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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction

This thesis grew out of the difficulties in classifying
Gallant's fiction. Critics, when examining the works of Mavis
Gallant, have tended to use a thematic approach: the themes of
exile, fractured human relationships, and the importance of
memory in recreating the past have all been described as
unifying features of her work.' The critics' reliance upon this
particular approach has meant that the way in which Gallant uses
language to construct her fiction has been relatively neglected.
As Barbara Godard writes: "Obsessed with thematic analysis and
the national scene, critics failed to evolve a vocabulary and
concepts for discussing the construction of literary reality,
for exploring the technical means of achieving what Barthes
calls the ‘'reality effect'" (76). Godard's study, which
develops a semiotics of irony through an analysis of Gallant's
irony, takes the first step in addressing this critical
deticiency. In this thesis, I would like to continue along the
path Godard has illuminated. Through an exploration of the
structure of two of Gallant's texts}‘this thesis wil examine the
way in which Gallant uses language itself to undercut the
‘reality effect' created by language.

Gallant constructs her fictional worlds through language;
to say this seems to be stating the obvious, and yet, this is a
point which often escapes critical attention. As Belsey writes:

", . . it is language which offers the possibility of
constructing a world of individuals and things, and of
differentiating between them" (4). Unfortunately, it is all too
easy to move from the text, from language, to the 'reality'
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which the language of the text both reflects and creates. This
jump from language to 'reality' results in a lack of critical
attention to language itself.

Gallant's language draws us as readers into making the jump
from language to 'reality'. Gallant's texts encourage the
reader to accept the words of the text as a ‘'reality'; yet, at
the same time, her texts contain many instances in which this
created 'reality' is called into question. Winfried Siemerling
states that Gallant's language has "the problematic nature of
signs somewhere between transparency and opaqueness" (144);
this metaphor can be extended to Gallant's texts, in which
meaning hovers between "transparency and opagqueness." The
resulting contradictions cause problems for the critic in both
the classification and analysis of Gallant's work.

Many critics have placed Gallant's work in the genre of
realism.3 Gallant's work contains many elements found in what
Catherine Belsey calls the mode of classic realism. Belsey
categorizes the three characteristics of classic realism as:
"illusionism, narrative which leads to closure, and a hierarchy
of discourses which establishes the 'truth' of the story" (70).*
Illusionism is the creation of a 'reality' through words and, as
has been already mentioned, Gallant is particularly skillful at
this task. It is the two other characteristics which move her
work beyond the boundaries of classic realism.

Closure is the movement of a text towards a discernible
meaning and an established order. When closure occurs, there is
an ending that has a sense of conclusion, completeness, and
finality. For example, in a murder mystery closure occurs when
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the name of the murderer is revealed. At this point, the
meaning of the text is fixed (the reader cannot dispute that the
murderer is who the author says he/she is) and the established
order (which was disturbed by the actions of the murderer) can
be resumed. To continue with this analogy, in many of Gallant's
texts the name of the murderer is never revealed or, if it is,
the name is revealed in such a way that the reader is uncertain
whether he/she can believe the name given is the correct one.

In the two texts examined in this thesis, closure does not occur
and the 'truth' of the text remains unfixed.

Gallant's texts escape from the restraints of fixed meaning
and the tendency towards closure and invite the reader (and/or
critic) to participate in constructing a "plurality of meaning"
(Barthes, "From Work to Text"™ 715). As Lawrence Matthews writes

in his article "Ghosts and Saints":

She [Gallant] does not make it easy for the reader to
determine,in the case of any given story, what this
truth is. Meaning in her work flows from a sophisticated
use of tone, and from an appeal to values that may be
undefined in the story, but that the reader i xpected
to share [my emphasis]. Sometimes the most remarkable
events or judgements are presented without elaboration

or evaluative comment by the narrative voice. (157)

The lack of elaboration or evaluation by the narrative voice
means that the reader has more freedom to construct his/her own
version of the ‘'truth' of the text. The narrative voice is not
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glven precedence over the other volces in the text. 1In a
classic realist text, as Belsey explains, one voice or discourse
is privileged above others; there is & hierarchy of discourses
and the reader can refer to the highest discourse for the
'truth' of the text. "The hierarchy works above all by means of
a privileged discourse which places as subordinate all the
discourses that are literally or figuratively between inverted
commas" (Belsey 70). In Gallant's text, despite Matthews'
comment about the values "that the reader is expected to share,"
there is no privileged discourse. A multiplicity of discourses
combines to form the meaning of the text; one discourse is not
privileged over another.

Coral Ann Howells, in her book Private and Fictional Worlds,
claims that Gallant's narrative detachment puts her in the

modernist camp, along with James Joyce and Virginia Woolf:

like Joyce's stories Gallant's offer no privileged
point of view from which to judge what we have been
reading. There are no authoritative inférpreters,

least of all the narrators of the stories. (91-92)

Howells writes that "modernism is an important feature in
Gallant's fictions of displacement"™ (92). Robertson Davies, in
his article "The Novels of Mavis Gallant," agrees with this
classification and places Gallant's work "in the modern mode"
(69). Other critics also place Gallant in the modern camp;s
Certainly, Gallant's themes of exile and displacement, loss and

alienation, show her affiliation with the modern modef’ However,
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her work also contalns many of the

confusions, distortions and disruptions . . .

[which] reflect a view of the world as not merely
subjectively constructed (as modernist fiction implied)
but as abstract, meaningless, radically resistant

to totalizing interpretation. (Lodge 26)

The above guotation is part of David Lodge's definition of the
postmodern text and in many ways this quotation applies to Mavis
Gallant's fiction. Barbara Godard says that "The Pegnitz
Junction, with its complex embeddings and intertextuality .

fits the postmodernist category" (75). How else can one
interpret this multi-layered text with its random shifts in
storylines in which, as the focalizing character Christine says,
"nothing is ever finished" (Gallant, The Pegnitz Junction 84)7?
Gallant's work contains elements of classic realism but it
escapes the strictures of this mode; her work has some of the
elements of modernism and yet it also veers into postmodernism.
The reader/critic needs a new approach, one that avoids the
above problems of classification, in order to determine how
Gallant's language works.

Roland Barthes, rather than dividing texts into categories
such as classic realism, modernism, postmodernism, etc.,
separates them into binary opposites: readerly or writerly.
Classic realism corresponds to what Barthes would define as the
readerly text. 1In the introduction to S/Z, Barthes writes: "We
call any readerly text a classic text" (4). 1In the readerly
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text, "the reader or viewer is reduced to an involuntary
rehearsal of what has already been written" (Silverman 242);
"the classic [readerly] text is finally nothing more than a
large-scale predication, i.e. a statement which defines and
situates a subject" (Silverman 245). Barthes' preference is not
for the readerly but the writerly text, the text which "engages
the reader or viewer in a productive rather than a consumptive
capacity" (Silverman 246). Barthes' classifications, when
applied to Gallant's texts, open new areas of meaning through
which the reader can dis—cover*the plurality of Gallant's texts.
The role of the reader and/or critic in establishing the
'truth' or 'truths' of Gallant's texts has been noted by several
critics. Barbara Godard writes: "That the role of the reader
is foregrounded in Gallant's texts should be underlined" (75).
Ronald Hatch says of the Linnet Muir stories that "one can sense
the act of writing itself becoming a process of participation"
("Three" 113). Robertson Davies comments that Gallant does not
make judgemental comments about her characters: "she makes her
readers use them, and that is her art. She deploys, displays,
exhibits, and leaves the judgements up to us" (70). Winfried
Siemerling writes that Gallant's texts, especially her "superb,
lingering endings [leavel] ample space for uncertainty and work
on the reader's part" (136). This focus upon the participatory
role of the reader in creating meaning corresponds to Barthes'
goal for the reader: "the goal of literary work (of literature
as work) is to make the reader no longer a consumer, but a
producer of the text" (S/Z 4). 1In Gallant's texts, the reader
participates in creating "a plurality of meaning" (Barthes,
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"From Work to Text"™ 715); by definition, then, Gallant's texts
are writerly texts.

The writerly text is not, like the readerly text, a product;
instead, it is a production. No text, however, could be a
completely writerly text; Belsey writes that, "[t]lhe totally
writable [writerlyl, plural text does not exist" (105). There
is always, at the end of interpretation, a product which the
reader/critic has created through the act of reading. "The
writerly text is one which the reader or viewer has obliged to
reveal the terms of its own construction" (Silverman 246); the
writerly text is created by the reader/critic. In order to

create the writerly text,

we require a second operation, consequent upon

the evaluation which has separated the texts, more
delicate than that evaluation, based upon the
appreciation of a certain quantity--the more or less
each text can mobilize. This new operation is
interpretation . . . . To interpret a text is not

to give it a (more or less justified, more or less
free) meaning, but on the contrary to appreciate

what plural constitutes it. (Barthes, S/Z 5).

And, as Belsey writes in Critical Practice: "the plural text

requires the production of meanings through the identification

of its polyphony" (105). The task in dis-covering the writerly

text, in creating the meanings of a text, is to identify the

different voices of the text, its polyphony. Belsey calls this
7



process deconstructioneand writes: "Deconstruction in order to
reconstruct the text as a newly intelligible, plural [my
emphasis] object is the work of criticism" (105). For the

reader/critic,

[tlhe aim is to locate the point of contradiction within
the text, the point at which it transgresses the limits
within which it is constructed, breaks free of the
constraints imposed by its own realist form. Composed
of contradictions, the text is no longer restricted to

a single, harmonious and authoritative reading. 1Instead
it becomes plural [Belsey's emphasisl . . . an object of

work by the reader to produce meaning. (Belsey 104)

In order to identify the different voices of the text, "to
examine the process of its production" (Belsey 104), and to
locate the points of contradiction, one needs a critical
apparatus. An apparatus which lends itself to this task is the
one delineated by Roland Barthes in S/Z. Barthes, in his
analysis of Balzac's "Sarrasine," creates a model for examining
the plurality of meaning in a text, a model which includes five
codes: the proairetic, semic, hermeneutic, symbolic, and
cultural (or referential) codes. These five codes braid
together the signifiers of the text to form the text in its
entirety. 1In Barthes' words: "The five codes create a kind of
network, a topos through which the entire text passes (or
rather, in passing, becomes text)" (S/Z 20).

While Barthes' five codes offer a means of identifying the
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dlfferent volces of the text, Barthes' model must be modlfed 1f
it is to be useful in the analysis of the writerly aspects of

Gallant's texts. Belsey writes that:

though it [S/Z] offers a model in one sense--it implies
a new kind of critical practice--it would be almost
certainly not possible ( or useful) to attempt a

wholescale imitation of its critical methods. (106)

Belsey argues that "S/Z is itself a polyphonic critical text"
(105), which contains no summary conclusions and makes no
attempt to provide an authoritative method of criticism. What I
propose to do in this thesis is to use the codes to examine the
writerly aspects of two of Gallant's texts and thereby reveal
the terms of their construction and the points at which they
break free from the restraints of fixed meaning and become
plural.

In the process of adapting Barthes' codes to the task of
examining the writerly elements of Gallant work, one must be
mindful that, by Barthes' own definitions, two of his codes do
not contribute to the writerly aspect of a text. One is the
"proairetic code [which] determines the sequence of events
within a story" (Silverman 262). 1In essence, the proairetic
code is equivalent to the plot of the story. Barthes states
that "the proairetic sequence is never more than the result of
an artifice of reading" (S8/Z 19); the act of reading creates
the movement of the proairetic code as the reader is impelled
forward in his/her desire to know what happens next. The
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proalretic code, therefore, contrlbutes to the readerly aspect
of a text: Barthes writes that the action sequences of the
proairetic code "constitute the strongest armature of the
readerly [text]" (8/Z 204). The purpose of this essay is to
dis-cover the writerly, not the readerly elements of Gallant's
texts; therefore, I will not be discussing the proairetic code
in detail, except at the points where the code transgresses its
own limitations and thereby contributes to the writerly aspects
of the texts under analysis.q

Barthes also classifies the hermeneutic code as a code which
contributes to the readerly elements of a text. The hermeneutic
code revolves around the solving of the enigma or central
mystery of a text. For example, in Barthes' critical text,
"Sarrasine," the enigma centers around the identity of the title
character. By the end of the story, the reader has discovered
both Sarrasine's identity and his ambiguous sexual nature
(Sarrasine is a eunuch). The enigma of the text has been
solved. Kaja Silverman writes that "[tlhe hermeneutic code
inscribes the desire for closure and 'truth'" (257). 1In
Barthes' words: "the hermeneutic terms structure the enigma
according to the expectation and desire for its solution"
(Barthes, S/Z 75). The reader's expectations of a solution
propel the text irreversibly forward, in the same way that the
actions which comprise the proairetic code move the plot forward
towards its inevitable ending. At the same time, however, the
hermeneutic code must delay the final disclosure of the truth of

the text. As Barthes writes:
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the problem is to malntain the enigma in the initial
void of its answer; whereas the sentences quicken

the story's "unfolding" and cannot help but move the
story along, the hermeneutic code performs an opposite
action: it must set up delays (obstacles, stoppages,

deviations) in the flow of the discourse. (S/Z 75)

At the end of these delays, however, the reader expects that the
'truth' will be revealed. "Expectation thus becomes the basic
condition for truth: truth, these narratives tell us, is what
is at the end of expectation" (Barthes, 8/2 76). In the
readerly text, the reader's expectations of 'truth' are
eventually satisfied; however, in the writerly text these
expectations are transgressed. The constraints of the
hermeneutic code and the points at which these constraints are
broken offer one area for discovering the writerly aspects of a
text which masquerades as classic realism. For this reason, I
have chosen to examine the working of the hermeneutic code in
"Its Image on the Mirror," my example of the (seemingly)
readerly text. In the same way, in a writerly text such as "The
Pegnitz Junction," an examination of the points at which the
constraints of the hermeneutic code are transgressed reveals the
degree to which it is a writerly text, the "more or less [the]
text can mobilize" (Barthes, S/Z 5).

Barthes expands upon the codes through a musical analogy:
"The area of the (readerly) text is comparable at every point to
a (classical) musical score" (8/Z 28). He sub-divides the codes
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into two groups: reversible and irreversible. The proairetic
and the hermeneutic codes are classified as irreversible,
limited by time. The two irreversible codes limit the plurality
of a text: "What blocks its [the text'sl] reversibility is just
what limits the plural nature of the classic text" (8/Z 30).
Barthes classifies the remaining codes (the semic, symbolic and
cultural codes) as reversible: these codes "establish
permutable, reversible connections, outside the constraint of
time" (8/Z 30). These codes all contribute to the plural nature
of a text. "The semic code represents the major device for
thematizing persons, objects, or places" (Silverman 251); in a
very simplified way, the semic code corresponds to
characterization and setting in a text. For example, in
"Sarrasine," the title itself is part of the semic code for it
is a signifier attached to the central character, Sarrasine.

The title also introduces the symbolic code, which is linked "to
the formulation of antitheses, especially that variety which
admits of no mediation between its terms" (Silverman 270). 1In
"Sarrasine," the central symbolic antithesis is between male and
female; the confusion between the spheres of male and female
caused by Sarrasine, a eunuch, pervades the text. This symbolic
antithesis is also part of the cultural code as the "symbolic
code is really no more than an extension or subset of the
cultural code, whose structuring oppositions it articulates"
(Silverman 274). The cultural code refers to the "body of
knowledge" (Barthes, S/Z 205) or the "bourgeois ideology" (S/Z
206) which establishes the "culture" or "cultural identity" of
the text. The sexual and cultural ramifications of the
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existence of a charactei such as Sarrasine are expressed within
the cultural code.

All of the codes braid together so to examine one is to
examine many. As has been mentioned above, the symbolic code is
a subset of the cultural code. 1In addition, Silverman writes
that "the semic code always operates in close conjunction with
the cultural codes" (255). Another example of two intertwined

codes is the link between the semic and hermeneutic codes:

Barthes observes that 'semic space is glued to
hermeneutic space' in that what the hermeneutic
code moves toward (i.e. a 'profound or final
space') is nothing other than a signified which

refuses to connote. (Silverman 257)

An examination of any one code, therefore, includes an
examination of any one or all of the other codes. Barthes mixes
his discussion of the codes depending on the lexia or "units of

reading" (Barthes, 8/Z 13) he is examining. Barthes' lexia

range from "a few words [to] . . . several sentences"™ (S/Z 13)
and his division of the text into lexia is, as he admits,
"arbitrary in the extreme" (8/Z 13). This method contributes to
the writerly aspects of his own text, S/Z. I have already
discussed why it is not practical "to attempt a wholescale
imitation of its [S8/Z's] critical methods" (Belsey 106).
However, I shall attempt to tailor Barthes's methods of analysis
to the works I am examining.

I have selected two representative examples of Gallant's
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work for examination: "Its Image on the Mirror" from the
collection My Heart is Broken and "The Pegnitz Junction," the
title story from a later collection. Because of the nature of
Barthes' critical model, a detailed analysis of Gallant's entire
body of work (which is not yet complete) would preclude any
in-depth analyses of the individual texts: 8/Z itself, an
analysis of a short story of less than thirty pages (in
translation), runs to over two hundred pages plus appendices. I
have chosen two of Gallant's longer pieces of fiction--"Its
Image on the Mirror" is one hundred pages, "The Pegnitz
Junction" eighty-eight--even though Gallant is primarily a
writer of short stories. Judith Skelton Grant says of Gallant's
novels and novellas that, when "read against the background of
the stories, they seem similar in thrust and form, and different
only in their greater length" (37). The longer lengths of these
two works offer more scope in which to examine the workings of
the codes. These two texts offer what appear to be the two
extreme examples of Barthes' classifications for texts: the
readerly text and the writerly text. "Its Image on the Mirror,"
published in 1964, contains many elements of the readerly or
classic realist text; "The Pegnitz Junction," published in
1973, is the most perfect example, to date, of the postmodern
text in Gallant's body of work. However, upon closer
examination, both texts reveal themselves to be writerly texts.
"Its Image on the Mirror" offers two interesting areas for
examination of its aspects as a writerly text. The first area
is the semic code, which is "the voice of the Person" (Barthes,
S/7Z 21). "Its Image on the Mirror" is a first-person narration
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in which the narrator, Jean Price, attempts to define her own
identity. Through my analysis of the semic code, I shall
demonstrate how her failure to define herself contributes to the
writerly aspects of this text. Given the close ties between the
semic and symbolic codes, I will also examine how the symbolic
code functions in this text. Similarly, the discussion of the
cultural code will be implicit in the first section as "the
semic code always operates in close conjunction with the
cultural codes" (Silverman 255) and the "symbolic code is really
no more than an extension or subset of the cultural code, whose
structuring oppositions it articulates" (Silverman 274). A
second area for examination of the writerly aspects of this text
is the hermeneutic code. The hermeneutic code offers
interesting possibilities for a critic confronting a text which
appears to be a readerly text and yet which, upon closer
analysis, reveals itself to be a writerly text.

In "The Pegnitz Junction" a different method of operation
is at work. Kaja Silverman observes that "in many classic texts
a single powerful cultural code subordinates the proairetic,
semic, symbolic, and hermeneutic activities" (251). This is the
case with "The Pegnitz Junction,"™ although it is not a classic
realist text. An examination of its cultural code, therefore,
encompasses an examination of the other codes. 1In my analysis
of "The Pegnitz Junction, " I have focused on the cultural code,
although the other codes are also discussed within the primary
analysis of the cultural code.

Catherine Belsey claims that: "Deconstruction in order to
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reconstruct the text as a newly lntelligible, plural object is
the work of criticism" (105). The purpose of this thesis is to
examine the writerly qualities of two of Gallant's texts in
order to dis-cover the terms of their construction and thereby

reveal their plural natures as writerly texts.
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CHAPTER TWO: The Semic and Symbolic Codes
in "Its Image on the Mlrror"
I

The meaning of "Its Image on the Mirror" appears to be
'fixed', limited to a single interpretation. 1In addition to a
'fixed' meaning, the novella has several characteristics of the
readerly or classic realist text: 1) the presentation of
'reality' in the novella corresponds to the reader's idea of
'reality' (illusionism); 2) a problem (question) is posed at
the beginning of the novella and seemingly answered by the end
(closure); and, 3) an authoritative voice presents the 'truth'
of the story (hierarchy of discourses).' However, upon
re-reading "Its Image on the Mirror," the reader dis-covers
several points of contradiction, points at which the text
becomes plural, no longer limited to a single fixed meaning.

Following Barthes' lead, I shall begin my analysis of the
semic and symbolic codes in "Its Image on the Mirror" with the
title itself. The title is taken from William Yeats' "The
Shadowy Waters," a long, dramatic poem, of which a stanza is
included as an epigraph to the story. The first words of the
stanza, "What is love itself," would seem to suggest that love
is the image referred to in the novella's title. The image of
love, its likeness or imitation, would then be the subject of
the text. The word 'image' carries an association of falseness;
just as Plato distrusted 'mimesis' or the imitation of an object
because this secondary object is less real than the original, so
too would the 'image' of love stir up connotations of false or
weak love. But as the reader reads on, she realizes that the
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image referred to is not love but a dream. The initial gquestion
is answered: 1love is "dreams that hurry from beyond the world."
The stanza concludes: "Fellow-wanderer,/ Could we but mix
ourselves into a dream/ Not in its image on the mirror!" (55).1
The dream itself is love and the image is of a dream. Here we
no longer have mimesis: the imitation of love, its image on the
mirror. We have second-order mimesis--an imitation of an
imitation--the image of a dream. The 'reality' portrayed in the
story is in question even before the opening words.

The epigraph provides the central structuring force of the
symbolic code in "Its Image on the Mirror." The symbolic code
is linked "to the formulation of antitheses, especilally that
variety which admits of no mediation between its terms"
(Silverman 270). In "Sarrasine," Barthes' text for analysis, the
central symbolic antithesis is between male and female. 1In "Its
Image on the Mirror," confusion between male and female roles is
one of the symbolic antitheses which structures the text but it
is not the central one. The central antithesis is between the
dream or ideal world and the real.

The concluding passage of the text encapsulates the central

antithesis of the symbolic code in "Its Image on the Mirror."

We had slipped into our winter as trustingly as every
night we fall asleep. We woke from dreams of love
remembered, a house recovered and lost, a climate
imagined, a journey never made; we woke dreaming our
mothers had died in childbirth and heard ourselves
saying, "Then there is no one left but me!" We would
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waken thinking the earth must stop, now, so that we
could be shed from it like snow. I knew, that night,
we would not be shed, but would remain, because that
was the way it was. We would survive, and waking--
because there was no help for it--forget our dreams

and return to life. (155)

In this passage, the events of the novella become a dream from
which the narrator and the other characters will awaken. The
dreams which the narrator mentions--"love remembered, a house
recovered and lost, a climate imagined, a journey never
made"--all refer to events in the novella. 1In the narrator's
version, these events become dreams, unreal events, which the
characters will forget upon returning to 'reality'. The £final
passage of the novella negates the seeming reality of the
previous hundred pages. At the same time, the passage affirms
the writerly nature of the text. The reader, who has accepted
the appearance of reality--illusionism in Belsey's words--is now
confronted with a point of contradiction, a point at which the
apparent meaning of the text becomes fluid, unfixed.

The four specific dreams mentioned by the narrator in the
final passage of the novella are exposed as writerly events at
the time of their narration. For example, the dream of "a house
recovered and lost" refers to Jean's parents' house in Allenton,
which she describes in the opening paragraphs of the novella.
Jean creates a detailed word-picture of the scene on her
parents' moving day. She includes several specific references
to people and their settings: the real estate agent is opening
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the door of the house; "[al] gardener kneels before a row of
stones" (58); "On the west lawn, where the copper beech has
shed a few leaves, a tall priest in black points™ (58). These
narrative details fix the scene in the reader's mind and create
an illusion of reality. And then Jean negates the reality of

the entire scene with the following words:

My mother says I saw nothing of the kind. She says
the priest had called in the morning, but was nowhere
around when we left. She says she remarked: "I
suppose they'll have the typical institutional garden,
phlox with white stones," and that I imagined the

gardener because of that. (58)

Jean constructs a version of reality out of her mother's
comments and the actual scene. Given the absence of any
authoritative version of the scene (neither Jean nor her mother
is presented as a completely reliable source and the author is
silent) the reader must choose between the alternatives offered.
The appearance of reality is negated by Jean's construction of
the scene.

Another example of the writerly nature of this text can be
found in the description of "a climate imagined," which refers
to the home of Isobel, Jean's sister. Jean describes Isobel's
home in the following words: "Isobel lives in Venezuela now, in
a climate I can only imagine" (97). Earlier on in the text, at
the time when Isobel leaves for Venezuela, Jean writes:
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Isobel was in romantic Caracas, which I began to
construct, feverishly, as a paradise of coral islands.
I could not have found it on a map, and confused it

with Bermuda. (64)

Jean's description of her method of picturing Isobel's home is
telling: "I began to construct [Caracas]." Jean constucts her
own version of reality, a reality which does not necessarily
bear any resemblance to the 'true' reality. Illusionism, in
Belsey's sense of the word, becomes illusion, a misconception or
false idea. The reader (and Jean) both realize the falseness of
Jean's image of "romantic Caracas" but no corrective image is
given. The reader, like Jean, must construct her own image of
"the climate imagined."

The imagined climate is associated with Jean's dream of a
"love remembered." This love, this dream which Jean wishes she
could be part of rather than "its image on the mirror," is the
love between Isobel, Jean's sister, and her lover, Alec
Campbell. At one point in the novella, while Isobel is speaking
to Alec on the phone, Jean thinks: "Isobel was removed from us
to a warmer world, to a climate I could sense but not capture,
like a secret, muddled idea I had of Greece, or the south, or
being warm" (136-137). Love is compared to a climate, a climate

which Jean can only imagine. Jean writes of the two lovers:

I imagined they told each other that they were special,
like no lovers who had ever existed. Whenever I tried
to imagine the conversation of lovers it was like that.
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I was twenty-seven and married but fanciful as a little
girl. I had an idea about love, and I thought my sister

knew the truth. (98)

Again, Jean is grasping for 'truth'. She tries to construct a
factual image of Isobel and Alec's love affair out of the scraps
of information she has about them; however, Jean herself
gquestions her own version of the love affair. She is drawn to
the affair--she writes that "[nlo romantic story of my own (if
ever I'd had one) tormented me as much as her [Isobel's] story
with Alec Campbell"™ (S91)--but she is shut out from the 'truth',
both by her own naivete and by Isobel's secretive nature.

The final dream mentioned, the "journey never made," is an
enigma; it is, in itself, an example of the writerly nature of
the text. There are at least two possible interpretations of
the "journey never made." The first involves the scene in which
Isobel tells Jean of her pregnancy. Jean attempts a moment of

physical communion with her sister.

I moved forward, kneeling, in the most clumsy movement
possible. It was dragging oneself through water
against the swiftest current, in the fastest river in
the world; I knelt on the bed near my sister and took
her thin relaxed hand in mine. We met in a corner of
the landscape and she glanced at me, then slid her

hand out of mine and said, "Oh don't." (153)

The "journey never made" becomes a metaphor for the distance
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between the two sisters, a distance which expresses itself in
their inability to connect. This distance between the sisters
is foreshadowed by an event which takes place earlier in the
text but later in chronological time: the visit of Isobel and
her Venezuelan husband and children to her parents' cottage. At
the end of the visit, Jean writes, "Isobel was going, and had
said nothing to me. She had not spoken at all. There was no
limit to the size of the world and we would never find each
other in it again" (77). 1In another example, Jean describes an
unsatisfactory visit with her sister and concludes that "the
greatest distance was between us, the sisters" (97). The
emotional distance between the sisters is never bridged; it is
"the journey never made."

A second interpretation of "the journey never made" opens
from a statement made by Jean on the penultimate page of the
text. Speaking of her husband, Tom, Jean writes, "[hlis memory
is for dates, not for feelings; even today he will insist that
we last saw Isobel in 1958 and not 1955, as I tell it" (154).
The metaphoric "journey never made" becomes a literal journey of
the two sisters towards each other, one which Tom affirms and
Jean denies. Who is to be believed? By her very words at the
end of the text, Jean denies the validity of any of the narrated
events: her story is made up of "dreams which hurry from beyond
the world."

D. B. Jewison cites this discrepancy surrounding the date of
Isobel's last visit as an example of Jean's lack of authority as

a narrator. Jewison writes:
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Many of the Judgements she [Jean] makes about people are
very questionable, although it is sometimes difficult

to tell just where the truth lies. With dates, the
difference between fact and misstatement is clear and

thus Jean's authority is severely undermined. (102)

There are two problems with this conclusion: 1) at least one of
Jewison's contentions about mistaken dates is itself based on a
mistake»;3 and 2) Jean herself acknowledges that she is
unreliable about dates and other events, both in the quotation
about Tom and in other instances in the text. Jewison's
contention that, in this particular text, "Gallant's typical
subtlety and ambiguity . . . [arise] from the questionable
authority of the narrative presence" (101), only partially
addresses the issue of the contradictions created by Jean's
narration. The question of narrative authority in "Its Image on
the Mirror" and its contribution to the writerly quality of the
text deserves closer attention.

Lorna Irvine, speaking of the narrative technique of "Its
Image on the Mirror," calls Jean "a reflector" (134). The idea
of Jean as a narrator who 'mirrors' the events and characters
surrounding her is echoed by other critics. Neil Besner writes

that:

Jean Price, the first-person narrator, presents readers
with mirror images of characters and scenes, flat
portraits which she transcribes with scrupulous object-
ivity, as if she were transcribing from memory. (28)
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Jean's narration is structured by what Besner calls "the tyranny
of form--of snapshots, portraits, pictures, tableaux, framed
still lifes--" (38). All of these methods of describing life,
plus the "scrupulous objectivity" which Jean uses, aid Jean in
her presentation of herself as a person who has the 'truth'.
Through her narrative technique, Jean attempts to convince the
reader that her version of events is the authoritative one. The
reader remains unconvinced and frequently assigns different
meanings to events and characters than the ones Jean ascribes to
them. This would seem to indicate that Jean is an unreliable
narrator who, despite her narrative technique of "mirroring"
events for the reader, is unable to present the 'truth'. This
would be true if the text presented one authoritative 'truth'.

"Its Image on the Mirror" is a writerly text and in it
meaning and truth remain f£luid. Jean cannot f£ix the meaning of
her story or her life and she cannot offer 'truth' to the
reader. As Neil Besner writes, "[wlhen Jean leaves images
alone for a moment, they speak a language; they are free of her
self-conscious attempts to fix absolute meaning" (37). Jean
tries to create a readerly text, in which meaning is fixed and
absolute; instead, her story is a writerly text, in which the
reader must sift through meanings. Jean's narrative technique,
in which she both affirms and denies her own unreliablity, adds
to the writerly nature of the text.

Jean is an unrealiable narrator not only because she,
whether deliberately or unintentionally, distorts the 'truth' of
her narrative but because there is no 'truth' to be found.

Jean, in her search to bridge the gap between reality and

25



dreams, attempts to present her version of the 'truth' to the
reader. But behind Jean's version of events, the reader can
perceive other versions. One of these is the author's version
of the events in the text. Janice Kulyk Keefer writes that "for
all that Gallant excoriates Jean's WASP prudishness and aridity,
she confers upon her the narrative authority to enforce a
closed, diminished view of life" (50). This statement expresses
the layers of meaning contained in the narrative of the text.

On one level (for the reader who takes Jean's version at face
value) Jean's narrative does present a "closed, diminished view
of life." At another level, Jean does not really have narrative
authority; the reader can sense the presence of Gallant behind
Jean's comments. Wayne Booth, in The Rhetoric of Fiction,
classifies the difference between reliable and unreliable
narrators in the following sentence: "I have called a narrator
reliable when he speaks for or acts in accordance with the norms
of the work (which is to say, the implied author's norms),
unreliable when he does not" (158-159). Jean can be classified
as an unreliable narrator because at certain points in the text
the reader can sense the distance between Jean's view of events
and the hidden irony in Jean's words, an irony apparent to both
Gallant and the reader but hidden from Jean.

A description of Mrs. Duncan, the narrator's mother, helps
to point out the gap between the narrator and the author's views
of persons and events. Jean is describing the day her parents
moved from the house they had lived in for all of their married
life. Jean writes that, although the move must have been
emotionally difficult for her mother, "She [Mrs. Duncan] said
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not a word about it, and expected no embarrassing behavior from

me" (65). Jean goes on to describe how she views her mother:

She was small, commanding, and permitted no backchat.
My mother has lived every day of her life as if it were
preparation for some sort of crisis. You could look
straight through her and f£find not a sand-grain of
weakness or compassion or pity: nothing to start up

emotional rot. (65-66)

In Jean's voice, the words are an expression of praise of her
mother; the concluding two words, "emotional rot," dismiss the
need for emotions like compassion and pity (which have already
been linked with weakness). It is the reader who views Mrs.
Duncan as an emotional tyrant. Jean cannot see the irony
inherent in her description; indeed, Jjust a few paragraphs
earlier, Jeans says of her mother: "I am pleased to be 1like
her. There is no one I admire more" (65). The reader is the
one who can read behind the words to see one facet of the
'truth' about Mrs. Duncan. 1If this were the only 'truth' about
the character, then "Its Image on the Mirrorxr" could be
classified strictly as a classic realist text. Catherine
Belsey's comment about authorial authority in classic realism
may help clarify my meaning. Belsey writes that in the classic

realist text:

The reader is invited to perceive and judge the
'truth' of the text, the coherent, non-contradictory
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interpretation of the world as it is perceived by
an author whose autonomy is the source and evidence

of the truth of the interpretation. (68-69)

If "Its Image on the Mirror" were true classic realism, a
readerly text with only one meaning, then only one reading of
Mrs. Duncan's character would be possible. The reader would see
the 'truth' about Mrs. Duncan, that she is an emotional tyrant,
despite Jean's misguided views about her mother. The reader
would be supported in this view of Mrs. Duncan by the author,
Mavis Gallant. This is not the case.

Mrs. Duncan's character must be judged through Jean's
presentation of her character and Jean's presentation is
unreliable. Wayne Booth, citing Henry James's definition of
the unreliable narrator, writes that unreliablity in a narrator
"is most often a matter of what James calls inconscience; the
narrator is mistaken, or he believes himself to have qualities
which the author denies him" (159). These criteria hold true
for the narrator at some points in the text, but are invalid at
other points. 1In other words, sometimes Jean is mistaken in her
perception of herself, other characters, and events in the text
and sometimes she is not. Sometimes the reader can recognize
that Gallant does not want us to accept Jean's words at face
value. Sometimes the words themselves are the reader's only
guide. 1In the above example about Mrs. Duncan, the reader can
assume, with a certain degree of certainty, that Gallant wishes
us to interpret Jean's words ironically. 1In the following two
examples, this assumption cannot be so readily made.
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Catherine Belsey states that in a readerly text a "coherent,
non-contradictory interpretation of the world" (68-69) is easily
perceivable to the reader. 1In "Its Image on the Mirror"
contradictions abound. The narrator's mother, Mrs. Duncan, as
demonstrated in the above paragraphs, is presented by Jean as a
woman who is thoroughly in control of her own emotions. On the
day of her move from the house she has lived in all her married
life, Mrs. Duncan does not cry and "expected no embarrassing
behaviour" (65) from her daughter. Yet a few pages later, Jean
observes her parents holding hands in a public restaurant. She
says that "[flor the first time in my life, I saw my parents
holding hands. . . . It was the singularity of the gesture that
made me uneasy. Their tenderness seemed a sign of their defeat"
(69). Jean's reaction to the public hand-holding is to feel
"cold with shame"™ (70) and to think, "I'm not like either of
them, really. My children will be different too" (70). The
readex, at this point, recognizes that it is Jean's perception
of Mrs. Duncan as emotionally rigid that creates the reader's
impression of Mrs. Duncan. Jean needs to see her mother as
someone who has "not a sand-grain of weakness or compassion or
pity" (66). 1Is Mrs. Duncan really this way? Jean's description
would seem to suggest she is; the above example would seem to
suggest she is not.

Another scene, which takes place (or may take place) after
Jean's brother's death, adds another layer of meaning to the
reader's perception of Mrs. Duncan's character. Jean and her
sister Isobel have come home after hearing of Frank's death in
England. Jean writes:
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One night I saw, or thought I saw, or may have dreamed,
that my father sat on the stairs weeping. Our mother
stood a few steps below him so that their faces were
nearly level. . . . Patient, waiting, she held a glass
of water to his lips as if control could be taken like
a pill. Everything in that scene, which I must have

dreamed, spoke of the terror of pity. (147)

The final comment is Jean's perception of the scene. Whether or
not it is an accurate assessment of the scene (which may never
have occurred) is impossible to tell. There is no
authoritative, non-contradictory version of Mrs. Duncan's
character, of the other characters, or of the events which occur
or do not occur during the narrative. The unreliable nature of
Jean's narration contributes to the confusion between dreams and

reality in the text (the symbolic code).

II
The unreliable nature of Jean's narration also causes some

of the confusion about the nature of the individual characters
in the text (the semic code). 1In "Its Image on the Mirror" the
symbolic code is directly linked to the semic code. As
narrator, Jean is not only unreliable, she also frequently calls
attention to her own unreliability. She questions her own
version of events, introduces other characters' viewpoints and,
at the end of the text, denies the validity of any of the events
narrated. All of these narrative techniques work within the
symbolic code, heightening the fluidity of meaning and 'truth'
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within this code. They also work within the semic code. Within
a text, "[(tlhe semic code represents the major device for
thematizing persons, objects, or places" (Silverman 251).
Barthes calls the semic code "the Voice of the Person" (S/Z 21).
The voice of the person in "Its Image on the Mirror" is the
narrator, Jean Price. Jean Price is the voice which gives the
reader one version of the events of the text. As both narrator
and a central character, Jean's characterization (which is part
of the semic code) helps to create the layers of meaning in the
text.

The symbolic code is linked to the semic code through the
way in which Mavis Gallant creates her characters. Mavis
Gallant uses oppositions within the symbolic code to develop her
characters. Two secondary works have contributed to my
understanding of the psychological processes by which Gallant
constructs her characters in this text: Kaja Silverman's
chapter entitled "The Subject" from her book The Subiect of
Semiotics in which she discusses Jacques Lacan's model for the
formation of an individual identity; and Belsey's analysis of
the writing of Lacan in "Addressing the Subject" in Critical
Practice. Lacan's model has several similarities with Barthes'
codes. In terms of Barthes' codes, the symbolic register (the
fourth register of the Lacanian model) would be expressed within
the symbolic code: the oppositions within the symbolic code
would be played out within the family's "closed system of
signification" (Silverman 182). The family, in turn, and the
identity which it confers upon an individual, would be expressed
within the semic code. Silverman explains Lacan's definition of
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the closed family system in the following way:

"mother" and "father" are binary terms within a
closed system of signification; each sustains its
value and meaning through its relation to the other,

and not through any reference to the real. (182)

Oppositions within the symbolic code are self-defining; each
signifier gains its meaning through its definition against
another signifier. There is no final reference point: no
ultimate signified. This understanding of meaning corresponds
to Barthes' writerly text; Lacan's model, therefore, offers
another way of approaching "Its Image on the Mirror" as a
writerly text.

Lacan's model incorporates four stages towards subjectivity
(the formation of an individual identity). Silverman describes

these stages in the following way:

Lacan's theory of the subject reads like a classic
narrative--it begins with birth, and then moves in turn
through the territorialization of the body, the mirror
stage, access to language, and the Oedipus complex.

The last two of these events belong to what Lacan calls
the symbolic order, and they mark the subject's coming

of age within a culture. (150)

The first stage, "territorialization of the body," occurs when a
child first recognizes "objects which are not clearly
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distinguished from the self and which are not fully grasped as
other" (Sllverman 156). The second stage occurs when the child
recognizes itself in a mirror: the mirror stage. This stage
corresponds to Freud's model for the formation of the egqo, in
which "[tlhe ego is formed through a series of identifications
with objects external to it"™ (Silverman 134). In both cases,
the subject is defining itself through an external object; as
Silverman explains, this stage can also be called the "loss of
the real" (176), for "to know oneself through an external image
is to be defined through self-alienation”™ (158). The mirror
stage is particularly significant to the construction of
character in "Its Image on the Mirror."

In "Its Image on the Mirror" the narrator, Jean Price,
defines herself through other characters. 1In one sense, the
other characters in the text, particularly her sister, Isobel,
function as what Freud defines as a superego: "The ego ideal or
superego functions throughout the history of the subject as the
mirror [my emphasis] in which the ego sees what it should be,
but never can be" (Silverman 135). Isobel is the mirror in
which Jean sees herself. The subject of the title of the text,
the image on the mirror, now becomes not a dream but a person.
The person is Isobel, who is the ideal image Jean wishes to be.

If the image on the mirror is Isobel, the image which Jean
has always wished to be, then the text itself is an exploration

of Jean's desire to be Isobel. Kaja Silverman writes:

It is probably most helpful to think of the mirror
stage as always occurring from within the symbolic

33



order, and as an event which is in some way culturally
orchestrated. Lacan hlmself encourages us to concept-
ualize the mirror stage along these lines, since he
describes it as a moment which is only retrospectively
realized--realized from a position within language,

‘and within the symbolic. (161)

Jean's narrative, when understood in terms of Lacanian
psychology, is an attempt to realize her desire to be Isobel.
Jean realizes this desire through language: she explores her
obsession with her 'image' through language.

The acguisition of language is the third register of Lacan's
model. Language, for Lacan, is a closed system of signifiers;
"meaning emerges as the result of a play of differences within a
closed system" (Silverman 163). Within this closed system, the
subject constructs its identity: Belsey writes of "Lacan's
theory of the subject as constructed in language" (60).1‘f And
how the subject constucts its identity is through its desire for
*the Other'.5 Desire for 'the Other' is desire for what the
subject itself can never be: '"desire is directed toward ideal
representations which remain forever beyond the subject's reach"
(Silverman 176). This desire is both created and denied within

the signifying system of language.

Not only does language provide the agency for self-loss,
but cultural representations supply the standard by

which that loss is perceived. We look within the mirrox
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of those representations--representations which struct-
ure every moment of our existence--not only to discover
what we are, but what we can never hope to be and (as

a consequence) hopelessly desire. (Silverman 177)

The final register of Lacan's model is the Oedipus complex.
Lacan drew upon the writing of the anthropologist, Claude
Levi-Strauss, and his analysis of symbolic networks for his
fourth stage of the formation of the subject. Levi-Strauss was
looking at the role of the incest taboo in "establishing a grid
of structural relationships" (Silverman 179). For Levi-Strauss,
"the family is perceived primarily in terms of its capacity to
confer identity upon its members" (Silverman 180). Language
plays a role in establishing identity within the family, for
"Language, even more than kinship rules, ensures that all of the
members of a group inhabit the same psychic territory"
(Silverman 180).? Language and the structural relationship of
the family define the role of the individual.

Gallant's examination of the family structure in "Its Image
on the Mirror" mirrors the Lacanian model. Mavis Gallant spent
several of her formative years under the guardianship of a
Freudian psychiatrist and may have been influenced by the
Freudian theories of subjectivity.ﬁ Whatever the influence, the
construction of her characters in this text, and especially of
the narrator, Jean Price, corresponds closely to the
construction of subjectivity in the Lacanian model. I would
like to demonstrate this point by analysing Jean's construction
of her identity with reference to the final three stages of the
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Lacanian model.
Izobel 13 the standard by whlch Jean Judges herself, the
mirror in which Jean sees the idealized image she can never be.

Jean says of Isobel:

I was always putting myself in my sister's place,
adopting her credulousness, and even her memories,
I saw, could be made mine. It was Isobel I imagined

as the eternal heroine--never myself. (84)

Isobel is what Jean can never be: the favourite daughter, the
desired sister. Jean marries her husband, Tom, after Isobel has
rejected him and, in consequence, is never certain that she is

the sister he really wanted. Jean wonders:

Did he think he would wake up one day and find my sister
instead of me in his bed? Did he believe I could lose
five years, grow four inches, speak with a different
voice? Did he think I would become bored with Jean

and decide to be Isobel? (105)

Isobel is the object of desire, for Alex (her lover), for Tom,
and for Jean. Near the end of the novella, Jean says of Isobel:
"She was the most beautiful girl I had ever known, even now,
with her hair dark at the roots, her eyes yellow and circled;
she was still the most elusive, the most loved" (153). This
description occurs after Isobel has confessed about her 1love
affair and her pregnancy. Just before Isobel confesses, Jean

thinks:
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Our wishes are granted when we are least ready. How
often had I prowled around her house, waiting for a

word, a half-open door, a sleeping sentry, so that I
could see what it was to be Isobel [my emphasisl, to

have Alec, to be loved? (149-150)

Jean wishes to be Isobel; she wishes to become that idealized
image which she sees on the mirror.

Jean's desire to become Isobel is the basis for her own
constructed identity. Identity, or naming, is a part of the
semic code. The semic or naming code "operates by grouping a
number of signifiers around either a proper name, or another
signifier which functions temporarily as if it were a proper
name" (Silverman 251). The purpose of grouping signifiers
around a central subject is to give the subject meaning and to
establish identity: the subject has a constructed identity
which is made up of all of the signifiers which are attached to
it. Jean constructs her own identity by articulating her
differences from and similarities to other characters in her
narrative. And she accomplishes this task through language.
Jean defines herself through language; her text is her own
attempt to construct her identity.

Language in "Its Image on the Mirror" reflects Jean's
attempts to construct her identity. Jean is defined for the
reader not only by what she says she is but also by the language
she uses (and sometimes rejects or changes) to describe herself
and those around her. Jean Price is a narrator who recognizes
the power of language to define differences between people. For
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example, she defines the difference between English and French

Canadians by saying:

When my sister and my brother and I were children we
thought there was a difference in physical substance
between people who spoke English exactly as we did and
the rest of mankind. I think my parents still believe

it . . . (59).

This difference is culturally defined (i.e. constructed within a
given culture) and identifiable through spoken language. Jean
says that Isobel "knew Greeks, Italians, refugees, Jews: people
from the north end of the city who could not pronounce 'th' and
never would" (94). Of Isobel's Italian husband, Jean says, "His
accent was not one my mother would like"™ (72). All of these
variations from English spoken exactly as Jean speaks it mark
people as 'other', different and, in Jean's view, unacceptable.
The language which Jean speaks and writes and her comments about
other characters' use of language culturally define Jean for the
reader.

Language also defines Jean's emotional limitations. Jean
and her family avoid certain words. When Isobel was dying, Jean
says, "We admitted we loved her--we who dread the word" (105).
Jean describes Isobel's second marriage as 'unfortunate' and
then elaborates by saying, "I am shy before words 1like
‘calamity' or 'catastrophe' or disgrace'" (61). Jean's
rejection of certain words, words which are 'loaded' with
emotional meaning, demonstrates her inability to accept her own
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emotions. 1In one of Jean's final descriptions of Isobel, she
calls her, in a friend's words, "lavish. Personnage aux Plumes.
A golden bird" (148). This description itself is far too lavish
for Jean and she corrects it: "she [Isobell was not lavish, and
not golden, and not a bird. Those are fancies" (148) The words
themselves are what frighten Jean into denial.

The limitations of language define the points at which the
readerly text becomes a writerly text. Language, as Silverman
explains, is the ultimate cultural representation by which the
subject defines itself. And language, for both Barthes and
Lacan, is a closed system of signifiers. There is no outside
'truth'; there is only a shifting field of signifiers, each of
which defines itself through its differences from other
signifiers. Just as the subject defines itself through its
identification with its mirror image, so too does language
define itself by means of itself: 1i.e. there is no outside
reality.

Language in the semic code in "Its Image on the Mirror" is
a closed system of signifiers. A description of Jean, from the
third section of the novella, demonstrates the applicability of

this point.

Isobel's sister, Jean Price, sits down, crosses her
ankles, clasps her hands, smiles. . . . The stranger
takes her in. She is shorter than Isobel, has small
feet, is neater. Her hair is a sensible length
(Isobel's straggles over the wrapper) and she is well
polished, as if the surface of body, hair, skin, eyes,
nails, were of a single substance, a thin shell. (95)
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What is significant about this passage is the way in which it is
structured as a comparison to Jean's sister, Isobel. The
opening signifier is "Isobel's sister"; right from the
beginning, the reader knows that the narrator is speaking of two
subjects who are defined through their differences. Jean is
shorter and neater than Isobel. Her hair is "a sensible
length," with the implication that Isobel's hair, which
"straggles over the wrapper," is not. There are no empirical
statements of fact; there is only the shifting state of
comparison, in which one subject is defined by its difference
from (or similarity to) another.

In another passage, Jean defines herself through her
similarity to her mother. Jean says, "As I grow older I see
that our gestures are alike. It touches me to notice a movement
of hands repeated--a manner of folding a newspaper, or laying
down a comb" (65). Again, there are no empirical facts, no
exact description of how both Jean and her mother fold a
newspaper or put down a comb. There are only the comparisons:
Jean is like her mother in this way, not like Isobel in that
way. The identification of the subject with other subjects
within the text is the means by which the characters construct
their own identities; Jjust as a person in the 'real world'
defines herself by saying "I am this, I am not that," so do
Gallant's characters define themselves through their
relationships to the surrounding subjects in the text. 1Identity
in "Its Image on the Mirror" is constructed through a series of
shifting signifiers, each of which is defined solely by its
relationship to other signifiers.
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The final stage of Lacan's model, the Oedipus complex, is
characterized by identity roles which are defined by their
relationships to other roles. Jean Price defines herself by her
role within the family. Her identity is defined by her roles as
sister, daughter, wife, and mother. These roles, in
Levi-Strauss's analysis, are more powerful than the individuals

who define themselves by them.

Each individual is thus born into an already defined
symbolic system, and inserted into a fully articulated
family diagram. . . . The positions of "father,"
"mother," "daughter," and "son" all exceed the

individuals who temporarily occupy them. (Silverman 180)

Identity, therefore, becomes a matter of properly fulfilling
one's established role.

The Duncan family conforms, for the most part, to

Levi-Strauss' analysis of the family diagram. The family is
captured in a pair of sayings: "'Happy families are all alike
and all's well with the Duncans'" (66). The narrator sees her

family as "happy enough" (66) and "unremarkable" (66); both of
these comments capture the idea that the Duncan family is
'normal', i.e. it conforms to the established and accepted
symbolic system. The Duncan parents are both entirely defined
by their roles; a telling example of how completely their roles
encompass their identities is the fact that their first names
are never given. They are identified as Mr. and Mrs. Duncan
{husband and wife) or father and mother (parents). The brother,
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Frank, is defined by his role as 'son'. He has been raised by
his father to f£ill a properly masculine role: "when he was
three she [his mother] relinquished him, saying she knew nothing
about the upbringing of sons" (81l). As an adult, Frank is
comfortable in his "male head-of-family role" (135). Jean, the
oldest daughter, repeats the family pattern: "I looked like any
other woman of my age and my condition. I was part of my mother
and father, and my children were part of me" (77).

Jean Price, the narrator of "Its Image on the Mirror," sees
her world in terms of her role within the 'family'. Jean, who
has "a safe marriage to a man my mother liked" (91) and a family
she calls "the Price children" (69), duplicates the "defined
symbolic system" (Silverman 180) of the proper family. Jean

says of her husband:

He has repeated his parents' cycle--family into family:
the interlocking circles. 1 see the circles too, for
happy families are all the same, and only the unhappy

families seem different. (79)

Difference is equated with unhappiness; variation from the
accepted pattern is, in Jean's view, something to be avoided.
Against this "defined symbolic system" in which each
character fits into his or her established role is the character
of Isobel, who represents escape from the family. 1Isobel, in
one sense, is the prime example of the writerly elements at work
within this text: 1Isobel escapes from the boundaries
established by Jean and the family structure. Jean realizes
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that Isobel rejects the symbolic system by which Jean defines
herself. Jean believes that, for Isobel, she represents "the
pattern of life discarded, the route struck off the map" (91).
In a quotation given above, Jean says "I was part of my mother
and father, and my children were part of me. I had succeeded in
that, and Isa had failed" (77); however, Jean's success means
nothing to Isobel. Jean looks to Isobel and realizes that
Isobel defines herself by different cultural standards. Isobel
represents the point of contradiction within the text, the
moment at which the text "transgresses the limits within which
it is constructed" (Belsey 104). Neither Jean nor the reader
can define Isobel through her role within the family, for Isobel
breaks free from the limited meaning of this role.

Jean constructs her identity through her role; therefore,
for her, Isobel's rejection of her own family role is also a
rejection of Jean herself. Jean says Isobel "never laid eyes on
me without wishing I was someone else" (90). Jean tries to
force Isobel to recognize the family structure they share.
Jeans says that at parties Isobel "would treat me as if I were
just anyone" (90-91); 1in response, Jean "would go up to her
then and insist on talking about home, giving her news of Frank,
forcing her to recognize me as kindred" (91). 1Isobel's
rejection of Jean and of the role Jean embodies leads Jean, in
turn, to reject Isobel. Jean writes that some people "confuse
us, thinking that Jean made a bad marriage, or Jean is dead.
They have forgotten who was good and who was bad" (94). For
Jean, rejection of the established symbolic system is wrong.
Her sister Isobel is bad, wrong, the failure. Jean is the good
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sister: the one who fits into the proper family order. Jean
recognizes her position as the accepted 'daughter'; she even
exults in it: "I was the only daughter: I had won" (64). She
constructs her identity through her identification of herself as
the only daughter, the one who truly repeats the established
symbolic order.

At the same time, as has been demonstrated in the discussion
of the mirror stage, Jean intensely wishes to be Isobel. The
entire text can be viewed as Jean's attempt to realize her
desire to be Isobel, her image on the mirror. This desire, on
Jean's part, for 'the Other' (represented by Isobel) is
articulated by language. Just as the desire is expressed
through language, so is the realization that Jean can never be
Isobel. And because Jean can never be that external image,

Isobel, she (the subject) has

a profoundly ambivalent relationship to that reflection.
[She]l] loves the coherent identity which the mirror
provides. However, because the image remains external

to [her]l, [she] also hates the image. (Silverman 158)

This "ambivalent relationship" helps to explain all of Jean's
contradictory comments about her sister. One of the most
compressed@ examples occurs in the final scene of the novella.
Within the space of three sentences, Jean describes Isobel as a
"golden bird" (148) and "a tall, slouching, untidy girl in a
faded dressing gown" (148). 1Isobel changes from an image of
beauty, almost of myth (the image of a golden bird evokes the
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idea of the phoenix), to a figure of ridicule. 1In the same
scene, Jean calls Isobel, "the most elusive, the most loved"
(153), yet a few paragraphs later, she says, "[Isobel's]
movements cried her defeat. She wanted my attention, and would
pay for it" (153). Love and hate are combined as Jean's
emotions about Isobel shift from one extreme of the emotional
scale to another.

Jean's conflicting emotions concerning Isobel contribute to
the writerly nature of "Its Image on the Mirror." Jean, who
structures her identity through her relationship to Isobel, can
never decide whether she wishes to be her own established role
(daughter, wife, mother) or its opposite (Iscbel). As a text,
"Its Image on the Mirror" is Jean's attempt to construct her own
identity; her inability to choose between two antitheses means
that her text is "I[clomposed of contradictions" (Belsey 104).
Jean's image becomes one of two mirrors on which her own image
doubles back on itself: reflections which stretch back

infinitely. Jean captures this uncertainty about her own image:

Yet when I traced her [Isobel's] signature with my
finger I felt the o0ld unquietness, as if I must run
after her into infinity, saying "Wait, I am not the

person you think at all." (85)

The semic code, like the symbolic code, is never resolved:
there is no single, authoritative reading for Jean's character.
Through an analysis of both the symbolic and the semic codes,
"Its Image on the Mirror" reveals itself as a writerly text.
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CHAPTER THREE

Plurality of Meaning: Closure in the Hermeneutic Code

Introduction

Truth in fiction is multi-faceted: one's version of truth
depends upon one's perspective. The narrators in Mavis Gallant's
works demonstrate the fact that the truth of their stories is not
solid and unchanging but mutable, uncertain. For example, Neil
Besner says that the stories in My Heart is Broken, "invite
readers to consider inventions, recollections, and recreations of
the past by attending to the forms of the stories Gallant's
narrators tell" (27). Besner stresses that the narrators'
perceptions are crucial in understanding the ways in which "memory
makes meaning" (27); this is especially true of the novella in
the collection, "Its Image on the Mirror." The narrator of this
story, Jean Price, 1is constructing the story of her life, and her
relationship with her enigmatic sister, Isobel. Jean believes
that she controls the truth about the past; she says, "I am the
only person who can tell the truth about anything now, because I
am, in a sense, the survivor" (141]). But in fiction, 'truth', or
as Barthes defines it, 'closure', is not dependable.

Belsey lists closure, the movement of a text towards a
discernible meaning and an established order, as one of the three
characteristics of a classic realist text. 1In the readerly text,
the reader's expectations for closure and 'truth' are met: "the

readerly text is the result of so smooth a match of the reader or
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viewer with the classic textual model that the two are for all

intents and purposez ldentical™ (243). Rather than belng viewed
as a construct of language, the readerly text is viewed as a
reflection of the reader's reality. 1In the readerly text, the
reader's expectations are fulfilled: her 'reality' is mirrored
back to her.' As Silverman writes, "[tlhe readerly text purports
to be a transcript of a reality which pre-exists and exceeds it"
(243). However, the reader must share the cultural assumptions of
the text; the reality which is created in the text must be one
which the reader accepts as 'natural', which, because it is

'natural', cannot appear to be constructed.

The readerly text thus attempts to conceal all traces
of itself as a factory within which a particular social
reality is produced through standard representations

and dominant signifying practices. (Silverman 244)

These "standard representations" and "dominant signifying
practices" are the same as are found in the reality of the reader
and are therefore familiar. The constructed world of the text and
the equally constructed world of the reader are both formed
through the same signifying practices, and reflect upon each
other; however, the reader recognizes only one world as the
reflection and this is the world of the text.

In the realist text, the narrator is often used by the author
to create the appearance of a natural order, permanent not

created. Silverman points out that
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many nineteenth- and twentieth-century novels

and short stories efface the signs of thelr actual
production . . . [through] a voice within the fiction
[which] claims responsibility for the discourse, thus

covering over the cultural enunciation. (244)

This voice, a creation of the author, accepts the 'reality' which
it presents as the natural order; the reader follows the lead of
the narrative voice and accepts the 'reality' without question.
First-person narration not only masks the construction of its
own 'reality', it is also one of the technigues used in modernist
fiction for creating the illusion of a real world in the text.
David Lodge traces the technique back to the novels of Defoe and

Richardson and says that

the use of characters as narrators . . . [madel] the
narrative discourse a mimesis of an act of diegesis,
diegesis at a second remove. These devices brought
about a quantum leap in realistic illusion and immediacy.

(30)

Lodge borrows the distinctions between the two terms from Plato:

In Book III of The Republic, Plato distinguishes
between diegesis, the representation of actions in
the poet's own voice, and mimesis, the representation
of action in the imitated voices of the character,

or characters. (28)
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A first-person narrator combines both mimesis and diegesis: the
narrative voice appears to have authorial authority (diegesis) but
it is actually the imitation (mimesis) of a character's voice,
behind which lurks the actual authorial voice. This "diegesis at
second remove" (Lodge 30) or "second-order diegesis" (Lodge 41)
both masks its own production and increases the mimetic properties
of the text; however, it also carries its own dangers for the
unwary reader. One of these dangers consists of putting too much
faith in the narrator's version of the 'truth' of the text.
First-person narration seems to remove the author from the
text, a goal which modernist authors often endorse.L In her
article, "What is Style," Mavis Gallant expresses these views

about her own writing style:

The manner of writing, the thread spun out of the

story itself, may with time have grown instinctive.
I know that the thread must hold from beginning to
end, and that I would like to be invisible. (Raris

Notebooks 176)

David Lodge equates this desire to be invisible, to be absent from
the text, with the move by modernist writers from diegesis (the

authorial voice) to mimesis (the imitation of action):
The classic realist text, . . . , was characterized
by a balanced and harmonized combination of mimesis

and diegesis, reported speech and reporting context,
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authorial speech and represented speech. The modern
novel evolved through an increasing dominance of

mimesis over diegesis. (37)

The move from diegesis to mimesis was part of a conscious effort

by modernist authors to remove themselves from the texts.

Impersonality, 'dramatization', 'showing' rather
than 'telling', are the cardinal principles of

the modernist fictional aesthetic, as variously
formulated and practised by James, Conrad, Ford,
Woolf and Joyce. This aesethetic required either
the suppression or the displacement of diegesis:
suppression by the focalization of the narrative
through the characters; displacement by the use of
surrogate narrators, whose own discourse is stylized
or objectified--that is, deprived of the author's
authority, made itself an object of interpretation.

(Lodge 38)

The move from dlegesis to second-order diegesis means that the
discourse of the narrator may become, as Lodge points out, subject

to interpretation.
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Closure in "Its Image on the Mirror"

"Its Image on the Mirror" is narrated in the first person.
The possessive pronoun 'my' in the opening sentence of the
novella--"My last sight of the house at Allenton" (57)--indicates
to the reader the presence of a first-person narrator. Becaue the
narrative is focalized through the character of Jean Price, the
reader sees and hears the action of the story from Jean's
perspective. Her choice of words creates the world of the text.
Narration in "Its Image'on the Mirror" is what Lodge calls
"second-order diegesis" (41), diegesis in which a character seems
to have authorial authority. However, the irony which is often
revealed in the novella, irony which the narrator, Jean, is
unaware of, indicates that behind the narrator is the hidden
presence of the author. The 'truth' of the text is often
suspended somewhere between Jean's narration and the authorial
undercutting of Jean's words. D.B. Jewison speaks of the
"questionable authority of the narrative presence" (102) in the
novella. The lack of narrative authority impedes the progression
towards closure in the novella.

The move towards closure, of predictablity, towards the world
in which everything is familiar, creates the readerly text;
however, as Barthes demonstrates in S/Z, even the most closed text
can be shown to contain elements of its opposite, the writerly

text. As Belsey writes in Critical Practice:

The classic realist text moves inevitably and
irreversibly to an end, to the conclusion of an
ordered series of events, to the disclosure of what
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has been concealed. But even in the realist text
certain modes of signification within the discourse--
the symbolic, the codes of reference and the semes--

evade the constraints of the narrative sequence. (105)

Even in the classic realist text, signifiers break away from the
move within the text towards closure and 'truth'. These
signifiers help to create the writerly text, the text in which the

reader must choose among meanings.

The totally writable, plural text does not exist.
At the opposite extreme, the readable text is
barely plural. The readable text is merchandize
to be consumed, while the plural text requires the
production of meanings through the identification

of its polyphony. (Belsey 105)

No text is ever completely a readerly or a writerly text. On the
one hand, "the production of meanings" requires the reader's
interpretation; on the other hand, the reader is conditioned to
look for fixed meaning, closure, 'truth'.

The search for fixed meaning in a text is conducted within the
hermeneutic code. "The hermeneutic code inscribes the desire for
closure and ‘'truth'" (Silverman 257) and "operates in tandem with
the semic code to inscribe and re-inscribe a culturally determined
position or group of positions to which the reader is expected to
conform" (Silverman 262). Within the classic realist text,
therefore, the hermeneutic code works to create a readerly text,
one in which the reader can recognize the order which the text
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establishes. As Barthes and Belsey attest, no text can ever be
completely 'closed'. The interesting points in a text are those
where the signifiers break free from the tendency towards closure
and create new possibilities for meaning. These contradictory
movements, the move towards closure and the breaking away from it,
constitute the hermeneutic code within a text.

In 8/Z, Barthes creates ten divisions of the hermeneutic code.
The ten divisions, which Barthes labels morphemes, are
thematization, the proposal of the enigma, the formulation of the

enigma, the request for an answer, the snare, equivocation,

suspended answer, partial answer, Jjamming, and disclosure. "The
first of the hermeneutic morphemes is thematization, or ‘'an

emphasizing of the object which will be the subject of the enigma'
(209)" (Silverman 257-258). In the novella "Its Image on the
Mirror" there is a dual enigma: the narrator's memories of her
sister, Isobel, and of her own past. The first suggestion that
there is an unsolved mystery in the life of the narrator, Jean
Price, is her observation about her parents' 'dying' house:
"Ghosts moved in the deserted rooms, opening drawers, tweaking
curtains aside. We never saw the ghosts, but we knew they were
there" (59). Jean goes on to say that she cannot explain why
there would be ghosts as no-one had died in her parents' house.
This disingenuous denial of knowledge is negated by Jean's

comments on the next page:

When I visited my parents for a weekend, a ghost
in my old bedroom watched me watching myself in the
glass. . . . The ghosts outnumbered the survivors.
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Nothing could bring back Frank, my brother, killed
in the last war, or Isobel, my sister, married, and

in Venezuela, and equally lost. (60)

Obviously, although neither character died in the house (and
Isobel is not dead at all, but only 'lost'), their presence
'haunts' both the house and Jean. In addition, there is the ghost
in Jean's own room, possibly a 'ghost' of her former self.3 Neil
Besner says that, "[tlhese 'ghosts' are Jean's figurative
evocations of the subjects she has suppressed behind her objective
mirrors" (32). This suppression of knowledge is one of Jean's
trademarks as a narrator, and contributes to the fostering of the
hermeneutic code in the novella.

In "Its Image on the Mirroxr," most of the textual enigma is
created as a result of the narrative voice. The first-person
narrator, Jean Price, is an unreliable reporter of the events of

the story. As Peter Stevens writes in "Perils of Compassion":

Her [Jean's]l voice gives the impression of order and
control, but scattered throughout the narrative are
stray phrases which indicate that she is not as sure
of events as the lucid tone suggests, so that one of
the deepest ironies of the book may be the discrepancy
between Jean's apparent comprehension of those events

and her failure to see the reality as it exists. (67)

Stevens's argument is that Jean cannot present the truth because
she herself does not perceive it. This view positions Jean as an
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unreliable narrator whose presentation of 'reality' is suspect.
Janice Kulyk Keefer also sees Jean as an unreliable narrator.
Keefer claims that Jean's memory is selective because Jean is
"forever pitting her memories/fictions of the past against what
her mother's ethos dictates the past was or should have been"
(63).

The opening paragraphs of the novella offer the first example
of Keefer's argument concerning the dichotomy between Jean's
version of the truth and her mother's. "Its Image on the Mirror"
opens with a detailed description of Jean Price's last view of her
parents' house. Jean compares the sight to a religious painting:
"My last sight of the house at Allenton is a tableau of
gesticulating people stopped in their tracks, as in those crowded
religious paintings that tell a story" (57). The emphasis is upon
the idea of frozen time: the scene is a tableau in which people
are "stopped in their tracks" (57). Jean then £fills in the
details of this particular tableau: she and her mother are in a
car, "the back of which was filled with sweaters and winter coats"
(57); her father, looking "grim and aggrieved" (58) is in another
car, an "old Chevrolet" (58); there is a moving van "Across the
street" (58); on the sidewalk are "[hlalf a dozen French-Canadian
children" (58); a priest in black stands on the lawn; "Mrs.
Braddock, the real estate agent, opens the front door for a
cleaning woman" (58); "A gardener kneels before a row of stones
painting them white" (58). All of these details accumulate to fix
the picture in the reader's mind, to create a fully envisioned
reality. And then, in the midst of this realistic detail, a
jarring note is heard: "We can see, through the trunk of the tree
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gone transparent, the statue of St. Therese of Lisleux that will
stand in its place very soon" (58). The entire description is
suddenly placed in doubt in the reader's mind, a doubt which is
confirmed when, in the next section, the narrator states, "Imly
mother says I saw nothing of the kind" (58). The narrator
introduces two elements--a jarring note of unreality ("the trunk
of the tree gone transparent") and the negation of her view by
another character--and through these elements, the entire detailed
reconstruction loses narrative authority. 1If Jean really did see
this scene, in all its detail, how could she have seen, through a
transparent tree trunk, a statue that is not yet in place? 1If she
did see this scene, why introduce her mother's conflicting view?
The narrator presents herself as unreliable, uncertain of the
'true' version of hexr past.

This process, a careful reconstruction of the past, complete
with exact details, followed by a statement of negation, occurs
frequently in the storyfk The narrator, in her quest for the
'truth' about her past, creates and then destroys various versions
of the past, returning over and over again to the same subjects.
Nine pages after her mother has denied the reality of the tableau,

Jean returns again to the subject:

"You people are going to haunt this house," said
Mr. Braddock, as the advance guard of new occupants
fanned out on the lawn. They were a priest, a gardener
with a paintbrush and bucket of white paint, and a
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