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Ce qui n'est pas moi: Writing the Self, Desiring the Other in 
La Nouvelle Pornograp"ie. 

Cathy Wardle 
Gabriel Toumon voulait du bien raide, du claire­
ment hande,je revais du tout flasque [...] Etj'y 
prenais plaisir. (La Nouvelle Pornographic 50) 

In Marie Nimier's novel La Nouvelle Pornographie, the protago­
nist-narrator Marie remembers a trip to a literary conference in the 
United States. Finding herself one among three female authors chosen 
to speak, she remarks to her eollegues, two British novelists, that she is 
surprised to see so many women invited and that evidently, "Les temps 
ehangeaient" (51). Looking at her "comme si je venais d'une autre 
planete," (51) the British women, Loretta and Edwige, reply that: 

Qfcourse, nous etions des femmes, d'ailleurs nous avions ete 
ehoisies uniquement pour eette rairwn, afin de re:-:pecter Ie quota 
impose par I'amerieaine faeulte. .Ie me demandais comment clle 
pouvait devalorlser aee point son travail. L'autre partieipante, 
une certaine Edwige [...] vint completer l'assertion de sa eom­
patriote: nous etions les porte-paroles de toute une generation 
de femmes, e'etait pour elles que nous etions iei, pour clles que 
nous eerivions. Je lui fis remarquer que trois hommes invites 
par la mcme institution I'allraient ete en tant qu'eerivains tout 
court, sans avoir arepresenter Ie genre masculin. 

- A moins qu'ils ne soient homosexuels, corrigea Loretta. 

- Qui, s'ils sont pedes, ils parleront pour les pedes, confinna 
Edwige. (52-3) 

Within the French context, mention of women's writing inevitably 
evokes the spectre of Helene Cixous' ecriture feminine, and of the 
1975 essay "Le Rire de la medllse" which has come to be seen as a 
manifesto for women's writing, with its defiant proclamation that "il 
faut que la femme s'ecrive" (39). Yet just who or what is designated 
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by this amorphous tenn, ecr;fUre feminine, has remained <l topic for 
fierce debate and dispute, and Marie's attitude of sllspicion towards 
her categorisation as a "woman writer," "Ia portt:-paro!c de toute uoe 
generation de femmes," (53) is one shared by many contemporary' 
female authors in France. wbo express a certain ambivalence towards, 
if not an outright rejection of, the term. The questions raised by [he 
designation of ecrUure j1..lminine or women's writing arc numerous: 
who is this feminine su~jcct of whom we speak? Are we concerned 
with defining a female author, and ifso, must she wrile "consciously·" 
as a woman writer? And, perhaps most importantly or all, ifwe arc to 
talk of women's writing, why not of men's? 

It is this final point the fear of~olluding with the binary hierarchical 
division which separates "French women's writing" Ou( from the more 
prestigious. and implicitly masculine field of "French literature," of 
producing an eflect ofghettoisation hy means ofwhich the stability both 
ofgender roles and ofthe male-dominated literary canon is maintained, 
which leads to the sense ofunease and discomfort felt by many authors 
and critics with regard to the term "women's writing." In the fa<..:e ofher 
colleagues' unquestioning acceptance of their role as "women writers," 
Marie tries to point out the potential risks of this position: 

Je tentai une ultime reflexion sur Ie danger des eIoisonnements, 
ces nouveaux ghettos dans lesquels nous ne devions pas nous 
laisser enfermer. Je pr6nais une eeriture large du monde, 
n'osant pas utiliser Ie terme "universelle" qui me paraissait 
un peu pretentieux, et comme les deux romancieres m'eeou­
taienl sans reagir, je m"entendis prononeer eerie phrase que je 
regretrai aussit6t: Sij'eeris, n'est-ee pas pour comprendrc cc 
qui n'est pas moi? (53) 

Whilst Cixous declares that woman must write her self, Nimier's 
narrator declares her intention 10 write in order to understand that 
whieh is not her self, that whieh is her other. Yet in this novel, she uses 
precisely "ee qui est moi," endowing her protagonist with her own 
name, engaging her self in an autofictional writing practice. This use 
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of the author's name is a strategy found in numerous female-authored 
autofietional texis in French since the 1970s, exploited by, among 
others, Marie Cardinal. Christine Angot, Jeanne Hyvrard, and AmClie 
Nothomb. In this use of the devices of autofiction, then, and also in its 
frank discussion offemale sexuality and desire, Nimier's novel may be 
identified as both partaking in, and exploring the limits of, key trends 
within French female-authorcd fiction. Moreover. we are dealing here 
with a story narrated by a character who has bccn commissioned by a 
male editor (0 produce a form ofwomen 's writing, namely "La Nouvelle 
Pomographie": erotic short stories written specifically from a female 
perspective. The relationship bctween gender and literature, with all 
the questions of power, authority, and cultural hierarchies which that 
entails, is thus explicitly foregrounded in the text. 

My discussion of the novel will focus. therefore, firstly upon the 
relationship between author, narrator and protagonist (for the sake of 
darity, 1shall refer throughout to the "real-life" author as Nimier, and 
to the fictional character as Marie), before turning to an exploration of 
the way gender roles are enacted and subverted in the text, as Marie 
undergoes an encounter with otberness which, ultimately, leads to a 
breaking down of convemional gender binaries. I argue that Nimier's 
wriling posits an otherness which is radically unsettling. hard to pin 
down. impossible to define. as rather than merely reversing the hie­
rarchy of binary oppositions, she shifts the foundations upon which 
binary difference stands, celebrating the pleasures of the ambiguous 
and the indecidable. 

The protagonist of the novel. identified as Marie Nimier from the 
opening pages of the book, has been commissioned to write 11 eollection 
of erotic nouvelles. to be published under the title "La Nouvelle Por­
nographie." In this sometimes confusing, and frequently highly comic 
novel. the narration shifts constantly bel\veen the outlandish fantasies 
whieh Marie hopes will form the basis of her short stories, to her me­
mories of her own past, her sexual experiences, and her chi Idhood, and 
to the story of her relationships with her seductive, demanding editor, 
Gabriel Tournon, and with her sexually voracious flatmate Aline. The 
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identification of author and narrator is reinforced by references throu­
ghout the text to Marie's work as a writer and to herlNimier's previous 
novels, such as Sirime (178), Celui qui court derriere I 'oiseau (37), and 
L 'Hypnotisme afa portee de tous (which ends with the narrator, Cora, 
taking the manuscript ofhcf novel to an editor named Gabriel Touman). 
Moreover, the identity ofNimicr's father, the novelist Roger Nimicr, is 
alluded to through mention of his book collections, his literary tastes, 
and his death during her early childhood. 

The extent to which an author may be, or should be, identified 
with her text is a question which troubles Marie throughout the novel. 
When Gabriel suggests that title, "La Nouvelle Pornographie," she is 
deeply disturbed by the thought of her name appearing alongside such 
a salacious title: "La couverture, je la voyais, mais ce que j'avais dn 
mal aimaginer, c'etaient mon nom de famille et mon prenom [...]. Et 
la tete de rna mere" (34). She is also nervous about the risks involved 
in writing about characters too close to herself-Loretta Flink (one of 
the British novelists referred to earlier) is the author of an autobiogra­
phical account of childhood abuse, and Marie appears unconvinced of 
the literary merits of a text which bears such a direcr relationship to 
the author's life. Nevertheless, she is deeply wounded when her flat­
mate, Aline, accuses her of not having genuinely committed herself 
in her previous work: "Comment osait-ellc insinuer qucj'ecrivais en 
touriste?"(38) Marie demands, shocked by the accusation that she is 
"un ecrivain frileux [...] La preuve: je ne racontais pas rna vie" (40). 
Aline encourages Marie to use her own experiences as a starting point 
for her work "tu n'as qu'il piochcr dans tes experiences personnelles, 
pour te mettre sur la piste," she advises, "apres tu improvises" (37). 
It would appear that this advice is followed not only by the fictional 
Marie, but also by Nimier herself, who has discussed in interview the 
reasons behind her decision to inscribe her own name both in and on La 
Nouvelle Pornographie. "11 me semble que c'etait la seule falTon pour 
moi de m 'engager solidement [...] dans ce sujet risque," she has stated, 
"De lui donner un corps, de lui restituer son poids" ("Marie Nimier 
repond aux lyceens"). Marie similarly overcomes her anxieties about 
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publishing under her own name, reaching the conclusion that: 

C"etait la seule maniere d'aborder honneterncnt la proposition 
de I"&diteur. [...] il m'auraitete impossible de faire 'livre aune 
autre, tUt-elle irnaginaire, les dcbordements que je m'inftigeais 
en tant que narratrice. Je me rnouillais, comme disait Aline, je 
prenais sur moi, et par consequent, syrnboliquement, favais 
taus les droits, Voila ee que je gagnais en payant de rna pcr­
sonne, de rna premiere personne: la libert& de me travestir, de 
m'inventer, de me remodeler a Joisir sans culpabilite majeure 
et meme avec une certain jubilation, et sans autre pretention 
que de servir Ie texte qui m'ctait commandc. (107) 

The motivation for this autofictional writing, it appears, is about 
the attraction of otherness, othering one's self through the creation of 
a fictional alter ego, the attempt to "comprendre ee qui n'est pas rnoi" 
through a process ofimaginati\.'e transformation, a fictional othcring of 
the selLAs Marie, echoing Lacan, affirms, '''Lc rnoi est une construc­
tion irnaginaire'" (125). The liberty to "me travestir, m'inventer, me 
rernodeler aloisir" functions at several levels within the novel: at that 
of the autofictional relationship bet\\o'een Nimier and her narrator, Ma­
rie; in a form of mise-en-abJme as Marie reinvents herself in her own 
erotic writing; and finally in the roles which Marie's research for her 
writing allows her to play out. If the act of fiction writing involves an 
imaginative othering of the self, the placing of one's self within the 
mind ofthe fictional narrator, Marie goes one step further, as, aided and 
ahetted by Aline, she embarks upon an exhaustive program of research 
which allows herself to step beyond the bounds of her normal, and 
rather straight-laced day to day existence. Marie thus takcs on the role 
of"the pornographer," chatting up men in bars, ordering the services of 
gigoloes and so fOt1h. Moreover, her relationship with Aline is erucial 
here. Of no fixed abode, no clear nationality, with a French mother, 
Italian father and raised in Santa Fe, trilingual but at horne in no one 
language, Aline represents a certain fluidity and instability, an ability 
to move "d'un univers aI'autre sans probJCrne apparente" (36). Most 
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significantly, she embodies a form ofsexual freedom which r.,.taric both 
fcars and envies. "J'aurais bien aime eire i,;ornmc va, ..:ertains jaurs," 
she admits, "une fille un peu vulgaire qui se laisse Jraguer" (43). The 
writing ofpornography allows her, both literally in the name of research, 
and imaginatively, on the page, to play out this role, to become other, [0 

become, in a sense, Aline, and their collaboration on the project serves 
to funher Marie's imaginative identification with her friend. 

Fiction, and most specifically autoficlion, blurs the boundaries 
between trmh and invention, reality and fantasy, self and other, and this 
uncertainty is experienced by Maric as producing both pleasure and a 
distinct sense of uneasiness. It is the impossibility of drawing a clear 
line between herself and her fictional characters who "n'etaitent pas Ie 
contra ire dc nous," thc coexistence of the same and the different, the 
unheimlich, perhaps, which disturbs: as Marie states ofher relationship 
to her characters, "II y avait trop de differences, au trop de similitudes, 
pour ne pas se sentiI' mal a I'aise" (72).1 Yet it is this very sense of 
ambiguity and indeeidibility in her writing that, Gabriel claims, makes 
Marie the ideal author to produce the nouvelle jJornographie: within 
her work, as he explains, "il t~lUt toujours que VallS aftntiez un detail 
qui deplaee les certitudes" (9g). 

Despite his apparent admiration t~lr the subtleties of Marie's/Ni­
mier's writing, for the elliptil.:~1 nature of her texts and the suggestive 
powers of the non-elil, it would seem that when it comes to sexuality, 
Gahriel is deluding himselfas to the degree of ambiguity he is willing 
to accept in her '·... ork. Having employed her as a representative woman, 
asking her to take her inspiration from women's daily lives in order to 
produee an erotie literature whieh will appeal to women as \I... e]] as men. 
he still hopes that Marie can offer a single, stable answer to the question 
ofwhat women want: "II me regardait comme 5i, appartenanl ilIa easle 
femelle, j'allais apporter une reponse gencrique et definitive" (1:'8). 
Whereas Gabriel want clear-cut stories, straight fOf'N~rd narratives or 
sexual activity, the texts Marie produces for him, prompted by the lk;rive 
of her imagination, fail to conform to such rigid structures. Presented 
by Marie with the text which forms the opening of Nimier's novel, 
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Gabriel rejects it as too confusing, too disturbing, "I 'ensemble manquait 
de stabilite, [.. ,J on s'y perdait" (30), and wants instead to pursue the 
possibilities of what is to Marie's mind the most banal, el iehed section 
of the text, a short fantasy of rescue by a fireman (16, 34). 

Although he may claim to want to overturn the conventions of 
what he terms "classic" pornography, Gabriel is not willing to move 
beyond the standard binary structures in which the woman is the pas­
sive, helpless object, ::md the man the active, virile subject, of sexual 
desire. Marie's fantasies, however, centre upon the reversal of such 
hierarchies. The opening sequence, for example, takes its inspiratiun 
from the advertisement for the supposedly "revolutionary" ironing 
board, the "revolution" being that it is the board itself which steams 
the clothes, the active clement now being thc board rather than the iron. 
This is described, in the mail-shot, as "un concept nouvcau. invcrsant 
les perspeetives traditionel1es," a reversal of the norms in which, <IS 

Marie explains. "on delaissait I'outil. la chose qui agit dedans la main 
de l'homme, pour erotiser Ie support" (12). The teons in which she 
describes this reversal, and the usc or the ironing board in a highly 
comic, albeit graphic, sex scene, suggest an equivalence between this 
supposed reversal of the domestic order, and the reversal of the sexual 
order which Gabriel claims is as the heart ofhis publishing project. Ne­
vertheless, Marie's sceptical, ironic commentary upon this advertising 
campaign reveals (he idiocy of proposing such a simplistic approach 
10 the disruption of deeply ingrained domestic and cultural nonns. 
"La liberation de la femme avait porte scs fruits," we ::lre told, "et si la 
femme se tapait toujours Ie repassage, il ne s'agissait plus d'une eorvee 
mais d'une activitc epanouissante" (13). Despite the apparent reversal 
of norms. it would appear that women r~main caught up in gendered 
hierarchies which accord power and activity to the man, and passive 
receptivity to the \\'ornen. 

Nevertheless, there is one key seene in which these hierarchies <Ire 
subvertcd, and in which Gabriel's notion of what women's fantasies 
might be (rescue by a virile fireman) arc subject to <J comic reversal: 
the erotic encounter between Marie and Aline, and a compliant young 
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pompier by the name of Tam (S6-92). In this scene. power relations 
are for once genuinely shifted rather than merely reversed, since as the 
scene progresses, the source of sexual tension becomes not so much 
the assertion of female sexual power over the fireman as stereotypical 
symbol of virility, but rather the increasingly eroticised relationship 
between the two women. Tom, w'ho moonlights as a male escon, is at 
the girls' flat supposedly for their research purposes, but is revealed 
as a somewhat flawed porn hero when he admits to having a problem 
with premature ejaculation. Marie and Aline attempt to cure Tom of 
his problem, tying him to the bed and taking charge of the situation: 
"Aux premieres lueurs du jour, nous tc laisserons partir," he is told, 
"En attendant, tu continues a respectcr la regie du jeu" (89). Marie 
deseribes Tom at onc point as "un jouet": he is effectively feminised, 
held in a position of passive subjection, and ultimately functions as a 
justification and a point of mediation for Marie and Aline, Marie hold­
ing him from behind as he penetrates Aline, and the tVt'o women then 
embracing over his genitals, which Aline caresses "eomme s'il agissait 
d'un enonne clitoris" (92). 

Despite the hints throughout the book that Marie may regard Aline 
as more than a friend, this is a truth \....hich she hesitates to admit to 
herselt: although as she eventually recognises, "Ies textes que nous 
pondions toutes les deux etaient satures de femmes entre dies, il fauc 
Ie reeonnaitre, gorges de scenes au les plaisirs se panageaient en mj~ 

roir" (168). Aline appears in the ironing board fantasy, and when Marie 
returns to reality, Aline is seen dressed in only an old I-shirt, in which, 
'"Iorsqu 'eUe se dressa sur la pointe des pieds pour prendre les tasses, je 
vis sa touffe noire se dessiner en transparence" (24). She later offers to 
help Marie with her writing, and her insistance that she must commit 
herself fully to her work plays upon an implieit double? entendre, as 
sitting at a restaurant table Aline takes her friend's face in her hands 
and munnurs, in what could easily be read as a seduction, "ya te fera du 
bien [...] un peu, de te mouiller" (38). Upset, apparently, at what she 
sees as a criticism of her writing rather than a sexual come-on, Marie 
runs out of the restaurant, and Aline follows, apologising and taking 
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Marie in her arms as she otTers to help with the new project. As the 
two women hold hands, Marie takes comfort from the idea of working. 
with Aline, and fantaslses that "Toutle monde nous prcndrait pour des 
gouines:' (42) imagining them playing up to thc role. "habillces de 
falt0n tres stricte [...Jcol montant pour les interviews" (42). 

However, although happy to indulge in such imaginary role-play of 
"acting out" the part oflcsbian, Marie is, it seems. unwilling to actually 
confront the possibility of a genuine, physical, homosexual desire, and 
[he possible social consequencef. ofbeing "taken for a dyke." After her 
disastrous first day at a new job, Aline tried to kiss her in the middle of 
the street, and Marie's one fear is that Gabriel will see them. "peur [. 
.] qu'il nous prennc pour des gouincs," and she uses him as a rationale 
tor pulling away from her friend's advances, "je ('aime beaucoup, tu 
Ie sa is bien, je t'adore, mais Gabriel nous attcnd" (115). As Marie's 
feelings for Aline and Gabriel become progressively more confused, 
it could be argued that Gabriel is, in fact, merely the object ofMaric's 
transposition of her (socially taboo) desire for Aline into a conventional, 
heterosexual, trame. Aline and Gabriel becomc intrinsically linked in 
her mind. and whilst Maric may tell herself that her desire is purely for 
Gabriel, her words betray her, and his role as a fonn of mediation in 
her relationship with Aline is emphasised by her reference to Truffaut's 
homo-erotie love~triangle "II y avait un cote Jules et Jim avec I'editeur, 
dans Ie role interprete par Jeanne Moreau" (175). 

At the climax of the novel, as Marie discovers Gabriel and Aline's 
rdationship, the possibility that it is hcr flatmate rather than hcr editor 
whom she really desires, becomes increasingly evident. The ultimate 
ambiguity of the closing pages in particular appears to support this 
hypothesis. Having come to the conclusion that her desires lie not so 
much in the realm of, in her own words, firemen with or without their 
helmets, but in the more conventionally feminine tenns of romance. 
Marie decides to dcclare her love to Gabriel. On reaching his apart­
ment, she is devastated to di~cover that he is with Aline, with whom 
he has embarked upon an affair. Running from the apartment, Marie 
plunges into drunken despair, burning her arm, and as she is rescued 
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by a fireman who asks her her name, the realisation comes 10 her (hat 
"je m'ctals trompec de per~onnage," (I H2) and the name that she utters 
is [hat of Aline. 

The ambiguity ofMaric's response is, I would argue, crucial to the 
interpretation of the novel, and representative of the wider tendency 
within Nimicr's work to subtly undermine the decidability of the lext, 
rendering it unstable, unknowable, other. I have suggested elsewhere 
that it is possible to interpret this scene as indicating the dissolution of 
Marie's identity, the culmination of her desire, perhaps, to he Aline, the 
"fillc qui sc Jaisse draguer" (43}-the mistake is thus abollt her own 
"personnagc," the rolc she herself plays (Wardle 2004). However, in 
the light of the homo-erotic undertones presenr (hroughout the text, it 
could equally be read as a recognition of Marie's desirelhr Alinc. She 
is thus "lrompce de personnage" (I 1'12) in believing, or at least in main­
taining the illusion, that it is Gabriel whom shc loves. Marie has tried, 
throughout the novel, to convince both her reader and herself that "mon 
fantasme Ie plus tcnace n'etait pas de 'violer un sapeur-pompier, avec 
ou sans casque, mais, eotllme toutes lcs fillettes nourries 'lUX conte de 
fees, de me marier, d't~tre heLJreuse, et, par consequent, d'avoir beaucoup 
d'enfanls" (45). Trapped between two cliched visions of male-female 
relations. caught up in cultural fantasies ofheterosexual desire, she has 
missed out on the opportunity for a sexual relationship which would 
truly disturb both the hierarchised binary oppositions of"c1assic" porn, 
and the socially approved nonns of romance. In her final words. then, 
it could be argued that Marie is finally facing up to her trangressive 
desire. recognising the attraction of an otherness which does not rely 
upon gender as the primary marker of difference. 

The attempt then to "eomprendre ee qui n'est pas moi," to step 
out of one's own skin into the imaginative projection of a fictional 
character, to "travestir," through the trangressi've role of pornographer 
the role she conventionally plays, has thus led Marie ultimately baek 
10 her selt~ to a self transformed through the encounter with otherness 
and open to the possibilities ofan identi(y which displaces and disturbs 
the binary structure of male nnd female, man and wife. To Gabriel's 
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demand to know \'ihat women want, Marie Nimit:r will not offer an 
easy answer. Thus, rejecting: both a vision of a "new," feminised por­
nography which ultimately relics upon the same cliches as the old, 
and the critics' \'ision ofa "women's writing" which, casily definable 
and stabJc, can be conveniently separated off from the more serious 
business of"literature," La Nouvelle Pornographic induces a profound 
sense of uncertainty and instability, and it is this which gives her nowl 
its disturbing and seuuctive appeal. 

Royal Holloway, Uninrsity of London, U.K. 

NOTE 
I Freud concei\'cs of the unheimhch as that which disturhs through 

its ambiguity. its duality: for example the clock-work automaton 
Olympia in Hotlinan's story of the Sand-Man, whose status as animate 
or inanimate appears indetenninate. This example. \'ihich Freud derives 
from Jentsch, is perhaps particularly pertinent here, since what JelHseh 
describes as "douhts whether an apparently animate being is re<llly alive: 
or conversdy, whether a Jifeless object might nol be in fael animate" 
parallellhc ambiguity within both Nimicr's and Maric's narrati\'es as 
to whcther the protagonists are to be rCall as real and autohiographical, 
or as fictional creations (Freud 226). 
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