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			Georges Simenon

			Belgian writer

			
					Born in Liège (Belgium) in 1903.

					Died in Lausanne (Switzerland) in 1989.

					Notable works:	The Strange Case of Peter the Lett (1931), novel

	The Yellow Dog (1931), novel

	Pedigree (1948), novel




			

			The prolific Belgian writer Georges Simenon began his career as a journalist before going on to write over 190 novels and numerous short stories, which were published either under his own name or under a pseudonym.

			When he was starting out as a writer, the French author Colette (1873-1954) advised him to focus on creating simple stories rather than trying to write great literature. Simenon took her words to heart and used a straightforward, unadorned style to describe the society of his time and depict the lives of ordinary people, as well as the dark underbelly of politics and criminality.

			Simenon travelled widely, was insatiably curious and wrote at an incredible rate: he could complete an entire novel by working continuously for 11 days. In 2003, the prestigious Bibliothèque de la Pléiade published a two-volume collection of his works, clearly indicating his importance in the world of French-language literature.

		


		
			The Yellow Dog

			One of the earliest Maigret novels

			
					Genre: detective novel

					Reference edition: Simenon, G. (2006) The Yellow Dog. Trans. Asher, L. New York: Penguin.

					1st edition: 1931

					Themes: investigation, suspense, murder, revenge, fear, smuggling

			

			The Yellow Dog was published in 1931 and is one of the earliest works centring on Superintendent Maigret, who first appeared in a novel published earlier that year. In this novel, the detective is still unmarried, but is already smoking his famous pipe.

			He is tasked with solving a string of crimes in the small town of Concarneau in Brittany, where he grows close to some of the humble inhabitants and takes them under his wing. In this novel, Simenon paints an uncompromising picture of the provincial bourgeoisie and develops his character’s unconventional investigative techniques.

		


		
			Summary

			A new investigation begins

			The story begins in Concarneau at 11pm on 7 November. After leaving the local Admiral Hotel, Monsieur Mostaguen steps into the doorway of a seemingly empty house to light his cigar, where he is shot by a mystery attacker hiding in the house. Just afterwards, a yellow dog appears out of nowhere and lies down in the hotel café.

			Superintendent Maigret and his young companion Inspector Leroy arrive the following day. Maigret meets with Jean Servières, Le Pommeret and Dr Michoux, who spent the evening with Mostaguen. As the three men are about to drink their customary Pernod, Michoux stops them, having noticed that a deposit of white powder has formed at the bottom of their glasses. The powder is analysed and identified as strychnine, a deadly poison. Michoux decides to sleep at the hotel and Maigret questions Emma, the hotel’s waitress and Michoux’s occasional mistress, who seems deeply shaken by the crime.

			The following day, Maigret realises that the yellow dog has disappeared. Someone claims to have seen it in Michoux’s garden, but the doctor refuses to go see it. When Maigret goes to the house, he finds both human and dog footprints.

			Back at the hotel, he learns that Servières has disappeared. His car is found by the river some time later, with bloodstains on the seat. Maigret notices that the yellow dog has come back and is lying at Emma’s feet. Michoux is terrified and shuts himself away in his room. At this stage, Maigret sees him, Servières and Le Pommeret as unremarkable men who are trying to keep up appearances. 

			The local newspaper, the Brest Beacon, publishes an anonymous sensationalist article which claims that a dangerous local vagrant is responsible for the murder.

			In the late afternoon in the old town, someone shoots the yellow dog. Maigret arranges for it to be treated, but it disappears again. A swarm of journalists descend on the hotel. Le Pommeret, who had drunk his aperitif there, is found dead at his home, and the autopsy reveals that he died of strychnine poisoning. However, an analysis of the glass he drank from reveals no trace of the poison.

			The mayor then demands an arrest, so Maigret issues an arrest warrant for Michoux. The detective has deduced that the doctor is in fact the next intended victim, so he orders the prison guard not to let anybody enter. A vagrant is also arrested by two policemen, but manages to escape. Maigret does not attach any importance to this incident. One of the policemen accompanies him to Cabélou Point, where he finds food remains that indicate that the vagrant has been living there for a week.

			At 11pm, Leroy meets Maigret on the roof of the hotel to observe the empty house the vagrant is sleeping in. The vagrant is joined by Emma, and the two of them argue before sharing a passionate embrace and leaving the house.

			A customs guard falls victim to another murder attempt. After checking that Michoux is unharmed, Maigret receives a telegram: Servières, whom Leroy had said was in Brest, has just been arrested in Paris. The mayor demands a meeting with Maigret, who shows him that any of the customers in the café at the Admiral Hotel could be behind the murders, then asks him about Michoux. He learns that the doctor and his mother are involved in property dealings as a way of making more money. Before he leaves, Maigret says that the case will be solved the following day.

			The mystery is solved

			Maigret and Leroy search Emma’s room, where they find a letter from a man named Léon, who writes that he has bought a boat called the Pretty Emma and will soon be able to marry her. The two men then head to the room where Michoux was staying, where Maigret deciphers a message that was written in the room and learns that Emma is planning to meet the vagrant in the deserted house.

			Maigret summons the mayor, Madame Michoux, Servières, Emma and the vagrant to the police station. Michoux is very agitated, but Maigret manages to calm him down: “In a few moments, I expect the murderer to be right here within these four walls” (p. 126).

			He then questions the people present to find out what happened on board the Pretty Emma five or six years previously. According to the mayor, the boat was inspected in New York and cocaine was found on board. 

			Maigret turns to the vagrant, who is actually the Léon of Emma’s letter, and asks him for his version of events. He tells him that at the time, Michoux, Servières, Le Pommeret and an American proposed that he get involved in smuggling. Once he reached the USA, Léon was arrested and incarcerated in the Sing Sing prison in New York, where he met the American by chance. The American told him that the three others, who wanted to get their hands on the monetary reward offered for reporting smuggling, had sold the Pretty Emma, and saw to his release.

			Now that he was free and his only friend in the world was a yellow dog who was raised on board the boat, Léon swore to make the three other men pay by ensuring that they too experienced the horrors of prison. Léon then sought out Michoux in the hope that he would shoot him and be arrested. Michoux was terrified and wanted to get rid of Léon, so he asked Emma to write a letter asking him to meet her in the empty house. However, Léon did not fall for the trap, so it was Mostaguen who ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time and was shot instead.

			When he arrived the next day, Maigret could tell that the three men were expecting something dramatic to happen and observed their reactions very closely. Servières wrote the article in the Brest Beacon to cast suspicion on Léon, before staging an attack and faking his own death. When Michoux thought that Le Pommeret was about to reveal the secret, he poisoned him.

			When Léon came back to pick up the yellow dog – which is now dead – the police arrested him, but he managed to run away. Maigret had Michoux arrested, both to keep him safe and to prevent him from doing any more harm. His mother tried to dispel any suspicions surrounding him by shooting at the first passerby she saw when he was in prison. Léon stayed nearby as he did not want to let Michoux escape. However, Emma came back to him and convinced him that if they fled they could start a new life together.

			Michoux and his mother are then arrested: he is sentenced to 20 years’ forced labour and she faces three months in prison. Servières is tried for obstruction of justice, while Emma and Léon, who have now been exonerated, move to Le Havre thanks to the money that Maigret gives them.

		


		
			Character study

			The investigators

			Maigret

			The famous detective Maigret already has a great deal of experience by the time he embarks on this investigation. He is in Concarneau because “[f]or the past month he [has] been assigned to Rennes to reorganize its mobile unit” (p. 6).

			Simenon does not describe Maigret in detail: all we know is that he is large and stocky, and constantly smokes his pipe. The most striking thing about him is his behaviour: the narrator says that “it could be unsettling to see his large eyes stare blankly at you […] then hear him mutter something incomprehensible and move on as if you were not worth noticing” (p. 51).

			His impassiveness stands out most when he is with people who are losing control of themselves. While Michoux is seized by terror, Maigret is “like the antithesis of […] agitation, fever, sickness […] of that unwholesome and repellent terror” (p. 75). This imperviousness is also reflected in his investigative methods: unlike Leroy, Maigret says that he never bases his approach on deductions or unprovable beliefs, but rather sticks to the facts. In fact, he tells the awestruck young inspector that “in this case […] my method has actually been not to have one” (p. 114).

			Leroy

			Leroy is a young “inspector with whom [Maigret has] not worked before” (p. 6), and has only just graduated from police school. He is 25 years old and “look[s] more like what’s called a well-bred young man than a police inspector” (p. 15). In spite of his relative naivety and lack of experience, which Maigret looks on with a kind of ironic indulgence, he is conscientious and driven, and the detective comes to trust him more and more as the story progresses.

			The ordinary people

			Emma

			Emma is the waitress at the Admiral Hotel’s café. She wears a black skirt, white apron and Breton headdress. She immediately inspires sympathy in Maigret because of “her long face with its sunken eyes and thin lips [and] [h]er Breton lace cap [which] was slipping as usual to the left on her unkempt hair” (p. 13). Although her face has “no particular grace” (p. 8), Maigret finds it “so appealing” (ibid.) that he can “hardly [stop] watching it” (ibid.).

			The narrator paints a somewhat contradictory picture of her: “She was anemic. Her flat chest was not formed to rouse desire. Nevertheless, she had an odd attraction, perhaps because she seemed troubled, discouraged, unhealthy” (pp. 18-19). After they watch her embrace Léon, Maigret and Léon realise that “[s]he [is] beautiful! Everything about her [is] appealing, even her flat figure, her black dress, her red eyelids” (p. 90).

			She is quiet and unassuming, and seems to be worn down by her miserable life, in which her occasional flings with Michoux and Le Pommeret bring her no pleasure or hope. She was formerly in love with Léon, but does not know what has become of him. By watching her closely, Maigret discerns that there is “an exaggerated humility about her” (p. 18): “And yet he sensed, beneath that image, glints of pride held firmly in check” (ibid.). Indeed, she is the one who attempts to poison the plotters when she realises that Michoux is trying to entrap Léon, and she manages to persuade her lover to change his plans.

			Léon Le Gléric

			Léon Le Gléric is the vagrant that the police and the prominent citizens of Concarneau are pursuing. His defining feature is his physique: he is far bigger than the average man, and has enormous hands. Maigret affectionately refers to him as “my bear” (p. 76) and “this man with big feet” (p. 35), and we are told that “[h]is head was hunched into his shoulders, and his sweater showed off his chest muscles” (p. 87).

			His cropped hair, “two broken teeth, right in the middle [of his mouth]” (p. 68) and hand tattoos (“an anchor, on the left hand, with the letters S S on both”, p. 67) hint at his difficult past, which included a stint in Sing Sing prison (hence the letters “S S”).

			The end of the novel reveals him to be a man with simple dreams (he just wants to marry Emma and live on a boat) who got caught up in the dishonest schemes of Concarneau’s notables. He is too simple to hatch a complicated plot for revenge and is planning to give up his life, until Emma makes him see that the life they dreamed of is still possible. However, their happy ending would have been unattainable without Maigret’s help.

			The yellow dog

			The yellow dog “turn[s] up from somewhere

			
			The notables

			The mayor

			
			
			Ernest Michoux and his mother

			
			
			
			
			Yves Le Pommeret

			
			
			Jean Servières
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