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The fourth section of the seven-part masterpiece,  In Search of Lost Time, is Cities of the Plains.  To those of you with the Moncrieff/Kilmartin edition, the title is  Sodom and Gomorrah, but that title was changed by D. J. Enright in the 1992 retranslation.  
The first thing to note is that we are dealing with a long book, a very long book.  It is not divided into chapters.  There are well over 500 pages and 200,000 words.  The text is unstable and open to a variety of interpretations.   It requires slow and attentive reading because it has no riveting narrative or intricate plot to compel you to keep turning the pages.

Proust spent 15 years living in a cork-lined room writing his magnum opus.  He never worked, he never married and he had all the time in the world to devote to a subject that fascinated him.  That subject was himself.  For in this book Proust brought self-absorption to a new level and produced the most subjective novel ever written.  Yet throughout it all he was able to maintain a focus on the interior and exterior lives of those around him.

The book is written with two points of view.  There is a first person narrator who is unnamed but whom I refer to as Marcel.  The rest of the book is written in the third person by Proust.  Marcel presents a heterosexual view in the story.  Proust provides a homosexual view.

Cities of the Plains has many themes and many characters.  One of the principal themes is homosexuality.  The book is the first major homosexual novel ever written and paved the way for the outpouring of gay literature in the 20th Century.

The book opens as the Narrator Marcel witnesses a homosexual encounter between Baron Charlus and Jupien, a Parisian tailor.  Proust uses this incident as an occasion to write a 20-page dissertation on what he calls “the race of men-women”.  This dissertation could well be a stand-alone essay.  Proust’s view of homosexuality is dominated by two presuppositions:  that a preference for members of our own sex is something that we can do nothing about and that both male and female homosexuality are inborn.  They both stem from a cruel physiological joke whereby the feelings of a man are imprisoned in a woman’s body and those of a woman in a man’s.
Although Proust feels intensely sorry for homosexuals and puts in a plea for tolerance, he does not see any way in which they might find sexual happiness or fulfillment.  Those who practice it would like to give it up but they can’t.  Fortunately, in his view, homosexuals are equipped with a kind of “divine discernment” which enables them to detect potential partners in people on whom the average heterosexual would not bestow a second glance.  This talent allows Baron Charlus (who is a partial self-portrait) immediately to recognize Jupien as one of those who are “predestined to exist in order that they may have their share of sensual pleasure on this earth: the man who cares only for elderly gentlemen”.
In a famous metaphor, Proust explains this sexually providential universe.  Certain female orchids can be fertilized only by an insect, which against all laws of statistical probability, happened to visit a male flower of the same species.

Michael Foucalt, the French historian, claims that the concept of the exclusively homosexual person did not exist before 1870.  The homosexual, he suggests, was a creature created by Victorian doctors, particularly Carl Westphal, a Berlin anatomy professor.  The earlier “sodomite” was a normal man who had simply engaged in certain acts.  Westphal claimed to have discovered a clear and precise morbid condition which he called congenital inversion.  Proust coined the term “invert” to describe the persons Westphal had in mind.  The sodomite had merely been a sinner; the invert was now a species.

A substantial part of the second half of the book is devoted to the relationship between Charlus and Morel, a young Army musician.  Morel is a bi-sexual prostitute, not a true invert.  He has no real regard for the Baron; he’s in the relationship only for the money.  But Charlus is so enamored with the boy that he doesn’t realize what’s going on until he learns Morel has accepted an assignment from Prince Guermantes, the Baron’s brother.

By using the biblical title Sodom and Gomorrah for this book, Proust implicitly disapproves of sexual inversion.  Yet he is hostile to his moralizing characters who condemn it.  The drama of inversion is the suffering and social ostracism that inversion entails.  The drama of homosexuality is depicted by the third person description of the activities of Charlus and Morel.  The drama of lesbianism is depicted by the first person description of the love affair between Marcel and Albertine.  Surely this is one of the most tormented love affairs in world literature.
Proust’s notion of love encompassed the obsession of completely knowing and understanding the object of his passion.  But Albertine was always a mystery to Marcel.  He never really knew whether Albertine loved him.  Neither do we for that matter.  Because of this uncertainty, Marcel was consumed by jealousy and didn’t know whether he loved her.  The jealousy was triggered by Albertine’s chance remark that she knew Mlle Vinteuil and her girlfriend.  Marcel recalled an incident related to Book One where he had observed these two ladies in what appeared to be a lesbian relationship.  Marcel was in a quandary.  Albertine might be a lesbian.  How could he know for sure?    How can a man dominate and possess a woman whose sexual taste runs to other women?  How can he protect her from her inclinations?  Marcel, the heterosexual observer, doesn’t have the tolerant attitude toward lesbianism that Proust had toward homosexuality.  Why is that?  Is one somehow worse than the other?  Was Gomorrah (Proust’s biblical locus of lesbianism) worse than Sodom?  Or is this just another example of the double standard.  Women must behave more conventionally than men. 

Another major theme, of course, is the decaying social order of the Third Republic.  The Nobility of the Robe, that institution created by the Second Empire, was in decline. Its status was falling fast; the bourgeois and the petit bourgeois were on the rise.

The narrative mode in this regard involves the relaying – with rhetorical flourishes and personal opinions of varying relevance – of information gained either by hearsay and eavesdropping, or by the visual observation of a partially obstructed scene (between figures across the distance of a drawing room; through peepholes; between the curtain and the window frame; and so on).  Most of Marcel’s information comes to him incomplete.  His inferences and inventions fill the gaps.  The aristocratic order is made known to us the way it is made known to its members – by gossip and innuendo.
The decay of the aristocracy is personified in Charlus.  We had met him three or four times earlier in the novel.  He had been a man of impeccable good taste, with knowledge and love of the arts, noted for his magnanimity and kindness which had been demonstrated on many occasions.  His understanding of history and politics and the ways of man had been acquired during his conscious life as a highly privileged French aristocrat.
Now sexual desire has transformed him into a reprobate as he responds to a bestial trait inherited from some distant ancestor.  His fall has structural causes and was preordained.  But his condition was widespread; it permeated his social class.  At the reception given by the Princess Guermantes, Marcel becomes aware of further inversion among the guests.  The duc de Chatellerault has had a liaison with the young doorman; the duc de Sidonia and Charlus suspect each other of inversion; and M. Vaugoubert’s  homosexual practices are revealed.  The decay of the aristocratic class is structural; the whole class is preordained to fall.
Another major theme of the book is time and memory, particularly involuntary memory.  This theme is developed in a section entitled “The Intermittencies of the Heart”.  Marcel leaves Paris for Balbec, a seaside resort in Normandy.  An earlier book had described a prior vacation he had taken there with his beloved grandmother, now deceased.  That had been a happy time and it was the occasion that Marcel first met Albertine.

Marcel entered his hotel room and bent down to take off his boots.  When he touched the first button he broke out in tears because he recalled the sweet face of his grandmother.  The past returned to him, involuntarily, and he experienced a fuller grief over his grandmother than he did at the time of her death.  He recalled all her kindnesses including the manner in which she hid from him her fatal illness.  He realized he would never see her again.
The shoe button incident parallels the madeline incident in the first book.  There, tasting a biscuit dipped in tea brought to Marcel’s recall his aunt, the room in her house, the garden, the square, in fact all of Combray.  Proust maintains that there is a limit to what one can voluntarily recall.  The past returns, as it were, more fully when the memory is accidentally stimulated.  There is no way, he asserts, that a voluntarily induced memory can be as complete and as vivid as one which involuntarily occurs.

In a way this premise is central to the whole novel.  How valid is it?  Our memories are constantly stimulated without our direct effort.  Hearing an old song or a chance meeting with a former acquaintance will stir up memories which we then voluntarily try to expand or suppress depending on the circumstances.  To some of us the things we forget are not as troubling as the things we try to forget but can’t.

Memory has always intrigued the French and has had an important role in French culture.  Historians trace this role back to the era before the printing press when to be learned meant you had to have an excellent memory.  Mnemonic cults sprang up which taught that memory could be enhanced by mechanical mental exercises.  They further claimed the enhanced memory would boost psychic powers so that the individual could somehow tap into the Hermetic tradition - those occult Gnostic theories of the Third Century.

This type of thinking alarmed the medieval  ecclesiastical authorities.  The main proponent of these theories was Giordano Bruno, a Dominican monk, who studied and wrote at the University of Paris under the patronage of Henri III.  Henri at the time was engaged in the so-called French Wars of Religion against the Papacy. An Inquisition was convened which excommunicated both of them.  Both came to unhappy end.  Henri was assassinated by a Franciscan monk and Bruno was burned at the stake.  All copies of his great work, The Art of Memory, were put on the fire with him.  We are not sure where the souls of Bruno and Henri ended up but their memories were enshrined forever in the pantheon of Huguenot heroes.

Proust would have you believe that the memory of a past happy event is more pleasurable than the event itself.  That may be true if your memory filters out the worries and stress that accompany most human events and leaves only the pleasant parts.  Suppose you had a delightful vacation in Paris.  Your memory of that trip tends to disregard the worries and concerns you may have had at the time.  Would I make the plane?  Are my hotel reservations in order?  Will we have good weather?  Will my companions enjoy themselves?  Those concerns, which detracted from happiness at the time, are usually not called up when you reflect back on the happy event.

Does the fact that the memory you have arose spontaneously rather than by your express effort make the difference?  I don’t know.  Bruno’s writings might have shed light on this question but, alas, they have been destroyed.

What subjective opinions can we form about this subjective novel?  First of all, Proust is an acquired taste.  Like golf or bridge, you must attain a level of proficiency to enjoy his writing.  That means the book requires more than one reading.  The complexity of the story with its twists and turns, digressions and deviations is too great for the average person to absorb in one reading.  

Humanity would be well-served, it seems to me, by a better concordant or reader’s guide for In Search of  Lost Time.  Terence Kilmartin prepared a synopsis of each book and appended it to the various volumes.  These synopsis entries were later collected into a reader’s guide of sorts by re-sorting them into four categories: characters, persons, places and themes.  The result is a glorified index which helps you find what you have read but isn’t much help with what you are reading.  The many books about Proust on library shelves are largely for experts who have already mastered the text.

What’s needed, I’m almost ashamed to say, is a beginner’s guide - a Cliff’s Notes for Proust.  Let’s face it.  Cliff Notes have done more to help students get through college than Pell Grants have.  I know you teachers will be horrified to hear this, especially to have heard it here.  But, as I said, it’s only one man’s subjective opinion.     
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