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			Jean Genet


			Writer, poet, and playwright


			

					Born in Paris in 1910.


					Died in Paris in 1986.


					
Notable works:
	
Our Lady of the Flowers (1944), novel


	
The Maids (1947), play


	
The Thief’s Journal (1949), novel







			


			Jean Genet was born in Paris on 19 December 1910. Abandoned by his mother, he began committing theft when he was a teenager, a time during which he also discovered his homosexuality. He was sent to Mettray Penal Colony, before enrolling in the Foreign Legion, which he deserted to lead the life of a thief, a beggar and a prostitute. He started writing in prison and, in 1942, while he was imprisoned at Fresnes, he published his first poem, The Man Sentenced to Death. He then began writing autobiographical novels, including The Miracle of the Rose and The Thief’s Journal. In the 1960s, he became well-known for his theatrical works: his plays The Maids and The Screens were hugely successful. His supporters included Jean Cocteau and Jean-Paul Sartre and he was awarded the Grand Prix national des Lettres in 1983. He died on 15 April 1986 from a fatal fall.


		




		

			The Thief’s Journal


			An autobiography brimming with violence and misery


			

					
Genre: autobiographical novel


					
Reference edition: Genet, J. (2009) The Thief’s Journal. Trans. Frechtman, B. London: Faber & Faber.


					
1st edition: 1949


					
Themes: despair, violence, prison, crime, loneliness, homosexuality


			


			The Thief’s Journal was first published in French in 1949. It is an autobiographical work in which Genet recounts the years of violence and misery he lived through after deserting from the Foreign Legion. The Journal, which he started writing at the age of 35, takes the form of a series of notes describing fragments of memory in great depth. Genet’s recollections take the reader on a journey from Barcelona’s Barrio Chino district to the dark corners of Yugoslav prisons, with nebulous connections linking each memory to the next. The novel is written in poetic language, but takes an introspective tone, and in spite of the encounters and romances he describes, it is suffused with an overwhelming loneliness. Genet announced a sequel to this memoir, but the second volume was never published.


		




		

			Summary


			Foreword


			The narrator declares his intention to describe fragments of his life in a story which blends eroticism, violence, and prison life. This story is shaped by the people who have left the most indelible marks on him, and is based on the notebook he always keeps with him, which contains the names of everyone he has met throughout his life.


			Stilitano - Spain


			The story begins in Barcelona in 1932. Jean was born in Paris in 1910, and was abandoned by his mother. He was raised by peasants in Le Morvan, and eventually ended up in the Mettray Penal Colony. Jean then describes the thefts he committed in the army after enlisting in the Foreign Legion as a way of escaping Mettray. He soon deserted, and met a beggar named Salvador in Barcelona. They became lovers, and both joined a gang that operated in the Barrio Chino district, where they stole, begged and prostituted themselves. One evening, just after Jean has stolen a customs officer’s cape, he meets Stilitano, a Serbian man whose right hand has been amputated and who has also deserted from the Legion. Jean had seen him once before during a murder committed by Pépé, a gypsy friend of his. Jean instantly falls in love with him.
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