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			Muriel Barbery

			French writer

			
					Born in Casablanca in 1969

					Notable works:	Gourmet Rhapsody (2000), novel

	The Elegance of the Hedgehog (2006), novel




			

			Born in 1969, Muriel Barbery is a French author. She obtained her diploma at the École Normale Supérieure de Fontenay-Saint-Cloud and an aggrégation in philosophy. She began teaching in a lycée in Caen, then at the Institut Universitaire de Formation des Maîtres of Saint-Lô.

			In 2000, she wrote her first novel, Gourmet Rhapsody, which became a literary success of that year and has been translated into twelve languages. In 2006, The Elegance of the Hedgehog followed, which became a real bestseller. Wishing to remain in the shadows, and fascinated by Japan, Muriel Barbery stays away from media pressure and has lived in Kyoto with her husband since 2008.

		


		
			The Elegance of the Hedgehog

			A true bestseller

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Barbery, M. (2006) L’Élégance du hérisson. Paris : Gallimard.1

					First edition: 2006

					Themes: bourgeoisie, appearances, friendship, death, life, literature, art, philosophy

			

			The Elegance of the Hedgehog is the second novel by Muriel Barbery, and was published in 2006. It tells of the lives of Renée Michel and Paloma Josse, and how their paths cross. Renée is the concierge of a luxury apartment building in Paris. She is 54 years old, extremely educated and very intelligent, which the rich bourgeois of the building are far from guessing. Paloma Josse, a gifted 12-year old, is the daughter of the inhabitants of the building’s fifth floor. Rejecting the world in which the adults live, which she judges to be full of deceiving appearances and false pretenses, she has decided to commit suicide on the day of her 13th birthday, and to set her parents’ apartment on fire on that day. When Kakuro Ozu moves in on the fourth floor, great changes happen.

			The novel has been translated into more than thirty languages, has won several awards and was a best-seller for months after its publication.

			

			
				
					1 Quotes taken from the reference edition have been translated by BrightSummaries.com.

				

			

		


		
			Summary

			A not-so-ordinary concierge

			Renée Michel, aged 54 is a concierge in Paris, in a building which hosts eight rich upper middle-class families. Although she has extensive general knowledge, she tricks her employers into believing that she lives up to their prejudices: an ugly, stupid and sullen old woman.

			She tells successively of the visits from her only friend, Manuela; how her school teacher really brought her into the world the day she said her name; the surprise caused by the proposal of her deceased husband, Lucien; her determination to understand phenomenology (descriptive study of phenomena, in philosophy); how she likes the Badoises’ dog for his obstinacy in staying a dog, despite his mistress’s attempts to turn him into a gentleman; her taste for reading and cinema; the indifference of the bourgeois of the building when Lucien died; her astonishment when Doctor Cabrot, who came to attend to the dying Mr. Arthens, talked to her for the first time in twenty years; how a Japanese movie can help to imagine eternity; Mr. Arthen’s death; her revolt when Sabine Pallières, one of the inhabitants of the building and a member of the editing committee in a big publishing house, makes a punctuation mistake; how she has a special liking for one of the girls in the building, Olympe Saint-Nice, who is interested in cats; how she could be compared to Riabine, a character in the novel Anna Karenina (by Leon Tolstoy, published in 1877), an intelligent man whom the system does not recognize as being so.

			After Mr. Arthens’ death, his family moves out and sells the apartment. The new resident is a Japanese man called Kakuro Ozu. All the inhabitants of the building take an interest in him, but he remains above these social niceties and directly notices Renée’s uniqueness. He hires Manuela as a cleaning lady and completely refurbishes the apartment in Japanese style. When he presents her with a beautiful bound copy of Anna Karenina, Renée cannot hide her joy and is thus truly unmasked by Kakuro Ozu, who then invites her over for dinner. This invitation forces Renée to go to the hairdresser and to have Manuela pick a dress for her. During the evening, the two characters have the opportunity to discuss and share their common interests. When they part, the Japanese man suggests that they watch a movie in his apartment the following Sunday.

			A revolted girl

			In the same building lives Paloma Josse, a 12-year old girl. She is intellectually gifted and cannot bear her family’s superficial intelligence. As she fears that she will not be able to face the absurdity of life, she decides to commit suicide and set fire to her parents’ apartment on her 13th birthday.

			The young girl keeps two diaries: the first one, dedicated to the spirit, includes what she calls her ‘deep thoughts’; the other, concerned with the body, is entitled Diary of the World’s Movement. Her first eight deep thoughts concern various topics: in the company of a mother who quotes Balzac (French writer, 1799-1850) or Flaubert (French writer, 1821-1880) at every meal, and two cats respectively called Constitution and Parliament, she considers instruction a scam; she thinks about the deep stupidity of her older sister, Colombe; she notices that her mother fulfills her role of nurturing mother in the same way with her plants as with her children; she explains how her father falsely creates an adult identity for himself; she takes offense at her sister’s behavior, who is both noisy and manic; she explains why her father contradicts Colombe’s boyfriend, Tibère, about the rules of Go, a Chinese game; she concludes, after a visit to the nursing home where her grandmother (whom she hates) lives, that it is best to think of tomorrow in order to live better today.

			Moreover, having discussed with Mr. Ozu and collectively coming to the conclusion that Mrs. Michel is not what she seems, she concludes that this is the first time she has met someone who tries to see beyond appearances. Then her thoughts turn to grammar, which she sees as a possibility to appreciate the language, and not to read better, as her French teacher, Mrs. Maigre, states. Finally, after having criticized Freudian psychoanalysis (by Freud, 1856-1939) which her mother supports, she explains how she feels bigger when she appreciates the beauty of a tree which owes her nothing.

			Paloma continues with her deep thoughts: with her friend Marguerite, she goes to visit Mr. Ozu, who introduces them to his niece, Yoko. For Paloma, she is the only child whose destiny she cannot foresee. She then wonders if her future is written on her forehead or not. Held hostage by her sister who tells her about the life of bees, she imagines that, like these animals, the human is programmed to accomplish his work as well as he can before dying.

			In her Diary of the World’ s Movement, Paloma admires a rugby player’s haka (ritual dance), makes fun of the ridiculousness of Mrs. Meurisse and Diane Badoise trying to get their dogs off each other, and is overwhelmed by the beauty of a diving contest. After having been emotionally transported by the school choir, she wonders why the communion she just attended does not happen every day, instead of being an exceptional moment.

			Unlikely friends

			Sent by her sister, Paloma goes into the concierge’s lodge. They each then become aware of the other’s intelligence. From then on, the lodge becomes a meeting place for Renée, Manuela, Paloma and Mr. Ozu. On Sunday, Renée goes to Kakuro’s apartment and they discuss their respective spouses, both deceased. Mr. Ozu invites her to go to a restaurant the following day, but Renée refuses. Paloma does not understand her reaction. To explain, Renée confesses that her sister died because she dated a rich man. This discussion with Paloma makes her change her mind and she finally accepts. At the restaurant, Kakuro convinces Renée that they can be friends. She then has the feeling of being more than just a concierge. However, soon enough, she takes the role on again. When out shopping, she sees Gégène, a tramp, who starts running. Racing to catch up with him, she is hit by a truck and dies. She thinks of Manuela, Paloma, Kakuro, Lucien, and her father.

			In her Diary of the World’s Movement, Paloma, seeing a rose bud falling, has an inkling of what beauty is and wonders if one should not lead one’s life in balance between beauty and death. In her final three deep thoughts, she understands that if she wishes to burn down the apartment, it may be because it is the symbol of family contradictions. She realizes that she does not wish to die anymore because she has met valuable people, and she finally understands the meaning of the word ‘never’ when Kakuro announces the death of Renée to her. She then decides not to end her days, but rather to look for ‘always’ and ‘never’, those moments of beauty that exist even in despair.
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