
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			Emmanuel Carrère

			Writer, screenwriter and director 

			
					Born in Paris in 1957.

					Notable works:	The Adversary (2000), novel

	Limonov (2011), novel

	The Kingdom (2014), novel




			

			Emmanuel Carrère was born in Paris in 1957. He is a writer, screenwriter and director. The son of the historian and academic Hélène Carrère d’Encausse, a Russia specialist, he began his career as a film critic before moving on to fiction with his first novel, The Jaguar’s Friend (1983). He has been published since then by Éditions P.O.L and received the Prix Femina in 1995 for Class Trip. After The Adversary, which follows the story of the real-life murderer Jean-Claude Romand, Carrère put fiction aside to focus on writing documentaries and stories, such as A Russian Novel (2007) and Other Lives But Mine (2009). After writing for various direct-to-TV-films, he stepped behind the camera to direct the film adaptation of his novel The Mustache in 2005.

		


		
			Other Lives But Mine

			Half biography, half self-portrait

			
					Genre: autobiographical novel

					Reference edition: Carrère, E. (2012) Other Lives But Mine. Trans. Coverdale, L. London: Serpent’s Tail.

					1st edition: 2011 (Original work published in France in 2009)

					Themes: tsunami, illness, mourning, mutual aid, altruism, justice

			

			Other Lives But Mine was published in March 2009. It is the story of several people whose lives crossed paths with that of Carrère: a young couple who lose their 4-year-old daughter to a tsunami, and a woman stricken by cancer who has to resign herself to dying and leaving her husband and their three little girls alone. 

			Through these tales, Carrère recounts his own life, especially the new outlook on life that witnessing these events has given him. Biography and self-portrait come together to form a book with a rare degree of emotion.

		


		
			Summary

			The devastating tsunami 

			In December 2004, the narrator, who the reader quickly recognises as Emmanuel Carrère, and his partner Hélène are spending their holidays in Sri Lanka. The relationship is going badly and the two are thinking about breaking up. Suddenly, a tsunami hits the South Asian coast, destroying everything in its path. Since they are staying in a hotel perched high up on a cliff, Hélène and Emmanuel are unharmed, but Jérôme and Delphine, a French couple who they met a few days earlier, lose their 4-year-old daughter Juliette to the tidal wave. As a woman of action, Hélène decides to help Jérôme to find his daughter’s body. They learn that it has been transported to the hospital in Colombo. Since she is a journalist, Hélène is used to reacting quickly in a crisis and displays a great deal of strength in supporting the victims. Emmanuel, who is lost and ineffective, feels a little jealous of his partner. 

			The next day, they all leave for Colombo. They find Juliette’s body, but her parents refuse to bury her, because they cannot bear the thought of putting her in a coffin. Since they can only bring her home in a lead casket for sanitary reasons, they choose to cremate her body right there. 

			In a hospital, Hélène and Jérôme meet Ruth, a young woman from Scotland who is searching for her husband, who could be dead for all she knows. She goes with them to the hotel. Hélène forces her to call her family. Ruth does so and discovers that her husband is alive, but injured. He is in a hospital about 30 miles from the hotel. They all spend the evening together. Jérôme and Delphine try their hardest to celebrate Ruth’s good news in spite of their grief. Later, they all take the plane back to France. 

			Two weeks after coming home, Hélène and Emmanuel decide to stay together and give their relationship a second chance. Living through the tsunami has brought them closer together. However, Hélène learns that her little sister Juliette, who is 33 years old, is suffering from cancer again and that her health is deteriorating rapidly. They therefore go to see her. 

			The illness first appeared when she was 16 years old. At the time, she was told that she had lymphoma. She was given radiotherapy treatment and, after a few months, was told that she was cured. However, the following summer, the doctors noticed that the radiotherapy had damaged her body. She has been forced to walk with crutches ever since, as one of her legs is completely paralysed.

			A few weeks later, Hélène receives an urgent call: Juliette is dying. In the middle of the night, she was seized by a coughing fit, which obstructed her breathing. The doctors quickly realise that there is nothing they can do: she is going to die. Juliette takes the news bravely. She is taken to intensive care and only has one wish: to survive until the next day so she can see her three little girls after their school show. She makes it. She dies during the night, in the arms of her husband, Patrice.

			The next day, the whole family is invited to the house of Juliette’s colleague, Étienne, who she was very close with. They were both judges at the court in Vienne and had both lost the use of a leg as a result of a cancer in their youth. During their work, they defended the same causes, trying to apply true justice in the debt collection cases that they were tasked with: “Juliette and I, we were great judges” (p. 90), Étienne explains to her family.

			Juliette’s life

			Étienne suggests that Emmanuel write a book about Juliette. He accepts and begins to research her life, coming to ask Étienne questions on several occasions. Étienne tells him about his life and his work with Juliette. He speaks about the cancer he had when he was a teenager. At the time, he had an operation which was supposed to remove the cancer cells. However, when he was 22, his cancer recurred and he had to have his leg amputated. 

			After graduating, Étienne met Nathalie. They moved in together and, before long, Nathalie gave birth to a baby. Étienne got a job at a civil court in Vienne, which is where he met Juliette. After eight years as a judge, Étienne was transferred to Lyon as an examining magistrate. He therefore no longer worked with Juliette, but the two saw each other from time to time. 

			At the time, Juliette worked a lot and became more and more tired. In March 2004, she gave birth to their third daughter, Diane. One night in December she began to have trouble breathing, and it was discovered that she had a pulmonary embolism. She confided her fear of dying to Étienne, but she said nothing to Patrice. A complication with the embolism was then discovered and the doctors found metastases in Juliette’s body: she was suffering from cancer again. She began chemotherapy but, unfortunately, the results were not good: the treatment was not working. After she found this out, Juliette realised that she had to prepare herself to die. She asked her neighbours to organise the funeral and told them that she was counting on them to look out for her daughters. She also asked a friend to take as many photos of her as possible, so Diane, who would not be able to remember her, would at least have the photos. In May, the doctors stopped treatment because it was having no positive effects.

			Next, Emmanuel questions Juliette’s husband Patrice. He tells him about his childhood and how he met his wife. At first, the fact that they were so different had worried them and they considered separating, but they quickly realised that they were made for one another. 

			The author then goes to Juliette’s parents’ house to hear about her first experience of cancer when she was a teenager. They find it very difficult to talk about, even with each other, but they agree to do so in the hope that the book will one day do Juliette and Patrice’s daughters some good. 

			When he goes home after spending several days with Patrice, Emmanuel finds out that Hélène is pregnant. She gives birth to a little girl nine months later, who the two call Jeanne. In the end, he realises that these two tragedies (the tsunami and Juliette’s death) have made him into a calmer person, and the birth of his daughter has made him truly happy. Since he wants to spend as much time as possible with his newborn baby, Emmanuel does not finish the book for another three years. He sends the manuscript to Étienne and Patrice, telling them that they can change anything in it that they want. 

			Later on, Emmanuel sees Delphine and Jérôme again. They now have two children, but they have still not forgotten little Juliette. 

		


		
			Character study

			The narrator

			The narrator of the book is never named. However, it does not take us long to realise that Carrère is hiding behind the novel’s “I”. 

			He is a writer and director. He has a 13-year-old son from a previous marriage called Jean-Baptiste. He describes himself in a way that is not always very flattering. At the start of the novel, in the days immediately following the tsunami, he is at a loss, completely lacking in self-confidence and jealous of his partner, since she is more capable of supporting the victims than he is. A rather tormented man who is never satisfied, he has never allowed himself to be happy. “I who live in dissatisfaction, constant tension, running after dreams of glory and laying waste to my loves because I always imagine that one day, somewhere else, I’ll find something better” (p. 24). 

			The two tragic events that he witnesses change his outlook on life. He is much calmer at the end of the novel. Although he was considering breaking up with Hélène before the tsunami, he realises over the course of the few days that they spend in Asia that he wants to fight to keep their relationship alive: “I tell myself that this long life together must happen: if I need to succeed at one thing before I die, it’s this” (p. 35). A few months later, when Juliette, who is close to death, says that her life has been a success, Emmanuel admits to Hélène that, if he had asked himself the same question, “I’d have said no” (p. 68). He carries on with:

			“I’d have said I’d succeeded in some things, […] But the essential, which is love, would have escaped me. I was loved, yes, but I had not learned how to love – or hadn’t been able to, which is the same thing. […] And then, after the wave, I chose you, we chose each other, and now nothing’s the same” (pp. 68-69). 

			When his daughter is born at the end of the novel, this new feeling of serenity becomes even stronger:

			“[…] the miracle for which I’d hoped without believing in it took place: the fox gnawing at my vitals went away. I was free. I spent a year enjoying the simple fact of being alive and watching our daughter grow. I had no ideas about what would come next, but no worries, either” (p. 235).

			Hélène

			Hélène is Emmanuel’s partner. She is a journalist and also has a son, called Rodrigue, from a previous marriage. From the very beginning of the book, we understand that she is a woman of action, who is sure of herself and knows what she wants. After the tsunami, she does not let herself be overwhelmed by emotions and does everything she can to help the victims: “Hélène […] devotes all her energy to doing what she can, because even if it’s something paltry, she must still do it. She’s attentive, careful, asks questions, thinks of everything that can be useful” (p. 18).

			She is worried about her sister Juliette from the beginning of the novel. The two have not always been very close, and Hélène does not see much of her. However, she stays by her side until the very end, and wants to take an active role in raising Juliette’s children after her sister dies. 

			Jérôme, Delphine, Juliette and Philippe

			Jérôme and Delphine are a young couple with a 4-year-old daughter called Juliette. Philippe, Delphine’s father, has become Jérôme’s close friend. They often spend their holidays together in Sri Lanka. This little French family appreciates the simple pleasures in life, particularly the summer evenings when they chat together over a big bottle of wine. They go with the flow of life and are satisfied with what they have. 

			When the tsunami sweeps Juliette away in 2004, Jérôme, Delphine and Philippe are united by a strong sense of solidarity. Jérôme does everything in his power to save his wife from the grief that threatens to engulf them. Finally, many years later, they have other children. Two days after the tsunami, Delphine agrees to look after Rodrigue, Hélène’s son, which is what saves her: “No, take care of a child two days after my daughter died, I just couldn’t, but she’d said yes, and from then on she’d continued, despite everything, to say yes” (p. 239).

			Juliette

			
			
			Patrice

			
			Étienne
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