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Puzzles of 
reminiscence 

The burden of his father’s 
murky legacy has apparently 

left Nobel Prize-winning 
novelist Patrick Modiano 

uneasy about his own partial 
Jewishness

by Yaëlle Azagury
THE AWARD last October of the Nobel 
Prize for Literature to French writer Patrick 
Modiano seems, in the wake of the Paris terror 
attack against Jews in January this year, an 
ominous foreshadowing. Modiano’s fiction is 
mostly set in 1940s occupied France, a period 
when Nazi anti-Semitism was promoted 
by French collaborationists as well as the 
Germans. 

He never directly experienced the occu-
pation, a time of muddied moral choices for 
France, yet it has been the focus of his work.

Ever proud to be the land of enlightenment, 
France had long evaded examining its role 
in collaboration with the Nazis, arguing that 
Charles de Gaulle and Philippe Petain were 
two sides of one coin. The former was the 
“sword,” the latter – when the government 
retreated to Vichy – “the shield” against the 
Nazis. 

Modiano, albeit in a subdued fashion and in 

the form of dreamy musings rather than active 
political engagement, embarks on a valiant 
endeavor to challenge this myth. This under-
taking began in the year of the student riots, 
1968, when he published his first book. 

Modiano’s work is neither militant nor 
moralizing. Rather it uses the occupation as a 
backdrop, following the trajectories of villains 
and victims alike, zooming in on a somber 
demi-monde made of fake foreign aristocrats, 
adventurers, actresses and circus people, 
black market racketeers and petty criminals, 
who sailed through the crepuscular world of 
occupied France under the radar and often 
with dreadful panache. 

But he also brings into focus anonymous 
figures rescued from oblivion, myriad Jews 
whose unfathomable tragedies remained 
unrecorded, whose muffled suffering never 
found a voice. One of these drifting charac-
ters is Dora Bruder (Modiano’s eponymous 

narrative was translated into English as “The 
Search Warrant”), a young runaway Jewish 
girl – an Anne Frank of sorts – tracked down 
until her name was found on a list of Jews 
deported to Auschwitz. His books are often 
memorials for the missing, the forgotten and 
the inconspicuous, and all those who were 
swallowed up by history.

Famously shy and known for shunning the 
limelight, Modiano has a moderately-sized 
yet loyal following in France, but remains rel-
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atively unknown to English-language readers. 
Few of his works can be found in English, 

but “Suspended Sentences,” a newly translat-
ed trilogy bearing the title of one of its novel-
las, is a good place to get acquainted with him. 
It is elegantly rendered by Mark Polizzotti, 
whose rather literal translation is felicitous. 
For instance, he selects words with Latin rath-
er than Anglo-Saxon roots, a technique which 
imparts a whiff of quaintness to the overall at-
mosphere, and fits Modiano’s cool prose and 

the sense of remove suffusing his novels.
Encapsulating Modiano’s plots in a few 

words is an arduous task. They are loosely 
melded together. Characters are summoned 
through haphazard pieces of their lives, often 
taking the narrator/detective to other figures 
no less ungraspable. The plot thus becomes 
like nesting dolls, each one concealing the 
next. The final image is then fragmented, 
incomplete and remote, leading us to regard 
identity as contradictory and elusive. 

Memory is at the epicenter of his preoccu-
pations, and his novels are often painstaking 
puzzles of reminiscence, with a particular 
fondness for lists and inventories, addresses 
and names from the phone book. These are 
like hieroglyphics summoned to testify to 

Describing him as ‘a Marcel Proust of our 
time,’ the Swedish Academy awarded 
Patrick Modiano the 2014 Nobel Prize for 
Literature, October 9
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a civilization long extinct, or branches on a 
mountain edge one clings to before the abyss. 
They give the illusion of rationality in an oth-
erwise impenetrable world, but often have the 
opposite effect, de-realizing reality further in 
Modiano’s dreamlike fiction.

In “Afterimage”, the first novella in the 
trilogy, photography is the medium of choice 
to summon people long lost. The narrator at-
taches himself to Francis Jansen, a photogra-
pher “with a quality he possessed in art as in 
life, which is so precious but so hard to ac-
quire: keeping silent… Of all the punctuation 
marks he told me, ellipses were his favorite.” 
Could he be talking about the author himself? 
Yes, for Modiano’s austere writings are best 
fleshed out in their margins. 

So the narrator sets out to classify his pho-
tos, like a sleuth gathering clues, struggling to 
elucidate the riddle of his identity. Of Jansen, 
we are told a few things. Born in Antwerp in 
1920, he was of Italian nationality. He assist-
ed the war photographer Robert Capa – a real 
historical figure – and “was picked up during 
a raid and interned as a Jew in the Drancy 
camp,” the infamous concentration camp set 
up by the French, often as a grim prelude to 
Auschwitz. 

Freed by the Italian government later in the 
war, he is an elusive figure who leaves for 
Mexico in the spring of 1964 shortly after the 
narrator meets him, forever dropping out of 
sight. The exploration into his life takes us in 
turn to Colette Laurent, a woman whose pho-
tograph is found by the narrator, and a new 
search into her life is then set in motion. The 
story unfolds as a series of chance encoun-
ters, all strung together by a faint thread. We 
are left with the illusion that chance itself is 
the sign of a higher order, but that hope soon 
vanishes, the ending more tantalizing than the 
onset.

“Flower of Ruins” is the third novella in 
the collection and follows a similar structure: 
the narrator is perplexed by the mysterious 
death of a couple whose suicide in 1933 af-
ter an orgy remains unexplained. He decides 

to retrace their steps on the fateful night with 
help from the police report and newspaper 
clippings, but this initial investigation soon 
collides with a second one about Pacheco, a 
shady figure with seeming connections to the 
“Rue Lauriston gang” – a band, part thieves, 
part French Gestapo – and ostensibly, an ava-
tar of Modiano’s father.

“Suspended Sentences,” the second no-
vella in the trilogy, is the most personal. The 
French title is “Remise de Peine,” a play on 
words meaning both a remission of sentence 
in the legal sense (peine as punishment), and 
a bequeathing of grief (peine as sorrow). The 
narrator Patoche, a nickname for Patrick, re-
counts his life with friends of his parents, who 
were often away and neglected him and his 
brother. Both were cared for by a crowd of 
colorful friends of their parents, all haloed in 
mystery. 

Brimming with autobiographical ele-
ments, it is a wistful coming of age story, 
with faces making fleeting appearances, a 
castle with frightening magnetism, an un-
savory gallery of characters from the world 
of the circus, also part of an undefined un-
derworld. Most get arrested at story’s end, 
leaving the children alone, as in a fairy tale 
gone awry.

It is a glib trick to explain an author’s 
universe solely through his biography, but 
an even more foolish pretense to ignore his 
biography entirely. The latter rings even 
more true in the case of Modiano whose 
writings are intimately cross-pollinated by 
his own biography, strewn with his person-
al obsessions, rippling from book to book. 
They are exquisitely woven into his texts, 
amplified through repetition but also deftly 
transformed through literary art, so that his 
novels are never purely biographical. 

I started reading him in French more than 
20 years ago, as a student of literature, and 
his style, made up of brief sentences, both 
concise and full of promise, and so atypical 
in the French literary tradition, was myste-
riously affecting.

Certain people and themes come back 
again and again. There is his brother Rudy 
whom he loved deeply, dead at age 10 of 
leukemia; there is the world of the circus 
which fascinated him, perhaps because of 
his mother, an unloving actress always on 
tour; or the motif of runaway children like 
Dora Bruder, dating back to his own fugues, 
and his unhappy childhood; there is Drancy 
and Auschwitz, ill-fated symbols and epito-

I AM A LIKE A DOG 
PRETENDING TO 
HAVE A PEDIGREE. 
MY MOTHER AND 
FATHER ARE NOT 
BOUND TO ANY 
SPECIFIC MILIEU

Modiano delivers his Nobel lecture at 
the Swedish Academy in Stockholm, 
December 7
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me of irretrievable absence; and there is his 
father the Jew, Albert Modiano, involved in 
collaborationist activities with the Gestapo. 
No doubt the burden of his murky legacy 
left Modiano the son uneasy about his own 
part Jewishness. 

His first novel, “La Place de l’Etoile” 
(1968), still not translated into English, is 
a complex and outlandish fantasy staging 
the delirious monologue of a Jew named 
Raphael Shlemilovitch – whose name is 
ostensibly a wink to the Yiddish schlemiel, 
or anti-hero – both victim of anti-Semitism 
and notorious anti-Semite himself. The 
book could be a cathartic therapy session 
of sorts for his own father, while also a fe-
rocious and satirical tour-de-force on the  
anti-Semitic cliché of the powerful Jew. 

It won two prestigious prizes in France, 
but may be off-putting to some, perhaps 
because anti-Semitic rhetoric of any sort 
– whether in jest or not – must be handled 
with care. Modiano has since shifted to a 
more restrained style.

But what, exactly, is Jewish about Mo-
diano’s writing? Although he is secretive 
about his personal life, he has given a few 
clues. His paternal grandfather was orig-
inally from Salonika, and belonged to a 
Jewish family from Tuscany established 
in the Ottoman Empire. The artist Amedeo 
Modigliani was a distant cousin. His grand-
father left Salonika for Alexandria, moving 
to Venezuela after a few years where he 
took up trading in pearls. He finally settled 
in Paris where he became an antiques deal-
er. His son Albert (Modiano’s father) was 
born in 1912. Modiano himself is married 
to the artist and jewelry designer Dominique  
Zehrfuss, whose mother was a Tunisian Jew.

Evidently, he is not a Jewish writer in the 

mold of Philip Roth with his neurotic rumina-
tions, or, on the Sephardi side, the late Albert 
Cohen (another Salonikan Jew who wrote in 
French) with his lyrical gusto, to name just 
two. In my opinion, he is interested in Jew-
ishness inasmuch as it pertains to the idea of 
a trace, an echo, the faintest of clues, a notion 
at the core of his writing. Or perhaps, it is the 
other way around: vestiges are so crucial in 
his work precisely because of his own dim 
connection with his past, remoteness often 
deemed the highest form of being.

Either way, here is what he writes in his 
2005 autobiography, “Un Pedigree” (to be 
published in English translation later this 
summer by Yale University Press): “I am a 
like a dog pretending to have a pedigree. My 
mother and father are not bound to any spe-
cific milieu. They were so tossed around, so 
unsettled that I must strive to find some foot-
prints and some markers in the quicksand as 
one strives to fill out with some half-erased 
letters a legal form at the registry office or an 
administrative questionnaire.” 

Street dogs often make shadowy appear-
ances in his prose. The metaphor of the 
mutt, the dog without pedigree is particular-
ly crucial. And I wonder if hybridity, which 
was often a cliché ascribed to Jews, espe-
cially in the Diaspora – is not here synony-
mous with Jewishness.

Because of his love for Paris, with its 
topography meticulously and tirelessly ex-
plored in his novels, he has often been iden-
tified with the French 19th century figure 
of the flâneur, the wanderer. But isn’t the 
Wandering Jew the nomad and the flâneur 
par excellence? And doesn’t Modiano’s in-
defatigable rambling through Paris replicate 
his grandfather’s journeys, so typical of the 
Jewish experience until the creation of the 
State of Israel? 

In his speech of acceptance of the Nobel 
Prize in Stockholm last December, Mo-
diano spoke exquisitely about his love for 
music, the names and words he enjoys se-
lecting for their musicality, and the themes, 
often haunting, that recur in his work. So, 
I believe, is Jewishness for him: like a me-
lodic phrase declined in a lower key, an un-
defined longing, the echo of an echo, never 
fully incorporated, but perhaps more alive 
in spite of it. ■

Yaëlle Azagury is a freelance cultural  
reporter who writes about French and 
Sephardi culture 

Suspended Sentences
Patrick Modiano

Translated by Mark Polizzotti
Yale University Press

232 pages; $16

HE BRINGS INTO 
FOCUS ANONYMOUS 
FIGURES RESCUED 
FROM OBLIVION, 
MYRIAD JEWS WHOSE 
UNFATHOMABLE 
TRAGEDIES REMAINED 
UNRECORDED
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An inside look at the secret 
workings of the pre-State 
Lehi underground.  Eldad 
was one of the three-man 
Central Command of Lehi 
(also known as the Stern 
Group). His memoirs shed 
light on the relations 
between the Irgun, Lehi 
and Hagana as well as 
on the personal lives and 
interactions of future prime 
minis-ters and national 
leaders.

HC | 200pp | ISBN 9789652292216 | $18.95 | 69 NIS

The Dream Behind Bars
The Story of the Prisoners of Zion from Ethiopia
By Baruch Meiri

The heroic story of 
Ethiopian Jewry’s modern 
day suffering, struggle and 
exo-dus to the Promised 
Land is told in this book. 
Meiri and Elazar document 
the ter-rifying experiences 
of the Ethiopian prisoners 
of Zion and the dramatic 
rescue missions of 
Operations Moses and 
Solomon to airlift them 
from Sudan.

With sensitivity, depth, 
warmth, and plenty of 
humor, Rabbi Gold opens 
a fasci-nating window 
on the tumultuous 
and dynamic years of 
destruction and rebuild-
ing that preceded and 
followed the founding 
of the Jewish state, 
and offers an insider’s 
perspective on life in the 
land he holds so dear. 

HC | 388pp | ISBN 9789652296399 | $29.95 | 110 NIS

Touching History
By Sholom Gold

Me and the Middle East 
By Richard Oestermann

PB | 192pp | ISBN 9789652297372 | $14.95 | 55 NIS

From his escape with 
the famous rescue of the 
Danish Jews during the 
Holo-caust and throughout 
fifty years as a Middle 
East correspondent  for 
Scandina-vian newspapers, 
Richard Oestermann has 
found himself at the crux 
of the great historical 
moments of our time. 
Complete with
exclusive interviews with 
prominent figures such 
as Truman, Ben Gurion, 
Ag-non and Boutros-Ghali, 
Me and the Middle East 
gives us front-row tickets 
to the events that shaped 
the region for years to 
come, and a glimpse into 
the unique personalities 
behind them.

Jewish Identity 
By Ruth Shamir Popkin

However difficult it may be 
to accommodate the many 
complex and continually 
changing Jewish identities 
under the single roof of 
Judaism, Dr. Shamir Popkin 
contends that we have no 
alternative – neither for 
Israelis nor for the Jews of 
the Diaspora. But if that 
overarching identity is to 
be preserved, Jews must 
internalize the core ideas of 
multiculturalism to create a 
multifaceted Jewish identity 
that positively reflects the 
freedoms of today’s world.

HC | 336pp | ISBN 9789652296719 | $24.95 | 100 NIS

The Shemittah Guide 
By Yissachar Dov Krakowski

This guide is the first 
English guide on 
shemitta to offer a 
singular approach on 
shemitta observance 
based on earlier leading 
rabbinic opinions and 
on what has become 
common practice in 
today’s Israeli Torah 
communities. The guide 
is easy enough for the 
beginner yet sufficiently 
sophisticated that even 
the well versed can 
appreciate it. 

HC | 64pp | ISBN 9789652298003 | $12.95 | 50 NIS

The First Tithe
By Israel Eldad

HC | 420pp | ISBN 9789654160155 | $24.95 | 88 NIS
PB | 420pp | ISBN 9789654160193 | $17.95 | 80 NIS

Peace in the Making
By Zvi Harry Hurwitz & Yisrael Medad

Here, for the first time, is the 
complete correspondence 
between Israel’s Prime 
Minister Menachem Begin 
and Egypt’s President 
Anwar el-Sadat as they 
wres-tled with what would 
become their Nobel Peace 
Prize–winning accomplish-
ment.  Covering the period 
from June 1977 until a day 
before Sadat’s assassina-
tion in October 1981, the 
Begin-Sadat correspondence 
affords a behind-the-scenes 
glimpse into the efforts, 
crises, and agonizing 
decisions these two lead-
ers faced and overcame to 
achieve peace.

HC | 384pp | ISBN 9789652294562 | $24.95 | 100 NIS

Days of Ticho
By David Reifler

HC | 500pp | ISBN 9789652296658 | $39.95 | 140 NIS

Dr. Avraham Albert Ticho 
was a Viennese-trained 
ophthalmologist who immi-
grated to Ottoman ruled 
Jerusalem in 1912. There
he married his cousin, the artist 
Anna Ticho, and together they 
made their mark on the history 
of the Land of Israel. In Days of 
Ticho, the Tichos’ story is told 
in all its fascinating detail. Their 
personal history is presented 
against the backdrop of a variety 
of historical perspectives –
histories of medicine, art, civilian 
institutions, governments, and 
war; the strug-gles and growth of 
the Yishuv, the Jewish community 
in Palestine; and the con-flicts 
that arose between Jews and 
their Arab neighbors.
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