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			ALBERT CAMUS


			FRENCH WRITER, PLAYWRIGHT, ESSAYIST AND PHILOSOPHER


			

					Born in Mondovi (Algeria) in 1913.


					Died in Villeblevin in 1960.


					
Notable works:
	
The Outsider (1942), novel


	
The Myth of Sisyphus (1942), essay


	
The Plague (1947), novel







			


			The Algerian-born French author Albert Camus (1913-1960) was a Nobel Laureate and one of the major writers of the 20th century. He was a deeply committed intellectual, philosopher, journalist, playwright and novelist, and his reflections on the Absurd, which he expressed in a nuanced, sensitive and humane way, had a major impact on his contemporaries.


			Camus was widely admired in spite of some occasional criticism, and his novels The Plague (1947) and especially The Outsider (1942) have proven influential throughout the world. He met an untimely death following a car accident in 1960.


		




		

			THE OUTSIDER


			AN UNUSUAL NOVEL


			

					
Genre: absurd novel


					
Reference edition: Camus, A. (2013) The Outsider. Trans. Smith, S. London: Penguin.


					
1st edition: 1942


					
Themes: the Absurd, sensuality, the sun, revolt, justice, injustice


			


			The Outsider is Camus’s first novel, and was published in 1942. It tells the story of Meursault, a taciturn young man who embodies the Absurd to such an extent that he appears to be a stranger to his own existence. He is sentenced to death for the murder of an Arab, and the fact that he did not cry during his mother’s funeral is held against him during the trial. The novel, which is written in the first person in a very oral style, is unusual in many ways, and is scathing in its criticism of social conventions.


			The Outsider is one of the most widely read and studied books of the 20th century, both in France and in the rest of the world.


		




		

			SUMMARY


			THE DEATH OF HIS MOTHER


			The narrator Meursault learns of his mother’s death with apparent indifference. He takes a day off work in Algiers to go to the “old people’s home” (p. 3) where she lived. Once there, he sits by her body overnight, in the company of the other residents of the home, and keeps boredom at bay with coffee and cigarettes.


			The next day, he accompanies the funeral procession as it meanders through the Algerian countryside under a blazing sun. He remains emotionless throughout the funeral, and is relieved to go back to Algiers (“I knew I could soon go to bed and sleep for twelve hours”, p. 19). This apparent lack of empathy is an early indication of Meursault’s estrangement from society and its conventions.


			LIFE GOES ON


			The day after the funeral, Meursault realises that it is a Saturday. He decides to go for a swim at the beach, where he meets his former colleague Marie. They spend the day together, go to the cinema in the evening and spend the night at Meursault’s apartment. On Sunday, Marie meets up with her family, while Meursault kills time by smoking cigarettes on his balcony and watching people pass by on the street below. Meursault returns to work on Monday and falls back into his old routine. When he returns home in the evening, he crosses paths with his neighbour Salamano, who is walking his dog. The two of them form an odd pair, and Salamano often berates and beats the ailing old dog. Meursault’s other neighbour, Raymond, who is rumoured to be a pimp but claims to be a shopkeeper, invites him over for dinner and the two men hit it off. Raymond asks Meursault’s advice on a relationship problem he is having and gets him to write a letter to his mistress, who he thinks has cheated on him: it should “hit her hard but at the same time say things that would make her sorry” (p. 34). The men part as good friends (“Now, we’re really pals”, p. 35).
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