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Abstract

Previous comparative and parallel ‘genetic criticisms’ of Flaubert and Proust have ignored the
different historical underpinnings that circumscribe the act of writing. This work examines the
logos of Flaubert and Proust’s work. I examine the historical specificity of 4 la recherche du
temps perdu, in respect of the gender inflections and class-struggles of the Third French
Republic. I also put forward a poetics of Flaubertian history relative to L 'Education sentimentale.
His historical sense and changes in historiographic methodologies all obliged Flaubert to think
history differently. Flaubert problematises both history and psychology, as his characterisations
repeatedly show an interrupted duality. This characterization is explicated using René Girard’s
theories of psychology, action theory and mediation. Metonymic substitution perpetually
prevents the satisfaction of desire and turns life into a series of failures. Mediation is taken further

in Proust, and characters are sacrificed to preserve the harmony of the salon.

Culture is composed not only of logos but of mythos as well: Poetry, Art, History and Religion
are all analysed in this study. Flaubert’s works enact a repeated invocation and repression of the
visual, most evident in the Tentation de Saint Antoine, where the symbol is occluded and the
logos is lost, whilst Proust’s itinerary as a writer involves resurrecting the soul of John Ruskin
and culminates in his protagonist’s initiation into the Arts. Proust culminates a series of attempts
since the Realists to analyse the predicament of post-revolutionary Man. The works of the two
authors show a flight from the exterior world to one of interiority, but there is no solace to be had

in either Flaubert’s world of the logos or Proust’s of the mythos.
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Introduction

This thesis considers new and important aspects of the engagement between Flaubert and
Proust. There are at least six extant readings of the two authors, all proceeding from the
same facts: in 1908, one of Proust’s works-in-progress was an essay entitled Sur Sainte-
Beuve et Flaubert. There was also an essay, written for the Nouvelle Revue Frangaise in
1920, entitled A propos du ‘style’ de Flaubert. But the first essay never saw the light of day.
Had Proust, in the interim, abandoned his favourite author, whom he imitated so wittily in
his pastiches? Hardly. Flaubert is ever-present in the Proustian work, but always at a
remove. The unearthing of Proust’s voluminous Correspondance and the deciphering of his
manuscripts allowed structuralist and genetic criticism to transform a wholly
impressionistic reading of Proust’s work into a more certain enterprise. At the moment
Proust’s novel was conceived, Flaubert was very much in vogue with the actualité
éditoriale, and in Proust’s readings and re-imaginings of Flaubert the former found themes,
motifs, images and characters that he could intercalate into his own work. Through the
author of L’Education sentimentale, Proust gave expression to his aesthetic; surpassed and
transgressed the poetics of the latter. Flaubert became Proust’s double, really and fictively,
but was always held at a distance. We shall focus on interdiscursive borrowings of Proust

from Flaubert in a moment.

The present study examines ‘culture’ in its widest sense, beginning with the historical
underpinnings of the writing of the two authors, in Part One. Amongst the many
provocative statements made by Lionel Gossman in his Between History and Literature, we

find the curious statement that, in the modern world, History, as a discipline, has become a



fetish, a perversion, even.! The Frankfurt School, and then Derrida and Foucault fostered a
kind of ethical, politically motivated and scientific approach to anything and everything. It
was a far cry from the late eighteenth century, when Voltaire and Gibbon were writing
history as a literary genre. They had no doubt that they were writers in a genre with a noble
pedigree, stretching back over generations. Michelet and Burckhard also saw themselves as
writers of epic histories. The border between literature and history has always been
permeable, and the work presented here represents some years’ reflection on the terms
‘history’ and ‘literature’. The topics studied in Part One of the thesis concern precisely the
historiographical import of texts demonstrating ‘literariness’. If awareness of the literary
character of history dissolves for us the necessity and objectivity of historical categories,
awareness of the historical character of history forces us to recognise that literary categories
are neither universal nor necessary. Underlying this study is the belief that neither history
nor literature can provide a terra firma from which the other can securely be surveyed.
Until recently at least, history has been a narrative in words, and for that very reason it has
been subject to literary and rhetorical analysis. Like everything else, moreover, literature
and language are also historical phenomena, and as no essence of ‘literariness’ has ever
been discovered, the search for a defining logos probably reveals more about a particular
cultural moment and its ideologies than it does about the nature of literature. Both
Flaubert’s and Proust’s narratives are grounded, I shall demonstrate, in the socio-historical
framework of their times. Proust minutely catalogues the temporal markers of the Belle

Epoque, and Flaubert writes meta-historical analyses of contemporary historiography.

A very different type of structural analysis of literature has been undertaken by the

anthropologist and critic René Girard. Through a close reading of five major novelists —

! Lionel Gossman, Between History and Literature, London: Harvard University Press, 1990, see particularly
pp- i-x.



Cervantes, Stendhal, Flaubert, Proust and Dostoevsky — Girard attempts to define the
essence of a certain type of novel, and the mechanisms of desire operating within them. His
study extends beyond the scope of literature into the psychology of much of our
contemporary life and society, including fashion, advertising and propaganda techniques. In
considering such aspects in relation to his central theme, Girard goes beyond the domain of
pure aesthetics and offers an interpretation of some basic cultural problems of our time.
Girard is thought to be one of the most important, if controversial, theorists of the twentieth
century. In Part Two of the present study — which I believe to be the only one of its type — I
aim to unpack the hypotheses at the centre of Girard’s thought on mimetic desire, surrogate
victimhood and scapegoating, to bring new insights into areas such as motivation that

Girard discusses only briefly, if at all.

‘Culture’ has many facets, and in Part Three of the present study, I weave together art and
literary history in a joint study of these fathers of the modern. Modernity, I argue, is a
blending and hybridization, as well as a movement between image and text. Both Flaubert
and Proust ‘contaminate’ their works with visual representations. There is an element of
negativity in this work which I have not been able entirely to expunge. As Adorno has it,
art, even Realist art, always has been a force of protest of the humane against the pressure
of domineering institutions, religious or otherwise, even while at the same time it reflects
their objective substance.” Be it observed that I take the general point from Althusser that I
do not rank art amongst the ideologies, although art does have a particular and specific
relation to ideology. Art makes us see, which is not the same as to know; it makes us

perceive in some sense from the inside, the internal distance, the very ideology in which art

? Theodor Adorno, ‘Theses Upon Art and Religion Today’ in Noten zur Literatur, Vol. XI of Gesammelte
Schriften, Frankfurt am Mein: [n.e.] 1974, pp. 194-5.



is held.? Flaubert’s texts perpetually enact a production and repression of the visual, whilst

Proust’s theory of involuntary memory has its roots in aesthetic appreciation.

But let us begin in the area in which perhaps the most productive work on Flaubert and
Proust has been undertaken: the realm of genetic criticism. There is nothing particularly
new or surprising about comparative or even parallel readings of Flaubert and Proust. For
Mireille Naturel, author of the most comprehensive study of the two writers, Proust et
Flaubert: Un Secret d’écriture,” the idea of a project on Flaubert stems from a fundamental
enigma: the role of quotations at the Diner de Guermantes in Le Temps retrouvé, which
were deleted from the Gallimard notes in 1919 and added later to the manuscript again.” In
the same way, the Goncourt pastiche of Le Temps retrouvé appears only in a parenthesis

and did not figure in the original ébauche.

Certainly, Flaubert is not the only literary influence on Proust; Balzac, Barbey d’Aurevilly,
Chateaubriand, Nerval, Baudelaire and Saint-Simon were all considered ‘aimables poteaux
indicateurs’ by Proust.® In discussing possible models for Bergotte, Anatole France is often
quoted.” But Flaubert remained the principal influence and was the basis for Proust’s first
published text, Mondanité et mélomanie chez ‘Bouvard et Pécuchet’. He is omnipresent in
the series of pastiches devoted to the Affaire Lemoine, amongst which appears a pastiche of
Flaubert, followed by one of Sainte-Beuve caricaturing Flaubert. In 1908, on the 5 or 6 of
May, Proust wrote to Louis d’Albufera that he was writing ‘une étude sur la noblesse, un

roman parisien, un essai sur Sainte-Beuve et Flaubert, un essai sur les femmes, un essai sur

3 Louis Althusser, ‘A Letter on Art’ in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, London: [n.e.], 1971, pp. 202-
203, in Mireille Naturel, Proust et Flaubert, Un secret d’écriture, Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007.

* Naturel, Proust et Flaubert, p. 8.

> Naturel, Proust et Flaubert, p. 9.

6 Naturel gives virtually no page-references. I have tried to locate these where possible.

7 Jean Levaillant, ‘Note sur le personnage de Bergotte’, Revue des sciences humaines, jan-mars, 1952, pp. 33-
48.



la pédérastie (pas facile a publier) une étude sur les vitraux, une étude sur le roman’.®
Proust’s Correspondance reveals that as early as 1913 Proust had the intention of writing on
Flaubert and that his interest was limited to what, on 1 January 1920, was published as 4

propos du ‘style’ de Flaubert.

It is undeniable that the years 1910-1920 saw a great resurgence in interest in Flaubert. His
style (or what passed for such) was widely imitated in official discourse. A number of his
early works, notably the (Fuvres de jeunesse, were ‘discovered’ and published. Louis
Bertrand’s Gustave Flaubert, avec des fragments inédits, was published by Le Mercure de
France in 1912 and the Editions Conard published the Euvres completes in 1910. This is
almost certainly how Proust would have come across Par les champs et par les greves,
which he had initially borrowed in 1896, whilst writing a piece on Beg-Meil for Jean
Santeuil.” The Mémoires d’un fou were published for the first time in the Revue blanche,
according to the original manuscripts, in December 1901 and January / February 1902. The
1845 version of L’Education sentimentale was first published in the Revue de Paris
between November 1910 and February 1911, before appearing in the (Euvres completes,
containing the (Fuvres de jeunesse. Madame Bovary appeared for the first time in the
(Euvres completes, whilst Bertrand popularised the (first) Tentation de Saint Antoine before
it was also included in this volume. Flaubert’s correspondence with George Sand and with
his niece, Caroline, were published in 1904 and 1906 respectively. Proust read them avidly
and undoubtedly, this had an influence on the identification of Proust with his

1
predecessor. "

$ VII 113, Kolb edition of Proust’s Correspondance, quoted in Naturel, Proust et Flaubert, p. 10.
? Naturel, Proust et Flaubert, p. 11.
' Naturel, Proust et Flaubert, p. 12.



There are obvious parallels in the lives of the two authors. Albert Thibaudet, in a letter
dated 28 June 1920, underlined a biographical link between the two men: ‘Avez-vous
remarqué que le couple d’ailleurs fort ¢légant d’un littérateur et d’'un médecin est fréquent
dans nos familles frangaises? J’en connais — avec ceux de Flaubert, de Maurras — quantité
d’exemples’.'! Both had medical fathers and brothers. The first never recovered from the
death of his sister, the second from that of his mother. Both obtained positions as
functionaries at the Mazarine, and both were semi-invalids, who suffered from severe
neuroses, transforming them into prodigious creative forces, for which they sacrificed

everything. Death surprised them before they could complete their work. "

There are thousands of subjacent borrowings in Proust from Flaubert, and a much more
concise account of the inter-discursive borrowings of Proust from Flaubert is to be found in
Annik Bouillaguet’s Proust lecteur de Flaubert et de Balzac: une imitation cryptée." Like
Naturel’s work, this stems from the school of ‘genetic criticism’ and looks at the traces left
by Flaubert in Proust’s avant-textes (letters, cahiers and alterations to manuscripts). Proust
was, at the outset, a pasticheur of Flaubert, Balzac and others, and it is in the mode of
pastiche that most intertextual borrowings operate in Proust. Jean Milly proposed this

definition of the activity of the pasticheur in 1967:

Le pasticheur interpréte comme une structure des faits redondants du modele [et]
grace a I’artifice d’un nouveau référent, il reconstruit cette structure plus ou moins

fidélement selon I’effet qu’il veut produire sur les lecteurs.'*

""'In Naturel, Proust et Flaubert, p. 12.

'> Harry Levin, The Gates of Horn, New York: OUP, 1963, p. 6.

3 Annik Bouillaguet, Proust lecteur de Flaubert et Balzac: une imitation cryptée, Paris: Honoré Champion,
2000.

' Jean Milly, ‘Les Pastiches de Proust, structure et correspondances’, Le Frangais moderne, 35, 1967, p. 37.



The communicative function alluded to at the end of the passage reminds us of the
connotative function alluded to by Roman Jakobson, as does the idea of a new referent, the
referential function. These two functions, to which we might add the metalinguistic and
poetic functions (judiciously re-baptised ‘the stylistic function’ by Riffaterre) constitute, in
their various combinations, different types of structure.'” Proust was always insistent on the
musicality of pastiche, whatever its structure, as he pointed out in a letter to Robert Dreyfus

on 21 March 1908 on the subject of a pastiche of Renan:

Il m’en venait tellement a flots que j’ai ajouté sur les épreuves des pages entieres a
la colle, et tellement a la derniére minute qu’il y a des citations de Madame de
Noailles que je n’ai pas pu vérifier. J’avais réglé mon métronome intérieur & son

rythme et j’aurais pu écrire dix volumes comme c¢a.

These lines open what today is conventionally taken as the end of Contre Sainte-Beuve, in
the revised form (Sainte-Beuve, p. 312). In the edition today the fragment forms part of the
‘Note sur la littérature et la critique’. Both passages expose the procedure of pastiche, that
of having a melody in reading, which then espouses both the tune and the metre. Those
combine into what we would describe as inspiration — the vital pulsion d’écrire. As Proust

expresses it in the last paragraph of Sainte-Beuve:

Les belles choses que nous écririons si nous avons du talent, sont en nous,
indistinctes, comme le souvenir d’un air qui nous charme sans que nous ne puissions
en retrouver le contour, le fredonner, ni méme en donner un dessin qualitatif, dire

s’il y a des pauses, des suites de notes rapides. (Sainte-Beuve, p. 312)

'S M. Riffaterre, Essai de stylistique structurale, [n.p.]: Flammarion, 1971.



Suggestive both of prolixity and of only the work in progress being absent, the musical air
which remains to be found resembles, if only by metaphorical verisimilitude, the musicality
of reading. Between reading and writing, between pastiche and ‘the novel to come’, there is

only reminiscence, in the Platonic sense of the term.

The above quotation reveals to us, at a time when Proust was considering his vocation (the
conditional mood seems to convey an aspiration) that Proust felt the work to come as a
distant memory, whether within himself or another, we cannot say. The continuation of the
text confirms that the reminiscence in which he delights has Platonic overtones: ‘Ceux qui
sont hantés par ce souvenir confus de vérités qu’ils n’ont jamais connues sont [des] hommes
doués’ (Sainte-Beuve, ibid). Proust is still unsure whether he is one of them, but time is
running out: ‘Il arrive un age ou le talent faiblit comme la mémoire, ou le muscle mental qui
approche les souvenirs intérieurs comme les extérieurs n’a plus de force’ (Sainte-Beuve,
ibid.). Imitation of this type is, of course, not limited to the open pastiches (such as that of
the Affaire Lemoine, which Temps retrouve echoes) but becomes an integral part of Temps
retrouve, continuous, absorbed in the living material of the novel. Imitation of this type
does not announce itself, but allows itself to be revealed in tiny clues, often very brief, but
having an unmistakable flavour. These clues may be a particular noun, a series of nouns
recomposing a description, an image or a novelistic theme, a character trait or a social

custom.

Balzac is the clearest intertextual source for 4 la recherche du temps perdu, and Flaubert is
alluded to much more discreetly. He is most evident in the passage where Morel is trying to

rebuff the advances of Charlus (III 668), the comedy of the scene coming from the ever



more solicitous advances of the Baron. The Baron tries to persuade the young man to give
up his lessons in ‘algébre vespéral’, or at least, visit him after his class. ‘Impossible, c’est
une vieille peinture italienne’, replies Morel, thus quoting the penultimate chapter of
L’Education sentimentale. The source takes us back to a passage in which Frédéric Moreau,
in a situation not unlike Morel’s, tries to direct Mme Arnoux’s attention, lest she should
recognise a portrait of Rosanette ‘a demi cachée par un rideau’ (L Education, p. 445) in the

very image of Morel’s mistresses, on which Charlus’ suspicions fall.

Charlus himself initiates Morel into Flaubert, just as he will later with Albertine into
Balzac. The disciple ‘par plaisanterie [...] ne pronongait jamais le mot ‘impossible’ sans le
faire suivre de ceux-ci: “C’est une vieille peinture italienne™’ (ibid.). Here we find the same
automatism as in 4 [’'ombre des jeunes filles en fleurs, in which the Madame of the bordello
mechanically repeats ‘Rachel, quand du seigneur’, without understanding the reference to

Halévy (II 567).

At times, Flaubert provides not the ‘noyaux’, around which a pastiche is created, to borrow
Milly’s term, but the foil against which Proust writes.'® Such is the case of Mme Verdurin,
the ‘charmante femme a la parole vraiment amoureuse des colorations [de la] contrée’ (IV
291) who, it appears, has left her fictional status in one text, only to reappear within
another, the Journal of the Goncourt Brothers. The reader is not supposed to be duped by
this pastiche, since the characters are all mentioned in Du cété de Chez Swann. Moreover,
Edmond de Goncourt outlived Jules by 26 years, and refused to publish anything wounding
to his entourage during his lifetime. This miniature pastiche, the only one in 4 la recherche,

is supposedly written as the Goncourts take a journey around Normandy in Flaubert’s

' Milly, ibid.
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footsteps. ‘Led’ to Trouville by Flaubert, they are alleged to have composed a ‘Flaubertian’
description of the sea, which opens: ‘A la fin du jour [...] I’éteignement sommeilleux de
toutes les couleurs ou la lumiére ne serait plus donnée que par une mer presque caillée ayant
le bleuatre du petit lait’ (IV 291). The features of the Flaubertian text are quietly
understated in Proust’s pastiche: the sea is not in its habitual state or colour, or at least, is
not water but milk. And the milk is not in its habitual state or colour, for this blue is the
quintessence of white. The adjective is suffixed with —atre to give the indefinable and
approximative character so dear to Decadent writers. The Normandy countryside, compared
to an English park, is just as artificial. The utilitarian becomes the aesthetic, as the pear-
trees become, under the eye of decadence, art objects of ‘le bronze d’un appliqué de
Gouthiére’ a sculptor much admired by the Goncourts.'” The precious pear-trees become:
‘sur une porte de paysans [une] installation [simulante] une enseigne tout a fait

ornamentale’.

We are a world away from the ‘fumiers’ that surround the pear-tree in Madame Bovary, but
brought back to Trouville by the vegetation, the ‘fouillis des ronces, des houx’. In the
Goncourts’ actual Journal there is a reference to ‘un forgeron devenu marteleur artiste de
fer’ who produced °‘des feux de fer forgé, représentant un rosier, avec la légereté, la
souplesse, I’embuissonnement de ’arbuste’.'® This is, as Bouillaguet points out, a ‘pastiche

par opposition’, denying, but written in the name of, the Father."

Let us take one further example of interdiscursive borrowing from Bouillaguet. Flaubert
brings to the Proustian narrative a contribution that is less evident but perhaps more

profound than Balzac’s. His intertextual (or, to borrow Genette’s term, hyper-textual)

7 Bouillaguet, Proust lecteur, p. 100.
'8 Bouillaguet, Proust lecteur, p. 101.
" Ibid.
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borrowing seems to have contaminated the novel on a number of levels. When Proust was
writing his article A propos du ‘style’ de Flaubert, A la recherche was already in its
embryonic form. Proust’s thoughts on Flaubert were already taking shape, as evidenced in
the notes A ajouter a Flaubert. These are partly-written notes which remain, in current
editions, under the title, which is barely decipherable, as the editors tell us. It seems they
were written in 1910, ten years therefore before the article proper, published in the Nouvelle
Revue frangaise in January 1908. It is not certain that these notes were ever intended to be
part of Sainte-Beuve. It is noteworthy too that they are also posterior to the open pastiche of
Flaubert, L Affaire Lemoine par Gustave Flaubert, published on 14 March 1908. When
viewed next to the article, the notes appear as a preliminary ébauche: certain remarks and
examples (from Bovary and Herodias) are textually identical to those found in the finished
article. At this time, when A la recherche was under construction, Proust hailed Flaubert as
‘un génie grammatical’. It is to the latter’s syntax that Proust is particularly sensitive, which

Bouillaguet calls ‘une syntaxe de 1’indétermination’.*

Flaubert’s peculiar syntax stems from the positioning of the verb and subject. In his
homage to Flaubert, Proust notes that in descriptions of things (‘la vision’) ‘les choses [...]
sont généralement le sujet de la phrase, car le personnage n’intervient pas et subit la vision:
“Un village parut, les peupliers s’alignérent” etc’ (Sainte-Beuve, p. 299). The Lemoine
pastiche reproduces this process in almost every paragraph. Let us trace the description of

the courtroom:

Pour finir, il attesta les portraits des Présidents Grévy et Carnot, placés au-dessus du

Tribunal; et chacun, ayant levé la téte, constata que la moisure les avait gagnés dans

% Bouillaguet, Proust lecteur, p. 101.
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cette salle officielle et malpropre qui exhibait nos gloires et sentait le renfermé. Une
large baie la divisait par le milieu, des bancs s’alignérent [...]" (Pastiches et

mélanges, pp. 13-14)

The same procedure is found in the character-sketches, whether of the presiding judge or of
one of the audience, Nathalie. The character either becomes the primary object (‘une
douceur I’envahit’) or a secondary one (‘ses favoris donnaient a toute sa personne...”). The
technique is recognisable in a scene whose modernity is striking, as the protagonist
discovers, in Elstir’s studio, paintings representing yachts and their rigging. The pictures are
almost certainly from the Impressionist School, the new technique which Marcel discovers

in Balbec.

Before his initiation into Impressionism, this is how Marcel views Brittany and Normandy

from a railway carriage:

C’¢était, dominant la mer lointaine du haut de leur dune ou s’accommodait déja pour
la nuit au pied de collines d’un vent cru et d’'une forme désobligeante, comme celle
d’un canapé d’une chambre d’hdtel ou 1’on vient d’arriver, composé de quelques
villas que prolongeait un terrain de tennis et quelquefois un casino dont le drapeau
claquait au vent fraichissant, évidé et anxieux, de petites stations qui me montraient
pour la premiére fois leurs hotes habituels, mais me les montraient par leurs dehors —
des joueurs de tennis en casquettes blanches, le chef de gare vivant 13, prés de ses
tamaris et des roses, une dame coiffée d’un ‘canotier’ qui [...] rappelait son levier

(11 22).
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Objects (inanimate) being subjects (of verbs) and animate things becoming objects (of sight,
but also of other senses) give the description its very substance and structure. It is the
‘petites stations’ which ‘dominent’ the sea, settle down for the night and show their ‘hotes’.
The latter sub-theme is developed into the main theme as it decomposes into tennis-players,
a station-master and a lady out walking. In this description, the grammatical sense of the

word (the word ‘hétes’) becomes the subject, the multiple agent of any number of actions.

In his article, Proust remarks that ‘en contraste avec la variété des verbes’ which he has
pointed out, Flaubert does not shy away from using ‘le verbe avoir, si solide’, which he
frequently uses ‘la ou un écrivain de second ordre chercherait des nuances plus fines’, citing
as examples ‘les maisons avaient des jardins en pente’ or, ‘les quatre tours avaient des toits
pointus’ (Sainte-Beuve, p. 593). He has recourse to this verb himself in a passage in which
the protagonist is walking around Balbec, coming out of Carqueville church which he has
just visited. In a very brief scene, annunciatory of the meeting with the jeunes filles en
fleurs, one of the girls ‘avait un teint bruni, des yeux doux, mais un regard dédaigneux de ce
qui I’entourait, un nez petit, d’une forme fine et charmante’ (II 103). Could we see, in the
use of such a banal verb, which Proust dubbed heavy and vulgar, a means of refusing the
facile ‘mondain’ aestheticism by which writers show their ‘filiation avec le passé’? It
appeared that the memory of Flaubert had achieved resurgance through the painterly

description of a girl.

The opening passage of L Education also shows Flaubert’s predeliction for treating things

as animate objects:
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Le 15 septembre 1840, vers six heures du matin, La Ville de Montereau, prés de
partir, fumait a gros bouillons devant le quai Saint-Bernard. Des gens arrivaient hors
d’haleine, des barriques, des cables, des corbeilles de linge génaient la circulation;
les matelots ne répondaient a personne; on se heurtait; les colis montaient entre les

deux tambours, et le tapage s’absorbait dans le bruissement de la vapeur. (p. 19)

As if to underline the identity between things and people Flaubert, not content with making
inanimate objects the primary subjects of verbs of action, alternates objects and people: the
boat, the cables, and then the sailors. There is an indistinctly human reference, ‘on’, and
then the packages. The scene reads like a Flaubertian self-parody, in which things and
people are quite indifferent: fumait, génait, répondaient, heurtait, montaient and s absorbait
are used equally for the animate and inanimate. The structure of the sentence itself is built
on an enumeration; it seems to advance to infinity by the juxtaposition of short phrases
separated by semi-colons, the only markers of their ends. This famous incipit leads to an
apparent banalisation of things and people: all are seen in an encompassing vision. It is thus
that the narrator of A la recherche sees fragments of the landscape from a railway-carriage

and, indeed, both narrators are departing on the journey of a Bildungsroman.

Proust reprises the aesthetic of indeterminacy in many descriptive passages of 4 la
recherche, notably the second part of jeunes filles. Thus the narrator, on discovering the
church at Balbec, sees everything in an instant of perception: ‘Et 1’église — entrant dans mon
attention avec le café, avec le passant avec qui j’avais fallu demander mon chemin’ (IT 19).
The role devolved to the character — the passer-by — is subordinate to that of the café, the
word-order implies. Contrary to Flaubert’s usual practice, it is animate beings which benefit

from the attention to things when the latter appear important in the semantic confusion. This
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is the case of the church at Balbec which, for the moment, the narrator perceives only
fetishistically. The narrator has not yet learned to see as Elstir does, and the Flaubertian

model symbolizes a youthful, untrained eye, of which maturity is the corrective.

One wonders why in Temps retrouvé, Flaubert should have been omitted from the ‘noble
filiation” of writers whose ‘sensations transposées’ and ‘ressouvenirs inconscients’ (IV 919-
20) inspired Proust in his turn to defy Time and build his masterpiece on a similar
foundation. In the essay 4 propos du ‘style’ de Flaubert, however, he admires unreservedly
Flaubert’s ability to make music of the tenses: ‘Le premier, il les met [les changements de
temps] en musique’ (Sainte-Beuve, p. 595), and he admires him as his precursor in respect
of his ability to give ['impression du temps, citing as illustrations passages where Flaubert
conveys the flow of time in a highly individual manner. It seems to Proust as though by
leaving lacunce, by interposing an architecture of space and so of time between the bare

verbs, the novelist had achieved a new and arresting effect. So in L ’Education we read:

Et Frédéric béant reconnut Sénécal.

I1 voyagea. Il connut la mélancolie des paquebots, des froids réveils sous la tente,
I’étourdissement des paysages et des ruines, [’amertume des sympathies
interrompues etc.

Il revint (p. 450).

If Proust had alighted on the first version of Bovary, he would have felt more than a
passing affinity with the author, and been tempted to believe that he and Flaubert shared a

common spiritual landscape as far as the construction of time was concerned: ‘Chaque
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artiste semble aussi comme le citoyen d’une partie oubliée de lui-méme, différente de celle

d’ou il viendra appareillant pour la terre, un autre grand artiste’ (III 257). *'

Margaret Mein in 4 Foretaste of Proust points out that both writers cultivate the ‘iterative
imperfect’, Proust for its intense affective power, and both men for its fluidity, for the
permanence which, in common with metaphor, it confers upon style.”* In Sainte-Beuve,

Proust claims that :

‘J’avoue que certain emploi de I’imparfait de I’individualité — de ce temps cruel qui
nous présente la vie comme quelque chose d’éphémere a la fois et de passage qui, au
moment méme ou il retrace nos actions, les frappe d’illusion, les anéantit dans le
passé sans nous laisser comme le parfait, la consolation de 1’activité — est resté pour

moi une source inépuisable de mystérieuses tristesses (Sainte-Beuve, p. 70).

Albert Thibaudet calls attention to the Proustian character of certain passages of Bovary.”
At the Comices agricoles Emma, held in thrall by the present situation — the scent of
Rodolphe’s hair — lives now in the present, now in various vistas of the past. There is a
gentle imitation of reverie: ‘Il se tenait les bras croisés sur ses genoux’ (p. 207), before
tenses and times blend in rhythmical dance. The transposition of senses, here released by
the scent of hair pomade, enables Emma and the reader to transcend time. The vanilla and
lemon exhaled by Rodolphe’s hair recalls the Vicomte because the latter used the same hair

oil. Next, sight intervenes; after half closing her eyes, in an effort to concentrate on the

2! Madame Bovary was begun at Croisset on Friday 19 September 1851 and completed, perhaps, in Paris in
April 1856. The period of composition falls roughly into three phases: the first phase of the novel was written
from September 1851 to July 1852, the second from September 1852 to the end of 1854, and the third from
the beginning of 1855 to April 1856. The primitive version was reconstructed from manuscripts by Pommier
and Leleu.

> Margaret Mein, A Foretaste of Proust, Glasgow: Glasgow University Press, 1974, p. 161.

» Albert Thibaudet, Gustave Flaubert, Paris: Plon, 1922, p. 336.
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scent and draw from it all its power, Emma arches her neck (‘en se cabrant dans sa
chaise’)** and, in doing so, catches sight of L Hirondelle, intimately associated with Léon’s
trips to visit her, and also with his final departure. As she imagines that she can feel Léon’s
hand in hers, the part of her past evoked by the pomade asserts itself again, and tries to gain
ascendancy, and she feels she is moving in time to the waltz (‘il lui sembla qu’elle tournait
encore, dans la valse, sous le feu des lustres, au bras du Vicomte’ (p. 213)) but it never
ousts Léon’s image or Emma’s sense of his immanence. It is again the scent of Rodolphe’s
hair pomade which finds its way back to the immediate context, and so brings to a close the
very dream it had initiated: ‘La douceur de cette sensation pénétrait ainsi ses désirs

d’autrefois’.?

Confronted with the preliminary version, Thibaudet might have been tempted to apply the
term ‘Proustian’ to a host of other passages: ‘Lisez cette page de Madame Bovary, et voyez
a quel point elle contient (avec son style tout opposé) les tours, les détours et retours du
temps perdu, 4 la maniére de Proust’.?® One cannot help but notice that much of this
material concerns incidents of involuntary memory and the dislocation of time. The
passages in question, as Mein remarks, almost threaten to overwhelm the plot and prevent it
moving forward chronologically, and present, in essence, the same danger to syntax and the

novel’s structural evolution as Proust’s interpolations and disrespect for outer time.?’

Certain experiences can grow into so much part of ourselves, of our own duration that,
dormant within us, they remain totally impervious to the flow of external time. When,

yielding to Pére Rouault’s persuasion, Charles returns to Les Bertaux after his wife’s death,

* Quotations from the Pommier and Leleu version, abbreviated here to P et L, quoted in Mein, 4 Foretaste of
Proust, p. 162. Other quotations from the present Flammarion edition.

> P et L in Mein, ibid.

26 Thibaudet, Gustave Flaubert, p- 336.

*" Mein, 4 Foretaste of Proust, p. 163.
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he finds everything unchanged, only the natural season reflects mobility and a sense of flux
(p. 81). The experience leads him to believe that within his mind there has been no interval
or interruption. Whatever the change in the external season, inwardly the unity remains
inviolate. The whole of the incident falls into two parts: the first, where the present appears
to be identical with the past, exemplifies unity; the second, where the differences and,
consequently, the interval of elapsed time become sharply present, exemplifies division
within time. Thus Flaubert, anticipating Proust, demonstrates unity and disintegration

within time, and vividly illustrates his own generalisation in the Correspondance:

On se dit: ‘Il y a dix ans, j’étais 1a’, et on est 1a, et on pense les mémes choses, et
tout I’intervalle est oublié. Puis il vous apparait, cet intervalle, comme un immense

roe s <\ 7 s 2
précipice ot le néant tournoie.*®

On the return to Les Bertaux, the main stimulus to ponder time, and above all interior time,
is afforded by the external scene, with a visionary light shed on material objects from
within, a kind of union between subject and object.”’ A quotation which Georges Poulet
selected from the 1849 Tentation de Saint Antoine suggests an interpretation of the subject
and object verging on pantheism: ‘Un degré de plus et tu devenais nature, ou bien, la nature
devenait toi’.>® Flaubert conceives of the way in which one groups and arranges sensations
as extremely important: ‘Il n’y a que des rapports, c’est-a-dire la fagon dont nous percevons
des objets’ (VIII 135).*' The identity of the scene is all the more surprising since, despite

the interval of five months, even the fire seems unchanged. Only one who had returned to

2 Vol. III Conard, pp. 331-2, in Mein, A Foretaste of Proust, p. 164.

% The union of the subject and object preoccupied Baudelaire in ‘L’ Art philosophique’: ‘une magie suggestive
contenant a la fois 1’objet et le sujet, le monde extérieur a I’artiste et I’artiste lui-méme’ (Baudelaire, Euvres
complétes, p. 1099, in Mein, A Foretaste of Proust, p. 164).

30 Georges Poulet, Etudes sur le temps humain, Paris: Plon, 1950, p. 320.

3! In Mein, ibid. cf. Proust: ‘Ce que nous appelons la réalité est un certain rapport entre les sensations et les
souvenirs qui nous entourent simultanément (La recherche 111 889).
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life after a resurrection could give such intensity of vision as we find in the Pommier and

Leleu version:

La longue crémaillére de la cheminée avait toujours, a son crochet d’en bas, la
méme grosse marmite de fonte, se noircissant au fumignon de la bliche, qui semblait

presque la méme ou n’avoir pas briilé sous ses cendres (P et L, 162).*

Such an experience as this was to make Verlaine in the poem Kaléidoscope exclaim at the
supernatural clarity and apparently reinforced identity of things. Any experience of this type
would seem to refute the Leibnitzian theory of ‘Les indiscernables’ or the traditional claim

that the static is impossible, and that flux will always triumph.

In the incident in question, the ticking of the clock forms the immediate sensation,
establishing a link with the past, and eventually enabling the present to be displaced by the

past; thus unity bridges any apparent gulf between the present and days long past:

Le grand balancier de 1’horloge aussi battait dans la cuisine heurtant de droite et de
gauche, a temps égaux entre les parois de sa boite sonore — et les aiguilles marquant
les mémes heures...ramenérent la pensée de Charles a des jours qu’il avait passés.
Comme si depuis eux rien d’autre chose dans son existence n’avait eu lieu, il ne se

rappela qu’eux seuls (P et L, 162-3).

The sense of continuity is bound, by its creative element, to be in conflict with

conventional time. A memory can, it is true, be recalled so suddenly that it seems an

32 In Mein, A Foretaste of Proust, p. 164.
33 In Mein, A Foretaste of Proust, ibid.
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integral part of ourselves and may be closer to our core identity than all that has happened
in the interval. Proust explains this striking immediacy of the forgotten and now resurrected
by claiming that its very detachment in oblivion alone has enabled us to preserve our
reactions and spontaneous selves completely intact, shielded from the ravages of habitual
use or voluntary memory. There is a foretaste of Gide’s belief that only the essence of

spontaneity, [ ‘acte gratuit, in fact, can embody and reveal le moi profond.

All moments intermingle and are, in reality, consubstantial. Only one’s intelligence
establishes artificial distinctions or divisions. As Proust writes in A la recherche of the

subsequent intervention of intelligence:

Mes réves de voyage et d’amour n’étaient que des moments — que je sépare
artificiellement aujourd’hui, comme si je pratiquais des sections a des hauteurs
différents d’un jet d’eau iris€ et en apparence immobile — dans un méme et

infléchissable jaillissement de toutes les forces de ma vie (I 87).

Only at the end of this moment in Bovary, when the representation of the past within the
present threatens to overwhelm the novelist, does Flaubert’s sense of disunity in time begin
to reassert itself. This is the supreme moment of unity as long as it endures, past and present
merging indissolubly, as they did for the narrator at Combray, when the prolonged ringing
of the doorbell only superficially betokened interruption from forgetfulness. Here, we might

imagine we were reading Proust when Flaubert tells us:
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Un instant interrompu par cet intervalle oubli¢, sa sensation lointaine continuait, le
passé se trouvant étre maintenant le présent et son souvenir une émotion renouvelée

(PetL, 163).**

The vision is already beginning to fade from the moment that Charles awakens to a
realisation of the changing of the seasons and recognises the law of flux and change, when
he emerges from his world of timelessness. Withheld from sight as long as he remained
engulfed in the stream of consciousness, the differences between past and present stand out
clearly. The division within time which the last part of the incident reveals is exemplified in
Proustian terms in the first L 'Education of 1845. Whilst dédoublement, if not disintegration
of personality, amazed and confounded Flaubert to the point of making him assume ‘une vie
antérieure’, we are reminded that such fragmentation in his life was to take Proust further
and make him doubt whether any unity of personality remained beyond death. Flaubert’s
glance is still retrospective, but his mention of the part played by the scene in reviving an
experience foreshadows the role of setting, and an analogous sensation in Proustian

incidents:

Effrayé de ses souvenirs, rendus plus vivaces encore par la présence de ces lieux ou
ils avaient été des faits et des sentiments, il se demandait si tous appartenaient au
méme homme, si une seule vie avait pu y suffir, et il cherchait a les rattacher a

quelque autre existence perdue, tant son passé était loin de lui! (Euvres II1, 242).%

3 In Mein, 4 Foretaste of Proust, p. 164.
3> The passage is quoted in Poulet, Etudes, p. 320.
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Unity and disintegration seem related rather than polar opposites. Indeed, unity
paradoxically expresses itself, as Mein points out, ‘in and through its opposite’.*® Flaubert
believes strongly in the unity of all spiritual life, and finely observes that a change in
routine, anything that breaks the continuity and produces silence, alone enables us to
recognise most clearly the strength of previous experience. The force of a prolonged
vibration, he asserts, can best be measured by the force of the silence that ensues; just as we
become aware of sounds through silence, so inner life makes itself most powerfully felt

through an irruption into the continuity of life.

The terms which Flaubert uses vividly foreshadow Proust’s ‘sonorité identique’. The
notation of sound by silence, of sensation in negative terms, derives in Proust’s case from
an innate tendency to ‘syncopate with’ external time, to enjoy reality always at a remove,
never directly, but refracted through a medium. Such a temperament finds full scope and
vindication in memory and metaphor. This notional endowment and, perhaps, illness,
propelled Proust in this direction, transforming him into the Noah of legend, cut off from
direct experience by the flood. In the Dédicace to Les Plaisirs et les jours, he confesses that
illness really enabled him to understand Noah’s depth of spiritual vision. From a strange
combination of nature and necessity, Proust seems to exemplify a form of reversal in his
innermost essence as well as his technique. In a letter written to the Princesse Bibesco, 1
May 1912, he reveals both the obliqueness of his quest and his approach: ‘Rien n’est plus
étrange que de chercher dans la sensation a plus forte raison dans la réalisation matérielle la

présence du bonheur’.”’

3% Mein, A Foretaste of Proust, p. 165.
37 In Mein, p. 165.
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For Proust, the cooing of pigeons partakes of silence, but most subtly, before reaching him,
it has to pass through colour and the image of ‘une premiére jacinthe déchirant doucement
son cceur nourricier pour qu’en jaillit, mauve et satinée, sa fleur sonore’. At Combray,
scents are ‘la fine fleur d’un silence...nourricier’.”® The stress is on the elusive essence
rather than the directly obtainable reality, ‘trop en mon pouvoir’, as Proust has it in the
above letter. It is everywhere apparent in this writer, lying at the heart of his conception of
metaphor, and relating him closely to the Symbolists. Flaubert also experiences reality and
the essence of unity at a remove and through its apparent negation. He thus anticipates the
Platonic position of Proust, namely his enjoyment of reality in a spiritualised form, between
the past and the present, and outside time. As we shall see, Proust enjoys reality through
memory, through dreams and, above all, through art; Marcel delights in finding the world
through Bergotte’s writing or Elstir’s painting. The world is transformed by the interplay of
analogy. Without being anything like Charles Swann, an artist who has failed, Emma
Bovary is, in many respects, consubstantial with her author, and her delectatio morosa is
charged with the artist’s dilemma in general, and with that of Flaubert and Proust in
particular: it is the problem of the disproportion of the dream and reality. For Emma as for

Marcel, the drama remains on a purely emotional level.

When Léon has left Yonville, and thereby plunged Emma into despair, Flaubert analyses
this reaction until it assumes universal significance. Since the experience owes its birth to
an event which has interrupted habit, it is an intensely human situation leading to a

nostalgia for things past:

3 These quotations are to be found in Mein, A Foretaste of Proust, p. 166. I have not been able to locate them
in the original.
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C’¢était cette tristesse qui suit ’accomplissement de tout ce qui ne vous reviendra

plus, cette fatigue sans fond, que tout fait laisse derriere soi, cette douleur enfin

qu’apportent au corps ou a I’ame toute action résolue, les séparations, les morts, les

départs, les arrivées quelquefois, les habitudes brisées, les plaisirs accomplis,

I’interruption de tout movement accoutumé, la cessation brusque de toute vibration
2

prolongée. Le silence qui lui succéde devient ainsi la mesure méme de sa sonorité et

I’on apercoit de sa durée a 1’étourdissement qui vous saisit (Bovary, p. 414).

Does not Flaubert stress here the need to lose an experience, at least in time and in terms of
material, external reality, before one can realise its depth and value? For Proust, a further
consequence of this ‘syncopation’ between events and their realisation will be the artist’s

need to withdraw in order to create.

Involuntary memory inspires Flaubert generally with the sense of a void, a feeling that the
past has somehow become detached, belonging to another ‘moi’ and now leads an
independent existence. Proust shares with Flaubert this sensation du gouffre and its
accompanying vertigo.”” In a letter to Louis Bouilhet of 23 August 1853, Flaubert records

3

his impressions of visiting Trouville after a gap of eleven years: °...il semble, a certains
moments, que ’univers s’est immobilisé, que tout est devenu statue et que nous vivons

seuls’. Flaubert’s terms are Proustian as he contemplates this inner fragmentation, a

veritable death before its time.

Nothing of eternal Nature would seem to match the speed of our inner flux, of our infinite

mobility. This is truly time in disintegration:

3% Although he uses the same term, Baudelaire’s act of recoil before the abyss is more Pascalian and more
metaphysical.
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Et est-ce insolent la Nature! On se torture I’esprit a vouloir comprendre I’abime qui
nous sépare d’elle. Mais quelque chose de plus féroce encore, c’est 1’abime qui
nous sépare de nous-mémes. Quand je songe qu’ici, a cette place, en regardant ce
mur blanc a rechampi vert, j’avais des battements de cceur et qu’alors j’étais plein de
‘Pohésie’, je m’ébahis, je m’y perds, j’en ai le vertigo comme si je découvrais, tout a

. . . . 4
coup, un mur 4 pic, de deux mille pieds au-dessous de moi.*’

We are reminded here of Proust, baffled by the extent to which desire over-reaches itself
and parts of the human personality syncopate with events. At the end of Temps retrouvé, he
experiences the same sense of vertige on beholding the space of time which he contains:
‘J’éprouvais un sentiment de fatigue et d’un effroi que tout ce temps si long [...] était moi-
méme [...] qu’il me supportait, moi, juché a son sommet vertigineux, que je ne pouvais me

mouvoir sans le déplacer’ (IIT 1047).

Both Flaubert and Proust conceive of the past either as a potential burden, ready to assert
its claims and oust the present if it can or, when dwindling, as likely to indulge in elegiac
lament and plead for rebirth, but hardly ever achieving synchronicity with the present or
future. Action alone, as opposed to reverie, would seem capable of redressing the balance,
but Emma belongs to a world where, as for Baudelaire, action bears little relation to the

dream.

What ‘genetic’ criticism does very well, is point out what is specifically ‘Flaubertian’ about

Proust’s writing and vice-versa, from a structuralist point of view. Years after Coleridge

% Correspondance, Conard, Vol. III, in Mein, 4 Foretaste of Proust, p. 167.
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asked himself ‘What am I doing when I write a poem?’, the question of what precisely we
do when we write and, more importantly, how a complex literary text takes shape in the
course of its genesis, is still far from being resolved, although it has, in recent years,
become the subject of a wealth of psycholinguistic, cognitive and sociological studies. The
main objective of the genetic school, as defined by one of its most articulate advocates,
Almuth Grésillon, is to explain ‘par quels processus d’invention [...] et de transformation
un projet est devenu ce texte auquel 1’instruction confréra ou non le statut d’ceuvre d’art’.*!

Genetic criticism effects a rapprochement between 4 la recherche and L’Education, which

have long been hailed as the masterpieces of modernity.

Flaubert is commonly acknowledged as the founding father of the ‘modern’ novel, whilst
Proust is considered as one of his intellectual heirs in the transition from the late nineteenth
to early twentieth-century writing.* Discussions of the modernity of Flaubert tend to
gravitate around L’ Education, which set new standards for the treatment of narrative and
the (increasingly difficult) relations between text and reader, owing to the growing
complexity of mimetic representation.” Significantly, Proust himself, in the now famous
style de Flaubert, claims that in L’ Education, the Flaubertian revolution (i.e. his new mode
of representation) was accomplished. L 'Education and A la recherche compare in a number
of ways. They are, as we have noted, both Bildungsromane (although the genre is treated
quite differently in each case). Both are rooted in a specific historical context (the 1848
Revolution and the Dreyfus Case), and they both recount a young man’s first steps into

Parisian high society. Love, desire and delusion form dynamic themes in both works, and

! Almuth Grésillon, Eléments de la critique génétique, [n.p.]: PUF, 1994, p. 206.

> See Larry Schehr, Flaubert and Sons; Readings of Flaubert, Zola and Proust, NY: Peter Lang, 1986.

3 See inter alia, Jonathan Culler, Flaubert, The Uses of Uncertainty, London, Ithaca: Cornell, 1974 and
Christopher Prendergast, The Order of Mimesis: Balzac, Stendhal, Nerval, Flaubert, Cambridge: CUP, 1986.
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both are now famous for their sharp social critique and exploration of the problematic

notion of the Self.

Comparative readings of Flaubert and Proust are no longer based on the finished, published
texts. From the very rich studies of the two authors, we know that L’ ’Education and A la
recherche, perhaps more than any other texts, underwent a complex process of
transformation and revision. The published text that we appreciate is only the surface
manifestation (the pheno-text, to borrow Kristeva’s term) of a whole set of earlier, often
significantly divergent, stages. Genetic criticism’s investigation of the early phases of
writing enlightens us about the intellectual and technical processes which give a literary
work its present shape and meaning. It is likely to enrich, but also problematise, our
understanding of the published text which, from this perspective, we can no longer take as

our only point of reference.

The problem with this exploration of the genesis of structures — the diachronic approach
par excellence- is precisely that its examination of narratological strands and thematic
components of literary works ignores the very different historical underpinnings of their
creation. Thus it will be the first concern of the current analysis, in chapters one and two, to
establish the logos, the historical basis of each author’s chronotope, or spacio-temporal

dimension. But is it not forcing the issue to regard the novelist as an historian?

Perhaps Max Nordau’s essay The Meaning of History can enlighten us, as it is
contemporaneous with Proust.* Firstly, the confusion everywhere prevalent between

history and the writing of history is to be avoided. The philosophy of history, even in the

* Max Nordau, The Meaning of History (trans. M. A. Hamilton), London: Rebman Ltd, 1910.
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hands of its most distinguished exponents, has tended far too much to identify the object of
description rather than that object itself. Freidric Schiller shared none of this arrogance, for
he did not hold that nothing is history but what is represented by the historian. On the
contrary, in his What is History and Why it Should be Studied? he says: ‘The historian
selects from this mass of occurrences those which have had a direct influence, and one
which can readily be traced upon the present aspect of the world and the conditions of the

generations living today’.*

A long series of causally interconnected events can be traced back from the present
moment to the origin of the human species, claims Nordau.*® How then can anyone assume
(or presume) to make an arbitrary selection amongst these countless causes of which effects
continue to operate in the most direct linearity? Why should only those occurrences be
selected which have exercised an influence and can readily be traced upon the present
aspect of the world? Is an influence any less direct and any less important when it can be
traced, not with difficulty but with ease? Most notably for us, as interested in literature, a
superficial view of any human event will suggest invisible causes which are hardly ever
“real” ones. To take but one example: Menzel on The Last Two Hundred Years of History
begins his account of account of the French Revolution thus: ‘The greatest event of modern
times, the French Revolution, began on the day on which [...] the long-desired meeting of
the Estates-General, was opened by Louis XVI".*’ On the other hand, Louis Blanc, writing
his History of the French Revolution, states: ‘Preamble: History begins and ends nowhere.

The facts which compose a world process are so obscure and confusedly connected that

* In Nordau, The Meaning of History, p. 2. This quotation is borrowed by Schiller from Kant. It seems
illuminating, but on further inspection, barely justifies it.

* Nordau, The Meaning of History, p. 3.

*" Wolfgang Menzel, The Last Two Hundred Years of History, Vol. 1, p.1, in Nordau, The Meaning of History,
p- 4.
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there is no event of which the first cause or final result can be stated with certainty’.** He
does not reach the Convocation of the Estates-General, in which Menzel saw the dawn of
History, until page 258. Unlike the historian, the novelist has no such qualms about what to
include in the work or its opening, whether it is the drama of a child going to bed or a

steam-ship journey up the Seine.

The forms which determine events are often deeply hidden; the most penetrating insights
and laborious investigation are necessary before they and their interrelation can be
discovered. Knowledge which stops short of ‘occurrences which have exercised an
influence which can readily be traced upon the present aspect of the world’, as we saw in
Schiller, may explain history as it is written by Scribe in his Verre d’eau, or Pascal, when
he claims that the whole history of the world would have been different if Cleopatra’s nose
had been a different shape. No doubt our sympathy is principally aroused by something
whose relation to the present world and the condition of generations living today can easily
be seen. But this only affords us a nebulous view of history. According to it, what is history
for us today will cease to be so for future generations, and those works that are greeted with
acclaim today will be assigned to the wastepaper basket tomorrow. What was history for the
Orientals has never existed for the Europeans and vice-versa. History changes with place
and time, and it wanders through the darkness of the past like a man with a lamp. There is a
dim circle around it and, as it passes, darkness falls upon a spot that was bright a moment

ago.

It is the caprice, or call it personality, of the historian / author which will decide the manner

in which he treats and selects his material and this, according to the accepted definition laid

% Vol. 1, 1847, In Nordau, ibid. I assume the translation is Hamilton’s.
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down by historians as a body, is History itself; the writer of History creates it. The danger of
this view is those who have laboured at the loom of time sink into insignificance in
comparison with the man behind, looking attentively and recording their work more or less
objectively. History then, ceases to be a logical sequence of events arranged in a regular
progression, whether that progression be intelligible or not, and becomes dependent on the
cast of mind of a particular human being, who selects from the mass of detail what best
suits his interests, gratifies his feelings and falls within his particular aspirations; its
arrangement depends on his understanding, and its form, his abilities. In a word, History is

no longer objective; it has become the subjective domain of the novelist.

Some historians speak of wanting to ‘extinguish the Self” in order to display the naked
reality of things, but well might Georg Simmel remark in The Problems of the Philosophy
of History: ‘The gratification of Ranke’s wish to extinguish the Self in order to see the facts
in themselves would destroy the success which he imagined he had gained by it. Self
extinguished, there would be nothing left to observe the not-Self’.** One might observe that
there would be nothing left to feel sympathy with human beings, which is arguably the
impulse to any historical narration. The personality of any historian governs all historical
discourse, Ranke’s included, and speaks in and through the impress upon the reader. Let us
quote the settled verdict of Antiquity. The Ancients believed that the writing of History was
an art rather than a science, for Aristotle assigned to it an aesthetic value only, bringing it
closer to Beauty than Truth: ‘Poetry is more useful than history’, he says, and admits that
‘Fancy is the Mother of all history, as of all poetry’.”® The admission became commonplace
after Mommsen’s study, and thereby recognised a blood-relationship between the two;

remarkably for one who wanted to place History on the level of scientific discovery. Nordau

* In Nordau, The Meaning of History, p. 5.
>0 Aristotle, Roman History (ed. Mommsen) in Nordau, The Meaning of History, p. 6.
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quotes A. F. Pollard’s Factors in Modern History in Mommsen’s defence, claiming ‘I make
no apology for placing imagination in the forefront of all qualifications indispensable for
students and teachers of history [...] Probably, it includes fact as well as fiction, and realises

the power of signifying things unseen’.”!

In its early Herodotean origins, history was a form of writing distinguished only from the
epos by its prose form. Both Flaubert and Proust, it could be argued, are writers of modern
epics. But, most importantly, Nordau says: ‘Today, despite all its [history’s] claims to rank
amongst the sciences, despite its wordy, painful efforts to pass as a child of Truth, its real
affinities are with the novel’.”> The only difference between the historian and the novelist,
then, is that the invention of the former is limited in regard to the facts, of which a
recognised version is current. He cannot arbitrarily contradict what is established by the
majority, but the play of his imagination is unfettered in all but a very few directions that
are circumscribed by indisputable records. There is no exaggeration in saying that history,
as it was written when Proust was at work, was a kind of roman a these, generally
consciously, rarely unconsciously. To speak of a ‘science of history’ is to play with a term

whose meaning cannot be altered capriciously.

Science, as the only systematic practice that is verifiable, is simply the knowledge of the
causal connections of phenomena, and the universal natural laws that they express. It is true
that the word is used in a wider sense to cover the descriptive sciences, which confine
themselves, in the lack of any mental nexus between concrete facts, and observing them as
accurately as possible, and arranging them according to external resemblances for the sake

of convenience. But some historians deprecate as unreliable the use of the word ‘science’

5L A F. Pollard, Factors in Modern History, 1907, in Nordau, ibid.
>? Nordau, ibid.



32

for such a mere catalogue of basic, empirical facts. Now History is not a science in the strict
sense. Success may have crowned the philosophical historians who traced causal
connections between facts and laid down laws governing their progress, but modern
criticism makes short work of their dogmatic assertions.” Nor is History a ‘descriptive
science’, in the Balzacian sense. The events it describes are forever withdrawn from
empirical observation, experiment and examination, and nothing can be recovered from the
traces that are left, except precisely those domains in which the novel is strong: conclusions,

interpretation and rounding-off.

The other area in which the historian is deemed to differ from the novelist is in the
accuracy of observation. It is in second place, as a less essential objection. History is never
successful in conceiving events and setting them down exactly as they took place. It is
superfluous to quote all the innumerable hackneyed anecdotes of the impossibility of
acquiring from the various accounts of eye-witnesses an irrefutable picture of any event
whatsoever. The developing methods of observing facts, as Proust was writing, by the
increased use of photography, enabled us to obtain some degree of objectivity in our records

of the phenomena visible to the senses, but the gain has arguably not been very great.

The canonical work which regards Proust as an historian is Michael Sprinker’s work on
Proust and the Third Republic.* This critical reinterpretation of Proust’s work offers a
fresh, socio-historical analysis of the novel. Departing from more formalist and rhetorical
trends in recent Proustian criticism, Sprinker draws upon historical scholarship to assess

Proust’s portrait of French society, and shows that the novel’s account of the class-structure

>3 See Anne Rigney, for whom history is essentially ‘headless’. Imperfect Histories: The Elusive Past and the
Legacy of Romantic Historicism, Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University Press, 2001.

> Michael Sprinker, History and Ideology in Proust: ‘A la recherche du temps perdu’ and the Third French
Republic, Cambridge: CUP, 1994.
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and the rivalry between the landed aristocracy and the Bourgeoisie during the first half of
the twentieth century was both precise and critically engaged. He argues that in other areas,
notably those of nationalist sentiment and gender politics, Proust offers insight into
phenomena studied previously in only fragmentary ways. His study provides an original
approach to history and literature and is one of the most thorough works of Marxist

criticism.

Sprinker’s work attempts to discover some of the historical specificity that permeates 4 la
recherche and makes it the text that it is. Only by undertaking this type of investigation,
claims Sprinker, can we begin to understand the true complexity and assess the lasting value
of those works that, for whatever reason, have been enshrined in the European pantheon of
High Art. Proust’s reputation is well-established, and Sprinker aims to see whether and on

what grounds, his inclusion in the canon is merited.

The principal and, in the end, only defensible reason for pursuing such a study is historical.
Eric Hobsbawm has put the matter well in the ‘Overture’ to his Age of Empire, arguing that
the peculiar contradictions of our own time were born in a period which reached its apogee
in August 1914. He characterises the break as one with liberal capitalism and states that:
‘Since 1914, the century of the bourgeoisie belongs to history’.”> Whether or not we affirm
his judgement of the bourgeoisie’s demise, it is difficult to disagree with the view that
bourgeois society’s familiar institutions reached maturity and found general acceptance in
the period just preceding the Great War. Parliamentary democracy (accompanied by

universal male suffrage), corporate enterprise, mass-produced consumer goods (along with

the modern advertising that sustained desire for them), mass communications - all the now

> Eric Hobsbawm, Age of Empire, New York: Pantheon Press, 1987, p. 12.
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familiar features of advanced capitalism, came into fruition during this period. This was a
moment when the Euro-American bourgeoisie attained at one and the same time the apogée
of their direct global domination in the form of colonial empires, and their greatest
prosperity, comfort and stability in the national domestic sphere. Not without reason has the
era been dubbed La Belle Epoque. Even as it served for so many who survived it as an
Edenic memory of a more secure and stable world, so it seemed to many who lived through
it to hold the promise of an eternally bright future that would reproduce the materially

virtuous present.

Not everyone held such sanguine views, of course, but to the extent that it makes sense to
call this period ‘bourgeois’ it can be said that the dominant ideology of the hegemonic class
was optimistic. Even the dominated classes could share in this optimism, claims Sprinker.’®
The period also saw the growth of mass working-class organisations, including political
parties which in one incarnation (the Second International led by the largest European
political party, the German Social Democrats) reproduced bourgeois optimism. They
believed that capitalism would inevitably evolve into socialism, through the sheer

expansion of productive forces.

Among those who did not share in this view of liberal capitalism’s achievements and future
promise were the titled nobility and landed gentry, those relics of the ancien régime that
‘persisted’ as Arno Mayeur has eloquently argued, long beyond the formal demise of their
political and social hegemony in Europe.”’ In the heyday of bourgeois supremacy the
European aristocracy waged a sometimes fierce, but more often quiet and subtle, rearguard

action to stave off their ultimate demise, which they certainly felt to be anything but

6 Sprinker, History and Ideology, p. 6.
> Arno Mayeur, The Persistence of The Old Regime: Europe to the Great War, NY: Pantheon Press, 1981.
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inevitable. Like the history of all hitherto existing society, that of the Belle Epoque was,
from a certain angle, one of class struggles. This is the history Proust came to chronicle and
explain in his enormous ceuvre, 4 la recherche. Proust’s novel remains significant to the
extent that it illuminates a decisive moment in the formation of the modern world, from the

Fall of Sedan to the Treaty of Versailles.

This is not to suggest that A la recherche is totally exogenous to the domain of ideology.
Theories can at once be scientific, that is to say: a means for producing knowledge, and
ideological, or products of distinctive socio-historical conditions — a point I take generally
from Althusser and Foucault. Be it observed that I differ from them in attributing a
knowledge-producing function to works of art, as Malcolm Bowie does in his Proust
Among the Stars.”® My own sense of the theoretical import of literary texts is close to the

formulations of the young De Man:

If literature cannot be acknowledged as a scientific means of formulation, it can still,
from a sociological point of view, go together with theoretical research and, in many
cases, open up horizons, and offer possibilities which otherwise would not have

been suspected. >’

The scientific basis of Proust’s Weltanschauung has been more than amply described in

Nicola Luckhurst’s Science and Structure in Proust’s ‘A la recherche du temps perdu’.®

That Proust’s novel also forecasts something of the future that lay beyond its historical

horizon, I hold out as a possibility, implied but barely argued for in this thesis. Proust not

8 Malcolm Bowie, Proust Among The Stars, London: Fontana Press, 1998.
> Quoted in Ortwin de Graef, Serenity in Crisis, London: University of Nebraska Press, 1993, p. 26.
% Nicola Luckhurst, Science and Structure in Proust’s ‘A la recherche du temps perdu’, Oxford: OUP, 2000.
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only diagnosed the fall of the French aristocracy; he also discovered the contradictions in
the historical contingency of bourgeois hegemony. Such, proceeding from Sprinker’s

original work, is my thesis in chapter one.

Flaubert is not generally acknowledged as an historiographer, but his works certainly
embrace a ‘poétique de histoire’, to reprise Séginger’s term.®' Flaubert read Michelet very
early on, as his tutor, Adolphe Chéruel, was a former student of the great historian. When
Flaubert left the Collége de Rouen in 1844 and was obliged to rest for health reasons, he
described a need to ‘repasser mon histoire’ (in a letter to Vasse de Saint-Ouen, January
1845). He perpetually revised his notes, partly for his own ‘culture’, and also with a view to
tutoring his niece, Caroline. He corresponded with Michelet and frequented Alfred Maury,
Alfred Baudry, Taine and even Renan, whose judgement he sought on the 1874 version of
the Tentation de Saint Antoine, a work which brought together the history of religions and
literature. From his (Fuvres de jeunesse to Bouvard et Pécuchet (1880), his works have an
historical dimension, be it ancient history, as in the case of Salammbo, Herodias or the
Tentation(s), or modern, as in the case of L’Education and Bouvard et Pécuchet. Even
Madame Bovary textualises, in a different but no less critical manner, recent nineteenth-

century history.

Flaubert’s Correspondance shows the interest Flaubert took in History, and the place it
occupies in his education, as well as in his aesthetic reflexions, where it serves as a model
which art strives to imitate. History has a determining position in Flaubert’s eceuvre not only
because he frequently draws on it, but because it is indissociable from the novel as a genre.

In the Correspondance we see that reflexion on history engages him in wider critical

5! Giselle Séginger, Flaubert: Une Poétique de [’histoire, Strasbourg: Presses Universitaires de Strasbourg,
2000.
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thinking on the direction, meaning and knowledge of the subject, which has a direct bearing
on the poetics of Flaubert’s novels. From this point of view, Flaubert is certainly a man of
his times. The nineteenth century is the period par excellence of history, as it reproduced
and re-analysed recent events. Antiquity was also studied to provide a blueprint for future
direction, and Flaubert read Polybius avidly in preparation for Salammbo. Reviews and
institutions favoured the growth of history as a discipline and Time became the a priori of

Knowledge.

Fascinated by times past and, in particular, Antiquity, Flaubert was interested in historians,
philosophers of history, and other novelists, in their representations of distant and recent
events, such as the 1848 Revolution. ‘History’ in English, as in its French cognate, has two
accepted senses, as it designates both the unfolding of events (with overtones of untruth or
fictional elaboration) and the discipline which studies them. The two senses merge in
Flaubert when he speaks of History to his correspondents. He seeks both a knowledge of the
past and ‘un dépaysement temporel’.®> When one reads the Correspondance one is struck
by Flaubert’s fascination for ancient times. From 1844 onwards he admitted his admiration
for Antiquity and, perhaps remembering Gautier’s Mademoiselle de Maupin, denigrated his
own era, one marked by the rise of Christianity: ‘Les masses ont perdu leur poésie depuis le
Christianisme. Ne me parlez plus des temps modernes, en fait de grandiose’ (to L. de
Cormenin, 7 June 1844). Flaubert signed his letters ‘Polycarpe’, as this austere Christian
willingly vituperated against his own time, complaining abundantly about the mediocrity of
his society, bourgeois prejudices and received ideas. History is, for Flaubert, a past which

temporal distanciation allowed him to idealise and thus oppose aesthetically to the ugliness

of the modern world. After the trial of Madame Bovary in 1857, Flaubert announced that he

62 Séginger, Une Poétique de I’histoire, p. 6.
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would escape to Antiquity for his next novel: ‘C’est pour fuir toutes les turpitudes [que] je
me réfuge désespéré dans les choses anciennes’ (3 February 1860). He loved the past as he
loved the Orient, for its difference from a modern, Western world in which Beauty seemed
dead. Claiming to the Goncourts that ‘Les morts m’intéressent plus que les vivants’ (3 July
1877) Flaubert believed in the transmigration of souls and thought he had been reincarnated

many times.

Changes in methodologies, a certain finality, and change in the way the objects themselves
of historiography were viewed, which the long nineteenth century witnessed, all leave their
traces in Flaubert. The nineteenth century may not have invented historiography, but
Flaubert claimed that ‘Le sens de I’histoire date d’hier. Et c’est peut-étre ce que le 19¢me
siécle a de meilleur’ (to Goncourts, ibid.). The eighteenth century had manifested a great
interest in History, and neither Montesquieu nor Voltaire had been content to write purely
evenemential histories, but rather concentrated on the interrogative and explicative. At the
extreme end of the century, Volney and Condorcet believed that History was developing
towards a scientific progress of knowledge. Almost in the middle of the Revolution,
Condorcet was writing the evolution of the human spirit and demonstrated that the Lumieres
could abolish error, superstition and dogma. The title of one work, Esquisse d’un tableau
historique des progres de [’esprit humain (1795) is significant; the era is one of unified

knowledge, which is everyday evolving in a discernible direction.®

This is precisely what changes in the nineteenth century. This ‘historical sense’ of which
Flaubert speaks is the consciousness that time does not merely play a role in the unfolding

of events or the progress of knowledge, but appears, on the one hand, at the heart of the

% Frank E. Manuel, The Eighteenth Century Confionts the Gods, Kingsport, TN: Athenian Press, 1967.



39

objects it circumscribes and, on the other hand, carries knowledge itself in a movement of
transformation and differenciation which engenders ‘des savoirs’ and ‘des connaissances’
(in the plural). An historical sense would oblige writers such as Flaubert to rethink the
totality of history differently, as a synthesis preserves difference, plurality and
transformation. Whether history was recomposed literally (Michelet) or philosophically

(Hegel) it had to be considered as a totality conciliating unity and movement.

Flaubert often stated that he felt alien to his own times. But his Correspondance shows that
he defended history with a certain relativism which allowed him to distance himself from
peremptory, bourgeois judgements. The history Flaubert writes in his novels is born of new
theories and Flaubert’s belief in a ‘scientific’, epistemological history of Man. His works
are, notwithstanding, highly critical of what were perceived as ‘new’ methodologies. In
fact, Flaubert transforms history into narratives and figures which have the particularity of
being less systematic than exploratory. He does not propose a new interpretation of history

and, in fact, said to Louise Colet:

Du moment ou vous prouvez, vous mentez. Dieu sait le commencement et la fin;
I’homme le milieu — L’ Art comme lui en espace, doit rester suspendu dans 1’infini,

complet en lui-méme, indépendant de son créateur. (27 March 1852)

Suspicious of ‘la littérature probante’ (ibid.), Flaubert turned to infra-discursive narrative
as a mise en scene of history. In fact, as we shall see in chapter two, L’Education
problematises both history and psychology. The impetus of all writers is to create, claims

Ginsburg, but 1848, shattering the dreams of an entire generation, made writing
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problematic.** That the act of writing is circumscribed biographically, historically and
culturally has already been established. The belief in a uniqueness of self, in its irreducible
individuality, its unity and coincidence with itself, and the desire to capture this self through
writing, through a language that is as individual and original as the self that expresses itself
within it, all underlie Flaubert’s works and are by no means unique to him. But the narrative
impasse generated by writing — the doubling of the self and its alienation through
representation, are also something Flaubert shares with other writers. But what we shall see
in chapter three is that the attempt to circumvent this impasse leads Flaubert to develop
certain strategies that end up generating a whole text. The strategy I shall analyse is not one
designed to perform a specific task (that of demoralizer, for example) or to resolve in fiction
a psychological problem, as Sartre maintains, that remained unresolved in life; neither is it a
way for Flaubert to express certain ideas about the world.® It is a strategy to make writing

possible.

The representation of Frédéric Moreau as a weak and vacillating character is determined by
the needs of the narrative. For the narrative to continue, Frédéric has to be depicted as a
character who undergoes experience in a disconnected way, who constantly oscillates
between self-assertion and renunciation, and who is unable to choose. Frédéric’s emergence
as both character and narrator, as both self and eye that allows the story to unfold, requires
that both his life and his story be failures. Frédéric cannot achieve anything in his life and
receives no ‘education’ in this loosely-constructed text which, in Flaubert’s own words, ‘ne

fait pas la pyramide’®® and lacks unity, leads nowhere, and makes no sense.

% Michal Peled Ginsburg, Flaubert Writing: A Study in Narrative Strategies, Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1986.

% J-P Sartre, L Idiot de la famille, Gustave Flaubert de 1821 a 1857, Paris: Gallimard, 1971.

% Quoted in Ginsburg, Flaubert Writing, p. 40.



41

In L’Education, the appearance, disappearance and re-emergence of the characters cannot
entirely be attributed to Frédéric, who can neither choose nor renounce. Such events are
governed by a rhythm created by the particular way in which the problem of representation
has been solved in the novel. The particular solution of L Education, 1 shall contend, is the
creation of a character-narrator who lives through the fascination of historical events, but
cuts that fascination short, so that events and narration move on, and so that the novel
moves precisely by constantly interrupting a narcissistic duality. It does this by repeatedly
introducing a third element, by creating a triangle, only for this to be reduced to a dyad as
soon as one of the elements disappears or is excluded, until this new duality is again

interrupted, up to the end of the narrative.

The dyadic and triangular nature of relationships (between characters and to history itself)
means that Flaubert’s work is susceptible to interpretation through the optic of the works of
René Girard. Girard is best known for his work on sacred myth and ritual but, for other
critics, he is an eminent structuralist who offers challenging readings of major works. Still
others know him for his analyses of the Bible. Central to all aspects of Girard’s work is his
theory of mimesis, a basic hypothesis of the structures of human relationships.®” Mimesis is
Girard’s fundamental construct and all of his interpretive and explanatory claims are based
on this. Traditionally, pace White et al., ‘mimesis’ has meant ‘theory of representation’, but
in Girard’s usage this term embraces a much broader range of phenomena.®® Mimesis is
said to be a ‘mechanism’ that generates a pattern of reaction and interaction, personality
formations, beliefs, attitudes, symbolic forms, cultural practices and institutions. Girard

insists that there is an intimate link between mimesis and desire and that conflict and

57 See René Girard Mensonge romantique et vérité romanesque, Paris: Grasset, 1961, La Violence et le sacreé,
Paris: Grasset, 1972 and Des choses cachées depuis la fondation du monde, Paris: Grasset, 1978. It is hoped
the present study will extend insights into works that Girard discusses briefly, if at all.

% Hayden V. White, Figural Realism: Studies in the Mimesis Effect, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 2000.



42

violence, as well as a number of pathological and self-defeating behaviours, can be
explained in terms of this link. He claims that failure to understand the relationship between
desire and mimesis has been a fundamental blind spot in the various conceptions of human
agency with which humanity, in particular the sciences, has worked. The individual agent is
wrongly thought of as desiring spontaneously, that is, in direct and immediate relation to the
objects of desire. Contrary to this view, Girard asserts that desire is ‘mediated’ or ‘mimetic’.
This means that people desire ‘according to the other’ (‘selon 1’autrui’) and not according to
their own intrinsic preferences. And in Girard’s opinion, to fail to focus on the basically
mimetic structure of human motivation is to miss the fundamental basis of human
experience. Girard goes so far, indeed, as to claim that it is an increased mimetic propensity
that is the primary factor behind the emergence of specifically human cultures: mimesis
produces a sequence of interactions leading to what Girard terms the first ‘non-instinctual’
consciousness, and this experience is taken as the starting point for the sacred beliefs and
rituals held to be the basis of human society. Moreover, a mimetic system is said to underlie
the persistence and dynamics of certain invariant institutional forms, as well as the
fundamental features of modernity. The theory of mimesis is then the foundation of the

‘Girardian cathedral’ as Dupuy has it.*

The present study does not aim at a total reconstruction of Girard’s discussion of mimesis.
In its selectivity, my goal is simply to clarify some of Girard’s ideas about the role of
mimesis in the two authors. To that end, I draw distinctions between various Girardian

notions such as ‘acquisitive mimesis’, ‘mimetic desire’ and ‘internal / external mediation”.”

% G. Dupuy, ‘Mimésis et morphogenése’, p. 125, in Ordres et désordres: enquétes sur un nouveau paradigme,
Paris: Seuil, 1982, pp. 125-8.

701 think it is fair to say that a reader expecting a coherent formula, algorithm or grammar of Girardian poetics
will be disappointed with his works. The most coherent explanatory work on Girardian principles, on which
the emphasis has shifted over time, is ‘Mimesis and Violence: Perspectives in Cultural Criticism’, (author
unknown) pp. 9-19, in the now defunct Berkshire Review, 14, 1979.
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In examining L Education through the prism of Girardian theory, I aim to demonstrate that
the motivational phenomena he evokes are accurate descriptions of desire and interaction in
a particular corpus of literary works. I suggest that Girard intends these mimetic patterns to
extend beyond the domain of literary representation. In my effort to identify what is unique
in Girard’s intuitions about desire, I have drawn on the philosophy of psychology and action
theory, and I have also found it useful to relate Girard’s assumptions to empirical work in
non-Freudian psychology. Here is a domain in which the specificity of Girard’s insights
needs to be recognised, for Girard can bring new appreciations to Flaubert’s novel which,

too frequently, frustrates and disappoints.

In examining L Education 1 discuss the role played by imitation and desire in Frédéric’s
character, and take up the dispute between cognativist and conativist stances in motivational
theory. I examine how Frédéric’s attitudes can be reduced to a mechanism of desire, and
examine the (lack of) Frédéric’s beliefs, desires and intentions. I subsequently analyse a
minimal episode of mimetic desire (the return to Nogent). A key feature of this analysis is
the ‘desiring agent’s’ beliefs about the Other, the ‘model’; it is the agent’s ‘tutelary beliefs’
about the model that inform the imitative forms of desire. I demonstrate that there are
various ways of ‘desiring according to the Other’ and distinguish between imitative and
emulative form of desire, a distinction that responds to Girard’s emphasis on the difference
between internal and external mediation. In the analysis of Frédéric’s desire, I demonstrate
that a process of metonymic substitution between characters perpetually prevents the
satisfaction of desire, and this saves the self from narcissistic fascination, but at the expense
of turning a life into a sequence of failures. This movement of ‘desire according to the
Other’ supplies Frédéric’s desires, but ultimately at the cost of evicting him from the

narrative. Frédéric learns nothing from his experiences, and yet the narrative must end.
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If one surveys the literature on imitation, one quickly becomes aware that acquisition and
appropriation do not figure amongst the modes of behaviour that are likely to be imitated. If
acquisition and appropriation were included, imitation as a social phenomenon would be
much more problematic than it first appears and, above all, more conflictual. If the
appropriative gesture of A is rooted in the imitation of B, it means that A and B must both
reach for the same object. If the tendency to imitate presents on both sides, imitative rivalry
will be reciprocal; it will be subject to the back-and-forth reinforcement of communication
that linguists term ‘a positive feedback loop’.”" In other words, the individual who first acts
as a model will experience an increase in his own appropriative urge when he finds himself

thwarted by an imitator. And recursively. Each becomes the imitator of the imitator and

model of his model.

Violence is, claims Girard, generated by this process, or rather, violence is the process
itself when two or more rivals try to prevent each other from appropriating an object. Under
the influence of our judicial viewpoint and of our own, personal psychological impulses, we
always look for some original violence or, at least, some well-defined act of violence that
would be separate from non-violent behaviour. We want to distinguish the culprit from the
innocent and, as a result, we substitute discontinuities and differences for the similarities

and reciprocities of mimetic escalation.

Sacrifice is the traditional resolution and conclusion of a ritual because collective murder
or expulsion resolves the mimetic crisis that ritual mimics. What kind of mechanism can

this be? Judging by the evidence, this resolution must belong to the realm of what is

" Mimesis and Violence, p. 9.
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commonly called the scapegoat effect. The term ‘scapegoat’ refers to two things: the ritual
described in Leviticus 16 or similar ritual, which are imitations of an immolation. There is
scapegoating as a ritual and scapegoating as an effect. By a scapegoat effect, I mean that
strange process through which two or more people are reconciled at the expense of a third
party who appears guilty or responsible for whatever ails, disturbs or frightens the
scapegoaters. They feel relieved of their tensions and coalesce into a harmonious group.
They now have a single purpose, which is to prevent the scapegoat from harming them, by
expelling and / or destroying him. This is precisely what happens to Saniette at the hands of
the Verdurins, I shall show in chapter four. Charlus is also tortured, to a lesser extent. It
must be remembered that 4 la recherche takes place against the backdrop of the Dreyfus
case, a very public scapegoating, in Proust’s eyes; the mystery of persecution is therefore at

the heart of Proust’s novel.

‘Culture’ is, of course, composed not merely of logos but of mythos as well. Heroic
accounts of progress and the march of civilisation regularly grant a prominent place to the
transformation of speech and thought from the mythos of Homer and Hesiod to the logos of
Plato and Heraclitus, a move associated with the transformation from symbolic to rational
discourse. The overlap between the two remained, however. The Greeks found that the
juxtaposition of mythomai and legein the most comprehensive and effective way of drawing
a multivalent contrast between true speech and deception (or, at least, ambiguity), between
the straight line and the curved; also between that which is superficial and ornamental on

the one hand, and that which is blunt but accurate on the other; and, yet again, between the
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play of poetry and serious legal struggle. Neither though, was wholly associated with

alethéa (Truth).”

Today, we are more likely to view mythos as ‘unscientific’ or even ‘untruthful’. To do so,
however, is to confuse mythos with mythology, a subject unpicked by mythopoesis of the
type Margaret Topping undertakes in Supernatural Proust” or Proust’s Gods.”* The
modern historical consciousness is more likely to explore how we can understand the
hidden meaning of a particular people as mythos. The logos (or gerede) of a particular
people always conceals the mythos. But arguably, there are two kinds of logos: one which
denies its meaning and grounding as logos (as we shall see in the Tentation in chapter five)
and secondly, a logos which preserves and shelters its meaning and grounding, for political
purposes and the protection of bourgeois hegemony, as we see in the case of 4 la recherche,

in chapter six.

Both Flaubert and Proust lived in an age of rapid scientific evolution, dominated, as
Heidegger has it, by the ‘mathematical spirit’. As he points out in the Question Concerning
Technology, the sciences are about things we already know.” Therefore, we do not get
knowledge out of them; in a sense, ‘we bring it already with us’.”® The technological
character of our age conceals the mythos, as we shall see in Bouvard in chapter five,
because it denies that it is a mythos at all, and presents every theory with the monolithic

seriousness of logos. Yet the very enframing of our technological epoch is a constant form

72 Bruce Lincoln, Theorizing Myth: Narrative, Ideology and Scholarship, London: The University of Chicago
Press, 1999.

73 Margaret Topping, Supernatural Proust: Myth and Metaphor in A La Recherche du temps perdu, Cardiff:
The University of Wales Press, 2007.

™ Margaret Topping, Proust's Gods: Christian and Mythological Figures of Speech in the Works of Marcel
Proust, Oxford: OUP, 2000.

7 M. Heidegger, Basic Writings (trans. W. Lovitt), NY: Harper and Row, 1933.

7% Heidegger, Writings, p. 276.
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of revelation and concealment, a form of poesis. By claiming that it holds the sole access to
truth, logos marginalizes other paths to alethea. Other forms of mythos which are also
revealing / concealing include poetry, art, history and religion, which are all attempting to
legitimate themselves in the face of science, and all find their place in the present study. In
other words, when we understand ‘mythos’, we are not speaking of fabrication or
untruthfulness, but of that which is the meaning and grounding of our society, which is

taken up by our everyday discourse or gerede.

The task facing us is thus to resume, through an examination of Flaubert and Proust’s
work, a central concern which, since the French Revolution, it has been the task of fiction to
explore. The forms of this exploration animate the tradition in which Proust must be placed,
and of which he was acutely aware. But the concept of a ‘tradition’ implies something
more. Among the forces which determine the novel’s progression from Flaubert to Proust,
the most essential is not the relation of book to book or writer to writer, but the relation of
each writer’s effort to the object of his travails, of each work to the evolving social reality it
tried to comprehend. The traditions of ‘Realist’ and ‘Modern’ novels are thus the reflections
of the real movement of human history. The paradigm shift from Flaubert to Proust is the
dynamic record of the individual’s situation in the face of an evolving crisis which placed
the Self in unprecedented peril. The techniques of these novels are innovative because the

crisis was unprecedented.

But there is a difference between the rate at which social crisis evolves and that of the
conceptual formulations — what we commonly call a writer’s “vision of experience’ — which
are a writer’s response to it. In examining Flaubert’s fiction, the emphasis, in chapter five, is

on delineating the crisis at the heart of the logos, but I also demonstrate that that logos was
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essential to Flaubert. At the time of writing, individuals experienced a rapid alteration of
social relations and responded with attempts to understand what was happening to the
people. L Education was born, one might say, of a social emergency, and it brilliantly saw
what, in the logos, the outside world might explain the individual’s disorientation. Seeking
individual meaning in the outside world is central to Flaubert’s fiction, although the path is

extremely difficult. The difficulty itself is reflected in the form of Flaubert’s fiction.

By the time of Proust, the outward characteristics of the individual’s crises were thoroughly
known; the sense of emergency and its accompanying atmosphere of abrupt movement and
tragic discovery, had died out long before. Proust had time to fill in a portrait that Flaubert
had only begun to sketch. Proust’s leisurely pace, his extreme detailing and exquisite
awareness of his own artistic practice, are all symptoms of his position at the other end of

this crisis.

Of course, Proust’s task was not simply to resume. 4 la recherche culminates a whole
evolution of attempts (from Stendhal, Balzac and Flaubert) to understand the predicament
of post-Revolutionary Man by advancing the analysis of the predicament to a new level of
penetration. But Proust accomplished his task by conceiving of the subject more narrowly
than had been done before. The object of his study as he defined it had been insisted upon
relentlessly since the Realists, but never realised to the same degree before 4 la recherche.
Proust decisively ‘moved inside’, to the mythos. The impression of hypertrophy we have in
reading A la recherche is the immediate sign of how much ‘inner territory’ was opened up
when Proust narrowed the subject matter of previous novelists’ investigation. This work
illuminates the history of this entire movement, as we shall see, by unfolding its most

profound implications for individual consciousness. Placing Proust in the nineteenth-
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century tradition means explicating these new relations of form to subject-matter and
showing that what seems new in Proust are precisely those aspects of his system which
subsume the implications of preceding systems and reveal retrospectively their latent

content.

Finally, in the Technological Age, one of the associations of literature that is thought to
reach beyond the material considerations of either writing or history is art. They are not
distinct, but are intertwined. Literature, it is traditionally held, aims to replicate the
vividness and immediacy of painting, whilst painting strives to appropriate literature’s
power to depict actions, emotions or ideas. This old aesthetic masks an unsettling
implication: that a certain gap might appear in one cultural form, like a text, so that it
invokes another form, like a painting, to supplement or authorise itself. This is clearly what
happened at the end of La Légende de Saint Julien [’hopitalier: ‘Et voila I’histoire de Saint

Julien I’hospitalier, telle a peu prés qu’on la trouve, dans un vitrail d’église, dans mon pays’

(p. 108).

The present study contests, in chapters five and six, what remains of the most influential
account of the beginnings of modern art, namely that of Clement Greenberg. Greenberg
takes issue with the aesthetic doctrine of ut pictura poesis which, according to its classical
formulation by Horace, prescribes that each art imitate the other. Fully conscious of this
tradition, Greenberg argues that Modern Art ‘happens’ when both painting and literature
expel any traces of the other. The two arts are obliged to separate, to attain ‘purity’ — a

recurrent and telling word — in order for each to explore its own character:
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Each art had to determine, through the operations peculiar to itself, the effects
peculiar and exclusive to itself [...]. The task became to eliminate from the effects
of each art, every effect that could conceivably be borrowed from or by the medium
of any other art form. Thereby each art would be rendered ‘pure’ and in its ‘purity’

find the guarantee of the standards of its quality as well as of its independence.”’

For painting, this means, above all, purging the ‘literary’: Modern Art demands that a
literary theme be translated into a purely scopic, two-dimensional term before becoming the
subject of a work of art, which means its being translated in such a way that it loses its
literary character. For Greenberg, the pursuit of purity begins with Manet, who became the
first ‘modern’ painter by exterminating literature from painting.”® Pierre Bourdieu offers the
necessary corrective to Greenberg by arguing that one cannot take up the development of
painting or literature as long as one separates the two arts. To read the invention of the
modern artist (or writer) he insists that ‘one has to go beyond the limits imposed by the
division of specialities and abilities. The essential remains unintelligible as long as one
remains enclosed within the limits of a single artistic or literary tradition’.” This gauntlet

was the one picked up retrospectively by Flaubert.

Flaubert’s responses to art were in fact highly personal. The present study traces an
arabesque of the visual, present in all of Flaubert’s writing. His works enact a repeated
pattern of invocation and repression of the visual — a feature most prominent in the
Tentation, which shows a reliance upon the image and a turning away from it, a

simultaneous attraction and repulsion. The tensions of this lifelong confrontation are felt

7 Clement Greenberg, ‘Modernist Painting’, IV p. 86, in Collected Essays and Criticism, ed. John Brian, 4
vols., Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1986.

¥ Clement Greenberg, ‘Modernist Painting’ in At and Literature, 4, Spring 1965, pp. 193-201, p. 199.

7 Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production; Essays on Art and Literature, NY: University of
Columbia Press, 1993, p. 238.
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throughout Flaubert’s work; behind characters, themes and leitmotive, we glimpse from
time to time the fingers of the master puppeteer, displaying a related but quite distinct series
of configurations. His comment in a letter of January 1845 to his niece, Caroline, is true not
only of Education, on which it was addressed: ‘Je rapporte a cette ceuvre (suivant mon
habitude) tout ce que je vois et ressens’. The relationship between image and text is, as the

present study will show, one of the most important ways of seeing and feeling in Flaubert.

This will be seen in various guises and modes. In later life, Flaubert described himself as
‘saturé’ with images. He valued art for itself and for what it could bring to his own writing —
thematically and formally, it provided confirmation that he was on the right lines, even if
these paths take him in unexpected directions, as in the case of Brueghel’s presentation of
the Temptation of Saint Anthony. In Flaubert’s rendering of the tale, we shall see how the
author adheres to the thesis of desymbolisation, but in an original and nihilistic way.
Flaubert reduces the religious content to that of a symbol, then by obfuscation or
occultation, deprives that symbol of any ideological content. The visual in the text replaces
the explicatory, I argue, and the style remains paratactic; conjunctions and words that
express causal links are suppressed, replaced by interjections and queries, by repetition and
synonymy. As the ideological content of the symbol is evacuated, the logos is clouded, lost

in the syncretism not of Christianity but of Ophitism, and with it, the Word is lost.

Novelistic analysis consists of translating an idea expressed in general terms into an idea
for a novel. And one of the several tasks A la recherche proposes, and which I shall analyse
in chapter six, is the spiritual and aesthetic trajectory of the narrator. A great deal of 4 la

recherche is given over to art, often as a commodity with both a use-value and a market
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value.® Moreover, the emancipated subjectivity of the work, the affirmation of the right to
subjectivity, the championing of the freedom of investigation and the autonomy of artistic
practice, all betoken Modern Art. But to say thus, we have to ascertain in what respects 4 la
recherche is a ‘modern’ work. What this question asks for is a vantage point from which
Proust can be compared with other authors, other artists, who are recognised as modern.
This will involve some discussion of recurrent themes: ‘modern’, ‘modernity’ and related

terms.

To say that Proust propounds a philosophy of art implies that there is such an entity as the
philosophy of the novel. I advance the idea that a novel may be philosophically instructive,
and not only through its speculative digressions intermingled with narrative. 4 la recherche
gives us the means of thinking about certain subjects without being the simple transposition
of a body of philosophical doctrine. 4 la recherche does, at times, seem to be a book of
philosophy, a treatise on Time and Essence, but it is principally instructive on the
philosophy of art, because of the concepts the novelist builds into his story. We will
examine Marcel’s initiation into art in Elstir’s studio. Elstir is not just another artist in 4 la
recherche, for whilst the others provide Marcel with sensory delight, and are his aesthetic
benefactors, a particular canvas of Elstir’s is an organ of spiritual progress. What his
painting teaches Marcel is how to come to terms with the material world. This is part of a

greater initiation on Marcel’s part into a number of the Arts, notably music and poetry.

If there is a philosophy of the novel, there ought to be a recuperable logos within it. In the
case of Proust, this is provided by Ruskin. Taking up this historical conjecture, in chapter

six, carries us swiftly to the deepest levels of Proust’s creation: to the discovery of the

8 Bowie, Stars, p-7.
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fundamental difference between seeing and knowing. Tracing the typology of reading —
literal, figural and allegorical — in Proust’s reading of Ruskin, the present study will show
Proust literally walking in the steps of Ruskin to bring his soul back to life, then turning
away from the intellectual and erudite, which Proust terms idolatry, to a form of
understanding we recognise as typically Proustian. Involuntary memory has its roots in art.
What follows, in Proust’s itinerary as a writer, is a subtler expression incorporating Ruskin;
the very text of 4 la recherche contains Ruskin’s soul, if the reader knows how to resurrect

it.

If one steps back to examine the course of the novelistic tradition since the Realists, the
entropy of fictional worlds in Flaubert and Proust seems evident. Writers since Flaubert
have, of necessity, experienced social reality as a negation of their hopes and a resistance to
their dreams of self-realisation. ‘What else could they communicate?’ asks Terdiman."
Until outward reality is altered, until the negation of this degenerescence, in some form yet
obscure, restores positive energy to the relations between individuals and their world,

fictions will be trapped in an impasse.

The task is rather to place Proust in the course of a tradition, but one which he himself
denied. Proust’s tense and conflicted relation to historical consciousness is visible in the
very vigour with which he denies it. This novel epitomises a system of thinking in which
historical crisis has become painfully apparent. It seems so disastrous that, in its own
defence, the creative mind begins to explore the realisation of human consciousness: ‘Les
déceptions de ma vie me faisaient croire que la réalité devrait résider ailleurs qu’en I’action’

claims Proust. There is a palpable sadness in all retreats from the outside world, all flights

8! Richard Terdiman, The Dialectics of Isolation: Self and Society in the French Novel From the Realists to
Proust, London: Yale University Press, 1976, p. 3.
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‘inside’, from Flaubert to Proust. But in Proust, we find a defence of the Self, entirely
absent in Flaubert, and we are able to comprehend to what extraordinary lengths the Self —
which seeks realisation in concrete activity — will go to be something in the modern world.
Proust correctly traced this back to a sense of ‘impuissance’ (‘J’¢tais accablé de mon
sentiment d’impuissance’, IV 618). This pain had been felt by every writer since the
Revolution. Moreover, there was no solace to be had either in Flaubert’s exterior world or

Proust’s ‘inside’.
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Chapter One
This chapter offers a fresh, socio-historical analysis of Proust’s work. Departing from the more
formalist and rhetorical trends in Proustian criticism, I draw upon historical scholarship to assess
Proust’s portrait of French society, and show that the novel’s account of the class-structure and
the rivalry between the landed aristocracy and the bourgeoisie during the first half-century of the
Third Republic was both precise and critically engaged. I argue that Proust offers insights into
phenomena, such as gender relations and the nature of nationalist sentiment, that previously had

only been discussed in fragmentary ways.

The canonical statement of Proust’s aesthetic is probably found in Sainte-Beuve, in which the
method of historical analysis is persistently ridiculed. In the essay on Balzac, Proust accuses the
latter of failing to distinguish between the triumphs of Art and Literature, which Balzac has
scornfully placed on the same level (‘sur le méme plan’, p. 265). Proust’s contempt for historical

realism is plain:

Une soirée dans le grand monde décrit par ... y est dominée par la pensée de 1’écrivain;

notre mondanité y est purgée, comme le dirait Aristote.

Paradoxically, however, Proust recognises in Balzac a certain historical interest of the type that
can arguably be attributed to A /a recherche. In the notes to the Balzac essay, Proust recognises

that the Comédie humaine provides not only escapist art, but an historical snapshot:

Et comme tout cela se rapporte & une époque et en montre la défroque extérieure, en juge

le fond avec grande intelligence, quand ’intérét du roman est épuisé il recommence une
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vie nouvelle comme document d’historien. De méme que L Enéide, 1a ou elle n’a rien a
dire aux poétes, peut passionner les mythologues. Peyrade Félix de Vandenesse, et bien
d’autres nous ne semblaient pas trés riches de vie. Albert Sorel nous dit que c’est en eux
qu’il faut étudier la police du Consulat ou la politique de la Restauration (Sainte-Beuve, p.

290).

It is possible and, indeed, highly enjoyable, to read Proust as a series of data, construing the
fictional text as a presentation of punctual facts, whose pertinence is derived from selected details
of an authentic period’s historical appearance (say costume or décor). This is the approach taken
by Sprinker in History and Ideology in Proust.' A la recherche can thus be understood as a
record of the Belle Epoque as it was lived by the Third Republic. It furthermore projects, as

Sprinker points out, ‘the anatomy and pathology of bourgeois society’.”

To consider A la recherche as an historical document is not a new or inspired undertaking. But
previous studies have overestimated its status as nostalgic reverie for the pre-Revolutionary era.
As Descombes has it: ‘Combray knows nothing about the external world encircling it and
destined to destroy it during the Great War’.> Cobban concurs, asserting that ‘Nothing ever
happens to Combray — nothing ever will happen to spoil the idyllic, Rousseauist charm of
Combray’.* To adopt such a viewpoint, which privileges the rural idyll, monolithic aristocracy
and boyhood enthusiasm, is to confuse the narrator’s views with those of the Combray citizens he
slyly ironises. Marcel well knows the fate of Combray and the seeds of destruction are sown early

on in the work. As he walks by Tansonville he observes Charlus and hears of Odette’s infidelity,

! Sprinker History.

% Sprinker History, p. 3.

3 Vincent Descombes, Proust: Philosophy of the Novel (trans. Catherine Chance Macksey) Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1982.

* A. Cobban, The Historical Significance of Marcel Proust, p. 615, quoted in Sprinker, History, p. 14.
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and is initiated into the world of illicit liaisons at his uncle Adolphe’s house (I 79-81). Marcel’s

mind inhabits a greater cultural and social sphere than those of the Combray dwellers.

There can, of course, be no sense of history without a sense of time passing, a notion explored
amply in Julia Kristeva’s Time and Sense: ‘Whether we are losing time, lost in time or losing our
lives without discovering anything in death, we are made of the same substance as time because
it defines the boundaries of our speech’.’ Thus Kristeva introduces her chapter on the
embodiment of time in Proust, and argues that A la recherche is composed of superimposed
images, the shattered fragments of the narrator’s experience, burned in to his memory, which
have meaning once we piece together the sensations associated with them. The madeleine that
Mamma offers and which Tante Léonie shares, the paving stones of the Guermantes’ courtyard
and those of the baptistery of Saint Mark, being cases in point.® Such associations are metaphors
for Kristeva and Proustian time unites sensations ‘imprinted’ in such metaphors. Through the
intermediary of time, the cyclical ending of Temps retrouvé sets a spiral in motion, which
engenders the quest for ‘an embodied imaginary, a space where words knit...I the writer...I the

reader, and the living and dying I".”

The inflection of events through a largely personal chronology, in which universal temporal
markers are scant, is also a characteristic of the Proustian novel. The first-person narrative, not to
say self-obsessed introspection of the narrator, have led critics to question how far A4 la recherche
can reliably be regarded as an historical document at all. J. M. Cocking’s comments on Proust’s

relation to historical facts are characteristic in this regard:

> Julia Kristeva, Time and Sense: Proust and the Experience of Literature (trans. Ross Gruberman), New York:
Columbia University Press, 1996, p. 3.

6 Kristeva Time, p. 169.

7 Kristeva, ibid.
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Apart from [Proust’s] comments on the Affair, where the interest is sociological in very
general terms but not specifically political, there is not much historical reference in the
novel; nor is there much to be found in the letters in this selection. He comments
sometimes on day-to-day events as any intelligent reader of Le Figaro might do. But there
is no sign of awareness of the major political changes in the Third Republic: the definitive
victory of the bourgeoisie, the increased influence of the financiers and industrialists, the
establishment of Radicalism as the majority political attitude, with lip-service to the
Revolution and the Nation, hostility to aristocracy, Church and army, and real interest in
wealth and material prosperity. Unlike Balzac, Proust is not much interested in the
economic mechanisms of social change, only the repercussions of such change on social

groupings, conventions and rituals.®

Proust’s texts may not have the overt representational figures of Balzac or even Flaubert, but he

was more than ‘aware’ of the manifest ‘signs of change’ in his time.

When White refers to historical narratives as ‘verbal fictions’, he is clearly trying to provoke
deeper thinking about the permeability of the border between historical and other types of
expression, and about the role of imagination in producing history. To an extent, history is made
rather than found on the archival shelf, often using the same techniques as those texts whose
function is primarily aesthetic.” Reversing the mechanism then, we may justifiably use the
insights of the historiographer to peer behind the decorous curtain of aesthetics to expose the

historical situations presented in the text. This is on the assumption that the novel presents us

¥ J. M. Cocking, Introduction to Marcel Proust: Selected Letters, 1880-1903, ed. Philip Kolb (trans. Ralph Manheim)
Garden City, NY: Double Day, 1983, pp. XXIV-XXV.

? Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1975, p. 3.
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with a view of the past about which we can speak meaningfully as historians, since the readers of
novels seldom pose the metaphysical question of whether the past exists, or the epistemological

question of whether it is knowable.

Kristeva’s ‘embodiment’ in narrative echoes Auerbach’s ideas of literature and literary history as
an Erfiillung or ‘fulfilment’. For him, the representative literary text is a fulfilment of a previous
text and a prefiguration of some later narrative. Furthermore, Auerbach’s figuralist model
explicates the author’s experience of an historical milieu and is therefore a prefiguration of a
piece of historical reality. As Kristeva’s image of the perpetual spiral makes clear, Erfiillung is an
anomalous, non-determining force or ateleological ending, i.e. one which is always becoming but
is never actualised. But this is not to say that the literary text lacks historical validity, for the
meaning of a literary text is found precisely in its relation to its historical context, not in its
relation to some archetype of ‘Truth’ or ‘Beauty’. In Mimesis, Auerbach presents figuralism as a
characteristic of Western post-industrial culture: ‘it has extended through the atmospheric realm
of Balzac and the descriptivism of Flaubert, down to the Modernism of Proust, Wolfe and

10
Joyce’.

Central to Auerbach’s claim is the discovery that human life and society find whatever meaning
they might possess through history, not in any transcendental or religious realm. Literary Realism
in its classic, nineteenth-century incarnation was the application of this process to the

representation of present social reality. Thus in Mimesis Auerbach could write:

When [people] came to appreciate the vital unity of individual epochs, so that each epoch

appears as a whole whose character is reflected in each of its manifestations; when,

' Eric Auerbach, Mimesis (trans. Willard R. Trask) Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968, p. 556.
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finally, they accept the conviction that the meaning of events cannot be grasped in
abstract forms of cognition and that the material needed to understand it must not be
sought exclusively in the upper strata and in all major political events but also in art,
economy, material and intellectual culture, in the depths of the workaday world and its
men and women, because it is only there that we can grasp what is unique, what is
animated by inner forces, and what, in both a more concrete and a more profound sense is
universally valid.[...] Now, we know the insights which I have just enumerated and

which, taken all together, represent the intellectual trend known as Historicism. (pp. 443-

4).

The apparent osmosis between history and literature has been all the greater for our
understanding that the representability of history and the accounts of history based upon it are
always necessarily, as Anne Rigney has it, ‘imperfect’.!’ We cannot achieve total objectivity in
our cognitive dealings with the past, she claims, ‘on the contrary, historical representation as such
is premised on the loss or absence of a past reality as on its former existence’.'? The point has
been also made by Spiegel, who has written of the growing realisation that ‘the past inevitably
escapes us, that words, names, signs, functions — our fragile instruments of research and

scholarship — are at least only momentarily empowered to capture the reality of the past’."

Auerbach’s distinctly modernist approach to literary historiography is expressed precisely in
terms of loss and imperfection. Mimesis is, in many respects, the scientifically-elaborated story of

how the figures that compose history have been fleshed out, so that historicity, humanity’s

" Rigney, Imperfect Histories, p. 2.

2 Rigney, Imperfect Histories, ibid.

13 Gabriel Spiegel, The Past as Text: The Theory and Practice of Medieval Historiography, Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1997, pp. 42-43.
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primary mode of being in the world, is represented as the only one which individuals, events,

institutions and discourses are apprehended in relation to each other.

Thus envisaged, Modernism effects the closure of the gap between history and the predominant
version of literature called fiction. For Rigney, the term has accumulated a number of highly-
charged meanings, ranging from ‘invented’ or ‘imaginary’ to the ‘unreal but seen as
legitimate”.'* In Modernism, literature takes form as a manner of writing which conjoins former

oppositions between the ‘literal’ and ‘figurative’ dimensions on one hand, and the ‘factual’ and

‘fictional’ on the other. Consequently, claims White:

Modernism is the setting aside of the long-standing distinction between history and
fiction, not in order to collapse the one onto the other, but the better to examine the

‘myths’ of the grand narratives of Fate, Providence, Geist, Progress and the dialectic =

The function of the Proustian narrative as Erfiillung is demonstrated in the first chapter of
Sodome et Gomorrhe, in a passage appearing just after Marcel has succeeded in being admitted to
the circle of the Prince de Guermantes, and has immediately thereafter witnessed Swann’s
banishment from the party. Hayden White has produced a fine example of close textual reading

of this interlude (III 54-58), but perhaps fails to grasp the importance of his own analysis.'®

At first, the passage seems to come from the School of pure Descriptivism — it is an account of
one consciousness’ purely phenomenological attempt to grasp an art-object — the fountain by

Hubert Robert (III 56-7). By turns, however, the description of the fountain comes to stand in

14 Rigney, Imperfect Histories, p. 5.
'S White, Figural Realism, p. 100.
'® White, Figural Realism, pp. 100-104.
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meta-narrative manner for the larger narrative that recounts Marcel’s entry into noble society
after an absence of some ten years. The scene is, in fact, structured as four phases of
comprehension, cast in the rhetorical modes of metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche and irony.
Furthermore, the passage has a close structural semblance to the three scenes that precede it, and
into which it seems ponderously inserted. The three sections are firstly, the narrator’s observation
at the start of Sodome of Charlus’ seduction of Jupien (III 4-9), his reflection on the nature of the
descendants of the Cities of the Plain (III 16-32) and his classification of them like so many plant
and animal species. Secondly, this preface is followed by Marcel’s attempts to recognise the
characters he encounters on his way to meet the Prince (III 36). There are four extended
descriptions — and another taxonomy of social types. Finally, Marcel is presented to the Prince
and reflects on the difference between true nobility and its arriviste imitation. Each of these
scenes consists of an attempt at interpretation. Each of these narrations moves from metaphorical
apprehension of the scene, through metonymic dispersion of its attributes, to a synechdochic

comprehension of its nature, creating an ironic distance from the narrative itself.

Marcel’s contemplation of the Hubertian fountain is framed by two acts of deviance — one social,
the other natural. The passage ends with one of the errant jets of water playing over Madame
d’Arpajon, much to the tendentious amusement of the company. It coincides with Marcel’s
conversation with the Prince, when he observes a new ‘considération’ engulfing Swann ‘avec la
puissance d’une pompe aspirante’, establishing an identity between the two characters and the

‘célebre jet d’eau d’Hubert Robert’ (111, 56).

The first description is introduced by a view of the fountain from afar: ‘On le voyait de loin,
svelte, immobile, dure, ne laissant agir par la brise que la retombée plus légeére de son panache

pale et frémissant’. The description itself only specifies the image as an unfathomable



63

‘impression de D’art’, and features a synecdoche, ‘le XVIII siécle’, a pun on ‘style’, two
metaphors, ‘faite’ and ‘nuage’, and a simile ‘comme ceux qui’. The passage moves subsequently
into metonymic mode, introduced by the phrase ‘De plus pres’. The single flow, of which one
only had an impression, is now revealed to be sending forth ever new streams of water according
to ‘le dessein préalablement tracé’. The rhetorical mode of this passage could therefore be called
metonymic, as it reduces the aesthetic appearance of the fountain to its base materiality. The

fluidity of the water is like the ‘stones of an ancient palace’.

The third part of the description is scarcely more than mathematical. It essentialises the fountain
to such a degree that form and content become inseparable. But this description, beginning ‘De
plus pres’ is, in fact, a synecdoche of the paragraph itself. The continuity of the passage is itself
assured by an ‘apparence toute linéaire’, each line of which is incorporated into a ‘reprise
latérale’ of a succession of descriptions, which mounts ‘plus haut que le premier et était lui-méme

a une plus grande hauteur, mais déja fatigante pour lui, relevé par un troisieme’.

It might seem that any further description would be superfluous to our understanding, but Proust
ironises his / Marcel’s own view of the fountain. Having personified the water in the eyes of the
observer, any notion of ‘on voyait’ or ‘on se rendait compte que’ is removed from the narrative.
The personification is extravagant as it describes the ‘gouttelettes’ of water and ‘leurs sceurs’
dancing in a chaotic fashion, blurring the rectitude of the proud, male ‘tiges’ at the top of their
stems. Once again we are brought back to art images, as a cloud ‘en apparence peint’ is
composed of thousands of tiny water droplets. All too abruptly and, with comic bathos, we are
reminded that ‘Malheureusement, un coup de vent suffisait a I’envoyer obliquement par terre’ (I1I
57). ‘Panache’, ‘art’ and ‘Versailles’ give way to stiffness and immutability. A fountain is only a

jet of water. White comments that:



64

By the time we reach the fourth description, we are permitted to discern something like
the retrospective kind of plot that allows a correlation of events in this story. But what we
have been permitted to comprehend is less the nature of the ‘jet d’eau’ than that of

figuration itself.'’

The fourth description bears the same relation to the three preceding parts that the fountain scene
as a whole bears to the narratives that deal with homosexual seduction, types of socialite and the
true nobility. The meeting with the Prince also constitutes four distinct stages of recognition,
marked by ‘Je compris tout de suite que’, ‘je trouvai dans sa réserve’, ‘je trouvai 1’acceuil du
Prince’ and ‘comprenant que je ne 1’avais posée...”. Like the fountain description, the Prince at
first seems stiff (‘compassé’), solemn and haughty, at least in contrast to the genial Duc de
Guermantes. But, from the first words spoken to Marcel, the latter realizes that the disdainful one

is the Duc, whilst the Prince has the true simplicity of the nobility.

The sequence of rhetorical modes of figuration in this scene follows the same as that set by the
fountain scene. There are two metaphorical apprehensions of the Prince from afar. Upon closer
inspection, these are reduced to metonymies, in the status of two masks of character — just as the
fountain has the status of ‘une sensation de 1’eau’ and ‘une impression de 1’art’. In the third
characterisation, the elements of the Prince’s manner are combined into a synecdoche of ‘un
sentiment plus grand’, and the identification of the ‘hauteur traditionnelle’ of the representatives

of such milieus with the ‘simplicité réelle’ lacking in their affected modern descendants.

" White, Figural Realism, p. 137.
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This comprehension of the Prince’s consideration is furthermore undercut by his behaviour in
intercepting Swann and carrying him off with the force of a suction pump (III 56). This social
hiatus mirrors the swerve of the disobedient jet of water which drenches Mme d’Arpajon — here
distancing and problematising social relations (we later learn that the Prince has converted to

Dreyfusism) rather than artistic ones.

The two scenes are not connected by any logic in the pure sense; there is no basis for connecting
the description of the fountain and the meeting with the Prince by deduction — their relationship is
arbitrary, unpredictable and even unnecessary, but at the same time, functionally effective. It is a
genealogical relationship, bodying forth from imagination. Nevertheless, the fountain scene will
inevitably be retroduced from the meeting with the Prince, as the three images that specify its
nature as Art are ‘panache’, ‘le XVIII siécle’ and ‘Versailles’ — all associated with the ancien
régime. All were put in place by ‘un dessein préalablement tracé’, much as the Old Order was
thought to be divinely ordained. There is historical reference on the micro- and macro-narrative

levels.

If the object of an enquiry is the constituent of the physical world, such as a force or body, it is
not incumbent on the enquirer to raise the prior question of the basis of the enquiry itself. This
would normally be true of bodily functions or of organisms endowed with subjective capacities
because the body is also constituted by such forces and substances. But if we are to attempt an
analysis of the Proustian concept of Being, which does not relate primarily to the physical world
but to the implicit one of subjectivity, then it is necessary to situate that Being in relation to the

spacio-temporal process.



66

Proust speaks in La Prisonniére of novelists such as Balzac who discovered the shape of their
ceuvre only after they were in the process of writing it. This is, of course, a self-referential
remark, given the metamorphosis that A la recherche underwent after the publication of chez
Swann. Traditional, nineteenth-century fiction used an arbitrary temporal framework, involving a
precise moment of beginning and ending, so that, as Houston points out: ‘a piece of fictive
reality, however great the sense of temporal realism, was lifted out of the larger, indefinite sweep
of time’."® The first-person narrative was no exception. The passé composé used in the opening
words of the novel, ‘Longtemps, je me suis couché de bonne heure’, gives the impression of
establishing just such a traditional ‘double-time’ reference: a time when the ‘I’ narrates the
present and past of a character-focussed narrative. This would place us within the mode of speech

of “true’ lived experience (gerede) and the “proclaiming’ verb of the logos."

The period of Swann’s love for Odette can be determined with some accuracy. Alexandre
Dumas’ Frangillon has just opened, Jules Grévy is President of the Republic, Gambetta’s funeral
takes place, and in the avant-garde salons, Wagner is all the rage, until Beethoven supplants him
amongst the snobs. We are certainly in the decade of the 1880s. Indeed, Odette is, in many ways,
with her penchants for exotic fashions, the embodiment of the World Exhibition of 1878. But as
we read, the ‘recent present’ becomes more elusive. There are few intercalations of dates. We
move, with the Dreyfus Affair hovering in the hinterland, to the accession of the Prince of Wales,
a friend of Swann’s; the Boer War comes to an end. We progress through fashions in dress and
furniture, minutely and with infinite patience, as Proust charts the names of caterers, plays,
restaurants, clubs and manners of speech. The richness of these details suggests that Proust

clearly wishes to provide an accurate historical setting. The inhabitants of this world, whilst for

'8 John Porter Houston, The Shape and Style of Proust’s Novel, Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1982, p. 60.
" Lincoln, Myth, p. 4.
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the most part, fictional, undergo physical changes, providing a physiognomy of history, in which

the narrative 1s anchored.

Sprinker’s penetrating study of history and ideology in Proust has been written somewhat against
the grain of appreciations of A la recherche. Weber concludes his study of social life in the early

Third Republic with a typically anti-theoretical view of the novel:

For what is la recherche (sic) but the profound account of a profoundly frivolous world?
A fin- de-siécle view of the fin-de-siécle, always remembering that Proust’s inspiration
was Clio, the muse who gathered up everything that the loftier muses rejected —
everything not founded on Truth — the contingent, the uncertain, the accidental, incidental

and ultimately dependent on the evanescent impressions and distorting visions of men.

The difficulty in ascertaining even relative time in Combray is in part due to mere indications
such as ‘une fois’ or ‘ une fois par an’, when the events are clearly specific but the dominant
tense is the imperfect, indicating repeated habitual actions rather than a completed event. Houston
remarks that the Proustian narrative is ‘not so much iterative’ as ‘typical’ — a technique which
may have been inherited from Flaubert.”' In the ‘typical imperfect’ of the logos, the verbs of
inquit clauses are simply and bluntly ‘disait’ or ‘répondait’, giving the narrative a sense of inertia
as one cannot relate the specifics of what was supposed to happen on many occasions in this way
(see I 58). Seasons and cyclical events can easily be transcribed within this tense, although with
less stagnation than in Bovary. The various moments of the Combray section can be melted into

one Sunday, stretching from cool weather and weak sunshine in the morning, to the longer

2B R. Weber, Fin de Siécle, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986, p. 45.
*! Houston, Shape and Style, p. 61.
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evenings of Ascension tide. Saturday is played out in a minor key in this cycle of life. Then, as
Proust describes the hawthorn blossom, we return to Sundays. The May blossom is a recurrent

temporal marker through its associations with Swann, and later, with Gilberte.

The ‘Méséglise Way’ is composed, apparently, of a series of narrative digressions, each
representing a spatial deviation. Upon closer inspection, it is furthermore subdivided into two
subsections, referring to different general areas of time but encompassing the same scenery at
different moments (e.g. I 159). The narrator gives to the two ways (the first prefiguring the
second), the cohesion, the unity ‘which belongs only to creations of our minds’ (I 134), indicating
that Proust in no way intended us to substitute an exact model of real time for the time in his
fictive model. Thus, key events in the novel which are referred to but not represented diegetically
may be impossible to situate exactly. Since the marriage of Swann and Odette takes place when
the narrator is a child, it must be situated somewhere between the period of time he remembers
and actual ‘historical’ time. The whole section, of course, begs the question of how historical
events may be recuperated at all, given that they are unknown to us.” A sense of temporal

progression is often given within an apparently limited physical space.

‘Nous juxtaposons, dit Bergson, nos ¢états de conscience de maniére a les apercevoir
simultanément, non plus I’un dans I’autre mais 1’'un a c6té de 1’autre; bref, nous projetons le
temps dans I’espace’.”> Thus Poulet begins his L Espace proustien. Such an occasion of time
shifting without, whilst the protagonist remains in the confines of his room, is provided in the

Noms de pays: Le pays section of A la recherche. As the narrator gazes from his hotel window,

time expands:

22 Gareth H. Steel, Chronology and Time in ‘A la recherche du temps perdu’, Geneva: Droz, 1979, p. 22.
» Georges Poulet, L Espace proustien, Series Tel, 68, Paris: Gallimard, 1982, p. 3.
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Car — comme la baie de Balbec était un petit univers a part au milieu du grand, une
corbeille de saisons ou étaient rassemblés en cercle les jours variés et les mois successifs,
si bien que, non seulement les jours ou on apercevait Rivebelle, ce qui était signe d’orage,
on y distinguait du soleil sur les maisons pendant qu’il faisait noir a Balbec, on était
certain de trouver sur cette autre rive deux ou trois mois supplémentaires de chaleur —
ceux de ces habitués du Grand-hotel dont les vacances commengaient tard ou duraient
longtemps faisaient, quand arrivaient les pluies et les brumes, a I’approche de I’automne,
chargés de leurs malles sur une barque, et traversaient rejoindre Rivebelle ou Costador.

(I1 36)

This is, of course, the condensation of the period(s) of the narrator’s sexual awakening, between
the day on which Marcel saw the band of girls on the beach and the evening on which Elstir
introduces Albertine and her friends. The transition in time is one of maturation. The very first
paragraphs of the novel in which the boy awakens disoriented and anguished, show us that,

concordant with Modernist astrophysics, the Proustian Being is inseparable from when it exists.

Sprinker has provided an admirable concordance to historical events alluded to in 4 la
recherche, to which very little need be added. The hegemony of the bourgeoisie of the Third
Republic arose from the defeat at Sedan (2 September 1870) and the suppression of the Commune
in 1871. The Republic over which Thiers would preside would only truly expire after the German
invasion of 1940. ‘The decapitation of the left and the delegitimation of the Right’s most

politically significant faction, consequent upon its humiliating defeat by Bismarck, brought to
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fruition the long process of establishing a bourgeois democracy’ which would leave the

. . . . 24
Aristocracy, like the Guermantes’ fountain, as a relic to a former age.

The principal apparati depicted in 4 la recherche are the military, as presented in the Donciéres
section of Le Cote des Guermantes and the person of Saint-Loup, hero and martyr of the Great
War. The army affects the lives of Combray-dwellers such as Francoise, who is deeply disturbed
by the sight of soldiers walking through the town, and voices her opinions to the gardener (I 87).
Their respective views on national service reflect the acrimonious debate in the early years of the
Third Republic on that very subject (and on the exploitation of new forms of weaponry).”> Swann
stands as a curious figure in that his (and probably Proust’s) sentiments about militarism are
rather ambivalent. At the height of the Dreyfus Affair, he insists on wearing his war medals, and
simultaneously requests that he be buried with the due ceremony attendant on a chevalier of the
Leégion d’Honneur (I1 739). Proust enjoyed his time in national service as it afforded him male
company and ample time to daydream.’® Marcel’s correspondence with Gilberte in Temps
retrouvé shows Proust’s interest in World War I, and Marcel discusses strategies and tactics with
Saint-Loup (I 769, IT1 109-117 and IV 339-40). Proust’s support for Dreyfus is well-known and he

had little time for the jingoistic discourse that dominated the War.

The novel gives a tiny apercu of the wider internecine warfare being waged between the classes
of French society. Saint-Loup is often seen defending the titled nobility which had newly
embraced bourgeois ideals. Charlus, by contrast, is an anachronism whose political allegiance is

fashioned by his lineage rather than by any independence of mind. Charlus and his ilk, ‘Carpes et

* Sprinker, History, p. 12.

3 Robert Elliot Kaplan, Forgotten Crisis: The Fin de Siécle Crisis of Democracy in France, Washington, DC: Berg,
1975, p. 175.

*% J-Y Tadié, Marcel Proust: A Life, London: Penguin, 2000, p. 226.



71

escarpes a la Chambord’, were silenced during the 1876 elections, and effectively disarmed by
Chambord’s passing (the last of the Bourbon dynasty) in 1883.%” Charlus survives, however, long

past the 1914-18 War.

The police make few appearances in A la recherche, and Proust’s principal concern is that
France should be protected from foreign invaders rather than repress her own citizens. Saint-
Loup is posted to the newly-acquired protectorate of Morocco, and M. Bontemps sponsors the

law increasing military service from two to three years (IV 305).

Many of the struggles surrounding the first thirty years of the Third Republic concerned the status
of the Catholic Church. Proust himself remained ambivalent to the Church’s power, although he
was aware that it inflected every aspect of provincial existence. The rivalry between Brichot and
the Combray curé over the etymology of French place-names, like the Aunt’s anxieties over
whether Mme Goupil arrived at Mass in time for the elevation of the host (I 68), are comic
interludes in the narrative. Proust was not insensitive, however, to the clergy’s role in promoting
the military’s agenda and spreading anti-Semitism. The Church was, as Kaplan points out, a
prime agenda-setter in the fight against the moral turpitude of youth, and formed the majority of
the hecklers when Raphaél-Georges Lévy addressed students in the Latin Quarter in 1896.%° In a
letter to du Lauris of July 29 1903, Proust attacks the anti-clerical laws being enacted. The
Church was not a progressive institution for Proust, but he maintained that secularism would

divide one Frenchman from another:

*7 Jean-Marie Mayeur, ‘The Origins of the Third French Republic’, in The Complete History of Modern France,
1871-1898, part 1 of 4 (trans. J. R. Foster) Cambridge: CUP, 1984, pp. 161-170.
¥ Kaplan, Forgotten Crisis, p. 133.
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Il me semble que ce n’est pas bien que le vieux curé ne soit plus invité a la Distribution
des prix, comme représentant dans le village quelque chose de plus difficile a définir que
I’office social symbolisé par le pharmacien, I’ingénieur des tabacs retiré, et 1’opticien,
mais qui est tout de méme assez respectable, ne fiit-ce que par pour ’intelligence du joli
clocher spiritualisé qui pointe vers le couchant et se fond dans les nuées avec tant d’amour
et qui tout de méme, a la premicére vue d’un étranger débarquant dans le village, a

meilleur air, plus de noblesse et plus d’intelligence. ...*

Proust’s defence of religion seems a little sentimental, but it is the Church that remains an
inseparable part of the human condition, a locus of values, the core of the logos. He bases his

defence of the Church on aesthetico-ethical grounds; the spires recalling those of Martinville.

Proust bears none of the signs of ‘conventional right-wing religiosity’, to reprise Sprinker’s
term.”® He is quite aware of the liberality of many Catholic priests. The real menace to social

cohesion is not the Church but the press:

Dr’ailleurs les maitres (professeurs des €écoles) fussent-ils mauvais, ce n’est pas I’influence
des maitres qui forme les opinions des jeunes gens... c’est la Presse. Au lieu de
restreindre la libert¢ de l’enseignement si 1’on restreint la Libert¢ de la Presse on
diminuerait peut-étre un peu les ferments de division et de haine. Mais le protectionnisme
intellectuel (dont les lois actuelles sont une forme méleniste cent fois plus odieuse que

Méline) aurait bien des inconvénients aussi.”!

2 From Selected Letters, ed. Philip Kolb, Garden City, NY: Double Day, 1983, p. 384.
30 Sprinker, History, p. 45.
3! In Kolb, Selected Letters, p. 343.
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We know that both Marcel and the Duc de Guermantes read Le Figaro (to which Proust was a

contributor). Proust’s letter to du Lauris makes plain that the periodical press was not content
with promulgating reactionary ideologies but with safeguarding entrenched, mundane ones (the
same point is made by Charlus in Temps retrouvé, IV 364). Freedom of the press had supposedly
been granted in 1881, but persisted in various forms.** As the mouthpiece of what the characters
believe, it is the repository of the logos and, more directly, is the reference work of all those

whose salons Marcel wishes to penetrate.

A la recherche is emphatically not a roman a clef which records, in fictional manner, every
characteristic of the Third French Republic. Political parties are named but their policies are not
explicated in detail. ‘Politics’, writes Bowie, ‘fascinates Proust only in extreme dilution’.*® His
palette extends, it is true, from Francgoise, the honest servant, through institutions such as the
Jockey Club and the Académie francaise, to which the bourgeoisie aspires, through the
fabulously wealthy members of the upper bourgeoisie such as the Duc de Guermantes. In a static
society, the interest in wealth, class, status, determined by the narrative voice, would be the seat
of the logos. So convoluted, however, are class-relations within A la recherche that nothing could

be more complex than to map the relations between these attributes.

The aristocracy is particularly favoured by the narrator as an object of social enquiry, for its
complexity and the richness of images that betoken it. The apparent timelessness of the nobility
and its unity in fact hide an array of sub-castes, each with its own identity and values. As Bowie

describes the in-fighting amongst the aristocracy:

32 Theodore Zeldin, The Press: Politics and Anger, France 1848-1945, NY: OUP, 1979, p. 38.
3 Bowie, Stars, p. 127.
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The timeless and unified character that the aristocracy possesses for the hasty reader soon

. . . . . 4
breaks down, on closer inspection, into a fluid array of sub-species.’

The reader is frequently reminded that the aristocracy is not the ‘ancien régime nobility’, but
those whose titles have been ‘conferred’ by the Emperor. The Prince de Borodino and Saint-Loup
are brought together only by military service, as a gulf exists between these two arms of the
aristocracy. There is a certain coolness between these two comrades (II 73 and II 427). In La
Prisonniere, Charlus has shrunk to the role of adviser to Mme Verdurin, an upper bourgeoise,
and schools her in matters of old-aristocratic taste, and tries to fashion her guest-lists accordingly.

There is apparently a logos of these shadings:

‘Je vois des les premiers mots que nous ne parlons pas la méme langue, puisque je parlais
de noms de I’artistocratie et que vous me citez le plus obscur des noms des gens de robe,
de petits roturiers retors, cancaniers, malfaisants, de petites dames qui se croient des
protectrices des arts parce qu’elles reprennent une octave au-dessous les maniéres de ma

belle-sceur Guermantes, a la fagon du geai qui croit imiter le paon’ (III 739).

Charlus’ lofty scorn and sarcasm speak of a class-system that is already in terminal disarray. The
system ought to be intelligible, and have a neatly stratified pyramidal structure, but the buying of
titles, intermarriage and ‘invented’ genealogies have all caused confusion. The novel, moreover,
has no unbiased commentators; each has a voice expressing their own desire for social

dominance or advancement.

4 ey
3* Bowie, ibid.
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Charlus rewrites his account of aristocratic codes of speech and manner to suit his own caprice,
and recomposes his letters of credence in accordance with his latest campaign of sexual conquest.
Ambitious hostesses compete for the favours of the nobility, who in turn have a strong sense of
their own market-value. The preservation of class boundaries calls for rigorous policing, yet the
task is a futile one. The legitimacy of the Guermantes now only exists in Marcel’s dreams of their
glorious past. In the present, they offer a tawdry spectacle. Their battles and conquests are played

out only in the drawing-rooms of the Faubourg Saint-Germain (II 736).

Jean-Charles Asselain emphasizes the variegated nature of the French economy in the late
nineteenth century.” France’s class-structure was inflected differently from that in Britain or
Germany. Perhaps the most important feature of France’s uneven economic development - and
therefore rapid economic growth - was the explosion of Paris, the département circumscribed by
Le Nord and the east, in comparison with the rest of France. The Third Republic witnessed the
final stages of the war between the titled aristocracy (traditionally the pre-eminent landowning
class) and the capitalist bourgeoisie. In A4 la recherche, only rarely is this struggle openly
acknowledged. Society or le monde refers to the daily round of public and private intrigues of
salon life, reported in the national newspapers. Class differences or conflict are evidenced in the
characters’ anxieties about their changes in social status. Proust’s novel is an anatomy of what

Bourdieu terms ‘Distinction’.>®

The aristocracy have received scant attention from historians compared to the workers of the

Third Republic, largely because of residual republican prejudices amongst French intellectuals —

3 Jean-Charles Asselain, Histoire économique de la France du XVIIIe siécle a nos jours, Vol. 1, pp. 195-6, in
Sprinker, History, p. 56.

3¢ pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, (trans. Richard Nice) Cambridge,
MASS: Harvard University Press, 1984.
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‘one consequence of the bourgeoisie’s successful ideological programme during the Third
Republic and after’, claims Sprinker.’’ Casting itself as the inheritor of 1789 traditions and
values, the bourgeoisie effectively demonised both throne and altar, playing upon popular fears
that support for the aristocracy meant a return to the economic mis-management of the ancien
régime. French nobles tended to see themselves as part of a distinct class well until the First

World War, and thus constituted ‘an objective reality’.”®

Gibson defines the nobility as the descendants of those who voted with the Aristocracy at the
meeting of the Estates-General in 1789.% He estimates them to have numbered 12, 000 families
or 60, 000 people. With the creation of the new aristocrats by the Emperor, and acquisition of the
particule by wealthy bourgeois, these figures become unreliable. Higgs defines the aristocracy in
terms of its values, although the revanchisme that characterised the majority of the aristocratic
views of the Dreyfus case was not the sole prerogative of the nobility.* The nobility’s
identification with the officer class was general — no doubt reinforced by their over-representation

in the military in general.*!

Their success was in part due to their immense flexibility and adaptation to industrialization, and
in part, to their marriage to the haute bourgeoisie.** Up to World War I, the French nobility
remained a powerful and unassailably self-confident force. Daniel Halévy’s Republic of Dukes

persisted on this level for many years — long after its political demise in the 1870s. Dominant

37 Sprinker, History, p. 35.

3¥ Ralph Gibson, ‘The French Nobility in the Nineteenth Century’, in Elites in France: Origins, Reproduction and
Power, eds. Joylon Howarth and Philip G. Cerny, New York: St Martin’s Press, 1981, pp. 31-37.

3% Gibson, French Nobility, p. 6.

* David Higgs, The Nobility in France: The Practise of Inegalitarianism, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1987, pp. 2-3, in Sprinker p. 58.

*! Gibson, French Nobility, p. 28.

2 Zeldin, Politics and Anger, pp. 41-42.
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since the July Monarchy, unchallenged since the failed Restoration attempt of le Seize Mai, the

bourgeoisie struggled for ideological hegemony.

Gibson argues that the bourgeoisie’s ultimate triumph was achieved politically because it waged
a successful campaign to capture the hearts and minds of a majority among ordinary people, the
rural masses in particular.* It could do so in large measure because by the early 1880s it had
obtained 