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Narratological approaches to the novel often deal with narration in
a closely dermed sense, that is, as the complex of signs the text bears of
the act of creation itself, of a generating agent, and of the temporal and
spatial loci from which the discourse supposedly emanates. Narratology
can seek to examine both the quantity of reminders that the text is being
produced and the kind of attention that is drawn to the signs of its produc-
tion. The commonest tradition of readerly expectation requires that signs
inspire confidence, that they be a voice emanating from authority and con-
sistentlyassuring the coherenceand verisimilitudeof its creation or transmis-
sion. Even when this voice acquires a personality and is playful, even when
it teases the reader by addressing her directly-Thackeray, Fielding, Diderot's
narrator in Jacques Ie fataUste-it continues to provide coherence by con-
stituting itself for the receiver; and during vast portions of the text the lat-
ter can direct her attention to events and commentary instead of being oblig-
ed to readjust the placement of her confidence and to think on the mysteries
of creation itself. Transparence in the work thus permits a certain opacity
in the reader, and there is little doubt that this is still our most familiar
habit. Neither is there any doubt that in essays written on literature in this
century, belief in textual transparency and readerly opacity has aroused the
suspicion and condemnation of such authors as Sartre, Barthes, and Sar-
raute. The objections have been variously political, moral, or esthetic; and
today it is clear that we can begin to combine them with broader
epistemological issues underlying our reflections on art.

The work I shall describe and cite in this regard is a so-called Dovel
written in France by Denis Diderot in the 1760's. In it a young woman,
Christian but without calling, forced to take the veil, writes of her life in
three different convents and of her efforts to be allowed to return to the
outside world. For various reasons, much interest has been shown in ii in
recent years: the film made in 1966 was forbidden by de Gaulle, debated
upon in the National Assembly, and shown as France's entry in the Can-
nes Film Festival. Much could also be written about its value as informa-
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