
Camille Laurens

Art is Easy, but Criticism is Difficult

When I was young and spoke negatively about a book, my father, 
who had a whole collection of phrases to quote at hand, often said to 
me: “Criticism is easy, but art is difficult”. I was to understand that 
creating something by oneself was more difficult and therefore more 
noble than shamelessly criticizing what others had done. However, at 
the same time, this remark was contradicted by an exercise I did at 
school, which I recount in one of my books, called Encore et jamais1 
(Again and Never). In fifth grade, we were given excerpts from Stend-
hal or Victor Hugo to read and told to improve them, in particular by 
looking for colloquialisms and repetitions. The assignment was as 
follows: “Show that, in the following passages, the author’s vigilance 
is lacking. What corrections could a more demanding writer have 
made to these fragments?

Without doubt, this is where my vocation came from, at the age of 
ten: after all, that more demanding writer was me! So it was through 
criticism that I became a writer. I am not a writer who was offered, 
at some point in her career, the chance to become a literary critic, I 
have been a literary critic since childhood, who, having studied texts 
extensively, then became a writer. There is a cliché that critics are failed 
writers. Well, conversely, writers are often successful critics. Having 
read a lot, annotated, analyzed their readings, they establish a very 
personal relationship with the language of a text. Jean Starobinski, 
author of a book rightly entitled La Relation critique (The Critical 
Relationship), writes: “[I]n this relationship, I hope that one is a critic 
with all one’s faculties, as one is a writer with all one’s being.”2 The 
informed work of the critic thus engages the being of the writer, it is 

1	 Camille Laurens, Encore et jamais (Paris: Gallimard, 2013), 57.
2	 Jean Starobinski, La Relation critique (Paris, Gallimard, 2001 [first edition: 

1970]), 51 (my translation).
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through these two that the text comes together. So I wish to be both 
a critic and writer, with all my faculties and all my being.

Thus it is wearing two hats that I express myself today: as a writer 
(since 1991) and as a “professional” critic, both in the press (notably 
in Le Monde des livres until 2022) and in literary juries — the Prix 
Femina from 2007 to 2019, the Académie Goncourt since 2020.

Discussing criticism as a writer falls into two categories: the cri-
tique I write and the criticism I receive. How do I, as a writer, judge 
the texts of my peers? But also, how do I myself apprehend the crit-
icism of my books?

The activity of literary criticism is also subdivided into two cate-
gories (one could add a third one, academic criticism, but I leave it 
aside, having had little opportunity to practice it). These two critical 
practices consist, on the one hand, of writing reviews for a daily 
newspaper like Le Monde, and on the other hand, of taking a critical 
look at books in order to determine which one will finally receive the 
Goncourt prize.

I will begin by saying a word about this prize. The choice of the 
Académie Goncourt has to conform the will of Edmond de Goncourt. 
This will requested the establishment of a society of ten authors, all 
writers — this is important: they are not journalists — who would once 
a year reward “a work of imagination”. This clause is a point of con-
tention almost every year. In 2018, Philippe Lançon’s work, Le Lam-
beau, was not awarded the Goncourt prize on the grounds that “it was 
not a novel” because the author related the Charlie Hebdo shooting, 
which he had survived, severely injured in the face. However, in 2022, 
it was an entirely autobiographical text by Brigitte Giraud, Vivre vite 
(Live Fast), about the death of her husband, that won the award. This 
criterion is therefore less and less relevant and one can consider that 
any narrative that does not fall within the genre of the essay is “a 
work of imagination ”.

Edmond Goncourt’s “supreme wish”, according to the will, was 
also that this prize “be given to youth, to the originality of talent, to 
new and bold attempts at thought and form”, but it is rare to find 
these three criteria combined in the same author. The winner of the 
2021 prize, Mohamed MBougar Sarr, with The Most Secret Memory of 
Men, fulfills all the conditions. I’ll come back to this in a moment. Age 
is rarely taken into account and usually an established writer is the 
winner. The historical origin of the prize remains, by contrast, sensitive 
in the frequent choice of works that could be described as “naturalist”. 
Certainly, the 2020 prize awarded to Hervé Le Tellier’s for L’Anom-
alie (English trans.: The Anomaly, Penguin-Random House, 2022) is 
a blatant counter-example since the novel plays with the codes of 
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mystery, science fiction and OULIPO. But most of the prize-winning 
novels set a fictional story in a social and/or historical context, as in the 
case of Michel Houellebecq, who in La Carte et le territoire (2010; 
English trans.: The Map and the Territory, Heinemann, 2011), de-
nounces the brutality of neo-capitalism and the excesses of Western 
society, or the winner of the 2018 prize, Nicolas Mathieu, painter of 
the lives of ordinary people and the voiceless in his novel Leurs enfants 
après eux (English trans.: And Their Children After Them, Other 
Press, 2020). Another marked characteristic of the novels considered 
“goncourable” consists in a strong historical and political dominance: 
people expected Le Magicien du Kremlin (The Magician of the Krem-
lin) by Guiliano Da Empoli to win in 2023, because it dealt with 
immediate current events with its portrait of Putin. However, it was the 
more intimate novel by Brigitte Giraud that won, proving that all this 
is not set in stone although still very much linked to the DNA of the 
prize.

Criticism as a juror for a literary prize is very different from the 
journalistic criticism such as I could experience at Le Monde des 
Livres. For a prize, it is necessarily macroscopic, because I have to read 
a hundred novels in order to find the one that meets the criteria of a 
collective choice. For the press, the readership matters less, and the 
reading is much more precise.

To speak about this critical work, I have to come back to the par-
ticularity that makes me talk to you today: I am a writer. It is from a 
writer’s position that I write my critique. Virginia Woolf, in a 1937 
text, humorously evokes the author of a travel guide who only has to 
put one, two or three stars: thus “the whole of art criticism, the whole 
of literary criticism could be reduced to the size of a sixpenny bit — 

there are moments when one could wish it.” “But,” she adds, “this 
suggests that in time to come, writers will have two languages at their 
service; one for fact, one for fiction.”3

I would argue that writers have only one language for criticism and 
for their personal work. Whether they create or comment, they use 
the same language and have the same relationship with it, which is 
anything but neutral.

Writer-critics as I conceive their role don’t read a book with an 
external viewpoint as a critic would do, because they work with the 
same medium. As a writer-critic, you delve deep inside the book you 
have to comment upon or judge. This means not only that you em-
pathize both with the author and with the characters, but also and 

3	 Virginia Woolf, “Craftmanship,” in Collected Essays, vol. 2 (London: The 
Hogarth Press, 1966), 246-47.
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first of all that you write while reading, that you slip subliminally into 
the author’s place. However, you are not the author, you are not the 
one who chose the form or the sentences or the words or anything. 
Sometimes you didn’t even choose the book: you were asked to dis-
cuss it. This is where my father’s aphorism is reversed. Art is easy but 
criticism is difficult. Indeed, the blank page gives the writer complete 
freedom, that of absolute choice of everything. This can be a source 
of anguish because one has to decide. After having thought about a 
subject, a form, one has to decide on each word, each comma, and this 
freedom is a dizzying one. But it is easy in the sense that the only 
obstacles are internal, you can work to overcome them. On the con-
trary, when you are faced with someone else’s text, you have no room 
for freedom. You do not act, you react; you do not feel, you sense; 
you do not create ex nihilo, you interpret an existing text. Reading is 
a form of rewriting the text, which the reader appropriates. Criticism 
is only an extension of the reading that critics write with their own 
words. As the Italian writer Cesare Pavese points out, “everything is 
language in a writer who deserves this name. It is enough to have 
understood it to be in a very alive and complex world where the 
choice of a word, an inflection, a rhythm, becomes at once a problem 
of morals, morality. Or downright political”.4 Paul Valéry, in his 
course on poetics recently published by William Marx, goes even 
further: “The form […], contains by itself a true ethical value, a value 
of elevation of the individual, because it leads to denying oneself the 
majority of the facilities which, in some cases, are likely to deprave in 
some way the aesthetic and literary soul of a nation.”5

Thus, working with the texts of others, writers-critics are as atten-
tive to the choice of words and rhythms as they would be at the time 
of composing their own texts, and the literary stake is a capital stake 
because it is also ethical and political. The critical work will thus 
consist in assessing the work with the stakes it carries and which it 
claims to bear witness to.

For example, as a reviewer I am shocked when a novelist features 
women shorn at Auschwitz just before entering the gas chamber and 
describes the “immense shimmering carpet” of their hair. I feel this 
adjective inappropriate, unethical. I agree with Pavese’s statement that 
“the choice of a word becomes a problem of morality.” When writing 

4	 Cesare Pavese, “Lire,” in Pavese, Littérature et société (Paris: Gallimard, 1999), 
41; “Leggere,” in Pavese, La letteratura americana e altri saggi, 223-24 (my 
translation in English).

5	 Paul Valéry, Cours de poétique II, ed. William Marx (Paris: Gallimard, coll. 
Bibliothèque des idées, 2022), 505-06.
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about a subject like this, it is important to bear in mind the long-
standing debate on the representation of the Holocaust.

To stay with Pavese, if it is not words that sound wrong, then it is 
a form, a rhythm. To take a controversial example, if a writer stages 
a narrator recounting in a personal notebook the death of her four-
year-old son and only reveals on the very last page of the book how 
her son died, then in my opinion, the form does not suit the literary 
purpose. To construct a book of mourning as a thriller is to miss the 
point.

Let there be no mistake. Writer-critics do not wish to censor the 
work of one of their peers. Simply, you judge as a witness and your 
testimony answers to a personal perspective and a personal ethic. 
Writers testify to what a book does to them, to feelings and thoughts 
that it produces in them. It is an exercise in subjectivity. Certainly, 
they are enlightened witnesses, they do it and must do it with the help 
of theoretical tools and knowledge of the socio-cultural context of the 
publication but also and especially with their own sensitivity. A book 
is an encounter and as the writer and editor Dominique Aury said: 
“Books are a way to reach people. When you read a manuscript, you 
immediately see who is behind it.”

The writer-reader that I am is looking for a relationship “from soul 
to soul”, according to Rimbaud’s wish. And when I do not find it, or 
when this soul seems to be little animated by literature, I say so.

On the contrary, great books are not only up to their stakes but 
these stakes are universal, timeless. Thus, I wrote a review of a new 
French translation of Don Quixote showing how this masterpiece by 
Cervantes questions us today about the virtual worlds that shape our 
daily lives. And in August 2021, I wrote the very first review praising 
Mohamed MBougar Sarr’s novel, which went on to win the Prix 
Goncourt a few months later. At the time, he was unknown, even to 
members of the Académie Goncourt. In my review, I showed how 
the novel’s labyrinthine form and interwoven narratives reveal the 
complexity of the world and human history. I highlighted the refer-
ences that make this text a universal tribute to literature.

Finally, I must specify that in my opinion, literary criticism speaks 
of literature, but it is not itself foreign to literature. I write my reviews 
as I write my novels. I pay attention to each word, to the construction 
of the paper, to the general melody. I reread my reviews aloud, like 
each page of my novels, to hear them resonate. I write by ear, whatever 
the type of text. One language at my disposal, remember.

On the other hand, logically, as a writer, I support criticism, even 
the most searing, as long as it is in line with the same values: knowl-
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edge and ethics. Let’s take the example of the critique of my novel 
Dans ces bras-là by Pierre Jourde, author of La Littérature sans esto-
mac. Jourde is exasperated by the “general truths” that the narrator 
(whom he calls “the documentalist” because it is her job in the novel) 
claims to reveal about men. I quote him: “They are so made — it is 
their nature. There are people who know. Camille Laurens knows. It 
is normal, she is a documentalist. She is informed. She conveys a 
message: since the beginning of time, man is man, and he will always 
be man.”6

Not only does the critic Jourde confuse the narrator with the 
author (I am not a documentalist, I have the same university degrees 
as he does) but in his critical rage he forgets all his knowledge. Thus, 
in the incriminated passage, I mixed sentences from women’s maga-
zines and quotations from moralists and great classic authors (for 
instance, “They are so made, it is their nature” appears in Les Car-
actères, by La Bruyère. And there are a lot of other ones in the text. 
Blinded by the desire to see only what he wants to see, the critic 
misses the irony, the sarcasm that has to be taken with a grain of 
salt,  the parody, the quotes, in short he misses what is at stake in 
my  text, which is itself critical. The tools of analysis which he has 
and uses elsewhere are not solicited for my novel. The misogynistic 
bias is obvious and I have the weakness or naivety to believe that 
Jourde’s book, which got a lot of attention 20 years ago, would be 
received more coolly today.

To conclude, I will end this presentation with a form of pirouette 
that I borrow from Virginia Woolf, often a sharp literary critic but a 
writer above all:

At any rate, where books are concerned, it is notoriously difficult 
to fix labels of merit in such a way that they do not come off. Are 
not reviews of current literature a perpetual illustration of the 
difficulty of judgement? “This great book,” “this worthless book,” 
the same book is called by both names. Praise and blame alike 
mean  nothing. No, delightful as the pastime of measuring may 
be,  it is the most futile of all occupations, and to submit to the 
decrees of the measurers the most servile of attitudes. So long 
as  you write what you wish to write, that is all that matters; 
and whether it matters for ages or only for hours, nobody can say. 
But to sacrifice any detail of your vision, a shade of its colour, in 
deference to some Headmaster with a silver pot in his hand or to 

6	 Pierre Jourde, La Littérature sans estomac (Paris: L’Esprit des péninsules, 2002), 
149-50.
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some professor with a measuring-rod up his sleeve, is the most 
abject treachery.7

Criticism is therefore neither easier nor more difficult than art. In 
both cases, whether you are a writer or a critic, the same motto applies: 
do not sacrifice your vision, and avoid treachery.

7	 Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas (Oxford, U.  K.: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), 138-39.


