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			JOSEPH JOFFO

			FRENCH WRITER

			
					Born in Paris in 1931.

					Notable works:	A Bag of Marbles (1973), novel

	Baby-foot (1977), novel

	Tendre été (“Tender Summer”, 1981), novel




			

			Joseph Joffo is a French author of Jewish descent, and was born in 1931. He initially worked as a hairdresser, before taking up writing to exorcise the demons of a childhood shaped by the Second World War (1939-1945) and the Holocaust. This exercise in introspection resulted in A Bag of Marbles, which quickly became an international bestseller.

			His work is mostly autobiographical, although he has also written some works of fiction, including Anna and her Orchestra (1975), which is loosely based on his mother’s life, and Le Cavalier de la Terre Promise (“The Knight from the Promised Land”, 1983), as well as short stories such as Bashert (2009). 

			It is worth noting that Joffo’s writing process involves producing a first draft himself before using a ghostwriter to polish the text. This means that the final, published books are not purely his own work.

		


		
			A BAG OF MARBLES

			A JEWISH CHILD’S JOURNEY DURING THE SECOND WORLD WAR

			
					Genre: autobiographical novel

					Reference edition: Joffo, J. (2001) A Bag of Marbles. Trans. Sokolinsky, M. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

					1st edition: 1973

					Themes: hope, anti-Semitism, Occupation, Holocaust, solidarity, brotherhood

			

			A Bag of Marbles is an autobiographical novel by Joseph Joffo. It was first published in 1973 and is set between 1941 and 1944, when France was occupied by German forces. It is his best-known book, having sold several million copies to date and been translated into 18 languages.

			The novel is a lively, dynamic account of the author and his brother Maurice’s adventures as they fled the Nazis during the Vichy regime (1940-1944). Their journey features both carefree and happy periods, and more difficult moments of danger and imprisonment.

			A Bag of Marbles forms part of a trilogy of autobiographical novels depicting Joffo’s childhood, and is its second instalment from a chronological perspective. Agates et Calots (1997) is set before the events of A Bag of Marbles, while Baby-foot describes his adolescence after the war.

		


		
			SUMMARY

			THE DANGERS OF BEING JEWISH

			The story begins in 1941 in Paris. In the Jewish neighbourhood of Clignancourt, Maurice and Joseph Joffo are playing with marbles. After an exuberant game, the two brothers head home to the apartment above their father’s hair salon. They stand in front of the window, concealing the sign that indicates that it is a Jewish establishment, and look on as two SS men go in. The atmosphere is tense as they get their hair cut, and when they are about to leave, the boys’ father tells them that the man who just cut their hair is a Jew and all the other customers are Jewish.

			Shortly afterwards, a decree is passed forcing all Jews to wear a yellow star, so Maurice and Joseph’s mother sews one onto their jackets. This new emblem does not go unnoticed: at school, the boys can see that their teachers are uncomfortable, and at breaktime some of the other children hurl racist epithets at them or even hit them. However, Joseph manages to swap his star for his friend Zérati’s bag of marbles.

			As even harsher discriminatory measures targeting Jews are introduced, Joseph’s father orders his two sons to travel to the free zone to join their brothers Albert and Henri in Menton (southeastern France), where they will be safe. During the trip, they will have to be constantly on their guard and conceal the fact that they are Jewish. Their parents will take another route and join them later.

			THE JOURNEY TO THE FREE ZONE

			Maurice and Joseph head to the Gare d’Austerlitz to take a train to Dax (southwestern France), carrying bags filled with their possessions and 10 000 francs, but no identification papers. The journey is long and difficult, the train is packed and the children are hungry. Once they arrive, the two boys start to panic as they notice that two SS officers are about to check their carriage. Fortunately, one of their fellow travellers, a priest, takes them under his protection and saves them from being arrested.

			They then arrive in the village of Hagetmau, where they are left with barely enough money to get into the free zone after paying for a paltry meal. They spend their last 1000 francs on the crossing, and the young smuggler who takes them across the border leads them to a farm, where a farmer is letting exhausted refugees stay and get some sleep.

			Maurice was paying attention to the route they took on the way over, which allows him to smuggle some other refugees across during the night. He makes 20 000 francs, which is enough to take care of their needs for some time. The next day, they walk for hours before a man invites them to ride in his carriage to Aire-sur-Adour, where they then take a train to Marseille.

			In Marseille, the two brothers see the sea for the first time and discover Nazi propaganda at the cinema. As they set off again, they narrowly escape the clutches of two policemen who seem suspicious of them. Joseph pretends that a total stranger is his father to throw them off; this will not be the last time the boys’ guile and resourcefulness gets them out of trouble.

			ARRIVAL IN MENTON

			Finally, they meet up with Albert and Henri in sunny Menton, where the two older brothers have managed to land work as hairdressers. For a few days, the children make the most of the fine weather, the beach, games like football, and the new friends they make. However, they soon have to look for work to cover the family’s expenses. Maurice is hired by a bakery, while Joseph works for a farmer named Monsieur Viale up in the mountains and spends time with his wife, a former aristocrat with a keen interest in music, books and chess.

			One day, on his way back to Menton, Joseph learns from Albert that their parents have been arrested in a raid and are being held at the stadium in Pau (southwestern France). Henri leaves to attempt to secure their release, and in the meantime the two younger brothers are sent to school. One week later, Henri comes back with good news: their parents have been freed and have gone to Nice. However, their joy is short-lived: Albert and Henri are called up to work in Germany, which forces the brothers to flee to Nice.

			ESCAPE TO NICE

			In Nice, the children and their parents are finally all back together under the same roof. Maurice and Joseph prove particularly resourceful, and are well-liked by most of the Italian soldiers staying in Nice. Alongside their schoolwork, they make a tidy sum of money on the black market. However, in 1943 Italy surrenders and is occupied by the Allies, which means that the Italian soldiers leave France to fight and are replaced by Germans. The family is forced to split up once more, and the two brothers set off again.

			Maurice and Joseph follow their father’s advice and go to New Harvest, an education camp ostensibly run by the Vichy government which is actually sheltering Jewish children. There, they learn to cook and lead a peaceful life. However, during a ride out to Nice with the camp’s driver, they are arrested and taken to the SS headquarters at the Hôtel Excelsior.

			The two brothers are separated and interrogated several times, but thanks to a plan they came up with in advance, they both manage to pass themselves off as French Catholics from Algeria. They are also unexpectedly helped by a Jewish doctor, who claims that they were circumcised for medical reasons. They are kept at the hotel for seven days while the Nazis decide what to do with them, during which time Joseph falls ill and becomes delirious.

			The new head of the Excelsior issues them with an ultimatum: if they do not produce baptism certificates within two days, they will be deported. Maurice manages to obtain the documents from a priest, whose efforts on their behalf secure their freedom.

			Back at New Harvest, the two brothers learn that their father has been arrested during a raid. This is the last they ever hear of him. They know that they are in danger and go to Montluçon, where they are taken in by their sister Rosette. However, she knows that someone there is denouncing hidden Jews, so she sends them on to the village of R., where she hopes that they will be safer.

			THE END OF THE WAR AND THE LIBERATION

			Maurice and Joseph spend 1943 and 1944 in R., where Joseph delivers newspapers and works in a bookshop owned by Monsieur Mancelier, an anti-Semite and staunch supporter of Marshal Pétain. He also helps the local Resistance. Meanwhile, Maurice works in a restaurant, and the two boys earn a little extra on the side by forging rationing coupons. Some time later, Paris is liberated and the Germans leave France. While R. is swept up in the euphoria of victory, Joseph seizes the opportunity to go back to the capital. Maurice soon follows him, but not before getting his hands on some reblochon cheese to sell in Paris. 

			Over the course of the war, Joseph has left his childhood behind. In Paris, the Joffo family are reunited in their hairdressing salon in Clignancourt, but their father is not with them, and they soon realise that he will not be coming back.

		


		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			JOSEPH JOFFO

			He is the author, narrator and main character of the autobiography.

			When the story begins in 1941, he is a ten-year-old Jewish boy, and although he is a good student, he is terrible at marbles. He is intellectually curious, and devours the few books that he comes across during his journey. 

			He struggles to adapt to his forced exile and constant travelling. During the early stages of their journey to Menton, he relies entirely on his brother’s common sense and does not make any decisions himself, preferring to simply follow Maurice.

			However, his travels through France and Italy help him to grow up and make him less childlike and naive. He becomes tougher, both physically (“Now I can walk for hours without getting blisters. The soles of my feel, the skin of my heels have hardened”) and mentally (“I wonder if I am still a child… I doubt if playing jacks or marbles would appeal to me now […]. But these things do belong to my age; after all, I’m not quite twelve years old. They should excite me… but they don’t”). 

			People are naturally sympathetic to him, and this helps him on his journey (for example, he receives preferential treatment at Tite’s café in Nice). Over the course of the story he also develops a practical intelligence which gets him out of a few scrapes (for example, he escapes two policemen at Marseille train station by asking a passer-by for the time and pretending to be his son).

			These qualities, as well as sheer luck, save him from the Nazis and allow him to return to Paris unscathed after the Liberation.

			MAURICE JOFFO

			Maurice is two years older than Joseph. He is impulsive, rowdy, shrewd and courageous. In A Bag of Marbles, he quickly becomes Joseph’s protector during their journey. 

			Indeed, until their arrival in Menton, Maurice is the one who steers them around obstacles and leads them to safety: he makes a tidy sum by smuggling refugees into the free zone, puts Joseph’s ideas into practice, and takes care of him by waking him up on the train. He is also the one who makes up the story about their Algerian origins and gets his hands on the baptism certificates that they need to escape from the SS at the Hôtel Excelsior in Nice.

			He is also enterprising and quick to adapt to new circumstances: he works as a smuggler and lands jobs in a bakery and a restaurant, as well as arranging work on the side so that the brothers can earn extra money. He is lively, intelligent and protective, and accompanies Joseph throughout the story, sharing his struggles and providing him with unstinting support.

			He returns to Paris shortly after his younger brother, and has also been changed by the three years of hardship and danger.

			HENRI AND ALBERT JOFFO

			Henri and Albert are Joseph and Maurice’s two older brothers, and have followed in their father’s footsteps by becoming hairdressers and working in the family’s salon on the rue Clignancourt. During the Occupation, they move to Menton in the free zone to escape persecution for being Jewish.

			The two brothers are resourceful, sociable and naturally cheerful, and these qualities help them to adapt to the myriad changes that the war brings: in Menton, they work in a hair salon and soon become well-known and well-liked in the town, while in Nice they cut affluent clients’ hair in their homes (“This one is a fancy salon, the most popular in Nice, and Henri and Albert often make house calls for hair-styling in some luxurious apartment or in a suite at the Majestic or the Negresco”).

			They are daring and courageous, and live by the principle that they always “have to try something”, no matter how hopeless the situation may seem. For example, when they find out that their parents have been arrested by the Gestapo, they are prepared to go to any lengths to try and secure their release: Henri goes to Paris to negotiate with the Gestapo and somehow manages to convince the Nazis that they have made a mistake. Thanks to this risky endeavour, their parents are released a week later and Henri returns to Menton safe and sound.

			The two brothers’ resourcefulness and quick thinking enables them to emerge from the war unscathed. After the Liberation, they go back to Paris and take over their father’s salon.

			THE PARENTS

			Joseph’s parents are originally from Russia, but had to flee the country because
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