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			Jean Genet

			Writer, poet, and playwright

			
					Born in Paris in 1910.

					Died in Paris in 1986.

					Notable works:	Our Lady of the Flowers (1944), novel

	The Maids (1947), play

	The Thief’s Journal (1949), novel




			

			Jean Genet was born in Paris on 19 December 1910. Abandoned by his mother, he began committing theft when he was a teenager, a time during which he also discovered his homosexuality. He was sent to Mettray Penal Colony, before enrolling in the Foreign Legion, which he deserted to lead the life of a thief, a beggar and a prostitute. He started writing in prison and, in 1942, while he was imprisoned at Fresnes, he published his first poem, The Man Sentenced to Death. He then began writing autobiographical novels, including The Miracle of the Rose and The Thief’s Journal. In the 1960s, he became well-known for his theatrical works: his plays The Maids and The Screens were hugely successful. His supporters included Jean Cocteau and Jean-Paul Sartre and he was awarded the Grand Prix national des Lettres in 1983. He died on 15 April 1986 from a fatal fall.

		


		
			The Thief’s Journal

			An autobiography brimming with violence and misery

			
					Genre: autobiographical novel

					Reference edition: Genet, J. (2009) The Thief’s Journal. Trans. Frechtman, B. London: Faber & Faber.

					1st edition: 1949

					Themes: despair, violence, prison, crime, loneliness, homosexuality

			

			The Thief’s Journal was first published in French in 1949. It is an autobiographical work in which Genet recounts the years of violence and misery he lived through after deserting from the Foreign Legion. The Journal, which he started writing at the age of 35, takes the form of a series of notes describing fragments of memory in great depth. Genet’s recollections take the reader on a journey from Barcelona’s Barrio Chino district to the dark corners of Yugoslav prisons, with nebulous connections linking each memory to the next. The novel is written in poetic language, but takes an introspective tone, and in spite of the encounters and romances he describes, it is suffused with an overwhelming loneliness. Genet announced a sequel to this memoir, but the second volume was never published.

		


		
			Summary

			Foreword

			The narrator declares his intention to describe fragments of his life in a story which blends eroticism, violence, and prison life. This story is shaped by the people who have left the most indelible marks on him, and is based on the notebook he always keeps with him, which contains the names of everyone he has met throughout his life.

			Stilitano - Spain

			The story begins in Barcelona in 1932. Jean was born in Paris in 1910, and was abandoned by his mother. He was raised by peasants in Le Morvan, and eventually ended up in the Mettray Penal Colony. Jean then describes the thefts he committed in the army after enlisting in the Foreign Legion as a way of escaping Mettray. He soon deserted, and met a beggar named Salvador in Barcelona. They became lovers, and both joined a gang that operated in the Barrio Chino district, where they stole, begged and prostituted themselves. One evening, just after Jean has stolen a customs officer’s cape, he meets Stilitano, a Serbian man whose right hand has been amputated and who has also deserted from the Legion. Jean had seen him once before during a murder committed by Pépé, a gypsy friend of his. Jean instantly falls in love with him.

			Jean falls under Stilitano’s spell. They move into a hotel together and make a living from committing burglaries, but Stilitano holds homosexuals in contempt and refuses to become one. Jean begins working as one of Stilitano’s prostitutes, but refuses to cross-dress. They decide to leave for Cadiz, but Stilitano abandons Jean in a railway station and he arrives at his destination alone.

			Left to his own devices, Jean becomes a vagrant and roams across all of Andalusia alone. He happens upon a newspaper article describing how Marc Aubert has betrayed the French army, and is fascinated. In Gibraltar, he bumps into his former lover Salvador, who tells him that Stilitano informed on Pépé, who is now in prison. Jean retrieves the money Pépé stole with the intention of going to Tangier to betray France, but he is turned back at the border. When he learns that Pépé has been sent to a penal colony, he sends all his money to Stilitano in prison.

			Michaelis – Czechoslovakia

			Jean uses two photographs of himself that he has found – one taken when he was 17, one when he was 30 – to sketch two self-portraits. He leaves for Italy, and then moves on to Eastern Europe. In Brno in Czechoslovakia, he joins a group of street musicians and falls in love with Michaelis Andritch. They cross into Poland together to distribute counterfeit money, and are arrested. After being released, they want to return to Czechoslovakia, but they are imprisoned a second time. While in prison, Jean begins writing as a way of escaping his boredom. His love for Michaelis has waned and he decides to return to Paris to live as a thief there.

			Armand – Antwerp

			Jean cannot be extradited to France, and ends up incarcerated in Yugoslavia. After he is released, he heads to Austria, then Belgium, where he crosses paths with Stilitano again in Antwerp. Stilitano has become a smuggler, and Jean begins working for him again. Soon afterwards, he falls under the spell of a violent man called Armand, for whom he works as a prostitute. While Armand is away on business, Jean falls in love with a fairground worker called Robert, but Robert has his eye on Stilitano. Driven mad with jealousy, Jean dreams of killing them both.

			Jean begins seducing men and then robbing them alone as a way of combatting his loneliness. One day, Stilitano asks him to betray Armand by joining forces with him to steal all his money. For the first time, Jean feels a glimmer of hope that Stilitano might return his feelings. However, Jean’s desire to forget Stilitano and his pain leads him to fall in love with Armand as soon as he returns. Armand begins to represent a kind of moral authority for him. Jean is older now, and feels like he is changing, toughening up and becoming a man. However, one day Jean decides to leave Belgium and return to France without telling anyone.

			Lucien – France

			Jean weaves together a story from the sparse fragments of his life in France. He begins by describing how he fell in love with a policeman called Bernard while in Marseilles and embarked on an affair with him for a few weeks. He also admits that he acted as an informer for him. Jean then describes how he met Guy in the Santé prison, how Guy stole some flowers one day so he could lay them on a friend’s grave, and Java, a man he loved who has recently left him.

			He goes on to tell of the love he currently feels for Lucien, who makes him feel as though he belongs in the normal world, now that he is living in a hotel in Paris and not as a beggar. He describes how they met in Le Suquet and how he feels a kind of love intermingled with hate towards him. He then decides to become Lucien in one of his own memories, making his lover act as him in an embarrassing scene from his time in Barcelona, where tourists took photos of the beggars. After looking back on his time in Spain and his years as a vagabond, he looks even further back, to his time at Mettray, when he degraded himself before learning to love and take pride in his sexuality.

			Finally, he returns to one of the individuals who had the greatest effect on him, and remembers a fair during which Stilitano was found in a corner of the hall of mirrors, paralysed by his own reflection and unable to find the way out. The novel ends on this final memory.

		


		
			Character study

			Jean, the narrator

			The story begins in 1932, when Jean is 22, and ends in 1940. These eight years were pivotal in Jean’s life, and chart the ways his personality evolves before he meets Armand in Antwerp.

			Jean’s loneliness and misery are the first things we learn about him, but he never adopts a self-pitying tone. He tells the reader about his difficult childhood (“I know nothing of [my mother] who abandoned me in the cradle”, p. 17) and describes how he thought he recognised an old beggar as his mother one day. From an early age, he has no one to rely on but himself, and spends his life searching for a role model. He eventually finds one in Armand, who is responsible for Jean’s resulting personal growth, but it is by adopting Stilitano’s personality traits that Jean is eventually able to find a place for himself in society.

			Jean introduces himself as a thief and makes no attempt to conceal his thefts, assaults or days as a prostitute. In fact, he gives detailed accounts of some of the thefts he committed throughout Europe. His writing is honest, and he does not seem to have any desire to hide things from the reader, although his motivations are often described so poetically that the reader is left unable to see him as a mere criminal: “Toward what is known as evil, I lovingly pursued an adventure which led me to prison” (p. 7).

			The narrator also professes his attraction to other men, using language that is sometimes innocent, sometimes crude, but always poetic: he delights in the beauty of his lovers and does not withhold the details of his sexual encounters with them (“I bit Lucien until blood flowed. I was hoping to make him scream; his insensitivity conquered me. But I know that I would go as far as to rip my friend’s flesh” p. 129).

			He may have been a beggar, an outcast, a thief and even a prisoner, but Jean is, above all else, a poet. Each story he tells is about an intensely poetic, aesthetic experience he has had: “I was no longer at Robert’s side, nor even at Stilitano’s. I was scattering myself to all the corners of the world and I was registering a hundred details which burst into light stars” (p. 124). He also describes how he first developed an interest in literature and writing when he stole some books and then discovered their market value.

			Stilitano, the one-handed Serbian

			Jean and Stilitano first meet in Barcelona. Jean’s love for Stilitano is the central thread of the novel, and the twists and turns of their relationship are what stir up the strongest emotions in the young Jean.

			Stilitano is a physically imposing former legionnaire turned deserter, as well as a former member of the Waffen-SS (the paramilitary wing of the Nazi party). He is a coward and a traitor, and does not hide his disdain for homosexuals. In spite of all this, Jean is hopelessly in love with him. Stilitano makes his living as a pimp, and also smuggles opium, steals whenever an opportunity presents itself, and is an inveterate gambler, but Jean sees a kind of goodness in him nonetheless. One strange scene at the very end of the novel depicts this powerful man disoriented and crying in the hall of mirrors at a fair, as the laughter of curious bystanders echoes around him. His personality is one of contrasts, as he both loves and scorns Jean, and his self-assurance is coupled with fragility.

			Armand, the moral authority

			Meeting Armand in Antwerp is a turning point in the young Jean’s life. Armand is older than Jean, and makes his living by smuggling opium. The defining feature of the portrait the narrator paints of him is his brutality: “Armand’s face was false, cunning, mean, sneaky, brutal” (p. 118). Armand effortlessly dominates the young Jean, making him work for him as a prostitute.

			There are two key moments in their relationship: the first is a bleak moment tainted by violence just before Armand leaves on a trip; the second takes place when he returns, when Jean falls in love with him and begins to view him as a “moral authority”. Armand’s words leave a lasting impression on the young narrator: “I did not realize that Armand’s reply would immediately bring about one of the boldest revolutions in ethics” (p. 167). Armand says that there are no bad ways of surviving; that there is no shame in preying on the elderly or the weak when your aim is to earn enough money to live on: “A job is good when you pull it off. When you get it into your head that chivalry’s not our line, you’ll have learned a lot” (p. 167).

			Salvador, Lucien, Guy and Java: the men in Jean’s life

			Each of these men seems to represent an aspect or moment of Jean’s life.

			Salvador

			Salvador is Jean’s lover while they are living in the Barrio Chino district in Barcelona. They go through the same misfortunes, steal and beg together. He represents Jean’s life in Spain, which was characterised by begging, squalor and cowardice.

			Lucien

			Lucien represents the narrator’s present – he is Jean’s lover at the time the journal was written. Jean met him in Le Suquet in the south of France. Lucien represents the narrator’s only link to society. Jean loves him, but cannot bear the fact that Lucien is turning him into a “normal” man, given that they lead a pleasant life together that could almost be described as middle-class.

			Guy

			Guy is Jean’s connection to life in prison, which is where they met. Guy is no traitor, much less a snitch, and takes a very different view of their “profession” than Jean does: “All Guy saw in a thief’s life was the splendid and brilliant, the scarlet and golden. To me, it is sombre and subterranean. I see it as hazardous and perilous” (p. 203).

			Java

			Java is Jean’s ideal man. Java is mentioned often, as he features constantly in the narrator

		

OEBPS/Images/9782808000925_title.jpg
BOOK ANALYSIS

Written by Myriam Hassoun
Translated by Emma Hanna

The Thief’s
Journal

BY JEAN GENET

Br |ght
=Su

mmaries.com





OEBPS/Images/9782808000925_coverMarketing.jpg
Bright

=Summaries.com

The Thief’s
Journal

BY JEAN GENET






OEBPS/Images/BS-promo-newformat-2016.jpg
=
['d
2
<
z
<
b4
o
0
(-]

Shed new light
on your favorite books with

Bright

=Summaries.com

www.brightsummaries.com





