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			Georges Perec


			French writer


			

					Born in Paris in 1936.


					Died in Ivry-sur-Seine in 1982.


					
Notable works:
	
Things: A Story of the Sixties (1965), novel


	
A Void (1969), novel


	
Life: A User’s Manual (1978), novel







			


			Georges Perec was one of France’s most unusual 20th-century writers. After studying history and sociology at the Sorbonne in Paris, he became an archivist in the neurophysiology department of the French National Centre for Scientific Research. He won the Prix Renaudot for his first novel, Things: A Story of the Sixties, in 1965, and from then on dedicated himself to literature. In 1967, he became a member of the Oulipo group (short for Ouvroir de littérature potentielle, or “workshop of potential literature”), which was founded by the writer Raymond Queneau (French novelist, poet and dramatist, 1903-1976) and the mathematician François Le Lionnais (1901-1984), and which advocated using constraints as a part of writing. Subsequently, his literary output was closely linked to this group. His best-known works include A Void (a detective novel in which the letter ‘e’ is not used) and Life: A User’s Manual, which won the Prix Médicis in 1978.


		




		

			W, or the Memory of Childhood


			A profound and inventive book


			

					
Genre: autobiographical novel


					
Reference edition: Perec, G. (2011) W, or the Memory of Childhood. Trans. Bellos, D. London: Vintage Books.


					
1st edition: 1975


					
Themes: Second World War, childhood, struggle, sport, imagination, death, memory


			


			Georges Perec’s parents were Polish-born Jews, and their death during the Second World War (1939-1945) had a profound impact on him. He discusses the event in this autobiographical book, which was first published in 1975. Alongside this painful narrative, Gaspard Winckler, the main character of a second narrative, tells his fictional story and the story of W, a seemingly perfect island entirely devoted to sport. The two ostensibly unrelated stories are told in alternate chapters. The chapters written in italics (the odd chapters in the first part and even chapters in the second part) tell the fictional story of W, while the chapters written in ordinary text recount the author’s memories.


		




		

			Summary


			Uncertain memories


			As he embarks on telling his story, Perec struggles to gather the memories of his childhood during the Second World War, as they are filled with gaps and uncertainties:


			“I have no childhood memories. Up to my twelfth year or thereabouts, my story comes to barely a couple of lines: I lost my father at four, my mother at six; I spent the war in various boarding houses at Villard-de-Lans. In 1945, my father’s sister and her husband adopted me” (p. 6).


			The few memories that he manages to piece together involve photographs of his parents which he comments on, places from his daily life in Paris, and profound reflections on writing. The last image he has of his mother is of her dropping him off at the Gare de Lyon so that he can travel by himself to Grenoble, in the free zone of France, where his aunt Esther will look after him.


			Perec begins his narrative with his arrival in Villard-de-Lans, southeastern France in 1942, after introducing the various members of his family. He only has disordered, incoherent memories of this time. They are unconnected, like his writing, and characterised by a lack of points of reference. He starts a new life there.


			When he arrives, he lives for a while in a villa called Les Frimas with his aunt Esther and his cousin Ela. He has vivid memories of the ‘x’-shaped saw-horse used to cut logs and of his fractured arm. These are the only things he remembers clearly about his stay: one leads to a reflection on shapes (‘x’ is made up of two ‘v’s, like ‘w’), while the second turns psychological pain (the war, the loss of his parents and the forgetting of childhood) into physical suffering.


			Shortly afterwards, Georges is sent to a boarding school whose name he does not remember, before studying at College Turenne, which is run by two nuns and Father David. He is baptised in 1943. He remembers wartime shortages and the time some Germans visited the school. 


			In 1944, he leaves College Turenne and goes with his grandmother to the village of Lans-en-Vercors, where he is falsely accused of locking a little girl in a store cupboard and put in isolation. After the Liberation, Georges goes to live with Berthe, his aunt on his father’s side. Berthe’s son Henri is a few years older than him, and introduces the young boy to the pleasures of reading and the game of running battleships. They make flags representing the warring countries. Georges is fascinated by Henri and looks up to him as a role model. Once the war is over, Georges goes back to live in Paris, as does his aunt Esther, who takes him in as his mother has died in a concentration camp.


			As Georges is writing his memories down, he remembers the story of W that he came up with when he was 13. It was about “the life of a community concerned exclusively with sport, a tiny island off Tierra del Fuego” (p. 7).
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