di f ference to o p p o s e the p r i n c i p l e of 
i d e n t i t y w h i c h , i n the f o r m of se l f -consistency, is 
o n e of o u r rules of l o g i c . T h e p r o t a g o n i s t , i n 
b e c o m i n g a g i r l c a r n a l l y l i n k e d to her m o t h e r , 



i n t r o d u c e s the f i g u r e of t w o w o m e n e m b r a c i n g 
a n d w i t h i t the endless p leasure of l e s b i a n love. 
N o t o n l y does this d i s r u p t fur ther the soc ia l 
codes of m a t r i m o n y a n d m o t h e r h o o d but , m o r e 
c e n t r a l l y , those of l o g i c . F o r the female body, n o 
l o n g e r s i n g l e but d o u b l e d or m u l t i p l i e d , c h a l ­
lenges the f o u n d a t i o n s of ident i ty , u n i t a r y author­
i ty o n w h i c h the d iscourse of p a t r i a r c h y has been 
based, p r i n c i p l e w h i c h has e x c l u d e d w o m e n 
(p.37). T h i s i n t e r l a c i n g of w o m e n ' s bodies a n d 
voices confuses the categories of i d e n t i t y a n d 
d i f f e r e n c e , o f self a n d o t h e r ( " m e m e " a n d 
" a u t r e " ) 1 0 centra l to Wes tern p h i l o s o p h y . F o l ­
l o w i n g i n the p a t h of de B e a u v o i r , w h o s h o w e d 
that males h a d a p p r o p r i a t e d " t h e se l f " a n d 
ass igned " t h e o t h e r " to w o m e n , a n d of L u c e 
I r igaray a n d Jacques D e r r i d a , w h o have at tacked 
the c e n t r a l i t y of the logos i n Wes tern m e t a p h y s ­
ics, B r o s s a r d argues for a p l u r a l i t y of centres. 
T h e l e s b i a n c o u p l e is " t h e u l t i m a t e c o n t r a d i c ­
t i o n " (p.34), u n t h i n k a b l e , l o g i c a l l y preposter­
o u s because it confuses the categories of s i m i l a r ­
i ty a n d di f ference . T h i s c o n f u s i o n is d e v e l o p e d 
i n a series of c o m p l e x p u n s a n d paradoxes . T h i s 
" d i f f e r e n t " w o m a n w h o is " i d e n t i c a l " to herself, 
synthesized w i t h herself as "d i f ference i t se l f " is 
o n e part of a " d i f f e r e n t i a l e q u a t i o n , " " d e r i v e e s " 
(der ivat ive a n d adri f t ) i n a " p o l y s e m o u s d r e a m " 
(p.35). She is thus t o t a l l y incons i s ten t , d i s r u p t ­
i n g the r a t i o n a l i t y of p h i l o s o p h y . T h e s e w o m e n 
lovers a l so u n d e r m i n e a n y a t tempt at a s i n g u l a r 
m e a n i n g or T r u t h , the i r resemblance i n v o l v i n g 
r e p e t i t i o n a n d their paradoxes i m p l y i n g o s c i l l a ­
t i o n , b o t h c r e a t i n g deferral of m e a n i n g . ( " T h e 
di f ference is that I can ' t l i v e i n d e f e r r a l " (p.35). 
T h e contac t w i t h the w o m a n ' s breast is m a i n ­
ta ined , the body of the m o t h e r is s t i l l present, but 
i n a di f ferent m a n n e r , s ince s e p a r a t i o n f r o m the 
s y m b o l i c m o t h e r has o c c u r r e d a n d w o r d s are 
b e i n g p r o d u c e d w e a v i n g a text, t h o u g h contact 
w i t h the real m o t h e r ' s body is m a i n t a i n e d . 
" W h e t h e r i n k or s a l i v a " (p.39). T h i s n e w w o m a n 
is p a r a d o x i c a l l y b o t h m o t h e r a n d father to her­
self a n d her text, r e p r o d u c i n g it m a t e r i a l l y a n d 
p r o d u c i n g i t theore t i ca l ly . " W o r d by w o r d to 
replace the h a n d to h a n d " (p.21). T h e d o u b l e -

ness a n d m o v e m e n t of th is singular b e i n g m a k e s 
th is p e r s o n a g e d i f f i c u l t to a p p r e h e n d a n d forces 
a n ex i t f r o m the c o n f i n i n g f i x e d gaze t h r o u g h 
w h i c h males a p p r e h e n d " l a i t f e m m e s " ( " m i l k 
w o m e n , " " t h e w o m e n " p.59). 

7. Representational Codes 

T h i s e x p l o s i o n of the f i x e d i m a g e s effected by 
the o r g a s m i c l e s b i a n text — " T h e s h a t t e r i n g of 
dif ferences l i k e a n entrance i n t o f i c t i o n . A n 
act ive o r g a s m i c bl iss of r u p t u r e " (p.38) w h i c h 
d i s r u p t s r e p r o d u c t i o n — a l s o subverts codes of 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a n d f i g u r a t i o n . T h e f i x i t y of the 
m a l e gaze — N a r c i s s u s l o o k i n g w i t h the m i r r o r 
of h i s eye, r e f l e c t i n g the s i n g l e m e a n i n g of h i s 
e x p e r i e n c e o n w h i c h h i s i d e o l o g y of di f ference is 
based, h i s f i c t i o n a l r e p r o d u c t i o n — has been a 
v i o l e n t act of " d e f i g u r a t i o n " ( " d i s f i g u r e m e n t " 
p.61). W o m e n ' s exper ience has been ent i re ly 
d e f i n e d for t h e m by the f i g u r e of s y m b o l i c 
m o t h e r he has created for t h e m . T h e s e abstrac­
t i o n s have defaced w o m e n , the m o t h e r goddess 
has been t h r o w n d o w n , v i l l i f i e d . W o m e n have 
been represented as " C o r r i v e a u s " — w i t c h e s — 
o r m u t i l a t e d b y o g r e s i n c h i l d r e n ' s t a l e s 
(pp.74 ,71 , 61). J u s t as the k i l l i n g of the w o m b 
b r e a k i n g w o m e n ' s b o n d to the r e p r o d u c t i o n of 
matter dis locates a w h o l e c o n s t e l l a t i o n of tropes 
a n d m y t h s , w h i c h have been key to the l i t e rary 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of w o m e n — m o t h e r nature , sea 
m o t h e r , l i f e a n d death force, as u n d e r l i n e d by the 
p u n s of the t i t le — so too the m u l t i p l e l e s b i a n 
f i g u r e " b r e a k s the contract b i n d i n g her to f i g u r a ­
t i o n , to r e p r e s e n t a t i o n " (p.60). R a t h e r t h a n p l a y ­
i n g o u t the roles of her f i c t ive a n d f i c t i o n a l self, 
loca ted i n the e x c l u s i v e stage of the m a l e eye, i n 
the s e c t i o n " A c t of the E y e , " the l e s b i a n lover 
m o v e s i n t o the eye to e x p l o r e the sensat ions o f 
v i s i o n f r o m m a n y dif ferent angles — i n n e r 
v i s i o n , second s ight , that of the r o l l e d - u p eye, 
d e l i r i o u s , of the w e e p i n g eye b l i n d e d by a c u r t a i n 
of water , — a l l a n i m a t e d by the pass ionate centre 
of her exper ience . T h i s is to feel f r o m w i t h i n 
w h a t i t is to ca tch the v i t a l f o r m of the f e m a l e . 
M i m e s i s ceases. T h r o u g h a n act ive e x p l o r a t i o n 



of w h a t i t is to make sense u s i n g a l l the senses at 
one ' s d i s p o s i t i o n — t o u c h , taste, v o i c e — the 
l e s b i a n l o v e r offers a p l u r a l i t y of i m p r e s s i o n s 
a n d m e a n i n g s . " T o n i g h t , I a m g o i n g over i n m y 
h e a d the f o a m a n d m y m o u t h so that b o t h share 
i n n o u r i s h i n g the m e a n i n g w e f o u n d it there 
a g a i n s t ronger t h a n the w i n d the sensa t ion of the 
bees e x h o r t i n g us i n the g a r d e n " (p.52). T h e 
e m p h a s i s is o n the process of p r o d u c t i o n of 
m e a n i n g , w h i c h m a y take m a n y f o r m s for di f fer -
e n t r e a d e r s w o r k i n g f r o m these g e n e r a t i n g 
sensat ions. 

I n the text, the l a n g u a g e of the senses is asso­
c ia ted w i t h the a c t i v i t y of the eye a n d b o t h are 
i n t e r m i n g l e d w i t h the l a n g u a g e of ideas. R e ­
peated phrases u n d e r l i n e the mater ia l i ty of w o r d s . 
" M a t t e r a n d w o r d s " (p.20); " T h e idea : f o r m a 
b o d y " (p.45). T h e s e e m p h a s i z e a c o n c e r n for the 
p h e n o m e n a l b o d y a n d the p h e n o m e n o l o g y of 
the acts o f w r i t i n g a n d r e a d i n g f o r e g r o u n d e d i n 
the se l f - ref lexive , m e t a f i c t i o n a l phrases i n the 
text. " T h e true f i n d i n g of one ' s subject matter . 
P r o p e r l y s p e a k i n g , become m a t e r i a l i s t i c " (p.21). 
T h i s concreteness dissolves i n a f l o w of sensat ion 
the f i c t i o n s a n d f i g u r e s by w h i c h m e n have 
d e f i n e d a n d c o n f i n e d w o m e n , k e e p i n g the text 
o p e n a n d s u s p e n d i n g m e a n i n g . " T h e f i g u r e is 
u n r e c o g n i z a b l e at h i g h speed. Intense u n r e a d a ­
b l e " (p.59). " T h e f i g u r e is rea l l i k e a p o l i t i c a l 
i n t e n t to s u b m i t to the p l u r a l before one 's eyes, 
or s i n g u l a r l y to p o w e r . " T h i s d o u b l e f i g u r e , 
r e a l , s tands i n m a r k e d contras t to the " r e a l i s t i c 
f igure . . . the m o s t s u b m i s s i v e o f a l l . Q u i t e s i m p l y 
she agrees" (p.59). P r o d u c t i o n , process, pre ­
c l u d e s r e p r o d u c t i o n , m i m e s i s . W h e n the terms 
" o r i g i n a l / r e p r o d u c t i o n " (p.36) are i n v e r t e d , the 
w o m a n ' s text becomes e x p l o r a t o r y , i n n o v a t i v e . 

T h e concreteness a l s o d i s r u p t s o u r n o t i o n s of 
i n s i d e a n d o u t s i d e , of f i c t i o n a n d r e a l i t y by b l u r ­
r i n g the b o u n d a r i e s between t h e m . A s B r o s s a r d 
wr i tes : " F i c t i o n / r e a l i t y . W e c o n f o u n d there the 
b o d y a n d the C i t y . G r a m m a r of c o m p o u n d -
w o r d s . " 1 1 S i g n i f i c a n t l y t h r o u g h o u t L'Amer, she 
p l a y s o n the w o r d " r e e l l i t e " (p.66) — b o t h " r e a l ­

i t y " a n d " a b o u t h e r " — to u n d e r l i n e the fact that 
w o m e n ' s f i c t ions are based o n the real i t ies of 
w o m e n ' s l ives , no t o n m a l e f i c t i o n s of these l ives 
w h i c h have h i t h e r t o been i d e o l o g i c a l l y i m p o s e d . 
T h r o u g h o u t the b o o k a n effort has been m a d e to 
l i g h t u p the pr ivate l ives of w o m e n , to f i n d 
w o r d s for their sensat ions, to w r i t e another , a 
d i f ferent rea l i ty . M a l e f i c t i o n s m u s t be e x p l o d e d 
to let i n female rea l i ty , thus i m p l i c i t l y o v e r t u r n ­
i n g the w h o l e concept of f i c t i o n a l i t y , n o t a b l y the 
representa t ion of r e a l i t y . 1 2 I n the f i n a l sec t ion , 
" F i c t i o n s , " the " p o l i t i c a l f i c t i o n " is a story 
in tercepted , taken over, by the " p r i v a t e f i c t i o n , " 
the one e x p e r i e n c e d by the b o d y , g i v i n g b i r t h to 
a d a u g h t e r . 

8. Literary Codes 

I n t a n d e m w i t h her d e c o n s t r u c t i o n of s y m b o l i c 
a n d s o c i a l orders, B r o s s a r d e x p l o d e s the B o o k 
w i t h its c o n n o t a t i o n s of the b o o k of t r u t h to 
weave, ins tead , f r o m the f ragments or w o r d s , 
f r o m their p h o n e m e s or m o r p h e m e s , a text. A s 
w e have seen, m a n y of the c o n v e n t i o n s of f i c t i o n 
have d is in tegrated . Charac ter , a n d the ent i re 
c o n c e p t of charac te r iza t ion , has been defaced, 
d e c a p i t a t e d , d o u b l e d , negated — s h o w n to be 
tropes w i t h n o basis i n rea l i ty . F i c t i o n s . F e m i n i s t 
d o u b l i n g r e p l y i n g to m a s c u l i n e d i s m e m b e r m e n t . 
Brossard 's characters, n o l o n g e r p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y 
m o t i v a t e d beings , e x p l o r e this t e n s i o n . P a r t l y 
l o g i c a l constructs of s i m i l a r i t y a n d dif ference as 
w e have seen p a r t l y real p e o p l e — N i c o l e Bros ­
sard, her m o t h e r , her d a u g h t e r , her w o m a n lover 
— the charac ters 1 3 p a r t i c i p a t e i n the transgress­
i n g of b o u n d a r i e s between f i c t i o n a n d rea l i ty . 
T h e paradoxes thus engendered are espec ia l ly 
a c t i v e w h e n , n e a r t h e c o n c l u s i o n , B r o s s a r d 
leaves her m a r k i n the c i ty , as she has i n d e e d 
d o n e by s i g n i n g this b o o k , w r i t i n g " n i c o l e , sans 
r a t u r e " (p.95) e m p h a s i z i n g her real i ty i n this 
b o o k as its creator a n d as its p r o t a g o n i s t . Because 
she is not " u n d e r erasure , " she a c t u a l l y exists. 

T h i s d i s s o l u t i o n of character i m p l i e s a n ab­
sence of p l o t , of n a r r a t i v e l i n e . A s we have seen, 



the b o o k moves b o t h f o r w a r d s a n d b a c k w a r d s 
a r o u n d the f r a g m e n t a r y phrase or w o r d , espe­
c i a l l y a r o u n d the m a t r i x " L ' a m e r " ( " L a mere, 
m a t r i x a n d m a t e r i a l i s t " p.24) w h o s e sounds gen­
erate m a n y other w o r d s i n " free a s s o c i a t i o n " 
(p.39). T h e c h a p t e r dis integrates as e p i s o d i c 
d e v e l o p m e n t is r e p l a c e d by a c o l l a g e of sensa­
t ions , anecdotes, q u o t a t i o n s , m e d i t a t i o n s , d i s l o ­
c a t i n g o u r concepts of genre . J u s t as L'Amer is 
n o b o o k , n o f i c t i o n , but a text c o m p o s e d of 
w o r d s , a m e l a n g e of m a n i f e s t o a n d a u t o b i o ­
g r a p h y , of p o e m a n d p h i l o s o p h i c a l treatise, so 
too has i t lost a n a u t h o r a n d become a p r o v e r b i a l 
S p a n i s h I n n h o u s i n g m a n y authors . T h e m u l t i ­
p l i c i t y o f female bodies , w h i c h decentres the 
concept o f b e i n g , f i n d s a m p l i f i c a t i o n i n the m u l ­
t i p l i c i t y of female voices , w h i c h subvert the c o n ­
cept of a u t h o r i t y . T h i s is a n u n a u t h o r e d text, 
u n a u t h o r i z e d , a n e x e m p l u m of f e m i n i s t inter-
t ex tua l i ty , a text generated f r o m m a n y other 
texts i n a female l ineage , as the m e d i t a t i o n s o n 
texts by wr i te rs s u c h as V i r g i n i a W o o l f a n d 
Cole t te i n the sect ion " A c t of the E y e " i l lus t ra te . 
W i t h its l o v i n g a l l u s i o n s , shared v o c a b u l a r y a n d 
p l a g i a r i s m s , the c o m m u n a l f e m i n i s t text de­
n o u n c e s the e c o n o m i c s of p r o p r i e t o r s h i p o n 
w h i c h a u t h o r s h i p is based, u n d e r m i n i n g the 
v i o l e n c e of b o t h e c o n o m i c a n d l i terary codes of 
e x c h a n g e w h i c h are based o n a n a p p r o p r i a t i o n 
of matter. I n their p lace is advocated m u l t i p l i c ­
i ty , s h a r i n g , c o o p e r a t i o n . 

J u s t as a f e m a l e t r a d i t i o n is es tab l i shed s y m ­
b o l i c a l l y , it is a l so deve l oped m a t e r i a l l y . Per­
h a p s the greatest s u b v e r s i o n of l i terar iness we 
e n c o u n t e r i n L'Amer is its d i s r u p t i o n of the 
f i c t i o n of the b o o k . N o abs t rac t ion , but a p h y s i ­
c a l real i ty it is a n d B r o s s a r d u n d e r l i n e s its mate­
r i a l i t y as a n object t h r o u g h a series of c a r e f u l l y 
m a i n t a i n e d d o u b l e m e a n i n g s that evoke the acts 
of w r i t i n g a n d r e a d i n g m a t e r i a l l y . " A text. It's as 
t h o u g h o b l i g e d to c o i n c i d e i n m y eyes. I n m y 
m o u t h , u n d e r m y eyes it g ives m e a n effect of 
p a p e r it is w r i t t e n jus t the same there is a w o m ­
an's body i n m y eyes, the sub jec t " (p.76). H e r e 
subject a m b i g u o u s l y refers b o t h to the " I " 

b e h i n d the eyes a n d to " t h e w o m a n ' s b o d y , " 
subject matter . T h e b o o k is n o t revealed t r u t h , 
b u t is c o n s t r u c t e d f r o m p a p e r , a fact B r o s s a r d 
a l s o d r a w s to o u r a t t e n t i o n i n a c o m m e n t o n the 
a c i d e a t i n g t h r o u g h the p a p e r (p.34), o r the " r u s ­
t l i n g of the p a p e r " (p.64) r e m i n d i n g us of its 
p e r i s h a b i l i t y . S o too she f o r e g r o u n d s its r a w 
state t h r o u g h the w o r k effected o n the b l a n k 
p a g e to t r a n s f o r m i t i n t o text. " T h e a m a z o n s 
break the i r a r r o w s o n the b l a n k p a g e " (p.93) 
wr i tes B r o s s a r d a n d f o l l o w s th is l i n e w i t h three-
quar ters of a p a g e o f w h i t e . W h i l e they are w r i t ­
i n g the i n c o n c e i v a b l e , the u n t h i n k a b l e , the 
u n h e a r d of, these w o m e n are a c t i v e l y e n g a g e d i n 
that w h i t e space w h e r e they are m a k i n g p h y s i c a l 
gestures. T h e p e n i s / p e n e q u a t i o n is b l o c k e d by 
the a m a z o n i a n a r r o w s , the lover ' s h a n d o n the 
b r e a s t ( p . 2 1 ) i n s t e a d o f t h e c h i l d ' s m o u t h . 
" E i t h e r i n k or s a l i v a " (p.39) f l u i d s f l o w , w o r d s 
r u n o u t f r o m the o p e n i n g s of the b o d y , the text. 
F e m a l e desire resists c l o s u r e . 1 4 

It is a l s o t u r n e d aside by passages l i n k i n g the 
act of w r i t i n g to h o u s e w o r k ( w a s h i n g dishes 
p.39), c h i l d c a r e a n d l o v e m a k i n g — " O r g a s m 
a n d l a b o u r as t w o slopes of the same e n t i t y " 
(p . 11) — w h i c h r e m i n d us of the m a t e r i a l c o n d i ­
t i o n s i n w h i c h w o m e n ' s w r i t i n g is p r o d u c e d a n d 
of the vast a m o u n t of p h y s i c a l l a b o u r w h i c h has 
o f t e n b o u n d t h e m t o l i t e r a r y s i l e n c e . " M y 
m o t h e r is d r i n k i n g her beer. She is w r i t i n g w h i l e 
I w a i t for her to g i v e m e a c o o k i e " (p . 12). 
" M u m m y is close by w r i t i n g m y l u l a y " (p. 17). 

T h i s m e t a p h o r i c a l p e n i s is a l so t u r n e d aside 
by the a c t i v i t y d e m a n d e d of the reader t u r n i n g 
those w h i t e pages, r e a d i n g t i m e h a v i n g t a k e n 
i n t o a c c o u n t this p h y s i c a l gesture by g r a p h i c a l l y 
g i v i n g i t its p lace . T h e act of r e a d i n g is c h a n g e d 
by th is m a t e r i a l i t y . T h i s is n o readable b o o k for 
easy c o n s u m p t i o n . T h e reader is n o t pass ive ly 
a w a i t i n g the w r i t e r ' s w o r d s b u t m u s t g o f o r w a r d 
to meet t h e m , for the b o o k d e m a n d s o u r p a r t i c i ­
p a t i o n as co-creators. W e m u s t make its sense. 
T h e text is p e r p e t u a l l y m a d e a n d u n m a d e . T h e 
r e f u s a l of the a u t h o r i t y of the s i g n i f i e d m e a n s 



re j ec t ing the status of d e f i n e d object i n f a v o u r of 
the d y n a m i c s of b e c o m i n g . T h i s i m p l i e s a p r i v i ­
l e g i n g the f r e e d o m of process ra ther t h a n the 
p e r m a n e n c e of p r o d u c t . M e a n i n g is deferred a n d 
di f ferent as the reader ac t ive ly w o r k s o n the c o n ­
t r a d i c t i o n s a n d c o n f r o n t s the g a p s . T h a t there 
w i l l be a m u l t i p l i c i t y of r e a d i n g s , each reader 
a p p r o a c h i n g the text w i t h her o w n h i s tory , is a 
strategy ac t ive ly a d v a n c e d by the text. 

T h e hes i ta t ing f ragments of sentences, snippets 
o f story, f l e e t i n g sensat ions o f the text are 
a l i g n e d at the m a r g i n , p l a c e d i n c o n d e n s e d l i n e s 
( w h i c h o b v i a t e the i r d i spersed references) h i g h 
o n the page l i k e a p o e m to be c o n s i d e r e d s i m u l ­
t a n e o u s l y . T h e vast w h i t e spaces s u r r o u n d i n g 
t h e m a l l o w f o r the t u r n i n g of the p a g e as w e l l as 
f o r the r e a d i n g of the w o r d . S i l e n c e is v a l u e d 
e q u a l l y w i t h w o r d s , m e a n i n g b e i n g created i n 
the g a p w h i c h a l l o w s for o u r interpret ive attempt. 
L i n e a r pat terns of r e a d i n g f i c t i o n are destroyed 
here as they are by the p o e t i c t e c h n i q u e s o f repe­
t i t i o n , i n t r a t e x t u a l a n d i n t e r t e x t u a l a l l u s i o n 
w h i c h e m p h a s i z e the ver t i ca l i ty o f r e a d i n g , d o u ­
b l i n g the text, s e n d i n g us b a c k w a r d s as w e l l as 
f o r w a r d s i n i t . A s w e l l , B r o s s a r d m a k e s use o f a 
var ie ty of p r i n t i n g t e c h n i q u e s to u n f o l d the 
w o r d s before us i n a spectacle — i t a l i c s , c a p i t a l s , 
s l a n t e d l e t t e r i n g — to u n d e r l i n e the c o i n c i d e n c e 
between the s i g n i f i e r b o o k a n d the object we 
have i n o u r h a n d s . T h e process of f o r e g r o u n d i n g 
the m a t e r i a l i t y of the acts of w r i t i n g a n d r e a d i n g , 
w h e r e b y w e m a k e sense, a m p l i f i e s the resonance 
of the i m p l i c a t i o n s of the inter face of f i c t i o n a n d 
r e a l i t y , as w e l l as i t does that of a s i n g l e m e a n i n g 
shattered by the m a n i f o l d senses. I n these p r a c t i ­
ces, B r o s s a r d a p p r o a c h e s the d e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t 
p o e t i c s of d a d a , s t o p p i n g short , h o w e v e r , of the 
to ta l e v a c u a t i o n o f m e a n i n g f r o m the s i g n that 
concrete poets have effected. 

9. Linguistic Codes 

It is o n the leve l of l a n g u a g e that Brossard 's 
readers m u s t f irst exercize themselves to make 
sense since the " b r e a k d o w n " occurs a l so o n the 

leve l of g r a m m a r . M a l e gender as n o r m is one of 
o u r f u n d a m e n t a l rules of g r a m m a r , one w h i c h , 
as ear ly as 1973, B r o s s a r d d e c i d e d to break w h e n 
she w r o t e " U n e g r a m m a i r e ayant p o u r regie: le 
m a s c u l i n l ' e m p o r t e sur le f e m i n i n d o i t etre 
t ransgressee . " 1 5 I n L'Amer that s i lent " e " of the 
f e m i n i n e gender does the u n h e a r d of, speaks 
itself . B r o s s a r d uses i ta l i cs to d r a w o u r a t t e n t i o n 
to this f o r m of the f e m i n i n e ( " l ' a u t r e " p.45) or 
removes i t i n the t i t le L'Amer () as i n d i c a t i o n of 
the m u t a t i o n t a k i n g p lace t o w a r d a n e u t r a l 
g r a m m a r w h e r e the p o w e r of the p a t r i a r c h y w i l l 
n o l o n g e r m a r k s e x u a l differences i n h i e r a r c h i ­
ca l terms. She a lso doubles the " 1 " o n w o r d s 
e n d i n g i n " e l " to o v e r t h r o w the m a s c u l i n e 
n o r m , c r e a t i n g s u c h n e o l o g i s m s as "materne//" 
(p.72) a n d " h o m o i n d i v i d u e / / " (p.43). 

L i k e w i s e c o n v e n t i o n s g o v e r n i n g syntax are 
c a l l e d i n t o q u e s t i o n by Brossard 's f requent e l l i p ­
ses a n d her h a b i t of u s i n g p a r t i c i p i a l phrases 
i n s t e a d of sentences, phrases f requent ly a l i g n e d 
para tac t i ca l ly w i t h n o connect ives between t h e m , 
the i r o n l y p o i n t of contact b e i n g the agreements 
of gender a n d n u m b e r w h i c h c o n f u s i n g l y of ten 
refer e q u a l l y to t w o or m o r e terms ( f r o m p.76). 
S u b v e r s i o n c o n t i n u e s o n the l e x i c a l order w i t h 
the c r e a t i o n of n e o l o g i s m s s u c h as " l a m o u r r i -
t u r e " (p.83) j o i n i n g death to n u r t u r e a n d p u t r i -
f a c t i o n , o r " r a v a r a g e " (p.83) — p u n s as w e l l 
— a n d w i t h ev ident i r o n y the i n t r o d u c t i o n of 
f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e s s u c h as E n g l i s h ( " g h o s t 
t o w n " p.53) or Japanese ( " O b i b o s " m a s t u r b a ­
t i o n p.44), procedures w h i c h e m p h a s i z e the 
i n a d e q u a c i e s of the e x i s t i n g l a n g u a g e to express 
female real i t ies . S i g n i f i c a n t l y , the i n t r o d u c t i o n 
of E n g l i s h u n d e r l i n e s the d o u b l e a u t h o r i t y of 
c o l o n i a l i s t d iscourse a n d p a t r i a r c h a l d iscourse 
a n d m u l t i p l i e s the i m p l i c a t i o n s of this a t t empt 
to free the subjected w o r d . 

S u c h a project u n d e r l i n e s the d o u b l e sense of 
d e c o n s t r u c t i o n o s c i l l a t i n g between d e m o l i t i o n 
a n d emergence , c o n t i n u a l l y f o r e g r o u n d i n g the 
tropes a n d processes t h r o u g h w h i c h m e a n i n g is 
generated. T h i s is most no tab le i n the d o u b l e 



entendres , p u n s , "casse-textes" (puzzles a n d text 
breakers) w h i c h are Brossard 's chie f s ty l i s t ic fea­
ture a n d w h i c h we have seen are keys to her 
o p e n i n g of the text, p u n s s u c h as L'Amer b e i n g 
at the heart of its paradoxes . T h e s e have become 
m a r k e r s of f e m i n i s t d e c o d i n g , f i n d i n g echoes i n 
the " s p i n n i n g " a n d " g y n / e c o l o g y " of M a r y 
D a l y . B y u n d e r l i n i n g the m u l t i p l i c i t y of m e a n ­
i n g s i n each w o r d , f r e e i n g t h e m f r o m their 
c l i ches a n d cus toms , by l o o k i n g at l a n g u a g e as 
the deaf l o o k at p e o p l e s p e a k i n g , B r o s s a r d b l o w s 
u p a l l br idges t o w a r d s the referent i n terms of 
l a n g u a g e a n d b e i n g , the eye/I b e i n g d i s p l a c e d 
f r o m its p o s i t i o n of mastery. W h e n one under ­
l ines , the excess of m e a n i n g o v e r f l o w s . F o r m 
destroys f o r m a l i s m as i l l u s i o n has destroyed 
i l l u s i o n i s m . D e c o m p o s i t i o n takes p lace t h r o u g h 
a n a m o r p h o s e , d e v e l o p m e n t t h r o u g h a b e r r a t i o n , 
p a r o d y . 

I n the faul t w h i c h this o p e n s u p between the 
ser ious a n d the c o m i c is es tab l i shed the p l u r a l i t y 
of perspect ive necessary for the o p e n i n g a n d l i b ­
e r a t i o n of m e a n i n g . H e r e b y is inser ted that l u d i c 
aspect w h i c h , a c c o r d i n g to Nie tzsche , frees us 
f r o m a false systematized r e a d i n g a n d a n a p p r o ­
p r i a t i o n of w h a t is c a l l e d t r u t h . S t a y i n g w i t h i n 
d e c e n t r a l i z i n g p a r a d o x , Brossard 's w o r k is s i t u ­
ated i n a state of h e s i t a t i o n o s c i l l a t i n g between 
several poss ib le m e a n i n g s w h e r e l a n g u a g e res­
ists o u r efforts to take f r o m i t a s i n g l e t y r a n n i c a l 
m e a n i n g . Freed f r o m the p o l a r i t i e s w h i c h c a l l e d 
it i n t o b e i n g , sexua l dif ference f i n d s there a zone 
of a c t i v i t y . H e r e too is l o d g e d the f e m i n i s t p r o ­
ject of e x p l o d i n g the d o m i n a n t system of repres­
e n t a t i o n . B y c a r e f u l l y m i n i n g a l l o u r c o m f o r t a ­
ble c o n v e n t i o n s a n d rules g o v e r n i n g soc ia l a n d 
l i terary g r a m m a r s , Brossard 's L'Amer does v i o ­
lence to o u r p e r c e p t i o n of rea l i ty i n a n effort to 
r a d i c a l l y renew i t . A s she says, " I n fact it 's a l w a y s 
w h a t I 've been s e e k i n g t h r o u g h m y texts: to p r o ­
d u c e a n effect, d e r a n g e m e n t , u n s e t t l i n g . A n y 
d i s p l a c e m e n t i n face of r e a l i t y ( i n c l u d i n g that of 
words ) a l w a y s leads to greater l u c i d i t y , m o r e 
consc iousness , a n d i t is i n this w a y that I try to 
sow the seeds of d o u b t . " 1 6 
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