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SYNOPSIS

A major figure of contemporary feminism, and the first French woman to receive
the Nobel Prize in literature, Annie Ernaux embodies in the eyes of many a source
of individual and collective emancipation, at the junction of the intimate and the
universal. Through the words of students and teachers, filmmaker Claire Simon
delivers an original depiction of Annie Ernaux. How is the author’s work taught in
schools? How is it received, studied, and comprehended? How does today’s youth,
whether in France or elsewhere, make her writings their own? Claire Simon placed
her camera in French high school classrooms, capturing the vivid impact of Annie
Ernaux’s words: their power to awaken, their ability to rattle convictions and feed
blossoming minds, finding in them a reflection of their own adolescent lives. Claire
Simon’s gaze on transmission shows how Annie Ernaux’s work, which now belongs
to the world’s literary history, continues to inspire young people on a quest for
freedom and meaning.



“I will write to avenge my people (...)

1 proudly and naively believed that writing books, becoming a writer, as the last in a line of landless
laborers, factory workers and shopkeepers, people despised for their manners, their accent, their lack
of education, would be enough to redress the social injustice linked to social class at birth.

That an individual victory could erase centuries of domination and poverty, an illusion that school
had already fostered in me by dint of my academic success.”

Annie Ernaux

“Io film is to believe in the revelation of cinema, the simplest
and most radical revelation: that the present is transformed
into presence, that an action becomes a story, that a human
becomes a hero, that a location becomes a place.”

Claire Simon




THE HEROINE OF A NEW GENERATION

For the new, foremostly feminine and feminist generations, Annie Ernaux has become a source of admiration, a figure of inspiration and commitment. Virginie Despentes, Maria Pourchet and
Delphine de Vigan proclaim how deeply she has influenced them. Filmmakers Céline Sciamma, Danielle Arbid and Audrey Diwan often reference her or adapt her work. Upon the
announcement of her name for the 2022 Nobel Prize, thousands of joyful messages by anonymous contributors flooded social media.

Annie Ernaux has become the embodiment of women’s freedom to have control over their bodies, and numerous feminists rallied around her in January 2024 to support the vote aiming to
enshrine abortion as a constitutional right in France. While she is obviously not the only personality contributing to the current revival of feminist commitment, her readers credit her with a
decisive role in their quest for individual and collective emancipation. Intertwining intimate and universal planes, her books address the shame of belonging to a poor and uneducated social
class, as well as social climbing (A Man’s Place, Shame), the condition of married women (A Frozen Woman), women'’s sexuality (Simple Passion, Getting Lost), clandestine abortion
(Happening), Alzheimer’s disease (I Remain in Darkness), her mother’s death (A Woman'’s Story), or also breast cancer (The Use of Photography).

The sum of her work makes up an auto-socio-biography of women culminating with The Years, a sort of collective autobiography, a saga of ordinary lives and ruling classes going against
traditional codes of novel writing. Arnie Ernaux’s entire body of work rests on her determination to restore women’s legitimacy, patiently describing the slow construction of her identity
beyond the countless failures and the modest victories won from hard-fought struggles. With her style (which she herself qualifies as “flat writing”), Annie Ernaux has sought through the sheer
strength of simplicity to depict women’s alienated lives, and how in order to discover her own sense of self, she had to let others pass through her (“I am penetrated by people and their
existence like a whore”).



“[...] to what end? Not to tell the story of my life nor free myself of its secrets but to decipher a lived situation, an event, a
romantic relationship, and thereby reveal something that only writing can bring into being and perhaps pass on to the
consciousness and memories of others. Who could say that love, pain and mourning, shame, are not universal?

Victor Hugo wrote: ‘Not one of us has the honor of living a life that is only his own.” But as all things are lived inexorably in the
individual mode — ‘it is to me this is happening’ — they can only be read in the same way if the ‘I’ of the book becomes
transparent, in a sense, and the ‘T of the reader comes to occupy it. If this ‘I, to put it another way, becomes transpersonal, and

singularity achieves universality.”

Annie Ernaux



A UNIVERSALLY READ
AND STUDIED BODY OF WORK

Beyond French borders, Annie Ernaux is an internationally celebrated author whose work has been translated
into 42 languages. Better yet, the former teacher is now widely taught. Her books are studied in French high
schools and universities, but also in other countries in Europe, Asia and Africa as well as in English language
intellectual circles (The Years was shortlisted for the prestigious Booker Prize in 2019). It is this unanimous
appeal that Claire Simon wishes to explore while proposing an unusual approach for a portrait from which the
subject herself is in fact physically absent: How is Annie Ernaux’s work taught in middle schools, high schools
and universities in France and abroad - especially since she received the Nobel Prize in literature in 2022? How
is she studied and comprehended? How does today’s youth, whether in France or elsewhere, make her writings
their own?



A FILMMAKER IN THE FIELD

Claire Simon’s original, fieldwork-like approach allows the director to show how today’s teachers present and convey the author’s words, and how young people perceive and respond to them. This approach aims
to capture the impact of Annie Ernaux’s thinking, the emotion and reflection it arouses, and the awareness it induces.

Regardless of the encountered persons’ age and their culture of origin, do Annie Ernaux’s words have the same meaning and impact? Are they likely to shift boundaries?

Claire Simon’s work is often keen to listen to young individuals and show them through the lens of their school education: in Young Solitude (2017), she depicted high school girls and boys from the Lycée Romain
Rolland in Ivry-sur-Seine at an age when they first experience passion and solitude, between families falling apart and the uncertainty of the future. he film marked the return of Claire Simon’s camera in a school
setting, twenty-five years after Récréations [Playtime] (1992), an admirable documentary placing the viewer at the heart of a nursery school yard to discover 3 to 6-year-old girls and boys grappling for the first
time with the power of emotions and the constraints of subjection to other human beings. With The Competition (2015), Claire Simon put the spotlight on the selection mechanisms of a prestigious higher learning
institution and what they revealed about reproducing an elite, or allowing social climbing for a lucky few. More recently, her latest opus, Elementary (Official selection in Cannes in 2024, theatrical release in
January 2025), shared the perspective of an elementary school in an underprivileged neighborhood where the children learn, progress, experience, think, question and discover what it is like to live in the company
of others, and where every single day teachers fight armed only with their energy against the societal challenges stirring France: gender inequalities, inequality of opportunity, integration difficulties, the
discriminations by people who live in underprivileged environments, regardless of their origins. These are all subjects, convictions and conflicts the director shares with Annie Ernaux.



WOMEN,
and WOMEN’S BODIES

Annie Ernaux’s talent is her ability to transcribe, some would say
nearly sociologically, life events that could well be ours, and this
essentially for two categories of people that could in fact be
intermingled: children having left the lower social classes they
came from (climbing the social ladder), and women.

Femininity, in the widest sense, is at the heart of her work.
Maternity or the absence thereof, and the control over one’s
body, whether from outside parties or women themselves. It is a
subject matter that Claire Simon has also long explored through
her films, specifically in two of her most famous feature films:
God’s Offices in 2008, and Our Body in 2023 - perhaps because
having control over one’s body is having control over one’s
destiny, in 1974 just as much as today; and because exploring the
body also means exploring the feminine mystery.




TEACHING

Both women are also viscerally attached to and passionate about transmission. Annie
Ernaux taught French language and literature for thirty years. Claire Simon has
spent time in many schools and high schools, standing side by side with pupils and
students, from the preschoolers of Récréations [Playtime] (1992) to the teenagers of
Young Solitude (2018).

They both see schools, in the broadest sense of the term, as communities playing a
foundational role, that of transmitting knowledge. Schools are also the place (from
the earliest classes to the prestigious universities) of men and women in the making,
where for younger generations “the future is played out,” and as Claire Simon says:
“The question is: do others believe in my story? In the end, I only exist if others
believe in my story. Children are always trying to see if stories work for one or
another, if they can lead somewhere.”

THE QUEST FOR REALITY

The two authors also share the personal narrative and the reality of their contemporaries:
“What touches me so deeply with Claire Simon is her way of working with people’s tangible,
daily reality, extracting the essence of this reality to convey its inextricable complexity, the
unspeakable.” (Referring to God’s Offices). And the reality they both want to recount and achieve
is not, by far, that which art had up until then been showing us. Annie Ernaux: “That's what
people didn't understand when they talked about Madame Bovary in connection with Simple
Passion. Flaubert writes about Bovary, whereas here it's Bovary herself who's writing! And that's
got nothing to do with it.” Claire Simon: “It's a great jubilation and the great desire of art to say
to oneself: what is the painting that Mona Lisa would paint? What is the point of view? In the
search for truth, we dream of hearing Emma Bovary's thoughts, of being as close as possible, in
jubilation...”

(Crossed portraits, GREC, 2002)
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