The Elegance of the Hedgehog
by Muriel Barbery

About the Book

The lives of fifty-four-year-old concierge Rene Michel and extremely bright, suicidal twelve-
year-old Paloma Josse are transformed by the arrival of a new tenant, Kakuro Ozu.

Praise for the Book

At one point Madame Michel asks herself, ‘What is the purpose of intelligence if it is not
to serve others?” What indeed? Certainly, the intelligent Muriel Barbery has served
readers will by giving us the gently satirical, exceptionally winning and inevitably
bittersweet Elegance of the Hedgehog.”

—The Washington Post

“ This dark but redemptive novel, an international bestseller, marks the English debut of
Normandy philosophy professor Barbery...By turns very funny 9particularly in
Paloma’s sections) and heartbreaking, Barbery never allows either of her dour narrators
to get too cerebral or too sentimental. Her simplt plot and sudden denouement add up to
a great deal more than the sum of their parts.”

—Publichers Weekly

“This is a novel that celebrates the gut feeling, the inspired moment when life changes
forever because of a gesture, a laugh, a step off the pavement, or even a glimpse of a
beautiful flower. A warning, though: Thes story, like all great tales, will break your
heart, but it will also make you realize—or remember—that sometimes the pain is worth
it, that there’s also enough beauty in the world but only if you see beyond yourself.”
—Chicago Sun Times
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About the Author

Muriel Barbery
Muriel Barbery was born in Casablanca, raised in France, and lives in Japan with her husband
Stéphane.

Her novel The Elegance of the Hedgehog is currently in second spot on the IndieBound
bestseller list, which calculates book sales at independent bookstores across the county; and is in
13th position on the New York Times bestseller list. It has been a bestseller in France, Italy,
Germany, Spain, South Korea, and in many other countries.

Barbery's next book to appear in English is Gourmet Rhapsody.
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Author Interview

An Interview with Muriel Barbery
Elegance Brings Joy

By Viviana Musumeci

April 15 2008

Before becoming a literary sensation in 2007, Barbery had published Une gourmandise (to be
published in 2009 by Europa Editions), a novel that was awarded the Bacchus-Bsn Prize. But
then “He” arrived in all his reserved and entertaining elegance, the Hedgehog. In other words,
then came that jewel of a book that swept aside every other bestseller in France, reaching sales of
over a million copies thanks to its readers’ word-of-mouth publicity and its having been awarded
an array of prizes. The author of this masterpiece, Muriel Barbery, is thirty-nine years old,
currently resident in Japan.

What sensations does being the publishing sensation of the year provoke?

Surprise, incredulity and joy! When the book was first published in France, in September 2006, |
thought that nobody would read it and | was readying myself for some other pursuit, in addition
to teaching. The fact that the book corresponded to the tastes of readers, and that it has crossed
the borders into other countries, surprises me. | still cannot completely explain to myself what
happened. | am, also, incredibly happy about this unexpected fate. This success has allowed me
to realize some of my dreams, to live in Japan and to be able to write full-time.

Why did you decide to set your book at a street address in Paris, Rue de Grenelle to be precise,
where in real life there is a Prada store?



| did so because that street is located in one of the chicest neighborhoods of Pairs. Only after the
book was out, did | head down there for the first time and | discover the boutique. The building
described in my book, however, is pure invention, and even the street bears no connotation and is
not terribly important.

Is Renée an echo in some way of Simenon’s characters?

As far as | know this is the first time that anyone has made this comparison. | am honored. But |
don’t believe | was thinking of Simenon, of whom, I’'m embarrassed to admit, | read little during
the writing of my novel.

Is it true that there will be a film adaptation of your book? Did you participate in the screenplay,
and what are your impressions of it?

Yes, there’s going to be a film. They begin filming next fall. I limited myself to a few comments
on the screenplay, nothing more. Book and film represent two very different adventures and I’'m
letting the young director, Mona Achache, work in peace.

Did you include philosophical references in the book to draw the reader in?

| have to make a confession: I never think of the reader as | write. Writing is an intimate, almost
secret, activity. | only follow with my pen my own sensations and desires. This is why the
experience of publication is so strange and complicated. | am very happy to be read, but at the
same time, the knowledge that I’m being read sometimes even annoys me.

Are Renée’s passions your own?

Largely, yes, though fictional characters also allow their creators to distance themselves. My
characters are both far and near. That said, Ozu’ passion for cinema, the love for Flemish still
lives, the search for beauty, a peevishness for any form of academic thought, and a love for
Russian authors are all my own passions.
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Discussion Questions

Europa Editions Reading Group Guide, number 11
The Elegance of the Hedgehog by Muriel Barbery

1. True life is elsewhere...

One French critic called The Elegance of the Hedgehog “the ultimate celebration of every
person’s invisible part.” How common is the feeling that a part of oneself is invisible to or
ignored by others? How much does this “message” contribute to the book’s popularity? Why is it
sometimes difficult to show people what we really are and to have them appreciate us for it?

2. This book will save your life...

The Elegance of the Hedgehog has been described as “a toolbox one can look into to resolve
life’s problems,” a “life-transforming read,” and a “life-affirming book.” Do you feel this is an
accurate characterization of the novel? If so, what makes it thus: the story told, the characters and
their ruminations, something else? Can things like style, handsome prose, well-turned phrases,
etc. add up to a life-affirming book independently of the story told? To put it another way Renée
Michel’s way—can an encounter with pure beauty change our lives?

3.—arose
By any other name would smell as sweet.

Both Renée and Paloma use stereotypes to their benefit, hiding behind the perceptions others
have of their roles. Our understanding and appreciation of people is often limited to a superficial
acknowledgement of their assigned roles, their social monikers—single mother, used car
salesman, jock, investment banker, senior citizen, cashier... While we are accustomed to
thinking of people as victims of stereotypes, is it possible that sometimes stereotypes can be
useful? When, under what circumstances, and why, might we welcome an interpretation based
on stereotypes of our actions or of who we are? Have you ever created a mise en place that
conforms to some stereotype in order to hide a part of yourself?

4. “One of the strengths I derive from my class background is that
I am accustomed to contempt.” (Dorothy Allison)

Some critics call this novel a book about class. Barbery herself called Renée Michel, among
other things, a vehicle for social criticism. Yet for many other readers and reviewers this aspect
is marginal. In your reading, how integral is social critique to the novel? What kind of critique is
made? Many pundits were doubtful about the book’s prospects in the US for this very reason: a
critique of French class-based society, however charming it may be, cannot succeed in a classless
society. Is the US really a classless society? Are class prejudices and class boundaries less
pronounced in the US than in other countries? Are the social critique elements in the book
relevant to American society?



5. Hope I die before I get old...

Paloma, the book’s young protagonist, tells us that she plans to commit suicide on the day of her
thirteenth birthday. She cannot tolerate the idea of becoming an adult, when, she feels, one
inevitably renounces ideals and subjugates passions and principles to pragmatism. Must we make
compromises, renounce our ideals, and betray our youthful principles when we become adults? If
so, why? Do these compromises and apostasies necessarily make us hypocrites? At the end of the
book, has Paloma re-evaluated her opinion of the adult world or confirmed it?

6. Kigo: the 500 season words...

Famously, the Japanese language counts twelve distinct seasons during the year, and in
traditional Japanese poetry there are five hundred words to characterize different stages and
attributes assigned to the seasons. As evidenced in its literature, art, and film, Japanese culture
gives great attention to detail, subtle changes, and nuances. How essential is Kakuro’s being
Japanese to his role as the character that reveals others’ hidden affinities? Or is it simply his fact
of being an outsider that matters? Could he hail from Tasmania and have the same impact on the
story?

7. Circumstances maketh the woman...

Adolescent children and the poor are perhaps those social groups most prone to feel themselves
trapped in situations that they cannot get out of, that they did not choose, and that condition

their entire outlook. Some readers have baulked at the inverse snobbery with which the main
characters in The Elegance of the Hedgehog initially seem to view the world around them and
the people who inhabit it. Is this disdain genuine or a well-honed defence mechanism provoked
by their circumstances? If the later, can it therefore be justified? Do Renée’s and Paloma’s views
of the world and the people who surround them change throughout the book? Would Paloma and
Renée be more prone to fraternal feelings if their circumstances were different?

8. “Unprovided with original learning, unformed in the habits of thinking, unskilled in the arts of
composition, | resolved to write a book.” (Edward Gibbon)

In one of the book’s early chapters, Renée describes what it is like to be an autodidact. “There
are days when | feel | have been able to grasp all there is to know in one single gaze, as if
invisible branches suddenly spring out of nowhere, weaving together all the disparate strands of
my reading—and then suddenly the meaning escapes, the essence evaporates, and no matter how
often | reread the same lines, they seem to flee ever further with each subsequent reading, and |
see myself as some mad old fool who thinks her stomach is full because she’s been attentively
reading the menu. Apparently this combination of ability and blindness is a symptom exclusive
to the autodidact.” How accurately does this describe sensations common to autodidacts? What
are the advantages and disadvantages of being self-taught?



9. The Philosopher’s Stone...

Much has been made of the book’s philosophical bent. Some feel that the author’s taste for
philosophy and her having woven philosophical musings into her characters’ ruminations,
particularly those of Renée, hampers the plot; others seem to feel that it is one of the book’s most
appealing attributes. What effect did the philosophical elements in this book have on you and
your reading? Can you think of other novels that make such overt philosophical references?
Which, and how does Hedgehog resemble or differ from them?

10. A Bridge across Generations...

Renée is fifty-four years old. Paloma, the book’s other main character, is twelve. Yet much of the
book deals with these two ostensibly different people discovering their elective affinities. How
much is this book about the possibilities of communication across generations? And what
significance might the fact that Renée is slightly too old to be Paloma’s mother, and slightly too
young to be her grandmother have on this question of intergenerational communication?

11. Some stories are universal...

The Elegance of the Hedgehog has been published in thirty-five languages, in over twenty-five
countries. It has been a bestseller in France, Spain, Germany, Italy, South Korea, and America.
In many other countries, while it may not have made the bestseller lists, it nonetheless has
enjoyed considerable success. In the majority of these cases, success has come despite modest
marketing, despite the author’s reticence to appear too often in public, and her refusal to appear
in television, and despite relatively limited critical response. The novel has reached millions of
readers largely thanks to word-of-mouth. What, in your opinion, makes this book so appealing to
people? And why, even when compared to other beloved and successful books, is this one a book
that people so frequently talk about, recommend to their friends, and give as gifts? And what, if
anything, does the book’s international success say about the universality of fictional stories
today?

12. “...a text written above all to be read and to arouse emotions in the reader.”
In a related question, The Elegance of the Hedgehog has been described as a “book for readers”
as opposed to a book for critics, reviewers, and professors. What do you think is meant by this?

And, if the idea is that it is a book that pleases readers but not critics, do you think this could be
true? If so, why?
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