
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			


		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		



			KATHERINE PANCOL

			FRENCH NOVELIST

			
					Born in Casablanca (Morocco) in 1954.

					Notable works:	The Yellow Eyes of Crocodiles (2006), novel

	The Slow Waltz of Turtles (2008), novel




			

			Katherine Pancol was born in Morocco in 1954 and moved to France at the age of five. Early on in her career, she worked as a French and Latin teacher and then as a journalist, before meeting a publisher who encouraged her to write a novel. The resulting book, entitled Moi d’abord (“Me First”), was published in 1979. The following year, Pancol moved to New York to take creative writing classes at Columbia University. She wrote three novels during her time in the USA, before returning to France, where she devoted herself to writing full-time.

			Pancol has published 14 novels to date, two of which have been translated into English (The Yellow Eyes of Crocodiles, 2006 and The Slow Waltz of Turtles, 2008). Along with Les écureuils de Central Park sont tristes le lundi (“The Squirrels in Central Park are Sad on Mondays”, 2010), these novels form a bestselling trilogy. She has also written another trilogy, Muchachas (Spanish for “girls”), which feature some of the same characters.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		



			THE YELLOW EYES OF CROCODILES

			COLOURFUL CHARACTERS AND OUTLANDISH ADVENTURES

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Pancol, K. (2013) The Yellow Eyes of Crocodiles. Trans. Rodarmor, W. and Dickinson, H. New York: Penguin.

					1st edition: 2006

					Themes: self-discovery, family saga, love, ambition, lies

			

			The Yellow Eyes of Crocodiles was published in 2006, with an English translation appearing in 2013. It is written in a simple style and tells the story of Joséphine and Iris, two sisters who could scarcely be more different. Joséphine is short of money, while Iris is yearning for recognition as a writer, so they come to an agreement: Joséphine will ghostwrite a book that will be published under her sister’s name.

			A film adaptation of the same name was released in France in April 2014. It is largely faithful to the book, and places particular emphasis on the relationship between Joséphine and Iris.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		



			SUMMARY

			A SERIES OF FAILING RELATIONSHIPS

			At the start of the novel, Joséphine’s husband Antoine, who has been out of work for a year, leaves her for Mylène, the woman he has been cheating on her with, leaving her devastated.

			While her friend Shirley supports her through the breakup, her mother Henriette and her sister Iris are far less sympathetic, as they think that she is not strong enough to deal with it. Joséphine’s relationship with them has always been somewhat fraught, but now she stands up to her mother for the first time and refuses the money she offers her. She is determined to forge a new life for herself and her two daughters, Zoé and Hortense, without relying on anyone else.

			Meanwhile, Antoine has taken out a huge loan so that he can to go to Kenya and run a crocodile farm. However, he cannot pay it back, so Joséphine repays the entire sum herself. Iris’s husband Philippe offers to pay her to translate some contracts, and after seeing the quality of her work he asks her to translate a biography of the actress Audrey Hepburn (1929-1993).

			Antoine’s Kenyan adventure ends in tragedy: his farm is a failure and he dies when he is eaten by a crocodile.

			For her part, Iris knows that her marriage is on the rocks, but she is too attached to Philippe’s comfortable salary and the couple’s image to break up with him. Before she met him, she wrote screenplays and lived life to the full, but when she got married she seemed to become a different person. She often daydreams about her old boyfriend Gabor Minar, but is nonetheless determined to win back her husband’s affection, and she and her sister concoct a lie together so that she can do so.

			Henriette’s relationship with her second husband Marcel is also floundering. He regrets ever marrying this bad-tempered woman who spends all his money, constantly browbeats him and does not satisfy him emotionally. He has a mistress, Josiane, but does not manage to keep this a secret from Henriette for long. They eventually break up at the end of the novel when he leaves her for Josiane, with whom he has a child.

			THE LIE

			Iris tries to show off at a dinner party by telling an editor that she is currently writing a novel set during the 12th century, and uses the information her sister has told her about the time period to make her lie seem plausible. She realises that her life has become hollow, and that it is now wholly defined by her marriage to Philippe. This is even more of a concern now that things are not going well between them; in fact, the situation is so bad that their son Alexandre is afraid that they will get divorced.

			Word soon gets out that Iris has started writing again, and she realises that she is caught in a trap of her own making. She then suggests a secret deal to Joséphine: Joséphine will write the book and get the money that comes with it, while Iris will put her name to it, deal with the media and take the credit. Joséphine accepts because she needs the money.

			Iris hopes that the book will help her to win back Philippe, who is gradually drifting away from her. He is spending more time with Joséphine, whose influence is changing him: he is getting in touch with his human side and is considering quitting his job so that he can spend more time with his son.

			Over Easter, Joséphine throws herself into writing her sister’s book. She meets a man called Luca at the library and goes to the cinema with him.

			One day, Shirley leaves suddenly to go to London. That evening, Joséphine and her daughters watch a ball given by Prince Charles (Prince of Wales, born in 1948) and Camilla Parker Bowles (Duchess of Cornwall, born in 1947) at Windsor Castle on television. To her great surprise, Joséphine realises that one of the women behind the Queen is Shirley. When Shirley gets back, she refuses to explain why she was at the ball, telling Joséphine that if she tells her the truth it would put her in danger. It seems that she may have been in love with a mysterious “man in black” and have come to France to get away from him.

			In July, Joséphine gives Iris the finished manuscript so that it can be submitted for publication, and the two sisters go on holiday with their children. Philippe comes with them for the weekend. While they are away, Iris gets a phone call from the editor, who loves the manuscript.

			THE TRUTH COMES OUT

			When the book is published, Iris is constantly on television to promote it. The novel is a hit, but Philippe is disappointed in his wife, as he suspects that she is not the real author. Zoé and Alexandre overhear her admitting that she did not actually write the book over the phone, and Zoé tells Hortense. Philippe is planning to leave his wife, but he wants their relationship to end with a bang. He suggests that the two of them should go to the New York Film Festival, where he arranges for her to run into Gabor Minar, the director whom she is still in love with. When they meet, Iris’s feelings for Gabor and her crushing disappointment when he tells her that he is married are glaringly obviously to Philippe. In spite of the turmoil in her personal life, the first book’s success inspires Iris to ask her sister to write another one, but Joséphine refuses.

			The man in black comes to see Shirley. She manages to throw him out, then goes into hiding on the island of Mustique, where she has a holiday home. Later on, Joséphine, her children, Shirley’s children and Alexandre join her there for Christmas.

			We finally find out Shirley’s secret: she is the Queen of England’s illegitimate daughter. She fell madly in love with the man in black and confided in him, but he threatened to tell the press everything. The royal court paid him to keep quiet, and Shirley was forced to move to France so that she could not see him again.

			When she gets back to France, Joséphine sees Luca again, even though he ignored her when she called out to him at a fashion show he was modelling in. He explains that it was not him but his twin brother Vittorio, who is a model. She ends up getting closer to Philippe, and eventually kisses him in secret.

			To keep her name in the press, Iris sends them photographs of her with a young man (who is in fact Shirley’s son Gary) in order to manufacture a scandal. The truth about the novel she claims to have written finally comes out when Hortense goes on television to ensure that her mother gets the recognition she deserves. Joséphine is happy, and Hortense is already asking her when she is going to write her next book.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		



			CHARACTER STUDY

			JOSÉPHINE CORTÈS

			Joséphine, whom everybody calls Jo, is the novel’s main character. She 40 years old and works at the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, where she researches the role and status of women in the 12th century. She lives in Courbevoie, on the outskirts of Paris. She is spontaneous, warm, highly sensitive and very shy. She comes across as quite weak, often lacks the confidence to stand up for herself and did not receive much affection when she was growing up. Although her father sometimes showed her that he loved her, she always felt that her sister Iris was their mother’s favourite.

			As the novel progresses, she gradually learns to stand up for herself, first with her mother, then with her sister. She tells Philippe that she feels like she comes alive when she writes. She has two daughters, Hortense and Zoé. She is particularly close to Zoé, who is ten and still needs a lot of attention.

			HORTENSE CORTÈS

			14-year-old Hortense is Joséphine’s eldest daughter. She is slim, with auburn hair and green eyes. In terms of personality, she is the complete opposite of her mother, as she is fiercely ambitious and very bold, can be haughty and arrogant, and is not very in touch with her feelings, which makes her seem indifferent and distant. She treats her mother harshly and never shows her that she loves her. Her seemingly unshakeable self-assurance often leaves Joséphine feeling unsettled. When she finds out that her father has died, she tells Joséphine that she was too soft on him and should have put more pressure on him when he was unemployed. Her attitude changes when she finds out that her mother was the one who wrote Iris’s book, and she even goes on television to defend her.

			ANTOINE CORTÈS

			Antoine is Joséphine’s husband and Hortense and Zoé’s father. He is of medium height, with brown eyes and brown hair. He hates conflict, and his long period of unemployment has left him feeling worthless. He leaves Joséphine for Mylène, before moving to Kenya, where he runs a crocodile farm on behalf of a Chinese businessman. He is optimistic about this new beginning, which he sees as a chance to finally make something of himself, but after a few months he is forced to admit that his venture is a failure and is plunged into despair. He dies when he is eaten by a crocodile.

			HENRIETTE GROBZ

			Henriette is Joséphine and Iris’s mother. Their father was her first husband Lucien Plissonier, but he died when Joséphine was ten and Iris was 14. After his death, Henriette began working for Marcel, which is how they met. She treats him badly and only stays with him for his money. The rest of the family have nicknamed her “the Toothpick” because she shows no consideration for other people and just uses them to get what she wants. Iris is clearly her favourite daughter, and she makes fun of Joséphine, whom she sees as overly sensitive. However, her behaviour does not pay off in the end, as Marcel leaves her for another woman and Joséphine gradually distances herself from her.

			IRIS DUPIN

			Joséphine’s elder sister Iris is 44 years old. She is a beautiful, rich, elegant, vivacious Parisian woman with a cheerful, lively voice: “Iris didn’t live or breathe like other mortals: she reigned” (p.15). She is manipulative, tries to control Joséphine and is intensely preoccupied with her image: Joséphine says that she has never witnessed any intimate, loving moments between her and Philippe as they always seem to be putting on a performance. Iris’s life is slowly falling apart, and in her marriage with Philippe she seems to be just going through the motions. We are told that before marrying Philippe she had a great zest for life and lived it to the full. In fact, she is still not over her first love, Gabor Minar, with whom she studied screenwriting. When she was accused of plagiarism at the end of her studies, she had to leave the USA and stopped writing. Philippe sees her as “a frustrated artist” (p.397). One day, she tries to impress an editor at a dinner party by telling him that she is writing a book on the 12th century. To avoid losing face, she asks Joséphine to write the book for her, but publicly claims that she was the one who wrote it and does everything in
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