




The Prisoner/
LE PRISONNIER

Anne Plantagenet is the author of two previous novels and of biographies of Marilyn 
Monroe and of Manolete. Her latest book was a collection of short stories, Pour des 
siècles et des siècles (Éditions Stock in 2008). One of her novels, The Last Rendez vous, 
is forthcoming from The Other Press.
 

In a small mountain village in France, a young and unhappy 
schoolteacher is forced to be a wounded man’s jailer for a night, a man 
long thought to be the terror of the area but now finally captured. The 
novel asks us to consider just what makes a prison—and a prisoner.
 
A group of young men from the village bang on Julia’s door and demand 
that the young schoolteacher accompany them. They lead her to the school, 
where, on the floor, lies a bleeding, savage-looking man. The feared “Papa” 
has been captured at last. Papa has been living in the forests that surround 
the village, hiding from the residents, who believe him to be a monster who 
has raped and murdered and who think him a drinker of blood and eater 
of the flesh of their children. Because of her position of authority, Julia is 
charged with keeping Papa alive until morning and is locked with him in 
her own classroom.
 
Julia is deeply frightened of the man. Papa’s penetrating gaze unsettles her 
and makes her even more uncomfortable and unaccepting of the role that 
has been forced on her. At first she can think only of escape, but gradually 
she begins to understand the position that Papa is in. She offers him food 
and drink, and slowly they begin to talk, and she sees that there is more to 
him than the dreaded “Papa.” Julia begins to wonder about the prisoner’s 
culpability. The more they talk, the more she finds herself thinking about her 
own life and the walls she has built around it. By morning she finds herself 
transformed. She is no longer dead to the world, no longer only the victim 
of her former lover’s betrayal and abandonment. Leaving the classroom 
that served as a prison for her as well as Papa, she feels unexpectedly 
free.
 
This resonant novel pairs two unlikely characters in a fateful meeting that 
leaves at least one of them changed. The night has blurred the line between 
victim and perpetrator, jail and freedom, prisoner and jailer.
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The Prisoner/
LE PRISONNIER

       The men turned up at Julia’s in the middle of the night. They came in numbers, five, six, she’s not really sure 
now, they hammered on her door like maniacs and said you have to come teacher, straight away, Papa’s been ar-
rested, he’s here, two feet away, you have to take him something to eat and clean him up a bit, you know, he’s not 
a pretty sight, come on. It was the dead of night and that’s what they said, yelled, yapped even, you have to come 
teacher, making panicked, imploring gestures with their hands. That’s how it happened. The boys were wild, their 
eyes had a feverish glint, you’d have thought they’d seen the devil. Julia didn’t understand their terror and 
why, to her own embarassment, she found herself infected by it. The hunt for Papa had kept everyone on alert for 
months but it didn’t interest her in the slightest. And it wasn’t what made the men of the hamlet land on her at that 
hour of the night, either. It was his capture. The hunt, you get used to it, you adapt to it, it gives a certain rhythm 
to your days, fills your dreams. It’s when it ends that you’re thrown off kilter. There the animal is, suddenly real, 
nervous and exhausted. Not as big as anticipated. He stinks. He’s no longer an idea being hounded, he’s turned 
into insomnia,
a deadend. Anyway, Julia wasn’t asleep and other people’s worries don’t soften her own. Julia doesn’t sleep any-
more. Every night, at around two, three o’clock, she sits up straight in bed and she waits. There is the silence all 
around, no one left on earth, just Julia with her bitterness and her grief. She unlocks her jaw, lets go of whatever 
she’s been holding on to all day long, in front of the kids, at the farm, at the grocer’s, in the street, opens the flood-
gates held back by decorum, by appearances, by lies, and she waits. At best, there are tears. It’s no good, though, 
anger generally wins out over pain, Julia is full of rage, of hate, it drives her sadness right to the back of the nest, 
gnaws away at her liver and little by little her reason. Naturally no one suspects, Julia on the outside throws the 
hounds off-scent and sticks pretty well to the role she’s supposed to be playing. But at home behind closed doors, 
things are different, for months now she’s been collapsing in a heap and whenever she gets up again, which is a little 
harder every time, it’s to take her place of a morning on the dais of her classroom in front of the ten or so desks that 
face her. Julia talks, recites, sings, sermonises, rewards, explains, sometimes all in one morning and at the same time 
she’s drowning, and no one knows. Not because of Papa, Julia couldn’t care less about Papa. He’s the least of her 
worries. She’s read what the local paper has been saying about him, she’s heard the news on the radio, she hasn’t 
been able to completely ignore what different ones have been telling each other over and over, at the farm, at the 
grocer’s, in the street, and even in school, the kids as well since Papa has been at the centre of everyone’s conversa-
tions everywhere for months. But Julia hasn’t managed to throw off her own drama enough to get interested in the 
drama of some guy on the run accused of every evil. To each his own misery. You’ve got your troubles, I’ve got 
mine. It’s not selfishness, more like total confusion verging on obsession. Julia has had her share of sorrow, fate has 
not stinted with her, she has all she needs to be a wreck.
	 This particular night she took absolutely ages to open the door. You have to come teacher, they cried from 
the other side. Kids, all, fifteen, sixteen years old, Julia doesn’t know their exact age, she lives surrounded by chil-
dren. She’s barely older than they are, but learning divides them more than years, the alphabet, arithmetic, school, in 
a word. Teacher. The mayor is away on business, it is just bad luck that she is the only authority in this godforsaken 
hole that night. Suddenly everything depends on her, falls to her, she is the only one, apparently, up to the job of 
getting them out of the mess they’ve got themselves into. Miss, miss... they all but put their hands up. We’re sorry, 
but you have to come, open up. […] 
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Gand Journal: the Aleutian 
Islands/
LE JOURNAL DE GAND AUX ALEOUTIENNES

Jean Rolin, born in 1949, is a journalist and a writer. He is the winner of many prizes 
including the Albert Londres prize for journalism and his novel L’organisation received 
the Medicis award in 1996. He is the author of numerous acclaimed works of fiction 
including Zones (Gallimard, 1995), L’explosion de la durite (P.O.L, 2007, recipient of 
the French Voices Grant, to be published by Dalkey Archives in English) and Un chien 
mort après lui (P.O.L., 2009.) His novel Chrétiens has been translated by IG Publishers 
in 2006.

This journal describes trips to places and with people who could  
broaden our worlds and increase our sense of what can be seen and 
learned, if only we would really dare to go. Luckily, Rolin takes us with 
him. The book is written with an appealing combination of realism 
and fantasy that is the essence of any journey into the unknown. 

Inspired by a trip the author took in 1980, Journal de Gand aux 
Aléoutiennes tells the fictional journal of a man, seemingly a drifter, 
who has joined the crew of the merchant marine vessel.  The ship, the 
Meistersinger, is bound for the Aleutian Islands via Norway, Africa, and 
Brazil.  The crew, a semi-civilized collection of men, often fighting or 
amusing themselves by playing catch with fresh cement, is headed by 
a captain who smokes opium and listens to opera.  The man begins a 
love affair with a very small woman who becomes smaller day by day 
until she disappears entirely.  When he becomes undesirable even to the 
motley crew of sailors, he is left alone on one of the Aleutian Islands. 
Jean Rolin can not only make people come to life, he also succeeds in 
describing the breathless beauty of the scenery , the vivid green color of 
tea plantations, the streetscapes of urban chaos and the heavy breath of 
the wild animals in the African night.
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  “It’s perfectly understandable that many boats wind up sinking.
That’s what they deserve.”

Henri Michaux, Ecuador 

“In case of a man overboard, toss the horseshoe buoy into the water;
the self-acting smoke signal will then ignite.”

Anonymous, 20th  
1 
I’d been given an address in Antwerp by mistake, so I spent a long time looking in vain for The Meir, that city’s 
main shopping area, in various neighborhoods in Ghent. Passersby directed me to Kongostraat (a brick-paved street 
furrowed with streetcar tracks, ending at a right angle to a dock overlooking water of a napthous sheen), where, in 
a strangely clean and silent house guarded by a tall old woman wearing a tight chignon and drooling with dignity 
behind a macramé curtain, I finally found the successor to the man I sought—who had been dead for half a century, 
this gentleman assured me, and under whose portrait he was in fact busy working. Invoices, ship’s manifests, re-
ceipts: the chance clatter of a telex introduced a note of agitation to this coldly polite Flemish interior, its creaking 
floor smelling of wax, a décor worthy of the Old Masters. Even though M. Van Overbecke and I spoke not a word 
of any common language, while I seemed to have turned up fifty years too late, our business was concluded to our 
mutual satisfaction. A quarter-hour after my arrival at Number 8-B Kongostraat, a car carried me swiftly away 
through mists harboring traffic lights, “wildcat” locomotives operating without any cars, and the foghorns of tugs, 
to deposit me and my sea bag on the wooden quay, precisely at the foot of the Meistersinger’s gangplank. They 
were finishing up unloading twelve thousand metric tons of Douglas-fir planking, and two stevedores had just been 
crushed by a falling sling load.

2 
Shortly after our departure at nightfall from Ghent, as with the help of the Zeeland and the Westhinder we made our 
way slowly toward the sea along a stretch of slack water cluttered with canal boats, tugs, barges, pontoon cranes, 
and other industrious craft, at the very instant when the drawbridge at the Escaut River lock had reached its vertical 
position, an extremely violent argument arose between the commander of the Meistersinger (a Wagnerian and a 
papist) and the pilot from Terneuzeun (a Huguenot) regarding communion in the two cults and the real presence of 
Christ in the Eucharist. During the ensuing brawl, the officers—doubtless endeavoring to please the skipper—broke 
their nautical rulers, the sextant, and most of the navigational instruments over the pilot’s skull, while the sailors 
(Bretons, and therefore touchy on any point of religion) abandoned their assigned posts to snatch up from the deck 
carbon dioxide extinguishers, an acetylene blowtorch, and anything else that could be used as a club to repel the 
crew of the Westhinder who, alerted by walkie-talkie, were streaming aboard to back up the pilot. Left to its own 
devices, and soon set alight by the flaming acetylene, the tug whirled for a few moments in the Terneuzen wet dock, 
whipping the black water into a death frenzy, then steamed full speed into the lock-chamber, rebounded into the 
quay, and wound up crashing into the Escaut gate.  […]       

‘‘

’’


