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praise for annie ernaux

“Annie Ernaux’s work presents a breathtakingly frank, fearless, many-sided account of the female experience during the past century.”

—liesl schillinger, Oprah Daily

“The almost primitive directness of her voice is bracing. It’s as if she’s carving each sentence onto the surface of a table with a knife.”

—dwight garner, New York Times

“Among the most vital works of literature produced in the last half-century.”

—alex shepard, The New Republic

“[Ernaux] has been able to endow private experience with wider significance, creating the uncanny sense among her readers . . . that she has spoken for them, too.”

—sam sacks, Wall Street Journal

“Beautiful writing can be a way of ‘masking power.’ Ernaux’s particular style— tripped back, forthright, unadorned—is an attempt to drop the mask, to write unsentimentally and with great dignity about class, and class mobility, and gender.” 

—lauren elkin in Lux Magazine

“The books are whittled down to an intense core—not a confession but a kind of personal epistemology. . . . One way to read Ernaux’s book [A Girl’s Story] is as an attempt to understand that opaque, painful, essential process of ‘becoming’.” 

—madeleine schwartz, The New Yorker

“Since the 1970s, Ernaux has carved out a special place in the French literary pantheon for her ability not just to excavate individual memories, but to show the subtle ways they interact with the collective experience.” 

—laura cappelle, The New York Times

“Another deeply felt, fearlessly honest exploration of female desire, shame, and intellectual passion from the incomparable Annie Ernaux.”

—sigrid nunez, author of The Friend

“I came late to this French writer, who is becoming better known in English translation, and the shock of recognition has not subsided. Every so often you realise there is a great writer out there, a whole world you have yet to explore, and with someone this good, you want to take it slowly.”

—anne enright in The Irish Times

“A Girl’s Story is a profound and beautiful examination of the impenetrable wall that time erects between the self we are, and the selves we once were. I know of no other book that so vividly illustrates the frustrations and the temptations of that barrier, and our heartache and longing in trying to breach it. Annie Ernaux is one of my favorite contemporary writers, original and true. Always after reading one of her books, I walk around in her world for months.”

—sheila heti, author of Motherhood and How Should a Person Be?

“Ernaux, one of France’s leading contemporary writers, mines her shame to good effect. There’s no hysteria or prurience in her writing; she approaches her history with precision, never sentimentality. . . . Revisiting painful periods is hardly new territory for writers, but Ernaux distills a particular power from the exercise. As she puts it, ‘I am endowed by shame’s vast memory, more detailed and implacable than any other, a gift unique to shame.’”

—joumana khatib, The New York Times Book Review

“Written in 2013, although coming out a few years later, A Girl’s Story predates Me Too as a narrative genre, but Ernaux’s body of work speaks to the simplest and possibly best thing Me Too offered women. It is her foundational exigency: how to remember politically, in collective form. . . . Across the ample particularities of over 40 years and 21 books, almost all short, subject-driven memoirs, Ernaux has fundamentally destabilized and reinvented the genre in French literature.”

—audrey wollen, The Nation

“Annie Ernaux writes memoir with such generosity and vulnerable power that I find it difficult to separate my own memories from hers long after I’ve finished reading. In A Girl’s Story she detangles an adolescence rife with desire and shame, an era of both internal and external debasement. Ernaux wisely ventures into the gray areas of her memories; she doesn’t attempt to transcend their power, nor to even ‘understand’ them, but to press them firmly into this diamond of a book.”

—catherine lacey, author of Pew and The Answers

“Ernaux . . . writes with clear, controlled precision that is as vivid as it is devastating to read, and which connects the pain and indignity of her experience to class, power and patriarchy.”

—The Guardian

“Happening is gripping and painfully inevitable to read—like a thriller. I felt close to Annie Duchesne, in her aloneness, in a way I’ve rarely felt close to a character in a book. Women will be grateful to Ernaux for her wisdom, concision, and commitment to writing about death and life.” 

—daisy hildyard, author of The Second Body

“Ernaux’s work is important. Not just because of her subject matter, but because of the way she hands it over: the subtle contradictions; her dispassionate stoicism, mixed with savagery; her detailed telling, mixed with spare, fragmented text . . . These are not things we vote for. These are not things we judge. These are things that happen. Are happening.” 

—Irish Times

“The Years is an earnest, fearless book, a Remembrance of Things Past for our age of media domination and consumerism, for our period of absolute commodity fetishism.” 

—edmund white, The New York Times Book Review

“In this devastating yet deceptively simple work of autofiction, Annie Ernaux retraces the origins of her identity as an artist to the height of the Algerian War, and the loss of her innocence at the cusp of womanhood. Sifting through the wreckage of her memory, she queries its nature: whether we possess it, construct it, or view it like a photograph, or as a form of cinema; whether, long suppressed, it may be resurrected and reconstituted as narrative—and where, in such an act, the author ends and the character of the author begins. ‘What is the belief that drives her, if not that memory is a form of knowledge?’ she asks. In A Girl’s Story, Ernaux cements her position as a writer of immense depth and grace.”

—sarah gerard, author of Sunshine State

“Annie Ernaux is ruthless. I mean that as a compliment. Perhaps no other memoirist—if, in fact, memoir-writing is what Ernaux is up to, which both is and isn’t the case—is so willing to interrogate not only the details of her life but also the slippery question of identity. . . . Think of The Years . . . as memoir in the shape of intervention: ‘all the things she has buried as shameful and which are now worthy of retrieval, unfolding, in the light of intelligence.’”

—david l. ulin, Los Angeles Times

“The process of reading The Years is similar to a treasure box discovery. . . . It is the kind of book you close after reading a few pages, carried away by the bittersweet taste it leaves in your mind. . . . Ernaux transforms her life into history and her memories into the collective memory of a generation.” 

—azarin sadegh, Los Angeles Review of Books

“The author of one of the most important oeuvres in French literature, Annie Ernaux’s work is as powerful as it is devastating, as subtle as it is seething.” 

—edouard louis, author of The End of Eddy

“Annie Ernaux’s The Years, translated by Alison L. Strayer, is ostensibly the author’s autobiography, but if a book can be both sinuous and fragmentary, this one is, circling around the truth, presenting a collage of images, episodes, memories and flights of imagination. The narrative voice moves between the first person plural and the third person. It’s just a glorious novel—think JM Coetzee meets Joan Didion.” 

—alex preston, The Guardian

“. . . a memoir that is humble and generous, an homage to the great French writers and thinkers of the previous century.” 

—Bookforum

“One of the few indisputably great books of contemporary literature.” 

—emmanuel carrère, author of The Kingdom

“One of the best books you’ll ever read.” 

—deborah levy, author of Hot Milk

“Attentive, communal and genuinely new, Annie Ernaux’s The Years is an astonishing achievement.” 

—olivia laing, author of Crudo

“A book of memory, of a life and world, staggeringly and brilliantly original.” 

—philippe sands, author of East West Street

“The Years is a revolution, not only in the art of autobiography but in art itself. Annie Ernaux’s book blends memories, dreams, facts and meditations into a unique evocation of the times in which we lived, and live.” 

—john banville
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If I don’t write things down, they 
haven’t been carried through to completion, 
they have only been lived.
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the young man





Five years ago, I spent an awkward night with a student who had been writing to me for a year and wanted to meet me.

Often I have made love to force myself to write. I hoped to find in the fatigue, the dereliction that comes after, reasons not to expect anything more from life. I hoped that orgasm, the most violent end to waiting that can be, would make me feel certain that there is no greater pleasure than writing a book. Perhaps it was the desire to spark the writing of a book—a task I had hesitated to undertake because of its immensity—that prompted me to take A. home for a drink after dinner at a restaurant, during which, through timidity, he had remained all but speechless. He was almost thirty years younger than me.

We saw each other on weekends, and, in between, came to miss each other more and more. He phoned me daily from a public phone so as not to arouse the suspicions of the girl he lived with. Neither she nor he, caught up in the routines of a couple living together too young, and worrying about exams, had ever imagined that making love could be anything other than a more or less slow-motion satisfaction of desire; that it could be a sort of continuous creation. The fervor he displayed in the face of this new discovery bound me to him more and more. Little by little, the affair became a
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"Ernaux’s writings walk a tightrope between art
and confession, immersing us in a territory bounded
on one side by commitment and on the other by desire.”
—New York Newsday
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