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Praise for Simply Proust 

ÒSimply Pr oust is an excellent in tr oduc tion and guide to Pr oustÕs 

fascinating lif e and his monumen tal w ork In Search of Lost Time. 

Themes such as love, jealousy, snobber y, voyeurism, and br othels, 

as well as characters in Pr oustÕs novel, are tr eated in an engag ing, 

enter taining manner . Jack JordanÕs book is a joy to r ead, full o f 

inter esting inf orma tion, and is hig hly recommende d.Ó 

ÑCynthia Gamble, H onor ary Research Fello w, Uni versity o f 

Exeter , UK 

 

ÒSimply Pr oust pulls o ff wi th ease the arduous task o f making Mar cel 

ProustÕs masterwork accessible, wi thout sacrif icing an y of the 

comple xity tha t mak es it one o f the most impor tant no vels of the 

20th Cen tur y. To do this, Jack Jordan vividl y pain ts vast the cultur al, 

scientif ic, and philosophic al backgr ound tha t f ed In Search of Lost 

Time. Armed wi th this kno wledge, both ne w and r epeat r eaders are 

bound to gain fr esh insights in to the brillianc e of ProustÕs novel.Ó 

ÑHer vŽ G. Picheri t, Associate Pr ofessor of Fr ench, Uni versity o f 

Texas at Austin 

 

ÒIn this fast-pac ed book, Jack Jordan condenses a lif etime o f 

teaching and r esearch on Pr oust in to a liv ely and accessible forma t. 

Jordan in tr oduc es us to Proust, his famil y, and his friends, all the 

while taking c are to explain and r espect ProustÕs own thoug hts on 

the gap between lif e and work, between the social self and the 

hidden, cr eativ e self. Jordan inspir es us to read, or r eread, ProustÕs 

novel, inviting us to ÔTake those long sen tenc es and paragraphs 

as a surfer would big w aves.Õ Jordan brings out, in par ticular , the 

moderni ty of ProustÕs novel: its love of speed, motion, and 

technolog y; its engagement wi th the la test scien tif ic developmen ts 

in ph ysics, evolution, and psy cholog y.Ó 
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ÑJennif er Rushworth, A ssociate Pr ofessor in F r ench and 

Compar ati ve Li ter atur e, Uni versity Co lleg e London, UK 

 

ÒProfessor Jack JordanÕs richl y contextualiz ed in tr oduc tion to Pr oust 

revisits the in tric ate and quasi-m ytholog ized relationship be tween 

the wri terÕs life and work in surprising ly lucid w ays. From 

biogr aphical facts thr ough contempor aneous science and sociolog y 

to no velistic in terpr etations, these 11 highly accessible and 

intr ospectiv e chapters en thr all the r eader to embar k on an exciting 

journe y thr ough the Pr oustian Ôspace-time c ontinu um.Õ Simply 

Proust is wri t ten wi th c onsider able erudi tion, wi t ticism, and poise, 

and is also sprinkle d wi th pr actic al tips f or a li ter ary amateurÕs 

budding Pr oust pilgrimage. Ó 

ÑShuang yi Li, R esearch Fello w in F r ench and Com par ati ve 

Li ter atur e, Centr e for Languag es and Li ter atur e, Lund U ni versity , 

Sweden 

 

ÒJack JordanÕs Simply Pr oust is a perfect in tr oduc tion to  In Search of 

Lost Time, one of the gr eatest no vels of the 20 th  centur y, as well as 

to i ts author , Marcel Proust. Af ter an e xcellent biogr aphical section 

that connects ProustÕs life to his w ork, it pr esents and analyzes 

the multiple fac ets of the no vel in a compact and accessible 

fashion.  Simply Pr oust especiall y emphasizes the French no velistÕs 

modern outlook and sho ws how his vie w of the w or ld is closel y 

link ed to the scien tif ic disc overies of his time. Y et, i t also 

demonstr ates how In Search of Lost Time is a fascinating v oyage of 

self-disc overy for toda yÕs reader.Ó 

ÑPascal I fri, edi tor-in -chief o f Bulletin M arcel Proust & 

Professor of Fr ench, Br own U ni versity 

 

ÒAlthoug h simplici ty is not usuall y associated wi th In Search of Lost 

Time, Professor Jack Jordan does a remarkable job o f r endering 

Marcel ProustÕs masterpie ce accessible. The engaging biogr aphy 
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section describes ho w Proust dr ew on r eal-lif e figur es and on his 

own c omple x emotions to c aptur e an entir e era so vividl y tha t 

readers feel the y have lived ther e themsel ves. A thematic section 

provides a catalog o f the perspe ctiv es, techniques, and pa t terns 

Proust uses to w eave the 3000 pages o f his seven novels into a 

brillian t whole c apable of chang ing our vie ws on our o wn liv es. A 

deeply inf orme d and hig hly readable in tr oduc tion.Ó 

ÑCatherine Le Gouis, Pr ofessor of Fr ench, M oun t H olyoke 

Colleg e 
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Series EditorÕs Foreword 

S impl y CharlyÕs ÒGreat Liv esÓ series offers brief but a uthori tativ e 

intr oduc tions to the w or ldÕs most inf luential pe opleÑscien tists, 

artists, wri ters, economists, and other historic al f igur es whose 

contributions ha ve had a meaning ful and enduring impac t on our 

society. 

Each book pr ovides an illumina ting look a t the w orks, ideas, 

personal liv es, and the legacies these individuals lef t behind, also 

shedding lig ht on the thoug ht pr ocesses, specif ic events, and 

experienc es that led these r emarkable people to their 

groundbr eaking disc overies or other achie vements. Addi tionall y, 

every volume explor es various challenges the y had to fac e and 

overcome to mak e histor y in their r espectiv e fields, as well as the 

li t tle-kno wn char acter tr aits, quir ks, strengths, and fr ailties, m yths, 

and contr oversies tha t sometimes surr ounde d these personali ties. 

Our authors ar e prominen t scholars and other top e xper ts who 

have dedicated their c areers to exploring e ach facet o f their 

subjectsÕ work and personal liv es. 

Unlik e many other w orks that ar e merely descriptions o f the 

major milestones in a person Õs life, the ÒGreat Liv esÓ series goes 

above and beyond the standar d forma t and c onten t. I t brings 

substanc e, depth, and clari ty to the some times-c omple x lives and 

works of histor yÕs most po werful and inf luential pe ople. 

We hope tha t by exploring this series, r eaders will not onl y gain 

new kno wledge and understanding o f what dr ove these geniuses, 

but also f ind inspir ation f or their o wn liv es. IsnÕt this what a great 

book is suppose d to do ? 

Charles Carlini, Simpl y Charly 

New York City 
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Preface 

W hen someone asks if you have read Marcel Proust 

(1871Ð1922), the question usuall y refers to his 3, 000-page 

novel, In Search of Lost Time. Though a prolif ic wri ter in numer ous 

genres, without the public ation o f his masterpie ce it is unlik ely tha t 

his name w ould have become as well-kno wn as it has. Some 

individuals who ha ve read In Search of Lost Time consider i t to be 

the gr eatest no vel ever wri t ten. Others ar e mor e limi ted in their 

praise, describing i t as the gr eatest no vel of the 20 th  centur y or in 

the Fr ench language. W hatever the c ase may be, it is r are, if not 

unique to Pr oust, tha t a wri ter had de voted his entir e lif e to cr eating 

one novel whose vision r eaches from the de tails o f his own lif e and 

times to a me taphoric al description o f the essenc e of man. 

For many, ProustÕs name is also often synon ymous wi th Òdif f icult 

to understand. Ó The most obvious r easons for this ar e the size of 

the no vel and the (in )famous length o f some of his sentenc es. Take 

those long sen tenc es and paragraphs as a surfer would big w aves. 

Enjoy the ride as long as y ou can, then have fun falling in to wha t a 

Bri tish ac ademic Malc olm Bowie called the Òlarge tidal mo vementsÓ 

that mak e up ÒProustÕs gri t ty, breezy, and salty book.Ó Let yourself 

go and enjoy let ting the curr ents tak e you wher e you have not be en 

before. 

Since Proust f irst trie d to publish his no vel, some readers have 

had dif f icult y understanding the lack o f an obvious chr onolog ical 

developmen t in char acters and plot. Some ha ve found his 

descriptions o f the v ery ordinar y experienc es and things tha t mak e 

up dail y lif e to be boring. SwannÕs Way, the f irst o f the seven 

volumes tha t mak e up In Search of Lost Time, was rejected several 

times, most famousl y by Andr Ž Gide, edi tor o f La Nouvelle Revue 

Fran•aise , the leading French publisher a t the time. H e later said i t 

was the biggest mistak e of his career. Alfred Humblot, the gener al 

edi tor o f Ollendorf, Pr oustÕs second choic e, also rejected it. 
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ÒMy dear friend, Ó Humblot wr ote. ÒI might be dead fr om the ne ck 

up, but r ack my brains as I may, I fail to understand wh y a man needs 

thir ty pages to describe ho w he tosses and turns in his be d before 

falling asle ep.Ó 

His reaction w as not unc ommon. But, while se eing wha t lies on 

the surfac e in ProustÕs novel, he did not per ceive what lies belo w 

the mundane, or dinar y experienc es shared by everyone. The times 

spent falling asle ep and waking up ar e precious par ts of the terri tor y 

that mak e up the no velÕs quest. They are the bridges be tween each 

person Õs conscious and unc onscious sta tes and can ultima tel y lead 

one to the under lying me aning o f his no vel, which Pr oust describe d 

as a Òseries of novels of the Unc onscious.Ó 

Proust f inall y had to publish SwannÕs Way himself. Despi te i ts slow 

star t, the pr aise for this inno vativ e novel star ted pouring in. The 

numer ous tr anslations tha t ar e still being done a t test to this and the 

rest of In Search of Lost TimeÕs continuing, univ ersal appeal; proper ly 

presented, these aspects are part o f what can make the no vel mor e 

appealing and be t ter understood b y modern r eaders. 

Thoug h ProustÕs novel ref lects so well toda yÕs modern, r elativistic 

wor ldview, it is also rich in the par ticulars o f his time. W hile not 

an autobiogr aphy, this masterpie ce is profoundl y roote d in his lif e. 

He used what he le arned fr om his famil y, his friends, himself, and 

the w or ld he liv ed in and obser ved wi th the passion o f an ar tist and 

the de tached perspe ctiv e of a scientist to cr eate the w or ld of his 

novel. He enthusiastic ally embr aced, observed, analyzed, and wr ote 

about who and wha t he experienc edÑfr om the smallest de tails to 

the most gener al laws he saw governing man and the w or ld. The 

end of the 19th c entur y and the beg inning o f the 20 th  was a period 

of great change in scienc e, technolog y, psycholog y, and art. ManÕs 

relationship to the w or ld around him w as being changed by the 

popular use o f tr ains and the in tr oduc tion o f cars and planes; the 

incr eased speed changed his r elationship to time and spac e. 

Distanc e was no longer f ixed, time and spac e no longer absolutes. 

The ar ts lie at the he art o f ProustÕs novel, but the scienc es provide 

the tools ne eded to arriv e at the end o f the search. Chief among 
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them is psy cholog y. It pr ovided a scientif ic methodolog y to r each 

the essence of ÒselfÓ and the terminolog y to expr ess it, taking the 

search beyond a vague, romanticiz ed notion o f manÕs identi ty. As 

this book will sho w, it also tak es the search outside the no vel and 

makes the r eader a member o f the quest. The r esults can be exciting 

and unexpected. 

As with Pr oustÕs masterpie ce, ther e are aspects to his lif e that 

have been associated wi th his name. The y range from his childhood 

sicknesses, privilege d existenc e, close relationship wi th his mother 

and the Fr ench pastries c alled madeleines, to his c ork-line d room, 

inversion o f nig ht and day, and a snobbish, sedentar y and r eclusiv e 

existenc e when he w as an adult. Some of these deser ve fur ther 

explanation, and others c orr ection. Both will f ollo w. 

In Search of Lost Time is the stor y of the N arr atorÕs search for a 

vocation. This also describes a long quest in Pr oustÕs own lif e, which 

served as a narrativ e for his no vel. Until he f ound this narr ativ e, his 

voice, and what w ould be the essen tial e xperienc e of in volun tar y 

memor y, Proust (and the N arr ator ) could not star t his no vel and 

did not trul y consider himself a wri ter . Without the e xperienc e of 

the special ple asure brought about b y a chance encounter wi th an 

object in the w or ld tha t w ould ultima tel y pr ovide the f oundation 

for his Òimmense edif ice of memor y,Ó the quest both for a vocation 

and a vision tha t w ould eventuall y result in this masterpie ce was a 

dile t tanteÕs dream. 

Thoug h memor y lies at the he art o f ProustÕs novel, it is onl y 

in small par t the sen timen tal journe y backward in time tha t is 

suggested by the f ormer Eng lish tr anslation o f the ti tle, 

Remembrance of Things Past. With the curr ent, mor e liter al ti tle, 

In Search of Lost Time, not onl y is the essential elemen t o f Time 

intr oduc ed, but i t is also pair ed wi th Lost, suggesting multiple 

meanings. Taken as Òwasted,Ó Òlost timeÓ can mean the years the 

Narr ator ( and Proust ) spent going to the man y cultur al and social 

events in Paris tha t include the periods kno wn as the fin de si•cle

and the belle Žpoque and continue un til af ter W or ld War I. Some 

of these sor ties include d at tending c ertain salons tha t permi t ted 

xiv  |  Preface



him to mo ve about in socie ty and to kno w aristocr ats, wri ters, 

musicians, and other impor tant social, poli tic al, and artistic 

individuals. H e would then wri te ar ticles and other small pie ces 

for ne wspapers describing these pe ople and events. Not onl y did 

the time tha t he w as not spending on a serious w ork of li ter atur e 

concern Pr oust (and the N arr ator ), but also the r eputa tion tha t he 

got f or being a superf icial chr onicler o f Parisian social lif e around 

the turn o f the c entur y would ha unt him e ven after he star ted 

to publish his masterpie ce. Anything tha t took him a way fr om the 

conf ines of his r oom wher e he could w ork on his no vel was time 

wasted. As it turne d out, these ac tivi ties gave him the substanc e 

for much o f his no vel and pr ovided the r eader wi th an excellent 

perspectiv e on ProustÕs life and times. 

ÒLost timeÓ can also be understood as the tempor al aspect o f the 

extr aordinar y experienc e he had wi th the Òspecial ple asureÓ that 

takes one outside the limi ts of time and spac e. This in terpr etation 

leads one to the he art o f the N arr atorÕs (and ProustÕs) quest: the 

search for the answ er to the fundamen tal philosophic al questions, 

Òwho am I?Ó and Òwhat is the na tur e of the w or ld?Ó It is the se arch for 

the essence of man, w or ld, how ei ther c an be known and ho w can 

these disc overies be expr essed. The unif ied wor ldview tha t r esults is 

the philosophic al foundation suppor ting the rich, c omple x struc tur e 

of ProustÕs novel. The paths tha t lead to this pr ovide a fascinating 

look in to the cr eativ e process and form a lar ge and impor tant par t 

of this book. 

This Òspecial ple asureÓ is born from an experienc e of in volun tar y 

memor y. In contr ast to volun tar y memor y, it does not r ely on 

rational ef for ts to r etrie ve lost memories. I t cannot be f orced. 

Thr ough a chance sensory contact, a past feeling c omes alive in 

the pr esent, taking one out o f the normal c onf ines of time and 

space. Only after ward does in telligenc e play a role. This is one o f 

the most fundamen tal o f the man y oppositions, or duali ties, tha t 

pervade ProustÕs novel. Other impor tant oppositions include (but 

are not limi ted to): SwannÕs Way, the Guerman tes Way (geographic 

and social); habi t, no velt y; light, dar k; night, day; clear, obscur e; 
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inward, out ward; par ticular , general; micr o, macro; enclosed, open; 

and tr agic, comic. All will be sho wn to be ei ther a syn thesis or a t 

least t wo essential sides o f lif e and the w or ld. Proust also arriv ed 

at the t wo essential par ts of any knowledge: a subject to kno w and 

an object to be kno wn. This simple opposition or duali ty (subject-

object) lies at the he art o f ProustÕs philosoph y and wor ldview. 

The goal of Simply Pr oust is to in tr oduc e ProustÕs unusual lif e and 

times and e xplor e the thoug hts tha t inspir ed him to cr eate his no vel. 

This book also in tends to help understand the basic, symme tric al 

struc tur e, as well as the simple eleganc e of this se eming ly comple x 

novel, and to pr ovide a personal e xperienc e for the r eader. While w e 

canÕt go into every par ticular de tail tha t mak es up ProustÕs edif ice, 

we can see certain pa t terns tha t develop fr om the smallest de tail to 

the struc tur e of the en tir e novel. 

We will look a t some o f the most impor tant o f the N arr atorÕs 

experienc es to see what pat terns emer ge within the r epeti tions 

and changes. These meaning ful experien tial dots will be c onnected 

at the end o f the no vel using the will, the tools o f r eason, and 

intelligenc e to deduce the essence of man and w or ld, as well as 

the laws tha t govern them. B y under lining wha tever makes an 

impr ession, whether understood a t the time, the r eader may also 

create dots tha t, af ter being look ed at fr om a later perspe ctiv e, 

can also create a pic tur e or mosaic tha t is unique and personal 

yet r oote d in the no vel. If a phr ase or an idea keeps repeating in 

your mind, pa y at ten tion to i t. I f you would lik e to have a colorful 

perspectiv e of the f irst f ew pages of the no vel, mark each reference 

to lig ht in one c olor and those to time in another . There will be lots 

of color r ef lected by these t wo essential aspects of ProustÕs entir e 

novel. 

The layout o f the chapters r ef lects the t wo essential r elationships 

to the no vel (Author ÐNovelÐReader). The chapter ti tle d, ÒMarcel 

ProustÕs Early Days,Ó delves into his lif e and its r elationship to In 

Search of Lost Time. His famil y, friends, and other sour ces are 

presented, along wi th other sour ces for the e vents, places, and ideas 

that oc cur in the no vel. 
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Due to the impor tant r ole the N arr ator has r egarding the a uthor , 

the no vel, and the r eader, the discussion o f the no vel is divide d in to 

two par ts: ÒThe Narr ator: T ravels in the Space-Time Con tinu umÓ 

and ÒA Search for Cer tain ty.Ó The ever-pr esent question o f iden ti ty 

continues to pla y a predominan t r ole in the f ormer . Is ther e one 

or several Narr ators? I s ther e one core Self or several selves? What 

should he be c alled? How does the N arr ator w elcome the r eader, 

including him or her in the quest? Thr ough the N arr atorÕs 

experienc e of in volun tar y memor y, a causal, positivistic univ erse is 

replaced by one based on a synchr onistic, a-c ausal wor ldview wher e 

the r elationship be tween time, spac e, and identi ty are recreated. In 

ÒA Search for Cer tain ty,Ó the major themes and featur es of the no vel 

are presented in a way tha t r ef lects tha t o f In Search of Lost Time. It 

is induc tiv e, moving fr om the par ticular to the gener al, and it mo ves 

out ward, fr om the be droom to the stairs to the house i tself. At the 

end of ÒCombr ay,Ó the first par t o f SwannÕs Way, the Òraised f inger 

of the da yÓ points the w ay out o f the c onf ines of the N arr atorÕs 

bedroom tha t will ultima tel y lead to the c ertain ty tha t w as lost in 

the dar kness of the opening pages o f the no vel. 

Another chapter looks a t the essen tial r ole the r eader plays in 

the N arr atorÕs quest, how he or she is include d, what is the r ole 

of the unc onscious and wha t r elevance this c an have in oneÕs own 

lif e. ProustÕs (and the N arr atorÕs) experienc es with psy cholog y are 

continue d fr om the pr evious chapter wi th an emphasis on the 

possible r ole hypnosis pla ys and how this c an affect the r eaderÕs 

experienc e. 

Proust blurs the boundaries tha t separate the w or ld of the no vel 

fr om tha t o f the author and fr om tha t o f the r eader. Despite his cle ar 

and often-sta ted opposition to looking a t a piece of ar t (li ter ary, 

pic torial, e tc.) fr om the side o f i ts cr eator and his emphasis on the 

impor tanc e of the r elationship on the other side o f the no vel, fr om 

that o f the r eader, the boundar y between Proust and the no vel is 

also blurr ed. One of the me ans by which this is achie ved is by using 

real historic al f igur es and events alongside f ictional char acters. This 
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par ticular mixtur e is one reason for the historic al richness o f 

ProustÕs novel. 

The novel is not shor t, which in i tself limi ts i ts gener al appeal. 

However, just as it tak es time to cr eate a wor ld, i t tak es time f or 

a person to be tr anspor ted in to i t. Ideally, it should be r ead at 

night, undisturbe d by anyone or an ything tha t mig ht in terf ere wi th 

becoming par t o f the no vel, like the Narr ator who, on the f irst 

page, describes himself as falling asle ep while r eading, seeming ly 

becoming the subje ct o f the book. I f you do not ha ve the time to 

read the no vel fr om beginning to end, tr y reading the f irst and last 

volumes toge ther . Try not to le t the no velÕs reputa tion as being 

dif f icult bother y ou. Just read it and tr y to hang on be cause if you 

give it a chanc e, you may be in f or a ride as r ewarding as those tak en 

by Aladdin on his mag ic carpet in The Arabian Nights . 

Jack L. Jordan 

Orange Beach, Alabama 
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Ë la recherche du temps perdu 
(In Search of Lost Time) 

1913   Volume I: Du c™tŽ de chez Swann (SwannÕs Way) 

1918   Volume II: A lÕombre des jeunes filles en fleur s (Within a Budding 

Grove) 

1920  Volume III: Le C™tŽ de Guermantes (The GuermantesÕ Way) 

1921   Volume IV : Sodome et Gomorrhe (Sodom and Gomorrah) 

1923  Volume V: La Prisonni•r e (The Captive) 

1924  Volume VI: Albertine disparue (The Fugitive) 

1927  Volume VII: Le Temps retrouvŽ (Time Regained) 

The dates are those of the Fr ench versions. For the purpose o f 

simplif ication, the v olumes ar e summariz ed under their curr ent 

ti tles. 
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Marcel Proust (Dutch National A rchives, The Hague, Fotocollectie Algemeen 
Nederlands Persbureau (ANEFO), 1945-1989) 

xx  |  Marcel Proust

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Marcel_Proust_2.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Marcel_Proust_2.jpg






1. Marcel ProustÕs Early Days 

M arcel Valentin Louis Eug•ne Ge orges Proust w as born on 

July 10, 1871, in Auteuil, a suburb of Paris. His father , Adrien 

Proust, w as born in 1834 in Illiers, a small to wn ne ar Char tr es, not 

far fr om Paris. His mother , Jeanne ClŽmence Weil, was born in 1849, 

in Paris. Both o f his par ents were from r elativ ely wealth y families. 

His father w as Catholic and his mother w as Jewish, and even thoug h 

Marcel and his br other R ober t w ere raised Catholic, r elig ion w as not 

a dominan t f orce in the famil y. When his par ents were marrie d, the 

Second Empir e was ending, and the Thir d Republic w as beginning. 

It w as the star t o f new Consti tutional L aws, establishing a r egime 

based on par liamen tar y supr emacy. 

Even for the r elativ ely wealth y, this w as not an easy time, and 

the ne wlyweds had to sur vive the sieges and bombar dmen ts of 

the Prussians and then the insurr ection o f the Communar ds. The 

childhood sicknesses tha t plague d Mar cel could be at tribute d to 

these cir cumstanc es. Later , when he w as nine, he almost die d fr om 

an asthma at tack, the f irst o f many to f ollo w and which w ould 

have a profound ef fect on him f or the r est of his lif e. One brig ht 

aspect o f this illness w as that he spen t holida ys at the be ach in 

Normand y, wher e he could br eathe easier thanks to the se a air. The 

time he spen t ther e was good for his he alth, and the ar ea would 

become a regular vacation destina tion. The to wn o f Cabour g would 

become ProustÕs inspir ation f or Balbec, the seaside resort f eatur ed 

in his book. H is brother , Rober t, who w as born in 1873, did not 

suffer fr om Mar celÕs ailments and became a doctor , like their fa ther . 

Thoug h the y seem to ha ve got ten along r elativ ely well despi te their 

dif ferences and usual sibling riv alries, ProustÕs Narr ator does not 

have a brother . 

Marcel and his mother w ere extr emely close, and she obviousl y 

played the most impor tant r ole in his lif e. Both she and her mother , 

Ad•le W eil, were well educated and helpe d cr eate and nourish his 
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love for li ter atur e, art, the ater , and music. H is grandmother 

fr equented a salon held by AmŽlie CrŽmieux, a talen ted relativ e 

and the wif e of an impor tant lef t-wing poli tician. She me t man y 

wri ters, ar tists, c omposers, and poli ticians ther e, passing on to her 

son not onl y many in ter esting stories but also a par ticular and 

personal r elationship wi th these gr eat ar tistsÑa talen t tha t Proust 

exhibi ted in the unique and personal e xperienc e many individuals 

have when r eading his no vel. Along wi th her appr eciation f or other 

17th -c entur y wri ters, such as Corneille and Racine, she passe d on 

to her son her lo ve for a French aristocr at, Mme de SŽvignŽ, whose 

let ters to her da ughter ser ve as an example o f the de votion tha t 

is possible between a parent and a child, and as a chr onicle o f the 

cour t o f Louis XIV. Mme de SŽvignŽ is referr ed to o ften in the no vel 

and is associated wi th the N arr atorÕs grandmother . These wri tings 

familiariz ed the futur e novelist wi th the v alue of someone obser ving 

and describing the pe ople and events tha t mak e up oneÕs life and 

times. The par ticular anal ysis and the pr esentation, ho wever, belong 

to the no velist alone. 

Marcel spent most o f his lif e in Paris. In 1872, ProustÕs famil y 

moved to the Boule vard Malesherbes, in the 8 th  arr ondissemen t. He 

would liv e in this par t o f the ci ty for the gr eater par t o f his lif e. 

The famil y often sta yed at his ma ternal gr andfatherÕs Louis WeilÕs 

home in the Auteuil neig hbor hood. Louis also o wned pr oper ty on 

Boulevard Haussmann, wher e Proust w ould la ter liv e for 13 years 

and make famous in In Search of Lost Time. There he would 

eventuall y install a noise-pr oof cork-line d bedroom. He would also 

stay at his aunt ElisabethÕs house in Illiers-Combr ay in nor th-c entr al 

France, which Pr oust immor taliz ed in his no vel as Aunt LŽonieÕs 

house. The f ictional house o f his uncle Adolphe, me anwhile, will 

become forbidden terri tor y in the no vel, wher e the young Narr ator 

meets one o f his f ictional uncle Adolphe Õs Òlady friends,Ó Odet te de 

CrŽcy, for the f irst time. I n a typic ally Proustian w ay, only later 

will the N arr ator and the r eader r ealize that this appar entl y 

unimpor tant, chanc e encounter is the beg inning o f something 

signif icant and tha t she is an in tegr al part o f the no vel. In an equally 
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subtle and appar entl y inc onsequential w ay, the theme o f 

uncertain ty regarding social and se xual iden ti ty continues. The 

inspir ation f or Odet te came principall y fr om a cour tesan Laure 

Hayman; a photogr aph of the Americ an singer Marie v an Zandt 

dressed as a man that belonge d to his fa ther possibl y served as an 

inspir ation f or the pic tur e of the y oung Narr ator . Laure and Mar cel 

would be come lif elong friends, wi th L aure referring to the y oung 

Marcel as her Òlit tle psy cholog ist in por celain.Ó (The passionate 

obsession Swann will ha ve for Odet te will f oreshadow the N arr atorÕs 

own jealous at tempts to r ealize his love for Al ber tine and, as the 

novel tr avels thr ough the lif e and times o f the N arr ator , Odet te will 

also show the impermanenc e of social hier archies and be par t o f 

the unif ication o f the t wo ÒWays,Ó intr oduc ed at the beg inning o f the 

novel.) 

The houses in Auteuil and Illiers c ontribute d to the cr eation o f 

the f ictional Combr ay, wher e the Narr ator and his famil y spent 

holida ys wi th his Aun t LŽonie and her maid, Fr an• oise. However, the 

majori ty of events occurr ed in Illiers, including the tasting o f the 

madeleine pastr y and herbal te a. In an in ter esting r eversal of the 

usual inf luenc e the r eal wor ld may have had on the w or ld of the 

novel, the to wnÕs name is now off iciall y Illiers-Combr ay. It is fr om 

this house tha t the famous distinc tion be tween the t wo ÒWaysÓ are 

found. For w alks, the Narr atorÕs famil y could tak e the ÒMŽsŽglise,Ó 

ÒSwannÕsÓ Way, or the ÒGuerman tesÓ Way. SwannÕs Way was the 

shor ter o f the t wo and the pa th most o ften tak en. On one of his 

walks, the Narr ator f irst se es Charles and Odet te SwannÕs daughter , 

Gilber te, the N arr atorÕs first lo ve. The ÒGuerman tes WayÓ takes the 

Narr ator and his famil y along the Viv onne, a riv er tha t f ollo ws the 

walk and wher e he describes the w ater -lilies tha t he sees. 

Impr essionist pain ter Cla ude Monet cr eated them wi th pain t, and 

Proust pain ted them wi th w ords. The former ÒWayÓ is associated 

wi th the bour geois Swann, and the la t ter wi th the aristocr atic 

Guerman tes famil y. The two ways will e ventuall y converge when 

Gilber te Swann marries R ober t de Saint-Loup, a member o f the 

Guerman tes famil y. It will also be uni ted when, wi th the use o f an 
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automobile, both sides c ould be visi ted in one da y. Though Proust 

(and the N arr ator ) was known f or his sedentar y, enclosed and sterile 

existenc e in Paris, these w alks (along wi th visi ts to Auteuil) helpe d 

create a love for natur e and much o f his appr eciation o f i t, especiall y 

for his belo ved hawthorn tr ees. The house in Illiers-Combr ay still is 

one of the mor e popular Pr oustian ÒpilgrimagesÓ to make. 

MarcelÕs mother c ertainl y played the dominan t r ole in Pr oustÕs 

lif e, but his fa therÕs inf luenc e and the c ontacts he made in his 

extr emely successful career as a doctor o f epidemiolog y and other 

related f ields (including psy cholog y) provided many of the sour ces 

for the kno wledge that w ent in to his no vel. Not onl y did his 

scientif ic backgr ound inf luenc e the young no velistÕs wor ldview, but 

his work both a t home and in terna tionall y also put him in touch wi th 

poli ticians and diploma ts, some of whom made i t in to the no vel as 

inspir ations f or char acters or ar e cited wi th their r eal names. Both 

parents were impor tant not onl y in the cr eation o f the N arr atorÕs 

famil y, but also the t wo supposedly contr adictor y wor ldviews tha t 

make up his no vel itself. 

From 1882 to 1889, Marcel at tende d what w as known f or his f irst 

year as the LycŽe Fontanes and subsequentl y as the LycŽe 

Condor cet. Records fr om 1885 show tha t he w as frequentl y absent 

due to illness. H e made many lif elong friends ther e and showed an 

inter est in the na tur al sciences, in par ticular botan y, due at least in 

par t to his e xcellent and extr emely funn y teacher, Georges Colomb. 

These scientif ic perspe ctiv es (and humor ) are eviden t thr oughout 

the no vel and domina te the beg inning o f Sodom and Gomorrah. In 

1888, the greatest inf luenc e on Proust w as his philosoph y pr ofessor, 

Alphonse Darlu (per haps an inspir ation f or the wri ter Ber got te in 

the no vel). He taught Proust a par adoxical mindse t, showing him 

the impor tanc e of scien tif ic disc overy and the lack o f a fixed reality 

in the w or ld of the senses, which had be come t wo fundamen tal 

aspects of ProustÕs wor ldview. DarluÕs method o f teaching c an also 

be seen in Pr oustÕs novel, as he taught philosoph y in a humor ous, 

often me taphoric al way tha t appealed to Mar cel as well as many 
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other studen ts. The tr aits fr om these t wo teachers are inher ent to 

the pr ocess by which his philosophic al wor ldview is pr esented. 

The Champs-El ysŽes neighbor hood, wher e the famous 

eponymous avenue is loc ated, was MarcelÕs playground, and he 

played ther e often wi th old and ne w friends. One da y he met Marie 

de Benardaky ther e and became infa tuated wi th her . His 

preoccupation wi th Marie did not pr eclude, ho wever, his love for 

and pursui t o f certain male classma tes. In November o f 1887, he and 

some of his talen ted school friends star ted a liter ary review called

Le Lundi . It onl y survived f ive months, and af ter ward Mar cel wr ote 

some pieces for La Revue Lilas, also produc ed by Proust and his 

friends. 

The salon life 

During his last y ear at Condor cet, his friends w ere playing another 

role, pr oviding the open sesameÑfr ee accessÑto some of the salons 

in Paris. It did not hur t tha t he w as young and w ell-manner ed or 

knew how to f lat ter , converse, and be generous in sending be autiful 

bouque ts of f lowers to the hostess. The salon held b y Genevi• ve 

Str aus was elegant and suc cessful, at tende d by many aristocr ats 

and famous ar tists. She was the mother o f one o f Mar celÕs school 

friends, Jacques Bizet (his mother r emarrie d Emile Str aus after her 

husbandÕs death ). Soon after marr ying, Emile and Gene vi• ve moved 

to 134 Boulevard Haussmann, onl y a few doors do wn fr om wher e 

Proust w ould liv e years later . Emile was the owner o f a wonderful 

collection o f works by contempor ary pain ters, including Cla ude 

Monet and Gusta ve Moreau. Thanks to this c ombina tion o f 

connections and talen t, he w as granted entr y in to wha t w as for him 

at tha t poin t in his lif e an unkno wn, w onderful, and e xciting w or ld. 

Thoug h those at tending include d such celebri ties as the c omposer 

Gabriel FaurŽ, author Gu y de Maupassant, pain ter Edgar Degas, 

Princ ess Mathilde ( daughter o f King Jerome of Westphalia and nie ce 
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of NapolŽon I) and actr ess Sarah Bernhar dt (who appe ars in ProustÕs 

novel both b y name and as a possible inspir ation f or the f ictional 

actr ess La Berma), Proust w as most impr essed by an erudi te 

Parisian Char les Haas. Young Mar cel admir ed his manners, st yle, 

and social standing. H e was the onl y Jewish member o f the eli te 

Jockey Club in Paris and mo ved in the hig hest cir cles. Most 

impor tantl y, the char acter o f Char les Swann was based at least 

in par t on Char les Haas. From 1889 to 1890, Proust ser ved in the 

mili tar y in Or lŽans, a city not far fr om Paris. His less-than-

illustrious mili tar y career began wi th his being allo wed to liv e in 

priv ate quar ters in to wn r ather than in the barr acks, because his 

constan t coughing during the nig ht kept the other soldiers a wake. 

While ther e, he met men fr om all social classes. Mar cel found 

something to lik e in soldiers fr om all le vels of society. His superior 

off icer, Comte Armand-Pierr e de Cholet, was not onl y an aristocr at, 

but he w as also a handsome, 26-year-old bachelor who befriende d 

the 18-year-old c adet. H is inf luenc e on Proust is appar ent in one 

of his earlier wri tings and ultima tel y he would be par t o f the 

inspir ation f or the character Rober t de Saint-Loup in In Search 

of Lost Time, a kind and c aring Guerman tes who look ed after the 

Narr ator in man y ways, including jumping o ver people and tables 

in a restaurant to c ome to his aid. Pr oust appar entl y enjoyed his 

time in the mili tar y so much tha t he trie d to r eenlist. H is offer w as 

decline d. 

MarcelÕs parents were concerned about f inding a c areer for their 

son, whose main pr eoccupations w ere society and li ter atur e. At 

their insistenc e, he enrolled in univ ersi ty courses. From 1890 to 

1895, Proust studie d law and poli tic al science at Sorbonne, r eceiving 

degrees in both. H owever, neither f ield stuck as a c areer path. 

During this time, he got to me et Oscar Wilde when the I rish 

playwrig ht visi ted Paris. He went to the the ater , co-f ounde d a 

li ter ary review, Le Banquet, in which he publishe d 15 short pie ces, 

and went to e ven mor e salons than bef ore. 

At Princ ess Mathilde Õs salon, he met Char les Ephrussi, an ar t cri tic 

who admir ed Johannes Vermeer. The Dutch masterÕs paintings 
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inspir ed Proust un til ( almost qui te li ter ally) his death. H is favori te 

painting w as VermeerÕs View of Delft . Ephrussi w as impr essed wi th 

MarcelÕs knowledge of, and in ter est in, pain ting and o ffered to le t 

him see his collection which, lik e that at the home o f Emile Str aus, 

include d pain tings b y Monet and M oreau. Ephrussi is another r eal-

lif e figur e who inspir ed the cr eation o f Char les Swann. 

In 1892, Proust pose d for his por tr ait wi th Jacques-Emile B lanche. 

This pain ting no w hangs in the MusŽ e dÕOrsay. Proust k ept this 

por tr ait in his be droom. Not long ther eafter , he was able to 

penetr ate yet another cir cle of pr ominen t people fr om the ar ts, 

poli tics, and still mor e aristocr ats. Madeleine Lemair eÕs salon would 

prove to be a tr easure tr ove of individuals fr om whom Pr oust w ould 

mine char acters and o f whom he w ould mak e some of his most 

acerbic obser vations. I t w as a microcosm, a wor ld wi thin which 

he could obser ve the human spe cies wi th the Òsatisfac tion o f a 

zoolog ist.Ó 

The number o f individuals who a t tende d Lemair eÕs salon is too 

large to list her e, but some stand out be cause of their impor tanc e 

to Pr oustÕs life and his novel. The hostess would be come ProustÕs 

friend and pr ovide illustr ations f or one o f his f irst independen tl y 

publishe d works, Pleasure and Days. Among the musicians Pr oust 

mig ht have heard were Camille Saint-Sa‘ns and Gabriel Fa urŽ. He 

also met Com te Bonifac e de Castellane (ÒBoniÓ) who, among other 

things, w ould g ive one of the most la vish par ties o f the Belle Epoque. 

In 1893, Lemair e intr oduc ed Proust to Com te Rober t de 

Montesquiou-Fez ensac. He was elegant, in telligen t, and cr eativ e. 

On the other hand, he w as also an aristocr atic snob who 

represented French decadence in a sometimes not-so-subtle w ay. 

He and Proust w ould be o ff-and-on friends f or man y years but, wi th 

de Montesquiou Õs temper ament and demanding w ays, and ProustÕs 

sometimes r eclusiv e natur e, ther e would be long, ha ughty silenc es. 

Italian pain ter Gio vanni Boldini por tr ayed him in his r efined 

elegance, holding a c ane (that w ould dr aw some jok es, carr ying 

a sexual innuendo among c ertain individuals ) in Count Robert de 

Montesquiou (1897). Like most char acters in In Search of Lost Time, 
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Charlus is a creation base d on a combina tion o f several individuals 

in ProustÕs wor ld, but the r elativ ely dir ect af f ini ty between de 

Montesquiou and the Bar on de Char lus in Pr oustÕs novel is often 

made mor e obvious than wi th man y of the r eal people who ser ved 

as the inspir ation f or his other char acters. I n one example, Proust 

describe d  Charlus and the st ylish, deliber ate simplici ty of his 

evening c oat wi th a touch o f r ed in a ribbon and a me dal showing 

his membership as a Knig ht o f the r elig ious Or der o f Malta. This 

reminds the N arr ator o f Americ an painter James WhistlerÕs

Harmony in Black and W hite but he c ommen ts tha t i t should be

Harmony in Black, W hite, and Red because of the ribbon holding the 

Maltese Cr oss, which is made up o f whi te, black, and r ed enamel. 

It w as not this sor t o f parallel tha t enr aged Montesquiou. Rather , 

it w as being the principal inspir ation f or one o f li ter atur eÕs most 

decadent homose xuals. As strange a character as he may seem, 

his love is no dif ferent than SwannÕs or the N arr atorÕs. Love hur ts 

everyone, not onl y a masochist lik e Charlus. Each character is to 

blame for the impossible personal si tuation tha t lo ve has created; 

Swann wi th O det te, the N arr ator wi th Al ber tine, and Char lus wi th 

MorelÑa young musician he has Òadopte dÓ and helped in tr oduc e 

to socie ty. Despite his pr otests tha t ther e was no relationship and 

Charlus was a fictional char acter , ProustÕs explanation did not f ool 

Montesquiou and this did nothing to help an alr eady storm y 

friendship. I n fact, his inspir ation also c ame fr om the Bar on DoŠzan, 

who he me t at a salon held b y another hostess. W histler w as also 

an inspir ation f or par t o f the char acter o f Elstir , the pain ter in the 

novel. 

Most impor tantl y for In Search of Lost Time, Lemair eÕs bourgeois 

salon, her ÒclanÓ of the fai thful, her horr or o f ÒboresÓ and viciousness 

toward ÒdesertersÓ who at tende d events other than hers, as w ell as 

certain mannerisms ( for instanc e, the way she laughed), all made 

it in to the no vel in the f orm o f the salon o f Mme Verdurin. Man y 

memor able events occur ther eÑsuch as the concerts of the music 

of the f ictional c omposer Vin teuilÑbut the social chemistr y is often 

stirr ed and her salon r esults in some o f the mor e comicÑand 
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tr agicÑscenes in the no vel. Her salon shows many of the turns o f the 

social kaleidosc ope, in i tself r epresenting the rise o f the inf luenc e of 

the bour geoisie and the de cline o f tha t o f the aristocr acy. 

In 1894, Proust me t a young composer , singer, and pianist name d 

Reynaldo H ahn at Lemair eÕs salon. Marcel was 22 and Reynaldo onl y 

19, but the y had mor e in common than just their J ewish-Ca tholic 

backgr ounds, and the y became close friends. L ater , at Lemair eÕs 

home at RŽveillon, Mar cel and Reynaldo w ere taking a w alk in her 

garden when Mar cel stoppe d to look a t some Bengal r oses. 

According to H ahn, this w as the f irst o f many episodes when Mar cel 

appeared to be in a tr ance, in total c ommunic ation wi th na tur e or 

art wher e Òhis superhuman in telligenc e and sensitivi ty É r eached 

the r oot o f things and disc overed what no one else c ould see.Ó 

When Proust put the N arr ator in a similar si tuation wi th his belo ved 

hawthorn tr ees, we see that much mor e was happening. He was not 

only looking out ward, toward the essence of things, but also in ward, 

toward the essence of his own natur e. 

Characters rooted in real life 

In mid-September o f tha t year, Marcel joine d his mother a t 

Trouville, on the N ormand y coast. Later tha t mon th, he asked Hahn 

to join him, e ven thoug h the season was ending and the hotel w ould 

soon be closing. Pr oust o ften sta yed as long as he could. The quie t 

periods a t the end o f the season (and sometimes af ter wards) allowed 

him to ge t to kno w the pe ople who w orked ther e. He had a close 

rappor t wi th the staf f, genuinel y caring about them, sho wing a r eal 

inter est in their families, their diale cts, their histories, and their 

gossip. And he was a generous tipper . Simpl y because they are not 

famous or unname d in the no vel does not me an that the y were not 

a source of inspir ation f or much tha t appears in the book, a t the 

Grand Hotel in Bal bec or elsewher e. In Paris, waiters fr om the Ri tz 

Hotel ser ved a similar r ole, as did those who w orked in his home. 
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In In Search of Lost Time, Charlus will sho w the possibili ty of an 

addi tional se xual componen t by his in ter est in and a t tr action to the 

young men who r an the str eetcars. 

Proust r eturne d to Paris by the end o f September . He wr ote 

several stories tha t in tr oduc ed some of the basic elemen ts later 

found in his no vel, including the goodnig ht kiss fr om the N arr atorÕs 

mother , jealousy, and the ne ed to possess the other , something 

that does not end w ell for the N arr ator , for Swann or f or Char lus. 

In these earlier pie ces, wri t ten when he w as 23, one can also see 

ProustÕs search for both ph ysiolog ical and psycholog ical laws tha t 

would explain human beha vior . During the same period, he f orgot 

to r egister f or his e xam in an advanced degr ee in philosoph y. His 

parentsÕ concerns could onl y be growing. 

In December o f 1894, a French arm y off icer, Captain Alfr ed 

Dreyfus, was convicted of tr eason for allegedly sharing mili tar y 

secrets wi th the Germans. H e was summaril y judged and sent to 

DevilÕs Island, a French penal c olon y off the c oast of French Guiana 

in South Americ a. Evidence was subsequentl y found tha t showed 

he was innocent. The countr y was (and to a certain e xten t still is ) 

divide d between Dreyfusar ds and anti-Dr eyfusar ds, socialists and 

conservativ es. Anti-Dr eyfusar ds were generally French nationalists 

who saw conspir acies against France and its mili tar y establishmen t 

and blamed the Jews. It w as even argued tha t, because of their 

relig ion, Jews could not be c onsider ed to be Fr ench. In 1898, wri ter 

Emile Zola publishe d his famous le t ter ÒJÕaccuseÓ in support o f 

Dreyfus. This r esulted in the c our tÕs decision to put the famous 

wri ter on trial. A sta unch Dr eyfusar d, Proust r egular ly at tende d the 

trial in suppor t o f Zola and star ted a ÒPeti tion o f the I ntelle ctuals.Ó 

He was able to get signatur es from many pr ominen t individuals. This 

cannot ha ve been an easy time f or Pr oustÕs father , who w as an anti-

Dreyfusar d. A sociali te wi th no job pr ospects and no w a socialist, 

Marcel was showing f ew of the pr actic al values his parents had been 

tr ying to instill sinc e he was a child. 

In the no vel, it is Mme V erdurin who a t tends Zola Õs cour t 

appearances, and her salon r ef lects her Dr eyfusar d sentimen ts. 

10  |  Marcel ProustÕs Early Days



Proust made a par allel between Jews and homose xuals, calling both 

Òcursed races.Ó The French imprisone d Dr eyfus and the Eng lish 

imprisone d Oscar Wilde, but homose xuals were being mistr eated 

and even jailed on both sides o f the channel. The c onservativ es 

(thoug h not e xclude d fr om homose xual pr actic es themselves) 

suspected both. I n the last v olume o f the no vel, Time Regained, the 

Narr ator se es a suspicious char acter fur tiv ely entering a building 

during W or ld War I. He suspects tha t i t is a spy, but f inds out i t 

is a homosexual, uneasy about being seen entering Jupien Õs male 

brothel. Char lus is suspected of being a spy when he o ffers a 

relativ ely large sum of mone y to a boy who is r elieved when he 

realizes that i t is onl y his bod y he is being asked to g ive up and not 

his countr y. 

Health woes 

In the middle o f 1895, Proust w as given a minor job in the Mazarine 

Libr ary. He showed up a few times bef ore star ting to tak e sick leave, 

which laste d for mon ths. He took several trips, one wi th his mother 

to Kr euznach, a well-kno wn he alth spa in German y, wher e he began 

Jean Santeuil , an intende d novel tha t, thoug h it held se eds of what 

would be come In Search of Lost Time, lacked the struc tur e, depth, 

narr ativ e, and the vision tha t w ould mak e In Search of Lost Time his 

masterpie ce. One of the most frui tful o f these seeds was the extr a-

tempor al experienc e that comes fr om a memor y associated wi th a 

sense contact wi th an obje ct in the ph ysical wor ld. When his f if th 

year of sick le ave ended, it w as not extende d. 

ProustÕs father , a doctor , did r esearch in a number o f areas. One 

was neurasthenia, the 19th-c entur y term f or wha t toda y is called 

chr onic fa tigue syndr ome. He and a colleague wr ote a book, How 

to live with N eurasthenia. The symptoms f it his son perf ectl y. It 

was directed par ticular ly to ward members o f the upper classes, 

who spen t their time going out and living e xcessively by eating and 
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drinking too much and f or too long and ha ving str ange sleeping 

habits. The list o f symptoms include insomnia, h ypochondria, 

asthma, fear of dr afts, audi tor y hypersensi tivi ty, abulia (the loss 

of willpo wer), and a lot o f masturba ting. Perhaps Dr. Proust w as 

thinking o f his son as he co-wr ote the book. M ost of these 

symptoms ar e part o f what made Mar cel who he w as and were 

par t o f, if not dic tated by, what f inall y led to the cr eation o f his 

masterpie ce. Of all the pr oblems, the lack o f willpo wer per haps 

concerned Proust the most be cause, as his Narr ator sta tes, it is the 

Ògreatest o f all vic es.Ó Nothing will ge t done wi thout i t. In Search 

of Lost Time is evidenc e that he could eventuall y deal wi th this 

symptom. B ut Pr oustÕs (and the N arr atorÕs) quest r equir es much 

mor e. He would also ne ed the abili ty to put aside his will and the 

dic tates of conscious r eason for a passive state, r eceptiv e not onl y 

to the book gr owing in him, but also to chanc e encounters in the 

external w or ld and an instinc t, a vision tha t belongs to the w or ld 

of ar t. ProustÕs gymnastic swings be tween t wo such oppose d states, 

the volun tar y and the in volun tar y, could not ha ve been easy. 
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2. Out and About 

I n 1896, Proust publishe d Pleasures and Days, a collection o f shor t 

pieces with illustr ations b y Lemair e. In the same year, his uncle 

Louis die d. ProustÕs mother inheri ted half the esta te and he w ould 

eventuall y move into the home a t 102 Boulevard Haussmann tha t 

was part o f the inheri tanc e 10 years later . MarcelÕs health pr oblems 

(real or imag ined) continue d and, combine d wi th his dif f iculties 

sleeping at nig ht, he w as taking drugs c ontaining nar cotics. H e 

became depr essed and even mor e extr avagant in his spending, 

especiall y for some one wi th no inc ome. His parentsÕ concerns w ere 

moun ting. 

In Februar y of 1897, a columnist name d Jean Lorr ain wr ote a 

scathing and homophobic ar ticle about Pleasures and Days. He said 

it w as fille d wi th Òinane flir tations in a da ted, preten tiousÓ affair 

wi th Lucien D audet. No mat ter tha t the c olumnist w as also a 

homosexual, Proust did not tak e this w ell. 

Proust may have had many physical ailmen ts and peculiar habi ts, 

but in spiri t, he w as strong, according to P aul M orand, a wri ter , 

diploma t, and friend o f Proust in his la ter y ears. Morand wr ote 

that ÒProust had a lot o f authori ty, what the Eng lish call Ôpoise,Õ É 

and, at the same time, lots o f cour age. He looked at you rig ht in 

the eye, with a somewhat def iant air , like dÕArtagnan [ the char acter 

fr om Alexandr e DumasÕ The Three Musketeers], head back. He was 

very cour ageous.Ó He also had a temper and, when his honor w as 

questione d, he could r eact Òwith extr eme pr ejudic e.Ó Proust 

challenge d Lorr ain to a duel. Both shots misse d their tar get, and the 

duel w as over. 

Despite all this, he c ontinue d working on Jean Santeuil . But i t 

was to be an unf inishe d novel, and Proust w anted not onl y to be a 

wri ter , but also a novelist. H e did not w ant to wri te in the emotional, 

Romantic tr adition. H is toug h-minde dness is ref lected in his 

Narr atorÕs Òx-r ayingÓ individuals, penetr ating the barriers o f social 
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dissimula tion to arriv e at the essenc e of the human spe cies, and 

in his desir e to wri te lik e the French r ealists Honor Ž de Balzac, 

Gustave Flauber t, and Stendhal. I f ther e were to be any Romantic 

aspects, the y would lie in the f ocus on the Self. H owever, unlik e the 

Romantics, Pr oust used the me thodolog y and terminolog y of the 

newly emer ging scienc e of psycholog y and focused his pene tr ating 

vision on the Self and the sensorial, in volun tar y t ype of memor y tha t 

lies at the he art o f his quest. On the other hand, lik e the r ealists, 

he include d the social and poli tic al events of his time, adding r eal-

wor ld pillars to the Òimmense e dif ice of memor yÓ that is In Search of 

Lost Time. 

In 1898, Proust tr aveled to Amster dam and stayed at the Amstel 

Hotel to se e an exhibi tion o f 125 paintings b y Rembr andt. Ar t, lik e 

music and the ater , was always something tha t kept Pr oust in 

motion, going out, and tr aveling to ha ve firsthand e xperienc e wi th 

the orig inal w orks. 

Rembr andtÕs use of clear sour ces of lig ht, so dif ferent fr om the 

dif fuse, dappled effects of the I mpr essionists, w as Òin some way 

the very lig ht o f his thoug hts.Ó Both sorts of lig hting ar e found 

thr oughout In Search of Lost Time. 

Inspired by travel 

The year 1899 mar ked the Òfin de si•cle ÓÑthe end of the 19th  centur y. 

In the e arly fall o f tha t year, Proust tr aveled to Evian-les-Bains and 

stayed at the Splendide H otel. The orig inal ide a for the r estaurant 

at the Gr and Hotel in Bal bec to be describe d as an aquarium c omes 

fr om his time a t the r estaurant at the Splendide H otel. Wi th i ts 

revolutionar y use of ir on and g lass, the hotel r epresented the 

newest and most modern in ar chi tectur e and was an essential par t 

of the st yle known as art nouveau (new ar t). Developmen ts around 

1900, including the W or ldÕs Fair held in Paris, were all signs of 

modernism. 
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The f irst e videnc e of Proust riding in an a utomobile also 

happened in 1899. He tr aveled fr om Evian to Gene va, Swi tzerland by 

tr ain and w as picked up at the sta tion in a motor car owned by the 

Princ e de Chimay. The two dr ove to the ne arby Ch‰teau of Coppet 

(former home to Mme de S ta‘l and curr entl y owned by her gr eat-

grandson, the Com te dÕHaussonville ). The beautiful driv e, combine d 

wi th the spe ed of the automobile, impr essed Proust. 

By this time, the wri ter w as close to becoming a no velist. Jean 

Santeuil may not ha ve been a success, but i t containe d much o f 

what Proust w ould la ter use in In Search of Lost Time. The 

autobiogr aphical details, some char acters, and episodes, as w ell as 

looking a t the whole pr ocess involved in cr eating a work of ar t 

that also means a quest of the na tur e of oneÕs Self are ther e. His 

failur e at making Jean Santeuil into a f inishe d novel would i tself be 

used. It w ould be come a motiv ating f orce for the N arr ator and the 

centr al stor yline o f ProustÕs masterpie ce: the search for a vocation 

as a great no velist. H is father must ha ve been thrille d when Mar cel 

told him, ÒI still belie ve that anything I do outside o f li ter atur e and 

philosoph y will be just so much time w asted.Ó 

The year 1900 brought changes, man y of them incr easing the 

speed of everyday lif e. Proust embr aced all things modern in 

science, technolog y, and the ar ts, including them in his no vel. 

Before we look too far f orward, however, the death in January 1900 

of John Ruskin, a pr ominen t Bri tish ar t cri tic, made Pr oust look 

backward to the me dieval archi tectur e Ruskin describe d. Proust had 

already been working on essays per taining to Ruskin and wr ote an 

obi tuar y for the ne wspaper Le Figaro. RuskinÕs aesthetics, especiall y 

the c athedrals he describe d, made a str ong impr ession on Proust 

and made their w ay in to his no vel. For several years (wi th a lot o f 

help fr om his mother ), Marcel devoted himself to tr anslating and 

annota ting Ruskin Õs texts. In 1904, he published La Bible dÕAmiens

and in 1906 he released his second comple te tr anslation fr om the 

orig inal Eng lish (Sesame and the Lilies) into Fr ench (SŽsame et les 

lys). 

The f irst y ears of the 20 th  centur y were eventful f or Pr oust, in 
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good w ays and bad. After almost thr ee decades of living a t the 

Boulevard Malesherbes, the Pr ousts mo ved to the rue de Cour celles 

in 1900. Marcel took t wo trips to V enice that year. Shortl y after , he 

became infa tuated wi th the diploma t Ber tr and de FŽnelon who, wi th 

his good looks and bise xuali ty, became part o f the inspir ation f or 

the char acter Rober t de Saint-Loup. I n 1902, Proust and FŽnelon 

tr aveled to Bruges in Belg ium to se e an exhibi tion o f Flemish ar t. 

Later , they met in Amster dam and stayed at the H ™tel de lÕEurope. 

Before joining FŽnelon in The H ague, Proust took a shor t trip to 

Haarlem to se e the Frans Hals paintings tha t ar e still house d in 

a former orphanage. I n The Hague, they went to the Ma uri tshuis 

Royal Art Galler y, wher e Marcel saw VermeerÕs View of Delft . Several 

of the f ew pain tings b y Vermeer still hang ther e. 

On Thursda y, November 26, 1903, Adrien Pr oust die d after 

suffering a str oke two days earlier . Proust w ould use par t o f this 

experienc e in his description o f a son at his fa therÕs funer al. Adrien 

was buried in the P •r e Lachaise Cemeter y in Paris, as his wif e 

and Mar cel would be in their time. The Pr oust famil y gravesite is 

wor th visi ting. N otes lef t by admir ers quie tl y at test to the pr ofound 

effect the wri ter still has on man y individuals. Af ter the de aths o f 

his father and uncle Louis, Mar cel had appr oximatel y $850,000 in 

todayÕs money. He had few living e xpenses as he still liv ed at home 

wi th his mother . His mother k ept c ontr ol of the mone y and Mar cel 

was kept on a r elativ ely shor t f inancial le ash. 

Shortl y after publishing La Bible dÕAmiens at the beg inning o f 1904, 

the Fr ench no velist Ma uric e Barr•s asked Proust to tr anslate w orks 

of another a uthor . Proust de cline d, explaining tha t he still had some 

tr anslations o f RuskinÕs wri tings to do Òand after tha t I shall tr y 

to tr anslate my own poor soul, if i t doesn Õt die in the meantime.Ó 

The French philosopher H enri Ber gson wr ote Proust to thank him 

for sending him a c opy of La Bible dÕAmiens. In April o f the same 

year, Proust wr ote to a friend, Marie N ordlinger , that he missed 

her visi t because of all the pollen aggr avating his asthma. S ince he 

could not go out and se e f lowers in bloom, she w ent to a Japanese 

impor t stor e and bought him some pack ets containing drie d paper 
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pellets tha t expanded in to f lowers, houses, and tin y people when 

you added water . This would mak e it in to his no vel, the early par t o f 

his novel. It conclude d the f irst se ction in an e xpansive, crescendo-

like fashion, r einf orcing the e xperienc e of the madeleine c ake by 

drawing a cle ar par allel between the t wo. 

On June 7, Proust got up bef ore the af ternoon in or der to visi t 

a collection o f 39 pain tings b y Monet. Vermeer, Monet, and 

Rembr andt stand out among the man y artists men tione d in Pr oustÕs 

novel, and, mor e subtl y, the pain tings hang ing in the no vel help 

illumina te his w or ld. 

Another w ay Proust r econcile d his noc turnal e xistenc e wi th the 

need to adapt to a da ytime ac tivi ty was by not going to be d. He 

stayed up on June 24, 1905, in order to se e a collection o f WhistlerÕs 

paintings. H e drank his usual str ong, hot c offee and went to be d 

after seeing the pain tings. Onc e again, art (and music ) had the f orce 

of at tr action to dr aw Proust out of the tig ht orbi t o f his home. 

On Tuesday, September 26, 1905, ProustÕs mother die d. Thr ee 

weeks earlier , she and Marcel had r eturne d to the H ™tel Splendide in 

Evian when Jeanne fell ill fr om a kidne y ailmen t and c ould not w alk 

wi thout help. She w anted to ha ve a pictur e taken but w as afraid she 

would not photogr aph well. Mar celÕs last image of her w ould sho w 

her debili tated state. This too w ould mak e it in to his no vel in one o f 

its most poignan t momen ts. While at Balbec wi th his gr andmother , 

the N arr ator describes a similar sc ene when she deba tes whe ther to 

have her pic tur e taken. The Narr ator is far fr om omniscien t and is 

submer ged in the ac tion. H e also include d how he saw his mother , 

rejuvenated in de ath, as a description o f the N arr atorÕs grandmother 

after she die d. 

Proust w as devastated and sought medical tr eatmen t. Looking f or 

the best clinic in P aris, he asked a friend, Anna de N oailles, to see if 

her husband had a suggestion. Anna had suf fered fr om depr ession 

in 1901 and spent thr ee months at Dr . Paul SollierÕs clinic. Ear lier tha t 

year, on July 28, Proust had gone to se e Dr. Edouard Brissaud, who 

referr ed him to Dr . Sollier f or tr eatmen t, as he had done in Anna Õs 

case. It w as then tha t Proust de clared tha t he w as Ògoing to wri te a 
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book about doc tors.Ó He eviden tl y trie d to mak e it to the clinic but 

never felt w ell enoug h to go. Af ter his motherÕs death, he w as able 

to get Dr . Sollier to mak e a house call. When the doc tor c ame to 

ProustÕs home, he talk ed him in to le aving imme diatel y for his clinic 

at Boulogne-sur -Seine, on the outskir ts of Paris. Proust w as not 

impr essed wi th psy cholog y, preferring the tr aditional t ype of doc tor 

who, lik e the one sculpte d at the Reims Cathedral, examines a bot tle 

of urine. H e spent the r est of the fall ther e and lef t near the end o f 

January 1906. 

A busy life 

Marcel and his br other r eceived one-half o f the inheri tanc e each. 

His par t o f the esta te include d a quarter shar e of the house a t 102 

Boulevard Haussmann, in addi tion to mone y. In total, Pr oust w as 

a millionair e approximatel y wor th $4.6 million in toda yÕs money. 

Without the f inancial c ontr ols fr om his mother , he was free to spend 

it. And he did. H e gambled and lost a c onsider able sum on the stock 

market. 

At the end o f September 1906, Proust mo ved fr om his home on 

the rue de Cour celles to the house he inheri ted on Boule vard 

Haussmann. The f ormer w as too lar ge and expensive, and it w as 

wher e both o f his par ents had die d. Proust de cided to mo ve for 

sentimen tal r easons, even thoug h Boulevard Haussmann w as 

among the noisiest and dustiest plac es in the ci ty. It w as not an 

easy tr ansition f or Pr oust. Af ter he had f inall y moved, he had to de al 

wi th r enovations in other apar tmen ts in his ne w surr oundings. H e 

trie d using his social and poli tic al connections to stop the noise. 

When tha t did not w ork, he paid some w orkers at one o f the other 

apartmen ts to w ork at nig ht inste ad of during the da y so he could 

get some sleep in the morning. All the noise and dust fr om the str eet 

and the c onstruc tion aggr avated his asthma and sle ep disor der to 
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the poin t tha t he w as using mor e drugs than usual to help him sle ep, 

wi th lots o f coffee to help him w ake up. 

In Mar ch 1907, Proust publishe d an article in the ne wspaper Le 

Figaro, ti tle d ÒOn ReadingÓ (ÒSur la lectur eÓ). Some important par ts 

of what w ould be come In Search of Lost Time can be found in 

the ar ticle, including the Ò outr ageous priestesses o f the I nvisible, 

the Young L adies of the T elephone.Ó MarcelÕs close friendship wi th 

Reynaldo H ahn continue d, and he was invited to he ar Reynaldo 

perf orm t wo of his composi tions a t a music al event held a t the 

Princ esse de Polignac Õs home. While listening to the music, Pr oust 

was looking ar ound, noticing ho w old some o f the friends he had 

not seen in years had become. His description o f the r avages time 

can bring in our tr ansitor y existenc e made it in to the last v olume o f 

the no vel in a dar kly funn y ball held a t the home o f the Princ esse 

de Guerman tes. In the me antime, unse t tling no velt y had given way 

to familiar and c omf or ting habi t, and Proust w ould spend the ne xt 

seven summers v acationing a t the Gr and-H ™tel in Cabourg. He 

would wri te par t o f his no vel ther e and include d it as one of the 

Narr atorÕs thr ee main loc ales in In Search of Lost Time. It is a great 

Proustian pilgrimage. Y ou can stay in the r oom wher e Proust slept. 

The hotel has use d the be autiful, le ather -bound books o f the PlŽiade 

to f ill the bookshel ves whose glass fronts r ef lect the vie w out the 

dormer windo w describe d in the no vel. Among the P lŽiades, ther e 

are some of ProustÕs contempor aries (Colet te) and some of his 

favori te authors, including Char les Baudelair e and GŽrard de Nerval. 

You can still ride the li t tle ele vator do wn to e at in the r estaurant and 

look out o f your Òaquarium Ó onto the pe ople on the Pr omenade, as 

well as the sand, sea, and sky beyond. 

Proust had several friends who r ented villas in the ar ea. In or der 

to see them and the r egionÕs archi tectur e, he managed to ge t up 

and out in the da ytime wi th, at a minimum, lots o f hot, str ong 

coffee. In Paris, his usual day began at ar ound 10 a.m. He would be 

ready to do some thing ar ound 4 p.m. I n or der to ge t to his wide-

ranging at tr actions, Pr oust hir ed automobiles. This trul y made the 

trip as impor tant as the destina tion, and both w ould also mak e it 
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in to his no vel. Proust used motor cars and driv ers fr om one o f the 

f irst c ar r ental agencies in P aris, Taxi-m•tr es Unic. The dir ector 

of the agenc y was Jacques Bizet, an old friend o f Proust. I t w as 

thr ough him tha t Proust me t t wo driv ers, Odilon Al baret and Alfr ed 

Agostinelli. Along wi th his e xperienc es riding in a utomobiles, these 

two individuals w ould pla y impor tant r oles in his lif e and, dir ectl y or 

indir ectl y, in his no vel. From 1914 to 1922, his most produc tiv e years 

in wri ting In Search of Lost Time, Odilon Õs wif e, CŽleste Albaret w as 

instrumen tal both in facili tating the wri ting pr ocess and in helping 

Proust wi th all o f his demanding and unusual habi ts necessary for 

him to sur vive and create. CŽlesteÕs book, Monsieur Pr oust, wri t ten 

years later when she w as 82, is a personal and touching perspe ctiv e 

on Proust the man and his cr eativ e process. Agostinelli w ould tak e 

a greater r ole in Pr oustÕs life and serve as one of the models f or 

Alber tine, one o f the no velÕs most impor tant char acters. These 

individuals, as w ell as the experienc es they pr ovided, will be tak en 

up again in a la ter chapter . 

After a driv e to Caen wi th Agostinelli a t the whe el, Proust wr ote 

an article publishe d by Le Figaro in November 1907, ÒImpr essions de 

route en automobile. Ó This article w ould mak e it in to his no vel wi th 

only a few changes. Because it lies at the c ore of the struc tur e of the 

novel, its developing stor yline o f the N arr ator be coming a wri ter will 

also be discussed in gr eater de tail in this book. 
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3. In Search of Lost Time 

T he year 1908 was exceptional in the genesis o f ProustÕs novel. 

Mme Str aus gave Proust f ive notebooks, the lar gest of which 

he chose to beg in making notes f or several projects he had in mind 

that w ould, in r etr ospect, clearly lead to the cr eation o f his no vel, 

including topics, themes, char acters, sensations, memories, and 

dreams. It is kno wn as Le Carnet de 1908 (The 1908 Notebook). Along 

wi th i t , he wr ote a series o f parodies (Pastiches) of authors tha t w ere 

publishe d in Le Figaro, and also began an essay tha t w ould 

eventuall y be known as Contr e Sainte-Beuve (Against Sainte-Beuve ). 

Taken toge ther , these works made 1908 a good year for Pr oust, as 

he began what is no w kno wn as In Search of Lost Time. 

Proust may have lost mone y in the c asino at the Gr and-H ™tel, 

but he w as also able to meet several young men ther e. They were 

generally fr om middle-class families and w ould pla y varying degr ees 

of impor tanc e in ProustÕs life and in his no vel. One of the most 

inter esting w as Marcel Plantevignes, whose father w as a necktie 

manufac tur er. Proust and Plantevignes (19 at the time ) were to 

become longtime friends despi te one notable inciden t. On a walk 

one day, Plantevignes stoppe d to speak to a lady who implie d tha t 

Proust w as a homosexual. Plantevignes said nothing. W ord got back 

to Pr oust about this and he e xplode d in a way reminisc ent o f the 

way he reacted to the c olumnist J ean Lorr ain r egarding his 

homophobic ar ticle about Pleasures and Days. He was upset tha t 

Plantevignes had not def ended him. Again, his honor w as in 

question and, thoug h Plantevignes was not the sour ce, he was 

clearly hur t tha t someone he consider ed a close friend did not 

speak in his def ense. Proust wr ote a let ter to P lantevignes tha t 

alarmed him and his fa ther , who w ent to se e Proust. Proust r eacted 

by challeng ing him to a duelÑjust as he challenge d Lorr ain years 

earlier . Fortuna tel y, ther e was a reconcilia tion be tween the t wo 

men. 
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Ther e was also another inciden t in volving Plantevignes but, 

inste ad of pain, i t br ought Proust a unique ple asure. Since it also 

plays such an impor tant r ole in the no vel, we will r eturn to i t later . 

Plantevignes would wri te an in ter esting book base d on his f irst-

hand kno wledge of Proust, Avec Marcel Proust: causeries-souvenir s 

sur Cabourg et le Boulevard Haussmann (Marcel Proust: 

Conversations-M emories fr om Cabourg and the Boulevard 

Haussmann). 

Proust also enc ounter ed other y oung men a t the c asino. Some 

of the tr aits for Rober t de Saint-Loup and Al ber tine w ere inspir ed 

by two young eng ineers named Pierr e Parent and Max D aireaux. 

Another y oung man name d Alber t Nahmias would be come a 

par ticular ly close friend. I t is possible tha t this gr oup w as the 

inspir ation f or the Òlit tle band o f gir lsÓ the Narr ator enc ounters in 

Balbec. 

Progressing with the novel 

That year, 1908, Proust also fac ed his doubts and unc ertain ties 

dir ectl y and, by doing so, w ould mak e serious pr ogress in creating 

his novel. He worrie d tha t ÒLaziness or doubt or impotenc y [was] 

taking r efuge in the lack o f certain ty over the ar t f orm.Ó For 10 years, 

he had been in search of everything tha t Jean Santeuil lacked and 

the answ er to the essen tial question: ÒMust I mak e of i t a novel, a 

philosophic al stud y, am I a novelist?Ó In facing his doubts, he f ound 

the answ er to wha t w as lacking in his e arlier ef for t. H is doubts and 

uncertain ties w ould be come the N arr atorÕs and the search for the 

answers would be come the stor yline o f the no vel. 

In late 1908, Proust boug ht some mor e notebooks, no w lik e the 

ones he used as a schoolboy. By August 1909, he had f ille d 10 of 

them wi th a total o f 700 pages that w ould be come Contr e Sainte-

Beuve. At 37 years old, Proust w as on his way to achie ving his goal o f 

becoming a wri ter and e ven a novelist, as he wanted. By Mar ch 1909, 
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he declared tha t he had a Òfull trunk in the middle o f my brain [ that] 

hampers me and I must de cide whe ther to se t o ff or to unpack i t.Ó 

He also had a ÒboyÓ inside him who Òdies instan tl y in the par ticular , 

and begins imme diatel y to f loat and liv e in the gener alÉ. But while 

he lives his lif e is only ecstasy and felici ty. He alone should wri te my 

books.Ó Perhaps the most fundamen tal division o f Self in to a plur ality 

of iden ti ties is the division be tween the social self and the inner , 

creativ e self (the ÒboyÓ inside him). Fundamental oppositions ar e 

being developed. Art br eaks Òthe ice of the habi tual and the r ational.Ó 

Involun tar y memor y takes precedence over volun tar y memor y as 

the w ay to fr ee the ÒboyÓ inside. At this poin t, i t is still just the 

taste o f toast and te a that brings back a memor y and is placed 

at the fr ont o f the no vel. Notes in the dr afts for Contr e Sainte-

Beuve contain wha t w ould be come the de cisive conclusion tha t 

ÒReal books should be the o ffspring not o f daylight and c asual talk 

but o f dar kness and silenc e.Ó The broad outline o f the no vel would 

become appar ent sometime be tween the summers o f 1908 and 1909. 

He was wri ting a sor t o f immense no vel tha t, as a Proust biogr apher 

William Car ter said, is Òperhaps the most r emarkable example o f a 

sustained narr ativ e in the histor y of li ter atur e.Ó 

Proust had planne d to ha ve his bedroom w alls line d wi th c ork in 

August 1909 while he w as away vacationing a t the Gr and-H ™tel in 

Cabourg. Unfor tuna tel y, he had not r eserved his r oom, w as given 

another , and was distr essed over staying in an unfamiliar r oom. 

Unsur e whether he c ould liv e in a dif ferent r oom or mig ht have to 

return to P aris early, he canceled the w ork wi th the c ork. It w ould 

not be un til the f ollo wing y ear tha t the famous sound-pr oofed room 

at 102 Boulevard Haussmann would be c onstruc ted. The building 

is now owned by a bank tha t has an off ice on the str eet level. 

Supposedly, one can visit ProustÕs apartmen t on Thursda y 

afternoons, but visi ts are at the discr etion o f the person a t the fr ont 

desk. 

In 1910, Proust made a lot o f pr ogress on his novel. He had both 

the ar tistic, in tui tiv e, internal self and the mor e rational, in telle ctual 

self tha t mig ht have been in c ontr ol of the r egime of expr essing 
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and re-cr eating wha t he had f ound. H e needed the time and quie t 

that the sound-pr oofed room could bring in or der f or him to w ork 

at nig ht and sleep during the da y. Looked at fr om the perspe ctiv e 

of what came of i t, i t w as a very pr actic al solution to his pr oblem. 

Nothing c ould be allo wed to stop the w ork he was doing. Thoug h 

he did go out oc casionally, he also had to nur tur e his cr eativ e, inner 

self at the e xpense of his outer , social self and, in doing so, limi t his 

inter action wi th pe ople. 

The noise w as another ma t ter . There was a flood tha t damaged 

many buildings, including Pr oustÕs basement. ProustÕs tor tur e was 

not limi ted to the r esulting c onstruc tion. A huge pige on tha t had 

gone down the chimne y was making noise in the w all. ProustÕs aural 

perime ter w as under multiple a t tacks. The solution to his insomnia 

was more drugs, including v eronal and opium. 

Ballets Russes 

In 1910, Serge Diaghilev brought his Balle ts Russes back to Paris wi th 

the pr oduc tion o f Scheherazade fr om one o f ProustÕs favori te books, 

The Arabian Nights . With the Balle t, came its chor eographer Vaslav 

Nijinsky , dancer Ida Rubinstein, and c omposer I gor Str avinsky (who 

is the subje ct o f another Simply Char ly book, Simply Str avinsky ). 

Proust lo ved the balle t and soon me t Jean Cocteau, already making 

a name for himself in the ar t and li ter ary wor ld at 22. ProustÕs 

friend, R eynaldo H ahn, was collabor ating on a balle t wi th Coc teau 

and Federic o de Madr azo. Cocteau and Madr azo would wri te the 

book f or H ahnÕs ballet, Le Dieu bleu, for the Balle ts Russes. Along 

wi th the inno vativ e Ballets Russes and all the Russian talen t tha t 

accompanie d the tr oupe, Diaghilev collabor ated wi th some o f 

FranceÕs most cr eativ e minds, including c omposers Claude Debussy, 

Mauric e Ravel, Erik Satie, the wri ter Andr Ž Gide, the pain ter Pablo 

Picasso, and the aforementione d Cocteau and Hahn. Proust not onl y 
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at tende d the perf ormanc es, but also had f irsthand kno wledge of the 

most modern curr ents in the ar ts in Paris at the time. 

At the end o f another v acation a t the c oast, Odilon Al baret dr ove 

Proust back to P aris, wher e he would beg in a long and pr oduc tiv e 

period o f isolation. B y November , he was working on ÒSwann in 

Love,Ó the section in SwannÕs Way that f ollo ws ÒCombr ay.Ó It is a 

self-c ontaine d stor y in the thir d person be cause the Narr ator had 

not y et been born and c ould not ha ve observed or be en par t o f 

it. This w ould pr ove helpful in Pr oustÕs effor ts to f ollo w a famil y 

thr ough several generations and, lik e Charles Darwin, Jean-Baptiste 

Lamarck, and other na tur alists, obser ve tr aits tha t mig ht r eappear 

(be they inheri ted or acquir ed). Because of the long time fr ame 

involved, it is dif f icult to obser ve several generations in the human 

species, but Pr oust did his best. 

Early in 1911, Proust embr aced another modern inno vation, the 

Òtheatr ophone,Ó a device allowing pe ople to listen to liv e theater 

and oper a performanc es over telephone lines. For a f ee, Proust w as 

connected to eig ht Paris the aters and c oncert halls thr ough the 

still r elativ ely new telephone system. The pianola br ought another 

sound system in to Pr oustÕs closed-in w or ld, when he boug ht an 

Aeolian pla yer piano tha t he at tached to his gr and piano. H is driv er 

Alfr ed Agostinelli pr obably encour aged Proust to bu y it and 

Bertr and de FŽnelon pumpe d it f or Pr oust as Alber tine w ould do 

for the N arr ator in the no vel. (If you want to se e and experienc e 

a pianola and some o f the music i t plays, ther e is a small pianola 

museum in the J ordaan area of Amster dam, just ar ound the c orner 

fr om the Caf Ž Proust.) 

ProustÕs small, enclosed wor ld w as now being pene tr ated in a 

positiv e way, bring ing indoors wha t he w ould have experienc ed 

outside, le aving his cr eativ e artistic self behind f or the social self. 

Eventuall y, the f ormer w ould tak e contr ol and the f ew trips he made 

were in search of material f or his no vel. He hir ed a secretar y and 

had wri t ten mor e than 700 pages, but he still had not cr eated the 

ti tle b y which his masterpie ce would be kno wn. Soundpr oofing, 
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drugs, coffee, and home the ater and music systems helpe d make his 

isolation be arable and his w ork possible. 

A voluminous manuscript 

The follo wing y ear, 1912, marked the expansion o f his no vel, 

unsuccessful at tempts to ha ve it publishe d, defending i t against 

cri tics who said i t w as an autobiogr aphy, and explaining to friends 

that the char acters in i t w ere creativ e fictions. As the manuscript 

grew, he wonder ed if i t should be publishe d as a single volume 

of 800 or 900 pages, or t wo separate books. As it kept gr owing 

to 1,400 pages, he debated whe ther i t should be t wo 700-page 

volumes or f ive 300-page v olumes. In a let ter to M ontesquiou, he 

wr ote tha t he w as concerned people mig ht misunderstand his book, 

Òwhich is so carefull y construc ted and concentric and which pe ople 

will mistak e for mer e childhood memoirs. Ó After a perf ormanc e at 

the OpŽr a Garnier , wher e he was able to obser ve two par ticular 

dresses that expr essed the f inest among w omenÕs fashions of the 

Belle Epoque, he wr ote tha t Òthe two women whom I shall dr ess up in 

their clothesÑlik e two mannequinsÑhave no connection wi th them, 

my novel has no key.Ó 

Proust w anted la Nouvelle Revue Fran•aise  (NRF) to publish his 

novel and offered to pa y as much as they desir ed. During 

negotia tions, he c ontinue d working and c ame up wi th t wo ti tles: 

Lost Time (Le Temps perdu) and Time Regained (Le Temps retrouvŽ). 

Althoug h the o verall ti tle w as not yet comple te, the cir cular na tur e 

of the no vel was already apparent and the gr ounds f or the se arch for 

something lost and e ventuall y rediscovered was established. He also 

trie d to ha ve Fasquelle publish his manuscripts. W hile the NRF w as 

mor e respectable, Fasquelle could r each a wider a udienc e, Òthe sort 

of people who bu y badly prin ted volumes bef ore catching a tr ain.Ó 

ProustÕs goal was never to wri te a novel for the eli te f ew. However, 
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both publishers r ejected his no vel. The rejection o f the e di tor a t a 

thir d publisher , Ollendorf, is quote d in the bookÕs Intr oduc tion. 

In 1913, SwannÕs Way (Du c™tŽ de chez Swann) was published at 

Grasset, at ProustÕs expense. He even limi ted his par t o f the shar e of 

any pr of its so tha t the v olumes mig ht be sold at a cheaper pric e in 

the hopes tha t i t w ould be r ead by mor e people. Money was not his 

motiv e. Rather , it w as Òthe infiltr ation o f my ideas into the gr eatest 

number o f br ains susceptible o f r eceiving them. Ó The importanc e to 

Proust o f a receptiv e reader is appar ent fr om the beg inning o f the 

f irst y ear of public ation. I n the same year, 1913, he also decided on Le 

C™tŽ de Guermantes and the o verall ti tle took i ts f inal French f orm, 

Ë la recherche du temps perdu. 

As the novel kept gr owing, Pr oust told J acques Copeau, a French 

theater dir ector , that Òby reading m yself IÕve discovered after the 

event some o f the c onsti tuen t elemen ts of my own unc onscious.Ó 

Responding to c oncerns about the homose xuali ty and sadism tha t 

appear in his no vel, he defended their inclusion as one o f scien tif ic 

objectivi ty: ÒI obey a general truth which f orbids me to appe al to 

sympathe tic souls an y mor e than to an tipa the tic ones É i t cannot 

alter the terms in which I pr obe the truth and which ar e not 

determine d by my personal whim. Ó He wr ote about wha t he saw in 

himself and in others wi thout the f ilters tha t social norms w ould 

impose, r estric ting and altering his obser vations. N ot to ha ve done 

so would have invalidated his search for the la ws tha t govern man, 

ending his quest f or the essenc e of man and w or ld. 

Ther e were also changes in his household personnel tha t w ould 

prove decisive both in Pr oustÕs life and in his no vel. Alfr ed Agostinelli 

had lost his job as a driv er, so Proust hir ed him as his secretar y. 

Proust w as extr emely generous wi th Agostinelli, pa ying f or his f lying 

lessons. He had his other driv er, Odilon, driv e Agostinelli to B uc, 

wher e Roland Garr os (the f irst person to f ly across the 

Mediterr anean) had an aviation school. Appar entl y tir ed of t yping 

and moving about in the small, enclose d wor ld of his emplo yer, he 

thoug ht o f going to a f lying school on the Rivier a. The Òartisan o f my 

voyageÓ in 1907 had now become the Òcompanion o f my captivi ty,Ó 
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and Proust may have offered Agostinelli a R olls-R oyce or an airplane 

if he w ould sta y wi th him in P aris. Odilon marrie d a young w oman 

fr om his village name d CŽleste Gineste. I n November , CŽleste 

star ted coming r egular ly to Pr oustÕs home to w ork fr om nine to f ive, 

while Pr oust slept. Due to bad in vestmen ts, the expenses incurr ed 

during the pr ocess of publishing Du c™tŽ de chez Swann, and lavish 

presents for Agostinelli, Pr oustÕs wealth and he alth both de cline d. 

Critiques and praise 

Proust w as still haunted by some of the cri tiques tha t f ollo wed his 

public ation o f Pleasures and Days. The adjectiv es that w ere often 

used, Òdelic ateÓ and Òsensitiv e,Ó were particular ly distasteful to 

Proust, and the public ation o f SwannÕs Way deserved Òliving and 

true Ó instead. He was already afraid tha t the length o f the no vel 

mig ht be a barrier to some r eaders but e xplaine d tha t Òit is the 

invisible substanc e of time tha t I have trie d to isola te, and i t meant 

that the e xperimen t had to last o ver a long period. Ó It is not onl y 

distanc e the r eader must tr averse in the w or ld Proust had cr eated, 

s/he must also tr avel in time. SwannÕs Way was also quickly seen as 

a masterpie ce by many cri tics and wri ters, including J ean Cocteau, 

who wr ote tha t i t Òresembles nothing I kno w and everything tha t I 

admir e.Ó Other French wri ters also pr aised the w ork. Lucien D audet 

wr ote: ÒNever, I believe, has the analysis of everything tha t 

consti tutes our e xistenc e been carrie d so far.Ó Francis Jammes called 

Proust Òthe equal of Shakespeare and Balzac.Ó Mauric e Rostand 

publishe d a review in which he r eferr ed to SwannÕs Way as Òa soul 

in the guise o f a book.Ó But wher e Cocteau saw an orig inal 

composi tion, others onl y saw decomposi tion, lacking plot and 

struc tur e, and not belong ing to an y par ticular genr e. Proust 

referr ed to his f ictional music al composer and genius, Vin teuil, 

when wri ting to a cri tic, ÒIsnÕt that composi tion ?Ó Jazz must ha ve 

sounded lik e that to those who w ere only used to classic al music. 
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When Proust wr ote one o f his long sen tenc es in his long book 

or r eintr oduc ed a character , theme, or thoug ht, une xpected, 

under lying pat terns w ould be come appar ent. An incr edible, ne w 

struc tur e was there, but not e veryone had the e yes to see its beaut y 

orÑto f ollo w the music al analogyÑthe ears to he ar i t. In their 

defense, Proust had onl y begun and the r eaders at the time w ere not 

able to experienc e his work in i ts entir ety. 

In 1914, the Belle Epoque ended, and Wor ld War I began. Proust 

did not ha ve to ser ve in the mili tar y as his name had been taken off 

the list o f those who w ere fit. Odilon, ho wever, had been dr afted 

and CŽleste moved in to Pr oustÕs home. The publishing o f ProustÕs 

novel had ceased due to the lack o f men and le ad used for prin ting 

in those da ys was needed for the w ar ef for t. But Pr oust k ept on 

wri ting. H e chose Sodom and Gomorrah as the ti tle o f the f our th 

par t o f his no vel, wi th Sodom r epresenting male homose xuals and 

Gomorr ah symbolizing lesbians. Both pla y a signif icant r ole in the 

novel, as do bisexuals and a lot o f unc ertain ty regarding the 

sexuali ty of some of his char acters. The no vel grew, but the cir cular 

natur e and the essential themes, pa t terns, and ide as, remained 

intact. During the w ar years, fr om 1914 to 1918, ProustÕs novel grew 

fr om about half a million w ords to appr oximatel y 1.25 million w ords. 

Much o f i t had to do wi th the de velopmen t o f the obje ct o f the 

Narr atorÕs obsessive love, Alber tine, and wi th her je alousy, sex, 

death, memor y, time, and, eventuall y, inescapable soli tude. Events 

and experienc es related to the w ar were also include d. 

An Òupside downÓ life 

In 1915, hundreds of thousands o f Frenchmen die d in the w ar. 

Blackouts in P aris had been or dered because of the German a t tacks. 

During this time, Pr oust me t a young diploma t, Paul M orand, who 

knew Ber tr and de FŽnelon and saw much o f him in the f ictional 

Rober t de Saint-Loup. CŽleste, the onl y remaining member o f 
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ProustÕs household other than himself, describe d their lif e as a Òsort 

of upside-do wn and almost c omple tel y closed wor ld wher e we 

seemed to ha ve our o wn special calendar É and our o wn clock 

whose hours w ere dictated by M. Proust and had nothing to do wi th 

other pe opleÕs hours.Ó She provided many services, but her help wi th 

his r evisions and pr oofs was trul y remarkable. She had no tr ouble 

resolving ProustÕs problems wi th the addi tions and c orr ections he 

was making, causing confusion f or his e di tor . She suggested tha t 

he leave some space on his changes and she w ould Òstick them as 

carefull y as I can at the rig ht plac e. In tha t w ay you can add as much 

as you lik e, all we have to do is f old the paper . Then the prin ter will 

have to unf old the strips É in the rig ht or der.Ó Proust lo ved the ide a. 

One of her Òpaste-onsÓ reached nearly one-and-a-half me ters. 

During this time, J acques-Emile B lanche, who had pr eviousl y 

painted ProustÕs por tr ait, said he w ould r ead the pr oofs of the 

growing no vel, to which Pr oust r eplied tha t he could r ead them 

but not in his pr esence: ÒI live on the surfac e of myself and i t is 

only when I am alone tha t I r edescend in to the hole in which I se e 

somewhat cle arly.Ó 

Proust w as always hungr y for as much inf orma tion about the 

wor ld and the pe ople tha t inhabi t i t as he could ge t. What he f ound 

out thr ough salons, exhibi ts, books, friends, famil y, working pe ople, 

and his own experienc es has already been note d. But the allur e 

of gossip, of layers of dissimula tion tha t could be pene tr ated onl y 

by knowing wher e to go and whom to pa y to f ind out wha t w as 

going on, w as of par ticular in ter est to Pr oust. One o f the man y 

Òsmall enclose d wor ldsÓ that Proust w as able to penetr ate w as that 

of the Ri tz. Olivier D abescatÕs restaurant at the Ri tz ser ved as elite a 

clien tele then as i t continues to do so toda y (made famous to man y 

when Princ ess Diana left fr om ther e before her tr agic acciden t). 

Proust had be come a regular at the Ri tz, get ting f ood and 

inf orma tion thr ough Dabescat, and fr om some o f the w aiters he got 

to kno w. A second and even mor e Òenclosed and div erse wor ldÓ was 

made available to Pr oust b y Alber t Le Cuzia t, who r an a male brothel 

and baths. The dissimula tion inher ent to both ( thoug h obviousl y for 
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dif ferent r easons) made them par ticular ly appealing to Pr oust. We 

shall r eturn to i ts f ictional c ounterpar t, JupienÕs male brothel, in a 

later chapter , thoug h it is impor tant to discuss her e how anyone 

knew anything about this side o f ProustÕs life that he hid to the poin t 

of dueling. Pr oust had to be c areful at Le Cuzia tÕs establishmen t, 

as it w as often r aided. Thanks to Le Cuzia t, Proust had a peephole 

thr ough which he c ould obser ve wi thout being obser ved. Some 

have called this Òvoyeurism Ó and there is likely some truth to this. 

The tri te excuse for being in a plac e of Òill repute Ó is that one is 

doing r esearch. However, in ProustÕs case, this was at least in par t 

true. W hen Proust arriv ed home fr om Le CuziatÕs brothel he w ould 

recount in de tail to CŽleste wha t he had seen, Òjust as if heÕd come 

back fr om an evening at the Com te de Beaumon tÕs or Comtesse 

Greffulhe Õs.Ó ProustÕs stories must ha ve made qui te an impr ession on 

this y oung w oman fr om the c ountr y. When she told Pr oust tha t she 

did not understand wh y he went to the br othel, he r eplied, ÒI know, 

CŽleste. You canÕt imagine ho w much I dislik e it. But I c an only wri te 

things as the y are, and to do tha t I have to see them.Ó One may have 

doubts, but the scien tist in Pr oust is eviden t her e. One time he told 

her tha t wha t he had seen was Òunimag inable.Ó He had watche d as 

an industrialist fr om the nor th o f France was being whippe d while 

chained, wi th lots o f blood e verywher e. CŽleste asked, ÒAnd did y ou 

have to pay a lot o f mone y to see it?Ó ProustÕs reply: ÒYes, CŽleste. 

But I had to. Ó 

Evidence (germ phobia and pr obable impotenc y fr om all the drugs 

he was taking) make the stories about his masturba ting wi th no 

physical contact pla usible. The onl y known f irsthand stor y is fr om 

an anonymous male pr osti tute who said tha t ther e was no contact 

and Proust w as eviden tl y masturba ting under the c overs. To some 

friends, Pr oustÕs appreciation o f young men appe ared to be pla tonic 

and this e vent could har dly be describe d as a passionate 

relationship. B ut ther e is no certain ty, no known, eviden tiar y lig ht to 

be shed on this subje ct. Peering thr ough ProustÕs peephole, ei ther 

to look in to his o wn sexual pr actic es or to f ind out his me ans 

of kno wing wha t he wr ote about, is dif f icult f or a biogr apher f or 
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obvious r easons. It is thanks in lar ge part to CŽleste tha t anything 

is known about the sour ce that w ould le ad to the apoc alyptic y et 

darkly humor ous scene in w artime Paris at JupienÕs male brothel in 

Time Regained. 

A Ònovel with its strong structure and sturdy 
foundationÓ 

In 1916, Proust at tende d some of the c oncerts being g iven in Paris 

wher e he was able to hear Beetho ven, Franck, FaurŽ, Mozar t, 

Schumann, and W agner being pla yed. The Narr atorÕs thoug hts on 

music in gener al and his f ictional c omposer , Vinteuil, in par ticular , 

came fr om at tending these c oncerts. (While the Òlit tle phr aseÓ of 

music c omes fr om Saint-Sa‘ns, Pr oust w as not a great fan.) One 

night, Proust r ounde d up the members o f the Poulet Quar tet. He 

had heard them pla y FranckÕs Quartet in D and w anted to he ar i t 

again that nig ht. By 1 a.m. he had the members in his be droom. 

They were well paid to pla y it againÑt wic eÑand CŽleste brought 

them champagne and frie d pota toes before they took the c abs in the 

early dawn tha t Proust had or dered for them. The sound-pr oofed, 

cork-line d walls helped keep the sound in r ather than k eeping the 

noise out. Music aide d both Pr oust and his N arr ator on their quest 

into the dar kness of oneÕs self. Music sho ws Òus what richness, wha t 

variety lies hidden, unkno wn to us, in tha t vast, unfathome d and 

forbidding nig ht o f our soul which w e take to be an impene tr able 

void.Ó 

During this period, Pr oust w as finall y cour ted by the publisher he 

orig inall y wanted and, wi th some time and ef for t, he swi tche d fr om 

Grasset to Gallimar d. His fear of dying bef ore he finishe d his no vel 

continue d. One of the most touching momen ts in a documen tar y 

that w as done for Fr ench tele vision (and is include d in William 

CarterÕs documen tar y on Proust ) is an inter view wi th CŽleste wher e 

she describes one af ternoon ar ound 4 p.m. when she w ent to 
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ProustÕs bedroom and saw the r adiant jo y in his fac e. Even mor e 

telling, f or the f irst time, he spok e to her bef ore having his f irst 

coffee of the da y. He told her he had w onderful ne ws, that 

Òsomething tr emendous. Something so w onderfulÓ had happened: 

He sat up in be d, smiled at me and said ÒI have wri t ten ÔThe 

End.Õ Now I can die.Ó 

So I said to him ÒBut wha t about all the bi ts of paper I still 

have to paste toge ther? And all the c orr ections y ou still ha ve 

to mak e?Ó 

ÒThat, my dear, thatÕs something else.Ó 

This did not me an that Proust w as finishe d working on his no vel. But 

if he w ere to die, i t w ould stand as a no vel wi th i ts str ong struc tur e 

and stur dy foundation. CŽleste says it happene d in 1922, but i t could 

have happened as early as 1916. 

In 1917 there were thr eats gr owing fr om wi thout and fr om wi thin. 

The Germans w ere still appr oaching Paris wi th their modern 

weaponr y, and Proust w as still de aling wi th his ailmen ts. His 

insomnia c ontinue d, wi th one 50-hour str etch wi th no sle ep causing 

Proust to c ompar e himself to Gr aham, a character in H. G . WellsÕs 

novel, When the Sleeper Wakes. Proust still manage d to go out and 

often had dinner wi th M orand and Cocteau at Princ ess SoutzoÕs 

apartmen t at the Ri tz. Af ter one dinner , ther e was a session with 

a hypnotist. Pr oust also at tende d an extr aordinar y and modern 

cultur al event at the ThŽ ‰tr e du Ch‰tele t. CocteauÕs ballet Parade

had modern chor eography by LŽonide Massine and music b y Erik 

Satie, who use d t ypewri ters and sir ens, along wi th other modern 

sounds. Thanks to Pic assoÕs debut as a set and c ostume designer , 

Cubist ar t w as seen for the f irst time in a the ater . The poet and 

playwrig ht Guilla ume Apollinair e coined the term surr Žaliste for the 

balletÕs program notes. 

By the end o f January 1918, the Germans made their f irst air a t tack 

on Paris using their ne w bombers, c alled Gothas. They were also 
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bombar ding Paris wi th their ne w and deadly cannons manufac tur ed 

by the Krupps famil y called Berthas. At the same time, Pr oustÕs own 

internal thr eats were also growing. H e was having tr ouble speaking 

and was afraid i t w as facial paralysis. He wr ote a friend tha t he w as 

planning to se e Dr. Joseph Babinski, a neur olog ist who had studie d 

wi th Jean-Mar tin Char cot, a French neur olog ist who w orked on 

hypnosis and h ysteria. Eventuall y, paralysis was ruled out in fa vor 

of another diagnosisÑtaking too man y narcotics. I n June, Proust 

sent Gallimar d the c orr ected pr oofs for Within a Budding Gr ove and 

the manuscript o f The Guermantes Way. On Monday, November 11, 

the w ar ended and on N ovember 30 , the prin ter f inishe d Within a 

Budding Gr ove (A lÕombre des jeunes filles en fleur s). 
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4. Final Years 

I n January 1919, Proust r eceived the pr oofs for Pastiches et 

mŽlanges, a new edition o f SwannÕs Way, and an advance copy of 

Within a Budding Gr ove. But i t w as not a great year in Pr oustÕs 

personal lif e. Never a fan of moving, the sale o f his r esidence on 

Boulevard Haussmann r esisted by his Aunt AmŽlie Weil w as a 

catastr ophe f or Pr oust. I t w as bought by a banker, who f orgave 

ProustÕs overdue r ent, paid him thr ee yearsÕ rent, and also include d 

some cash. According to CŽleste, ÒDeath began f or him wi th our 

leaving boule vard Haussmann.Ó Proust and CŽleste f irst mo ved to 

rue L aurent-Picha t, then to wha t w ould be his last home, 44, rue 

Hamelin. 

In addi tion to pr ogress in publishing his no vel, Proust w as 

receiving accolades and awards. Comte Jean de Gaigneron 

compar ed ProustÕs book to a c athedral. This was a nice surprise 

since Proust had not told an yone about this: ÒI have wanted to g ive 

to each par t o f my book the ti tle: Por tal I: Staine d Glass Windo ws of 

the Apse, etc., to answ er in ad vance the stupid cri ticism É o ver the 

lack of construc tion in a book wher e I will sho w tha t the onl y meri t 

is in the solidi ty of the most minor par ts.Ó He did not pursue this ide a 

because it w as Òtoo preten tious.Ó Francis Jammes had asked Proust 

to cut out the lesbian-sadist sc ene of Evil between Mlle Vin teuil 

and her friend a t M ontjou vain. In a let ter to Fr an• ois Mauriac, he 

explaine d tha t he w ould be happ y to satisf y JammesÕs request, Òbut I 

had construc ted this w ork so carefull y tha t this episode in the f irst 

volume explains the je alousy of my young man in the f our th and 

f if th volumes so tha t by ripping out the c olumn wi th the obsc ene 

capital, I w ould have brought do wn the ar ch. ThatÕs what cri tics 

like to call works wi thout c omposi tion and wri t ten according to 

random memories. Ó It could be said tha t Proust gamble d by put ting 

everything in to the suc cess (or lack ther eof ) of one no vel. It is easy 

to say in hindsig ht tha t i t w ould be a masterpie ce, but i t took gr eat 
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conviction, e ven cour age in the fac e of the man y cri ticisms and 

dif f iculties, along wi th a lot o f har d work and sacrif ice. But Pr oust 

knew ar t, li ter atur e, and philosoph y. He knew tha t his vision, al beit 

inno vativ e and even shocking, w as impor tant, despi te wha tever 

f inancial, cri tic al, social, or he alth c osts i t mig ht en tail. Pr oust w as 

honest. W hat he saw was true and r eal, and he would not sacrif ice 

any par t o f his edif ice to anything other than a c omple te r ef lection 

of his vision. 

On Wednesday, December 10, Proust w as awarded FranceÕs 

highest li ter ary priz e, the Prix Goncourt for Within a Budding Gr ove. 

Numer ous and impor tant cri tics pr aised its psycholog ical analysis. 

Acceptanc e, awards, and praise were pouring in, but b y this time 

Proust w as spending most o f his time in be d, still w orking on his 

novel. The combina tion o f the t wo moves he had to mak e and an 

ever-incr easing dependenc e on drugsÑincluding a t least f ive 

stimulan ts and depr essantsÑdid not help. 

The new decade 

In 1920, Proust w on mor e awards, used mor e drugs, and r eceived 

growing in terna tional r ecogni tion. H e was named Chevalier de la 

lŽgion dÕhonneur, the hig hest French medal of honor . Marcel Proust 

Societies w ere forme d in several countries, including H olland, 

Belgium, and Eng land. Wi th onl y the f irst t wo volumes o f In Search 

of Lost Time publishe d, cri tics w ere already talking about ho w he 

had cr eated a new wor ld. Later in the same y ear, he publishe d Le 

C™tŽ de Guermantes I (The Guermantes Way I). The editor o f La 

Nouvelle Revue Fran•aise Jacques Rivi•r e thoug ht i t w ould amuse 

Proust to kno w tha t ÒAndr Ž Breton, the he ad Dadaist, came to help 

us corr ect your pr oofs and deliv ered to me an in tense admir ation 

for you based on the poe tic tr easures he discovered in your w ork.Ó 

Proust appr eciated the c omplimen t but w as not impr essed wi th the 

job such excellent r eaders as Rivi•r e and the Òcharming D adaistÓ 
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had done. Af ter r eading the thir d volume o f In Search of Lost Time,

Lucien D audet wr ote tha t i t w as a Òpsycholog ical manual mor e 

comple x than all the others, a totall y new ar tistic Ôdoctrine Õ and 

the most amusing o f all no velsÉ. You have re-cr eated the no vel, 

and you are the gr eatest no velist who has e ver liv ed in any epoch 

in any countr y.Ó Still unable to sle ep, ProustÕs problems wi th drugs 

incr eased. He eviden tl y took a whole bo x of Veronal, along wi th 

opium and some other me dications aime d at f ighting his noc turnal 

existenc e. Not onl y did i t not help, i t almost kille d him. H e went f or 

two days wi thout ring ing f or CŽleste. 

Despite all this, in De cember Pr oust wr ote t wo individuals wi th 

commen ts tha t showed a level of clari ty of vision wi th an equally 

clearÑand succinc tÑexpr ession of i t. We shall look at the se cond 

of these in the f ollo wing chapter , since the le t ter sen t to a Fr ench 

journalist Louis Mar tin-Cha uf f ier per tains to the N arr ator and the 

fundamen tal r ole he plays in the no vel. The f irst c ommen t w as to a 

French poe t and cri tic, Emile H enriot, and w as a brief answer to a 

survey on classic and r omantic wri ters. H e wr ote tha t he belie ved 

that Òall true ar t is classic al, but the la ws of the mind r arely permi t 

it to be, when i t f irst appe ars, as such.Ó His examples came fr om the 

pic torial ar ts wi th Edouar d ManetÕs Olympia and li ter atur e, and wi th 

Baudelair eÕs The Flowers of Evil (Les Fleurs du mal). At the time ( and 

still toda y, for tha t mat ter ) their inno vativ e creations w ere a shock 

and hardly seen as Òclassic.Ó Proust wr ote tha t Òinnovators w or th y 

of becoming classics one da y obey a stric t inner discipline and ar e 

builders abo ve all. But pr ecisely because their ar chi tectur e is new, it 

takes a long time f or people to disc ern i t.Ó One might add, especiall y 

if i t has not y et been publishe d in i ts entir ety. 

Controversy over Sodom and Gomorrah 

On January 11, 1921, Proust wr ote Gallimar d a let ter describing his 

poor ph ysical health (br onchi tis and a hig h fever), the r emaining 
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four v olumes to be publishe d, and asking about the r oyalties he w as 

owed. By May, ProustÕs health had w orsened but The Guermantes 

Way II (Le C™tŽ de Guermantes II) and Sodom and Gomorrah I

(Sodome et Gomorrhe I) were available for public ation. Pr oust w as 

cri ticiz ed by those who w ere upset over the discussion o f 

homosexuali ty. French journalist and wri ter LŽon Daudet, older 

brother o f Lucien, told Pr oust he c ould not e ven mention the ti tle 

Sodome et Gomorrhe to his r eaders. At the same time, i t did not 

mat ter tha t he w as tr ying to be obje ctiv e, the r esult o f his Òimpartial 

poin t o f view, that o f a true na tur alist,Ó was also offensive to man y 

homosexuals. AndrŽ Gide was among the most impor tant and most 

vocal of those who c onsider ed his descriptions unfair . Proust 

covered a broad spectrum o f human sexuali ty wi th a depth and 

precision tha t had not be en seen before and it caused reactions 

fr om individuals who sa w too close o f a resemblance wi th 

themsel ves, to relig ious and other c onservativ e groups, and 

homosexuals who took o ffense at the some times less-than-her oic 

descriptions. 

On April 21, the Jeu de Paume had an exhibi tion o f Dutch masters. 

In or der to mak e this daytime visi t and go to the H ™tel des 

Antiquair es et des Beaux Ar ts to see some paintings b y Jean-

Auguste-Dominique I ngr es, Proust again simpl y did not go to be d 

the nig ht bef ore. The last photogr aph of Proust w as taken of him 

standing on the terr ace next to the J eu de Paume af ter seeing the 

Dutch masters which, thanks to P aul M orand, include d ProustÕs 

favori te pain ting, VermeerÕs View of Delft . He is well dr essed, 

standing v ery str aight and looking g loriousl y happy, especiall y given 

his poor he alth, o veruse of nar cotics and other drugs, and 

continuing insomnia. I n the sc ene that pr ecedes his f ictional a uthor 

Bergot teÕs death, he has just se en this same Vermeer pain ting. 

Before he faints and dies in the museum, he r ealizes the limi ts of 

his own wri ting c ompar ed to just one par t o f the pain ting, the Òlit tle 

patch o f yellow wall.Ó In a question similar to the one the N arr ator 

poses at the beg inning o f the no vel about his memories o f Combr ay, 

just bef ore he tastes the madeleine and te a (ÒDead forever? It w as 
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possibleÓ), the Narr ator asks if Ber got te is ÒDead forever? Who can 

say?Ó After the f ictional a uthorÕs burial, Òall thr ough tha t nig ht o f 

mourning, in the lig hted shop windo ws, his books, arr anged thr ee 

by thr ee, kept vig il lik e angels with outspr ead wings and seemed for 

him who w as no mor e, the symbol o f his r esurr ection.Ó In nei ther 

quota tion is ther e evidenc e of a belief in the af ter lif eÑrelig ious or 

other wise. Nor is ther e a negation o f i t. Ther e is only uncertain ty. 

After the f ormer quota tion, ho wever, ther e does appear to be hope 

in the Òspecial ple asureÓ coming fr om the e xperienc e wi th the 

madeleine and te a. The first se ction o f ÒCombr ayÓ ends with a 

beautiful, cr escendo-lik e sentenc e, in which e veryone and 

everything tha t w as thoug ht dead and gone Òsprang into being É 

fr om my cup o f tea.Ó We shall return to the impor tanc e of this 

privilege d momen t later . As for the se cond quota tion r egarding the 

question o f death, the description o f Bergot teÕs books leaves the 

possibili ty of an after lif e open. Both ar e based on his aesthe tic 

theories, and not on a r elig ious belief. 

Worsening health and death 

In May 1922, Sodome et Gomorrhe II was published, but the y ear 

marked incr easingly poor he alth, mor e drugs, f inancial dif f iculties, 

and isolation in the limi ted spher e of his last home a t rue H amelin. 

ProustÕs germ phobia had incr eased to the poin t tha t his mail had to 

be passed thr ough a chamber tha t containe d formaldeh yde before 

he would touch i t. He was taking danger ous amoun ts of adr enaline, 

both b y in jection and dr y. On May 1, he took the dr y form in a dose 

so str ong tha t i t burne d his digestiv e tr act to the poin t tha t he ate 

and dr ank almost nothing af ter ward except ic e cream and iced beer 

fr om the Ri tz. In June, he admit ted tha t he w as spending too much 

money on ic e cream. 

In May, Proust managed to at tend a la te-nig ht supper a t the H ™tel 

Majestic in the pr esence of the most modern ar tists, c omposers, 
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and wri ters o f his time. I nclude d were Diaghilev, Picasso and his 

wif e, and Irish no velist James Joyce. Neither Pr oust nor J oyce had 

read much, if an y, of the other wri terÕs work. Proust ne ver 

mentione d their enc ounter , but Joyce wr ote tha t ÒProust w ould 

only talk about duchesses, while I w as more concerned wi th their 

chambermaids.Ó After the e vent at the H ™tel Majestic, Joyce trie d to 

continue the par ty at ProustÕs home, but Pr oust managed to escape 

his inebria ted fellow wri ter . In October , Joyce wr ote tha t he had 

Òread the f irst t wo volumes r ecommendŽs by [the Bri tish no velist ] 

Mr . [Sydney] Schif f of A la Recher che des Ombr elles Perdues par 

Plusieurs Jeunes Filles en Fleurs du C™tŽ de chez Swann et 

Gomorr hŽe et Co. par Mar celle Proyce and James Joust.Ó Based on 

this sen tenc e alone it should be saf e to say tha t Joyce saw some of 

himself in Pr oust. 

In September , Proust w as so weak that he had to tak e an injection 

of anti-asthma me dication c ombine d wi th stimulan ts just to be able 

to w ork for an hour . He was worn do wn to the poin t tha t, Òdepriv ed 

of everything, m y onl y care is to g ive my [books], thr ough their 

absorption b y other minds, the e xpansion tha t is r efused me.Ó By late 

October , ProustÕs asthma and coughing w ere get ting w orse, but he 

refused tr eatmen t even fr om his br other ( a doctor ), Reynaldo H ahn, 

Odilon, and CŽleste. Af ter de veloping br onchi tis and pneumonia, 

Proust die d on November 22. Cocteau describe d the stack o f 

notebooks on Pr oustÕs mantel: ÒThat pile o f paper on his lef t w as still 

alive, like watches ticking on the wrists o f dead soldiers.Ó He phoned 

an avant-gar de photogr apher Man Ray to c ome and photogr aph 

Proust on his de athbe d. Funeral services were held at the chur ch 

of Saint-Pierr e de Chaillot. Pr oustÕs friends e viden tl y did not notic e 

James Joyce who, hidden in the cr owd, had come to pa y his r espects. 

After a long funer al procession across Paris, Proust w as buried in 

the famil y plot a t P•r e-L achaise cemeter y. 

In January 1923, Vanity Fair publishe d in Americ a the f irst 

photogr aph of Proust, tak en by the photogr apher N adar in 1896. 

Sodome et Gomrrhe IIIÐLa Prisonni•r e (The Captive) was published. 

In 1924, Albertine disparue (The Fugitive) was published, and in 1927 
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Le Temps retrouvŽ (Time Regained). His watches w ere still ticking. 

The absorption in to other minds c ontinues thanks to the r eceptiv e 

readers who ha ve felt include d in his quest. 
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5. The Narrator: Travels in the 
Space-Time Continuum 

W ho is the N arr ator in the no vel and wha t is his name ? What 

do we know about him and ho w do w e know i t? Because of 

the mixtur e of r eal people, events, and plac es with imag inar y ones, 

and because we see the genesis of the no vel and the r ole of the 

Narr ator in Pr oustÕs notebooks and other sour ces, we know tha t he 

drew fr om his o wn experienc es to cr eate the N arr ator . 

And who else c ould have given him the dir ect obser vations o f 

reality, from par ticular de tails to gener al laws, other than himself ? 

Into whose c onsciousness (and unc onscious ) could he ha ve gone 

to explor e manÕs internal w or ld, if not his o wn? The exceptionall y 

close relationship be tween the author and the N arr ator is cle ar. 

But to sa y tha t the N arr ator is Pr oust w ould be inc orr ect. Proust 

was a person. The Narr ator is a char acter in a no vel. ProustÕs own 

wri tings in wha t w ould be Contr e Sainte-Beuve, in his no vel and 

elsewher e, make it cle ar tha t one c annot look a t the N arr ator as if 

he were a ref lection o f the author . He is a creation fr om the a uthorÕs 

imagination and the distinc tion is impor tant. The trul y inclusiv e and 

expansive relationship r esides between the N arr ator and the r eader. 

The Narr ator is sho wn as a reader himself on the f irst page o f the 

novel and not as a wri ter . The desir e to be a wri ter is soon e viden t 

and i ts gr adual realization is an essen tial par t o f the no vel, but i t is 

not un til the v ery end tha t his goal is going to be achie ved. In the 

f irst sen tenc e, we learn tha t he (French gr ammar sho ws tha t the 

Narr ator is a man ) used to go to be d early (and consequentl y does 

not an ymor e). We then le arn tha t he has fallen asle ep while r eading 

and Òit seemed to me tha t I m yself was the imme diate subject o f my 

book: a chur ch, a quar tet, the riv alr y between Fran• ois I and Char les 

V.Ó We learn mor e about the book he is r eading and his be coming a 

par t o f i t bef ore we learn anything about when, wher e, or even who, 
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the N arr ator is. W hen he w akes up enough to pull himself out o f the 

wor lds of sleep, he looks out ward, seeing onl y darkness. 

What is the N arr atorÕs name? For a long time, he w as generally 

referr ed to as ÒMarcelÓ or, in the f irst o f many divisions, the y oung 

Narr ator being r ecalled and going thr ough the experienc es is 

ÒMarcel,Ó using ÒNarr atorÓ for the older insomniac or the 

Òomniscien tÓ character (which ar e not ne cessarily always the same). 

Thoug h the name ÒMarcelÓ is used to r efer to the N arr ator , it onl y 

occurs t wic e in the no vel. Both ar e in the f if th volume, The Captive,

and both in volve Alber tine. I n the f irst instanc e, she is in Òthe 

uncertain ty of awakening and says ÔMyÑÕ or ÔMy dar lingÑÕ follo wed 

by my Christian name, which, if w e give the narr ator the same name 

as the author o f this book, w ould be ÔMy Mar cel,Õ or ÔMy dar ling 

Marcel.ÕÓ In an in ter esting r ef lection o f the N arr atorÕs options 

regarding his name, Al ber tine mig ht use ÒMarcelÓ in the uncertain 

momen ts of awakening. But onl y if ÒweÓ give the same name to the 

Narr ator o f Òthis bookÓ as its author . Both the a t tribution o f Òthis 

bookÓ and the pronoun ÒweÓ are unusual and, while the f irst f ocuses 

the r eaderÕs vision on the f ictional book in hand, the pr onoun 

expands the de cision-making po wer to some one beyond the 

Narr ator , presumably the r eader. The barriers separ ating the 

realities o f the N arr ator , the Author , and the Reader appear to be 

cracking. I t is also possible tha t Proust simpl y did not ge t to f inish 

his corr ections on this par t o f the no vel and would have changed it 

and the second r eference to the N arr ator as Mar cel, which oc curs 

shor tl y after . In a let ter to the N arr ator , Alber tine beg ins by using 

the same Òcharming e xpr essionÓ: ÒÔMy dar ling de ar Mar cel,ÕÓ and 

ends wi th ÒÔWhat a Mar cel! What a Mar cel!ÕÓ Proust himself 

par ticipa ted in this blurring o f iden ti ties by referring to the N arr ator 

as ÒIÓ in let ters and notes, despi te his aesthe tic al theories tha t 

emphasize the distinc tion be tween the Author and his cr eation. B ut 

what domina tes the other 3000+ pages o f the no vel is the v ery 

anonymi ty of the N arr ator: w e do not kno w his name or wha t he 

looks lik e. 
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The mysterious Narrator 

Is ther e one, singular N arr ator or should he be r eferr ed to in the 

plur al? The dif ferences between the old insomniac r emembering 

the past and the y oung Narr ator going thr ough the r emember ed 

experienc es is one division. Another , equally clear division is made 

between the Òsocial selfÓ that oper ates on a superf icial, out ward-

looking le vel and the Òcreativ e selfÓ that is turne d inward, toward 

the depths o f oneÕs essence. But the divisions do not stop her e. 

Like Swann, we learn who he is b y how he is per ceived in and 

ref lected by, the w or ld. The Narr atorÕs multiplic ation in to a plur ality 

of iden ti ties oc curs thr ough time, thr oughout the no vel. He is a 

variable c onnected to the c onstan t o f wanting to be a wri ter /

novelist. H is love inter ests bring out numer ous and varied 

Narr ators, as if he w ere a kaleidoscope tha t, while made up o f the 

same pieces, creates dif ferent pat terns based on which w ay it is 

turne d and the lig ht shining ( or not ) onto i t. For simplici tyÕs sake, we 

shall simpl y use ÒNarr ator .Ó The very vagueness of the disembodie d 

voice of the nebulous N arr ator in the opening pages allo ws the 

reader to be come par t o f the book e ven mor e easily than wha t 

the N arr ator e xperienc es. There is no name, no description to limi t 

the r eader fr om becoming par t o f ProustÕs novel, fr om joining in 

the N arr atorÕs quest and even seeing i t thr ough his eyes as if they 

were oneÕs own, blurring the boundaries separ ating the r eality of the 

novel and tha t o f the r eader. 

ProustÕs novel is far fr om being a w alled-in f or tr ess guarded by 

an intelle ctual or an y other eli te. The Narr ator c ould not be a mor e 

welcoming host. N ot onl y does he pr esent himself in the same 

activi ty as the reader, with no par ticulars to distinguish himself, 

but he also helps bring the r eader on an adventur e as magical and 

exciting as the stories told in The Arabian Nights . Like Abou Hassan 

in ÒThe Stor y of the Awakened Sleeper,Ó the Narr ator opens his door 

to str angers, inviting them in f or a feast (resulting in a change in 

iden ti ty, to which w e shall return ). Like Scheherazade, the Narr ator 
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must tell his stories and le ave the listener /r eader w anting mor e in 

order to sur vive. Like Aladdin and his mag ic carpet, he has a Òmagic 

chair [ that] will c arr y him at full spe ed thr ough time and spac e,Ó on 

an adventur e that can include the r eceptiv e Reader who is r eady to 

ride. 

Like Proust, the N arr ator is kno wn f or his sedentar y existenc e, 

conf ined to his r oom, or mo ving in the close d wor ld of the salons. 

He does get up and ar ound, ho wever, at times picking up enoug h 

speed to experienc e the unse t tling f eeling o f a wor ld in motion. N o 

longer is one anchor ed in a stable univ erse based on r ational, c ausal 

principles. The Car tesian and N ewtonian me chanic al univ erse, open 

to r ational, c onscious obser vation, is lef t behind f or an Einsteinian 

univ erse, in which spac e is confounde d wi th time, c ausality is 

replaced by statistic al probabili ty, and conscious, r ational 

observation no longer pr ecedes theor y forma tion in the se arch for 

truth. The N arr atorÕs quest can be said to have taken him do wn 

Heracli tusÕs river in to Einsteinian e ddies in the spac e-time 

continu um. 

The succession of the N arr atorÕs experienc es is a mirr or image o f 

those o f the N arr atorÕs Aunt LŽonieÑthe f ormer kno wing incr easing 

mobili ty in a movement out ward (wi th oc casional periods o f 

conf inemen t, lik e keeping Al ber tine Òa prisonerÓ in Paris and his o wn 

conf inemen t in a he alth facili ty)Ñthe lat ter , incr easing immobili ty in 

an inward movement: Òfirst Combr ay, then her house in Combr ay, 

then her be droom, and f inall y her bedÉÓ Her state of iner tia has led 

her to a sta te of comple te unc ertain ty as to the obje ctiv e validi ty 

of the inf orma tion br ought to her b y her senses. Both the orig in 

of the inf orma tion and the possibili ty of i ts objectiv e verif ication 

by another is in doubt: ÒI n the ne xt r oom I he ard my aunt talking 

quietl y to herself É. in the absolute iner tia which she le d she 

at tached to her le ast of her sensations an e xtr aordinar y impor tanc e. 

Lacking anyone to c onf ide inÑshe announc ed them to herself in a 

perpe tual monologue tha t w as her onl y form o f activi ty.Ó 

Like memor y, tr avel is fundamen tal to an understanding o f 

ProustÕs novel. As with memor y, iner tia is br oken. The laws of time 
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and space destr oyed, and a new law, a new or der, a new certain ty 

are created. Travel takes the Narr ator out o f his conf inemen t and 

his isolation. N ovelt y replaces habit. Things and plac esÑhereto fore 

separated in to li t tle Òclosed vasesÓÑare reuni ted. Space itself 

under goes a sort o f metamorphosis. As memor y brings toge ther 

events isolated in time, so tr avelÑequally as magicallyÑbrings 

together plac es and people isola ted in space. In both c asesÑin the 

internal, subje ctiv e tr avel of memor y in time and in ph ysical tr avel 

in spaceÑhe is able to escape the par alyzing iner tia and unc ertain ty 

experienc ed by his aunt. H is Òleast sensationsÓ are not experienc ed 

in isola tion. H e finds them inste ad in the outside w or ld, endo wing 

them wi th a mor e objectiv e validi ty. 

For the N arr ator , the automobile me ans many things, not the le ast 

of which is his abili ty to visi t mor e places with Al ber tine in one da y 

than the y could have before in t wo. Time and space have changed 

for them. The N arr ator e xplains to Al ber tine tha t Òdistanc es are only 

the r elationship be tween time and spac e and vary wi th i t.Ó Speed, 

the automobile, the r oadÑall these ar e essential to Pr oustÕs modern 

vision o f the w or ld, memor y, the ar tistic pr ocess, and the Narr atorÕs 

vocation. 

The Einsteinian connection 

The f irst popular e di tion o f Alber t Einstein Õs theor y came out in 

1916 and, as his corr espondenc e wi th the ma thema tician Camille 

Vet tar d shows, Proust w as familiar wi th the ph ysicistÕs views. Both 

the scien tist and the no velist saw in the r ailr oad tr ain a vehicle 

univ ersal enoug h to ser ve as an expr ession of their r elativ e wor ld 

views. In his w ork, Relativity: The S pecial and the General Theory, 

Einstein use d the tr ain as a basis for his Òclear explanation tha t 

anyone can understand. Ó In the chapter en ti tle d ÒSpace and Time in 

Classical Mechanics,Ó he defined Òthe purpose of mechanics [ which ] 

is to describe ho w bodies change their posi tion in spac e wi th Ôtime.ÕÓ 
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He explaine d his the or y by questioning the notions o f ÒpositionsÓ 

and Òspace.Ó If a stone is dr opped fr om a moving tr ain, Òdo the 

ÔpositionsÕ traversed by the stone lie Ôin realityÕ on a straight line 

or a par abola? Moreover, what is me ant by Ômotion in spac e?ÕÓ His 

def ini tions o f posi tion and spac e, which he f ounde d on classic al, 

Euclide an geometr y have been eroded, the Òrig id bod yÓ they 

depended on has become f luid, unf ixed, the classic al, mechanic al 

wor ld, unhinge d. With the e xperienc e of riding in a tr ain, manÕs 

most elemen tar y notions o f time and spac e are shaken. Space is 

irr elevant; onl y the time to ge t ther e mat ters. 

Ther e is no causal connecting principle in Pr oustÕs wor ld. A 

ster eoscopic vision is e viden t in both time and spac e, and is of such 

a fundamen tal and univ ersal natur e as to be called by a Belgian 

li ter ary cri tic Ge orges Poulet, par adoxically, Òa general principle o f 

discontinui ty.Ó This principle is not limi ted to time and spac e, but 

it also applies to the human c ondi tion and c arries no c ertain ty, no 

solid, unif ying Òhelp from aboveÓ in its univ ersal and inesc apable 

impossibili ty of a happiness found in lo ve. The subject o f love is 

in one plac e, the object o f love in another . The Òlit tle enclose d 

wor ldsÓ referr ed to earlier appl y to pe ople, momen ts, and plac es 

alike. The principle o f discontinui ty, of separation, wi th i ts inher ent 

lack of any causal connecting principle, is univ ersal. Yet, is ther e no 

connecting principle, no or der, no certain ty? Perhaps coincidenc e, 

or synchr onici ty, or an acausal connecting principle ma y suggest 

such a reordering o f the w or ld. It is just such a chanc e occurr ence 

that brings about the N arr atorÕs experienc e of the Òspecial ple asure,Ó 

as when he tastes the madeleine and te a or sees the steeples of 

Mar tin ville and Vieuxvic q. 

Einstein pursue d the analog y of the tr ain, adding c onceptual 

problems in the f orm o f varying poin ts of r eference, beyond tha t o f 

the r elativ ely simple pla tf orm and a mo ving tr ain, such as a flying 

raven and t wo events on the tr ain viewed by someone on the 

embankmen tÑar e they simultane ous wi th r eference to everyone? 

As the Narr ator so painfull y poin ts out in his the ories c oncerning 

love, one does not e ven have the f ixed referent o f an embankmen t, 

The Narr ator: T ravels in the Space-Time Con tinu um  |  47



as the ÔotherÕ is in a state of mobili ty equal to tha t o f the N arr ator . 

Both the subje ct, wi th i ts own multiplici ty of selves, and the object 

of love, with i ts inher entl y uncertain and e ver-chang ing natur e, lead 

the N arr ator to e xperienc e the anguish o f jealousy inste ad of the 

securi ty of love. The developmen t o f his r elationship wi th Al ber tine 

is, in essence, a description o f this fundamen tal Proustian r eality. 

The Narr ator is painfull y aware that he can never trul y know the 

ÔrealÕ Alber tine. N ot onl y can he never f ind out wha t she is doing 

and wi th whom she is doing i t, but he also c annot e ven escape the 

conf ines of his own tempor al context. As Einstein e xplaine d, events 

which ar e simultane ous wi th r eference to one c oor dinate system 

(such as on a tr ain) are not simultane ous wi th r egard to another 

coor dinate system (such as on an embankmen t). 

The advent of aviation 

The in tr oduc tion o f airplanes oc curs on a lar ge scale in the last 

volume, Time Regained. Wor ld War I had pr ecipi tated the use o f the 

airplane. The N arr ator is c onscious o f i ts in trusion in to the one ar ea 

of appar ent stabili ty and unchang ing or der to which man has look ed 

since the time o f the BabyloniansÑthe stars. The N arr atorÕs inter est 

in the be aut y of the airplanesÕ ascent and their inclusion in the 

celestial clockw ork is onl y surmoun ted by their br eaking of these 

laws, by their mo ving and, henc e, the destruc tion o f the immutable, 

unchang ing or der o f the c osmos. 

It is no longer onl y the imme diate ph ysical wor ld tha t is in 

movement; no w the stars and the sky ar e as well. The 

personif ication has r eached out ward to the limi ts of the visible 

univ erse. The stars ar e like insects or Òhuman shooting stars.Ó 

Instead of dr awing or der, meaning, and certain ty down fr om the 

heavens, manÕs ordering r eason is projected upward in the f orm o f 

spotlig hts and airplanes. The familiari ty of an old and unchang ing 

sky is also replaced by the be aut y seen in the no velt y of the planes.  
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The feeling o f securi ty tha t w as previousl y found in a stable, 

unchang ing univ erse is replaced by conf idenc e in manÕs intelligenc e, 

his will, and their manif estations on the macr ocosmic le vel in the 

form o f the go vernmen t and the mili tar y. These willful, in telle ctual 

intrusions in to the sky , while bring ing a certain sense o f securi ty, 

are still unse t tling, making the N arr ator f eel he is not e ven in the 

same wor ld. It is as if the e arth has mo ved under his f eet, as if he 

were in a dif ferent par t o f the w or ld, under Ònew stars,Ó where the 

sky is in mor e motion than the e arth. 

Later , driving in the str eets of Paris, faced wi th the destruc tion o f 

the w or ld he used to kno w and all the no velt y, all the change, and 

the unfamiliar surr oundings tha t had earlier br ought on so much 

anguish, the N arr ator e xperienc es another o f those sudden, mag ical 

feelings tha t tr ansform the w or ld. Change, motion, no velt y: all the 

things tha t pr eviousl y brought on unc ertain ty and fear are now 

accepted. He uses the experienc e of driving in an a utomobile to 

explain the sensa tion. I t is the e xperienc e of a fundamen tal change 

of the w or ld he is mo ving in. The gr ound on which his a utomobile is 

rolling changes fr om paving stones (divide d, as are time and spac e in 

the w or ld view just describe d) into a f iner , smoother ride on sand, or 

dead leaves. Time and space are no longer divide d in to li t tle par cels. 

The self is no longer c ontaine d and isola ted. It is one c ontinuous 

ride, the Ògeneral principle o f discontinui tyÓ has been tr anscended, 

and the chains o f the c ontingencies o f a wor ld f ixed in a mechanistic 

univ erse are broken. In an inverted image of f light, the N arr ator 

moves from the a utomobile to the airplane and uses the la t ter not 

to suggest de ath, but r ather the r esurr ecting f light o f memor y. 

The dif ferent modes o f tr avel used to mo ve about in the e xternal, 

physical wor ld are also used to describe the N arr atorÕs journe y in to 

the unc onscious. I n this in ternal w or ld of the self, the tr aveler must 

f ind a new methodolog y, a new set o f tools and standar ds in his 

search for c ertain ty in this w or ld, wher e the obser ver and the 

observed have become one. The N arr atorÕs experienc es of cars, 

tr ains, and planes pr ovide the me ans by which he achie ves this 

quest. 
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Motion and travel 

Contr ary to wha t one mig ht expect, then, on enc ountering the 

sedentar y Narr ator o f the f irst pages o f SwannÕs Way, motion is 

a fundamen tal aspect o f ProustÕs novel. The Narr ator must tr avel. 

As technolog y develops, so does the individualÕs relationship to the 

wor ld. Time and spac e take on a new meaning as one mo ves from 

carriage to tr ain to automobile to airplane. As the N arr ator r eaches 

the speed of the tr ain and automobile, he f inds the w or ld to be as 

unfamiliar and in motion as in the f irst pages o f the no vel, waking 

up in the nig ht wi th no cle ar sense of time or spac e. Not onl y does 

the N arr ator not f ind c ertain ty, but he ends up in the Einsteinian 

wor ldview of r elativi ty. The out ward search for c ertain ty, lif e, 

science, and technolog y lead to unc ertain ty and, as seen in the 

apocalyptic passage wi th the airplanes in w artime Paris, to de ath. 

Paradoxically, at each experienc e of speed, of novelt y, another brick 

is laid f or his Òimmense edif ice of memor yÓÑthe foundation f or 

the N arr atorÕs new certain ty. His experienc es in the w or ld arouse 

the Òspecial ple asure,Ó transpor ting him in to the w or ld of the self, 

outside the c ontingencies o f time and spac e, wher e he finds the 

essence of a new wor ldview, a new certain ty. The previousl y 

apocalyptic airplane r epresents the mag ical, resurr ecting f light o f 

memor y and, in the f inal analysis, the ar tist himself. 
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6. A Search for Certainty 

I n the f irst f our pages of In Search of Lost Time, ther e is a 

metaphoric al description o f the v oid and c onfusion fr om which 

the quest f or the lost r ealities o f time, spac e, and self begins. An 

insomniac, the N arr ator w akes up in the middle o f the nig ht so 

disorien ted he does not e ven know who he is. Feeling Òmor e 

desti tute than a c ave dweller ,Ó he has Òonly the most rudimen tar y 

sense of existenc e, such as may lur k and f lick er in the depths o f an 

animalÕs consciousness.Ó Having strippe d him o f his iden ti ty, 

sleepÑand i ts absenceÑhas carrie d him back to man Õs beginnings. I n 

fact, i t has reduced him to the c ore of existenc e itself. But sleep has 

also carrie d away his furni tur e, his room, everything o f which he 

was only Òan insignif icant par t o f and whose insensibili ty [he] would

very soon r eturn to shar e.Ó He has fallen in to Òthe abyss of non-

beingÓ from which, he sa ys, he could ne ver escape by himself. 

Memor y arriv es to pull him out o f the ab yss and is already working 

to r ebuild Òthe orig inal componen ts of [his ] self.Ó Memor y, already a 

companion in the se arch, has only begun the f oundation f or wha t 

will be come Òthe immense edif ice of memor yÓ that, as the Narr ator 

will disc over, actuall y holds the v ery tr easure that he has lost. 

In the same f ew opening pages, wi th the loss o f an in ternal, 

subjectiv e reality founde d on a solid notion o f self, the N arr ator 

also loses the external r eality of an objectiv e wor ld anchor ed in 

f ixed notions o f time and spac e: ÒWhen a man is asleep, he has 

in a cir cle around him the chain o f hours, the se quence of the 

years, the or der o f the he avenly host.Ó If the chain had held, he 

would not ha ve needed the help memor y brings. The Òkaleidoscope 

of dar knessÓ that surr ounds him is e ven less a source of certain ty 

than the illusor y pr ojections o f his mag ic lan tern on to the w alls of a 

childhood be droom. The r ealities o f subject and obje ct ar e, in fact, 

bound toge ther , but i t is the la t ter tha t depends on the f ormer f or a 

solid f oundation r ather than the r everse: ÒPerhaps the immobili ty of 
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the things tha t surr ound us is f orced upon them b y our c onviction 

that the y are themsel ves and not an ything else, b y the immobili ty 

of our c onception o f them.Ó A tension has already been establishe d 

between the subje ctiv e, internal w or ld of sleep and dr eams, and 

the obje ctiv e, external w or ld of conscious or der tha t, according to 

Richard Bales, the edi tor o f The Cambridge Companion to Pr oust, 

Òendows the unc onscious lif e wi th a validi ty which almost, if not 

indeed totall y, equates i t wi th the w or ld of wakefulness.Ó The search 

for the essenc e of the one, then, is also the se arch for the essenc e of 

the other . In penetr ating the essenc e of his lost self, the lost r eality 

of the obje ctiv e wor ld will also be r evealed. Memor y holds t wo lost 

tr easures. 

Bridging the gap between science and art 

The Narr atorÕs movement out ward, into the w or ld indic ated by the 

Òraised f inger o f the da yÓ traced on his w all by a ray of lig ht thr ough 

the almost-close d cur tains at the end o f ÒCombr ay,Ó will provide 

the ne cessary ingr edien ts for a successful quest. The out ward, 

telescopic motion then turns in ward, focusing on the essenc e of 

man. Using the scienc es thr oughout the se arch, tr ying to pene tr ate 

the essence of the na tur e of the w or ld and his ph ysical being, the 

search out ward coincides wi th a mo vement to wards manÕs internal 

landscape, or his psyche. Some cri tics have accused Proust o f being 

Òpseudo-scien tif ic.Ó Nonetheless, Proust melde d toge ther the most 

recent developmen ts in scienc e to cr eate the w or ld of his no vel. 

His effor ts to bridge the gulf be tween science and art r eached 

far beyond any Òpseudo-scien tif icÓ search. By uni ting t wo such 

fundamen tal, yet appar entl y dispar ate f ields of inquir y and 

expr ession as science and art, Proust cr eated a metaphoric al bond 

that is as str ong and per vasive as any scientif ic law. Despite his 

effor ts, however, ther e are some minor mistak es in his scien tif ic 

descriptions. 
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Proust w as not a scientist, but his embr acing outlook yielde d a 

unif ied view of man and na tur e, the br eadth o f which has not be en 

seen in the no vel before or sinc e. What is the def ini tion o f the 

scientif ic appr oach he used? Was he Òmodern Ó or Òclassical?Ó Can his 

work be seen as a watershe d, containing both a classic al, Cartesian, 

mathema tic al, rational, obje ctiv e view, and a modern, subje ctiv e, 

intui tiv e at ti tude r ef lecting, in par t, the emer ging scienc e of 

psycholog y? Can ProustÕs novel even be regarded as Òpost-modern, Ó 

suggesting de velopmen ts in psy cholog y and physics not dir ectl y 

connected to his lif e, but which c an be said to be par t o f the spiri t o f 

the time and is r ef lected in In Search of Lost Time? 

What is the r elevance of a particular scienc e to ProustÕs 

novelÑperspectiv e, style, imager y, characteriza tionÑand ho w does 

it w ork? For Proust scholar R oger Shat tuck, i t is Òprincipall y thr ough 

the scienc e and art o f optics tha t he beholds and depic ts the w or ld.Ó 

Optics pr ovides a vocabular y essential to Pr oustÕs thematic 

developmen t. Not only does optics illumina te the e xternal w or ld, 

values, and developmen t o f the ac tion, c ommunic ating these to 

the r eader wi th a consisten t vocabular y, but i t also illumina tes the 

inner w or ld of the self. The optic al imager y in In Search of Lost 

Time also affects the r eader, allowing them to e xperienc e a sort 

of r elativi ty resulting fr om the dif ferent perspe ctiv es of memor y. 

These perspectiv es cause a change from a spatial to a tempor al 

depth. As the normal subje ct-obje ct r elationship o f r eader to w ork 

dissolves, the book i tself be comes a sort o f optic al instrumen t, as we 

shall see in a later chapter . The developmen ts in g lass include those 

in industr y, science, art, and ar chi tectur e. From art nouveau  to 

aquariums, fr om the mag ic lan tern to scien tif ic instrumen ts, glass 

can be consider ed an essential par t o f the struc tur e of the no vel. 

For the I rish no velist Samuel Becket t (the subje ct o f Simply 

Beckett), the majori ty of ProustÕs images are botanic al. ÒHe 

assimilates the human to the v egetal. He is conscious o f humani ty as 

f lor a, never as fauna.Ó The imagery here is pervasive and describes 

ProustÕs Òscientif icÓ or Òamor alÓ at ti tude to ward people (which has 

upset mor e than one r eader). Plants do not ha ve free will, so c annot 
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be judged. The Òsubjectiv eÓ or internal w or ld, as well as the sta te of 

the Òobjectiv eÓ or external w or ld is r epresented: ÒWhen the subje ct 

is exempt fr om will the obje ct is exempt fr om causality (Time and 

Space taken toge ther ).Ó Out of this passiv e, plant-lik e state of self 

and i ts r ef lected relativistic w or ld, the ar tist distills the essenc e 

of both. Pr oust par ticipa ted her e in both the German R omantic 

tr adition, be coming eins mit dem Weltall (one wi th the w or ld-all), 

and in the scien tif ic tr adition, pr obing the in ternal and e xternal 

univ erse wi th a belief in a r ationall y verif iable or der. This meeting o f 

mystic al, or Eastern, and scien tif ic, or W estern thoug ht, is just one 

example o f ProustÕs many striking achie vements. 

Medical sciences 

The most fr equentl y discussed of the scien tif ic aspects is tha t o f the 

impor tanc e of the me dical sciences (in ProustÕs personal lif e, in his 

wor ldview, and in the imager y, language, philosoph y, subject mat ter , 

and struc tur e of his no vel). Among the dif ferent medical sciences, 

that o f the ne wly emer ging scienc e of psycholog y is per haps the 

most impor tant in In Search of Lost Time. 

Thoug h ther e is much discussion o f what, if an y, relationship 

ther e may have been between ProustÕs and FreudÕs views and their 

work, the opening o f CharcotÕs clinic in P aris in 1880 appears to 

have played an impor tant par t in both their liv es. Proust has also 

been compar ed to the S wiss psychiatrist Car l Jung; the t wo were 

inter ested in the unc onscious mind. For the time being, ho wever, 

let us simpl y note tha t Proust w as not unique in his in ter est in the 

unconscious, but his psy cholog ical observations c oncerning man Õs 

subjectiv e, internal univ erse, combine d wi th his obser vations 

concerning ph ysical laws of the Òobjectiv e,Ó external univ erse, are a 

very modern and unif ied view. 

As with the ph ysical certain ties o f time and spac e in the e xternal 

wor ld, the notion o f an or dered, positivistic, f ixed self also gives way 
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to tha t o f a mor e fragmented, relativistic plur ality of selves. Parallels 

between Einstein Õs universe of physical laws and tha t o f ProustÕs 

novel, itself made up o f psycholog ical laws, were made very early 

in i ts cri tic al histor y. The mathema tician Camille V et tar d wr ote a 

dedication in which he c ompar ed Proust to Einstein. The same 

Jacques Rivi•r e, who boldl y compar ed Proust to S igmund Fr eud, 

rejected the de dication on behalf o f the Nouvelle Revue Fran•aise . 

Vet tar d wr ote a defense, in which he r eferr ed to Pr oustÕs style and 

ends, calling ÒM. Proust an Einstein o f psycholog y or M. Einstein a 

Proust o f physics.Ó The wor ld Proust has cr eated ref lects his own 

knowledge of both psy cholog y and physics, the fundamen tal 

sciences in the ef for t to in terpr et natur e and the psy che. Both 

Einstein and Pr oust have created wor lds and, as William Car ter 

poin ted out, while Pr oustÕs creation is similar to tha t o f Einstein Õs 

in i ts r elativistic aspe cts, i t also r ef lects the scien tistÕs search for a 

Grand Unif ication The or y, or an under lying or der which w ould tie 

together an other wise fr agmented and unc ertain vie w of the w or ld. 

Scientific spectacles 

The role of glass takes many formsÑfr om the ar tistic to the 

scientif ic, and fr om the pla yful to all-embr acing w or ldviews. Twic e 

Proust r eferr ed to the w ork to ƒmile GallŽ, one o f the le ading ar tists 

working wi th g lass at the time. The f irst is in Bal bec, in Within a 

Budding Gr ove. The GallŽ-lik e images in the windo ws are a sort o f 

superimpose d display of MonetÕs water lilies and ser ve to separate 

the N arr ator fr om the w or ld. In the second r eference, one can see 

the same elemen tsÑnatur e, a season, a moment captur ed in the 

glass of a windo w, and the N arr atorÕs isolation. 

It is thr ough other obje cts of glass that the N arr ator tries to br eak 

out o f the g lass cage of his r oom. The mag ic lan tern, f or example, 

recreates the y oung Narr atorÕs bedroom. No longer is i t an external 

light thr owing an image on his windo w; r ather , it is an in ternal 
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projection, r ecreating the w all. The image o f the mag ic lan tern is a 

dominan t one thr oughout the no vel and can be seen as a symbol 

of the w orking o f the imag ination o f the ar tist, pr ojecting his vision 

onto the w or ld and ther eby recreating i t. 

Two other de velopmen ts in the g lass industr y also serve to help 

the N arr ator to e xplor e the limi ts of the univ erseÑfr om the smallest, 

using the micr oscope, to the v astest, using the telesc ope. The 

impr ovements in the quali ty of lenses played an impor tant r ole 

in the e xpanding use o f the micr oscope in the me dical sciences, 

allowing incr easingly pr ecise observations in such f ields as that 

of ProustÕs father , the epidemiolog ist Adrien Pr oust. The same 

impr ovements added to the abili ty to mak e still lar ger and mor e 

regular lenses, which helpe d expand the astr onomerÕs vision 

out ward. ProustÕs contempor aries envied the no velt y and expanse 

of such an abili ty, and Proust made e xcellent use of i t in his no vel. 

His micr oscopic vision w as only equaled by his use of telesc opic or 

astronomic al view, as seen in Time Regained, wher e his par ticular , 

micr oscopic descriptions ar e turne d out ward in to an all-embr acing, 

macr ocosmic vie w of the univ erse. 

Unlik e the mag ic lan tern, nei ther the telesc ope nor the 

micr oscope actuall y appear as part o f the no velÕs dŽcor. Instead, 

they are often used as metaphors, and ser ve to symboliz e the 

ÒProustian vision ÓÑa search for an or der, reaching fr om the most 

par ticular f ini te limi ts to the outermost limi ts of the visible univ erse, 

both e xpanded by contempor ary developmen ts in g lassmaking. The 

micr ocosm ref lects the macr ocosm, and the w or ld in the lens o f 

the micr oscope displa ys tr aits and r eveals an order similar to those 

found in the lens o f the telesc ope. No wonder , then, tha t people 

should c onfuse the t wo. The Narr atorÕs apprehension c oncerning 

the r eception o f his no vel is founde d on just this c onfusion o f 

micr oscopic and telesc opic vie ws in time and spac e. 

At the Guerman tesÕ final par ty in Time Regained, wher e the 

Narr ator is looking a t the other members o f the par ty Òwith the 

satisfac tion o f a zoolog ist,Ó he sees some people who appe ar not 

to have aged. But if one looks closer , their fac es look comple tel y 
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dif ferent, as they would if the y were put under a micr oscope. A 

micr oscopic perspe ctiv e in space provides the N arr ator wi th a 

telescopic vie w in time. The r esult is another dar kly funn y passage 

wher e the Narr ator is an ything but omniscien t. 

Still another obje ct o f glass is taken out o f ProustÕs wor ld to be 

used in his no vel. From 1850 to 1860, natur alists had r ediscovered 

the aquarium as a me ans to r eproduc e the envir onmen t o f aquatic 

creatur es. Like the other obje cts of glass, the aquarium ser ves first 

as an instrumen t o f obser vation, and then as an image o f separation 

and conf inemen t. 

The subject-obje ct r elationship is still tha t o f obser ver and 

observed, and the image o f the aquarium allo ws the N arr ator , like 

the scien tists and their obje cts of stud y, to plac e the human spe cies 

in a sor t o f labor ator y-lik e atmospher e. The observer (the subje ct) 

is able to r esolve the par adox of how to per ceive a closed wor ld. 

Human beings ( the obje cts of the stud y) are allowed to c ontinue in 

their na tur al routines and in their na tur al habitat, often una ware of 

any observers, as fish are unaware of people outside the a quarium 

(unless i t is touche d). Also, the object o f stud y, the human r ace, 

has become just tha tÑan obje ct o f stud y. The best example o f tha t 

occurs at Balbec. The large bay windo w of the r estaurant o ffers 

the N arr ator his f irst vie w of many char acters, including Al ber tine, 

Andr Že, and Rober t de Saint-Loup. H ere the Narr ator is par t o f 

the enclose d wor ld of the Òaquarium Ó (thoug h it could be ar gued 

that, in the f ollo wing description, the N arr ator is the wri ter outside, 

looking in ). The alienation her e is not tha t o f an individual, but o f 

social classes: the eli te of the Òaquarium,Ó dining in the restaurant 

of the Gr and H™tel, and the Òothers,Ó the workers and the Òpeti ts 

bour geoisÓ outside the restaurant looking in. The ef fect is 

heightened wi th another c ontempor ary developmen t, electric 

lighting: 

hidden springs o f electrici ty f looding the gr eat dining-r oom 

wi th lig ht, i t became as it w ere an immense and w onderful 

aquarium against whose g lass wall the w orking popula tion 
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of Balbec, the f ishermen and also the tr adesmenÕs families, 

clustering in visibl y in the outer dar kness, pressed their fac es 

to w atch the luxurious lif e of i ts occupants gentl y f loating 

upon the golden e ddies wi thin, a thing as e xtr aordinar y to 

the poor as the lif e of str ange fishes or molluscs ( an 

impor tant social question, this: whe ther the g lass wall will 

always protect the banque ts of these w eird and wonderful 

creatur es, or whether the obscur e folk who w atch them 

hungril y out o f the nig ht will not br eak in some day to gather 

them fr om the a quarium and de vour them ). 

The perspe ctiv e is that o f a Òfish-e yeÓ view, with the obser ved 

observing the obser ver obser ving him: 

Meanwhile, per haps, amid the dumb founde d stationar y 

crowd out ther e in the dar k, ther e may have been some 

wri ter , some studen t o f human ich th yology, who, as he 

watche d the j aws of old f eminine monstr osities close o ver 

a mouthful o f submer ged food, was amusing himself b y 

classifying them b y race, by inna te char acteristics, as w ell as 

those acquir ed char acteristics which bring i t about tha t an 

old Serbian lad y whose buc cal appendage is tha t o f a great 

sea-f ish, because from her e arliest y ears she has moved in 

the fr esh waters o f the Faubour g Saint-Germain, e ats her 

salad for all the w or ld lik e a La Rochef oucauld. 

Besides the bi ting humor , the social question r aised shows an 

awareness of the fr agili ty of any social and economic hier archy. This 

is onl y one example among man y tha t r epudia tes the r eputa tion f or 

snobber y, social climbing, and w orship o f the rich and aristocr atic 

that plague d Proust fr om his early pursui ts and public ations. One 

can also see a suggestion (albeit humor ous) of the question o f 

evolution, o f inheri ted versus acquir ed char acteristics. 

Proust used the aquarium again as an image f or the aristocr atic 

Baron de Char lus and his o wn separ ation c aused by social 

dif ferences and sexual orien tation. Unlik e the Narr ator , he is as 
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much in touch wi th the opinions o f the other members o f the 

bour geois Verdurin clan c oncerning himself as a f ish is aware of 

people obser ving i t in an aquarium. The N arr ator , with his multiple 

perspectiv es, is conscious o f his si tuation and c an draw a comic 

conclusion. Char lus, however, is unaware of his pr ecarious posi tion 

in the V erdurin clan, or a quarium, and c an only be pi tie d. 

The last ocular instrumen t, the kaleidosc ope, does not belong in 

the r ealm of scienc e. The kaleidoscope is, in fac t, the v ery anti thesis 

of the c ommon c onception o f a scientif ic instrumen t as cold, 

objectiv e, precise, and analytic al. It is a to y. It is a plaything wi th 

no pr actic al purpose, amusing childr en and adults fr om the 19th 

centur y to the pr esent day. Its ÒpeepholeÓ into Òdiverse and enclose d 

wor ldsÓ opens up, at the t wist o f a hand, a whole ne w or der and a 

whole ne w wor ld. It is not surprising tha t Proust used it as a very 

striking image o f his own w or ldview, ever turning in the spac e-time 

continu um. 

The NarratorÕs Òperfect escapeÓ 

Unlik e any of the other ocular images discusse d so far, the telesc ope 

depends on nothing e xternal to the instrumen t except lig ht. I t holds 

its own obje ct o f obser vation, not e ven requiring a blank w all onto 

which i t must pr oject i ts image. I t is a perf ect escape for the 

conf ined, the soli tar y, the unc ertain N arr ator . It is a perf ect 

metaphor f or a wor ld in motion. The image appe ars early, in the 

thir d paragraph of SwannÕs Way, and is used to suggest the 

Narr atorÕs semi-c onscious sta te, one par t awake, one part asleep. 

It is in ter esting to note tha t lig htÑthe onl y thing the kaleidosc ope 

depends onÑis absen t. I t is the lig ht o f consciousness tha t will tr y 

to f ix this w or ld in motion and the Òkaleidosc ope of obscuri tyÓ that 

surr ounds the N arr ator . 

As with other instrumen ts, i t is also applie d to socie ty, which 

puts toge ther dif ferent elemen ts tha t one w ould have thoug ht 
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unappr oachable. The kaleidosc ope pr ovides an image for the 

individualÕs relationship to socie ty and a wor ld in f lux. But all these 

changes, the N arr ator c ommen ts, do not k eep people fr om thinking 

ther e will be no mor e changes. It also suggests ProustÕs notions 

of love and the c ontr ast between the e ternal v eri ties o f ar t and 

the ether eal judgmen ts of the cri tic al wor ld. Wi th the f ormer , the 

kaleidosc ope recalls the Òkaleidoscope of obscuri ty.Ó Now the 

Narr ator is not onl y confused about the na tur e of things ar ound 

him, but he is also in pain due to unc ertain ty wi th r egard to pe ople. 

ÒWe think w e know things e xactl y, and what people think, f or the 

simple r eason that w e donÕt suspect anything. B ut as soon as we 

have the desir e to kno w, like a jealous person, then i t is a vertig inous 

kaleidosc ope wher e we no longer distinguish an ything.Ó 

Telescopes, micr oscopes, magic lan terns, windo ws, aquariums, 

and kaleidosc opes. All instrumen ts of glass, and all under going 

fundamen tal changes in Pr oustÕs time. Each ser ves first as an 

instrumen t o f obser vation, pr obing ever far ther in to spaceÑboth 

micr o- and macr ocosmic. Proust utiliz ed each of the obje cts to 

observe not onl y in space, but also in time. H e used the images o f 

the instrumen ts to describe his r esearch in to na tur e and the human 

psyche. While ne arly all can be said to be Òscientif icÓÑinvolved in 

the r ational, c onscious, or der ly collection thr ough objectiv e 

observation o f classif iable data r eferring to a f ixed wor ldÑthe y 

consisten tl y poin t out the limi ts of such per ceptual kno wledge. Each 

instrumen t, while allo wing closer obser vation, onl y serves to 

illumina te the N arr atorÕs isolation and c onf inemen t. Onl y in ar t can 

they be escapedÑart tha t is based on in tui tion, the an ti thesis o f 

scientif ic activi ty. East meets West. The scien tist Pr oust and the 

artist Pr oust, both e xploring the w or lds of natur e and the psy che, 

are searching f or laws, for or der, for c ertain ty. How bet ter to beg in 

the expr ession of his vision o f the w or ld than wi th optic al theor y? 
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7. Immobile Means of 
Transportation 

E ven while c onf ined, the impor tanc e of tr avel does not diminish 

for the N arr ator . It onl y requir es a different means of 

locomotion. R eading is the f irst o f these immobile me ans of 

tr anspor t. The N arr ator c an slip out o f his w or ld and in to the w or ld 

of the w ork he is reading. He even leaves his own self, some thing 

that r arely, if ever, happens in ph ysical tr avel. The chair he r eads 

(and falls asleep) in becomes a magic chair . Sleep, the nig htl y (or 

daily) vertic al voyage into the unc onscious, is the se cond immobile 

means of escape. The Narr ator c ompar es it to tr aveling in an 

automobile, a tr ain, and an airplane. Those unc ertain momen ts of 

waking, alr eady describe d as kaleidoscopic, ar e also compar ed to 

the experienc e of stepping o ff a moving tr ain. 

A similar e xperienc e of waking, not being able to anchor oneself 

in the surr ounding w or ld, wi th not onl y uncertain ty regarding time 

and space, but also iden ti ty, is describe d in one o f the N arr atorÕs 

(and ProustÕs) favori te books, The Arabian Nights . ÒThe Stor y of the 

Wakened SleeperÓ is specif ically mentione d in Within a Budding 

Grove when the N arr ator , eating some c akes served on a plate, is 

reminde d of his auntÕs china at Combr ay which had pic tur es of 

Aladdin and his mag ic lamp, Ali Baba, Sinbad the Sailor, or The 

Awakened Sleeper. Like the Narr ator , the pr otagonist, Abou H assan 

is Òin search of lost time ÓÑin this case, the time he has lost being 

a good and pruden t son. W hen his fa ther dies, he par ties away 

his inheri tanc e, losing all the ÒfriendsÓ who came to en joy his 

generosity. At the same time, the Calif H aroun-Al-Rashid le aves his 

palace for one o f his noc turnal trips in to the ci ty. Disguised as a 

mer chant, the Calif hopes to le arn the undistor ted truth o f what is 

happening in the ci ty, without le t ting an yone kno w i t is the Calif 

who is w andering, obser ving. Proust pr ovided both the N arr ator and 
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Charlus wi th the CalifÕs reasons for their o wn noc turnal pr owling, 

adding another par allel wi th this P ersian tale. 

Coinciden tall y, Abou runs in to the Calif and mak es what he has 

decided will be his last in vitationÑhe in vites the str anger, for one 

night onl y, to come to drink, dine, and c onverse wi th him. Abou 

tells his stor y, expr essing at the same time his wish to be Calif f or 

a day. The Calif lik es Abou, and allows him to r ealize this desir e. He 

drugs him and tak es him to the palac e, ordering his ser vants to tr eat 

Abou as if he were the Calif. Abou w akes, confused by the things and 

people ar ound him. The unfamiliari ty of his surr oundings and the 

uncertain ty as to his own iden ti ty is tha t o f the N arr ator in the f irst 

pages of SwannÕs Way. The unr eliabili ty of the sor t o f memor yÑa 

wille d, conscious ef for t to orien t oneself Ñis similar in both stories. 

The references to The Arabian Nights add a sense of myster y 

and magic to Pr oustÕs novel. They occur wher e ther e is some sort 

of displac ement, tr aveling b y an immobile or mobile me ans of 

tr anspor t. The stor y to which the N arr ator r efers most o ften, The 

Story of the Awakened Sleeper, while full o f myster y and adventur e, 

contains no mag ic at all. I t is a chanc e encounter wi th the Calif tha t 

brings about the dr amatic and c onfusing changes in Abou Õs life and 

iden ti ty. Coincidenc e replaces magic in this tale. 

Like reading, sleep, and memor y, drugs offer a magical means of 

immobile tr anspor tation in both Pr oustÕs wor ld and the w or ld of 

his novel. As an automobile c an speed up or slo w down, wi th the 

resulting alter ation in the vision one has o f the w or ld passing by, so 

drugs may slow down or spe ed up the bod y wi th an equally alter ed 

wor ld view. The Narr atorÕs relationship wi th drugs is much the same 

as ProustÕs. It is cle ar tha t the N arr ator is ar guing fr om experienc e 

when he de clares that the most po werful h ypnotic is sle ep itself 

and the ef fects of sleep are best kno wn by someone who kno ws its 

absence. The Narr ator is an e xper t, a collector o f various t ypes of 

sleep. In chang ing the time or plac e wher e he sleeps or in tr ying 

dif ferent drugs, the scien tist is able to obser ve dif ferent t ypes of 

sleep on his onl y possible subje ct, his own self. To this Ôgardener 
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of dr eams,Õ the beaut y he sees in variety is onl y surpassed by the 

beaut y and str angeness of a sleep undistor ted by drugs. 

Finally, before turning to the N arr atorÕs mobile me ans of 

tr anspor tation, the in vention and use o f the telephone r esulted 

in a dr amatic change in civiliza tion and Pr oust w as aware of i ts 

impor tanc e. It w as a new instrumen t and shook the old, habi tual, 

limi ting notions o f f ixed time, spac e, and self. Like a character fr om 

a magical tale, the N arr ator c an accomplish his mir acle wi th the 

Òmagic r eceiverÓ of the telephone. H e is amazed tha t thr ough this 

Òmagic r eceiver,Ó he can hear the disembodie d voice of someone 

who is in a dif ferent plac e, perhaps even in a dif ferent time. Mag ic, 

far fr om being oppose d to te chnolog y, is once again to be f ound 

in i ts advances. The combina tion o ffers one of the man y comic 

episodes based on the N arr atorÕs experienc es. In a rising cr escendo 

of worship o f the telephone oper ators who o versee this 

mytholog ical instrumen t, in one sen tenc e he compar es them f irst to 

ÒVigilant Vir gins,Ó then ÒGuardian Angels,Ó then ÒThe All-P owerful,Ó 

then the ÒDanaids of the I nvisible.Ó Finally, he refers to them as 

Òironic FuriesÓ the Òalways irri table ser vants of Myster y, the 

shadowy priestesses o f the I nvisible, The Young L adies of the 

Telephone Ó who cruelly in terrupt an in tima te conversation. B ut to 

have electrici ty and a telephone w as a sign of moderni ty and par t 

of the avant-gar de. Of course, the V erdurins ar e among the f irst 

to have both. I n contr ast, others w ould have nothing to do wi th 

the m ysterious obje ct. Fran• oise refuses to answ er the phone, so i t 

is put in the N arr atorÕs room. Even wi th i t ther e, he fears missing 

Alber tine Õs call, resulting in an immobili ty which f orces the Narr ator 

back in to a dir ect r appor t wi th the w or ld around him, which onc e 

again is the enclose d realm of his r oom. He is aware of the slig htest 

sounds, including the ticking o f the clock. 

As with the ocular images, the telephone is f irst an instrumen t 

that helps the N arr ator br eak out o f the c onf ines of his cage. It is 

a sort o f conduc ting wir e, uniting pe ople over space and time. For 

the N arr ator , it should be a w elcome r efinemen t o f his system o f 

communic ation wi th his gr andmother a t Balbec, wher e they tappe d 
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on the w all separating their adj acent r ooms. On the c ontr ary, due 

to the no vel effect o f hearing a disembodie d voice, the Narr ator 

hears her as never before, revealing her fr ailt y and undersc oring the 

isolation he f eels when separ ated fr om his belo ved grandmother . 

Mobile means of transportation 

The image of the tr ain is in tr oduc ed in the f irst par agraph of the 

f irst v olume o f In Search of Lost Time. Wondering wha t time i t 

is when he w akes, the Narr ator he ars the whistle o f tr ains, and 

is reminde d of distanc es where a traveler is hurr ying to the ne xt 

station. The essen tial theme o f memor y is in tr oduc ed, wi th the 

tr acks of the tr ain being engr aved in the tr avelerÕs memor y due 

to the e xcitemen t tha t comes fr om experiencing ne w plac es and 

unaccustome d acts inher ent to tr avel, along wi th the en joyment 

of r eturning to the plac e and people lef t behind. The fundamen tal 

opposition be tween novelt y and habi t tha t r e-oc curs thr oughout 

the no vel is also in tr oduc ed in the f irst momen ts of the al ways new 

and exciting trip tha t is In Search of Lost Time. 

Trains are used both me taphoric ally and as one of the man y Òlit tle 

enclosed wor lds.Ó In Chapter 3 o f Sodom and Gomorrah, the Narr ator 

recalls a particular trip along the c oast of Normand y. The tr ain 

offered Proust a chanc e to use another o f the Òlit tle enclose d 

wor ldsÓÑthe smallest being the compar tmen t, then the c orridor , 

then the tr ain i tself. Ther e are occasional in terruptions b y such 

stations as Donci•r es, Grat temen t, Maine ville, etc., which se em 

mor e like images in a magic lan tern sho w, offering topics o f 

conversation r ather than a w or ld wi th a r eality external to tha t o f 

the li t tle w or ld of the c ompar tmen t. The spatial and tempor al chain 

wi th the outside w or ld has been broken. They have no idea wher e 

they are or wha t time i t is. 

While the a quarium in the r estaurant o f the Gr and H™tel at Balbec 

represented the Òlit tle enclose d wor ldÓ for Pr oust, open to an 
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ich th yolog istÕs inspection, the tr ain is mor e of a social chemistÕs 

test-tube. The c ompar tmen t is poor ly li t, allo wing the N arr ator to 

position himself in such a w ay tha t he can both imprison and tak e 

advantage of Alber tine. The social chemistr y begins, heating up 

between the N arr ator and Al ber tine. I t cools brief ly as he feels his 

chains to Al ber tine br eaking by the experienc e of the fr eedom o f 

tr avel. The tr ain ride r eawakens in him the desir e to tr avel, to le ad a 

new lif e, and to f inall y break up wi th Al ber tine. 

A discussion o f etymolog y pr ovides the base for these acidic 

under curr ents. ProustÕs biting humor is appar ent as Charlus joins 

the c onversation be tween the other members o f the c ompar tmen t 

that include the pe dant Brichot, the doc tor Cot tar d, and the 

sculptor Ski. Char lus is obviousl y the obje ct o f ProustÕs acidic wi t, 

but so ar e the Narr ator and the thr ee representativ es of their 

professions in the li t tle w or ld in the li t tle tr ain. When a discussion 

over the name o f one o f the to wns tha t has the Fr ench f or ÒmanÓ in 

the name le ads Charlus (a homosexual) to say tha t he understands 

the ÒmanÓ but not the other par t o f the name, the doc tor and 

sculptor and the pe dant g ive each other a kno wing and malicious 

look. BrichotÕs knowledge has the same effect on Char lusÕs 

ÒtendencyÓ as it has on the N arr atorÕs sense of myster y in names, 

the f ormer losing the se x, the la t ter , the f lower tha t mak es up the 

second half (i t actuall y means por t). In both c ases, the subjectiv e 

projection on to the me aning o f the w ord is lost, and the name 

of the plac e loses its par ticular signif icance. This is an especiall y 

disagreeable experienc e in ProustÕs eyes. A name is both an 

individual and a loc al thing. I t is a name of a place, a person, and a 

famil y. It is a topolog ical enti ty resulting fr om i ts physical as well as 

mental dimensions. 

Another social ( not to men tion, se xual and comic ) dimension is 

intr oduc ed at Donci•r es, where Rober t de Saint-Loup is garrisone d 

and will o ften boar d the tr ain wi th the other soldiers. Char lusÕs 

feigned concern o ver all the soldiers boar ding the tr ain is mock ed 

as the Narr ator holds Al ber tine prisoner wi th his look, as one o f 

Rober tÕs friends c omes to deliv er a message to the N arr ator . Already 
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submer ged in the w or ld of the c ompar tmen t, the N arr ator is almost 

f ished out b y another friend, B loch, who w ants him to me et his 

father , waiting on the bridge. B ut the N arr ator , in an equally sad 

commen t on the f orce of friendship in the fac e of love (and jealousy), 

cannot le ave to do this simple gestur e for f ear of losing sig ht o f 

Alber tine, who mig ht have messed around wi th Rober t in his 

absence. He is as much a prisoner as she is, and his r elationship 

wi th both friends suf fers as a result. The whistling o f the tr ain 

(in contr ast to the Òsweet r eturn home Ó it signif ies at the v ery 

beginning o f the no vel) suggests the tr ansience of friendship. 

The chemistr y and the humor he at up as Bloch is adde d to the 

compar tmen tÕs mixtur e, causing a reaction in Char lus. The Narr ator 

recalls that Char lus had made an ef for t similar to the one he is 

curr entl y making to ge t to kno w Bloch. H is technique is to suggest 

that the N arr ator has not in tr oduc ed him to B loch out o f a lack 

of r espect. So we see the Narr ator in a frustr ated effor t to guar d 

over Alber tine. W hile w atching out f or Saint-Loup, he is talking 

to Bloch (who is tr ying to ge t the N arr ator to le ave the tr ain to 

meet his fa ther ), who, in turn, has a t tr acted Char lusÕs at ten tion ( who 

is pestering the N arr ator wi th questions, tr ying to ge t to B loch ). 

Ultima tel y, it is the N arr ator who is in the c omic al position. 

The tr ain, then, is a series o f enclosed wor lds, opening on to the 

external w or ld at dif ferent stops, as if the y were scenes of dail y lif e, 

fr amed in a pic tur e. The tr ajector y of the tr ain suggests novelt y, 

the changes in lif e, the passing of time and spac e. It is both a 

positiv e suggestion, r epresenting tr avel (both in the w or ld and in 

the Òcountr yside of the selfÓ) and a negativ e one, suggesting the 

tr ansience of the w or ld, the je alous, sado-masochistic r elationships, 

the dissimula tion and unc ertain ty inher ent in socie ty. However, it 

is the experienc e of riding in an a utomobile tha t trul y captur es 

ProustÕs imagination. 

The change fr om the use o f carriages to the e ver-mor e common 

use of automobiles in Pr oustÕs lifetime is r ef lected in a passage 

found at the end o f SwannÕs Way at the Bois de Boulogne. The 

Narr ator is f orced to fac e not onl y the r eality of the passing o f 
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time, but also o f place. They are both thin, unc onnected, juxtapose d, 

and irr etrie vable slices. First, he is horrif ied and unac cepting, then 

defeated and suf fering. Ear lier in SwannÕs Way, however, the ef fects 

of riding in a c ar and the spe ed tha t i t brings ar e presented. Due to 

the poin t in the narr ativ e at which the y oung Narr ator e xperienc es 

it, Proust had to change the a utomobile to a spe eding c arriage. I n 

an article, he wr ote f or Le Figaro enti tle d ÒImpr essions on Riding in 

an Automobile Ó (ÒImpr essions de route en automobile Ó) he used his 

experienc es with Agostinelli during a driv e to Caen. He managed to 

keep something appr oximating the spe ed of a car while r especting 

the chr onolog y of his stor y. The steeples he observed wi th 

Agostinelli be come the ste eples of Mar tin ville and Vieuxvic q in the 

novel. The article is use d wi th onl y a few other minor changes to 

what the N arr ator wr ote while spe eding along in the c arriage. I t 

is the f irst r ealization o f the N arr atorÕs desire to be a wri ter as he 

tr anslates his exhilar ation in to w ords on a page. 

WordsÑthe f oundation o f ar t as expr essed thr ough languageÑare 

the tools tha t will br eak the N arr ator out o f his conf inemen t in time, 

space, and self, and in which he will f ind a new certain ty, a new 

order, a new wor ld view. The sense of myster y and of fr eedom in a 

name, a word, that the pe dant Brichot destr oyed in his e tymolog ical 

discussions held during the tr ain ride describe d earlier , is reborn 

here, in this ar tistic f light. From the loss o f the m yster y in a name 

on the tr ain, to an explor ation in the plac e wi th the a utomobile, wi th 

a similar loss in m yster y and meaning, to an une xpected experienc e 

in the plac e that will engender a ne w myster y and a new meaning, 

expr essed in the w ordÑwhich c an be anything fr om the y oung 

Narr atorÕs ÒDarnÓ to the piece given in the description o f the 

steeples, to the en tir e work itself. Thoug h meaning is not to be 

found in the plac e, it is onl y thr ough a novel experienc e in the plac e 

that this ne w certain ty can be born. I t is not surprising then, tha t 

the plac e, the thing (her e, the steeples), seem to c ontain and hide 

the ne w meaning. 
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The steeples 

The Narr ator has w anted to be a wri ter f or a long time, w aiting 

until he f inds a subject o f Òinfini te philosophic al meaningÓ before 

he begins. This conscious ef for t o f in telle ct will le ad the N arr ator 

nowher e, making him think he must ha ve a physical or men tal 

def icienc y. ProustÕs black humor is e viden t as the N arr ator 

concludes tha t, sinc e he wants to be a wri ter , it is time tha t he 

decides wha t he is going to wri te about. B ut each time he tries, 

he onl y sees emptiness and thinks he mig ht have a brain disease 

that keeps him fr om f inding the topic. H e had hoped tha t ther e 

would be help fr om above; from one o f the ac cepted authori ties o f 

God, countr y, and famil y tha t w ould mak e him the gr eatest wri ter 

of his time. Wi th the e xpected failur e of these ir onic appe als to an 

external a uthori ty, he renounc es liter atur e forever and accepts his 

own earthbound, limi ted existenc e; a boring lif e wi th no me aning, 

no magic. It seems that he is lik e any other person who will ge t old 

and die. The N arr atorÕs search for c ertain ty has apparentl y failed. 

Lif e has no meaning, no or der, no certain ty. 

Then, une xpectedly, Marcel encounters the ste eples, objects 

lacking in an y abstr act signif icance for him. I n this e xperienc e, the 

Narr ator f inds me aning, ple asure, and power. Though rejecting the 

external a uthori ty and certain ty found in a God, i t is thr ough his 

symbolic, ma terial manif estation on e arth, the ste eples of 

Mar tin ville and Vieuxvic q, that the N arr ator will e xperienc e a new 

certain ty, a new or der, a new uni ty, coming fr om the depths o f the 

self. The Ôhelp from aboveÕ is actuall y a Ôhelp from belo w.Õ There is 

Grace, but ther e is no God. 

Bound in his ph ysical and mental limi tations, f ixed in a dull w or ld 

of habi t and or der, the Narr atorÕs experienc e wi th the ste eples is 

novel in a number o f ways. Novelt y is apparent in tha t the familiesÕ 

walk had been pr olonged far beyond i ts normal dur ation. The spe ed 

of Dr . PercepiedÕs carriage is incr eased to a speed normall y not 

experienc ed. The Narr atorÕs experienc e of a Òspecial ple asureÓ 
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comes about une xpectedly and suddenl y at a cur ve in the r oad. 

The privilege d momen t o f the Òspecial ple asureÓ is outside the 

contingencies o f a wor ld f ixed in habi t, wi th r eason and an external 

order based on par ticular obje cts gr ounde d in par ticular plac es, at 

par ticular times. The notion o f place is alter ed. The principle o f 

causality is also in question as he e xperienc es the Òspecial ple asureÓ 

and, as in his experienc e wi th the tasting o f the madeleine and 

herbal te a, he is frustr ated at not kno wing i ts orig in. 

He wri tes for the f irst time and, as the li t tle pie ce is include d, a 

geometric subje ct o f Òinfini te philosophic al meaningÓ is created in 

the f orm o f a perspectiv e to the inf ini te, suggested by the Chinese 

box-lik e effect o f a work inside a w ork. In the pie ce, the Narr ator 

describes the ste eples of Mar tin ville and Vieuxvic q as stark vertic als 

on a horiz ontal plane. The y are in motion. Minutes pass and, as the 

carriage speeds along, the ste eples seem lik e thr ee bir ds, posing 

immobile and outline d in the sun. The ef fect o f r elativi ty can be seen 

in the change in lig hting, c aused by the set ting sun, the spe ed of 

the doc torÕs carriage, and in the chang ing perspe ctiv e, caused by 

the winding r oad. As he approaches the ste eples, in the lig ht o f the 

set ting sun, the y are like bir ds. A lit tle la ter , looking back, wi th nig ht 

falling, the y are like thr ee f lowers, or thr ee gir ls. MonetÕs paintings 

of dif ferent Rouen Cathedrals, tr ansforme d by the change in lig ht 

at dif ferent times o f the da y, shows a similar tr ansubstantia tion 

of (relig ious) buildings. H anging next to e ach other a t the MusŽ e 

dÕOrsay, the pain tings o f the dif ferent-but-same c athedral ref lect in 

a pictorial w ay par t o f what Proust w as describing. 

The impor tanc e of this passage cannot be o veremphasized. The 

Narr ator has wri t ten f or the f irst time. H is lif e has an orig inal, 

individual me aning. H is work has the Òinfini te philosophic al 

meaningÓ he felt lacking. Fr om stasis to motion, habi t to no velt y, 

bor edom to ad ventur e, death to lif e, the Narr ator has f ille d in the 

Òblack hole,Ó the ÒvoidÓ he faced earlier when tr ying to f ind 

something to wri te about. I t is as if he has r eplaced a linear, strobe-

like lens wi th a cir cular one, pr oviding him wi th a r evolutionar y 
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change in his w or ld view, and fr eeing him fr om the c onf ining limi ts 

of the c ontingencies o f the me chanistic vie w of time and spac e. 

Combr ay, previousl y onl y an isolated memor y, a thin slic e in time 

and space, is now seen in the r ound, as if arriving b y tr ain. In the 

experienc e wi th the c arriage (or automobile ) and steeples, another 

perspectiv e to the inf ini te is added to this cir cular vision. I t, too, 

is of a geometric na tur e. The Narr ator has begun the r esurr ection 

of Combr ay thr ough a chance encounter wi th an external obje ct, 

the ste eples of Mar tin ville and Vieuxvic q. As he approaches the 

steeples, they are poin ted up, a raised f inger dir ecting the w ay to 

God. However, the help and the gr ace that the N arr ator e xperienc es 

come not fr om an external f orce above, but fr om an in ternal one, 

fr om down in the depths o f the self. Emptie d of i ts r elig ious 

meaning, unf ixed in the or dered, empiric al, mechanistic univ erse by 

the unse t tling e xperienc e of r elativi ty, the ÒfingerÓ metaphoric ally 

falls, poin ting no w to wards Òthe obscure landscape of the self.Ó The 

external, ph ysical wor ld has been lef t f or the in ternal, me taph ysical 

wor ld of the self, which Pr oust expr essed so succinc tl y in one o f his 

shor ter , alexandrine-lik e sentenc es when he taste d the madeleine 

and tea: ÒI put down the cup and e xamine m y own mind. Ó The 

science of physics, wi th i ts or der, its methodolog y, and its f ixed laws 

has been lef t f or the scienc e of psycholog y, wher e the usual tools o f 

the scien tif ic tr ade must be abandone d: ÒIt alone c an discover the 

truth. B ut ho w? What an abyss of unc ertain ty, whenever the mind 

feels overtaken by itself: whene ver i t, the seeker, is at the same time 

the dar k region thr ough which i t must go se eking and wher e all its 

equipmen t will a vail i t nothing. Se ek? More than tha t: cr eate.Ó 

The Òmeaning of infinite significanceÓ 

Proust r ecogniz ed the inher ent dif f icult y in this division o f the self 

into obser ver and obser ved, rejecting the dualistic Car tesian maxim 

ÒI think ther efore I am.Ó He knew the e xperienc e to be r eal, thoug h 
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he did not kno w i ts cause, nor did i t f ollo w the rules o f the 

mechanistic w or ld. The experienc e is immediate, outside the 

contingencies o f time, spac e, and logic. Thus, the privilege d 

momen t, the Òspecial ple asureÓ offers a thir d possible Òmeaning o f 

inf ini te signif icance,Ó taking one out of the e xternal, ph ysical realm 

and in to the c ountr yside of the self Ña wor ld wi th a dif ferent set o f 

laws unf et ter ed by the c onf ining and isola ting c ords of a positivistic 

wor ldview of time and spac e. It is the ultima te voyage, next to de ath. 

To return to the se cond possible Òmeaning o f inf ini te 

signif icanceÓÑif one looks at the in terme diar y movement, between 

the secur ed, upwardly and out wardly dir ected Òfinger o f GodÓ and 

its in version do wnward and in ward in to the w or ld of the self Ñone 

can see the f irst half o f another cir cle being dr awn by the falling 

f inger . First, i t is poin ted up to God, lif e, light (the sun, the da y), the 

external inf ini te, and cr eation. Then, unse t tle d in the e xperienc e of 

speed wi th i ts ef fects of r elativi ty, the steeple metaphoric ally falls 

to the horiz ontal, poin ting to the f ini te, physical wor ld, made up o f 

the c ontingencies o f time and spac e. It is thr ough the w or ld of the 

senses, and thr ough a chance contact wi th one o f the par ticulars 

of r eality tha t mak e it up, tha t the N arr ator is thr own in to the 

landscape of the self. The images o f the ste eples as thr ee f lowers 

and then as thr ee gir ls serve to r einf orce this sensual aspect.  The 

ÒfingerÓ is now poin ted down, to ward the inf ini te of the self, 

darkness (night), Satan, and de ath. The mo vement, however, does 

not stop her e, for the ar tist must r eturn to the w or ld, r ecreating i t 

wi th his ne w vision in a w ork of ar t. The ÒfingerÓ has returne d to the 

horiz ontal again, but i t is not poin ting to the same w or ld. Rather , it 

is poin ted to one r ecreated under the pr ojection o f the imag ination 

of the ar tist. I n this cr eativ e f light (reinf orced by the images o f the 

steeples as birds), the ÒfingerÓ returns to the v ertic al, poin ting to a 

new god, a new lif e, a new cr eation. The lines o f the ste eples have 

made a comple te cir cle. His vision o f Combr ay changed fr om tha t o f 

a lit tle slic e to tha t o f a cir cle. The geometric al design suggested by 

this mo vement is r eplic ated in Pr oustÕs novel in a pr ogression fr om 

the par ticular to the gener al: from the li t tle madeleine ( the lines o f 
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its scalloped bot tom, the cir cle of i ts expansive top) to the no vel 

itself (line ar, in the sense tha t i t is the lif e and times o f the N arr ator , 

and cir cular in tha t i t ends wher e it began). 

WWI and the airplane 

In Sodom and Gomorrah, the N arr ator is horse-back riding when  he 

encounters mor e novelt y and surprise than he e xpected in this 

already unaccustome d act when he he ars what will be his f irst 

airplane. H e describes the pilot as a m ytholog ical demi-god who 

seems to br eak even the law of gravity. According to Pr oustÕs young 

friend a t the se aside retr eat, Mar cel Plantevignes, it w as his own 

equestrian e xperienc e at Cabour g that inspir ed the wri ter , but 

Proust w as already in ter ested in this impor tant developmen t, 

affecting not onl y manÕs life, but also his w or ldview. The beaut y and 

exhilar ation o f the f eeling o f f light also had an undeniable appe al to 

Proust and is r ef lected in his no vel. The inciden t is a pr ecursor to 

the hig hly apocalyptic passage surr ounding the inciden t in Jupien Õs 

male br othel, wher e confusion has hi t an entir e city and the plane 

has become a squadron bring ing death. I n Time Regained, airplanes 

are intr oduc ed on a lar ge scale. Wor ld War I and the dar kness of the 

night ar e augmented by the black out o f the ci ty lig hts. The advent 

of war has precipi tated the use o f the airplane. Pr oust w as not onl y 

conscious o f the be aut y and death i t r epresents, but he  was also 

conscious o f i ts in trusion in to the one ar ea of appar ent stabili ty 

and unchang ing or der to which man had look ed since the times 

of the Babylonians: the stars. S peaking to Rober t de Saint-Loup, 

the N arr ator describes the planes as be coming par t o f the 

constella tions, obe ying human la ws tha t ar e as precise as those of 

the immutable stars. Wi th their mo vement, the y break the laws of 

the c elestial clockw ork and disrupt the pr eviousl y unchang ing or der 

of the c osmos. The Greek god describe d earlier in the no vel is now 

seen mor e in the Germanic tr adition wi th W agnerian o vertones. 
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It is her e, in wartime Paris, wher e the Narr ator f ollo ws Char lus 

into Jupien Õs male brothel, tha t Proust sho wed some of his dar kest 

humor . After sho wing the univ ersali ty of homose xuali ty in the 

diversi ty of the clien tele, the N arr ator describes an enc ounter 

between Jupien and a priest who tries to le ave wi thout pa ying. 

Raising a Òfinger o f a doctor in the ology,Ó the priest excuses himself, 

saying he is not Òan angel.Ó After ha ving apolog ized for his 

unor thodo x andÑaccording to the te aching o f the chur chÑimmor al 

behavior , the priest tries to br eak even the one la w of JupienÕs 

establishmen t: he tries to slip out wi thout pa ying his bill. N ever 

missing a beat, Jupien, lik e his relig ious counterpar t, asks for his 

contribution to help wi th Òthe expenses of the cultÓ before leaving. 

The priest pain ted by Proust is cle arly outshine d in wi t and honest y 

by the o wner o f the male br othel. Jupien spe aks the Narr atorÕs 

language when he r esponds to the la t terÕs reference to The Arabian 

Nights wi th one o f his own. The in terpla y between imag ination and 

reality (fr om the images o f the mag ic lan tern to the Òsexual hellÓ 

seen thr ough a peephole to the allusions to The Arabian Nights ) is 

fur ther c ompounde d by JupienÕs reference to John Ruskin Õs SŽsame 

et les Lys that the N arr ator had sen t to Char lus. JupienÕs lit tle 

enclosed wor ld is his mag ical domain, open onl y on his c ommand, 

as in the stor y of ÒAli-Baba and the For ty Thieves.Ó 

Moving out ward, away fr om his r oom, the N arr ator enc ounters 

novelt y in a series of sensorial c ontacts wi th the par ticulars o f 

a very ordinar y realityÑthe smell o f the v arnish o f the stair way 

leading fr om his r oom to do wnstairs, the taste o f the madeleine and 

herbal te a in the living r oom, the sig ht o f the lig ht on the lines o f 

the ste eples of Mar tin ville and Vieuxvic qÑall of which pr ovide him 

wi th the e xtr aordinar y experienc e necessary for the cr eation o f the 

memories tha t will mak e up his immense e dif ice. In the mo vement 

out ward, one sees another aspect in this se arch for c ertain ty, that 

is, wi th these sensorial c ontacts, the N arr ator is sur e that wha t he 

experienc es is the r eal, external w or ld and not simpl y a projection 

of his own imag ination, lik e that o f the mag ic lan tern on to the w all 
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of his childhood r oom. He must pr ove that i t has body, that i t is not 

simpl y a play of lig ht, but also has a ph ysical, objectiv e reality. 
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8. Proust and the Human 
Sciences 

I n In Search of Lost Time, the Narr atorÕs quest for c ertain ty in the 

external w or ld leads him r epeatedly back to the individual. The 

Narr atorÕs effor ts to understand the la ws of the imme diate ph ysical 

wor ld and, r eaching even far ther out, o f the c elestial me chanics, 

causes fur ther unc ertain ty. The order he hopes to f ind in the 

objectiv e, empiric al wor ld is ine xtric ably bound to the subje ct doing 

the searching. To f ind me aning, ther efore, one must understand 

both the w or ld and man. 

The Narr ator looks a t man both as spe cies and as individual. H e 

considers him as a ph ysical being, manif esting la ws in the obje ctiv e 

wor ld, and also as a metaph ysical or spiri tual being, manif esting 

laws in the subje ctiv e wor ld. In so doing, the scien tist, looking f or 

empiric al laws in an obje ctiv e universe, using his in telle ct and 

reason, must join wi th the ar tist who, using in tui tion, f ollo ws a 

dif ferent me thodolog y in his o wn search in man Õs internal 

landscape. A Ògrave uncertain tyÓ experienc ed by the N arr ator while 

experimen ting wi th the madeleine and herbal te a grows fr om his 

realization o f the ne ed for a new methodolog y. He puts do wn the 

cup, turns to his self, r ealizes that he ne eds new equipmen t in this 

quest wher e he is at the same time the one se arching and the 

str ange, obscure land tha t is being disc overed, concluding tha t i t 

is not onl y a question o f searching but also o f cr eating. So, while 

the N arr ator c onsiders man as a natur alist (a physical being obeying 

objectiv e, verif iable laws), he will f inall y turn his vision to man Õs 

internal, subje ctiv e wor ld, the domain o f the psy cholog ist and ar tist. 

It is ther e that he will f inall y f ind his c ertain ty, his f ixed essence in a 

relativistic w or ld in f lux. 
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Unacknowledged influence of Schopenhauer 

One of the mor e famous of ProustÕs possible inf luenc es was a 

French philosopher , Henri Ber gson. Aside from being r elated to 

Bergson by marriage (Ber gson was marrie d to Pr oustÕs cousin Louise 

Neuberger), some cri tics ar gue that Proust had r ead BergsonÕs 

wri tings and had e ven studie d under him a t the Sorbonne ( althoug h 

Bergson never held a post ther e). Others disagr ee. As early as 

November 12, 1913, in an inter view wi th the ne wspaper Le Temps, 

Proust himself Ñwhile ackno wledging a common in ter estÑmade a 

distinc tion be tween his no vel, which should be c onsider ed a Òseries 

of novels of the Unc onscious,Ó rather than ÒBergsonianÓ novels. 

While this in i tself does not pr eclude par allels, convincing c ases 

have been made suppor ting a Germanic inf luenc e on Proust, 

par ticular ly thr ough the ide as of the 19th -c entur y German 

philosopher Ar thur Schopenha uer. ProustÕs philosoph y pr ofessor, 

Alphonse Darlu,  was the lik ely source of this not-so-gener al 

knowledge. While stud ying the ories o f per ception, dr eams, 

memories, the self, the r eality of the e xternal w or ld, and of space 

and time wi th D arlu, Proust began de veloping his the ories. Man y 

items o ften at tribute d to Ber gsonÑincluding Pr oustÕs famous 

distinc tion be tween volun tar y and in volun tar y memor yÑare deriv ed 

fr om Schopenha uer. 

But if Schopenha uerÕs inf luenc e was so strong and so dir ect, wh y 

did Pr oust not ackno wledge it? He only mentione d the German 

philosopher t wic e in his no vel (both times as a sign o f Mme de 

CambremerÕs intelligenc e). And thoug h ther e are only thr ee 

references to Schopenhauer in Pr oustÕs (published) 

corr espondenc e, they suggest a familiari ty wi th his philosoph y. In 

1905, he wrote to Mme de N oailles of SchopenhauerÕs theor y 

concerning the uni ty of the w or ld. The f ollo wing y ear, he f lat ter ed 

Rober t de M ontesquiou wi th the e xpr essed regret tha t his friendÕs 

let ter , while mor e profound than Schopenha uerÕs theor y, should 

be reserved for onl y himself alone. I n 1911, he made a reference 
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to Schopenha uer in a le t ter to the musician R eynaldo H ahn, wi th 

whom he o ften discusse d music al theor y. Nowher e, however, is 

ther e a clear ackno wledgment o f his debt to ei ther the Germans in 

general or Schopenha uer in par ticular . 

The answer lies, per haps, wi th the Fr ench pr ejudic es against the 

Germans. The Narr ator spe aks of Rober t de Saint-Loup Õs unusual 

intelligenc e and independenc e of spiri t, manif ested in his man y 

Germanic r eferences, in the same w ay as he referr ed to Mme 

Cambremer. One simpl y did not spe ak of the Germans. W hile aware 

of the c ontempor ary German thoug ht, the t ypic al French pedant 

such as Brichot sho wed li t tle sympa th y for German inf luenc es, 

ref lecting the gener al at ti tude o f most o f his countr ymen r egarding 

the r ole German y played and the de ath and destruc tion e xperienc ed 

by France in Wor ld War I. In addi tion, be cause of the pr esumed 

dif f icult y of the language and the comf or table c omparisons wi th 

Bergson, one can bet ter understand per haps why this par ticular 

inf luenc e has not been as full y discussed as it should ha ve been. 

Following family interest in medicine 

The backgr ound o f ProustÕs inter est in me dicine is par ticular ly easy 

to tr ace. The inf luenc e of his father and br other c annot be ignor ed. 

Both w ere doctors. H is father w as one of the le ading pr acti tioners 

in France, establishing, in 1866, a cordon sanitair eÑa kind o f 

quarantineÑagainst choler a. It has been suggested tha t the Spanish 

tour tak en by the N arr atorÕs father wi th the diploma t M. de N orpois 

in In the Shadow of Young Gir ls in Flower is based on the 

investigation o f an outbr eak of choler a led by Dr. Proust. I ronic ally, 

it w as thr ough his in ter est in pa tholog y tha t Adrien Pr oust became 

involved in the ne wly emer ging scienc e of psycholog y. Of the 

dif ferent clinics de veloping in P aris during the 1880s, one ( whose 

dir ectors w ere Pierr e Janet and Jean-Mar tin Char cot ) was staffed 

wi th pa tholog ists. Thr ough CharcotÕs clinic, Dr . Proust became 

Proust and the H uman Scienc es  |  77



involved in the stud y of hypnotic sle ep, and eventuall y took a 

patien tÕs case (ÒEmile XÓ) to the AcadŽmie des sciences morales. Janet 

believed tha t man Õs moral and physical existenc e is def ined by both 

his health y and his unhe alth y at tributes. T o the ar tist, this o ffered 

a new, Òscientif icÓ methodolog y for his search in the human 

landscape. While the ar tists look ed to the psy cholog ists f or a 

scientif ic methodolog y, the psycholog ists look ed to the ar tists as 

rare subjects of obser vation in their o wn quest f or the la ws 

governing the in ternal c ountr yside of man. 

ProustÕs personal kno wledge of the w ork being done b y Charcot 

and the others w as not limi ted to tha t gaine d thr ough his father . He 

was also very close to the D audet famil y, who themsel ves had ties 

wi th their neig hbor , Charcot. LŽon Daudet, who w as studying to be 

a doctor a t the time, w as personall y in ter ested in this ne w shared 

ground be tween scientist and ar tist. Both me dicine and li ter atur e 

are involved in obser ving human beings. The symbiotic r elationship 

between psycholog ist and ar tist f orme d the f oundation f or a vision 

of the man Õs inner w or ld as radically new, as were the inno vations 

in the te chnic al and physical sciences for man Õs vision o f the w or ld 

outside. Both also pr ovided new tools to aid in the se arch for laws, 

and both end, par adoxically, in r evolutionar y wor ld views. This may 

help to e xplain wh y, while some cri tics poin ted to Pr oustÕs Ònew 

intelle ctual m ysticism,Ó others described him as a dispassionate 

observer and his obser vations, ther efore, as scientif ic data. This 

is the inesc apable paradox of any effor t to obje ctiv ely and 

scientif ically observe the natur e of man. How does one arriv e at a 

rational e xplanation o f the la ws governing man Õs subjectiv e natur e, 

which is both obje ctiv ely verif iable and pr edic table according to 

physical, causal, connecting principles? I s it possible to obser ve 

manÕs natur e wi thout distor ting i tÑei ther b y the subje ctÕs awareness 

of being obser ved, or by some mor al interpr etation on the par t o f 

the obser ver? 

Aside fr om the par ticular inf luenc es of famil y, teachers, and 

friends, i t should also be e viden t tha t ProustÕs psycholog ical 

inquiries w ere not an aberr ation but, r ather , a ref lection o f the spiri t 
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of the times. The possible Fr eudian inf luenc es seen by some cri tics 

in In Search of Lost Time are due not to an y dir ect kno wledge Proust 

mig ht have had of the psy cholog istÕs work, but r ather to their shar ed 

intelle ctual de velopmen t tha t w as prevalent among in telle ctuals in 

France at the end o f the 19th  centur y. ProustÕs timing c ould not 

have been bet ter: Fr eud had r eceived a grant to stud y wi th Char cot 

fr om 1885-1886. Proust shar ed FreudÕs belief in the e xistenc e of 

another , unconscious self, and the r oles dr eams and hypnosis pla y 

in r evealing i t. 

Proust the pathologist 

Adrien Pr oustÕs primar y f ield o f exper tise manif ests itself in his son Õs 

novel in a number o f ways. 

First, Mar cel used pr ecise patholog ical descriptions to suggest 

the inesc apable passing of time and as a r ef lection o f the 

unobser vable, internal sta te of an individual. I n Time Regained, the 

Narr ator a t tempts to se e the or der, the law working behind the 

destruc tion he se es in the fac es around him. A change in hair c olor 

comple tel y alters a fac e that is nevertheless the same in struc tur e. 

Another fac e impr esses the Narr ator b y its immobili ty, suggesting 

Òarteria-scler osis.Ó The descriptions continue in a series o f dar kly 

humoristic enc ounters tha t r emind the N arr ator not onl y of the 

passing of time, but also o f several practic al medical observations 

that can either spe ed up or slo w down. 

Proust also used his kno wledge of patholog y to describe the 

experienc e of love. Again, we see a major means of escape from the 

conf ines of the self cut o ff fr om the N arr ator ( and her e, Swann). 

Love is not a means of liber ation, a sour ce of new meaning, or ne w 

certain ty. Love is a disease (or, rather , a number o f them ). Though it 

is in the last f ew hundr ed pages of In Search of Lost Time that one 

f inds the most r eferences to medicine, spe cif ic r eferences to love 

as a disease are to be f ound thr oughout the no vel. Swann is in lo ve 
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lik e Òa drug addic t or a c onsumptiv e.Ó He is not onl y sick, but he is 

also addic ted to the poin t tha t ther e is li t tle hope f or his r ecovery. 

Even the most a udacious sur geon would ask himself if r emoving the 

disease is possible. Swann admi ts to be coming neur otic. H e hopes 

that he will liv e long enoug h to ask Odet te about an af fair she ma y 

have had. But this, too, c an only be another stage in the pr ogression 

of his dise ase. One can never kno w the truth thr ough another , above 

all fr om someone loved. Wri ting o f the N arr atorÕs love for Gil ber te, 

Proust describe d the obstacles to truth as being lik e a tumor . The 

inabili ty of anyone to understand some one elseÕs love is similar to 

the astonishmen t people have when fac ed wi th a scien tif ic fac t, the 

cause of which is unobser vable, such as a Òcomma bacillusÓ being 

the c ause of choler a. 

Jealousy is also describe d as a physical disease. It is lik e 

ÒtuberculosisÓ or Òleukemia.Ó Inf ideli ty is as common as a cold, wi th 

everyone having their o wn w ay of falling sick. I t is a complic ated 

disease, as the source and the r emedy are the same. The object 

of love is both a poison and an tidote. Finall y, as is eviden t in the 

stor y of SwannÕs love for Odet te, love is an incur able disease Òlike 

those dia the tic sta tes in which r heumatism af fords the suf ferer a 

brief r espite onl y to be r eplaced by epileptif orm he adaches.Ó In one 

of many succinc t sentenc es, the Narr ator e xplains tha t wha t he 

means Òby love [is] r ecipr ocal tor tur e.Ó The Narr ator is fr eed, and the 

disease is partiall y excised wi th Al ber tine Õs death, but i t is not un til 

the passing o f time has i ts ef fects tha t this Ògeneral disease called 

loveÓ can be defeated by the Ògeneral law of oblivion. Ó Time kills, but 

it also heals. 

Patholog y plays a major r ole in Pr oustÕs novel. Nearly all of his 

characters have some kind o f disease. There remains one impor tant 

character who is not def ined by a disease: his mother . Yet the 

Narr atorÕs love for his mother is def ined, in essence, by the 

Ògoodnig ht kissÓ denied the y oung Narr ator a t bedtime. This denial 

will domina te his lif e, becoming a t least a part o f the orig in o f his 

debili tating lo ve for Al ber tine. 

Thr oughout his lif e, the Narr ator se arches for the sense o f 
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certain ty lost in the denial o f his motherÕs ri tual be dtime kiss. 

Thoug h well separated not onl y in time and spac e, but also in a very 

dif ferent mor al and social w or ld, the description o f the Fr eudian 

scene is striking ly similar to tha t o f Char lus in Jupien Õs male brothel 

near the end o f the no vel. Both plac es are sources of pain f or the 

Narr ator and Char lus respectiv ely. Both are closed, shut o ff fr om 

the w or ld. In the sc ene wi th Char lus, the sense of imprisonmen t 

is enhanced by the ne cessity of keeping all the windo ws shut due 

to the w artime black out. I t is due in par t to the stuf fy air tha t the 

Narr ator le aves room number 43 and obser ves Charlus chaine d to 

his ir on bed. As for the y oung Narr ator , even on the stairs le ading 

to his r oom, smelling the odor o f the v arnish on the stairs, his 

experienc e is less than comf or ting. Onc e inside his r oom, the 

prison-lik e atmospher e is comple te. All the e xits are blocked, the 

shut ters close d, and his own gr ave is dug. Even their be ds are 

similar . First, the N arr atorÕs: his iron bed tha t had been moved in 

because he was too hot in the other be d. Before going to be d, 

he feels like a condemne d man. The par allel fur ther poin ts out 

the similari ties between the t wo apparentl y dif ferent passages. The 

orig ins of Char lusÕs tendencies ar e not as easily distinguishable fr om 

other pe opleÕs as one might think. H is desir e to be chaine d and 

beaten r eveals a desire that is as poetic as other pe opleÕs wish to 

tr avel. Because Charlus wanted this dr eam to be as real as possible, 

he had Jupien sell the w ooden bed tha t w as in room 43 and r eplace 

it wi th an ir on one tha t w ent bet ter wi th the chains. The mag ical 

voyage of sleep and dr eams takes place in nei ther the N arr atorÕs nor 

CharlusÕs iron bed. 

Thus, even the most innoc ent o f childhood sc enes and the pur est 

of loves are homologous to the se xual hell o f JupienÕs house as 

describe d in Time Regained. As the reassuring c ertain ty of the ri tual 

bedtime kiss is r eplaced by the anguishe d unc ertain ty of his soli tar y 

bedroom exile, so is the poe tic illusion o f love succeeded by the 

paradoxical ir on unr eality of a thr eatening, sado-masochistic hell. 

Swann inhabi ts a similar inf erno. Due to his lo ve for Odet te, he is 
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Òlike a sick person É in a ne w cir cle of hell fr om which he w asnÕt able 

to per ceive how he w ould ever be able to esc ape.Ó 

Along wi th the N arr ator , these thr ee charactersÑO det te, Swann, 

and Char lusÑrepresent ProustÕs search for laws in man Õs moral, 

sociolog ical, and biolog ical natur e. As the object o f SwannÕs secret, 

enslaving desir e, Odet te is an example o f the impossibili ty of a 

certain ty based on an everlasting, mutual lo ve. In Char lus, one sees 

the search for natur al and psycholog ical laws, and in Swann, the 

quest f or na tur al and sociolog ical laws. The parallels made by Proust 

between the psy cholog ical pat terns o f homose xuals and the social 

position o f Jews are well documen ted. 

Before turning to Pr oustÕs search for natur alistic and 

psycholog ical laws, one mig ht ask wh y he chose members o f t wo 

such seeming ly unr epresentativ e ÒracesÓ as subjects for his inquiries 

into the la ws of man. Both ar e suspect, and both ar e judged. The 

former stands as a quin tessential r epresentativ e of univ ersal sin, 

while the la t ter r epresents manÕs inevitable submission to r acial 

laws. 

ProustÕs choice of Char lus is in the tr adition o f Pierr e JanetÕs 

previousl y ci ted belief in the impor tanc e of stud ying not onl y the 

health y, but also the ailing man bef ore he can be understood. I n 

his inescapable need for dissimula tion, Char lus is a micr ocosm of 

society in gener al. Though the y must be hidden, his se xual 

obsessions exhibi t one o f the fundamen tal laws of natur e itself. H e is 

just another aspe ct o f the same r eality, representing Òan admir able, 

unconscious ef for t o f natur e.Ó His hidden side is out o f the c ontr ol 

of his will, his in telligenc e, and his reason, just as a plant is when i t 

follo ws its basic natur al laws. For some cri tics, Char lus is Òtoo muchÓ 

to accept. For others, he is qui te r eal and the onl y surprising thing 

is that ther e are not mor e homosexuals in Pr oustÕs novel. 

The li t tle enclose d wor ld of JupienÕs male brothel pr ovides an 

ideal source of inf orma tion c oncerning this hidden socie ty. Because 

of the na tur e of JupienÕs highly clandestine hotel, the N arr ator is 

provided wi th an even greater satisfac tion when i ts r eality is 

revealed. It is so secretiv e as to be consider ed as possibly 
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subversive, with i ts members being mistak en for spies. Seeing 

Charlus enter the br othel, e ven the N arr ator is f orced to ask himself 

if JupienÕs hotel mig ht be a meeting plac e for spies. ProustÕs inter est 

in this socie ty certainl y may have other c auses, but i t is also 

consisten t wi th JanetÕs philosoph y and wi th Pr oustÕs overwhelming 

desir e to pene tr ate the v eil of per ceived truth to arriv e at the hidden 

reality. This is true o f his r elationship wi th the enclose d, separate, 

mysterious w or ld of the aristocr acy (represented her e by the Bar on 

de Charlus), as well as wi th the w or ld of the w orking man, 

(represented by Jupien, a former emplo yee of the N arr atorÕs famil y 

and pr esent owner and ma” tr e dÕh™tel of the br othel). This penchan t 

for m yster y and i ts r evelation w as an essential par t o f ProustÕs (and 

the N arr atorÕs) character and beliefs. Their en joyment o f such 

scenes is that o f a natur alist describing a ne w disc overy. 
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9. Proust the Naturalist 

P roustÕs inter est in the scienc e of human na tur al histor y is 

eviden t thr oughout In Search of Lost Time. One only has to look 

at the ti tle o f the second volume, Within a Budding Gr ove, to see a 

general suggestion o f the na tur alistic dir ection Pr oust w ould f ollo w 

in his search. The description o f the N arr atorÕs first sig hting o f the 

gir ls on the be ach is assimilated to an inse ctÕs view of a plant (her e, 

a geranium ): dif ferent, seductiv e pat terns per ceived in a way not 

apparent to the normal human obser ver. This association o f human 

natur al science wi th tha t o f insects, plan ts, and animals is 

fundamen tal to Pr oustÕs philosoph y and his no vel. 

Proust w as well aware of the gr oundbr eaking w ork of the 

natur alist Char les Darwin (1809Ð1892) and Darwin ma y have 

provided the inspir ation f or these associa tions. The f irst spe cif ic 

reference to Darwin appe ars in the thir d volume, The Guermantes 

Way. Oriane (the Duchesse de Guerman tes)Ñgiving cr edi t to Swann 

for her kno wledge of botan yÑcompar es what goes on at nig ht 

between humans in the Bois de Boulogne to wha t is happening in 

the c orner o f her gar den in plain da ylight: the la t ter dif fering onl y 

in i ts compar ativ e simplici ty of consumma tion. H er somewhat less 

knowledgeable cousin, who hasn Õt heard of Darwin, is unable to 

appreciate the subtle ties o f Oriane Õs comparisons when she r eplies 

that the c ommode wher e the plan t is si t ting is splendid also and tha t 

it is in the Empir e style. 

While the r ole of natur alism is appar ent thr oughout the no vel, it is 

in the f our th volume, Sodom and Gomorrah, that i t trul y f lourishes. 

On the f irst page, wi th the description o f a Ònatur alÓ discovery, 

the N arr atorÕs position is tha t o f a botanist. H e has placed himself 

in such a w ay as not to disturb an y insect tha t mig ht pollina te 

the duchessÕs plant. From his posi tion,  he is also able to obser ve 

another chanc e encounter , while r emaining unobser ved himself.  

Now, however, it is between t wo members o f the human spe cies: 
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Charlus and Jupien. The stage is set f or a natur alistic description o f 

man her eto fore not seen in any novel. According to the N arr ator , 

Òthe laws of the v egetal w or ld are governed by laws tha t ar e higher 

and hig her.Ó Natur alistic r ef lections such as this f orm an in tegr al 

par t o f the no vel and, if this is not alr eady apparent to the r eader, 

the N arr ator mak es it so when he de clares that he has Òalready 

drawn fr om the appar ent ruse o f f lowers a conclusion c oncerning a 

whole unc onscious par t o f the li ter ary work.Ó 

The Narr ator loses sig ht o f the be e (Charlus) andÑwhile 

wondering if Char lus is the be e intende d by the or chid, JupienÑhe 

ponders the Òproviden tial chanc eÓ that br ought these t wo toge ther . 

The scene appears to be so r oote d in the na tur al sequence of the 

mating pr ocess that the N arr ator imag ines a series of natur alistic 

tr ansforma tions, seeing Òsuccessively a man, a man-bir d, a man-

f ish, a man-inse ct.Ó In looking to animals and plan ts, Darwin hope d 

to disc over the la ws governing man Õs biolog ical natur e. Conversely, 

ProustÑobser ving manÑsaw the pr edetermine d playing out o f the 

same laws tha t govern the lo wer or ders. They shared a fundamen tal 

belief in the na tur al uni ty of all lif e. 

The choic e of a homosexual encounter to r epresent Darwin Õs 

theor y of natur al selection ( which depends on those individuals 

best adapte d for the r eproduc tiv e success of their kind) is, to sa y 

the le ast, paradoxical. A possible explanation is tha t the sur vival 

of the spe cies is not based on as simple a law as that describe d 

above. Discussing the psy cholog ical games going on be tween Morel 

and Char lus in Time Regained, the Narr ator suggests tha t the 

homosexual r elationship ser ves as a kind of Malthusian br aking 

mechanism f or the human r ace, ther eby aiding in i ts ultima te 

survival. 

This Malthusian in terpr etation o f the par adox is eviden t on a 

larger scale in the description surr ounding Mar celÕs visit to Jupien Õs 

male br othel. H ereÑin wartime ParisÑthe German airplanes be come 

the inse cts, and Paris is the f lower. The a priori restr aining ef fects of 

the ob viousl y non-r eproduc tiv e homosexual act, as seen in Jupien Õs 

brothel, is e qualed (if not e clipsed) by the a posterior i r eduction in 
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popula tion incurr ed during w ar, witnessed her e on the na tional or 

macr ocosmic scale. Proust judge d nei ther fr om a mor al standpoin t. 

Rather , they are describe d as a natur al scientist mig ht. 

In his inquir y in to the na tur al histor y of man, Proust also asked 

some fundamen tal questions c oncerning the la ws governing the 

hereditar y natur e of man. The homose xual case offers a perf ect 

vehicle f or the ( still unansw ered) question c oncerning ac quir ed 

versus inheri ted tr aits. Could this tr ait (homose xuali ty) be passed on 

fr om gener ation to gener ation and, if so, w as it acquir ed at some 

poin t by an ancestor? W hether i t is an inna te or ac quir ed tr ait is 

one of the fundamen tal questions tha t Proust addr essed but did 

not r esolve. Aside from any mor al consider ations, e xperimen tation 

on humans w ould not be pr actic al. The experimen t w ould tak e 

generations to obser ve. Proust, ther efore, could not ha ve 

par ticipa ted in an activ e way in the ne wly emer ging, pr edominan tl y 

German and Austrian scien tif ic activi ty of experimen tal biolog y. 

Ther e is no question, ho wever, that Proust shar ed this modern 

scientif ic at ti tude. H is theories ar e based on obser vations made in 

his wor ld, and the y pr ovide the r aw data for the N arr atorÕs similar 

thoug hts and activi ties. 

Hypothesizing and c onf ining himself to na tur al histor y, the 

Narr ator deba ted the shar ed tr aits of the Guerman tes famil y. If, as 

seems possible, i t is a Òperverted famil y,Ó then it is not members 

such as Charlus and Rober t de Saint-Loup who sho w her editar y 

faults.   Rather , it is the he ter osexual Duc de Guerman tes who is 

the exception.  In his par ticular taste f or men, Rober t de Saint-Loup 

may be exhibi ting an inclina tion, a tr ait inheri ted fr om some past 

relation who ac quir ed a similar taste. H is activi ties, then, w ould not 

be the r esult o f choic e (and ther efore open to mor al judgmen t), 

but o f scien tif ic necessity. And what r ole does chanc e and random 

muta tion pla y in all this? Pr oustÕs inter est in this subje ct w as not an 

isolated case. From Einstein to Ber gson, these mat ters w ere clearly 

par t o f the in telle ctual discussions o f the time, in tende d to clarif y 

manÕs relationship to the univ erse, wher e choic e becomes necessity 

and causalityÕs role is r eplaced by chance. 
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Proust the psychologist 

Proust had def ined In Search of Lost Time as an effor t to cr eate 

a Òseries of novels of the Unc onscious.Ó That Proust w as not onl y 

considering man Õs internal landsc ape from a philosophic al and 

metaph ysical poin t o f view, but also tr ying to elucida te 

psycholog ical laws, is eviden t in his numer ous and pr ecise 

references in the no vel. While listening to c onversations during 

dinner , the Narr ator is e xamining the men tali ties which pr oduc ed 

them, r esulting in a pa t tern tha t r eveals to him an Òensemble of 

psycholog ical laws.Ó It is the instinc t o f the ar tist tha t dr aws the 

general out o f the par ticular and tha t hears in the insignif icant 

babble of social parr ots the Òspokesperson o f a psycholog ical law.Ó 

It is the Ògame of dif ferent psycholog ical lawsÓ that aids in the 

f lowering o f the human r ace. 

It is true, ho wever, that these pr ecise references occur onl y in 

the f inal volume o f ProustÕs novel, Time Regained. The term 

ÒunconsciousÓ is not used until the thir d volume, The Guermantes 

Way, and the f irst c orr espondenc e does not happen un til 1915. The 

evolution o f ProustÕs thoug hts concerning the na tur e of manÕs 

psyche can be seen in t wo references from his no vel, one fr om 

the f irst v olume and the other fr om the sixth, The Fugitive. In the 

f irst r eference, taken fr om the end o f ÒCombr ayÓ (the f irst se ction 

of SwannÕs Way), the Narr atorÕs description o f memor y is pur ely 

spatial.   He uses geolog ical terms to r epresent the na tur e of the 

forma tion o f memor y, bring ing to mind those use d by Darwin in his 

description o f the f orma tion o f atolls, which helpe d pr ove the age of 

the earth, g iving str ength to his the or y of evolution. I n The Fugitive,

Proust in tr oduc ed the r ole of the f our th dimension o f time in his 

psycholog ical description o f memor y and i ts par tner , Òoblivion. Ó 

The loss of a fixed fr ame of r eference is as much in ternal as i t 

is external. N ot onl y is the or der in the spac e-time c ontinu um in 

f lux, af fecting the obje ctiv e set o f corr elativ es, but the subje ctiv e 

apparatus o f the self, the sing le, indivisible, subje ct is also in doubt. 
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The self is seen now as a plur ality of selves. This is due to t wo 

factors, one ha ving to do wi th de velopmen ts in psy cholog y, the 

other r elated to changes in ph ysics. It is a r ef lection o f the 

psycholog ical developmen ts of the times, postula ting the e xistenc e 

of an unc onscious bene ath the social masks w orn b y individuals. 

The existenc e of one or mor e ÒselvesÓ beneath this fa• ade was also 

prevalent among psy cholog ists and other wri ters o f the time. 

The plur ality of selves is not onl y one of a sedimen tar y layering 

of levels of consciousness. The Platonic I deal, having under gone an 

amoeba-lik e tr ansforma tion wi th the Socr atic ÒKnow ThyselfÓ (and, 

later , with RenŽ DescartesÕs dualistic spli t ting o f man in to subje ct 

and object, kno wer and kno wn wi th his famous ÒI think, ther efore I 

amÓ) has become a futile a t tempt to arr est time. I t is a slip-sliding 

plur ality of selves based on memories associa ted wi th events taking 

place in the f lux o f the spac e-time c ontinu um. The r eferences to 

this par ticular plur ality of selves abound in Pr oustÕs novel and vary 

fr om a sing le tempor al division when the N arr ator r efers to Òthe self 

that w e wereÓ to an innumerable plur ality of selves that mak e us 

who w e are, wher e each self must under go the pain o f Alber tine Õs 

depar tur e. 

Memor y itself is divide d, as seen in Pr oustÕs well-kno wn 

distinc tion be tween volun tar y and in volun tar y memor y. His 

distinc tion, while de veloped to a poin t unpar alleled in li ter atur e, 

philosoph y, or psycholog y, is not orig inal and w as being discussed at 

many venues, fr om li ter atur e to journals, to scholar ly pr esentations. 

Once again, ProustÕs philosophic al and psycholog ical theories w ere 

in man y respects r ef lections o f the spiri t o f the times. 

As with the distinc tion be tween a conscious and an unc onscious 

self, the division be tween volun tar y and in volun tar y memor y served 

to r emove the subject fr om the c ontingencies o f a Cartesian, 

reasoning, log ical and line ar self, placing i t in an unc onscious, 

instinc tiv e, non-wille d realm, pr esumably outside the bounds o f 

time and spac e. But wha t exactl y (if ÒexactnessÓ is a term that can be 

applied in the f ield o f psycholog y) is the natur e of this unc onscious? 

Is ther e a singular Unconscious (recalling Pr oustÕs reference to ÒThe 
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UnconsciousÓ)Ñan indivisible, core Self ÒbelowÓ the slip-sliding 

uncertain ty found in the plur ality of selves closer to the surfac e 

of consciousness? Before answering these questions, ho wever, it is 

impor tant to e xamine ho w Proust pr oceeded in his search for this 

under lying essence. Before judging the v alue of his the or y of the Self 

and of the Unc onscious, his me ans of f inding i t must be c onsider ed. 

As always wi th Pr oust, i t is not onl y the thing in i tself, but also the 

process and the methodolog y used to arriv e at i t and the me ans to 

expr ess it tha t pr ovide the ad ventur e of the quest. 
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10. Three Types of 
Observation 

T here are thr ee types of obser vation in In Search of Lost Time, 

each ref lecting a dif ferent r elationship be tween the obje ct o f 

observation and the obser ver. Brief ly, they can be describe d as 

separation, in ter action, and fusion. I n the f irst ( separation ), the post 

of obser vation is cle arly def ined. The obser ver is pur ely a spectator . 

In the second (in ter action ), the obser ver is in volved wi th the 

observed, being dr awn in to the spe ctacle. I n the thir d (fusion ), ther e 

is no distinc tion be tween the obser ver and the obser ved, the 

spectator and the spe ctacle, the subje ct and the obje ct. Dif f iculties 

are inher ent to e ach t ype of obser vation and ar e shared by both 

Proust and psy cholog ists in gener al. ProustÕs thr ee types of 

observation also help answ er the question o f whe ther he w as 

classical, modern, or post-modern, r ef lecting, as the y do, the 

developmen ts in the histor y of scienc e of all thr ee wor ldviews. 

Ther e are thr ee striking e xamples of the f irst t ype of obser vation 

in ProustÕs novel. In or der o f occurr ence, they are: when the 

Narr ator obser ves Mlle. Vin teuil a t her fa therÕs house in 

Montjou vain, as she and her gir lfriend Òcelebr ateÓ the death o f her 

father; when the N arr ator obser ves the encounter be tween Charlus 

and Jupien in the c our tyard of the hotel de Guerman tes; and when, 

having f ollo wed Char lus in to Jupien Õs male brothel, the N arr ator 

observes him chaine d to a bed. It should be o f no surprise tha t, in 

each case, the Narr ator is hidden fr om view and the par ticipan ts 

have no idea that he is ther e. This poin t is made qui te cle ar in each 

of the thr ee cases. In Monjouvain, the N arr ator is hidden in the 

shadows outside Mlle. Vin teuilÕs room. In the c our tyard, he is hidden 

f irst on a stair way, and then behind a windo w whose shut ters ar e 

only half shut. H e listens, careful not to be disc overed by Jupien or 

Charlus. In the br othel, he is able to w atch Char lus thanks to a r ound 
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windo w whose cur tain some one forgot to shut while r emaining 

undetected in the shado ws. 

Voyeurism versus observation 

While some see this as a manif estation o f ProustÕs voyeuristic 

tendencies, others se e here an example o f his ef for t to de velop a 

clear, scientif ic si tuation in which to obser ve the human spe cies in 

its undisturbe d activi ties. Not onl y is it impor tant tha t the spe ctacle 

remain undisturbe d, but the spe ctator must ha ve a detached, 

classically scientif ic sense of objectivi ty. In each case, it is made 

clear tha t the N arr ator ( whatever the c ase may have been wi th 

Proust himself ) is not pr esent at the spe ctacle in or der to sa tisf y 

any voyeuristic tendencies. H e is also devoid o f any mor al prejudic e 

towards or emotional in volvement wi th the par ticipan ts. At the 

Vinteuil house in M onjouvain, he f inds himself in his unique posi tion 

because he has fallen asleep. He stays ther e only out o f fear of being 

detected. As already seen, the N arr ator is in the c our tyard of the 

hotel de Guerman tes because of his botanic al inter ests. While the 

motiv ation is slig htl y dif ferent her e, and the Narr atorÕs spying has 

become mor e purposeful, i t is due onl y to a detached curiosi ty. By 

the time o f the sc ene at JupienÕs brothel, the N arr atorÕs curiosi ty has 

emboldene d him to an e ven mor e activ e effor t in his sp ying when 

he climbs the stairs and puts his e ar to door . This mor e vigor ous 

at ti tude, ho wever, still does not sho w any personal in volvement. 

It w as only wi th a detached suspicion o f espionage mix ed wi th 

curiosi ty and thirst tha t the N arr ator e ver enter ed the 

establishmen t. 

At the same time tha t one c an see an incr ease in the N arr atorÕs 

mor ally, emotionall y, and sexuall y detached curiosi ty, one can also 

note a mor e penetr ating mo vement wi th r egard to the stag ing o f 

the spectacle. I n the f irst instanc e, he is outside the house, in the 

yard. In the second, he has moved in to the enclose d space of the 
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cour tyard. In the thir d, he has enter ed the c onf ines of a whole 

society, itself close d off fr om the w or ld by JupienÕs establishmen t; 

he is able to obser ve the spectacle o f Char lusÕs masochism fr om 

a corridor outside the r oom. Even before he watches Char lus 

undetected, he is able to obser ve the other members o f the socie ty 

wi th the same dissimula tion, tha t is, standing in the shado ws. This 

sense of having cr ossed several barriers, which k eep him fr om the 

truth, r ef lects his ef for t to pene tr ate the le vels of conscious will in 

order to arriv e at the hidden unc onscious. 

In all thr ee of these scenes, Proust had tak en care to keep the 

Narr ator in the privilege d posi tion o f a detached in telle ctual 

at ti tude and ac tivi ty wi th r egard to the stud y of the w or ld. In 

Aristotle Õs time, the abstr act noun ÒtheoriaÓ denoted the ac tivi ty 

of spectating, obser ving any activi ty or pr ocess in contr ast to 

inter vening, par ticipa ting, or being an agen t. This w as the 

predominan t scien tif ic at ti tude un til, including, and af ter the time 

of Descartes and Isaac Newton. Desc artes not onl y divide d mind 

fr om mat ter , but he also set man apar t fr om natur e and establishe d 

Òrational obje ctivi tyÓ that plac ed the scien tist in the posi tion o f pur e 

spectator . 

As has been poin ted out b y philosophers o f scienc e, the notion o f 

a scientist as a pur e spectator is de ad. The earlier ide al of r ational 

objectivi ty confr onting a c ausal, linear wor ld is an illusion. A ne w 

method o f inquir y of developing and e xpr essing laws concerning 

both w or ld and man ar e essential. W hile this is par ticular ly true 

in psycholog y, wher e the obje ct o f obser vation is the human 

unconscious, i t is also r elates to the w or ld of physics. This is true, 

for example, in the o ften-use d Heisenber g Principle, wher e, by the 

very act o f obser vation, the par ticles being obser ved behave 

dif ferentl y. This involvement o f the spe ctator in the spe ctacle, wi th 

its inher ent loss of a certain ty based on r eason, logic, and obje ctivi ty 

is nowher e mor e apparent than in the N arr atorÕs relationship wi th 

Alber tine. 
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A Òlesson in relativismÓ 

The unc ertain ty of the N arr ator , who is both obser ver and lo ver, 

combine d wi th the unc ertain ty of the obser ved and the lo ved 

oneÑAlber tineÑc aused the f ormer to doubt the v ery existenc e of 

any causal principle a t all. The r elationship is a Òlesson in relativism.Ó 

Once involved in the spe ctacle, the obser ver, no longer de tached, is 

f irml y anchor ed to the obje ct o f obser vation and e ven oneÕs being 

exists Òonly by what one possesses.Ó Though every effor t is made 

to imprison Al ber tine, she escapes. Like any person, she is not an 

object. She is an agent and, as such, is not subje ct to Òobjectiv eÓ 

rules o f verif ication. I n the me chanistic w or ldview, the scien tist 

is supposed to r emain de tached and objectiv e, observing wi thout 

being dr awn in to the e vent. First o f all, the N arr ator is dr awn ÒintoÓ 

Alber tine. The r equir ement o f a rational distancing is destr oyed. 

Second, the obje ct o f obser vation is not an obje ct, but a d ynamic 

process. Third, both obser ver and obser ved are immerse d in time 

and, as such, cannot ha ve the f ixed fr ame of r eference necessary 

for inf orma tion ga thering, or e ven the same obser ver or obser ved, 

because, at the time o f each event, ther e is a dif ferent Alber tine and 

a dif ferent Narr ator . 

In the thir d t ype of obser vation, ther e is a fusion between subject 

and object, between observer and obser ved. In psycholog ical terms, 

this is r eferr ed to as self - or a uto anal ysis. Having r ealized the 

dif f iculties inher ent in an y stud y of the na tur e of manÕs unconscious 

fr om an external posi tion, fr om outside the self o f an Òother ,Ó the 

only recourse lef t in Pr oustÕs endeavor is to look inside himself. 

Freud, reaching the same c onclusion, soon r ealized tha t true self -

analysis is not possible ei ther . 

The f irst instanc e of fusing o f subject and obje ct oc curs in Pr oustÕs 

novel when the N arr ator tastes the madeleine and herbal te a. While 

aware that some in ternal essenc e is making i tself kno wn, the 

Narr ator is also c onscious o f the dif f iculties inher ent in an y 

research he mig ht emplo y in or der to disc over i ts natur e. He tastes 
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the mixtur e. A Òdelicious ple asureÓ has invaded him, wi thout an y 

idea as to its cause. He asks himself wher e it came fr om, what i t 

means, and how to seiz e it? He takes a few mor e mouthfuls and 

realizes this Òdelicious ple asureÓ lies in himself. He puts do wn the 

cup and turns to his Ò espri tÓ or mind. The search for the truth is 

now in i ts hands. But ho w should he go about i t? It is not onl y a 

question o f looking, but also o f cr eating. Fr eud r eached a similar 

conclusion. The self is lik e a slide in a magic lan tern. By looking a t i ts 

projection in a w ork of ar t (her e, the wri t ten w ord), one can stud y 

the na tur e of the unc onscious tha t pr oduc ed it. This fr ee expr ession 

of the unc onscious r equir es a tempor ary set ting aside o f conscious 

will and in telle ct. No encounter is wille d. Each comes about b y 

chance. Each experienc e forms a par t o f in volun tar y memor y. What 

involun tar y memor y was for Pr oust, fr ee association w as for Fr eud. 

The nature of the unconscious and vision of the 
world 

It is her e that w e begin to arriv e at the na tur e of the unc onscious. A 

work of ar tÑin par ticular a me taphor Ñuni tes an in ternal, subje ctiv e 

truth o f the self wi th an external, Òobjectiv eÓ truth of the w or ld. 

The uni ty is not impose d; it comes fr om inspir ation and not fr om 

Òthe artif icial de velopmen t o f a thesis.Ó In the enc ounter wi th the 

steeples of Mar tin ville and Vieuxvic q, wher e the Narr ator wr ote f or 

the f irst time, an une xpected sensation, ar oused by an unplanne d 

perception o f a particular obje ct, r esults in the cr eation o f a work of 

art. But, as the N arr ator poin ts out la ter in the no vel, any knowledge 

we have is not o f the e xternal w or ld i tself, but o f our par ticular 

impr ession of i t, the Òinvolun tar y sensationsÓ that mig ht come fr om 

it. 

The ar tist is stud ying the la ws of man and na tur e. His experimen ts 

and discoveries are Òas delicate as those o f scienc e,Ó and he must 

be as faithful to these truths as is the scien tist. W hat causal law is 
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(or w as) to the scien tist, the me taphor is to the ar tist. I n searching 

for or der, uni ty, and laws, the scien tist must also cr eate as much as 

discover them. Seeing or der in na tur e, and expr essing it in a w ork 

of ar t as Proust had done, r eveals the same activi ty as that o f a 

scientist. Seeing the line and cir cle suggested by the bot tom and top 

of the madeleine as a r ef lection o f the line ar and cir cular struc tur e 

of the no vel, itself manif esting a view of the w or ld, is no dif ferent 

than astr onomer Johannes KeplerÕs search for uni ty in all o f natur e, 

or ph ysicists Ernest Rutherf ord and Niels Bohr f inding a model f or 

the atom in the plane tar y system. The scien tist and the ar tist shar e a 

fundamen tal belief in a harmonious univ erse tha t will r eveal itself in 

under lying symme tric al pat terns. Tha t KeplerÕs research in the 16 th 

and 17th  centuries in to the mo vement o f the plane ts was based on a 

belief in the music o f the spher es is not as bizarr e or Òunscien tif icÓ 

as it mig ht at f irst se em. The same may be said for Pr oustÕs quest 

for the essenc e of the self and the w or ld in such illog ical, disparate 

activi ties as tasting a madeleine, he aring a pie ce of music, smelling 

the varnish o f a stair way, seeing some ste eples, or tripping o ver 

paving stones. H is vision, r eaching, as it does, fr om the smallest, 

most micr oscopic de tail, to the lar gest, most c osmic per ception, 

ref lects a similar c ompr ehensive view on the par t o f the modern 

physicist, wher e particle ph ysics is uni ted wi th the stud y of the 

univ erse. 

However, have we not drif ted fr om the discussion o f psycholog y 

to tha t o f cosmolog ies? Not at all, f or our vision o f the w or ld has as 

much to do wi th our vision o f oursel ves as it does wi th the w or ld 

external to us. W hat lies outside o f us are facts, and the me aning 

comes fr om an individualÕs creativ e mind, lik e a projection fr om 

the mag ic lan tern on to an alr eady existing w all. The psycholog ist, 

the ar tist, and the ph ysicist, all shar e a belief in the fundamen tal 

interr elatedness of natur e, and a dedication to truth. W hile i t may 

be argued tha t the ar tistÕs emphasis is on a ref lection o f inner , 

subjectiv e truth, wher eas the scientistÕs is on external, Òobjectiv eÓ 

reality, their ac tivi ties ar e indeed fundamen tall y in ter woven. 

When Proust wr ote o f f inding the essenc e of both things and self 
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in the privilege d momen ts wher e his Òspecial ple asureÓ united the 

essence of sensations fr om the past and pr esent, taking him out o f 

the c ontingencies o f time and spac e, intelligenc e only played an a 

posteriori role to in tui tion Õs a priori status. ManÕs unconscious is the 

connecting wir e, the means of communic ation be tween these t wo 

essences. 

ÒThe fusion of subject and objectÓ 

It is her e, then, in this r elegated status o f in telligenc e, will, and 

reason that the fusion o f subject and obje ct, tha t the essenc e of 

both man and the things is f ound. This change r ef lects tha t o f 

the philosoph y of the German r omantics in gener al and Friedrich 

Schelling in par ticular . The participa tion o f the unc onscious in an 

under lying r eality which uni tes the essenc e of both self and w or ld 

f inds i ts sour ce in Schopenha uerÕs theor y of an Ungrund Ñthe abyss 

of eterni tyÑand of a wor ld as inf ini te Will. Speaking gener ally, the 

German r omantics per ceived her e a philosoph y of ar t, uni ting self 

and wor ld in a vi talistic y et quasi-scien tif ic w ay. This in tersubje ctiv e 

uni ty is clearly eviden t in Pr oustÕs novel, when the N arr ator 

describes the ar tist as belong ing to a sor t o f in terna tional, unkno wn 

countr y. This German r omantic also af fected Carl Jung and was 

likely the orig in o f the similari ties eviden t in his the or y of 

archetypes and synchr onici ty, as well as ProustÕs aesthetic the ories. 

A chance encounter wi th some appar entl y insignif icant obje ct, 

devoid o f any in telle ctual in ter est, serving both to uni te subject and 

object and to f orm the basis f or in volun tar y memor y, aroused an 

involun tar y sensation in Pr oust. By uni ting past and pr esent, this 

involun tar y memor y permi ts an escape from the c ontingencies o f 

time and spac e and, thr ough its instinc tiv e expr ession in a work of 

art, the essenc e of both self and w or ld manif ests itself. The r esult o f 

this pr ocess is a certain ty, an acausal connecting principle, which is 

at the same time f ound and cr eated. 
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JungÕs theory of synchronicity 

At the beg inning o f ÒSynchr onici ty: An Acausal Connection 

Principle, Ó Jung referr ed to Schopenha uer as an inf luenc e on ideas 

such as those of the simultanei ty of the c ausally unconnected, or 

Òchance.Ó In his the or y of synchr onici ty, Jung looked at 

Òcoinciden talÓ events and trie d to or ganize them in to Òmeaning ful 

dispersions,Ó contr asting them wi th simpl y random events. 

Statistic al analysis, of course, par ticipa tes in a similar ac tivi ty, but 

JungÕs methodolog y dif fered in i ts use of psycholog ical archetypes 

as a basis of or ganization. H e defined synchr onici ty as a Òpsychic ally 

condi tione d relativi ty of space and time.Ó Neither will, nor 

intelligenc e, nor r eason is relevant to the se arch, as we saw in 

each of the Pr oustian enc ounters le ading to an e xperienc e of the 

Òspecial ple asure.Ó There must be a state of consciousness similar 

to JanetÕs Òlowering o f the men tal level,Ó that is to say, Òa certain 

narr owing o f consciousness and a corr esponding str engthening o f 

the unc onscious.Ó This state of mind ser ves to allow not onl y the 

unconscious, ar chetypal truths to emer ge from the human psy che, 

but i t also permi ts the c orr esponding under lying f orms in na tur e to 

reveal themsel ves, undisturbe d by any rationall y ordered pr ojection 

onto i t. Whereas the mechanistic scien tif ic at ti tude assumes a uni ty 

between reason and in telligenc e in manÕs consciousness and a 

causal order in na tur e, the Jungian the or y of synchr onici ty compels 

one to assume tha t ther e is already something tha t exists in man Õs 

consciousness tha t has no causal reason for existing. These t wo 

wor ld views are not mutuall y exclusiv e. Both assume a possible 

uni ty and can co-e xist, one on the le vel of Òobjectiv eÓ or causal 

connections, and the other on a Ò subjectiv e,Ó or Òcoinciden talÓ plane 

of in ter connections. For a number o f r easons, this the or y cannot 

be proven according to the r equir ement o f causal verif ication, one 

of the cri teria o f mechanistic scienc e. This, too, is the c ase with 

modern ph ysics, both on the smallest sc ale, in quantum ph ysics, and 

in the lar gest dimension, wher e relativi ty reigns. What w e must do 
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is look at the me aning ful gr oupings, at the ar chetypes, and consider 

both their essen tial simplici ty, and their univ ersal applic abili ty (two 

other basic r equir ements of any law) in all f ields wher e the human 

psyche and natur e come toge ther: in scienc e, in relig ion, and in ar t. 

According to Jung, an ar chetype consti tutes the struc tur e of the 

collectiv e unconscious. As wi th Pr oustÕs Òspecial ple asure,Ó it is both 

invented and disc overed. 

In the design me taphoric ally dr awn by the experienc e wi th the 

steeples of Mar tin ville and Vieuxvic q, we see the mo vement fr om 

the line ( suggested by the ste eples) to the cir cle (as drawn by the 

motion o f the ste eples). Several fundamen tal themes which 

concerned Proust ar e describe d in the no vel: time, spac e, and the 

unconscious. The image c an be seen in every f ield o f manÕs effor t to 

describe himself and his w or ld: in scienc e, in relig ion, and in ar t. 

At the top o f the cir cle, wi th the ste eple (or the Òfinger o f GodÓ) 

poin ted upwards, towards the inf ini te of the sky , we also see 

associated themes o f lig ht, the da y and, as we shall see at the end 

of the description o f the mo vements describe d her e, creation. I n 

daylight, the ste eples are describe d as thr ee bir ds and as thr ee 

f lowers after sundo wn. The thr ee steeples also make the Narr ator 

think o f Òthree young g ir ls in a legend, abandone d in a soli tude 

wher e obscuri ty was already falling.Ó The intr oduc tion o f the thr ee 

gir ls can be seen as a suggestion of the sensual aspects of the 

sensorial experienc e which, f or the ar tist, c an lead into the depths 

of the unc onscious. 

In the diagr am, the ste eples can be seen to me taphoric ally fall 

f irst to a horiz ontal posi tion, r ef lecting a c ontact wi th the f ini te 

wor ld, the w or ld kno wn thr ough per ception and the senses. The 

Narr ator has enc ounter ed no God, he has a sensorial experienc e 

of an object on the same plane. Then, wi th the e xperienc e of the 

Ôspecial ple asureÕ there is an inversion, a mo vement to ward the 

Òlandscape of the self.Ó 

The unc onscious is associated wi th nig ht and, in w ar-time P aris, 

the N arr ator c an be said to have reached the depths o f dar kness in 

this apoc alyptic sc ene. While Char lus has gone Òto the endÓ of his 
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essential na tur e and, in a sense, will ne ver f ind any pleasure beyond 

that f ound chez Jupien, the ar tist will esc ape the conf ines of the 

darkness of the nig ht and o f the unc onscious. The mo vement shown 

in the diagr am will c ontinue. The ar tist will pr oject the essenc e of 

the unc onscious f ound in the in verted voyage into the self on to his 

work of ar t. Lik e a magic lan tern shining on to a scr een or a w all, he 

will pr oject his disc overies on to the blank c anvas, or the whi te page, 

or wha tever the me dium ma y be, and cr eate. 

At the end o f Time Regained, the Narr ator c omple tes the 

movement o f the diagr am, metaphoric ally bring ing the ste eple back 

up to the lig ht o f cr eation, in Òthe most be autiful da yÓ at the 

Guerman tesÕ home. The God is now the ar tist. H e has created the 

word, the w ork of ar t. H is pleasure is not lik e CharlusÕs; it is f ound in 

the experienc e of his in volun tar y memor y. As such, it is not chaine d 

to the c ontingencies o f the c ausal order o f time and spac e. Without 

the voyage into the dar kness of the self, the cr eativ e act w ould not 

be possible. I t is in this sense tha t one does not onl y look, but one 

creates, and vic e versa. Inside of each person is a book o f signs, 

and the ar tistÕs work is similar to tha t o f a tr anslator . The laws 

manif ested in this tr anslation ha ve nothing to do wi th ei ther the 

mechanistic rules o f classical science or those o f r elig ious mor ality, 

or o f cri tic al rules. They are created in soli tude, according to their 

own truths. 

While the the or y of archetypes cannot be pr oved, it is hope d 

that this brief ef for t to pr obe in to the backgr ound o f one o f these 

ÒsignsÓ in ProustÕs novel will suggest the richness o f their ar chetypal 

value. In the union o f subject and obje ct, of psyche and w or ld, 

they suggest an acausal connecting principle, an or der, a certain ty 

which has domina ted manÕs vision o f the w or ld and himself. Their 

recreation in Pr oustÕs novel suggests not onl y a certain ty based 

on the instinc tiv e creation o f one man Õs involun tar y memor y; they 

also ref lect a certain ty, an essential c onnection which uni tes the 

unconscious or der in the psy che of the human r ace wi th a 

symmetr y in the surr ounding univ erse 
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The search for a comprehensive worldview 

Cri tics have approached the no vel fr om various scien tif ic 

viewpoin ts: optic al, botanic al, physical, and psycholog ical. The 

inf luenc es that various scien tif ic disciplines had on Pr oust ar e 

apparent on every level of the no vel and pr ovide both a historic al 

and a philosophic al perspectiv e from which to vie w i t. 

While ar t and scienc e have separate methods o f inquir y and 

expr ession, both enc ounter the limi ts inher ent in the ga thering o f 

supposed Òobjectiv eÓ knowledge. They grow out o f a shared need 

to f ind (or cr eate) order in an other wise chaotic univ erse. This 

chapter is arr anged in such a w ay as to show how ProustÕs novel 

ref lects this se arch for a compr ehensive wor ldview. It concludes 

wi th a hypothesis whose purpose is to suggest par ticular ar chetypal 

evidenc e of the end r esult o f this se arch. We have seen how ProustÕs 

references to glass and optics r ef lect Òmodern Ó developmen ts in 

industr y, art, medicine, and the oretic al science. They pr ovide a 

terminolog y tha t allo wed him to e xpr ess his theories on ar t, time, 

man, and wor ld in a Òscientif icÓ manner. They also show the basic 

fallacy of the posi tivistic outlook. W hile pr oviding ne w means to 

probe the na tur e of man and w or ld, the y ultima tel y show tha t no 

certain ty can be deriv ed fr om a knowledge whose very foundation 

(the obje ctiv e perception o f the w or ld rule d by laws based on f ixed 

references in time and spac e, and which c an be communic ated 

intelle ctuall y and wi thout distor tion ) is in question. 

The repeated failur e of the posi tivistic w or ld view to pr ovide 

any solid gr ound f or c ertain ty leads the search out ward, fr om the 

Narr atorÕs room to the stars. A t each stage in this v oyage, the 

narr ator enc ounters the limi ts in both the Car tesian conception o f 

man and the N ewtonian notion o f natur e. 

Motion, change, no velt y: all are essential to the f orma tion o f 

ProustÕs Òimmense edif ice of memor yÓÑhis novel. Each Òspecial 

pleasure,Ó experienc ed in a non-wille d, sensory contact wi th 

something e xternal to him ( the mag ic lan tern, the v arnish on the 
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stair way, the madeleine, the ste eples, etc.), pr ovides him wi th an 

involun tar y memor y. In contr ast wi th a posi tivistic me thodolog y, 

involun tar y memor y pr ovides a kind o f kno wledge that is not base d 

on a questionable, al beit r ational, obje ctiv e subject obser ving a 

phenomenon whose c ausal laws are equally in question. Each 

experienc e in this mo vement which le ads the Narr ator out ward, 

into the w or ld external to himself, par adoxically forces the Narr ator 

back in to himself. The essenc e of the e xperienc e is found in the 

subject, not in the obje ct. 

We saw the search turn in ward, toward the obser ving 

subjectÑman. W hat is his essence? How can it be f ound? How can it 

be expr essed? Its essence lies in the Òspecial ple asureÓ experienc ed 

in a sensor y contact wi th an external obje ct. Unlik e an experimen t 

perf orme d according to posi tivist me thodolog y, it cannot be wille d 

or c aused to happen. I t can only be brought about b y a chance 

encounter . It is not the pr oduc t o f r ational anal ysis, but o f in tui tiv e 

creation. I ts expr ession is not in an in telle ctual tr eatise; i t is in a 

metaphor . 

Ther efore, while w e have seen evidenc e of a classicalÑor 

positivisticÑse arch in Pr oustÕs novel, the N arr ator is ultima tel y 

forced to cr eate a new methodolog y, a Òmodern Ó wor ldview. His 

predicament r ef lects tha t o f the ne wly emer ging f orm o f inquir y 

known as psycholog y. How, the psycholog ists also asked, can one 

arriv e at the essenc e of the self ? How can one obser ve the ÒrealÓ self 

of man, his unc onscious, wi thout an y conscious distor tions? As we 

have seen, what fr ee association w as for Fr eud, involun tar y memor y 

was for Pr oust. Both pr ovide inf orma tion tha t is not dependen t 

on any rational, c onscious par ticipa tion on the par t o f either the 

observer or the obser ved. Here, subject and obje ct, obser ver and 

observed, man and w or ld are uni ted. For Proust, the c ontingencies 

of time and spac e are replaced by an acausal, atempor al principle. 

The essence of both man and w or ld is distille d, f ixed, and expr essed 

in a metaphor . What causal law is to scienc e, the metaphor is to ar t 

and, while the la t ter c annot, o f course, be said to r eplace the f ormer 

in the r eal wor ld, i t may be seen as its complemen t. While Pr oustÕs 
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extensiv e use of metaphor does appe ar to stand in lieu o f scien tif ic 

certain ty and r eferences to laws are found thr oughout his no vel, the 

Narr atorÕs artistic cr eation is me ant, r ather as a homolog y. 

The diagr am suggested by the ste eples of Mar tin ville and 

Vieuxvic q is not pr esented as archetypal pr oof (if inde ed such pr oof 

may be possible). It is an ef f icien t means to summariz e what 

happens in the e xperienc e of the Ôspecial ple asure,Õ to organize a 

discussion on the no velÕs struc tur e, and to beg in a discussion o f 

archetypal under curr ents in the no vel. 
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11. The Reader: Riding the 
Proust Wave 

T he Narr atorÕs stor y is the search for a vocation. I n his case, this 

means being a wri ter , in par ticular a no velist. H e takes the 

reader along on the some times tor tuous, lonel y and unc ertain pa th 

one must tak e to get ther e. For Richard Bales, ÒThis sur ely is ProustÕs 

greatest c ontribution to li ter atur e, that he manages to mak e each 

reader iden tif y so closely wi th his N arr ator as to se em to par ticipa te 

in the cr eativ e act i tself.Ó He is certainl y a wri terÕs wri ter but, as se en 

on the f irst page o f In Search of Lost Time, his role as a reader is also 

essential, as i t w as in ProustÕs life. The dissolving o f the boundar y 

between book and r eader as the older N arr ator falls asle ep while 

reading, also happens to the N arr ator as a child, but wi thout the 

tr ansitional aid o f falling asle ep in the pr ocess. The Narr atorÕs 

grandmother admonishes him to go outside so, not w anting an y 

fur ther in terruption in his r eading, he goes to r ead under a chestnut 

tr ee in the gar den. Here, the wor ld around him dissol ves, as his 

consciousness Òwould simultane ously unf old while [he ] was reading, 

and which r anged fr om the most de eply hidden aspir ations o f [his ] 

being to the wholl y external vie w of the horiz onÉ.Ó Internall y, he is 

taken to his Òinnermost impulse, the le ver whose inc essant 

movements contr olled everything else, [his ] belief in the philosophic 

richness and be aut y of the book [he ] was reading.Ó The novelist c an 

help by substi tuting the opa queness of what Fran• oise, aunt 

Le�onieÕs maid, calls Òreal peopleÓ with Òtheir equivalent in imma terial 

sections, things, tha t is, tha t the soul c an assimilate.Ó Once 

assimilated, it is in the r eader tha t the no velÕs events are occurring 

as they mig ht in a dr eam, Òbut a dream mor e lucid and mor e abiding 

than those which c ome to us in sle ep.Ó 

Ther e have been many comparisons be tween Proust and his 

contempor ary, Sigmund Fr eud, who is said to ha ve ÒdiscoveredÓ the 
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unconscious. The N arr atorÕs quest makes him a fr equent tr aveler 

down wha t Freud called in his Interpr etation of Dr eams Òthe royal 

road to a kno wledge of the unc onscious.Ó He relishes the ride and 

often describes those f luid momen ts during which sle ep pr ovides 

the tr ansition be tween the c onscious and the unc onscious self. One 

of the most c ommonl y applie d Freudian appr oaches uses his notion 

of infan tile sexuali ty and the O edipus c omple x. In shor t, the 

Narr atorÕs childhood ne ed for his motherÕs goodnig ht kissÑand i ts 

refusalÑexplains his la ter , obsessively jealous love for Al ber tine: 

ÒUnfor tuna tel y É the kiss tha t Alber tine w ould g ive me when she 

lef t me f or the nig ht, very dif ferent fr om her usual kiss, w ould 

no mor e soothe me than m y motherÕs kiss had soothed me long 

ago, on days when she w as vexed wi th me.Ó The effects of the 

demystif ication o f the Romantic notion o f love cannot be 

overestima ted. Love is no longer a me taph ysical ideal, but a natur al 

phenomenon. The psy cholog ist and the ar tist no w have a Òscientif icÓ 

tool the y can use, an Òobjectiv eÓ perspectiv e from which the y can 

stud y the manif estations o f sexual desir e and a terminolog y wi th 

which the y can theoriz e about and expr ess its natur e and its orig in. 

However, while i t is true tha t the N arr atorÕs love for Al ber tine 

reveals the Proustian unc onscious, to stop her e, at an unc onscious 

based on a libidinous, oe dipal f orce manif esting i tself as sexual 

appeti te, would plac e a superf icial limi tation not onl y on the 

Proustian, but also on the Fr eudian c oncept o f the unc onscious. 

For Freud, the unc onscious w as also apparent in the ego and the 

superego. According to the B ri tish scholar Malc olm Bowie, Proust 

thoug ht the unc onscious w as Òso enlarged and so copious as to 

make the Freudian unc onscious seem a miserably stun ted affair .Ó 

ProustÕs thirst f or kno wledge was more insatiable than an y simple 

sexual appeti te. I f i t can be said that Freud ÒdiscoveredÓ the 

unconscious, then i t can also be posited tha t Proust ÒcreatedÓ it in 

In Search of Lost Time. 

Freud and Proust shar ed the belief tha t the unc onscious is 

repressed and both describe d the unc onscious topogr aphically as 

being loc ated beneath the social, c onscious self. The N arr ator is 

104  |  The Reader: Riding the Pr oust W ave



constan tl y searching f or those r evealing momen ts in human 

conduc t, for any cracks in the c onscious c onstruc ts tha t mig ht 

reveal the hidden unc onscious. Lik e a psycholog ist, the N arr ator 

observes ÒFreudian slipsÓ wherever and whene ver he can. These 

observations ar e, in fact, an essential par t o f his vocation as an 

artist: ÒThe stupidest pe ople, in their gestur es, their r emarks, the 

sentimen ts which the y involun taril y expr ess, manifest laws which 

they do not themsel ves perceive but which the ar tist surprises in 

them.Ó But should one stop her e, accepting the N arr atorÕs theories 

and his own self -anal ysis as accur ate, even thoug h the obser vations 

come fr om a subject who is a ware of being obser ved and whose 

actions ar e being r ecorded? Can the Narr atorÕs hypothesizing, base d 

on his man y observations o f other pe opleÕs actions, be truste d? Or, 

like the Narr ator , must the r eader also look behind an y conscious, 

rational e xplanations f or hidden, unc onscious motiv es and, if so, 

how? In or der to ge t a true pic tur e of the unc onscious in Pr oustÕs 

novel, one must f irst allo w i t to r eveal itself thr ough images, words, 

and any apparentl y insignif icant detail tha t mak es itself kno wn 

thr ough some unc onscious r eaction. 

Reading can inf orm us about man y things, but the most impor tant 

lesson is what the r eader learns about his or her o wn self in the 

process. It is as royal a road to the unc onscious as the anal ysis of 

dreams was to Freud. Auto-anal ysis, the examination o f oneÕs self, 

was not possible f or ei ther Fr eud or Pr oust. In Search of Lost Time

is a sort o f magical mirr or tha t, when steppe d in to, can reveal the 

inner self o f each reader. Or per haps it is something mor e scientif ic: 

ÒIn reality every reader is, while he is r eading, the r eader of his own 

self. The wri terÕs work is mer ely a kind o f optic al instrumen t which 

he offers to the r eader to enable him to disc ern wha t, wi thout the 

book, he w ould per haps never have perceived in himself. Ó 
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Objectivity versus subjectivity 

To be trul y objectiv e, anyone looking f or historic al or biogr aphical 

knowledge is placed outside the a uthor , in their ac tions, 

communic ations, notes, public ations, e tc. But wha t do y ou do if the 

knowledge of the self tak es place on the inside, and, fur thermor e, 

must be o f a subjectiv e natur e, not susceptible to being kno wn by 

positivistic me thods and obje ctiv es? The only way the unc onscious 

self can be known is in a subje ctiv e manner , taking plac e ÒinsideÓ 

the r eader and not de termine d by the author . One can look at 

historic al facts and descriptions to se e the w ays Proust became 

aware of and experienc ed the self and the unc onscious, lik e the 

case of Fe�lida in La Revue scientifique by Dr. Charles Azam in 1876. 

The obser vations o f the w oman led to a new par adigm. Ther e was a 

division in the self tha t made the e xistenc e of at least one other self, 

the unc onscious, undeniable. The division be tween the c onscious 

and the unc onscious, be tween volun tar y memor y and in volun tar y 

memor y, between the social self and the cr eativ e self was made 

possible by this c ase. The research in to the tr eatmen ts tha t Proust 

under went fr om 1905 to 1906 with the Fr ench psycholog ist Dr . Paul 

Sollier , is also impor tant, as dif ferent ide as surrounding 

developmen ts in psy cholog y tha t w ere cir culating a t the time made 

several personal descriptions b y individuals who w ere wi th Pr oust 

during one o f his spiri tual /phenomenolog ical/tr anscendental 

experienc es possible. The best kno wn o f these is the one alr eady 

discussed, when Reynaldo H ahn describe d Proust standing 

tr ansfixed and unmo ving among the Bengal r oses. This event inci ted 

numer ous cri tic al commen tsÑfor example, tha t Proust w as Òsucking 

the obje cts thr ough his eyes,Ó and Òlet himself be se duced by the 

essence of the r oses.Ó 

Despite the dif ferent degr ees of impor tanc e given to the look and 

to the obje ct, ther e is the same fundamen tal r elationship be tween 

subject and obje ct: between Proust, the person obser ving and the 

roses, the objects being obser ved. What is cle ar is tha t any 
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knowledge of the self depends not onl y on an isola ted self, of a 

subject wi thout an obje ct. The Car tesian self tha t onl y depends on 

a thinking self is de centr alized, pulle d to ward the w or ld outside 

itself. Pr oust, lik e his Narr ator , must look outside in or der to se e 

inside. But the f ilters thr ough which all o f this is kno wn must also 

be consider ed. Does HahnÕs perspectiv e not pla y a role? And is his 

memor y not subje cted to the same limi ts as our own? And who 

knows if having another person pr esent wi th him did not inf luenc e 

the event f or Pr oust? And is the self kno wn thr ough these 

descriptions? Can i t be kno wn fr om external sour ces? The 

knowledge gained by Proust about his unc onscious took plac e 

internall y, in his self. H istoric al and biogr aphical knowledge can only 

see its manif estations e xternall y. 

But ho w does one pene tr ate the e xternal to arriv e at the in ternal 

Proust? Can one pier ce the plur ality of selves to arriv e at a pr ofound 

and essential self ? One can look at the pr ojections o f the mag ic 

lantern o f his self on to the scr een of his no vel: ÒThr ough art alone 

are we able to emer ge from oursel ves, to know wha t another person 

sees, of a univ erse which is not the same as our o wn and o f which, 

wi thout ar t, the landsc apes would r emain as unkno wn to us as 

those tha t may exist on the moon. Ó Perhaps the Òspecial r adianceÓ 

of In Search of Lost Time can shed lig ht on the me ans by which 

Proust tr aveled thr ough the dar kness of his unc onscious. As we have 

seen, it is in the e xperienc e of a Òspecial ple asure,Ó one of those 

privilege d momen ts when the e xtr a-tempor al joy is experienc ed 

fr om Òthe obscure countr yside of my self.Ó Dreams are also, as they 

were for Fr eud, Òroyal roadsÓ to the unconscious. Depending on the 

exper tise o f the wri ter and the r eceptivi ty of the r eader, a book 

becomes another me ans of explor ation in to the unc onscious, both 

in the book and the r eader. And if Proust used his experienc es 

wi th his o wn unc onscious to cr eate his Òseries of novels of the 

Unconscious,Ó perhaps it also pr ovided the me ans of kno wing his 

own unc onscious. And whose unc onscious w ould he ha ve explor ed 

if not his o wn? In the rig ht hands, is the rig ht no vel (especiall y one 

that is Òa series of novels of the Unc onsciousÓ), a sort o f conduc ting 
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wir e of the unc onscious, the w aves passing thr ough fr om author , to 

text, to r eader? 

SchopenhauerÕs theories also inf luenc ed Jung and are the orig in 

of some of the par allels tha t can be seen between his the ories o f 

archetypes and synchr onici ty and those w e have discussed her e 

regarding Pr oust. Wi th the scien tist W olfgang Pauli, Jung publishe d 

the Interpr etation of N atur e and the Psyche. For the f irst time in 

known histor y, two specialistsÑone fr om the in ternal w or ld of 

psycholog y and the other fr om the e xternal w or ld of physics Ñ 

got toge ther to describe a unif ied vision o f the essenc es of man 

and wor ld. In the beg inning o f his par t o f the book, ÒSynchr onici ty: 

An A-Causal Connecting Principle, Ó Jung referr ed to Schopenha uer. 

As with Pr oust, coincidenc e replaced causality, and he organized 

events tha t happene d by chance into signif icant constella tions in 

contr ast to events tha t ar e simpl y wi thout a c ause of any sor t. 

Statistic al analysis plays a role, but JungÕs methodolog y is based 

on his use of psycholog ical archetypes as an organizing principle. 

As with Pr oust, ther e is a Òlowering o f the men tal level, that is, 

a certain diminution o f the c onscious mind and a gr owth o f the 

unconscious.Ó This mental sta te allo ws not onl y unconscious truths 

and archetypes to appe ar in the human psy che, but also le ts 

corr esponding f orms in na tur e to r eveal themsel ves without being 

disturbe d by reason. Where positivistic scienc e presumes a unity 

between reason and in telligenc e in man and a causal order in 

natur e, the Jungian the or y of synchr onici ty pr esumes that ther e is 

Òin the unconscious some thing lik e an a priori knowledge É tha t 

lacks any fundamen tal causality.Ó These two wor ldviews do not 

exclude each other . The mistak e would be to ac cept solel y 

positivistic and c ausal knowledge of the w or ld and man tha t is 

governed onl y by Newtonian and Car tesian laws. With the the or y of 

synchr onici ty, ther e is a methodolog y and a terminolog y tha t help 

to understand the unc onscious in In Search of Lost Time. 
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Proust and hypnotism 

According to Jung, ar chetypes Òconsti tute the struc tur e of the 

collectiv e unconscious.Ó He made a commen t similar to tha t o f the 

Narr ator af ter he tastes the madeleine and herbal te a and says, 

ÒSeek? More than tha t, to cr eate.Ó When he continue d his 

description o f archetypes as ideal, a priori forms tha t ar e as much 

found as in vented, Jung remarked tha t Òthey are discovered in tha t 

one was not conscious o f their e xistenc e of their unc onscious and 

autonomous e xistenc e and invented in the sense tha t their pr esence 

was inferr ed by analogous conceptual struc tur es.Ó 

In each person, ther e is a book of signs. According to Pr oust, the 

work of a wri ter is tha t o f a tr anslator: ÒÉ the onl y true book É does 

not ha ve to be ÔinventedÕ by a great wri ter Ñfor i t exists alr eady in 

each of usÑ[it] has to be tr anslated by him. The func tion and the 

task of a wri ter ar e those of a tr anslator .Ó The laws manif ested in this 

tr anslation ha ve nothing to do wi th ei ther the me chanistic rules o f 

classical science or wi th an y relig ious mor ality or cri tic al or poli tic al 

Òcorr ectness.Ó They are created in soli tude, according to their o wn 

truths: ÒAs for the inner book o f unkno wn symbols ( symbols carved 

in r elief the y mig ht have been, which m y at ten tion, as i t explor ed 

my unconscious, gr oped for and stumble d against and f ollo wed the 

contours o f, lik e a diver exploring the oc ean bed), if I trie d to r ead 

them no one c ould help me wi th an y rules, f or to r ead them w as 

an act o f cr eation in which no one c an do our w ork for us or e ven 

collabor ate wi th us.Ó 

With Pr oust, ther e was a Òre-c entr alization Ó of the iden ti ty of the 

novel, fr om tha t which w as placed between the author and the te xt, 

to tha t si tuated between the r eader and the te xt. For the Pr oust 

scholar An toine Compagnon, i t is ther e that the uni ty of the te xt is 

realized. It is cle ar tha t Proust made e very effor t to r each out and 

engage the r eader, to include him or her in the N arr atorÕs quest, 

blurring the boundaries be tween his no vel and the r eader, preparing 
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the terr ain as well as possible for a for tui tous enc ounter be tween 

the unc onscious o f the book and tha t o f the r eader. 

In his Intr oduction to Psychology, Freud r eferr ed to h ypnotism as 

the me ans by which the unc onscious made i tself appar ent. Perhaps 

it can also provide another r oad to the unc onscious or , at least, 

facili tate the trip ? Adrien ProustÕs experienc es with Emile X and 

MarcelÕs own experienc es with Dr . Sollier mak e it cle ar tha t the 

novelist w as keenly aware of this tr ance-lik e state. Despi te his 

apparent disappoin tmen t wi th his tr eatmen ts and no kno wledge of 

exactl y what w ent on during his sessions wi th Dr . Sollier, hypnotism 

must ha ve appealed to Pr oust as a means of pr oviding the desir ed 

lowering o f the c onscious self and opening the individual to 

suggestion. I t should not c ome as a surprise tha t he w ould tr y to 

emplo y such means of pr eparing the r eader to fall in to the w or ld of 

his novel. Given his use of modern de velopmen ts in psy cholog y and 

other f ields, i t w ould be surprising if he did not use i t. Look a t the 

f irst pages o f the no vel tha t Bowie called Òa thr ee-thousand page 

inc antation.Ó They are about falling asle ep, losing the c onf ines of 

iden ti ty, time and spac e, and becoming par t o f the book. W hat mig ht 

seem boring to some is Pr oust pr eparing the r eader by creating 

a state of r eceptivi ty to suggestion, se t ting the stage f or a long, 

extr aordinar y experienc e. 

What mat ters is wha t happens when ( and if ) you, the r eader, 

experienc e the voyage of discovery in In Search of Lost Time and, if 

you experienc e coincidenc es between the no vel and your o wn lif e, 

do not be alarme d. It is just Pr oustÕs hypnotic mag ic. 
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Sources 

W illiam C. Car terÕs Marcel Proust: A Lif e was a constan t 

resource while wri ting this book. I t is by far the most 

substantiv e and trust wor th y biogr aphy wri t ten. I f you would lik e a 

well-wri t ten, mor e detaile d description o f the genesis o f the no vel 

and ProustÕs own lif e and times, y ou should r ead this book. 

Translations fr om French to Eng lish ar e taken fr om the M odern 

Libr ary edi tion o f In Search of Lost Time (tr anslators C. K. Scot t 

Moncrief f and Andr eas Mayor) or are my own. 
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wi thout being in trusiv e, William C. Car terÕs version, publishe d by 

Yale Press, is the best you can read. If you want to r ead the te xt 

alone, the M odern Libr ary tr anslation is pr obably the best and most 

readily available edi tion. 
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Patrick Ale xander , Marcel ProustÕs Search for Lost Time: A ReaderÕs 

Guide to ÒThe Remembrance of Things PastÓ. New York: Vintage 

Books, 2007. 

Richard Bales, A la recherche du temps perdu. London: Gr ant & 

Cutler Ltd., 1995. 

ÑÐ, ed. The Cambridge Companion to Pr oust. Cambridge: 
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Ther e are several edi tions o f Ë la recherche du temps perdu in 

French, but i t comes down to t wo qui te dif ferent choic es. The first 

is the Folio e di tion in paperback. I t is the che aper of the t wo choic es 

by far and is a stur dy basic text, the one use d by most pe ople. The 

second is the be autiful but e xpensive four -v olume, le ather -bound, 

and well-annota ted Ple�iade version e di ted by Jean-Yves Tadie�. Both 

are from the publisher , Gallimar d. 

Jean-Louis Ba udr y, Proust, Freud et lÕautr e. Paris: Les Editions de 

Minui t, 1984. 
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A professor of French who ser ved seven years as departmen t head 
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Louis Jor dan (1952-2017) specializ ed in t wentie th-c entur y French 
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A Search for Certainty  (1993) and the chapter ÒThe Unc onsciousÓ in 
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A Word from the Publisher 

Thank you for r eading Simply Pr oust. 

If you enjoyed reading i t, we would be gr ateful if y ou could help 

others disc over and en joy it too. 

Please review i t wi th y our fa vori te book pr ovider such as Amazon, 

BN, Kobo, Apple Books, or Goodr eads, among others. 

Again, thank y ou for your suppor t and w e look f orward to o ffering 

you mor e great r eads. 
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