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			Bernard Werber

			French writer

			
					Born in Toulouse in 1961

					Notable works:	Empire of the Ants (1991), novel

	Le Père de nos Pères (1998), novel

	Troisième Humanité (2012), novel




			

			Born in 1961, Bernard Werber studied criminology, then journalism. He began a career as a scientific journalist and launched into the writing of novels mixing mythology, spirituality, philosophy and science. His first novel, Empire of the Ants, was published in 1991. Through his novels, he explored other imaginary worlds and one universal theme: mankind. For instance, he took an interest in man’s reaction in the face of death in Les Thanatonautes (1994) and in what would happen if he became God (Nous, les Dieux, 2004). His novels explore different genres: the mystery novel (Le Père de nos Pères, 1998), the fantastic (L’Empire des Anges, 2000), science-fiction (Le Secret Ultime, 2001), short stories (L’Arbre des Possibles, 2002), etc.

		


		
			Empire of the Ants

			A thrilling novel

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Werber, B. (1993) Les Fourmis. Paris: Le Livre de Poche.1

					First edition: 1991

					Themes: communication, quest, disappearance, community, ecology, science-fiction

			

			Published in 1991, Empire of the Ants is the first novel in a trilogy dedicated to ants, which includes Le Jour des Fourmis (1992) and La Revolution des Fourmis (1995). It tells of the adventures of Jonathan Wells, the nephew of the entomologist (person who studies insects) Edmond Wells who has found a way to communicate with ants. This novel invites the reader to investigate mysterious disappearances, while following the everyday life in an anthill, discovering the research of Professor Wells and thinking about the place of man on Earth, as in a philosophical tale. This internationally successful novel was turned into a comic book in 2000.

			

			
				
					1 Quotes taken from the reference edition have been translated by BrightSummaries.com.

				

			

		


		
			Summary

			Bernard Werber’s novel constantly mixes the chapters concerning men with the chapters concerning the ants. In addition, the narration is often interrupted with various articles extracted from the Encyclopedia of Absolute and Relative Knowledge by the entomologist Edmond Wells. To make this summary clearer, the chapters concerning the men and the chapters concerning the ants have been separated and are discussed in two different subchapters. In a third subchapter, the meeting between these two worlds is summarized.

			The humans

			Jonathan is an introverted young man who has just inherited an apartment from his uncle Edmond. He moves in with his wife, Lucie, their son, Nicolas, and their dog, Ouarzazate. Through a letter left by his uncle, he learns that he is “never to go into the cellar” (p. 21). However, noticing his dog’s disappearance, Jonathan decides to disobey this interdiction and goes down. He only gets out of the cellar eight hours later, with the body of Ouarzazate, who has been eaten by rats. From then on, he feels a strange compulsion to return to that place and he goes there several times, until his ultimate disappearance: “It is my leap, it is my path” (p. 61).

			As she doesn’t see her husband coming back, Lucie descends to the cellar in turn to fetch him. Hours pass, and as nobody is returning, Nicolas warns the police. Inspector Galin and firemen go looking for Nicolas’ parents and disappear as well. Nicolas is then sent to an orphanage, from which he escapes. He goes home, enters the cellar and disappears. 

			The director of the judicial police, Solange Doumeng, hears about these disappearances and heavily criticizes the commissary Bilsheim, in charge of the case, for his inefficiency. Accompanied by other agents, he decides to examine the cellar, but they all disappear. Solange orders the room to be walled up. 

			According to her son’s wishes, Augusta, Jonathan’s grandmother, moves in. She invites the professor Leduc to conduct his investigation. Leduc descends into the cellar and comes back twenty-four hours later, without having found anything to help him solve the mystery.

			The ants

			The red ants of Bel-o-kan wake up from their winter slumber. The male ant 327th is enlisted for an expedition, along with other ants. On their way back, all the ants die except 327th. 327th thinks it must have been an attack from the dwarf ants of Shi-gae-pou, carried out thanks to a secret weapon.

			 327th alerts the anthill, but nobody takes him seriously, not even the queen Belo-kiu-kiuni. His situation grows even worse: he is chased by two ants, but manages to escape. Following this, he manages to convince a female, 56th, of the danger threatening the anthill. With the help of a warrior-ant, asexual 103,683rd, they realize that spies smelling of rocks are hidden in their midst. Very soon, the group is once again chased by enemy ants. They discover later that the soldier ants gathered by 103,683rd have been killed.

			Their research is interrupted because a daughter-city has been attacked by dwarf-ants: war is therefore declared. The merciless fighting ends with heavy casualties, but the daughter-city is freed.

			Soon after this, the gendered ants are called for reproduction. 56th discovers that 327th has been murdered by two rock-smelling ants and she interrogates the two killers: they are ‘anti-bad-stress soldiers’, who defend the group’s unity. They have been sent by the queen Belo-kiu-kiuni to ensure the survival of the anthill. 56th decides to leave in order to reproduce and to face the dangers of the outer world. She starts her own colony, Chli-pou-kan, and chooses a new name to suit her new status as queen: Chli-pou-ni. Little by little, the city grows, and the queen wants to make it a “cradle of the avant-garde” (p. 237). However, Chli-pou-kan is attacked by slaver-ants. The queen decides to send her best warrior, 801st, to Bel-o-kan.

			103,683rd continues its investigation into the secret weapon. It learns from an old ant, 400th, that the termites have information about it. Together, they question the queen of the termites, who tells them that “strange animals, very quick and very ferocious [have appeared and they are] the guardians of the end of the world. They bear black plates that squish everything [and now they use] poisonous gasses” (p. 228). 103,683rd and 400th decide to leave to discover the end of the world. When they arrive there, they discover a “cursed country” (p. 259).

			Realizing that it is impossible to create colonies farther away, 103,683rd decides to head back to the federation. It goes to the city of Chli-pou-ni. In Bel-o-kan, the queen has all the emissaries of Chli-pou-ni murdered, but 801st discovers a city under the city and manages to return home.

			When the two worlds meet

			In the world of the humans, Augusta has managed to solve Edmond Wells’ mystery. With Jason Bragel, Jonathan’s uncle, and the professor Rosenfeld, they explore the cellar and, having climbed a staircase, they enter a temple where Jonathan welcomes them. He explains that they communicate with the ants thanks to an invention of uncle Edmond: an ant-replica.

			In the world of the ants, Belo-kiu-kiuni remembers her meeting with the humans. She was then interested in their technologies and had decided to keep their meeting a secret.

			Two children set fire to the anthill, causing the death of the queen. Chli-pou-ni becomes the new queen of all the ants. However, she does not understand why the humans killed her mother and she puts an end to all communication with them.

		


		
			Character study

			The humans

			Edmond Wells

			This deceased character only appears through the testimonies of the other protagonists. A ‘general’ scientist (p. 34), he wants to understand everything, most of all fundamental mechanisms (clocks, bacteria, etc.). He seems to have been very unique from childhood and found it hard to comply with rules and authority: at school, he worked only in the subjects that interested him, and later, he could not bear having a boss. Independent and solitary, if not misanthropist, he did not want to be closeted in a system and pretended that one should “think differently, [because] if one thinks like usual, nothing results from it” (p. 19). Fascinated by ants (“What could be more beautiful than an ant?” p. 102), he managed to create a system to communicate with them. However, he kept this discovery a secret, believing that only the brave and the insiders deserved access to knowledge.

			Jonathan Wells

			An unemployed locksmith, Edmond’s nephew is a “coward” (p. 10). He is the antihero with whom the reader can identify easily. His introverted nature enables him to be a very good listener, but prevents him from communicating a lot. The discovery of the cellar transforms him deeply: as he descends into the cellar more and more often, he becomes even more withdrawn and abandons his family, until his final disappearance. But when he appears again at the end of the novel, he is a new man, who has found his balance within a society.

			Augusta Wells

			She is Edmond’s mother ad Jonathan’s grandmother. Fond of verbena, she

			Lucie Wells

			
			Nicolas Wells

			
			Professor Leduc

			
			Jason Bragel and Daniel Rosenfeld

			
			The commissary Bilsheim and Inspector Galin

			
			Solange Doumeng

			
			The ants

			327th

			
			56th 

			
			103,683rd

			
			Belo-kiu-kiuni
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