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Suite for Barbara Loden 
Nathalie Leger 

• 

TRANSLATED FROM THE FRENCH 

BY NATASHA LEHRER AND CECILE MENON 



-What about this one, is it too transparent, or not 

transparent enough? 

- It depends on whether you want to show the truth. 

-What does the truth look like? 

- It's between appearing and disappearing. 

]ean-Luc Godard, Detective 
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SEEN F ROM A DISTANCE, a woman, etched against the 

darkness. Whether it is a woman, in fact, is hard to tell, 

we're so far away. Framed by mountains of rubble, a tiny 

white figure, barely more than a dot against the dark ex­

panse, slowly and steadily picks its way through this huge 

mass of debris: a vast, towering slagheap, intersected 

with great mounds of excavated rock, stony depressions, 

muddy tracks waiting to be ploughed up by the trucks. In 

a wide-angle shot, we follow this minute, ethereal figure as 

it makes its way intently along the forbidding horizon. At 

times the dust absorbs artd dissolves the figure as it dog­

gedly moves on, lit up for a moment, now just a vague, 
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blurry smudge, now almost transparent, like a backlit hole 

in the picture, a blind spot on the decimated landscape. 

Yes, it is a woman. 

Earlier we saw her sitting at the back of an empty bus, gaz­

ing out but seeing nothing, and we heard her name, twice, 

as though it were being flung, Wanda, Wanda, a man's 

voice, casting over the story a muted, anxious question, 

the only time he utters her name. 

We are inside the house now, we see the meagerly fur­

nished rooms, things left lying about, an old woman sit­

ting in the back holding a rosary, her face yellow in the 

pale streaky light, gaze fixed hard on something that dis­

appeared long ago. We pan back a little; a child is running 

around her. We pan back further and see a woman from 

behind, she's wearing a nightdress, her disheveled hair is 

pinned up, her weary shoulders droop ... we think this 

must be her, this must be the heroine. We pan back fur­

ther still, there is a baby on a bed, crying. We glide toward 

the dimly lit kitchen, she has taken the infant in her arms, 

we wonder where she will find milk, she moves slowly, 
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sighs, opens the refrigerator, moves some dishes out of 

the way, vaguely tries to calm the cries. A man suddenly 

appears, the father presumably; he passes through, mut­

tering, exits. We follow him; the door slams as we see a 

body stretched out under a sheet, a blonde woman, about 

thirty, slowly emerging. There are hair curlers and drin k 

cans on the floor by the couch. She sits up, still half-asleep, 

He's mad because I'm here, she looks out of the window, 

the forbidding horizon is choked up to the sky, trucks arc 

maneuvering in the dust. It's her, it's Wanda. 

The American actress and director Barbara Loden told 

this woman's story in the 1970 film Wanda, the only film 

she ever directed and in which she also played the lead­

ing role. Barbara Loden is Wanda, as they say in the mov 

ies. Her inspiration for the screenplay was a newspaper 

story she had read about a woman convicted of robbing a 

bank; her accomplice was dead and she appeared in courl 

alone. Sentenced to twenty years in prison, she thanked 

the judge. Interviewed when the film came out, after it 

had been awarded .the International Critics Award at the 

1970 Venice Film Festival, Barbara would say how deepl y 
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affected she had been by the story of this woman-what 

pain, what hopelessness could make a person desire to be 

put away? How could imprisonment be relief? 

A woman appears from within the folds of grimy bed­

sheets, she seems unwilling to be forsaking sleep, waking 

up only to sink into the aggravating solidity of existence­

what has she been dreaming of? Of bright faces, the quiet 

calm of an orderly bedroom, some gesture of recognition, 

infinitely repeated? She sits up, confused. Everything is 

slipping away, everything escapes her; from now on she 

will just wander, lost among the shadows. 

It seemed simple enough. All I had to do was write a short 

entry for a film encyclopedia. "No need to put your heart 

and soul into it;' the editor had said on the phone. This 

time I was very sure of myself. Convinced that in order to 

keep it short you need to know a great deal, I immersed 

myself in the history of the United States, read through 

the history of the self-portrait from antiquity to modern 

times, digressing to take in some sociological research 

about women from the 1950s and 196os. I eagerly con-
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suited dictionaries and biographies, gathered information 

about cinema verite, artistic avant-garde movements, the 

New York theater scene, Polish immigration to the United 

States; I did research into coal mining (reading up about 

mining exploration, finding out about the organizational 

structure of the mining industry, collecting data on coal 

deposits in Pennsylvania); I knew everything there was to 

know about the invention of hair curlers and the rise of 

the pin-up model after the war. I felt like I was managing 

a huge building site, from which I was going to excavate a 

miniature model of modernity, reduced to its simplest, most 

complex form: a woman telling her own story through 

that of another woman. 

So what's the story about? my mother had enquired. She 

was pretending to be interested just to be nice, but she 

didn't care. She really wanted to go back to ordinary sto­

ries of ordinary lives, gossip, things she knew and cared 

about-a dead cousin, an ailing female friend, a sickly 

child; and no sooner had she asked the question than 

my mind went blank, a fog set in, I felt a sudden un­

familiarity with the subject: everything that had been 
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clear and obvious suddenly seemed completely inconse­

quential, lost in the awful echo chamber of background 

noise as she absentmindedly scraped her spoon around 

the bottom of her almost empty coffee cup, waiting for 

me to begin. It's the story of a woman who is alone. Ah . 

The story of a woman. Yes? The story of a woman who 

has lost something important but doesn't know exactly 

what, her children, her husband, her life, something else 

perhaps but we don't know what, a woman who leaves 

her husband, her children, who breaks up-but without 

violence, without having thought about it, without even 

wanting to break up. And? And nothing. Nothing hap­

pens? Not really. Well, yes: sh e meets a man, follows him, 

gets attached to him even though he mistreats her, per­

haps because h e mistreats her, we don't know, in any case 

she stays, she's there, she stays. Right. He's planning to 

rob a bank but his accomplice pulls out and he forces her 

to replace him-but that's not the point. The heist goes 

badly wrong, he dies-but that's not the point. Silence 

descended between us. I waited for her to ask me what 

the point was, but she didn't. 
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Someone who knew Barbara Loden well told me: "She 

said it is easy to be avant-garde but it is really difficult to 

tell a simple story well:' 

The horizon is choked up to the sky and the trucks are 

traveling back and forth between the slagheaps. Wanda 

is on her way to the courthouse. We only find that oul 

later. A hulking American car comes lumbering through 

the dust. It's her husband and children, they're making 

their way separately-but we only find that out later. She's 

walking through a peat field, she's wearing a light-colored 

pair of pants and a blouse sprinkled with flowers, h er big 

curlers under a white headscarf, holding her vinyl hand­

bag. An old man hunched over a black slope is picking up 

bits of coal. Picking coal again? - Yes, picking coal agai11, 

Wanda. He speaks slowly, in a thin, reedy voice, a kindl y 

voice. He makes his way down the slope, faltering over Lhl' 

big lumps of coal. She asks him for some money. He sils 

down, catches his breath, takes out a few bills with his big, 

dry, trembling hands and gives them to her, anything I Cflll 

do for you, I'll do it. 
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While I was telling the story I was thinking of Georges 

Perec: "To start with, all one can do is try to name things, 

one by one, flatly, enumerate them, count them, in the 

most straightforward way possible, in the most precise 

way possible, trying not to leave anything out:' 

Barbara Loden was born in 1932, six years after Marilyn 

Monroe, two years before my mother, the same year as 

Elizabeth Taylor, Delphine Seyrig, and Sylvia Plath. She 

was thirty-eight when she directed and starred in Wanda. 

She was Elia Kazan's second wife. She acted in Wild River 

and Splendor in the Grass. She should have been in The 

Swimmer with Burt Lancaster, but Janice Rule got the part 

instead. She should have been in The Arrangement with 

Kirk Douglas, but Faye Dunaway got the part instead. She 

died at forty-eight of generalized cancer. Wanda was her 

first and her last film. What else? How to describe her, how 

to dare to describe a person one doesn't know? You read 

accounts written by other people, you look at pictures, ap­

propriating a stranger's face, tugging it from oblivion for 

a moment. I search for Sebald's description of Swinburne, 

leafing quickly through the pages to find it: "He was small 
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of stature, and at every point in his development he had 

remained far behind a normal size; he was quite startlingly 

fine-limbed; yet even as a boy he had an extraordinarily 

large, indeed outsized, head on his shoulders, which 

sloped weakly away from his neck"; Emily Dickinson, as 

described by a young woman studying literature: "She had 

dark hair and gray eyes that, sometimes, even when she 

was not looking at anyone, shone brightly although her 

expression remained unchanged:' Pierre Michon's de­

scription of Madame Hanska in which he relates her first 

encounter with Balzac: "She is aloof and sensual, her lips 

parted as though she were fighting for breath. She wears a 

dress of deep purple velvet." I can hear Jean-Luc Godard's 

voice in 2 or 3 Things I Know About Her: "She is Marina 

Vladi, she lives here, she wears a sweater of midnight blue, 

her hair is light brown, now she's turning her head to the 

right but that's not important:' I try to name things one 

by one, factually: she is Barbara Loden, she's blonde, her 

hair is long and she has bangs, her face is wide, with high 

cheekbones, a round nose, green eyes that some days seem 

black- and also: slim, lissom, small breasts, long legs, 

boots and a mini-skirt, a Sixties chick. To defend herself 
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she smiles a lot. Her expression is attentive, anxious, 

sometimes even a little flustered, and then suddenly she 

flashes that smile. She's sincere, but without meaning to 

she often makes you think the opposite. She wears a little 

marigold-yellow top. 

How difficult can it be to tell a story simply? my mother 

asks again. I have to stay calm, slow down and lower my 

voice: what does it mean, "to tell a story simply"? She 

talks about things happening, plot twists, she mentions 

Anna Karenina, Lost Illusions, and Madame Bovary; she 

says it means a beginning, a middle, and an end, espe­

cially an end. You think that you're dealing with pure for­

malities, footnotes, short texts, tables, prefaces, indexes or 

annexes-an orderly, organized abundance of words 

that you just need to spend a morning assembling into 

a few sentences; a straightforward administration of 

language-and then somehow you end up with endless 

decisions to make, with abandoned hopes and collapsed 

hypotheses. All I had to do was write a short entry, une 

notice: to begin at the beginning and proceed methodically 

to the end, hopefully without too much trouble along the 
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way. Notice: a short text introducing the basic details of a 

particular subject. Notice: a descriptive, explanatory text. 

It was simply a matter of presenting the author and her 

work, Barbara and Wanda. Every morning I got started on 

the notice and tried to ignore the niggling thoughts at the 

back of my mind. 

Wanda is standing in the parking lot of the courthouse, 

arms folded, handbag hanging off the crook of one elbow, 

held tight against her body, her face anxious beneath the 

hair curlers. Inside, everybody is waiting: the family, the 

judge, and the court clerk. When she comes in we already 

know all about her, the husband has let it all out, we know 

that he has to prepare his own breakfast, that she doesn't 

care about anything, doesn't take care of the house, doesn't 

take care of the kids, neglects them, spends her days lying 

on the couch. While he's talking she enters the back of the 

courtroom, hesitant, her approach uncertain. She's smok­

ing. A man's voice is heard asking her not to. She stubs 

out her cigarette, pushes open the half-door to the front 

of the courtroom, not a glance toward the children, or the 

young woman who looks after them, or the parents. She 

17 

vgfad001
Highlight

vgfad001
Underline

vgfad001
Highlight

vgfad001
Highlight



Suite for Barbara Loden 

takes her place next to the husband. They stand side by 

side, avoiding each other's eyes, embarrassed by that dull, 

incomprehensible thing between them that isn't even a 

memory. The judge asks her questions: is it true that she 

has abandoned her husband and her children? She keeps 

her eyes lowered; she is almost transparent under the huge 

curlers. All of Wanda's effort is there, in the curlers: her 

desire to act like other people, the way she complies with 

the rules, the laws of seduction, being blonde, being sexy, 

putting in curlers. But she makes the effort, she displays a 

sign and that's all. We will never see Wanda's blonde curls; 

Wanda will never appear with her hair carefully set in 

thick blonde waves ("You will look like an angel;' as maga­

zines used to tell their readers). At the courthouse in her 

curlers, trying to play by the rules, Wanda is an outlaw. 

Listen, judge, if he wants a divorce just give it to him. 

When Barbara Loden was asked why she had played the 

part herself (wouldn't it have been easier for her first film 

to work with another actress playing the part of Wanda, 

wouldn't it have been simpler for her first film to con­

centrate on directing rather than having to negotiate the 
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exhausting back and forth from one side of the camera to 

the other, the orders to give, the decisions to make, the 

permanent worry?), Barbara would answer almost con­

tritely, as if she were apologizing, that only she could do it. 

"I was the best for it." 

It is 12:50 P.M. The women are focused. The faster and the 

more precise the movements, the more absent the faces. 

Against the irregular thrumming of the industrial sew­

ing machines we pass from one woman to the next, we 

see a large woman with brown hair turning up the hem 

of a sleeve, moving it round and with a quick movement 

replacing it under the needle; we see the ballet of the feet 

around the machines, a simple and precise movement re­

peated 8,400 times a day; we see a blonde woman with big, 

round, regular curls piled up on top of her head, probably 

what Wanda would have liked to achieve; we see women 

standing at high tables, difficult to make out from the man­

nequins and the hanging dresses; all the bustling activity 

of a seamstressing workshop. Wanda is leaning against the 

doorframe of the small office where the boss does the ac­

counts. He tells her that he can't hire her, not that there 
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isn't any work, there is work- looking straight at her, eyes 

magnified by his spectacles, calm, he enunciates clearly, 

There is work, but you're just too slow. He says, You're just 

too slow for our sewing operations, that's it. She thanks him. 

He says no, he refuses to give her what she's asking for; she 

thanks h im and leaves. From behind her comes the noise 

of the workshop, the girls chattering amongst themselves, 

the machines, the hum of ordinary life. 

t'" Wanda walks into a bar and sits down at a red Formica 

table in the window. We don't know the city but as soon 

as we see the window, the Formica table in the corner, the 

curtains with thick folds that smell of beer and cigarettes, 

we know that this bar in Pennsylvania stands on the steep 

slope of misery. Not the kind of misery that is filled with 

drama, not grandiose misery pinned on History's lapel, 

just the kind of dull misery that smells of checkered fabric 

hanging in the windows of a provincial bar. The barman 

asks her what she wants to drink. She has no money, or 

almost none, she is on her own, she has nothing and is 

good for nothing. She asks for a beer. A customer sitting 

at the bar looks at her and tells the barman that the drink's 
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on him. She sits down, accepts, puts an elbow on the ta­

ble, leans her forehead into her hand, and we don't know 

whether she's making this gesture for herself-fatigue, 

helplessness-or for the man who's coming toward her: to 

make it clear this isn't her style, that she wouldn't normally 

accept a beer from a stranger- shielding herself from all 

that is banal and brutal. A woman sitting up very straight 

has put her handbag-all she owns in the world-on the 

table, and is simply resting her head in her hand. With 

this simple gesture of surrender she pulls herself together, 

painfully, both offering and protecting herself, asking in 

advance for mercy. 

I was trying to be as objective and rigorous as possible. 

To describe and only to describe, in as few words as pos­

sible. Barbara, Wanda. Stick to the subject. Aim for the 

general and the anodyne. But however much I applied 

myself every morning to the wholesome and bureaucratic 

impassivity that befits the writer of a short encyclopedia 

entry, I kept being carried away by the subject, and I was 

appalled, devastated, to discover that it had all started, in 

spite of and even without me, in a state of disorder and 
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imperfection, its incompleteness predictable and its un­

finished state programmed. Thankfully, the first words of 

the definition of the entry Description in the dictionary 

brought a little purpose to a morning's work. Description: 

"Imperfect definition;' and, further down: "Descriptions 

are usually used to present singular people or individuals. 

A description is thus the gathering of accidents by which 

something may be easily distinguished from some other 

thing." Perhaps I only needed to confine myself to the im­

perfect, the individual, and the accidental. 

Later. Wanda is asleep in a motel room, in broad daylight, 

curled up naked under a sheet. Her empty, oversized vinyl 

handbag hangs from a hook like a piece of armor. She's 

fast asleep; the man from the bar is moving about quietly; 

he tiptoes past the bed, furtively picks up his shoes; bends 

down then stands up again with theatrically quick move­

ments: the silent, nimble ballet of the betrayer. That's it, 

done. He grabs the suitcase, he'll get away no problem; in 

a few minutes now he'll be on th~ road, driving without a 

care in the world- but he bumps into a piece of furniture 

and she wakes up, hey, she jumps from the bed (suddenly, 
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her fragile nudity), hurriedly starts pulling on her clothes, 

wait, she turns away, not from him but from us, from our 

gaze, a brief nod to modesty, wait a minute, he is leaving, 

she runs after him, wait! He hurries toward his car that's 

parked by the motel room, she grabs her bag, still pull­

ing on her blouse she runs after him, he starts the engine, 

she reaches the door, opens it, throws herself into the pas­

senger seat, they leave. A few moments later the car stops 

in front of a small diner, he must have told her to go and 

get something to drink, but she doesn't even have time to 

order a milkshake before he has driven off at full speed, 

leaving her behind on the side of the road. 

I find out that when she was fifteen, Barbara Loden could 

have been crowned Miss Black Mountains, Miss Patri­

otic Bikini, or Princess Boondock, why not? She always 

said that North Carolina, where she was born, was hill­

billy country. She escaped from there when she ran off 

to join Robert Brown's Science Circus, where she earned 

$2 a show doing acrobatics to demonstrate simple laws 

of applied physics. She arrived in New York in 1949, 

seventeen years old and already quite knowing when it 

23 

vgfad001
Underline

vgfad001
Highlight

vgfad001
Highlight

vgfad001
Highlight

vgfad001
Underline

vgfad001
Underline



Suite for Barbara Loden 

came to men. As Candy Loden she posed for photo no­

vellas and women's magazines. Here she is on the cover 

of FotoRama, illustrating the story "Where to find a girl;' 

in the classic pose of the 1950s pin-up girl, wearing a 

bathing suit, her hair a luxuriant blonde mane, her legs 

folded beneath her, looking directly at the camera with 

a knowing smile-though we can be quite sure that this 

knowing look conceals its opposite, the not-knowing­

anything-at-all. It's the same pose that Marilyn holds, 

without the bathing suit, in the photographs that Tom 

Kelley took for a calendar in 1949. Where does it come 

from? In what distant Neanderthal boudoir was it in­

vented? Is it the sophisticated invention of a 19th cen­

tury that saw the creation of so many objects designed to 

fulfill the desires of men? Is it an instinctive gesture of se­

duction, or the fruit of a long apprenticeship? I find out 

that for a while she earned a living dancing at the fash­

ionable night club, the Copacabana (in 1950, in All About 

Eve, the suavely charming George Sanders introduces 

the ravishing blonde on his arm, it's Marilyn Monroe 

of course, in one of her early roles- "Miss Casswell;' he 

declares, with exaggerated deference, "is an actress ... a 

24 

Nathalie Leger 

graduate of the Copacabana School of Dramatic Art") . I 

learn that in 1957 Barbara Loden acted in Compulsion by 

Meyer Levin, on Broadway; in 1959 she played a floozy 

in Look After Lulu; she appeared on television in the Er­

nie Kovacs Show (yes of course, that's her, that tiny little 

thing who has been miniaturized with special effects, the 

little elf, the dream woman poking out of Ernie's pocket, 

dancing on the tip of his cigar, chatting on his shoulder, 

so vivacious, always so vivacious. That's her-always so 

lighthearted, even when she gets a cream pie or a dart 

thrown in her face by the entertainer; that's her too, the 

woman that Ernie saws in half, always cheerful, of course, 

always laughing) . I learn that she took acting classes with 

Paul Mann, an excellent teacher of Stanislavsky's school 

of Method Acting, and she took other classes too­

dance, elocution, singing. She met Elia Kazan when she 

was twenty-five and he was twice her age. He followed 

her into the bathroom of the recording studio where he 

was coming to the end of filming A Face in the Crowd; he 

wanted to fuck her right there. "Not so fast!" she said; she 

told him that a woman with any self-respect never does 

it the first time-the second time maybe (in Breathless, 
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Belmondo puts it this way: "Women are never going to 

want to do in eight seconds' time what they will be more 

than happy to do in eight days' time"). I find out that 

Kazan kept trying to break up with her; and that in 1967 

he married her. 

On February 21, 1971, Barbara told the Sunday News: 

"I was nothing. I had no friends. No talent. I was like a 

shadow. I didn't learn a thing in school. I still can't count. I 

hated movies as a child, people on the screen were perfect 

and it made me feel inferior:' Later on, in the Post: "I used 

to hide behind doors. I spent my childhood hiding behind 

my grandmother's stove. I was very lonely:' Later still, in 

Positif: ''I've gone through my whole life like I was autistic, 

convinced I was worth nothing. I didn't know who I was, 

I was all over the place, I had no pride:' 

I also discover that she liked Journey to the End of the Night 

by Celine, Nana by Zola, Breathless by Godard, Maupas­

sant's short stories, and Andy Warhol's films. 

And so Wanda is killing time in a shopping mall; walldng 

slowly, she stops in front of a shop window, examines the 
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mannequins' white plastic bodies posed between huge 

bouquets of yellow and orange flowers, elegant hands 

hinting at movement, gazes turned toward some obvious 

common point, as time passes, oozing down the plate­

glass window. Wanda is taking refuge in the descriptions 

of what she sees: a plain dress with opaque t ights, a 

double-breasted check suit, a blonde fringe, a price tag, 

each detail more charged in substance and meaning than 

she is (what joy to find your life vindicated at last by the 

detailed and endless enumeration of everything that 

passes in front of your eyes), while beyond her the air 

shudders beneath endless lines of neon lights. Then we 

see her in full sunlight, walking even more slowly, almost 

as though she were counting her steps so that her jour­

ney won't come to an end, won't run its course too soon; 

occasionally, when she comes across a group of men, she 

smiles vaguely in their direction to give the impression 

that she's busy, trying to look like other people. She goes 

into a cinema to watch a movie at random. She craves 

darkness, a love story, some miracle to bear her away. 

She falls asleep. 
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