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			ANNA GAVALDA

			FRENCH WRITER

			
					Born in Boulogne-Billancourt (France) in 1970.

					Notable works:	Someone I Loved (2002), novel

	Hunting and Gathering (2004), novel

	Consolation (2008), novel




			

			Anna Gavalda is a French novelist. After completing a Master’s degree in modern literature, she worked as a florist, a French teacher and a veterinary assistant before turning her hand to writing. In 1999, she was awarded the RTL-Lire Prize for her short story collection I Wish Someone Were Waiting for Me Somewhere. 

			Her first full-length novel, Someone I Loved, was published in French in 2002. Since then, her writing career has gone from strength to strength and a number of her books have been adapted into successful films.

		

		
			


		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		



			95 POUNDS OF HOPE

			A STORY OF PROGRESS AND OPTIMISM

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Gavalda, A. (2003) 95 Pounds of Hope. Trans. Rosner, G. New York: Viking Books.

					1st edition: 2002

					Themes: education system, family relationships, self-confidence, adolescence

			

			95 Pounds of Hope is a children’s novel, but its perceptive depiction of its teenaged protagonist’s inner world means that it can also be an instructive read for adults, particularly parents.

			The novel is written in the first person and tells the story of Gregory, a 13-year-old boy who is skilled with his hands and capable of inventing his own tools, but who hates school and struggles academically. However, he knows that he needs to do well at school if he wants to get anywhere in life, and is trying to find a way to make this happen.

			Gavalda is a mother herself, and her portrayal of Gregory and his inner turmoil is strikingly empathetic. Her novel offers an insightful exploration of both an education system that fails to consider pupils’ differences and individual needs, and the impact a child’s family environment can have on their mental wellbeing and academic results.

			The novel has been translated into around 20languages to date.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		



			SUMMARY

			The narrator, 13-year-old Gregory, opens the novel by stating bluntly: “I hate school. […] It’s ruining my life” (p.1). He tells us that his “life was happy” (ibid.) until he started school, at which point it “got off track” (p.3). He has been diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder, but he knows that his problems really stem from the fact that he is not interested in the things he is taught at school: “It’s just that school doesn’t interest me” (p.5). The school system leaves him feeling anxious and afraid because he feels that he is not up to its demands. As we will soon see, Gregory’s emotional intelligence is highly developed, but this is a quality that is not recognised or nurtured by the education system.

			His only positive memory of school comes from kindergarten, when his teacher Marie gave him the opportunity to develop his love for creating and building things. However, since then going to school has become akin to torture for him, causing stomach aches and tensions at home. His parents’ marriage is on the rocks, and they seem unable to understand him and constantly lecture him about his grades. The only person who takes his side is his grandfather Leon, a retired engineer, whom he is close to and who both comforts him and gives him a talking to when he needs it. Gregory has inherited his gift for making things from Leon. 

			The situation gets worse when he is expelled from school after a series of incidents in his P.E. lessons (“I have to say that I hate P.E. almost as much as class”, p.14). He has to stay back in third and sixth grades, and this seems to dent Leon’s confidence in him. After he is held back, his grandfather has a stern talk with him: “I don’t like people who take the easy way out. I don’t like complainers!” (p.27).

			Gregory keeps himself busy while he is waiting to start the next school year at a new school: he tinkers with the ironing board so that his mother can do the ironing while she is sitting down and repairs the lawnmower, which softens his parents’ attitude towards him. He also does odd jobs such as stripping wallpaper and mowing the lawn for a neighbour, who pays him a little bit of money for his work. In August, he goes on holiday with his parents for their annual trip to the seaside, where he does homework in the mornings and goes to the beach in the afternoons.

			His parents sit him down for a talk, and his father calmly explains to him that if he wants his inventions (in particular, shoes with moveable heels so that hikers never lose their balance) to be a success, he needs to have at least a basic grasp of subjects such as mathematics, economics and spelling.

			Meanwhile, his mother is looking for a new school for him, and is constantly bringing new leaflets home. The brochure for a technical school called Great Fields, which has a photograph of students woodworking, catches his eye, but when he finds out that the school selects students based on their grades, he is worried that his will not be good enough to get in. However, he decides to take the plunge and writes a very personal motivation letter as part of his application: “Personally, I think that grades are not all there is to life. Motivation is just as important. I would like to go to Great Fields because I’m sure I would be happy there. […] I weigh 95pounds of hope” (pp.61-62). He also sends a diagram of one of his inventions, a machine for peeling bananas. His application catches the attention of the school’s teachers, although he does not know it yet.

			In September, Gregory starts at a new junior high school, which fails to live up to his mother’s expectations: she even goes as far as to claim that he seems to be getting less intelligent every day. Leon then suggests to Gregory’s parents that they should send him to boarding school. He confesses to Gregory that the idea came from him, telling him that it would do him good “to get away for a bit, to see other things” (p.50) and that spending some time away from his parents might help him with his problems at school. Gregory then seems to give up, but Leon gets him to snap out of it by talking to him and giving him the push he needs.

			After the school holidays, Gregory receives one piece of good news and one piece of bad news: Great Fields will accept him if he passes a test, but Leon is in hospital.

			While he is taking the entrance examination for Great Fields, Gregory starts to panic, but he thinks he hears Leon’s voice guiding him towards the right answers. When he gets home, he finds out that his grandfather is now in a coma.

			He ends up being accepted to Great Fields: even though academically he is towards the bottom of the class, the teachers were won over by his motivation and his talent for drawing and manual work. Shortly after starting there, he has to complete the rope climb during a P.E. lesson, something he has always struggled with. He thinks of his grandfather and tells himself that he is doing it for him in order to spur himself on, and manages to climb to the top of the rope. From that moment on, everything he does is driven by thoughts of his grandfather, as though he could revive him by pouring his heart into all his activities.

			One day, his mother tells him that the doctors have decided to discontinue Leon’s treatment, as it has not proved effective. Gregory loses heart and sinks into despair, until he is told that somebody is waiting for him in the hall. He goes to see who it is, and is met by Leon, who has a drip in his arm and is accompanied by a nurse. He has come to encourage his grandson.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		



			CHARACTER STUDY

			GREGORY DUBOSC

			Gregory is 13 years and an only child. He describes himself as “not very tall, not very coordinated, and not very strong” (p.14). Although he both hates and fears school, he tries to stay positive (as we can see from the title) and to avoid disappointing his parents and his grandfather Leon.

			He does not like school because he feels as though he cannot meet the demands of the traditional education system (“‘But you’re not as stupid as they say! … Or are you?’ […] ‘Yes, I am’”, p.25). However, he enjoys and has a gift for manual work: from a very young age, he has been making objects for the house or just for fun. In the scenes where he helps his grandfather or his neighbour to make furniture, his fascination with building and creating things shines through. 

			His skills and interests are not valued by the traditional education system, which is why he gets bad grades and has a strained relationship with his parents (for example, he pretends to have less homework to stop his parents from arguing with each other or with him) and even Leon. The only time he feels “a tiny bit happy, just a tiny bit useful” (p.17) at school is when he acts as the class clown to make his classmates laugh during their P.E. lessons. Apart from that, his academic failures and his parents’ criticism have made him feel that his “life is worthless” (p.19) to such a point that he is often on the verge of tears. He spends a lot of time thinking about his situation and about his relationship with his parents: “I also asked, To be or not to be, what does it matter? (As you can see, I may not be a mathematician, but as a philosopher, I’m not bad!)” (p.44).

			In spite of his irresponsible, carefree façade, Gregory knows exactly what he wants to do with his life. He is also capable of taking control of his situation, as his parents find out when he takes it upon himself to contact the technical school and convince the teachers there of his motivation.

			He feels as though Leon, from whom he inherited his manual skills and creativity, is the only person who understands him. When Leon falls into a coma, everything that Gregory does is for him, as though he could save him by overcoming a series of challenges. His “95pounds of hope” (p.62) are also dedicated to saving his grandfather: “I’m sending you my strength. I’m sending you my willpower. […] The other day, you sent me your knowledge, well now, I’m sending you all that I have: my youth, my strength, my breath, my determination, my muscles” (pp.86-87).

			Finally, the technical school’s decision to take a chance on him confirms the words of Marie, the only teacher Gregory has ever liked: “This boy has a head like a sieve, magic fingers and a heart of gold. We should be able to make something of him” (pp.8-9).

			LEON DUBOSC

			Leon is Gregory’s paternal grandfather and a skilled handyman. He was previously a successful engineer, and was a brilliant student when he was younger. He is a heavy smoker. When he falls seriously ill, his grandson’s hope gives him a new lease of life.

			He has a good sense of humour, but is not afraid to tell it how it is and makes his expectations very clear. He tells Gregory: “Just do what you have to do to be happy!” (p.27) and warns him against wallowing in self-pity when he blames his failures at school on his own stupidity.

			Leon thinks that Gregory has the same qualities as the tortoise in the fable of the hare and the tortoise: although it does not have the hare’s speed, it wins the race because it is “brave and determined” (p.24). He is wise and plays the role of peacekeeper within the family. He is the only person Gregory confides in and asks for help from.

			MR AND MRS DUBOSC

			Gregory’s parents are getting divorced, but do not talk openly about their marital problems and instead use their son’s difficulties at school as a way of letting off steam. This is hard for Gregory and makes him feel guilty: “As for me, I shrank a little further into myself with each day that passed. I told myself that if I became small enough not to be noticed, I might even disappear completely, and all my
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