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“The Most Complicated Man in Paris”

Proust might question the value of a biographical account prefacing our Novel Club’s discussion of The Guermantes Way.  “A book is the product of a different self from the one we manifest in our habits, our social life and our vices,” he wrote in his 1905 criticism of the “biographical” method espoused by Charles-Augustin Saint-Beuves, who had been born a century earlier.  But bending to Saint-Beuve’s belief that one should not begin to read, let alone evaluate, the work of an author without attempting first to know about the man himself, I shall try to sketch a background portrait for you of Marcel Proust, the author whose publisher called him “The Most Complicated Man in Paris.”

Proust was born on July 10, 1871, at his uncle’s estate in Auteuil, a fashionable suburb of Paris.  Some would have it that his mother had gone there to escape the danger of Paris under siege toward the end of the bitter Franco-Prussian War, but wealthy Parisians often summered there, and it may just have been the beginning of the vacation pattern that was to last throughout Marcel’s youth.  Some blame his sickliness on the conditions of starvation brought on by the war, though other factors were likely responsible: Marcel was to be frail all his life.  It was thought he might not survive.  In any case, his mother, who had been married a little less than a year, had good reason to take an acute interest in every aspect of her son’s health, an interest that persisted, taking on an unusual (and unnatural?) intensity in the years that followed.

Proust’s mother, born Jeanne Weil, was 22. An exceptionally intelligent woman, she had been educated by private tutors, since young women at the time did not attend lycees.  Both of her parents were descended from wealthy, prominent Jewish families who had made their fortunes in manufacturing and trade; her father was a stockbroker.  Literature and music, politics and business were all important in the Weil household.

Marcel’s father, Adrien, was, at 37, already a successful and accomplished physician.  His father had been a grocer in Illiers, but he was moving up in the world both through his marriage and his rise through the ranks of the public health service.  He had defied his parents’ wish that he become a priest, instead breaking family tradition to seek his fortune in the city, where he went to study medicine.  During the cholera epidemic of 1866 (the third and worst of the century), he began the research work in epidemiology that was to earn him international fame in later years.  A few months before Marcel’s birth, he was awarded the Legion d’honneur for his work; and in 1885, he was awarded the Medal of Honor in Toulon for his work in the 1884 epidemic there.

In 1873, Marcel’s brother Robert was born.  He was as healthy and robust as Marcel was frail, yet the two are said to have been devoted companions during childhood and remained close throughout their lives.  Like his father, Robert became a distinguished physician, serving nobly at the front in The Great War and trying to force Marcel to accept treatment as he lay dying. 

Jeanne Proust had agreed to raise their children as Catholics, though she continued to practice the faith of her childhood.  Marcel never identified himself as a Jew, though Jewish tradition traces lineage through the maternal line.  Nor was he a practicing Catholic, abandoning the Church’s formalities after receiving his first communion at 12.

At the age of nine, during a walk with his parents in the Bois de Boulogne, Marcel collapsed and nearly died in his father’s arms from a bout of asthma. Thereafter, he spent much of his time indoors at home, where his mother and her mother read the classics to him, especially Racine.

The boys were educated as day students close by their home at Lycee Condorcet, along with the sons of other wealthy Parisian professionals.  Both liked it and excelled, though Marcel was often too sick to attend and had private tutors in addition.  From the start, Marcel enjoyed language and liked to write.  At Marcel’s funeral, his childhood Greek tutor said he liked Greek well enough, but what he really liked was to discuss literature.

During his school years, Marcel vacationed frequently with his mother and brother, at Auteuil, Illiers and the coast of Normandy, visiting his grandparents and great uncle.  These places later became the settings for his novels.  In late adolescence and as a young man, he again often traveled with his mother to various spas, always in search of cures for his weakness, frailty and asthma.  Interestingly, his father attributed his asthma to “nerves” and psychological sources.  That opinion may have been responsible for Proust’s lifelong distrust of doctors.

After his had graduated from Condorcet, Marcel’s parents tried in vain to get him to commit to a path that might lead to a career.  Undecided about what studies to pursue at university, he spent one year, 1890, in the military. Surprisingly, he liked it and tried to reenlist, but the army refused him.  His mother wrote him daily during this first extended time away from her, and he spent most weekends at home.  His dependency on his mother was not diminishing though his parents encouraged him to get on with his life.

Next he tried studying law and political science, with an eye toward becoming a diplomat. Upon failing his oral exams, he dropped that endeavor.  What he enjoyed – and what he spent most of his time doing – was circulating in Society.  As biographer William Carter puts it, he “had begun to enjoy all the pleasures of the Belle Epoque.  The bohemian crowd of writers, painters and musicians flocked to the café-concerts, cabarets, and music halls … Marcel explored the rarefied air of elegant salons and private boxes in the theaters and at the opera (where) he met beautiful women and handsome men whose chic, wit, and haughtiness quickly seduced him.  He pandered to them, flattering them, seeing them much as they saw themselves, as divine creatures.  Later he would satirize their superficiality and pretentiousness, but now he reveled in their company as he studied the visible incarnation of lineage and rank, money and power, taste and glamour.” (p.119-121).

He was extremely funny, entertaining his friends with wickedly clever imitations of their mutual friends and acquaintances.  Describing his gifts as an exceptional conversationalist, his friend Leon Daudet wrote, “…there fell from his lips, in hesitant bursts, remarks of an extraordinary originality, observations of fiendish acuity.” (Carter, p. 636)

Mostly, he was collecting material.  After parties had ended, he would quiz his hosts’ butlers or the staff at the Ritz about incidents that happened, collecting gossip and anecdotes that would later be used in his novels. Biographer Edmund White puts it this way, “He was slowly acquiring the cultural references and the life experiences ─ the knowledge of how society works and how love wounds – that he would need for his great book.” (p.74-75)

To appease his parents, he took a job at the Mazarine Library, but he wrote to his father, “I still believe that anything I do outside of literature and philosophy will be just so much time wasted.” (Carter, p.283)  For most of five years, he took leaves of absence, but finally the library refused to keep him on, even at no pay.  

He was writing and publishing poems and literary criticism.  His clever parodies of favorite authors (Balzac and Flaubert, e.g.) were brilliant exercises enabling him to hone his prose style by microscopically analyzing theirs.  These pastiches, along with essays and columns of this period, some short stories and poems, and songs and illustrations by others, comprised his first published work, Pleasures and Days, which was released in 1892 in an expensive, deluxe edition, priced at roughly four times a standard volume’s price.  In spite of positive critical acclaim, it was not a commercial success.

He also worked on a novel, Jean Santeuil, but found it lacked the structure he deemed necessary for a published work. It did, however, contain elements of the themes of memory and imagination central to his major work, and the descriptive style sharpened later was already in place.

His consuming involvement in the social-intellectual circles in Paris put him at the center of the divisive Dreyfus Affair, which played out well beyond salon discourse and into newspapers around the world from the time of Dreyfus’s unfair conviction in 1894 to his presidential pardon in 1899 and his decoration of the Legion d’honneur in 1906.  For a decade, French society was sharply and painfully divided over whether the fate of the falsely accused Jewish captain should rock the power structure of the military and the state itself.  In light of the ultimate resolution, it is hard to imagine how controversial it was to take the pro-Dreyfus side, as Proust did, publicly declaring his position in 1898 by signing a petition demanding a new trial for the exiled army captain.  Anti-Semitism was particularly virulent in the upper reaches of French society where Proust had sought a place through assiduous cultivation of “the right” people, and his Dreyfusard stance cost him many highborn Catholic friends. (White, p. 72). While Proust undoubtedly took his position on moral, not religious grounds, siding with “justice and truth” (the Dreyfusards’ mantra) against the anti-Semites who claimed they were defending the sovereignty of the government, he opened himself up to the shallow accusation that he was just being faithful to his heritage. 

Somewhat later, Proust appeared to switch sides: his progressive, liberal position in the Dreyfus Affair pitted him against the traditionalists who later defended the role of the Church when a major controversy erupted over the legal position of the Church. Though not devout in any way, Proust defended the Church’s role in French society, “bas(ing) his arguments against anticlericalism on aesthetics, common sense, tolerance, and the values of an advanced liberal education,” (Carter, p.346) which he felt the Church fostered. The French people, perhaps more consistently, disagreed, and laws ensuring separation of church and state were enacted early in the twentieth century.

It was during this post-school period of concern with public affairs and partying between bouts of illness that Proust sustained the only two successful passionate relationships of his life, his affairs with Reynaldo Hahn and Leon Daudet. While neither affair lasted very long – Proust would become intolerably demanding so that putting up with him became impossible – both friendships lasted a lifetime.  And both men were worthy choices, intelligent peers sharing Proust’s background and social status.  Hahn was a composer just three years Proust’s junior; Daudet, a critic and writer some five years younger.  It was only later, perhaps because of the failure of these friendships as ongoing romantic and sexual relationships, that Proust’s choices for sexual partners became inappropriate, or at least unworkable and therefore unhappy.  In some periods, he frequented male brothels, ostensibly to do research or gather data for his novel.  At other times, he fell in love with uneducated younger men unlikely to interest him intellectually, specifically a chauffeur, Alfred Agostinelli, and Henri Rochat, a waiter at the Ritz.  He had both join his household, ostensibly as his secretary, with unfortunate results.  Nothing if not humorous, introspective and insightful, Proust confessed, “…when one loves someone…from the people…the heartaches are generally accompanied by considerable financial difficulties.” (Carter, p.672) 

Proust himself often suffered from financial difficulties.  As a young man about town, he was extravagant.  Even after his grandparents died and left him some money, his parents tried to keep him on a reasonable budget.  He bought beautiful clothes appropriate for the “high life” he was leading, probably necessary for his climb up the social ladder.  He entertained at the Ritz; he splurged on champagne. He squandered money on lavish entertaining and gifts, and began a lifelong habit of tipping generously – 200% was typical.  His financial irresponsibility was a constant source of friction between him and his beloved mother, and they squabbled repeatedly over the need for him to change his ways – find a career, earn some money, discipline himself, and try to get well.  It never happened. 

However, in 1899, he did embark on new work.  Fascinated by John Ruskin, the influential English aesthete, art critic and moralist, Proust abandoned work on his formless first novel, Jean Santeuil, and began a five-year project of translating two of Ruskin’s books, The Bible of Amiens and Sesame and Lilies.  The project was particularly difficult for two reasons.  First, to better understand his subject, Proust was determined to visit the French and Italian cathedrals Ruskin so meticulously described, and travel by this time had become very problematic, since his asthma would flare up whenever he ventured out.  Typically, he wished be driven in a tightly sealed automobile, seeing scenery from the road in a way that had only just become accessible. 

The second, and probably larger problem was his only cursory knowledge of English.   Though he had read and loved English literature, he was not fluent.  His solution: he hired a literal translator, and he relied on his mother’s translations.  Then he rendered their French into Ruskin-style prose, evidently successfully.  More important are his notes and the essays on Ruskin that appeared with the published translations.  These are regarded as Proust’s first mature work.

In 1903, Proust’s father died of a massive stroke.  In 1905, after a long painful illness, his mother died of nephritis.  Seeing death, which he had always feared would come to him early, Proust addressed his lack of accomplishments.  No longer did he need to pretend he would someday find a career, or at least remunerative avenues for his writing; he had inherited a $6 million fortune.  This came as a surprise, since his parents had always seemed parsimonious. They had never discouraged his fears that his extravagances would lead him to bankruptcy, as he often believed. 

His parents’ death afforded him both the wherewithal and the instigation to get on with his lifework, and he began to write the novel he’d been telling others for years that he would one day write.  Later, he said that he had written all of In Search of Lost Time, conceived as a single piece with beginning and end known to him at the outset, between 1906 and 1913.  The publishers, typesetters and printers would vehemently disagree, noting that extensive changes and additions were glued onto all the proofs sent to Proust from 1913 – 1923, as, volume by volume, the lengthy work was brought out.

His parents’ death was pivotal emotionally, as well.  The end of the bizarre relationship he had with his mother – which often included daily or more frequent letters even when they resided under the same roof – finally ended. (These letters discussed tedious details of his daily life, from what he ate, what drugs he took and in what dosages, even the frequency of his bodily functions.)  Necessarily, at her death, his dependency dissolved.

Proust the dilettante abandoned his life of partying and dashing off newspaper columns.  At 34, the work of writing took on much more importance.  It was at this time that he became something of a recluse, driven to his bed by weakness, fear of death, and asthma.  Afraid to go outside until the day’s dust had died down, he settled into a nocturnal schedule, sleeping from 8 a.m. until 3 or 4 in the afternoon, then going out to dine (if he were well enough) at 11 or 12 at night.  Always cold, he went out bundled in an overcoat and scarves that he didn’t remove even in restaurants. His acceptances to invitations were always provisional (“If I’m well enough,”), and he called on his friends at ridiculous hours.  Where once he vacationed in the country and traveled to marvel at cathedrals, he now confined himself to just a small section of Paris.

In 1904 and 1906 his Ruskin translations were published, and by 1909 he sought a publisher for Swann’s Way, the first part of In Search of Lost Time ready for release.  The manuscript was rejected by two top publishers, Fasquelle and Ollendorff, as well as by La Nouvelle Revue Francaise, which was then run by Andre Gide.  Part of the problem was its excessive length, as well as its break from tradition and convention in terms of structure. Proust published it at his own expense in 1912 through Bertrand Grasset, a forward-looking publisher who understood and utilized promotion as well as modern printing techniques to make publishing profitable.  Proust, too, understood promotion, flattering reviewers with long responses to their comments, showering them with gifts, and inviting them for long dinners at the Ritz.

His book was well received, and by 1914, Gide hoped to lure Proust to his publishing house, offering to work with him to get the entire novel published.  “Gide told him, ‘I am enchanted. Through the strange and powerful subtlety of your style I seem to be reading…my own memories and my most personal sensations.’ ” (Carter, p.572)  However, Proust now rejected La Nouvelle Revue, and signed instead with Gallimard.  But it was wartime, and no books were being published.

The years of intense work, indoors without sun and fresh air, however, took a toll on his health.  During the difficult time when his beloved Alfred Agostinelli and Alfred’s common-law wife, Anna, lived with him, Proust lost 30 kilos.  He was devastated when Alfred departed and subsequently died accidentally after crashing a small plane into the Mediterranean.  He alternately took stimulants and depressants, intensifying a drug abuse pattern his mother had railed against, and tried to cure him of, fifteen years before.

During the bombing of Paris, he suffered anxiety and occasionally experienced facial paralysis and aphasia; he thought he was near death and that his doctors were not truthful with him.  He had heart problems.  And yet he feared he might be drafted, though finally he got a medical deferment. Throughout, he was working on the novel, adding new sections to deepen the themes already explored. 

In June, 1919, Within a Budding Grove and a reprint of Swann’s Way were issued to critical acclaim.  In December 1919, Proust was awarded the Prix Goncourt on a six-four vote over Roland Dorgeles, author of a popular war novel, Les Croix de Bois, that patriots hoped would be honored. (Between 1914 and 1918, all Prix Goncourts had gone to war novels.)  At last, Proust was famous.  Letters poured in.  Demand for his books outran supply.  He became Gallimard’s top-earning author.  Proust tried to put himself up for the Legion d’honneur, and his longtime friend Reynaldo Hahn tried to lobby for him, but that was not to be.  Nevertheless, he was pleased with his fame and growing international reputation, noting that his novel “was commented on in nearly every country (even in China.)” (Carter p. 734) 

Excerpts of unpublished volumes appeared in advance and were translated for English readers to build enthusiasm for the next volume.  He fought over contract terms.  He obsessed over getting paid and being widely read.

His relationship with Gallimard was not an easy alliance, with Proust complaining bitterly of late payment of his royalties, inadequate publicity, and the publisher’s failure to keep bookstores stocked.  On Gallimard’s side, there was the problem of Proust’s being unable to work and failing to return proofs on a timely basis, or, when the proofs came back, huge new sections having been spliced into set text.  Asked for corrections, Proust would produce so much new material that the entire layout, including decisions as to type size and number of volumes required, would be reopened. 

For years, Proust thought he was dying.  He wrote Gallimard that he felt so bad he “regretted not having any cyanide to swallow.” (Carter, p.767)  In April, 1922, to energize himself for a book-signing session, he downed a very strong dose of powdered adrenaline, burning his esophagus irreparably. He never ate again, living mostly, thereafter, on ice cream and iced beer he had sent over from the Ritz.

In November, he caught a cold and then pneumonia.  Refusing treatment, which his brother thought would surely cure him if taken on a timely basis, he died at home in the bedroom where he’d spent most of the preceding decade.  He was 51.  He was buried four days later next to his parents in Pere Lachaise.  James Joyce, who had had little to say to him years before on the only occasion of their meeting, attended the funeral.
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