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			ROMAIN GARY

			FRENCH NOVELIST

			
					Born in Vilnius (Lithuania, then part of the Russian Empire) in 1914.

					Died in Paris in 1980.

					Notable works:	The Roots of Heaven (1956), novel

	Promise at Dawn (1960), novel

	The Life Before Us (1975), novel 




			

			Romain Gary (born Roman Kacew, and also known by the pseudonym Émile Ajar) was a French Jewish novelist. He was born in Lithuania in 1914 and moved to France at the age of 14. After graduating from university with a degree in law, he fought as part of the Free French Forces until the end of the Second World War (1939-1945), and was decorated with honours including the Companion of the Liberation and the Legion of Honour. After the war, he focused on writing novels, and also pursued a diplomatic career until 1960. 

			Gary is the author of numerous novels, and remains the only French writer to have received the Prix Goncourt on two separate occasions: once in 1956 for his novel The Roots of Heaven, published under the name Romain Gary, and once in 1975 for The Life Before Us, published under the pseudonym Émile Ajar. He committed suicide in 1980 at the age of 66, leaving behind a vast body of work which was heavily influenced by 20th-century French history and which explores a variety of themes, including courage, rebellion, love and femininity.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			THE KITES

			LOVE IN TIMES OF WAR

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Gary, R. (2017) The Kites. Trans. Richmond Mouillot, M. Cambridge, Massachusetts: New Direction Publishing.

					1st edition: 1980

					Themes: Second World War, love, Resistance, hope, memory

			

			The Kites was published posthumously in 1980, and is considered to be Romain Gary’s last novel. Its narrator, Ludo, tells the story of the love of his life, which is inextricably linked to the history of the Second World War. The novel is set in Cléry, a small town in Normandy, between 1934 and 1945. Its depiction of the war is suffused with humanity and optimism, and its characters are able to overcome the horror that surrounds them by staying true to their passions and their dreams.

		

		
			


		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


	
			SUMMARY

			A LOVE STORY

			In spite of the differences between them and the circumstances that conspire to keep them apart, Ludovic, a young man from a humble background in Normandy, and Lila, a young Polish aristocrat, fall in love. Their story begins in the 1930s and spans the turbulent period of the Second World War, and their love stands the test of time, enduring repeated separations and the atrocities that accompany the war.

			LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT

			In the 1930s, while Adolf Hitler (German Chancellor and dictator, 1889-1945) is preparing to seize power in Germany and danger is looming on the horizon in Europe, ten-year-old Ludo is living with his uncle Ambrose Fleury, an idealistic rural postman, in the village of Cléry in Normandy. Ambrose is an eccentric man (the village’s other inhabitants refer to him as “crazy old Fleury”) with a passion for making and flying kites. All the members of the Fleury family, whose ancestors played key roles in the French Revolution (1789-1799) and the Paris Commune (1789-1795), are idealists and possess an extraordinary historical memory.

			One day, Ludo is walking in the woods when he comes across a strikingly beautiful young girl with blonde hair. He waits for her the next day in the hope of seeing her again, but she is not there. Indeed, it is not until four years later that the young girl, who is now 16, comes back to see him and tells him that her name is Lila Bronicki.

			THE QUEST TO BE SOMEONE

			Lila invites Ludo home to meet her family, who are Polish aristocrats who spend their summers in Normandy. They make it clear to him that they think he is far beneath them, and in his humiliation he promises himself that he will go on to “be someone” in order to win her hand.

			On two occasions, Ludo is attacked in the forest by Lila’s German cousin Hans, a skinny young man who is also in love with her. In addition, she is being courted by Bruno, a piano prodigy whom the Bronickis have adopted. Ludo feels intimidated by these rivals, but seizes an opportunity to shine during an evening at the Bronickis’ manor by demonstrating his phenomenal memory and extraordinary talent for mathematics. Lila’s father Stas Bronicki, a businessman, is impressed and offers him work as his secretary when the family comes to Normandy every year.

			Ludo accepts his offer, which means that he can spend every summer from 1935 to 1938 with Lila. She returns his feelings, and they become lovers. However, they have very different outlooks on life: she dreams of greatness, but he cannot think of anything else besides his love for her. Furthermore, the situation in Europe is becoming increasingly tense, and in 1938 Hitler signs the Munich Agreement with Great Britain, France and Italy. The settlement is designed to avoid outright war, and allows Hitler to annex Czechoslovakia. However, this is not enough to satisfy his territorial ambitions, and he invades Austria shortly afterwards.

			Stas Bronicki is a keen gambler, and hopes that Ludo’s head for figures will enable him to devise a betting system that will allow him to win at games of chance. Ludo falsifies the results to try and make him happy, but his actions have unforeseen consequences: Bronicki loses a fortune and is forced to head back to Poland to flee his creditors. The young lovers do not know when they will see each other again, especially with the threat of invasion hanging over Poland.

			THE INVASION OF POLAND

			The following summer, in 1939, Ludo ignores the threat of war to travel to Poland. He encounters myriad signs of the impending conflict on his way, but on his arrival he is feted as a symbol of France, which is still seen as an invincible bulwark against Germany.

			At the Bronickis’ castle, everyone is doing their best to ignore their mounting fears. Ludo is consumed by a jealous, demanding passion for Lila, but she still dreams of bigger things and her father refuses to allow them to marry because of their differences in social standing.

			Lila’s cousin Hans is now an officer in the German army and is stationed on the border. He often visits the Bronickis, and his closeness with Lila bothers Ludo, who is appalled that the family is prepared to tolerate an enemy soldier in their midst, even when their army is about to attack.

			When he returns to Normandy some time later, Ludo learns that war has been declared. On hearing the news that Germany and the USSR have both invaded Poland, he is overwhelmed by worry for Lila. He is not allowed to join the army because his heart rate is too high (as a result of his love for her), so he goes to Paris in search of news.

			MADAME JULIE

			In Paris, he stays in “a hotel frequented by prostitutes” and run by a madam called Julie Espinoza. Unlike everyone else at that time, Madame Julie is certain that France will soon be defeated, and says that she has known since the Munich Agreement.

			She is Jewish and fiercely determined, and speaks several languages. She is already preparing for the German invasion and seems to be building up a network which comes to include Ludo, for whom she develops a soft spot and to whom she tells some of her plans. She is exceptionally careful: she puts some money to one side, studies French history, gets in touch with forgers, begins taking comportment lessons and even resorts to cosmetic surgery. In June 1940, with France on the brink of defeat, she leaves for an unknown destination.

			Later on, in 1942, Ludo has joined the Resistance and is working at the Clos Joli, an upmarket restaurant and favourite destination of the occupying German forces. There, he meets Lady Esterhazy, who is known for throwing extravagant parties which are attended by high-ranking Nazis. Unbeknownst to them, she is actually Madame Julie, and uses her network of informers to pass on valuable information to the Resistance via Ludo.

			RESISTANCE THROUGH KITES

			After France’s defeat in 1940, Ambrose Fleury, who is still in Cléry, embarks on a campaign of peaceful resistance and keeps the population’s spirits up by making kites in the shape of famous figures from French history. He even manages to evade censorship from the SS (Nazi paramilitary and police organisation, founded in 1925) and preserve one of his creations, a kite shaped like Émile Zola (French writer, 1840-1902) and his celebrated open letter J’accuse…! (“I accuse…!”, 1898), in his workshop. He accedes to the authorities’ demands to make a kite in the shape of Marshal Pétain (Chief of State of Vichy France, 1856-1951), but arranges for the press to publish a photograph of a German solider flying it.

			This symbolic resistance is brought to an end in the summer of 1942 after Ambrose, who is outraged by the Vel’ d’Hiv Roundup (the mass arrest of Jews ordered by the Vichy regime in collaboration with Nazi Germany on 16and 17July 1942), flies “[s]even kites in the form of Jewish stars” over the village. He is immediately arrested and all his kites are burned, but fortunately his friend Marcellin Duprat, the owner of the Clos Joli, steps in to secure his release.

			After this ordeal, Ambrose decides to leave Cléry for the village of Le Chambon-sur-Lignon in the Cévennes, a hub of the Resistance where hundreds of Jewish children are being sheltered. Ludo later learns that Ambrose was deported to the Auschwitz concentration camp in Poland a few months later and remained there for 20months, until the Liberation.

			THE OCCUPATION

			During the Occupation (1940-1944), Ludo’s obsession with Lila remains as strong as ever, and he uses his extraordinary imagination to recall their past happiness and feel as though she is still by his side. His imagination is so vivid that he leads an imaginary life with her, feels her presence and has conversations with her. His uncle goes along with his fantasy and sets an extra place for Lila at mealtimes. Because of Ludo’s eccentric behaviour, everybody thinks that he is mad, and this enables him to work for the Resistance in secret: “nothing could have been more helpful to me in my activities with the Resistance. No one found it surprising to see me gesticulating as I wandered from farm to farm”.

			In order to “hasten [Lila’s] return”, he joins a group of Resistance fighters that is very active in the region and uses his exceptional memory to retain and transmit the codes, addresses, names, places and messages they need to carry out their missions.

			The region’s Resistance members take a dim view of the Clos Joli and its owner Marcellin Duprat, who cooks exquisite, luxurious dishes for the occupiers every day. However, Duprat’s continuing devotion to his craft stems not from a desire to ingratiate himself with the Germans, but from idealism and loyalty to France: he sees his attempts to demonstrate the superiority of French cuisine as a way of resisting the occupiers. When the Resistance members want to plant a bomb in his restaurant, Ludo, who knows Duprat well, tries to talk them out of it. He then convinces Duprat to start secretly receiving English aviators in the Clos Joli.

			LEAVING A MARK ON HISTORY

			On 27March 1942, Ludo sees Lila again after almost four years apart. She is accompanied by Hans and his uncle, the German General von Tiele (who, as Ludo later learns, is friends with Duprat and is secretly opposed to the Nazis). She treats Ludo with a detached politeness that makes his blood run cold. However, she comes back to see him that evening and makes an emotional, embarrassed confession: when Poland was invaded she found herself in a difficult situation and was forced to become the mistress of a series of high-ranking men to get by. She begs Ludo to keep loving her and to wait for her.

			Lila is widely seen as a notorious collaborator and is assumed to be von Tiele’s mistress, but when she runs into Ludo again in the street, she tells him: “Trust me, Ludo… I’ll leave my mark on history […] One day, you’ll be proud of me”. As we later learn, she, Hans and von Tiele are planning to assassinate Hitler.

			Lila persuades Hana and von Tiele to plant a bomb in Hitler’s plane, but it does not go off. As Hans is now being sought by the German army, von Tiele asks Ludo to shelter him and smuggle him into Spain. While he is looking for a way to get Hans out of the country, Ludo hides him in the forest.

			The following day, von Tiele commits suicide in the Clos Joli. Meanwhile, Ludo manages to make contact with Lila, but she is arrested shortly afterwards. The Germans are actively looking for Hans and seem to be everywhere, which forces the members of the Resistance to put a stop to their activities. The network’s leader asks Ludo to tell this to Hans, who commits suicide when he finds out.

			THE LIBERATION

			Ludo is once again left without news of Lila, and resumes his imaginary life with her. In May 1944, Madame Julie tells him that Lila was tortured during her arrest and had to seek refuge with a madam after she was released. When she comes back, she is a shadow of her former self, but Ludo gradually helps her to put her life back together.

			The Normandy landings are then launched. After a long journey, during which bombs rain down around him, Ludo returns to his fellow Resistance members, while Lila takes shelter in the Clos Joli. They are reunited a few weeks later and try to get on with their lives, but this is made difficult by the town’s other inhabitants, who are hostile towards Lila as they think that she has been supporting the Nazis. They shave her head as punishment, but she bears this ordeal with courage and dignity. The young couple finally get married, with Duprat and Madame Julie as witnesses. They decide to
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