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Beauvoir’s Life









EARLY YEARS


Simone Lucie Ernestine Marie Bertrand de Beauvoir was born in Paris on 9 January 1908. Her parents, Françoise and Georges de Beauvoir, were members of the well-to-do bourgeoisie (upper middle class), albeit from the less well-to-do, less well-regarded side of the family. George, a lawyer, disdained hard work and was a dandy at heart; his passion was for the theatre. The codes they lived by were nevertheless rigid and appearances were all important. Although Georges was an open atheist, Françoise was a devout Catholic and it was she who dominated her daughters’ upbringing.
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Simone de Beauvoir’s first home above the café La Rotonde on the Boulevard du Montparnasse.



Simone was a precocious child who loved being the centre of attention. As a young child, she was pretty with long, thick, curly hair and big, blue eyes. If she did not get her own way, she would have noisy temper tantrums, holding her breath until her face turned red or even making herself vomit. When Simone was two-and-a-half, her sister, Hélène, was born on 9 June 1910. A petite, pretty, doll-like child, she was given the pet name, Poupette, which means ‘little doll’ in French. The sisters were very close.


Simone was an unpopular child at school. The most significant friendship during her childhood was with her intellectual equal, Elisabeth Lacoin (Zaza Mabille in the memoirs). Their friendship lasted into their twenties, despite the opposition of Zaza’s mother, who considered Simone to be a bad influence on her daughter. She was determined that Zaza would marry well. When Zaza died suddenly and mysteriously at the age of 21 as she was about to be sent to Berlin, away from an unsuitable match, Simone would feel that she had paid for her own freedom with Zaza’s death.



EDUCATION


Simone attended a private Catholic school for girls, le cours Désir. The teaching was mediocre and emphasis was laid on preparing the girls either for marriage and motherhood or for the veil. Simone adored learning and read whatever she could. Simone’s father enjoyed the fact that he had a clever daughter ‘with a man’s brain’ and would introduce her to less pious books and engage her in discussion.


It was a change for the worse in family fortunes after World War I that both ended the domestic harmony in which the family had lived until then and, simultaneously, opened up Simone’s future. After the war, Georges de Beauvoir could no longer afford to practise law and had to rely on poorly paid jobs, working for the financial pages of several newspapers. In 1919, when Simone was eleven-and-a-half, financial difficulties meant the family had to leave their first-floor apartment on the Boulevard Montparnasse and move to a much smaller, cheaper, fifth-floor appartment in the Rue de Rennes. It was around this time that Simone’s father announced to his daughters that they would not be able to marry as they would have no dowries and that they would need to study because they would have to earn their livings.



TEENAGE YEARS


Aged 14, Simone lost her faith in God. Her initial calm gave way to panic and despair as she realized that the logical implication was that she was condemned to die. Alone in the house, she threw herself on the floor and tore at the carpet, screaming. She would experience such emotional crises and remain morbidly obsessed by death for the rest of her life.


Simone’s father was disappointed to see his daughter becoming an intellectual; while he valued creativity and learning for its own sake, he despised teachers as lower-middle-class upstarts and imputed politically dangerous ideas to intellectuals. He transferred his affection to Poupette who was much prettier and more feminine than her elder sister and as well as more ‘artistic’, a quality he prized. His rejection badly hurt Simone and she remembered all her life, her father’s cruel comment to her when she was twelve, that she was ugly. She experienced her mother as jealous and intrusive.


Simone’s older cousin, Jacques Champigneulles, was an important person during her teen years. He was an independent-minded young man who talked to the Beauvoir sisters about books and ideas. For a time, Simone thought she loved him and, despite her lack of dowry, there was an expectation that she would marry him one day.



STUDIES


Simone decided on a career teaching philosophy. Her parents did not approve of her decision, but Simone’s stubborn refusal to consider any other career forced them to relent. Simone’s mother allowed her to enrol at the Sorbonne University in Paris, but arranged for her to prepare for her degree mostly at Catholic institutes. After completing her undergraduate studies in 1928, Beauvoir went on to write a thesis on Leibniz and to prepare the agrégation, the very competitive postgraduate examination for teaching posts in lycées and universities. Beauvoir gravitated towards the most gifted students in her year, including Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Jean-Paul Sartre. In particular, she became very close to René Maheu, who was married. Close friends believed he was Beauvoir’s first lover, but she always insisted that their friendship remained intellectual. Maheu first gave her the nickname Castor, a translation into French of the English word ‘beaver’, because of the way she worked so hard. When Simone graduated in 1929, she was only the ninth woman in France ever to become an agrégée of philosophy.
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Agrégation: Competitive postgraduate examination for teaching posts in lycées and universities.



Lycée: State secondary school.









JEAN-PAUL SARTRE


According to her memoirs, Beauvoir found in Sartre a dream-companion, her double, someone with whom she could share everything. The myth she constructed of her fundamental unity with Sartre was crucial to Beauvoir’s sense of identity and protected her from a sense of loss, loneliness and despair. Writing in her sixties, she would refer to her meeting with Sartre as the most important event in her life. She considered him to be intellectually superior, discounting her own achievements in order to be able to do so. Beauvoir and Sartre agreed pacts of freedom and openness:



[image: images]  Their love would be necessary but they would also have contingent loves, that is incidental relationships with others.



[image: images]  They would tell each other everything.
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Contingent: Something which occurs which might not have occurred.








In reality, their relationship was lopsided. Beauvoir systematically put Sartre’s needs before her own. At times, she suffered dreadful pangs of jealousy when she feared that she might lose the special place she had in Sartre’s life to another woman. Sartre had no qualms about lying to Beauvoir. For her part, she never confronted him with his lies but ‘let him off the hook’, retreating behind a wall of politeness. As well as being his intellectual confidant, critic and editor, Beauvoir saw it as her role to protect Sartre. He was incapable of saying ‘no’, especially to women, and she was prepared to play the ‘baddy’ by saying ‘no’ for him.


Perceptions of their relationship have changed over the years. Certainly, they offered an unconventional model of a relationship. Beauvoir refused marriage, monogamy, motherhood and even a shared domestic life, both of them living for many years in separate rooms on different floors in a series of rather cheap hotels. Later, feminists questioned Beauvoir’s loyalty to Sartre and asked what made her stay with a misogynist.


He undoubtedly provided the intellectual support she needed but the drawback has been that Beauvoir has tended to be seen as his disciple. It is undeniably the case that Beauvoir published no work of her own until 1943 when she was 35 years old and until that time was known as ‘only Sartre’s girlfriend’ – sometimes unflatteringly referred to as La Grande Sartreuse or Notre Dame de Sartre by hostile critics. The passionate, not to say acrimonious debate about the extent to which the couple borrowed from each other’s work is ongoing. Beauvoir herself downplays her own originality and is content to be seen as an advocate of Sartre’s philosophy. While it may be true that Beauvoir uses Sartre’s work as a reference point in her work, her emphases are different and she sometimes disagrees with him. We know that Beauvoir worked very closely indeed with Sartre on his manuscripts, but the question of her actual contribution to his work remains; Beauvoir herself was reluctant to discuss this, but in the case of Sartre’s journalism, there is evidence that her role did occasionally extend beyond that of editing to actually writing in his place.


The publication of Sartre’s letters to Beauvoir in 1983 and, after her death, of Beauvoir’s letters to Sartre and her war diary in 1990, led to a reassessment of their relationship. The letters revealed a gap between the myth of the professional, writing couple and reality. Many were shocked at their apparent disregard for the feelings of others, as the couple frankly confided in each other about their contingent loves.



EARLY CAREER


In 1929, Beauvoir escaped from the family home to live in a room she rented from her grandmother, supporting herself by working as a part-time teacher. This freedom was bliss. She spent the years 1931–43 teaching philosophy in lycées, first in Marseilles (until 1932), then in Rouen and finally, from 1936, in Paris. (The French system of filling teaching posts meant that separation from Sartre was inevitable unless they married.) Beauvoir was an unconventional teacher and her relationship with the authorities and her colleagues were strained. The pre-war years in Paris were dominated by teaching, largely unsuccessful attempts at writing and intense relationships within a circle of close friends. Then and always, cafés were a focal point in her existence; there she would eat, work, write letters, meet friends and rub shoulders with well-known writers, artists, actors and actresses, and intellectuals.



THE FAMILY


Throughout their lives, Beauvoir and Sartre surrounded themselves with younger men and women whose existences they would annexe to their own. The young men were Sartre’s disciples, and many of the young women became his lovers. The couple and their entourage referred to themselves as the Family. Included in the circle were some of Beauvoir’s former pupils. Beauvoir’s teaching career ended in 1943 when the mother of one of her pupils, Nathalie Sorokine, (Natasha, as Beauvoir called her), complained to the authorities about Beauvoir’s immoral influence over their daughter. After the war she was offered reinstatement but declined in order to devote herself to writing.



OLGA KOSAKIEVICZ


When she was in Rouen, an intense friendship developed between Beauvoir and one of her pupils, Olga Kosakievicz. When Sartre fell madly in love with Olga, they agreed to extend their couple into the ‘trio’. The resulting complications and emotional distress dominated all their lives for years. Beauvoir’s first novel, She came to Stay, would tell the story of the triangular relationship.


The situation became more complicated when, in July 1938, during a camping trip in the Alps, Beauvoir also began an intimate relationship with Jacques-Laurent Bost, a former student of Sartre’s who was Olga’s lover and later, her husband. Bost and Beauvoir would continue to be occasional lovers until the late 1940s. Although Beauvoir broke off their intimate relationship then, Bost would remain a close friend and ally until her death.



DARK TIMES


The emotional crises or bouts of crying linked to her loss of faith and fear of death, to which Beauvoir was prone, typically manifested themselves in public places. She would drink too much, then start to cry. Silent tears would give way to audible sobs that wracked her whole body. Then abruptly, Beauvoir would stop crying and join in the conversation again as if nothing had happened.


Beauvoir’s fear of separation and loss led to repeated periods of depression and anxiety attacks. In her memoirs, Beauvoir describes how, periodically, she was ravaged by crises of despair where she would wallow in an abyss compounded of death, nothingness and infinity.



SEXUALITY


After the ‘trio’, Beauvoir had a number of contingent relationships with women, some of whom she shared with Sartre, notably her ex-students Nathalie Sorokine and Bianca Lamblin (née Bienenfield). She did not define herself as a lesbian as she did not desire women exclusively. Some of her readers have been disappointed by her lack of openness about her sexuality, as well as, it must be said, by the disparaging way in which she sometimes describes her liaisons with women to Sartre. In her letters she complains to him about the demands her ‘charming vermin’ make on her and claims not to enjoy having sexual relations with them. Be that as it may, she did not break off the relationships and the intensity of her feelings is clear. Towards the end of her life, Beauvoir regretted not having spoken about her sexuality more; she had come to see that it was a political as well as a personal issue.



WORLD WAR II


Sartre was called up in the summer of 1939 and Beauvoir would remain in Paris, carrying out her teaching duties. Much of her energy was devoted to meeting Sartre’s needs; ensuring he had the paper, pens, ink, books and pipe tobacco he needed at the front. She put aside her own work to spend time reading the philosophers that would make her expert enough to help Sartre with his. The Family also made demands on her and looked to Beauvoir for direction in Sartre’s absence. As for her own writing, Beauvoir had begun what would become She Came to Stay, her first published novel, in October 1938.


The phoney war ended abruptly with the German invasion of Western Europe in May 1940. After briefly joining the Exodus south to escape the German invaders, Beauvoir was back adjusting to life in a defeated, occupied Paris at the end of June. She spent her days teaching, reading in the Bibliothèque Nationale (French National Library), and writing in the Café de Flore or the Dôme.
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Phoney war: The period between the declaration of World War II and the German invasion of Western Europe (September 1939 – March 1940).
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Café du Dôme, Paris.


In March 1941, Sartre was released from the prison-camp where he had been held since the French defeat in June 1940. He came back changed by his experiences and keen to become involved in the Resistance. His attitude dismayed Beauvoir; she simply wanted to survive the war and found his ideas impractical not to say downright dangerous. The resistance group they founded, Socialisme et Liberté (Socialism and Freedom), was ineffectual and short-lived, and better organized groups did not trust Sartre who was too visible and too indiscreet.


[image: images]


The reading room at the French National Library.


Both during and then after the war, damaging allegations were made against Sartre and thus against Beauvoir by association. Both were criticized for their lack of Resistance credentials and for continuing to publish and have their plays performed during the war. Moreover, once she had lost her teaching job, Beauvoir earned her living by working for Radio France, then controlled by the Nazis. Significantly, no formal accusations were made against them in the purge that followed the end of the war.


Around the time of Sartre’s release, Georges de Beauvoir died. Beauvoir was saddened but not greatly affected by her father’s death. The same year, 1941, She Came to Stay was accepted for publication by Gallimard. In writing She Came to Stay, Beauvoir found her voice and it seemed to her that in future, she would always have something to say. She wrote prolifically during the final years of the war. She immediately began work on her second novel, The Blood of Others, which was completed in 1943 and published in 1945. In 1943 she also wrote Pyrrhus et Cinéas, a philosophical essay, and began work on her third novel, All Men are Mortal. The year 1944 saw her one and only play, Who Shall Die?, written and performed.



LIBERATION AND THE POST-WAR DECADES


Paris was liberated on 25 August 1944. The success of She Came to Stay meant that Beauvoir was now a major intellectual figure in her own right. She and Sartre founded the weekly review, Les Temps modernes (Modern Times), in 1944. It became an influential forum for the expression of left-wing intellectual views. Much of the editorial work fell to Beauvoir and she was prevented from devoting much time to her own work.


From 1945, existentialism was fashionable and the label existentialist was applied to Beauvoir and Sartre. Sartre became involved in politics from 1946 and Beauvoir supported him.


Beauvoir, dubbed ‘France’s No. 2 Existentialist’ in the American press, spent the first five months of 1947 on a lecture tour in the United States. She found much to like and admire in America and much to detest. Her lectures were well received, particularly in the women’s colleges. Her impressions of her trip are recounted in America Day by Day, published in 1948.



NELSON ALGREN


During her trip to America, Beauvoir met Nelson Algren, a writer in Chicago. They became lovers. Beauvoir described her relationship with Algren as the one truly passionate relationship in her life; it was different from her relationship with Sartre but equally important. It was also the only relationship in which she played the traditional woman’s role. She called herself ‘his loving wife’ and Algren her ‘loving husband’. Beauvoir and Algren began corresponding in 1947 and would continue to correspond until 1964. Theirs would be a tempestuous, long-distance relationship with long periods of separation; Algren could not contemplate leaving Chicago and Beauvoir’s life was in Paris with Sartre. It became increasingly difficult for Algren to accept the pact between Beauvoir and Sartre.



In 1951, during one of Beauvoir’s visits, Algren told her he wished to end their relationship. Passionate love evolved into tender friendship and Algren came to play the same role for Beauvoir as she played for Sartre: attentive critic and intellectual ally. Their friendship came to a bitter end over the English translation of the third volume of her memoirs, Force of Circumstance. Algren, a very private man, had been angry over the American publication of The Mandarins, which in part, told the story of their love affair. He was absolutely furious over what Beauvoir wrote about him in her memoirs, so furious he broke off their correspondence. He would remain as angry as ever until he died suddenly of a massive heart attack in 1981. Beauvoir continued to wear his ring until she died and was buried with it still on her finger.

OEBPS/images/p009_01.png





OEBPS/images/p001_01.png





OEBPS/images/p008_01.png





OEBPS/images/cover.png
Simone De Beauvoir

A Beginner’s Guide |






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/star.png





