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INTRODUCTION

A few nights after I finished Annie Ernaux’s A Man’s Place, I dreamed that I was walking through a forest in the very early spring. Melting ice was dropping from the trees, and I felt as if I were making my way through an extremely beautiful, intense, but ultimately friendly bombardment of glittering projectiles. When I awoke, it occurred to me that the dream might have been inspired by the powerfully affecting experience of reading Ernaux’s book, which was first published in French in 1983, in English in 1992, and is about to be reissued here. The clear, unadorned, often staccato sentences of her narrative–less than a hundred pages in length and divided into sections rarely longer than a page or two—struck me as having been oddly like those dazzling vestiges of winter that the trees in my dream had shed, it seemed, for my benefit, or perhaps as a message that I was only dimly capable of receiving.

In fact, the reading experience was even more magical than the dream. Because those “icicles”—Ernaux’s spare and precisely chosen phrases—had somehow managed, in falling, to arrange themselves into a highly complex and elaborate pattern. As a result of some wondrous, alchemical process, her words had come together to form a detailed and complete portrait of a human being, an animated, dimensional representation of a person, rather like a hologram. Specifically, a hologram of Ernaux’s father, who, by the time we have read A Man’s Place, seems as simultaneously familiar and unknowable as someone with whom we have been intimately acquainted for our entire lives.

Throughout the book, its subject is only referred to as “my father.” The customers at the cafe he runs with his wife call him (in Tanya Leslie’s stellar translation) “the boss.” When his widow prepares his corpse for burial, she calls him, “my poor little man.” His tombstone and the new visiting cards Ernaux’s mother acquires refer to him as A— D—.

Ernaux’s father dies at the beginning of the book, or, more accurately, at the start of its second section. The first passage has been a characteristically unembellished account of its author, as a student, passing the test required for her certification to teach in a secondary school. The second part opens in a way that will give the reader a sense of Ernaux’s style:

“My father died exactly two months later, to the day. He was sixty-seven years old and he and my mother had been running a small business—a grocery store and a café—in a quiet area of Y—(Seine-Maritime), not far from the station. He had intended to retire the following year.”

The rest of the narrative could be seen as an exploration of the distance (a half-inch of white space on the page, a chasm in real life) between the passing of the examination and the death of Ernaux’s father. Of course, the two events are unrelated, or so we might think unless, after finishing the final page, we go back and reread the epigraph from Jean Genet: “Writing is the ultimate recourse for those who have betrayed.” The betrayal that Ernaux appears to have in mind is that of rising from one social class to another, of moving beyond one’s parents to enter a world so alien to them that their offspring might as well have taken up residence on a distant planet. Waiting for news of her first job, Ernaux thinks, “‘One day I shall have to explain all this.’ What I meant was to write about my father, his life and the distance which had come between us during my adolescence. Although it had something to do with class, it was different, indefinable. Like fractured love.” (22)

Her book is (among other things) a drastically pared-down but nonetheless complete biography of a man who began his working life on a farm and rose to become first a soldier, then a factory laborer, and finally (together with his wife, who is the subject of an equally eloquent companion volume, A Woman’s Story) the owner and proprietor of the modest grocery-café in the provinces of northwest France. It is a nuanced psychological portrait, composed entirely of facts and observations, of a man who worked to improve the milieu he and his family inhabited without ever ceasing to see that milieu from the perspective of the boy who had woken at dawn to milk the cows. (“He was a cheerful man … He had never set foot in a museum. He would pause to admire a pretty garden, a cluster of trees in blossom or a beehive, and had an eye for fleshy girls (54) … When the meal was over, he cleaned his knife on his overalls … (56) He always slept in his shirt and vest.”) Meanwhile, his daughter Annie was not merely acquiring more education than her parents but gradually moving into social, economic and psychic territory from which it was possible, indeed unavoidable, to see her father’s world view, his manners, his style, his language, and every small and large thing about him from a growing distance of which he too was painfully aware.

“As a child,” writes Ernaux, “when I tried to express myself correctly it was like walking down a dark tunnel … Because the schoolmistress corrected me, I naturally wished to correct my father and tell him that expressions like ‘to disremember’ and ‘somewhen’ simply didn’t exist. He flew into a terrible rage. On another occasion I burst out: ‘How do you expect me to speak properly if you keep making mistakes?’ Looking back, I realize now that anything to do with language was a source of resentment and distress, far more than the subject of money.” (52)

You can’t help thinking that one consequence of these troubling disagreements about language is a quality of Ernaux’s writing that might best be described as meticulousness—meticulousness of language, meticulousness of thought. The result is a logical, rational, cool-headed narrative about the most emotional of subjects: the life and death of a parent. Early on, Ernaux reports, she attempted to write a novel with her father as its main character, a project she abandoned with “feelings of disgust.”

“I realize now that a novel is out of the question. If I wish to tell the story of a life governed by necessity, I have no right to adopt an artistic approach, or attempt to produce something ‘moving’ or ‘gripping.’ I shall collate my father’s words, tastes, and mannerisms, as well as the main events of his life. In short, all the external evidence of his existence, an existence which I too shared.

“No lyrical reminiscences, no triumphant displays of irony. This neutral way of writing comes to me naturally. It was the same style I used when I wrote home to tell my parents the latest news.” (23)

The irony is that Ernaux could hardly have written anything more “moving” or “gripping”—or for that matter, more heartbreaking. A Man’s Place is among the most subtle, compressed, engrossing, delicate, understated and thoughtful books ever written about family, about class, about growing up and leaving home. We feel that Ernaux has written a letter to inform us all, her readers, about the latest news: the news about what it means to be born and to die, to be a child and a parent, haunted forever by “fractured love” for those we love, and who love us, most.

—Francine Prose
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May I venture an explanation:

writing is the ultimate recourse

for those who have betrayed

JEAN GENET

The practical test for my CAPES* examination took place at a lycée in Lyon, located in the Croix-Rousse area. A new lycée, with potted in the buildings for the teaching and administrative staff, and a library fitted with a sand-coloured carpet. I waited there until they came to fetch me for my practical, which involved giving a lesson in front of an inspector and two assessors, both distinguished lecturers in French. A woman was marking papers haughtily, without a flicker of hesitation. All I had to do was sail through the following hour and I would be allowed to do the same as she did for the rest of my life. I explained twenty-five lines referenced by number taken from Balzac’s novel Le Père Goriot to a class of sixth formers from the maths stream. Afterwards, in the headmaster’s office, the inspector said to me disapprovingly: “You really had to push them, didn’t you.” He was sitting between the two assessors, a man and a short-sighted woman with pink shoes. And me, opposite. For fifteen minutes he showered me with criticism, praise and advice. I was barely listening; I wondered if all this meant I had passed. Suddenly, in unison, the three of them stood up, looking very serious. I too rose to my feet hurriedly. The inspector held out his hand to me. Then, looking straight at me, he said: “Congratulations, Madame.” The others repeated “Congratulations” and shook hands with me. The woman smiled.

I kept thinking about this scene while I was walking to the bus stop, with anger and something resembling shame. The same evening I wrote to my parents telling them I was now a qualified teacher. My mother wrote back saying they were very happy for me.

My father died exactly two months later, to the day. He was sixty-seven years old and he and my mother had been running a small business-a grocery store and a café-in a quiet area of Y— (Seine-Maritime), not far from the station. He had intended to retire the following year. Quite often, and just for an instant, I can’t recollect which came first: that windy April in Lyon when I stood waiting at the Croix-Rousse bus stop, or that stifling month of June, the month of his death.

It was a Sunday, in the early afternoon.

My mother appeared at the top of the stairs.
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