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			Romain Gary


			French novelist


			

					Born in Lithuania in 1914


					Died in Paris in 1980


					
Notable works:
	
The Roots of Heaven (1956), novel


	
Promise at Dawn (1960), novel


	
The Life Before Us (1975), novel







			


			Romain Gary (born Romain Kacew, and also known under the pseudonym Émile Ajar) was a French novelist of Jewish origin, born in Lithuania in 1914. He arrived in France at the age of 14. After earning a degree in law, he served with the Free French Forces until the end of World War II. He then pursued a diplomatic career until 1960. He committed suicide in Paris in 1980.


			Romain Gary is the only French writer to have been awarded the Prix Goncourt twice: the first time in 1956 for his novel The Roots of Heaven, published under his own name, and the second time in 1975 for The Life Before Us, published under his pseudonym, Émile Ajar. Romain Gary is known for this desire to keep his name a mystery.


		




		

			The Life Before Us


			A masterpiece


			

					
Genre: novel


					
Reference edition: Gary, R. (1977) The Life Before Us. Trans. Manheim, R. New York: New Directions Books.


					
First edition: 1975


					
Themes: love, identity, the future, childhood, emancipation, imagination


			


			The second novel published under the name of Émile Ajar, The Life Before Us received the Prix Goncourt in 1975. It is a love story about Momo, an 11-year-old boy, and Madame Rosa, a former prostitute with whom he lives. Madame Rosa secretly takes in the children of prostitutes in her apartment in Belleville. The defining feature of The Life Before Us is the first person narration, written by Momo who tells about what is going on around him from his own perspective and with his own language.


			To fool the press, Romain Gary had asked a close relative, Paul Pavlowitch, to assume the role of Ajar to the general public. It was not until 1980 when Gary died that the public discovered his trick.


		




		

			Summary


			The son of a prostitute, Momo, an 11-year-old boy, lives “in a sixth-floor walkup” in Madame Rosa’s apartment in Belleville. He does not discover his origins until later, when he meets his father for the first time, who teaches him the circumstances of his mother’s death and his real age. All this time, Madame Rosa had lied to him out of love, to keep him with her longer. Along with Moïse, Banania and Michel, he is one of the children left in the care of Madame Rosa by their prostituted mothers in return for money. The children’s guardian is an Auschwitz survivor and suffers from many anxieties. One day, Momo discovers a Jewish hideout, a secret place hidden in the cellar: Madame Rosa asks him not to tell anyone, and he doesn’t. From then on, taking advantage of her fears, the children amuse themselves by suddenly ringing the doorbell in order to put her in incredible states of panic.
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