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      	Born in Paris in 1924.


      	Died in Choisel (France) in 2016.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Erl-King (1970), novel


          	Friday and Robinson (1971), young adult novel


          	Gemini (1975), novel

        

      

    


    Michel Tournier was a French writer who began his career as a translator and radio journalist, working with major French newspapers such as Le Monde and Le Figaro. His debut novel, Friday, was published in 1967 and was awarded the Académie française’s prestigious Grand prix du roman that same year. This success was followed by the publication of The Erl-King, which won the Prix Goncourt in 1970. He was made a member of the Académie française in 1972, and held the position until his retirement in 2010. He continued to write novels, novellas, short stories and essays in the intervening years.


    Tournier’s style was influenced by German literature, and particularly by the work of Günter Grass (German writer and artist, 1927-2015), whose novels aim to examine history in a different light and imbue it with an almost mythical aura. Likewise, Tournier’s work blends fantasy and realism, and often constitutes his own take on significant historical, mythological or religious events. For example, he retells the Biblical story of the three wise men in The Four Wise Men (1980), and rewrites the French folk tale of Bluebeard in Gilles and Jeanne (1983).

  


  
    FRIDAY


    ROBINSON CRUSOE’S STORY RETOLD


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Tournier, M. (1997) Friday. Trans. Denny, N. Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press.


      	1st edition: 1967


      	Themes: shipwreck, island life, civilisation, survival, solitude, hope

    


    Michel Tournier’s debut novel Friday was published in 1967. It tells the story of Robinson Crusoe, the only survivor of a shipwreck, who is washed up on a desert island where he needs to learn how to survive. He then meets Friday, a native whom he saves from his peers.


    This novel is a retelling of Robinson Crusoe (1719) by Daniel Defoe (trader, spy and writer, 1660-1731). Tournier’s goal was to emphasise the philosophical aspects of this popular tale by focusing on the relationship between the two main characters, namely Robinson and Friday.


    In 1971, Tournier published Friday and Robinson, a simplified version of the novel aimed at younger readers.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE SHIPWRECK


    The story begins on 29September 1759, on board a ship called the Virginia. Robinson, a 22-year-old Englishman who is hoping to make his fortune in America, is having his fortune told by the ship’s captain, Van Deyssel, as a storm rages outside. Suddenly, the ship founders and sinks.


    Robinson wakes up on a beach and sees that the Virginia has run aground on the shore. He decides to explore the island he has washed up on and has an encounter with a billy goat, which he kills in fright. He then finds his way out of the forest and discovers a cave. When he reaches the highest point on the island he realises that it is deserted, so he decides to name it the Island of Desolation. Robinson returns to the beach and lights a fire in the hope of attracting attention and being rescued. He spends several days waiting for someone to see his signal, but eventually realises that no one is coming. He therefore decides to search the Virginia, and finds several tons of explosives, among other things, which he unloads onto the beach. He also finds the ship’s dog, Tenn. However, Tenn is spooked by the sight of him and runs away, and does not return for several days.


    Robinson is determined to escape from the island and decides to build a small boat, working tirelessly until it is finished. In his spare time, he reads the Bible he has found on board the Virginia, as he is a very pious man and it both comforts him and helps him to stave off boredom. Once he has finally finished his makeshift boat, he realises that his efforts were in vain, as he is not strong enough to drag it into the water by himself. This leaves him discouraged and he collapses on the ground with the intention of letting himself wither away, and simply wallows in the mud, which he also starts eating. His condition gradually deteriorates until one day he has a hallucination of a ship sailing towards the island with his dead sister on board. At this point, he realises that he is going mad and decides to take back control of his own life.


    He methodically explores every corner of the island and decides to make the cave his home. He therefore moves all of the supplies from the shipwreck into it. He also starts keeping a journal, writing in books that have been damaged by seawater, which has leached the ink out of them and left them blank. Writing enables Robinson to organise his thoughts, and he stops having hallucinations.


    He starts keeping a calendar and draws a map of the island, which leads him to realise that it is shaped like a woman. He therefore decides to name it Speranza (which means “hope” in Italian). He then begins organising his new life: he creates a pasture, sows his first crops and starts tending a herd of wild goats. This hard work allows him to keep his loneliness and libido at bay. When he reaps his first harvest of wheat and barley, he decides not to eat it so that he can sow it later, meaning that the yield from the next crop is much larger. The dog Tenn also returns and lets Robinson tame him.


    Next, Robinson decides to construct a building that acts as a kind of temple: he does not let himself enter it except at certain times of day, and must wear specific clothes to go in. He also builds a water clock to keep track of the time, as well as a collection of weights and measures. In this way, he manages to gradually make his life in the wild more structured, organised and civilised. On his thousandth day on the island, he writes a charter and a penal code and proclaims himself governor of Speranza.


    He then notices that white smoke is rising from one of the beaches and discovers a group of about 40 natives who have come to the island to carry out a ritual, during which a shaman selects a member of the group who is to be sacrificed. That man is then killed, cut into pieces and thrown into the fire. Seeing this, Robinson feels threatened, proclaims himself the general of the island and begins putting defensive systems in place. Shortly afterwards, he bakes his first loaf of bread (which is a symbol of civilisation) with his new crop of wheat, which overwhelms him with memories of his childhood.


    His life comes to revolve around rules and ceremonies, and he abides by a strict schedule which involves things like fasting on Fridays and resting on Sundays. This simple existence and the satisfaction he finds in his work strengthen his Christian faith. Over time, his self-imposed rules become increasingly strict, and he does not hesitate to punish himself for breaking them. One day the water clock stops, and he discovers that this allows him to freeze time, which enables him to divide his time equally between work and leisure.


    At the back of the cave, Robinson discovers a crypt with a crevice that matches the shape of his body perfectly. He lies there in the foetal position, feeling perfectly at peace, as though he were in Speranza’s womb. However, one day he ejaculates there, which seems to him like a kind of incest and fills him with horror. He therefore decides to stop going there and throws himself into the complicated task of constructing a rice field, and later becomes one with the island by making love to a tree. He embarks on a relationship with this tree (which he sees as a legitimate partner) for several months, before eventually breaking up with it abruptly after a spider bites him in the groin.


    After working for months, Robinson finally finishes the rice field, but as he gazes over it he realises that all that work will probably be of very little use to him, as the field is far too large for him alone. Because of this, he begins feeling as though everything is meaningless and runs away, ending up in a meadow full of roses that reminds him of a woman’s body. He makes love to the earth there and begins thinking of Speranza as his wife. He returns to this spot frequently to keep having sex with it, and eventually discovers that mandrakes are growing in the spot where he has been ejaculating, seemingly as the result of his intercourse with Speranza.


    FRIDAY


    Some time later, the natives return to perform their ceremony on the beach again. Once again, one of them is chosen as the sacrificial victim, but he tries to flee, and Robinson accidentally kills one of the men pursuing him. This frightens the others, who turn tail and run from him. Robinson then goes to speak to the fugitive, who turns out to be a young man of around 15, and names him Friday, as the day he saved him was a Friday. The two of them go to inspect the skiff that Robinson built shortly after he was first washed up on the island, as their combined strength would be enough to get the boat in the water, but they find that it has been destroyed by termites.


    Robinson once again proclaims himself the administrator of the island and makes Friday follow all of his orders. He wants to teach his new companion the laws of civilisation, but he is unable to completely suppress Friday’s natural instincts. One night, Robinson begins missing the rose meadow, and he decides to go there, leaving Friday alone for the first time since they met.


    In the morning, Friday notices that Robinson has gone, and takes advantage of his absence to finally act on his own whims: for example, he dresses a cactus in Robinson’s clothes. He then goes for a walk with Tenn, but the dog falls into deep water in the rice field and starts to drown, so Friday drains the field, destroying the crop. Robinson notices that his companion is missing when he returns, and eventually decides to go looking for him when he still has not come back two days later. He finds Friday in his hideout, covered in a variety of strange objects. This worries him, because it seems as though Friday’s respect for his authority is waning. When Robinson returns to the rose meadow, he discovers that a new type of mandrake has sprouted there, and wonders if it is Friday’s doing. This leads him to ruminate on human nature and individuality.


    As the days go by, he finds himself feeling more and more irritated with Friday, as his attempts to educate him in a manner he finds appropriate are not having much effect, and he finds some of Friday’s habits shocking. One day, he catches him making love to the rose meadow, proving that he is indeed the source of the new mandrakes. Robinson flies at him and beats him with all his strength, although he refrains from killing him. He then decides to never return to the meadow again, and calms himself by reading his Bible.


    One day, Friday is secretly smoking Robinson’s pipe in the cave when he hears the other man return. He tries to hurriedly get rid of the pipe, which falls into the cache of gunpowder and triggers an enormous explosion that kills Tenn. In the aftermath of the explosion, Robinson and Friday are looking through the remains of their belongings when a tree suddenly falls on top of Robinson, but Friday manages to save his life. Now that everything he has built has been destroyed, Robinson is forced to adapt to his companion’s lifestyle, which leads him to rediscover his own body and the joys of idleness and learn to savour the present moment. At this point, he and Friday are on equal footing.


    One day, Friday comes across a large goat and manages to kill it. He cryptically promises Robinson that he will make it fly and sing, and does so by making a kite from its hide and an aeolian harp from its skull. Robinson is delighted by the music the harp makes and starts playing with the kite, making it dance through the sky. His admiration for Friday grows, and he starts wishing that he were more like him.


    Now that the two companions have come to consider each other as equals, they develop a new way of resolving their disagreements: instead of coming to blows, they each build a kind of duplicate of the other, which they can use as a way of working off steam. Later, Robinson finds his journal and Friday gets some ink for him, enabling him to pick up his old habit of recording his thoughts in writing. Robinson also starts believing that the sun is purifying him, and begins worshipping it.


    Some time later, a ship approaches the island. Robinson meets the captain, who invites him to eat with him and tells him some news about the outside world; in this way, Robinson learns that he has been on the island for 28years. Friday is happy to board the ship, but Robinson is more hesitant when he sees how savage the sailors’ behaviour is, as they entertain themselves by mutilating trees and killing goats for sport. He decides to remain on Speranza, believing that this will ultimately make him happier, and returns to the island with Friday. However, the latter secretly returns to the ship under cover of night.


    The ship leaves the next morning, and Robinson is distraught when he realises that he has been left alone. He decides to return to the crevice in the cave and lie down to die there. However, on the way he discovers the ship’s boy, who has fled the ship because he was being mistreated by the rest of the crew. Robinson shows him
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