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		Acclaim for Edmund White’s
GENET

		
			“Edmuning praise…. Through almost all of the comple and work his latest biographer is a sure-footed formed guide.”

			—The New York Review of Books

		

		
			“White pursues his subjects with evident relish…. He displays a deft command over Genet’s messy life and the many worlds in which he moved…. White’s paean to Genet makes it less likely that the man or his work will easily be forgotten.”

			—Boston Globe

		

		
			“In this monumental biography, which presents new and original research … White shows how Genet constructed his identity in utter oppositon to the French state that both raised and excluded him…. White’s own literary powers often illuminate his analysis of Genet…. Unquestionably a major biography.”

			—USA Today

		

		
			“[Jean Genet] was a highly complicated, contradictory, devious, and brilliant man, and Mr. White’s biography presents his achievements with impressive research and admirable writing.”

			—Atlantic Monthly

		

		
			“Edmund White devoted seven years to the research and writing of his biography of French literary genius Jean Genet. The fruit of his effort is a major contribution to our understanding of Genet’s oeuvre, his idiosyncratic system of ethics, and his unique life experience…. Remarkable … extraordinary.”

			—San Francisco Review of Books

		

		
			“Edmund White’s new biography of the French writer Jean Genet is one of those rare and serendipitous matches of subject to author…. White has produced a beautifully written and definitive biography … [he] brings his own gifts to bear on the enigma of Genet’s fictional worlds, and places Genet, whom he dubs the ‘Proust of marginal Paris,’ in context: as one of the twentieth century’s great artists.”

			—Elle
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		INTRODUCTION

		JEAN GENET had remarkable powers of self-transformation. The art of biography is often supposed to trace the small steps an individual takes in a clear direction, but no one could logically account for the extraordinary leaps Genet made from the beginning to the end of his life.

		As a boy he was abandoned by his mother and raised by peasants in an impoverished part of France. Neither his family history nor his environment readily explains his ascent to the top of his school class and his unshakable sense of what he would and would not do. He knew he was a reader and a dreamer and he refused to do manual labour for his foster parents. The other children noticed something dandified and ‘Parisian’ in him, although he had been raised exactly as they were.

		As an adolescent, after he left the village, through a series of attempts to escape authorities and institutions, he came to be considered a delinquent. He was sent to an extremely harsh penal colony for teenage boys where, despite his delicate health and bookish interest, he flourished. He received almost no additional schooling.

		Years of military service in the Near East, Morocco and France were followed by years of vagabondage in Spain and eastern and northern Europe. In Czechoslovakia he gave French lessons to a married woman, a Jewish refugee from Germany, and later he wrote her six long sentimental letters. Nothing in these letters—banal, pretentious, poorly written—would suggest that just four years later their author would turn himself into one of France’s most original and forceful novelists of the twentieth century.

		In five years, from 1942 to 1947, Genet wrote his five novels, an extraordinarily intense period of literary creation. Four of the five books fall into the category of ‘auto-fiction, that hybrid of genres characteristic of our century. All five books, moreover, blend a highly literary, almost precious, narrative voice with the saltiest dialogue. One might expect such sophisticated experiments from an upper-middle-class aesthete such as Proust or a highly educated doctor such as Céline, but that Genet should have had the necessary personal and cultural confidence remains astonishing.

		A deep sadness, a feeling of leading almost a posthumous existence, always haunted Genet. When he was hard at work he would cast it off but in the long periods of depression that intervened he descended into bleak self-hatred and more than once attempted suicide. Here, too, his powers of regeneration are startling. After he wrote his novels he underwent a seven-year depression and silence, which he broke in order to write his three great plays (The Balcony, The Blacks and The Screens) in a period of just two years. This celebration of Eros in his work and life (his plays were written during his happiest love affair, the one with Abdallah, a high-wire artist) gave way to the bitter ashes of Thanatos (Abdallah’s suicide, the suicide of Genets friend and translator, Bernard Frechtman, Genet’s own near-suicide). The mid-1960s was another period of artistic sterility.

		And yet once again the phoenix was reborn, this time in the guise of a political activist. Whereas most writers who emerge from obscure origins are quick to disown them, Genet became the apostle of the wretched of the earth. From the 1970s until his death in 1986, he defended the rights of prisoners and immigrant workers, but he was especially drawn to the causes of two homeless nations, the Black Panthers and the Palestinians. Except for occasional articles and interviews he maintained a resolute silence, which made the appearance one month after his death of a massive volume of ‘souvenirs’ all the more startling. Prisoner of Love remains, moreover, Genet’s final act of transcendence, since in it he eschews the ‘fine writing’ and self-dramatization of his novels as well as the teasing paradoxes and complex rhetoric of his plays. He adopts a new, ruminative tone of quiet sincerity. He also evinces a new interest in the world around him—in history, architecture, politics, even in women, whom he had avoided in his fiction.

		The legend of Genet, which he was at some pains to construct, is of a golden thug, an outcast who had been a thief, prostitute and vagabond. But a more detailed view of his life reveals that he was widely read and deeply cultured. He tended a bookstall by the Seine. He immersed himself in the ancient Greek drama and longed to write a play worthy of being performed in the theatre at Epidaurus. He was befriended by some of the leading minds of his day: the philosophers Sartre, Derrida and Foucault; the writers Cocteau and Jouhandeau, Juan Goytisolo and Moravia; the composers Stravinsky and Boulez; the stage director Roger Blin; the painters Leonor Fini and Christian Bérard; the sculptor Giacometti; the political leaders Pompidou and Mitterand.

		Although he was a member of a generation in France marked by its chauvinism, he became increasingly estranged from his fatherland although he remained faithful to his mother tongue. He travelled everywhere in the United States, where he befriended not only the Panthers but also Beat writers Allen Ginsberg and William Burroughs and movie star Jane Fonda. He knew Germany well and at one point planned to write a book about it. He could muddle along in German, Spanish, Italian, Arabic and English. He developed friendships with several Arab writers, including the leading Moroccan novelist Tahar Ben Jelloun. His last lover was Moroccan and Genet is buried in his town, Larache.

		Genet never repeated himself, either as a writer or as a person. He wrote poetry, plays, essays, novels, art criticism and many film scenarios. After he mastered each form he usually abandoned it. In his personal life he moved from mindless but handsome thugs towards men who were themselves creative. In each of his central relationships, no matter how transitory, he always gave of himself totally.

		Despite this variety, certain constants do hold true. As a writer he had a philosophical power for reimagining the world, rejecting received ideas and reversing traditional hierarchies of value and meaning. As a friend and lover he remained elusive. Several times over the years, he married off his lovers to women, set them up in houses that he himself bought and sometimes even designed. In these houses he always reserved a corner for himself, but then seldom came. He dreamed of owning a house of his own but never did so; in fact, even when he rented an apartment he quickly abandoned it.

		He was a vagabond whose entire belongings could be fitted into one small suitcase. He usually lived in hotels near a railway station—the thief’s abiding habit of wanting to be positioned for a quick getaway. The atheist Sartre may have called him ‘Saint Genet’ with heavy irony, but Genet himself aspired towards a sort of secular beatitude. He denied materialism, the machinery of career, the obligations of sustained friendship, even the vanity of artistic achievement, in order to render his life exemplary. Few people may think a sexual and social deviate—a man accused of killing his intimates and of advocating betrayal, of creating scandal and perpetrating pornography—can provide an example to others, but this biography shows how such a transformation can be wrought. A life as surprising and various as Genet’s requires an account that is equally supple. The aim of this book is to trace out the complex pattern Genet’s life describes and not to impose an overly simple grid on it.

		Since Genet wrote all his fiction in a single concentrated period, the biographer could begin and end the discussion of the novels in a single chapter. But such a strategy would fail to make use of the information in Genets books, and would ignore the complex, distinctive way that he ‘fictionalized’ his own early life. For example, the discussion of Genet’s childhood draws on Our Lady of the Flowers (published in 1943/4); the presentation of Mettray, his reform school, on Miracle of the Rose (1946); the portrayal of his wanderings and Paris life on The Thief’s Journal (1948/9) and his wartime existence and love affairs on Funeral Rites (1947). Of course, one must never forget that Genet was writing fiction, not autobiography, and his account must be corroborated by outside sources.

		It should also be pointed out that Genet consistently blurred the personal facts in his novels, plays and film scripts, though not out of simple discretion (for instance, he sometimes magnifies his crimes). This slight (or not so slight …) reworking of the truth is a way of making it more tender, for a smoother ingestion into the body of the text. Midway through Our Lady of the Flowers Genet admits that his method is consistently to trim away the facts, especially those that might remind him of the real world outside prison. Just as Vladimir Nabokov distrusted biographers, whom he labelled ‘psychoplagiarists’, in the same way Genet liked to throw the curious off his track, leaving himself free to modify his life in artful, gratuitous ways.

		Genet borrows the prestige of the confessional autobiography. Within a book he may deny its truthfulness, even insist on its mendacity, but the whole project invites, and is sustained by, the credulity of the reader. Genet recognizes that if the transmission of an invented self is seamless, successful, then it is accepted as the truth, whereas ‘Mythomania, a waking dream, megalomania are the words we use about someone who hasn’t succeeded in correctly projecting the image he has formed of himself….’ And, Genet adds, ‘There’s probably not a single man who doesn’t desire to become fabulous, on a large or reduced scale.’1

		SINCE GENET’S death his reputation has become much more secure. In France The Balcony was successfully staged at the Odèon in Paris, as was a dramatized version of Genets late essay ‘Four Hours at Shatila’. Previously uncollected essays have been reprinted in two volumes, and other volumes of his unpublished and unproduced plays and scenarios are projected. Every year a new literary study is published; Genet and Céline are the most discussed twentieth-century French writers after Proust.

		In Italy, Genet colloquia have been held in Turin, Reggio Emilia and Parma in recent years, and one gay theatre commune has devoted itself entirely to exploring Genet’s work. In England several of the plays were restaged at the Barbican in the 1980s, and in the United States The Screens was presented triumphantly at the Tyrone Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis. One of the three segments in Todd Haynes’s American cult film Poison was based on Genet’s Miracle of the Rose.

		In the English-speaking world, as in Germany, the publication of Genet’s fiction in the 1960s marked an important stage in the struggle against censorship, but the attendant notoriety drew attention away from his literary value. The initial atmosphere of scandal that clung to Genet’s name has lingered on until now. Perhaps in the coming years Genet will begin to enjoy abroad the same reputation he has already won in France as a pre-eminent novelist of astonishing powers.

	
		CHRONOLOGY

		1910

		December 19 – Birth of Jean Genet at the Tarnier Childbirth Clinic, 89, rue d’Assas in Paris. His mother, Camille Gabrielle Genet, age twenty-two, is single and declares herself as exercising the profession of ‘governess.’ The father remains unknown.

		1911

		July 28 – Camille Genet abandons her son to a foundling home, the Bureau d’Abandon de l’Hospice des Enfants-Assistés (Hospice for Welfare Children), on rue Denfert-Rochereau, in Paris. From this day on, she loses all contact with the child who becomes a ward of the state (Assistance Publique) and is registered under the number 192.102.

		July 30 – The placement agency of Saulieu puts the child in the care of a foster family, modest artisans in the village of Alligny-en-Morvan. Their names are Eugénie and Charles Régnier. In exchange for a small monthly stipend, they pledge to raise the child until the age of thirteen.

		September 10 – Baptism at the church of Alligny. Thereafter, the child receives a Catholic education.

		1916

		September – Jean Genet enters a public school, located a few metres from his foster parents’ home, in the centre of the village.

		1919

		February 24 – Camille Genet dies in Paris during an epidemic of influenza. She was thirty years old.

		1920

		September – While still a member of the congregation and a choirboy at the village church, Jean Genet commits his first petty thefts: books, pencils, sweets. In the village registry, among other names, are those of Louis Cullaffroy, Lefranc and Querelle, names to be found among the heroes of Genets future novels and plays.

		1922

		April 4 – Death of Eugénie Régnier. The legal guardianship of Jean Genet passes to her daughter, Berthe.

		June 4 – Genet’s first Holy Communion at the church of Alligny.

		1923

		June 30 – Genet receives the highest grades in his commune in the primary-school examination (Certificate of Studies). His formal education stops here.

		December – His legal status changes to that of ‘domestic servant’. Removed from school, he helps his foster family with agricultural chores.

		1924

		October – Thanks to his good academic scores, he escapes the fate of a farmhand and is sent into apprenticeship as a typographer at the Ecole d’Alembert, near Paris. On November 3, ten days after his arrival, he runs away. On November 10, he is found in Nice, and transferred to the Hospice for Welfare Children in Paris.

		1925

		April – Placed in the home of the blind composer René de Buxeuil, in Paris, Genet is entrusted with a small sum of money which he embezzles and spends at a carnival. Convicted of fraudulent misuse, he is sent away and in October is put under observation in the child psychiatry unit of the Sainte-Anne Clinic. The psychiatrists observe that the adolescent has ‘a certain degree of mental weakness and instability which requires special supervision’.

		December – He undergoes neuro-psychiatric treatment under the auspices of the Childhood and Adolescence Organization (Le Patronage de FEnfance et de l’Adolescence).

		1926

		February – He runs away from the Patronage, but is stopped by the police two days later in Marseilles and is sent back.

		March – Runs away again, and is stopped by railway conductors at the Gare d’Austerlitz in Paris, in a train leaving for Bordeaux. He is handed over to the police and held for three months in the Petite-Roquette Prison.

		July – Paroled on a farm on the outskirts of Abbeville, in the Somme region, he runs away again and is stopped a few days later on a train between Paris and Meaux for not having a valid ticket. He is held at the jail in Meaux.

		September – After forty-five days of imprisonment, the court acquits him but condemns him to an agricultural penitentiary colony in Mettray until his legal majority. The ‘children’s prison’ of Mettray, where he spends two and a half years, will become one of the most important locations in his oeuvre, figuring in the Miracle of the Rose, as well as in the film script ‘The Language of the Wall’.

		1927

		December – During a trial period as a farmhand on a farm a few kilometres from Mettray, he runs away in the direction of Paris. Arrested for vagrancy by policemen in Beaugency, he is sent back to Mettray.

		1929

		March 1 – In order to get out of Mettray, he enrolls in the army for two years. Assigned to a regiment of army engineers, he is sent to Montpellier, then Avignon. He is promoted to corporal in October.

		1930

		January – Volunteering to serve in the Levant, Genet is sent to Syria in a sappers’ battalion. He stays there eleven months, engaged in the construction of a small military fortress. This episode marks his first contact with the Arab world, to which he will remain attached his whole life.

		1931

		January 1 – Back in France, he takes advantage of a paid leave before returning to civilian life. Likelihood of first visit to Spain.

		June 16 – In Bayonne he signs up for a second tour of duty for two years, and volunteers to serve in the colonial troops in Morocco. Assigned to an artillery regiment, he spends the first three months as secretary to General Goudot, in Midelt.

		October 7 – He rejoins his regiment in Meknès, where he lives in the garrison for sixteen months.

		1933

		February 10 – Back in France, he awaits the end of his tour at the General Headquarters of his regiment in the town of Toul.

		June 16 – Free of obligations, he goes to Paris, where he visits André Gide and prepares for a long trip to Africa.

		December – After crossing France on foot, he travels as a vagabond through Spain, where, according to one of his letters, he ‘wanders from slum to slum’.

		1934

		April 24 – In Montpellier he signs up for a new tour in the army, this time for three years. He is reassigned to his regiment of Algerian artillery, garrisoned in Toul.

		1935

		October – Without waiting for the end of his preceding contract, Genet signs up for a new four-year term. He is assigned to an élite corps, the Moroccan Colonial Infantry Regiment, in Aix-en-Provence.

		1936

		June 18 – He is missing from roll call, and a few days later is declared a deserter.

		July-December – To escape pursuit, he begins, starting in Nice, where he had taken refuge, a long voyage through Europe which will last a year. released on October 15. Toward the end of the year he finishes writing Our Lady of the Flowers.

		1943

		February 15 – Thanks to two intellectuals he met along the Seine, he is introduced to Jean Cocteau, who had admired ‘The Man Condemned to Death’. At first shocked and disconcerted by Our Lady of the Flowers, Cocteau finally realizes its importance and undertakes to find a publisher.

		March 1 – Genet signs his first author’s contract, with Paul Morihien, Cocteau’s secretary as well as his publisher. The contract covers three novels, one poem and five plays.

		May 29 – Arrested again, at the Place de l’Opéra, for stealing a rare edition of Fêtes galantes by Verlaine, Genet is liable for a life sentence because of his record of convictions for repeated thefts. For the first time, he acknowledges that he ‘writes books’. Cocteau finds him a prestigious defence lawyer. Examined by a psychiatrist, he is declared ‘in the category of people whose will and the moral sense is weak’.

		July 19 – Thanks to Cocteau, who presents him to the judge as the ‘greatest writer of the modern era’, Genet is given a three-month sentence, thus escaping life imprisonment. He is sent back to the Santé prison, where he writes the Miracle of the Rose.

		September 24 – Three weeks after being freed, he is once again caught stealing books. He is sentenced to four months in prison.

		December – Printed secretly by Paul Morihien and Robert Denoël, the first copies of Our Lady of the Flowers begin to circulate underground, with no mention of a publisher. Genet’s penal situation suddenly becomes more serious. Instead of being released at the end of his sentence, he is transferred to the Camp des Tourelles in Paris, under the control of the militia, and a known deportation centre for the concentration camps. He is visited by Marc Barbezat, editor of the prestigious magazine L’Arbalète, and Jean Decarnin.

		1944

		March 15 – Thanks to the strong intervention of his supporters, he is finally freed; he will never return to prison.

		April – Publication, in the magazine L’Arbalète, of a fragment of Our Lady of the Flowers; this is Genet’s first text not to be published clandestinely. He finishes a first draft of the Miracle of the Rose after a stay in Fontevrault.

		May – In Paris, at the beginning of May, he meets Jean-Paul Sartre at the Café Flore.

		August 19 – Jean Decarnin, Genet’s companion, a young Communist fighting in the resistance, dies on the barricades, fighting for the liberation of Paris.

		September – He begins writing Funeral Rites, dedicated to the memory of Jean Decarnin.

		1945

		March – The publishing house of L’Arbalète brings out a selection of Genet’s poems, Chants secrets. He finishes writing Funeral Rites and starts Querelle.

		1946

		March – Miracle of the Rose is published by L’Arbalète. Genet writes poems dedicated to Lucien Sénémaud, The Fisherman of Suquet’ and ‘A Song of Love’. Genet buys land to build a house for Sénémaud near Cannes. Begins writing The Thief’s Journal and finishes Querelle. Rewrites an old play, Deathwatch.

		July – In Marseilles, Genet meets Louis Jouvet, to whom he proposes the first version of The Maids. Jouvet suggests important changes but agrees to produce the play.

		1947

		March – Publishes Deathwatch in the magazine La Nef. Louis Jouvet opens The Maids at the Athénée theatre, in Paris. The play is published by L’Arbalète in May.

		April 19 – Premiere of The Maids.

		July – Genet receives the Pléiades Prize. The bookdealer Jacques Loyau publishes the poem ‘La Galère’, illustrated with six etchings by Leonor Fini.

		November-December – Clandestine publication of Funeral Rites, printed anonymously by Gallimard, and of Querelle, published anonymously by Paul Morihien with twenty-nine unsigned drawings by Cocteau.

		1948

		At the Marigny theatre in Paris, Roland Petit puts on the ballet ‘Adame Miroir.

		July – Cocteau and Sartre launch a petition signed by artists and intellectuals in order to obtain a definitive pardon for Genet, who is still liable for two years of prison for past crimes.

		August – L’Arbalète brings out Poems. Genet writes The Criminal Child for the radio, but it is banned the following year. He writes a play, Splendida, but gives up having it published or produced.

		Numerous trips with his companion, Java. Toward the end of the year, the Swiss publishing firm, Skira, in Geneva, publishes the first version of The Thief’s Journal clandestinely.

		1949

		February 26 – Jean Marchat stages Deathwatch at the Mathurins theatre. François Mauriac devotes his column in Le Figaro Littéraire to the ‘case of Jean Genet’. ‘Adame Miroir and The Criminal Child are published by Paul Morihien, and Gallimard publishes The Thief’s Journal but without the publisher’s name.

		August 12 – France’s president, Vincent Auriol, accords a pardon to Genet.

		1950

		April-June – A Song of Love, the only film to be entirely directed by Genet himself, is shot. This same year he will also undertake a three-minute sequence made in the grounds of Jacques Guérin’s house. Publication of two short texts of homage: ‘Letter to Leonor Fini’ and ‘Jean Cocteau’.

		1951

		February – Gallimard begins publication of Genet’s Complete Works, which are to include texts expurgated from his first books. The first volume, entirely devoted to Sartre’s monumental preface, Saint Genet, Comedian and Martyr, is delayed one year.

		October – Genet’s books are legally prohibited from sale in the United States.

		1952

		May – Writes a film script called ‘The Penal Colony’ which he hopes to stage in Rome with a young man, Decimo, whom he has just encountered.

		August – Crisis after the publication of Sartre’s essay: Genet announces to Cocteau that he has burned five years’ work. Numerous trips to Italy, England, Spain and Morocco.

		1953

		January – Gallimard publishes the third volume of his Complete Works.

		August – Starts an ambitious project, entitled Death, which is supposed to synthesize all literary genres. He abandons it shortly thereafter.

		September – Admires Rembrandt’s paintings in Amsterdam.

		1954

		January – Tania Balachova stages The Maids at La Huchette theatre, using an earlier version than that staged by Louis Jouvet. Both versions are published by Jean-Jacques Pauvert with an author’s preface.

		July – Publication of ‘Fragments …’ in Les Temps Modernes.

		1955

		After six years of silence, a new period of intense creative activity.

		January-July – Writes The Balcony (of which a first version will be ready in September) and The Blacks, which he has promised to the director This is recorded, in clever disorder, in The Thief’s Journal. After falsifying his passport with the name ‘Gejietti’, he arrives in Italy and takes the boat to Albania, where he is immediately arrested and expelled. Unable to reach Greece, he heads in the direction of Yugoslavia.

		Arrested by police in Belgrade, he spends a month in a supervised residence and is conducted back to the Italian border, from where he heads south.

		In Palermo, he tries to embark for Africa when he is stopped again, and this time is conducted to the Austrian border.

		He arrives in Vienna at the beginning of winter and is arrested again. Ejected again, he finds himself in Czechoslovakia and takes refuge in the city of Brno.

		1937

		January-May – Arrested by the Czech police, he asks for political asylum. Embarrassed by his case, the local authorities put him in the hands of the city’s League for Human Rights, which takes him under its wing. He is befriended by Lily Pringsheim and her family. Through one of the members of the League he meets Ann Bloch, daughter of a German Jewish doctor; he gives her French lessons and they become friends.

		May-July – On the way back to France, he is arrested in Katowice, Poland, and imprisoned for fourteen days. He crosses Nazi Germany, stops briefly in Belgium, and arrives in Paris.

		September 16 – As he is getting ready to make another trip toward Africa, he is arrested in the Samaritaine department store, in Paris, for stealing twelve handkerchiefs. Tried, he is sentenced to one month in prison, but is reprieved and let go.

		September 21 – He is arrested for theft and carrying an illegal weapon, and sentenced to five months in prison. He is also identified as a deserter.

		1938

		January – Genet is transferred to Marseilles and put in a military prison.

		May – He is examined by a psychiatrist and is discharged from the army for reasons of ‘mental imbalance’ and ‘amorality’. On May 13 he is sentenced to two months in prison, which is suspended, and he is freed.

		October 15 – In Brest, where he illegally re-enlisted in the army, he is arrested for stealing four bottles of apéritif in a bar and sentenced to three months in prison.

		1939

		May 7 – Travelling by train between Paris and Auxerre with an invalid ticket, he is arrested and imprisoned for one month and five days.

		June 16 – Three days after being freed from jail, he is arrested near Chalón, for vagrancy, and imprisoned for fifteen days.

		October 16 – Back in Paris, he is caught stealing a shirt and a piece of silk in a department store and is sentenced to two months in prison.

		December 31 – Less than fifteen days after his release, he is once again arrested for stealing cloth.

		1940

		April – A stolen suitcase and wallet are found in Genet’s hotel room. He is sentenced to ten months in prison.

		June 14 – He is released from prison. He stays in Paris, where he meets Jean Decarnin, who works at a bookstall opposite Genet’s hotel.

		December 3 – Caught stealing history and philosophy books at the Giben bookstore in Paris, he is sentenced to four months in prison.

		1941

		December 10 – Chased down the street by a tailor from whom he had stolen a bolt of fabric, he is stopped, near Notre-Dame Cathedral, by a bookstore owner from whom he had lifted a volume of Proust. He is sentenced to three months and one day in prison.

		1942

		March – After his release on March 10, Genet works at a bookseller’s stall on the banks of the Seine and continues working on Our Lady of the Flowers, which he had begun in prison at the beginning of the year.

		April 14 – Arrested for stealing books, he is sentenced to eight months in jail. He writes the poem ‘The Man Condemned to Death’ in the prison of Fresnes, and has it printed at his own expense in September. He is Raymond Rouleau for the end of the year. He also reworks the script for the film The Penal Colony.

		Since the beginning of the preceding year, he has posed regularly in the studio of Alberto Giacometti (the ‘only man’ that he, so he says, ‘admired’) for a series of portraits of which there will be nine in all: three paintings and six drawings.

		October 20 – Attends the ceremony for Jean Cocteau’s induction into the Académie Française.

		November – During a trip to Stockholm and Copenhagen, writes the short play Elle, which will not be published until after his death. First drafts of The Screens.

		Meets Abdallah Bentaga, an eighteen-year-old circus acrobat with whom he embarks upon one of the most important amorous relationships of his life.

		1956

		January-May – Continues writing The Blacks and developing the outline for The Screens.

		June – The Balcony is published by L’Arbalète with a lithograph by Alberto Giacometti on the cover.

		October – Gives the manuscript of The Blacks to his publisher, Marc Barbezat.

		December – To pay for Abdallah’s high-wire classes, he sells the rights to the script for Forbidden Dreams, which the English director Tony Richardson will turn into the film called Mademoiselle ten years later.

		1957

		January – Corrections on The Blacks, etc., and over the next eighteen months, works on The Screens.

		March – Writes ‘The High-Wire Artist’, dedicated to Abdallah, and publishes it in September of the same year in the magazine Preuves.

		April – Using the notes taken during the posing sessions, Genet writes ‘The Studio of Alberto Giacometti’, which will be published in June in the catalogue of the sculptor’s exhibition at the Galerie Maeght. Goes to London to attend the rehearsals of The Balcony, directed by Peter Zadek, and provokes a scandal by demanding the spectacle be cancelled for reasons of ‘theatrical assassination’. On April 22, the play’s opening night, police refuse him entry into the theatre.

		November-December – He incites Abdallah to desert the army and decides to leave France in his company. Travels to Antwerp, Amsterdam and Copenhagen.

		1958

		January – The Blacks is published by L’Arbalète. Travels the entire year: Corsica, Turkey, Egypt, Italy, Austria, Germany, Holland, Denmark, England. A long stay in Greece.

		June – Finishes a first version of The Screens. Project for a monumental theatrical work consisting of a cycle of seven plays inspired by the Greek tragedies, entitled Death.

		September – The French magazine L’Express publishes under the title ‘The Secret of Rembrandt’ an extract from the book in progress.

		1959

		April – Abdallah falls while practising on the wire in a circus in Belgium, and undergoes a knee operation.

		July-September – Trip to Ghent. Abdallah goes back to practising on the wire. Genet works adamantly on The Penal Colony, which is to constitute the second part of the theatrical cycle which he dreams of completing. Trip to Italy.

		October 28 – Roger Blin stages The Blacks at the Lutèce theatre in Paris. Genet sets out for a long stay in Khyffisia, in Greece. He rewrites The Screens, revises The Blacks, takes up The Balcony again and adds a ‘warning’ to it.

		December – In Amsterdam, he shows a circus director a tightrope act he has devised for Abdallah, who presents it with success in Germany and Belgium.

		1960

		March – Abdallah falls again during a number in the Orfei Circus in Kuwait. He joins Genet in Greece, and Genet gives up his plans to go to New York to see The Balcony, directed by José Quintero, who enjoys great success with the play.

		May 18 – After being staged in London, Berlin and New York, The Balcony is produced in France at the Gymnase theatre, directed by Peter Brook. Public reaction is mixed. Genet decides to rewrite it yet again. Meanwhile, he continues to work on The Penal Colony while in Greece.

		September – Stays in Trento, Italy. While approving the principle of the Manifesto of the 121, he refuses to sign it. Travels to Austria and Germany. Returns to Greece.

		1961

		January – In Palermo, he participates in Abdallahs training in a new act.

		February – L’Arbalète publishes the last important work of Genet’s to see print during his lifetime, The Screens. The play is staged a few months later, in May, in Berlin, directed by Hans Lietzau.

		April-October – Genet moves to Pergine, in the Dolomite region of Italy, for six months and tries to treat his rheumatism. Reads Nietzsche. Writes ‘How to Play The Maids’, rewrites The Balcony and The Screens, continues to work on The Penal Colony. On May 4, The Blacks is staged at the Saint Mark’s Playhouse in New York City, directed by Gene Frankel. It runs for four years. In France, at the Odèon Theatre, Jean-Marie Serreau stages The Maids. Abdallah gives up the circus.

		November – Genet meets the American director Joseph Strick, to whom he gives his agreement for a film adaptation of The Balcony. Trip to Morocco.

		1962

		March – L’Arbalète publishes a third, quite changed, version of The Balcony, prefaced with ‘How to Play The Balcony’.

		July – With a judgment that makes history in German publishing, the Court of Hamburg authorizes the free sale of Our Lady of the Flowers, which had been banned two years previously.

		October – Stay of several months in London and Norwich. Continues work on The Penal Colony and the book about Rembrandt.

		1963

		June 2 – Jacky Maglia, racing-car driver and step-son of Lucien Sénémaud, having become Genet’s protégé, wins the first prize at Chimay with a Lotus given to him by Genet. Genet follows his career closely, celebrating the victory in Chimay. End of stay in London.

		September – Publication in the United States of Our Lady of the Flowers by Grove Press, and Saint Genet, Actor and Martyr by George Braziller.

		1964

		January – In Paris, he grants a long interview to Playboy magazine, which is published in April.

		March 12 – Abdallah’s body found in a room rented for him by Genet in Paris. He had sliced his veins open. Shattered, Genet attends the funeral on March 20 and decides to leave France. Travels to Italy and Germany.

		April – Announces to his friends Monique Lange and Juan Goytisolo that he has destroyed his manuscripts and is renouncing literature.

		August 24 – Writes a will.

		1965

		February – Miracle of the Rose and The Thief’s Journal are published by Grove Press in New York. The Living Theatre presents The Maids in Berlin.

		July 18 – On the Solitude racetrack, near Stuttgart, Jacky Maglia has a serious automobile accident and is obliged to give up racing. Genet is present during the operation.

		September-October – Has a difference of opinion with his literary agent and American translator, Bernard Frechtman, and chooses to work with the director of an English agency, Rosica Colin.

		November – The United States State Department refuses to give Genet a visa for reasons of sexual deviancy.

		1966

		April – Roger Blin stages The Screens at the Odèon theatre in Paris. The play incites a huge scandal and provokes violent demonstrations. The theatre’s subsidies are called into question at the National Assembly. Prodded by Paule Thévenin, Genet publishes, with Gallimard, a collection of notes and suggestions to the director under the title Letters to Roger Blin.

		May 12 – Tony Richardson’s film Mademoiselle is jeered in the Cannes Festival.

		November – Anthony Blond publishes the English translation of Querelle.

		1967

		March – Bernard Frechtman commits suicide.

		April – The magazine Tel Quel publishes a short text called The Strange Word D …’. Another text by Genet appears in the following issue: ‘What remains of a Rembrandt torn into little squares …’

		End of May – Shortly after writing a new will, Genet is discovered unconscious following a massive dose of sleeping pills in a hotel room in Domodossola, near the Italian border.

		November – Roger Blin stages The Screens in German in Essen. Genet, convalescing, attends a few rehearsals.

		December 22 – Long trip to the Far East, which is experienced as a kind of regeneration. Stays in Japan.

		1968

		March – Returns to Paris after numerous stops in India, Pakistan, Thailand, China, Egypt, etc. Fifteen days later, he travels to Morocco and Tunisia.

		May – Attracted by the rumours of student protest, Genet returns to Paris. Surprised by the force of the movement, but with few illusions as to its future, Genet upholds the protesters, goes to the Sorbonne, but refuses to speak in public assemblies. On May 30, he publishes his first political article in Le Nouvel Observateur, paying homage to Daniel Cohn-Bendit with the article ‘Les Maîtresses de Lénine.’

		August – Visits United States (entering illegally via Canada) to cover the Democratic Convention for Esquire and is involved in demonstrations and protest meetings.

		November – Returns to Tangier. Volume Four of his Complete Works published by Gallimard.

		1969

		February – Travels to Marseilles. September – Travels to Morocco and Spain.

		November – Second trip to Japan, where Jacky Maglia is living. On the 17th, Genet participates in a demonstration of workers and members of the Zengakuren.

		1970

		January 10 – He demonstrates with Marguerite Duras against the living conditions of immigrant workers. Arrested, he is immediately released. The same week he takes part in a second demonstration.

		February 25 – All of the leaders of the Black Panther movement are in jail. Two of their representatives solicit Genet’s support and he proposes to go immediately to America. He is again denied a visa for the United States and instead travels to Canada on March 1. He crosses the Canadian-American border illegally. For two months, he travels across the U.S.A., accompanied by Black Panthers, speaking in their favour in front of university audiences as well as the press.

		May 1 – He makes his most important speech in front of 25,000 people in New Haven. His speeches are published in the house organ of the Black Panther party and collected in two small brochures: ‘Here and Now for Bobby Seale’ and ‘May Day Speech’. Called to present himself to immigration authorities, he leaves the U.S.A. hastily.

		May 7 – After a brief stay in Canada, he returns to Paris.

		May 25 – The magazine Le Nouvel Observateur publishes an interview with him about the Black Panthers.

		July – Invited to Brazil for a staging of The Balcony, directed by Victor Garcia, he writes his most important text about American Blacks: the preface to George Jacksons prison letters, called Soledad Brothers: The Prison Letters of George Jackson, and published in twelve languages the following year.

		August 31 – Le Nouvel Observateur publishes an article entitled ‘Angela Davis and Her Brothers’, which takes up the defence of the philosopher Angela Davis, wanted by the police, and whom Genet had met a few months previously.

		October 12 – At the American Center in Paris, Genet and James Baldwin launch an appeal for the liberation of George Jackson.

		October 16 – Learning of the arrest of Angela Davis, Genet for the first time accepts speaking in front of television cameras and tapes a declaration called ‘Angela Davis Is at Your Mercy’.

		October 20 – After closely following the events in Jordan known as ‘Black September’, he accepts an invitation to travel to the Middle East to visit the Palestinian refugee camps. He intends to spend one week there but ends up staying several months and will return four times over the next two years.

		November – In the camp of Wahdate, near Amman, he secretly meets Yasser Arafat, to whom he promises his testimony on the Palestinian tragedy.

		1971

		April-May – Returns to Paris and writes captions for photographs taken by Bruno Barbey in camps in Jordan; called ‘The Palestinians’, this photo-essay is published in Zoom.

		August 21 – As he is trying to collect a group of texts by various writers in favour of George Jackson, Jackson is killed in the prison yard the day before his trial. A few days later, Genet publishes a short article in the Le Nouvel Observateur: ‘America Is Afraid’.

		September – Trip to the Middle East: Beirut, Damascus, Amman.

		November-December – Back in France, he collaborates with the Groupe d’Information sur les Prisons, of which Michel Foucault is one of the principal activists. He signs the preface of one of their brochures devoted to ‘the assassination of George Jackson’. He also participates in two demonstrations in the Goutte d’Or neighbourhood in Paris, where numerous immigrants are menaced with expulsion. He appears, with Gilles Deleuze, among the members of the Djilali Committee which publishes, on December 7, an ‘appeal to intellectuals in favour of the Arab workers’.

		1972

		May-August – Third trip to the Middle East. On the way back, long stay in Greece, Turkey and Italy.

		September – Based on notes taken during meetings with Palestinians in Paris, Genet writes a long article published first in Arabic in December and the following year in English in Palestinian publications.

		November – Return to Jordan, but leaves after a warning from a friend.

		December – In Paris he begins two years of active participation in demonstrations in favour of North African immigrants. He starts work on a book about Palestinians and Black Panthers which will be published fourteen years later as Prisoner of Love.

		1974

		January-February – Genet’s work continues to inspire many productions. Lindsay Kemp creates Flowers, based on Our Lady of the Flowers. A film is based on Minos Volanakis’s staging of The Maids played by Glenda Jackson and Susannah York in London.

		May – After a long period of silence, Genet comes back to the political scene: speaking out during a radio programme, he praises various Moroccan writers and publishes a series of articles in L’Humanité supporting François Mitterrand, presidential candidate of the Socialist party.

		July – Tahar Ben Jelloun publishes an article in Le Monde including lengthy quotes of Genet’s position regarding the Palestinians.

		September – Genet meets Mohammed El Katrani, his last companion, in Tangier. After Sartre, Jacques Derrida is the second philosopher to devote a book to Genet, Glas.

		1975

		January-August – Year of limited political activity. Denied a visa for the United States and banned from visiting Jordan, Genet stays in France, living with Mohammed in a small apartment in Saint-Denis, a suburb of Paris, where he works assiduously on his book of memoirs.

		September – Discouraged, he temporarily abandons his book, for which he cannot find an appropriate form. One of his books, Our Lady of the Flowers, is published in a pocket edition.

		December 18–20 – He grants an interview to Hubert Fichte which will be published in the newspaper Die Zeit the following year.

		1976

		March – After a period of inactivity, he begins to write a film script inspired by his companion Mohammed El Katrani and which, in its final form, will be called ‘Nightfall’. He meets Ghislain Uhry, artistic director of Louis Malle’s films, and collaborates with him on the scenario.

		1977

		April – Genet obtains an advance from the Centre National du Cinéma and continues to work on the script. Another project, for an ‘audio-visual oratorio’ in collaboration with José Valaverde, is born but quickly abandoned.

		May-June – Publication of two articles in L’Humanité, one devoted to ‘the tenacity of Black Americans’, the other to a reflection about the cathedral of Chartres.

		September 2 – Publication of Genet’s most polemically received article, ‘Violence and Brutality’, on the first page of Le Monde. This text served as the preface for an anthology of writing by prisoners from the ‘Red Army Fraction’ and from the Baader-Meinhof gang published by Maspero in December of the same year.

		1978

		January – Just before filming of Nightfall is to begin, Genet abandons the project without explanation.

		May – Following an encounter with Lydie and Alexandre Bouglione, with whom he plans to produce a circus spectacle, Genet moves into an apartment next to theirs on boulevard Rochechouart, in Paris.

		1979

		May – Genet learns he has cancer of the throat. He begins chemotherapy treatment which will weaken him and considerably slow his activities for the next two years.

		November 11 – To protest against a bill proposed in Parliament which aimed to curtail the rights of immigrants, Genet grants an interview to Tahar Ben Jelloun, which is published in Le Monde.

		1981

		February – His health having improved, Genet begins a new cinematographic project and will devote fourteen months to writing a script entitled ‘The Language of the Wall’, which puts in fictional form his experience at Mettray.

		June – In Delphi, makes first part of a filmed interview with Antoine Bourseiller. The remainder, shot in Paris and Rambouillet, will be distributed the following year on videocassette in the series ‘Témoins’.

		September – Trip to Puglia, in Italy. Rereads Dostoevsky and probably at this time writes the short text about The Brothers Karamazov.

		1982

		January 25 – Films interview in Rambouillet with Bertrand Poirot-Delpech. Unhappy with the results, he refuses to allow its broadcast before his death.

		March – After giving up filming ‘The Language of the Wall’, even though he had written the script in its entirety, Genet gradually installs himself in Morocco, which becomes his main residence during the last years of his life.

		September – He returns to the Near East with Leila Shahid, a young Palestinian militant. He is in Beirut at the moment the Lebanese capital is invaded by the Israeli army. At this time massacres are committed by the Christian militias in the Palestinian refugee camps at Sabra and Shatila. He is one of the first Westerners to enter Shatila and, on the morning of September 19, discovers the area strewn with corpses. A few days later, he takes up his pen and writes the most important of his political articles, ‘Four Hours at Shatila’, published in January 1983 in the Journal of Palestine Studies.

		December – Rainer Werner Fassbinder presents the film Querelle, based on Genet’s novel, at the Venice Film Festival.

		1983

		June-July – In Morocco, begins writing Prisoner of Love, based on notes and sketches accumulated for more than fifteen years. In Paris, Patrice Chéreau stages The Screens at the Amandiers theatre. Peter Stein presents The Blacks at the Schaubühne in Berlin.

		December 6 – Trip to Vienna on the occasion of a demonstration commemorating the massacres of Sabra and Shatila. He grants an interview to Rüdiger Wischenbart for Austrian radio. He receives the National Grand Prize for Literature given by the French Ministry of Culture.

		1984

		July – Returns to Jordan for the last time in order to see the places and people described in his book.

		September – Trip to Greece, where he writes a large part of Prisoner of Love. Stops in Germany where he sees Hamza, a central figure of the book. His cancer returns.

		1985

		June – In London, he grants an interview, the last of his life, to Nigel Williams, for a film the BBC is devoting to him.

		August – Accompanied by the director Michel Dumoulin, he goes to Rabat, where he writes a new version of his first play, Deathwatch.

		November – Finishes writing Prisoner of Love and hands in the manuscript to his editor at Gallimard, Laurent Boyer, who is also his literary executor.

		December – One of Genet’s plays, The Balcony, is produced at the Comédie-Française for the first time, directed by Georges Lavaudant.

		1986

		March – The first proofs of Prisoner of Love corrected, he returns to Morocco.

		April – Back in Paris, he receives the second set of proofs, which he begins to reread and annotate.

		April 15 – Death of Jean Genet in a small hotel room in Paris. He is buried ten days later in the old Spanish cemetery which overlooks the town of Larache, in Morocco.

		May 26 – Publication of Prisoner of Love.

		 

		Even if at this point God in heaven and all his angels were to offer to help him out of it—no, now he doesn’t want it, now it is too late, he once would have given everything to be rid of this torment but was made to wait, now that’s all past, now he would rather rage against everything, he, the one man in the whole of existence who is the most unjustly treated, to whom it is especially important to have his torment at hand, important that no one should take it from him—for thus he can convince himself that he is in the right.

		Søren Kierkegaard: Sickness Unto Death

		(translated by Walter Lowrie)

	
		PART I

	
		CHAPTER
I

		AS A CHILD in the village of Alligny-en-Morvan, southwest of Dijon, Genet liked to spend hours in the outhouse. There were two outhouses, one close to the big stone house with the slate roof, the other twenty paces across the vegetable garden and next to the school wall. It was in this less convenient, more remote cell that he passed hours daydreaming and reading.

		
			THE MEMORY with the quickest sting is of the toilet outside the house with the slate floor. If was my refuge. Life, which I perceived as distant and blurred through its shadow and smell—a softening smell in which the odour of elder trees and the rich earth predominated, since the outhouse was all the way at the end of the garden near the hedge—life reached me as singularly sweet, tender, light, or rather lightened, stripped of its heaviness. I speak of this life which consisted of the things outside the toilet, the remainder of the world, everything that wasn’t my little hideout of boards riddled by insects. Life seemed to me to float a bit like a painted dream while I, in my hole like a larva, took up a peaceful nocturnal existence, and sometimes I had the feeling I was slowly sinking deeper, as in a sleep or a lake or a maternal bosom or even an act of incest, towards the spiritual centre of the world. My periods of happiness were never of a luminous happiness, my peace was never what men of letters and theologians call a ‘heavenly peace’, which is fine since my horror would be immense if I were pointed out by God, singled out by him; I know perfectly well that if I were ill and cured by a miracle, I wouldn’t survive it. A miracle is unclean: the peace I was searching for in the latrines and that I’m seeking in remembrance is a reassuring and silky peace.

			Sometimes it would rain, I’d hear the sound of the drops knocking against the zinc roof; then my sad well-being, my gloomy joy took on one more grief. I cracked open the door and the sight of the drenched garden, the broken vegetables, saddened me. I stayed for hours crouched in this cell, roosting on the wood seat, my soul and my body prey to the odour and the darkness, mysteriously moved since the most secret part of human beings came here precisely to unveil itself, as in a confessional. An empty confessional held the same delights for me.1

		

		THE OUTHOUSE was the forcing shed of his imagination—a drowsy, shadowy place where he could inhale his own smells, those proofs of an inner corruption that later in prison he would greedily cup to his nose to inhale, as though he were an oracle posed above and inspired by the fumes of his body. For the boy, the outhouse was a cube of solitude set down amidst the buzzing of outdoor noises, everyday sounds—greetings, the cries of children at play, the creaking of horses and tack—sounds at odds with the half-nakedness of the squatting, pensive, erotically awakened child.

		As Arthur Rimbaud, another homosexual poet who grew up in provincial France, wrote in ‘Les Poètes de Sept Ans’ (‘The Se ven-Year-Old Poets’):

		
			All day long he worked up a sweat of submissiveness; very
Intelligent; except a few dark fidgets, certain features
Seemed to reveal in him pungent hypocrisies …
Especially in the summer, beaten-down,
In a stupor, he stubbornly shut himself
Up inside the coolness of the latrines;
There he would think, peacefully, filling his nostrils …

		

		Genet was a child of the Public Welfare, the Assistance Publique. He remained, until he was twenty-one, a ward of the state. The man who came to hate France and would be one of its most unrelenting critics was born in a state-supported hospital, was clothed by the state and farmed out by the state to foster parents who had been chosen and rewarded by state officials according to carefully framed laws. Every step in his early life was measured and recorded and paid for by government officials. Although he was placed in a village that still retained, at the beginning of the century, certain feudal characteristics, Genet himself was never long out of touch with the centralized state, the Third Republic (1870–1940), which had been built on the ruins of the Second Empire and had destroyed the last few remnants of the long-past, feudal order.

		One of the great paradoxes in Genet’s life is that although he was the pure product of the modern democratic state, he lived and wrote as a throwback to the age of feudalism. His fascination with hierarchies—in the church, on the battlefield, in prison—and with their all-male confraternities is as strong as his fierce rejection of such Third Republic values as progress, reform, equality, law and order, and the family.

		Genet was born on Monday, 19 December 1910, at 7:45 in the evening. The place was the Tarnier Childbirth Clinic at 89, rue d’Assas in the sixth arrondissement of Paris, near the Luxembourg Gardens. His mother had entered the hospital forty-nine days before the date of delivery, on 31 October 1910, which suggests that the pregnancy may have been difficult—or that she had nowhere else to go.2

		Camille Gabrielle Genet was twenty-two. She had been born in 1888 in Lyons, the daughter of middle-aged parents.3 The registration of Camille’s birth in Lyons on 20 July, two days after the event, was signed by the baby’s father, François Genet—the only written trace we know of that was left behind by any of Genet’s antecedents. Three years later, in 1891, the family of François Genet had disappeared from sight; at least it was no longer living in Lyons.

		The family members were probably transients, workers without land or a trade or any particular tie to Lyons. On the two extant relevant documents, the father once gave his profession as ‘labourer’ and once as ‘employee’. The mother was listed as a ‘seamstress’. A teenage son, Gabriel, sixteen years old when Camille was born, had been put down as a ‘locksmith’. In addition, the family included a nine-year-old girl named Léontine.

		And what of Camille herself? Although she is his mother, she is the most shadowy major figure in Genet’s life. When she signed in at the Tarnier Clinic (then run by Public Welfare), she gave her address as 1, rue Broca, in the fifth arrondissement, a short walk from the clinic in what was then a working-class district.

		Camille listed her profession as ‘governess’ and her age as twenty-one, a clerical error or a flicker of vanity. In the same document we learn that her father, François, was already deceased. Finally (and crucially), Camille wrote that she was ‘single’.

		Eleven days after the delivery, the mother and her baby left the clinic just before the new year, on 30 December. She had given her child the simple name Jean. It was almost as though the bleakness of her situation had yielded up nothing but this bare monosyllable.4

		Genet himself loved to fantasize about his name. As Jean he was John the Evangelist; his posthumous Prisoner of Love (Un Captif amoureux), was his Apocalypse. Or he seized on the resemblance between his name and that of Marie-Antoinette’s servant and companion in prison—Jeanne-Louise Genet Campan.

		In French, genêt is the name of the humble broom plant, whose yellow flowers cover so much of the French countryside. Genet told Cocteau and the actor Jean Marais that he had been named after a field of broom where his mother had abandoned him. In his 1949 autobiographical novel The Thief’s Journal (Journal du voleur), he writes, ‘Whenever I am crossing the heaths—I recall especially once at dusk, as I was returning from the ruins of Tiffauges where Gilles de Rais lived—and I encounter broom flowers, I feel a deep sympathy looking at them. I regard them solemnly, with tenderness. My uneasiness seems ordained by all of nature.’ He speculates that he may be the king of broom, certainly its representative on earth. Broom flowers ‘are my natural emblem, but I have roots, through them, into French soil, which is nourished by the dust of children, or adolescents fucked, massacred and burned by Gilles de Rais.’ 5 The notion of being linked to the vegetable world and to Gilles de Rais is typical of the way he searches out extremes and sidesteps everything in between. Gilles de Rais, last defender of feudal prerogative, according to legend practised sadism and satanism, alchemy and black magic—and verifiably also served as Joan of Arc’s companion in arms. (Half as a joke, Genet once said he was interested in only four women, the Holy Virgin, Joan of Arc, Marie-Antoinette and Madame Curie. He managed to link his name to Marie-Antoinette and Joan of Arc, and in his last book even saw himself as Christ in the pietà with the Virgin.)
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