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			CHRISTOPHE BOLTANSKI

			FRENCH JOURNALIST AND AUTHOR

			
					Born in Boulogne-Billancourt (France) in 1962.

					Notable works:	Les sept vies de Yasser Arafat (“The Seven Lives of Yasser Arafat”, 1997), essay

	Bethléém: 2000 ans de passion (“Bethlehem: 2000 Years of Passion”, 2000), essay

	Minerais de sang. Les esclaves du monde moderne (“Mines of Blood: The Slaves of the Modern World”, 2014), essay




			

			Christophe Boltanski was born in Boulogne-Billancourt in the western suburbs of Paris to a family of intellectuals. After studying journalism and travelling abroad for his national service, he worked for the daily newspaper Libération until 2007. He served as a reporter in Kuwait during the Gulf War (1990-1991), then as a local correspondent in Jerusalem and London. Since 2007, he has worked as an international correspondent for the weekly newspaper Le Nouvel Observateur, and he currently holds shares in the news website Rue89.

			In 2010, he received the print journalism prize at the Bayeux-Calvados Awards for war correspondents for his report Les Mineurs de l’enfer (“The Miners of Hell”), which focuses on workers in a mine in the Congo. Boltanski has also written numerous essays on the Middle East, and made his literary debut in 2015 with his novel The Safe House.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			THE SAFE HOUSE

			A DEEPLY PERSONAL FAMILY HISTORY

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Boltanski, C. (2017) The Safe House. Trans. Marris, L. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

					1st edition: 2015

					Themes: Second World War, Judaism, Occupation, family, biography, Paris, insecurity, fear, social phobia

			

			Christophe Boltanski’s first novel The Safe House was published in 2015, and won the Prix Femina and the prize for Best French Debut Novel by the literary magazine Transfuge.

			The novel centres on the author’s family in the Parisian house owned by his paternal grandparents, and spans a period stretching from the late 19th century to the decades following the Second World War (1939-1945). The Boltanskis are an extremely close family and live together in very crowded conditions, where they build on their shared mythology surrounding their origins. Boltanski sketches a picture of the family as he describes the house’s different rooms, which are each home to a range of everyday events and habits. “The safe house” refers both to the building as a whole, and to the small nook where Boltanski’s grandfather Étienne, who had Jewish roots, hid during the Second World War. It represents the family’s shared trauma and, by extension, its very soul.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SUMMARY

			A TIGHT-KNIT FAMILY

			The Safe House traces the story of the Boltanski family from the late 19th century to the decades following the Second World War. The novel’s structure is not linear: it is divided into ten parts which each take the name of one of the house’s rooms (“Kitchen”, “Office”, “Parlor”, etc.), and which are subdivided into short numbered chapters.

			The family, which comprises Étienne, his wife Myriam and their children Jean-Élie, Luc, Christian and Anne, lives in an apartment situated off the inner courtyard of a building in Paris’s 7tharrondissement, near Les Invalides. The author takes us on a tour from the car parked in front of the door to the kitchen to the bedroom on the second floor as a way of showing us the world of his childhood. Each room is closely linked to the activities that take place there, the habits of the family members and the memories that it inspires.

			The novel uses this spatial schema to trace the development of the particular neurosis that afflicts the family: they only feel safe and comfortable when they are together and physically close to one another. For example, just after the end of the war, the children sleep at the foot of their parents’ bed, and when they go on holiday they all sleep in the car together. None of them ever venture out alone: the children accompany their mother when she drives her husband to the hospital where he works, and they wait together in the car for him all day, because they see the outside world as a threat.

			We might expect this closed world to be reactionary and stifling, but it actually proves to be fertile ground for their intellectual development: Jean-Élie, Luc and Christian have become leading figures in their respective fields of linguistics, sociology and art, while their adopted sister Anne is now a renowned photographer. Similarly, the author Christophe, who is Luc’s son, is a respected journalist.

			A PAINFUL PAST

			The family only feel safe when they are close together and mistrust the world around them as a result of a long series of events.

			The story begins when the author’s great-grandparents David and Hélène arrive in Paris in the 19thcentury after fleeing the anti-Semitic pogroms in their native Russia. They struggle to express themselves in French, but are able to understand their new country thanks to their son Étienne, who is an excellent student and will later become a renowned doctor in Paris. Within this tight family unit, “Jewish” and “Russian” are virtually synonymous, as they both call to mind a past which stands in sharp contrast to their new reality.

			David dies shortly after their arrival in France, and after his death Hélène refuses to leave her only son. She even follows him when he gets married and moves in with his wife Myriam on the Rue de Grenelle. The family remains at the heart of their social life. Myriam’s family was very poor and did not have the money to support her, so when she was very young she was taken away from them and placed in the care of her wealthy godmother, who took her under her wing but was also a suffocating presence in her life. For this reason, Myriam sees her marriage as a chance to be free and to have a future after her past was taken away from her.

			In the 1930s, the couple have their first child, Jean-Élie. Shortly afterwards, Myriam contracts polio (an infectious viral illness which attacks the nervous system and can result in the paralysis of the lower body) and loses the use of her legs. However, she is very proud and insists that nobody mention her disability. Her loved ones have to help her move around, which means that she cannot go anywhere without them.

			In 1939, war breaks out. Although Étienne converted to Catholicism earlier in the decade, he is still Jewish in the eyes of the Nazis. He tries to protect his family by divorcing his wife, who has just given birth to Luc, closing his bank account and making a big scene about leaving so that the neighbours and building staff will know that he has gone. However, he returns under cover of night and moves into a small room on the first floor, where he lives hidden from everyone apart from his wife.

			BANDING TOGETHER IN THE FACE OF OSTRACISM

			As the author researches this little world, he comes up against myths, distortions and uncertainty, as the family’s story is built on memories, which have sometimes become warped over time, and half-truths. The essential elements of the family myth are as follows: the flight from Odessa, Myriam’s abandonment by her family, Myriam’s illness and Étienne’s concealment during the war. These elements are all woven into the often-contradictory stories that the family members tell about their ancestors and their past in order to bolster the feeling that they will only be safe if they stick together.

			Christophe’s grandparents feel a pressing need to always be with their family, which is why they still live with their three biological children and Anne, whom they adopted at a young age. Luc’s decision to leave the family home to start his own family comes as a heavy blow to his parents and siblings, but he is replaced by his son Christophe, who decides to move in with his grandparents a few years later. He then witnesses all the goings-on in the apartment first-hand, including the start of Christian’s artistic career, his grandmother’s writing sessions and gatherings of friends with a wide range of political views. On the negative side, there is never enough food in the apartment, the family members’ personal hygiene leaves a lot to be desired, and their otherness means that they live in constant fear:

			“We were afraid. Of everything, of nothing, of others, of ourselves. Of spoiled food. Of rotten eggs. Of crowds and their prejudices, their hatreds, their longings. Of sickness as well as the ways to combat it. […] Of cars. Of accidents. Of people in uniform. […] Of little stories and major history. Of false happiness. Of light, which implies the dark. Of honest people who, depending on the circumstances, can transform into criminals. […] Of human fickleness, and of life’s reversals. Of the worst, since it’s sure to happen.” (p.34)

			Like the nook that allowed Étienne to evade the clutches of the Nazis during the Second World War, the Boltanskis’ apartment constitutes their safe house and the refuge protecting them from the dangers of the outside world.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			DAVID AND NIANIA

			Étienne’s father (and the narrator’s great-grandfather) David Boltanski was born in Odessa in Crimea, a region of Ukraine that was part of the Russian Empire at that time. He is Jewish, and was a rising star in the world of amateur singing until “[t]uberculosis of the vocal cords put an end to his lyrical ambitions and dreams of glory” (p.14). When the first pogroms break out in Russia, he emigrates to France in search of a better life.

			His wife, Hélène Macagon (real name “Enta, or Entele, Fainstein”, p.58), whom the author calls “Niania” (Russian for “grandma”), has admired David from the early days of his singing career. She is still very young when she flees Russia and follows her husband to France. Although they hope for a better future, their life there is miserable:

			“The father, a labourer at a carriage company, coming back late at night or early in the morning, exhausted, as worn out from work as from long periods of unemployment. The mother, still in shock at her brutal loss of status, disappointed, distraught, fleeing into the past or the future from a present that she finds sad and vulgar.” (p.54)

			The narrator knows very little about their lives, and sees them as virtual strangers in some ways. Their son Étienne is their only point of contact with the world around them, and they are very proud of his brilliant academic results. At the school prizegiving ceremonies, they “don’t understand anything but his name, their own, solemnly spoken in the school courtyard” (p.55). After her husband dies, Hélène stays with her son for the rest of her life. In their house on the Rue de Grenelle, this “short woman, full figured, with long brown hair […] dressed in black, as if she were condemned to eternal widowhood” (p.38) occupies the apartment that will later belong to Anne. She dies in the 1960s.

			MYRIAM

			Marie-Élise Ilari is the seventh child of a deeply conservative, anti-republican and impoverished family. As a young child, she is placed in the care of her godmother Marie Nélet, who runs a charity house and writes novels on religion and feminism under the pseudonym Myriam Thélen. Marie gives her goddaughter a new name – Myriam Guérin – and leaves her fortune to her after she dies. Myriam is the narrator’s grandmother, and he calls her “mère-grand”, a name she chose herself “after the story of ‘Little Red Riding Hood,’ or more specifically, the Big Bad Wolf – that two-headed hydra who combines sweetness and a growling voice, innocence and predation, nightgown and grey pelt, cotton bonnet and snapping fangs” (p.10). Like her godmother, she also writes novels under a pseudonym, in her case Annie Lauran.

			Myriam has three biological sons, Jean-Élie, Luc and Christian, and an adopted daughter, Anne. In the early 1930s, shortly after the birth of her first son, she contracts polio and loses the use of her legs. She never leaves the house alone because of “her stubborn refusal to use crutches, to be seen publicly as a feeble person, deprived of a part of herself” (p.4), and must be constantly accompanied and supported by her children. She cannot bear other people’s pity, whether they are strangers or members of her family. She is always immaculately made up and has a flirtatious streak, and does not want other people to know that she is a grandmother, so she makes Christophe pretend that she is his aunt when they are with strangers.

			Unlike her husband, she enjoys hosting guests at the apartment:

			“Her friends were all survivors: Jews with fuzzy identities, Communists who would soon be adrift, gay men entrenched in the sanctuary of Satin-Germain-des-Prés. Pariahs […] animated by a sharp feeling of precariousness.” (pp. 89-90)

			At mealtimes, Myriam is the centre of attention in her little armchair, while her guests tell vivid stories. Her personality contrasts sharply with her physical condition, and this paradox means that she fuels the family neurosis: she needs constant physical and emotional support from the rest of the family.

			ÉTIENNE

			Étienne is Niania and David’s son, and was born after they arrived in Paris from Russia. He has a “large head, […] strong neck, […] high forehead and flattish skull, […] [and] sparse, close-cropped hair […]. With long, almond-shaped eyes exaggerated by well-defined lashes, he gazed around with an air of perpetual astonishment” (p.5). He is very sensitive, and finds it difficult to control his emotions.
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