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			Muriel Barbery

			French novelist

			
					Born in Casablanca (Morocco) in 1969.

					Notable works:	Gourmet Rhapsody (2009), novel

	The Life of Elves (2016), novel




			

			Muriel Barbery, born in 1969, is a French novelist. After graduating from the prestigious École Normale Supérieure de lettres et sciences humaines and successfully completing an agrégation (a highly selective competitive examination for teachers) in philosophy, she first taught in a secondary school in Caen before working at the Saint Lô Institut universitaire de formation des maitres, a teacher training college. 

			In 2000, she wrote her first novel, Gourmet Rhapsody, which was one of the most successful books that autumn and has been translated into 12 languages. In 2006, she released her next novel, The Elegance of the Hedgehog, a bestseller in every sense of the word. Wishing to remain out of the limelight, Barbery has led her life far from media pressure. She is fascinated by Japan and lived for a time in Kyoto before coming back to settle down in Touraine, France.

		


		
			The Elegance of the Hedgehog

			A real bestseller

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Barbery, M. (2013) The Elegance of the Hedgehog. Trans. Anderson, A. London: Gallic Books.

					1st edition: 2008 (Original work published in France 2006)

					Themes: bourgeoisie, appearances, friendship, death, life, literature, art, philosophy

			

			The Elegance of the Hedgehog is Muriel Barbery’s second novel, published in 2006. It focuses on the lives of Renée Michel and Paloma Josse, and how their paths cross. Renée is the concierge of a residence in Paris. She is 54 years old, extremely cultured and blessed with an intelligence that the rich bourgeoisie of the building have no idea of. Paloma Josse, a gifted 12-year-old, is the daughter of the residents of the building’s 5th floor. She rejects the adult world, believing it to be full of pretence, and so decides to commit suicide and set fire to her parents’ apartment on the day of her 13th birthday. However, everything changes when Kakuro Ozu moves into the 4th floor.

			Translated into more than 30 languages, the novel won many prizes and remained at the top of the bestseller list for several months.

		


		
			Summary

			The story of The Elegance of the Hedgehog begins with the introduction of the two main characters. Through the pages of their personal journals, Renée Michel and Paloma Josse tell the reader the story of 7, Rue de Grenelle and give their thoughts and impressions in turn.

			Not your average concierge

			Renée Michel is 54 years old and is the concierge of a residence where eight “rich” families live. Even though she did not have the opportunity to continue her education when she was younger, Renée is extremely cultured. However, she forces herself to act like the stereotypical concierge that her employers expect: insignificant, stupid and ugly. Nevertheless, one she is safe from prying eyes at home, she throws herself gleefully into literature, philosophy, music, cinema and all other forms of art.

			Renée talks about her childhood, her humble origins and her arrival in the building. She describes the people around her, starting with her friend Manuela, a Portuguese cleaner who comes to visit her twice a week. When they are alone together, in peace, they discuss various topics over tea and cakes, baked lovingly by Manuela. The concierge also depicts her employers in a very sarcastic manner. In fact, she has nothing but contempt for those who, in spite of being middle class and therefore supposedly cultured, are in reality extremely stupid.

			A large part of the journal is dedicated to commentaries on the various books Renée has read. Karl Marx (German revolutionary socialist, 1818-1883), Edmund Husserl (German philosopher and logician, 1859-1938), René Descartes (French philosopher, mathematician and physicist, 1596-1650) and Leo Tolstoy (Russian writer, 1828-1910) are just some of her favourite authors, whose works and thoughts she sums up with a great deal of humour. 

			A girl disgusted with life 

			At 12 years old, Paloma Josse is a gifted, “exceptionally intelligent” little girl. Very disappointed by the apparent absurdity of life as evidenced by her family, her schoolmates and her teachers, she plans to burn down her parents’ apartment and commit suicide on the day of her 13th birthday, in order to put an end to all of life’s nonsense. Before that, she is of the opinion that “simply because you’ve made plans to die doesn’t mean you have to vegetate like some rotting piece of cabbage” and therefore decides to dedicate herself utterly to the writing of a double journal: the first, “Profound thoughts”, is a collection of all the interesting ideas that have occurred to her, while the second, “Journal of the Movement of the World”, focuses on the body and things.

			After introducing herself, she paints the reader a very critical picture of her family and friends. She sees her family as completely devoid of emotions and interest. Her mother, a well-read woman, is desperately trying to forget the meaningless of life through antidepressants and the obsessive attention that she devotes to her green plants. Her sister Colombe, in spite of her brilliant results at university, is an imbecile, completely insensitive, fussy and loud. Her father is a Member of Parliament, but in her opinion he just puts up the façade of being an adult in order to hide his despair. Paloma takes every chance she gets to rebel against the stupidity of adults. The scene of the family meal is a good example: she does not think twice about calling out the shocking errors her parents’ guest makes when talking about the game Go. Although she manages to restrain herself with several of the errors she notes (Go was not invented by the Japanese but by the Chinese, and it is not comparable to chess in the slightest), she finally explodes after an erroneous comment about the player classification system and refuses to back down.

			Over the course of her writing, Paloma also tells the reader about her passions: she is fascinated by manga and everything relating to Japan in general, and she also finds the French language and grammar incomparably beautiful. 

			Unlikely friends

			After the death of Mr Arthens, who lived on the 4th floor, his family decides to sell their apartment. Shortly afterwards, a new neighbour moves in and begins to occupy himself with many different projects, which piques the curiosity of all the other residents of the building. Mr Kakuro Ozu is a very friendly Japanese pensioner. To Renée’s complete surprise, she is the one who he is most interested in: he sees through her outer appearance as a concierge to the charming, refined and educated woman she is on the inside. Renée fears being found out after one of their encounters, when Kakuro finishes her reference to the first sentence of Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (“All happy families are alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way”). Some time later he gives her a beautiful edition of the book with a stunning binding, thereby showing that he has discovered her real identity. Renée grows frightened and cannot understand what he sees in her. However, encouraged by her friend Manuela, she accepts his invitation to meet up and they have a lovely time together.

			Meanwhile, Paloma also greatly appreciates M. Ozu’s company and she has many interesting discussions with him. She is also delighted to discover that certain people try to look beyond appearances. Meeting him has a positive impact on her view of life. For example, Yoko, Kakuro’s great-niece, forces her to rethink her previous judgements: there are people whose destiny is not predetermined and whose fate is not meaningless. In her “Journal of the Movement of the World”, she even goes so far as to doubt her suicide plan, because her new friendships have given her a real hope for her future.

			After Kakuro and Renée’s second meeting, there is a terrible accident. When she goes out for some shopping, Renée is hit by a dry cleaner’s van and killed instantly. At this point, the reader is given a glimpse into the concierge’s mind as she thinks of all the people she loves for one last time. Kakuro and Paloma are shattered with grief. After this tragedy, Paloma is completely resolved not to give up on life’s adventures:

			“My heart and my stomach in knots, I finally say to myself that maybe that’s life: a lot of despair but also a few fleeting moments of beauty, where time changes.”1

			From this point onwards, she decides to search for all the fleeting moments of beauty she can find. 





			1 This quotation has been translated by BrightSummaries.com.

		


		
			Character study

			Renée Michel

			Renée Michel is 54 years old and is a poor farmer’s daughter. She is small, ugly and fat. Lisette, her only sister, died young. René has been the concierge of an hôtel particulier for the last 27 years. She used to share her job with her husband Lucien, but he died 15 years ago. She lives in the concierge’s lodge of the building with her cat Leo, named after the writer Leo Tolstoy. 

			She does not fit the image that rich people have of a typical concierge. She likes the film Death in Venice by Luchino Visconti (Italian director, 1906-1976), Russian literature, Dutch paintings and Japanese civilization. She is also interested in phenomenology (a philosophical movement which revolves around phenomena and how they appear). However, in order to avoid being given a label she does not want, she decided to make people believe that she is just a regular concierge: an uncultured, bad-tempered woman. To this end, she uses her wits to avoid attention and pursues her intellectual projects only when she is safe from the eyes of others.

			Kakuro Ozu quickly realises that she is special. The two have common interests. She also meets Paloma Josse, another person with whom she can share her thoughts without having to hide her intelligence. Paloma and Kakuro quickly crack Renée’s mysterious identity, which the girl talks about in her “Profound Thoughts”:

			“Madame Michel has the elegance of the hedgehog: on the outside, she’s covered in quills, a real fortress, but my gut feeling is that on the inside, she has the same simple refinement as the hedgehog: a deceptively indolent little creature, fiercely solitary – and terribly elegant.”

			Paloma Josse 

			Paloma Josse is a 12-year-old girl. She wears pink glasses and has large light eyes. A gifted child, she is the youngest daughter of the Josses, a wealthy middle-class family who live in Renée’s building. She hates her family, as well as the people who associate with them, who she considers irritatingly self-important and intellectually pretentious. She is trapped with her father, an MP, her mother, who has a literature PhD, her older sister, who studies philosophy, and two cats called Parliament and Constitution. It is for this reason that she decides to commit suicide on her next birthday and set fire to her parent’s apartment so as not to end up like them, like “goldfish in a bowl”. Before she dies, she sets herself the task of writing as many profound thoughts as she can in the form of little Japanese poems. She also chooses to keep a “Journal of the Movement of the World”, which is not about the mind but about the movement of people, bodies and things.

			Marguerite, a young girl who is always ready with a sharp reply, is one of her few friends. After meeting Kakuro Ozu and Renée Michel, Paloma no longer wants to die.

			Kakuro Ozu

			Kakuro Ozo is a rich Japanese pensioner. His father was a diplomat and his mother died shortly after he was born. His secretary is a young Asian man called Paul N’Guyen. He has two cats, one called Levin and the other Kitty, in reference to the heroes of the novel Anna Karenina.

			Gifted with the ability to see people for who they really are, he quickly sees through the façade Renée’s has created for herself. This works out well for both of them, since this is what enables them to become friends. He quickly makes friends with Paloma, given his Japanese origins and his intelligence. 

			Manuela Lopes

			Manuela Lopes is Renée’s only friend. She is the cleaner for the Arthens, the de Broglies and the Pallières. Born into a Portuguese family of 14 children, she married an expat builder in France and had four children with him. She dreams of returning to her homeland and is seen by Renée as the model of refinement. She is a talented cook, and often joins the concierge for tea and cakes, which she bakes herself.

			The “rich people” of the building

			There are eight families who live in Renée’s building: the de Broglies, the Meurisses, the Rosens, the Saint-Nices, the Badoises, the Arthens, the Josses, and the Pallières. The building is located at number 7, Rue de Grenelle, in an affluent, fashionable area of Paris.

			
					The de Broglies live on the 1st floor. Mrs de Broglie is the only one who cared about the death of Renée’s husband Lucien. Her husband is a State Councillor. 

					The Meurisse family – Anne-Hélène and her greyhound Athena – and Miss Jacinthe Rosen live on the 2nd floor. 

					Two families live on the 3rd floor: Olympe Saint-Nice, who dreams of becoming a vet, and her father, a diplomat, on one side, and Diane Badoise, the daughter of a lawyer, and her ginger cocker spaniel Neptune on the other. 

					The food critic Pierre Arthens lives on the 4th floor with his wife Anna and their children Clémence, Jean (who has a chaotic life) and Laura. They also have a granddaughter called Lotte. They have several employees: Bernard Grelier, an odd-job man; Violette Grelier, the housekeeper; Manuela, the cleaner; and an occasional butler. After the death of Pierre Arthens, the family moves out, leaving the apartment free for Kakuro Ozo to move in.

					The Josse family resides on the 5th floor. The family is made up of: Paloma; her older sister Colombe, who she cannot stand; her mother Solange, who is chronically depressed; and her father Paul, a member of the French Parliament. Her parents take great pains to appear open-minded.

					The Pallières family lives on the 6th floor, and is made up of Sabine and her son Antoine, who takes great pleasure in announcing to Renée that Karl Marx changed his view of the world.
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