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    JEAN-MARIE GUSTAVE LE CLÉZIO


    FRENCH-MAURITIAN NOVELIST AND SHORT STORY WRITER


    
      	Born in Nice in 1940.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Interrogation (1963), novel


          	Fish of Gold (1997), novel


          	The Refrain of Hunger (2008), novel

        

      

    


    Jean-Marie Gustave Le Clézio’s ancestors emigrated from Brittany to Mauritius (which became a British colony shortly after their arrival there) in the late 18th century and acquired British nationality. The first years of Le Clézio’s life were marked by the Second World War (1939-1945) and by the absence of his father, who was working as a doctor in Africa and whom he did not meet until the age of seven, when he travelled to Nigeria to see him. This early trip to Africa, along with the time he spent with an indigenous tribe in Panama from 1970 to 1974, proved a formative experience for him.


    While he was studying literature at university, Le Clézio began to write, and his debut novel, The Interrogation, won France’s Prix Renaudot in 1963. This marked the beginning of a prolific literary career, as Le Clézio has written dozens of novels (including young adult novels), short stories, essays and tales to date. He has won numerous awards for his writing, including the 2008 Nobel Prize in Literature.

  


  
    DESERT


    THE CLASH BETWEEN THE WEST AND THE ARAB WORLD


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Le Clézio, J-M.G. (2010) Desert. Trans. Dickson, C. London: Atlantic Books.


      	1st edition: 1980


      	Themes: nature, war, money, position of women, immigration, poverty, solitude

    


    Le Clézio’s stay in Panama profoundly changed him, both as a person and a writer. Specifically, he altered his writing style, which was previously opaque and complex, to make it clearer and more accessible. Desert, which was published in 1980, reflects this new style. It garnered both popular and critical recognition, and Le Clézio won the Academie française’s Grand Prix Paul Morand later that year.


    The novel tells the story of two teenagers, Nour and Lalla, who are both from the desert but live several decades apart. It encourages readers to reflect on individuals’ relationships with both other people and the world around them.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    Desert alternates between the story of Nour, which takes place in the early 20th century (from the winter of 1909-1910 to March 1912), and that of Lalla, which appears to be set around the 1970s.


    NOUR


    The novel opens with a description of a caravan of Saharan nomads. One of the nomads is a teenaged boy named Nour, who is the guide’s son. The group is travelling to the town of Smara (Western Sahara), which is home to Ma al-Aïnine, a charismatic sheik (a man who is respected for his age or wisdom). A number of other travellers are heading there as well so that they can hold a meeting to discuss ways of facing the looming threat of invasion by Christians from France and Spain.


    One night, a group of warriors meet with Ma al-Aïnine and Nour tries to slip in undetected, but the sheik notices him. A few days later, he returns to the meeting place and tells Ma al-Aïnine that he is descended from the sheik’s mentor al-Azraq, also known as the Blue Man, on his mother’s side.


    Ma al-Aïnine and his sons then lead the group north, and they constantly pick up new travellers on their way. Nour gradually learns the law of the desert: only the strongest survive, while the weakest perish by the side of the road. He meets a warrior from Chinguetti in Mauritania who was blinded during a battle with the Christians and is hoping that the sheik, who is rumoured to be able to perform miracles, can restore his sight. Nour offers to help the man and starts acting as his guide.


    The group is forced to change direction to evade the Christian soldiers. They hope to find shelter in the town of Taroudant in southern Morocco, but they are turned away, forcing them to head further north to Marrakech and beyond. Nearby, General Moinier (1855-1919) is commanding troops tasked with fighting Ma al-Aïnine’s rebels. Ma al-Aïnine is described as the Christians’ greatest enemy and is reported to have murdered a governor called Coppolani (French administrator in Mauritania, 1866-1905). On 21June 1910, the tired, unarmed nomads are set upon by Moinier’s battalion, and the blind warrior is killed in the ensuing bloodbath.


    A few months later, Ma al-Aïnine’s sons have fled and the wind seems to herald some future misfortune, although the situation feels even more worrying when it stops. Nour follows his instincts and finds Ma al-Aïnine, meaning that he is with him when he dies in Tiznit (southern Morocco).


    After the sheik’s funeral, some of the caravan’s survivors continue their journey north, and Nour accompanies them while the rest of his family travels south. The nomads are waiting for Ma al-Aïnine’s eldest son Moulay Hiba, also known as the Lion, who eventually joins them near Agadir in southern Morocco. However, the group is attacked by Christian soldiers and sustains heavy losses. At the end of the story, Nour sets off for the south with the rest of the survivors.


    LALLA


    Lalla is a teenaged girl who lives a happy, unrestricted life and spends her time wandering around the sand dunes with the Hartani, a young shepherd who lives away from other men, listening to the stories that the old fisherman Naman tells her, imagining that seagulls are princes in the desert, and begging her aunt Aamma to tell her stories about her ancestors. Everywhere she goes, she can feel the gaze of an invisible protective presence that she calls al Ser (“the Secret”) watching over her.


    Now that Lalla is no longer a little girl, she must start facing up to the unpleasant realities of the adult world. She has been living with Aamma in the Project (a sort of shanty town one day’s bus ride away from Tangier in northern Morocco) since her mother’s death, and one day her aunt takes her to a clothing workshop run by an old woman named Zora to find work. However, Lalla soon leaves the workshop in protest at Zora’s brutal treatment of her young employees. An older man then comes to ask her for her hand in marriage, but she refuses to submit to this arranged match. Old Naman dies shortly afterwards, and the grief she feels over his death plus her fear of a forced marriage spell the end of her happiness. She flees with the Hartani, whom she has decided to marry, towards the desert in the south, but her strength soon fails and leaves her unable to go any further.


    The narrative then jumps ahead to when she is 17years old. She is on a Red Cross boat sailing to Marseille, where she will meet Aamma. This new city is scary, noisy, grey, busy and teeming with tall blocks of flats and cars. Lalla realises that people become invisible in the city, because she observes everything but nobody takes any notice of her. She meets a 14-year-old beggar called Radicz who was sold by his mother to a man who taught him how to make a living by begging and stealing, and the two of them become friends.


    After spending a night wandering through the city and thinking about the desert, the Hartani (whose child she is carrying) and the protective gaze of al Ser, Lalla decides to move into the hotel where she is now working as a cleaner, although she has not told her boss that she is pregnant. The hotel is located above the office of a funeral director, which is how she learns that a man who lives in her aunt’s neighbourhood has died. The man’s death hits her hard because he reminded her of Naman. She quits her job at the hotel and takes Radicz on a shopping spree and out for dinner to burn through all her savings, as money has no value for her.


    At the restaurant, she is approached by a photographer who is captivated by her beauty and strength. She moves in with him and becomes a magazine star. She adopts her mother’s name, Hawa, as her professional name and uses the symbol of her tribe as her autograph because she cannot read or write. She tells her new host that she could disappear overnight with no warning.


    When she sees Radicz get hit and killed by a bus while fleeing the police, Lalla decides to go back to the desert. After a journey by train, boat and coach that takes several weeks, she returns to the Project, which has changed drastically in her absence. However, she does not stay there, but heads for the dunes and Naman’s former home, which is near a fig tree that has remained unchanged. She spends the night there, before waking up to the realisation that she is going into labour. She clings to the branch of a tree as she gives birth, entirely alone.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    NOUR


    Nour is a member of a nomadic tribe in the Sahara, who are known as blue men because their indigo clothes stain their skin. His father guides the tribe by following the stars, and he can trace his ancestry back to al-Azraq, the Blue Man, through his maternal grandmother.


    He is a serious-looking young man and “[h]is face [is] dark, sun-scorched, but his eyes [shine] and the light of his gaze [is] almost supernatural”. His tribe lives in harmony with nature in the middle of the Sahara Desert and thrives in the silence there.


    Like a number of other tribes, they travel to Smara, the holy town of the sheik Ma al-Aïnine, in Saguiet al-Hamra, a valley in Western Sahara. From there, they head north to escape the Christian soldiers from France and Spain, who are taking over their lands and leaving a trail of destruction in their wake, razing towns to the ground and massacring any nomads they encounter.


    Nour is drawn to the sheik, who acts as something of a father figure to him at times. The boy’s respect for and loyalty towards Ma al-Aïnine motivate him to stay with the sheik and his warriors rather than leaving with his family. Even after the sheik dies, he cannot bring himself to return to the south, and stays by Ma al-Aïnine’s tomb until he develops a fever.


    Nour demonstrates compassion and altruism during his journey, for example when he volunteers to guide the blind warrior or when he wants to help the people who have collapsed from exhaustion by the side of the road. He is also capable of self-sacrifice, as he forces himself to keep going even when he has no strength left. He has great powers of intuition, as he can tell when death is approaching the caravan, and sometimes has mystical experiences (like Lalla), during which he sees unexplored landscapes and hears an unknown woman singing.


    After Ma al-Aïnine’s death, he meets up with the other men of the desert outside Agadir, where they are joined by Moulay Hiba’s troops. However, these troops are decimated when they are ambushed by Christian soldiers. After burying their dead, Nour and the rest of the blue men head back south.


    LALLA


    Lalla is an orphan who lives in the Project with her aunt Aamma. Through her mother’s side of the family, she is a descendent of the Blue Man, and probably of Nour. She has black hair, tanned skin and radiant, intense “amber eyes”. She has a marked independent streak and her freedom is very important to her. She is also a dreamer, and enjoys listening to old Naman’s stories about the West.


    She has a strong affinity with nature and seems more open-minded than many of the people around her: for example, she does not let the prejudices that the rest of the Project’s inhabitants harbour towards the Hartani affect her friendship with him. Her outlook on the world is unusually pure and simple, which explains her compassion towards all the living creatures she encounters, whether they are animals (she is even fond of insects that sting; unlike other children, she lets crabs run away instead of catching them; the practice of sacrificing sheep makes her feel uneasy) or humans (she looks after Naman when he is dying and has nobody else, gives her salary to beggars, pays for food for Radicz, buys fruit for an elderly guest at the hotel, etc.).


    She is unassuming and very observant: for example, she pays attention to beggars, even though most other people in the city treat them as though they are invisible. Her mystical experiences (through al Ser) also illustrate her unusual relationship with the divine.


    At the start of the novel, her life is free, undomesticated and in harmony with nature, but this idyllic existence comes to an abrupt end when Aamma decides to marry her off to a much older, but very wealthy, man. After Naman dies, Lalla refuses to go through with this arranged marriage and flees to the desert with the Hartani. After falling pregnant, thirst and fever leave her unable to go on, but she is picked up by the Red Cross and emigrates to Marseille, where she is reunited with Aamma.


    As she discovers the Western world, she finds that it cannot live up to her expectations and begins to miss her country and her roots. After she sees her friend Radicz die


    THE HARTANI


    

    

    

    NAMAN


    

    

    RADICZ


    

    

    

    MA AL-AÏNINE


    

    

    AL SER/AL-AZRAQ/THE BLUE MAN


    
  

OEBPS/Images/9782808010900_coverMarketing.jpg
tht
=Su

mmaries.com

Desert

BY JEAN-MARIE
GUSTAVE LE CLEZIO





OEBPS/Images/BS-promo-newformat-2016.jpg
=
0
2
<
Z
<
X
o
0
(]

Shed new light
on your favorite books with

Bright

=Summaries.com

www.brightsummaries.com





