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Marcel Proust’s A la Recherche du Temps Perdu, so aptly and poetically translated for the English reader by Scott Moncrieff as Remembrance of Things Past, is a complex and exhaustive story that draws heavily upon its author’s life.  Writers typically base their stories on their own experiences.  What sets Proust apart is the narcissistic thoroughness, the sheer detail, with which he strives to bring the reader into the very exactness of his own life in society from childhood on.  His writing is intensely autobiographical and, thus, inherently historical, as he seeks to revisit his past, albeit in fictional form.  This paper discusses the two principal sources of Proust’s historical approach. 

In The Landscape of History: How Historians Map the Past, the American historian John Lewis Gaddis defines the two primary ingredients of history writing as: time and space.  Time is both the period when an event took place and its duration, which may be a matter of minutes or decades.  Space is the physical volume, the scale, within which the action takes place, and it may range from local to world-wide.  In either case, the historian has the ability to manipulate time and space.  He is not bound to follow a strictly chronological reciting of events or to arrange them in any particular order of spatial significance.  In Gaddis’ words: “… historians have the capacity for selectivity, simultaneity, and the shifting of scale: they can select from the cacophony of events what they think is really important; they can be in several times and places at once; and they can zoom in and out between macroscopic and microscopic levels of analysis.” 1

Proust came to understand this freedom as he began to write Remembrance.  He is not just wistfully recalling a bygone era.  Rather, he is employing the historical devices of selectivity, simultaneity and shifting scale that Gaddis has identified and which he learned in the period from the late 1890s to 1907 mainly from two very different writers: Henri Bergson, a French philosopher then at his peak, who provided insights into concepts of time and memory; and John Ruskin, an English moralist, art critic and historian at the end of his long life, who gave Proust a new sense of how to arrange historical space and a way to describe it convincingly.  

Henri Bergson was born in 1859 in Paris, where he spent his life, dying there early in 1941 during the German Occupation.  His parents were Jewish, but he early became an ardent Roman Catholic. He was educated at the Ecole Normale Superieure  and the University of Paris, after which he taught in various schools from 1881, including the Ecole Normale, until 1900, when he assumed the philosophy chair at the College de France, from which he resigned in 1921 to pursue various interests, including foreign affairs, politics, moral and religious questions.  Bergson was lionized in his early years but was largely forgotten by the time he died.  His fame was based on several widely influential works: Time and Free Will, his doctoral dissertation of 1889, Matter and Memory, 1896, Laughter, 1900, and by far the best known, Creative Evolution, 1907, which received added prominence by being included in the Index Expurgatorius in 1914.  He was made a member of the French Academy that same year and received the Nobel Prize in literature in 1927.  

The essence of Henri Bergson’s philosophy is summarized as: a theory of evolution that is based on the spiritual side of human existence.  He saw the mind functioning as a continual stream of conscious states that intermingle but cannot be quantified.  In Creative Evolution, he defined the mind as pure energy and advanced the concept of the élan vital, the vital force that is responsible for all organic evolution.  He stressed that intuition overrides intellect and that there is an ever-present tension between inert matter, on the one hand, and organic life, on the other, as the latter constantly pushes toward freedom in creative action.  Of particular relevance are two quotes from Creative Evolution that will suggest to you how Bergson’s writings inspired Proust in his literary development. The first deals with memory, the very source of autobiography, and the second speaks of time, a primary ingredient of history.  

· Memory … is not a faculty of putting away recollections in a drawer, or of inscribing them in a register.  There is no register, no drawer;… In reality, the past is preserved by itself, automatically.  In its entirety, probably, it follows us at every instant; all that we have felt, thought and willed from our earliest infancy is there, leaning over the present which is about to join it, pressing against the portals of consciousness that would fain leave it outside.  The cerebral mechanism is arranged just so as to drive back into the unconscious almost the whole of this past, and to admit beyond the threshold only that which can cast light on the present situation. … These memories, messengers from the unconscious, remind us of what we are dragging behind us unawares.  But, even though we may have no distinct idea of it, we feel vaguely that our past remains present in us.  What are we, in fact, what is our character, if not the condensation of the history that we have lived from birth? … Doubtless we think with only a small part of our past, but it is with our entire past, … that we desire, will and act.  Our past, then, as a whole, is made manifest to us in its impulse; it is felt in the form of tendency, although a small part of it only is known in the form of idea.” 2 

and

· Time is invention or it is nothing at all.  But of time-invention physics can take no account, restricted as it is to the cinematographical method. [A reference, it is evident, to Eadweard Muybridge’s motion picture studies.] It is limited to counting simultaneities between the events that make up this time and the positions of the mobile T on its trajectory. … a second kind of knowledge ought to have grown up, which could have retained what physics allowed to escape…. This second kind of knowledge would have set the cinematographical method aside.  It would have called upon the mind to renounce its most cherished habits. It is within becoming that it would have transported us by an effort of sympathy.  We should no longer be asking where a moving body will be, what shape a system will take, through what state a change will pass at a given moment: the moments of time, which are only arrests of our attention, will no longer exist; it is the flow of time, it is the very flux of the real that we should be trying to follow.” 3
Both memory and time, then, are integral parts of a vast stream of organic energy which we imperfectly perceive but have the potential to harness in our never-ending probing for an understanding of the realness of human existence.  

John Ruskin, the second key source of Proust’s historical approach, was born in London in 1819. He was educated at Oxford and made his career as a writer and lecturer.  Ruskin was chosen the first Slade Professor of Art at Oxford in 1869, he held that position for a decade and was again elected in 1883, but resigned the following year largely for reasons of health.  Ruskin came from a well-to-do, pious Protestant family that had a history of mental illness, signs of which, in the form of increasingly severe manic-depressive episodes, began to appear in him about 1870 and by 1889 he was largely incapacitated.  He died at his home, Brantwood, in Coniston, Lancashire in 1900.  A prolific and energetic writer, especially during his manic phases, he was the kind of eccentric personality that the English cultivate and admire.  

Proust read Ruskin intensely for about seven years, either in French translation or in English and he read also French commentary on his works.  The two books of his that are still widely read today are The Seven Lamps of Architecture, 1848, and The Stones of Venice, 1851-3.   These works and other shorter pieces were influential in the formative years of Historic Preservation and the Arts and Crafts Movement. Ruskin was a vigorous proponent of a very conservative approach to saving old buildings which advocated caring for them, repairing them, but under no circumstances restoring them.  This came to be known as the “anti-scrape” school of historic preservation which survives to this day.  This point of view clearly resonated with Proust, for it demonstrated an extreme high level of veneration for the past and its physical evidence that Proust then instills into his treatment of Remembrance.  

Where the relationship between Henri Bergson’s concepts and Marcel Proust’s writing are culturally seamless, the connection between John Ruskin and Marcel Proust presents somewhat of a challenge.  The first difficulty is Proust’s problematic fluency in English.  The second is the ever-present potential for cultural misunderstanding that occurs in translating a text from one language to another.

Proust may have read French articles about Ruskin as early as 1893, when he was in his early 20s, through Paul Desjardins’ Bulletin de l’Union pour l’action morale, a periodical to which Proust subscribed, but it is certain that he encountered Ruskin’s ideas in 1897, in French, in Robert de la Sizerranne’s Ruskin et la religion de la Beaute.  Scholars seem to be in general agreement that Proust neither read, wrote nor spoke English at that time. But typical of his personality, he immediately developed a passion for Ruskin and, by 1899, started what would turn out to be a four-year linguistic tour de force translating from English to French The Bible of Amiens, the first of a never-completed Ruskinian series on French cathedrals for Proust’s publisher, Prince Constantin de Brancovan, the editor and director of Renaissance Latine.  When he turned in the manuscript in January 1903, Brancovan is reported to have said: “How did you manage it, Marcel?  You don’t know a word of English.” 4  Miffed, Proust went home, sat down and wrote a long letter to Brancovan, which despite his protestations, largely confirms Brancovan’s statement.  In fact he says quite clearly:  “I do not know a single word of spoken English and I do not read English with ease.”  “But”, he argues, through his four years of dedication to this translation, during which he consulted at least ten persons fluent in English (all under the guidance of his mother): “…I have got to know it [English] by heart entire, and it has assumed for me that degree of total assimilation, of absolute transparency, in which the only remaining obscurities are the result not of insufficient attention but of a certain residual opaqueness in the thought proposed.” 5  In other words, if there is a problem, it’s all Ruskin’s fault for not expressing himself more precisely.  Robert Fraser, in his Proust and the Victorians, 1994, and upon whom I have drawn heavily in this portion of my paper, may have the last word on the subject when he concluded: “Proust managed to learn to read, not English exactly, but that peculiar sub-species of English writing known as Ruskin.”  6

The cultural issue is present from Proust’s reading of Sizerranne (and other French authors) and it is revealed in the very title of Sizerranne’s book Ruskin et la Religion de la Beaute.  The obvious inference of this title is that Ruskin is fundamentally an aesthete, which he would have most emphatically rejected.  Ruskin, as his English readers knew full well, was a rabid moralist, a social reformer who found through art history and criticism a tangible way to illustrate his arguments.  In his travels he came to experience pre-Renaissance Italian architecture, so-called Venetian Gothic, and to impart to it virtues of which its creators most likely were unaware.  For him these buildings came to represent the purest expression of his very personal morality.  

Proust seems, in his enthusiasm for Ruskin to have accepted the irony, but, after seven years of saturating himself in Ruskinian prose, he just as ardently rejected him.  It was too late by that time however to erase all that he had absorbed beforehand and Remembrance retains Ruskin’s influence.  As Robert Frazer puts it: “Ruskin was important to Proust not because of a certain pattern or matrix of reference, which is none the less present, but because at one moment of his life, immediately prior to his period of greatest achievement, Ruskin endowed him with precisely the insights into art and life for which he was looking,…”  7

That influence can be described as encompassing a new perception of spatial order and a persuasive vocabulary for the description of historical space, its physicalness.  With respect to order or sequencing, Proust had reached an impasse with his first attempt at an autobiographical novel, Jean Santeuil, in 1899 when he came across Ruskin’s autobiography Praeterita (past or premeditated things), which contains some interesting parallels between his life and Proust’s, and which he read in English during the winter of 1899-1900.  What he found here was a new sense of ordering the telling of one’s life, in Frazer’s words: “…the reason being that Ruskin, who is writing at the very end of a long life, is obliged to impose a pattern upon his past which he elucidates by rearrangement…. The prima materia of the literary artist was memory, but memory henceforth was to mean the recomposition of experience rather than experience itself.” 8  An approach that dovetails beautifully with what Proust was learning from Henri Bergson about the pattern of time, as we saw earlier.   (Emphasis added.)

Ruskin’s evocative prose is imbedded in virtually everything he wrote and Proust, for a critical time in his development, was mesmerized by it.   He acquired from Ruskin the capacity to recreate for the reader a feeling for the physical richness and spatial volumes in which his narrative occurs.  Here are two typical examples, chosen almost at random.  First from Modern Painters the texture of physical experience:  “The first thing which I remember, as an event in life, was being taken by my nurse to the brow of Friar’s Crag on Derwent Water: the intense joy, mingled with awe, that I had in looking through the hollows in the mossy roots, over the crag, into the dark lake, has associated itself more or less with all twining roots of trees ever since….” 9

and from Praeterita spaces within spaces:  “A great part of my acute perception and deep feeling of the beauty of architecture and scenery abroad, was owing to the well-formed habit of narrowing myself to happiness within the four brick walls of our fifty by one hundred yards of garden; and accepting with resignation the aesthetic surrounding of a London suburb, and, yet more, of a London chapel.” 10

Marcel Proust absorbed Ruskin’s sense of space as he had Bergson’s sense of time and fused them into his own historical literary form.  John Updike may have described the result best in a brief comment in a recent New Yorker book review of the Turkish writer Orhan Pamuk’s novel Snow, when he says: “Like Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past, it bares its inner gears of reconstituted memory and ends by promising its own composition.”  11

In fact, Proust tells us what he is up to, both in the ‘Overture’ and at the end of the last book, so fittingly titled: “Time Regained”, where he concludes, and where I will end this paper: “But at least, if strength were granted me for long enough to accomplish my work, I should not fail, even if the results were to make them resemble monsters, to describe men first and foremost as occupying a place, a very considerable place compared with the restricted one which is allotted to them in space, a place on the contrary prolonged past measure – for simultaneously, like giants plunged into the years, they touch epochs that are immensely far apart, separated by the slow accretion of many, many days – in the dimension of Time.”  12
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