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NOVELIST, PLAYWRIGHT, FILM 

MAKER, COMMUNIST, outrageous 

social commentator, Marguerite 

Duras has awed and maddened the 

French public for more than 40 years. 

Considering her impoverished 

childhood in Vietnam, her 

par�cipa�on in the French 

Resistance, her Communism and 

ul�mate disaffec�on with the Party, 

her two marriages and many liaisons, 

the near-fatal cure she underwent for 

alcoholism in 1982, and, especially, 

her miraculous recovery from a five-

month coma induced by 

complica�ons from emphysema in 

1988, it is reasonable to suggest that 

Marguerite Duras is a force of nature.

Her 48th work, "The Lover," published 

in 1984 when she was 70, was a best 

seller not only in France and 

throughout Europe, but in the United 

States as well. According to the 

French publisher Jerome Lindon, 

whose Les Edi�ons de Minuit brought 

out "The Lover," it is one of the few 

contemporary French books to have 

an interna�onal impact. He knows of 

at least 29 foreign edi�ons, including 

newspaper Le Point calls "stunning 

and diabolical." With the audacity for 

which she is famous, this book is an 

end run around the film director 

Jean-Jacques Annaud, who has shot 

his version of "The Lover," scheduled 

for European release in January. Un�l 

she and Annaud argued, Duras was 

the screenwriter; eventually Gerard 

Brach, whose credits include the 

screenplays for "The Name of the 

Rose" and "The Bear," adapted 

the novel with Annaud. 

(Annaud will not speak to 

the press about the 

film.) Meanwhile, Duras 

recast her best seller 

into a new version, 

which is a fuller telling of 

the original, including many 

new shocking details, and -- 

always mischievous -- camera angles 

and direc�ons for the soundtrack. 

Duras says her new book is more true 

than "The Lover." 

Truth, in the Durasian universe, is a 

slippery en�ty. A�er "The Lover," 

Duras said, in Le Nouvel Observateur, 

that the story of her life did not exist. 

Only the novel of a life was real, not 
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3 in separate Chinese dialects. It won 

France's most pres�gious literary 

award, the Prix Goncourt.

Set in prewar Indochina, where Duras 

spent her childhood, "The Lover" is a 

despairing, sensuous novel about an 

affair between a 15-year-old French 

girl and a 27-year-old Chinese man. 

The consuming infatua�on and brutal 

shi�s of power between the lovers 

echo many issues of modern 

colonialism. Although 

Duras's work is avidly 

followed by a coterie of 

intellectuals, and her 

1960 film script of Alain 

Resnais's "Hiroshima 

Mon Amour" has become 

a cult classic, it wasn't un�l 

"The Lover" that she reached a 

mass audience. Duras stated publicly 

that it was completely 

autobiographical -- an asser�on that 

made her a media star.

Now, at 77, she has again captured 

center stage by publishing "L'Amant 

de la Chine du Nord" ("The North 

Chinese Lover"), a book the 

The Life and Loves of  

Marguerite Duras

Ë

Marguerite 
Duras has awed and 

maddened the 
French public for 

more than 40 
years. 



historical facts. "It's in the imagina�ve 

memory of �me that it is rendered 

into life."

Between "The Lover" and "The North 

Chinese Lover," Duras has wri�en and 

directed her 18th film and published 

a collec�on of essays, three novels 

and "The War," a 

vivid account of 

wai�ng for her 

husband, Robert 

Antelme, to return 

from Dachau during 

the Libera�on, then 

nursing him back to 

health from near 

starva�on.

Keeping in mind her 

special rela�onship 

to truth, I visited 

her in her 

apartment in Paris 

to talk about her 

work and her long 

life. At that �me she 

had almost completed "The North 

Chinese Lover." Monique Gonthier, a 

bilingual French journalist, 

accompanied me for linguis�c 

emergencies.

IN THE DARK, CRAMPED HALLWAY 

OF THEIR apartment stand a �ny 

woman bent with age and a 

handsome, middle-aged man -- 

Marguerite Duras and her companion 

of 11 years, Yann Andrea. She wears a 

plaid skirt and green stockings, he 

wears leather pants and has a 

mustache; together they evince 

images of whimsy, intellect and 

danger.

We walk into a small, dusty room 

filled with strange objects: a broken 

candleholder that is a model of the 

Eiffel Tower, a box of old postcards, 

li�le �ns of tea next to a piece of 

curled red ribbon. There are piles and 

piles of paperback books and a round 

table in the middle of the room 

where Duras seats herself in front of 

some blank pages and three pens.

Her head is so large that her cheeks 

spread out toward her narrow 

shoulders. She must be less than five 

interest me," she says. But, of course, 

she has her new book, which more or 

less throws down the gauntlet to 

Annaud.

As Yann plays with a piece of ribbon 

like the one on the table, twis�ng it 

through his fingers, she looks at me 

expectantly, and I begin by asking 

about early literary influences. She 

denies having any. "My mother was a 

farmer," she says bluntly. "She had no 

idea what literature was all about."

"Did you know you were a writer 

when you were young?"

"I never doubted. I wrote when I was 

10. Very bad poems. Many children 

start out wri�ng like that, with the 

most difficult form." 

The form of a typical Duras novel is 

minimal, with no character 

descrip�on, and much dialogue, o�en 

una�ributed and without quota�on 

marks. The novel is not driven by 

narra�ve, but by a detached 

psychological probing, which, with its 

complexity and made of rela�ons." 

"And when you change the rela�ons 

between soun Jews "Zero. Zero." A 

DURAS SAMPLER

She says, I'd rather you didn't love 

me. But if you do, I'd like you to do as 

you usually do with women. He looks 

at her in horror, asks, Is that what you 

want? She says it is. He's started to 

suffer here in this room, for the first 

�me, he's no longer lying about it. He 

says he knows already she'll never 

love him. She lets him say it. At first 

she says she doesn't know. Then she 

lets him say it.

He says he's lonely, horribly lonely 

because of this love he feels for her. 

She says she's lonely too. 

feet tall. She wears many rings and 

bracelets.

"Let me tell you something," she says. 

Her voice is gruff, energe�c and frank. 

"I am finishing a book. I am going to 

pick up the story of 'The Lover' 

without any literature in it. The fault I 

have found with 'The Lover' was its 

literariness, which 

comes very easily 

to me because it's 

my style. But you 

won't understand 

that."

"Even I am 

struggling to 

understand," says 

Yann, smiling. 

"Another version 

of 'The Lover' 

without the style 

of 'The Lover'? It's 

the same story."

"Not exactly. 

Another novel. It 

is between the 

li�le girl and the Chinese."

"Why go over the material again?" I 

ask.

"Because there is a film maker who is 

one of the greatest in the world, 

whose name is Jean-Jacques Annaud, 

who took on 'The Lover.' He told a 

story that I didn't recognize, so I said: 

'Now you're going home, it's finished. 

I don't want to work with you 

anymore.' I was a li�le nasty." 

The film is being made in English with 

two unknowns playing the leads: an 

English girl and a man from Hong 

Kong. Duras waves her hand in 

dismissal when I ask her if she will 

watch the shoo�ng. "It doesn't 
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“Years after the war, after 
marriages, children, 
divorces, books, he came 
to Paris with his wife. He 
phoned her. It's me. She 
recognized him at once 
from the voice. He said, I 
just wanted to hear your 
voice. She said, it's me, 
hello. He was nervous, 
afraid, as before. His voice 
suddenly trembled. And 
with the trembling, 
suddenly, she heard again 
the voice of China. He 
knew she'd begun writing 
books, he'd heard about it 
through her mother whom 
he'd met again in Saigon. 
And about her younger 
brother, and he'd been 
grieved for her. Then he 
didn't know what to say. 
And then he told her. Told 
her that it was as before, 
that he still loved her, he 
could never stop loving 
her, that he'd love her until 
death.” 
― Marguerite Duras, The 
Lover
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