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Annie Ernaux\; 1974 novel, Les Armoires vidL's, c;m be an 
increJibly effective lext for implementing a f()ur-skill ·'integration" 
model into the intcrmcdi:ltc undergraduate French cl<lss, -all the while 
serving as an extraordinarily rich text in terms of its presentation of 
concepts ofalterity, something which is becoming more and morc the 
focal point of a contemporary undergraduate curriculum in French 
studies. I am not concerned here with an analysis of some specific 
aspect of the text itsclfbul mther a h,mds-on practical presentation of 
the ways in which the text Ctlll be used by inSlructors who are interested 
in bluning, ifnot eradicating, the traditional boundary markers hetwcen 
"I anguagc," "1 iteraturt:" and "cu \ture." 

Annie Ernaux:',;; Les Armoires vides has long been onc of my 
favorite tex:ts in contemporary French literature. am! I have used it 
harrily in several courses in very traditional ways (in a senior 
undergraduate course on women writers, in [In "Introduction lo 
T\\..'enticth-Century French Literature" course; and in both senior 
und~'rgraduate and graduate courses in applied litcrnry translation). 
There are a multiplicity ol"approaches that one can takc in these discreet 
kinds of courses: first-person narrativc (eehniques; genre boundaries 
between autobiography and fiction; (heory relating to autobiographical 
writing; thematic concerns relating to ahonion, class, education, or 
adolescent alienation from parents: thc role oflanguagc in the formation 
ofclass consciousness, recurring mcwphors and images; and language 
levels-including regional isms, slrmg and Imver-working chiss idiom. 
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Since I have alway:; liked the text Sll much, I have never st't'lTIcd to 
have much ditliculty bringing my students along with me, but [ have 
come to realize that the Emaux text, at least as I hud been using it in 
lilcrature classes in the rast, actually fUllctillncd as simply one building 
block in [he edifice which we had named in the university course 
catalogue "French Literature of the Twentieth Century." 

When I was askt'd in J 999-2000 to serve orl a small ad hoc 
committee of my department's French Area with the mandate of 
attempting to inlt'grate the French curriculum along the general lines 
of the German program <It Georgetown,1 I became intrigued at the 
possibilities Emaux's work afforded as both an integrated text (that 
is, already possessing: all the "eontent-based" material needed for usc 
in language, literalure, culture, and linguistics) and an il1(cgratingone 
(that is, a text whieh students tlnd instructors alike could work with 
quite happily on several levels simultaneously in order to study, 
understand, and have H better sense of wh<Jt it means, in the largest 
sense, to be '·other"). In short, as we were trying through curricular 
reform to work with students in an integrated model so that in a 
department which calls itself "modern languages and cultural studies" 
smdenrs will begin tll have a more integrated, content-based progmm 
which wil1 lead to better cultural literacy o ...·crall, I began tll see how 
Ernaux's IJl!s Armoires vides might fit into such a framework. 

One of the first questions [() ask, however, is why Les Armoires 
rides'? Other texts by Ernaux, notably La Place and/or Une Femme, 
arc mguably "easier reads" and have had more critical work lin the 
pedagogical sense) done on thell1.~ The answer, I suppose, is a rather 
personal one and a mther simple one: Les Armoires vides is Annie 
Ernaux's first book (published in 1974), and it is a text that I fell in 

lovc with on First re::lding. Of course, the other Ernaux texts are 
wonderfully teachable and carry::ls well the same thematic threads as 
Ll!s Armoires l·'ides and ure always useful in tenns of keeping a textual 
thread alive fmm course to course or to usc for students who \'iant 
and need an extra ehaJJenge. But interestingly enough, university-level 
students still respond quite well to Les Armoires vides (even though 
they will also readily udmit that the other t\\'ll texts are, in a purely 
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"Ianguag~" sense, casicr to read). 
Leg Armoires vides traces the childhood and adolescem::e ofDcnise 

Lesur, a fictional protagonist bearing enormous resemblancc to Annie 
Ernaux herself. Set in the 1950's the novel is the story ofa young girl's 
youth and adolescence in a slTIall to\\'n in Nonnandy. Denise's working­
class parcnts struggle to make ends meet in the tiny cafc-cpiccric they 
run in onc ofthe toVt'n's poor outlying neighborhoods. Her parents arc 
full of hopes and aspirations for their only child and indccd some or 
thesc hopes are fulfilled (she does ""ell in school and accordingly climbs 
the laddcr of social class well bcyond her parents' station in life). 
Unfortunately, one of their deepest fears (that she might get pregnant) 
is also realized. Indeed, Denise's first-person narration of her childhood 
and adolescence is framed by her account of the illegal ahortion that 
she decides to have atter being abandoned by Marc, her middle-class 
boyfriend. 

Denise's ambitions, as contrasted with those ofhcr pnrents, are 
somewhat ditt~rent although related: "Her main aim is to leave the 
tawdry surroundings, constant near poverty, and attcndant hypocrisy 
of her uneducated, tired and bickering parents, and to aeccdc to the 
hourgeois world held up as a model all around her, in advertising, in 
magazines, and, above aIL at school" (Sandcrs 20). When Denise tirst 
discovers that she is pregnant, she is o...·crjoycd-first ofall in managing 
to arrive at the social level ofthe bourgeoisie and secondly in suceccding 
at having such sweet revenge on her parents. Yet when she realizes 
that an abortion seems to be her only recourse, we arc brought to the 
novel's formal op~ning. 

Le5 Armoires vides thus begins with a crisis as Denise waits in her 
dormitory room for her i11egal backstreet abortion to run its course. \ 
"The description of this crisis leads to the question ofhow and why she 
finds herself in this situation, which becomes a pr~text (in both senses) 
for the rest or the novel. This short introduction is then follO\\'cd by a 
long 'flushbuck' l,I,.'hich continues most of the text" (Thomas 5). 

The heart of the narrative of Les Armoires vides is an almost 
stream-of-consciousness narrative, at times angry, at times nostalgic, 
at times lucid, at times totally confused, of Denise's recollections of 
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her double life, the life with her parents in the cafc-cricerie and her 
school life. and (he growing chasm which scp<lrates her from her own 
background. 

The ending of Lt's Armoires ~'ides, however, finds Denise 
simultaneously freeing herself from the working-class background that 
has weighed so heavily on her and realizing that the superiority uftlle 
world 10 which she is acceding is merely an illusion. The cirL:ular 
structun.:: ---crisis, eXplll11<ltory flashback. return to or resolution of, initial 
crisis-is a chamctcristic of all of Ernaux's work. as Lyn Thomas has 
pointed out (Thomas 5). And as Sanders reminds us, much women's 
writing is often about breaking free, but in this particular case, Denise's 
soci::!1 ::!nd sexual freedoms ha'\'e worn grimly thin almost before she 
has achieved them. This element of"breaking free" so t:haracterislic 
of Ernaux's writing combined with the easily identifiable structure or 
the text lends itself well pedagogically \\iithin an integrated and (we 
hope) integra[ing curriculum iu French studies. 

Moving almost in contradiction to my own pre\"ious remarks about 
not speaking ahout language. literature, and things cultural as 
nonintegrated blocks in l<lnguage learning, I should now like to address 
the more practical aspects ofpresenting Les ArnlPircl" vides to a senior 
undergraduate group and discuss three areas separately- language 
work, cultural elements, and literary aspects. In actual cbssroom 
experience, the scams between these areas should never be visible. 
Language Work 
t. Vocabulary: The lexical items in Les Armoires vides can initially bc 
disorienting for students who may not be at all familiar with working 
with regionalisms. different vocabulary registers, and the like-see, 
lor eX<lmple, words and expressions such as virer au hleu, nlOc!le, 
minable, pf~quen()f, emmerdet: s 'engueulcr, {'ecole huissonnihc. WI 

paletol, en houlicholl, en carcaillol. Ie pinard. fa bidoc!le, se ji/ire 
huisel; fa vieille cante, ma petite hisotte, Ie \'{JI1tail, fe soupirail. 
Students are thus encoumged to work with a wide variety ofdiclionarics 
(hoth in hard copy and on-line versions available from our library 
system) and to use these words in their own journal writing. We also 
discuss English language levels and "equivalents" from multirle 
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perspectives since the multicultural (and multi linguistic) backgrounds 
of many of our students pemlit it. Students are encouraged to discuss 
sociological "class" issues and distinctions implicit in regionalisms. 
How do we leam language registers (in any language)'.! To lighten the 
work here a bit (since it can be daunting to some), we also use brief 
extracts from two humorous eontemrorary texts by "Genevie'v'C." 
.Henle/ The REAL French You Were Nevt'1' Taught at Schnol (New 'r'ork: 
Simon & Schuster, 19:'\4) and Mertle Encort'i More oFfhe REAL FrelJeh 
You Were Never Taught ill S<'!too! (New York: Simon & Schuster, 19:'\6). 
2. Syntax: Sentence structures in Les Armoires vides, given that this 
text involves stream-or,consciousness narrative, require ratienee on 
the part ofstudellts at this level. Unaccustomed h) dealing with such 
structures even in English (where, for the most part, traditional writing 
style is n requirement in composition courses), they arc encouraged to 
look tor meaning blocks, transitional words, word associ:ltions and 
:iignifying chains. We do free word association exercises in rairs, then 
as a class. This also helps to increase vocabulary retention and lise. 
3. Journal Writing: L(',',' Armoires vides pmvides a wondaful 
opportunity for writing practice. Students are assi~'l1ed to keep a reading 
journal as they experie:tll..:e the text. SuggesteJ entries, beyond their 
rersonal responses and reactions to the text, itll..:luJe "my first memory," 
"my first experience of schoo!." "I liked/hated elementary school 
because ... ," "the first time I felt ashamed ofmy rarents/my b<lekground/ 
my house:imy clothes/, etc." Students may clect to write their journals 
using their own "J" or may choose: to adopt a totally fictional altcrego. 
4. Debate: Les Armoires videoi' also provides extra\xdinarily rich 
possibilities for stud\:nt discussion and debate abOllt a wide variety of 
contemporary issucs which are usually of importance and/or interest 
tll univer~'ity studencs: abortion, parental control, the value ofeducation, 
or premarital sex. In class ......e work in pairs, thcn in groups of three or 
four, and final1y present the "pour" and the "contre" of specific issues 
taken from the novel. Multifaceted cultural experiences and 
recollections are always uscd as .iumping-oft'points for discussion. Note: 
depending on the linguistic competencies here, students work in groups 
with al! memhers participating in research and fact-gathering activities 
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(from library to internet) but with some laking larger lead roles in 
solo oral ",..,orl\. 
5. Verb Tenses: We make every effort here to ""ork on those tenses 
that uppear most frequently within the novel itself. The present tense is 
used often and we emphasize the present tense in journal writing. Given 
the number ofmemory sequences in this text, the interplay (lfimparfiJit, 
pass£; comp().~·(; nnd pllfS-ljUt'-PWlilir is also critical. 
Cultural Elemenl.\' 
J. Abortion (France J 950'siCanada 1950's: contemporary Canada/ 
conternporury Frunce): Why is abortion such a powerful theme and 
motivator in LC.I' Armoires ~'iJes? Ernaux herself has said, "It's 
important to remember thut it's through the body-via the pregnancy 
and the ubortion-that the en~ounter with the middle class and its 
rejection take place. The symbolk \'alue of the nbortion is cnormous, 
even though 1 was not aware of it at the time of writing" (Ernaux 
69). Abortion is, of~ourse, a highly ~harged subje~c. but students do 
very well in terms of researching the area and reporling to the class 
(in groups) the results ot'their work. Along with their outside rescarch 
on education systems (see #2 below), the abortion research allows 
them (a) basic research technique practice; (b) opportunity to mnkc 
use oflibrary resources they may not have accessed previously; and 
(c) further ability to "integrate" the "real world" with the world of 
fiction created by the novelist. Note: Abortion in Frnnce was illegal 
at the time of the text. 
2. Educational systems (France/Canada): For this cultural aspect 
of Les Armoires vides I assign a short reading from La Civilisation 
.fram;aise en evolution Jl by Ross Steele, Susan St. Onge, and Ronald 
St. Ongc (Boston: Heinle & Hcinle, 1997) on the French educational 
system. Students thcn havc thc possibility ofcomparing and contrasting 
thcir own cducational expcricnccs (primary school, middle school, 
scnior high school) with Dcnise's. Public and private schools, and 
schools with religious nffiliations arc trcatcd differently in Canada; and 
students who come from other bnckgrounds can also add helpfully to 
thc discussion in this area. 
3. Social class (France/Canada): Hcrc, too, we sec that Le.\' Armoires 
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vides provides a rich source for students at this level to Ieam something 
about alterity. Several readings can be assigned, either in arJvance. or 
for work outside class, followed by presentations by a pilir (l]" group 
and in-class discussion. Sample readings include Michcl Ragon \ "La 
Mernoire des petites gens" in Le Magazine Lit/crt/ire 150 (juillet-aolll 
1979), 17 and a selection from La Civi!isatiollji'anl.,·aise en erp/llfiOIl 

II. Ernaux herself has underlined her debt to the work of Pierre 
Bourdieu on the relationship between language, culture and c1lJss, and 
her novel is perhaps first and foremost a recovery of the cultural 
inheritance which was hers before she entcred the university \vorld. 
Bourdieu's "Qu'est-ce que parler veU[ dire'!" (or extracts from the 
e~say) are used to stimulate discussion here. 
4. Rites of passage (childhood/adolescence) in France/Canada: 
Although in Les Armoires rides Denise's first communion, her Jirst 
days at schooL the discovery of her fem<lle body, her initiation into sex 
lJnrJ the world of male-female rel<ltionships are the principal "rites of 
passlJge" discussed, we usually discover through srudentjoumal entries 
and class diseussion that there <lre other significant "rites of passage" 
which are important if we wish to underst<lnd and appreciate the other. 
We \\Iork \\litl1 dictionary and encyclopedia definitions of "rites of 
passage" in the anthropological sense and seek to create links between 
literary narrative and anthropologic<ll narrative. 

Literary Aspects 
I. First-person narration: The concepts of the lranspersonal I, auto'! 
biography, and "auto-fiction" provide a good point of depmture for a 
literary discussion of Les Armoires vides. (Students are <lsked to read 
a briefartiele taken from the Internet on auto-fiction, Mounir L<louyen's 
"L'Autofiction: Une Reception ProblCm;1tique.") We are able to make 
good usc of basic and simplified extracts fmm several Que SUI\-Je? 
volumes: Theorie de la {illcrature (Stephanie Santerres-Sark<lny, Paris: 
PUF, 1990) and La' Critique !itth'airelral1l.,'aise au .\Xe sieele (Michel 
Jarrety, Paris: PUF, 1998) as well as selections from M.P. Schmitt and 
A. Viala's Sal'oir-Lire. Precis de lec(lIr£' critique (Paris: Didier. 1982). 
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2. Bildungs.-oman 0.- Anti-Bildungs.-oman? Lyn Thomas has pointed 
out quite correctly that "Les Armoires vides can be seen as a kind of 
Bildungsroman in reverse, or anti-Bildungsromal1, in that it describes 
the negative aspects ofan education; instead ofgradually assimilating 
the culture to which she is exposed, Denise is violently expelling it, 
the upward trajectory ofBifdllng replaced here by the downward spiral 
which culminates in abortion" (Thomas 6). 
3. The concept of "mixed .-egisterll in language: Again we tum to 
Lyn Thomas: "The mixed register of Les Armoires vides is also 
particular, in that whilst literarity in the form of the metaphor is not 
rejected as it will be later, it is combined with slang expression, the 
familiar language hoth of Denise's culture oforigin and of the student 
world she is no,-v part of. Indeed, as Denise herself points out, there is 
no clear dividing line between the two" (Thomas 7). 

4, Images and Metapho.-s, Recllr.-ing Themes and Motifs: Here 
we use the work ofCarol Sanders, who classi fies Ernaux's meraphors 
into tbree main types: the elemental (fire, water, movement, light, 
depth), animal imagery. and "basic sensory imagery"---references to 
the senses of smell and taste (Sanders 21). Christine Fau would also 
add "color" to this list, with "red" as the predominant one in Les 
Armoires vides, 
5. "Retll ...n to realism" desc.-iptive techniques: Here we have 
recourse to Schmitt and Viala and make extensive usc of extracts and 
group work, Students arc encouraged (sec journal writing) to include 
descriptive passages about "ordinary" ohjeets in their surroundings, 
physical descriptions of someone seen on the bus, for example, or a 
close friend or relative. 
6. Na ....-atological aspects of LesArnlOires vides: Concepts introduced 
here include foeali7ation, point of view, analepsis and prolepsis, etc. 
Again Les Armoires vides lends itselfwell to a narratologieal approach, 
giving students a more formali7ed "structure" by which they can then 
approach the analysis of other texts read in the course. 
7. The "isms" ofAnnie Ernaux: feminism, Marxism, existentialism. 
Here we make use of brief extracts from contemporary dictionaries of 
French philosophical and critical tenns and ask students to do some 
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very basic research in order to come up with elementary definitions 
for the kinds of philosophical issues and questions that recur in the 
text.4 Depending on the level of student enrolled in the course we also 
read further extracts from the work of Pierre Bourdiell. 

My more traditional colleagues may question the wisdom of 
choosing to use Ernaux's work here rather than, "my, a text hy Simone 
de Beauvoiror Marguerite Duras, or in short a text which might more 
convincingly at least e1aim current canonical status. At times, too, I 
wonder if asking students who may never read more than one or two 
novels in French in an emire lifetime ifmy choice for them of Annie 
Ernaux is justified. Yet given that the undergraduate curriculum in 
French studies ofthe t\venty-first century must definitely and definitively 
engage students in new ways if indeed it is to survive in good health, 
presenting French literature as a collection of artifacts is no longer 
tenable. We can only hope that a more integrated approach, both in 
text choice and in the usc of the text within the classroom, wil1 help 
students as they seck to understand concepts ofallCrity and to become 
functionally liten\re in the cultural sense when they leave our programs 
and venture out into the world. 

University ofAlberta 

NOTES 

I Sec. for example, Heidi Byrnes. "Reflections from a College 
Foreign Language Perspective" in James Lee and Albert Valdman, 
cds.• Form and Meaning: Multiple! Per.\pective.\' (1Icin1c & Heinle, 
1999). 

:' Sec, for example, Marie-France Savean's presentation of La 
Place and Ulle Femme in Gal1imard's "Foliotheque" series (Paris: 
Editions Ga11imard, 1994) or P.M. Wetherill, La_Place, in Methuen's 
Twemieth-Century French Texts series (1987). 

It is interesting to note that another of Ernaux's most recent 
works, L /::venement (Gallimard, 2000). is a return to the same event 
(the illegal abortion) nearly forty years later. 

1 
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