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			Jean Giono

			French writer

			
					Born in Manosque (France) in 1895.

					Died in Manosque (France) in 1970.

					Notable works:	The Song of the World (1934), novel, 

	Les Âmes fortes (“Strong Souls”, 1950), novel

	The Horseman on the Roof (1951), novel




			

			Jean Giono was a French writer and director who was born in Manosque in 1895. He was called up for military service in 1914, and the scenes he witnessed in the war turned him into such a staunch pacifist that he was imprisoned in 1939 for writing pacifist texts. He was then wrongly accused of collaboration with the Nazis in 1945, which led to a certain darkness in his later works. He died in 1970.

			His novels are characterised by a profound sense of humanism, the veneration of nature and rural life, and a focus on war, and put both man and nature in turn at the heart of their reflections. He is the author of Hills of Destiny (1929), To the Slaughterhouse (1931), The Song of the World (1934), Joy of Man’s Desiring (1936) and The Horseman on the Roof (1951).

		


		
			The Horseman on the Roof

			A sweeping tale

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Giono, J. (1995) The Horseman on the Roof. Trans. Griffin, J. New York: North Point Press.

					1st edition: 1951

					Themes: cholera, survival, plague, exile, solidarity, death

			

			The Horseman on the Roof is the third volume in Jean Giono’s ‘Hussar cycle’ (which also includes Angelo, Mort d’un personnage [“Death of a Character”], The Straw Man and Les Récits de la demi-brigade [“Tales from the Half-Brigade”]); however, it is set apart from the rest of the cycle by the story it tells. While it recounts the travels and escapades of a young hussar called Angelo Pardi, which makes it an adventure novel as well as a coming-of-age novel, it is also a portrait of society. Through Angelo’s eyes, the reader discovers a region beset by chaos and disorder, as well as the ways that cholera lays bare the strengths and weaknesses of humanity.

			Giono uses this novel to make his views on certain issues clear, while his use of a style that is at once poetic and ironic attests to his skill as a storyteller, as does the way the novel interweaves description, introspection and tension.

		


		
			Summary

			A devastating epidemic

			Angelo, an Italian hussar (a soldier belonging to a light cavalry corps modelled after the Hungarian cavalry of late medieval times, particularly in terms of apparel), is wandering through the South of France. He and Giuseppe, his foster brother and former orderly, have been exiled from Italy because of their involvement with the Carbonari (a secret society which opposed Napoleon’s rule in Naples) and because of a duel during which Giuseppe helped Angelo to kill his opponent.

			
				
					Good to know: the Carbonari

					The Carbonari were members of an Italian political movement which operated as a secret society, and which aimed to oppose tyranny and establish democratic institutions in the country. In the 19th century, the Carbonari fought against Napoleonic rule in the Kingdom of Naples (1806-1815) and later against the Italian monarchs. They faced fierce opposition and many of the organisation’s members fled to France or Spain.

				

			

			When the young man heads towards the Drôme, he is shocked by the number of people throughout the area who are being struck down by cholera. Filth and squalor have become inescapable, and the doctors go about their business with indifference.

			Angelo reaches a hamlet which is littered with corpses being gnawed on by birds, dogs and rats. He tries to muster enough strength to bury them, and is soon joined by a young doctor (whom Angelo later refers to as “the poor little Frenchman”) who has been wandering through the region for the past three days, trying to fight the epidemic. They both set out to look for survivors, and find a boy whose family has all perished, and who is ill himself. The boy dies and, a few short hours later, so does the doctor.

			Angelo goes back to his wandering and, after crossing through regions where the entire population has been wiped out, he approaches the Château de Ser. A barricade has been set up, and a guard demands that he show his “note” (p. 59), a passport issued by the mayor affirming that he is in good health. As Angelo has no passport, the guard offers to let him through if he is willing to pay, so Angelo uses his skill with his sword to get around the sentry and continue on his way. He then arrives on the outskirts of a town where they burn their dead and where more barricades have been set up. The guards examine each traveller for signs of illness, and those who appear to be sick are denied entry.

			As he wanders through the forest, Angelo stumbles upon two children and their governess, who have been stopped at the barricades. The gendarmes promise to provide them with passports and a cabriolet (a kind of two-wheeled carriage) on the condition that they remain in quarantine for three days, along with some other travellers. Angelo thinks it would be better to leave, but the governess is reassured by the gendarmes’ promise and decides to stay. Later, Angelo comes across their dead bodies.

			Upon leaving the forest, Angelo reaches an inn where a feast is being held by a group of drunken revellers. He is disgusted by this spectacle, and after being abandoned by the innkeeper’s son, who had escorted him, he finds himself alone that night. The following morning, he manages to steal a horse from a middle-class man and sets off again.

			Angelo comes to another town surrounded by barricades, but he manages to get inside by threatening the sentries with his pistols. He is then cornered by a mob of people, who accuse him of having poisoned the springs. The villagers are convinced that the illness is being caused by the contaminated water, even though this is nothing more than a rumour which was started by Giuseppe, a friend of Angelo’s. Thankfully, he is rescued by the local chief of police and takes shelter in an abandoned building. He fashions himself a pair of slippers out of scraps of bags so that he can walk across the searing hot roofs to the neighbouring buildings, where he pilfers some supplies. In one of these buildings he meets Pauline, a young woman who offers him bread and tea. She is in fact a nobleman’s wife and the Marquise of a small village. Angelo leaves, overcome with shyness, and spends the entire night agonising over the idea that he could have infected her with cholera, if he is carrying the disease.

			The next morning, he sees that the town has been hit by a fresh outbreak of the disease, and he and a nun drive a cart around the town to collect the dead. Together, they wash the bodies which have been left in the street, and this act raises Angelo’s spirits and self-esteem alike, as well as improving the villagers’ opinion of him.

			Return to Italy

			One day, the survivors move out of the town and into the open air of the surrounding fields to settle there. Angelo searches for Giuseppe, and is directed towards the mountains, where he is reunited with his friend.

			Giuseppe has set up a camp there, and is acting as its leader. Angelo is impressed by how well-organised it is and by the solidarity displayed by those living there. Giuseppe gives him a letter and some money which were sent by his mother. Angelo tells him about his adventures, and Giuseppe then explains that he spread rumours about the springs being poisoned to sow panic and mistrust in the towns in order to steal the dead traders’ fortunes.

			Angelo and Giuseppe decide to return to Italy, their homeland, but separately, and arrange to meet again near the Italian border. Angelo sets off, but runs into a barricade where the guards have begun denying passage to absolutely everyone because of the now-widespread use of counterfeit passports. Angelo finds Pauline in the crowd, and they realise that some locals have found paths through the mountains that can be used to avoid the barricade. They follow the locals, but they are stopped by a patrol. Although Angelo manages to disarm the patrol, they end up lost in the mountains, and they are eventually caught by soldiers and quarantined in a convent. They escape, and reach a hamlet where they buy some provisions. The inhabitants are brigands, but Angelo and Pauline manage to overpower them. They then take shelter in an abandoned mansion and help themselves to its ample supplies while exchanging their life stories.

			The next morning, Angelo and Pauline continue on their way and take shelter with an elderly doctor, who directs them towards Gap. When they make camp for the night, Angelo realises that Pauline is ill and tends to her. The next morning, he takes her to a village, where the villagers recognise her as their Marquise. A few days later, Pauline recovers from her illness and they arrive at her castle. Angelo buys a beautiful horse and sets off for Italy, feeling happy once more.

		


		
			Character study

			Angelo Pardi

			Angelo is from Piedmont in Italy. He is 25 years old at the beginning of the novel, and is a hussar colonel in the imperial army. Unsurprisingly, he is a lover of horses, and a gifted fighter who relishes every opportunity to use his combat training. He has a taste for adventure, as proven by the scene where he chances upon a hamlet full of brigands whom he overpowers easily. However, he does not fight without cause – only to send a message or teach a lesson, and he avoids using his pistols where possible, because using guns is beneath a true fighter: “I like settling accounts with weapons that allow me to humiliate rather than anything else” (p. 57).

			After never truly having the opportunity to fight, he finds himself plunged into a battle where people are pitted against themselves and against the ravages of nature. His first experience of military life is one of absolute horror: the first time he sees dead bodies, they are rotting, half-eaten by birds and rats, and he quickly discovers how utterly powerless he is through the death of the little Frenchman (the doctor).

			His colonel’s commission was bought for him by his mother, an Italian duchess who raised him by herself. Because of this, Angelo feels tremendous pressure to prove himself worthy of his rank through his physical and moral strength. However, although his wanderings through the South of France provide him with many opportunities to prove his mettle, they also teach him many

			
			
			
			
					He is shy, particularly in the presence of women (he adopts a “dry, detached air which [is] his timidity’s usual defense,” pp. 4-5).

					He is physically strong and very brave (he is not afraid to provoke the sentries at the barricade, he takes on a band of brigands single-handedly and he tends to the sick without fearing that he will contract cholera himself).

					He is generous and empathetic (“His imperious need to be generous […] made him consider seriously the idea of […] going to the village to offer his help in burying the dead,” p. 87; he tries to save all the invalids he encounters and is unhesitatingly self-sacrificing without asking for or expecting anything in return).

					He is an idealistic dreamer (“He always regarded liberty as believers regard the Virgin,” p. 113).

					He is a true patriot who is involved in Italian liberation efforts and believes that his people need to be freed.

					Finally, Angelo (whose name means ‘angel’) is the titular “horseman on the roof” – he is not bound to earth, but rather is a higher being in the sense that his strong moral convictions make him superior to those around him. He views destruction from a higher vantage point: “He was sauntering over the roofs exactly as though on terra firma. He would have been greatly astonished had he been told he had exactly the same heedless, indifferent gait as the little girl in the collared frock” (p. 139). He is the very embodiment of carefree innocence, resembling a little girl skipping along in her Sunday best as though all were well in the world, even as smouldering corpses line the streets.

			

			Giuseppe

			
			Pauline

			
			
			The elderly doctor

			
			
			
			The poor little Frenchman
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