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MARCEL PROUST






INTRODUCTION

N PUBLISHING an article on Marcel Proust a few
I years ago in a review, I was obliged to make an arbi-
trary choice, from out of the whole of his work, of a
few particular aspects, and to neglect others which I
knew to be essential. I limited my subject. Since then I
have often been anxious to take up the theme again and
complete it with a second article. I waited. Each new
volume of Proust filled me with a new emotion, like
that which one experiences at the bends of a zigzag
road, as gradually a whole chain of mountains is dis-
closed to view. And my second article has become—a
volume of two or three hundred pages.

Nevertheless, I am not so presumptuous as to regard
it as complete. After reading already eleven volumes of
A la recherche du temps perdu, 1 am still filled with
impatience to know the secret of its continuation. Will
Madame Verdurin enter the aristocracy and become a
duchess or a princess? And on whom will the little Gil-
berte of the Champs Elysées bestow her hand? What
surprise does the new aspect of Saint-Loup hold in
store for me? I imagine that the end of this lengthy
modern epic, as impossible to forecast as life itself, may
oblige me, for my own part, to bring certain of my
judgments into a new focus. But I do not suppose that
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it is likely to make me change anything of importance
in my present study.

My principal object has been to make a general sur-
vey of the work of Proust as a whole, to envisage it as
a self-contained structure, an organic whole. And al-
though only about three quarters of this work have as
yet appeared, my attempt does not seem premature.
The main structure, with which we are acquainted,
has reached a point of development far enough ad-
vanced for us to grasp the harmony of its vast propor-
tions. We feel that everything is in place. We know
that the obscure incidents of the beginning grow plain
under the light of succeeding events. Without waiting
for the publication of Le femps retrouvé, we can hence-
forward consider the work with one all-embracing
view, as a visitor to a cathedral with uncompleted towers
will move a few steps backward and take into his survey
the united whole of the architectural conception.

I should say, however, as I feel bound to do, that my
original thoughts were concerned only with the joy and
the anguish which the books of Marcel Proust gave
me. Reading, often enough, is no more than a distrac-
tion, a method of passing the time, or else only a duty
which one imposes on oneself. But four or five times
in my life, as with Du c6té de chez Swann, for ex-
ample, it has brought me one of those deep emotional
experiences which leave a permanent impression behind
them. With the successive appearance of the later vol-
umes, I realized that this was the birth of a work of
art such as we see only twice or thrice in a century, and
at certain moments I felt, as it were, overwhelmed: I

4



INTRODUCTION

could feel an inward tremor, an intoxication. It is to
these sensations that I have sought to give expression.

After a short time I felt a desire to compare them
with those of Proust’s friends, in order to know better
what kind of man he was. I enlarged my scope, and
I was rewarded: this first-hand documentation only
increased still further my admiration for this tragic
genius.!

Accordingly, I have begun my study with the sketch
of a biography. From this there emerges the same sig-
nificance as from his work. On the one hand, I have
brought out the trend, the meaning, of this magnificent
life of his. On the other, I have retraced, from the tes-
timony of his books, his universe. Here, then, we see
Marcel Proust successively in the midst of the “Zime
past” and of the “time recovered,” during his life in the
heart of society, and then in his retreat, in art and in
fame. And we learn to appreciate his ideas on the “time
past” and on the “time recovered,” on the salons, on
love, and on #sthetics.

Between these two parts, which balance and complete
each other, I have inserted, in six chapters which are
necessarily much more abstract, a study of the technical
side of the work, explaining the fresh contributions

1] should like here to express my gratitude to Dr. Robert Proust, to
the late Jacques Riviére, and to MM. Brunschwicg, Fernand Gregh,
Henri de Régnier, Jacques-Emile Blanche, Frédéric de Madrazo, Albert
Flament, Prince Antoine Bibesco, Reynaldo Hahn, René Blum, Robert de
Flers, Constantin Ullmann, Jean Cocteau, Paul Morand, Edmond Jaloux,
Paul Brach, Faure-Biguet, Georges de Traz, Jacques de Truelle, Jacques-
Bénoit Méchin, Louis Serpeille de Gobineau, and to all others who have
so readily furnished me with information and so greatly facilitated my
work.

)
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of the writer and the essential originality of his method.
This is the keystone of my book.? I discuss the nature of
Proust’s composition, with its alternating themes, the
rhythm of these themes, the themes of evolution and
the unconscious, what the author says of sleep, dreams,
and memories, his method of fathoming the depths of
the mind, the appropriateness of his style to this method,
the gradual ageing of his characters, and the way in
which they display the problem of personality.

So my book divides itself naturally into three parts:
the life, the work, and the universe of Marcel Proust.
As appendix, I have reproduced a few of the documents
of which I have made use and which I was not able to
introduce into the body of my work, some fragments
of the still unpublished correspondence of Marcel
Proust, and a bibliographical note.

L. P.-Q.

2 However, for readers who are visiting Paris in seven days and Venice
in three, a special Baedeker would advise them, if they are too much
pressed for time or find it too exhausting, to skip this central part and
go straight on to the next one.




PART ONE

THE LIFE OF MARCEL PROUST






CHAPTER I

THE TREND OF A LIFE

earliest childhood upwards, he used to write; at
every stage he was gathering material for that future
work which never for one moment forsook his thoughts.
But from his early days he had known suffering, and
by the age of thirty-five he was a chronic invalid.
With that, he took his leave of society and fashion, and
devoted all the vitality that was left to him to the
Remembrance of Things Past.

It would be fallacious to distinguish two completely
opposed phases in the life of Marcel Proust: a span of
youth given over to pleasure, and then an ascetic with-
drawal from the world, during which the writer was
never again to look up from his note-books. It was thus
that Pascal, after his famous night of conversion, re-
nounced the world and abandoned himself with tears of
joy to God. But Proust did not need to become con-
verted to a religion. His life, it is true, has the appear-
ance of being marked out in various stages, but it was
not touched by any great spiritual crisis. Quite im-
perceptibly, rather, throughout a decade or so, he grad-
ually began to drift away from the salons and the
fashionable gatherings which so long had held him in

T HE life of Marcel Proust holds a lesson. From his
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their spell, though without any definite resolution never
to return to them.

It was a renunciation which was certainly acutely
painful to him; illness overshadowed him, continually
stabbing, ineluctable. His whole desire was to create, to
bring his work into the light. Would there be time to
finish it? In his very young days he had enjoyed the most
exclusive of welcomes, and tasted of the flattery of suc-
cess. At fifteen he had been the faithful little attendant
of Madame Straus in her salon, sitting at her feet on a
great plush footstool. Illustrious personages of the Third
Republic came to pay their respects to the lady of the
house; nor did they forget to spare a moment or two of
attention for the young favourite. They used to com-
pare him to the exquisite Italian princess of Paul Bour-
get’s stories. At home his looking-glass was lined all
round with notes of invitation. Once a famous courte-
san sent him a book bound in the silk of her petticoat.
And very soon he came to understand with a peculiar
intimacy the society of his generation. The friends he
chose from its midst had to be either intelligent, de-
voted, or of noble birth. And he was not hampered by
lack of fortune from shaping for himself an existence
in accordance with his taste, nor from indulging the
cravings and promptings of his soul.

Already, however, he recognized the threadbare
values of such pleasures for what they were worth. He
knew that human life must needs reach out towards
happiness, but that every enjoyment which mankind
brings to light by its activity is transient and illusory.
The distinctions imposed by society, the honours it con-

10
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fers, are no more than relative blessings, which cannot
alter those who receive them. They are satisfactions
which lie on the surface; how can they allay the despair
that lurks in the very depths of our being? It would
be absurd to deny pleasure, but we must rest content
to seek it without marvelling that it should never attain
consummation, that our longings become tempered be-
fore they reach fulfilment, and that in the unheeding
flow of time we can grasp only that which is perish-
able.

External existence is like a garment flung over our
bodies—yet in each one of us there burns a more essential
life. And art is surely the kindling of this flame? Proust
knew well what this meant. For him art brought the
means of escape from an empty universe towards the
ideal, and the promise of a joy which very nearly
touched the absolute.

When he came within sight of forty, he gave up his
entire being to it. He spent the last years of his life,
years in which he knew himself to be in the presence of
death, revising and completing his manuscripts, a task
which only the attacks of his asthma, ever more lasting
and more distressing, could interrupt.

If he did sometimes on very rare occasions go once
more into the fashionable gatherings he had deserted,
it was to confirm some particular detail bearing upon
his work. He might wish perhaps to see with his own
eyes that the manner of the Comtesse d’Haussonville’s
greetings was one and the same as the Courvoisiers’. Per-
haps, too, the object of his social relationships had been
none other than to help him in the construction of this

11
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book, and he had been an indefatigable frequenter of
the salons just in order to glean all the information he
could. “It is true,” he says, “that I attach infinitely more
importance to the book which has absorbed the best of
my thought, of my life even, than to anything else I
have accomplished hitherto, which is as nothing com-
pared with it.” ?

It will be seen that the same teaching makes itself
felt in his book as in his life. A world of people, of
passions, and of emotions springs forth from it. The
only treasure which cannot be exhausted lies within
our own memories, the impressions drawn out from the
depths of our being, through the medium of art; and
these perhaps are life’s sole realities.

Once the work was written down, though still un-
completed, Proust had only one thought—to see it pub-
lished before death should overtake him. “It is only
asking now for a tomb which may be completed ere
my own be tenanted.” * To a friend who had thought
him neglectful he wrote: “In all that concerns my
work, I have the foresight of a bee, a foresight reaching
beyond the grave itself, which most likely is not very
distant from me.” * But in spite of all his exertions the
war prevented him from seeing the complete publica-
tion of his work; and he himself helped to delay the
appearance of the later volumes by endlessly correcting
and adding to them.

Yet there was still time for him to know fame, a
fame of the rarest kind: first the admiration of a select

1 Unpublished correspondence.
12
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few, then spreading little by little to the whole reading
public. It penetrated beyond the boundaries of his own
land. His novels were translated into English. Socialistic
intellectuals began to discuss the jealousies of Swann,
and the foibles of M. de Charlus. And so his last days
were suffused in the glow of a radiant dawn.

It was only a short time. before his death that he re-
proached himself once more for having infused too
little of himself into his books. To the dying Bergotte
“there appeared a pair of heavenly scales. In one pan lay
his own life, while the other contained that little piece
of projecting wall so admirably painted in yellow [in
one of Vermeer’s finest pictures]. He felt that he had
imprudently exchanged the first of these for the
second.”—The last scruple of an unbounded devotion to
art!

13



CHAPTER TWO

REMEMBRANCE

ARCEL ProusT was born in Paris on July 1oth,
M 1871. His childhood was very happy, but all too
brief: only until he was nine years old could he taste the
joys of sunshine; and then one side of the universe was
barred to him. One day, as he was coming home from
a walk in the Bois de Boulogne with his parents and
some friends, he was suddenly seized with a terrible
fit of suffocation. His father, Professor Proust, was
panic-stricken, fearing that he must succumb to such
an attack. It was the first manifestation of chronic
asthma, that intermittent agony which was never again
to leave him. The open country air, the aroma of trees,
the perfume of flowers, nearly suffocated him, and to
breathe became a torture.

His mother, who was of Jewish blood, had been a
Mlle Weil before her marriage to Proust’s father, a
Catholic, and a native of Chartres. People have tried to
find the key to certain of Proust’s mental characteristics
in the fact of his Jewish heredity, but such deductions
can only be quite theoretical, and throw no light what-
ever on the subject. The Jewish mind has begotten
many contradictory schools of thought, many conflict-
ing systems of philosophy. We find on the one hand,
for example, the intellectualism of a Spinoza; on the
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other, Bergson’s theories of intuition. A race does not
produce only one type of thought. Perhaps most char-
acteristic of Proust was his amazing fight against suf-
fering and death. And it is just that which is the
only really Jewish characteristic that comes out in
Swann, whom Proust portrays as being, like himself,
entirely assimilated.

Baptism, catechism, first communion—none of these
left any trace of religion in Proust’s mind. His parents
were very careful not to let any questions of belief
come up between them. Their child went on maintain-
ing this indifference. He has neither faith nor hostility.
God is left out of his work, forgotten.

His mother it was who taught him to abhor false-
hood, to be scrupulous in all things, to deny himself
willingly; but above all he derived from her contact
an all-embracing goodness of heart. M. André Berge*
has discovered and published an album of confessions in
which a group of friends is asked to submit itself to a
uniform list of questions. In answer to the question
“What is your favourite saying?” Proust wrote, at the
age of fourteen: “One which cannot be set down,
because in its simplest form it holds all that is noble,
beautiful, and good in nature.” And in answer to
“What is your pet aversion?” he replied: “People who
have no feeling for the good, who pay no heed to the
delights of friendship.” And once more: “What is your
idea of wretchedness?”—"*“To be parted from Mamma.”
This fragile and sensitive boy responded to his mother’s
unbounded love with an impassioned and gentle ten-

1 Les Cahiers du mois (December 1st, 1924).

I
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derness. Those years of his childhood were wrapped in
his memory by the gentle atmosphere his mother created
around him, in her endeavour to soften the continual
attacks of nervous trouble which beset him. It seemed
to him that the azure seraphim, of which the children
in the Tales of Hans Andersen dream, must have
chosen his mother from amongst all the mothers in the
world for her goodness, placing a blessed halo upon her
fair and comely forehead. We are made aware of this
atmosphere of felicity and anguish in the first chapter
of Du c6té de chez Swann; and when in the following
volumes he is describing the hero’s ever restless passion
for his grandmother, it is again of his own mother that
he is thinking.

During those years his sensibilities were abnormally
acute. Such violence of the emotions contrasted strangely
with the frailty of his body. His sentimental effusions
found their outlet in gestures of adoration, or in tears
of despair. “Do not weep so much, Master Alexis”—so
opens Les Plaisirs et les jours. Little Alexis could not
face a visit to his dying uncle. “He felt he had not the
strength to endure the pain of seeing him.—But what
shall I do if he speaks of it [his death]?’ “You will tell
him he is mistaken in thinking that he is going to die.’—
‘And if I should weep?’ ‘“You have wept so long this
morning already that you will not do so while you are
with him.—But, if I do not weep,” exclaimed Alexis
in despair, ‘he will surely think I feel no sorrow, that
I do not love my dear uncle.” And he burst into a flood
of tears.”

Every year Proust and his parents used to spend the

16
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summer months with his uncle at Illiers. It was a large
estate, not far from Chartres, midway between the
regions of the Beauce and the Perche. Before long, how-
ever, his health made it necessary to forgo these holidays
in the country, for the sake of the more invigorating
air of the seaside. Thus it was that while he was still
in his early childhood he discovered the eglantine flowers
he loved so much, yonder amidst the untamed thickets
over by Méséglise. The true wild roses, which are still
blooming and which only lately were plucked in rever-
ence at Combray, by Americans come thither on pious
pilgrimage.

Combray does not take its colour only from Illiers,
but also from the country-house at Auteuil which
belonged to M. Weil, a great-uncle on his mother’s
side. One can never find infallible clues in the novels of
Marcel Proust. The writer is merely searching among
divine realities, in various localities, in various individ-
vals, for those chosen peculiarities out of which to
mould one single imaginary country-side, Combray;
one single individual, Swann; one single sonata, the
sonata of Vinteuil.

About the years 1885—95, Auteuil was in relation to
Paris what Saint-Cloud or Ville-d’Avray are to-day.
There, amidst noble parks, certain rare spirits lived all
the year through, self-exiled; Dr. Blanche, father of the
painter Jacques-Emile Blanche, was one; later on there
came Fernand Gregh, and, for the sake of her dogs, the
Comtesse Potocka, to whom the Comte Gabriel de la
Rochefoucauld remarked the first time he undertook
this pilgrimage: “It is quite charming. . . . Is there

17
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anything to been seen in the neighbourhood?”? Each
spring, when attacks of asthma did not threaten him,
Marcel Proust and his parents went to live at his uncle’s
house in the Rue La Fontaine. The furnishing of the
house was quite bereft of taste. Its dining-room was
hung with imitation tapestries, their subjects borrowed
from Teniers. Often the young Proust would gather’
strawberries in the great garden, which has since been
cut in two by the Avenue Mozart ® being driven through
it; and here he would have his friends to share in
rustic picnics. In this circle it was that he met the friend
who was first in revealing Musset to him, and who was
afterwards to serve as a model for Bloch. Here too he
could study Jewish families, and the way in which they
formed themselves into impenetrable groups.

In spite of his delicate health, Proust entered the
Lycée Condorcet. At that time Jules Ferry was putting
the reforms of secular instruction into force. To the
great astonishment of the pupils, the professors no longer
wore cassocks, nor were the children obliged to say
prayers. Proust was not able to attend the classes regu-
larly. Owing to his attacks of asthma, he had often to
report himself absent, and to miss “essay days.” That he
gained excellent marks in spite of this handicap was due
to his extraordinary intelligence, to his prodigious mem-
ory, and to his tireless curiosity. But he was inevitably
an irregular pupil, and as such did not win any prizes
at the end of the school year. He followed Jaliffier’s

2 Le Salon de la Comtesse Potocka, by “Horatio” (an article contributed

by Proust to the Figaro).
8 Marcel Proust’s preface to De Dawid & Degas by J.-E. Blanche.

18
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courses of history with passionate enthusiasm; the court
of Louis XIV dazzled him, as did the past history of all
the illustrious names which later he tried to find again
in the Faubourg Saint-Germain. In his comrades’ eyes
he excelled in nothing so much as in natural history.
It left an enduring impression upon him. Abundant are
the parallels he draws between mankind and certain rare
species of plants and birds and fruits. Does not the very
title of Within a Budding Grove suggest his taste for
botanical things? In a certain sense Marcel Proust is
a naturalist dealing in human values; his work is to lay
bare the countless vanities of individual types, together
with their emotional peculiarities.

After school hours, on half-holidays and Sundays,
young Marcel went to play in the Champs Elysées.
Between the summer concert of the Alcazar, which
has since been turned into a miniature golf-course, the
wooden horses, the woman who sells marbles and sweets,
and the great lawn of the Avenue Gabriel, stretches the
pathway where the schoolboy used to meet his friends:
Léon Brunschwicg, a schoolfellow, who to-day is a
member of the Institute, Robert Dreyfus, Paul Leclerq,
Louis de La Salle, killed in Champagne during the war,
Jean de Tinan, who died when he was only twenty-four,
and a host of others. . . . As a rule he liked talking
better than games, at which he was rather clumsy; he
amazed his young followers by the vivacity of his
mind, and the way in which he was able to sound the
depths of general ideas. He used to recite innumerable
verses by heart, lines from Mallarmé, whom in this way
he revealed to his companions, or poems by Baudelaire,

19
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of whom he used to say: “He has a feeling for the value
of gestures. It is as fine as Bossuet.” Leconte de Lisle
filled him with enthusiasm, and when he told his com-
panions of David Copperfield, of the death of Dora, and
the death of the little dog, he was deeply moved.

In those days the theatre enjoyed a dazzling prestige,
which nowadays is a little difficult to understand. The
kiosks, brilliant with posters of every hue, blazoned
forth heroic names—Sarah Bernhardt, Mounet-Sully,
Got, Delaunay. All these are merged and personified
into the genius of Berma. The Comédie Frangaise seemed
like a temple of the gods. The plays of Augier were
performed there, and those of Dumas fils. Arthur Meyer
contributed a series of notices to the Gaulois, while
Sarcey reigned supreme on the Temps. Young Proust
showed an overwhelming enthusiasm for this life of the
boulevards, and he was as intoxicated by his enthusiasm
as by a passion.

A few little girls too belonged to the group of play-
mates in the Champs Elysées. Proust had his favourites
amongst them. In their presence he did not indulge in
passionate conversation; novels and poetry were laid
aside. To them he had to confide the tumult of his
thoughts, and the stormy vicissitudes of his soul. Al-
ready he experienced the need to give, and to give him-
self fully. There stirred within him the first tremors of
love. He implored Gilberte, fashioned out of these young
girls, to enter with him upon a new friendship, pure and
indissoluble, which was to begin on a certain New
Year’s Day then close at hand. He learned to understand
that love demands the sacrifice of all that one is and has,

20
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and that in return for a few brief moments, moments
which constitute those rare sublimities which in them-
selves alone make life worth living, there follow long
months of suffering.

The year 1889 saw the last of voluntary service in
France. When Proust was eighteen years old, and had
passed his baccalauréat, he anticipated the summons
and joined the 76th regiment of infantry. He was
exempted from hard tasks and long marches on account
of his delicate health, and Colonel Arvers, commandant
at Orléans, watched over him with friendly interest.
The young man set out to fathom this new world into
which he was thus transplanted; his earnest intelligence,
which could not look at anything superficially, turned
its interest upon strategy. We can trace these interests
in Le cé6té de Guermantes, where the hero and his friend
Saint-Loup are considering problems in tactics which
the great generals of history have had to face.

Immediately upon his discharge Proust had to turn
his thoughts towards the choice of a permanent career.
Literature attracted him heart and soul as nothing else
did. Already he had written a few essays, and some
poems—Les Portraits de peintres. At fifteen he had
written that passage so characteristic of his future style,
in which he analyses the powerful impression left upon
his mind by .the three church-towers of Martinville.
He was to reproduce it without any touching-up in
Du cété de chez Swann and also in Pastiches et mélanges.
He knew beyond a doubt that in his head lay a book
waiting to be written, though he knew nothing of the

21
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plan or the form of it. But one thing he knew for
certain, that it must in its essence spring from that voy-
age of exploration into his consciousness which he must
make in order to recapture his most precious memories.
One day as he was walking in the neighbourhood
of Méséglise while he was still a child, the quickening
of a landscape after a storm of wind and rain made a
deep impression upon him. “And seeing that a ravish-
ing smile from the water and from the face of the
wall answered to the smile of the sky, I cried out in my
enthusiasm, all the time brandishing my closed umbrella:
“Zut, zut, zut, zut! . . . But at the same time I felt
that my duty was not to stop short at these opaque
words, but to try to see more clearly into my delight.”
To seek out the obscurest sensations that they might
be brought under the scrutiny of the mind, and to
understand the most secret springs of one’s being—those
were the intellectual and sentimental functions which
Proust regarded as his foremost obligation towards him-
self. Each time that he had let the moment slip by
without making an effort to lay captive an emotion by
submitting it to analysis, thus giving it a larger sig-
nificance, an emotion which he knew was irrevocably
lost, he would blame himself for this laziness as for
some grievous fault, nor did he forgive himself. In these
moods of inspiration, these moments of apprehension,
he was made aware that his vocation was to write.
Rarely in a bourgeois milicu is the profession of art
looked upon as a legitimate one. Marcel Proust was not
understood by his father. Professor Adrien Proust, who
was a hospital physician, was at the height of his career.
22
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He was an imposing figure, tall, with a beard that was
just turning grey, clothed all in black. Having entered
the Civil Service, he very quickly became Inspector of
Public Hygiene in France. He it was who organized
“cordons sanitaires” as a protection against cholera and
the plague, and who invented that expression for them.
It was he too who first held the chair of hygiene in the
Faculty of Medicine, and he was already speaking of the
campaign against tuberculosis. The pince-nez which
he was perpetually waving in the air seemed to be the
symbol of an extremely busy life, which was spent
almost entirely away from home, in great activity and
always bustling.

The irony of the contrast is clear indication of the
divergence which estranged the son from his father,
when one thinks of the life that Marcel Proust was
going to lead in after years, of his room, through whose
windows no breath of air should ever find its way; of
his habit of staying up all night and sleeping all day;
of his horror of doctors—a life lived in veritable defiance
of hygiene. “The tragedy of family differences,” wrote
Marcel Proust,* “is that it is just those very qualities,
that very analogy of one’s tastes with those of one’s
relations which, in order to manifest and assert them-
selves, come into conflict with their own.” And just
these qualities which Proust had in common with his
father were a sense of duty and a feeling for work, the
sense of a lofty ambition consecrating a prolonged and
disinterested labour. But in his love of action Professor
Proust was not able to esteem a purely intellectual

4 Preface to De David @ Degas (already cited).
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activity as in any way the equivalent of the tasks he
himself was accomplishing.

The son gave in. He did not prepare for a diplomatic
career, as his father had wished. His frail health was
the excuse. He entered the Sorbonne in the Faculty of
Law and the Ecole des Sciences Politiques. At one time
he thought of entering the Cour des Comptes as a “‘sec-
ondary profession” which would leave him a relative
amount of freedom to follow his own intellectual
interests. He considered every possible profession. “Is
not the magistracy too greatly discredited?” Proust
asks in a letter to his friend Robert de Billy. “What
remains for me, given that I can be neither a barrister,
nor a doctor, nor a priest . . . ?” One day he was
wanting to buy a notary’s practice; the next he went
into a solicitor’s office, to leave it a month later. His
examinations tided him over for a while, as they do for’
many another vacillating young man, until the time
when he must make a definite choice.

Proust found little to interest him in his lectures.
It was philosophy that attracted him most in his law
studies. At the Lycée Condorcet he had acquired a taste
for the great systems of philosophy through the lucid
teaching of Darlu, his classical master. He was fasci-
nated by the prestige of Boutroux, and Lachelier, and
Ravaisson, who led him little by little to a comprehen-
sion of Bergson. Whilst he was at the Sorbonne, Proust
came to know this philosopher, whose influence was to
dominate his thought. Bergson’s thesis, Les Données
Immédiates de la conscience, had just appeared (1889).
Soon after that he became a relative of Marcel Proust by
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his marriage to Mlle Neuburger. And so the great
metaphysician’s hold over the young novelist became
strengthened through their personal relationships. There
are certain ideas which dominate the mind and the work
of Proust: the flow of time; the perpetual evolution of
personality in its duration; the unsuspected riches of the
unconscious, which we can only recapture through in-
tuition; memory, or associations which are involuntary,
but which it is only possible to express with the help of
the intelligence; the intelligence, which alone is capable
of grasping life; art, the sole reality in the world,
through which we are to recover life in its fullest depth
—all these ideas find their inspiration in Bergson. Proust
seems himself to have lived, felt, and tested the Berg-
sonian psychology.

Examinations and the necessity of deciding upon a
career did not hinder him from becoming daily more
and more aware that there dwelt in him a being, an
artist, who must inevitably one day attain to self-
expression. It was towards this period that he made his
first appearance in the world of letters. “The simplest
way to enter noiselessly upon a literary life is to found
a review,” wrote Fernand Divoire in his Stratégié littér-
aire. “Nothing could be easier . . . one seeks out a few
companions . . . each pays his monthly subscription.
When the subscriptions cease to come in, the review
breathes it last.”

Le Banquet was founded by Marcel Proust, together
with a few friends, in the salon of Madame Straus: they
were Fernand Gregh, Robert Dreyfus, Daniel Halévy,
Robert de Flers, and Henri Barbusse. The rate of sub-
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scription stood at ten francs a month. It became neces-
sary, according to the collaborators’ budget, to reduce
the extent of the impression of the second number sub-
stantially; this issue is quite unprocurable. The review
met with considerable success. Léon Blum, to-day the
president of the socialist group in the Chamber of Dep-
uties, addressed in it some pleasing quatrains to the moon.
Most of the collaborators in the Banquet are now famous
men. How many reviews started by a rising generation
can boast of so many names which since have risen out
of obscurity?

What is most striking in looking through a collection
of the Banquet is the freshness of its interest to-day.
The greater number of its articles make interesting read-
ing still. Daniel Halévy translates an act of one of
Ibsen’s early plays; and he writes in collaboration with
Fernand Gregh, who prefaces La Maison de Penfance, a
study of Nietzsche, who was little known in those days.
Numerous articles are devoted to Schopenhauer, Ros-
setti, and Swinburne. Proust, in the over-florid style
which he then had, draws portraits in outline of great
ladies and of courtesans, sketches miniature pictures,
land and sea, and sometimes writes what to-day we
should call “notes” on books which have recently been
published, notes which towards some are excessively
lenient and eulogistic, often ironically so. Always he
comes forward with the concerns of moralist and judge.

It is just that social, political, historical, and intellec-
tual curiosity which was characteristic of those young
men. They were not afraid of seeming dogmatic because
they took an interest in general ideas, or of being
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thought dull because they had a regard for philosophers.
It is easy enough to understand how such a generation
could become excitedly eager over an event like the
Dreyfus Case. Quite outside any considerations of
“school,” indifferent alike to the symbolist movement
as a movement and to the anarchic leanings of La Revue
Blanche, they held their seniors in respect, nor did they
want to assert themselves against the Parnassians, or
against the aged Hugo. They sought quietly to build
up a work which might have in it the potentiality of
numbering with the classics. In this way individualistic
temperaments tacitly, nobly even, proclaimed them-
selves; and their goal was not an easy one to reach,
because there was nothing to bring it immediately under
the public notice.

Marcel Proust was ignorant of all literary stratagem,
even more so than any of his friends. The attitude he
adopted in making his début in the world of letters
was later to hamper him for a long time; it was to be
a stumbling-block to him in the eyes of publishers, and
one of the reasons why success was so slow in coming to
him. Even though he founded a review, which was
certainly the “first step” towards making a name for
himself, he did not know how to make use of these
advantages to impress himself upon his “colleagues,”
or to carry out the wise counsels which M. Fernand
Divoire gave for preparing a reputation before actually
publishing a book.

He did not even seem afraid, out of exaggerated
sincerity, of putting himself into a false position. In
La Revue Blanche, the stronghold of symbolism, in
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which Henri de Régnier, Maeterlinck, Gustave Kahn,
and Mallarmé collaborated, an article appeared enti-
tled “Contre Pobscurité,” which opened thus: * ‘Do you
belong to the younger school?’ is the question which
every twenty-year-old student who dabbles in litera-
ture asks every elderly gentleman of fifty who does not..
For my own part I confess I cannot understand this;
one has to be initiated. Moreover, there has never been
so much talent as now; nearly everyone possesses some
talent nowadays.”

There is no doubt that Marcel Proust laid stress on an
idea which he constantly repeated, that all works of
art of any real value shock the public by their very
quality of newness, and that time alone can make them
comprehensible. “The paradoxes of to-day become the
prejudices of to-morrow.” In this article too he sets
himself to define a few of his conceptions of style:
“Every word . . . wields over the imagination an evoc-
ative force quite as great as its capacity for strict
definition.” In the act of criticizing a system of deliber-
ate obscureness, he gives the impression (quite a false
one) that he is making an attack upon symbolism, he
who admired so much the poetry of Francis Jammes,
and so ran the risk of appearing to be, contrary to what
he really was, a back number. Although in his social
relationships he linked himself with most of the cele-
brated men of letters out of every group, he fell into a
state of literary isolation. Misunderstandings concerning
his talents began to spring up; he was taken for an ama-
teur, a reactionary, and a “boulevardier.”” Later on,
when he published a series of articles in the Figaro on the

28



REMEMBRANCE

salons, his estrangement from all who were concerned
in literature became even more complete. How power-
ful must have been the leaven of freshness in his work
that, twenty years afterwards, the most advanced
groups should bow down before a writer then forty
years old! As far back as 1896, Lucien Muhlfelds dubs
him “mondain.” He had indeed seen Proust’s article be-
fore it appeared in print, and had followed it up with a
long refutation of his own called “Pour la clarté.”” It was
a piece of bravado, full of verve, in which he tried to
make out that he was the champion of the younger gen-
eration against the salons. Proust was to take his revenge
later on.

During the same year, 1896, two books of his made
their appearance: through Le Menestrel, a slim volume
entitled Portraits de peintres, together with four pieces
for the piano by Reynaldo Hahn, and a few months
later Les Plaisirs et les jours, published by Calmann-
Lévy, with illustrations by Madeleine Lemaire, “as fa-
mous across the seas as in Paris itself.” Anatole France
wrote a signed preface to this work. The book was
merely a collection of reprints from portraits, studies,
sketches, and stories which Proust had contributed to
Le Banquet and to La Revue Blanche, together with a
few unpublished pieces, and as such did not help to dis-
pel the legend of fashionable dilettantism which had
grown up around him.

Léon Blum showed great shrewdness of perception in
a criticism which he made: “I am impatiently waiting
for his next book . . .” he writes; “when a man pos-
sesses the gift of style, and the subtlety of thought
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which this too self-conscious and too precious book
contains, he has gifts which cannot be allowed to run
to seed.” The style of Les Plaisirs et les jours is occasion-
ally admirable, but at times it verges on the finical.
Contrast that too abstract terminology, those too
puristic epithets, those too symbolic images, with the
magnificent form of A la recherche du temps perdu!
Les Plaisirs et les jours is infinitely precious to us: by
means of it we can follow the author through his
adolescent years, and contemplate, whilst they are yet
in bud, some of those blossoms which he will offer us
later on, in the full bloom of maturity. But in spite of
everything there is a big gap between this book and the
next one: it took Marcel Proust nearly twenty years
longer to acquire that prodigious sharpness of obser-
vation, that power of penetrating into thought itself,
that audacity of portraiture of the kind which Oscar
Wilde has said makes even the most intrepid draw back
aghast.

Marcel Proust could not be wholly satisfied by the
publication of Les Plaisirs et les jours. He was too much
engrossed by a mundane life, and over-anxious to infuse
into his art a love of refinement, an affability and ami-
ability which were merely a part of his external life. He
had not yet withdrawn into his cell. He would need
many “days” yet before he could renounce the “pleas-
ures.”

He came to realize little by little that his asthma
could never be cured. At twenty he still had faith in all
the remedies as yet untried. No sooner did he hear of a
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fresh doctor than he wrote to his friends for informa-
tion. “This autumn I ought to try (and I think I shall
try) a cure of the Dubois ® variety. If after it, as they
promise, I can lead . . . a normal life, I hope that
without being in your way I shall see a great deal of
you.” ® But he could never make up his mind to start.
When he wrote: “I ought to try (and I think I shall
try) . . .” he was really writing: “I don’t think I shall
try . . .” Before very long he gave up all hope of cure,
unless it were by some hidden chance, some gigantic
good fortune—a miracle, in fact.

The sense of how short was his existence haunted him.
An adolescent will sometimes contemplate suicide, but
he rarely thinks of the nearness of death. But Proust,
so ardently in love with life, was obsessed by the thought
of his end. When he was twenty-two years old, two of
his friends, delightful striplings both of them, disap-
peared. One of them was Edgard Aubert, a Swiss; the
other, Willie Heath, an Englishman, to whose memory
Proust dedicated Les Plaisirs et les jours. Speaking of
the former, he wrote to Robert de Billy: “I feel that be
was still expecting much from life, that he still thought
it full of promises, and this makes it all the more heart-
breaking.” Each time Proust called up this memory, his
grief came back to him afresh. A voice, “intimate and
far-away,” reminded him of his duty as an author;
every moment of time he had wasted, time so short, so
precious, made him suffer. In his dedication to Willie
Heath he says: “Though it [death] may release us from

5 A Swiss psychiatrist.
¢ Unpublished correspondence.
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the pledges we have made towards life, it does not
release us from those we have made towards our-
selves, more especially from the foremost of them,
which is to live so that our lives become things of value
and deserving of praise.”

The first sacrifice Proust made for the sake of the
work he knew he had within him was to give up all
ideas of a regular profession for the sake of literature.
How much rather would he have liked to devote one
part of his life at least to action, had illness not curtailed
his activity! His mother’s kindness made this decision
easy for him. At an age when most young men leave
their families, Proust went on living in the room which
had been his as a child, in the apartment in which he
was born, near the Madeleine, in the Boulevard Males-
herbes. In Le cété de Guermantes he reconstructs the
arrangement of this first-floor apartment at the end of
a large interior courtyard, most of whose windows
looked out on to another street (the Rue de Suresnes).
He lived in such perfect harmony with his parents that
he remained with them until they died.

Proust used to sleep a part of the day. Most of his
social engagements were at night, and he preferred
doing any intellectual work at that time, partly in the
belief that at night his attacks of asthma occurred less
frequently. Bernard Shaw declares that life is the pos-
session of those who rise early; but Proust belied this
assertion. He got up so late that he had lunch alone,
after his family had finished. It was his mother’s
habit to sit beside him whilst he was at his meals, her
heart filled with love and admiration. Madame Proust
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was a woman of gentle manners, with hair like ebony,
and great lustrous dark eyes, alert and shining with kind-
ness. Her son had inherited her wonderful eyes. She
watched over him with solicitous care, forgiving his
whims even before he had been guilty of them, and
overlooking those nonchalant habits to which he so read-
ily gave way. Proust had not even finished dressing by
the time coffee was served after lunch. It took him an
incredible time to button his boots; indeed they were
not properly fastened up until he had reached the front
door and was ready to go out. Between whiles he spent
his time in writing letters, or in hunting for his mislaid
cuff-links, or a lost shirt-front. Proust saw little of his
father, who left early in the morning. He was allowed
to lie in bed and let the hour when the servants come
down slip by unnoticed, nor did anyone attempt to
rouse him. His mother sheltered him against inter-
ference. Thus it was that society and the external world
became subordinated to his own mode of living. He
sought greater enjoyment for himself in the freedom
which this mode of life gave him—but the seeds of a
discipline lay concealed in this lack of constraint.
Proust received his share of the family fortune when
his father died, in 1903, which freed him from financial
cares and made it possible for him to give up all his time
to literature. About this time too he had to give up all
hope of foreign travel. Yet this was something that he
adored, something of which he had often dreamed. It
was one more pledge to life that he was sacrificing. The
only journey abroad that he undertook, apart from a
few days spent at Geneva or in Belgium, was a short
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stay at Venice with his mother and Reynaldo Hahn. In
his novel we shall find the immense hopes, the emotions,
the false starts, the happiness, succeeded by the usual
disappointment, inspired in him by the city where so
many writers have loved and suffered. After 1900,
except for the summers spent at Trouville or Cabourg,
he no longer left Paris. During the next few years he
just managed to visit the cathedrals and historic places
so dear to him. Some friends got him with difficulty as
far as Senlis or Amiens. These were highly complicated
changes of scene: he was afraid of being late in the
morning, so he remained up all the night before. In
order to ward off any possible attacks of his sickness
he subjected himself to fumigations before going out.
None the less he was capable of short and sharp physical
efforts, which gave evidence of a strong vitality: during
an expedition to the Chiteau de Coucy, he climbed, in
spite of his fatigue, up to the platform of the great
tower, leaning on the arm of his friend Bertrand de
Fénelon, “who, in order to encourage him, sang soffo
voce the Enchantment of Good Friday. It was, in fact,
a Good Friday, with the fruit-trees in blossom under
the first springtime sun.”

These were Proust’s last travels, but travels of study
rather than pleasure. The suffering which the slightest
change of scene inevitably caused him he imposed on
himself for the sake of better knowledge of the churches
he wished to describe. He had at that time determined
to translate and annotate Ruskin, that “powerful brain”
which had laid its spell upon him. He was delighted
at having found a task which would bring him the dis-
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cipline he desired, without binding him to that immense
effort of the whole being demanded by original creation.
After 1900 he published in the Mercure de France his
essay on “Ruskin at Notre-Dame d’Amiens.” His trans-
lation of The Bible of Amiens did not appear until 1914,
and that of Sesame and Lilies in 1906. Each was accom-
panied by a preface which would have made a volume in
itself. His knowledge of English was poor, and he
worked with the help of dictionaries. For six years he
was absorbed in Ruskin. The enormous task counter-
acted his idleness. “Ruskin has gone to my head a little,”
he then confessed to a friend; “and archzology too.”

There remained one last sacrifice for him to accom-
plish: the abandonment of the fashionable life which
he loved to distraction. Many years passed before he shut
himself up completely in the Boulevard Haussmann, in
his famous cork-lined room. It was a cruel separation. *I
cannot be alone!” exclaims Dominique in Les Plaisirs
et les jours. And a stranger answers him: “Soon you will
have killed me, and yet you owed me more than you
owed others . . . I am your soul; I am yourself.” And
Proust might have been able to add: “I am the work
that is within you.” For it is this work, in spite of all,
that will be victorious. Through the pleasures which he
longs for always, in the suffering which he hates, but
which is the one and only road towards the highest
happiness, he will end by finding himself. To appreciate
the significance of this supreme renunciation we shall
see how much Proust was attached to this world which
he forsook with such heart-break.
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CHAPTER THREE

RANK AND FASHION

HAT world was for Proust the centre of pleasures,

the scene of a life staged upon another plane,
wherein discoveries were illimitable. From his adoles-
cence until the day of his death, and even after the
time of his isolation, his thought turned naturally back
to concern itself with the habitants of this world of rank
and fashion. The salons, the “sets,” the little heroes of
each of those groups, held an almost exclusive place in
his conversation. He seemed to be more passionately
enamoured of it all than they themselves. He was amazed
that one of his friends did not put himself up for the
Jockey Club. “You,” he used to say, “you, whose father
has a highly privileged position in Paris! Why aren’t
you a member of that club? It would give you so many
advantages!”

His curiosity regarding the social usages went into
such endless details that it seemed to complicate still
further the thousand and one real shades of etiquette
and refinements of courtesy. “But really, madame,” he
asked the close friends who lent him their protection,
“tell me— Will you put Monsieur A in the same
company with Monsieur D ? Now, is the place at
your table of guests so, or so . . . ? But, madame, in
taking seats . . . ? In greeting, would one . . . ?”
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He never ended with his process of self-instruction,
and the questions that he put with such art were
inexhaustible. The manner of a handshake, and genea-
logical trees, assumed the importance of grave problems.
Prince Bibesco had given a luncheon party at which
the guests were so chosen that the Comtesse G—,
notwithstanding her many high-born connexions,
found herself seated at the foot of the table: etiquette
had demanded that precedence should be given to the
other guests. This apparent error, in conformity never-
theless with the strictest rules, this mundane paradox,
like all combinations of this sort, surpassed in his eyes
the limits of an amusing notion, and excited his lively
imagination as much as some grave political event.

His passion for the monde was of such intensity that
it was merged, during his adolescence, with the passion
of love. He was enamoured, without having any per-
sonal acquaintance, with one of the most elegant ladies
of the aristocracy, and to see her go by, passing up the
Avenue de Marigny, he concealed himself with beating
heart in the doorway of Emile-Paul’s book-shop. And
similarly, in his novel, we find his hero, “the earthworm
in love with a star,” clinging to the footsteps of the
Duchesse de Guermantes.

But this intense love of the world of rank and fashion
was not blind. The writer knew how to extract the rare
metal from the dross of his dissipations. The Empire and
royalty had barely disappeared. Certain salons were con-
ducted only from hopes of the re-establishment of the
old régime and all its privileges, above all things justi-
fying the idleness of the nobility. Other salons, after
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1870, considered themselves shrunken, and desired to
appear almost inaccessible. Nevertheless, a part of the
intellectual elect, a few of the greatest artists and the
greatest savants, found their way into this society: and
Proust at that time considered it as the centre of all
values, as the only choice of the country, as the equiva-
lent of the court under Louis XIV. The names of La
Trémoille or of La Rochefoucauld evoked the history
of France before him. He found pleasure in moving
back through a family to reach its ancestors—Turenne,
Condé, Richelieu, Noailles, or sometimes Napoleon. He
was delighted when, in contemporary personages, in their
courtesy or greetings or speech, he could detect the
customs of bygone centuries which heredity and tradi-
tion had planted deep within them. The profound poetry
of these names, no doubt, names of estates or regions,
would not rise in his heart when he was set face to face
in a drawing-room with the man of flesh and blood
whose title had so deeply moved him in his childhood.
There supervened the failure of the dream under the
light of reality. But there was a wonderful richness of
impressions for a psychologist such as he, in this power
of searching in a human being for the origin of his
every movement, of discovering the springs from which
his passions were fed, of illuminating through the past
his shape and form of the present. “Every social con-
dition has its own interest, and it is perhaps no less cu-
rious for the artist to show forth the ceremony of a
queen than the customs of a dressmaker.”?

In latter years he would bring a more severe judg-

1 Articles of Marcel Proust in the Figaro.
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ment to bear upon the people of the monde, while still
interesting himself in them in no less degree. How often
he would say: “Ah, what fools they are!” Never, at
no single moment, was he their dupe. A few lingering
timidities had to be vanquished to please and conquer
them. He amused himself with exercising over them an
incomparable power of seduction. Everyone was desir-
ous of giving her salon the splendour of the old régime.
The Figaro published reports of resplendent parties, and
those of which it made no mention must be of still
greater elegance. By this fever of brillance, Proust was
intoxicated.

. . . . . . .

In a series of articles appearing between 1900 and
1905, the writer described some of the salons that he fre-
quented. It was at the Princesse Mathilde’s that Proust
came to know the imperial nobility. Hearing the princely
names of Moskowa or Essling, the young man could
conjure up an epic. The ceremonial of the Princesse
Mathilde was in his eyes historic. She received seated in
a red fauteuil, and at her side were her ladies-in-waiting,
Mlles Rasponi and Mme Espinasse. When the guests
began to arrive, she rose for each of them, made response
to their reverences, smiled as they touched her hand
with their lips, and embraced the members of her own
family. The writer drew inspiration from this scene for
his pictures of the receptions of the Princesse de Guer-
mantes and the Princesse de Parme.

At Coppet, with the Comte d’Haussonville, Proust
discovered with delight the furniture that belonged to
Madame de Staél and Madame Récamier, the family
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heirlooms of the great liberal conservative. Under the
roof of the Princesse Edmond de Polignac, he met the
Comtesse Greffithle, passing across the drawing-room
“in the charmed and murmurous wake which her
entrance drew out behind her.” In that mansion of
the Rue Cortambert the name which most fascinated
his imagination was that of the Prince de Polignac, son
of the reactionary minister of Charles X who signed
the famous ordinances of 1830, and he took pleasure
in picking out in him the characteristics of his race.
“His face,” wrote Proust, “had remained that of his
lineage, something anterior to his individual self. And
I remember how, on the mournful day of his burial, in
the church where the great black hangings bore in
scarlet the closed crown, the only initial was P. His
individuality was effaced. He had returned into his
family. He was nothing now but a Polignac.” *

“The court of lilacs and the studio of roses”—that
was Proust’s description of the salon of Madeleine
Lemaire. No ceremony. In the small studio where she
worked, this artist, “who, after God, had created the
greatest number of roses,” used to receive a company
of extreme elegance, so numerous that many people did
not find room to sit down, and others, unable to gain
admittance, had to stay in the garden. A small stage
was set up at one end: Mounet-Sully declaimed, Mas-
senet or Saint-Saéns sat down at the piano; Reynaldo
Hahn sang a couplet to his own accompaniment; or
perhaps Réjane and Coquelin and Bartet played a
saynéte.

2 Articles by Marcel Proust in the Figaro.
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The younger Dumas was the particular star of
Madame Aubernon’s salon. The setting changed; it
became literary and bourgeois. Madame Aubernon and
her niece Madame de Nerville were so Republican in sen-
timent that they were nicknamed “les précieuses radi-
cales”! Conversation had to be general and bore upon se-
rious topics. Each person spoke in turn; the interrupter
was called to order by the mistress of the house tinkling
a porcelain bell. Not many wormen came to this house.
“T entertain for conversation,” she used to say. “I don’t
entertain for love.” We are reminded here of the stern
dogmatism of Madame Verdurin, of the atmosphere of
her “Wednesdays,” at which Swann, the frequenter of
the Faubourg Saint-Germain, felt so ill at ease. But
these “tiresome salons” were often of service to letters:
it was at Madame Aubernon’s that the first perform-
ances took place of Becque’s La Parisienne and Ibsen’s
Doll’s House.

Proust did not often appear at the selon of Madame
de Loynes. His pro-Dreyfus sympathies kept him away
from there, as also from other circles of a political tinge.
On the other hand, he was often to be found in the
Avenue Hoche, at Madame Arman de Caillavet’s. There
he saw Anatole France, the master of the scene. But he
was specially fond of meeting France alone, apart from
the famous “Sundays,” reception days, at which there
was a procession of so many persons from the most
varied circles.

The salon in which he really found himself, in which
he passed a great part of his youth, was that of Madame
Straus-Bizet, one of the most brilliant of its time, and
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that in which he made the acquaintance of most of the
men of letters and men of fashion. He owed his intro-
duction to his school friend Jacques Bizet, son of the
musician and the mistress of the house. It was there,
crouched at the feet of ladies and raising towards them
his splendid eyes, ablaze with intelligence, that Proust
tasted his first success. It was from there that the spoilt
child set out for the conquest of a whole society.

Marcel Proust at twenty: large, black, brilliant eyes,
with heavy eyelids that drooped slightly to one side; a
look of extreme gentleness, fastening a long time on the
object it fell upon; a voice still more gentle, breathless
a little, and somewhat drawling, verging on affectation
yet always avoiding it. Long hair, black and thick,
falling sometimes over his forehead, hair that was never
to have a white thread amongst it. But it was to the eyes
that one always turned back, immense eyes ringed with
mauve, weary, wistful, of extreme mobility, eyes that
seemed to leave their orbits to follow the secret thoughts
of the speaker. A continual smile, amused and inviting,
hesitated and then fixed itself motionless on his lips.
His complexion was dull, but then fresh and pink, and
in spite of his fine black moustache he gave one the
impression of an overgrown child, indolent and over-
observant.

How fascinating he was in his youth! He had the
studied refinement of the dandy, tempered already with
a loose carelessness as of an old medixzval scholar, a
resemblance of which we are later to be reminded. An
exquisite turn-out—but a button was missing on his
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overcoat. Under his turned-over collar he wore badly
tied cravats, or large silk shirt-fronts from Charvet’s,
of a creamy pink, the tint of which he had long sought
to find.? He was thin enough to allow himself a double-
breasted waistcoat. A rose or an orchid in the button-
hole of his frock-coat, tightly waisted yet flowing. He
was heart-broken when this rose of his came from a
garden and not from a florist, who wrapped its stem
in silver paper. Very light-coloured gloves with black
points, often soiled and crumpled, and bought at the
“T'rois Quartiers” because Robert de Montesquiou dealt
there. A tall hat with flat brim. (This, when a call was
paid, was placed on the floor beside the chair.) A cane
completed the elegance of this somewhat wild Brummell.

Such was the fascination of every aspect of the life
of pleasure for Proust that he braved the fresh air,
which was almost forbidden him from the age of nine,
to appear about midday in the Avenue du Bois, the
rendezvous of the young men, and of the old men of
fashion with “their square monocles with large black
cords.” * The Prince de Sagan wore a grey top-hat. The
Prince of Wales drew “all hearts after him.” The ladies
in their victorias, moving at a walking pace, slowly
distributed their greetings with calculated smiles. They
blazoned the fashions of Doucet or Virot. Caran d’Ache
scribbled a caricature on his cuff, the handsome Helleu
saw dry-points and composed pastels. In June, between
the varnishing day of the annual exhibition of the
“Epatant,” and the opening of the water-colour painters

8 Cf. his portrait by Jacques-Emile Blanche.
4 Articles of Marcel Proust in the Figaro.
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at Georges Petit’s the Féte des Fleurs was a kind of
saturnalia at which the decorated equipages of the great
cocottes and those of the Faubourg Saint-Germain
appeared in open rivalry. Marcel Proust met his friends
again in this setting, among others the Marquis d’Albu-
fera and the Comte Bertrand de Fénelon, who probably,
along with other young men, gave him the inspiration
for the charming Saint-Loup.

It was likewise in the Bois that he often saw Laure
Heyman, whose grace and elegance were to help him in
forming some traits of the figure of Odette de Crécy.
She was noted, it was said, for her skill in the education
of princes. Like Odette de Crécy, she received in her
house in the Rue Bassano men of the best society, many
of them belonging to an older generation. She was closely
allied with some writers of fame. Paul Bourget wrote
a story for her entitled “Gladys Harvey,” one of his
Pastels de femmes. Proust was an admirer, and liked to
salute this woman, with her magnificent clothes and
dazzling vivacity, as she passed on horseback, or to
accompany her when she took her walk.’

5 Madame Laure Heyman is still living to-day, in retirement, She has
disclosed a charming gift for sculpture. When Proust’s novel appeared,
she was told by friends that she had served as the model for Odette de
Crécy. She began to read the books which the author had sent her, and,
furious at what she took to be her portrait, she sent Marcel Proust a
letter of lively reproaches. He replied with long explanations which
reassured her somewhat. What these explanations were may be guessed
from the letter he wrote to Gabriel de la Rochefoucauld (“Souwvenirs
et apercus,” Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, January 1st, 1923):

“Alas, when, being irritated at having people say to me: ‘Don’t defend
yourself, the Duchesse de Guermantes is Madame G.” (when the Duchesse
de Guermantes, who is everybody and nobody, is in any case the exact
contrary of Madame G.), I wrote in the (Euwres libres that people have
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As often as not, Proust’s day began only in the after-
noon, yet always with a delay which during the whole
of his life he was never able to catch up. He had lin-
gered too long over his calls, or a number of catastrophic
incidents had held him up without his being able to
foresee them. He “dressed” almost every evening, and
every time it was a complex and difficult operation.
Most often he dined at home when he was invited out.
Even when he received guests for dinner at his parents’,
he took a meal alone beforehand, so as to be able to talk
more freely. As the result of an accidental movement
he made a huge stain on his spotless white shirt-front.
He was forced to change his shirt hurriedly. He donned
another suit. To get on the trousers he was forced to
take off his shoes. So here he was, driven to starting all
over again the interminable operation of the morning,
buttoning them up. His new clothes were too big, and
had the appearance of being ready-made. The drama
played out between reality and himself was one much
more serious than that of the troublesome and ill-inten-
tioned objects which avenge themselves on mankind,
the pencil that disappears when it is looked for, the

so little idea of artistic creation that they imagine that one brings a
person into a book just as he is, I did not know that one woman . ..
would claim to recognize herself in Odette de Crécy, who is her exact
opposite, etc., etc. These ridiculous assimilations annoy me. If, in a
totally opposed character, memory suggests a trait, this is what in-
evitably happens. Thus, the Duc de Guermantes has nothing of the
late Marquis de L. in him, but it was with a recollection of the latter
that I made him shave in front of his window. . . .”

For this reason, all the keys I have given and shall give in the course
of this work will, I repeat with emphasis, be no more than indications
always reduced to one single aspect of character, essentially partial
resemblances.
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monocle that cracks, the theatre ticket that is left at
home. It was not distraction that delayed him and pre-
vented him from behaving like everyone else: it was
the particular vision of his mind, which proceeded by
a process of development, and which, like field-glasses,
brought objects nearer him and allowed him to discover
them in all their complexity. In a human face he saw
only a portion of the cheek, but he saw it with all its
pores and furrows and wrinkles, details invisible to
everyone else.

At last he was ready. He put on, even on the warmest
days of summer, that heavy pelisse which, to all who
knew him, had become legendary. His hay-fever made
him extremely susceptible to cold. He sent for a cab—or,
to be more exact, a cab had been waiting for him since
luncheon. Dinner, of course, had begun, and Proust’s
excuses were unending. At evening receptions he often
arrived when most of the guests had already gone.
Before being announced on these occasions, he used to
have the servant ask whether his appearance were not
inconvenient, or permission to keep on his cloak. In
the drawing-room, during his passage from the door
over to the mistress of the house, whom he was going
to greet, he was diverted by countless distractions in
the room itself: he noticed a new picture, or a vase that
had had its position changed, or perhaps he still kept
proffering apologies.

The last guests formed a circle around him upon his
arrival. For several hours he was dazzling. Under the
interrogatory form so familiar to him, he recounted the
dinner-party of the previous evening: “Do you know
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whether the Duc de stayed on in the boudoir with
Madame Z.? Could you explain the kiss he gave her, in
the very middle of the ball? Did someone see through
the door. . . ?” Keen-edged irony showed through the
accumulation of his courtesies and polite attentions. A
tang of sarcasm, which later was to broaden out, lay hid-
den behind the futilities that he recounted, trifles to
which his intelligence lent a generalized meaning, and
which his astounding memory allowed him to report
with the same precision of detail after several years. And
yet there was never anything in his words that could
shock, or wound, or displease. He was listened to with
delight. One by one the candles went out. The footmen
yawned and fell asleep. The hostess herself was tired.
Marcel Proust was talking.

After the party he took back a friend as far as his
door, but could not contrive to leave him. He got down
from the carriage and paced up and down in front of
the house. Suddenly, feeling fatigued, he asked to be
accompanied home. The cab had been waiting, and
he paid the driver the fare for the journey in advance.
In front of his own home the same pacing up and
down began again. He made excuses to the cabman
for making him wait, and paid him a second time,
and the price of the return trip too, so that the cab
could take back his friend, a price which he doubled
and trebled from fear of its being insufficient. At
last he begged his companion to come up with him. He
had a morbid fear of solitude. When the friend saw the
dawn break and left him, he rounded off the suspended
conversation next day with his valet. In his books he
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has frequently made mention of the painful depression
which he experienced after the excitement of a party
or a restaurant meal. It was during these moments that
he felt in his heart the limitations of those intoxicating
pleasures, which, in spite of their vanity, he still con-
tinued to desire, with all the ardour of his unsatisfied
being. His features became drawn: fatigue showed sud-
denly in that too fragile frame. He knew that in his room
he would not be able to sleep. He went to find his night
attire—several knitted garments and a long night-shirt.
He took them from the kitchen, where he found them
hanging, according to his orders, above the stove, where
they were warming. His nerves would not let him bear
the touch of cold linen. As he had come back so late,
the knitted things, of course, had had time to singe:
their burnt sleeves had that splendid and venerable
appearance which so many objects, as time went on,
came to assume around this strange being.
Nevertheless, in some other drawing-room, the next
day would see him starting again on this life of enchant-
ment, with more zeal than ever. His inexhaustible cu-
riosity made him desire to widen and renew his social
relationships. When he noticed a new face, he would
ask: “Who is that? Do you know him?”—with, as it
were, the professional curiosity of the man of fashion.
For some his friendships were passionate, and lasted
three months. When anyone was mentioned to him
whom he had never seen, he immediately desired him
to be brought to him, and he contrived endless devices
to bring about the meeting. He saw his new friend
assiduously until the day when, having exhausted his
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possibilities, he turned back in weariness to his old
intimates. In a drawing-room he seemed unhappy at
not being in every group at once; all the more so since,
on his entrance, he had seen all the members of the
party from the door. However, he knew how to take
his seat by the side of the most renowned writer or of
a Highness. He astonished Caro, the fashionable phi-
losopher, by the highly individual form of his mind. At
Madame Daudet’s, Edmond de Goncourt foretold his
future. He was the attendant page of the Princesse
Mathilde, and the Baronne Alphonse de Rothschild.
He accompanied them to the dressmakers’ on their visits,
and heaped ruinous flowers upon them.

“Do you not think, madame, that your portrait is
really ravishing? Do you know how dreadfully I should
be pained if you did not agree with me?”

Nothing was lacking to his prestige. This boy might
have ended by never being taken seriously, so exag-
gerated were his homages. But he had had his duel. On
the point of honour he was most sensitive, and too
intelligent not to conform with all the proper usages.
Jean Lorrain published an article in the Echo de Paris
which he thought offensive to himself, and two shots
were exchanged, without result. For a few days he
became a hero.

Capricious though they were, the inhabitants of the
monde resisted none of his desires or whims. They came
to his house. In his parents’ flat, furnished in true bour-
geois style, in that dining-room with the large, tradi-
tional sideboard and its Second Empire furnishings, he
gave dinners of the utmost brilliance. Anatole France
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was a guest, and the Comtesse de Noailles, who recited
her first poems. Montesquiou declaimed some unpub-
lished sonnet. He relished in advance the pleasure of
bringing together a writer and dukes, people who did
not know each other. He prepared each of his guests
for the unwonted encounter by a lengthy description
of the new friend he was expecting, whom he depicted
in a glowing light. His taste for bringing together
persons unknown to each other afforded him a kind of
anxiety which put him into a state of high delight.
After dinner, according to custom, poems were recited
by Mlle Cora Laparceric, the rising star of the Odéon,
or some other actress.

His parents were rarely present at these festivities.
Madame Proust, who was of a retiring disposition, stood
aside. His father, Dr. Proust, could not understand
his son’s success. “Is he really so fascinating?” he asked
a lady on terms of friendship with Marcel. “Why is he
asked out so much?”®

In spite of his prejudices he contemplated, with a
pride which he did not admit, this brilliant son of his
who was so much sought after. He did not refuse him
money for his pleasures. Proust made liberal use of this
paternal generosity. He had never been able to keep
count of money. For his friends nothing was too beau-
tiful or too good. It was always to the most expensive
restaurant that he took them. He might have declared,

8 And if he regretted his lack of occupation, he could no doubt console
himself with the thought of his other son, Robert, who was almost the
same age as Marcel. The future Dr. Robert Proust passed his examination
with brilliance and gave his father every sort of professional satisfac-
tion.
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in order to make you accept an invitation without
hesitation, that he wanted to go to some more modest
place, but he ended by taking you to Larue’s. The
maitre d’bétel, who knew him, offered him some dishes
which were not marked on the menu, the preparation
of which must necessarily have been very costly. He
ordered old wines, rare fruits, but did not eat, as he
had already taken his meal. His pleasure was entirely
cerebral, and he found it in the atmosphere of the even-
ing, in the dinner he was giving, in the gift of himself.

When he visited the theatre, he frequently went on
to Weber’s. He discussed in detail the piece he had just
seen, to the great astonishment of the friend accompany-
ing him. For, during the whole performance, he had
done nothing but look at the audience, the boxes, the
people, the Grand Duchess Vladimir’s new robe, the
unexpected presence of Porto-Riche with Madame .
He had seemed to be listening to everything except what
was going forward on the stage, and yet he had heard
everything.

This mundane existence was endless and exhausting,
much as a regular profession might have been. In the
summer, at Trouville, it continued, either at the Hotel
des Roches Noires,” or at the Frémond with the Baig-
niéres.

What a ceaseless effort in his zeal to please! There
was a victory to be won every day! And what force
there was then in his “imitations”! He knew how amus-
ing these were to his friends in the monde, and with his

T This hotel, along with the Grand Hétel at Cabourg, helped him in the
creation of the Grand Hétel at Balbec.
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in-born taste for pastiche, he pushed the gift to perfec-
tion. In the drawing-rooms he was giving the dress
rehearsal of the portraits which he was later to bring
on to the stage in his work.

The character he knew best, the one which he ren-
dered with a kind of genius, was that of Montesquiou,
“Count Robert,” as he was called, an extraordinary-
character, who fully deserved the intensely curious
interest which Marcel Proust bestowed on him. Mon-
tesquiou’s original tastes, his voice, which seemed always
to be breaking and rose to the shrillest notes, his insane
susceptibility, his quarrels, his ostracisms, his reconcilia-
tions, his immense pride in his noble birth, his vexed
tone, his airs of reproach, his precosity and imperti-
nence, his unbridled snobbery, if the word can still be
applied to a kind of delirium of grandeur—all these
traits had made a unique personality of him, round
which there grew up some coteries who naively believed
in his immortality. Over a small group of society, of
which Charles Haas® and some others formed part, he
exercised a veritable tyranny. Some personages of society,
his friends only yesterday, became in his furious and
sudden hatred “Monsieur Pipi” or “Madame Caca.” One
day, in the drawing-room of José-Maria de Hérédia,

8 Charles Haas, “ . . shy because he was a Jew, was the only one of
his race who was poor, the friend of all women, petted in the drawing-
rooms, esteemed by men of worth. He belonged to that category of witty
and useless idlers who formed, as it were, a luxury of the society of
those days, and whose principal merit consisted in gossiping before din-
ner at the Jockey Club or at the Duchesse de Trémoille’s.” Thus writes
the Marquis Boni de Castellane in Comment fai découvert PAmérigque.
Marcel Proust had in mind the astonishing social success of Charles
Haas when he built up the character of Swann.
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before the usual assembly at those “Saturdays,” Mon-
tesquiou was reciting one of his poems, none of which
had then been published. Hérédia expressed admiration
of his technique.

“You ought to publish these verses,” he told him.

“What good could that do?” answered the great
seigneur, throwing back his chest. “My reputation as
a writer, if ever I acquire one, will not prevent me from
ever being anything but a Montesquiou-beast!”

This maniac of pride, this censor who gave lessons to
a whole society, was a wonderful object for the sarcas-
tic fire of Marcel Proust. So completely had the writer
assimilated his nervous tricks that no one knew whether
they were still part of the parody or whether they had
become his own. The irascible nobleman was annoyed
by these imitations, which he held to be lacking in re-
spect. He did not suspect that Proust would later pro-
duce, in the principal character of his book, a very
different imitation, more grave and more terrible, a
kind of fantastic pastiche, an enormous and magnifi-
cent caricature, a hero so great that he transcends the
fame of an ordinary novel and assumes the epic pro-
portions of a contemporary Don Quixote. If there is no
real key to be found in the work of Marcel Proust, if
all the characters are formed from different alloys,
Palaméde, Baron de Charlus, is the sole exception. In
the early volumes, no doubt, Charlus is still an amalgam.
One may trace in him certain peculiarities of the Baron
X. (whom Proust had met in the salon of Madame
Straus), his stoutness, for instance, and his coarse, pow-
dered face. But gradually he became a living and irrefu-

53



MARCEL PROUST

table portrait, recognised unhesitatingly by everyone.
Moreover, it was not the first time that Montesquiou
had served as a model: Huysmans, in A rebours, had
already found inspiration in him for the character of
des Esseintes.

It should be added that Montesquiou’s own memoirs
throw a curious light on certain chapters in Proust’s
novel. The story of Montesquiou and the musician
Delafosse reminds one of that of Charlus and the mu-
sician Morel. It is for Morel that Charlus gives a party at
Madame Verdurin’s. It was “to bring forward our young
artist” that Montesquiou organized a great féte. These
fétes, moreover, are for him the object of his life,
pleasures more intoxicating than travel or love, more
beautiful than the masterpieces of antiquity or the
Renaissance; and indeed, they called forth no less of his
time and money, tears and disappointments, patience
and determination and talents. That which he gave on
Delafosse’s behalf took place in Sarah Bernhardt’s gar-
den. The elevation of a theatre was built for one day,
entitled the Ephemeral. Sarah “of the golden voice” and
Bartet, although rivals, and Reichenberg, recited to-
gether the Ode a Versailles of André Chénier. Then
Delafosse took his place at the piano. Like Charlus, of
course, he issued his invitations with an arbitrary exclu-
sion of numerous personages fully worthy of figuring
at such a function.

Shortly afterwards he informs us that he “executed”
the musician. And some of his friends tell how, to avenge
himself on his former protégé, he hung his portrait in
the lavatories of his flat. The very style of the memoirs
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of Montesquiou recalls the style of the diatribes of the
Baron de Charlus. Strange irony of fate! These memo-
ries, which Montesquiou wrote in self-justification, to
put an end to all kinds of legends that had grown up
round him, are changed in meaning when they are set
alongside Marcel Proust’s novel. We can never know
what the effects of a posthumous work may be.

. . . . . . . .

Passions of the heart, griefs and pleasures, the joy
of being handsome and being loved, a mirage endlessly
renewed—the life of Marcel Proust, between the Etoile
and the Faubourg Saint-Germain, was one bewildering
flux, an unceasing movement on the same axis, “le temps
perdu”’! Sometimes he was chilled by a fearful remorse:
he had rejected all careers for the sake of writing, and
he was doing nothing! A work was there within him,
so vast and so imposing that in alarm he kept postpon-
ing the moment of starting on it.

None the less, he was studying his material, whilst
considering his time to be entirely dissipated, and he
did not let his impressions fade. Every four or five
days, on scraps of loose paper, cards of invitation, visit-
ing cards, telegrams, he set down the result of his inves-
tigations. Occasionally a friend would cast a glance over
this work of documentation, expecting to find therein
thoughts or reflections with some intrinsic significance.
But, soon undeceived, he would fling down these incom-
prehensible notes, in which were recorded the gesture of
so-and-so, the glance of such-and-such, the probable
motive of a refusal or a laugh, the explanation of facts
of the most minute importance with their entangled
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causes. For this work which he had in mind, one of
complete novelty, Proust was amassing material which
no one else could make any use of.

His friends asked him why he did not write. Some-
times he would make up his mind to read to one or two
intimates a few pages in which he had made his first.
attempts at laying the foundations of his future novel.
He read at great speed, frequently breaking off to give
explanations, and adding to the parentheses and subor-
dinate propositions of his sentences commentaries which
took their place like critical notes amongst critical
notes. Already difficult to follow in reading, his style
became incomprehensible when read out loud. Never-
theless, when one of his friends managed to catch hold
of something, he thought he was finding only the por-
trait of someone he knew. Proust confirmed this im-
pression. He explained who were the real personages
he had thought of. It was still impossible to comprehend
the construction of the work, the original contribution
of its creator.

“Marcel can never be anything but a man-about-
town,” his friends passed the word round, “simply the
Figaro’s Horatio.” And the misunderstanding which
separated him in literature from men of letters, like-
wise isolated the writer in his own circle of acquaint-
ances.

In 1905 his mother died. This was the greatest blow
of his life. Reciprocal love, the cherished words of the
being who loves you, seemed to him to be almost un-

realized dreams. But he adored his mother. For her he
L
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had the most violent and the most tender passion. It was
she who called him “My little silly! My little stupid!”—
and now, until his dying day, he felt himself solitary.
And with her memory, following the “intermissions of
the heart,” he was to live, now at a distance, now as
closely present as an apparition. Ten years later he said
to a friend, in that voice that was like a gentle moan:
“Come and look at the portrait of Mamma,” pronoun-
cing her name, which came dying from his lips, as if
she were still alive.

And does she not still live in his work? For it was this
immense grief of his which the writer strove to keep,
so as the better to understand and immortalize it. It
was this grief which brought him to withdraw little by
little from the social world. Sickness also encroached
step by step upon his active life. The time was ap-
proaching when his long, unconscious meditation, pur-
sued throughout the whole period of his mundane activ-
ities, was to reach maturity. He left the empty flat
where he was born and went to shut himself up in the
Boulevard Haussmann. It was there that he was to
fill his twenty enormous note-books.
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RETREAT

N apartment with the air of being uninhabited,
A as if the masters of the house were away travel-
ling. In a large drawing-room, easy-chairs, and sofas
in gilded wood or upholstered, the furniture of Mon-
sieur and Madame Proust crowded together. A portrait
of a young dandy of an epoch that now has a distant
air—Marcel Proust at the age of twenty, by Jacques-
Emile Blanche; as pendant to it on the other side—an
infanta of Velasquez, haycock-shape.

A room entirely lined with cork, so that no outside
sound can penetrate. This cork was meant to be covered
with some stuff, but—delays? obstacles?>—the uphol-
sterer had never managed to come. The window was
always shut. Marcel Proust could not, without terrible
attacks of suffocation, let the scent of the chestnut-trees
reach him from the Boulevard Haussmann. But he
adored them none the less, lived with them in imagina-
tion, and as he slept by day and never saw them, he used
to ask people in springtime to talk to him of their
blossom.

A single lamp on the ceiling cast a feeble glow,
its light absorbed by the dull brown cork. In one
corner an immense and cumbersome grand piano. On
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the chairs some beautiful books lay about, and photo-
graphs. A dressing-room, its door left open, was encum-
bered with large chests of silver plate, a legacy of his
parents. As no one ever managed to arrange them, they
were left standing on the floor.

The man who lived shut up in this buttoned-in
room, dreary and void of personality, had no eyes for
his apartment. Background, in his life as in the books
that he wrote, did not play an important part. He
lived now and henceforward in the souls of the numer-
ous characters with whom he was peopling an original
world. And there he lived entirely, having turned his
back for good on the real world.

Sickness had wrought a deep change on him. The
face had gone pale, the moustaches drooped unevenly.
The nose was pinched, the cheeks thicker, the eyes more
brilliant. He received you, when he was not in bed, in
a dark-brown dressing-gown. More sensitive than ever
to cold, he wore a pad of cotton-wool over his shirt-
collar, and he had floss silk gloves on his hands, knitted
woollen shoes on his feet. He dreaded the air, covered
himself as much as he could. Fumigating apparatus gave
off a suffocating odour. He seemed, in this laboratory of
his, like some fabulous necromancer: the dead whom
he evoked were the people he had known, and in his
work he was bringing them back to life.

“My dear friend,” Marcel would murmur, “never
have I been so ill: I shall keep you only 2 moment.”

Three hours later one was still there with him. On a
gilt bronze clock one read the hour—two o’clock in the
morning. Talking had reanimated him: he was seeking
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to provide documentation for himself through conver-
sation. Suddenly he would break off.

“My dear friend,” he would say, “I beg you: shall I
be causing you much convenience if I ask you to take
the handkerchief out of your jacket? You know how
I can’t bear any perfume. . . .”

And he gave three rings on the bell, out of habit, as
if in his parents’ house.

“Céleste, take the gentleman’s handkerchief and put
it in another room.—My dear friend, the last time you
were so good as to come and see me—for nobody comes
any more to see the wretched invalid that I am—I was
obliged to take the chair you sat in and keep it out in
the courtyard for three days: it was impregnated with
scent. . . .”

This same friend told him once about a demi-mon-
daine who gave evening parties that ended up “orgias-
tically.” Proust saw the opportunity for finding docu-
mentation for his book, and asked to be taken there.
He passed a night of festivity at this lady’s house. The
place was filled with flowers, but he did not seem to
pay any heed to them. His friend expressed astonish-
ment.

“For three whole weeks,” answered the writer, “the
attacks I had as a result of that expedition prevented
me from rising at all. . . .”

His sensibility had such extremities of refinement in
suffering that he was not taken seriously. Seized some-
times with a desire to have a glimpse once more of the
hawthorns or the water-lilies, he would have himself
driven into the country in an hermetically closed car-
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riage, and contented himself with gazing at the woods
and meadows through the window-panes. His friends
thought they were accompanying an imaginary invalid.
Until the day of his death his complaints were not
believed in.

In the summer he went to Cabourg. From the time
of his first onset of asthma, after he was able to leave
Paris, he could go only to the sea. At the Grand Hbtel
there, he engaged the four rooms adjoining his own,
above, below, and on either side, and left them unoc-
cupied: the slightest noise caused him real pain. More-
over, he was for ever changing his room, for the aspect
of the one he had, or the view from its windows, never
suited him. He was known as the gentleman with the
parasol, whose worst enemy was the sun. The regular
frequenters of the hotel (better perhaps than those who
were in close touch with him) felt instinctively that
there was something more than mere eccentricity in
these habits of his: they had a certain grandeur, and
even the waiters unsmilingly respected them.

He was aware of how his condition, this kind of
hypertrophy of the nervous-system, impossible of full
diagnosis, aroused the scepticism of his best friends.
“Say nothing further about the gravity of my condi-
tion,” he wrote, “for if, after that, you live for some
time longer, it is never forgiven you. I can recall people
who have ‘dragged on’ for years. People seemed to sup-
pose that they had been acting a comedy. As with
Gautier, who delayed so long in setting out for Spain
that people used to say to him: ‘Ah, you’ve got back?’
so they will be saying of me that I have been reincar-
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nated; they won’t be able to admit that I am not
dead.” !

. - . . . . . .

] can only move with such difficulty,” we find him
writing again. Moreover, almost every time he ventured
out anywhere, it was with a definite object which dom-.
inated his whole life: to complete and determine exactly
his investigation of the world, the outside world, and the
psychology of its beings. He had become a perpetual
investigator. He no longer entered those salons which
once he had loved, except to provide himself with ma-
terial. .

One evening Proust rose. He was seen, to the astonish-
ment of everyone, at a great reception. But the fact was
that he wanted to have a clear idea of just how the
Prince de Sagan wore a monocle at the present day, and
if he could take him as a model for one of his characters.
When he had compared his memory with a new reality,
he went back to bed again for several weeks.

The smallest mundane episode interested him pas-
sionately. He made people tell him all possible stories.
He harvested the same anecdote in several tellings. The
special gilded skin of Oriane’s shoes, Albertine’s kimono,
the parasol of Madame Elstir, the style in which the
Princesse de Guermantes’s hair was dressed at the Opéra
—these questions of fashion were for him (he no longer
visited the dressmaking establishments) the object of
attentive cares and endless, touching precautions.

“Tell me, madame,” he asked one of his old friends,
who had managed to gain admittance to his room, “what

1 Unpublished correspondence.
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is the name for that stuff that a girl might throw over
her shoulders when she is in evening dress?”

“Crépe?”

“That’s a horrible word, and the girl in my book is
charming!”

“A veil?”

“Impossible.”

“A stole?”

“No!” :

“A fur? A scarf? A foulard?”

“Something else,” Marcel besought, *“something
else. . . !”

He had two young men brought to his apartment
one day, two brothers, solely because he wanted to ask
them for some information regarding armorial bearings.
By cunning transitions he had worked the conversation
round to this subject, but his visitors, with polite fears
of becoming boring, immediately spoke of something
else. Proust returned with an effort to his question, and
they, out of politeness, made the same effort to escape
it. In the end the writer, having proved unable to extract
what he wanted from them, broke off the conversation
and refused ever to see them again.

His capacity of investigation had no limits. He con-
ducted his inquiries into love as into everything else.
The private life of people interested him prodigiously.
“Now tell me,” he used to say to some intimate friends,
“do you love each other? Do you love? Are you loved?”
And he listened to the replies with the naive gaze of a
child, as if this domain were one unknown to him.

His imagination sought to work only upon subject-
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matter controlled by his own observation. At one o’clock
in the morning Marcel asked leave to go up and see
Madame de C .

“My dear lady,” he said, “nothing could give me
greater pleasure than to have a glimpse again of the little
hat with Parma violets that you wore at the time when I
lost my heart to you, when the young man I once
was admired you—and the man I am admires you still
—when he saw you passing down the Avenue
Marigny. . . .”

“Dear Marcel! That’s a hat of twenty years ago—I
no longer have it!”

“That can’t be, madame! You simply don’t want to
show me it. You have it, and you want to spite me: you
will pain me sorely!”

“But, my poor Marcel, I don’t keep my old hats.
Come into my room. Here is my wardrobe. Look for
yourself . . . In this drawer? . . . Look. In that box?
Nothing . . . No, I can’t call my maid to unpack all
my things for you: she’s gone to bed.”

“Madame Daudet kept all her hats,” murmured the
writer, still incredulous. “I have seen them.”

“It’s a charming idea. But I don’t keep any such
museum.”

When he had not secured his information, he wrote:
“Who is it who was with you six months ago. . . ? It
is through her that I can get to know this man I spoke
to you about, and so I can find out . . . My dear friend,
bring this person to see me. You cannot imagine how
much this matter interests me . . .”” The letter was
eight pages long.
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His two great sources of evidence were the world of
fashion and servants. From the point of view of obser-
vation these opposite settings were in the writer’s eyes
of equal interest, and from the point of view of human
nature he put these extremes on one and the same plane.
He loved to gather information from his inferiors. His
vision of the great salons never seemed to him complete
unless it were supplemented by the servants’ hall. He
spoke in terms of familiarity to waiters at the café, or
footmen, and picked up valuable information from
them. He would stay for two or three hours talking with
Hector, the maitre d’hbtel of the Reservoirs at Ver-
sailles, with Charles of the Weber, with Olivier of the
Ritz.

This last-named hotel became practically the only
place he went to when he went out. It was the only
one where he felt himself at his ease. There he had set
up his head-quarters of investigation. He arrived about
nine or ten o’clock at night, in dinner-jacket or full
dress, with a badly tied bow. Almost always he was
alone, and he did not leave again until one or two o’clock
in the morning. His slender, bony hands contrasted with
his puffed-out chest, exaggeratedly developed by his
asthma. His eyes lit up the whole of his face.

“I have had nothing to eat for three days,” he declared
to Olivier. “I have never stopped writing. My black
coffee last Sunday wasn’t strong enough. Get them to
make me first of all a really strong black coffee, one that
is as good as two. And remember, don’t be afraid to
put down two on my bill.”

When he was with his friends, he dined in a private
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room. But after the clock had marked a certain time,
he would desire to be left alone. When the waiters had
finished serving, he began to talk with them at great
length.

“Look behind you first,” he used to say, “and see that
there is nobody listening to us.—Right. Now tell me:
those two ladies who were dining just now in that cornes
over there—who are they? I must know which is the
younger. She is very like a character in my book about
whom I am thinking a great deal. As for the other, I
think I know her. If you had ever seen her in my day!
Women were very different then: sheathed in their cor-
sets, their busts and bustles gave them a charming out-
line.”

And as the waiters laughed: “Life is finished for me,’
he went on. “And I don’t expect anything further of
it. But tell me: I heard steps in the passage!”

“You must be mistaken, sir.”

“No, no, I'm not. Go and look what’s happening.”

His extraordinarily developed sense of hearing had
not deceived him, it was a chambermaid on her way to

bed who had let a door bang.

b

When once his information had been gathered, he
enjoyed in his memory a wonderful instrument for its
conservation. In reality his data did not remain un-
changeable, but ripened and were amplified by all the
richness of his extraordinarily complex mind. To the
acts of men he attributed innumerable and complicated
motive forces, linking up one with another as the series
worked its way downward. One got the impression that

66



RETREAT

he was drawing them from his own consciousness, and
applied them to others with a hazardous boldness which
almost always turned out successfully. These construc-
tions of probabilities were of necessity true. Even if the
reasons for an action which he attributed to a person
were more numerous than those which that person found
in himself, these reasons became true by the very fact of
his discovery of them. His vision of a person constituted
one of the aspects of that person’s individuality, and the
latter was enriched by the very creation of the psy-
chologist that Proust was.

But this spontaneous faculty for the decomposition of
all the acts of life became a source of extreme difficulties
in the natural organization of his own time. These diffi-
culties were added to the countless precautions imposed
on him by illness, the delicacy of his heart, his inborn
nonchalance, and they ended in making practical action
almost impossible to him. The fixing of a rendezvous
became a great undertaking. Or more exactly, he was
incapable of arranging a rendezvous. He would declare
that he was always in ignorance of the moment when
his painful crises would keep him helpless in bed. When
he was well, he would send Céleste in the middle of the
night to call on the friend whom he wanted to see and
asked to come. If the latter were not at home, Céleste
returned the next day, and so on, until it happened
that their two spaces of free time coincided. The letters
he sent in connexion with meeting anyone were as in-
numerable as they were interminable.

He wrote four long pages, full of parentheses as in
his books, to ask the favour of some service to which
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he attached the utmost importance. He gave a thousand
details. He insisted. But at the bottom on the very last
page he would discover a postscript of a couple of lines:
“I have just been reflecting: it would be better if you
did nothing in the matter. Consider my letter as unsent.”
And he sent it off just the same.

He was obsessed by a fear of the post office’s losing
his letters. The envelopes themselves seemed long re-
citals:

“To Monsieur Faure-Biguet, Editorial Staff of the £cho de Paris,
care of the fcho de Paris, Place de POpéra, 3, Paris (2nd and 9th
arrondissements).—If this letter should not be delivered to its
addressee, kindly return it to M. Marcel Proust, man of letters,
102, Boulevard Haussmann, Paris.”

Moreover, he most often had his letters delivered by
a page-boy from the Ritz or one of the hotel waiters.
In the day-time it was Céleste who went out with them.
Her husband, Odilon Albarret, a taxi-cab driver, put
his vehicle at Proust’s disposal from ten o’clock at night
at the ordinary price. At night it was he who acted as
messenger: he was frequently instructed to arouse some
concierge and give him, together with a twenty-franc
note, the message which such-and-such a person, accord-
ing to Proust’s wish, was to receive the next morning.

If the writer had invited a friend to his house, free
at the same time as himself, he was always obliged to
improvise a dinner. Odilon set off with his taxi to fetch
a chicken from the Ritz (the only place in Paris, accord-
ing to Proust’s ideas, where one could really obtain one’s
provisions), and beer from a brasserie on the other side
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of the river, and cakes from Rumpelmeyer’s. In his
anxiety to give his guest the best he could, no doubt, he
was willing to order only the finest dishes. But none the
less, each dish was not a speciality, and it would have
been quite possible to buy them elsewhere than in dia-
metrically opposite corners of the town. But simplicity
in action was unknown to him.

When some subject was occupying his attention, it
filled the whole of his brain. It presented itself to him
in all its complexity, like those elaborately articulated
marionettes, each movement of which is the outcome of
the moving of several strings. His mind refused to
neglect any single thread, and in everyday life he was no
longer capable of accomplishing the action which his
analysis had too deeply dissected.

Nothing was less of an affectation than this absence of
spontaneity in everyday activities. A move of any dis-
tance seemed in his eyes to be encumbered with such
a vast accumulation of details that the mere idea gave
him real pain. In this way he was continually postponing
his projects, using his ill health as a pretext, until the
moment when extreme necessity sometimes forced him
to take final action. “At the moment,” he wrote to me,
“when I imagined that nothing could possibly be added
further to the annoyances and physical sufferings which
are actually overwhelming me, I find myself obliged at
short notice to look for an unfurnished house. . . . My
landlord in fact has sold the house where I live to a
banker, and he is turning out all the tenants, myself
included, in consequence. At the same time my publisher
returns from America, his printers are demobilized, with
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the result that I am suddenly going to have the proofs
I have been awaiting for years, and, for their correction,
I have hardly any eyesight left, mine having deteriorated
without my general condition permitting me to go and
consult an oculist. . . .” This tone of lamentation was
habitual with him.

Jacques Riviére told him one day that he would have
to go for treatment to a sanatorium near Bruges. At the
mention of this project Proust began to commiserate
with him deeply. How did he dare to set off on such a
distant journey? Was he not alarmed at the prospect?
Proust used all his strength in insisting that he should
give up such a dangerous adventure, and even went so
far as to offer him money so that he might receive the
treatment in Paris.

This invalid was still less capable of making any move
when he was impelled only by his taste for pleasure. He
might speak of an exhibition or a play or a concert, to
which he wished to go, but he knew that these wishes
would never be realized. With every day that passed,
his isolation became closer. If he worked now, in the
silence of the night, he had not yet attained renown.
His friends, when they came to visit this “midnight
sun,” grew tired sometimes of the vigil. Many of them
were prevented by the demands of their own active
and different lives. On account of the peculiar disposi-
tion of his time, Proust was bound of necessity to lose
sight of them. It was with difficulty that he replaced
them: “I hope very much to know you,” he wrote,
“when I have a roof over my head,” or else: “I oscillate
generally between a fever of 100° and 103.8°, which
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does not make correspondence, or even the slightest
movement, very easy. All the same I have days of calm
and I hope I shall be able to make your acquaint-

»

ance. . . .

The more the complications of his character and his
ill health kept him shut up with his work in his apart-
ment, the more his personality, freed from the egotism
of pleasures, opened out into kindness of heart. It was
on this that his whole morality, detached from God, was
laid. It was this which welled up from the most obscure
recesses of his unconscious, as if it had been deposited
in him in some previous life: for in this life, where the
wicked are rewarded and the good punished, what could
be the reason for its existence? In spite of everything,
his kindness spoke to him as an instinct, and appeared
to him as the most elementary, and the foremost, of his
duties. In this sensibility to the prolonged inward echoes
his kindness assumed the most varied forms, from simple
pity to a complete sacrifice of self.

On leaving one of the most elegant of aristocratic
ladies one morning about two o’clock, he found, seated
on the landing, a very young servant-girl, who had
arrived that same day from Pau for his friend’s service.
The child had not dared to go up alone to her sixth
storey, but had waited for the departure of the unusual
visitor.

“My poor child,” murmured Proust, when he saw her
crouching on the first step of the staircase, “come along
with me.—You aren’t going to sleep under the roof
there all alone: you would feel much too lonely. Get into
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my carriage, my poor girl: it is waiting here. Céleste
will get a bed ready for you at my house: she will look
after you. . . .”

Proust knew well the pain of coming away from home
to strange places, and has spoken much of it in his books.
And all the sufferings which his complex spirit had in-
vented were felt by him in others no less acutely than
in himself.

“I was very frightened that night,” the poor little Pau
girl confided later in her mistress. “I was not surprised
to see a gentleman staying with madame until two in
the morning. I had been told so many stories about Paris.
But when the gentleman wanted to take me back to his
house, I was very frightened then!”

It is perhaps among inferiors that the sufferings of
others affected Proust most immediately. His old servant
brought him once some lime-flower tea, barely tepid,
which he had to drink very hot. He reproached his faith-
ful Céleste, who protested her constant care and scolded
him rather sharply for being always discontented.

“You are quite right, Céleste,” murmured Proust,
deeply moved to think that he had hurt her feelings.
“This tea is excellent like that. I did not know what I
was saying. It isn’t too cold. It’s you who are right. It
ought to be taken tepid.”

Céleste smiled. It was ten o’clock at night. Proust rose.
Céleste passed him his vest, put on his tie. He had to be
helped to dress like a child. And like a child too, he had
kept a certain need for caresses. As he could not give the
expression in outward tokens, it was his mind that gave
the caresses.
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He knew that when your desires find realization, it
is hever “either at the time or in the circumstances where
they would have given extreme pleasure.” * Accordingly
he was never more attentive to anything than to the
manner of his gifts. If he had heard one of his friends
say: “I should like to have such-and-such . ..” he would
procure it without delay. He did not restrain his eager-
ness until Christmas, or to the distant prospect of a
birthday, before making the gift. He wanted joy to
arrive immediately, like a roast quail fallen from the
heavens. He remembered always that a pleasure for
which one waits is a pleasure lost.

When he asked a friend to dinner, he asked him what
persons he would like to meet. I shall ask you with
Léon Daudet, Morand, Robert de Billy, in fact whom-
ever you like. . . .” Proust did not seem to put any
value on his own presence, and with an almost system-
atic humility he was eager that a friend should draw
his satisfaction at being with him solely from the other
guests, from the excellence of the dishes, from every-
thing that was not himself. His extreme amiability and
his desire to overwhelm had to some extent their origin
in that quasi-mystical forgetfulness of self.

His touching letters, full of distracted gratitude, his
immense remorse, if he had borrowed some money from a
friend for a night, returning it next day with eight pages
bewildering in their gratitude, the very exaggeration of
his courtesy—these were all the masks of a certain dis-
dain, were a manner of protecting himself in relation to
society, of stopping it short at the entry to one’s per-

2La Bruyére: “Of the Heart.”
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sonal life, of preserving a complete independence with-
out giving offence. But at the same time Proust felt a
kind of wild joy at letting himself be taken at his own
game, at counting himself of no worth. “The publi-
cation of your beautiful book with the Mercure de
France,” he wrote to me, “has given me much more
pleasure than my Prix Goncourt.” > He abandoned him-
self to this strange need for self-abasement, rather as
certain believers, intoxicated in the divine ecstacy, seek
to debase themselves, or as the lover, rejoicing in his
humiliation, delivers himself a bondslave at the feet of
his mistress.

In his perpetual desire to render service, nothing gave
him more pleasure than to facilitate the meeting of two
persons who were trying to make each other’s acquaint-
ance. He was delighted to act as go-between, and to be
present at the different movements of a scene between
two beings who were discovering each other. It was
always one more occasion for him to forget himself
before grateful friends. Thus his notion of kindness
considered as a moral obligation, his continual fear of
causing suffering, was mingled with this curious mysti-
cism which brought him, in contempt of himself, to
make the sacrifice of all that he was, of all that he pos-
sessed.

“I do not know at the moment what I shall be able to
give you . . .” he wrote, in beginning an admirable let-
ter to Edmond Jaloux. “I feel a desire, almost a need, of
making you a present. . . .” Prompted by this kind of
sentimental effusion, which had nervous roots, he had an

8 Unpublished correspondence.
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impassioned taste for making gifts. To Walter Berry,
who had invited him to dinner, he sent a sumptuous sheaf
of flowers. Louis Serpeille once sent him an unpublished
essay of his grandfather Gobineau on the war of 1870,
and to thank the young man Proust wanted to send
him five hundred francs. Serpeille did not accept them,
and Proust thereupon gave him a brilliant set in a tie-pin.

Paul Morand told him once in the course of a conver-
sation that he was probably going to consult a certain
doctor. Next day he received a thousand francs, ten
times the cost of the consultation. He wanted to refuse,
but he received imperious and threatening letters. Proust
declared that he would be very annoyed if he did not
keep the money: already his complex nature was search-
ing out the endless possible reasons for a refusal, which
he would genuinely have regarded as an unfriendly act.
Later Morand managed to return the loan, but only
piece by piece and by dint of bringing into play all his
great diplomatic talents; each hundred-franc note was
sent, returned, sent again. The struggle for this restitu-
tion went on until Proust’s dying day.

The generosity of his tips has become a legend. No
American millionaire would have given more grandi-
osely. When he had paid forty or fifty francs over and
above the price registered by a taxi, he would say: “I
am so terribly afraid it isn’t enough.” No doubt he
calculated the sum of a normal gratuity and then, in
dread of its being insufficient, he multiplied it by two, by
three, by four. He experienced a sort of sadistic joy in
regarding himself as so wretched a creature that he was
bound to make a much greater return than anyone else
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for the least thing done for him, the smallest incon-
venience he had caused. And how fine a sensibility of
heart was linked with this humility! He gave, and did
so with the greatest delicacy, seeking a pretext on every
occasion. “You have taken a lot of trouble for me,”
he said to an hotel waiter who had brought him a letter.
“Here’s fifty francs. Oh, but I have kept you talking till
one o’clock in the morning. You’ve no longer got any
means of getting home. Here’s another two hundred
francs. . . . And then, did you not tell me that your
mother was on a visit to Paris? You will be wanting to
go out with her. That will lead you into various ex-
penses. . . .” A gesture like this, though it seemed at
first sight exaggerated and incomprehensible, was not
astonishing as coming from him. It was only the culmi-
nation of his wonderful kindness of heart.

Frequently his friends were led to protest. When he
dined with them in some new restaurant (although that
was certainly exceptional), they would say to him: “But
you will spoil this place! We shan’t dare to come back
here after you if you are so insanely generous!”

*All the same,” murmured Marcel, “I can see a waiter
over there, standing in that corner, who has not had
anything from us. He can’t remain the only one not to
get any rewards.”

“But, my dear Marcel, at no single moment has that
waiter been serving at our table. You are just encourag-
ing idleness.”

“Oh, but did you not notice how sad his eyes
were when he was watching what we gave to the
others?” . . .
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He may have kept a cab all night long, he may have
given magnificent dinner-parties, he may have enter-
tained the whole hotel at Cabourg, he may have made
endless gifts—but on himself strictly he spent almost
nothing. He kept a suit for three years, and always the
same dressing-gown. In spite of his fortune he was for
ever bemoaning his lack of money. It is always possible
for the richest man to regard himself quite sincerely
as poor.

“My dear friend,” he said to Constanin Ullmann,
“here is a financial catastrophe added to all my other
disasters. I am losing a fortune on De Beers, and my
broker won’t let me hold on. I beg you, go and see this
Monsieur Léon, tell him to have patience, and that if
he sells out, I am ruined.”

When inquiries were made, the catastrophe was
reduced to an insignificant loss. The boon of happiness
seemed complete in Proust’s eyes only when it rested on
the basis of some grief, even an imaginary one. His
nervous system, more and more exacerbated, made him
live in a purely intellectual world, where he invented,
whilst fathoming it, his sensibility. It was the world in
which he created his work.

He worked in his bed, over which the loose sheets of
paper were scattered like a rain of enormous confetti.
This strained and inconvenient position increased his
fever. He naturally had difficulties in turning back on
the written page to correct or re-read it. His sentences,
though they correspond to the complexity of his brain,
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were also moulded by the complicated position in which
he placed himself when setting them on paper.

During the long years when he was writing, from
1906 until about 1912, he spoke little of his work. At
the time of his life in the “femps perdu,” he had some-
times felt the need of reading his attempts to some of his
friends, as if to calm his remorse. Now he was less per-
turbed about himself: “What this book brings,” he
wrote, “is real and impassioned, very different from what
you know of me, and, I think, infinitely less bad, and
does not any longer deserve the epithet of ‘delicate’ or
‘fine,” but is rather something living and true (which
does not mean ‘realist,” I think).”*

If he felt the surging power of his novel, he still
dreaded the criticism of those who “put taste before
everything.” Taste is a reactionary element in art. *I
can scarcely hope that the book will sell, at least before
the public has grown gradually accustomed to it.” ® He
knew, since evolution was one of his main ideas, with
what hostility every new work of art is met, and how
slowly it penetrates and makes its impression.

Another agonizing reflection obsessed him. He was
afraid that in the first volume (he then anticipated two
volumes of 650 pages each) the composition of the
general structure of the book did not emerge in sharp
enough outline.

“Tt is so complex,” he wrote, “that it becomes manifest
only very late in the day, when all the themes have

4 Unpublished correspondence.
5 Unpublished correspondence.
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begun to coalesce”—a prophecy which, alas! was to be
realized very exactly.

Then here we find anxiety seizing him in another
guise. “In the first part,” he wrote to the same friend,
“there are . . . certain very indecent pages . . . and
in the second . . . others even more so. But the charac-
ter of the work is so weighty and the presentation so
literary that that cannot be an obstacle.” Here he is
estimating the true greatness of his boldness. He knows
that in introducing a theme almost unknown in litera-
ture, he can only be enriching it. And finally he dis-
covers in his fears the object of a new torture: “When
Monsieur de Charlus appears,” he groans, “you will see
that everyone will turn their backs on me, and the
English especially. Now, although I have not left my
bed for a week, I am still invited out a great deal. Open
that drawer there, opposite you. You will find an invi-
tation from the Duchesse de C—— there: I scarcely
know her at all. (I show you these almost confiden-
tially.) But to-morrow no one will invite me any more.
I shall be banned everywhere, by the ‘Charluses,” who
will recognize themselves depicted under the most hor-
rible traits, and by the others, who will find my book
a matter of scandal. For having judged them dispas-
sionately, I shall have made myself a black sheep.”

And a long time afterwards, as it turned out, after
the appearance of Sodome et Gomorrbe, Proust related
with a laughing voice, putting his gloved hand over his
mouth, how a certain writer had come to see him and
had said: “You take them down terribly.” But by that
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time he found this anecdote prodigiously comical: fame
had reached him.

When one considers the immensity of the effort which
he had to give to attain fame, after his book was written,
one is left stupefied with admiration. “Our craft in
itself seems easy to us, but to bring a book out, to obtain
what one wants of a publisher—these seem to be crushing
tasks. It seems so easy to write the volumes, and in their
very difficulty more agreeable still. But how difficult it
will be to get them printed.” ®

He had, moreover, everything against him. The situa-
tion he was in was worse than that of somebody un-
known.” He had published, fifteen years ago and without
any success, two books and some translations.® Both in
literary circles and in the drawing-rooms he was looked
upon as a fashionable amateur in authorship. The enor-
mous work he had done on Ruskin and his wonderful
prefaces had not succeeded in modifying this precon-
ceived opinion. The work he had written seemed already
something of a monstrosity simply on account of its
physical bulk: a subject without action, entering into
no definable genre—and he himself hesitated to call
it either a novel or a work of memoirs. He was deter-
mined to publish it not only without division into
chapters, but even without paragraphs, in crowded and

6 Correspondence with Louis de Robert: Revue de France, January 1st,
1925.

7“When readers write to me at the Figaro (a rare occurrence) after
some article, they send their letters to Marcel Prévost, my name seeming
to be merely a printer’s error for his.”

8 A small volume at the Ménestrel, and Les Plaisirs et les jours.
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compact pages. “That makes the conversation enter
more fully into the continuity of the text,” he declared.

He was in an impasse. But time was pressing. The idea
of death haunted him. Towards the end of 1911 he had
finished and corrected the first seven hundred pages,
“entirely ready for press.” He was unwilling to wait
longer: while they were coming out, he would go over
the rest again.

In spite of his incapacity for action he had a profound
sense of reality for all that concerned his work. But it
was mingled with a complete ignorance of the practical
details of realization. From the depths of his bed he
sought a publisher. Calmann-Lévy he put aside at once,
judging the book to be too free in tone for him. He
thought of the Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, the review
which he found “the most intelligent, the only readable.”
He meant “the least stupid”; he was continually in dis-
agreement with it all the same. He could not understand
what it was doing with Péguy and so many other great
men. No matter! “A purely literary publisher will have
more chance of finding readers for a book which, to
tell the truth, has no resemblance to the classic novel.” ®
His friends tried to help him. Prince Antoine Bibesco
invited him to dinner with André Gide, who was then,
along with Jean Schlumberger and Jacques Copeau,
editor of the Nouvelle Revue Francaise. And it was
likewise to André Gide that Jacques-Emile Blanche
spoke of Marcel Proust. The question was asked:
“Proust? Proust? Isn’t that the man who writes articles
in the Figaro? An amateur? A boulevardier?”

9 Correspondence with Louis de Robert.
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The manuscript was declined. Perhaps it was not
even read. Proust recalled that he had formerly published
his two translations of Ruskin with the Mercure de
France. Of its editor he retained “charming and grate-
ful memories,” and he sent him Du cé¢¢ de chez Swann.
The manuscript was again declined. No doubt it had
not been read any more than on the first occasion. The
enormous size of the text was enough to cause it to be
laid on one side.

Time was passing. Proust could rise only at eleven
o’clock at night. He grew desperate. Once more he had
recourse to his friends. He wrote to ask advice of Louis
de Robert, one of the few people who then admired
his gifts. “There are moments like that,” he told him,
“when I dash myself against what seems to be insur-
mountable obstacles.” In the end Louis de Robert and
Gaston Calmette both recommended him to Fasquelle.
Proust waited for a reply for a long time. He trembled
at the idea that adjustments and cuts would be asked of
him, and that “different titles for each volume would
be imposed, and an interval between their publication.”
The manuscript, however, was declined. In contrast with
what had happened before, some notice was taken of it
this time. But it was too massive, and too “different
from what the public is in the habit of reading.”

After that Proust wanted to bring out the book at
his own expense: he would be free to dispose of it
according to his own ideas. But he was persuaded out
of this by his friends, who declared that it would lower
his repute as a writer. Proust was obstinate. He stuck
to his idea. But in the end he yielded. Louis de Robert
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warmly recommended the work in offering it to his
own publisher, Ollendorf.

Once again Proust waited. He was afraid of being
summoned at some hour when he could not rise. But
Humblot, the head of Ollendorf’s, replied to Louis de
Robert in these terms:

“My dear friend,

“I am perhaps very dense, but I cannot understand how any-
one can use thirty pages in describing how he turns over and over
in his bed before getting off to sleep. In vain I take my head be-
tween my hands. . . .”

These successive checks brought no bitterness into
Proust’s soul. Of these judgments passed on his work
he made himself the judge in his turn. That of Fasquelle
he found “false,” that of Ollendorf, “absolutely stupid.”
He preserved the same serene confidence in the worth
of what he had written, but he despaired of ever win-
ning the comprehension of his contemporaries. The
stupidity of men did not surprise his philosophy: “I
have seen articles of France’s, celebrated though he then
was, rejected by the Temps as unreadable . . . and the
Revue des deux mondes found his Thais so extremely
ill written that they asked his permission to suspend
its publication, and could not in any case leave it in the
usual position of the serial. . . . What I have told you
briefly of France, I could tell you with almost burlesque
details of Régnier, of Barrés, and of many others.”
Nevertheless, “it is a duty of every writer, and espe-
cially of a writer who is ill, to transfer his ideas from
a fragile brain into pages which may perhaps be fugi-
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tive, but are at least independent of the destruction of
the living body.” *°

This time he decided to have the publication carried
and at author’s expense, and he asked his friend René
Blum, an acquaintance of Grasset’s, to take the manu-
script to the latter. Would Grasset refuse? He would
then take it to Vers et prose, and then, if he had no
better success, he would look for a printer “whose par-
ticular line might be the printing of books for people
who cannot find a publisher.” But Grasset accepted. At
last Proust received his first proofs. He corrected, crossed
out, endlessly. Half of Du c6té de chez Swann was
rewritten four times. He shortened his text in accord-
ance with the advice of friends, hesitated a long time,
but in the end took out a quarter, not without regrets.
He had conceived his book in the beginning as one in
two volumes; but would it run now to three, or four,
or five? The choice of a definite title also obsessed him.
He liked a title to be “quite simple, quite colourless.”

At last, in 1913, after the struggle that had lasted
for two years, this book to which he had given so many
years of his life, which is indeed his life, this work, as he
himself modestly said, “long meditated, loyally written
with no ‘frompe Peeil; with no prettiness,” appeared
under the worst circumstances, in an atmosphere, as it
were, of mistrust. The silence with which the writer
had enveloped himself in real life seemed to cling like-
wise to his production. The general body of criticism
remained silent: a silence that was even more terrible
than the refusals of publishers. The latter had to judge

10 Correspondence with Louis de Robert.
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the work from the point of view of its immediate suc-
cess, and Proust himself had no belief in that. But the
complete absence of interest in a book so extraordinarily
new as this is evidence of the inadequate culture, the
lack of taste, the log-rolling, and enviousness, and intri-
guing spirit of the most of the critics of the press and
the reviews.

One exception was Paul Souday. He devoted a whole
article to the book in the Temps. He reproached it with
its lack of composition and its faults of style, but he
was the first to consecrate what in a few years was to
become a kind of revelation.!* As for Proust’s friends,
a few devoted articles to him: Jacques-Emile Blanche
the first, in the Echo de Paris, Lucien Daudet in the
Figaro, Maurice Rostand in Comaedia They hailed
a genius. But people were distrustful. It is the opinion
of a few fashionable people, they said, on one of them-
selves. The hyperbolical tone of these articles, which
at the present day does not strike us as exaggerated,
weakened their force completely.

Lying in his bed, Proust greeted every line that was
written with the utmost attention. The newspaper
Excelsior asked for a portrait, twenty lines deep. He
was delighted. But no writer’s vanity possessed him.
Formerly he had been a stranger to every literary group
and every intrigue, and now he took count of the judg-
ments of others upon himself only to confront it with
his own. A certain sense of shame, as it were, forbade

11 Similarly, a few weeks after the appearance of Du ¢4té de chez Swann,
one of the most authoritative and clear-sighted critics, in the midst of the
over-abundance of novels, discovered his book, to which his attention
had not in any way been drawn.
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him to read criticisms that were too laudatory. But
when, in the midst of the general indifference and the
dogged stupidity of fools, he saw that he had been under-
stood by a friend—what joy it gave him! “Truly un-
speakable!” he exclaimed. Louis de Robert, and Grasset
likewise, were very anxious to put up his book for the
Prix Goncourt. Proust yielded to the idea solely because
he considered that his primary duty was to undertake
any measure that could make the book be read. He
realized now that the isolation in which he had lived
was weighing heavily upon the fortunes of his novel.
He desired a few more readers: might there not pos-
sibly be some “friend of his thought” to be found there?
How pained he was by the spirit of cabals. He was told
that his private fortune might possibly prove an obsta-
cle to the members of the Académie Goncourt who
awarded the prize. “Alas!” he murmured, “when I am,
not completely, but to a great extent, a ruined man!
Alas! In heaven’s name, do not let that argument have
any weight! All that I could do (if I had this prize)
would be . . . not to accept the money.” **

But contrary to his hopes, the book was not even
discussed by the jury. None the less, in the January
1914 issue of the Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, Henri
Ghéon published a somewhat short notice of Du cété
de chez Swann, making reservations, but classing the
book amongst the works characteristic of the younger
literature. At the same time Ghéon was recommending
it to his friends. Jacques Riviére read it and felt the
advent of a great work. But he was then only the

12 Correspondence with Louis de Robert.
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secretary of the Revue. It was, however, thanks to his
influence that the group of the N.R.F.—not without
lively resistance—consented to recognize in the once-
disdained man about town one of those neglected writers
famous tweénty years too late. The Revue then pub-
lished, in two numbers (June and July, 1914), a frag-
ment extracted from Le c6té de Guermantes. Slowly
and discreetly the book filtered through the choice few,
that “aristocracy without patent,” and amongst the
lettered, those rare persons who, as Valéry Larbaud has
said, “read for the sole pleasure of reading and seek out
this pleasure with ardour.” It was at this period that I
came one evening upon Du c6té de chez Swann, a stout
volume with a yellow cover, on the bed-table of a friend
of mine. “It is very intelligent,” he said to me, “but
extremely hard to read. It seems that the author is a
neurasthenic: he lives shut up in a room with cork
walls.”

On the strength of this somewhat disquieting infor-
mation, but with keen curiosity, I took the novel away
with me, and as soon as I got home, opened it. But I
admit that soon, like Humblot, the director of Ollen-
dorf’s, I could not get over the boredom of the third
page. I began then to run through the pages, but I
found no chapter divisions and felt my courage failing
still further. At last, tired of it, I resumed my reading,
starting at random, in the middle of a sentence. I was
actually at the Verdurins’ with Swann and Odette de
Crécy. Then all was enchantment. The story of this
passion, of this jealousy, the salon of Madame de Saint-
Euverte, the Vinteuil sonata—a new universe was open-
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ing out before me. I went back to the beginning of
the book; I was already accustomed to the intricate
style of Proust, which struck me as almost easy and
amusing, like those elaborately patterned keys with
which one opens without any effort the heavy lid
of a coffer. I did not, of course, return the borrowed
book, but lent it to other friends—with all the fervour
of proselytizing! But how many times the volume
was returned to me, with the despair which corre-
sponded to that of my own, and Humblot’s, first im-
pression. But I insisted, I explained, I defended my
discovery. And doubtless there were many other Proust-
ian neophytes then preaching the same gospel as I did.”®

In a short time M. Gallimard, who had become direc-
tor of the publications of the Nouvelle Revue Francaise,
offered Marcel Proust the full repentance of the firm.
At the same time, with Maurice Rostand as inter-
mediary, Fasquelle asked to be allowed to publish the
future volumes. The elect—"the poor elect with the
incomprehensible secret,” as Larbaud says, “an elect
with no temporal authority, insignificant in numbers,
and divided into tiny groups”—had in spite of every-
thing succeeded in altering the opinions of the publish-
ers, who were converted in advance of the critics. Grasset
in his turn proposed to Proust a contract worthy of his

13 M. Vandérem indicates an analogous method for the pleasurable read-
ing of Proust. “You begin the first week with reading a score of pages
a day. . .. Apart from this, the absolute rule is never to force oneself.
... You continue for a week, at the end of which you increase by five
pages a day . .. and you will reach the end in a relatively short lapse
of time, and your pleasure is always more lively and more penetrating.”—
La Miroir des lettres: 5e série.
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talent. With a “skilful delicacy,” he left him free to go
elsewhere, and Proust, “vanquished by this procedure,”
remained “in the cradle.” The writer was now kept
waiting no longer. He could hope at last to reach the
wider public which he hoped to conquer. The first
proofs of A Pombre des jeunes filles en fleurs were
printed—when the war broke upon France.

. . . . . . . .

There could no longer be any question of issuing
the continuation of his work. In every country not only
men, but intellectual forces also, were mobilized. During
five years the only books that came out were “war
books.” Thought was silent, in suffering and oppres-
sion.

Marcel Proust had never been a nationalist. “At bot-
tom, politics are all one to me,” he wrote in 1905. “What
is the good of wasting our time on things with which
only the demon of perversity can induce us to occupy
ourselves, for they are no part of our real tempera-
ment. . . .” ** But he was irritated by the attitude of
certain of the former Dreyfusards, who imagined they
were being logical with themselves and continuing the
struggle by pursuing a policy of anti-clericalism or anti-
militarism. This sort of politics seemed to him poor in
ideas, petty and stupid. Under the Combes ministry, the
expulsion of the religious orders revolted his feelings: “I
admit,” he said, “that I prefer to find in a monastery
members of an order re-establishing Benedictine music
than a liquidator destroying everything. I like there to
be workmen in factories, sailors on ships, and monks in

14 Unpublished correspondence.
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monasteries.” ** And later on, when Briand brought
about the voting of the separation of Church and State,
Marcel Proust, although urged neither by clerical doc-
trine nor by political passion, felt before Barrés “the
great pity of the churches of France,” and published
in the Figaro an article on “the murdered churches.” ¢ .
It was the man in him, or rather the artist, who pro-
tested, the friend, that is to say, of the lowly church-
towers no less than of the great cathedrals. During the
Russo- Japanese war he denounced those of his friends
who seemed delighted at seeing the Russians beaten.
“In counting the Japanese aggression as excellent,” he
wrote, “we shall have made morally possible the aggres-
sion of Germany. . . . In belittling an ally at pleasure,
we run the risk of seeing our neighbour rise up against
us.” 1" Of war he had a conception analogous to that
of the duel. No doubt he had no belief in the absolute
value of the point of honour, but he thought that a
European country, like 2 man of standing if he is to
make himself respected by others, a condition essential
to social life, is under an obligation to defend its dignity
with all possible scrupulousness. At the time of the
Agadir crisis he wrote to Robert de Billy: “As a good
bhuman, one cannot desire recourse to the lot of arms,
but as a good Frenchman one may well wonder whether
it would be unfavourable to us.”

Never did his isolation and ill health seem so cruel to
him as during the war of 1914. He would have been

15 Unpublished correspondence.
16 Les Eglises assassinées.
17 Unpublished correspondence.
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eager to take part in this activity, the thought of
which tortured him in his sealed chamber. But his
trouble only went from bad to worse. Frequently his
throat was seized; he was afraid lest his almost chronic
angina should be transformed into a fluxion. His suf-
fering and his taste for suffering grew more and more
complex.

When the government were seeking men of every
age, he was filled with a dread of being summoned to
appear before the medical board at some hour in the
day when he could not rise from bed. Immediately he
got his friends to make approaches to the military
authorities concerned; he used all his connexions to
secure a preliminary notice of the day on which he
would have to appear. As a matter of fact, he was really
so ill that it would have been enough for a military
doctor to come to his flat and report on his condition.
At last, however, he received his summons, and read
“3 o’clock in the morning.” It was the only time at
which he was up. He was relieved of his anxiety. At
the appointed time he proceeded to the Invalides. On
his arrival he was stupefied to find not a light burning,
the doors shut, nobody there. The “3” had been badly
written—it should have read “8”!

He was no longer capable of adapting himself to
the habits of everyday life. His retreat had become
more strict, his appearances in the outside world more
irregular. During these terrible years he was completely
dominated by the idea of the war. He followed the
armies in his thoughts. When Amiens was threatened,
he wrote to a friend: “My dear friend, I am not going
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to speak to you about the only thing of which every-
body is thinking, of the only thing of which I, like
everyone, am thinking. . . . But I know that these
subjects are illicit in correspondence.” '®* During his
waking and his sleeping hours, he saw young men struck
down, others sick, or mutilated, or blind. Within him-
self he heard the unending shock of these stricken
bodies. He was the first to arrive at the side of families,
even though he knew them only slightly, half an hour
after the tragic news, knowing well how solitude aggra-
vates a grief, just as expectation will kill pleasure. In
his presence one felt him so capable of suffering all that
was being suffered by those whom bereavement had
just struck, so open to the pains of separation and
death, that he brought relief even to strangers. To Paul
Morand he wrote the finest words that I know upon
the war. “It is, for me, less an object in the philosophic
sense of the word than a substance interposed between
myself and external objects. As men loved in God, so
do I live in the war.”

Du cé6té de chez Swann continued to be read by the
few. The guiding spirits and the collaborators of the
Nouwvelle Revue Frangaise gave token to the author of
their admiration. André Gide had discovered in Proust’s
style “a lake of delights.” Jacques Riviére, in his Ger-
man prison-camp, had this novel with him and pre-
ferred it to any. The most tempting offers were made
to him by the Nowuvelle Revue Frangaise. It seemed to

18 Unpublished correspondence.
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Proust that if he accepted them, his book, like a child,
would be deserting the foster-mother with whom it
had been boarded out, and returning to its true parents
to find affection and love awaiting it.

Nowadays authors will often abandon their first pub-
lisher in a very offhand way. Let some rival make a
commercial advance of terms to them, and that will
be enough to decide them. Marcel Proust, however,
changed his publisher “for reasons of pure literature.”
“T add further,” he wrote, “that I shall not accept from
the Nowuvelle Revue Francaise conditions that are one
centime better than those of Grasset (which in any
case, after the first volume, had become good).” A
touching scruple, an anachronism, especially if one
remembers that Proust always thought that he was half
ruined.” First of all, he was anxious to free himself
from Grasset. And it was René Blum, to whom he
appealed once more, who undid the marriage, to the
great regret of Grasset, who realized too late the loss

19 4] told him [Grasset] one day, rather in light-heartedness (although
it was true and most wexing), in the postscript of a letter, that I had
just been ruined. That same day (and very nicely, I must say) Grasset
had to telephone to me. I could make nothing of his pitying tone or his
circumlocutions, and in the end, fearing that something was troubling him,
I asked him what was the matter. He answered me, still on the telephone
(and 1 think it charming and retain my sympathy for him although he
imagines, I think, that I am prejudiced against him): “It's—it’s what
you wrote to me. . ..” I could not recall what I had written to him,
but at last, having forced him to say something specific, I realized that
his condolences had reference to my financial troubles. I thanked him
effusively for his interest in the matter, and begged him not to alarm
himself more than I did myself—and had not the courage to add: and
not to make them any worse by not paying enough attention to the
sales,”—Unpublished correspondence.
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that was befalling him. Proust then hoped that his
work could appear in its entirety at one time. He antic-
ipated four volumes in all, appearing simultaneously.
The proof of the first, A Pombre des jeunes filles en
fleurs, were corrected during the war. Alas, the book
was put on sale, isolated, after the armistice, and with
four years’ delay.

Little by little his new publishers dissipated his legend
of the fashionable amateur. But the welcome of the
general body of criticism remained cool. Yet some
magnificent articles appeared—Une Rentrée sensation-
nelle, by Robert Dreyfus in the Figaro, and a dithyramb
of eulogy by Léon Daudet in the Action Frangaise. For
the third time a book of Proust’s was put up for the
Prix Goncourt. On this occasion time had allowed the
realization of the astonishing novelty of this genius. A
few of his friends, Robert de Flers, Reynaldo Hahn,
Lucien Daudet, were eager to secure a brilliant revenge
for him. With an almost unbounded zeal they resolved
to secure the award for him. It is generally given, as
is well known, only to a candidate whose “patrons”
have laid a long plan of campaign on his behalf. But the
members of the Académie are hesitating, apprehensive,
drawn this way and that. What hosts of difficulties,
objections, stubborn prejudices! Proust is too rich, or
not young enough: too fashionable, too——!

Nevertheless, in November, 1919, Léon Daudet
wrenched six votes from his colleagues in the Académie.
The other four went to Roland Dorgelés’ fine novel,
Les Croix de bois. Friendship, gratitude, and merit
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triumphed over intrigue. Never perhaps had the Prix
Goncourt been awarded with so great a measure of
justice; never did it consecrate in so useful a way a
difficult writer. This happy choice, with all its fruitful
consequences, reconciles one to some extent to literary
prizes.

In the majority of the newspapers the flood-gates
of wrath, irony, sarcasm, and envy were opened. The
more restrained sheets were content with a prejudicial
analysis of the book. Further, the worst arguments were
resumed: “This time,” said one press cutting, quoted
by Valéry Larbaud, “the Académie Goncourt has given
its prize to a truly unknown author. He is not young:
but unknown he certainly is, and will remain so . . .”
and so on! The new recipient was even reproached with
not having been mobilized, and with having stolen the
prize from a combatant. It was indecent, it was said,
that the shadows of the “budding grove” should take
pride of place over the shadows of dead heroes.?’ None
the less, the Académie Goncourt had for four years been
crowning books about the war, the majority of which,
it is true, were inferior to that of Dorgelés. “Mourning
is out of fashion,”* they added, as if Marcel Proust’s
novel were not one of the most painful that ever was.
And the Académie Goncourt became a target for abuse.

A few of its members, however, defended their selec-
tion with becoming dignity. A very fine article by J.
H. Rosny the elder appeared in Comaedia. Proust no

20 Robert de Montesquiou, Mémoires.
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longer had need of defenders. Rarely had the award
of the Prix Goncourt given such sudden notoriety to
an author. Snobbery was about to follow the elect, and
the wider public would follow snobbery. Marcel Proust’s
era of fame was opening. He was forty-eight, and had
three years to live.
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CHAPTER V

FAME

1IGHT hundred and seventy letters of congratula-
Etion——“too kind”—reached him from every part of
the world. How was he to make acknowledgment? His
gratitude surpassed the powers at his disposition. He
gave evidence of his extreme thankfulness in the splen-
did dinners which he gave at the Ritz to those who
awarded him the Prix Goncourt, or helped him to that
award. As in former days at his house, he invited men
of letters, academicians and critics along with some
personalities of the fashionable world.

His nervous attacks left him always in uncertainty
as to the morrow, and so he named his guests only at
the last moment. Dinner was ordered for fifteen per-
sons. In a private room, at the head of an immense
table, laid and decorated with odourless flowers, Marcel
Proust waited. In the end he remained alone with two
guests in all, the only ones who happened to be free
that evening. Then he renewed his invitations. The gra-
tuities which he gave to the waiters were more generous
than ever. In the intoxication of his generosity he spent
the five thousand francs of his prize in a few nights.

The prize had drawn many new friends towards him.
He particularly cherished these late arrivals, who had
loved the writer before they had known the man.
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Many young men were among them. This fervour of
the youngest generation was the homage which moved
him most, and the reward of his profound and sincere
effort as an artist. What, indeed, could the others, the
elders, bring him? *I do not understand his work,” said
Anatole France. “I have made efforts and I have not
succeeded. One understands only one’s contemporaries,
perhaps ‘also those of the generation immediately fol-
lowing one. After that, all is over.”?

The people of fashion, with whom he could not
speak of art, he kept at a distance, and above all did
not suffer them to meet the others. His friends were
skilfully classed into different categories. Between the
rival groups a spirit of emulation and rivalry was set up.
The new-comers were accused of wanting to profit
from the scraps of the author’s celebrity, the older
friends of not having believed in him. Proust found the
utmost amusement in these paltry quarrels which his
person had so tardily aroused.

He savoured his renown with delight. Formerly he
had not believed in it, although having faith in himself;
but now he was stupefied, intoxicated by his success.
At his flat he gave audiences, like a king. As the pub-
lication of his works proceeded, people had hopes of
recognizing themselves in certain characters depicted,
yet trembled at the same time lest they should find
themselves therein. “Marcel cannot have forgotten me,”
thought his friends of childhood’s days. “Yes, but his
art is a cruel one: how has he painted me?” A few per-
sons who thought they discovered themselves protested

1Sece Anatole France & la Béchellerie, by Marcel Le Goff.
98



FAME

furiously. The pretensions of these fools delighted the
writer. He reassured them gently. With some of his
intimates he gave violent expression to his contempt
for so many of his fashionable admirers who had not
even read his books. Sometimes, in his letters or in
a dedication, he openly and severely taxed such a woman,
claiming to be his friend, with indifference. His celeb-
rity had given him increased strength. Little by little
all his other passions weakened in the face of this
dominating passion of fame. His customary preoccupa-
tions fell to a secondary place: he thought of the dura-
tion of his work, his work which would live on after
him in time and space.

From abroad likewise came a flow of tributes. An
American and his wife came to France solely with the
object of paying their respects to Proust. They selected
the Hotel Majestic as their stopping-place, close to his
flat, so as to see him more easily. During a whole winter
the American lady called at Proust’s door. Céleste re-
ceived her in the dark ante-room and gave the invariable
reply that monsieur was too ill to see any visitors. Re-
buffed but unwearying, the couple sent the author
enormous bunches of roses. Proust was told of these
flowers being in his flat, and, afraid of succumbing un-
der an avalanche of sneezes, he had them thrown outside
as quickly as possible. The Americans were on the point
of returning to their country without having had one
single glimpse of this man of mystery for whose sake they
had made the journey, when at midnight, on the eve of
their departure, Proust went up to them at the Majestic,
wrapped in his enormous black pelisse, and appeared for
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a moment, he announced, a moment which, to the child-
like delight of his hosts, was prolonged until dawn.

In every direction the renown of Marcel Proust had
transcended the frontiers of his own country. The
elect of other nations had followed the elect of France.
In England, Arnold Bennett, Joseph Conrad, Virginia
Woolf, had discovered his genius. Mr. Scott Moncrieff
translated his works. In Germany, Curtius was one of
the first to speak of him. At Stockholm, the Academy
of Nine made his work known. The newspapers of
Holland, Spain, Italy, Jugo-Slavia, and Persia discussed
him. He was compared to Saint-Simon, to Balzac, to
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, to Henry James. The Nation
and The Times allowed him to be a great writer. The
approval of the foreigner is doubtless the true sanction
of renown to the artist: and now the renown of Marcel
Proust was consummated.

. . . . . . .

What a contrast to this splendour was offered by his
private life during these last years! Turned out of
the Boulevard Haussmann by his landlord, he became
a pitiable migrant. He passed a few months in the Rue
Laurent-Pinchat in the house of Réjane, now belonging
to Jacques Porel, and was stranded at number 44, Rue
Hamelin, on the fourth floor, a very gloomy furnished
apartment, “costing 16,000 francs and looking rather
like a servant’s room.” 2 He had hopes, of course, of not
remaining there, and left all his property in store—
which meant fresh expenditure. But the worst thing
was the noise of this bustling house: there were children

2 Unpublished correspondence.
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who stamped about in the apartment above his, and to
them Proust made presents of felt slippers.

He hoped shortly to move. He pitched his camp. But
he was fated never to leave this strange and hostile lodg-
ing, where the sense of homelessness—one of his greatest
sufferings—contributed to hasten on his death. He was
deprived of all the objects most dear to him. He wanted
to have his books brought out of store, but he never
took the decision. In the salon the chairs were covered
with dust-sheets. In the middle of the room a lustre was
laid on the carpet. His periods in bed became always
more prolonged, and his bed was never made. Potions
and empty phials lay alongside the piled-up papers.
Newspapers strewed the floor. In this frightful disorder
the note-books containing the conclusion of his work
lay heaped on a table.

Céleste, his housekeeper, assumed a growing authority.
She held the immense power of guarding the door of
her master’s room. She had brought to her side not only
her husband, Odilon Albarret, but also her niece and
her sister.® Proust also sheltered a young Swiss who acted
as his secretary. About 1920 he was anxious to get rid
of him by finding him a position in a bank. He applied,
as always when he had a favour to ask, to several of his
friends, to Robert de Rothschild, to Gans, to Horace
Finaly. He told them: “I ought, no doubt, to tell you
confidently that this young man is rather idle, and I
should add that he has no great liking for figures,
but . . .” In spite of this discouraging recommendation

2 From these two women Proust borrowed a few traits in creating the
character of Frangoise’s daughter.
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Proust succeeded in having him admitted to the Bank
of France.

The irony of the writer had taken on a tone of
greater frankness. He felt himself at once so clearly
superior to the majority of men he had mixed with, and
yet so near to death. After an existence composed of
pleasures and agonies and struggles, his art had raised him
up even to those mountain peaks of joy of which
Nietzsche speaks. And now, like a child, he had mo-
ments of free and ingenuous gaiety. He took pleasure
in teasing Céleste, that housekeeper as amazing as her
master. From her daily association with Proust she had
acquired some of his qualities, incommunicable though
they seemed to be. She had an unrivalled memory and
could retain almost word for word, with all the inci-
dental propositions which Proust added to his phrases,
the verbal commissions with which she had been en-
trusted on his behalf. Céleste spoke in the plaintive tones
of her master. Like Proust himself in former days, she
gave mimicking imitations of his friends. Proust, who
was greatly amused by this, asked her not to hide her
talent, but in public Céleste needed a great deal of ask-
ing, and as often as not refused to “make an exhibition
of herself.” Proust insisted, but, as in all his disputes with
her, he always had the worst of it, and yielded. In the
evening he made her come in with Odilon and her sis-
ter and niece, and he gave the assembled family a course
of French history which was attentively listened to.!
The presence of these unusual pupils, their questions,
and the way in which they received their instruction,

4 See Sodome et Gomorrhe.
102



FAME

put him into a state of pleasant excitement. His instinct
for kindness was satisfied by his efforts for their instruc-
tion, and when Céleste had resisted one of his caprices,
he could think of no more severe punishment for her
than to deprive her of the evening lesson.

He organized his life, as in his youth; but it was no
longer for the pleasure of the fashionable world, it was
rather for these innocent pleasures of the sage. His ill-
ness had grown worse and he was now scarcely ever free
from fever. Sleep escaped him and he had recourse to
all kinds of narcotics. By dint of veronal he slept for
three days on end. To make up for this abuse he kept
awake for three days without a break, sustained by the
aid of stimulants which helped him to work.

When he woke up, generally in the middle of the
night, and did not want to be left alone, he would
send off Odilon with his taxi to one of his friends. The
friend had gone out, or was perhaps asleep. As there was
no means of seeing Proust otherwise than at these diffi-
cult hours, one had to submit, rise, and allow oneself
to be driven to his address.

He was in bed, of course, with a scarf round his neck.
When one arrived, he often got out fully clothed from
his blankets, with gloves of black or white cotton,
several pairs of stockings, and his ruffled, white shirt-
front.

“Wait 2 moment or two before you speak to me,” he
said in faint tones. “The caffeine I've just taken to
waken me up has not yet taken effect: I'm incapable of
opening my mouth. But I can feel the moment coming:
I shall be better. . . .”
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He smiled. The admirable light of his brilliant eyes
gained the mastery little by little over his face, badly
shaven and puffed-up with fatigue. This man who had
just been absenting himself from life, who had just
vanished for several days into sleep, was coming back to
life. To the stupefaction of the friend, he had read the
newspapers, replied to a large number of correspond-
ents with his own astonishing letters, in a rapid, burn-
ing handwriting, with their postscripts longer than the
main part of the letter itself. He knew the latest books
that had appeared. It sufficed him to cut a few pages of
a novel to be able to speak of it better than any critic;
he would retain whole sentences out of it, which he
would quote in writing to thank the author.® From his
closed chamber he took an interest in the youngest writ-
ers, in the Dada movement, in the finds of Giraudoux,
the music of Darius Milhaud, the drawings of Picasso.
His conversation was an enchantment. He returned
often to his favourite classics. He recited by heart, as in
his youth, whole pages of Balzac, Saint-Simon, Anatole
France.® After a long and unhalting recital he would
complain of his bad memory. He discussed the poor
manuals of literature. In style he cared only for the
precise term, the unique and exact expression, from
which he derived a profound joy. His conversation

5In running through the manuscript of my novel La Femme de paille,
which I had sent him, he had had the time to notice that in a phrase
from Du coté de chez Swann which 1 had placed as a motto at the
head of a chapter, the word /zi had a capital L instead of a small one,
and he begged me to correct this printer’s error.

8 He knew hundreds of anecdotes of Anatole France, and with all his
admiration of him, he foresaw that it would be possible to write a most
amusing work on him, like those of Nicholas Ségur, Le Goff, or Roujon.
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passed from art to finance, from finance to politics, to re-
turn to the world of fashion.

No one knew how the news of the day had pene-
trated his walls and reached into the obscurity of this
apartment. If there had been a boom on the Bourse
whilst he was asleep, he was informed of it on his awak-
ening. But he took pleasure in feigning ignorance. “My
dear friend,” he would say in colourless tones, “I found
just now in a drawer that I haven’t opened for fifteen
years some old share certificates I did not know I pos-
sessed. Perhaps you will be able to tell me what you
think about them. In spite of their Germanic and
princely name they have nothing either German or
aristocratic about them: they are, I believe, Royal
Dutch . . .” Well, a few hours previously that same
day, the Royal Dutch had leapt up to 60,000 francs in
a miraculous bound. Attentive to the current prices of
the Bourse, he was trying to find out, in spite of his air
of innocence, whether the opportune moment for sell-
ing had yet arrived.

He had renounced practically all the pleasures of
the outside world—museums, concerts, nature. He no
longer went anywhere save to the Ritz, where he was
to be seen up to within the last six months of his life.
There he had become so much at home that he felt
better there than in his own flat. In the room where he
dined, he knew how to manipulate the electric switches,
and when a friend came to see him after midnight, he
himself lit up all the lustres in fine style. If he deserted
the Ritz, in a few brief infidelities with the Carlton or
Ciro’s, for instance, it was because he wanted some in-
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formation which he could not have found elsewhere.
One evening he dined at the Beeuf sur le Toit, because,
perpetually curious concerning new forms of life, he
was anxious to observe the dances, the couples, the Ne-
gro bands. His taste for investigation, too often thwarted
by sickness, had been quickened. The completion and
perfection of his work were his obsession.

. . . . . . .

Since attaining renown Proust had set about working
over the whole of his book again. His last years were
taken up in the completion of this novel which lived as
he lived and was developed by time. To the pages al-
ready written he ceaselessly added, pasting the sheets to
each other, and then folding them fanwise and insert-
ing the whole between the pages. The correction of
proofs was a crushing task for him. His eyesight was
failing; he had never found the time to visit the famous
oculist of whom he spoke so frequently. So much did
he suffer from the effort he had to make that some-
times, too impatient to remain in bed, he was to be
seen bending over his paper in the porter’s box at the
Ritz, a glass cage, well heated, where the coming and
going of the people of the hotel, which he could ob-
serve, gave a favourable stimulus to his mind. On the
proofs he began once more the same task of amplification
as he had undertaken on his manuscript. And on the
revise proofs he added still more. The publisher was
obliged to tear them from his hands.”

At the same time the slowness of others aroused his

7 The work as it now stands is nearly three times as long as the manu-
script in 1913.
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irritation. He could feel the approach of death. For-
merly he was anxious at any price to see his work come
out as one piece. To appear, he used to say, this work
needed himself. He complained bitterly of the con-
tinued delays of his new publisher, sometimes to the
point of regretting Grasset.

Bonds of deep affection joined him with Jacques
Riviére, but he took a playful pleasure in speaking some-
what freely of the Nowuvelle Revue Frangaise. One of
the most serious griefs that befell him in this last period
of his life was a purely intellectual disagreement, relat-
ing to the publication of a fragment of Le c6té de Guer-
mantes in an issue of the review. Riviére had firmly in-
sisted on giving only a grouping of extracts of psy-
chological analyses, taken from a chapter of the work,
cutting out the descriptions of the monde which were
closely interwoven with the rest. When this “slight
sketch of the pain caused by a separation” was pub-
lished, Proust showed consternation at seeing this por-
tion of his work mutilated: he explained that he exposed
his psychology on different planes, from different points
of view, which were complementary to each other, were
all of equivalent force, and could none of them be sup-
pressed. Later, when other parts of his novel appeared
in the review, it was he himself who indicated the
cuts to be made. He endeavoured to stimulate curiosity,
and give a foretaste of the next volume. His work
was, as it were, his own flesh: if a stranger made a cut
in it he was tortured like a wretch condemned to the
rack.

At last Le c6té de Guermantes appeared, in two vol-
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umes, in 1920 and 1921. At the beginning of the year
1922, Sodome et Gomorrbe, one of the most audacious
books in all literature, was issued in three volumes. But
he realized that he should never see the publication of
the subsequent books. Proust was endowed with an al-
most miraculous art of divining the motives of men,
often unsuspected by themselves, and the thoughts
which they might want to hide from him, but of which,
by a mysterious gift, he was immediately warned. And
with this he was too finely endowed not to be fore-
warned, by ethereal, invisible antennz, of the arrival of
approaching death. To several friends, to whom he wrote
a month before his death, he said that he was definitely
about to disappear. And this, he added, would then be
in all reality “le temps retrouvé.”

Already his thoughts were cast forward, over be-
yond the days that he still had left to him. He was much
concerned by the announcement of the memoirs of Rob-
ert de Montesquiou. It had been vaguely reported to him
that the great man had therein put down a number of
extremely unpleasant things concerning many people,
including Proust.

“I am going to die,” he said. “It would be much bet-
ter that my name should not appear, as I shall not be
able to answer.”

Friends reassured him: the memoirs would not be put
before the public without modifications and suppres-
sions.® Since the summer, following a cold which de-

8 M. Edmond Jaloux, at that time literary adviser of the firm of Grasset,
which was to publish these memoirs, gave Proust many assurances in this
matter.
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veloped into an attack of influenza, he had never been
free from fever. Proust believed that he was the only
person who was capable of understanding his state of
health. He lived in a cold room, because he was afraid
that central heating stirred up a dust that was harm-
ful to his asthma. He had forbidden Céleste to clean the
house or do any dusting. The air was unbreathable, red-
olent of confinement, but he made it still more close
with his endless fumigations. Remembering with a kind
of superstitious adoration his mother and her methods
of treating herself, he put himself under rules of diet:
he already ate very little, and now took nothing more
than a little coffee with milk. In this enfeebled organ-
ism of his, unbalanced by excess of narcotic and stimu-
lant drugs, the ground was ready for every aggravation
of disease. Pneumonia set in. But he still refused to see
doctors: if the very few friends now about him insisted,
he threatened in terrible outbursts of anger to fling him-
self out of the window. Even his own brother, Dr. Rob-
ert Proust, was unable to approach him. In an attempt
to save him, he forced a passage in, but met with the
frightful violence of the invalid. It was only in the last
few days that doctors were able to gain admittance. It
was too late.

Up to the last moment, amid terrible sufferings, he
kept complete consciousness. On the last night he dic-
tated notes, his impressions on the approach of death.
They were intended to complete the fine pages he had
written on the death of Bergotte. He died on November
18th, 1922. At his side, blackened by the overturned
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bottle of one of his countless medicines, was found a
scrap of paper, on which was decipherable, among some
illegible words, the name of Forcheville, one of the
characters of the second stage of his book.
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THE WORK OF MARCEL PROUST






CHAPTER 1

THE FATHOMING OF DEPTH

N the course of the biography I have just sketched,
Ithere is continual evidence of a close connexion be-
tween the man and his work. I am now able to proceed
to set forth with greater amplitude the ideas and images
which the work of Proust contains.! But before that, I
should like to enter into the technique of the writer,
and to examine how much he brings us that is essen-
tially new, and wherein lies the fundamental original-
ity of his book.

When Du c6té de chez Swann first appeared, the
work was held to be confused, full of digressions, over-
luxuriant, burdened with too great detail. Its true sig-
nificance was not apparent. Proust had set himself an
immense task of the fathoming of depths. What was to
him an exploration in the interior of beings and things
seemed to others to be no more than minute descrip-
tions. And some time was necessary before the sense
of his method could be appreciated.

This method is first and foremost a painful, almost
agonized, effort to penetrate to the very bottom of na-
ture and of men. It is directed to the prizing open of
secrets, and it lays bare unsuspected treasures. And

1 Such will be the aim of the third part of the present work. Cf. Intro-
duction, '
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in this way it comes in the end to certain great laws:
a law of movement, a law of evolution, a law of the
unconscious.

There are certain devotees in the East who con-
template with their heads turned up towards the sky,
and, that they may not be distracted in their contempla-
tion, cut off their eyebrows and throw them as an of-
fering to the god of their adoration. On the spot where
they fall, two stems rise from the earth and break into
flower. The work of Marcel Proust seems to be born of
a sacrifice akin to that of these believers. In order to see
reality better, the artist has torn off his eyelids. His gaze
is free. Nothing can stop him any longer. He can create
in freedom.

The psychology of Marcel Proust is something that
surpasses the quality of mere observation. The analysis
is based upon the personal impressions of the writer. His
novel, as he himself said, is real, because nothing is more
real than the contents of one’s ego. But it is not realist.
Indeed, the novelists who have styled themselves real-
ists have never achieved a living creation except by
abandoning their note-books. It is only when Emile Zola
turns to romanticism, that is to say when he plunges
into his inward vision, that he can bring to life before
the eyes of his readers a mine, a city, or a war.

“I have tried,” wrote Proust, “to envelop my first
chapter in impressions of one’s half-wakening state . . .
which I have pushed as far as my powers of penetra-
tion, alas, so modest, have enabled me; to reach right
into that furthest recess wherein lies truth, the real uni-
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verse, our authentic impression.” > And this, in conse-
quence, calls for exactitude of expression.

This method of the fathoming of depth has affinities
with the intuition of the Bergsonian method, if we con-
sider that, with Bergson, intuition is instinct which, by
turning back upon itself, by reflecting upon itself, be-
comes reflection.

Having caught a glimpse of three trees, the sight of
which causes in him a kind of inward shock, Marcel
Proust describes the actual process of his search as an
artist. He would like first of all to isolate himself. But
he is in a carriage with friends whom he cannot leave:
“I placed my hand in front of my eyes,” he says, “‘so as
to be able to close them without Madame de Villeparisis
noticing. I remained thus without thinking of anything,
and then, with my thought gathered up, held again with
greater strength, I leaped further forward in the direc-
tion of the trees, or rather in that inward direction at
the end of which, within myself, I saw them.” But an
obstacle holds him up; those trees are covered with some-
thing on which his mind has no hold: they are like ob-
jects placed too far away, objects “of which our strain-
ing fingers, at the end of an outstretched arm, can only
for an instant brush the envelope, without managing
to catch hold of anything.” Are those the trees he has
already seen in his childhood at Combray? Was it only
in dream that he saw them? Or are they an outcome of
tired eyesight? This time he does not succeed in finding
his impression. When he does succeed, and is then able
to translate it into words, his work seems to put him

2 Correspondence with Louis de Robert.
IX§
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into a state of trance, mysterious and almost mystical.
But to arrive at this kind of communion with nature
he is obliged to engage in a veritable struggle with him-
self. I cannot insist too strongly upon its importance.
He thinks then that he hears the trees saying to him:
“A whole part of yourself which we were bringing to
you will fall for ever into the void.” And he adds: “I
was sad, sad as if I had just lost a friend, or died within
myself, gainsaid one who was dead, or overlooked a god.”
The whole of the Proustian philosophy, in effect, rests
upon the idea of this obscure travail of the superior
beings who succeed in recovering, in those emotions
hidden away in their most secret recesses, the very es-
sence of life and of things. And the first Proustian moral
imposes upon us, as a supreme duty, the search for these
profound impressions: a duty so lofty that it contains
within it the duties of goodness and of love, procuring
the most exalted joys, and, for those who have not faith,
standing as an equivalent of religious ecstasy.

And thus from this method of exploration there
emerges a Proustian zsthetic. It is art itself which we
find at the end of this mysterious quest. The obstacle of
which Proust speaks, the envelope which prevents him
from catching hold of the three trees, is composed of a
tissue of ready-made visions; it corresponds to a disposi-
tion which is interested, active, practical, mechanical,
idle, centrifugal, which is that of our mind. And it is
precisely beneath this envelope that all objects and all
sentiments, even the most trivial, are objects or senti-
ments of artistic worth.

At the same time the deep impressions are the only
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realities of the external world. This search into our own
breasts will lead us to a metaphysical vision; those en-
velopes, those obstacles which fetter the onrush of our
spirit at the very moment when we strive to reach the
secrets of our soul, are no more than a world of appear-
ances, with no more real foundation than the legends
of early peoples. It is behind these illusions that there
lie, merged and blended, reality and art and joy.
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CHAPTER II

STYLE

HEN, by insensible effort, a writer has obtained
Wa hold on the fugitive moods of the mind, he
secks, with the aid of the stern and rigid processes of
logic, to express these by language. It is a pursuit of re-
flection after our emotions: a reflection seeking to ana-
lyse our emotions in their ephemerality, to reconstitute
them before they have already perished. And from this
comes our surprise, on a first reading, at Proust’s sen-
tences, sometimes so long, overburdened with paren-
theses and conjunctions, and yet always correct. The
reader, who undergoes a kind of anguish in the midst
of the midst of their labyrinths, is left with the impres-
sion that the mystery enveloping life has been finally
penetrated. When he has reached the end of a passage,
he discovers a psychological truth, small in appearance,
but precious as the pearls brought up from deep waters
by a breathless diver. The style of Proust reveals his
extraordinary undertaking: to reach by intuition and
to express by intelligence the most fleeting sensations of
the inner life.

In order to appreciate the boldness of this task it is
enough to recall that phrase of Bergson’s: “Intelligence
is characterized by a natural incomprehension of life”;
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or again, that line of Rimbaud’s: “Ah! Songer est in-
digne—puisque c’est pure perte.”

The undertaking of Marcel Proust calls for a new
style.! The language is so original that it is necessary
to learn it, as if it were a kind of foreign tongue, all
the words of which would be already known to us.
The reason is at first rebuffed by the lengthy and en-
tangling sentences, as a pupil is by exercises in diction
or solfeggio, but then he grows accustomed to the diffi-
culties and is astonished to find that his reading has be-
come easy. Every new form of art calls for this process
of accustoming oneself. The style of Proust resumes and
refashions the traditional style of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, and surprises us because it differs
so widely from the impressionist form of our own day.

If Proust was obliged to transform, as if for his per-
sonal use, the style of the classic epoch, the reason is
that in the seventeenth century the writers were princi-
pally engaged in the handling of general ideas, while
Proust on the other hand was devoting himself to catch-
ing the fleeting shades of sensibility. He was obliged to
dismember the classic period, to cut it up, and, like
a conjurer drawing out hundreds of coils from one
single ribbon, to bring out of it a multiplicity of in-
cidents, in order to be able to interweave, and enclose
in each of them, some or other subtle particles of our
consciousness. Thus, if the sentence of Proust is not
made up of immediate clarity and logic, it is because
our psychological life is confused, and because intelli-

1 Speaking of his own style, Proust said sometimes that he had “the thread
of Ariadne”—alluding to the last words of his preface to Paul Morand’s
Tendres Stocks.
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gence can penetrate only by dark corridors with numer-
ous windings.

It is curious to come upon the very frequent gque of
the seventeenth century, replaced in Proust by soit que
or peut-étre que. The que in seventeenth-century rules
subordinates propositions following each other as in a
plain enumeration. The soi¢ que of Proust, on the con-
trary, explains almost always the different and often
contradictory motives of an action or an attitude. A
gesture or a sentiment which our language expresses
with a single word is in reality the effect of a multiplicity
of desires and thoughts. Each soi¢ of Proust’s writing
represents one of these desires; and from the converging
whole of these soifs emerges a state of consciousness, or
a decision, somewhat as from several simple elements,
oxygen and hydrogen, comes a single compound sub-
stance—water. Let us choose an example at random: on
the first evening that Swann possessed Odette, he began
by leaning over her bosom to arrange the flowers in
her corsage. And ever afterwards, each time his desire
for her returns, he makes use of this same pretext, “either
[soit] from fear of ruffling her, or [soit] from fear of
appearing in retrospect to have lied, or [soi#] from lack
of boldness to formulate a need greater than that
(which he could indeed renew, as it had not vexed
Odette on the first occasion).”

The numerous adverbs are generally the starting-point
of one incidental proposition, which, inserted into the
general unity of an abstract phrase, brings us back sud-
denly for an instant to a point of the narrative which
long developments might possibly have made us forget.
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The tandis que (“while they [Zandis qu’elles] were
slowly coming forward” or “while [£andis que] 1 passed
beside the dark one™) serves to recall to us opportunely,
in the midst of the long analysis of the meeting of the
hero with the jeunes filles en fleur that they are stroll-
ing and that the young man meets them as they walk.
Subordinate propositions, beginning with si, peut-étre
que, allow us to leave for an instant the scene in which
we are engaged, and to make a rapid incursion into the
past, into our memory, allow us to escape from reality
through the vision of a hope. Present participles also
attach to the sentence an idea capable of completing
it. Proust indeed is attempting to enclose within one
single period, not only a moment of the life of our con-
sciousness, but further to enclose within it the milieu
or the landscape, the characters near to us, our occupa-
tion in that moment, our ego seen from within and
from without at one and the same time.

It happens thus that the direct complement is often
thrown back to the very end, like the verb in German.?
We are obliged to wait a long time for it; numerous
adverbs (par, aprés avoir, é la fois, etc.) make ready
for its arrival, breathlessly sustaining our curiosity and
impatience, like those secondary characters who at the
theatre occupy the stage before the entrance of the
hero.

How astounding is the variety of the Proustian sen-
tence! Brief and light, like a bridge made of a single

21In a letter to the critic Curtius, professor at the University of Heidel-
berg, Proust writes that he considers German to be the modern language
which has kept a syntax that is not only the richest, but the most closely
akin to the Greek syntax.

I21



MARCEL PROUST

span, or splendid and complex, built up as it were on
heavy piles, it recalls by its opposing graces the most
noble Wagnerian phrases.® Verbs in general abound:
Proust sees things in their aspect of movement. Epithets
are rare. But when, in the description of a flower, a
woman, a landscape, the author suddenly keeps up sev-
eral lines of qualifying words, an unexpected poetry
shoots forth like a ray of sunlight darting from the
moving clouds.

To obviate further the possibility of his form’s be-
coming too intellectual in nature, Proust makes con-
stant use of the image (not the symbol). Almost at
every line we find comparatives such as comme, tel que.
or de méme, without making mention of comparisons
brought directly into the sentence. Proust, in fact, pro-
ceeds instinctively like certain philosophers who work in
the realm of the abstract and feel the need to return
to the concrete world. Their idea is in this way to prove
that abstractions have a life as real as the life of external
objects. They hope to make themselves more compre-
hensible. They realize that the image completes their
thought by its suggestion and that their analysis would
in spite of everything be incapable of giving it full ex-
pression.*

And how great is Proust’s art in the development of

8 In the celebrated passage that describes the sleep of Albertine, we have
an example of the short phrase. Here, like someone walking on tiptoe in
the room of a sleeping child, the phrase of Proust suddenly changes its
measure; it marks a stop every two or three lines; it becomes pure,
soft-winged.

1t is worthy of note that Proust very often draws his comparisons from
art, pictures, pieces of music or architecture, tragedies: from the rhythms
of Wagner, for instance, or from Racine’s mode of writing.
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an image! It appears, it takes to flight, like a stream run-
ning now underground, and now in the open. Faithful,
invisible, it follows the sentence through all its mean-
derings, suddenly to reveal itself in an epithet, further
on in a verb, and at last broadening out into a delta and
filling a whole subordinate proposition. The writer, for
instance, is depicting a sunset over Lisieux, seen from a
height. First of all we are told that it is the hour of
sundown, and two lines further on we notice “the blood-
red basin of the sun.” A little later the vanished image
reappears transformed, in the “wounded houses,” and
in “the tall empurpled” chimneys.

There we have a parallel development of several im-
pressions of absolutely different kinds, one defining the
moment of the day, another the place, and a third the
odours and savours that are in our consciousness, or
again our expectation of some pleasure, our regret, or
our impatience. All these conditions alternate in the
same sentence, at first without reciprocal influence on
each other, but then they mingle, and supplement each
other. Each receives from its neighbour a significance
that intensifies its own. A number of images are mixed
together and lie across each other. In the midst of this
flood a parenthesis abruptly brings a complementary
sense to one among them, a light from without, as if
from another world, independent of the unity of the
system in which we were. Here is a simple example.
Proust is travelling by motor-car and has just visited
several churches. In a short time the images suggested
to him by the vehicle become linked into the images of
architecture. The driver, putting on his driving-helmet
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resembles, as it were, “a nun of speed.” The hum of the
engine is like a certain “stop” of the organ. “But for
most of the time the driver only held in his hand his
wheel—his steering-wheel—not unlike those crosses of
consecration held by the apostles who stand with their
backs against the columns of the choir of the Sainte-
Chapelle in Paris; like the cross of St. Benedict, and in
general like all the stylized forms of the wheel in the art
of the Middle Ages. He did not seem to make use of it,
so motionless did he remain, but held it as he would have
held an emblem by which he should properly be accom-
panied.”

Frequently Proust develops one scene with the aid of
elements borrowed from another, although this second
one has in itself no logical connexion with the first.
They simply find themselves, one and the other, fused
together in his consciousness. Thus it is that he quotes
lines of Racine drawn from the role of a king; and,
twisting the natural sense and giving them an interpre-
tation in accordance with his thought at the moment,
applies them to a valet or a cook of whom he is speak-
ing in his novel. These alliances of a grave with a vulgar
tone engender effects that are irresistibly comical. What-
ever may be the nobility of the form, the sentiments of
a valet or a king are seen by him on one identical plane.

Sometimes he will compare concrete objects to feel-
ings that are purely abstract: these are perhaps his most
beautiful images. Thus, arriving at Lisieux, in a motor-
car in front of his parents’ house Proust hears “the driver
sound his horn.” At this sound an emotion takes shape:
“In my parents’ hearts [ the sound] has resounded gladly
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like an unhoped-for word . . . They rise and light a
candle . . . while there, at the foot of the park, the
horn, of which they can no longer mistake the sound
as it becomes joyous, almost human, continues unin-
terruptedly to give forth its uniform call like the fixed
idea of their imminent gladness, urgent and repeated
like their growing anxiety. And I reflected that in
Tristan and Isolde . . . it is to the repetition of two
notes, strident, indefinite, and increasingly rapid . . .
that Wagner entrusted the expression of the most prodi-
gious expectation of felicity that ever filled the human
soul.” In this passage the uncertain sound of a horn
seems at first to hesitate, and then leaps forward, is
associated with feelings of gladness and anxiety, and
then, by a new association, evokes the music of one of
the greatest artists. The image is thus the development of
an inward emotion long probed to its depths.

And so the multiple images, abstract or concrete,
brief or developed, alternating or interwoven, insinuate
themselves into the phrases, hurrying on with them, close
up or farther away, and bespangling them with their
reflections. To the books of Marcel Proust they lend a
poetry that is very strange—though scarcely lyrical.
About these marvellous studies of 1ntelhgence they form
a veil of sensibility.

In order to appreciate to what depths they penetrate,
it is enough to compare the style of that first work,
Les Plaisirs et les jours, with that of A la recherche du
temps perdu. In the former, there is not yet a personality
in the phrase, which is pretty and neat, agreeable and
full of careful charm. In the latter, the writer has
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reached the inner goal towards which he was moving.

In the process of search into his emotions he has suc-

ceeded in finding always the exact, the unique, expres-

sion. It is precisely the opposite of the style of a Péguy,

“a kind of indolence in the course of which one word

makes us imagine another, and where one has not the
courage to sacrifice one’s gropings.” °

8 Unpublished correspondence.
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CHAPTER III

THE ROLE OF THE UNCONSCIOUS

RITING to Louis de Robert, Marcel Proust said:

“My concern is only in that which seems to me
to unfold (in a sense analogous to that of the carrier-
pigeon) some general laws.” And so this distracted quest
after the most fleeting sentiments of our consciousness
leads the writer to the discovery of certain great ideas.
An artist first and foremost, he has not sought to develop
them. No work is less of a thesis than his. A certain
world has imposed itself upon him. He knows that by
courageously penetrating it to a sufficient depth a spon-
taneous philosophy will be set free. “Every great artist,”
he wrote, “who voluntarily leaves reality to expand in
his books forgoes the appearance in these of an intelli-
gence, a critical judgment which he holds inferior to his
genius.” !

But to the attentive reader there emerges first and
foremost this great idea, that our inward life is not in-
telligible. If Proust dissects and reconstructs states of
consciousness by means of the logical processes of lan-
guage, it is only to tell us that logic does not apply
thereto. The passages which, from a literary point of

1 “Concerning the ‘style’ of Flaubert,” in the Nouwelle Revue Frangmse,
January 1st, 1920.
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view, are the most remarkable of the novel lead us to
this conclusion: that the emotional life has its own par-
ticular laws differing altogether from those of the in-
telligence. There exist an association and a memory of
sentiments, which are not the association and memory of
ideas. Their obscure workings are hidden under the un-
conscious, which itself forms the most essential part of
our €go.

Marcel Proust reaches the same ultimate conclusions
as the modern philosophers. By these it is stated at the
present day that the conscious is only one lighted point
on the vast, dark expanses of the unconscious. Some,
such as Freud, declare that the unconscious is so vast
that its deepest parts remain always obscure, always
suppressed, and are visited only occasionally by the
troubled light of our dreams.

This is just what Proust realized. And this is why
sleep, the great manifestation of the unconscious, in-
terests him so much. A frequent subject of his is the
entrance into sleep, “as into a second room that we might
have,” or, on the other hand, of the awakening from
sleep, which makes us lose “the memory of the slightly
filtered light in which our intelligence lay at rest as in
the opaline depth of the water.” Further, there are
many kinds of awakenings, those which end a night of
deep sleep, those of insomnia, or those which surprise
one in an arm-chair after having fallen asleep for a
few minutes that seem like centuries. Often Proust will
imagine a dream in order to define the precise shade of
an emotion such as the dream of his grandmother ex-
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perienced by the hero, ending with the words: *“deer,
deer, Francis Jammes, fork.” 2 A psychological impres-
sion, such as that of the three trees, which slips away
into the unconscious, will immediately excite the atten-
tion of the author. He is not attached by the play of
a difficult conquest, but by the abrupt disclosure which
can be revealed to the observer by the flight of an emo-
tion into this unconscious region of ourself. Also, it is
from out of this unconscious, as from a hiding-place,
that Proust draws forth the wonderful treasures which
he proceeds to analyse in the light of intelligence.
Dreaming and sleeping make up one of the great sources
from which the novel gradually emerges.

One of these treasures is the emotional memory. We
know the example of the author (or his hero), who one
day dips a little cake, a madeleine, in a cup of tea. The
taste of this cake brings back to him after an effort
another little madeleine dipped in another cup of tea, in
the house of his aunt Léonie when he was a child. And
then the whole of a past, with all its power of evoking
emotion, rises up from this impression, and serves as
a starting-point for one entire part of the book. “The
flowers of our garden,” writes Proust, “and those of M.
Swann’s park, and the water-lilies of the Vivonne, and
the good people of the village and their little dwelling,
and the church, and the whole of Combray, all that takes
on form and solidity, has emerged, town and garden,
from my cup of tea.” The memory pertaining to the

2 Or likewise the dream at Venice of a Gothic city bathed in the green-
ish waters of the sea.
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intelligence would have been able to give him only in-
formation about the past, but would have emptied it
of all emotional content, which is yielded to him by the
association of the two savours.

Baudelaire was perhaps the first to demonstrate the
poetic charm of odours and tastes. Proust explains the
part which they play in the mechanism of the uncon--
scious. The perceptions of each of his senses remain, for
him, linked with emotional memories. The noise of the
hot-water radiator recalls to him the days spent at Don-
ciéres; the catch of the elevator as it passes the floor on
which his rooms are is enough to evoke the women who
have been impatiently awaited and have not come. The
Vinteuil sonata, suddenly heard again in the midst of
an evening party, brings to Swann the memory of the
time when Odette, nowadays indifferent and coquettish,
loved him, and tried to please him by playing for his
especial benefit this piece of music of which he was so
fond. “All his memories of the time when Odette was
in love with him, which up to that day he had suc-
ceeded in keeping invisible in the depths of his being, had
been awakened, beguiled by this sudden gleam from the
days of love which they thought had returned, and had
risen on hurrying wings to sing passionately to him, with
no pity for his present sad lot, the forgotten refrain of
happiness. . . . Instead of the abstract expressions ‘the
time when I was happy,’ or ‘the time when I was loved,’
which hitherto he had so often uttered, and without
overmuch pain, for his intelligence had enclosed therein
only pretended extracts from the past which preserved
nothing of it at all, he now met with everything which
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had fixed for ever the specific and volatile essence of his
lost happiness; everything he saw once more, the sensi-
tive petals of the chrysanthemum which she had flung to
him from her corsage . . .” etc. (And here follows a
page of the love-tokens of Odette at the beginning of
their liaison.)

In this resuscitation of emotions, so beautiful that, in-
stead of continuing this work, I would willingly quote
the complete passage, Marcel Proust always reaches the
conclusion that the intelligence is incapable of recalling
to us the reality of our joys and sorrows. And it is no
less impotent to bring back to life our beloved dead. The
love we bear them lies hidden in the unconscious, and
the unconscious alone is capable of awakening them. In
Les Intermittences du coeur Proust explains how, a year
after the death of his grandmother, he returned to Bal-
bec, where she had accompanied him the year before
and watched beside him when he was in suffering. And
now, on the first evening of his return, as he is suffer-
ing from “a crisis of heart fatigue” and bends down
“with slowness and prudence” to take off his shoes, he
is suddenly overwhelmed inwardly: “within my mem-
ory I had just seen, leaning over my weariness, the fea-
tures, strained, preoccupied, and disappointed, of my
grandmother . . . not her whom, to my surprise and
self-reproach, I had regretted so little, and who bore
only her name, but my veritable grandmother, of whom,
for the first time, I was finding in an involuntary and
complete memory the living reality.”

Here it is not by savours or scents or sounds that the
living part is evoked, as in the case of the “little made-
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leine” or the “phrase of Vinteuil.” It is by the inward
perception of a gesture, by the movement of the body,
which the author (or his hero) makes “with slowness
and prudence,” because he is suffering, to take off his
shoes. It is the movement which forces his love for his
grandmother to emerge from the unconscious.

Immediately this love grows painful. At the same’
time the author recalls the impatient and wounding
words which he may have said to his grandmother while
she was still alive: “as the dead exist only within our-
selves, it is ourselves that we unrelentingly strike when
we remember insistently the blows which we have dealt
them.” And yet, “cruel though they were, I clung to
these pains with all my strength, for I felt sure that
they were the result of the memory of my grandmother.
. . . I felt that I could recall her to my memory only
through pain.” And so, if it is by means of the uncon-
scious, it is mainly by the suffering of love hidden
therein that we are capable of resuscitating our dead.
So much do the dead survive within us that they can
still inspire us with the feelings of pain.

Further, Proust adds: “I clung not only to suffer-
ing, but to respecting the originality of my suffering.”
The phrase must not be taken in a romantic sense. Proust
does not attach himself to it because nothing is nobler,
nothing grander, than a great grief, but because there
is nothing more #rue. And he writes: “Certainly I did
not know whether, from this impression, painful and
at the moment incomprehensible, I should one day free
a morsel of truth, but I did know that if ever I was able
to extract this morsel of truth, it could only be from
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that impression. . . . Thus, the duty imposed upon the
artist obliges him to maintain within himself his living
emotions, to yield himself in their respect to a kind of
self-autopsy.

Our unconsciousness, in the whole reckoning, is al-
together the great reality of our inner life. It is there
that our dead and our childhood live on, our passions
too, and our joys and sorrows. And never is it so real, so
near to our comprehension, as- when it is traversed by
pain. Starting from this pain, the artist attains life and
conveys joy.

At the same time, these dreaming and half-waking
impressions serve as a starting-point, or as transitions to
the different chapters of the novel. An entirely new
process: in place of passing from one subject to an-
other through a logical sequence of ideas, the author re-
lies upon the obscure memories of the hidden self. He
uses them as joints, or hinges, and it is this which gives
the work its inward and original composition. In an un-
published letter Marcel Proust explained himself in this
connexion: “It is a book,” he wrote, “of the utmost
reality, but supported, in a way, in order to imitate the
involuntary working of the memory (which in my
opinion, although Bergson does not make this distinc-
tion, is the only true one, the memory of the intelli-
gence and of the eyes giving us back the past only in
inaccurate facsimiles, which do not resemble it any more
than the pictures of bad painters resemble the spring,
etc. . . .) by abrupt recollections. One part of the book
is a part of my life which I had forgotten and suddenly
find again in eating a piece of cake which I had dipped
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in a cup of tea. . . . Another part of the book springs
up again from those moments of awakening, when one
does not know where one is, and imagines one is in an-
other country, and two years ago. But all that is only
the scaffolding of the book. And what it conveys is
real, impassioned. . . .” These supports at the base of
the novel form likewise the first seven of the “themes”
which, like the leitmotiven of Wagner, alternate, re-
turn, and return again, in accord with an inner rhythm
which is of the essence of the novel. And in the end,
from these various phenomena, there will emerge “a
whole theory of memory and knowledge,” though not

promulgated directly in logical terms.

134



CHAPTER 1V

THE ROLE OF DURATION AND TIME

E bathe not twice in the same stream,” wrote

Heraclitus. The world of our sentiments is an
uninterrupted flow—a continuous gushing, say the
modern philosophers. It is to this thought that we are
led by the psychology of Proust. Our ego is modified
every moment. Every sensation, every sentiment, grows
old by the very fact of its duration. And here lies the
second great idea of Proust’s: that our conscious and
unconscious life is in an unceasing process of evolution.

We all know of course that the things of this life
are transitory. But this commonplace truth, coming
glibly off the tongue, is one which few men really ap-
preciate. For most of them hours and days resemble
each other like the faces of people belonging to some
strange race. And just as Proust, when he depicts the life
of fashion, establishes personalities, his whole aim, in the
life of sensibility, is to reconstitute each moment in its
own individuality.

Things do not change only in themselves, but change
also in relation to us. A landscape, a town, a dwelling,
form an zsthetic vision and, at the same time, a sur-
rounding atmosphere. Usually fresh surroundings are
inimical to us. Little by little they are modified. The
habit we form of living in a particular room slowly de-
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prives the objects in it of their disturbing aspect. Proust
(or his hero) tells us of his first arrival in the hotel at
Balbec: “Every regular guest returning to his room,
every girl coming down to dinner, every maid passing in
the corridor, in the strangeness of their delineaments,
casts upon you a look in which one reads nothing of
what one would have liked.” Later, when he comes back
to Balbec, everything seems familiar to him. He feels
himself at home. He has, in fact, advanced a stage in
that operation which has “always to be recommenced,
longer and more difficult than the turning back of the
eyelid, and consists of investing things with the spirit
which is familiar to us, in place of their own, which is
hostile to us.” And when he leaves Balbec at the close of
a second summer, the surrounding country, the place-
names of the country-side—everything has lost the mys-
tery it had at the beginning.

Persons undergo a metamorphosis analogous to that of
objects. The lovely features of unknown women, seen
for an instant in the street, which awake our desire,
would become, if we had time to come near them, plain
or vulgar. The little band of girls, always together on
the plage of Balbec, leave Proust spellbound, enchanted
with them all at once, with their group. Then he
chooses one of them: Albertine. When he finds her
again in Paris, she has changed, because she is torn from
the plage where he had always known her. And then
she changes again, as he falls in love with her. Elsewhere
Proust sees Swann again, grown old, and transformed
by the approach of death: “I could not help being
struck, moreover, by how much he had aged in relation
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to myself . . . I could not bring myself to understand
how I had been able to stock him with such mystery that
his appearance in the Champs Elysées made my heart
beat faster.” All the characters of the novel, the several
groups, the “sets,” the salons, are drawn forward in a
twofold evolution: they grow old, not only in them-
selves, but also in relation to the central character, the
“I” of the narrative.

Works of art and ideas are sintilarly submitted to this
lowering of rank to which persons and things are sub-
ject. One writer has delighted Proust in his youth—Ber-
gotte. But before long our hero is admiring him less,
because the sentences of his books have become less clear
for him. “The painter of originality, the artist of
originality, proceed in the manner of oculists. The course
of treatment by their painting or their prose is not al-
ways pleasant. When it is concluded, the practitioner
says to us: ‘Now look.” And behold! the world (which
was not created one single time, but as often as an
original artist has arisen) appears to us entirely different
from the old world, but all in perfect clarity.” And to
this Wildean conception Proust adds: “And I came at
last to wonder if there was any truth in that distinction
which we always draw between art, which is no fur-
ther advanced than in the time of Homer, and science,
with its continuous progressions. Perhaps, on the con-
trary, art in this regard resembled science; each new
writer of originality seemed to me to be progressing be-
yond the one who had preceded him, and who told me
that in twenty years, when I shall be able to accompany
without fatigue what is new to-day, another would not
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appear, before whom the one of the present moment
would go to join Bergotte.”

Thus, in the everlasting dispute of the ancients and
the moderns, Proust stands resolutely with the moderns.
He is determined to prove to us that he believes not only
in evolution, but in progress, if not in the sense of Con--
dorcet, as a continual improvement, then in the Nietz-
schean sense of the eternal round. Doubtless he has ob-
served too often that the images of nature, the mystery
of mankind, the unknown element of a new art, give us
relative impressions, ephemeral joys, and he wishes to
imagine that these perish only so that other and finer
joys may succeed the first. Perhaps, indeed, death exists
only to engender a new and always better life. This be-
lief would be only a kind of corrective to the desolating
philosophy of Proust, to the philosophy of instability,
mobility, and general flux.

In this cycle of life, nevertheless, love holds essential
place; it yields, as does the great mass of things, to this
great law of evolution. In vain, amid these unceasing
rapids of time, do we strive to raise up some enduring
monument of love. From Swann and his passion for
Odette, to the Baron de Charlus and his captivation by
the musician Morel, love has its roots in one and the
same phenomenon: it is a simple modification of our un-
conscious, an accident in its flux. Often it is born from
some phrase of this sort: “This evening” (answers the
woman one desires) “I shan’t be free.” It is prolonged by
anxiety and jealousy. It sets up a nervous condition
which overwhelms us, and upsets our scale of values.
None of the desires of our ego in love will be that of our
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future ego. And when the ageing of our inner life draws
our love towards its end, we remark in the ultimate
analysis that it has perhaps been only a nervous condi-
tion. Thus is made clear the fleeting quality of this great
agitation.

Birth and habits, the fair faces of women, friends,
parents and relations, the life of drawing-rooms and
fashion, philosophy and works of art, passions and jeal-
ousies—in regard to all these there constantly returns,
brief or insistent, the theme of universal flux. The uni-
verse and mankind are made subject to the category of
time, under its twofold form of the social hours that go
by, and of our inner duration in its flight. This theme
of time emerges over and over again in the most differ-
ent scenes of the work, to remind us that we must con-
tent ourselves with relative joys and ephemeral illu-
sions; that we can never, even for an instant, attain
happiness—that is to say, immobile and absolute happi-
ness—save only in death.

Although their appearance has now (1925) continued
for over ten years, the books which make up the whole
of Marcel Proust’s work are far from being all pub-
lished. None the less, if Le temps retrouvé is still un-
known to us, we know at least that it will provide us
with the key of the whole work. “All that,” wrote
Proust, in his correspondence with Louis de Robert,
“will be shown clearly in the third volume,” the volume
which to-day has become the ninth. He writes fur-
ther: “I have in effect tried to envelop my first chapter
in the impressions of the wakening state, the significance
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of which will not be complete until later.” However, 1
do not consider that this last part will bring us a veri-
table revelation.? In spite of the criticisms of the igno-
rant or foolish, the work is so magnificently constructed
that its conclusion is already enclosed within its starting:
point and is only one great expansion. In the two theme:
of the unconscious and of evolution it is present in it
entirety. One proceeds from memory to art, the othe:
from birth to death; the first is developed in our inner
duration, the second in time itself. And Proust teaches
us that all that exists in time is lost, that what is in our
own duration is a treasure revealed.

In this way alternate these two leading motives, with
the aid of which the writer, in accordance with a su-
perior order, expresses his creative genius. And each one
of the mingled scenes of the novel has the grandeur of
a chain of mountains. The reader is like a traveller: at
every bend in the road he discovers a new aspect of the
world, and trembles in his emotion. And then mountain
chains anew, then lakes, then the spreading fields, and
mountains once again. He advances further into the
work, and each new volume seems to him like a new
continent. When Le femps retrouvé appears, the reader,
back at his starting-point, will have been right round
the world.

_ 8Cf, Introduction,
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CHAPTER V

THE EVOLUTION OF THE CHARACTERS

HE characters in Marcel Proust’s work are mul-

tiple in time and space. From this comes their
extraordinary novelty. He used to speak of them as he
might of contemporaries or of historical figures. He
would quote, in one and the same phrase, and in the
same tone of voice, the Comtesse Greffiihle, the Duch-
esse de Guermantes, and Madame Récamier. He told how
he was not free to make them act as he might wish and
the reader receives the same impression. He is interested
in their changing humours, in their quarrels; without
wearying he follows them through the thousands of
pages of the work: he is their impassioned friend.

The characters of Proust, unlike those of Balzac, are
not the heroes of an intense activity; their characteris-
tics do not emerge from their deeds and actions, nor, as
in Stendhal, from the dissection of successive actions.
Whence then do they derive their astoundingly living
quality?

“My characters,” explained Marcel Proust, “in the
second part of the book do quite the opposite of what
they do in the first, and of what could be expected of
them.” In fact, they pass and repass before our eyes,

1 Unpublished correspondence.
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and each time in unexpected circumstances. With that,
the light falls always on another aspect of their char-
acter. The more complex it becomes, the more does the
personage take on a quality of relief. He is continually
enriched; he grows more and more solid, with a new
quantity of psychological notations, strengthening our
impression from his first entrance; often enough when
he does appear, he is not defined with complete clarity.
But his outlines grow sharper and sharper with each re-
appearance, viewed by other people in other circles,
mingled with the various groups, old and new.

It is a striking method. A dinner-party with the
Duchesse de Guermantes takes up one hundred and fifty
pages! An evening reception with the Princesse de Guer-
mantes fills the half of one volume! How does the ac-
tion advance in such conditions, and how do the char-
acters evolve? How can time flow on over a period of
seventy-five years? The episode of Swann’s love-affair,
Un Amour de Swann, opens thirty years before the
birth of Proust, and the novel extends right to the period
of the war. Tt is here that the marvellous art of Marcel
Proust is manifest. Under the guise of a static work he
presents us with a work which is in continual evolution.
The truth is that the most important events are unfold-
ing themselves between great motionless frescoes, and
more often than not in the wings of the stage.

Just as in life itself, the characters disappear from the
scene of the novel over long periods. We lose sight of
them. They have other friends, and so have we. And
suddenly we come across them again, just when we are
least expecting them, and very different from what they
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were at the moment we left them. The evolution has
been going on, not on the stage, but behind the scenes.
We can measure it by the contrast between the char-
acter who has disappeared and that which we find again.
He bears the same name, but he is no longer the same.
Each time that he reappears before the spectators,
Proust plies him with a thousand questions, contrasts his
present state of consciousness with that which was his
in the past, and from this extracts a course of remark-
ably living force.

Take Swann as an example. In the first book we see
him in his most brilliant period. He is sought after by
the Faubourg Saint-Germain. He is the gifted man of
fashion; he is the Jew who has attained his entry to the
aristocracy; he is the blasé favourite of women. Then he
makes the acquaintance of Odette and the Verdurins.
And here comes the magnificent story, perhaps Marcel
Proust’s masterpiece, of Swann’s passion, and Swann’s
jealousy, until the day when, returning into the monde
at Madame de Saint-Euverte’s party, he is listening to
the Vinteuil sonata and understands that his love is
ended. Such is the first fresco from which the figure of
Swann stands out. Here is the second: Swann is mar-
ried. To whom? To this demi-mondaine, Odette, whom
he loves no longer. The character, then, has undergone
a distinct evolution. It is our part to re-create it. We
must imagine Odette paying her court assiduously to
this ageing man of fashion, and how he, weak and fear-
ful of solitude, is powerless to resist the solicitations of
a woman, although nevertheless he no longer loves her.
Swann is married: the light shows itself again. What be-
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comes of Swann, the social figure? He has almost en-
tirely renounced the Faubourg Saint-Germain. He fre-
quents, alone, without his wife, his former friends. He
seems suddenly to attach great importance to republican
connexions, because the ministers or advocates, whom
formerly he used to despise, consent to visit him. In
short, he is protecting his wife, seeking to force recog-
nition for her in spite of all the difficulties and humilia-
tions which he undergoes. To console himself he wants
to make himself believe that the connexions which he
has maintained unbroken are the only ones that have any
value. Here the fresco is completed afresh—a dark frag-
ment. And the third fresco: Swann has grown old, and
ill. France is cleft in twain by the Dreyfus affair. Swann
is a supporter of the Dreyfus party: Jewish nationalism
has declared itself within him, to the detriment of the
exclusive taste which he had in his youth for the monde.
A few aristocrats approve his attitude, unbeknown to
all the others. These are the last pleasures that Swann
knows before he dies.—Finally, after another interval of
obscurity, comes the last fresco, throwing an ironic light
on the destiny of the character. Swann pays a visit to
the Duc and the Duchesse de Guermantes, one evening
when they are making ready to go to a ball. Swann in-
forms them that he is going to die. But they have barely
time to listen to the news of one who once was always
their best friend. Swann is indeed left solitary. Night.
And just as it was behind the scenes that Swann was
married, so now it is behind the scenes that he dies.

All the characters of Proust are painted thus in large
incomplete frescoes, like statues of Rodin, leaving room
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for some suggestion of mystery. The missing portions
correspond to the evolution of the character in ques-
tion, and the chiselled fragments are of sufficient
strength to suggest this to us, at once in his past and in
his present. The most striking changes are those under-
gone by the women. Thus the “lady in pink” of the
café concerts whom the child Proust sees on his uncle’s
knee, later becomes the fashionable cocofte, Odette de
Crécy, received at the Verdurins in a bourgeois circle.
She will in time become Madame Swann, and we shall
meet her in the drawing-room of Madame de Villepari-
sis, which the Duchesse de Guermantes leaves when
Odette enters. Later still, after the death of Swann him-
self, Proust throws an abrupt ray of light on to the
salon of Madame Swann: it is now one of the most ele-
gant in Paris, frequented by Bergotte, by princes, and
finally even by the Duchesse de Guermantes, whom
Swann tried in vain all his life to attract to visit Odette.
And thus, from one fresco to the next, a woman rises
in the scale of social life, each time renewing our sur-
prise and obliging us to re-create the movement which
has been going on in the intervals.

Under this particular theme of time we can consider
each of the characters of the novel successively: Dr.
Cottard, for instance, an irritating blockhead busily let-
ting off little puns, ends by becoming a celebrated and
fashionable surgeon, for the wit of a commercial travel-
ler is not incompatible with medical science, and a poor
decent man can become a revered master. Elsewhere the
hero of the book recognizes with stupefaction in Elstir,
the painter of genius, a certain Bohemian whom he used

145



MARCEL PROUST

to meet long ago at the Verdurins’. The Verdurins them-
selves ? are first of all simply a family of the lesser bour-
geoisie; they grow rich; with the Baron de Charlus as
intermediary, they make their first contact with the
aristocracy. I think that before long we shall find them
again in the drawing-rooms of the Faubourg Saint-
Germain.

2 For the benefit of the amateurs of keys—but with the general reser-
vations I have made regarding keys to Proust’s work—it may be recorded
that certain traits in Madame Verdurin must have been taken by the
author from Madame Ménard Dorian, and certain traits of Cottard from
Professor Guyon.




CHAPTER VI

LANGUAGE AND SELF-EXPRESSION

ARCEL PROUST, it may be, passed a great part of

his life in listening to the conversation of his
friends, the people in a drawing-room, and in cease-
lessly provoking answers to his questioning “But tell
me, please. . . ?”” But he had a reason: with him there
was no better light into the hearts of men than their
language. Guided by their own peculiar phraseologies,
he descended into their consciousness, as a miner follows
the veins of ore through the obscurity of the galleries.
And in the same way, in Proust’s novel, the youthful
hero listens to the discourses of his old aunt Léonie, the
long complaints of Francgoise at his parents’ table, and
tries to lose not one word of what is said by distinguished
guests. If he interrupts, it is but to incite Swann or M.
de Norpois to continue their remarks. Insatiable, di-
vinely patient, hypnotized by his attentiveness, he re-
tains by heart the diatribes of a Charlus. Just as, after
the departure of Montesquiou, before an amused gal-
lery, he gave imitations that were hallucinating in their
verisimilitude, so in his book he brings to life the char-
acters which he has created by the aid of other imitations
of genius, no longer mimed, but written, authentic pas-
tiches. The Verdurins, the Guermantes—he plays them
on the stage of his novel. Unable to let himself be heard



MARCEL PROUST

or seen by the reader, grimacing, waving his arms,
changing his intonation, laughing, he makes them speak,
in monologue or dialogue, and he makes his commen-
tary, with the aid of parentheses—or incidents placed
within dashes—their nervous tricks or their eccentrici-
ties.

It is, of course, the most familiar, the most everyday,
of their conversations that he reproduces. And just as
there is not one intrigue in his novel that shapes itself
in continuous progression, just as the principal events
occur off the stage, so the conversations of these char-
acters are not designed to hasten the action, to oppose
the characters, to create a situation. Most novelists take
moments of crisis as those for their heroes to speak.
Marcel Proust, on the contrary, considers them in their
normal, habitual life. The ambassador M. de Norpois
chatters with some bourgeois acquaintances to whose
house he is invited on some quite unremarkable evening
of his life; he exchanges courtesies in the drawing-room
of his friend Madame de Villeparisis. Another novelist
would have put him on trial in some exceptional time,
on the eve of war, exchanging notes with other diplo-
mats. Anatole France would at the least have placed
beside him at a dinner-party a number of important
guests, prelates and ministers and scholars. And yet we
know the very secrets of the soul of Proust’s Norpois,
a profound and universal type.

How does the reader succeed in extracting his most
secret states of consciousness from his most common-
place conversation? What the writer brings out into the
light is not so much what is actually said by a Swann
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or a Saint-Loup, as the manner in which they say it; not
so much the logical sense of their phrases as the con-
struction of their periods, the nervous tricks, the words
that they are continually repeating, those that they
isolate, or lengthen out, or throw into prominence. It is,
in fact, by the pathology of the language, interpreted
in all its exactitude, that Proust reveals his characters
to us.

“*] do not say that [the Duchesse La Trémoille] is
profound,’ [Swann] pronounced the profound as if it
had been a ridiculous word . . .” The fact was that in
the set of the Duchesse de Guermantes, where Swann
passes his life, the discussion of general ideas in a tone
of seriousness is not tolerated, and Swann, intelligent
though he is, is so fully conquered by the monde that
he has submitted to these imperious rules and has caught
the tone of these drawing-rooms. It happens, none the
less, that the aspirations of his hidden nature rise to
the surface of his mind in spite of himself. And then,
in order to thrust them back, he detaches the word, be
it unbecoming, pedantic, or heavy, in this instance the
word profound, as if to excuse himself.

“All the same [quand méme], to prefer Racine to
Victor [Victor Hugo] is something fremendous
[énorme],” exclaims Saint-Loup. And Proust adds: *““The
pleasure of saying ‘quand méme,’ and particularly
‘énorme,” was a ‘consolation’ to him.” But while Swann
pronounces these words between quotation marks,
Saint-Loup throws them out in triumph. In this aris-
tocrat they are the expression of his desire to realize
his high aspirations, a work of art, a great deed. But
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being imprisoned within his own circle, where discus-
sion, save of genealogies, does not exist, and leading a
life devoid of significance, these words intoxicate him,
give him an illusion, console him. And ten years later,
a thousand pages later, Saint-Loup will be found again
saying: “The Chartreuse [de Parme], that’s something
tremendous [énorme].”

Thus what interests the writer is not what his char-
acters are thinking of each other; it is the manner in
which they express what they are thinking. Proust is
too much of a Bergsonian not to be aware that words
never correspond to the fineness of our sensibilities.
Language was created by man when he was seeking his
nourishment, when he struggled against the beasts of
the wild, when he was contriving instruments of war,
of iron, for utilitarian ends. So language is precise and
supple when it is applied to the sciences,’ but vapid and
clumsy when it is obliged to convey our states of con-
sciousness. It is not, in fact, the talk of a Saint-Loup or
a Charlus, least of all their conversations imitated and
reproduced by Proust, their extremely commonplace
and everyday conversations, which allow us to under-
stand their soul. But the writer interprets all their pa-
thology, their conduct, their nervous tricks. In fine,
Proust is here carrying out a true process of psychoanal-
ysis. He is ransacking the unconscious.

Thus, if one analyses the conversation of Madame de
Gallardon as if to “discover the key of a ciphered lan-
guage,” one observes that there is no expression which

1To such a point that a purely mathematical language, such as Couturat
dreamed of, would not constitute a stage of progress.
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recurs in it so frequently as “at my cousins’, the Guer-
mantes’.” By its constant repetition this expression tes-
tifies to the unsatisfied snobbery of this person, who
finds consolation in pronouncing as often as possible
one of the most aristocratic names in society and in
underlining her relationship with that name: “at my
cousins’, the Guermantes’.” In any case they receive her
only once a year, and that, moreover, only because she
is their cousin. ,

When Freud declares that lapsus lingue are not
simply matters of distraction, but correspond with cer-
tain obscure feelings pushed back within us, is he not
working on the same lines as Proust? The “profonde”
of Swann, the “énorme” of Saint-Loup, the “at my
cousins’, the Guermantes’ ”—are not these a sort of
lapsus lingue, escaping from the lips of these people
without their taking any heed of them, and revealing
in one a dogmatic nature, in another idealism, in the
third snobbery: traits which form their true nature,
but which they are anxious to conceal in their outward
life? Whence it can readily be understood why Proust
is so interested in the most ordinary of conversations,
in which he discovers a thousand signs, errors, processes,
and mechanisms, which are the most revealing symp-
toms he could want.

Almost on every page of the book they are to be
found, over and over again: “They are young bour-
geois,” declares the Baron de Charlus to Proust, making
certain words stand out, preceding them with several
b’s, unable to resist the pleasure of showing some degree
of insolence towards the youth. This pride, in aristo-
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crats, is generally suppressed from their high degree of
politeness. But none the less we find it again in the Duc
de Guermantes, the brother of Charlus, who, “in order
perhaps to give a Jewish name a more foreign air, did
not pronounce the ch of Bloch like a k, but as in the
German boch.” Here again is poor Saniette, who had a
bubbling in his mouth in speaking, a fault in enuncia-
tion which Proust attributes to a “relic of the innocence
of his early days which he had never lost”—that is to
say, a great measure of primitive goodness. His precious
and pretentious expressions, such as “Is it not curious?
[Est-ce pas curieux que?]” or “singularly [singuliére-
ment]” in the sense of “particularly [particuliére-
ment],” reveal in him further the boldness of the shy
man. Thus the long conversations of the Verdurins,
those of the dinner with Saniette, Brichot, Ski, recall to
our memory certain novels of Max Jacob’s in which the
concierges and the street vendors exchange talk that has
no end and is yet of absorbing interest. The truth being
that the mental and spiritual dispositions of these char-
acters take on bodily form, and are localized, in their
lispings, their pronunciation, the composition of their
vocabulary.

But Proust goes further. As in life itself, where the
slightest thought of other people’s could not pass un-
noticed by this veritable wizard, so, attentive in listen-
ing to Albertine’s conversation, he seized hold in this
way of the tinicst movement of her mobile conscience.
She was fifteen years old when he met her on the beach
at Balbec. When he comes upon her again, she *“had
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ceased to be a mere child.” In fact, she now says, in
thanks for a gift: “I am confused [Je suis con-
fuse] . . .” or, speaking of a girl of somewhat vulgar
stamp: “She has a foot of rouge on her face [Elle a un
pied de rouge sur la figure].” And later on, when she is
the prisoner of the young man, she expresses herself
quite differently. Talking of a political event of which
she disapproves, she says: “I think it frightful [Je
trouve ¢a formidable],” and Proust adds: “I do not
know whether it was about then that she learned, if she
wanted to convey that a book was badly written, to say:
‘It is interesting, but look, it must have been written by
an utter jackass [Clest intéressant, mais par example,
Cest écrit comme par un cochon].’” But he is much
more anxious still when he discovers in her restricted vo-
cabulary expressions which do not come from herself.
At Balbec she used to make use of a certain number of
phrases (such as “C’est un type,” “Je wai pas d’argent d
perdre,” “Je te trouve magnifique”) which Madame
Bontemps, who had brought her up, had taught her.
Thus, “a mother surrenders her own jewels to her
daughter with each successive stage in her growing up.”
But here is Albertine, since the previous summer, say-
ing of someone that he is “fout d fait distingué”; of golf,
*Cest tout & fait une sélection,” or that a certain “laps
de temps” had passed. These are words which Madame
Bontemps could not have bequeathed to her, for they are
words which Madame Bontemps never employs. The
truth is that Albertine, since last year, has made the ac-
quaintance of a young man and has engaged in a lengthy

I53



MARCEL PROUST

flirtation with him. No doubt, then, she will be less re-
bellious to-day against kisses than formerly. And so
when Proust hears the word “distingué,” he is reassured
and comes nearer her; from the word “sélection’” he in-
fers that Albertine’s flirtation must have been a very
free one, and clasps her; and finally, with the expression
that follows, “laps de temps,” he embraces her. It is a
method of interpretation which might profitably be
used in judicial procedure. By a confrontation of the
expressions of the accused and the family of the victim,
the juge d’instruction would be able to tell whether they
were known to each other. The police at present apply
only material procedures, finger-prints, bodily measure-
ments. If it had recourse equally to psychological analy-
sis, they would no doubt be less negligent.

Later, when Proust is to experience an agonizing pas-
sion for Albertine, every word of her conversation im-
ported from without, every “alluvial addition originat-
ing in soils formerly unknown to her,” will, in contrast
with the preceding scene, cause him the most terrible
suffering. Jealous and complex, as he was in life itself,
he will then study with minute care the words the
girl uses, and especially those of the least significance.
Albertine, he will tell us, “used to say, speaking of any-
thing at all: ‘Is that true? Really? [C’est vrai? c’est bien
vrai?]’ ”—a locution corresponding to the “isn’t it?”
which crops up continually in English conversation. In
a similar sense Odette de Crécy used to say: “Is it really
true, all this nonsense?” and then the formula is ex-
plained as coming from “a stupid commonplaceness of
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mind of 2 woman.” But such is not the sense of Alber-
tine’s “C’est vrai,” for the girl accompanies it with a
look of sincere interrogation which she manifestly would
not have if the formula were only a piece of mechanical
politeness. So then Proust envisages a second possible
solution: could Albertine be so distracted that she had
need of continual confirmation of the smallest observa-
tions of fact? (When she was told: “It’s an hour since
we set off,” she asked: “Is that true?”’) But Proust ob-
serves that her questioning interjection is accompanied
at the same time by a slightly coquettish pout. And
henceforward, abandoning the second solution, he finds
“at last the true solution of this formula. It seemed
rather as if these words, from the time when Albertine
became of a marriageable age, had been answers to:
“You know, I have never known anyone so pretty as you
are,” or “You know, I’'m very much in love with you’
—affirmations to which these interjections—Is that
true? Really?’—answered with a modest consenting co-
quetry, and they were no longer of any use to Alber-
tine with me but to answer with a question to an affir-
mation, such as “You have been dozing far more than an
hour’—'Is that true?’”

It is in this way that the analysis of “certain modes of
speech of Albertine’s made me suppose—I do not know
why—that she must in her short life have received a
great many compliments, a great many avowals, and
have received them with pleasure, with sensuality.” That
“I do not know why,” placed in his quotation between
dashes by Proust, is doubtless modesty on his part, as
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he devotes a page to finding out exactly why. But I am
not anxious in my turn to analyse this “I do not know
why,” after this unprecedented analysis where Proust,
tortured by jealousy, leads us as far into the interior of
a consciousness as it is possible to go.




PART THREE

THE UNIVERSE OF MARCEL PROUST






CHAPTER 1
THE SALONS

HE first groping classification of general opinion,
as irresistible as the legacies of heredity, had placed
Marcel Proust in the category of “society” writers. His
articles for the Figaro, as we have said, gave him the
reputation of a2 mere frequenter of social functions. And
the crowding names of Princess This and Duchess of
That which he strings together in any of his books had
still further confirmed his reputation for snobbery.
Snobbery? When Rastignac, twenty years of age,
stands on the summit of the Butte and sweeps all Paris
with his glance and vows inwardly to conquer this, the
most elegant capital of the world, is he a sn0b? Drawing-
rooms are to him the battle-field of the fiercest pas-
sions. Old Pére Goriot has just died, and the same eve-
ning his daughters, to earn their gowns, have gone to
dancé in the drawing-room of the Baron de Nuncingen.
And these people claim to be civilized? The young man
quivers. He will be stronger than they, the prime nginis-
ter of the king. First and foremost he is 2 man of ambi-
tion. Ambitious likewise is Julien Sorel, the peasant, the
son of peasants, who longs to marry Mathilde de la
Mole. The world of fashion appears to him as the do-
main of hypocrisy; he is familiar with its mechanism
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and he -will vanquish it; but he will end under the
knife of the guillotine!

What is this monde, this world of fashion, in the eyes
of Marcel Proust? A distant country, with its frontiers
barred and its passports hard to obtain. From his child-
hood he has heard speak of one of the inhabitants of this
marvellous country, the Duchesse de Guermantes. He
imagines her as beautiful as a fairy creature. One day
he catches sight of her at a distance in the church at
Combray, and does not understand that she is a crea-
ture of flesh and blood like the commonalty of mortals.
Willingly the child, when taking a walk with his father,
leads him round by “the Guermantes’ way.” Along-
side the road flows the cool stream of the Vivonne, and
on its banks he finds expanses of nenuphars, of white
water-lilies and buttercups. If the path towards this for-
bidden country is thus beset with enchantments, what
must be the castle itself wherein the duke dwells with
his duchess? As the child cannot go there, he dreams of
it. Up through his memory there surges the history of
France which he has lately been learning. The Guer-
mantes are descended from the great Condé, from Gene-
viéve of Brabant, and their ancestors go right back into
the days of the Merovingians. Already under Charle-
magne they were renowned. ‘

And so henceforward we find the monde associated
in Proust’s mind with the landscapes and the centuries
of history. Round each aristocratic name of which he
hears mention, he creates a poem. This aristocratic so-
ciety is set for him in inaccessible heights, a dream which
continues his own dreams, a pure and free vision which
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he is to cherish intact, until the day when he actually
enters its drawing-rooms.

“Man does not readily resign himself to remain eter-
nally in ignorance of the fundamental truth of things,”
the learned Henri Poincaré has written. And Proust
says: “We are attracted by every life that offers us
something unknown, by a last illusion to be destroyed.”
It is this sentiment which drives men to love (to know a
woman so as to divest her of her mystery); to travel
(to divest a town of the legend of its name) ; to enter
the fashionable world (to remove the prestige that en-
circles aristocratic names). That quality in Proust to
which the name of snobbery has been applied is this
philosophy of desire and disenchantment, the essence of
which is to invest with mystery all that is in our un-
conscious, and which then, brought little by little to the
centre of our ego, into the light of the intelligence, is
thereby stripped of savour and of life.

Desire is a sequence of inevitable deceptions which
we are compelled to experience “in relation to beings, as
at the theatre, in travel, or even in love.” The salons of
the Faubourg Saint-Germain are more alluring to Mar-
cel Proust than Venice or the Berma, Gilberte or the
hawthorns. Before long they will be as naught. The
long contact of Proust with the world of fashion will
be the story of the stripping-off of successive skins.
Little by little, all that is most peculiar to himself, ex-
treme politeness, the subtle grades of salutation, light-
ness of wit, everything, will become commonplace and
void of any power to please. As with someone who has
been loved to distraction and, after the love has passed, is
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no more than a mere anybody, so Proust will come to
see hardly any difference between certain vulgarities of
the Duc and those of the bourgeois, between the flaw-
less speech of Oriane de Guermantes and that of Fran-
goise.

The richer a man’s imagination and sensibility, and
the greater his power to restore on top of the ruins of
shattered mystery a new mystery, the longer will he be
in finally abandoning the objects of his desire, as the
lover who renews himself will prolong his love. Can
Marcel Proust be styled a snob because after the de-
ception which he experienced at the dinner of the Duch-
esse, the salon of the Princesse de Guermantes appeared
none the less in his eyes to be a place of mystery and
glamour? The Prince seemed to be a man for whom
“only highnesses and dukes counted, and who made a
scene at every dinner-party because he did not have the
place at table to which he would have been entitled
under the reign of Louis XIV (a place which, thanks to
his extreme erudition in matters of history and gene-
alogy, he was the only person to know anything
about).” When Proust (or his hero) received an in-
vitation for this evening reception, it is the greatest and
most unexpected event that can possibly happen to him,
so much so that he doubts whether he has been invited
at all. But nevertheless, after an hour of boredom, he
will make haste to escape from this function in order
to rejoin Albertine, who at that moment is his incarna-
tion of mystery.

“It is only imagination and the power of belief which
are competent to differentiate certain objects and cer-
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tain beings from others, and to create an atmosphere.”
Here is the idealistic and subjectivist philosophy which
Proust applies to every form of life. We are going to
accompany Proust into this “world,” to familiarize our-
selves with its peculiar characteristics and its laws; it
is nothing less than the history of the author’s disillusion-
ment.

. . . . . . . .

It was once remarked by a newspaper writer that
Marcel Proust is the best of all professors of snobbery,
and that his novels are, for beginners, excellent manuals
of social strategy. It may be so—if the society of 1895
which they depict had not undergone considerable de-
velopment, if, on the one hand, the Dreyfus affair had
not crystallized the kernel of the Faubourg Saint-
Germain, and if the war of 1914 had not, on the other,
left it utterly worn out.

But fortunately the life of fashion is not envisaged
in Marcel Proust’s books only from the point of view
of history and documentation. What interests us is not
so much to know all the rules ot correct conduct, wh.t
was “done” and what was “not done” in the drawing-
room of those days, but rather to learn the manner in
which these rules were applied, their deeper meaning,
their human’ value. The Proustian study is something
more than the resurrection of an epoch. A generalized
spirit emerges from it, and to grasp this a certain effort
is necessary. Proust’s method of fathoming depth brings
only impressions, but so rich are they in unexpressed
ideas that we shall be able to give exact formulation to
only a few among them.
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Seen under close analysis, the poetic greatness which
enveloped the salons of Proust’s dreams is resolved into
the immeasurable pride of their inhabitants. This world
of the nobility rests in its entirety on a sentiment of
hierarchy, a natural voice which is placed by God in
the depth of our consciousness. But none the less, just
as the sanguinary instincts of mankind are checked by’
the laws of the criminal code, so these stern instincts of
pride and humility, the foundations of the noble class,
are marked and softened down by the rules of polite
conduct.

Just as the primitive clan obeys the law of solidarity,
and the nation of the present day that of patriotism, so
the Faubourg Saint-Germain is given shape and form by
the law of social politeness. It is the first duty that
everyone owes; it is the axiom preliminary to the ten
commandments themselves. Human society says to man:
“Thou shalt not kill.” The society of the Faubourg
Saint-Germain says to him: “Thou shalt honour the law
of politeness.” There are thousands of its articles to be
observed, codified by custom, and accompanied, each
of them, by an abundant jurisprudence. It is as natural
to submit to these as it is to abstain from infringing the
law. The accomplishment of these polite duties does not
enhance the merit of a man of noble birth, for this is
based rather on the choice and the importance of his
connexions.

Some of these articles, which have been transmitted
intact from the days of Louis XIV, are unalterably con-
gealed in the structure of etiquette: as, for instance, the
obligation of presenting to a royal highness, without an
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instant’s delay, any person unknown to him or her in
the drawing-room, and of not leaving the room before
his or ker departure. Just as God is adored in accordance
with traditional rites, so must kings be honoured by
their courts according to rules of a rigorous precision—
and this does not always help to make certain drawing-
rooms very amusing. But fortunately, setting the pro-
cedure with highnesses on one side, the rules of correct
conduct admit of a certain ‘degree of variation and
suppleness. If you are a duke, they consist in making a
bourgeois believe that he is none the less your equal; in
fact, rather more, that you are actually his inferior. On
the part of the latter, they consist in declining to believe
the avalanche of amiable expressions and in protesting.
This play of mutual dupes, when well carried out, is
proof of a good education. Thus, when the young Proust
(or his hero) is presented for the first time to the Prin-
cesse de Parme, he is welcomed by her as an old acquaint-
ance; she invites him to the theatre with her son, and
noticing that the young man is tired, she pushes for-
ward a chair to him with her own hands. “She had not
the slightest knowledge of my family or of myself, but,
sprung herself from the noblest of stocks and possess-
ing the greatest fortune in the world, she was anxious
in her gratitude to the Creator to show her neighbour
that, however poor or humble his extraction, she did not
despise him.”

Amongst the bourgeoisie, on the contrary, the great
fear of everyone is of making too marked an advance
to one’s neighbour, which would be considered a hu-
miliation. A member of the nobility, again, is so fully
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aware of his greatness that, however marked his amia-
bility may be, he cannot stoop towards an inferior; at
the most he will put a little “balm” in his heart. And so
the politeness of the noble is never exaggerated. It is
expressive only of his immense pride. It is no more de-
ceitful than that of the bourgeois. But starting from a.
higher plane, it presupposes so great a distance between
him who accords it and him who receives it that, to
reach the latter, it is necessary to use more amiable
phrases that will travel further. And so at that moment
the two interlocutors have the illusion of being, for
some instants, at the same level. Between them a moat is
filled up, and although of different ranks, they are pro-
visionally allowed to make use of normal relations.

The code of politeness as thus conceived gives us some
explanation of the Marcel Proust of whom we have
spoken, the man fulsome in praise, eager with his com-
pliments and his homage, the Proust who protected him-
self by this excess of formality from the intrusion into
his life of the people surrounding him. The very gener-
osity of his tips was perhaps due to his idea of the dis-
tance that separated him from servants: no sum of
money could ever seem to him sufficient to soften their
sense of humility. It is in this highly individual sense
that a service rendered would never seem to him to be
adequately recompensed.

Of this comedy of politeness the bourgeois will re-
main in ignorance. If a certain duke happens to show
him this cordiality, he will have every confidence in the
duke’s sincerity, and take his cordiality at its face value,
and a few days later he will be astonished to find that he

166



THE SALONS

has not been invited to that reception, at which the duke
after all receives only his peers. Well, it is just because
the duke knew that he could not invite this good bour-
geois, just because he has a very sharp consciousness of
the hierarchy, that he displayed so much gratuitous af-
fability towards this inferior. If the bourgeois had under-
stood, he would have replied with a sincere manifesta-
tion of his humility. So in the end politeness is one of
the outward signs of the pride of the nobility, and one
which characterizes this class.

Another such sign is to be found in the salutation.
It is the first gesture which puts two persons into rela-
tion with each other, two persons often of different
classes, and must give an exact measurement of the dis-
tance that separates them. The salutation which is of
truly capital import, and is so complex, implying like
politeness a certain responsibility, is that of the su-
perior to the inferior. In this class of comedy it is no-
tably the women who have a magnificent degree of skill.
Madame de Courvoisier (and here Proust had in his
mind the Comtesse d’Haussonville) “approached the
head and bust towards you at an angle of forty-five de-
grees more or less, the lower part of the body remaining
immobile. But scarcely had she thus inclined the upper
part of her person towards you, when she drew it back-
wards from the vertical with an abrupt withdrawal of
approximately equal distance. The reversal that followed
neutralized what had seemed to be conceded to you.
. . . The advances made in a first movement were no
more than 2 momentary feint.”

Men, on the other hand, proceed in an inverse way,
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and begin by neutralizing “the amiability which they
proceed for a moment to concede. At first one of the
Guermantes does not seem decided to give you so much
as ‘Good day.’” But when in the end “he had judged
you worthy of meeting himself, his hand, stretched out
towards you at the end of an arm extended to its full
length, had the appearance of presenting you the foil
for some singular combat, and the hand indeed was it-
self at that instant so far distant from the Guermantes
that when he then inclined his head, it was hard to make
out whether it was yourself or his own hand that he was
greeting.” The salutation becomes a kind of duel. This
first attainment of contact between two strangers, under
its civilized externals, is a real drama, until each of the
pair has taken the true place befitting his rank.

Each group, each set, has its own salutation: those of
“lofty stiffness” or of “rapid negligence.” Each separate
person has his own, such as Saint-Loup, whose customary
handshake detaches itself “‘as if in spite of himself at
the moment of his hearing your name . . . without
any participation by his glance, without the reinforce-
ment of a greeting.”

And there are the salutations of those who are re-
ceiving guests and, being obliged to repeat their ac-
tions, strive not to weary themselves out. The Duchesse
de Guermantes expresses her greeting by making “only
her eyes gleam with a flame as of wit”; at parties she
“kindles them for the whole evening.” Or there is Char-
lus, “leaning an elbow on the rail of the balustrade,” re-
plying to the guests who come to greet him “by naming
people by their names,” and calling out very loudly.
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Or there is that very brusque salutation of the duke who
is enraged by being presented to a musician whom he
does not want to know, and runs the risk of “butting
him alarmingly in the stomach.”

It frequently happens, of course, that the impossible
pride of the nobility breaks down the feeble barriers
provided by politeness or salutation. Many among
them, Proust tells us, are so badly educated, and the
civilization of the monde is so scanty! Their grossness
of language, bearing, and conduct, reveals the silent
hostility which was hidden in the relations of the aris-
tocracy with the bourgeoisie; it is then an open warfare
of classes. Every insolence of the noble is a small revolu-
tion. It chases the intruder or the importunate, driven
by the same spirit of revolt as the people, who go down
into the streets and erect barricades. The state of peace,
represented by the rdle of politeness, is abolished. So
precarious, alas, is the state of peace! Instinct is always
bearing it away, and wickedness is left in unbridled tri-
umph.

It may be M. de Charlus recounting horrors concern-
ing Madame de Saint-Euverte, who cannot but hear
him, and ending triumphantly with an infamous coup-
let. Or it may be Madame de Guermantes, exclaiming in
front of Legrandin: “His sister, Madame de Cambremer,
is just as much of a toady as he is, and just as tiresome.”
When these insolences break out between two.men, it
is war; that is to say, the duel. Marcel Proust, extremely
sensitive to what he imagined must be an insult, had
recourse to arms on one occasion and frequently was
on the point of resorting to them. But for the most
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part, if the man of fashion had to reply to every gross-
ness, he would be pacing the drawing-rooms with his
sword in his hand, and playing with it unceasingly. His-
tory has known such epochs. And to-day, on the outer
boulevards, the Parisian apache has so quick a sense of
honour that, for sometimes only a simple gibe, he whips
out his knife.

It is this continual fear of humiliation which has
given so much suffering to certain natures, at once
proud and susceptible, in their incursions into the world
of rank and fashion. Jean-Jacques Rousseau was one
such: he was extremely touchy, he had no turn for rep-
artee, he could not take the rough with the smooth.

As a matter of fact, the world has various methods
of accommodating itself with honour. Madame de
Saint-Euverte makes pretence of not having heard the
diatribes of Charlus, and greets him “as if she were
kneeling before her master,” and without any transition
sets out to invite him to her next evening party. Others
will be anxious at any price to consider an insult as an
innocent and pleasant piece of fun and thus to disarm
their adversary. The “historian of the Fronde,” being
“blackguarded” by the Duc, does not even comprehend
it, blushes, and trembles in every limb. Proust teaches
us that the cowardice of the fashionable is almost with-
out bounds.

For the fact is that this mean-spiritedness is often
necessary to them, to be received as to receive. Be mean,
or be vile, it matters little so long as you have social con-
nexions. Such is the supreme moral law which emerges
here from the Proustian picture. The law of good breed-
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ing is a social law; the noble who violates it is not de-
grading himself any more than is the citizen who de-
frauds the treasury authorities. Be a barbarian or a hog,
no one will think any the worse of you. But for each
drawing-room door you have forced, your value will
have taken on an increase. You are nothing in yourself.
In the consideration of the fashionable, Newton or
Balzac do not exist. You begin to have existence in pro-
portion as you are admitted to participate in the func-
tions of the various salons. And if not one of them is
closed to you at any hour of the day, then you are the
complete man. Look, all the joy and all the drama of
life centre in and around those slips of pasteboard on
which the lady of this house or that who is preparing
for a reception inscribes the list of the guests, lists of
proscription in the eyes of the rejected more frightful
than those of the most tyrannical of governments. And
for a Madame de Saint-Euverte, no doubt, exile or capi-
tal punishment is less terrible than their exclusion from
the elegant drawing-rooms.

In his Apborisms on Wisdom in Life Schopenhauer
speaks of the stupidity of men who are preoccupied to
their dying day with public opinion. “Lecomte, who was
guillotined in Paris for an attempted regicide, was beset
during his trial by one especial regret, that he was not
able to appear in appropriate clothing before the Cham-
ber of Peers, and even at the moment of execution his
great chagrin was that he had not been permitted to
shave himself beforehand. To have death staring you in
the face, and yet to be concerned solely with the effect
that one will produce on the crowd of gaping idlers
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assembled, and the opinion one will leave behind—is not
this a unique example of folly?”

Here similarly the goal of life rests upon exchange of
visits. Bourgeois morality does not intervene upon the
judgment of the salons. A man is free in his private life.
The Duc de Guermantes invites his mistress, Madame
d’Arpajon, to dinner at his house. And Madame d’Arpa-
jon has no better friend than the wife of her lover, in
whom she confides, and under whose roof she groans
every time the Duc “has not come to see her; that is
to say, almost every day.” And the Duchesse de Guer-
mantes in her turn recounts to her friends, without any
reservations, the woes of her husband’s mistress. Vir-
tuous women do not here share any of that repugnance
for those of free behaviour which the most intelligent
women of the bourgeois class display. No doubt a life
of completely scandalous kind is capable of ruining a
woman’s reputation. But in general “there was a pre-
tence of ignoring the fact that the person of the mis-
tress of a house was handled by anyone who wanted to,
so long as the salon remained inviolate.” What makes
a woman lose caste is an absence of severity, not in the
choice of her amorous relationships, but in the choice of
her fashionable relationships; that is, in the composition
of her receptions.

What, then, are the final qualities needful if one is
to receive and be received? First and foremost, one must
have a name—one of those names into which Proust
puts so much poetry and history, so much geography,
so many dreams. But the merit of a title of nobility can
be sustained only when its bearer keeps it in its due
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place, not by accomplishing deeds as glorious as those
of his ancestors, but by eliminating from his receptions
all those whom he must needs consider as his vassals.

Marcel Proust frequently insists on this idea, that one
rates the worth of a salon “according to the persons
whom the mistress of the house excludes, rather than to
those whom she receives.” In this way there is made
clear the negative character of the qualifications for an
exalted position in the monde: a title, but a title sur-
rounded by the void.

Here then is the salon of the Prince and the Princesse
de Guermantes, the ceremonial of which was no doubt
suggested to Proust by that of the Princesse Mathilde.
It is a meeting-place of royal or imperial highnesses.
But a few families of less splendid connexions are ad-
mitted within its enclosures, on account of their im-
mense wealth, or because of a bond of kinship uniting
them to their host and hostess. An almost perfect gran-
deur reigns in the midst of a magnificent ennui. Almost
at the same altitude we have the salon of the Duchesse
de Guermantes, already less circumscribed. In fact, one
can meet there, in the proportion of one in a hundred,
an artist, or a politician, or a favoured amateur, but
without their wives, for their personal merit alone.
This boldness on the part of the master and mistress of
the house is severely criticized by their peers, but ex-
cused by others, who are charmed by the surprise given
them by the intrusion of these strangers. Much lower
down comes the salon of Madame de Villeparisis. In
her youth Madame de Villeparisis has flung her best
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connexions to the winds, and nowadays, so far as per-
sons of elegance are concerned, she receives only the
members of her family, who are obliged to pay her a
visit once during the year. And then the Faubourg
Saint-Germain, which, seen from outside and from
afar, has the appearance of a motionless lake, is really
in a perpetual agitation, traversed by a current rising
up from its bottom, an agitation as violent as the
eddies of a river at its mouth when the tide drives it
back towards its source. One identical desire, that of
gaining entry to the salon ranked above their own, is
the obsession of all these persons of nobility. Nowhere
more than here does the sense of rivalry hold the field,
here among these people who still seem to the bourgeois
to have touched the most exalted heights.

From this seething swarm of passions emerges a life
of great intensity, with fine gradations of movements:
And here once more we can grasp the genius of Marcel
Proust’s art. His descriptions of an afternoon party, a
dinner, a reception, are endowed with an imposing and
static amplitude which must surely give a reader the
impression of heaviness. But in and about all these
studies of polite usage, salutations, grossness, malice and
scorn, amongst these fashionable personages, there passes
so strong a breath of authentic snobbery that all these
beings take on an abrupt animation, just as a machine,
of which we may have first examined the separate and
heavy components, will suddenly, thanks to the bal-
anced forces of its mass, move under the pressure of the
steam into perfect action. Just as some men devote
themselves to art or to business, so here they apply all
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their creative faculties to the completion of their social
relations. A salon is never a finished work; it must al-
ways be made more truly select, and embellished. And
thus a certain measure of the ideal enters into these
existences with their vain goals. The Princess de Parme,
a royal highness, strives to attract to her house the
friends of the Duchesse de Guermantes, intellectuals or
artists, but they decline to go to these evenings of por-
tentous solemnity. When an old lady makes her way
into the salon of Madame de Villeparisis, she immediately
“casts a piercing glance all round the company in order
to pick out any fragment there might be in this salor
which could be made use of for her own; and if such
there were, she would have to discover it for herself,
for Madame de Villeparisis, she had no doubt, would be
spiteful enough to hide it from her.” This “fragment”
turns out to be composed of these two or three cousins
of the great aristocracy, who have only come to Madame
de Villeparisis’s on a visit of obligation. In this way cer-
tain ladies were trying to build up their salons with those
of others, and rivalries came into being, estrangements,
scenes of jealousy.

Applying here as everywhere his methods of fathom-
ing depths, Marcel Proust has discovered in all salons
a kind of subdivision, the coterie, which is for him the
true unit of fashionable society. Below it one can de-
scend no farther. The coterie is 2 small group of per-
sons amongst whom, as a result of long association with
each other, there has arisen “one uniform method of
judging small affairs.” Again, at the same time as he
explores the salons which form the divisions of the aris-
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tocratic world in accordance with the wonted rules of
tradition, the writer penetrates into the clans or sets.
And in the interior of each of these small groupings,
which are bounded, not by the walls of a room, but by
the frontiers of a certain cast of mind, he engages in a
magnificent work of analysis. A striking resemblance is
worthy of notice, as it makes the sureness of his pro-
cedure understood: he will fathom the Guermantes co-
terie and the Courvoisier coterie in the same way as he
does his separate characters. Just as favourite words,
nervous tricks, slips of the tongue, have enabled him
to penetrate to the unconscious self of Swann or of
Albertine, so, thanks also to these, he enters into the
social consciousness of the coterie. In this way, for in-
stance, “Swann and the Princesse de Laumes® had . . .
close analogies in their methods of expression, and even
in pronunciation. . . . They were the same phrases,
the same inflexions, the tone of the Guermantes co-
terie.” Elsewhere, speaking of Madame de Cambremer,
the Princesse de Laumes says: . . . I do not think that
she is a contemporary of mine.” And Proust adds: “This
expression was one common to the Gallardons and the
Guermantes.” But the true characteristic of the social
consciousness of the coteries is, in conformity with the
Bergsonian theory of laughter, their witticisms. It is
from these words of wit that Proust, just as he de-
duces the nature of an individual person from his lan-
guage, extracts the character of the Guermantes co-
terie, starting from the physical aspect of the chief
personages who compose it (“a manner of bearing,

1 Who later becomes the Duchesse de Guermantes.
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walking, saluting”) and working back to their general
ideas: the love which they affect for intelligence, and
their contempt for the titles of nobility.

But these ideas which they are pleased to affirm are
often only the expression of an hypocrisy, unconscious
though it may be. While still an unmarried girl, Oriane
had shown herself somewhat untrammelled in bearing
and manner, making allusions to Tolstoy, and manifest-
ing sympathy with this man whom the aristocracy re-
garded as a great revolutionary. But none the less she
married the Duc de Guermantes, who belonged to one
of the noblest families, and one of great wealth as well.
If Saint-Loup, on the other hand, wanted to act in
conformity with his theories, to work, to marry his
mistress, it was said that this was dangerous behaviour.
Yet, though the Guermantes set claims to worship noth-
ing but intelligence, it still does not go so far as to
invite at random the artists or intellectuals of repute;
it contents itself with making a severe selection, admit-
ting those from amony them who are well-born enough
to figure in a salon, but, on the other hand, it excludes
from its connexions the Courvoisiers, for example, for,
in spite of their noble title, they are such stupid crea-
tures that they are not far from imagining that to be
intelligent is probably much the same as “having mur-
dered one’s father and mother.”

But above all, stagting from the witty word to fathom
the depths of the Guermantes coterie, Marcel Proust
comes once more to the spirit. The fact is that intelli-
gence, as the Guermantes conceive it, consists in speak-
ing of serious subjects, not seriously, but with “charm,”
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“simplicity,” and “tact.” Intelligence, at the most, can
exercise its critical spirit on persons and on things, and
try to express it as precisely as possible with words of
wit. It seems as if the study Proust is making of the
Guermantes coterie extends beyond the individual case,
and can be applied in general to the monde, as opposed .
to the bourgeoisie. In the set of Madame Verdurin, one
Brichot, a professor at the Collége de France, and one
Cottard, professor of the Faculty of Medicine, carry on
a dogmatic discussion of the great question of the day.
But in the monde this pedantry is considered as show-
ing insufferable lack of good breeding and reserve.
And no doubt this spirit is full of grace, and the say-
ings of Oriane, which in her circle are called “very in-
telligent,” are sometimes extremely witty. They even
take on an extraordinary importance, as the Duc de
Guermantes spends his time in stimulating them in his
wife or in making her repeat them in the new salon
which she frequents. And these phrases and witticisms
are subsequently hawked round from mouth to mouth.
« T don’t know,’ declared Oriane, ‘whether M. Ester-
hazy is worth much more than [Dreyfus], but he has a
quite different style in the mode of turning phrases,
a different colour. It cannot be very pleasant for the
partisans of M. Dreyfus. What a pity they cannot
change their innocent victim! . . .” ‘You have heard
Oriane’s remark?’ asked the Duc greedily.” And in the
Guermantes coterie the members present immediately
change countenance, assume for the moment an ex-
pression of tragic stupefaction, while a heavy silence
descends. At last, with an effort, one of them finds his
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voice just enough to remark: “Admirable!” in colour-
less stones. Oriane’s remark is admirable! From that mo-
ment it circulates from set to set, from the present
salon to the salon immediately below it on the scale. “It
was still being eaten cold the next day at luncheon
among intimates invited for that, and during the week
it turned up again under a variety of sauces.” It is like-
wise from this same spirit that there proceeds the taste
of Oriane, and of the fashionable world in general, for
“imitations,” caricatures of men under the form of
tableaux vivants, the instability of Oriane’s judgments,
her paradoxes, the perpetual contradiction of her opin-
ions, of her humour, her sudden infatuation for a man
or an art; in a word, a delightfully superficial aspect
of intelligence.

There can be no doubt that Marcel Proust was intoxi-
cated by it. We have mentioned the gift he had of talk-
ing in the style of “Count Robert.” In the Guermantes
coterie he has left all the fascination, the joy of giving
pleasure, the pleasures he tasted in the years of his fash-
ionable youth. In his childhood he had magnified the
names of noble families with a kind of poetry, and this
poetry was not yet to fade away immediately into thin
air. At first he was only amused by the early discoveries
beneath the veil, the pride, the brutality, the lust of
advancement, the spirit of hierarchy that inspired the
suzerain chiefs of the Faubourg Saint-Germain.

He left these evenings in a state of excitation not un-
like that produced by wine or liqueurs. Life, with all its
plans and all its loves, seemed to him to be made easier.
For the monde by its external agitation infused him
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with a sense of movement which animated him in his
turn, and gave him a fallacious exaltation. The pro-
fusion of words which Madame de Guermantes be-
stowed on him, attributable to idleness, makes him be-
lieve in some degree of affection on her part. But he
soon realizes the extent of his illusion. True exaltation
is a joy, “that which liberates the life of creators,” that
which springs from experiencing the hospitality of our
unconscious, so rich, so truly rich, in memories and
impressions, and allowing us to draw near to reality
itself. And suddenly he feels himself divorced from his
true nature by the world of fashion. His inward life
was unable to wake, during these hours of social ac-
tivity, and “I was an inhabitant,” he said, “of my epi-
dermis, my well-trimmed hair, my shirt-front; that
is to say, I could feel nothing of what this life of pleas-
ure held for me.”

The poetry of names had vanished. And he under-
stood that all the fashionable crowd were terribly insig-
nificant, and that those who were gifted with my intel-
ligence renounced its use almost completely, except for
a certain wit, one of its most seductive forms perhaps,
but how narrowly, how poorly circumscribed! The pro-
fessional workers, physicians, painters, artists, have one
and all had to make real renunciation of themselves from
the day they entered this life of the coterie. And Proust,
revolted by the idea of sacrificing his most precious at-
tribute, his art, abandoned the people of fashion. He
may see them again, he may continue to be passionately
interested in them, but none the less he is henceforth
separated from them.
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. . . . . . . .

From the salons he is separated by all the space of
time stretching between Les Plaisirs et les jours and his
main work. And with what eyes he sees them now!
Doubtless he had remarked the inconceivable pride of
the nobility as deriving from the sense of their hier-
archy. But, in the first place, are they not very often
ignorant of their own rank? A Madame de Cambremer,
of course, like so many ladies of bourgeois stock intro-
duced into the body of the aristocracy, imagines that
her parents-in-law, small provincial landowners, are
“the most brilliant people in France.” But the Duc him-
self, and very often his equals, are only poorly ac-
quainted with their genealogy, often though they may
speak of it.

Apart from questions of rank, sometimes the only
ones they know, and the subject of many conversations,
what limits are there to the usual ignorance of the fash-
ionable monde! Proust had not much frequented such
coteries as that of the Courvoisiers (in the background
in his book), which is closed against every innovation,
every fineness of feeling, every flash of imagination,
and does not even comprehend the play of wit. It is
true that in them all Proust observes just such an ab-
sence of culture. When Oriane makes a play upon words
about Taquin and Tarquin the Proud (meaning Char-
lus), the Duc feels«obliged to explain to the company
that Tarquin was a king of ancient times who—and so
forth. But on other occasions the Duc himself is still
more ignorant. What touches Proust more closely, how-
ever, is “to reflect on what an absolute void of true
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taste the artistic judgment of the world of fashion is
based, a judgment so arbitrary that the veriest trifle can
make it reach the most pitiful absurdities, on the path
to which it encounters no genuinely felt impression
which will check it.” No doubt it was the fashion about
1895 to perform saynéfes or sonatas at the afternoon.
parties given by the Mesdames de Villeparisis! But the
only works of any worth were given, by chance per-
haps, like the unpublished quartet of Vinteuil, in the
bourgeois set of the Verdurins. It is ridiculous, on the
part of the journalists and fashionable chroniclers, to
criticize the occasional alliance of art and fashion, the
fleeting utility which a literary or artistic snobbery may
possess; and no less ridiculous to deem the world of
fashion capable of grasping the rdle of utility which it
is occasionally brought to play without being aware
of it. It will suffice to hear this same Madame de Ville-
parisis talking of Balzac or of Victor Hugo—both of
whom she knew in her youth—calling them by their
Christian names, but finding not one word to say of
them except, of the one, that he was lacking in tact, and
of the other, that he had a red handkerchief. And if she
discusses the ideas of Hugo, she will still go on consider-
ing him, even nowadays, as a revolutionary. The ma-
jority of these women have never advanced beyond
romanticism. And Madame de Guermantes, who has
the finest masterpieces of Elstir in her drawing-room—
the finest Monets, that is to say—will remark in her ap-
preciation of them: “Finely observed—amusing—Pari-
sian—and then one passes on!”

Face to face with such ignorance, what a poor sort
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of pride is this pride of name! And what excuse can
there be for the attitude of all these persons of nobility,
for their impertinence, often enough for their in-
capacity for self-respect even among equals, for that
kind of veiled malice which shocks Marcel Proust’s great
goodness of heart, his goodness that reaches even to gen-
erosity, humility, and mysticism?

Even in the presence of death their frequent egoism
remains invulnerable, and the care of their immediate
pleasure yields to no force of circumstance. No doubt
they respect etiquette with the utmost punctilio, and
their name appears “in the fashionable intelligence of
the Gaulois, on account of the prodigious number of
funerals at which they would have found it culpable
not to have their names inscribed”; but in one of the
Guermantes, “touching in his kindness and revolting
in his hardness, the slave of the most minute obligations
and absolved from the most sacred understandings,” one
finds the scruples of conscience transported “from the
realm of affection and reality to questions of pure
form.” From the particular insensibility of a Duc de
Guermantes Marcel Proust has extracted the greatest
prodigies of his moral effects, and scenes of comedy
which, in their cruelty and their violence, attain the
deepest levels of Shakespearean irony. Thus, the Duc de
Guermantes, knowing that his cousin, gravely ill, will
not survive the night, but anxious at any cost not to
miss a ball to which he is invited with his wife, man-
ages to obtain news of his state before dinner, and from
that moment, when his cousin was still alive, is anxious
that no one should speak to him of the illness, that no
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one should manage to alarm him, or prevent him from
going out: to such an extent that in the end he is
found declaring with his own lips that his cousin, now
in his agony, is decidedly getting on much better, very
much better.

This scene, as frequently happens in Proust, is taken
up again later, as he moves, in accordance with his un-
ceasing search, still further towards the basis of things,
if it be possible, enlarging the scope of its comic sense
with regard to the death of Swann shortly before he
disappears. Elsewhere as well, amongst the Verdurins,
Proust shows us this monstrous indifference, which
seems to set the world of fashion in his mind finally,
not at the top, but at the bottom rung of the social
ladder, on the same level as valets and domestics.

Moreover, both of these are equally human to him.
The first impression that strikes Swann in the monde
(and here Swann merges with the figure of the author
himself) is the number of servants he comes across at
Madame de Saint-Euverte’s party. For a long time be-
fore he enters into the monde itself, he is traversing
another monde, no less extensive and powerful, a coun-
terpart of the other. For there are the footmen who
welcome the arriving guests in the street, like gardeners
“drawn up at the appoaches to their flower-beds,” and
there is *“the scattered pack, magnificent and idle-
handed, of the tall flunkeys” in the cloak-room, who
show the members of the nobility “contempt” for their
persons and “every consideration” for their hats. Then,
all along the magnificent staircase, “on one side and the
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other, at different heights . . .” are a door-keeper, a
major-domo, a house-steward, each in his “dazzling liv-
ery.” Here again is the enormous suisse who strikes “the
tiles with his staff at the passage of each of the guests”;
here the valets, “sitting like notaries,” who put down the
name of every arrival; and here at last the “chain-hung
steward” who opens the doors of the drawing-rooms as
if “handing over the keys of a city.”

Throughout the progress of this interminable jour-
ney, more extended than that which he is to make in the
monde itself, Proust can already foresee all the vanity
of the latter. Moreover, as soon as the doors are once
passed, he finds “in opposition to the spectacle of the
servants . . . the sense of masculine ugliness,” and at
the same time that foolish affectation the symbol of
which is discovered by the author in all those monocles,
then so fashionable, of M. de Bréauté, of the Marquis de
Forestelle, of M. de Saint-Candé. It is by the fullness of
his painting of the world of the “below-stairs” that
Proust, more perhaps than any moralist, after holding
up all the glittering lures of the monde before our eyes,
lets us see its hollowness. Everywhere, beside or in the
midst of the description of a reception, of a sparkling
and sumptuous dinner, the author sets a parallel descrip-
tion of the kitchen, like a caricature side by side with a
portrait, or Sancho Panza alongside Don Quixote, but
without ever diminishing the value of the first. In this
way, indeed, it often happens that the imitation is su-
perior to the original. Here are these cooks and ladies’
maids and head butlers who, in speaking of their master,
say “we,” or in addressing the servants of another house,
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and referring to its master, say “yox”; they are imbued
through and through with the same passions as are
those whom they serve—pride, baseness, insolence,
the feeling of hierarchy; and they are envisaged by
Proust from a human point of view, and set on the
same level as the Duc de Guermantes or the Cour-
voisiers. .

There is nobody, perhaps, who has entered so deeply
into the inmost mind of the servant. Frangoise, along
with Charlus, is probably the most successfully created
character of the whole book. Until the present, servants
have never been independently studied with this splen-
didly complete disinterestedness from any object-lesson
or thesis. They have always been used either as mechan-
ical aids in the development and dénouement of a piece
(the confidants of the theatre), or for a contrast of ef-
fect (as Iago with Othello), or through their agency to
attack the established code of society (as in Le Mariage
de Figaro or Mirbeaw’s Le Jowrnal d’une femme de
chambre), or as symbols of devotion or poverty of life
(as in Un Caeur simple). But Frangoise lives by herself.
Proust has pierced right into her soul, “almost animal
in its quality of watch-dog,” devoted to her mistress,
surly towards strangers, proud of her master’s wealth,
but sorely upset because they have not a motor-car to
make some display, and finding in them “the share of
contentment which was indispensable to her life”—and
at the same time, thanks to that state of “symbiosis”
that makes her live in the intimacy of her masters, she
knows them so thoroughly that, love them though she
does, her bearing towards them is hostile, contrary, peev-

186



THE SALONS

ish, not hiding her hatred of Albertine, the stranger,
and expressing her contempt by silence.

And there once more, just as the writer explores the
consciousness of a coterie or a character through their
words, so he studies Frangoise through her highly char-
acteristic conversation, and is able to report that her
language, if fathomed aright, will reveal the same funda-
mental characteristics as the speech of the Duc or the
Duchesse, apparently so highly refined.

The psychology of the servants is closely akin to that
of the members of the nobility. There is a deficiency of
culture in one class as much as in the other. No doubt,
while the ignorance of the Duc is principally due to
the absence of culture, that of Francgoise can be attrib-
uted mainly to disregard of grammar. Her errors of
speech depend above all, like the fables which Plato be-
lieved in, on a false conception of the world and on pre-
conceived ideas. Thus, properly interperted, the long
chattering with the maitre d’hétel, during that taboo
hour that follows on the meals, when the masters have
not the right to disturb their servants, instructs us in
the limited and absurd philosophy of Frangoise: “All
that could very well change,” grumbled the maitre
d’hétel, “the workers must make war on Canada, and
the minister said to monsieur the other day that for
that he has received two hundred thousand francs pay-
ment!” And Francoise answered him with no astonish-
ment, but meeting him with her somewhat narrow
fatalism: “So long as the world’s what it is, look you,
there will be masters to send you trotting, and servants
to do their bidding.”
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In another direction Frangoise made use of a whole
category of expressions of the utmost purity, which
came to her intact from the little corner of France
where she had her origins. She would say “faire réponse”
like Madame de Sévigné, or “Antoine with his Antoin-
esse,” creating the feminine form with an unconscious
recollection of chanoine and chanoinesse. Or again, “‘she
used the verb plaindre in the same sense as La Bruyére
does,” in the sense of fo be sparing. And Proust: “From
Francoise I had learnt, from the age of five, that one
does not speak of the Tarn but the Tar, not of Béarn,
but of Béar, and the result was that at twenty, when 1
went into society, I did not have to learn that one must
not say, as Madame Bontemps did: “‘Madame de Béarn.” ”
These expressions of the country-side he finds again, like-
wise drowned in surrounding floods of errors, in the
mouth of the Duchesse de Guermantes, herself with a
touch of the peasant woman in her, and proud of being
so too, and, like Francoise, having her roots in a region
essentially French, where the classic tongue has been pre-
served intact. . . . And thus, in the great lady as in
the servant woman, we find the same conversation of
the past.

Let us note further that this tradition only barely
survives. One day Proust hears Frangoise exclaim: “Je
vais me cavaler presto!” And it turns out that the old
servant has brought in her daughter to help her, who,
considering herself “up to date,” has picked up the
Parisian argot. And so, in the same way that we saw
the speech of Albertine modified by her flirtations with
different young men, so “the influence of her daughter
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was beginning to altar the vocabulary of Frangoise a
little. Thus do all the modes of speech lose their purity
through the assumption of new terms.”

We see, then, running through the different social
classes, certain aspects of human nature, ignorance and
stupidity, tradition, fatalism, and vanity, linking up
persons who are far removed from each other. The
Faubourg Saint-Germain is no longer that barred and
distant country of the writer’s childhood’s dreams. It
is a2 world that is in its essence relative, little different,
in spite of appearances, from the world of the bour-
geoisie, and even less from that of the common people.
When M. de Norpois, the ambassador, converses with
the Prince of Faffenheim, this dialogue of diplomats
seems to offer Proust a great many analogies with a
conversation of a couple of apaches. And in the end,
when the hero, in the Champs Elysées, goes into the
famous chalet de nécessité, its old woman guardian talks
to him of her clientele, of the uncleanly people whom
she is obliged to exclude, of her faithful regular cus-
tomers, of the selection that she makes among those
whom she receives—all in the same tone as the Marquise
de Villeparisis. Into a name we can place all the renown
of history, and the expanses of land behind the name,
but words make all men appear as on one and the same
plane.
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CHAPTER II

SODOM AND GOMORRAH: THE INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIETY

MONGST the coteries that make up the world of

the bourgeoisie and the nobility, there is one of
which Marcel Proust has sounded and studied the depth,
in the same way, for instance, as he has the coterie of
the Guermantes: it is that formed to-day by the de-
scendants of the dispersed populations of Sodom and
Gomorrah.

“I am obeying,” wrote the author to Louis de Robert,
“a general truth, which forbids me to think of friends
who are sympathetic any more than of those who are
antipathetic: the favour of sadists ' when my book has
appeared will afflict me as a man; it could not modify
the conditions under which I make trial of the truth,
conditions which are in no way chosen by my caprice.”
How could one find a nobler expression of the sentiment
which inspired and obliged him to depict these two
accursed cities? Just as his characters impose themselves
on him, just as he did not think himself free to make
them act according to his own fancy, so he saw the
society which he was bringing back to life as necessarily
composed of a certain number of groups, and, unless he
was to act the traitor to his own conscience, to touch

1 And, in general, of all amateurs of pornography.
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up and falsify the vision -created in him by external
reality, he felt constrained to make them all take part
in his novel. The courage of the artist thus carrying
out his duty was not inferior to any other heroism. He
knew, as we have seen in our examination of his life,
that he was running the risk of losing “applause, decora-
tions, honours, the entrée to fashionable houses.”* If
he exposed only so much as his project in conversation
to a friend, the latter would in alarm have hurried to
shut the door, as if he had to listen to the story of some
crime.® Marcel Proust is probably the first of the great
French men of letters to penetrate the tragic gates of
the flaming Sodom.

Every time, doubtless, that a writer of stature, at
no matter what epoch of history, has cast his glance
round the general structure of the society of his time,
he has been struck by the red glow cast upon the sky
from the fires that consumed that city. Saint-Simon, in
his Memoirs of the court of Louis XIV, frankly faces
the question on several occasions, in connexion with
Monsieur, the brother of the King, or with the Elector
Palatine, but drops it at once. In his Comédie humaine,
less in La Belle aux yeux d’or than in Les Illusions per-
dues, and principally in his Grandeur et misére des
courtisanes, Balzac stages this terrible passion with
Lucien de Rubempré in the monde and with Vautrin
in the prison. But the reactionary morality of Louis-
Philippe forces the writer, respectful of the established

2 André Gide.
8 Cf. “Quelques instantanés de Proust.” Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, January
1st, 1923.
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powers, to treat of his subject in covert phrases, pru-
dently submitting it to his own preventive censorship.
Emile Zola, in tracing the history of the Rougon-
Macquarts, was attracted by “the great social and psy-
chological interest” of this problem. “I have sought in
vain,” he wrote to his friend Dr. Laupts, “for a form.
in which to present it to the public, and this has made
me in the end abandon the project.—At the time, I
was passing through the most trying hours of my liter-
ary battle, and the critics were every day treating me
as a criminal capable of every vice and every form of
debauch: 1 should have been duly condemned. And
what an outery if I had allowed myself to say that
there is no subject more serious. . . .”*

Marcel Proust braved the clamour. And thanks to
his genius, the critics have not protested: they content
themselves with organizing round this part of his work
a sort of passive resistance or non-co-operation. A
certain journalist, the first to discover the worth of the
writer, declared: “It is horrible! A whole book on this
subject! I cannot speak of it.”®

Nevertheless, this conspiracy of silence gives token

4] ought to mention here M. Francis Carco’s novel Jesus la Caille, the
only novel of any worth, so far as I am aware, before Marcel Proust, to
paint the picture of Sodom. A fragmentary picture, however, the author
having travelled only through those quarters in Sodom which correspond
to the Montmartre of Paris. This little book, which ought to meet with
much success, has a great measure of touching sincerity and unapproach-
able freshness, proving that from such a subject it is possible to draw
the purest tones.

5In the article following the appearance of Sodome ¢t Gomorrhe the
critic did not conceal his satisfaction at being relieved from a great appre-
hension: “Fortunately,” he remarked, “the whole book does not deal with
this subject. . . .’
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of the most flagrant literary incomprehension. How is
it that criticism has not yet learned that whenever a
writer discloses a new subject of study, conventional
morality must necessarily take fright; that whenever
he enters an unexplored domain, he is regarded as one
committing a sacrilege? But all the same it is a necessary
quality of art to encroach continually on those parts
of life which are not yet subject to it, and even to create
new modes of life. Before the younger Dumas studied
the modern courtesan, or Flaubert the adulterous wife,
these were certainly to be found in real life, but they
did not exist in the way that they did when art had
once revealed them and made them lasting. But the
taste of the crowd is characterized by its horror of all
art giving it the illusion of life being presented in its
most profound reality—that is to say, a horror of the
very aim and object of art. And faced with a Marcel
Proust, widening the frontiers of literary explorations,
bringing into the pages of his book a passion which
hitherto has rebelled against submission to artistic form,
is criticism, far from keeping silence, not in duty bound
to draw the attention of the public to this effort?
And there is more. If a critic has resigned himself to
writing articles “suitable for young persons,” he can in
case of necessity skip one or two scabrous episodes in
a2 book and justify his omission. But this free-and-easy
procedure cannot be applied to the work of Marcel
Proust. The writer has not just conjured up these scrip-
tural cities in one or two chapters. No, in accordance
with his customary mode of composition, he takes up
the subject again and again throughout the whole length
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of his work, raising it sometimes to a tone of lyrical
and romantic invocation, as in the opening pages of
Sodome et Gomorrbe, or reducing it to the tone of the
drawing-room comedy, of the saynéte, as Proust said.
All the participants in the action of the novel seem
to be grouped round the principal character (after the
narrator, or “I,” that is), round the Baron de Charlus,
the hero of Sodom. As for the other inverts, the author
having met them in the most widely different circles,
in the drawing-rooms of the Faubourg Saint-Germain
no less than in its kitchens, in the families of the bour-
geoisie or those of the Jews, he is led to mention them
in different parts of his book. From the very beginning,
in Du c6té de chez Swann, he repeatedly alludes to the
subject, though almost imperceptibly to the reader.’
And continually he will take it up again, in frescoes, for
fresh observation, and, like his other main themes, the
present one is indissolubly joined up with the substance
of his work.

This arbitrary silence on the part of the critics is
all the more absurd because it is in Sodom and Gomor-
rah that Marcel Proust has made his most important
explorations. “Emotion is further augmented,” wrote
Proust on the subject of Baudelaire, “when one learns
that these ‘condemned’ pieces were not here merely on
the same footing as the others, but that, in Baudelaire’s
eyes, they were to such an extent the central key-pieces
that he was anxious at first to call the whole volume,

8 “Charlus regretted his wife very deeply,” declares Madame de Guer-
mantes, in all innocence, “but like a cousin, like a grandmother, like a
sister. True, they were two saints, which makes the mourning rather
special.” Du cité de chex Swann.
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not Fleurs du mal, but Les Lesbiennes.” In the same
way Proust thought of entitling his work Sodome et
Gomorrbe, instead of A la recherche du temps perdu.
How was he able to interest himself so particularly in
this subject, and to wish to give its name as title to
the whole novel? This question, which Proust put with
regard to Baudelaire, we are asking now with regard
to Proust.

“That [which the sexual inverts] call their love (and
to which, out of a social sense, playing on the word,
they have annexed all that poetry, painting, music,
chivalry, and asceticism have been able to add to love)
flows, not from an ideal of beauty which they have
chosen, but from an incurable malady.” This quotation
contains practically the whole of Marcel Proust’s
thoughts upon this vexatious problem.

For Marcel Proust inversion is a pathological fact
which from this point of view concerns principally, and
even solely, physicians and psychiatrists: a pathological,
physiological, and neurological fact, which in no way
affects the general psychology of the individual. The in-
vert’s passion is the same as that of the normal man, in
the sense that it dashes itself, like every other amorous
passion, against the rocks of anxiety and jealousy, that
it is submitted to the tormenting force of crystallization,
that it is familiar with eternal vows that acknowledge
no to-morrow, with the yielding up of self to the point
of sacrifice, the bewilderment and ephemerality of all
the movements of the conscience. But the invert, more
luckless than mankind in general, and set under a curse
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by society, is obliged to defend himself against it, to
conceal his dearest, his deepest, his most moving aspira-
tions, and to struggle in hypocrisy, far more than other
men, to achieve his happiness. Marcel Proust, in his per-
petual searching of the pleasures of life, encountered
a certain group of hapless individuals. What brought
him to measure the impression they left on him was that
he felt in them, under a form at once exacerbated and
highly intensified, the desire to find whole-hearted joy:
that he felt their fettered impulses, that he felt, chief
of all, their love. He saw in them the age-old struggle
of the individual against society. Apart from the ob-
stacles which a man finds within himself, when he wants
to affirm himself, to seek his own happiness—such as
his incapacity to come out of himself, to hold and fix
an emotion of happiness—we find society adding all
kinds of hindrances. And these overwhelm the invert
more especially. Proust thus comes to regard him as
the symbolic victim of society. This conception of sexual
inversion is at all points in direct opposition to that of
the writers who have made allusion to the topic.

Many poets, no doubt, heedless of reality and letting
their voices sing within themselves, have been unable to
resign themselves to the belief that a passion which gave
birth to sentiments of tenderness as pure and disinter-
ested as those of Romeo or of des Grieux found its ori-
gins in an involuntary malady of the brain. These poets,
imagining that they were studying inversion, have actu-
ally only been speaking of neighbouring and kindred
passions, which are capable of being confounded with it
and being substituted for it in their minds and in litera-
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ture. Some, concealing their subject under the cloak
of symbols, evoke only a heavy and troubled atmosphere.
They make allusion to debauches, which they wrap
about with the perilous veil of beauty. And they are
haunted, these writers, by vice, a sumptuous vice, a
magnificent nightmare, the fruit of the tree of good
and evil, which serves to enrich the monotony of life.
Immorality in their eyes is one of the essential motives
of art. Others, again, seek to idealize it through =sthetics
and through ethics. They celebrate friendship, the affec-
tion of the master-protector for his disciple, the
strength of the masculine body in the gymnasium or
beneath the portico, the marvellous characteristics of
the adolescent, who is at once the ultimate beauty and
the ultimate good.

They draw analogies with antiquity. But in those
times all forms of love which had not the continuance
of the race as their object were placed on one and the
same level, stripped of the mystical, moral, and practical
complications which Christianity and our business-like
civilization have incorporated with love. For love then
was a simple and natural gesture, and in that different
state of opinion the idealization of Sodom could be un-
derstood. But “for nineteen hundred years now . . .
all the customary homosexuality of the youths of Plato
and the shepherds of Virgil has vanished. There survives
only an involuntary homosexuality, that which is con-
cealed from others and travestied even by its representa-
tives.” To celebrate inversion as a passion chosen by man
of his own free will, from a taste for beauty, friendship,
or the masculine intelligence, is an absurdity. Only a
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few men of genius, great enough and frank-minded
enough to live above their own times, in a younger and
fresher world, can rise to a superhuman and sublime
friendship. The others confound their “mania” with
friendship, which, says Proust, “has not the slightest
resemblance to it.”

Thus it is clear that this passion could not be the ex-
pression either of an ideal of beauty, or of an ideal of
satanic debauchery: that would imply that it was an act
of volition. It is a malady with social consequences. The
writer does not naively try to raise this passion above
its proper level. He observed his characters. He sees nerv-
ous “involuntaries” set in the midst of a society which
carries a scourge for them. And he adds: “For the in-
vert, vice begins, not when he engages in relations (for
too many reasons can command them), but when he
takes his pleasure with women.” And Proust tells us that
“some of them, if one surprises them still in bed in the
morning, display an admirable woman’s head, so much
is the expression general and so much does it symbolize
the whole sex.” Here the writer, penetrating into one of
the most troubling mysteries of nature, sets out several
questions, though not answering them; they are ques-
tions which are doubtless familiar, but their terms are
so perfectly thrown into the light by him that, under
his pen, they take on an aspect of tragedy which shakes
the firm stance of reason. He is astonished at the way in
which, among the men-women, the sexual instinct leads
by such certain paths towards a sex opposed to their own
—that is to say, towards other men—and triumphs over
the aberrations which might drag reason and the social
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constraints headlong away. “One has but to look at
this curly head of hair on the white pillow to understand
that if, in the evening, this youth slips from between
his parents’ fingers, in spite of them, in spite of himself,
it will not be to go and find women. . . .”

Proust is thus brought to comparing this passion with
certain forms of madness. During a whole conversation
the madman in our presence may easily appear to be
quite normal, and it is just at the moment of parting
that, all of a sudden, he will reveal his madness to us.
Similarly, the inverts are just like other men—until the
moment when the veil suddenly falls from their fatal
love. At the Prince de Guermantes’ reception, the au-
thor takes a cross-section of the drawing-room: in the
remotest corner of the room Charlus, in the middle of a
group of his friends, is freely exchanging with them, in
their esoteric language, remarks about the manservants
and footmen of the hotels or clubs that they frequent.
—Another problem: whence comes it that an insignifi-
cant physiological flaw, like an invisible bump on the
skull, takes outward manifestation in gestures, in laugh-
ter, so effeminate that they seem nothing short of the
signs of a madness? How is it that this beginning of
hermaphroditism, limited to the development of the
haunches and the whiteness of the skin, is often, among
the persons affected by it, the mark of a pronounced
taste for the arts? A taste, it is true, supported on the
false literary idealism that we have explained, but one
capable in spite of everything of producing astonishing
works.

Certain moral or philosophic theories, no doubt, at-
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tempt explanations of this mystery of physiology. In the
Sym posium Plato speaks of “androgynes.” Schopenhauer
thinks that inversion is a provision of nature in order
to sterilize unions in which the old man or the extreme
youth, if they were to procreate, would no longer be in
the full enjoyment of their faculties. :

Marcel Proust adopts none of these general theories.
Just as when he declares that he knows nothing which
can make him believe in the immortality of the soul,
and alludes nevertheless to the possibility of an anterior
life, so, in remaining in a state of expectancy, inversion,
he thinks, may perhaps be attached to “another and
higher law . . . to epochs of experimentation, this
initial hermaphroditism,” an ultimate reversion which
would to-day hold in check the excessive forces of
fecundity on our over-peopled earth. However, he does
not develop this hypothesis. It does not belong to litera-
ture, but to the psychiatrists, and these in any case are
content to classify and label the maladies.

. . . . . . . .

What is of interest to Proust as a writer is that this
abnormal passion is none the less of the same psycholog-
ical nature as normal love, and that the invert’s processes
of mind, in so far as he is not pursued by society, are
those of all men. Here again Marcel Proust is the first
to maintain this parallelism.

Thus, he says, the inverted adolescent finds his own
passion in the reading of “Madame de Lafayette, Racine,
Baudelaire, Walter Scott.” With the heroes of these
romances or poems he proceeds to effect an unconscious
substitution of sex. He visualizes a2 man when his text
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tells him of a woman, he replaces she by be, the fact
being indeed that “the sentiment is the same,” and only
“the object differs.” So, reciprocally, some writers have
been able without difficulty, without falsifying psy-
chological truth, to present a woman in their pages
whilst inwardly having in mind all the time a man. This
transposition passes unnoticed by the public, as in the
Vierge folle of Rimbaud, while the probability of the
social situations is maintained.

Certain male inverts, no doubt, possess a feminine
psychology, marked by vanity, versatility, weakness,
egoism; and certain women inverts are endowed with a
man’s sensibility. The inverted couple reproduce the
normal couple, having the same aspirations, the same
jealousies. But the malady of the invert remains strangely
localized in a part of his brain, without any influence on
his general consciousness, modified only in so far as
society makes the weight of its constraint felt upon the
individual.

The true object, then, of Marcel Proust’s study in his
journey through the Cities of the Plain, will not be
the idealization of this passion; nor will it be a philo-
sophic explanation of its mystery, nor the amorous psy-
chology of these beings, a psychology that simply en-
ters into his general study of love; but it will analyze
the soul of the man marked down by society, in latent
revolt against it, the individual against society, nature
opposed to morality.

The case where the social injustice appears to him as
most striking is that of what Marcel Proust calls the
201
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“solitary.” His evocation of this will become classic. His
voice assumes suddenly a gravity and eloquence that re-
minds one of the tragic appeal of a Pascal overwhelmed
by the misery of the lot of mankind. Behold, he exclaims,
the depth of the abyss into which society can fling an
individual, the martyr of his passion! And the author,
whose tone grows calm, shows in a couple of pages, like
Maupassant, the whole life of the solitary—his youth,
his marriage, his relapses, his surrender, and finally his
solitude. For he is afraid of the severity of mankind’s
judgments. He has withdrawn to the country, far from
the world, with what he believes to be his monstrous
vice, as it were a leper. Perhaps he will sometimes en-
counter some tatterdemalion who will make pretence
of being interested in him, “but for a material advantage
only, like those people who, at the Collége de France,
in the room where the professor of Sanskrit lectures
without any auditors, go and follow the course, but
only for the sake of keeping warm.” How is it that the
solitary does not succumb beneath the burden of this
destiny of perpetual seclusion? Is not his life like the
desert that is traversed by lovers, but without any
oasis? Proust (or his hero), being in love with Albertine,
finds this same accent of tragedy, the most beautiful in
his book, when he observes that, living with that girl,
he is nevertheless so much alone that he can find a morsel
of pleasure only “in watching her lying asleep.”

The other inverts have the daring to engage in a
struggle against the collective body. But they will be
the eternally accursed, like the Jews, to whom Proust
compares them, because, the one like the other, they
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are the victims of a social prejudice, and stand accused
of having betrayed a god or violated the sacred laws of
nature. Disseminated over all the regions of the globe,
nowhere in their own home, everywhere repulsed, every-
where hated, they are the victims of an error of justice
that cannot be undone. The life of the invert is the his-
tory of his dissimulations, of his hypocrisy, like that of
a remorseless criminal who should renew his crime every
day in quietude and dread. Like Raskolnikov haunted by
the magistrate who plays the game of cat and mouse
with him, he remains to his dying day in fear of the
scandal which may deliver him over to the mercies of
society.

With a truly Shakespearean power Proust has chosen
as the type of the marked man, the most haughty of
great gentlemen, a man whose head is almost turned
with pride, who is yet forced in humility to conceal his
desires. Whence the extraordinary repressions of this
passion in the Baron de Charlus, which explain his ups
and downs, his outbursts of anger, his incompatibili-
ties, his tyrannical and at the same time surly temper.
His secret passion is the key to this magnificent char-
acter.

“What does thou desire?”” asks Nietzsche of the Stran-
ger. “What would’st thou have to comfort thee?”—
“To comfort me, O curious one, what word is that? But
give me, I beg you ? —“What? Go on!”—“One
more mask! Another mask!”

The whole life of Charlus is something that is played
with a mask. At no moment can he bare his face to the
sun. Sometimes, for the space of a second, he makes the
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gesture of raising it so as to let himself be recognizable
to his kind—but immediately, trembling lest he may
have been discovered by others, he resumes “a mask—
another mask.” In a drawing-room he is always close by
the side of the most elegant woman, persistently, says
Proust, covering himself with her robe, with its train
hiding his feet and the bottoms of his trousers. In the
presence of young men he displays “an air of absolute
indifference,” when he is not even “hostile and provoca-
tive.” No one is so difficult as he in the choice of his
acquaintance. The number of people to whom he has
refused to have himself introduced is fantastic. To ex-
plain his attitude towards so many persons who are not
of his class, he has fashioned for himself a legend of kind-
heartedness. Of the persons of humble origin whom he
does admit to his affection, it is said that he protects
them.

And in spite of all the exhaustive pains he brings to his
precautions, he is never sure that his terrible secret is
well guarded. Do certain people have “some doubts as
to his morals?” As soon as he meets anyone, he has his
suspicions: does he kzow, or does he not? In the end it
is no longer he who is the enigma, but those who sur-
round him form an enigma for him. A terrible reversal
of circumstances: in the eyes of this man with his mask
it is henceforward the whole world that wears a mask,
and it tortures him. It is he who hides himself, and he
who no longer recognizes anyone, who can no longer
distinguish his friends from his enemies. His passion,
fatal and implacable as the incestuous love of (Edipus,
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holds him back at every step before the cruel sphinx
asking of him: “Are you recognized, or are you not,
under your disguise? Vile mummer, under your fard
and your powder, are you identified?”” And so the drama
is played for him as much in his own conscience as in
that of each of those about him. Here is this noble lady,
offering him the plate of cakes with a smile, but does
he not see, there, in her look that is glowing with
affability, gleams of hatred and contempt? Has she any
proofs? Must he plead guilty? Should he make search
for extenuating circumstances in playful conversation?
Or feign innocence? In spite of himself every individual
is a judge, and he is passing before their tribunal. He is
brought back to those prehistoric times when man lived
in a state of perpetual fear and defence. To his ear the
most innocent words in a conversation take on the as-
pect of directly wounding allusions. He is obliged to
watch over his honour, which as often as not is not even
impugned, and his susceptibility, for which he finds a
justification in his pride of birth, makes him pass from
the tragic to the ridiculous, from excessive politeness to
an incomprehensible rudeness. And this man, the de-
scendant of the most noble families of history, will
never dare to be the first to offer his hand—from fear
that it will not be taken.

The man who pays his court to a woman or a girl
adds to the pleasure of triumphing by his intelligence
or wit that of vanity in being envied by a drawing-
room or a circle of acquaintances. But a Charlus pays
his court as one prepares for a crime. In some magnifi-
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cent and celebrated pages,” where the Baron meets the
young Proust (or his hero) in the street without recog-
nizing him, the writer, penetrating into the uncon-
sciousness of the surprised child who does not understand
the tricks of this occasional seducer, and fathoming his
surprise, unveils the most extraordinary refinements of
hypocrisy that a man can invent to free himself from
society. Here, to begin with, are two openings through
which the passion of Charlus slips: the eyes, which
throw *“a supreme glance, at once bold and prudent,
rapid and profound. . . .” Continually Proust returns
to the eyes. They were “like the single crack, the single
loop-hole which he had not stopped up,” or they made
one think “of some incognito, of the disguise of a power-
ful man who is in some danger,” or again . . . like an
emissary of police on a secret mission,” or again “like the
eyes of certain frightened animals or those of street
hawkers . . . exhibiting their illicit wares,” or again
“like those of a street vendor in dread of the arrival of
‘the cops,”” or again like “the glance of a tailor who
betrays his profession by his way of fastening them im-
mediately on one’s clothes.” The other gap in the mask
is the mouth; that is to say, the voice, which seems to
shelter “a brood of young girls,” and the singing of
which seems like ““the alternating duet of a young man

7 These were the first pages of Proust to appear in the Nouwvelle Revue
Francaise in 1913, and they greatly contributed, as we have said, to the
spreading of a knowledge of Proust’s name among literary people and
the young. Why did no one ever speak of them? And when the book in
which they appear was published (and it was the one crowned by the
Académie Goncourt), no one, even in the N.R.F, drew attention to this
passage, though it is one of the most moving.
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and a woman,” and likewise the laugh, “the sharp, fresh
laughter of a schoolgirl or a coquette.” Lastly, and also
gaps in the mask, are those effeminate gestures, which,
as we have said, are like those that indicate the madman
—as for example this, admirably observed: “At this mo-
ment, noticing that the embroidered handkerchief which
he had in his pocket was showing its coloured edgings,
he pushed them hurriedly back, with the startled look
of a2 woman of excessive modesty, but not innocent,
affecting concealment of some glimpse which through
excess of scruple she considers indecent.”

Let us notice how frequently the words crook or
police recur as terms of comparison from Proust’s pea.
Not only does Charlus act in spite of himself like a
criminal, but with his own kind his bearing is such
that he might belong to a band of malefactors. None
too sure of their feeling of solidarity, he is afraid of
being denounced by them, and with them even more
than with strangers he is forced to fit his mask on more
closely,® suspecting them of greater perspicacity, and to
justify the presence of even a brother beside him, or of
a cousin younger than himself. Each of these guilty
ones, as in the parable of the mote in the neighbour’s eye
and the beam in one’s own, imagines that he is less deeply
compromised than the other. The better to defend him-
self, he is ready to denounce everybody. He does not even
find the security and repose of a ticket-of-leave man in
the midst of his own people.

8 For instance, M. de Charlus is walking with Proust and has given
him his arm. But on meeting M. d’Argencourt he hastens to withdraw
it, to stand apart from the youth, and to offer innumerable explanations.
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But it is just this kind of hostile perspicacity which
allows these outlaws to make reciprocal discovery of
each other, and, on occasion, to raise their masks and
allow free play to their passion. Proust shows the im-
portance of this game of reconnoitring, which is the
principal object of the conversation they exchange
amongst themselves. When they are discussing a case,
each one brings his brief, and pleads it; and the in-
culpated person, who is naturally not at hand, very
rarely emerges acquitted from this accumulation of
gossip, for if the adolescent “believes himself . . .
alone in the universe, he later comés to imagine, with
another exaggeration, that the unique exception is the
normal man.”

. . . . . . . .

Here once again Marcel Proust brings out the im-
portance of language. Just as the nervous tricks of his
characters, or the interminable conversations of his
fashionable personages, throw light upon their deepest
character, so the futilities and jests so peculiar to the
class of inverts whom he brings on to the stage are the
expression of their status as hunted beings. They speak,
in fact, a special language of their own, in order to con-
ceal themselves the better in society. “Slang,” wrote
Victor Hugo, “is neither more nor less than a dressing-
room in which language, having some evil deed to pre-
pare, assumes a disguise. It covers itself with mask-words
and tatterdemalion metaphors.” And it is indeed a sort
of cant language which inverts have created among
themselves for the purposes of a clandestine action. And
the writer, in reproducing the grossness and crudity of
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their terms, is not trying to produce even a resemblance,
but, in accordance with his favourite procedure (we
are now familiar with it), to penetrate thereby into
their consciousness.

If their slang gives them better facilities to mask
themselves, it sometimes serves also to pierce this same
mask. For in the course of conversation with normal
people they will introduce one of these special words
not meant to pass out of their freemasonry. And Proust
explains to us: “The people who can be charged with
certain things are persistent in their anxiety to show
that they have no timidity in speaking of these.” When
Charlus utters the word #ruqueur, Proust (or his young
hero) pricks up an attentive ear, much surprised. Thus,
in spite of the skilful disguise that Charlus continually
wears, one single word, voluntarily uttered, but going
just beyond the mark where a pleasantry is no longer
innocent, is enough for Proust to afford proof of the
criminal passion of the person he is talking to. As we
have said, the interpretation of speech on the lines of
the Proustian method could often be useful to a judge
conducting a preliminary inquiry to obtain truthful
admissions from an accused person.

“The most dangerous of all the accessory acts,” writes
Proust, ““is that of the fault itself in the soul of the offen-
der. The continual familiarity which he has with it
prevents him from knowing how generally ignorant
people are of it. . . .” Thus, in order to contradict cer-
tain rumours which he believes to have obtained cur-
rency, Charlus makes the following profession of faith:
“I have had a great many ups and down in my life, I
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have known all kinds of people, thieves as well as kings,
and I must say I have a certain preference for the
thieves; I have pursued beauty in all its forms. . . .”
Let us note that it is not only to give an air of probabil-
ity to his attitude that Charlus flings out these rash
words, thinking them to be apt, but that he suddenly
feels the need to speak of this passion which he hides
with such pains, to set free his conscience, too long
weighed down by the terrible discipline that he imposes
upon it. He is compelled by the same feeling that forces
the murderer to return to the scene of his crime. Noth-
ing makes more plain the constraining power of the
mask he wears than this brutal reaction of the individ-
ual who, in a moment of forgetfulness or abandonment,
in his need for liberty, will break with all his past,
through a scandal.

. . . . .

It is in this way that the writer, in his evocation of
Sodom and Gomorrah, brings before our eyes in a con-
tinuous and alternating opposition the apparent life and
the inner life of their inhabitants, society and the
individual. Out of this harsh struggle, pursued through
the whole length of the work, the author seems to ex-
tract a double significance, social and individual.

Hypocrisy in moral matters generally acts in such a
way as to prevent the grasping of the true and profound
motive of events. But beneath the painful disguise which
the group of inverts, despite itself, assumes, their ac-
tions, which remain sometimes inscribed in history, do
not meet with their explanation, so secret is it, and so
much concealed under a solidified crust of custom and
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prejudice. In his picture of contemporary society Mar-
cel Proust chooses to bring into emphasis the part played
by inversion, a part as important as it is unsuspected.

Charlus has given, at the Verdurins’ house, 2 magnif-
icent party. The unpublished quartet of Vinteuil is
played for the first time, and it is a revelation of one
of the greatest masterpieces of music. The press, next
day, will take possession of the event and discuss it, an
event which one alrgady feels to be imperishable; it
will give forth a moral eulogy of Mlle de Vinteuil, the
daughter of the composer, who has passed her nights
in deciphering the almost illegible score of the work,
and of Morel, the musician who performed it, and of
Charlus, who, by his authority and connexions, has
made it known.

But none the less, Proust reminds us that “if . ..
the Under-Secretary of State for Fine Arts, a man of
truly artistic temper, of good family and a snob, a
few duchesses and three ambassadors with their wives
were at Madame Verdurin’s that evening, the close and
immediate motive of this attendance lay in the relation-
ship existing between M. de Charlus and Morel, a re-
lationship that made the Baron desire to give the greatest
possible brilliance to the artistic triumphs of his youth-
ful idol and to obtain for him the cross of the Legion of
Honour, while the remoter cause which had made this
gathering possible was the fact that a girl who main-
tained a relationship with Mlle de Vinteuil parallel with
that of Charlie [Morel] and the Baron had brought to
light a whole series of works of genius; and such a
revelation had these been that a subscription was very
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soon going to be opened, under the patronage of the
Minister of Public Instruction, with a view to the erec-
tion of a statue to Vinteuil.”

Public celebrity and the immortal masterpiece itself
are thus seen branching forth from an interplay of
passions which are held to be horrible vices. But it is
one of the mysteries of life, according to Proust, that
this alliance of madness and art, that the most dazzling
facts in a society, should have their origins in the
humblest facts of the individual. History, to be fully
understood, must necessarily have light thrown upon
it, not just in its small corners, but in its deepest founda-
tions; that is to say—we have said it only too often—
it must have its depths fathomed. In the same way
Proust has effected a juxtaposition of the world of the
nobility and the bourgeoisie with that of the kitchen
and the servants’ hall.

In spite of the constraint of society we can observe
the inverts succeeding sometimes in producing a work,
in realizing themselves as social beings; will they succeed
likewise in attaining their own happiness?

With the man of his choice the invert will be able in
the end to let his mask fall. As he thinks he is no longer
observed, the features of his face unbend. The true face
of Charlus reminds us of a woman’s. His instincts will
be able to blossom out. But until such time as he has
been able to find the man he is looking for, are not
the difficulties such that his happiness has something
exceptional, something rare and beautiful and sacred
about it? And it is this marvellous victory of the in-
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dividual, who succeeds in finding his happiness in spite
of all the obstacles of society, which the writer ad-
mired, and which was probably one of the motives for
the importance he assigned to this subject.

The great moral idea dominating all the work of
Proust is this, that “the search for pleasure and the
expectation of pleasure are, if not the end, at least one
of the ends, of nature, the pursuit in which man is
ardent to the point of madness.” Well, the man who
loves men would surely despair of ever finding a being
who could love him if there did not exist a certain other
category of men who desire him, and if the little work-
ings of chance, in spite of the small opportunity the
one and the others have of meeting, did not favour
their “conjunction.” And it is here that Proust has
traced, as a simple comparison, the history of certain
plants, which reproduce their kind only if the bumble-
bee, going there in search of his honey, should all un-
wittingly carry on his feet from the flower of the male
kind to the flower of the female kind, some of the
fecundating pollen. How many thwarting accidents are
possible before this success! When it is achieved, it can
only be the result of a kind of miracle!

Inversion, no doubt, is a dreadful passion, and Proust
seems to have taken a malicious pleasure, from the first
pages in which he brings us into the bounds of the
accursed cities, in presenting Charlus and Jupien in the
most crude and repulsive light, in giving their pleasure
an air of bestiality. But in another direction the writer
gets from the spectacle of this connexion a lesson of
value. For no one could bring home to us better than
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the invert the almost total impossibility of all desires,
the vanity represented by the search of no matter what
happiness, and yet the beauty and grandeur that are
born of these vain pursuits.

“Mutual love,” wrote Proust, “apart from those great
and sometimes insurmountable difficulties which it en-
counters among the ordinary mass of men, adds to these
abnormal beings difficulties of so special a kind that
what is always for everybody something of great rarity
becomes for them practically an impossibility . . .
and that their happiness, even more than that of the
normal lover, has in it something extraordinary, some-
thing selective, something that is profoundly neces-
sary.” So henceforth we can understand the concep-
tion held by the writer of love in general. After hav-
ing sought in the monde to find pleasure, the great
instinct to which man has to submit blindly and hope-
lessly, he expects, in spite of everything, some joy from
love. “Here, on this earth, every being” must give to
someone ‘‘his music, his flame, and his perfume.” But
love—is that possible? Charlus and Jupien, Charlus and
Morel, Proust and Gilberte, Proust and Albertine—no
doubt they succeeded, some easily, others painfully, in
encountering each other. But will they really come to
know love?
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CHAPTER III

DESIRE AND LOVE

N the interval separating my ‘childhood from the
I present day,” wrote Marcel Proust in a dedication,
“there lies a whole life of pleasures and sufferings.”

What despair is in those words! What a desolate
horizon opens up behind that simple phrase! The writer
was drawing near to death, and looking behind him,
he saw again the forty years he had lived, like those
passed by Moses in the desert. Sand, everywhere sand.
No corn, no water, no cattle, no wine. Under the dome
of azure, the infinite expanse. Not even the hope of
an after life. Man had not yet a soul. But God existed.
A good and just God. Every day God made manifest
His presence. From the sky He made manna to fall,
and from the rock water to gush forth. And Moses
lived with Him. But in the universe of Marcel Proust
God does not appear. Only desire exists, and desire is
an eternal mirage. Man is abandoned to himself. His
life is “a life of pleasures and sufferings.” But none the
less he turns his steps towards the Promised Land, rising
up there in the distance, but advancing at the same
pace as he who would fain draw near to it, and keep-
ing between itself and man a distance that is always
the same, that seems impossible for him to traverse.
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And in spite of everything man cannot confine him-
self to “living his own life”; that is to say, if the ex-
pression has any meaning, to leading a purely animal
existence. In order to escape a mortal melancholy he
must force himself to escape out of himself. And there
is still only desire to incite him to come forth from his
ego. Escaping from duration and from time, which are
his laws, he must strive to unite himself with nature,
with the beauty of works of art, and, in love, with
woman. It is those few exceptional, almost absolute,
moments which for Marcel Proust are perhaps worth
the pain of living.

A communion with forces exterior and superior to
ourselves is at the basis of happiness. It is this com-
munion which gives birth to desire, with its multiplicity
of branches, the deepest nature of which, under almost
infinite variety of forms, remains identical. We love the
hawthorns, the churches, the statues, the spires of our
native town. In each of those things we can “believe
as in a being that has no equivalent.” Under a form
much more banal, was it not Lamartine who exclaimed:
“Inanimate objects, have you then a soul?”

Desire begins to take on its veritable existence from
the moment it ceases to be a vague and aimless aspira-
tion, and fixes in a precise way on some object, what-
soever that may be. A name is enough to hold it, the
name which recurs so often in the work of Proust, the
name of a town or of a person. Under the name of Flor-
ence Proust’s imagination places a corolla “miraculously
perfumed”; under the name of Parma, something “com-
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pact, smooth, mauve, and sweet.” Likewise in the name
of the Duc de Guermantes he has enclosed centuries of
heroic history. As soon as desire takes on an individual
form it hooks itself on to a reality, and our indecisive
dreaming finds food for itself, to enlarge and prolong
it. When Proust (or his hero) goes out, on foot or in
the carriage, with Madame de Villeparisis, or else is
travelling by train, and catches sight of the fresh cheeks
of some country girl, the effusion of his sentiment is
borne immediately towards one of those beings whom
he has hardly caught sight of, and whom he will be able
all the better to embellish as he submits the “reappear-
ance” of the girl within him to the “peculiar laws” of
his spirit.

And from that moment, love can come to birth. If
some chance brings us to come upon this fugitive
creature again, we shall confront it with the image we
have fashioned of it for ourselves. If the girl should re-
fuse to see us again as often as we might like, if our
desire continues to be thwarted, we shall live all the
more with her image, we shall explore it and make it
more solid with all the riches of our own consciousness.
Love is a subjective phenomenon, “a kind of creation
. . . of a supplementary person, distinct from that
which bears the same name in the world, and most of
whose elements are drawn from ourselves.”

This idea we find over and over again, like 2 haunt-
ing refrain, beneath all the loves of this novel. No doubt
it is in the passion of Swann for Odette de Crécy that
it is given the clearest expression. The other love-stories
seem afterwards to be no more than corollaries drawn
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and developed from this first postulate. And yet what
diversity there is in these accounts! The love of the child
for Gilberte, the little girl who plays the coquette in the
Champs Elysées; the love of the schoolboy for the
Duchesse de Guermantes, who passes in her carriage un-
heeding; the young man’s desire one evening to possess
Madame Stermaria, who does not come to the rendez-
vous; and finally the great passion for Albertine, whose
unfinished story stops short with the last volume that
has so far appeared, and allows a glimpse of terrible
dramas to come. And how many other intrigues revolve
round the hero! Robert de Saint-Loup is associated with
Rachel, once a woman in an infamous house. The Baron
de Charlus, infatuated with Morel, submits like the
others to the hard law of passion. In the fashionable
world the ambassador M. de Norpois remains faithful
to old Madame de Villeparisis. The Princesse de Guer-
mantes makes vain advances to M. de Charlus. But here
sentiments are weakened, because the desire to receive
or to be received is already a passion. On the other hand,
what ardour there is in the loves of these fashionable
personages for servants or prostitutes! Suddenly for
several months on end Swann will assiduously frequent
a certain aristocratic drawing-room because he has de-
sired the cook of the house.

These loves, whether they be superficial or obsessing,
light, tender or brutal, brief or irremediable, are all
derived from the same phenomenon: they are all a
simple modification of the unconscious, an accident in
its flux. Whatever it may be, love substitutes another
self for the habitual self for some time, and this other
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self soon disappears without our having been responsible
for its death any more than for its birth.

. . . . . . . .

In order to understand the originality underlying
this conception, we must think of the romantic idea
of love, which only yesterday Henry Bataille was still
setting forth. In one of his last plays he makes one of
his characters say: “Two beings who love each other
belong to each other by right.” (By natural right, no
doubt?) These two beings have chosen each other
probably after long deliberations. Or else they were
predestined for each other. According to them, their
love is already a reality exterior to themselves, solid and
immutable. They can lose it only by their fault, as
one loses a fortune, or a place in society. Over this
love, which they come to include among their material
goods, they have a kind of proprietary right, which
guarantees them of its stable possession. Alas! this calm
certainty, this reasonable and rational possession, is
indeed the ideal to which all love instinctively aspires.
But the error of romanticism is to consider these illu-
sory aspirations as reality. The reality is different, and
more deceptive. The truth is that love is only an in-
dividual creation, due to the chance of some malcon-
tent caprice, and prolonged so long as the desire is un-
satisfied or thinks itself so.

Over and over again Proust is at pains to tell us that
if a certain conjunction of circumstance had been dif-
ferent, it would not have been Odette that Swann would
have loved, but some other woman. She who to-day
seems indispensable for our love might very easily have
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been another, without whom we should have been no
less certain that we could not live. There is no neces-
sary relation between her and us. So little does the choice
of the mistress loved depend on our intelligence that
often, “when she has gone, we could not say how she
has been dressed, and we realize that we have not even
looked at her.” And this is the explanation of why she
hardly ever corresponds to our moral and even physical
ideal. Later, when he no longer loves Odette, Swann
will be able to exclaim: “To think that I ruined years
of my life, that I wanted to die . . . for a woman who
wasn’t even pleasing to me, who wasn’t my sort!” She
was not even of his own circle in society: she was a demi-
mondaine; but none the less he married her. Most of
the persons who are violently loved in the books of
Marcel Proust are unworthy of being so. The mind has
small share in this desolating passion: “I have been
shaken in my loves,” he writes; “I have lived them, I
have felt them, but never have I been able to see them
or think them.”

It is no doubt this contingent conception that has
made certain readers, and even certain critics," think
that Proust (or his hero) and the characters of his work
have never themselves known a veritable love. And
certainly, if one were to claim that a Swann or a Saint-
Loup never at any moment knows an absolute love, as
divine love ought to be, that would be perfectly true.
No passion, unfortunately, is perfect. Often in adoles-
cence, at that age when the relative does not afford sat-
isfaction, two friends will argue after this fashion:

1 Cf. André Germain’s study, De Proust & Dada.
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“You are a donkey,” says the first, “and in the first
place you dow’t know me in the slightest; I've already
suffered a lot.”—I too,” answers the other, “and you
dow’t know any more about me. . . .” These naive
conversations make us smile, for we know (and no one
has shown it better than Proust) in studying his char-
acters that the “I” is something incommunicable. If the
sympathy of two young people linked by friendship
does not allow mutual comprehension even to their
intelligence, it is not through the contact of their two
bodies in love that their two sensibilities will find the
possibility of communion: ideas penetrate each other
more easily than sentiments. Moreover, it is only at
fifteen years old that these illusions are tolerable. But
the man will often cherish throughout the whole of
his life the dream he has made as a child. At fifteen,
according to popular tradition, the adolescent believes
in the unique, the infinite love. He seeks it outside of
himself, like the adventurer who sets out to discover
gold-mines. What seems to him to be difficult is not
to find a woman, but to find a great passion. Like the
believer who waits trembling for grace, he grows im-
patient at not being touched by a love descending from
the empyrean. He imagines that it is he who is re-
sponsible, through his ignorance, for not experiencing
an all-powerful sentiment. He would like to be taught
the way to seize it. He imagines that there are beings
who never know what love is, and that there are others
who are the privileged, the elect. Sometimes he thinks
that the lack of culture and education amongst the
masses of the people, for instance, does not allow them
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to know this terrestrial beatitude. “I shall never love
anyone but you,” or “I love you for all my life”—
these are the vows which put this belief into words.

So far removed is it from love that there is often
an opposition between the idea of love and love itself.
The idea expressing needs of tenderness in the search of
an absolute is dissociated from the needs of sensuous
pleasure. For many men still, there is no fusion between
their sentiment of love, which they set on the ideal plane,
and their sensual desires, even when these are of great
violence. It would seem to them that this alliance of
their sentiment with vulgar appetites would be cheapen-
ing or a profanation. Such men, moreover, will fre-
quen:ly become Platonic in their ideas, ending in sexual
aberrations.

The whole intellectual work of Marcel Proust, and
that doubtless of the true artist in general, consists in a
penetration of the crust of ready-made judgments. Man
does not like to be made to enter into profound reality.
What is more, the discoveries of Proust were of neces-
sity bound to administer a shock to opinion; but no-
where perhaps wiil he meet with so much resistance as
in stripping love, to which men cling most closely, of
that magnificent tissue of illusions with which they have
enwrapped it. In the Middle Ages the scholars who made
a discovery that shocked the ordinary common sense of
their time were at once accused of atheism. We need not
then be astonished that Proust should be met with the
reproach, the false, revolting, and evidently absurd re-
proach, that he denies love and belongs to that class of
hapless creatures who have never experienced it.
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Ironical paradox! The splendid pages which Proust
has devoted to love show too well to what point of in-
tensity his sorrow could rise. And yet he continues to
believe that love is “the only portion of happiness in
what is, no doubt, the only life that we have.” To love
he sacrifices all other pleasures; and for the sake of a
woman, even if he be in the company of Bergotte or the
most elegant of aristocrats, he will leave them, head-
long, and at the risk of discourtesy. Only, he does not
think that love exists in itself. Love is no more than our
own desire in its differently modified forms within us.
We cannot hope for it as a boon from heaven. It is our
personal creation. That deep disquietude of our adoles-
cent days is precisely that which will be the spring
wherein we dip in order to bring it to life. The great
passion is already within us, and what is difficult to find
is a woman. The poet says: “Whom shall I love? Life is
short and draws dream after dream behind it.” And we
await the woman whose image may possibly coincide
with that of our brain; that is to say, whose beauty can
give satisfaction to our senses. The need of giving “one’s
inner music, one’s flame,” to another is felt, as we know,
by every being on this earth, valets and servants as much
as great noblemen. What differentiates one love from
another is simply the strength of the desire and the
quality of our imagination, with both of which we give
sustenance to our inner creation. Whence physical pleas-
ure is indissolubly bound up in our desire. The work-
ing of our mind has taken the form of a passion only
when our body has hoped to achieve union with another
body. And when our bodily pleasure is satisfied, the
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image of our love will gradually fade away and we shall
see before us only a human being, like any other. Noth-
ing, it is evident, can be further removed from the
popular conception of passion than this Proustian con-
ception. Yet it approximates more closely than any
other to the psychological reality. Love, in its birth, its
development, its death, has in this work so great a
measure of beauty that it deserves our consideration
of its mechanism in the different stages of its evo-
lution.

How is it born? After a period of elaboration it is
a thwarted desire fixed in a crystallization. “The charms
of a person are a less frequent cause of love than a
phrase of this kind: ‘No, I shan’t be free this evening.” ”
The unexpected absence of a woman whom we were
not yet in love with is enough to awaken in us “an
anxious need,” a need that henceforward is an ex-
clusive one. And with the prolongation of this anguish
will come the prolongation of our love. It is the es-
sential nourishment of our love, and here, without any
doubt, lies the most important original contribution
of the author, in having continually drawn attention
to the immense part played by this in the life of pas-
sion.

For several weeks the young Proust (or his hero) has
been encountering on the beach at Balbec the famous
group of young girls, les jeunes filles en fleurs—"the
budding grove.” He has learned that the name of one
of them is Albertine, and he has no other thought but
to be introduced to her. It happens that the painter
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Elstir, with whom he takes his walk, is on terms of
close intimacy with the little band, and here they are,
coming forward to meet each other. At that moment
the young man, certain at last that his desire is on the
point of being realized, steps a few paces aside from
Elstir, feigning indifference. But suddenly he feels the
indifference become real. “The pleasure of knowing
these girls seemed to me smaller than that of talking
with Saint-Loup, or dining with my grandmother, or
making expeditions in the neighbourhood. . . .” The
fact is that this pleasure had henceforth become “in-
evitable.” It was no longer an unsatisfied desire, and
that is as much as to say that it was no longer anything.
But as soon as the hero sees Elstir leave the girls with-
out having called him to be introduced, the same desire
of his is reborn, and with increased force. “I realized
that the variance in the importance which a pleasure
or a pain may have in our eyes . . . can depend on the
displacement of invisible beliefs. . . . Variance of a
belief, the annulment likewise of love; which, pre-exist-
ing and mobile, halts at the image of a woman simply
because this woman will be all but impossible of attain-
ment. From that point . .. a whole sequence of
agonies develops, and is sufficient to fix our love on to
the woman who is its object, though she may be hardly
known to us.” This little scene of comedy throws an
admirable light on the Proustian psychology. Of Alber-
tine the hero knows only one or two profiles against
the sea, assuredly less beautiful than “those of the
women of Veronese.” If these profiles successively as-
sume for him an unequalled degree of value, then be-
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come of no interest, and then are restored, not only to
their first place, but even to a more exalted position,
the reason is that into his consciousness there has en-
tered an element of anxiety; it has vanished, and then
it has returned—all under the influence of insignificant
incidents. )
This coming and going of anxiety will form th

whole history of his love for Albertine. In him she will
continually be creating new images of the girl, and
inasmuch as he exhausts one, another will come to birth
from it. When he is able to make her come to his house
at his will, he will want to embrace her. And when
he has possessed her, he will want to keep her for him-
self, to isolate her, to make her a prisoner. Having de-
prived her of all her physical mystery, jealousy, that
supreme anxiety, will keep his love alive. In the little
Balbec train Albertine innocently tells him the whole
story of her childhood, and at the same time lets him
know of her relations with Mlle de Vinteuil.? This, for
the hero, is a terrible revelation: a thousand presenti-
ments which he had not understood are now suddenly
made clear as day. He was on the point of breaking
with Albertine, but this brusque revelation of a secret
has provoked such an inrush of suffering in his heart
that he proposes there and then to marry her. He takes
her to Paris and shuts her up in his house. Grief has made
his love burn up again. The budding girl is dead. It is
the friend of Mlle de Vinteuil whom he keeps so strictly
beside him. And then—*I should have been able to tell

2 Marcel Proust used sometimes to say that, in the whole body of his work,
this was the passage he himself preferred to any.
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anyone who asked me the meaning of this retired life,
for I had isolated myself to the point of no longer
going even to the theatre, that it originated in the
anxiety of one day [the evening of the revelation] and
the need to secure for myself on all the days that might
follow it the certainty that the woman whose grievous
childhood I had then learned of should not have the
chance, even if she had so wished, of exposing herself
to the same temptations.” And the author adds this
fine thought: “Under every bodily charm of any depth
there lies the permanence of a danger.”

Proust’s jealousy was almost necessarily bound to take
on an amplitude which has never yet, I think, been
matched in any work, in any language. In the account
of Swann’s love-affair (Un Amour de Swann), the
author makes a preliminary sketch of his subject. He
resumes it and develops it through the two volumes
of La Prisonniére, with such an arsenal of complica-
tions and tortures that the painting reminds one of
those subterranean parts of medizval keeps where, side
by side, separated by stone doors that two men at least
must push against to move, are dungeons on the walls
of which hang all the instruments of torture that ever
sprang from the imaginations of the executioners of
the Inquisition. We are familiar with the extraordinary
natural complexity of Proust’s mind, with the multi-
plicity of hidden motives which he attributes to the
most commonplace gesture, and which he associates,
compares, and connects with others recalled by his un-
paralleled memory. Here then is this spirit interesting
itself, not in a stranger, but in the person who in his
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present life represents the whole object of his existence.
He is here applying his analytic process to the acts on
which his happiness immediately depends.

To know at any price what Albertine was thinking,
whom she was seeing, whom she loved, he was naturally
forced to dissemble continually. The girl, in order to
recover her lost freedom, continually unrolled before
the hero a tissue of lies, and the man, on his side, in
order to penetrate this curtain, wrapped himself
similarly in other lies. Thus love ends by transforming
the relations of two beings into a succession of mutual
deceptions, taking their origin as much in the lover as
the loved. Social relations, no doubt, always imply a
certain measure of hypocrisy. But Proust insists with
vigour on this idea that love brings it immediately to
its maximum. The greater part of the lies which Proust
imposes on the girl, and, conversely, the girl upon
Proust, would be of no use if love did not make the
two young people live together. Here the lie is still
further complicated, not only by the perspicacity of
the hero, pushed indeed to such a degree of intensity
that it sometimes appears to border on mania, on dis-
ease, but still more by the peculiar character of the
tastes of Albertine. We have already seen how the vic-
tims of inversion, male or female, wear in society a
natural mask, with which they strive completely to
conceal their true features. And in this way, in the
case of Albertine, there is added to the ruses and co-
quetry instinctive in 2 woman the habit of a long dis-
simulation imposed by this passion that cannot be
avowed. And from his side, the discoveries which Proust
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makes in the girl’s life assume for him a more tragic
character. Not only does he learn that she deceives him,
but that she does so with beings who afford her a sensual
pleasure which he, for his part, will never be able to
give her.

The hero likewise pushes falsehood to an extreme
point. He does not rest content with simple feints.
When his suffering grows so strong that it might be-
come evident, he plays what is really a complete comedy.
His supreme care is that he shall not show to the girl
that he actually loves her, being certain then that the
small desire she has kept for him would utterly vanish.
“As at Balbec, on the night following her revelation
of her friendship with the Vinteuils, I had immediately
to invent a possible reason for my chagrin.” Every time
that Albertine unwittingly betrays herself, by begin-
ning a phrase which she does not finish, or by talking
in her sleep, or by throwing out meaningless expres-
sions like her “C’est vrai? c’est bien vrai?” (but expres-
sions which are revelations of her coquetry towards the
hero), the latter feels his heart change its beat; anxiety,
like a.running noose, catches him tight; and to conceal
his torment he invents some pretext, or accuses himself
of some imaginary wrongdoing. “I call love here a re-
ciprocal torture,” Proust finally declares.

Often these falsehoods culminate in bursts of anger.
The need of possession in the one is in conflict with the
desire for liberty in the other. There come “these brief
but inevitable moments when one detests the person
whom one loves.”

“Bloch told me,” declares Proust (although it was
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not the truth), “that you had known his cousin Esther
very well.” (She was an invert.)—"I should not even
recognize her,” says Albertine with a vague air.—"T've
seen her photograph,” adds the young man.—On nights
of discussion Albertine will leave the hero’s room, to go
back to her own, without embracing him. And then
he experiences the same anguish as on those evenings
when his mother “scarcely said good-night to him, or
even did not come up to his room.” And in this way
there reappears here the profound identity of all de-
sires and of all the disappointments they bring with
them. Proust considers Albertine “as a mistress, as a
sister, as a daughter, and as a mother with a daily good-
night as well. . . .”

But to her he does not dare, as long ago to his mother,
to say: “I’m sad,” so that she will come and kiss him.
When the girl has left his room, he wanders about the
corridor in front of her door, hoping that she will come
back, returns into his own room to see whether she may
not have left a bag behind, and at last goes to bed and
weeps the whole night through. But when, on the other
hand, she has come to sleep beside him and embraces
him, “incomparable as were those two kisses of peace the
one to the other,” she left in him “a store of calm al-
most as gentle as when my mother set her lips upon
my brow in the evening at Combray.” Very much of
the same nature is the anguish of Swann in love, “the
anguish there is in feeling that the being whom one
loves is at some place of enjoyment where one is not
present, where one cannot join her.”

I apologize for these long quotations. They bring us
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back to our starting-point: to desire, and to love, which
is nothing else but a creation of the individual. In the
long span we have traversed we observe the uselessness
of our effort. Doubtless those who are so naive as to
accuse the author of depicting, in place of love, only
a demented jealousy, believe in Love with a capital L,
pre-existent to the individual, real, outside the individ-
ual himself, and are those who have really never under-
stood the most fundamental laws of this agonizing pas-
sion. However, if it be indeed love which the author
brings forward before our gaze, he shows at the same
time its inanity. We are very soon forced to conclude
that reciprocal love is so great a miracle that it is
better to live without this hope, for it is one which
would only add to our inevitable sufferings a series of
fresh deceptions which we can well dispense with. Thus,
although this passion may be, among all the bonds of
tenderness, the one which leads most naturally to the
grateful relaxation of the reposed and satisfied senses,
to these mutual confidences, to that spontaneous trust
which is one of the great consolations of life, it is surely
preferable, if the man wishes to keep his mistress, that
he should not avow his love to her, or not at least the
whole force of his love.

And in spite of all it is only desire that will “make
us find interest in the existence and character of a
person.” For the sake of a desire, “that of going to see
in some mansion a picture by Elstir, or a Gothic tap-
estry,” we are ready to make light of danger, to brave
all obstacles. And nevertheless we know that a short
time afterwards we shall pass with indifference in front
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of the same picture, the same tapestry. Similarly, in the
being whom we most desire in a carnal sense, we can
recognize, says Proust, as the primary motive an idea
of perfection for which we would sacrifice our life.
But before long the idea is forgotten and we no longer
understand the effort we were anxious to make.

In fact, in the ultimate analysis love is perhaps no
more than a nervous condition which overwhelms our
ego and overturns our table of values. But it is sub-
mitted also to the modifications of the perpetual flow
of time about us. A little while afterwards our table
of values is arranged in a new order, approximating
to the old, although different. Those things which were
of the greatest indifference to us become suddenly
precious, because this woman loves them. And for her
“we shall barter all the future against a power in itself
insignificant.” And then again the desires of our self
in the future are no longer the same as those of our
self in love. Often, when we are suffering too keenly,
we desire to reach the day when we shall love this
woman no more, when we shall be able to avenge our-
selves on her. But when the day arrives, our vengeance
means very little to us; she interested us only because
we were under the sway of passion. And thus the fleet-
ing quality of this great agitation is made evident again.
The evolution of our inner life draws our love towards
its end, which is delayed only by our anxiety, our pain.

Birth and duration and death, jealousy and upheaval
—all the great drama of a love is played in the interior
of our self. We can never come forth from our per-
sonality. And certain of never attaining happiness, we
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must content ourselves with relative joys and with our
illusions. Never has a writer given us a more beautiful
lesson than when Proust recounts how he found his
greatest pleasure with Albertine one evening, watching
her as she lay asleep, and stretching out beside her.
“When Albertine was asleep, she seemed to have found
her innocence once more . . . her sleep was the sleep
of a child . . . my jealousy calmed down. . . .” Here
the phrases of the writer soften and grow shorter, as
if he wished that they too should take on suddenly the
innocence of the girl. Thus the most beautiful and the
purest moments of his love are savoured by him with
a being in unconsciousness and immobility, passive and
incapable of making him suffer longer, stretched out in
sleep as if in death itself.

233



CHAPTER 1V

ART AND THE SENSE OF THE DIVINE

HE reader who traverses the Proustian universe,

overpeopled with characters, is overwhelmed by
the impression of a continuous desolation. In the
author’s company we pass through the drawing-rooms,
through Sodom, Gomorrah, Venus.—One after another
we are confronted with the vanity of love, the vanity
of social activity, the anguish of desire, and, on the
margins of madness, the passions which haunt the de-
graded as much as the superior, which throw their lives
out of balance and overshadow all their pleasures. And
in every class of society each single individual is the
slave of the same illusions and set on the edge of the
same abyss. Death brings no hope. The search for self-
centred pleasure is the great and general law. But pleas-
ure does not exist, and its pursuit is as vain as the zeal
of the occultists to find the esoteric traditions, the
philosopher’s stone, the formula of happiness. Is the
writer to end, then, like Buddha or Schopenhauer, in
a definite pessimism? The word nothingness recurs over
and over again in the books of Marcel Proust, like a
warning signal that ought to safe-guard us. Does the
Proustian philosophy lead us to nirvana, where suffer-
ing is annihilated in non-being, or rather to the Sheol
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of Ecclesiastes, the mysterious and undefined common
grave of the after life? Or, if man is thus reduced to
this single present existence, can he hope, like all the
atheists from Lucretius to the scientists, that to the evo-
lutionary process of the universe there corresponds a
“Progress of Humanity”’?

The ideal of Marcel Proust is not that. But hope is
not extinguished in the world he has created, rich in
spite of everything by reason of its marvellous diversity.
Above the roof, as in the verse of Verlaine, the sky is
so blue, so calm.—Are there not, in his work, dominat-
ing from on high the seething mass of men, certain
persons of lofty build, who seem to be the raison d’étre
of the others? In his private life the musician Vinteuil
is merely a shy creature pushed to the background;
Elstir, known among the Verdurins as “M. Tiche,” is a
painter made ridiculous by the little group of followers;
Bergotte, the writer, and Berma, the famous actress,
are commonplace persons when seen at close quarters.
But from time to time in the course of Proust’s work
each of these characters rises transformed by his own
work: the artist detaches himself from the man, and
suddenly assumes the proportions of magnificence.
While still retaining his poor individual character, he
becomes the incarnate representative of painting, of
music, of poetry. Architecture itself, the expression of
a collective existence, is portrayed in the church at Bal-
bec, so living a thing that it appears, like Elstir, like
Vinteuil, to stand as the symbol of a whole art while
still keeping its own visible features. Thus these excep-
tional beings rise up in succession, as if complementary
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to each other. Considered together, they form the total
image of artistic activity, on an almost divine plane and
on the heights where dwell the Muses, and, like the
Muses, assuming the outward human form.

They are greater still. It is they who provide Marcel
Proust’s work with its true and final explanation. They
are like those epigonoi, of taller stature than the mean,
who stretch forth their hands across the centuries of
history and over above humanity, to guide and console
it. In the moments when their gleaming genius thrusts
their everyday selves into the shadow, at the moment
when they are creating, they appear to Marcel Proust
to be the very essence, and the reason even, of life. In
the void, the “nothingness,” of his universe, art is the
basis of morality, as well as being the immediate postu-
late of metaphysics.

No doubt the merit of a novel is not made by its
philosophic ideas. But when a novel has the vastness of
A la recherche du temps perdu, it is they alone that
allow us to penetrate it. They are the true keys to the
work, those keys which the public has sought for every
character among our contemporaries, and sought so
vainly. It is true that to-day Le temps refrouvé is still
unpublished, but I think that the detailed study of each
aspect of the work, so far as it has already appeared, al-
lows us to fill up this lacuna without difficulty. Le
temps retrouvé will probably not be so much an in-
tellectual surprise as a splendid artistic confirmation.

Human consciousness, to take the Bergsonian image
no doubt dear to Proust, is covered with a thick crust
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into which our habits, the feelings customary to us,
have solidified. It is there, in this outer covering of con-
sciousness, that we find the machinery mounted, the
ready-made sentiments, requisite for our everyday work
and conversations. But beneath this superficial layer
there lies in us the richer part, the essential part of our
self, which scarcely ever intervenes in our daily activi-
ties. For the truth is that we are perpetually playing one
single part, like those actors or actresses who are La
Dame aux camélias, or L’Aiglon, to their dying day. We
cry out, we laugh, we even shed real tears, but all with-
out our deeper personality’s having to come upon the
stage. Our reflexes, our memory-habit, make us perform
the necessary gestures and utter mechanically the neces-
sary words. Two or three times, at the most, in our
existence, in those circumstances which Maeterlinck has
called “the everyday tragedy,” but are for the great
majority of men only very exceptional (the death of
one dear to us, a parting on the threshold of a door, a
lost love), the innermost part of our consciousness
rushes suddenly up, flows forth, and for a2 moment we
commune in a new sentiment with another being. In
that instant is expressed the true individual who is with-
in us. For the first time he has his free-will. But im-
mediately he is caught up again by everyday existence;
once more he no longer acts save in accordance with
the habits and reactions which heredity and education
and society have deposited on the surface of his true
self. Impotently he is submitted to an implacable de-
terminism.

The artist, on the other hand, is free. It is from the
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heart of his individual consciousness that he draws the
sources of his art. “Vinteuil . . . with all the strength
of his creative effort, attained his own essence at those
depths where, whatever the question that faced him,
it was with the same accent, his own particular accent,
that his essence responded.” And Bergson writes: “Be-
tween nature and ourselves, or rather between us and
our own consciousness, a veil is interposed, a veil that
is opaque for the generality of men, but thin, almost
transparent, for the artist and the poet.” And he adds,
giving a definition of art which is almost that of Proust:
“Art has no other object than to set aside the symbols
of practical utility, the generalities that are conven-
tionally and socially accepted, everything in fact which
masks reality from us, in order to set us face to face
with reality itself.” Thus, according to the writer, the
reality of the external world lies in the inner life of
things and of ourselves, and this reality, if art did not
give it expression, would remain for ever unknown
to us. It is upon art that the Proustian universe is
founded.

And art multiplies and perpetuates the world. In the
consciousness of every artist the world is reflected in
a manner at once particular and unique. “Every artist
seems thus to be the citizen of an unknown country,
forgotten by himself, different from that from whence
will come, sailing towards the earth, some other great
artist.” And the nearer an artist draws to this native
land of his, the loftier will be the beauty of his work.
At the same time, just as, settling down into a country,
the inhabitants shadow forth the type of the race and

238



ART AND THE SENSE OF THE DIVINE

grow more and more closely alike, so the artist likewise
discovers the true spot of which his soul is a native,
affirms his personality and gives his whole work a greater
unity—a unity not formal but proceeding from within,
almost inexpressible, which would be like a tonality. It
is to this country, lost so deep in the consciousness, that
Proust himself tries to return, to find the essence of his
impressions, and to reproduce them, a labour which is
at the very basis of his books, and one which we have
described as his method of exploration by the fathom-
ing of depth.

Drawn forth from everything most secret within
him, the work of art will not reproduce the world
according to the conventional images of the public. To
attain this reality it will distort the appearances of
reality, it will destroy its envelope in order to express
its content with a marvellous exactitude. Proust cites
the case of the portraits of Elstir, which women never
find close enough in resemblance, the truth being that,
for the type which a woman has provided for herself,
the artist substitutes the type of woman as she exists
in his innermost country. Each one of his portraits has
a partial resemblance to the model who sat for it,
and has also a partial resemblance to other portraits by
the same painter. And this is the explanation of why
the public has so much difficulty in acclimatizing itself
to every new form of art: an effort is demanded of it,
and the greater number of people are incapable of such
an effort.

It is an effort which corresponds to that made by the
artist himself. This reality, which he must reach by
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piercing the solidified rind of his ego, by shunning de-
terminism by every means within his power, never
presents itself to him in bare and naked form. But this
effort will bring him his reward, for it leads in the end
to joy, a joy that is the expression of the reality of the
world, to the only absolute joy that can be given us
on_ this earth. The ethics of Proust are in harmony with
his metaphysics.

Our joy, in fact, results only from the communion
of ourselves with a part of the external world, a com-
munion which really associates our profoundest being
with the essence of things or of other beings. The true
Proustian joy is a kind of beatitude. Neither the salons,
nor travel, nor love (or love only very rarely), can
bring us that mystical fusion of our life with the life
about us, because neither one nor the other is strong
enough to allow us to escape from our self and to shatter
its outer crust. But art, and art alone, brings this miracle
to pass. It gives us the happiness which alcohol or opium
procure for us artificially—but at the cost of what pun-
ishments!—and frees us from the weight of our flesh,
makes us enter, radiant and light of body, into an un-
expected world, a world of white angels and disincar-
nate spirits, so unburdened by the heavy cares of life
so distant from it, that we think of the world of sleep
and of death. For mankind absolute happiness can be
conceived only through the absence of life: it is a state
of liberation of such a kind that, while being aware that
we continue to exist, we nevertheless experience al-
ready the blessings of eternal rest. “This appeal towards
a superterrestrial joy,” which is that of Proust when
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he hears the little phrase he knew so well in Vinteuil’s
sonata recurring in his quartet, is indeed a joy of this
kind, and also like that satisfaction which sometimes,
but only for the space of an instant, follows the pleasure
of the senses in love, a pleasure during which the whole
world seems to have dissolved in order to allow two
intertwining bodies to lie outstretched and afloat in
space.

This absolute of the artist’s joy reminds Proust of
“those impressions which at distant intervals I found
in my life, like landmarks, lures for the construction
of a veritable life: the impression felt . . . before a row
of trees near Balbec,” an impression which we have
analysed in the early pages of this study as an example
of the method of Proustian investigation. It not only
represents for the writer the proper path along which
to produce the work of art, but is the sole source of
joy. What the writer will find beyond the image, in a
communion between the external world and himself, is
so widely different from the habitual course of his life
that he feels that happiness lies hid in that direction,
and he is all eagerness to devote himself to the quest.
Thus, beyond ordinary language, beyond purely logical
ideas, art allows the individual to give expression to his
original impulse. The combined efforts of his intel-
ligence and his intuition allow him to touch reality in
joy.

A legend takes shape with rapidity: Marcel Proust
—novelist of memory and of the life of fashion. Never-
theless, it is forgotten that he is first and foremost an
artist, that no one loved art, the supreme goal of life,
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more passionately and more disinterestedly than this
so-called ““snob.”

His articles on Baudelaire and Flaubert, his prefaces
to the translations of Ruskin, bear witness, as does the
whole of his existence, to his passion for the labour
which is the artist’s lot. The works created by the artist,
Proust brings back to life in his own books; and the
astonishing intensity with which he has done this has
not perhaps been adequately noticed. Most novelists,
when they have to speak of some work of art in their
books, will cite some definite historic masterpiece—the
Sistine Chapel, or the Cathedral of Rouen. But such
works are not given a name in Marcel Proust’s pages.
Following his usual procedure, he borrows from De-
bussy, from Wagner, from Saint-Saéns, different
phrases of their music, and makes a literary re-composi-
tion of the sonata and the Vinteuil quartet, a sonata and
a quartet which emanate entirzly from his own imagi-
nation—and 2 sonata greater perhaps than any real
sonata, for it allows the reader to enshrine within it
the corpus of his own most cherished musical memories.
He is not here performing the functions of an art critic.
He does not expound the beauties of the Wagnerian
Nibelungen cycle, or the charm of a painting by Ver-
meer. He does not talk like most professional critics of
the colour of this music, or of the singing tone of that
colour, resting content with these transpositions of the
values of an art from one direction to another. In his
pages he re-creates a work, the sonata, the quartet, the
church at Balbec, and, investing it with an abstract and
general character, he penetrates it and sinks into it so
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deeply that it becomes animate and enduring, making us
dream of the morality and philosophy which, by virtue
of art, lies there within it.

. . . . . . .

We are brought finally to the conclusion that from
Proust’s books there emerges the same lesson as from
his life. This writer, whom love and pleasures played
false, who might easily seem to be a man given over to
despair, suddenly recovers his strength as admirer and
idealist. ‘This man who gave up so many of his years to
the life of fashion, is in reality nothing less than the type
of the pure artist.

In our epoch, when the writer or the painter falls into
the accepted mode of commercializing his production,
the instance should be noted of this man of fashion, rich
and an invalid, who offered to art the gift of his whole
self. Our cold and sport-loving generation stands stupe-
fied before the overwhelming and architectural mass of
his work. And in all truth it hardly seems as if this
writer had “lost” his “Time,” but as if he had retired
into his tower ot ivory (say, rather, of cork), to have,
in the long run, “recovered” it. And without any doubt
the essential part of this work is the exalted worship it
offers to the great artists. For them Marcel Proust has
that enthusiastic love which a girl has for an actor or
an author. One day, particularly courageous, she decides
to ask him for his photograph, in a letter that is full of
burning passion, hyperbolic and sincere. The photo-
graph is ardently kissed, for this is a love of the fetish
kind. If the writer continues to reply, his admirer soon
makes confession; she receives encouragement. One day
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she forwards a poem of hers which she had forgotten,
she says, in a drawer, and which the great man, please,
will try to place with some provincial review. To offer
him her thanks, she calls on him; and both are unde-
ceived. But nevertheless their relations are resumed by
correspondence after a while: the one has the need to
protect, the other to admire.

This passion for artists was felt by Proust in his child-
hood, and towards the end of his life, when he was sur-
rounded by hardly anyone save writers. It is in their
company that he had found the greatest joys of friend-
ship. The hero of his book tells us of his great desire, as a
youth, to know the painter Elstir, and how he addressed
to him one of those letters brimming over with love,
which gave him the chance of entering his studio.
Again, when the young man reads Bergotte, he informs
us of that same desire he had, not only to know him, but
to know his opinion on all the things that interested him.
He attributed a quasi-divine value to the writer whom
he thus adored. He imagined that all his judgments must
partake of that sacred nature and would bring him un-
expected revelations. Like Flaubert, he took the bit be-
tween his teeth, but with this difference, that Flaubert
vowed his worship first and foremost to the past. Proust,
while turning back to the classics, loved to discover new
forms of art. He was too strongly imbued with the spirit
of evolution and of life for his taste to remain fixed, or
for it not to seek out the art that creates itself, that is
born, that comes, the art like his own. At the present
day another pure lover of art prefers the life of the
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study to the life of activity. M. Valéry Larbaud extols
the pleasure of ‘“‘reading, that unpunished vice.” But
among a few pure artists Marcel Proust is the most
astonishing: it was after he had made study of men,
of duels, of love, of the vices, that he withdrew like a
monk into his chamber, and began his adoration of art
as of his God.

It is possible, no doubt, to conceive of a different
ideal. Faust knew the intoxication of wine, of women,
of beauty. But none the less he continues his search. And
at last one evening a fleet that is his own, the symbol of
his activity, sails back with sails unfurled into the har-
bour that he has created. It is then that he exclaims:
“O Time, suspend thy flight!” The feeling of battle, of
politics, of business, are all absent from the work of
Proust. For him art is the supreme form of action.
Proust has taught us to probe into the depths of every
fact, and we know that it was illness which thus oriented
his life, which thus determined the vocation of this man.
But it has in no way detracted from it. The movement
of thought is worth as much as the movement which
displaces matter. Without emerging from his room, a
man, with the activity of his brain, can become the
equal of any leader of peoples, no matter who. Action
has two great complementary tendencies. For Proust, as
for Goethe, an interested pleasure leads to a void. Only
forgetfulness of self can let us know a moment of hap-
piness. Faust finds that moment in life, Proust finds it in
art. And it is then that he calls out to le femps retrouvé,
to time recovered: “O Time, suspend thy flight!”
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EXTRACTS FROM UNPUBLISHED LETTERS OF MARCEL
PROUST *

BOUT 19053, Fernand Gregh sent his latest collec-
Ation of poems to Marcel Proust. After many ex-
pressions of eulogy Proust makes a reservation on the
subject of a use of the word comme. One can appreciate
here the importance attached by the author to exact ex-
pression—

t

‘. . . The comme which seems to me not exactly open to criti-
cism, but perhaps a little useless, is not the comme meaning just
as:

Comme un marin qu’aveugle, etc.

Comme un village, etc.

Comme un nageur, etc.

Comme s’ils m’attendaient, etc.

Comme le tain d’un miroir, etc. Etc., etc., etc.

“That is indispensable. No, I mean the comme used to mean
50 to speak:

D’un pas délibéré, comme désespéré.

C’étaient comme pendus au fond, etc.”

Elsewhere Proust speaks at length to his friend of
the book he has just received. His unique critical spirit,
as always, is here seen investigating the depths:

1These letters have connexion with different points of our biography,
and may be regarded as in a way complementary to it.—L. P.-Q.



UNPUBLISHED LETTERS

“I said to myself that it was perhaps Flaubert’s page—Sur ses
yeux, sur sa bouche, sur ses pieds,’ etc.—which had given you in
a purely accidental way the idea of the beautiful development
(otherwise absolutely different): ‘Leurs fronts, leurs yeux, leur
col . . . etc. Moreover, you know that Sainte-Beuve and Balzac
(Balzac twice) made the development of Flaubert the same, which
is, for the matter of that, from Bossuet. While yours has no kind
of connexion. 1 tell you that, simply as if I said to you: ‘Perhaps
it is the heat that makes you prefer to remain working to-day’
(accidental things). . . .

“. . . No doubt it would be lacking in gratitude for all the per-
fection which your work has attained, to advise a ‘curious’ form
to you when you have the simplicity of the masters. But you know
as I do that the fusion of moral emotions with natural sensations,
which is the only great poetry, tends always to give too much
abstraction to the style, and as you are on the true path to the
true source of great poetry, you run no risk of losing yourself
or taking a wrong turning, even if you take your delight and
diversion and condescend sometimes to underline occasionally with
a singular stroke a perfect form. . . .”

And here again is Proust bringing out his character of
professional writer:

“. . . Have you by any chance (my apologies for speaking of
this work, you know moreover that it no longer exists) the
Renaissance latine within your reach? If you have not, I should like
to send you a number in which I wrote an article, because you
know the almost unique confidence I have in your taste, and I
should like you to tell me, without any kindness, which would be
rather unkind really, exactly where I stand, whether there is any
progress or the reverse on Les Plaisirs et les jours and La Bible
d’Amiens, and, on the other hand, its relations with other things of
mine, and how that stands in itself. I should like a note, as at
school. And if it were not abusing your kindness, some correc-
tions in the margin. Naturally there is no hurry about any of
this. It could be any time. . . .”
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In 1913, at the time when René Blum took Du cété de
chez Swann to Grasset, this is what Proust himself

wrote of his book:

I have taken as a general title A la recherche du temps perdu.
The first volume (but it would be better not to say the first
volume, for I pretend that it is all in itself a little whole, like
L’Orme du mail in the Histoire contemporaine, or Les Déracinés
in the novel of L’Energie mationale) is called Du coté de chez
Swann. The second and third are announced on the cover as going
to be called, the second, Le c¢6té de Guermantes, and the third,
Le temps retrouvé. But perhaps the second will be called A Pombre
des jeunes filles en fleurs, or perhaps Les Intermittences du cceur,
or perhaps L’Adoration perpétuelle, or perhaps Les Colombes poig-
nardées, but it is useless to tell all this. It is a book of extreme
reality, but supported in some degree, to imitate involuntary memory
—(which in my opinion, although Bergson does not make this
distinction, is the only true memory, the voluntary memory, the
memory of the intelligence and the eyes restoring to us from the
past only inexact facsimiles, which no more reproduce it than the
pictures of bad painters have any resemblance to the spring, etc.
. . . So that we do not believe life real because we do not really
recall it, but if we happen to catch some smell of long ago, we
are suddenly intoxicated; and similarly, if we think that we no
longer love the dead, it is because we do not really recall them,
but if suddenly we see some old glove again, we melt into tears)—
by sudden reminiscence: one part of the book is a part of my life
which I had forgotten, suddenly recovered, in eating a morsel of
cake which I had soaked in tea, which delighted me before 1 had
recognized and identified it as having been something I used long
ago to take every morning: immediately my life of those days
comes back to life, and, as I say in the book, like the Japanese toy
in which tiny morsels of paper, when soaked in a bowl of water,
become people, flowers, etc. . . . all the people and gardens of
this period of my life have emerged from out of one cup of tea.
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Another part of the book is reborn from the moments of awaken-
ing, when one does not know where one is, and imagines oneself
to be two years before in a different country. But all that is only
the framework of the book. . . .

*, . . I do not know if I told you that this book was a novel.
At least it is from the novel that it diverges least. There is a
narrator who says ‘I’; there are a great many characters; they
are ‘prepared’ in this first volume; that is to say, they will do
in the second exactly the contrary of what one expected from the
first. From the point of view of the publisher, unfortunately, this
first volume is much less narrative than the second. And as regards
composition, this is so complex that it becomes apparent only very
late in the day, when all the themes have begun to combine. You
see that none of this is particularly inviting. But subject to what
we have said, it seems to me that in any case M. Grasset can lose
nothing, and from a literary point of view I do not think that
it will do his reputatioin any harm. . . .

*, . . I should be very happy if my book pleased you. I should
also be very happy, as I have written to you already, if you should
ask a service of me. Is it not possible? And finally I should be happy
if you are keeping well. Somebody or other, I cannot remember
who (and yet I see nobody), told me that he had it from . . . (I
think from you) that you have sent me a questionnaire, for me
to say what are the ten novels I like best. I have never received this,
otherwise I should have acknowledged it to you. But all the same
I am quite glad not to have received it, for if the question is of
living authors, there are very few whose books I care for, and
very few whom I care for in person, and as these are generally not
the same, 1 should be hurting the feelings of the second in
announcing the first.”

With regard to the proposed dictionary of the char-
acters in the work of Marcel Proust, here are the guid-
ing lines given by the author to Francois Fosca, who will
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undertake the task of compiling it when the novel has
been issued in its entirety:

‘. . . I should introduce, if I were you (and I would willingly
do it in concert with you)—I thought I had written all this to you,
but I have been so ill, perhaps I am confused—an original element;
that is, for instance, in holding in check the financial, social indi-
cations, etc., which take up so great a place in Balzac. But I
repeat, you will do that according to your own ideas. Pay no heed
to these indications if it pleases you to do differently. What I had
in mind was the following: in a Balzacian dictionary you will find
indications inevitable of this kind: *Duchesse de Maufrigneuse, later
Princesse de Cadignan, had inscribed 20,000 livres income in the
“grand livre,” on the advice of de Marsay, then her lover. In 1827,
thanks to the liberalities of Madame, the fortune of the Princesse
was raised to 37,000 francs income,” etc. . . . Well, even while
maintaining ourselves on a purely social ground, I should prefer
that this class of facts, too Balzacian, should be eliminated, and
replaced for instance by this kind of thing: ‘Oriane de Guermantes,
Princesse de Laumes, later Duchesse de Guermantes, refuses to go
to the Iénas’ at the time when she is Princesse de Laumes (see
Du c6té de chez Swann), then becomes their intimate friend and
even wishes to induce the Princesse de Parme to go to their house
(see Le coté de Guermantes).’

“If you come to Paris after Bourbon-Lancy, in spite of all the
difficulties which arise for me in receiving anyone, you would give
me great pleasure if you called during the day at my address, 44,
Rue Hamelin, to warn my servant that you will be coming the
same evening at 11 o’clock. Her husband, who is a chauffeur, will
be able to go and meet you and bring you back. We shall talk more
of Degas than of the dictionary. At any rate, I hope that the latter
is not indispensable to the maintenance of our reciprocal intellectual
sympathy and that if some day you renounce your idea of compil-
ing this dictionary, we shall not be left any less friendlily dis-

posed. . . .’
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PAGE 24. For a long time Marcel Proust was an en-
thusiastic student of metaphysics. He loved to discuss
the great metaphysical systems with his friends. But
before long, after becoming a regular frequenter of
the salon of Madame Arman de Caillavet, Anatole
France, by his scepticism, was to cure him of this pas-
sion, but none the less it remained always with him,
more or less, to the end of his life.

PAGE §6. When Marcel Proust read a few pages of his
book to some friends, before it had appeared, he was
repeatedly seized with a nervous laughter which forced
him indefinitely to give up his reading.

PAGE §7. About r9or Marcel Proust’s family left the
Boulevard Malesherbes and took up their residence at
45, Rue de Courcelles. It was this apartment which he
left, after the death of his mother, to go and live on
the Boulevard Haussmann.

PAGE §9. The asthma, towards the end of his life, had
resulted in a development of his chest. This remark,
made by some of Proust’s friends, might have a dif-
ferent explanation: historic truth obliges me to add that
Proust almost always wore starched shirt-fronts, and
it was perhaps his shirt-front bulging out.

PAGE 67. Not only had Proust an extraordinary gift of
divination, but further, it was impossible to conceal
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anything from him. “A thought would be just emerg-
ing to the surface of your consciousness,” writes Paul
Morand, “and, at the very instant, Proust showed by a
slight shock that he had received communication of it
simultaneously with yourself.” When Louis de Robert
wanted to spare him the pain which would be given
him by the brutal letter of refusal from Ollendorf,
Proust remarked at once that his friend was hiding
something from him. When he happened to be taken
in by someone and paid no heed, the fact was that he
had seen it all, understood it all, and just preferred not
to protest. “You think him your dupe: if he feigns
to be, which is the greater dupe, he, or you?” said La
Bruyére.

PAGE 85. His extreme sensibility might make one believe
in his susceptibility. One of his best friends, who saw
him right to the end of his life, had drawn his atten-
tion in Les Plaisirs et les jours to a somewhat lengthy
sentence. Proust made no reply. But much later, when
Du cété de chez Swann was on the point of appear-
ing, Proust said to the same friend: “I do not think you
will care for my style, for the sentences this time are
must longer than those in Les Plaisirs et les jours. . . .”
He was replying twenty years after to a small lit-
erary criticism which he had never let slip from his
memory.

PAGE 91. Proust’s peculiar taste for reconstructing
deep-hidden and secret motives for people’s actions
found constant occasion for exercise during the war.
The censorship was in full swing. Proust amused himself
by searching for the words left as blanks, by finding
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the sense of the suppressed passage. He made a study
of working out an expanded interpretation of the of-
ficial communiqué with a sagacity, a power of penetra-
tion, a gift of divination, which enabled him to catch
sight of the truth long before the professional com-
mentators did. From 1915 onwards he was sincerely
convinced that Germany would be completely van-
quished. He compared her to a2 woman stricken with
cancer, who knows it, but still goes to the ball.

PAGE 100. I should add that, a short time after the
award of the Prix Goncourt, Marcel Proust was given
the decoration of the Legion of Honour (in the same
list as the Comtesse de Noailles, whom he had often
encountered in his youth in the monde). This event,
quite unexpected by him, as was all his fame, gave him
profound satisfaction.

PAGE 105. He was so familiar a figure at the Ritz that
he used to tell how once he had been embarrassed, at
a dinner given there by the Princesse X., by seeming to
be the host, for it was to him, out of habit, that the
maitre d’hétel offered the dishes before serving them.
The confusion amused him greatly.

PAGE 106. I have remarked on page 77 that the habit of
writing in bed may possibly have influenced Proust in
the manner of his writing, and especially of correcting
his text. Furthermore, he worked in an attitude as in-
convenient as possible: a twopenny bottle of ink, al-
ways half empty, a bad pen, a thin wooden penholder.
He held his sheet of paper in the air, without support-
ing it on a table or even a blotting-pad or a book, which
explains his writing, which is almost devoid of any
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light or heavy lines. It was in this painful posture that
he wrote almost the whole of his work, and his innu-
merable letters too. When one finds, in the latter, phrases
such as “My dear friend—Weriting is truly an agony
to me . . .” he was in no way exaggerating. But he
refused to be relieved, to have a shade fixed on the lamp
that dazzled him, to have the table beside his bed
cleared, although it was so overladen with note-books
and volumes that he could put nothing more on it.
His manuscripts are extremely confused, and the
writing, of course, is scarcely legible. The typist, in
copying, frequently left blanks for words which she
did not understand, or, worse, made errors. And so it
can be understood that, not having room on his bed to
keep two note-books opened out in front of him, it
was difficult for Proust to search in his original manu-
script for the exact text, and he preferred to put him-
self back into the state of mind in which he had written
the passage in question, and so rewrite it. He was thus
brought to complete his search, to add some fresh de-
velopment, to amplify without ceasing. The attentive
study of the manuscripts will prove, moreover, that
some of the most beautiful passages in the book are just
those which were added later by the author on top of
the text.
PAGE 110. In the last days before his death, speech be-
came for Proust an impossible fatigue. He preferred to
write. Nothing could be more affecting than those backs
of envelopes on which the author of Swann, with un-
changed handwriting, asked Céleste to bring a table
nearer, to give him some tea, or to soften the light.
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BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Translators’ Note. The original text of Marcel Proust: His Life
and Work contains a fairly long list of books and journals in which
Proust’s work is dealt with. Almost all of these are French in
origin, and most of them, particularly the journals, are not easy of
access except in France. For the purpose of this translation, then,
it has been thought best to indicate only a selection from the list.
Mr. C. K. Scott Moncrieff’s English translation of Proust’s work
has already been mentioned.

I. IN ENGLISH. Marcel Proust: An English Tribute. Edited by
C. K. Scott Moncrieff. Contributions by Joseph Conrad,
Arnold Bennett, Arthur Symons, Compton Mackenzie,
Clive Bell, W. J. Turner, Catherine Carswell, Edgell Rick-
wood, Violet Hunt, Ralph Wright, Alex Waugh, George
Saintsbury, Logan Pearsall Smith, A. B. Walkley, John
Middleton Murry, Stephen Hudson, G. S. Street, Ethel
Colbourn Mayne, Francis Birrell, Reginald Turner, Dyneley
Hussey. (London, Chatto & Windus, 1923.)

II. IN FRENCH. Hommage é¢ Marcel Proust: a special number of
the Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, entirely devoted to Marcel
Proust, with photographs, and facsimiles of manuscripts,
personal recollections of the writer, and appreciations of
his work from numerous French and other writers. (Paris,
January 1st, 1923.)

Lampes & arc. (Contains Ode @ Marcel Proust.) Paul Morand.
(1920.)
Approximations. (Contains three essays on Proust.) Charles
du Bos. (1922.)
Mais Dart est difficile. Jacques Boulanger. (1922.)
Histoire de la littérature francaise contemporaine. René Lalou.

(1922.)
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Les Livres du temps. Paul Souday. (1914.)

Salons et journaux. Léon Daudet. (1917.)

De Hamlet ¢ Swann. Guy de Pourtalés. (1923.)

Les Pas effacés. Robert de Montesquiou. (1923.)

De Proust ¢ Dada. André Germain. (1924.)

Le XXe siécle. Benjamin Crémieux. (1924.)

Robert de Montesquiou et Marcel Proust. E. de Clermont
Tonnerre. (1925.)

Panorama de la littérature contemporaine. Bernard Fay. (1925.)

Conférence sur Marcel Proust. Jacques Riviére. (Printed in
the Nowvelle Revue Frangaise, special number, April,

1925.)
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A NOTE ON THE TYPE IN
WHICH THIS BOOK IS SET

T bis book is set on the Linotype in Garamond,
a modern rendering of the type first cut in
the sixteenth century by Claude Garamond
(1510-1561). He was a pupil of Geofroy
Tory and is believed to have based bis letters
on the Venetian models although he intro-
duced a number of important differences, and
it is to bim we owe the letter which we know
as Old Style. He gave to bis letters a certain
elegance and a feeling of movement which
won for their creator an immediate reputa-
tion and the patronage of the French King,
Francis 1.
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