
‘The shifting narrative perspectives of Durasian fiction do not, in fact, call the 
veracity of that fiction into question, since the events narrated are presented as 
strangely objective.’ Discuss. 
 

Like many of Marguerite Duras’s most celebrated works, the narrative of Le ravissement 
de Lol V. Stein poses as many questions as it answers. The entire novel consternates, 
with its endless repetitions seeming contradictory to the idea of traditional plot 
progression, its characters who seem like embodiments of psychological unknowability, 
and its enigmatic setting. The narrative is no exception. In consists variously of seeing 
events through different characters’ eyes, hearing characters’ testimonies like witnesses 
to a crime, and pure speculation on the part of the narrator. Matters are only confused 
further when it is revealed that the narrator is Jacques Hold, one of the key participants 
in the novel’s events. There is therefore one crucial shift of narrative perspective in the 
work: the shift between Jacques perspective as a narrator and his perspective as a 
character. Given that these perspectives are not mutually exclusive in the text – once he 
reveals himself as the narrator he does not cease to narrate his own actions as though 
they were someone else’s – and since all other character perspectives are filtered 
through one or other of his perspectives, they encompass the entire narrative and 
determine its veracity. Most interestingly, Jacques’s inevitable entanglement in the 
novel due to his role as a character within it renders his narrative unreliable in all kinds 
of ways. I therefore intend to show that the shifting of Jacques’s narrative perspective 
contributes to the lack of objectivity in what he purports to be narrating but that as a 
consequence he presents us with a telling narrative, not of the story of Lol V. Stein, but 
of the effect that Lol V. Stein has on Jacques Hold.  

Jacques presents us with the perspectives of other characters in an effort to present an 
objective narrative, but does not succeed in doing so. There are two forms of character 
perspective in the narrative; that of looking and that of seeing. Looking involves the 
very action of looking, an action visible to any onlooker. Seeing involves the private 
knowledge gained by looking at something. Jacques, in trying to be objective, abandons 
his role as a character and prioritises his role as a narrator. Yet in doing so, he strips his 
own character of the perspective of seeing, and attributes to himself only the 
perspective of looking. When describing how Lol follows a couple after seeing them 
from her garden, he does not reveal that he is one member of the couple and describes 
his perspective only thus: ““L’homme qui était avec elle avait tourné la tête et il avait 
regardé la maison fraîchement repeinte”(37). However, he purports to know exactly 
what Lol saw and that it motivates her next action: “Dès que Lol avait vu poindre le 
couple dans la rue, elle s’était dissimulée derrière une haie”(37). In other words, he 
attributes to Lol a perspective of seeing that he can only have invented. Therefore, 
Jacques believes that he is presenting a narrative of objectivity because he is 
abandoning the automatic subjectivity of being a character participating in the events of 
the novel. Yet although he manages to create an appearance of objectivity, it is in fact 
problematic. He abandons his own perspective of seeing and with it the verifiably true 
knowledge he gains through what he sees in this scene; simultaneously he invents Lol’s 
perspective of seeing and thus invents information that he then presents as true. 
Therefore, the objectivity that Jacques attempts really consists of invented subjectivity, 



and is no better than the genuine subjectivity that comes with being a character within 
his own narrative.      

The very fact, however, that Jacques attempts to take Lol’s perspective tells us a lot 
about him as a character. Once he is finally alone with Lol discussing her voyeurism, she 
describes how Tatiana looked to her. He agrees with Lol’s description and thus feels 
closer to her: “nous sommes deux, en ce moment, à voir Tatiana sur ses cheveux noirs” 
(115). Their shared perspective of this exact image is proof for Jacques that he can 
understand the incomprehensible Lol V. Stein. Although confirmation of this 
understanding may not come until this exact moment, the narrative is written 
retrospectively and he therefore believes he has license to edit the story of her life. 
When narrating the ten-year gap Lol spends in U. Bridge, the problem of how Jacques 
knows what happened when neither he nor anyone he knows was there is resolved by 
his admission that he simply invents what he does not know:  

“Aplanir le terrain, le défoncer, ouvrir des tombeaux où Lol fait la morte, me 
paraît plus juste, du moment qu’il faut inventer les chaînons qui me manquent 
dans l’hisoire de Lol V. Stein, que de fabriquer des montagnes, d’édifier des 
obstacles, des accidents. Et je crois, connaissant cette femme, qu’elle aurait 
préféré que je remédie dans ce sens à la pénurie des faits de sa vie”(37).  

The objectivity of the narrative preceding this admission is therefore undermined, again 
by the invention of its facts by the narrator. This ultimately means that Jacques believes 
he is narrating the story objectively, but only because he believes he understands Lol 
well enough that he can fill in the gaps accurately. The reader has no other way of 
knowing whether his solutions for these gaps are true since the only narrative voice is 
Jacques’s, but that in itself is doubt enough.  

However, this reveals the overlap between Jacques as narrator and Jacques as character, 
a duality he simultaneously seeks to shrug off. He purposefully creates a distinction 
between these two roles within the narrative; in a single passage he distinguishes 
between the perspective of each. He introduces his perspective as narrator in the first 
person: “Je vois ceci” ; and his perspective on himself as character in the third person :“Il 
se décida : ce fut vers le haut du boulevard qu’il se dirigea. Hésita-t-il ? Oui.” The 
assertion of the narratorial perspective compared to the rhetorical questions in 
narration about himself as a character demonstrates that he is presenting his role as 
narrator as more trustworthy and knowable than his role as character. Yet he relies on 
his relationship with Lol and his participation as a character in the events he is 
narrating to affirm his narratorial authority: a clear contradiction.  

This contradiction could be a further indication as to Jacques’s characterisation and 
state of mind. Marie-Chantal Killeen sees Jacques’s switching of perspective not as a way 
for him to exert his authority by taking up all positions of utterance but as a sign of his 
disorientation.1 This follows the pattern in Duras’s fiction of characters being 
confronted by moments of extreme intensity which provoke personal crisis. This is 
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similar to what happens with Lol at the ball at T. Beach, although whether or not the ball 
instigates her crisis remains a point of contention among the other characters. For 
Jacques, his encounters with Lol have the same effect. It is notable that his switching 
between first- and third-person is similar to the narrative in other Duras works such as 
L’Amant, and it is identified by Killeen as a sign of dissociation from the self and, as such, 
a defining feature of these moments of crisis.2 Jacques’s disorientation is seen further in 
his narration. Entire paragraphs are repeated and at odd, incongruous moments. During 
the recounting of the Bedfords’s dinner party, where Jacques meets Lol properly for the 
first time, the narrative diverges into a repetition of the first paragraph of the novel 
(100). Although not a verbatim repetition, it clearly follows the same structure and 
repeats the information therein. This repetition of the paragraph comes in the middle of 
a conversation between Lol and Tatiana about Michael Richardson and Anne-Marie 
Stretter, yet the paragraph is about Lol’s childhood and adolescence. We thus see his 
further descent into obsession about Lol.   

Indeed, the entire narrative recounts Jacques’s growing obsession with Lol. Jacques’s 
desire to share Lol’s perspective to the point of being able to extrapolate events and 
memories indicates the extent to which he wants to understand her. His obsession with 
Lol is so extreme, and she is so elusive and mysterious that for him understanding her is 
akin to possessing her. This is similar to the way that Jacques sees his relationship with 
Tatiana as a desirable form of possession: 

“Jacques Hold posséda Tatiana Karl sans merci. Elle n’opposa aucune résistance, ne 
dit rien, ne refusa rien, s’émerveilla d’une telle possession.”(122)  

However, the level of Jacques’s failure to understand and his consequent ignorance 
shifts from a barrier to knowing Lol, to him understanding that the only thing he can 
know for sure is that he knows nothing. Rhetorical questions appear throughout 
Jacques’s narrative and originally indicate his desperation for knowledge where lacunae 
still exist. About Anne-Marie Stretter at the ball he asks “qu’avait-elle connu, elle que les 
autres avaient ignoré”(16) ; the question both demonstrates Jacques’s own ignorance 
and expresses his distress at this ignorance compared to the knowledge of others. 
Indeed, his ignorance seems to be at the foundation of his narrative: “c’est impossible de 
savoir quand, par conséquent, commence mon histoire de Lol V. Stein”(16). 
Nevertheless, whereas this ignorance begins as a source of anguish for Jacques, he 
slowly comes to appreciate that he will never have true, complete knowledge and 
understanding of Lol and what has happened to her. As he memorably expresses it, “ne 
rien savoir de Lol était la connaître déjà. On pouvait, me parut-il, en savoir moins 
encore, de moins en moins sur Lol V. Stein”(80). Even his comprehension of Lol as 
someone with a fixed identity seems shaken and his narrative expresses doubt as to this 
identity: “Lol V. Stein – c’était ainsi qu’elle se désignait”(23). By the end of the novel he 
views Lol’s identity as so ungraspable that it is confusable with that of Tatiana’s: “il n’y a 
plus eu de différence entre elle et Tatiana Karl sauf dans ses yeux exempts de remords 
et dans la désignation qu’elle faisait d’elle-même (188). Jacques’s awareness of this 
ignorance contributes to the highly dubious nature of his remarks in the narrative. He 

 
2 Ibid; p. 71 



sometimes uses two verbs of perception in a single statement to reduce any claim to 
veracity of the statement: “je crois me souvenir aussi de quelque chose”(37). In this 
way, Jacques’s narrative provides a clear vision of his own encounter with Lol, the 
confusion and ignorance provoked by it, and his eventual acceptance of this ignorance.  

Therefore, we see that Jacques’s unreliable narrative and the shifts between his 
perspective as narrator and his perspective as a character are unreliable only in terms 
of what they tell us objectively about Lol and her story. His attempts to shift to the 
perspective of other characters fails as a way of presenting an objective impression of 
Lol but reveal much about Jacques’s own obsession and relationship with her. The 
inherent contradiction of his attempts at narratorial objectivity also contribute to the 
disorientation caused by his meeting with Lol, yet he eventually emerges with an 
understanding only of how little he understands. There is consequently some clear-
sightedness on the part of Jacques, yet by dint of the inevitable filtering of information 
through him as a narrator and character, it is impossible for us to have any more ‘true’ 
information than what he himself is able to give us. However much we might want to 
understand Lol as a character and a victim, we are doomed, like Jacques, to be left only 
with an awareness of how incomprehensible she is. 
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