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			Back cover

			Jean Genet (1910-1986) is one of the most influential writers of the 20th century. His work, consisting of poems, autobiographical novels, plays and short essays, was the subject of violent attacks, which are still going strong after his death. Some see it as indecent, provocative or an exposé of homosexuality. His defense of revolutionary movements made him a “declared enemy”. 

			This Comprendre Genet (Understanding Genet) sets out to break with these stereotypes: Genet is at war, first and foremost with himself. What is he seeking? For Evil to explode, leaving readers and spectators lost, haggard, with no one to turn to but themselves!

			 

			

			Hervé Castanet, a university professor and member of the École de la Cause freudienne, is a psychoanalyst based in Marseille. He has published over twenty books, including Tricheur de sexe (2010), Understanding Freud (2024) and Understanding Lacan (2025) with Max Milo.

			Yves Rouvière is an illustrator. He has contributed to numerous titles in the “Comprendre—Essai graphique” collection.
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			Dedication

			To Alain Merlet and Patrice Bougon,

			rare readers of Jean Genet.

			 

			 

			

		

	
		
			

			“Bringing mayhem into my own home”

			Jean Genet was born in Paris on December 19, 1910. He died there on April 15, 1986. Are these two dates not enough? Should we not immediately turn to his work as a poet and playwright, which makes him one of the most important writers of the 20th century? Genet’s concrete life has always interested his contemporaries and commentators. Why was this? 

			It first appeared as a legend woven from the words of his five novels, written between 1942 and 1946, which are all autobiographical fictions. A legend is a heroic narrative, and we often forget that, rather than an objective look at what was, it is a rhetorical device that creates both facts and their arrangements. 

			

			Secondly, this legend, written in a lyrical style with mystical overtones, is not just a literary invention: yes, Jean Genet was a petty thief who frequented shady places and those who lived in them. Yes, he only loved men, and sometimes prostituted himself with them. Yes, he didn’t go beyond his school-leaving certificate, passed in a rural province. Yes, he wandered all over Europe like a homeless man, was imprisoned many times, risked ending up in a concentration camp for good, and was relegated to the bagne from which prisoners never returned. Yes, he rubbed shoulders with the greatest writers and intellectuals of his time (from Cocteau to Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, not forgetting Giacometti, Louis Jouvet, Gaston Gallimard, Lacan, Derrida and so many others)—some of whom admired him and helped him obtain a pardon from the then President of the Republic . 

			Reading this list, the reader immediately wonders how a petty thief became a writer of such stature as soon as he published his first poem, Le Condamné à mort, and his first novel, Notre-Dame-Des-Fleurs, on the world of “aunts” in 1942—when he was still in prison. He became famous overnight. This literary success was not a passing one, linked to a particular moment in French history or to the state of literature at the time. He was no meteor. His fame always grew with his legend. 

			

			After his death, he remained a widely read and commented author—published in paperback editions and in La Pléiade. Academic research has multiplied. His plays were performed in France and around the world. At the end of his life, over a period of twenty years, he defended lost causes: the Black Panthers, the Baader Gang and then the Palestinians. His often radical positions caused controversy. 

			The Genet affair is not over. In recent years, some books have accused him of deliberate anti-Semitism. Others have firmly rejected this reading. In short, Genet leaves no one indifferent, and his work retains all its power. At the end of his book Les vérités inavouables de Jean Genet, which aims to “deconstruct self-righteous interpretations” of the poet and show the affinity between his aesthetic and “the fascist ideal”, historian Ivan Jablonka couldn’t help but write in 2004: “It’s time to close this essay and open a book by Genet. We will then see with melancholy the extent to which any critical apparatus is doomed to fade before the venomous beauty of these lines, which continue to disturb, delight and affect—in spite of everything.” Genet’s writing, “in spite of everything”, has its effects, even on those who seek to demystify it.

			

			In 1993, the American writer Edmund White published Jean Genet (Gallimard), a masterly, well-documented biography. In it, he collected numerous personal accounts. In 1988, Albert Dichy (under whose responsibility the Fonds Genet is housed at the Institut Mémoires de l’édition contemporaine / IMEC) and Pascal Fouché published Essai de chronologie—1910-1944. In 2010, the same authors have published a comprehensive Jean Genet. Matricule 192.102. Chronique des années 1910-1944. These books are essential for separating what is written fiction from what is, thanks to archives, objectively provable. In 1996, Hadrien Laroche published Le dernier Genet (The Last Genet), which examines Genet’s political commitment from 1968 to 1986, placing it in context.

			

			 

			Let’s take a look at some of the milestones in the author’s life, taken from the Chronologie, which Dichy has integrated into White’s book.

			—The administrative documents we found tell us that his father is unknown. We would later learn, but his son never did, that he bore the surname Frédéric Blanc and was forty-two years old when Jean was born in 1910. This name brought a smile to the faces of Genet’s commentators, who have not forgotten what he confided to Hubert Fitche in 1975 in a long interview: “I may be a black man who has the colors white or pink, but black.” As for his mother, her name was Camille Gabrielle, and she was twenty-two at the time. He was only seven months old when, in July 1911, she abandoned him for lack of material means to meet his needs and pay his nurse. Jean became a ward of the Assistance Publique and was immediately placed with rather loving foster parents in Alligny, in the Morvan region of France. 

			—As early as 1920, he began pilfering. 

			—In 1923, he came first in his commune’s Certificat d’études. 

			

			—In 1924, he ran away from home for the first time. 

			—In 1925, accused of breach of trust, he was examined by a child psychiatrist. The diagnosis was “a certain degree of mental debility and instability requiring special supervision”. 

			—In 1926, he was interned at the Mettray penitentiary colony, where he remained for two and a half years. 

			—From 1929 to 1944, he enlisted several times in the army, deserted and wandered, stole and was systematically arrested. In an interview with Bertrand Poirot-Delpech in 1982, when asked: “In total, have you kept count of your convictions and their duration?”, he replies: “Yes, fourteen years.”

			—1942: “Despite a few vicissitudes (nine months in prison!), this is the great year of Genet’s life: the one that sees the almost magical transformation from petty criminal to ‘great writer’” (A. Dichy). He writes Le Condamné à mort and Notre-Dame-Des-Fleurs. 

			—In 1943, at the height of his fame, he met Jean Cocteau. For Cocteau, the shock was severe: “Sometimes a miracle happens. Take Jean Genet’s Le Condamné à mort. […] This long poem is a splendor. [Genet’s eroticism never shocks. His obsession is never obscene. A grand, magnificent movement dominates everything. The concluding prose is short, insolent, haughty. Perfect style.” He adds: “Jean Genet brought me his novel. Three hundred incredible pages in which he creates the mythology of the aunts from scratch. […] The Genet bomb. The book is there, in the apartment, terrible, obscene, unpublishable, inevitable. We don’t know where to take it. It is. It will be. […] For me, it’s the great event of the period.” Cocteau decides to publish these texts—Notre-Dame-Des-Fleurs “burns me. And if I burned it, it would burn me even more.” Miracle de la Rose was written the same year. An expert psychiatrist, Henri Claude, appointed by a judge, describes it as belonging to the “debilitated of will and moral sense, insufficiently active in their rectifying faculties that a normal man must bring into play” (sic!).

			

			—1944. He is released and never returns to prison. That year, he met Jean-Paul Sartre, the most famous intellectual of his time. For years, they talked for hours together. Sartre took notes and, in 1952, published a sum of over six hundred pages: Saint Genet, comédien et martyr. It’s fashionable to criticize this pamphlet: Sartre is doing Sartre on the poet’s back; he’s wrong on this or that point. The fact remains that this book, the first volume of Genet’s Œuvres complètes published by Gallimard, is breathtaking in its intelligence and rigor—a masterful essay. Critics like to think that this work crushed Genet. This one is lighter, almost indifferent. In 1982, to the question: “Have you yourself been [modified] by what he [Sartre] has written?”, he replies: “Well! I never read everything he wrote, it bored me. […] It’s boring.” He finishes Pompes funèbres.
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			—The novel Journal du voleur and the play Haute surveillance date from 1945, Querelle de Brest from 1946.

			—Les Bonnes premiered in 1947, directed by Louis Jouvet.

			

			—In 1948, ‘Adame Miroir, ballet, was staged by Roland Petit. L’Enfant criminel, intended for a radio program, and a play, Splendid’s, are published.

			

			—On August 12, 1949, he was granted a presidential pardon, but never regained his civil rights—the right to vote, for example.

			—In 1950, he directed a silent film, Un Chant d’amour, and wrote two short texts in homage to Léonor Fini and Jean Cocteau.

			—In 1952, he wrote a screenplay, Le Bagne, and, following the publication of Sartre’s book, informed Cocteau that he had burnt five years of work. A. Dichy, who speaks of a “moral crisis”, sees a causal relationship between this publication and this destruction. Genet met and fell in love with Decimo in Rome.

			—He regained his creative power in 1955, and between then and 1957 wrote a series of powerful essays: Le Funambule, Le Secret de Rembrandt, L’Atelier d’Alberto Giacometti, theatrical works: Le Balcon, Les Nègres, and begins Les Paravents. These three long plays are considered his best, and the word masterpiece is systematically associated with the last one. He meets the nineteen-year-old Abdallah, makes him his lover and aims to transform him, through authoritarian pressure, into a tightrope walker of genius. He writes the play Elle, which could be an act from Le Balcon.

			

			—His last published work, in 1961, was Les Paravents.

			—In 1964, Abdallah committed suicide after suffering several injuries and failing to become the tightrope walker his lover had dreamed of. Genet, deeply affected, decided to stop writing.

			—In 1966, Les Paravents was staged by Roger Blin at L’Odéon-Théâtre de France. Jean-Louis Barrault, director of the theater, played a role. There were fights. The extreme right thought the play was against the French army. The CRS defend the performances. The issue is discussed at the National Assembly. The Minister of Culture, André Malraux, defends the play.

			—1967. Genet attempts suicide in Domodossola (Italy) by taking sleeping pills.

			—During the events of May 68, he is present in Paris, but has no illusions and refuses to speak in public. He calls it “mimodrama”. He writes his first political article and attends a Democratic Convention in the USA.

			

			—From 1969 onwards, his main concern was the plight of immigrants from the Maghreb. In 1982, he said: “I don’t give a damn about French politics, I’m not interested. As long as France doesn’t pursue this policy we call
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