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Introduction





‘I know you’ is probably the worst possible thing a man can say to a woman and the best possible thing a woman can say to a man. While most men like to be included in generalizations, many women don’t. This fact is well known to retailers: if you want to sell a coat to a man, you can tell him that everyone in the City or on Wall Street is wearing it, but if you want to sell it to a woman, it is better to say, on the contrary, that no one is wearing it. Hence the impossibility of writing anything about the sexes which will please, or displease, everyone.


In this book, I am trying to make a sort of collage of observations and explanations about the sexuality of men and women. What does it mean to ‘be’ a woman and what does it mean for her to be alone? Why might a man be impotent and to what is man and woman’s jealousy really directed? A collage necessarily involves the presence of disparate elements and I hope that the particular form of unevenness which results remains suggestive. Psychoanalysts will find too much psychology, psychologists will find too little, and the reader who is neither of the above, and for whom, after all, this book is intended, will probably find much to disagree with. In contemporary gender studies, publications tend to be obscure, and accessible only to professional academics. Theorists are terrified of making mistakes and so they either do their best to conceal their real arguments or prefer to abandon argument altogether. Indeed, little research is required to demonstrate that a large percentage of male academics would rather that no one understood their conference papers than that these be subject to criticism. In this book, I have tried both to address an audience well beyond the confines of the university and to make a large number of mistakes. After all, in the early and exciting texts of psychoanalysis, curious knowledge and theory rub shoulders with ideas that today we may often find slightly ridiculous. Hence the abundance of generalizations to be found here: if many of them appear doubtful, they at least serve to invite refutation and criticism. When they are wrong, they can be replaced by other ideas and that way the ball keeps rolling. So, for example, the generalization at the start of this introduction about the shopping habits of men and women may lead to the objection that even if men want to wear what everyone else in the City is wearing and women what no one else is wearing, most men in fact end up failing to follow fashion while many women follow fashion but without necessarily wanting to. This observation raises new and challenging questions.


Readers might object that such research merely leads to socially and culturally constructed representations of sexuality, male and female. All that a book like this can do is to consolidate these stereotypes and strengthen myths about the sexes. But this sort of assumption is a veritable source of such myths: to argue that a psychological feature is a social construct implies precisely that there is some natural, non-socially constructed reality behind it, something more real. It is clear, however, that what is socially constructed is real, like an atom bomb or a hole in the ozone layer. To deny this is to underestimate the power of social and symbolic forces, which is mere fancy. The point is not that there is anything savoury or reliable in particular social constructions of sexuality, merely that their detailed study is worthwhile. If you want to modify a language, it’s best to have an idea of that language first.


I have tried to pose as many questions as possible in this book about men and women. Some of them find tentative answers and others don’t, but it seems to me that posing the right questions is more important than finding solutions. Thus, rather than following through one hypothesis and developing it systematically, I have chosen instead to move from one question to another. Each problem leads to other problems. The question which forms the title of this book is nonetheless given more emphasis: it serves both to open the discussion – with more questions – and to allow some of the subsequent considerations to converge. The motif which binds these together is the idea of the partner: if a letter is written but not posted, at whom or what is it really aimed? This question goes to the heart of human sexuality, which, as we shall see, is never addressed to one’s flesh and blood companion, but to something beyond him or her.


These considerations also follow their own logic. Rather than focusing exclusively on clinical examples or on literature or cinema, they move from one to the other, from classical drama to romantic fiction, from the ancient pastoral to the Gothic novel, from the privacy of the consulting room to the more public space of the street or the screen. What matters here is not a treatment of any one genre but rather fidelity to questions: I have tried to follow such questions through regardless of cultural and chronological changes in order to make them more precise. Thus, although we might be sceptical as to the relevance of an example from the very particular milieu of Freud’s Vienna, by linking it with an aspect of contemporary civilization we might see the same question being raised in a different way. The actual symptoms of some of Freud’s patients may be rare today, but new symptoms have replaced them which perhaps carry similar messages.


As for the question of the title, I’m not sure that I answer it, but I hope that it will make the reader curious. A two-and-a-half-year-old boy I worked with was worried that there was a wolf at the window. A girl of the same age shared this fear. When I asked them what the wolf was going to do, the boy said that it was there to gobble him up, but the girl said ‘Let’s go and ask it.’ As an approach to knowledge, this desire to find something out seems more reasonable, or at least more productive, than the assumption made by the little boy. This book does its best to invite the reader to share this enthusiasm for questions and to start asking them for him or herself.


In terms of orientation, this book is Lacan plus Reik: that is where many of the theoretical points and observations come from. Jacques Lacan (1901–1981) was France’s most famous psychoanalytic thinker and with no doubt the most important successor of Freud. Theodor Reik (1888–1969) was one of the most industrious and canny of Freud’s early students. Lacan’s work has been received in the Anglo-Saxon world with great reserve. It is characterized as obscure, flighty and destined only for the initiate. This is a reputation enjoyed to such an extent perhaps only by Aristotle. Comparing the reception of the Greek thinker’s work in the hundred or so years after his death with that of the Anglo-Saxon reception of Lacan so far reveals exactly the identities listed above: obscurity, flightiness, destined for the initiate. The Arabic philosopher Avicenna could say, indeed, that he couldn’t understand a word of Aristotle, therefore commiting the whole of the Metaphysics to memory until it was explained to him many years later by a commentary of Al-Farabi. This vignette should encourage us, if not to have all of Lacan’s seminars by heart, at least to offer the grace of patience. As for Reik, his reputation today is minimized by the difficulties in obtaining his books and the frequent auditory confusion of his name with that of a rather different animal, Wilhelm Reich. Not to be confused. Reik was a pupil of Freud who moved to the States after the war and published a series of urbane and insightful studies on cultural, sexual and clinical problems. He looked quite similar, in old age, to Freud and the walls of his office were covered with photographs and mementoes of his master. Despite the repetitions which frequently try the reader’s sympathy, his work is that of a true researcher in psychoanalysis and is thus well worth reading today.


I have avoided heavy footnoting and quotation of authorities, a practice perhaps first made famous by Prynne, the seventeenth-century critic of the theatre teased by Milton as always having his wits beside him in the margin so as to be beside his wits in the text.




*





The insights and criticisms of friends and colleagues have been invaluable in the writing of this book, and I would like to thank especially Isolde Barker-Mill, Susan Bell, Marie-Laure Bromley-Davenport, Toni Marie Carlo, Madilean Coen, Véronique Gérard, Beatrice Khiara, Gretel Mitchell, Maria Olsson, Esther Palacios, William Phillips, Marie-Séverine Piard, Robert Sabel, Jennifer Scanlon, Jena Starkes and Mahan Yektai. I am indebted also for encouragement and critique to Parveen Adams, Bice Benvenuto, Malcom Bowie, Annick Bourget, Bernard Burgoyne, William Cipolla, Alison Hall, Richard Klein, Natasha Walter and Elizabeth Wright, and I have learnt much from discussions with Colette Soler and from the insights of Eric Laurent. Geneviève Morel’s expositions of difficult psychoanalytic texts have been invaluable, together with her many reflections on female sexuality. The careful attention, equally friendly and critical, and the many suggestions of Julian Loose at Faber helped to shape this text from start to finish, and I have benefited continually from his advice. I hope that all the above will find much to agree and disagree with.



















One





Why do men tend to keep love letters in files along with their other correspondence, whereas women often keep them with their clothes? And why do women write more letters than they post? These are questions which bring into focus some of the differences between male and female sexuality. What is involved in becoming a woman and in being a man? As we will see, neither passage is an easy one and there is nothing to guarantee the relations between the sexes, no ready formula which would tell men how to relate to women and women to men. Although a woman is often essential to a man’s sexual life, we will see how the reverse is far from the case. If a woman’s sexuality involves much more than the presence of a man, what else can function as her partner? To what is her sexuality directed? If we try to follow through some of these questions, perhaps it will be possible to shed some light on the problems which surround the fundamental loneliness of each sex.


This loneliness is touched when you say to your partner ‘What are you thinking?’ Although it has often been said that the difference between humans and animals is that animals lack the faculty of thought, the real difference is that it is only humans who habitually turn and ask each other ‘What are you thinking?’ Love relations frequently run aground on exactly this question. Why are ‘Nothing’ or ‘This and that’ both the best and the worst answers? Why do we find ourselves hesitating before replying and why is the question itself often felt as such an intrusion? Why do you keep asking your partner this question when you know perfectly well what the answer will be? Sexuality seems to offer a common space to join two souls, but it is more likely to be exactly what separates them. The paradox here is well known: the more you try to undo the separation, by understanding the other person, the more the separation is reinforced. It is not simply a question of confronting the basic difference of one’s partner. Understanding wants more: it is suffocating in its very structure since it involves asking something. It is a demand to know something. Knowing the contents of someone else’s thought turns their alterity, their otherness, into one’s own property. Yet the question of whether someone else belongs to one obscures the more basic question of how much we belong to ourselves: this is something men and women fail to do in their own persistent and peculiar ways.


The psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan thought that any inquiry into the question of femininity needed to take as its point of departure the fact that ‘The Woman does not exist.’ This statement seems both absurd and offensive: isolated from its context, it implies a rejection of the empirical fact of the existence of females and, in addition, their lack of importance or significance in the world of men. But Lacan explained carefully the idea behind his provocative sentence: what it means immediately is that there is no univocal concept of what it is to be a woman, that there is no essence of womanhood. According to Lacan, a girl may become a woman, but there is no ready made answer as to how to do this. In the psyche, there is no pre-programmed representation of the woman. In the place of feminine identity, there is a gap. No answer is automatically available as to what a woman is. Hence the key question for a girl, ‘What is it to be a woman?’ Is it to behave like one’s mother or one’s mother’s friend? Is it to follow the current trend in fashion? Is it to have children? The depressions which may set in after a girl’s first period are linked by some psychoanalysts to the activation of anxieties about the body or its contents. Although this may be true in many cases, the depression is also a result of the question about what a woman is: it has less to do with the surprise of the bleeding than with the surprise that in fact there is no surprise: nothing has changed. A twelve-year-old girl ran to her room to inscribe in her diary the exact time and date of her first period. The depressive effect which followed could be understood in the sense that life didn’t suddenly become different: in other words, the biological change signalled in the menstruation didn’t provide an answer to the question ‘What is it to be a woman?’ It wasn’t a formula to turn one into The Woman and to start a new life. The imagined responses to the question of femininity can be multiplied indefinitely, but no one of them, biological or social, provides the ultimate solution. Lacan argued that one common response to this problem, surprising as it may sound, is to identify with a man. This is a curious thesis, that to find out what it is to be a woman, a girl will put herself in the shoes of a man. But in fact it is a perfectly logical position. Let’s see why.


A man is sitting in a café and sees a couple walk past. He finds the female attractive and watches her. Now, a woman in the same situation might well do something different. She may be attracted to the man, but will nonetheless spend more time looking at the woman who is with him. In other words, what interests her is less the man or the woman, than the relation between them. What does the woman have that has made this man her partner?


When Viola arrives in Illyria in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, she learns that the local duke was someone known to her father and that he is in love with a certain Olivia. But rather than asking for more details about his person, as might have been appropriate given the bond between him and her father, she immediately questions of the duke’s object of love, ‘What’s she?’ The key here is that if a woman is interested in a response to the question of feminine identity, to what it means to be a woman, what better model will she have to give her a clue than another woman, one who is the object of the love or desire of a man. Viola’s ‘What’s she?’ is the feminine question par excellence. The first thing a woman might do on entering a man’s apartment is to look for any evidence of his ex, but a man is much less likely to do this. It shows the centrality of the question of the relation of the man to another woman.


This other woman will hold the secret to the mystery of what it is that traps the desire of the man. Now, to understand a little bit more about this mystery, Shakespeare’s Viola can take the place of the man in order to relate to the other woman from his position. Indeed, she disguises herself as a page and proceeds to enter the service of the duke, where she literally carries out his courtship of Olivia by proxy. It is not just dramatic convention that dictates Viola’s introduction to his court in the disguise of a boy. Although so many plays of the period use the same conceit, this should not obscure the question of the significance of the gesture of disguise itself. We can note that when men dress up as women in these dramas, the result is more often than not a farce, but when women dress up as men, a veneer of seriousness is maintained. We are rarely catapulted into farce. There is something smoother, perhaps, in this gesture, indicating that the pathway of desire is not being disturbed. What it involves is, precisely, the study of someone else’s desire. This would explain why so many women are interested not in one man or one woman but in couples: they will do their best to construct triangles, since a triangle is a necessary condition for the study of someone else’s desire.


A series of children’s games discussed by Deborah Tannen illustrates this dynamic. Playing in the kitchen area of a day-care centre, Sue decides that she wants a toy that Mary is currently guarding for herself. But rather than directly stating her desire, she tells Mary that she has come to fetch it for another little girl, Lisa, who desires it. Later, three boys are playing in the same area. When Nick sees that Kevin has the toy, he demands it for himself. Now, like Sue, Nick involves the third child, Joe, in his effort to get it, but in a very different way. Rather than appealing to the supposed desire of Joe, he simply tries to enlist Joe’s help to gain possession of the object. Nick thus asserts, in a sense, his own desire, but Sue appeals to the desire of someone else. It is as if her desire depends on and is obliged to evoke the desire of the other girl. Sue claims that she is fetching the toy for someone else whereas Nick makes no such claim. Sue is saying, on one reading, that her desire is the desire of someone else. She has assumed the desire of someone else as her own.


This little scenario is exemplary of a difference between man and woman’s relation to desire. The boy wants to obliterate his rival in order to win the prized object, but the girl aims less at the object than at the other girl’s desire. What a woman searches for in the world around her is not an object – female collectors, after all, are extremely rare – but another desire. Hence the interest not in one man or one woman but in the relation, the desire, between them: it is no accident that women are often exceedingly interested in the romantic entanglements of their friends. Their radar is tuned to desires rather than to objects as such, and this is also perhaps the reason why women often make excellent psychotherapists or analysts: it is not that they simply evoke the figure of the mother, as some commentators have argued, but because the wavelength of desire is closer to them. That these desires are unsatisfied is a precondition: a desire satisfied is no longer a desire. The consequence here is that a woman may maintain relations with a man while always refusing to ‘give’ herself to him. She aims to keep the man’s desire unsatisfied in order to investigate something about what such desire consists of. What is it that the man wants? What exactly does he see in her? This complicates the standard image of a woman ‘playing hard to get’, and shows that flirtation involves a research programme: finding out what idea of a woman a man has. Equally, running through a series of men can be a way of perpetuating the question ‘What am I for him?’, just as the triangle of a woman and a couple can be a way of asking ‘What is she for him?’ Both questions articulate the same fundamental inquiry into femininity.


Freud’s patient Dora was the subject of his monograph Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria. Treated in 1900 at the age of eighteen, she complains initially that she is being used as a pawn by her family in a complex sexual dynamic. Her father is having an affair with one Mrs K and Dora is herself the object of the seduction attempts of the husband Mr K. But as the case evolves, we find that although she protests consciously, she is in fact doing her best to maintain the structure, to make sure that the affair between her father and Mrs K continues. She is careful to leave them alone at the appropriate times and to make sure that they are undisturbed. She does this, Lacan argues in his rereading of the case, because Mrs K is in the position of someone who knows what it is to be a woman: safeguarding her father’s affair with her allows Dora to maintain her questioning about what her father loves in this other woman. The father is well-suited for this latter role since he is impotent. In other words, he maintains a relation with a woman which seems to go beyond the register of coitus: what else is there that can bind a man and a woman in love? It is really the ideal triangular relation, since it involves a man loving a woman with whom he cannot copulate. She must thus have something else which makes her so attractive for the father, and this is what interests Dora. Indeed, she produces the same sort of relation with Mr K: she does not refuse to see him, but keeps him at a certain distance, thus duplicating the structure ‘A man desires a woman with whom he does not sleep.’ Freud kept insisting in the treatment that Dora was really in love with Mr K, but Lacan disagreed, claiming instead that love should be distinguished from identification. Dora, he argued, identified with Mr K (and with her father) to have access to the question about femininity, to approach the mystery which the figure of Mrs K incarnates. Mrs K is thus the real centre of the whole scenario. Dora has constructed a triangle and then identifies with some of the players. These identifications are discernable in her symptoms, such as coughing or throat problems. Freud’s mistake here was in assuming that the husband was the Special K rather than the wife.


We see this sort of structure frequently in those women who do their best to procure partners for their friends or, indeed, their fathers. It allows them to elaborate the question of what it is in these women that the man will desire, the question of what it is to be a woman for him. The unfortunate consequence of this manoeuvre is evident. It entails that a woman will be alienated or trapped in the desire of a man, since the question ‘What is it to be a woman?’ is broached from the man’s point of view. If this particular woman is desired by a man, what is it that he, the man, desires in her? Thus the response to the question of what a woman is becomes locked in the idea that a man is going to have of a woman. It implies also that the more one investigates the desire of these women, the more one will find out about male sexuality. Perhaps this explains why the compendiums of ‘female fantasies’ produced by writers like Nancy Friday often generate disbelief in their readers. Most of the scenarios seem to be invented by men, but, if we follow the above argument, there is no contradiction: the fantasies have just been ‘borrowed’ from men.


In Billy Wilder’s film Love in the Afternoon, Audrey Hepburn portrays the daughter of a Parisian detective who is busy collecting evidence about the nocturnal activities of a debauched American businessman, Frank Flanagan (played by Gary Cooper). She witnesses the departure from her father’s office of one of the cuckolded husbands, who intends to surprise his wife in Flanagan’s hotel suite at the Ritz that night and eliminate the haggard playboy. Arriving at the Ritz just in time, she dons the veil of the guilty wife who exits via the balcony just before the husband makes his entrance. The moment of unveiling confronts the husband with his ‘mistake’: ‘This is suite fourteen, you are Frank Flanagan … So you must be my wife,’ he says to the nervous Audrey Hepburn. This is a crucial scene in that it shows us two complementary relations. First of all, that ‘to be someone’s wife’ means simply ‘to be situated in a particular place in a structure at a particular time’. It is where she is rather than who she is that counts. And second, that this where is precisely a where in relation to the desire of a man. Audrey puts herself literally into the place of another woman, a woman who is the object of a man’s desire. Flanagan is renowned for his string of lovers and she tries to find a place for herself within this series. That is why the film is called Love in the Afternoon: the French title Ariane is a mistake since it focuses on her specificity, her particularity, whereas the original title indicates exactly the opposite, that love in the afternoon is simply the opposite of ‘love in the morning’ and ‘love in the evening’ with other members in a series of women. Flanagan’s hotel suite and ritualized ceremonial for seduction – gypsy musicians, champagne, elaborate dinner – indicate the frame within which each of his partners has to be inserted. The one moment when he meets Audrey outside of this frame, at the opera, he fails to recognize her. Throughout the film, she situates herself in the empty space given by the formula ‘love in the afternoon’, as an interchangeable element in the ceremonials of suite fourteen. Thus, she finds her being as a woman in the desire of a man, with all the alienation which this involves. She is alienated, precisely, to the formal nature of Flanagan’s set of conditions: she has to be in a particular place at a particular time, the details of which are set by him, the man. When she steps outside of this framework, she is no longer desired by him.


It is only at the end of the film when Flanagan truly loves her that he finally names her ‘Ariane’: she is no longer one of a series of women but loved ‘for what she is’. And what is this? Nothing less than a lack of being, an emptiness which never fails to reduce the cinema audience to tears: as she runs after the playboy’s departing train she lists desperately all the fictional lovers she will entertain in his absence. The fabrications which she had so often elaborated to make Flanagan jealous emerge now all at once and their illusory nature becomes clear. The series of masks dissolves and we are confronted with the point of nothingness behind these images: Flanagan pulls her onto the train, kisses her and names her for the first time. The beauty of the film lies in the way in which it shows the passage from a girl – the innocent music student Audrey at the start – to a woman as a process which takes place via an alienation to the frame of a man’s phantasy. To become a woman entails, in this case, giving up a part of one’s being to find another form as an object of a man’s desire. The obviously false backdrops of the Place Vendôme outside Flanagan’s hotel window only serve to emphasize this idea of the artificial frame into which the woman is situated.


This artificiality introduces a well-known irony. If a woman so often insists on the truth, on unmasking the pretender, she is equally at home in masquerade, in ceremony and in the sort of social rituals which may appear false and artificial. It is interesting that whereas many women have as a central aim in their lives the unmasking of men, the demonstration to the man of his weakness or impotence, men keep busy by unmasking not women but themselves: it is no accident there are so few female clowns or that there is always a man in the pub who spends the evening by amusing others with stories of his own misfortunes. Male comedians make us laugh by pointing to their faults and weaknesses, to their castration. Thus unmasking for both sexes takes as its object the man, introducing another asymmetry, one which is rendered more complex by the fact that the relation to disguise is different here.


To unmask is to point to a disguise, to reveal the split between a disguise and what lies beneath it. And women, as we have just seen, are especially sensitive to this split. Policemen know very well that for male drivers they may be an intimidating representative of the law whereas for many female drivers they are simply a poor man in uniform. Hence they are either reduced, precisely, to ‘poor men’ or they try desperately to show their strength, often with comic effect. The traffic cop Tim Robbins in Robert Altman’s film Short Cuts does his best to find an audience for his male prowess when he’s on the job, but is incapable of convincing his family of anything beyond his own inadequacy. But what is curious is that men, in contrast to women, spend a great deal of time putting others in uniforms rather than in removing them. They like to maintain illusions about others rather than undermine these illusions. When they take off a uniform, when they focus on the gap between a disguise and what lies concealed beneath it, it is often their own disguise which is in question. Thus when a man dons a disguise himself, when he wants to be admired, when he shows his ‘narcissism’, he is often described as feminine. But, as Reik pointed out, what is feminine is not the desire to wear a uniform, to be admired, but rather the fact of disguising the desire to be admired. A female actress who is quite open about her thirst for admiration will seem much less ‘feminine’ than one who conceals the same wish. The relation to disguise is thus dual: on the one hand, the impulsion to unmask the man, and on the other, the respect for and the attraction towards feminine disguise, a position which indicates again the alienation to the desire of the man, the moulding of oneself to what it seems the man wants. To disguise involves finding being in this desire and to unmask shows precisely that the man is desiring, that he is incomplete, that he is lacking something … Wearing a disguise means to refer continuously to those who want to see you in that particular way, and removing the disguise of someone else means showing that the split, the gap, is already there in precisely this audience, that the one who watches you ‘perform’ is himself subject of the split between the ‘performer’ and whatever there is that lies behind this.


If one version of being a woman consists in conforming to the idea a man may have of woman, Wilder’s film suggests an important nuance. That to put oneself in the place of another woman, as Audrey takes the place of the guilty wife at the start, is not something a woman can do on her own: or rather, if she tries to do it on her own the effect may be comic. To come to occupy this place, someone else’s desire has to put her there. We see this also in the famous portrait scene in Hitchcock’s Vertigo. The protagonist Scotty becomes obsessed with a beautiful woman who is herself obsessed, apparently, with a long dead woman named Carlotta. She goes to gaze at Carlotta’s portrait in a gallery, wears the same jewellery, does her hair in the same way and so on. Now, Scotty’s female friend Midge quickly becomes jealous and so she paints a portrait identical to that of Carlotta in all respects – except that in place of Carlotta’s face she has painted her own. When Scotty sees this, he is furious. In a sense, he has understood that a woman for him indeed only takes on her value when she is put into the place of another woman. So Midge has understood everything perfectly except for one detail: that for a woman to move into the place of another woman, she cannot put herself there on her own. It must be another desire which gives her that place. In other words, in this context, it should have been Scotty who painted the picture. Once more, this shows the way in which a woman’s ‘finding a place’ is so often routed through the fantasy frame of a man: to have a place means to find a place in the man’s desire.


This is certainly a position adopted by many women. Confronted with the question of feminine identity, a woman may find her being in the desire of a man, conforming to the idea of a woman that she thinks the man has. But this structure is by no means universal. If the question of what it is to be a woman remains central, there is more than one way of responding to it. At the level of the unconscious, the Lady vanishes: there is no representation of her. But what is elaborated in this empty space will vary. Take the case of Agatha Christie for example. This is the story of a lady who actually vanishes empirically, yet her solution is very different from that of Dora who, contrary to Agatha, when confronted with the question of femininity, elaborated it through identification with a man.


Agatha vanishes. She vanishes just after learning of her husband’s affair with another woman. The marriage has no future except, it appears, in termination. And now her empty car is found some distance from the Christie home. Her return is awaited but there is no Agatha Christie. Woods are searched, lakes are dragged but to no avail: the Lady has vanished. The public are held spellbound by the disappearance. The media run through countless scenarios to explain her whereabouts and motives and every possible refuge is investigated. But still no Agatha Christie. Until finally she is found, living tranquilly in a hotel in the North of England, playing cards, no doubt listening to talk around her about Agatha Christie’s disappearance. The hotel is swamped by media and she is whisked off to London and to the consulting rooms of a psychiatrist. Now, we do not know what happened in Harley Street, but we do know what was found in the hotel register. Not the name of the authoress but another one, almost identical with that of her husband’s mistress.


For more than a week she had failed to recognize herself: she had subsumed herself under the identity of another woman. The key factor here is not the imminent departure of the husband and the resultant breakup of the marriage. Rather, we could say, the husband’s communication introduces, or reintroduces, the question of what it is to be a woman. What does the other woman have that makes her the object of the husband’s desire? Thus the motif of ‘the other woman’, the incarnation of the mystery of femininity, is suddenly made present. And what does Agatha do? Rather than identifying with her husband, to find out more about this woman, she literally takes the other woman’s place. It is as if a mystery story has failed to be written: Agatha herself becomes the response in her assumption of the name of the rival. The one great mystery of her life, the disappearance, is in fact precisely the failure to write a mystery story, to elaborate the possibilities around something which is not known. If this gap in knowledge is the absence of the solution to the question of what it is to be a woman, Agatha did not investigate. Rather, the answer imposed itself: to be a woman equals to be the mistress. It is a mystery story which begins with its own solution. Perhaps she found another response later in her life in her rather successful partnership with a considerably younger man: to be a woman now takes the form of being a mother.


Agatha’s vanishing act evokes what is perhaps the most famous vanishing act in history: that of Helen of Troy. Whether one loves her or hates her, the daughter of Leda still represents The Woman of antiquity. The cause of so many years of war, so many wasted lives. But, curiously enough, if we follow the treatment of the story by Euripides in his Helen, the woman at Troy was not the real Helen. She was a phantom constructed out of the air and given to Paris by Hera in order to make sure that Paris in fact possessed nothing: meanwhile, the real Helen languishes in Egypt and dreams of the return of her husband Menelaus. This astonishing conceit recalls the motto with which we began this section, ‘the Woman doesn’t exist.’ Helen at Troy, the most beautiful, the most loved, the most hated of women, is nothing but a mirage. The men who make claims on her are not aware that they grasp thin air: this woman who is the supreme cause of so much havoc is etherial. Euripides is showing us how the place of The Woman is, ultimately, an empty one. Behind the ideal image of Helen there is, literally, nothing. Hence it is the endeavour of each woman to find a way of making sense of this void and of constructing something in its place. If you have a hundred Chanel dresses, you can still say ‘I’ve got nothing to wear’: the one dress you don’t have is the uniform of what it is to be The Woman, the definitive answer to the question of femininity. And since the place of The Woman is ultimately an empty one, there will always be a dress missing.


What about men?
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