
        
        
            [image: cover]
        


    

        
            
                [image: Penguin Brand Logo]
            

        

        
            
                [image: Penguin Brand Logo]
            

        


    




Albert Camus


 



THE OUTSIDER

Translated by Sandra Smith




[image: Penguin logo]






[image: Penguin logo]











Contents


PART ONE

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

PART TWO

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Translator’s Note









PENGUIN MODERN CLASSICS

The Outsider
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1


My mother died today. Or maybe yesterday, I don’t know. I received a telegram from the old people’s home: ‘Mother deceased. Funeral tomorrow. Very sincerely yours.’ That doesn’t mean anything. It might have been yesterday.

The old people’s home is in Marengo, eighty kilometres from Algiers. I’ll get the bus at two o’clock and arrive in the afternoon. That way I can be at the wake and come home tomorrow night. I asked my boss for two days off and he couldn’t say no given the circumstances. But he didn’t seem happy about it. I even said: ‘It’s not my fault.’ He didn’t reply. Then I thought I shouldn’t have said that. Although I had nothing to apologize for. He was the one who should have been offering me his condolences. But he’ll no doubt say something the day after tomorrow when he sees me dressed in black. For now, it’s still a little as if Mama hadn’t died. After the funeral, however, it will be over and done with, a matter that is officially closed.

I got the bus at two o’clock. It was very hot. I ate at Céleste’s restaurant as I always do. Everyone felt very sorry for me, and Céleste said: ‘You only have one mother.’ When I got up to leave, they walked me to the door. I felt a little strange because I had to go up to Emmanuel’s place to borrow a black tie and armband. He lost his uncle a few months ago.


I had to run to catch the bus. Rushing around, running like that, plus the bumpy ride, the smell of petrol, the sun’s glare reflecting off the road, all that must have been why I felt so drowsy. I slept for nearly the whole journey. When I woke up, I was leaning against a soldier who smiled at me and asked if I had come a long way. I said ‘Yes’ so I wouldn’t have to talk any more.

The old people’s home is two kilometres from the village. I walked. I wanted to see Mama right away. But the caretaker told me I had to meet the director first. He was busy, so I had to wait a while. The caretaker talked the whole time and then I saw the director; he showed me into his office. He was a short, elderly man who wore the Legion of Honour. He looked at me with his pale blue eyes. Then he shook my hand, but he held on to it for so long that I didn’t quite know how to pull it away. He looked at some papers, then said: ‘Madame Meursault came to us three years ago. You were the only one who could support her financially.’ I thought he was reproaching me for something and started to explain. But he stopped me: ‘You have no reason to justify yourself, my dear boy. I’ve read your mother’s file. You weren’t able to look after all her needs. She required a nurse. You earn a very modest living. And to tell the truth, she was happier here with us.’ I said: ‘Yes, Monsieur.’ ‘She had friends here, you know,’ he added, ‘people of her own age. She could share her interests from the past with them. You’re young and she was probably bored when she was living with you.’

It was true. When we lived together, Mama spent all her time silently watching me come and go. The first few days she was at the old people’s home, she often cried. But that was because her routine had changed. After a few months, she would have cried if she’d been taken out of the home. For the same reason. That was partly why I hadn’t gone to visit her very often during the past year. And also because it took up my whole Sunday – not to mention the time and effort to buy the ticket, get the bus and travel for two hours each way.

The director was talking to me again but I was barely listening. Then he said: ‘I assume you would like to see your mother.’ I stood up without saying anything and followed him out the door. On the staircase, he explained: ‘We put her in our little mortuary so we didn’t upset the others. Every time one of our residents dies, they feel anxious for two or three days. And that makes it difficult for us to do our job.’ We walked through a courtyard where there were a lot of old people chatting in little groups. They stopped talking as we walked by. Once we had passed, their conversations started up again; they sounded like parakeets squawking in the distance. When we reached the door of a small building, the director stopped: ‘I’ll leave you here, Monsieur Meursault. I’ll be in my office if you need anything. The funeral was set for ten o’clock tomorrow morning so you could attend the wake of your dearly departed. One more thing: your mother, it seems, often told her companions that she wished to have a religious burial. I have taken the liberty of arranging everything. But I wanted to let you know.’ I thanked him. While not actually an atheist, Mama had never once in her life given a thought to religion.

I went inside. The room was very bright, whitewashed, with a glass roof. There were chairs and trestles in the shape of an X. In the centre of the room, two of them supported the coffin; the lid was closed. All you could see were its shiny metal screws, barely secured, sticking out from the stained walnut planks. Near the coffin there was an Arab nurse in a white smock, wearing a brightly coloured scarf over her head.

At that moment, the caretaker came in behind me. He must have been running, he stammered a little: ‘We closed the casket, so I have to unscrew the lid for you to see her.’ He started walking towards the coffin but I stopped him. ‘You don’t want to?’ he asked. I replied: ‘No.’ He stopped and I was uncomfortable because I felt I shouldn’t have said that. After a moment, he looked at me and asked: ‘Why?’ but without sounding reproachful, just as if he were simply asking a question. I said: ‘I don’t know.’ Then he twirled his white moustache through his fingers and, without looking at me, he said: ‘I understand.’ He had beautiful light blue eyes and a slightly ruddy complexion. He brought a chair over for me and then sat down himself a little behind me. The nurse stood up and headed for the exit. At that moment, the caretaker said: ‘She has leprosy.’ I didn’t understand, so I looked up at the nurse and saw that she had a bandage around her head just below her eyes. It sat flat where her nose had been eaten away by the disease. All you could see was the whiteness of the bandage against her face.

After she left, the caretaker said: ‘I’ll leave you alone.’ I don’t know what gesture I made but he stood at the back of my chair and didn’t move. His presence behind me made me feel uncomfortable. It was late afternoon; the room was bathed in a beautiful light. Two hornets buzzed around the window. I could feel myself getting sleepy. Without turning around, I asked the caretaker: ‘Have you been here long?’ He immediately replied: ‘Five years’ – as if he had been waiting, forever, for me to ask.

Then he talked for a long time. He would have been very surprised if anyone had told him he’d end up a caretaker in an old people’s home in Marengo. He was sixty-four years old and from Paris. I interrupted him to ask: ‘Ah, so you’re not from around here?’ Then I remembered that before taking me to the director’s office, he had talked about Mama. He’d told me they would have to bury her very quickly because it was so hot in the open country, especially in these parts. Then he told me he used to live in Paris and found it difficult to forget it. In Paris, people stayed with the dead person for three, four days sometimes. Here there’s no time for that, you’ve barely come to terms with what’s happened when you have to rush out to follow the hearse. Then his wife said: ‘Do be quiet, you shouldn’t be telling the gentleman such things.’ The old man blushed and apologized. ‘It’s all right,’ I cut in, ‘it’s all right.’ I agreed with what he said and found it interesting.

In the



























Translator’s Note


Readers may wonder why a new translation of The Outsider is necessary. Primarily, it is essential to create new versions of classic works in another language because language constantly evolves. The original text is immutable yet translations should be written in a style that is accessible to the modern reader while conveying the spirit of the foreign text. Idiomatic speech in particular needs to be rendered in a way that feels true to the original without sounding dated. This is especially important in The Outsider, as Camus writes in the first person. For this reason, I listened to a recording of Camus’s own reading of the novel on French radio in 1954, to try to replicate the nuances of his rendition.

Another demanding aspect of translation arises from the fact that a single word in another language often has multiple connotations that are difficult to encapsulate. A translator is therefore forced to make linguistic choices based on a subjective interpretation of the work. The title of the novel itself offers the perfect example of this phenomenon. In French, étranger can be translated as ‘outsider’, ‘stranger’ or ‘foreign er’. Our protagonist, Meursault, is all three, and the concept of an outsider encapsulates all these possible meanings: Meursault is a stranger to himself, an outsider to society and a foreigner because he is a Frenchman in Algeria.

In some cases, I have used more than one word in English to translate a specific term in French so as not to detract from the richness of Camus’s implications or its multiplicity of meaning. In one of the most important scenes of the novel, for instance, Camus uses the metaphor of knocking on the door of malheur. In French, this single word has a wealth of associations: destiny, disaster, unhappiness, misfortune, accident, ordeal, mishap, tragedy. To convey this density of interpretation, I chose to expand the phrase, translating it as ‘the fatal door of destiny’.

There are two additional interpretations in the existing English-language versions that, in my view, do not adequately reflect the original text. The first is the translation of maman as ‘Mother’. ‘Mother’ is quite formal and fails to convey the intimacy implied in French by maman, yet the British equivalent, ‘Mummy’, and the American ‘Mommy’ would sound too juvenile. I chose to use ‘Mother’ in the famous first line of the book, to reflect Meursault’s shock at receiving the telegram that announces her death in such a terse, formal manner. ‘Mama’ is a better translation elsewhere, indicating a closer, more affectionate relationship, despite the protagonist’s apparent oddness. This point is poignantly demonstrated at the end of the novel when Meursault states that he understands that his mother had been happy, so no one has the right to cry over her. The contrast between Meursault’s behaviour towards his mother and his use of the word maman when referring to her is a paradox that adds considerably to the feeling of tension and dislocation in the novel.


The second instance appears at the very end of the book, where Camus writes: ‘je m’ouvrais pour la première fois à la tendre indifférence du monde’ (‘I opened myself for the first time to the tender indifference of the world’). For some reason, tendre is rendered as ‘benign’ in most previous translations, a choice that fails to capture the paradoxical nuance of ‘tender’. As Camus once wrote in his notebooks: ‘Si tu veux être philosophe, écris des romans’ (‘If you want to be a philosopher, write novels’). This one word at the most critical point in the novel radically changes the entire philosophical perspective of the work.

An additional challenge I faced when translating this work was how to convey the allusions to religion in the novel. Camus famously remarked that Meursault was ‘the only Christ we deserve’. He went on to explain that he meant no ‘blasphemy’ by this; he was simply pointing out that his protagonist was prepared to die rather than lie, or ‘play the game’.

There are many key scenes in the second part of the novel that deal with Christianity and its ethical link to the judicial system. One of the most important allusions to religion, however, is in the final line of the novel. Camus has his protagonist say: ‘Pour que tout soit consommé’, an echo of the last words of Jesus on the Cross: ‘Tout est consommé.’ As the translation of this sentence in the King James Bible is ‘It is finished’, I chose to render this extremely significant phrase as ‘So that it might be finished’, retaining the formal language of the Bible to help guide the reader towards the religious implications of the words.

Throughout the translation, I have retained the direct, staccato style that Camus uses to reflect Meursault’s persona. The most lyrical passages in the novel are the striking descriptions of nature, in particular the sun and sea imagery, and I have followed Camus’s approach in these sections.

Translating this important work has been a great honour and I am grateful to Penguin for this opportunity. I would also like to thank the following people for their help and support: my husband Peter, my son Harrison, Dr Paul Micio, Anne Garvey, Dr Jacques Beauroy, Lucas Demurger and my colleagues at Robinson College, Cambridge.

Sandra Smith
 May 2012
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