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			Albert Camus

			French writer, playwright, essayist and philosopher

			
					Born in Mondovi (Algeria) in 1913

					Died in Villeblevin in 1960

					Notable works:	The Stranger (1942), novel

	The Myth of Sisyphus (1942), essay

	The Plague (1947), novel




			

			A Frenchman born in Algeria and Nobel Prize winner, Albert Camus (1913-1960) is one of the major writers of the twentieth century. A politically committed individual, philosopher, journalist, playwright and novelist, he left his mark on his era with his reflection on absurdism, which he nuanced and made more sensitive and humane.

			Widely admired, and sometimes criticized, Camus received considerable attention worldwide with his novels The Plague (1947) and, in particular, The Stranger (1942). He died prematurely in 1960 as a result of a car crash.

		


		
			The Just Assassins

			A play of refusal and denunciation

			
					Genre: play

					Reference edition: Camus, A. (1985) The Just Assassins. Trans. Cagney, J. New York: Hunter College.

					First edition: 1949

					Themes: attack, death, Russian revolution, loyalty, rebellion, history

			

			The Just Assassins is a play in five acts, performed for the first time in 1949. It belongs to the “Cycle of Revolt” with The Plague (1947) and The Rebel (1951). The goal of this cycle is the rejection and denunciation of all forms of totalitarianism. For The Just Assassins, Camus took inspiration from an event of the Russian revolution: in January 1905, in Moscow, a group of terrorists linked to the revolutionary socialist party organized an attack on the Grand Duke Serge. This attack, and the preceding circumstances, is the object of the play, with engagement as the central notion.

		


		
			Summary

			This tragic play is made up of five acts. It tells of the preparation for an attack against the Grand Duke of Russia, Serge. The first attempt is a failure, but the second fulfills its goal. The revolutionary is arrested and sentenced to death.

			Preparing for the attack

			In an apartment, the assault group of the Organization, which regroups the socialist revolutionaries, gathers in order to prepare an attack against the Grand Duke Serge, the symbol of the despotic power that was alienating Russia (“We will kill that murderer”, Act 1).

			Boris Annenkov, the group’s leader, is a moderate and calm man. It is he who makes all the decisions concerning the attack. He has under his orders a team of several people:

			
					Dora, a meticulous young woman, is in charge of the fabrication of bombs;

					Stepan is seen as a terrorist without any moral sense. His return after three years in prison and in hiding is nonetheless applauded by Boris and Dora;

					Alexis is a young revolutionary who is unsure of himself and full of doubts;

					Yanek is a sensitive and idealist man.

			

			Everything is ready, the attack is supposed to take place the following day. Those who will launch the bombs have already been designated: Yanek Kaliayev will throw the first bomb, Alexis Voinov the second one, if the first were to fail.

			The first meeting between Stepan and Kaliayev is stormy: they both have different ideas about the action and the fight they are engaged in. Stepan openly declares his mistrust in Yanek, nicknamed “the poet” because of his sensitivity. He wants to throw the bomb instead of Yanek, but Annenkov refuses. On his side, Yanek is assured of the unrelenting support of Dora, his beloved.

			The attack

			The next evening, in the same apartment, Dora and Annenkov watch the street and wait for the explosion. The tension heightens their respective anxiousness. Far away, the noise of the Grand Duke’s carriage is heard, and is followed by silence. Not hearing the explosion, Dora is convinced that Yanek has been arrested. She is verging on despair. Voinov arrives quickly afterwards. He knows nothing of what happened, as he was waiting for the first bomb explosion in order to be able to launch his own.

			A few moments later, Yanek comes into the room, crying. He could not throw the bomb, not because he was afraid, but because there were children in the Grand Duke’s carriage, namely the latter’s nephews. The young man, aghast, puts the decision to the other members of the group. If they decide that the attack must happen despite the children’s presence, he will launch the bomb.

			Annenkov, Vionov and Dora support him. As for Stepan, he is furious and does not share their opinion (“When we decide to forget about children, that day we'll be masters of the world and the revolution will triumph”, Act 2). Stepan’s antagonism towards Yanek reaches its peak. Finally, they all agree that the Organization cannot kill innocent children. The attack is therefore delayed until the next day.

			At the same place, two days later, all the members of the group are present before the second attempt. Voinov talks to Annenkov privately: he announces that he will not launch his bomb, as he doesn’t have the courage to do so. He would rather continue the struggle in the comities, using propaganda. Annenkov therefore decides to take his place, while Stepan will replace him as the leader for as long as necessary.

			Dora and Yanek enjoy their last moments of intimacy. After their parting, the revolutionaries split up. Stepan and Dora remain alone at the apartment. The clock strikes seven. The noise of the Grand Duke’s carriage come closer then fades away. An explosion resounds. The Grand Duke Serge is dead.

			The arrest

			Yanek Kaliayev, who has been found, is imprisoned. A guard and a prisoner, Foka, enter his cell. Foka has his sentence shortened by one year for every prisoner he hangs. This is how Yanek meets his future executioner.

			Then comes Skoutarov, the director of the police department. He wants to offer Yanek mercy on the condition that he turns in his accomplices. The revolutionary refuses. After this second visit, it is the Grand Duchess’s turn to meet him. She intends to crack him. She wants the one who killed her husband to confess and live to be considered a murderer.

			After the Grand Duchess’s departure, Skoutarov comes back: he announces that he will publish Kaliayev’s confession, proof of his treason, the next day. Yanek refuses, preferring death to disloyalty towards his companions and the idea they defend.

			One week later, in another apartment, the group, minus Yanek, is gathered again. Annenkov, Dora, Stepan and Voinov wonder about their comrade’s attitude. They wait to hear whether he has been executed or not. Stepan and Voinov go looking for information: Yanek has been executed and therefore has not betrayed them. Torn by grief, Dora decides to be the one who launches the next bomb, in order to be hanged with the same rope as her lover. 

		


		
			Character study

			Yanek Kaliayev

			He is nicknamed the poet, because of his sensitivity, his spontaneity and his enthusiasm. Annenkov, convinced of his value, has given him the task of throwing the first bomb. However, his hand was unable to perform the fatal act because there were children in the Grand Duke’s carriage. For the second attack, he did not hesitate, proving his courage and determination.

			Kaliayev has all the qualities of a “good revolutionary”: he is able to be nimble, efficient, and discreet. However, he is an atypical terrorist. Above all, he loves happiness and beauty, which is why he wants to put an end to despotism. The aim of his action is to give life a chance. He is prepared to kill in order to build a better world, where nobody will kill anymore, if he believes that the idea he defends is just. It is not hate which is at the center of his struggle, but love. Instead of blindly obeying the principles and orders of the Organization, he values his personal ethics (which is why he does not launch the bomb on the Grand duke’s nephews, nor does he denounce his companions). He represents Camus’ idea of engagement.

			Stepan Fedorov

			He has come back to the Organization after three years of prison and hiding. This experience has made him bitter. From his first meeting with Kaliayev, he treats him with disdain, thinking him too passionate and too fiery, too much of a ‘poet’.

			Stepan is the opposite of Kaliayev: he is a true terrorist. He is rigid and obeys the orders of the Organization to the letter. He has neither morals nor conscience. In his opinion, the end justifies the means, even if innocent blood will be shed. Hatred and anger are the motors behind his actions.

			However, this coldness and austerity are the result of deep wounds. When he finds himself alone with Dora, he shows her the scars left by the torture he endured in prison, and reveals his weaknesses and secret flaws: “All these years of fighting, of agony, traitors, prison...and to cap it off, this. (He shows his marks.) Where would I find the energy to love? I barely have enough to hate. That's better than not feeling anything” (Act 3). His last thought concerning Kaliayev is revealing: “I envied him” (Act 5).

			Dora Doubledov

			Kaliayev’s beloved, Dora is the only female character of importance. She has been in the Organization for three years. Meticulous and a perfectionist, she is the one in charge of making the bombs.

			More than the other characters, the young woman reminisces about the life she led before joining the group and its clandestine activities: “I remember back when I was a student. I laughed. I was pretty then. I spent hours walking and dreaming” (Act 3).

			In the moments when Kaliayev gets carried away by his enthusiasm and passion, she brings him back to reality. For example, she reminds him of the fact that the Grand Duke is still a human being, and that
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