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A C U LT U R E I N PA P E R

George Simenon's widespread popularity is in good portion due to the character he created in 1930:
Inspector Maigret. 
The re-editions of his “romans durs” - in-depth quests to discover the nature of man - have found in
these last few years an attentive and loyal audience. But the real adventure is his very life.

Lots of paper was ne e ded to print the countless editio ns of his books: over 500 million copie s. Just cons ider that, placed
o ne next to the othe r, they could cover 5000 soccer fields! From 1921 to 1972 George Sime non wrote about 400 no v e l s,
t ra nslated in over 50 lang ua ge s. Ma ny are the films and TV series based on his works that have ma de him fa mous with a
vast aud ie nc e. It is difficult to describe the “torre nt ial” work of George Sime non - it would be like trying to commu n ic a t e
t he flavor of a fo o d, the int e nsity of a perfume, the ambie nce of a land s c a p e. Maybe if we had his writing talent, we
could… He suc c e e ded inc redibly well in capturing the attent ion of the re a der by re nde r i ng the ima ge of his chara c t e r s
u s i ng few word s, ma k i ng them come alive and vigil, commu n ic a t i ng the atmo s p he re of a place, outlining a situa t ion with
few de t a i l s, accompany i ng us, glued to the page s, through tales de nse with int r ig u i ng situa t io ns that dig into the com-
p l ex psychology of hu man behavio r.

GEORGE SIMENON WAS BORN IN LIÈGE, BELGIUM, IN 1903. His fa t he r, Désiré Sime non, was an account a nt and his
mo t he r, He n r iette Brüll, was a shop assistant in a de p a r t me nt store. Since he was a child, Sime non showed a keen int e-
rest in advent u re books (Duma s, Conra d, Dic ke ns, Balzac, Stendhal, Stevenson). At 16 he quits his stud ies and begins to
work as a journalist at La Gazette de Liè ge, embarking on a pre c o c ious appre nt iceship to writing, being mainly int e re s t e d
in the crimes co-lumn - an area whe re, for four years, he will be able to collect lots of ma t e r ial for his future no v e l s. 
In 1921 he publishes his first book, Au Po nt des Arc he s, a hu mo rous novel. In the years that fo l l o w, he moves to Pa r i s,
ma r r ies Régine Renc hon, nic k na med “Tigy”, a young artist he met in Lie ge two years befo re. He works as secretary to
Ma rquis Tracy and, at nig ht, writes for Pa r i s ian ma g a z i nes: his stories attain great success and in just a few years allow
him to de d icate himself completely to writing. His frie ndship with the writer Colette yields him a steady collabora t io n
with Le Matin and her pre c ious advice helps him to re f i ne his literary style, ma k i ng it simple and sober. 
1921 to 1930 are the years of his “a l i me ntary writing”: about 200 pro duc t io ns, between books and short stories autogra-
p hed using differe nt pseudo ny ms (in most cases, George Sim). Three are the typologies: lig ht no v e l s, mo re or less osé
with allusive titles (Org ies Bourge o i s e s, Etre i ntes passio n nées…), sent i me ntal novels like Roman d’une dactylo or Coeur
de Po u p é e, and advent u re novels (Le Mo ns t re blanc de la Te r re de Feu, Un Dra me au pôle sud…). Na t u ra l l y, critics do no t
t a ke these pieces serio u s l y, but for Sime non they constitute a field of essay that will shape him as a pro l i f ic writer and
a f fo rd him a comfortable life. Popularity and good earnings project the writer into the Pa r i s ian “beau mo nde”, initia t i ng
him into the company of painters (Vlaminck and Picasso), poets like Max Jacob and artists like Jo s e p h i ne Baker with
w hom he will have one of the nu me rous “lia s o ns” attributed to him.

AT THE BEGINNING OF 1927, E u gè ne Me r l e, director of several Pa r i s ian ne w s p a p e r s, want i ng to exploit his fa me of fa s t
novel writer on a pro mo t io nal level (he could pro duce up to 80 pages a day!), challenges him to write a novel “live”,
u nder the eyes of an aud ie nc e, closing Sime non in a glass cage. The writer accepts, attracted by a ge ne rous re mu ne ra t io n .
T he event is publicized and awaited, but for re a s o ns that are still not clear, the project will not be bro u g ht to fruitio n .
In the years that fo l l o w, driven by his de s i re to realize his dre a ms of youth, he begins to travel by boat, first in Fra nc e
na v ig a t i ng along the cana l s, that will become the setting for several novels (Le Charre t ier de la “Pro v ide nce”), then in
Belgium and the Ne t he r l a nd s. 
L e ge nd tells that in the Ne t he r l a nd s, in the port of Delfzijl, in September of 1929, du r i ng a fo rced stop for servic i ng
i nt e r v e nt io ns on the boat, a new character came to lig ht: a certain Ma ig ret. 
In that same perio d, Sime non de c ides to abandon the pseudo ny ms and sign all his novels with his real na me: in Februa r y
1931, Editio ns Fayard publishes Pietr-le-Letton through a pro mo t io nal event to which all of Paris is invited. After this,
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t he ima ge of Sime non and of Ma ig ret - on whose inquests, from 1931 to 1972, he will write 75 novels and 29 sho r t
s t o r ies - will walk hand in hand. Mo re than 50 will be the films based on his novels (between stories of Ma ig ret and
o t her novels). 
But even through the cont r i b u t ion of great directors (Jean Reno i r, Claude Au t a nt - L a ra) and fa mous actors such as Je a n
Gabin who will give an unparalleled ima ge of the re no w ned ins p e c t o r, they will not have the same popularity as the
no v e l s.

THROUGH THE INSPECTOR OF THE QUAI DES ORFÈVRES, THE AUTHOR PAINTS A PORTRAIT OF THE PARIS OF THOSE
YEARS IN ALL ITS SEASONS: f rom the bra s s e r ie s, to the quais of the Seine, to the hotels of du b ious re p u t a t ion, to the
c o nc ie rges that smell of cooking. But also of the Fre nch pro v e nc e, of the na v igable cana l s, foggy count r y s ide s, and the
s u s p ic ious and envious agric u l t u ral bourge o i s ie. Ma ig ret's mo dus opera ndi is very particular: even though he re s p e c t s
c a no n ic pro c e du res from which he ex t rapolates “scie nt i f ic” eleme nts for investig a t io ns, he lets himself be driven by
i ns t i nct, investig a t i ng people's persona l i t ie s, re s e a rc h i ng possible mo t i v e s, almost placing himself in other people's
s hoes in order to unde r s t a nd whe re and when “the crime” can orig i na t e. Delving in-depth into the ambie nce and the
p s y c hology of the actors involved allows him to unravel ex t re mely int r icate event s, ma t u red in the most diverse socia l
e n v i ro n me nt s. 

THE RESULTING FRESCO IS THE PORTRAIT OF A HUMANITY that stops at no t h i ng in trying to improve the me d io c r i t y
of its own ex i s t e nc e, not even criminal behavio r. Ma ig ret teaches us to unde r s t a nd these often tortuous behavio r s, to
discover the complex motives behind de v ia t i ng behavio r s, and - while not judg i ng - ma kes the culprit face his re s p o n-
s i b i l i t ie s. 
Wealth and fa me change Sime non's life; he leaves Paris and goes to live in the count r y, on a 16th century farm near La
R o c he l l e, in Va ndea. But if, on the one hand, the writer looks for a tranquil place to conc e nt rate on his work, on the
o t he r, his thirty years and the de s i re to ex p l o re the world will push him to travel. First in Africa, which will serve as
t he basis for his exo t ic no v e l s, and then to Germa ny, from whe re, in 1933, he will send articles to his newspaper that
a re judged too accommo da t i ng toward the German re g i me and that will be partially cens u re d. He will have better luc k
later through the scoop of his int e r v iew with Trotzki, in exile in Prinkipo, a Turkish island. But investigative journa l i s m
does not seem to be his fate: the public a t ion of his articles on the Stavinsky case (a scandal that in 1934 caused the
collapse of the Fre nch go v e r n me nt) with some unre l iable pieces of news collected by him through deceitful info r me r s,
cause him such discredit as to ma ke him abandon this activity.

HE RESUMES TRAVELLING AROUND THE WORLD ( New York, Pa na ma, the Galapago s, Tahiti, Au s t ra l ia and the Red Sea),
he temporarily sets Ma ig ret aside and ina u g u rates a new ge n re of novels by publishing with Gallima rd, his new editor,
Le Locataire (1934), the first of his “ro ma ns du r s ”. The change of editors from Fayard to Gallima rd and this new no v e l
mark Sime non's trial at fre e i ng himself from the ima ge of writer of “popular” novels and trying to get accepted by the
Pa r i s ian cultural élite society that always snubbed him. But only in 1935, after André Gide, Nobel Prize for litera t u re,
a c k no w l e dged his stature of “phe no me non” will he be able to cons ider himself recognized as a great author and his
na me will be able to go side by side with that of Balzac. In his hard no v e l s, Sime non often behaves by fo l l o w i ng the
p s y c hology of the pro t a gonist as the story's main the me. Most of the time, this person is a victim of persecution or a
s o c ial misfit who, when spurred to free himself of his cond i t ion of inferiority or of cons t r ic t ion, is inevitably overwhe l-
med by a world that leaves no room for the weak or the differe nt. Like Cour d’Assise (1941), Les Fia nçailles de Mr. Hire
(1933), La Fenê t re des Rouet (1945), just to na me a few.
D u r i ng the German occupation of Fra nc e, the Belgian embassy na mes him high commissio ner in charge of welcoming
e v a c uated fellow citizens to Va ndea, his adoptive re g ion. The writer perfo r ms the task entrusted to him well, all the
while ma i nt a i n i ng an attitude of opportunistic ne u t rality in re g a rds to the event s. He cont i nues to publish works
despite the scarcity of paper; he seems not to disdain solic i t a t io ns by collabora t ionist newspapers and ent e r t a i ns com-
me rc ial rapports with German pro ducers to whom he sells the rig hts for the film ada p t a t ion of some of the Ma ig re t
no v e l s. 
At the end of the world conflict, this behavior of his will be object of an info r mal “investig a t ion” for collabora t io n i s m
that, even though it will bring no real cons e q u e nc e s, will push the writer to leave Fra nc e.

FROM 1945 TO 1955 HE LIVES AND WORKS IN THE UNITED STAT E S , first settling in Arizona and then in Ne w
E ng l a nd. His me e t i ng in New York with a young Cana d ian woman, Denyse Ouimet, who was to be his secre t a r y, turns
i nto an overwhe l m i ng passion that he will re c o u nt in the novel Trois chambres à Manhattan (1946). At 42, Sime no n
starts a new life with a mé na ge - à - t rois that he skillfully ma na ges with his wife Tig y, who fo r mally re ma i ns with him to
t a ke care of their son Ma rc (born in ’39), and his new lover who handles his comme rc ial re l a t io ns and int e rests that
have by now attained re l e v a nt pro p o r t io ns. Sime non will marry Denyse in Reno, Ne v a da, in 1950, after divorc i ng fro m
T ig y. Their children John and Ma r ie Jo will be born in 1949 and 1953, re s p e c t i v e l y. 
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In 1952, driven by no s t a l g ia, he takes a long trip to Euro p e. In Paris he is met with gra nd ho nors at the Quai de s
O r f é v re s, the he a d q uarters of the Criminal Investig a t ion Po l ice Departme nt, the re ign of Ma ig ret. Liè ge, the city of his
birth, welcomes him in gra nd style. In Brussels he is of f e red membership to the Ac a dé m ie Royale de Langue et de
L i t t é ra t u re Fra nçaises de Belgique. Two years later he re t u r ns to Europe de f i n i t i v e l y, settling first in the south of Fra nc e
a nd then near Lausanne, at Epalinge s, whe re he will build a re s ide nce tailored to the needs of the family and of the
" S i me non company". With the return to the Old Cont i ne nt, the equilibrium between the couple starts to de t e r io ra t e.
Recourse to alcohol by both favor hy s t e r ia and de p re s s ion that put their re l a t io nship to a hard test. 
In 1960, Sime non is no m i nated pre s ide nt of the jury of Canne s. His instability becomes public do main with the out-
burst that brings the Pa l me d'Or (Golden Palm) to Fede r ico Fellini, very unpopular amo ng all the jury members but
beloved by the Belgian writer. In 1964, after a series of ho s p i t a l i z a t io ns also in psychia t r ic clinic s, his wife Denyse lea-
ves him de f i n i t i v e l y, and he will find affection and solace in the It a l ian Te resa Sburelin, since 1961 at his services as
chamber ma id. 

IN THOSE YEARS, UNESCO STATISTICS based on the number of tra ns l a t io ns and books sold, pre s e nt him as the mo s t
w idely read writer in the world at the time. And newspaper fo recasts that, in May 1961, reported his cand idacy to the
Nobel Prize for litera t u re, re ma i ned without a fo l l o w i ng, maybe to ma ke him atone - like the adverse fate of his cha-
racters - for the orig i ns of his popular litera t u re.
In February 1972 he writes his last novel, Ma ig ret et Mo ns ieur Charles. Later, his passion for re c o u nt i ng will take on a
d i f f e re nt form and ex p ress itself through “dic t a t io ns”: tho u g hts and re f l e c t ion entrusted to a tape re c o rder and publi-
s hed from 1975 to 1981. Exc e p t io ns to this de c i s ion were Lettre à ma mè re (1974), one of Sime non's ma s t e r p ieces in
w h ich he re members the difficult re l a t io nship he had with his mo t he r, who died four years pre v iously; and Mé mo i re s
I nt i mes (1981) a passio na t e, 1000+-page autobio g ra p hy born from the need to de f e nd himself against the accusatio ns
raised in a book written by his wife Denyse attributing him the re s p o nsibility of the suic ide death of their da u g ht e r
Ma r ie Jo in 1978. By now ill and de p re s s e d, in 1984 Sime non unde rgoes an opera t ion for brain tumor; in 1987 he
b e c o mes paralyzed in his left arm and legs. He dies in Lausanne du r i ng the nig ht of September 3rd, 1989. As per his
will, his children will learn of his death only through the ne w s p a p e r s. •
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