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			Amélie Nothomb

			Belgian novelist

			
					Born in Kobe (Japan) in 1968

					Notable works:	Hygiene and the Assassin (1992), novel

	Fear and Trembling (1999), novel

	Life Form (2010), novel




			

			A Belgian born in Japan in 1967 into a family of diplomats, Amélie Nothomb spent her childhood and adolescence between Asia and the United States, according to her father’s assignments.

			She graduated in Roman Languages and Literature at the Université Libre de Bruxelles. After a failed attempt at returning to Japan, she published her first novel, Hygiene and the Assassin in 1992 and began a writing career resulting in many novels published at regular intervals. Nothomb depicts herself in several of her short novels, which often tell the story of troubled relationships between a victim and a tormentor. Dialogue is her favorite form of expression.

			Among the most read French-speaking authors nowadays, Amélie Nothomb also benefits from exceptional media exposure.

		


		
			Fear and Trembling

			At the crossroads between 
autobiography and fiction

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Nothomb, A. (2002) Fear and Trembling. Trans. Hunter, A. St. Martin’s Griffin: New York.

					First edition: 1999

					Themes: work, Japan, culture, hierarchy, Western World, harassment

			

			Published in 1999, Fear and Trembling is Amélie Nothomb’s eighth published novel, for which she received the Grand Prix du Roman de l’Académie Française.

			In this autobiographical text, Nothomb tells of her first professional experience in a company in Japan. This book provided an opportunity to delve into the customs of Japanese society and the hierarchic relationships in the workplace, through the eyes of a Westerner who desperately tries to conform. Once again, Nothomb uses the character Amélie.

		


		
			Summary

			A new job

			Amélie, a young Belgian, arrives for her first day at work at Yumimoto Company in Tokyo. She meets her hierarchical superiors: Mr. Saito, the director of the accounting department, Mr. Omochi, the Vice President, Mr. Haneda, the mysterious director who hides away in his office, and who turns out to be surprisingly charming when they eventually meet, and finally, Miss Fubuki Mori, her direct superior, whose beauty fascinates her. The narrator, ignorant as yet of the road to hell that lies ahead, tries to kill time by doing the few useless tasks required by Mr. Saito, while admiring Fubuki. Then, she decides to serve tea to the employees.

			By using the ritual formulas of politeness, the narrator makes the Japanese employees uncomfortable, as they are distrustful of this Westerner who knows their language. Saito commands her to no longer understand Japanese: wondering how to react to such an order, she receives Fubuki’s sympathy. Still without work, she starts handing out the mail, while imagining with great pleasure what it would be like to throw herself out of the window of the company, but again, she must forsake that task: she is accused of stealing someone else’s work. She then proclaims herself the official calendar page turner, until Mr. Saito orders her to photocopy a bunch of papers and has her do it over and over again due to imaginary imperfections.

			An initiative with detrimental consequences

			At that moment, she meets Mr. Tenshi, who is in charge of the department of dairy products. He suggests that she help him in a project concerning a Belgian business. Being from that country, Amélie could be specifically useful. The young woman starts working on the project with great enthusiasm, to the great satisfaction of Mr. Tenshi. However, it has terrible consequences as Tenshi and Amélie are summoned by Omochi who violently reproves them for their initiative. Tenshi tells an astonished Amélie that Fubuki turned them in, because she could not stand the idea of her subordinate’s career moving faster than her own. Amélie requests a meeting with her superior to shed some light on the situation: Fubuki states that she had indeed turned them in, and says that she does not like her.

			Amélie tries to make sense of her superior’s behavior in light of the condition of the Japanese woman – submitted to unfair rules and deprived of happiness. Fubuki is an unimpeachable Japanese woman, but she is still single. Ashamed of her fate, she tries to seduce any acceptable man with a pathetic courtship ritual.

			She then demands that Amélie checks an invoice. Amélie completes this annoying task, whilst admiring the beauty of her superior. But when the accountant checks her work, it becomes clear that she has made some significant mistakes. Fubuki, furious, believes this to be a form of revenge: Amélie denies the accusation and asks for a task that would require the use of her brains. Fubuki instructs her to verify an expense account, which Amélie cannot do. Nevertheless, she decides to spend her nights at work to meet the deadline and, one night, in a state of utter exhaustion, she suddenly undresses herself in the middle of the Yumimoto offices, before hiding under a pile of rubbish, where her colleagues find her the next morning. Having failed in her task, she is put in charge of serving drinks to everybody and, on that occasion, she meets Mr. Haneda.

			When the vice-president Omochi publicly humiliates Fubuki, Amélie, outraged, follows her superior to the toilets to comfort her. Fubuki interprets this gesture as a wish to humiliate her even more. In revenge, she puts Amélie in charge of cleaning the toilets. In her new role, she often comes across her superiors and particularly Fubuki, who often comes to look down at her. Amélie does not give up and chooses to convince herself of the fact that her superior’s vindictiveness is a way of singling her out; Fubuki laughs in her face.

			A few days before the end of her contract, Amélie, who has decided to stay until the end despite everything so as not to lose face, goes to each of her superiors in turn to inform them that she does not wish to renew her contract with Yumimoto. In doing so, she adopts the attitude of the perfect Japanese employee and is pleased to see that this pretend contrition makes Fubuki ecstatic.

			After the New Year vacation, Amélie goes to the office one last time, before finally leaving with a heavy heart. When the Gulf War begins, she goes back to Europe and publishes Hygiene and the Assassin: on that occasion, Fubuki sends her a congratulatory message in Japanese, which makes her very happy.

		


		
			Character study

			Amélie, the narrator

			The narrator does not provide any information about her appearance. Her colleagues at Yumimoto call her “Amélie-San”; her family name, however, is never mentioned.

			A Belgian born in Japan, she returns to her native country as a young graduate to work there. She starts at Yumimoto’s, taking orders from everybody, and full of good intentions. She wishes to find her place in the company, as this is essential for her to be able to live in Japan.

			Her goodwill, visible in the many additional hours that she works and her wish to do something useful, is hampered by her competence in the area of accountancy and her lack of knowledge of the Japanese way of thinking, which causes her to make many mistakes. She makes mistakes, among other things, by trying to exceed her responsibilities by working with Mr. Tenshi. For this, she is not only violently reprimanded by the Vice President Omochi, but she also becomes the subject of her superior’s vindictive hatred. From then on, Amélie undergoes a lightning fast social fall within the company, with Fubuki trying to humiliate her even more, to the point where she makes her work as a toilet attendant on the 44th floor. The narrator is affected by these obstacles: she has a moment of near-madness during which she takes off her clothes at work and covers herself in rubbish; she weeps out of humiliation when she works in the toilets; she escapes the office by imagining that she has thrown herself out of the window. However, Amélie is also proud and determined, as despite the degrading work, she refuses to resign and decides to stay at Yumimoto’s until the end of her contract, as a true Japanese would do.

			The professional experience is met with failure: unable to adapt to a Japanese company, the narrator does not ask for her contract to be renewed and goes back to Europe. Yet she states that she has learned a lot. This apprenticeship is visible in three areas:

			
					The Japanese customs: she uses the appropriate humble attitude to take her leave from her employers;

					The other people: at the beginning, Amélie considered Fubuki to be an angel and Mr. Saito to be an evil character, but she learns to get to know people better and learns to assess them with lucidity;

					Herself: the narrator learns that Japan, the country she believed she belonged to, is not a place where she could live and grow. She goes home to Europe and becomes a writer.

			

			Miss Fubuki Mori

			Amélie’s direct hierarchical superior, Fubuki Mori is one of the few women with an important position at Yumimoto’s. Her incredible beauty fascinates the narrator from the moment they meet, as does her name, which means “snow storm”. However, Fubuki’s beauty and apparent kindness hide a more complex personality.

			An ambitious woman working in a misogynistic society, she pays the price for her professional success. Still single at 29 years old, she sees her lack of a husband as a failure, in accordance with Japanese norms. She has suffered for years to get where she is and still she has to be humiliated by Omochi. Fubuki is also a proud character who cannot bear the idea that her subordinate witnessed her humiliation, or that she could climb up the ladder faster than she could.

			While Amélie worships and harbors friendly feelings towards Fubuki, the latter feels the need to humiliate her. She makes her a toilet attendant

			Mr. Saito

			
			Mr. Omochi

			
			Mr. Haneda

			
			Mr. Tenshi
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