
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			Nancy Huston

			French Canadian writer

			
					Born in Calgary (Canada) in 1953

					Notable works:	Plainsong (1993), novel

	The Mark of the Angel (1998), novel

	Fault Lines (2007), novel




			

			Nancy Huston was born in 1953 in Calgary, Canada. She is now living in Paris with her husband, the linguist and sociologist Tzvetan Todorov. An activist for women’s rights, novelist, essayist and musician, Nancy Huston has written more than a dozen books that have earned her many awards. She frequently explores the themes of lines of descent, family and historical heritage (Slow Emergencies, Prodigy: A Novella, The Mark of the Angel). Music is also a powerful source of inspiration for her, (The Goldberg Variations, Plainsong). The novelist also has an original writing technique, consisting of writing nearly all her works in French to then self-translate into English, although not all her works, particularly her essays, have English translations.

		


		
			Fault Lines

			Childhood across four generations

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Huston, N. (2007) Fault Lines. Toronto: McArthur.

					First edition: 2006 (French version), 2007 (English self-translation)

					Themes: childhood, memory, origins, heritage, differences, war

			

			In Fault Lines, published in 2007, Nancy Huston deals with subjects that are dear to her, those of childhood, memory and origins. The novel introduces four children from different generations of the same family, transporting the reader from the aftermath of 11 September in the United States to Germany under the Third Reich. Nancy Huston subtly shows the impossibility of childhood innocence, upon which the past, family heritage and history inevitably weigh. Fault Lines was awarded the Prix Femina [French literary award] in 2006.

		


		
			Summary

			The novel Fault Lines is centred on the story of four characters. The author made the decision to start from the most contemporary character and go gradually back in time to the oldest. To aid understanding, the summary here does not follow the chronological order of the novel.

			Kristina’s story

			In a small town near Munich, during the summer of 1944, Kristina lives with her mother, her grandparents and her older sister, Greta. Her father and her brother Lothar have left to fight on the Russian frontline. Her brother dies in combat some time later.

			Kristina is spoilt by everyone, particularly her grandfather. He compliments her and encourages her to sing. In autumn, Kristina goes back to school and turns out to be a brilliant pupil.

			At Christmas, Greta receives a doll which Kristina is jealous of. She plays with it in secret when her sister is not there. When Greta notices this, to get revenge, she tells her that she was adopted. Kristina asks the maid who reluctantly confirms Greta’s claims. Her world is turned upside down, and she gradually grows more distant from the other members of her family.

			A short while later, the family adopts a new child, Johann, who is ten years old. He is reserved and quiet, until the day when Kristina admits to him that she was also adopted. Johan then explains to Kristina that he was not abandoned, but stolen: his parents are Polish, his name is Janek and he is in fact twelve years old. He convinces Kristina that the same thing happened to her, and that she is also Polish. Subsequently, a deep bond forms between the two children.

			In June 1945, following the division of Germany, Janek and Kristina are put on the waiting list for a new family. Janek learns that his parents are dead and is sent to Poznan, Poland. As for Kristina, she finds out that she is Ukrainian and is actually called Klarysa. She is not, however, sent back to her real family in Ukraine, as they are communists, but to Toronto, to a family of Ukrainian origin.

			When they are parted, Janek and Kristina are given new names: Lute and Erra. They promise to find each other again later on.

			Sadie’s story

			In Toronto, in the spring of 1962, Sadie is six years old and her grandparents are raising her. They do not accept their daughter Kristina’s professional choices (she is a singer) and they treat Sadie strictly and coldly. Sadie, convinced that she is a bad child, inflicts punishments upon herself by hitting her head against the walls.

			Kristina comes to find Sadie for the weekend. She is accompanied by her manager and partner, Peter Silberman. Although he is not Sadie’s father, he treats her with great affection.

			At the beginning of June, Peter and Kristina get married. The bond between Peter and Sadie gets stronger. On 2 July, Sadie moves in with her mother in New York. She has decided to change her name and is now called Erra. She is an increasingly successful singer.

			In December, while Peter is away for a few days, Erra has a visit from a stranger named Lute, who speaks German. Erra asks Sadie to stay in her room, but the young girl understands that they are being intimate together. She is very upset, and later, when she asks her mother for an explanation, she learns that Erra is, in fact, German. She thus figures out that she is half-German, and associates her Germanic part with the evil that is within her.

			Randall’s story

			In New York, at the beginning of July 1982, Randall is six years old and is very close to his father, Aron, a playwright. His relationship with his mother, on the other hand, is difficult, as Sadie, a historian, is entirely committed to her work. Arguments are common between the couple, particularly when they are discussing the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and religion. Aron is Jewish and Sadie, although she converted to Judaism, is much more of a purist than her husband.

			Sadie learns of the existence of Lebensborn (literally ‘Founts of Life’) in Germany during World War II: they were camps in which the Germans raised Eastern European children who had been taken from their families in order to repopulate Germany. Sadie imagines that Janek, Erra’s brother, may well have been one of these children. As Erra refuses to speak about it, Sadie goes on a fortnight-long journey to Germany to find out more.

			While Sadie, who has a terrible relationship with her mother, is away, Aron and Randall have lunch with Erra and her friend Mercedes. They discuss art, poetry and music. The afternoon is markedly light and relaxed.

			On her way back from Germany, Sadie learns that her mother, who was born to a Ukrainian family, was kidnapped by the Germans, put in a Lebensborn, then adopted by a German family. At the end of the war, she was sent to a Canadian family.

			The day after his mother’s return, Randall learns that they are moving to Israel, to Haifa, so that Sadie can continue her research into the Lebensborn. Randall takes Hebrew lessons from a young man named Daniel, whom he grows fond of. But when he explains to Daniel that his grandmother was raised in a Lebensborn, he leaves, saying that he refuses to tutor “the offspring of S.S.” (p. 122).

			Randall goes to school and quickly settles into life in Haifa, but this is not the case for his father. The disputes between Sadie and Aron increase while Randall feels his first romantic emotions: he meets a young girl, Nouzha, and falls in love with her. She is Palestinian, but Randall does not realise the scale of the difference this puts between them. When Gemayel, the president elect of Lebanon, is assassinated in 1982, Aron is outraged by the Israeli military action, unlike Sadie. Randall, on the other hand, does not really understand these conflicts, although they have repercussions on his family life and his relationships at school, with Nouzha in particular.

			One morning, Randall finds his father in tears reading an article about the massacres in Lebanon. On the same day, at school, his friend tells him that they are now “enemies” (p. 147). Meanwhile, his parents are having a marriage crisis.

			On 31 October 1982, Sadie is in a car accident. She survives, but can no longer walk.

			
				
					Good to know: the Israeli-Palestinian conflict

					The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, which consists of the Palestinians against the state of Israel, began on 14 May 1948, the day the United Nations created the State of Israel in Palestinian territory, in light of World War II, and the Holocaust in particular. It follows from an older conflict between the Arab and Jewish communities of the area. This conflict, based on both nationality and religion and still unresolved, caused seven Arab countries (including Lebanon, which is in question in Chapter 3 of the novel) to declare war against Israel. The conflict between communities therefore became generalised to the whole Arab world.

				

			

			Sol’s story

			In California in 2004, on Palm Sunday, young Sol, who is six years old, is waiting for the arrival of his paternal great-grandmother, Erra. Her arrival is a point of contention between his parents, Tessa and Randall. In Randall and Erra’s opinion, Tessa is overprotective of their son. The presence of his great-grandmother is also quite unsettling for Sol: he is in the habit of using the Internet and seeing violence on it, and is confused by Erra’s innocence.

			During the summer, against Erra’s wishes, Tessa decides to have a large birthmark removed from Sol’s forehead. This is a distinctive family trait, as everyone on his paternal side has one. The surgery goes badly and Sol has to have a skin graft.

			At the end of July, Sadie, Sol’s paternal grandmother, decides to travel from Israel to see her grandson. She brings a kippah (cap worn by Jews) embroidered with the Star Wars logo to Sol, although his parents are Protestant. His grandmother also insists on reading the Old Testament to the child, and on giving him Hebrew lessons. As well as domestic and religious arguments between Sadie and Tessa, there are now bitter political disputes, particularly about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, between Sadie and her son.

			Randall tells his mother that his company will send him to Europe in September. Sadie therefore decides to arrange a visit to Erra’s sister, Greta, who lives in Munich. The whole family will join her, including Erra, her mother, whom she has not seen in 15 years.

			Three weeks later, when they arrive in Munich, Tessa, Randall, Sadie and Erra go to the small village where Erra grew up and where Greta is still living. Sadie is delighted by the trip. Erra, on the other hand, stays silent and reserved. We learn that Erra and Greta’s father was reported during the war and became a Russian prisoner of war. At one point, Greta and Erra are alone, and Sol sees them arguing about a doll.

		


		
			Character study
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			Reproduction of the family tree on the first page of the reference edition.

			Erra/Klarysa/Kristina

			Born in 1938 to a Ukrainian family, Kristina was kidnapped as part of the Lebensborn programme and raised by a German family. She was then placed with a Canadian family following Germany’s surrender. She has perfect pitch and begins a career as a singer, with the unique aspect that she sings songs without lyrics. Symbolically, she is sure that she does not want to express herself in any language. She has a daughter, Sadie, in 1954, who will never meet her father. Kristina has many romantic adventures, both homosexual and heterosexual. In 1962, when she becomes successful, she changes her name and starts going by Erra. This is a name she gave herself during her childhood in Germany, after her meeting with Janek who, for his part, called himself Lute. By adopting this name, she enables her former adoptive brother, Lute, to trace her and join her in the United States.

			Despite the insistence of her daughter, years later, Erra still refuses to reveal the truth about her childhood and her family, and in all likelihood has not carried out any research regarding her biological family. Of all the characters in the novel, Erra is the only one without an origin, or several origins, which cancels out the very idea of an extended family tree. For this reason, we understand that she is the starting point of this “fault line”, which crosses and sometimes breaks apart her descendants. But
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