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			JOSEPH JOFFO


			FRENCH WRITER


			

					Born in Paris in 1931.


					
Notable works:
	
A Bag of Marbles (1973), novel


	
Baby-foot (1977), novel


	
Tendre été (“Tender Summer”, 1981), novel







			


			Joseph Joffo is a French author of Jewish descent, and was born in 1931. He initially worked as a hairdresser, before taking up writing to exorcise the demons of a childhood shaped by the Second World War (1939-1945) and the Holocaust. This exercise in introspection resulted in A Bag of Marbles, which quickly became an international bestseller.


			His work is mostly autobiographical, although he has also written some works of fiction, including Anna and her Orchestra (1975), which is loosely based on his mother’s life, and Le Cavalier de la Terre Promise (“The Knight from the Promised Land”, 1983), as well as short stories such as Bashert (2009). 


			It is worth noting that Joffo’s writing process involves producing a first draft himself before using a ghostwriter to polish the text. This means that the final, published books are not purely his own work.


		




		

			A BAG OF MARBLES


			A JEWISH CHILD’S JOURNEY DURING THE SECOND WORLD WAR


			

					
Genre: autobiographical novel


					
Reference edition: Joffo, J. (2001) A Bag of Marbles. Trans. Sokolinsky, M. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.


					
1st edition: 1973


					
Themes: hope, anti-Semitism, Occupation, Holocaust, solidarity, brotherhood


			


			A Bag of Marbles is an autobiographical novel by Joseph Joffo. It was first published in 1973 and is set between 1941 and 1944, when France was occupied by German forces. It is his best-known book, having sold several million copies to date and been translated into 18 languages.


			The novel is a lively, dynamic account of the author and his brother Maurice’s adventures as they fled the Nazis during the Vichy regime (1940-1944). Their journey features both carefree and happy periods, and more difficult moments of danger and imprisonment.


			A Bag of Marbles forms part of a trilogy of autobiographical novels depicting Joffo’s childhood, and is its second instalment from a chronological perspective. Agates et Calots (1997) is set before the events of A Bag of Marbles, while Baby-foot describes his adolescence after the war.


		




		

			SUMMARY


			THE DANGERS OF BEING JEWISH


			The story begins in 1941 in Paris. In the Jewish neighbourhood of Clignancourt, Maurice and Joseph Joffo are playing with marbles. After an exuberant game, the two brothers head home to the apartment above their father’s hair salon. They stand in front of the window, concealing the sign that indicates that it is a Jewish establishment, and look on as two SS men go in. The atmosphere is tense as they get their hair cut, and when they are about to leave, the boys’ father tells them that the man who just cut their hair is a Jew and all the other customers are Jewish.


			Shortly afterwards, a decree is passed forcing all Jews to wear a yellow star, so Maurice and Joseph’s mother sews one onto their jackets. This new emblem does not go unnoticed: at school, the boys can see that their teachers are uncomfortable, and at breaktime some of the other children hurl racist epithets at them or even hit them. However, Joseph manages to swap his star for his friend Zérati’s bag of marbles.


			As even harsher discriminatory measures targeting Jews are introduced, Joseph’s father orders his two sons to travel to the free zone to join their brothers Albert and Henri in Menton (southeastern France), where they will be safe. During the trip, they will have to be constantly on their guard and conceal the fact that they are Jewish. Their parents will take another route and join them later.


			THE JOURNEY TO THE FREE ZONE


			Maurice and Joseph head to the Gare d’Austerlitz to take a train to Dax (southwestern France), carrying bags filled with their possessions and 10 000 francs, but no identification papers. The journey is long and difficult, the train is packed and the children are hungry. Once they arrive, the two boys start to panic as they notice that two SS officers are about to check their carriage. Fortunately, one of their fellow travellers, a priest, takes them under his protection and saves them from being arrested.
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