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mines, the august singularity of the paternal autoch?hon. While
the subterranean invention of the canal is set in a hidden space
between two terms, the walnut and the willow—but as well a
desire and its realization, or a crime and its disco.very——-—the
superfluity of that “between” is nonetheless the ingenious
ground from which “me, I'" needs to speak. "ﬂor that reason, thg
subject of the anecdote in which Rousseau mdulgef, himself is
neither Mlle Lambercier’s comically exposed der.‘rzere nor M.
Lambercier’s augustly proud tree, but an artful device that worl‘cs
below the surface, effective because covered over, as c_alle.d forin
the other maxim that directs this work: “Omnia vincit labor
improbus.” '

There is, however, another sense in which the aqueduct anec-
dote is a conduit. By its interposition we are led from the’ clever
little architect at Bossey to the serene designer of .Elysee, the
gardener who disguises herself in those willows “which grow by
themselves.” Likewise, a link is established betweerf the walnut
tree and the water-jet, both symbols of ceremoma% paternal
glory. Diverting the element that sustains fhat glory into other
channels demands a “labor improbus”—a dishonest work—that
produces the subject of the autobiographer’s art no less than and
no differently than that of the novelist's. The aquedgctmthe
channel of duplicity—connects, finally, Rousseau to the figure of
the woman forced underground.

5 / DETOUR SIGNS
Les Liaisons Dangereuses

Inotice . . . that [ have written a volume, having projected to
write only a2 word,

The Marquise de Merteuil
This letter has led me farther than I expected.
The Vicomte de Valmont

x%ﬁ% OUR reading of Rousseau’s novel follows the path of
% Q% a double detour which is both the deflection that at
& several crucial moments menaces the straight line of
KCPrOR inheritance from father to son and the principle of
prolongation which preserves life in the garden. In either mode,
the detour maintains an underground relation to the woman
who both relieves a stagnation in the father's identity and
threatens to drain its vital substance. Uncovering the various
subterfuges and secret conduits that run throughout the
novel—and beyond—is therefore a work of excavation.

In Choderlos de Laclos’s only novel, Les Ligisons Dangereuses,
the detour has surfaced; indeed, it constitutes the readable sur-
face of the text. If, that is, we can still call readable a text which is
almostentirely constructed out of such deviations from the sense
of it all. As aletter-fiction or a textual field of meaning delimited
by the two alternating poles of sender and receiver, Les Liaisons
adopts as its condition of possibility of meaning the doubleness
or duplicity that also allows for, even necessitates, the possibility
of a deviation of that meaning from the addressed destination.
Reading this novel cannot be a simple matter, since a letter
arrives, if it arrives, only in its (possibly) detoured form, having
taken (perhaps) a borrowed path.?

While any letter-novel adopts the same condition of pos-
sibility/impossibility, Les Ligisons offers its readers relatively
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already suggests the (mis)use which Merteuil makes of Julie as a

source in her preparations for the seduction of young Belleroche:

~" ... Iread achapterof Le Sopha, a letter from The New Heloise,
/" and two fables of La Fontaine to record the different tones I

“7wanted to adopt.”? Justas Merteuil’s practice of seduction results
“in adétournement de mineur, Laclos’s (misjappropiiation of Rous-

Sseau’s novel swerves if off course on an aberrant trajectory. ‘
" Yet the digression which is Les Ligisons in its relation to Julie
would not be possible if that first novel were not already operat-
ing in the indirect mode of the letter. If we restore the epigraph to
its original context, we find that it is within justsuch a dgparture
from a straight moral lesson that Rousseau inscribed his novel.
“Just as large cities need the theatre, corrupt people need novels.
I have seen the morality of my time and I have published these
letters. If only I had lived in a time when I would have been
obliged to throw them into the fire!” (p. 5). The oblique path of the
moralist / novelist, however, who instead of burning such Jetters
sends them onfor others to read, announces very precisely that
other deviation figiifed irl fhe letters: to Wit, Julie’s failute to
throw Saint-Prenx’s first letter into the fire. Through its tangen-

; tial address to “the morality.of.[its}-time,” in other words, the

't lettersmovel always risks.going astray, falling into the wrong
‘\i:hands., The check on this potential for deviation is, as we know,
Rousseau’s warning in the same preface to the chaste girl to close
his book before it is too late.

A¢loset comparison between this preface to Julie and the
editor’s preface to Les Lizisons would suggest that, once again,
Laclos took Rousseau as a model. One finds the same apology for
the faulty style and the same modest prediction that such a work
will have only a limited appeal. There is, howevet, one
noteworthy divergence from Rousseau’s presentation of his

work. The author of the preface to Les Lizisons in effect doubles

the potential for the dangerous drift of these letters into the
wrong hands by waming “the youth of both sexes” of the abuse
always so the good way”) into which such letters could

lead. He concludés: “Far from recommending this work to
f._yéuth, it seems to me very important toi_&i‘vert“;{éloignegflxp_}g}g
people from reading anything of this kind"(p-5). We have here

Lo

127 “Les Liisons Dangereuses’
an initial indication of how Laclos’s novel works to compound
the oxiginal mistake.that Julie identifies with the reading of a first
letter and that leads Rousseau to single out the “’chaste girl” from

————

the audience of readers. By doubling the-abuse-of-the-letter,
Laclos removes the only check on that abuse, for the check is.,
grounded finally in the sexual opposition. Once the concept of

oufii?ie—the-boo?u(afﬁéﬁf“-thﬁ letter) is no longer defined with
referénce to sexual Qifferegge,;,gy_gry,_g._th_er._.,_,ciifﬁg};_e“g_’g‘i:g‘t‘iggwﬂ}gt
opgrates within the space of the letters—writer/ reader, sender/
receiver, seducer/ seduced—is set  adrift. on.-a-course-that
threatens to take with it the very shores of anchored stability. No ¢
chaste girl can fifid a place either inside or outside sach writing.% {

When we write, then, that Laclos’s letter-fiction duplicates
Rousseau’s, that too must be understood in two senses. That is,
there is both a repetition of certain features of the intrigue and a
deflection of these features into the misleading orbit of the dou-
ble. The couple Cécile/Danceny, for example, are but a more
naive, more prosaic version of the couple Julie/ Saint-Preux, Like
the Swiss lovers, the Parisian innocents discover desire.i .the
redagogical situation and begin a correspondence in the same
fashion as Rousseau’s characters. Once begun, however, that

~correspondence. rebounds-by.means of.a. set. of reduplications.

First, Merteuil, acting as Cécile’s other mother, acquires the
girl’s confidence precisely by authy ing th continuation.of her
exchange with Panceny. Valmont enters at an analogous mo-
ment to remﬁwﬂglmgg»gﬁtﬁaﬂi@&h&gg,iglggrﬁgtgé,bY
MW&@_g@g (which mi_swthc__)___vsngx,__:_E;}__r&}\r{[gzlteqﬂ). Valmont’s
liaison role soon yields to his position as Danc '8 proxy with

Cécile, and the exchange of letters '"i’é’Ef'féﬂy;shﬂxt:circuitedﬁbywa e
sexual exchange with the mailman. For the series to be complete,
it only remains for Mgggggji__l_fguseduce Danceny away from Cécile,
in the guise this time, however, of the young girl’s substitute.
This turning aside of the source of the letter-fiction in Julie
temains, nevertheless, a pretext for a far more disruptive trajec-
tory.which.binds together Valmont, Mértewil, and. Tourvel and
propels them beyond a fail-safe point. It is within this other
trajectory that the potential for the letter to go astray comes

closest to dismantling the structural oppositions which support
e . - AT S Pt s At 7 T A O TR
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notes on the bottom of the page. Two of the final notes, in
particular, give some notion of what is at stake in this other
Q Y, the one the editor signs with The reader.
he-first occurs as a note to the last passage we quoted frf)m
letter 81, where Merteuil comes dangerously close to exposing
what, she alludes to as the secret of Samson‘s. strength,’3 The
@?‘i/tbf intervenes at the moment Merteuil reminds Valmont of
their common “interests” and addresses th
“You will learn below, in letter 152, not M. de Valmont's secret

stand that we are not able to enlighten him any more in this
regard” (p. 180). Turning to letter 152, which is the last frf)m
Merteuil to Valmont before their secret war is declared, we find
the passage that more or less reveals what cannot be Feve:aied_
about Valmont. The gravity of the moment is hardly disguised
by Merteuil's sarcasm:

I could speak up but yourlife would be neither less brilliant nor less
peaceful. And, to be honest, what wqy}d you have to fear? Ypu
miéﬁﬁie obliged to leave, if, that i@r gave you enough time to
get away. But can’t one live as well elsewhere as here? On the
whole, then, provided that the French courtleft you alone wherever

you settled down, you would only be changing the scene of your

triumphs. [P. 355]
We may ask to know the secret that Merteuil—teasingly or

fearfully?—wjll not name and that the editor, appeaiing to d}S—
cretion, cannot disclose. But it would be.a pomties§ question
since ony, apparently, cmﬁl—irx_c@:@ng____hﬁqjggﬂ, who, in
spite of-her threats, Eg_gggs_silgﬁg___&zeend.” Had sl.xe not, the;n
we have the editor’s assurance of his own discretion in the affair,
that supplementary guarantee, The contract not to dehver' Val-
mont’s secret, moreover, is one to which the readers will no
doubt agree once they have some.idea of the kind of offence
involved. Suffice it to say that, were it to become l‘mown, the
Crown itself might not leave such a crime unpunished. Val-
m, it is suggested, is no less than an act of
léée—mal'esté, an attack on the symbol of legitimate power in a
monarchy. Readers will also therefore il:lfer, fr.om‘VaImont"s
typmmode of attack, that his act of lese-majesté could—if

revealed—challenge the legitimacy of inherited rule. It is this
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hereditary destination of power which is guaranteed a straight

line of descent by the editor’s pact of silence with the reader.15In
effect, the pact recognizes a danger to an order exterior to the .
novel, an order which comprises an

_ tructures the act of reg?
ing. Tt is thus in the reader’s interest t§ keep)y certain detour
hidden. —
The next editorial intervention on the vicomte’s behalf
suggests that not only will certain detours be silenced but still
others will be enforced if the book is to arrive at its end: that is,
quite simply, for the book to arrive, a certain letter—or letters—
cannot. The note is appended to letter 154, from Mme de Vol-
anges to Mme de Rosemonde. The former writes to announce the

reception of a letter (which contains still another letter) and a
certain decision she has made.

{am sending you aletter received from M. de Valmont, who has
decided to choose me as a confidente and even as a mediator be- a />
tween him and Mme de Tourvel, for whom he included a letter in

thepne he senttome. | sent back the former, which I enclosed inmy
reply to the latter. Lam passing@sﬁetter on to younow and  think
you will agree that I could not nor should not do anything that he
asksof me. . . . But what will you think of his despair? First of all,
must one believe it or does he simply want to deceive everyone
right up to t@[P. 358}

The signal for the note follows the word “end,” at which point
the editor interrupts to say, “It is because we found nothing in
the rest [la suite) of this correspondence which could resolve this
doubt that we have decided to suppress M. de Valmont's letter
lona prisle parti de supprimer la lettre de M. de Valmontl.” As in the
preceding note, the editor is here interjected as a backup system
to _m&xe.m@l_mazy Whereas, however, the discretion of the
first note would seem to protect someone or something (M. de
Valmont, the reader, the book) from a devastating revelation,

this note also has the function of disclosure: a letter we learn, has

be not passed on,

Yet, no less than those other detours taken by the authors of
the letters, this note can nej ully contain nor control the
space of the excluded, suppressed term. Quite clearly from Mme

de Volanges's description, there were two letters from Valmont,
neither of which is included in the published collection. The
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first, which was addressed to Volanges herself, was sent on to
Mme de Rosemonde, while the other, addressed to Tourvel, was
returned to the sender. Yet the editor writes that he has decided
to suppress “the letter from M. de Valmont.” W m And

why does the decision to suppress one létter entail suppressing
r\m

as well not only the other letter but even the fact that this ¢ yrTe-
spondence was double?

Modern editors of Laclos’s work hajﬂd that the letter

referred to in this note is the ori@which Laclod himself %rafte@}
anai revision of the manuscript. It is
addressed tToMme de Volanges and seems to be unfinished, The
two most complete modern editions include this draft in appen-
dix. (Curiously, however, in the Gamnier edition, the signal for
the note which would lead the reader to this letter in an appendix
is missing!) Neither editor—Yves Le Hir for the Garnier edition:
Maurice Allem for the Pléiade series—appears to wonder about
the letter addressed to Mme de Tourvel, the one which Volanges
says she returned unopened after reading Valmont's request fo

pass it on. This request, which we can read only in appendix,
describes quite a different project for the vicomte.

Lknow that my procedure [démarche] might appear strange to you. It
surprises me myself. But despair seizes its means and does not
calculate them. Besides, we share such an important and such a
precious concern [intéret] that it must set aside [écarter] every other
consideration. Madame de Tourvel is dying, Madame de Tourvel is
miserable. We must give her back life, health and happiness. That
is the goal to be reached and any means which can assure or hasten
the success are valid. . . . I plunged the dagger into your friend’s
heart but I alone can remove the knife from the wound. Onlylhave
the means to cure her.!¢

Is the life which Valmont wants to give back to his mistress just
p :Wsﬁm%@iy rruse? No g one can
ell.

This letter is suppressed, notes the editor, “because we found
nothing in the rest [suite] of this correspondence which could
resolve this doubt.” Thus, what is ed is tHe suile, or

m\ ontinuation, of the doubt, the undecidability of Valmont's dual

%acfdress nges in the knife with one hand and

\ draws it out with the btggr. What is suppressed is also the

143

who does not write: Prévan, the master seducer and Valmont’s

rival. The scene takes place one evening after the theater in the
salon of the Comédie Italienne:

So that nothing mi ght belacking from [Mme de Merteuil's] humili-

at.ion, itwas hermisfortune that M. de Prévan, who had not shown
himself anywhere since his adventure, at that moment came into
the small salon, As soon as they noticed him, everyone, men and
womern, surrounded him with their applause. He was, so to speak

or hear anything and that her expression did
sure that is an exaggeration. In any case, this
really an ignominious one for her,
announced. Asshe was leaving, the scandalous booingsinereased
It is horrible to be related to such a woman. M. de Prévan was .

warmly welcomed by all of his fellow officers who were there and 7o

grgz;]doubts that he will soon be reinstated to his post and rank. [P,

not change! But ] am
scene, which was
lasted untit her carriage was

Rehabilitated, Prévan saves more tha

: n himself. It is this theatri-
cal moment which puts an end to

ts midst the scandal of hig
double, of the woman, a circle closes. No doubt remains,

Or rather no doubt would remain if only one knew for sure the
reader’s address. As the novel approaches its end and all the
correspondence begins to swerve towards another destination
one letter gets diverted or Intercepted for lack of a name on ’shé
envelope. It is Mime de Tourvel’s last message, which she dictates

e
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to her attendant. But before she makes known to whom the letter
should be sent, she falls unconscious again “so that {the’f:ham-
bermaid] failed to learn to whom it should be a@dresse::d_ Once
again, it is Mime de Volanges who intercepts this dubious com-
munication before it gets out of hand.

I'was at first surprised that the letter itself was not sufficient {o
instruct her, but when she replied that she was afraid of making a
mistake and that her mistress had nevertheless commanded her to
send this letter right away, I took it upon myself to open the
envelope. [ found inside the message which I am sending you and
which, in effect, addresses no one since it acidrgsses SO many
people. It would seem, however, that it was at first to M. de Yai—
mont that our unfortunate friend tried to write but that she yielded
without realizing it to the disorder of her mind. Whatever the case
may be, [ decided that this letter should not be delivered to anyone.
[P. 367]

In effect, Valmont seems to be only one among the many p9551bl_e
addressees of this letter, which is 161 in the collection. But if he is
invoked, it is in several guises and by several voices, as may be
seen in this sample from the French text which alte‘ma’ses be-
tween second person and third person address, futoiement and
vouvoiement.

Etre cruel malfaisant{ . . . ] Mais qu’il est différent.ée Iu.i~zf1éme .
{...]1Maisquoilcestlui . .. Q, mon aimabie. ami, o’m, c'esttoi,
¢’est bien toi! Quelle illusion funeste m’avait fait te mécon-

naitre? . . . Tourne vers moi tes doux regards! . . . Dieu! .c’est ce
monstre encore! . . . Que pouvez-vous bien avoir 2 me dire? Ne
nv'avez-vous pas mise dans I'impossibilité de vous f’ecouter comme
de vous répondre? N’attendez plus rien de moi. Adieu, Monsieur.
[Pp. 369-70]

Thisletteris diverted by Mme de Volanges, who has decided that
it should be delivered to no one. She passes it on, neverthel.ess,
to Mme de Rosemonde, who in turn hands it over to the edlt_or,
who, finally, includes itin the collection. Thus, for a letter wh_zch
should not be turned over to anyone, Tourvel’s last commux}’lca-
tion ends up addressing, in Mme de Vglanges’s phrase, “"too
many people.”” Curiously, therefore, this doubtful correspon-
dence that dispenses with the singular address and dzsper_ses’a
multitude of senders and receivers slips through the editor’s

Le Hir is cautious in su
draft he did not recopy
draft which was on as

explain why this letter alone might
norwhy Laclos might have wished
very end, its glissement into the text like a kind of fly sheet.

sired place” of this letter, which i
finally decided, Le Hir does nothe
address which is missing in the
de Tourvelto . . . ) when he refe
Mme de Tourvel to Valmont. Inth
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resolve, which operated, in the case of Valmont's questionable
appeal, to suppress just such a persistence of doubt. There would

appear to be yet another courier at work, one who defeats the
editor’s discreet refusal +

0 forward misaddressed or fraudulent
majl.

We have already noted two m
assumed to be his final draft
of a letter in the collection;
initially followed letters 21 a
de Volanges, which Laclos

oments when Laclos, in what is
ofthe novel, hesitated over the place
letter 20, the contract letter, which
nd 23, and Valmont's letter to Mme

first copied in the final manuscript
and then crossed out.19 Letter 161, which is headed “La Prési-
dente de Tourvel to . . . /" was likewise the object of a certain
indecision, since Laclos initially placed it before letter 160, the
explanatory or cover letter from Mme de Volanges to Mme de
Rosemonde. More puzzling, however, is the mobility of this

letter in the autograph manuscript, which Le Hir reports as
follows:

We still have perh aps the firstdraft of one of the letters: that of Mme

de Tourvel to the Vicomte de Valmont [sic: Le Hir makes clearin his

index that it is letter 161 to which he refers], and which we here
include in facsimile. In this

draft, theletter was notnumbered, only
the initials of the correspondents are written, and it is on aseparate
sheet, thus making it easier to slip [glisser] into the desired place.
These are all indications that this Dage was not intended for a

copyist or even the publisher but was reserved for Laclos himself,
[P, xviij]

ggesting that when Laclos made a final
letter 161 but merely slipped in a first
eparate sheet among the pages of the
manuscript. This careful description, however, cannot
have escaped a final revision
to preserve its mobility to the
Although this account cannot tell us how and when the “de-
5 also to say its address, was
sitate to supply the part of that
published text (“La Présidente
15 to it simply as the letter from
is manner, the published work
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