
The First Man
by Albert Camus

About the Book

The questions, discussion topics, and author biography that follow are intended to enhance your group's reading of 

Albert Camus's The First Man. We hope they will give you a number of angles from which to approach this unfinished 

"autobiographical" novel by one of the twentieth century's most important literary figures. The incomplete manuscript of 

The First Man, which Camus had referred to as "the novel of my maturity," was found in a mud-spattered briefcase 

near the wreckage of the car in which Camus died in January of 1960, when he was forty-six. Partly a novel of childhood 

and partly an epic narrative of his beloved Algeria, The First Man was intended to re-create Camus's homeland-- then 

still a colony in a traumatic struggle for independence-- for the mainland French. The novel takes Jacques Cormery from 

birth to his years in the lycee, or secondary school, in Algiers. In a departure from the intellectual and philosophical 

weight of his earlier works, Camus wanted this novel to be "heavy with things and flesh." It is a novel of basic and 

essential things: childhood, schooldays, the life of the body, the power of the sun and the sea, the painful love of a son 

for his mother, the search for a lost father. But it is also about the history of a colonial people in a vast and not always 

hospitable African landscape; about the complex relationship of a "mother" country to its colonists; about the intimate 

effects of war and political revolution. Most important, The First Man brings Camus to life again, giving us a view of 

the man-- visceral and vulnerable-- that has never before been revealed.

Discussion Guide

1. The first chapter of this novel is different from the rest. In it, the author/narrator imaginatively re-creates the situation 

of his own birth, whereas elsewhere he works closely from memory. Does this chapter seem more "fictional" than the 

rest of the book, which can be seen as verging on memoir or autobiography?
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2. One of the titles Camus considered was Adam. How would this title also be appropriate? How does the idea of the 

"first man" work throughout the novel, and how does it relate to Jacques's feelings about Algeria?

3. Jacques Cormery's visit to his father's grave is far more significant than he expects it will be. How is he changed by 

his realizations in the cemetery? What is the meaning of the "statue" [p. 26] he has erected of his adult self? How is 

Jacques himself suddenly placed in a different relationship to history-- that of France, that of Algeria, that of his own 

lineage-- by his visit to the cemetery? At this point, the novel becomes a search for a lost history and a missing person. 

What is at stake in this newly urgent search?

4. What is the role of memory in Jacques's effort to find his father? How does his mother's relationship to the past differ 

from his own? Discuss some of the ways in which scraps of information and details of his father's life, related to him by 

people who remember his father, become important. What sort of a person does he reconstruct from the story of his 

father's disgust at the mutilation of the sentries in the war in Morocco [pp. 64-66] and from the tale of his father's 

response to the execution of the murderer Pirette [pp. 81-82]? How does the shell fragment extricated from his father's 

head, stored in a biscuit tin, take on a more complex meaning?

5. Perhaps Jacques hasn't truly missed his father until his visit to the cemetery because he has had the good fortune to 

have had substitute fathers, Malan, Monsieur Bernard, and his Uncle Ernest. Why haven't these relationships ever fully 

taken the place of the father he has never known? How does Jacques's Uncle Ernest function as a very different sort of 

second father for the boy?

6. In the novel, how is the mother's identity fixed by the loss of her husband in the French forces in World War I? What 

happens when a potential lover enters the household? How does this episode express the forces of love and cruelty in the 

family?

7. In the opening chapter of the novel, Camus demonstrates some ambivalence about the presence or absence of a 

brother four years older than his fictional self, Jacques Cormery. Do you find it strange that the brother, though often 

mentioned as the narrative progresses, doesn't play a larger role in the story? Do you think that Camus would have 

decided at a later point of composition to take the brother out of the story altogether, or to make him a more important 

character?

8. Camus once wrote, "For me honor in the world is found among the oppressed, not those who hold power." How does 

Jacques's victory over Munoz in the schoolyard fight illustrate an early example of this moral vision? How does 

Jacques's theft of the two-franc piece (and his grandmother's attempted recovery of it) affect his understanding of the 

family's economic situation, and his own betrayal of the family? In another situation in which his grandmother plays a 

major part, Jacques is forced to lie in order to get a summer job. Why is this particular act of loyalty to the family's 

economy so difficult for him?

9. Jacques Cormery lives in a household in which he is the only one who reads. Household objects have humble, 

common names, if any at all, whereas Jacques discovers that in other homes "you ate off the Quimper dinner service" [p. 

60]. He grows up speaking French, the language of colonial power in Algeria, yet his people are as powerless as the 

indigenous Arabs. How does Camus develop the theme of the family's relationship to language, to speaking, and to 

silence? How is all this connected to Camus's larger themes about freedom and intellectual life?



10. According to Jacques, poverty extends itself not only to language but also to memory. Thinking about his mother's 

clouded memory, Jacques reflects that "poor people's memory is less nourished than that of the rich; it has fewer 

landmarks in space because they seldom leave the place where they live, and fewer reference points in time throughout 

lives that are gray and featureles...Remembrance of things past is just for the rich" [p. 80]. Is memory a luxury? Is the 

cherishing of the past only for those with the leisure to dwell upon it? Could Jacques himself live a life without memory? 

How does his own desire to recapture his childhood and his father's life contradict his statement?

11. As Camus was writing The First Man, Algeria was in the throes of revolution. How is the Arab presence felt in 

Camus's novel? When Camus sees Algeria as "the land of oblivion," is it only the experience of the colonists, or pieds 

noirs, in the land that he speaks of, or does he include the Arab peoples as well? Is the co-existence of the Arab and 

immigrant communities felt in the novel, or do the two seem entirely segregated? How, if at all, do you think Camus 

might have developed the matter of the Algerian revolution in a finished version of the novel?

12. Notice the distinction between the descriptions of the weather, the landscape, and the architectural environment in 

the first and second chapters-- the first takes place in Algeria, "this nameless country" [p. 3], the second in northern 

France, "a land that for centuries had been cultivated to the last square meter" [p. 20]. See also pages 40-41 for a more 

extended comparison of Jacques Cormery's thoughts about France and Africa. How do Jacques's responses to weather, to 

landscape, and to buildings express different feeling states in him about his two conflicting national identities-- Algerian 

and French? Where does he feel that his true identity lies?

13. Camus chooses to use a very smooth method of moving in and out of the past. How do you experience the handling 

of time in this novel? Note some of the places where the shifts into the past occur, and where time returns to the 

"present," in which Jacques Cormery is forty years old. Do you feel that Camus's use of time is effective?

14. Do you experience The First Man as a work of fiction or as a memoir? How would you describe the mode of 

narration? Is the narrator omniscient, or does the narrator have access only to the thoughts and memory of Jacques? Do 

the appendix, the marginal notes, the switching from real to fictional names, the plans for further development, etc., 

disturb your immersion in the work as fiction? Do they, on the other hand, help you to feel engaged in Camus's writing 

process and in the evolution of a novel in progress?

15. Many readers comparing The First Man to Camus's other writing are struck by his departure in this book from his 

habit of emotional reticence. In her introduction, his daughter expresses the opinion that Camus would have toned down 

the directness of the emotional expression, and hence his own degree of personal exposure. And Camus wrote to his wife 

that the draft of his book was very autobiographical, but would be "less so" in its final version. Do you feel that Camus is 

too close to his subject, and that a greater emotional distance from his own fictionalized life would have improved the 

novel? Or, on the other hand, do you think that any such distancing tactics would have seriously diminished the novel's 

power?

Author Bio

Albert Camus was born near Mondovi, Algeria, in November of 1913, the son of impoverished parents who both came 



from families of immigrant colonists-- his father's family from France, his mother's from the Spanish island of Minorca. 

His father was fatally wounded at the first battle of the Marne in World War I, when Camus was less than a year old. His 

mother, illiterate and partially deaf, then took her children to live with her own mother in Belcourt, a poor neighborhood 

in Algiers.

There Camus attended the local elementary school, where his intellectual promise was recognized by his teacher, Louis 

Germain, who strongly urged-- against his domineering grandmother's wishes-- that he take the exams for a scholarship 

to the lycee. The resulting scholarship and his attainment of the baccalaureate were to break open a realm of possibility 

beyond the mute laboring existences of his family members.

In 1930 Camus suffered his first attack of tuberculosis, which was to plague him throughout his life. He studied literature 

and philosophy at the University of Algiers, where he was briefly involved with the Communist Party; his lifelong 

involvement in the theater began with his work as actor and director for the Workers' Theater. He left the university in 

1936, the year which also saw the breakup of his two-year first marriage, and began working as a journalist at the 

Alger-Republicain.

In 1940 he moved to Paris, and in the same year he married Francine Faure. He joined the French Resistance and became 

a writer for the Resistance newspaper Combat, of which he was the principal editor. With the publication in 1942 of his 

novel The Stranger and his philosophical essayThe Myth of Sisyphus, Camus became a major figure in French 

intellectual and literary life.

He was later rejected by his friend Jean-Paul Sartre and isolated from intellectual circles because of his compromise 

position on the Algerian conflict, and because of the anti-Stalinist political positions taken in his essay The Rebel. In the 

midst of the ensuing period of depression, he was awarded the Nobel Prize in 1957.

With the composition of The First Man, Camus had entered a new period of creative energy and hopefulness. He was 

killed instantly when a car driven by his publisher, Michel Gallimard, swerved into a tree in the village of Villeblevin, on 

the fourth of January, 1960.
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