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Un secret
Teacher’s Notes

Brief synopsis of the novel “Un secret” Philippe Grimbert (2004)

Philippe, an only child had always imagined that he had a brother. He lives a quiet and simple life, raised by 

his parents, Maxime and Tania. The boy imagines the obvious meeting of these two great lovers of sport 

at a stadium or at a swimming pool. Philippe is a weak and puny child who invents a strong and wonderful 

brother.

He grew up in post-war France in a Jewish family too ready to conceal a secret. 

For Philippe did have a brother, Simon, about whom he would never have known if Louise had not told him 

the true story when he was fifteen years old. It is a difficult story made even more dramatic because the 

events took place during the Occupation,

Maxime and Tania were originally brother-in-law and sister-in-law. Hannah, Maxime’s first wife was the 

sister of Robert, Tania’s husband Maxime and Hannah had a son, Simon.

Maxime had fallen in love with Tania on the day of his own marriage to Hannah.

They tried to suppress their feelings for each other until the war caught up with them.

During the Occupation Maxime and some members of the family were able to reach the free zone. Maxime 

and Tania had the chance to take refuge in a quiet rural a corner of France where they could have a guilt-

laden relationship. For various reasons a tragic chain of events meant that Hannah, Robert and Simon 

could not join them. The story is tragic, played out against the events of Europe 1940-45 culminating in 

the Holocaust

On discovering the truth Philippe does not judge his parents: neither their love nor their lie. For him it finally 

reveals the missing piece of the puzzle and he in turn, becomes an adult.

Description of activity and 
suggested uses

Skills covered

Activity 1  A cloze exercise

10 words from a review of the novel 

have been removed. The students are 

required to find those 10 words from a 

list of 15 words which they have been 

given and to replace them in the correct 

location in the text

Students need some knowledge of the 

book to understand the review.

Reading skills. They need to make sense 

of what has been written

Grammatical skills – Although this is 

not a deliberate test of grammar but of 

content, students need to understand 

the grammar of the language as this will 

help them evaluate whether their choices 

are correct. 
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Activity 2 Students are asked to translate a French 

review of “Un secret” into correct 

English.

One possible version is given but 

teacher or pair input will be needed to 

evaluate both the correctness and the 

appropriateness of the translation

Translation from French into correct 

English

reading and understanding. 

Activity 3 Compare and contrast two reviews of 

“Un secret”

 Students are asked to state which of 

two reviews they prefer and then to write 

their own review, perhaps making use 

of information or ideas from the reviews 

they have read.

Teacher/ pair input will be required to 

correct the review

Reading and understanding

Analytical skills.

Writing skills in French

Writing clear, concise passages in 

correct French

Self-evaluation and self-correction. This 

exercise can be both an individual task 

or can be completed by pairs or groups. 

The students’ reviews can form the basis 

of class discussions.


