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			Amélie Nothomb


			Belgian novelist


			

					Born in Etterbeek (Belgium) in 1966.


					
Notable works:
	
Loving Sabotage (1993), novel



	
Fear and Trembling (1999), novel



	
Life Form (2010), novel








			


			Amélie Nothomb is the pen name of Fabienne-Claire Nothomb, who was born into a family of Belgian diplomats and spent much of her childhood in Asia and the USA, depending on her father’s postings.


			She later studied philology at the Université libre de Bruxelles. After graduating, she returned to Japan, a country which holds an enduring fascination for her, before publishing her first novel, Hygiene and the Assassin, in 1992. This marked the beginning of a prolific and sustained literary career, which has seen her publish a novel every year up to the present day.


			Nothomb herself appears as a character in a number of her works, including Fear and Trembling, The Character of Rain (2000) and Toyko Fiancée (2007), which often depict the fraught relationship between a victim and their tormentor. Dialogue typically predominates in Nothomb’s writing.


			She is one of the most widely read contemporary French-language authors, and has a number of honours to her name: she was awarded the Grand prix Jean Giono in 2008, and was elected a member of the Royal Academy of French Language and Literature of Belgium in 2015.


		




		

			Hygiene and the Assassin


			An unusual work of noir fiction


			

					
Genre: novel



					
Reference edition: Nothomb, A. (2010) Hygiene and the Assassin. Trans: Anderson, A. New York: Europa Editions.



					
1st edition: 1992



					
Themes: ugliness, food, childhood, boredom, murder, victim/victimiser relationships



			


			Amélie Nothomb’s debut novel Hygiene and the Assassin was published in 1992 to critical acclaim, winning both the Prix René-Fallet, which is awarded each year to a writer under the age of 45 for their first novel, and the Prix Alain-Fournier, which is awarded to writers at the start of their career.


			Nothomb has described this novel as her “manifesto” (Desmurs, 2009), as it sets out her views on the art of writing and her outlook on the world. Many of its themes, including ugliness, obesity and troubled love, and stylistic traits, including black humour, erudition and the extensive use of dialogue, recur in Nothomb’s later writing. The novel also contains numerous autobiographical elements, such as the author’s fraught relationship with food and nostalgia for her childhood.


		




		

			Summary


			Four disastrous interviews


			Prétextat Tach is an 83-year-old French author who has written 22 novels and won the Nobel Prize in Literature. He is obese, uses a wheelchair to get around and lives alone because he is deeply misanthropic by nature. He is suffering from an extremely rare illness called “Elzenveiverplatz syndrome”, which is a kind of cancer of the cartilage, and does not have long left to live.


			The rumour that he is dying spreads like wildfire, and journalists around the world clamour to secure an interview with him. Tach, who has never granted interviews before, is only prepared to agree to them now in the hope of alleviating his boredom by humiliating his interviewers.


			Tach’s personal secretary Ernest Gravelin is tasked with sorting through the many interview requests, and the first journalist is given permission to meet the writer. In the course of their conversation, the old man takes pleasure in mercilessly shooting down every question he is asked. Tensions run high, and before long the writer drives the journalist out of his apartment.


			The journalist is left feeling sick with fear and shame, and heads to a café where his colleagues are waiting for him. As they listen to the recording of his disastrous interview, they laugh at him while praising Tach’s eloquence and skill at delivering cutting remarks.


			The following day, Tach verbally spars with a second journalist, who tries to get him to talk about the burgeoning crisis in the Gulf region. However, the writer quickly manages to segue into talking about his favourite cocktail. The journalist then tries to turn the conversation towards the obese writer’s eating habits, and Tach obliges, painting a vivid picture of his daily routine. This revolves around heavy, fatty meals, afternoons spent smoking and baths given by a nurse whom he hates. His description of his meals is filled with so many grotesque details that the journalist ends up feeling ill.


			The journalist rushes out to be sick, and when he joins his fellow journalists at the café, they make fun of him and admire the crass old man, as they had done the day before.
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