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Laye, Camara. L'Enfant noir. Myrna Bell Rochester and Natalie Schorr, eds. Newburyport (MA): Focus Publishing/R. Pullins Co., 2005. Pp. 232. ISBN 1-58510-153-2. 

This new student edition of Camara Laye's L'Enfant noir, prepared by Myrna Bell Rochester and Natalie Schorr, is a welcome addition to the sorely limited selection of full-length texts in French published with materials for use in the second-language classroom. The autobiographical L'Enfant noir is particularly well suited to high-school and college-age learners of French, as it deals with such topics as family, school, and choosing a career—topics which are of high interest at this point in students' lives, and which they have the vocabulary in French to discuss. 

I often teach literary texts in intermediate-level French courses, as they not only build reading skills but also give students a taste of what it means to study literature in French. I recently taught L'Enfant noir in a fourth-semester college French course. Although I initially feared the text would prove too difficult, in fact, the students rose to the task and the novel worked remarkably well—due, in large part, to the pedagogical apparatus provided in this new edition. The edition includes a detailed introduction with information on the author and the text, the Guinean context, the négritude movement, and stylistic elements. Glosses and notes (in French) appear throughout the text, and a series of multiple-choice and open-ended questions accompany each chapter. The editors have also provided topics for discussions and essays, a bibliography, and suggestions for other books, films, and musical recordings to complement L'Enfant noir. Finally, there is a lengthy vocabulary list to facilitate discussions of literature. These pedagogical aids are tremendously helpful; the one complaint I heard from students was that the glossed words were not as useful as they could have been, because the most relevant words were not always glossed, and the definitions sometimes seemed too roundabout. As an instructor, I appreciated the fact that definitions were given in French rather than English. 

In L'Enfant noir, the narrator tells of his experiences growing up as the son of a blacksmith-jeweler in Kouroussa, his visits to rural Tindican, and his relationship with his parents and extended family. He also writes of his years in the French primary school, his initiation into manhood through the twin rites of Kondén Diara and circumcision, and his departure for technical training in Conakry. He describes his studies, his first loves, and his closest friends. The book ends with his return to Kouroussa as a young adult and his decision to leave Guinea to continue his education in France. Throughout the text, the narrator shows how he is torn between the opposing forces of tradition and modernity. 

Because of the universality of its themes, L'Enfant noir is ideal for use in the classroom. At the intermediate level, it lends itself to discussions of childhood, family relations, gender roles, friendship, elementary school, going off to college, the value of religion, and choosing a career. More advanced students can discuss such topics as magic versus science, the importance of community, rites of passage, the function of art (including music, dance, and storytelling), and the problems of autobiography. At all levels, the novel allows the instructor to bring issues of Francophone Africa and French colonial history into the classroom. Perhaps most importantly, the narrator's diversity of experiences, from village to provincial city to capital, help to avoid stereotyping or essentializing African cultures. 

Student response to L'Enfant noir was quite positive. Above all, students said it improved their reading skills. I assigned one chapter per week and asked students to write a brief response to each chapter (a chapter summary and personal reactions). Students reported that although they spent several hours working their way through each of the first few chapters, as they got used to Camara Laye's style and learned they did not need to look up every unfamiliar word, over time, they were able to read more quickly and with higher comprehension. The only real problem with the novel was that some students found the story dry—often an issue with autobiography and memoir, which do not tend to be as narrative as other genres. Still, our discussions were lively, and students said they enjoyed learning about African cultures and French colonialism. 

Myrna Bell Rochester and Natalie Schorr have chosen an outstanding text to prepare for the French-language classroom, and they have devised a rich and varied array of supporting materials. I recommend the edition highly. 
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